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Abstract

This study investigates the semantic construction of figurative language in
Teenage Dream, the second studio album by American pop singer Katy
Perry. Using a qualitative-descriptive approach, the study draws on
Conceptual Metaphor Theory (CMT) and Semantic Field Theory (SFT) to
systematically analyze all twelve original songs on the album. The analysis
uncovers the strategic use of figurative language especially metaphor,
simile, and personification, as a means of encoding complex emotional,
psychological, and social meanings. The findings suggest the presence of
dominant semantic fields, including love, nostalgia, empowerment, desire,
and identity, mapped through embodied imagery such as fire, light,
heartbeat, and transformation. These tropes serve not only as poetic
embellishments but also as core semantic strategies that construct
narrative voice and emotional depth. Furthermore, the study illustrates
how figurative language enhances lyrical identity and cultural resonance,
particularly in the context of women’s artistic expression in popular music.
By highlighting the latent depths in commercially produced lyrics, this study
contributes to the broader discourse on the intersection of linguistics,
gender, and pop culture. Filling this gap allows for a fuller account of
female pop stardom and highlights how Teenage Dream complicates and
extends dominant narratives of gender, sexuality, and cultural production
in contemporary music studies.

Keywords: emotional meaning; figurative language; gender identity; katy perry; metaphor;
pop music; semantic analysis; teenage dream

1. Introduction

In today’s rapidly evolving era, music functions not only as entertainment but also as
a medium of cultural expression and storytelling. Songs, especially in the pop genre, function
as a powerful semiotic system used by artists to convey complex emotional, psychological,
and social themes. (Mukandabvute, 2022; Gardiner, 2021) use figurative language in pop
songs including metaphors, similes, and personification to articulate abstract feelings,
personal struggles, and broader social commentary in a way that resonates with a wide
audience.

From a semantic perspective, figurative expressions are not merely aesthetic choices
but serve essential meaning-making functions. As noted by Lakoff and Johnson (2003),
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metaphors form the cognitive basis through which humans conceptualize abstract realities,
particularly those involving emotions, identity, and relationships. Figurative language,
therefore, becomes a linguistic tool for constructing not only emotional resonance but also
cultural values and identity frameworks (Bouvrie. M., 2023).

Katy Perry’s Teenage Dream album is emblematic of this lyrical richness. Released in
2010, the album features commercially successful tracks such as “Firework,” “The One That
Got Away,” and “California Gurls,” all of which incorporate dense figurative language to
explore themes of love, freedom, loss, vulnerability, and self-discovery. The songs create
symbolic narratives that are emotionally charged and metaphorically layered. Yet, despite
the album’s cultural impact and lyrical complexity, the semantic structures within Perry’s
songwriting have received limited scholarly attention.

This study is motivated by the need to explore how meaning is semantically
structured through figurative language in pop music, particularly in ways that reflect
gendered experiences, identity construction, and emotional transformation. While other
studies have focused on lyrical themes or socio-cultural contexts, few studies have applied
systematic semantic analysis to a single album by a female pop artist.

Recent applied linguistics and discourse analysis research highlights the importance
of analyzing song lyrics, especially popular songs. This is because song lyrics play a major role
in shaping and reflecting ideologies and emotional (affective) identities that are trending in
society (Tagg, 2022; Dayal & Gupta, 2023). Song lyrics are fertile ground for understanding
how figurative constructions develop in our culture. In addition, song lyrics also influence
collective memory, personal identification, and emotional involvement of listeners
(Kovecses, 2020). In the pop music genre, this influence is even stronger. The reason is that
pop music focuses on emotional appeal, memorable melodies (catchy refrains), and easy
access by many people.

Additionally, studies of popular music have shown that song lyrics often present
personal narratives that are reframed through a broader cultural lens. This is especially true
for themes such as femininity, youth, sexuality, and empowerment (Railton & Watson, 2011;
Hennefeld & Sammond, 2020). Female artists, such as Katy Perry, often use metaphorical
language to navigate tensions. They attempt to balance vulnerability with agency, appeal to
a wider audience with deeply personal storytelling, and commerciality with authenticity
(Burns & Lafrance, 2017).

