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Abstract:  It has long been proposed that the term for ‘sweet potato’ in Eastern Polynesian 
languages, kumala, is a loanword from Quechuan kumar ‘sweet potato.’ In this paper, it 
is hypothesized that a related form also exists in the Tupi-Guarani family of the eastern 
lowlands of South America: kumana ‘bean.’ In some languages of South America, further 
examples can be found for the unexpected link between terms for ‘sweet potato’ and ‘bean,’ 
that is, between terms referring to tuberous and seed-like crops, respectively. These cases sug-
gest that it is justifiable to compare Quechuan kumar ‘sweet potato’ and related forms with 
Tupi-Guarani kumana ‘bean’ and related forms. In addition, Tupi-Guarani kumana ‘bean,’ 
or a form derived from it, has been borrowed into many other lowland South American 
languages. Accordingly, the form %kumar(a) has reflexes in the languages of Polynesia, the 
Andes, and the South American lowlands, and is one of the most widespread Wanderwörter 
of the Southern Hemisphere.1 
Keywords:  crop terms; sweet potato; bean; Quechuan; Eastern Polynesian languages; 
Tupi-Guarani languages; linguistic prehistory; language contact; Wanderwörter. 
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Resumen:  Desde hace tiempo se ha propuesto que el término para ‘camote’ en las lenguas 
de la Polinesia Oriental, kumala, es un préstamo que tiene su origen en el quechua kumar. 
En este artículo, se propone la hipótesis de que también existe una forma relacionada en la 
familia tupí-guaraní de las tierras bajas orientales: kumana ‘haba’. En ciertas lenguas de Amé-
rica del Sur, se pueden encontrar otros ejemplos de una conexión entre los términos ‘camote’ 
y ‘haba’, es decir, entre términos que se refieren a cultivos tuberosos y cultivos que se aseme-
jan a las semillas. Estos casos sugieren que es legítimo comparar el quechua kumar ‘camote’ 
y formas relacionadas, por un lado, con tupí-guaraní kumana ‘haba’ y formas relacionadas, 
por otro lado. Además, el término tupí-guaraní kumana ‘haba’, o una forma derivada, se 
ha tomado prestada en muchos otros idiomas de las tierras bajas sudamericanas. Por consi-
guiente, la forma %kumar(a) tiene reflejos en las lenguas de la Polinesia, los Andes y las tierras 
bajas de América del Sur y es uno de los Wanderwörter más extendidos del hemisferio sur. 
Palabras clave:  términos de cultivo; camote; haba; quechua; lenguas polinesias orientales; 
lenguas tupí-guaraní; prehistoria lingüística; contacto lingüístico; Wanderwörter. 

Introduction
Terms for crops and food are often borrowed among languages across great distances. 
This is illustrated by cases such as ‘potato,’ ‘tomato,’ and ‘tea’ which have their origins, 
respectively, in the non-Indo-European languages Taino, Nahuatl, and Min Chinese. 
A much-discussed example from South America and Polynesia is the term for sweet 
potato (Ipomoea batatas). The term for ‘sweet potato’ is kumar(a) in certain varieties 
of Quechuan, the major language family of the central Andes.2 Similar terms for the 
sweet potato, such as Easter Island and Maori kuumara, are widespread in Polynesia. 
The connection between the Quechuan and Polynesian ‘sweet potato’ terms was first 
proposed by Seemann (1865, 170) and has been discussed in several subsequent contri-
butions (e.g., Rivet 1943; 1956). The current consensus seems to be that both the 
crop and the ‘sweet potato’ term reached Polynesia from western South America (e.g., 
Adelaar 1998; Adelaar with Muysken 2004, 41; Clarke 2009; Harburg 2013). However, 
the story of this Wanderwort has not yet been told in full.

This paper proposes that Quechuan kumar ‘sweet potato’ is not only related to ‘sweet 
potato’ terms in Polynesia, but also to Tupi-Guarani kumana ‘bean.’ According to this 
hypothesis, the crop term in question would thus not only have spread some 10,000 kilo-
meters westwards from South America to Polynesia and New Zealand, but also east of 
the central Andes, in the Tupi-Guarani language family which extends from the Andean 
foothills of Bolivia to the Atlantic coast of Brazil, and, subsequently, also into other lowland 
South American languages. 

