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This is for everyone. You belong where you are, and you are where you should 

be. The story will always be yours alone to tell. Tell it. I will listen. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



iv 
 

Acknowledgement 

 

Thank you to the entire The George Washington University Sociology 

Department. Professors, advisors, staff, students, guests, and the many others I’ve 

encountered over the years of attendance. My life has been changed, in so many ways. 

Thank you for inspiring me, guiding me, and ultimately, giving me confidence in my own 

voice. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



v 
 

Abstract of Thesis 

 

The Social Spark of Squid Game (오징어 게임) 

 

Squid Game (오징어 게임), a Korean drama and a Netflix original production first 

aired in September 2021. By 2021, Netflix’s platform was reaching about 92 countries 

with Squid Game alighting screens everywhere. How did this unassuming, non-English 

language series from a small Asian country become the most watched show across the 

globe? Why was 2021 and not sooner or later, the moment? What about Squid Game 

captivated audiences, and what did they take away from the series? It is very likely the 

reason was not one but a perfect confluence of factors, both natural and social events 

surrounding the show’s release that propelled Squid Game to trend on social media 

platforms and zip to the top of the world’s watch list. 

This paper suggests that Squid Game, in conjunction with the context of the 

world, at the time, together amounted to a lightening catalyst that instantly burst and 

leaked into the social psyche. The research and analysis in this paper will show there was 

an unexpected and dormant anticipation for such an epistemological social awakening. In 

coalescing viewer reaction and media response against the backdrop of history, theory, 

and literature, insightful and compelling correlations open an inchoate discovery into the 

possibility that Squid Game, as a representative of the larger Korean wave, triggered such 

an awakening and enhancement of social consciousness. Through art and the power of 

Squid Game’s storytelling, viewers not only connected with the story, but swarms of 

viewers also sought connection with others online to share their own and hear other’s 

experience. When Squid Game, an underappreciated Korean drama, became a globally 
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appreciated story, an unintended refracting or reworlding of today’s understanding of 

identity was set off, and may have dimmed but continues to reverberate. 
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Glossary of Terms 

 

정 (jeong): attachment, affection, and deep emotional connection 

 

B-pop: British popular music 

 

K-beauty: Korean cosmetics and skincare 

 

K-centric: Korean focused 

 

K-cuisine: Korean cooking, cuisine 

K-drama (한국 드라마): Korean television drama series 

K-growth: Korean cultural expansion 

 

K-innovation: Korean technology, technological advancements and innovation 

 

K-interest: Korean interest 

 

K-pop: Korean popular music 

 

K-power: Korean strength, fortitude 

 

K-pride: Korean pride and confidence in being Korean  

 

K-wave (Korean wave) or Hallyu (한류):  cold wave in Chinese (寒潮 or 韓流), the flow 

of Korean culture outside Korea 

 

Korea: South Korea 
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Introduction 

 

In the Fall of 2021 within a month of its release, Squid Game (오징어 게임), a 

drama series written, directed, and starred by Koreans swept beyond its small motherland 

of South Korea and captivated a COVID-confined world. “I loved this series very much 

since its beginning,” said one male respondent from Saudi Arabia. Produced in Korea but 

by American streaming network, Netflix®, this 9-episode, entirely Korean-language 

drama series became a global, remarkably heterogeneous phenomenon far exceeding 

expectations and national boundaries (Nan, 2023; Savitz, 2021; Solsman, 2021). Not only 

was the world’s audience swept up by the show (Ahmed, et al., 2022)1, the media and 

commercial industries lost no time in diving right in and flooding the discursive waves. 

From CNN, Fast Company, KoreaTimes, to Facebook, headlines read,” Why 

Americans are so obsessed with ‘Squid Game’,” “‘Squid Game’ is Netflix’s biggest hit of 

2021,” “K-dramas in 2021: ‘Squid Game’ redefines hallyu,” “Squid Game became a 

cultural phenomenon back in 2021.” In finding resonance with something flowing from 

the series either its thrilling excitement as entertainment or its messages of personal and 

collective struggle with identity and extreme class disparity, the K-drama’s overall 

attitude and mood, or on some other basis, social conventions felt a shift. Not only did 

many viewers welcome into their consciousness a new and foreign show with subtitles, 

but they were happy they did. One respondent stated, they “…didn't want to watch it 

 
1 Additionally, of 68 survey 25% of respondents indicated they “binged watched” the show with 57% indicating they 

either “binge watched” or “watched over a few days.” 



2 
 

because it received too much hype everywhere but decided to watch it anyway during 

summertime. Glad I did.” 

Beyond the quantitative of who, how, and how many viewers watched the series, 

the “what” and “why,” or the qualitative aspects of what about the show connected with 

viewers and why certain things resonated uncovers possible roots of what was powerful 

and profound about the series. Squid Game brightened screens in households across the 

globe who watched and enjoyed the K-drama. The way the series was able to convey a 

relatable story through its dramatic demonstration of common social struggles and 

themes, was just the right mix to have viewers tuned in. One viewer stated, “It showed 

that there are common themes present in all cultures.” Secondary data analysis also 

confirmed the series was a resounding and phenomenal streaming success with outlets 

offering 9 or more “reasons ‘Squid Game’ became a global phenomenon” (9 reasons 

why…, n.d.; Rodriguez, 2021; Shevenock, 2021). Additionally, the volume of available 

content directly from viewer-initiated engagement, discussion, solicited observations, 

interviews, and survey results all confirm this was more than just about entertainment. In 

addition to volume, the depth of the chatter and interest to discuss was intense. Themes 

were not discussed as Korean issues but social, human issues, of overall “dystopian 

society” (Cai, 2021; Tan, 2021) with several respondents sharing similarly veined 

assessments of the series, saying it was a “portrayal of human nature and modern 

society.” 

Whatever the reason or reasons that brought people to the series, audience interest 

was enough to garner the series groundbreaking Emmy nominations including wins, in 

addition to its overall, extraordinary, and continuing financial success and viewer praise. 
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The success the series was able to achieve ironically paralleled its own dramatic and 

fictitious messages of functionalism, alienation, anomie, and class, themes á la Robert K. 

Merton, Karl Marx, and Émile Durkheim (Arakaki, Y. A., 2023; Hilbert, 1989). These 

theorists could very well ask of the show’s story and characters, what are the social 

norms and constraints, at play in contrived and morbid game play? Who holds power? 

Are the players, the perpetrators, or both disconnected from or connected to society? 

Application of Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak and Theodor W. Adorno and Max 

Horkheimer theories would be placed outside the fictional storyline, across the response, 

impact, and effect the series had on the “subaltern” and hegemonic powers, the people, as 

well as the mercenary nature the culture industry (Adorno and Horkheimer, 1972; 

Morton, 2003). 

Whatever questions or impetus the average viewer brought to the series, they 

were global, they were personal, they were relevant, and they became collectively shared. 

The answers and experience viewers received in return from watching Squid Game were 

connective and enlightening. For some, what they learned and what changed them was 

specific to Korean culture, “I love that show. … It was so good. … You don’t think of 

Korean culture the way it was depicted in Squid Game” was one statement offered in an 

interview. For others, the messages were personal and social, “nostalgia to my childhood 

days,” “reminds me of my childhood,” “I think that it showed them a possible darker side 

of the culture” “it peaked my interest because the show was about those playing 

dangerous with innocent children's games,” and “it showed that there are common themes 

present in all culture” were several responses provided in open-ended survey questions. 
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The series was on the world’s radar getting people to think and ask their own 

questions. Regardless of whether people watched Squid Game or not, many seemed to 

have heard something about it. Of 68 people surveyed, even the 20 individuals who had 

stated they had elected not to watch the series, indicated they had heard of the show 

either through Netflix®, social media, or through word of mouth. All respondents either 

considered watching it or had known something more about the show to make a reasoned 

election to avoid it. Among both survey respondents and casual conversation 

interviewees, all still knew about the series with many also knowing something more 

about the show. They “…heard that it was very violent and anxiety inducing,” and “I 

know it’s a K-drama” were statements from two non-viewer respondents. 

Respondents who did watch the series, often had many and strong feelings about 

the show. It was evident, there was excitement and a desire to share and hear other’s 

thoughts and discuss the series with statements from respondents, such as “I love that 

show. I watched it twice. I could watch it again. It was so good. It was crazy.” Ironically, 

excitement for the show mirrored reasons for avoiding it. For example, sentiments such 

as those referenced earlier, “anxiety inducing” and “violent/violence” were some of the 

most frequently mentioned expressions and related reasons both for watching and 

enjoying, as well as reasons for skipping the series. “Stress/stressful” + “thrill” and 

“excitement” were also recurring and paradoxical response terms that were used in 

serving as both a series attractor and detractor. 

One possible interpretation of this conflicting but complementary finding was the 

show’s success in projecting a clear and consistent tone. In addition to the tone being a 

sort of “violent, edge of your seat human interactive game play,” its identification as a 
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“Korean” series, thus its “Koreanness” was also not lost on the public, “It reflects the 

consumerism of Korean society,” said one male, Hispanic respondent. Many tuned in 

precisely because it was a Korean series with many already coming in with at least some 

knowledge and interest in Korean culture. One non-Korean, Caucasian, American, female 

respondent had extensive prior knowledge of K-dramas, arriving for our conversation 

with discussion notes in hand including a list of her favorite K-dramas. Others stated they 

became more interested in Korean culture after watching, such as “I want a taste of those 

Honeycombs,” “I want to try the candy,” “I’d play [the games],” from three separate 

respondents. Another viewer took something from the series as indicative of Korean 

culture while another respondent expressed quite the opposite, stating they knew the K-

drama was “unrealistic.”   

To understand the surveyed viewer better, data from the 68 respondents shows, 

the average viewer was approximately 31 years of age with a near equal split of male and 

female viewers. Additionally, more females elected not to watch the show than males. All 

but one respondent had some pre-existing familiarity with and interest in Korean culture. 

In terms of respondents being Korean or non-Korean, there was insufficient data to 

properly represent the Korean viewer pool. As will be explained in the Limitations 

section, the surveyed pool was not representative of the diversity of the viewer 

population, particularly with respect to native Korean viewers. Netflix® indicated 69% of 

profiles in Korea viewed the series (Brenda, 2022). 

For being as big a hit and record breaker in Korea, as it was outside the country 

(Kim, R., 2021), reception by the native Korean viewer group would be a critical piece in 

offering the most comprehensive understanding of the totality of the viewer. Secondary 
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data helped to inform this gap in collection and indicated, Korean viewers had mixed 

reactions to the Squid Game (Brenda, 2022) but related to the social struggles reflected in 

the series (Young, 2021) with a sense for some that it is all too real. One respondent 

expressed, “I felt it was way to [sic] real to escape reality.” Thus, to understand how 

these struggles and the underlying sociological themes (functionalism, capitalism, 

alienation, and anomie) worlded or reworlded their native perspective can only be known 

directly from them. 

We do get a glimmer of the native perspective from secondary data, which 

inferentially speaks to the lens that orients their view. One native Korean’s worlded 

versus reworlded view of Squid Game can be inferred in their statement to Vanity Fair, “I 

think many Koreans were generally surprised that non-Koreans, especially East Asians, 

could relate to Korean social issues and values” (Kim. R., 2021).  The possible 

implication here, that she and others were “surprised” and saw the struggles as only 

“Korean social issues and values” is quite thought-provoking while reflecting the same 

culturally isolated framework as expressed by her fellow male, American respondent, in 

being “surprised” regarding the series ability to represent Western themes more 

accurately than American cinema. 

Ironically, while labeled and recognized as a “K-drama,” Squid Game was also 

not considered a traditional K-drama in many ways especially by those most familiar 

with the genre (Kim R, 2024). The plotline and execution were atypical of the historical 

view of K-dramas, which tended to be wholesome family romances (Kim R, 2024). Some 

non-viewer respondents indicated they were looking for that more traditional K-drama, 
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for which Squid Game did not reflect while some native Korean viewers felt Squid Game 

was as predictable and melodramatic as the genre is known (Kim. R., 2021). 

Whether a viewer was new to K-drama or not, the show broadened and opened 

people’s minds to Korean culture, to a new culture, to a different way to tell a similar, 

very common, and very current social struggle. “It definitely opened the world to K-

dramas but because it was relatable for anyone who has had money issues with an 

entertaining emotional twist,” expressed one female American respondent. While the 

Wall Street Journal felt, “The world has changed. All of these points made the story very 

realistic for people compared to a decade ago” (Yoon and Martin, 2021, para. 12). 

