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Abstract: The word almost has two components of meaning: a polar component and a proximal 
component. These two components are roughly defined below, where almost modifies some VP 
or DP, represented here as P: 
 
(1) almost P means that: 

a. not P 
b. the situation is close to P 

 
This paper proposes the following definition for each of the components of meaning for almost 
using the concept of granularity as proposed in Sauerland and Stateva (2007) for other 
approximators (roughly, exactly, completely, etc.): to be almost P means to be within the coarse 
grain (least precise) definition of P but not within the fine grain (most precise) definition of P. 
This definition accounts for textual coherence data in which almost P somehow counts as P, 
since the proximal component is defined as being the least precise interpretation of P, rather than 
simply being close to being P, as in other previous analyses. This granular definition is further 
supported by co-occurrence patterns in which almost can occur with round numbers (100, 80, 
etc.) and scalarly more precise approximators (exactly, completely, etc.), but generally not with 
non-round numbers (103, 79, etc.) or scalarly less precise approximators (approximately, 
roughly, etc.). 
 
1. Introduction 
 

Semantic analyses of almost typically describe two components of meaning: a polar 
component (1a) and a proximal component (1b): 
 
(1) almost P means that: 

a. not P 
b. the situation is close to P 

 
Therefore, John drank almost a gallon of water means that (a) John did not drink a gallon 

of water, and (b) John came close to drinking a gallon of water. Although there is a fairly 
sizeable body of literature discussing the type of inference for each of these meaning components 
and whether or not each is asserted, these issues are beyond the scope of the current paper. See 
Horn (2002) for an overview of this discussion. 

After reviewing the characteristics of almost that need to taken into account in a thorough 
definition, this paper will propose a definition using the concept of granularity: to be almost P 
means to be within the coarse grain (least precise) definition of P but not within the fine grain 
(most precise) definition of P. 
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2. Features of almost 
 

This section briefly presents the major issues that need to be addressed in constructing a 
definition of almost: the polar and proximal components of meaning, the asymmetry of these two 
components, co-occurrence restrictions, and the direction of the scale associated with the 
expression being modified.  
 
2.1 Two major components of meaning 
 

As stated in the introduction, there are two components of meaning for almost P, a 
proximal and a polar component. The polar component is generally defined simply as ‘not P’: 
 
(2) ¬P 
 

There is greater debate regarding the definition of the proximal component. Sadock 
(1981:258-9), among others, proposed an intensional definition: “the meaning of almost is such 
as to make a statement of the form almost P true just in case there is a possible world in which P 
is true that is not very different from the real world.” 

Penka (2006) argues for a definition that involves alternatives ordered on a scale: 

(3) ⟦almost≈⟧ = λw. λp<s,t>. ¬p(w) & ∃q [q ≈ p & q(w)]1 

This means that p is close to q on the scale, and q is true while p is false. Since the scale is 
ordered and p is false, only alternatives that are lower on the scale are considered. Alternatives 
that are higher would entail that p be true.  

Nouwen (2006) extends this definition to degrees (temperature) and time, using an extent 
approach. This is necessary since one can’t say that if it is fifty degrees, it is also twenty-five 
degrees, which would mean that the entailments needed to give directionality to the scale are 
lost. In an extent-based approach, degrees are seen as intervals on a scale so that positive degrees 
are an extent that begins at the bottom of the scale and negative degrees are extents that end at 
the top of the scale. With this approach, fifty degrees does include twenty-five degrees, so the 
needed entailments are preserved. 
 
2.2 Asymmetry of components of meaning 
 

There are several ways in which the polar and proximal components of meaning are 
asymmetrical. Only the proximal component can be negated or modified by sentential adverbs. 
Furthermore, only the proximal component is relevant to textual coherence. 
 

                                                      
1≈ means ‘close by’. 
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2.2.1 Evidence 
 

Almost, and other similar approximators like barely, depend only on the proximal 
component for NPI licensing. Thus, in (4), only barely licenses the NPI any since barely has a 
negative proximal component and almost has a positive proximal component. 
 
(4) There was barely/#almost any rain this summer. 
 

