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ON TRE PRIMARY MEANING AND ETYMOLOGY OF THE SACRED SYLLABLE OM

" 1. Introduction

1.1. The religious importence of om

A paramount representation of Brahms and a pivot for meditation and con~
centration, the syllable Om has remsined sacrosanct in Hinduism for some
three millennia. It is a prominent religious symbol in Tantric Buddhism -

and in Jainism as well,

1.2, Previous research of om

Rather surprisingly, a comprehensive study of the sacred syllable om
still remains a task to be undertaken, Even substantial articles dealin
more extensively with this topic are few in number. Keithi has given a
useful synopsis, and Boelesz has examined the written symbols of &m in
India and abroad. The term akgara, which means both 'imperishable’ and
'syllable’ and is used with particular reference te Zm, has been researct

ed by van Buitenen3. Other studies worth mentioning are referred to be-
low, in § 2.1.

1.3. The scope of the present paper

The present paper reproduces the essence of & study to be published else-
where in fuller form and documentation. Tt concentrates on the most cen-
tral problem concerning the sacred syllable m, namely, its primary mean-
ing and etymology. The solution sketched here has been very briefly men-

tioned by the author on earlier occasions.t

&, Earlier etymological explanations

2.1. A eynopeis of the explanations offered so far

1) &m is originally just a mesningless sound.’

2) Bm < Sanskrit JFp- 'to attain' {Prapava-Upanisad in Gopatha-Brihmana
1,1,26) or Sanskrit av- 'to urge, to help, ete.' ("some [teachers}"
quoted ibid., and UnddisGtra 1,141/142).
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3) m < Sanskrit *dvam 'that' (cf. § 4.13.5

4) Om < Sanskrit dm 'yes' < Sanskrit 3 ‘interjection of reminiscence,
ete.’ {(cf. § 6.2*3).7 .

3) @m < om < 3 < Proto-Indo-European *au ‘introductory particle'.

The last mentioned etymology is the one proposed by Maurice Bloomfield

in 1889 in his paper "On the etymology of the particle ah“s, and the conly

ones mentioned by Manfred Mayrhofer in his recently completed etymological

dictionary of the Sanskrit langusgeg, as well as by M.B. Emeneau in 19591q

It is clearly the currently valid etymology, and deserves a closer scru-

tiny.

2.2. The primary meaning according to Bloemfield: Bm = atha

In Bloomfield's opinion, "om ... may have been originally nothing but an
introductory word of somewhat the same value as atha." As evidence for
this, he quotes two rather late references, Grhyasamgraha 2,9 and Vajasa-
neyi-PrAtifdkhya 1,16-19 correlating the use of Bm at the beginning of a
Vedic text with that of atha in works composed in prose. Warrant for such
4 use is found by Bloomfield also in Panini's rule 8,2,87 om abhyddane

"om (is pronounced as prolonged, pluta) at the commencement {of the reci-

tation of a sacred text)",

In fact, there are also other (recent) passages attesting to the pronun-
cistion of om at the begiﬁning - and end - of a Vedic text to be recited,
e.g. Manu 2,74-75. From this place it will however appear that om is not
s0 much an introductory particle as a means for mental cencentration,
which is accompanied by suppressions of breath. Om is evidently associa-
ted here with Yogic practices, whose purpoge it is to ensure that the
text taught - or recited at self-study - will be retained in the memOry

and not slip away.

The beginnings of Yoga seem to be connected with the worship of the rising
sun, representing Brahma, the creator and the world soul. At the eandhyd-
vandana, the worshiﬁper pays homage to the sun with the sacted syllable
om and the a&vitr? verse, and identifies himself with Brabma. This daily
ritual is the first to be taught to the student at the initiation, the
context in which Manu deals with the syllable 3m.

Beginning, like sunrise, represents creation. G;hyﬁsaygraha 2,9 expresa-
ly links om with creation and indicates that it conveys auspicionsness
{inherent in creation). Apastamba-Dharmasiitra 1,13,6-7 explains that om
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is the door to heaven, and therefore one who starts reciting sacred texts
(conducive to heaven)} should begin with Om. The same text also states
that "in rites of welfare which belong to the ordinary life {outside the
sotemn Vedic ritual) such sentences (of benediction) as those containing
the words 'auspicious day', 'good luck', and 'prosperity' should start
with it (i.e. &m)" (1,13,9). As the commentator explains, these benedic-
tions are pronounced in reply to & request made by the performer of the
rice. They are.thes quite paraliel to the pragsavas of the Srauta ritual
mentioned as beginning with &m in the immedistely preceding sutra (1,13,8).
The prasava of the Brabman priest (see § 3.3.1) is the earliest context
in which the sacred syllable &m i{s found in the Vedic texts, and the
Brahman priest is the human representative of the divine Brahma, i{.e.

god Savitar, the rising sun as the instigator. Most of the other ritual

usages of O seem to be devivable from this one.

In any case, it is from the parallelism with Pm that the introductory
particle agthz appears to have acquired its auspicious meaning, and this
paralielism seems to be secondary and irrelevant to the etymology of om.
But before assessing the primary meaning of 3m, let us consider Bloom—

field's etymology.