Once thoughts and minds were opened, viewers felt the need to seek community 

and camaraderie around what they felt. Even three years on, respondents were eager to 

discuss the series. New social networks were established across many platforms all over 

the world, in numerous languages (@julianrosswag, 2025; Social media@NYUPraha, 

2021). Once the public and social media started buzzing about this series, the “hype” 

drew more attention to the show, to K-dramas, to Korean culture and Korean cultural 

products (other K-dramas, movies, music, food, cosmetics, and cars), and people started 

changing the way and what they normally consumed. Despite Parasite having come out 

two years before Squid Game and winning an Oscar for best foreign film, one respondent 

stated, “I watched other Korean films like Parasite after watching Squid Game.” Squid 

Game’s influence not only generated change, for a moment, it was able to connect a 

separated, disparate, distanced, but eager world into one that accepted and embraced a 

lesser known, perhaps lesser appreciated cultural identity as a valid voice for many.   
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Literature Review 

 

As the most watched show on Netflix®2 with 2.1 billion hours, “Squid Game was 

even bigger than you thought” (Solsman, 2021). With approximately 1 hour watched for 

every 4 persons in the world, Squid Game was a phenomenal success. In the creator, 

Hwang, Dong Hyuk’s (황준호) own words, “I wanted to write a story that was an 

allegory about modern capitalist society, populated with the kinds of characters we’ve all 

met in real life. At the time, the response from those who might have made the movie 

was that it was too unrealistic. A depiction of world elites who, for their own sick 

amusement, entice hundreds of desperate citizens to compete in a series of deadly games 

for the opportunity to live their lives free of financial burden and hardship” (Hwang, 

2022, para. 2). It was not just any drama, or any Korean drama, but specifically, the tone 

and tenor, the essence of the allegory that became Squid Game, and at that time, 2021, 

that was able to stir social awareness and open and continue to open minds across the 

world. “It definitely opened the world to K-dramas but because it was relatable for 

anyone who has had money issues with an entertaining emotional twist,” shared one 

Caucasian female respondent.  

The many sociological themes explored within Squid Game can be considered 

some of the foundational concepts in the study of human society. Most notably 

functionalism, class, alienation, and anomie (Arakaki, 2023; Hilbert, 1989; North, 1969). 

 
2 While Squid Game (S1) still holds this record, as the most watched show on Netflix, its lead as the most watched non-

English show on the platform was recently overtaken by another Korean drama, The Trauma Code (중증외상센터) 

(The Korea Herald, 2025). The Trauma Code aired on January 24, 2025, and in less than 30 days another Korean drama 

has become yet another flyaway success. Such successive achievements demonstrate the continued and worldwide 

movement and impact of the Korean Wave (explored in The Korean Drama in the Korean Wave), and the particular 

appeal and propulsion of Korean dramas within this Wave. 
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With respect to functionalism (manifest and latent), Robert K. Merton posited there are 

intended and unintended consequences of social norms and institutions both arising from 

the same norms and institutions (Hilbert, 1989). Karl Marx’s theory on class and 

alienation suggested the struggle of the working class to connect with their work, their 

fellow workers, and the fruits of their labor was due to a lack of connection, a 

powerlessness, and a sense of purposelessness, and their exploitation by structures over 

which they exercised no control. He saw the distancing of the worker from the outcome 

of their work as “objectification,” “appropriation as estrangement, as alienation” (Marx, 

1844, p. 2). 

According to Marx, there was subjective and objective alienation or estrangement 

and surrendering both of which predominately and most significantly affected the 

working class. Objective alienation from the product and process of labor resulted in the 

more intimate or subjective alienation from self3 and others (Marx, 1844). In contrast, 

Émile Durkheim saw anomie as a greater and more general disconnection and feeling of 

meaninglessness or instability due to an “absence of social regulation” (Hilbert, 1989, p. 

243), much like Merton’s norms and institutions and without linkage, direct relationship, 

or connection to labor, as Marx believed. 

The illustration of these distinctly nuanced theories on alienation and anomie, as 

well as capitalism and functionalism where prevalent within the show’s storyline and not 

lost on world viewers. From observations to interviews to survey and casual conversation 

respondents, many general theoretical inferences were noted by respondents. The 

 
3 Marx also described this as alienation from “species-being,” which was a disconnection from nature, organic things 

including the essence of oneself as human. 
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following were some of those respondent statements, “societal issues, economic 

inequality, societal pressures, social commentary, stark differences between rich and 

poor, capitalism,” “portrayal of human nature, modern society,” “have n [sic] have nots” 

“competitive environment, work hard to survive,” “desperation pushed everyone into the 

social learning status to survive,” “people cheat in this world,” “consumerism,” “desire to 

live, you will find solutions,” “cut-throat competition,” “pressures of their society, 

economic capitalistic pressures, desperate dire straits, economic stress, desperate, poor 

people, and…the uber wealthy.” 

Outside the storyline of the series, when looking at the response and reaction of 

viewers to Squid Game’s narrative, a different theoretical framing is reflected, one 

situated within “worlding” or “reworlding.” The term worlding was first introduced by 

German Philosopher, Martin Heidegger in relation to “creating and experiencing the 

world” (Heidegger, 1962; Kisiel, 1995; Singh, 1999). Heidegger’s sense of the term was 

later reflected and extrapolated on by Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak in relation to how the 

world of colonized people becomes owned and (re)told or undergoes a “worlding” by 

colonial powers. Colonizers choose to tell and document the story of a land from their 

experience or interpretation of it rather than from the direct experience of those who are 

native to and live it (Chakravorty Spivak, 1985). When this happens, colonizers speak 

without regard to known but unstated assumptions, such that their conveyance may be 

received with a false sense of primacy. Through omission of the native story, the 

colonizer is granted a particular and presumptive entitlement to the people and the land 

through their own documented knowledge. Referencing Chakravorty Spivak, “the 

‘native’ is made into the colonised [sic] through dominant discursive practices of the 
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colonial centre [sic] and in dependency on them (Thomas-Olalde and Velho, 2011, 33). 

To get to the original and first experience of the land, the people, and its true culture, a 

complete view, a “reworlding,” or recentering of existing narratives back to the “native,” 

and the verification of authentic ownership can and should occur. 

In looking across what has historically been a stable understanding of the range 

and applicability of established social theory, highly recognized theories and concepts 

like functionalism, capitalism, and alienation and anomie have been embraced by 

unstated presumptions of applicability. A natural sort of implication by society, “Western 

for Western,” “Eastern for Eastern,” takes root and perpetuates. Squid Game being a 

Korean drama, one Chinese-American, male respondent stated, “Squid Game probably 

made non-Korean’s [sic] think that Koreans love entertainment and thrillers” inferring 

there does exist some East-West divide. With this geographic separation, eventually, a 

hard and fast distinction between first and third4 worlds can naturally be taken as inherent 

not prescribed designations. A “grounding intellectual engagement in … considerations 

about colonialism, postcolonialism, and the contemporary international division of labor 

between the ‘First World’ and the ‘Third World’ (Morton, 2003, p. 2). The origin of the 

terms themselves, “first” and “third” worlds5, denote an othering through primacy and an 

implied superiority and authority and not the reality of their labelled separation. As the 

above respondent felt, human struggles when told by local narratives, like K-dramas, 

telenovelas, or soap operas, tend to become their labels being seen and interpreted as 

strictly “Korean,” “Latin American,” or “American” not human stories or struggles. 

 
4 The use of these terms is considered outdated, by some (First World, 2025; Third World, 2025). 
5 The terms originate from Caucasian, male, French demographer, Alfred Sauvy (Sauvy, 1952). 
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For many reasons, such as unexplored limitations of the theorizer and the 

consumer, as well as constraints of the world, untapped theoretical considerations and a 

restrictive and stunted range of theory application can easily take hold resulting in 

mentalities like “capitalism of the Western, first world, and Confucianism of the East6 

and third world.” These theoretical and geographic reference points become almost 

involuntarily absorbed across social conventions, particularly in the West with fortune 

cookies abundantly manufactured and distributed, “humorously” reading, “Confucius 

says, <<insert dogma here>>.” It becomes inconsequential to know anything about 

Confucianism7 except that it originated in the East, to wholeheartedly believe it thus 

applies only “there” and has no application “here,” in the West, or to human society, as a 

whole. The heart of Confucius philosophy revolves around boundless human ethics and 

morality. 

Thus follows another presumption that perhaps established frameworks, such as 

Marx’s capitalism and the social hierarchy of class and labor and the importance of 

personal ethics and morality of Confucius are and should remain geo-specific, societal 

concerns not universally meaningful and applicable ones. However differently or 

similarly social conventions were held, at the time, Squid Game seemed to casually cross 

and weave these nebulous boundaries, bringing light to them and to the holder’s view of 

them, as expressed by one college-educated, female respondent, “You don’t think of 

Korean culture the way it was depicted in Squid Game.” 

 
6 The teachings of Confucius (Kong Qiu/孔丘) are part of the fabric of Korean history and culture. Confucius’ 

teachings were the official ideology of Korea during the Joseon Dynasty (조선 왕조) (Kuhn, 2021). 
7 Confucianism is a Western coined term to mean a belief system of philosophical and ethical teachings founded by 

Confucius and developed by Mencius. The main focus of Confucianism is the importance of personal ethics and 

morality (Confucianism, n.d.).  
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By taking social perspectives and stretching them across cultures, Squid Game 

zoomed in on the social fabric of awareness bringing clarity to the stitching uncovering a 

grander scene, one not limited by geo-regional norms but united by boundaryless human 

behavior. The illumination into imperceptible details including limitations became 

visible, and the expansion of application beyond these limits made natural sense, which 

was never so sensible, digestible, and accessible before. One American male respondent 

felt, the series “…wanted to make it where you would understand.” 

Squid Game actualized “a story that knows no borders” (Hwang, 2022). The 

impact of this was to also shine light on the power and persuasiveness that can originate 

from Korea, a small, Eastern nation and motherland to the series, which encouraged the 

public to be motivated to openly and honestly recognize the relatable value of other 

cultures while still embracing their own. It was almost contagious, as many respondents 

expressed the same sentiment that “everyone was talking about it.” Another survey 

respondent stated, “I really enjoyed the games that were played. They included Korean 

and American culture.” This viewer identified representation of both cultures in Squid 

Game and enjoyed the depiction. 

While several respondents specifically mentioned the series reflection of 

capitalism8, one conversation respondent was more pointed, “I’m struck by how Korean 

dramas seem to recognize the…the existence of class in a way…American cinema can't 

or doesn't…I can see the class struggle, you know, the purity of the class struggle far 

more clearly in Korean and Korean film and drama then I've seen tends to come out in 

 
8 At least five respondents throughout data collection made some reference either directly or indirectly to capitalism, 

i.e. capitalism/istic, class, competition, the haves and the have nots, etc. 
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American, uh American cinema.” In addition to his individual and personal affirmation of 

Squid Game’s ability to accurately convey universal and cross-cultural class struggle, the 

surprise that a K-drama (한국 드라마) or non-American (non-Western) narrative could do 

so, implies a far more revealing sentiment. Why did this conversation respondent find it 

surprising that a non-American or Eastern drama handled “the purity” of such common 

social concepts better than America? While further conversation did not reveal their 

precise meaning, as an U.S. college educated, American male, much like his Korean, 

female counterpart referenced earlier, we have some sense of his conceptual framing. 

Recognizing given theory under a predominating or fixed frame or aperture of 

colonial worlding (Chakravorty Spivak, 1985) or othering9 the interpretation can become 

second nature10. For the othered and the worlded, their free and liberated reaction to 

Squid Game is similar but from an already reworlded framing, one that sees themselves 

as primary. “I think many Koreans were generally surprised that non-Koreans, especially 

East Asians, could relate to Korean social issues and values” (Kim. R., 2021). The 

similarity and familiarity of established social paradigms crossed cultures and were 

presented so seamlessly that the process or effect of relating and reworlding (Chakravorty 

Spivak, 1985) was certainly there but effortless. For both the “worlder” and the 

“worlded,” connecting to the narrative in Squid Game was natural and felt right. While it 

was the same message and delivery they connected with, there was surprise on both sides 

 
9 The various antecedent adaptations of this term can be attributed to many academics, such as Georg Wilhelm 

Friedrich Hegel (“the Other,” a counterpart to self), W.E.B. Du Bois (double consciousness), Antonio Gramsci 

(referring to marginalized groups as “subaltern,” a term also used by Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak), Jacques Lacan (the 

big and the little other), and several others. The theoretical use of “othering” under post-colonialism has been 

specifically attributed to Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak and is defined as “a process by which the empire can define itself 

against those it colonizes, excludes and marginalizes…” (Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin, 2013, 171, 173) 
10 W.E.B. Du Bois double consciousness could not be more applicable here. 
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that the messaging was so accurate and so globally resonant, but a difference in 

perception as to who should own that narrative. 

Like yin and yang, the international reception and energized but varying reactions 

to the series co-existed. Yin can come into clearer focus and share space with its 

opposite, yang, because both are equally clear, digestible, and organically united11. With 

the boosting support of years of antecedent and beloved cultural products12 within the K-

wave along with the ubiquity of social media, Squid Game was the vital piece to land 

precisely at an inflection point of rising social connection and identity. Taken altogether 

Squid Game was the code that was able to unlock the social dial and adjusted the lens to 

include a natural span into reworlding or reorienting stories, voices, and identities that 

seamlessly integrated both historically Western and Eastern norms. 

