
6. Anusvāra: a guide to finding words in dictionaries. 
 

The anusvāra is a pure nasal sound, like the ng in English singing. It can only 
occur after a vowel. 
 
Strictly speaking, anusvāra is a Sanskrit term; within Pali grammar it is usually 
called niggahīta. 
 
In Latin script it has been transliterated as η , ṁ or ṃ. Nowadays only the ṃ is 
used. 
 
For the purposes of the following explanation, I have coined the terms “true” 
and “false” anusvāra.  
 
In Pali a “true” anusvāra can only come at the end of a word or immediately 
before y, r, v, s or h. In Sanskrit it can also precede l, ś or ṣ. In alphabetical 
order, a “true” anusvāra comes before k, as if it were the first consonant. 
 
So what is a “false” anusvāra? 
 
It is a spelling convention. In all Indian scripts, the sign for an anusvāra (which 
in most scripts is just a dot over the preceding vowel) is also used to denote a 
nasal homorganic with the following stop or nasal. And unfortunately some 
people have followed this convention when transliterating into Latin script. This 
means that if an anusvāra is written before 
k, kh, g, gh or ṅ          it is just another way of writing ṅ 
c, ch, j, jh or ñ                                                                            ñ 
ṭ, ṭh, ḍ, ḍh or ṇ                                                                  ṇ 
t, th, d, dh or n                                                                             n 
p, ph, b, bh or m                                                                         m 
  
The fact that anusvāra was a way of writing these other letters may have 
reflected pronunciation: that the preceding vowels were (slightly?) nasalised. 
That need not concern us. What must concern us is that in alphabetical order 
this “false” anusvāra  is treated like the letter it replaces. So if you come across 
a word spelled aṃta, a dictionary will treat it as anta. 
 
To tell whether you are dealing with a “true” or a “false” anusvāra, look at the 
next letter. 
 
Unfortunately in Pali there are three further complications: 
 



(1) Before l, anusvāra  is very rarely written; where one might expect to see 
saṃl-, it is written sall-. And in the dictionary it is treated as sall-.  
 
(2) Where one expects – and often gets – saṃy-, sometimes saññ- is written 
instead. Such a word will be in the dictionary under saṃy-.  
  
(3) The third complication is quite rare and will not affect your ability to find a 
word in a dictionary. It again concerns anusvāra before a y, but only one 
particular y. There is a word eva, an emphatic particle, which sometimes takes 
the form yeva. Before this word, a final anusvāra may become ñ and the y 
likewise, giving ññ, as in the previous paragraph; so taṃ yeva may (but does 
not have to) be written taññeva. See Geiger’s Grammar, p.59, footnote 8 to 
para.66 and the text to which the note refers. 


