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Abstract
For many years there has been a debate in truthmaking theory between proponents 
of the substantive and deflationary approaches. Substantivists about truthmaking 
maintain that we need entities called truthmakers, while deflationists of truthmaking 
argue that the asymmetric form of the T-schema is sufficient. In contrast to incom-
patibilists, who argue that one should adopt only one of these approaches, I propose 
a compatibilist theory of truthmaking in which the two approaches complement 
each other through the distribution of different functions of truthmaking. I find that 
this helps to solve the problem of truthmaking of certain contentious truths, such as 
negative truths.

Keywords  Truthmaking · Substantive truthmaking · Deflationary truthmaking · 
Compatibilism · Functions of truthmaking · Ontology

1  Introduction

Truthmaking theory has settled into a prominent place in the metaphysical debate. It 
is now 20 years since Armstrong published his famous work Truth and truthmakers 
(2004), and 40 years since Mulligan, Simons, and Smith’s crucial article Truth-mak-
ers (1984). These authors were guided by an intuition that appealed to truthmaking 
entities such as states of affairs (Armstrong) or tropes (Mulligan et al.). In contrast to 
this intuition many proposed less ontologically committing accounts of how truth-
making is performed, leading to a controversy between two approaches to truth-
making: the standard one, which can be called substantive, and the non-standard 
one, which can be called deflationary. Twenty years have shown that the proponents 
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of these two approaches have dug themselves deeply into their positions and seem 
determined to remain there permanently.

The substantive approach holds that in truthmaking it is crucial to identify truth-
making entities, such as states of affairs or tropes, that are responsible for the truth 
of propositions.1 In contrast, the deflationary approach holds that no entities are 
needed for truthmaking, but that it is carried out by linguistic mechanism similar 
to T-schema.2 It is widely accepted by participants in the debate that substantive 
and deflationary truthmaking cannot coexist. Among those who maintain incom-
patibilism, some believe that the deflationary approach should be rejected in favor 
of the substantive one (Asay and Baron 2020). Others believe that the substantive 
approach should be rejected in favor of the deflationary one (Hornsby 2005). In this 
sense, I speak of the incompatibilism of the two approaches to truthmaking, draw-
ing on the terminology used in the debate over determinism and free will. Contrary 
to incompatibilism, I argue that we can adopt a compatibilist position and maintain 
both substantive and deflationary truthmaking. For this, I refer to the debate on the 
functions of truthmaking (see Asay 2018, 2020:31–49; Kitamura 2022; Tałasiewicz 
et  al. 2013). It seems that incompatibilists assume that truthmaking should serve 
only one function. In contrast, I find that compatibilism, in which I accept the distri-
bution of different functions of truthmaking by the two approaches, has significant 
advantages. Assigning the function of providing truth to deflationary truthmaking 
and the function of providing ontology to substantive truthmaking effectively solves 
the problem of truthmaking of contentious truths, such as negative (<There are no 
unicorns>) or analytic truths (<Bachelors are unmarried>). It also shows why, for 
other true propositions, providing truth alone is unsatisfactory.

I begin by characterizing the two concepts of truthmaking: substantive and defla-
tionary (Section 2). Then, using the views of Jamin Asay and Sam Baron (2020) and 
also of Jennifer Hornsby (2005) as examples, I recall the arguments of incompatibil-
ists (Section 3). I then argue for the compatibilism of substantive and deflationary 
truthmaking (Section 4).

2 � Two Concepts of Truthmaking

In this section I invoke two notions of truthmaking: substantive, which is chrono-
logically earlier in the debate, and deflationary, which is a reaction to substantive 
truthmaking. I will point out that deflationary truthmaking, in the strict sense, is not 
intended to refer to entities other than those usually assumed by substantivists, but to 
the asymmetric analog of the T-schema.

1  I take propositions to be truthbearers, as is common in the theory of truthmaking. In the following, 
<p> stands for “the proposition that p.”
2  Deflationary theory of truth and deflationary truthmaking, though related, are treated separately in the 
debate. Thus, when I write about deflationary truthmaking, I am not referring to the question of the rela-
tion of truthmaking theory as such to deflationary theory of truth (see Asay 2022; Simpson 2021; Vision 
2005), but to the view arising from the dispute within truthmaking theory itself (see Asay 2018:132; 
Schulte 2011:420).
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2.1 � Substantive Truthmaking

I borrow the term “substantive truthmaking” from Asay and Baron (2020:7–8). 
Substantive truthmaking is sometimes referred to as standard (2020:15) or non-
deflationary (2020: 3n4).3 The term “substantive” indicates a strong or full-blooded 
understanding of truthmaking in which one is ontologically committed to truth-
making entities. This does not mean that the only truthmakers are entities belong-
ing to the ontological category of substance (e.g., Aristotelian), but that they can 
be non-propositional entities belonging to various ontological categories, especially 
states of affairs and tropes. Moreover, substantivists also have a more metaphysical 
understanding of the relation of truthmaking. They assume various relations whose 
common denominator is that they are not merely linguistic devices à la T-schema, 
but lead to more ontological commitments. For example, they are cross-categorial: 
one relatum is a proposition, the other an entity in the world. Consequently, truth-
making substantivists usually refer to either modal necessitation or hyperintesional 
grounding.

This can be seen well in Armstrong (1997, 2004), the father of substantive truth-
making. He uses the relations of necessitation and special entities as truthmakers 
(states of affairs) whose main reason for existing is truthmaking theory:

Truthmakers must necessitate, and the mere entities or their mere mereologi-
cal sum by hypothesis cannot necessitate the linkages required. So there must 
exist states of affairs to be the truthmakers (…). (Armstrong 2004: 48–49)

It is because the reason for his famous truthmaker argument (1997: 113–119, 
2004: 49) is precisely the appeal to the relation of necessitation as a relation of truth-
making and to states of affairs as instantiations of universals by individuals as truth-
makers. Armstrong’s appeal to states of affairs and necessitation primarily within 
the context of truthmaking theory makes it possible to see him as a truthmaking 
substantivist par excellence. This also explains why some authors call his theory of 
truthmaking the standard one (Tałasiewicz et al. 2013: 591; see also Schulte 2011: 
414). In fact, it was Armstrong’s theory that became the larger target of attack by 
deflationists during the next two decades of truthmaking theory development.

