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ABSTRACT  

This study examines patterns of lexical cohesion in Taylor Swift's song "RED" through systematic 
discourse analysis. Following Halliday and Hasan's (1976) framework for lexical cohesion, 
supplemented by contemporary approaches to discourse analysis, we analyzed how various 
cohesive devices contribute to the song's narrative structure and emotional impact. Our qualitative 
analysis identified three primary types of lexical cohesion: repetition (56.3%), antonymy (25%), 
and synonymy (18.7%). The findings demonstrate sophisticated use of repetition patterns, 
particularly in emotional expressions using gerund forms, creating parallel structures that 
emphasize emotional progression. The study identifies a complex system of color-based cohesion, 
with color terms serving both referential and symbolic functions throughout the narrative. 
Strategic placement of antonymic pairs creates emotional dimensionality, while the use of near-
synonymy allows for nuanced emotional expression. These findings contribute to our 
understanding of how contemporary songwriters use linguistic devices to create emotional impact 
and maintain narrative coherence. The research advances both theoretical understanding of lexical 
cohesion and practical insights into effective songwriting techniques, while suggesting new 
approaches to analyzing popular music lyrics. The study's limitations, including its focus on a single 
text, suggest directions for future research examining these patterns across a broader corpus of 
contemporary songwriting. 
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INTRODUCTION  

Language, as a complex system of communication, manifests itself in various forms of 

discourse, including musical texts. Song lyrics represent a unique intersection of literary and oral 

traditions, combining poetic devices with musical elements to create meaning and emotional 

impact. The analysis of lexical cohesion in song lyrics offers valuable insights into how language 

constructs meaning and emotional resonance through systematic linguistic choices. 

The study of lexical cohesion, pioneered by Halliday and Hasan (1976) in their seminal work 

"Cohesion in English," has evolved significantly over the past decades. Their framework 

established fundamental categories of lexical cohesion, including reiteration, collocation, and 

semantic relationships. More recent scholars have expanded this framework to accommodate 

contemporary discourse types. Tanskanen (2006) demonstrated how lexical cohesion patterns vary 

across different genres and modes of communication, while Martin (2013) explored how cohesive 
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devices contribute to the construction of meaning in multimodal texts. This theoretical evolution 

provides a robust foundation for analyzing contemporary forms of discourse, including popular 

music lyrics. 

Song lyrics present particular challenges for discourse analysis due to their dual nature as 

both written texts and performed pieces. Rudden (2016) argues that lyrics operate simultaneously 

as poetry and as components of musical performance. This dual functionality creates what Moore 

(2016) terms "semantic layering," where meaning is constructed through the interaction of 

linguistic and musical elements. Contemporary popular music has attracted increasing scholarly 

attention as a site of linguistic innovation and emotional expression. Research by Kreyer and 

Mukherjee (2009) demonstrated how pop lyrics employ distinctive patterns of lexical cohesion that 

differ from both conventional poetry and everyday discourse. Ali and Peynircioğlu (2006) found 

that lexical cohesion significantly influences listeners' emotional engagement with songs, while 

Davis (2019) showed how repetition patterns in contemporary lyrics contribute to both 

memorability and emotional impact. 

Within the realm of contemporary songwriting, Taylor Swift's work presents particularly rich 

material for linguistic analysis. Her song "RED" (2012) serves as an exemplary case study for 

several reasons. The song represents a pivotal moment in Swift's artistic development, marking 

her transition from country to pop music. Additionally, the lyrics demonstrate sophisticated use 

of metaphor and cohesive devices, particularly in their systematic use of color imagery. The song's 

commercial success and cultural influence make it a significant text in contemporary popular music 

discourse. 

This study aims to examine how patterns of lexical cohesion in "RED" contribute to the 

song's narrative structure and emotional impact. While previous research has examined cohesion 

in various discourse types, few studies have systematically analyzed how cohesive devices function 

in contemporary pop lyrics to create both meaning and emotional resonance. Additionally, while 

Swift's songwriting has received scholarly attention (Hopper, 2016), detailed linguistic analysis of 

her use of cohesive devices remains limited. Our analysis focuses on three key questions: how 

different types of cohesive devices interact to create meaning, how color terminology functions as 

a cohesive device within the song's emotional narrative, and what patterns of lexical cohesion 

contribute to the song's narrative structure. 