2	 Slashes indicate phonemic transcriptions, pointed brackets indicate the use of original orthography. Outside 
slashes or brackets, data from American Indigenous languages are presented in Americanist orthography, 
except for stress, which is indicated by a high vertical line ̍  before the stressed syllable, and nasalization, which 
is indicated by a tilde. Data from Polynesian languages are presented in IPA transcription. A preposed asterisk 
marks a reconstructed form, a preposed symbol % indicates a Wanderwort status of the respective form.
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The central Andes: k(’)umar(a) ‘sweet potato’ 
Several different ‘sweet potato’ terms are found in the languages of the central Andes and 
the adjacent Pacific coast. In Mochica, an extinct language isolate of northwestern Peru, 
the term is <ōp> (Middendorf 1892, 61), in Sechura, likewise extinct and from northern 
Peru, and probably related to the neighboring Tallán languages, it is <chapru> ‘sweet 
potato’ (Urban 2015). In Quechuan and Aymaran, the two major families of the central 
Andean area, we find the following forms: There is a widespread term <apichu> ‘sweet 
potato’ in Quechuan and in Aymara (see González Holguín 1989 [1608], 23; Bertonio 
2006 [1612], 134; de Lucca 1983, 579; Rosat Pontacti 2004, 42). The Nahuatl/Spanish 
borrowing kamuti (from camote) is found in Jaqaru, the sister language of Aymara (Belleza 
Castro 1995). Most important, for this paper, are Quechuan kumar/kumal ‘sweet potato’ 
(e.g., Taylor 2006, 49) and Aymara k’umara ‘sweet potato’ (Layme Pairumani 2004, 
104). The Quechuan terms may originally have referred to different varieties of the sweet 
potato (for a discussion, see Adelaar 1998, 405). At present, kumar/kumal and related 
forms are attested in the Quechua II subgroup of the Quechuan family, which comprises 
the southern and northern varieties (spoken in Ecuador, northern and southern Peru, 
Bolivia, northern Chile and Argentina), but not the central Peruvian Quechuan varieties.  
Quechuan kumar/kumal and Aymara k’umara are clearly related, even though correspon-
dences of consonant laryngalization in southern Quechuan varieties and Aymara are not 
always regular (Adelaar 1998, 408). It appears that the borrowing direction of this ‘sweet 
potato’ term was from Quechuan into Aymaran. The reason for this scenario is that in 
Aymaran languages, but not in Quechuan, syntactically free lexical items must end in a 
vowel, accounting for a change from kumar to k’umara (Adelaar 1998, 407-408). Table 1 
shows some ‘sweet potato’ terms which are found in various Quechua II varieties. Final 
a in some southern Quechuan varieties may reflect influence from neighboring Aymara. 

Figure 1.  Approximate distribution of crop terms related  
to Quechuan kumar. 



Matthias Pache, Roland Hemmauer, and Hermann Sonntag158

INDIANA 42.1 (2025): 155-173

Language, variety Form Source

Bolivian Quechua kumar(a) Rosat Pontacti (2004, 454)
Chachapoyas and Lamas Quechua kumar Taylor (2006, 49)
Colonial Cuzco Quechua <cumar> González Holguín (1989 [1608], 23)
Cuzco Quechua kumara ‘white 

sweet potato’
Middendorff (1890, 284)

San Martín Quechua kumal Taylor (2006, 49)

Table 1.  Terms for ‘sweet potato’ in different Quechuan varieties. 

