International Journal of Technology and Education Research

https://e-journal.citakonsultindo.or.id /index.php /IJETER

E-ISSN: 2986-0733

A Semiotic Analysis Of “Marry Your Daughter” Song By Brian
Mcknight Based On Ferdinand De Saussure’s Theory

Indah Juniasari T.}, Nadila Aulia Ashyurin?, Osy Benu Ismail3, Wulan Widya Istiyana ?, Yati
Kurniati®>, Mayang Pipit®

123456 Universitas Indraprasta PGRI

Corresponding Author: indahtanuwijaya.sch@gmail.com

Abstract

This study presents a semiotic analysis of Brian McKnight’s song “Marry Your Daughter”
(2008), drawing on Ferdinand de Saussure’s theory of linguistic signs. The primary aim is to
identify and interpret the signs, signifiers, and signifieds embedded in the song lyrics, and to
examine how these linguistic elements construct concepts of love, commitment, family values,
and marriage. Employing a qualitative descriptive approach, the analysis applies Saussure’s
dyadic model of the sign—consisting of signifier (the sound-image or word form) and signified
(the conceptual meaning)—to six key lyrical phrases selected purposively from the song text. The
findings reveal that McKnight’s lyrics deploy a network of culturally loaded signs that convey not
only romantic sentiment but also socially shared values of respect, faithfulness, and familial
approval. Words and phrases such as “love of my life,” “promise to be true,” and “marry your
daughter” function as powerful semiotic markers that reflect broader cultural and emotional
ideals surrounding the institution of marriage. This study demonstrates that song lyrics constitute
a rich semiotic text through which deeply held cultural values are encoded and communicated,
and it affirms the relevance of Saussurean semiotics as an analytical framework in language and
literature education.

Keyword: Semiotic Analysis, Ferdinand De Saussure, Marry Your Daughter, Brian Mcknight,
Linguistic Signs, Love Symbolism, Cultural Meaning.

INTRODUCTION
Language is fundamentally more than a mere instrument for daily communication; it is a
profound, complex symbolic system that embodies, preserves, and transmits human culture,
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emotion, ideology, and collective values. Through its intricate signs, grammatical structures, and
contextual usages, language heavily mediates the exact way individuals perceive, interpret, and
subsequently express their internal and external realities. The extensive discipline of modern
linguistics and advanced literary studies, semiotics the scientific study of signs and symbols has
rapidly emerged as a powerful, indispensable theoretical framework for uncovering the hidden,
multifaceted layers of meaning embedded within various forms of cultural text, prominently
including popular song lyrics.

Song lyrics undeniably occupy a highly distinctive and privileged position within the realm
of semiotic analysis. Unlike standard ordinary prose or everyday conversational speech, musical
lyrics are meticulously crafted with deliberate, concentrated attention to both semantic content
and aesthetic form. This deliberate construction renders them incredibly dense with symbolic
and figurative meaning. Talented songwriters, much like poets, strategically encode culturally
specific values, profound emotional states, and overarching social ideals through carefully
selected vocabulary, elaborate metaphors, and rhythmic linguistic structures. Diverse audiences
decode these embedded signs through the unique lens of their own cultural, historical, and
personal backgrounds, often arriving at multiple, intersecting layers of interpretation. Chandler
(2022), this analytical approach allows dedicated researchers to investigate not only the surface
linguistic meaning but also the underlying cultural phenomena, since virtually any element
consciously imbued with meaning can legitimately function as a sign.

Brian McKnight'’s globally celebrated ballad “Marry Your Daughter,” officially released in
2008, represents a particularly exemplary and poignant case of semiotically rich song lyrics. The
song details a young, earnest man’s deeply emotional appeal to his beloved partner’s father,
formally requesting his patriarchal blessing and permission to marry his daughter. This is
intricately interwoven with passionate declarations of eternal love, unyielding loyalty, and
profound respect for traditional family values. Its lyrical content vividly reflects widely shared,
enduring cultural ideals regarding the rituals of courtship, the sanctity of marriage, and the
critical importance of familial approval. The text serves as an exceptionally fertile subject for
comprehensive semiotic investigation, providing a clear window into how romantic love is
codified and communicated within contemporary Western musical traditions.