Another facet of asymmetry is that negation and sentential adverbs only have scope over 
the proximal component. Thus, (5) below can only mean that Billy is not close to being five feet 
tall (i.e. he’s much shorter than that), not that Billy is five feet tall.2 And (6) below can only mean 
that it is fortunate that most of my friends were at the wedding, not that it is fortunate that a few 
were not able to make it, as Nouwen (2006) points out. 
 
(5) Billy is not almost five feet tall. 
(6) Fortunately, almost all my friends attended my wedding. 
 

Finally, it is the proximal component that mainly determines textual coherence. Amaral 
(2010) describes a study which tested textual coherence in relation to each of these two 
components of meaning for both almost and barely. In this experiment, approximately 50 native 
speakers performed a rating task in which they read a sentence containing an approximator 
followed by a component that agrees with either the proximal or polar component of the first 
sentence (as in (7) and (8) below).  
 
(7) John can almost swim. Therefore he’ll enjoy a day at the pool with his friends. / 

#Therefore he’s afraid of drowning. 
(8) John can barely swim. #Therefore he’ll enjoy a day at the pool with his friends. / 

Therefore he’s afraid of drowning. 
 
They rated the second sentence as to its level of coherence with the first sentence. As predicted, 
continuations that were coherent with the proximal component were rated higher than those that 
were coherent with the polar component.  
 
2.2.2 Explanation 
 

The reason for the asymmetry of the components of meaning for almost has been much 
debated.  Most authors who have worked on this issue conclude that each of the two components 
have a different inferential/assertorial status. Sadock (1981) and Horn (2002) are two of the most 
detailed and most widely cited works that attempt an explanation for this asymmetry. Sadock 
(1981) argues that the polar component is a generalized conversational implicature while the 
proximal component is a part of the meaning/truth conditions of almost. Meanwhile, Horn 
(2002) claims that the polar component is “entailed but assertorically inert”, which means that it 
is transparent to negative polarity item (NPI) licensing and other diagnostics of scalar 

                                                      
2Although, of course, this interpretation is possible in certain special contexts, such as Billy is not ALMOST five feet 
tall, he IS five feet tall. 
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orientation. The proximal component, however, is both entailed and asserted, so NPI licensing of 
almost depends only on the proximal component. Dealing with this asymmetry is important, and 
likely will involve an analysis along these lines, in which the two components of meaning have a 
different status or involve different types of inference. However, this question is beyond the 
scope of this paper. 
 
2.3 Co-occurrence restrictions 
 

Several co-occurrence restrictions or lack there-of have been noted for almost.  First and 
foremost, almost can be used to modify both VP’s (Billy can almost run three miles; John almost 
hit the pole) and DP’s (Almost 500 people came; Almost everyone came). 

Penka (2006:279-80) notes that almost only occurs with round numbers, as shown in (9), 
and that it cannot co-occur with vague quantifiers like some and many, as in (10). 
 
(9) Almost 100/#102 people died of the disease. 
(10) Almost #some/#many/half/all of the students passed the exam. 
 
Penka claims that non-round numbers cannot be used with almost because almost “indicates that 
a more coarse grained scale is used” (2006:280). Co-occurrence with vague quantifiers is 
infelicitous, according to Penka, because they are not associated with a specific value on a scale, 
so there is no way to choose a nearby alternative on the scale. Penka  focuses on the 
presence/absence of a scale associated with various quantifiers and thus does not discuss the 
concept of granularity further. However, this concept is developed by Sauerland and Stateva, as 
discussed below. 

Sauerland and Stateva (2007:44) observe that almost can occur with other approximators, 
as in (11). Normally, approximators cannot co-occur with one being inside the scope of the other 
(Sauerland and Stateva, 2007:235), as in (12): 
 
(11) The shirt was almost completely/perfectly dry. 
(12) #John is approximately exactly 30. 
 
2.4 Direction of scale  
 

Almost is generally associated with some sort of scale, particularly when used with 
quantificational expressions like almost six feet tall, almost 1000 people, or almost half full. This 
scale normally has a particular orientation, or direction, which is dependent on the context. So on 
one of the first days of spring, (13) indicates that the temperature was in the upper sixties. 
However, in the middle of a Texas summer, (13) would be interpreted to mean that the 
temperature had been in the lower eighties: 
 
(13) What was the temperature like this afternoon? 

