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Deixis (ii) Modern Hebrew 

 

Deixis in linguistics encompasses the concepts of 'person deixis' ( הוא  hu 'he', 

hi 'she' and היא  hen 'they.F'), 'spatial deixis' (demonstrative הן ,'hem 'they.M  הם 

pronouns and adjectives, and locative demonstrative adverbs such 

as po/kan/hine 'here' and  הנה/כאן/פה   .šam 'there'), 'temporal deixis' (e.g שם 

 ʾaz 'then'), 'social deixis' (i.e. indicators of social rank  אז 'ʿaxšav 'now עכשיו

and relationship between participants, e.g. כבודו/ אדוני/אדון  ʾadon/ʾadoni/kvodo 

'Mister/My Lord/Your Honor', גברתי/גברת  gveret/gvirti 'Miss/My Lady' 

and  ʾax̱i/ʾax̱ šeli 'my brother/brother of mine'), and 'discourse  אח שלי/אחי

deixis' (i.e. whose referent or reference is inferable to the addressee from the 

'universe of discourse' in which the utterance is situated).  

This entry is concerned with demonstratives, taking into account both lexical 

and non-lexical demonstratives, with particular attention being give to non-

lexical demonstratives, which are now used extensively in the 'universe of 

discourse' of contemporary Hebrew. 'Lexical' demonstratives are deictic 

pronouns that index participants in, or particular entities presented in, an 

ongoing act of communication, whereas 'non-lexical' demonstratives are, in 

themselves, non-referential expressions that do not stand for any particular 

entity and are not coreferential with an antecedent in the linguistic context. 

It should be noted, however, that the distinction between 'lexical' and 'non-

lexical' demonstratives is not sharp; rather, there are intermediate cases.  

Demonstratives are commonly divided into pronominal demonstratives, 

which substitute for a noun phrase or a clause, and adnominal 

demonstratives, which accompany a noun. Demonstratives of the latter type 

resemble adjectives in that they incorporate the determinatum (i.e. the 

unspecified noun and its referent), and are therefore independent elements 

that stand in apposition to the noun with which they occur.  

Proximal and distal demonstratives constitute two distinct sets of forms in 

Hebrew that are morphologically unrelated. The proximal demonstratives – 
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indicating 'near to the speaker' – are זו/זאת ,ze this.M.S  זה  zot/zo this.F.S., and 

אלו/אלה  ʾele/ʾelu 'these' (the plural forms are neutralized for gender). When 

used pronominally, these forms never carry a definite article. (In this they 

differ from adjectives, which, when appearing without an overt head-noun, 

are always accompanied by the definite article). An exception is the Mishnaic 

plural demonstrative  halalu 'these', used in high-register Hebrew, which  הללו

became grammaticalized with an in-built definite article ה -  ha- 'the'.  

When used adnominally, the proximal demonstratives follow the noun and its 

adjectival modifiers (if any), and like adjectives agree with the noun in 

gender and number, and most crucially, also in definiteness. In literary 

Hebrew, the definite articles before the noun and demonstrative are optional: 

noun phrases with demonstratives can occur either with or without the 

definite article, e.g. מקום זה/המקום הזה  ha-maqom ha-ze/maqom ze lit. the-place 

the-this/place this, 'this place'. 

The distal demonstratives – indicating 'far from speaker', and used less 

frequently in Hebrew than their proximal counterparts – are constructed from 

the 3rd person pronouns הוא hu 'he', היא hi 'she',  hen הן hem 'they.M', and הם 

'they.F', obligatorily prefixed with the definite article ה-  ha- 'the', e.g.  המקום