2.3. Bloomfield's etymology: Bm < Om < 8 < Proto-Indo-European *au

With reference to PEnini's rule on the prolongation of Zm at the beginning
of a recitation (cf. § 2.2), Bloomfield continues: "To this long-drawn
utterance we may ascribe the nasal, which was afterwards felr an organic
part of the word and treated as an independent m." ‘There are, indeed,
several Vedic examples of such a nasalization in prolonged svllables,

e.g. in Rgveda 10,146,1 vindatTdm for vindati.

Bloomfield, thux considering 7 to be the original form of the sacred syl~
lable, devives it from Proto-Indo~European *au preserved in such words as
Greek ad (ab-ti, al-tig, ad-Bug), Latin qu~tlem), Gothic au-k, etc.,
the meanings of which point to an original adversative—conmective particie
comparable to that of Sanskrit gtha.

Bloomfield further points out that if Greek al is the full-grade ablaut
form corresponding to the reduced-grade particle u in ndv~-u, thesn am
has the same relation to the common Vedic particle u, and u is always

written Im in the padapithas.



198

Bloomfield himself does "not venture to attach any significance" to this
Last mentioned fact beyond its support for the hypothesis that the nasal-

ization of &m is secondary, but Emeneau calls it a "eurious fact” which
10

is "apparently given more weight by Wackernagel”

Wackernagel, it is true, singles out this reference, but at the game time
reserves his own judgement, holding the nasalization as possible but not
certain: "Vielleicht beruht auch der Opferruf dm, falls dies und nicht

.."11 Wackerna-

om die Grundform ist, auf einer derartigen Nasalierung .
gel here refers to Jaiminfya—Upani§ad—Br§hmaga 1,24,3 as rejecting the
pronunciations 3m and 3, and accepting only m as correct. However, the
?anuscripts, and Bhavatrdta's quotation in the commentary on Jaiminiya-
Srautasitra 1,11,9, do not read om, but & (with a different intonation),
Kaug{taki-ﬂrihmaga 11,5 and 14,3 also discusses &m and & as variant forms,
used for the attainment of different wishes, stating that as a rule the
sytlable ghould be pronounced 3. In themselves, such statements by an-
cient authors are no proofs of the originality of a particular variant.

The variation in fact seems to be based not only on temporal but also on
1ocai'£actor512

Actually it is equally pessible to defend the view that om and not Bm is
the original form. 1In the Vedic (as wel} as later Buddhist) texts t#ere
are clear examples of the dropping of the final m, especially before a
foilowing vowel, cf. e.g. Aitareya-Brihmana 7,17 asmakdst{ viro for asmi-
kam asti viro, or Maitriyan! Samhitd 2,12,6 j7hudbhe {Padapitha jihvam
abhi} for Jikwdm abki in Vdjasaneyi-Sambitd 28,18 and Taittiriya—Samh;tE
4,1,8,2. There are many cases in the 5gveda and especially in the'Athar—
vaveda for such an elision and contraction, though it is mostly recogniz-
able by means of metre only. The phenomenon has been explained as result-

ing from a preceding change of -m > —~m; this is regular in Middie Indo-

Aryan, where —m is also often dropped before vowels as well as cnnsonants!3

$.  The primary meaning of om: ‘yes'

3.1. GBome earlier opintons

The weak point of Bloomfield's etymology is in the meaning, and in the
etymological study of particles meaning is of crueial importance. At the
outset of his paper, Bloomfield declares that "the word om, as we find it
in Indian literature, has no organic connection with the language. All

1ts uses are conscious and secondary.” In particular, he turns against
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the different view adopted by Bihtlingk and Roth: “The Petersburg lexi-
con explains o as a word of solemn asseveration and reverent assent, com-
pering its meaning with that of amen of the Scriptures. This explanation
involves the transfer of a Semitic conception, colored by Germanic reli-

gious feeling; it does not seem to represent an Indian view.”

1 shail try to show that Bloomfield is here quite wrong, and that there
are cogent reasons for considering 'yes' as the primary meaning of Tm.

If this is the case, Bloomfield's etymology collapses. And the view that
m originally means 'yes' is held by numerous authorities in addition to
BShtlingk and Roth, such as Weber, Monier-Williams, Oldenberg, van Buite-

nenrr and Zaehner.

3.2. Explieit statements in ancient texts

Chandogya~Upanisad 1,1, contains an explicit statement on the meaning of
Bm:  tad vZ etad anujfiBksaram; yad dki kim cBwijAndty, om ity eva tad Gha.
Bloomfield himself, admitting that this reference might be cited in sup-
port of the view he is opposing, translates: “This syllable is one of
permission; for when one permits anything he says om." Similar statements

are found in Nrsimha~Tdpaniya-Upanisad 2,8,3 and 2,8,7.

"But", says Bloomfield, "such passages must not be employed for the eluci-
dation of the original value of the particle.” Reason: “The statement
comes directly from the ritual, in which formulas of assent or permission
are introduced by o#. This, however, is equally true of other formulas,
questions, orders {(pr&iga), etc., as is in fact stated in the very next
verse (Chind, Up. i.1.9)."