To rigorously unpack these meanings, Ferdinand de Saussure’s groundbreaking theory of
the linguistic sign provides the primary theoretical foundation for this study. Saussure (2018),
often heralded as the undisputed father of modern linguistics, proposed that every authentic
linguistic sign is inherently composed of two inseparable, codependent psychological
components: the signifier (the audible sound-image or the visible written word form) and the
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signified (the abstract mental concept or meaning that the signifier inevitably evokes). Saussure
persuasively argued that the fundamental relationship between any given signifier and its
corresponding signified is strictly arbitrary it is governed entirely by shared social convention
rather than any inherent, natural, or logical connection. This particular theoretical insight is
immensely productive when applied to the analysis of song lyrics, where conventional, everyday
linguistic signs are artistically, often creatively, manipulated to evoke profound emotional and
cultural resonances that extend far beyond their strict literal definitions.

The researcher’s underlying motivation for purposefully selecting this specific musical
piece is also deeply rooted in an intimate, personal dimension. The song “Marry Your Daughter”
was originally gifted to the primary researcher by her husband prior to their own wedding
ceremony, thereby transforming it into a profoundly meaningful personal text. This deeply
personal connection undeniably enriches the researcher’s innate sensitivity to the specific
emotional nuances and cultural registers in which the lyrics actively operate. To maintain
academic objectivity and rigor, the analytical methodology of the study remains strictly and
objectively grounded in Saussurean semiotic theory, ensuring that the findings are both
scientifically valid and culturally insightful.

METHOD

This research systematically employs a qualitative descriptive approach, a highly
appropriate and widely utilized methodology for research endeavours that specifically aim to
holistically describe, deeply interpret, and thoroughly understand complex human, cultural, or
artistic phenomena in profound depth, rather than merely attempting to mathematically
quantify variables or make broad statistical generalizations across massive sample sizes
(Creswell, 2022). By utilizing this qualitative paradigm, the researchers are empowered to
conduct a highly nuanced, context-sensitive analysis of the specific linguistic features, emotional
tones, and cultural meanings inextricably woven into the song's lyrics.

The primary, central data source for this comprehensive study is the complete, official
text lyrics of Brian McKnight’s song “Marry Your Daughter,” which was commercially released in
the year 2008. To strictly ensure textual accuracy and absolute authenticity, the written lyrics
were carefully obtained from an authorized, officially licensed music lyrics platform and
subsequently meticulously cross-referenced with multiple playbacks of the original studio audio
recording. The specific data objects comprising this study are the targeted words, intricate
phrases, and complete sentences extracted directly from the song that observably function as
distinct semiotic signs containing rich cultural and emotional meaning.
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The data collection procedure was systematic and highly deliberate, involving a
meticulous close reading and repeated critical listening of the complete song. The primary
objective was to successfully identify specific lyrical phrases that strongly function as prominent
semiotic signs meaning linguistic units clearly carrying significant cultural, emotional, or deep
symbolic meaning that extends far beyond their simple literal denotations. The strict selection
criteria established for the data were threefold: (a) the selected phrase must undeniably contain
a clear, unambiguous signifier; (b) the phrase must actively evoke a culturally significant, easily
identifiable signified directly related to universal themes of love, lifelong commitment, the
institution of marriage, or traditional family values; and (c) the phrase must be highly
representative of the song’s overarching thematic and narrative concerns.

Following the rigorous collection of the targeted lyrical data, the selected phrases were
systematically and objectively analysed using Ferdinand de Saussure’s established dyadic model
of the sign. For each individual selected phrase, the qualitative analysis systematically proceeds
through three distinct stages: First, the specific signifier (the exact written word or phrase) is
clearly identified and textually described. Second, the corresponding signified (the abstract,
underlying conceptual meaning, emotion, or cultural norm) is explicitly articulated and decoded.
Third, an in-depth interpretive commentary is provided to richly contextualize the identified sign
within the much broader semiotic structure and narrative flow of the entire song, deliberately
drawing strong analytical connections to external cultural values, societal expectations, and
universal emotional registers. The final synthesized findings are subsequently presented both in
an organized tabular format for immediate clarity and followed by an extensive narrative
discussion.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

