Abstract

This study investigates the semantic properties of Nzema phrasal verbs, focusing on their metaphorical, idiomatic, and polysemous dimensions through the lens of Conceptual Metaphor Theory (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980) and idiom theory. Drawing data primarily from Nzema literary texts, including Duma nee mgbayelε (Asilijoe, 1992) and Nzema aneε ne anwo mgbanyidwεkε (Aboagye, 1992), as well as native speaker intuition, the research identifies and analyzes verb-adposition constructions that convey both literal and abstract meanings. The findings reveal that many Nzema phrasal verbs are metaphorically grounded in embodied experience, as exemplified by expressions such as da nwo (‘sleep on’ = procrastinate or well-ironed), nea zo (‘look on’ = imitate), and te bo (‘hear under’ = understand), which are structured by conceptual mappings between concrete and abstract domains.

However, the study also identifies a class of idiomatic constructions, known as total idioms, whose meanings exhibit a high degree of semantic opacity and resist explanation within the framework of Conceptual Metaphor Theory. These include phrases like ra zo (‘come on’ = become arrogant/trendy) and da zo (‘sleep on’ = become dirty or well-cooked), which challenge the theory’s assumption of metaphorical motivation. In such cases, idiomaticity is better explained through theories of conventionalization and lexical storage, aligning with usage-based and non-compositional models.

Overall, the study highlights the coexistence of metaphorically motivated and conventionally entrenched meanings in Nzema phrasal verbs. It contributes to our understanding of cognitive processes in meaning construction and underscores the need for integrative theoretical models that account for both metaphorical and non-metaphorical idioms in under-researched languages such as Nzema
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1. Introduction  
Although phrasal verbs have been the subject of extensive research across various languages, particularly in English, there appears to be no existing scholarly work, to the best of my knowledge, that has investigated phrasal verbs in Nzema. This paper, therefore, seeks to explore and provide a detailed account of the semantic properties of phrasal verbs in the Nzema language.

Genetically, Nzema is classified as a Volta-Comoe (also known as Southern Bia) language within the Kwa branch of the Niger-Congo language phylum (Simons & Charles, 2018). It is predominantly spoken in the western region of Ghana and parts of Côte d'Ivoire, both located in West Africa. In Ghana, the Nzema-speaking area spans three administrative districts: Jomoro (Nzema West), Ellembele (Nzema Central), and Evaloe (Nzema East) (Annan, 1980). The term Nzema refers not only to the language but also to the ethnic group and the geographical area where the language is spoken. The Nzema territory is bordered to the east by the Ahanta, to the north by the Aowin (or Anyi) and Wassa, and to the south by the Gulf of Guinea (Annan, 1980).

Traditionally, Nzema is subdivided into five distinct “states”: Jomoro, Ellembele, Egila, Ajomoro, and Evaloe, each representing a unique dialect. While these dialects exhibit variation at the phonological and morphological levels, they remain mutually intelligible. This study focuses specifically on the Ellembele dialect. The selection of this dialect is motivated by the fact that it is the native variety of the researcher and is also among the standard dialects employed in written communication

This study draws on data primarily sourced from written Nzema materials, including literary works such as Duma nee mgbayelε (‘Names and Appellations’) by Asilijoe (1992) and Nzema aneε ne anwo mgbanyidwεkε (‘History of the Nzema Language’) by Aboagye (1992). During the data collection phase, sentences containing verb-adpositional constructions were initially transcribed manually during reading and subsequently digitized for analysis. These texts were instrumental in providing natural linguistic contexts within which the phrasal verb constructions occurred. The reliance on written sources ensures a degree of linguistic standardization, as sentences in published works tend to reflect widely accepted usage among native speakers, thereby enhancing the reliability and generalizability of the analysis.

In addition to textual data, the study also incorporates examples derived from the researcher’s native speaker intuition. These supplementary examples helped to fill gaps not addressed in the written corpus and contributed to a more comprehensive understanding of the constructions under investigation.

The structure of this paper is as follows: Section 2 provides a review of existing literature on the semantics and typology of phrasal verbs. Section 3 presents the theoretical framework, focusing on Conceptual Metaphor Theory. Section 4 offers an overview of metaphor in Nzema conceptualization. Section 5 presents the semantic analysis of phrasal verbs in Nzema, and Section 6 concludes the study
2.0 Phrasal Verbs and Semantic Classification


This section provides a critical overview of the concept of phrasal verbs and their semantic classification. A phrasal verb typically consists of two or three elements, namely, a lexical verb combined with a preposition, an adverb, or both, that collectively function as a single semantic unit. Crucially, the meaning of the phrasal verb cannot always be deduced from the individual meanings of its constituent parts (Courtney, 1990; Biber et al., 1999; Celce-Murcia & Larsen-Freeman,1999;Rudzka-Ostyn,2003;Ghailan,2015;Aldahesh,2017).

Despite widespread scholarly attention, there remains no unified definition of phrasal verbs in the linguistic literature, particularly concerning the grammatical status of the post-verbal elements, whether they should be analyzed as prepositions, particles, or adverbs. Some scholars argue that the post-verbal particle in such constructions is neither a preposition nor an adverb but rather a distinct grammatical category that is homophonous with them. For instance, McArthur (1992), Jackendoff (2010), and Thim (2012) describe phrasal verbs as comprising a verb and a particle that, although phonologically similar to prepositions or adverbs, are syntactically and semantically distinct. These scholars maintain that such particles represent a separate syntactic class.

