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Abstract

This paper presents the linguistic means of describing spatial relations in
Ewe with particular emphasis on the grammar and meaning of adpositions.
Ewe (Niger-Congo) has two sets of adpositions: prepositions, which have
evolved from verbs, and postpositions which have evolved from nouns. The
postpositions create places and are treated as intrinsic parts or regions of
the reference object in a spatial description. The prepositions provide the
general orientation of a Figure (located object). It is demonstrated that
spatial relations, such as those encapsulated in “'the basic topological prepo-
sitions at, in and on"’ in English (Herskovits 1986.: 9), are not encoded in
single linguistic elements in Ewe, but are distributed over members of
different form classes in a syntagmatic string. The paper explores the role of
compositionality and its interaction with pragmatics to yield understandings
of spatial configurations in such a language where spatial meanings cannot
be simply read off one form. The study also examines the diversity among
languages in terms of the nature and obligatoriness of the coding of rela-
tional and ground information in spatial constructions. It is argued that the
range and type of distinctions discussed in the paper must be accounted for
in semantic typology and in the cross-linguistic investigation of spatial lan-
guage and conceptualisation.

1. Introduction

The primary purpose of this paper is to describe the way in which spatial
situations are linguistically constructed in Ewe,2 a West African language
which belongs to the Kwa branch of the Niger-Congo family. The aim
of the paper is to elucidate the Ewe solution to the problem of how to
specify the relation of the Figure and the Ground in spatial description
(cf. Levinson 1992: 11). The linguistic resources central to the Ewe
solution involve adpositional elements—both prepositions, which have
evolved from verbs, and postpositions, which have developed from nouns.
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presence or absence of postpositions that specify the search domain.
Another dimension of the understanding of spatial descriptions relates
to those constructions in which the spatial feature of a verb that codes
the core situation in which the Figure is involved and the semantics of
the spatial predicate, i.e., the prepositton which signals the relation
between the Figure and the Ground. Consider the following sentences:

(38) Agdld do le do me.
crab exit at hole containing region of
lit: The crab exited at the containing region of the hole
‘The crab has got out from the hole.’

(39) Ma- dzé le afi-sia  égbe.
1SG: FUT leave at place-this today
lit: I will leave at this place today
‘I will leave (from) this place today.’

In the sentences above, the preposition /e ‘at’ may be rendered in English
as ‘from’. But this is not just a rendition of the preposition, it is the
result of the interaction between the source feature encoded in the verb
plus the ‘at’ meaning of the preposition. The verb do could be paraphrased
as ‘move out of a place thought of as an enclosed/bounded region/place’.
In example (38) above the place where the crab moves out of 1s do ‘hole’.
This place is construed as an enclosure, that 1s, the inside of a hole as
signalled by the postposition me ‘containing region of’. This meaning
unifies with the meaning of ‘be at a place’ of the preposition to produce
the literal meaning of the utterance.

On another level, the semantics of the verb that describes the core
event characterized in the clause interacts with and determines the choice
of the preposition used to describe the location of the Figure. Ewe
maintains a systematic distinction between static and dynamic location
which is coded by the choice of prepositions. The preposition le always
expresses static location, whereas the choice of other prepositions like dé
‘to(wards)’ and tsé ‘from’ for the expression of location indicates that
the location is viewed as a dynamic one. For example, the sentences in
(41) can be given as answers to the topic-only question in (40) asking
about the location of the garment.

(40) Awu- a deé?
garment DEF Q
‘“Where is the garment?’
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(41) a. Me- kps awu la le/*dé ka- a dzi.
1SG see garment DEF at to rope DEF upper surface

lit: I saw the garment at the upper surface of the line
‘I saw the garment on the line.’

b. Me- sia awu la deé/*le ka- a dzi.
1SG dry garment DEF to at rope DEF upper surface
lit: T put out to dry the garment (move) to the upper surface
of the line
‘I dried the garment on the line.’

Significantly, dé i1s unacceptable in the first sentence which describes a
static situation—the fact that I saw the garment on the line. Similarly, /e
1s unacceptable for describing a situation which involves an activity of
exposing the garment to dry in the second sentence.