“Marry Your Daughter” is a beautifully crafted, emotionally resonant slow R&B ballad
performed by the acclaimed artist Brian McKnight (2008). The narrative perspective of the song
is entirely situated from the direct point of view of a young, deeply devoted man who is
respectfully addressing his romantic partner’s father. The core purpose of this address is to
formally and sincerely request the father's patriarchal blessing to legally and spiritually marry his
daughter. This specific narrative structure—a direct, formal address to a recognized parental
authority figure—is in itself a highly significant semiotic choice: it deliberately positions the act
of marriage not merely as an isolated, private bond between two consenting individuals, but
rather as a highly structured social institution that necessitates, or at least heavily values, familial
ratification and communal integration. The lyrical delivery is heavily characterized by a
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consistent tone of extreme humility, undeniable sincerity, and profound emotional vulnerability.

Sir, I’'m a bit nervous

‘Bout being here today

Still not real sure of what I’'m going to say

So, bear with me please

If | take up too much of your time

But you see, in this box is a ring for your oldest

She’s my everything and all that | know is

It would be such a relief if | knew that we were on the same side
’Cause very soon I’m hoping that |

Can marry your daughter

And make her my wife

| want her to be the only girl that I love for the rest of my life
And give her the best of me ‘til the day that | die, yeah

I’m gonna marry your princess

And make her my queen

She’ll be the most beautiful bride that I’'ve ever seen

I can’t wait to smile

As she walks down the aisle

On the arm of her father

On the day that | marry your daughter

She’s been here every step since the day that we met

I’m scared to death to think of what would happen if she ever left

So don’t you ever worry about me ever treating her bad, no

We’ve got most of our vows done so far (so bring on the better or worse)
And ’til death do us part

There’s no doubt in my mind

It's time

I’m ready to start

| swear to you with all of my heart
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Semiotic Analysis of Key Lyrical Signs

Through a highly rigorous and exhaustive textual examination of the complete song lyrics
provided above, the researchers successfully identified ten highly prominent lyrical phrases that
vividly serve as crucial semiotic signs. Each of these selected signs plays a fundamentally vital
role in actively constructing the song’s overarching thematic messages regarding traditional
courtship, profound familial respect, and the sacred, lifelong nature of the marriage
commitment. The following comprehensive narrative analysis meticulously applies Saussure’s
dyadic model—breaking down each phrase into its linguistic signifier and its corresponding
cultural or emotional signified, followed by an in-depth semiotic interpretation.

1. “The only girl that | love”

1 | The only girl Extreme romantic | This seemingly simple phrase strongly activates
that I love exclusivity, the deeply ingrained cultural signified of 'one
monogamy, and | true love'—a powerful romantic ideology
the absolute  prevalent in Western discourse positing the
elevation of the existence of a singular, predestined partner.
female partner = Within contemporary romantic literature and
above all other music, this specific formulation has
potential romantic | accumulated immensely strong connotations
interests. of unwavering permanence and strict
relational exclusivity. In Saussurean terms, the
signifier 'only girl' operates not merely as a
numerical limitation, but as a vast, highly
loaded emotional construct that definitively
validates the authenticity and supreme
magnitude of the singer's affection. The phrase
thus structurally encodes not merely a fleeting
sentiment, but an enduring cultural script
defining the very nature of ideal love.

2. “l promise to be true”

2 | Promise to be A highly solemn, | Linguistically speaking, the verb 'promise'
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true

almost religious
declaration of
absolute loyalty,
transparent

honesty, and
unyielding  moral

faithfulness within
the relationship.

3. “I’m gonna marry your daughter”

3

Marry
daughter

your A formal, deeply

respectful request
for patriarchal and
familial blessing to
enter into a
socially, culturally,
and legally
sanctioned lifelong
union.

IJETER, Volume 04 Issue 03, 2026

functions as a powerful performative linguistic
act: by deliberately making the statement, the
speaker simultaneously performs the very
action the verb describes. The underlying
signified encompasses deep moral integrity,
steadfast trustworthiness, and reliability—
values that are considered absolutely central to
the successful functioning of the institution of
marriage. Furthermore, the specific word 'true'
operates semiologically on multiple complex
levels here: it signifies factual honesty (not
lying), moral faithfulness (fidelity), and the
undeniable authenticity of the speaker's
emotional feeling. This multidimensionality
enriches the lyrical phrase with beautifully
layered cultural meaning.