This study adopts Sekyi-Baidoo’s (2006, p. 154) definition, which conceptualizes phrasal verbs as “a verb and adposition element combination that conveys a unified semantic value different from the sum of its components.” Sekyi-Baidoo’s position aligns with those of Bolinger (1971), Brady (1991), Inage (1991), and Dehé (2002), who also regard the post-verbal element in such constructions as a prepositional item. 
 Further distinction between phrasal verbs and ordinary verb-adposition combinations has been clarified by Sekyi-Baidoo, who notes that, in phrasal verbs, the adpositional element does not permit object complementation. This contrasts with ordinary verb-preposition combinations, where complementation is obligatory. This observation corresponds with the analyses offered by Quirk et al. (1985), Svartvik (1985), Darwin and Gray (1999), and Celce-Murcia and Larsen-Freeman (1999). The latter scholars argue that prepositions naturally associate with objects, while particles in phrasal verb constructions form semantic and syntactic units with the verb.

The definitions and distinctions proposed by Sekyi-Baidoo (2006) and Celce-Murcia & Larsen-Freeman (1999) are particularly apt for this study, as they reflect the structural and semantic realities of phrasal verb usage in certain Ghanaian languages, including Nzema.
Various scholars have proposed differing semantic classifications of phrasal verbs. For example, Fraser (1976) identifies two primary categories: figurative and systematic. Quirk et al. (1985) delineate three types: non-idiomatic, semi-idiomatic, and highly idiomatic. Similarly, Celce-Murcia and Larsen-Freeman (1999) distinguish between literal, aspectual, and idiomatic types, while Thim (2012) identifies literal, aspectual, and non-compositional classes.
Although terminology differs, most classifications converge on a traditional tripartite schema: literal, semi-idiomatic, and idiomatic (Laryea, 2015). For instance, the "literal" type identified by Celce-Murcia and Larsen-Freeman (1999) and Thim (2012) corresponds to Quirk et al.'s (1985) "non-idiomatic" type, where meanings are transparent and deducible from the constituent parts. In this study, the semantic classification of Nzema phrasal verbs follows the traditional tripartite framework, as proposed by Laryea (2015), Literal phrasal verbs are characterized by the retention of the literal meanings of both the verb and the particle. As Thim (2012, p. 15) notes, in such constructions, the particle typically conveys direction, while the verb denotes the action, resulting in a transparent interpretation (e.g., sit down, climb up, fall down).

Semi-idiomatic phrasal verbs, referred to by Celce-Murcia & Larsen-Freeman (1999) as aspectual, by Bolinger (1971) as second-level metaphors, and by Fraser (1976) as systematic, are those in which the verb maintains its literal meaning while the particle assumes an idiomatic one (e.g., labour away). These constructions are partially transparent and thus semi-idiomatic in nature.

Idiomatic phrasal verbs, also labeled as highly idiomatic by Quirk et al. (1985), second-level stereotypes by Bolinger (1971), and non-compositional by Thim (2012), are entirely opaque. In these instances, neither the verb nor the particle retains its original meaning, and the overall meaning cannot be inferred from the sum of the parts (e.g., turn down meaning 'to reject'). As Quirk et al. (1985, p. 1163) observe, such expressions do not allow for contrastive substitution of components, further indicating their idiomaticity. Celce-Murcia and Larsen-Freeman (1999) point out that, ironically, these types are often the easiest to identify due to their lack of semantic transparency. 
The foregoing discussion serves as a theoretical foundation for the semantic classification of Nzema phrasal verbs adopted in this study. 
The tripartite framework, literal, semi-idiomatic, and idiomatic provides a useful lens through which the semantic properties of phrasal verbs in Nzema can be analyzed and interpreted.

3.0 Conceptual Metaphor Theory
This section outlines the theoretical framework that underpins the analysis, Conceptual Metaphor Theory (CMT), also referred to as Cognitive Metaphor Theory. Originally proposed by Lakoff and Johnson (1980), CMT posits that human thought is fundamentally metaphorically grounded. According to this perspective, our conceptual system, the way we think, experience the world, and interact with it, is deeply structured by metaphor. Metaphors are not merely rhetorical devices but are essential to the way we comprehend abstract concepts and navigate everyday reality. As Lakoff and Johnson (1980) argue, metaphor plays a constitutive role in shaping both cognitionandlanguage.

Ponterotto (2014) further elaborates that human conceptualization relies on analogical reasoning, whereby familiar, concrete experiences are employed to interpret and express more abstract or complex phenomena. These analogies are made possible through systematic correspondences known as conceptual mappings, which establish relationships between two conceptual domains. Kövecses (2005) reinforces this view by asserting that metaphors are grounded in experiential correlations between domains, where perceived similarities emerge through repeated cognitive associations. Such mappings form the backbone of everyday linguistic expression, revealing the metaphorical nature of abstract concepts such as time, change, causality, and intention.

A core concept in CMT is mapping, which refers to the set of structured correspondences between a source domain (typically concrete or physical) and a target domain (typically abstract or experiential). Grady (2007:190) defines mapping as “a systematic correspondence between closely linked ideas,” while Lakoff (1993) emphasizes that these mappings are conventionalized and form an integral part of our cognitive architecture. Thus, CMT accounts for how metaphor enables speakers to understand and talk about abstract domains using more accessible, embodied experiences.
The relevance of this theoretical framework to the present study lies in its explanatory power regarding the semantic behavior of phrasal verbs. Phrasal verbs often reflect metaphorical shifts from literal spatial meanings to abstract interpretations. Consequently, the notion of conceptual mapping is beneficial for analyzing how such constructions in Nzema transition from concrete spatial schemas to metaphorical and idiomatic meanings. CMT thus provides the necessary analytical lens to uncover the underlying conceptual structures that motivate the semantics of Nzemaphrasal verbs.

3.0 Metaphor in Nzema conceptualization system
In cognitive linguistics, metaphor is understood as a conceptual tool that enables individuals to comprehend one domain of experience in terms of another. Lee (2005:6) articulates this notion succinctly: “a metaphor is essentially a device that involves conceptualizing one domain of experience in terms of another. Thus, for any given metaphor, we can identify a source domain and a target domain.” In alignment with this perspective, the Nzema language employs physical entities to express abstract concepts. These metaphorical expressions emerge unconsciously in everyday speech, as demonstrated in the examples below:
1
a.
Nɔhalε 
le 
ayile.


truth

cop
medicine

‘Truth is a cure.’

b.
↋bεla
le
 konle.