Yuan states, not only was Korea having a moment, Korean dramas (K-dramas) 

specifically, and Squid Game pointedly, have indeed possibly created a “post-colonial 

‘Third-Space’” or a category all their own (Yuan, 2023, p. 2) where identity is 

reestablished and nurtured. Ellen Arnold also proposed a similar concept of a “third 

space” with respect to Native American culture through “reworlding the word” and 

“recontextualizing the written word to bring it closer to the dynamic, participatory 

experience of a reimagined oral consciousness” (Arnold, 1999, p. 5). There is an 

implication there could be no “Third-Space” or opportunity to create a separate category 

without the history of colonization and oppression and the strength of identity expression 

 
11 “Yin and yang” (陰陽) a Chinese expression or “eum-gwa yang” (음과 양) in Korean, and its visual representation 

“taegeuk” (태극) as reflected in the center of the Korean flag, is the idea of two opposing forces (positive and negative) 

that complement and co-existence creating balance and harmony (Ministry of the Interior, n.d.) 
12 K-pop, K-beauty, K-cuisine, etc. 
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has the power to fill that space. It could be argued, this post-colonial “Third-Space” is 

growing beyond the K-drama or Korean cultural identity. Most recently, among a 

Western suppressed people and specifically as it relates to their language and oral 

identity, the Irish also through art with the film Kneecap13, have expressed solidarity in 

this notion of an alternate space for their identity. The film has received similar energetic 

viewer response and critical praise, as Squid Game. 

Squid Game contributes to and enhances the idea of defining a “Third-Space,” in 

several ways. Squid Game as a K-drama originates from a country, who in recent history 

was designated a third world country and a former colonized people. As a drama that is 

Korean, it broke the mold being considered by K-drama veterans non-traditional for its 

genre, which is known for its formulaic and light-hearted romantic messaging (Kim, 

2024). Lastly, and in alignment as a non-traditional K-drama, the series only found 

sponsorship with an American company, Netflix®, after years of being turned down 

within its home country of Korea. In these ways, Squid Game transformed the genre and 

the “Third-Space.” When taken in conjunction with the unprecedented and collective 

response it elicited, Squid Game not only shaped this “Third-Space,” it carved out new 

territory, in what can be seen as a “third space” of identity, outside the series itself. 

Within this dedicated sphere not only was the world consuming and connecting with 

more K-dramas and other cultural products, deeper, greater, perhaps even primary credit 

and weight was starting to be given to a culture that had before been unrecognized, 

 
13 From the film, “Stories are built from language. Nations are built from stories. This is our story. The Irish language 

and hip hop go hand-in-hand. Hip hop gave a voice to the Black people of America. Now it's giving a voice to Irish 

speakers.” 
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oppressed, and overlooked. As one female, American respondent aptly noted, “It opened 

others to Koreans and Asian culture and media.” 

For viewers outside Korea, seeing Korean culture engagingly and accurately 

depict known Western ideals demonstrated reworlding as a framework within a 

framework. A post-colonial vision promulgated by non-Caucasian, non-male, not 

originally from a Western world theorist, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak was born in India, 

educated there and across all parts of the Western world (America, Ireland, England) 

(“Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak,” 2025). Her view was one where she looked from the 

standpoint of colonized and colonizing societies, and she asked questions. These 

questions invited social concepts historically told and framed within specific viewpoints, 

to be deconstructed, to be more transparent, exposed, and more spherical than linear 

(Morton, 2003). Not only did Squid Game quietly reworld existing concepts, it arguably 

updated the perspective through which viewers could better and with refreshed minds 

witness the full reach of social paradigms. Societies are culture-specific, but above all 

else, societies are human, as expressed by this female, Saudi Arabia respondent stated, “I 

liked how the story represented a larger and global social context in terms of power, 

poverty, and inequalities.” Squid Game seemed to messaged humanness as a priority and 

it was absorbed. While several respondents expressed really liking the series, one male 

interview respondent energetically stated, “I loved, yes, I loved. I loved it.” 

Across these two theoretical orbits, one from within the show and another from 

what the show drew out from the audience or what viewers took away from the K-drama, 

Squid Game can be seen as the ignitor of an illumination over long held and siloed social 

optics. A change even in just how and what we consume as entertainment (Horner, 2021), 
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is a change in our social patterns. A shift, however miniscule, from seeing accepted 

norms, longstanding social concepts (as mentioned earlier, functionalism, class, 

alienation, and anomie) and consuming, relating to, and then choosing to continue to 

absorb these norms through an Asian or specifically Korean lens is significant. Not only 

has Squid Game affected social adjustment in interests and sharing, the greatest 

significance is the enhancement of perception in prioritizing human connection above the 

geographic and cultural segregation of humanity. Resonance with the dramatization of 

human struggle and triumph portrayed in Squid Game narrowed the geographic and 

cultural divide. 

In essence, Squid Game was able to immerse its viewership in the story it was 

telling while reworlding their orientation of its underlying social messages. Over nine 

episodes, the world, for viewers, became a little less foreign and a little more familiar, 

and for many this view continues to grow with other K-dramas including Squid Game’s 

second season. Most interviewees stated they would watch the second season with one 

respondent stating with great excitement and certainty, “definitely!” 

In addition to a reworlding of the stories we hear in our known world, one can see 

an inversion of Theodor W. Adorno and Max Horkheimer’s critical theory on the “culture 

industry.”  According to Adorno and Horkheimer, the culture industry is a collection of 

the varying industries that produced media content inclusive of content that is responsible 

solely for producing distraction or manipulation of actual needs. A culture generates and 

proliferates a culture toward false needs14, prescribed individuality, mass appeal, and rote 

 
14 Herbert Marcuse believed people were forced to need things that were not truly beneficial to themselves or the 

community and that people required “reorganization” to get them out of their “superimposed” ignorance to ultimately 

achieve “radical subjectivity,” or social transformation (Cutts, 2019). 
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engagement. Through immersion, the culture industry controls the type, volume, and 

direction of the public’s consumption, ultimately, throttling individual freedom, choice, 

and creativity (Adorno and Horkheimer, 1972). The unexpected and unprecedented viral 

reaction15 to Squid Game flipped the theory’s application on its head while still 

maintaining its core point: generating mass appeal rather than unique art. 

Before the culture industry could infiltrate consumer mentality, the public had 

already taken to social media and filled the metaphorical lines aka hashtags, comments, 

and posts16, and expressed a position: high interest in this Korean drama called Squid 

Game. Without missing a beat, mass media swooped in and with more controlled, clear, 

directed, and prominent execution inundated the conversation. The volume of media 

articles published17 within just the first 30 days of Squid Game’s airing can only have 

been in direct response to the immediately antecedent amount of viewer chatter, 

discussion, and obsession with the series. Without any pre-existing marketing of the 

show, the culture industry had only the strength and spread of social media exchange to 

fuel their direction. From “social media” and “word of mouth18” being the top reasons 

 
15 “It was surprising that series-relevant contents, memes, and position of views are well discussed and outreached on 

the social media platforms, such as Twitter, Instagram, and Weibo. For example, 756K posts had been under the 

#squidgame on Instagram, as well as 410K discussions under the #鱿鱼游戏 (“Squid Game” in Chinese) on Weibo to 

date” (Social media@NYUPraha, 2021). 
16 According to Conviva, within roughly two weeks of Squid Game’s premiere, “social engagement” reached 

approximately 7 million references (“Netflix and Squid Game…,” 2021). 
17 The number of media articles referenced in this paper alone, many more of which were reviewed but not included, 

attests to this incredible volume accessible online. 
18 Given Squid Game aired during COVID, “word of mouth” can be inferred to encompass in-person, as well as virtual 

discussion. Additionally, according to one outlet, “Spreading around the world by word of mouth, especially via social 

media, Squid Game has topped Netflix charts in more than 80 countries” (“Squid Game is Netflix’s biggest…,” 2021), 

and a study of the influence of eWOM (electronic Word of Mouth) (Ahmed et al., 2022) confirms such an 

interpretation. 
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given by surveyed respondents19, the people’s voice spoke first and only then became the 

culture industry’s cue to commodify the artistic future of the series. 

Subsequently and ultimately, the public’s independent interest sparked the media 

to leap up and dig in, turning creative and artistic choice into a product of mass appeal. 

Notwithstanding mass media’s ultimate takeover of rhetoric, Squid Game started out as 

original art and was unique in many other ways, very much including, the intentional 

absence of marketing of its initial season. Of 68 survey respondents only 1 indicated 

having seen a poster for the series. The lack of commercial marketing was due to many 

factors including the outbreak of COVID, the series being one of Netflix’s® first, fully 

backed Asian productions, thus acting as a trial of sorts, as well as the lack of expectation 

the show would have any notable level of appeal (@Julianrosswag, 2025). Therefore, it 

was the people not mass media and the entertainment industry who initially generated not 

passive but active consumption and not predictable but critical engagement with the 

series. “Within the first 2 weeks of Squid Game’s launch, the series had already garnered 

1.5 million social mentions and the volume of social mentions increased by 331% in the 

second week of its launch” (Goh, 2022). Multiple respondents stated some version of 

what this one male, American respondent stated, “Hearing about it's [sic] popularity from 

social media and friends.” 

This immediate, lively, energized, and highly active engagement on social media 

originated with and was generated by the public without interference from mass media. 

Organic, viewer chatter through online networks directly caused and directed true cultural 

 
19 According to a Conviva survey, “Word of mouth is one of the strongest drivers of discovery for new shows…as 59% 

of respondents … found the content they recently watched for the first time through word of mouth, chatting with or 

seeing social media posts from friends, family, or influencers” (“Netflix and Squid Game…,” 2021) 
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attraction to the show (@julianrosswag, 2025; Social media@NYUPraha, 2021). From 

the relative inactivity of mass media and marketing announcements20 before the show’s 

release to the intensity of the public’s reaction in its immediate aftermath, the people 

spoke and made an independent and collective choice not one (yet) directed or 

manipulated but rather followed and retrieved and volleyed back by the culture industry. 

In this way, the public’s reaction to and accompanying discourse and behavior 

around its involvement with and attachment to the series, directly caused mass media and 

the entertainment industry to respond21, not the other way around. Despite the somewhat 

inverted application of Adorno and Horkheimer’s theory, the incredible response to the 

series both socially organic and commercially contrived, still generated exactly what 

Adorno and Horkheimer conclude, commodification of art and reduction of meaningful 

engagement. While Squid Game season one may have been unique art, it near instantly 

became financial fodder for any willing commercial brand (Goh, 2021). The public’s 

original passion morphed into manufactured media hysteria together generating mass 

demand for a second season, which was not expected or guaranteed22.  

The second season has since received initial reviews describing it as a commercial 

success but lacking substance, naturally ensuring more to come (Poniewozik, 2024). The 

director himself also openly admitted the second season was produced only for money 

(Kemp, 2024). One female, American respondent quite specifically felt, “I love how it 

 
20 For Squid Game season one, a single trailer posted on Netflix’s YouTube channel (“Netflix and Squid Game…,” 

2021). Compared to Squid Game season two, while official numbers have not been released by Netflix® notional 

assessments indicate the difference was “excessive” and “elaborate” in marketing cost of season two (ByteBridge, 

2025; Desk, 2024). 
21 “Squid Game…the Netflix viral hit…the most tweeted-about show…in the U.S. (that year) …” (Goldsmith, 2021). 
22 A second season was only greenlit after the success of the first season with the director not knowing if there would 

be a season two. Additionally, given the first season made more than $900 million and growing for Netflix® (Shaw, 

2021), director Hwang’s admission, he did not get commensurately paid with only enough to put food on the table, it 

seems to indicate, no one expected anything from the first season of Squid Game (Jeffries, 2021; Kemp, 2024). 
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[Squid Game season one] was executed and got me started on K-dramas. I am more 

worried about the second season because K-dramas don't normally have 2nd seasons. I 

don't want the story to be stretched too far and ruin the first season and their message 

because people want a second season (I see this as a westernized desire or a consequence 

of being globalized).” 

Within two days of its release, “Squid Game season two hit #1 in every country 

Netflix is available” (Saunders, 2024 Dec), which now reaches over 190 countries, more 

than twice as many as it did approximately 3 years ago (Netflix profile, n.d.). While the 

people may have started the conversation, the culture industry through saturation 

commandeered and ensured its enterprising direction. Part and parcel with the power and 

purpose of the culture industry’s sway, is its ability to generate not only passive but 

massive consumption, thus interest in Squid Game only grew in viewership since season 

one. 

The connection with the culture industry can be further distilled by deconstructing 

the elements of the first season: content, form, and timing. Squid Game was a streaming 

series, a piece of entertainment, thus the substance or content of the show, can easily be 

interpreted simply as “a product of the culture industry” as understood according to 

Adorno and Horkheimer. The show’s form (streaming accessibility from nearly any 

device, anywhere in the world), the lack of commercial advertising, and the timing of its 

release (premiered during the outbreak of a worldwide pandemic and within the mounting 

rise of interest in Korean culture), collectively and arguably, took the series from what 

started out as a culture industry byproduct but when released was truly an original piece 

of art. The surrounding social circumstances and conditions made the release of this 
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series much more conducive for what naturally ensued, the unfettered and organic 

manifestation of true culture that was swiftly swept up and owned by the culture industry. 

