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JORKING PAPER
Comparative Study of the Romanization of the Arabic Alphabet
Prepared by J. Breu, Austria, Chairman of
The Working Group on a Single Romanization System

I. Description of the Arabic alphabet and its peculiarities:

1. The Arabic alphabet is used for writing Arabic, the na-
tioral language of many countries in North Africa and south-
western Asia, belonging to the Semitic group of languages,

2,The Arabic alphabet - together with other alphabets of the
group of Semitic scripts - is defective in 80 far as normal-
ly only consonants are written. The reader has to find cut
for himself which vowels to pronounce in a given written
text, Only exceptionally wocalised texts are printed,
Arabic texts run from right to left,

3. Many Arabiec characters have special shapes in different
positions within a word; initial, medial, and final. In
many czses there exist further forms for isolated charac-
ters.,

IX. General problems of the romanization of the Arabic alphabet:

l. Some Arabic characters are pronounced in different ways in
different Arabic countries,

2, It is usual with all romanisations of unvocalized texts to
insert Roman vowel letters for the miseing Arabic vocali-
zation,

3. The difficulty of the different shapes of the characters,
ligatures and many specific spelling regu'ations make it
impossible for a person not conversant with the Arabic
languaje to romanize Arabic texts or reconstruct the ori-
ginal Lrabic text from a romanized text,

III. Comparison and evaluation of important existing romanizationsg

1. Resclution 12 of the lst Conference of the United Nations
on the Standardization of Geographical Names
nad>ting the romanization system currently being employed in
the transliteration of names for official romanized maps
of some Arabdic-speaking countries, such as Libya and Saudi
Areabia,
noting further the different romanization system beiny usad
in thrae current mapping of other Arabic-speaking countries,
sucl as Lebanon and Syria,
recognizing the variety of systems being used in othar
Arabic-speaking countries,
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racommends that those Arabic-speaking countries which
intend to produce romanized maps or gazetteers for
official use investigate the possibility of agreeing

on a single system for the romanization of Arabic geo-
graphical names for official use in all Arabic-speaking
countries, or alternatively, if a single romanization
system mwovaes to be impracticable, that the use of two
systems only be considered, one based on the French
system of transliteration and the secend on the English,

In the circular no. 4 of the Austriar Member were enclosed
romanizations as they have been actually used in the

me>ping of Egypt, Jordan, Syria, Lebanon, Algeria, Tunisia,
Morocco, and Libya. Since these romanizations are more or
less similar to the BGN/PCGN system on the one hand or to
the IGIHF system on the other according as the prevailing
foreign languages are English or French it is not necessary
to reproduce them once more. Copies of this '"mational" ro-
manizatiors have been distributed not only to all members

of our group but also to the Cartography Section of the UN.

In the meantime the aexpert of the Arabic division has con-
tacted authorities im the various Arabic countries witi a view
to imyle.aenting resolution 12 of the Geneva conference.

The result of this endeavours has been the "Conférenco
rézionale des pays Arabes pour la nomalisation des noms
géographiques", Beyrouth 1971. On the following two pajzes
a report of this conference is reproduceds
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Rapport du Lt.Col M.Z . AYOUB{

Sur la conférence régionale des pays Arabes pour la nor-
malisation des noms géographiques.

Lieu : Beyrouth entre le 23 et le 31 AoGt 1971 Palais de |*Unesco.

Délégations: Secrétariat Général de la ligue arabe.
Palestine - Liban - Jordanie - Tunisie - lmaq = Syrie - Arabie Séoudite -
Yemen - Egypte - Lybie - Soudan - Abou Dhabi et Dubai.

Ordre du Jour: 1 - Adoption des listes des noms géographiques des pays membres en arabe.

2 - Etablissement d'un systame unique de romanisation des:noms géographi-
ques arabes.

3 - Etude des modifications apportées par Isra¥l & la toponymie des terri -
toires arabes occupés.

4 - Etude de la possibilité d'étoblissement d'un atlas des pays arabes conte -
nant les noms géographigues en caractéres arabes et latins.

& - Etude de |I'election d'un expert arabe joinant le groupe d'expert pour la
nomalisation des noms géographiques au sein du Conseil Economique et
Social des Nations Unies.

6 - Chotx d'un plan arabe unique aux réunions de la 2ame conférence In-
temationale sur la nomnalisafion des noms géographiques.

B - Travaux occasionnels.

Programme :  Le 23 - Overture

Le 24 - Commissions

Le 25 - Excursion au Nord du Liban = visite du Président de la République -
des Cadres.

Le 26 - Commissions

Le 27 - Excuwiipn au Sud du Liban - Sidon - Chateau de Beaufort, Tyr.

Le 28 - Commissions

Le 30 - Commission du Rapport final.

Le 31 - Fin de la conférence.

La conférence a approuvé la composition de 3 commissions pour exécuter les
points de |'ordre du jour.

1 - Commission d'étude des listes des noms géogrmaphiques présentées par les
pays arabes.

2 - Commission de la Palestine et des territoires arabes occupées.

