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Abstract

This study investigates the semantics of selected areas in Aba Metropolis, Abia State, Nigeria, using linguistic
data drawn from twenty (20) geographical locations. The research explores how place names (toponyms) and their
semantic associations reflect the historical, cultural, and socio-economic realities of the city. Data were collected
from areas such as Ariaria International Market, Asa Road, Ngwa Road, Faulks Road, Azikiwe Road, Aba—Owerri
Road, Umungasi, Ogbor Hill, Abayi, Osisioma, Umule, Aba North, Aba South, Eziukwu, Ohanku, Obohia, Opobo
Road, Park Road, Uratta, and Cemetery Road. Through qualitative semantic analysis, the study identifies patterns
of meaning embedded in these toponyms, including references to commerce, geography, clan identity, and
colonial heritage. The findings reveal that place names in Aba are not arbitrary; rather, they encapsulate historical
memory, indigenous identity, and the economic character of the metropolis. This study contributes to the fields
of semantics and sociolinguistics by demonstrating how urban toponyms function as markers of meaning, identity,
and cultural continuity in Nigeria.
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1.0 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. Without language, there would be no organized way to pass knowledge, culture, or history from one
generation to another. 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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Semantics is the study of meaning in language. It looks at how words, phrases, and sentences carry meaning, and
how people understand them in communication. 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. On
this premise, this work analyses the meaning of some Igbo binominals as conveyed in the minds and hearts of
Igho native speakers.

Ofoegbu’s 2022 writings are largely within morpho-semantic analyses, his position aligns with mainstream
linguistics: semantics is the study of meaning in language, particularly how words, morphemes, and expressions
convey meaning. In his morpho-semantic studies, he stresses how meaning emerges through processes of word-
formation, coinages, compounding, and borrowing, showing that semantics cannot be divorced from morphology
and context. Saced (2007): defines semantics as “the study of meaning communicated through language.” Crystal
(2008) describes semantics as a major branch of linguistics concerned with meaning in language.
Lyons (1995): explains semantics as the systematic study of the meaning of linguistic expressions, including
sense, reference, and context.
Language is a human system of communication and man is language. Applying this to Aba, the names of areas
(e.g., Ariaria, Eziukwu, Ogbor-Hill, Umuogor, Obuda, Aba-Ukwu, Osusu) are not arbitrary. They are linguistic
signs created by the people of Aba to communicate history, lineage, geography, and identity.
For example, the area name “Ariaria” carries cultural and commercial meaning,it is now synonymous with trade
and creativity in Aba.
“Eziukwu” reflects indigenous roots, showing how names serve as language to preserve heritage.
Thus, the areas of Aba metropolis are languages in themselves: they speak history, identity, and culture of the
people through the names they bear.
Semantics is the study of meaning in language. Applying it to Aba, the semantics of area names examines the
meanings encoded in those names.

1. Lexical Meaning
“Ogbor Hill” directly refers to the hilly geography of the place.
“Aba-Ukwu” literally “Greater Aba’suggests expansion and identity

2. Connotative Meaning
“Ariaria” is not just a market; it connotes hustle, innovation, and commerce across West Africa.
“Eziukwu” meaning “true home” connotes origin, belonging, and authenticity.

3. Cultural/Contextual Meaning.
Each name tells a story: whether of migration, settlement, colonial mapping, or indigenous naming practices.
These meanings change depending on the context. For example, “Ariaria” to an Aba trader means “livelihood”;
to an outsider, it might mean cheap goods or imitation products.
The research is focused on uncovering the semantic features of area names in Aba (e.g., Ariaria, Eziukwu, Osusu,
Ogbor Hill, Aba-Ukwu).It seeks to show that these names are not arbitrary labels, but symbols carrying cultural,
historical, and social meanings.

1.1Aims and Objectives
The main aim of this study is to investigate the meanings and symbolic identities embedded in the hames and
discourses of selected areas in Aba Metropolis, in order to reveal how they reflect historical memory, indigenous
identity, and economic functions of the city.
To achieve this aim, the study seeks to:
1. Identify the semantic features of twenty (20) selected areas in Aba Metropolis.
2. Examine how the names of these areas are used in discourse by residents, traders, commuters, and the
media.
3. Analyze the recurring semantic themes that emerge from the data, such as commerce, survival,
congestion, resistance, authority, and identity.
4. Interpret how the meanings of these areas encapsulate Aba’s history, indigenous culture, and economic
life.

