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1. Motion, Make-Believe and Metaphysics

These days it is widely agreed that there is no such thing as absolute motion and rest; the 

motion of an object can only be characterized with respect to some chosen frame of 

reference.1  This is a fact of which many of us are well-aware, and yet a cursory consideration 

of the ways we ascribe motion to objects gives the impression that it is a fact we persistently 

ignore.  We insist to the police officer that we came to a full and complete stop at the stop 

sign, we fret that traffic is moving too slowly, we observe that the sun has dropped below the 

hills on the horizon, all without ever saying which frames of reference we have in mind.

What are we to make of this observation about our ordinary motion discourse?  

Consider a typical motion ascription like (1):

1. That car is moving too quickly.

Clearly there is no explicit relativization to frames of reference in (1), no word or phrase that 

indicates the frame relative to which the car is supposed to be in motion.  So we might be 

tempted to construe (1) as expressing a proposition that ascribes absolute motion to the car.  

Or we might even be tempted to say something stronger.  Some philosophers have suggested 

there isn’t any coherent concept of absolute motion, and if this is right then the lack of 

explicit relativization in (1) might instead lead us to say that it fails to express a proposition at 

all.2  Let’s label this disjunction of claims--that typical motion ascriptions like (1) either 
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express propositions that ascribe absolute motion or fail to express propositions at all--

absolutism.3

Absolutism in either its weaker or stronger form has unpleasant consequences.  If (1) 

expresses a proposition that ascribes absolute motion to the car then no utterance of (1) can 

be true, since nothing moves absolutely.  The same goes for any other positive ascription of 

motion to an object that fails to explicitly mention a particular frame of reference--which is to 

say, many of the positive ascriptions we make outside of discussions in physics.  And if 

typical motion ascriptions fail to express propositions then most of our day-to-day motion 

ascriptions, positive or negative, are not even truth-evaluable.  In either of its forms, then, 

absolutism does violence to our pre-theoretical conviction that the utterances we make when 

engaged in motion discourse are often true.

Despite these unpleasant consequences, absolutism is not without its advocates.  One 

advocate is Kendall Walton (2000), who holds that motion ascriptions like (1) cannot be true, 

and who is at least tentatively inclined towards the strong version of absolutism according to 

which such ascriptions fail to express propositions.  But the unpleasant consequences just 

described do not trouble him because he holds that our ordinary motion discourse is not to be 

taken literally.  His view is that when we engage in motion discourse we are tacitly exploiting 

a fiction according to which things really do move absolutely.  As he says,

When ambiguity is not a danger, it is usually easier and more perspicuous to speak and 

think as though the fiction is true, pretending that some things are really stationary and 

others really in motion--even if everyone involved knows that this is not so.  We 

recognize a kind of make-believe in which facts about relative motion and rest generate 

fictional truths about absolute motion and rest. (Walton 2000, p. 79)
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On Walton’s view our ordinary motion discourse--even utterances we take with the utmost 

seriousness--involves us in a game of make-believe.  We set aside concern for frames of 

reference and pretend that things just move or stay still, period.  Our utterances are moves in 

this game, part of the pretense.  When one utters (1) one is merely pretending to assert that 

the car is moving absolutely, and the fact that one’s utterance is not literally true is no more 

relevant to conversational purposes than is the fact that one’s utterance of ‘I’m the sheriff in 

these here parts’ during a game of Cowboys and Indians is not literally true.

According to Walton the reason we engage in the absolute-motion pretense is that 

speaking within the pretense allows us to convey claims that ascribe relative motion without 

the extra hassle of having to specify and keep track of frames of reference, something we 

might not have a very good idea how to do anyway.  According to Walton, by pretending to 

assert a proposition ascribing absolute motion, one actually conveys a proposition ascribing 

relative motion.  Following Mark Richard (2000), I’ll refer to this speech act as 

piggybacking.  We’ll get into the mechanics if piggybacking in the next section, but the basic 

idea is that one conveys the proposition P by piggybacking just in case one conveys P by 

pretending to assert some other proposition Q within the context of the appropriate pretense.4

I describe piggybacking as a process whereby one conveys a proposition by 

pretending to assert some other proposition in order to leave it open precisely what sort of 

speech act piggybacking ought to be classified as.  Walton thinks of it as a species of 

assertion, but some might be reluctant to apply this label to a speech act that essentially 

involves pretense.  However we ultimately choose to classify piggybacking, the core of 

Walton’s view of motion discourse is that we commit ourselves to the truth of propositions 

that ascribe relative motion to objects by pretending to assert propositions that ascribe 

absolute motion within the context of the absolute-motion pretense.5  In this respect motion 

discourse has much in common with metaphors and figures of speech, which Walton also 

understands as involving pretense.6
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This is a surprising view, to put it mildly.  Common sense maintains that we know 

whether we’re doing something or merely pretending to do it, and ordinary speakers certainly 

would not describe themselves as merely pretending to assert that the car is moving too 

quickly when they utter (1).  To be fair, the pretense view need not be construed as holding 

that motion discourse is very much like, say, playing Ghost in the Graveyard.7  The games 

involve very different rules and are played for very different purposes, and consequently feel 

very different for their participants.  Still, from the first-person perspective it does not seem 

as though I am engaging in any sort of pretense when I utter (1) in typical contexts.  If the 

pretense view is right, though, the first-person perspective carries no particular weight, and 

we need to await the verdict of experts--philosophers and, in this case, physicists--before we 

can be certain, in any given case, whether we’re playing a game of make-believe or making 

straightforward assertions.