3 - Commission du tranefart de noms géogrphiques arabes en carmcteres latins.

kel e
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J'i été élu président de la deuxidme commission.

Eecommgldﬁiom Fiﬂl_gs_g

1 -

3 -

renvoi des listes pour révision et complétement contenant:

a - Les noms géographiques physiques importants,

b - Les noms géographiques humains imporfants comporfant:
Divisions administratives : villes = villages - localité importantes -
canaux - bassins - puits - nom des tribus - ressources soutermines -
Sites touristiques historiques et stratégiques.

Ces listes doivent comporter le nom officiel en arabe classique et le nom
local avec les signes diacritiques arabes.,

Noms anciens si possible, population et le nom écrit en caracteres latins
selon le systéme éxabli par la conférence régionale.

Ces noms doivent &tre classés suivant |’ordre de |%alphabet arabe dans des
tableaux & titre d*exemples (4 mbleaux).

Alphabet (voir en annexe) le systéme définitif adopté pour les pays amabes

4 - Vérification de la liste des noms géographiques et leur lbcalisation sur

carte de la Palestine au 1/250.000.

Etablissement de ko carte du 1/1.000,000 de chaque pays arabe en ca-
rchires arabeset latins avgnt la cession de lo 2ame conférence intematio-
nale de Londres.

L'union des géographes aroles va proposer pour le groupe arabe un expert
qui sera représenté & la 22me conférence, intemationale.

Plan arabe face & Isra®l qui modifie graduellemumr les noms géogrmaphiques
arabes par des noms hébreux.

Plainte des nations arabes contre Ism®l au Secrétariat des Nations-Unies
par ses modifications injustes et inhumaines des noms géographiques et sur-
tout les noms de lieux de cultes.

Recommg_rlchﬁons ﬁg!néml_e_s_ :

Les listes dsnoms géogmphiques doivent tre envoyées au secrétariat de la
ligue arabe dans un délai ne dépassant pas le fin de |'année 1971

Lo conférence recommande |'adoption des chiffres arabes et le systeme dé-
cimal pour les degrés ,altitudes, distances.

Les noms géographiques de renommée mondiale doivent figurer entre paren -
theses & c8té de nom prononcé en arabe littéraire.

Lo conférence recommande & la ligue arabe d'établir un atlas thématique des
pays arabes en caractaregmmabes et romains selon les listes officielles des pays
membres.Cet arlas sem conglildéré comme un document intemational concer-
nant les pays arabes .
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5. The regional conference of the Arabic countries adopted
a "Transliteration of Arabit Geographical Nameés to
Latin Alphabet" which is reproduced on the following
4 nages:




Transliteration of Arabic Ceog. Names to Latin Al phabet (1)
)
: |
Arabic consonants l : Examples
Arabi | N ' Tra.nsliteratio% )
abic ame i
] | . . .
Lettar } of Letter | : Arabic Word J' transliteration
, ]
| | ! |
| 1 Alef ; A | Jeo! | Arbil
- bé = : L l Bahba
< l té ! T | JCE tadmir
e , thé n ' )62 | Inerthar
> ! hé | H | o~ l Hims
& , kné Kb | s | Kkhaybar
v dal $E D ; plbv l Demman
J ! Dzal DH olen o ; Dhahban
3 | ra R C‘J Rafah
3 i Zafn | Z | o | zabid
e i Sine - S | ‘L | Sina’
o | Shine { Sh et ShibIn
» | Sad | S o Safad
P l Dad ' D l b Dabah
g8 Tah : T Ul : tanta
£ | Zhan 2 olrb ZAhran
¢ Aln ? | L , élkka
Sy I | s | Ire
- 5 € -
o...nJl.,& U olbs I Unan
' S L I | c alelay ) Balabsak
"‘..ﬂ“_k.., | |
¢ |
5_- | Ghaln ' Gh “J—'lli | GhadIr
Fé F I ' Fallujah
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b- Vowels and Diphthongs and Special Marks :

T
Arabic Vowels and Diphthongs ° _ . : Example
! Transliteration
1 T m, : =
Arabic letter; Name of lettek ! Arabic Word ° %‘:irg?slltera
C ! 3 : -
'
(*) ¢! = Hamza ' d ;2 LS : Karbla
. ! ! P-4
_ : _ ! K 10 J—y ! Bi’r
]
. ' ' .
(= ) el 1 Fatha P A | L ! Tall
! i , !
]
¢ ,) oS . Kesra S ¢ ! ey : Irbid
. ! !
. 3 ] ! !
( > ) &'\ Domma .U ' ol Al Quds
. . o : ! - ! 1 -
SV asill ) pathan ang i Cudicy o ped Al
( 1+ ) Alef ' ! :
Wi, yeora e v6 ! T ! wvad! ' A1 MagTnah
( & ) ! 1 | !
,yl).'..".Jl ! Damma and Waw ! T 1 g — !_S_ﬁR
! a 3
] ’ ’ ]
. ' ] .
_ Ta ¢ ! _
sbye 12Ul 1 4o rbouta 't H t  ~=La ! Musratan
| L - v -
@ ! Ta Marbouta | ! b
) ebyadl el 1 in the : 6 : NS, y Birket as-