The theoretical framework for this study combines Halliday and Hasan's (1976) foundational 

work on lexical cohesion with contemporary approaches to multimodal discourse analysis (Kress 

& van Leeuwen, 2020) and song lyrics analysis (Moore, 2016; Schneider, 2016). This integrated 

approach allows us to examine how lexical cohesion operates within the specific context of 
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contemporary songwriting while considering both linguistic and performative aspects of the text. 

Through this analysis, we aim to contribute to our understanding of how contemporary 

songwriters employ linguistic devices to create emotionally resonant and narratively coherent texts 

that engage listeners while maintaining artistic sophistication. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Discourse Analysis and Lexical Cohesion 

The field of discourse analysis has evolved substantially since its early development, offering 

increasingly sophisticated tools for understanding how language functions beyond the sentence 

level. Halliday and Hasan's (1976) foundational work established lexical cohesion as a crucial 

element in creating textual unity, identifying key categories such as reiteration, collocation, and 

semantic relationships. This framework has been significantly expanded by subsequent scholars. 

Hoey (1991) demonstrated how lexical patterns contribute to text organization and coherence, 

while Martin (2013) developed a more nuanced understanding of how cohesive devices operate in 

different genres. Contemporary approaches have further refined these concepts, with Thompson 

(2013) exploring how digital communication has influenced cohesive patterns and Tanskanen 

(2016) examining how different modes of discourse employ distinct cohesive strategies. Recent 

work by Flowerdew (2020) has particularly emphasized the importance of considering multimodal 

aspects in discourse analysis, acknowledging how visual and textual elements work together to 

create meaning. This evolution in theoretical understanding has provided increasingly 

sophisticated tools for analyzing complex texts, including song lyrics, where meaning is created 

through multiple semiotic channels. 

 

Song Lyrics as Discourse 

The analysis of song lyrics as a distinct form of discourse has gained significant attention in 

linguistic research, particularly as scholars recognize their unique position at the intersection of 

written and performed text. Murphey's (2013) seminal work on pop music discourse established 

how lyrics function differently from other forms of written text, particularly in their use of 

repetition and deixis. This understanding has been expanded by Moore (2016), who demonstrated 

how musical and linguistic elements interact to create meaning in popular songs. Kreyer and 

Mukherjee's (2009) corpus-based study of pop lyrics revealed distinctive patterns of lexical 

organization that differ significantly from both conversational discourse and written poetry. More 

recent work has focused on how contemporary songwriting practices reflect and influence patterns 

of linguistic innovation. Bråthen (2013) examined how metaphor and imagery in popular music 
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create emotional resonance, while Machin (2018) analyzed how different linguistic devices 

contribute to the construction of authenticity in song lyrics. Particularly relevant to the current 

study is Watson's (2017) analysis of color terminology in popular music, which demonstrated how 

color metaphors serve both cohesive and symbolic functions in contemporary songwriting, 

providing a framework for understanding how such devices operate in texts like Swift's "RED." 

 

METHOD 

Research Design 

This study employs a qualitative descriptive approach with systematic discourse analysis to 

examine lexical cohesion patterns in Taylor Swift's "RED" lyrics. Following Sandelowski's (2010) 

framework for qualitative descriptive research, we aim to provide a comprehensive understanding 

of lexical cohesion while staying close to the textual data. The analysis combines both deductive 

and inductive approaches, using established categories of lexical cohesion from Halliday and 

Hasan's (1976) foundational framework while remaining open to emerging patterns. To ensure 

methodological rigor, we incorporated Dörnyei's (2007) guidelines for systematic qualitative 

analysis of texts, focusing particularly on his recommendations for establishing clear analytical 

frameworks and maintaining transparent documentation throughout the research process. Our 

analytical framework identifies four main categories of lexical cohesion: repetition (exact 

repetition, partial repetition, and parallelism), synonymy (including near-synonyms), antonymy 

(direct opposites and complementary pairs), and color-based cohesion. 