Although Armstrong is the most prominent proponent of substantive truthmak-
ing, other authors who share this approach can also be identified. These authors also 
use entities of categories other than states of affairs as truthmakers and relations 
other than necessitation as a truthmaking relations.

Mulligan, Simons, and Smith (1984) used tropes and individuals (in their own 
words, moments, and things) as truthmakers. Tropes as truthmakers have also been 
used by other participants in the debate (Cameron 2008: 419; Smith and Simon 
2007: 82), including relational tropes (Simons 2010: 202–203) or bundles of tropes 
(Maurin 2010: 323). Similarly, other authors have referred to individuals (Simons 

3  See also Tałasiewicz et  al. (2013: 591), who limit the term “standard truthmaking theory” to Arm-
strong’s view, and Schulte (2011: 414), who seems to be talking about standard truthmaking theory in 
the context of necessitation.
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2010: 204) or substances (Smith and Simon 2007: 92). Other ontological resources 
used by substantivists include properties (Martin 1980: 9), simply entities from dif-
ferent ontological categories (Asay 2020: 22; Griffith 2014: 211n45; Lowe 2005: 
188; Simons 1992: 159) or the world itself (Schaffer 2010).

On the other hand, regarding the nature of truthmaking relations, substantivists, 
in addition to necessitation (Fox 1987; Maurin 2010; Rodriguez-Pereyra 2005), also 
adopted its derivatives such as entailment (Restall 1996), co-entailment (Smith and 
Simon 2007), projection (Smith 1999), or essential dependence (Lowe 2005).4 In 
addition, they also used grounding (Griffith 2014; Rodriguez-Pereyra 2005) or said 
that the task of truthmaking is to provide ontology (Asay 2018, 2020; Asay and 
Baron 2020). Following (Merricks 2007: 96), I also include supervenience in sub-
stantive truthmaking, which is used by some authors (Bigelow 1988; Lewis 2001). 
Although it allows for the rejection of truthmakers for negative truths, it still speaks 
of their metaphysical dependence on being (Baron et  al. 2022; see also Liggins 
2005: 107) and commits to instantiation of properties and relations (Lewis 2001: 
613–614; Merricks 2007: 68, 96). Moreover, similar to necessitation, supervenience 
allows “catching metaphysical cheaters.” Like necessitation it helps to reject views 
that claim the truth of some propositions without any basis in the accepted ontology, 
such as phenomenalism, behaviorism (Liggins 2005, sec. 1.2), or presentism (Melia 
2005: 82; Merricks 2007: 96).

2.2 � Deflationary Truthmaking

“Deflationary Truthmaking” is an umbrella term for various concepts of truthmak-
ing that have in common the rejection of substantive truthmaking. Deflationary 
truthmaking was born in part because of the problems with necessitation used in 
substantive truthmaking.5 While the rejection of substantive truthmaking has been 
characteristic of many participants in the debate over the past two decades, it is only 
recently that Asay and Baron (2020) have identified these concepts under the com-
mon thread of deflationary truthmaking. For Asay and Baron (2020), deflationary 
truthmaking has two things in common:

(1)	 The notion of truthmaking is philosophically acceptable.
(2)	 The notion of truthmaking does not require substantive ontological commitments 

for its acceptance (Asay and Baron 2020: 3).

4  In the debate, entailment is treated as similar in nature to necessitation by analyzing them as one 
approach to truthmaking (see Perrine 2015: 187). Similarly, projection (Griffith 2014: 2; Perrine 2015: 
187). Of course, it should be noted that entailment is usually distinguished from necessitation by the 
propositional nature of its relata, although it still ultimately invokes entities in the world (Beebee and 
Dodd 2005: 2).
5  For reasons of space, I won’t go into the objections to necessitation here. For some, see Melia (2005), 
Restall (1996), Schnieder (2006), and Schulte (2011).
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Thus, deflationists can speak of truthmaking, but, unlike substantivists, they do 
not invoke ontological commitments to do so. Instead of invoking truthmakers and 
truthmaking relations, deflationists invoke only the analog of Tarski’s equivalence 
schema, which they claim is sufficient for providing truth (Melia 2005; Merricks 
2007; Williamson 2013, Ch. VIII):

(B-schema)<p> is true because p (Asay and Baron 2020: 5)

Deflationists call their equivalent of Tarski’s schema “B-schema” from “because-
schema” due to the fact that it is asymmetric. It is supposed to express the original 
truthmaking intuition that it is so that <p> is true because p, not so that p because 
<p> is true (Dodd 2007: 398; Perrine 2015: 192). By using the “because” operator, 
they want to mark their difference from the “in virtue of” operator used by sub-
stantivists, which makes ontological commitments to different truthmaking entities 
(Asay and Baron 2020: 13). Instead, deflationists argue that truthmaking does not 
require entities that belong to any ontological categories: facts, tropes, individuals, 
and so on. Thus, the B-schema is merely a mechanism of semantic ascent (Asay and 
Baron 2020: 18; see Dodd 2007: 399) and a linguistic or sentential device (Asay 
and Baron 2020: 14). That is, it connects linguistic beings—on the left side of the 
schema is a metalinguistic truth ascription, and on the right is a first-order claim 
about the world (Asay 2018: 908; Asay and Baron 2020: 8n9).6

This strategy can be seen in the conception put forward by Merricks (2007, 
2011), who argues that negative, modal, and temporal propositions trivially depend 
on being, which can be expressed by an asymmetric variant of the Tarskian schema 
(i.e., by the B-schema):

[W]e deny that the truth of that hobbits do not exist depends on being in the 
substantive ways (…) But we should still say that its truth depends on being in 
a trivial way. That is, we should still say that that hobbits do not exist is true 
because hobbits do not exist. (Everyone should say this.) More to the point, 
we should still object that its gets things backwards to say that hobbits do not 
exist because of the truth of that hobbits do not exist. (Merricks 2007: 110, his 
italics)

As he notes, trivial dependence on being, as opposed to substantive dependence 
on being, refers neither to particular entities (objects, events, etc.) nor to the instanti-
ation of particular properties (2011: 212). All that is needed to speak of propositions 
becoming true is to show their semantic descent and the asymmetry that <p> is true 
because p, not that p because <p> is true. Besides Merricks (2007, 2011), deflation-
ists include Audi (2020), Hornsby (2005), Macbride (2014), Mcgrath (2003), Per-
rine (2015), Schnieder (2006), Tallant (2009), and Williamson (2013), ch. VIII.

