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Plagiarism  in  the  Age  of  Trump 
 
Introduction:  Another  Year,  Another  Case  of  Political  Plagiarism 
 
During the run-up to the 2016 election, the transition of power, and the early days of the 
Trump presidency, there have been several notable accusations of plagiarism surrounding 
members of the Trump administration and family. While some of these feel like more 
standard cases of plagiarism (Monica Crowley’s book and dissertation), others seem slightly 
off (Melania Trump’s RNC address), others unusual (Donald Trump’s inaugural address), 
and still others are just bizarre (the Salute to Our Armed Services Ball Cake.) However, in all 
these instances, the politicizing of the plagiarism seems to have reached new levels, and this 
increased intensity has brought to the surface the various elements of plagiarism. 
 
 Accusations of plagiarism have been wrapped up in power relationships ever since 
the Roman poet Martial called out his poet rival for kidnapping his poems without 
appropriate compensation. And examples of plagiarism and politics seem to crop up every 
few years. (e.g., Joe Biden’s 1988 presidential campaign, HUD Secretary Ben Carson’s 
prepared statements for his Senate confirmation session, Senator John Walsh’s final essay for 
his master’s degree, or Rand Paul’s speeches.) The cases that have been linked to the Trump 
campaign and administration have occurred in a political environment in which opponents 
are fervently fact-checking every utterance and surrogates are ready to defend both the 
words and the intent of each speaker. Beyond just compelling political theater, these cases 
highlight several components about plagiarism: 1. the role of the audience in plagiarism, 2. 
the wide variety of literacy practices that get grouped under the label of plagiarism, and 3. the 
ways in which defenders of these practices challenge the conventional understandings of 
plagiarism. 
 
 In this article, we explore four instances of plagiarism accusations in the past few 
months. We provide an overview of each case and an investigation of the response to the 
reports in the popular media. Finally, we offer an exploration of the significance of these 
examples. 
 

Monica  Crowley:  What  the  (Bleep)  Just  Happened 
 
In contrast to some of the more unusual examples we discuss here, the case of would-be 
deputy national security adviser Monica Crowley’s plagiarism initially seems like a run-of-the-
mill instance of plagiarism: a political appointment’s past writing is scoured to look for 
something potentially damaging; the news reports on it; and then the politician retreats from 
the spotlight in shame. Yet, while the initial events unfolded in typical fashion—and the end-
result seems similar—the ways in which this case has continued to linger reveals the ways 
plagiarism has become a strategic tool for politicians.  
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 On January 7, 2017, CNN.com published a report accusing Monica Crowley of 
plagiarizing several dozen passages in her 2012 book, What the (Bleep) Just Happened 
(Kaczynski). The online article displayed the typical damning side-by-side snippets: sixty-one 
samples of Crowley’s text on the right and highlighted matching passages from other 
published articles, websites, and Wikipedia on the left. All the examples are relatively short 
and illustrate the usual range of types of plagiarism that we see when authors incorporate 
research into their work without conforming to the conventions of academic writing. Some 
of the examples look like ordinary cut-and-paste plagiarism. In Crowley’s book, she writes: 
“In December 2007 CIA director Michael Hayden stated that ‘of about 100 prisoners held to 
date in the CIA program, the enhanced techniques were used on about 30, and 
waterboarding used on just three’” (230). The same passage can be found on Wikipedia: “In 
December 2007 CIA director Michael Hayden stated that ‘of about 100 prisoners held to 
date in the CIA program, the enhanced techniques were used on about 30, and 
waterboarding used on just three’” (“Enhanced Interrogation”). Other examples illustrate 
issues with more nuanced citational practices. For example, Crowley writes, “According to 
the Wall Street Journal, that’s quadruple the cost of creating a job in a nonsubsidized private 
farm [sic]” (92). The original source (Daniel Horowitz from a 2011Red State article) reads: 
“According to the Wall Street Journal, that’s quadruple the cost of creating a job in a 
nonsubsidized private firm.” While the source is attributed, the language is taken from a 
secondary source without indicating the indebtedness to the Red State article. On its own, this 
example seems less troubling than some of the others; however, as part of an extensive list, it 
becomes more critical as it seems to illustrate a pattern of problematic source use. 
 
 The Trump transition team issued a statement defending Crowley that tried to 
deflect the accusation as “a politically motivated attack that seeks to distract from the real 
issues facing this country” (Kaczynski). Additionally, the statement looked to use the book’s 
publisher (“one of the largest and most respected publishers in the world”) and its popularity 
(“a national best-seller”) as evidence that the accusation couldn’t be true. 
 
 Two days later, Politico reporters Alex Caton and Grace Watkins published an article 
that claimed that Crowley had plagiarized “numerous passages in her Ph.D. dissertation” and 
provided a similar side-by-side comparison of sections of Crowley’s work with other texts. 
Caton and Watkins reported that an examination of the dissertation and the sources it cites 
identified more than a dozen sections of text that have been lifted, with little to no changes, 
from other scholarly works without proper attribution. In some instances, Crowley 
footnoted her source but did not identify with quotation marks the text she was copying 
directly. In other instances, she copied text or heavily paraphrased with no attribution at all. 
 
