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Editors’ Note 
 

This international seminar on Language Maintenance and Shift II is a continuation of the previous 

international seminar with the same theme conducted by the Master Program in Linguistics, Diponegoro 

University in July 2011. We do hope that the seminar with this theme can become a yearly program of the 

Master Program in Linguistics, Diponegoro University, as we see that this topic still needs our serious 

attention due to the inevitable impact of globalization on the life of indigenous languages. 

 

We would like to thank the seminar committee for putting together the seminar that gave rise to this 

collection of papers. Thanks also go to the head and secretary of the Master Program in Linguistics 

Diponegoro University, without whom the seminar would not have been possible. 

 

The table of contents lists all the papers presented at the seminar. The first five papers are those presented 

by invited keynote speakers. They are Prof. Dr. Hanna (Balai Bahasa Provinsi Sulawesi Tenggara, 

Indonesia), Prof. Dr. Bambang Kaswanti Purwo (Atma Jaya Catholic University, Indonesia), Dr. 

Sugiyono (Language Center, Indonesia), Peter Suwarno, Ph.D (Arizona State University), and Herudjati 

Purwoko, Ph.D (Diponegoro University).   

 
In terms of the topic areas, there are 33 papers on language maintenance, 24 papers on language learning, 

19 paper on sociolinguistics, 15 paper on pragmatics, 8 papers on discourse analysis, 8 paper on 

morphology, 2 papers on syntax, 2 papers on translation, 1 papers on psycholinguistics, 1 papers on 

phonology, and 1 papers on semantics.  
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Abstract 

 

There are universal aspects in language. Phonology, as the most universal language 

component, has many universal aspects including nasal assimilation. Nasal assimilation is 

the systematic appearance of certain nasals instead of other nasals based on the context in 

monomorphemic or polymorphemic words. The nasal /n/ occurs successively with alveolar 

consonants, the nasal /m/ with labials, the nasal /ɳ/ with velars, and the nasal /ɲ/ with 

palatals. Nasal assimilation mostly occurs regressively. Regressively, nasal assimilation 

tends to occur in monomorphemic and polymorphemic words. In progressive assimilation, it 

tends to occur in a specific phrase structure. This phenomenon can happen across 

languages. 

  

Keywords: nasal, assimilation, universal, monomorphemic, polymorphemic 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

A language branches in two ways, internally and externally. Internally, a language branches into 

phonology, morphology, syntax, and semantics; externally a language branches into sociolinguistics, 

psycholinguistics, applied linguistics, ethnolinguistics, etc. This topic of discussion belongs to the internal 

branch of language particularly phonology.  According to Ratzsch, 2001:3),  

phonology is the study of sound patterns, where sound refers to the auditory effect of 

articulations made by the vocal apparatus during speech, and patterns,  to abstract 

structures that correlate to –they “attract our notice, they grab our attention, they seem in 

varying degrees to somehow fit human processes of cognition, to be sense making, to bear 

intelligibility” 

It can be understood from the quotation that language sounds have patterns in their combination in 

speech. The patterns can also be seen in the assimilation of nasals. 

Language is firstly spoken, written language is secondary. This implies that speaking the 

language is not as important as writing the language. Speaking is a natural process, that is, the speakers do 

not find it difficult to produce the sounds of their language. The process of speaking (producing the 

sounds) runs smoothly, although the process is actually very complex and complicated. This phenomenon 

indicates the existence of many types of processes in language sound production one of which is 

assimilation.   

Assimilation is the process of adjusting a phoneme to the adjacent phoneme either progressively 

or regressively to make the two phonemes run smoothly in speech, and thus get the speakers to produce 

them more easily. A phoneme is like a human being as a social creature. When in context a phoneme has 

to adjust to the environment in terms of the features it has. In the assimilation process, because of the 

meeting of two phonemes, a new phoneme may appear (as in long + -er  longer), a phoneme may 

change (as in stop + ed  stopped), and a phoneme may drop (as in kept + pulling  kept pulling), The 

adjustment occurs to make the speakers produce the combination of consonants or consonant clusters 

more easily and smoothly.  

The assimilation concerning the nasal consonants, commonly called nasal assimilation, is another 

phenomenon. This kind of assimilation involves nasals as the sounds which bear the variations. Nasals 

are the consonants which are produced through the nasal cavity as opposed to oral consonants which are 

produced through the mouth cavity. Different languages have phonemically different number of nasals. 

