
Asians as Plagiarist?

The false propaganda that in Asian, plagiarism is not taken seriously and its a "cultural issue" is very 

problematic. My reading of the literature,  recent web-Journals and website dedicated to the issue1 tend 

to claim that this point-of-view is wrong. Saltmarsh, when discussing the scandal of the 

commodification of education from Australia to Asia states the issue quite boldly, ". . . what I am 

suggesting is that the pervasive assumption that international students are primarily the students 

associated with plagiarism and poor academic performance can be seen as part of a racist logic 

predicated on racialised notions of ability, deviance and moral deficit."2 

The issue that motivated this study is the Australian/Malaysian plagiarism and cover-up scandal.3 

Although the media statement by Lim Kit Siang (DAP National Chairman) may be politically 

motivated it is very informative as to attitudes about Academic Fraud: 

The Cabinet must take a serious view of the Australian plagiarism scandal involving Malaysian 
students as it affects not only the good name of Malaysian students and the country, but also the future 
of tertiary education as a centre of academic excellence to compete for international students. The 
Cabinet should direct the Education Minister, Tan Sri Musa Mohamad to conduct a comprehensive, 
independent and professional investigation into the allegation by the Australia's education minister, 
Brendan Nelson when he urged Newcastle University to reopen a case in which it secretly re-marked 
the assignments of 15 students who had been failed for plagiarism at a campus it runs in Malaysia. It 
has been alleged that the 15 were initially awarded zero marks for using unattributed material from the 
Internet in an assignment, but their former lecturer claimed the university overruled his decision 
because it was concerned about losing revenue from offshore students. The students at the university's 
graduate school of business at Institut Wira in Kuala Lumpur were subsequently issued pass marks, 
some of them receiving distinctions. The Newcastle Herald had reported that the allegations include 
claims that comments by the original markers were erased and the papers were marked again, with the 
papers’ original marker, Ian Firns, quoted as saying: “The top marks were given to identified cheats”. 
Ian Firns has lodged a complaint with the New South Wales state corruption watchdog ICAC over the 
affair. The Malaysian government must not countenance plagiarism by Malaysian students in foreign 
educational institutions in the country, but it must also not allow Malaysia’s reputation to be sullied 
without proper basis. The Education Ministry should order a separate investigation as the plagiarism 
scandal occurred in the Wira Institut in Kuala Lumpur. The government has announced the target of 
enrolling 50,000 foreign students in public and private educational institutions in Malaysia by 2010 

1 See: http://www.plagiary.org/ The sites description is: "International in scope, Plagiary: Cross-Disciplinary Studies in  
Plagiarism, Fabrication, and Falsification is a new scholarly journal devoted specifically to the study of plagiarism and 
related fabrications/falsifications within the professional literature (i.e. scholarly journals and books) and popular discourse 
domains (i.e. journalism, politics, audio-visual texts). Providing a forum for scholarly discussion and research on trends and 
phenomena (both recent and historical) related to plagiarism, Plagiary features refereed research articles, "Perspectives" 
articles, book reviews, editorials, and responses as a point of focus on issues of vital importance to professional and popular 
discourse communities." Also the new journal,  International Journal for Educational Integrity at 
http://www.ojs.unisa.edu.au/journals/index.php/IJEI - "The journal provides a platform for educators across all sectors to 
research issues in the multi-disciplinary field of educational integrity." 

2 Sue Saltmarsh, "'What Pages' in the academy: Plagiarism, consumption and racist rationalities." International Journal  
for Educational Integrity. 1, no. 1 (2005), n.p. http://www.ojs.unisa.edu.au/journals/index.php/IJEI/issue/view/3

3Although the follow is not a comprehensive list, you can see the problem: 
http://www.smh.com.au/articles/2003/12/22/1071941672384.html; http://www.smh.com.au/news/National/Dark-
plagiarism-cloud-hangs-over-lucrative-overseas-programs/2005/05/09/1115584909943.html; 

http://www.plagiary.org/papers_and_perspectives.htm
http://www.plagiary.org/responses.htm
http://www.plagiary.org/editorials.htm
http://www.plagiary.org/reviews.htm
http://www.plagiary.org/papers_and_perspectives.htm
http://www.plagiary.org/papers_and_perspectives.htm


from the present 32,000 foreign students, hoping to net around RM1.25 billion annually. All the 
ambitions to develop Malaysia into an international centre of academic excellence with a sizable 
foreign student population to earn revenue for Malaysia would all come to nought if Malaysia acquires 
the international notoriety of a rogue educational centre where plagiarism and fake educational 
qualifications are rampant and unchecked.4

What I want to say from this is that, there is strong current of Malaysians that are not about to tolerate 

plagiarism as a cultural norm. Therefore the cheeky comments about Asian attitude about academic 

fraud is not true. 

The same can be indicated about the education here in the Philippines. Most Colleges and/or 

Universities that I was able to investigate via their websites contained strong statements against 

academic fraud. The retort that these statements are just superficial and that the Colleges and 

Universities do not really take actions is hard to respond to, since student disciplinary actions are and 

should be confidential and maintained in the ranks of the academy. However the well publicized 

removal of Arokiaswany William Margaret Celine's doctorate by the University of the Philippines 

Board of Regents for plagiarism and academic fraud is to be highly commended.5 The fact that their 

rulings and actions have been upheld in court on multiple occasion indicate to me that there is clear 

evidence that graduate eduction in the Philippines must not be denigrated with the "its Asian culture" 

slur.

