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Annotation: This article explores the historical development and theoretical 

evolution of frame semantics, a linguistic framework that examines how meaning is 

constructed through cognitive structures or "frames." Through empirical analysis, the 

study traces the origins of frame semantics, its key contributors, and its progression 

over time. It highlights how the theory has adapted to address challenges in 

understanding context, conceptualization, and language use. The article likely 

combines qualitative and quantitative methods to assess primary texts, case studies, 

or linguistic data, offering insights into how frame semantics has shaped modern 

linguistic theory and its applications in fields such as cognitive science and natural 

language processing. 
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Introduction 

Frame semantics, a theoretical framework developed by Charles J. Fillmore, 

posits that linguistic meaning is intrinsically linked to cognitive frames—structured 

conceptual representations of experiential scenarios evoked by lexical items. Distinct 

from traditional semantic theories emphasizing logical propositions or isolated 

definitions, frame semantics asserts that comprehension of a term such as “loan” 

necessitates an understanding of an associated scenario involving a lender, borrower, 

and transaction. Since its emergence in the 1970s, this theory has evolved 

significantly, influencing cognitive linguistics, semiotics, and artificial intelligence 

(AI). 

This study examines the historical progression and empirical validation of frame 

semantics, addressing two research questions:  How has frame semantics developed 

from its inception to its contemporary applications? What empirical evidence 

substantiates its explanatory capacity? Additionally, this analysis integrates Charles 

H. Morris’s semiotic theory, which delineates the pragmatic dimensions of signs, and 

Marvin Minsky’s frame theory from AI, which conceptualizes knowledge as 

structured templates. By synthesizing historical developments with empirical 

https://scientific-jl.com/wsrj
mailto:niagara10x@gmail.com


World scientific research journal 

 

https://scientific-jl.com/wsrj                                                    Volume-37_Issue-1_March-2025 424 

findings, this article elucidates frame semantics’ contributions to linguistic theory as 

of March 18, 2025. 

Methods 

This investigation employs a dual methodology comprising historical review and 

empirical synthesis. The historical analysis traces frame semantics’ trajectory through 

primary sources, including Fillmore’s foundational works on case grammar (1968) 

and frame semantics (1982), as well as the FrameNet initiative (Baker et al., 1998). 

Supplementary perspectives from Lakoff (1987), Morris (1938), and Minsky (1974) 

were consulted to situate frame semantics within broader theoretical contexts, 

particularly semiotics and AI. 

The empirical component involved a systematic review of studies testing frame 

semantics’ principles. Literature was sourced from academic databases (e.g., Google 

Scholar, JSTOR) and selected based on three criteria: (1) relevance to frame 

semantics’ core assertions, such as frame evocation; (2) utilization of empirical 

methodologies, including psycholinguistic experiments and computational analyses; 

and (3) publication within the past 30 years to reflect recent advancements. Five 

studies were analyzed in depth, with their methodologies and outcomes evaluated to 

assess the theory’s empirical foundation. Findings were synthesized qualitatively to 

identify consistencies and implications across linguistic and interdisciplinary 

domains. 

Results 

Historical Development 

Frame semantics originated in Fillmore’s case grammar (1968), which 

associated syntactic roles (e.g., agent, patient) with semantic structures. Recognizing 

the limitations of this approach, Fillmore reformulated it into frame semantics by 

1982, proposing that lexical items evoke comprehensive cognitive frames. For 

instance, the verb “rent” activates a frame encompassing a tenant, landlord, property, 

and payment, distinguishing it from related terms like “lease.” This development 

paralleled the rise of cognitive linguistics, diverging from formalist paradigms such 

as Chomskyan generative grammar. 

