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Is transliteration necessary?

Reasons for transliteration

• The internationalisation of Japan (for the benefit of people who do not 
understand Japanese)

• Few people outside the countries using characters understand Japanese. 

• Use in libraries and other organisations abroad for the handling of books, etc.

• To confirm whether it is necessary to translate Japanese materials into English 
by checking transliterated keywords against a dictionary

• For those without access to a method for entering Japanese script.
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Different situations

• The answer to the question “Is transliteration necessary?”
depends on the situation

• It is different depending on whether native or non-native speakers
developed the system

• What is suitable for one group may not be for another.

• 「人生の一番大事な思い出」 リトアニア大使が明かす、皇后陛下の通訳を
務めた日 日本語との出合いとは

https://hint-pot.jp/archives/339058
https://hint-pot.jp/archives/339058
https://hint-pot.jp/archives/339058
https://hint-pot.jp/archives/339058
https://hint-pot.jp/archives/339058
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What are the issues?

Although there are some transliteration-related issues, for example, the use of 
macrons or circumflexes to represent long vowels,

most problems are orthographical:

• What is a word? For example,
are compound nouns, verbs and adjectives one word?

• Do they need a hyphen or should they be viewed as two words with a space?

• What happens with particles, na adjectives (形容動詞) and suru verbs, etc.?

Moreover, in all systems, there are questions about which system rules
individual cases belong to.
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Analysis of transliterations

Chris Dillon worked through the LC, Kenkyusha and Monumenta Nipponica
Romanisations and compared their rules in two Japanese-language presentations:

1. アメリカ議会図書館のローマ字 = US Library of Congress Romanisation 
[PowerPoint]

2. 研究社４版、Monumenta Nipponica 等の翻字 = Kenkyusha 4th ed. and 
Monumenta Nipponica, etc. transliterations [PowerPoint]

These systems are both based on Modified Hepburn (not a standard).
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Analysis of transliterations. Cont.

• Library of Congress has a defined standard.
Currently it is used largely by
the bibliographic community

• Monumenta Nipponica style sheet. – Completely revised edition [May 2017]:

“Use the modified Hepburn style found in Kenkyusha’s New Japanese-English 
dictionary.” 
In other words, Kenkyusha is the basis of transliteration used in
Monumenta Nipponica.
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Kenkyusha 4 ed.

“ハイフンは語の構成をはっきりさせるためにできるだけ細かくつけてある。”

[Hyphens are applied in as detailed a way as possible to make clear
the structure of words – quote from Kenkyusha 4 ed. p. ix]

In other words, the Kenkyusha 4 ed. approach is a tool for making clear the 
structure of Japanese words, rather than a transliteration system.
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Monumenta Nipponica

The Monumenta Nipponica transliteration changes depending on whether

• it is general text

• it is texts used in titles.

General -> Title

Amaterasu Ōmikami -> Kodai shinwa ni okeru Amaterasu ōmikami

Murasaki Shikibu -> Murasaki shikibu nikki

Taiheiyō Sensō -> Dokyumento Taiheiyō sensō e no michi

Kyōiku Chokugo -> Meiji tennō no kyōiku chokugo
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Examples of different systems

• Library of Congress: Shin kokin wakashū

• Monumenta Nipponica:「いえ」を比較研究する視点 =
‘Ie’ o hikaku kenkyū suru shiten

• Kenkyusha 4 ed.: ko⌜tae⌝-rare-nai [⌜ and ⌝ indicate pitch accent rise and fall.]

• Hepburn used at railway stations: Nihombashi

• Nihonsiki: 鼻血 = hanadi

• Kunreisiki: 鼻血 = hanazi

• Kunreisiki: matanai, matimasu, matsu, mate, matô
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Situations where varieties of Modified 
Hepburn have different rules

benkyô, benkyoo

Nihombashi

dōdōtaru

miryokuaru

osorubeki

ni taisuru
shō-suru [称]

Kokuritsu Jōhōgaku Kenkyūjo

Kokuritu Kokugo Kenkyūsho hōkoku

Arabia sūji

Kanji

Kabushiki Kaisha

Nihongaku

Kitachōsen

fubo but chichi haha
tō shisetsu [当]

senzen hen

Chūnichi Shinbun

Sumiyoshi-chō, Tanaka-san

Shōwa nijū-nen

tabe-sugiru

gaikoku-go
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An interesting case: Japanese braille

• Japanese braille also aims to represent Japanese by sound

• Example: ボクワ ホンヤエイク = bokuwa honyae iku [once the dots are 
decoded]

• It has been using spaces between words since the 1920s

• It is widely and consistently used but not a standard.
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Preliminary conclusions about transliteration

• Only Library of Congress is a current standard

• Other Hepburn-based systems are similar and data could be merged
with little loss to quality

• Kunreisiki data, however, would need some work on it before it could be 
merged, for example:

• si -> shi

• sy -> sh

• ti -> chi

• ty -> ch

• tu -> tsu

• hu -> fu, etc.
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What next?

• No changes should be made until the issues are well understood and 
measures put in place to address them.

• Recently there has been work done by the Agency for Cultural Affairs,
but only at noun level; there is little on spaces, etc.

• We intend to work and suggest rather than put pressure on to adopt a system.

• How could AI be used to help with various aspects of this work?

• These and other topics will be addressed in CrossTalk webinars:
https://www.eajrs.net/xtalk/cross-talk-series 
The kick-off event will be on 25 Sept.

https://www.eajrs.net/xtalk/cross-talk-series
https://www.eajrs.net/xtalk/cross-talk-series
https://www.eajrs.net/xtalk/cross-talk-series
https://www.eajrs.net/xtalk/cross-talk-series
https://www.eajrs.net/xtalk/cross-talk-series
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