Life
cop
fight


‘Life
is war.’

In the first example, the abstract concept truth is metaphorically conceptualized as a cure. Through this metaphor, an intangible concept becomes accessible by linking it to a tangible, experiential source. The metaphor draws on the idea that truth like medicine has the potential to alleviate internal afflictions. Grady (2007:190) describes this process of metaphorical mapping as “a systematic correspondence between closely linked ideas.” In Nzema, the concepts of truth and cure are seen as inherently connected. The emotional distress experienced when concealing the truth or being falsely accused, such as anxiety, stress, or mental anguish mirrors the suffering associated with illness. Conversely, the sense of relief or liberation experienced when the truth is revealed parallels the feeling of recovery from a serious illness.

The metaphor LIFE IS WAR further reflects Nzema conceptualization. In Nzema worldview, war entails struggle, the risk of death, and often, physical or emotional injury. Life, similarly, is perceived as a series of ongoing challenges that may leave individuals emotionally or psychologically wounded. The metaphor captures the harsh realities of human existence, reinforcing the cultural understanding of life as a battleground filled with adversity and endurance. Other notable metaphorical expressions in Nzema include:

adwenle sa di – ‘WISDOM IS POWER’

bε hu le Nyamenle – ‘HUSBAND IS GOD’

ezukoa le munzule – ‘MONEY IS EVIL’

ezukoa le ngoane – ‘MONEY IS LIFE’

These expressions illustrate how abstract concepts such as wisdom, marital relationships, morality, and livelihood are grounded in metaphorical mappings from more concrete or culturally salient source domains. Such metaphorical conceptualizations are also reflected in the meanings conveyed by Nzema phrasal verbs, demonstrating the pervasive role of metaphor in shaping thought and language in the Nzema linguistic and cultural context.

4.0 Semantic properties of phrasal verbs in Nzema
 Nzema phrasal verbs often encapsulate abstract concepts through the use of concrete linguistic elements, particularly by combining verbs with adpositions. These combinations frequently evoke mental imagery that helps speakers and listeners alike to interpret complex or nonliteral meanings. While not all phrasal verbs operate in this way, many instances rely on the literal meanings of their components to provide conceptual grounding for more abstract interpretations. This phenomenon is best understood within the framework of Conceptual Metaphor Theory (CMT).

Cognitive linguists such as Lakoff and Johnson (1980), Kövecses (2002, 2005), and Imre (2010) argue that metaphor is not merely a stylistic device used in poetic or rhetorical language, but rather a fundamental mechanism of human thought. Metaphor, in this view, involves the mapping of one conceptual domain onto another—referred to as cross-domain mapping. In such mappings, the source domain (typically concrete and familiar) serves as the basis for understanding the target domain (often abstract or less tangible). These mappings allow speakers to reason about and communicate abstract experiences using more concrete, experiential terms.

In the context of Nzema, this theoretical approach helps explain how some phrasal verbs can project meaning beyond their literal interpretation. The phrasal verb da nwo, literally meaning ‘sleep on’, offers a pertinent example. While its literal sense conjures the image of a person lying flat upon a surface, its metaphorical extensions include meanings such as ‘to delay’, ‘to procrastinate’, or ‘to defer action’. This shift from the literal to the metaphorical is made possible by the mental imagery evoked by the phrasal construction.

Consider the illustrative sentences (2a–b), where da nwo is used:

· In sentence (2a), Aka is described as lying beside a house, presenting a mental picture of passivity or stillness near an object.

· In sentence (2b), Menye is lying beside her husband, again reinforcing the imagery of non-movement or postponement of action.

Through these images, the concrete action of "lying beside" is metaphorically mapped onto the abstract notion of delaying or failing to act promptly. The metaphor, in this case, helps structure the listener’s understanding of time and action in terms of spatial orientation and physical positioning central cognitive strategies that align with the principles of CMT.

Thus, Nzema speakers unconsciously utilize metaphorical reasoning in everyday language through such phrasal verbs. These metaphorical expressions are not isolated instances but are deeply embedded in the linguistic and cognitive system of the speakers.  
2.
a.
Aka
 da
  sua

ne
anwo.    


Aka
 sleep
   house
def
on


‘Aka sleeps beside the house.’

b.
Menye

da
ɔ

hu


anwo.


Menye

sleep
3sg.poss 
husband

on


Menye sleeps beside her husband.’



In Nzema, as demonstrated by the phrasal verb da nwo (‘sleep on’), there is a consistent mapping from the source domain of bodily posture and inactivity to the target domain of delayed action or procrastination. 

These metaphors are grounded in embodied human experience—humans associate sleep with stillness, lack of productivity, and temporal suspension. When someone is asleep, they are typically inactive and disengaged from the flow of purposeful activity. Languages like Nzema exploit this association by using "sleeping on something" as a metaphor for pausing or delaying engagement with a task. This aligns with the principle of embodied cognition, which holds that abstract thought is shaped by sensorimotor experiences.

In example (3a), the verb ε-la nwo (‘has slept on’) applied to a dress metaphorically evokes the flattening and stillness achieved through ironing. The conceptual metaphor here is more aligned with ORDER/SMOOTHNESS IS STILLNESS, where the physical state of the dress as smooth and still is described using the same linguistic structure that typically encodes sleep. This kind of metaphor leverages what Lakoff and Johnson refer to as image schemas, recurrent patterns of bodily experience such as BALANCE, STRAIGHTNESS, or CONTACT, which are used to organize abstract reasoning.

