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Blocked

Last night, no one at  had a good night s̓ sleep.

Yesterday evening, shortly after I posted that we were launching a
plagiarism review of all current MIT faculty, President Kornbluth, members
of MIT s̓ administration, and its board, I am sure that an audible collective
gasp could be heard around the campus.

Why? Well, every faculty member knows that once their work is targeted
by AI, they will be outed. No body of written work in academia can survive
the power of AI searching for missing quotation marks, failures to
paraphrase appropriately, and/or the failure to properly credit the work of
others.

But it wasnʼt just the MIT faculty that did not sleep last night. The 
 faculty, its governing board members, and its administrative

leadership did not sleep either. Because why would we stop at MIT?

Donʼt we have to do a deep dive into academic integrity at Harvard as
well?

What about Yale, Princeton, Stanford, Penn, Dartmouth? You get the point.

While we are going to do a detailed review of plagiarism at MIT, we are not
going to be the only ones who do so.

Every college and university in the world is going to have to do the same
for themselves. They will do so because they will need to validate all
plagiarism accusations, or someone else will do it for them.

The best approach, however, is probably to launch an AI startup to do this
job (I would be interested in investing in one) as there is plenty of work to
do, and many institutions wonʼt have the resources to do it on their own.
Perhaps more importantly, the donors are going to demand that the review
is done by an independent third party.

@MIT

@Harvard

Post
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For who today is going to trust higher education to review itself?

Consider the inherently irreconcilable conflicts of interest. Would you trust
today s̓ university president to do an examination of their faculty? What are
the chances that the reviews would be weaponized to go after faculty
members whose politics were not favored by leadership?

We have seen this before with other tools used by university presidents
and their deans. Consider the weaponization of MeToo accusations,
speech codes, and the other tactics of cancellation that have destroyed
free speech on campus, and many faculty membersʼ reputations, careers,
and their families.

By analogy, who would trust even our most credible corporations with
auditing their own financial statements? There is a reason why all public
companies have independent auditors who are carefully examined by
regulators to ensure they maintain quality, standards, accuracy, and
independence.

And what if a plagiarism review turned into an incredible embarrassment
for the entire university? It could lead to wholesale firings of faculty.
Donors terminating their donations. Federal funding being withdrawn, and
a massive litigious conflagration where faculty members and universities
sue one another about what is plagiarism, and what is not. Think about the
inevitable destruction of the reputations of thousands of faculty members
as it rolls out around the country, and perhaps the world.

And maybe thatʼs a good thing.

The Impact of Higher Education on Society and Our Country

When I woke up on the morning of October 7th, my first thought was not
that I was going to launch an effort to save higher education from itself. I
had other more pressing concerns about the world, and I still have these
concerns. But as we all know, our higher education system (HES) is
critically important as it can affect and influence the minds of our younger
generations, thereby profoundly impacting the lives of all of us.

The HES can affect what s̓ taught to toddlers and what is taught in
elementary and high schools, as ed schools train the next generation of
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teachers and superintendents, and design the curricula they teach.

The HES can convince a generation that some of us are oppressors, and
others are the oppressed, and provide justifications for what kinds and
what degree of violence and terrorism are appropriate tools to address
this perceived oppression.

The HES can affect our medical establishments and the ethics of
medicine, e.g., some of our most controversial procedures and medicines,
and the advisability of their use on children, and so on. You get the point, I
am sure.

The HES affects our legal system, our ethics, and our basic understanding
of right and wrong.

It affects how we think about capitalism and our economic system, and
how we address wealth inequality, taxation, monetary and fiscal policy,
and consider universal basic income and other alternatives.

It also affects religion and how it is practiced and no longer practiced
around the country.

It can advance a monetary theory which states that the U.S. as a sovereign
nation has effectively no limit to its spending because it can just print new
money without any consequences or loss of solvency.

And then, of course, the graduates of our education system over time
become the judges, the Supreme Court justices, the politicians, the
members of the media, and the other people that influence and determine
our way of life, and help us understand the truth, but whose truth? you
might ask.

