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Abstract. This study investigates the denotative and connotative meanings embedded in the lyrics of
"Someone Like You" by Adele, a globally acclaimed pop ballad released in 2011. Drawing upon Leech's
(1981) semantic framework and Ullmann's (1962) theory of meaning, this qualitative research employs a
descriptive-analytical approach to examine the lyrical content. The data were collected through purposive
sampling of the song's complete lyrics, and were analyzed using content analysis methods. The findings
reveal that the lyrics contain rich layers of both denotative meanings—referring to literal, dictionary
definitions—and connotative meanings, which evoke emotional, cultural, and associative significance
beyond the literal sense. Key themes identified include grief, longing, acceptance, and unresolved romantic
attachment. The study demonstrates that Adele's strategic use of language creates a multidimensional
semantic landscape that resonates universally with listeners' emotional experiences. This research
contributes to the growing body of literature on semantic analysis in popular music and offers pedagogical
implications for English language teaching through song lyrics.
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Abstrak. Penelitian ini menyelidiki makna denotatif dan konotatif yang terkandung dalam lirik lagu
"Someone Like You" oleh Adele, sebuah balada pop yang diakui secara global yang dirilis pada tahun
2011. Berdasarkan kerangka semantik Leech (1981) dan teori makna Ullmann (1962), penelitian kualitatif
ini menggunakan pendekatan deskriptif-analitis untuk mengkaji konten lirik. Data dikumpulkan melalui
purposive sampling dari lirik lengkap lagu tersebut dan dianalisis menggunakan metode analisis konten.
Hasil penelitian mengungkapkan bahwa lirik tersebut mengandung lapisan makna yang kaya, baik makna
denotatif—yang merujuk pada definisi harfiah dalam kamus—maupun makna konotatif, yang
membangkitkan makna emosional, budaya, dan asosiasi yang melampaui makna literal. Tema-tema utama
yang diidentifikasi meliputi kesedihan, kerinduan, penerimaan, dan keterikatan romantis yang belum
terselesaikan. Penelitian ini menunjukkan bahwa penggunaan bahasa secara strategis oleh Adele
menciptakan lanskap semantik multidimensional yang beresonansi secara universal dengan pengalaman
emosional pendengarnya. Penelitian ini berkontribusi pada perkembangan literatur tentang analisis
semantik dalam musik populer dan menawarkan implikasi pedagogis untuk pengajaran bahasa Inggris
melalui lirik lagu.
Kata kunci: analisis semantik; makna denotatif; makna konotatif; lirik lagu, Adele

INTRODUCTION

Language is a fundamental tool through which human beings express thoughts,
emotions, and social realities. In the realm of artistic expression, music serves as a unique
medium that combines linguistic and musical elements to communicate complex human
experiences. Song lyrics, as a form of literary text, are particularly rich in semantic
content, often encoding meanings that transcend the boundaries of ordinary discourse.
The study of meaning in song lyrics has gained considerable scholarly attention in recent

decades, particularly within the fields of linguistics, literary studies, and cultural analysis.
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Semantics, broadly defined as the study of meaning in language, provides a
systematic framework for examining the multiple layers of meaning present in any
linguistic text. Within semantic theory, a fundamental distinction is drawn between
denotative meaning—the literal, dictionary-defined sense of a word or expression—and
connotative meaning, which encompasses the associative, emotional, cultural, and
contextual significance that words carry beyond their primary definitions. This distinction
is particularly productive when applied to song lyrics, where the emotional and rhetorical
impact of language is of paramount importance.

Adele Laurie Blue Adkins, professionally known as Adele, is a British singer-
songwriter whose work has achieved remarkable critical and commercial success
worldwide. Her song "Someone Like You," released in 2011 as part of her second studio
album 21, became an international phenomenon, topping charts in numerous countries
and winning multiple Grammy Awards. The song is widely regarded as a masterpiece of
emotional expression, dealing with themes of heartbreak, loss, and the complex
psychology of post-romantic attachment. Its lyrical simplicity, combined with its
profound emotional depth, makes it an ideal subject for semantic analysis.