A related term was also recorded among the Uru of Ch’imu on the western shore of 
Lake Titicaca, who spoke an extinct Uru-Chipayan language: <c’ūmā ́ṛa> ‘sweet potato’ 
(Cerrón-Palomino with Barrientos Quispe and Cangahuala Castro 2016, 141, 171, 192), 
probably a borrowing from Aymara. As in Aymara k’umara (Layme Pairumani 2004, 
104), there is a glottalized initial consonant in the Ch’imu Uru form. Finally, a clearly 
related term <comal> ‘sweet potato’ is also documented in a late-16th century document 
from Cañaribamba in southern Ecuador. The area’s Indigenous population, the Cañari, 
originally spoke a non-Quechuan language but adopted a variety of Quechua by the 
colonial period (Adelaar 1998, 407). Their Quechuan variety seems to show traces of 
a Barbacoan substrate (Adelaar with Muysken 2004, 397; Urban 2018; Floyd 2022). 
They cultivated sweet potatoes and settled in a coastal area extending to the eastern 
margins of the Ecuadorian Gulf of Guayaquil, which makes them possible candidates 
for a contact with Polynesian seafarers (Brand 1971, 362-363; Scaglion 2005, 36-38). 
However, the fact that the Cañari originally spoke a non-Quechuan language and used 
the term <comal> ‘sweet potato’ does not necessarily mean that the term <comal> is of 
non-Quechuan origin. For further discussion of this and similar issues with respect to 
Cañari Quechua, see Adelaar (1998, 406-407) and Howard (2010, 136-137). 

Sweet potatoes have been cultivated in Central and South America since at least 
2500 BC (see Austin 1988, 42). The origin of Ipomoea batatas seems to have been Central 
America. A secondary center of origin, in South America, is northern Peru/Ecuador 
(Zhang et al. 2000). Sweet potatoes can be grown in coastal/tropical areas, but not in 
cold climate such as of the Andean highlands where Quechuan, Aymaran and Uru-Chi-
payan languages are mostly documented. However, these languages have not always 
been confined to the highlands: the coast of what corresponds to present-day Central 
Peru has been argued to have hosted a Quechuan-speaking population possibly since 
the first millenium AD (Torero 1972; Adelaar 1998). Also, in the northeastern part of 
the Quechuan area, some Quechuan varieties are spoken well into the eastern lowlands 
(e.g., Chachapoyas, Lamas, and San Martín Quechua). The bearers of the Nazca culture 
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of the coast of southern Peru have been argued to be speakers of an Aymaran language 
(Torero 1972; Adelaar 1998). Finally, loan phenomena show that speakers of Quechuan, 
Aymaran, and Uru-Chipayan languages had previous contacts with languages spoken 
in the lowlands both east and west of the Andes (e.g., Pache, Wichmann, and Zhivlov 
2016; Pache 2018a; 2023a; 2024). 

Eastern Polynesia: kumala ‘sweet potato’ 
In Polynesia, the presence of the sweet potato is much more recent than in South America: 
The oldest remains of sweet potatoes are quite recent, having been found on Mangaia 
Island (Cook Islands) and dating from ±1000 AD (Hather and Kirch 1991). Archaeological 
evidence shows that the spread of the sweet potato in Polynesia (e.g., Cook Islands, Easter 
Island, Hawaii, and New Zealand) predates the arrival of Europeans in the area (Monte-
negro, Avis, and Weaver 2008). Also, patterns of genetic diversity suggest that the sweet 
potato reached Polynesia from South America (Peru, Ecuador) (Yen 1974; Roullier et al. 
2013). Table 2 shows some sweet potato terms of Eastern Polynesian languages; according 
to Key’s (2023a) reconstructions, they derive from a form *kumala ‘sweet potato.’ 

Language, variety Form Source

Hawaiian ʔu(w)ala Greenhill and Clark (2011)
Mangareva kuumara Greenhill and Clark (2011)
Maori kuumara Greenhill and Clark (2011)
Marquesan kuumaʔa (north), 

ʔuumaʔa (south)
Greenhill and Clark (2011)

Penrhyn kuumara Greenhill and Clark (2011)
Rapa kumara Greenhill and Clark (2011)
Rapa Nui kuumara Greenhill and Clark (2011)
Rarotongan kuumara Greenhill and Clark (2011)
Tahitian ʔumara Greenhill and Clark (2011)
Tuamotu kumara Greenhill and Clark (2011)

Table 2.  Terms for ‘sweet potato’ in Eastern Polynesian languages. 

