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In Rebecca Sugar’s ongoing animated television show Steven Universe, there is a tension 

between stable and labelable forms of identity and expanded, queered ideas of the self. 

Queerness here is seen as a form of non-normativity that moves outside of legible, labeled 

forms of existence; it destabilizes identity categories and the “se lf’ as a coherent whole. 

This paper applies concepts of futurity, failure, and potentiality to the ways that Steven 

Universe navigates gender, identity, and the structure of the family, arguing that the show 

ultimately creates new, expanded, and hybrid visions of selfhood.

I certify that the Abstract is a correct representation of the content o f this thesis.





As representations of diverse sexualities, genders, and family situations have been 

on the rise in American television programming, some of this representation has found its 

way into animated children’s programming. Much of this media, however, focuses on a 

liberal-humanist project of accepting and tolerating differences rather than expanding or 

questioning the meanings of family, identity, and self. Steven Universe has tensions 

between these liberal-humanist visions of tolerance and inclusivity and queerer visions of 

self, but ultimately comes down on the side of the self being a multiple and hybrid 

experience that moves beyond the legibility afforded by strict identitarian politics. The 

series does not have a project of accepting what already is, but rather of fluid movement 

between categories with attention to life as a process. Steven Universe does this by 

creating new forms of masculine coming-of-age narratives, always situated within a 

queered version of the family, that posit the self as not a stable or set sense of being, but 

rather a potentiality or a becoming. The tension between multiple versions of self allows 

the show to remain accessible to both its target audience of children and be appealing to 

older audiences, such as teenagers and young adults; the radical messages of the show are 

front and center in the narrative, but due to the show’s multivalence, can be taken in 

multiple ways. Steven Universe is forward-looking in its desire to create new, queer, and 

often unknowable forms of self by looking at the concepts of “se lf’ or “family” or 

“gender” as potentialities rather than stable and controllable units.

Steven Universe (2014 - )  is an animated television show created for Cartoon 

Network by Rebecca Sugar, and is the first woman-created show on that network. While 

the target demographic of the show is children, the show has a large fanbase with 

teenagers and young adults, as well. The series centers on Steven Quartz-Universe, an
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adolescent boy who must navigate being half-human, half-alien, while learning about 

himself, his world, and his magic powers. His father is a human man, Greg Universe, and 

his mother is from an alien race known as Gems, who consist of a consciousness residing 

in a gemstone and an invariably female-appearing body emanating from that gem. In 

order to give Steven her gem, Rose had to give up her physical form, so that Steven 

consists of a (male) body made of human flesh that also has a (feminine-coded) gem, 

which grants him typical gem powers such as the ability to summon a weapon specialized 

to his personality and the ability to fuse his body with other gems to create a new form.

Steven lives with three other Gems, named Amethyst, Garnet, and Pearl, who 

teach him about gem history and culture, as well as about how to tap into his powers; this 

relationship, while it has a clear sense of being a mentorship or parentage due to the 

greater life experiences of the Gems, is often mutually supportive in that Steven has just 

as much to teach the Gems about empathy, failure, and open communication. These 

Gems are the remaining members of The Crystal Gems, a group of rebels led by Rose 

Quartz who fought against their home planet for the sake of independence and freedom 

from overbearing norms and a strict caste system; Pearl was in love with Rose and 

decided to break her role as a decorative slave in Gem society by learning to swordfight; 

Garnet consists of two other gems, Ruby and Sapphire, who fell in love across caste lines 

and decided to fuse themselves together in a semi-permanent fashion, and Amethyst is a 

younger Gem created on Earth after the rebellion and only knows Earth as her home. This 

family-like group often has to protect their home, Beach City, from a myriad of threats, 

ranging from small gem-based monsters (never killed, only sealed away in case they can 

later be healed into a full Gem) to interpersonal dramas to the return of Homeworld
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agents sent to wipe out the remaining rebels. While this series has overt same-sex 

romantic content and questioning of gender norms (such as an episode where the male 

protagonist wears a dress and makeup in a way that is not treated as a joke), the 

underlying themes and practice are the show are also specifically queer.

The term “queer” denotes a complex range of destabilized practices and identities. 

Queerness here goes beyond a so-called “umbrella term” for non-straight, non-cisgender 

identity categories, but is rather a destabilizing of the logics of identity formation and the 

drive to name and categorize. This destabilizing project can be understood in the sense of 

non-normativity. Here, normativity is defined as a set of ways of being that are expected 

and legible to society, through enacting prescribed ways of being. This can be anything 

from normative life trajectories (birth, school, work, marriage, family, retirement, death), 

to normative class structures (the middle class ideal), to heteronormativity (holding up of 

certain forms of heterosexuality as not only ideal, but the only real “option”). Queemess 

is thus used here as a way of questioning the stability of categories and hierarchies, 

especially identity categories and the project of naming and labelling. Queemess is found 

in the gaps and in-betweens, as well as in the multiplicities that complicate or refute 

binary logics o f existence. These oppositional practices are most relevant to the logics of 

gender and sexuality, and will be the focus here, though this is expanded to other hybrid 

forms of subjectivity and self.

Identity is conceptualized here in a way that is heavily informed by Judith Butler 

and Michel Foucault. By placing lives into distinct and singular identity categories, even 

when someone freely chooses that category for themselves, these categories come to 

determine the limits of that human experience to some degree, as these categories attempt
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to describe said experiences in constantly imperfect and imprecise language; according to 

Foucault, sexual identities were “implanted in bodies, slipped in beneath modes of 

conduct, made into a principle of classification and intelligibility” during the 19th century, 

which allows for sexuality to become a category of power and a new norm (44). Further, 

Butler argues that “identity categories tend to be instruments of regulatory regimes, 

whether as the normalizing categories of oppressive structures or as the rallying points 

for a liberatory contestation of that very oppression" (13-14). Foucault more strongly 

refers to “the singular imperialism that compels everyone to transform their sexuality into 

a perpetual discourse” (33); in other words, categorizable identity is normative in that it 

seeks to align bodies and experiences with a certain norm, whether that is one that 

upholds the dominant ways of being or one that is set in opposition to power. Identity 

categories and labels, while not the central focus o f this paper, work to make experiences 

legible to others and to society in a way that makes them able to be regulated (what 