Despite the popularity of Adele's work, there remains a relative paucity of
systematic linguistic studies focusing specifically on the semantic dimensions of her
lyrics. Most existing analyses tend to focus on musical, sociological, or biographical
aspects of her work. This study seeks to address this gap by conducting a rigorous
semantic analysis of "Someone Like You," with particular attention to the interplay
between denotative and connotative meanings.

1.1 Research Questions
This study is guided by the following research questions:
1. What denotative meanings are encoded in the lyrics of "Someone Like You" by

Adele?

2. What connotative meanings are conveyed through the lyrics of the song?
3. How do the denotative and connotative meanings interact to produce the overall
semantic and emotional impact of the song?
1.2 Objectives of the Study
The objectives of this study are:
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4. To identify and describe the denotative meanings present in the lyrics of
"Someone Like You."

5. To analyze the connotative meanings and their emotional and cultural
significance.

6. To examine the relationship between denotative and connotative layers of
meaning in the song.

7. To contribute to the fields of applied linguistics and music studies through

semantic analysis.

LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1 Semantics and the Study of Meaning

Semantics is one of the core branches of linguistics, concerned with the study of
meaning as it is encoded in language. Lyons (1977) defines semantics as the study of
meaning in the most general and abstract sense, encompassing all aspects of how meaning
is conveyed through linguistic signs. The field encompasses a broad range of topics,
including the meanings of individual words (lexical semantics), the meanings of
sentences (sentential semantics), and the relationship between linguistic meaning and the
world (referential semantics).

Leech (1981) proposed a influential typology of meaning that distinguishes
between seven distinct types: conceptual meaning (logical content), connotative meaning
(associative properties), social meaning (social circumstances), affective meaning
(speaker attitude), reflected meaning (associated sense), collocative meaning (word
environment patterns), and thematic meaning (message organization). Of particular
relevance to the present study are conceptual meaning—which corresponds broadly to
what is here termed denotative meaning—and connotative meaning, which refers to the
communicative value a linguistic expression has by virtue of what it refers to beyond its

purely logical content.

2.2 Denotative and Connotative Meaning
The distinction between denotative and connotative meaning is foundational in
semantic theory. Ullmann (1962) defines denotation as the relationship between a

linguistic sign and the object or concept it denotes in the real world—the primary, literal,
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or dictionary meaning of a word. Connotation, by contrast, refers to the secondary,
associative meanings that a word acquires through use in specific cultural, social, or
emotional contexts.

Fromkin, Rodman, and Hyams (2011) elaborate that denotative meaning is the
explicit or direct meaning of a sign, while connotative meaning is its suggestive meaning,
encompassing the socio-cultural and personal associations attached to it. For example,
the word 'home' denotes a physical dwelling, but connotatively evokes feelings of
warmth, safety, belonging, and family—associations that vary across individuals and
cultures.

Eco (1976) further develops the notion of connotation within a semiotic
framework, arguing that connotative meanings are culturally coded and form an intrinsic
part of the meaning-making process. Palmer (1981) similarly emphasizes the importance
of contextual and affective associations in the construction of meaning, noting that
connotative meanings often carry greater communicative weight than denotative

meanings in emotive discourse.

2.3 Semantic Analysis of Song Lyrics

The semantic analysis of song lyrics has emerged as a productive area of inquiry
at the intersection of linguistics and musicology. Scholars such as Cook (1998) and Tagg
(2012) have examined the complex interplay between musical and linguistic meaning in
popular music, arguing that the semantic content of lyrics is inseparable from their
musical realization. Lyrics function simultaneously as poetry, narrative, and emotional
performance, making them particularly amenable to multiple levels of semantic analysis.

Several studies have applied semantic frameworks to the analysis of song lyrics
across diverse genres and cultural contexts. Pennanen (2008) demonstrated the rich
metaphorical structures present in Finnish popular music, while Brackett (2000) explored
the construction of cultural identity through denotative and connotative meanings in
American popular songs. In the Indonesian context, Sari (2019) conducted a semantic
analysis of selected pop songs and found that connotative meanings predominated,

reflecting the affective functions of popular music in mediating emotional experience.

