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Sound Assimilation in English and Arabic 

: a Contrastive Study 

مقارنة دراسة: والعربية الانجليزية اللغتين في الصوتي الادغام  

'Abeer Hadi Salih, M.A. 

ABSTRACT 

      This piece of research deals with assimilation as one of the phonological 

processes in the language. It is a trial to give more attention to this important 

process in English language with deep explanation to its counterpart in Arabic. in 

addition, this study sheds light on the points of similarities and differences 

concerning this process in the two languages. Assimilation in English means two 

sounds are involved, and one becomes more like the other.  

     The assimilating phoneme picks up one or more of the features of another nearby 

phoneme. The English phoneme /n/ has the features alveolar, nasal, voiced. The 

phoneme /g/ has the features velar, plosive, voiced. The word language is 

pronounced ['laŋgwɪdʒ]. In this word, /n/ has assimilated to /g/ - it comes to have 

the features velar, nasal, voiced instead of alveolar, nasal, voiced. (/n/ - [ŋ] before 

/g/).  

      Assimilation in Arabic means overlapping of two sounds similar, homogeneous or 

approximate in features to become one sound. For example.  , ييعًم become يٍ يعًم 

انٌُٕ " It is of two types, the first happens when the quiescent nun .قتبيٍ become قد تبيٍ

 end a word followed by another begins with one of this "انتُٕيٍ" or nunation "انسبكُت

group "انًيى، انٌُٕ، انٕأ، انيبء" and called partial assimilation "الإدغبو انُبقص". The second 

happens when the quiescent nun "انٌُٕ انسبكُت" or nunation "ٍانتُٕي" meet each of  

   "الإدغبو انكبيم" and called the complete assimilation "انلاو أ انساء"

 

http://www.nativlang.com/linguistics/ipa-pronunciation-lessons.php#h32
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1. Assimilation in English: 

     Assimilation is a common phonological process by which the sound of the ending of one word 

blends into the sound of the beginning of the following word. This occurs when the parts of the 

mouth and vocal cords start to form the beginning sounds of the next word before the last sound has 

been completed. An example of this would be 'hot potato'.  The /t/ in 'hot' is dropped as the lips 

prepare for the /p/sound for 'potato' (Bloomer et,247: 2005).  

1.1 Types of assimilation: 

1.1.1 Regressive assimilation: this is leftward assimilation; when a sound changes another sound that 

occurs before it into one more similar to it, for example: 

Have to /hæv/ + /tu/  =  it is pronounced [hæf  tu] 

Used to /ju:zd/+/tu/ = it is pronounced [ju:s  tu]  

Ten minutes /ten + minits/ = it is pronounced [tem minits] 

This shirt /ðis + ∫з:t/  = it is pronounced [ði∫∫з:t] 

Horse-shoe /ho:s ∫u:/ = it is pronounced [ho:∫∫u:] 

Five pence /faiv pens/ = it is pronounced [faifpens]  

Inn-keeper /in ki:pə/ = it is pronounced [iŋki:pə]  

(Mc Gregor,280:2009) 

1.1.2 Progressive assimilation: this is rightward assimilation; when a sound changes another sound occurs 

after it into one more similar to it. For example, (English –s) The English plural is either /z/ or /s/ when it 

occurs after a non-sibilant sound. The voicing feature is taken from the final consonant of the 

base.(ibid,306) 

These are some of the progressive assimilation cases in the language: 

/ t / changes to / p / before / m /, / b / or / p /     

  Basket maker   [bæskpeikə] 

Cat burglar [kæpərglə]  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Phonological_process
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mixed bag [mikspæg] 

/ d / changes to / b / before / m /, / b / or / p / 

bad pain [bæbein]   

blood bank [blʌbænk]      

good morning [gubo: niŋ]  

/ n / changes to / m / before / m /, / b / or / p/ 

action planning [æk∫mplæniŋ] 

American plan [əmerikæmplæn] 

brown paper [braumpeipə] 

 

 

 

 

bad girl [bægЗ:l] 

bird call [bЗ:ga:l] 

closed game [kləuzgeim] 

hard cash [ha:gæ∫] 

 

/ d / changes to / g/ before / k / or / g / 
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/ n / changes to /ŋ/ before / k / or / g / 

 

action group [æk∫ŋ gru:p] 

common good [komiŋgud] 

open court [əupŋko:t] 

/ s / changes to /ʃ/ before /ʃ/ or / j / followed by a rounded vowel sound 

 

bus shelter [bʌ∫eltə] 

nice yacht [nai∫jot] 

space shuttle [spei∫ʌtl] 