 

Research Object and Data Source 

The primary research object is the official lyrics of Taylor Swift's song "RED," released in 

2012 on her fourth studio album. We obtained the lyrics from three authenticated sources: the 

official album liner notes, Taylor Swift's official website, and the officially licensed sheet music 

publication. These sources were cross-referenced to ensure textual accuracy and reliability. The 

song consists of 165 words organized into verses, pre-choruses, and choruses, providing sufficient 

textual material for detailed cohesion analysis. The selection of "RED" as our research object was 

motivated by its representative nature as a contemporary pop song that demonstrates sophisticated 

use of cohesive devices, particularly in its systematic use of color imagery and metaphor to create 

emotional resonance. 
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Data Collection and Analysis Procedures 

The analysis of lexical cohesion followed a systematic three-phase approach based on 

Bazerman and Prior's (2004) framework for discourse analysis. In the first phase, we conducted a 

preliminary analysis to identify all instances of lexical cohesion using Halliday and Hasan's (1976) 

taxonomy as our primary reference. The second phase involved detailed classification of identified 

cohesive devices into our four main categories, focusing on their roles in constructing meaning 

and emotional resonance within the song. The final phase consisted of pattern analysis and 

interpretation, examining how these cohesive devices contribute to the overall narrative structure 

and emotional impact of the lyrics. Throughout the analysis, we maintained detailed 

documentation of identified patterns and their functions within the broader context of the song's 

narrative structure. To ensure transparency and replicability, we created comprehensive coding 

sheets that tracked each instance of lexical cohesion, its category, and its function within the text. 

All coding decisions were made based on explicit criteria derived from our theoretical framework, 

with clear operational definitions for each category of cohesive device. 

 

FINDINGS  

Distribution of Lexical Cohesion Types 

The analysis of "RED" lyrics revealed three primary types of lexical cohesion based on our 

analytical framework. Through systematic examination of the 165-word text, we identified a total 

of 32 distinct instances of lexical cohesion. Repetition emerged as the most frequent cohesive 

device with 18 instances (56.3% of total cohesive devices), appearing predominantly in chorus 

sections and emotional expressions. Antonymy formed the second most common category with 8 

instances (25%), occurring primarily in verse sections where emotional contrasts are developed. 

Synonymy presented 6 instances (18.7%), mainly found in verses where emotional experiences are 

being elaborated. This distribution aligns with the patterns anticipated in our analytical framework, 

showing how different cohesive devices serve distinct functions within the song's structure. 

 

Patterns of Repetition 

Within the category of repetition, our analysis revealed three distinct manifestational patterns 

in the text. The most prominent exact repetition occurs with the phrase "loving him was red," 

which appears four times throughout the song, serving as both a structural anchor and thematic 

reinforcement. The positioning of this phrase at key points in the song's structure - beginning, 

middle, and end - creates a cohesive thread throughout the narrative. Parallel structures emerge as 

another significant pattern, particularly in emotional expressions using gerund forms. These 
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structures appear systematically in the verse sections, beginning with "Loving him is like driving a 

new Maserati down a dead-end street" in the first verse. This pattern continues with "Losing him 

was blue like I'd never known," "Missing him was dark grey all alone," and "Forgetting him was 

like trying to know somebody you never met" in the second verse. These parallel constructions 

create a cohesive chain that traces the emotional progression of the narrative while maintaining 

structural consistency. 

 

Color-Based Cohesion 

The systematic use of color terms as cohesive devices emerged as a central feature of the 

text's organization. Our analysis identified eight significant instances of color terminology 

functioning as cohesive devices. The color "red" appears four times throughout the song, 

consistently associated with intense emotional experiences and passionate love. The term "blue" 

occurs twice in the lyrics, specifically linked to experiences of loss and emotional depth. Similarly, 

"grey" appears twice, systematically connected to feelings of isolation and emotional uncertainty. 