-ha המסעדה ההיא ,ha-maqom ha-hu lit. the-place the-he ('that place') ההוא

misʿada ha-hi lit. the-restaurant the-she (‘that restaurant’), הפרטים ההם ha-

praṭim ha-hem lit. the-details the-them.M (‘those details’), העבודות ההן ha-

ʿavodot ha-hen lit. the-works the-them.F (‘those works’). Literary Hebrew also 

has  hala 'that.M' as a pronominal deictic (generally restricted to human  הלה

reference).  Proximal and distal demonstratives are frequently used in vivid 

narrative or speech situation to express a contrast between two entities from 

the speaker's stance. The first entity which is emotionally closer to the 

speaker's real-world  is indexed by the proximal demonstrative  זה ze while 

the second one which is viewed subjectively as remote or adversative is 

 מעוצב:לא סמן
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indexed by the distal demonstrative הוא  hu, e.g. זה : עכשיו הם הופכים לאויביםו

שתפס לו אותה שמחפש חניה וההוא   ve-ʿaxšav hem hofxim le-ʾoyvim: ze šemex̱apes 

x̱anaya ve-hahu šetafas  lo ʾota  'And now they become enemies: this one (lit. 

this.M) who is looking for parking and that one (lit. that.M) who took it from 

him'.   

In the spoken language, demonstrative pronouns are also used in evaluative 

functions, e.g. pejoratively, most frequently in expressions involving a 

'redundant' definite demonstrative co-occurring with a definite proper noun, 

e.g.  נמאס עלי כבר היוסי הזה nimʾas ʿalay kvar ha-Yosi ha-ze 'I am fed up already 

with that (lit. the-this the-) Yossi', or in extraposed (topicalized) expressions 

(preposed or postposed) such as ותמיד סולחים ל, הז  ze, tamid solx̱im lo 'This one 

(lit. this.M), they always forgive him'; זאת ,ישנה כל היום  yešena kol ha-yom, zot 

'Sleeps all day, that one (lit. this.F)'.  

Modern Hebrew also uses the neutralized pronominal demonstratives זה ze 

and זאת zot (unmarked for semantic gender and number) as endophoric 

expressions (referring to antecedent content in the text), e.g. in complement 

position כמה פעמים את זה/המחבר ציין זאת  ha-mex̱aber ṣiyen zot/ʾet ze kama 

peʿamim 'The author indicated this several times'. These endophoric pronouns 

also appear in clause linkers, e.g.  ʿim zot/ʿim ze 'nevertheless'. On עם זה/עם זאת 

the other hand, the non-lexical demonstrative זה ze 'this/it', to be discussed 

below, is mostly used to convey exophoric reference (i.e. extra-textual 

reference). 

Inflected demonstratives can also function as person deictics picking out particular 

discourse participants, usually particular referents within a previously mentioned pair, e.g. 

in a distributive meaning זה הלך וזה נשאר ze halax ve-ze nišʾar lit. this.M ('the former') left and 

this.M ('the latter') stayed. Additionally, the duplicated expressions זה ... הז  ze…ze 

'this.M…this.M', זו...זו  zo…zo 'this.F…this.F', אלה...אלה  ʾele…ʾele 'these…these' serve in 

Modern Hebrew as reciprocal pronouns, e.g. דני ורותי נישקו זה את זה Dani ve-Ruti nišqu ze ʾet ze 
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'Dani and Ruti kissed each other'. Demonstratives may also function as heads of relative 

clauses, e.g. in Cleft Sentences,  השוטרים היו אלה שעזרו להם  ha-šoṭrim hayu ʾele še-ʿazru lahem 

'The policemen were those who helped them'; היא זו שהסגירה אותם למשטרה hi zo še-hisgira 

ʾotam la-misṭara 'She is the one (lit. this.F) who turned them over to the police'. In a sentence 

having a subject and an object identical in gender and number, where only one of them is 

co-indexed in an adjacent co-ordinative phrase,  a demonstrative is being chosen for this 

purpose rather than a 3rd person pronoun. Such a demonstrative is interpreted in the 

universe of discourse as anaphoric to the noun which is of "intermediate accessiblity" (Ariel 

1990), i.e. it co-indexes the object rather than the subject. This strategy is a device taken by 

the speakers to avoid ambiguity, e.g.  השפיל את מבטו) והוא?(העד פנה אל הנאשם וזה  ha-ʿed pana ʾel 

ha-neʾeam ve-ze(?ve-hu) hišpil ʾet mabaṭo 'The witness turned to the defendant and this one 

(lit. this.M) lowered his eyes (lit. look)'. The motivation for this strategy is primarily 

language use and not grammar. 

