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Introduction
“Satire is traditionally the weapon of the powerless against the powerful.”

-Molly Ivins (1944-2007), American Columnist
“Social satire has been around since people have been around.”

-David Walliams (1971-), English Comedian

The power of a good satire, a satire that can make us laugh from the depth of our
bellies, is often understated, underestimated, and undervalued. In today’s mass media,
there is a diverse array of popular, occasionally controversial, satirical programs, such as
South Park (Trey Parker and Matt Stone), 30 Rock (Tina Fey), The Colbert Report
(Stephen Colbert), The Daily Show (Jon Stewart), the online digital media company, The
Onion, and even Pixar Animation’s Wall-E (2008). This recent increase in the
prominence of humorous satirical works is proof that the public is becoming more aware
of and better appreciating such forms of commentary. There seems to be something
unique about satirical comedies and humorous commentaries that strongly resonate in the
hearts of the masses. Perhaps tackling serious issues with a lighthearted, whimsical
attitude, or in other words ridiculing and laughing about our own societal flaws makes
them easier to accept, admit, and digest.

Yet in our culture, comedic satires are still often considered a lowly form of art
compared to their more serious, dramatic counterparts. It is my personal belief that
laughter has always been, and always will be the necessary catalyst that sparks
momentous change that alters the landscape of our society. Throughout history, royal

families, aristocrats, and houses with political power have long hired and housed fools



and jesters to humorously criticize the powerful, which in turn made them more aware of
their own hubris and faulty ways. Similarly, American society has begun to
progressively employ more comedic satires as a way to check its own ego and recognize
its misdeeds. However, the work is far from over as satirical comedies have yet to gain
mass approval and wide appreciation as a real and significant vehicle for social change.
In order to gain such appreciation and rise up the ranks of cultural arts, the people of
America must be exposed to even more satirical comedies. These satires must not only
be in English, but as the melting pot of the world, there must also be satires in various
different languages to increase accessibility, widespread appeal, and diverse perspectives.
This current thesis aims to contribute to these efforts by researching and highlighting the
blatant flaws and pressing issues of our society and by writing a comedic satire in
Japanese for the significant number of Japanese immigrants and Japanese-Americans
present in our nation today.

For this effort, the author will be remaking and reworking a satirical Japanese
comedy film as a creative narrative set in the United States. The unique, enigmatic, and
critically acclaimed director of Ghost Dog: The Way of the Samurai (1999) once said:

Nothing is original. Steal from anywhere that resonates with inspiration or fuels

your imagination. Devour old films, new films, music, books, paintings,

photographs, poems, dreams, random conversations, architecture, bridges, street
signs, trees, clouds, bodies of water, light and shadows. Select only things to steal
from that speak directly to your soul. If you do this, your work (and theft) will be

authentic. Authenticity is invaluable; originality is nonexistent (Jarmusch, 2004).



These thought-provoking words from Jim Jarmusch have been practiced throughout
history by some of the most creative and pioneering figures in the arts. For example, the
genius Japanese director, Kurosawa Akira (1910-1998) remade the timeless
Shakespearian tragedy King Lear into his jidaigeki epic, Ran (1985). Later on, the
innovative Italian director Sergio Leone (1929-1989) took Kurosawa’s powerful tale of a
ronin (masterless samurai) in Yojimbo (1961) and remolded it into the popular spaghetti
western A Fistful of Dollars (1964), starring Clint Eastwood. Taking the director’s quote,
as well as this tradition of “stealing” to heart, the present thesis will, like Kurosawa and
Leone, be re-contemplating Itami Juzo’s brilliantly humorous and sharply satirical
Tampopo (1985). The film effectively and humorously satirizes modern Japanese society,
particularly Japan in the 1980s, its social roles, traditions, and customs by using food,
specifically ramen as its main ingredient.

Like Itami, the author of this thesis will be using food as the main vehicle to
convey the flaws of modern American society that he has researched and observed. The
creative narrative will follow the basic plot line of Tampopo, where a struggling
restaurateur seeks the help of an eclectic group of mentor from various walks of life. The
focal food, the ramen noodles in Tampopo, will be replaced with the New York style
pizza for they share a similar origin story and role in their individual societies. As the
culmination of the author’s four years at Tufts University, the thesis will combine
research, observations, and creativity to simultaneously entertain the reader with its
almost ridiculous amalgamation of events and anecdotes and provoke meaningful

discussions on the state of our society.



Who is Itami Juzo?

The enigmatic, visionary, and brilliant figure that is Itami Juzo (1933-1997) is
arguably one of the most critically acclaimed and widely beloved Japanese film directors.
Although he originally achieved fame in his native Japan as an actor, it is his directorial
work that has immortalized him as a film legend not only in Japan, but also around the
world. Itami is one of the most influential and important directors to come from the Land
of the Rising Sun as he, like the brilliant Kurosawa Akira (1910-1998), offered non-
Japanese film fans access to Japanese cinema as he dominated the international film
scene in the late 1980s (Ehlrich, 2007). Despite his significant contributions to both
Japanese and world cinema, there seems to be an alarmingly limited amount of literature
written on the unique director. In the body of literature on Japanese films, the attention
seems to be concentrated on the three masters: Kurosawa, Ozu Yasujiro (1903-1963), and
Mizoguchi Kenji (1898-1956). However, the current thesis attempts to make amends to
this criminally overlooked maestro.

Itami Juzo was born in Kyoto, Japan on May 15", 1933 to a filmmaking father
and a mother who has unfortunately been forgotten in history. Originally named Ikeuchi
Yoshihiro, Itami borrowed his name from his famous father, Itami Mansaku (1900-1946),
who was a film director, screenwriter, and essayist. The elder Itami’s critically acclaimed
and highly respected period films dealt with social commentaries on traditional notions
and iconic figures. For example, Kokushi Musé (1932) and his most notable film
Akanishi Kakita (1936) satirized the strict role of the samurai, criticized the social
hierarchy, and questioned traditional rituals such as seppuku (Hirano, 2001). The Nobel

Laureate and Itami Mansaku’s son-in-law, Oe Kenzaburd (1935-) once described the



elder Itami as a “moraliste” or “one who understands human ethics based on solid
observation of actual human nature...Itami never placed himself beyond criticism when
he accused others of their lack of morality” (Hirano, 2001, p. 215). Looking at Itami
Mansaku’s history and illustrious career, it seems as though the son was destined to
become a “moraliste” in his own right.

Itami Juzo grew up in his father’s home prefecture of Ehime on the Shikoku
Island of Japan. From a very early age, he was following his father’s footsteps and
rebelling against the rigid, strict, and outdated codes of Japanese society. He often boldly
confronted school administrations about their “oppression, bigotry, [and] discrimination”
(Kirkup, 1997). Such audacious behavior earned him the respect and admiration of his
peers, such as the aforementioned Oe and the author Shiba Ryotard (1923-1996). Shiba
once described the young Itami as an ijin, “someone who is different from the norm; a
superior person...A person who practices mysterious arts; a wizard, a foreigner” (as cited
in Kirkup, 1997).

Itami spent the majority of his professional career in the film industry not as a
director, but as an actor. He was a well-respected performer, but more importantly, he
was fortunate enough to work under the supervision of some of the most prolific directors
in Japan and in America, including: Ichikawa Kon (1915-2008), director of Tokyo
Olympiad (1965), Morita Yoshimitsu (1950-2011), director of The Family Game (1983),
Shindo Kaneto (1912-2012), director of Yabu no Naka no Kuroneko (1968), Nicholas
Ray (1911-1979), director of Rebel Without a Cause (1955), and Richard Brooks (1912-

1992), director of Cat on a Hot Tin Roof (1955). It is hard to imagine that these brilliant



artists did not make a significant contribution on Itami’s development into the unique,
fearless visionary that he is regarded as today.

