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Abstract 

This investigation focuses on area names in Awka Metropolis and employs lexico-semantic analysis to examine 

them. The research adopted a descriptive and qualitative design, which enabled the interpretation of the area 

names. The population of the study consists of all the area names that make up Awka Metropolis. Methods of data 

collection included oral interviews, participant observation, and archival materials. The data were analyzed using 

semantic categories, examining both literal meanings (denotation) and cultural implications (connotation). The 

findings reveal the cultural, historical, spiritual, and social meanings that shape the identity of the Awka people. 

Using the referential theory framework, the study examined the semantics of area names in Awka Metropolis. By 

collecting data from oral interviews, observations, and archival sources, and applying descriptive semantic 

analysis, the research established that the names of neighbourhoods, villages, and communities in Awka are not 

arbitrary. Rather, they function as repositories of meaning that encapsulate the town’s history, culture, spirituality, 

and social organization. 
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Introduction 

Language is the special way human beings communicate with one another. It is made up of sounds, words and 

rules (grammar) that allow us to express ideas, share feelings ask questions, give commands and create 

relationships.  According to Ofoegbu (2024) "language is man and man is language ". Life has no meaning without 

language. Language is a means of interaction among people of the same community .The society as we know is a 

large crowd of people who leave together in an organized way characterized by common interest and may have 

distinctive cultures and institutions.  

 

Ofoegbu (2012), building on his earlier works, defines language as “the human system of communication. It is a 

means by which humans alone communicate.” He further emphasizes that “language is man and man is language. 

Man uses language for his everyday interaction.” This definition underscores language as a uniquely human 

faculty, inseparable from human existence and daily interaction. In later collaboration, Ofoegbu and Usar (2018) 

repeat and expand this definition, stressing that language is not only a system of communication but also a 

fundamental tool for expressing human experiences. The emphasis here remains on the exclusivity of language to 

humans and its indispensability in social life.  

 

Ofoegbu (2021) posits that the human language is very unique because it has its own structure and its own system 

of organizing its component units into meaningful patterns. This simply means that there are rules governing the 

organization of sentences in a language. Ofoegbu (2021), in stylistic analyses of communication, Ofoegbu and 

colleagues describe language as “a means which human beings have devised for communicating ideas, feelings, 

emotions, desires, etc., through complex vocal or written symbols.” This highlights the symbolic nature of 

language, showing that it functions not just for interaction but also for the expression of inner states, emotions, 

and symbolic representations. Ofoegbu and Ishima (2024) reaffirm earlier views, calling language “the human 

system of communication … man and man is language … man uses language for his everyday interaction.” 

However, they extend the definition by situating 

 

Language within politics and society, stressing that language is a powerful instrument of persuasion, manipulation, 

and rhetoric, especially in democratic discourse. This contemporary framing shows the dynamic role of language 

in shaping power and identity in society. Lyons (1995) sees language as the principal means of human 

communication, a structured system of signs governed by rules. Together with Ofoegbu’s definitions, these views 

position language as both a human essence and a symbolic, communicative tool with social and political functions. 

Crystal (2008) defines language broadly in terms of speaking, writing, or signing as modes of communication, 

stressing its symbolic and functional aspects. 
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Applying this to Awka, the area names (Eke Awka, Agu Awka, Azu Awka, Amawbia, Amaenyi...) are not 

arbitrary. They are linguistic signs created by the people of Awka to communicate history, lineage, geography, 

and identity  

For example, ''Eke Awka'' symbolizes culture and commercial meaning, which signified the trade and creativity 

of Awka.  

Semantics (Ofoegbu 2022, Crystal 2028) is the study of meaning in a language.  Applying this to Awka, the 

semantics of area names examines the meaning encoded in those names.  

The researcher is focused on uncovering the semantics features of area names in Awka. It seeks to show that these 

names are not arbitrary labels, but symbols carrying cultural, and social meaning. 

 

Literature Review  

Semantics is study of meaning in language. It examines how words, phrases, and sentences convey meaning in 

different contexts. Ofoegbu (2022) defines semantic as the study and analysis of meaning and meaning of a word 

in the idea a word conveys in the heart or minds of the speakers or hearers.. Scholars generally agree that semantics 

involves both the denotative meaning (the direct reference of a word) and the connotative meaning (the cultural 

and emotional associations of that word). In African linguistics, semantics goes beyond simple dictionary 

definitions to include the cultural worldview that is encoded in language. As paraphrased from Lyons (1995), 

semantics is concerned with the systematic ways in which meanings are structured in a language, particularly how 

lexical items interact with one another in forming a semantic field. Place names, as lexical units, function not only 

as reference markers but also as conveyors of deep cultural meaning. 