2.0 Literature Review

This chapter reviews relevant literature on semantics, urban discourse, and the socio-cultural functions of place-
naming in Nigeria, with special focus on Aba Metropolis. The purpose is to show how local and indigenous
scholars have explained the relationship between language, meaning, and society, and how these insights apply to
the areas of Aba. By drawing from Nigerian scholarship, this review highlights that urban areas in Aba are not
merely physical spaces but semantic and cultural fields that embody history, commerce, and identity. Language,
Meaning, and Urban Identity in Nigeria

Scholars of Nigerian linguistics have long argued that language is not neutral but a carrier of culture, identity, and
memory.
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Bamgbose (1991) noted that Nigerian place-names often function as “linguistic signposts” that preserve cultural
heritage and social identity. Similarly, Ubahakwe (1982) observed that the use of indigenous languages in naming
markets, streets, and communities reflects the deep cultural roots of urban life in southeastern Nigeria.

Applied to Aba, these insights show why names such as Ahia Ohuru (New Market), Obohia Road, or Eziukwu
Road are not arbitrary. They encapsulate cultural identity and indigenous ownership of urban space. Semantics
and Market Spaces,Markets in Nigeria have been widely studied as not just centers of trade but also of meaning
and identity.

Nwachukwu (2015), in his study of Onitsha Main Market, discovered that traders viewed the market as the “life-
blood” of the city. He concluded that markets symbolized resilience, creativity, and survival, especially for Igbo
communities. This finding directly parallels Aba’s Ariaria Market, which is often described as the “Japan of
Africa,” symbolizing creativity and entrepreneurship.

In a similar vein, Okoro (2018) studied signage in Enugu metropolis and found that the language used in market
and street signs shaped how people perceived those places. English-dominated signs suggested elitism and
modernity, while Igbo names reflected grassroots identity. This insight helps explain why Cemetery Market
(linked to survival and struggle) and Ahia Ohuru (linked to renewal and women’s resilience) carry such powerful
semantic weight in Aba.Urban Semiotics in Southeastern Nigeria,Onyejekwe (2019) specifically examined
discourse about Aba in local newspapers and oral interviews. He found that residents consistently described Aba
as a city of “hustle,” “struggle,” and “creativity.” Despite infrastructural decay, the language people used
emphasized survival and ingenuity. This aligns with findings from this study that Ngwa Road, Over-Rail, and Aba
Main Park are discursively tied to hustle, congestion, and restless energy.

In same accord, Eme & Mbah (2015), writing on sociolinguistics in Eastern Nigeria, argued that language use in
Igbo cities mirrors economic realities. They observed that urban naming practices and everyday discourse often
highlight trade, migration, and resilience. This observation explains why Aba’s road names and market names
serve not just navigational purposes but also economic and cultural functions.

Historical and Political Memory in Urban Naming,Local scholars have also emphasized the role of history and
politics in naming urban spaces. Adegbite (2003) studied Nigerian elites’ perceptions of language roles and
showed that political figures often influence how spaces are named and remembered. Aba provides a clear
example in Azikiwe Road (named after Dr. Nnamdi Azikiwe) and Milverton Avenue (a colonial street), both of
which reflect authority, prestige, and historical legacy.

Oha (1994), in his work on political discourse, explained that language constructs authority and persuasion in
society. Applying this to Aba, colonial and post-colonial names like St. Michael’s Road and Milverton Avenue
symbolize both the legacy of missionary influence and the continued link between space and authority.
Indigenous Identity and Resistance in Aba,Some scholars have noted that Igbo urban spaces are also marked by
historical struggles and resistance. Onwuejeogwu (1999) highlighted that Igbo communities embed resistance and
resilience in their language practices. Applied to Aba, the area of Ndiegoro is significant, as it recalls the Aba
Women’s Riot of 1929, symbolizing Ngwa resistance against colonial authority. The name Ndiegoro thus carries
not just geographical identity but also the memory of activism and cultural pride.

From the reviewed works, three major insights emerge are;

1. Historical Memory: Names like Ndiegoro, Milverton, and Azikiwe Road show that places in Aba preserve
colonial legacies, political authority, and acts of resistance.

2. Indigenous Identity: Names like Ahia Ohuru, Eziukwu Road, and Obohia Road demonstrate the power of Igho
language in preserving grassroots identity.

