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on bullshit by harry frankfurt is a seminal philosophical essay that delves into the
nature and implications of bullshit as a concept distinct from lying. Written by philosopher
Harry Frankfurt, this work explores the characteristics, motivations, and societal effects of
bullshit in communication. The essay has gained significant attention in both academic
and popular culture due to its insightful analysis and relevance to contemporary discourse.
This article offers a comprehensive overview of Frankfurt’s arguments, the philosophical
context, and the broader cultural significance of "On Bullshit". Readers will gain a
nuanced understanding of how bullshit operates differently from deception, why it poses
unique challenges, and its impact on truth and honesty. The discussion also includes key
themes such as the distinction between lying and bullshitting, the intention behind
bullshit, and how Frankfurt’s ideas relate to modern communication practices. Following
the introduction, a structured exploration of the essay’s main points provides clarity and
depth.
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Background and Context of On Bullshit by Harry
Frankfurt
Harry Frankfurt, a renowned American philosopher, published "On Bullshit" in 1986 as a
concise essay that quickly became influential. The work emerged from Frankfurt’s interest
in truth, language, and ethics, addressing a gap in philosophical literature regarding the
concept of bullshit. Unlike traditional philosophical inquiries that focus on lying and
deception, Frankfurt turned his attention to a subtler form of discourse that evades
commitment to truth altogether. The essay was later expanded into a book, further
solidifying its importance in philosophical and cultural discussions. It arrives at a time
when concerns about media, politics, and communication were growing, making its
analysis especially pertinent.



Distinguishing Bullshit from Lying
One of the central contributions of on bullshit by harry frankfurt is the clear differentiation
between lying and bullshitting. Frankfurt argues that lying involves a deliberate falsehood,
where the liar knows the truth but chooses to present the opposite. In contrast,
bullshitters are characterized by their indifference to the truth; they are not committed to
telling the truth or falsehood but rather focus on impression management or persuasion
without regard for factual accuracy. This distinction underscores the unique ethical and
epistemological problems that bullshit presents, as it undermines the value of truth in a
way that lying does not necessarily do.

Key Differences Between Lying and Bullshitting

Lying: The liar knows the truth and intentionally states something false.

Bullshitting: The bullshitter is unconcerned with the truth and may not know or
care what the truth is.

Relation to Truth: Lying shows a relationship to truth (to deceive about it), whereas
bullshitting disregards truth entirely.

Intent: Lying aims to mislead; bullshitting aims to impress or persuade without a
commitment to truth.

The Philosophical Definition of Bullshit
Frankfurt’s philosophical definition of bullshit revolves around the concept of truth apathy.
He asserts that bullshit differs from other forms of falsehood by its fundamental disregard
for the truth. The bullshitter’s primary concern is not to misrepresent reality but to
manipulate perceptions, often for personal gain or social advantage. This makes bullshit
difficult to detect and counter because it lacks a clear factual proposition that can be
challenged or disproven. The essay situates bullshit within a broader ethical framework,
highlighting how it erodes the foundation of honest discourse and intellectual integrity.

Core Elements of Frankfurt’s Definition

Indifference to Truth: The bullshitter does not care whether what they say is true
or false.

Focus on Effect: The goal is to create a certain impression or influence, rather than
convey accurate information.

Lack of Commitment: Bullshitters avoid committing to facts, making their



statements nebulous and unreliable.

Ethical Concern: Bullshit is ethically problematic because it undermines trust and
honest communication.

The Motivations Behind Bullshitting
Understanding why individuals engage in bullshitting is crucial to grasping its role in
communication and society. Frankfurt suggests that bullshitting often arises from a desire
to appear knowledgeable, persuasive, or impressive without the effort or risk involved in
engaging with the truth. This motivation can be found in various settings, including
politics, advertising, social interactions, and media. Bullshit provides a convenient means
to navigate complex or uncertain situations by prioritizing style or impact over substance.

Common Motivations for Bullshitting

Impression Management: To appear credible or authoritative without solid1.
knowledge.

Social Advantage: To gain acceptance, influence, or status within a group.2.

Avoidance of Accountability: To evade responsibility for factual accuracy.3.

Manipulation: To shape opinions or behaviors through persuasive but untruthful4.
communication.

Convenience: To bypass the effort required for honest discourse or research.5.

Implications of Bullshit in Society and
Communication
The presence and proliferation of bullshit have significant implications for public
discourse, trust, and the functioning of democratic societies. Frankfurt’s essay highlights
the dangers posed by bullshit’s disregard for truth, which can lead to confusion, cynicism,
and erosion of meaningful dialogue. In contemporary contexts, the rise of misinformation,
spin, and sensationalism reflects many elements of the bullshitting Frankfurt described.
Recognizing and addressing bullshit is essential for fostering critical thinking, media
literacy, and ethical communication practices.



Effects of Bullshit on Society

Undermining Trust: When bullshit becomes widespread, public trust in institutions
and information sources diminishes.

Confusing Truth: Bullshit blurs the line between factual and false information,
making it harder to discern reality.

Promoting Cynicism: Exposure to frequent bullshit can lead to disengagement and
skepticism toward all communication.

Weakening Democratic Processes: Informed decision-making relies on truthful
discourse, which bullshit threatens.

Encouraging Intellectual Laziness: Bullshit discourages rigorous thinking and
demands for evidence.

Reception and Influence of On Bullshit by Harry
Frankfurt
Since its publication, "On Bullshit" has been widely discussed and cited across multiple
disciplines including philosophy, communication studies, and political science. Its
accessible yet profound treatment of a pervasive social phenomenon has made it a popular
reference point in debates about truth, deception, and public discourse. The essay has
inspired further research into related concepts such as fake news, spin, and post-truth
politics. It also sparked conversations about the ethical responsibilities of speakers and
the importance of critical engagement by audiences. Overall, Frankfurt’s work remains a
foundational text for understanding the complexities of modern communication.