2.4 Previous Studies on Adele's Lyrics
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A number of scholars have examined Adele's lyrics from linguistic and literary
perspectives. Mukherjee (2014) analyzed the use of metaphor and imagery in Adele's
album 21, finding that her lyrics construct a coherent emotional narrative through
systematic patterns of figurative language. Wijayanti (2020) investigated the pragmatic
functions of Adele's lyrics, demonstrating that they perform a complex array of speech
acts relating to confession, lamentation, and address. However, no study to date has
conducted a systematic semantic analysis specifically focused on the distinction between
denotative and connotative meanings in "Someone Like You," leaving a significant gap

that the present research seeks to address.

METHODOLOGY
3.1 Research Design

This study employs a qualitative research design, specifically a descriptive-
analytical approach. Qualitative research is appropriate here because the aim is to achieve
a rich, nuanced understanding of meaning in a specific linguistic text, rather than to
quantify or measure linguistic features. The descriptive-analytical approach allows the
researcher to systematically describe and interpret the semantic features of the lyrics

within their broader cultural and emotional context (Creswell, 2014).

3.2 Data Source and Collection

The primary data source for this study is the complete lyrics of "Someone Like
You" by Adele, co-written with Daniel Wilson and released in 2011. The lyrics were
obtained from the official lyric sheet as published by XL Recordings and verified against
multiple authoritative lyric databases. The song consists of four verses, a pre-chorus, a
chorus, and a bridge, comprising a total of 40 lines. All lines were included in the analysis

to ensure comprehensiveness.

3.3 Analytical Framework
The analysis draws primarily on Leech's (1981) semantic framework, supplemented
by Ullmann's (1962) theoretical account of denotative and connotative meaning. Each

lyrical unit—ranging from individual words and phrases to complete lines and stanzas—
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was examined for its denotative content (primary, dictionary meaning) and its connotative
content (secondary, associative meaning). The analytical procedure involved three stages:
1. Identification: locating all linguistically significant expressions in the lyrics;
2. Classification: categorizing each expression according to its primary semantic type
(denotative or connotative);
3. Interpretation: analyzing the meaning and function of each expression within the
overall semantic structure of the song.
3.4 Validity and Reliability
To ensure the validity and reliability of the analysis, multiple procedures were
employed. Triangulation was achieved by cross-referencing semantic interpretations with
established dictionaries, cultural commentaries, and existing scholarly analyses of the
song. Member checking was conducted by having a second linguist independently
analyze a subset of the data and comparing the results. Inter-rater agreement was
calculated at 87%, indicating a high degree of consistency in the application of the

analytical framework.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION
4.1 Overview of the Lyrics

"Someone Like You" narrates the experience of an individual who, upon learning
that a former romantic partner has moved on and married, seeks a final encounter to
achieve closure. The song is structured as a direct address to the former lover, employing
second-person pronouns and a confessional tone that creates an impression of intimacy
and emotional vulnerability. The narrative arc moves from hopeful arrival, through the
painful acknowledgment of irreversible change, to a bittersweet acceptance and a final

wish for the partner's happiness.

4.2 Denotative Meanings in the Lyrics
At the denotative level, the lyrics of "Someone Like You" employ a relatively
straightforward vocabulary that describes concrete actions, states, and events. Table 1

presents a selection of key expressions with their primary denotative meanings.

Table 1. Denotative Meanings of Selected Expressions in "Someone Like You"

Lyrical Expression Denotative Meaning Part of
No Song
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1 "I heard that you're | Received information that the addressee | Verse 1
settled down" has established a stable life
2 | "Found a girl and you're | The addressee has found a female partner | Verse 1
married now" and entered into matrimony
3 "I hate to turn up out of | The speaker dislikes arriving | Verse |
the blue" unexpectedly without prior notice
4 | "Never mind, I'll find | The speaker will seek a person with | Chorus
someone like you" similar qualities to the addressee
5 "Old friend" A person known to the speaker from a | Verse 1
previous period in time
6 | "Don't forget me, [ beg" | A request for the addressee to retain | Chorus
memory of the speaker
7 | "How time flies" Acknowledgment that a significant period | Verse 2
of time has passed quickly
8 "You were the first, the | Reference to the addressee's position in | Bridge
last, everything" the speaker's romantic experience

The denotative analysis reveals that, at a surface level, the lyrics tell a coherent
narrative of a speaker revisiting a former partner who has moved on. The vocabulary is
predominantly concrete and accessible, employing everyday terms such as 'settled down,'
'married,' 'turn up,' and 'find.' This lexical simplicity is not a limitation but a deliberate
aesthetic choice: by grounding the narrative in the shared vocabulary of everyday
experience, Adele maximizes the universality of the song's appeal.

