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Abstract: 

 Teen-oriented television programming offers a locus for various socio-cultural issues 

worthy of feminist media critique. This case study focuses on the buzzworthy television series 

Euphoria (2019) in conversation with previous research on other teen drama shows. Euphoria 

certainly pushes the envelope for what teen programming can represent, including storylines 

about drug addiction and mental illness in adolescence, (trans)gender identification and 

exploration, and queer sex and romance. While Euphoria transforms how mainstream audiences 

view addiction, challenges patriarchal norms, and includes minority experiences seldom 

showcased on the silver screen, the show too often relies on reductive teen drama conventions 

that make a spectacle of trauma and children’s bodies through the male gaze. This study intends 

to examine the efficacy of Euphoria’s ability to progressively depict addiction and mental 

illness, queer romance, and the violence of patriarchal society, while also critiquing the show for 

its harmful perpetuations of teen drama conventions that fetishize teen bodies and trauma. Even 

while doing socially progressive and transgressive work, Euphoria provokes ethical questions 

about teen tv shows that explicitly depict drug use and sex. Exploring these questions can 

hopefully lead to more socially conscious popular culture production and viewing, pointing to 

the media we consume every day as avenues for feminist imagination. 

 

 

 

 



 3 

Euphoria: The High Highs and Low Lows  

Introduction: 

 "Maybe people are nostalgic about high school cause it's, like, the last time in their life 

that they get to dream.” -Cassie.  

 The high school experience is the subject of thousands of movies, books, and television 

shows. For good reason, most people living in the United States are forced to go to high school 

for four years during one of the most explorative and developmental phases of adolescence. 

Going to high school is relatable. Or is it? The reality is that every year around 1.2 million 

students drop out of high school and only 25% of all teens can graduate on time (Miller, Silver et 

al.). Just as we assume that going to high school is a normal, natural part of adolescence, we 

often fail to question the normative experiences depicted in teen orienting and targeting dramas.  

The teen drama genre traditionally illustrates a high school experience unattainably 

glamorous and sexy. Looking at the famous teen dramas of yesterday, such as 90210, Dawson’s 

Creek, Gossip Girl, or Degrassi, one mostly sees the dramatic and lavish lifestyles of white, 

cisgender, and upper-class teenagers (Wilks 1). Each show portrays characters played by actors 

in their twenties who have already forgone all the ugly and awkward parts of growing up (Mathis 

8). They all have ideal bodies, faces, and lives. These shows also typically idealize white 

heterosexuality, save for the occasional tokenized queer kid or person of color (or sometimes 

both at the same time), such as Emily in PLL or Veronica from Riverdale. As Stefania Marghitu 

summarizes in her book Teen TV, the teen drama genre is characterized by various rites of 

passage, including the first kiss, deciding one's career path, losing one's virginity, and 

discovering the self (3-4). However, acne, puberty, stressful homework assignments, and sweaty 
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bus rides home are absent. These shows never get too ugly, or real, unable to pimple-pop the 

bubble that separates these shows from fantasy and reality. 

 However, there have always been gritty and edgy depictions of adolescence and puberty 

throughout the years that are marketed as being more realistic. For example, Skins shocked the 

world with how explicit it was, discussing serious issues affecting teens such as sexuality, 

consent, and mental illness (Berridge). The show’s hypersexualization of minors is problematic 

when considering how this show makes a spectacle of a sort of high production, legal child 

pornography with the loophole that the adults are only pretending–extremely well–to be children. 

On the other hand, Pretty Little Liars exposed the oppressive nature of the male gaze’s 

surveillance of girls, as well as the intense pressures put on teens by parents and society to do 

well in school as a critique of capitalist society’s emphasis on productivity (Whitney 359). 

However, the show showcases only upper-class fantasies while glamorizing a pedophilic teacher-

student relationship (Crookston). Sarah Crookston’s research in “Hot-for-Teacher” Statutory 

Rape or Postfeminism in Pretty Little Liars? details that “the line between fiction and real life is 

blurry for some younger Pretty Little Liars fans who may use virginity loss narratives on 

television shows as roadmaps for navigating their sexual relationships” (109). At these shows' 

best, marginalized experiences are given representation and nuanced conversations are started 

about contemporary social issues. At their worst, they glamorize risky and illicit behavior and 

counterintuitively perpetuate the hegemonic structures they seek to critique in order to be 

entertaining. 

 Today, we see a push to produce teen television shows that incorporate a diverse cast. 

Margitu writes that “trans rights and climate change, as well as the #BlackLivesMatter and 

#MeToo movements, are key political elements of Gen Z," making contemporary teen television 
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a site for discussing various progressive social topics (159). For example, Sabrina explores 

differently-abled and queer perspectives (Spanke & Parton), genera+ion displays the exploration 

of gender and sexuality through an African American experience in a conservative community, 

while the new Gossip Girl reboot incorporates queerness where it was once absent. Furthermore, 

Élite, Netflix’s Spanish teen soap opera, depicts Islamophobia, homosexuality/bisexuality, and 

even polyamorous relationships. White supremacist and heterosexist society seem to be on trial 

in these progressive shows through this new wave of queer teen television. Qwo-li Driskill has 

pointed out that the term “queer” exists in opposition to the settler-colonial gender binary and 

heteronormativity, often centering on whiteness and Western experiences (72). With the asterisk 

of queerness being coded as white, one might expect queer television to embrace whiteness or 

even colorblindness. However, for many of the examples noticeable on tv right now, that is not 

always the case. The queer of color story is becoming more common today, seemingly killing 

two birds with one stone concerning representation. This practice gets at the double-edged sword 

of neoliberal representation that performatively incorporates diversity to fill racial quotas for 

concerned white fans (Mayorga-Gallo).  

 This brings the conversation to the new HBO program taking Twitter by storm, 

Euphoria. Euphoria, produced by Sam Levinson in 2019, is a teen drama that takes place in Los 

Angeles at the fictional East Highland High School. The show has multiple main characters, but 

the show is primarily narrated by Rue Bennet, a biracial teen played by former Disney star 

Zendaya. Rue’s character follows her struggles with opiate addiction and recovery, as well as her 

queer romance with Jules Vaughn, a transgender teenage girl played by Hunter Schafer, who is 

also transgender in real life. The other main characters of the show are Cassie Howard, Nate 

Jacobs, Maddy Perez, Fezco, and Kat Hernandez. Performed by Sydney Sweeney, Cassie is a 
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white, working-class teen whose story revolves around her reliance on male approval and 

affection to cope. On the other hand, Nate, played by Jacob Elordi, is a white teen jock who 

embodies toxic masculinity and tells a sinister story of how emotional repression can lead to 

violence and aggression. Maddy, portrayed by Alexa Demie, is the Latina most popular girl in 

school who finds herself controlled by Nate in their abusive relationship. Angus Cloud plays 

Fezco, a white former high school student who dropped out and is now a drug dealer struggling 

to make ends meet. Lastly, Kat Hernandez, played by Barbie Ferreira, is a racially ambiguous 

loner who has always struggled with body image and confidence issues until she receives the 

praise of men online for her dominatrix persona. 

This progressive teen drama utilizes multiple viewpoints and parallel storylines to tell the 

story of a diverse group of teenagers in the modern age. Euphoria is sparking buzz because each 

character’s story represents a different taboo, ranging from transgender identity exploration, drug 

addiction, sexual violence, the line between objectification and empowerment, and the dangerous 

effects of toxic masculinity. The show’s gritty depictions of addiction, mental illness, and 

teenage sexuality make some of the most offensive and explicit teen dramas from yesterday seem 

conservative in comparison (Nicholson 1).  

The show is hard to watch at times, depicting dark storylines and harsh realities. While 

Euphoria critiques patriarchal norms and includes minority experiences seldom showcased on 

the silver screen, the show too often relies on reductive teen drama conventions that make a 

spectacle of trauma and children’s bodies through the male gaze. When brutal, ugly, and sexual 

moments appear in television shows for an audience of teens and adults, we should pay close 

attention to whether the imagery is progressive, harmfully glamorizing, and/or perpetuating 

structural discrimination. Following this thread, Euphoria provokes a myriad of ethical questions 
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about teen tv shows that explicitly depict drug use, sex, and violence. One convention of the teen 

drama is to be controversial and shocking, and fan expectations and reactions certainly feed into 

this. So, this study intends to examine the efficacy of Euphoria’s ability to progressively depict 

addiction and mental illness, queer romance, and the violence of patriarchal society, while 

critiquing the show for its harmful perpetuations of teen drama conventions that fetishize teen 

bodies and the trauma inflicted upon them. Furthermore, looking at fan, critic, and scholar 

reactions to Euphoria will inform the conversation about the show’s efficacy to subvert norms. 

