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Introduction 

With the advent of the digital age, people have access to information more easily than 

ever before. At the same time, more plagiarism problems have emerged. Plagiarism is an 

important issue in both the media and academia. Although there are laws protecting authors' 

copyright, many people still have very weak copyright awareness. It is difficult to distinguish 

between copyright infringement, plagiarism, and appropriate reference. Therefore, it is important 

to study how the public perceives plagiarism. The definition of film plagiarism in today's society 

is also vague. Interestingly, the vast majority of international lawsuits are filed by major 

American studios, such as Hollywood and Disney, against studios in other countries. The cultural 

differences between the East and West seem to make the audience have different standards for 

movie plagiarism. Easterners seem to be more tolerant of cultural references. In the 21st century, 

the differences and contrasts between Chinese and American cultures are particularly striking. 

With the internationalization of the film industry, it is important to understand why there is a 

significant difference between people from the East and people from the West who have different 

views of the adaption and the plagiarism of film. 

Film Plagiarism 

 "Plagiarism is the ‘wrongful appropriation and ‘stealing and publication’ of another 

author's ‘language, thoughts, ideas, or expressions and the representation of them as one's own 

original work" (Stepchyshyn, V., & Nelson, R. S., 2007). Copyright infringement is the author 

used the work with copyright protection without permission. However, copyright infringement 

and plagiarism are different concepts. Plagiarism is not a crime in itself. Plagiarism is punishable 

when it causes copyright infringement. According to the existing American laws, copyright 

infringement refers to the infringement of copyright owner's rights by using the content restricted 
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by copyright without permission. In contrast, plagiarism is an unearned increase in the author's 

reputation or academic credibility through false claims of originality. Regardless of whether a 

work is copyrighted or not, false claims of authorship often constitute plagiarism. Therefore, 

plagiarism is considered a moral offense of taking credit for someone else's ideas. If a plagiarist 

knowingly breaches the contract, it is a civil wrong. 

Many filmmakers have spoofed, re-created, or saluted existing films with the same 

plotlines in the movie world. The distinction between plagiarism and adaptation is unclear in the 

film industry. Chung (2017) argues that when filmmakers copy without permission from the 

original film companies and related creators, copying the screenplay can be regarded as pure 

plagiarism rather than adaptation. Copying the screenplay means that even though the main 

characters have different names and social backgrounds, they have the same story, plot, and 

dialogue in the two movies. For film plagiarism, the plot is usually more important than the 

specific factors. 

McGrath, Dreyfuss, Myers & Wang (2019) argue that copyright infringement claim 

occurs when the infringer: (1) has access to the creator's work and (2) the creator's work is 

"substantially similar" in expression to the infringer's work, which implies that the person 

knowingly took the ideas. Plagiarism is when a reader reads the original author's work and 

creates a similar work on elements such as mood, plot, theme, dialogue, context, rhythm, and 

sequence of events (the reader will face federal copyright infringement claims). However, the 

law developed the concept of "idea theft," also known as "breach of implied contract." "Idea 

theft" is when someone presents an idea or a specific script to a producer, which leads to an idea 

that leads to a business opportunity. Compared to plagiarism, "idea theft" may be unconscious. 

"Idea theft" is more about creativity than content. However, without proof of a contract or 
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document, the move will not be deemed plagiarism. Since "idea theft" has rare referential works 

and is difficult to be judged in law, "idea theft" will not be legally regarded as film plagiarism. 

As far as the current form of copyright is concerned, the one who first provides the declaration 

and authentication may have the most original authority. As a result, audiences may still believe 

work is plagiarism, even if not in the legal sense. 

Cultural Difference Between East and West 

Behind many of the accusations of plagiarism lies a cultural difference between East and 

West. According to Sunder (2011), the comparison between Bollywood and Hollywood is a 

famous example in the film and television industry. Hollywood has filed a series of copyright 

lawsuits against Bollywood. According to Doshi (2003), Bollywood is the most significant film 

industry globally; Bollywood films are the most popular films in the world.  Due to the lack of 

legal protection and support, many Indian film companies do not have formal contracts, leading 

to many problems from production to screening Indian films and plagiarism.  

 Despite the Indian film industry turmoil, Bollywood continues to grow rapidly, and 

many studios are committed to creating original stories. At the same time, many of the 

accusations against Bollywood films are not justified. Some of the allegations lack evidence, and 

they are even based on discrimination against Bollywood films. Due to a long history of negative 

coverage of Asian studios, many Americans believe that Asians are copycats who relentlessly 

copy movie plots and scenes from American blockbusters. The Bollywood film industry is 

heavily influenced by Eastern culture. One of the key elements of Eastern culture is learning, 

tolerance and learning. The culture inherent in the Asian film industry, which includes 

Bollywood's operational structure, development concept, and growth, proves the characteristics 

of Eastern culture and its advantages. 
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Bloch (2007) argues that different cultures and languages may lead to different attitudes 

toward plagiarism. Due to cultural differences, the definition of plagiarism in Eastern (Asian) 

culture is more moderate than in Western culture.   