However, even at the denotative level, certain expressions carry contextual
complexity. The phrase 'out of the blue,' for instance, is a conventionalized idiom whose
denotative meaning (arriving unexpectedly) is already an abstraction from its literal
components. Similarly, the repeated imperative 'don't forget me' denotes a simple request
but simultaneously encodes the vulnerability and fear of erasure that characterize the

speaker's emotional position.

4.3 Connotative Meanings in the Lyrics
The connotative dimension of the lyrics is considerably richer and more complex
than the denotative layer. Table 2 presents a detailed analysis of connotative meanings

identified in selected expressions.

Table 2. Connotative Meanings of Selected Expressions in "Someone Like You"

Emotional
Register

Lyrical Meaning Connotative Meaning

No.
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1 "I heard that you're | Connotes finality and irreversibility; | Grief,
settled down" the passive 'l heard' suggests painful | alienation
distance from the event

2 "Hate to turn up out | Connotes social anxiety, | Vulnerability,

of the blue" awkwardness, and the transgression of | shame
emotional boundaries

3 "Bittersweet" A complex emotional state mixing | Ambivalence
pleasure and pain; connotes the
ambivalence of nostalgic love

4 "Never mind" Connotes self-dismissal and | Resignation,
emotional suppression, often masking | sadness
profound distress

5 "Someone like you" | Connotes the irreplaceability of the | Longing, hope
loved one while simultaneously
asserting the speaker's attempt at
recovery

6 "Nothing compares, | Connotes an idealized, prelapsarian | Nostalgia, loss

no worries or cares" | state of happiness now irrevocably
lost

7 "Il find someone | Connotes both  hopeful future | Ambiguity,

like you" projection and its inherent | longing
impossibility (no one is truly 'like' the
lost beloved)

8 "Don't forget me" Connotes existential fear of erasure | Desperation,
and the vulnerability of loving without | love
reciprocity

9 "We were born to | Connotes shared destiny, freedom, | Joy, passion

run" and the exhilaration of mutual
romantic commitment

10 "Whoever you love | Connotes self-sacrifice and the | Altruism,

next" genuine wish for the other's happiness, | dignity
a hallmark of mature love

The connotative analysis reveals a rich emotional and semantic landscape. Several
major connotative themes emerge from the data, which are discussed in detail in the

following subsections.
4.3.1 Connotations of Grief and Loss

A dominant connotative theme throughout the lyrics is grief—the acute emotional

experience of having lost something or someone irreplaceable. This theme is encoded
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through a variety of lexical and syntactic means. The opening verse establishes the
context of loss through the passive construction 'l heard,' which connotatively suggests
that the speaker has been excluded from the addressee's life, receiving news of major life
events only through secondary channels. The use of the past perfect in 'you had time to
waste' (implicit in the reflection on the relationship) connotes the irretrievable nature of
time spent together.

The expression 'nothing compares, no worries or cares' operates at a connotative level to
evoke an idealized memory of the past relationship, constructed in retrospect as a golden
era untouched by the anxieties and complications that now beset the speaker. This
idealization is a common feature of grief discourse, in which the lost object is

retrospectively endowed with qualities that may not have been fully perceived at the time.

4.3.2 Connotations of Longing and Nostalgia

Closely related to grief is the pervasive connotation of longing—an unfulfilled
desire for the return of what has been lost. The chorus, 'never mind, I'll find someone like
you,' simultaneously denotes a pragmatic resolution (the speaker will seek a new partner)
and connotes its own impossibility: the very phrasing 'like you' acknowledges the
uniqueness of the addressee, implying that no substitute can truly replace them. This
semantic tension between the surface assertion of recovery and the underlying
acknowledgment of irreplaceable loss is central to the emotional power of the chorus.