Foucault terms “bio-power” (136-137, 140)), as these experiences can then limit 

imagination in a way that only allows lives to fit into these normative frameworks; 

identity, in this sense, is a relation of power. Butler in particular is interested in 

destabilizing categories of identity in order to reveal that they are not concrete and given, 

but rather that they are constantly constructed and reproduced in order to give the illusion 

of their own stability and naturalness (18-19), and for leaving it “permanently unclear” in 

what labels signify (14). Steven Universe works to destabilize these categories by not 

simply reproducing them, but by creating something new that cannot be defined or 

contained by the old received ways of being; there is no simple being, but rather a 

continual sense of potentiality and becoming.
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Claire Colebrook’s essay “Queer Vitalism” is used here as the main framework 

for the way the self is conceptualized in Steven Universe. Colebrook has a project of 

seeing the self as a collection of multiplicities and encounters in the constant process of 

change rather than seeing the self as a singular being. While Colebrook gives a very harsh 

critique of Judith Butler’s framework, these two projects are not entirely incompatible, 

especially when taking the idea of a both/and construction of self in mind. Here, Butler 

and Foucault are used to discuss the ways in which that which is unspeakable in society 

comes to be put into language in a way that allows for control of identities and actions -  

if a way of being can be labeled and turned into an identity, that identity can then be 

regulated because it becomes visible and legible, and the fact that it is an identity allows 

for self-regulation of those who would or would not fit into the category -  and the ways 

in which boundaries and categories can become confused or queered in order to remove 

this sense of regulation. Colebrook, conversely, values labels, and sees the ways that 

people label themselves or regulate their own sense of identity and what it means to live a 

good life as not only emblematic of multiple constituting forces that make up each life, 

but as an overlapping construction of “ands,” where categories are never singular, but 

rather continually added in a way that destabilizes any one as more important or more 

complete (90). However, Colebrook looks at the category not for its own sake, but rather 

to look at a similar form of self-regulation that Butler and Foucault do, that is, to look at 

the ways in which the language chosen for our experience can never be fully 

encompassing of that experience.

To reconcile Colebrook and Butler, this paper revels in the confusion caused by 

the imprecise nature of labels. This follows the both/and construction that Colebrook



champions, that is, both using categories in order to confuse normative categories and 

recognizing that these categories cannot ever have enough specificity to fully encompass 

human experience. This isn’t a project of creating more and more specific categories and 

distinctions in language in order to give name to all of these varied experiences, as this 

fetishizing of naming is another form of control over that experience and fitting into some 

normative notion of what it means to be, but rather recognizing that no one human 

experience will ever fit perfectly into a single category, and enjoying the “pleasure 

produced by the instability of those categories” (Butler 14, emphasis in original). Falling 

outside of legible categories and being constituted by infinitely different planes of 

existence both disrupt the purity of the category, creating a queer hybridity that allows for 

a deregulation of experience. Jack Halberstam1 argues that “illegibility may in fact be one 

way of escaping.. .manipulation” (10), and ties this illegibility to the concept of failure, as 

failure is a “category levied by the winners against the losers and as a set of standards”

(174). A life cannot be normative if it fails to meet the standards set up for an identity, or 

if it fits into multiple and infinite identities and categories that are never the same both 

between and within individuals.

Colebrook and Butler come about this from different angles, which is a major part 

of Colebrook’s critique of Butler. Colebrook argues that Butler would find that no one 

matches up to the ideal image, where Colebrook finds that the problem is in images 

purporting to represent life to begin with (Colebrook 90-91). However, this 

mischaracterizes Butler’s argument, since Butler argues not that identity labels are
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imposed upon an otherwise stable Universal, as Colebrook paints her argument, but 

rather that experience can never be fully encapsulated in these categories. Regardless, the 

end effect of both theories is the same, in that perfect representation through naming is, 

ultimately, impossible; both see queerness as the potentiality of that which falls into the 

gaps created by or that work to confuse normative categories. In the spirit of both 

Colebrook’s additive and positive form of queerness and Butler’s confusion of categories, 

this is a both/and construction of theory, where despite Colebrook seeing her argument as 

an inversion of Butler’s, both forms can coexist and work towards the same ends. 

Queemess for Colebrook is seen as a potentiality, and this form of potentiality is always 

future-oriented. The version of queerness used here is steeped in the ideas of queer 

futurity that Jose Esteban Munoz sets forth in his 2009 book Cruising Utopia. Munoz 

argues that “queer aesthetics map future social relations” and that “the future is 

queemess’s domain” (1). Steven Universe is about forms of futurity that enact potential 

futures that can escape the bounds of normative and essentialized selves. This is explored 

through queered narratives of family and masculine maturation in order to look and move 

towards a queered vision of self.

Within Steven Universe, while the family is a major structuring force in the 

narrative, the primacy of the family as site of meaning and entrance into societal 

legibility, as well as the meaning of what constitutes family, is questioned. The family 

here refers to Steven, the Gems (Garnet, Amethyst, and Pearl), Greg, and sometimes 

Connie Maheswaran, Steven’s human best friend, and Peridot and Lapis, two Homeworld 

gems who have changed allegiance over the course of the series and now live together, 

but apart from the main characters. This family can also include Rose Quartz, Steven’s
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mom, who no longer exists as herself but is now part of Steven, and whose absence the 

show is largely structured around.

The family is not a heterosexual or nuclear family, and is extended to include 

individuals who do not live with the core unit (Steven and the Gems) and who are not 

related. It could be argued that there is a type of kinship tie between the Gems, 

considering that they stick together as a species, but this kinship is based on their choice 

to fight together for a common goal, across class and caste lines, rather than a human- 

style biological relationship. On Homeworld, a strict caste system is in place based on 

gem type, and it would be abhorrent to anyone in that culture to see gems of different 

types and rankings living together so equally and openly, so even if the gems are sticking 

together based on “biological” ties (the wording here falls short because of their 

inorganic lives), they are breaking norms based on their prescribed Homeworld roles. 

While Steven is biologically related to his father, he is not related to the Gems, with 

whom he lives and who do the bulk of his rearing and training. He also does not live with 

his father, and while Greg could easily fall into a deadbeat dad stereotype because of his 

poverty, homelessness (he lives in his van), and lack of direct involvement with many 

aspects of the gem half of Steven’s life, he is shown to be a very supportive, loving father 

who will do anything for his son, often showing vulnerability and emotionality in a way 

often disallowed of fathers in media, including crying onscreen when remembering his 

deceased wife or when Steven is in potentially mortal danger.