/θ/ changes to / s / before / s / 

bath salts [bæso:lts] 

earth science [З:saiəns] 

fifth set [fifset] 

(Cole, 173:2004) 

 

1.2. Reasons of Assimilation: 

        The main reason after assimilation is the homogeneity between the assimilated sounds. They 

resemble each other in place of articulation or manner of articulation plus other features. for example: 

[bad girl ] both of the sounds /d/  and /g/ are stop consonants i.e. they are alike in manner of articulation 

(plosives) and voicing (voiced).(Katamba, 80: 1989)  
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1 . 3 .  A S S I M I L A T I O N  B Y  VO I C I N G ,  P L A C E  &  M A N N E R  

       O F  A R T I C U L A T I O N  

 

Voicing. If the assimilating phoneme is originally voiceless, it picks up the feature (voice) from the other 

sound. 

Example: The change from /s/ to /z/ is an instance of intervocalic voicing.(ibid) 

 

Devoicing. If the assimilating phoneme is voiced,  it picks up the feature -voice from the other sound 

Example. The word have ends in the voiced phoneme /v/. The word to begins with voiceless /t/. Some 

speakers devoice /v/ to /f/ when they pronounce the expression have to as [haftu].(Tathman,362:2004) 

 

Palatalization. the assimilating sound moves its place of articulation closer to the palate. This happens 

when the sound  assimilating to already has a palatal or near-palatal place of articulation. Significant 

triggers include the consonant /j/ and the vowel /i/. 

Example. Some English speakers pronounce the word student as ['stʃju:dənt]. In rapid speech, the alveolar 

/t/ assimilates to the palatal /j/ and becomes palato-alveolar /tʃ/, resulting in the pronunciation ['stʃju:dənt]. 

 

Fricativization. the assimilating sound changes its manner of articulation so that the airflow is closer to a 

fricative. Less restricted sounds trigger this kind of change including fricatives and vowels. Stops (plosives) 

often undergo this assimilation. 

Example. The mispronunciation /ʌp θru:/ for up through fricativizes the plosive /p/ as it assimilates to the 

fricative /θ/.(Delacy,335:2007) 

 

2. Assimilation in Arabic 

    It is a phonological process by which two sounds are overlapped forming only one  sound. The first is 

Quiescent  sound and the second is movent, as it is difficult to pronounce the two sounds together, and to 

make their  pronunciation easier, they tend to be assimilated to become one stressed 

sound.(1982:231,انًسصفي) 

2.1 Types of assimilation: 

      There are two types of assimilation in Arabic the great assimilation and the small. By the great 

assimilation we mean assimilating two sounds in two separate words both of them movent, then delete 

the  vowel from the first sound and assimilated into the second to have one sound, like: ُْدَِ" "يَشْفَع عِ  ," يَقْعَد 

  ."صِدْقٍ



 

179 
 

     The small assimilation consists of two types the complete and the partial assimilation, each of which 

has its own letters where assimilation happens.(ibid) 

     The first is also called  assimilation without nasal by which two sounds become one, and it is called so 

because when the assimilation happens no nasal comes from the nasal cavity. The process takes place 

when quiescent nun or nunation is at the end of a word meets "  at the beginning of the " انلاو ٔ انساء

following one, becomes  "stressed زاء"    like: يٍ زبٓى - يسّبٓى   and  عيشتِساضيت –عيشتٍ زاضيت or "لاو يشددة" like:  ٍي

يهّدَّ- ندَّ  and ٔيههكم ًْزة- ٔيمٌ نكم ًْزة  (8 :قًحبٔي) .

      The second one is the partial or "assimilation with nasal" where "quiescent nun" or "nunation" comes 

at the end of a word and " ٌُٕانًيى انيبء,انor انٕأ , " starting the coming one the result would be a assimilated 

sound, i.e." ييى ،يبءاً ، ٔأاً , ٌَٕ " associated with a sound comes from the nasal cavity that is why it is called 

assimilation with nasal, like:  

Quiescent nun & nunation with " انيبء " بسقيجعهٌٕ- ٔايّسٔا، بسقٍ يجعهٌٕ-    ٔإٌ يسٔا  .Quiescent nun & nunation with 

  إَّحٍ،–إٌ َحٍ  :like " انٌُٕ"

.يٕيئرَّبعى-  يٕيئرٍ َبعًت Quiescent nun& nunation with " انًيى" as in: ًّبء، صساطٍ يستقيى- يٍ يبء صساطًستقيى- ي  