The HES influences how our national voting system should be
administered; the standards for eligibility to run for office; how the primary
system works, and what it takes to qualify to be on a ballot in a state.

I could continue, but I am sure that you already understand the power of
the HES. You donʼt need me to tell you how important it is.

In light of the power of HES, those interested in power would of course
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desire to take control of our most prestigious and influential universities so
that they could ultimately take control of our education system, our
government, and then the country at large.

The Power of AI and Its Impact on Plagiarism

Now that we know that the academic body of work of every faculty
member at every college and university in the country (and eventually the
world) is going to be reviewed for plagiarism, it s̓ important to ask what the
implications are going to be.

If every faculty member is held to the current plagiarism standards of their
own institutions, and universities enforce their own rules, they would likely
have to terminate the substantial majority of their faculty members.

Over the last few weeks and months, I have literally received hundreds of
emails, texts, hand- and type-written letters and cards, and phone calls of
support (and 10s if not 100s of 1000s of posts and replies on X) – from
friends and strangers, alumni, faculty and students, senior leaders of
foreign countries, U.S. senators and members of congress, high profile
members of the media, and several presidential candidates – for my
efforts to help address the problems at Harvard, MIT, Penn and the higher
education system at large. All of that said, most have been pessimistic
about the opportunity for necessary change, as nearly everyone believes
that it will take decades to fix the problem because of the life tenure
system for faculty.

The good news, however, is that with AI, getting rid of tenured faculty is no
longer as much of a challenge because it is much easier to fire faculty who
have problems with their academic record. It is a near certainty that
authors will miss some quotation marks and fail to properly cite or provide
attribution for another author on at least a modest percentage of the
pages of their papers. I say percentage of pages rather than number of
instances, as the plagiarism of today can be best understood by
comparison to spelling mistakes prior to the advent of spellcheck.

For example, it wouldnʼt be fair to say that two papers are both riddled
with spelling mistakes if each has 10 mistakes, when one paper has 30
pages and the other has 330. The standard has to be a percentage
standard.
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How pervasive are the spelling/plagiarism mistakes? is another question
that should be asked. Does the purported plagiarism appear in a small
minority of their papers or in the majority of their work?

Importantly, the most productive and important scholars are at the
greatest risk under the current system because the more papers and
pages you have written, the greater the probability that you missed a
citation or some quotation marks, and it is much more likely that someone
will check, (until yesterday). Plagiarism is the biggest threat for the most
outstanding and most cited scholars because if no one ever reads your
work and you do not have a public profile (nor or married to a high-profile
person), no one will ever take the time to look.

The more impactful the work and the more important it is, the more likely it
will be at risk of being reviewed for plagiarism. But if you have published
only a dozen papers of modest length, and the papers are not particularly
impactful or highly cited, the risk of having a large number of instances of
plagiarism and having it be discovered should be relatively small.

Oppenheimer

The weaponization of AI for plagiarism has become the tactical nuke of the
U.S. higher education system. That is potentially good news as the more I
have learned about the HES, the clearer it has become that tactical
devices and other powerful weapons may be required to win this war.

That said, as we learned in Oppenheimer, nuclear bombs can win wars,
but they can also create enormous collateral damage and massive loss of
innocent lives. They can kill tens, if not hundreds, of thousands of
innocent civilians, so we need to be extremely careful about how these
weapons are used. Because if the plagiarism nukes get into the wrong
hands, even more damage can be done to our HES and the country.

So what should we do?

If you think about what plagiarism standards were designed for, the
purpose was to protect scholars from the theft of their intellectual
property. And protecting intellectual property is critically important as it is
the lifeblood of our authors, composers, researchers, designers,
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architects, artists, companies, and effectively all modern institutions.
Interestingly, while AI can identify plagiarism, AI itself is the ultimate
plagiarist. Large language models are by design built off the work of
others, as computers have no innate knowledge, at least not yet. [As a
side note, I am sure all of us are looking forward to learning the outcome
of the NY Times lawsuit against OpenAI in light of its importance.]