In Indonesia, there was a recent unsuccessful action by some Indonesian academicians who charged 

(n.b. obviously the actions have political ramification so this material is hard to weight.) that, "In the 

initial formation of the United Indonesia Cabinet, an issue came to light alleging plagiarism by a 

certain minister. The issue faded, but the academic community did not let it go. So the controversy 

went on, especially following a suit filed by the party whose work was apparently copied."6 Once 

again, despite the fact that the issue was and is a political "hot-potato," academic integrity has been is 

seen. 

I could continue with many other examples throughout Asia. My point is simple. Academic fraud is 

not an Asian cultural issue. Even the sad state of plagiarism in China is viewed as a problem, not just 

rationalized away.7 In a recent article by Mara Hvistendahl entitled, "Scientific Copy Cats: Is China's 

rash of plagiarism a deeply rooted cultural issue?" the answer is interesting. I will cite it in full:

When the Chinese government recently announced plans to root out academic plagiarism and blacklist 
offending scholars, it was, on the surface, simply a matter of ethical standards keeping pace with 
economic reforms. The past few years have seen a wave of highly publicized falsification and 

4 Lim Kit Siang, http://www.dapmalaysia.org/all-archive/English/2003/aug03/lks/lks2493.htm
5 http://www.lawphil.net/judjuris/juri1999/aug1999/gr_134625_1999.html and 
6 http://www.thejakartapost.com/yesterdaydetail.asp?fileid=20051130.E03
7 See: http://www.csmonitor.com/2006/0516/p01s03-woap.html



plagiarism scandals all over the world, and Chinese scientists, under mounting pressure to publish, 
were guilty of a number of abuses. Most famously, research performed by Sichuan University 
biomedical scientist Qiu Xiaoqing and reported in Nature Biotechnology in 2003 was exposed as false, 
with the ensuing debacle splashed across the pages of Science. 
Beneath the surface, however, the recurring plagiarism scandals here are a sticky cultural controversy. 
In a country where everything—from designer handbags to DVDs to fruit (Shanghai's vendors carry 
oranges labeled "Nalencia")—is copied, pilfering has become a loaded issue. The China Daily, which 
broke the clean-up plagiarism campaign story, is itself routinely accused of plagiarism. 

The foreign press, covering the Chinese academy's woes, has focused on the country's "culture of 
copying," suggesting that Chinese scholarship, with its emphasis on memorization, mimicry and 
deference for authority, encourages plagiarism. A recent Knight-Ridder article quoted a Chinese 
graduate student as saying that scholars perceive plagiarism as a compliment; a few weeks later the 
Boston Globe quoted an American professor living in China as suggesting that plagiarism is ingrained 
in contemporary Chinese culture. 

Chris Chi-Chiang Shei, a Taiwanese lecturer at the University of Wales Swansea, is among a group 
of British scholars who advocate "easternizing" academia by promoting cooperative use of certain 
types of knowledge. Chiang said that while plagiarism is by no means acceptable in Chinese culture, 
different values do come to bear. Scholarship is often seen as "common property," he says. 

But this collective approach to scholarship conflicts with the notoriously cutthroat atmosphere of 
contemporary Chinese science. An emphasis on the quantity, rather than quality, of papers may be 
contributing to the increased incidence of plagiarism, says Liu Yameng, a professor at China's Fujian 
Normal University. Yameng has devoted himself to the study of comparative rhetoric, with a focus on 
how Chinese modes of expression differ from Western ones. "No Chinese scholar I know of would feel 
pleased to see themselves plagiarized," he says. "To have others cite you is one thing. To have the 
authorship of your ideas and thoughts usurped is quite another." 

With each new scandal, the Chinese academy suffers doubly by losing credibility as a whole, and 
enduring the implication that the problem stems from cultural issues, and may not be easily remedied.8 

The trite pirating argument needs to be appropriately put to the side, since this issue can be found in 

most countries. I believe Asia is once again being a scapegoated, because the medium that is being 

used. For example, I can find pirated software for you in any country. In the U.S.A., the computer fairs 

that travel the country provide this "service." Even the agmd email service has allowed spams for 

pirated software to be sent out! Sites throughout the internet provide the passwords to any software that 

you desire. And how about the P2P controversy . . . . It is not just in China, Jalang Petaling in K.L. or 

Greenhills that you can shop for your pirated mp3s and/or software. Even on the street corners of 

Akihabara, Japan, the Yakuza run underground sell their pirated wares.

In terms of Academic fraud, it is important to realize that this is one of the top academic/educational 

issues of our era. Because of globalization it is most everywhere. Faculty should not be turned into 

"police," but awareness of the international scope, I hope, will assist the APTS instructor  and student 

to not sweep cases under the table or sardonically blame a nebulous "Asian" culture. Academic 

throughout Asia and the rest of the world are rising to the task and this is good. 

8 Mara Hvistendahl, "Scientific Copy Cats: Is China's rash of plagiarism a deeply rooted cultural issue?" SEED (May 16, 
2006), http://www.seedmagazine.com/news/2006/05/scientific_copy_cats.php