"quiescent nun & nunation with " انٕأ " as in: ٔال–ٔنكمٍ ٔجٓت . (ابٍ انجززي ٍْ ّٕال،-  ٔنكهٕجٓت ي ي , 2008:65 

2.2 The associated sound or "the nasal":   

     The associated sound or "the nasal" is one of the basic features of "nun" which can never be apart from 

it, and that is why we have it wherever there is "nun". As for the complete assimilation there is no "the 

nasal" associated the process because the two letters "  don not permit to this feature to pass "انلاو، انشاء

through them in order to appear because when the assimilation takes place "nun" disappears completely 

inside " " whereas with "انلاو، انشاء  ,انقاسي)."it keeps its basic feature which is "the nasal "انُىٌ، انًيى، انىاو،انياء

2006:209) 

2.3 Reasons for assimilation: 

      The process of assimilation happens for three reasons, the first is similarity and the second is 

homogeneity and the third is approximation. The first results from meeting two similar sounds in manner 

and place of articulation on condition if one of them is "letter of prolongation" or "quiescenceهاء ", like: قذ 

 (2008:26,انكبيسي).يٍ َاس،  دخهىا 

    The second is caused by having two homogeneous letters, that are similar in place of articulation and 

differs in manner, like: "،انثاء انزال" in (232,انًشصفي) .يههث رنك، إر ظهًىا 
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      The letters that are assimilated under this type are divided into two groups the first is assimilated 

completely, as انذال" and انحاء "  in:  

  .أحطث، فشَطث in "انحاءandانطاء " ,The other group is assimilated partially like .ودت طائفة، أُجيبث دعىجكًا

     The third cause after assimilation is approximation. If we have two letters approximate each other in 

manner and place of articulation, we will not assimilate them, as "ٍانُىٌ و انلاو" ,"انزال وانجيى" ,"انذال وانسي" in:  

  :.Still there are few cases where approximated letters are assimilated, e.g .قذ سًع، إر جاءوكى، يٍ نذَه

1.  "quiescent لاو   "  with انشاء in قم سب، بم سفعه.  

  "انشًس، انسلاو" :with its letters as inانلاو انشًسية  .2

3. quiescent nun with its letters.  

4 . quiescent انقافassimilated in انى َخهقكى" انكاف"  (ibid) 

3. The Contrastive Analysis: 

    The process of assimilations on the behalf of  English takes place with consonants only. It changes two 

sounds in two separate words to one which is similar in features to both. Assimilation  happens in two 

directions the progressive, when the sound changes another sound occurs after it, and the regressive by 

which the sound changes another sound occurs before it.  

The following clears up the progressive direction of assimilation: 

1. Bad girl /bad gз:l/=[bægз:l] the /d/ sound changes to /g/ sound because both are similar in manner 

of articulation and voicing (plosives, voiced). this is partial assimilation.  

2. Cut glass /kΛt glæs/ = [kΛglæs] the sound /t/ changes to  /k/ when it meets /g/ because of the 

similarity between /t/ &/k/ in manner of articulation and voicing (plosives and voiceless). this is 

partial assimilation.   

3. Bus shelter  /bΛs ∫eltə/ = [bu∫∫eltə] the sound /s/ changes to /∫/ when it meets /∫/ for they are alike 

in manner of articulation and voicing (fricatives &voiceless). this is complete assimilation. 

4. Good morning. /gud mo:niŋ/ = [gumo:niŋ] the sound /m/ changes /d/ to /b/ because it is similar to 

/d/ in voicing (voiced) and manner of articulation (plosives) and to /m/ in place of articulation 

(bilabial). It is partial assimilation. 
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5. mixed bag /mikst bæg/ = [mikspæg] the sound /t/ changes to /p/ before /b/  because it resembles /t/ 

in voicing(voiceless) and manner of articulation(plosives) and /b/ in place and manner of 

articulation( plosives & bilabial). this is partial assimilation.   

The following examples clear up how the regressive assimilation happens: 

1. News paper /nju:z peipə/ = [nju:s peipə] this is because the letter (s) is pronounced here /z/ and 

when it meets /p/ changes to /s/ because it shares /p/ in voicing (voiceless) and shares /z/ in 

manner and place of articulation(fricatives, alveolar). this is partial assimilation. 

2. Have to /hæv tu/ = [hæf tu] the /v/ sound changes to /f/ because  it resembles /v/ sound in 

manner and place of articulation(fricatives and labio dental)  and resembles /t/ in 

voicing(voiceless). this is partial assimilation.   

