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THE ROMANIZED TRANSLITERATION OF THAI

1. INTRODUCTION
Three terms which sometimes confused language users are " Trans-
literation ", Transcription, and Romanization ". " Transliteration "

is the substitution of one alphabet by another alphabet character with
no consideration for prohunciation. It may be any pair of alphabets.

For example, to substitute Thai alphabet for Roman alphabet one must write

"N " for - " man ", since " m " is substituted by " ¥ ", " a " by
"u", and " n " by " U". To substitute Roman alphabet for Thai alphabet
one must write " amn " for " man " since " U0l " is substituted by " a "

llu!lby"m"arﬂ !lu Ilby Ilnll.

" Transcription " is the use of symbols to show sounds or sound
sequences in written form. For instance, " WNU * is written out as

" man ".

" Romanization " is the use of Roman alphabet for another set
of alphabet in another language assuming that the Roman alphabet may
also represent the pronunciation of that language. For example, " Wy "

is written out as " maen ".

Thus we are now dealing with " Romanization " or Romanized

transliteration. This Romanized transliteration system is s means of
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converting the Thai writing system into the Roman alphabet.
2. BACKGROUND

The idea of the Romanized transliteration of Thai was originated
in the reign of King Rama V around 1908. During that time there were
problems with the identification of geographical names in the maps made
in cooperation between Thailand and Great Britain, and between Thailand

and France.

Both Thailand and France agreed to set up a written system using
Roman alphabet to represent the pronunciation of Thai names. This system
concentrated on pronunciation only, ignoring the written form. It was
also assumed that the Romanized form might also be converted back to Thai
lending the same pronunciation. This system, however, is understandable
only to Thais who are throughly familiar with the Thai words. Thus it
was not been widely used. Other systems have been adopted according to
those who need Romanization. One such system which plays a major role in
the present day Romanized transliteration is the system introduced by King
Rama VI which is based on the Romanized transliteration of Pali and Sanskrit.

The system is mainly used for royally granted surnames or family names.

3. THE ROYAL INSTITUTE SYSTEMS

In 1931, The Ministry of Education having felt that it would
be very useful if a standardized system of the Romanized transliteration

of Thai could be fourd, set up a Committee to undertake this task.

The Committee decided that the basis of Romanized transliteration

should be founded in the principles of the Thai language and that a system



of transcription should be as the words are writtenh and pronounced in

the Thai language. If transcription was based on the form of the word

in the original language from which the Thai word is derived, one and

the same Thai character might have to be substituted by different Roman
characters, e.qg. " ¥ " may be substituted by either " thon ", " s ",
"+tr ", or " thara ". On the other hand, a purely phonetic transcription

would not entirely correspond to the Thai word as it is written.

The Committee therefore examined the principles of Thai grammar
and found that the classification of words into groups with a standard
final consonant, i.e. the groups of -k, -ng, -t, -n, -p, and -m, already
laid down the principles of Thai pronunciation, namely that the final

consonant should be pronounced as the standard final consonant just indicated,

The Committee decided that the system to be adopted should
follow the said rule. The Committee has finally created two standard systems
for transcription or transliteration of Thai characters intc Roman letters,
i.e. the General System and the Precise System. The General System should
correspond to the Thai word as it is read or pronounced and the Precise
System should correspond to the Thai word as it is written. The General
System is applied in case where the pronunciation is more important than
the spelling of the word while the Precise System is applied in case where
it is desired to indicate the precise spelling. Moreover, in the Precise
System there is a Roman equivalent for every Thai consonant and this system
employs diacritical marks, many of them being tonal marks. In the General
System the sound of words is indicated by Roman letters only and without

any diacritical markings.

After examining the methods of Thai pronunciation and orthography,



the Committee considered that for the General System, there need be
no marks of tones as mentioned before or of quantities, j.e., there
is no need to distinguish short - long vowels. It is sufficient to

provide such marks only for the Precise System as already mentionad.

The report on this dual - system of transliteration was then

published in 1932 to survey public opinion.

In 1934, the Royal Institute having taken over this work from
the Ministry of Education, proceeded with their consideration for the
system. They considered both the General and Precise Systems with the
Ecole Frangaise d'Extreme - Orient at Hanoi. The Ecole Frangaise
d'Extreme - Orient agreed in principle but commented that when regarding
combined vowels, a distinction should be made between the vowels which
are followed by a consonant and those which are not, so as to render the
transcription still more precise. The Royal Institute further made a

few modifications as shown in TABLES 1 - 4.

Both systems were approved and authorised the proclamation

by the Royal Institute on March 6, 1939.

4, PROBLEMS OF THE ROYAL INSTITUTE SYSTEMS

It can be seen that both the General and Precise Systems are
not convenient to use. The Precise System is confusing to both Thais
and foreigners. The General System adopts some special symbols unknown

to general users.

