
What use the Realist for a Theory of Truth?

Corey Dethier

[[Pre-print; forthcoming in Philosophy of Science.]]

Abstract

Recently, Hasok Chang has argued that we should adopt a pragmatic
account of truth on which truth is constituted by practical success.
Central to his argument is the claim that truth in this sense can be
pursued and that other senses of truth can’t be. In this paper, I present a
dilemma for Chang’s view. Either practical success constitutes truth in a
way that implies infallibility—a conclusion that I’ll argue is untenable—
or the argument from pursuit fails. I end by suggesting that scientific
realism alone commits us to very little with respect to truth.

0 Introduction

In Realism for Realistic People (Chang 2022), Hasok Chang centers his ar-
gument against “standard” scientific realism on the correspondence theory of
truth. Which is surprising. As a matter of sociological fact, debates about truth
and scientific realism rarely intersect; most work on the latter doesn’t commit
one way or another on the former (cf. Chakravartty 2018). It’s also easy to find
work by scientific realists—and not just fellow travelers to Chang like Ronald
Giere (2006), but more traditional realists like Jody Azzouni (2000)—who
explicitly argue against correspondence theories. Of course, the charge that
“standard” scientific realism must in some sense presuppose a correspondence
theory is not original: Arthur Fine (1986) alleged the same thing in the 1980s.
Even if we accept Fine’s argument—and there may be reasons not to (cf. Asay
2017; Musgrave 1989)—“standard” scientific realism is a very different beast
today than it was in 1986. The connection seems dubious to me, to say the
least.
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For now, though, put aside Chang’s arguments against “standard” scien-
tific realism—what about the alternative that he offers? On Chang’s preferred
account of truth, successful integration into our practices is constitutive of
truth: truth just is a matter of the right kind of practical coherence. His main
argument for this conclusion is that if truth is to be a useful concept, it must
be something that can be pursued, and traditional accounts of truth in which
there is some sort of gap between it and success according to our criteria for
recognizing it make it impossible to ever “verify” (Chang 2022, 200) or confirm
that we’ve achieved the truth.

In this paper, I present a dilemma for Chang’s view. Either success accord-
ing to our criteria is sufficient for truth in a way that makes us infallible—a
conclusion that I’ll argue is untenable—or there’s no substantive sense in which
Chang’s “truth-by-operational-coherence” can be pursued that doesn’t equally
apply to (e.g.) truth-by-correspondence. The problem, in essence, is that the
“gap” between truth and success according to our criteria is what buys us
fallibility: we can always be wrong because no matter how thoroughly we’ve
checked a conclusion, it’s always possible that we’ve made a mistake. If our
practices are constitutive of the truth in a way that truly bridges this gap,
then there’s an important sense in which we can’t be wrong. But if we main-
tain fallibility, then truth à la Chang is no more verifiable than truth as it is
understood by more traditional accounts.

I begin by clearing some ground regarding theories of truth (§1). I then
present the dilemma (§2) and pursue both horns (§§3,4) before considering
a couple potential rejoinders that Chang (or any sympathetic fellow-traveler)
could make (§5). I end by briefly returning to the connection—or lack thereof—
between realism and the correspondence theory of truth (§6).

1 Theories of truth

There are two different things that are termed “theories of truth” in the litera-
ture (Soames 1984). On the one hand, there are theories of the semantics of the
word “true” and its cognates. These are theories about what the word “true”
contributes to the sentence “What John said isn’t true” or “It’s true that it
will rain tomorrow.” On the other hand, there are theories of the metaphysics
of truths. These are accounts of what kinds of things can be truth-bearers (sen-
tences? propositions?) and what it is that “makes” a sentence (/ proposition)
true—what property or properties distinguish a true sentence (/ proposition)
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from a false one?1 My contention in this first section is that insofar as Chang
has a disagreement with traditional theories of truth, his disagreement should
primarily be understood as a disagreement regarding the metaphysics of truths.

To see why, it will be helpful to have a (brief) outline of what I take to
be the cutting edge in the semantics of “true.” The key insight of the various
forms of deflationism inspired by Frank Ramsey (1927) and Alfred Tarski
(1936, 1944) is that a sentence like “It’s true that it will rain tomorrow”
has the same semantic content (and/or meaning and/or truth-conditions) as
the sentence “It will rain tomorrow.” That is, from the point of view of the
semantics, this use of the word “true” is redundant. The same is not true of
“true” as it appears in “What John said isn’t true”: sentences like “Not what
John said” are strictly-speaking not grammatical. Moreover, while it’s easy
enough to negate what John said if we know that it was something like “It
will rain tomorrow,” we’re often in a position where we don’t know, or can’t re-
state, the content of whatever it is we’re appending the truth predicate to. It’s
perfectly coherent for me to say—perhaps on the basis of warranted mistrust
in John—“I don’t know what John just said, but whatever it is, it isn’t true.”
So “true” is not always redundant from the perspective of semantics: while
there are other ways that we could achieve the same effect (Azzouni 2006),
our assertoric practices require some tool for blindly assenting or dissenting to
statements.

To be clear: the account of the semantics of “true” being offered here is
not about assertion, at least not directly. The point is that “true” and its
cognates have a particular semantic role. Because “true” plays the role that
it does, there is no semantic difference between the assertion “It’s true that it
will rain tomorrow” and the assertion “It will rain tomorrow.” But this is a
consequence of the theory of the semantics of “true,” and not definitional of it.
After all, the theory also says that there is no semantic difference between the
questions “Is it true that it will rain tomorrow?” and “Will it rain tomorrow?”
or between the commands “Make it rain tomorrow!” and “Make it true that it
rains tomorrow!”2 That is: “true” plays the same role in other speech acts as it

1There are of course other things that one could mean by a theory of truth. For instance:
one might have in mind a theory of the pragmatics of the word “true.” Rightly or wrongly,
the literature has not tended to focus on such alternatives.

