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Subliminal Influence or Plagiarism by Negligence?  

The Slodderwetenschap  of Ignoring the Internet 

Abstract: Does the availability of instant reference checking and “find more 
like this” research on the Internet change the standards by which academics 
should feel “obligated” to cite the work of others?  Is the deliberate refusal 
to look for the existence of parallel work by others an ethical lapse or 
merely negligence? At a minimum, the Dutch standard of 
Slodderwetenschap (sloppy science) is clearly at work. At a maximum so is 
plagiarism. In between sits the process to be labeled as ‘plagiarism by 
negligence’. This article seeks to expose the intellectual folly of allowing 
such a plagiarism to be tolerated by the academy through a discussion of the 
cases of Terrence Deacon and Stephen Wolfram. 
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What is the standard  for requiring citations when an author makes use of concepts, lines 
of reasoning, order of argumentation, and third party references originally presented by 
others in their written and published works?  Is it acceptable to make such use without 
making attribution or citations of the same?  Traditionally, plagiarism occurs when the ideas 
of others are presented as one's own. This includes ideas which one has read or heard and 
then thought about and refined. Only the refinements are original. That which has been 
refined is usually considered to be in need of attribution. 
 
But what is to be done when the attributions are not made?  When the “likely cause” is a 
professor relying on the idea that “refinements” are the product of a single mind and are 
“new” rather than the insights gained from the fundierung of a hermeneutic process which 
involved many predecessors and many “non-cited” ideas. 
 
Consider the “hub-bub” raised when Stephen Wolfram’s A New Kind of Science was 
published.  Wolfram by his own admission had retreated from active research in order to 
write.  When he finished, he did not bother to consult the developments in the literature.  
Wolfram told his readers: “I have for most of the past decade been an almost complete 
recluse, attending almost no  outside events, and interacting mainly just with my 
family, friends, assistants and senior staff at my company.”  When limiting one’s 
intellectual exchange to a narrow group who regard you as their “leader” it may be 
natural (albeit wrong) to treat the ideas produced through such an exchange as one’s 
own. Indeed, it is extremely unlikely for such internal group presentations to include 
explicit footnotes, citations, or attributions.  If the academic running such a group were to 
merely gather together the notes of the get togethers, many ideas would be present but 
their correct attributions would be absent. Such an absence is, however, a poor  excuse  for 
furthering their omission. 
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As David Naiditch wrote in Skeptic Magazine (2003): 

 
Many scientists complain that Wolfram fails to acknowledge the work of other 
scientists. Brian Hayes, senior writer for American Scientist, states, “The 
problem is not just the rosy spotlight that Wolfram shines upon himself at center 
stage; it’s also the utter darkness that enshrouds all the other actors in this 
drama.” Computer scientist, mathematician, and chairman of Webmind, Inc., Ben 
Goertzel, remarks, “There is an irritating density of passages in which the author 
takes personal credit for ideas that are ‘common knowledge’ among experts in the 
relevant fields.” CA pioneer Edward Fredkin allegedly said that Wolfram is 
“incompetent at giving people credit.” 
 

The issue is an old one (c.f. Vickers, 1911 regarding the originally unacknowledged influence 
of Blyth on Darwin), perhaps aggravated by the easy access we now have to the works of 
others.  In 1999 Marsh et al noted: 
 

Perkins (1981, 1988) argues that creativity primarily consists of harking back to 
old ideas and reassembling them in some novel fashion to produce a conceptual 
combination whose features will resemble the old ideas as well as take on new 
properties of their own (see, e.g., Gagne & Shoben, 1997; Hampton, 1987, 
1997). Ward (1994, 1995) has expressed a similar view in his statement that 
novel products are rarely entirely novel, insofar as they possess features of the 
ideas or the products that were used in the creative combination process. 
Because participants tend to hark back to old ideas, perhaps by applying a 
systematic search among relevant knowledge structures, their "novel" products 
tend to be much less original than they otherwise could be (see, e.g., Jansson 
& Smith, 1991). The conformity and inadvertent plagiarism effects that we 
have found occur because participants working on creative tasks fail to engage 
in the systematic decision processes specified by source-monitoring framework 
(cf. Jacoby, Kelley, Brown, & Jasechko, 1989). 
 

There is even a psychological name for the phenomenon: Cryptomnesia  -- which Sisti 
(2007) redefines as the "unconscious appropriation of another author's work by a 
plagiarist who thinks the work they are producing is original."  
 