Hopefully, this feminist critique can speak to the importance of socially conscious consumption 

of media, changing the conversations we have about teen dramas and the social issues within 

them. 

 

Addiction in Context 

"Every time I feel good, I think it'll last forever, but it doesn't.” -Rue 

 Addiction and mental illness are two major themes of Euphoria. Rue Bennet, the story’s 

narrator and main character, misuses prescription and illicit drugs throughout the television 

show. Rue’s character is extremely important today because of the opioid crisis we are currently 

facing in the United States. Springer et al. explain that women have had a 270% increased 

overdose death rate over the past twenty years (1). In parallel, as of 2019, around 3.8% of all 

adolescents and 7.8% of all young adults report abusing opioids, as well as approximately 21% 

of all adolescents using a prescribed opiate in the previous year (Hudgins et al. 3).  Considering 

these statistics, other reputable research shows that women are much more likely to begin opioid 

misuse with prescription opioids, leading to heroin, fentanyl, and other illicit drugs in the future 

(Springer et al. 1). This is exactly the case for Rue who begins stealing her dying father’s 
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prescription oxycontin at the age of 13 after developing a reliance on them to cope with the stress 

she feels about her father’s cancer and her parents’ burgeoning debt. 

Addiction studies have shown that when an individual has a mental illness, such as 

depression or bipolar disorder, there is an increased likelihood for them to develop addiction 

(Fullilove et al 284). In Fullilove et al.’s research on crack addiction in black women, relieving 

the symptoms of various mental illnesses was what initiated their experimentation with drugs 

(284). Rue begins taking prescription opiates that her father was given because of his terminal 

illness to reduce her stress. She is attempting to numb the pain of the trauma she is experiencing 

losing her father, as well as the burgeoning financial problems her family was beginning to 

accrue to pay for his medical care. Furthermore, viewers are told that Rue is diagnosed with 

ADHD, bipolar disorder, OCD, generalized anxiety disorder, and depression at a young age, all 

of which add to her distress. The effects of her various mental health disorders are silenced and 

muted by her drug use, so her addiction becomes reinforced by the euphoric feeling she receives 

by becoming numb. Once more, prior research shows that traumatic life events and depression 

can lead to higher risk-taking behaviors, such as using and misusing illicit drugs (Leftwich & 

Collins, 1994). Rue’s character proves to be an effective way to expose the opiate endemic 

affecting women, women of color, and women living with psychiatric disorders. 

For instance, in episode 1, Rue states that “everything you feel, and wish, and want to 

forget it all just sinks” as reds, purples, and blues paint her face (Levinson 00:06:08-00:06:13). 

Despite the flashy colors and bisexual lighting that are often glamorized on Tumblr, color is 

strategically employed during Rue’s scenes to communicate her depressive and bipolar disorders. 

Bisexual lighting, the aesthetic employment of the reds, pinks, and blues found on the bisexual 

pride flag, often depicts a glamorous party scene full of euphoric dancing, party drugs, and 



 9 

sexual expressiveness (Perrin 1). However, the lighting with Rue alone in a corner at a party is 

antithetical to the typical sensational and intoxicating pink and blue neons shining on the 

dancefloor at a gay club. Instead, the colors are reminiscent of police sirens, foreshadowing how 

Rue’s dangerous habits will lead to her eventual overdose. Furthermore, when looking at her 

face, one can see tears made of sparkles and glitter. Her makeup signifies her profound sadness, 

adding to the harrowing depictions of her drug misuse.  

With the information that Rue is battling various invisible disabilities, there are many 

implications about her vulnerability to addiction. Psychiatric disorders, stress, money troubles, 

and trauma all place women, especially black women, at higher risks of substance abuse (Beaty 

231). For example, Lula A. Beaty reports in her research that black women have the highest rates 

of mental illness and/or physical disability, second only to indigenous women (227). Despite 

this, there is a cultural stereotype that asserts that black women are stronger and more resilient 

than white women (hooks 70). Although this fabrication was perpetuated by racist, colonialist 

discourse to defend slavery and the constant, structural violence imposed upon black women by 

white slave masters and physicians throughout history, this dangerous stereotype still lingers 

today (Washington 80).  

So, Rue’s character offers a counter-example to mainstream media’s reliance on the 

strong black woman (SBW) side character by putting front and center a flawed, complex, fragile, 

and queer black woman. Rue desperately needs help from her peers to recover from her 

addiction. bell hooks critiques internalized and externalized acceptances of the myth that black 

women “are somehow earthy mother-goddesses who [have] built-in capacities to deal with all 

manner of hardship without breaking down” (70). This leads to many black women not 
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recognizing their addiction and never seeking rehabilitation out of pride (hooks 70). Black 

women are expected to suffer in silence, but Rue suffers with a roar. 

Rue's character also shines a light on the fact that black addiction is often overlooked. 

The epidemiological study "The Effects of Opioid Addiction on the Black Community" by 

Clairmont Griffith et al. reports that black Americans are less likely to receive treatment for 

opioid addiction, as well as have higher death rates than white individuals despite lower overall 

rates of opiate abuse among black individuals (845). However, because drug statistics show that 

there are more white and rural Americans suffering from opiate abuse disorders, people of color 

are often sidelined, receiving less access to treatment and drug health education (Jones 5). Rue's 

character counteracts what Solomon Jones calls the "gentrification of addiction" that makes 

invisible the racial inequities that disenfranchise black individuals struggling to recover because 

of how the heroin epidemic has been essentialized as a white issue (3). Despite the public shift 

towards rehabilitating white communities, Rue's character offers representation that refuses the 

notion that only white people are suffering from the opiate epidemic. So much research and work 

need to be done to center on black women’s experiences, so for a mainstream television giant 

like Euphoria to devote itself to one such transgressive story is worthy of recognition. Rue 

disrupts so many norms.  

 

Destigmatizing Mental Illness 

“If I am bipolar, I sure as shit prefer mania over depression.” -Rue 

As such a non-normative character, Rue offers a character study with care towards the 

humanization and destigmatization of her mental health disorders. While Rue’s mental disorders 

are provided to explain her journey into substance misuse, the show attempts to denaturalize the 
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sensationalist, single-story narratives of bipolar disorder, depression, and addiction perpetuated 

in popular culture.  

To begin, Euphoria provides a nuanced picture of bipolar disorder. For one, there is a 

widely held misconception about bipolar disorder being characterized by frantic mood swings 

and violent outbursts. While the National Institute of Mental Health classifies bipolar disorder as 

a mood disorder that causes manic and depressive episodes, characters in various television 

shows and movies typically hyperbolize these symptoms. Declan O’Hern’s study “Analysis of 

Bipolar Disorder Stereotypes in Television Programming” explains that popular culture often 

associates bipolar disorder with violence, criminal activity, professional incompetence, and 

poverty (73). Further, O’Hern explains that mental illness is often used as a plot device that 

drives criminal behavior, further perpetuating harmful and unrealistic stereotypes about bipolar 

disorder (68). Nic Scheff describes his personal experience with bipolar disorder in contrast with 

the one depicted in Homeland, critiquing how the series showcases stereotypical ideas about life 

with bipolar disorder, always at either a debilitating high or a low (13). He explains that with the 

correct medicine and therapy, his disorder is manageable and mild, unlike Clare Danes’s 

character in that series (Scheff 13). Another example of this is the Ari Aster film Midsommar. 

The protagonist’s sister has bipolar disorder, and her character vilifies her mental health disorder 

for the sake of creating horror and explaining a heinous crime (Hinde). During a manic episode 

offscreen, her character kills her family by duct-taping tubes that connect from a car’s exhaust 

pipe to her and her parents’ mouths in a terrifying scene. The insistence that bipolar disorder is 

unlivable, erratic, and inherently dangerous in popular culture is an ableist fallacy that creates 

shame and spreads misinformation.  
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With these two examples in mind, Amy C. Watson et al. find in their research titled Self-

Stigma in People with Mental Illness that cultural stereotypes about various mental health 

disorders can be internalized, leading to self-stigmatization (1312). This self-stigma can also lead 

to some individuals not seeking treatment to not be negatively perceived as mentally ill, 

associated with the negative preconceived notions that come with being pathologized as an 

inferior “other” with schizophrenia, bipolar disorder, or substance abuse disorder (Watson et al. 

1312). 

However, in Euphoria, Rue’s character is consistently praised by viewers and critics for 

her portrayal of manic and depressive episodes. For one, when she does experience textbook 

symptoms, they are not used to explain deleterious behavior. In episode 7 of the first season, Rue 

begins the risk-taking behavior of smoking, becomes unable to sleep or shut her brain off, and is 

extremely excitable and hyper-focused (Smail 3). Gretchen Smail makes these observations and 

contends that Euphoria’s depiction of bipolar disorder is progressive and nuanced because it is 

realistic, as well as humanizing. Rue is not suddenly violent during her manic episodes as 

traditional in popular media. Furthermore, she does not experience mania to further a plot point 

or segue future destructive behavior (Smail 7). She is shown to be extremely productive during 

these high-energy fits, dispelling the notion that mental disorders cease productivity. If anything, 

the only scenes Rue becomes violent in are related to her abusing heroin, as is the most reported 

reasoning for individuals with bipolar episodes to commit crimes or acts of violence (O’Hern 

73). 

