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“It is impossible for someone to lie unless he thinks he knows
the truth. Producing bullshit requires no such conviction.”

“It is just this lack of connection with the truth—this indiffer-
ence to how things really are—that I regard as of the essence
of bullshit.”—Harry Frankfurt:

highly esteemed philosopher Harry Frankfurt thinks there is.2 Even

more, Frankfurt regards bullshitting as “more dangerous” and a
“greater enemy of the truth” than lying.3 What, you might wonder, is so bad,
even so especially bad, about bullshitting?

Here’s a quick sketch of Frankfurt’s much-trumpeted answer. Frank-
furt takes both lying and bullshitting to be forms of deception; the liar and
the bullshitter are each “trying to get away with something.”4 But unlike the
liar, who is by necessity “in the truth game,” the bullshitter, Frankfurt ar-
gues, evinces a special, and especially troubling, lack of intellectual disci-
pline: a “laxity,” “irresponsibility,” or “carelessness” about truth-values
(about, that is, whether what he explicitly says is true or false).5 It is this,
bullshitting’s quintessential “indifference to how things really are,” that—in
Frankfurt’s judgment—both distinguishes bullshitting from lying and
makes bullshitting the more troubling behavior, morally speaking.®

Frankfurt argues for these broad definitional and normative claims
in On Bullshit, which—after twenty years as an essay—became a surprise
best-selling book in 2005.7 Frankfurt, who describes the prevalence of bull-
shitting as “one of the most salient features” of contemporary society, pro-
poses a “tentative and exploratory philosophical analysis” of bullshitting, a
term that, despite the ubiquity of its referent, had received very little sus-
tained inquiry—until “On Bullshit” rolled onto the cultural scene. Frankfurt
hoped to begin a big conversation, and he very much did: the book has elic-
ited considerable commentary from academics, journalists, bloggers, and
podcasters (and created a new industry: books about vulgar words).8

Is there a difference, do you think, between lying and bullshitting? The
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So, Frankfurt has fully succeeded at sparking a wide-ranging collo-
quy. How well, though, has his own central analysis of the nature and ethics
of bullshitting stood up to scrutiny?

In at least one sense, not especially well. Notably, twenty years after
the publication of On Bullshit, scholarly debate trundles along, even in this
very Zeal forum, about what Frankfurt’s all-things-considered definition of
“bullshitting” truly is. (I recall one 2005 journalist who became so frustrated
by his earnest and repeated attempts to discern what Frankfurt-style bull-
shitting is that he came to wonder whether On Bullshit is a tongue-in-cheek,
wool-over-the-reader’s-eyes example of the very act the book ostensibly
condemns.?) To speak bluntly, when it takes several decades to make out
how an exceedingly gifted analytical philosopher himself answers the prin-
cipal question within his much-discussed essay, it’s time to suss out an ex-
planation for that very fact.

And so, the question I'd like to explore is: why has Frankfurt’s defi-
nition of “bullshitting” proven to be so elusive?

A New Starting Point for Thinking about On Bullshit

I will propose an answer, one which could sound foolishly audacious.

In brief, it’s manifestly clear that Frankfurt himself is committed to
(what I will call) the “careless thesis”: the much-trumpeted claim that the
very trait that makes a bullshitter a bullshitter is that he evinces a “certain
laxity” about the truth-values of the claims he explicitly asserts.z0 Of course,
readers attempting to identify an author’s all-things-considered definition
will naturally take their strongest cues from the author himself and strive to
build the relevant definition around the idea the author himself calls the
crux of the matter.1 But I won’t. In my view, the careless thesis creates sig-
nificant tensions with many other highly insightful things Frankfurt says
about the nature of bullshitting and its particular relationship to lying. And
so, taking enormous license, I will attempt to clarify Frankfurt’s discussion
by significantly reframing and rearranging the chain of reasoning at the
heart of On Bullshit.

No doubt, there is much to praise in Frankfurt’s exceedingly brief
book. It has wit: with dry-as-Ezekiel’s-bones humor, an esteemed Princeton
professor wryly seeks the necessary and sufficient conditions for a barnyard
term. It has incisive observational power: the British philosopher Simon
Blackburn remarks that Frankfurt says something both utterly novel and
seemingly commonsensical—a Herculean feat, really.:2

That said, my proposal is that we can capture much of what’s philo-
sophically and ethically astute in On Bullshit if we choose—at least
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initially—to ignore Frankfurt’s careless thesis, instead of treating it as the
very centerpiece of our theorizing. There is, lurking in On Bullshit, a simple
gloss of “bullshitting” that, once identified, sharply sets one truly rampant
variety of bullshitting apart from lying and provides a better foundation for
a clear-eyed evaluation of the nature and ethics of talking shit.13

My Procrustean Hermeneutic

To make my argument, I will take up a tactic similar, at least in struc-
ture, to one of Frankfurt’s own exploratory strategies.