Key Areas of Impact

Philosophical Scholarship: Expanded discussions on truth, language, and ethics.

Media and Communication Studies: Analysis of misinformation and propaganda.

Political Discourse: Examination of political rhetoric and spin.

Public Awareness: Increased sensitivity to the prevalence and effects of bullshit.

Educational Use: Incorporated into curricula on critical thinking and ethics.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main thesis of 'On Bullshit' by Harry
Frankfurt?
The main thesis of 'On Bullshit' is that bullshit is a distinct category of speech that is
different from lying because the bullshitter is indifferent to the truth, aiming instead to
manipulate or impress without regard for accuracy.

How does Harry Frankfurt differentiate between lying
and bullshitting?
Frankfurt explains that a liar knows the truth and deliberately tries to hide it, while a
bullshitter is unconcerned with the truth and focuses on creating a certain impression
regardless of factual accuracy.

Why does Frankfurt argue that bullshit is more
dangerous than lying?
Frankfurt suggests that bullshit is more dangerous because it shows a disregard for the
truth itself, undermining the value of truth in communication and making it harder to
distinguish reality from falsehood.

What examples does Frankfurt provide to illustrate
bullshit?
Frankfurt discusses various everyday instances such as political rhetoric, advertising, and
certain social interactions where speakers are more concerned with appearances or
persuasion than honesty.

What philosophical implications does 'On Bullshit' have
regarding truth and communication?
The essay raises important questions about the role of truth in communication and society,
suggesting that the erosion of concern for truth through bullshit can degrade discourse
and trust.

How has 'On Bullshit' influenced popular and academic
discussions?
The essay has become influential in philosophy, communication studies, and cultural
criticism, sparking discussions about authenticity, deception, and the nature of truth in
modern society.



What is Frankfurt’s perspective on why people engage
in bullshitting?
Frankfurt believes people bullshit because they want to impress, persuade, or get away
with something without the effort or risk associated with being truthful or outright lying.

Is 'On Bullshit' considered a philosophical or a
linguistic work?
It is primarily a philosophical essay, focusing on the conceptual analysis of bullshit as a
speech act and its implications for epistemology and ethics.

Does Frankfurt offer any solutions to combat the
prevalence of bullshit?
Frankfurt does not propose direct solutions but emphasizes the importance of valuing
truth and being vigilant about the ways language can be used to circumvent it.

How long is 'On Bullshit' and where was it originally
published?
'On Bullshit' is a short essay, originally published in 1986 in the Raritan Quarterly Review,
and later expanded into a book in 2005.

Additional Resources
1. Lying by Sam Harris
This book explores the ethical and practical implications of lying in everyday life. Sam
Harris argues for radical honesty, suggesting that even white lies can erode trust and
damage relationships. The book challenges readers to reconsider the role of deception and
promotes transparency as a foundation for a better society.

2. The Truth About Lies: What to Do When You Don’t Know What to Believe by Mark
Bowden
Bowden delves into the psychology behind lying and deceit, explaining why people lie and
how lies can shape our understanding of reality. The book offers tools for detecting lies
and navigating a world filled with misinformation. It’s a practical guide for anyone seeking
clarity in an age of skepticism.

3. On Truth by Harry Frankfurt
A companion piece to "On Bullshit," this essay focuses on the nature and importance of
truth. Frankfurt contrasts truth with falsehood and bullshit, emphasizing the intrinsic
value of truthfulness in communication. It’s a concise meditation on why truth matters in
personal and public discourse.

4. Bad Faith: When Religious Belief Undermines Modern Democracy by Jonathan Haidt
Haidt examines how certain forms of self-deception and ideological rigidity can distort



political and social discourse. Drawing on themes related to Frankfurt’s analysis of
bullshit, the book explores the consequences of abandoning honest dialogue. It offers
insights into restoring trust and reason in democratic societies.

5. Trust Me, I'm Lying: Confessions of a Media Manipulator by Ryan Holiday
Holiday reveals the mechanics of deception in modern media and marketing. The book
exposes how misinformation and manipulation are deliberately spread for personal or
corporate gain. It complements Frankfurt’s themes by showing how bullshit can be
weaponized in the digital age.

6. The Death of Expertise: The Campaign Against Established Knowledge and Why it
Matters by Tom Nichols
Nichols addresses the growing dismissal of expert knowledge and the rise of
misinformation. He argues that a disregard for facts and expertise fosters a culture of
ignorance and superficial understanding. The book aligns with Frankfurt’s concerns about
the prevalence of bullshit in public discourse.

7. Post-Truth by Lee McIntyre
This book tackles the phenomenon of "post-truth" culture, where emotions and personal
beliefs often override objective facts. McIntyre analyzes the causes and consequences of
living in a world where truth is frequently devalued. It offers strategies to defend truth
and rationality in contemporary society.

8. Deception: From Ancient Empires to Internet Dating by Christian C. Joyal and Amélie
Cossette
Joyal and Cossette provide a comprehensive look at the psychology and history of
deception. The book explores why humans deceive and how deception has evolved across
cultures and technologies. It complements Frankfurt’s work by giving a broader scientific
context to the concept of bullshit.

9. Spin: How to Turn the Power of the Press to Your Advantage by Michael S. Sitrick
Sitrick, a public relations expert, discusses how shaping narratives and managing
perceptions is a form of strategic communication. The book reveals the fine line between
persuasion and deception in media relations. It offers a practical perspective on how
"spin" functions in the landscape Frankfurt describes as rife with bullshit.
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