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ROMANIZATION OF ARABIC

BGN/PCGN 1956 System
(Revised Presentation 2019)

This System was adopted by the BGN in 1946 and by the PCGN in 1956 and is applied by BGN
and PCGN in the systematic romanization of Arabic geographical names in Bahrain, Egypt, Iraq,
Jordan, Kuwait, Libya, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Syria, the United Arab Emirates, Yemen, the
West Bank and Gaza Strip®.

Uniform results in the romanization of Arabic are difficult to obtain, since vowel points and
diacritical marks are generally omitted from both handwriting and printed script. It follows that
for correct identification of the words which appear in any particular name, knowledge of its
standard Arabic-script spelling including proper pointing, and recognition of dialectal and
idiosyncratic deviations are essential.

In order to bring about uniformity in the Roman-script spelling of geographical names in Arabic-
language areas, the system is based insofar as possible on fully pointed Modern Standard Arabic
(MSA). In the interest of clarity, vowel pointing to indicate short vowels has been applied to the
examples given below, and examples of the, more usual, unpointed script have also been
provided; it should also be noted that the dots which occur on some characters of the Arabic
script are not vowels but rather are an integral part of the base consonant.

Arabic script is written from right to left, and does not make a distinction between upper and
lower case.

Table 1 below shows the written consonant characters used in standard Arabic script; Table 2
shows vowel characters and other diacritical marks, some of which are usually not written; and
Table 3 shows the Perso-Arabic script characters which, although not part of the standard Arabic
alphabet, are sometimes used to represent sounds not present in Standard Arabic. These tables
should be used in conjunction with the Notes and Special Rules which follow. These explain
elements of Arabic grammar and orthography which affect romanization and should be treated
as an integral part of the Romanization System for Arabic.

It is not used to represent names in Algeria, Chad, Comoros, Djibouti, Lebanon, Mauritania, Morocco,
Sudan or Tunisia, where the spellings used on official Roman-script sources are used.



Table 1: Standard Arabic Consonant Characters

Script Example
value2 | Romanization ~ Unicode Unpointed
Final Medial | Initial | Independent value Pointed Script : Roman Script
(Independent) Scrlpt
(lower case)
not
romanl.ze.c{ in i 1 ;3\ L },i Abi Zaby
1 0621 word-initial =" ’ =" ’
' & position "ot ?
“in all other 2019 ERE Cuh Bi'r 7a
positionsNatez .~J -)"S’ «J J‘u yt
2. \ \ 0627 | € N‘;ges 3& - vl 3l aall A Umm al ‘Amad
3. - 2 2 - 0628 b 0062 ol ol Al Bahrayn
4. | < 3 3 & 062A t 0074 < &) < &) Al Kit
s R . 1
5. < 3 3 < 062B th 0073+0304 <l gulil) <l gLt Ath Thulaythuwat
6. z a a z 062C j 006A 3l 35 5l Al Jazirah
7. = A A z 062D h 1E29 EAEPVERA| 43 ganall Al Mahmdiyah
8. & A A : 062E kh 006B+0068 ORA BTN Khaybar
9. &) &) &) J 062F d 0064 ) 5e3ad ) 9giad Damanhar
10. | A 3 3 3 0630 dh 007A+0304 il cad Dhahab
11. B B B B 0631 r 0072 syl Lag )l Ar Rawdah
12. | ) B! B! B 0632 z 007A 35030 305 Zuwarah
13. o - - o 0633 s 0073 Akl Ailaadul) As Sulaymaniyah

2 https://unicode.org/charts/PDF /U0600.pdf




Script ‘ Unicode Ro.man Example
Final Medial | Initial | Independent “n:ealuiz Romanization Uc:l::::e Pointed Script Unpointed Roman Script
pendent) (lower case) Script

