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(Fig. 30) Thomas, Rachel. Shrink: Story of a Fat Girl (Unpublished, 2022) 
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Critics question whether that, by reclaiming the word fat, the movement is putting the body 

into too much of an essentialist position i.e reducing the body to a single element. Relating back 

to a queer studies perspective, the question regarding identity arises; the idea that fatness is a 

fixed state of being. Queer identity theorists would argue that identity is constantly in a state of 

flux, and furthermore that many if not all people regardless of life experiences, gender, 

sexuality etc. will have moments of ‘feeling fat in a fat phobic society’, which really 

demonstrates just how broad a reach this concept is.108 Additionally, disability activist Joan W. 

Scott suggests an understanding of “collective affinity” which would describe fatness as a 

complex assemblage of features rather than a fixed identity.109 

 

On an ontological basis, the idea of fat activism encouraging fat people to change self-

perception is potentially problematic. This position contends that mind and body are separate, 

and that through the power of a mindset an individual will be able to love themselves as a fat 

body. While in some ways this is possible, mind/body dualists would argue that there is no 

separation between mind and body, because the human experience is an assemblage of inside 

and outside factors.110 While it is easy enough to promote self-love to fat bodies, this is also 

negating the fact that individuals are affected by others’ responses to their bodies. Even if a fat 

 
108 Lupton, Deborah. Fat (London & New York: Routledge, 2013) 91 
109 Hall, Melinda C. “Critical Disability theory” in eds. Zalta, Edward N. The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy 
(2019). N.p. 
110 Lupton, Deborah. Fat (London & New York: Routledge, 2013), 92 
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body finds self-acceptance they will constantly be surrounded by these negative ideas until a 

more systemic change happens.  

 

Further, the encouragement from fat activism movements is permanent and complete self-love 

when opinions about bodies are not all positive. A fat individual may have significant feelings of 

shame or disgust with their own body, which is a source of ambivalence in fat activism and 

politics.111 Difficulty with simply accepting the notion of being a fat body, even as an activist in 

the movement, is inevitable. Furthermore, this constant ‘positive light’ thinking can actually be 

detrimental to fat individuals in the sense that by only accepting one side of the experience, the 

movement may ignore that some aspects of fat embodiment are actually not to be celebrated 

and may cause negative physical and mental problems.112 This positive thinking idea might 

actually even completely deny the existence of any real problems a fat person might encounter 

in their embodiment – like mounting health problems unrelated to weight due to medical 

fatphobia (i.e dismissing illness in favour of promoting weight loss as a cure-all), self-worth 

problems (seeing only one type of fat body represented in media), mental health problems etc. 

There is also a significant criticism that leaders and front runners of fat activism are still 

proportionally white and middle class and attempts to impose such values on 

“socioeconomically disadvantaged people”, people of colour, the LGBTQ+ community etc. can 

be construed as patronizing as the expectations to be positive and make positive choices are 

from a higher economic stratum.113 Regardless of criticism and battling societally sanctioned 

 
111 Cooper, Charlotte. Fat Activism: A radical social movement, (Bristol, Hammeron Press: 2016) 36 
112 Ibid, 37 
113 Lupton, Deborah. Fat (London & New York: Routledge, 2013) 94 
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self-surveillance, fat activists continue to identify and seek to question and fight complex issues 

related to fatphobia and misinformation in medicine and society. It is important to note that fat 

activism is not and should not be simply about medicine and health, but needs to raise 

questions of power and politics.114  This said, it is important for fat activism to have what 

feminist scholar Sara Ahmed describes as “killjoys”115; that is individuals that work within 

activism to dissect and reflect upon how, why, and from what angle the movement addresses 

complex topics in order to avoid logical fallacies. 

 

The male gaze is another type of social gaze that plays very heavily into how the fat body is 

constructed in contemporary culture. In Chapter 2, social capital and “the stare” were discussed 

as factors that developed and maintained the fat body as monstrous through both medicine 

and contemporary culture. Much of Western culture’s understanding of what is ‘normal’ as it 

pertains to a body comes from popular culture and is further fueled by medicine’s 

determination of the good health/bad health binary. There is adequate literature on the idea 

that fat bodies are symbolic of being ‘too much’, of being unhealthy, of failed discipline, of 

laziness etc., but the topic of fat sexuality and sexual expression is often missed. 

 

Abjection is a term used by feminist scholar Elisabeth Grosz and is applicable to how the fat 

body is perceived in contemporary society. Grosz uses the notion of the abject body to describe 

all female bodies: permeable, leaky, and bodies that blur the boundaries between the self and 

 
114 Hall, Melinda C. “Critical Disability theory” in eds. Zalta, Edward N. The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy 
(2019). N.p. 
115 Cooper, Charlotte. Fat Activism: A radical social movement, (Bristol, Hammeron Press: 2016) 37 
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the outside world. The examples she uses are menstruation, childbirth, lactation, menopause – 

abject liquids flowing out of bodies in an uncontrolled way.116 Grosz also compares the 

supposed emotionality of women to also be a free-flowing thing: women are not expected to 

bottle up feelings as men are, and are thought to be more likely to feel, and let out, strong 

emotions. Julia Kristeva also noted that the unclear borders of the female body can inspire a 

sense of disgust and further fear of contamination.117  

 

Through “the stare”, the fat body is abject as per this definition as it is already established as a 

monstrous, uncontrolled, free flowing thing. Due to medical intervention and constant 

exposure to images of the ideal female form, fatness can inspire a fear in the self, not only out 

of disgust at such a contaminated body, but also a fear of becoming that body (Fig. 31). 

