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ABSTRACT 
    Although no language is better, some impressionistic attributes, like 
beauty, ugliness, harshness, intelligence, prestige, etc., are assigned to 
particular languages. Arabic is no exception to this. Based on the 
researcher's experience abroad and the relevant literature on social 
attitudes towards languages, Arabic is often described as throaty, harsh, 
loud, and violent (Stevens, 2006; Mubarak et al.; W., 2017). The main 
issue of this paper is to examine whether 'loudness' as a negative social 
attitude towards Arabic has any linguistic basis or it is only a biased 
impression. For this purpose, a sociophonetic analysis is carried out to 
examine this social phenomenon in Iraqi Arabic based on the Sonority 
Sequencing Principle. This principle states that sounds rise in sonority 
as they get closer to the syllable peak and decrease as they get away 
from that peak (Al etal.; Y., 2013).      
Methodologically, the paper follows a mixed methods research design, 
analyzing attested data collected from books, articles, and theses. The 
quantitative part of the paper examines in statistical terms whether or 
not the attested cases of syllable onset clusters conform to the Sonority 
Sequencing Principle. In this respect, the results reveal that sonority is a 
reliable theoretical principle for the predictability of syllable onset clusters 
in Iraqi Arabic. The qualitative part of the paper presents a thorough 
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descriptive account of all the possible sonority patterns found In Iraqi 
Arabic, grouped into categories based on Hogg and McCully's (1987) 
sonority scale.  
Keywords:Sociophonetics, Sonority Sequencing Principle, Iraqi 
Arabic 

 المنهج الصهتي الاجتماعي لدراسة مجاميع سهاكن بداية المقطع في المهجة العراقية
 أ.م.د ماجد رسم يهنس

 جامعة بغداد/ كمية التربية ابن رشد لمعمهم الإندانية
 راسم تايه جحجهح أ.م.د

 كمية الامام الكاظم )عميه الدلام(
 الممخص

عمى الخغم من أنو لا يهجج لغة أفزل من أخخى، إلا أن بعض الرفات الانظباعية، مثل     
الجسال، القبح، القدهة، الحكاء، الدسعة، وغيخىا، يتم تعميقيا عمى لغات معيشة. والعخبية ليدت 
استثشاءً من ذلك. بشاءً عمى تجارب الباحث في الخارج والسخاجع ذات الرمة حهل السهاقف 

ة تجاه المغات، تهصف العخبية في كثيخ من الأحيان بأنيا قاسية، عالية، وعشيفة . الاجتساعي
Stevens, 2006; Mubarak et al.; W., 2017 والسدألة الخئيدية في ىحا البحث ىي )

التحقق مسا إذا كانت الجيخية كسهقف اجتساعي سمبي تجاه العخبية ليا أي أساس لغهي أم أنيا 
ليحا الغخض، تم إجخاء تحميل صهتي اجتساعي لفحص ىحه الظاىخة مجخد انظباع متحيد. و 

الاجتساعية في العخبية العخاقية استشادًا إلى مبجأ تدمدل الأصهات الجيخية ويشص ىحا السبجأ عمى 
أن الأصهات تتدايج في قهتيا كمسا اقتخبت من قسة السقظع الرهتي، وتشخفض كمسا ابتعجت عن 

 .تمك القسة
شيجية، يتبع البحث ترسيسًا لأبحاث الظخق السختمظة، ويحمل البيانات السهثقة من الشاحية الس

السجسعة من الكتب والسقالات والأطخوحات. ويفحص الجدء الكسي من البحث بذكل إحرائي ما 
إذا كانت الحالات السهثقة لسجاميع الدهاكن في بجاية السقاطع الرهتية تتساشى مع مبجأ تدمدل 

ا الرجد، تكذف الشتائج عن أن قهة او جيهرة الرهت ىي مبجأ نظخي الرهتيات. وفي ىح
مهثهق لتهقع مجاميع الدهاكن في بجاية السقاطع الرهتية في العخبية العخاقية. ويقجم الجدء 
الشهعي من البحث وصفًا مفرلًً لجسيع الأنساط السحتسمة لمرهتية التي تم العثهر عمييا في 