3.3, Om in the formulae and liturgy of the Vedic ritual

It may readily be admitted that in the Vedic riruval &m is also used in
formulae where it does not grant permission; such are for exampie the very
numerous manttas where it is connected with the "mystical words" bhur bhu~
vah svar. 1In this case it can be shown that Om has been secondarily added
to this series {cf. § 3.4). But this and other secondary developments {cf.
§ 3.3.1-2) cannot disqualify all evidence suggesting that permissiocon is
the primary meaning, although Bloomfield is ready to dismiss it in one
broad sentence. The liturgical usage of Zm is the oldest we have access
te, and thus of the greatest importance for the determinaticn of the pri-

mary meaning.
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3.8.1.  The prasava of the Brakman priest
Looking at the references in Bloomfield's Vedic Concordance where #m in-
troduces a mantra, one is struck by the fact that most of the oldest oe-

currences consist of nothing but of @ followed by an imperative,

It would however be inexact to call these "orders” pratsa, which in the
strict sense refers to the orders given by the Maitravaruna priest to the
Hotar, prompting the latter to recite the verses of invitation to a deity,

and these orders (e.g. agnaye *nubrihi) are not intreduced with Zm.

The proper term for the "orders" introduced with 3m is prasgva, literally
'instigation', but in this centext also translated "permission, assent’,
which is the literal meaning of the synonymously used term amujRd. The
corresponding verbs are pra-sfi- 'to impel, instigate, order, permit, al-
low', and anu—j7ff@- 'permit, allow, assent', Epastamha—hharmasﬁtra (1,13,
8) makes just the foliowing statement about the use of Om in the Srauta
ritual {cf. § 2.2}: yajhesu caitadddayah prasevdh "and in the sacrificial
Tites, the instigations begin with it". The commentator glosses prasavdh
with @uffifivakydni brakhmddindm “sentences of assent by the Brahman etc.”,

and quotes as examples such mantras as om pransoya or om stuta.

It is principally the Brahman priest (sometimes also the Bacrificer, cf.
e,g. Baudhdyana-Srautasiitra 1,5: 7,20 ££.) who utters the prasava. This
is indeed one of his principal duties, as is described in detail in the
varicus Srautasiitras (§ankhayana 4,6,17; Latydyana 4,10,29; ASvaldyana
1,12,11-15; Rpastamba 3,18,9 - 3,19,2; Baudhayana 3,23-24: 95,21 ff.; Vai-
tana 1,2,1; Xaufika 9,9). The study of these passages reveals that the
prasava or anujfid is issved by the Brahman {who personifies Brhaspati or
Savitar) in response to an address {@mantrane) directed at him by another
priest, usually the Adhvaryu, where this states his intention to perform
a given act (e.g. brakmgnn apah pranesy@mi, "C Bratman, I am about to
carry forwards the water"}. The dialogue (samvdda, cf. Apastamba-Srauta~
sitra 24,1,9-10) is closed by the Brahman's reply, which is twofold: first
comes an inaudibly muttered mantra Eaften relating the Bralman te his di-~
vine counterpart); then the actual prasava, consisting of om followed by

the imperative of the respective verb (e.g. om pranaya), is said aloud.

In Kaufikasutras $,%, the word Om (together with the word brhagpatisiitah,
which properly belongs to the reply of the Brahman only) has been secon-

darily transferred, ont account of the paralielism, from the assent (grm—
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JA%) to the request for assent {anujAidpang = Fmantrana), which in all

other texts is devoid of dm.

3,52, The aérdvana of the Adhvaryu

A similar analopical secondary development has apparently taken place in
one particularty important sampraiga uttered by the Adhvaryu. These or-
ders issued by the Adhvaryu to other priests usually do not begin with om.
For instance, the Adhvaryu says to Lhe Maitrdvaruna priest agnaye presyu
immediately before he in turn issues the pratga {agnaye *nubrithi) to the
Hota:. But immediately after the Hotar has {inished the verses of invi-
tation ordered here, the Adhvaryu delivers to the Agnidh priest the except-

ionat sappraisa beginning with the sacved syilable: olm}) éravaya’

The majority of the oidest texts, however, record this formula as I Srapa—
¥a (Katha-Saphitd 31,13, etc.), and Kpastambawéraucasﬁtra 2,15,3 has four
aiternatives: 7 &r@vaya; o frdvaya; &rfivaya; and om 3 fravaya, The last
mentioned variant is identical with the prasava uttered by the Brahman
just before this, in reply to the Adhvaryu's declaration worded brahman
pravarayasravaytpydmi. 1t seems clear to me that we witness here a grad-

ual assimilation of the Adhvaryu's sampraiga to the foregoing prasava.

"

LE.2.  The pesitation of the Hotar, and the Adhvaryu’s pratigara

in the recitation of Rgvedic verses, the Hotar priest substitutes the
sacred syllable 3m - which in this context is usually called pra-nava or
'fore~shout' ~ for the vowel and any possible following consonant(s) of
the last syllable of each verse, as well as of the foregeing &hava 'in-
vocative call! (which may be compared with the Hmantrana addressed to the

Brahman).