 

Non-lexical ze is exemplified in expressions like צא מזה ṣe mi-ze 'Snap out of 

it', שכח מזה šxax̱ mi-ze 'Forget it', where ze does not refer to any particular 

entity, but to a very general situation inferable to the hearer from previous 

discourse and/or the situational context. In other words, it is an 'ambient' 

pronoun encompassing the entire 'universe of discourse' (Bolinger 1973).  

When appearing initially in place of a full noun, which evidently carries 

higher information value, ze may be regarded as a loose invitation to re-

identify the referent, when the speaker has hastily indexed an entity and then 

felt to be insufficiently salient; or as a device to elaborate the referent, e.g.  זה 

 ze ʿaxšav lo? ha-dira šelaxem  ?שמה ממול? זה פה לא? הדירה שלכם נתן? עכשיו לא

Natan? ze po lo? šama mimul? 'It's now? Your apartment Natan? It's here, isn't 

it? Ahead over there?' (Shimoni 1999:128); בכלל לא מצחיק - בכלל. זה לא מצחיק, כן

 ken, ze lo maṣx̱iq. bixlal-bixlal lo maṣx̱iq ha-maṣav šelo 'Yes, it's not המצב שלו

funny. Not funny at all his situation' (Shimoni 1999:259). 
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Non-lexical ze also appears in constructions of Extraposition (i.e. syntactic 

topicalization) and focalizing (typically Cleft Sentences), as well as in 

existentials, modals and other kinds of impersonals. In the literature, this 

pronominal ze is often analyzed as an "expletive" or "dummy" element, i.e., as 

an element devoid of any semantic content. However, another view holds 

that it does have meaning as a maximally general or ambient pronoun, whose 

basic function is to instruct the hearer to search for a particular entity or 

piece of information in the salient situation or discourse, and focus the 

interlocutors' attention on this element.  

In topicalization, non-lexical ze serves as a grammatical device for focusing 

the interlocutors' attention on the extraposed (topicalized) constituent, 

whereas in focalization, it highlights a specific constituent in the clause (the 

focus) as bearing the new information and as contrasting with some previous 

information. In Cleft Sentences, when the focused element is a noun phrase 

representing the grammatical subject there is a complementary distribution 

between 3rd person pronominals and non-lexical demonstratives. The first 

option is generally a characterization of the "higher" register. While the non-

lexical demonstrative appears in initial place the 3rd person pronoun co-

occurs obligatorily after the noun phrase, e.g. זו המורה שגילתה את הטעות zo ha-

mora še-gilta ʾet ha-ṭaʿut 'It (lit. this.F) is  the teacher.F who found out the 

mistake'  versus המורה היא שגילתה את הטעות ha-mora hi še-gilta ʾet ha-ṭaʿut ' 'the 

teacher.F is (lit. she) the one who found out the mistake'.  

Ze can be used to focus not only nouns but also adverbials, e.g.  בגללרק זה 

 ze raq biglal ha-saʿa ha-zot še-hi medaberet kaxa 'It's השעה הזאת שהיא מדברת ככה

only because of the hour that she's talking this way' (Shimoni 1999:208); 

furthermore, it can also mark the bare nexal (i.e. predicative) relation as an 

extraposed focus, e.g. זה לא שאני לא סומכת עליך ze lo še-ʾani lo somexet ʿalexa 'It's 

not that I don't trust you' (Shimoni 1999:18). On the utterance level (i.e. 

beyond the sentence level), this marking of the bare nexus may express the 
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speaker's commitment to the factuality of the proposition, e.g.  היה זה בחצות

שזוג יצא לו לטייל בחולות) ותבחול(הליל   haya ze ba-x̱aṣot ha-lel (ba-x̱olot), še-zug 

yaṣa lo leṭayel ba-x̱olot (popular Israeli song from the '70s) lit. was this/it at 

midnight (in the dunes) that a couple went-out to-him to walk in the dunes. 

