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reality television show, and his physical form is drawn to feature the same fitness level
standards as her fantasy figure, Chris Chriswell. Houser writes the inevitable awkward
encounter between Faith, Torque, and Torque’s new girlfriend, Sidney. This is the only
time a disparaging comment is made about Faith’s appearance in the entire collection,
and Houser chooses to have Torque decline to comment on Faith’s worth as a sexual
partner. Sidney comments after Faith flies away, “Seriously, that’s your ex? You really
traded up,” and Torque says, “…Shut up, Sidney.” This evaluation of Faith’s ability as a
lover is deemed as irrelevant, as the reader is now intended to pass judgment on Sidney
for being shallow and petty. The second potential lover for Faith is the character, Archer,
who is introduced through Faith’s video chat in her apartment. It is more of a long-
distance friendship for her, but it is clear that Faith and Archer have more interests in
common. The climax of the plot results in Archer and Faith being united in saving the
kidnapped psiots, which Faith calls “their first date.” While Archer is not as physically
defined as Torque the superhero, Faith seems to have a type in that Archer is yet another
blond, fitness-inclined man who happens to also have combat skills. It is refreshing to see
the image of Faith as fat and unapologetically sexual. However, I feel that there are
limitations to the extent to which Faith can function as a fat-positive character within
her world (and ours) when she is seemingly tokenized as the only woman of her size.

Faith is overall a positive addition to a canon of fat characters within superhero
comics, and Jody Houser, Francis Portela, and Marguerite Sauvage were successful in
their exploration of her character in Faith: Hollywood and Vine by creating a lovable and
well-articulated superheroine. Faith’s fat isn’t made to be a joke or solely a comment
about her strength, such as with the DC Comics characters Etta Candy and Amanda
Waller. The artists ultimately demonstrate what readers have long known: physicality
and powers are not the defining characteristics of a hero. Humanity is.

Kristi Abrecht
Women’s Studies, San Diego State University

San Diego, California.

© 2017 Kristi Abrecht
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/21604851.2017.1283679

Dumplin’: Go Big or Go Home by Julie Murphy. New York, NY: Balzer + Bray,
2015.

Julie Murphy’s 2015 young adult (YA) novel, Dumplin’: Go Big or Go Home, stands out
among YA fiction starring fat protagonists for an important reason: never, ever, not even
for a moment in the course of the novel does the self-proclaimed fat girl go on a diet.
The point, in other words, of the book is not for Willowdean Dickson to lose weight, but
to struggle through being a teenager. Even more importantly—and realistically—though
she begins the book believing she’s “always been happy in this skin” (124), Will discovers
that her body-positivity and confidence aren’t as stable and solid as she originally
thought. Willowdean spends the book trying to regain this confidence, to get back to
what she sees as her true, fat-positive self. And while this constant seesawing back and
forth between body confidence and shame might put off some readers who see Will as
wishy-washy and unreliable, this tension is in fact the novel’s strength: a realistic
portrayal (especially for a teenager) of the all-too-real struggle to stay fat-positive in a
thin-centric world.
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Set in small-town Texas, Murphy’s novel chronicles the end of Willowdean’s
sophomore year through the first semester of her junior year, a timeframe otherwise
known around town as pageant season. Alongside the requisite Texas high school
football obsession, Clover City’s real obsession is the annual Miss Teen Blue Bonnet
beauty pageant. As the daughter of a one-time-winner-now-organizer of the pageanzt,
Willowdean can’t escape it or the feeling that her mother is embarrassed by a fat
daughter who isn’t “pageant material.” Her mother reinforces such feelings through
passive-aggressive moves like making Will hang out with her while watching a teenage
version of The Biggest Loser on MTV and commenting on how inspiring the teens on the
show are. So while her mother has stopped making Willowdean diet and has largely
stopped making outright statements about Will’s size, Willowdean suffers no illusions:
“My body is the villain. That’s how [my mother] sees it. It’s a prison, keeping the better,
thinner version of me locked away. But she’s wrong” (133).