This troubling sacrifice of first-person authority is a high price to pay for accepting 

the pretense account, and I don’t think we should pay it.  But it is not enough simply to refuse 

to accept the pretense account as too hostile to common sense.  If absolutism is true then 

common sense is wrong to maintain that motion ascriptions like (1) can be truly uttered, and 

we’ll need some sort of explanation for why common sense goes wrong.  A pretense account 

like Walton’s might provide the best explanation.  An adequate defense of the position that 

motion discourse does not typically involve pretense therefore requires that we address the 

underlying issue of absolutism.  Accordingly, the bulk of this paper is dedicated to an 

argument against absolutism.  In the next section I will argue that the positive case for it is 

quite weak, and that it is much more plausible that utterances of typical motion ascriptions 

actually express propositions ascribing relative motion.  Then in the third section I will argue 

for a proposal about the logical form of motion ascriptions that has the consequence that 

typical utterances of motion ascriptions express relative motion claims, even in the absence of 

explicit mention of reference frames.  Taken together the two sections show that we have no 
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reason to think that absolutism is a consequence of the most plausible semantic treatment of 

motion ascriptions.  And without absolutism we have no need for the pretense account.

The position I aim to defend here--that we are not typically speaking in a spirit of 

make-believe when we utter motion ascriptions--is hardly surprising, and might not seem in 

need of defense.8  But I think there is actually a tension among our pre-theoretic beliefs about 

motion discourse.  On the one hand, most would probably find the pretense account to be a 

highly implausible description of what we are doing when we ascribe motion.  On the other 

hand, even those who don’t feel any initial attraction to absolutism are likely to feel some 

attraction for a view that turns out to be closely related.  Consider these sentences:

2. The sun is rising.

3. The sun moved behind the trees late in the afternoon.

There is a temptation to say that utterances of (2) and (3) are not literally true because they 

imply that the sun orbits the earth, and Copernicus long ago convinced us that it is really the 

other way around.  But relative to the earth’s reference frame the sun does move around the 

earth, just as relative to the sun’s reference frame the earth moves around it.  So if we are to 

maintain that (2) and (3) are literally false we must deny that they express propositions 

ascribing earth-relative motion to the sun.  The only apparent evidence for this denial--that no 

expression in (2) or (3) denotes the earth’s reference frame--is the same as the evidence 

offered for absolutism, and if it’s good evidence in this case then it is hard to resist the 

conclusion that it’s good evidence across the board.  So even those who initially balk at 

absolutism might well end up finding themselves committed to it by reflecting on the special 

case of discourse about the sun’s motion.
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A closer look at the pretense account is also called for because of its bearing on a 

broader philosophical issue that has so far remained in the background.  Above I complained 

that Walton’s account of motion discourse forces us to give up first-person authority on 

whether or not one is engaged in pretense.  But not everyone thinks this is a bad thing:  it is 

highly congenial to a type of view of ontological commitment sometimes called hermeneutic 

fictionalism.9  Hermeneutic fictionalism about numbers, to take one example, holds that 

ordinary mathematical discourse does not commit us to the existence of numbers.  For 

example, when a speaker utters,

4. There are two primes between two and seven.

her utterance, taken literally, entails the existence of numbers.  But according to the 

hermeneutic fictionalist she is not to be taken literally.  She is merely pretending to assert (4) 

in order to convey a claim that does not entail the existence of numbers, one that would be 

enormously cumbersome or even impossible for her to state explicitly.  In other words, her 

utterance is a case of piggybacking.10

You might think that hermeneutic fictionalism is easily refuted:  simply ask speakers 

if they are in fact only pretending to assert that there are two primes between two and seven 

when they utter (4).  It seems quite likely (once the import of the question is made clear) that 

most speakers will say no.  If hermeneutic fictionalism is to avoid this easy refutation then its 

advocates must be able to discount speakers’ reports of what they are doing; they must argue 

that speakers do not have any claim to authority on whether or not they are engaged in 

assertion-via-pretense.  One way to mount this argument is to cite precedent:  to point to 

cases in which we should all agree that speakers are unwittingly engaged in pretense, 

regardless of our attitude towards numbers.  Fictionalists often invoke motion discourse as 

such a precedent.  Walton (1990) himself endorses hermeneutic fictionalism about fictional 
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characters, and Stephen Yablo (2001) uses motion discourse as an example when defending 

hermeneutic fictionalism as a general strategy for explaining away apparent commitment to 

all sorts of abstract objects.  Examples involving talk of the sun’s motion are at least as 

common:  Paul Boghossian and David Velleman (1997) use (2) in defense of hermeneutic 

fictionalism about color properties, and Peter van Inwagen (1990) uses examples like (3) to 

motivate a view that has much in common with hermeneutic fictionalism about inanimate 

composite objects.11  The argument here, if successful, will show that hermeneutic 

fictionalists must look elsewhere for the precedent they need.

2. Putting Motion Ascriptions in Context

As we observed at the outset, the prima facie reason for adopting absolutism is that typical 

motion ascriptions do not contain any word or phrase that explicitly indicates a frame of 

reference relative to which motion is said to be occurring.  But, as I will now argue, this is an 

extremely weak basis on which to infer that absolutism is true.

To see why, we can begin by noticing that the absence of explicit relativization in 

motion ascriptions is an instance of a more general pattern in language.  For example, things 

are not simply large or small absolutely, but only relative to some comparison class; this is 

why it is possible to speak of both large molecules and small continents.  Similar remarks 

apply to being tall, short, heavy, light, young, old, etc.  But we frequently employ the 

adjectives ‘large,’ ‘small’ and the rest without adding qualifiers like ‘for a molecule’ or 

‘compared to other continents’:

5. Europe is small.

6. That cell phone is a bit heavy.
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David Lewis (1983) has argued that something very similar goes on with adjectives such as 

‘flat’ (‘rough,’ ‘smooth,’ ‘square,’ ‘circular,’ etc.):  the pavement counts as flat relative to a 

somewhat loose standard that allows us to ignore all its little bumps and buckles, but it 

doesn’t count as flat relative to the much stricter standard of plane geometry.12  But again, we 

often fail to include any expression specifying the relevant standard.  It is likely that the vast 

majority of English adjectives are like ‘large’ and ‘flat’ in this respect.  To take a different 

sort of example, we often use ‘too’ and ‘not…enough’ without any accompanying expression 

that indicates the relevant standard or purpose, even though a child who is too tall for a car 

seat may not be tall enough to ride the big roller coasters.  A third example is provided by 

what we might call perspectival prepositional phrases.  There is no absolute relation of one 

thing’s being to the left of or behind another; which objects count as being to the left of or 

behind a given object depends on which perspective we take.