Further, while Greg is coded as heterosexual, he enacts new, queerer forms of 

masculinity through his failure. Halberstam defines queer failure as “dismantle[ing] the 

logics of success and failure with which we currently live” which can “[allow] us to
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escape the punishing norms that discipline behavior and manage human development” in 

a way that “disturbs the supposedly clean boundaries between adults and children, 

winners and losers,” as well as other binary categories (2-3). Greg does not seek material 

wealth, capitalistic success, or the monotony, but financial stability, of a steady job. 

Rather, he lives in his van and makes experimental rock music for his own enjoyment, a 

lifestyle which “might offer strange and anticapitalist logics of being and acting and 

knowing” which may also “harbor covert and overt queer worlds” (Halberstam 20-21). 

While this type of character could easily be portrayed as unsupportive, unloving, and a 

bad parent, Greg is shown to be a very supportive parent to Steven, often teaching him 

life lessons about what it means to be a human, not despite his failures, but because of 

them.

Connie Maheswaran is not related biologically to anyone in the rest of the family, 

and lives with her own (biological, nuclear) family, but has been accepted by the Gems, 

Greg, and Steven into their extended, chosen family unit, and has been taught aspects of 

Gem ways. Notably, she has been taught Gem history, shown sacred Gem sites, and has 

been allowed to use Rose Quartz’s sword in battle, forming an offensive/defensive dyad 

in battle with Steven. Also, she is the only human to have fused with a Gem, creating an 

androgynous figure named Stevonnie. In addition to the somewhat fluid core family 

grouping, Steven is allowed to wander Beach City alone, with the other citizens of the 

city keeping an eye on him, potentially expanding his family to the larger collective of 

the city, and not just the small grouping that he lives with or interacts with the most.

This form of extended, chosen family is neither singular in scope nor biological in 

nature. There is nothing keeping the Gems, three queer women living together with
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shades of polyamory, together in a family unit except their active choice to participate in 

the raising of a child they have no kinship ties to except that they knew (and, in Pearl’s 

case, loved) his mother. Notably, this family either does not share the same last name or 

has no last name (Steven took the name Quartz-Universe for both his parents, and the 

Gems do not have last names, as they have no family as such; two-part game names like 

Rose Quartz or Lapis Lazuli are often treated like last names linguistically, but do not 

imply any sort of familial ties), and the relationships between the participants is left 

unsaid. Within the family, Greg is “Dad” (by Steven) or “Greg” (by the gems), and the 

Gems are either “The Gems” collectively or called by their names individually. Outside 

the family, different characters use different terms, and none of these are definitive or 

entirely correct or incorrect. The gems are, alternately, “friends,” “sisters,” ’’parents,” 

“caregivers,” and “moms,” depending on who is speaking and what the situation is, and 

sometimes the ambiguity of the relationship between Steven and the Gems is emphasized 

for comic effect.

However, this comic effect is never to denigrate the relationship, poke fun at non- 

traditional families, or suggest that the family is somehow lesser than a more traditional 

biological family, rather, the comedy mostly plays on either confusion (such as when a 

character hesitantly refers to the Gems as Steven’s “sisters,” and Steven doesn’t 

understand who he is talking about) or on the elaborate ways in which the “family” is 

referred to, often with a laundry list of terms thrown out; regardless, the humor directly 

points to the way in which the grouping is fluid, inclusive, and not based on blood 

lineage, and is based on the impossibility of categorizing the “family” and putting it into 

language. This shows a refusal to pin down a singular, stable familial relationship
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between Steven and the Gems, leading to a queering of the nuclear family unit; the 

relationships within the family are fluid, with different members fulfilling different 

functions at different times. Family here is a place of inclusion and mutual support (and 

often Steven is providing just as much emotional support and learning opportunities to 

the Gems as they are to him), even as it is messy and not always a calm and happy place, 

and while it is shown as important, what is important is the sense of collectivity invoked, 

not a sense of heteroreproductive lineage.

In the episode “Fusion Cuisine,” the show explores the difference between 

Steven’s non-normative family and a normative nuclear family. Steven’s friend Connie is 

the only child of a monogamously married mother and father, who will not allow their 

daughter to continue to play with Steven until they meet his family. This is a problem, 

however, due to the Maheswaran’s strictness in determining who or what Connie can be. 

In one scene, when Connie tells Steven that her parents want to meet his parents, Steven 

assumes that Garnet, Amethyst, Pearl, and Greg would all attend. However, Connie 

confesses that she had previously lied to her parents that Steven has a nuclear family; 

here, she pauses and the camera zooms in on her face before she gives her rapid but 

hushed confession, as if having a nuclear family is an aberration itself that needs to be 

covered over. At this, Steven erupts in anger. “Nuclear?!” he says, “sure they make stuff 

blow up sometimes, but that’s because they’re magic, not radioactive!” Connie quickly 

corrects his definition of a nuclear family, defining it as a family which consists of “two 

adults and their child and/or children” (notably leaving out gendered signifiers while also 

putting hypothetical same-sex couples into an explicitly normative framework, which 

brings the tensions between liberal tolerance and queerer potentialities to the fore). In this
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scene, Connie lies to her parents in order to make Steven’s family seem respectable and 

worthy of being around, but Steven’s humorous response is telling -  there is a slight 

pause between his initial outburst and his explanation, which creates humor not only from 

his misunderstanding, but also from his, and the show’s, assumption that calling his 

family “nuclear” is an accusation or insult rather than the cultural norm and ideal.