In the same episode, Rue also experiences a depressive episode. The portrayal of her 

depression is poignant because it does not glamorize her mental illness for one second. She 

explains that when experiencing depressive episodes, she has trouble getting out of bed. In the 
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episode, she binge-watches television shows on Netflix for a total of twenty-two hours. As a 

result, she does not get out of bed to use the restroom and begins to experience excruciating 

kidney pain. This part of the story deglamorizes depression as it is often trivialized in pop culture 

and on social media. Depression is a term, much like OCD, that is overused and misunderstood 

because of how the term has been misappropriated by the masses (Rola Jadayel et al.). 

Furthermore, Rola Jadayel et al. explain in their literature review titled Mental Disorders: A 

Glamorous Attraction on Social Media that there is an allure to depression, popularly idealized 

as a sort of “beautiful suffering” that is not the same as diagnosable forms of depressive mood 

disorders (466). Their research speaks to the romanticization of self-harm, depression, and 

suicide on Tumblr with artsy, highly popular black and white photos posted with captions like "I 

want to die a lovely death!" (Rola Jadayel et al. 466). The romanticization of depression is 

problematic as “many teenagers and young adults now see mental disorders as relatable, normal 

and desirable, while people actually diagnosed with any mental health disorder might get a false 

impression that what they are experiencing is normal and common” (Rola Jadayel et al. 475). 

However, Rue’s depression leaves her trapped in bed for days, unable to gather the energy to use 

the restroom. Eventually, her depression sends her to the hospital because she develops severe 

kidney and bladder pain. Her depression is grotesque, hard to watch, and not desirable. Also 

noteworthy is that Rue takes the initiative to start taking Lithium for her bipolar disorder after 

her stay at the hospital to try and prevent this from happening again. As the show has just 

finished its second season, Rue does not have similar unmanageable experiences with her bipolar 

disorder. She is not miraculously cured, but the intense highs and lows she once experienced are 

much more muted. With that said, instead of depicting Rue’s bipolar disorder as a vicious, 
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irreparable cycle of mania and melancholy, the show allows her to get better and take the 

necessary steps to make her condition manageable. 

 

Glamorization or Honest Depiction of Addiction? 

"Every Time I Feel Good, I Think It'll Last Forever, But It Doesn't” -Rue 

The depictions of drug use within this show have been criticized by many, claiming the 

show glorifies and glamorizes addiction and mental illness. For instance, D.A.R.E has recently 

spoken out against the show with this statement: 

"Rather than further each parent’s desire to keep their children safe from the potentially 

horrific consequences of drug abuse and other high-risk behavior, HBO’s television drama, 

Euphoria, chooses to misguidedly glorify and erroneously depict high school student drug use, 

addiction, anonymous sex, violence, and other destructive behaviors as common and widespread 

in today’s world” (Rosenblatt 3). 

 In line with D.A.R.E.’s. criticism, some of the other characters abuse drugs without the 

same consequences Rue experiences. For example, Elliot is a character introduced in the second 

season who befriends Rue because the pair both abuse drugs together. They do heroin, cocaine, 

and other alcohol and drug cocktails, promising to each keep their afterschool binges a secret 

from others. However, only Rue experiences the negative consequences of her addiction. Elliot 

functions in society without any signs of long-term drug use or interference with daily activities. 

He does not embody deviance the way Ettorre describes, showcasing an extremely unrealistic 

depiction of addiction characterized by high social functioning without any physical signs of 

opiate reliance. The contradictory depictions of Rue and Elliot imply that only some people can 
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become addicted, or that a person needs to experience trauma or mental health disorder for their 

recreational drug use to become a chemical dependency.  

Following the depiction of drug use in other characters, almost every other teen character 

in the show uses drugs and alcohol in some capacity. In the first season, Maddy and Cassie both 

trip on molly at a carnival. Also, Jules attends a drug-filled party in the city where she has a 

euphoric and sexy experience on the dancefloor. This time, bisexual lighting is used for an 

alluring, mesmerizing effect. Further, every main character heavily drinks alcohol or smokes 

weed at parties. These experiences normalize and glamorize psychedelics, alcohol, and 

marijuana usage.  

While one should recognize that not all drugs are equally as addictive or pose the same 

threat as the opiates Rue misuses, the normalization of alcohol and illicit drug use of teenagers 

by the other characters misrepresents the lifestyle of the average high schooler. Samuel 

Getachew makes similar observations in the Vogue article “The Problem with Euphoria,” 

claiming Euphoria is “a vehicle to further romanticize [teens'] self-destructiveness” (11). The 

copious scenes including alcohol and party drugs in the show insist on a false reality perpetuated 

in the media about adolescence. In the New York Times article “The ‘Euphoria’ Teenagers Are 

Wild. But Most Real Teenagers Are Tame,” Margot Sanger-Katz and Aaron E. Carroll report 

that marijuana usage is on the rise among teenagers today, but alcohol and other illicit drug 

usages are steadily decreasing (6). Furthermore, Lloyd Johnson et al’s research at the University 

of Michigan collected quantitative data that showed in 2018 only 19% of teens consumed alcohol 

in the past month, down from the previous 40% among teens in 1990 (83). This same research 

provided data that shows all drug usage among teens has been falling, yet television shows 

increasingly insist on depicting teens behaving recklessly and wildly for shock value. Marghitu 
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explains that “experimentations with drugs, alcohol, and sex became seminal rites of passage and 

part of the transition into adulthood” in teen television, creating expectations for teens to live up 

to when watching programming tailored to their experiences (78). In many ways, Euphoria relies 

on tropes about troubled, reckless teens and makes an aesthetic spectacle of their suffering. 

While the show often normalizes an unrealistically wild teenager party culture, it would 

be inaccurate to claim there are no repercussions of drug use in the show by all the other main 

characters. For example, when Cassie misuses alcohol or drugs she experiences various 

consequences, meanwhile, her recklessness is contextualized. For one, Cassie’s mother is an 

alcoholic, and her father was a heroin addict who abandoned her. Viewers see how her parents’ 

addiction has caused great stress on Cassie by her mental health spiral in season two. 

Furthermore, Cassie consistently gets drunk at parties when she is stressed about her 

relationships to the point of vomiting in season two episode four. Her night starts with her 

drinking multiple bottles of wine while belting a sad love song on Maddy’s birthday. She is 

drinking to numb the guilt and shame she is experiencing because she betrayed Maddy by 

sleeping with her boyfriend. In this scene, her sadness looks glamorous, as well as her downing 

of fancy bottles of wine. However, she is eventually carried off after puking on everyone, 

becoming inconsolable. She apologizes over and over, stating “I ruin everything” because she 

feels embarrassed about soiling the night (Levinson, 00:41:34). The grotesque scene juxtaposes 

the beautiful cinematography, Cassie’s flashy pink bathing suit, and the vivid colors on the 

screen. There is nothing beautiful or tantalizing about her tears or binge drinking in this scene, 

despite what the mise en scéne seemingly wants viewers to believe. The audience can see that 

Cassie’s abuse of alcohol is a product of her stress and her own parents’ abuse of substances, 



 17 

learning from her mother that blacking out or getting drunk are the only ways to cope with her 

problems.  

However, Cassie's reliance on alcohol to cope is never discussed as binge drinking or 

unhealthy behavior the same way Rue’s reliance on illicit drugs is. The practice of normalizing 

binge drinking is not unique to just Euphoria, for excessive drinking among men, and especially 

women, are normalized in advertisements, television shows, and real life. For example, James B. 

Seaver contends in their research article “Mommy Juice: Internet Memes and the Dark Humor of 

Wine Consumption Among American Mothers” that the excessive consumption of alcohol by 

women is normalized and expected by memes, television, and marketing campaigns (106). 

Furthermore, Seaver explains that high-risk drinking is normalized when companies “rebrand 

[alcohol] as coping mechanisms and self-care for women overwhelmed and exhausted” by their 

harsh, undesirable lives (114). Such research supports the idea that the abuse of alcohol is made 

to be a casual, natural part of women’s lives from adolescence to motherhood, as they will be 

made uncomfortable by their societal inferiority. Instead of receiving fair treatment or life 

chances, women are expected to numb their pain. Alcoholism is not always seen as a disease but 

as a coping mechanism or innocent habit. In this instance, Euphoria fails to acknowledge 

Cassie’s reliance on alcohol, minimizing the societal problem that alcoholism poses in 

comparison to the more traditionally demonized drugs Rue abuses. 

