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Abstract: This article explores how evaluative 
categories—those conveying judgments about 
desirability, moral worth, or social acceptability—are 
formed and maintained through three interrelated 
cognitive mechanisms: metaphor, frame, and 
prototype. Drawing from cognitive linguistic 
perspectives, it demonstrates that metaphors map 
characteristics from tangible or familiar domains onto 
abstract concepts, subtly shaping moral and aesthetic 
judgments. Frames situate these metaphors within 
culturally specific schemas, prompting socially shared 
interpretations and emotional reactions. Prototypes, 
which pivot around “best exemplars,” further guide 
category membership and evaluative significance by 
highlighting qualities that speakers regard as central. By 
illustrating how these processes intersect in discourse, 
the study underscores language’s active role in 
constructing and negotiating social values. It also 
highlights the fluid nature of evaluative categories in 
response to cultural shifts, technological change, and 
evolving norms. This analysis contributes to broader 
research on how language usage both mirrors and 
perpetuates collective perspectives, emphasizing the 
importance of studying metaphorical patterns, frames, 
and prototypes to uncover implicit value judgments in 
diverse communicative contexts. 
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Introduction: Cognitive processes lie at the core of how 
individuals perceive, conceptualize, and communicate 
their experiences of the world. Within the realm of 
cognitive linguistics, evaluative categories occupy a 
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special place because they illuminate the subjective, 
interpretive, and socially situated nature of meaning. 
Evaluative categories emerge when language users 
classify a phenomenon in terms of its value, 
desirability, or appropriateness. The study of such 
categories helps us understand the intricate interplay 
between linguistic structures and human cognition, 
particularly regarding how mental representations 
inform judgments about what is good or bad, right or 
wrong, admirable or contemptible. Moreover, these 
categories arise from, and are reinforced by, recurring 
patterns of cognition that are conventionally shared 
among speakers of a language. Three particularly 
powerful mechanisms for shaping evaluative 
categories are metaphor, frame, and prototype. All 
three processes operate simultaneously to facilitate 
rich conceptualizations, providing insight into how 
values, attitudes, and norms take shape in everyday 
discourse. 

Metaphor, traditionally understood as a figure of 
speech, has been reexamined from a cognitive 
linguistic perspective and identified as a central 
instrument in structuring conceptual knowledge. In 
conceptual metaphor theory, exemplified by the work 
of George Lakoff and Mark Johnson, metaphors are not 
merely decorative rhetorical devices but fundamental 
patterns of thought. Through metaphor, abstract or 
subjective concepts like fairness, morality, or beauty 
are understood in terms of more concrete or physically 
grounded experiences. For instance, individuals might 
say someone is “morally upright,” drawing from the 
spatial metaphor that uprightness or verticality 
correlates with virtue. By framing intangible qualities 
in terms of spatial or physical orientation, speakers 
highlight certain features while minimizing or 
occluding others, creating a cognitive bias toward 
viewing the abstract concept in a particular light. This 
process becomes a vehicle for evaluation, as the 
positive or negative dimensions of the source domain 
transfer to the target concept. Furthermore, these 
metaphors do not merely reflect personal creativity 
but stem from entrenched cognitive routines that 
appear repeatedly in various languages. Shared bodily 
experiences and cultural narratives converge to 
produce metaphors that shape evaluative categories 
so profoundly that they often become unnoticed 
defaults within a community’s lexicon. 

Frames, on the other hand, shift the analytical 
perspective from direct source-target mappings to 
broader interpretive contexts within which evaluative 
judgments emerge. In Charles Fillmore’s frame 
semantics, words evoke entire experiential schemas, 
or frames, that guide how events, participants, and 
actions are perceived. When people hear a particular 

word or phrase, they do not simply link it to a 
definitional meaning; rather, they activate a mental 
backdrop that includes social roles, typical scenarios, 
and culturally specific norms. For example, when 
someone refers to an action as “charitable,” the frame 
that becomes active includes connotations of altruism, 
generosity, and moral virtue, possibly influencing the 
subsequent evaluative stance one adopts. Frames thus 
structure the background knowledge necessary for 
coherent interpretation, shaping evaluative categories 
by delimiting the possible connotations and moral or 
emotional resonances. Because frames can be culturally 
or subculturally specific, the same word can trigger 
distinct sets of evaluative associations in different 
linguistic communities. This phenomenon underlines 
the dynamic and context-dependent nature of linguistic 
meaning, explaining why particular words may be 
deemed offensive or praiseworthy depending on who is 
using them and in what context. Frames, by organizing 
experiential knowledge, also determine what is taken as 
a default or prototypical scenario, thus linking 
intimately with the third mechanism: prototypes. 