Asay and Baron (2020) also identify (or suggest) other authors (Dodd 2007; 
Melia 2005; Rychter 2014) as truthmaking deflationists, even if they do not use the 
B-scheme in the strict sense. This second type of deflationism is not understood 

6  Alternatively, following Hornsby, one can say that it combines proposition and sentence (2005: 33) or 
simply sentences (2005: 39).
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as abandoning all ontological commitments like the deflationists described above. 
Instead, they give up only a specific set of them, mostly associated with the standard 
truthmaking theory, such as commitments to states of affairs and tropes as truthmak-
ers. In their place, they opt for other less controversial entities, such as individuals 
and properties that are not combined into states of affairs. This is well illustrated 
by Rychter’s (2014) conception, which I propose to classify as this second type of 
deflationism. He rejects states of affairs and tropes as truthmakers, instead relying 
on objects, properties, and relations not connected into states of affairs as responsi-
ble for truthmaking. Similarly, he rejects necessitation as a relation of truthmaking, 
opting instead for ontological dependence in the form of grounding. A similar posi-
tion is taken by Dodd (2007), who also rejects states of affairs and tropes as truth-
makers, opting instead for objects, properties, and grounding (Dodd 2007: 398; see 
Perrine 2015: 198). Although, as he notes, “The sense in which a proposition’s truth 
is grounded in reality is conceptual rather than metaphysical (…). The groundedness 
of truth concerns, not truthmaking, but understanding” (Dodd 2007: 400). Melia 
(2005: 79), on the other hand, who prefers nominalism, suggests replacing states of 
affairs with individuals and the truthmaking relation with an operator understood as 
a non-truthfunctional connective. This demonstrates the tactic of this second type 
of deflationist: let us reject the substantive theory of truthmaking with its controver-
sial entities and use the ontological resources we have independently of it to replace 
entities most commonly used as truthmakers.

The suggestion to distinguish this second type can be found, in a sense, in Asay 
and Baron (2020), who present an argument against deflationism in response to two 
strategies of its proponents. What the authors themselves do not note, however, is 
that the two types of deflationist strategies actually suggest a certain division among 
them. Similarly, Vision (2005: 367) distinguishes thick deflationary truthmaking 
(“that takes the making true condition seriously”) from thin deflationary truthmak-
ing (“that deflates the making true condition along with truth”), which also supports 
the intuition of the non-uniformity of deflationism. A clue to my distinction of the 
second type of deflationism is also found in Melia (2005: 70). He divides nominal-
ism into semantic and metaphysical, depending on whether the nominalist provides a 
metaphysical analysis of expressions like “a is F.” Similarly, my division is based on 
whether the deflationist provides a metaphysical analysis of the nature of truthmakers.

Nevertheless, I believe that this second type of deflationism is not essentially dif-
ferent from substantive truthmaking. They do not differ in the fact that they appeal 
to certain ontological commitments, but only in the type of ontology adopted. The 
second type of deflationist, as presented by Dodd (2007), Melia (2005), and Rychter 
(2014), appeals to ontological resources other than those primarily used in truthmak-
ing theory, but these are still ontological resources. Merricks (2007: 96–97) makes 
a similar observation about supervenience and substantive truthmaking. He argues 
that there is no difference between supervenience and substantive truthmaking as 
far as their nature is concerned. The only difference is whether or not one accepts 
the ontology of states of affairs and what the essence of states of affairs is. There 
is no difference between the two as to their nature, since they both commit to the 
existence of things and properties, and allow for the rejection of views that assume 
truths without ontological coverage (like presentism). Analogous to Merricks, I 



549

1 3

Two Concepts of Truthmaking: a Compatibilist Solution to the…

argue in the context of this second type of deflationism and substantive truthmaking 
that the only difference between them is the kind of ontology assumed. For exam-
ple, whether we take the objects and properties themselves or their complexes in the 
form of states of affairs (or tropes) as truthmakers. Just because one does not call 
mere objects and properties truthmakers does not change the fact that one invokes 
ontological resources and ontological commitments. This is in some ways implied 
by Asay and Baron themselves:

One interpretation (…) is that (…) [statements of proponents of this second 
kind of deflationism] are just statements of fellow truthmaker theorists who 
refuse to acknowledge that they are fellow truthmaker theorists. Truthmaker 
theorists want to understand what sorts of ontological posits are required for 
truths to be true, and then commit to those posits. Rychter and Dodd do pre-
cisely that. (…) It’s clear that Rychter and Dodd do not want to commit to 
Armstrong’s states of affairs, or the tropes of Mulligan, Simons, and Smith 
(1984), but avoiding those particular posits is not sufficient for exiting the 
truthmaking game. (Asay and Baron 2020: 10)

If we assume, following Asay (2018), that the task of (substantive) truthmaking is 
to provide ontology, then it does not matter what kind of entities we provide. Thus, 
in what follows, I assume that deflationary truthmaking in the proper sense means 
only those concepts that invoke the mere B-schema, and not those that differ from 
substantive truthmaking only in the type of ontology assumed.

3 � Incompatibilism About Two Concepts of Truthmaking

In the previous section, I tried to show the difference between substantive and defla-
tionary truthmaking. Deflationary truthmaking is a response to the ontological pos-
tulates of truthmaking theorists, especially those proposed by Armstrong in terms 
of states of affairs as truthmakers. I also noted that the relevant dispute is between 
substantive truthmaking and deflationary truthmaking in the proper sense, that is, 
invoking the B-schema, rather than just entities belonging to ontological categories 
other than those usually assumed by substantivists. In this section I want to recall the 
arguments of those participants in the debate who claim that substantive truthmak-
ing is incompatible with deflationary truthmaking. By incompatibilism of substan-
tive and deflationary truthmaking I mean a situation in which either (a) one accepts 
only substantive truthmaking and at the same time rejects deflationary truthmak-
ing, or (b) one accepts only deflationary truthmaking and at the same time rejects 
substantive truthmaking. In what follows, I will illustrate the first strategy using the 
views of Asay and Baron (2020) as an example, and the second strategy using the 
views of Hornsby (2005) as an example.