 Hogg andفئات استشادًا إلى مقياس الرهتية الحي أقتخحو العخبية العخاقية، مجسعة في 
McCully's (1987). 
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1. Introduction 
Sociophonetics is the branch of linguistics that integrates the methods 
and theories of sociolinguistics and phonetics in investigating language 
as a social phenomenon. (Baranowski, 2013, p.1). A social attitude 
towards languages is a worldwide phenomenon, not specific to one 
language variety. It is a sociolinguistic perception of languages, 
assigning them prejudices or emotional reflections such as harshness, 
violence, intelligence, prestige, etc. (Sung, 2016). In this respect, 
Dennis R. Preston (2004) points out that "understanding folk attitudes 
towards ways of speaking contributes to our knowledge of how speech 
can influence… critically important matters" (p. 480).   
The main issue of this paper is to examine whether 'loudness' as a 
negative social attitude towards Arabic has any linguistic basis or it is 
only a biased impression. For this purpose, a mixed-methods research 
design is used to investigate this social phenomenon in Iraqi Arabic from 
the Sonority Sequencing Principle (SSP) perspective. The present paper 
attempts to bridge the gap between the applicability of sonority as a 
universal principle and its violation from a social perspective. It has two 
aims. The first aim is to find out whether or not the confirmed cases of 
syllable onset clusters comply with the cross-linguistic explanatory 
power of the SSP. The second aim is to categorize the socially 
configured sonority patterns these onset clusters reveal in Iraqi Arabic 
by Hogg and McCully's (1987) sonority scale. To this end, the paper 
addresses the following research questions:  
RQ1: Do onset syllable clusters in Iraqi Arabic comply with the Sonority 
Sequencing Principle? RQ2: What are the possible sonority patterns 
found in Iraqi Arabic? 
The paper is structured as follows: Section Two provides a theoretical 
background on the concepts of Sonority and Iraqi Arabic. The 
methodology, along with data collection and analytical procedures, are 
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presented in Section Three. Section Four presents and discusses the 
results, which are interpreted in the light of the framework outlined in the 
previous section.  
2. Theoretical Background 
2.1. The Sonority Sequencing Principle 
 In phonetics, sonority is associated with the perceptual quality of 
loudness. Crystal (2003, p.423) defines sonority as the relative 
loudness of segments compared to others similar in pitch, stress, and 
duration. In chest pulse theory, sonority is associated from an 
articulatory perspective with pulmonic air pressure and, hence, in the 
identification of syllables (Giegerich, 1992, p.132). Based on this 
standpoint, the syllable nucleus is intrinsically more sonorous than 
syllable margins, and this provides an accurate distribution of segments 
in syllables.  
Some approaches to sonority go beyond the phonetic binary opposition 
between sonorant and non-sonorant sounds and provide different 
possibilities based on speakers' variations. In this regard, As-Sammer 
(2016, p. 26) summarizes the hierarchical sonority routes of sounds in 
related literature as follows: "low vowels≻ mid vowels ≻high vowels ≻ 
lateral approximant ≻ nasals ≻ voiced fricatives ≻ voiceless fricatives 
≻voiced plosives ≻ voiceless plosives ( After, Ladefoged, 1993); low 
vowels ≻ mid vowels ≻high vowels (and glides)≻ flaps ≻ laterals ≻ 
nasals ≻ voiced fricatives ≻ voiceless fricatives ≻ voiced stops ≻ 
voiceless stops (After Hogg and McCully, 1987)." A similar investigation 
of a suprasegmental feature is the analysis of juncture by Awad, R. and 
Yousif, S.  (2020). 
In this paper, Hogg and McCully's (1987) sonority scale, as shown in 
Figure (1) below, is adopted since this scale is the most comprehensive 
and widely used model in sonority-based phonetic research. The use of 
the model in the present paper is to describe and rank the patterns of all 
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possible onset syllable sequences found in Iraq Arabic and provide 
conclusions as to whether these onset patterns converge or diverge 
from the universal implication of sonority routes described by the model. 
Apart from the Sonority Sequencing Principle, divergence from the 
model occurs in two instances described as Sonority Reversals and 
Sonority Plateaus. Although the SSP expresses the norm of sound 
distributions in syllables based on their relative loudness to adjacent 
segments, it is violated in two manners. "First, two segments in a margin 
may have the same sonority, known as sonority plateaus. Second, the 
more peripheral in the onset or coda may have higher sonority than a 
segment closer to the nucleus; such aberrant sonority profiles are known 
as reversals" (Carlisle, 2008, cited in As-Sammer, 2016, p.12). 
 