Worldwide natural events (pandemic) and social developments (rise of social 

media, pre-existing exposure to Korean culture, formulated media hype), all over the 

world, brought their own necessities for change, particularly as it related to safe and 

healthy ways to interact socially, resulting in the intensified practice of social 

distancing23. One Caribbean, female respondent stated, “It was pandemic, and we've been 

watching everything we could get our hands on to.” Adding the influence of Squid Game 

to this swirl of occurrences, touched off other necessities going beyond protections and 

seeping into the subtle and natural rearranging and reorienting of social and cultural 

needs, desires, and norms. “Followed by the users and series-watchers, the trendy 

survival Korean series has changed people’s way of socializing” (Social 

media@NYUPraha, 2021). One respondent stated, “I watched the show because 

everyone was telling it is good,” with another stating “it was…it was…it was because it 

was number one and it got served up in the like it is a…a global phenomenon. Like 

everybody's talking about it,” and another stating, they “didn't want to be left out of 

discussions.” 

While Merton, Marx, Durkheim, Heidegger, Chakravorty Spivak, Adorno, 

Horkheimer, and many other social theorists and theories are not names and discussions 

socialized, tweeted, and talked about regularly among the general population, they have 

all provided us a lens (Gatchalian and Handig, 2023) through which we could try to see 

and understand our social world. A social world, which in fact and naturally, was “their” 

 
23 From the CDC to NIH to Red Cross, the promotion of the benefits of social distancing is as plentiful as media 

coverage of Squid Game (Matrajt and Leung, 2020; Red Cross, 2020; VoPham, et al., 2020). 
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social world. Caucasian males from Western societies, such as the United States, 

Germany, and France living, observing, and theorizing from these social spaces and 

times. Utilizing Chakravorty Spivak’s lens and questioning Squid Game was able to tell 

its Korean, its Asian story from within historically accepted Western frameworks, and the 

tale shook round the world. People were identifying with and talking about it everywhere. 

A little over a month after its release, the director stated, “the show was motivated 

by a very simple idea, we are fighting for our lives in very unequal circumstances” 

(Jeffries, 2021). The director himself frames the issue as a human one, “we are fighting 

for our lives” and not reflected or caveated as specifically West or East but as a world 

fighting “in very unequal circumstances.” Thus, it was not that Western frameworks were 

successfully presented under Eastern coverage, but that these frameworks were 

universally applicable human structures. Squid Game achieved, so painlessly and 

excitingly, this transformation or swirling merge of constructs and application and was 

not only successful but the depth of the reception unexpected. Squid Game cracked open 

a door across the world launching a process of unknowingly reworlding and adjusting 

longstanding notions of social aspects that were understood in one way to becoming seen 

in new ways. Such an aspect narrowed the world for viewers seeing similarities before 

differences even when physical looks and spoken language were completely unfamiliar to 

their known framework. The extent of the series’ impact was completely unforeseen. 
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Methods 

 

For this paper, I looked at both primary and secondary data, employing a mixed 

methods approach. To establish a foundation of understanding, my secondary research 

included data from public media articles, academic writing, social media, online 

discussion forums, and published interviews. Primary research included casual 

conversations, observations, interviews, and survey data. The survey was conducted with 

two co-researchers, identified as Co-researcher One and Co-researcher Two, as part of a 

Summer 2024, GWU Market Research course looking at “what made Squid Game such a 

commercial success.” Included are observations, three independent interviews conducted 

by each researcher, a jointly crafted survey, which was submitted on the open-source site, 

Reddit, and three casual conversation about the series held with seven respondents. 

Content analysis was conducted across secondary data collection after gathering, 

researching, synthesizing, and analyzing written resources. Initial searches included 

terms, expressions, concepts, and themes around Squid Game, season one of the K-

drama. Findings were coded for importance based on repetition and frequency and 

refined for patterns and trends across how the media, promotional announcements, and 

reception of the show were discussed within and across these sources. 

During the research phase, to account for and mitigate controllable and 

uncontrollable personal biases and leanings, as best as possible, varied and opposing 

viewpoints, sources, and perspectives were sought. This concerted approach become 

necessary and meaningful; confirming, for the most part, interest (positive and negative) 

around the series was consistently high. High interest was helpful in generating insightful 
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revelations, such as the breadth of understanding and awareness held not only by those 

who watched but also by those who did not watch the series. 

In terms of minimizing internal content bias, as well as selection bias, it was 

important to search international sources, ensuring for diversity, relevancy, and 

reputability. Research was scoped to international content that was also available in 

English or accessible through a reasonable understanding when processed through a 

translation tool. Searches were first conducted by word, such as ‘Squid Game,’ ‘Hwang, 

Dong Hyuk (황준호),’ ‘Netflix®’, etc.; by topic such as, “most successful Korean drama 

(K-drama)”, “Netflix® success,” “foreign language hit series,” etc.; and by accessibility 

(language, readily available, free access, etc.). Starting in this way, generated a very 

organic and robust snowball effect, in some cases, making it very easy to fall into a rabbit 

hole of information. 

While recency of publications was highly considered, articles about Squid Game’s 

success were not surprisingly written within a year after its release, and many articles 

within months given the show’s immediate spike in viewership. There was a wave of 

media and press articles published within the October 2021 to February 2022 timeframe, 

which was immediately after the first season dropped on Netflix®. Not only did 

secondary research inform a baseline understanding and level setting of what might be 

encountered during primary data collection, secondary sources also offered invaluable 

source data, such as native Korean viewer reaction, viewer use, and global statistics. The 

organic hype or buzz around the series predominately originated from chatter online 

which in turn generated the wealth and depth of response from the media and other 



27 
 

information reporting forums. For this reason, media articles were invaluable sources of 

information and are a significant portion of the total. 

The overall approach in collecting primary or source data was relatively mixed 

methods using inductive analysis based on key words and patterns, as well as tone and 

emphasis during interviews, conversations, and observations. Sampling methodology 

included a combination of purposive, voluntary, convenience, and snowball. For targeted 

and fully voluntary responses, the following online discussion groups on Reddit were 

approached: r/Squid Game, r/Korean drama, r/Netflix®. 

During primary data collection, design, and execution, the best and easiest way to 

maintain security and accuracy of data was by 1) including all respondent responses 

whether a respondent had indicated they viewed the series or not, 2) seeking only 

volunteers, and 3) removing solicitation and tracking of respondent contact information. 

Including all and the entirety of responses turned out to be a meaningful approach, as 

some of those who responded they had not watched the series provided contextual 

information surrounding the reason for their choice which added more insight to 

ultimately understanding the scope of reach of the show. 

For interviews, family and friends were the initial target. For observations, co-

researchers were useful as neither had watched the series. For the survey, a mix of family, 

friends, referrals, as well as public, open-source, and anonymous contacts were solicited. 

Solicitation and communication were made through text, email, virtual chats and calls, or 

in-person based on the respondent and researcher’s access and availability. Sampling of 

the surveyed population included both random, probable and non-probable, snowball, and 
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convenience, sampling. The free, open-source application Google Forms was used to 

design and submit the survey. 

Together secondary and primary approaches guided informed preparation, design, 

planning, and implementation of overall collection and analysis and ultimately, of the 

resulting analytic product. The rough order of research included reviewing secondary 

data collection for relevancy, quality, data integrity, and timeliness, to establish 

foundational understanding and increase the knowledge base through more contoured 

research. Secondary data was analyzed for consistency of media messaging, direct viewer 

statements, available metrics and statistics, and for volume. 

Guided observations started with inviting two respondents, who had not seen the 

series, to commence watching and to take notes during viewing, jotting down all their 

observations. Before interview were conducted, potential interview questions were 

brainstormed and drafted, initially listing broad inquiries to allow for flexibility and 

understanding that questions could be altered real-time for flow of conversation during 

each interview. While challenging, this approach allowed for more free-form discussion 

points, in the event interviewees were non- or less responsive. Based on discussion and 

feedback, initial questions were edited. Ultimately, the final interview question list served 

as the foundation for the survey questionnaire. During the question drafting and interview 

process, notes, transcripts, and annotated impressions were taken regarding the overall 

process, questions, and actual responses. 

Once questions were finalized, after the final interviews, the survey questionnaire 

was drafted. Many more questions than were used during the interviews were ultimately 

used in the survey. The refining of survey questions took three iterations before the final 
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was published. The final survey was posted to each co-researcher’s respective online 

network portal, which included public and personal private networks. The survey was 

open for about four weeks to field responses. As responses came in, they were collected 

and filtered in Excel, reviewed, interpreted, and analyzed. 

Concurrently with survey posting, causal conversation partner discussions were 

scheduled and held over several months. In total, three different groups of partner 

conversations were organized with each group including two or more respondents. In two 

cases, there was a recurring respondent present. The conversations were audio recorded 

and transcribed. Each group conversation lasted anywhere between approximately 10 to 

30 minutes  

Overall, more exploratory and descriptive methods than causal ones were applied. 

Talking to viewers, asking them questions, letting them share freely, observations and the 

structured survey, all provided the fullest range possible of data. The biggest challenge 

with viewer engagement and solicitation was scope and direct access. Regarding the 

latter, for the survey instrument, direct response was elicited with 68 respondents against 

the billions of hours watched, which represents only a fractionally significant total. While 

the responses did align with findings from secondary research, the survey responses alone 

could not be generalizable. In terms of scope, of the 68, there were two respondents who 

identified as native Korean. This gap in data scope, naturally lends itself to a 

corresponding gap in analysis, especially as it relates to the recognition of reworlding 

from the perspective of the native othered and the cultural origin of the series. 

Nevertheless, qualitative data offered innumerable threads and nuances into why Squid 
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Game was so appealing, while quantitative and statistical data, showed the weight of the 

show’s impact.  
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Limitations 

 

 An overarching difficulty that defined and underpinned all data challenges was 

the length of time since the original series was released resulting in vague recollections as 

to the series and precise reaction specifics. While respondents were excited to discuss the 

series, responses tended to be general recollections and impressions without great 

specificity. 

Squid Game aired almost 4 years ago. Nevertheless, general and broad memories 

were present including many viewers’ initial excitement and interest in being asked to 

recall the series, as well as their knowledge and continued interest in Korean culture, 

including other K-dramas. Temporal distance exacerbated other barriers to access 

(geography, language, Internet access, etc.) to the millions of people who watched or 

were familiar with the series. While interest to discuss the series was high with nearly all 

respondents, this relatively uniform response could very well have represented only a 

fraction of the intensity it might have been without the passage of years. 

This leads to my biggest data limitation, as mentioned earlier, interest in reaching 

significantly more native Korean respondents including those who did not watch the 

series. Greater access to this respondent pool would have made it possible to analyze role 

language and dialogue had on viewers for whom Korean is their native, learned, or 

foreign language. I would also look comparatively across the language acquisition 

spectrum (native -> learned -> foreign) of these viewers, and how, what, and how much 

(if any) culture was conveyed, how accurately, and how that conveyance was internalized 

(Andrianaki and Lee, 2021). 
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Regarding what turned out to be a limited pool of respondents, access to and the 

reach of the survey instrument, which was only issued in English and originating from 

the US, as well as convenience sampling of casual conversation partners were likely the 

greatest unanticipated limiters. Reddit, the site where the survey was posted, while 

advertised as an internationally available forum, is also limited by language access and 

geographic or regional popularity (Duarte, 2024). While Reddit is very popular in 

America, the site’s popularity in Korea and elsewhere in the world drops exponentially.24 

To have obtained a more accurate representation of the viewer population, an 

international site, translated survey instrument available in Korean and English, or both 

would have been advised.  

According to Plum Research, “69% of Netflix® profiles in Korea watched Squid 

Game compared with 49% in America.” It is important to note, while a valuable data 

point, this statistic oversimplifies the nuances of actual viewership25, as what is not 

captured is the isolation of unique viewers who may be watching together or on a shared 

account, as well as the assumption, if viewed in a particular country, the viewer is native 

to that country. In addition to the absence of specificity of some secondary information 

and of data from the survey instrument, limitations of the method, and the ultimate 

sample size were collectively insufficient to reach the needed reality of viewership and 

most notably, within the native Korean respondent pool. As noted earlier, this lack of 

survey respondents who identified as a native Korean viewer native (based on the 

 
24 According to Statista, the U.S. tops the list of users by country with nearly 200 million. The next highest drops 

significantly to 34 million. South Korea holds at 1 million (Ranking of the number…, 2024). 
25 Lucas Shaw for Bloomberg delves into the nuanced and complicated nature of understanding viewer metrics, let 

alone getting access to the most authentic, accurate, and complete dataset. (Shaw, 2021) 
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demographic question “Nationality”), left a hole in the data, as well as a corresponding 

gap in analysis. 

In addition to limitations, given more time, I would have expanded my research 

focus and data collection to further examine specifics, if any, of direct effects translation 

and subtitles had on viewers, including how Korean, English, and bi-lingual viewers 

consider the quality and accuracy of the translation. A longitudinal and comparative view 

would be particularly notable in extracting any universality of resonance from the series 

between native Korean, ethnically Korean but nationally other, and non-Korean viewers. 

Ultimately, would native Koreans get more from the series than non-native Koreans? 

Such a study would necessarily have had to start when Squid Game season one first aired, 

which gets back to the biggest challenge, loss of time since its release. 