The same contrast between static and dynamic location can be observed
when the sentences in (42) below are compared.

(42) a. E- fle avo le Ama gb.
3SG buy cloth at Ama vicinity
lit: S/he bought cloth at the neighborhood of Ama
‘S/he bought a piece of cloth from Ama.’

b. E- fle avo ts6 Ama gb3.
3SG buy cloth from Ama vicinity
lit: S/he bought cloth from the neighborhood of Ama
‘S/he bought a piece of cloth from Ama.’

The two sentences in (41) can describe the same scene and they are both
indeed translated idiomatically in the same way in English. Nevertheless,
the Ewe forms differ with respect to the preposition that is used to signal
the relation between the Figure avo and the reference object and its search
domain. The claim being made is that the sentence with the preposition
le is presented as a static relation, the Figure is located at the same place
as the reference object. The sentence with the £s6 preposition on the other
hand signals that the Figure moves away from the location of the refer-
ence object. It reinforces the transfer nature of the verb, hence the
dynamic nature of the location of the Figure.

To sum up, one of the observations that can be made based on the
discussion of the constructions in this section is that there appears to be
at least two linguistic entities bearing spatial meaning in each construction
type. It is also clear that such elements—prepositions, postpositions,
spatial verbs etc.—have their own meaning on the basis of which they
are deployed in spatial description. Finally, it can be noted that the
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interaction of the meanings yields composite readings which may or may
not need pragmatic contextual information to generate an overall inter-
pretation of spatial descriptions. In the next section the behavior of the
Ewe forms and their constructions are placed in a cross-linguistic
perspective.

8. Aspects of Ewe spatial constructions in cross-linguistic perspective

Thus far, the linear order of elements in an Ewe spatial construction map
onto the conceptual categories of spatal description in the following way:

Figure Relation Reference object Search domain
NP/Clause Spatial verb/ NP (Postposition)
Preposition

We have seen that these elements interact in different ways to achieve
descriptions and interpretations of spatial scenes. For instance, it was
noted that sometimes the search domain is not explicitly coded by a
postposition if the reference object is represented by an inherently locative
nominal. Thus postpositions do not co-occur with place names. This
behavior can be compared to the situation in languages with case systems
where nouns referring to places are locally unmarked in the locative and
other local cases (Tiersma 1982: 843).

There are other parameters for the comparison of languages with
respect to the way in which they resolve the question of the relation
between the Figure and the Ground in spatial description. One such
parameter concerns the amount of information that is provided about
the geometry of the Figure and the Ground, as required by the language,
in spatial constructions. Talmy (1983: 233) observes that in spatial
description, the geometry ascribed to the Figure is simpler than the
geometry of the reference object. This could be formulated as a plausible
“natural” universal feature of spatial description, namely “that spatial
descriptions specify the geometrical nature of the ground, not the figure”
(Levinson 1991: 9).

As Levinson argues, this statement applies to English spatial descrip-
tions but it is not an absolute universal. This is because in Tzeltal (and
other Mayan languages) “the ... English strategy of presupposing the
structure of the figure, but detailing the nature of the ground ... is not
followed. Instead Tzeltal takes the strategy of specifying in great detail
the figure, while presuming the general nature of the ground” (Levinson
1991: 10). Thus English and Tzeltal are different.

In the description of spatial configurations, Ewe is like English in not
providing too much information about the Figure, but it provides details



The linguistic construction of space in Ewe 171

about the relevant spatial schemas of the reference object through the
use of postpositions. Thus Ewe is also unlike the Mayan languages.

However, Ewe is unlike English, to some extent, in terms of the degree
to which information about the reference object is provided. Ewe provides
more precise information about the nature and the dimension of the
reference object (especially if 1t is not inherently locative) than English
does. Thus in English, a sentence like (43) below is vague, I believe,
between the sentences in (44a and 44b).

(43) He is on the car.

(44) a. He 1s on top of the car, i.e., on the roof of the car.
b. He is on the bonnet of the car.

This vagueness 1s coded explicitly in Ewe by different postpositions: for
(44b), the postposition tame ‘apex’ will be used while for (44a) the
postposition dzi ‘upper surface’ will be used. Hence sentence (43) will be
rendered in Ewe as either (45a), corresponding to (44a), or (45b), corre-
sponding to (44b), depending on which scene is being described.

