
A Book for the Anals: A Reviewish Substance of On Bullshit 

One thing that nobody should ever be permitted to say again, after reading these memos: 
"The United States didn't torture." When President Bush said it, he was a liar. The only 
question is whether or not he was lying to himself, so that he could sleep at night, or 
consciously lying to the public for reasons of political expediency. 
      Rod Dreher, Beliefnet.com 

 Actually, Bush was either lying or bullshitting. There is apparently a difference. The 
latter option is clearly a lie. Bush knew the truth, that the United States tortured, but he 
deceived the public. The essence of lying requires this dichotomy. In the former option, 
however, the relationship between the truth and the one propagating the lie bears a fuzziness 
that one would have a difficulty pinning down, since the one producing the lie is also the one 
being lied to. Here is the difference between a liar and a bullshitter explained by an ostensible 
expert in bullshit, Harry G. Frankfurt, author of the New York Times bestseller On Bullshit:  

Someone who lies and someone who tells the truth are playing on opposite sides so to 
speak, in the same game. Each responds to the facts as he understands them, although 
the response of the one is guided by the authority of the truth, while the response of 
the other defies that authority and refuses to meet its demands. The bullshitter 
ignores these demands altogether. He does not reject the authority of the truth, as 
the liar does, and oppose himself to it. He pays no attention to it at all. By virtue of 
this, bullshit is a greater enemy of the truth than lies are.  1

(Incidentally, most politicians are liars but all politicians are bullshitters if we are to trust 
Frankfurt, for he says that “bullshit is unavoidable whenever circumstances require someone 
to talk without knowing what he is talking about.”  No politician can avoid talking about 2

something he knows nothing about, hence the last 6 months of talk about economics, mainly 
by people who don’t know much about it. Actually, I’m beginning to think everyone who 
talks about macroeconomics is a bullshitter, including macroeconomists.) 
 Okay, so here’s a problem: Frankfurt is a philosopher who seems to be playing a 
linguist in his book. But I have a feeling that most linguists would object to that and suggest 
that he’s really a philosopher playing a philologist, since the majority of his book is mainly 
spent trying to shore up a proper definition of bullshit. And here’s another problem: When I 
call On Bullshit a book, I mean only that it was included among books on the New York 
Times bestseller list and that it is printed on paper and is bound in a single volume. But 
seeing as how I read a book last week that was published with three other books in a single 
volume and seeing as how the Kindle is showing that books need not be bound or printed on 
paper at all and seeing as how books on tape had been popular long before the Kindle and 
had also proven that books need not be printed, perhaps I have miscategorized Frankfurt’s 
product. Consider also that Frankfurt’s “book” had an earlier manifestation as an essay in the 
Raritan Quarterly Review. Is it then a book or an essay made to look like a book? Do you see 
where this is going? 

 Harry G. Frankfurt, On Bullshit (Princeton: Princeton UP, 2005): 60-1.1

 Ibid., 63.2
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 I’m also going to throw another log on this fire (pun intended) by suggesting that 
Frankfurt is even mistaken in his philology. Consider the card game “bullshit”. The whole 
purpose of that game is to lie and not bullshit, if we are using Frankfurt’s definition and yet 
the game is called “bullshit” and when you suspect an opponent is bluffing, you accuse them 
by stating the word “bullshit” and the person must reveal whether they have been lying or 
not. And when a friend of mine says something like, “I was at Wendy’s and got a Frosty and 
found a severed human finger in it,” a typical and, frankly, valid response from me could be, 
“Are you shitting me?” where “shitting” is an abbreviated form of “bullshitting”. In that 
circumstance, my friend is clearly lying, according to Frankfurt’s definition and not actually 
bullshitting. But then why would my query seem so fitting? 
 The thing is, Frankfurt’s essay or book or whatever you want to call it, raises an 
interesting point. And I also see where he’s going by making a distinction between lies and 
bullshit. The problem is that it’s too short to go beyond an introduction. In fact, I’m guessing 
that there are no more than 7000 words in the “book”, which would make for an introduction 
in any normal book that attempts to tackle a complicated subject like this. 
 The most disturbing thing is that, as far as I can tell, the entire essay was originally 
published in 1986, 20 years before the book came out. I don’t see any reason to believe that a 
word has been changed in the course of those 20 years. One review that I read wondered over 
the course of several pages why Frankfurt didn’t mention Karl Rove as an example of a great 
bullshitter. Um, perhaps that’s because no one knew who Rove was in 1986. 
 So if I were to reconstruct what I think happened, it would go like this: Frankfurt 
publishes an exploratory essay, respectable in length for an essay but it may actually raise 
more questions than it answers. Twenty years later, someone comes across the essay and 
thinks, “Hey, this is a good topic for today.” They go to Frankfurt and ask him to say more 
about it. He’s moved on to other topics and so just sends his old manuscript for publication. 
Princeton University Press thinks that they might be able to sell a few copies of a book with 
this title and Voila! It reaches the New York Times best seller list for over 20 weeks 20 years 
after it was published. Why? Do people think they might raise a few eyebrows with that on 
their shelf or are they actually interested in reading about the philosophical implications of 
bullshit? If it is the latter, then they could save a few bucks by going to their closest academic 
library and photocopying the essay for around a dollar. I suspect that it is the former and that, 
despite the fact that anyone with an education could read it on the bus ride home from the 
book store, people judged the book by its cover.  
 Why am I making such a big deal out of this? Could it be any more obvious? The 
entire ordeal is a huge steamy pile of bullshit! A guy republishes an essay as a book and earns 
bestseller status. And bullshit on bullshit: people don’t call bullshit but instead buy into it to 
show how edgy they are. “Look at my bookshelf. It has a dirty word on it.” 
 Now I don’t care if someone publishes a book called On Bullshit. In fact I encourage 
it. I think it’s an interesting topic that I wouldn’t mind learning more about. But to skimp on 
the details like Frankfurt does, seemingly either to make a dime or pump up his own brand, I 
don’t appreciate. Mainly because I perceive a wasted opportunity. All the book needs is a few 
more pages to bring up some more examples. Between 1986 and 2005 we had the following 
phenomena: the Clintons, Bush and Cheney, Robert Tilton, the Culture Wars, cable news, the 
rise of professional wrestling, Big Pharma, reality TV, Simon Cowell, blogging, vlogging, 
“the tuck rule”, baseball’s steroid era, the Nobel Prize in literature, the Da Vinci Code and the 
Prayer of Jabez, and that’s just off the top of my head. Would it have killed a guy to discuss a 



couple of those things in order to shed more light on the practice of bullshit? At least discuss 
them to justify republishing a 20 year old essay and charging $10 for it. As it stands it just 
looks like he pulled it out of his ass (pun intended). 
 But perhaps that’s the point. Consider the opening three sentences of the “book”: 
“One of the most salient features of our culture is that there is so much bullshit. Everyone 
knows this. Each of us contributes his share.” There’s a shitload of meaning in the use of the 
first person plural of that third sentence. Perhaps the “book” itself is meant to be the example 
I long for.