However, it is possible that although a language has no certain nasals phonemically, phonetically the 

nasals may be found in the language. This occurs because nasals may assimilate to different kinds of 

consonants. Nasal assimilation enables the nasals to appear phonemically (phonemic assimilation) and 

phonetically (phonetic assimilation) based on the adjacent consonants having homorganic characteristics. 
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Nasals commonly appear as a phoneme in monomorphemic words. In this appearance, the nasals 

are chosen in terms of the following adjacent consonants which are typified homorganically based on the 

point of articulation. The different kinds of nasals imply the different kinds of consonants, e.g. the nasal 

/m/ requires the labial consonants especially bilabials /p, b/ to make them be smoothly pronounced or 

produced. This indicates nasal assimilation to happen. The same is true for other nasals. This 

phenomenon can be seen across languages in the world. How do nasals actually assimilate to the 

following adjacent consonants in monomorphemic words? 

In polymorphemic words, nasals appear as a part of affix, usually prefix, to denote negative 

senses, e.g. in- and un-. The nasal /n/ in the prefix changes depending on the following adjacent 

consonants in the initial consonants of the stems. The bound morpheme (prefix) containing the nasal /n/ 

assimilates to the first consonant of the stem forming polymorphemic words. Polymorphemic words are 

the words having more than one morpheme comprising one free morpheme and one or more bound 

morphemes. In this case, nasal assimilation is a matter of choice of nasals. It happens naturally in many 

languages in the world. How do nasals in the bound morpheme actually assimilate to the initial consonant 

of the stem in polymorphemic words?  

The phenomena of nasal assimilation can be seen across languages in the world. Nasal 

assimilation is universal, that is, it occurs similarly in many languages. It so happens because human 

beings as the speakers of the languages share the same speech organs or speech apparatus. Those humans’ 

speech organs work with the same operation and mechanism. This system facilitates the speakers to 

produce their and others’ language sounds similarly, to guess the production of other language sounds, 

and to analyze the language sounds more easily. That the nasal /m/ appears before labials (bilabials) in 

monomorphemic words can be understood in languages in the world such as comb and plump (English), 

lembar and lempar (Indonesian), nyambi and nyampur (Javanese), etc. Does it happens to other nasals. 

This paper is written to answer those probems. However, the discussion of this topic is still a kind of 

preliminary study. A more profound analysis is still required to complete this discussion.  

 

DISCUSSION 

A. Universals in Phonology 

 A language is internally branched into phonology, morphology, syntax, and semantics. Among 

these branches or components, phonology is said to be the most universal language component because it 

is related to human neurobiology (Dardjowidjojo, 2003:238). Phonology is (1) a branch of linguistics 

which studies the sound systems of languages, (2) the study of speech sounds and sound patterns, and (3) 

the study of how sounds structure and function in languages (how the sounds of a language are used to 

convey meanings).  Meanwhile, McMahon (2002:2) explains “phonology is the language-specific 

selection and organization of sounds to signal meanings”.  

Before discussing the assimilatory problems related to nasals, it is better to understand the 

universals in phonology in order that readers can find the fact that there are phonological aspects which 

are shared by the languages in the world. The universals are related to individual phonemes and 

phonemes in combination forming syllables. This understanding can support the idea that nasal 

assimilation is universal, that is, it occurs in languages in the world. Universal aspects of language can be 

used to predict a great many things about the sound systems of languages not previously observed or 

described by linguists. They can also be used to limit phonological inventories, the order of sounds in 

sequence, and the phonological processes. 

All languages in the world have consonants and vowels. The consonants and vowels are 

combined into a larger unit, namely syllable (Howe: 2003:4-5). Related to consonant, the minimal 

consonantal system of language consists of oral (bilabial and dental) and nasal consonants, while 

concerning the vowel, the minimal vocalic system consists of /a/, / u/, and / i /. Then, among the syllables 

which exist in languages, the syllable composed of a single consonant followed by a single vowel (CV) is 

the most universal. These facts of language universal serve as the supporting evidence of the existence of 

universal nasal assimilation. 