In 1953, the Royal Thai Survey Department in cooperation

with the United States of America set up a new map program using an
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THE GENERAL SYSTEM OF PHONETIC TRANSCRIPTION

QF THAI CHARACTERS INTO ROMAN

VOWELS

Thai Roman Thai Roman
e & an a 188 oei
oM am Ldan dai
5 9 i a3 uai
5 B w 1) iu
9 7 u 197 ten eo
o 18 e e a3 aeo
wer ua =] Lde2 ieo
1oz a(-) 1o o 5 (WRued)gn ru’
181z o8 Q q (18we3) ri
teps W8 Le9-1d o q (1fwvise roe
1duz 1 Bu ia 11 1w’
wdaz  Ba da
SR a7 ua

lola & lawn }

ai
Gl
o1 817 ao
qu ui
las oi
any pi

TABLE 1
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GENERAL SYSTEM

CONSONANTS
Thai Roman

Initial Final

k k

« AN g kh k
ng ng

&h t

T o ch t
¥ n

1 m (when pronounced 4) d t
1 t t
f ®n M G ®n th t
w n n
b p

P p

non ph - P
W £ P
m m

v -

r n

w 1 n
W -

n A ¥ s t
o h -

TABLE 2




THE PRECISE SYSTEM OF TRANSCRIPTION

-7 -

OF THAYI CHARACTERS INTO ROMAN

VO'IELS
Thai Roman Thai Roman

as 8§ a1 3}_1 2 a tatr a1 ao ao
Dl 8m g6 ui
8 & i i Tox ol
8 2 VT aaw gi
] B i u Lag el
L8z w8 e éb & e vdaw uBei
waz  ud #h aae uol
Taz o(-) 1o h 8 o 82 iu
Lte1z: oo §h o 152 Le9 & eo
veez L8  1pa-LA deh & e= waa e
t8uz L8r(Final) 18h ia (Final) 180 ieo

ie
(Before Conscnant) (before consonant}l] o (L&8us3) g1 ;ﬁ“ ru®
tdez  18a(Final) t4h W& (Final) g (18u93) gf

doe
{before consonant)| (before consonant)ff g (i1Hsvise) 1oe

Fd

93 &7 (Final) ﬁgb ua{Fianl) I lu  Juw

ue
(before Conscnant)| (before consonant)
la 1o s law §Y %Ki &y

o .

aney } aiy ai

Thai

-

TONE NOTATION FOR PRECISE SYSTEM

Roman

ke k§ kb

k@ ké

TABLE 3
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CONSONANTS
Roman Roman
Thai Thai
Initial Final Initial Final
n k k w the t(th )
o kh k {kh) u n n
- kh' k (kR) t n D
" k* k{k*) u b p
n K k (k) ] P p
o kh® k (kh® ) o ph p(ph)
9 ng ng " o ppt)
2 ¢ t (&) n pH p{phf)
a ch t (ch) 3 £ p(£)
] £’ i
. ot £ (ct) p(f’)
T m m
al ch® t (Chc ) u Y -
o V'l n’ = r n(r)
n d t 5 - n{»xr)
] d t(q) 8 1 n(L)
" q’ t{d") w 1 all)
(when pronoJ PN W -
unced dj
o ¢ t(g)
@ t t
vis 5 tig")
E) 3 t(t)
# 4 t(s )
n th t(th)
¥ $ t(g)
5 th t(th)
o s t(s)
n t¢ t (t°)
" h -
" t* t (%)
o n -
5 tht t (th*)
1

TABLE 4




aerial photographic and photogrammetric techniques. By doing this,
neither the General System nor the Precise System can be used. Thus

a new system is proposed adapting from the General System. This new
system was recognized in the Conference on the Standardization of
Geographical Names held in Geneva in 1967. The adapted Royal Institute

~ Systems are shown in TABLES 5 - 6.

5. PROBLEMS OF THE ADAPTED SYSTEMS

The adapted Royal Institute Systems have been adopted for
geographical names, including street and place names. The Ministry of
Foreign Affairs also uses these systems for personal names in official
documents, such as passports. The National Library uses them for

biblicgraphical work.

With the widely use of computer technology, more people have
to write their names and addresses in Romanized transliteration form as
computer data. With more use of the adapted Royal Institute Systems

more confusion is revealed.