Outside the subgroup of Eastern Polynesian languages, related ‘sweet potato’ terms in 
Polynesian languages may be more recent borrowings (Greenhill and Clark 2011). The 
connection between Eastern Polynesian kumala ‘sweet potato’ and the Quechuan and/or 
Aymaran sweet potato term seems to be generally acknowledged at present (e.g., Adelaar 
1998; for a recent discussion, see also Michael 2023). Adelaar (1998, 408) suggests that 
the term in question was borrowed originally by Polynesian seafarers from the bearers of 
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the Nazca culture of coastal southern Peru, who may have been speakers of an Aymaran 
language (Torero 1972). Nazca culture had its heyday between ±200 and 800 AD, thus 
at a time which may have overlapped with the first introduction of the sweet potato in 
Polynesia (Adelaar 1998, 408). Alternatively, the term may have been borrowed from a 
Quechuan group further north, on the Central Peruvian coast (e.g., in the areas of Cañete, 
Chincha, or Lima) (Adelaar 1998, 408), or from the Cañari of the Gulf of Guayaquil in 
Ecuador (Scaglion 2005), with the final a in kumala possibly added in Eastern Polynesian 
for the ‘sweet potato’ term to fit phonotactic requirements of these languages.

Lowland South America: kumana ‘bean’
The hypothesis put forward in this paper is that kumar(a) also has a counterpart in a 
major language family east of the Andes, in lowland South America: Tupi-Guarani. The 
Tupi-Guarani lexical item in question is kumana ‘bean’ (for cognates and a reconstruc-
tion see Mello 2000, 173). 

In South America, the domestication of the common bean has been argued to 
have started in the Andes, and the earliest evidence so far for cultivated beans in South 
America dates from between 2400 BC (Peruvian Andes) and 2600 BC (coastal valleys 
of Peru); there are no radiocarbon data available for the earliest bean cultivation in 
lowland South America (Kaplan and Lynch 1999; Chacón, Pickersgill, and Debouck 
2005; Bitocchi et al. 2013; Brown et al. 2014). 

Tupi-Guarani languages are spoken in an area that once extended, on an east-west 
axis, from the Bolivian Andes (Avá Guaraní or Chiriguano) to the Brazilian Atlantic 
coast (Tupinambá). They constitute a subgroup within the larger Tupian language 
family (see, e.g., Rodrigues and Cabral 2012). The crop term /*kumana/ ‘bean’ has only 
been reconstructed for Proto-Tupi-Guarani (Mello 2000, 173), not for Proto-Tupian as 
a whole, and no term for ‘bean’ has yet been reconstructed at all for Proto-Tupian (see 
Rodrigues and Cabral 2012). 

The homeland of Proto-Tupi-Guarani is still a matter of debate: eastern (eastern 
Amazon, Mello and Kneip 2017; lower Xingú basin, O’Hagan, Chousou-Polydouri, 
and Michael 2019) and western lowland South America (Paraná River basin, Rodrigues 
2000) have both been proposed as homelands. If the Proto-Tupi-Guarani homeland 
is indeed localized in eastern South America, near the lower Xingú basin in Brazil, as 
suggested by O’Hagan, Chousou-Polydouri, and Michael (2019), the kumana : kumar(a)  
parallel is difficult to explain by direct contact of Tupi-Guarani with Quechuan/Aymaran 
but may involve a different language spoken between both areas. Indeed, besides  
Quechuan/Aymaran kumar(a) ‘sweet potato’ and Tupi-Guarani kumana ‘bean,’ there 
are no further known lexical parallels between central Andean languages and Proto- 
Tupi-Guarani, although there is some evidence for direct or indirect language contact 
between Quechuan, Aymaran, and Uru-Chipayan on the one hand and different 
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languages of lowland Peru and Bolivia on the other hand, such as Arawakan languages, 
Kwaza (isolate), Movima (isolate), Mosetén (isolate) (e.g., Crevels and Van der Voort 
2008, 168; Pache, Wichmann, and Zhivlov 2016; Pache 2018a; 2023a). 

