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Underdog 
by Alicia Keys
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AS Component 1: Investigating the 
Media  
A level Component 1: Media 
Products, Industries and Audiences 

Subject Content: 
 • Media Language   
 • Representation 
 • Media Contexts

PRODUCT CONTEXT

 • Alicia Keys is a solo R&B/Soul artist. She has 
been awarded a raft of awards during her career: 
Billboard named her as the top R&B artist of the 
noughties, and she has twice hosted the Grammy 
Awards. She is also a philanthropist and activist. 

 • The track Underdog was taken from her 2020 
album Alicia, released on RCA records. It 
was written by Keys and other contributors 
including Ed Sheeran. Speaking of the track, 
Keys said: ‘Some people may think of the word 
‘underdog’ as a negative word, but I see it as a 
powerful word representing people who may be 
underestimated and yet still rise to the challenge 
and exceed expectations.’  
(https://www.sonymusic.co.uk/alicia-keys-
releases-new-single-underdog-with-music-
video/)

 • The video for Underdog was directed by 
Wendy Morgan, a Canadian film director who 
has directed music videos for Gnarls Barkley, 
Janelle Monae and Laura Mvula. Morgan 
said her aim in creating the music video was 
to create ‘a space grounded in reality… a 
joyful natural world for the video to live in’. 
Watch Real Life, Real Magic: The Making of 
Underdog here: https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=8FyFSQU7j9w

PART 1: STARTING POINTS – Media 
language
Consider the codes and conventions of 
media forms and products

Consider how Underdog conforms to the codes 
and conventions of the narrative/performance 
video. The aim of the performer is to interpret the 

lyrics through a narrative (of which Alicia Keys is 
an integral part). In this particular performance, the 
artist sings directly to the camera which involves 
the audience in the story, and the artist and some of 
the characters eventually come together to perform 
a celebratory dance. The involvement of the artist 
in this style of music video allows them to establish 
their persona and, in the case of Alicia Keys, use 
the music video form to raise awareness of societal 
inequalities and issues that are of concern to her. 

Consider how the combination of elements 
of media language influence meaning

Consider how elements of media language including 
technical and visual codes work together to create 
meaning in the music video.

Visual codes:

 • Clothing: different cultural codes are 
established through clothing styles and colours, 
highlighting the inclusivity and diversity of the 
community. For example, the young women in 
hijabs dressed in conventional prom dresses and 
the bright clothing and headdress of the street 
dancer all carry cultural connotations. Keys 
wears understated clothing which signifies the 
music genre but does not draw attention to her as 
the artist. She blends in as part of the group – an 
active creative decision. 

 • Settings and iconography: the music video 
is filmed in real locations to create a sense of 
realism; locations include urban street scenes, 
domestic situations, and the market. This 
establishes a sense of actuality. The desaturated, 
earthy colour palette reinforces the sense that 
real life is happening, and this is juxtaposed with 
the bright, vibrant colours of the larger-than-life 
street dancer character.

 • Expressions and gestures: the only audio in 
the music video is the song lyrics. Instead of 
dialogue, the individual stories are constructed 
through expressions and gestures. For example, 
the exchange between the young woman and 
the street seller is inaudible, but the meaning 
is effectively conveyed through the lyrics, 
gestures, and expressions. Similarly, the upbeat 
atmosphere of the music video is reinforced 
by waving, smiling, and clapping, which are 
recognisable signifiers of positivity. 

https://www.sonymusic.co.uk/alicia-keys-releases-new-single-underdog-with-music-video/
https://www.sonymusic.co.uk/alicia-keys-releases-new-single-underdog-with-music-video/
https://www.sonymusic.co.uk/alicia-keys-releases-new-single-underdog-with-music-video/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8FyFSQU7j9w
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8FyFSQU7j9w
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 • Technical codes:  
Consider how the technical codes including 
camera shots, movement and editing work 
together to create meaning.  
The use of close-up shots of the characters in 
the music video and their positive expressions 
creates an upbeat feeling and an engagement 
with the audience. The low-angle shot looking 
at the sky through hands is repeated and is a 
visual representation of the lyrics ‘rise up’, 
connoting aspiration. The establishing shots 
of the urban milieu anchor the narrative in 
a realistic setting, representing real life and 
experiences. Tracking shots follow the 
characters in their everyday lives (the man on 
the pavement and the young woman on the bus), 
which involves the audience in their narrative. 
The use of slow motion is a reminder that this is 
a stylised construction. The editing cuts between 
the individual stories and the performance of the 
artist, establishing a clear link between the two; 
the young mother spinning with the child in her 
arms and the street dancer spinning on the table 
reinforce a sense of community through visual 
signifiers.