This specific line importantly constitutes both
the title of the track and its central recurring
refrain, undeniably making its semiotic
significance absolutely central to the entire
text’s overall meaning. The signifier masterfully
encodes marriage as a communal, structurally
shared institution rather than solely an
interpersonal arrangement. It highlights the
deeply ingrained cultural necessity of receiving
ratification from the broader family unit. The
extreme directness of the address to the father
explicitly reinforces traditional, historically
rooted cultural scripts surrounding patriarchal
approval as a strict prerequisite for a truly

legitimate and blessed union (Chandler, 2022).
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4. “I'm scared to death to think of what would happen if she ever left”

4

Scared to death | A state of intense

/ if she ever left

emotional
vulnerability, deep
psychological
attachment, and
the
existential dread of
deeply
beloved partner.

profound

losing a

5. “I wanna make her my wife”

5

Make
wife

her my The

ultimate,
socially recognized
transformation of a
private  romantic
relationship into a
highly

permanent, legally

public,
and spiritually
sanctioned
partnership.

IJETER, Volume 04 Issue 03, 2026

The well-known hyperbolic idiom 'scared to
death' effectively utilizes the culturally potent
and universally feared signified of 'death' as an
accessible metaphor for extreme, unbearable
emotional distress and relational devastation.
In strict Saussurean analysis, this common
idiom perfectly exemplifies how completely
arbitrary linguistic signs acquire immensely
powerful, culturally shared meanings through
centuries of convention, repetition, and
societal use. The accompanying conditional
clause firmly encodes the signified of inherent
relational vulnerability, ultimately suggesting
that true love, in this shared cultural script,
inevitably entails the terrifying risk of total

emotional loss.

The specific linguistic use of the active verb
'make' heavily implies strong personal agency,
clear intentionality, and deliberate forward
action on the part of the speaker. The
multifaceted signified of the word ‘'wife'
broadly encompasses a legally recognized
status, a highly specific social role, and a
distinct, newly formed emotional identity.
brilliant the

fundamental arbitrariness of the sign is highly

Saussure’s insight  into
illuminating in this context: the phonetic word
'wife' inherently possesses no natural, built-in
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6. “And make her my queen”

6

Make her my Elevated romantic

queen

admiration,
immense relational
respect, and a
sworn
commitment to
treating one’s
partner with the
highest

degree of honor.

possible

meaning. Instead, it successfully acquires its
immense significance exclusively from its
designated position within a massive,
interconnected network of complex social,

legal, and cultural conventions.

The evocative metaphor 'make her my queen'
heavily draws upon the historical signified of
royalty—a universally recognized cultural
archetype firmly associated with supreme
unchallengeable extreme

dignity, power,

beauty, and the absolute entitlement to
special, elevated honor. By actively utilizing
McKnight

seamlessly activates a widely shared, instantly

this highly figurative language,
recognizable cultural code. In this specific code,
treating someone like a 'queen' unequivocally
signifies the absolute highest achievable
degree of romantic devotion, successfully
encoding a heavily gendered but deeply
ideal of absolute

romanticized cultural

reverence.

7. “l want her to be the only girl that | love for the rest of my life”

7

Rest of my life

The abstract
concept of
temporal eternity

within the mortal

realm; an
unbreakable vow
of absolute

IJETER, Volume 04 Issue 03, 2026

In semiotic terms, 'the rest of my life' functions
directly as a highly potent signifier for the
conceptual signified of unbreakable longevity
and temporal permanence. It masterfully
transforms the completely abstract, often
incomprehensible concept of infinite 'forever

into a highly tangible, deeply personal, and

124

Copyright to the author of some rights reserved This work is licensed under

aCreative Commons Attribution-ShareAlike 4.0 International License.



https://e-journal.citakonsultindo.or.id/index.php/IJETER
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/

International Journal of Technology and Education Research

https://e-journal.citakonsultindo.or.id /index.php /IJETER

E-ISSN: 2986-0733

permanence and
steadfast
endurance in the

relationship.

highly quantifiable mortal commitment. This
strongly aligns with the universally understood
traditional wedding vow of remaining strictly
together 'until death do us part,' thereby acting
as a powerful semiotic reinforcement of the
permanent, unbreakable nature of the marital
contract as defined by broader society.