'It was at midnight that a couple went out for a walk in the dunes.' Sentence-

initial ze can point forward not only to a noun but also to a following 

infinitive e.g. הזה לא בושה לבקש עזר  ze lo buša levaqeʿezra 'It's no shame to ask 

for help'. In extraposition,  ze can highlight not only a postposed topic but 

also a preposed one, e.g. זה גם של הבת שלהם ? הסרט, זה רק של הצבא. מה יש  ma 

ye. ze raq el ha-ṣava, ha-sereṭ? ze gam el ha-bat elahem (Shimoni 1999: 204) 

lit. What is (this)? It is only of (=belongs to) the army, the movie? It (is) also 

their daughter's; זה מה שיציל אותנו ,המשחק שלהם  ha-misx̱aq elahem, ze ma e-

yaṣil ʾotanu lit. their game, it (is) what will save us. Ze can also highlight an 

infinitival subject, בדיוק לפגוש אותו , לי רק זה חסר  raq ze x̱aser li, bediyuq lifgo 

ʾoto lit. only this I lack to-me, exactly (~just) to meet him. 'The last thing I 

need is to meet him'. Non-lexical ze can also occur in interrogatives as an 

expressive device for pointing to the adjacent predicative content, e.g.  למדת

 ?lamadeta kol kax harbe ʾaz ʾex ze e-lo hiṣlax̱ta  ?כל כך הרבה אז איך זה שלא הצלחת

'You studied so much, so how is it that you didn't succeed?'; Likewise,  מי זה

...ש  mi ze e 'who is it that…'; ...מה זה ש   ma ze e 'what is it that…'. 

Additionally, ze functions as a lexicalized modifier (i.e. amplifier) of time 

adverbials, e.g.  ze natayim e-hem lo hitraʾu lit. it (is)  זה שנתיים שהם לא התראו 

two years that they didn't see each other 'It's been two years since they saw 

each other'; or as part of a lexicalized temporal expression, e.g.  הדבר ידוע זה

-ha-davar yaduaʿ ze mikvar lit. the matter (lit. this matter) is known it of מכבר

already 'This has long been known'. 

This non-lexical demonstrative may function as a complementizer, e.g.  
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איתה היא חייבת להבין את זה שלא כולם מסכימים    hi x̱ayevet lehavin ʾet ze e-lo kulam 

maskimim ʾita lit. she must realize this that not everybody agrees with her; 

יבויותיחהתתיהנה מזה שאין לך כרגע שום   tehane mize e-ʾen lexa karegaʿ um 

hitx̱ayvuyot lit. enjoy from-this that you don't have right-now any 

commitments 'Enjoy it that you have no commitments right now'.  

In spoken Hebrew, there is an increasing tendency to employ ze as an 

"expletive" subject in existentials or situationals, creating constructions very 

similar to those that have become grammaticalized in most modern Indo-

European languages. Interestingly, this subject is used almost exclusively 

with circumstantial modifiers, such as temporal or locative adverbs, e.g.   קח

!זה ממש קר בחוץ, מעיל  qax̱ meʿil, ze mamaš qar ba-x̱uṣ 'Take a coat, it's really 

cold outside!'; זה לא תשעה באב היום! ?למה אתה עם פרצוף כזה  lama ʾata ʿim parṣuf 

kaze?! ze lo tišʿa be-ʾav ha-yom 'Why are you with such a face?! It's not the 

Ninth of Ab (a Jewish day of mourning) today'. Similarly, in modals and 

other kinds of impersonals followed by an infinitival or tensed 'that' clause as 

complement, e.g. זה טבעי שאתה כועס ze ṭivʿi še-ʾata koʿes 'it's natural that you 

are angry'. Ze occurs even with neutralized present-tense modals (denoting an 

evaluative or expressive stance), typically, though not exclusively, in the hifʿil 

template, e.g.  ze madʾig še-ʿadayin lo higiʿa tšuva  זה מדאיג שעדיין לא הגיעה תשובה

'It's worrying that an answer has not yet arrived'. The use of present-tense 

verbs as impersonal modals in such constructions is most likely the result of 

increasing English influence, e.g. זה מרגיש מוזר שאין פה אף אדם ze margiš muzar 

še-ʾen po ʾaf ʾadam 'It feels strange that there is nobody here'.  