In (3b), da gyima nwo somaa (‘sleep on work a lot’) invokes the TEMPORAL SUSPENSION schema. Here, the metaphorical use of sleep reflects an extended state of inactivity with respect to an expected task. This is not merely a figurative expression but a systematic cognitive pattern that speakers rely on to construe time-related experiences.
3
a.
Me
tεladeε

ne
ε-la

now. 


1sg
dress

def
perf-sleep
on


‘My dress has been well ironed’.
b.
Polisinli
ne
da
gyima
nwo
somaa.



police

def
sleep
work
on
adv


‘The policeman delays work a lot.’

The Nzema phrasal verb nea zo (literally, ‘look on’) exemplifies the metaphor TO LOOK ON IS TO IMITATE, where the act of visually observing something functions as a conceptual foundation for imitation or replication. Within this metaphor, a mental image is evoked wherein one entity visually follows or attends to another with the intent of reproducing its actions or characteristics. This implies a hierarchical or referential relationship between two distinct entities, one serving as the model or prototype, and the other as the imitator or follower.

In line with Conceptual Metaphor Theory (CMT), as articulated by Lakoff and Johnson (1980), the source domain of visual perception (looking) is mapped onto the target domain of behavioral replication (imitating). The concrete act of looking at or observing something becomes the cognitive basis for understanding more abstract actions such as emulation or pattern-following. This metaphorical mapping facilitates the comprehension of imitation as a visual, spatial, and hierarchical act, where the imitator assumes a subordinate or dependent cognitive position relative to the model being observed.

This conceptual structure is evident in both examples (4a–b), where the phrasal verb nea zo carries the metaphorical meaning of imitation: In (4a), the speaker indicates that the subject (Nda) observed the speaker’s car as a reference point when acquiring a new vehicle. Here, the metaphorical mapping construes looking on as an act of comparative assessment and selection based on an existing model. In (4b), the verb phrase nea zo extends this metaphorical meaning further by depicting looking on as a precursor to reproducing another person’s work, explicitly equating observation with behavioral imitation.
4.
a.
Nda 
nlea-nle
me

kale
ne
azo  dɔ-le 
bie. 


Nda 
look-pst
1sg.poss
 car
def
on     buy-pst
some
‘Nda purchased a similar car as mine.’ 
b.
Ↄmɔ 
nlea-nle
gyima

ne 
azo 
yε-le 
ye 
   εdeε.
 

Mother look-pst
work

def
on
do-pst 3sg-poss   own



‘Mother imitated my work.’








 The expression To HEAR UNDER IS TO UNDERSTAND reflects a conceptual metaphor in Nzema where depth, or what lies beneath the surface of information, is equated with comprehension. This metaphor is exemplified in the phrasal verb construction te NP bo, which translates as ‘to hear the bottom of [a noun phrase]’ or ‘to hear beneath [an entity]’. In this construction, te means ‘to hear’ or ‘to know’, generally referring to the reception of surface-level or topic-related information. However, the inclusion of the noun bo (‘bottom’ or ‘foundation’) extends the meaning from mere recognition to a deeper, more comprehensive understanding—what can be interpreted as grasping the underlying structure or source of the information.

Within the framework of Conceptual Metaphor Theory (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980), this is an instance of the KNOWING IS PERCEIVING and more specifically UNDERSTANDING IS GRASPING THE FOUNDATION metaphor. The metaphorical mapping is structured such that the source domain of physical depth (i.e., hearing the bottom) is projected onto the target domain of cognitive depth (i.e., understanding the underlying meaning or principles). Thus, in te NP bo, comprehension is metaphorically construed as accessing the foundational layer of knowledge, rather than merely perceiving surface elements.

A parallel metaphor operates in the expression kile NP bo, where kile (‘to show’) and bo (‘under’ or ‘foundation’) combine to form the metaphor TO SHOW IN IS TO EXPLAIN. Here, kile NP bo connotes not just pointing out or indicating something, but elucidating or revealing the deeper aspects of an idea or issue, thereby engaging in detailed explanation or clarification. This metaphorical mapping is illustrated in the following examples:
5.
a.
Kofi
 kile
 
εrεlε
     bo 

maa 

n-gakula. 



Kofi     show.hab  
proverb   under 
give. hab
pl-child



‘Kofi explains proverbs to children.’


b.
Nrenyia 
ne
 hile-le 
edwεkε 
ne 
abo.


man

def
show-pst
matter

def
under


‘The man explained the issue.’ 
In (5a), the phrase kile εrεlε bo (‘show the foundation of the proverb’) conveys more than the act of citing a proverb, it indicates a pedagogical act of unpacking or explicating its deeper meanings for the benefit of children. In (5b), hile-le edwεkε bo (‘showed the foundation of the issue’) similarly expresses the act of explaining the matter in a detailed and comprehensive manner.

These examples underscore the embodiment of abstract reasoning in Nzema through metaphorical expressions grounded in spatial and perceptual experience. The metaphors TO HEAR UNDER IS TO UNDERSTAND and TO SHOW IN IS TO EXPLAIN demonstrate how Nzema speakers draw on physical orientation schemas, particularly the DEPTH schema to conceptualize and communicate the processes of comprehension and explanation.

Such metaphorical structures not only highlight the cognitive mechanisms behind meaning construction in Nzema but also contribute to broader discussions in cognitive linguistics on the role of embodiment and metaphor in language use and conceptualization.
 The Nzema phrasal verb construction fede nwo (literally, ‘to scratch on’) exemplifies a metaphorical expression in which a physical action is mapped onto a cognitive process, encapsulated in the conceptual metaphor TO SCRATCH ON IS TO GIVE A HINT. While the literal interpretation of fede (‘scratch’) appears semantically unrelated to the act of suggesting or hinting, the metaphorical mapping becomes apparent through embodied conceptualization. Within this construction, fede nwo denotes a minimal engagement with a subject, akin to superficially removing a layer—thereby signaling the initiation of revelation without full disclosure.