People with Royal granted names refused to use these systems.
The Romanized transliteration which looks like " English " is actually
treated as English, and, unfortunately, translated back into Thai. If

the translation tends to be unfavorable or " taboo " these systems will
¢

be ignored. For instance, the person named " SFM " transliterates
into " Rat ". One of the most influential newspapers, " 1MH§§ " trans-
literates into " Thai Rat " Moreover, although the adapted systems are

officially endorsed the public is generally unaware of their existance

due to a lack of promotion,
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ADAPTED ROYAL INSTITUTE SYSTEM FOR VOWELS
VOWELS
Thai Roman
-2 =Y - a
-h am
- = i
N "
e R e
u- u- ae
T-2 1T- 1-v -e o
L-82  1-® = oe
tTur e ia
1"z 1Sa Thr T -9 ua
1-1- 2% l-v --w ai
-1 -7 ao
L] - ui
1-u4 -ew oi
- iu,
32 v-a eo
t-u oei
ity -u uai
w-2 aeo
\Zun ieo

TABLE 5




- 11 -

ADAPTED ROYAL INSTITUTE SYSTEM FOR CONSONANTS

CONSONBNTS
Thai Roman
Initial Final
n k k
T n v kh k
N ng ng
L ch t
a 9 w ch t
g Y n
n f m (when pronounced 4) d t
" t t
nog wom th t
u w n n
u b P
d P b
H W A ph P
I £ p
u m m
# Y -
] r n
| W 1 n
9 W -
T ws A W s t
w d h -

TABLE 6




- 12 -

All the three major English language newspapers in Thailand,
the Bangkok Post, the Bangkok World, and the Nation, seem to ignore
these systems and have invented their own. People in general choose
whatever system they prefer or no system at all. Some scholars proposed
new systems claiming that their new systems are in accordance with the

Thai phonetic system or Thai common sense.

6. IMPROVEMENTS TO THE ADAPTED ROYAL INSTITUTE SYSTEMS

The Royal Institute has always been aware of the previously
listed problems. Therefor on 24 December 1985, the Thai Romanization
Principles Revision Committee has been appointed. The Royal Institute

Jjustified their action by stating that

" The Royal Institute has been aware that the need for the
Romanized transliteration of Thai is increasing, not only to enable
feoreigners to read geographical and proper names but also for the inter-
national interchange of data by electrical devices where accuracy is
prefered over pronunciation. The General System, which is oriented to
pronunciation, is not convenient to use because it cannot be converted
back into the original Thai, This is because one Roman character
represents several Thai vowels or consonants. With reference to the
Precise System, although it represents the right spelling and can be
converted back to the original word, the system seems to be obsclete.
The rules and symbols are not always compatible to the current linguistic
rules and symbols. Moreover, the symbols used may not be compatible
to those in modern keyboards. Thus the Royal Institute decided to have

the Systems improved for practical use.
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Another factor for the urgency of the impfovement is that
the International Standardization Organization ( ISO ) has recognized
the significance of the standardization of the Romanized transliteration
of Thai for international interchange of data. Thus a draft of the
standardization was sent to member countries for consideration. The
so - called stardardization was considered by Thailand not to be
compatible to the Thai writing system and not convenient to use. So
Thailand, through the Royal Institute in cooperation with the Thai
Industrial Standardization Institute, will undertake the task to set up
the standardization of Romanized transliteration of Thai. This is planned
to be two - way conversion system, which is oriented to the proper

pronunciation .

After more than a dozen brainstorm meetings during 1986 a solution
was proposed by the Committee in early 1987. The Committee decided
that the requirements may be devided into two separate topics : trans-

literation, and transcription.

6.1 Transliteration

This Romanized transliteration is a means of. converting the
Thai writing system into Roman alphabet. Thus it is a two - way conversion
system where pronunciation is ignored. Since there are fewer Roman
characters than Thai characters, diacritical marks, punctuation marks, and
a combination of two Roman characters, are needed to represent one Thai
character. The aim of this system is to provide a means for internatiocnal
communication of written messages in a form which permits the automatic
transmission or reconstitution of these by men or machines. It can be

seen that transcriptionis suitable for human use where as transliteration
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is suitable for machine use. This system is based on phonetic logic

in the selection of transliterated representations in order to lessen

the burden on those who wish to learn the system. The above - mentioned
Romanized transliteration shown in 7TABLE 7. This system will be submitted
to the International Standardization Organization ( ISO ) later this

year.

6.2 Transcrip:ion

By transcription, it is assumed that a Thai word is converted
into Reoman characters representing the right pronunciation. It was decided
that since this Romanized ‘Transcription system will be used by general
public, a la the Royal Institute General System, it should be represented
by the 26 Roman characters only. There will be no marking of tones or of
quantities of vowels, i.e. no distinction between ' short " and " long "
vowels. Thus the new Royal Institute General System will be adapted using

the already adapted linguistic symbols shown in TABLES 8 - 9.

