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Abstract

This paper explores the role of conceptual metonymy as a fundamental cognitive
mechanism underlying grammaticalization processes. While traditional
approaches to language change have largely emphasized metaphor as the primary
source of semantic extension, recent developments in cognitive linguistics
suggest that metonymy plays an equally significant, and in many cases more
precise, role. Drawing on key theoretical frameworks in cognitive linguistics and
grammaticalization theory, this study synthesizes existing research to
demonstrate how metonymic processes operate within single conceptual
domains, enabling gradual and systematic shifts from lexical meaning to
grammatical function. The analysis highlights recurrent metonymic patterns such
as action-to-result, process-to-state, and event-to-aspect, which are widely
attested across languages. By integrating insights from scholars such as Radden
and Kovecses, Heine, Hopper and Traugott, and Brdar, the paper argues that
grammatical structures are not arbitrary but cognitively motivated. The findings
contribute to a deeper understanding of the relationship between cognition and
grammar, emphasizing that metonymy should be regarded as a central mechanism
in language change and the development of grammatical categories.
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semantic change; auxiliary verbs; metonymic extension; cross-linguistic analysis.

Introduction

In cognitive linguistics, metonymy is no longer treated as a mere rhetorical device
but as a central mechanism of human cognition. As Panther and Radden (1999)
emphasize, metonymy operates at the conceptual level and is essential for
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meaning construction. Similarly, Lakoff (1987) argues that linguistic structures
reflect general cognitive processes, stating that “our ordinary conceptual system
is fundamentally metaphorical in nature” (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980, p. 3), yet
later developments show that metonymy plays an equally fundamental role.
Radden and Kovecses (1999) explicitly define metonymy as “a basic cognitive
process” (p. 21), highlighting its importance not only in language but also in
thought. This perspective allows metonymy to be considered a key mechanism in
grammaticalization.

2. Conceptual Nature of Metonymy

The most influential definition of conceptual metonymy comes from Radden and
Kovecses (1999), who state that it is “a cognitive process in which one conceptual
entity... provides mental access to another within the same idealized cognitive
model” (p. 21). This definition emphasizes that metonymy is based on contiguity
rather than similarity.

Barcelona (2000) further clarifies that metonymy is not simply substitution but a
conceptual process, noting that it involves “the activation of one conceptual
entity by another within the same domain” (Barcelona, 2000, p. 4). In this sense,
metonymy reflects how speakers access knowledge structures in communication.
Panther (2006) also stresses the dynamic nature of metonymy, arguing that
“metonymy is a usage-based phenomenon grounded in communicative
interaction” (p. 150). This highlights the importance of discourse and context in
metonymic interpretation.

3. Metonymy and Cognitive Models

Metonymy operates within Idealized Cognitive Models (ICMs), which structure
human knowledge (Lakoff, 1987). These models allow different elements within
the same domain to be linked through conceptual relations.

As Lakoff (1987) notes, “idealized cognitive models are complex structured
wholes” (p. 68), within which metonymic relations naturally arise. This explains
why metonymy is so pervasive across languages.

Brdar (2007) extends this idea to grammar, arguing that metonymy is ‘“not
restricted to lexical semantics but extends to grammatical categories and
constructions” (p. 45). This observation is crucial for understanding the role of
metonymy in grammaticalization.
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4. Metonymy as a Mechanism of Semantic Change

Metonymy plays a central role in semantic change by enabling gradual shifts in
meaning. Unlike metaphor, which involves cross-domain mapping, metonymy
preserves conceptual continuity.

Traugott and Dasher (2002) argue that semantic change is driven by pragmatic
inference, stating that “meanings change as a result of invited inferences that
become conventionalized” (p. 5). These inferences are often metonymic in nature,
as they arise within the same conceptual domain.

Similarly, Bybee et al. (1994) emphasize the role of frequency and usage, noting
that “repetition leads to the reanalysis of forms and meanings” (p. 9). This
reanalysis frequently involves metonymic extension.

5. Metonymy and Grammaticalization

Grammaticalization has been defined as “the process whereby lexical items and
constructions come in certain contexts to serve grammatical functions” (Hopper
& Traugott, 2003, p. xv). Within this process, metonymy plays a crucial role.
Heine (1993) argues that grammaticalization is cognitively motivated, noting that
“the development of grammatical categories follows identifiable pathways” (p.
35). These pathways often reflect metonymic relations, such as action-to-result
or process-to-state.

Heine and Kuteva (2002) further demonstrate that such developments are cross-
linguistically consistent, suggesting that “grammaticalization paths are
remarkably similar across languages” (p. 2). This supports the idea that
metonymy is a universal mechanism.

6. Metonymy in Grammar Formation

Recent research shows that metonymy contributes directly to grammar formation.
Brdar (2007) argues that grammatical constructions emerge through metonymic
processes, where “one element of a conceptual structure stands for the whole”
(p- 63).

Hilpert (2014), working within Construction Grammar, explains that grammatical
constructions arise from repeated usage patterns, stating that “comstructions
emerge from usage and become entrenched through frequency” (p. 10). These
processes often involve metonymic reinterpretation.
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Panther (2006) further notes that “metonymy plays a crucial role in motivating
grammatical constructions” (p. 170), reinforcing its central role in grammar.

7. Metonymy vs Metaphor in Grammaticalization

While metaphor has traditionally been emphasized, metonymy provides a more
precise explanation in many cases. Lakoff and Johnson (1980) highlight the
importance of metaphor, but later research shows that metonymy is equally
fundamental.

Barcelona (2000) argues that “metonymy is conceptually more basic than
metaphor in many cases” (p. 30), particularly in grammaticalization. This is
because metonymy preserves conceptual continuity, which is essential for gradual
semantic change.

Radden and Kovecses (1999) also emphasize that metonymy is grounded in real-
world experience, making it a more natural mechanism for language change.

8. Conclusion

The literature clearly demonstrates that conceptual metonymy is a fundamental
cognitive mechanism underlying semantic change and grammaticalization. As
Radden and Kovecses (1999) argue, metonymy is “a basic cognitive process” (p.
21), while Heine (1993) shows that grammaticalization follows cognitively
motivated pathways.

Taken together, these findings suggest that metonymy is not a secondary
phenomenon but a central force in language structure. A metonymy-based
approach provides a more coherent and cognitively grounded explanation of
grammatical development across languages.
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