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Introduction 

 

“All television is educational television. The only question is, what is it 

teaching,” said Nicholas Johnson, a former Federal Communications Commission 

commissioner and professor at the University of Iowa College of Law (qtd. in 

Williams 180). While this quote has been used time and time again, its truth remains, 

as the fundamental nature of television hasn’t changed. All types of media are created 

with the intent to communicate some idea or message. What causes concern is the 

extent to which we consume media, especially television, with little critical thought 

because its intended focus is “entertainment.” According to the Media Education 

Foundation, “45% of parents say that if they have something important to do, they are 

likely to use the TV to occupy their child” (10 Reasons Why Media Education 

Matters). Moreover, “Children spend a daily average of 4 hours and 40 minutes in 

front of a screen – 2 ½ hours of which are spent watching television” (10 Reasons 

Why Media Education Matters). I find the two most concerning statistics to be that 

“Children ages 2-7 watch television alone and unsupervised 81% of the time” and 

“97% of American children ages 6 & under own products based on characters from 

TV shows or movies” (10 Reasons Why Media Education Matters). 

Children watch a lot of television and it's primarily unsupervised—meaning 

the show or movie goes without critical analysis by an adult or parent. With these 

statistics in mind, it is evident why behavior modeling in animation, and more 

broadly media, matters so significantly: it surrounds us and is constantly shaping who 

we are, without much critical thought as to how it’s shaping us. Television, explicitly 
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directed at children, is modeling behavior of numerous types to children, in ways that 

are hard to quantify and track. Tannis Williams, in her essay, “How and What Do 

Children Learn From Television?” indicates the following:  

It is impossible to determine whether a behavior has been acquired unless it is 

performed, and this applies to cognitive and emotional (i.e., internal) 

behaviors as well as physical behaviors. In other words, failure to perform a 

behavior previously observed does not mean that acquisition has not taken 

place (Bandura, 1973). (181) 

In other words, behaviors modeled by TV are hard to track because the acquisition of 

a behavior can take place even when a behavior isn’t observed. Williams goes on to 

discuss what research has explicitly determined that children learn from television: 

aggressive behavior; socially desirable behaviors such as altruism, sharing, 

cooperation, obedience, and task persistence; academic skills like reading; and 

healthy, nutritional diets (184). Williams primarily focuses on the positive aspects of 

what children learn, but the learning of socially desirable behaviors, including 

performing gender roles, does not seem like a logical stretch considering what 

children are able to absorb from television.  

In children’s animation, we are often presented with a gender binary that we 

are expected to act out in daily life: heterosexual feminine girls and heterosexual 

masculine boys. Disney animated films are particularly guilty of this, with only their 

most recent films beginning to barely deviate from the norms they have supplied over 

the past 100 years. For example, Merida from Brave (2012) rejects the role of being a 

princess and being married off, at least partially, but she doesn’t reject much 
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regarding the gender binary. Merida only refuses constraints to her agency. 

Otherwise, she uses her bow and arrow to ride off into the sunset, with her long hair 

flowing free and her dress trailing along behind her. Mulan (1998) pretends to be a 

man to save her father and, in some ways, she rejects traditional gender roles with 

respect to agency, but, ultimately, in this film, Disney trivializes gender fluidity by 

having men try on dresses for comedic relief. Governor John Ratcliffe, the villain of 

Pocahontas (1995), dresses in feminine-coded colors like pink and purple with 

feathers, ribbons, and bows in his hair. He exhibits feminine-coded behavior like 

carrying a lapdog with him wherever he goes, by sipping tea with his pinky finger up, 

and by enjoying bubble baths this makes him unlike John Smith, the very masculine 

male hero (Putnam 157).  

 

Figure 1: Governor John Ratcliffe, from Pocahontas 

It is not always clear how television is molding the behavior and identities of 

children. However, due to a definite lack of representation of gender identities outside 
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of the gender binary, it is unlikely that they are acquiring anything but the standard 

gender binary models. Additionally, when there is representation of gender identities 

outside of the gender binary, it is almost exclusively with negative implications, as I 

will discuss in detail later, which only further drives the idea to not model or perform 

behaviors outside of the gender binary.  

Television’s strict adherence to standard models of gender identity is a 

problem, especially as it concerns gender non-conforming individuals. This is 

because the portrayal of gender non-conforming identities, when present, are often 

negative. These negative portrayals of gender non-conforming identities eventually 

become acquired negative behaviors with serious and deadly consequences. 

According to the William’s Institute School of Law report, Suicide Attempts among 

Transgender and Gender Non-Conforming Adults, “The prevalence of suicide 

attempts among respondents … is 41 percent, which vastly exceeds the 4.6 percent of 

the overall U.S. population who report a lifetime suicide attempt, and is also higher 

than the 10-20 percent of lesbian, gay and bisexual adults who report ever attempting 

suicide” (Haas, Rodgers, and Herman 2). These statistics are alarming but not 

surprising when you consider the way the media portrays gender non-conforming and 

transgender individuals at large: either inherently evil or a joke.  

The William’s Institute also reported that “Prevalence of suicide attempts is 

elevated among those who disclose to everyone that they are transgender or gender-

non-conforming (50%) and among those that report others can tell always (42%) or 

most of the time (45%) that they are transgender or gender non-conforming even if 

they don’t tell them.” The implication of this is that prevailing messages about gender 
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identity in children’s animation are not only acquired by gender non-conforming 

individuals but also by cis-gender individuals. This informs how others read, treat, 

and interact with gender non-conforming individuals. While gender non-conforming 

individuals are internalizing harmful messages about themselves, cis-gender 

individuals are internalizing that gender non-conforming individuals are less than 

human and treat them as such. Case in point, “Respondents who experienced rejection 

by family and friends, discrimination, victimization, or violence had elevated 

prevalence of suicide attempts” (Haas, Rodgers, and Herman 2). When families 

rejected their child, this suicide rate rose to 57% and when bullying at school 

occurred this rate rose to 63-78% (Haas, Rodgers, and Herman 2).  

Perhaps media prevents gender non-conforming individuals from being able 

to envision a future in which they are accepted, loved, and happy within society. A 

detailed look at the role envisioning future narratives play in these suicides has not 

been studied, but in other analyses exposure to preconceptions about social roles 

corresponded with the inability to imagine a future in a professional field (Knobloch-

Westerwick 752).  Leelah Alcorn, a seventeen-year-old transgender girl who 

committed suicide on December 28th, 2014, would be an unfortunate example of this. 

In her suicide note, famously posted on Tumblr before her death, she wrote about the 

events that took place after she came out to her family. Her family’s reaction was 

negative: indicated by their insistence that she was not transgender and by sending 

Leelah to conversion therapy. When Leelah decided to commit suicide she wrote the 

following: 
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After a summer of having almost no friends plus the weight of having to think 

about college, save money for moving out, keep my grades up, go to church 

each week and feel like shit because everyone there is against everything I 

live for, I have decided I’ve had enough. I’m never going to transition 

successfully, even when I move out. …Either I live the rest of my life as a 

lonely man who wishes he were a woman or I live my life as a lonelier woman 

who hates herself. There’s no winning. There’s no way out. (Alcorn, “Suicide 

Note”) 

Leelah gave up because she could not find acceptance amongst her family and her 

peers, nor could she envision a future where she ever would, or a future where she 

could live as she truly wished. Leelah’s articulated reasons for her suicide bring me to 

the show I analyze throughout this thesis, Steven Universe. This show presents a 

universe which defies traditional representations of the gender binary and allows 

individuals like Leelah to envision a future where they could be themselves, be 

accepted by those who would love them, and find happiness.   

Steven Universe, an animated series that began airing in November 2013, 

produced by Cartoon Network and created by Rebecca Sugar, has taken great strides 

in presenting several gender fluid characters with attention and care. While the bar 

might be low in that the majority of gender non-conforming individuals are either 

portrayed as jokes or as evil, Steven Universe takes this a step further by having 

multiple protagonists display and perform a broad range of gender outside of the 

binary. Also, Steven Universe has a gender non-conforming character named 

Stevonnie, who is a positive role model, who uses they/them pronouns, and who 
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exists firmly outside the label “male” or “female.” Throughout this thesis, I argue that 

Steven Universe is expanding the normative construction of what it means to have an 

identity and a gender identity in children’s animation.  

 

Thesis Outline 

 

First, in my chapter, Literature Review, I will review the prevailing discussion 

in three distinct academic fields that lay the groundwork for my analytical framework 

for analyzing Steven Universe: gender representation in children’s animation, queer 

theory, and theories of consciousness. In the next chapter, Steven Universe, I 

summarize Steven Universe and outline the necessary contextual information 

regarding the show to provide a working understanding of how the animated universe 

works and demonstrates identity.  

Next, in the chapter Non-Coherent Agents, I explain the idea of a non-

coherent agent using Judith Butler’s “Performative Acts and Gender Constitution” 

and Undoing Gender, as well as Daniel Dennett’s Consciousness Explained. In 

this section, I discuss how an incoherent agent can present as a coherent subject. 

Additionally, I describe how a subject is constructed by and performs for other 

subjects as well as how a subject is done and undone through the acknowledgment 

or lack of acknowledgment from others. I analyze Stevonnie and Garnet, two 

characters who exist outside the gender binary, and the instances in which fusing 

and unfusing occur for those characters. 
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In my next chapter, Material and Embodied Selves, I discuss incoherent 

subjects as embodied beings and how other subjects read the flesh. Using a 

chapter from Alexander G. Weheliye’s Habeas Viscus, “Assemblages: 

Articulation,” I explore how oppression is tied to physical embodiment. 

Weheliye’s theory combined with Butler and Dennett, provides for a more 

sophisticated understanding of oppression and subjects with agency. Additionally, 

it provides for analysis of the construction of cartoon characters as well as how 

other characters interpret those constructions. I analyze the physical embodiment 

of four characters, Garnet, Amethyst, Pearl, and Steven, and the oppression that 

each character faces in existing outside of normative gem embodiment. Finally, I 

look at the construction of the villains Peridot and Jasper, their story arcs, and 

how they are framed as negative normative constructions against Garnet, 

Amethyst, Pearl, and Steven. In Conclusion, I provide my final thoughts about my 

analysis and what Steven Universe provides for us in their representations of 

gender.  
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Literature Review 

 

 There are two main problems with completing a thesis on non-conforming 

gender representation in children’s animation and how those identities exist in the 

body. The first issue is that there is almost no discussion about gender non-

conformity in animation in academia and what little there is utilizes offensive 

language and misunderstands the subject which they discuss. A second issue is that 

this subject spreads across a number of academic areas of inquiry, three of which I 

focus on: gender representation in children’s animation, queer theory, and philosophy 

of consciousness. While there is some discussion between two of the three discourses, 

there is little discussion across all three fields.  I outline the fundamental 

conversations happening in these fields to pick apart the relevant pieces of the 

discussion. A primary goal of this thesis is to bring these diverse subjects and 

academic fields together to take a comprehensive look at Steven Universe and how 

we might understand the identities of Stevonnie and Garnet and how the show 

manages to be groundbreaking in the representation of identities outside of the gender 

binary.  

 

Definitions 

 

As all three of these subjects use very specific terminology to communicate 

equally specific ideas, I outline the main definitions of words that I use in this section 

and throughout the thesis. I utilize the term gender identity as “a person’s internal, 
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deeply held sense of their gender” (GLAAD). While this might come across as a 

circular definition, the primary aspect to note is that a person’s gender identity might 

be male or female or non-binary, but what matters is how they feel in relation to their 

gender, regardless of how other people might assign gender to them. I reference the 

gender binary, the normative idea that there are only two genders—male and 

female—and that they are opposite to each other.  The gender binary assumes there is 

no spectrum of gender and that gender is also inherently “grounded in a person’s 

physical anatomy” (Gender Spectrum). Also, I primarily discuss gender non-

conforming identities and gender non-conformity as behavior and embodiment that 

falls outside of the gender binary or normative expression of genders in their binary 

conceptualization (GLAAD).  

I use gender non-binary and non-binary genders as the idea that people may 

“experience their gender identity and/or gender expression as falling outside the 

categories of man and woman. They may define their gender as falling somewhere in 

between man and woman, or they may define it as wholly different from these terms” 

(GLAAD). Gender fluidity is the idea that an individual can shift back and forth 

between genders, even incorporating both genders as a part of their identity, or 

switching back and forth between their presentation of the genders for any given 

period, or even that neither gender encompasses their gender expression (Gender 

Spectrum). The identity of transgender is “An umbrella term for people whose 

gender identity and/or gender expression differs from what is typically associated 

with the sex they were assigned at birth” (GLAAD). I will discuss this term in more 

detail later in this section. I also reference the term cis-gender, which can be 
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understood as an antonym of transgender, or as people who identify with the gender 

they were associated with since birth (GLAAD).  

Other words that are frequently referenced in this thesis include normative 

behavior or “conventional forms of association, belonging, and identification” (Jack 

Halberstam qtd. in Ward and Mann 236). Additionally, the idea of heteronormativity 

is “the assumption that heterosexuality is natural, normal, and right” (Ward and Mann 

237). Additionally, there is the idea of gender performance, which primarily rejects 

the idea that “gender is a role which expresses an interior ‘self’ or an inner reality of 

sex,” and instead claims that gender is “ritualized acts by an individual that construct 

the social fiction of a psychological interiority” (Ward and Mann 241).  