 

B. Assimilation and Morphophonemic Changes 

Individual sounds (phonemes) have their own features distinguishing them from others. Each of 

the distinctive features represents a simultaneous activity in the vocal tract during production. When the 

phonemes combine into larger units to form syllables or words, the phonemes tend to adapt to their 

surrounding phonemes so as to make the sequence of the phonemes smooth to produce by the speakers. 
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This implies that a phoneme assimilates to another phoneme when they interact in syllable or word 

structures.  

Assimilation is a common phonological process by which one sound becomes more like an 

adjacent sound. It can be stated further that assimilation is the process of sound (phoneme) change to 

make it similar or the same as another sound (phoneme) adjacent to it. This can occur either within a 

word or between words. In rapid speech, for example, "handbag" is often pronounced [ˈhambag]. When 

it occurs in one morpheme or word, especially when the two sounds adapting to one another are 

actually variants of one phoneme, the process is commonly called similitude or coarticulation where 

one segment influences another to produce an allophonic variation, e.g. in the word behind, the 

voiceless /h/ becomes voiced because it occurs intervocalically or between a vowel and a diphthong. 

The true assimilation is understood as a process in which one phoneme is replaced by another phoneme 

as a result of combining one morpheme with another morpheme.  For example, the phoneme /n/ in the 

prefix “in-“ changes to the phoneme /m/ when the prefix is attached to the word “possible” to form 

“impossible”. 

The above phenomenon indicates the morphophonemic changes. Morphophonemics studies the 

interaction between morphological and phonological processes. Its chief focus is the sound 

changes that take place in morphemes when they combine to form words.  The following are the 

phenomena of morphophonemic changes. 

a. Loss / elision / omission, e.g. He is He’s, last night. 

b. Addition, e.g. solemn [ sol∂m ]  solemnity [ sol∂mnItI ], hymn [ hIm ]  hymnal [ hImn∂l ]. 

c. Vowel change, e.g. apply  application, prefer  preference. 

d. Shift of stress, e.g. prefer  preference, prepare  preparation. 

e. Synthesis (blend), e.g. act [  ækt ] + ion [ j∂n ]  action [  æk∫∂n ]. 

f. Suppletion (irregularity): ox oxen, bad  worse, go  went. 

 

C. Nasal Assimilation  

 Nasal is one of the resonant consonants in the production of which the vocal cords vibrate as a 

result of carrying greater air from the lungs. In addition, nasal is an occlusive consonant produced with a 

lowered velum, allowing air to escape freely through the nose. It is produced similarly to stop consonants 

in terms of its way of production. Both nasals and stops are produced with a complete closure in the 

mouth cavity. In English, the underlying nasals are /m/ and /n/. Unlike them, [ɳ] does not exist as an 

independent segment. Rather it is derived from a sequence of nasal and velar obstruent by the so-called 

Nasal Assimilation.   

Nasal assimilation, also called nasal place assimilation (Marriet, 2001:64), is a phonological 

process by which a nasal becomes more like the following consonant. In  

laits.utexas.edu/phonology/catalan/cat_clusters2  (downloaded at June 10, 2012), it is stated that “nasal 

place assimilation occurs when a nasal phoneme assimilates the place features of another consonant in its 

environment”. In this case, nasal assimilation is like nasal choice based on the environment. Whether it is 

/m/ or /n/ or /ɳ/ to appear in words much depends on the following adjacent consonant. Nasal assimilation 

mostly occurs regressively. 
 

1. Nasal Assimilation in Monomorphemic Words 

 Monomorphemic words are the words having one morpheme, that is, they are the stem words. In 

this part, it will be described the stem words containing nasals in which nasal assimilation occurs.  

a. Nasal Assimilation with Labials 

 Labials are divided into bilabials and labiodentals. When nasals occur in sequence with labials, 

there are two possibilities related to the nasal appearance or choice in terms of the two kinds of labials. It 

is the nasal /m/ which appears in the stem words when the following consonants are bilabials /b/ and /p/. 

Exception to this phenomenon may happen. This phenomenon can be seen in the following examples:  

(1) English : combine, embark, ambulance, membrane, compress, compound, ampere, ample, etc. 

(2) Indonesian : kembali, lambat, umbar, kembung, kampung, timpa, tampil, etc. (exception: tanpa) 

(3) Javanese : ambung, tembang, imbuh, rampung, ampuh, ampil, etc.  

