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Abstract  

The present paper investigates the pro drop parameter in English and Arabic and 

to show under which circumstances both languages allow this parameter. It has 

been suggested that English is non-drop language while Arabic is not, 

accordingly the paper tries to uncover that although English is a non-drop 

language but it allow it in certain constructions under certain conditions. The 

paper begins with a brief review notation of pro-drop, and then discusses and 

provides some examples of the manifestations of the parameter under scrutiny 

both in English and Arabic successively. In this regard, the work tries to answer 

the following question: what are the differences and similarities of pro-drop in 

English and Arabic? In association with this aim, it is hypothesized that 

although English is a non-drop language it allows this parameter in certain 

circumstances. To achieve the aim of the work a comparison is held between the 

two languages based on the examples that elucidate this parameter.  

Keywords: pro-drop; universal grammar; control theory; null subject.  

 

لخاصية إسقاط الضمير في اللغة الإنجليزية واللغة العربيةمقاربة تقابلية   

 و. اًٌاٌ حًٍذ فشج 

 و. دعاء قاصى َعٍى 

 و.و عهً شٍٓذ كاظى 

 خايعت انكٕفت/كهٍت انخشبٍت نهبُاث/قضى انهغت الإَكهٍزٌت 

 الملخص

ٔانعشبٍت، ٔحٓذف إنى انكشف عٍ حخُأل ْزِ انذساصت خاصٍت إصقاط انضًٍش فً انهغخٍٍ الإَدهٍزٌت 

انضٍاقاث انخً حضًح فٍٓا كهخا انهغخٍٍ باصخخذاو ْزِ انخاصٍت. حفخشض انذساصت أٌ الإَدهٍزٌت حصَُُّف كهغت 

-غٍش يُضقِطت نهضًٍش فً يقابم انعشبٍت انخً حعُذ نغت يضقِطت نهضًٍش، نكُٓا ححأل إثباث أٌ الإَدهٍزٌت 

ً حشاكٍب يحذدة ححج ششٔط يعٍُت. حبذأ انٕسقت بعشض َظشي يٕخز حضًح بئصقاط انضًٍش ف -سغى رنك

نًفٕٓو إصقاط انضًٍش، ثى حقُذو أيثهت حٕضح يظاْش ْزِ انخاصٍت فً كم يٍ الإَدهٍزٌت ٔانعشبٍت عهى 

انخٕانً، يع إخشاء يقاسَت ححهٍهٍت بًٍُٓا. ٔحضعى انذساصت نلإخابت عهى انضؤال انخانً: يا أٔخّ الاخخلاف 

نخحقٍق ْزا انٓذف، حعخًذ  ّ فً حطبٍق خاصٍت إصقاط انضًٍش بٍٍ انهغخٍٍ الإَدهٍزٌت ٔانعشبٍت؟ٔانخشاب

انذساصت يُٓدًا حقابهًٍّا نخحهٍم الأيثهت انًضخخهصت يٍ انضٍاقاث انهغٌٕت نكهخا انهغخٍٍ، يع انخشكٍز عهى 

ٍفٓا انُظشي. ٔحخهص انحالاث انخً حضًح فٍٓا الإَدهٍزٌت باصخخذاو انضًٍش انضًًُ عهى عكش حصُ

انُخائح إنى أٌ إصقاط انضًٍش فً الإَدهٍزٌت ٌخضع نقٍٕد َحٌٕت ٔدلانٍت حخخهف خزسًٌّا عٍ انعشبٍت، يًا 

 ٌؤكذ حفاعم انعٕايم انُحٌٕت انعانًٍت يع انخصائص انخشكٍبٍت انفشٌذة نكم نغت.

 عم انضًًُ.: إصقاط انضًٍش؛ انُحٕ انعانًً؛ َظشٌت انخحكى؛ انفاالكلمات المفتاحية
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1. Introduction  

In Chomsky’s universal grammar, pro-drop, also referred to as ‘Null Subject 

Parameter’, is a parameter used to test whether a sentence can drop or omit the 

subject without effecting its structure or without effecting what that sentence 

tries to point out. This proposed phenomenon is mainly based, in some 

languages, on the omitted subject pronouns (UKEssays, online).  

Generally, it is a term used to specify the types of variety that a grammar 

concept exhibits across different languages in government-binding theory. It is 

proposed that there are no traditional grammar codes, but rather concepts that in 

various languages have a subtly different shapes. For example, a head parameter 

defines the head positions in sentences. The pro-drop parameter decides the 

possibility to exclude the subject of a sentence. Parameter setting is known for 

defining parametric values for such languages. The general method, which has 

ever since come to be extended outside of syntactic contexts, has been called the 

Principles and Parameter Theory (PPT) of universal grammar (Crystal, 

389:2008).  

The present approach sets itself to make a comparison between two languages: 

English and Arabic. The aim of this comparison is test how this parameter 

functions in both languages. The method followed in the study is present a 

theoretical account of the concept in as it is expounded in English and Arabic 

grammars with illustrative examples in both. The examples are then accounted 

in showing whether or not the two languages exhibit the same behavior 

regarding this principle.  

