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on truth harry g frankfurt is a profound philosophical essay that explores
the concept of truth, deception, and the nature of honesty in human
communication. Authored by the distinguished philosopher Harry G. Frankfurt,
this work delves into the distinctions between lying, truth-telling, and a
lesser-known notion called "bullshitting." The essay has become a seminal
text in contemporary philosophy, especially in discussions surrounding
ethics, epistemology, and the social importance of truth. This article
examines the core ideas presented in Frankfurt’s essay, the implications of
his arguments, and how his insights contribute to our understanding of truth
in modern society. Additionally, it sheds light on the broader context of
Frankfurt’s work and its relevance to everyday life, communication, and moral
philosophy. The following sections will provide an overview of Frankfurt’s
thesis, analyze key concepts, and discuss the significance of his
contribution to philosophical discourse.
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Overview of Harry G. Frankfurt’s Essay

Harry G. Frankfurt’s essay On Truth is a concise yet powerful examination of
the essential role that truth plays in human communication and society.
Published initially as a response to concerns about honesty and deception,
the essay argues that truth is fundamental to meaningful discourse and
ethical conduct. Frankfurt emphasizes that while lying involves deliberately
misleading others by stating falsehoods, there is another form of
deception—bullshitting—that is even more concerning because it displays a
disregard for the truth altogether. This overview sets the stage for a deeper
exploration of the distinctions Frankfurt draws and the philosophical
significance of his work.

Key Concepts in On Truth

Frankfurt’s essay introduces several key ideas that clarify the nature of
truth and dishonesty. Understanding these concepts is crucial to grasping the
full impact of his argument.

The Value of Truth

Frankfurt asserts that truth holds intrinsic value and is indispensable for
rational communication. Truth serves as a foundation for trust, shared



understanding, and the pursuit of knowledge. Without a commitment to truth,
meaningful dialogue and social cooperation would collapse.

The Nature of Lying

Lying, Frankfurt explains, involves consciously presenting false information
with the intent to deceive. A liar knows the truth but chooses to
misrepresent it, thereby violating an ethical obligation to honesty that
underpins social interactions.

Bullshitting vs. Lying

Distinct from lying, bullshitting is characterized by a lack of concern for
the truth. A bullshitter may not necessarily seek to deceive others with
falsehoods; instead, they are indifferent to whether what they say is true or
false. This disregard undermines the very concept of truth and can be more
damaging than lying.

The Distinction Between Lying and Bullshitting

One of the most influential aspects of Frankfurt’s essay is the clear
delineation between lying and bullshitting, which has influenced both
philosophical and cultural discussions on honesty.

Intent and Awareness

Lying requires an awareness of the truth and a deliberate intention to
mislead. The liar consciously states something they know to be false. In
contrast, the bullshitter’s primary concern is not whether their statements
are true or false but how they serve their purpose, such as impressing or
persuading an audience.

The Ethical Implications

This distinction reveals different ethical dimensions. Lying violates the
trust of others by substituting falsehood for truth. Bullshitting erodes the
very value of truth by showing indifference to its importance, which can lead
to a broader societal disregard for honesty and accuracy.

Examples Illustrating the Differences

A politician who knowingly lies about policies to gain votes.

An individual who makes exaggerated claims without concern for factual
accuracy, aiming to appear knowledgeable.

A salesperson who fabricates benefits of a product versus one who speaks
without verifying facts but tries to sell regardless.



Philosophical Implications of Frankfurt’s
Argument

Frankfurt’s essay extends beyond a mere analysis of honesty to raise profound
philosophical questions about the nature of truth and its role in human life.

Truth as a Social Foundation

The essay highlights truth as a necessary social foundation that enables
communication, cooperation, and mutual understanding. When truth is
neglected, social bonds weaken, and deception becomes rampant.

The Problem of Indifference to Truth

Frankfurt warns that bullshitting represents a more insidious threat because
it reflects an attitude of indifference toward truth rather than a calculated
attempt to deceive. This attitude can permeate various public spheres,
leading to cynicism and mistrust.

Ethical Responsibility and Truthfulness

According to Frankfurt, ethical responsibility involves not only avoiding
lies but also fostering a sincere commitment to truth. Upholding truthfulness
requires vigilance against both falsehood and disregard for factual accuracy.

Relevance of On Truth in Contemporary Society

The ideas presented in On Truth resonate strongly in today’s media-saturated
and politically complex environment, where misinformation and disinformation
are prevalent.

Truth in Media and Politics

Frankfurt’s distinction between lying and bullshitting is particularly
relevant in analyzing political rhetoric and media discourse. The
proliferation of statements made without regard for truth challenges
democratic processes and public trust.