 Meanwhile, when the nasals occur in sequence with labiodentals /f/ dan /v/, it is the nasal /n/ 

which appears in the stem words, although, in certain cases, the quality of the /n/ decreases when it is 

compared with alveolar as the adjacent consonant of nasal. This phenomenon can be seen in the following 

examples in English: confirm, conform, inform, canvas, envy, envelop, etc. Because Indonesian and 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Occlusive
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Consonant
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Soft_palate
http://www.laits.utexas.edu/phonology/catalan/cat_clusters2.html
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Javanese do not commonly use labiodentals in clusters or in sequence with other consonants, it is difficult 

to find the examples of words containing nasal plus labiodentals in sequence or in clusters. 

 

b. Nasal Assimilation with Alveolars  

 Alveolar consonants are produced at the alveolar ridge. Different languages have different 

number of alveolar consonants. The English alveolar consist of /t/, /d/, /s/, /z/, /r/, and the nasal /n/. In 

Indonesian, /t/ tends to be categorized as dental for it is produced on teeth. In addition, Javanese has the 

alveolars <th> and <dh> and the dentals /t/ and /d./ However, they have the same environment as alveolar 

in this context. This suggests that when nasals occur with alveolar consonants as clusters or sequence, it is 

the nasal /n/ which is chosen as it occurs at the same place of articulation. However, the sequence 

between nasal and alveolar is more constant when the alveolar is specified in alveolar stops /t/ and /d/. 

The other alveolar consonants can be flexible, meaning that the nasal which is chosen may not be /n/. In 

another case, in certain languages, the nasal /n/ may also assimilate to other kinds of consonants. This 

phenomenon can be seen from the following examples: 

(1) English :  induce, and, candid, canteen, fantasy, answer, cancel, enzyme, etc. 

(2) Indonesian : tendang, banding, indah, tantang, pintar, lansir, hansip, lancar, hancur, pancing, etc.  

                            (cf. angsur, langsung )   

(3) Javanese : tandang, tandur, mlandhing, kandang, entuk, ontang-anting, lantip, lancip,etc. 

 

c. Nasal Assimilation with Velars 

 Velar consonants are produced at the soft palate or velum. Different languages may also have 

different number of velar consonants. English velars consist of /k/, /g/ and the nasal /ɳ/. This indicates 

that it is the nasal /ɳ/ which appears in sequence with velars as they are produced at the same place of 

articulation. In other words, they are homorganic.  However, exceptions may occur. In Indonesian and 

Javanese, the nasal /ɳ/ is hardly found in sequence with the velar /k/. if it is found in the words, they are 

usually borrowing words. The following are the examples for this phenomenon. 

(1) English : bank, thing, think, long, tongue, finger, twinkle, sing, uncle, syncope, etc. 

(2) Indonesian : bang, sang, angkut, pangkat, tarung, hidung, bank, etc. 

(3) Javanese : kang, lanang, ngantuk, iring, tembung, ilang, abang, etc.   

 

d. Nasal Assimilation with Palatals 

 Since English only has three nasals, namely /m/, /n/, and /ɳ/, it is difficult to find the phenomenon 

of nasal assimilation with palatals in English. A specific phenomenon related to it can be understood from 

the word new especially in British English. For British English speakers, not American English Speakers, 

the word is phonetically assumed to contain the sequence of the nasal consonant /n/ and the palatal /j/, so 

they pronounce the word new as /ɲu:/ which contains nasal palatal. This only occurs in the surface level. 

In contrast, Indonesian and Javanese possess such a nasal palatal /ɲ/ which is richly used in words. For 

examples:  

(1) Indonesian : nyonya, tanya, nyanyi, sunyi, banyak, bunyi, etc.   

(2) Javanese : ganyang, ganyong, kenya, banyol, anyang, etc. 

    

2. Nasal Assimilation in Polymorphemic Words 

 Polymorphemic words are the words which have more than one morpheme at least two 

morphemes. The two or more morphemes usually comprise one free or stem morpheme and one or more 

bound morphemes. Polymorphemic words can also refer to the compound words. In this assimilation, the 

nasals and the other consonants to which the nasals assimilate are separated in different morphemes. 

