
Lecture on “On Bullshit” 

I. Introduction to Harry Frankfurt 

• Harry Frankfurt (1929- ), American. 

• He is a famous 20th Century Philosopher. 

• He is currently a professor emeritus at Princeton.  

• He studied Moral Philosophy and Philosophy of Mind 

and Action.  

• Our essay “On Bullshit” was first published in the 

Raritan Quarterly Review in 1986. 

• It then appeared in a collection of his philosophical 

essays The Importance of What We Care About in 

1988.  

• It was then republished in its current form in 2005 

and became a nonfiction bestseller.  

• This is a pretty representative piece of 20th Century 

Anglo Analytic philosophy.  

• One major benefit of this essay is that it helps us 

understand the current president of the US whose 

primary mode of speech is bullshit as Frankfurt 

describes.  

II. The Aim or Goal of the Essay 

• In this essay Frankfurt is trying to develop a 

theoretical definition of bullshit.  

• Theoretical Definition: a definition that seeks to 

develop a theoretically adequate or scientifically 



useful description of the objects to which the term 

applies.  

• His objective is to develop an account of what bullshit 

is, how it differs from other forms of deception (such 

as lying), what purposes it serves for the bullshitter, 

and why there is so much of it.  

• Like any good researcher he will begin by surveying 

what others have said on the subject.  

• There aren’t many other accounts of this subject, but 

he does find an essay “The Prevalence of Humbug” by 

Max Black.  

III. Humbug 

• Humbug seems to be a euphemism for “bullshit” 

particularly in the UK. 

• Euphemism: taking a word that sounds negative and 

replacing it with a word that sounds neutral or more 

positive.  

• Black defines humbug as “deceptive 

misrepresentation, short of lying, especially by 

pretentious word or deed, of somebody’s own 

thoughts, feelings, or attitudes.”  

• Frankfurt will unpack and analyze four aspects of this 

definition: 

i. ‘deceptive misrepresentation’: idea here is that 

humbug is something that one does on purpose 

with the intention to deceive. It doesn’t happen 

by accident. In this sense, humbug is like lying in 



that lying is more than a false statement, it is a 

deliberate false statement. This raises an 

interesting question:  

1. Does someone count as a liar if they say 

something true, but think it is false, and say 

it with the intention to deceive? 

2. We are asking after the necessary and 

sufficient conditions for being a liar. Is it 

necessary to be a liar that one says 

something false, or is it sufficient to be liar 

that someone is intending to deceive? 

ii. ‘short of lying’: Frankfurt doesn’t like this one 

because it suggests that there is a continuum 

from telling the truth to telling a lie, with bullshit 

somewhere towards the lying end of the 

spectrum.  

truth-------white lie--------------------bullshit—lie 

Frankfurt doesn’t think such a continuum exists 

because he thinks bullshit and lies are ultimately 

up to different goals.  

iii. ‘especially by pretentious word or deed’: 

Frankfurt likes that this includes actions as well 

as speech, but doesn’t think that ‘pretentious’ 

should be part of the definition.  

iv. ‘misrepresentation…of somebody’s own 

thoughts, feelings, or attitudes’: the idea here is 

that the point of humbug is not to convince 



someone of the truth of what you say (that is 

lying) but rather to create a certain impression of 

one’s self in one’s audience.  

• While there is much of value in Black’s definition of 

‘humbug’ it is still inadequate as an account of 

‘bullshit.’ 

IV. Bull Sessions vs. Bullshit vs. Lying 

• Frankfurt then turns to the dictionary to see if he can 

find any help there in defining ‘bullshit.’ 

• What he settles on is the concept of a ‘bull session.’ 

We might also call this ‘shooting the shit.’  

• This is a conversational environment that one shares 

with friends in which the participants do not expect 

to be taken seriously or to be held accountable to the 

ideas and positions they take.  

• This is a situation in which our standard conventions 

of conversation are relaxed.  

• Standard Convention of Conversation: when we 

generally engage in conversation, we assume that 

people mean what they say and that their statements 

reflect their actual beliefs and understanding of the 

topic.  

• This convention is what makes conversation possible 

in the first place. If we couldn’t make this assumption 

it would be impossible for us to talk to one another in 

any useful or fruitful way.  

V. Bullshitters vs. Liars 



• Here is the key difference between a liar and a 

bullshitter: 

i. The liar cares about the truth and needs to know 

the truth in order to lie effectively.  

ii. The bullshitter doesn’t care about the truth. If 

his bullshit happens to be true, so much the 

better for the bullshitter. 

• The liar needs people to respect and uphold the 

convention of conversation for that lie to be 

successful. 

• By contrast, the bullshitter rejects the truth and 

rejects that convention of conversation.  

• All the bullshitter really cares about is getting through 

a particular conversation environment and having 

other people think the bullshitter is a the kind of 

person the bullshitter wants them to think he is.    

• So, for Frankfurt, bullshit is worse than a lie because 

bullshit destroys our convention of conversation and 

our respect for the truth.  