7. The remote is to the left of the television.

8. A lion is hiding behind the bush.

As (7) and (8) illustrate, though, we usually leave out any qualifiers such as ‘from my 

perspective’ that make the relevant perspective explicit.13

What is going on in all these cases is analogous to what is going on when we utter 

typical motion ascriptions.  We can describe all these utterances as incomplete, in the sense 

that there is some parameter--a comparison class, a purpose, a perspective or a frame of 

reference--that must be taken into account if the utterance is to be regarded as expressing a 

possibly true proposition, and yet the utterance contains no explicit word or phrase that 

specifies a value for this parameter.  If incompleteness gives us good reason to think that 

motion ascriptions express false propositions ascribing absolute motion or else fail to express 
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propositions at all, it gives us equally good reason to think that the examples above express 

false propositions or else fail to express propositions at all.  Following Walton’s lead, we 

could go on to say that we typically use all these kinds of expressions within the pretense that 

there are such absolute properties and relations as being-large, being-to-the-left-of and being-

too-tall.  But given how pervasive the phenomenon of incompleteness is, following that line 

of reasoning would lead to the conclusion that we are engaged in pretense virtually every 

time we speak.  This is a consequence that is difficult to take seriously, and I trust that few 

are willing to go this far.

Nor do we have any need to.  There is all but universal agreement among semanticists 

about what is going on in cases like (5)–(8):  the sentences are context-sensitive, and which 

propositions are expressed by utterances of them is a function of which comparison classes, 

etc. are salient in the context of utterance.  In one context of utterance of (5) the salient 

comparison class is the class of (terrestrial) continents, and the utterance expresses the true 

proposition that Europe is small compared to the other continents.  In another context the 

salient comparison class might be, say, the class of breadboxes.  In this context an utterance 

of (5) would express the false proposition that Europe is small compared to breadboxes.  In 

typical contexts of utterance it is perfectly clear which comparison class is relevant, even 

though it is often not made explicit by the addition of a phrase such as ‘for a continent’ or 

‘compared to a breadbox.’  This kind of context-sensitivity is well-understood and presents 

no fundamental problems for semanticists, though there are, to be sure, interesting and 

difficult questions about the details of how best to incorporate context-sensitivity into 

semantic theory.  But it is entirely unwarranted to ignore the role that context plays in 

determining which propositions are expressed by utterances of (5)–(8), and to insist that in 

each case either a false proposition or no proposition is expressed.

Clearly, then, the incompleteness we observe in typical motion ascriptions, by itself, 

gives us no reason to think that absolutism is true.  Incompleteness is compatible with the 
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possibility that motion ascriptions are context-sensitive and that, in context, they express 

propositions ascribing relative rather than absolute motion just as, in context, utterances 

containing ‘small’ express propositions ascribing relative rather than absolute smallness.

But are motion ascriptions context-sensitive?  I think reflection on a few examples 

easily shows that they are.  Let’s begin with a very simple one:

9. The car is moving.

Consider the following two contexts of utterance for (9).  In the first context, the car has 

broken down and you and I have been waiting for hours for a flatbed tow truck to arrive and

transport the car to the mechanic.  I am impatient to get the car to the mechanic, and when we 

finally get the car up onto the flatbed and start down the road, you utter (9): ‘Finally, the car 

is moving!’  Surely competent speakers of English would regard your utterance as true.  The 

second context is just like the first, except that as the tow truck starts down the road I 

mistakenly think the car is starting to roll off the back, and I shout, ‘Wait, the car is moving!’  

In this context my utterance is false.  This is so even though none of the facts about relative 

motion have changed from one context of utterance to the next--in both the car is moving 

relative to the frame of reference of the road and is stationary relative to the frame of 

reference of the truck.  It is very natural to describe what is going on in the two cases as 

follows:  my utterance of (9) in the second context is false because the car is not moving 

relative to the frame of the tow truck, while your utterance of (9) in the first context is true 

because the car is moving relative to the frame of the road.14  The difference in truth values in 

the two contexts is due to a difference in which frame of reference is salient.

Examples like this are easily multiplied.  Your geology teacher might tell you that the 

earth’s continents are moving very slowly, while you learn from your astronomy teacher that 

everything on earth, including the continents, is moving at about 67,000 miles per hour.  
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These claims are consistent because the geology teacher is talking about movement relative 

to the earth’s reference frame, while the astronomy teacher is talking about movement 

relative to the sun’s reference frame.  To take another example, readers who frequently find 

themselves in airports are probably familiar with the recorded voice that instructs passengers 

in moving sidewalk etiquette:

10. Passengers who are standing still please keep to the right.

The instruction is meant to apply to passengers who are motionless relative to the reference 

frame of the moving sidewalk.  But the point of a moving sidewalk is to move passengers 

quickly from one part of an airport to another, and in contexts where this consideration is 

salient we can truly utter:

11. None of the passengers on a moving sidewalk is standing still.

In a context in which (11) can be truly uttered, the salient reference frame is that of the 

airport, not the sidewalk itself.  Notice, too, that nothing as sophisticated as a grasp of 

relativistic physics is required to understand examples like these.  Even very young children 

seem to be aware that typical motion ascriptions concern relative motion:  as David 

Armstrong observed, “We can tell a child to stay where he is in a car that is in motion without 

implying he is to jump out of the car.” (Armstrong 1963, p. 209)

These examples strongly suggest that motion ascriptions behave just like other 

context-sensitive sentences.  The truth value of utterances of (9) varies as a function of 

context of utterance as well as circumstance of evaluation, just as utterances of (5)–(8) do.  If 

we take the examples at face value we should conclude that our utterances literally express 

claims ascribing motion relative to reference frames, different frames in different contexts.  
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Once we consider motion ascriptions in context, there just isn’t any good reason to think that 

(utterances of) motion ascriptions express propositions ascribing absolute motion.