Narrative:

 • The narrative is linear, featuring disruptions 
and a resolution that reflects the dominant 
message of triumph over adversity. The narrative 
focuses on the central premise that those that 
are underestimated in life can defy the odds 
and ‘rise up’. The story is essentially positive 
and celebratory and redefines the idea of the 
‘underdog’. The narrative shows that chance 
encounters with strangers can have an impact on 
your life and draws attention to different groups 
in society that may often be overlooked.  

 • The different narrative strands are woven 
with the performance of the artist who acts as 
the storyteller (this is a typical convention of 
music videos). The repetitive lyrics of the chorus 
reinforce the narrative:  
 
‘This goes out to the underdog  
Keep on keeping at what you love 
You’ll find that someday soon enough  
You will rise up’ 

 • The images are highly illustrative and often 
feature a literal interpretation of the lyrics. This 
adds to the sense that a vivid story is being told 
with a clear message.

Consider how media language conveys 
viewpoints and ideologies 

Consider how the elements of media language 
mentioned above communicate the artist’s 
viewpoint, reinforcing the ideology gained from 
her own experience that everyone deserves a 
chance regardless of who they are or what their 
circumstances are. 
 
‘They said I would never make it, but I was built to 
break the mould.’ 

Then, ask yourself how she uses the music 
video form to create a narrative that challenges 
preconceived ideas of success. 

Consider theoretical approaches: 
Semiotics – Barthes

 • Many of the images illustrate the lyrics but 
connote deeper layers of meaning in relation to 
the more abstract notion of working to achieve 
success and ‘rise up’. 

 • The idea of ‘myth’ relates to the use of 
iconography including clothing, which, 
over time, has become a symbol of social 
status. Here, commonly held assumptions 
are challenged by Keys to create a positive 
representation of young people. 

 • Consider the signification of clothing, gesture, 
and expression in the music video Underdog.

Structuralism – Levi-Strauss (A level)

 • Music videos create meaning through a structure 
that is recognisable to audiences. The form 
contains 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 constructed narrative and the performance 
of the artist. Music videos have a set time (the 
length of the song) to construct meaning and use 
conventions including clothing and iconography 
to rapidly convey messages.  
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 • The resolution of opposites can have ideological 
significance, particularly in music videos that 
encode social messages. Consider how this 
music video brings together disparate groups 
through their individual narratives to create a 
cohesive community with a single aim – to ‘rise 
up’.

PART 2: STARTING POINTS – 
Representation

PRODUCT CONTEXT

Alicia Keys was born in Hell’s Kitchen, a deprived 
area of Midtown Manhattan. Her music is influenced 
by her experiences of discrimination and inequality:

‘These are the streets that I walked, and learned 
my lessons on, and heard the music, and witnessed 
disenfranchised people, and people who just had 
dreams and hopes. Every pimp, every prostitute, 
every drug dealer, every Broadway dreamer wishing 
they could be a writer, or a musician, or an actor.’ 
(The Guardian, November 2016)

Alicia Keys is an R&B artist; this genre of music 
historically covers themes and lyrics related to 
the experiences of Afro-Americans. Keys uses the 
conventions of the music and its historical roots to 
reinforce positive, contemporary representations 
of ethnicity, race, and gender. As a female artist 
in this genre, she also strives to provide a positive 
representation of women through her music.

Consider the way social groups are 
represented through processes of selection 
and combination

Representations of gender, age, and ethnicity

 • Underdog constructs a version of reality using 
real locations and believable characters. The 
paradigmatic choices of visual and technical 
codes work together to convey a point of view of 
the world. 