Katy Perry’s lyrics serve as a platform for exploring emotional subjectivity within a
commercially-charged pop aesthetic. Take “Firework,” for example, where the metaphor of
fireworks is transformed into a powerful symbol of self-worth and power. Conversely, in
“The One That Got Away,” both metaphor and metonymy are used to depict themes of loss
and deep longing. These phrases not only trigger emotional engagement in the listener, but
also represent broader meanings related to youth, enthusiasm, and self-reflection
(Wierzbicka, 2014).

This study is unique in that it focuses in-depth on all lyrical elements in one popular
album, “Teenage Dream.” The two main linguistic frameworks used in this study are
Semantic Field Theory (SFT) and Conceptual Metaphor Theory (CMT). Conceptual Metaphor
Theory (CMT) identifies the conceptual mappings underlying lyrics, such as how the concept
of love is described as a journey (LOVE IS A JOURNEY) or emotion is described as fire
(EMOTION IS FIRE). On the other hand, Semantic Field Theory (SFT) helps reveal the choices
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made in analysis of lyrics (Ullmann, 1973; Cruse, 2011). This method helps researchers
understand the relationship of meaning between words in song lyrics.

This study aims to reveal the function of figurative language in pop song lyrics. It is
considered not only a poetic element, but also an effective semantic technique to convey
emotions, identities, and cultural values in the linguistic context of popular music. This
intersectional study is expected to contribute to contemporary discourses in the fields of
semantics, discourse studies, and popular music analysis, by showing how mainstream lyrics
function as both personal and collective narratives that are influenced by, and help shape,
the social and cultural contexts in which the music is present.

2. Literature Review

Figurative language in music has been studied extensively from literary, cultural, and
psychological perspectives. However, there is a need for more in-depth linguistic research
into its semantic dimensions. In particular, how figurative language creates meaning, evokes
emotion, and shapes identity, especially in contemporary popular music. This review will
focus on three areas: semantic theory and conceptual metaphor, pop music as a semantic
and cultural text, empirical studies of figurative language in lyrics, and figurative language
and identity in contemporary music.

2.1 Semantic Theory and Conceptual Metaphor

Conceptual Metaphor Theory (CMT), proposed by Lakoff and Johnson (2003), relies
heavily on the analysis of figurative language conducted by this study. This theory challenges
the conventional view that metaphors are merely literary decorations by asserting that
metaphors are important cognitive mechanisms that influence the way humans think.
Metaphors, according to CMT, relate concrete experiences rooted in the body, such as
movement, spatial relationships, or light, to abstract domains, such as emotion or time. This
influences our understanding of the world. The lyrics of Katy Perry's song "Falling from cloud
nine" are very similar to the phrase "I'm falling in love," which describes love as a symbolic
downward movement.

Conceptual Metaphor Theory (CMT) states that emotional expressions often use
figurative language. Given how difficult it is to convey feelings like joy, heartbreak, or
empowerment with just direct words, metaphorical structure is essential. To further deepen
the study of metaphor empirically, Steen et al. (2010) developed MIPVU. This is a powerful
methodology to help us identify metaphors in everyday conversations or texts. With MIPVU,
research on how often metaphors appear and how they function in various texts becomes
much more reliable.

2.2 Pop Music as a Semantic and Cultural Text

Recent studies have shown that pop music is important as a medium for forming
meaning (semantics) and ideology. Gardiner (2021) suggests that we view popular song lyrics
as a rich "environment." Here, poetic language plays a major role in conveying emotional
and social meaning. So, in this context, figurative language is not just decoration. In fact,
figurative language is very important in creating emotional impact and helping listeners to
feel connected (identified) with the song.
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Bouvrie (2023) supports this by introducing the "self-aware soundtrack," a concept
describing songs that both express emotion and contemplate the very experience of feeling.
Under this framework, lyrics function as "discursive mirrors" through which audiences
interpret their own lives. Consequently, figurative devices like metaphor and simile become
essential semantic anchors for shaping identity and memory.

Additionally, the lyrics of female pop artists, including Katy Perry, frequently display
gendered figurative patterns, using metaphors to frame femininity, autonomy, and
vulnerability (Catalano & Waugh, 2020). Such patterns deserve more in-depth semantic
analysis, particularly in commercially successful yet lyrically deep albums like Teenage
Dream.