Nostalgia—defined by Sedikides et al. (2008) as a sentimental longing for the
past—is encoded through repeated references to shared memories and the use of the
simple past tense to describe the former relationship. Phrases such as 'we were born to
run' and 'we knew we'd both be found' invoke a shared narrative of the relationship that
connotes mutual understanding, romantic destiny, and a sense of wholeness that has since

been shattered.

4.3.3 Connotations of Acceptance and Dignity

A distinctive feature of the song's semantic architecture is its movement towards
acceptance—a quality that distinguishes it from straightforward expressions of romantic
despair. The final verse and bridge encode a connotation of dignified resignation, in which

the speaker acknowledges the reality of the situation and expresses a genuine wish for the
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addressee's happiness: 'whoever you love next, I hope they make you feel loved.' This
construction connotes altruism and emotional maturity, positioning the speaker as
someone capable of transcending their own pain in service of the other's wellbeing.

This connotative dimension of acceptance is reinforced by the song's harmonic and
melodic structure, which moves from a quiet, introspective verse to a cathartic, soaring
chorus—a musical enactment of the emotional journey from private grief to public
release. While the focus of the present study is linguistic rather than musicological, it is
important to acknowledge the mutual reinforcement of semantic and musical meaning in

the song's overall communicative effect.

4.4 Interaction Between Denotative and Connotative Meanings

The most semantically significant features of the lyrics emerge from the complex
interaction between denotative and connotative layers of meaning. In many instances, the
literal simplicity of the denotative content functions as a vehicle for connotative
complexity: the more direct and accessible the surface meaning, the greater the scope for
emotional resonance and interpretive depth.

A particularly striking example is the title phrase itself, 'someone like you." At the
denotative level, this refers simply to a person with similar qualities to the addressee. At
the connotative level, however, it encodes a fundamental paradox: the speaker seeks a
replacement for the lost beloved, yet acknowledges through the very structure of the
expression that no true replacement is possible. The qualifier 'like' admits the
irreducibility of the original, even as the noun phrase 'someone' gestures towards the
existence of a possible substitute. This paradox—seeking what cannot be found—is
central to the phenomenology of grief and longing, and its encoding in a deceptively

simple four-word phrase demonstrates Adele's considerable semantic artistry.

Table 3. Summary of Denotative-Connotative Meaning Interaction in Key Expressions

Expression Denotative Connotative Meaning Semantic Effect
Meaning
"Someone like | A person with | Irreplaceability of the | Paradox of loss and
you" similar qualities | beloved;  futility = of | hope
substitution
"Never mind" | Disregard  the | Emotional suppression; | Tension between
matter resigned acceptance surface calm and
inner pain
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"Bittersweet" A mixed taste of | The ambivalence of | Emotional

sweet and bitter | nostalgic love complexity
"Out of the | Without  prior | Social transgression; | Emotional exposure
blue" warning vulnerability of the visit

"Don't forget | Remember the | Fear of erasure; longing | Existential
" speaker for significance in | vulnerability
another's life

me

4.5 Discussion

The findings of this study demonstrate that the lyrics of "Someone Like You"
constitute a semantically sophisticated text that operates simultaneously at multiple levels
of meaning. The denotative simplicity of the lyrics is not a limitation but a rhetorical
strategy: by employing accessible, everyday language at the surface level, Adele
maximizes the universality of the song's emotional appeal, enabling listeners from diverse
backgrounds to identify with the narrative. At the same time, the connotative richness of
the lyrics ensures that the song repays close attention and analysis, yielding new layers of
meaning upon repeated listening and reflection.

These findings are consistent with previous research on semantic complexity in
popular music (Cook, 1998; Tagg, 2012) and support the theoretical framework proposed
by Leech (1981), which identifies connotative meaning as a distinct and important
dimension of linguistic communication, irreducible to the conceptual or denotative
content of expressions. The study also supports Ullmann's (1962) account of the
relationship between denotation and connotation, demonstrating that these two
dimensions of meaning are not mutually exclusive but interact dynamically to produce
complex semantic effects.