This metaphor draws on the conceptualization of an idea, event, or narrative as a layered or scaled physical substance, similar to the skin of a tuber or other fibrous object. In this framework, partial removal of an outer layer (i.e., scratching) metaphorically corresponds to partial revelation or indirect communication (i.e., hinting). The metaphor operates on a mapping from the source domain of manual or physical manipulation of layered objects to the target domain of communicative intentionality and cognitive inference. The contrast between literal and metaphorical uses is illustrated in the following examples:
6.
a.
Fede
  bεdε

ne 
anwo
maa
yε-nlea.



Scratch  cassava
def
on
let
3pl.obj-see

‘Scratch the cassava for us to see.’

b.
Fede
adawu 
ne
 anwo

ekyi
kile
  me.
Scratch
  issue

def
 on

small
   show
   1sg.obj

‘Give me a hint on the issue.’

In (6a), the act of scratching cassava is literal, involving the removal of an external layer to reveal the surface underneath. However, in (6b), scratching the issue metaphorically signals the minimal revelation of information, providing only a glimpse or outline of the matter at hand, rather than a detailed explanation.

According to Conceptual Metaphor Theory, this linguistic pattern exemplifies how physical experience structures abstract reasoning. The metaphor TO SCRATCH ON IS TO REVEAL PARTIALLY is grounded in an image schema of surface and depth, where incomplete exposure (scratching the surface) stands for limited or hinted knowledge. The metaphor maintains structural correspondence between the physical act of scratching and the cognitive act of offering a suggestion or cue, thereby facilitating semantic transparency between the literal and figurative interpretations.

This mapping illustrates how Nzema speakers metaphorically frame communicative acts such as hinting, suggesting, or alluding, by invoking the concrete sensory experience of manipulating tangible objects. Such metaphors reflect a broader pattern in human cognition whereby partial physical access to an object is systematically projected onto partial access to knowledge or meaning.

Thus, the phrasal verb fede nwo reveals not only the metaphorical richness of Nzema but also the cognitive strategies that underlie everyday linguistic expressions grounding abstract communication in embodied experience.

5.1 Polysemous properties of phrasal verbs in Nzema
Polysemy refers to the semantic phenomenon whereby a single linguistic expression exhibits multiple, yet semantically related, meanings. According to Sekyi-Baidoo (2006), phrasal verbs are considered polysemous when their meanings extend beyond the literal interpretation of their constituent parts but still retain a degree of semantic connectedness. In Nzema, such polysemy is evident in phrasal verb constructions, where a single form may convey literal, idiomatic, and metaphorical interpretations. These various senses are often metaphorically motivated, aligning with the principles of Conceptual Metaphor Theory (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980), which posits that abstract concepts are often structured and understood through more concrete, physical experiences.

The Nzema phrasal verb dwu aze, literally meaning ‘to get down’ or ‘to descend’, is an illustrative example of such polysemy. It occurs in both literal and metaphorical contexts, with meanings ranging from physical descent to changes in social status or biological state. These variations share an underlying metaphorical schema, grounded in the concept of CHANGE OF STATE IS CHANGE OF LOCATION and ABSTRACT IS PHYSICAL.

The following data illustrate the polysemous nature of dwu aze
7.
a.
Kusu
ne
 vi
 baka
 ne 
azo 
ε-dwu 

aze. 
Cat 
def
from
tree
def
on top of perf-descend down

‘The cat has descended from the tree.’

b.
Bε-dwula
       belemgbunli     ne   aze
 ɔlua 
  ye 
            subane.
3pl-descend. perf  king  
     de
  down
due to
  3sg.poss
 character

‘The king has been dethroned due to his character.’
c.
Anoma

Akuba

dwu-le

aze.
Yesterday
Akuba

descend-pst
down

‘Akuba delivered a baby yesterday.’
In (7a), dwu aze is used in its literal sense to describe a physical movement from a higher to a lower position. The cat’s descent from the tree provides the concrete, physical schema upon which metaphorical extensions are based. This forms the source domain of DOWNWARD MOVEMENT.

In (7b), the same verb expresses the abstract notion of dethronement. This usage is metaphorically grounded in the cultural symbolism of kingship in Nzema society, where a throne signifies elevation in both spatial and social terms. The act of dwu aze in this context evokes the metaphor:

· LOSS OF POWER IS FALLING
· SOCIAL STATUS IS VERTICAL POSITION
Thus, being dethroned is conceptualized as falling from a high position, mapping the abstract target domain (social status) onto the physical source domain (vertical movement).

In (7c), dwu aze refers to the act of childbirth, metaphorically understood as the movement of the baby from the womb to the outside world. This reflects the metaphor:

· BIRTH IS DESCENT
· COMING INTO EXISTENCE IS ARRIVING
Here, the unborn child is metaphorically situated in an elevated or internal location (the womb), and birth is conceptualized as descent or emergence into a lower, external space (the world).

These metaphorical extensions of dwu aze all retain a conceptual link to the literal meaning of to descend, unified by an underlying image schema of verticality and movement from a higher to a lower state or location. The polysemy of dwu aze is thus not arbitrary but cognitively motivated through metaphorical mappings that link the physical with the abstract:

	Literal Meaning
	Metaphorical Sense
	Conceptual Mapping

	Descend(from a tree)
	   Dethrone a king
	POWER IS UP; LOSS OF POWER IS FALLING

	Descend
	Deliver a baby
	BIRTH IS DESCENT; EXISTENCE IS ARRIVAL

	Descend
	Arrive at a destination
	COMING IS DESCENT; DESTINATIONS ARE DOWN


Through these examples, it becomes evident that Nzema phrasal verbs such as dwu aze exhibit a rich metaphorical structure, grounded in embodied experience and cultural conceptualization. These metaphorical mappings facilitate semantic extension and are central to understanding the polysemous behavior of phrasal verbs in the language.