2This way of putting the point is (to my knowledge) original to this essay. Though they
shouldn’t, deflationists, minimalists, and fellow travelers often do write as though there’s
nothing more to truth than its role in the speech act of assertion and/or the communication
or expression of acceptance. But it would be uncharitable to read even someone like Crispin
Wright (1992) as saying that truth is exhausted by its role in assertion, as opposed to its
role in our assertoric practices more broadly—practices that include other speech acts, such
as questions, commands, pleadings, etc.
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plays in assertion. In each case, it acts as a device of semantic descent (Azzouni
2018): by attaching “is true” to a name or description of a sentence, we can use
that name or description to assert, or question, or command the sentence that
it refers to. Assertion—or, really, our assertoric practices understood broadly—
explains why we have a device of semantic descent like “true,” but plays no
essential role in defining or characterizing its function.

Notice that we have said nothing about the metaphysics of truths. Defla-
tionist theories of truth do take the semantic account just laid out as a jumping
off point; broadly speaking, they hold that there is nothing more to be said
about truth than the semantic theory. One way of putting this is that if we
take the class of sentences that the truth predicate is correctly applied to, and
the class of sentences that it isn’t correctly applied to, there is no metaphysical
property that distinguishes the former from the latter. There is no property
in virtue of which true sentences are true and false sentences false. Those who
endorse correspondence or coherence theories disagree. The correspondence
theory says that true sentences are true in virtue of corresponding with the
world in the right sort of way. The coherence theory that they are true in virtue
of cohering in the right sort of way. Pluralism about truths holds that there
are multiple distinct properties in virtue of which sentences are true. Notice
that this is a distinct position from pluralism about “true,” which holds that
there are multiple meanings of “true” with distinct semantics. One can think
that there is only one semantics for “true” (at least in a properly regimented
language) while simultaneously thinking that the properties that distinguish
true sentences from false differ from domain to domain.3

So disagreements over semantics come apart from disagreements over the
metaphysics. This isn’t a new point; on the contrary, I take it that the basic
outline of the above argument can be in found in the literature at least as
early as Scott Soames’ “What is a Theory of Truth?” (Soames 1984). I’m
belaboring it for two reasons. First: I think Chang goes astray in his criticisms
of the realist in large part because he conflates realist views about semantics
with metaphysical views about transcendental reality that I’m skeptical most
realists actually endorse; I’ll justify this claim more as we proceed.4 Second,
and more immediately relevant: it’s important we locate the disagreement
between Chang and traditional theories of truth in the right place; so far as I

3As Nicolaj Pederson and Cory Wright note, these two kinds of pluralism are run together
“not infrequently” (Pedersen and Wright 2018).

4As one reviewer helpfully noted, precisely this same complaint has been lodged against
prior attempts to connect realism with a positive view of truth. See, e.g., Jamin Asay (2017)
or Alan Musgrave (1989). This fact raises a number of interesting sociological questions that
unfortunately fall outside the scope of this essay.
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can see, Chang’s main concern is the metaphysics, not the semantics.
The motivation for this second conclusion is that the basic semantic theory

outlined above is compatible not just with realism and Chang-style Kantianism
but with anti-realism, constructive empiricism, and much else besides. Con-
sider Chang’s view in particular. Chang argues for the Kantian view that there
is some important sense in which the world that we encounter is (in Chang’s
terms) mind-framed, meaning roughly that how we divide it up and concep-
tualize it is dependent on us.5 That’s entirely compatible with the semantic
point made above: “It’s true that it will rain tomorrow” has the same content
as “It will rain tomorrow” but it is not as though one of these is mind-framed
and the other is not. On the contrary, both rely on the same way of dividing
up and conceptualizing the world. We’ve said nothing here about how true
sentences “hook up” to the noumenal world or in “in virtue of what” those
sentences are true; we’ve merely made a point about what it means to say
that they’re true.6 So if mind-framing is going to move us to adopt a new view
about truth, it’s going to have to be a view about the metaphysics of truths,
not about the semantics of “true.”

Indeed, the semantic point is compatible with Chang’s more skeptical po-
sition that we cannot even justifiably infer conclusions about what the world
is like absent the framing that we provide. I call this a skeptical position not
simply because it involves the denial of knowledge of some domain but because
it follows from mind-framing only if we grant a paradigmatic skeptical move.7

Both the skeptic and the non-skeptic agree that there is some sense in which
what Robert Pasnau (2017) terms “epistemic perfection” is impossible in some
respect or domain. We certainly cannot describe the world without depending
on concepts that are (to some degree at least) up to us. The non-skeptic points
to all the ways that we can do better and worse in that domain regardless. In
this case, we can study our own psychology and practices to gain insight into
what we add and what we don’t. The skeptic—and here David Hume (1740)
on induction is the paradigm—argues that better and worse collapse absent
perfection: without a foundation of non-mind-framed results, we cannot pos-

5Notably, contrary to what Chang (2022, 73) suggests, mainstream scientific realists have
distinguished something like this kind of mind-dependence from the mind-dependence that
they care to deny for decades now; for citations, see Chakravartty (2017).

6Compare Azzouni (2000, 132, 2025, 45), John Collins (2025, 113–14), Musgrave
(1989, 392), or Howard Stein (1989), all of whom make essentially the same point in slightly
different contexts.

7It’s also dialectically important that the move being made here is a skeptical one. Chang
presents himself as offering a version of realism suitable for “realistic people.” If the position
reduces to mere skepticism—if what we get is actually realism for skeptics—then he’s failed
in that task.
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sibly claim to have warrant, let alone knowledge, for claims about the world
beyond our framing. Skepticism in this sense goes beyond mere mind-framing:
we need the additional Humean move to get from one to the other.

To my eyes, Chang endorses this Humean move on multiple occasions (e.g.,
Chang 2022, 75–77, 250–51). I have little sympathy for the move in any con-
text, including this one; I think we have good reasons for rejecting it. I won’t
pursue them here, however. My point is simply that the semantic picture of-
fered above doesn’t tell us anything about the metaphysics (or epistemology,
for that matter): to say “It’s true that it will rain tomorrow” just is to say
that “It will rain tomorrow.” Is science capable of telling us that it will rain
tomorrow? What makes it true that it will rain tomorrow, but false that it
is raining now? How do concepts like “rain” and “tomorrow” hook up the
noumenal world? Perhaps we can never have any evidence for a view on these
subjects. Perhaps we cannot even meaningfully ask some of these questions.
Regardless, the semantics doesn’t answer them. And insofar as Chang and
(e.g.) the correspondence theorist disagree about questions like these, they’re
interested in the metaphysics of truths, not the semantics of “true.”

