
TURNTABLES
Component 1 Section A – Media Language & Representation

MUSIC VIDEOS – JANELLE MONÁE – L2



ON PAPER:
Study the Janelle Monáe profile on the first page of your analysis booklets

Discuss key findings

DATE AND TITLE ALL WRITTEN WORK

STARTER ACTIVITY



JANELLE MONÁE
Turntables



JANELLE MONÁE
_________________________

Janelle Monáe (uses both they/them and she/her pronouns) 
is an American singer, songwriter, author and actor. 

They have won several awards during their career; in 2015, 
Billboard gave them the Women in Music Rising Star Award 

and they have received 8 Grammy Awards.

They starred in the films Hidden Figures, a box office success 
about black women mathematicians working for NASA, and 
Moonlight, which won the Academy Award for Best Picture.

The song Turntables was nominated for an Oscar for Best 
Original Song in 2021.

Monáe is signed to Atlantic Records but also has their own 
independent label Wondaland Arts Society. They are one of a 
few black women to run their own record label. In 2021, they 

and their company signed to Sony Music Publishing.



WATCH THE ‘EVOLUTION OF JANELLE MONÁE’
What makes her unique as an artist?

VIDEO TASK
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rtoMvisFXME

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rtoMvisFXME


“A lot of us live this experience. This is 
not something we get to turn off and 

turn off. This is a life for us. This is a life 
for our family. This is a life for our 

friends. This has been the life for our 
ancestors”
- JANELLE MONÁE -

What does this quote suggest about Monae’s opinions on social injustice? 

https://variety.com/2021/music/news/janelle-monae-turntables-why-she-wrote-original-song-contender-all-in-fight-democracy-1234923208/

https://variety.com/2021/music/news/janelle-monae-turntables-why-she-wrote-original-song-contender-all-in-fight-democracy-1234923208/


and its historical roots to explore social 
inequalities and the suppression of 
minority groups

• Janelle Monáe is politically 
active and understands 
how dominant groups in 
society control what is 
produced, how 
representations are 
constructed and 
stereotypes reinforced. As 
part of her activism, they 
are a co-chair of When We 
All Vote, a non-profit 
organisation whose aim is 



REFERENCES
ON YOUR TABLES, READ OVER THE 

LYRICS FOR ‘TURNTABLES’

What do these selected 
images and words suggest 

to you? 

THINK ABOUT THEIR CONNOTATIONS 
AND, WHERE POSSIBLE, LAYERS OF 

MEANING

TASK



LIBERATION
The action of setting someone free 

from imprisonment, slavery, 
or oppression

ELEVATION
The action or fact of raising or being 
raised to a higher or more important 

level, state, or position

EDUCATION
The act of teaching knowledge to others 
and the act of receiving knowledge from 

someone else

LYRICS



We kickin' out the old regime
Liberation, elevation, education
I said, America, you's a lie
But the whole world 'bout to testify

LYRICS

Consider how they use the music video form to invoke discussion around social inequality, 
ethnicity and identity and is not afraid to point the finger of blame and suggest change is coming:

Pre-Chorus 1
“I keep my hands dirty, my mind clean. Got a new agenda with a new dream, uh. I'm 

kickin' out the old regime. Liberation, elevation, education. America, you a lie. But the 
whole world 'bout to testify”

Pre-Chorus 2
“Hands dirty, mind clean. A different vision with a new dream, uh. We kickin' out the 

old regime. Liberation, elevation, education. I said, America, you's a lie. But the whole 
world 'bout to testify”

SPOT THE DIFFERENCE… WHAT COULD IT MEAN?The change in the lyrics from ‘I’ to ‘we’ reinforces the collective 
responsibility for what is happening in society



CONTEXT

PRODUCT CONTEXT:
Turntables was written by Monáe, Nathaniel Irvin III, and George A. Peters, with production by Nate “Rocket” 

Wonder and Roman Gian Arthur. It marked Monáe’s first new original music since their Grammy Award-
nominated third solo album, 2018’s Dirty Computer.

Turntables is a protest song that was initially written to appear in the 2020 Amazon documentary All In: The Fight 
for Democracy, which focuses on the issue of voter suppression and the fight for democracy. The music video 
highlights Monáe’s concerns about other social inequalities in America and globally, thus demonstrating the 

power of the music video form to raise awareness of social issues:

The title of the track Turntables refers to Monáe’s assertion that action needs to be taken to turn things around 
and tackle injustice across society. They refer to the music video as an emotion picture and a chronicler of social 

issues; it is important in drawing attention to the truth so that change could happen.

