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clusively from constrained volition and our response to net?ds that are{
not volitional at all. This difference remains even whe'n, as in a casfehg
self-induced addiction, someone’s non-volitional need is tbe result of his
own voluntary behavior. The necessitiesi that nature iMposes upon a
person {even when it is his doing that brings this about) mc_lmc? us tc;i
more sympathetic and empathic concern than those that demlfe 1mm“<::ha{
ately from the person’s own will {even when he has no contro over wh
he wanrs). Our feeling that it is incumbent upon us to assist a perso'nlllri
need tends to become somewhar attenuated when the need is essentially
erivati at person’s desire. . '
d»%;:’::ﬁjfgf bt::aul:e the hardening of desire into necessity smk‘es uisf
as an anafogue of “bad fairh,” so that we suspect the person 1n qlxllesnon ({)
being unable to control his desire only because he does not rea y wzm 3
do s50. In that case we do not regard the need as fully. constraine abnl
hence we do not construe it as being genuinelg cacegonca}{ It ts possible
that there is another reason as well. In seeklmg 18} avoxdlthe harml o
which a constrained volitional need exposes him, a person is co'nt“en'd;ing
not so much against nature as against himself. Perhaps thxs.dumms es
our sense of comradeship with him. If he were struggling against pature,
which is our common enemy, ouf instinct to ally ourseives with him

would be more compeiling.
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On bullshit

One of the most salient features of our culture is that there is so much
bullshit. Everyone knows this, Each of us contribures his share. Bur we
tend to take the situation for granted. Most people are rather confident
of their ability to recognize bullshit and ro avoid being aken in by it. So
the phenomenon has not aroused much deliberare concern, nor attracted
much sustained inguiry.

In consequence, we have no clear understanding of whar bullshit is,
why there is s0 much of it, or whar functions it serves. And we lack a
conscientiously developed appreciation of what it means to us. In other
words, we have no theory. 1 propose to begin the development of a
theoretical understanding of bullshir, mainly by providing some tenrative
and exploratory philosophical analysis. I shall not consider the rherorical
uses and misuses of bullshit. My aim is simply to give a rough account of
what bulishit is and how it differs from what it is not - or (putring it
somewhat differently) to articulate, more or less sketchily, the strucrure
of its concept,

Any suggestion about what conditions are togically both necessary and
sufficient for the constitution of bullshit is bound to be somewhat arbi-
trary. For one thing, the expression sullshit is often employed quite
foosely — simply as a generic rerm of abuse, with no very specific literal
meaning. For anorher, the phenomenon itself is so vast and amorphous
that no crisp and perspicuous analysis of its concept can avoid being
procrustean. Nonetheless it should be possible o say something helpful,
even though it is not likely to be decisive. Fven the most basic and
preliminary questions about builshit remain, after all, not only un-
answered but vnasked. ‘

So far as I am aware, very little work has been done on this subject. |
have not undertzken a survey of the literature, partly because 1 do not
know how to go abour it. To be sure, there is one guite obvious place o
look « the Oxford Englich Dictionary. The OED has an entry for bullihir
in the supplementary volumes, and it also has entries for various perti-
nent uses of the word buf/ and for some related terms. I shall consider
some of these entries in due course. | have not consulted dictionaries in

117



THE IMPORTANCE OF WHAT WE CARE ABOUT

1a g 12 HH: Il@ E 3 §Sii i)ei ause i d() not k[l()w the W()de (Or
O
i ges < e g N

bulishiz or bull in any other la.nguage.. N
Another worthwhile source is the tltlehessay;m e word
in just how close 1n
buy bv Mayx Black.! I am uncertain J vore
r’mfﬂbég is to the word bullshit. Of course, the wo;d;l _?;e nu:)tl fregl}t o
; it i tly. Bu
i : that they are used ditferen
fully interchangeable; it s clear e . .
' onsiderations
i +o have more 1o do with ¢
difference appears on the whole . i
zid cestain other rhetorical parameters, than with the lerxctiyr
. . i olite, as
literal modes of significance that concefn me most, I‘z‘;; i??:ftp e, 25
well as less intense, to say “Humbug!” than to say "Bulisnl ' the
i orta
sake of this discussion, I shall assume thar there is no other 1Mp
difference berween the two. ' : o
Black suggests a number of synonyms for hufnbuf,“mciud.ni t}ie‘(_
lowing: “balderdash,” “claptrap,” “hokum,” “drivel,” “buncombe,

revalence of Hun-

of gentility,

1in-

“ » This list of quaint equivalents is not very

sture,” and “quackery.” This list 0 cots |
i{:lﬁgl But Black also confronts the problem of egabizshmg, the{.nggure'
o; llxaum‘bug more directly, and he offers the following formal definition:

1 i i eten-
HUMBUG: deceptive misrepresentation, shoft of iyir.xg, especxal.iy dby Er
tious word or deed, of somebody’s own thoughts, feelings, or attitudes.

i i tating the
A verv similar formulation might plausibly be offered as egunc;a;ﬁg e
’ . - . e O
‘ st * hullshit. As a preliminary to dev
essential characteristics of bu pr 7y K iog o
independent account of those charactensucs, [ will eomment
i <’s definttion. o :
various elements of Black’s de ' . _ .
Deceptive misrepresentation; This may sound.pleongstxca No Fi(zsnded “
Black has in mind is that humbug is necessartly deggne or in nded (©
deceive, that its misrepresentation is not merely madverte?t. n o
: ‘ i i conce
it 1 I ration. Now if, as a matter o
words, it is deliberate misrepresen _ ; ; concer
) ive i re of humbug,
i i i deceive is an invariable featu
necessity, an iNEnton o : mbus
then the property of being humbug depznds atlleast xr;'paiz ﬁii[h b
i identical, accoraingly,
! of mind. It cannot be iden \ ‘
perpetrator’s state . : b ang
properties — either inherent of relarional — belonging just 1o the i
énce by which the humbug is perpetrated. 1n this respect,dthc Proiper_tyh
: i ich is ide neither
i is simi being a lie, which Is 1aennca
being humbug is similar ro that of : ‘
wi ' ent the
with rhe falsity nor with any of the other properties of Fhe staten;m he
liar makes, but which requires that the liar make his statem
certain state of mind — namely, with an intenuon to deceive. "
{i is a further question whether there are any features f.ss?nmaand
humbug or o lving that are not dependent upon the intentions