Finally, I describe how I use pronouns throughout this thesis. In respecting the 

gender pronouns of gender nonconforming individuals who identify as “they/them,” I 

use “they/them/their” as singular antecedents instead of plural antecedents. Typically, 

the noun that the pronoun is referring to should match the number of subjects: 

“Stephanie went to her room.” If the noun is singular, then the antecedent following 

the noun should also be singular. It is a grammatical convention to have the number 

of subjects match. Except, I break this rule. Functionally, this means in my thesis 

“they/them/their” sometimes should be read as a singular antecedent so that it will 

match the singular noun to which it refers. This will result in sentences reading like 

the following: “Stevonnie went to their room.” Stevonnie is a singular noun while 

their is a plural pronoun. I do this to keep from misgendering Stevonnie and other 

gender nonconforming individuals. It would be inappropriate to say “Stevonnie went 

to her room” or “Stevonnie went to his room.” Stevonnie is not male or female, and 
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so traditionally singular gender pronouns insufficiently represent their identity. In the 

universe of the show, Stevonnie has chosen to go by “they/them” pronouns and by 

breaking grammatical conventions I am able to respect that decision properly.  

 

Gender Representation in Children’s Animation 

 

In the ongoing discussions and critiques of U.S.-based animation targeted at 

children, there is little to almost no discussion of gender representation outside of the 

gender binary. This is a tricky subject to deconstruct because it's not that there is no 

discussion of gender expression or how characters embody their gender, but the 

discourse often ignores the existence of non-binary, gender non-conforming, and 

transgender identities. The discussion has almost exclusively focused on the realm of 

cis-gender female characters and their positive expression of masculine traits (Davis), 

the limitations of the embodiment of female characters (Siede), and cis-gender male 

characters and an affirmative expression of feminine interests or at least non-toxic 

masculine ones (Jeffords). Unfortunately, this discussion is not relevant to the type of 

analysis I want to do. The more relevant conversations about gender non-conforming 

identities occurs outside of academia. For example, the attribution of some animated 

characters, like Disney’s Mulan from Mulan (1997) or Riley Anderson from Inside 

Out (2015), to non-binary, gender non-conforming, and transgender identities almost 

exclusively happens in fan communities who are desperate for the barest whispers of 

representation.  
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In western film and television broadly, part of the issue is that there are very 

few instances of genders existing outside the binary of male and female. This issue is 

even more pronounced in children’s animated series and films. The most widely 

discussed and analyzed children’s animation are the films within the Disney 

franchise. However, while Disney might be the most easily recognizable company in 

children’s animation, as they have two large animation studios (e.g. Pixar and Walt 

Disney Animation Studios) and can oversaturate the market, they are not the only 

content producers who merit discussion and analysis. A short list of U.S. studios that 

regularly produce content for children includes: Dream Works Animation, Cartoon 

Network, Blue Sky Studios, Nickelodeon Animation Studios, Warner Bros, and 

Mattel Entertainment. Out of these companies, regarding the progress of 

representation, Disney is not making the biggest strides and perhaps, never has. The 

dominance of Disney in contemporary analysis is preventing discussion about gender 

non-conforming characters in children’s animation broadly.  

A major complication regarding the literature surrounding gender non-

conformity in children’s animation is that academic sources do not understand 

transgender and gender non-conforming communities. On the other hand un-

academic sources exclude the context of the conversation that has been happening in 

academia or, when they do, do not conform to the rigorous publishing standards of 

academia in peer review, citations, and debate. It frequently seems that it is an either-

or situation: non-binary genders are discussed academically with offensive language 

that incorrectly describes the community or the language is correct, but the content 

otherwise lacks academic rigor and verified sources.  
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One such non-academic source is Nonbinary.org, which has a wiki site 

devoted to the representation of genders who fall outside of the gender binary. While 

the site is not conventionally academic, it provides a relatively detailed resource of 

non-binary individuals as defined by people who are actually non-binary—something 

which academia is pointedly missing. In its article, “Fictional depictions of nonbinary 

gender,” the site outlines four primary categories of non-binary genders existing in 

the fictional realm: undisclosed gender in fiction, fictional sexes, gender 

nonconformity in fiction, and non-binary genders in fiction. It is important to note 

that undisclosed gender identity isn’t necessarily a revolutionary or positive portrayal 

of non-binary genders in mass media, as it is just as likely that the character is male or 

female and merely breaks gender stereotypes. The article indicates:  

Some characters have their gender and sex hidden and not told about. 

…Readers and viewers can only guess about the character's gender, or they 

can be comfortable with not knowing. This can be an interesting device in 

fiction that makes us take notice of our assumptions and stereotypes. 

However, it isn't really the same thing as the representation of nonbinary 

gender identities. A character whose gender is never explicitly stated could be 

nonbinary, especially if their gender expression involves going to great efforts 

to make sure nobody knows their gender. (“Fictional Depictions of Nonbinary 

Gender”) 

The most common instance of representation of gender non-conformity occurs with 

undisclosed gender in fiction. However, three of the four entries for animated series 

on the site are about Japanese animated series targeted at a more mature audience 

http://nonbinary.org/wiki/Gender_expression
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than what traditional western animation targets. There is one other entry under 

movies, which discusses the Disney film The Incredibles, as depicting a superhero, 

Macroburst, which the movie identifies as “oddly androgynous” (“Fictional 

Depictions of Nonbinary Gender”). This source points to an overwhelming lack of 

gender non-conforming characters in children’s animation.  

  

Figure 2: Macroburst, from The Incredibles 

Many cartoon villains are often later read by feminist analyses as being 

transgender, gender non-conforming, or in some capacity an “other” defined against 

the protagonists. One such reading comes from Amanda Putnam’s “Mean Ladies: 

Transgendered Villains in Disney Films.”  However, characteristic of the current 

academic literature, Putnam uses language considered to be offensive by transgender 

individuals in her essay. Putnam defines “transgendered characters” as “those in 
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which the sex of a person is not entirely congruent with their gender identity or 

actions. In other words, those who cross boundaries of traditional and /or 

stereotypical gender identities may appear to be subtly, or even flamboyantly, 

transgendered” (148). Putnam is partially correct in her definition, but too broadly 

categorizes the term “transgender." According to GLAAD, an LGBT media 

monitoring organization, “transgender” is an adjective and can be defined as the 

following: 

An umbrella term for people whose gender identity and/or gender expression 

differs from what is typically associated with the sex they were assigned at 

birth. …Many transgender people are prescribed hormones by their doctors to 

bring their bodies into alignment with their gender identity. Some undergo 

surgery as well. But not all transgender people can or will take those steps, 

and a transgender identity is not dependent upon physical appearance or 

medical procedures. 

Transgender individuals sometimes express different characteristics than the 

traditional or stereotypical genders. However, that is not always the case. A 

transgender woman might come to express perfectly stereotypical femininity, but it is 

also true that a transgender woman might express their gender outside of stereotypical 

femininity. When that is the case, and when the person openly and actively identifies 

as such, they might describe themselves as gender non-conforming. Gender 

terminology is very dependent upon the actual person who uses that language to 

express and identify their gender. In summation, Putnam’s use of the term 

“transgendered” is grammatically wrong and demeaning to transgender individuals. 
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Additionally, her definition of “transgendered” confuses transgender and gender non-

conforming identities—which are distinct and separate from each other. 

However, her analysis of the number of Disney villains who express and are 

characterized by gender non-conforming behavior is still illuminating and useful for 

my purposes. An unfortunately common representation of gender non-conformity in 

children’s animation occurs with villain characters. The characters Putnam identifies 

in her essay are largely those who can be interpreted as gender non-conforming, or 

"some people whose gender expression is different from conventional expectations of 

masculinity and femininity” ("GLAAD Media Reference Guide - Transgender"). 

Often, in the Disney films Putnam cites, the main protagonists, repeatedly a 

male/female pair, embody their genders assigned at birth. Disney’s princes look 

“manly” and perform “masculine” actions such as “horseback riding, hunting, sailing, 

sword-fighting, and even hand-to-hand combat” (Putnam 151). While the heroines, 

the princesses, wear outfits designed to show off their “feminine” figures and they are 

typically depicted with grace, poise, an affinity for cleaning, and a connection with 

animals and nature (Putnam 150). Of course, these are the protagonists of the Disney 

films, the heroes, and their behavior is equated with doing good which results in a 

connection between performing their expected gender identity with goodness.  

On the flip side, Disney’s villains are often portrayed as the opposite of the 

heroes so as to make the heroes good, while marking the villains as bad and 

inherently deviant. Putnam points out that most of Disney’s female villains embody 

subtle and masculine behavior (151). She cites Cinderella’s step-sisters as one of 
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many examples of female villains being depicted intentionally manly, in contrast to 

the femininity of the heroine, both in their character design and behavior: 

 

Figure 3: Drizella and Anastasia, from Cinderella 

Neither stepsister has breasts as both girls are flat-chested, appearing, in fact, 

square-bodied, with no difference in width between their chest and their waist. 

…Further, the stepsisters exhibit a range of behaviors that mark them as 

masculine. When waiting to be introduced to the Prince, the girls are gawky in 

their presentation, Drizella also making the mistake of bowing, instead of 

curtsying to the Prince. …The sisters also physically fight with each other, 

emphasizing their boyishness by participating in still more traditionally male 

behavior. (Putnam 152-153) 

A similar marking occurs for male villains; they are marked with feminine 

characteristics so as to make them distinct from the male heroes of Disney's films. 

Putnam argues that the writers do this to "avoid heterosexual competition with the 
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heroes. By feminizing the male villain, even bordering on overtly homosexual 

characterizations, The Lion King’s Scar, Aladdin’s Jafar, and Pocahontas’s Ratcliffe 

also become ‘mean ladies’…. But while they may be evil, they definitely aren’t 

masculine” (155-156).  The problem is not that these characters are gender non-

conforming, but that their gender expression, both embodied and in actions, is 

directly equated with villainy. 

That is not to say that villainous gender non-conforming characters can’t be 

portrayed in a way that productively challenges the gender binary. In an intriguing 

blog article written by Gabrielle Bychowski, who identifies herself as a Ph.D. 

candidate of Medieval & Early Modern Literature at the George Washington 

University concentrating on Transgender and Disability Studies, discusses the 

Cartoon Network’s The Powerpuff Girls’ villain Him and the confusing nature of 

determining Him’s gender. The Powerpuff Girls is a show from Cartoon Network 

widely acclaimed for a positive portrayal of girl power and gender stereotypes. Him is 

a powerful villain who has been described as “the most disturbing cartoon villain of 

all time” in an article by the Huffington Post as much of his design invokes devilish 

iconography (Duca).  In Bychowski’s article, she analyzes three different kinds of 

responses to Him: 1) that he is a fearful villain and that is good, 2) that he is 

controversial and an insult and shouldn’t exist, and 3) that he “produce[s] new forms 

of gender through the story’s interactions with Him.” 
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Figure 4: Him, from The Powerpuff Girls 

Bychowski goes on to argue that how Him is utilized as a character to 

deconstruct gender and reconstruct gender in The Powerpuff Girls.  

Contrary to transgender and queerness being a laughable or discountable of 

Powerpuff Girls narrative machine, gender identity and expression are 

constantly being reformed throughout the show by queer characters and 

situations that demonstrate the insufficiency of current gender form and 

demand the development of new modes of relation. (Bychowski)  

Him becomes one of the numerous examples of The Powerpuff Girls questioning 

gender and gender norms. There are moments where The Powerpuff Girls, Bubbles, 

Blossom, and Buttercup, are presented with gendered stereotypes and they find 

themselves discussing what traits signify the female gender versus the male gender. 
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This keeps an open dialogue amongst the girls throughout the show as to what gender 

is and its rather blatant insufficiencies. Bychowski indicates that in the world of the 

show, “Characters are free to change, bridge, and invent genders because the system 

of the show does not allow for the standard types to exist as natural limits.” She ends 

her discussion of Him with a quote and important thought:  

“I think,” writes SeethAndSeething, “that [the] choice was made because they 

did not want to identify either femininity nor masculinity as evil.” 

(RepoThinks.Blogspot.com). In the end, multiple potentials are opened up 

without demanding that any one of them be the compulsory or correct one. 

(Bychowski) 

This is quite an interesting discussion because it indicates that even though there are 

villain characters who can be read as transgender or gender non-conforming, they are 

not any less useful in conceptualizing the arbitrary limits of gender in a children’s 

cartoon. Bychowski even titles the last section of her blog article as “A Productive 

Evil,” because Him raises such unease but also imagination. But in this case, it is 

clear that Him is not pitted against the girls as being inherently evil because he is 

gender non-conforming and transgender—he is evil because he is the devil and wants 

to bring about the apocalypse—and the girls are not inherently good because they 

adhere to normative understandings about femininity—in fact, they do not adhere 

strictly.  

In thinking about the embodiment of gender in these cartoon characters, it is 

important to remember that unlike live action films where the embodiment of a 

character is limited to actual living bodies, so certain gestures, expressions, and acting 
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might be written off as unintentional or happenstance, every aspect of the design of 

an animated character is painstakingly created. 

