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Abstract

One of the ways new words enter the world's languages is borrowing.
Through this phenomenon, a word from the donor language enters the
recipient language due to language contact. Due to differences in
phonotactics and the various phonological rules that govern
languages, loanwords undergo changes during this transfer to adapt to
the structure of the recipient language. Arabic loanwords, likewise,
must undergo the filtering of the Russian phonological system in order
to be incorporated, so as to conform to its phonotactic and
phonological rules. In this research, the process of lenition in Arabic
loanwords in Russian language has been examined within the
framework of Optimality Theory. The data for this descriptive-
analytical study have been extracted from the "Dictionary of Foreign
Words in Russian” compiled by Spirkin and his colleagues. The
results of the study show that out of 149 loanwords examined, which
were extracted through complete sampling, 29 words have undergone
various types of lenition processes: spirantization, voicing,
degemination, and deletion. In a general overview, the Russian
language employs two strategies: deleting the foreign consonant or
replacing it with the closest consonant available in Russian in terms
of place of articulation.

How to cite this article:
Moradi, M. Navidi-Baghi, S. (2026). Lenition in Arabic Loanwords Borrowed into Russian Language; the Optimality
Theory Framework. Journal of Linguistics & Iranian Languages, 11(2), 67-88. doi:
https://doi.org/10.22099/jlil.2026.56534.1491

Keywords:

Russian language
Arabic language
Borrowing
Lenition
Optimality Theory

COPYRIGHTS ©2026 The author(s). This is an open access article distributed under the terms of the Creative
Commons Attribution (CC BY-NC 4.0), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, as
long as the original authors and source are cited. No permission is required from the authors or the publisher.

Introduction

" Corresponding author


https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6652-227X
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7575-7268
DOI:
mailto:m.moradi@atu.ac.ir
mailto:s.navidi@saadi.shirazu.ac.ir

Lenition in Arabic Loanwords Borrowed Moradi & Navidi-Baghi

Over time, languages inevitably undergo changes due to the various economic, political, and
cultural interactions among countries, and these changes affect their lexical systems. Language
contact can lead to the transfer of linguistic elements from the donor language into the recipient
language. Loanwords undergo modifications owing to differences in phonotactics and the
diverse phonological systems governing languages. Arabic loanwords, too, must pass through
the filter of the Russian phonological system in order to enter Russian and conform to its
phonological rules.

In this study, the phonological processes of lenition during the borrowing of lexical items
from Arabic into Russian have been examined. Lenition is a type of sound change that affects
consonants and makes them more similar to vowels. The greater the constriction of a consonant,
the stronger it is, and the lesser the constriction, the weaker that consonant is (Naghzguye
Kohan, 2025/1404: 245).

The present study seeks to answer the following questions:
1.  What lenition changes have Arabic loanwords undergone in the phenomenon of borrowing
in Russian?
2. What strategies has the Russian language adopted in encountering Arabic loanwords?

Materials & Methods

In this descriptive-analytical study, Arabic loanwords entering the Russian language were
extracted from the Dictionary of Foreign Words in Russian, 7th edition, published in 1984,
authored by Spirkin and colleagues. They were then compared with the original words in
Arabic, and the phonetic changes made to the words were carefully recorded. The types of
lenition processes, including spirantization, voicing, degemination, and deletion, were
identified in the changes that occurred in 29 loanwords and were described and analyzed within
the framework of Optimality Theory.

Research Background: Al-Kadimi (2010) studied the semantics and etymology of Arabic
loanwords entering Russian; Bakhtiyarova and Fatkullina (2015) examined loanwords in the
lexical system of Russian; Moradi and Ghorbani-Madavani (2020) investigated the category of
semantic specification in Arabic loanwords in Russian; Reztsova (2011) provided a thematic
classification of Arabic loanwords in Russian; Bakhtiyarova (2016) explored the phonetic
aspect of Arabic loanwords entering Russian and phonetic assimilation in Arabic loanwords
entering Bashkir; Moradi (2022) studied types of deletion processes in Arabic loanwords in
Russian; and Kambouziya and Hashemi (2015/1394) examined the phonological adaptation of
vowels in Arabic loanwords in Persian.