The pretense account, of course, cannot take our judgments about the examples at 

face value.  Confining our attention to the weaker form, the pretense account maintains that 

both of our utterances of (9) are literally false, because in neither case is the car in absolute 

motion; it only appears to us that the two utterances differ in truth value because we fail to 

distinguish the literal truth of the utterances from the truth of the propositions they are used to 

convey via piggybacking.  The pretense account must say that the two utterances strike us as 

differing in truth value because you convey a true claim with your utterance while I convey a 

false claim with mine.

There are two problems for the pretense account as it stands that prevent it from being 

able to say this, however.  Though it is possible to overcome the problems by modifying the 

account, I will argue that the modified account has equally serious difficulties of its own.  To 

see what the two problems are we first need to look a bit closer at the mechanics of 

piggybacking.

On Walton’s view, what is true according to a pretense is determined by two factors:  

the rules of the pretense and how things are in the real world.  For example, in a game of 

Ghost in the Graveyard anyone who has been tagged by a ghost is a ghost.  That is, it is a rule 

of the Ghost in the Graveyard pretense that if we are pretending that A is a ghost and A tags 

B, then we are henceforth to pretend that B is a ghost.  Walton (1990, ch. 4) calls the rules of 

the pretense principles of generation, because they specify how real-world facts generate 

pretend facts (that is, facts-according-to-the-pretense).  Given the principle of generation just 

described, the real-world fact that Arthur, who is already designated as a ghost, has tagged 

Eric is both necessary and sufficient for it to be true according to the pretense of the game 

that Arthur has turned Eric into a ghost.



13

The connection that the principles of generation for the pretense establish between 

real-world states of affairs and what is true according to the pretense is what makes it 

possible for me to commit myself as to how things are in the real world by making moves in 

the pretense.  Within the pretense I can utter:

12. Arthur just turned Eric into a ghost.

and thereby pretend to assert that Arthur has turned Eric into a ghost.  By pretending this way 

I commit myself to its being true according to the pretense that Arthur turned Eric into a 

ghost and, according to the rules, this is true according to the pretense only if Eric has been 

tagged by Arthur.  So my pretended assertion genuinely commits me to the real-world truth 

of the claim that Arthur has tagged Eric.

The Ghost in the Graveyard example has a feature that is crucial for piggybacking to 

work smoothly.  When I utter (12) during the game, there is only one proposition whose real-

world truth makes it true according to the pretense that Arthur has turned Eric into a ghost, 

and so only one proposition to whose truth I can be committing myself by means of my 

pretend assertion.  But it isn’t always this way.  For example, I might have said instead:

13. Eric is a ghost.

According to the rules of the game, one can become a ghost either by being tagged by a ghost 

or by being singled out as the first ghost at the start of the game (decided by eeney-meeny-

miney-mo, as I learned the game).  So there are two propositions whose real-world truth 

would make it the case that it is true according to the pretense that Eric is a ghost:  the 

proposition that Eric was tagged by someone already designated as a ghost and the 

proposition that Eric started as the game’s first ghost.  For that matter, we might have played 
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a variant of Ghost in the Graveyard involving many distinct ways of becoming a ghost.  What 

should we say about which of the many available propositions I convey by piggybacking 

when I utter (13) during such a game?  Walton doesn’t say, but one option is that it is 

indeterminate which of the propositions I convey; my pretend assertion is insufficient to 

determine which proposition I am committed to.  A second option is that I convey a 

disjunctive proposition, containing each of the possible propositions as a disjunct.

Keeping both of these options in mind, let’s turn to the first problem for the pretense 

account.  Recall that the first utterance of (9) strikes us as true, and that the pretense account 

must say that this is because you convey a true proposition via piggybacking by utterance of 

(9).  Which proposition this is depends on the principles of generation for the absolute-

motion pretense.  Walton isn’t too specific about the principles, saying only that “facts about 

relative motion and rest generate fictional truths about absolute motion and rest.”  The idea 

seems to be that we pretend that all motion is absolute, and that real-world relative motion 

counts as absolute motion according to the pretense.  If so, however, there are many distinct 

true propositions ascribing relative motion whose truth would make it true according to the 

absolute-motion pretense that the car is moving absolutely.  The proposition that the car is 

moving relative to the road is one, but so is the proposition that the road is moving relative to 

the car.  And there are many more besides:  the proposition that the car is moving relative to 

the sun, the proposition that the car is moving relative to the center of our galaxy, and so on.  

The situation is exactly analogous to the one we find ourselves in with respect to an utterance 

of (13) during a game of the version of Ghost in the Graveyard that involves many ways to 

become a ghost.

We could take the first option and suppose that it is indeterminate which of the many 

available relative motion propositions you convey.  But this is clearly unacceptable if the 

pretense account is to explain away the appearance that (9) expresses a truth.  If there is no 

determinate proposition conveyed then there is no proposition for us to mistake for the one 
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literally expressed by your utterance of (9).  But the second option--supposing that the 

disjunction of all the available propositions is conveyed--is no better.  Surely you did not 

intend to convey the proposition that either the car is moving relative to the road or relative to 

the sun or relative to the center of the galaxy or…etc.  Either way, then, the pretense account 

as it stands cannot provide a plausible explanation for why we mistakenly think that your 

utterance of (9) is true in the circumstance described.