The Adhvaryu priest has to respond (praty-G-gar— or prati-grk-) to the
Hotar's @kdva and to each of the pranavas as well as to the pauses held
at each half verse. The simplest form of the response (pratigara) is am.

(Cf. AfvalZyana-Srautasiitra 1,2,8-15 and 5,9,7-10.)

3.2.4. The laud of the Chanter priests

In the S3mavedic chant, too, there is a somwewhat simitar dislopgue, After
the Prastotar ('fore-lauder') has informed the Brahman and Maitravaruna of
the Chanters' intentior to sing a laud and these have issuved their prasava

("Dm, laud ye'!"), he sings the prelude (prastdva), ending it with &m.

The Udgitar, who chants the immediately following udgTtha, starts his

'high chant' with &m.  In specific cases, Tm is continued over the entire
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udgitha. Indeed, it oceupies 5o prominent a position in the SEmavedic
chant that it is considered as its characteristic “"form” (cf. e.g. §ata-
patha-Brahmana 1,4,1,1}. It is also significant to note that this first
part of the udgitha, which always consists of Bm, is called &d7 ‘beginning'

(cf. e.g. JaiminTya~Brautasfitra at Bhavatrata, p. 214,1 f£.).

3.4,  Early Vedic speculations on Om

3.4.1, Dm and the three Vedas

The éarliest speculations on Zm emphasize its being shared by the liturgy
of all the three Vedas, cf. e.g. Chandogya-Upanisad 1,1,9, which Bleomfield
cited as counterevidence to the meaning ‘yes’: teneyam tray? vidyd varte—
ta; om ity dérdvayaty [§ 3.3.21, om {ti Sapsaty [§ 3.3.3), om ity udgdyati
{§ 3.3.4]. We shall see (cf. § 3.5-6 and 4.10) that not enly in the case
of the prasava, but in all the cases mentioned in Chandogya-Upanisad 1,1,9,
©m denotes assent or permission, This is implied here already be the con-
text, the passage following immediately after Chiandogya-Upanisad 1,1,8
quoted in § 3.2. 1In Taitririya-Aranyaka 7,8,1 = Taittiriya-Upanisad 1,8,
wheve Bm is said to be anukrt? ‘compliance’, these same and other similar

ritual uses are enumerated.

3.4.2, Brakmana—texts on the Brakman's duties

§atapazha—BrEhmaga 11,5,8 and JaiminTya-Brihmana 1,357-358 discuss the
dutieg of the Brahman priest and especially the three "mystical words"
{vydhrti) bhir biuvah svar. They have to be proncunced all three in suc-
cession, when an errvor not clearly assignable to a particular Veda or an
error concerning all the three Vedas is concerned, while an error related
to the Rgveda only is to be expiated by pronouncing the word bhiih alone.
Bhuwgh is simil;?ly connected with the Yajurveda, and svar with ;he SHma—

veda. The word Om is not meationed in this gonnection at all.

In the parallel passage of Kausitaki-Brahmana 6,10-12, there is alse a
discussion of the prasava (§ 3.3.1), which is said to consist of nothing
but the word om. Om is, however, not linked with the "mystical words",
which are correlated with the three worlds {(earth, atmosphere and sky)

and the three Vedas in a creation myth.

Altareya-Brahmana 5,32-34 appears to represent the youngest textual deve-
lopment in the description of the Brahman's duties, for here a similar
creation account ends in deriving 8m from the three sounds a, ¥ and m,

which Prajipati finally produced from the three "mystical words™ respec-
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tively. This is stated to be the reason why the Brahman priest in his
reply to (the representatives of) each of the three Vedas (corresponding

to the three "mystical words") says om.

Gnee Zm had been explained as the essence of the three "mystical words",

it alsc started being added to the expimtory formula bhiiy bhuvah svar, so
as to make bAflr bhuvah svar om, eor being substituted for it as its equiva-
lent. All these three alternatives are given in JaiminIya-Upanisad-Brihma-
na 1,18, where the use of the youngest formula, the mere om, is prescribed
as the cerrect procedure.

Through their etymological meaning the three "mystical words" are equal

to "this whole (universe)”, with which the formula bhiir Bhuvah svar is i-
dentified {cf. Jaiminiya-Brahmana 1,357). Naturally their "essence”, the
syllable &m, is also identified with "this whole (universe}” (cf. Chando~
gya-Upanisad 2,23,4) and with the world soul Brahmz which represeants every~
thing (cf. Taittiriyawﬁragyaka 7,8,1, ete.). From the identification of
%m with the three worids, the three Vedas, and the three "mystical words”,
it is a short step to further equations, such as with the past, present

and future in MEndUkya-Upanisad 1,1.

from the point of view of the present study, it is important to observe
that at the beginning of this speculative development stands the discus~
sion of the prasava in Kausltaki-Brihmana 6,12. And in the praseva, om

was beyond any doubt understood to mean 'ves'. Let us quote here still

the commentary on one of the earliest prasavas, om pratistha in Vijasaneyi-

saphiti (Madhy.) 2,13: om ity angikgr@rthah: tathietu!