Asay and Baron’s (2020) incompatibilist reasoning is significant because they use 
the term “deflationary truthmaking” to directly address the group of views they reject 
by at the same time adopting substantive truthmaking. Asay and Baron’s argument 
for substantive truthmaking versus deflationary truthmaking consists of three points.
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First (2020: 12–15), the fact that deflationists declare that the “because” in the 
B-schema to be merely linguistic does not make it less metaphysical in its essence than 
the ontological dependence expressed by substantivists also linguistically by “in virtue 
of.” In other words, both deflationists and substantivists agree on the ontological depend-
ence of truth on being.7 Whether we express it with “because” or with “in virtue of” 
is irrelevant. Both “because” and “in virtue of,” in addition to expressing ontological 
dependence, are explanatory and express the necessary nature of p being true because of 
the way the world is (“modal guarantee”). Thus, according to Asay and Baron, the defla-
tionist seems to offer no real alternative to the “in virtue of” relation. At most, “because” 
offers a notational variant of the same thing as “in virtue of.” Thus, for Asay and Baron, 
a true deflationist should also deflate ontological dependence, but fails to do so:

Deflationists, then, need to supplement their deflated truthmaker theory with a 
new account of the nature of ontological dependence. In particular, they need 
to provide an account of the relevant kind of dependence that makes no use of 
any relations between true propositions and the world. (…) Our point is just 
that, at present, the deflationist’s project is incomplete. It is not just truthmak-
ing that they need to deflate; they need to deflate ontological dependence as 
well. (Asay and Baron 2020: 15)

Thus, we can say that the deflationist says one thing (that the providing of truth 
has nothing to do with ontological dependence), but assumes another (that truth is 
ontologically dependent on reality).

Secondly (2020: 15–17), even if we agree on the ontological dependence of 
truth on being, it is not clear how the deflationary “because” is supposed to do the 
work of a full-blooded “in virtue of.” “In virtue of” imputes a certain structure on 
the world that “because” cannot impute without falling into truthmakers. Hence, 
“because” seems to be devoid of content, and deflationists can only stipulate that 
their B-schema can do the work of “in virtue of,” which has no basis in reality. Con-
sequently, deflationists are left with recourse to an epistemic rather than an ontic 
theory of explanation of truth. However, this leads to the situation that, in a world 
without epistemic agents, nothing depends ontologically on anything. Such a situa-
tion undermines necessitation, since it may be that <p> is false despite p.

Third, Asay and Baron (2020: 18–20) note that deflationism ultimately boils 
down to the claim that <<p> is true> depends on the truth of <p>. This is a mere 
statement of semantic ascent, which provokes the question of what the truth of <p> 
depends on, and thus only postpones the question of truthmakers. A deflationist 
might reply that the B-schema says that what makes the truth of <p> true is what-
ever <p> is about. However, according to Asay and Baron this is merely a rephras-
ing of the truth in question, and we can still ask further questions about ontological 
grounds. In the context of these three arguments, Asay and Baron state that: “[T]
here is no defensible deflationary theory of truthmaking to be found” (2020: 2).

7  See also Smith and Simon (2007: 81), who assume that a non-maximalist need not reject the grounding 
of truth.
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On the other hand, as for incompatibilists who reject substantive truthmaking 
and accept deflationary truthmaking, this can be shown by the views of Hornsby 
(2005). Her views are significant in this regard because she disagrees with Rodri-
guez-Pereyra. Rodriguez-Pereyra, as a substantivist, argues that truth is grounded in 
reality (2005: 21) and that in “an important class of synthetic true propositions that 
includes inessential predications” entities are required for truthmaking (2005: 18). 
Hornsby argues against substantivism on the basis of four arguments.

First (2005: 35–37), she notes that one possible substantivist formulation of the fact 
that truth is grounded is the use of the expression “is explained by.” It follows from the 
syntax of “is explained by” that it can combine truth <p> with an appropriate nomi-
nalization, which indicates a truthmaking entity. However, as Hornsby observes, any 
nominalization is only an “approximate equivalence” of the sentence in the place of p. 
Thus, expressing the grounding of truth in terms of nominalization (s) being explained 
by nominalization (t) is just one way of expressing the ontologically non-committing 
B-schema that she prefers as a deflationist. Moreover, even if the substantive truth-
making phrase “is explained by” uncovers entities appearing in the B-schema, expres-
sions denoting truthmaking entities (states of affairs in her example) should appear 
on both sides of that phrase. Thus, the truth <p> on the left side of “is explained by” 
should also denote the truthmaking entity. The consequence, however, is that either 
truth <p> denotes a state of affairs different from itself, and therefore different from 
that which makes it true, or it denotes the same state of affairs as it, i.e., the one on the 
right side of “is explained by.” However, this second option leads to a symmetrical 
relation that is inconsistent with the asymmetrical intuition of truthmaking.

Secondly, according to Hornsby (2005: 37–39), it does not seem possible to gen-
eralize the truthmaking claim to say that every truth depends on reality. She men-
tions necessary truths as examples of controversial propositions. It follows that con-
sidering the claim about the dependence of truths on reality makes sense only for 
selected classes of truths, such as negative truths, disjunctive truths, truths about 
the future, or predicative truths about existing entities. In the case of the first two, 
however, even certain advocates of states of affairs will agree that they are not onto-
logically committed to negative and disjunctive states of affairs. And in the case of 
truths about the future, it is difficult to find an additional argument that their nomi-
nalization denotes an entity. So we are left only with the question of whether pre-
dicative truths depend on reality. However, as Hornsby notes

Rodriguez-Pereyra speaks of the rose as the subject matter of ‘the rose is red’; 
but we may not be confident that ‘A rose is red’ has any ‘subject matter’ in the 
intended sense. (…) All in all, it is doubtful that whatever Rodriguez-Pereyra 
has to say to persuade us of a truthmaker for <The rose is red> could carry 
much weight when it comes to true propositions more generally. (Hornsby 
2005: 38–39)

Third, Hornsby (2005: 39–41) argues against Rodriguez-Pereyra’s claim that 
since there are more ways in which the rose is, it is necessary to reify them in order 
to make true propositions about the rose. She points out, however, that this requires 
at most an endorsement of properties that need not be reified at all. It is enough that 
they are linguistic beings.
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Fourth, Hornsby (2005: 41–42) argues against Rodriguez-Pereyra’s claim that 
grounding connects entities and therefore truth is grounded in entities. She notes 
that grounding of truth does not commit one to the existence of a grounding relation, 
since it would be sufficient to use the sentential connective “because” to do so.