Frankfurt openly and accurately admits that “bullshitting” and its
cognates, such as “bull” and “shooting the bull,” have a variety of meanings.
As Frankfurt recognizes, “bullshit” is sometimes employed as nothing more
than an expression of frustration, with no specific type of referent in mind.
As my students often remark, the word is also employed to refer to (often
harmless) “I-caught-the-biggest-fish-ever” exaggerations. Accordingly, any
attempt to smush and smash all of the sundry connotations of “bullshitting”
into a single, all-encompassing definition would be unduly “procrustean”; it
would be an act of “enforcing uniformity or conformity without regard to
natural variation.”4

Recognizing this, Frankfurt sets out—very sensibly—to isolate one
important meaning of the word “bullshitting.” This is, of course, the stan-
dard first step taken up by a competent dictionary author. If she pins down
one definition of the relevant word, she or her colleagues can subsequently
go on to develop others. In precisely this vein, Frankfurt endorses G. A. Co-
hen’s suggestion that, alongside certain deceptive acts that might properly
be called “bullshitting,” there is also a form of bullshit that is a “product,”
not an action. In Cohen’s view, some speech and prose is not merely unclear,
but “unclarifiably unclear” and thereby warrants the name “bullshit” be-
cause it has, like lumpy, plopped-out excrement, no integral structure.s

My basic hermeneutical strategy is analogous to Frankfurt’s. I intend
to provide a procrustean interpretation of Frankfurt’s rich, suggestive, and
often deeply insightful discussion in On Bullshit. In my view, Frankfurt’s
book is tensive; a reader, however sharp and earnest, cannot render every-
thing Frankfurt says about bullshitting into a unified account. And so, like
Procrustes himself, I'm going to lop off a bit of the body of his work to help
make much of what he says fit into a single, identifiable, coherent, and the-
oretically useful definition. We can always go on, after this initial task of
clarification is put to rest, to identify further meanings of bullshitting, some
inspired by Frankfurt’s careless thesis.
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It just so happens that, in my right-sizing undertaking, I'm going to
cut out On Bullshit’s cherished heart, its crux: the careless thesis.

Bullshit as Deceptive Insinuation

“So,” you might be wondering, “what’s this simpler, loitering, skulk-
ing notion of bullshitting, Reitsma?” One important theme in On Bullshit is
that what separates lying and bullshitting is that the liar operates by explicit
assertion, the bullshitter by insinuation.'¢ This is the distinction I will treat
as foundational within my reframing act; and it is, I submit, a distinction
Frankfurt is often operating with.

For example, when distinguishing between lying and bullshitting,
Frankfurt points out that the liar’s behavior has a “sharp focus.” He at-
tempts to implant a claim he takes to be false into his listener’s head, by
explicitly stating it.'7 (This operates as Frankfurt’s gloss of “lying.”) The
bullshitter, by contrast, operates indirectly. To illustrate, Frankfurt has us
imagine a person—Ilet’s call him Ritchie—who lies about how much money
is in his empty pocket. When Ritchie explicitly and deceptively says, “I have
$20 in my pocket,” he is telling a lie.

As Frankfurt asks us to notice, if Ritchie’s listener, Gully, accepts
what he says, she is likely to be “twice deceived.” Once Gully has trustingly
accepted Ritchie’s lie about the contents of his pocket, it is natural for her
to adopt, equally trustingly, another claim, a claim about the “contents of
Ritchie’s mind,” namely, that Ritchie himself sincerely believes what he
says. (Note: we are to presume that Ritchie at no time explicitly says any-
thing such as, “Gully, I am being sincere.”) If Ritchie happens to be aiming
by means of his lie, perhaps said in an ingratiating tone, to lead Gully to a
second false belief about his level of sincerity, then he is not only lying, but
also bullshitting. He’s deceptively insinuating that he’s speaking in good
faith.

Frankfurt uses this example to make a general point. According to
him, the bullshitter takes advantage of people’s general (Gully-like) ten-
dency to attribute to a speaker both a sincere commitment to the views that
he explicitly expresses and—here’s the salient point—to the various claims
that are more or less cogently implied by these purportedly sincere state-
ments.!8

This idea—that bullshitting is an act of insinuating, wittingly and de-
ceptively—also emerges from Frankfurt’s canonical example of bullshitting;:
the bombastic speech of a 4th of July orator who explicitly makes assertions
that (she judges) will predictably lead her audience to draw certain unstated
conclusions about her beliefs and convictions, for instance, that she is “a
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great patriot” who has “deep thoughts” about the divine origins of America.
These are claims she intentionally and deceptively insinuates, without ever
stating them overtly.19

And so, at this point in our (procrustean, license-taking, reconstruct-
ing) analysis, Frankfurt is operating with a distinction—a sharp, concise dis-
tinction—between “deceptive explicit asserting” and “deceptive insinuat-
ing.” This distinction makes sense of his examples and the lessons he draws
from them.

This same mode of thought can be seen to persist. Once this crucial
distinction is clear, Frankfurt emphasizes that, by definition, a liar has a
view about what is true and false; he can’t state what he takes to be false
without having a belief about what is true. The act of bullshitting, though,
“requires no such conviction.”20 The bullshitter is able to practice her insin-
uating art without having any belief whatsoever about the truth-values of
the claims she explicitly states. When it comes to these claims, she perhaps
“just picks them out, or makes them up, to suit [her deceptive] purpose.”2t
Accordingly, the liar “respects” the relevant (purported) truths at least in
the sense that he believes those (purported) truths. At least with respect to
the topic he’s presently speaking about, he is mentally, as it was put earlier,
“in the truth game.”