It was not until 1984, over two decades after his acting debut in 1961, that Itami
Juzo: the director finally fulfilled his destiny and directed his first film, Oséshiki or The
Funeral. The film gives a detailed, almost instructional, description of a traditional
Japanese funeral all the while humorously commenting on the Japanese attitudes towards
death, greed, and grief. With this inventive satirical comedy, he instantaneously gained
the admiration from his peers, respect from the critics, and the love of the public in Japan.
It was after his second film Tampopo (1985), which will be the focus of this thesis that
Itami exploded onto the global cinema scene as the freshest, boldest, rarest filmmaker to
come from the Far East in a long time.

In an interview, the Japanese actor, Yamazaki Tsutomu (1936-), who was featured
in Itami’s first three films (The Funeral, Tampopo, and A Taxing Woman), spoke of the
director:

...Itami-san was the kind of gardener who would plan scrupulously and

fastidiously to plant a tree here, a shrub there, and a flowering play over there.

With absolutely no weeds! And he would work with all his might to follow that

plan to perfection, in order to create his own kind of perfect garden. As a director,

then, he would always oppose the slightest effort or even the most harmless

interference with his plan (Schlossstein, 2009, p. 2).

With this perfectionist attitude, relentless attention to detail, and artistic stubbornness, he
directed ten films in total. Each one of his films is clearly, remarkably, and undeniably

an Itami Juzo creation, marking him as a true visionary. All of his films feature his



second-wife Miyamoto Nobuko (1945-) where she played iconic Japanese women who
all had a “quick wit and a charming smile,” and was more than capable of standing up to
any foe, male or female with incredible strength and courage (Schlossstein, 2009, p. 7).
It was primarily through her roles that Itami tirelessly criticized Japanese society for its
blatant bigotry and sexism, which makes his films so powerful.

As a successful and influential master of his art form, he used his medium to
scrutinize various aspects of Japanese society from its traditions, its tax system, its
mundanity, its relationship with food, and even the Yakuza. It was his unflattering
portrayal of the Japanese gangsters that got him incessantly harassed and even brutally
attacked. “They cut very slowly; they took their time...they could have killed me if they
wanted,” he said as he described his “warning” from the Yakuza (Sterngold, 1992).

On December 22", 1997, Itami’s cold lifeless body was found after he had
supposedly jumped off the rooftop of his Tokyo apartment. Although authorities found a
suicide note, there still are a lot of speculations, especially from his fans, about the truth
behind his death. The official report and articles claim that the iconic zealot ended his
life short because of the dreaded shame from an alleged affair with a 26-year-old woman,
which was supposed to be featured in the weekly tabloid magazine “Flash” (WuDunn,
1997). Considering the long history of suicidal tortured geniuses in Japan from
Akutagawa Rytnosuke (1892-1927), the Nobel Laureate Kawabata Yasunari (1899-
1972), to Mishima Yukio (1925-1970), it is not entirely hard to believe that someone of
Itami’s artistic brilliance would commit suicide. However, many seem to suspect that the
Yakuza are somehow involved. Regardless of the cause, his death is truly unfortunate

and tragic, especially when we consider how many more epochal cinematic masterpieces



he could have created, eliciting laughter and smiles in a strict society known more for its

gravitas than its sense of humor.

Tampopo Analysis

The film opens with the Hungarian composer, Franz Liszt’s (1811-1886)
beautifully romantic solo piano piece Liebestraume No. 3. The German title translates to
Dreams of Love, which is incredibly fitting as the piece truly makes the audience feel as
though they are lifted high above the ground, floating in a dream, with hearts full of love.

The Yakuza man in a white suit, played by Yakusho Koji (1956-), enters a movie
theatre with his mistress (Kuroda Fukumi) and his three henchmen who set up a picnic
table with an assortment of foods and champagne for the couple. This scene seems to be
commenting on the Japanese relationship between work and leisure in the post-World
War 1l economic bubble. A government survey in the 1980s found that about 90% of the
Japanese population considered themselves in the middle-class (Horne, 1998). With
Japan’s economic prosperity, this large middle-class became the new leisure class. The
people working in the corporate world in Japan did maintain the “work [is] a virtue and
leisure a sin” mentality that launched post-war Japan to its status as the second most
powerful nation in the world (Harada, 1998, p. 207). However, those that were not a part
of corporate Japan was more interested in the quality of life, and had the time and the
funds for leisure, which weakened Japan’s successful “company-centered ideology”
(Harada, 1998, p. 208). Therefore, by showing a non-corporate figure such as the Yakuza
boss leisurely going to the cinema, Itami is criticizing the societal shift from valuing hard

work and diligence to valuing comfort and free time.



The Yakuza boss immediately breaks the fourth wall and speaks directly to the
audience, which instantaneously makes the viewers aware that they are not watching a
typical, conventional film. During this opening, it is well established that the film will
prominently feature food and etiquette as the Yakuza boss violently scolds a fellow
moviegoer for making noise with his bag of potato chips in the theatre. The man goes on
to talk about the ‘movie of your entire life that flashes before your eyes immediately prior
to your death.” This comment does not only foreshadow the eventual death of the man in

the white suit, but it also makes the audience contemplate their own deaths, harkening

back to Bushids (i 1:1%), the way of the warrior. The legendary Japanese warrior,

Miyamoto Musashi (1584-1645) wrote in The Book of Five Rings, “Generally speaking,
the Way of the warrior is resolute acceptance of death” (Miyamoto, 1974). In traditional
Japanese manner, Itami reminds the audience that life is ephemeral and constantly
fleeting away from our grasp. In a very Japanese fashion, even as we sit and watch the
film, we are fully aware that we are inching closer and closer to the ‘pre-death movie.’
The film primarily follows the female protagonist Tampopo (Miyamoto Nobuko)
and her band of male mentors on their journey to reinvigorate her failing ramen restaurant.
Itami sprinkles the main plot line with incidental anecdotes that do not seem to really
contribute to the plot. These anecdotes often feature the man in the white suit and his
mistress from the opening sequence and various recognizable figures in society such as
the typical Japanese housewife, the Japanese salary man, the young, and the elderly.
Though these episodes often seem random and even unnecessary at times, they are some

of the most memorable and iconic scenes of the film. Furthermore, the auteur is able to



“reveal all the sensual aspects of food and eating, such as touching, licking, and biting”
and further satirize various social conventions (Serper, 2003, p. 72).

Although it is possible to conduct a detailed in depth analysis of each anecdote,
this analysis will focus on three notable episodes. Early on in the film, the audience is
taken inside a private room where a young Salaryman sits alongside 5 other elderly
executive-type men. The 5 executives all order the same dish at an elegant, high-class
French restaurant because the menus are written in French. Under a set of unwritten
social laws in Japanese society, the younger figure is supposed to stay quiet and
submissive, and assumed to be less mature, less sophisticated, and less cultured than his
superiors. However, this subordinate Salaryman blatantly breaks the status quo by
embarrassing and upstaging his superiors, displaying his extensive knowledge of French
haute cuisine. With this reversal of status and the total rejection of the Japanese business
code of respect, Itami is commenting on the ridiculousness of the Japanese
institutionalized hierarchal system of giri, which translates to duty or obligation. In other
words, the artist seems to be preaching that it foolish to assume that age alone makes one
more mature, knowledgeable, stronger, or sophisticated. It is no surprise that he criticizes

the strict senpai (YC#E) and kohai (14 7E) relationship and accepted practices of hazing for

he has a long history of detesting and rebelling against oppressive, authoritative social
structures.