3.5, Om and tathd

That Bm means 'yes' also in the Adhvaryu's pratigara is plain from Aita-
reya~Brihmana 7,18 and §§ﬂkh§ysnaw§rautasﬁtra 15,27. According to these
texts, when the §unab§epa legend is told, the Adhvaryus responds with &m

to a rk verse, and with fatha to a gath# verse related by the Hotar (om
ity reah pratigara, evam tatheti gAthay@h). The statement that "Om is
divine, tathd is human" (ibid.) can hardly mean anything else than that

#m is the sacred (hieratiec, ritualistic) cousterpart of the normal prefane
affirmative particle tathd. Tathd, or in fuller form tathdstu (e.g. in
Vignu-$mrei 73,29), literally means tg0" or 'be it so!' For the meaning,

of. Latin siec 'so; yes' > Iralian & Spanish si 'yes', etc.
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The paralielism of tathd and Bm is clear from several other Vedic passa~
ges, too, e.g. 35val§yana-§rautasﬁtra 8,3,25, where the pratigaras to the
devanitha hymn are specified to be om ha jaritar oth@modaiva and tathd ha
Jaritar othBmodaiva,

3.6, Om and Hebrew *amén
It is certainly a mistake to think (as has sometimes been done) that am
and Hebrew *Zmen ave etymologically related. But their respective uses
may be profitably compared.

The Hebrew word, meaning 'certainly, truly', when used formulaically de-
notes the aéceptance of what has been said before. Such a use of ’Zmen

is known already from the 0ld Testament {ef. Deut. 27:15-26; Jer. 11:5).
In the liturgical praise (doxology}, the congregation replies by pronoun-
cing this word (1 Chron. 16:36; Neh. 8:6; Ps. 41:4; 72:19; 89:53; 106:48},
and in this convection the word has two shades of meaning: 'it is so!'

and "Be it so!'1d

Such a usage appears to be very widespread among different peoples through~
out the world, and for quite natural reasons. In a Namibian divination ce-
remony, the accompanying party claps their hands and says together ye so-

wena, 'Ye, we agree’, to each and every statement made by the diviner.15

This kind of asseveration has much rhe same function as the refrain in the
choral performance of primitive seng: Lo assert the communal character by

making the party join the ieaéer.ls For non-Vedic parallels from India,
see § 4,10,

5.7, Ow in profane speech
Om is used as an affirmative particle also in several non-liturgical dis-
cussicns in cthe Brahmapa and Upanisad texts, as well as in later classical

literature. One example may suffice.

In Byhad-iragyaka—ﬁpanigad 6,2,1, Pravﬁhaqa Jaibali asks Svetaketu Rrupeya:
"Have you been instructed by your father?" He answers: "Om." When Jaiball
thereafter asks him, "Know you how people here, on deceasing, separate in
different directions?", the answer is: "No (na}." The parallel passage in
ChEndogya—Spanigad 5,3,1 ff. confirms the affirmative meaning of Dm; here
the reply to the guestion, kwnZna, anu tvifigat piteti, “Young man, has
your father iastructed you?", is given in & different way, by repeatings

the preverb: o ki bhagava 1t7, "He has indeed, Sir.”

St

el

G
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Cf. further Jaiminiya-Brahmana 1,43~44 and 3,270; §atapatha—Br§hmaga 10,6,
1,4-9; 11,6,3,4 m 14,6,9,1-2 (= BAU 3,9,1-2); 14,8,2,1-4 (= BAU 5,2,1-4),
and in later literature, Milatimadhava 6; 8iBup3lavadha 1,75; Sahitya-—
darpana 1.

3.8, Om and na

In the above—quoted discussion, Zm alternates with na as the affirmative
and negative reply respectively. 1In some texts these two words are ex-
pressly contrasted, e.g. in Aitareyawira9yaka 2,3,8 yad vdca om iti yac

¢a nett, translated by Keith "of speech that which is 'yes' and which is
'no’™, and by Horsch "Was der Rede Ja und Nein..." Their difference is
discussed ibidem 2,3,6, a highly instructive passage, from which it is
clear that Om is the word used when one agrees to give away something that
one possesses to another person requesting it, and na again the word used
when ene selfishly denies the request. Om therefore represents truth, and

Ha untruth,

According to Baudh@ysna-Srautaslitra 2,2; 35,1 ££., when requested by the
Sacrificer to give him the sacrificial ground, the Adhvaryu priest grants
the request by saying om tathd. In JaiminYya-SrautasStra 1,2,16-18, the
Udgdtar, when requested by the Sacrificer to give the sacrificial ground,
first replies inaudibly tathd and then aloud om. According to Aitareya-
Brihmesna 7,20, the royal sacrificer should request the sacrificial ground
from the rising sun; "ia that being asked here he creeps upwards, there-
with he in effect says: 'Yes, I give it'" (sa yat tatra yacita wttardm
sarpaty, om tathd doddmiti hatva tad &ha). The word wttara ‘higher, upper
{sc., direction)}' evidently suggests here the meaning "reply’., The commen-—
tator gompares the sun’s creeping up to the waving of hand or head by

means of which men silently give an affirmative reply,

4. The etymology of om 'yec' -

4.1, Om and Sanskrit *avem 'that'