“My responsibility as an artist is to reflect the times and I wish these were not the times we lived in.
I wish that I didn’t have to write a song fighting against voter suppression and drawing attention to the 

injustices of marginalized people. I wish I didn’t have to do that. And I wish that the other artists didn’t have to 
do that, but we felt a responsibility to it”



MUSIC VIDEO CONVENTIONS
Turntables – Janelle Monáe



MUSIC VIDEO - CONVENTIONS

GOODWIN THEORY
1. DEMONSTRATE GENRE CHARACTERISTICS
Stage performance in rock videos - Dance routines for 
boy/girl bands – Objectified women in hip hop videos 

2. RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN LYRICS AND VISUALS
Often illustrative but could amplify or contradict the lyrics

3. MANY CLOSE-UPS OF THE ARTIST
Record label demands will include the need for close-ups 
to profile the artist

4. UNIQUE VISUAL STYLE
Artist may develop motifs or iconography that recur 
across their work

5. USE OF SCREENS AND PORTALS
Frequent reference to the notion of ‘looking’ (screens 
within screens/cameras) and voyeurism

6.INTERTEXTUALITY
References - mostly film, TV and popular culture

• Sam Fender plays an integral part by interpreting the lyrics through a narrative
• Singing directly to the camera, he involves the audience in the story and creates scenarios 

so they can relate to his experiences, (youth, social deprivation etc.)
• The involvement of the artist in this style of music video allows them to establish their star 

persona and, in the case of Sam Fender, to use the music video form to raise awareness of 
societal inequalities and issues that are of concern to him

• The different narrative strands are dominated by the performance of the artist who acts 
as the storyteller (typically conventional).

• The repetitive lyrics of the chorus reinforce the narrative of his youth, ‘I’m 17 going under’.

WHAT STYLE OF MUSIC VIDEO IS 
‘TURNTABLES’?

DOES ‘TURNTABLES’ CHALLENGE OR REINFORCE 
CODES AND CONVENTIONS?

Does it support Goodwin’s Theory?



MUSIC VIDEO - CONVENTIONS

GOODWIN THEORY
1. DEMONSTRATE GENRE CHARACTERISTICS
Stage performance in rock videos - Dance routines for 
boy/girl bands – Objectified women in hip hop videos 

2. RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN LYRICS AND VISUALS
Often illustrative but could amplify or contradict the lyrics

3. MANY CLOSE-UPS OF THE ARTIST
Record label demands will include the need for close-ups 
to profile the artist

4. UNIQUE VISUAL STYLE
Artist may develop motifs or iconography that recur 
across their work

5. USE OF SCREENS AND PORTALS
Frequent reference to the notion of ‘looking’ (screens 
within screens/cameras) and voyeurism

6.INTERTEXTUALITY
References - mostly film, TV and popular culture

• Janelle Monáe plays an integral part by interpreting the lyrics through a narrative
• Turntables conforms to the codes and conventions of the narrative/performance video
• The involvement of the artist in this style of music video allows them to establish their star 

persona. In the case of Janelle Monáe, the use of the music video form raises awareness of 
societal inequalities and issues that are of concern to them and black Americans

• This is a protest song and as such employs the codes and conventions of this sub-genre, 
including a strong beat that Monáe describes as similar to a march and a powerful, 
uplifting chorus, typical of a power ballad

• The different narrative strands are dominated by the performance of the artist who acts 
as the storyteller (typically conventional)



INTERTEXTUALITY
Turntables – Janelle Monáe



• Turntables offers a wealth of messages and meanings

• Many of the references in the music video require an 
awareness of issues and events that are also explored in 
the All In: America's Fight for Democracy documentary

• This intertextual reference can also be seen with 
borrowed footage from the actual documentary itself –
also known as archival footage

ALL IN DOCUMENTARY



WATCH THE ‘ALL IN – THE FIGHT FOR DEMOCRACY’ AMAZON PRIME TRAILER
What are the key themes, issues and ideologies being explored?

VIDEO TASK
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=t6jVGswLPd8

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=t6jVGswLPd8


• The documentary film focuses on voter suppression and the fight for democracy

• It covers the 2018 elections for the Governor of Georgia and the tactics used to 
suppress voting rights to ensure the election of the Republican candidate Brian Kemp 
at the expense of Stacey Abrams, the black Democrat candidate

• New voter ID laws meant lots of people couldn’t vote and the boundaries of voting 
were changed

• Lots of American states adopt a ‘use it or lose it’ system which means if you don’t 
vote, this right is taken away from you, the voter

• Only 6% of people were originally allowed to vote in the USA, indicating a historical 
inequality in the American voting system

• In the election run up, 1.4 million under-represented minorities disappeared from 
the electoral roll and 300,000 Georgians were incorrectly deemed ineligible to vote

• Key themes: Democracy + Power + Change
• Issues: Systematic suppression of votes + Power struggles + stopping ethnic 

minorities, youth and poor from voting + Erosion of democracy

ALL IN: THE FIGHT FOR DEMOCRACY



Angela Davis    +    Jillian Mercado    +    Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez    +    Stacey Abrams    +    Maxine Waters

TASK
RESEARCH THE FOLLOWING PEOPLE INCLUDED IN THE 

DOCUMENTARY AND FEATURED IN ‘TURNTABLES’
Why were they relevant to the context?