This is best illustrated, perhaps, by Rachel Toor (2011) writing in the Chronicle of Higher 
Education: 
 

…good writers steal. Attribution  is as easy as appropriation, or it should be. 
But there  are so  many things-phrases,  exercises, classroom  tricks-I've  
pilfered from  others that for many of them, I couldn't tell you the original 
source. Sometimes phrases from Wallace Stevens or Milton show up in m.y 
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prose, sometimes a line from an Elvis Costello song. Even if my aim is true, I 
don't know how much I'm stealing at any given time. Unconscious plagiarism 
is the cost of paying attention to language. In our teaching, we all stand on-
the shoulders of those giants who have lectured and seminar-ed us. Does it 
make any sense to say where we learned what we learned? Do students care? 
Should we? Even though scholars make a fetish out of footnoting, where do 
we give credit to ideas or innovations whose provenance we're not exactly 
sure of? Sometimes it's hard to tell where your original notion ended and 
where it was driven further by conversation with a friend or colleague. 
We're in the business of intellectual exchange; it's an economy with little 
currency in the real world, so we have to value in-group bartering. I wonder 
if that makes us more possessive of what we think is ours. Is unconscious 
plagiarism less morally icky than outright theft, even if the result is the 
same? 

We live in an Internet day and age. It is extremely easy to discover works by others which 
address the same concepts as the work of oneself. Indeed, it is the obligation of a 
scholar preparing an academic work to make a serious effort to locate and cite such 
material. While, different standards apply when re- presenting such work for non-academic 
audiences or in casual conversation, the failure to make appropriate attributions (whether 
by neglect or intent) allows for situations where one publishes work with an implicit claim 
of originality which is false. 

It is the standard practice in academia to read the works of others, to attend presentations 
by others, to discuss the works of others etc. The mere fact that one has engaged in 
such attendance, readings, or discussions does NOT mean that the ideas so 
presented/discussed have somehow now become the "property" of the reader, attendee or 
discussant. The ideas so gained through such exposure will of course over time be refined in 
the mental catalog of the reader/attendee/discussant but only the refinements can properly 
be claimed as "original" by such person.  Indeed “research has shown that if people improve 
other's ideas, they subsequently unconsciously plagiarize them at a dramatically higher rate 
than if they imagine them, or simply hear them again.” (Perfect and Stark, 2012) 

Academic integrity demands that when the refined ideas are then re-presented in an 
academic publication that attribution be made to the original source (or to the correct 
secondary source which in turn should be citing the original ... etc.). This is the very lesson 
we strive to have our students embody, and it is the standard of practice which allows for 
academic knowledge to grow in a scholarly manner. The failure to provide such attributions 
by our students is often called plagiarism.  Yet, academics seem unwilling to so label this 
failure by one of their own.  Wolfram was not labelled a plagiarist, although the scientific 
impact of his work was greatly blunted by the lack of citations and attributions. 
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The Slodderwetenschap of Terry Deacon  
 
Let us now consider the case of Terrence Deacon. The publication of Terrence Deacon’s 
Incomplete Nature in 2011 should have been a magnus opus in the career of the then 
chairman of the anthropology department at UC Berkeley. The summary offered on 
Amazon states the power of the book’s contents: “The book's radically challenging 
conclusion is that we are made of these specific absences—such stuff as dreams are made 
on—and that what is not immediately present can be as physically potent as that which 
is. …Incomplete Nature demonstrates how specific absences (or constraints) play the 
critical causal role in the organization of physical processes ...” Ironically, it is what is 
absent from Deacon’s book – appropriate citations and attributions which play the causal 
role in bringing it whatever attention it has gathered from academic audiences. 

 
Evan Thompson’s review of Incomplete Nature published in Nature in December 2011 
was the first public hint that there might be a problem. Thompson writes. “Incomplete 
Nature has shortcomings. Deacon doesn’t discuss other theorists who have given similar 
accounts of life and mind … doesn’t explore the neuroscience literature showing how 
large-scale brain activity is related to consciousness, and makes no use of writings that 
relate these findings to how we experience emotion, time and the self.” 

In November, 2011 Deacon was asked to acknowledge that many of the ideas and 
argumentation contained therein were first to be found in Alicia Juarrero's 1999 book 
Dynamics in Action and in Thompson's 2007 book Mind in Life. Deacon refused to make 
these acknowledgements and in initial correspondence with Juarrero and this author was 
seemingly offended that anyone could suggest that the “overlaps” were other than co-
incidental due to “parallel thought.” 