 
Figure (1) Hogg and McCully's (1987) Sonority Index 
2.2. Iraqi Arabic  
In their sociolinguistic situations, Arabic-speaking countries are 
characterized by two distinct language varieties: Modern Standard 
Arabic (MSA) and Vernacular (Maamouri, 2005, p.1). The former is 
limited to official communication settings, primarily written. Meanwhile, 
the latter is the everyday spoken language used mainly in informal 
settings, named vernacular or colloquial (ibid). In this respect, Iraqi 
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Arabic (IA) refers to the spoken colloquial Arabic used in Iraq. According 
to Wallace (2004, p.3), IA's sound system does not differ much from 
MSA in the consonantal system. However, much complexity is found in 
the number of vowels. The table below presents an inventory of the IA 
segmental phonemes. There are thirty-eight consonants in IA, and 
these consonantal segments can be described according to the three 
parameters of voicing, place of articulation, and manner of articulation. 
There are more consonant sounds in IA than in English. Some sounds 
are quite unlike anything in English, while others are, in some respect, 
like certain English sounds. Table (1) below presents IA consonants. 

 
Table (1) The Consonant System of Iraqi Arabic  
(After Wallace, 2004, p. 87) 
As for the vowel sounds, the IA vowel system is composed of five long 
vowels, four short vowels, and several vowel/semivowel combinations 
called diphthongs. All vowels in IA have a much more comprehensive 
range of variation than in English. Within this range, the precise 
phonetic quality of a given vowel depends upon its position in the word 
and the nature of the adjacent consonant sounds. Short vowels are 
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shorter in actual time of duration than longer vowels and may also differ 
from them in quality. On the other hand, diphthongs in IA are sequences 
of a short or long vowel and a semivowel (w or y) in the same syllable 
(For more details, see Shaymaa, S. & Rezqallah, M. 2021). There are 
four common diphthongs (ibid, p.26). The vowel system of IA is 
presented and described in tables (2) and (3) below:  

 
Table (2) pure vowel system in Iraqi Arabic 
(After Wallace, 2004, p.87) 

 
Table (3) diphthong vowel system in Iraqi Arabic 
(After Wallace, 2004, p.87) 
In Iraqi Arabic, the structure of the syllable includes an obligatory vowel 
and an optional consonant at the margins as follows: CV, CVV, CVC, 
CVVC, CVCC and CVVCC (Holes, 2004), where C and V represent a 
consonant and a vowel respectively. 
3. Methodology 
This is a mixed-methods research to investigate syllable onset clusters 
in Iraqi Arabic from the perspective of the SSP. According to Creswell et 
al. (2003, p.212), mixed-methods research combines quantitative and 
qualitative methodologies to investigate a particular research problem. 
The justification for using this research design is to provide an in-depth 
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account of the topic under investigation. This paper aims to support the 
quantitative results with a thorough description of the nature of its 
statistics. Hence, a qualitative description of all the possible social 
configurations of sonority patterns exemplifying the statistical results 
arrived at. This research is based on data from books, articles, theses, 
and dictionaries. This type of data collection can be used in sonority 
research. In this regard, Al Tamimi, and Al Shboul (2013) cited many 
researchers who employed such data in their research, such as 
Kambusziy and Serish (2006), who based their analysis of vowel 
epenthesis in the Persian CVCC syllable on dictionary data and 
Orzechowska and Wiese (2011) who used dictionaries in their 
investigation of the phonotactics of German initial clusters.  
Regarding data analysis, all data were transcribed by the researcher and 
then assessed against Hogg and McCully’s (1987) Sonority Scale to be 
placed on their appropriate ranks. After that, a description of all the 
possible categories and subcategories of sonority patterns in terms of 
sonority conformity, reversals, and sonority plateaus is provided.  
4. Results and Discussion 
As checked against Hogg and McCully's (1987) sonority scale, the 
results reveal that the data fall into three main groups: Conformity, 
sonority reversals, and sonority plateaus. Quantitatively, the frequency of 
occurrences of these sonority patterns was as follows: 142 for 
Conformity, forming 71% of the total data; 38 for sonority reversals, with 
19% and 20 for sonority plateaus, with 10%, as demonstrated in Fig. 2 
below. 
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Fig. 2 Percentages of Sonority Patterns 
The quantitative results reveal that the sonority conformity pattern is the 
most frequent in the data, forming 71%. The second higher occurrence 
is recorded for reversals sonority pattern, forming 19%. The lowest 
statistics are recorded for the sonority plateaus pattern, forming 10%. 
These numbers answer the first research question. It clearly shows that 
syllable onset clusters of IA comply with the universal applicability of the 
SSP. This entails that 'loudness' as a negative social attitude assigned 
to Arabic has no linguistic justification. Most of the sonority patterns 
revealed by the results show a general low to high sonority trend that 
characterizes most languages and accents. In this regard, the social 
impressions of accents rely not on linguistic evidence but on other social 
parameters.  
The paper's qualitative aspect reveals various major and sub-major 
sonority patterns. This provides a vivid picture of the complexity and 
versatility of these patterns in Iraqi Arabic. However, the patterns do not 
surface equally, whereby Conformity is featured as the most recurrent 
pattern, whereas reversal is regarded as a more serious departure from 
the sonority sequencing Principle. The following tables provide a 
thorough qualitative description of the sonority patterns in Iraqi Arabic, 
as the data under analysis reveal. 
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1. Sonority Conformity Pattern 
This unmarked sonority pattern is found to fall into six major patterns: 1) 
voiceless fricative + consonant, 2) voiced fricative + consonant, 3) 
voiced stop +consonant, 4) voiceless stop + consonant, 5) affricates 
+consonant, and 6) nasal + consonant, and flap + consonant as shown 
in table 4 below.  
Sonority Pattern Examples 
voiceless fricative + 
consonant 