Angela Yvonne Davis 
is an American 

political activist, 
philosopher, 

academic, and author. 
She is a professor at 

the University of 
California.

Jillian Mercado is an 
actress and American 

fashion model 
represented by CAA 

Fashion. She is one of 
the few professional 

models who has a 
visible physical 

disability.

Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez is an 
American politician and 

activist. She has served as the 
U.S. representative for New 

York's 14th congressional 
district since 2019, as a 

member of the Democratic 
Party

Stacey Yvonne 
Abrams is an 

American politician, 
lawyer, voting rights 
activist, and author 
who served in the 
Georgia House of 

Representatives from 
2007 to 2017.

Maxine Moore Waters 
is an American 

politician serving as 
the U.S. 

representative for 
California's 43rd 

congressional district 
since 1991.



Angela Davis    +    Jillian Mercado    +    Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez    +    Stacey Abrams    +    Maxine Waters

Like many other videos released in support of the Black Lives Matter movement, ‘Turntables’ 
features archival footage of speeches, protests and cultural figures, many of whom are ethnic 

minority females that Janelle Monáe showcases as ‘sheroes of the movement’.

This archive footage of several real politicians reinforce the issue as 
being real, and suggests Monáe is pro-democrat



REPRESENTATION
Turntables – Janelle Monáe



REPRESENTATION
• Turntables constructs a version of reality using real 

locations, believable characters, actual protestors, 
personalities, leaders and politicians who have 
spoken out and taken action against oppression.

• One example is Muhammad Ali, who throughout 
his life challenged white supremacy, segregation 
and all forms of racism. The paradigmatic (typical 
examples) choices of visual and technical codes 
work together to convey a social point of view.

• Janelle Monáe refuses to accept that ethnicity, 
gender, sexuality, disability and social class, should 
continue to be misrepresented and under-
represented. Whilst some imagery used highlight 
negative representations of ethnicity, there is also 
positivity and hope with the inclusion of cultural 
iconography, such as the uplifting shots of groups 
dancing and singing together.

• Positive messages and values are embedded in 
these representations and, through the music 
video form, the audience is informed about the 
injustices of the past and present and encouraged 
to be active in seeking change.



CONTEXT

SOCIAL, CULTURAL & POLITICAL CONTEXT:
Turntables reflects the time in which it was made. The representations have been affected by social 

and cultural contexts, for example the issues of voter suppression, the Black Lives Matter 
movement and the growing awareness of global social inequality.

The narrative constructed by the music video offers social commentary and challenges audience 
perceptions of particular social groups, positioning them to view them differently.

Audiences who may feel under-represented may be empowered by the messages encoded in the 
music video. The music video explores issues related to the experience of living in contemporary 

America as a member of an under-represented social group.

Other political issues and events are alluded to in the music video, for example the protests after 
the killing of George Floyd and the Families Belong Together campaign, whose aim was to reunite 

immigrant families separated at the US-Mexican border by a policy initiated during the Trump 
administration



THEORY
Turntables



REPRESENTATION – HALL

TASK: Answer one of the above questions, using correct theory + specific examples from ‘Turntables’

• Hall says that stereotyping tends to occur where there 
are inequalities of power, as subordinate or excluded 
groups are constructed as different or ‘other’ (e.g. 
through ethnocentrism = evaluation of other cultures 
according to preconceptions originating in the standards 
and customs of one's own culture).

• Does Monáe’s ‘Turntables’ support or challenge this 
idea? 

• What is the intended reading of this video and how is this 
constructed? 



REPRESENTATION – VAN ZOONEN

TASK: Answer one of the above questions, using correct theory + specific examples from ‘Turntables’

• Van Zoonen states that gender is constructed through 
discourse, and that its meaning varies according to 
cultural and historical context.

• How has Monáe constructed a positive representation of 
black women throughout the video?

• Are traditional gender roles challenged or upheld in the 
video?

• Why might this video be received well by Feminists?



REPRESENTATION – HOOKS

TASK: Answer one of the above questions, using correct theory + specific examples from ‘Turntables’

• Hooks believes that feminism is a political commitment 
rather than a lifestyle choice. She also says that race and 
class as well as sex determine the extent to which 
individuals are exploited, discriminated against or 
oppressed.

