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Abstract:

Plagiarism detection software has become a cornerstone of
academic integrity enforcement across the globe. However, behind the
sleek interfaces and statistical reports lies a more complex reality: one
that raises profound philosophical, linguistic, and ethical questions. This
article critically examines the mechanisms and logic of popular tools
such as Turnitin, iThenticate, and others, questioning the assumption that
textual similarity necessarily implies intellectual theft. Are ideas truly
ownable? Can an algorithm distinguish between imitation and
coincidence, style and structure, knowledge and noise?

As institutions increasingly rely on these systems not only for
evaluation but also for control, we investigate whether such tools foster
integrity—or whether they reinforce a surveillance-based model of
academia, shaped by profit motives and algorithmic opacity.
Furthermore, we raise concerns about the ownership of the data fed into
these tools, and whether researchers’ works are quietly contributing to Al
training and commercial exploitation without consent. Rather than
rejecting these technologies outright, the article calls for a rethinking of
the values and policies behind their use. It argues for more transparent,
context-sensitive, and ethically grounded approaches to academic
authorship in the digital age.
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Introduction:

In contemporary academic practice, plagiarism detection software
has become almost synonymous with research quality assurance. These
tools are widely endorsed by universities, journals, and funding bodies,
serving as automated gatekeepers of what is deemed “original.” Yet,
behind their sleek dashboards and statistical similarity reports lies a
deeper and more unsettling question: Can we truly trust machines to
judge the authenticity of human thought?

Plagiarism is commonly defined as an unethical practice in which
an individual presents the ideas or work of others as their own original
production (Flint et al., 2006). It remains one of the most serious and
complex challenges facing academic institutions worldwide (Park, 2004).
In response, software such as Turnitin, iThenticate, PlagScan, and
Urkund has emerged as the technological answer—designed to detect
similarity and assign risk-based scores to academic submissions (Bretag
& Mahmud, 2016; Newton, 2016). These tools are increasingly treated as
the first line of defense in academic publishing and assessment.

As a result, many researchers—especially emerging scholars—
invest significant effort into adjusting wording, rephrasing content, or
modifying structure to avoid being flagged for similarity, even when their
sources are properly cited (Flint et al., 2006). Yet few fully grasp how
these systems function, the proprietary algorithms behind them, or the
epistemological assumptions embedded in their design.

But the real issue may lie deeper. In a world of standardized
academic writing and constrained linguistic variation, the recurrence of
ideas, expressions, and reasoning patterns is not only likely but
inevitable. Does such recurrence always signify plagiarism? Or are we
confusing methodological convergence with ethical misconduct?

Philosopher Alain Deneault (2018) warns that academia is at risk
of shifting from a space of knowledge production to one of intellectual
recycling, where power dynamics allow senior figures to appropriate the
work of their students without accountability. In this context, plagiarism
detection software may paradoxically reinforce structural injustice—
perpetuating surveillance, cultivating mistrust, and reducing intellectual
labor to algorithmic compliance.

This article does not aim to discredit technology or academic
institutions. Rather, it opens a deeper dialogue: What are we really
detecting when we talk about plagiarism? What values underlie the tools
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we use? And how might we reimagine authorship, originality, and trust in
the digital academy?

1-Literature Review

The expansion of plagiarism detection software in academic
settings has inspired a substantial body of research over the last two
decades. Much of this literature has focused on improving the technical
performance of these systems—evaluating their ability to detect textual
matches, comparing detection accuracy, and analyzing their limitations in
multilingual or paraphrased contexts (Foltynek et al., 2020; Chowdhury
& Bhattacharyya, 2021; Pecorari, 2008). Parallel studies have explored
pedagogical applications, emphasizing the need to teach students about
citation practices, paraphrasing, and academic writing conventions (Flint
et al., 2006; Bretag, 2016; Sivasubramaniam et al., 2020).