After this conversation, Steven is faced with a tough choice: which of the gems 

will he bring to dinner in order to imitate a nuclear family? While deciding, he focuses on 

what a mom “should” be, rather than what a mom “is” to him, pointing to aspects of the 

gems that a mom “would” be like. However, his idea of what a mom is like is a bit 

unusual. Garnet would be good mom material because she scares off the bad guys and 

keeps him safe, Amethyst would be a fun mom, and Pearl is worried about him, 

approachable, teaches him, and is “like, totally not gross” (unlike Amethyst). This points 

to Steven’s family having multiple roles for the multiple members, but also the roles 

overlapping and never staying completely confined to one individual. Elsewhere in the 

series, for example, Amethyst shows concern for Steven and protects him, and Garnet 

plays with him and has fun. These roles are also notably not tied to any particular binary 

gender, at least not in a straightforward way -  there is no gem who obviously takes on a 

more masculine or feminine role (even Pearl, the most overtly feminine, is a highly 

skilled swordfighter), and having three gems reduces the tendency to place the characters 

into a binary grouping or formation. Thus, choosing which gem to take to dinner is a 

difficult decision, as Steven rightly points out that he has, simultaneously, no mom and 

three moms, and wishes he could bring his entire family. His solution? Have Garnet, 

Amethyst, and Pearl fuse their physical forms into a new being, Alexandrite, who is a six
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armed, two-jawed, purple skinned giant woman, and have Greg and Alexandrite pretend 

to be the proverbial heterosexual married parents to Steven’s false nuclear family.

Predictably, dinner is very awkward. The Maheswarans are very wary of their 

strange dinner guests, especially after internal disagreements cause Alexandrite to 

destabilize and unfuse, leading Connie’s parents to chastise her for lying to them. Connie 

runs away upset, and Steven follows her; they end up running away together on a bus. 

Alexandrite re-fuses and chases them down, bringing them back to the restaurant for 

punishment. Once the Maheswarans see how much the Gems and Greg care for Steven, 

they tentatively accept Steven’s family for what it is.

Here, there is a tension between a project of liberal acceptance and tolerance, 

accepting all types of families despite not fitting into a normative nuclear family model, 

and a more radically queer project of both restructuring the family and questioning the 

family as a privileged site of meaning. This tension is never fully resolved, as the family 

is still central to the story and characters, and is still the unit within which characters are 

made visible. The Gems fill the family function, but not the family structure. However, 

the family is notably not fully named or defined, with Dr. Maheswaran still not knowing 

how to refer to the Gems (parents? Caregivers? Guardians?) and with the family unit 

never being stabilized or fixed into place. As demonstrated earlier, both Connie and Greg 

pass in and out of the family unit, and Steven’s rearing is taken on as a collective duty 

among both his more immediate family and the town at large, leading to the 

destabilization of a singular, coherent unit, rather than a nuclear family under a new 

guise. In this way, the family goes beyond simply a chosen family, and becomes a larger 

collective that does not have to stay coherent or legible.



The family is a privileged site of meaning within Steven Universe largely because 

it is the place where growing up happens. The entire narrative of Steven Universe can be 

termed a coming of age narrative; however, instead of the model of a young boy growing 

into normative masculinity, this is a coming of age that leads to non-normative forms of 

maturity. While Steven matures and grows over the course of the show, he will likely 

never fully mature into an adult within the course of the series, instead retaining much of 

his child-like wonder and humor, continually occupying the liminal position between 

adolescence and adulthood.

In their (2011) book The Queer Art o f  Failure, Jack Halberstam argues that the 

figure of the child is inherently queer. Building off of Kathryn Boyd Stockton, they argue 

that “childhood is an essentially queer experience in a society that acknowledges through 

its extensive training programs for children that heterosexuality is not born but made” 

(17). Rather than invoking the figure of the child as “part of a hetero-logic of futurity” or 

as “pre-adults figuring the future,” Halberstam sees an alternate conception of children 

and growing up not based in “logics of succession,” but rather in an indifference to 

versions of success always already mired in logics of normativity (119-120). This is not 

to say that the child is part of an essential undifferentiated Universal that then becomes 

restricted by society, but rather that the child has not yet learned to not be queer, and thus 

has not yet had its potentiality constrained by normative categories.

Childhood for Halberstam, and in Steven Universe, is a time of awkwardness and 

experimentation with things that may be seen otherwise as perverse. In the series, Steven 

is not seen as a pre-adult, but rather as a child who is growing sideways. In the episode 

“Steven’s Birthday,” he celebrates his fourteenth birthday, to the shock of the twelve-
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and-three-quarters-year-old Connie, who thought he was much younger due to his actions 

and appearance. It is revealed through a photo album montage that Steven stopped aging 

at eight years old, and it is unknown what full adulthood would mean for him due to his 

half-magical, half-human body. Further, Steven is often allowed to fail or mess up on 

quests, often with the message that failure is okay, such as in the episode “Cheeseburger 

Backpack,” where Steven forgets to bring a key item and ends up causing the collapse of 

an important Gem historical site. While much of the series centers on a coming-of-age 

narrative, this is a “new [version] of maturation, Bildung, and growth that do[es] not 

depend on the logic of succession and success” (Halberstam 119), a form of growing (but 

not necessarily up) that relinquishes a sense of control.

Halberstam calls for two different ways of looking at time and memory, the first 

of which is most applicable to the vision of family in Steven Universe. They advocate 

both for “recognizing] the new without discarding the old” and “hold[ing] onto multiple 

frameworks o f time and transformation at once” as ways of disrupting normative modes 

of transmission, but also advocate for disrupting normative models by forgetting the 

family as a site of meaning altogether (71). Steven Universe largely falls into the first 

category of disruption without completely discarding the models that have come before; 

instead, these models are reimagined, not from the ashes of their destruction, but from a 

positive and utopic vision of what can be possible. However, Halberstam correctly 

critiques the way that the concept of family is typically deployed in culture. They state 

that “the deployment of the concept offam ily , whether in hetero or homo contexts, almost 

always introduces normative understandings of time and transmission” (emphasis in 

original) and that this concept is “deeply reactionary” because it gets in the way of other
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forms of relationality (71). While simply reifying the concept of family as such typically 

falls into a normative framework, and the family often becomes a site of regulation and 

control, Steven Universe works to reimagine the family structure in a way that defies 

Halberstam’s criticisms by allowing for non-normative modes of creation and re-creation 

rather than simple transmission of societal structures.