It can be seen that this new transcription solves certain ambiguities caused
by the use of the same Roman characters for more than one Thai sound.
Comparison between the two systems is shown in E}EEE_;Q. Other

difference between the two systems can be seen the symbols representing

4 vowel sounds as shown in TABLE 11. The alphabets or characters in the

new system are based on linguistic logic. The new transcription, however,

canncot solve ambiguity caused by the quantities of vowels. For example,

'lﬁ - n Sal i“

ﬁ'":; = 1 Sal "
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Thai Roman Thai Roman
n k ] th
v kh u n
o kh u b
n kh u P
" k:h M Bh
u kh H ¥
\ ng n ph
9 c o f
Q =h n Ph
u ch Ly m
L] = U] ¥
o ch .-.s r
o y 2! r:
i d m r:
1 t ® 1
5 ‘F'h q 1:
" th ) 1:
W t:h ] w
L] n l g
" d v =4
n t W g
n th " h
n th w 1
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Thai Roman Thai Roman

° @ 1 g:
L h B sH
H a & g:
- a Chrrrees v
1 E-3 @ X:
] a: “1 Z:
= i o 3
- I R g
- u o} 0
“ i ° 1
. u ] 2
. a © 3

' e « 4
“w a: ' 4 5
1 le] ° 6
1 i: o 7
1 i :‘ 8

' g ¥y .9
v 3
o a

4 v

s x
< Z

TABLE 7
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NEW TRANSCRIPTION FOR VOWELS

Thai Roman Thai Roman
- -
-z ¥ -n a =3 -2 eu
-4 am w-3 aeu
- = i (= T iau
- -
== ué n(1lst sound)q rue
- u g{2nd sound) ri
-2 13 - e (3rd sound) roe
’- u- ae 1 1 lue
1-2 1- ca
L-1% a- -8 o
L-82 L= -8 oe
-y - »
"oz e ia
- =
Caz e uea
Tz ua
1- 1- 2y -Aw ai
-1 -3 au
-4 uli
1-w oai
-8 oi
-y oei
.%o ueail
-2y uai
=4 in

TAELR 8
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NEW TRANSCRIPTION FOR CONSONANTS

Thai ] Roman
Initial .Final
k k
Tn Ay kh k
ng ng
c t
uow ch t
Yy n
F) (when pronounced d} d t
i t t
SN S W th t
v n n
b p
P p
" ph p
" f P
m m
y -
r n
w 1 n
W -
ns Ay d s t
o h

TABLE 3
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BETWEEN TIIE

TWC SYSTEMS

Thai 0ld System New system
9 ch c
a v w ch ch
-z = u ue
e u u
T-z 1- o oa
L-12  -® 0 o
tTaz  Te ua uea
Ty Tq ua ua
'l_u oi oai
-p8 ol oi
“an uai ueai
—n uai uai
TABLE 10
OTHER DIFFERENCE BnTWLELN SYSTEM
Thai 0ld system New System
-1 ao au
39 -2 eo eu
u-1 aeo aeu
u-e" iec iau

TABLE 11
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7. TRANSCRIPTION PROBLEMS

According to transliteration system will be applied to machines
there seems to be no problem from humans, although it can be barely
recognized by the human. But the problems might be arised from the

transcription system.

It should be accepted that Roman chatracters adapted from Phonetic
symbols do not exactly represent Thai pronunciation for the general
users. Some characters may be confused with English promunciation. For

example,

," ¢ " may be pronounced as " fi " not " 3" as in English

words : " gat ", " come ", " cut ™™, etc.,

" ph " may be pronounced as " W " not "W " as in English
words : " phone ", " phase" " photo", etc.,

" p " may be pronounced as " W " not "y " as in English
words : " pan ", " pine ", " pen ", etc.

Mcre problems might be arised from the representation of vowel
sourds siuce no Roman character can exactly represent the following Thai

4 4 4 4 4
vowels : & 8 (87 D2 LBy (DD (PAE (DD DOY (DY LPDH

Some Committee members suggested that a certain Thai character
should be represented by Roman character that represents English pronun

ciation. For example,

"3 " may be represented by " j "

"UYUHWA" may be represented by " p "
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To do so may violate the regularity of linguistic logic which is adopted
as the main principle. Moreover " U 'Y and " H WA " will not be

differentiated.

8. CONCLUSION

The transliteration system for machine use will be submitted
to the Internaticnal Standardization Organization ( ISO ) later this
year for consideration and acceptance. This system of conversion is
intended to provide complete and unambiguous reversibility. This system
is also based on phonetic logic in the selectién of transliterated
representations in order to lessen the burden on those who wish to learn
the system. The transcription system for human use has not been finally
concluded yet. It will be distributed to users involved for consideration
and comment. This is being done to sample public opinion as was done in

1932.

We do not know whether the users will prefer " c " or " j "
for " 3" or vice versa. It may take sometime to reach the final solution
of the successful transcription and transliteration systems which are

accurate and accepted by all involved.