It was so nice – it almost got into the seventies! 
 

Furthermore, the proximal component generally refers to the values either immediately 
below or immediately above the reference point, but not both. However, in certain contexts, one 
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can remove the directionality of the scale. Nouwen (2006) discusses the sentence in (14), which 
can be uttered felicitously either a few seconds before or after 3:00: 
 
(14) It is almost exactly 3:00. 
 
In this case, the approximator exactly is what removes the directionality of the scale. 
 
3. Sauerland and Stateva (2007): approximators and granularity 
 

Sauerland and Stateva (2007) describe a dualistic view of vague assertions using 
evidence from distribution of approximators. Approximators are expressions (usually adverbs or 
modifiers) like completely, roughly speaking, definitely, etc. that make predicates either more or 
less precise. Sauerland and Stateva identify two types of vagueness of assertions: scalar 
vagueness and epistemic vagueness. Different sets of approximators occur with each kind of 
vagueness. Only scalar vagueness is relevant to the current paper, so this section will briefly 
outline Sauerland and Stateva’s analysis of scalar vagueness before discussing their proposal for 
an analysis of almost. 

Scalarly vague assertions refer to a point on a scale, but are vague as to the granularity 
which is being referred to. These predicates can refer to a fine-grained point/section of the scale, 
like when five meters refers to within 0.1m of 5m.  However, they can also refer to a mid or 
coarse-grained section of the scale, as when five meters is used more generally to refer to within 
half a meter or so of five meters. Figure 1 (adapted from Sauerland and Stateva 2007), shows 
these different levels of granularity for the expression five meters: 
 

Figure 1: Granularity of five meters 

 
 

Sauerland and Stateva define various approximators primarily according to whether they 
make expressions more or less precise and whether they occur with endpoints of a scale or not. 
The “more or less precise” part of the definition of an approximator is achieved by restricting the 
vague expression to a certain granularity. So exactly restricts the expression to the finest 
granularity (more precise) while approximately restricts to the coarsest granularity (less precise). 
(15) below shows that some approximators only occur with endpoints of a scale while others 
only occur with non-endpoints: 

 
(15) The glass is absolutely/*exactly full. 

The glass is *absolutely/exactly half-full. 
 

Sauerland and Stateva (2007:232-33) technically define a granularity as a function that 
“maps each point of a scale to an interval that contains it”. Therefore, the fine-, mid-, and coarse-
grained functions would map five meters to the following intervals: 
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(16) granfine(5m) = [4.95m,…, 5.00m,…, 5.05m] 
(17) granmid(5m) = [4.75m,…, 5.00m,…, 5.25m] 
(18) grancoarse(5m) = [4.50m,…, 5.00m,…, 5.50m] 
 
Following Krifka (2007), a scalar point is normally interpreted as being mapped to “the coarsest 
granularity such that the expression is the shortest expression that could denote the resulting 
interval” (Sauerland and Stateva 2007:223) when a vague expression could possibly denote 
several different granularities. Thus five meters is used to denote the interval from 4.5 to 5.5 
meters since this expression is  shorter than 4 meter 50 or 4 meter 90.  This means that when 
each of the following expressions is interpreted granularly, they denote the corresponding 
granularity functions and resulting interval: 

(19) ⟦4 meters 90⟧gran = granfine(4.9m) = [4.85m,4.95m] 

(20) ⟦4 meters 50⟧gran =granmid(4.5m) = [4.25m,4.75m] 

(21) ⟦5 meters⟧gran = grancoarse(5m) = [4.50m,5.50m] 

Given this theory of granularity, exactly is defined as setting the granularity of its 
complement to only its finest granularity instead of any other granularities under consideration: 

(22) ⟦exactly⟧gran(G) = G({finest(gran)})= granfine(G) 

