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The contribution that the item almost makes to a sentence includes a proximity meaning 

component. For instance, (1) entails that the number of guests John invited was close to 100. 

(1) John invited almost 100 guests to his anniversary. 

Most analyses that have been proposed for the proximity interpretation of almost can be 

divided into two types: scalar approaches and modal approaches (Nouwen 2006). Under the 

scalar approach (e.g. Sevi 1998, Penka 2005, Amaral and del Prete 2010), almost p entails, 

roughly, that a scalar alternative p' that is located close to p in the scale of alternatives is true. 

The proximity here is based on some scale that is invoked in p, e.g. the scale of numbers in 

(1). The relevant proximal alternatives of p will be propositions of the form John invited n 

guests to his anniversary, where n is located close to 100 on this scale, and the polar meaning 

(i.e. that p is not true) ensures that n is below 100. This analysis encounters a problem when 

almost appears at the VP-level and the VP does not seem to contain any scale-inducing 

expressions. For instance, what is the relevant scale in (2) and which propositions should 

count as proximal alternatives? 

(2) Mary almost told John to leave. 

Under the modal approach (e.g. Sadock 1981, Nouwen 2006), almost p entails that p is true in 

a world that is close to the actual one. The question here is how world proximity is to be 

measured. One solution is proposed by Nouwen (2006), who defines distances between 

worlds via the extensions of predicates in these worlds. Roughly, the more different the 

extensions are, the farther away the worlds are located. But this approach faces a problem 

when we compare (1) to (3): 

(3) John almost invited 100 guests to his anniversary. 

Both sentences are supposed to assert that the proposition John invited 100 guests to his 

anniversary is true in a world that is close to the real one. But (3) also has the plausible 

interpretation that, in reality, John has not invited any guests at all. The extensional contrast is 

thus substantial. How do we define world proximity in this case? On a more general note, 

world proximity approach as it stands seems to be too permissive. 

We begin by demonstrating that the theoretical division of almost-sentences to modal and 

scalar ones receives empirical support in Russian. In particular, we show that Russian uses 

two distinct lexical items in almost-sentences: počti and čut' (the latter systematically appears 

in negative sentences under the relevant meaning). The resulting meanings, while intuitively 

overlapping, turn out to differ in interesting ways. For instance, according to (4a), the subject 

uttered the word uhodi 'leave' relatively loudly (which made it close to shouting). 

Thus, počti here applies to the scale of volume, which is lexicalized by the verb. In contrast, 

(4b) asserts that the subject came close to shouting "Leave!" but ultimately restrained himself 

and did not pronounce the word at all, with any degree of loudness. 

(4)   a. Uhodi! – počti prokričal on. 
leave počti shouted he 

''Go away!' he almost shouted.' 

b. Uhodi! - čut' ne prokričal on. 

     leave čut' neg shouted he 

    ''Go away!' he almost shouted.' 
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We argue that počti-sentences receive the classical scalar meaning, whereby počti applies to a 

scale-inducing element present in the sentence. The resulting sentences entail that a proximal 

scalar alternative is true. In contrast, čut'-sentences assert that the event reported in p gets 

close to taking place in reality. This meaning is, in turn, best captured within a modal 

framework: the event takes place in those worlds that are close to the actual one but not 

identical to it. We therefore develop an analysis for čut' and the modal sub-meaning of almost 

using possible worlds semantics. 

The analysis we propose is cast in a reasonable futures framework (cf. Mari, 2013). Under 

this approach, the future is composed of metaphysical alternatives which are partitioned into 

reasonable and unreasonable ones. Reasonable futures are ones in which established rules – 

laws (both physical and social), norms, habits and behaviors do not change, i.e. at any point in 

time t the reasonable futures are worlds that continue to develop while adhering to these rules.   

The structure is a W  T forward-branching time, with a three-place relation  on TW W  

is defined such that (i) for all tT, t is an equivalence relation; (ii) for any w,w'W and 

t,t'T, if w't' w and t precedes t', then w't w. In words, w and w' are historical alternatives at 

least up to t' and thus differ only, if at all, in what is future to t'. Reasonable futures are defined 

as follows (Mari, 2013: 17): 

(5) For any tT, ReasFut(t) := { wi  cg(t) |  wi is such that the set of rules fixed at t continue 

to hold in wi }     When cg(t) stands for the common ground at time t. 

In almost p sentences of the modal type (2,4b), we get the following meaning: a certain state 

of affairs holds in the actual world at a certain point in time, such that if the world continues 

to develop in accordance with this state of affairs, p would ultimately take place. For instance, 

there was a point in time in which John planned to invite 100 guests, made some preparations, 

had a list of guests, etc. If this situation were to develop without interference, the invitation 

would take place.  

Almost p sentences of the modal type entail that the event reported in p takes place in all the 

reasonable future worlds but not in the actual world: 

(6) ∃t  ∀w'  ReasFut(t) :  ∃t' t, ] /\ p(w',t')   /\  ¬∃t't, ] : p(w0,t') 

In prose, there is a point in time t such that for every reasonable future world at some future 

point in time t', p is true, and there is no future time in which p is true in the actual world. Of 

course, there are contextual limitations on how far the domain of the future stretches which 

are not part of the truth conditions.  

An important question that arises is whether the modal meaning of almost can be united with 

the scalar one. A possible option, proposed by Greenberg and Ronen (2013) is that modal 

almost sentences involve a world proximity scale. Roughly, p-sentences assert that the 

proposition holds in worlds that are identical to the actual one, whereas almost p sentences 

entail that it holds in the worlds that slightly deviate from the identity level on the proximity 

scale, i.e. worlds that differ slightly from the actual one. The problem is that not any kind of 

similarity works here: the proposition is entailed to hold in the worlds that are similar to the 

actual one as well as differ from it in the sense defined above for reasonable futures. Still, we 

believe that the world proximity approach is on the right track and intend to develop an 

analysis along this line. 
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