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Overt/Null Subjects in Algerian Arabic: A Quantitative Approach 

Although the pro-drop phenomenon has received much attention in the previous literature of Arabic 

(Eid 1983, Parkinson 1987, Moutaouakil 1989, Schulte-Nafeh 2005), only a few studies have 

examined this phenomenon using quantitative methods (Owens et al 2010, Omari 2016, Al-

Shawashreh 2016).  The present study aims to fill in this gap in the literature by investigating the 

potential influence of a number of sociolinguistic factors on the choice of subject form (null/overt) in 

Algerian Arabic using the variationist framework (Labov 1972). The factors coded in the study 

include co-referentiality, topicality, tense form, grammatical person and number, transitivity, semantic 

class of the verb, animacy, clause type, gender and the bilinguality level (Arabic & French).  

The data for this study are based on a spontaneous speech of 22 bilingual speakers obtained through 

recorded interviews. All the participants acquired Algerian Arabic as their first language; however, 

they differed in the age period they acquired/learned French. Accordingly, the participants are 

stratified into two social groups: early and late bilinguals. Early bilinguals (8 females; 3 males) are 

identified as those who acquired French at home before going to school. The late bilingual group (8 

females; 3 males), on the other hand, did not acquire/speak French at home. They started learning 

French as a school subject at the age of 10.   

A total of 2139 tokens were extracted and then analysed in Goldvarb. The multivariate analysis of the 

data shows that the choice of subject form in Algerian Arabic is constrained by co- referentiality, 

topicality, tense form, person, the semantic class of the verb. However, none of the extra-linguistic 

factors was selected as significant for determining subject form. These results reveal that external- 

social factors do not play a role on subject choice. Only linguistic factors are found to constrain the 

choice of subject form.  Algerian speakers under the influence of L2 French do not seem to undergo 

attrition, thus encouraging further studies questioning the interface hypothesis (Tsimpli et al.  2006). 

Subfield: sociolinguistics, pragmatics. 



2 

References: 

Al-Shawashreh, Ekab. (2016). Aspects of grammatical Variation in Jordanian Arabic. PhD 

Dissertation.  

University of Ottawa.  

Eid, Mushira. (1983). On the Communicative Function of Subject Pronouns in Arabic. Journal of 

Linguistics  

19: 287-303. 

Labov, William. (1972). Sociolinguistic Patterns. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press. 

Moutaouakil, Ahmed. (1989). Pragmatic Functions in a Functional Grammar of Arabic. 

Foris Publications, Dordrecht. 

Omari, Osama. (forthcoming). A Quantitative Analysis of the Pragmatic Functions of Overt and Null 

Subjects  

in Jordanian Arabic. Al-Manara.  

Dissertation. Memorial University of Newfoundland. 

Owens, Jonathan, Young, Williams, Rockwood, Trent, Mehall, David, Dodsworth, Robin. (2010). 

Explaining  

Ø and Overt Subjects in Spoken Arabic, in: Owens, J., Elgibali, A. (Eds.), Information 

Structure in Arabic. London: Routledge, pp. 20-60. 

Parkinson, Delworth. (1987). Constraints on the Presence/Absence of 'Optional' Subject Pronouns in  

Egyptian Arabic, in: Denning, K., Inkelas, S., McNair-Knox, F., Ricford, J. (Eds.), Variation 

in Language: NWAV-XV at Stanford: Proceedings of the 15th Annual Conference on New 

Ways of Analyzing Variation. Stanford: Stanford University Press, pp. 348-360. 

Schulte-Nafeh, Martha. (2005). Overt Subject Pronouns in Cairene Arabic: Pragmatic and Syntactic  

Functions. PhD Dissertation. University of Arizona. 

Tsimpli, Ianthi, Sorace, Sorace, Heycock, Caroline, and Francesca Filiaci. (2006).  First language 

attrition and syntactic subjects: A study of Greek and Italian near-native speakers of English. 

International Journal of Bilingualism 8 (3): 257-277. 

 


