THE NATURE OF ARABIC SONORANT CONSONANTS

Abstract

This is an introductory article on the nature of
Arabic /m/, /n/, /¥, and /r/ sounds. It is fairly
descriptive. Two subsequent articles, by the same
author, will deal with sound changes, namely
interchangeability, and epenthesis and deletion.
The present study gives a historical view on how the
sounds were described by early Arabic grammarians
and then shows their articulatory and binary
features. It also lists their variations and discusses
metathesis. Moreover, it shows the acquisition of
these consonants by children with attention to
gliding, transposition, deletion, metathesis,
epenthesis, and assimilation. Finally, it illustrates
the frequency of the sonorants in the language and
the constraints on their occurrence.

1. Historical View

The four sonorant consonants, namely /m/,
nf, N/, and /r/, exist in all Semitic languages.
Abdu t-Tawwib (1985:226) gives the following
account:

/m/ mala?a Arabic 'to fill up'

mélé Hebrew
mij Aramaic
mal'a Ethiopic
malii Akkadian
n/ nafax Arabic  'to blow'
nifah Hebrew
nfah Aramaic
natha Ethiopic
bapihu Akkadian
i lubb Arabic  'mind; kernel;
core; prime'
léb Hebrew
lebbi Aramaic
leb Ethiopic
libbu Akkadian
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/r/ ris Arabic 'head'
4% Hebrew
iS4 Aramaic
re's Ethiopic
résu Akkadian

Medieval Arab grammarians classify the
phonemes of Arabic according to their articulation,
and Bakalla (1982) provides us with a master key to
this heritage. However, their phonetic description
focuses upon the points of articulation. Some of
these works written between 700 - 1200 C.E. are:

1 - Sibawaih: ?al-Kitib
2 - Ibn Jinni: Sirr Sindgat ?al-?icrib
3 -Al-Khalil Bin Ahmad Al-Fardhidi: Kitib?al-
Cayn
4 - Az-Zamakhshari: Mufassal
5 - Al-Mubarrad: 2al-Kimil
6 - Ibn Sina: Risilah fi ?asbib Hudii® ?al-Huriif

The following two categories present some of the
distinguishing features that grammarians give to the
four sounds under questions.
1. On the basis of the point of articulation.
"Oulaqiyyah",'apical' or roughly 'liquids':/n/, /l/ and /r/
"Safawiyyah", 'labial": /m/
2. On the basis of the manner of articulation and
distinctive features.

e "bayniyyah",'sonorants’ (literally 'medial') :

all four
» "munxafidah”, 'non-emphatic' (low):all
four (but mostly /I/, /t/)

¢ "sahihah", ‘consonantal’ (true): all four
"munharifah", 'lateral' : /V/
"mukarrarah", ‘tritled' : /r/
"gunnah", 'nasal’ : /m/and /n/
"xafifah”, 'lax' (light) : /m/, /n/, and /l/
"Baqilah", 'tense' (heavy) : /r/
"majhiirah"'voiced' : all four
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counterparts by reyllacing, adding or deleting a segment or changing the vowels... or they may well leave the
segment intact..."***

Accordingly, ,,S)1 remarks that Arabicized loanwords as viewed by wyuw and  aJisaJi can be

classified into three categories :
1- Those loanwords which were subjected to segmental alterations and were analogicaly modified to fit
into Arabic word patterns.

eg. g (Latin 'drachma’) analogical with &,.» 'naive’
,tgo (Latin 'denarius’) analogical with _.le;s ‘toilet’

2. Those loanwords which were subjected to segmental alterations but, nonetheless, were not modified
analogically.

e.g. 53 ;2 pyx (see the quotation by 4ygu-)
3. Those loanwords which were neither subjected to segmental alterations nor modified analogically.
e.g. olul> pS,Sand palnl.

Yet, there is no mention by either philologists of the criteria for deciding whether a word is to
undergo analogical modifications or else to be preserved intact according to its origin in the source language.

Other philologists such as s syt (d. 1005 A. D.) in a3l and 2, (d. 1122 A.D.) stressed that

in order to preserve the purity of the language, borrowings should be made concordant with the phonological
and morphological patterns of Arabic. Indeed, syt defines b in gl as that which the Arabs

pronounce in concordance with their patterns 27 therwise, loanwords will always remain _axei 'foreign’.

In like manner, (s5,,>J! in a treatise on solecism cites a number of borrowings which contravene

with the Arabic pattemsm.

Non-analogical Analogical Native Word As a Mould
loanform Pattern Eg;let%t o Pattern For Analogical Pattern
O3 Jeld O33la Jeeld as,ld
Y- Jged g J y; Jolg: jester’ or 'buffon’
oy Joled i1y Johad Jb . 'garment’
b e Jao,> 'stout camel’
e b | ke | s stou

Generally speaking, loanwords or their derivatives, may undergo alternations aimed at making them
correspond with existing Arabic patterns.