3. This shirt. /ðis ∫з:t/  = [ði∫∫з:t] the sound / ∫/ changes /s/ to /∫/ because both are alike in manner 

of articulation(fricatives) and voicing(voiceless). this is complete assimilation.  

4. ten minutes /ten minits/ = [temminits] the nasal sound /m/ changes /n/ to /m/ because they 

share most of the features(nasal, voiced).this is complete assimilation.  

5. inn-keeper. /in ki:pə/ = [iŋki:pə] the sound /k/ changes /n/ to another nasalized sound/ŋ/ which 

resembles /n/ in manner of articulation(nasal) and voicing (voiced), and /k/ in place of 

articulation(velar). It is partial assimilation.   

    On the other hand, the assimilation in Arabic takes place with just the consonants, only in 

separate words. By this process the assimilated sound overlaps into the next one which is similar 

to it to some extent. The process happens progressively. reasons after assimilation are similarity, 

homogeny,  and approximation  in features between the assimilated sounds. The following 

examples may clarify how does the  process go.  

ٍْ َشبء .1  here quiescent nun assimilated in movent nun to get one stressed nun. This يَُّشبء → يَ

happened because of the similarity between them in all the features. This is partial 

assimilation.  

ٍْ ندَّ .2  this is because.لاو to have assimilated انلاو here quiescent nun is overlapped in يهدَّ → ي

they are approximate in place of articulation(|alveolar) and voicing (voiced). This is complete 

assimilation.  

 as they are ذال and becomes one انرال meetsانٓبء  in this case the  يهٓرنك  → يهٓث ذنك .3

homogeneous in place & manner of articulation (fricatives & dental). This is completel 

assimilation. 

 and this is a طبء to have one stressedانطبء is assimilated with انتبء  as the   ٔدطبئفت  → ٔدث طبئفت  .4

result from the homogeneity  between them in place and manner of articulation( plosives & 

alveolar). This is partial assimilation.  
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ٍْ يبل .5 ًّبل →ي  This is because .ييى to be one stressed انًيى here quiescent nun  is overlapped in ي

of the big similarity between them, manner of articulation (nasals) and voicing (voiced). This 

is complete assimilation.  

 

     4. The Conclusion 

         The recent study has come up with following conclusions: 

4.1. Points of Similarities  

      The points of similarities of assimilation in English with its Arabic counterpart are: 

1. The process in both languages deals with consonants sounds only. 

2. Assimilation happens between two sounds that are found in separate words in the two 

languages. 

3. Assimilation in two languages takes place according to similarity totally or partially in 

features between the assimilated sounds.  

 

4.2. Points of Differences 

       As a result of the current study, the points of differences of assimilation in English with 

its equivalent in Arabic are: 

1. The two languages differ in their way of assimilating sounds, in English the assimilated 

sounds are changed to another sound differs from them whereas in Arabic are 

overlapped with each other to have one sound similar to the second.  

2. English undergoes assimilation in two directions, the progressive and regressive, Arabic 

assimilation happens only progressively. 

 

 References  

1. Bloomer, Aileen, Griffiths, Patric, Merrison, Andrew 

                John. 2005. Introducing Language in Use: A 

                course Book. New York : Roultedge  taylor   

                &Francis Group. 



 

183 
 

2. Cole, Jennifer, Ignacio, Jose Hualde. 2007. Laboratory 

         Phonology. Berlin: Walter de Gruyter. GmbH, Co.  

        KG. 

3. De lacy, Paul. 2007. The Cambridge Handbook of  

              Phonology. Cambridge: Cambridge University 

             Press. 

4. Gimson. A.C..1980. An Introduction to the 

               Pronunciation of  English. London: Edward  

              Arnold(publishers) Ltd. 

5. Katamba, Francis. 1989. An Introduction to Phonology.      

                 London: Longman. 

6. Mc Gregor, William. 2009. Linguistic An Introduction.  

                    New York: Continuum International 

                    Publishing Group. 

7. O'connor. J. d. 1980. Better English Pronunciation. 

                 Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.  

8. Schiller,o.Niels, Meyer,Antjes,. 2003. Phonology & 

                  Phonetics in Language Comprehension &  

   |             Production. Berlin: Mouton de Gruyter.  

9. Tatham, Mark, Morton, Katherine. 2004. Expression in 

               Speech Analysis &Synthesis.  Oxford: Oxford  

               University Press. 

               

 

1

14292008



 

184 
 

2

14282007

3

14272006  

4

2008 

5

14021982  

62007  

  المستخلص 

   

 

 

 