2.3 Figurative Language in Pop Lyrics: Empirical Findings

For example, empirical evidence suggests that figurative language plays a significant
semantic role in pop song lyrics. Mukandabvute (2022) analyzed the style and semantics of
Oliver Mtukudzi's song "Neria" and found that similes and metaphors often appear in highly
emotional parts of the song. This helps listeners remember the song and provides an
emotional framework for them.

Subramaniam et al. (2019) expressed similar sentiments. They emphasized how the
incorporation of figurative expressions into song lyrics can enhance meaning and influence
how audiences understand the message. Their study demonstrated the instructional and
persuasive power of this style of language, especially in conveying themes such as identity,
resilience, and themes of longing, which are very evident in Katy Perry’s work.

Although the essential functions of music albums are well known, a comprehensive
semantic study of music alboums as a whole is still rare. Each song in the Teenage Dream
album is written using conceptual metaphor theory (CMT) and semantic field analysis. The
purpose of this study is to find metaphorical structures that consistently unite the lyrical
narrative.

2.4 Figurative Language and Identity in Contemporary Music

Especially for young people and marginalized groups, figurative language in song
lyrics structures thoughts and constructs identities. Jones and Watson (2020) define pop
lyrics as “linguistic performances of self-identity,” allowing listeners to feel emotionally
represented through metaphorical storytelling. This is evident in the album Teenage Dream,
where Katy Perry uses lyrical metaphors to show how her identity evolves from adolescent
optimism in “Teenage Dream” to existential uncertainty in “Who Am | Living For?”.

Metaphors also play an important role in building cultural relationships between
musicians and their listeners. Dancygier and Sweetser (2014) emphasize that figurative
language works on both a personal and social level, shaping collective understandings of
concepts such as love, rebellion, and emotional vulnerability in popular culture. Therefore,
song lyrics can be understood as “semiotic meeting points” that guide listeners in navigating
their life experiences through the symbolism of language.

Alharbi (2021) also shows that the use of figurative language in English pop songs
reflects changes in cultural values and moral themes across generations. This strengthens
the argument that semantic analysis of song lyrics is an effective tool for tracking social
shifts, while also emphasizing the importance of a deeper semantic study of pop music as an
art form and discursive space.
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Although contemporary pop albums such as Beyoncé’s Lemonade, Taylor Swift’s
1989 and folklore, or Lady Gaga’s Born This Way have generated sustained critical and
scholarly engagement across fields ranging from gender studies to popular musicology, Katy
Perry’s Teenage Dream (2010) has received disproportionately little attention. Despite its
unprecedented commercial success, record-tying chart dominance, and influence on the
sonic and visual aesthetics of early 2010s pop, the album remains largely absent from
serious academic analysis. This oversight not only diminishes recognition of Perry’s cultural
impact but also leaves unexplored key questions about how Teenage Dream shaped
discourses of youth, sexuality, and mainstream pop stardom at a formative moment in
digital-era music.

3. Research Method

A qualitative approach was chosen over a quantitative one because the primary aim
of this study is not to measure frequency or statistical patterns, but to interpret the
meanings, nuances, and cultural significance embedded in the album Teenage Dream.

3.1 Research Approach

This study embraces a qualitative-descriptive semantic approach, pointing to
investigate how metaphorical dialect in pop melody verses passes on meaning through
allegorical and typical expressions. Subjective investigation is suitable for etymological
wonders that require translation past numerical evaluation (Creswell & Poth, 2018). In this
investigation, dialect is treated not just as a frame but as a medium of conceptualization and
social encoding.

The center is on deciphering how metaphorical expressions, particularly
representations, analogies, and personification, encode enthusiastic, mental, and social
implications within the verses of Katy Perry’s Teenage Dream collection. The ponder does
not endeavor to degree recurrence, but maybe to reveal semantic structures and conceptual
designs.

3.2 Theoretical Frameworks
Two phonetic systems direct this think about:

= Conceptual Metaphor Theory (CMT) by Lakoff and Johnson (2003): CMT asserts that
metaphors are not mere rhetorical devices but cognitive tools through which we
understand abstract domains in terms of more concrete ones (e.g., LOVE IS A JOURNEY,
EMOTION IS Warm).

= Semantic Field Theory: This theory posits that meaning is organized in clusters or
“fields” of related concepts (e.g., metaphors of light vs. obscurity, development vs.
stasis). Metaphorical dialect frequently works inside such areas to bring out coherent
enthusiastic or topical tones (Lehrer, 2009).