However, despite this technical and instructional focus, there
remains a noticeable lack of critical inquiry into the broader ethical,
political, and institutional implications of these tools. Few studies have
examined how these systems operate as mechanisms of control within
academic structures, or how they may affect the rights and autonomy of
authors (Lipson & Reindl, 2017; Stelzer, 2021). Even fewer have
explored the opacity of their algorithms, the commercial interests that
shape their design, or the long-term consequences of outsourcing
academic judgment to private corporations.

Moreover, the potential role of these platforms in retaining user
data and contributing to commercial or Al-based models is still largely
unregulated and under-researched (Kizilcec, 2020; ICAC, 2020).
Questions about consent, transparency, and data exploitation remain
unanswered.

This article addresses that gap. It shifts the focus from
performance metrics to the ethical foundations of academic assessment,
offering an interdisciplinary reflection on what plagiarism detection
systems reveal about our assumptions regarding trust, authorship, and
institutional power.

2-What Are the Most Widely Used Plagiarism Detection
Tools—and Who Controls Them?
As plagiarism detection software becomes increasingly integrated
into academic workflows, it is important to understand the origins,
mechanisms, and ownership structures of these systems. Despite their
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technical sophistication, they are not neutral tools. Each one reflects the
priorities of the institutions, companies, and cultures that created them.

Table (1) provides a comparative overview of some of the most
prominent plagiarism detection tools used in higher education and
scientific publishing. It outlines the year of creation, country of origin,
developer or owning entity, core detection mechanisms, and their key
strengths and weaknesses.

Key Key Detection Develop | Count | Year Tool
Limitations | Strength | Method er/ ry Establish | Name

s Owner ed
High false Large Matches iParadig | United | 1998 Turnitin
positives; proprieta | against ms, LLC | States
lacks ry internal
algorithmic database; | DB, web,
transparency | widely journals

adopted
Not Trusted Similarity iParadig | United | 2004 iThentic
accessible to | by major | scan of ms (for States ate
students; high | publisher | scientific publisher
subscription S; content s)
cost detailed

reports
Less effective | Simple Matches PlagScan | Germa | 2009 PlagScan
in scientific interface; | with open GmbH ny
content visual web +

similarity | private

reports documents
Limited Transpar | Al-based Ouriginal | Swede | 2000 Urkund
global ent matching AB n (Ourigin
presence; less | process; | with (merged al)
familiar to strong in | educational | entity)
individuals European | sources

universiti

es
Not built for | Freemiu | DeepSearc | Quetext, | United | 2016 Quetext
academic m model; | h™ Inc. States
depth; limited | easy to proprietary | (private)
scholarly use engine
databases
Not Integrate | Internet- Grammar | Ukrain | 2009 Gramma
academic- d with based ly Inc. e/ US rly
focused; writing similarity (Plagiari
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weak on tools; check sm Tool)
journal/publis | intuitive
her coverage | interface

Table 1. Comparative Analysis of Major Plagiarism Detection Tools: Origins,
Mechanisms, Strengths, and Limitations

Following this overview, several analytical observations emerge:

While Turnitin and iThenticate dominate academic environments
due to their integration with publisher databases and institutional
platforms, other tools like PlagScan or Quetext serve more general or
educational uses. Most tools rely on surface-level textual matching,
rather than deep semantic or stylistic analysis. Additionally, the
proprietary nature of these systems means that users rarely understand
how the similarity score is calculated, or how their documents are stored
and used after submission.

The lack of independent international audits for these systems
raises ethical questions about fairness and reliability. As these tools
become increasingly influential in defining what constitutes legitimate
scholarship, it becomes necessary to interrogate not only how they work,
but also who benefits from their widespread adoption

3-Is Every Linguistic Similarity a Sign of Plagiarism?

One of the most problematic assumptions embedded in plagiarism
detection systems is the idea that textual similarity automatically implies
academic dishonesty. But is it fair—or even intellectually sound—to
reduce the complex act of writing to a matter of matching phrases? In
reality, the boundaries between inspiration, intertextuality, and imitation
are far more fluid than these systems allow (Pecorari, 2008; Chand,
2020).