 

Lexico-semantics is a subfield of semantics that focuses specifically on the meaning of words as elements of the 

lexicon (the vocabulary of a language). It looks at how meanings relate, overlap, and diverge. In studying place 

names, lexico-semantics allows us to categorise them into semantic groups and analyse the cultural significance 

behind the choice of words. 

 

Paraphrasing Crystal (2008), the lexicon of a language is a cultural dictionary of its speakers, and the semantic 

analysis of names reveals not only linguistic patterns but also social and cultural practices. In Awka, this means 

that names like Agu-Awka ("Awka forest") and Aroma ("public square" or "arena of people") carry cultural 

imprints that can only be uncovered through semantic interpretation. 

 

Place Names (Toponymy) in Igbo Studies 

In Igbo tradition, names are seen as living entities that carry meaning and power. Scholars of Igbo onomastics 

have often noted that village names, river names, shrine names, and market names are never arbitrary but derived 

from historical events, physical features, or significant ancestors. 

Okonkwo (2010) observed that Igbo community names often encode geographical descriptions or natural 

occurrences. For example, a name like Nkwelle reflects the idea of a communal resting or meeting point. Similarly, 

Nwaozuzu (2012) highlighted that Igbo place names often derive from social institutions such as markets (e.g., 

Eke-Awka, derived from the Igbo market day “Eke”). Awka, as a historic town, is particularly rich in such 

toponyms because it served as a cultural and political capital for centuries before colonialism. 

 

Previous Studies on Awka Toponyms 

Some earlier research has touched on Awka and its semantic heritage. For example, Umejesi (2005) noted that 

Awka names are connected with its tradition of blacksmithing and ritual leadership. He explained that names like 

Azu-Oka (behind Awka) and Amawbia (compound of warriors) reflect the occupational and political roles of its 

people. Similarly, Nwosu (2016) argued that names in Awka cannot be divorced from spirituality, as many reflect 

shrines, deities, and sacred groves. An example is Ifite-Awka, meaning “Awka outskirts” but also linked with 

boundary deities protecting the town. Thus, the literature establishes that area names in Awka are meaningful but 

does not yet apply a lexico-semantics framework systematically. This study fills that gap. 

 

Theoretical Framework  
The referential theory of semantics was propounded by C.K Ogden and A.I Richard's (1923) in their book titled '' 

The meaning of meaning" They posited that meaning of any expression is the entity or object which such 

expression refers in the word. They referred to such object as the ''Referent" in their analysis Ogden and Richards 

argued that there is no link between expressions and the objects (Referents) to which they refer. For them, the 

connection between a linguistic entity and referent is only possible through thought. 

 

In referential theory, the meaning of word or phrase is the object of entity in the word it refers. The meaning of 

item is the things in the word it refers to. The linguistic expressions have the meaning they present because they 

stand for things, what mean is what they stand for. In referential theory, words are like labels in the sense that 
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words are symbols that present, designate, name denote or refer to items in the word. For instance, in Awka, the 

name Amawbia can semantically refer to '' worrior'' (Nwa agha) while Okpuno relates to ''youth '' (Okpuno 

meaning young men settlement) both belong to the semantic field of social organization. 

 

Methodology 

Research Design 

The study adopts a descriptive and qualitative design. Descriptive analysis is used because the study seeks to 

describe and interpret meanings of area names as they occur in natural settings. 

 

Population of the Study 

The population includes all the communities, neighbourhoods, and wards that make up Awka metropolis:  

 Ezi-Awka,  

 Amikwo,  

 Ifite,  

 Umuokpu,  

 Amaenyi,  

 Agulu-Awka,  

 Umuayom,  

 Nkwelle,  

 Agu-Awka,  

 Okpuno, 

 Amawbia. 

4.3 Sample and Sampling Technique 

A purposive sample of 30 prominent area names was selected for analysis. These names were chosen because of 

their historical, cultural, and linguistic significance. 

4.4 Method of Data Collection 

Three methods were used: 

1. Oral Interviews – elders, traditional rulers, and local historians were interviewed for the meanings of 

names. 

2. Participant Observation – attending cultural events and market activities helped in understanding how 

names are used in context. 

3. Archival Materials – old colonial maps, missionary records, and town union documents were consulted. 

 

Method of Data Analysis 

Data were analysed using semantic categorisation. Each name was examined for its literal meaning (denotation) 

and cultural implication (connotation). The names were then grouped into semantic fields: nature, history, family, 

socio-economic, and religion. 