As a result of AI, all institutions of higher learning are going to have to
update their plagiarism standards.

The good news is that no paper written by a faculty member after the
events of this past week will be published without a careful AI review for
plagiarism, that, in light of recent events, has become a certainty.

But what do we do about papers written before today, which will inevitably
fail an AI plagiarism test? The answer I believe is that there are different
kinds of plagiarism, and it depends.

Some plagiarism is due to the laziness of the author. Laziness is not a
great excuse for a member of the faculty, but it does not seem like a crime
to me. It is more a reflection of the competency and motivation of the
faculty member. In the real world, employees can be fired for being lazy,
but this can be challenging to do under the tenure system.

Some plagiarism arises from being human, at least before AI systems. A
tenured member of the faculty with thousands of pages of published work
before the launch of AI systems is going to make some number of
unintentional mistakes.  The more papers they have published and the
more total pages they have, the greater the likelihood of instances of
plagiarism.

Other kinds of plagiarism, however, are much more pernicious, like for
example, when important ideas are intentionally stolen without attribution.
The worst form of plagiarism would be a case where an author
intentionally stole another person s̓ work and presented it as his own, and
it represented an important part of the new paper. I expect that this kind is
rare, but it is clearly outright theft, and should be treated as such.

There remains, however, many open questions about plagiarism. For
example:
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Can one use a definition from an online dictionary or encyclopedia without
attribution? I honestly donʼt know the answer. I have never seen WikiPedia
or Dictionary.com cited in any paper. Before Business Insider emailed last
night, I never thought about this before. And on this point, what was the
standard 15 years ago for citing WikiPedia? Was it different then versus
now?

This also raises a more modern question: Is it ok to plagiarize from
ChatGPT today? Or does it depend on the outcome of the NY Times case?

You probably get my point by now. We are going to have to come up with
new standards for plagiarism.

I think the standard will ultimately be the same as the one the Supreme
Court uses for pornography.

To paraphrase Supreme Court Justice Potter Stewart:

We will know it, when we see it.

I think universities will ultimately be forced to conclude that there are
different kinds and degrees of plagiarism, and the punishment, if any, and
the degree of its severity to the faculty member or student will have to be
adjudicated based on the specific facts of each case.

As a result of recent events, academic/plagiarism review committees at
universities will have to be expanded, as this now becomes a very big job.
New standards will have to be designed, and new approaches will have to
be taken to ensure that plagiarism review committees are comprised of
independent members whose politics, friendships, or otherwise do not
affect their judgment in adjudicating these cases.

How nefarious identified plagiarism is determined to be, I expect, will likely
be a function principally of: (1) the nature and form of the plagiarism, (2)
how pervasive it is in the scholar s̓ oeuvre, and (3) the nature and
importance of what has been plagiarized, and perhaps to some extent,
who or what has been plagiarized.

I do believe that intent matters with plagiarism as it does in the securities
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laws. For example, mens rea, in Latin “guilty mind” (Source: Google search
top of page), which is defined by Dictionary.com (!) as “the intention or
knowledge of wrongdoing that constitutes part of a crime, as opposed to
the action or conduct of the accused that plays an important role in
determine[ing] the innocence or guilt of the accused in certain legal
contexts.” This is not a great definition, but I will use it here in the interest
of time.

I think intent matters because character matters. If the plagiarism was
truly unintentional (and there are ways to judge whether this is the case),
then I wouldnʼt question the character of the author.  

Unintentionality could simply be a result of rushing to meet a deadline,
something all of us remember from our college days. Or it could be due to
a misunderstanding or a lack of clarity as to whether one needs to cite 
Dictionary.com or the amorphous “Google” as I did above for the
translation of the Latin words mens rea.  

In order to assess all of the above, we also need to know what the actual
standards were at the time of the subject document s̓ creation.