Table 3 shows different reflexes of /*kumana/ ‘bean’ (see Mello 2000, 173) in some 
Tupi-Guarani languages. 

Language, variety Form Source

Apiaká /kumaˈna/ Padua (2007, 33)
Chiriguano kumanda adapted from Dietrich (2023)
Paraguayan Guarani kumanda adapted from Guasch (1994, 247)
Tembé <cumaná> Hurley (1931, 337)
Wayampi kumãna Grenand and Alasuka (2023)

Table 3.  Terms for ‘bean’ derived from Proto-Tupi-Guarani kumana. 

Awetí and Mawe, two Tupian languages of central Brazil that do not belong to the 
Tupi-Guarani subgroup have kumanã and kumanaɁĩ ‘bean,’ respectively, two forms which 
have probably been borrowed from Tupi-Guarani (Meira and Drude 2015, 292). To 
explain forms like kumanda in different Tupi-Guarani languages, shielding-motivated oral-
ization has been proposed (Lapierre and Michael 2017; see also Wetzels and Nevins 2018). 
According to this interpretation, the original form in Tupi-Guarani was /*kumana/.3 

Considering the correspondence of Tupi-Guarani n in kumana : r in Quechuan/
Aymaran kumar(a), a similar sound correspondence is attested in Proto-Tupi-Guarani 
*mani, *mani-ʔok ‘manioc,’ literally ‘manioc-tuber’ (*ʔok ‘tuber’) (reconstructed by 
Mello 2000, 210; from Proto-Tupian *mani ‘manioc,’ Rodrigues and Cabral 2012, 507) 
versus Proto-Arawakan *mari, as seems to be attested in *marikɨ ‘maize’ (reconstructed 
by Payne 1991, 399). The bimorphemic character of Proto-Arawakan *mari-kɨ ‘maize’ 
is suggestive for the reconstruction of *-ki as a noun classifier for ‘seed’ (Jolkesky 2016, 
390) and of *ikɨ as ‘seed’ (Ramirez 2020).

An argument for Tupi-Guarani kumana ‘bean’ as a loan is that unlike mani-ʔok 
‘manioc,’ lit. ‘manioc-tuber,’ another trisyllabic crop term in this family, kumana ‘bean’ 
is etymologically opaque in Tupi-Guarani. Together with the probably relatively recent 

3	 Alternatively, a phonetic input [kumata] lead to Tupi-Guarani [kuman(d)a] (phonologically:  
/kumana/), which implies that /kumata/ is the older lowland form, which would consequently have to 
be linked to Quechua /kumar(a)/. A t : r correspondence as between kumata and Quechuan kumar(a) 
resembles the t : r correspondence attested in the case of Proto-Tupi-Guarani akuti ‘agouti’ (Mello 
2000, 152) and its counterpart in Proto-Cariban *akuri (Girard 1971a, 220; for a discussion of these 
and other ‘agouti’ terms, see Urban 2023).
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use of beans in lowland South America, the etymological opacity of this comparatively 
long root may suggest that kumana ‘bean’ is indeed a loan in Tupi-Guarani languages.4  
Whether or not the donor language was a central Andean language is difficult to deter-
mine, however. If this was indeed the case, it is easily conceivable that the liquid of the 
donor language became a voiced alveolar nasal in the recipient language (for similar 
developments in other languages, see Mielke 2008).

The Tupi-Guarani term for ‘bean,’ kumana, has probably been borrowed, in turn, 
into several other, genealogically unrelated languages of lowland South America, with 
the same meaning. The underlying driving forces behind this spread may have been the 
expansion of Tupi-Guarani-speaking groups and the relatively recent and widespread 
expansion of Língua Geral and Nheengatu. Such terms presumably borrowed from 
Tupi-Guarani languages are shown in Table 4; the languages cover a wide area, from 
northwestern South America (Puinave, an isolate or Kakua-Nukakan language) to the 
Guyanas in the northeast (Palikur, an Arawakan language), and to Mato Grosso in the 
south (Irantxe, also known as Mỹky, an isolate).