In scientific and academic writing, certain linguistic constructions are not
only common but necessary. Writers frequently use shared cognitive
tools such as comparison, explanation, classification, and evaluation.
These mental operations often give rise to similar sentence structures and
expressions across unrelated works (Flint et al., 2006). For instance,
when a researcher describes a well-established phenomenon, such as "the
sun rises in the east," the possibilities for paraphrasing are inherently
limited. Reversing the sentence structure or changing a few synonyms
does not alter the fact that the underlying truth—and its linguistic
representation—are constrained by the nature of the knowledge itself
(Pecorari, 2008).
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This raises a central question: if two scholars independently arrive at
similar phrasing while analyzing the same concept, is that evidence of
plagiarism or simply a reflection of disciplinary thinking? When
language is treated as a closed system of limited variations, the margin
for what is considered “original” becomes dangerously narrow.

Thus, similarity alone cannot and should not be equated with plagiarism.
Doing so risks criminalizing legitimate scholarly expression and
imposing an unrealistic standard of linguistic uniqueness in fields where
shared terminology and concepts are intrinsic to the discourse
(Sivasubramaniam et al., 2020; Chowdhury & Bhattacharyya, 2021).

4- Can a Thought Be Stolen? Or Is Intellectual
Ownership a Modern Illusion?

Much of the logic behind plagiarism detection rests on the
assumption that ideas are personal, ownable, and traceable. But is this
notion philosophically valid? Can a thought—an abstract cognitive act—
truly be “stolen,” or is what we call “intellectual property” merely a
social construct rooted in contemporary academic systems?

From a philosophical standpoint, ideas often emerge in shared
contexts. Human cognition draws upon collective memory, cultural
frameworks, and epistemic conventions. In many cases, researchers
working independently—yet within the same disciplinary boundaries—
arrive at similar observations, hypotheses, and conclusions. This
phenomenon is not necessarily evidence of theft, but of parallel reasoning
(Barthes, 1968; Foucault, 1969).

Moreover, the production of academic texts is shaped by
standardized methods of argumentation, such as classification, synthesis,
interpretation, and critique. These methods generate not only converging
thoughts but converging expressions. If two authors describe a
phenomenon using the same conceptual structure, is that a duplication of
thought or a natural byproduct of shared scientific language?

What truly distinguishes one researcher from another is not the
originality of the concept itself, but the unique manner in which it is
expressed—style, tone, structure, and rhetorical approach. Yet most
plagiarism detection software is blind to these dimensions. It scans the
visible form, but not the intellectual fingerprint embedded in expression.
Consequently, it may conflate intellectual inspiration with intentional
imitation, and thus penalize honest thinkers for engaging in a communal
epistemic process.
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In this light, we must question whether current definitions of
plagiarism are too narrow and too rigid—particularly when they are
enforced by tools that cannot comprehend the nuance of human thought.
Academic writing is not created in a vacuum. It is the product of
countless dialogues, intertextual references, and disciplinary constraints.
To assume that every resemblance is unethical is to deny the
collaborative nature of knowledge itself.

5- Do These Tools Protect Us—or Enforce Hidden
Surveillance?

While plagiarism detection software is often promoted as a
guardian of academic honesty, its growing role within institutional
ecosystems reveals another, more troubling dimension: surveillance.
What began as a quality-control mechanism has gradually evolved into a
disciplinary apparatus—one that may prioritize monitoring over
mentorship, suspicion over trust.

These systems are rarely optional. In many universities, students
and researchers are required to submit their work through a designated
platform, often without full awareness of how their data is stored,
analyzed, or possibly reused. This mandatory compliance, coupled with
opaque algorithms, shifts the focus from developing ethical writing
practices to simply avoiding being flagged (Friend & Koehler, 2009;
Macdonald & Carroll, 2006).