Others then undertook closer examination of the book. In general, a disturbing pattern of 
"borrowings" seemed to emerge involving more sources, more prior influences, and a 
seeming usurpation of the ideas of others. Colin McGinn writing in the New York Review of 
Books stated: 

 

“One would never think from reading Incomplete Nature that the author's main 
contentions have already been systematically developed by others, and that there 
is in fact hardly an original idea in the book. … I have no way of knowing whether 
Deacon was aware of these books when he was writing his: if he was, he should 
have cited them; if he was not, a simple literature search would have easily 
turned them up. As things stand, his book largely recapitulates what they have 
already argued more eloquently.” 

 
To which Jerry Fodor writing in the London review of books added: 

 
“What one longs for, but doesn't get, are the circumstantial details that, in Pooh-
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Bah's words, 'give artistic verisimilitude to an otherwise bald and unconvincing 
narrative'. For just one instance: quite a lot has been discovered of late about 
consciousness and, in particular, its surprisingly intimate relation to attention 
(c.f. the experimental literature  on  'change blindness’). It would have been nice 
if Deacon had tried to account for these findings … but, regrettably, that sort of 
thing doesn't happen in this book (or, if it does, it must be in one of the parts I 
skipped).” 

With this kind of publicity, Deacon reacted. And, in so doing, he made statements 
which served to better elucidate the very problem this article seeks to examine. In the 
Chronicle of Higher Education, he states "It is now clear that she [Juarrero] recognized 
some of these connections well before me. So I agree that her work deserves better 
attention than it has received. Should I apologize to everyone I didn’t cite? I don’t think 
so.” To a reviewer’s (Logan 2012) observation that some of the work seems to be a 
restatement of McLuhan’s figure/ground reversals, he writes “McLuhan was an early 
influence on my thinking and probably has been a subliminal ground for my own 
development ever since …. Without question the f/g [figure/ground] reversal logic has 
been a hallmark of my own approach to the puzzles I have chosen to work on, and not 
just those discussed in Incomplete Nature, though this is where it is probably best 
developed”. Yet, McLuhan is not cited in Deacon’s book. 

Full disclosure is needed at this point.  The accusations against Deacon were first raised by 
my colleague Alicia Juarrero (as acknowledged on page 564 of Deacon’s paperback edition) 
and were formalized by my research institute in 2011 (see 
http://theterrydeaconaffair.com).  Berkeley chose to defend its professor publishing a 
report  (see http://terrydeacon.berkeley.edu) which “exonerated” Deacon while at the 
same time acknowledging his negligence:  
 

“Would it have been better if Deacon had read and cited Juarrero’s book? Yes. We 
recognize that Juarrero’s book is an important prior contribution to the area of 
research pursued by Deacon. Still, the failure to cite an earlier work with the same 
subject matter, even an important one, is not by itself research misconduct.” 

Thus, the problem: When writing a scholarly work does an academic have an affirmative 
obligation to cite or make reference to those who preceded him or her in working on 
similar ideas? Deacon tells us that he interacts with a regular group of discussants he calls 
“the pirates.” Was exploration of the origins of ideas developed in these discussions 
required? Was Deacon obligated, as McGinn suggests, to have performed “a simple 
literature search”? In the age of Google and the Internet does the failure to provide such 
citations matter? Is Deacon right to assert “Should I apologize to everyone I didn’t cite? I 
don’t think so.” 
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Deacon is not the first “major author” to encounter the “lack of appropriate 
attributions” problem. As noted above, Stephen Wolfram faced similar issues in 2002 with 
his A New Kind of Science; so did Darwin regarding Malthus and Blyth. The Internet and 
Google have advanced greatly during the intervening decade. The kind of literature search 
McGinn asked for is now easy indeed. Negligence should not be an excuse for inadequate 
attributions. So is it? 

 
 
What Deacon and Wolfram’s Cases have in Common 

 

Plagiarism by negligence is still plagiarism. The lack of appropriate attributions and 
citations is not "remedied" by a lack of "intent." If it were, then we would be excusing 
plagiarism by students on a continuous basis. For the academy to "cover-up" Deacon's 
failure to follow it, and, worse, for the academy to tolerate Deacon's advocacy of the 
flouting of the standard, is directly contrary to most principles of academic integrity. It 
must be noted that no one has alleged that Deacon made any word for word copying in the 
works in question. No such finding or allegation was leveled against Wolfram either. The 
allegations surrounding Deacon’s Incomplete Nature offer many parallels with the Wolfram 
case despite the passage of nearly a decade between the two events. 