Alford (1995) argues that Chinese law and society are based on Confucian values, 

advocating imitation and sharing history. Because of this cultural background, China has a 

certain resistance to modern intellectual property law. Alford (1995) acknowledges that drawing 

upon the past work does not necessarily mean new works lack originality for many Chinese 

citizens. Instead, creating something new requires imitation and deep involvement with the past. 

Moreover, westerners are profit maximizers who create for monetary rewards, emphasizing 

copyright and avoiding associations with the past. Instead, those who value community shared 

meaning and intellectual creation for the benefit of the public are shaped as foreigners and pre-

modernists. Asian societies have a long tradition of pluralism, criticism, commitment to freedom, 

reason, equality, and tolerance. 

The same goes for copyright and so-called "Asian values." Stone (2008) points out that 

Chinese people's commitment to knowledge is influenced by Buddhist enlightenment 

philosophy, not just Confucian commitment to tradition and authority. Sunder (2011) argues that 

due to the mismatch of global art resources, the inherent creative incentives in the West may not 

be suitable for the development of contemporary art. The free flow of culture is not always fair. 

The global cultural exchange takes place against a backdrop of vast differences in power and 

knowledge that affect the way authors are recognized and rewarded. Global inequality and long-

standing cultural prejudices may hinder free and fair cultural exchange. Now, there's a general 

view in copyright circles that all creativity is derivative.  
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Shei (2005) argues for Chinese learners, Chinese culture usually emphasizes learning 

imitation first rather than self-creation first. Chinese learners do not pay much attention to the 

attribution of cited texts or works, which is often seen as plagiarism in western culture. However, 

from the learner's point of view, imitating is one of the ways for Chinese learners to gain learning 

ability, which may lead to plagiarism problems. Teachers from China usually pay more attention 

to teaching than focusing on "discipline," such as using citations. Chinese society has some 

fundamental ideologies of imitation. Imitation is an important part of Chinese traditional learning 

culture. Imitation applies to many aspects of Chinese intellectual or artistic activity, which also 

includes the film. 

Balve (2014) raises two questions: (1) whether the western definition of "plagiarism" 

applies to all cultures; (2) how profound and stable is the concept of individual intellectual 

property in western academia? Copyright laws in Japan and China are particularly different from 

those in Europe because they do not fully protect people as "creators" but as "producers" of 

useful products. Therefore, anyone who uses an idea to generate profits can claim this right. 

Although Japan was one of the first countries to incorporate individual intellectual property 

rights into its legal system, there is no clear definition of the individual rights of intellectual 

property owners. 

Sunder (2011) argues that some developing countries do not have such strong influence 

and communication power as Western media. The cultural prejudices of people in developed 

countries and the neglect of art and culture in developing countries support creators with strong 

copyright notices. Many creators regarded as inherent in the West as "creative" and "primitive," 

and the creators who destroy cultural vitality and loan applications. These "authoritative 
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creators" conceal the underlying dynamic nature of innovation based on the flow of cross-

cultural knowledge.  

Worse, these stereotypes help mask the exploitation of the weak by the strong. For 

example, some Americans are so obsessed with Hollywood, Disney, and other prominent 

American studios that they ignore the possibility that they copy movies from other countries. 

Because of the cultural stereotypes, many Americans themselves do not look for or care about 

non-American movies that are plagiarized. By contrast, many American studios, which are better 

known around the world, expose and seek out other studios that plagiarize their work. When 

these prestigious studios make their information public, they will naturally receive more 

attention from the American people and people around the world. The poor in developing 

countries have always been innovative. Still, their novelty is often ignored because the poor are 

considered the guardians of ancient "traditional knowledge," while the developed countries are 

the home of modernization and innovation.  

Developed countries have another stereotype of the developing world: that Asia is the 

home of imitators rather than innovators, pirates rather than authors. People's view of originality 

is not neutral. According to Peter (1991), Western creators are romanticized as "original," while 

Easterners, especially Asians, are best suited to imitation. In both cases, originality and piracy are 

explained by underlying cultural philosophy, history, and characteristics. Sunder (2011) argues 

that copyright laws that focus on producing more cultural goods are not enough. The essence of 

culture is to share meaning with others and promote mutual understanding. Based on these past 

studies, there are significant differences between Eastern and Western cultures, while the contrast 

between Chinese and American cultures is even more obvious. Therefore, this study investigates 

whether the cultural differences between China and the United States have an impact on the 
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plagiarism of film and television works. Relevant hypotheses are proposed in this study: Chinese 

citizens will display greater tolerance of film plagiarism than American citizens. 

Methods Proposal 

Hypothesis: Chinese citizens will display greater tolerance of film plagiarism than 

American citizens. 