8. “It would be such a relief if | knew that we were on the same side”

8

On the same | Familial

side

unity,
structural
harmony, the
complete
elimination of
potential conflict,

and the formation
of a unified familial
alliance.

This
metaphor of a 'side' (typically found in the

phrase expertly uses the common

context of team sports or war) to accurately
signify the highly desirable concept of family
unity and peaceful mutual agreement. The
speaker is effectively utilizing this specific
signifier to actively dissolve any potential
underlying tension, perceived rivalry, or
protective hesitation that might naturally exist
between a deeply protective father and the
prospective son-in-law. Semiologically, it
brilliantly constructs a shared, harmonious
reality where both men are strictly aligned in
their mutual, deeply held goal of ensuring the

daughter's ultimate happiness and protection.

9. “She'll be the most beautiful bride that I've ever seen”

Most
beautiful bride

The
ultimate pinnacle
of female aesthetic
and emotional
perfection

explicitly tied to

IJETER, Volume 04 Issue 03, 2026

The specific signifier 'bride' carries
vastly different, much more complex semiotic
weight than simply using words like 'woman' or
'girl." It is deeply and intrinsically loaded with
vast cultural associations involving purity,

elaborate celebration, significant transition,
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the culturally ' and immense visual splendor. By deliberately

monumental event | pairing this highly loaded term with the

of the wedding superlative phrase 'most beautiful,' the lyric

day. effectively elevates the subject to an almost
mythic, untouchable status, perfectly reflecting
the highly romanticized societal expectations
and cultural weight heavily placed upon the
traditional wedding day aesthetic.

10. “When she walks down the aisle”

10  Walks down the | The powerful, The 'aisle' serves as a profound spatial signifier.
aisle universally It is not merely a physical walkway inside a
recognized building; semiotically, it vividly represents the

physical and spatial | critical transitional = space—the liminal

manifestation  of | threshold—between a woman's old life as a
the sacred marital | dependent daughter and her entirely new life
transition, as an independent wife. The referenced action
symbolizing  the of walking down this specific path, especially
literal passage 'on the arm of her father,' acts as a highly
from childhood to | formalized, culturally ubiquitous ritual sign of
adulthood. the formal, respectful transfer of care,
protection, and authority from the father to
the new husband. This line is arguably the most
culturally dense semiotic image in the entire
song.

DISCUSSION

This study aims to analyze the meaning of signs in Brian McKnight's song "Marry Your
Daughter" using Ferdinand de Saussure's semiotic theory. According to Saussure, a sign consists
of two inseparable elements: the signifier, which is a sound or word, and the signified, which is
a concept or meaning constructed by the speaker and listener (Saussure, 2018). The meaning in
the song's lyrics is understood not only from the lexical meaning of each word but also from the
relationships between the signs that form the overall message of love, commitment, and respect
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for family values.

The analysis shows that the signifier, the phrase "Sir, I'm a bit nervous," depicts a man
expressing nervousness when speaking to the father of the woman he loves. Denotatively, the
sentence merely indicates the speaker's emotional state. The signified points to respect for the
father as an authority figure in the family. From Saussure's perspective, the relationship between
linguistic form and concept is arbitrary but acquires meaning through cultural conventions that
develop within society (Saussure, 2018). The nervousness in the lyrics is not just a personal
emotion, but a symbol of politeness and respect for the prospective partner's family.

The lyric "Marry your daughter" serves as a key signifier in this song. This phrase signifies
a request for permission to marry someone's daughter. The signifier represents a man's
responsibility, seriousness, and commitment to building a household. This request for
permission demonstrates that marriage is viewed not only as a relationship between two
individuals but also as the union of two families. Chandler (2022) notes that the meaning of signs
emerges through relationships within the language system, so that each word acquires meaning
based on its position within the broader structure. The phrase serves not only as a request but
also as a representation of moral values, respect, and ethics within the culture of marriage.