Such dynamics raise ethical concerns about autonomy and consent.
When writers must anticipate and accommodate the preferences of a
machine to avoid punitive consequences, academic writing ceases to be
an act of intellectual freedom. Instead, it becomes a performance
calibrated to satisfy algorithmic standards—often at the expense of depth,
creativity, and risk-taking in thought.

Moreover, these tools rarely distinguish between types of
similarity—such as self-citation, disciplinary conventions, or common
technical phrases. Their binary logic does not allow for nuance, and as a
result, human judgment is replaced by numerical thresholds. Reports are
interpreted as absolute verdicts, rather than prompts for contextual
evaluation (Sutherland-Smith, 2010; Bretag, 2016).

This shift has profound implications. It reframes students not as
developing scholars, but as potential offenders. It transforms the teacher
from a mentor into a gatekeeper, and the institution into a monitoring
system. Under the guise of promoting integrity, a culture of suspicion
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may take hold—one that undermines trust, creativity, and the possibility
of open intellectual exploration.

6- Has Plagiarism Detection Become a Profit-Driven
Industry?

What began as a response to academic dishonesty has gradually
transformed into a lucrative commercial model. The proliferation of
plagiarism detection tools, particularly in English-speaking academia, has
generated a competitive marketplace in which private companies—often
operating with little external regulation—profit from licensing their
algorithms, subscriptions, and institutional contracts.

Turnitin, for example, is owned by Advance Publications, a major
media conglomerate. Its services are used by over 15,000 institutions in
more than 140 countries, and it maintains a vast database of student
papers, journal articles, and internet sources. iThenticate, a tool under the
same corporate umbrella, is used by most of the world’s leading
academic publishers. This consolidation of market power raises serious
concerns about monopolization, data ownership, and the privatization of
academic oversight (Lipson & Reindl, 2017; Stelzer, 2021).

Furthermore, users—particularly students—often submit their work
to these systems without knowing that their texts may be retained
indefinitely and used to expand the companies’ internal databases. This
raises difficult questions: Who owns the content once it is uploaded?
What rights do authors retain over their intellectual labor? And can
private companies ethically profit from unpaid academic contributions?

Some critics argue that plagiarism detection software represents a
form of extractive capitalism in academia. While marketed as tools for
preserving integrity, these platforms also commodify trust itself—
packaging it as a purchasable service, rather than a pedagogical value
cultivated within the academic community (Eaton, 2020; Lipson &
Reindl, 2017).

In this context, plagiarism detection may no longer be merely about
ethics. It is also about economics—about who controls the tools of
evaluation, who benefits from their widespread adoption, and who pays
the price when integrity becomes a product.
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7- Are Researchers' Texts Being Used to Train Al
Without Their Knowledge?

In the age of artificial intelligence, data has become one of the most
valuable resources in the world. Within academia, this raises a new and
urgent concern: Are the texts submitted to plagiarism detection systems
being silently used to train Al models, without the knowledge or consent
of their authors?

Most commercial plagiarism detection tools operate with closed
and proprietary databases. When researchers or students submit their
work, it is often stored indefinitely—ostensibly to improve future
comparisons. But where does this data actually go? And what guarantees
exist to prevent its reuse for purposes beyond plagiarism detection?

Some scholars have begun to warn that the massive corpora
collected by systems like Turnitin and iThenticate may one day be used
to train machine learning models in academic writing, text classification,
or even automated authorship scoring. These possibilities, though still
speculative, are plausible given the economic value of such data and the
current opacity surrounding its use (Kizilcec, 2020; ICAC, 2020).

This raises profound ethical questions about data ownership,
academic autonomy, and digital consent. If a student's thesis is uploaded
to a detection system and then later absorbed into an Al model without
their knowledge, does this constitute exploitation? Have we, under the
guise of ensuring academic integrity, created a mechanism for quietly
extracting intellectual labor?

