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Representation
You will need to consider:

• The way events, issues, individuals (including self-representation) and social groups (including 
social identity) are represented through processes of selection and combination

• The effect of social and cultural context on representations 

• How and why stereotypes can be used positively and negatively

• How and why particular social groups, in a national and global context, may be under-
represented or misrepresented

• How media representations convey values, attitudes and beliefs about the world and how 
these may be systematically reinforced across a wide range of media representations

• How audiences respond to and interpret media representations

• Theories of representation (including Hall) 

• Feminist theories (including bell hooks and Van Zoonen) at A Level
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How are representations constructed/encoded?

• Narrative :  e.g. audiences identify/empathise with 
characters through narrative positioning

• Humour - dialogue

• Technical codes (language) – camera, editing, audio. Look 
at use of deep/shallow focus.

• Lighting 

• Framing

• Mise-en-scène (costuming, setting)

• Performance (including intra-diegetic gaze)

• Barthes - cultural codes

Constructing Anita

Look at the sequence. Consider how the character of Anita is constructed through the codes 
outlined above:  

3:03- 9:52 Disruption stage – buying the synth.  Anita at the Hawkins. 

Does she conform to Judith Butler’s concept of “gender performativity”?
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Elements of construction

• Non-diegetic audio track reflects heartbeat – “birth” of a synth.

• We initially see only her feet in the mesh “delivery bag”. She is an object to be bought and sold.

• Sophie comments “Can we change her if she’s not pretty?” Female value lies in physical 
appearance. 

• She is “revealed” – to them and to the audience as a spectacle. Reaction of Sophie and Joe as 
she is revealed – she gasps, he does double-take. “To-be-looked-at-ness”

• Programmed for “standard domestic model …basic housework” – female as domestic

• Use of CU on eyes/face and panning shot as reveal occurs

• Costuming is bland and uniform in grey/green (connotations of sci-fi). Lack of embellishment 
suggests utilitarian nature of the “product” but also draws attention to her physical beauty.

• “My primary user” suggests she is simply an appliance “used” by the humans

• “She’s ours” – ownership of the object.

• Her voice is low, attractive and without emotion – a seductive machine. Joe grins sheepishly 
like a younger boy faced with an attractive woman – “Hello, Joe”

• Contrasted with Laura who is costumed in more natural (but duller) browns through cross-
cutting.

• Anita is presented to Laura holding cleaning products – the perfect domestic female, in 
opposition to Laura as the frazzled, emotional working mother.

• Referred to by Laura as “a machine”

• Focus – use of deep and shallow focus to connote dominance e.g. Laura in background, Anita 
clear in the foreground.

• Construction of femininity (Judith Butler)
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Anita

Laura

Joe

Niska

Leo

TASK: Look at the characters.  Analyse how they are represented and how 
this representation has been constructed
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bell hooks

• Argues that feminism is a struggle to end patriarchal oppression and the ideology of 
domination, and that the position of the underrepresented is by class and race as well as 
gender. 

• “Women in lower class and poor groups, particularly those who are non-white, would not 
have defined women’s liberation as women gaining social equality with men since they are 
continually reminded in their everyday lives that all women do not share a common social 
status.” 

• How is “patriarchal oppression and the ideology of domination” evident in “Humans”?

• Write 3 paragraphs which express your ideas.

The following link may support your response. 

• Patrick Smith’s Telegraph interview with Gemma Chan – “She thinks Humans should be 
congratulated for the way it has tried to promote female representation and diversity – even 
if almost all of the non-white actors on the show play synths.” http://www.telegraph.co.uk/
culture/tvandradio/11775435/Humans-Gemma-Chan-Youre-more-likely-to-see-an-alien-in-a-
Hollywood-film-than-an-Asian-woman.html

Liesbet Van Zoonen

‘[There is] a depressing stability in the articulation of women’s politics and communication . . . The 
underlying frame of reference is that women belong to the family and domestic life and men to the 
social world of politics and work; that femininity is about care, nurturance and compassion, and 
that masculinity is about efficiency, rationality and individuality.’ – Van Zoonen

Give examples from ‘Humans’ that illustrate this concept

Men Women

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/tvandradio/11775435/Humans-Gemma-Chan-Youre-more-likely-to-see-an-alien-in-a-Hollywood-film-than-an-Asian-woman.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/tvandradio/11775435/Humans-Gemma-Chan-Youre-more-likely-to-see-an-alien-in-a-Hollywood-film-than-an-Asian-woman.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/tvandradio/11775435/Humans-Gemma-Chan-Youre-more-likely-to-see-an-alien-in-a-Hollywood-film-than-an-Asian-woman.html
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Van Zoonen Argues that there is a “variety of feminist discourse” and identifies  
3 distinct perspectives

• Read the paragraphs from Van Zoonen’s essay “Feminist Perspectives on the Media”. 

• Pages 33 -37, Feminist Perspectives on the Media in Mass Media and Society (Curran and 
Gurevitch) Arnold (1996)

What does she suggest are the key differences 
between a 

• Liberal feminist perspective? 

• Radical feminist perspective? 

• Socialist feminist perspective? 

Apply the different Feminist approaches to “humans”

• Socialist feminism:  

• Radical feminism :  

• Liberal feminism: 
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Liesbet Van Zoonen

• However Van Zoonen argues that gender is constructed and that its meaning varies dependent 
on cultural and historical context.

• She suggests that masculinity as well as femininity is constructed – and that the codes used to 
construct men ‘as a spectacle’ are different

Is this applicable to “Humans” ? Think particularly about Leo 

“Leo, a mysterious freedom fighter on the hunt for a missing synth. …. Leo is the main source of 
action in the drama and, Morgan says, “He doesn’t have a lot of fun. I don’t know if you ever see 
him smile and he spends a lot of time out in cold, dingy places. He’s got a complicated past, he’s on 
a very personal and public mission but, if he succeeds, it could change the world.” 

https://www.theguardian.com/tv-and-radio/2015/jun/10/humans-robot-drama-series

Gabriel Tate in The Guardian 10/6/15

• Males constructed through movement (active)

• Silence and impassivity 

• Strength, muscularity and aggression

• Competition – males as gladiators or combatants – ‘the spectacle’

• Constructed more through the intradiegetic gaze – the way they are looked at by other 
characters (e.g. with respect/fear) 

• Narcissistic identification without erotic gaze