 
Both authors had a decade long absence from the scholarly stage. Wolfram’s absence 
was far more pronounced and thus more dramatic. In Deacon’s case, he promised a 
“trilogy” of books in 1998 and kept referring to the upcoming trilogy for several years 
thereafter. Yet, it took until 2011 for the next book to appear. 

Both authors took input only from a limited self-selected group of people. Wolfram relied 
on his guests and his staff. Deacon relied on the “pirates.” Both authors failed to 
present their material for peer review prior to the publication of their opus. Again 
Wolfram was more dramatic: “I gradually came to realize,” he recalled, “that technical 
papers scattered across the journals of all sorts of fields could never successfully 
communicate the kind of major new intellectual structure that I seemed to be beginning to 
build. So I resolved just to keep working quietly until I finished, and was ready to present 
everything in a single coherent way. Fifteen years later this book is the result.” 
Deacon’s 600 page book was not preceded by even 200 pages of papers on similar topics. 

 

Both authors failed to provide contemporary references to support their book. There is a 
paucity of post 2005 references in Incomplete Nature (published in 2011). That lack is 
even more disturbing when one recognizes that any good anthropologist when studying 
a field which is not his own -- as Deacon acknowledges is the very basis of Incomplete 
Nature -- would attempt to examine the "native" literature. That the chairman of a major 
Anthropology department would fail to read/cite that literature is further evidence of 
negligence of an anthropological sort. Juarrero prepared a detailed spreadsheet which 
outlined the parallels in argumentation between her 1999 work and Deacon’s 2011 book. 
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She further prepared a timeline highlighting the opportunities Deacon had for observing 
and encountering her work. Naidtich notes that Edward Fredkin made similar claims with 
regard to  Wolfram. 

As an aside, both Wolfram and Deacon have made a practice of deriding and belittling 
critics of their work. Indeed both seem to assert that the very existence of objection is 
verification of their ideas.  Yet, of course, in both instances it is the originality of the 
source material they use which is questioned, not the admittedly unique assertions which 
each derives from the material used. 

What has changed the most between the Wolfram and Deacon cases is the ubiquity of the 
Internet and the ease with which literature searches can be performed. This allows for a 
forensic linguistic examination of the Deacon material. The examination itself is presented 
on a website at  http://thedeacontool.com.  This examination strongly highlights the 
similarities between source materials which pre-date Incomplete Nature and the contents 
of roughly 50% of the chapters of Incomplete Nature. The items in the source materials 
corpus were all easily available to Deacon and/or his band of “pirates.” 

Most significantly, the fact that Deacon's student Mark Graves makes extensive use of the 
Juarrero work and correctly cites and attributes the same in a book he wrote while 
Deacon's student and while a member of Deacon's "pirates" (Deacon's academic discussion 
group as defined in Incomplete Nature), suggests strongly that Juarrero's ideas were 
indeed discussed by Deacon who then "borrowed them without attribution" and made 
them his own. It appears Deacon did the same to much of the material presented in 
Graves' book. 

Deacon has challenged these inquiries not on the basis of facts but by challenging the 
motivations of those making the inquiry and/or by questioning the relevance of the 
results. In this he echoes Wolfram. It is worth noting that many independent observers 
have found the parallels between the material in Incomplete Nature and the source 
materials identified above. On his blog, joyuscrynoid, James Coffman wrote: 

Since the publication of Incomplete Nature over a year ago, the controversy over its 
originality— particularly its alleged rehash, without attribution, of themes and 
arguments advanced by Alicia Juarrero in her book Dynamics in Action—continues to 
rage. Since I was taken to task by several commenters (including Deacon himself) for 
criticizing Deacon’s scholarship and uncritically accepting comments stoking the 
controversy, I have, as promised, made an effort to carefully reconsider the 
matter. Here is what I have come to conclude….I have read both books from 
cover to cover, and I stand by my original claim that Deacon covered much of the 
same ground covered previously by Juarrero….The problem with not citing those who 
developed similar ideas previously is that it misleads the naïve general reader 
(Deacon’s proclaimed intended audience!) into thinking that the claim of 
originality covers those ideas. Unfortunately, Deacon fails to carefully delineate 
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which parts of his book are truly original, and which are derived….when I first read 
Incomplete Nature I was bothered by the fact that it echoed ideas developed and 
expressed by thinkers such as Robert Rosen and Stanley Salthe, but without 
attribution. So when I did become aware of the controversy I was not particularly 
surprised, as I had already smelled a fish. The tragedy here is that Incomplete 
Nature is a work of potential importance that is completely undermined by the 
failure of its author to acknowledge his sources. 