2 The dilemma

So how does Chang depart from traditional theories of truth? The centerpiece
of his position is the claim that the “operational coherence” of our practices or
activities is constitutive of the truth of propositions that are relied on within
those practices:

The operational coherence of activities relying on a true proposition
are not consequences or indications of its truth, from which we
may infer the truth. Rather, operational coherence is constitutive
of truth. (Chang 2022, 170)

Being relied on in coherent activities is constitutive of the truth-by-
operational-coherence of a proposition, rather than being an effect
or evidence of truth. (Chang 2022, 180)

(Note that the emphasis here is Chang’s own.) What is operational coherence?
It’s a pragmatic notion: a practice exhibits operational coherence insofar as it
“well-designed” for achieving its aim (Chang 2022, 40, 44). Naturally, opera-
tional coherence comes in degrees and thus truth does as well (Chang 2022, 171,
186–92).

Now, operational coherence is partly a matter of what we do, but it not
wholly so. Chang (2022, 189–90) is aware of the worry that operational coher-

6



ence might be seen as too “up to us” and assures us that it isn’t: “reality offers
‘resistance’” (Chang 2022, 72). No matter how coherent perfectly circular or-
bits might seem to me, the world does not cooperate and a practice based on
this assumption will fail to be coherent except in very narrow applications or
to a very small degree. So we can be wrong about operational coherence in the
sense that our expectations about it can be violated (Chang 2022, 185).

But Chang repeatedly suggests that we can’t be wrong about it in the
sense of thinking that we’ve achieved operational coherence but later learning
that we have not:

The only sensible way to shield ourselves from the pessimistic in-
duction from the history of science is to grant that all good theories
are true, and remain true, within their own scope. And with my
notion of truth-by-operational-coherence, such liberal granting of
truth is not only possible but very natural. (Chang 2022, 187)

When we say ‘It may seem as if P were true in these circumstances,
but P is actually not true’, what else can we be meaningfully as-
serting, other than that P will fail to be true in some other cir-
cumstances? (Chang 2022, 190)

Elsewhere, he’s insistent that “Truth-by-operational-coherence is something
achievable and verifiable in practice” (Chang 2022, 200); it is something that
“can actually be tracked” (Chang 2022, 250). If a theory is operationally co-
herent to some degree, that means that that theory is at least partially true:
“Any positive test-outcomes partially constitute the theory’s truth” (Chang
2022, 182). So: we might learn that we’re wrong about the scope of a theory,
but we do not and cannot learn that it is not true within that scope. Nor can
we discover that a proposition lacks previously assigned truth-by-operational-
coherence by recasting our prior reliance on it: since “reliance [is] a matter of
actual need within a given system of practice” (Chang 2022, 194), the best we
can hope to do is argue that a system of practice is no longer useful—not that
the propositions that it relies on are not true.8

The picture that emerges is pragmatist in a very clear sense. Chang identi-
fies truth with a particular kind of (practical) success—operational coherence—

8I will briefly register that I’m not happy with the notion of “reliance” that Chang is
working with here (for his elucidation, see Chang 2022, 183–84). Saying that the practical
success of our practices relies on a proposition strikes me as uncomfortably close to the
claim that “positive test-outcomes are caused by the theory’s truth,” a claim that Chang
(2022, 182) mocks. In both cases, we appear to be attributing causal powers to our represen-
tations that are really held by the worldly affairs that they represent. I’ll put these worries
aside in what follows, however.
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and while success in this sense comes in degrees, we can tell that we’ve achieved
it. (Can we tell the extent to which we’ve achieved it? That’s unclear, and will
matter later.) To reiterate, though, this is an identification: operational coher-
ence is not a sign of truth, or a criterion for identifying when we have good
reason for thinking that something is true—it’s genuinely constitutive of the
truth.

It’s important that this last feature is not an accidental aspect of Chang’s
view, something that is easily amended. On the contrary, the constitutive re-
lationship between truth and operational coherence is central to the argument
for his account. According to Chang, we should prefer truth-by-operational-
coherence over competitors such as the Peircean ideal of truth as the limit
of inquiry or “Truth about transcendent Reality” because these competitors
are impossible to pursue. They are impossible to pursue because we do not
have “criteria of judgment” (Chang 2022, 217) for distinguishing truth in these
senses from their respective falsehoods (Chang 2022, 198, 250); without such
criteria, we have no way of aiming at or trying to achieve the goal (Chang
2022, 2). In other words: if we don’t have criteria capable of distinguishing
truth from falsity, then truth is not a useful notion for us. If there’s a consti-
tutive relationship between operational coherence and truth, then we have a
clear criterion for determining whether a claim is true. If there is not such a
constitutive relationship, then truth à la Chang is in no better of a position
than alternative accounts according to which the various practices that Chang
groups under “operational coherence” are signs of the truth.

We’re now in a position to sketch the dilemma for Chang’s view. As we’ve
seen, Chang holds that operational coherence is constitutive of the truth. At
face value, this suggests that success according to our practices is sufficient
for the truth, meaning that there’s an important sense in which we can’t be
wrong—a consequence that Chang explicitly and repeatedly endorses. But if
“our practices” in the aggregate can’t be wrong, there’s worryingly little room
for the kind of everyday mistakes that bedevil each individual practice. To
make the point concrete, Chang seems to be committed to the view that a
claim or hypothesis is true to some degree even if it is only “coherent” because
we misread the instruments. That’s an undesirable result.

So the first horn involves accepting the apparent implication that we cannot
be wrong about truth because it is constituted by operational coherence. The
second horn involves rejecting this implication: there is some sense in which
we are fallible in our identification of operational coherence and thus truth.
To be clear, accepting the second horn requires ignoring quite a few of the
passages cited above. But it does allow us to avoid the bad result that everyday
errors and mistakes are true. The downside is that the argument for Chang’s
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position then falls apart: there’s no sense in which we can “verify” truth-by-
operational-coherence that isn’t also a sense in which we can “verify” truth-
by-correspondence, and thus no sense in which the former can be pursued but
the latter can’t be. In both cases, all we have are signs of the truth.