 In addition to providing the two texts, the authors also annotate many of the 
comparisons to provide a little more context. For example, Caton and Watkins claim in one 
section that Crowley “cites a Kissinger statement—footnote 7—but is pulling direct phrases 
and otherwise paraphrasing Gaddis with no footnote or in-text citation.” While this practice 
aligns with the definition of plagiarism as set forth by Crowley’s graduate school, it appears 
to be citation error rather than fraud.  
 
 After the initial political reactions to the reporting, Lynne Chu posted an open letter 
on Facebook entitled, “My statement on Monica Crowley’s alleged ‘plagiarism.’” The letter 
provided evidence from a copyright attorney for many right-leaning websites that these 
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accusations were politically-motivated and that the passages that were pulled out did not 
constitute plagiarism. Chu conducted a systematic review of all the reported instances of 
plagiarism in the book and in Crowley’s dissertation. Based on that review, she claimed that 
[i]n the case of the book, I found 57 out of 61 items presented by CNN to be unwarranted 
accusations. The match often seemed computer-generated from shared proper names and 
generic phrases, or news and anecdotes repeated by aggregators and editorialists. This type 
of material is generally considered fair use and/or public domain. As a result, this CNN list 
was misleadingly long, possibly a calculated attempt to condemn her with manufactured, but 
false, bulk. 
 
 While Chu’s argument conflates copyright and plagiarism, it was enough evidence for 
sympathetic readers that the charges were overstated. Nonetheless, Crowley withdrew from 
consideration for the position on the National Security Council. 
 
 Not all conservative websites reacted in the same way. The conservative blog Red 
State published the tongue-in-cheek assignment for Trump supporters who wanted 
“minimize the allegations in a partisan manner.” The blogger Patterico, who seems to be 
part of the Never-Trump camp, offers up six approaches to take to defend Crowley 
including “There are more important things going on in the world,” “It’s CNN. Ignore the 
facts in front of your nose and attack the source,” and “It’s old news.” He ends the 
assignment with by advising the commenters that “whatever you say, say it loud and with 
great fervor and self-righteousness. That usually helps.” 
 
 More recently, Crowley has appeared on Fox News’ Hannity claiming that she was 
the victim of a “political hit job” (Link). She claimed that “[t]here is a very toxic, and it is 
getting increasingly toxic and poisonous, atmosphere of personal destruction in Washington 
and the media. It’s always sort of always been there, but now it is at a whole different level. 
And this is exactly why smart and good people do not want to get into government service” 
(Link). Crowley’s defense shifts the focus away from the textual practices of her writing and 
places the attention on the ways in which the political environment has created readers who 
use accusations of plagiarism as a way to destabilize and discredit the administration. 
Additionally, Crowley has framed the accusations against her as part of the larger trend of 
fake news and political attacks. Despite the textual evidence that was leveled at her, Crowley 
maintains that because it was politically motivated, it can’t be real.  
 

Melania Trump: Your Word is Your Bond 
 
The intersections of the personal, the political, and the plagiaristic began much earlier in the 
presidential campaign. On July 18, 2016, Melania Trump took the stage at the Republican 
National Convention. Her speech was much anticipated, with pundits predicting that the 
speech would soften the image of Donald Trump in the ways that a candidate’s spouse is 
often called upon to do. While the speech was being delivered, writer Jarrett Hill tweeted 
that an entire paragraph closely mirrored Michelle Obama’s speech from the 2008 
Democratic National Convention (@JarrettHill). Ms. Trump’s speech contained the 
following passage: 
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From a young age, my parents impressed on me the values that you work 
hard for what you want in life; that your word is your bond and you do what 
you say and keep your promise; that you treat people with respect. (qtd. in 
Haberman et al.) 
 

Michelle Obama’s speech had a similar passage:    
                                           

You work hard for what you want in life; that your word is your bond and 
you do what you say you’re going to do; that you treat people with dignity 
and respect, even if you don’t know them, and even if you don’t agree with 
them. (qtd. in Haberman et al.) 

 
The speech caused an immediate controversy, and Trump’s campaign and their supporters 
came out to either deny that the words came from Ms. Obama’s speech or defend her use of 
Ms. Obama’s words. But on July 20, two days after Ms. Trump’s speech, one of her speech 
writers, Meredith McIver, came forward and confessed that she did take the words directly 
from Ms. Obama’s 2008 speech (Chan). McIver claimed that she was given those phrases by 
Ms. Trump but that she had failed to remove them from the final draft of the speech. 
Although McIver offered to resign, her resignation was not accepted by the Trump 
campaign (Chan). 
 
 The various responses to the speech and the attempts by the Trump campaign and 
its supporters to explain what happened and why it happened are significant. There were 
those such as Ryan Lizzia who wanted to give Ms. Trump leeway because she is not a 
politician: “Of course, Melania is not an author or academic. She might be unaware of how 
seriously people in the press and at universities take plagiarism” (Lizzia). Others defended 
her by arguing that she shouldn’t be held accountable because English isn’t her first language 
(Kliff). Still others argued that Ms. Obama does not own the English language and that they 
both used “common phrases” attempting to disconnect Ms. Obama’s authorship and 
ownership of her speech thereby making Ms. Obama’s words free for common use (Kliff). 
 