The Nzema phrasal verb bɔ aze ‘hit down’ exhibits a range of metaphorical extensions including meanings such as ‘to be embarrassed’, ‘to die or cease to exist’, and ‘to backslide’. These interpretations are unified under the overarching conceptual metaphor FALLING DOWN IS LOSING VALUE, a metaphor grounded in the experiential correlation between physical descent and negative change in status or condition.

In line with the principles of Conceptual Metaphor Theory as proposed by Lakoff and Johnson (1980), the literal meaning of physical falling is mapped onto abstract domains such as social standing, moral integrity, and professional success. The source domain of vertical motion from an elevated position to a lower one (i.e., physical falling) is employed to structure the target domains involving decline in dignity, vitality, or progress.

This metaphorical mapping is evidenced in the examples below:

8.
a.
Toba
ne
 ε-bɔ

 
aze.
Bottle
def
perf-hit

down

‘The bottle has fallen down.’
In this literal instance, the bottle descends from an upright or raised position to a lower or ground level, often resulting in damage. This basic spatial orientation forms the conceptual foundation for metaphorical extensions.
b.
Ↄ-wua-le
nvutuke   ne
 la
ɔ              nyunlu
 bɔ-le   
aze.

3sg-steal-pst
gold
    def
foc      3sg.poss     face 
  hit-past       down



‘He was embarrassed after stealing the gold.’
In (8b), the metaphor operates by mapping the vertical descent of a physical object onto the social domain. The subject, once perceived as morally upright or socially respected, is conceptualized as having fallen, losing face or social value as a consequence of unethical behavior. Thus, bɔ aze encodes the idea of a LOSS OF SOCIAL STANDING IS FALLING metaphor

c.
Mieza

gyima
ne
ε-bɔ 


aze.

Mieza. poss
work
def
perf-hit

down

‘Mieza’s job has backslidden.’
Similarly, (8c) employs the same source domain to structure a conceptualization of professional regression. The metaphor maps the physical act of falling onto the domain of occupational progress, conveying a decline in productivity, status, or fortune. This is aligned with the metaphor FAILURE IS FALLING, capturing the imagery of someone who had ascended the social or economic ladder and is now descending.

The connection between the literal and metaphorical uses of bɔ aze highlights the cognitive processes through which abstract experiences such as disgrace, failure, or cessation are understood via embodied, physical experiences of spatial orientation. The metaphorical meanings, therefore, are not arbitrary but rather emerge from entrenched cognitive schemas rooted in everyday physical interactions with the world.

 TO LEAVE IN IS TO CREATE A VACUUM, the Nzema phrasal verb fi nu (‘leave in’) is polysemous, expressing a range of related meanings such as ‘to die,’ ‘to withdraw,’ ‘to vacate a place,’ ‘to resign,’ and ‘to remove something.’ These meanings, while varied on the surface, are not arbitrarily linked; rather, they are systematically motivated by underlying conceptual metaphors, as proposed by Lakoff and Johnson’s (1980) Conceptual Metaphor Theory.
Under CMT, metaphor is a cognitive mechanism through which one domain of experience (the source domain) is used to structure and understand another, often more abstract domain (the target domain). In this case, the source domain of physical displacement is mapped onto abstract experiences such as loss, death, or resignation. The core image schema behind fi nu is the spatial notion of removal or departure from a contained location, which conceptually translates into the creation of a vacuum—a space once occupied but now empty.

This metaphorical mapping explains the polysemy of fi nu. All senses derive from the embodied understanding that when something or someone departs from a space (literal or symbolic), a void is created. For instance, in (9a), the resignation of a worker from his job is not merely a physical withdrawal, but metaphorically constructs the idea of an empty role—a vacuum in the occupational structure. Similarly, in (9b), fi nu is used to signify death. Within Nzema cultural cognition, death is not viewed simply as a biological end, but as a departure from a social space (i.e., the family or lineage). This departure symbolically leaves a vacuum that must be filled, often by appointing an heir to assume the deceased’s responsibilities.

9
a.
Nrenyia
ne 
ε-vi

gyima
ne
anu.


Man

def
perf-leave
work
def
in
‘The man has resigned from the job.’

b.
Ama
ɔ
hu 

vi-le

nu
ndε.


Ama
3sg.poss husband
leave-pst
in
adv


‘Ama’s husband died early.’
These examples illustrate the polysemous nature of fi nu, with meanings grounded in the metaphor DEPARTURE IS VOID CREATION, itself derived from the conceptual metaphor STATE IS LOCATION and CHANGE IS MOTION. Such mappings reflect the deeply entrenched cognitive and cultural ways Nzema speakers make sense of abstract experiences like loss and transition through spatial and embodied domains.

5.2  Idiomatic Properties of Nzema Phrasal Verbs: Situating the Discussion within Idiom Theory
In Nzema, verb and adposition combinations do not automatically form phrasal verbs. Such constructions are only considered phrasal verbs when the combined meaning diverges significantly from the literal meanings of the individual components, yielding a new, often unpredictable meaning. This phenomenon, idiomaticity is defined by Sekyi-Baidoo (2008) as the degree of deviation between the surface meaning of an utterance and the intended meaning it conveys within a specific context.