The dilemma is quite tight: either our criteria for recognizing truth are
infallible or they are not. I’ll consider possible routes for rejecting it in section
5. To my mind, however, the more promising line of response lies in showing
that one of the horns is not as bad as I have suggested. In the next two sections,
therefore, I treat each of them in more depth.

3 The first horn

On Chang’s account, operational coherence is constitutive of truth. He appears
to explicitly endorse the implication that our criteria for identifying the truth
are infallible; worse, his argument in favor of his account turns on precisely
this feature. The first horn of the dilemma involves accepting this implication.
While infallibility is bad at face value, perhaps it’s not as bad as it initially
appears.

To start, it will be useful to be more precise about what I mean by
(in)fallibility. My concern here is with the (in)fallibility of our criteria for
recognizing truth. That is: is success according to the criteria for recognizing
truth sufficient for truth? If our criteria are fallible, then success according
to those criteria is not sufficient for truth. If our criteria are infallible, then
success according to those criteria is sufficient for truth.

Roughly this same distinction can be found going by a variety of names in
the literature. Azzouni (2000) associates this kind of fallibism with the “crite-
rion transcendence” of truth. Michael Dummett (in, e.g., Dummett 1991) says
that realists endorse the “recognition transcendence” of truth, a phrase that
has been widely adopted in the literature commenting on his work (see, e.g.,
Shieh 2018). Hilary Putnam (1977, 485) names a similar commitment by say-
ing that truth is “radically non-epistemic.” Tim Button (2013, 10) attributes
to realists the claim that “Even an ideal theory might be radically false.” Tim
Maudlin (2015, 491) endorses the view in describing a situation in which a
theory is “operationally ideal, but still false.”9

9Chang insists that Maudlin’s position in particular is “just the opposite of what many
scientific realists seek” (Chang 2022, 85). So far as I can tell—it’s unclear who he has in
mind—this is simply wrong. Realists do commonly endorse the view that our criteria for
recognizing truths are good indicators of the truth—that usually or most of the time, those
indicators will accurately pick out the truth. But—as Chang (2022, 170, 180) is very careful
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Care is needed here, however. For one thing, both Dummett and the lit-
erature commenting on him are primarily concerned with the necessity of our
criteria for truth. By contrast, my concern in this essay is with sufficiency.
Further, while the formulations of Button and Maudlin strike me as broadly
in-line with the principle I want to defend, we need to be careful (as always)
with the notion of “ideal.” As I’m using these terms, the question is whether
human criteria are fallible: whether a theory that passed every test that we
could possibly subject it to, over the whole course of our species’ existence in
the universe, might still end up being wrong. An agent with epistemic powers
fundamentally beyond our own would have access to different criteria. For ex-
ample: an agent who could observe every raven that has ever and will ever exist
might be in a position to employ criteria for determining whether all ravens
are black that would be sufficient to guarantee the truth of the claim even
if our human methods are fallible. It’s possible that such an agent’s criteria
would be infallible in the relevant sense—I don’t want to commit one way or
the other.

I do want to commit to the fallibility of human criteria, however. The
argument is straightforward and does not rely—so far as I can see—on realist
assumptions.10 Our criteria for recognizing truth ultimately bottom out in
everyday activities of measurement, experiment, observation, etc. Since success
by light of these activities is clearly not sufficient for truth—we can measure
inaccurately, an experiment can go wrong for any number of reasons—neither
are our criteria. Formally:

(P1) Our criteria for recognizing truth involve nothing “over and above” ev-
eryday activities of measurement, experiment, observation, etc.

(P2) Each of these everyday activities is fallible: we can think that we’ve
performed them correctly and still get the wrong answer.

∴ (C) Our criteria for recognizing the truth are fallible.

to insist with respect to his own view—being an indicator of truth and being constitutive
of it are very different things.

10Arguments in favor of principles in the vicinity of fallibility can be broken into three
camps. First, these principles are often taken to be intuitive or commonsensical. Second,
there are arguments—particularly by Azzouni (2000)—that it is a descriptive fact that our
word “true” transcends our criteria for applying it, and (further) that there are good reasons
for having a concept like “true” that is criterion transcendent. Finally, particularly within
the Dummett-Putnam tradition, debates over “recognition transcendence” are held to turn
on deep claims about what it means to grasp or understand a concept. My argument fits
into none of these categories cleanly. Though I would not be surprised to discover that it
has predecessors within the literature, I have not be able to find any.
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Both premises deserve comment.
First, while it is certainly unquestionable that our criteria for identifying

truths rely on everyday practices of measurement (etc.), it is less obvious
that those criteria in no way exceed or go beyond those everyday practices—
should they do so, the argument just given would not succeed. One might
think, for example, that while measurement and observation are fallible, there’s
something special about measurements and observations that “hang together”
in the right sort of way. This might actually have been William Whewell’s
view (see Whewell 1840 [2014]), for example, and one can imagine Chang or a
sympathetic fellow traveler defending it as well. Of course we can be mistaken
in measuring a quantity or recording an observation. But when that quantity
or observation productively fits into a whole system of practice (“makes sense,”
in Chang’s terms), the only sense in which it could be false is the thin and
easily-jettisoned one in which the same quantity or observation does not fit
into a different system of practice (cf. Chang 2022, 190).