2. General Overview of the Pro Drop Parameter  

The pro drop can roughly refer to the act of (dropping the pronoun). The 

pronouns can be dropped, in certain languages, when they are logically or 

linguistically inferable. Some scholars in the field refer to the same phenomenon 

of pro-drop as (the null/zero anaphora) (Hornstein, et al, 2005: 4). Crystal (2008: 

389) states that pro-drop is used in ‘Government and Binding theory’ to refer to 

the possibility of suppressing the subject of a clause. He adds that English is 

regarded as a non-drop language. Bussmann (1996: 949) defines the pro-drop 

parameter as "The parameter which determines whether a language is a pro-drop 

language or not. A positive setting of the parameter allows an empty pro-

element to be identified by its governor. This is the case in pro-drop languages". 

The term ‘pro-drop’ is originated from Noam Chomsky's Lectures on 

Government and Binding. This parameter, accordingly, regards languages such 

as Spanish and Italian as pro-drop languages, while English and French may not 

(Webelhuth, 1995: 216). 
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2.2 Pro Drop in English 

      As mentioned earlier that the notion of pro-drop is presented by Chomsky in 

his Government and Binding theory (GB), there are sub theories inside it; "they 

are theta theory, case theory, binding theory, bounding theory, and control 

theory". GB is frequently depicted as ‘modular’ theory because of the way that 

these theories all interact among each other. It is suggested by exponents of GB 

theory that the principles of syntax are fundamentally the same and they are 

operative almost in all languages. In spite of this given fact, these principles 

might have different formulas in different languages. Therefore, GB is 

frequently referred to as ‘the principles and parameters’ approach (Crystal 

2008:206). 

The present paper will limit itself in presenting a brief explanation of ‘control 

theory’ only since the pro drop is explained under it and since the present paper 

is concerned with pro drop only.  

2.2.1 Control Theory  
Control theory works on the abstract pronominal element of a sentence (PRO) in 

such a way to determine its potential reference. For instance, a PRO of an 

embedded infinitival clause which is regarded as a subject is accordingly said to 

be within the domain of control of the subject of the main clause which is called 

the controller. This can be found in certain constructions and especially after 

verbs such as promise. Conversely, the PRO is said to be within the domain of 

the control of the object of the verb if it comes after verbs like persuade, in this 

case it can be referred to as (it is non-subject control). The following examples 

illustrate this condition:      

(1) I promised Jane PRO to leave.  

(2) I persuaded Jane PRO to leave (Crystal, 2008:107).  

 

2.2.2 Pro or Null Constituents 

2.2.2.1 Null subjects 

     According to Radford (2009: 92) null subject in English does have three 

different types, they are as follows: 

  

A. Imperative Sentence  

     In this type of null subject, the construction is basically lies in second person, 

contrast (3a) with (3b) in the following:    

 

(3) (a) Never lose your temper!          (b) * Never lose their temper! 

The (3a) is a correct sentence where the construction under scrutiny (pro drop) is 

clear in the second person. If the pro drop is attempted with the third person, the 

results would be an ill formed sentences as in (3b). This indicates that English 

does have this construction in this particular case.  
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B. Truncated Null Subject 

     In this second type of null subject in English, the construction is confined to a 

set of particular occurrence that cannot be generalized. A truncated sentence is 

the sentence that has been shortened without losing its logical meaning or 

appropriate grammatical structure. Accordingly, this kind of null subject can be 

found in informal styles of English that are basically spoken. So, a subject 

pronoun of any type can be dropped from the sentence if and only if it is the first 

word in that sentence, and if it is unstressed and non-contrastive. In (4a) and 

(4b) the italicized subject pronouns of the sentences can be dropped without 

affecting the sentences since they have undergone the aforementioned 

conditioned:    

 

 (4) (a) I can’t select any good book.                                (b) I guess I dropped it 

at home (Radford,2009: 93).  

 

C. Nonfinite Clauses 

     The third type of null subject in English is found in nonfinite clauses. It has 

been called nonfinite null subject. This occurs when a nonfinite clause has no 

overt subject. The bracketed infinitive clauses in the following examples 

illustrate this construction:  

 

(5) (a) We would love [you to depart].                           (b) We would love [to 

depart].  

 

(6) (a) We don’t like [anybody to disappoint them].      (b) We don’t like [to                                                             

disappoint them] 

 

 

     In addition to the pro elements discussed above, there exist in English other 

constituents that can be dropped, such as Null Auxiliaries as in:  

(7) He could have assisted her,         or [she have assisted him] (Radford, 

2009:98-100).  

 

     The sentence in (7) is an elliptical variant of "she could have assisted him", 

and that the tense constituent "could" in the second clause has undergone a 

specific type of ellipsis called gapping. "Gapping is a grammatical operation 

which allows the head of a phrase to be given a null spellout and so be silent 

when the same item occurs elsewhere within the sentence, and is so called 

because it leaves an apparent gap in the phrase where the head would otherwise 

have been" (ibid).  
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Null Tense in Indicative Clauses is also found in English. The following 

sentences for example illustrate this:  

(8) (a) He loves arrangement.                                                (b) He loved 

arrangement.  