This study investigates lenition processes in Arabic loanwords in Russian within the
framework of Optimality Theory.
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Results & Discussion

This section introduces a number of the loanwords examined in which various lenition
processes—including spirantization, voicing, degemination, and deletion—are attested.
Subsequently, employing Optimality Theory, the study analyzes and explains the cause of the
occurrence of lenition processes.

A) Spirantization (5 loanwords): This process results from the effort-minimization
constraint LAZY. The faithfulness constraint IDENT][voice] opposes this constraint and
prevents changes in voicing. Opposing this process is the faithfulness constraint IDENT[cont],
which prevents any change in the [continuant] feature—this is the anti-spirantization constraint.
For example, the word "sLw5I" (al-kimiya) is examined in Tableau (1). The constraint ranking
is as follows:

1) LAZY >> IDENT[voice] >> IDENT[cont]

Tableau (1)
Input: LAZY IDENT[voice] IDENT [cont]
a. [alkim’ija] *1
b. = [alxim’ija] *
c. [algim’ija] *1

B) Voicing (one loanword): The word "< s« (as-sumu:t) became "azimut" in Russian. In
this process, the voiceless fricative /s/ in Arabic changed into the voiced fricative /z/—that is,
the voicing of /s/ between two vowels and its change to /z/. Since producing a voiced consonant
requires less articulatory effort, we are dealing here with the effort-minimization constraint
LAZY. On the other hand, the faithfulness constraint of voicing works against the effort-
minimization constraint.

2) LAZY >> IDENT][voice]

Tableau (2)

Input: /?assumu:t/ LAZY IDENT[voice]
a. [asimut] fall
b. = [azimut]

C) Degemination (8 loanwords): Among the examples of degemination in loanwords,
[nabob] has been examined through two methods: the Obligatory Contour Principle (OCP) and
the effort-minimization principle, of which only the latter is mentioned here. An effort-
minimization constraint LAZY causes the removal of gemination, and opposing it is the
gemination faithfulness constraint, defined as IDENT][cont]. Additionally, the constraints
ONSET and *COMPLEX are involved in selecting the optimal candidate.

3) LAZY >> ONSET >> *COMPLEX [onset,coda], IDENT[GEM]
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Tableau (3)
Input: /nuw.wab/ LAZY ONSET *COMPLEXgnset *COMPLEXcda IDENT[cont]
a. = [na.bob] *
b. [nab.6b] *| *
c. [na.bbob] *| *
d. [nab.bob] fall
e. [nabb.ob] *1 * *

D) Deletion (15 loanwords): Various types of initial, medial, and final deletion were
observed in these loanwords, of which only one case of medial deletion is examined here. In
the word "<l=3" (/6aS.lab/), since the pharyngeal consonant "g" /§/ does not exist in Russian, it

was deleted from the word. Candidates created by replacing the absent consonant with adjacent
Russian consonants are also penalized by the NOCODA constraint. Since vowel raising itself
is in line with the principle of effort-minimization, the candidate [salab] is penalized by the
LAZY constraint, although it satisfies the vowel-lowering faithfulness constraint IDENT[low].
4) LAZY >> NOCODA >> IDENT[low] >> MAX-10

Tableau (4)
Input: /6aS.lab/ LAZY NOCODA IDENT[low] MAX-10
a. v [sa.lib] * *
b. [sa.lab] *) b
c. [sax.lab] *) *
d. [sag.lab] *) *

Conclusion

This study examined various types of lenition processes in Arabic loanwords in Russian within
the Optimality Theory framework. The results showed that out of 149 loanwords examined, 29
underwent various lenition processes: spirantization (5 cases), voicing (1 case), degemination
(8 cases), and deletion (15 cases). The changes in the data were described and explained using
various markedness and faithfulness constraints of Optimality Theory. An examination of these
constraints shows that the effort-minimization constraint LAZY plays the most important role
in consonant lenition in loanwords, taking priority over faithfulness constraints. However, if
the output resulting from effort-minimization is homonymous with a frequently used Russian
word, that output is penalized by the anti-homonymy constraint ANTI-IDENT, and another
non-homonymous candidate is selected as optimal. Overall, the results of the data analysis
within Optimality Theory show that Russian, when encountering foreign consonants in Arabic
loanwords, uses two strategies: first, replacing them with the closest Russian consonant; second,
deleting the foreign consonant, provided the resulting word does not violate Russian’s linguistic
and phonological constraints.
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