Note, to say that a deceptive insinuator can construct her deceptions
even if she happens to be utterly unaware of the truth or falsity of what she
explicitly says—that is, that she can choose to “make up” claims out of thin
air that would, in her judgment, aid her deceptive cause—implies that it’s
also possible for a deceptive insinuator to “pick out” claims he takes to be
true, to use within his trickery. In such a case, he’s not mentally uncommit-
ted when it comes to the truth-values of his assertions. Keep this point in
mind.

A Useful Example

As this reframing project proceeds, it’ll be helpful to have a vivid ex-
ample to work with. Let me pose a stereotypical case, similar to one Frank-
furt himself alludes to, in which three people—Ed, Winnie, and Edwina—
are members of a team at an ad agency. Let us suppose they are jointly con-
structing a television commercial for a weight loss pill. This tablet has not
been proven safe and effective. Their television spot doesn’t explicitly assert
that the pill has been successfully vetted by the scientific community. Nev-
ertheless, it insinuates as much. This ad is an instance of “bullshit as decep-
tive insinuation.”
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Now, let’s consider three scenarios. First, both Ed and Winnie con-
sciously recognize the dishonesty manifest in the commercial; they recog-
nize that the overt claims made in the ad—whether “picked out” or “made
up” out of thin air—do not track reality. Ed, and only Ed, is subsequently
asked whether the ad is accurate. Feeling backed into a corner, he says, “Oh,
yes, the pill has met the most rigorous scientific standards.” In this particu-
lar speech act, Ed makes an explicit assertion he takes to be false. He tells a
lie. (In other words, he adds a lie to his initial act of bullshitting.) Winnie,
who also recognizes the ad’s dishonesty, is—as it turns out—never asked
about the commercial. So, she isn’t forced either to confess, to add new de-
ceptive insinuation to old, or to tell a lie. Winnie is guilty of deceptive-insin-
uation-bullshitting without, in the run of events, lying.

Edwina has a different mindset. Rather surprisingly, Edwina has
never given a single thought to the questions, “Has the scientific community
adequately vetted the pill?” and “Is the pill safe and effective?” She has
played a central role in insinuating that the answers are yes and yes. She
has, “with the help of advanced and demanding techniques of market re-
search, of public opinion polling, of psychological testing,” dedicated herself
“tirelessly to getting every word and image...exactly right” in terms of en-
hancing the ad’s persuasive power.22 Edwina certainly participates in Ed
and Winnie’s bullshit process. But she is so fixated upon what will maximize
sales that she has ignored—entirely—whether the explicit claims in the tel-
evision spot and its two major insinuations (“safe and effective”) are true or
false.

Edwina is—note—a particularly vivid spectre in Frankfurt’s philo-
sophical nightmare: she is one of the “exquisitely sophisticated craftsmen”
who insinuates “without [any] conscientious attention to the relevant
facts.”23 She lacks, at least with respect to the claims made and insinuated
in the ad, “the meticulously attentive concern” with truth-values that a thor-
ough-going truth-seeker exemplifies.24

As it turns out, Edwina is not the single most nightmarish nightmare
Frankfurt has dreamt up. We’ll soon be forced to consider a ghastly spirit
even more detached from concrete, tangible reality, a person characterized
by a more rampant, less context-dependent, more “global” intellectual laxity
than (even) Edwina’s. More on that veritable ghoul later.

We’ve Learned a Lot

The distinction I've highlighted, and which I've construed as skulking
about in On Bullshit, has considerable explanatory power.



Zeal: A Journal for the Liberal Arts, Vol. 4, No. 1 (2025) 29

Conceptually, there’s no denying the distinction between lying and
deceptive insinuation. Intentional misrepresentation by means of explicit
assertion and by means of insinuation are different action-types. Ed’s lie is
distinct from the ad’s insinuation.

Even more, there are prominent pragmatic differences between ly-
ing and deceptive insinuation, several of which Frankfurt himself astutely
identifies. I'll describe four. Let’s take them one at a time, identifying what-
ever ethical insights we can, as we proceed.

First, the deceptive insinuator has, in one sense, more freedom than
the liar.25 Though it sounds odd to put it this way, if someone means to tell
a lie, he has—“unadventurously”—one and only one option: to assert the op-
posite of what he takes to be true. The deceptive insinuator generally has
myriad options for insinuating dishonestly, as there are many possible as-
sertions she could “pick out” or “make up” to suit her deceptive purpose.
For instance, Ed, Winnie, and Edwina can script many lines, and choose
many visual images, that insinuate that their weight loss pill is safe, as well
as many more to insinuate that it’s effective.

This first point—bullshitting’s greater freedom—explains a second
Frankfurtian insight. It indicates why Frankfurt construes bullshitting as,
other things being equal, a more creative process, best exemplified by the
“bullshit artist,”2¢6 whose characteristic skill is to practice the relevant free-
dom with shrewd intelligence. If you think about it, when a person such as
a bullshit artist sets out to bullshit, she treats the false claim she intends to
plant in her listener’s mind as though it’s on a “forbidden words and
phrases” list, like in the games of charades and taboo. When it comes to the
relevant false claim, mum’s the word; it can’t be used—on pains, as it were,
of becoming a liar, instead.