 
116 Grosz, Elizabeth. Volatile Bodies: Toward a corporeal feminism. (Bloomington & Indianapolis: Indiana University 
Press, 1994) 194 
117 Ibid, 192 



 

59 
 

 

(Fig. 31) Thomas, Rachel. Shrink: Story of a Fat Girl (Unpublished, 2022) 

 

Further, bodies that are already abject are convinced of their abjection and are expected to 

implement changes to eliminate the abnormal; in this case, anything that does not fit in with 

either medical standards or socially determined beauty standards.  
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The male gaze plays an important role in this. Physical attractiveness norms are proven to be 

constructed largely from a male perspective, meaning that the bodies that are presented in 

popular culture are those that adhere to what men (and typically white, heterosexual men) find 

the most attractive.118  

Thus, there are two institutions at work: medicine states that fat bodies are abnormal and need 

to be fixed, and social gazes via popular culture dictate that the ideal body is slender and 

sexually appealing. If this is reduced to a binary, abnormal/normal, then the fat body as abject 

becomes really apparent: it is a body that is disgusting, and due to its leaky nature, cannot be 

seen as sexual (Fig. 32).119  

 
118 Mulvey, Laura. “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema”, Screen, 16, no. 3 (1975) 808-09 
119 Grosz, Elizabeth. Volatile Bodies: Toward a corporeal feminism. (Bloomington & Indianapolis: Indiana University 
Press, 1994)195 
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(Fig. 32) Thomas, Rachel. Shrink: Story of a Fat Girl (Unpublished, 2022) 
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In fact, empirical research has noted that fat women are ‘significantly disadvantaged’ in sexual 

partners when compared to more ‘normal’ bodies.120 

The margins of the fat body are undefined, while thin bodies have clear and rigid definitions. 

The clearly defined slender body that is seen in advertisements and even further enhanced with 

photo editing software, is meant to be enticing. While things are beginning to change bodies in 

advertisements have also traditionally been white and heterosexual females. They are meant to 

cater to the white, heterosexual male. The rigidity of these standards leads to significant body 

image problems: being an abject body is being ‘other’, distant from the norms of society and 

what it claims to offer as a reward for being normal. 121 

 

There is an interesting contradiction when it comes to advertisements, however. In many media 

presentations, women take up space, sometimes in a sexual way and/or promoting what the 

beauty standard is. In plus size advertisements this means large breasts, thick hips, and a large 

buttocks, which are sexually coded in our culture as the most ideal feminine embodiment and, 

despite technically being fat, are still acceptable (Fig. 33). 

 
120 Pause, Cat. “Human Nature: On Fat Sexual Identity and Agency” in Hester, Helen & Walters, Caroline (Eds) Fat 
Sex: New Directions in Theory and Activism (Farnham & Surrey, UK: Routledge, 2015) 39 
121 Lupton, Deborah. Fat (London & New York: Routledge, 2013) 60 
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(Fig. 33) Thomas, Rachel. Shrink: Story of a Fat Girl (Unpublished, 2022) 

In real contemporary culture there is an impetus for fat women to take up the least amount of 

space possible. Both women and fat bodies are taught to cross their legs, keep their arms in 

their lap, and as much as possible, be small (Fig. 34).122 

 
122 Lupton, Deborah. Fat (London & New York: Routledge, 2013) 61 
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(Fig. 34) Thomas, Rachel. Shrink: Story of a Fat Girl (Unpublished, 2022) 
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Culturally, being large in any way is associated with the masculine and is therefore unfeminine 

and unattractive: women are meant to be dainty and fragile.123 Yet, like the advertisements, 

many fat bodies have traditional markers of feminine ideals. 

The fat body therefore is both a non-sexual object/abject, in addition to being a hypersexual 

object. This often renders the fat body as culturally asexual.  

 

The hyper-sexualization of the fat body can be particularly negative. “Hogging” for instance is 

defined as a practice in which heterosexual men approach and try to have sex with women that 

are deemed to be fat/and or unattractive as a means of gaining recognition from their peers.124 

Already this definition assumes something about the fat female body: it is generally unwanted 

in a sexual sense because it is abnormal, and therefore the desperation to receive some kind of 

sexual gratification or attention make such bodies easy targets (Fig. 35). This also lends itself to 

a feeling of guiltlessness because the body is not normal.125  

 
123 Ibid, 61 
124 Prohaska, Ariane, Gailey, Jeannine. “Fat Women as ‘Easy Targets’: Achieving Masculinity through Hogging” in 
Rothblum, Esther & Solovay, Sondra (eds) The Fat Studies Reader (New York, NY & London, UK: New York 
University Press, 2009) 158 
125 Ibid, 159 
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Fat Girls demonstrate fat sex in all or a few of their chapters. This includes narratives by fat 

individuals, fat individuals who enjoy sex with other fat individuals etc. Each author speaks 

about their own sex lives when this opportunity does not exist in any greater context. Shrink 

even goes further as to play a devil’s advocate in the discussion: while these books are great in 

the sense that they empower fat bodies to accept their own sexuality and embrace sexual 

pleasure, and find pride in their orientation, there is still one overarching problem. Each one 

still asserts that a woman’s worth is based on her ability to be seen as desirable to others (and 

of course, culturally, this generally means the white, heterosexual man).132 Shrink in 

comparison, notes that a body is only part of a whole (Fig. 37). 