Null Tense in Subjunctive Clauses in which the tense is only found in the 

underlying representation of the sentence and it does not have an overt 

realization, as in:  

(9) a) She requested [that he have a second chance]. 

 

      b) The nurse insisted [that he not get out of bed].  

 

     The null counterpart of (should), which takes up the head Tense position of 

Tense Projection, is thought to be present in such phrases. If so, the partial 

structure of a statement such as (9b) will be as follows: 

(10) He [should] not get out of bed, the nurse said. (Radford, 2009: 106) 

Besides the above mentioned categories of dropping, there are other cases that 

will not be mentioned here because of the limited nature of the present paper.  

 

3. Pro Drop in Arabic 

3.1 Missing Subjects in Arabic 

     Arabic permits missing subjects in the subject position of tensed clauses. The 

following examples demonstrate missing subjects:  

كخابا                  قشأ        (11)           Ø 

          a book                read       he  

          [He read a book]. 

  

 Ø              كخبج          سٔاٌت          (12)

           a novel         wrote         she  

            [She wrote a novel].         

  

     The subject position of each sentence above is devoid of an overt subject, and 

each sentence is grammatically correct. Therefore, Arabic exhibits a significant 

resemblance to other null-subject languages that have a high degree of 

agreement with respect to this attribute of the null-subject parameter.  

(AlAlamat, 2014).  

 

3.2 Pro-Drop in Imperative Sentences  

      Imperative sentences in Arabic can allow the subject to be dropped. It can be 

realized as in (اَج- you). In (13) the verb ( صاعذ  - help) that designates imperative 

mood and this is equal to the counterpart verb of English: 

  (13)         Ø           صاعذ        انُاس   

              The people   Ø        help  
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                     [Help the people]    

     Sentences like these are called in Arabic "Equational Sentence" which 

usually lacks to tense (Wright, 1967: 76).  

 

 

3.3 Pro Drop in Embedded Clauses  

      Pro drop occurs in embedded clauses, these clauses can take the subjunctive 

mood that allows the pro drop as seen in:  

 حًُى                   انًعهى            أٌ           ٌكخب   Ø     انُص  (14)

       the text      write       that      the teacher          wished 

             [The teacher wished that he write the text].  (Benmamoun and Choueiri, 

2013: 108)  

 

3.4 Pro Drop in WH-Embedded Clause 

      The pro-drop in Arabic extends to other embedded clauses. It can occur in 

"wh-embedded clause". In this clause, a pro appears in final position. The null 

subject can be figured out as (I) as shown in:  

؟      Ø   لا         اعشف                يارا              اقٕل    (15)  

         Say     what       know    I don't 

           [I don’t know what to say] (ibid)  

 

3.5 Pro Drop in Adverbial Embedded Clause 

      Null subject in can occur in adverbial embedded clause too. The pro has 

hidden form revealed in past tense of the embedded verb as in:  

انحذٌث        Øعُذيا             آٍَج                غادس             عهً     (16)  

       The speech       finished         when                  Ali               left  

                       [Ali left when I finished the speech]  (Safir, 1985: 39).  

 

4. Pro Drop in English and Arabic 

4.1 Similarities   

i. The pro drop parameter is found in English and Arabic although English 

is regarded as one of the non-drop languages.  

ii. In both English and Arabic, the dominant position where the dropping is 

strongly manifested is the different positions of subject.  

iii. In imperative sentences of the two languages the subject can be dropped.  

iv. The subjunctive mood of sentences in both English and Arabic allows the 

possibility of dropping some certain constituents.  

4.2 Differences 
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i. Arabic is more explicit than English concerning the pro-drop parameter, 

particularly, in considering the Arabic as a pro-drop language and the 

English as a non pro drop language.  

ii. The main types of dropping in English are those of the subject, the 

auxiliary, and the tense, whereas in Arabic the subject can be dropped in 

embedded clauses of different types.  

iii. In English there is a null auxiliary but this kind of dropping is not found 

in Arabic.  

iv. In English the tense can be dropped in certain construction where it is not 

possible in Arabic.  

v. In English there is what is called the truncated null subject which is not 

found in Arabic.  

vi. Arabic can drop subjects in wh and adverbial embedded clauses and this 

type of dropping is found in English.  

5. Conclusion  

In terms of what is presented earlier, it can be concluded that the pro-drop in 

both languages is partial, i.e. it occurs in specific positions and constrained 

constructions. Taking the fact asserted by different syntax references that 

English is a non-drop language, nonetheless, it appears that English allows the 

occurrence of this parameter in limited positions. Being compatible with most of 

the linguistic theories that concentrate on the economy principle in language, it 

seems that dropping is one of the good ways to achieve economy. Although 

some elements can be dropped, still they have some tangible representations in 

the analysis of the deep structure of sentences that have undergone dropping.       
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