Immediately following the business lunch scene, the audience find themselves
intruding in on an all-female etiquette lesson. It is truly clever and ingenious how Itami
transitions from one episode to the next: his camera steadily follows a waiter from the

private room to an open area where a female teacher leads a class of young women. This



transition is brilliant for it makes the audience fully aware that these anecdotes all occur
within the same universe, location, and time period as the other episodes and the main
plot line. In other words, the people featured in the anecdotes occupy the same physical
space and cinematic space (i.e. the camera frame) as Tampopo and thus, although the
episodes seem random, all the characters are in fact connected in various degrees. The
women in this particular episode are being instructed on how to “properly” eat spaghetti
without making any noise while a clearly non-Japanese, Western man sits a few tables
away slurping down his pasta as if he was eating ramen noodles. Witnessing this blatant
disregard for the “pasta-eating etiquette,” the women all abandon their newly learned
Western etiquette and viciously slurp their pasta, creating an orchestra of slurping noises.

With this anecdote, the virtuoso is commenting on how ludicrous it is that the
Japanese has this persistent and constant desire to appear more Western. Since the dawn
of the modern era, specifically the Meiji period (1868-1912), Japan has been in awe and
envious of the West. We can see a stark difference in attire when comparing the iconic
Meiji Emperor (1852-1912) taken by the prominent photographer Uchida Kuichi (1844-
1875) in 1873 with an image of his predecessor, Emperor Komei (1831-1867), or even a
picture of his own wife taken by the same photographer in 1872. Emperor Komei and the
Meiji Emperor’s wife, Empress Shoken (1849-1914), are wearing traditionally Japanese
garments and headpieces, but the Meiji Emperor is wearing a Western military uniform
with the extravagant ornamentation with a fashionable bicorn hat as he holds not an
iconic Japanese katana, but a Western saber (Uchida, 1973). Since this era, the Japanese
has often been criticized for the shallowness as they put so much value of appearance; it

is all about appearing Western in fashion, architecture, entertainment, and lifestyle.



The French novelist Pierre Loti (1850-1923) criticized the Japanese people
attending to dance like their Western counterpart at the Rokumeikan hall in 1889 as a
tasteless imitation and similarly, towards the latter end of the Meiji era, the Japanese
author Takayama Chogyu (1871-1902) felt disheartened by the shallowness of society:
“its commitment to the machine, money, and materiality...[its] addiction to a derivative
culture, art, architecture, fashion that clearly belonged to another’s historical experience”
(Buruma, 2003; Harootunian, 2000, p. x). In the same way, the pasta-eating class is
nonsensical and incredibly shallow because the Japanese ladies are simply trying to
appear Western without really understanding why or how making noise while eating is so
culturally inappropriate in the West.

The third anecdote of this analysis features a tragic Japanese family and a deathly
ill and weak mother who cooks one last meal for her loving family before dying at the
table. I believe that Itami’s appreciation of and respect for women comes to the forefront
in this episode. The mother is not physically beautiful by any means: she looks as though
she is a yurei (Japanese for ghost) straight out of a J-Horror film, moving as though she is
Sadako from the film Ringu (1998). However she is indisputably beautiful in that she is
the model Japanese mother: so full of love and sense of duty for her husband and children
that it temporarily resuscitates her in order to work in her kitchen to make something that
her family will enjoy. The director seems to be expressing that it is the amount of love in
her heart, the amount of love for those closest to her that is the true merit of one’s beauty.
The auteur also seems to also be expressing his disgust with the unfortunately prominent
and frequent occurrence of karoshi or “death from overwork™ in Japanese society,

particularly in the 1980s, which is often referred to as the era of karashi (Inouye, 2001).



The gloom and ridiculousness of this episode seem to be the manifestation of Itami’s
belief that there is no work or job that is truly worth killing yourself over.

The main plot line of the film is reminiscent of Kurosawa’s masterpiece, Seven
Samurai (1954). The protagonist Tampopo and her failing ramen shop parallel the poor
farming village and its desperate villagers in Kurosawa’s film. Tampopo acquires several
mentors along the way, including Goro (Yamazaki Tsutomu), his partner Gun (Watanbe
Ken), and Pisuken (Yasuoka Rikiya), from various walks of life. This progressive
acquisition of teachers who each has a specific expertise and skillset is derived from
Kurosawa’s amalgamation of seven unique ronins (masterless samurai) that come
together as a collective unit to save the villagers.

These mentors are all fairly memorable and unique, but Goro is the most
fascinating, as he is a cowboy stuck in metropolitan Tokyo. Itami dresses this character
with ragged, unkempt clothes and the iconic cowboy hat. This fashion choice could have
been motivated by the fact that the creator drew inspiration from Howard Hawks’s (1896-
1977) Western film, Rio Bravo (1959) in which John Wayne (1907-1979) plays the Goro
counterpart: a strong cowboy sheriff (Ehrlich, 2007). However, the more interesting way
to perceive Gordo’s outfit is that it is another way in which Itami is criticizing the
shallowness and superficiality of Japanese society. Interestingly, the character of Goro
would have been no different had he been a samurai instead of a cowboy. In the studies
of Japanese film, people often compare the Japanese samurai and the jidaigekis (samurai
films) to the American cowboys and the Western films. In this sense, the two are
interchangeable to an extent as they both share the status of strong, masculine cultural

icon.



In terms of his behavior and mannerisms, Goro has stark similarities to the
prototypical samurai. First and foremost, he is a fighter as the audience gets to listen in
on (instead of witnessing) the physical altercation that Goro had with Pisuken and his
gang of men and later on, we get to be spectators to a man-to-man fight between Goro
and Pisuken. Additionally, he is clearly benevolent as he agrees to help out the more
unfortunate Tampopo without anything in return. Benevolence is a key virtue that
samurai are expected to possess. They were expected to be kind to those that were less
fortunate than themselves and treat his subordinates with care. Most notably, Goro is
similar to a samurai in that he forces himself to resist his sexual urges and despite his
innermost desires, refuses to engage in a sexual or romantic relationship with Tampopo.
Samurais also had to resist their lust for human flesh and the feminine touch for being
lustful was viewed as sin and women were thought to lead even the wisest of men off the
righteous path. Such perceptions of women as evil distractions can be seen vividly in the
traditional Japanese texts, the Buddhist Setsuwas such as How Kaya No Yoshifuji, of
Bitchzz Province, Became the Husband of a Fox and was Saved by Kannon (Ury, 1979).
Furthermore, the image of Goro simply wandering around Tokyo and Japan in his giant
truck with his companion Gun is extremely similar to the image of a ronin, who tended to
be the hero of the jidaigeki, wandering around on horseback.

Despite Gord’s samurai-like attitude and behavior, the auteur made the ultimate
decision to have him dress like a cowboy. By having Goro merely appear like the
legendary American here, Itami is displaying how superficial Japanese society truly is.

Additionally, he seems to be mocking Japanese culture for its practice of simply taking



and implementing foreign icons and traditions, such as cowboys or having a wedding in a
church, in Japanese society without any consideration or tribute to its original context.

Ehrlich (2007) raises the question, “why [is there] no strong female voice in
Tampopo?” (p. 269-270). The film features Tampopo, the Yakuza man’s mistress, the
dying wife, the elderly ‘food fetishist,” and young money-seeking wife. Aside from
Tampopo, the women in the film rarely speak. All women, even Tampopo, are
subordinate and submissive to the male characters, such as the numerous times that
Tampopo begs Goro to be saved. It is also worth noting that only female characters are
ever seen naked in the film. Despite his personal respect for women, with his less than
flattering portrayal of women, Itami seems to be highlighting and criticizing the blatant
inequalities and prejudice faced by women in Japan’s patriarchal social structure. It is
very interesting to imagine and to contemplate, “had the protagonist in this film been
male, and the horde of ‘trainers’ and mentors female, it would have been a very different
kind of parody indeed” (Ehrlich, 2007, p. 270). Inspired by this point, the author attempt
to offer this “very different kind of parody” by reversing the gender of the protagonist
and the ‘trainers’ in my creative narrative.