Together with collecting more and comparative data, I would also have extended 

data collection not just over time but to have looked across other specific aspects and 

impacts of the K-wave on respondents. This information would have added needed 

texture to any direct or indirect changes effected by the series. For example, what if any 

other sub-pockets of the K-wave were already or became of interest to each respondent 

before or after the series? In addition to having more and different types of data, data 

specific to other Korean cultural influences would better inform any different origins of 

influence including the magnitude of the show’s impact. Depending on the direction of 

responses, exploring other cultural products, such as food, clothing, aesthetics, Korean or 

otherwise, that became of interest that were unfamiliar to the respondent, again before or 

after watching Squid Game would have provided needed contextual relevancy. 
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Data Summary 

 

Immediately below are synthesized, descriptive data charts filtered from the 

totality of the raw data of the survey instrument. Based on overall analysis, the average 

viewer was approximately 31 years of age (three respondents did not identify their age) 

with 35 females, 27 males, and 6 identifying as “other.” More than twice as many women 

than men indicated they did not watch the show, and an equal number of non-gendered 

respondents responded they had and had not watched. 

Regarding enjoyment of the series, of those respondents who provided a rating, 

78% gave the series either a four or 5 rating of the show. 4 being “Enjoyed a lot” and 5 

being “Absolutely loved.” Of 47 responses, only 1 respondent indicated they had no prior 

familiarity with Korean culture with the remaining 46 already having some familiarity 

with some, if not many aspects of Korean culture. Of the 46, 71% were familiar with 

more than one aspect of Korean culture. These included cosmetics, cuisine, 

entertainment, history, and traditions. 

The following data charts highlight selected descriptive and overall results. The 

below two charts include the totality of the 68 respondents. 

Respondents are grouped by age and “how they heard about the series,” 

regardless of whether they watched the show or not. 
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Chart 1: How they heard about the series 

 

 In the chart below, respondents are grouped by age range and indicating “what the 

series offered,” regardless of whether they watched the show or not. This sample also 

includes the totality of the sample size. The nineteen respondents who offered “no 

comment,” are not reflected in the chart. 

 

Chart 2: What the series offered 

 

 The next two charts include only those respondents who indicated they watched 

the series. The first chart groups respondents by age who identified as “female” and 

“watched” Squid Game, and how they “rated” the series from 1 (Did not enjoy) – 5 
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(Absolutely loved). The sample includes the twenty-three of the 68 respondents who 

provided a rating. 

 

Chart 3: How females rated the series 

 

The chart below again groups respondents by age but this time by those who 

identified as “male” and “watched” Squid Game, and how they “rated” the series from 1 

(Did not enjoy) – 5 (Absolutely loved). This sample includes twenty-one of the 68 

respondents who provided a rating. Two was the lowest rating from this respondent 

subset. 

 

Chart 4: How males rated the series 
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Of completed responses, 78% of the respondent pool gave the series a high rating. 

Additionally, approximately 64 respondents or 94% of the entire respondent pool offered 

their own additional, free form comments despite not offering answers or selecting “no 

comment” for many of the structured questions. While more survey respondents enjoyed 

Squid Game than did not enjoy it, nearly all the respondent viewers had something 

specific they wanted to share about the series that was not covered, different from, or not 

addressed enough in the established and crafted questions.  
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The Korean Drama in the Korean Wave 

 

To understand Squid Game and the fascination it engendered, it is necessary to 

understand the genre from which it springs, the Korean drama. To understand the Korean 

or K-drama, one should know a bit about Korea’s history26. Human history or society’s 

past very much includes how that past is told, retold, and remembered, which can change 

depending on who you ask, who can speak27, and what they tell. Thus, what we hear and 

how we remember shapes who we think we are, what we believe we are capable of, and 

what we imagine we can become28. Much like Chakravorty Spivak’s roots in 

deconstructivist theory29, national and personal identity is built from thus can be broken 

down to our histories, our experiences, our interactions with others, our stories, and very 

much shaped by how we see and tell those tales.30 

From dynasties (Three Kingdoms (삼국지), Goryeo (고려 왕조), Joseon (조선 

왕조), and the Korean Empire (대한제국)) to colonization (Mongolian to Japanese) to 

freedom, creativity, and innovation (Bok-Rae, 2015), Korea’s K-dramas find an infinite 

wealth of source material from its nation’s history (Clark, 2021). Fictionalized 

representations of true Korean culture, a culture of pride, struggle, family, love, loyalty, 

 
26 “…Netflix drama Squid Game achieved widespread popularity throughout the world…this display of the country’s 

contradictions…To understand its trajectory, one needs to go back to the origins of South Korea’s economic model…” 

(Shin, 2021). 
27 Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak postulated in her famous essay, “Can the Subaltern Speak?” the controlled inability of 

colonized or marginalized societies to speak their own truth, in their own terms (Spivak, 2023).   
28 Michel Foucault believed identity was not a fixed or natural concept rather historically constructed through power 

relations. Henri Tajfel and John Turner explored how people derive a part of their identity from their membership in 

social groups. All theorists are again Caucasian males from Western worlds (France, Poland (Jewish), and England) 

and their theories faithfully exhibited in the K-drama, Squid Game (Islam, 2014; Öner, 2016; Weir, 2009). 
29 Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak has been described as a feminist, Marxist, postcolonial theorist, as well as a 

deconstructivist, having translated Jacques Derrida’s Of Grammatology (Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, 2025). 
30 This also harkens back to the message of Kneecap by speakers of Irish. 
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and betrayal are some of the themes that get reflected over and over throughout K-

dramas. 

Traditionally, the most common style of K-dramas has utilized a relatively 

standard formula: wholesome, romantic, family-friendly stories. There is always 

concerted character build and bonding, visual immersion, and the embodiment of ideals 

and extremes but always with a core sense of being Korean. The K-drama is meant to 

help the viewer escape while keeping grounded to hope and possibility, in envisioning a 

better reality (Kim, 2007). When asked, what they like about K-dramas, one Korean-

American, female respondent stated just this, “My friends and I watch K-drama for its 

wholesomeness. To escape from our day.” While K-drama traditionalists come to the 

genre for this specific and consistent purpose with an abundance (and growing!) of 

options to choose from, the genre style is stretching along with its diversifying market 

demand. 

A year after Squid Game’s release, in 2022, Suzy Lee (이수지) became the first 

Korean to win the Hans Christian Andersen Award for lifetime achievement in 

illustrating children’s books. She herself was curious about the “global appeal” in Korean 

picture books, saying, “The common perception is that Korean picture books are dynamic 

and full of energy. …seen as free from bias or preconceived notions, which may be why 

they’re considered so energetic. Korea … we’re like a burgeoning field, full of fresh 

energy and lacking the stagnation that can come with long-established norms.” (Pyo, 

2024). The increasing worldwide demand for all things Korean like children’s picture 

books and K-dramas have encouraged these storytelling mediums to stay true to their 

form with this energetic approach. For K-dramas in particular, global interest allowed the 
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genre to continually perfect its form adapting and delivering much more raw, active, and 

visual stories. 

Korean dramas have been around since as early as the 1950s, when the country 

was still reeling from an internationally fought civil war and was still considered a third 

world country. Early K-dramas were mostly if not entirely produced, filmed, and watched 

within the country itself and had a very prescriptive style. Around the 1980s even with 

limited mediums and restricted formats and access, Korean dramas among other Korean 

cultural products were thought to have been part of a concerted and “deliberate 

government campaign” to make their way (Abdelfatah, et. al., 2022) outside its 

homeland, to share Korean culture with the world31. Additionally, K-drama’s overseas 

emigrant population was also instituting their own ways of rapid access as creative and 

inventive as its yearning desire for home and identity could imagine. Unintentionally, 

their behavior was also generating more cultural attraction (Kim, 2016). In speaking with 

one elder respondent, back in the 1980s and 1990s she would travel to alternating friend’s 

houses to make sure she was next in line to borrow pirated VHS copies of the latest K-

drama episode. This was a grassroots and well-orchestrated K-drama exchange system 

crafted and patched together by individual fans sharing a passionate interest. 

The first K-drama was a feature film, Death Row Prisoner (사형수) aired in 1956 

followed by a TV movie drama, The Gate of Heaven (천국의 문). The first tv drama 

series, Gukto Manri (국토만리) followed 6 years later in 1962. While the nation was 

 
31 A professor at Hanyang University, Seoul, Jungsoo Kim argued exactly the opposite. Professor Kim wrote in Success 

without Design: Hallyu (Korean Wave) and its Implications for Cultural Policy, “no one, including the Korean 

government, intentionally planned it…and the success of Korean popular culture was due to five key factors: 

competitive industry, East Asian economic politics, show business, governmental support, and global digital networks” 

(Kim J., 2016) 
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reestablishing its post-war national identity, the Korean people were searching and 

expressing their own individual and collective identity through TV, music, and 

entertainment. Like other fictionalized series, such as Latin American telenovelas or 

daytime dramas known as soap operas in the United States, traditional K-dramas 

presented idealized and fantasized notions of reality often including love, loss, family, 

tradition, loyalty, sacrifice, personal and national pride, and betrayal, to name just a few 

common themes (Kim, 2024) 

Like their telenovela and soap opera cousins, the original concept of the K-drama 

was intended for a very specific, local/regional audience, the Korean housewife. Thus, 

story, themes, tone, and format were quite aligned with the social assumptions of the 

time. Not only were these assumptions about what a Korean housewife was interested in 

consuming, they were assumptions made by the creators and distributors, who at the time, 

were predominately, if not entirely Korean, male, and middle aged. The industry 

comprised of these Korean, middle-aged men, determined the assumptions, as well as 

what they believed would and should be profitable, consumable, and successful, thus in 

turn, shaped the stories watched across the nation. 

It was not until around the 1980s and 1990s that K-dramas really took off. The 

early productions were relatively narrow and one-dimensional, as they were mostly 

intended for that geographically, local, native Korean audience. With the increase of 

emigration to all parts of the world outside Korea, demand was emigrating and expanding 

with its people. Despite leaving the mother country, fellow Korean country persons, now 

residing outside the nation, were yearning not just for a piece of their motherland but for 

a living and lasting tether back home, a reminder and remembrance of who they were and 
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where they came from. Production and reach thus went from being one- to multi-

dimensional while still focused on appealing to and sought after by those of Korean 

heritage, mostly and already fluent in the language and culture. The 1990s also saw the 

burgeoning era of what was to become internationally known as Korean popular music or 

K-pop. Together K-dramas and K-pop established the foundation of “Hallyu,” translated 

from the Chinese as the “cold wave” (寒潮) of interest in Korean culture (Yook, 2014). 

Starting in 2000, interest in Korean culture from K-dramas to K-pop in totality, 

dubbed the Korean wave or K-wave, spilled further into international waters and 

consumers’ consciousnesses. Not only those countries with high Korean immigrant 

populations and neighboring Asian countries like China, Taiwan, Indonesian, and Japan 

but Latin America, the Middle East, and Western nations were feeling the K-wave. By 

the 2020s, the K-wave composed most heavily of K-drama and K-pop, had exploded to 

carve out new and distinct sub-followings of Korean film, Korean cuisine, Korean 

skincare and beauty aesthetics, as well as Korean technology, electronics, and innovation. 

Brands such as Laneige (라네즈), Olive Young (올리브영), Kia (기아), Samsung 

(삼성); national food staples such as kimchi (김치) and bulgogi (불고기); films such as 

Parasite (기생충) and Old Boy (올드보이); music groups and entertainment labels, such 

as BTS (방탄소년단), Blackpink (블랙핑크), and HYBE Corporation (하이브); and 

finally, K-dramas such as My Lovely Samsoon (내 이름은 김삼순), Descendants of the 

Sun (태양의 후예), Crash Landing (사랑의 불시착), and of course Squid Game were now 

all well-established niches across the international ripple effect of the K-wave. Each of 

these ripples of the larger K-wave were no longer just creating sways but incredible sub-
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phenomenal followings, proliferating discrete subcultures of influence. With 70+ years of 

history, it was Squid Game, a non-traditional K-drama that broke through to multi-

national audiences and touched a nerve. 

In the lead up to Squid Game’s release, in 2019, Parasite (기생충) became the 

first Korean film to win an Oscar for best foreign film. A year later and a year before 

Squid Game’s release, in 2020, the first Korean actor, Youn, Yuh Jung (윤여정), won an 

Oscar for her role in Minari (미나리). In an interview in Oct 2024, after speaking with the 

Oscar-winning actress, the interviewer, Lee, Kyung Hwa (이경화) said, “The power of K-

culture, like the seed of a minari, can be viewed as a potential state of possibility, a new 

phenomenon that converges through historical and social circumstances with an identity 

that goes beyond tradition through reproduction and reinterpretation” or reworlding. 

Squid Game, like a seed or wave of K-culture, represented a microcosm of a whole, a 

major, catalytic though momentary response reaching far beyond just Korean identity. 