 
132 Ibid, 41 
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(Fig. 38) Thomas, Rachel. Shrink: Story of a Fat Girl (Unpublished, 2022) 

Western culture categorizes fat female bodies as abject and non-sexual while at the same time 

promoting all the physical attributes of said bodies as hypersexual. Many empirical studies only 

look at fat sexuality from the perspective of sexual performance post-weightloss or using male 

sexualities to discuss female sexualities. 
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In summation, Shrink employs various literary and visual tools to make complex ideas around 

the fat body in society understandable and poignant for the public and academic reader alike. It 

explores how socially sanctioned gazes (such as “the stare” and the male gaze) establish the fat 

body as monstrous and in need of correction. “Diet culture” a by-product of both medical and 

social gazes, is implemented and constantly recycled as a cure for the monstrous body, while 

Fat Activism addresses these gazes to seek meaningful change. Finally, the non/hyper 

sexualization of the fat body is another facet that affects the fat body, as it is both a means of 

further monsterizing said body as much as attempting to rationalize it into a normal category. 

Culturally, there still exists a disdain for fat bodies, and such this disdain is internalized. It is 

therefore paramount that cultural objects such as Shrink are made public: much like Fat 

Activism, it may create new discourses, new tools in making slow systemic changes, and 

challenging established institutions that monsterized the fat body in the first place.  

 

CHAPTER 5: The Graphic Novel as Research Creation 

This chapter will focus on the graphic novel as research creation and will discuss the use of 

style, space, and timing. It will then establish Shrink as a piece of graphic medicine, both 

providing information and validation on the monstrous fat body. Chapter 5 will conclude with 

an analysis of existing graphic novels on fatness and will demonstrate where Shrink fills in the 

gaps in literature.  

The graphic novel is a medium that is inherently cross-disciplinary: it combines art, literature, 

history, culture, sociology, psychology and so on. Yet graphic novels and comics have been 
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criticized for not being deserving of academic review due to their supposed literary simplicity 

and have often been devalued by artists because of their perceived ‘low value’ in the visual 

arts. Illustrated panels were discounted and thought of as a genre for children and not 

deserving of institutional recognition or interest. In the late 1970s, however, comics scholarship 

began to develop with historians and critics David Kunzle, Martin Barker, and Joseph Witek 

writing important historic analyses of how the genre came to be.  

Scholarly work continued through The Comic Journal, and writers, critics, artists, and academics 

alike who were able to contribute to a growing body of critical and viable analyses of the comic 

form.133 While it was technically coined in the 1960s, the term graphic novel was adopted in the 

1990s and with it the status of high art and deserving of study.134 Scholars during this period 

admit that there was a lack of critical vocabulary other than stylistic and formal principles, and 

so an interdisciplinary approach was born by using terms from other disciplines and literary 

analyses.135 

It was in the early 1990s that the notion of socially acceptable ‘adult comics’ come into play. 

Many of these graphic novels are known to have explored topics that were contentious, taboo, 

or even forbidden. 

 

An example is the graphic novel Maus, by Art Spiegelmen. In his graphic novel, based on his 

parent’s experiences of the Holocaust, Spiegelman used mice to represent Jewish people (Fig. 

1). Nazi soldiers are depicted as cats, and Polish individuals as pigs: both an indication of 

 
133 Ibid, 25 
134 Ibid, 25 
135 Ibid, 26 
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hierarchy (Nazis being the ‘superior’ race), and metaphors to ease the reader into difficult 

subject matter.136 There was a much-needed discussion about how images of the Holocaust 

were to be mediated so as not to lose the integrity of the history. In using the comic medium to 

explore these difficult issues, Spiegelman found a way to reveal the truth about experiences 

that was poignant and informative yet imbued with empathy. As academic and radical 

filmmaker Ken Jacobs said: 

 

(Fig. 1) Spiegelman, Art. Maus, (Original comic strip, 1972). 

 

“Spielberg says that the SS threw babies out of windows and shot them like skeet. But he 

wouldn’t show so terrible a thing, not even stage it using dolls. So this unpleasant truth doesn’t 

reach the audience. But why not for a moment stop turning out these crazy-making counterfeit-

 
136 Baetens, Jan., Frey, Hugo. The Graphic novel: an introduction, (Cambridge, Cambridge University 
Press, 2014), 82. 
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reality movies, and do it with dolls, obvious stand-ins for the real thing. Like Art Spiegelman’s 

drawings of mice – alluding to, indicating without attempting to represent”137 

 

Another example of a graphic novel being used to deal with difficult subject matter is Ken 

Dahl’s Monsters. In it he recounts his personal experience of the herpes virus. Dahl’s work can 

be shared without censorship yet still able to maintain his subjective experience.138  Both Maus 

and Monsters were created with the purposes of informing the reader of a cultural 

phenomenon while also being aware of the emotional connection they may have to the story 

and characters. 