The ending of the film is fascinating for it lends itself to multiple interpretations.
If we look at the closing with a positive lens, the film advocates for the harmonious
collaboration and cooperation between characters from all walks of life from the
homeless and the wealthy to the male and the female. In this light, it is a film about the
power of unity and teamwork, the fulfillment of helping those in dire needs. Tampopo is
thus a highly motivated, independent, strong, diligent woman, who is simultaneously

nurturing and warm-hearted that works tirelessly to realize the capitalist dreams of



earning her money and building a successful profitable business (Ehrlich, 2007).
However, looking at the ending more pessimistically, the film is about the monstrously
competitive and cutthroat world of capitalism: a world in which you do whatever it takes,
use, manipulate, cheat, and steal in order to succeed (Inouye, 2001). It is a world in
which everyone is self-centered about their own individual success instead of the benefits
of the collective unit. Tampopo uses and manipulates her mentors for her own benefit
and she chooses her business over her relationship with Goro because, after all, money
trumps all.

Moreover, the new Tampopo Ramen (the name of Tampopo’s restaurant) is
finally revealed to the audience in the final scene of the film. The new store does not
seem Japanese at all, but rather it appears to be more European. This aesthetic decision
seems to be a final jab from the auteur on the superficiality of Japanese society. The
restaurant serves ramen, an iconic Japanese dish, but its exterior is clearly European. The
restaurant is therefore a metaphor of the Japanese people, as they want to appear and
behave Western when in fact at their cores, their inner most values, and virtues, they are

truly and authentically Japanese. For example, during the mid-1990s the ganguro (77 >~
2 11) look boomed among young Japanese girls. They would go to tanning salons to get

their skins as close to black as possible, exotically dye their hair, and excessively use
make up in order to imitate the American Hip-Hop and Black cultures. However, in
reality, these Japanese girls only appeared foreign; they had no idea what it is like to
experience the prejudice, racism, discrimination, and stereotyping that Black Americans
had to face nor did they understand the roots of the Hip-Hop culture that they so admired

and idealized.



All in all, the film leaves the audience simultaneously satisfied and longing for a
little more. To use a food metaphor, the film leaves the viewer concurrently full and
hungry for something a bit more substantial (Ehrlich, 2007). The film in itself is a bowl
of ramen: eating a bowl of ramen does fill one’s stomach with warmth and substance, but
it often is not quite enough and thus, many restaurants offer a small dish with two small
rice balls or inarizushis as a side to the ramen. In the same sense, we, as the audience,
are satisfied and full after watching the Tampopo’s journey and the many anecdotes
scattered along the way, but at the end, we still seek for a bit more substance as Itami
purposefully does not reveal whether Tampopo’s store was actually a success. The
audience assumes that Tampopo goes on to succeed solely because the place is
completely renovated and reinvigorated, and they see a few customers trickle in on the
opening day. However, the brilliant artist does not include anything that is indicative of

any sustained future success, keeping them unsure and never completely fulfilled.

A Brief History of Ramen and Pizza

Itami’s 1985 comedy, Tampopo is often referred to as the first “Ramen Western”
or “noodle western” the Japanese version of the Italian Spaghetti Western, a genre
spearheaded by Sergio Leone (1929-1989). As the focal food of the film, it is worthwhile
to better understand the origins of the food, and subsequently compare it to the origins of
pizza, which is the focal food of the story in this thesis.

Noodles have been a staple of Asian cuisine since ancient times. They can be
made from various ingredients from wheat, rice, buckwheat, potato, and sweet potatoes.

Although noodles are prominently found in dishes around Asia, particularly from the East,



from ramen to lo mein to pad that, etc., the invention of noodles have not always been
credited to East Asia, “with the Chinese, Italians, and Arabs all staking a claim” (Fu,
2008). However, in 2002, a team of archeologists and researchers found evidence that
the earliest noodles were made in the Chinese regions; a bowl of boiled noodles from
over 4,000 years ago was found in the Laija archaeological site along the Yellow River in
China (Roach, 2005).

According to Fu (2008), the methodology and technology for producing noodles
and cooking boiled noodle dishes then spread from China to Japan about 1,200 years ago.
Despite its indisputable Chinese origins, ramen has become one of the most iconic dishes
of Japanese culture. Unlike the quintessential Japanese cuisine with true Japanese origins
such as sushi, ramen was imported from China, only to be “Japanized” and regarded as a
“national dish.” Sushi is a revered as an incredibly prestigious and high-class dish; it sits
in the upper echelon of the culinary world. In comparison, ramen is rather plebian, for
just about every town and city in Japan has a ramen shop, serving what is the model dish
for an inexpensive “quick bite,” and each part of Japan taking pride in its unique “famous
ramen” (Aoki, 2001).

The Japanese went on to revolutionize ramen-making, first in 1884 with the
implementation of high power-driven machinery to significantly increase the speed and
amount of noodles one could produce (Fu, 2008). In 1958, Ando Momofuku (1910-
2007), founder of the Japanese food giants, Nissin Food Products Co., Ltd, shook the
entire world and revolutionized ramen noodles forever. He invented the Cup Noodles,
the first instant ramen noodle, and with some boiling water and a few short minutes,

anyone could enjoy a warm, flavorful, and, most importantly, affordable cup of ramen.



This innovation became a staple in college dorms and homes of single “Twenty
Somethings” not only in Japan, but also around the globe. ~Ramen was never, and
probably will never be the ultimate exemplar of Japanese cuisine. Yet it certainly seems
to be the ultimate Japanese comfort food; it is a dish appropriate for any time of the day
and any occasion from a simple afterschool bite for a student to a light dinner for a family
to a late night snack for a Salaryman on his way home.

Interestingly, pizza shares a similar history. The origins of the pizza can be traced
back all the way to the Neolithic age, but the pizza with cheese and topping that we have
come to know seems to have been originated some time around the 6™ Century BC.
Darius the Great (521-486 BC), the third of the Great Kings of the Persian Empire, and
his troops supposedly baked flat bread on their shields and topped it with cheese as an
easily accessible, quick, and cheap source of fuel during their journeys away from home
(Edwards, 2007). It is evident that these ‘ancient flatbreads’ also existed in Ancient
Greece for in his epic poem The Aeneid, Virgil (70-19 BC) writes:

Beneath the shady tree, the hero spread his table on the turf, with cakes of bread;

And with his chiefs, on forest fruits he fed...the hungry band invade their

trenchers next, and soon devour to mend the scenty meal, their cakes of

flour...See, we devour the plates on which we fed (as cited in Helstosky, 2008).
From the passage, pizza seems to have been born out of the necessity for a meal that
allowed for mobility and economic frugality. Using the flatbread as an edible plate
removed the hassle of cleaning up and the ancients could economically maximize their

resources and ingredients.



After Christopher Columbus (1451-1506) discovered the New World in 1492,
there was a rapid exchange of food, along with other things such as ideas and even
diseases, between the New and the Old Worlds. This exchange, called the Columbian
Exchange brought various foods from Latin America that is now a staple in the cuisine of
the Old World, including tomatoes (Nunn & Qian, 2010). This was the dawn of the
modern era of pizza. The people of Naples incorporated tomatoes into their pizza dish,
birthing a creation that must have been fairly similar to the pizza that we have become so
accustomed to. Like ramen, pizza has been a dish primarily for the lower classes.
Despite the approval and support of King Umberto | and Queen Margherita (the alleged
namesake of the Marghertia pizza), the pizza was, more often than not, a cuisine reserved
for the poor (Turim, 2012). In Le Corricolo (1843), the writer Alexandre Dumas (1802-
1870) mentions that pizza was a very simple thing that only the poor and working class
citizens ate with whatever toppings they could afford anytime during the day, for
breakfast, lunch, or dinner (as cited in Helstosky, 2008).