A tension is thus created between the queemess of the versions of self explored 

and the potential normativity of the vision of family presented. The privileging of the 

family and Rose’s desire to have a child in a heterosexual union can easily fall into the 

dominant forms of futurity critiqued by Lee Edelman in his book No Future, where 

futurity is always and only reproductive and within the heterosexual family unit. Here, 

the child takes on the burden of being the emblem of the future, and any criticism against 

the normative visions of family and childhood present in society are treated as abhorrent 

or even impossible. Both Munoz and Halberstam heavily critique Edelman’s project, 

despite a certain admiration for his argument. Munoz finds that such a politics of 

negation only works for those children already allowed to exist and catered to in society, 

such as middle class white gay men, and erases the fact that many children, such as 

children who are non-white and/or queer are unable to survive to adulthood due to 

systemic violence; he argues that while “it is important not to hand over futurity to 

normative white reproductive futurity,” that it is “all the more reason to call on a utopian 

political imagination” in order to create a future that allows for non-normative existence 

(95-96). Similarly, Halberstam finds that Edelman’s argument is too apolitical and only 

allows for particular forms of gay male existence to supposedly surpass reproductive 

futurity. They argue that Edelman “always runs the risk of linking heteronormativity in
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some essential way to women” by linking queerness to negativity, death, and sex between 

men, eschewing feminine-coded sentimentality and life-giving (118).

However, one of the major issues surrounding the figure of the child as the 

emblem of futurity is that the child represents a reproduction of the current social order, 

just in newer, younger form. This child is meant to grow up and take up the same mantle 

of heteronormativity as the parents, and protect against the death of the parents’ ego by 

continuing along the same path (or, in many cases, parents may desire their child to have 

a ‘better,’ read ‘more productive under structures of capitalism,’ life). Steven cannot 

simply reproduce the previous generation, however, as he is not a continuation of what 

came before, but rather a creation of something new -  a hybrid form. Instead of simple 

reproductive futurity, even as he was created within the context of a heterosexual 

relationship, Steven represents a potential form of futurity, where he doesn’t represent, 

but rather enacts unlimited possibilities for new forms of life and being.

While Steven Universe does privilege the family as an idea and concept, and 

while this can be seen as a conservative return to existing structures, the ‘family’ in this 

series is less about inescapable reproduction that naturalizes heteropatriarchal forms, but 

rather is the label of ‘family’ applied to a looser grouping that does not fit this model, 

thus disrupting the meaning of how family as a concept is imagined. The family here is a 

mix of long-term (the Gems, Steven Greg, Connie) and short-term (the residents of Beach 

City) relations, and characters move fluidly into and out of what may be considered the 

family unit; while the relations that are seen as most important, that is, the ones between 

Steven, the Gems, and his father, are ones that are long-term and permanent, and thus 

normative according to Halberstam, this does not mean that other, more casual
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relationships, such as the friendship between Steven and the teenage boy who works at 

the local donut shop, are any less important. The family relationships in this show are 

based more on “a series of substitutions” that “distorts the old beyond recognition” 

(Halberstam 73). This is not the direct lineage from father to son to grandson, but rather a 

sideways growth from several moms/sisters/guardians to a child who is his own mother, 

and often back the other way as well. While Steven represents futurity through his status 

as a youthful and hybrid potentiality, this is an open-ended futurity, not one of stable and 

inevitable heterosexual lineage.

Halberstam privileges forgetting as a particularly queer form, and while Steven 

Universe is heavily based on memory and the act of remembering, this is a queered form 

of memory based not in direct, patrilineal transmission of information and societal 

systems, but in matrilineal misremembering. Halberstam says that “we may want to 

forget family and forget lineage and forget tradition in order to start from a new place” in 

order to find “alternatives to the inevitable and seemingly organic models we use for 

marking progress and achievement” (70). While this may seem to go against much of the 

narrative of the series, where much of the structure of the show centers on the memory of 

Rose, this memory is conceptualized as forever partial and impossible to fully retrieve. 

Each of the Gems has a different memory of who Rose was based on their own 

relationship with her, and even when we see expository information that is taken at face 

value in the show and portrayed as completely factual to the ‘real’ event (such as through 

Pearl’s ability to use her gem to project her memories, similar in style to R2D2 or other 

computerized characters who populate mass-produced science fiction), these memories 

are never satisfyingly complete, and are always from a particular perspective. Steven
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himself can only remember his mother through the bits and pieces that he has gathered 

from others, and this memory will only ever be subjective. This series is less about 

forgetting than it is about the impossibility of remembering. This impossibility makes 

memories not a product of the past, but of the present, and what the newly created 

memories can mean for the future. Halberstam also argues that “queer lives seek to 

uncouple change from the supposedly immutable and organic forms of family and 

inheritance” and that “queer lives exploit some potential for difference in form  that lies 

dormant in queer collectivity not as an essential attribute of sexual otherness but as a 

possibility” (70, emphasis in original), and these versions of family and 

(mis)rememberance in Steven Universe follow this non-essential vision of collectivity; 

Munoz further argues that “queemess exists for us as an ideality that can be distilled from 

the past and used to imagine a future” (1), and misremembering or partial remembering is 

one way that this distillation takes place.

Instead of rejecting his mother and identifying with his father, as he would in a 

normative Oedipal development, he comes to identify and be identified with feminine 

figures, most notably his mother. Early in the series, since Steven has his mother’s gem -  

the core of her being -  he is portrayed as being expected by the other characters to follow 

in her footsteps, though as the series continues, this perception changes considerably. He 

struggles against being wholly determined by the role he thinks he is expected to 

perform, and seeks to forge his own sense of identity that is both unique to him and that 

incorporates his inheritance of his mother’s gem, magic powers, and high status position 

in the Gem hierarchy, even if this inheritance can never be complete; while a strict sense 

of inheritance may seem anti-queer, the very act of a young boy being identified with his
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mother’s legacy rather than his father’s goes against many normative visions of 

masculinity that only allow for patrilineal inheritance, and the fact that his mother was 

polyamorous and queer rather than contained in the bounds o f heterosexual femininity 

makes this legacy even more striking.

Throughout the series, Steven works through who he ‘is’ in a way that points 

directly to what he ‘should’ become, but what he will become or can become is yet 

unknown. His struggling against interiorization of the Rose Quartz identity is not a total 

counter-identification, in that he does not wholly reject the role, but instead he takes on 

parts of the role while trying to find a sense of self outside of his mother. In many ways, 

he embodies a set of possibilities or potentials because there has never been anyone like 

him before, and yet he has still inherited feminine-leaning androgynous potentials from 

his mother’s side. The parts that he does incorporate into his sense of self become a queer 

hybrid of human and gem, and of masculine and feminine traits.