 

Following the history of comics as a conduit for information and author-reader emotional 

connections, there is an emerging interdisciplinary academic stream known as graphic medicine 

that further draws on the graphic novel as academic artifact. It is both an approach and a 

doctrine regarding the importance of images when discussing difficult topics. Graphic medicine 

is the interdisciplinary intersection of the art medium of comics or illustration and the multiple 

discourses within medicine. The concept was first created by Ian Williams, a physician, comic 

book artist and interdisciplinary researcher. First, graphic medicine is used as a tool for 

education: either informing general populations of new information on a topic in a way that is 

recognizable (i.e visuals and text), or offering patient perspectives to better educate healthcare 

 
137 Ibid, 82. 
138 Dahl, Ken. Monsters. (New York: Secret Acres, 2009) 
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professionals on the experience of living with illness/disability.139 Second, it becomes a platform 

for validation and acceptance for those facing stigma , for example fat bodies, and as a means 

to disrupt problematic stereotypes and resist the notion of the ‘universal patient’.140 

 

Shrink addresses difficult ideas while maintaining stylistic integrity and recognizing the 

important role of the reader in interpreting subtle metaphors. It is a critical analysis of the 

experience of living in a fat body as much as it is a piece of valuable scholarship around how the 

fat body is constructed and performed in medicine and society. The chapter in Shrink entitled 

the ‘War on Obesity’ is an example of how current information on the discourse on medicalized 

obesity is transformed into an accessible and meaningful story for the reader to experience. It 

delves into the history of just how ‘obesity’ came to be recognized as a significant medical 

problem along with the social implications of that diagnosis. Furthermore, it underscores the 

perceived ‘threat’ of being too fat, an idea that is reinforced in our society through subliminal 

and literal messages. Further, this sense of increased surveillance and self-surveillance is 

something that not only fat women will have experienced, but likely anyone who has a body 

that is other.141 The visual and textual explanation of this phenomenon offers validation to 

anyone who has experienced it and was otherwise unable to define it in words.  

Body size, shape, and race are important in generating an intimate connection with the 

viewer. In Shrink’s chapter titled ‘Body Positive’ the protagonist scrutinizes her mother’s (and 

 
139 Czerwiec, MK., Williams, Ian., Squier, Susan M., Green, Michael J., Myers, Kimberly R., Smith, Scott T. 
Graphic medicine manifesto, (University Park, The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2015) 1 
140 Ibid, 2 
141 Michel, Foucault. Discipline and Punish (New York, Vintage books: 1995/1975) 202, 203 
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by proxy, her) obsession with body fat and admits that the idea of “body positivity” as a 

concept was foreign to her at that time. She discusses the movement and the bodies that were 

originally involved (black and queer women at the centre) and how the media usurped and 

appropriated the idea of body positivity to sell products using bodies that were ‘close enough’ 

to the beauty standard as to not upset clientele. Outside of Shrink this has continued to be a 

point of contention, as only one type of body is represented and it is still predominantly white, 

heterosexual ‘smallfat’ individuals.142 Shrink’s protagonist however does not fit into this 

category: with broad shoulders, a large belly, and small hips, she does not fit the beauty 

standard even as a plus size woman. She also notes and challenges that others – racialized, 

indigenous, superfat, and disabled bodies - are similarly absent from mainstream media. Shrink 

simultaneously challenges the idea of the illustration worthy body (and the plus size beauty 

standard) and creates a catalyst with which it connects with the reader whose body is other. 

Presenting these rarely illustrated body types to the reader is meant to encourage a reader’s 

empathy and personal insight by experiencing life through the protagonist.143 

Lastly, Shrink is a valuable tool for healthcare professionals in understanding the fat 

body as an autonomous being, as typical imagery about a “disease” like obesity is stripped of 

subjectivity for diagnostic and educational purposes.144 There are plenty of images of disease in 

medicine which help professionals learn how to diagnose and document its effects on the body, 

such as x-rays, scans, and anonymous photographs of body parts.145 The ability to interpret 

 
142 Czerniawski, Amanda M. “Beauty beyond a size 16” in Contexts, 15, no.2 (2016) 70 
143 Czerwiec, MK., Williams, Ian., Squier, Susan M., Green, Michael J., Myers, Kimberly R., Smith, Scott T. Graphic 
medicine manifesto, (University Park, The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2015) 127 
144 Ibid, 117 
145 Ibid, 117 
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body images gives healthcare professionals significant power, but even these relatively 

objective views are influenced by personal biases, media, stereotypes, and cultural attitudes.146 

Instead of providing images of disease to describe obesity, Shrink turns this objective gaze back 

on itself to address and discuss the stigma brought on by often well-meaning clinicians. In the  

Shrink chapter ‘Doctors’, the protagonist goes to a walk-in clinic to receive treatment for strep 

throat and the general practitioner treating her says, in passing, that she could afford to lose 

some weight despite having symptoms that are not weight-related.147 This is an instance of fat-

shaming that is not isolated to just the protagonist: meta-analyses of multiple studies on 

weight-related biases among medical professionals have shown that there are many 

assumptions and conclusions made about a person based solely on weight to the point that 

they may not receive adequate healthcare.148 Similar representations throughout Shrink help to 

construct the experience of living in a fat body and the medical stereotypes that occur and in 

turn can alter discourses and “social mediation” of othered bodies in everyday life.149 

In addition to the profound impact that a work of Graphic Medicine can make, it is also 

primarily a storytelling medium. Creating simple comic books or single cell cartoons would not 

have the impact of a graphic novel, as the range of topics cannot be reduced to one single 

aspect. Furthermore, according to theorists Jan Baetens and Hugo Frey, the graphic novel 

allows the  

 