The pizza finally arrived to the United States with the startling number of Italian
immigrants migrating across the Atlantic Ocean in the late 19" and early 20™ Centuries.
The first documented pizzeria in the States was in Manhattan, New York in 1905 and
since then, the dish has spread nationwide (Turim, 2012). Similarly to the ramen noodles,
pizza also quickly became an integral part of American culture with each region taking
immense pride in their unique pizza styles, intensely engaging in rather futile arguments
about which region has the best style of pizza. From New York-style to the deep dish
Chicago-style to the square Detroit-style to non-traditional California-style to the thin-

crusted St. Louis-style and beyond, each style of pizza contains the regions distinct



history and character, which is perhaps why people so adamantly defend their regional
style.

The similarities between ramen noodles and pizza, in terms of their origins, their
prominent roles in their individual cultures, their regional variations, and their adoration
by the masses as a comfort food, are stark and undeniable. Thus, it is logical for the

author to replace the ramen in Tampopo and replace it with pizza in his creative narrative.

Observations on American Society

There are a countless number of observable and noticeable trends and issues
present in American society that one could discuss, comment on, and satirize. However,
the inclusion of too many issues and trends in one satire will only make the story
unnecessarily muddled and unfairly overwhelm the readers. Therefore, the author has
selected and will briefly discuss a few issues and trends to focus on in the creative

narrative.

Sex, Race, and Stereotyping

The United States Declaration of Independence, ratified in 1776, opens with the
line, “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are
endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life,
Liberty, and the pursuit of Happiness.” Although our great nation was founded on the
principle of equality for all, in reality, the nation has a long history of injustice that

continues on in today’s society. It has been over four decades since the passing of the



Civil Rights Act of 1964, yet the relationship between the sexes and between the many
different races in America is still nothing short of complicated, tense, and even hostile.

In American society today, women and men technically have the same rights
and access to opportunities by law, but both blatant and subtle examples of sexism and
gender inequality are still prevalent. First off, the American workplace is riddled with
gender issues. On average, women working full-time annually earn approximately 40%
less than their male counterparts (Wilson, 1991). Additionally, women are often unfairly
given positions that are typically low paying and offer none to very little opportunity for
advancement or growth regardless of their level of education or qualifications
(Armstrong & Armstrong, 1994). According to several researchers, female employees as
unable to achieve equality in male-dominated industries because they are viewed as the
‘token’ woman; in other words, they are unfairly treated because they are so “exotic” and
unusual to see in a workplace full of men (Zimmer, 1988). This Tokenism theory is
incredibly unfair, as women must first work significantly harder than their male
counterparts to even enter the workplace, let alone succeed. Thus, the mistreatment of
women in the workplace by the dominant male population can be seen as a type of
retaliation for “stealing” the position away from another male.

The disparity between the number of male and female employees are even more
extreme in the science, technology, engineering and mathematic (STEM) fields.
According to a Forbes magazine article from 2012, the US Department of Commerce
reported that there has been zero growth in the population of women working in STEM

jobs since 2000 and only one in seven engineers are female (Huhman). In the same



article, the author notes that women only hold about 27% of computer science jobs
(perhaps the fastest growing industry in today’s economy).

Women often experience this kind of inequality even in the “comforts” of their
own homes; they are expected to and usually do spend more time performing the
domestic tasks such as cleaning, cooking, and childcare than their husband, regardless of
her employment status (Biernat & Wortman, 1991). I find it fascinatingly
incomprehensible that despite the fact that women are stereotypically expected to be in
the kitchen and constantly cook, men still heavily dominates the culinary industry. This
male domination is easily noticeable when we look at the list of Iron Chefs featured on
the Food Network show, Iron Chef America. There have been 10 chefs who have ever
held the honor of being an Iron Chef. Of these 10, only two are female chefs (Cat Cora
and Alex Guarnaschelli) and on top of that, one woman left the show and the second one
immediately filled her vacancy, thus there has never been more than one woman on the
show at one time. A Bloomberg article from 2014 indicates female chefs hold roughly
6.7% of the top culinary positions in the U.S. (Sutton, 2014). In essence, American
society seems to value women solely for their domestic capital: their cooking, cleaning,
and nurturing skills, but simultaneously assume that women lack the expertise and the
respectability to be able to use these skills in a professional setting. There is a lot to be
said about the sexualization of the female image, but that will be discussed in the Body
Image section.

Racial minorities similarly face oppression, discrimination, and injustice in
America and must deal with a diverse array of stereotypes, both positive and negative,

that significantly alter their behavior and performance. Some examples of these widely



held negative racial stereotypes include: Black people are criminals, Black people are
unmotivated, Black people are uneducated/unintelligent, Middle Eastern/Arabs are all
terrorists, all Hispanics are illegal immigrants, all Hispanics are dirty, Asians cannot
drive, all Asians have overbearing helicopter parents.

These prevalent stereotypes have manifested themselves in our society in a
detrimental way as People of Color’s liberty, rights, privacy, and safety are being
blatantly invaded, infringed, and ignored. Racial profiling is the most significant
manifestation of our society’s preconceived racial stereotypes. Mayor Michael
Bloomberg (1942-) did do some incredible things for the shining metropolis that is New
York City during his reign from 2002-2013, such as championing the NYC start up scene
and putting it on the map, thus improving the citywide economy. However, he did also
have several institutions and regulations that were widely and publically criticized by the
masses, such as the NYPD Stop-and-Frisk law. This policy gave NYPD officers the
authority to stop pedestrians at will and frisk them for weapons and contrabands.
According to a report released by the New York Civil Liberties Union (NYCLU) in 2013
reveals that between 2002-2013, officers stopped pedestrians over 4 million times, the a
large number of whom were either Hispanic or Black, and the vast majority of those who
were stopped was innocent (NYCLU, 2012).

Issues of racial profiling, especially in the context of airport security and police
brutality are often media monsters, receiving heavy coverage on national news sources,
further sensationalizing the issue. In 2013, Trayon Christian, a Black student from a New
York City college, was accused of and wrongly arrested for purchasing a Ferragamo belt

at Barneys on Madison Avenue. The police stopped him, detained him, and interrogated



him aggressively simply because he was a Black teen who was into fashion (Winsor,
2013). In 2012, T.S.A officers revealed to the New York Times that officers at Boston’s
Logan International Airport excessively stop people that “they don’t like” and deem
suspicious such as Hispanics, Muslims, and Blacks with expensive clothing (Schmidt,
2012). Finally, in perhaps one of the most polarizing and emotionally traumatizing news
in recent history, George Zimmerman, a neighborhood watchmen of a gated community
in Sanford, Florida shot and murdered Trayvon Martin, a 17-year-old Black high school
student. Though charged with murder, Zimmerman was acquitted under the protection of
the Stand Your Ground statute in Florida in July of 2013, triggering racial riots, anger,
and disappointing throughout the United States (Alvarez & Buckley, 2013).
Zimmerman’s acquittal was deemed a blatant attack on colored bodies within the
minority community, which has sparked further racial tensions.

McConahay, Hardee, and Betts (1981) reveal that blatant expressions of racism
and hatred such as White Supremacy, Black Inferiority, and racial segregation have been
deemed unacceptable and intolerable in the modern day mainstream America. However,
racism has simply just become more subtle and discreet. The abolishment and social
condemnation of overt racism has birthed the concept of racial microaggressions, which
has been defined as “subtle, stunning, often automatic, and non-verbal exchanges which
as ‘putdowns’ of blacks by offenders” (as cited in Solorzano, Ceja, & Yasso, 2000).
Some examples of such microaggressions include: “you are not like the other (place race
here),” “you’re a good kind of (place race here),” and even “where are you from.” These

microaggressions do not only exist in a racial context, but also in a gender context as men



often make subtle jabs at women such as when they compliment a female coworker for
being attractive or sexy.