1 Max Black, The Brevaionce of Humbug ihaca Cornell University Press, 1985}
2 ibid, p. 143
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beliefs of the person responsible for the humbug or the lie, or whether it

- is, on the contrary, possible for any utterance whatsoever to be - given
that the speaker is in a certain state of mind — a vehicle of humbug or of 2
lie. In some accounts of lying there is no lie unless a false scatement is
made; in others a person may be lying even if the statement he makes s
true, as long as he himself believes that the statement is false and intends
by making it 1o deceive. What about humbug and bulishit? May any
arrerance at all qualify as humbug or bullshiz, given that (so to speak) the
utteres’s heart is in the right place, or must the utterance have certain
characteristics of its own as well?

Short of lying: It must be part of the point of saying that humbug is
“short of lying,” that while it has some of the distinguishing charac-
teristics of Hes, there are others that it lacks. But this cannot be the whole
point. After all, every use of Janguage withour exception has some, but
not all, of the characteristic features of lies — if no other, then at least the
feature simply of being a use of language. Yert it would surely be incor-
rect o describe every use of language as short of lying. Black’s phrase
evokes the notion of some sorc of conuiauum, on which lying occupies a
certain segment while humbug is located exclusively ar earlier points,
What continuum could this be, along which one encounters humbug
only before one encounters lying? Both lying and humbug are modes of
misrepresentation. It is not ar first glance apparent, however, just how
the difference between these varieties of misrepresentation might be
construed as a difference in degree.

Especially by pretentions word or deed: There are rwo paints to notice
here. First, Black identifies humbug not oaly as a category of speech but
as a category of action as well; it may be accomplished either by words or
by deeds. Second, his use of the qualifier “especially” indicates that
Black does not regard pretentiousness as an essential or wholly indis-
pensable characreristic of humbug. Undoubtedly, much humbug is pre-
tentious. So far as concerns bullshit, moreover, “pretentious bullshjt” is
close to being a stock phrase. Bur I am inclined to think that when
bullshit is pretentious, this happens because pretentiousness is its motive

rather than a constitutive element of its essence. The fact that a person 1s
behaving pretentiously is not, it seems ro me, part of what is required to
make his utterance an instance of bullshir. It is often, to be sure, whart
accounts for his making that utterance. However, it must not be assumed
that bullshit always and necessarily has Pretenticusness as Its motive.

Misrepresentation . . . of somebody’s own thoughts, Sfeelings, ar attivudes:
This provision that the perpetrator of humbug is essentially misrepre-
senting himself raises some very central issues. To begin with, whenever
a person deliberately miscepresents anything, he must inevitably mis-
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represent his own stare of mind. It is possible, of course, fora p;rs_or; ;(;
misrepresent that alone - for instance, by preteading 1o ha;e a eswsmﬂ
a feeling which he does not actuaily have. Bur suppose that Elperds ,
whether by telling a lie or in another way, misrepresents som-ef ing eise.
Then he necessarily mistepresents at least two :hmgs. He MISTEPIESENES
whatever he is talking about — L.e., the state of affairs that 1s~the topic or
referent of his discourse — and in doing this he cannot avoxdhmlsreprei;
senting his own mind as well. Thus, someone who lies ab(;]ut ow r:{uc(:)f
money he has in his pocker both gives an‘accounF of the azr;?ltlhe o
money in his pocket and conveys {ha't he beiselves this accougt.l' e lie
works, then its victim is twice deceived, havmg one false be ict a 0};1
what is in the liar's pocket and another false belief about what 1s in the
L
ilaiT\ISo:vnintdis unlikely that Black wishes that tbe referent Qf humbug sslsn
every instance the state of the speaker’s mind. There is no pamglu a;i
reason, after all, why humbug may noc.be abogt otber th”.lgz'. ac
probably means that humbug is not designed Prlmanly ro give its Ew
dience a false belief about whatever state gf affax‘rs may be {he. topic, bus
that its primary intention is rather o give its audience a false 1:;1press.10‘ﬂ
concerning what is going on in the mlnc_l gf the‘speakef. Inscz;r as it is
humbug, the creation of this impressieg 18 iT$ main purpose afa, its point.
Understanding Black along these lines suggests a hygorr’x’esm to ac-
count for his characterization of humbug as “short of lying.” If 1 l.ie to
you about how much money 1 have, thea | .do.not the.reby gxske an
explicit assertion concerning my beliefs. Tjherefogg, one mgghlt with some
piausibility maintain that although in telling tl?e he l certainly n;zlsrepre-
sent what is in my minad, this misrepresen{agon - as distinct Fom r?y
misrepreseatation of what is in my pocket — is not stricely speakmgs ie
at all. For 1 do not come right out with any statement whatevei about
what is in my mind. Nor does the statement I do affirm — e.g.,Vb} have
twenty dollars in my pocket” ~ imply any statement that ateributes a
belief to me. On the other hand, it i3 unquesr.sonabie t.ha_t i 50 afflrrrgng,
I provide you with a reasonable basis 'fo: makmg certain ;udg,‘mengs a ?ut
what I believe. In particular, I provide you le.h a reasonable basis hqr
supposing that I believe there i {wemy.doiial{s in my pocke;. S“C]{CE ezivz:
suppasition is by hypothesis false, I do in telling the lie ten lt]o eiic N
you concerning what is in my mind even though I do not actually tell a lie
ahbout thar. In this light, it does not seem unngtural or mz@grﬂfrsate tc;
regard me as misrepresenting my own beliefs in a way that is “shorto
wl?ﬁs easy to think of familiar situations by yhich Black"s account og
humbug appears to be unproblematically confirmed. Consider a Fourt
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of july orator, who goes on bombastically zbour “our great and blessed
country, whose Founding Farhers under divine guidance creared a new
beginning for mankind.” This is surely humbug. As Black's account sug-
gests, the orator is not lying, He would be lying only if it were his
intention to bring about in his audience beliefs which he himself regards

as false, concerning such marters as whether our country is grears,

whether it is blessed, whether the Founders had divine guidance, and

whether what they did was in fact to create a new beginning for mankind.
But the orator does not really care what his audience thinks about the