14, | | 4 e Ui 0634 sh 0073+0068 Al Al Ash Sham
15. | ba | - an U 0635 s 015F 3L 4latd da il Qaysimah
16. | g2 | a2 | xa U 0636 d 1E11 Jjca Jgua Dawr
17. | L L L L 0637 t 0163 3 5zl 3yl Al Qunaytirah
18. | L L L L 0638 z 007A+0327 ks il Zufar
9. | & x < ¢ 0639 ‘ 2018 S s Sae sl Abi ‘Arish
20. & 2 £ & 063A gh 0067+0068 21335 s Baghdad
21. | A i s 0641 f 0066 <l oyl <l Al Furat
22. X) 3 3 g 0642 q 0071 ki okl Qatar
23. | & < < < 06A9 k 0068 AR &) Al Kuwayt
. | J | J 0644 | Note 10 006C s la Halab
5. | a « « a 0645 m 006D & i<a Makkah
6. | 3 3 O 0646 n 006E JAS Jas Nakhl
27. 4 44 | 2 ° 0647 h 0068 O Jaa O Jaa Jabal Hariin
28. | P P P 0648 w 0077 PP Lt sl Wadi Ghada
29. iz 2 2 < 064A y 0079 oad) Craall Al Yaman




Roman
Unicode

value
(lower case)

Script

‘ Unicode

value?
(Independent)

Romanization

Final Medial Initial Independent

30.

S

FE93

ah or atNote4

0061+0068,
0061+0074

Example
Pointed Script Unpo!nted Roman Script
Script
3 5alall 5 alall Al Qahirah
sisyl %< - Al Madinah al
3 5%l duaal) 3y saal) Anaall
U}Mj - U}‘A i Munawwarah
e adadlas (aiad ddailaa Muhafazat

Dimashq




Table 2: Vowel Characters and Diacritical Marks3

Unicode ESHEIE

Unicode value
(lower case)

Pointed Script

Unpointed Script Roman Script

1 & 064E a 0061 3 yanll 3 panll Al Basrah
2 o 0650 i 0069 o=l b, Ar Riyad
2 o -

3. o 064F u 0075 eal) el Al Quds
4 e 0627 g Notes3&10 0101 diall Ll el Ll Bab al Mandab
5. @ o 0649 i 0128 a4l Al Al Madinah
6 50 0648 v 0168 Ja Jpa sar

o ! 0649, 2 Note5 2y oo e . -
7. S, S| 064940670 3ot 00E1 CJJ.LA (e )R C}JLIA (R Marsa Matrah
8. 0652 not romanized - Indicates absence of short vowel

o A 0061+0079, i
9. i 064A ay 006140128 \.J:ua \.A..p.a Sayda
10. b 0648 aw 006F+0077 e daall Ad Dawhah
11. O 0648 a" See note 6
12. 064D i See note 6
13. i 064C u" See note 6
14, & 0651 doubling of - S dasa Muhammad

consonant

3 Numbers 1, 2, 3, 8,11, 12, 13 and 14 are not usually written.

4 This vowel mark should be romanized as ‘i’ when it occurs in the following positions:
a. Below the consonant character
b. Below the shaddah (see row 14 and note 7), which itself occurs above a consonant character
c. Below a hamzah occurring above an alif



Unicode

Roman Example

Unicode value
(lower case)

Romanization

Pointed Script Unpointed Script Roman Script

Oor Awtml word 016A or Jﬁjj)\ Mgl Ozanlar
initia
0041+0077 - o ]
itionNetel1 A | Awsa
15, Bl 0627 + 0648 | PN d d !
aw in word
medial or final 0101+0077 ke sl Sanaw
position Notell
lin m'/o.rd initial 0128 ) 7ya) ) Tran
| position Notel1 Jd'a J'R
16. 0627+064A
& ay in word medial 0101+0079 VA (I |yl 3 Tall as Sara
or final position @ @ Y
17. i 0671 ’ Notes 2019 See note 8
- h ol Albl Mu‘a
| Aot | oo | Ll | e sl Asa
18. \ 0622 ’gin word medial T4 T Qur’an
position Notes 389 2019+0101 BB BB