Prototypes introduce yet another lens through which 
evaluative categories can be understood. Based on the 
pioneering work of Eleanor Rosch, prototype theory 
proposes that natural categories often revolve around a 
cognitive best example rather than a strict checklist of 
necessary and sufficient conditions. Instead of adhering 
to classical definitions, language users rely on 
representative exemplars that anchor the meaning of a 
category. While Rosch initially explored perceptual 
categories such as color and bird species, the idea of 
prototypes extends readily to social and moral concepts. 
Categories like “hero,” “villain,” “charity,” or “rudeness” 
may revolve around prototypical instances that 
exemplify these qualities in a culturally recognizable 
way. If someone calls an individual a “hero,” listeners 
may immediately envision traits such as courage, 
selflessness, and determination, referencing an 
internalized prototype of heroic behavior. From an 
evaluative standpoint, prototype-based categorization 
directs attention toward the qualities or attributes that 
are perceived as most central, which can lead to 
heightened or diminished emphasis on those that are 
peripheral. This process has powerful implications for 
how society labels and judges individuals, events, or 
actions, since membership in a category often depends 
on resemblance to the prototype. Such resemblance can 
be manipulated by highlighting or downplaying certain 
features in discourse, thus nudging evaluative 
judgments in subtle ways. 

Taken together, metaphor, frame, and prototype 
operate as intersecting cognitive mechanisms that 
sculpt evaluative categories in language. Metaphor 
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forges conceptual connections that map features from 
concrete, familiar domains onto abstract entities, 
influencing how people perceive moral, aesthetic, or 
social phenomena. Through metaphor, individuals not 
only categorize but also implicitly evaluate, as the 
positive or negative connotations associated with a 
source domain attach themselves to the target 
concept. Frames then provide the wider contexts 
within which these metaphors and categories are 
meaningful, embedding them in culturally shaped 
schemas that trigger specific sets of associations. By 
evoking a certain frame, discourse can highlight 
selective details and background others, guiding 
interpretive outcomes and emotional responses. 
Within these frames, prototypes function to direct 
evaluative focus toward a central or “best” example of 
a category, establishing a core around which other 
instances are judged. When metaphors, frames, and 
prototypes converge in discourse, they create robust 
structures through which social values, power 
relations, and moral or aesthetic preferences can be 
reinforced or contested. 

Furthermore, examining how language communities 
construct evaluative categories through metaphor, 
frame, and prototype reveals how these categories are 
subject to negotiation and change. Cultural evolution, 
social movements, and technological shifts can alter 
metaphorical systems as new source domains become 
salient, either by virtue of emerging technologies or 
changing social sentiments. Similarly, frames can be 
reconfigured over time, as language users gradually 
adopt fresh conceptual schemas that make new 
aspects of meaning relevant. This dynamism is 
particularly evident in how certain moral or ethical 
concepts are re-contextualized in light of changing 
societal norms. What was once framed as a virtue can 
become reinterpreted as an outdated or potentially 
harmful attitude, forcing speakers to align their usage 
with evolving standards. Prototypes, too, may shift as 
culturally dominant exemplars of a category are 
reshaped by social progress or paradigm shifts. For 
instance, perceptions of an “ideal leader” may change 
considerably if society comes to value collaboration 
over autocracy, thereby elevating a new prototype 
that features empathy and cooperation instead of 
strict dominance or unilateral decision-making. This 
evolutionary capacity highlights not only the flexible 
nature of language but also the agency of speakers in 
reflecting and constructing social realities. 

A crucial implication for researchers is the importance 
of studying language use in naturally occurring 
contexts, whether through corpus analyses, 
ethnographic observation, or experimental settings. 
Metaphors can be identified and traced to understand 

their conceptual networks, frames can be uncovered by 
analyzing recurrent lexical choices and syntactic 
patterns, and prototypes can be isolated by 
investigating how language users speak about ideal or 
typical instances. These inquiries yield insights into the 
normative pressures embedded in language, making 
visible the evaluative stances that might otherwise 
remain implicit. The synergy between metaphor, frame, 
and prototype is particularly conspicuous in domains 
such as politics, advertising, and social media, where 
subtle manipulations of language can wield significant 
influence over public opinion. Studies in these areas 
reinforce the view that cognitive mechanisms do not 
just label reality; they actively shape it by influencing the 
construction and transmission of values and beliefs. 

CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, understanding evaluative categories 
through the lens of metaphor, frame, and prototype 
reveals language as a dynamic and context-sensitive 
tool that deeply influences how individuals judge the 
world around them. Metaphors inject subjective 
valuations by mapping concrete and often emotionally 
charged source domains onto abstract concepts, while 
frames structure the broader contexts and scripts that 
prime evaluative responses. Prototypes, in turn, 
emphasize the role of exemplars in guiding judgments 
about category membership and the moral or aesthetic 
worth of any instance. Far from being independent or 
interchangeable elements, these cognitive mechanisms 
intertwine in everyday communication. They constitute 
the scaffolding upon which shared values, cultural 
norms, and collective understandings are built, 
maintained, and reconfigured. Evaluative categories, 
therefore, cannot be separated from these 
mechanisms; they arise and evolve in tandem with the 
very cognitive and linguistic tools that allow humans to 
navigate their social and conceptual worlds. By 
investigating these tools, researchers gain a clearer view 
of how meaning, perception, and evaluation become 
inextricably bound together in the fabric of language. 
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