The second problem for the pretense account is that it cannot explain why (9) seems 

to have a different truth value relative to the two contexts.  You and I utter tokens of the same 

sentence, and the facts about what is moving relative to what do not change from one context 

to the next--in both cases the car is moving relative to the road and is stationary relative to the 

tow truck.  Since the facts about relative motion determine what is true according to the 

absolute-motion pretense, your utterance is true (false) according to the pretense if and only if 

mine is true (false) according to the pretense as well.  So--assuming either of us conveys a 

determinate proposition at all--the proposition you convey has the same truth conditions as 

the proposition I convey.  Since the propositions we convey have the same truth conditions, 

the pretense account incorrectly predicts that either both utterances should seem true or both 

should seem false.  Our differing impressions of the two utterances of (9) can’t be explained 

as tracking a difference in truth conditions between the claims we each convey via 

piggybacking; there is no such difference to track.

These two problems show that the pretense account as it stands is unable to explain 

why our utterances seem to have the truth conditions they do.  Our judgments about the two 

utterances of (9), as well as the other examples, suggest that we are rarely concerned with all

the different kinds of relative motion going on; in the context of your utterance motion 

relative to the road is salient, while in the context of my utterance motion relative to the tow 

truck is salient.  The natural way for the pretense theorist to accommodate this observation is 

to modify the account as follows:  rather than relying on a single absolute-motion pretense, 
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she should instead suppose that we engage in different pretenses in different contexts, and 

that in each of these the principles of generation link what is true according to the pretense 

with real-world facts about motion relative to a single frame of reference.

Though Walton speaks of the absolute-motion pretense, it is possible that the 

modification just suggested is closer to what he actually has in mind; in any case this 

modified account is able to avoid both of the problems of the original.  Since the principles of 

generation for any given pretense only link facts about motion relative to a single frame of 

reference with facts about what is true according to the pretense, the first problem that arose 

for the original pretense account doesn’t arise.  Supposing that you utter (9) as part of the 

pretense that motion relative to the road is really absolute motion, the only proposition you 

can be construed as conveying is the true proposition that the car is moving relative to the 

road.  And the second problem is avoided by the supposition that which pretense we are 

engaged in varies from context to context.  The apparent difference in truth values between 

the two utterances of (9) can be explained as being due to the fact that we are engaged in 

different pretenses and therefore convey different, non-equivalent propositions--a true 

proposition in your case and the false proposition that the car is moving relative to the tow 

truck in my case.

This is progress for the pretense theorist, but the modified account has difficulties of 

its own.  Consider the following:

14. As the plane flew west none of the sleeping passengers on board moved.

The natural way to understand (a typical utterance of) (14) is as entailing that the plane 

moved relative to the earth while the passengers on it remained stationary relative to the 

plane.  But even on the modified pretense account there is no way to explain why (14) seems 

to have this meaning.  If we are engaged in a pretense according to which earth-relative 
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motion is regarded as absolute motion then, according to that pretense, the passengers on 

board are also in absolute motion.  By uttering (14) in such a pretense, one conveys the 

proposition that the plane flew west relative to the earth while the passengers on it remained 

stationary relative to the earth--a proposition that could only be true in extremely bizarre 

circumstances.  We get equally unacceptable results if we suppose that the relevant pretense 

is one according to which motion relative to the plane counts as absolute.  The problem is that 

the salient reference frame shifts from the first clause of the utterance to the second.  On the 

modified pretense account, however, we are restricted to regarding only motion relative to a 

single frame as relevant for determining what is true according to the pretense active in any 

given context of utterance.  (And were we to loosen that restriction, we would resurrect the 

first of the two problems for the original account.)

The modified account encounters another difficulty with motion ascriptions that 

involve quantification.  Consider:

15. On most late-night flights many passengers are still.

The natural way to understand an utterance of (15) is as saying that on most late-night flights 

many passengers on the flight are still relative to the plane making the flight; the frame 

relative to which groups of passengers are still varies as a function of the flight they’re on.  

But the modified pretense account cannot yield this proposition as the one conveyed.  Clearly 

none of the motion pretenses available to the modified account will do, since they all involve 

pretending that motion relative to a single frame is absolute motion.  One who utters (15) 

within any such pretense will convey a proposition to the effect that passengers on various 

flights are all motionless relative to a single frame of reference, and so are motionless relative 

to each other.  Such a proposition can be true only if all the planes are flying in parallel at the 
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same speed.  This is an unlikely state of affairs, and it is not, of course, what we take 

someone who utters (15) to be saying.

So neither the original nor the modified pretense account is able to successfully 

explain away the appearance that motion ascriptions have the truth conditions we are 

naturally inclined to ascribe to them.  I don’t want to suggest that no pretense account could 

succeed.  This is almost certainly not the case.  For example, if we wish to make the natural 

reading of (15) the proposition conveyed via piggybacking we need only adopt this principle 

of generation:  the real-world state of affairs of passengers on most late-night flights being 

still relative to their plane makes it true according to the pretense that (15) expresses a truth.  

As a matter of fact, unless we place constraints on what counts as a permissible principle of 

generation, we can imagine pretenses that would allow us to convey any proposition via 

piggybacking by uttering (15); given the right principle of generation we can use (15) to 

convey the proposition that the rain in Spain stays mainly on the plain.  It would have to be 

within the context of a fairly bizarre pretense, to be sure, and there is no good reason to think 

that typical utterances of (15) are made within such a pretense.  As the above discussion of 

incompleteness and absolutism shows, however, there is no better reason to think that such 

utterances are made within the motion pretense(s) posited by the pretense account either.

It may be, however, that belief in absolutism is true is bolstered by the thought that no 

straightforward semantics for motion ascriptions can be given that avoids absolutism.  The 

purpose of the next section is to show that this is not so.

3. The Logical Form of Motion Ascriptions

In order to show how utterances of sentences like (9) ascribe motion relative to contextually 

provided reference frames, I’ll adopt a standard event-based semantic theory according to 

which the logical forms of such sentences involve existential quantification over events.15  
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The basic idea I will develop is that when we utter a sentence like (9), the utterance 

characterizes the event as involving a relation between the event’s participant(s) and a 

particular frame of reference.  Typically there is no explicitly pronounced constituent in the 

motion ascription that denotes the reference frame, and the relevant frame is provided by 

extra-linguistic context.