Ironically, Chang himself provides us with grounds for rejecting this picture:

James warned against the reification of truth as with other ‘words
in th’ (wealth, health, strength and truth), quoting an epigram
from Lessing: ‘How come it’s exactly the richest people in the world
who have the most money?’ There is, of course, nothing to explain
here, because having lots of money is exactly what being wealthy
means (James 1907 [1975], 105–6). (Chang 2022, 182)

What lesson should we take from James’ warning?11 Regardless of which
of the standard theories of the metaphysics of truths one prefers, a true claim
and a false one are indistinguishable when we examine the claims themselves.
Truth is not “worn on the sleeve,” as it were, but must be established by
examining the subject of the claim—there’s much more to be said here about
what “examining” might mean in different contexts (e.g., in the setting of
mathematical claims), but this much ought to be uncontroversial. And though
I am no James scholar, I take it that this is at least part of what he means
in the passage that Chang quotes later on the same page: “truth happens to

11Chang wants to draw a lesson about the standard realist’s claim that “positive test-
outcomes are caused by the theory’s truth.” Certainly, that claim is erroneous, exhibiting a
kind of use-mention error (Azzouni forthcoming): what causes the results is what’s going on
in the world, not the theory that describes the world (Dethier 2025, cf.). But it’s at best an
uncharitable characterization of the realist position, which is that the theory makes accurate
predictions because it accurately describes its subject (see Chakravartty 2017). The causal
claim is between one world-theory relation and another, not between the theory and the
world itself.
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an idea. It becomes true, is made true by events.” There is nothing about an
“idea” itself that tells us whether it is true or not—or at least there isn’t the
domains commonly studied in the (empirical) sciences.

But it is exactly this kind of reification that we are required to endorse if
we are to pry apart everyday activities of measurement and observation from
our criteria for recognizing truth. If there is something special and different
about our criteria—something that makes them infallible where our everyday
activities are not—it must be because those criteria “hook onto” truth in a way
that our everyday activities don’t. But it is not as though ordinary activities of
measurement and observation involve a certain amount of observing and then
we do an additional, final and infallible, observation to push us over the edge.
That is, there’s nothing we do in recognizing that something is true that goes
beyond our fallible everyday activities (cf. Misak 2007, 69). So if our criteria
are to “go beyond” these activities in the sense required, it must be because
they are sensitive to the truth itself. To be clear: not to features of the world
of the sort that we measure and observe, because those are all handled by
everyday activities, but to the brute truthiness of the idea. And this brute
truthiness that goes beyond the features of the world we measure and observe
is precisely like a concept of wealth that goes beyond being rich.

So: rejecting the first premise of the argument requires us to reify the con-
cept of truth, and to suppose that we have some independent and infallible
means of hooking on to this concept, in a way that looks epistemically suspect
(to say the least). What of the second premise, the claim that our everyday ac-
tivities are in fact fallible? Presumably, the opponent of fallibility with respect
to our criteria could simply bite the bullet here and hold that (e.g.) when you
measure twice and get two different results, both are (always!) true or at least
have some degree of truth. Indeed, Chang indicates a willingness to go down
this path: on his view, operational coherence and truth are always specific to
a domain of application; measuring twice to get two different results might
yield truth in a “pitifully tiny” domain (Chang 2022, 190), but not in any
useful one. So Chang could bite the bullet here—describe both measurements
as true—and still say that there’s something undesirable about an erroneous
measurement.

Of course, the bar is a little higher than simply saying that there’s some-
thing wrong with erroneous measurements. Many scientific practices exist pre-
cisely because we want to avoid the errors that arise from everyday mistakes.
And science would be much worse off without them; these are important prac-
tices that should not be jettisoned based solely on a philosophical theory of
truth. Which means that anyone who rejects the second premise must offer
an explanation of why we have these practices and (moreover) why they are a
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good idea—an explanation that cannot appeal to truth, because they hold that
both measurements are true to at least some degree. And Chang has resources
here as well. For instance: those measurements that you or I would call “true”
or “accurate” will typically generalize and project into new domains better
than those we would call “false.” So Chang can say that all of our measure-
ments are true (in their respective domains), but sometimes we think that a
measurement (or theory or ...) will generalize to larger domains than it does
because of a simple error or mistake. Since all else equal we want theories that
generalize to larger domains, we need practices for avoiding everyday errors.

I’m optimistic that an account along these lines could be developed in a
satisfactory way. The problem I have with it is that it results in a response to
the second premise of the argument that seems merely terminological (cf. Stein
1989). For one thing, it makes Chang’s disagreement with “standard” realists
merely verbal: in this terminology, he’s talking about truth (as operational
coherence), they’re using the word “true” to talk about propositions that are
fully generalizable. Since Chang still needs the concept of generalizability to
explain and motivate our practices for avoiding errors, he hasn’t offered an
account that disagrees with the realist in any substantive way. For another,
“true” and associated terms like “false” and “wrong” are useful precisely be-
cause on traditional accounts our criteria are insufficient to guarantee truth.
It’s useful to have such a concept so that we can capture fallibility; indeed, so
that we can capture the fact that even our best-confirmed, most operationally
coherent theories might (in Chang’s terminology) turn out to apply to much
more restricted domains than we thought because (e.g.) we made an unlucky
series of everyday errors. If we make the move to using “fully generalizable”
for this role, however, than the account doesn’t really deny the value of the
traditional concept of “truth,” it just uses a different word for that concept.

In other words, biting the bullet on the second premise leads to a dilemma
of its own. On one horn is giving up on the idea of mistakes and the practices
for avoiding them—an option I take it no one endorses. On the other horn is
an alternative account of truth that merely changes the subject: neither offers
a substantive disagreement with traditional accounts nor fulfils the central
role that the concept of truth plays in our current practices. Neither of these
options are promising.

Of course, sometimes “changing the subject” is quite valuable; there may
also be other roles for the concept of truth besides the one picked out. I’ll con-
sider these possibilities a bit more in section 5. For now, however, I’ll assume
that this second horn is unsuccessful, that one constraint on any account of
“truth” is that it captures the possibility of everyday errors such as mismea-
suring the length of a piece of string. Insofar as that’s a legitimate constraint,
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our everyday activities are fallible. As we saw above, our criteria for recog-
nizing truths are nothing over-and-above these everyday activities (or success
within them). And so our criteria must be fallible as well: meeting the criteria
is insufficient for truth. Which means that we should reject any account—like
Chang’s, if the first horn is adopted—on which our practices are constitutive
of truth in such a way that said practices cannot be wrong.