Founding Fathers, or abour the role of the deity in our country’s history,

or the like. At least, it is not an interest in what anyone thinks about

these marters that motivates his speech. :

It is clear that what makes Fourth of July oration humbug is not
fundamentally that the speaker regards his statements as false. Rather,
just as Black’s account suggests, the orator inrends these statements to
convey a certain impression of himself He is not trying to deceive
anyone concerning American history. What he cares about is what peo-
ple think of h7m. He wants them to think of him as a patriot, as someone
who has deep thoughts and feelings about the origins and the mission of
our country, who appreciates the importance of religion, who is sensitive
to the greatness of our history, whose pride in that history is combined
with humility before Geod, and so on.

Black’s account of humbug appears, then, to fit certain paradigms
quite snugly. Nonecheless, I do not believe thar it adeguately or accu.
rately grasps the essential character of bullshir. it is correct to szy of
bulishit, as he says of humbug, both that it is short of lying and that those
who perpetrate it misrepresent themselves in a certain way. But Black's
account of these two fearures is significantly off the mark. T shall next
artempt to develop, by considering some biographical material pertain-
ing to Ludwig Wittgenstein, a preliminary but more accurately focused
appreciation of just what the central characreristics of bullshit are,

Wittgenstein once said that the following bit of verse by Longfellow
could serve him as a moreo:?

In the elder days of art

Builders wrought with greatest care
Bach minute and unseen part,

For the Gods are everywhere,

The point of these lines is clear. In the old days, craftsmen did nor cut
corners. They worked carefully, and they took care with every aspect of

3 This is reported by Norman Malcalm, in his “Introduction” to R. Rhees (ed.), Recoflec-
tons of Wistgenstein (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1984), p. xil
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their work. Lvery part of the product was considered, and each was
designed and made o be exactly as it should be. These craftsmen did not
relax their thoughtful self-discipline even with respect to features of
¢heir work which would ordinarily not be visible.. Although no one
would notice if those features were not quite right, the craftsmen would
be bothered by their consciences. So nothing was swept under the rug.
Or, one might perhaps also say, there was 0 bullshir.

It does seem ficting to construe carelessly made, shoddy goods as in
some way analogues of bulishit. Bur in what way? Is E_he resemblance that
bullshit itself is invariably produced in a careless or self-indulgent man-
ner, that it is never finely crafted, that in the making of it there is never
the meticulously atreative concern with detail to which Longfellow al-
ludes? 1s the bullshitter by his very nature a mindless slob? Is his product
necessarily messy or unrefined? The word shit does, to be sure, suggest
this. Excrement is not designed or crafted at all; it is merely emitted, or
dumped. It may have a more or less coherent shape, or it may not, but it
is in any case certainly not wronght. ’

The notion of carefully wrought bullshit involves, then, 2 certain inner
strain. Thoughtful attention ro detail requires discipline and objecrivity.
It entails accepring standards and limitations chat forbid the indulgence
of impulse or whim. It is this selflessness that, in connection with bull-
shit, strikes us as inapposite. But in fact it is not out of the question at alk.
The realms of advertising and of public relations, and the aowadays
closely related realm of politcs, are replete with instances of bulishit so
unmitigated that they can serve among the most indisputabie and classic
paradigms of the concept. And in these realms there are exquisitely
sophisticated craftsmen who — with the help of advanced and demanding
techniques of market research, of public opinion polling, of psychologi-
cal testing, and go forth — dedicate themselves tirelessly to gereing every
word and image they produce exactly right.

Yer there is somerhing more to be said abour this. However studiously
and conscieatiously the bullshiteer proceeds, it remains true that he is
also trying to get away with something. There is surely in his work, as in
the work of the sloveniy craftsman, some kind of laxity which rESISIS OF
eludes the demands of a disinterested and austere discipline. The perti-
neat mode of laxity cannot be equared, evidently, with simple care-
lessness or inattention to detail. I shall attempt in due course o locate it
more correctly.

Witrgenstein devoted his philosophical energies largely 10 identifying
and combating what he regarded as insidiously disruptive forms of “non-
sense.” He was apparendy like chat in his personal life as well. This
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comes out in an anecdote rel i

ated by Fania Pascal, wi im i
¢ . . ho
Cambridge in the y930s: ’ Khew him in

I had my tonsils out and was i
s 1 the Evelyn Nursing Home feel:
_ ‘ n
myself. Wittgenstein called. 1 croaked: “I feel just like a dog rthat hi Z(;Zi rfx?;

over.,” He was disgusted: “You don’t know w
sted; Y t
o He d k hat a dog that has been run over

