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From Imitation to Plagiarism: Rethinking the Problem
of Expressive Ownership in the Greco-Roman Tradition

Hamzeh Kaffash™

Abstract

The modern concept of plagiarism is grounded in assumptions such as
the ownership of ideas, authors’ rights, and individual originality,
assumptions that cannot be readily projected onto the literary and
rhetorical traditions of ancient Greece and Rome. Adopting a
historical-conceptual approach, this article seeks to demonstrate that
what was discussed in antiquity under the rubric of theft or
appropriation did not concern the seizure of ideas or themes, but
rather the improper use of another’s expression, style, and mode of
discourse. Within this framework, imitation (mimésis / imitatio) was
not regarded as a reprehensible practice; on the contrary, it constituted
the core of educational, rhetorical, and literary systems and was
considered a necessary condition for the formation of the orator and
the poet. By examining Greek writings on inventions, pseudepigraphy,
literary criticism, and educational treatises, and subsequently
analyzing the views of Roman theorists, the article shows that the
boundary between legitimate imitation and literary theft in the
classical tradition is aesthetic and ethical rather than juridical. Finally,
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by focusing on style, authorial intention, and creative reworking, the
article argues that “plagiarism” in antiquity was understood less as a
violation of intellectual property than as a failure of creative imitation
and an inability to achieve expressive individuality.

Keywords: Plagiarism, ownership of ideas, imitation, mimesis.

Extended Abstract

This article investigates the concept commonly referred to as
“plagiarism” within the literary and rhetorical traditions of ancient
Greece and Rome, arguing that the modern understanding of
plagiarism cannot be straightforwardly applied to premodern texts.
Modern notions of plagiarism presuppose legal frameworks of
intellectual property, individual authorship, and the ownership of
ideas—concepts that were largely absent from classical antiquity.
Instead, ancient discussions of literary borrowing and appropriation
operated within a different conceptual horizon, one shaped by
educational practice, rhetorical theory, and aesthetic evaluation.

The study first examines the Greek background of the problem by
analyzing early uses of terms associated with theft (klopé) and by
situating accusations of literary appropriation within broader cultural
and ethical discourses. Special attention is given to writings peri
heurematon (on inventions), the phenomenon of pseudepigraphy, and
the role of literary criticism in establishing questions of precedence
and attribution. These materials reveal a gradual shift from moral
condemnation of “theft” to a more refined concern with attribution,
stylistic distinction, and creative transformation.

The article then turns to Roman rhetorical theory, where imitation
(imitatio) is systematically theorized as a central pedagogical and
artistic principle. Through close readings of Cicero, Quintilian, and
Dionysius of Halicarnassus, it is shown that imitation was understood
as an active, selective, and transformative engagement with exemplary
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models rather than as mechanical copying. Within this framework, the
decisive criterion distinguishing legitimate imitation from illegitimate
appropriation was not the reuse of content, but the presence or absence
of stylistic individuality, creative reworking, and transparent intent.

The article concludes that accusations of plagiarism in antiquity
functioned primarily as critical judgments about artistic failure or
ethical misconduct rather than as claims about violated intellectual
property. Plagiarism, insofar as the concept can be applied to the
classical world, signified the inability to achieve creative imitation and
to develop a distinctive expressive voice. By reconstructing this
conceptual framework, the study contributes to contemporary debates
in literary criticism by highlighting historically alternative models of
authorship, originality, and creativity.

Methodology

This study adopts a historical-conceptual methodology grounded in
close textual analysis and contextual interpretation. Rather than
approaching plagiarism as a fixed or transhistorical category, the
article reconstructs the concept within its original Greek and Roman
intellectual contexts. Primary sources are analyzed in their linguistic,
rhetorical, and pedagogical settings, with particular attention to
terminology, genre, and intended audience.

The research proceeds in three stages. First, Greek literary and
critical texts are examined to identify early discourses surrounding
theft, invention, attribution, and imitation. This includes an analysis of
technical treatises, scholia, and critical testimonies that illuminate
ancient attitudes toward literary borrowing. Second, Roman rhetorical
theory is analyzed as a more systematic articulation of imitation,
focusing on normative discussions of style, education, and authorial
practice. Third, the findings from both traditions are brought into
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dialogue in order to clarify the aesthetic and ethical criteria by which
imitation and literary appropriation were evaluated.

Throughout the study, emphasis is placed on distinguishing ancient
conceptual frameworks from modern legal and moral assumptions. By
combining  philological analysis with  conceptual history
(Begriffsgeschichte), the article seeks to offer an interpretation that is
both historically precise and theoretically relevant to contemporary
literary criticism.

Conclusion

An examination of the concept of literary appropriation in the Greek
and Roman traditions demonstrates that modern judgments concerning
“plagiarism,” when directly applied to ancient texts, inevitably result
in misunderstanding. In antiquity, themes, narratives, and literary
material were regarded as common cultural property, whereas what
properly belonged to the author or speaker was the manner in which
such material was processed, arranged, and expressed. Consequently,
imitation of predecessors was not only legitimate but was considered
an essential prerequisite for education and literary creativity.

What was censured within this tradition was imitation that failed to
result in creative transformation: imitation that remained confined to
verbal reproduction or was undertaken with the intention of
concealing sources and deceiving the audience. From this perspective,
accusations of plagiarism in Greek and Roman texts are most often
connected to artistic weakness, the absence of a personal style, or
deceptive authorial intent, rather than to the violation of an
autonomous right such as the ownership of ideas.

Within this framework, theories of mimeésis from classical Greece
through Roman formulations, particularly in the works of Isocrates,
Cicero, Quintilian, and Dionysius of Halicarnassus, conceive imitation
as an active and creative process whose ultimate aim is the attainment
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of a new mode of expression. Accordingly, “plagiarism” in antiquity
should be understood not as the opposite of imitation, but as the result
of a failure to realize creative imitation. This rereading suggests that
the issue of literary theft in the classical tradition is fundamentally a
problem of literary criticism and stylistic theory rather than a merely
legal or moral concern, and that its proper understanding may open
new perspectives for reconsidering the relationship between imitation,
originality, and creativity in literary theory.
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34.
35.
36.
37.
38.
39.
40.
41.
42.
43.
44,
45.
46.
47.
48.
49.
50.
51.
52.
53.
54.
55.
56.
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61.
62.
63.
64.
65.
66.
67.

68

Dionysius of Halicarnassus
Letter to Gnaeus Pomoeius
Demosthenes
[poyvpuvaopata/Progymnasmata
Libanius

Aelius Theon
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subtraction
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History of Sicily
Philistus

Against Meidias
Lycurgus

Isaeus

Diocles

Longinus

Ad Herennium
pedagogy
Antistrophos
Phaedrus

Paul Shorey

Pindar

Antiphon
Anonymus lamblichi
Martial

Ausonius

Macrobius

forgery

wholesale plagiarism
De Oratore

Brutus

Naevius

Ennius

. Quintilians
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69. Institutio Oratoria
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