 
146 Ibid, 117 
147 Thomas, Rachel. Shrink: Story of a Fat Girl. Unpublished. 59 
148 Lawrence, Blake J., Kerr, Deborah., Pollard, Christina M., et al. “Weight Bias among healthcare professionals: a 
systemic review and meta-analysis” in Obesity (Silver Spring), 29, no.11 (2021) 1803 
149 Ibid, 118 
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(Fig. 2) Miller, Frank. Sin City Vol. 1: The hard goodbye, (Milwaukie, Dark Horse Books, 1991), 9 

 

voice of the narrator to be present in addition to dialogue: a very useful tool in explaining 

complex ideas to a broader audience. 150 

 

 
150 Baetens, Jan., Frey, Hugo. The Graphic novel: an introduction, (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2014), 7 
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Stylistically Shrink is heavily influenced by the noir-style/superhero comic book tropes: stark 

lighting, conscious use of positive and negative space, and varying sizes of cells to create drama 

and further the storyline. Artistic inspiration was drawn from Frank Miller’s Sin City (A series of 

various morally questionable characters set within dangerous Basin City) – and the author’s use 

of stark dualities, grit, and most importantly, the possibility of multiple layers of connotative 

meaning (Fig.2). Unlike traditional superhero comics, the main character in Shrink is a different 

kind of hero – left to her own devices with no clear means of solving her problems and 

achieving the proverbial ‘happy ending’. Shrink is a saga, rather than a fairy tale. It follows a 

story of a character which begins before the narrative of the book and will continue after the 

book ends. This is representative of the idea of living in a fat body, the story does not end with 

weight loss as its ‘perfect’ conclusion, just as a body can never achieve a state of ‘perfection’ 

and maintain it. 

 

Superhero comic tropes expect certain bodily presentations, the ‘femme fatale’, the ‘muscled 

superhero’. By providing a fat body instead, such stereotypes are troubled.151 Even comic books 

that feature a plus size woman typically reveal an idealized version of her. In Faith by Jody 

Hauser et al., the main character is drawn with an ample hourglass figure including large 

breasts, hips, and no stomach which is how contemporary media shows “passable” fat bodies 

(i.e those that are close enough to the beauty standard that they are acceptable).152 Shrink 

deliberately goes against this stereotype, as the protagonist by her own admission has “no hips, 

 
151 Coogan, Peter. “The Definition of the Superhero in eds. Heer, Jeet and Worcester, Kent. A Comic Studies Reader 
(Jackson Mississippi, University Press of Mississippi: 2009) 87 
152 Czerniawski, Amanda M. “Beauty beyond a size 16” in Contexts, 15, no.2 (2016) 72 
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broad shoulders, [and a] big belly” and never sees anyone who looks like her in the media.153 

This body presentation complicates the foundations of what Western culture perceive as 

illustration-worthy bodies. 

 

Further, the use of black and white refers to multiple dualities in Shrink.  The 

healthy/unhealthy, normal/abnormal, and thin/fat binaries discussed in the novel are later 

revealed through text and image to have nuance despite being socially sanctioned (for instance, 

the fat body can be normal and healthy). Anthropologist Michael Taussig, in “title“ establishes 

black and white as markings of ‘truth’. In Shrink, black and white directly relates to two 

disparate sides on who and what decides on fat bodies as social bodies.154 The work is 

presented from the viewpoint of the liminal space in between – that is both relinquishing 

fatness and being told to celebrate fatness. Images, image placement, text, gesture, movement, 

time, mood, and play are all elements that are made within Shrink are used simultaneously to 

build a narrative and challenge existing discourses (Fig. 3). 

 

 
153 Thomas, Rachel. Shrink: Story of a Fat Girl. Unpublished, 130 
154 Tassig, Michael. “What Color is the Sacred?”, Critical Inquiry, 33 (2006), 32 
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(Fig. 3) Thomas, Rachel. Shrink: Story of a Fat Girl (Unpublished, 2022) 
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The images are never simply just images, each is saturated with stylistic considerations, 

gestures, and various culturally specific elements as a way of expressing a particular idea.155 

Furthermore, cell distribution or lack of cell, size, shape and even the gutters (known as 

intericonic spaces)156 all hold their own meaning and help to establish and further the story. In 

this sense the author can at once reference a tremendous amount of information while keeping 

the images and text to a minimum.157 Graphic novels function similar to moving film in that 

timing and pacing considerations are very important.158 For instance, in Shrink’s chapter 

‘Prologue’, the action towards the end of the chapter forces the viewer to feel as if things are 

moving quickly with a present danger and that the protagonist has to move in order to save her 

patient (Fig. 4) 

 
155 Barthes, Roland.,& Heath,S.  Image, music, text. (London, Fontana Press, Harper Collins: 2010) 18 
156 Ibid, 49. 
157 Hatfield, Charles. “An Art of Tensions” in eds. Heer, Jeet and Worcester, Kent. A Comic Studies Reader (Jackson 
Mississippi, University Press of Mississippi: 2009) 133 
158 Baetens, Jan., Frey, Hugo. The Graphic novel: an introduction, (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2014) 
132 
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(Fig. 4) Thomas, Rachel. Shrink: Story of a Fat Girl (Unpublished, 2022) 
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The narrative comes to a head when the protagonist is seen trying to pull the man out of the 

smoke. Instead of a triumphant moment wherein she saves him, she faints. This is delineated 

through a literally stopping of images: there is simply text that expresses that she had fainted 

from the smoke and forces the reader to stop simultaneously. This type of visual and textual 

interchange occurs multiple times throughout Shrink to force the viewer to stop and focus on a 

particular concept for a longer period. The intericonic spaces also serve a similar purpose in 

that they force the eye to focus on the negative spaces to create a sense of linear flow.  

