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Abstract: 

This paper analyses how Bong Joon-ho, through his 2019 Academy award-winning film Parasite, 

critiques the inequal class structures existing within the modern society, urban poverty  and 

capitalism as a whole. Through the film, he poses a vital question to the viewers of the film that in the 

late-capitalist society, who really are the parasites? One of the modes through which Bong Joon-ho 

critiques the inequal class structure is through his clever use of architecture and set design in the film.  

Also, the two ways to find out as to who really are the parasites are to borrow Jim McGuigan’s  

concept of ‘Cool Capitalism’, and Antonio Gramsci’s concept of ‘Cultural Hegemony’. Both of these  

concepts could be used as a tool to read and find out as to how Bong Joon-ho critiques the inequal 

class division and the class structure. Also, the film doesn’t necessarily critique the characters 

belonging to different class, but rather Bong Joon-ho criticizes the structures themselves, as well as 

illustrating the various complexities of solving this inequal class structure. 

 
 

 

Bong Joon-ho’s 2019 South Korean film Parasite won the prestigious academy award for the 

Best Film, thereby creating history by becoming the very-first foreign language film to win 

the award. The film is particularly difficult to fit into a box of any kind, and, as such, it defies 

genre. One could call it a social thriller, a black comedy, a class comedy, a family tragi- 

comedy, or a dark mystery and all would be just as fitting. In recent times however, 
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Hollywood has churned out quite a number of films which would fall under the category of 

social thriller, such as, Get Out (2017), Sorry to Bother You (2018), The First Purge (2018), 

Unsane (2018), The Hunt (2020), and The Invisible Man (2020). Such films tackle social 

problems like race, class, oppression and sexuality or gender. Jordan Peele, the famed 

director of films like Us and Get Out, describes the social thriller as “thriller/horror movies  

where the ultimate villain is society”. Parasite could very well be categorized under the 

genre of social thriller. This paper looks at and analyses how the film critiques the inequal 

class structures existing within the society, urban poverty and capitalism as a whole. 

 

Bong-Joon ho’s Parasite showcases how the increasing dichotomy between various classes is 

affecting our modern society. Bong, through the  film,  illustrates his  dexterity in  visual 

and oral story-telling. The narrative centres on  an  abjectly  poor  family  who  depend 

upon cunning and manipulation to survive in an exceedingly harsh society. The story 

centres round the guileful destitute Kim family, who dream of escalating their poor semi-

basement apartment. They practically deceit every member of the wealthy Park family, by 

entering into their lives using  meticulously  devious  methods  to  seek  out work as the 

tutor for the daughter, art therapist for their gifted child, housekeeper and driver. 

Everything seems to be going well for them until the Kim family discovers that they’re not 

the sole ones leeching  off the Parks. In a very  long and suspenseful scene, much like the 

films of Alfred  Hitchcock,  it’s revealed  that  the  Park’s  former housekeeper, Moon-

gwang, has been harbouring her debt-ridden husband, Geun-sae,  in an unknown bunker 

beneath the house in  order  to  flee the  potential  barbarity  of  his debt collectors. This 

revelation scene marks a big shift and  brings out  the significance of the film’s title. After 

an extended and miserable night during which the poor family essentially kills the 

previous housekeeper before her helpless husband,  and  run  home only to find their semi-

basement apartment is flooded with sewage water, that we are confronted with the 

burning question that  the  film’s title  asks of its viewers that within the late-capitalist 

society, who really are the parasites? 
 

The title of the  film Parasite,  at first  glance, might  seem misleading  since  it  represents  

the way how several members of the lower classes leech  off  the  generosity  and 

benevolent nature of the rich Park family. But what Bong, through his film, is trying to 

inform us that the Parks also are guilty of leeching off  people belonging to the lower 

classes by living conveniently at the expense of their labour. Architecture seems to be 

one of the primary modes through which Bong highlights this inequal societal position 

of various classes. The semi-basement apartment of the Kims, and  its  filthy  reality 

contrast with the magnificence of the Park’s exquisitely beautiful home in order to 

effectively create two parallel and dichotomous worlds. During the Cold War, a large 

number of semi-basement apartments were  built  across  Seoul  in  order  to  provide 

shelter in the scenario of a North Korean attack. The Kim’s house is based on this.  The 

Kims reside in a very dishevelled and squalid building. As if to literalize that they’re at 
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the bottom, if not at the very bottom, steps of the economic ladder, they need to walk 

up a multiple set of stairs in order to get to the entrance, since  they  live  below  the 

ground. Yet, simultaneously, everything within the house suggests a sort of harmony 

among these family members – for their  socks  hang  from  an  equivalent hanger,  and 

their underwear covers the walls of the toilet. On the opposite side, the Park’s house 

imitates the modernist style that was originated by famous  Western  architects  like 

Richard Neutra, Louis Kahn, and Frank Llyod  Wright. The  ultimate  epitome  of 

modernist architecture was the ‘glass-house’, and the Park’s  house  is very  nearly  just 

that. It also features several other modernist touchpoints such as flat rooftop, a wide open-

floor plan, and an overall minimal aesthetic. Designer and writer Benjamin Critton in his 

two books Evil People in Modernist Homes in Popular Films (2010) and Sad People in Modernist 

Homes in Popular Films (2019) examines how films frequently depict modernist homes as 

the dwelling-place of the villain, like  in films like Blade Runner (1982)  and  The Big Lebowski 

(1998), or even as an analogy for  the  emotionally  vacant-lives  of  its residents, as in the 

film The Single Man (2009). This analogy fits perfectly for the Park family, who, though not 

precisely  the villains,  nonetheless emerge  as the central  subject of Bong’s class critique. 