Recall the point I made earlier: the argument just given relies only on fairly
mundane observations about our criteria for recognizing truth—namely, that
these criteria rely on nothing over and above everyday activities of measure-
ment (etc.) that we know go wrong all the time.12 That’s not to say that there
are no bullets to bite—there are, unappetizing though they may be. Rather,
the point is that the premises here don’t seem to have anything to do with
debates about realism. Indeed, at least on Cheryl Misak’s reading, the central
point here is endorsed by no less of a pragmatist than Charles Saunders Peirce
(Misak 2022, 279–80), who argued that it was a mistake to try and define
truth in terms of success within our activities; the better practice is to treat
this success as evidence. Which is to say, to reject Chang’s view that such
operational coherence is constitutive of truth.

4 The second horn

Recall: On Chang’s account, operational coherence is constitutive of truth. He
appears to explicitly endorse the implication that our criteria for identifying
the truth are infallible; worse, his argument in favor of his account turns on
precisely this feature. The second horn of the dilemma involves rejecting that
commitment. At face value, that undermines the motivation for preferring his
view. But perhaps the motivation can be saved—perhaps the argument doesn’t
really rely on infallibility.

Chang seems to suggest something along these lines in his response to an
argument of Bertrand Russell’s:

it is alleged that ‘assessing the usefulness (etc.) of a belief is no
more clear-cut than assessing its truth’, which means that prag-
matism fails to turn truth into a concept any more accessible and
useful than the correspondence notion. Russell says: ‘it is so often
harder to determine whether a belief is useful than whether it is

12It is interesting that debates over the parallel necessity claim—success according to our
criteria is necessary for truth—often turn on heavy-duty premises about the relationship
between epistemology and meaning. The contrast suggests an important asymmetry between
the two claims that may be worth pursuing further.
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true’ (Russell 1910, p. 138, see also p. 135). This objection draws a
false equivalence between the in-principle inaccessiblity of the cor-
respondence between idea and world, and the detailed vagueness
and multi-dimensionality of very tangible successes. ... The messi-
ness of determining what is useful is only a problem if one has a
monist notion of usefulness. (Chang 2022, 203)

On the view suggested here, there’s an important distinction between truth-
by-operational-coherence and more traditional alternatives. In both cases, our
criteria are fallibile: we can never be 100% certain that our current commit-
ments are true. But the former is still (in some sense) accessible in practice
while the latter is permanently out of reach in principle. If we can draw this
distinction, we can maintain the central argument that Chang offers for prefer-
ring truth-by-operational coherence without requiring the kind of infallibility
that got us into trouble in the last section.

The question is: on what grounds would we draw this distinction? Going
off of the arguments that Chang offers against alternative accounts of truth
in Realism for Realistic People, the idea is a Kantian one: Chang’s opponents
hold a view of truth in which it involves matching our words and ideas up with
the “noumenal” realm, whereas Chang’s view is one on which we’ve abandoned
all talk of the noumenal world to focus only on that which is actually avail-
able to us in experience. So we might, on this picture, make mistakes about
the phenomenal world, but that world is available to us in a way that the
noumenal one is not, and so we can at least offer an argument for truths
about the former being pursuable in a way that truths about the latter are
not. How might this argument go? Well, suppose that I’m reading too much
into Chang’s claim that operational coherence “is something achievable and
verifiable in practice” (Chang 2022, 200). Perhaps what Chang means here
is just that we can verify operational coherence in the same everyday sense
that we can verify that we have two hands. That is, we can verify the truth
of various scientific claims—claims like “viruses evolve,” “global warming is
primarily anthropogenic,” “electrons carry a negative charge,” etc.—by ex-
amining the copious evidence in their favor. While one can imagine that this
evidence is misleading because we’re (e.g.) being tricked by a capricious de-
ity, that’s not the sense of verification—or, crucially, the sense of truth—that
he’s concerned with. Whereas, and by contrast, traditional accounts of truth
are concerned with whether we really, not just phenomenally but noumenally,
have two hands.

Let’s grant that there’s a coherent and well-motivated picture here. I, at
least, am not convinced that this is the right way to view traditional accounts
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of truth. That is: it is not obvious to me that “correspondence” should gen-
erally be interpreted as meaning “correspondence to the noumenal realm,”
and Chang offers no evidence in support of this attribution (cf. Wray and
Hoyningen-Huene 2025). Moreover, there are very good reasons for thinking
that even if this is what some people mean by correspondence, it’s not what
“standard” scientific realists are committed to. After all, if the “standard” real-
ist endorses any view, it’s the view that science provides us with evidence about
the way things are; as Anjan Chakravartty opens the SEP article on the sub-
ject, “Scientific realism is a positive epistemic attitude toward the content of
our best theories and models, recommending belief in both observable and un-
observable aspects of the world described by the sciences” (Chakravartty 2017).
So the realist thinks that truth—as they understand it—is something that we
have in-principle access to. We might not be able to (fully) verify whether we
have truth or not, but we have methods that provide us with evidence and
reasons for thinking that some things are true and that some things are not.
If the realist also endorses the Kantian idea of truth-as-correspondence-to-an-
inaccessible-noumenal-realm that Chang presses upon them, then there is a
very obvious contradiction in their views. The natural conclusion—at least
absent textual evidence to the contrary—is that Chang has misunderstood or
misdescribed the “standard” realist position regarding truth. Given that Real-
ism for Realistic People only engages with an actual text from a realist in one
case—and, indeed, does so in service of dismissing them as nonrepresentative
without argument (see note 9)—this is a disappointing but not unsurprising
conclusion.

But let us suppose that at least some “standard” realists hold something
like the Kantian view that Chang attacks. Would the argument just sketched
actually save Chang’s argument? I think not. At the very least, Chang would
need to show that what matters for avoiding the Kantian trap is the constitu-
tive character of his account. So far as I can see, there’s no particular reason to
think that’s true. That is, it seems perfectly coherent (to me) to grant Chang
most of what he wants with respect to meaning and language, to agree with
him that the world described by science is mind-framed, and yet to still think
that whether our theories (etc.) are true is a matter of something like corre-
spondence to (mind-framed) reality. On this view, the meaning of words like
“force” and “mass” is something we contribute to the world, but once we fix
the language, it’s still up the world (rather than us) whether our sentences are
true or not. We might think that we are making sense of the world and ren-
dering it operationally coherent—we might do so for centuries, even millennia,
or all of human history—only to discover that we were wrong.