Morris’s semiotic framework (1938), which categorizes signs into syntactic, 

semantic, and pragmatic dimensions, complements this shift by emphasizing the 

pragmatic use of language in context—a key feature of frame semantics. The 

establishment of FrameNet (Baker et al., 1998) marked a significant milestone, 

creating a lexical database of frames (e.g., “Commerce,” “Motion”) for linguistic and 

computational applications. Subsequent decades saw frame semantics intersect with 

Lakoff’s metaphor theory (1987) and Minsky’s AI frame theory (1974), the latter 

conceptualizing cognition as the activation of pre-structured knowledge frames. By 

2025, frame semantics underpins advancements in natural language processing 

(NLP), reflecting its enduring relevance. 
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Empirical Evidence 

Empirical investigations provide robust support for frame semantics. Johnson 

and Petruck (1997) conducted a psycholinguistic experiment demonstrating that 

frame-specific priming enhances lexical comprehension. Participants processed “cut” 

more rapidly in a surgical frame (e.g., “The surgeon cut the tissue”) than a culinary 

one when appropriately primed, indicating that frames facilitate real-time meaning 

resolution. Corpus-based research by Boas (2005) revealed consistent frame 

structures for verbs like “give” across English and German, suggesting cross-

linguistic stability. 

In computational linguistics, Gildea and Jurafsky (2002) applied frame 

semantics to semantic role labeling, achieving an 80% accuracy rate in identifying 

roles such as “agent” or “theme” in English corpora. More recently, Patel et al. (2024) 

extended this approach to multilingual NLP systems, reporting an 87% accuracy 

across French, Chinese, and Arabic datasets using FrameNet. Neuroscientific 

evidence further corroborates these findings: Anderson et al. (2019) utilized 

functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) to demonstrate that frame-related 

terms (e.g., “journey”) activate brain regions associated with spatial cognition and 

narrative processing, aligning with Minsky’s notion of frames as cognitive templates. 

Discussion 

Historical Evolution 

The progression of frame semantics reflects a paradigmatic shift in linguistics 

toward cognition-centered models. Its origins in case grammar highlight an initial 

focus on syntax-semantics integration, while its expansion into frame semantics 

aligns with Morris’s pragmatic semiotics, emphasizing meaning as a function of use. 

Minsky’s frame theory enhances this narrative, offering a parallel in AI where 

knowledge is organized into structured slots, akin to Fillmore’s linguistic frames. The 

operationalization of FrameNet exemplifies frame semantics’ transition from theory 

to application, fostering its adoption across disciplines. 

Empirical Insights 

The empirical data affirm frame semantics’ theoretical robustness. Johnson and 

Petruck’s (1997) findings underscore the cognitive reality of frames, while Boas 

(2005) suggests a degree of universality, though further research into non-Indo-

European languages is warranted. Computational successes (Gildea & Jurafsky, 2002; 

Patel et al., 2024) demonstrate practical utility, and Anderson et al.’s (2019) 

neuroscientific evidence bridges linguistic frames with Minsky’s cognitive 

architecture. Collectively, these studies validate frame semantics as an empirically 

grounded framework. 

Nevertheless, limitations persist. Croft and Cruse (2004) critique its lack of 

formal precision relative to truth-conditional semantics, and its empirical base 

remains predominantly rooted in Western languages. Future investigations could 
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address these gaps by formalizing frame structures computationally (e.g., through 

vector representations) or exploring culturally diverse linguistic systems, such as 

those with tonal or agglutinative properties. 

Implications 

Frame semantics offers significant implications for linguistics, AI, and cognitive 

science. Its integration with Morris’s pragmatics and Minsky’s frames enriches its 

theoretical scope, while its empirical support positions it as a viable model for 

language processing and knowledge representation. As of 2025, its applications in 

NLP and education highlight its potential to advance both theoretical inquiry and 

practical innovation. 

Conclusion 

Frame semantics has evolved from a theoretical proposition to a well-

substantiated framework, integrating historical insights with empirical validation. Its 

development reflects contributions from Fillmore’s foundational work, Morris’s 

semiotic pragmatism, and Minsky’s cognitive frames, culminating in a versatile 

theory with broad applicability. Empirical evidence from psycholinguistics, 

computational linguistics, and neuroscience underscores its explanatory power, 

paving the way for future research into its theoretical refinement and cross-cultural 

relevance. 
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