SL Loanform Arabicized Form Corresponding Pattern
Js 2l ( persian) Jurws Tumps of dry clay’ Jund
=i (PErsian) i 'callous, tough' J...l...’
ad (Syriac) olad 'acre! Jié
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J)"’)S (Syrlac) from JJ""“" 8 J‘-‘S t khosrauv L;L:‘;

(Persian)

. s ’ Pluralization according to the
Coulisses (French) oeadlsS ind the scenes ireguiacpatienudh
Doublage (French) FENIX! ilads

Gargso (Greek) or cuta > o> > clay used for sealing or Jh;

(Persian) stamping'

Hairesis (Greek) b ,» 'heresy’ i
Patrikios (Greek) e,k ' penuin’ Julad
Philosophos (Greek) FUFAL] lad
Sindhon (Greek) oeties 'stlk brocade’ JJJ.;
Scala (ltalian) Y& 'scaffold' F[)

The process of remodelling loanwords in order to conform with Arabic word paradigms may involove
vast changes in the structure of the loanword including segmental and vowel changes, metathesis, addition,

elision and modification of stree-patterns. For example, the word il 3 (Italian : freno) was subjected to

major changes :
1- Vowel addition : a i~35 |a| was inserted after the _

2- Vowel elision : the '¢’ after the 'r’ in the original word was deleted.

3- Vowel change : the final '0' in 'freno’ was replaced by i3 |a|.
4- Syllable addition : J was suffixed to the word.
5- Segmental addition : a final i was added to the word il » (verb form) to produce the

instumental noun i 3.

It should be pointed out that the first four changes were undertaken in order to remodel the word in
accordance with the Arabic quadriliteral paradigm Jis . 43 remarks that though this particular word could
have been Arabicized as 1,3 or isy,d the loanword form of il escapes the confusion that may result from
the semantic association of 4,3 with ;3 'oven' and of i3 with ¢4 ‘'mincing'. He quotes the example of

y 209

the unfortunate coinage of the word JL..-» for 'tram' which is similar in pronunciation to jLus 'gymnastic’' ",

a thing which may justifi the unpopularity of the word )Ln- in comparison with its Arabicized loanword s

Remodelling may tresspass to loanwords whose original pronunciations have correspondent
paradigms in Arabic. The Persian word ;%S ‘ladle’ could have been arabicized as such in analogy with the

word lusu'sesban’, yet, the Arabic form of this word is ful443 . Such changes are warranted on account of

the fact that the Arabs may change a paradigm or ferfeit another if the sound sequence of the original
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contavenes with the requirements of sound harmony in Arabic®'’. Subsequently, the final ; in j32iS was
replaced by J to correspond with the first J (both anterior) while the _ilf (a back vowel) was replaced by a

_ (front vowel) to effect ease of articulation by avoiding the sudden shift from front, to back and front again,

2.11. DERIVATION AND INFLECTION :

Some Arabicized loanwords (other than proper names) have been morphologically naturalized and in
effect may undergo a process of derivation in line with Arabic derivational patterns and inflectional affixes.

1-Some loanwords are treated as common nouns and, therefore, may be prefixed with the definite article J

as the following words which were originally borrowed from Persian’'". :

glaat silk brocade’ gtor 73,9 black dye
30,23t 'New Year's day' %t 'sword'

Juasy) 'ginger’ Oaeblt Jasmine'

et bride =3 'baked brick’

Aside from regular inflection, such words can also be nunnated when they are indefinite, thus sl
‘,‘)»y ‘ GL_\-_’J. ..efc.

Other loan-proper names such as paalpl < aslowl ¢ Gl cging as Gad conB and e d are
treated on par with definite nouns and, hence, they are neither prefixed with the definite article nor are they
subject to nunnation. However, 4y excludes some loan-proper names such as 3 I “C?" and "by which are
nunnated owing to their easy pronunciation®'?.

In similar manner, iJigaJl labels as fully naturalized words which admit the definite article whereas

those that do not such as g and s are deemed foreign2'3.

2- 4. cites examples of loanwords which have been pluralized according to S &+ 'broken plural' i.e.

the irregular plural form plus an optional finale : **

€& ise'slipper’ oolse OF Lxjlpe
glyo OF pladys 'scepter’ 7 Glye
z ;S 'store’ T ghSoriss
olalyb 'name of a city' Lk
9> 'sock’ = ol or Ly

Aside from the irregular plural patterns Jely and Jolis as exemplified by the above plural forms

(plus the optional final i ), loanvords may assume other patterns which may assume some intervocalic

changes asin : -
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JS or Juls (English/French : cable) — =S or =S (by suffixing i) or ~—» J1sS (according to the
pattern Jelg3)

s (French : metre) — i (according to the pattern JLusi)
o923 (Syriac : y3) — o5 (according to the pattern {5Lx)
Jua (French : baril) 2 — Jwl (according to the pattern )
2 (Syriac : y,43) — sl (according to the pattern i)