They’re part-antagonist in their unconcerned attitude to the suffering of those less 

fortunate, and they’re also part tragic figures as well,  since  Mrs. Park apparently suffering 

from drug abuse, and her young son harbouring some kind of childhood trauma. 

 
 

Cool Capitalism and Cultural Hegemony, two ideas borrowed from the school of cultural  

studies, may clarify the complexity of answering my previously constructed question about 

who are the parasites. In Parasite, the former housekeeper's husband, who has been hidden 

in the bunker for four years, expresses his appreciation to the Parks by hitting light switches 

every day to illuminate Mr. Park's route as he walks up the stairs at night. Mr. Park is led to 

believe that these motion-sensored lights are a wonder of modern technology, despite the 

fact that he is unaware of the bunker underneath his home. This obliviousness towards the  

hard labour of the working class by the upper-class people is exemplified in the relationship 

that the two classes share. For example, as Ki-Taek drives Mrs. Park home from the grocery 

store, she exclaims to a friend on the phone that the storm the night before was a blessing in 

disguise, oblivious to the fact that the storm displaced thousands of people in the area,  

including Ki-Taek. Another example of this ignorance is how the Parks display their 

physical aversion towards the smell of the poor family, notably the Kims. The recurrent  

symbol of smell becomes prevalent throughout the film as the Parks’ reaction to the smell  

becomes more and more exaggerated, which ultimately leads to the stabbing of Mr. Park by 

Ki-Taek at the very end of the film. In the book Purity and Danger (1966), Mary Douglas 

suggests that cleanliness and hygiene are social constructs. She states, “There is no such  

thing as absolute dirt: it exists in the eye of the beholder” (2). The Parks' revulsion to the 
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smell of people like Ki-Taek is simply a revulsion to people they view as less than 

themselves, as we see in the film ‘Parasite’. In an interview with GQ, Bong says, 
 

“What the parks really want, and this is something Mr. Park says in 

the film, is they [draw] a line over their sophisticated world and they 

don't let anyone cross it. They're not interested in the outside world, 

the subway and people who might perhaps smell. They want to push 

everyone outside of that line and they want to remain safe behind it”  

(Paiella 2019). 

The Parks do not have to worry about the poor because they are geographically separated 

from the surrounding slums, just as Apple customers do not have to think about Foxconn's 

exploitation because its workers live on the other side of the world. While the Parks are 

portrayed as well-intentioned individuals, they choose to be oblivious of the severe poverty 

that surrounds them because they are content with the lifestyles that are bestowed upon 

them at the expense of the poor. 

 

Via what Antonio Gramsci refers to as ‘Cultural Hegemony’, late-capitalism and the rapidly 

widening divide between rich and poor will thrive in today's society. For Gramsci, cultural 

hegemony is achieved through “inducing the consent of the majority of subaltern, or 

subordinate groups to a given socio-political constellation” (15). Mr. Park often mentions an 

imaginary line he draws between himself and his employees in the film. This line implies a 

degree of professionalism that Mr. Park demands from his staff, but it also simultaneously,  

implies a division that he has formed in order to retain his superior status. Mr. Park praises  

the former housekeeper, Moon-gwang, for never overstepping her bounds, while Ki-Taek is 

always swaying on the edge of this fence. In this way, the former housekeeper embraces her 

subjugation, while Ki-Taek, who finally protests against it by stabbing Mr. Park, becomes 

gradually aware of his class and the hegemonic social structure that holds them there. The 

Kim family have utmost respect and admiration for the Park family. On a camping trip with 

the Parks, for example, each member of the Kim family talks about what they like about the 

Parks. The former housekeeper's husband, Geun-Sae, shares this love, and his masochistic 

head-banging is his way of paying homage to the man who, he claims, has saved him.  