Universities will need plagiarism review boards to systematically review
and adjudicate each of the cases individually. That s̓ the only fair way to
judge whether plagiarism meets the standard for various forms of
punishment or not. The legal and practical implications for not doing so
will cause severe harm to the accused who is convicted by the panel, and
create enormous legal liability for the university, as it will have to defend
itself in cases brought by faculty members and students whose careers
and lives have been harmed and/or destroyed by punishments and
reputations have been irreparably harmed.

Which brings us right back to where we started

I did not originally seek Claudine Gay s̓ removal as President of Harvard
due to plagiarism allegations. In fact, from the beginning I was simply
trying to help her address the rise of antisemitism on campus.  I
encourage you to read the concluding section of my first letter to her.
Unfortunately, she did not respond to my first letter or any of my efforts at
my outreach to her, nor did the Corporation board. To this day, neither
former President Gay or the Corporation board has ever responded to any
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of the three letters I wrote.

I only sought former President Gay s̓ removal after her congressional
testimony. And I didnʼt just seek her removal, I advocated for the removal
of all three university presidents who all happened to be women: a Black
woman, a White Christian woman, and a White Jewish woman (there is
some debate as to whether White should be capitalized, but I am following
the Macarthur Foundation recommendation which appears first when you
google the question).

So far, I have only been accused of racism against Black people as a result
of my advocacy for all three stepping down from their roles. I have not yet
been accused of misogyny as far as I am aware. I have been ecumenical
and color blind in my advocacy here. Please also note my post last night
about why I believe the Chairman of MIT must resign for apparent tax
fraud. I note that he happens to be a Jewish man. Am I am also an
antisemite?

Getting back to Kornbluth, Gay, and Magill; in my opinion and that of many
others, they are failed leaders of our country s̓ most important institutions,
and all three lack the necessary moral clarity that is critical for leaders,
particularly during this challenging time in history. That is why I and many
others believed that they should resign or be fired.

I did not know anything about Claudine Gay s̓ academic record prior to
others bringing this issue to the fore.

When Gay resigned and was awarded a position on the faculty and
continued to receive president-level compensation, I publicly questioned
how the board could have approved her remaining on the faculty in light of
the amount, nature, and degree of plagiarism that had surfaced in her
work.

In coming to my conclusion, I reviewed the undisputed 50 or so plagiarism
allegations in 6 of her 11 publications, and relied somewhat on academia s̓
public assessment of her plagiarism, and her overall academic oeuvre and
record.

In short, I was convinced by others more expert than I, that her academic
oeuvre was not of sufficient scale or quality, and that the plagiarism issue
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was sufficiently troubling that she was not qualified to continue as a senior
member of the Harvard faculty, particularly at well-above market
compensation for her continuing role. It looked like her lawyer did an
excellent job negotiating a settlement, but that s̓ not how faculty positions
should be awarded.

In retrospect, I shouldnʼt have had to form my own conclusions about
plagiarism in her work. That should have been determined in a formal and
transparent process by an administrative board comprised of independent
members who could have judged her work without personal
consequences to themselves or without the impact on the outcome from
university politics. Unfortunately, I do not believe that such a committee
exists at Harvard, but I welcome learning otherwise.

All of above said, I thought Claudine Gay was a failed leader without
regard to her academic record, and that s̓ why I thought she should not be
president of Harvard.

Lastly, a few thoughts on MIT and the media

My wife, Neri Oxman, as you may well know by now, spent 15 years of her
life at MIT before she left MIT and moved to New York.