Since I will be making claims about logical form, let me briefly indicate what I do and 

do no intend to be committed to in making such claims.  First what I’m not committed to.  In 

claiming that a given predicate-logic formula F is the logical form of an English sentence S, I 

do not mean to suggest that F is or corresponds to some level of syntactic analysis of S.  If F 

is a conjunction, for example, this does not necessarily mean that there is some level of 

syntactic analysis at which S is represented as a conjunction.  Nor do I mean to suggest that a 

completed semantic theory for English must assign F as the semantic representation of S.  As 

far as I’m concerned, it might be that logical forms are dispensable and a completed semantic 

theory for English will not make any use of them at all.  What I do think a completed 

semantic theory must do--and this brings us to what I do intend to be committed to when 

making claims about logical form--is correctly capture certain features of S that are given a 

perspicuous representation by means of F.  These features include S’s truth conditions (or 

truth conditions relative to a context of utterance), S’s argument structure (the number of 

arguments and their relations to the verbs or other argument-taking elements in S), the 

relative scopes of quantifiers in S (if any), and structural entailment relations that S bears to 

other sentences.  With its simple syntax, familiar customary interpretation, and well-

understood logic the predicate calculus provides a useful medium in which to represent these 

features.  It also allows one to make semantic claims while maintaining a certain amount of 

neutrality among competing choices of semantic frameworks.  Semanticists working in a 

range of different frameworks should be able to accept the claims about the logical forms of 

motion ascription made here and give them expression within their own framework.
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With that out of the way, let’s start with a simple proposal about logical form that 

would be friendly to absolutists (at least of the weaker variety); my proposal will then be 

developed by contrast.  In an event-based semantics the verb ‘moving’ in (9) is represented in 

logical form as a predicate of events, ‘Movinga(e),’ which says that the event designated by 

‘e’ is an absolute moving event.  The arguments of the verb are represented by means of 

binary predicates that relate the event to its participants.  So ‘the car’ is represented in logical 

form as the subject of (9) by means of the open atomic formula ‘Theme(e, the car),’ which 

says that the car is the subject of the event denoted by ‘e’.16  According to the simple 

absolutist proposal ‘moving’ takes no other arguments, and ‘the car’ is the only argument in 

(9).17  So on this proposal the logical form of (9) is as follows:

9L. e [Movinga(e) & Theme(e, the car)]18

Since there is nothing in (9L) to indicate a reference frame, what (9L) says is that the car is 

participating in an absolute motion event--in other words, that the car is moving absolutely.  

(The stronger form of absolutism would presumably say something to the effect that 

‘Movinga(e)’ fails to stand for any property, so that (9L) fails to assign any determinate truth 

conditions to (9).)

My proposal differs only slightly from this simple analysis.  The one difference is that 

rather than supposing that the verb ‘move’ is represented by a one-place predicate of events, 

I’ll suppose that it’s represented by a two-place predicate ‘mover(e,x)’ whose second 

argument is for a frame of reference.  Instead of (9L), the logical form of ‘The car is moving’ 

is:

���/�ï����e [Movingr(e,x) & Theme(e, the car)]
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Since there is no explicit phrase in (9) specifying the frame of reference argument, it is 

�U�H�S�U�H�V�H�Q�W�H�G�� �L�Q�� �����/�ï���� �E�\�� �W�K�H�� �I�U�H�H�� �Y�D�U�L�D�E�O�H�� �µx’ whose value is provided by the context of 

utterance.  So on this proposal an utterance of (9) will be true just in case the car is moving 

relative to the contextually provided value for ‘x’.  Assuming, plausibly, that in the first of the 

two contexts described above the frame of the road is salient, my utterance of (9) is true just 

in case the car is moving relative to the road.  Since in the second context the frame of the 

tow truck is salient, your utterance of (9) is true just in case the car is moving relative to the 

tow truck.19

Since we are supposing that each motion verb takes a reference frame argument, when 

we turn to utterances containing multiple motion verbs we should expect to find cases where 

the different verbs take different arguments.  And this is exactly what we do find in cases like 

(14), where the first clause intuitively ascribes motion to the plane relative to the earth while 

the second clause intuitively ascribes (lack of) motion to the passengers relative to the plane.  

Here’s another example that illustrates the same phenomenon:

16. Cars must not move once the ferry is in motion.

Imagine seeing this on a sign on a ferry that takes cars across a river.  Intuitively, what the 

sign says is that cars should not move relative to the ferry once the ferry is in motion relative 

to the river bank.  (Of course the cars can move relative to the river bank; that is precisely 

what the ferry is for.)  The present proposal straightforwardly validates this intuition.  Each of 

the motion verbs in (16) takes its own reference frame argument, and in the imagined context 

in which we see the sign motion relative to the river bank and to the ferry itself are both 

salient.  Of course, in a different context the same reference frame might be provided for both 

verbs--say, the frame of the earth.  Such a context is possible, though it is not likely to be 

common, since an utterance of (16) in such a context would be extremely odd.  After all, if 
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the ferry is moving relative to the earth then so are the cars on it, and a rule requiring them 

not to be moved would be extremely difficult to follow.  But the point to emphasize is that it 

seems clear that there can be true utterances of (16), and the present proposal accommodates 

this fact quite simply.

The present proposal can accommodate the natural reading of (15) (repeated below) 

as well.

