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The conceptualization of time in the Tupi languages of Brazil has been little 
researched and analyzed, although what research there is has a long history. Father 
José de Anchieta, in his 1595 grammar of Old Tupi (A arte de grammatica da lingoa 
mais usada na costa do Brasil), claimed that past and future were not expressed in 
verbal morphology, but by morphological modification indicating things and events 
which have either already occurred or are yet to occur (cited in Leite, 2000). We 
present an initial analysis of temporal expressions in the Amondawa (Tupi Kawahib) 
language and of their cultural motivation.  
 

In Amondawa, future time is expressed by the dependent morphemes (or 
particles) nehe, poti…nehe; and past by the morphemes ki…ko, ki…i´i, emo, ramo. It 
should be noted that these morphemes also express modal, aspectual and evidential 
notions (intention, desire, perfectivity, continuous action, event witnessed by speaker 
etc.). This list is not exhaustive: notions of time are also assimilated to other adverbial 
terms corresponding to English yesterday, today, tomorrow, now and so forth.  

 
For the Amondawa, time is not divided into years, but into two seasons: the 

dry season Kuaripe (time of the sun) and the rainy season Amana. Each of these 
seasons is subdivided in three (see Table 1) 

 
Table 1: The Amondawa seasons 

 
AMONDAWA ENGLISH  
AMANA Rain / Time of the rain (“WINTER”)  
AKYN AMANA Falling rain (Beginning of the time of 

rain)  
AKYRIMBA´U AMANA 
or 
AMANA EHÃI 

Very heavy rain or   
 
Great rain 

AMANA TUIN Small rain (ending of the time of rain)  
KUARIPE Time of the sun (“SUMMER”)  
O´AN KUARA The sun is coming (beginning of the 

time of the sun) 
ITYWYRAHIM KUARA Very hot sun; strong sun.  
KUARA TUIN 
or 
AKYRIRIN AMANA 

Small sun (ending of the time of the 
sun) 
The time of falling rain is close   

 
 
 
The day is divided into Ko´ema (morning), karoete (afternoon) and 

iputunahim (night). Night is marked by the disappearance of the sun and the 
appearance of the moon. Further subdivisions are based upon daily activities: times of 
waking, working, eating, relaxing and sleeping (see Figure 1). 



Fig 1. Chronogram of Amondawa day/night cycle 
 

 
 
The Amondawa language and culture does not employ cardinal chronologies 

such as ages of individuals, or ordinal chronologies such as yearly or monthly 
calendars, other than the four phases of the moon, since the Amondawa numerical 
system has only two numerals with a maximum combinatorial value of four 
(mokongaturaipeimeme: two and twice one). 

 
An abstract term for TIME does not exist in Amondawa. The passage of time 

is expressed by the use of the verbs of motion meaning COME and GO. Our data 
indicate that it is the events or temporal periods which metaphorically or analogically 
“come” and “go” , and not the speaker or other experiencing subject. The word kuara 
(sun) is preferentially used to denote time intervals in general, since it the movement 
of the sun which governs the passage of both the time of day and the season.  

 
This yields expressions such as: 
 

 (1) Oho kuara tiro  
Go sun now  

    The sun/dry season goes (by)  
 
(2) akuam  kuara 
  Gone  sun 

The sun/dry season has gone 
 

(3) uhum  kuara  
   Coming  sun 
    The sun/dry season is coming 
 
In the examples above, the Amondawa expressions were offered by a native language 
consultant as translations of Portuguese expressions employing the word “ time” with 
the verbs “come and “go” , e.g. o tempo vai. 
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