Table 3: Modified/Non-Standard Arabic Script Characters

Script . Roman Example
‘ Umclode Romanizatio Unicode
- . " value q . . . .
Final  Medial  Initial Independent | oo n (lo‘vlvz!l::se) Pointed Script  Unpointed Script Roman Script
L @ | 2 3 - 067E p 0070 Sl el Sl el Salman Pak
Lk d | ek
2 & a a z 0686 ch 0063+0068 i | i | Tall Kichik as Saghir
- \w o 5 - )-\:é - o
5 » 5 » AR 8 AR e - -
3. | 8 ! - 06A4 v 0076 v ,.)A . .)A Mazzah Villat Gharbiyah
E n e
4. A8 3 3 RE 06A8 g 0067 iiath daidd Gafsah (Gafsa)
5 X g g KL 06AF g 0067 )S 185 )Ag s Tall Gamr
. - . . L .
6 | S S g7 06B4 g 0067 5585 58 Zagirah (Zagora)

5 Used in Tunisian Arabic Script.

6 Used principally in Irag, but also sometimes used in other Arabic speaking countries to represent the ‘g’ sound.
7 Used in Moroccan Arabic Script.



\ Y Y ¢ 0 1 \% A q

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Although Perso-Arabic script is written from right to left, numerical expressions, e.g. YA1A =
1968, are written from left to right.

Notes

1. The symbol :: is used in this system to symbolise any Arabic consonant character. It is not
itself an Arabic letter.

2. Hamzah (&) is written in Arabic in association with most instances of initial alif, except those

which belong to the definite article al or which bear a maddah (see note 9). Hamzah is
written above the alif (i) if the accompanying short vowel is a fathah or dammah and
usually below the a/if(D if the accompanying short vowel is a kasrah. When the purpose is
to indicate the presence of a glottal stop, hamzah is written over medial alif (T), waw (5)
and ya@’, typically without dots (fS), or following final alif (9|), these characters serving only
to “bear” the hamzah. Hamzah following kasrah ( <.}) is written (G), the ya’is usually in
the initial or medial form and the dots are omitted e.g. bi’r (qu) Hamzah following
dammah ( if?) is written (5). Hamzah following a long vowel is written without a bearer and

is positioned on the line of print like a regular character, e.g. slauo San‘@’. The

romanization of hamzah (" — Unicode encoding 2019) should always be carefully
distinguished from that of ‘ayn (‘ - Unicode encoding 2018).

3. A/if(\) occurs with the following uses:

a. Initially, it indicates that the word begins with a vowel or diphthong; the alif itself is not
romanized, but rather “carries” the short vowel, which is romanized;

e.g., g_r\jﬁ j-.’i - Abi Zaby.

b. With maddah (1— row 18 in the vowel table), it is represented g; e.g., -)9,-.\*2‘ )—‘“ > Alba
Mu‘ayt. See also note 9.

c. Medially and finally it is represented a; e.g., UL’ -> Bab, \4.-.’-*4 - Sayda.

d. Medially and finally, alif may serve as the bearer of hamzah, e.g. u-‘j,) > ra’s. See also

note 2.



4. The ta’ marbitah character (8), which looks like hd” with two dots above and occurs only at
the end of words, is romanized h, except in an idafah® noun phrase construction, where it is
romanized t, in accordance with pronunciation. e.g. Muhdfazah (as an isolated word) but
Muhafazat Baghdad. In exceptional cases, when it is necessary to distinguish it from the ta’
marbdtah, the ending fathah + ha’ (° ifﬁ?‘) may be romanized a-h when the character ha’ (°) is

pronounced as such. Example: Muntaza-h. (See also special rule 12). The ta marbdtah is

always preceded by the short vowel fathah (%) and is therefore romanized as ah or at,

except when it is preceded by alif when it is romanized ah (not aah), e.g. Hamah (31-43), and
as at within an idafah construction.