Willowdean’s positivity in the face of her mother’s persistent yet insidiously quiet
concern for her daughter’s “health” is remarkable and due mostly to her Aunt Lucy, who
never let Willowdean give up or hide because of her weight as a child while simulta-
neously assuring Will that her body is fine as is. But Lucy is now gone, dead at age 36
and 498 pounds just before the book begins. And while better understanding her Aunt
Lucy becomes a rallying cry for Willowdean’s own life and body-positivity, keeping
Willowdean from “suffering” the same fate becomes her mother’s goal. Here we see the
tension between body-positivity and “health,” the typical argument used to discredit fat-
positivity as “dangerous” and “irresponsible.” Murphy’s decision to include both these
viewpoints, these two differing understandings of Willowdean’s weight as well as of Lucy
and her life and death, allows Willowdean’s body-positivity to take on and rebut her
mother’s health concerns, revealing that the concern actually has less to do with health
and more to do with being “happy” and getting dates.

What Will’s mother doesn’t understand—and what makes this YA novel so impor-
tant for fat teens—is that Will is already happy and has, in fact, been seeing a boy in
secret since the early part of the novel, all while fat. These two things, traditional YA
literature would tell us, are impossible until Willowdean loses weight. It’s actually the
boy—this thing her beauty-queen mother and thin-centric romances believe will make
her happy—that screws with Willowdean’s confidence and makes it necessary for her
to reevaluate her understanding of self. Before Bo Larson (a hot once-jock, now
mysterious private school rebel), Will was fine with not being a beauty queen like
her mother, happy instead with being “Willowdean … Cashier, Dolly Parton enthu-
siast, and resident fat girl” (8). It’s after Bo (who, to his credit, likes her as is and,
after screwing up, fights for their relationship in spite of Willowdean’s doubts) that
her “whole mind has turned against [her]” (124). Thinking of him touching her “back
fat and … overflowing waistline” (58) while they make out or of being “one-half of
the couple who everyone stares at and asks, How did she get him?” (88) brings “all
these doubts to the surface” (124) that Willowdean never knew existed. In these
moments, she feels like “a shadow of the person [she] was,” of “the woman Lucy
had meant for [her] to be” (74). On top of this, she finds a blank pageant registration
form in her Aunt Lucy’s things and realizes that, not only did Lucy maybe not think
the pageant is as stupid as Will does, but that she actually almost entered but didn’t—
something counter to all the lessons she’d taught Willowdean as a child. At once
confused but also energized, Willowdean makes, what is to her, an enormous deci-
sion. She enters, fat and all, the Miss Teen Blue Bonnet pageant: “I’m not doing this
to be some kind of Joan of Fat Girls or whatever. I’m doing this for Lucy. And for
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me. I’m ready to go back to being the version of myself I was before Bo. I’m entering
this pageant because there’s no reason I shouldn’t” (155).

In the meantime she feels left behind by her best friend who loses her virginity, breaks
up with Bo, goes out with another guy she’s not interested in, loses her best friend
altogether, decks the school bully, gets in trouble with her mother (several times),
changes jobs to get away from Bo, ends up leading a revolution of like-minded “unlikely
suspects” who never thought they could enter the pageant until Willowdean opened that
door, discovers and befriends the drag queen Dolly Parton impersonators her Aunt used
to be friends with, goes back to work with Bo: In other words, she runs the gamut of
typical (or perhaps exaggerated for entertainment’s sake) teenage problems. This is
essential to what makes this a truly fat-positive novel for young adults—Willowdean
Dickson has these adventures, lives through these sorrows, does these teenagery things
while fat. Not after she loses weight—not even a single pound. Not because she became
thin and therefore had the confidence to try to live. She lives her life as is in the body she
has. And it may not be a smooth ride, and she may succumb at times to negativity and
have to work her way back to herself, but that’s real life. Body-positivity is hard fought
and not necessarily, for everyone, fully won. It’s a process and a decision. And, in a thin-
centric society (though we’re making strides every day), it is through stories like
Willowdean’s that teens will find hope and encouragement in the face of a system and
world that tells them each day, through every kind of media and real life interaction, that
their bodies are less than human.

In the first ten pages, Willowdean establishes what she thinks of this system and
world:

The word fat makes people uncomfortable. But when they see me, the first thing you notice
is my body. And my body is fat. It’s like how I notice some girls have big boobs or shiny hair
or knobby knees. Those things are okay to say. But the word fat, the one that best describes
me, makes lips frown and cheeks lose their color. But that’s me. I’m fat. It’s not a cuss word.
It’s not an insult. At least it’s not when I say it. (9)

This straightforward, no-bullshit approach to her fatness runs throughout the book. For
the most part it’s an asset. There is no question that Willowdean is fat, allowing fat teens
to connect quickly with the protagonist as she faces issues they face every day but rarely
—as compared to their thin counterparts—get to see represented in fiction.