 One of the more interesting explanations was that the plagiarism was politically 
strategic (Kliff). Not only her plagiarism but also the very accusation of plagiarism was 
dubious because it was a political attack and not truly about the issue of plagiarism. For 
example, Paul Manafort, the Trump campaign chairman, argued that this was “an example of 
when a woman threatens Hillary Clinton,” Clinton “seeks out to demean her and take her 
down” (Wilkie). This focused the conversation less on the literacy practices of plagiarism and 
put the focus instead on the intent behind the accusation. This accusation of plagiarism 
becomes a political tool. We have been aware of the necessity of an audience for plagiarism, 
and we have had some sense of the political nature of an accusation of plagiarism. However, 
with defenses like Manafort’s, we now have those forces being brought to the forefront even 
as they are being obscured.  
 

Donald  Trump’s  Inaugural Address:  Plagiarism  as  a  Laughing  Matter 
 
Several months following Melania Trump’s RNC debacle, another Trump speech was once 
again steeped in controversy. This time, Donald Trump was accused of borrowing the words 
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of fictional characters-- the supervillain Bane from The Dark Knight Rises and Barry B. 
Benson from Bee Movie. Trump’s populist call for “giving [power] back to you, the people” 
echoed words uttered in Bane’s villainous monologue where he promised to “give [Gotham]  

 
(Fig. 1. Trump and Bee Movie Meme) 
 
back to you, the people” (Oakley). In the case of Bee Movie, though, the words which Trump 
has been accused of borrowing from Mr. B. Benson do not appear in the film (Evon). Still, 
that did not stop a meme image from circulating which highlighted a side-by-side 
comparison of each party's similar quotes (see figure 1).  
 
 In this case, the accusation of plagiarism is wielded to make the President appear to 
be so incompetent that he feels the need to look towards fictional characters for words of 
wisdom. 
 
 Donald Trump’s speech patterns and habits have been analyzed, parodied, and 
mocked since he arrived on the political scene. Just the insinuation that his speech sounded 
similar enough to Bane’s monologue was enough to make the case that it could not possibly 
be anything more than a coincidence. Once the accusation hit social media, it spread because 
of shock value, humor, and the power of the echo chamber. At the most, the inauguration 
speech was patchwriting (Howard), but closer examination reveals that the lines that were 
supposed to have come from the movies weren’t actually in the movies. Yet, as the meme 
circulated (as well as its close cousin of an Avatar reference), it didn’t really matter if it was 
true: those who wanted it to be true believed it and those who felt it was a political attack 
discredited it right away. Neither party needed evidence--that would be unnecessary.  
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The  Salute  to  Our  Armed  Services  Ball  Cake:  Can  You  Plagiarize  a  
Cake? 
 
The strangest example has to be the cake at Trump’s Salute to Our Armed Services Ball. 
After the publicity photos were released, Food Network celebrity baker Duff Goldman 
tweeted out pictures of the cake he created for Barack Obama’s Commander in Chief’s Ball 
in 2013 and the one created by Tiffany MacIsaac of Buttercream Bakeshop for Trump’s ball 
(see figure 2). As with all of the cases we have presented here, both sides of the comparison 
were similar. Goldman had created a multilayered cake for Obama’s celebration and 
MacIsaac copied the cake for the Trump party. MacIsaac explained that the Trump 
campaign “came to [her bakery] a couple of weeks [before the inauguration], which is pretty 
last minute, and said ‘We have a photo that we would like to replicate’” (Wang and Carman). 
When MacIsaac suggested that she could use the photo as inspiration, the Trump team 
claimed that they wanted “this exact cake.” (Wang and Carman). After the (now) expected 
social media storm, the bakery announced that it was donating the profits to Human Rights 
Campaign (Reynolds). 
 

 
 
Figure 2. Duff Goldman’s Tweet Comparing the Two Cakes 
 
Ironically, the Trump cake was mostly styrofoam with only the bottom two layers made out 
of cake. While the cakes appeared to be the same, they only had the same outward 
appearance.  
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Conclusion:  Styrofoam  plagiarism? 
  
In all four examples, the surface appearance of plagiarism led to an accusation and then a 
vociferous defense. While the role of the audience was foregrounded by the ad hominem 
attacks of the accusers and the general politicization of the entire event, these examples 
reveal the ways in which the literacy practices that make up plagiarism were, in effect, 
dismantled and separated. The text was split from the author. The audience was distanced 
from its reaction to the text and was impugned with motives separate from its response to 
the text. Instead of seeing a more unified interaction between the various actors in the 
literacy practice, plagiarism in the Trump era seems to be a series of actions that can each be 
questioned and challenged. Like the Trump cake, we only have Tweeted images of the 
outsides of the texts and the accusations that follow.  
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