While Euphoria fails to address Cassie’s abuse of alcohol, her casual use of MDMA 

succeeds at de-glorifying the popular party drug. In the first season, Cassie does molly at the 

town fair. After taking the ecstasy, she gets on a carousel and begins to simulate sex on one of 

the spinning horses while flirting with a boy. The editing at first makes the interaction seem 

extremely sexy or romantic, mimicking what a teen might see in a pornographic film. However, 
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the display quickly becomes uncomfortable when Cassie begins to moan loudly. Adults in line 

for the carousel look at Cassie with confusion, disgust, and concern. In this instance, the carousel 

scene flips the script on MDMA as a glamorous, all fun and games party drug by subverting 

audience expectations. The sexiness of the scene is so over the top that it becomes comedic and 

embarrassing, preventing any viewers at home from perceiving Cassie’s wild night as desirable 

or pleasant. Depicting molly this way is effective in flipping the script on how party drugs are 

glorified and viewed as consequence-free by much of popular culture. Once again, in contrast to 

D.A.R.E.’s comments, Euphoria goes out of its way to showcase the repercussions of doing 

drugs, even from a less addictive drug with fewer aggressive side effects. 

On the other hand, Rue’s character also destigmatizes and deglamorizes addiction. For 

instance, Rue is not depicted as an inherently “bad” person who only suffers because of her 

“bad” choices. Viewers witness the trauma she experienced growing up, as well as the other 

mental health disorders that caused her to seek euphoria by abusing opiates. Ettorre explains in 

her research that there is a “common cultural urge to move away rather than towards drug users–

to shun them and exclude them from normative culture” (801). Many women who use drugs are 

aware of society’s demoralization of addicts and abusers, leading them to feel intense shame as 

“contaminated,” dirty, and immoral (Ettorre 800). A cycle of helplessness and hopelessness 

ensues from here, leading many sufferers of addiction to never seek help because of their 

damaged concepts of self-worth. 

Expanding on Etorre’s insights, Eva Chen explains in Neoliberalism and popular 

women’s culture: Rethinking choice, freedom, and agency that neoliberal mindsets remove 

blame from the systems and institutions that continuously disenfranchise people and influence 

their addiction, placing blame on the individual (Chen 442). Life itself under hegemony can 
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breed a regime for a disease that disproportionately harms marginalized groups, such as women 

of color, the working class, queer youth, and individuals living with physical and/or mental 

disabilities who seek to numb the pain of not being able to attain normativity (Ettorre 797). Our 

choices are greatly limited by “whatever is prescribed by patriarchal heterosexual norms and 

capitalist commodity culture” (Chen 442). The liberal feminist emphasis on agency and choice 

also neglects the complexities that make it difficult for autonomy to be quantified while 

influenced by a chemical dependency. Rue’s story offers a much-needed dignified representation 

of addiction in the media because we see how her choice to relapse is not entirely her own. Her 

agency is compromised because her desires for sobriety are overthrown by her brain's chemical 

dependency on heroin. This representation is not “dignified” in a sanitized or unrealistic way, but 

in a way that grants a voice to the voiceless facing precarity in society because of our collective 

lack of empathy for individuals suffering from the disease of addiction.  

In the television series, we see Rue at various highs and lows in her story that encourage 

viewers to feel compassion for her, as well as hope for her to get clean one day. In episode three, 

Fez refuses to sell Rue more drugs and she insults him and has a breakdown outside of his 

apartment. She screams “open the door” and “fuck you” over and over for about three minutes, 

trying her hardest to manipulate him into changing his mind about selling her drugs. However, 

this example is refreshing because Fez still desires a friendship after this terrifying display. Even 

her drug dealer views Rue as a person worthy of redemption and friendship. 

Furthermore, we see Rue steal from and lie to her mother on multiple occasions after 

relapsing. An especially heartbreaking moment occurs in the season one finale when Rue’s 

mother gives a speech at her Narcotics Anonymous meeting inside a church. She retells the story 

of discovering her overdosed daughter and the fear and guilt she feels. However, her mother 
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explains that she hopes and believes Rue can stay clean, as she has been duped by Rue’s facade 

thus far. The scene then cuts to a close-up shot of Rue holding back tears, wincing, and fighting 

back her emotions because she feels she has let her mother down. This scene depicts the violent 

and powerful control opiates have over Rue. Rue does not want to be addicted to drugs. She 

wants so badly to be clean and to stop hurting her loved ones and closest friends. However, she 

finds herself using drugs until the last few episodes of season two. Despite her support systems’ 

best efforts, she struggles greatly with recovery because her disease is stopping her. Seeing Rue 

trapped in a cycle of guilt, shame, violent outbursts, and seeking highs greatly contextualizes the 

ugly and destructive aspects of addiction instead of just asserting she is a bad, dangerous person. 

Owen Flanagan explains in “The shame of addiction” that “shame begets using and more using 

begets more shame, and the vicious cycle is produced and maintains itself,” encapsulating Rue’s 

predicament all too well (8). Thus, this scene exemplifies the series’ compassionate stance 

toward Rue, as well as any person struggling to overcome addiction. 

The representation that Rue’s character provides is especially potent as offering 

sympathy and realism to the experience of addiction because the show creator, Sam Levinson, 

explains the show is loosely based on his own experiences growing up. Levinson shared in a Vox 

article that “[he] spent the majority of [his] teenage years in hospitals, rehabs, and halfway 

houses,” admitting “I was a drug addict, and I’d take anything and everything until I couldn’t 

hear or breathe or feel” (Burton 8). His story mirrors the experiences of Rue, but also many other 

viewers. Within the Vox article “Euphoria changes the narrative around Blackness and 

addiction,” Nylah Burton shares testimony from herself and other individuals’ that Rue’s 

addiction storyline is meticulously and compassionately written to be relatable and to expose a 

larger social issue surrounding the heroin epidemic (9). The article quotes individuals dealing 
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with depression, OCD, bipolar disorder, and even those who lost loved ones. All these factors led 

them to abuse drugs at a young age. One of them explains that losing her mother sent her down 

an eerily similar path as Rue, so she felt seen and affirmed by the television show (21). 

Furthermore, Burton directly responds to D.A.R.E.'s statement, saying “Euphoria does not 

glorify drug use, but it also doesn’t demonize drug use or drug users, and that is what makes 

people so uncomfortable” (24). Euphoria refuses to let viewers see Rue as a deviant, dangerous 

person labeled by their past unsavory actions. The audience is rooting for her to get clean, mend 

her old relationships, and continue being the loveable teen she is most of the time. This move 

towards empowering a teen girl struggling with addiction who also happens to be black, queer, 

and from the working class offers an effective opportunity to transgress various social definitions 

of purity and pollution. 

Regarding D.A.R.E.’s criticism of the show, there is slight validity to their claims about 

the character of Elliot but discounting the show completely as harmful ignores all the show’s 

other successes. The show has its shortcomings, but many of the characters who abuse drugs 

experience negative consequences. Furthermore, their behaviors are always contextualized in 

ways that do not villainize or stigmatize the individuals abusing drugs. Rue and Cassie’s 

characters each offer depictions of addiction and alcohol abuse with humanity and honesty; 

meanwhile, never making their risk-taking behavior look enticing to impressionable viewers. 

 

Narcotics Anonymous & Barriers to Recovery 

“To tell you the truth, drugs are probably the only reason I haven’t killed myself”- Rue 

The severity of Rue’s addiction and difficult road to recovery further emphasize the 

show’s careful depiction of substance abuse without glorifying her behavior. In the illuminating 
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special Euphoria Special Episode Part 1: Rue, Rue speaks candidly with her sponsor, Ali, about 

her struggle for sobriety in an intimate diner setting. Ali Muhammad is a black and Muslim 

recovering crack addict of thirty years who is trying to impart wisdom about recovery based on 

his experiences with Rue. While Ali has attained long-term sobriety for seven years in the show, 

he still suffers the consequences of his addiction and the harm he caused to his ex-wife and 

children. The two are an unexpected pair who talk intimately about life, NA, and shared 

experiences as recovering addicts. 

 At this point in the story, Rue seeks out Ali because she has no one else she can talk to. 