The Prakritic development ava>au>?® is well attested in a number of Vedic
words, and the semantic development *that' > ‘yes' can be paralleled by
Latin hoe llud 'this here' becoming French out 'yes'l. The difficulty
with Windischmann's old etymology {§ 2.1.3} is the extreme rarity of the
pronoun gu— in Sanskrit - it ogcurs only three times in the Rgveda (6,67,
11y 7,67,4; 10,132,5), always in the genetive-locative of the dual (quds) -
and the absence of the meaning 'yes' in the use of the cognate 0ld Iranian

avu~ 'that' and 0ld Church S$lavonic osw 'that®,
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4.2.  Om and Sanskrit @m 'yee'
Weber's suggestion that Zm is just & "dumpfe Aussprache” of the Sanskrit

particle Fn 'yes' (§ 2.1.4) does not suffer from such difficulties.

Am oecurs for the first time in Sanskrit in Panini's grammar (8,1,55}.
The lexicographers recerd it in the meaning 'yes' {AmarakoSa 3,5,16;
Trik3ndaSesa 3,4,2; Hemacandra 1540, comm.; Wemacandra, An. 7,2; Medini-
koBa, Avy. 50) and as an interjection of reminiscence (in the last two
references). As an affirmative particle it is found in a very large num-
ber of Neo-Indo~-Aryan languages, usually in the form 3, or with an aspir-
ation {for which see § 4.9) kﬁ.lT

Phonetically the change Fm > 5m may be explained as due to the labializ~
ation of the vowel, conditioned by the following labial nasal, whose ar-
“ticulation position is anticipated by the speech organs., This hypothesis

is supported by an independent parallel {see § 4.7).

4.3,  Sanmakrit dm and the Sanakrit particle @

But if @m is the oripim of Sanskrit &m, what is the etymology of Sanskrit
dm? Weber suggested the Sanskrit particle & ¢§ 2.1.4), assuming that the
nasal is secondary and due to the lengthened preonunciation {cf, § 2.3},
This #s implausible, because the lexicographers do net know Sanskrit &

in the meaning 'yes', though as a particle of reminiscence it may be the
origin of the secondary use of &n. The affirmative sense is equally ab-

sent from the other Indo-Furcpesn words to which'& is compared.

4.4, The age of Bm and @m in Sanskrit

On is first recorded in the Yajurvedic Samhitis (VAjasaneyi-Saghitd M 2,13;
MaitrAyani Saphita 4,9,2), @ in Pipini 8,1,55. Both are thus absent

from the oldest Vedic texts, although such indirect references as Rgveda
1,162,61-42° and Atharvaveds 13,1,15 (cf. ibid. 10) and 13,3,6 suggest
that Om was already current as an important religious word., The contexts,
which cannot be discussed here, suggest that it stems from the religion

of the pre-Vedic inhabitants of India, which was gradually and selectively
adopted by the Vedic Aryans (cf. § 5).

The word could therefere be rather of Dravidian than of Indo-European
etymology. Thomas Burrow, for instance, has pointed out that "the most
important source of the foreign element in the Sanskrit vocabulary is to !

be found in the Dravidian languages” and that the large majority of the
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Dravidian loans first appear in the early stage of classical Sanskrir,
"being first recorded in Panini, Patafijali, Mahibhdrata, Srautasttra,

er:c."}'9

4.5, Dravidian am 'yes' < 'it 18, it {e becoming’

The principal word for assent in all the main literéry Dravidian languages
is clearly related to Sanskrit Z&m: Tamil &m 'yes, so, expressing assent,
recellection’; Malayalam @m 'a particle expressing ability, possibilicy,
willingness, permission, suitability'; Kannada @m 'an interjection of as-
sent or reccllecticn'; Telugu avunu 'yes'.zo Cognates can be found in

several other Dravidian languages, too.

It is widely accepted that @n in these Dravidian languages is a regular
contraction of Fkum, due te the loss of the intervecalic =k~ {~g—/=y-1,
which is very common in spoken Tamil, and known from Malayalam and Kannada,
too, (The spirantiiution of the voiced intervocalic guttural is assumed
to have taken place already in Proto-Dravidian.) ~aku- in such contract-
ions results in —E—.Zl The Telugu form avunu or agun corresponds etymo~
logically to Tamil &kwn, the final -m having in Telugu changed into -n,

ané the euphonic —u having been 3dde.d.22

Am/dkum is originally the third persen finite form of the non-past {i.e.
present/habitual/future) tense of the native Dravidian root F-/k~ 'to
be, to become', attested in virtually all known Dravidian languages, and
used as a basic auxiliary verb, alsc in the meaning 'to become, te be
fitting, suitable, agreea&le'.23 The non-past third persen suffix -wm can

alsc with certainty be reconstructed for ?roto-Dravidian.zz

The corresponding negative form of the same root is in several languages
used as a negative reply, e.g. Tamil F&Atu 'no’ and Telugu k3du (with
characteristic initial metathesis) "no', literally 'it is not, it is not

becoming, it is net ngreeable'.zé

4.8, The Vadic analyeis of Sanskrit Dm: atu+m, 53m, *Fum
It is possible that the analysis of Sanskrit om as resulting from the
putting together of @, u and m, first recorded in Altareya—Brahmana 5,32