- _S).ll‘l J1 ‘;’ compound Saba

sentence ! ¥
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( Iy

) t
b Solar | Lunar | Example
Letters ! Letters : Arabic Transliteration
1l
||
! : |
L 4 ] | : as- Sayyidah
) as u-" : |
| . = | -
ash L;\ : : s, : ash - Sharigah
! | J
) ! [
| ' :
: - : ==l sava
| -
| m——e— ) | sob—' | 41 waas
| |
}
l |
| | |
I ’ I
) |
| |
j ' !
' |

)

held in Beirut from Aug. 23 to Mg. 31, 1971.

£1) As agreed upon in the Seminar on Geographic Arabic names




6. The following page contains a comparative table of the
outstanding romanizations of t’.e Arabic alphabet.
First column: Arabic characters, 2nd column: promounciation
in the phonetic script of the International Phonetic Asso-
ciation, 3rd - 8th columns: romanizations. ISO = romani-
zation of the Intermational Organization for Standardization,
PI = romanization of the Instruktionen der alphabetischen
Kataloze der preuBischen Bibliothcken, IGNF = Principes
de translittération de 1' arabe en caractére latins, ed.
IGN®, LC = romanization of the Library of Congress, BGl =
BGN/PCGN romenization, AC = romanization of the Beyrout
conference of the Arabic countries.

The table is confined to the 28 characters of the Arabic

alp:ebet and disregards fastnotes specifying altaernatives

and the often complicated iaustructions for romanizing

further Arcbic symboss. This restriction is technically
necessary because it is impossible to represent all these
complications on a single sheet of paper of the given size,and be
oauoe a1 the other hand these details are not essential for
Judging the merits and drawbacks of the various romaniza-

tion.o
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~Romanization of the Arabic Alphabet, Comparative Table

. API IS0 PI IGNF LC BGN AC
| Q,a: omit omit,"’ omit omit omit a
) b b b b b b b
() t t t t t t t
¥ 6 t t th th th th
(& dx < & 3, dJ j j j
T F b h h h ; :
7 x h h kh kh kh kh
2 d d d d d d
3 3 d d dh dh dh dh
V) r r T r r r r
) Zz z z Z Z p A 4
o S s s S, Ss s s s
bﬂ’ J s s ch sh sh sh
Y S s s G s b )
> g ; 5 : ; ? d
et ; e : ; ! s
=R x ’ 1 : % zh
é S N ¢ omit ¢ ‘ ‘
E, Y « ' ¢h gh gh gh
3 s f £ f f f f
N q q | a q 1 q
) Kk Kk Kk k k k
J 1 1 1 1 i 1 1
r‘ m m m m m m m
(& n n n n, ne n n n
o n h h h h h h
J w,u w w ou w w w
(_g s a b4 J v, 1, 1 v y y
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7. We easily distinguish different groups of romanizations.
PI, used by the libraries of the German speaking countries,
and ISO are almost identical. They are transliterationswhich
represent each Arabic character by a single Roman letter.
In order to achieve reversibility they have to use a great
deal of diacritics. Both follow a more or less established
usaze of intermational linguistics. LC and BGN constitute
another group of romanizations. They too are almost iden-
tical. They follow partly English spelling conventions,
e.g. th, y, but use nevertheless a great number of dia-
critics. The cedilla of BGN can be more easily applied in
typwritingz than the dot under the characters of LC. The
Arabic countries saw two ways befor them. Either to adopt
2 romenizations, one on English lines, the other on a
French patter:. or to work out a new sinzle romanization
for the whole Arabic spcaking area. They chose the second
way. The resulting AC follows in some details the 3GN
exesmple. Formal advantages of AC: I: can easily be typed
and printed. Underlining is the only means to differentiate
the basic Roman letters. Disadvantage: Many diagraphs.

IGIT? shows some French spelling peculiarities e.g. ch, ou,
and uses almost as many diacritics as the "English" romani-
z=tions. The alternatives j or dj, s or ss, d or z, n or

ne are remarkable. Nevertheless all of the romanization
shcvm on the comparative table can be classified as transli-
toratiors, although none of them in the strictest sensec of
the word.

IV. Practical proposals for acceptance by the 2nd UN Conference
on the Standardization of Geographical Names:

The direction has been shown by resolution 12 of the Geneva
confererce. The lst conference asked the Arabic countries to
take the ezl in this matter. Therefore the 2nd conference
has in AC a fi-m basis for discussion. There are still some
importsnt questions to be answered. How many Arabic countries
will officially adopt AC? Will they use it in their official
larze scale mapping, etc.?

Apart from practical questions - which beyond a doubt favour AC
IS0 hes the advantage of being internationally accepted and

of great simplicity: no diagraphs and not much more characters
modified by diacritical signs than LC, BGN or IGNF.
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