Cultural imperialism, which favours the capitalist classes' philosophy, tells someone who 

may not share the prevailing viewpoint that it is something to strive for. This can take many 

forms, such as the universal ideal of Eurocentric beauty, which has forced people all over the 

world to alter their looks in order to attain or at least come as close to this definition of 

normalcy as possible. Democracy has since become such a dominant norm for a fair and just 

society that countries are now ranked on a democratic index. The dominant class in late  

capitalism is the rich, and all members of the Kim family alter their looks and overall 

dispositions to fit into their mould of higher status individuals in the film Parasite. Similarly, 

their admiration for the people they employ represents an inherent desire to emulate them,  

both financially and socially. Bong Joon-ho deceives the audience into presuming there will 
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be a satisfied conclusion by showing Ki-Taek, who has been hiding in the bunker since 

killing Mr. Park and thus taking the place of Geun-Sae, the husband of the Park's former 

housekeeper, reunite with his relatives, who have now made enough money to purchase the 

Park's house, and thus, liberating his father through the elixir of wealth. The accompanying 

images allow us to imagine this future as if it has already occurred. The scene, however, is  

revealed to be nothing more than a wish written by Ki-woo in a letter to his father, 

inevitably shattering the momentary joy. Ki-woo is back in his semi-basement apartment in 

the final frame, just high enough to see his dream of living in the sunshine and be plagued  

by this aspiration that will always be out of reach. Bong Joon-ho revealed in an interview 

that it would take Ki-woo 564 years to save enough money to buy the Parks' home. This is in 

direct opposition to contemporary capitalism's motto, which tries to persuade people that  

with a little hard work and commitment, everyone will rise to higher economic status. The 

truth is that the wealthy will remain rich by fabricating the ‘consent' of the masses while  

generating the illusion of social mobility by cultural hegemony. Ki-Jeung, the Kim family's 

poor daughter, is the sole member of the Park family who fits into the wealthy environment, 

but she is also the sole Kim family member to be killed. After all is said and done, the 

wealthy family is able to flee the horrors of their situation, while the poor family remains  

trapped. Economic burden is transferred from the government to free-market institutions 

and private individuals under neoliberal capitalism. In this form of society, a person's worth 

is determined by his or her ability to sell his or her labour for a profit. It all comes down to a 

vast wealth imbalance that treats the rich as winners and the poor as losers in the free  

market. The poor are kept concealed from view so as not to disturb the wealthy social order. 

The major flaw in this scheme is that it assumes that everyone has equal access to 

opportunities and therefore can compete on an equal footing, which is clearly not the case.  

When we see the poor characters in Parasite battling between themselves, competing to keep 

their subordinate roles, we see that there is no effort or even ability to overturn the 

dominant structure of dominance, but rather a struggle among the poor to see who can be 

the least impoverished. The dominant conservative theory in a capitalist society is that social 

democracy, higher taxes, and budget deficits only help to steal money from the rich's hard- 

earned pockets and place it in the hands of the idle and cunning poor. However, as Parasite 

correctly points out, the relationship between the rich and the poor is largely parasitic in the 

other direction. The poor are frequently poor because capitalistic businesses are unable to 

adequately pay their workers in order to increase their own profits. Although the Kim  

family's jobs put them in close proximity to prosperity, their incomes are insufficient to lift 

them out of abject poverty; rather, the humiliating and emotionally draining labour they 

provide for the Parks only benefits the Parks. We're left with the grim reality that the new 

capitalistic order is rigid and unrelenting at the film's conclusion, with Ki-Taek left to an 

uncertain fate in the bunker and Ki-woo banished to his basement. Furthermore, this 

heinous scheme is quite simple to normalise. After all, late capitalism's biggest trick was 
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convincing the world that it didn't exist in the first place. This is the harsh truth of our  

present-day world. 
 

In conclusion, a film like Parasite cannot simply be condensed into classifying people 

belonging to the rich class as bad and parasitic, or people belonging to the lower strata of  

society as bad and parasitic, or that there exist only the upper and the lower class of people. 

In reality, the film demonstrates that there are several different shades of class. The fact that 

the Kim family lives in a semi-basement apartment is highly symbolic. As Bong-Joon ho 

says, “The meaning of that structure is its half overground, half underground. They still 

have access to the overground, but they never know when they can fall even further below.” 

(Holub 2019) As a result, life in this in-between state entails being exhausted by both 

aspiration and anxiety. After Mr. Kim stabs Mr. Park at the very end of the film, the Park 

family is pushed out of their extravagant home, and another family moves in. In the 

meantime, the Kims are still living in their semi-basement apartment. This demonstrates that 

the root of all problems is not the ‘rich' or ‘poor' families, but the layout, the unequal 

structure. And none of the movie's characters seem to notice. Ki-woo’s attempt to save his 

father at the end of the movie is simply to buy Park's old home, move up the social ladder,  

and 'become' the Park family themselves. The structure has an effect on us, the viewers. We 

sympathise with the Kims in the film, not because they are better or worse off than the 

Parks, since they lie, con, exploit, and cause damage to other people to get their way. We 

sympathize with the Kims due to their position, as an underdog within the structure as a 

whole. And we don't want them to reform, destroy, or break free from the structure; instead, 

we want them to scale it – to reach the very top on their own. Bong Joon-ho's depiction of 

social disparity between different classes demonstrates not just the problems that an 

unequal class system creates, but also the complicated and complex nature of resolving 

those very problems. 
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