Language, variety Form Source

Karajá (Macro-Jê) kɔbə͂ɗa,5 ɔmɨta Key (2023b); Ribeiro (2012, 7)
Mỹky (isolate) kumãta Monserrat and Amarante (1995, 13)
Palikur (Arawakan) kumat Launey (2003, 32)
Puinave (isolate) kumana Girón Higuita (2008, 333)
Trumai (isolate) kuman, 

kumanaʔi
Guirardello (1999, 77);  
Monod-Becquelin (2023)

Wai wai (Cariban) kumasa Hawkins (2023) 
Wapishana (Arawakan) komaasa, 

kʰumaasa 
Ati’o et al. (2000, 51);  
Melville, Tracy, and Williams (2023)

Yavitero (Arawakan) kuˈmana Key (2023c)

Table 4.  Borrowed ‘bean’ terms in some non-Tupi-Guarani languages. 

The exact sound changes that occurred in borrowing Tupi-Guarani /kumana/ into 
other languages are beyond the scope of this paper. Reflexes of Tupi-Guarani /kumana/ 
(borrowed via Tupinambá kumaˈna ‘bean’ or the respective Língua Geral term) have 
also been identified in the following lowland South American languages: Kwaza (isolate) 

4	 For a similar line of argumentation with respect to Polynesian kumala ‘sweet potato,’ see Michael (2023).
5	 This form has been argued to be a borrowing from Língua Geral/Old Tupi; in the latter language, the 

term is <comandá> (Ribeiro 2012, 7). The Karajá form was documented as <comota> or <comata> in 
the second half of the 19th century (Ribeiro 2012, 148).
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kumaˈɗa, Aikanã (isolate) kuˈmãda, Kanoê (isolate) komeˈta, Latundê (Northern 
Nambikwaran) kaˈmat, Moré (Chapakura) komat, Paresi (Arawakan) kumeta, Tariana 
(Arawakan) kuˈmada, Tiriyo (Cariban) kumata (Van der Voort 2005, 387). Further 
related ‘bean’ terms can be found in Epps (2013+) and in Aguilar Panchi et al. (2022). 

Can terms for ‘sweet potato’ and ‘bean’ be related? 
Relating Quechuan/Aymaran kumar(a) ‘sweet potato’ to Tupi-Guarani kumana ‘bean’ 
implies a remarkable semantic step which requires further discussion. This section pre- 
sents several South American cases where terms referring to sweet potatoes or other tuber 
crops such as manioc are related to terms referring to crops with a seed-like shape such 
as beans or maize. These instances suggest that in the South American context, it is legit-
imate to compare the Quechuan/Aymaran ‘sweet potato’ term and the Tupi-Guarani 
‘bean’ term.

The first case to be mentioned here is the Arawakan term for ‘sweet potato,’ which 
was borrowed into Mosetén, a language isolate of the eastern slopes of the Bolivian 
Andes, where it took on the meaning ‘bean.’ This is illustrated in Table 5. 

Language, variety Form Meanings Source

Proto-Arawakan *kʰalɨ(tʰɨ) ‘sweet potato’ Payne (1991, 420)
Mosetén (isolate) koˈriši ‘bean’ Pérez Diez (2023)

Table 5.  Proto-Arawakan and Mosetén terms for ‘sweet potato’ and ‘bean.’ 

The adaptation of *tʰɨ as ši postulated here for Mosetén koˈriši ‘bean’ is reminiscent of 
Pre-Andine or Campan Arawakan languages in which *t > ʦ /__i (e.g., in Ashéninka 
or Pajonal) (see Chen 2019, 19-20). A related form referring to a seed-like crop also 
exists in Proto-Tacanan: *kanize ‘peanut’ (Girard 1971b, 87), likewise referring to the 
seed-like fruit of a leguminous plant. Another, related lexical item referring to a tuber-
like crop instead is Candoshi-Shapra (isolate or Arawakan, northern Peru) <kazinzi> 
‘manioc’ (Tuggy 1966, 231).6 

Another instance of formally similar terms for a tuber (‘manioc’) and for ‘broad 
bean’ occurs in two unclassified languages of eastern Brazil, Xukuru-Kariri and Xukuru, 
illustrated in Table 6.

