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Arabic Vowels and Vocoids
Their Characteristics and Distribution

By Raja T. Nasr, Beirut

Basic Assumptions

Two basic assumptions must be made at the outset of this paper.
The first assumption is that Arabic vowels? and vocoids? are those
sounds which, as a group, are produced with the least amount of
friction and/or constriction. The second assumption is that velari-
zation in Arabic phonology is phonemic with respect to the conso-
nants, but phonetic (allophonic) with respect to the vowels.

Characteristics of Vowels and Vocoids

The Arabic vowels?® are six in number. No glides are included
in these vowels. Three of them, however, are geminates (clusters) of
the same vowel. In addition to the six vowels, there are two diph-
thongs (combinations of different vowels). The major vocoids are
seventeen in number. '

Vowels Vocoids Characteristics and examples
fii/ [ii] High front close unrounded.
/fiil/ [fiil] “elephant™.
[ii] High back close unrounded.
/Siin/*¢ [Siin] “China”.
fi] [i] High front open unrounded.
/min/ [min] “from”.
[i] High back open unrounded.

/Sif/ [Sif] “describe” (imp.).

1 Phonemic term.

2 Phonetic term. .
3 These vowels occur in most Literary Arabic dialects, although their distribution

in lexical items may be different. Some colloquial dialects have eight or nine vowels.
¢ Capitals indicate velarization.
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Vowels Vocoids Characteristics and examples

(€] Mid front open unrounded.
/bilmadrasati/ [bilmzdrasaeti(e)]
“in the school”.

(€] Mid back open unrounded.
/biSSiini/ [biSSiini (£)]

“in Chinese”.

[aaf (] Low front close unrounded.
[laa/ [lez] “no™.
[aa] Low central open unrounded.
[SaaRa/ [SaaRo] “he became”.
[a] (=] Low front close unrounded.
[lam/ [lem] “not”.
[] Mid central close unrounded.
[Saffun/ [Saffun] “class”.
Juu/ [uu] High back close rounded.
[suuqun/ [suuqun] “market”.
[u/ [u] High back open rounded.
/huna/ [hunz] “here”.
[o] Mid back close rounded.
/lahu/ [lehu(o)] “for him”.
[aif [i] Combination of [#] and [i].
[baitun/ [beitun] “house”.
[5i] Combination of [5] and [i].
/baiDun/ [bsiDun] “eggs”.
Jau/ [u] Combination of [#] and [u].
[lau/ [leu] “if”.
[5u] Combination of [3] and [u].

Dau’un/ [DsouPun] “light”.

Distribution of Vowels and Vocoids

No vowel occurs in word initial position; if no other consonant
is found preceding the first vowel, the glottal stop /?/ will occur
there. The distribution of the vowels and vocoids in medial and final
positions is given below:

Vowels Vocoids Distributi_on

[iif [ii], [ii] These vocoids occur in complemen-
tary distribution, [ii] appearing
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Vowels Vocoids Distribution

contiguous to velarized consonants
and [ii] appearing elsewhere.

i/ [i], [i] These vocoids occur in comple-
mentary distribution, [i] appearing
contiguous to velarized consonants
and [i] appearing elsewhere.

[e], [E] These vocoids occur in free varia-
tion with [i] and [i] respectively in
final positions only.

[aal [xx], [aa] = These vocoids occur in comple-
mentary distribution, [aa] appear-
ing contiguous to velarized conso-
nants and [e=x] appearing else-
where.

[a/ [=], [3] These vocoids occur in comple-
mentary distribution, [5] appearing
contiguous to velarized consonants
and [=] appearing elsewhere.

Juu/ [uu] This vocoid occurs in all medial and
final positions.
fu/ [u], [o] [u] occurs in all medial and final

positions; [0] occurs in free varia-
tion with [u] in final positions only.

Jai/ [i], [ai] These vocoids occur in comple-
mentary distribution, [si] appear-
ing contiguous to velarized conso-
nants and [«i] appearing else-
where.

Jau/ [®u], [su]  These vocoids occur in comple-
mentary distribution, [ou] appea-
ring contiguous to velarized conso-
nants and [#u] appearing elsewhere.

Conclusion

The characteristics and distribution of Arabic vowels and vo-
coids are illustrative of the realization of the phoneme. An under-
standing of the phoneme and the way it functions in language will
aid analysts in the understanding of Arabic vowels and vocoids.
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Also, conversely, the understanding of Arabic vowels and vocoids
and their distribution will reveal the significance of the phoneme as
the most basic functional unit in language.
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