3.3 Data Source
The essential information set comprises of all 12 unique tracks from Katy Perry’s
Teenage Dream collection (Capitol Records, 2010). The songs included are:
1. Teenage Dream
2. Last Friday Night (T.G.I.F.)
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3. California Gurls

4. Firework

5. Peacock

6. Circle the Drain

7. The One That Got Away
8. ET

9. Who Am | Living For?
10. Pearl

11. Hummingbird Heartbeat
12. Not Like the Movies

The verses were gotten from confirmed sources (e.g., official craftsman distributions
and authorized verse databases). Each tune was treated as a single semantic unit for smaller
scale- and macro-level examination.

3.4 Data Collection Procedure
Information was collected through report examination of the melody verses. The

examination centered on recognizing occasions of metaphorical dialect and translating their

semantic work.

Steps included:

1. Initial Reading — familiarizing with the lyrical structure and thematic flow of each song.

2. Coding —identifying figurative expressions (metaphor, simile, personification).

3. Categorization — grouping expressions into semantic fields (e.g., fire/light,
nature/animal, journey/movement, transformation).

4. Mapping — matching figurative language to relevant conceptual metaphors and
cognitive domains.

3.5 Data Analysis Technique

The analysis process is carried out in three phases:
a) Figurative Language Identification

The Metaphor Identification Procedure (MIPVU) VU Guidelines were developed by
Steen et al. (2010) and aim to identify and label various expressions, both metaphorical and
other figurative language styles, as a first step for a more in-depth analysis.

b) Semantic Field and Domain Mapping

After analyzing each figurative expression in terms of its semantic meaning, the next
step is to classify these expressions into specific conceptual categories, such as nature, light,
heat, or movement. This method is very helpful in identifying metaphorical patterns that
appear consistently across the album.

c) Thematic Interpretation

In the final step, we conducted an analysis of figurative expressions to understand
their contribution to the themes contained in the song lyrics. This is an analysis of how
figurative language builds stories about things like love, identity, freedom, loss, and
empowerment. In addition, the results of the interpretation are linked to a broader context,
namely the disputes about culture, gender, and feelings that occur in modern times.
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4. Results and Discussion

This section will examine each song from Katy Perry’s Teenage Dream album to find
out its meaning. The main goal is to describe how personification, metaphor, and simile are
used to describe emotional states, social identities, and conceptual experiences. By doing
this analysis, we can see how these elements collectively form the most prominent semantic

domains in the album.

4.1 Dominant Semantic Fields by Song

Song Title

Dominant
Semantic Fields

Key Figurative Devices

Interpretation

Teenage Dream

Last Friday Night

California Gurls

Firework

Peacock

Circle the Drain

The One That
Got Away

E.T.

Who Am | Living
For?

Pearl

Love, youth,
nostalgia

Recklessness,
celebration

Regional

identity, female
empowerment
Empowerment,
transformation

Sexual
innuendo, self-
expression
Anger,
disillusionment
in relationships

Longing, regret,
idealized love

Alienation,
attraction,
strangeness

Existential crisis,
spiritual warfare

Suppression,
reawakening

Metaphor (“you make
me feel like I’'m living a
teenage dream”)
Hyperbole (“We maxed
our credit cards”)

Personification (“Sun-
kissed skin so hot we'll
melt your popsicle”)
Metaphor (“You're a
firework”),
Personification (“Let
your colours burst”)
Double entendre
(“Wanna see your
peacock, cock, cock”)
Metaphor (“You fall
asleep during foreplay”)

Metaphor (“We make
out in your Mustang to
Radiohead”)

Simile (“You're from a
whole other world”),
Metaphor (“Kiss me,
infect me with your love”)
Biblical allusion (“/ can
feel the phoenix inside of
me”

Metaphor (“She’s a
pearl”)

Love is idealized as a
return to innocence and
freedom.

Exaggeration to express
escapism; youth is framed
as impulsive freedom.
Playful  eroticism via
embodiment of California
as a sensual metaphor.
Identity and potential are
imagined as explosive
beauty and light.

Bold metaphorical framing

of sexuality and
playfulness.

Semantic field of
abandonment and
addiction; emotional
burnout.

Material nostalgia frames
emotional loss; love lost is
irreplaceable.

Love and desire imagined
as otherworldly invasion.