 

Findings of the Study 

The semantic analysis of area names in Awka metropolis through the lens of lexico-semantics theory revealed 

several important findings. These findings demonstrate that names are not arbitrary but rather carry cultural, 

historical, spiritual, and social meanings that reflect the identity of the Awka people. The study’s findings are 

summarised and explained as follows: 

 

Area Names Function as Repositories of Cultural Memory 

One of the major findings of this study is that the area names in Awka metropolis serve as cultural archives that 

preserve collective memory. Each name carries with it a story, an event, or a connection to the past. For instance, 

the name Amawbia (compound of warriors) recalls the town’s martial history, when Awka warriors defended the 

community and served as mercenaries in other regions. Similarly, Ezi-Awka refers to the original settlement of 

the people and functions as a semantic marker of historical continuity. Thus, the lexico-semantic analysis shows 

that these names are semantic signposts of Awka history and tradition. 

 

Names Reflect Semantic Fields of Nature, History, Social Institutions, and Religion 

Another major finding is that Awka area names fall into identifiable semantic fields, each encoding a specific 

aspect of life: 

 Nature/Environment: names such as Agu-Awka and Ifite-Awka reveal geographical and environmental 

features. 

 History/Events: names such as Amawbia and Ezi-Awka preserve accounts of origins, wars, and 

migration. 
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 Social Institutions: names such as Okpuno and Aroma point to social structures like youth organisations 

or community squares. 

 Religion/Spirituality: names such as Agulu-Awka highlight the spiritual and ritual identity of the 

community. 

This classification shows that lexico-semantics theory is useful in revealing how words and meanings cluster 

together to form a worldview. 

 

Area Names Encode Lineage and Kinship Relations 

The study also found that a number of area names in Awka metropolis derive from ancestral or family names, 

pointing to the importance of kinship in Igbo society. Names like Umuokpu (“descendants of Okpu”) and 

Umuayom (“descendants of Ayom”) are lexical affirmations of the genealogical structure of the community. They 

function as reminders of lineage and help maintain the memory of founding ancestors. The lexico-semantic 

framework shows that these names are not only identifiers of space but also social identifiers of belonging. 

  

Religion and Spirituality Influence Naming Practices 

The findings reveal that the spiritual life of Awka people strongly influenced the naming of places. For instance, 

Agulu-Awka is directly tied to the cult of Agulu, a deity venerated in Awka. Names that derive from shrines, 

forests, or sacred groves serve as semantic evidence of the role of religion in shaping the identity of the 

community. Through lexico-semantics, these names were interpreted not just as physical references but as spiritual 

codes that preserved the people’s cosmology. 

 

Urbanisation and Modernity are Affecting Semantic Awareness 

Another critical finding is that urbanisation and colonial influence have altered the awareness and understanding 

of traditional names. Many younger residents of Awka metropolis, especially those living in modern estates, are 

unfamiliar with the semantic content of names such as Agu-Awka or Amaenyi. While the names are still used, their 

meanings are often lost or misunderstood. This indicates a gradual weakening of cultural knowledge, as newer 

generations engage less with oral history. 

 

Area Names Serve Identity and Communal Belonging 

The analysis showed that these names function as symbols of identity, differentiating groups within Awka. For 

example, someone from Umuokpu identifies with that lineage and uses the name as a marker of origin. In this 

way, names are not merely referential but also performative, shaping self-identity and social belonging. 

 

Semantic Shifts Occur with Time 

The study also found evidence of semantic shifts in certain names. Some names that originally referred to spiritual 

or social roles are now used in purely geographical senses. For example, Okpuno once meant “youths’ compound” 

but is today used simply as the name of a residential area. This finding highlights the dynamic nature of semantics: 

words and names evolve as societies change. 

Finally, the study established that lexico-semantics theory is not only useful but also highly effective in uncovering 

the multiple layers of meaning in Awka area names. By categorising names into semantic fields, the theory shows 

how meanings are interrelated. By examining polysemy and connotations, it reveals deeper cultural significance. 

The framework thus validates itself as a strong methodology for linguistic and cultural research in African 

contexts. 

 

Summary of Findings 

The study revealed that area names in Awka Metropolis serve as important cultural preservation tools, functioning 

as historical and cultural memory banks for the community. Through semantic classification, the research showed 

that these names fall into distinct fields such as nature, history, kinship, socio-economic life, and religion. Many 

names possess genealogical significance, preserving family and lineage histories, while others reflect strong 

religious influences linked to shrines, rituals, and deities. The study also found that urbanisation is gradually 

eroding cultural awareness of these meanings, even though the names continue to serve as markers of identity, 

belonging, and community cohesion. In addition, several area names have undergone semantic evolution, shifting 

in meaning over time. Overall, the findings validate the usefulness of lexico-semantics as an effective theoretical 

framework for analysing Awka toponyms. 