In spoken Hebrew, ze is also frequently employed as a stylistic variant of the 

3rd person pronominal copulas (הוא hu, היא hi,  hen), which are הן ,hem הם 

considered (unlike their Biblical Hebrew parallels, which denote 

topicalization) as the normative copula markers. Unlike these copulas, ze is 

neutralized for gender and number, i.e. does not agree with the subject of the 

clause, e.g. ילדים זה שמחה yeladim ze simx̱a lit. children it (are) joy. 
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Nonetheless, ze in such sentences is not always replaceable with the 3rd 

person copular pronouns, e.g. ילדים זה לא בשליטתי yeladim ze lo bi-šliṭati lit. kids 

it (is) not in my control, (~'Having children is beyond my control') versus 

בשליטתי )הם לא(ילדים אינם   yeladim ʾenam (hem lo) bi-šliṭati lit. kids they (are) 

not in my control (~ 'I can't control kids'). Furthermore, when co-occurring 

with sentential subjects, e.g. infinitival forms, this pro-copular ze cannot be 

replaced by its 3rd person counterparts at all, e.g.  כמו להיות ירדן) הוא(*לשיר זה  

lašir ze(*hu) kmo lihyot Yarden lit. to sing it (is) like to be a-Jordan (from a 

popular Israeli song), 'Singing is like being (the river) Jordan'. This copula-

like ze thus functions more like a 'comment-predicate' than an ordinary 

copula (Rosén 1977: 245-247). Hence, it is not far removed from the 

Rabbinical ze, as in e.g.  זה הדם –ובמופתים  u-ve-moftim – ze ha-dam 'and with 

signs – it is the (plague of) blood' (from the Haggada of Pesach).  

Ze can function as a modal operator. For example, in the colloquial 

construction called 'echo pattern' (Taube 1997; or 'sandwich focalization' in 

Azar 1992), where it signals emphatic deixis (expressing the speaker's 

attitude towards the proposition). This construction features a duplicated ze 

creating a frame for a focused nominal phrase or predicative constituent:  זה

!זה בררה? נוער זה  ze noʿar ze? ze brara lit. this (is) youth this? this (is) garbage! 

(from a popular Israeli song of the 60s); זה ממומרמר זה, זה יש לו פה מלוכלך זה  ze 

yeš lo pe meluxlax ze, ze memurmar ze lit. this (one) has a dirty mouth this 

(one), this (one is) bitter this (one). Ze is also used emotively in the one-unit 

intonational and pragmaticized expression  זה- מה  ma-ze or זה- מה זה  ze ma-ze, 

e.g. זה טוב השוקולד הזה- ה מהז/זה- מה  ma-ze/ze ma-ze ṭov ha-šoqolad ha-ze lit. this 

what-this / what-this (is) good this chocolate (~ I tell you, this chocolate is 

excellent).  

Non-lexical ze is an element in the composite forms  זהו zehu 'it/this-is.M' and 

זה- זהו  zehu-ze, which serve various communicative functions. Typically, they 

serve to express the speaker's commitment (or non-commitment) to the 
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factuality of the proposition and to qualify the 'I-say-so' component of the 

utterance. In this respect, they qualify the illocutionary act in much the same 

way as a performative or declarative verb. For example, זה-זהו  zehu-ze can be 

an assertive statement signaling the (hypothetical or actual) endpoint of an 

ongoing situation, e.g. נגמרו התירוצים , זה-זהו  zehu-ze nigmeru ha-teruṣim lit. this 

is this, finished the excuses 'That's it, no more excuses'. Or, in a dialogue, 

these expressions can be an affirmative response to a counter-interlocutor's 

remark, e.g. זה חייב להיות השיר הזה) נכון(, זה- וזה  zehu-ze, (naxon) ze x̱ayav lihyot 

ha-šir ha-ze 'that's it (right), it has to be this song'. Additionally, zehu 'it/this-

is' has the illocutionary force of a counter-statement that the speaker wishes 

to present, e.g.  zehu, še-ze lo kol kax qore lit. it/this-is  שזה לא כל כך קורה, זהו

(~the thing is), it does not happen so much (Shimoni 1999: 50).  