The paradox becomes clear: researchers are required to submit their
work for plagiarism screening in the name of transparency and
integrity—but they are rarely granted transparency in return. There is
little clarity about how long their work is retained, who can access it, or
whether it becomes part of commercial datasets used for Al development.

These concerns do not imply conspiracy, but they do demand
oversight. As the boundaries between educational tools and commercial
data mining blur, academic institutions must demand greater
transparency, legal safeguards, and ethical standards. Trust in plagiarism
detection cannot be blind—it must be reciprocal.

8- What Do We Need to Build a More Ethical
Academic System?
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This article does not seek to demonize plagiarism detection
software, nor to undermine the institutions that have adopted such tools
in good faith. Instead, it raises a set of critical, yet unresolved, questions
that demand attention in a rapidly evolving academic landscape.

The concerns discussed here—about linguistic standardization,
epistemic ownership, institutional surveillance, data exploitation, and
algorithmic opacity—do not stem from hostility to technology. They
emerge from a deep commitment to academic freedom, transparency, and
the cultivation of genuine scholarly integrity.

Plagiarism detection tools can be helpful when used as diagnostic
supports, guided by human judgment and ethical nuance. But they must
not be allowed to operate as unquestionable authorities. A similarity
score is not a moral verdict, and an algorithm is not a conscience. As
such, we must resist the temptation to outsource academic evaluation to
machines whose logic remains inaccessible and whose motivations may
not align with the values of education.

This paper calls not for rejection, but for reform. For universities
and publishers to develop clearer policies around consent, data retention,
and usage rights. For researchers to be treated not as suspects, but as
intellectual partners. And for institutions to invest in tools that recognize
not just textual patterns, but the distinctiveness of human voice,
reasoning, and intention.

Ultimately, we must ask: What kind of academic culture are we
building when we measure integrity through algorithms? The answer lies
not in abandoning technology, but in reclaiming control over how it is
used—and for whose benefit.

Recommendations:

The issues raised throughout this paper highlight the need for a
more balanced and ethically grounded approach to evaluating academic
integrity. Rather than relying solely on automated systems, institutions
must foster human-centered policies that respect authorship, preserve
intellectual autonomy, and ensure technological accountability. The
following recommendations aim to support such a transformation:

-Re-evaluate institutional policies governing the use of plagiarism
detection software to ensure transparency, informed consent, and respect
for author rights.

-Invest in the development of open-source, ethically designed tools
under academic governance, with clear oversight and accountability
mechanisms.
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-Incorporate education on authorship ethics and critical digital
literacy into curricula, helping students understand both the risks and
responsibilities of scholarly writing.

-Acknowledge the limitations of similarity-based detection, and
promote the use of human review—especially in borderline cases where
interpretation is required.

-Encourage international dialogue between universities, publishers,
and researchers to standardize ethical frameworks for evaluating
originality without compromising trust or autonomy.

Conclusion

This paper has sought not to deliver judgments, but to raise
questions—questions that are increasingly urgent in an academic culture
that leans heavily on algorithmic tools to assess integrity. The widespread
use of plagiarism detection software, while initially intended to preserve
the values of originality and authorship, has brought with it a new set of
ethical, epistemological, and political concerns.

When similarity becomes synonymous with guilt, and when
authors are evaluated not by human discernment but by opaque
algorithms, we must pause and ask: What are we really protecting? And
at what cost?

The true value of academic work lies not only in its novelty, but in
its engagement with knowledge, its reasoning, its style, and its
contribution to collective understanding. Reducing this richness to
numerical scores risks flattening scholarly expression and suppressing
intellectual diversity.

This is not a call to reject technology. It is a call to treat technology
with the same critical rigor that academia demands of everything else.
We must not mistake automation for objectivity, nor convenience for
justice. If we are to foster a truly ethical academic system, we must
ensure that our tools serve scholarship—not the other way around.

Ultimately, this is not a technical issue, but a philosophical one.
What kind of academic world do we wish to build? One governed by
trust, dialogue, and nuance—or one shaped by metrics, suspicion, and
control?
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