Speaking generally, they may be separated in different free morphemes. In this context, the nasal is in 

bound morpheme (prefix) and the other consonant is in the free or stem morpheme.     

 Prefix, as a bound morpheme, is an affix which is attached to initial part of the stem. When 

attached to the stem, the prefix /in-/ will interact with the stem. The interaction especially occurs between 

the final sound of the prefix, namely the nasal /n/ and the initial sound of the stem. This is what is referred 

to as assimilation. The nasal assimilation in polymorphemic words is not so different from that in 

monomorphemic words. What is clearly different here is that the nasal and the other consonants adjacent 

to it are in different morphemes, while in monomorphemic words they are in one morpheme. In 

Indonesian, the nasal takes the form of archiphoneme !N! to mediate the real prefix and the stem, while in 

Javanese nasal is treated as one of the prefixes. 
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The changes or the choice of the nasal can be more various than in monomorphemic words for it 

is possible that complete assimilation occurs which does not usually occur in monomorphemic words. 

Another specification for this case is that the nasal in the prefix /in-/ is already certain, namely /n/. In the 

assimilation process in polymorphemic words, the nasal /n/ may not change when it is followed by 

alveolars or dentals or affricates. This phenomenon can be seen in the following examples: 

(1) English : in- + dependent   independent, 

          + definite    indefinite, 

          + tangible   intangible, etc. 

(2) Indonesian : meN-  + dengar  mendengar, 

               + didik   mendidik, 

               + tari   menari (/t/ is deleted), etc. 

(3) Javanese : N-  +   dhangir  ndhangir,  

   damu   ndamu, 

   tandur   nandur (/t/ is deleted), etc. 

 In another context, the nasal /n/ may change to /m/ when it is followed by especially bilabials. 

This can be seen in the following examples: 

(1) English : in- + possible    impossible, 

          + balance    imbalance, etc. 

 (2) Indonesian : meN-  + bongkar  membongkar, 

               + pakai   memakai (/p/ is deleted), etc. 

(3) Javanese : N-  +   babu   mbabu,  

   paku   maku  (/p/ is deleted), etc 

 When the consonant that follows the nasal is velar, the nasal /n/ may change to /ɳ/ based on the 

context as seen in the following examples:   

(1) English : in- + complete    i [ɳk]omplete , 

          + growing    i [ɳg]rowing, etc. 

 (2) Indonesian : meN-  +gambar  me [ɳ]gambar, 

               + kutuk   me [ɳ]utuk (/k/ is deleted), etc. 

(3) Javanese : N-  +   garu   [ɳ]garu,  

   kukur  [ɳ]ukur  (/k/ is deleted), etc 

The phenomena involving the change of /n/ to /ɲ/ occur in Indonesian and Javanese in such examples as 

menyapu and menyita  in Indonesian and nyapu and nyokot in Javanese. The other kinds of consonants, 

e.g. labiodentals, variously and flexibly follow one of the phenomena described above. Complete nasal 

assimilation can be seen in such examples as illegal, irregular, etc. 

CONCLUSION 

 

Many discussions can be done related to phonology, but it is impossible to have a complete discussion for 

even a single topic of phonology in a limited space because phonology is a broad topic of study and 

currently comprises many theories. Phonology, as the most universal language component, has many 

universal aspects one of which is nasal assimilation. Nasal assimilation is a process of  nasal change in 

terms of the adjacent consonants which can occur in monomorphemic and polymorphemic words . In 

monomorphemic and polymorphemic words, the appearance of nasals against other consonants is 

systematic. In monomorphemic words, the nasal assimilation is a matter of nasal choice based on the 

following adjacent consonants. The nasal and the adjacent consonant are in a stem or free morpheme. 

Meanwhile, in polymorphemic words, nasal assimilation is a matter of adjusting the nasal /n/ to itself or 

other nasals based on the context. The nasal /n/ is in the bound morpheme, namely prefix and the adjacent 

consonant is the initial one of the stem. Nasal assimilation mostly occurs regressively. Regressively, nasal 

assimilation tends to occur in monomorphemic and polymorphemic words. This phenomenon can happen 

across languages, e.g. English, Indonesian, Javanese, and other languages. This indicates that nasal 

assimilation is a universal phenomenon. Because of the limited space, the discussion of nasal assimilation 

in this paper is still in the stage of preliminary study. 
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