snoon (teeth) ; syoof (swords); śboor (pl.little fish) 

voiced fricative + 
consonant 

śmakh (big head); ðyabә (wolves); khwan (brothers); 

voiced stop +consonant blade (original); dmooâ (tears); bšarә (good news) ; 
qrood (monkeys) 

voiceless stop + 
consonant 

tlool(hills); tfal (spitting); kraâ (feet ) 

affricates +consonant Čmağ (headcover); čmalә (in addition) 
nasal + consonant mrayә (mirror); mlooħә ( salinity); mrad ( wish) 
Table (4) Sonority Conformity Patterns  
2. Sonority Reversals Patterns  
As shown in Table 5 below, a few cases reference sonority reversals. 
This sonority pattern is found to include the following categories:1) 
voiceless fricative+ consonant; 2) voiced stop+ consonant; 3) voiced 
fricative + consonant; 4) glide+ consonant 5) nasal+ consonant   
Sonority Patterns Examples 
voiceless fricative+ voiced stop  
 

sbēnağ (spinach), sbanә (spanner), sbuâŧēâēš 
(seventeen);  hdәâәš (eleven) 

voiced fricative + voiced stop bŧoon (stomachs); ŧbarә (axes); gboor (tombs)  
 

Glide + voiceless fricative lsan (tongue lħaf (blanket nšaɫ-ɫә(God willing) 
voiceless fricative +affricates ħčayә (talk) 

 
voiced stop+ voiceless stop btisamә (smile) 
Table 5 Sonority Reversals Patterns 
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3. Sonority plateaus patterns 
 As shown in Table 6 below, sonority plateaus can be grouped into two 
patterns: voiceless fricative + voiceless fricative and voiced fricative 
+voiced fricative, as exemplified below  

Sonority pattern Examples 

voiceless fricative + 
voiceless fricative 

sfәnij (sponge shal(diarrhea) ħsēn 
(personal name ħΘalә (food leftovers 
fsēfis (turkey),šhoor(months) kšaš(hay 

voiced fricative +voiced 
fricative 

śboor (pl.little fish) śkhoonә (fever), 
śkham (soot âzaz(pl.dear)) śğar (pl. 
little; sma zğeiroon (little ; small),ll 
gboor (tombs) âđam (bones) 

Table 6 Sonority Plateaus Patterns   
5. Conclusions  
 The present paper advances the argument that the sonority 
principle can be applied to investigate social attitudes toward languages 
and provide fruitful interdisciplinary areas for investigation. The paper 
provides a fresh perspective on the relationship between sociolinguistics 
and phonetics. In this respect, the analysis demonstrates that the 
universal applicability of the sonority principle can predict syllable onset 
clusters in Iraqi Arabic. This is reflected in the frequency and 
percentages of the sonority patterns revealed by the results: 71% for 
Conformity, 19 for reversals, and 10% for plateaus. The results show 
that 'loudness' as a negative social attitude towards Arabic has no 
linguistic basis. This attitude is based on other social factors and not 
linguistic ones. Qualitatively, Iraqi Arabic exhibits major and sub-major 
sonority patterns, demonstrating their distribution In Iraqi Arabic.  
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