6	 A liquid/sibilant correspondence reminiscent of Proto-Arawakan *kʰalɨ(tʰɨ) ‘sweet potato’ versus 
Candoshi-Shapra <kazinzi> ‘manioc’ occurs in Proto-Arawakan *pališi ‘dust (ash)’ (Payne 1991, 394) 
versus Candoshi-Shapra <pozachi> ‘ash’ (Tuggy 1966, 140).
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Language, variety Form Meanings Source

Xukuru-Kariri (isolate) <gˈrïgɔ> ‘manioc’ Meader (1978)
Xukuru (isolate) <kuřikə> ‘broad bean’ (Port. fava) Meader (1978)

Table 6.  Xukuru-Kariri ‘manioc’ and Xukuru ‘broad bean.’ 

The forms in Table 6 may both be related to Proto-Arawakan *kʰalɨ(tʰɨ) ‘sweet potato,’ as 
reconstructed by Payne (1991, 420).

Within a single language, the terms for ‘bean’ and ‘sweet potato’ may likewise be 
etymologically related. This seems to be the case in Fulnio, a language isolate from 
eastern Brazil. The forms in question are illustrated in Table 7. 

Language, variety Form Meanings Source

Fulnio <dotsaka> ‘sweet potato’ Sá (2000, 42)
Fulnio <natsaka> ‘bean’ (Port. feijão) Sá (2000, 208)

Table 7.  Xukuru-Kariri terms for ‘sweet potato’ and ‘bean.’ 

The Fulnio forms for ‘sweet potato’ and ‘bean’ have been argued to be borrowed into 
Xukuru-Kariri, a language isolate of the Alagoas state in eastern Brazil. In this language, 
the forms in question are <d’ódsákà>, <d’otsakə> ‘sweet potato,’ and <n’ódsákà>, 
<n’ótsákà> ‘bean’ (Port. feijão), respectively (Meader 1978), differing in terms of nasality 
of the onset consonant.

A further example of related terms referring to a tuberous crop in one language (Ika, 
Chibchan) and to a seed-like crop in the other (Barí, Chibchan) is shown in Table 8. 

Language, variety Form Meanings Source

Ika irokwə ‘manioc’ Landaburu (2000, 737)
Barí <ʔiɾokbə> ‘maize’ adapted from Huber and Reed (1992, 162)

Table 8.  Ika and Barí terms for ‘manioc’ and ‘maize.’ 

Ika and Barí are two Chibchan languages spoken in northern Colombia. The corre-
spondence between Ika kw and Barí <kb> is regular (see Pache 2016, 438; 2018b, 395). 
Adopting a category called ‘seed-like crops’ which includes beans and maize allows it to 
use correspondences of ‘sweet potato’ terms with ‘maize’ terms to support the argument 
about beans. Of course, evidence about maize supports our point about beans only if 
‘seed-like crop’ is indeed a valid category. That such a category is conceivable in at least 
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some South American languages is suggested by the example of Esmeraldeño (isolate) 
<muripe> ‘bean’ (Sp. frijol ) (Seler 1902, 56) which might be related to the ‘maize’ term 
in Arawakan languages, derived from Proto-Arawakan *marikɨ ‘maize’ (Payne 1991, 399), 
or by the use of the same classifying morpheme (‘seed-like’) in terms for ‘bean’ and ‘maize 
kernel,’ for instance, in Panará (Jê) (see Dourado 2001, 24, 207).