 

The use of metaphor and repetition is also important in Shrink, as its function is not simply 

illustrative. Roland Barthes discusses the notion of “anchorage/relay” which applies to the 

relationships between image and text. 159 Instead of the image being anchored by the text 

(illustration), the meaning of the text must be anchored by the image.160  The notion of the 

plausible impossible makes this achievable – a person cannot be turned into balloon (Fig. 5), but 

the reader can suspend belief and understand the feeling associated with the image and the 

textual connection to body dysmorphia.  

 
159 Barthes, Roland. Writing Zero Degree, trans. Annette Lavers (New York, Hill and Wang: 1968) 
160 Baetens, Jan., Frey, Hugo. The Graphic novel: an introduction, (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press: 2014) 
147 
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(Fig. 5) Thomas, Rachel. Shrink: Story of a Fat Girl (Unpublished, 2022) 
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In this sense, Shrink is deeply rooted in Canadian or Western culture as it follows a particular 

symbolic order. 161 There is cultural conditioning involved in seeing images and text that allude 

to or denote various meanings (for instance, black bands over a character‘s eyes such as in the 

chapter “Doctors“ alluding to the practice of making subjects anonymous in medical texts), thus 

making Shrink something that can be accessed by not just academics but also those who may 

learn and understand things in a different way. Fatness and discussions around fatness will 

differ from culture to culture and era to era, making stylistic and linguistic choices imperative 

for meaning generation. This work is an observation between fatness as a sign and what it 

signifies based solely on the experience of having this connection habitually made. 162 The 

observations in this work are not arbitrary: these are consistently sanctioned signs and 

significations related to how fat bodies function in Western culture (Fig.6).  

 
161 Ibid, 18 
162 Turbayne, C.M. The Myth of Metaphor. New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1962, 88 
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(Fig. 6) Thomas, Rachel. Shrink: Story of a Fat Girl (Unpublished, 2022) 
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Currently, there are other artists working in the graphic novel genre who are exploring topics 

related to the female body. In Commute: An illustrated Memoir of Female Shame, Erin Williams 

explores the author’s own experiences of her daily commute through multiple iterations of self-

portraiture (Fig. 7). It follows her story through her problems with alcohol and addiction, body 

issues, and most importantly the daily decision women must make: either to be seen as sexual 

objects or to be invisible.163 She discusses vulnerability, desirability, and of course sexual 

shame. Like Spiegelman, Williams found a platform to discuss ideas that are disturbing in a 

space that is safe. Furthermore, the graphic novel as being a means of promoting the intimacy 

between reader and author is very apparent. Many of these stories are recognizable and 

compassionate and allow the reader to explore their own experiences.  

 

The pauses between each chapter of Shrink labeled as ‘Fat Girl Problems’ are one of the ways in 

which the graphic novel is meant to relate deeply with its reader. These are often short and 

concise in terms of text or image. For example, ‘Fat Girl Problems #2’ shows the protagonist 

looking sheepish then putting a pillow over her belly. This is such a common experience among 

fat bodies that it becomes an unconscious practice. It stems from the consistent medical and 

societal expectation to hide or cover anything that is not ‘normal’ to protect against stigma and 

constant surveillance.164 While this reading is based on research, the actual performance of this 

gesture is relatable to the vulnerability of the reader.  

 
163 Williams, Erin. Commute, (New York, Abrams Comicarts, 2019) 
164 McPhail, Deborah. “Fat acceptance as social justice” in CMAJ Vol 193, no. 35 (2021), E1398 
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(Fig. 7) Williams, Erin. Commute, (New York, Abrams Comicarts, 2019), 161 

 

In connecting with underrepresented populations in comic book studies, Kat Verhoeven’s 

compendium Meat and Bones explores queer disordered eating, body issues, and notions of 

self-harm (Fig. 8). Verhoeven’s heroine Anne, whose recent breakup triggers a long dormant 

case of anorexia, connects with a model named Marshall whose life revolves around 

starvation.165 They form a codependent and inevitably problematic relationship around their 

bodies and eating disorders. The author used these characters to analyze her own struggle with 

bulimia, both showing the often-unseen side to the disorder while simultaneously criticizing the 

 
165 Verhoeven, Kat. Meat and Bone, (Montreal, Conundrum Press, 2019) 
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way in which eating disorders are seen in culture. For instance, the author notes that movies 

that examine eating disorders are often shown with a voyeuristic gaze that romanticizes a 

person’s ability to get their weight down.166 What movie? Give an example Contrastingly, 

Verhoeven speaks to the emotional states and self-loathing that makes up the disorders, giving 

Meat and Bones the ability to connect deeply with its reader.  