anbelcvablr o o e I e extrordinar. lmos
herself as having said, That charact}erizaifglr? ‘:)5; yh:' \;Zigllitngjsiai i
centiy ci(?se to thel utterly commonplace “sick as a dog” — is sinsq;;ngg;
?;%v:;aifve fen‘(iug_n t0 arouse any response as lively or intense as disgust.
1 al's simile is offensive, then what figurative or allusive uses of
anguage would not be? T
S0 Qerhaps it-c.iz'd not really happen quite as Pascal says. Perhaps Wi
genstein was (rying to make 2 small joke, and it misfired. He vfas o:ltlt;
i)é:ce:[d;;g o bawl. Pasca.I out, _}ust for the fun of a litde hyperbole; and
: g ¢ tone and the intention wrong. She thought he was disgusted
y her remark, when in fact he was only trying to cheer her u hw't[;g :
Playful‘iy exaggerated mock criticism or joshing. In that case‘itjl incidns
1s not incredible or bizarre after ajl. e thenadent
thiut thPascaé faﬂed‘ tglrecognéze that Wittgensgein was only teasing,
o hper aps the possibility that he was serious was at least not so far our
Shet keﬂ;;ug;uon}.] She knew him, and she knew what to expect from him;
dersmﬂ;!ﬁ og e made her feej. Her way of understanding or of misun-
with her sense of what b vtk W ey pory et discordan, chen,
hat ‘ . We may fairly suppose that even i
?;Ena,cgounr _of ti'.:e'mc:dcizn.r 15 not stricely true to the facts of Wit{gerf
et 5 intendon, it is fufﬁmemiy true to her idea of Wittgeastein to have
Pasc;)zense to her. For the purposes of this discussion, I shall accept
al's report at lface value, supposing that when it came to the use of
allusive or figurative language, Wittgenstein was indeed as rous
as she makes him out to be. i prepesierows
obiii;;iglzh;;f; t:;itmhg ?Z;t:ien?[em iy her report considers to be
Pascal really does not know how rune-olzecroégegcst ;ez(lju;iﬂf:: sfi)a:\;hi}-fts}llsé
f:;:z:;h;; ii:edcio;:s, she is plainly not fying. She would have been lying if,
ade her statement, she was aware that she actually felt quite

good. For however littde she knows about the lives of dogs, it must

4 Fania Pascal, "Wingenstein: A Personal Memeir,” in R, Rhees op. cit., pp 28. 9
) . ) . - . -
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certainly be clear to Pascal that when dogs' are fun over th;&gfo:?};;&;
good. So if she herself had in fact been feeling good, it would hav .
lie to assert that she felt like a run-over dog. . ot of
Pascal's Wittgenstein does not intend to accu.se her o?iyl{ng, u“c{he
misrepresentariosn of another sort. She ch_aractenzgs hzr ;:e mgeas e
feeling of a run-over dog.” She is not really acquainied, owgvfa;:r, T
the feeling to which this phrase refer;. Of course, th‘e phx:;;s; 1§Sh drom
being complete nonsense Lo her; sh_e 18 hardly speakmg gll er;er.mmdS
she says has an intelligible connotation, which she cer.ta;ﬂf',’ ;n jersia t(.)
Moreover, she does know something about the c;uglxty o td e ebie %md
which the phrase refers: she knows at least that it is an un essrit < anc
unenjoyable feeling, a bad feeling. The troul?le with hergta;en;ei-)ad hat
it purpofrts [0 CONvey something more tha{; :_;1m.pi.y that s e eie s C i
chara&tcrization of her feeling is 100 spec;ﬁcg it is excessively parcﬁ ud. .
Hers is not just any bad feeling but, according to-h‘er account, tTe ;fﬂ
tincrive kind of bad feeling that 2 dog has wheg it is run ove};. o 'tuset
Wittgenstein 10 Pascal’s story, judging from his response, this 15 j
buisc}:;tr.assuméng that Wittgenstein does indeed regard Pascai’s.char.azkc-
terization of how she feels as an instance of bullshx;, why do;s it Slm e
him that way? Lt does so, [ believe, because he perceives what Pasca s]a.Z:!
as being — roughly speaking, for aow — uaconaected © 2 corilcern.;:‘; :
the truch, Her statement is not germane to the entes?pmse of describing
reality. She does not even think she kl’.IOWS, except i the. vaguest waziz:
how a run-over dog feels. Her description of her own feeling is, accotrof
ingly, something that she is merely making up. She‘ concocts it ou o
whole cloth; or, if she got it from someone elsz_e, she is repeating it qu
mindlessly and without any regard for how.thmgs rc?aliy are. What
It is for this mindiessness that Pascal’s Wittgenstein chides her. dt
disgusts hiai is that Pascal is not even concerned whether her Sta;eme}rlxe
is correct. There is every likelihood, of course, that she says what s
does osly in a somewhat clumsy effort to spez%k colorfgll,y, or to appeaz
vivacious or good-humored; and no doubt Wi‘ith{}stem s Feaction —l a
she construes it — 1s absurdly intolerant. Re this as it may, it seems ckgar
what that reaction is. He reacts as though he perceives her to bt::‘ spea :gg
about her feeling thoughtiessly, without consae;‘xnou; arrenuon t{) the
relevant facts. Her statement ts not “wrought with greatest care. ? €
makes it without bothering to rake into account at all the quesuon oL 1S
ac{:;;zcgéint that troubles Wittgenstein s manifestly not tbaF Pascal };}as[
made a mistake in her description of how she feels. Nor Is it even
she has made a careless mistake. Her laxity, or her lack of care, is NOL R
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matter of having permicted an error o slip into her speech on account of
some inadvertent or momentarily negligent lapse in the attention she was
devoting to getting things right. The point is rather that, so far as
Wittgenstein can see, Pascal offers a description of a cermain statre of
affairs without genuinely submitting to the constraints which the endeav-
or to provide an accurate representation of reality imposes. Her fault is
not that she fails to ger things right, but that she is not even trying.

This.is imporrant to Wittgenstein because, whether justifiably or not,
he takes what she says seriously, as a statement purporting to give an
informative description of the way she feels. He construes her as en-
gaged in an activity to which the distinction berween whar is true and
what is false is crucial, and yet as raking no interest in whether what she
says is true or false. It is in this sense that Pascal’s statement is uncon-
nected to a concern with truth: she is not concerned with the truth-value
of what she says. That is why she cannor be regarded as lying; for she
does not presume that she knows the truth, and therefore she cannot be
deliberately promulgating a proposition that she presumes to be false.
Her statement is grounded neither in a belief that it is true nor, as a lie
must be, in a belief that it is aot true. e is just this lack of connecrion to a
concern with truth ~ this indifference to how things really are — thar I
regard as of the essence of bullshic.