Animation, perhaps more than any other graphic art form, relies on motion 

and time to give life and efficacy to its images. Despite its popular association 

with children’s cartoons, Disney animation is not an innocent art form: 

nothing accidental or serendipitous occurs in animation as each second of 

acting on screen is rendered in twenty-four different still paintings. The 

exacting, communally created images of women by men are consistently 

rendered in a somatic triumvirate of bodily forms and snapshots of the aging 

process. (Bell 108) 

Since the publishing of Bell's argument, technology has changed the animation 

process, but the attention to detail and the careful crafting of the individual frames has 

not. In spite of the technological changes, there has been little change in the 

demographic of who designs and animates characters. Men continue to dominate the 

animation industry (Wolfe.)   

While “60% of all animation students are women” only “20% of all animation 

creatives are women” (Wolfe). Between 2006 and 2015, women's roles in the 

animation workforce have only increased from 16% to 20% (Wolfe). It's not 

surprising that an industry that struggles with inclusion and diversity would also fail 

to produce characters and narratives with inclusion and diversity. The problem with 

this, of course, is that there is a demographic of predominantly white men 

representing the embodiment of femininity in female characters and masculinity in 

male characters and it is stuck in the very rigid gender binary.  
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 Of course, this is what makes Steven Universe such an interesting case study. 

Not only is it a show produced outside of Disney, but the show was created, directed, 

and written by an openly bisexual woman, Rebecca Sugar. The main characters are 

primarily female presenting, save for the main protagonist, Steven. The characters, as 

well as their voice actors, embody numerous different types of body shapes and 

embody a broad range of skin colors. That the show also features a hero who is 

gender non-conforming in a positive light, considering the vast majority of the 

examples outlined above, is truly unique and groundbreaking, as even our most 

defensible gender non-conforming cartoon character is still a villain.  

 

Gender Studies: Queer Theory 

 

Judith Butler is foundational for the understanding of gender and gender 

performativity that I later use in this thesis. To understand Judith Butler, who writes 

in the field of Queer Theory, there are a few central tenets of this theory that are 

critical to understanding her conclusions about gender. Queer theory fits in the 

context of gender studies and has philosophical roots in post-structuralism, feminist 

theory, and gay and lesbian studies (Ward and Mann 233). In Susan Archer Mann’s 

comprehensive look at feminist theory in her book Doing Feminist Theory, in 

“Chapter 6: Postmodernism, Poststructuralism, Queer, and Transgender Theories.” 

Mann and her co-author of this chapter, Jane Ward, explain how queer theory is 

distinct from these theories, “While queer theory built on each of these bodies of 

thought, it also pushed them in new conceptual directions that would place sexuality, 
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and particularly the origins and consequences of sexual norms, at the center of 

analysis” (233).  

In an online interview, Jack Halberstam describes queer theory as "a way of 

thinking about identity, community, politics, that doesn't strive for normativity, or 

respectability or assimilation. But that actually is comfortable being at odds with or 

queering the idea of normativity, to begin with. It's a way of saying, we're not trying 

to fit in, we actually do believe that there are different ways of being in the world and 

we would like to experiment with those ways.” Ward and Mann cite Halberstam’s 

definition of what precisely normativity is: “conventional forms of association, 

belonging, and identification” (236).   

Jennifer Purvis, in her essay “Queer” defines queer most succinctly in the 

opening line of her essay, “Queer = twisting, making strange: a noun, a verb, an 

adjective" (189). Queer theory involves analyzing normative values and making them 

strange and unfamiliar. Of course, there is a broad spectrum of queer theory as it 

lends itself to a kind of openness. The particular category of queer I will be using 

throughout this thesis is related to the one Purvis discusses in her essay: a 

nonheteronormative understanding of queer. The benefit of this is that the 

nonheteronormative understanding of queer theory avoids being too narrow by only 

understanding gender in a gay/straight binary but also avoids being too broad by 

potentially including all “unconventional romantic arrangements” like pedophilia 

(192).   

As my subject centers on the representation of gender non-conforming 

identities, it is necessary to understand the discussion of socialization that has 
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happened in the context of queer theory. Looking at Judith Butler’s discussion of the 

socialization of children’s gender in Undoing Gender, it is fascinating to note that 

much of her discussion is around children who find themselves the non-consenting 

subjects of gender reassignment surgery. In Chapter 3, “Doing Justice to Someone: 

Sex Reassignment and Allegories of Transsexuality,” Butler begins with framing the 

subject she raises with questioning how someone becomes human or becomes 

recognized as human. She posits that this is through to process of imposing norms 

and processing individuals through the lens of norms: 

When we ask, what are the conditions of intelligibility by which the human 

emerges, by which the human is recognized, by which some subject becomes 

the subject of human love, we are asking about conditions of intelligibility 

composed of norms, of practices, that have become presuppositional, without 

which we cannot think the human at all. (Undoing Gender 57) 

Butler considers the case of David Reimer, someone assigned the gender of a boy at 

the time of birth, whose genitals were accidentally mutilated by a doctor as an infant, 

whose gender was then reassigned as a girl, who eventually decided as a teenager that 

his gender identity was that of a man (Undoing Gender 58). Reimer found himself the 

center of much scientific and psychological study as his parents were instructed by 

Dr. John Money to begin socializing Reimer as a girl, with “the view that if a child 

underwent surgery and started socialization as a gender different from the one 

originally assigned at birth, the child could develop normally, adapt perfectly well to 

the new gender, and live a happy life” (Undoing Gender 59). This ultimately was not 

the result of Reimer’s gender socialization. He hated the toys and clothes he was 
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forced to wear and by the age of nine realized that he was not a girl, but he was in fact 

a boy.  

Perhaps the most interesting feature of Butler’s discussion in this chapter is 

the lengths to which adults and especially medical professionals will go to alter the 

physical, sexual characters of a child in order to align them to a gender that is true 

both in the case of intersex individuals and individuals whose sexual organs are 

damaged in a medical procedure. 

Most astonishing, in a way, is the mutilated state that these bodies are left in, 

mutilations performed and then paradoxically rationalized in the name of 

“looking normal,” the rationale used by medical practitioners to justify these 

surgeries. They often say to parents that the child will not look normal, that 

the child will be ashamed in the locker room, …and that it would be better for 

the child to look normal, even when such surgery may deprive the person 

permanently of sexual function and pleasure. (Butler, Undoing Gender 63).  

From this Butler identifies three different ways in which that Reimer’s gender was 

interpreted: by his anatomy (primarily his genital anatomy), how others see his 

anatomy, and how he sees himself as others look at him (63). She discusses the 

ideological battle about the real source of gender: the physical anatomy, represented 

by Dr. Money, versus determinate genetic chromosomes, represented by Milton 

Diamond—the individual responsible for reconstructing David’s phallus and helping 

him transition his physical anatomy to alignment with his gender identity. Butler 

argues that the case of David Reimer supports neither understanding of gender. 

Instead, she claims that it is the endless questioning and evaluation of Reimer’s 
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femininity and conformity to femininity, and subsequently his humanness, that 

explains his case in terms of gender identity.  

Because Brenda was subjected to such scrutiny and, most importantly, 

constantly and repeatedly subjected to a norm, a normalizing ideal that was 

conveyed through a plurality of gazes, a norm applied to the body, a question 

is constantly posed: Is this person feminine enough? …In other words, these 

exercises interrogate whether the gender norm that establishes coherent 

personhood has been successfully accomplished. The inquiries and 

inspections can be understood, along these lines, as the violent attempt to 

implement the norm, and the institutionalization of that power of 

implementation. (Undoing Gender 67-68).  

What does this say about socialization? Primarily, that it is construed through 

recognition. Recognition as construed through norms, specifically the norms outlined 

in the gender binary. Children even understand this implicit need to conform and can 

identify the gendered markers by which gender is assigned: in material likes and 

dislikes (like toys), in physical anatomy, and in how others see and interpret their 

gender.  

Another important concept from Queer Theory is about identity. In queer 

theory an agent performs their identity and it is not intrinsic to who they are:  

[O]ne of the major premises of queer theory is that gender and sexual 

identities are artificial, unstable, and performative. They appear to describe 

the truth about who we are as individuals (e.g., I’m a woman, I’m a 

heterosexual, etc.), but from queer perspective, these identities—and identities 
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in general—tell us more about the symbolic meaning assigned to particular 

bodies, desires, and practices. (Ward and Mann 238) 

There are three ideas in this that I would like to make distinct as they will be 

referenced heavily later in this thesis. First, the idea that an identity is unstable and 

artificial. What this means is that an identity like being a woman or being 

heterosexual is not intrinsic and necessary to an individual’s existence. Additionally, 

by being unstable and artificial it means that someone’s identity is in flux and 

changes over time, even day to day. Second, that these identities are performed. 

When someone identifies as a woman or heterosexual that means their behavior might 

model some expected notions of what it means to be a woman and heterosexual. For 

example, having long hair or wearing make-up, or only dating men. These are 

behaviors and they are something an individual does and that “have been handed 

down generation to generation” (Ward and Mann 240). Ward and Mann explain 

further:  

The involuntary and repetitive work of displaying that one is a woman or a 

man, heterosexual or queer, is never complete, and it is through this very 

ritualized and disciplined process of performing gender and sexuality that our 

seemingly coherent and natural ‘self’ is formed. (241) 

Finally, the idea that meaning is assigned to particular bodies. As much as 

performativity is about performing gender and performing sexuality, it is done with 

the intent to communicate, and to be read. Others read people’s behavior, it is in their 

body as much as it is in their actions. Gender expression is not easily divisible 

between bodily presentation and action, as I will discuss later.  
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Philosophy: Theories of Consciousness  

 

In this thesis, I borrow heavily from Daniel Dennett’s Consciousness 

Explained, specifically his understanding of what a self is or how it could be and exist 

in the body. The entire project Dennett takes on is to overcome the mind-body 

problem that has plagued Philosophy of Mind since Renee Descartes separated the 

two in his Meditations. Dennett is important for my purposes because he provides an 

opportunity for bridging the gap between the abstract nature of gender identity with 

the physical reality of the body. Using Dennett, I hope to answer this question: if a 

subject is unstable how might they still perform gender? I am equally interested in 

how in-cohesive parts could seemingly present as a single agent in both the body and 

in gender identity. I use Dennett to ground Butler’s theories in the physical body and 

provide context for how a subject might be unstable in both their gender identity and 

their self-identity.  

Before I dive into the more relevant parts of Dennett that I will later use in this 

thesis, I outline the process of how he got to the idea of unstable subjects and the idea 

of a self as the center of narrative gravity. Dennett makes two extremely crucial 

moves before discussing his conception of the self. First Dennett demonstrates that 

our subjective understanding of our conscious experience is lacking. This is important 

because it disrupts the idea that we are born as a stable self that exists inherently, 

separate from our body, and perfectly expresses itself in its ideas and thoughts. This 

discussion of Dennett is critical to my understanding of self-identity, and then later to 



Painter 30 
 

gender identity because he illustrates why our conception of consciousness should 

undergo further review and might not be as it seems.  

Dennett cites countless examples why the idea that there is a central controller 

in the brain directing who we are is inherently wrong throughout his work. In Chapter 

6, Dennett outlines a study that directly attacks the notion of a conscious observer 

viewing the experience of the body. This study timed to see how long it would take 

for a subject to feel stimulation produced in the brain versus stimulation produced in 

the body (154). In the experiment, the subject’s right and left somatosensory cortex, 

the part of the brain responsible for producing a tingle in its corresponding hand, was 

stimulated (154). The right somatosensory cortex produces the tingle in the left hand, 

and the left somatosensory cortex produces the tingle in the right hand (154). 

Additionally, the hands were also externally stimulated. The goal was to compare 

“the time course of such cortically induced tingles to similar sensations produced in 

the more usual way, by applying a brief electrical pulse to the hand itself” (154). If 

there were an observer, a Central Meaner, to witness the experience of the external 

body it would stand to reason that the subject would experience the cortically induced 

tingling sensation first as it is closest to the brain. The subject then would experience 

the external stimulation next. This is not what was reported: 

[There were] reported instances in which a patient’s left cortex was stimulated 

before his left hand was stimulated, which one would tend to think would 

surely give rise to two felt tingles: first right hand (cortically induced) and 

then left hand. In fact, however, the subjective report was reversed: “first left, 

then right”. (Dennett 155) 
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While this in no way definitively proves there is no observer in the brain, it does cast 

suspicion around the existence of this observer. Clearly our subjective experience can 

be more nuanced than initially thought. How we might experience things are not so 

cut and dry.  

The second move Dennett makes is that he removes the necessity of what is 

often termed the Central Meaner, or the Witness, of our subjective experience. This is 

an important idea to note in my thesis because this allows for unstable identities to 

exist while still preserving the idea that our bodies are agents that have the ability to 

act and perform gender. In the first chapter of Consciousness Explained, Dennett 

outlines a “party game called psychoanalysis” (10). Essentially, the game proceeds 

like this. There is a group of people in a room. One person, named the dupe, will be 

asked to leave the room. While this person is out of the room, another member of the 

party will describe a recent dream they had (Dennett 10). After this has been 

completed, the dupe returns to the room with the goal of determining the identity of 

the dreamer.  

The dupe asks the others in the group yes or no questions until she or he can 

determine the dreamer’s identity through psychoanalysis of the dreamer’s dream 

(Dennett 10-11). While the dupe is out of the room, the host of the party tells the trick 

of the game to the rest of the group: they are “to answer the dupe’s questions 

according to the following simple rule: if the last letter of the last word of the 

question is in the first half of the alphabet, the questions is to be answered in the 

affirmative, and all other questions are to be answered in the negative” (Dennett 11). 