Metaphor  of  rebirth
through struggle; identity
crisis and divine calling.
Hidden beauty and
strength; transformation
of victimhood to power.
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Hummingbird

Passion, physical

Metaphor (“You make

Love as vitality and rapid
emotional stimulation.

Challenges media-shaped

Heartbeat attraction me feel like I’'m losing my
virginity”), Simile (“Like a
hummingbird
heartbeat”)

Not Like the Disillusionment ~ Metaphor (“If it's not like

Movies with idealized the movies, that’s how it

romance

should be”)

romantic ideals;
authenticity over fantasy.

4.2 Figurative Device Patterns

Across the album, metaphors, similes, and personification were the most prominent

figurative devices.
a) Metaphor

= “You're a firework” = |dentity as an explosion of beauty

= “She’s a pearl” - Hidden value under pressure
= “Teenage dream” - Love idealized as youthful perfection

b) Simile

= “Like a lightning bolt” (E.T.) = Sudden emotional connection
= “Like a hummingbird heartbeat” = Love as intense, fluttering energy

c) Personification

= “My heart stops when you look at me”

= “Let your colours burst”

These use bodily metaphors to ground emotions in tangible sensations.

4.3 Semantic Themes and Identity Construction
The figurative language in this album contributes to thematic clusters that function

across multiple songs:

Theme

Semantic Cluster Examples

Function

Love as Power/Light

Youth as Freedom

Loss as Emptiness

Desire as Force

Identity as Hidden Strength

Fire, colour, light, explosion
(Firework)

Recklessness, dream, cars
(Teenage Dream, Last Friday
Night)

Regret, silence, memory (The
One That Got Away)
Lightning, electricity,
infection (E.T., Hummingbird
Heartbeat)

Pearl, phoenix, movie illusion

Emphasizes empowerment
and emotional visibility.
Frames youth as chaotic but
liberating.

Constructs longing through
material nostalgia.
Physicalizes  romantic
sexual attraction.

or

Frames female identity as
evolving, concealed, or
misread by others.

4.4 Semantic Impact

By grounding abstract emotional states (love, passion, loss, empowerment) in
concrete, physical imagery, Perry’s figurative language:
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= Creates embodied metaphors that are easy to visualize and emotionally resonate with
(Lakoff & Johnson, 2003).

» Enhances listener identification, particularly for adolescent and female audiences
navigating similar emotional landscapes.

= Establishes a coherent semantic world where emotional transformation is not only felt
but metaphorically seen (color, fire, movement).

The album, therefore, is not merely a collection of songs, but a semantic network of
emotional and identity-based metaphors that together form a culturally resonant narrative
of growth, vulnerability, and power.

5. Conclusion

This study concludes that Katy Perry's Teenage Dream album lyrics are a complex
semantic system that uses metaphor, simile, and personification to convey themes of love,
identity, empowerment, and emotional vulnerability. Based on Conceptual Metaphor Theory
(CMT) and Semantic Field Theory (SFT), this study shows that Perry's lyrics are not merely
aesthetic or commercial, but a rich linguistic narrative with layered emotional and cultural
meanings.

Metaphors, which transform abstract experiences such as strength and heartbreak
into tangible experiences such as fire and light, are a central element of the album. The
cohesive semantic field created through the use of metaphors suggests patterns of self-
discovery, romantic idealism, personal transformation, and gender-based identity formation.
For example, the words "You're a firework" suggest greater strength and confidence, and
"She's a pearl" suggests hidden resilience.

This shows that figurative language in pop song lyrics not only serves as a visual
decoration but also shapes the way emotions and identities are understood and conveyed.
In popular music, this style of language becomes an important tool to attract listeners'
attention, create a personal connection with the lyrics, and convey certain ideologies.
Therefore, pop song lyrics can be considered as cultural texts that can reflect and change
contemporary values.

In conclusion, the Teenage Dream album can be considered as a semantic map of
emotional life that illustrates the reciprocal relationship between personal feelings and
collective cultural narratives. To uncover the structure of meaning in popular music,
approaches using conceptual metaphor theory (CMT) and structure of feeling theory (SFT)
have proven successful. Therefore, the fields of semantics, discourse studies, cultural
linguistics, and musicology have relevance to this approach. To improve the understanding
of language dynamics in popular culture, similar approaches can be used in other situations.
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