Now I shall consider (quite selectively) certain items in the Gxford
English Dictionary that are pertinent to clarifying the natare of bullshic.
The OED defines a bxl/ session as “an informal conversation or discussion,
esp. of a group of males.” Now as a definition, this seems wrong. For one
thing, the dictionary evidently supposes that the use of the term bull in
bull session serves primarily just o indicate gender. But even if it were
rrue that the participants in bull sessions are generally or typically males,
the assertion that a bull session is essentially nothing more particular
than an informal discussion among males would be as far off the mark as
the paratlel assertion that 2 hen session is simply an informal conversa-
tion among females. It is probably true that the participants in hen ses-
sions must be females. Nonetheless the term hen sessfon conveys some-
thing more specific than this concerning the particular kind of informal
conversarion among females 1o which hen sessions are characteristically
devoted. What is distinctive about the sort of informai discussion among
males that constitutes a bull session is, it seems o me, something like
this: while the discussion may be intense and significant, it is in a certain
respect not “for real.”

The characteristic topics of a bull session have o do with very personal
and emotion-laden aspects of life — for instance, religion, politics, or sex.
People are generally reluctant to speak altogether openly abourt these
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il be taken roo seriously. What tends 1o

ic - vari hes and
o on in a bull session is that the participants iy out varzclms thouign T an
ittitudes in order to see how it feels o hear :hen:ise Vfash sa;tr itgbeing

1 nd, withou

i i discover how others respond,

things and in order 0 ‘ e bein
assui;ed that they are commirted to what they say. It 11 ugclerOE necesy
ﬂ -

everyone in a bull session thac the statements people make do

hat they really believe or how they really feel, The main

sarily reveal w [The matn
ot i to make possible a high level of candor and an experim !
N it der discussion. Theretore

adventuresome approach to the subjects un

in 1 ibiki eople
ision is made for enjoying a cerain irresponsibility, so that peop
provi

will be encouraged 1o convey what is on their minds without to0 much
i ill be held to it ‘
amgaecz S?Z:;;}l:iyn::ibuwrs to a bull session relies,in gzher worcé: iizzra:
general recognition that what he expresses Or 5ay$ ;s not ut;)ﬁ e
d as being what he means wholehearted%y ot believes q .
Sm?) ) ue 'i%he purpose of the conversacon is not to comm}m:cgte
Lzlie?s.[rAc'cordingly, the usual assumpti(?ns about {heng:;[zlm?rc;f;:tatz_
rween whar people say and what .they believe are;u@ethat .there e
ments made in a bull session dlffer from_ bullshit in e e
pretense that this connection is bemg s:sctia;;e;de. E;fgnﬁamed pllsw
i { the fact that they are 1n 50mM : y a con
Z::s ew?th eruch. This resembianc¢ hetween buil_ sgssu;;l:sa;;digzlih;: :{f
suggested also by the term sheoting the .bz;!!, wh;;: _rE'Ch o the s
conversation that characterizes bull §§531ons an.d in'w Tah e e
ing is very likely a cleaned-up rendmon. Qf shitting. O? gﬂ[ghi,  bul
sesson is inded, quite probably & 80 L OF bl in which,
iml me is discernible : )
acirzigz;ifa t::lee OFED, the rerm refe‘rs to “unnec‘e;s,?.rsi r(r):éi?: c;,s,k:} ;:;
ceremonial; excessive dis¢ipline of spit~aﬂd-poh.s P = p
dictionary provides the following examples of this usage:

“The Squadron felt very bolshie about all that Luli that was flying around the
e oL

i P i he guaard
stagion” (1. Gleed, Arise to Conguer V1. 51, 1942); Thﬁm ménmg o;;”;:ngf\/i”d
for us, us matching past eyes right, all that sort of bull‘ (A ”afgn, e

i ,178 1953); “the drudgery and ‘buil’ in an MP’s life.” (Eceno
KXIV. , ;

47ol471, 1958)

topics if they expect that they wi

i i in that
Here the term bull evidently perrains to tasks that are pomtlelss 1t‘{ -
i i i st
they have nothing much 10 do with the pr;masry. mtedns olr flu ndyred
i i i it-and-polisih &
se which requires them. Bp
urpose of the eaterpst ] qt ;polish and rec
?ﬁpe do not genuinely contribute, ft 1s.pr.e.sumed, o t;lle ;eaLep a;i, ses
of military persoane! or government officials, even though ¢ : ydevored
posed by agencies or agents that purpost 1o be coNsSCIEAUOUsly
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to the pursuit of those purposes. Thus the “unnecessary routipe tasks or
ceremonial” that constitute bull are disconnected from the legitimating
motives of the activities upon which they intrude, just as the things
people say in bull sessions are disconnected from their settled beliefs,
and as bullshit is disconnected from a concern with the truth.

‘The term bull is also employed, in a rather more widespread and
familiar usage, as a somewhar less coarse equivalent of bulishir, In an
entry for bull as so used, the GED suggests the following as definitive:
“trivial, insincere, or untruthful talk or writing; nonsense.” Now it does
not seem distincrive of bull either that it must be deficient in meaning or
that it 1s necessarily unimportant; so “nonsense” and “trivial,” even apart
from their vagueness, seem 1o be on the wrong track. The focus of
“insincere, or untruthful” is better, but it needs ro be sharpened.5 The
entry at hand also provides the following two definitions:

1ot Diafect Notes IV, 162 Ball, talk which is not.to the purpose; “hot air.” -
1932 Times Lot Supp, 8 Dec. 933/3 “Bull” is the slang term for a2 combination of

bluff, bravado, “hot air” and what we used to call in the Army “Kidding the
troops.”