 

 

 

 



 10

References 

            Ariel, Mira. 1990. Accessing noun phrase antecedents. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press. 

Azar, Moshe. 1992. "Towards understanding the structure of the cleft 

sentence in contemporary Hebrew" (in Hebrew). Haʿivrit safa x̱aya, ed. by 

Uzzi Ornan; Rina Ben-Shachar; Gideon Turi, 87-99. Haifa: Haifa University.  

Bar, Tali. 1997. "Extraposition in contemporary Hebrew". Lěšonénu 60:297-

328. 

Bar, Tali. 2004. "Extraposition in contemporary Hebrew". Folia Orientalia 

40:23-40. 

―. 2009. "On cleft sentences in contemporary Hebrew". Egyptian, Semitic and 

general grammar: Workshop in memory of H.J. Polotsky (8-12 July 2001), ed. by  

Borochovsky Bar Aba, Esther. 2009. “Pronouns in spoken language – 

syntactic and pragmatic Study (in Hebrew).” Hebrew Linguistics 62-63:145-

181. 

Gideon Goldenberg; Ariel Shisha-Halevy, 337-355. Jerusalem: Israel Academy 

of Sciences and Humanities. 
Berman, Ruth .A.; Alexander Grosu. 1976. "Aspects of the copula in Modern 

Hebrew". Studies in Modern Hebrew syntax and semantics, ed. by Peter Cole, 

265-284. Amsterdam: North-Holland. 

Berman, Ruth. 1980. "The case of (S)VO language subjectless constructions in 

Modern Hebrew". Language 56:759-776. 

Bolinger, Dwight. 1973. "Ambient it is meaningful too". Journal of Linguistics 

9:261-270. 

Goldenberg, Gideon. 1998 "Imperfectly-transformed cleft sentences". Studies 

in Semitic linguistics, 116-122. Jerusalem: Magness Press, [reprinted from 

Proceedings of the Sixth World Congress of Jewish Studies, Jerusalem 1977, I: 

127-133]. 

Halevy, Rivka. 2006. "The functions of non-lexical zeh (it) in contemporary 

Hebrew" (in Hebrew). Lěšonénu 68:283-307.  



 11

Hazout, Ilan. 1994. "The Hebrew pronoun ze and the syntax of sentential 

subjects". Lingua 93:265-282. 

Rosén, Haim. B. 1977. Good Hebrew (in Hebrew). Qiryat Sefer: Jerusalem (3rd 

edition).  

            Sichel, Ivy. 2008. "Demonstratives and anaphora" (in Hebrew). Theoretical Hebrew 

linguistics, ed. by Galia Hatav, 279-307. Jerusalem: Magness Press.   

 

Taube, Dana. 2008. "The functional distribution of the pronouns hu' and zeh 

in cleft sentences in contemporary Hebrew" (in Hebrew). Lěšonénu 70:533-

552.  

Taube, Moshe. 1997. "'An echo pattern' in Yiddish" (in Hebrew). Masorot 9-

11, ed. by Moshe Bar-Asher, 397-419. Jerusalem: Hebrew University.  

 

 

Secondary sources 

Oz, Amos. 1983. A journey in Israel autumn 1982 (in Hebrew). Tel Aviv: Am 

Oved 

Shimoni, Youval. 1999. A room (in Hebrew). Tel Aviv: Am Oved.  

 

 

Rivka Halevy (Hebrew University, Jerusalem) 