Impact on Public Discourse

The erosion of respect for truth in public discourse leads to polarization,
confusion, and cynicism. Recognizing the difference between lying and
bullshitting helps identify the roots of these problems and emphasizes the
need for accountability.



Promoting a Culture of Truthfulness

In light of Frankfurt’s insights, fostering a culture that values truth and
discourages indifference to it becomes essential. This involves education,
critical thinking, and ethical standards in both private and public spheres.

Encouraging transparency in communication

Developing critical media literacy skills

Promoting ethical standards for public figures and institutions

Supporting fact-checking and accountability mechanisms

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main argument of Harry G. Frankfurt's
essay 'On Truth'?

In 'On Truth,' Harry G. Frankfurt argues that truth is essential for human
well-being and that caring about the truth is crucial for living a meaningful
and coherent life.

How does Harry G. Frankfurt define 'truth' in his
work 'On Truth'?

Frankfurt defines truth as a concept that corresponds to reality and
emphasizes the importance of believing in what is true to navigate the world
effectively and authentically.

Why does Harry G. Frankfurt believe truth matters in
society?

Frankfurt believes truth matters because it underpins trust, communication,
and cooperation in society; without a shared commitment to truth, social
institutions and relationships would break down.

What distinction does Harry G. Frankfurt make between
truth and other values in 'On Truth'?

Frankfurt distinguishes truth from other values by arguing that while other
values are important, truth is a foundational value that supports and enables
those other values to function properly.

How does Harry G. Frankfurt's 'On Truth' relate to
his earlier work on bullshit?

In 'On Truth,' Frankfurt expands on themes from his earlier essay 'On
Bullshit' by emphasizing the dangers of disregarding truth and highlighting



the importance of valuing truth to counteract deception and misinformation.

Additional Resources
1. On Truth by Harry G. Frankfurt
In this concise philosophical essay, Frankfurt explores the concept of truth
and its importance in human life. He argues that truth is essential for
meaningful communication and understanding, contrasting it with deception and
falsehood. The book emphasizes the moral significance of valuing truth and
the consequences of disregarding it.

2. On Bullshit by Harry G. Frankfurt
This influential work delves into the nature of "bullshit" as distinct from
lying. Frankfurt examines how bullshitters disregard the truth entirely,
focusing instead on impression management. The book provides insightful
commentary on contemporary communication and the erosion of truth in public
discourse.

3. Truth and Objectivity by Crispin Wright
Wright investigates the philosophical foundations of truth and the notion of
objective knowledge. He addresses challenges posed by relativism and
skepticism, defending a robust conception of truth that underpins rational
inquiry. This book complements Frankfurt’s work by deepening the discussion
on truth’s role in philosophy.

4. Truth: A Guide by Simon Blackburn
Blackburn offers an accessible overview of the concept of truth, surveying
various philosophical theories from correspondence to coherence and
pragmatism. The book highlights the complexities and ongoing debates
surrounding truth, making it a useful companion to Frankfurt’s reflections on
the subject.

5. Lying: Moral Choice in Public and Private Life by Sissela Bok
Bok’s book explores the ethics of lying and the societal implications of
dishonesty. She presents a thorough analysis of when, if ever, lying might be
justified, and how truthfulness contributes to trust and social cohesion.
This work provides practical and philosophical insights that resonate with
Frankfurt’s focus on truth and deception.

6. The Ethics of Belief by W.K. Clifford
Clifford argues for the moral responsibility to seek truth and avoid belief
without sufficient evidence. His essay underscores the importance of
intellectual honesty and the dangers of credulity. The work is foundational
for understanding the ethical dimensions of truth that Frankfurt touches
upon.

7. Truth and Other Enigmas by Michael Williams
Williams explores the metaphysical and epistemological aspects of truth,
addressing puzzles and paradoxes that arise in its analysis. The book offers
a detailed philosophical treatment that enriches the conversation initiated
by Frankfurt regarding the nature and value of truth.

8. The Post-Truth Era: Dishonesty and Deception in Contemporary Life by Ralph
Keyes
Keyes examines the cultural and social trends that have led to widespread
skepticism and manipulation of truth. He discusses the impact of dishonesty
on public life and personal relationships, providing a broader context for
Frankfurt’s concerns about truth and communication.



9. Truth and Truthfulness: An Essay in Genealogy by Bernard Williams
Williams investigates the virtues associated with truth, such as accuracy and
sincerity, through a historical and philosophical lens. He connects the
pursuit of truth to human flourishing and moral life, complementing
Frankfurt’s focus on the intrinsic value of truth in human affairs.
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