“Not to the purpose” is appropriate, but it is both too broad in scope and
roc vague. It covers digressions and innocent irrelevancies, which are not
invariably instances of bull; furthermore, saying that bull is not o the
purpose leaves it uncereain what purpose is meant, The reference in both
definitions to “hot air” is more helpful. '
When we characterize talk as hot air, we mean that what comes out of
the speaker’s mouth is only that. It is mere vapor. His speech is empry,
without substarice or content. His use of language, accordingly, does not
contribute to the purpose it purports to setve, No more informarion is
communicated than if the speaker had merely exhaled. There are sim-
ilarities between hot air and excrement, incideatally, which make ot air
seem an especially suitable equivalent for buflshir. Just as hot air is
speech that has been emptied of all informative content, so excrement is
matter from which everything nutritive has been removed. Excrement
may be regarded as the corpse of nourishment, what remains when the
vital elements in food have been exhausted. In this respect, excrement is
a representation of death which we ourselves produce and which, in-
deed, we cannot help producing in the very process of maintining our
lives. Perhaps it is for making death so intimate thar we find excrement

s It may be noted thar the inclusion of insincerity among {rs essential conditions would

imply that bull cannot be produced inadvertently; for it hardly seems possible to be
inadvertently insincere.
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1 t =HAnce,
so repulsive. In any event, it cannot serve the purposes of sustenas
any more than hot air can serve those of communication. bt e

Now consider these lines from Pound’s Canto LXXI\/, whic

OFED cites in its entry for bullshit as a verb:

Hey Snag wots it the bibl’?
Wor are the books ov the bible?
Name 'em, don’t bulishit ME.6

This is a call for the facts. The person addre§sed is evident}y regérafi as
having in some way claimed to know the Elb‘le,.or.as having cia;&xh ti
care about it. The speaker suspects that this 1§ just empty talk, an

demands that the claim be supported wi'th facrs. He will not zcceén 2
mere report; he insists upon seeing the thing ltsei‘f. In czherf{vxior f? nfetj
calling the bluff. The connection between _bulishxt and bluff is a is N
explicitly in the definiton with which the lines by Pound are associated:

; ! through
As #. trans. and afr., to talk nonsense {to); . . . also, © bluff ene's way th 48

{something) by talking nonsense.

It does seem that bulishitting involves a kind'of blu.ff. It is cio§er '{1.0
bluffing, surely, than to telling a lie. But what is zmp!le.d c.;racim;ni:;
nature by the fact that ic is more like the former than iris li Zt E;. a; ag?
Just what is the relevant difference herfe b.aetween a b]l‘lff an dah }e.tion
Lying and bluffing are both modes of m;srgpresentafxof: or ﬁ'{ei D.f
Now the concept most central to the d;stmctwe.nature of a lie lS] that
falsity: the liar is essendally someone who deliberately promu gat;a_s a
falsehood. Bluffing too is typicaily devoted to0 conveying somet mgf
false. Unlike plain lying, however, it is mere-especmily a mat{;frhl'mézo
falsity but of fakery, This ts what accounts for xtls nearness o bulls 1;. ar
the essence of bullshit is not that it 1s fale but‘mat it is phony. In onir o
appreciate this distinction, one must recognize .cha.t a fakg orap OiW
need not be in any respect {apart from authenticity ;tse-lf) 1.nfen€>r to ;ae
real thing. What is not genuine need not also be defectw‘e in some Off:'i
way. It may be, after all, an exact copy. What is wrong with 2 clou'z;t.el :i
is not what it is like, but how it was made. This points t¢ a simuar an

6 Here is part of the context in which thcse_[i:}es oceur: “Le; All})]zgeoxsr, aggf?ge;];;jgf
history,/ and the fleet ar Salamis made Wz_th money_le_xzit %r]r e sra;e © ihe shp
wrights/ Tempus tacendi, tempbus lgquepdn(: I:]::}?g ;1;;1{;3 ;{euscs:;?idixi{ use the

* standard of living / bur always abroad t0 1ncreas X pourec jgunnery,’ ot
and gun sales lead 1o more gun sales/ they do not clutter the mfarh innery | thete
is ration / Pisa, in the 23rd year of the effor; in sight of the tower /2
;151;:;; S?;;lte:day { for murder and rape with trimmings plus Cho&kzi{’g;?? ;iit%;?:};ggﬂé
thought he was Zeus ram or anothe{ one/ H_ey Snfg wots in the bibi’
baoks ov the bible? / Name 'em, dor’t bullshit ME.
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fundamental aspect of the essential nature of bulishit: aithough it is
produced without concern with the truth, it need not be false. The
bullshitter is faking things. Bur this does not mean that he necessarily
gets them wrong.

In Eric Amblet’s novel Dirry Story, a characrer named Archur Abdel
Simpson recalls advice thar he received as a child from his father:

Although I was only seven when my father was killed, T still remember him very
well and some of the things he used to say. . . . Gne of the first things he taught
me was, “Never tell a e when you can bullshit your way throngh."7

This presumes not only that there is an important difference berween
lying and bullshitting, but thar the larter is preferable to the former. Now
the elder Simpson surely did not consider bullshitting morally superior
to lying. Nor is it likely that he regarded lies as invariably less effective
than bullshit in accomplishing the purposes for which either of them
might be employed. After all, an intelligently crafted lie may do irs work
with unqualified success. It may be that Simpson thought it easier to get
away with bullshitting than with lying. Or perhaps he meant that, al-
though the risk of being caught is about the same in each case, the
consequences of being caught are generally less severe for the bulishitter
than for the liar. In fact, people do tend to be more tolerant of bulishit
than of lies, perhaps because we are less inclined to take the former as a
personal affront. We may seek to distance ourselves from bullshit, but
we are more likely (o turn away from it with an impasient or irsitated
shrug than with the sense of violation or outrage that lies often inspire.
The problem of understanding why our atticude toward bullshir is gener-
ally more benign than our actitude toward lying is an important one,
which I shall leave as an exercise for the reader. :