 

(Fig. 8) Verhoeven, Kat. Meat and Bone, (Montreal, Conundrum Press, 2019), 181 

 

Similarly, Shrink examines even the positive aspects of fat scholarship with considerable 

scrutiny. One example is the examination of the Body Positivity Movement. While the 

protagonist notes the importance of having organizations like NAAFA in working to end stigma 

 
166 Ibid 
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and improve healthcare for fat bodied individuals, she notes that there are significant problems 

in certain forms of this type of activism. These include not taking into consideration the 

experiences of non-white, CIS gendered bodies, the continued conflation of weight with 

health167 and the problematic relationship of academic scholarship in what issues are deemed 

as worthy of study.168 In this way, Shrink provides information on both arguments in an effort 

to limit biases: it offers the reader a well-rounded perspective on the pitfalls in healthcare, 

media, and even activism movements surrounding the fat body as a means to provide insight 

and promote personal advocacy.  

 

While there are a considerable number of graphic novels that investigate ideas around the 

female body, this support paper addresses two English language books that specifically examine 

the issues around the fat female body.  

The first is a short autobiographical graphic novel by Carol Lay entitled The Big Skinny: How I 

Lost My Fattitude (Fig. 9). It follows the story of a woman who desperately wanted to lose 

weight through pills, diets, and pseudo and holistic medicine, but who was finally able to find 

balance and change her attitude as well as her life. 169 

From a fat scholarship and graphic medicine perspective, this book is problematic. Firstly, it 

reads more as a how-to guide, including recipes, calorie breakdowns, exercises etc., rather than 

discussing the concept of fatness in a greater context. Carol as a character is the quintessential 

 
167 Lupton, Deborah. Fat (London & New York: Routledge, 2013) 12 
168 Cooper, Charlotte. Fat Activism: A Radical Social Movement (Bristol, Hammeron Press: 2016) 30 
169 Lay, Carol. The big skinny: how I changed my fattitude, (New York, Villard Books, 2008) 



 

93 
 

bio-citizen170: she does exactly what the doctor tells her to do, counts calories, exercises a 

certain way, and she loses weight. She follows the strict rules of society and medicine and is 

rewarded with a sense of moral superiority. 

 

                

(Fig. 9) Lay, Carol. The big skinny: how I changed my fattitude, (New York, Villard Books, 2008), 

31 

 

The problem with this is that following this regime is rarely sufficient for anyone. In addition, 

weight problems are not necessarily being tied to food consumption, and strict diets rarely last 

because they are so limited. Lay uses problematic phrasing in the novel – such as ‘fat’ versus 

‘normal’, carefully noting the exact amount of calories, and not addressing her own biases 

 
170 Rail, Genevieve. “The birth of the obesity clinic: confessions of the flesh, biopedagogies and physical culture” in 
Sociology of Sport Journal Vol. 29 (2012), 240 
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towards other fat people. For example, she is visibly horrified about a friend eating spray oil on 

toast because “she couldn’t imagine eating the stuff”.171 

In comparison to The Big Skinny, Shrink gives the reader no actual number on a scale, no food 

calories, and only vague descriptions of pounds lost over time. This was done deliberately: the 

number on the scale in combination with height make up the diagnostic criteria for the BMI, an 

already problematic measuring tool for an individual’s health. This is referenced in Shrink: while 

potentially helpful as a democratic measure of a person’s health172, these definitions are multi-

faceted and rarely consider things such as race, sex, or genetic markers (Fig. 10).173  

 

 
171 Lay, Carol. The big skinny: how I changed my fattitude, (New York, Villard Books, 2008), 53 
172 Gutin, Iliya. “In BMI we trust: reframing the Body Mass Index as a Measure of Health” in Soc. Theory Health, vol 
16, 3 (2018) 10 
173 Thomas, Rachel. Shrink: Story of a Fat Girl. Unpublished, 33-34 
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(Fig. 10) Thomas, Rachel. Shrink: Story of a Fat Girl (Unpublished, 2022) 

 

Including a number on the scale would not provide any important information to the reader 

other than “proving” the dominant medical model’s categorization of an “obese” body: 

something that the main character is candid about.  

 

The second graphic novel that tackles the idea of the fat body is the graphic autobiography Fat 

Free: Amazing all True Adventures of Supersize Woman by Jude Milner, illustrated by Mary 

Wilshire. It follows the “true” story of the author as she grows up as a fat person who has 

figured out how to turn her self-hatred into self-confidence.174 Fat Free differs from The Big 

Skinny in that it does not read as an instruction manual but rather as a narrative that explores 

the experience of living in a fat body. A variety of topics are explored that are clearly meant to 

relate to other women in the same size of body: the experiences of being ‘one of the guys’, to 

catching criticism from fat activists regarding intentional weight loss, to arguing with fitness 

professionals around the topic of diets (Fig. 11).  

 
174 Milner, Jude., Wilshire, Mary. Fat Free, (New York, Jeremy P. Tarcher/Penguin, 2006), n.p   
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(Fig. 11) Milner, Jude, Wilshire, Mary. Fat Free (New York, Jeremy P. Tarcher/Penguin, 2006) 

 

These are all interesting and relevant points to be made about the fat experience, however, the 

author does not offer any poignant or significant explanation of why such events took place and 

how to process them. One section stood out as having the potential to explore a greater 

systemic issue. Jude discusses the idea of taking diet pills prescribed by her doctor who 

dismisses her weight on simply eating too much.175 Instead of diving into why healthcare 

professionals may blame whatever symptom on the patient’s weight they present with, the 

author simply moves on to the next point.  