Sauerland and Stateva admit that they do not have a fully developed analysis of barely, 
almost, and nearly, but they do briefly make some proposals for a possible definition of almost 
that appeals to granularity.3 They propose that almost refers to “the interval one below the 
maximum on the coarsest granularity” (Sauerland and Stateva, 2007:243) because it can co-
occur with other approximators (The shirt was almost completely dry) while other approximators 
cannot co-occur (*The shirt was approximately completely dry). They explain the impossibility 
of co-occurrence of other approximators by the fact that their definitions restrict granularity to 
one granularity function, so that “a second scalar approximator in the scope of the first is 
vacuous” (Sauerland and Stateva 2007:235). Although they don’t fully explain the significance 
of all this for the definition of almost, the fact that almost does co-occur with other scalar 
approximators may be taken as evidence that it occurs outside the scope of the other 

                                                      
3They note that almost seems to be able to modify a derived temporal scale, as in Charles is almost king by now 
(Sauerland and Stateva 2007:243). While it will be important to deal with this type of scale and the fact that most 
approximators cannot access this scale, these issues are beyond the scope of this paper. 
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approximator, which is possibly why Sauerland and Stateva use the “one below coarsest 
granularity” definition for almost. We will return to this at the end of §4. 
 
4. A granular definition for almost 
 

A granularity-based definition for almost can deal well with many of the facts discussed 
above in §3. However, the “just below coarsest granularity” definition proposed by Sauerland 
and Stateva (2007) does not capture the textual coherence facts discussed in §2. For example, 
van Gerrevink and de Hoop (2007:232) show that almost P is often used in a moden ponens-like 
argumentation, such as this advertisement strategy employed by used car salesmen: 
 
(23) Premise 1: If P then Q      (If you can drive a new car for free, then you should buy it.) 

Premise 2: P  Drive a (nearly) new car for (almost) free! 
Conclusion: Q  (You should buy this car.) 

 
This shows that in some real way almost P counts as P.  

This leads to the following granular definition of almost: almost P denotes the set of 
points that is within the interval denoted by coarsest granularity function for P but not within the 
interval denoted by the finest granularity of P. 

(24) ⟦almost P⟧gran = ¬granfine(P) & grancoarse(P) 

The proximal component is defined so that it limits almost P to the coarsest-grained 
distinction of P. This clearly accounts for the fact that almost P is used in contexts that assume P 
is true, as in (23) above, since almost P is within the coarse-grain definition of P. To be clear 
about the way in which the polar component is “not P”, the definition of the polar component 
should be that almost P is not within the finest-grained distinction of P. 

While not included in this formal definition, it is also crucial that P is part of an ordered 
scale. This is necessary so that, as in Penka’s (2006) definition, the fact that almost P is generally 
lower than P is handled by the fact that a higher value entails that lower values are also true.  

Under this granular definition, Figure 2 below (adapted from Sauerland and Stateva 
2007) shows that the sentence The pole was almost five meters long, could be used to describe a 
pole whose length was 4.7m, represented by point A below. This length does not fall within the 
fine-grained interval of five meters, but it does fall within the coarse-grained interval of five 
meters.  
 

Figure 2: Different levels of granularity for length 

 
 

One piece of evidence that almost does in fact restrict to coarse granularity, as opposed to 
the interval below the coarsest granularity, is that almost can occur in the same contexts as 
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approximately, which Sauerland and Stateva (2007:233) define as simply restricting to coarse 
granularity: 

(25) ⟦approximately⟧gran  (G) = G ({coarsest(gran)})  

So, for example, it is equally felicitous to say (26) and (27) when discussing an event that was 
attended by exactly 296 people: 
 
(26) Almost 300 people attended the event I planned. 
(27) Approximately 300 people attended the event I planned. 
 

Any definition needs to be able to deal with both DP-modifying and VP-modifying uses 
of almost. So far, most of our examples have used DP’s containing a cardinal numeral, which are 
easily associated to a scale and for which it is easy to define levels of granularity. However, we 
also need to account for VP-modifying uses, which are somewhat more difficult. Consider 
sentences like those used in Amaral’s (2010) study: 
 
(28) John can almost swim. 
 