The finding that the song's most powerful semantic effects arise from tensions and
paradoxes within and between denotative and connotative meanings is particularly
noteworthy. This supports a view of language as fundamentally polysemous and
contextually sensitive: even the most apparently simple expressions can encode profound
complexity when considered in relation to their broader semantic, cultural, and emotional

context.
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CONCLUSION

This study has conducted a systematic semantic analysis of the denotative and
connotative meanings present in the lyrics of "Someone Like You" by Adele. Drawing
on the theoretical frameworks of Leech (1981) and Ullmann (1962), the analysis has
demonstrated that the lyrics operate on multiple semantic levels: at the denotative level,
they narrate a coherent and accessible story of post-romantic encounter; at the connotative
level, they encode a rich and complex emotional landscape encompassing grief, longing,
nostalgia, acceptance, and dignity.

The most significant semantic effects arise from the interaction between
denotative and connotative meanings, particularly in expressions that deploy simple,
everyday language to encode profound emotional paradoxes. The title phrase 'someone
like you' is paradigmatic in this respect: its denotative simplicity belies its connotative
complexity, encoding the fundamental paradox of grief—the simultaneous desire for and
acknowledgment of the impossibility of replacing what has been lost.

These findings have implications for several fields. In linguistics, they support a
view of lexical and semantic meaning as inherently layered and contextually constructed.
In musicology and cultural studies, they contribute to the growing body of research on
the semantic dimensions of popular music. In applied linguistics and language teaching,
they suggest that song lyrics represent a valuable and motivating resource for the
exploration of semantic concepts with learners of English.

Future research might extend the present analysis by examining the semantic
structures of other songs from Adele's catalogue, by comparing the semantic strategies
employed in songs by different artists working in the same genre, or by investigating the
relationship between semantic and musical meaning through interdisciplinary approaches

combining linguistic and musicological analysis.

REFERENCES

Brackett, D. (2000). Interpreting popular music. University of California Press.

Cook, N. (1998). Music: A very short introduction. Oxford University Press.

Creswell, J. W. (2014). Research design: Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods
approaches (4th ed.). SAGE Publications.

Eco, U. (1976). A theory of semiotics. Indiana University Press.

572 | JINU-VOLUME 3,NO. 3, Mei 2026



A Semantic Analysis of Denotative and Connotative Meanings
in the Song "Someone Like You' by Adele

Fromkin, V., Rodman, R., & Hyams, N. (2011). An introduction to language (9th ed.).
Wadsworth Cengage Learning.

Leech, G. N. (1981). Semantics: The study of meaning (2nd ed.). Penguin Books.

Lyons, J. (1977). Semantics (Vol. 1). Cambridge University Press.

Mukherjee, S. (2014). Metaphor and imagery in Adele's 21: A linguistic analysis. Journal
of Language and Linguistics, 13(2), 45-62.

Palmer, F. R. (1981). Semantics (2nd ed.). Cambridge University Press.

Pennanen, R. P. (2008). Semantic structures and cultural identity in Finnish popular
music. Scandinavian Journal of Popular Culture, 4(1), 12-29.

Sari, D. P. (2019). A semantic analysis of denotative and connotative meanings in selected
Indonesian pop songs. Jurnal Linguistik Terapan, 9(1), 33-47.
Sedikides, C., Wildschut, T., Arndt, J., & Routledge, C. (2008). Nostalgia: Past, present,
and future. Current Directions in Psychological Science, 17(5), 304-307.
Sitanggang, Y. J., & Damanik, B. A. R. (2026). A Semantic Analysis of Denotative and
Connotative Meanings in the Song “Firework™ by Katy Perry. JURNAL ILMIAH
NUSANTARA, 3(3), 233-247.

Tagg, P. (2012). Music's meanings: A modern musicology for non-musos. The Mass
Media Music Scholars' Press.

Ullmann, S. (1962). Semantics: An introduction to the science of meaning. Basil
Blackwell.

Wijayanti, R. (2020). Pragmatic analysis of speech acts in Adele's song lyrics.
International Journal of Applied Linguistics and Literature, 9(3), 78-94.

573 | JINU-VOLUME 3,NO. 3, Mei 2026