(45) a. E- e vU- a ta-me.
3SG be-at: PRES car DEF head-containing region of
[He is at the apex of the car]
‘He is on (top of ) the car.’

b. E- e vU- a dzi.
3SG be-at: PRES car DEF upper surface

[He is at the upper surface of the car]
‘He is on (the bonnet of ) the car.’

Thus contrary to the suggestion by Heine et al. (1991b: 129) that the
postpositions dzi and tame “[bJoth mean ‘on, above’ and are largely
synonymous”’, I hope the above examples show that they mean different
things and that they are used to make subtle semantic distinctions in the
description of spatial configurations.

Similarly, the location of a picture with respect to a wall can be
described in one of the following ways depending on where on the wall
1t is.

(46) Foto la e ghi la pu
picture DEF be-at: PRES wall DEF side

[the picture is on the side (surface) of the wall]
‘The picture is on the wall’
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(47) Foto la e ghi la ta-me.
picture DEF be-at: PRES wall DEF head-containing region of
[the picture is on the apex of the wall]
“The picture is on (the higher part of ) the wall.’

(48) Foto la e gl la dzi
picture DEF be-at: PRES wall DEF upper surface
[the picture is on the upper surface of the wall]
‘The picture is on (top of ) the wall.’

Each of these sentences can be rendered in English as “the picture is on
the wall” as the translations show. But Ewe makes use of postpositions
to give precise information about the specific location of the picture. For
instance, the distinction between (47) and (48) above has to do with the
level or height of the wall at which the picture is from an anthropomor-
phic point of view. If the upper flat surface of the wall where the picture
hangs is such that one can see the picture on it, then the dzi postposition
1s used as in (48). However, if the picture is not accessible to the direct
perception of people (cf. Vandeloise 1991), that is, the picture 1s at the
upper flat surface level of the wall higher than where one can easily see
it, then the postposition rame is used as in (47). Ewe thus forces its
speakers to provide more information about the specific part or region
of the reference object where the Figure is located than English does.
English speakers can decide to be as precise about the part of the reference
object where the Figure is located as the Ewe speakers do, but they are
not obliged to do so by the language. The point is that in Ewe it is
obligatory to give precise information about the reference object while
in English it is not. Thus the same nuances described above for sentences
(46) to (48) can be made in English but they must be made in Ewe.

One can also compare languages in terms of how they frame and
package information about the relation between the Figure and the
Ground in adpositions. These Ewe data and similar data from other
languages with two sets of adpositions, such as Hausa and Maa, show
that these languages employ a strategy that is distinct from the strategy
employed by European languages, such as English, which have only one
set. We have already noted the highly perceptive observation by Heine
et al. (1991b: 144) that prepositions in European languages combine the
functions of both V- and N-adpositions.!! The claims made in this paper
support this view.

One of the implications of this view is that a preposition like on which
has been assumed to be cognitively basic in some studies (e.g., Herskovits
1986) are rather complex. The preposition on is perhaps made up of a
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relation of ‘be somewhere’ which is basic and universal (Wierzbicka
1992) and the relations of support and contact which are not necessar-
ily basic.!?

The linguistic systems of spatial description can also be compared in
terms of what they require to be stated about spatial configurations and
what can be left to pragmatics. Using this parameter, Ewe and similar
languages and the European languages look less dissimilar. In Mparntwe
Arrernte (Australian) the linguistic representation in (49) can be appro-

priately interpreted in context in one of the ways represented in (50)
(David Wilkins p.c.).

(49) Tyampite ure-le ne-me.
billy can fire-loc sit/be-PRES

(50) The billy can 1s on/besides/in/above the fire.

However, spatial nominals and adverbials may be used to specify the

relevant search domain with respect to the reference object as indicated
in (51).