This sentence is best interpreted as referring to John’s ability to swim as he is in the 
process of learning to swim. We can fairly easily imagine a scale that includes differing levels of 
swimming ability, as in Figure 3. Next, we need to determine what counts as “can swim” at 
various granularities, and therefore what counts as can almost swim. While the exact lines may 
be debatable, Figure 3 shows a first attempt at drawing these lines: 
 

Figure 3: Swimming ability with granular scale 

 
 
Point A on this scale could denote can almost swim. If John can only more or less stay afloat, 
technically, one might argue that he cannot really swim. On the other hand, he’s probably not 
going to drown, so one could also argue that he can swim, if only extremely poorly. 

The granular definition of almost sheds some light on the round number co-occurrence 
restriction discussed in §2.3. Almost cannot occur with non-round numbers because they 
generally are not scalarly vague – they have only a precise (or fine-grained) meaning. So in (9), 
repeated below as (29), almost cannot modify 102 people because 102 people can only refer to 
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exactly 102; there is no approximate sense of 100-105 for this number. On the other hand, 100 is 
often used to refer to either the precise value 100 or the approximate value of 90-110. Since this 
coarse-grained sense exists for 100, it can occur with almost. 
 
(29) Almost 100/#102 people died of the disease. 
 

Finally, the definition for almost proposed here may be a step towards explaining why it 
can occur with certain other approximators and may give further evidence for the status of the 
polar component of meaning. First, it is important to note that almost can only combine with 
what Sauerland and Stateva (2007) call scalarly more precise approximators, as in (30)-(32). 
Almost cannot combine with scalarly less precise approximators, as in (33). 
 
(30) The glass is almost completely full. 
(31) The pole is almost exactly/precisely five feet long. 
(32) The shirt is almost perfectly dry. 
(33) There were #almost approximately/about/partially/sufficiently/roughly 300 people. 
 
In (30)-(32), the second approximator reinforces the polar component of almost, since both refer 
to the finest granularity of the modified expression. Meanwhile, in (33), the second approximator 
reinforces the proximal component of almost, which is infelicitous. This may be evidence for the 
polar component being a conversational implicature. See Horn (2002) for a full discussion of the 
debate on the complexities of the status of the polar component. Regardless of the precise status, 
it is clear that the ability of almost to combine with only certain approximators is related to the 
asymmetric status of its two components of meaning. Other approximators, which only are 
defined by a single level of granularity, cannot be combined: 
 
(34) #The pole is approximately exactly five feet long. 
(35) #The pole is exactly approximately five feet long. 
 
Furthermore, barely cannot combine with any other approximators: 
 
(36) #The glass is barely empty/half-full/completely full. 
(37) #The pole is barely exactly/precisely five feet long. 
(38) #The shirt is barely perfectly dry. 
(39) There were #barely approximately/about/partially/sufficiently/roughly 300 people. 
 
This is somewhat strange since barely is usually defined as essentially a negation of almost, with 
its own polar and proximal components. If each of barely’s components had the same status as 
the corresponding component of almost, we would expect that barely could be used in 
combination with the scalarly less precise approximators. However, (39) shows that this doesn’t 
work. Furthermore, a granular definition of barely that is simply a negation of almost does not 
intuitively seem to capture the meaning of barely: 

(40) ⟦barely P⟧gran = granfine(P) & ¬grancoarse(P) 
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Looking at the scale for length in Figure 4, there is no way for the definition in (40) to refer to 
any actual length. Point A is within the fine grain five meters, but is also within the coarse grain 
five meters. Point B is not within the coarse grain five meters, but is also outside of fine grain 
five meters. 
 

Figure 4: Scale for length 

 
 
Therefore, the definition for barely cannot simply be a negation of almost. Amaral (2010)’s 
experiments also give evidence that almost and barely are not inner negations of each other, and 
each needs its own analysis. More research is needed to produce a precise, accurate definition for 
barely.  
 
5. Conclusion 
 

This paper proposes a granular definition for the approximator almost. This definition 
better accounts for the facts of textual coherence and co-occurrence restrictions relating to almost 
than previous definitions. It may also contribute new evidence to the discussion of the 
inferential/assertorial status of the polar component of meaning and to the discussion of the 
dissimilarity between almost and barely. 
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