One can see how both playing charades and engaging in deceptive
insinuation can make for a fun intellectual and interpersonal challenge. One
can also see why deceptively insinuating is at least sometimes morally
wrongful. In many contexts, duping people, which is a manipulative act,
fails to treat them with the dignity human beings, as “ends in themselves,”
deserve (a moral point Frankfurt discusses more overtly in his 2006 sequel,
On Truth). That said, an act of deceptive insinuation is not always morally
problematic. For example, would Frankfurt deny us, in the name of an over-
bearing ideal of complete honesty, all the joy that comes with bluffing in
poker or joshing with our friends?

The answer is no. Frankfurt notices that bluffing in poker is a form
of deceptive insinuation: to bluff is to behave, for competitive reasons, as
though one has a hand better or worse than it really is.2” However, Frankfurt
wouldn’t condemn this well-recognized and much-loved aspect of poker,
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largely because the card players implicitly agree to what we might call a
“momentary suspension of the moral.” Here’s what I mean. Frankfurt talks
about the “legitimating motive” of everyday speech.28 Much everyday
speech is aimed at conveying information. Earlier we saw that the bullshit-
ter takes advantage of her listener’s tendency to presume that in the normal
run of life, a speaker’s words are animated by a sincere concern to get across
accurate information (about the world and about herself). Many people also
come to everyday conversations with a moral expectation, namely, that
speakers generally are truthful. But in poker, this quotidian moral expecta-
tion is suspended for the duration of the game, and pretty much everybody
knows it. In the context of a poker game, bluffing is an accepted and so an
acceptable strategy, and having the chance to act deceptively inside of a
game in which some of the moral demands of everyday life are suspended
is presumably part of the pleasure. At the table, players are free to bluff
about their hands to their heart’s content. Not to mention, joshing friends—
and, as Frankfurt discusses, participants in bull sessions29—are completely
aware that their back and forth is not to be taken in earnest; there’s no intent
to deceive, or danger of deceiving, in their winking remarks.

For our purposes, the relevant philosophical lesson is that, in many
social contexts, the “legitimating motive” of speech and the standard moral
expectations derived from it are not, and are not seen by most participants
as being, suspended.3° Accordingly, Frankfurt is presumably morally trou-
bled (mostly) by bullshitting in ostensibly truth-purveying contexts, in
which the relevant rules of intellectual discipline and truthfulness do
properly obtain. Poker players can rest easy. But not, Frankfurt would in-
sist, the bullshitters who take advantage of the trust people bring, maybe
even need to bring, to quotidian contexts in which a significant level of sin-
cerity is rightly demanded.

Let’s get back to enumerating Frankfurt’s pragmatic insights.

At this point, a third lesson—about relative detectability—can be
identified. We can conceivably catch a liar but not a deceptive insinuator
red-handed. Imagine two accusations of dishonesty, one against a liar, one
against a bullshitter. Whereas the liar has publicly uttered the truth-offend-
ing remark, a bullshitter can defend herself by saying—accurately—“I never
actually said that!” One way to conceptualize this point: it would take some-
one prosecuting a charge of dishonesty against a liar and against a bullshit-
ter an extra step to indict the bullshitter. After pointing to the historical re-
cord and saying to the liar, “you said such and such, which is false,” the
prosecutor would have to reveal—for his indictment to hold up—that the
bullshitter intended to communicate the relevant unstated falsehood. In
general, even when you and I immediately recognize an instance of
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bullshitting for what it is, it takes work to spell out—to argue for—what
we’ve quickly and incisively intuited. And so, any such “prosecutor” would
be forced to go through the tricky process of pinning the relevant implica-
tures on the bullshitter.

This basic point about detectability explains at least two ethical
truths. First, in some cases “flooding the media with shit” is a highly shrewd
strategy for, say, a politician who aims to avert public and legal accountabil-
ity for his conduct. Lies take work to prosecute; bullshittings take even
more; and piles of bullshit, piles more.

Second, if we aim to deter bad behavior, it is generally judicious to
assess stiffer penalties for wrongful acts that are harder to detect or prose-
cute. No doubt, the presence of both liars and bullshitters in our social en-
vironment makes it necessary for us all to be wary, if we hope to avoid the
costs of being socially naive. A liar and a bullshitter are thus equally morally
responsible, it seems to me, for forcing us—unhappily—to be somewhat dis-
trustful of each other. But—at least in the scenarios in which we have a
vested interest in getting at the truth—bullshitters give us even more work
to sufficiently indict them for their trickery. For this reason, they bear an
even deeper moral responsibility for forcing us to expend—really, to waste—
extra time and energy. In this respect, bullshitting can sensibly be seen, as
Frankfurt supposes, as morally worse than lying.