 
175 Milner, Jude., Wilshire, Mary. Fat Free, (New York, Jeremy P. Tarcher/Penguin, 2006), 8 
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Shrink’s protagonist by contrast is constantly questioning (and encouraging the viewer to 

question) the arguments being made by outside sources such as medicine and society on her 

body. She notes that she has encountered problems with having her symptoms being brushed 

off by doctors as being caused by overweight but goes on to explain why that may be and what 

the reader may do about it if they encounter something similar. She speaks on the impact of 

the male gaze on the fat body, and how it overlaps fetishism and disgust but reassures the 

reader on the ways in which to mediate those issues (Fig. 12).  
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(Fig. 12) Thomas, Rachel. Shrink: Story of a Fat Girl (Unpublished, 2022) 
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Unlike Fat Free, Shrink is not just about telling a story about an experience: it is telling a story, 

providing information on an experience, and asking the reader to consider how the experience 

of being fat, or fat as a concept relates to their own life.  

 

In summation, Shrink represents an excellent method of dissemination for medical and social 

research on the fat. It provides a valuable source of insight for academics and clinician, and can 

resonate powerfully with a more general audience. Linked to Graphic Medicine, it combines 

storytelling with significant research backing and is furthermore able to create empathy and 

intimate connection with its reader. Each stylistic choice, from the use of intericonic spaces to 

pages with a few lines of text to elaborately drawn images create a sense of heightened drama 

and intrigue meant to force the reader’s attention and encourage consideration as to how their 

own body fits within these greater arguments. Contextually, Shrink fills the gaps in graphic 

literature on the fat body,advances past storytelling and adds yet another facet in the growing 

body of graphic novels that investigate issues around the female body.  

 

CHAPTER 6: Conclusion 

In conclusion, Shrink examines how the fat body is established as 

monstrous/abnormal/deviant in contemporary culture. The book uses uncomplicated and 

publicly accessible language using post-structural feminist methodology to critique and analyze 

current sociological and medical literature on this debate.  

 

Medically, the issue of what is normal and abnormal is complex. Across Western society, the 
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impact of medicalization has been experienced by fat bodies. There is a major systemic problem 

in society that plays on human capital to advance capital gain. Black and white, binary thinking 

still wreaks havoc on the fat body, equating weight with health, maintaining stereotypes, and 

promoting stigma. Clinician biases and societally sanctioned discrimination disrupts access to 

adequate healthcare, leaving many fat individuals to avoid doctors altogether. As Foucault 

postulates, medicine is viewed as a disciplinary action against bodies,  which can pathologize 

life experiences that really ought not to be pathologized. Changes in current medical research 

are occurring, particularly focussing on how the social determinants of health can contribute to 

how an individual becomes fat, thus helping to alleviate the problematic thinking and reducing 

stigma. Shrink addresses how a fat body is performed in an institution such as medicine, and 

tasks the reader in considering how their body is understood. It both informs readers on the 

current debate on fat bodies as much as provide them with tools to advocate for themselves in 

clinical settings. 

 

Shrink fills some other apparent gaps in current social literature. It explores the idea of a fat 

body losing weight across a fairly short period. It examines the idea that weight loss is a societal 

marker of a docile and obedient body: a choice that is not necessarily a matter of free will, but 

rather a decision with institutional influences (such as medicine and social gazes).  That said 

Shrink encourages the notion that it is important to recognize that there are varying definitions 

of what normal can mean from woman to woman when it comes to her health.  

In that sense, Shrink does not tell its reader that losing weight is the answer to all problems, or 

that there is a happy ending obtained through the achievement of some goal. Rather it is a 



 

101 
 

deep exploration of the elements that establish a fat body as monster and a thin body as saint – 

socially, medically, culturally. Most importantly it challenges the reader to examine their own 

bodily autonomy. 

  

Feminist philosopher Susan Bordo postulates that women ought to look at having systems in 

place as well as resisting them: that is, the potential pleasure of shaping bodies through social 

control as much as the resistant power of the “unstable nature of subjectivity”.176 Having the 

state exercise certain powers over the body (such as normalization through medicine) is 

problematic because it negates the potential discursive and creative agency an individual has in 

confounding dominant discourses.177 

Thus, as Shrink makes clear, it is up to the individual to make informed decisions regarding their 

body and the choices around it: to lose weight, or not to lose weight in a society of 

contradictions. Shrink is also written purposely as a saga to discuss the idea that living in a body 

is never a finished product, rather it is a process that is never actually complete.  

 

It is important to note that Shrink does have limitations. From a purely practical viewpoint, a 

disabled person with visual impairments would not be able to glean the full impact of the story 

as it requires both literary and visual cues to establishing meaning.  

Shrink is from the autoethnographic viewpoint of a white, heterosexual mid-fat woman. Ideally, 

the novel will open up important discussions from a range of perspectives (race, sexual 

 
176 Bordo, Susan. “Feminism, Foucault, and the politics of the body” in Price, Janet & Shildrick, Margrit (eds) 
Feminist theory and the Body: A Reader (New York, NY: Routledge, 1999) 255 
177 Ibid, 255 
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orientation, disability etc.) to provide a holistic understanding of these phenomena in 

contemporary society. Shrink represents only a small portion of the many much needed 

discussions around the fat body in contemporary culture as is seen as a first step in opening up 

discussion and debate.  

 

Finally, as a work of fiction based in academic research, Shrink provides insight and poses 

further questions for the reader to review in their own life. It notes that life does not end or 

begin with bodily changes or perceived achievements based on some conditioned ideal. It is 

more about becoming radical in the notion of selfhood – a concept that is as open ended as the 

conclusion of the book.  
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