3- An Arabicized word may be suffixed with Ll ol 'relative (' as in :
aramrantus (Latin) — 15,0 sl 'amaranth’
ideology (English)/ideologie (French) — s>yl 'ideological’

tactique (French) — SasS 'tactical’
4- Sometimes a given loanword or its abstracted root serves as the basis for deriving parts of speech. Al
notes, for exemple, that the abstracted root o from 4l (Greek : kanon) has yielded”'; -

o33 'legistlate’ ol 'legistlator’
oiis 'formed in accordance 98 lawful
with the law'

oai8s "legistlation’ onl 8 laws'

Similarly, the abstracted root prd the Persian rlkJ has yielded %' :-

sl 'to bridle’ s2d 'to be bridled"
plat 'bridling’ rl;..l ‘one makes bridles'
LsJi bridles’ P.Li 'bridled’

pnlivl 'ask someone to bridle a horse'

From the French 'doublage’ (English : dubbing), Arabic has derived the following:-
L\yo 'dubbing’ ol 'dub'
glraa'dubbed’ zkso'dubbing technician/switcher'

Finally, from the Turkish 'manovara’ 2'®, Arabic has the noun s ,3ts and the verb L, 'to manceuvre'
which is a good example of an ill-conceived Arabicized word. The “¢" in 3,k was mistakenly thought to be
the nominal p 3, for example, in iyt 'conforontation’ from 4> and, accordingly, it was dropped from
the verb form.

3. A NOTE ON ARABICIZING PROPER NAMES :-

a0, remarks that ancient Arabs subjected proper names to the same phonological and

morphological changes that they often apply to common loanwords. Thus, for example, in the following
names we find various changes in the forms of segmatal changes (S), addition (A), elision (E) and metathesis

(M—) 219
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Original Loanform Arabicized from Changes
S: Y—3
4 . PRt
$osSl Dl b T
A: ﬁnal ]
S: o —
c)')l‘ O';-”' ‘-"" — L
A : doubling the
S: d—>
N
arls gLl M: f_ﬂi i ¢
E : final o

Some Modified Proper Loanwords in Arabic.

Nevertheless, when a proper name conforms with canons of Arabig, it is often left unchanged.
e.g. ola (a village near Baghdad) from Persian ol

5,9, however, cautions against changing proper names lest the modified form be confused with
other proper names as in case of 'Bologna’ in Italy and 'Boulogne' in France. With respect to common
pronunciations, the former should be Arabicized (or rather transliterated) Lsys: While the latter L,..,iy -

Unfortunately, 'poland' is also alternatively Arabicized as Lsys,. An easy way out would be to abandon the

Arabicized form for 'Poland' and use, instead, the common form currently in usage laiss .

While embarking upon proper names, ancient Arab philologists contended with citing examples
without canonizing any methodology for the preservation or the adaptation of the original pronunciation.

s>usd), for instance, states, at one point, that proper names are to be analogially Arabicized, yet he stops
short from setting for what, if any, analogical methods, were used by the Arabs 220 He points out as does !

s that anomalies abound in Arabicizing foreign proper names 22! By anomalies, they mean those names
which are in breach of Arabic analogical patterns. In other words, such names were not subjected to

modifications as the author of il asl> unequivocally states "proper names do not admit any

changes"™.

The Egyptian Language academy as well as some contemporary linguists like Ja St and  ole2)
stipulated that foreign proper names should be adopted according to their pronunciations in the source
languages (or their most commonly used pronunciations)m. Their arguments was that most foreign proper
names are used worldwide irrespective of a given language. Nonetheless, the Academy advanced that
(Biblical) names which were Arabicized by ancient Arabs are to be preserved without any change A,

e.g.  Victor — iy
Paul — e

Jacob — sia
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Job - uﬁi
Peter — by
Yet, some names —when in non-Biblical texts —are transliterated nowadays as ¢ 4% «Jy; and g .

Conversely the purists like (s xS and sLs axi criticized this resolution on the grounds that it will

only result in the Arabic language being infiltrated by foreign sounds. Further, the public will find it difficult
to pronounce foreign proper names which consist of foreign (i.e. non-Arabic) sounds * like the |v| [t/ | and
the |g|.

CONCLUSION :

While this study has attempted to classify the corpus of loanwords according to etymology and define
the criteria for morphophonemic changes, yet many issues remained unresolved and call for more extensive
analysis. For instance, subsequent studies could tackle the status of Arabic words borrowed or assimilated
into other languages. A comparison can, therefore, be drawn between types of changes of loanwords in both
Arabic as well as foreign languages. Further, a more thorough and precise etymological analysis is needed to
account for anomalies. Finally, comparative lexicographers can compile dictionaries that list loanwords with
their original SL form and TL assimilated version.
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