5.2.1 Total Idioms and the Limits of Conceptual Mapping in Nzema Phrasal Verbs

Just as Palmer (1988) argues for English, Nzema also features phrasal verb constructions that exhibit total idiomaticity, in which there is a complete semantic disconnection between the literal meanings of the constituent parts and the idiomatic meaning of the whole. These expressions are characterized by high idiomatic opacity, where neither the verb nor the adpositional element offers any semantic clue to the overall meaning. Such constructions pose significant challenges to Conceptual Metaphor Theory (CMT), which seeks to explain idiomatic meaning through systematic metaphorical mappings between conceptual domains. Consider the following examples:
10.
a.
Ezukoa
 ε-maa


Ama
 
ε-ra 

zo. 



money

perf- make-pst
Ama

perf-come
top

‘Ama has grown arrogant due to money.’


b.
Tεladeε
 εhye
a
ε-ra 

zo 
a.


dress

dem
foc
perf-come
on
foc



‘This dress is a trending fashion.’
In both cases, the phrasal verb ra zo (‘come top/on’) bears no obvious relation to either arrogance or fashion. The expression has undergone a semantic shift so drastic that its literal components (bԑla ‘come’ and zo ‘top/on’) are entirely unhelpful in predicting its idiomatic meaning. According to Palmer’s (1988) typology, these are total idioms, as no transparency or metaphorical motivation links the literal phrase to the idiomatic interpretation. This defies the CMT assumption that such idioms are cognitively motivated by conceptual metaphors like STATUS IS HEIGHT or TREND IS PROMINENCE; in these cases, such mappings appear insufficient. Another example is the phrasal verb da zo (‘sleep on’), illustrated below:

5.2.2 Challenging the Conceptual Metaphor Theory Perspective

Conceptual Metaphor Theory (CMT), as proposed by Lakoff and Johnson (1980), posits that many idiomatic expressions are motivated by systematic metaphorical mappings from concrete source domains to abstract target domains. For example, CMT might interpret bεla zo (‘come top’) as grounded in the conceptual metaphor STATUS IS HEIGHT, where "rising" metaphorically signifies increased power, status, or prominence.

However, such interpretations, while intuitively appealing, often fall short of accounting for the cultural specificity, semantic opacity, and usage-driven nature of idioms. In the case of Nzema, idiomatic expressions like bεla zo resist metaphorical unpacking. The meanings of these phrasal verbs do not appear to follow predictable metaphorical patterns but rather seem to be fixed through conventional usage and social practice. While metaphor may retrospectively be applied to rationalize idiomatic meaning, it does not adequately explain the historical or semantic evolution of such expressions within the speech community.

Idioms as Conventionalized Language 
This challenges the explanatory scope of CMT and aligns more closely with non-compositional and conventionalist approaches to idioms. Scholars such as Nunberg, Sag, and Wasow (1994) argue that idioms are best understood as lexicalized multi-word expressions whose meanings are non-compositional, that is, they cannot be derived from their parts and are acquired holistically rather than through metaphorical inference. Similarly, usage-based models in cognitive linguistics, such as those proposed by Langacker (1987) and Bybee (2006), emphasize frequency, entrenchment, and social convention as the primary drivers of idiom formation and retention. From this perspective, the meanings of Nzema phrasal verbs are stored as fixed expressions in the mental lexicon, learned through exposure rather than through active metaphorical mapping. Their idiomaticity lies not in conceptual metaphor, but in pragmatic inference, historical development, and community norms of usage.
As Palmer (1988) observes about English, certain phrasal verbs in Nzema similarly exhibit a high degree of idiomaticity, such that the meanings of the constructions cannot be inferred from the semantic properties of their components. These are considered total idioms, characterized by the absence of any transparent relationship between the literal and idiomatic senses. In such cases, interpretation is reliant not on metaphorical mappings, as proposed in Conceptual Metaphor Theory, but rather on established conventional usage within the speech community. That is, the meaning of the phrasal verb must be learned as a fixed expression, as none of the constituent elements provides a semantic clue to its overall interpretation.

Here, da zo carries idiomatic meanings like ‘to be stained’ or ‘to be well-cooked,’ which have no discernible link to the literal sense of ‘sleep on.’ Again, the verb da (‘sleep’) and the adposition zo (‘on’) do not suggest these idiomatic meanings, nor do they align with a coherent metaphorical mapping. These examples highlight the arbitrariness and conventionalization of idioms, as emphasized in usage-based and lexicalist approaches to idiom theory (Nunberg, Sag, & Wasow, 1994; Bybee, 2006), which see idioms as stored, learned expressions whose meanings are fixed by social and linguistic convention rather than cognitive metaphor.
11.
a.
Tεladeε
ne
ε-la

zo.


Dress

def
perf-sleep
on


‘The dress has been dirtied.’

b.
Ye

aleε 
da

zo
kpalε.


3sg.poss
food
sleep.hab
on
adv


‘Her cooks are very delicious.’
In some cases, a minimal sense of internal logic may appear to emerge between literal and idiomatic interpretations, but such connections remain tenuous and are more accurately viewed as post-hoc rationalizations rather than productive metaphors. For instance, fea zo (‘hide on’) in (12a) is conventionally understood to mean ‘to conceal’. Although this may seem to align loosely with the act of hiding something to prevent its exposure, such an interpretation is not consistently available from the individual words alone. The idiomatic meaning arises not from conceptual metaphor, but from repeated usage within specific communicative contexts, rendering the construction semantically opaque and dependent on lexical conventionality.
12.
a.
Aka 
ε-vea

nɔhalε 
ne  
azo.





Aka
perf-hide
truth

def
on



‘Aka has concealed the truth.’

b. 
Aka
ε-va

ezukoa
ne
 ε-vea

me.


Aka
perf-take
money

def
 perf-hide
1sg.obj


‘Aka has hidden the money from me.’

Crucially, the adposition zo (‘on’) adopts a semantically extended function in idiomatic contexts, diverging from its spatial denotation. In example (13a), the phrasal verb pε zo (‘cut on’) is interpreted as ‘to terminate’ specifically, the cessation of a business operation. While the verb pε (‘cut’) may hint at disruption or discontinuity, the full idiomatic meaning cannot be composed from its elements without prior exposure to the idiom as a fixed expression. This is made clear in (13b), where the literal use of pε results in a physical severing of a tree, but in (13a), the addition of zo transforms the construction into an idiomatic phrase through convention rather than metaphor.
13.
a
Yε-pε-le

gualilε

ne
azo.


1pl-cut-pst

market

def
on



‘We terminated the business.’


b.
Yε-pε-le
baka
ne.