No one will iterate a dream that they recently had. Once the dupe returns, the dupe 
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receives random yeses and noes to their questions. The results of this are clear to see: 

there is no author to this dream (Dennett 11). Dennett explains this example, “Here 

we see a process of narrative production, of detail accumulation, with no authorial 

plans at all—an illusion with no illusionist” (11).  

Now that we know our interpretation of our subjective experiences of 

consciousness should be thrown into heavy suspicion and that it is not necessary to 

have a Central Meaner in order to create a narrative, we can move into Dennett’s 

conception of the self.  

Dennett starts his discussion of selves by noting that the question of “do we 

exist?” assumes that we exist and results in an “obviously yes” answer (413). The 

question of whether “there [are] entities, either in our brains, or over and above our 

brains, that control our bodies, think our thoughts, make our decisions?” necessitates 

an “obviously no” answer (Dennett 413). Ultimately, this is the same question being 

answered in two different ways. Because of this contradiction, Dennett argues that a 

middle ground must be found and indicates that any middle ground will be 

counterintuitive to our standard thoughts on the subject (413). 

Dennett did not remove the self when he removed the Central Meaner. 

Dennett’s theory still allows for a person to exist in his conception of the self, it is just 

not the same kind of person that we are used to seeing. As we just observed with the 

party game called psychoanalysis, it is possible for there to be a story, with the main 

character, without a Central Meaner observing the experience of the body.  

Let’s move to a key point of Dennett’s conception of the self: the self did not 

always exist. This idea is important in terms of the idea of the development of gender 
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identity, especially in response to others who perceive us, and especially in 

considering the idea that children develop their sense of self and gender identity. 

Dennett asserts that there are selves. At the very least, selves exist—or presently they 

seem to exist. But considering evolution, this was not always the case: “There was a 

time, thousands (or millions, or billions) of years ago, where there were none—at 

least none on this planet” (413). From this, it can be deduced that creatures with 

selves developed (Dennett 413-414). So how did those selves develop and why? In a 

previous chapter, Dennett describes this process in detail, but here he summarizes the 

key points to take away from this process of the creation of creatures with selves: 

In chapter 7, we saw how the birth of reasons was also the birth of boundaries, 

the boundary between “me” and “the rest of the world,” a distinction that even 

the lowliest amoeba must make, in its blind unknowing way. This minimal 

proclivity to distinguish self from other in order to protect oneself is the 

biological self, and even such a simple self is not a concrete thing but just an 

abstraction, a principle of organization. Moreover the boundaries of a 

biological self are porous and indefinite—another instance of Mother Nature 

tolerating “error” if the cost is right. (414) 

Dennett discusses some of these instances where the biological self-boundaries are 

porous: bacteria, viruses, mites, parasites, and mitochondria (414). While these 

“interlopers” often have their own boundaries and protect themselves separately from 

their attachment to us, there are certain kinds of bacteria that live in our bodies that 

we absolutely need to survive. For instance, mitochondria and the bacteria that lives 

in our digestive system are two interlopers that we need to live (414).  
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Determining the absolute boundaries of what is oneself and what is not 

oneself can be further complicated by experiments involving disgust and resistance to 

deeds that, when considered, should not bother us but do. Dennett provides a 

compelling example: he asks us to swallow the saliva in our mouths. This is pretty 

simple, no one is disgusted with this, and it is something people do all the time. If we 

were to be asked to “get a clean drinking glass and spit into the glass and then 

swallow the saliva from the glass” he maintains then we would be disgusted (414). I 

certainly am disgusted by this request. This phenomena “seems to have to do with our 

perception that once something is outside of our bodies it is not longer quite part of us 

anymore—it becomes alien and suspicious—it has renounced its citizenship and 

becomes something to be rejected” (Dennett 414).  

What does understanding the boundaries of self have to do with actually 

understanding what the self is? Dennett goes onto discuss animals who have extended 

“their territorial boundaries” so that they can better control any “border crossings” 

that might happen in positive or negative ways (414-415). Dennett describes beavers 

and their creation of dams as the beaver’s outer boundary creation. He also discusses 

how beavers do not need to understand what, why, or how they are making dams. 

Certainly, the beaver can learn, but it is primarily driven by “innate proclivities” 

(415). Many animals do something similar to the beaver, the spider makes webs, the 

snail makes an outer shell, and the hermit crab finds a pre-made shell to inhabit 

(Dennett 415). Dennett explains that this is all the same thing: these are extended 

phenotypes: 
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The definition of an extended phenotype not only extends beyond the 

“natural” boundary of individuals to include external equipment such as shells 

(and internal equipment such as resident bacteria); it often includes other 

individuals of the same species. Beavers cannot do it alone, but require 

teamwork to build a single dam. Termites have to band together by the 

millions to build their castles. (415)  

Dennett goes to indicate that humans have an extended phenotype too: people create 

selves in the same way beavers create dams (416). Without a self, a person, is “as 

incomplete as a bird without its feathers” (Dennett 416). Selves are absolutely 

necessary and fundamental for a person to be a person. The implication is that these 

selves evolved over time, that people do not need to understand the how or why they 

evolved in order to have and use a self, and that selves are a key component to the 

survival and success of person (414-416). Every person has a self that develops over 

time, including and perhaps most noticeably, children.  

We can suppose all of this to be true. But this does not explain how it is 

possible for a person to not possess a homunculus, or a witness, or a singular 

controller of their body. Dennett finds an example in science to explain this 

phenomenon: 

So wonderful is the organization of a termite colony that it seemed to some 

observers that each termite colony had to have a soul (Marais, 1937). We now 

understand that its organization is simply the result of a million semi-

independent little agents, each itself an automaton, doing its thing. So 

wonderful is the organization of a human self to many observers it has seemed 
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that each human being had a soul, too: a benevolent Dictator ruling from 

Headquarters. (416)  

There is an important distinction to note about a difference between the hermit 

crab’s extended phenotype and the person’s extended phenotype. Primarily, people 

speak and utilize language. Hermit crabs, on the other hand, do not (Dennett 417). 

This leads us to another very key difference in hermit crabs and people. People need 

to present and represent ourselves to others and to ourselves. We do this through 

“language and gesture, external and internal” (Dennett 417). Hermit crabs, by 

contrast, don’t “need to remind itself of [the finding shells] aspect of its nature, since 

its innate design takes care of that problem, and there are no other interested parties in 

the offing” (Dennett 417).  

In this way that Dennett argues, it is possible to have an agent who acts and 

moves through the world with a material body without having an abstracted form of a 

subject. By removing the Central Meaner, we remove the essence of a subject, and 

this opens us up to also remove other identities and their intrinsic essence for an 

agent, like gender.  

Having examined the state of gender representation in children’s animation 

and the major ideas behind Queer Theory as related to my discussion of Judith Butler, 

and having provided some brief explanations of Dennett’s theory of consciousness 

and how it removes the Central Meaner without removing the idea of a self, I can 

now move on to my analysis of identity, gender identity, and its subsequent 

embodiment in Steven Universe.  
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Steven Universe 

 

Before I begin analyzing Steven Universe in conjunction with some broader 

philosophical themes, I will give a brief contextual summary of the show. Steven 

Universe follows the Crystal Gems: Garnet, Amethyst, Pearl, and Steven.  

 

Figure 5: The Crystal Gems, from Steven Universe  

The Crystal Gems are aliens from outer space who possess magical powers and save 

the Earth from danger on a daily basis. Specifically, they are invariably fighting 

against Homeworld—the planet which rules over all the gems in space. Homeworld 

perpetually attempts to use Earth’s resources without regard for the subsequent 

destruction of the non-gem lifeforms on Earth, which caused the main characters to 

start a rebellion, many thousands of years ago, and protect Earth from any potential 

threats that Homeworld poses. Additionally, their hierarchal power structure leaves 

most gems disenfranchised, voiceless, and oppressed. The insurrection by the Crystal 
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Gems was largely successful in protecting the Earth and its non-gem lifeforms, and 

much of their remaining conflict is the resulting aftermath of the war. They were, 

however, unsuccessful in dismantling the inherent oppression that Homeworld 

maintains over most of its subjects—which ends up prompting Homeworld’s return to 

Earth at the end of season 1. Believing the Crystal Gems are long gone, Homeworld 

gems again become a threat when they return to the Earth 5,000 years after the war.  

Gems are incorporeal, sexless beings. Their bodies are composed of geological rocks 

such as quartz, ruby, sapphire, and diamond. Gems have two forms, themselves as a 

rock in which they cannot interact with the world and themselves as a physical 

humanoid projection that allows them to interact with the world around them.  

 

Figure 6: Pearl, in her gem form 

Despite the fact that they are rocks, their embodiment is a material projection of how 

they choose to persist in the world, where their gem exists somewhere on their 

humanoid body, like their hands, forehead, chest, etc. There seem to be limitations 
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based on the type of gem they are (pearl, quartz, peridot, etc.) in that they cannot 

change the color of their skin, or their size, or their body shape. But, for short periods 

of time, some gems can alter their projected humanoid form into different shapes, 

sizes, or species. The gems do seem to be able to control their clothing and hair and 

general style through their projection.  

 

Figure 7: Pearl, in her humanoid form 

Steven is a cross-species gem: his mother was a gem, and his father is human, 

giving Steven even further limitations to how he can construct the physical form of 

his body. He has less ability to shape shift and, unlike the rest of the gems, if his 

physical humanoid form is hurt, he will likely die and be unable to generate a new 

humanoid form. He also seems to age which is something the gems cannot do. Steven 

is a child in the show and is also the only gem who has ever been a child. They are 

ageless and do not transition from childhood to adolescence, to adults. While Garnet, 

Amethyst, and Pearl are sexless beings, they are female presenting. In fact, all gems, 



Painter 40 
 

so far, are female presenting except for Steven. Steven presents as male but also 

displays traditionally established feminine traits, like empathy and emotional 

intelligence, qualities integral to Steven and his strength as a character.  

 

Figure 8: Amethyst, as the Purple Puma 

The Crystal Gems also exhibit gender fluidity. Amethyst regularly alters her 

physical form into that of a man with a hairy chest, her wrestling alter ego the Purple 

Puma. Steven has also dressed as a woman to perform a song on stage and did so 

without making fun of or mocking the femininity he presented in that moment.  

One of the primary and most compelling positive examples of Steven 

Universe having gender fluidity, especially in contrast to the plethora of examples of 

gender fluidity being typically portrayed as a villainous characteristic, is a character 

named Stevonnie. Stevonnie is a fusion. 
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Figure 9: Steven, performing onstage  

Fusion is a method by which the gems fight to protect the Earth: where two gems 

combine to create a new body—a new gem—that isn’t simply a combination of the 

two gems but is in some ways a negotiation of the two gems. The resulting, 

reconfigured gem is one that is always stronger than the two gems were separate. 

However, the gem fusion process is not permanent and is only at the consenting will 

of all gems involved. Gem harmony in their fused form is necessary to maintain the 

fusion. If communication breaks down between gems, they cannot sustain a singular 

form—which is why active consent is critical.  Fusions can also exist between Steven, 

who is part-human and part-gem, and humans. Stevonnie is a fusion between Steven 

and one of his close human female friends. 
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Figure 10: Stevonnie, fighting an enemy 

Because of this, Stevonnie is both male and female and presents an array of both 

masculine and feminine characteristics. Stevonnie also goes by they/them pronouns—

which is groundbreaking regarding positive representation for individuals who are 

gender fluid.  

Having established a few critical details from Steven Universe, the next 

sections discuss the theories which I later apply to the show’s characters.  
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Non-Coherent Agents 

 

This chapter is divided into two main parts: theory and analysis. In my 

theory section, I bring together the first component of my analytical framework. 

This includes Judith Butler’s ideas about gender as “a stylized repetition of acts” 

for others by an unstable and somewhat illusionary subject (Butler, “Performative 

Acts and Gender Constitution” 519). I bolster Butler’s ideas with Daniel Dennett’s 

conceptions about consciousness existing as a theorist’s fiction outside of the 

brain in the representation of our incoherent body parts masquerading as a unified 

self to other incoherent body parts also masquerading as unified selves. 

Ultimately, this allows for a conceptualization of an individual who exists in so 

far as they represent themselves to others, regardless of how cohesive they might 

or might not appear to be.  

Dennett helps us to grasp how we can physically understand subjects to be 

unstable: our body is made up of a million parts trying to present itself as a 

singular body. Butler, on the other hand, suggests why we would even want to 

represent ourselves to others: to be as human. Dennett’s discussion about the self 

as a center of narrative gravity doesn’t seem to take into much consideration the 

kinds of facts we say to describe ourselves to others like our age, our nationality, 

our race, and our gender. Conversely, Butler describes how the characteristics of 

ourselves are represented to others: not just in words but in how we use our bodies 

to express the actions that are marked and then read by others. The combination of 

Butler and Dennett allows for a nuanced understanding of gender identity in the 
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body and why it matters how others read us, especially if recognition is required 

to be human.  

Later, in my analysis section, I use the theory as a framework for 

understanding Steven Universe and the representation of two characters: Stevonnie 

and Garnet. Without the contextualization of Butler and Dennett, these characters, 

their construction, and their incoherence as agents would be otherwise unreadable 

and incomprehensible.  

 

Theory 

 

 Judith Butler has a particular conception of gender as being performative. 