The evidence above shows that it is not uncommon, in lowland South American 
languages, to find etymologically related terms referring to a tuber-like crop in one language 
(e.g., ‘sweet potato’) and to a seed-like crop in another language (e.g., ‘bean’). This supports 
the argument that Quechua kumar and Aymara k’umara ‘sweet potato’ can indeed be 
compared with Tupi-Guarani kumana ‘bean.’ Since the forms in question are relatively 
long, a coincidental match is unlikely. To what extent similar semantic equations, linking 
terms for tuber-like and seed-like crops, also exist outside South America, remains to be 
investigated. So far, there seems to be no evidence for this (see, e.g., Rzymski et al. 2019).  
Indeed, semantic equations can be quite local and restricted to specific (macro-)areas – to 
mention just two further examples, in the Americas, the colexification of ‘head’/‘hair’ and 
of ‘hand’/‘leaf ’ has been argued to be relatively widespread in the tropical lowlands of 
South America (Adelaar 2013, 124) but not in the languages of the central Andes.7

Finally, the question remains why the terms for ‘sweet potato’ or another tuber-like 
crop such as manioc are etymologically related to the terms for ‘bean’ or another seed-
like crop such as ‘peanut’ or ‘maize’ in various South American languages. One expla-
nation is similarity in the roundish shape of the referents – seeds and many tubers are 
both roundish entities, even if they have a different size (Willem Adelaar, p.c.). Another 
explanation is that such terms were used to refer to ‘crop’ or ‘food’ in a more general sense, 
and took on more specific meanings in each language family later. A similar process 
may have occurred in the case of Proto-Tupi-Guarani *mani in *mani-ʔok ‘manioc’ 
(*-ʔok ‘tuber,’ Mello 2000, 210) which appears to be related to Proto-Arawakan *mari 
in Proto-Arawakan *mari-kɨ ‘maize’ (*-kɨ ‘seed,’ see Jolkesky 2016, 390; Ramirez 2020). 

Final remarks
Several languages of western South America – Quechua II varieties, Aymara, Ch’imu 
Uru – share a term for the sweet potato, ultimately derived from kumar and of possible 
Quechuan origin (second section). It has long been proposed that kumar or a similar 
lexical item for ‘sweet potato’ was borrowed into Polynesian languages, where it is 
attested as kumala and related forms (third section). This paper has discussed evidence 
suggesting that, additionally, Andean kumar(a) is related – either by direct or indirect 

7	 The semantic equation ‘head’/‘hair’ is also found in Mapudungun, a language of the southern Andes 
(Adelaar and Pache 2022), and in the Chibchan languages of northern South America and Central 
America (Pache 2018b, 115-116). Both Mapudungun and Chibchan languages have linguistic con-
nections to lowland South America (Adelaar and Pache 2022; Pache 2023b).
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language contact – to Tupi-Guarani kumana ‘bean’ and related crop terms in lowland 
South America (fourth section). The reason why related terms may refer to tuber-like 
crops in one case and to beans in the other case must remain open for the moment. 
Nevertheless, the fact that similar semantic equations occur in a number of other 
lowland South American languages (fifth section) supports the hypothesis that central 
Andean kumar(a) ‘sweet potato’ is indeed related to Tupi-Guarani kumana ‘bean.’ 

Potential reflexes of the Wanderwort %kumara in languages spoken beyond the 
central Andes and the eastern lowlands remain to be investigated, for instance, Qawasqar 
(isolate, southern Chile) qwena ‘potato’ (Clairis and Viegas Barros 2023). Another point 
of discussion is how exactly Andean kumar(a) entered Eastern Polynesian languages, 
and how the corresponding expressions for sweet potato and bean spread among the 
South American languages discussed here. 

In summary, after 150 years of discussion about the borrowing of kumar(a) in 
languages west of the Andes (Polynesia), this article has shown that it may also be worth-
while to explore languages spoken east of the Andes for related crop terms. According to 
the hypothesis put forward in this paper – that Tupi-Guarani kumana ‘bean’ is related 
to Andean kumar(a) ‘sweet potato’ – %kumara is among the most widely distributed 
Wanderwörter of the Southern Hemisphere. The term in question widely spread within 
three major areas covering large parts of this zone – (1) the Andean realm with a spread 
from Quechuan into Aymaran and from Aymaran into Ch’imu Uru (Uru-Chipayan), 
(2) Polynesia, with the ‘sweet potato’ term being borrowed into eastern Polynesian 
languages, and (3), lowland South America with Tupi-Guarani languages and a further 
spread into several other languages of the lowlands.
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