Microaggressions are very difficult to fully understand and it is very context-
dependent. Therefore, many social justice advocates and academics emphasize the
importance of learning and researching about this concept. Take the question “where are
you from?” for example. On the surface, it seems like a perfectly innocent, harmless
inquiry about one’s origins. If this question were to be asked between two college
freshman roommates who have just met each other for the first time, it most likely would
not be considered a microaggression. However, the question becomes a microaggression
if the inquirer simply wishes to categorize his or her exotic partner into a racial box. In
this instance, the inquirer is not genuinely curious about who his/her partner is (his/her
interests, hobbies, pet peeves, experiences, etc.) and refuses to accept the fact that they
are both technically Americans. In the same sense, the example of a male employee
complimenting his female coworker is a microaggression because he is subtly sexualizing
her and valuing her solely on looks and not the other qualities that make her a great
employee.

Moreover, what | find most fascinating about American society is how the
privileged population perpetually speaks of how women and racial minorities ought to
rely on their own will, strength, and power to combat oppression, breakdown barriers,
and climb the social ladder instead of “complaining” about sexism and racism. This is an
absolutely ridiculous and pointless assertion for there are so many factors that hinder
people’s ability to rise above the oppression and overcome the onerous effects of

stereotypes. Women and people of racial minority groups are crippled and inhibited from



advancing in society by stereotype threat. In the foremost study on this psychological
phenomenon, Steele and Aronson (1995) found that when Black college aged participants
had their racial identities made salient prior to taking an intellectual measure, the Black
participants underperformed compared to their White counterparts. This
underperformance seems to occur because the Black participants are reminded of the
commonly held stereotype that Black people are intellectually inadequate and perform
poorly on such intellectual tasks; the fear of confirming this stereotype handicapped the
Black participants’ performances (Devine, 1989).

This phenomenon has been observed in other minority populations, including
women, indicating the wide impact and pervasiveness of stereotype threat. Researchers
have found that woman underperformed on math tests when they were reminded of the
stereotype that women have poor quantitative skills (Davies, Spencer, Quinn, &
Gerhardstein, 2002). Additionally, similar results have been observed with the Hispanic
population (Gonzalez, Blanton, & Williams, 2002). Interestingly, a study examined if
this stereotype threat hypothesis holds true when examining stereotypes about
socioeconomic class. There is a widely held notion that students from poorer background
perform worse on intellectual tasks. Students from low socioeconomic backgrounds,
who were mostly students of color, underperformed on an intellectual measure when their
social class was made salient (Croizet & Claire, 1998). Furthermore, similar results were
observed when studying the older adult population. Older adults are stereotyped as
intellectually inept and mentally slow. This stereotype has been seen to detrimentally
impact their performance on intellectual tests (Hummert, Gatska, Shaner, & Strahm,

1994; Andreoletti & Lachman, 2004).



Positive stereotypes, such as Black people are athletically talented and Asians are
good at math, do exist. However, they are stereotypes nonetheless and they can have
either positive or negative effects on the stigmatized victim. Studies have found that
Asian participants outperformed their White counterparts on a quantitative test when their
Asian identity was made salient in a subtle and private manner, such as when participants
simply bubbled in a bubble indicating race in a survey (Shih, Pittinsky, & Ambady, 1999).
However, when participants from the same Asian population were made to think that
their performance on this math test would be used to make generalization about their race,
participants exhibited “choking” behaviors and underperformed on the quantitative
performance measure (Cheryan & Bodenhausen, 2000).

With social and psychological phenomena such as stereotype threat so prevalent
in our society, women and minority group members are crippled and caged in a
disadvantageous position. Merely knowing that a stereotype about your identity exists
can significantly affect your performance. Although, as previously mentioned, overt
racism and sexism no longer exists, stereotypes still remain relevant and prevalent due to
microaggressions, suppressed bigotry, and the mass media. The mass media perpetuates
stereotypes in society by over-airing and over-sensationalizing crime reports involving
racial minorities, typecasting female actors in stereotypically female roles such as the
submissive character or the “damsel in distress,” by maintaining the disproportionate
representation of racial minorities as compared to Caucasian people in movies and TV
shows, and limiting both women and racial minorities to the secondary roles while their
Caucasian counterparts play the lead. In a society so permeated with stereotypes and

defined by stereotype threats, we are never certain if test scores and other measurable



performances are indicative of one’s skill and knowledge or the impact of the
phenomenon. There have been studies suggesting that simply learning about stereotype
threat can mediate its effect and reduce its detrimental effects (Johns, Schmader, &
Martens, 2005).

This suggestion only strengthens my personal opinion that in order to combat
sexism, racism, and stereotype threat in American society, we need a drastic societal
change. American society needs to be more aware of stereotype threat and such
phenomena that hinder minority group members. The national education system must
implement lessons about stereotype threat and advocate for multicultural exposure and
demolition of the gender binary. The mass media must cease typecasting female and
minority characters to stereotypical and often secondary roles. Mass media must be the
vehicle for social change and must take the lead in celebrating diversity. The news must
accurately report the racial and gender relationship, both positive and negative. Policy
must demand for equal access to opportunity and resources for all. With such radical
social change, women and people of color can truly climb up the social ladder and
hierarchy, achieving high statuses in both society and in the workplace. This rise of
minority group members would erase the whole notion of Tokenism, which in turn would

lead to greater equality for all.

Mental Health
Mental health has been a very prevalent issue in today’s society due to the greater
amount of awareness and support surrounding mental disorders and mental well-being.

However, it has also been an incredibly controversial and often debated issue due to the



media frenzy after horrifically tragic events such as shootings and bombings. With each
tragic happening, such as the massacre at Sandy Hook Elementary School in Newtown,
CT in December of 2012, the theatre shooting in Aurora, CO, and the school shooting at
Virginia Tech in 2007, the media speculates the role that mental illness played in the
catastrophes. It is true that the Virginia Tech shooter, Seung-Hui Cho, James Eagen
Holmes of the Aurora shooting, and Adam Lanza of the Sandy Hook Massacre all had, or
supposedly had, a history of mental illness.

Yet the issue here is not whether or not they had a mental illness or even whether
or not it played a major role in these tragedies. The greatest issue in my opinion is the
ways in which society perceives and deals with mental illness. First off, in 2009, the
National Alliance of Mental Iliness gave the United States an overall grade of D for its
quality of mental health care. Yet since then, the United States has cut over $4.35 billion
in public mental health spending (Szabo, 2013). This significant budget slashing has
forced hospitals and public health services to cut the number of psychiatric patients they
can help and support. Additionally, the cost of psychiatric care has become excessively
expensive and unaffordable for even the wealthiest of families.

Furthermore, there have long been extremely heavy stigmas attached to mental
disorders. In an amazingly revealing, bold, and astonishing article titled, “Being Sane in
Insane Places,” the sociologist David Rosenhan, and his associates falsely checked
themselves into various mental hospital by claiming that they were hearing voices, which
is a fairly common symptom of schizophrenia. Upon admission into the hospital, the
individuals resumed acting completely normal, as they would do in everyday life.

Despite their evident saneness, they were treated like an “insane person” by the



caretakers solely because they were given the label of “schizophrenic” and “mentally ill”
(Rosenhan, 1973). Simply being labeled as mentally ill significantly alters the ways in
which people perceive and interact with you. From my observation, most people seem to
avoid those with mental disorders in the fear that the disorders are contagious or that the
“ill” are going to lash out in fit of violence. Due to this pervasive stigma, those who are
labeled as mentally ill, regardless of the severity of the disorder, cannot fully and freely
engage with his or her peers and neighbors, which only perpetuate the issue. American
society must let go of their preconceived notions of and stigmas associated with mental
iliness and work to fully include and openly interact with those who have been diagnosed.
Everyone wants to feel like they belong and | believe the simple act of reaching out and
efforts of inclusion goes a long way.