Butler lays the groundwork for her theory on gender in “Performative Acts and 

Gender Constitution.” She writes, “gender is in no way a stable identity of locus 

of agency from which various acts proceed: rather, it is an identity tenuously 

constituted in time—an identity instituted through a stylized repetition of acts” 

(519). Butler’s conception of a subject is not of a consistent one. When she 

indicates that individuals perform gender, she does not mean there is a singular, 

stable subject performing gender for an audience. The gendered subject is a 

product constituted through a subject’s “bodily gestures, movements, and 

enactments of various kinds” (Butler, “Performative Acts and Gender 

Constitution” 519). In this way, the subject is a constructed and gendered entity: 

If gender is instituted through acts which are internally discontinuous, the 

appearance of substance is precisely that, a constructed identity, a 
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performative accomplishment which the mundane social audience, 

including the actors themselves, come to believe and to perform in the 

mode of belief. If the ground of gender identity is the stylized repetition of 

acts through time, and not a seemingly seamless identity, then the 

possibilities of gender transformation are to be found in the arbitrary 

relations between such acts, in the possibility of a different sort of 

repeated, in the breaking or subversive repetition of that style. (Butler, 

“Performative Acts and Gender Constitution” 520) 

In Consciousness Explained, Daniel Dennett takes up a similar argument in 

that he claims that the self is merely a theorist’s fiction (429). He indicates that 

the self is nothing more than a web of words carefully spun to create the 

appearance of a self. The subjective experience of consciousness is only a useful 

evolutionary tool developed so that people could communicate with each other 

linguistically (Dennett 417). The self is ultimately an abstraction of the biological 

body’s agency and unity (Dennett 427).  

For Dennett, the construction of the self relies on others. Dennett explains 

that communication is deeply entrenched in a person’s environment, which 

necessitates the use of words and ultimately a self-representation to other 

parties—specifically a self-representation to other people. Dennett argues that in 

this way, words are like spider webs, we weave words around us in a narrative 

form to facilitate self-protection (417).  

This linguistic convention is paramount in representing ourselves to others. 

Words and communication underlie how we attribute meaning to anything at all. 
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In this sense, words are our very selves, “Our fundamental tactic of self-

protection, self-control, and self-definition is not spinning webs or building dams, 

but telling stories, and more particularly concocting and controlling the story we 

tell others—and ourselves—about who we are” (Dennett 418). We don’t think 

about how to do this deliberately or intentionally, just as any of the other animals 

don’t think about how to create their webs or dams. People, spiders, and beavers 

just do this. Not only do we not think about how we are creating these self-

narratives, but we also aren't doing it at all. It is the result of having 

consciousness: “Our tales are spun, but for the most part we don’t spin them; they 

spin us. Our human consciousness, and our narrative selfhood, is their product, not 

their source” (Dennett 418).  

Dennett indicates that our narrative selfhood has the goal of attempting to 

present a single unified entity that is a person: “Physicists appreciate the 

enormous simplification you get when you posit a center of gravity for an object, 

a single point relative to which all gravitational forces may be calculated. We 

heterophenomenologists appreciate the enormous simplification you get when you 

posit a center of narrative gravity for a narrative-spinning human body” (418). A 

person’s narrative center of gravity is just like a person’s biological self in that it 

is an abstraction and “not a thing in the brain” (Dennett 418).  

Another critical component of Butler’s idea of performativity is that the 

gender roles the subject performs are for others. This pairs well with Dennett’s 

theory of consciousness in that Dennett argues that selves were created to interact 

with other selves—and we do this unconsciously. In the opening chapter of her 
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book Undoing Gender, she discusses the action of doing gender “with or for 

another, even if the other is only imaginary” (1). But Butler’s conception of 

performing gender for another, places the construction of the gendered self in the 

interpretation of others, more so than Dennett. She indicates that gender does not 

exist inside the self, but rather, exists outside of the self. Gender and sex, for 

Butler, are both constructed by people: by language, by history, by our actions, 

and by practices (“Performative Acts and Gender Constitution” 520). Butler’s task 

in Undoing Gender is to rearticulate what it means to be human. She indicates that 

“human” and its definition is a process developed over time, and her book is her 

attempt at understanding what it means to be human in the wake of the effects of 

transgender and transsexual politics on gender conceptions, the normalization, and 

legalization of gay marriage, as well as other issues. She takes up the issue of how 

others interpret the subject and the disconnect that occurs between that 

interpretation and the subject’s desire to cogently communicate.  

Butler relies on Hegelian conceptions of recognition to further understand 

gender and how it can be done or performed. She states, “The Hegelian tradition 

links desire with recognition, claiming that desire is always a desire for 

recognition and that it is only through the experience of recognition that any of us 

becomes constituted as socially viable beings” (Undoing Gender 2). But, for 

Butler, this tradition is lacking. The terms of recognition are something that is 

continuously being rearticulated by society. These terms of recognition are also 

responsible for creating the distinction between those who are recognized, human, 

and those who are not, the less-than-human. Butler indicates that this has 
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consequences in how people are able to participate in political institutions. 

Additionally, she writes, “the human is understood differentially depending on its 

race, the legibility of that race, its morphology, the recognizability of that 

morphology, its sex, the perceptual verifiability of that sex, its ethnicity, the 

categorical understanding of that ethnicity” (2). This ultimately means that some 

humans, who are classified as less-than-human by these social constructions, do 

not have a liveable life. When recognition is understood in terms of doing gender 

or doing one’s body—even in a historically situated context—this creates a 

problem of displaced power.  

If part of what desire wants is to gain recognition, then gender, insofar as it 

is animated by desire, will want recognition as well. But if the schemes of 

recognition that are available to us are those that “undo” the person by 

conferring recognition, or “undo” the person by withholding recognition, 

then recognition becomes a site of power by which the human is 

differentially produced. This means that to the extent that desire is 

implicated in social norms, it is bound up with the question of power and 

with the problem of who qualifies as the recognizably human and who does 

not. (Butler, Undoing Gender 2) 

The category of human will not encapsulate all genders, especially if an 

individual’s desire does not correspond to normative understandings. Butler 

indicates that for a critique of norms to occur, there must be a relationship 

produced by the distance from them. She argues that this gap is created when an 

individual finds the norms by which they are or are not recognized are not 
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desirable. “The critical relation depends as well on a capacity, invariably 

collective, to articulate an alternative, minority version of sustaining norms or 

ideals that enable me to act” (Butler, Undoing Gender 3). Butler maintains that 

one cannot “be without doing” and that the circumstances surrounding someone’s 

doing are necessary to someone’s existence. “As a result, the ‘I’ that I am finds 

itself at once constituted by norms and dependent on them but also endeavors to 

live in ways that maintain a critical and transformative relation to them” (Undoing 

Gender 3).  This paradox of agency is something Butler recognizes, but also 

insists that “paradoxical” does not mean impossible. It is crucial that inclusivity 

exists for those who are not recognized by norms but also find recognizability by 

those norms unacceptable in promoting life and ways of living that “resists models 

of assimilation” (Undoing Gender 4). In essence, we need a world where those 

who do not fit into the gender binary norms, and those who are termed as being 

less-than-human, have other ways of being understood and recognized as humans 

outside of the binary. I argue that Steven Universe provides this very world.  

 

Analysis 

 

The episode, “Together Alone,” explores the idea of fusing two material 

bodied people, coming together, and the complications of gender. In the episode, 

Steven tries fusing for the first time with the other gems. Due to Steven’s 

embodiment as part-gem and part-human, the Crystal Gems are unsure of his ability 

to fuse. Ultimately, their attempts prove unsuccessful. A bit sad, Steven goes to his 



Painter 50 
 

best friend Connie Maheswaran, a human, and reveals his concerns about being 

unable to fuse. Connie and Steven end up dancing—to distance their thoughts from 

their concerns.  

 

Figure 11: Steven and Connie, right before fusing 

As they dance, they laugh, and suddenly, Steven and Connie find themselves 

transformed into a single body. They rush to the Crystal Gems to show their 

successful fusion. Garnet, the most supportive of their “unprecedented” fusion,” tells 

them, “Stevonnie…you are not two people, and you are not one person.  You are an 

experience, make sure you are a good experience. Now, go have fun!” 

Stevonnie explores the town, encountering many of its citizens. Most people 

respond very positively to Stevonnie—both men and women find themselves 

enchanted and attracted to them. Eventually, they are invited to go dance at a rave 

that night. 
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Figure 12: Stevonnie, after Steven and Connie have fused 

It all goes south when, at the rave, Stevonnie starts to dance, and people begin staring 

at Stevonnie. In one instance, an individual even becomes possessive of Stevonnie 

and aggressively pursues dancing with them. Stevonnie does not like it and finds they 

do not like being alone together. They end up un-fusing after having, what appears to 

be, a severe anxiety attack when people stop dancing to stare at them. Stevonnie 

panics, “This is what being cool at a cool dance is, right? This is how it’s supposed to 

be. Why isn’t it like it’s supposed to be?” 

Stevonnie embodies Butler’s conception of doing and undoing gender. 

Stevonnie cannot exist alone, they are a combination of Steven and Connie, brought 

together by performing an experience. Stevonnie also pairs well with Dennett’s 

theory in that, when they initially form as Stevonnie, their words are confused until 

they can articulate what they are: a fusion. Once they have determined how to 
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represent themselves to others linguistically, they immediately begin to go out into 

the world—as a cohesive subject.  

Also in conjunction with Butler’s theory, Stevonnie attempts to act how they 

think they ought to act when they go to the dance rave: perform the normative role 

they think they are embodying. But the second they believe they are not acting 

normally, their fusion destabilizes, and they lose form, returning to their original 

embodiment. They do so in an attempt to be recognized by each other so that they can 

be together, and so they do not have to rely on the recognition of others. They 

disliked how they were perceived by the stares and the aggressive dance partners.  

Stevonnie is not male or female but has characteristics of both genders. Stevonnie is 

not Connie or Steven but has characteristics of both people. Stevonnie is complicated 

and falls outside of expectations—and people seem unsure of how to respond to them. 

The second they were seen, others did not acknowledge their humanness, and they 

were literally undone.  

Later in the series, Stevonnie fuses and winds up becoming un-fused again. In 

the episode, “We Need to Talk,” there is a short scene where Steven and Connie are 

helping Steven’s dad, Greg Universe, organize his old records. They end up listening 

to a record while sorting, and unexpectedly, Steven and Connie end up fusing 

together to form Stevonnie. Greg sees Stevonnie, visibly taken aback, and Stevonnie 

almost immediately un-fuses after having been exposed as a fusion. Their previous 

experience as a fusion was indicative of how people react to them, and it’s not 

something they seem to want known. However, Greg, being Steven’s father, is one of 

the only humans on Earth who knows what gems are and somewhat understands the 
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fusion process. Stevonnie does not expect Greg to be understanding of their fusion 

and instantly come undone. At this point it is very easy for them to become undone. 

On screen, they have never intentionally fused and so when it occurs, they are 

unprepared for how they are supposed to be in their world.  

In “Beach City Drift,” Stevonnie fuses together for the first time intentionally. 

“Beach City Drift” marks a transition for Stevonnie into a character that can manifest 

and choose how they interact with the world around them. In this episode, Steven and 

Connie fuse together for the explicit purpose of forcing Kevin, the person who 

became aggressive with them at the rave, to recognize Stevonnie, and others, as 

people. The episode begins with Steven and Connie hanging out and helping Steven’s 

dad at his car wash. Steven’s dad recently came into wealth and bought a vehicle he 

has always wanted: a used Dondai Supremo. Steven pretends to drive the Supremo, 

before Kevin in his Himitsu X-12, a fast-looking race car, drives up demanding a car 

wash. Steven gets visibly upset at Kevin over his treatment of Steven’s Dad and his 

unapologetic behavior at the rave in their previous encounter. Kevin drives off, 

without compensating Steven’s Dad for his rendered services, but not after 

mentioning a race he plans on participating in that night. Steven’s Dad talks to Steven 

and Connie about their more than justified anger but recommends they let it go, 

saying a guy like Kevin isn’t, “even worth the time of day” and to not “even give him 

the satisfaction of thinking about him.” 

However, Steven and Connie are unable to move past their anger and upset 

feelings. They decide that when they fuse, they are adults, and therefore can drive—

specifically, drive in a race to defeat Kevin, to teach him a lesson and “to use the first 
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place ribbon to wipe that smug look off his face!” Stevonnie fuses, and taking Greg’s 

Dondai Supremo challenge Kevin to race, at which point Kevin remembers who they 

are and claims that Stevonnie is obsessed with him. Stevonnie, frustrated, gets Kevin 

to agree to race.  

Throughout the race, Kevin continuously spurs Stevonnie to anger and 

frustration. They go back and forth on who is winning, before eventually, just like the 

time at the rave, Stevonnie seems to have a mental meltdown. They begin imagining 

objects and settings that do not exist before suddenly splitting apart. After making 

sure they and the car are unharmed, Steven and Connie have a quick heart to heart 

about what they are doing. Connie gets out of the car, asking, “What are we doing?” 

To which Steven replies, “We’re getting Kevin back. We’re about to beat him at his 

own game!” Connie counters with, “Yeah, but why do we even have to play his 

game?” Eventually, she asks, “why should he get to have any say over how we feel?”  

Steven insists that Kevin doesn’t have any say over what they feel or do, but 

Connie points out that Kevin is the reason why they were racing and he was the 

reason why they fused together. Shocked, Steven gasps, “We are obsessed with him.” 