5. The character ya’ (in final form but without dots) preceded by the vowel point fathah is

known as alif magsirah. This character may also be pointed L'5 and should be romanized d.
See character 7 in the vowel table.

6. The classical Arabic grammatical endings written with the nunation symbols (tanwin) may be
romanized, when necessary, by a", i”, u”. In modern spoken Arabic, these endings have
become silent and should not be romanized: e.g. classical alifu”; modern alif.

w

7. Doubled consonant sounds are represented in Arabic script by placing a shaddah (%) over a

consonant character, although like the short vowels the shaddah may not always be written.
In romanization the letter should be doubled, e.g. Quwwah, ‘Abbds. However, the

combination of the consonant character ya’ with a shaddah preceded by a kasrah (;_9) at the

end of a word is romanized 1, e.g. Gharbrt; a word ending kasrah + ya’ with a shaddah + ta’

marbdtah is romanized Iyah (rather than iyyah), e.g. A\;ALQ:\M\ is romanized As

Sulaymaniyah and not As Sulaymaniyyah; and when the kasrah + ya’ + shaddah combination
o . j
is followed by the sound masculine plural ending (u—‘;’/ or J.8¥.) it should be romanized

as —iyin/iyan, e.g. u:“-‘-“h’J\ dals should be romanized as Sahat al ‘Abbasiyin.

8. Hamzat al wasl (\), which is utilized only in the pointing of classical Arabic, is romanized’ as

illustrated in the classical form of its name hamzatu’l wasli.

9. Since maddah ( \ ), which is placed over alif ( ‘ ), often occurs in word-initial position, no
confusion results from the use of g for alif maddah ( \ ) as well as for fathah followed by alif

(V.

10. The ligature Y represents /Iam-alif, and should be romanized /a.

8 The idafah is a grammatical construction in Arabic consisting of two or more nouns, which indicates a
relationship of possession between the words. For example, Muhdfazat Baghdad, which could be
translated in English as the Governorate of Baghdad.



11. In word initial position the combination Alif +Waw ()\) is sometimes used to render an

initial long vowel sound in words of non-Arabic origin. Where this is clearly the case it should
be romanized U. In words of Arabic or uncertain origin it should be romanized Aw. In word-
medial or word-final position it should always be romanized aw. Similarly, the combination
Alif +Ya’ (Lﬁ\) is romanized 1 to render an initial long vowel sound but as 3y in word-medial

or word-final position.

Special Rules

The Arabic definite article a/ (d\) should be treated as follows:

a. Initial definite articles should be capitalized and hyphens should not be used to connect
parts of names, e.g. Ash Sharigah. When appearing medially in a name the initial ‘a’
should be lower case, e.g. Tall al Lahm.

b. When the definite article precedes a word beginning with one of the “sun letters” t, th,
d,dh,r,z,5s,sh,s,d,t, 21, orn—thelis assimilated in pronunciation and romanization,

thus yielding, for example, the romanization Ar Riyad, rather than Al Riyad for uéls.’f)j‘
c. If sources contradict over the inclusion or non-inclusion of the definite article in a name,
preference should be given to the form with the article.

Conjunctions and prepositions should be romanized according to their written form in
Arabic script and should be lower case. In cases where the conjunction or preposition ends
in a long or short vowel any assimilated pronunciation should not be shown in the

romanized form. e.g. Khabb wa ash ShaT(M‘j L—\3)