15. On most late-night flights many passengers are still.

As we observed above, the relevant frame of reference relative to which passengers are still 

shifts from flight to flight.  On the present account we can explain this by supposing that for 

sentences like (15) context provides, for the reference frame argument of the verb ‘be still,’ a 

function from flights to frames.  The quantifier ‘most late-night flights’ then binds the 

argument place of this function.  So the logical form of (15) is as follows:

15L. [Most e1: flight(e1)]([Many y: passenger-on(y,e1)](e2(Still(e2,f(e1)) & 

Theme(e2,y))))

(15L) says that most flights e1 are such that many passengers on e1 are Themes of events of 

being still relative to f(e1).  Here ‘f(e1)’ denotes a contextually provided function that maps a 

given flight onto the frame of the airplane making the flight.20  This yields the truth 

conditions we would expect for a typical utterance of (15).21

The present account straightforwardly accounts for our judgments about the truth 

conditions of ordinary motion ascriptions.  Moreover, it is worth emphasizing that the present 

account offers a semantic treatment of motion ascriptions that is exactly analogous to the kind 

of treatment that could be given for context-sensitive sentences like those we considered in 
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section 2--for example, for sentences containing adjectives like ‘large’ or prepositional 

phrases like ‘to the left of the television’.  Treating motion ascriptions as literally expressing 

propositions about relative motion doesn’t require any resources that aren’t already called for 

to handle other types of context-sensitive sentences.

Before moving on to the concluding section, let me return to sentences like (2) and (3) 

above about the sun’s motion in order to point out one further attractive consequence of the 

relativist proposal.  According to Boghossian and Velleman,

…the sun actually looks like it is moving, and that the sun moves in this manner is 

what most people mean when talking about sunrise.  So interpreted, of course, talk 

about sunrise is systematically false.  When someone says that the sun rises, he is 

wrong; and he usually knows that he is wrong, but he says it anyway. (Boghossian and 

Velleman 1997, p. 98)

Fortunately, if the proposal offered here is correct then we do not have to accept Boghossian 

and Velleman’s claim.  Far from being systematically false, it is quite likely that typical 

utterances of ‘The sun is rising’ and the like express literally true propositions ascribing 

relative motion of the sun--motion relative to the earth or to objects on the horizon or to the 

speaker himself, depending on which frame of reference is salient in a given context.  Similar 

remarks hold for van Inwagen’s (1990, p. 101) sentence ‘It was cooler in the garden after the 

sun had moved behind the elms’; mentioning the garden can raise its reference frame to 

salience, and in such a context the utterance literally expresses a proposition ascribing motion 

to the sun relative to the garden.  Contrary to Boghossian and Velleman and van Inwagen, we 

need not think that our everyday utterances about the sun’s motion express propositions that 

carry a commitment to a false and outdated astronomical theory.  In this case, at least, the 

vulgar speak with the learned.
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4. Fictionalism Again

I’ll conclude by briefly returning to the issue of hermeneutic fictionalism.  Recall that the 

hermeneutic fictionalist maintains that we unwittingly slip into pretense when we start talking 

about numbers (or universals, or possible worlds, etc.), and that as a result even when we use 

sentences that carry commitment to numbers we don’t thereby commit ourselves to numbers.  

This is supposed to be something that happens all the time--motion discourse is supposed to 

be a paradigm example, since many hermeneutic fictionalists have assumed that absolutism is 

true and that the best explanation for our linguistic behavior is that motion discourse involves 

pretense.  The argument I’ve given here shows that absolutism doesn’t seem at all plausible 

unless we restrict ourselves to superficial assumptions about the semantics of motion 

ascriptions.  Upon closer inspection we’ve seen that motion discourse provides no support at 

all for the fictionalist’s claims about the role of pretense in everyday discourse.  It gives us no 

reason to think that we are often unwitting players in games of make-believe.
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1 Throughout the paper I will take it for granted that this is correct.  In deciding on whether or not there is such a 

thing as absolute motion, there are at least two major questions to consider:  is it coherent and empirically well-

motivated to suppose that there is some distinguished frame of reference (e.g. one fixed by spacetime itself, 

conceived as an independently existing entity) such that motion relative to that frame can be considered real or 

absolute motion?; and if not, is there a coherent and empirically well-motivated notion of absolute motion that 

does not depend on having a distinguished frame of reference?  I will follow orthodoxy and assume the answer 

to both questions is no, but see Armstrong (1963) and Sklar (1974) for two (somewhat tentative) affirmative 

answers to the second question. 

2 Christopher Peacocke (1992) takes this view of the concept of absolute motion, though he does not discuss the 

semantics of motion ascriptions.

3 Strictly speaking it is utterances of sentences rather than sentences themselves that express propositions, but I 

will occasionally fudge this distinction when doing so does no harm to the point being made.  Also, those 



28

                                                                                                                                                       
uncomfortable with propositions should be able to reformulate the important claims in proposition-free terms 

without loss of plausibility.

4 This definition should not be understood as requiring that there is some proposition Q that one pretends to 

assert.  Walton intends for it to be possible to convey a proposition via piggybacking by uttering a sentence that 

does not express a proposition.

5 It is best not to construe piggybacking as a kind of indirect speech act in John Searle’s (1996) sense.  Suppose 

B responds to A’s proposal to go to the movies by uttering ‘I have to study for an exam’.  On Searle’s view B’s 

utterance constitutes both a rejection of the proposal and an assertion that she has to study for an exam; the 

former speech act is indirect in the sense that B rejects the proposal by asserting that she has to study.  On 

Walton’s view, however, when one utters ‘That car is moving too quickly’ one does not convey a proposition 

ascribing relative motion to the car by asserting that the car is moving absolutely—one makes no such assertion.  

In this case one’s utterance, unlike B’s utterance, involves a commitment only to the truth of the relative motion 

ascription conveyed by piggybacking.

6 For a discussion of Walton’s general views on metaphor and make-believe see Walton (1990).

7 Ghost in the Graveyard, for those who did not grow up playing the games I did, is a version of tag that is 

played at night in a cemetery.

8 I have no wish to quarrel with Walton’s analysis of metaphor as involving piggybacking, so the position I 

defend here should not be taken to apply to motion ascriptions used metaphorically (as in, e.g. ‘When we kissed 

the earth moved’).

9 I’m borrowing the label from Stanley (2001), who in turn adapts it from Burgess and Rosen’s (1997) notion of 

hermeneutic nominalism.