In today’s society, with our sleep deprivation, excessively busy schedules
constant bombardment of information, exponentially growing stress, and the endless flow
of distractions, it is no wonder that stereotypes are still so prevalent in America.
Psychological research seems to indicate that when we are not at our cognitive peaks (i.e.
when we are tired, when we are distracted, when we are overstressed) and under
cognitive load (in other words, there are other information occupying our mental space),
we tend to stereotype significantly more (Bodenhausen, 1990). Studies have found that
participants relied more on racial stereotypes to identify and categorize a target figure
that they saw when they were tasked with a memory load task (i.e. memorizing a
vocabulary list) as compared to when they had no cognitive tasks (Rothbart, Fulero,
Jensen, Howard, & Birrell, 1978). In a very revealing study, researchers found that social

liberals used stereotypes about members of the Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, and



Questioning (LGBTQ) community when they were under cognitive load just as much as
their socially conservative counterparts (Stern, West, Jost, & Rule, 2013).

American society ought to address its issues with stress and distractions. Stress
and distraction seem to be such a part of everyday life, as it is not usually thought of as a
mental disorder like schizophrenia and bipolar disorder. However, | have observed the
detrimental effects of being over stressed and over distracted. As mentioned above,
being stressed and being too distracted can lead to the increased frequency of
stereotyping. Additionally, previous research has found that being distracted can have a
significantly detrimental effect on one’s task performance (Shih, Huang, & Chiang, 2012).
In other words, with the countless ways in which we can get distracted and we can
distract ourselves, society can never truly perform to the fullest of our potential.

Additionally, | argue that American society as a whole has social Attention
Deficit Disorder (ADD). ADD is technically the colloquial term for the mental disorder
Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), which researchers have described as
the “developmentally inappropriate” levels of inattention, distractibility, impulsivity, and
hyperactivity (Childress & Berry, 2012). This is my view because | have observed how
American society is perpetually in hyper drive, with so many fast moving parts, to that
point that we are unable to focus on one thing for an extended period of time. America is
so incredibly fast-paced that no one really takes a breath and slows things down.
America is also very impulsive, acting on gut instincts (e.g. its decision to go into
Afghanistan/lrag). America changes its interest and icons so frequently that it is hard to
keep track; we love and glorify celebrity like Paris Hilton or Justin Bieber or Taylor

Swift, and the next second we despise them and replace them with our newest obsessions.



Likewise, we are so willing to switch our opinions on people in an instant and on a singly
instance, whether it is how we feel about the President or how we feel about our own
friends. This sort of ‘wishy-washiness’ is tremendously irksome for in my view; we
seem to be so easily shifted, so easily molded, and so easily convinced to move away
from our original thoughts and beliefs. As a society, we lack a necessary backbone to be

strong and grounded in our beliefs and ideas.

Body Image

Our notion of the ideal body image is perpetually being defined and redefined by
mass media and particularly by the world of the haute couture. The conversation on body
image and body consciousness often focuses on its effect on the female population.
Although the issue has a significantly more evident effect on women, body image issues
also affect men. Since the end of World War 11, there seems to have been a shift in the
American notion of the masculine ideal. The ideal American male was still Caucasian,
but he was getting progressively more muscular. This glorification of muscular bodies
can be seen in an interesting study on the progressive change in children’s action figures:
researchers found that boy’s action toys have grown more muscular overtime and they
often exceed realistic sizes of even the best and largest bodybuilders (Pope, Olivardia,
Gruber & Borowiecki, 1998). Thus, from a very early age, boys are taught that muscles
are the true measure of masculinity and maleness, forcing them into excessive work out
regiments that only damage the body in the long run. This muscular ideal seems to be
perpetuated in American video games for games such as Gears of War feature

unrealistically muscular heroes. The same thing could be said about the iconic American



superhero characters such as Superman and Captain America. Our favorite heroes in film
and television often seem to be the strong muscular ones from Brad Pitt, Sylvester
Stallone, and Christian Bale to name a few. The muscular bodies represented by action
figures and depicted in the media are often unrealistic and unachievable for most of us.
By presenting an unrealizable, fictional masculine ideal, society is encouraging our
detrimental reliance on potentially harmful artificial products such as protein shakes,
creatine, and steroids to produce this ideal, as well as fueling the increase in depression
among men.

The ideal feminine body has also drastically changed over time. This shift is most
evident when we examine the exemplary bodies of beauty of the 1950s and 1960s and
those of modern society. In the 1950s and 1960s, society valued and admired the
hourglass figure of models and celebrities such as Marilyn Monroe (1926-1962).
However, our society today glamorizes the excessively skinny look that we see in fashion
advertisements and on the runway, exemplified by models and celebrities like Kate Moss
and Nicole Richie. This unhealthy feminine ideal that we uphold today has led young
women across the nation to develop eating disorders such as Anorexia and Bulimia.
About 85-90% of all those who suffer from anorexia or bulimia are female (Carlat &
Camargo, 1997). What | find even more frightening is that about 42% of girls between
the 1 and the 3" grades want to be thinner (Collins, 1991). It is ridiculous and alarming
that children as young as 7-years-old are already conscious of their body image and
contemplate being smaller than they already are. It is clearly unhealthy and it certainly
does not help that corporate America is profiting off our body consciousness: the dieting

industry is a $50 billion industry (Garner & Wooley, 1991). These eating disorders often



come with a sense of shame and low self-esteem, which often results in full-blown
depression, leading these girls down a vicious and dangerous downward spiral.

America also has a serious issue with obesity with a significant portion of the
population being overweight or obese. About 16.5% of people aged 2-19, and about
34.9% of adults over the age of 20 were reported as obese between 2011 and 2012
(Ogden, Carroll, Kit & Flegal, 2014). The issue with obesity that | have observed in our
society is that we are still very hesitant to accept binge eating and obesity as a serious
disease. According to the Hierarchy of Needs put forth by Maslow (1943), eating is
among the most basic and most crucial of “needs” along with sleeping and breathing.
Thus in reality, eating is not a choice, psychologically and physiologically, but a
necessity. Eating increases adrenaline, and any activity that has such a physiological and
psychological effect, such as consuming caffeine, using drugs, or driving fast, can be
addictive. Therefore, | do not think it is incorrect to view binge eating and the resulting
obesity as a type of addiction.

Americans tend to perceive the obese and overweight as immoral, worthless, and
unmotivated for people hold the misconceived notion that the obese could have willfully
stopped eating at any point. That is simply not how addictions operate. Our society
needs to rid itself of this misconception and embrace the fact that obesity and binge
eating, as well as addiction in general, are genuine disorders that deserves our attention
and awareness. This shift in perception would eliminate the stigma and depression
associated with being overweight. Without this stigma, we can move forwards in
harmony, searching for the underlying issues and ways to help the obese and overweight

instead of chastising and humiliating them.



Lastly, there is a craze over plastic surgery present in American society that is
significantly altering not just our physical appearance, but also our entire notion of beauty.
Putting aside, those who seek cosmetic surgery after sustaining severe damages and
injuries from a serious accident, and birth defects, etc., a large number of those who seek
plastic surgery seem to do so out of vanity. People understandably want to be more
beautiful, more attractive, more physically fit. What upsets me personally is that people
could be so unhappy with their own natural physical appearances that they want to alter it
to fit their ideal image. On top of that, | wonder if and when the desire to alter will ever
cease for society’s definition of “beauty” seems to change so often. Are people going to
keep altering their physical appearances to meet the changing societal standards? People
seem to undergo plastic surgery to move up in society, but studies have found empirical
evidence that the monetary benefits (i.e. better salary, high paying jobs, bonuses) that
result from getting plastic surgery are not enough to really justify the decision, let alone
cover the surgery fees (Lee & Ryu, 2012).

Just like with racial identities, gender identity, and obesity, getting plastic surgery
also has pervasive stigma attached to it. People often assume that those who get plastic
surgery are all shallow. However, | argue that this is not necessarily fair for it is not they
are innately shallow, but rather that there are so many different factors and experiences
that have made them so self-conscious and so low in self-esteem. While | have mixed
feelings about pursuing plastic surgery for a purely for aesthetic purposes, | believe that
society must stop shaming those who choose this route and instead consider and attempt
to deal with the environmental factors that are leading these individuals to such drastic

decisions.