While Steven doesn't have much in the way of inherent masculinity, he is male

bodied and masculine-coded, which is undermined and queered by his taking on of 

feminine traits. While he also does not have inherent, pre-determined femininity, the 

parts of himself and his powers that he inherited from his mother are very feminine. 

Personality-wise, Steven is caring, diplomatic, emotionally sensitive, nurturing, and not 

afraid to show vulnerability; magic powers-wise, he has defensive and healing powers, 

such as multiple types of powerful gem-powered shields and the ability to heal injuries 

with his saliva. In battle, he serves a support role, where he protects and heals, while his 

female and feminine-presenting comrades serve offensive roles. This defensive and 

support role, while feminine-coded in most action-fantasy media, is never denigrated, and
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is just as integral to the team's success as the offensive positions. Similarly, these 

offensive positions never take the form of a singular heroic figure marching into battle, 

but are always founded on teamwork and collectivity.

Further, all of the main characters are given agency, regardless of gender, and 

while the powers Steven has are largely supportive, he never has to give up his own 

agency for the sake of others. This can be partly because, as a boy, he is not expected to, 

but considering the feminine qualities of his powers and the perceived expectations set on 

him by the Gems to become like his mother, this seems unlikely. Instead, Steven comes 

across as being an androgynous figure who is able to combine the masculine traits of 

agency and self-confidence with his feminine traits of vulnerability and supportiveness 

into a new, hybrid gender.

Throughout the show, there is a strong theme of “being yourself.” This theme 

illustrates many of the tensions between the liberal humanist tendencies of the show and 

its radically queer tendencies. While much of queer theory aims to disrupt the category of 

“Self,” other parts o f queer theory look for spaces and temporalities where queer bodies 

are able to be queer and disrupt compulsive heteronormativity; these are not entirely 

contradictory projects, and while Steven Universe tends toward the latter, it embodies 

both sides. The show manages to straddle this line by looking at not an essentialized 

version of self, one that is inherent and immutable, but by looking at non-normative 

selfhood that falls outside the bounds of heterosexuality and gender normativity and 

permutations of selfhood. The show posits the “se lf’ as a site of possibility and potential 

rather than a fixed or stable object to be explored.
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One example of this queering of the “be yourself’ theme comes in the episode 

“Lion 3: Straight to Video.” In a dream Steven gets some advice from a favorite fictional 

character, Dogcopter, who is, as the name suggests, a hybrid of dog and helicopter. When 

Steven asks Dogcopter for his secret in how he got so talented, Dogcopter replies “don't 

focus so much on talent, Steven. Making art is all about communication. A piece of art is 

a conversation. Every choice you make is a statement.” He continues after a brief pause, 

“don't worry about labels, or conforming to a standard. Just be true to yourself, and 

people will appreciate your honesty.”

Not worrying about “labels” or “conforming” can easily be part of a project of 

erasing differences in order to enter into a universal humanity; it can also be seen as a 

way to open up spaces for queer bodies to exist in a hostile society. However, the focus 

on labels and standards can also be a non-normative project, one of falling outside of 

ways of being that are legible to society at large. Butler argues that “oppression 

works.. .covertly, by the constitution of viable subjects” (20), and while this line is 

explicitly about the unthinkability of lesbianism in dominant American culture and the 

harm caused by the exclusion of groups, it can also apply to the ways in which what is 

made thinkable or viable in society is itself a form of control. Also, Dogcopter’s 

description of art as a conversation shows it as intersecting planes of forces that are 

constantly in process, never complete or whole. Rather, subjects are constituted by the 

experience of a conversation and by the contact that they have with other lives. This 

echoes Butler’s theory of performativity of gender, which argues that subjects and 

genders are constituted by a series of repeated actions rather than a stable, a priori 

subjecthood (Butler 18, 23-24). This not to suggest that a conversation involves pre
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existing, fully formed subjects, but rather that the conversation and the contact with other 

lives that this requires is what creates the self; this is a self constituted through its contact 

with other lives, which blurs the distinctive separating line between selves. In this way, 

art, and by extension, selfhood, is again imagined as an experience rather than as a stable 

or immutable object. There is something intangible about this experience that cannot be 

pinned down, and this is the “se lf’ that the show tends to argue that people should “be.” 

Further, Jack Halberstam argues that while most animated media “desperately 

tries to package their messages in the usual cliched forms,” with the explicit example of 

“be yourself’ as one of these cliches, the most revolutionary of animation also “deliver 

queer...messages” (21). Halberstam implies that these messages (such as “revel in 

difference,” “work together,” and “invest in resistance”) are not only hidden underneath 

the surface-level morals, but that the cliched, normative messages are a normative cover 

for the more subversive messages in order to improve marketability and mass appeal; this 

paper is less concerned than Halberstam with the marketability of these messages, but 

rather looks at how animated children’s media may have explicit messages that fit into 

normative cliches, but their implicit messages are ones of rethinking and fantasizing 

about new forms of relationality. While the narrative of “be yourself’ can be a subversive 

one if that form of selfhood is one that goes against societal norms, the narrative itself has 

become a norm in terms of mass-market appeal, and in terms of becoming another box or 

label to fit into. Rather, Steven Universe is calling upon this cliche to do different work 

with it, that is, you can and should “be yourself,” but that “se lf’ is never singular, nor 

stable, nor is it something that is always able to be categorized, quantified, or seen by 

society, since it is something always in the process of being remade and reimagined.
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Another way of looking at the queered version of self in this show is to look at the 

self as a permeable multiplicity. In her essay “Queer Vitalisms,” Claire Colebrook argues 

for queemess in “life as a multiple and differentiating field of powers that expresses itself 

in various manners,” and that “every body in this world is possible as an individual 

because it gives some form and specificity in time and space to a potential that always 

threatens to destabilize or de-actualize its being” (80). Similarly, Judith Butler sees value 

in performances that seek to destabilize the illusion of their own continuity, particularly 

when these destabilize heterosexuality as natural and given by revealing its excess (23- 

25). In this sense, bodies are seen as multiplicity, as potentials that can be changed or 

destabilized as “S elf’ through the intersection of forces that determine the body. Bodies 

in Steven Universe are queer because they not only can contain multiplicities, but because 

they have the potential to become nearly anything.

