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Verbs in Israeli Hebrew vary in the extent to which they permit the omission of an
overt subject. Non-variationist accounts of Israeli Hebrew Prodrop have come up with the
following descriptive generalizations:

ÿ In the past and future tenses, Prodrop is optional in the 1st and 2nd persons,
and an overt subject is obligatory in the 3rd person.

ÿ In the present tense, an overt subject is obligatory.
These generalizations appear in works such as Borer 1986 and 1989, Vainikka &

Levy 1995 and 1999, and Levy & Vainikka 1999-2000. Berman 1990 offers a more
flexible account. Vainikka & Levy classify Hebrew – along with Finnish – as a language
with a “mixed null subject system”.

Some examples:
(1) axal-ti (1’) ani axal-ti

ate  I I   ate  I

(2) hem/*∅ axl-u
they   ate they

(3) ani/at-∅/hi/*∅        oxel-          et
I / you-F/she/AMBIG eats/is eating F

The current study challenges the categorical assumptions of these theoretical
accounts through a quantitative analysis of data from diverse sources, spoken and written:

1. Newspaper articles (news and op-ed) from the daily Haaretz.
2. Spontaneous speech from the Corpus of Spoken Israeli Hebrew.
3. Online postings on the Internet bulletin boards at GoGay.co.il.

Following work by Dimitriadis (1995, 1996 for Greek) and Prince (1999 for
Yiddish), I offer a multivariate analysis of Prodrop in Israeli Hebrew. 234 tokens were
extracted and coded for 13 factors. The dependent variable was the overtness of the
subject, and independent variables include style, morphosyntactic information (person,
tense, gender, etc.), and discourse/pragmatic information, based on Centering Theory
(Grosz, Joshi and Weinstein 1995). Centering can be understood as a formal way to
determine “topichood” through ranking discourse entities in an utterance and predicting
the form (zero, pronoun, full NP) of the subject in the following utterance.

The data were run twice in Varbrul: with null pronouns constituting an application
of the Prodrop rule and any other variant of the dependent variable constituting a non-
application; and with full NPs ignored. Relative clauses were excluded.

Results show that both 3rd person verbs and participles (“present tense” verbs) are
subject to Prodrop, contrary to the generalizations cited above.  On the grammatical level,
Prodrop is more likely in 1st and 2nd persons (Varbrul weights = .802, .585), especially
when person is explicit in the morphology (weight = .724), supporting what might be
considered a functional explanation. This is consistent with the assumptions made in the
literature about the stronger tendency of such verbs to license Prodrop, but it is not as
categorical as some of the literature makes it seem.
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On the discourse coherence level, a subject is more likely to be dropped when it is
the preferred center of the preceding utterance (mean weight =  .716), and when it is in a
Continue transition (.819) or a Smooth-shift (.561).

Previous syntactic work has provided us with important background for the study
of overt vs. null subjects in languages such as Hebrew, which do not fall neatly into either
the “Prodrop” or “non-Prodrop” categories. Studies like ours illustrate the importance of
corpus-based studies, in which factors such as style and formally defined discourse
coherence are taken into account.
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