Extract 4.1 Questions posed by Parasite and Shoplifters
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[Jeong Heejin’s awkward spaces] Questions posed by Parasite and Shoplifters
Jeong Heejin

Bong Joon Ho’s 2006 film Monster was titled ‘The Host” in English. A host is a person
who invites guests, who holds an event, or who provides nutrients to the parasite, so |
thought that a film called Parasite might be coming out soon. The names of the couple, the
main characters of Parasite, are also Gitak and Choongsook.! Director Bong plays out a
variation on his philosophy of modernity, Korean modern history, and capitalism. Each
film has a different style, but there is a line of thinking. This new film lies in the same vein.

French philosopher Michel Serres’s Le Parasite sees that nature of a parasite as similar to
that of humans. So, the title of the book is not a parasite (worm), but a parasite (person).?
Life without doing anything is usually described as ‘like a parasite’, but this lifestyle too is
resistance to capitalism, which puts productivity (environmental destruction) at its highest
value.

'Gisaeng’® is a word with many misunderstandings and stigma. In the past, gisaengs were
women's jobs. They did not do nothing. They were accomplished working women in art. In
the word ‘GisaengChoong’ the word ‘choong’# is added. When the contribution worms
make to the ecosystem is considered, humans do not do more. It is unfair that ‘choong’
becomes a suffix of hate as in MumChoong and ExplainChoong.®

The English word parasite is a combination of para— and site. Para— has the meanings of
‘near, beside, alongside’, and the like. In a word, it means living with others. The host and
the parasite are not in a hierarchical relationship, but they are living together. Organisers of
life need guests. Hosts are parasitic to other hosts. No one lives without relying on others.
The higher your social status, the more help you need from others. Michel Serres,
mentioned earlier, views a king as the top parasite.

Humanity is now living in a strange world called ‘Post Human’, which has never been
experienced. Rampant capitalism that is. The polarisation of the rich and the poor in daily
life, as well as in health, education, and culture, is getting worse.

! Gitak and Choongsook mean ‘building a house’ and ‘loyal and extremely careful’ in Korean respectively.

2 Chinese characters are provided in brackets for each use of ‘parasite’. The former uses a character denoting a worm
and the latter a person.

3 Gisaeng is a homonym in Korean, so it means either a parasite or a woman who is specially trained in music, dancing,
and the art of conversation whose job is to entertain men. Its equivalent word in Japanese is geisha, which is probably
better known by many English speakers. Here gisaeng could mean both ‘a parasite’ and ‘a woman’.

4 Choong means a ‘worm’.

> Choong means a ‘worm’ and it is used as a suffix to ‘a mum’ becoming MumChoong. It refers to mothers who are
negligent in the way they take care of their children in public places like in cafes and restaurants. Some people who
consider this a public nuisance started using this word, and then it became a topic of public debate. ExplainChoong
refers to people who provide unnecessary or unwanted explanation to the extent it troubles the listener. Both words are
used as derogatory terms.



According to Zygmunt Bauman, the goal of the state and capital is not to reproduce the
workforce. The reproduction of labour is rather a burden in producing the wealth of the
state. The state is not focussing on reproducing the workforce, but focussing on making the
people ‘surplus’ by dropping the workforce. The end of employment is inevitable.

The “left neo-liberalism” that was controversial in the Roh Moo Hyun administration®
might not have been contradictory but inevitable in a global capitalist society. The tragedy
is that this violent capitalism itself is helpless, and real politics is limited to how ‘humanly’
it can deal with methods of this process.

When Director Hirokazu Kore-eda won the Palme d’Or for Shoplifters last year, Japanese
Prime Minister Abe did not celebrate the award of the Japanese film but rather disapproved
of the fact that it depicts the periphery of Japanese society. Director Kore-eda who was
cynical of the Abe administration declined a belated congratulatory call from Prime
Minister Abe. It is natural to illuminate a lonely, sad, and depressing world unless art is a
propaganda tool for power. If there is no pain, there is no story to tell. There is no art then.

The title of Shoplifters in Japanese is ‘4 family of petty thieves’. Both films mediate the
existing family system and the era of polarisation. The family, it is primarily the core of
hierarchical reproduction. There is no one who does not work in Shoplifters either.
Although the ambiences of Parasite and Shoplifters are different, they resemble each other
in the sense that they pose problems about the meanings of self-reliance and dependence,
hosts and guests, and dispensation and benefits.

Contrary to a widely-known notion, the antonym of self-reliance is not dependence but
monopoly. Total self-reliance is not possible in human life. The opposite of self-reliance is
monopoly or isolation. It is the monopoly of global capitalism that blocks the self-
sufficiency of local communities. The global economy is a shift from the urban-rural
hierarchy, which was a capitalistic division of labour within one country, to a worldwide
division of labour. A country’s specialty and its competitiveness are not the same. The
United States sells everything from weapons to beef, but most countries do not. The gap
between the rich and the poor is inevitable.

The views of the films question not the weakness or uselessness of being a parasite but the
existing conceptualisation. We need the following stances. “What’s wrong with being a
parasite?” “Who are the real parasitic humans!” “Basic income is fair!” In this era, being a
parasite is an alternative to war. We can either coexist, or all fall and perish.

Translated by Hyejeong Kim 2020 with approval from author

6 Roh Moo Hyun was the president of South Korea between 2003 and 2008.
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