However, it’s not hard to see how some of these same teens, though hooked by Will’s
ethos, might be intimidated by this no-nonsense and truly amazing body-positivity in a
16-year-old. I myself would have probably, at that age, internalized my inability to be as
positive as Will as another failing and questioned why I too couldn’t be comfortable in
my skin. Indeed, in many of the more body-positive speeches and moments, Julie
Murphy’s older, more experienced voice pushes through 16-year-old Will whose state-
ments of confidence tend to read like a greatest hits of fat-positive or activist blogging
(flying, clothing options, chub rub, if you have a body put a swimsuit on it, etc.). What
saves the novel from being overly didactic (and what keeps a reader like my younger self
tuned in) is that Willowdean, as all teens do, falters in that confidence. We as readers get
to watch her go through the very real process of having a core belief challenged only to
have to rebuild trust and faith in that belief from the ground up. We get, in other words,
to not just be amazed or intimidated by a 16-year-old’s guts, but to also learn how we
might approach building this same confidence and positivity in ourselves.

Willowdean’s fat experience is also not sold as “the” fat experience. In fact, there are
several fat characters in the novel, all engaging with their size and the world in varying
ways with varying success. Aunt Lucy is not just some cautionary tale, a fat trope, but
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rather a person, even in absentia, with layers and depth. Mitch Lewis is not only the
“acceptable” beefy jock but also a sensitive friend who wants more with Will and who
reminds the reader that fat boys do not, in fact (and despite Will’s initial description),
somehow have it easier than fat girls. And Millie Michalchuck—“the type of fat that
requires elastic waist pants because they don’t make pants with buttons and zippers her
size” (5)—enters the beauty pageant once she hears Willowdean is entering. What seems
naïve to Willowdean—sure to get Millie ridiculed and, therefore, to be avoided—rolls off
Millie who proves she doesn’t need Will’s “protection.” It’s Millie who truly embraces the
pageant, making Will’s best friend El remark while watching Millie on stage, “She was
born for this. There’s a beauty queen in that cute, little fat girl” (360). Will disagrees:
“No … That cute, little fat girl is a beauty queen” (360).

Murphy also pushes her message of body-positivity beyond the fat experience. In the
gang of four “unlikely suspects” (331) who follow Willowdean into the pageant, only
Millie Michalchuck and Willowdean are fat. Amanda Lumbard has one leg shorter than
the other and wears corrective shoes, and Hannah Perez is, as she says herself, “the half
Dominican lesbian with buckteeth in this town” (325). And though Murphy misses the
opportunity to push inclusion and intersectionality even further (especially with race),
she makes the point meant to reach all readers, fat and thin alike, through Willowdean’s
observations of all the pageant participants, teens and adults: “Everyone in this room,
even the girls with the long legs and the silky hair, knows what it is to be teased … But
we can’t walk around scared all the time. That’s no way to do things” (349).

While I won’t spoil the pageant results for the future reader, I will say that the
experience, the process of entering and going through the pageant, is successful in some
way for each of the unlikely suspects. It becomes a road to something that they each
needed to do or to discover about themselves. It is something to do now, not later when
they become thin or able or any other form of different society might imply they need to
become before deserving what “normal” people deserve by default. And because they
chose to seize—in this case via participation in a pageant—what society might have
implicated they shouldn’t or couldn’t seize, these unlikely suspects open their worlds and
embrace the notion that either/or is an illusion. Willowdean states it best: “Sometimes
figuring out who you are means understanding that we are a mosaic of experiences. I’m
Dumplin’. And Will and Willowdean. I’m fat. I’m happy. I’m insecure. I’m bold” (366).
Indeed, sometimes a story is positive because it dares to let the reader see, to experience,
the negatives. Dumplin’ is that kind of story, making it a far more layered (and far more
positive for it) YA tale than those that fat protagonists were allowed in literature,
television, and film even a decade ago.

Sarah A. Shelton
Doctoral candidate at the University of Texas at Arlington
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