Finally, after rejecting substantive truthmaking, Hornsby (2005) adopts her deflation-
ary view of the nature of truthmaking, in which the B-schema is sufficient for truthmak-
ing. In her understanding, the B-schema is based on an asymmetry that results from the 
fact that more is required to accept its left side (<p> is true) than its right side (p). This is 
because it is not necessary for p to express the proposition that <p> is true. Thus, there 
is no need to invoke ontology in order to formulate the asymmetry in our thinking about 
truth.

4 � Compatibilism About Two Concepts of Truthmaking

In the previous two sections, I characterized substantive and deflationary truthmaking 
and invoked the arguments of incompatibilists. I have referred to both those authors, 
who prefer substantive truthmaking and reject deflationary truthmaking (Asay and 
Baron 2020) and those who prefer deflationary truthmaking and reject substantive 
truthmaking (Hornsby 2005). Each side argues that both deflationary and substantive 
truthmaking are untenable at once. In this section, however, I will argue the opposite, 
trying to show that both concepts of truthmaking are needed because they serve dif-
ferent purposes. The proposed compatibilist approach can be based on the distribution 
of functions truthmaking. The “because” of the deflationists does not need to try to 
do the work of the “in virtue of” of the substantivists, since it has its own task. The 
functions of substantive truthmaking and deflationary truthmaking are not mutually 
exclusive, but complementary. In the first part of this section, I will highlight the issue 
of different functions of truthmaking. In the second part, I will propose a compatibilist 
approach and describe what it offers us and why it is better than incompatibilism.

4.1 � Functions of Truthmaking

Truthmaking can be analyzed through the prism of three components: truthmak-
ers, truthbearers, and the truthmaking relation. However, when it comes to the 
truthmaking relation, one can either ask about its nature or its function. When we 
ask about its nature, we ask whether it is necessitation, grounding, supervenience, 
B-schema, and so on. When we ask about the function, we ask whether it provides 
truth, whether it provides ontology, or whether it provides an explanation. The dif-
ference between the nature and function of truthmaking is pointed out, for example, 
by Kitamura (2022: 23n7), who notes that it is different to formulate the idea of the 
dependence of truth on being (the nature of truthmaking) and to specify distinctive 
form of explanation (one of the functions of truthmaking).

The tension between different functions of truthmaking can be seen in the debate 
(Asay 2018, 2020: 31–49; Baron et  al. 2022; Kitamura 2022; Rodriguez-Pereyra 



553

1 3

Two Concepts of Truthmaking: a Compatibilist Solution to the…

2022; Tałasiewicz et al. 2013). Participants in the debate distinguish two main func-
tions of truthmaking: providing truth and providing ontology. However, recently, 
there are also authors who distinguish the function of providing explanation as well 
(Asay 2018, 2020; see also Kitamura 2022; Rodriguez-Pereyra 2022). Moreover, 
authors do not stop at distinguishing the different functions of truthmaking. In the 
debate, two approaches have emerged that consider one of the two main functions of 
truthmaking (providing truth, providing ontology) as leading.

The first approach emphasizes that the main function of truthmaking is to provide 
truth. Truthmaking according to this approach does not aim to find out what ontology 
is behind truths, but it is enough to make the truthbearer take on the logical value of 
truth. This approach is favored by B-schema deflationists who claim that no indication 
of ontology is needed for truthmaking (Hornsby 2005; Mcgrath 2003; Perrine 2015; 
Schnieder 2006). This is the most modest approach to the task of truthmaking. It also 
seems to be an approach shared by Tałasiewicz et al. (2013, sec. V), who argue that the 
B-schema is a trivial explanation, but non-trivial truthmaking. As they note, all truth-
making is within the B-schema (understood as <p> because [p]), which suggests that it 
primarily provides truth rather than ontology. 8 According to them, the essential feature 
of truthmaking is not, in definition, the explanation of true propositions by ontology.

According to the second approach, which some call ontology first (Asay 2018, 
2020; Baron et  al. 2022), truthmaking is primarily about identifying the ontology 
behind truths, be they facts, tropes, individuals, and so on. In the jargon of propo-
nents of this approach, truthmaking can be said to be about “doing” or “building 
ontology” (Asay 2018: 914, 2020: 36, 2022: 126; David 2008: 140; see also Smith 
and Simon 2007: 92). The most prominent representative of this approach in the 
discussion is (Asay 2018, 2020, 2022), who claims that the fundamental function 
of truthmaking is ontological accounting. As he says, “to be is to be a truthmaker” 
(2020: 22). According to him, providing ontology is primarily related to answer-
ing the question “What is there?” In addition to Asay, this approach can be found 
in Armstrong (2004), Asay and Baron (2020), Smith and Simon (2007), and Baron 
et al. (2022).9 That the function of providing ontology is different from the function 
of providing truth is indicated by the fact that deflationists provide truth without pro-
viding ontology, as I will develop in the next section.