The pertinent comparison is nor, however, between telling a lie and
producing some particular instance of bullshic. The elder Sirapson identi-
fies the alrernative to telling a lie as “bullshitting one’s way through.”
This involves not merely producing one instance of bullshit: it involves a
program of producing bullshit to whatever extent the circumstances re-
quire. This is a key, perhaps, to his preference. Telling a lie ts an act with
a sharp focus. It is designed co inserr a particular falsehood at a specific
point in a set or system of beliefs, in order to 2void the consequences of
having that point occupied by the truth. This requires a degree of crafts-
manship, in which the teller of the lie submits to objective constraints

7 E. Ambler, Dirty Stary (1067), 1. iii. 25. The citation is provided in the sameé OFD eptry
as the one that included the passage from Pound. The closeness of the relation berween
bullshirting and bluffing is Tesonant, it Seems to me, in the paralielism of the idioms:
“bullshit your way through” and “bluff your way through.”
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L o
imposed by what he takes to be the rruth. The liar 1s mescapabgy iok -
: ‘ . or
cerned with truth-values. In order fo inventa tie at all, ife mgst th in <
knows what is true. And in order to invent an effecuve lie, he mu
design his falsehood under the guidance of that truth. e s s
On the other hand, a person who undertakes to builshi X
through has much more freedom. His focus s panora'mxgz lrat}iv&:rdt: an
jmit b i ing a certain falsehood at @
i ot limit himself to inserting .
e o ined by the truths surrounding
it i he is not constrained by the truths
specific point, and thus ‘ ) uncing
that point or intersecting it. He 18 prepared to fake tbc contex};z; el ,“ar
i i m from the constraints 0w
far as need requires. This freedo o ‘
i 15 easier
i mean, of course, that his tas
must submit does not necessarily , ur task asier
than the task of the liar. But the mode of creativity upon wh;chét)reise.s 1
i : ich 1 n lying.
less analytical and less deliberative than that which is rpobx ize 1t :it',fs
It is more expansive and independent, with more spacious appor xt;teg "
for iMprovisation, color, and imaginatsve play. T-hxs:‘ s 111615' a mie;t Yy
craft than of art. Hence the familiar noton of the “bu shit ar:, .father
guess is that the recommendation offered by Arthur Sxmgsonfs othe
reflects the fact that he was more strongly dr_awa to this moh €0 (:rt0 -
ity, regardless of its relative merit Or effectiveness, than he was
> .
; 1 ds of lying.
more austere and rigorous deman . _ .
What bullshit essentially misrepresents is aeither the state of affairs t

i

" which i i ¢ concerning that state of
< which it refers nor the heljefs of the speake

affairs. Those are what lies misrepresent, by vi'rtu‘e of bemg false. Sm;;
bullshit need not be (alse, it differs from lies in its rrnsr»:—:*prgsentat:.f.:her
intent. The bullshitcer may not deceive us, of even intend cgvho 5(;, eid !
about the facts or about what he takes_the_r facts to 'be. o at LC'mgis_
pecessarily attempt to deceive us about 18 hzs enterprise. ;? O:;ire -
; pensably distinciive characteristic is that 10 4 certain way he P
ts what he 15 up 10 ‘ .

SeK}Fhis is the crux of the distinction berween him a;}d the liar. BOEbC:tZ
and the liar represent themselves falsely as endeayqrmg o comrr;um e
the truch. The success of each depends upon dece{v;ng ns ab.out T ;1:. Bue
the fact about himself that the fiar hides 1s‘that he is attempt;ag o tx:ﬁ u
away from a correct apprehension of reality; we are oot t(’)rhn%wt at be
wants us to believe something he supposes t© be falsg. e z;c th_
himself that the bullshirter hides, 0n thz? other hanc_i, is that the tra -
values of his statements are of no central .mte;esr 1o him; what wiare nm
to understand is that his intention is neither to report t.he it[l:lt n?r've
conceal it. This does not mean that his sgeec;h is anarchical ydjm?x;l iov\’,
bus that the motive guiding and controliing it is upconcerne wit

; ; : ly are.
the things about which he speaks truly .
ltis iripossible for someone to lie untess he thinks he knows the truth.
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roducing bullshit requires no such convicton, A person who lies 13
thereby responding to the truth, and he is to that extent respectiul of it
When an honest man speaks, he says only what he believes to be true;
and for the lar, it is correspondingly indispensable that he consider his
statements o be false. For the builshitter, however, all these bets are off:
he is neither on the side of the true nor on the side of the false. His eye is
not on the facts ar all, as the eyes of the honest man and of the liar are,
except insofar as they may be pertinent to his interest in getting away
with what he says. He does not care whether the things he says describe
reality correctly. He just picks them out, or makes them up, to suit his
purpose.

In his essay, “Lying,” St. Augustine distinguishes lies of eight types,
which he classifies according to the characteristic intent of justification
with which a lie is told. Lies of seven of these types are told only because
they are supposed to be indispensable means to some end thar is distnct
from the sheer creation of false beliefs. It is not their falsity as such, in
other words, that attracts the teller to them. Since they are told only on
sccount of their supposed indispensability to a goal other than deception
itself, St. Augustine regards them as being told unwillingly: whac the
person really wants 15 not to teli the lie but to atrain the goal, They are
therefore not real lies, in his view, and those who tell them are not in the
strictest sense liars. It is oniy the remaining category that contains what
he identifies as “rhe lie which is told solely for the pleasure of lying and
deceiving, that is, the real lie.”® Lies in this category are not rold as means
to any end distinct from the propagation of falsehood. They are told

simply for their own sakes — iLe., purely out of a love of deception:

There is a distinction between a person who tells a lie and a lar. The former is
one who telis a lie unwillingly, while the liar loves o lie and passes his rime in the

joy of lying. . .. The latter wkes delight in lying, rejoicing in the falsehood
itself.?

