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SOME SUGGESTIONS

ON THE

TRANSCRIPTION OF EUROPEAN WORDS

INTO THE ARABIC ALPHABET

BY

R. ENGELBAGH.

European and other foreign words are now daily playing a greater part in
the literature of Egypt. Geography, Medicine, Natural Science, History and
many other subjects, previously taught in English or French, are now, rightly,
taught in the native tongue; yet the Arabic alphabet, though thoroughly suit-
able for writing that language, is hopelessly inadequate to transcribe any
but purely Arabic words. Capital letters have been invented, for which I
must say that I do not see the necessity, yet no system has been approved,
or—so my Egyptian colleagues inform me—even devised, to enrich the
Arabic alphabet sufficiently fo enable it to express, more or less accurately,
the host of foreign words in general use which, when transcribed into Arabic,
are often unrecognisable when read, unless the reader knows the correct pro-
nunciation. This defect is felt most of all in the school atlases, where accu-
racy of transcription is obviously of first importance, and almost equally so
in scientific works containing Latin and Greek technical terms. Makeshifts
for some of the foreign consonants are in use, but, whereas the European
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languages—among which English, French and German are by far the most
important from a scientific point of view—use at least eight long and eight
short vowels, the Arabic alphabet, when fully ¢ pointed’, can express definitely
but three long and three short.

In modern Egyptian maps of Kurope a hybrid system of transcription is in
use. In some cases the vowels, at least the principal ones, are represented
by$, doing duty for a, y for 0 and u and s for ¢ and e, whether these vowels,
are long or short. In other cases, which to my mind are morve salisfactory,
the short vowels are represented by the points and only the long vowels by 1,
sand . Anexample of the first system is LS B,k K < T'chekoslovakia’and
of the second is &ﬁs;}; “Sardinia’, both transcriptions being from the same
map.

For Arabic, or, for that matter, any other language, to expect to be able
to transcribe every nuance of vowel-sound in English, French and German
is, of course, out of the question; but if it could be brought to express gight
long and eight short vowel sounds, instead of three, that would be amply
sufficient for all practical purposes.

It is, of course, easy to invent diacritical marks to increase the number of
vowel-sounds, but certain considerations must, in my opinion, be borne in
mind if the system proposed is to have any likelihood of success. First,
the existing diacritical signs—the fatha, kasra and damma—must not be
changed; secondly, the new signs should bear some resemblance to the old
ones to which they are most nearly akin, and thirdly, the new short vowels
must increase their length and function as initials by exactly the same process
as those at present in use.

The smallest change which can be made in the existing vowel-signs is to
turn them the reverse way round—:. e. back to front—or to write them
below instead of above the consonant. These two processes, the second of
which can only be applied to the damma, provide five exira vowel-sounds,
making eight in all.

Following is a list of English, French and German place-names with the
Arabic transcriptions I propose. 1 have inserted the sukun when necessary,
but have only expressed in the transcriptions the vowels given in italics in the
European originals.
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SOUND. ENGLISH.
0o
Short a. . |Ramsgate | >:}-'°J
Long a..|Dunbar J /.‘ 3
Short e. . { Denbigh . 3
Long e..|Paisley J‘:. )
o
Short i .. | Tilbury S R
Long i..|Deal } I
w 22
Short o. . | Belton (U .
& R
Long o..|Dover BLIR
L] ,‘
Short u.. |Fulham @) )
5
Long u..|Poole J))
o
Short 6. . [Munster e " s
Q
Long 6..] — @ L
Shortii..| —
Long .. —

FRENCH.

Calais

Béle

Brest

Seine

Limoges

Nimes

Moselle

Rhdne

Bourges

Nemours

Meurthe

Meuse

Bruxelles

Bruges

b4
3}3—?

GERMAN.

Hamburg

Baden

Berlin

Bremen

Minden

Kiel

Bonn

Posen

Kulm

Ruhr

Koln

Komgsberg

Miinchen

Diiren

y 3
LIS 3

) The English equivalent to the French and German short o is rare, but has {o be dislinguished from

the common short o (not). See p. 4.

- The usual sound of the fatha appears to be midway between this value of the English u (bul) and
that of shorl a (bat). To my ear ihe u in question is close to, though not identical with the French

short eu and the German short 4.

®) The English sound corresponding to the long eu and ¢ is only heard in the ‘accepted’ pronunciation
of English in such combinations as ur, ir, ear, etc. (burr, bird, Leard).
glish, notably the Scotch, pronounce the r, though in many different ways.
that words such as these should be transcribed intlo Arabic with the short ¢ followed by r.