(51) Tyampite ure itere-le/ kwene-le/ kertne-le  ne-me.
billy can fire side-loc/inside-loc/on/over-loc sit/be-PRES

Note that there is no equivalent of the Arrernte sentence in (49) in Ewe.
To express the ideas represented in (50) in Ewe, the verb le ‘be-at’ and
the appropriate postposition will have to be used. Furthermore, since
dzo ‘fire’ is not treated as an inherently locative construction a postposi-
tion is obligatorily required (see [52] below). Similarly, a preposition is
required in English.

(52) Nugoela le dzo-a dzi/ xa/
can DEF be-at fire-DEF upper surface/side/
me/ ta-me

containing region of/apex

In Arrernte however, given sufficient context, the locative case marker is
all that is needed for describing any of the spatial configurations repre-
sented with the English prepositions. The Arrernte utterance is left to be
interpreted through the pragmatics of the situation. From the point of
view of this aspect of Arrernte, European languages, including English,
and Ewe and languages like it look similar in terms of the specification
of location in linguistic forms. But in the absence of an appropriate
context and where the spatial relation is deemed to be of particular
relevance, Arrernte becomes like Ewe with a spatial nominal/adverbial
determining spatial parts/regions and case establishing the various sorts
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Table 3. A comparison of three languages

Language Relational and Ground Obligatoriness of coding
information information

Ewe Relational information: Both types of information
prepositions, spatial verbs; obligatory except when the
Ground information: reference object is a toponym, a
postpositions locative nominal associated with a

customary activity, an activity
nominal understood as
representing a place, a nominal
which contains a postposition in
its composition

English Portmanteau markers: Obligatory
prepositions

Arrernte Relational information: Preference not to use search
case marker; domain specifier with respect to
Ground information: the reference object if context is
spatial nominals/adverbials sufficient

of possible spatial relations. Languages would seem to have different
degrees of how precise and informative they are about the location of
things in relation to the reference object and to what extent this informa-
tion must be explicitly coded. Table 3 illustrates the contrasts between
Ewe, Arrernte and English—three genetically and typologically diverse
languages—with respect to this feature.

9. Conclusion

The paper has provided a description of the grammar, meaning and
interpretation of adpositions in Ewe. There are a number of implications
of the study for the theory and description of spatial constructions in
individual languages and for the investigation and understanding of cross-
cultural and cross-linguistic spatial conceptualization. At a general theo-
retical level, the paper has been an exploration in the role of composition-
ality and its interaction with pragmatics to yield understandings of spatial
configurations as represented linguistically in Ewe. There are some hints
in the literature with respect to the interpretation of spatial constructions,

but these are mostly based on Indo-European languages. Thus Senft
(1992: 12) observes that:

To interpret a preposition like ‘in’ in the sentence “The socks are in the drawer”
we must know the meaning of the expression that encodes the spatial informa-
tion given (in = contained in), we must combine this meaning with additional
information given in the context (e.g., with the verb ‘are’), and it must be clear
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that the speaker of this sentence has more or less the same concept of space,
of the ‘referential domain’, as the hearer. It is only with these three components
of spatial reference, namely, meaning, context and space conception, that we

can infer the function and the interpretation of an expression like “in” (see
also Herskovits 1986: 3).

While this 1s true for all languages including Ewe, such examples tend to
mislead one into thinking that spatial relational information is coded in
a single form. Clearly, the examples from Ewe show that such meanings
may reside in more than one form and one needs a level of integration
and unification for the interpretation of spatial expressions. These mean-
ings cannot be simply read off one form (see also Sinha and Kuteva 1994).

On another level, the discussion of the different construction types in
section 7 confirms Miller and Johnson-Lard’s (1976: 380) comment with
respect to the semantic analysis of spatial expressions. They wrote:
“Semantic analysis of spatial locatives is complicated by strong interde-
pendencies between the preposition and the relatum ... it is not possible
to analyze spatial locatives without taking into account the kind of
landmarks which can serve as their relata.” It has been shown in this
paper that this observation holds for the two classes of adpositions in
languages that have them. We saw how in Ewe it was necessary to specify
the feature of the complement of the spatial predicate /e ‘be at’ and how
different interpretations may be produced depending on the way in which
the reference object 1s construed with respect to the postpositions.

