Possible spoilers ahead for Squid Game!

Since its debut, Squid Game has captivated global audiences with its brutal yet thought-provoking
critique of modern society. With the release of Squid Game Season 2, the series has once again
sparked widespread discussion, quickly surpassing viewership records and reafhrming its status as a
cultural phenomenon. But beyond its gripping narrative and visceral spectacle, Squid Game

operates as a sophisticated allegory for the structures and mechanisms of capitalist society.

The very premise of the games - wherein contestants are pitted against one another in a desperate
struggle for financial survival - is a direct reflection of the systemic inequalities, economic precarity,
and moral compromises which are inherent within late-stage capitalism. Yet, despite the show’s
overt critique, many viewers remain engrossed i its entertainment value, thus overlooking the

deeper socio-economic commentary embedded within its narrative.

At the heart of the show lies a fundamental exploration of greed and compliance, literally embodied
by the ever-present piggy bank that looms above the players. The growing sum of money - directly
proportional to the number of deaths - serves as a perverse incentive to the reduction of human life
to a mere transactional commodity. This dynamic (where individual gain is predicated on the
disenfranchisement of others) speaks to the broader mechanisms of capitalist control, in which
people, when facing insurmountable economic hardship, find themselves trapped in exploitative

labor structures under the illusion of upward mobility.

Another particularly striking element of the game’s structure 1s the voting process, wherein players
wear O or X symbols to cast their decisions. This visual dichotomy recalls the symbolic and systemic
divisions that pervade capitalist societies; individuals are categorized, stratified, and often pitted
against one another along class, racial, or ideological lines. This aspect of the show demonstrates the
ways in which capitalist structures function not merely through direct oppression, but through the

internalization of competition and division among the working class.

Moreover, the series is replete with microcosmic moments that reinforce its broader thematic
concerns. The early interaction between the Recruiter and a potential player - wherein the latter is
offered the chance to gamble for financial gain - serves as a distilled representation of the predatory
nature of society. In Season 2, this theme can be seen again in the now infamous bread or lottery

scene.



Regarding the former, the choice presented is not one of genuine opportunity, but of coerced
desperation. An economic necessity renders the illusion of free will meaningless. (Similarly, the
initial conversation between Gi-hun and the Frontman highlights the show’s engagement with

moral and philosophical dilemmas).

It 1s therefore clear that Squid Game, in several ways, is a searing indictment of contemporary
capitalist society. However, the true nature of its characters and themes is frequently misinterpreted,
and too often reduced to binary moral judgments that fail to appreciate their roles within the system.
Gi-hun, for instance, is often perceived as the moral center of the series - an empathetic protagonist
who resists the dehumanizing logic of the game. His character arc, however, could more accurately
read as an exploration of complicity and reluctant participation. While he expresses moments of
ethical resistance, ultimately enmeshed within the game’s logic (arguably mirroring the way
individuals within capitalist societies, despite their awareness of systemic injustices, find themselves
unable to extricate themselves from economic imperatives). At his core, though, Gi-hun 1s a
gambler. Through and through. His addiction isn’t just a financial compulsion but a psychological
force that governs his choices. His re-participation in the Squid Game isn’t merely about
desperation but also an extension of his deeply ingrained risk-taking nature, reinforcing the idea
that he is not just a victim of the system but someone who, however unwillingly, plays into it.
(Sangwoo from Season 1, conversely, is frequently vilified as a figure of unambiguous moral
corruption. Yet his character embodies a more insidious reality: the manner in which capitalist
structures co-opt and transform their victims into agents of the system. His trajectory reflects the
mechanisms by which those who initially suffer under capitalism may, through survival and

assimilation, come to perpetuate its injustices).

One of the most striking ironies surrounding Squid Game is how its critique of capitalist
exploitation has been repurposed as entertainment and profit-making ventures in real life.
Following the show’s success, YouTubers and reality television producers have recreated the Squid
Game experience, stripping it of its socio-political message and transforming it into a spectacle for
mass consumption. For example, YouTuber MrBeast’s widely viewed recreation of Squid Game
offered a cash prize to contestants but omitted the show’s deeper commentary on economic
desperation and systemic oppression. Similarly, Netflix itself launched Squid Game: The
Challenge, a reality competition based on the fictional death game, further blurring the lines
between entertainment and critique. The irony is inescapable. A series meant to expose the horrors
of capitalist exploitation has been commercialized and repackaged as a lucrative franchise, much like
how real-world inequalities and struggles are often commodified for entertainment. This

phenomenon reinforces one of Squid Game’s central messages—that capitalism has an uncanny



ability to absorb and neutralize even its harshest critiques, turning systemic suffering into a

spectacle that audiences consume without deeper reflection.

The reception of Squid Game itself serves as an ironic testament to its thesis. In a world where the
show’s critique of capitalism is often overshadowed by its commercial success, the lines between
entertainment and indictment blur. But when you, as a viewer, consume Squid Game as a cultural
phenomenon, you must confront the uncomfortable question: are you a spectator of a fictional

dystopia, or a participant in a real one?
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