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Arabic Romanization Table: Library of Congress — A Comprehensive Guide

The Arabic language, with its rich history and complex script, has long posed challenges for scholars, librarians,
and linguists who wish to catalog, index, and disseminate Arabic texts in a form that is accessible to a global
audience. One of the most influential tools in this endeavor is the Arabic Romanization Table developed by the
Library of Congress. This standardized system bridges the gap between the Arabic script and the Latin alphabet,
enabling consistent cataloging, searchability, and interoperability across libraries, databases, and digital platforms.

In this article, we delve deep into the origins, structure, and practical applications of the Library of Congress Arabic
Romanization Table. Whether you're a librarian preparing metadata, a researcher compiling bibliographic records,
or a developer building multilingual search tools, understanding this system will enhance the accuracy and reach of
your Arabic-language materials.

1. The Need for Arabic Romanization

Arabic, written in a cursive script that flows right-to-left, contains letters that can change shape depending on their
position within a word. For non-Arabic speakers, the script can be intimidating, and for information retrieval systems
that rely on Latin characters, Arabic text can be a barrier. Romanization—transcribing Arabic sounds into Latin
letters—provides several key benefits:

« Improved discoverability: Users unfamiliar with Arabic script can search for titles, authors, or subjects using
familiar characters.

¢ Consistent cataloging: Libraries and archives can maintain uniform records across collections, reducing
ambiguity.

< Data interoperability: Digital systems can exchange metadata without loss of linguistic nuance.

e Educational support: Learners of Arabic can reference Romanized forms while studying pronunciation.

Multiple romanization schemes exist, ranging from academic transliteration to simplified phonetic representations.
The Library of Congress (LC) chose a system that balances linguistic fidelity with practical usability, making it the
de facto standard in many bibliographic contexts.

2. Historical Context of the Library of Congress System

The LC Arabic Romanization Table emerged from the Library’s long history of cataloging Arabic-language
materials. In the early 20th century, the LC's Arabic collections expanded rapidly, prompting the need for a
systematic approach to metadata. Prior to LC’s standard, disparate transliteration practices led to inconsistencies in
catalog entries, hampering search and retrieval.

In 1955, the Library of Congress adopted its first Arabic transliteration policy, which was revised in 1972 to
incorporate updated linguistic insights. The latest iteration, known as the “Library of Congress Arabic Romanization
Table,” was officially published in 2001 and remains in use today. The table aligns closely with the ALA-LC
(American Library Association — Library of Congress) Romanization Tables, ensuring compatibility across
North American libraries.



Key Milestones

1. 1955 — Initial Arabic Romanization policy introduced.

2. 1972 — Revision incorporating new linguistic standards.

3. 2001 - Publication of the current table, reflecting contemporary phonetic conventions.
4. 2015 — Integration with MARC 21 and other library metadata standards.

3. Structure of the Arabic Romanization Table

The LC Arabic Romanization Table is organized into two primary components:

¢ Consonants — Represented by Latin letters or letter combinations that approximate Arabic consonantal
sounds.
¢ Vowels and Diacritics — Indicated by diacritical marks or vowel letters to capture short and long vowel sounds.

Below is a concise representation of the table’s core elements. For a full, authoritative reference, consult the Library
of Congress’s official documentation.

Consonant Transcriptions



Arabic Letter Transliteration Phonetic Note

bp a Longa/ o

b€ b Bilabial plosive

b t Dental plosive

b° th Voiceless dental fricative
bA j Velar plosive /g/ in some dialects
bb % Voiceless pharyngeal fricative
ba kh Voiceless velar fricative

bo d Dental plosive

c dh Voiced dental fricative

G r Alveolar trill

c z Alveolar fricative

c0 S Alveolar sibilant

c@ sh Alveolar fricative

cP s.@ Emphatic sibilant

c d.@ Emphatic d

cp L@ Emphatic t

c€ dh.@ Emphatic dh

ce +0 Pharyngeal voiced sound

c gh Voiced uvular fricative

d f Labiodental fricative

d q Voiceless uvular plosive

do k Velar plosive

d@ | Alveolar lateral approximant
dP m Bilabial nasal

d n Alveolar nasal



dp h Voiceless glottal fricative
d€ w Labial-velar approximant

d y Palatal approximant

Vowel and Diacritic Transcriptions

e Short vowels are represented by a, i, and u, corresponding to fatha, kasra, and damma respectively.
¢ Long vowels are indicated by doubling the short vowel letters: aa, ii, uu.

Shadda (gemination) is denoted by a double consonant (e.g., Il for dFQ).

* Hamza (glottal stop) is transcribed as an apostrophe ().

4. Applying the Table to Bibliographic Records

When cataloging Arabic works, librarians often face decisions about how to render author names, titles, and
subject headings. The LC table provides a consistent framework that ensures each element is transliterated
accurately and predictably.

4.1 Author Names

Author names are typically transcribed in the order of family name, given name, and any additional components.
For example, the Arabic name bGd¥Es AHDuad bin ‘Ali. The use of the bin connector is preserved, and the
hamza in dsBepresented by an apostrophe before the ‘ character.

4.2 Titles

Titles often contain diacritics or special characters that need careful rendering. The LC table treats each Arabic
letter individually, ensuring that titles like baRxiBamechibbd\é&teHdt " AOO F u’Note the use of the fr the better
and the apostrophe for the hamza in dV7btHce

4.3 Subject Headings

Subject headings may include complex terms such as b{Bd&bic ldRgoédp”), transcribed as al-lugha al-‘Arabiyya.
The table ensures that the emphatic consonants (fahd ) are represented accurately, preserving the semantic
integrity of the heading.

5. Practical Tips for Implementing the Table

Below are actionable guidelines for librarians and metadata specialists to integrate the LC Arabic Romanization
Table into their workflows.

* Use a dedicated transliteration tool: Many library software packages have built-in transliteration modules that
reference the LC table. If not, consider custom scripts in Python or JavaScript.

¢ Maintain a glossary of common exceptions: Certain proper nouns or regional terms may have established
English spellings that deviate from strict transliteration. Document these to avoid inconsistencies.

« Apply the table consistently across all fields: Author names, titles, subjects, and notes should all follow the
same transliteration rules.

e Leverage MARC 21 and RDA standards: The LC table is integrated into MARC 21 field 240 (Title statement)
and 100 (Personal name), ensuring compatibility with global cataloging systems.

¢ Provide both Arabic and Romanized forms: For multilingual catalogs, include the original Arabic script
alongside the transliterated version to aid native readers.



6. Comparative Overview: LC vs. Other Romanization Systems

Several romanization schemes exist for Arabic, each with its own focus. Below is a quick comparison of the LC
table against other prominent systems.
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