The functions of providing truth and of providing ontology seem to be the main 
functions of truthmaking. Recently, however, a view has emerged that also distin-
guishes the function of providing explanation as separate (Asay 2018, 2020). Up to 
this point, it seems that providing explanation has been combined with the functions 
of providing truth or providing ontology, rather than being treated as separate from 
them. For example, Schnieder (2006: 37) argues that providing truth is conceptual 

8  Although [p] refers to the fact that p, i.e., to a certain ontology, they give the tautology p ➝ p (“p 
entails p”) as an illustration. It suggests that the ontology is not relevant here and that [p] means proposi-
tional fact (fact identified with true proposition).
9  The latter also speak of a “truthmaking-first” strategy, which seems a good name for the approach that 
favors the function of providing truth but still they use it in the context of providing ontology (creating 
a truthmaking theory and then checking whether different views according to it do not make ontological 
commitments without being covered by the ontology).
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explanation. In particular, providing explanation has been associated with providing 
ontology. This was expressed by talking about the so-called “ontological explana-
tion” (Asay and Baron 2020; Rodriguez-Pereyra 2022; Smith and Simon 2007). It 
has been thought that by providing an ontology one explains the correspondence the-
ory of truth or the rejection of idealism and pragmatism (see Daly 2005). Similarly, 
appeal to ontology (or rather the lack of a needed ontology) has been used to explain 
the falsity of views such as phenomenalism or behaviorism (see Liggins 2005).

In contrast, however, a view that distinguishes between the function of providing ontol-
ogy and the function of providing explanation has recently emerged in the debate. This 
is captured by Asay (2018), who argues that truthmaking is not explanation. He argues 
that explaining truth through truthmaking is not privileged at all, since one can point to 
competing models of explanation (such as the deductive-nomological model). They also 
explain truth but do not invoke the theory of truthmaking. Thus, according to him, the 
most important function of truthmaking is to provide ontology. However, it is difficult 
to identify any participant in the debate who would claim that the primary function of 
truthmaking is to provide explanation and not to connect it in any significant way with the 
function of providing truth or the function of providing ontology. As a result, I think it is 
inappropriate to distinguish another approach in terms of considering the function of pro-
viding explanation as leading, in addition to the approach that favors providing truth and 
the approach that favors providing ontology. Providing truth and providing ontology are 
the two main frameworks when it comes to choosing a particular function of truthmaking 
as leading. Asay (2018) himself seems to agree with this. On the one hand, he argues that 
explanation is not part of the essence of truthmaking. On the other hand, providing ontol-
ogy (an essential function of truthmaking for him) can provide us with explanation, as 
long as the cognitive interests of the subject in a given context seek such a form of expla-
nation. Moreover, he argues that explanation can also be provided by the B-schema (Asay 
2020: 37–38), which is an expression of the function of providing truth without providing 
ontology. Explanation, then, is not an option that excludes either the function of providing 
ontology or the function of providing truth. Rather, it is an optional feature of truthmak-
ing, regardless of which of its two leading functions we focus on. Tałasiewicz et al. (2013: 
604) think similarly, although they refer to an objective rather than subjective conception 
of explanation, claiming that explanation is “objective aim of research in a given area that 
tells us what explanations we need (2013: 601n13).” Thus, in summary, two main func-
tions of truthmaking can be distinguished: providing truth and providing ontology.10

4.2 � The Compatibilist View and What Does It Give Us?

In the previous section, I described the two main functions that can be expected of 
a theory of truthmaking: providing truth and providing ontology. I pointed out that 

10  For more on explanation in truthmaking theory, see the recent debate between Rodriguez-Pereyra 
(2022) and Kitamura (2022), who argue that truthmaking primarily provides explanation, and (Asay 
2020), who disagrees. Other proponents of combining truthmaking with explanation include Dodd 
(2007), Liggins (2005), Perrine (2015), Schnieder (2006), Schulte (2011), and Smith and Simon (2007). 
For a comprehensive list of authors who combine truthmaking and explanation, see Tallant (2017: 141–
142) and Asay (2020: 33–34).



555

1 3

Two Concepts of Truthmaking: a Compatibilist Solution to the…

some authors prefer one to the other. In this section I will argue that the compatibi-
lism of substantive and deflationary truthmaking rests on the proper distribution of 
these two functions. Thus, deflationary truthmaking (B-schema) can be combined 
with the function of providing truth, while substantive truthmaking can be combined 
with the function of providing ontology. If each of the two concepts of truthmak-
ing has its own task, which does not exclude but complements the task of the other, 
there will be no need to abandon either concept of truthmaking.

One way to present the compatibilism of the two concepts of truthmaking is to refer 
to closer and further explanations in the chain of explanations. Deflationary truthmak-
ing can provide a closer (or even the closest) explanation, while substantive truthmak-
ing provides further explanations (further links in the chain of explanations). In other 
words, deflationary truthmaking via the B-schema provides truth, while substantive 
truthmaking provides ontology. For example, take the truth <The rose is red>:

<The rose is red> is true because the rose is red (deflationary truthmaking, 
i.e., providing truth) because there is a trope of the redness of the rose (sub-
stantive truthmaking, i.e., providing ontology).

The concept of a chain of explanations can be found in Schulte (2011: 418–419). For 
him substantial truthmaker explanations are contracted versions of series of explanations 
that include simple truthmaker explanation and substantial truthmaker explanation:

The statement “⟨p⟩ is true because [q] exists” is an abbreviation of the full 
explanation, “⟨p⟩ is true because [p] exists, and [p] exists because [q] exists”, 
where [p] denotes fact that p. (Schulte 2011: 419n19)

Simple explanation can be trivial in a sense. It involves explaining truth by fact, 
e.g., <Aristotle exists> is true because Aristotle exists, or <Rose is red> is true 
because the fact [Rose is red] exists. In contrast, substantial truthmaker explanation 
explains one fact by another. Schulte argues that simple truthmaker explanations can 
do without the concept of truth (2011: 421), and that substantial truthmaker explana-
tions are central to the search for truthmakers in various domains of ontology (2011: 
420). From there it is not far to my compatibilist proposal, in which the deflation-
ary B-schema performs the function of providing truth, and substantive truthmaking 
provides the necessary ontology. This is also suggested by Schnieder (2006: 37–38). 
He also refers to the chain of explanations and explicitly claims that the B-schema 
provides the closest explanation for which further causal or conceptual explana-
tions can be given. Nevertheless, he ultimately focuses only on simple explanations 
(Schulte 2011: 419n20). Intuitions of a chain of explanations can also be found in 
Mcgrath (2003: 670) and Kitamura (2022: 23-24n4). Similarly, Rodriguez-Pereyra 
(2022: 4) notes that the B-schema provides only brute explanations. However, expla-
nations track relations between entities, and thus must be grounded in specific rela-
tions between them. In the case of truthmaking, this is the relation of metaphysical 
determination between explanandum and explanans.11