A fourth insight is that there are, Frankfurt plausibly claims, often
lower social costs for bullshitting. Whereas people very commonly feel per-
sonally offended when they think they’ve been lied to—“How dare you lie to
me”—many people punish the suspected bullshitter with no more than an
annoyed shrug: “Oh bother, not more shit talk.”

Of the four insights, this one is, I think, the most tenuous and debat-
able. Contextual factors will naturally play a role in determining precisely
how indignant a sharp-eared, near victim of deception becomes. For exam-
ple, I myself would not get as angry at a well-intentioned white lie about my
sartorial choices as I would at a sustained attempt to dupe me into buying
an unvetted weight loss pill. That said, I happen to think that Frankfurt’s
fourth insight does gesture at an important truth, even if this truth is in need
of fining tuning and qualification (which I won’t pursue in this essay).

Adding these four claims together, Frankfurt defends the shrewdness
of a principle of bullshitting preference, “Never tell a lie when you can bull-
shit your way through”: bullshitting is (i) freer, (ii) more creative, (iii)
harder to catch, and (iv) somewhat less likely to incite serious indignation.
Let’s call these claims, (i)-(iv), the “four platitudes” about deceptive insinu-
ation.3!



Zeal: A Journal for the Liberal Arts, Vol. 4, No. 1 (2025) 32

To summarize this section, in my view we’ve made serious intellec-
tual progress. Isolating one species of “bullshitting”—bullshitting as decep-
tive insinuation—has helped us to capture many of Frankfurt’s insights,
both conceptual and pragmatic. Various ethical and moral insights have
emerged quite naturally from our procrustean reframing project, helping us
to see more clearly precisely what, as Frankfurt puts it, bullshitting should
“mean to us.”32 In the very least, we have good grounds to claim that a con-
tribution to “bullshitology” is in the offing: along with Cohen’s “bullshit as
an unclarifiably unclear product,” we ought to add “bullshitting as an act of
deceptive insinuation.”

To this point, I've construed my discussion as an attempt to identify
what’s good and true and insightful in On Bullshit. It’s time, though, to turn
more critical. Why has it proven so difficult to pin down the concept of
Frankfurt-style bullshitting, which treats the careless thesis as its crux?

Of course, if the answer to this long-standing question were very,
very simple—if the explanation were, say, single-pronged—then it would
have been discovered long ago. Predictably, then, the explanation is multi-
faceted. So, please bear with me.

One Important Distinction: Local vs. Global Indifference

Here is an initial clarifying remark: there is a difference between
(what we might call) “local” and “global” indifference to the truth.

As highlighted earlier, to say that a bullshitter, in the act of bullshit-
ting, “need not” have a belief about the truth-value of what she says is con-
sistent with thinking that sometimes a bullshitter does have such a belief. A
bullshitting advertiser might recognize that the content of his ad includes
“made up” false claims. And the 4th of July orator might idly believe that
God instituted the United States to be a beacon on a hill. But if America’s
status within providential history doesn’t in any way matter to her—say, be-
cause neither God nor America particularly matter to her—she’s using a
claim she takes to be true to insinuate, falsely, that she’s a deep-thinking
patriot.

Now, compare Edwina. In one sense, she certainly reveals a “wider”
indifference to truth than Ed and Winnie. She doesn’t have any opinion
about whether or not the television ad’s explicit claims and its insinuations
are true, and—over the course of the commercial-making project—she
shows absolutely no interest in learning the relevant truths about the weight
loss pill. All that said, this particular stretch of indifference is fairly “local.”
It’s important to recognize that nothing much follows about Edwina’s gen-
eral attitude to the truth from her indifference to pill truths. Edwina might
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care deeply about baseball trivia or the history of Dutch football or what her
children think of her. She might even be a constitutional law buff and an
expert in German Romantic poetry. In other words, Edwina need not suffer,
because of her lack of interest in the science of the relevant weight loss pill,
from an endemic indifference to “how things really are” that ramifies
throughout her epistemic, belief-forming life.33 Her indifference need not
be, as I'm putting it, all that “global.”

Does this (rather obvious) distinction—between local and global in-
difference—get lost in On Bullshit? There are textual grounds for thinking
so. I will mention two.

First, Frankfurt’s own language could easily mislead on this point.
The careless thesis claims that the quintessential feature of a bullshitter is
his “indifference to how things really are,” which very much sounds global.
Second, and more significantly, Frankfurt’s most overt ethical argument for
the claim that bullshitting is, in comparison to lying, more dangerous and a
“greater enemy of the truth” directs our readerly attention to a highly global
form of truth indifference. Let me explain.

Frankfurt’s (very brief) argument that bullshitting is “the greater en-
emy” goes like this. The French philosopher Alain once said, “The truth is
not obedient”: the truth, that is, doesn’t generally come running, like an ea-
ger puppy dog, when we call for it. Instead, we often need to pursue it dog-
gedly.34 Frankfurt worries that, in ignoring Alain-style wisdom, deceptive
insinuators—who “need not” have any view about the truth-values of what
they say—might come to lack the “austere discipline” it commonly takes to
pursue the truth and get things spot on (with at least a respectable level of
regularity). If such indiscipline becomes habitual, the bullshitter’s very skill
at discerning the facts might become, Frankfurt vexes, “attenuated or
lost.”s5

In this argument, we can see that Frankfurt is making a psychological
prediction: a persistent lack of “meticulous attentive concern” for truth-val-
ues threatens to eventuate in a general lack of truth-discerning skill and a
corresponding altogether too-frequent alienation from reality. Or, put more
bluntly, habitual bullshitting threatens to make a person stupider.