We see this powerful force of identity in K-pop, as well particularly, with the 

Korean boy band, BTS (방탄소년단). Their fanbase, ironically and aptly called the 

ARMY, created a massive social media rumbling in 2019 with the Black Lives Matter 

(BLM) movement (Bhandari, 2020; Bruner, 2020). Even the British, home of arguably 

the first ever boy band with the Beatles, were seeing their own citizens heading to Korea 

for training as the next K-pop (B-pop?) sensation (Saunders, 2024 Aug). K-pop and BTS 

like Squid Game has been able to draw astonishing attraction not only in volume but in 

passion and intensity (Shevenock, 2021). Individuals everywhere are identifying with 

Korean music, food, beauty care, and entertainment. People are identifying with Korean 

culture, a culture not their own. 
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For a multi-part series in a language spoken globally by approximately 82 million 

people most of whom reside in the Koreas (roughly 77.9 million)32, viewers from 

approximately 92 different countries tuned in33. Taken collectively and in totality, given 

that Korea is a comparatively small nation, Squid Game drew in more viewers outside its 

country of origin. Not only is this a remarkable feat for a K-drama, but Squid Game beat 

the ratings of all other non-English language shows34 on Netflix®. By any standard, this 

achievement and the appeal it demonstrates is impressive. 

To view its success comparatively, we can consider the topmost translated written 

works: #1: the Bible, #2: Little Prince (Le petit prince) #4: Tao Te Ching (道德經) #6: 

Communist Manifesto (Manifest der kommunistischen Partei) (“Topmost translated 

works,” 2024). Regardless of language and content accessibility, powerful and timely 

messages find a way to reach the world. One respondent saw such a universally powerful 

message and stated, “I liked how the story represented a larger and global social context 

in terms of power, poverty, and inequalities.” In comparison with other top-most viewed 

series, at the time, Lupin (France), Bridgerton (the UK), Stranger Things (US), Money 

Heist (Spain) (National tracking poll…, 2021), Squid Game bested the highest by more 

than double the count (National tracking poll…, 2021). 

For foreign language audiences, dubbed or subtitled series had historically been a 

barrier to access and interest35. Squid Game innocuously confronted and successfully 

 
32 According to worlddata.info and worldometers.info (Korean speaking countries, 2024; South Korea/North Korea, 

2025). 
33 1.6B viewing hours were logged in the series’ first 4 weeks (National tracking poll…, 2021) 
34 As referenced early, another K-drama, the Trauma Code, has since taken over this feat. 
35 “…ever since Squid Game came out and became a monster, pundits, with 100 percent certainty, said that “Squid 

Game changes everything! All content is global now!” In other words, the U.S. media landscape was about to be 
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overcame this barrier with viewers actively seeking to reach its story. When asked, if 

there was anything they didn't recognize or understand, either culturally or because of 

subtitle issues, one respondent stated, “No, I think it was done in a way that we…they 

wanted everybody to understand. So, people would get into the show. … But I think they 

did it in a way to make it draw in an audience. So, they wanted to make it where you 

would understand.” It is this reachable, K-drama story that Squid Game relayed and 

displayed that audiences reached for, and the series reached back and altered social 

patterns. 

It was the backdrop of this history that shaped Squid Game’s rise to the massive 

and international success it achieved. By 2021, Korean culture was not common but also 

not completely unknown thanks to the K-wave of the 1950s. Standing on the shoulders 

not only of the multitude of K-dramas before it, but the legacy and variety of other 

Korean products like skincare, cars, and food built a solid foundation for just the right 

Korean content to explode. Standing firmly on the foundation of a history of national 

pride, Squid Game found the right tone and story that needed to be told, in that moment, 

and it sparked. 

  

 
fundamentally changed, as foreign TV shows and films would compete with (or out-compete) English language/U.S.-

based TV shows” (Entertainment Strategy Guy, 2023). 
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The Story of Squid Game (오징어 게임) 

 

 Squid Game was about 456 relatively unremarkable, financially destitute, highly 

indebted individuals invited to become competing players in voyeuristic adaptations of 

children’s games for great monetary gain but with fatal consequences. These strangers, 

numerically assigned, play to the death. There is one ultimate winner of a prize of 45.6 

million cash, grotesquely displayed in the open while a shameless, secretive, and sadistic, 

power wielding cabal watches the violent gameplay from above. Told in Korean with a 

predominately Korean cast, this fictional tale was about a struggle for survival. 

 The main character, Seong, Gi-hun (성기훈, player #456) connects the audience 

to all the other characters and storylines. Gi-hun (성기훈), a simple, loving, gambling 

addicted protagonist with an ailing mother shows us we are more than how we are seen. 

He not only stays true to himself, never succumbing to the betrayal required to win, but 

he helps others along the way. As childish and desperate as he seems, he is not to be 

taken for granted. Cho, Sang-wo (조상우, player #218), Oh, Il-nam (오일남, player 

#001), Jang,Deok-su (장덕수, player #101), and a handful of other male players (#276, 

#278, #244) are meant to demonstrate what can happen when social constraints, 

demands, and pressures shape and dictate actions. Ali Abdul (알리 압둘, player #199), a 

foreign immigrant in Korea, a stranger in a strange land, relies on the trusting kindness 

of natives. Like Gi-hun, Ali only knows to stay true to himself but unlike Gi-hun, his 

story succumbs to fatal consequences. 

 Kang, Sae-byeok (강새벽, player #067), Han, Mi-nyeo (한미녀, player #212), and 

Ji-yeong (지영, player #240), the three prominent female characters reflect the prototypes 
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of womanhood landing somewhat differentially spread across a spectrum of social female 

designation and “femininity.” Each of these female characters, in their own way, 

demonstrate strength, resilience, and sacrifice. There are also the few glimpses into the 

history of some of the players, introducing family for whom many were fighting for their 

lives. In sharing their personal background, the audience gets insight into their lives with 

the goal of building connection with the characters, or as it is called in Korean, to build 

“jeong” (정) (The heartwarming effect…, 2020). Understanding how and why each 

player came to be there, to be "playing" for winnings in a macabre game of death can 

make the characters more relatable. When asked about the characters they liked, two 

respondents stated, “Throughout the series, I kept questioning what kind of event(s) in his 

life triggered to create the game. I wanted to know if his intention to create the game was 

pure initiall…” and “She was badass and likeable. She was a bit eerie [sic] but I always 

wanted to know more about her.” 

 Families of players are tangentially introduced with the goal of continuing to 

build character identity and strengthen audience connection or “jeong” (정). It 

is primarily, the family of the male (성기훈, player #456) and female (강새벽, player 

#067) leads who are conveyed in detail. To see their lives and purpose outside the game 

helps to understand why they accepted to play, in the first place. It becomes clear, 

everyone chose to be there, in order to protect themselves or their loved ones from harm, 

shame, guilt, pain, or anguish both mental and physical. All themes that are commonly 

reflected and aligned across the K-drama genre. 

 The once jovial childhood games they play contrast against the brutality of the 

game’s deadly end. Employing tactics and ethics of teamwork and sabotage, 
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collaboration and self-interest, community and isolation, and unity and dissension, the 

characters are developed both individually and collectively and thereby brought to life. 

The use of oppositional approaches within the story itself also pulls in equally conflicting 

emotions from the audience. In sync with the characters, the audience joyfully reminisce 

about the freedom of childhood and playtime while knowingly staving off the oppressive 

reality of confined and structured adulthood. 

 The ostensibly powerless players or laborers are positioned together but pitted 

against each other for the voyeuristic and gross pleasure of a masked amalgam of the 

wealthy elite, who own and control the means of play or production. The individuals 

orchestrating and controlling the game are all masked as different creatures solidifying 

 

Image 1 

 

Image 2 

 

Image 3 

them as a nameless, blameless power (image 1) group. The controlling group’s minion-

like automaton army, the ones who carry out the actual death acts and clean-up, are in 
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identical uniforms and also masked, only distinguished by one of three geometric 

symbols (image 2). The players, while unnamed and unmasked, are generically 

numbered, openly playing, working, slaving, fighting each other, and dying (image 

3). Altogether, the power cabal, the death army, and the 100s of players represent a 

hierarchy, where the control structure of cabal and army direct and execute commands 

upon the participant masses. Participants can ostensibly choose to opt-in or opt-out but 

otherwise have no voice or power. 

 The display of masked and unmasked characters functions in allowing the 

audience to be further distanced from the masked, the power-wielding, the bourgeoisie 

while slowly but deeply connecting with the unmasked, the players, the proletariat. 

The player characters or lower-class vice the upper classes build stronger and more 

powerful connections with the audience. When asked, respondents selected the male 

(성기훈, player #456) and female (강새벽, player #067) leads as the characters that were 

most relatable. Twelve of 48 respondents indicated none of the listed players were 

relatable yet did make a character selection when asked whom they “liked most,” which 

were also the male and female leads. In total, approximately, 75%-88% of surveyed 

respondents stated they found the characters either relatable or likable with about 78% 

giving the show a 4 or 5 rating. 

 Whether it was the strong viewer response to the player characters, the robust 

storyline, the visuals, the hype, or something else that attracted viewers most, a single 

reason was naturally not uniform nor pristinely clear from respondent answers. When 

asked, respondents selected more than one reason for why they enjoyed the series. 

Across all the data whether Marxist, functionalist, or other sociological or 
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philosophical themes, such as “dystopian capitalism” or modernity (Cai, 2021; Tan, 

2021), resonated with and intrigued audiences, or whether attachment was for pure 

entertainment value, many and multiple reasons were noted here, as well. Of the subject 

set surveyed, 49% of those who offered a comment, indicated “emotional moments” and 

the “social commentary” resonated most for them. 

 Squid Game made familiar themes “easily consumable by the general audience” 

(Akyıldız and Şeşen, 2022, p. 281) or perhaps more aptly, Squid Game bridged many 

cultural, social, class, geographic, and language divides. One Chinese American, male 

respondent stated, “They included Korean and American culture.” From making 

profound and theoretical concepts easier and entertaining to consume to seamlessly 

applying common Western, first world constructs of capitalism and cinema, as equally 

applicable as Eastern thus universal constructs, Squid Game shattered and 

impressed beyond its own format, genre, and region. Another respondent added to this 

same idea by saying, “I can see the class struggle, you know, the purity of the class 

struggle far more clearly in Korean and Korean film and drama then I've seen tends to 

come out in American, uh American cinema.” 

 Despite its record-breaking performance, Squid Game's success can also be 

attributed to just spectacular timing given the advancements in and the communication 

reach of the Internet and technology access colliding with the first ever pandemic. Would 

a different story, a more traditional or typical K-drama, a Western portrayal, or other 

Asian content have created the same epic waves that the story and delivery of Squid 

Game did? Given the number of equally and already accessible K- and other dramas out 

there, Squid Game offered something the others could not replicate. 
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 The series came with its own distinctive aura and context. In terms of aura, 

however dramatic and gruesome Squid Game captured the ever threatening and present 

mood of humanity, the fight for survival. In terms of context, the antecedent, surrounding 

swell of the K-wave (K-pop, K-beauty, K-cuisine, etc.) propped up special attention to K-

dramas, and during a rare intersection and juxtaposition of societal events, it was 

only Squid Game that satisfied the current universal thirst, filled a social need, 

and captivated the world, as it did. From primary data, from a respondent who identified 

as Korean stated, “I enjoyed the creative storyline, it was very entertaining and also made 

commentary on modern Korean society.” For this respondent, their orientation was that 

the series addressed specifically, Korean societal issues. This sentiment was corroborated 

in secondary data, where one native Korean viewer indicated, “I was surprised to hear the 

show did so well outside of Korea and thought maybe the popularity of K-pop made 

more people interested in Korean content” (Yoon and Martin, 2021). 

 In looking across history, predecessors with similar storylines, both Western and 

Eastern, of which the series has been compared had not been able to achieve anywhere 

near the same level of public attraction as Squid Game. The Most Dangerous Game 

(1932), Death Race 2000 (US, 1975), Running Man (US, 1987), Battle Royale (バトル ロ

ワイアル) (Japan, 2000), which Hwang, Dong Hyuk (황동혁), the director has stated was 

an inspiration (Jeffries, 2021; McGinnis, 2021), and Hunger Games (US, 2012) are some 

examples. Two respondents specifically referenced similarities with The Most Dangerous 

Game, Battle Royale, and the Hunger Games. Dani Di Placido at Forbes agreed, “Squid 

Game was far from original…It’s the theme (and execution), that resonates so strongly 

with audiences” (Di Placido, 2021, para. 3). Additionally, with a 4-fold increase in 
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Korean content36 (Brenda, 2022; Kim, 2024) after the success of Squid Game, other 

Asian content did not have the necessary X-factor wave or antecedent build-up needed 

(Mattson, 2022). Finally, leading Western content and form options like Bridgerton (The 

United Kingdom) and Lupin (France), were quickly and significantly surpassed 

(Solsman, 2021) thus lacked something Squid Game offered. While the newness of its 

story may be debatable, the uniqueness and credibility of Squid Game’s voice may have 

been the sound collectively yearned for, in that moment. 