For this study, the populations were American audiences and Chinese audiences. The 

study used a convenience sample. The researcher distributed emails to students through school 

email addresses and asked the researcher's social media friends to help and participate in the 

survey. The sample flame is undergraduate students at Trinity University. The specific criteria of 

the study were the participants must be people from China and the United States. They watch 

movies since the experiment focuses on the American and Chinese audiences' different reactions. 

Participants from other countries were not included in the study. 

Measures 

The study's independent variable was nationality. Nationality was a legal qualification of 

a person to be a national or citizen of a particular country, which indicates a person's fixed legal 

connection with a specific country. The measure of the independent variable was created own. 

The measure had a single item, and the question was, "Which of the following best describes 

your __primary nationality__?" The level of the measurement was nominal. The three response 

categories were American, Chinese, and Other. 

The study's dependent variable was tolerance of film plagiarism. Chung (2017) argues that 

film plagiarism is when filmmakers copy without permission from the original film companies 

and related creators, copying the screenplay. Tolerance of plagiarism is the audience's tolerability 

for the plot, style, and form between films. The measure of the dependent variable was created 
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own. The survey has explained some vocabularies of questions to make sure the participants can 

understand the meanings. There were four items were included, which were: 

1. Filmmakers can learn from each. 

2. It is understandable for a film to borrow another film's plotline. (Film's plotline is a 

connected series of occurrences that form the plot or part of the plot). 

3. It is okay for a film to borrow another film's scene settings. (Scene settings are the 

place and time in which the action of a narrative takes place). 

4. It is acceptable for a film to use another film's characters setup. (Characters set up is 

characters' basic situations which include introduced backgrounds and personalities). 

The level of measurement was the interval. The response was measured in a 5-point 

Likert-type scale (1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree). 

This study aimed to investigate the relationship between nationality (Chinese and 

American) and tolerance of film plagiarism. The study used a convenience sample of college 

students from a southwestern university. The sample included 89 participants and was divided 

into two groups for a comparative experiment. 

The study announcement described the study objectives and direct participants in an 

online survey. Upon completing a consent form, participants were instructed to complete the rest 

of the questionnaire in response to their feelings about ideas that potentially support plagiarism. 

After completing the questionnaire, participants were linked to a separate survey. The 

university's institutional review board approved all procedures. 

The research mainly focused on two groups distinguished by their nationality (Chinese or 

American). The participants were asked to respond to the ideas with potential plagiarism 

problems. The participants responded to these ideas by choosing an interval. (1 is strongly 
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disagree, and 5 is strongly agree). The final score was the mean score of the responses. A higher 

score means the participant has more tolerant views on plagiarism. 

Results 

In the beginning, the research's Cronbach alpha was 0.692 with four items (dependent 

variables). After the review, the researcher deleted the first question, and the Cronbach alpha 

increased to 0.752. The increase of the Cronbach alpha also implied the first question, that can 

filmmaker learn from each other, was not related to the research topic or reliable as other 

dependent variables.  

The hypothesis predicted that Chinese citizens would report greater tolerance of 

plagiarism than American citizens. An independent t-test was conducted to compare tolerance of 

plagiarism scores as reported by Chinese citizens and American citizens. Results did not detect a 

significant difference between tolerance of plagiarism scores as reported by American citizens 

(M=3.12, SD=0.82) and Chinese citizens (M=3.16, SD=0.90); t (79) =-0.16, p=0.87. Hence, the 

hypothesis was not supported. 

Discussion 

Even the research could not support the hypothesis that Chinese citizens will display 

greater tolerance of film plagiarism than American citizens, it did not mean the research 

contradicted the past studies like Bloch (2007) argues Eastern culture (Asian) is more moderate 

than that in western culture, or Alford (1995) argues Chinese. Westerners have different values 

and cultural ideas.  

Firstly, the research still showed the mean score of Chinese citizens was higher than 

American citizens; even it was not significant. 



CULTURAL DIFFERENCES AND FILM PLAGIARISM 11 

Moreover, there were some potential problems in this research. The research used a 

convenience survey method, which means the participants were already selected. The survey was 

in English, which means most participants who took the survey might already have learned or 

known English before. The Chinese participants who took the survey may already have certain 

living experiences in the English environment; their cultural ideas may already have been 

affected. The sample was not only random but also did not have a large sample size. The research 

only got 89 results in the end. Since a larger sample size means the distribution would become 

more normal, larger samples would give more accurate results than smaller samples. As a result, 

the reach could not assume a normal distribution or use the result to estimate the whole 

population. 

Although questions already explained the different statements, participants might still 

have different opinions about the meaning of adaptation in the film. As Chonghwa (2016) argues, 

film plagiarism was still a vague definition to most audiences; even some official agencies could 

not give a precise definition. Participants might answer the questions in different standards and 

understandings. 

Because the survey was in the form of the internet, participants might take the survey not 

seriously, which could affect the results. 
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