At a language specific level, the paper has shown the relevance of the
distinction between axial or intrinsic parts and regions as reflected in the
grammar of postpositions in Ewe. This has greatly enhanced our under-
standing of the enigmatic behavior of postpositions in possessive con-
structions in the language. In addition the paper has underscored the
importance of a distinction that has seldom been recognized in the spatial
conceptualization literature between the notion of “place as an entity”
and ‘“‘place as a relation”. The general manifestation of this is the opposi-
tion between postpositions and prepositions in Ewe, but several other
languages manifest this in different ways.!?

Finally a comparison of the Ewe system to other languages has drawn
attention to a possible typology of languages in terms of where relational
and ground information is coded and how obligatory it is for this kind
of information to be coded in a spatial description. It is hoped that this
paper has highlighted the relevant dimensions needed in the investigation
of spatial language and conceptualization in a non-Indo-European lan-
guage of the type which has two sets of adpositions.
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Notes

1.

The subject matter of this paper was first presented at the “Workshop on Spatial
Language and Cognition” in Sandbjerg, Denmark, in June 1993. I am very grateful to
Chris Sinha for inviting me to the workshop and for his editorial guidance, interest
and, above all, patience. Words cannot adequately express my indebtedness to Debbie
Hill and David Wilkins for their insight, advice and encouragement at every stage of
the development of the paper. I would also like to thank Caroline Angenent, Anneke
Breedveld, Bob Bugenhagen, Chris Collins, Gerrit Dimmendaal, James Essegbey, Cliff
Goddard, Sabine Neumann and Mathias Schiadt for their comments and suggestions
on earlier versions of the paper.

Ewe orthography and abbreviations: In the traditional orthography of Ewe, only few
tones are marked. In this paper, all high tones are marked throughout with an acute
accent “. Low tones, marked with a grave accent °, are only indicated when demanded
by the orthography or to make explicit the tone of the item being discussed. Rising and
falling tones are marked by 4 and i respectively where necessary. f and » are the
orthographic forms for /¢/ and /B/ respectively. The following abbreviations are used
in the interlinear glosses:

ALL allative preposition PFV  perfective
COMP  complementizer PL plural marker
DEF definite article poss possessive linker
EMPHQ Emphatic question marker Postp  postposition
aFOC argument focus marker Prep preposition
FUT future PRES present
gen genitive PRO invariable pronominal
HAB habitual PROG progressive
INGR ingressive Q question marker
INDEF indefinite RED  reduplicative formative
loc locative case marker SG singular
LOG logophoric pronoun TP terminal particle
NP nominal phrase VS verb satellite
NEG negative 1 first person
NPRES non-present 2 second person
3 third person

There are slightly different conceptions of the terms for the components in a spatial
description. I will outline two of them and present the way in which I use the terms in
this paper. Talmy (1983: 232) defines the Ground as ‘““a reference object (itself having a
stationary setting within a reference frame) with respect to which the Figure’s site,
path, or orientation receives characterization.” Talmy uses Ground and reference
object interchangeably. Levinson (1991: 8 fn 12) offers a revision of Talmy’s notions
and argues that Ground is a complex of a relatum—the landmark object, 1.e., reference
object, the search domain—the space anchored to the relatum in which the referent
(1.e., the Figure) is to be found-—and the relation between the referent and the land-
mark as specified by the spatial predicate and/or adposition. Levinson adds that the
relation “normally serves to specify and delimit the search domain projected off the
relatum” (Levinson 1992: 11 fn 24). I take the view that the Ground is a complex of
(1) the reference object (relatum in Levinson’s terms) and (ii) the search domain as
specified by an adposition. But the Ground for me excludes the relation. This is the
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difference between my view and that of Levinson as is evident from a comparison of
the bracketing of the following sentence taken from Levinson (1992: 11 fn 24):

referent Ground
relation relatum
[ The cat] [[1s near] [the couch]] (Levinson)
Figure relation Ground
search domain reference object
[ The cat] {is] [[near] [the couch]] (Ameka)

In a sense, it may be more accurate to say that the reference object is also part of the
search domain. If one adopts this view, then the postposition is strictly speaking a
search domain functor. I will continue to use the search domain in the restricted sense
of search domain functor throughout the paper.