 

Conclusion 

This study examined the semantics of area names in Awka Metropolis using the lexico-semantics theoretical 

framework. Through data gathered from oral interviews, participant observation, and archival sources, and 

analysed using descriptive semantic methods, the research has demonstrated that the names of neighbourhoods, 

mailto:officialnjas@gmail.com


NIGERIAN JOURNAL OF AFRICAN STUDIES (NJAS) VOL. 7 NO. 3, 2025 (ISSN: 2734-3146), Indexed in Google Scholar 

(Email: officialnjas@gmail.com) A publication of African Studies, Nnamdi Azikiwe University, Awka, Nigeria 
 

5 
 

villages, and communities in Awka are far from arbitrary labels. Rather, they function as meaningful linguistic 

expressions that encode the town’s collective memory and cultural worldview. 

The findings reveal that Awka area names serve as repositories of historical events, spiritual beliefs, cultural 

practices, and social structures. Many of these names reflect ancestral occupations, significant locations, 

traditional institutions, mythological references, and communal values that have shaped the identity of Awka 

people over generations. As such, area names do not merely designate physical spaces; they embody the lived 

experiences, heritage, and cosmology of the community. 

 

Furthermore, the study underscores the importance of linguistic documentation in preserving indigenous 

knowledge systems. By analysing the denotative and connotative meanings embedded in Awka place names, the 

research highlights how language functions as a tool for safeguarding cultural identity in the face of urbanisation 

and modern influences. The semantic richness of these names affirms the dynamic relationship between language, 

culture, and environment. 

 

Overall, the study concludes that Awka area names are significant cultural artefacts that sustain community 

identity and historical continuity. Their semantic depth reinforces the need for further research into indigenous 

naming traditions, not only for linguistic scholarship but also for cultural preservation and heritage studies. 

The findings revealed that Awka names fall into semantic fields—nature, history, social institutions, kinship, and 

religion. Each name encodes cultural knowledge. For example, Agu-Awka denotes the forest heritage of the 

community, Amawbia recalls the martial past of Awka warriors, Umuokpu preserves genealogical identity, Eke-

Awka reflects the socio-economic life centred on market activities, while Agulu-Awka shows the town’s deep 

ties to spirituality. Together, these names form a semantic map of the people’s worldview. 

 

Another conclusion is that these names perform a dual role: they serve as geographical reference points and also 

as cultural symbols that mark identity and belonging. They are linguistic signposts of the people’s memory, linking 

present-day Awka to its historical roots. However, the study also observed that urbanisation and modernity are 

gradually eroding the awareness of the semantic depth of these names. Younger generations often use them 

without understanding their meanings. This suggests a cultural gap that, if not addressed, could result in the loss 

of valuable indigenous knowledge. 

 

Finally, the study validates lexico-semantics theory as a strong analytical tool for interpreting place names in 

African contexts. By categorising names into semantic fields and interpreting their connotative and denotative 

meanings, the theory effectively reveals how language and culture interact in naming practices. 

In conclusion, the research affirms that Awka area names are living texts, carrying in their lexicon the memory of 

history, the authority of tradition, and the power of identity. Preserving and understanding them is essential not 

only for linguistic study but also for the cultural sustainability of the community. 

 

Recommendations 

Based on the findings of this study, the following recommendations are made: 

1. Documentation of Area Names and Their Meanings 

It is strongly recommended that Awka Town Union, cultural associations, and local scholars collaborate to 

document systematically the meanings of all area names in Awka metropolis. This documentation should take the 

form of books, digital archives, and audiovisual records. Doing so would preserve the semantic and cultural 

heritage of the community for future generations, especially at a time when oral transmission is weakening. 

2. Incorporation into Educational Curriculum 

Local schools and tertiary institutions in Anambra State should integrate studies of indigenous place names into 

subjects such as Civic Education, Igbo Language, and Social Studies. By teaching students the meanings of names 

like Aroma, Ifite, or Amawbia, schools can help young people appreciate their cultural environment. This will 

foster identity and pride in heritage while counteracting the eroding effects of urbanisation. 

3. Promotion of Public Awareness Campaigns 

Community leaders and cultural custodians should organise seminars, festivals, and cultural days where the stories 

behind names are explained to the public. For example, at the annual Awka festival, sessions could be dedicated 

to storytelling about the origin of various neighbourhood names. This would make cultural knowledge more 

participatory and inclusive. 

4. Integration into Urban Planning and Signage 

Urban planners and government agencies in Awka should ensure that indigenous names are preserved in signage, 

maps, and official records. Rather than replacing them with foreign or artificial estate names, efforts should be 

made to retain authentic names and provide translations or explanations. This will both preserve cultural meaning 

and assist visitors in understanding the heritage of the city. 

5. Further Academic Research 
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Finally, it is recommended that further research should expand beyond Awka metropolis to other Igbo towns, 

comparing the semantics of area names across the South-East. Comparative studies would reveal regional patterns 

and deepen our understanding of Igbo worldview as reflected in naming practices. Future studies could also apply 

other linguistic theories, such as pragmatics or sociolinguistics, to complement the semantic analysis. 
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