Let me put it another way. If the sense of “verifying” that’s relevant to
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Chang’s argument is just the everyday sense involved in verifying that I have
two hands, I see no reason why the standard scientific realist cannot claim
that truth is just as verifiable for them as it is for Chang. After all, if Chang’s
account of truth allows for fallibility, then it must always be possible for us
to be wrong. So truth must be “achievable and verifiable in practice” even
though we can always be wrong. But then there’s no reason why something
like correspondence with the facts cannot be verifiable and thus no reason
why it is less pursuable than Chang’s pragmatic alternative. The argument
has fallen apart.

All of which is to say that even if we grant Chang (a) that we can properly
pursue truth only if we have criteria for verifying our possession of it, (b)
that there’s some way of maintaining fallibility even when success within our
practices is constitutive of truth, and (c) that opposing views typically endorse
a kind of Kantian picture that requires correspondence (or whatever) with the
noumena, the arguments he offers for preferring his position still only motivate
rejecting said Kantian picture—they don’t actually motivate his account of
truth. Given that I don’t think there’s really much of a reason to grant any
of these commitments, I’m left thinking that this horn is no more promissing
than the last.

5 Rejecting the dilemma?

The last three sections have argued that Chang faces a dilemma. On his ac-
count, success according to our practices is constitutive of the truth; this would
appear to imply that we can’t be wrong. Either he can accept this implication,
which leads to the unappealing result that every measurement is accurate (at
least with in its own domain), or he can reject it and in so doing undermine
the primary argument for his position.

The dilemma is hard to reject—either success according to our practices
is sufficient for truth or it isn’t. One response that Chang raises in relation to
a similar complaint is that operational coherence is hard to achieve (Chang
2022, 189–90). But this won’t help. If my uncle is very wise, thoughtful, and
considerate, there is good reason to think that his statements are a good
indicator of the truth, but not in the slightest good reason to think that his
statements are constitutive of the truth. Similarly, pointing out that a lot of
work goes into achieving operational coherence might give us good reason to
treat operational coherence as an indicator but does not allay concerns about
treating it as constitutive. If truth is not under our control (and if we do
not imagine ourselves omniscient), then it should be possible—not necessarily
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likely, but possible—for a theory to achieve any degree of success according to
our criteria and still be false. No matter how high you set the bar, in other
words, the constitutive character of operational coherence is still a problem.

A slightly more promising response is to point out that on Chang’s view,
truth is a matter of degree or, really, a qualitative non-binary notion (Chang
2022, 186–87). Now, on its own this is irrelevant, because the same arguments
will apply at the level of degrees. Either our practices are constitutive of “how
much” truth something has or they aren’t. If they are, then our criteria are
infallible; if they aren’t, then the truth-by-operational-coherence has no leg up
on its competitors.

But perhaps there is a way out to be found here. Chang might argue that
we cannot be wrong about whether we have hit on some truth, but that we
can be wrong about the degree to which something is true. Potentially, this
would allow us to have our cake and eat it too: we avoid the worst aspects
of infallibility by keeping the grades of truth fallible while giving truth-by-
operational-coherence a leg up on competitors by making it “verifiable and
achievable in practice.”

An obvious rebuttal is that this “solution” has only the advantages of
theft over honest toil: who cares that we can be assured that our current
theories have some degree of truth if we do not know at least roughly what
degree of truth that is? Furthermore, I see no reason why alternative accounts
of truth could not themselves adopt a similar graded notion to respond to
Chang’s argument. There’s nothing about “correspondence” that requires it
to be all or nothing, for example, and nothing about gradations that requires
a constitutive relationship between truth and our criteria for recognizing it.

Equally, the response seems to fall prey to the concern I raised in section
3 that we’re merely redefining the word “true.” After all, everyone already
agrees that science is shot through with idealizations and approximations that
are useful despite being false in some important sense. What have we gained
in our understanding of the phenomena by re-working the word “true” so
that we need to say of these idealizations that they are true just not to the
same degree or in the same contexts as some other theory or model? And,
as indicated above, if we did re-define “true” in this way, we would need a
new term (e.g., “fully generalizable”) that means just what “true” does now,
because it’s extremely useful to have a concept for capturing what our criteria
for success don’t guarantee.

Of course, changes in usage are not nothing, particularly when it comes to
concepts as central and important as “true.”13 Chang or fellow travelers might

13In these next two paragraphs—and at the beginning of the next section—I’m granting
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be perfectly right to argue that no matter how comfortable philosophers are
with our current use of the word, we’d be better off using it in a different way. In
this case, however, I see no reason to think that this redefinition of our concept
would actually be helpful—that it would serve the project of “activist realism,”
as Chang (2022, 209) puts it. For all we can tell, redefining truth in this
way would serve only as ammunition for climate denialists, vaccine skeptics,
and intelligent designers. This is a tension throughout the whole of Realism
for Realistic People: arguments for the philosophical view—broadly, a kind
of operationalist pluralism—are not the kinds of arguments demanded by the
meta-philosophical view, namely that philosophy of science should help science
be better. If we take the meta-philosophy seriously, then we need something
like empirical studies to determine whether pluralism will actually serve to
improve science.

In other words: it may well be a good idea to change the subject and
discuss something else using our word “true.” But I don’t see a compelling
argument for that, yet, and in the meantime the bind presented by the dilemma
is very tight. Given how Chang argues for his account of truth, he needs it
to be infallibly accessible in the same way that alternative notions of truth
are only fallibly accessible. But infallibility has disastrous consequences, in
that it implies that we cannot possibly make mistakes. So if both horns are
to be avoided, we need to somehow show that the sense of infallibility that
is desirable is different from the sense of infallibility that I argued against in
section 3. But any way of doing that—at least any way that I can see—is also
going to open the door for the defenders of other accounts to make use of the
same distinction in defending their preferred views against Chang’s argument.

6 Realism as epistemology first and foremost

Where does this leave us? I have offered a dilemma for Chang: either the
constitutive relationship between operational coherence and truth implies that
our criteria for recognizing truth are infallible or it does not. If it does, the
view should be rejected, because there are good reasons endorse fallibility. If
it does not, the argument in support of it fails.

