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Uzumaki Feeds Off the
Claustrophobia of a Small Town
by Adeline Panamaroff, Jun 16th 2021

Following the release of a new teaser for Adult Swim and Hiroshi
Nagahama's Uzumaki anime series, Adeline Panamaroff looks
back at Junji Ito's acclaimed manga and how the haunting spiral
encircles the inhabitants of a small town.

Uzumaki by Junji Ito is not for the faint of heart. As is usual for any
of Ito's work, the story has a deep visual and psychological impact.
One of the recurring themes throughout this manga is the inability
to escape a horrific situation. The horror that afflicts the town of
Kurouzu-cho is slow to build up, and the incidents that occur
throughout town appear to be isolated and unrelated to each other
at first. However, as time goes on, a feeling of apathy and
hopelessness takes over the protagonists Kirie Goshima and
Shuichi Saito. The two find it difficult to both emotionally and
physically fight the situation, or to even simply escape it.

The story takes place in the small coastal town of Kurouzu-cho,
which is nestled between the coastline and a bordering range of
mountains. These natural barriers make the town feel both cozy
and isolated, as if the town is cut off from the rest of the world. Like
many small communities, the residents of Kurouzu-cho are a close-
knit bunch; your neighbour's business is often your business and
your affairs are often freely gossiped about amongst friends.

The need to escape this town and the psychological disease that is
spreading throughout is an ever-growing motivation for Kirie and
Shuichi. As they see one after another of their family members
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succumbing to this epidemic, Kirie and Shuichi strive harder and
harder to leave town, but there is always someone or something
standing in their way.

Social and physical claustrophobia is something that many young
people throughout the world have felt at one time or another in their
lives. The pressure that other members of a community can place
on a person with such phrases as “If only you were more like
person X,” or, “If you only joined this group you would feel part of
the community,” or even, “If you just accepted the situation…” can
often lead a person to dream of greener pastures, bluer skies,
bigger cities or just being anywhere else other than where they
currently are. The psychological horror that has infested the town of
Kurouzu-cho can be seen as symbolic of the emotional,
psychological, and cultural homogeneity that exists in many rural
communities around the world. At the same time, Uzumaki shows
that such homogeneity can and will be resisted: When Shuichi's
mother is being drawn into what this writer has nicknamed the
spiral addiction by the voice and memory of her husband who
succumbed to it earlier in the story, the internal and physical
struggle that she goes through to resist the pull of the spiral is
evident.

As a person grows into their own sense of individuality through
puberty and into early adulthood, the desire to explore a wider
horizon, seek out a wider range of cultural diversity or just
experience more than what a small community can offer can be a
big motivator to move away from what can be a safe and controlled
existence. If the opportunity arises, many individuals who harbor
such feelings take it and move away from their natal home. Those
who cannot, or will not, seek to leave such situations may find, as in
Uzumaki, the ability to leave and to take similar journeys of
exploration elsewhere much more difficult later in life than if they
had tried at an earlier stage. These individuals and those that are
easily swayed by group mentality can often be afflicted with the
same feelings of apathy and hopelessness that Kirie and Shuichi
experienced throughout much of the story. Repeatedly, Kirie and
Shuichi make plans to leave the town together but there is always
something that stands in their way and holds them back – one such
instance even involves the eye of a hurricane taking a liking to Kirie
and tries to suck her into the storm.
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As they wait for other opportunities to rise, Kirie and Shuichi
witness further psychological breakdowns within their community as
more and more members fall victim to the spiral addiction. In their
final attempt, Kirie and Shuichi find it is no longer possible to leave,
since the spiral addiction has infected even the plant life. In their
despair, they realize that their only option is to just hang on to each
other till it is over.

Thankfully in real-life situations, the desire to leave a small
community can be more easily attainable than it was in the case for
Kirie and Shuichi. It is usually our own psychological anxieties and
hangups that prevent us from moving forward and out of an
emotionally unfulfilling situation, more so than external factors such
as the people around us or physical barriers like those put up by
the spiral addiction in Kurouzu-cho.

The hyperfocus that Uzumaki places on the theme of the inability to
escape is very typical of other works by Ito. He likes to extrapolate
things to their most extreme, to the point where they become very
horrific to look at or even contemplate. This is what makes his work
so visually impactful and interesting. The idea of obsessing about a
spiral to the point where you see it everywhere, even when you
don't mean to, and then being drawn in until it consumes both your
mind and body can therefore be paralleled to an emotionally
demanding and draining family or community situation that seeks to

hit choppy waters when it turns out the
story's titular character is given little
agency in her own destiny.
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twist and conform a person into the shape that the community as a
whole deems as correct, while overriding their sense of individuality.

Like all great horror stories, Uzumaki looks at the darkest depths of
the human condition and drags to the surface the horrific acts that a
person or a community can do to both each other and to
themselves. Jealousy and pettiness, when viewed through the
microscope of obsession, can bring out the worst in anybody,
especially if it is allowed to grow, fester, and spread amongst a
group of people as it did in Kurouzu-cho.

This is not to say that small communities are the source of
darkness and mental illness, nor to deny that these places are
nurturing, warm, and welcoming. They can be all these things or
none of these things. It is up to the individual who lives in any
situation, be it a small rural community or a large metropolis, to
make the most of what is around them. Uzumaki serves as a story
that reflects the internal feeling of isolation and social
claustrophobia that can develop within anyone who does not have
the means or the strength to look outside themselves and find
connections to the wider world around them.

Whether Junji Ito meant Uzumaki to be a cautionary tale about
being blindly dragged into herd mentality or not, this manga can
serve as an extreme reminder of the importance of evaluating a
group's philosophy or ideology for yourself, to see if its goals are
indeed something that you want to put your time and effort into,
before committing yourself wholeheartedly to it. Even by the end of
Uzumaki's story, when outside officials try to enter the town to either
investigate the problem or save the townspeople from the spiral
addiction, it proved to be impossible for them to make any
meaningful impact. This is demonstrated when a group of reporters
try to enter the town only to be run down by a hurricane at the very
edge of it. It is only when a reporter enters the town on foot that the
havoc wreaked by the spiral addiction becomes apparent.

The same can be true for people trying to reach out to others who
do not want assistance. The parting message that Uzumaki leaves
us with is to choose your battles carefully, know what you want from
life and don't wait too long before trying to make changes for
yourself and for others. If one waits too long, it may just be too late
to escape.
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to find the humor under the crushing
weight of adult responsibilities. Someone
get Jahy an ice cream or something.
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