Steven and Connie decide to finish the race, as Stevonnie, but not because they want 

to beat Kevin but because they want to finish. From that point on, they have a much 

better experience racing. At the last second, Kevin wins the race, barely beating them. 

Stevonnie shakes his hand and leaves. They comment, “Second place isn't so bad... 

for my first time driving a car.” They finally seem confident in who they are as a 

person and a fusion, not needing to exist for anyone but themselves.  
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This is the compelling aspect about Stevonnie regarding positive 

representation of gender non-conforming characters in Steven Universe, Stevonnie 

learns how to exist for themselves, how to not become undone. In this way, Steven 

Universe provides coping mechanisms for the realities gender non-conforming 

children face with a lack of recognition with Stevonnie as their guiding role-model. In 

a world where Butler’s theory is true, there is still hope for gender non-conforming 

individuals to be happy. This is, in some ways, a breakage of Butler’s theory on 

recognition as the show seems to assert that recognition and validation is necessary 

for a life and existence filled with happiness. Stevonnie doesn’t need to assert 

themselves onto others nor do they need to exist for a reason other than themselves; 

they don’t need to perform to others expectations. Losing doesn’t invalidate them, 

neither does winning validate them. It is their personal conception of themselves that 

is the validation; they don’t need an other to do that for them.  

Stevonnie loses and Kevin wins, even though he is meant to be an obnoxious 

jerk to the protagonists. This move is intentional and not the first time Steven 

Universe has used the trappings of competition and losing to prove that validation as 

a person, as a human, as who you are is not dependent upon others and that violence 

and force can’t be used to make people accept you. Being yourself and being 

comfortable with who you are is sufficient. It sends the message of even if others can 

undo us, it doesn’t matter because we can re-do ourselves. Steven Universe provides a 

positive message for those who want to resist modes of assimilation in “performing” 

well enough in a game other people dictate.  
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Two other episodes feature Stevonnie, at least through the airing of their most 

recent episode, “The New Crystal Gems.” The second time Stevonnie fuses together 

intentionally is in the episode, “Crack the Whip,” with the purpose of protecting 

someone they love, and finally in “Mindful Education,” where Stevonnie learns how 

to become a more stable fusion so that they cannot easily become undone. Compared 

to previous episodes, there are fewer obvious parallels to Butler and her theory, and 

further breakage from this framework. The progression that we see is Stevonnie 

coming into their own as an individual, exhibiting a personality distinct from Steven 

and Connie, and just overall becoming more confident as a fusion. Less and less is 

Stevonnie undone by the perception and influence of others. However, this leads to 

other ways in which Stevonnie finds themselves undone. For example, “Mindful 

Education” primarily grapples with confronting negative feelings and anxiety—

further providing coping mechanisms for those who are more susceptible to becoming 

undone.  

A counter to the fusion of Stevonnie is a character who maintains a fused form 

one-hundred percent of the time: Garnet. Garnet is the fusion of two gems—Ruby 

and Sapphire—who have fused out of a love of one another. In “Jail Break,” 

Garnet describes her embodiment as being a conversation between Ruby and 

Sapphire. Garnet is considered to have the perfect fused form because of how 

harmoniously Ruby and Sapphire work together to perform in their role as Garnet. 

Garnet is the leader of the Crystal Gems; everyone listens to her because of her 

strength and her future-seeing abilities. Garnet is calm and stable almost all the 

time. 
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Figure 13: Garnet, as she usually exists 

 

Figure 14: Ruby and Sapphire, not fused into Garnet 

In comparison with Stevonnie, she seldom comes undone. However, when she 

does—as it inevitably happens—she does the opposite of the early versions we see 

of Stevonnie. Garnet does not like to be seen as Ruby and Sapphire, but this is 
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because Garnet does not want to lose her recognition as Garnet, as she fought the 

war against Homeworld in order to be and exist as herself.  

The reveal of Garnet being a fusion occurs during the last episode of 

season 1, “Jail Break,” and the reveal happens when Steven discovers Ruby and 

Sapphire in separate encounters while he looks for Garnet, Amethyst, and Pearl. 

They were forced apart by an unexpected attack by Homeworld Gems, and after 

their separation, their primary concern is to find each other and re-fuse. When 

Steven comes across Ruby by herself, she panics, upset that Steven has met her in 

this particular way and that she has no way of re-fusing or being with Sapphire. 

Ruby did not want to be recognized as Ruby. While we did not get to see Steven 

interact too much with Sapphire in a similar state, presumably, Sapphire does not 

want to be recognized as Sapphire. As soon as Ruby and Sapphire meet again, they 

fuse together. 

An additional instance in the show where Garnet is unfused and, 

consequently, Ruby and Sapphire are parted occurs in the episode “Keystone Motel.” 

Instead of being forced apart, they fall apart due to an internal conflict amongst the 

Crystal Gems. Ruby and Sapphire process the conflict differently and end up 

separated as they have to work through their conflict. However, right before they fall 

apart, Garnet’s language becomes broken as the two distinct voices of Sapphire and 

Ruby find themselves no longer able to present a cohesive unit.  

Right before they physically split apart, Garnet stopped talking to the other 

Crystal Gems, and she quickly began grabbing the parts of her body and holding 

herself together, literally, whenever she had to move. Persisting as Garnet was her top 
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goal, even in the face of conflict with others and even while she had mixed feelings. 

In the episode, Garnet, Greg, and Steven end up traveling out of town for an evening 

to Keystone Motel, where Garnet falls apart. Because of her role in the Crystal Gems, 

presenting stable unity as a fusion was paramount for her and her desire to maintain 

that existed above all else. In that she ran away from the Crystal Gems before she 

realized her fusion would fall apart is indicative of her strong desire not to be 

recognized or to persist as Ruby and Sapphire—especially in the case of internal and 

personal conflict.  

There are three episodes in Steven Universe where Garnet un-fuses 

intentionally. The first episode this occurs is “Hit the Diamond,” in which Sapphire 

pretends to be a human, along with the other Crystal Gems. While Ruby stealthily 

joins a crew of Rubies, gems who all look and sound like Ruby but have distinct 

personalities, who have come to Earth seeking a Homeworld gem who has not 

reported back to Homeworld in quite some time. They were able to keep up their ruse 

for most of the episode, but found themselves unable to resist flirting and being apart 

from one another. At the very end of the episode, Sapphire and Ruby accidentally 

fuse alerting the Rubies that other gems are in fact on Earth. Through quick thinking, 

Steven manages to convince the Rubies that their target isn’t on Earth, but is on 

Neptune, and so they promptly leave. This episode sets a precedent for deceiving 

Homeworld by the Crystal Gems pretending to be individuals who they are not. It is 

always Garnet’s choice in these situations, and they always struggle to keep up a 

façade and perform the roles that they are not and do not want to be. 
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In the cases of the remaining two episodes, Garnet un-fuses with the intent to 

deceive Homeworld by performing what their old roles were—something tough when 

you consider the power imbalances and oppression that actively exists on 

Homeworld. In another episode, a Homeworld gem, whom I will discuss in more 

detail later, Jasper indicates that gems were created with a particular purpose and to 

deviate from that purpose is wrong, “Every gem is made for a purpose: to serve the 

order of the Diamonds. Those who cannot fit inside this order must be purged! To 

come out misshapen, to reshape yourself outside your purpose, and to defend this 

worthless, ruined planet is a disgrace!” (“Earthlings”). What this quote illustrates is 

that there is an expected role each type of gem had on Homeworld before coming to 

the Earth. The gems can pretend that they are “normal” gems by “passing,” like what 

occurs in the LGBTQ+ community, or “Being perceived by others as a particular 

identity/gender or cisgender regardless how the individual in question identifies, e.g. 

passing as straight, passing as a cis woman…”(“LGBTQ+ Definitions”).  They can 

pretend that they belong—by not objecting to the roles others assume of them.  

“Gem Heist” and “That Will Be All” are a part of a five-episode arc where 

Steven’s Dad is kidnapped by one of the three leaders of Homeworld, Blue Diamond, 

and is taken to a “human zoo” located in the far reaches of space, on a highly secure 

Homeworld facility. In the last few episodes of this arc, the gems disguise themselves 

as “normal” Homeworld gems. Sapphire reassures the others, “We won’t stand out if 

we play the roles that we were made for” (“Gem Heist”). Or they won’t stand out if 

they play the roles others expect to see them in. None of them could perform the roles 

Homeworld thrust upon them and that was the whole reason they started the 
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Rebellion, to create new ways of being. For Sapphire, she plays the role of an 

aristocrat doing the bidding of a diamond. For Ruby, she plays the role of Sapphire’s 

guard. These are the roles they abandoned when they left Homeworld, in large part to 

protect each other. Taking on these roles again is a dangerous and intimidating task 

because it against everything for which they’ve fought. But they do this, without 

hesitation, to save Steven’s Dad.  

Their struggle is clear and present throughout their separation. Sapphire barely 

utilizes the language she is supposed to in talking to others. In “The Answer,” we see 

Sapphire before she was ever Garnet and her behavior is distinct and clear. Sapphires 

have the magical ability to see the future; they know how their lives will play out. 

They predict everything around them because everyone acts in accordance with their 

role and function in Homeworld, everyone is predictable. Most of Sapphire’s 

dialogue alludes to the fact that she has this foreseeing power. When someone bumps 

into her, she says, “It’s okay. It was bound to happen” (“The Answer”). In both “Gem 

Heist” and “That Will Be All,” Sapphire routinely forgets that she has this ability 

because her foreseeing ability works different as Garnet, and the Homeworld gems 

around her are regularly referencing her abilities. “Two Diamonds?! I can't believe it! 

Can you believe it? Oh, well, of course, you can. You probably foresaw the whole 

thing.” To which Sapphire responds with masked surprise, “Of course! No surprises 

here.” 

In spite of the difficulties Ruby and Sapphire experience through their 

separation, they routinely support each other. When Sapphire stumbles regarding 

what to say or do in front of the Homeworld gems, Ruby grabs Sapphire's hand to 
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encourage her and comfort her. Garnet has consistently explained herself as being 

made of love. In Garnet’s fusion debut song, she explains to Jasper, “…I am a 

feeling, and I will never end” and that she is “even more than the two of them. 

Everything they care about is what I am. I am their fury. I am their patience. I am a 

conversation. I am made of love, and it’s stronger than you” (“Jail Break”). Their 

love is evident when Sapphire and Ruby exists outside of Garnet or as Garnet.  

In the cases of Stevonnie and Garnet, the cohesion of a fused gem is 

dependent on their inner harmony but also how others active perceive their fusioned-

self and how that impacts their ability to perform their own identity. At first, 

Stevonnie falls apart when recognized as being unreadable but slowly learns to ignore 

the readings of others. Garnet stays together so that she maintains recognition and is 

not recognized as someone she is not, but learns to maintain herself when she isn’t 

presenting as Garnet. Fusion and gem identity is critically tied to their physical 

manifestation as bodies, and also how those bodies are read and interpreted by others.  

In contrast to Stevonnie’s progression to becoming comfortable being a fusion 

it is interesting to see Garnet’s progression to becoming comfortable being undone 

and un-fused. Stevonnie is learning how to be themselves and accept how others 

might perceive them, regardless of if they like it or not. While Garnet actively dislikes 

being separated and perceived as two individuals over herself, she becomes more 

self-assured in her parts. Not that she wants to be Garnet less, but in that she seems 

less afraid of others misunderstanding or preferring her when she is separate. That 

being separate, and performing the roles given to them by Homeworld, as necessary 

to survive, does not invalidate who she is as Garnet. That in her parts, she seems just 
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as much Garnet, as she does when she is fused. Garnet in her two iterations, whole 

and divided, makes a compelling case for unstable identities (both gender and bodily), 

how others might read them, and how those readings do not invalidate what someone 

knows to be true.  

 

Conclusion 

 

Stevonnie and Garnet are very confusing at face value in how they are able to 

physically exist both as bodied agents and as thinking and feeling beings. How can 

you take two individuals, mix them together, and produce a whole and coherent 

being? Butler and Dennett provide insight as to how Stevonnie and Garnet might 

exist but also in how and why they are able to act. Stevonnie falling apart and coming 

undone so frequently doesn’t make sense until the role of recognition and 

performance are explained in relation to their behavior. The same applies to Garnet. 

Butler and Dennett’s theories provide the context necessary to make these characters 

understandable to adults. Additionally, through the subtle breakage of this framework 

it becomes clear that the world of Steven Universe is intent on providing children the 

tools they need to validate whatever conceptualization a child might have of their self 

and their gender identity. In the next section, I focus on embodiment and power and 

how this also relates to Steven Universe. 
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Material and Embodied Selves 

 

Like my previous chapter, this chapter is divided into a theory section and 

an analysis section. In my theory section, I bring together the second component 

of my analytical framework: in addition to Butler and Dennett, I highlight 

Alexander G. Weheliye’s conception of racialized articulated assemblages, or how 

power and oppression exist in the physical embodiment of individuals. Butler and 

Dennett allow for the conceptualization of how unstable agents can exist and 

represent themselves to others. These theorists also clarify the purpose for that 

desire of representation and recognition from others. Though I expand on Butler 

and Dennett’s discussions of embodiment, neither address how the physical body 

is marked and read by others through the hierarchy of oppression that is 

inseparable from our embodiment—regardless of our gender performance. All 

three theories are required for a complete understanding and reading of the 

characters I would like to analyze.  