There are two exceptions to this rule:

a. Inthe case of the preposition /i (d), where the alif of the definite article is assimilated in

the written form as well as pronunciation, the written form should be shown in
romanization as follows: Misr lit Tayaran (O‘),—.\jﬂﬂ _rax): Ash Sharikah al ‘Ammah lil
Maghc'lzil(d).u‘-‘\u dalall :\S‘)ﬁd\)‘

b. Inthe case of the preposition bi (=), the alif of the definite article is assimilated in
pronunciation and, although the alif remains in the written form the short vowel it
carries changes from ‘a’ to ‘i’. For example: Al Qaryah bid Duwayr (,):’_9351-.’ Z‘-..’)ﬁ\) but
Ad Duwayr (),-3}3&\); and Al Harajah bil Qur’an (u])sll_\ :\%jﬂ‘) but Al Qur’an

(I,

Y i3
The Arabic word for God (4”\) should be written Allgh. The alif khanjariyah (dagger alif) (%)

above the second d (lam) in the word Xn\’ like the short vowels, is not usually written but
should be romanized 4, like a full-size alif. This diacritical mark appears in a few other Arabic
words, for instance on the alif magsirah as described in note 5.

10



10.

11.

Names which consist of noun phrases® should be written as separate words. The definite
article within such names should be romanized al, not ul, e.g., ‘Abd Allah, ‘Abd ar Rahman,
Dhii al Fagar, and as noted in special rule 1, the medial al should be lower case .

The Arabic word (X should be romanized Bin rather than Ibn whenever written without alif,

that is between two proper nouns, e.g., ‘Umar Bin al Khattab. Where it appears with alif

(Q:‘\), it should be romanized /bn.

The Turkish word Pasa should be romanized from Arabic script as Basha. The Turkish word
Bey should be romanized as Bey in Egyptian names, no matter how it is written in Arabic-

language sources, but in other Arabic areas it should be romanized as Bak where written ‘5-’

and as Bayk when written “ﬂ,—.’-’

The modern colloquial word Sl_dl_(L..SJ.A."'“) should be give precedence over the classical form
Sayyidi. This does not preclude the spelling Sayyidr if the latter is indicated by the Arabic

script or other evidence — for instance, if the ya’ is written with a shaddah (%-3).

When colloquial forms of words are found as part of place names on authoritative sources,
these spellings should be retained and reproduced in Romanization. Examples of this
include:

a. The colloquial word Bd should not be changed to the standard form Abd.

b. The colloquial word for water, written 2\4-“ on Arabic maps, should be romanized
Mayyat.

c. Place names where the initial alif of the Arabic definite article (Al) is omitted, e.g. Lasayl!
(a truncation of the spelling Al Wusayl, which might be expected in MSA).

Place names of Aramaic origin in Syria often contain initial consonant clusters consisting of b
plus another consonant such as / or h. In romanization, the clusters b/, bh, etc., should be so
represented.

In names containing the Arabic word for back, ridge, or hill, appearing as either )@Jﬂ (Zahr)

or _é== (Dahr) in Arabic sources, the word should be romanized to reflect the particular
Arabic spelling shown. Where sources differ, preference should be given to the form found
on the most authoritative source.

In formal Arabic, the spelling of some words ending in a long vowel character may change
according to that word’s grammatical function in a sentence. For example, the personal

name Abi Bakr ()S-.‘ )—J\) would become Abi Bakr ()S-.‘ L”;‘\) when preceded by a genericin

% See also note 4

11



an idafah construction®® e.g. Shari‘ Abi Bakr ()S-.‘ L”;‘\ &Ju—Abu Bakr Street). The
spelling of such words as found on the most authoritative source should be used in the
romanized form of the name. Other common words affected by this rule are Bani/Bant
(sons of...) and Dhi/Dhi (owner of...).

Examples of names in this category include Jabal Aba as Sabban (u\-"“n L.’\ d—‘A) and
Muhafazat Dhi Qar (JG LQJ :\-L.‘-s‘léﬁ).

12. Occasionally the character sequences -@S,AJ, -@-W and -G:’ occur. They may be romanized k-h,
d-h, s-h, and t-h in order to differentiate these romanizations from the digraphs kh, dh, sh,

and th, which are used to represent the characters t, o) uz, and < respectively. See also

note 4.

10 See footnote 7
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