In this episode, she explains to Ali that she does not want to get clean for various reasons. As 

they discuss, there is no background music or fancy lighting techniques. Their conversation 

switches from close-up shots between Ali and Rue, showcasing the intense emotions both parties 

have surrounding their addiction. Rue begins their discussion by stating she does not want to get 

clean because she believes she is a terrible person, undeserving of redemption. In this instance, 

viewers can see the embodied deviance and self-stigma Ettorre described in their research 

through Rue’s character. In response, Ali explains that “forgiveness is the key to change,” even 

for something most people would deem unforgivable (Levinson, 00:39:16-00:39:19). Rue 

explains that she threatened to kill her mother because she disposed of her drugs and told her she 

was sending her to rehab. She states that she punishes herself by feeling and embodying 

worthlessness, which is an internalized punitive measure in response to her deviance as an 

addict. She takes responsibility for her actions, but she places all the blame on herself, not her 

addiction or even the world around her. She also internalizes the stereotypes about drug addicts 

that they are violent, self-destructive, and beyond redemption (Santos da Silveira et al. 17). This 
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conversation offers a relatable experience to other drug-addicted individuals who are alone, feel 

unforgivable, and suffer in silence.  

Furthermore, Ali shares his story and his own “unforgivable” behaviors in the past. He 

shares that he used to commit domestic violence against his wife while abusing drugs and 

alcohol. Ali then asks Rue if she views him as a bad, irredeemable person, and she says no. 

Rue’s internalized hate and shame begin to alleviate because she has a peer to relate to, no longer 

feeling alone in her struggle. He further explains that “the thought of maybe being a good person 

is what keeps [him] trying to be a good person” (Levinson, 00:46:08-00:46:13). He explains that 

he wants to be good for his daughter, his family, and himself. However, upon Rue hearing this, 

she begins to cry and explains that she does not plan on being alive for very long, so it is hard for 

her to work on her sobriety today for a brighter, happier future. Rue’s comorbidity with 

depression actively gets in the way of her recovery in a way that mirrors Fullilove et al’s findings 

that depression and depressing life events increase chances for relapse and inhibit recovery 

(281). In this special episode, Euphoria highlights a shortcoming of NA and its negligence 

towards more holistic habilitation that includes treatment for mental health disorders. 

The common critique of heteronormative and Christian AA treatment is also discussed by 

the pair. While most AA/NA programs rely on a God or higher power as a moral compass, Patsy 

Staddon critiques in Labelling Out: The Personal Account of an Ex-Alcoholic Lesbian Feminist a 

problematically blind following of “the Steps” without “looking at specific causes for any slips” 

from sobriety (74). Rue states “step two: [we] came to believe that a power greater than 

ourselves could restore us to sanity” was a step she could never get on board with (00:15:57-

00:16:00). The program’s second of twelve steps was inaccessible to Rue, barring her from the 

remainder of the treatments because she could not commit to a new lifestyle in which she did not 
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believe. Part of why Rue and Ali convene at diners instead of NA church basements is because 

religious settings isolate and discomfort Rue. Rue does not believe in God because she cannot 

fathom that a God would have let her dad die. On top of being unable to commit herself to a 

higher power, she also struggles with committing herself to some greater purpose. Rue does not 

assign a God-given purpose to her or anyone’s life because that would render her father’s life 

purposeless. NA’s reliance on the language of a higher power isolates Rue, making her sobriety 

even more difficult to achieve because she does not feel like she has a support system. This 

conversation provides another example of a barrier between Rue and sobriety because the 

dominant practices for drug rehabilitation in our society rely on biased and normative belief 

systems that isolate marginalized groups without adequately recognizing the various societal 

factors that make recovery difficult.  

Furthermore, although not explicitly stated, Rue’s queerness and blackness complicate 

her experience in NA as well. Staddon states that “the medical model of mental disorder, of 

which AA ideology is a part, obscures the social processes that produce and define deviance by 

locating problems in individual biology” and choice (75). Staddon is critical of neoliberal victim-

blaming logic that does not recognize the structural inequities in the world. Twelve-step 

programs highlight the self and how the individual needs rehabilitated, but they ignore the 

various valid reasons people resort to drug use because of traumatic life experiences, comorbid 

mental health disorders, or any other social or economic stressor (Staddon 75). The onus is 

placed on the addict and not the systems of inequality that breed addiction. Furthermore, Staddon 

explains that being a lesbian and an alcoholic position her as doubly deviant, pathologized as 

dysfunctional for her sexuality and disease (74). Throughout the series, Rue cites imperialistic 

wars, homophobia, misogyny, and racism as factors that make this world undesirable to 
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experience while sober. With how grim the future appears at times, coupled with Rue’s mental 

health disorders, she has trouble wanting to get clean for her future self. 

In contrast to the language of individual choice employed by most twelve-step programs, 

Rue can see how her identities, mental health disorders, and traumatic life experiences all 

contribute to her initial and continued desire to abuse opiates. As Trysh Travis explains in The 

Language of the Heart, "recovery discourse contains logical and rhetorical moves that shift its 

adherents’ attention away from public, collective, and structural social problems and toward the 

inner world of the self" (219). Travis echoes various feminist critiques of twelve-step programs 

that focus heavily on individual and spiritual growth that centers on the self over the social 

problems that breed addiction. She cites the eighth step in her analysis, specifically the phrase 

"the fundamental object of life is emotional and spiritual growth’ (Travis 198). The intrinsic 

spiritualism tied to recovery is a barrier for Rue because of her disdain for religion. That said, 

spirituality is often conflated with religiosity and the existence of a higher power, a component 

of NA that greatly discomforts Rue. Moving away from twelve-step logics towards Travis' 

personal insights about recover, she would posit that Rue must recover "from the spiritual and 

psychic wounds that sexism, racism, capitalism, and imperialism" have caused in her life (209). 

The twelve-step program asks Rue to ignore the oppressive systems that label her deviant, and 

instead blame herself rather than contextualizing her addiction in conversation with her class, 

blackness, queerness, or ability. For her to do this would be a form of assimilation that asks her 

to disregard everything about herself. 

There have been many critiques about Rue’s blackness not being a factor in her addiction 

and recovery process. For example, Max Filby explains that there is an implicit bias made by 

first responders and health care providers when caring for black overdose victims (2). Filby 
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explains that are racist preconceptions that overdosing and drug abuse “are more common in the 

Black community and are therefore somehow acceptable” (2). This phenomenon leads to black 

addiction being overlooked and normalized, as well as more severely criminalized with longer 

prison sentences (Burton 20). Rue does not experience racism during any part of her story, which 

is criticized by many viewers as unrealistic. Even further, Rue mentions loving spending time at 

the hospital, despite there being a historical mistrust between the Black community and 

institutional medicine (Filby 2). Harriet A. Washington describes the history and futurity of the 

racist science and medicine in the United States in her novel Medical Apartheid, citing 

disparages in hospital accessibility and experiences, access to medical insurance, and the 

simultaneous exploitation and exclusion of black bodies from modern medicine (80). Sam 

Levinson’s colorblind and non-intersectional approach to telling a story of addiction and 

recovery, unfortunately, falls short in dignifying the experiences of marginalized women of 

color.  

Despite the show's shortcomings in failing to depict how race complicates addiction and 

recovery in Western society, Euphoria still goes leaps and bounds to humanize Rue and critique 

neoliberal frameworks that pervade twelve-step programs. Euphoria showcases drug addiction 

among teens, especially black teens, who are often misunderstood in the media, but also by 

recovery programs.  

 

Dignified and Transgressive Queer Representation 

“In my head, it's like if I can conquer men, then I can conquer femininity.”- Jules 

Although imperfect, Rue’s character not only offers a rich character study of addiction in 

adolescent girls of color, but her character provides a nuanced queer romance in a modern age. 
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Much of contemporary LGBTQ media that can find success in popular culture, such as Love, 

Simon and Call Me by Your Name, center on white gay cisgender men. However, Euphoria 

provides two main characters who are both queer women engaged in a lesbian relationship 

through Rue and Jules. The pair dehemogenize the status quo of what it means to be queer, as 

queerness is most often depicted through white gay male experiences. Instead, Rue is a biracial 

black character, while Jules is a transgender white woman. The pair fall in love and explore their 

sexualities in realistic ways without being hypersexualized, offering a dignified representation of 

queer adolescent romance seldom depicted on television. 

The Gay and Lesbian Alliance Against Defamation (GLAAD) does a report each year 

documenting LGBTQ representation in popular television series, including intersectionality by 

also looking for queer of color demographics. Despite the traditional overrepresentation of gay 

white males in media, the 2021-2022 GLAAD review marks the first year gay men do not 

represent the majority of regular or recurring queer characters on television (9). However, for the 

past twenty years, gay men have been at the forefront of LGBTQ representation. Euphoria is not 

the only television program offering a platform for marginalized characters to receive dignified 

representation, but it is helping pave the way for a more equitable and diverse silver screen. Even 

further, there has been more LGBTQ representation for persons of color than of white queer folk 

for the past four years (GLAAD 10). Conversely, many of these characters are side characters, 

some of which embody stereotypes and tropes that do little to empower queer experiences. 