One example of the self as a multiplicity is Steven himself. He is his own person, 

but he also contains Rose Quartz, who says that she is “going to become part of him.” 

This is a self both fragmented and whole, as he is only partially his mother, but contains 

her whole self. This is an extreme form of the regeneration that gems can go through 

when their bodily constructs are damaged -  they retreat into their gem to heal and come 

back in a different form. This newly regenerated form is semi-conscious in its 

presentation, in that gems have some degree of control over which new form they will 

take, though certain forms are less stable than others. Here, the body is not part of an 

undifferentiated universal that is constrained by the limits of identity, but rather the body 

having the potential to de-actualize itself and its identity through consciously pushing 

against the experiences that the body has previously undergone; new regenerative forms
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are partially determined by previous forms, and previous forms become visible at the 

moment of regeneration.

Another instance o f this multiplicity is through the act of fusion. Gems, due to 

their bodies being hard light projections from their gemstone, have the ability to 

synchronize their forms into an entirely new self who has a combination of the fused 

gems magical and physical attributes, as well as personalities. Through fusion, gems are 

able to combine into a new someone who is not one person, and not two people but, as 

Garnet puts it, “an experience.” While the individual gems retain some degree of 

selfhood in a fusion, the more distinct the personalities are, the less stable the fusion, and 

the more likely the fusion is to de-fuse again, so there is incentive to become a more 

symbiotic being that is a recombination of separate forces than there is to attempt to 

retain a sense of selfhood when fusing. Through fusion, the edge of the skin is a dubious 

barrier at best between self and other. Distinctions between genders break down, as well, 

as evidenced by the character Stevonnie, who is an androgynous fusion between Steven 

and Connie, and one that is shown to be physically attractive to both the men and the 

women of Beach City. Through the act of fusion, the body and self are permeable and can 

be recombined, and a body that may look like a singular being can contain multitudes of 

others.

In the episode “Lion 3: Straight to Video,” the concept of self as a potential or 

possibility is addressed directly. In this episode, Steven finds a videotape that Rose 

Quartz left for him to find, documenting herself, her relationship with Greg, and some 

words of advice for her soon-to-be-born son. In this videotape, Rose gives a monologue
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explaining to Steven some of her reasoning for having a child, and letting him know that 

he is a potentiality. The entirety of Rose’s speech is as follows:

Isn't it remarkable, Steven? This world is full o f so many possibilities.

Each living thing has an entirely unique experience. The sights they see, 

the sounds they hear. The lives they live are so complicated... a-and so 

simple. I can't wait for you to join them. Steven, we can't both exist. I'm 

going to become half of you. And I need you to know that every moment 

you love being yourself, that's me, loving you and loving being you. 

Because you're going to be something extraordinary. You're going to be a 

human being.

Claire Colebrook argues that the world is composed of a multiplicity of 

viewpoints, and that bodies contain the potential for infinite variation. According to 

Colebrook, “life tends towards difference, creating further and further distinctions. ... My 

body.. .is capable o f perceiving and being affected in an absolutely singular manner: no 

other body has the same unfolding of time and space, the same perceptions and affections 

as mine.” (83) In her speech, Rose says that “each living thing has an entirely unique 

experience,” pointing directly to the infinite variation Colebrook discusses. The focus on 

the self as an “experience” within the show also falls neatly into Colebrook’s model, 

where an “unfolding of events” is what constitutes the body, not an “ongoing and unified 

entity.” This version of self as a range of possibilities and an infinite set of differences is 

what makes a life “essentially queer” to Colebrook, and Steven embodies this range of 

possibilities (83).
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In the second half of her speech, Rose almost invokes a stable selfhood by saying 

that she is “going to love being” Steven, implying that she will retain a sense of selfhood 

once she merges into her son. However, she also points to an almost purely intangible, 

affectual relationship linking the two, with her love then becoming Steven’s love. While 

this inheritance is direct, the intangibility of it and the merging of consciousness into 

something and someone entirely unique queers a narrative o f stable, biological lineage, 

especially given the non-organic lives of Gems. Further, Rose discusses Steven in terms 

of a potentiality or an unfolding rather than as a stable self. She talks about the potential 

of what he will be, with her focus on experience preventing this from being a prescriptive 

or pre-determined “being.” The overall effect of her advice is telling Steven what he can 

be based on which events will unfold to constitute his body, not what he will be or has to 

be. Her speech has a sense of not only futurity, but of becoming, where she imagines 

endless variations on potentials and possibilities, the “infinit[e] differen[ce]” and 

“potential for variation” that Colebrook sees as constituting queer existence (80). Munoz 

argues that “the future is queemess’s domain,” and that “we must dream and enact new 

and better pleasures, other ways of being in the world, and ultimately, new worlds” (1). 

Here, potentiality, not being, is the key to queerness, and Rose’s vision of Steven’s life 

enacts this through her looking constantly forward.

In the episode “Lion 4: Alternate Ending,” the concerns of selfhood taken up by 

“Lion 3” are pushed even further. The episode opens with Steven watching his mother’s 

videotape over and over, looking for clues about his “magical gem destiny.” He asks 

Lion, who often helps but in cryptic or oblique ways, for advice, and Lion coughs up a 

giant pink key. Steven spends much of the episode looking for things that this key
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unlocks, until he persuades Lion to take him somewhere new, which turns out to be an 

area deep in the desert with large double doors that hold a cartoonishly large keyhole, 

later revealed to be surrounded by crumbling or no long extant walls that could have 

easily been reached from the other side. Throughout this portion of the episode, Steven’s 

quest for answers about what purpose he serves is treated with the pomp and 

circumstance usually allotted to someone trying to figure out who they are (with a few 

comic interludes, mostly about Steven’s failures), and the episode is set up to create 

anticipation that something major will be revealed about Steven’s purpose by the end.