Practically, all dialects of En-
I am strongly of opinion
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It will be seen from the foregoing words that the fatha is, as before, length-
ened by the alif, both the kasra and the reversed kasra by the ye and all the
damma-forms by the waw. The new forms can also be used as initials on the
existing system in conjunction with alif, thus : CJ’-}T PR J\"“{l ;
Oban, Aisne, Exeter, etc.

One possible ‘point’ has not been used, namely the reversed fatha, and
two sounds—rvery important in English—are still without means of being
transeribed. These are the short o in ‘not’ and the long a in *ball’.  To
Egyptlians, the latter sound is almost indistinguishable from-the long o in
‘bowl’, but, if pronouncing diclionaries are, in the future, to be brought out
in Arabic, a distinction is essential. I therefore suggest that the reversed
Jatha be used for the short o in question, which is lengthened by the alif
to give the long au- or a-sound. To represent the long sound as an initial
a reversed madda would have to be used. Thus we should have :

~
°

Boston. g )

Oxford. 5 2250

7 D
Waterford. 3554

Albany. . .;T

A difficulty in transcribing English, French and German words into Arabic
is to decide whether a vowel is long or short. Unlike Arabic, the languages
mentioned have a very high proportion of their vowels of intermediate length,
and it is only an Arabic-speaking person who can decide whether, to his ear,
an accented vowel of intermediate length should be transcribed by a long or
a short vowel.

A vowel-sound which might have to be indicated in addition to those
already mentioned is the ‘fortive’ intermediate vowel, more common in
English and German than in French, which might roughly be described as
the easiest or least conspicuous vowel which can be pronounced between any
particular pair of consonants (baker, curate arbeiten). Two methods suggest
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themselves for rendering this sound; the first is the omission of any point or
the sukun on the consonant preceding it; the second is the use of an incom-
pletely closed sukun.

If pronouncing distionaries are ever contemplated in the native script,
means would be required to indicate where the stress or accent falls and
perhaps to indicate where a vowel is of intermediate length. For the first,
a vowel-point thicker than the normal might be used and for the latter a
point larger then the normal. The need for such refinements, is however,
still very far away.

If my system of indicating the additional vowels—or a modification of it
—is ever adopted and taught, I am of opinion that, apart from the purely
English sounds discussed above, either the French or German values of the
vowels should be taken, in the schools, for the standard values of the new
vowel-points, since the English vowels differ from the corresponding French
and German vowels more than those of the last two differ from each other.

The consonants of the Arabic alphabet are none too suitable for rendering
foreign names and words, but the Persian variants of the Arabic letters offer
forms, which are generally known to Arabic-speaking peoples, to fill some
of the lacune in the Arabic consonantal system; for instance, Persian provides
z for “tch’, 5 for zh (azure, pleasure), o for p and ?forg (go) and & has
already become established as the equivalent of ». The » offers a special
difficulty; in Egypt it is pronounced in the official spoken dialect as hard g.
Its classical form is English j, while, when read, it usually is pronounced as
zh. 1 doubt whether the adoption of the Persian § for hard g and the
Arabie z for 7 would find favour, though that is the logical solution. An
alternative solution would be fo reserve  for hard g, and to invent a new
variation of the » for j, such as one with two dots below instead of one (")
Further requirements are methods of expressing the French nasal » and
perhaps also the sound represented in English and German by ng (sing).
For the first I suggest the use of medial and final nun but without any dot,
thus y, » Thus ‘matin’ would be transcribed as i and ‘printemps’ as

® In modern Arabic atlases which I have  or 3o should be used for English . Double
consulted, s is used instead of g for tch. forms are, howerer, very clumsy.
On this analogy it might be considered that o
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08,5, The ng-sound might, as it is now, be rendered by n-+g & or an
un(;bjectionable form of the » with an additional dot on the top — thus
combining the nun and the jim in one letter —— could be devised.

In conclusion I wish to say that the system I propose is entirely tentative,
and that I am very conscious of its defects. The moment, however, seems
propitious for its introduction, since the addition of capital letters to the
Arabic script will involve a considerable enlargement of the normal founts of
type, the half-dozen new signs which my system requires could be intro-
duced at the same time; further, since the capitals will make it necessary to
reprint the school atlases, the occasion can be seized to ameliorate the very
defective system of transcription now in use.

I wish to thank Ahmad Eff. Saad, of my Department, for preparing the
originals of the blocks on pages 3 and 4.

R. EnceLBacm.

BIFAO 32 (1932), p. 1-6 Reginald Engelbach
Some Suggestions on the Transcription of European Words into the Arabic Alphabet.

© IFAO 2025

BIFAO en ligne https://www.ifao.egnet.net


http://www.tcpdf.org