As a feminist scholar, I read these statistics and become wary of performative 

representations and diversity that seek the profit of capital for white institutions. As Sarah 

Mayorga-Gallo contends in her research, “diversity as commodity also strips people of color of 

their humanity through stereotyping and misrepresentations of their cultures and histories,” so 
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there is a distinction between performative and dignified representation (1800). To further 

elaborate, performative representation is still white-centered, using racial capital to 

simultaneously make production companies more money by obtaining more diverse audiences, 

as well as allowing white viewers to promote a positive, “not racist” sense of self (1799). Even 

with this in mind, Euphoria does not incorporate queerness or racial diversity simply for the sake 

of appealing to white audiences who want to be considered progressive or “woke,” but rather 

offers nuanced characters and storylines that shine a light on often erased stories and experiences 

from pop culture. 

 For example, the show effectively normalizes queerness through its characters. For one, 

none of the characters disclose their sexualities or genders. There is no pressure for them to make 

any identification statements, refusing the coming-out narrative as a central plot point in Rue and 

Jules' stories. Although Jules is vocally transgender, she is not shown coming out of the closet 

about her gender. The same can be said about various of the cast members’ sexualities because 

Rue, Jules, and Elliot are all queer. In one episode, Maddy says that sexuality is on a spectrum, 

using progressive language that speaks to the fluidity of queerness as no one monolithic 

experience. The characters in the show do not feel intense pressure to claim bisexuality or 

homosexuality or any labels. The practice of not coming out normalizes non-normative gender 

and sexuality expressions, refusing the position of the inferior other and tearing away at 

hierarchies that placate heteronormativity (Clare 33). In many ways, queer youth are forced to 

come out because of the neoliberal emphasis on individual representation and acceptance in 

Western societies. Stephanie D. Clare critiques how “coming-out narratives… consolidate a 

minoritizing and essentializing model of gay identity” and that “coming out has been understood 

as the most emancipated way to be gay” (11). The reality is that many people cannot come out of 
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the closet, so the assumption that coming out is a rite of passage for LGBTQ individuals 

presupposes the privilege of a cisgender white, Western queer person as universal. Such a 

neoliberalistic emphasis on individuals coming out also distracts from collective social justice 

work that focuses on dismantling structural inequities that continue to disenfranchise queer 

people even after proclaiming one’s queerness (Clare 17). Furthermore, coming out as 

heterosexual is not an expectation, so succumbing to social pressures to make a spectacle about 

one’s homosexuality subjugates queerness as abnormal and inferior. However, coming out of the 

closet to the public is not shown as a necessary ritual, powerfully normalizing homosexuality and 

genderqueerness. 

Although Euphoria takes place in a more progressive suburb in California, Jules still 

faces the pervasiveness of heteronormativity. Jules shares this realization with her therapist when 

she tells her she wants to stop taking hormones. She chooses to stop her feminizing hormone 

treatment, stating “I feel like I’ve framed my entire womanhood around men” (Levinson, 

00:5:37-00:5:44). She then states that she is no longer romantically or sexually interested in men, 

so does not desire to conform to the “ideal” female body to appease the male gaze. Niko Stratis 

explains in the article “The problem with passing” that the threat for a transgender person to pass 

as cisgender in society is a survival strategy to avoid male aggression. However, to not be 

targeted by male violence, a trans person is expected to look either traditionally masculine or 

feminine through the male gaze. Stratis exclaims that “we’ve allowed a patriarchal society to 

determine what a man or woman ought to look like and impose those ideals upon trans folks” 

(9). In this same episode, Jules describes how she is feels perceived by people in public. She 

feels objectified at any given time, constantly monitoring her mannerism, voice, and gait so that 

people do not recognize she is transgender because of the intense pressures for her to pass. 



 30 

Jules’s decision to not appease the hegemonic gender binary is extremely transgressive and 

challenges viewers to think about queerness completely outside of heteronormativity. 

However, many queer viewers recognize the privilege that Jules’s character poses in 

being able to pass as cisgender in the show. Maria-Jose Masanet, Rafael Ventura, and Eduard 

Ballesté express this critique in their research article “Beyond the “Trans Fact”? Trans 

Representation in the Teen Series Euphoria: Complexity, Recognition, and Comfort.” They state 

that “Jules’ gender expression is situated, mainly, in a cisnormative passing space that is located 

in gender binarism as a necessary prerequisite to obtaining recognition and external attraction” 

(1). In many ways, Jules faces little gender discrimination and does not have to come out to her 

peers because she passes just fine to the unsuspecting classmate or viewer at home. Jules 

conforms to a concept called transnormativity, where she attains a beauty standard that allows 

her to be perceived as cisgender. The pressure for genderqueer folk to attain binary 

transnormativity results in the stigmatization of those who cannot afford or attain society’s “fully 

transitioned standards” (Mocarski et al. 425). Adding to this conversation, one must recognize 

that Jules only conforms to transnormative notions of womanhood because her father was able to 

afford her gender confirmation surgeries and hormone treatments from a young age. 

Furthermore, Jules being a white woman further elucidates her privilege because the ideal 

transgender body is often characterized by white and upper-class beauty standards (Mocarski et 

al. 426). However, Jules’s move to define her femininity outside of classist and masculinist 

notions of transnormativity by stopping her estrogen injections offers an extremely nuanced 

depiction of transgender exploration rarely given the platform by mainstream television. 

Jules’s powerful epiphany about her gender continues when she describes her love for 

Rue. While speaking with her therapist, she confesses that, unlike most other people, “Rue didn’t 
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just look at me” (Levinson, 00:11:24:00:11:27). In other words, Jules did not feel objectified or 

othered by Rue. Following this thread, Jules’s character actively disrupts stereotypical depictions 

of transgender characters in popular culture in a myriad of ways. At the beginning of the series, 

Jules participates in various sordid and precarious sexual encounters with grown men online. 

Maria-Jose Masanet et al. dissect Euphoria’s depiction of transgenderism as an example of 

popular culture that does not resort to the fetishization of trans bodies (5). While Jules is often 

the object of desire by various older men in the show, she and Rue embark on a relationship 

based on love and friendship, allowing Jules to be more than a fetish for violence or exotic 

sexual fantasy for the male gaze. Throughout the show, Jules experiences gender euphoria, not 

by her ability to appeal to men or have sex, but by the joy she feels when in the company of 

loved ones who respect and empower her. The research article “In Favor of Covering Ethically 

Important Cosmetic Surgeries: Facial Feminization Surgery for Transgender People,” written by 

Florence Ashley and Carolyn Ells, defines gender euphoria as the feeling of “satisfaction caused 

by the correspondence between [a] person’s gender identity and gendered features,” whether that 

be physical, emotional, or spiritual confirmations of a transgender individual’s successful 

expression of their identity (2). Jules experiencing affirmation from Rue’s respect and love offers 

a wholesome example of a queer romance that transgresses trans- and homonormativity.  

Furthermore, depicting a queer relationship as one full of trust, as well as one built based 

on an already well established friendship, also dignifies traditional stereotypes about queer 

romance. For one, there is an assumption that homosexuality is characterized by sexual deviance 

and excess (Hequembourg & Braillier 292). Furthermore, Hequembourg & Braillier explain that 

two women having sex is often fetishized by the male gaze, so Jules and Rue’s relationship being 

playful, clumsy, and based on camaraderie rejects patriarchal definitions of lesbianism as 
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pornographic (292). The relationship Rue and Jules share is romantic and realistic because 

viewers get to witness their friendship-turn-romance over time as they get to know each other. 

With this in mind, the show rejects the fetishizing male gaze that typically limits transgender and 

lesbian bodies to objects for patriarchal pleasure.  

Furthermore, Rue and Jules both explore their sexualities, fumbling along the way as a 

real teenager would. For instance, the pair have both never been in relationships with other 

women, so they are not familiar with how to pleasure one another. In one scene, Jules is 

underneath a blanket trying to make love to Rue, but because of all the drugs she is on, she does 

not feel anything. Noticing Rue’s lack of a reaction, Jules comedically rises from the covers on 

multiple occasions and begins to feel insecure, worrying she is bad in bed. This scene is 

refreshing because so many teen drams depict adolescents having sex like experts, without any 

of the awkwardness. Furthermore, the sex scene is all about intimacy, but the teenage characters 

are not sexualized. The lasting impression of this scene is how deeply each character cares for 

the other, as Jules is laboriously trying to pleasure Rue, meanwhile, Rue is pretending to orgasm 

to make Jules feel sexy and appreciated for her efforts. 