In my analysis section, I discuss how together these three theories 

complete how we might read and interpret Steven Universe’s main protagonists in 

relation to their conflict: fighting for the ability to live as themselves in a world 

that doesn’t recognize or accept their physical articulations. The juxtaposition of 

Homeworld ideologies against the physical embodiment of the Crystal Gems is an 

important message communicated in Steven Universe that bears analysis, 

especially in its implications for children with real bodies that are oppressed by 

the ideologies expressed normatively in U.S. television.  



Painter 65 
 

Theory 

 

Dennett’s definition of a self is: “A self, according to my theory, is not any 

old mathematical point, but an abstraction defined by the myriads of attributions 

and interpretations (including self-attributions and self-interpretations) that have 

composed the biography of the living body whose Center of Narrative Gravity it 

is” (426-427). He argues that it is crucial for an agent (a body) to be able to 

distinguish itself. Each body must have a system to determine its boundaries—

typically it involves the movement of its body—just in case it ever isn’t clear what 

is a part of itself or not (Dennett 427). For people, this extends even further. 

People must know about themselves externally, certainly, but they also need to 

know about their internal processes and practices: “tendencies, decisions, 

strengths, and weaknesses” (Dennett 428).  

Dennett states, “In human beings, as we have seen, those practices mainly 

involve incessant bouts of storytelling and story-checking, some of it factual and 

some of it fictional” (428). But ultimately, the center of narrative gravity is just 

that: an act of imagination. It is not a real or tangible thing, just a device we use to 

distinguish ourselves and our self-representation from others (Dennett 428-429). 

As mentioned in my previous chapter, a failing of Dennett’s conception of the self 

is its missing consideration of the role power dynamics and embodiment play in 

the humanness identified in the self—especially in representing the self to others. 

This is likely due to his overarching goal in Consciousness Explained: explaining 

how consciousness could exist generally for humans, without a Central Meaner. 
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He explains that we represent ourselves to others, and that this is the very impetus 

for humans developing consciousness at all, however, he doesn’t provide adequate 

reasoning for why we need to represent ourselves to others in the first place. 

Butler provides stakes as to why we would want to represent ourselves to others: 

to be recognized as human. She also places emphasis in how others respond to our 

performance of ourselves, primarily our gender. To be human is to have a body 

and to have a body is to be judged for how we exist in that body, regardless if we 

perform certain normative behaviors or not—for seemingly arbitrary 

characteristics marked on our bodies, without our consent. Dennett completely 

ignores this while Butler focuses solely on gender with fewer considerations about 

the physical body. They both miss other considerations like race, class, and 

ability.   

Butler does more concretely contextualize the conception of the subject in 

a place and time compared to Dennett’s subject. Butler uses Simone de Beauvoir’s 

description of woman as a historical product—not a natural biological 

determinism: “As an intentionally organized materiality, the body is always an 

embodying of possibilities both conditioned and circumscribed by historical 

convention. In other words, the body is a historical situation, as de Beauvoir 

claimed, and is a manner of doing, dramatizing, and reproducing a historical 

situation” (“Performative Acts and Gender Constitution” 521).  

Another way to understand this is to picture a car. A car is very 

intentionally crafted but can also change depending upon the historical situation. 

In fact, one could argue that the car reproduces a historical situation. A car is 
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made out of the particular materials and resources available at the time of its 

creation, and it is created based on a certain understanding of how the world 

operates. The materials that constitute my 2008 Chevy Malibu are not the same as 

a 1904 Ford Model T. In the same way, what it means to be a woman in the 

United States in 1904 is very different from what it's like to be a woman in the 

United States in 2008—especially for me and my particular embodiment. I did not 

exist in 1904, and even if I had, I would not be the same as I was in 2008. But 

Butler’s understanding of a subject existing in a time and place still misses how 

power and oppression is marked on the body.  

In Alexander G. Weheliye’s chapter titled “Assemblages: Articulation,” 

from his larger work Habeas Viscus, he discusses racialized assemblages and the 

anchoring of political hierarchies in the flesh. Weheliye’s conception of 

articulated assemblages of the flesh primarily considers how power and 

oppression manifest in the flesh as a political classification masquerading as a 

biological reality (51). He defines assemblages as “continuously shifting relational 

totalities comprised of spasmodic networks between different entities (content) 

and their articulation within ‘acts and statements’ (expression)” (Weheliye 46). 

People are read, judged, and recognized by what they express: their clothing, their 

words, and/or their work. Weheliye builds upon Butler’s conception of “doing 

gender”: “Preferred articulations insert historically sedimented power imbalances 

and ideological interests, which are crucial to understanding mobile structures of 

dominance such as race or gender, into the modus operandi of assemblages” (49). 

People are an assemblage and gender is part of that assemblage. Just as gender is 
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performed so is race. Under Weheliye’s framework, gender is an assemblage and 

race a part of the articulation of that assemblage, and vice versa. While words are 

important for Dennett’s conception of the self, the embodiment of a person and 

how it is expressed and read by others is important in the conception of the self 

for Weheliye.  

A prioritizing factor for me in any analysis of power and oppression is its 

reliance and propagation through embodiment; this is because in order to exist, at 

this historical point in time, it is required for humans to have bodies. It is powerful 

to see, especially when a person exists in a minority or oppressed group, people 

with the same type of bodies as yourself (whether that be marked by race, class, or 

gender) existing as protagonists of the narrative. This is also why Butler’s 

conception of gender being an action and a social construction is so compelling to 

me. Flesh is an embodied feature of humans. We are bodies and moving through 

the world is necessary for survival and regardless of what our articulation might 

be, we might still be denied recognition of the status of human because of the 

political hierarchies anchored to our flesh. An analysis of someone’s articulated 

assemblage grounds abstract systems of oppression by its manifestation on the 

body. As an example, black women are oppressed through their body, both 

because it is black, and because it is female. This is especially apparent in the 

history of violence perpetrated against their bodies and the representation of their 

bodies in media (e.g. as slaves and as victims of abuse). With Butler added to this 

conception, we can also discuss how Black women’s bodies and actions are 
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expressed by not being, speaking, or acting white. The behavior that is read from 

their flesh and the ways in which they act do not configure to the norm.  

Weheliye incorporates several components from Deluze’s, Guattari’s, 

Marxism’s, and other’s discourses on assemblages. Weheliye describes how 

assemblages and articulations work together: “a robust fusion of articulation and 

assemblage accents the productive ingredients of social formations while not 

silencing questions of power, reinstituting an innocent version of the subject, or 

neglecting the deterritorializing capabilities of power, ideology…” (49). Weheliye 

uses articulation as a link. Additionally, Weheliye emphasizes the power of 

abstraction in its ability to “etch” race onto the flesh, especially when 

“sociopolitical status” appears as natural on a “phenotype” (50). Weheliye 

summarizes this complex phenomenon: “Articulated assemblages such as 

racialization materialize as sets of complex relations of articulations [i.e. links] 

that constitute an open articulating principle—territorializing and 

deterritorializing, interested and asubjective—structured in political, economic, 

social, racial, and heteropatriarchal dominance” (49). This also pairs well with 

Butler. Butler’s call to action in Undoing Gender rises from the multifaceted 

oppression that individuals face. However, Butler faces criticism for her theory 

being too abstract. Fortunately, using Weheliye’s understanding of oppression in 

the flesh, we can once again tie performative expressions of oppression and power 

to embodied beings, who are not static, and whose personhood can be undone by 

normative expressions of recognition and the desire to be recognized by a 

subject’s terms.  
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Analysis  

 

In Steven Universe, a recurring theme revolves around oppression that each 

of the gems faced back on Homeworld. Pearl is considered an unthinking object 

used as a tool by higher ranking gems—gems who are described as the most gem-

like. Amethyst, designed to be a higher ranking individual, was born too early and 

so she is much smaller than her particular kind of gem. Steven is half-human and 

half-gem, an articulation no one has seen before. Garnet is a fusion—an 

assemblage that is not allowed on Homeworld, except in very particular 

circumstances. Garnet’s desire to maintain her form, even when she feels internal 

conflict, becomes even more understandable considering she isn’t even allowed to 

exist on Homeworld.  

Steven never lived on Homeworld and hadn't experienced oppression by 

the systems of power of Homeworld. However, later in the series, the Crystal 

Gems encounter a gem sent directly from Homeworld to reevaluate Earth’s status 

as a planet for creating and birthing new gems. Her name is Peridot. Peridot is 

deeply steeped in prejudice against all of the Crystal Gems, not only because they 

are traitors to Homeworld and have caused havoc for her, but because of 

normative conceptions on Homeworld regarding each Crystal Gem’s particular 

embodiment. Peridot becomes stranded on Earth and finds herself forced to work 

with the Crystal Gems in order to survive. She ends up spending a great deal of 

time bickering with the Crystal Gems over what she considers wrong and 

backward about them.  
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What is interesting is that Peridot describes what is wrong and backward 

about the Crystal Gems by reading their physical embodiment and expression—as 

Weheliye describes. When discussing the Crystal Gems, Peridot unabashedly 

gives her opinions of each of the gems: “Pearl is a pearl. Garnet is a fusion. I 

don’t even know what [Steven’s] supposed to be!” Peridot knows Pearl is a pearl 

gem by the fact that Pearl has a pearl gem placed on her body—and this is 

sufficient to mark her as being an unworthy gem. On the other hand, Steven is 

completely unreadable to Peridot because he is part-human and part-gem: “He’s 

some sort of hybrid abomination, I don’t even understand how he functions” 

(“Too Far”)!  

Peridot labels Garnet as a perma-fusion and cannot comprehend why two 

gems would fuse outside of battle situations. When asked to describe her opinion 

of Garnet, Peridot is without the words to express her disapproval of their fusion. 

She even asks Garnet to un-fuse so that Peridot can be more comfortable since she 

is forced to be around Garnet. Finally, Peridot knows Amethyst was born too 

small because Amethyst does not present her form correctly, at least according to 

Peridot. Peridot indicates that Amethyst is “the only Crystal Gem, that’s actually a 

Gem! [Amethyst] outrank[s] everyone on [her] team, [and] they should be 

listening to [Amethyst]! [She’s] a strong, singular soldier, despite the fact [she’s] 

defective” (“Too Far”). When Amethyst asks Peridot directly if Amethyst’s 

particular articulation is wrong, Peridot says, “Gemetically speaking, yes.” 

 The culture of Homeworld suggests that Garnet, Amethyst, Pearl, and 

Steven’s articulations are wrong and, in some extreme cases, should not even 
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exist. Everything that is “wrong” with Pearl, Steven, Garnet, and Amethyst is in 

their particular embodiment and their expression of that embodiment. This is most 

prominent in Peridot’s reactions to the Crystal Gems. But, they are only wrong 

after Peridot arrives on Earth and explicitly indicates that the Crystal Gems 

operate outside of the normative embodied constraints of gems on Homeworld. 

Peridot is looking at a specific historical moment and indicates that the Crystal 

Gems do not fit within that moment. 

Peridot is meant to represent the normalization what it means to be a gem. 

The show does this to criticize systems of power and how they shape individuals 

to participate in perpetuating the right “ways of being” or articulation. Peridot has 

since learned that her prejudices against the Crystal Gems are perhaps unfair and 

wrong. After she learned much more about Earth and what the Crystal Gems 

represent, she abandoned Homeworld ideologies and became a Crystal Gem 

herself.  

In a pivotal episode, “The Message,” Peridot denounced Yellow Diamond, 

the specific Homeworld ruler whom she served and idolized, as a clod. This is 

because Peridot found redeemable aspects of the Earth, in both the life it has in 

nature and in the connections she made with the Crystal Gems. When she tries to 

give a report, Yellow Diamond categorically determined she wanted the 

annihilation of Earth—regardless of any benefits it may or may not hold. This was 

too illogical to Peridot, and Yellow Diamond is supposed to be the physical 

manifestation of perfection, order, and reason. Yellow Diamond was 

unreasonable, and so, because of that and the emotional bonds she made with the 
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Crystal Gems, Peridot became a Crystal Gem. She looks up to Garnet, and her 

best friend is Amethyst. She rooms with another gem who has fled Homeworld 

and is continually absorbing lessons from Steven.  

There is one other gem who staunchly represents the normative modes of 

being on Homeworld: Jasper. Her character arc, while very similar to Peridot’s is 

quite distinct. Jasper is introduced in the show several episodes after Peridot, in 

the episode titled, “The Return.” In it, she lands on Earth, attacks the home base of 

the Crystal Gems, and captures the gems after incapacitating and unfusing their 

leader, Garnet. Jasper’s opinions are very similar to Peridot’s. However, the 

notable difference between Jasper and Peridot is that Peridot eventually comes to 

understand the Crystal Gems, by listening to them and respecting their 

autonomy—even if it took some time, Jasper does not. She mocks and cheaply 

imitates the Crystal Gems so that she can defeat them. By the end of the following 

episode, “Jail Break,” Jasper is soundly beaten by the Crystal Gems, specifically, 

Garnet, after she is revealed as a fusion to the audience and Steven. Jasper, like 

Peridot, doesn’t understand why anyone would want to fuse. After Ruby and 

Sapphire escape their cells, find each other, and fuse back together, Jasper asks, 

“You’re both out? And you’re fused again? Why? Fusion is just a cheap tactic to 

make weak Gems stronger. Quit embarrassing yourselves!” (“Jail Break”). Jasper 

states that she has seen what Garnet “really” is—a Sapphire and a Ruby fused 

together.  