 With its K-centric, a K-pride approach, Squid Game’s authenticity, stirred awake 

the knowledge of a sort of unknown state of dullness or silent presumption that social 

concepts were meant or intended for only one-dimensional application (Yoon and Martin, 

2021). Squid Game’s Asia Pacific content executive said it well, “the most locally 

authentic shows will travel best” (Brzeski, 2021, -b). In brightening a multi-directional 

way of thinking, known concepts grew and took on greater and brilliant meaning. Far 

deeper than first and third worlds, more universal than just Western or Eastern identity, 

Squid Game reached down to the individual viewer and offered a reworlding or 

reorienting of their own positionality in their present social strata. By seeing how possible 

it was to own who and how identity can be centered or recentered within the collective 

space, the universal audience latched on together. Squid Game infused the individual and 

the collective with a sense of their own awareness reframed and refreshed. 

 However fictional the tale, the characters, the costumes, the games, the dialogue, 

the struggles, and the entire story of Squid Game was powerful in its ability to engage a 

globally mixed audience. Viewers were attuned to the characters, particularly the players, 

 
36 Made available on Netflix® only, thus likely greater, if assessed across all streaming networks. 
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wanting to know who they were, why they chose to stay in the game, and what they were 

planning. Viewers wanted to know more. One Caucasian American respondent put 

herself in their shoes, “Ali was also one of the more helpful and selfless individuals and I 

feel like I would try to win this for my family while helping others.” This respondent was 

not alone, and their feelings shared by others. Another Caucasian American respondent 

shared something similar, “…she seems to have similar personality traits to me. This 

showed me a glimpse of how I might play the game.... I think it's even easier to get into a 

tv show when you can resonate/relate to one or more of the characters.” 

 People connected with the story, related it to their lives, and stayed tuned in 

because they wondered what would happen, how it would end. One respondent shared, 

“Can't wait to see the season 2. Hopefully it will answer some of the questions I have on 

various characters. It's addressing that the world [sic] and the people worship money as 

god and would do anything/everything to gain it. Such as back stabbing, stepping on 

other people, placing their life on it, etc...” The story of Squid Game succeeded not only 

in getting viewers to ask questions of themselves, but then each other, all over social 

media, all over the social networking world. In doing so, Squid Game brought a separated 

world a lot more connected and perhaps a bit more united. 
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The Perfect Storm: How It All Came Together 

 

 The wild and unexpected success of Squid Game can be directed at a confluence 

or perfect storm of events, which can be broken down into two broad categories: timing 

and the series itself. This section with lay out how each category and the events within 

them contributed to catapulting Squid Game to global fame. 

Within timing: the outbreak of a world pandemic, communal or community 

fostering activities, such as accessibility to and the volume and use of social media 

allowing communication next door as much as across the world, and antecedent 

movements, such as the exact state and place of technology and the rise of interest in 

Korean culture created a social mise-en-scène, at the time, of a fallow yet fervent 

collective yearning. One Caucasian American female stated, “I wanted to watch a K-

dramas [sic] for a while and never knew where to start.” Within the series itself: the 

messaging, format, and tone were able to satisfy this need. 

 Squid Game came out around the start of the downturn of the initial fear around 

and rapid spread of the Coronavirus, a period of great fear and transition. While many 

remained indoors, a vaccine, however uncertain, was released and available. The world 

was slowly adjusting its way to back to healthy and robust human interaction. This 

environment was naturally ripe for engaging an already captive audience still reluctant to 

do anything that could not be done from home. Given the yet fully known perils of 

interacting with other breathing, germ-riddled human life, without realizing it, 

maintaining purposeful, meaningful, and interconnected existences while holding on 
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to professional and social identity became uprooted, un-stabilized, and very personally 

and socially isolating. 

 The American Psychological Association, National Public Radio, the National 

Institutes of Health,37 and so many other institutions and individuals have written, talked, 

opened up, and shared about the social change and isolation that not only altered lives but 

conceivably unmade and reshaped social norms (Chappell, 2025; COVID-19 pandemic 

led to…, 2022; Impact of the COVID-19 pandemic…, 2021). One respondent stated, 

“Everyone was talking about it, and it was pandemic, and we were watching everyone we 

could get our hands on. From my Korean friend, and the sites I visit mentioned the 

show.” 

 If pandemics, quarantine, social distancing, virtual meetings, and work, study, and 

live-from-home were to be the new normal (Chappell, 2025), if social interaction could 

be fatal, what did that mean for the individual and society, as much as the individual in 

society? All these occurrences and the questions they elicited circulated in tandem and 

were necessary and helpful to draw people to new and yet familiar outlets like K-dramas 

and together what certified the success of Squid Game. “‘Global audiences have been 

living in an increasingly precarious world, especially since the pandemic began,’ says 

Sung-Ae Lee, an Asian studies lecturer at Australia’s Macquarie University and expert on 

South Korean film and television. ‘And it seems that during dark times, people turn to 

dystopian stories ... because it can be a way of processing trauma’” (McGinnis, 2021, 

para. 4). 

 
37 (Aarts, Sitskoorn, and Wilthagen, 2021; Chappell, 2025; COVID-19 pandemic…, 2022; Matrajt and Leung, 2020; 

O’Sullivan, et.al., 2021; Red Cross, 2020; VoPham, et.al., 2020) 
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 Ironically, during such a highly uncertain and virtually connected time, releasing 

a multi-episode show turned out to be incredibly fortuitous for gaining mass, rapid, and 

fully attentive worldwide viewership (Statista, n.d.). Access to streaming content 

including the state of technology, in 2021, was offering more and better (not perfect) 

translation, in both subtitles and dubbing shrinking previously existing language, 

geographic, and cultural divides. According to Netflix®, their content was available “in 

over 92 countries” (Netflix profile, n.d.). Additionally, and nearly as significant, was the 

volume and use of social media (Social media fact sheet, 2024). Electronic device and 

social media use and consumption had reached addiction levels, and with the population 

only slowly finding its social feet and in-person comfort level back, this pretty much 

guaranteed, if eyes were not already streaming content, they were clicking through social 

media looking for what to soak up next, and Squid Game chatter was high (Ahmed et al., 

2022). 

 With no pre-release or initial network (Netflix®) marketing, social media, such as 

Reddit, YouTube, TikTok, Instagram, FB, Imdb, and other sites with heavy commentary 

elements, such as X (formerly Twitter) were stated as one of the leading reasons most 

viewers heard about or watched the series. One of the most traditionally reliable avenues, 

“word-of-mouth” conveyance through family and friends was a top reason given by 

respondents. As detailed earlier, with the waning use of phones for audio communication, 

today “word-of-mouth” was understood to include all manner of virtual communication 

and very likely how some respondents understood the term. 

 Technology and social media use advances and accelerates with or without the 

help of an alienating health scare. By 2021 not only were more people on the Internet 
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including social media, but we were on it for longer, using it as a source of news, reach, 

and simply access (Howarth, 2024) For Americans, between the years 2019 to 2024, 

there had been a progressive and incremental increase in Internet use. From 2019 to 2021 

there was a 3% increase, from 2021 to 2023 a 2% increase, and from 2023 to 2024, a 

1% increase. Additionally, within the 18-29, 30-49, and 50-64 age groups, 99%, 98%, 

96% of users, respectively, were on the Internet. Social media use increased from 4.343 

billion in 2021 (an increase of +14% from the year prior) to 5.074 billion in 2024 (an 

increase of +5.4% from the year prior) (For U.S. statistics: Auxier and Anderson, 2021; 

Internet, broadband fact sheet, 2024; Social media fact sheet, 2024. For global statistics: 

Connell, 2025). “Globally, people average 6 hours and 40 minutes of screen time per 

day. Daily screen time has increased by over 30 minutes per day since 2013” (Duarte, 

2025, top of page). 

 With the increased volume and extent of reach of the Internet, social media 

capabilities, and streaming content, language differences and geographic separation were 

no longer prohibitive barriers. Content and interaction and engagement were now all 

within fingers' command. Therefore, it was hard to avoid hearing something about the 

show, having to deliberately avoid it, as it was to choose to watch it, as some survey 

respondents noted. “I didn't want to watch it because it received too much hype 

everywhere…” Interest in the series very quickly created a ripple effect with viewership 

in other K-dramas, other Asian and foreign content, and even older shows immediately 

jumping in streaming. “I watched other Korean films like Parasite after watching Squid 

Game,” stated one female, Dominican respondent. 
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 Korean films, such as Parasite (2019) and Old Boy (2003), while not episodic 

series were content and style precursors, setting the scene, for what new to K-content 

viewers could expect from the K-drama genre. Old Boy specifically is considered the 

“older sibling” or inspirational pioneer directly paving the way for Squid Game (Brzeski, 

2023). Old Boy came out in the US 18 years before Squid Game garnering a very cult not 

public following yet was rereleased for its 20th anniversary in 2023, two years after 

Squid Game. Coincidence or what Forbes eponymously labeled “really just the Squid 

Game effect” (Tassi, 2021). Naturally, this effect refers to the overall impact of the series 

in triggering related interests. Even the Oxford English Dictionary, in December 2024 

added 7 new Korean words to its lexicon, including “dalgona” (달고나) from Squid 

Game. The largest addition of Korean words occurred when Squid Game aired in 

September 2021 with 26 words being added, which included “K-drama” (한국 드라마), 

and “hallyu” (한류) (Shim, 2025). It is clear, the “Squid Game effect” reached beyond its 

genre and industry and with season two currently airing in April 2025, the effect 

continues today, in 2025. One Korean American, male respondent stated, “Can't wait to 

see the season 2. Hopefully it will answer some of the questions I have on various 

characters. It's addressing that the world [sic] and the people worship money as god [sic] 

and would do anything/everything to gain it. Such as back stabbing [sic], stepping on 

other people, placing their life on it, etc...” 

 Outside of timing, within the series itself, from loving it to intentionally avoiding 

it, the general sense, whether watched or not, people knew about Squid Game. From 

several respondents, they said things like “Because everyone was talking about it,” 

“didn't want to be left out of discussions,” “Everyone talked about it,” “Everyone was 
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talking about it,” “I heard about it from my friend…,” and “I heard that it was a really 

good show…”. Viewers and non-viewers both also knew the show was Korean. Whether 

and to what extent international viewers were familiar or not with traditional K-dramas, it 

was enough that Squid Game was labelled that way be recognized within the K-drama 

genre. 

 Topping Netflix’s chart across all foreign language films, being in a foreign 

language was not a detractor. As conveyed by several respondents, in some instances, 

but especially among those who rewatched the series, subtitles were simply preferred, as 

another means to get to know more about Korean culture. Many viewers also stated 

they were already familiar with and interested in some aspect of Korean culture before 

venturing to watch Squid Game with others becoming more interested after. When asked 

if they had watched other K-dramas or their perception of Korean culture changed since 

Squid Game, one female, American respondent stated, “Yes. I have watched Boys B4 

Flowers, Extraordinary Woo. I watch on Netflix, Vicki. Squid Game is not like other K-

dramas. You don’t think of Korean culture the way it was depicted in Squid Game.” 

 Irrespective of a viewer’s prior contextual knowledge or lack of knowledge 

around K-culture, Squid Game being able to reach so many viewers was in large part due 

to the pace and state of technology, very much including translation capabilities and the 

level of maturity of those capabilities in conveying translations with more accuracy and 

cultural nuance (9 reasons why..., n.d.). “…successful macrotranslation strategy allowed 

the international audience to easily comprehend the themes and enjoy the film as a 

whole” (Andrianaki and Lee, 2021, p. 6) 



60 
 

 The maturity and accuracy of translation were critical to conveying the identities 

and stories of the characters, not just in their being Korean but in conveying universal 

themes with authenticity and originality (Andrianaki and Lee, 2021; Kim and McGoun, 

2022). In identifying the translation technique used in Parasite as similar to that used in 

Squid Game, Andrianaki and Lee stated, “successful macrotranslation strategy allowed 

the international audience to easily comprehend the themes and enjoy the film as a 

whole” (Andrianaki and Lee, 2021, p. 6). Understanding the dialogue was key in 

character development and bond building or jeong, as explained earlier, which are 

extremely critical aspects of all K-dramas, and Squid Game was no different. However, 

Squid Game was the first K-drama to be able to tap into a much more global, 

international bond, expounding messages and in a style that was more resonate and 

persuasive, at a time when such messages were much more and universally meaningful 

than ever before. While the story was written by a Korean, in the Korean language, 

filmed in Korea much like the hundreds possibly thousands of K-dramas that came 

before, Squid Game had more consistent and international attraction than any other K-

drama outside its home country (Squid Game’s reception…, n.d.). 

 In looking at the history that laid the foundation from which Squid Game 

emerged, from the late 1950s to now, the evolution of Korea, as a nation, reveals a lot 

about how we are where we are with the K-drama genre, and where we might be 

headed. From a colonized, war-torn third world country to a highly innovative, rapidly 

changing, modern society, Korean national evolution reflects the bigger phenomenon or 

cultural following of the K-wave. As a K-drama, Squid Game should be viewed as a sub-

phenomenon thus, smaller phenomenon within the larger K-wave movement. 
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 The interest or “curiosity in all things Korean” (Bok-Rae, 2015) has been 

progressively and “exponentially increasing” (Ganghariya, 2020) in the last two decades 

creating not only a general, overall phenomenon of interest in Korean culture, but 

exploding mini phenomena. Of 68 respondents only one indicated they had no familiarity 

with Korean culture and approximately 50% of survey respondents stating they were 

familiar with more than one aspect of Korean culture. The K-wave was one of the first 

global expressions of its people after its mother culture had shed the weight of foreign 

colonial dominion, cultural appropriation, and overall suppression of Korean national 

identity. From this foundation sprung many distinct roots including the K-pop music and 

the K-drama. 