 

The Precarity of Queerness 

"Somewhere along the way, I feel like the femininity conquered me." - Jules  

However, amid the silly and awkwardness, Euphoria also tackles the difficult realities 

queer youth must navigate. Jack Halberstam, José Esteban Muñoz, and David L. Eng explain in 

“What’s Queer about Queer Studies Now?” that gay white males have “proposed ‘pride’ as the 

appropriate remedy…[focusing] its libidinal and other energies on simply rebuilding the self that 

shame dismantled rather than taking apart the social processes that project shame onto queer 
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subjects in the first place” (12). This superficial approach to equity leads to homonormativity, 

essentializing queerness and queer activism as wanting to assimilate to heteronormative 

replications of gender and love under the assumption that we are living in a post-identity and 

post-racial society (Halberstam et al. 2). Much of LGBTQ activism focuses on promoting queer 

couples the ability to replicate the nuclear family under white supremacist capitalism, leaving 

systems of inequity intact. This in conversation with media representation leads to the 

commodification of queerness that appeals to digestible depictions of LGBTQ stories and issues 

that do not threaten hegemony outside of homonormativity. So much of queer representation is 

sanitized, seldom reflecting the violence of compulsory heterosexuality, gender binary, and white 

supremacy against queer bodies today.  

However, Euphoria depicts extremely ugly queer stories without happy endings or clear 

moral boundaries. For example, Euphoria shines a light on the very real dangers transgender 

people face in the digital age. Jules is often in a position of precarity at the hands of the 

patriarchy and gender binary. At the beginning of the series, Jules vies for the attention of 

various men on hookup apps, such as Grindr. On these apps, Jules lies about her age and sleeps 

with various older men at seedy motels. Furthermore, she participates in the sending of child 

pornography, sending nude photographs of her body to potential suitors. While depicting Jules as 

hypersexual misrepresents the average teen’s sex life, her story showcases the dual precarity and 

power transgender folk can experience online (Katz & Carroll). For example, Zach Schudson 

and Sari van Anders’s research found that LGBTQ persons felt a sense of “belonging both in 

their own gender and sexual identities” because of using social networking and dating apps 

(365). However, there is also the risk transgender people take in disclosing their gender or 

sexuality on a public, online platform, as well as the risk of abuse, sexual coercion, and racism 
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upon meeting offline (Albury et al. 75). In Jules’s case, she meets up with a man named Cal 

Jacobs who films her without her consent during their sexual arrangement. Furthermore, Cal 

engages Jules in some violent, uncomfortable sex where she is too stunned to tell him to stop. In 

this scene, the character of Jules showcases the precarity transgender individuals face navigating 

online and offline relationships often overlooked by mainstream media. 

When discussing Jules’s online dating escapades, one must acknowledge the harmful teen 

tv rope Euphoria explores when depicting a minor and an adult having explicit sex. Teen dramas 

go to great lengths to normalize the statutory rape of minors. Crookston examines this pattern 

with the relationship between Aria and Ezra in Pretty Little Liars. Crookston explains that “it is 

important to note that Aria was played by then 20-year-old Lucy Hale whose overt physical 

maturity helped to validate this relationship onscreen, thus further obscuring their age differences 

and making the representation of statutory rape more visually palatable than an older man/young 

girl couple may have been able to do” (104). Furthermore, in attempts to make the pair 

intellectual equals, Ezra is infantilized in many ways to seem gullible and emotionally immature, 

whereas Aria is depicted as mature and intelligent (Crookston 105). The power imbalance 

between the pair is explained away by the show’s dialogue and the characters’ personalities.  

However, in Euphoria, the sex between Jules and Cal is not lighthearted or defensible. 

The show purposely shows Jules with a mini-backpack, short skirt, and playful makeup to 

emphasize her sixteen-year-old age to viewers at home. Furthermore, Cal’s grey hair, wrinkled 

face, and wedding ring are all zoomed in on, forcing the audience to be uncomfortable with their 

visible age gap. The immense power imbalance that Cal has over Jules is apparent when he 

forces his hand into her mouth, literally asserting his dominance over her. Although disturbing, 
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their sex scene at that horrifying motel rejects the romanticized version of pedophilia depicted in 

various popular teen television programs. 

 

The Problematic Spectacle of Teen Sex 

“I feel like love is super dark and no one ever talks about it.”- Cassie 

 The sex Jules has with Cal is far from the only example of explicit sexuality Euphoria 

portrays. Starting from the first episode, the show parades gratuitous nudity. Many viewers have 

praised the show for its “leveling the playing field when it comes to equal-opportunity 

objectification” with the abundance of penises present in the television show (Cooper). 

Regardless of gender, the sexualized portrayal of underage nudity raises ethical and feminist 

questions. Considering the #MeToo movement that exposed the normalized and abundant cases 

of sexual violence against people by men across the globe, exposing how this normalization 

manifests in popular culture is crucial. Furthermore, Euphoria's hypersexual content also relates 

to the rising social problem of sexual predation through child grooming on and offline (Raymond 

Choo 10). This equal opportunity defense of the show’s sensationalism of teenager sexuality is 

still complicit with the objectification of underage, teen bodies that garner high ratings. While at 

times casual, as is the case for Maddy in episode one when she is looking at her nipples in the 

mirror and complaining about their appearance, most of the cases of nudity are extremely 

sexualized. For example, Cassie, Maddy, Nate, and Jules all appear fully nude while having sex 

on multiple occasions throughout the show’s two seasons. Problematically, some of these scenes 

sexualize fictional teen bodies, exploiting child pornography laws because the adult actors 

portraying them can be legally viewed nude or having sex. 
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 In many ways, the glamorous depictions of teenage girls having sex with their boyfriends 

in teen dramas prime them for the expectations for them to be sex objects for men throughout 

their adulthood. The show greatly addresses the role that porn plays in many generation z 

adolescents’ upbringings. In episode three, Maddy is shown watching porn for tips on how to 

pleasure other men. She mimics the moans, sex positions, and facial expressions. At first glance, 

this usage of sexuality critiques the male gaze and the expectations placed on women to appeal to 

male fantasies. However, the scene cuts to an extremely steamy and romantic sex scene between 

Maddy and Nate who look unrealistically experienced in bed. Furthermore, their adult bodies, 

free of acne and perfectly sculpted with abs, set impossible standards for teenagers to 

achieve. Just as kids are using porn as roadmaps for their sexualities, they are using shows like 

Euphoria that warp teens' expectations about how their bodies and sex should look (Crookston 

109).  

Although the show attempts to explain how Nate and Maddy are so good in bed despite 

being teenagers with minimal sexual experience as a result of exposure to pornography, it still 

sexualizes the pair in problematic ways. For one, while the teen drama claims to only be for 

mature audiences, Euphoria’s target audience is between 13 and 29 (Nofziger 22). Especially 

considering the star power and influence that Zendaya and Jacob Elordi have on younger fans, 

both being child stars with passionate fanbases, Euphoria’s audience is younger than HBO’s 

traditional core audience (Nofziger 15). So, many impressionable kids are tuning in every week 

to consume a show that glorifies and misconstrues puberty and adolescent sexuality. It is equally 

as problematic recognizing that the other half of the show’s audience is comprised of adults. In a 

way, the show defends its excessive sexualization because only adults are supposed to be 

consuming the content. However, this assumes that the audience is watching the show with 
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objectivity and a critical lens. What happens when the audience tunes into Euphoria every week 

to watch the sex scenes? What happens when the show effectively functions as pornography? I 

want to clarify that I am in no way in favor of omitting sex from teen shows such as these, but I 

do believe teen dramas tend to insert graphic sex scenes dangerously and irresponsibly into their 

storylines. 

One of the most literal and obvious examples of this problem can be seen through the 

character, Kat. Kat starts the serious as an introverted loner, plagued by still being a virgin. She 

is deeply insecure about her body because she is plus-sized, struggling to figure out how to love 

herself and others. In the first episode of the series, she is mocked by two boys for her size, but 

in the same breath, they joke that fat girls give the best blowjobs. She is either invisible or 

hypervisible to the men around her, either completely unsexed or fetishized as a sex object. Due 

to her loneliness and hopeless romanticism, Kat also watches a lot of porn to experience and 

learn about sex and intimacy. After learning some tips from porn videos, she has sex for the first 

time, but she finds out she was secretly recorded, and the tape was shortly posted online after. 

Subsequently, Kat receives a lot of positive comments about her body and sexuality on the porn 

website on which her video was posted. Because of this, she is inspired to start becoming a 

camgirl, making large sums of money from various passionate viewers. In the show, Kat evolves 

into a confident and powerful new version of herself. The moral of the story is mixed here 

because she can now practice self-love and empower herself, but she is relying on a confidence 

entirely dictated by male approval. Furthermore, she is illegally procuring and posting child 

pornography of herself with no consequences. Kat’s storyline offers a unique character for plus-

sized representation, but her empowerment is superficial because it still relies on patriarchal and 

Eurocentric beauty standards. 
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 Upon researching the troublesome topic of teen sex in Euphoria, one of the first search 

results I encountered was a link to a porn website. There are various scenes on Xvideos.com that 

are porn movies edited, zoomed in on, looped, or slowed down straight from the television show, 

as well as compilations and even parodies of the characters. The six videos recommended to me 

each had millions and millions of views, speaking to the effective sexualization of the characters 

in the scenes, even when the show tries to convey nonconsensual or uncomfortable intercourse. 