• How does Monáe, as an activist, demonstrate Feminism 
as a political commitment in the video?

• How far does the video challenge stereotypical 
representations of Ethnicity and gender?



REPRESENTATION – GILROY

TASK: Answer one of the above questions, using correct theory + specific examples from ‘Turntables’

• Gilroy theorises the idea that civilisationism constructs 
racial hierarchies and sets up binary oppositions based on 
notions of otherness.

• How does Monáe use this video to reinforce cultural 
similarities rather than differences? Why is the creation 
of a ‘common purpose’ important within the video?

• How are representations constructed in the video in 
order to challenge the underrepresentation and 
misrepresentation of particular ethnic groups that may 
originally stem from colonial attitudes? (discourse)



EXAMPLE ML + REP THEORY

Claude Levi-Strauss’ theory of Structuralism:
Music videos create meanings through a structure that is recognisable to audiences.

The form has a repertoire of familiar elements regardless of the music genre. This music video 
employs the codes and conventions of the narrative/performance form, cutting between the chosen 

archive clips, the constructed narrative and the performance of the artist.
Music videos have a set time, the length of the song, to construct meaning and therefore use 

recognisable conventions, including clothing and iconography, to convey messages rapidly.

Roland Barthes’ theory of Semiotics:
The selected images do not only illustrate the lyrics but connote deeper meanings in relation to the 
more abstract notion of challenging injustice and inequality. Certain visual signifiers, for example the 
American flag and the raised fist, connote more complex meanings according to the context in which 

they appear and can achieve the status of myth through a process of naturalisation. The feature of the 
American flag in the music video has significant reference to the slave era and the colonialism, white 

supremacy of this era. Therefore, this could be contextually interpreted as a negative and racist 
symbolic code.



EXAMPLE REP THEORY

Stuart Hall’s theory of Representation:
Hall states that stereotyping tends to occur where there are inequalities of power, as excluded groups are constructed as different or 
‘other’. This music video deliberately avoids constructing stereotypical representations and presenting subordinate groups as ‘other’, 
instead representing them as powerful and active as a result constructing a more positive representation. Monáe’ deliberately avoids 
relying on these stereotypes in order to celebrate black Americans and their achievements, as well as focusing on the need to move 

away from ethnocentricism and towards a more cohesive and understanding culture; something represented through the many images 
of protest. In ‘Turntables’, ethnicity is represented positively with a strong focus on societal change. The video deliberately avoids 

constructing stereotypical representations and instead represents black Americans as people who are willing to fight for what they 
believe in. This is shown through the use of archive footage showing famous black American figures including Mohammed Ali (someone 

who challenged white supremacy throughout his life) alongside more contemporary footage of Stacey Abrams talking during her 
campaign for Governor of Georgia. These visuals represent members of the black American community as being active in their roles and 

therefore constructs a positive representation of this often under and misrepresented group. 

Van Zoonen’s theory of Feminism:
Consider how in Turntables, Janelle Monáe has created a political music video positioning the 

audience to engage with a discourse around the representation of issues related to ethnicity and 
identity. Their agenda is clearly centred around their own concerns and experiences stemming from 
their background and the experiences of black people in the past and present. Their aim is to raise 

awareness of these issues.



EXAMPLE REP THEORY

Bell Hooks’ theory of Feminism:
Hooks’ states that race and class, as well as sex, determine the extent to which individuals are 

exploited and discriminated against. As a music video, Turntables challenges stereotypical 
representations of ethnicity and gender. Monáe, as an activist, demonstrates feminism as a political 
commitment rather than a lifestyle choice in attempting to challenge the under-representation and 

misrepresentation of social groups.

Gilroy’s theory of Ethnicity and Postcolonialism:
The narrative embeds positive messages and values, constructing representations of a successful 
black, female and non-binary music artist to subvert negative stereotypes of ethnicity. The music 

video includes representations of race and ethnicity that are constructed in order to challenge the 
under-representation and misrepresentation of particular ethnic groups that may originally stem from 

colonial attitudes. Monáe uses this music video to reinforce similarities rather than cultural 
differences in the creation of a common purpose to be successful and defy the odds against them. The 

representation of ethnic groups as victims and the notion of ‘otherness’ is avoided and replaced by 
more positive representations of power through protest.



WATCH THE ‘VARIETY’ INTERVIEW WITH JANELLE MONÁE
Considering what you have learned, does the singer provide any new meanings?

VIDEO TASK
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=l0GptafUxbY

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=l0GptafUxbY


5 MIN PLENARY TASK
Write a short paragraph analysing the impact of contexts on representations 

(through the use of media language) within ‘Turntables’.

REMEMBER! ON YOUR OWN & IN SILENCE

TAKE NOTE OF ANY HOMEWORK/PREP WORK