The phrase "I'll be the prince, and she'll be the princess" presents a signifier in the form
of a royal metaphor. The signifier does not indicate actual social status but rather depicts the
hope for a happy, harmonious, and loving home life. The use of this metaphor enhances the
song's emotional dimension, allowing listeners to connect the story to the ideal image of
marriage. According to Chandler (2022), linguistic signs often operate through symbolic
associations, allowing a word or phrase to convey a broader meaning than its literal meaning.
The metaphor of "prince" and "princess" serves as a symbol of ideal love that lives in the public
imagination.

The lyrics, "She's been here every step of the way since the day we met," serve as a
signifier of togetherness. The signifiers are loyalty, emotional support, and the relationship built
through a shared life journey. The meanings of the words used form syntagmatic relationships
that describe the process of time, from meeting to the decision to marry. Saussure (2018) argued
that language is born through the relationships between elements within a language system, not
from a single word. This series of lyrics demonstrates that love is understood as a process that
grows through shared experiences.

The lyrics, "I'll make her my wife," signify a statement of willingness to marry the woman
he loves. The signifiers are responsibility, protection, and readiness to fulfill the role of husband.
This meaning is reinforced by the overall structure of the song, which presents the male
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character as an individual who has considered the future with his partner. Marital commitment
is understood as a valued social value across cultures, making the song's message relevant to
listeners from diverse backgrounds.

The results of this study indicate that the relationship between signifier and signified in
the song "Marry Your Daughter" represents mature love, respect for parents, responsibility, and
commitment to marriage. Each word choice serves as a complementary sign, creating a coherent
meaning. Saussure (2018) defines language as a system of signs whose meaning is constructed
through the relationships between the signs within the system.

CONCLUSION

In definitive conclusion, this extensive qualitative study has highly successfully applied
Ferdinand de Saussure’s foundational structuralist theory of the linguistic sign to conduct a deep,
comprehensive semiotic analysis of Brian McKnight’s deeply moving song “Marry Your
Daughter” (2008). Through the rigorous, systematic identification and profound interpretation
of ten highly critical lyrical phrases, the exhaustive analysis has definitively demonstrated that
the song’s seemingly simple lyrics actually constitute an incredibly culturally rich, incredibly
dense semiotic text. Within this specific text, standard linguistic signs flawlessly encode multiple,
overlapping layers of deep emotional vulnerability and heavily structured social meaning.

The primary, undeniable finding of this rigorous academic research is that McKnight’'s
masterfully written lyrics deploy a highly coherent, intricately structured network of signs—

n u

prominently including highly evocative phrases such as “only girl that | love,” “promise to be

n u

true,” “marry your daughter,” and “make her my queen.” These specific phrases actively
function simultaneously as profoundly personal, intimate declarations of raw romantic devotion
and as massive, culturally ubiquitous markers of widely shared social values concerning lifelong
fidelity, deep patriarchal respect, and the highly formalized institution of modern marriage.
Every single analyzed sign operates flawlessly through Saussure’s proven dyadic model, wherein
the surface signifier is strictly linked by widespread cultural convention to a much deeper
signified, with the ultimate meaning organically emerging from the sign’s specific, calculated
position within a much broader, highly complex system of shared cultural codes.

Based firmly upon the highly detailed findings and the definitive conclusions drawn
heavily from this comprehensive study, the researchers offer several strong recommendations.
From a strict pedagogical perspective, this extensive study powerfully demonstrates the
immense, undeniable educational value of deliberately applying advanced semiotic analysis to

accessible popular music within the context of modern language and literature education.
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Popular song lyrics uniquely offer highly accessible, deeply emotionally engaging texts through
which contemporary learners can effectively develop their critical understanding of exactly how
language actively constructs meaning, how massive cultural values are heavily encoded in
seemingly ordinary, everyday words, and exactly how the very same signs can carry vastly
different meanings depending entirely on their specific cultural and temporal contexts.

For future, dedicated literary and linguistic researchers, this study strongly invites and
highly encourages further, much more expansive research into the incredibly rich, highly
dynamic intersection of mainstream popular music, structural language mechanics, and deep
cultural meaning. Future qualitative studies could highly beneficially explore and actively
compare the specific semiotic construction of modern marriage and romantic love across vastly
different musical genres, such as rock, hip-hop, or country, or across entirely different, non-
Western cultural and linguistic traditions. Doing so would effectively broaden our collective
academic understanding of how deeply universal human emotions are consistently linguistically
encoded worldwide.
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