Furthermore, there are blogs online that rank the sex scenes from the show. One article is titled 

“‘Euphoria’: The most intense R-rated sex scenes you need to watch,” while another is named 

“12 Best Euphoria Sex Scenes, Ranked.” While individuals will likely sexualize teen characters 

no matter what, evidence such as this suggests there must be a more socially conscious approach 

to ethically depicting sex in teen dramas. 

The incessant depiction of adolescents in teen dramas engaging in explicit sex scenes in 

pornographic manners not only oversexualizes teenagers but also misinforms teenagers about 

what their sexuality should look like. Elke Van Damme & Sofie Van Bauwel share that teen 

dramas have a habit of making a spectacle of sex, creating gendered double standards, and 

negatively influencing teens' confidence about their bodies. The pair explain that the 

misogynistic male gaze can construct unrealistic body images onto teen girls, as well as reinforce 

the importance of female purity and virginity (173). Victor C. Strasburger further stresses this 

point with his data that supports the oversexualization of teens in media, typically only 

representing sex as casual, without consequence, and something everyone has done or needs to 

do (274). 

 In many ways, Euphoria stays true to the teen drama genre by producing extremely sexy 

and unrealistic love-making scenes that misinform adolescents about what their bodies and 
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sexualities should look like. Although the show critiques pornography and how it informs 

teenagers' sexualities and expectations in bed, Euphoria inadvertently objectifies and eroticizes 

girls' bodies. 

 

Patriarchy on Trial 

"I ruined my entire life for you." - Cassie 

Although Cassie’s character is hypersexualized in almost every episode, her character 

criticizes the male gaze, as well as toxic masculinity. Cassie is intentionally depicted as the ideal 

female. She is white, blonde, blue-eyed, and voluptuous. During the first season, viewers learn 

that her peers only see her as an object for sex. She is, unfortunately, the victim of revenge porn, 

where sexual posts she sent to a partner were distributed amongst the boys at her school. 

However, she does not seem to mind being objectified and actively seeks out male attention. 

Particularly noteworthy, in season one episode seven, Cassie’s backstory unfolds. The audience 

learns that when she went through puberty and began developing larger breasts, she noticed 

longer hugs from her uncles and other male siblings. Rue narrates, stating “it wasn’t just her 

body that changed, but the rest of the world too” (Levinson, 00:02:52-00:02:55). The show 

implies that her lack of a father figure contributes to her Freudian desire for male sexual 

attention, leading her to be pressured into sex, filming sex tapes, and doing things outside of her 

comfort zone or sexual desires. Psychological takes like this make the violent effects of 

patriarchy seem like an individual problem and not a structural issue that affects every person 

and their perception of self. 

One difficult-to-watch scene includes her with her first partner, the side character 

McKay, where the two are having sex. In one scene, the two are having intercourse at a college 
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party when a group of his frat brothers enter the room and sexually assault McKay. Afterward, 

the two are traumatized, but McKay insists he is alright and finishes having sex with Cassie. 

However, he is extremely violent, almost trying to recover a semblance of his lost manhood 

when assaulted. Cassie is visibly upset and uncomfortable, crying while McKay performs 

nonconsensual sex on someone else in return. On another occasion, the pair have sex and McKay 

attempts to reenact a choking he saw in a porn video once, to which Cassie screams and tells him 

to stop. Cassie is constantly placed in a position of discomfort by the men in her life who are 

perpetuating not only pressure for her to look beautiful and act passively, but she is also made 

victim to the cultural fictions that inform masculinity in online porn videos. In this instance, sex 

is used to critique how patriarchy prioritizes male pleasure and female discomfort, not to 

fetishize teen bodies. 

Cassie and McKay’s tumultuous and loveless sex scenes result in the stressful realization 

that Cassie is newly pregnant. As a result, she gets an abortion and has to deal with the 

consequences of their unprotected sex. Cassie is visibly devastated and bothered by getting the 

abortion because a secret part of her wants to become a mother. She wants to be the ideal 

girlfriend turned model-housewife, achieving the heteronormative nuclear family. 

The series openly critiques romantic heterosexual ideals and compulsory heterosexuality 

by showing Cassie’s two major relationships in the show as examples of patriarchal abuse. “You 

can control what I wear, what I eat…who I talk to. I want everyone you know to want to fuck me 

but they can’t because they know I’m yours” she tells Nate in the penultimate episode of season 

two (Levinson, 00:44:00-00:44:24). What is especially harrowing about her speech to him is that, 

while having sex, she states this as a grand, romantic gesture of love. The scene is a warm and 

bright orange, with light from the window shining on Cassie’s face in a close-up shot. The two 
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stare at each other longingly, Nate eating every word she says. However, she is essentially giving 

herself away to him, allowing him ownership over her body and mind. The scene is not romantic 

or sexy, despite depicting sex. It is surreal and it is terrifying. Cassie betrayed Maddy by sleeping 

with her ex-boyfriend, isolated herself from her friends because they were upset with her 

decision, and even damaged her relationships with her family members. Their toxic relationship 

is co-dependent and entirely abusive. The sex scenes between Nate and Cassie are always 

graphic, but also depraved and frightening. With added context, these scenes do not eroticize 

their love or sex, but rather expose heteronormativity as a potentially ugly and sadistic pressure 

placed on young people. In these instances, Euphoria progressively depicts sex without 

sexualizing the teenagers' bodies, but relies on the assumption that the audience recognizes the 

uncomfortable nature of their relationship. 

While Cassie's character exists to showcase the ugly and dark manifestations patriarchy 

can have on a relationship, she is constantly naked and having sex to be an object for the men in 

her life. Tactor who plays Cassie, Sydney Sweeney, recently spoke with Ellie Harrison for a The 

Independent interview about her various nude scenes. While she clarifies she agreed to film her 

nude scenes, she shares that she told Levin on multiple occasions that some of her nudity was 

unnecessary, and she was uncomfortable being topless as often as it was originally written in the 

script (Harrison 8). With this added context, it is hopeful to hear that Sweeney had so much 

autonomy and power to advocate for herself, but there is still the underlying problem of 

Hollywood writers and directors filming through the lens of the male gaze.  
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Conclusion: 

 Euphoria is a television show full of nuance and contradiction. The show progressively 

depicts addiction and mental health disorders in teens with realism and care not to glamorize 

such deleterious behaviors. Rue’s dependency on opiates is never depicted as desirable, 

showcasing the various social and health consequences she experiences as a result. Furthermore, 

the show critiques dominant rehabilitation practices that neoliberalistically place all blame on a 

person’s bad choices without any recognition for the external and internal forces that lead people 

to medicate their struggles away. The show explicitly critiques neoliberal approaches to recovery 

that focus on individual choice and not the systems of inequality that continue to disenfranchise 

women of color, queer persons, and individuals with a mental health disorder. With Rue, 

Levinson carefully portrays how her comorbidity with depression, social anxiety, OCD, and 

bipolar disorder all contribute to her dependency on drugs, as well as get in the way of her 

sobriety. 

 Furthermore, Euphoria succeeds in representing dignified queer existences, shining a 

light on queer and transgender experiences with meticulous care. Jules offers an anti-

homonormative and non-transnormative story, which stands out against mainstream media's 

traditional depictions of LGBTQ stories that are overly family-friendly and palatable for 

cisgender, heterosexual audiences. In the same vein, the show attempts to expose the male gaze 

and how patriarchal forces invade self-worth and dictate pornography, disenfranchising women 

as objects for fetishization. However, Euphoria unintentionally contributes to the 

oversexualization of girls' bodies by trying to be edgy. 

  In many ways, the teen drama genre allows for minority stories and experiences to be 

shared on an extremely large and popular platform. The positive messages the show promotes 
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get to reach adolescents and adults, potentially humanizing various groups often demonized in 

popular culture, such as those with mental illness and addiction, or those othered by their 

queerness. However, just as the teen drama genre offers a global stage for important social 

conversations, there is also a global audience looking to be entertained. The show falls short of 

critiquing hegemonic gender and sexuality structures when it sensationally depicts gratuitous 

nudity and drug use for shock value. Furthermore, the series is greatly limited by its lack of 

acknowledgment of race, as the characters are racially diverse without any conversation about 

white supremacy. Euphoria, along with other teen dramas from the past and present, relies on 

conventions and tropes that glamorize and eroticize teen experiences, getting in the way of 

progressive storytelling. If nothing else, this gritty series gets us talking about various 

conventional issues with the teen drama genre, as well as the microcosm of social problems these 

shows can expose, critique, and perpetuate.  
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