Neri s̓ published work is vast. She has published 74 peer-reviewed papers,
8 peer-reviewed book chapters, and numerous other journal papers and
proceedings. But her written work is only a small portion of her life s̓ work.
She has been awarded 15 patents for her technological innovations, not
including recent patents pending. You might want to watch this video to
learn more about her work oxman.com/mission

In that Neri s̓ work is more about product design, architecture, and
technological innovations, most of her intellectual property is represented
by her patented and unpatented technologies, and in the physical
manifestation of their forms, for which she shares credit with the other
inventors, principally her students.  Neri s̓ scholarship is breathtaking in its
creativity, vast in its scale and enormous in its potential for impact. Often,
her work also happens to be incredibly beautiful, which explains the
MoMA and SFMoMA retrospectives of her work, and the 116 exhibitions in
which they have been featured around the world, and the 22 of works
which remain in permanent collections around the world.
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And yes, Neri is intensely human, and she makes mistakes as we all do.
She also owns her mistakes, and learns from them. We both have learned
many times from the experience that comes from making mistakes and
learning from them.

Neri has yet to vet yesterday s̓ plagiarism allegations, but she will get to
them when she has time to do so. Notably the first 15 of the 28 examples
that came from Business Insider s̓ “thorough review of her published
work” were definitions of words or terms that Neri may have used from
Wikipedia including the definition of: “weaving,” “computer graphics,”
“computer-aided design,” “pain,” “manifold,” “heat flux,” “optimization,”
and “sustainable design,” to name more than half of the examples BI calls
plagiarism.

Is this plagiarism? Let s̓ assume that in writing her dissertation Neri used
Wikipedia as a dictionary for these terms and it is deemed to be
plagiarism, does it any way affect the quality and originality of the
research in her dissertation? I think that s̓ worth an important discussion
among the experts. 

It does not strike me as plagiarism, nor do I think it takes anything away
from her work. I am not sure who would even complain that they were not
cited properly. I also wish I knew how to reach a human being at Wikipedia
as my Wikipedia biography needs correcting, and could be meaningfully
improved if there was someone I could speak to.

I am sure that when Neri wrote her dissertation she thought that there was
nothing wrong with using Wikipedia as a dictionary. When I was a student,
I remember having a thesaurus and a dictionary on my desk that I would
consult when I wrote a paper and needed a synonym or a definition of a
word. I never thought to quote or cite my thesaurus or dictionary for basic
words, term or synonyms.

The good news is that none of the above will interfere with Neri s̓ success
or in any way diminish any of the technologies and innovations that she,
her colleagues, and students have developed, and new ones that she and
her team will create in the future.

Now that all of her non-family time and energy is intensely focused on
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OXMAN, her success will largely depend on what comes next. And yes, I
think she made a brilliant decision to leave academia behind.

Neri left MIT in some part due to her marriage to me and her desire to start
a family in New York, but she was also motivated by the opportunity to
change the world, which she felt she had a greater chance of achieving by
leaving academia behind, launching a start up in the form of a benefit
corporation, and recruiting an extremely talented team of scientists,
engineers, roboticists, synthetic biologists, plant biologists, material
scientists, and more.

OXMAN is still hiring, so if you are interested and possess unique and
relevant talents and skills, and you are a wonderful human being, you
should check out OXMAN.com, follow , and go to 
OXMAN.com/contact.

OXMAN has been in stealth mode for the last several years, but they have
made a lot of progress. Neri and her 27 team members recently moved to
a new 36,000 square feet research, design, and wet lab space that has
taken several years to construct. OXMAN is in the process of developing a
number of new technologies, which will lead to future product launches,
some of which you will hear about later this year.

On Journalism and the Media

Over the last several days, we have seen some of the worst forms of
journalism and how it operates. Business Insider gave Neri only several
hours to respond to the reporter s̓ first request for comment for her story
on Thursday. Bear in mind, we were on vacation and out of the country
and did not have ready access to necessary source materials or decent
WiFi, but Neri dropped everything, and responded politely and accurately
to the allegations in the few hours she was given.

Yesterday, at 5�19pm after sundown on Friday night, the same reporter
sent a 12-page email to Fran who heads communications for Pershing
Square. Bear in mind that Pershing Square and OXMAN have nothing to do

@NeriOxman

4�30 PM · Jan 6, 2024 · Views4.1M

3.9K 5.8K 22K 3.2K

Post your reply Reply
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