The strategic placement of these color terms creates a cohesive chain throughout the narrative, 

with each color maintaining consistent emotional associations while contributing to the overall 

progression of the emotional journey described in the lyrics. 

 

Antonymic and Synonymic Relations 

The examination of semantic relationships revealed sophisticated patterns of both 

opposition and similarity. Among the eight identified antonymic pairs, the contrast between 

"bright" and "dark" emerged as particularly significant, appearing in contexts that frame emotional 

extremes. The opposition between "new" and "old" serves to mark temporal progression in the 

narrative, while "remember" and "forget" create tension around the theme of emotional memory. 

The pair "beginning" and "end" functions to frame the complete emotional experience described 

in the lyrics. In terms of synonymic relations, six instances were identified, clustered around 

specific semantic fields. The pair "burning" and "blazing" reinforces the intensity of emotional 

experience, while "wanting" and "needing" work together to express emotional dependency. The 

relationship between "remember" and "memorize" adds depth to the theme of emotional memory, 

appearing in contexts where the permanence of experience is emphasized. 

 

Sequential Cohesion Patterns 

The analysis revealed systematic patterns in how cohesive devices are sequenced throughout 

the text. Color terms follow a deliberate progression that mirrors the emotional trajectory of the 
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narrative. The text begins with "red," establishing the intensity of the emotional experience. This 

is followed by movements through "blue" and "grey," marking transitions through different 

emotional states, before returning to "red" in the final sections. This circular pattern creates a 

cohesive structure that reinforces the song's emotional narrative while maintaining thematic unity. 

The sequential arrangement of antonymic pairs and repetitive elements throughout the song 

further strengthens this cohesive structure, creating a sophisticated network of interconnected 

meanings that supports the overall narrative development. 

 

DISCUSSION 

The analysis of lexical cohesion in Taylor Swift's "RED" reveals patterns that contribute 

significantly to the song's emotional resonance and narrative coherence. The predominance of 

repetition (56.3% of identified cohesive devices) aligns with Kreyer and Mukherjee's (2009) 

findings about repetition patterns in pop music discourse. The parallel structures we identified, 

particularly in gerund forms ("loving," "losing," "missing," "forgetting"), demonstrate what 

Tanskanen (2006) describes as systematic grammatical parallelism in creating textual coherence. 

This structured use of repetition supports Moore's (2016) arguments about how contemporary 

songwriters employ linguistic devices to create both structural unity and emotional impact. 

The color-based cohesion system emerged as a distinctive feature of the lyrics, supporting 

Watson's (2017) findings about color terminology in contemporary songwriting. The consistent 

association of specific emotions with colors (red with passion, blue with loss, grey with loneliness) 

aligns with Martin's (2015) work on multimodal meaning-making in song lyrics. This systematic 

use of color terms demonstrates how cohesive devices can serve both referential and symbolic 

functions, supporting Schneider's (2016) theory about the dual functionality of linguistic elements 

in song lyrics. 

The antonymic pairs identified in our analysis serve multiple functions in creating emotional 

depth, supporting Halliday and Hasan's (1976) original framework regarding the role of opposition 

in creating textual cohesion. The strategic placement of opposites throughout the narrative creates 

what Thompson (2013) describes as semantic tension, allowing for exploration of emotional 

complexity through linguistic contrast. This finding extends our understanding of how antonymy 

functions as a cohesive device in contemporary songwriting. 

The use of synonymy (18.7% of cohesive devices) demonstrates sophisticated semantic 

patterning. The choice of near-synonyms with subtle distinctions in meaning allows for nuanced 

emotional expression while maintaining cohesive ties, supporting Tanskanen's (2006) work on 

semantic variation in discourse. The clustering of synonymic pairs around specific semantic fields 
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creates patterns that reinforce the song's emotional themes, as predicted by our theoretical 

framework. 