 • Alicia Keys refuses to accept that certain social 
groups who are misrepresented and under-
represented due to their ethnicity, gender and 
social class should be portrayed as victims. 
As a result, the representations are positive, 
challenging audience perceptions of the 
homeless and young single mothers, as well as 

other struggling societal groups who are in need 
of support and recognition.  

 • Keys challenges the audience’s perception 
of particular social groups. She includes 
stereotypical shots of young children fending for 
themselves in a domestic setting but goes on to 
subvert this stereotype by representing them as 
resilient, rather than as struggling. The shots of 
the arrival of their mother have a warm colour 
palette and the audience is invited into their 
home as they sit together at the end. 

 • Similarly, the representations of ethnicity are 
also positive with the inclusion of cultural 
iconography and the blending of cultures into 
a cohesive whole through music and dance. The 
final shots reinforce the positive representations 
of race and ethnicity as the group dances and 
sings together.  

 • Positive messages and values are embedded in 
the representations and the director has created 
a world that positions the audience to see a 
different definition of the ‘underdog’.  

 • Consider how this is achieved through the 
processes of selection and combination.

How representations invoke discourses and 
ideologies and position audiences (A level 
only)

 • Different music videos will construct 
representations of gender and social groups 
and ethnicities in different ways according to 
the conventions of the music genre. Consider 
how the representations in this music video are 
constructed by the artist to convey a viewpoint 
and instigate discourse around a social issue. 
Alicia Keys is a politically aware philanthropist 
who understands how dominant groups in 
society control what is produced and how 
representations are constructed and stereotypes 
reinforced.  

 • Consider how the music video form is used 
to invoke discussion around social inequality, 
ethnicity and identity. The music video serves to 
amplify the lyrics and to position the audience 
to engage with the issues and empathise with 
the characters and their situations, both real and 
imagined by the artist in Underdog: 



A level Media Studies Fact Sheet

5

‘Young teachers, student doctors  
Sons on the frontline knowing they don’t get to run.’

Consider theoretical approaches:  

Theories of representation – Hall  
This music video deliberately avoids  stereotypical 
representations and presenting marginalised groups 
as ‘others’, leading to a more positive representation.  
Consider how this is achieved in Underdog through 
recognisable signs and codes that are decoded by 
audiences and interpreted to produce a positive 
reading of the music video.

Feminist theories – Van Zoonen (A Level) 
Consider how in Underdog, Alicia Keys has created 
a political music video which positions the audience 
to engage with the discourse around representation 
of gender, ethnicity, and identity. Her agenda is 
clearly centered around her own concerns and 
experiences, stemming from her multi-cultural 
background. Therefore, the representations address 
her awareness of these issues:  
 
‘She’s riding in a taxi back to the kitchen  
Talking to the driver ‘bout his wife and his children 
On the run from a country where they put you in 
prison  
For being a woman and speaking your mind.’  
(Underdog) 

bell hooks  
Consider how you can apply hooks’ assertion that 
race and class as well as sex determine the extent to 
which individuals are exploited and discriminated 
against. To what extent does this music video 
challenge stereotypical representations of ethnicity 
and gender?  
Consider how Keys as an activist demonstrates 
feminism as a political commitment rather than a 
lifestyle choice in attempting to challenge the under 
and misrepresentation of social groups in this music 
video.

Theories of ethnicity and postcolonial theory 
– Gilroy (A level)

 • The narrative is embedded with positive 
messages and values and depicts a successful 
music artist who has overcome adversity and 
subverting negative stereotypes of ethnicity.   

 • Consider the way in which representations of 
race and ethnicity are constructed in the music 
video to challenge the under-representation and 
misrepresentation of minority ethnic groups 
which may stem from colonial attitudes. 

 • Consider how Keys 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. The 
representation of ethnic groups as victims and 
the notion of ‘otherness’ is avoided and replaced 
with more positive representations. 

CONTEXTS
Social and cultural

Consider how Underdog reflects the time in which it 
was made.

The representations in this music video have been 
affected by social and cultural contexts, for example 
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. 

Consider how the responses of different audiences 
may reflect social and cultural circumstances; 
audiences who may feel under-represented may be 
empowered by the messages encoded in this 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.