So what’s gone wrong? In one sense, I think, the problem here is the idea
that truth cannot be useful unless we have some sort of definitive criteria
for distinguishing truth from falsity. Definitive being the key qualifier. Chang

for the sake of argument a number of fairly substantial assumptions concerning conceptual
engineering, not the least of which is that we can just decide the meaning of our terms,
which is (at best) an idealization (cf. Cappelen 2018).
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repeatedly writes as though there are no advantages to being open to revising
our criteria in the future, to changing practices not just because the old practice
has ceased to be useful—or as useful as the new practice—but instead because
we think the old practice rested on a mistake (see, e.g., Chang 2022, 194). I
must admit that I find this viewpoint almost impossible to fathom. I find it
extremely useful to be able to say that our criteria for recognizing truth may be
wrong, to allow for future revisions. To say, for example, that Einstein proved
that the observed motions of particles in a solution were not accurate proxies
for their true motions, and thus that methods and criteria for identifying truths
about Brownian motion that treated them as proxies rested on a mistake (see
Smith and Seth 2020).

Section 3 can be read as my attempt to show why it’s useful without pre-
supposing any of the realist (or monist) commitments that Chang rejects. In
short: it’s extremely useful to be able to categorize something as minor as mis-
reading an instrument as a genuine error or mistake. If I look out my window
and accidentally take the Celsius gauge on my thermometer to be Fahrenheit,
I haven’t invented a new system of practice; I’ve just done something wrong.
Moreover, there’s a robustly epistemic sense in which systems of practices that
reliably avoid such mistakes are better than those that don’t. But there’s no
way to circumscribe the ramifications of these kinds of minor errors, no level
of theory choice that is in principle free from their influence. So we can’t have
both everyday errors and an account on which success by our criteria for rec-
ognizing truth is sufficient for truth, because it’s possible to succeed according
to those criteria because of an everyday error.

All the above presumes that I’m right about the dilemma, of course—that
presumption granted, the above is my best attempt to say where the posi-
tive view of Realism for Realistic People ultimately goes wrong. To be blunt,
however, there is a much more immediate source of difficulties for Realism for
Realistic People: the book simply does not engage with the views of those
it critiques. As a consequence, the position that Chang attacks is—at best—
twenty years behind what realists actually endorse or argue for. Frankly, I find
the “standard” realist position as Chang characterizes it to be basically un-
recognizable; Chang’s “standard” realist seems to have more in common with
the yard signs that proclaim “In this house, we trust science.” than it does
with paradigmatic realist figures like Chakravartty or Stathis Psillos. Unsur-
prisingly, the positive arguments suffer almost as much as the negative ones
do.

I promised to return to the question of the relationship between scientific
realism and the correspondence theory of truth. It’s possible that there was
once a tight connection between these views; I suspect they’re correlated in
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the profession. But it seems to me that given the way the realism debate has
evolved since 1975, it’s a mistake to treat them as a package. Why? For much
of the last 50 years—arguably going as far back as the no-miracles argument
(Putnam 1975), but certainly since the publication of The Scientific Image
(van Fraassen 1980)—the primary doctrine of scientific realists, and the pri-
mary point of divergence from various anti-realist alternatives, has been epis-
temological. Quoting again from Chakravartty’s SEP article:

Scientific realism is a positive epistemic attitude toward the con-
tent of our best theories and models, recommending belief in both
observable and unobservable aspects of the world described by the
sciences. (Chakravartty 2017)

For the scientific realist in this modern tradition, the metaphysics (and the
semantics) follows from the epistemology: we should believe that there’s a
“mind-independent” external world (and that our terms really refer) because
that’s the best explanation of the success of science. So at best the correspon-
dence theory of truth is a consequence of the main realist doctrine—the realist
doesn’t endorse a correspondence theory as part of their commitment to re-
alism, but because given the epistemological commitment involved in realism,
the success of science demands that they do.

In fact, though, I think the connection is even more tenuous than this.
A (scientific) realist in this epistemological sense is someone who holds that
the methods of the sciences provide us with the best means of answering
empirical questions—e.g. is the earth warming?—regardless of whether those
questions concern “unobservables.” As a consequence of this commitment, the
realist takes on various commitments regarding metaphysics and semantics:
they believe that atoms, viruses, and the like exist and that these terms refer
to atoms, viruses, and the like. But if they take on a commitment to the
correspondence theory of truth or anything in the vicinity of the idea that the
words at the end of the last sentence are not “mind-framed,” I can’t see how.
It is perfectly coherent to hold that the methods of science provide us with
the best means of answering the question “do atoms exist?” without taking a
stand on whether that question is “really” about some sort of noumenal realm
or even whether a true answer to it will be one that corresponds or coheres in
the right sort of way.

To be sure, scientific realists might have other reasons for answering those
questions in a particular way. The position I’m sketching is not quietist ; it
is simply one on which these questions can and do come apart. And it is
important that they come apart, because while the realist rejects the idea
that there is an epistemically relevant distinction to be drawn at the level
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of observability, they may well hold that the laudatory empirical methods of
the sciences are not well-suited to answering certain kinds of questions. The
methods of science are simply not the right kind of methods for determining
whether the arguments of Kant’s transcendental deduction are correct, for
example. So while the realist is committed to saying certain sorts of things
about atoms in virtue of their epistemological position, they are not committed
to saying things about the noumenal realm.

Finally, while I will be the first to admit that one can be “more” of a realist
than the realist that I have described, by (e.g.) also being a Lewis-style realist
about possible worlds, I don’t really see how one can be more of a realist
with respect to the epistemological dimension identified by Chakravartty. For
though our realist need not believe in every claim or theory in the sciences—the
claims of string theory may be worth suspending judgment on, for example—
that’s because those claims don’t (yet?) meet the standards of the methods
that they endorse. In other words, epistemology-first realism is not a tepid
reclamation project. It is “stark, raving” realism (Railton 1986), realism red
in tooth and claw. So far as I can see, however, the only thing that such a
realist has to say about truth is a commitment to fallibility that everyone else
should share as well.
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