What to think of this “makes stupider” argument? First, it’s a bit sur-
prising, at least to me. As I see things, a reader might naturally have antici-
pated—given Frankfurt’s explicit claim that bullshitting is “worse” than ly-
ing—that his most overt ethical argument against bullshitting would be a
moral argument. But this “habitual bullshitting makes stupider” argument
concerns—at least initially—the imprudence of chronic bullshitting. Frank-
furt worries that being a bad truth-discerner is likely to harm the bullshitter.
If a person, because of his habitual indifference to the truth-values of what
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he communicates, becomes less adept at discerning truths, he himself is
likely to suffer from this inability: false beliefs can lead to personally harm-
ful behavior. But in fairness, perhaps Frankfurt is supposing that this type
of person’s growing set of false beliefs will also frequently harm other peo-
ple. In brief, habitual indifference to truth can lead to a self-induced alien-
ation from reality that, given the “protean utility of truth,” is personally and
socially dangerous.3¢

Now, let’s connect these reflections to the point I'm making in this
section: Frankfurt’s overt “makes stupider” argument is predicated on con-
ceiving of this stupider person as characterized by an endemic or highly
global indifference towards the truth. A truth-blinkered spirit such as this is
(what I called earlier) “the most nightmarish ghoul” haunting Frankfurt’s
On Bullshit. And this ghoul’s presence, not only in On Bullshit, but in Frank-
furt’s most overt ethical argument in On Bullshit, might naturally cue us to
associate bullshitting itself, the type of shit talk that is supposed to be “ram-
pant” in our society, with a highly global form of truth-indifference.

Should we accept this association? I don’t think we should.

This Overt Argument is Far-Fetched and Limited in Scope

In my view, Frankfurt’s “habitual bullshitting makes stupider” argu-
ment does have explanatory and philosophical value, but it’s notably lim-
ited. I'm going to mention two of its weaknesses.37

First, this “makes stupider” argument lacks scope. Frankfurt’s argu-
ment simply doesn’t apply to some deceptive insinuators. There are plenty
of clear examples of (even egregious) deceptive insinuation by people who
don’t lack either a general belief in the truth or the “austere discipline” to
discover it with above average frequency. Without much effort, Ed and Win-
nie notice the relevant truths: the pill hasn’t been vetted and so isn’t proven
safe. And even Edwina, who doesn’t notice these particular morally conse-
quential truths, manages to bamboozle the viewing public only because she
has so assiduously worked to discern the truth about what her target audi-
ence is willing to believe. No doubt, this callous ad team is highly selective
about which truths they publicly promulgate; they are willingly dishonest.38
But whatever moral weaknesses Edwina suffers from, she does not suffer
from a (burgeoning) disregard for truth-values or (increasingly) attenuated
truth-seeking skills. She’s intellectually sharp when she wants to be. Given
that Frankfurt presumably means to critique the truth-offending behavior
of smart Edwinas, he’ll need something else to say to—or about—her ilk, as
well as about the bad behavior of the Eds and Winnies of the world.
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Second, Frankfurt’s “might become unfit for truth” prediction is ra-
ther far-fetched. As a practical matter, bullshitters—even rampant, market-
ing-career-focused, Edwina-style bullshitters—have a strong incentive not
to permit themselves to suffer from a general self-induced alienation from
reality. For bullshitting to be rhetorically effective, it will generally need to
be accompanied by a sufficiently firm grasp of the truth-values of some
claims, even if not the particular claims being said. If Edwina is prudent
enough not to rely purely on luck, she will need to pursue a fairly clear sense
of what her audience will find plausible. She can’t be “indifferent” to truths
relevant to succeeding at her deceptive goal, and neither can any would-be
bullshit artist. Accordingly, Edwina’s desire to gain her audience’s trust will
serve as a persistent counterpoise to whatever temptation she feels, if any,
to become generally inattentive to the truth. Contrary to what Frankfurt’s
prediction intimates, persistent bullshitting doesn’t always and only press
us to become (more and more) alienated from facts. By its own internal
logic, the art of bullshitting also calls its practitioners to attend to some as-
pects of the way things truly are.

To be clear, I am not arguing that absolutely no one exemplifies
Frankfurt’s most ghastly spectre, the exceedingly foolish bullshitter whose
very connection to reality has substantially frayed. I know people who are
somewhat like this. (Forgive me if I don’t name names.) Such spirits are so
quick to lie and bullshit their way through life that, one suspects, they're
“under-practiced” at discerning the truth. These “missed opportunities”
have mounted up over time, and they’re less sharp for chronically skipping
past them. Even more, some corners of internet culture seem endemically
untethered to the truth (even as they wield significant social and political
influence). It’s certainly worth theorizing about these phenomena (as Ra-
chel Robison-Greene does in her Zeal essay in this forum).