However, what Steven finds is what he terms “just a bunch of garbage [his] mom 

left behind,” mostly in piles of worn and broken objects. In his anger at not being able to 

unlock the secrets to his destiny with Lion’s key, he kicks a helmet laying on the ground 

and discovers a half-buried videotape, with the label reading, in Rose’s handwriting, “For 

Nora.” In his desperation to figure out who Nora is, Steven asks Lion one last time to 

bring him to someone who knows who Nora is, thinking that his mom maybe had another 

child, and having an existential crisis over his own uniqueness. Lion brings him to Greg, 

who expresses surprise at Steven having the tape, and sits his son down to watch it. This 

tape is very similar to the “For Steven” tape that was discovered in Lion 3, only with 

slightly different wording, tone of voice, and other small changes that would happen if 

doing two different takes of the same video.

When Steven asks his father who Nora is, Greg tells him that he is Nora (causing 

Steven to humorously exclaim “I’m my mom and my sister?”), or, rather, that they did 

not know the sex of the child when Rose was pregnant, so they made two tapes with two 

different names. Steven then asks if Nora would have his magical destiny if he wasn’t
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there, and Greg tells him that he doesn’t know about a magical destiny, but rather that he 

could be anyone and would get to explore life’s possibilities for himself. At the close of 

the episode, Steven accepts that he doesn’t have the magical destiny that he thought he 

did, but rather that he is just supposed to be Rose’s child.

Nora’s video, however, continues after where Steven’s video ends, with Rose 

further explaining her thoughts about what it means to be a human. She says that “a 

human is an action” and that she “wonder[s] w ho...” and then corrects herself . .how 

[her child] will be.” The central conflict in this episode is the two conflicting versions of 

self that Steven and Rose have, and this conflict is resolved when Steven accepts Rose’s 

version. By saying that she wonders “how” her child will be rather than “who” her child 

will be, Rose implies that rather than a stable sense of self that remains constant 

throughout life with a set future destiny, a human’s life is a process or an unfolding; the 

manner in which a human lives and that act o f living as a process over time is what 

becomes centered in her wording. It is a way of becoming rather than the set being 

implied in “who.” While at first glance, the idea of a human as an “action” would go 

against the passive vitalism that Colebrook advocates for, the implication of this line isn’t 

that being human is grounded in choice (as in acting), but rather than being human is 

constituted by process (as in a series of events). Action here also does not need to refer to 

actions done by humans, but can refer to actions done outside of human control that still 

affect lives. Munoz further argues that “queemess is .. .not simply a being, but a doing for 

and towards the future” (1). While this implies an active sense that goes against 

Colebrook’s passive vitalism, the two ideas are not entirely incompatible, especially 

given the possible range of meanings of the term “action” in Rose’s speech. In both
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formulations, queemess is associated not with a sense of being, but with a sense of 

potentiality that moves towards a future.

Steven’s main concern in this episode is his destiny as tied to his uniqueness as a 

human/gem hybrid. While he is unique, this is for reasons other than the singular, 

masculine, stable sense of a set destiny that he initially thought. According to Colebrook, 

“life tends towards difference, creating further and further distinctions” (83), which 

invokes a sense of life being always already multiple and partial. This plays out through 

the both/and construction that Colebrook advocates for, that is, the Gems are Steven’s 

moms and his sisters and his caregivers and his guardians and. . and Steven is himself 

and his mom and his sister and a human and a gem and. . with each new addition 

removing both the singularity and the hierarchy implied in stable, non-overlapping 

categories. This means this his uniqueness goes beyond that o f a unified being, and that 

even within a body (Colebrook uses the example of down to, and even beyond, the 

cellular level, the body contains thousands of processes at once, and each of these is 

minutely different not only between, but within, bodies [80]), so that he is unique in not 

only his hybridity, but in the queer sense of pure difference that Colebrook identifies.

This goes against typical fantasy narratives, where a single ‘chosen one’ figure may have 

comrades, but largely fights evil alone; this figure is typically male, with some exception, 

and his task is largely a culturally masculine one of individuation from others, finding his 

strength, and fulfilling a highly fictionalized version of the ideal of the singular masculine 

breadwinner in a nuclear family. By contrast, Steven’s difference is not one of rising 

above others, but one o f being a unique and important piece in a larger collective. 

Halberstam argues that “we might read failure.. .as a refusal of mastery” (11), which is
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directly tied to a refusal of societal systems of power, including heteropatriarchy.

Steven’s expectation for a “magical destiny” is an expectation for a sense o f mastery, but 

instead he accepts a non-hierarchical lack of mastery or of a failure to fit into a pre

determined path, and the fact that this failure is more productive than any kind of a set 

path can be.

Using Colebrook’s framework, there is something inherently queer about being 

human in this show, in the ways in which humans and earth embody possibility and 

potentiality, and part of that queemess is in humanity’s ability to fail. This queemess is 

both positive and additive, in that Steven’s hybridity of bodily form and identity being 

more queer than the full humans of Beach City does not take away from the queerness of 

those humans, but is rather another layer of differentiation. Halberstam argues that 

“failing is something queers do and have always done exceptionally well,” and that 

failure may offer different ways of being in the world (2-3). Rose sees failure as an 

aesthetic of beauty and wonder, such as when, in her videotape to Nora in “Lion 4,” she 

tells Greg that his getting attacked by a seagull and falling down is “perfect.” The only 

perfection she sees is imperfection, which is the ability for anything to happen, including 

failure, and each and every possibility that happens is beautiful in its own way. There is 

not only something inherently queer about failure as a possibility, but also something 

inherently human, and while the show’s vision of all o f humanity as being queer in some 

way may be seen as a sweeping Universal that removes the power of queerness by 

making it the norm rather than set against the norm, the show can also be seen as a queer 

utopia, where everything has the potential to be queer in the sense that Colebrook 

describes, that is, the potential for infinite difference.
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Within Steven Universe, the normative family, masculine coming of age 

narratives, and concepts of self are queered through the emphasis on the self as 

experience and potential rather than a stable or normative subject. Steven is queered as a 

subject because he gives specificity to an endless potential, combining masculine and 

feminine traits into a self whose future is unknown, yet endlessly outside the bounds of 

convention or normativity. He, and by extension, his queer family, demonstrate what 

they can be, rather than what they already are. This formulation allows for a rethinking of 

the way that family can be conceived, not as a site of normativity and heteroreproduction, 

but as a looser collective grouping with a focus on futurity and changing conceptions of 

masculine development. This series also allows for radically queer conceptions of self, 

not as a self who should or must fit into some sort of norm dictated by calls for positive 

representation in media, but as a self that unfolds as a process.
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