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Roots of the Arabic 
Romanization Systems
➢ The need Such methods were needed early on, and 

the renowned German theologian and orientalist 
Johann D. Michaelis requested a Romanization 
system from the significant Danish mission to Egypt, 
Arabia, and Syria (1761–1767).

➢ Instead of following these guidelines, Karsten 
Niebuhr (1733–1815 AD) substituted a method that 
was engaging and pleasurable for Arab readers 
rather than European ones.

Carsten Niebuhr,(1776), Reisebeschreibung nach Arabien und andern 
umliegenden Ländern (Band 2); Universitätsbibliothek Heidelberg, p.211



Ameen Rihani's complaint in 1928 about the absence of a Romanization system:
➢ "The lack of a scientific system for Romanizing names and places in the Arabian Peninsula will lead to 

an exacerbation of contradictions and differences that disturb scholars and confuse ordinary readers," 

said Ameen Rihani's 1928 complaint regarding the lack of a romanization system. The muezzin and the 

person leading the prayer everywhere will pronounce Muhammad, but any traveler who follows his 

imagination or his ear will just cause more confusion since he will hear the Syrian say M'hammed, the 

Hijazi say M'hammad, and the Asiri say Mehemmed. Why don't we emulate people who understand 

and value classical Arabic?

Rihani, Ameen, (1928), Ibn Sa'oud of Arabia: His people and his land, Constable and Co. 
Ltd., London, p. xi.

This demonstrates the peril of Romanizing dialects rather than the nation's universally 
spoken and understood classical language.   



Alois Musil Romanization 
System:

➢ Alois Musil was one of those who answered 
these appeals; he created his own system 
and published it in his book Arabia Petraea 
in 1908. 

Musil, Alois, (1908), Arabia Petraea, 

Ethnologiscer Reisebericht, No. 3. Hochschule 

für die Wissenschaft des Judentums, Vienna, 

Austria.



➢ The seventeenth and nineteenth centuries 
saw the development of numerous 
systems for Arabic Romanization, such as 
dictionaries of Arabic with vowel-free 
Romance languages. International 
attempts to Romanize vowels started in 
the 20th century, and the most significant 
ones are: 

❖ 1- The Romanization systems and the Latin 
spelling conventions adopted by the 
United States Board on Geographic Names 
(BGN) and the Permanent Committee on 
Geographical Names for Official British 
Use (PCGN).

Other Romanization Systems:



❖ 2- The United Nations Group of Experts on Geographical Names (UNGEGN) (1972, 1973).

❖ 3- The system of the National Geographic Institute (IGN) (1973), which is compatible with 
French writing and is preferred in French-speaking countries such as Morocco, Algeria, 
Tunisia, and Lebanon.

❖ 4- The Romanization of the Arab Division of Experts on Geographical Names (ADEGN) (2007) 
differs from UNGEGN (1972, 1973) in two ways ( ظ: ) is d ͟h instead of z̧ ; and the subscript of 
cedilla is replaced by a subscript (_) in all letters containing cedilla.

❖ 5- Other systems such as the American Library Association and the Library of Congress. It is 
close to the Romanization of the German Oriental Society and the Deutsche 
Morgenländische Gesellschaft and Hans Wehr, which are used internationally in scientific 
publications by Arabs, and other different systems in Germany, as well as the International 
Standards Organizations (ISO).



Examples in Literary Arabic

Arabic أمجـد كان له قصـر

UNGEGN
إلى الممـلكة المغربيـة

UNGEGNArabic with diacritics
(normally omitted)

أمَْجَدُ كَانَ لهَُ قَصْر إِلَى الْمَمْلكََةِ الْمَغْرِبِيَّة

IPA /ʔamdʒadu kaːna lahuː qasˤr/ Amjad Kana Lahu Qasr /ʔila‿l.mamlakati‿l.maɣribij.jah/ Ilá Al Mamlakah Al Maghribiyyah

ALA-LC Amjad kāna lahu qaṣr Amjad Kana Lahu Qasr Ilá al-mamlakah al-Maghribīyah Ilá Al Mamlakah Al Maghribiyyah

Hans Wehr amjad kāna lahū qaṣr Amjad Kana Lahu Qasr ilā l-mamlaka al-maḡribīya Ilá Al Mamlakah Al Maghribiyyah

DIN 31635 ʾAmǧad kāna lahū qaṣr Amjad Kana Lahu Qasr ʾIlā l-mamlakah al-Maġribiyyah Ilá Al Mamlakah Al Maghribiyyah

UNGEGN Amjad Kana Lahu Qasr Amjad Kana Lahu Qasr Ilá Al Mamlakah Al Maghribiyyah Ilá Al Mamlakah Al Maghribiyyah

ISO 233 ʾˈamǧad kāna lahu qaṣr Amjad Kana Lahu Qasr ʾˈilaỳ ʾˈalmamlakaẗ ʾˈalmaġribiȳaẗ Ilá Al Mamlakah Al Maghribiyyah

ArabTeX am^gad kAna lahu qa.sr Amjad Kana Lahu Qasr il_A almamlakaT alma.gribiyyaT Ilá Al Mamlakah Al Maghribiyyah

English Amjad had a palace Amjad had a palace To the Moroccan Kingdom To the Moroccan Kingdom

United Nations Group of Experts on Geographical Names.UNGEGNInternational Phonetic Alphabet(IPA)

International standardISOAmerican Library Association – Library of CongressALA-LC

ArabTeXArabTeXHans Wehr transliteration systemHans Wehr

Deutsches Institut für Normung (DIN) standard for the transliterationDIN



Conclusions:

o The significance of the Arabic language for scholars, orientalists, 
travelers, knowledge pioneers, and writers is demonstrated by the vast 
number of Arabic Romanizations. 

o But it also demonstrates how urgently the pieces of these systems must 
be assembled into a single, authorized, straightforward, and 
mechanically applicable system.

o The National Committee on Geographical Names in the Kingdom of Saudi 
Arabia and the Arab Division of Experts on Geographical Names pledge to 
speak with the parties involved in these systems and explore the potential 
for creating an all-inclusive, comprehensive, and unified system for 
Arabic Romanization. 
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