American Greed, Selfishness, and Egocentricity

“Today, the gravest challenge and the most corrosive fault line in our society is
the gross inequality of income and wealth in America,” writes Hendrick Smith, author of
Who Stole the American Dream (2012, p. xi). This drastic disparity of wealth between
the 1% and 99% is often attributed to personal greed: the greedy Wolves of Wall Street,
the immoral stockbrokers, the corrupt politicians, and bribed enforcers (Hansen &
Movahedi, 2010). In 2010, the top 1% or approximately 3 million people in the United
States accounted for over 93% of the nation’s gains (Smith, 2012). It never ceases to
amaze me how far some people will go for money. They are willing to go to whatever
extreme to not to merely make a decent, livable living, but to make an extortionate sum
of money. There is even an entire show recounting the rise and fall of such individuals
like Richard M. Scrushy called American Greed. There really is no ceiling for how much
money and power these people wish to earn and they are truly never satisfied. This too is
a clear example of addiction.

It is the endless selfishness of these affluent people that aggravate me beyond
belief. There are individuals like the Bill Gates (1955-) of the world that possess a warm
heart, displays altruism, and exemplifies philanthropy, but a large portion of the wealthy
population seem to be only concerned about their own well-being. The 1% perpetually
mocks the 99%, accusing them for being ignorant, worthless, and lazy, instead of
attempting to find a solution for this economic injustice together. Despite their great
fortunes, the wealthy refuse to lend the less fortunate a hand to raise them from the dark

depth of poverty.



This sort of selfishness and reluctance to help someone in need is not only a flaw
of the wealthy class, but it is also a flaw of all people in American society. In society, we
often fall victim to the Bystander Effect, where we are less likely to offer help to
someone when other people are around because we assume the other will take care of the
issue (Darley & Latané, 1968). Additionally, we are less likely to help another person
when we are in a rush or when we have things to do, shedding light on our social instinct
to choose things that benefit the self over what benefits others (Darley & Batson, 1973).
Furthermore, from my observations, it has become evident that people are too egocentric:
too caught up in their own lives, unwilling to take a second to consider and inquire about
what other people are experiencing. We go about our days consumed by our personal
devices such as our mobile phones and iPods. We unknowingly walk past one another,
friends and strangers alike, because we have our heads down, constantly checking our
phones, and blocking out the outside noise with our headphones. When we do talk, we
rarely have personal, face-to-face conversations because email and texting are more
convenient. With the expansive and rapid growth of the Internet and particularly social
media, we seem to have evolved into a “me” culture, sharing everything about me, my
opinions, what | did, without taking a genuine interest in the lives of others or helping
others regardless of how convenient or inconvenient it may be. Our society is
depressingly egocentric and we must alter our perspective to genuinely care about our

neighbors. This is the only way we can create a more harmonious America.

My research and observations on gender and racial relationships, the state of

mental health awareness and services, issue surrounding body image, American greed,



and American egocentricity has painted a fairly negative and pessimistic picture of this
beautiful country. It is my personal belief that one only critiques and criticizes the thing
that he or she genuinely loves. Similarly to how the famed animator and legendary
director, Miyazaki Hayao (1941-) heavily criticizes modern Japan in his films because he
love his homeland, | too examined American society with a harshly critical eye because |
truly love this country that | have been fortunate enough to call my home. It is only
through this tough, fiercely critical analysis that we can point out the flaws in our society
and subsequently work collaboratively towards a solution. It is my hope that my satirical
piece will highlight these flaws in an entertaining, humorous, easily digestible manner
and motivates people to come together to achieve a common goal of bettering our

beautiful and beloved American society.
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List of Characters

Narrator - Age Unknown

As the personification of American society as a whole, the narrator is clearly
masculine. The narrator is often crude, aggressive, strongly opinionated,
inappropriate, highly sexual, perhaps perverted, and easily distracted. Atthe same
time, the narrator is also insightful and well versed in all aspects of culture and arts.
The narrator does not only serves as the guide, describing the events that occur, but
simultaneously serves the role of the Greek Chorus, offering commentary on what

he sees.

Salvatore - Age 40

Often called ‘Sal’ by his friends and customers. Sal is the owner of the failing
pizzeria, “Sal’s Pizza” and later on, “Dali” in New York City. He is an Italian-American,
born and raised in New York, which he is extremely proud of. He is feeble, timid,

and weak, often cowering behind the strong women that surround him. Previously
married, but his wife, Katarina ran away unsatisfied with Sal’s lack of success as a
pizza chef. He lacks self-esteem and confidence, but has a very pure heart, which is
what catches Anne’s attention. Anne and Sal have a “will they, won’t they”
relationship throughout the story. Sal is the sole male character and the main

protagonist of the story.

Anne - Age 40



A beautiful, strong, elegant, charming, and wise female Taxi driver. She drives
around New York City with her companion Mary. Since 2025, female drivers in NYC
must work in pairs to protect one another from any threats of sexual harassment
and physical abuse. Anne neither looks young or old, but she is still incredibly
attractive. She is confident in both her beauty and her physical strength, willing to
take on anyone who challenges her. She has a soft spot in her heart for Sal, which
began as a sort of pity, but later grew into a fondness and love. She displays an
armor of toughness and independence, but she is still single and occasionally seems
to romanticize the thought of being with a man, specifically Sal. She is a true,

phenomenal woman.

Mary - Age 34

Anne’s partner. Mary is rather large and unattractive, especially working alongside
someone as beautiful as Anne. However, she is the comedic relief of the pair, often
making her companion laugh with her ridiculousness and absurdity. Mary is the
quintessential friend to Sal, occasionally giving him small pieces of advice and
helping with his makeover. However, the majority of the relationship consists of
Mary teasing Sal. She seems to be fairly insecure with her weight and her

appearance. Her insecurity plays a significant role in the climax of the story.

Jeanne Akuma - Age 42
The leader of the female Mafia that is wreaking havoc around Manhattan in the

second decade of the 21st Century. Her professional occupation is an interior



designer and she works closely with her companion Elise. Together, they have been
harassing Sal, trying to convince him to sell the restaurant and marry Jeanne. She is
extremely strong and intimidating. She is boisterous and certainly not the prettiest,
but there is a certain charm to her boldness and aggressiveness. She is the type of
person to deal with any issues with her bare fists. She butts heads with Anne early

on in the story, but they eventually join forces for Sal’s sake.

Elise - Age 39

A very secondary, supporting character. Not a lot is known about her personality or
background. Her sole purpose in the story and in life is to serve Jeanne’s every
wish and request. She is in the female Mafia as well. She is loud, disgustingly
unattractive, and unappealing, but her commitment to her leader is commendable.
Jeanne’s right-hand-woman. She is essentially Jeanne’s puppy, never leaving her
side and doing everything that she demands. She seems to lack any redeeming

qualities, or a personality at all.

Adele - Age 29

The fiery Latina owner of the failing pizzeria “Adele’s.” As a single Hispanic woman,
she is often harassed with insults and comments on both her sex and her gender.
She is often criticized and ridiculed for being a Hispanic woman working as a pizza
chef, making a quintessential Italian dish. She is small yet full of passion and energy.

She joins the gang of mentors as a motivational coach.



Isabella - Age 16

The leader of the homeless community that the gang encounters. Despite being only
16, she has been extremely successful in the culinary field. She is an award-winning
chef and she lives with the homeless because she was tired of the monotonousness
of modern society. She betters the lives of the homeless by teaching them about
high-culture and cuisine. She joins the gang of mentors as the main culinary/taste

coach.

Katarina - Age 36

Sal’s ex-wife. She ran away from her husband because she was sick of his
complacency and his failing restaurant. She is in love with Rome and all things
[talian. She promises to come back to Sal if he is able to make the restaurant a
success. She is Asian and beautiful, but clearly superficial and money-seeking. She
and Sal has a child who is never seen nor talked about. She plays an integral role in

the climax of the story.
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