Garnet defeats Jasper. Not long after the Crystal Gems escape Homeworld 

control, Jasper confronts them again. This time, she finds another Homeworld gem 
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and asks her to fuse with her, so that she can beat the Crystal Gems. She then 

claims, “You only beat me ‘cause you’re a fusion!” Fortunately, when Jasper 

fuses she doesn’t realize that the gem she fuses with wants to protect Steven, and 

so she successfully traps Jasper at the bottom of the Ocean for a whole season. But 

when they finally emerge and un-fuse, Jasper becomes more obsessed than ever 

before to defeat the Crystal Gems, even if it means fusing with someone—anyone. 

Every time Jasper goes against the Crystal Gems, she is defeated by a fusion of 

the Crystal Gems. Every time Jasper tries to fuse with someone they leave her—

because she often tries to force or coerce her way into fusion. On Homeworld, 

there are acceptable times and situations for gems to fuse: only with same gem 

types and only to fight. Even though Jasper appears to adopt or accept fusion, she 

does so purely through Homeworld ideology. She never stops reading fusions in 

the way they are interpreted on Homeworld. In that fusion can make her stronger 

and help her fight, not in the way that the Crystal Gems use fusion. They do 

occasionally fuse to fight, but often their fusions stem out of mutual 

understanding, to achieve numerous different kinds of goals beyond inflicting 

violence, and they work hard at maintaining harmony in the fusion because they 

are based on relationships and understanding.  

There are other ways in which Jasper is also unwilling to give up her 

particular reading of the Crystal Gems. For example, she constantly refers to 

Steven as Rose Quartz. Steven is technically a Rose Quartz type gem.  
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Figure 15: Steven (on the left) and a hologram of his mother, Rose Quartz (on the 

right) 

His mother, when she gave birth to him, abandoned her physical form, so that she 

could have a baby—as gems do not reproduce the same way humans do. Her gem 

is now Steven’s gem. However, Steven is not Rose Quartz in a different form. He 

is his own person, his own gem. His powers are similar to that of Rose Quartz, but 

they manifest differently than his mother. Jasper can see that Steven has Rose 

Quartz’s gem and that in some capacity Steven must be Rose Quartz. But she 

refuses to see Steven as anything other than Rose Quartz. Peridot indicated that 

Steven is unreadable by Homeworld standards. 

Jasper denies Steven’s autonomy in his assemblage. Being unwilling or 

unable to recognize him as himself is indicative of Homeworld’s perception of 

him. He is an abomination. I quoted this from Jasper in a previous chapter, but her 

interpretation of Steven is very clear in what she says before she is incapacitated 
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more permanently in the show, “To come out misshapen, to reshape yourself outside 

your purpose, and to defend this worthless, ruined planet is a disgrace!” 

(“Earthlings”). Rose Quartz did the last two, she shaped herself outside of her 

purpose and defended the Earth from Homeworld. Steven is unreadable because in 

Homeworld terms he has no purpose.  

Jasper also repeatedly goes against Amethyst. Amethyst is a Quartz type gem, 

and in Homeworld terms, is supposed to be a huge soldier, however, when she was 

born, she didn’t look how she was supposed to. In an attempt to prove that she is just 

as good as Jasper, a soldier who is perfectly formed by Homeworld standards, she 

tries to fight Jasper alone and loses.  

 

Figure 16: Jasper (on the left) and Amethyst (on the right) 

Jasper repeatedly tries to kill Amethyst, not just because she is a Crystal Gem and an 

enemy, but because Amethyst is a “runt,” “misshapen,” and an “embarrassment” 

(“Crack the Whip”). For Jasper, Amethyst is these things because Jasper only sees 
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Amethyst in her potential as a soldier. She only reads her as what her function should 

be to Homeworld and not as who Amethyst is as a person.  

Comparing Jasper and Peridot, both Homeworld gems who start off with 

negative opinions of the Crystal Gems—because of the Crystal Gem’s articulations 

outside of the normative modes of being on Homeworld—we see vastly different 

narrative arcs. Jasper repeatedly attacks the gems and refuses Steven’s help when 

severely wounded—this occurs at the end of “Earthlings.” Peridot ends up forsaking 

Homeworld, because they do not represent the pinnacle of reason that she thought, 

especially after begrudgingly working with the Crystal Gems. She learns that Earth is 

different and worth protecting and that she has come to care about the Crystal Gems. 

Their differences in opinion and character development are blatant at the end of 

“Earthlings.” Jasper claims that the Crystal Gems took away Peridot’s status and 

dignity, but Peridot disagrees. Jasper, as she is about to be defeated, asks Peridot, 

“How can you side with Rose Quartz?! Why? Why protect this useless shell of a 

planet?” Peridot replies, “It's not a shell, there's so much life. Living here, that's what 

I'm doing! I'm living here! I've been learning new things about myself all the time! 

Like how I can make metal do my bidding! …The point being Earth can set you 

free.” Jasper does not see the Earth this way, as a freedom from Homeworld and their 

ideologies, their roles, their limitations. Jasper says in response, “Earth is a prison. I 

got out because I'm better than this place.” But Jasper doesn’t get out. In an attempt to 

beat the Crystal Gems, her self-destructive behavior results in her taking too much 

damage.  
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Conclusion  

 

Steven Universe navigates complex ideas regarding identity, gender 

identity, and oppression. Not only is Steven Universe advocating for an expansion 

of the kinds of expression in its story universe, it also does so by presenting and 

supporting characters who, in U.S. culture, would be considered as outside of 

normative expressions (e.g. the gender binary, especially). It is critical of 

institutions (e.g. Homeworld) and their restrictions and prejudices against certain 

kinds of gems, hybrid species, and fusions. The Crystal Gems are always right for 

resisting Homeworld and being themselves, even if they are unreadable to others. 

Through patience and understanding, they are able to show some Homeworld 

Gems that their way of life on Earth is better. They also show that some people, 

like Jasper, are too deeply entrenched in their ideologies of oppression and that 

those individuals cannot be redeemed.  

Articulated assemblages most strongly makes the case for why a diversity 

of embodiment matters in the media we consume, especially in children’s media. 

Steven Universe is making a political statement in their representation of 

Homeworld and the Crystal Gems as oppressed survivors: the Crystal Gems 

fighting against the ideologies of Homeworld and the threat that looms from 

Homeworld’s ability to take away the freedom that the Crystal Gems have found. 

While this conclusion might not necessarily be completely obscured without the 

analysis I performed, it would de-emphasize the role our physical bodies and the 

historical meaning imparted on our bodies play into the role of recognition and 
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acceptance.  Stevonnie and Garnet’s bodies are political, so is Amethysts and 

Pearl’s. Even un-fused Steven’s body is political. Steven Universe does an 

excellent job at demonstrating how oppression and recognition are read and 

marked on the bodies of characters. It also demonstrates why it’s hypocritical 

when we reduce others to a singular form of expression.  
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Conclusion 

 

 Steven Universe illustrates oppression in the embodied articulation of each 

Crystal Gem: through their situation in a particular historical moment, and through 

specific individuals refusing to recognize them. Stevonnie is not recognized nor 

understood by humans since they do not know how to underst Steven and 

Connie’s fusion. As a result, this triggers Stevonnie’s undoing when they 

encounter human others. Additionally, Stevonnie is two genders, both male and 

female, and takes up characteristics of both genders—further complicating their 

expression. Garnet does not want to be recognized outside of her fused form, 

especially because she is not supposed to even exist in that form. Pearl is not 

considered a subject by her very nature, Amethyst is too small for a “real gem,” 

and Steven is a “hybrid abomination.” The most chilling assessment of the Crystal 

Gems comes from the antagonist Jasper: “To come out misshapen, to reshape 

yourself outside your purpose, and to defend this worthless, ruined planet is a 

disgrace!” This can easily be read as a statement against gender non-conforming and 

transgender identities.  

Understanding these characters and their oppression—tied explicitly to 

their embodiment and deviation from gender and societal norms—expands what it 

means to have an identity, and more specifically, a gender identity in children’s 

animation. Using Butler, Dennett, and Weheliye, I was able to consider how 

oppression in the flesh ties performative expressions of oppression and power to 
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incoherent, embodied beings, who can be undone by normative expressions of 

recognition because of the desire to be recognized on their own terms.  

Steven Universe provides children with the tools necessary for coping with 

those who would refuse to accept their embodiment and expression. In this 

capacity, they can instead find love and support in their self and those who care 

for them while resisting others who would “undo” them. In these ways, Steven 

Universe is making strides on gender and identity representation in children’s 

animation.  

Regarding places for future research and discussion, a detailed breakdown 

of the physical embodiment of the Crystal Gems and main recurring characters on 

Steven Universe would be a good place for exploration, in terms of how the 

characters are designed and real-world implications of their bodies. I discuss the 

meaning of power and oppression in terms of the in-universe power hierarchies of 

Homeworld, and how they relate and represent real ideologies in the U.S. But I do 

not discuss the power and oppression regarding their bodies and how they are read 

and marked by real humans watching the show in America in 2017. This is also 

true of the human characters in the show. I did not discuss much how the human 

characters interpret the Crystal Gems and their confusing embodiment and 

expression.  

If we reconsider Nicholas Johnson’s words, “All television is educational 

television. The only question is, what is it teaching,” then what is Steven Universe 

teaching (qtd. in Williams 180)? What are children learning from Steven Universe? 

I will not argue that Steven Universe is solely teaching good ideas and positive 
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behaviors. As with all media, Steven Universe is not perfect or free of problems or 

concerns. While often it is thought that Steven Universe does better in its 

representation of race, both in terms of the universe of the show and the diversity 

of the actors, writers, and directors, it still lacks a lot. 

For example, there was a Crystal Gem who appeared in a two-part special 

episode called Bismuth (“Bismuth”). She was a black-coded female character, also 

voiced by a black woman, Uzo Aduba. During the war, Homeworld was killing 

the Crystal Gems since they dared to rebel and exist outside of Homeworld’s 

hierarchy. Bismuth advocated for more “radical” and “extreme” actions against 

the Homeworld gems (e.g. killing them) in response to Homeworld’s violence. 

 

Figure 17: Bismuth 

Bismuth eventually tries to kill Steven because he disagreed with her 

ideologies, forcing Steven to incapacitate her indefinitely. She is effectively held 

in a prison, with her consciousness permanently in stasis. For a show that seems 
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very careful in the ideologies it presents and that seems to recognize the impact 

that the show has on young gender non-conforming children, transgender children, 

and LGTBQ+ children, this almost appears to come out of left field.  

However, overall I would argue, and as demonstrated throughout this 

thesis, Steven Universe is taking difficult ideas about identity, gender, and 

physical embodiment at large and translating these ideas into real and 

understandable concepts for children. In many of the same ways that Bychowski 

argues that Him is productive in how he frames gender in The Powerpuff Girls and 

allows for an open discussion about gender and gender roles, Steven Universe creates 

productive conversations about the very same topics. Except, the conversations are 

about and are had by the sympathetic and relatable heroes and protagonists of the 

show. The villains are the ones steeped in the normative behaviors of American 

society.  

Purity and goodness, for the first time in a children’s cartoon, isn’t associated 

with cis-gender embodiment and expression. Evil and wickedness aren't related to 

gender non-conforming embodiment. Purity and goodness are represented as being 

kind, understanding, and caring towards others. It is rooted in love, but not just 

romantic love, but the love of friends and family. Evil and wickedness are almost 

never permanent, but always stem from being unwilling to listen and understand the 

perspectives of others. Steven Universe manages to produce some of the only positive 

expressions of gender non-conforming individuals in animation targeted at children, 

and they do it in a nuanced way that further complicates gender and identity. Just 
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because their content is for children doesn’t mean they shy away from difficult 

concepts that adults routinely argue against discussing.  

Perhaps the most blatant and controversial example of this occurs in “Jail 

Break” when Ruby and Sapphire, two female characters, kiss on screen and declare 

the romantic nature of their relationship. As I’ve discussed, Garnet is the fusion of 

Ruby and Sapphire. Garnet is literally the physical embodiment of Sapphic love. This 

event did not come without controversy, but events like this are so critical for helping 

young lesbian and gay children envision a future where they could be loved, happy, 

and with a romantic partner of their same sex. Thousands of young girls who watched 

that episode of Steven Universe had their love and sexual orientation validated. 

Garnet is considered to be the strongest Crystal Gem, the leader, and incredibly 

grounded.  

 

Figure 18: Ruby and Sapphire’s Kiss 
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Stevonnie is both a boy and a girl, uses they/them pronouns, and is depicted to 

be a powerful hero. Maybe from the existence of Steven Universe and characters like 

Stevonnie and Garnet, we will have fewer suicides LGTBQ+ suicides. Because not 

only are children watching these shows, but parents watch along sometimes too. 

Maybe parents will better learn how to understand and care for their child who exists 

outside of sexual norms. Maybe Steven Universe will open a discourse around 

identity and gender for families across the United States so we will have fewer cases 

like Leelah. While it’s not easy to determine what the exact effect of Steven Universe 

will be on identity and gender identity for the children who grow up watching, 

hopefully it will help mark a transition for inclusive ideas about gender expression as 

socially acceptable and even desirable behavior.  
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