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Life, Liberty and the Pursuit of Sunshine 

On the surface, Little Miss Sunshine is a wickedly funny portrait of a deeply dysfunctional American family. One doesn’t have to dig too deep beneath that surface, however, to discover that this film is actually an unflinching assessment of American culture and the relentless pursuit of “having more” in a “winning is everything” and “if you believe it, you can do it” society. 
 The pressure for perfection is felt from the film’s first frame, a tightly shot image of Miss America pageant footage reflecting in the oversized glasses of seven-year old Olive Hoover. Frame by frame, Olive studies the tape, painstakingly emulating the pageant’s winner’s every move, from touching her hands to her face in feigned shock to her exaggerated pageant victory wave. 

When the Hoovers receive the unexpected word that Olive has been invited to participate in the Little Miss Sunshine pageant in California, the reality of the pursuit of perfection sets in. Winning, as it turns out, takes more than desire. It takes money. Because Olive’s father, Richard, has used most of their money to promote his nine-step “Refuse to Lose” motivational program, his wife Sheryl bears the financial burdens of the family, which includes two children, her suicidal brother Frank and Richard’s cocaine-snorting, porn-reading father. Their precarious financial situation means that the family can’t afford to fly. 

Richard’s “Refuse to Lose” philosophy rears it ugly head as he says to Olive, “Now Olive, there’s no sense in you entering a contest if you don’t think you’re going to win. Do you think you can win?” When she emphatically says: “Yes!” her father can’t refuse. Finances or no, they decide to make the drive from New Mexico to California in their vintage, yellow VW bus.

From there, a three-day road trip reflects (albeit in exaggerated fashion) the consequences of setting goals according to America’s unattainable bar of perfection, the sacrifice of oneself in the pursuit of that bar and the unexpected benefits of failing to scale it. 

At the beginning of the film, Olive is unfailingly optimistic and driven towards her pageant queen goal, seemingly unaware of society’s definition of beauty and the fact that she, with her pudgy tummy and slight dorkiness, isn’t on the same page in its dictionary. 


“I think I can win,” she says. “Some of the other girls, they’ve been doing it longer. But I practice every day.”

Her first hint of self-doubt comes at the family breakfast table when her father warns her that eating the side of ice cream with her waffles will make her fat. Miss America, he adds, is “nice and skinny.” If Olive wants to be like Miss America, then she shouldn’t eat ice cream. Confused and torn between her desire to eat what she likes and her desire to be a beauty queen, she reluctantly offers her ice cream to the rest of the table. Funny yet disturbing, the scene is all too real: a little girl sacrificing a bit of her authentic self to conform to society’s idea of a perfect, “nice and skinny” body. When the rest of the family digs in and the spoons start flying, Olive’s authentic self can’t take it any more and she quickly pulls the dish in front of her. Relief and enjoyment washes over her face as her mouth closes over the first bite. (Much to her delight, she later finds out that the reigning Miss California likes ice cream, too!)

Her next hint of her shortcomings is less subtle, as she gets her first look at her fellow contestants. The pageant dressing room is a blur of airbrush tans, teased and over-sprayed hair, cake makeup, oversexed costumes and overbearing mothers. With her minimal use of makeup and hair pulled back in a straight ponytail (sans spray), it is painfully clear that, no matter how much she practiced, Olive is out of her league. After the contestants walks the catwalk in their swimsuits, Olive hides behind a curtain and takes a long, critical look at her body. It is as if she is seeing herself through a new lens, understanding for the first time that her body is less than perfect. She studies her profile, holding her breath and using her hands to flatten her belly to look like her peers. 
While her fellow contestants cause Olive’s confidence to unravel throughout the competition, her family’s confidence unravels right along with her. In one scene, her family offers (begs) for her to bow out of the pageant’s talent segment. As though she understands that she is being held to standards she cannot meet, she stubbornly pushes on. Determined to dance the routine that her grandfather taught her, she willingly and knowingly subjects herself to the judgment of the panel of perfectionists. Not unexpectedly, the dance is a disaster, a pint-sized strip tease that manages to offend nearly everyone in the room with the exception of her family and a leather-clad pedophile or two. 
The distraught (and decidedly evil) pageant director hisses at Richard, “What is your daughter doing?” Fed up with the ridiculousness of the entire situation, he looks at her defiantly and says, “She’s kicking ass!”

Then the family joins Olive in her Super Freak dance on the stage in order to protect her from the crowd’s nastiness and thumb their collective noses to the pageant process.
Herein lays the movie’s most important message about American culture: few people have America’s Golden Ticket. What Americans do have, however, is the freedom to pursue it. But is it worth having? At some point, everyone has to ask how much of their authentic selves they are willing to sacrifice to be a “winner” by American standards. Even if the unattainable bar could be reached, would it be worth it in the end if there is nothing left of oneself? 
When that point of refusal is reached and the authentic self is preserved, there is tremendous relief and such joy in being released from the judgment of others. While most folks won’t overthrow a beauty pageant and commandeer the dance stage, great satisfaction can be found in simply trying.  
As Olive’s brother Dwayne put it: “Life is one fucking beauty contest after another. School, then college, then work. Fuck that. If I want to fly, I’ll find a way to fly. You do what you love and fuck the rest.” 