“The locative prepositions (in, on, at) correspond in Ewe at one and the same time to a
verb and a locative noun: on the way: le m3 dzi; on: le ... dzi.

To avoid confusion, perhaps one should add a clarification here about the term postpo-
sition. In one use of the term, postposition is only a positional variant of preposition.
Thus SOV languages tend to have postpositions while SVO languages have preposi-
tions. In some other languages the same locative particle can function either as a
preposition or a postposition creating different contextual senses of the particle.
Compare these Dutch sentences:

Hij loopt op de dak. ‘He walks on the roof.” (Preposition)
Hij loopt de dak op. ‘He walks up the roof.” (Postposition)

The similarity between these uses of the terms and the way it is used with respect to
Ewe is with respect to the position of the locative grammatical item that occurs post-
posed to its nominal complement. Its functions do not entirely cover those of preposi-
tions (which could occur as postpositions in other languages) as we shall see in the rest
of the paper.

Langacker (1993: 335) notes that the following sentences in which prepositional
phrases function as subjects are marginal for some speakers of English: ‘?Near the fire
is warmer.” and ‘?Under the bed is all dusty.” The translation equivalents of these
sentences in Ewe are perfectly acceptable. The explanation that Langacker offers for
their use in English supports the claim being made here with respect to postpositions in
Ewe, namely that “the prepositional phrase is construed as naming a spatial region, not
a locative relationship. ... [they] are ... best analyzed as designating regions in space ...”
(1993: 335, italics in original )

In Ewe, [d], [1] and [r] are allophones and the liquids (and glides) are the only conso-
nants that can occur as second consonants in a cluster. In this environment, [1] occurs
after grave sounds. Thus the form *kpdé becomes kplé.

Other writers have provided variations on the same theme. I will cite only two here:
G. Lakoff (1987: 518) comments as follows: “things that exist, exist in locations” and
adds the slogan: “to be is to be located.” In another vein Lyons (1977: 723) claims that
“existence is but the limiting case of location in an abstract deictically neutral space.”
Chris Sinha pointed out during the oral presentation of this material that parallel forms
and interpretations exist in English as well. Compare the following:

He is at/in the office.
He is atf/in a meeting.
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The sentences with at are generally applied to signal the location of the Figure whereas
the forms with in signal that the Figure is exactly at that location.

11. But one should note some differences between Ewe on the one hand and Hausa and
Maa on the other. First, as we have noted, in Huasa and Maa the V- and N- adpositions
are both prepositions whereas in Ewe the V-adpositions are prepositions and the
N-adpositions are postpositions. Second, in Hausa and Maa it is the V-adpositions
that are optional while in Ewe, as we have seen, it is the N-adpositions that can be left
out in a spatial construction. Consider the following sets of sentences from Hausa

and Maa:
(1) a. (a) cikin litafi (Hausa)
at stomach-gen book
‘in the book’
b. (a) kdn kujéra

at head-gen chair
‘on the chair’ (cf. Cowan and Schuh 1976: 58)

2) Eshomo (te) dukuya. (Maa)
at infront of (<head)
‘They have gone in front/before.” (Tucker and Mpayei 1955: 43)

Comparing the Ewe, Hausa and Maa data, one is tempted to speculate that there might
be a correlation between the position of the V- and N-adpositions and which of the
two would be likely to be optional viz: if the V- and N-adpositions are both preposi-
tions then the V-adpositions is more likely to be optional than the N-adposition. On
the other hand if the V-adpositions are prepositions and the N-adpositions are post-
positions then the N-adpositions tend to be optional. However, there is an urgent need
for the further investigation especally of the behavior of the adpositions in other
languages to verify the validity of such a claim.

12. Compare Lakoff’s (1987: 313) comment that “[I]n English the basic spatial use of on
makes use of three image schemas—CONTACT, SUPPORT and ABOVE—which
form a single conceptual unit.” |

13. David Wilkins has noted this distinction for Mparntwee Arrernte in an unpublished
paper in 1986. Hill (1994) has drawn attention to the presence of this opposition in
Oceanic languages. This distinction is also reflected in the use of locative prefixes and
suffixes in Bantu languages (Sabine Neumann p.c.)
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