But as an ethical analysis of the form of bullshitting that is most ram-
pant, Frankfurt’s “makes stupider” argument misses the mark. Nightmarish
bullshitting is less common than (morally problematic instances of) garden-
variety deceptive insinuation. And so, this aspect of On Bullshit—Frank-
furt’s spotlighting and centering of highly truth-blinkered souls—puts any
more general discussion of the nature and ethics of bullshitting seriously
out of focus.

A Diagnosis
Where does Frankfurt’s “bullshitting is more dangerous than lying”

analysis go wrong? Here’s a partial answer. For the purpose of constructing
definitions, it’s useful to imagine a “pure bullshitter,” a person who deceives
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only by means of insinuation, never lying, and a “pure liar,” a person who
deceives only by means of explicit assertion, never insinuating. As suggested
earlier, this is a substantive and useful distinction: without it, we couldn’t
make sense of, among other things, the four platitudes that compare decep-
tive insinuation and lying.

But as helpful as this sort of thought experiment is for definitional
purposes, it’s hard to imagine a flesh-and-blood person, under relatively
normal social conditions, who is a pure bullshitter and who is thereby be-
coming (i) more and more indifferent to truth-values, as such, and (ii) more
and more dangerous than any liar. Think of Edwina who, to this point in our
story, has been construed as a pure bullshitter (with respect to the television
ad). What will Edwina do when in the ordinary run of life someone presses
her, “Have you really made sure the pill is safe?” There’s a decent chance
this question will prompt Edwina to become an Ed and tell a lie. Or she will
at least become a Winnie: once asked, won’t Edwina likely notice the rather
obvious fact that she hasn’t read any relevant medical studies? Even if Ed-
wina, instead of lying, merely adds new deceptive insinuations to old, at this
point she’ll presumably possess a belief about the relevant truth, and no
longer be a truth-blinkered spectre in Frankfurt’s bad dream.

Extrapolating, in typical social contexts, effective deceivers will often
need to combine habits of bullshitting and lying. In such cases, if we isolate
the question “which action has caused more harm: the deceptive insinua-
tions or the lies?,” it will often be impossible to justify the answer “the in-
sinuations, not the lies.” Given that Ed, Winnie, and Edwina, our three-
headed monster, each participated in the construction of the television ad,
how can we tell which type of person, or which type of act, is “most respon-
sible” for duping consumers into wasting their money (or worse)? They all
seem equally culpable; each type of act played its role. Not to mention, in
typical social contexts, given the complexity and nuance of speech acts,
which include tone, facial expression, and body language, more than one
“thing” is generally being communicated. Accordingly, many episodes of de-
ception are complex admixtures of true remarks, lyings, and bullshittings.
Accordingly, it very often makes little sense to try to suss out which type of
deception is the bigger proximate cause of social harm.

One More Big Question for Us

So far, I've argued that one notion of bullshitting—bullshitting as de-
ceptive insinuation—is highly valuable. It helps us to understand many as-
pects of the piles and piles of bullshit we confront, as well as produce, in our
lives. If that thesis is correct, it’s natural to ask whether there is any need to
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add anything to the gloss ‘bullshitting is deceptive insinuation,” as Frank-
furt seems inclined to do.

In this section, I am going to interpret Frankfurt as treating this gloss
as the foundation of his preferred all-things-considered definition of “bull-
shitting,” a foundation to which he’d like to add two additional elements,
including the careless thesis. Whether or not this is an accurate interpreta-
tion of Frankfurt’s intentions in On Bullshit is debatable. But I'm going to
set aside this interpretative question in order to argue that this particular
path—trying to add two elements to the foundational gloss—would lead to
unhappy conceptual troubles.

One possible augmentation, to which Frankfurt briefly alludes, is
that a deceptive insinuator is properly described as bullshitting only if she
is being deceptive about herself, in particular, about “her enterprise.”39 This
could be interpreted as the idea that the false claim that a bullshitter is aim-
ing to plant in her listener’s mind is invariably a false claim about herself.4°

This idea does apply to the 4th of July orator, who is insincere when
she poses as a great patriot: she is certainly bullshitting about her own char-
acter and convictions. Also, this idea fits with other obvious instances of
bullshitting. For example, a student plagiarist standardly insinuates that he
himself has written an essay he has copied verbatim (or “Al-ed”) without
acknowledgement. In many cases, the student doesn’t explicitly state, “I
wrote this essay.” Instead, he simply hopes the professor will infer this claim
from, among other things, his empty works cited page.

These examples aside, it’s also possible to bullshit—it seems clear to
me—about things other than oneself. A person can bullshit by acting as
though an unserious policy proposal is serious, by acting as though her ra-
ther disappointing children are highly accomplished, or by acting—in her
unremittingly peevish ex’s presence—as though her parents truly desire his
attendance at Thanksgiving dinner. In other words, people can insinuate
deceptively about any number of objects. (To give one more example, isn’t
the poker player bluffing both about himself, that is, about how he himself
feels about his hand, as well as about the quality of his hand?)