(ef. § 3.4.2), is due to speculstion based uypon the discovery of sandhi.z5

Certain peculiarities in the sandhi of Zm shew that it was understood to
consist of the preposition & followed by um,za and as 2m is said to be

three morae long (cf. e.g. MaitrRyani~Upanisad 6,3), its assumed form may
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be reconstructed as *Jum, This is very close to the uncontracted allo~
forms of @m in the various dialects of modern Tamil [dgwm, Fywem, Gxum,
Byvum], as well as to Gujarati 4 'ves'. Taking into account that inter-
vocalic hiatus resulting from the loss of intervocalic veiced stops is
attested in early Prakrit {cf. Panini 6,2,70 miireya ~ Rgvedic madira}37
it does not seem impossible that the Vedic analysis of &m as *dwd might
as well be based on an early North PBravidian alloform of &m.

4.7,  The labialization of @m 'wyee' in Tamil dialects

Vedic 5m might therefore alsc be derived from *Jwr, with the contraction
of @ + u > O in accordance with the Sanskrit sandhi. The alternative hy-
pothesis of a labialization of @m (cf. § 4.2), which may have taken place
in an early North Dravidian ﬁialECEP seems more likely. Ar independent
parallel for such a labialization in this very word is offered by the
Tamil dialects. In the Jaffna dialect of Sri Lanka, Tamil &n ’yes' has
become Bm.zg Another example of labialization is the suffix of the first

persen plural of the finite verb forms, Tamil -8m < —Em.30

4.8, . Intensifying reduplication of @m 'yes'

An intensifying reduplication of the affirmative particle mav naturally

be expected to take place in affective speech, and Fm "yes' is indeed very
often repeated in colloquial Tamil, as &mG&m or rather &mI, sometimes
even &m—&m—&.3l This provides an explanation for the Prakrit affirmatives
amam or @ma 'yes, indeed, certainly' {e.g. in Hala's Sattasal 417}, Pali

@ma 'id.' (in JEtaka, Dighanikdya, Milindapafiha, etc.).

4.9,  Facultative initial aspiration of &m ’yea’ in Neo-Indo-Aryan

A Dravidian etymology for Indo-Aryan #m 'yes' would alsc explain its fre-
quent initial aspiration, with aspirated and unaspirated variants occurring
even within one and the same langungel?. The aspiration seems to reflect
the subphonemic glottal stop, which in Morth Dravidian reinforces all ini-
tiel vowels. 1In the transcription of Brahui, this glottal step at the
beginning of the word has been marked with h=-. 1 have elsevhere discussed
this question on the basis of eight Indo-Aryan etyma with a probable Dra-

vidian origin and a facultative A¥—/V- alternation.32

4.10, Om and kum

One of these words with the AV-/V- alternation (in addition to a@m) must be.

briefly recounted here, because it is nearly synonymous with Zm and pro-

vides & particularly instructive parallel to its use in the Vedic lirurgy.
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Among Dravidian-speaking Tedas of the isclated Nilagiri hills of South
India, the narrator of a stery exclaims at the end of every sentence i,
and the audience exclaims in response %, %f This exclamation is etymo-
logically related to Yelugu #i, translated 'ay! yes! what next?', similar-
1y ejaculated in response in hearing a story, indiéating that one is list~
ening and expecting to hear the sequel. 1In Tamil, too, there is a related
interjection wm, atsc used in urging on the story-teller. Burrow and Eme-

N . P . cos 33
neau consider this etymon te be Dravidian in origia.

Tamil wm can also be more generally used as an affirmative particle. Its
relation to @n is exemplified in the following sentence quoted and trans-
lated by Arden: tirwniilukkup pSkirfyd enrdl @m, @m! tirwmpi varukirdyd
enrdl wm, wn! "If we ask anyene, 'Art thou going to a festivall', he says
Yes, yes,' 1f we ask, 'Art thou coming back?', he grunts 'Um, umi“zé

Here the speaker replying wm appears to be angry.

The Sanskrit particles wem, iim, 7um and Rim are explained by lexicographers
as interjections with many different meanings, those of question, asseat,
and anger being most often mentioned. Sanskrit fuon/EEm has cognates in
Pali, Prakrit and many Neo-Indo~Aryan languages. The meanings of the dif-
ferent Neo-Indo-Aryan languages make it quire certain that this etymon is
related to Tamil wn etc., for apart from ‘gruat of assent', the word is
used as 'grunt to drive a camel or to urge on cattle’ as well as (at least
in Siadhi, Gujarati and Marathi) 'sound of attention or assent made during

. is
a narrative®.