1pl-cut-pst
tree
def



‘We cut the tree.’
Thus, these examples collectively demonstrate that the semantics of many Nzema phrasal verbs are not only governed by metaphorical correspondences between domains, as posited in CMT, but also by arbitrary linguistic convention and the evolution of fixed, culturally embedded expressions. The idiomatic meanings cannot be predicted through analysis of parts and are best understood as part of the language’s conventional lexicon.
6. Conclusion
This study has explored the semantic behavior of Nzema phrasal verbs through a cognitive linguistic lens, particularly drawing on Conceptual Metaphor Theory (CMT) and insights from idiom and conventionality theory. The analysis revealed that Nzema phrasal verbs often encode metaphorical meanings derived from embodied experiences and spatial schemas, allowing speakers to express complex abstract concepts using concrete linguistic forms. Examples such as da nwo (‘sleep on’ = procrastinate or iron out), nea zo (‘look on’ = imitate), and te bo (‘hear under’ = understand) demonstrate the productivity of metaphorical mapping in Nzema verb-adpositional constructions. However, the study also identified phrasal verbs whose meanings defy metaphorical explanation, instead reflecting conventionalized, non-compositional idiomaticity. Constructions like bԑla zo and da zo exhibit semantic opacity that challenges the assumptions of CMT, suggesting that not all idioms are metaphorically motivated. These findings support a more nuanced view in which metaphor and conventionalization co-exist as complementary mechanisms of meaning construction. By foregrounding both metaphorical motivation and conventional usage, this paper argues for an integrative approach to idiom analysis that accounts for culturally specific semantic patterns. The study contributes to a relatively underexplored area in Ghanaian and African linguistics, providing empirical evidence from Nzema that enriches cross-linguistic understandings of phrasal verb semantics and broadens theoretical perspectives on idiomaticity and metaphor in natural language.

References 

Aboagye, P. K. A. (1992). Nzema aneε ne anwo mgbanyidwɛkɛ. Accra: Bureau of Ghana 

Languages.

Aldahesh, A. Y. (2017). Qur’anic idiomatic phrasal verbs: Their syntax and semantics. International 
Journal of Language and Linguistics, 4(3), 12–27.

Annan, J. C. (1980). The phonology of Nzema. Ajumako: School of Ghana Languages.

Asilijoe, P. A. K. (1992). Duma nee mgbayelε. Accra: Bureau of Ghana Languages.

Biber, D., Johansson, S., Leech, G., Conrad, S., & Finegan, E. (1999). Longman grammar of spoken 
and written English. London: Longman.

Bolinger, D. (1971). The phrasal verb in English. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Brady, B. (1991). The function of phrasal verbs and their lexical counterparts in technical manuals 
[Master’s thesis, Portland State University].
Bybee, J. (2006). From usage to grammar: The mind’s response to repetition. Language, 82(4), 
711–733. https://doi.org/10.1353/lan.2006.0186
Celce-Murcia, M., & Larsen-Freeman, D. (1999). The grammar book: An ESL/EFL teacher’s course. 
Boston: Heinle & Heinle.
Courtney, R. (1990). Longman Dictionary of Phrasal Verbs (2nd ed.). Singapore: Longman.

Darwin, C. M., & Gray, L. S. (1999). Going after the phrasal verbs: An alternative approach to 
classification. TESOL Quarterly, 33(1), 65–83.

Dehé, N. (2002). Particle verbs in English: Syntax, information structure and intonation. 
Amsterdam: 
John Benjamins.

Ghailan, N. G. (2015). A semantic study of phrasal verbs in Mark Twain’s selected short stories 
[Master’s thesis, University of Baghdad].

Imre, A. (2010). Metaphors in cognitive linguistics. Eger Journal of English Studies, X, 71–81.

Inage, I. (1991). On the VP structure of phrasal verbs in English. Humanities, 31(2), 35–59.

Jackendoff, R. (2010). Meaning and the lexicon: The parallel architecture. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press.

Kövecses, Z. (2005). Metaphor in culture: Universality and variation. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press.

Lakoff, G., & Johnson, M. (1980). Metaphors we live by. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Laryea, C. O. (2015). The syntax and semantics of phrasal verbs in Ga [Master’s thesis, 
University of 
Cape Coast].

Lee, D. (2005). Cognitive linguistics: An introduction. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

McArthur, T. (1992). The Oxford companion to the English language. Oxford: Oxford 
University 
Press.
Nunberg, G., Sag, I. A., & Wasow, T. (1994). Idioms. Language, 70(3), 491–538. https://doi.org/10.2307/416483
Penterotto, D. (2014). Studies in conceptual metaphor theory. Rome: Raffacle Govofao.
Quirk, R., Greenbaum, S., Leech, G., & Svartvik, J. (1985). A comprehensive grammar of the 
English 
language. New York: Longman.

Rudzka-Ostyn, B. (2003). Word power: Phrasal verbs and compounds. The Hague: Mouton de 

Gruyter.

Sekyi-Baidoo, Y. (2006). The Akan phrasal verb as a syntactic manifestation. Studies in 
Languages and 
Literature, 1(2), 151–168.

Sekyi-Baidoo, Y. (2008). Aspects of the semantics of the Akan phrasal verb. Department of English 
Education, University of Education, Winneba.

Simons, G. F., & Fennig, C. D. (Eds.). (2018). Ethnologue: Languages of the world (21st ed.). 
SIL 
International. https://www.ethnologue.com
Svartvik, J. (1985). On voice in the English verb (2nd ed.). The Hague & Paris: Mouton de 
.Gruyter.

Thim, S. (2012). Phrasal verbs: The English verb-particle construction and its history. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press

ABBREVIATIONS USED
1SG
1st person 
3SG
3rd person
CMT
Conceptual Metaphor Theory
COP
Copula
DEF
 Determiner

HAB
Habitual
PERF
perfective 
PST
Past