In effect, if Frankfurt means to suggest that we add the thesis “the
primary object of bullshitting is invariably to plant a false belief about one-
self in one’s audience’s mind” to our foundational gloss, I think we should
reject it. This proposal threatens to produce an unduly narrow conception
of bullshitting: isn’t Winnie bullshitting, not only about her own level of sci-
entific knowledge and intellectual seriousness, but also about the pill’s ef-
fectiveness? What theoretical benefit would come from narrowing the defi-
nition of bullshitting in this particular way? (In addition, doing so would, in
effect, make bullshitting “less rampant” than Frankfurt suggests it is.)
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Frankfurt’s second (more insistent, “much-trumpeted”) suggested
augmentation would be to add the careless thesis: the claim that evincing
indifference to truth-values—whether local or global indifference—is the
very essence of bullshitting.

There are at least two explanations for why it would be infelicitous to
add the careless thesis to our foundational gloss. First, doing so threatens,
same as the first proposal, to unduly narrow the definition of “bullshitting.”
Ed is guilty of bullshit as deceptive insinuation, but he’s not indifferent to
the truth-values of what his commercial says and insinuates. Presumably,
given that he knows the insinuations are false, he is quite unwilling to take
the pill himself or to let his beloved children take it. And so, if we add the
careless thesis, we’d have to say Ed, and many other garden-variety decep-
tive insinuators, aren’t bullshitting. What’s the motivation for doing that?

Second—and this is the big issue—Frankfurt speaks in diametrically
opposed directions, which threatens to confuse his reader. As I've high-
lighted several times, Frankfurt sometimes describes bullshitting as “re-
quiring no” conviction about the truth, which suggests that indifference to
truth-values is a possible, but not a necessary feature of an act of bullshit-
ting. But the careless thesis makes a stronger and logically inconsistent
claim: it says “indifference to truth-values” is the very essence of bullshit-
ting, which implies that it is a necessary, even defining condition.

Accordingly, thoughtful readers, however appreciative they are of
Frankfurt’s seminal and momentous contributions to bullshitology, might
naturally ask, “Which is it, Frankfurt? Is it that a bullshitter need not have
a view about the truth-values of what she explicitly says to bullshit? Or is it
that, to count as bullshitting, the person must be indifferent to the truth-
values of these claims?” The “requires no” claim permits us to make the
seemingly very sensibly judgment that Ed is bullshitting; the “of the es-
sence” claim doesn’t.

Where to from Here?

In all likelihood, when myriad intelligent readers struggle—for two
to four decades—to isolate an exceedingly accomplished philosopher’s all-
things-considered definition (when the topic isn’t as philosophically vexing
as, say, the nature of free will), there are likely several distinct factors. What
I've suggested is that we’re able to discern several reasons why interpreting
On Bullshit has taken so much effort. It’s crucial for Frankfurt’s readers to
keep in mind several distinctions, for instance, between more “local” and
“global” forms of indifference to truth-values, and between whether the
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relevant “laxity” about truth-values is a possible, or even common, feature
of bullshitting, or its quintessence.

Let’s say we were to choose to operate with a distinction between
“garden-variety” bullshitting, bullshitting as deceptive insinuation, and
“Frankfurt-style” bullshitting, which is type of deceptive insinuation deeply
characterized by whatever forms of (endemic) truth indifference Frankfurt
is imagining.

With this distinction in mind, we could point out that it’s absolutely
clear that garden-variety bullshitting is absolutely rampant, and has been
so ever since humanity was, as it were, driven out of the garden of Eden. It
makes sense, then, for us to theorize about this particular ubiquitous phe-
nomenon: “What’s so bad about garden-variety deceptive insinuation? Un-
der what conditions is it morally wrong? What makes it morally wrong
when it is? Are our common reactions to such deceptive acts—our annoyed
shrugs—apt, or should we regularly be more perturbed about being played
for a dupe?” These are all great questions; and in this essay, I hope I've made
some progress, with massive help from Frankfurt, in sketching the begin-
nings of answers to them.

All that said, whereas most everyone contributes (“generously”) to
the piles of deceptive insinuation in our world, only some bullshitters count
as deeply truth-blinkered Frankfurt-style bullshitters.

We needn’t deny, of course, that there might be something especially
pernicious—especially inimical to society’s best attempts to grasp reality—
about the attitudes evinced by a phantasmagoria of spirits whose indiffer-
ence to the truth veers more “global” than (not only Ed and Winnie’s, but)
Edwina’s. Some Frankfurt-style bullshitters, with their chronic indifference
to truth, are shooting themselves in the head, one BB at a time; and they
frequently make social life more precarious for the people they bump into
on the road to Jericho. Even more, some dastardly characters seem to
revel —whether mostly stupidly or mostly nihilistically4—in undoing the
various institutions and social practices necessary for the maintenance of
an intellectually and morally healthy society. We should certainly theorize
about these sundry souls, too.

What I'm hoping is that this essay helps to frame our future discus-
sions of these foolish spectres better. In the final analysis, I'd propose that
we forego building the careless thesis into our general gloss of “bullshitting.”
Instead, let’s see Frankfurt’s most nightmarish souls as possible, and espe-
cially interesting and troubling, forms bullshitting can take. A variation—or
two or three—on a broader theme.42
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