 
 
Policy Implications 

 
Who made me the genius I am today, Who's the Professor that made me that way? 
One man deserves the credit, One man deserves the blame, And Nicolai lvanovich 
Lobachevsky is his name. In one word he told me the secret of success: Plagiarize! 
Plagiarize! Plagiarize ! Let no one else's work evade your eyes. Only be sure always to 
call it please "Research." (Tom Lehrer, "Lobachevsky,") 

 
The forensic analysis suggests that a large portion of Deacon's book is a compilation of 
the works of others, which he has reconfigured (and in some instances opposed) to make 
their ideas appear to be his own.   Wolfram suffered similar accusations. If either were 
to have provided the correct attributions and citations regarding the origins of these 
ideas, their work would not be the subject of this article. Instead, both Deacon and 
Wolfram present all the compiled material as if they were its sole cognitive origin -- 
which each was NOT. If the omissions were made deliberately, that would be 
plagiarism. If the omissions occurred by failing to do any research as to the origins of the 
ideas presented -- that too is plagiarism ("the presenting of the works of others as if it were 
one's own) -- plagiarism by deliberate negligence. Plagiarism is judged, this author would 
submit, by the results and not by the declared intention of the plagiarist. 

In academia we demand that our students do the research necessary to back up what they 
present. To pass off ideas which are easily located in the previously published works of 
others as one's own is simply not tolerated. See, for example, the ethics guidelines of most 
any research university and articles which argue that plagiarism checking is an ethical 
responsibility (e.g. Rosenberg, 2011) To use as a defense "well I did not do the reading" is 
unacceptable. If we cannot accept such defenses and inappropriate work from our 
students, how can the academy tolerate the same from one of its senior professors? 

What is most disturbing about the Deacon affair is the example it sets for our students. 
(Note Wolfram did not have students at the time of his publication.)  Both Deacon and 
Berkeley have in effect proclaimed that a senior academic and his work are subject to a 
different set of standards than the students. In this author’s view, the correct response 
would have been for Deacon to acknowledge his negligence and to invite those whose work 
he plagiarized to correspond with him about their various agreements and differences. 
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This would have turned a mistake (or perhaps a series of mistakes) into a learning 
experience from which all would benefit. Instead, Deacon has behaved like a wounded 
and cornered animal striking out in both inappropriate and fruitless manners and declaring 
himself to be the victim. 

There is no excuse for anyone in academia to support the idea that academic behavior 
deemed unacceptable for a student is tolerated if done by a senior professor. There is no 
excuse for the scholarly community to even tolerate the idea that in the Internet Age it is 
acceptable for a senior professor to fail to see what others have written before publishing 
his own work in a field – especially in a field which he admits is not his own. Plagiarism by 
negligence is still plagiarism. It is simply unacceptable in academia.  Kock and Davison’s 
2003 warnings to the IS community seem strangely prescient.  

In the case of Diederik Stapel, the Dutch coined a new word: Slodderwetenschap – or 
“sloppy science.” At its best the Deacon case represents sloppy science. For the 
academy to allow such sloppiness to become a standard would endanger scholarly 
research perhaps forever. As scholars we must acknowledge and cite the sources which 
have contributed to our present thoughts. It is not merely sloppy to fail to provide 
attribution, it is doing a dis-service to those who seek to critically examine the very 
thoughts we are expressing.   How can they do so without an acknowledgement of 
context, of influences (including the subliminal), and of the names of those who 
provided that very context and influence? 

The Slodderwetenschap of Terry Deacon (and of Wolfram before him) means that those 
who wish to examine and challenge his work need to resort to external resources to do so. 
The reader is required to take to Google to look up phrases and potential references. 
This is the very purpose of footnotes, references, and a bibliography. When these items 
are woefully incomplete (and at worst deliberately ommissive), the claims presented are 
presented in a false light.  The implicit claim for originality is belied by the 
unacknowledged subliminal influences that account for much of the claimed insight. 

The quantitative sciences have no tolerance for Slodderwetenschap. It is time for  the  
qualitative sciences to make the same stand. We have great tools at our disposal to 
encourage our students to do research and to look beyond the printed (or displayed) 
word. For our senior scholars to claim no obligation to do the same is beyond 
scandalous. May the Slodderwetenschap of Terry Deacon be the last time we experience 
such a neglect of the academic and scholarly traditions which underlies the work of 
each and every one of us. 
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