10 Hermeneutic fictionalism contrasts with revolutionary fictionalism.  The latter allows that, as things stand, our 

mathematical discourse commits us to the existence of numbers.  But the revolutionary fictionalist argues that 

we should henceforth avoid such commitment by only talking about numbers within the numbers pretense.

11 Van Inwagen (1990) denies that there are such things as inanimate composite objects (tables, chairs, cars, 

etc.), but—like the fictionalist—he doesn’t think that our ordinary talk commits us to there being such things.  

While van Inwagen does not claim that our ordinary object discourse involves pretense, the view he proposes 
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has some similarity to a pretense account.  He argues that when we utter sentences that appear to entail the 

existence of composite objects we thereby only commit ourselves to the truth of paraphrases that do not entail 

their existence.  And like the fictionalist his argument proceeds by citing precedent:  he argues that a paraphrase 

account like his is already needed to explain how we can utter sentences like (3) without committing ourselves 

to a false geocentric astronomy.

12 Lewis’s discussion is a response to Peter Unger’s (1975, pp. 65–68) argument that hardly anything in the 

universe is flat.

13 Here are a couple more examples for good measure:  we often use date designators (e.g. ‘July 1, 2006,’) 

without making explicit any time zone or location, even though it is July in New York three hours before it is 

July in California (cf. King 2001); we usually use ‘come’ and ‘go’ without making explicit any reference point, 

even though moving from point A to point B counts as going to B relative to A and coming to B relative to B 

(cf. Lewis 1983).  I’m sure the reader can think of examples of her own to add to this list.

14 Walton is right that continually referring to frames of reference gets tedious, and I will frequently simply talk 

about motion relative to an object.  So, for example, when I say that the car is moving relative to the truck this 

should be understood as shorthand for saying that the car is moving relative to the frame of reference of the 

truck.  Ignoring subtleties about relativistic time, we can think of this as saying that the car changes position 

over time on a three-dimensional coordinate system with its origin fixed on the truck.

15 The suggestion that the logical forms of at least some sentences involve existential quantification over events 

was made by Donald Davidson (1980).  While not everyone agrees with all of Davidson’s views about 

semantics, very many contemporary researchers working within a variety of frameworks agree that an adequate 

theory of truth conditions for natural language sentences must incorporate events in one way or another.  The 

proposal I’ll develop could easily be adapted to fit into any such framework.

16 See Parsons (1990) for an introduction to event-based semantics, and especially chapter 5 for more discussion 

of thematic role predicates like ‘Theme(e,x)’. 

17 We are here only concerned with ‘moving’ in its intransitive use, and I will ignore tense, aspect and other 

sources of context-sensitivity throughout.
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18 To avoid unnecessary complexity I have suppressed the quantificational structure of the definite description 

‘the car’.

19 According to my proposal, sensitivity to contextually provided reference frames is represented in logical 

form.  Philosophers of language will note that this might seem to place the proposal on one side of the lively 

debate about the extent to which the ways context effects truth-conditions are represented in logical form.  To 

illustrate what is at stake, consider:

a. I haven’t eaten.

An utterance of (a) is true just in case the speaker hasn’t eaten during some specific interval of the past—e.g. 

that she hasn’t eaten yet today or hasn’t eaten since lunch or some such—and the relevant interval is supplied by 

the context of utterance.  Someone who maintains that all the truth-conditional effects of context are represented 

in logical form (e.g. Stanley 2000) must maintain that the relevant interval is represented in the logical form of 

(a), perhaps by means of a free variable whose value is supplied by context.  Someone who denies that all the 

truth-conditional effects of context are represented in logical form (e.g. Bach 1994) might take a different view 

of the logical form of (a).  She might maintain that the logical form of (a) only specifies that it is not the case 

that the speaker has eaten in the past, and that the restriction to a particular interval is accomplished via 

pragmatic mechanisms that go beyond what is specified by semantic theory.

By suggesting that the contextually-supplied frame of reference argument is represented in logical form 

one might get the mistaken impression that I am a proponent of the former view—that all the effects of context 

on truth conditions are represented in logical form.  But this is not so; on the contrary, I think that the question is 

to be settled by detailed empirical inquiry and wouldn’t want to prejudge the outcome.  And anyways, both sides 

can agree with the (for present purposes) more important claim that motion ascriptions have relative-motion 

truth conditions.

20 Notice that the present proposal does not generate the intuitive reading of (15) by supposing that the quantifier 

‘most late-night flights’ somehow manages to range over frames of reference.  It ranges over flights (which I 

assume to be events of a certain sort).  On the present proposal, the relevant frame of reference varies from 
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flight to flight because this quantifier binds the argument position of a function from flights to frames of 

reference; the value of this function at each flight is the frame of reference relative to which the passengers on 

the flight are said to be still.

21 Stanley (2000) and Stanley and Szabó (2000) use the phenomenon exemplified by (15)—the apparent binding 

of an unpronounced argument by a quantifier in the sentence—to argue that such arguments must be represented 

in logical form.  If this kind of reasoning is sound then (15) provides evidence that a frame of reference 

argument associated with motion verbs is present in logical form, contra those who would maintain otherwise 

(see n. 19).  In recent years, however, the so-called “binding argument” has come under criticism; see, e.g. 

Recanati (2002) and Cappelen and Lepore (2005).  I think at least some of the criticisms arise from a 

misconstrual of how binding considerations are used, so let me be clear about the role they are playing in the 

present discussion.  The intuitive reading of (15) is one according to which the frame relative to which 

passengers are said to be still varies as a function of which flight they are on, and a semantics that posits an 

argument place for frames of reference delivers this reading quite straightforwardly.  I take this—especially in 

conjunction with the failure of the pretense account to provide an alternative explanation—to be strong evidence 

in support of the present proposal.  (I am, therefore, employing an instance of the third and weakest version of 

the binding argument among the versions canvassed in Stanley 2005.)


