
	

	

The	hamza	in	transcription:		Should	it	be	included?	
Mike	Thomas,	-.-/	

Yes,	the	hamza	(ʾ)	should	be	included	in	the	transcription	of	al-ʾAwwal	( لَّوَلأْٱ )	and	al-ʾÚlá	( ىَٰلوُلأْٱ ),	because	both	
words	begin	with	a	hamzat	al-waṣl	(ٱ)	in	Arabic	script.	Here's	why:	

Arabic script vs. transcription 

• In	Arabic, and	 لَّوَلأْٱ 	with	begin	 ىَٰلوُلأْٱ 	definite	in	used	hamza	connecting	a	is	which	,(al-waṣl	hamzat	with	alif)	ٱ
articles	and	certain	verb	forms.	

• In	transcription,	this	is	typically	rendered	as	ʾ	to	indicate	the	presence	of	a	glottal	onset,	especially	when	the	word	
is	pronounced	in	isolation.	

Hans Wehr’s lexicon 

• Hans	Wehr	lists	ʾAwwal	and	ʾÚlá	with	the	ʾ	prefix,	which	aligns	with	standard	academic	transcription	practices.	
• This	notation	helps	distinguish	between	words	that	begin	with	a	true	hamza	(ʾ)	versus	those	that	begin	with	a	

consonant	or	a	silent	alif.	

Correct transcription of the months 

Arabic Name Transcription Notes 
لَّوَلأْٱ عیِبرَ  Rabíʿ al-ʾAwwal Masculine form of “first” 

ىَٰلوُلأْٱ ىَٰدامَجُ  Jumádá al-ʾÚlá Feminine form of “first” 

Including	the	ʾ	preserves	the	phonetic	and	morphological	integrity	of	the	word,	especially	in	scholarly	or	linguistic	
context.	

In	the	Hans	Wehr	Dictionary	of	Modern	Written	Arabic,	the	entries	for	awwal	( لوّأ )	and	úlá	( ىلوأ )	do	not	begin	
with	a	hamza	in	the	root	listing.		That	is	because	Wehr	typically	lists	words	under	their	basic	root	forms,	and	in	this	
case,	 the	 root	 is	 ʾ-w-l	 ( ل-و-أ ),	 but	 the	 initial	 hamza	 is	 often	not	marked	 explicitly	 in	 the	 headword	 unless	 it	 is	 a	
hamzat	qaṭʿ	(a	pronounced	hamza	in	all	positions).	

Here’s	the	nuance:	

Hamza types in Arabic 

• Hamzat	al-waṣl	 	A	:(ٱ) connecting	hamza,	often	used	 in	definite	articles	 like	al-	 ( ـلٱ ).	 It’s	not	pronounced	when	
preceded	by	another	word,	and	not	always	shown	in	dictionaries.	

• Hamzat	qaṭʿ	(ء):	A	pronounced	hamza,	always	written	and	pronounced	regardless	of	position.	

In Wehr’s system 

• Wehr	often	omits	hamzat	al-waṣl	in	entries	like	awwal	and	úlá,	because	these	are	typically	used	in	context	with	
the	definite	article	al-,	which	itself	begins	with	a	hamzat	al-waṣl.	

• So	while	al-awwal	and	al-úlá	are	written	in	Arabic	as	 	and لَّوَلأْٱ ىَٰلوُلأْٱ ,	the	ʾ	in	transliteration	reflects	the	phonetic	
reality	of	the	definite	article,	not	necessarily	the	dictionary	headword.	

Transcription practice 

• In	 academic	 transcription	 (especially	 in	 Semitic	 linguistics),	 ʾAwwal	 and	 ʾŪlā	 are	 often	 written	 with	 the	 ʾ	 to	
indicate	the	glottal	onset	from	the	definite	article.	

• But	when	listing	the	standalone	adjective	awwal	or	úlá,	it	is	acceptable	to	omit	the	hamza	in	transcription	if	you	
are	not	including	the	definite	article.	

Wehr	does	not	show	the	hamza	in	the	headword,	but	the	transliterated	form	with	the	definite	article	(e.g.,	
al-ʾAwwal)	still	merits	the	ʾ	to	reflect	pronunciation.	
	


