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Throughout the entirety of my life I had always held the epistemological belief in Plato’s 

Forms; where every concept has a unique and unchangeable universal truth, and had therefore 

convinced myself that my perceptions of reality were grounded in objectivity. The possibility of 

the world being ultimately up to my physical interpretation is something that I began to struggle 

with when attempting to understand reality in context to Ficciones by Borges. I have always 

assumed my consciousness to be a true form of reality and the fact that my reality could differ 

from an alternative one seemed foreign and exclusive. The themes of cognitive relativism in 

Ficciones by Borges were necessary to my comprehension of the alternative personal realities 

introduced in the piece “On Bullshit” by Frankfurt helping me to understand the pervasiveness of 

bullshit in our society. 

Understanding reality from the premise of objectivity is a focus in mainstream thought. 

Media at large will tell you they value objectivity, as they consistently bring in “science” and 

“experts” as a way to confirm society's belief in a truly objective reality. In today’s world we 

imagine ourselves as objective harbourers of truth when in reality we tend to forget that truth has 

no definition. I used to accept this epistemological stance but after reading Borges, themes of 

idealism began to emerge making a compelling argument against there being an objective 

interpretation of reality. The idea of cognitive relativism in Borges piece assisted my 

understanding of the effects of differing conceptual schemes on perceptions of truth in our 

society. I had understood that others had varying perceptions of different situations based on 

different cultures, histories and identities, but failed to consider the implications of having an 

alternative truth. This alternative truth acts as a substitute for objective truth and is described by 

the term hrönir in the following passage:  
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Two people are looking for a pencil; the first one finds it and says nothing; the second finds a 

second pencil, no less real, but more in keeping with his expectation. These secondary objects 

are called hrönir and, even though awkward in form, are a little larger than the originals. Until 

recently, the hrönir were the accidental children of absent-mindedness and forgetfulness. 1 

 

In Borges’ excerpt the pencil acts as a Form or a “universal representation of a pencil”. The two 

individuals in the passage are looking for the same objective Form of “Pencil”, but when the first 

person finds the “Pencil” he leaves the second to settle for a substitute pencil, or a hrönir.  

The idea of the hrönir can be better understood through the lens of the Form justice. 

Because theoretically, there is a perfect conception of what it means to be just; it’s impossible to 

know what that conception is but it could exist on an objective plain. This describes what the 

perfect justice in our world could be, but if it is impossible to know this perfect conception then 

we are forced to accept hrönirs as substitutes for justice when trying to implement them in 

reality.  For example we present the criminal justice system as our societal interpretation of an 

“objective form” of justice, but in reality we only guess what it means to be just. This guess is 

not objective fact, meaning we societally accept substitutes (hrönirs) in place of objective justice. 

Just like how the second person accepted a different pencil as a substitute for the objective form 

in which he could never find. This idea of hrönirs being a substitute for objectivity is crucial to 

understanding how bullshit thrives within our society. The pencil that was originally looked for 

and found was the “Pencil”, but the second pencil was a hrönir, only fitting the conceptual 

scheme pencil for the second person because of a disregard for the truth of the original “Pencil”.  

This exercise allowed me to understand the idea of varying conceptual schemes essential 

to understanding why people have a complete disregard for an objectivable truth in today’s 

1 Borges, Jorge Luis. Ficciones. El Libro De Bolsillo, 1971. Madrid: Alianza Editorial, 2006), 29 
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world. The pencil example aided my understanding because it cultivated the idea that people 

would rather believe in hrönirs than seek objective truth. This further solidifies the notion that 

people would rather believe that every pencil is the “Pencil”, because it is easier to accept a 

substitute than to strive for objectivity. I had always expected humanity to reach for a true 

understanding of truth, but we tend to accept these hrönirs in order to skip the difficulty in 

discovering the actual “Pencil”. This was evident in the following paragraph by Frankfurt’s “On 

Bullshit”: 

 

Thus the "unnecessary routine 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. 2  

 

The willingness of people in today’s world to submit to a singular objective mainstream reality is 

something that I think encapsulates the willingness to accept simple substitutes for objectivity. 

Finding truth has become closer to an unnecessary task rather than an undeniable need and that’s 

why many people submit to their own conceptual interpretations of the world.  This passage fully 

portrays the thought that bullshit was not only a problem with a concern with truth, but a 

problem with accepting hrönirs to simplify the search for truth. People often think they 

understand objective reality, but in actuality they understand reality through the lens of 

substitutes, because they are disconnected with the pursuit of objective truth. I realized that the 

prevalence of bullshit was not a problem of individual conceptual schemes from news 

organizations, politicians, or our families, but rather a willingness to accept hrönirs instead of 

2 Frankfurt, Harry G. On Bullshit. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2005), 127 
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searching for objectivity. Individual realities seemed like the problem with the distortion of truth, 

but in actuality the acceptance of secondary objects as a substitute for objectivity proved central 

to perpetuating the pervasiveness of bullshit in our society.  

I originally thought the pervasiveness of bullshit was unsolvable because we all had 

different perceptions and biases on how the world should work, but after reading both pieces I 

understand that bullshit is really just an acceptance of secondary truth which can be solved 

through a willingness to search for objectivity. Although I understand the consequences of 

focusing the problem of differing conceptual schemes on an “acceptance of hrönirs” creates an 

individual bullshit reality where perceptions are often non-permanent. I believe that the 

acceptance of reality is ultimately up to humanity individually meaning that humanity can work 

through our bullshit realities to gain a closer understanding of objective truth.  
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