11  See also Smith and Simon (2007: 91n17), on levels of ontological explanation.
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The intuition of an explanatory chain should convince both Hornsby (who seems 
to combine providing truth and explanation, see 2005: 42) and Asay and Baron 
(who seem to allow combining providing ontology and explanation, see (2020: 13), 
see also Asay 2018: 915). The relationship between Asay and Baron’s distinction 
between commitments to the truth of propositions (2020: 12) and ontological com-
mitments can be interpreted as pointing to a certain explanatory chain, so it is not 
clear why they advocate incompatibilism. They claim that the substantivist considers 
ontological commitments that follow from commitments to the truth of proposition. 
In contrast, the deflationist stops only at the level of commitments to the truth of 
proposition. By accepting one truth through the B-schema, he accepts another, stay-
ing at the level of truths and not moving to ontology (2020: 18). But isn’t this similar 
to the compatibilist solution, in which the deflationist does not move to ontology 
because he has his task of providing a simple explanation (providing truth), while 
it is the substantivist who has the other task of providing further explanations that 
provide ontology? So this distinction between commitments to the truth of proposi-
tion and ontological commitments can have both incompatibilist and compatibilist 
interpretations. Thus, Asay and Baron’s choice of the former seems arbitrary.

If one is not satisfied with describing compatibilism in terms of a chain of expla-
nations (as perhaps Daly [2005] or Asay [2018]), then the compatibilism of substan-
tive and deflationary truthmaking through the distribution of functions of providing 
truth and providing ontology can be presented in another way: The fact that we pro-
vide truth by means of the deflationary B-schema that connects a proposition and 
its name in the metalanguage (Asay 2018: 908); Asay and Baron 2020: 18) does 
not invalidate the question of grounding the truth of this proposition in an ontology 
(Asay and Baron 2020: 19–20). The latter is the question of truthmaking substantiv-
ists who demand providing an appropriate ontology. In other words, the deflation-
ary B-schema leads to the reference of the true proposition we are asking about. 
However, it is still possible to specify what category of entity it is, so either way 
it demands to be grounded in an appropriate ontology. Compatibilism can also be 
presented in other way. Providing truth via the B-schema is related to the asymmetry 
of truth and being (Daly 2005: 94; Dodd 2007: 393; Perrine 2015: 192), which is 
sometimes called the asymmetry in thinking about truth (Hornsby 2005: 42; Perrine 
2015: 186). The B-schema is sometimes taken to be conceptual or epistemic (see 
Asay and Baron 2020: 17). This raises the question of a truthmaker for the concep-
tual account of the asymmetry or for the truth about the asymmetry of truth and 
being. This is the question of substantive truthmaking, the purpose of which is to 
provide an appropriate ontology. The question of which ontology to adopt is not set-
tled by the very definition of truthmaking, but should be left to ontologists and their 
research (Baron et al. 2022: 317; see Daly 2005: 86), or one could simply assume 
that different entities can perform the function of being truthmakers (Asay 2020: 22; 
Griffith 2014: 211n45; Lowe 2005: 188; Simons 1992: 159).

The proposed compatibilist approach recalls the intuition of some of the fathers 
of the theory of truthmaking, who argued:

In place of Tarski-biconditionals of the form:

“This cube is white” is true iff this cube is white,
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we thereby obtain—at least in simple cases—sentences of the form:

If “This cube is white” is true, then it is true in virtue of the being white (the 
whiteness) of this cube, and if no such whiteness exists, then “This cube is 
white” is false. (Mulligan et al. 1984: 297)

The schema of the fathers of truthmaking resembles the compatibilist approach. 
In it, “if ‘this cube is white’ is true” stands for deflationary truthmaking and the 
function of providing truth, while “it is true in virtue of the being white (the white-
ness) of this cube” stands for substantive truthmaking and the function of provid-
ing ontology (see Simons 1992: 159). It seems that the fathers of truthmaking did 
not interpret this compatibilistically, because they did not distinguish between the 
functions of truthmaking and assumed that it should perform only one function, 
that of providing ontology. After 20 years of the emergence of deflationary propos-
als (in reaction to Armstrong [2004]), it can be seen that what the fathers identified 
with Tarski’s schema has survived in a new form in the B-schema of the truthmak-
ing deflationists. In fact, however, the dispute is still about the same thing: whether 
truthmaking is to perform the function of providing truth or the function of provid-
ing ontology. However, it is only when these functions are separated that it becomes 
clear that they are not mutually exclusive, and that it is possible to speak of two dif-
ferent concepts of truthmaking.

This is precisely the point that has led some to incompatibilist rather than compat-
ibilist conclusions. Like Mulligan et al., Asay and Baron (2020) do not distinguish 
between different functions of truthmaking, but assume that truthmaking should 
have only the function of providing ontology. Although they distinguish between 
commitments to the truth of proposition and ontological commitments, they do not 
see the former as sufficient for truthmaking (2020: 18). Thus, Asay and Baron reject 
deflationary truthmaking on the grounds that it does not perform the function of 
substantive truthmaking. However, we need not assume that truthmaking can only 
perform this function. On the other hand, the incompatibilist Hornsby (2005) also 
does not distinguish between the functions of truthmaking, but argues that the only 
function of truthmaking is to provide truth. This leads her to conclude that we do 
not need to appeal to ontology at all, because it is too much—it is enough to provide 
truth. Nevertheless, an appeal to ontology can serve a purpose other than providing 
truth. So it seems that incompatibilism arises from a misunderstanding that truth-
making does not have to serve only one function at all. It appears that both sides of 
the controversy fail to recognize that they are taking only one truthmaking function 
and evaluating competing theories from that perspective. However, providing truth 
and providing ontology are two different goals of truthmaking theory that are not 
mutually exclusive, so there is no need to insist on only one of them.

One might ask, however, whether substantive truthmaking does not already 
include the function of providing truth. In other words, when we provide ontology, 
are we not also providing truth? For one thing, when we speak of truthmaking, we 
usually mean the contraction of deflationary truthmaking and substantive truthmak-
ing into one, which may give the impression that there is no need to distinguish 
the two components (see Schulte 2011: 419n19). However, we must be careful 
about using the name “(substantive) truthmaking” only as a kind of label for the 



558	 B. Mzyk 

1 3

combination of the two concepts of truthmaking, since they actually perform sepa-
rate actions. It is when we turn our attention to the borderline cases that we see the 
difference between the two concepts of truthmaking, as the need to pay attention to 
only one of the functions arises.

