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Beliefs about a language rarely correspond to how it is actually used. This is especially 
true for Hebrew in Israel, a language that has been subject to continued ideological 
‘preservation’ efforts ever since its (re)vernacularization in the early twentieth century.  
Recently, attention has turned to the maintenance of Hebrew gender morphology, which is 
perceived in both scholarly and popular opinion as threatened by a process of leveling to gender 
syncretized forms across a wide range of word classes and inflectional paradigms (Sa’ar 2007; 
Tobin 2001).    

In this paper, I investigate the extent to which sociolinguistic evidence supports this 
perception. I argue that while the claim of widespread gender neutralization in Hebrew is 
descriptively valid, its characterization as a change-in-progress is inaccurate. Rather, I suggest 
that Hebrew is already fully syncretized for gender in relevant morphological contexts and that 
the perception of an ongoing process of change reflects a particular prescriptive belief about how 
Hebrew should be, not how it actually is (Meir 2008; Ravid 1995).  
  Analyses are based on a multivariate examination of gender marking in recorded 
interviews with 36 informants (18 women, 18 men) ranging in age from 20-60. Results are 
inconsistent with what we would expect if a change-in-progress were taking place. Variation 
across gender-differentiated and syncretic forms is not stratified by age, for example, nor is it 
linguistically constrained in the ways that theories of morphological change predict (e.g., Corbett 
1991). In fact, the context found to be most favorable to syncretic forms (pronominal plurals) is 
the one that multiple theories all consider most likely to retain gender differentiation the longest. 
These findings, in combination with additional historical and ethnographic evidence, lead me to 
argue that certain gender-differentiated forms are no longer a part of the speakers’ regular 
Hebrew grammars. Instead, I propose that they represent ideologically salient resources whose 
occasional appearance serves a political, rather than a linguistic, end.   
  
  


