
Lecture on “On Bullshit” 

I. Introduction to Harry Frankfurt 

• Harry Frankfurt (1929- ), American.  

• He is a famous 20th Century philosopher studying 

Moral Philosophy and Philosophy of Mind and Action.  

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

Quarterly Review in 1986. 

• It then appeared in a collection of his essay The 

Importance of What We Care About in 1988. This is 

where I first encountered this essay.  

• The essay was then republished in its current form in 

2005 and quickly became a nonfiction bestseller.  

• I want to look at this essay for two main reasons: 

i. Frankfurt gives us a good example of how to 

think deeply and critically about a subject.  

ii. The subject matter “bullshit” is an increasingly 

important issue to understand in contemporary 

American discourse.  

• This essay is written by a professional philosopher for 

an audience of professional philosophers, so it is 

somewhat dense and jargony.  

II. The Aim or Goal of the Essay 

• Frankfurt is trying to develop a theoretical definition 

of bullshit.  



• Theoretical Definition: a definition that seeks to 

develop a theoretically adequate or useful description 

of the objects to which the term applies.  

• So, his goal is to develop an account of what bullshit 

is, what motivates it, how it differs from other types 

of deception (lying), what purposes it serves for the 

bullshitter, why there is so much of it, and what we 

can do about it.  

• As with any good piece of research Frankfurt begins 

by looking at what other people have said on this 

subject.  

• There isn’t much, but he does find one work, “The 

Prevalence of Humbug” by Max Black.  

III. Humbug 

• Frankfurt sees ‘Humbug’ as a euphemism for 

‘bullshit.’ This is particularly the case in the UK.  

• 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 explore each of these four aspects and 

identify what he likes and doesn’t like about each of 

them.  

i. ‘deceptive misrepresentation’: the core idea 

here is that what makes something humbug has 

to do with the intention of the humbugger. The 

humbugger is intending to deceive. It is not 



being done on accident. In this sense, humbug is 

like a lie in that a lie is more than a false 

statement; it is a deliberate false statement. This 

raises some interesting questions: 

1. Does someone count as a liar if they say 

something that is true, but think that it is 

false, and say it with the intention to 

deceive?  

2. To be a liar is it necessary that you say 

something false, or is having the intention 

to lie sufficient? 

ii. ‘short of lying’: This suggests a continuum 

between lies and the truth with humbug 

somewhere towards the lying end of the 

spectrum. 

truth-----white lie-----------humbug-lie 

Frankfurt doesn’t think such a spectrum exists 

and he thinks that the bullshitter and the liar are 

engaged in fundamentally different pursuits, 

even though they are both form of deception.  

iii. ‘especially by pretentious word or deed’: He likes 

that it includes actions as well as speech, but he 

doesn’t think that ‘pretentious’ should be part of 

the definition.  

iv. ‘misrepresentation…of somebody’s own 

thoughts, feelings, or attitudes.”: the core idea 

here is that the point of humbug is not to 



convince someone of the truth of what you are 

saying (lie) but rather to create a certain 

impression of one’s self in one’s audience.  

•   While there is much that Frankfurt likes in this 

account ultimately, he finds it deficient.  

IV. Bull Sessions vs. Bullshit vs. Lying 

• Frankfurt turns to the dictionary for help and comes 

across the definition of a “bull session.” We might 

know this as “shooting the shit.”  

• This is where people are sitting around talking about 

random nonsense. This is usually a conversational 

environment among close friends.  

• This is a conversational environment where people 

don’t expect to be taken seriously.  

• This is a special conversation situation and it reveals 

something about how normal conversational 

situations operate.  

• Convention of Conversation: this is the assumption 

we make in regular conversation that people mean 

what they say, and that their speech reflects their 

actual beliefs.  

• This basic assumption that makes conversation 

possible is relaxed in the context of a bull session.  

V. Bulshitter vs. Liars 

• Here is the key difference between liars and 

bullshitters: 



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

the truth in order to lie effectively.  

ii. The bulshitter doesn’t care about the truth. If his 

bullshit happens to be true, so much the better 

for the bullshitter, but ultimately, they don’t 

care.  

• The liar respects and needs the convention of 

conversation, even as they parasitically violate it. 

• The bullshitter basically rejects that convention 

entirely. 

• For this reason, bullshit is worse than lies because 

bullshit damages our convention of conversation and 

the truth, and ultimately makes genuine conversation 

impossible.   

VI. Final Thoughts on Bullshit 

• Why is there so much bullshit? 

i. Lack of education in Critical Thinking makes it 

easy to be taken in by bullshit.  

ii. As a way to avoid engaging with other people. 

iii. People not wanting to engage with reality. 

iv. People not wanting to confront the truth so they 

prefer bullshit that makes them feel good. 

v. People pander to the above by providing bullshit 

that makes people feel good.  

vi. As a way to comfort one’s self and avoid 

confronting harsh truths.  



vii. Pressure from social media to always be “living 

your best life.” 

viii. Plays onto the “keeping up with the 

Kardashians” mindset that has come to 

dominate American culture.  

ix. People are able to produce very effective and 

convincing bullshit. 

x. For good reason, people don’t have much trust 

in “official sources” which creates a vacuum that 

good bullshit can fill.  

• Frankfurt identifies three reasons: 

i. Bullshit is unavoidable when someone is 

required to write or speak about a subject they 

know little about.  

ii. Bullshit arises when people have the conviction 

that they need to have an opinion about 

everything.  

iii. Bullshit arises when people become convinced 

that there is no way to know how things truly 

are, so they no longer care about accuracy, they 

become concerned with “sincerity.”  

• How does bullshit benefit the bullshitter? 

i. Makes them look smart and knowledgeable. 

ii. Helps them project a certain kind of self-image 

that may not correspond to reality. 

iii. Bullshit is central to the con which generates 

profit and power for the bullshitter.  