The interplay between different types of lexical cohesion demonstrates the complex nature 

of cohesion in contemporary song lyrics, supporting Ali and Peynircioğlu's (2010) findings about 

how multiple linguistic devices contribute to emotional engagement in music. Our findings extend 

the understanding of how cohesive devices interact in contemporary songwriting while remaining 

grounded in established theoretical frameworks. This analysis contributes to our understanding of 

how successful songwriters employ linguistic devices to create emotional impact through 

systematic use of cohesive patterns. 

 

CONCLUSION  

The analysis of lexical cohesion in Taylor Swift's "RED" has revealed sophisticated linguistic 

patterns that contribute to both narrative coherence and emotional impact. Through systematic 

examination of the lyrics, we identified three primary types of lexical cohesion: repetition (56.3%), 

antonymy (25%), and synonymy (18.7%). Our analysis demonstrated how these cohesive devices 

work in concert to create textual unity while supporting emotional expression. The systematic use 

of color terminology emerged as a particularly significant feature, with color terms serving both 

referential and symbolic functions throughout the narrative. The strategic deployment of parallel 

structures, particularly in gerund forms, creates patterns that reinforce the emotional progression 

of the narrative while maintaining structural coherence. 

This study contributes to our understanding of how contemporary songwriters employ 

linguistic devices to create meaningful and emotionally resonant texts. However, we acknowledge 

the limitations of analyzing a single song, and future research could productively examine these 

patterns across a broader corpus of contemporary songwriting. Particularly valuable would be 

comparative studies examining how different songwriters employ cohesive devices to create 

emotional impact, or how these patterns vary across different musical genres. Such research could 

further illuminate the relationship between linguistic choices and emotional expression in 

contemporary popular music, while contributing to our broader understanding of how cohesion 

functions in creative texts. 

 

REFERENCES  

Ali, S. O., & Peynircioğlu, Z. F. (2006). Songs and emotions: Are lyrics and melodies equal 

partners? Psychology of Music, 38(4), 452-471.  



 

Huele: Journal of Applied Linguistics, Literature and Culture Vol. 3, No.1, 2023     34 

Bazerman, C., & Prior, P. (Eds.). (2003). What Writing Does and How It Does It: An Introduction to 

Analyzing Texts and Textual Practices (1st ed.). Routledge.  

Bråthen, E. S. (2013). Metaphor as a communication strategy within a pop music recording setting. University 

of Agder. 

Dörnyei, Z. (2007). Research methods in applied linguistics: Quantitative, qualitative, and mixed methodologies. 

Oxford University Press. 

Flowerdew, J. (2020). Discourse in English language education. Routledge. 

Halliday, M. A. K., & Hasan, R. (1976). Cohesion in English. Longman. 

Hoey, M. (1991). Patterns of lexis in text. Oxford University Press. 

Kress, G., & van Leeuwen, T. (2020). Reading images: The grammar of visual design (3rd ed.). Routledge. 

Kreyer, R., & Mukherjee, J. (2009). The style of pop song lyrics: A corpus-linguistic pilot study. 

Anglia - Zeitschrift für englische Philologie, 127(1), 31-58.  

Machin, D. (2010). Analysing popular music: Image, sound and text. SAGE Publications. 

Martin, J. R. (2013). Systemic functional linguistics. In Framing Languages and Literacies (pp. 24-50). 

Routledge.  

Moore, A. F. (2016). Song means: Analysing and interpreting recorded popular song. Routledge.  

Murphey, T. (2013). Music and song. Oxford University Press.  

Rudden, P. S. (Ed.). (2009). Singing for Themselves: Essays on Women in Popular Music. Cambridge 

Scholars Publishing. 

Sandelowski, M. (2010). What's in a name? Qualitative description revisited. Research in Nursing & 

Health, 33(1), 77-84.  

Tanskanen, S. K. (2006). Collaborating towards coherence: Lexical cohesion in English discourse. John 

Benjamins. 

Thompson, G. (2013). Introducing functional grammar (3rd ed.). Routledge.