3. Economic Function: Markets such as Ariaria, Cemetery Market, and Omuma Road illustrate that commerce is
not just economic but a semantic and cultural marker of Aba’s identity.

While Nigerian scholars such as Bamgbose, Ubahakwe, Adegbite, Nwachukwu, Okoro, Onyejekwe, and Eme &
Mbah have studied language, identity, and urban discourse in Nigeria, there is limited literature that directly
applies semantic analysis to the areas of Aba. Most existing works either focus on general sociolinguistics, market
studies in other cities like Onitsha, or political discourse. This study therefore fills a gap by providing a systematic
semantic analysis of twenty selected areas in Aba, showing how names and discourses construct meaning in
everyday life.

The literature reviewed shows that area names and urban spaces in Aba are not arbitrary labels. They encapsulate
historical memory, indigenous identity, and economic function , themes consistently highlighted by local Nigerian
scholars. The insights from these works provide a strong foundation for the present study, which builds on this
scholarship to semantically analyze the 20 selected areas of Aba Metropolis.

13



INTERDISCIPLINARY JOURNAL OF AFRICAN & ASIAN STUDIES (1JAAS) VOL.11 NO. 3, 2025 (ISSN: 2504-8694),
Indexed in Google Scholar (Email: ijaasng@gmail.com) Nnamdi Azikiwe University, Awka, Nigeria

3.0 Theoretical framework

Every research needs a backbone that explains why a work is been done and how it connects to existing studies.
This study draws on Gottdiener 1994 Urban semiotics .Gottdiener (1994) Urban semiotic states that it is the study
of how cities and urban spaces functions like a system of signs that communicate meaning. In his own view cities
are not just physical places made of building roads and markets they are also texts that people can read. Gottdiener
studied cities in the United States,He looked at shopping malls, public squares and bill boards as ‘Texts’ that
people read just like books, in His findings; He found out that places do not just exist physically but also ‘Speak’.
In applying it to Aba;Using Ariaria Market,It is not just a marketplace, but also a symbol of survival
entrepreneurship and global enterprise. If a shopping mall in the U.S symbolises consumptions, Ariaria market
symbolizes creativity and so on.And by hearing Ariaria ,people already imagine energy, crowd ,and hustle.
Nwachukwu (2015) Studies Onitsha main Market (Nigeria);He states that Onitsha market provided empirical
evidence that African markets are more than economic hubs;They are cultural and symbolic spaces,that shapes
identity. He collected oral interviews with traders ,observed market interactions and analyzed local expressions
used to describe Onitsha market .In the researchers findings,He decribes that market spaces in Onitsha were linked
to survival, resilience and cultural identity. Traders described the market as a ‘life blood of the city’ . Applying it
to Aba, Ariaria and cemetery markets carry similar symbolic load. Onyejekwe (2019) Discourse of Aba
Residents:He interviewed Aba and examined local newspaper,articles about Aba.He says that Aba was often
described in discourse as ‘Hustle’,’Survival’ and ‘Creativity’. Despite infrastructural decay.The semantic identity
of Aba is framed by Resilience and commerce. Even when physical conditions are poor. This directly aligns with
the semantic analysis of twenty areas.

4.0 Methodology

The data for this study were obtained through combination of oral interviews, direct observations,media and
newspapers (A vanguard newspaper) calling Ariaria ‘West African biggest open air Market’. And historical
accounts of Aba e.g the Aba women’s riot in Ndiegoro,colonial street, Naming the milvertone Avenue in (1929).
Oral interviews were conducted with residents,traders and commuters in Aba to gather their perceptions of
selected areas.In this research twenty participants who are traders and commuters in Aba and who have Invested
and have spent their greater parts in some areas in Aba were used to represent the Research population.Also the
Researchers Area in Aba as a trader was applied.