For example, when we encounter a negative truth like <There are no unicorns> 
or an analytic truth like <Bachelors are unmarried>, we realize that in this case 
there is no need to appeal to the function of providing ontology. In such cases it is 
only necessary to provide the truth of such propositions, not to show the ontology 
behind them. Substantive truthmaking does not deal with the problem of negative 
truths, since it would have to appeal to contentious entities such as reified absences 
and negative states of affairs. This confirms that substantive truthmaking has a dif-
ferent function from deflationary truthmaking. If we ascribe a single function to 
them, we encounter a problem with the truths given above. It turns out that it is diffi-
cult to provide an adequate ontology for them, and what we are primarily interested 
in is their truth. Hence, compatibilism provides an effective solution to the problem 
of negative truths. In their case, only the function of providing truth, or deflationary 
truthmaking, works. This is a significant advantage of compatibilism over incom-
patibilists in the style of Asay and Baron (2020), who argue that truthmaking should 
provide ontology and from this perspective evaluate deflationary truthmaking nega-
tively. However, as we can see, ontology is not always necessary, and the proponent 
of incompatibilism in the style of Asay and Baron does not have the right tool to 
deal with such truths.

On the other hand, compatibilism also has an important advantage over Hornsby-
style incompatibilists, who argue that the role of truthmaking is to provide truth, not 
ontology. However, there are some truths for which we are not originally interested 
in their truth, but rather in the ontology behind them. For example, <Set A and set 
B are equal>. Even if we know this to be true, we are interested in the elements of 
these sets, and consequently in the entities to which they refer. In this case, it is not 
enough just to say that it is true, but it is necessary to show the ontology behind it. 
Similarly, in the case of the truth of intrinsic relations, such as <John is taller than 
Peter>. In such cases, it is not enough to merely state that it is true. We expect to 
show the specific entity (John’s height property, Peter’s height property), because 
the relation “being taller than” is grounded in the properties of John and Peter (the 
height of each). These kinds of examples show that it is not enough for truthmak-
ing to perform the function of providing truth, because sometimes we are originally 
interested in ontology. Therefore, Hornsby-style incompatibilism is not effective 
either. By adopting incompatibilism, we lose clarity about the distribution of func-
tions of truthmaking by focusing on only one of them. Moreover, it leads to a rejec-
tion of the legitimate intuitions of the other side of the debate. Of course, in addition 
to the borderline cases above, which show that assuming only one function of truth-
making is not sufficient, there are regular truths, such as <The rose is red>, in which 
we focus equally on both functions.

Compatibilism also helps to better understand the intuitions of those partici-
pants in the debate who have looked for ways to express the intuition of differential 
application of truthmaking theory to different classes of truths. Griffith (2015), for 
example, has tried to express this by referring to what he calls a “pluralist theory of 
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truthmaking,” according to which different classes of truths are made true by differ-
ent relations of truthmaking. According to him, the uncontroversial class of truths is 
made true by Armstrong-type truthmaking, while negative truths are made true by 
supervenience. Thus, it can be seen that Griffith, while recognizing the possibility 
of the coexistence of two tendencies in the theory of truthmaking, did not choose 
to adopt deflationary truthmaking for negative truths. For these truths, he remained 
with supervenience, which is weaker than necessitation but still ontologically com-
mitted. Nor did he consider the possibility that for certain classes of truths, differ-
ent conceptions of truthmaking might interact. A clearer intuition of compatibilism 
can be seen in Merricks (2007, see also 2011). He argues that every truth trivially 
depends on being (i.e., it is made deflationarily true using the B-schema), while only 
certain classes of truths additionally depend substantively on being, either through 
supervenience (positive predicative truths) or through having truthmakers (positive 
existential truths). Thus, Merricks assumes that there are certain truths (negative, 
modal, and temporal truths) that depend only trivially on being. Therefore, it seems 
that Merricks would agree to formulate his position in such a way that for certain 
truths we only need to provide their truth, while for certain other truths we addition-
ally need to provide their ontological basis. Moreover, Asay (2018: 916–917), who 
argues that truthmaking should first and foremost provide ontology, also notes that:

[T]here is no immediate call to find a truthmaker for <There are no hobbits>. 
The ontology-first truthmaker theorist considers what sorts of ontological con-
straints such a view imposes on our worldview. In this case, the proposition 
certainly does offer them: anyone who adopts the proposition thereby commits 
to an ontology without any hobbits. Negative existentials impose negative con-
straints on our ontology. (Asay 2018: 916)

It seems that although his approach at first glance suggests an incompatibilist 
understanding of truthmaking (truthmaking is primarily providing an ontology), it 
can in fact be understood as compatibilist, since in the case of certain propositions 
it turns out that an ontology is not needed, but (as a compatibilist would say) is 
sufficient to provide their truth. Thus, the compatibilist approach to the theory of 
truthmaking is an effective framework that helps to clarify the intuition about the 
distribution of functions of truthmaking that can be seen in some participants in the 
debate.

5 � Conclusion

Some deflationists about truthmaking claim that we can get rid of substantive truth-
making because we do not need it to provide truth. On the other hand, some sub-
stantivists about truthmaking argue that we can get rid of deflationary truthmaking 
because it does not provide us with the ontology we need. Both sides of the conflict 
that accept the incompatibilism of deflationary and substantive truthmaking fail to 
see that we can accept both notions of truthmaking because each has its own spe-
cific task that does not preclude the task of the other. Thus, thinking about the rela-
tionship between these two concepts does not lead to an “either-or” answer, but to 
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an “and-and” framework. The compatibilism of deflationary and substantive truth-
making, based on the appropriate distribution of the functions of providing truth 
and providing ontology, is built into thinking about truth. The effectiveness of this 
framework is confirmed by its successful application to both regular predicative 
truths <The rose is red> and borderline cases (<There are no unicorns>, <John is 
taller than Peter>).
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