The exclamation hwn appears already in the Simavedic chant, where it nar-
mally starts the pratihdra part (the term means 'reception') following the
udgitha, the chief part chanted by the Udgatar. Moreover, whenm the verses
of the chant are repeated, as e.g. in the &jya lauds, each turn, with the
significant exception of the first one, is introduced by the exclamation
hum, pronounced by the 'fore-lauder', Prastotar {cf. Lagyéyana-ﬁrautasﬁtra
1,12,8-9). It mppears to function as a signal that one verse has been

completed and that a new one is about te begin.

I am told that in Sri Lankz there are verbal contests during festivals for
Tamils whose forbears have come from Socuth India in the 19th century.
These contests involve twe performers, who try to outwit each other with
improvised verses. Each of these verses is concluded with a challenging

~y~dm-a, which serves to the other as a signal that one has concluded. The
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opponent replies dm-d, and goes on with his reply. The audience reacts to
the performance, clapping their hands and shouting @m-7 'ves, yes'' or
vE!.vA! ‘eome, come!’ for good turns, and - though there is seldom cause
for this, since the perfermers are ususlly very skilful - p&! pd! 'go, go!’

or pBtum "enough!' for bad turns.36

Thus the very word @m is attested in this popular usage, which is widely
documented for the word (hlum. We have already seen (cf. § 3.5) that &m
~ and the synonymous tathd 'yes' - were used as respomses to each single
verse in the recitals of ancient popular narratives, during such Vedic
rituals as the royal consecration and the horse/human sacrifice (which in

all likelihood are of pre-Vedic Indian origin)3?.

5, Conelusion

Unfortunately 1 cannot here discuss other aspects relating to the early
religious uses of the sacred syllable Pm, particularly in connection with
the cult of the {(rising) sun. In my opinien this word of the utmost re-
ligious importance provides yet another proof that the religion of pre-
Vedic India goes back to a large extent to a Dravidian substratum. I have
éiscuésed'elsewhere another key term of early Vedic religion, kimpurusa,
coming to a similar conclusion. In that and other connections T have
given grounds for my basic working hypothesis, according to which the
Dravidian substratum is to be linked with the Harappan culture. Its tra-
ditions were transmitted to Vedic times by an earlier wave of non-Vedic

Aryans, the DBigas and Vratyas.37

Notea

1 Keith 1917.

2 Boeles 1847,

3 van Buitenen 1959.

4 Cf. Parpola 1978, p. 248, n. 7.

5 Cf. Hauer 1958, p. 24 £. and p. 451, n. 27 (Hauer compares Im to the

sound of the bull-rosrer); Heiler 1961, p. 307 £. (5m is ‘numinous
primordial sound}; Keith 1917, p. 490 (3m developed from the nasal-
ized lengthening of the final vowel in the Rgvedic recitation: cf, §
3.3.3, and contra, § 3.4.1).

6 Windischmann 1834, p. 144; Benfey 1848, p. 41; Muller 1899, p. 322,

7 Weber 1853, p. 1B7 f., n.; B5htlingk & Roth 1855 I, col. 1122,

B Bloowmfield 1889. Cited below without further reference.

9 Mayrhofer 1976 111/26, p. 657.

10 Emenesu 1959.

11 wackernsgel 1896 I, p. 302.

12 Cf. Bharati 1965, p. 133, 136,
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14 Palva 1974, p. 11,

15 Cf. Hunter 1964, p.. 337 ff.

16 Cf, Bowra 1963, p. 49 f.

17 Cf. Turner 1966, no. 1235.

i8  c¢f. Hayrhofﬁr 1956 I, p. 69,

19 Burrow 19737, pp. 380, 385 f. 3 2

20 TL I, p. 233; ML II, p. 3; Kittel 1968° 1, p. la4; Browg 19037, p. 97.

21 Cf, TL & ML (n. 20); Caldwell 13133, . 361; Arden 19427, pp. 140,
204, 243; Andreonov 1967, p. 212; Zvelebil 1970, pp. 120-122, 24.

22 Cf£. Subrahmanyam 1971, pp. 317-321.
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24 Cf, ibid. and Arden 1942%, pp. 223, 245.

23  Cf. Scharfe 1977, p. 79, n, 14,
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27 Cf. Emeneau 1966, p. 129.

28 A possible North Dravidian labialization of 3@ > & due to the immedia-
tely fellowing labial semivowel -uv— {later lost} is found in Kurux
By 'cow' and Malto Zyu 'cow, ox' < Proto-Dravidian *Fw/d-v=, cf.
Pifeiffer 1972, p. 58, no. 362. On the other hand, there seems to be
no parailel to ®m quotablie from Sanskrit (c¢f. Wackernagel 1896 I, p.
40} or Prakrit (cf, Pischel 1900).

29 Cf. Jotimutru 19703, p. 275 TL I, p. 624b s.v. Bm-pati.

30 Cf. Caldwell 19133, p. 361.

31 CE, Arden 19#25, p. 2B5; TL I, p. 235a; Andronov 1967, p. 212.

32 Parpola 1978.

33 Burrow & Emeneau 1961 (DED), no. 552.

34 Arden 19477, p. 285.

35" Turner 1966, no. 14132-3.

36  Oral information given by Mr. S§. Chandrasekeram, Helsinki.

37  Parpola 1980; 1975,
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