What Augustine calls “liars” and “real lies” are both rare and extraordi-
nary. Everyone lies from time to time, but there are very few people to
whom it would often (or even ever) occur to lie exclusively from a love
of falsity or of deception.

For most people, the fact that 2 statement is false constitutes in itself a
reason, however weak and easily overridden, not to make the statement,

8 “Lying,” in Treatises on Varions Subjects, in R. 3. Deferrasi (ed.), Fathers of the Church,

volume 16 {Fachers of the Church: New York, 1952}, p. 108, 5t Augustine maintains
that telling 2 lie of this type 15 & less serious sin than telling lies in three of his caregories
and 2 more serious sin than telling lies in the other four categories.

9 ibid., p. 79.
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For St. Augusting’s pure liar it is, on the contrary, a reason in favor of
making it. For the bullshitter it {s in itself neither a reason in favor nor a
reason against. Both in lying and in telling the truth people are guided by
their beliefs concerning the way things are. These guide them as they
endeavor eicher to describe the world correcdy or (o describe it deceit-
fully. For rhis reason, telling lies does not tend to unfit a person for
telling the truth in the same way that bullshitting tends to. Through
excessive indulgence in the larter activity, which involves making asser-
tions without paying attention to anything except what it suits one to say,
a person’s normal habit of atrending to the ways things are may become
attenuated or lost. Someone who lies and someone who tells the truth
are playing on opposite sides, so t0 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 bullshir
ter ignores these demands altogether. He does not reject the authority of
the truth, as the liar does, and oppose himself 1o it. He pays no attention
to it at all. By virrue of this, bullshit is a greater enemy of the truth than
lies are.

One who is concerned to report or to conceal the facrs assumes that
there are indeed facts that are in some way both determinate and know-
able, His interest in telling the truth or in lying presupposes that there is
a difference between getting things wrong and getting them right, and
that it is ar least occasionally possible to tell the difference. Someone
whae ceases to believe in the possibility of identifying certain statements
as rrue and others as false can have only two alternarives. The first (s to
desist both from efforts to tell the truth and from efforts to deceive. This
would mean refraining from making any assertion whatever abour the
facts. The second alternative is to continue making assertions that pur-
port to describe the way things are but that cannot be anything except
bullshit.

Why is there so much bullshit? Of course it is impossible to be sure
that there is relatively more of it nowadays than at other times. There is
more communication of all kinds in our time than ever before, but the
proportion that is bullshit may not have increased. Without assuming
that the incidence of bullshir is acrually greater now, I will mention a few
considerations that help to account for the fact that it is curreatly so
areat. '

Bullshit is unavoidable whenever circumstances require someone to
tatk without knowing whar he is talking about. Thus the production of
bullshit is stimulated whenever a person’s obligations or epportunities to
speak about some topic are more extensive than his knowledge of the
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f?.cts that are relevant to that topic. This discrepancy is common i bii
iife, where people are frequenty impelled - whether by their on puone
pensitics or by the demands of others — to speak nxtensivel‘fm ém-
marters of which they are 0 some degree ignorant. (Zlose%y relir Etd .
stancgsl arise from the widespread conviction thar it is the responsieb’if'nn
ofa citizen in a democracy to have opinions about everything, or z;lt 1I o
every{hlf:g Fhl&t pertains o the conduct of his country’s affair; The leai:
;)fe;r;y S.lgﬂ;ﬁ;ant fonnection between a person’s Opinions au;d his Z(r,;
nsion of reality will be even more seve o
someone who believes it his responsibilicy, asfﬁ‘; SSrex?ciieg;titguzay’ foj
agent, to evaluate events and conditions i all parts of the world o
?he contemporary proliferation of bullshit also has deeper souz:ces i
vartous forms of skepticism which deny that we can have apy reii;zijln
access 1o an objective reality and which therefore reject rhe possibilir i
knomng how things truly are. These “anti-realist” doctrines under e
confsdenc'e in the value of disinterested efforts to determine what ismme
gnd What is false, and even in the intelligibility of the notion of ohie Ef}fe
mquj'ry.'O‘ne fesponse to this loss of confidence has been a retrea,t ;‘;1‘3
tl?e discipline required by dedication 1o the ideal of COrrectaers to a uc')m
Fi:fferenf sort of discipline, which is imposed by puré&?&?ﬂ;;afternq e
ideal of Mw' Rather than seeking primarily to arrive at accf;;‘tje
representations of a common world, the individual teens roward trvin ;
prowde honest represencations of himself. Convinced that realjr iasig o
mberenr nature, which he might hope to dentify as the truti b -
;E;xr(njgs,ge dehvore.s himself to being true o his own nature, It is as tham?gu}:
eciaes that sipce it makes e ‘
must {%}erefore ry instead to bzorizzsteofgézzeti? e e o the facs, be
an?u;exrg is preposr%r}ousbto imagine that we ourselves are determinate
te suscepuble both to correct an i intions.
while supposing rhat the ascription of detefm?iagcz r:;ic}iigcr;?tm; .
been exposed as a mistake. As conscious beings, we exiisx oil fi .
spons_e to other things, and we cannot know ocurselves at ail Sx;fith e
%cnm.mng thefrn‘ Moreover, there is nothing in theory, and certainly noc;;f
ng in expen?nce, 0 support the extraordinary judgment that it is th
truth abour himself that is the easiest for a person to know. Facts ab .
ourselves are not peculiarly solid and resistant 1o skeptical- dissoiutiou[
Our natures are, indeed, elusively insubstanrial — aatoriousty less srag?.
and less inherent than the natures of other things, And insof hi s
the case, sincerity itself js bullshit. T



