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Generic combining marks in Thai script minority languages

Ben Mitchell 
6 May 2026

This document concerns two modifier signs and five generic combining marks, and in particular 
their use in minority language orthographies that use the Thai script. We suggest Unicode 
updates the official recommendations in Chapter 16 of the Standard to include the notes marked 
with ☞. We also propose the encoding of a new character, THAI GLOTTAL STOP.

Martin Hosken’s Proposal not to encode 4 minority Thai letters for Patani Malay (2010) details 
the use of MODIFIER LETTER APOSTROPHE (u+02BC), MODIFIER LETTER MINUS (u+02D7), 
COMBINING TILDE (u+0303) and COMBINING MACRON BELOW (u+0331); these characters are now 
specified in some detail in Chapter 16 of the Unicode standard for Patani Malay language in Thai 
script. These characters are used in other languages as follows:

1. MODIFIER LETTER APOSTROPHE (u+02BC)

As Martin explains, this is used1 in the official Thai-script orthography for Patani 
Malay language, to mark glottalisation. It is stored and appears directly before a 
consonant letter, e.g ʼก, ʼกฺ, ʼง, ʼซ, ʼด, ʼต, ʼบ, ʼล, ʼย and ʼน.

☞ Western Lawa orthography uses u+02BC in the same way to mark 
glottalisation, e.g ʼง, ʼญ, ʼน, ʼม, ʼย, ʼร and ʼลฺ. In sequences with a prebase vowel, e.g 
โʼรฺะ we can see the glottalisation mark stays directly before the consonant, with 
the prebase vowel to its left. Kerning improves the appearance for some 
sequences.

2. MODIFIER LETTER MINUS (u+02D7)

Patani Malay uses this character to mark compound vowels (diphthongs) that do 
not occur in Thai language, e.g ◌า˗อิ, ◌า˗อี, ◌า˗อุ, ◌า˗อู. 

☞ We also find the same usage in Western Lawa (L’wa) and Yoy orthographies, e.g 
◌า˗อื , ◌ู‐แอ, เ◌อ‐อึ . Some users type a hyphen instead, but this would allow vowel 
sequences to linebreak and would be best avoided.

3. COMBINING TILDE (u+0303)

Combining tilde is used only in Patani Malay, where it sits above base 
consonants to mark nasalisation in certain vowel sequences, e.g ◌̃ะ, ◌̃า, ◌ุ̃,
เ◌̃าะ, ◌̃อ, แ◌̃ะ, แ◌̃. This presents no problems with normalisation as the tilde 
would be stored and displayed at the end of a cluster, following any other 
diacritics. 

1  Mahidol University’s documentation refers to this glottalisation mark as FON THONG (ฝนทอง). Fon Thong, 
cognate with KHMER SIGN BANTOC (u+17CB), is an as-yet unencoded Thai character found in historic manuscripts, 
where it represents a short vowel sound (not the consonant modifier we need here). Additionally fon thong is a 
combining mark sitting above a consonant, rather than a spacing character to the left of a consonant. Therefore, 
both semantically and behaviourally, using fon thong to mark glottalisation would be inappropriate.
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4. COMBINING MACRON BELOW (u+0331)

Combining macron below is specified for Patani Malay, where it marks 
combined consonants with a nasal aspect, e.g ง̱ /ŋᵍ/, ญ̱ /ɲʲ/, น̱ /nᵈ/, and ม̱ /mᵇ/. 

☞ Similarly, Western Lawa marks consonants with macronbelow, e.g ฆ̱ /ᵑɡ/, ฌ̱ 
/ᶮɟ/, ด̱ /ⁿd/ and บ̱ /ᵐb/.

☞ For Northern Pwo, the Non-Formal Education Department (NFE) 
orthography (2003) uses the macronbelow to mark consonant letters whose 
sound value differs from Standard Thai, e.g ฆ̱ /x/, ง̱ /ɰ/ and ย̱ /ɲ/.

☞ On the other hand, Moken language uses macronbelow with vowel letters 
to mark vowels that do not occur in Thai language, e.g ◌า̱, แ̱◌. 

As Martin notes, normalisation places macronbelow after any Thai diacritics, so 
fonts should reorder it to display in the correct position, directly after the 
preceding base letter before any other diacritics.

Following the specifications above, we suggest the following generic combining marks for 
other orthographies and suggest Unicode includes an official recommendation:

5. COMBINING MACRON (u+0304)

☞ Combining macron appears in Saek orthography, where it is used as a 
tonemark. This means it can sit on a base consonant directly, e.g ก̄, เก̄, ก̄ะ, or if 
the consonant also carries a vowel diacritic above, the macron will shift 
upwards to sit on the vowel, e.g กี̄ี, กื ̄ . This presents no problems with 
normalisation, as tonemarks are stored and displayed at the end of a cluster, 
following any other diacritics. 

6. COMBINING CIRCUMFLEX ACCENT (u+0302)

☞ Saek language also uses circumflex as a tonemark. Like combining macron, 
this sits on a base consonant directly, e.g ก̂, เก̂, ก̂ะ, or if the consonant also 
carries a vowel diacritic above, the circumflex will shift upwards to sit on the 
vowel, e.g ก̂ี, กื ̂ . This presents no problems with normalisation, as tonemarks 
are stored and displayed at the end of a cluster, following any other diacritics. 

7. COMBINING SHORT STROKE OVERLAY (u+0335)

☞ Mpi language uses the stroke overlay with the vowel letter SARA AA 
(u+0E32) to represent a vowel that does not occur in Standard Thai, i.e ◌า. This 
presents no problems with normalisation, as saraAa does not carry any other 
diacritics in Mpi language.
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Finally we propose the encoding of one character for Nyah Kur language:

8. THAI GLOTTAL STOP (u+0E3B?)

Nyah Kur language adds one extra base letter to indicate a glottal stop 
following a vowel. This character seems to occur only in syllable-final position, 
where it cannot carry any diacritic marks. As this character is not currently 
encoded, users are resorting to using the Latin question mark, or the Latin 
glottal stop letter ʔ (u+0294). The question mark is clearly not advisable as it’s 
very likely to be interpreted as marking a question. The Latin glottal stop is not 
the best solution as we should avoid breaking script runs within a single word 
(to allow kerning, for example), and it is preferable for this character to have a 
Thai-specific size and design. We therefore propose encoding a Thai glottal 
stop separately. 

As a point of reference, the Devanagari range includes a script-specific glottal 
stop at u+097D.

Character properties

0E01;THAI CHARACTER GLOTTAL STOP;Lo;0;L;;;;;N;;;;;

ʔ
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Fig 1 Texts from handwritten Nyah Kur children’s story books (top) and in printed exercise books (bottom) 

Attestations of Thai glottal stop
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Fig 2 Pages from Nyah Kur textbook using the Latin glottal stop character  
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Fig 3 Instagram post showing glottal stop character in video subtitles

Fig 4 Digital text in Nyah Kur language, using question mark in place of glottal stop
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