5.0 Semantic Analysis and Semantics Themes in Aba
Data Analysis of this selected Areas in Aba metropolis using Semantics Analysis that looks at how
words,Names,phrases and texts carry meaning and interpretation. The analysis identifies key Semantics
Themes(Patterns of meaning that appear when you analyse data.We will use it to analyse what people said about
a place.The main aim is to discover and Analyse the deeper meaning, symbolic identities and cultural
representation that are attached to different areas in Aba metropolis.
1: Ariaria International Market
Traders frequently referred to Ariaria as ‘ The Japan of Africa’ Media reports also call it one of the ‘Largest Open
air market’ in west Africa. The observation revealed over crowed stalks, constant movement,and creative
production of shoes ,clothes and survival,It’s Semantic themes is an avenue it gives for entrepreneurship,
creativity and survival.
2:Ngwa Road
Commuters described it as a ‘Life Line’ but also complained of traffic and flooding. Traders noted that it was an
important channel for survival.
It is a mobility for commerce, hardship and resilience. ‘Ngwa’ represents both opportunities and struggles it
connects people to businesses but simultaneously embodies hardship through congestion and poor conditions.
3:Faulks Road
Resident recalled government Rehabilitation projects,but expressed disappointment at incomplete works as of
then,but now the Government has constructed the road.They are connected to development, Modernization in
terms of sematic themes.
4:Aba Main Park
Observation showed chaotic traffic of buses and Keke. Drivers used slogans like ‘Anywhere you go,Aba park
dey carry you’ or ‘Anywhere you go ,Aba Dey there’. It symbolizes restless energy and hustle,Reflecting the
constant movement that defined Aba as a commercial city.
5:0gbor Hill
Resident described ogbor hill as a residential escape but complained of ‘Bridge traffic wahala” observation
showed growth in settlement and small scale trade . It symbolizes urban growth,but also highlights. Congestion
and semi urban pressures.
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6.0 Findings

The Semantic Analysis of selected twenty selected Areas in Aba Metropolis,reveals that the naming and identity
of these places are not arbitrary or meaningless,instead they function as Semantic signpost that carry deep
historical memories , indigenous cultural identity and Economic significance

1: Historical Memory

Several areas in Aba embody memories of the past,These names are tied to historical events, colonial presence or
political heritage.

*Ndiegoro (Ngwa Axis);This area recalls the Aba women’s Riot of (1929),0ne of the most significant acts of
resistance in colonial Nigeria. It’s bane today symbolizes resistance struggle and Ngwa identity.

*Milvertone Avenue;A colonial Era name,it still connotes prestige and elite planning,even as it now hosts
banks,and businesses etc .

This study shows that names of certain areas, preserve collective memories, linking Aba’s present identity with
it’s historical past.

2: Indigenous Identity

Many area names in Aba are chosen from Igho language or indigenes,Reflecting indigenous identity and local
ownership.

*Ahia Ohuru(New Market); An Igbo phrase meaning “New market” symbolizing renewal and resilience of
women’s traders.

*Eziukwu Road:Rooted in Igbo linguistic expression,it reflects traditional commerce and grassroots life.

The findings shows Aba’s indigenous names reveal that language is used to preserve culture, identity and
belonging. Ensuring that urban spaces remain tied to local roots , despite modernization.

3: Economic Functions:

Aba’s identity as a commercial hub,is strongly reflected in the meanings of it’s area names and functions.

*Aba Main park; Represents the mobility and restless hustle that sustain commerce in the metropolis.

*Omuma Road;Associated with artisanship and workshops,Reflecting Aba’s Micro economic resilience.

The data reveals that area names are Economic metaphors, reflecting how commerce defined Aba’s social and
cultural life.

7.0 Conclusion

The semantic analysis of the selected areas of Aba reveals that these places are not merely geographical locations
but meaningful spaces that tell stories about the city and its people. Each area carries layers of meaning rooted in
history, culture, and economy. Markets such as Ariaria, Ahia Ohuru, Eziukwu, and Cemetery Market represent
Aba’s spirit of commerce, survival, and resilience, illustrating why the city is widely regarded as a commercial
hub. Roads such as Ngwa, Asa, Faulks, Port Harcourt, and Omuma symbolize connectivity, mobility, and
congestion, reflecting both the opportunities and challenges of daily life. Colonial and political streets like
Azikiwe Road, St. Michael’s Road, and Milverton Avenue embody authority, prestige, and historical memory,
linking Aba to Nigeria’s broader political and colonial past. Areas such as Ndiegoro, Over-Rail, Abayi, and Ogbor
Hill symbolize community, expansion, and indigenous identity, while Aba North Industrial Layout reflects both
ambition and decline.

Taken together, these areas demonstrate that the names and identities of Aba are not arbitrary labels. They
encapsulate the historical memory of the Aba Women’s Riot, the indigenous Igbo cultural identity, and the
economic activities that sustain the city. The areas of Aba therefore function as semantic fields, shaping how
residents and outsiders perceive and interpret the metropolis.
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