 With the nation’s newfound freedom and voice, the K-drama spoke the story of its 

people with total control and ownership of their authentic narrative. Its historical roots 

and freshness were absorbed in the process of the genre’s development, reorienting for 

viewers, a spirit of competency and ownership while also sharing the narrative with 

complete authority, beauty, celebration, pride, and confidence. “Before … it is a 

commonly held belief that K-pop(ular) culture copied western culture. However, this 

historic K-drama (“Jewel in the Palace,” TV series) did wonders by interpreting East 

Asian/Confucian values, from Korean point of view. … hallyu boom didn’t originate in 

the domain of Korean traditional high-culture, but of contemporary pop-culture, such as 

dance music, rhythm and blues, funk, hip-hop songs of Korean idol groups. As a result, it 

provides affirmation of the power of K-pop culture we Koreans didn’t even recognize till 

then. It’s the attractive fruit of Korean-styled sensibility/creativity and competitiveness of 
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K-pop culture which is growing further through free competition markets (Bok-Rae, 

2015, p. 175). 

 From the addicting craze for K-dramas, the conscientious cult of K-pop (Bruner, 

2020), the dedicated obsession with K-cuisine (Mishan, 2022), the faithful yet fanatical 

following of K-beauty, to the loyal lovers of K-technology, innovation, creativity and 

more; all these roots of K-interest have become unique but connected phenomenon of 

their own. Each are distinct elements, dynamic currents of Korean cultural identity, 

independently strong on their own but together creating a fused totality embodying the 

intersectional richness and attraction of Korean cultural power. Two statements from two 

different respondents, “From what I heard, it was a really good show that brought a lot of 

good press to Korea and their reputation of films/tv show” and “it was cool to see people 

talking more about Korean TV shows, especially at school” were noted. 

 This K-power from a country not long ago designated third world has been slowly 

finding its way into other cultures, creating obsessions, and generally permeating lives 

(Yuan, 2023). Squid Game thus represents a micro/cosmic expression of the force of K-

culture. Being the first Netflix®38, US-produced K-drama and breaking away from the 

traditional K-drama style of the 1950’s, Squid Game was non-traditional and ready to 

appeal to a wider audience. Not only was it ready, but the series emerged at the perfect 

intersection of world events. With its own readiness, the series followed years of 

foundational groundwork laid by the success and prevalence of hundreds of K-dramas 

before it. The combination of the drama’s divergence from the genre's recognized style, 

 
38 For clarity, there is a distinction in “produced by” and “produced in.” Therefore, the series can be referred to in both 

ways, “US-produced” (Rodriguez, 2021), as well as “South Korean production” (Shin, 2021). 
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in concert with the timing of its release, Squid Game stood as a provocation the world did 

not know it needed (Yoon and Martin, 2021), fueling K-power through K-drama became 

about more than just Korean dramas or Korean cultural pride. 

 Unpacking how the public interpreted the cultural pride and power emanating 

from Squid Game can shed light on what they took away from and how they were 

impacted or changed by the series. To fully explore what the series offered, in this regard, 

unearthing what the viewer absorbed must be better appreciated to ultimately, 

expose what can to be learned from the deeper purpose of Squid Game’s appeal. In 

explaining the timing, the contextual environment of the viewer comes into focus. 

Appreciating that there were necessary external factors that conditioned the social 

atmosphere for Squid Game to become such a popular series helps to shape the state of 

mind of the viewer. Identifying all the factors that drew people to start the series, in the 

first place, also offers balance to the reality of the complete picture of the show’s success 

including the show itself. 

 Squid Game and the broader K-wave was possibly better able to help viewers 

understand familiar concepts, in a different way, such as class, identity, who has power 

over both, norms we don't accept but choose to tolerate, and how we internalize, 

manifest, and execute on our interpretation of all these social paradigms. By presenting in 

a fictional, entertaining, and absorbing story, Squid Game magnified the current 

condition. One respondent felt it reflected, “A fiercely competitive environment, it's not 

easy for people to work hard to survive.” Social power and control, the source of this 

power and control, and the over-arching fabricated framework of a player's role or 

identity in a sick social game became real life shockingly retold. Squid Game’s 
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very human perspective was able to successfully message the tone of the times, 

the universal importance and current shuffle of social place and identity. Projecting from 

a very Korean lens into the familiar context of any given cultural or social setting around 

the world, Squid Game’s dramatized struggle accentuated and made frighteningly 

relatable, the significance of the real human, social fight. The world was shaken and 

remained fully engaged with one respondent stating, “I liked how the story represented a 

larger and global social context in terms of power, poverty, and inequalities.” 

 When health safety necessities became social imperatives instantly and drastically 

forcing change, and when the world, for a brief moment, was living in a time when race, 

gender, and religion were indistinguishable, in the eyes of the virus; class, access, and 

social hierarchy became ever more painfully and fatally prominent. Society went viral, in 

more ways than one, and this contagious environment wielded greater differentials and 

manifested greater social disparity. Thus, Squid Game’s message hit home at the right 

time, at a crossroads in society, and became the eye of the storm, lighting the swirl 

around it. 
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The Lingering Spark of Squid Game (오징어 게임) 

 

In this section, looking at overall reaction to Squid Game will shed light on its 

attraction beyond entertainment and the extended effects of the series. For the most part, 

respondents expressed high interest in sharing their impressions of the series. Key themes 

included overall excitement to rehash memories, pleasure, and surprise at the series 

ability to “portray human nature…showcase the complexity of human nature…the 

brilliance of human nature,” as shared by Co-researcher Two. Approximately, 74% of 

survey respondent indicated excitement and enjoyment of the show for multiple reasons, 

such as purely for its entertainment value, due to a reactive connection with the storyline 

and underlying social messages, or simply a curiosity in the Korean cultural aspect of the 

series. Several commentators saw viewer attachment as a combination of these factors 

(Jadhav, 2022; Rosenblatt, 2021). 

This interest in the series specifically for its Koreanness was part of the sub-

phenomenal boom of K-dramas within the running flows of the K-wave. Squid Game 

along with Parasite, BTS, and other aspects of Korean culture as referenced earlier was 

developing in tandem with the unstoppable pace of streaming and online content. Even 

with the assist of concurrent technology advancements and adjusted health and safety 

lifestyles, something in the themes and messages, and how they were relayed in Squid 

Game were instantly more relatable than other attempts. International audiences were 

hooked. Several different respondents indicated the series pulled them in with one 

respondent specifically stating, they were hooked, “went from being amused with a 

chuckle, to unamused, to hmm I wonder where this is going,” “It makes me watch it until 
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the end because there a big reward at the end and I was waiting who will win it,” and “I 

continued to watch because it was very entertaining and had me hooked after the first 

episode.” Examining this “hook,” helps to properly orient context, including where 

weight and credit of influence is most accurately attributed. Variety described the 

captivating interest as viewers “enjoying gruesomeness while also tut-tutting at a system 

that would create such gruesomeness and rooting for its takedown, that viewer is 

experiencing a double pleasure, a sense of enjoying a show while also perching above” 

(D’Addario, 2021). Whether viewers were “perching above,” they were watching and 

judging and rooting for fictionalized struggles that resonated with them, one female 

respondent felt, the series “seized the pain points of the audience…Squid Game reflects 

the practical problems of modern society, it has resonated with many people.” 

The intense and vast reaction to Squid Game demanded what was originally an 

unplanned second season (Jeffries, 2021; Kemp, 2024). Several surveyed respondents 

expressed “excitement” for, “can’t wait for the next, very looking forward” to seeing the 

next installment. Season two released in December 2024, to predictably anxious reviews, 

such as expressed by one respondent, “Can't wait to see the season 2. Hopefully it will 

answer some of the questions I have on various characters,” which reflects a yearning for 

the glory of its first season, as well as for a more gratifying closure. This anticipation has 

yet again garnered expectations for an assumed third season. The appeal of the first 

season generated an overall boost in demand for more Korean and Asian streaming 

content across an international viewership (Tassi, 2021). Additionally, Squid Game-

inspired video games, a reality show, fee-based events, activities, live-action games, and 

lucrative commercial endorsements and sponsorships have been unleashed in the lead up 
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to and since the airing of the most recent season. Some of these high-profile 

collaborations include Puma, Olive Young, Knorr, Duolingo, Crocs, Domino’s, and 

Johnnie Walker, only to name a few. 

 On a trip to New York City, in October 2024, I was strolling around Koreatown in 

Manhattan where there was what was called a Squid Game “experience.” From their 

description, “You’ve seen Squid Game on Netflix®, now play it in real life! … Let the 

games begin…” for a ticket cost of $29 for standard admittance and $59 to be VIP (Squid 

Game: The Experience, n.d.). The parallels are endless with the show’s themes: 

functionalism, capitalism, alienation, and anomie. On the other hand, the unprecedented 

public attraction to the series demonstrates a smooth and gentle social sea change: 

worldwide shared experience through communal engagement and deconstruction of 

narrative ownership through an unconditioned but instinctive process of reworlding. 

 Despite the social pitch and roll voiced by the people, the Squid Game profit-

driven “experience,” product alliances, and the blanket of media coverage evidenced the 

overpowering strength of the culture industry (Desk, 2024) to commandeer the steering. 

Thus, the inevitable commodification and the intense and frenzied monetization of the 

choice of the people had only one outlet, to become formulaic and artificial consumption. 

One respondent very astutely and happily noted, “It helped more Korean shows to pop 

into my suggested feed which I watched that then got more to show up.” What started out 

as a work of artistic creativity quickly became an unsuspecting, people-driven, grassroots 

mega-hit only to be swallowed up by massive pecuniary interests. 
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While the eventual swarm of commercial exploitation around the series may not 

have been entirely surprising or unexpected, the initial zeal of viewer consumption, 

response, and reaction to the show was quite the opposite. Viewer motivations and 

impressions for seeking out the series very much included individuals who deliberately 

sought to connect with others about the series, and a new social network of exploration 

was born (Horner, 2021; Social media@NYUPraha, 2021). This early and growing 

reception to the first season swelled into a world of discussion forums, blogs, immense 

viewer chatter, discussion, and general attachment to the series. Before this bubble of 

energy created by the public’s robust engagement, could continue to develop unfettered, 

it immediately ignited enormous media coverage, mimicking, copies, replication, 

including Halloween costumes, reality shows, and similarly veined dramas. Altogether, 

collective interconnected social responses spurred the numerous and lucrative 

commercial investments and partnerships that followed the success of the series and 

engulfed and drowned out individual voices (@julianrosswag, 2025; Social 

media@NYUPraha, 2021). 

Across both the fictitious Squid Game storyline and real world’s affirmation of 

the series when overlaid with established theory exposes a visual and perhaps a 

subconscious rousing, in viewers. Squid Game explored profoundly theoretical yet 

everyday social questions about norms and constraints, in unequal and desperate 

situations, about power dynamics and identities between and within categories of people 

all disconnected or connected to each other. Ultimately, viewers took to available social 

channels sharing and manifesting the impact and effect of the series that might have been 

more acute than appreciated. While watching the scenes and absorbing the story, a sense 
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of a new social and personal awareness or a new view of things known but unexamined 

became visible because of the specific way Squid Game presented and represented a 

universal essence. This is what one respondent stated, “I liked how the story represented 

a larger and global social context in terms of power, poverty, and inequalities.” The series 

presented these concepts in a way, in a new light, and from a perspective and medium 

that turned out to be far more relatable and almost prescient. It was not only the substance 

of the story, but teleologically, the series’ ability to address the comprehension, 

timeliness, and temper of the times that should be considered the most powerful aspect of 

Squid Game. One respondent shared, it was “very special, to learn about other cultures, 

drama and excitement in the series,” while another respondent believed, “I think they are 

more open to watching Korean shows.” 

In short, Squid Game was a catalyst for a new and different way to see and 

understand the social world that seemed to have been, up until that point, obstructed or 

taken for granted. Latent and manifest functionalism, capitalism, alienation, and anomie 

through reworlding were seen more differently but more clearly with more universal 

applicability. These social notions: the purpose of social class both beneficial and 

detrimental, identity, power, and justice both personal and collective, as well as the 

universality of telling one’s story and being received as authentic were presented 

differently in Squid Game. Squid Game was able to reflect these ideals back to viewers. 

This ability, in conjunction with the timing of its release successfully stirred up long 

dormant senses, including newly recognized and acknowledged perceptions and 

sensibilities of longstanding, prescribed notions of social status, identity, and individual 

and collective narrative ownership. The director believed, “the pandemic accelerated a 
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number of things, from business paradigms to our collective understanding of our own 

fragility. But it made at least one thing crystal clear: for those without extravagant means, 

life might as well be a lottery. The fact that Squid Game was no longer unrealistic in this 

new age, that it was no longer absurd” (Hwang, 2022). 

In awakening social awareness, the series possibly offered, in a way not before 

considered, belief and renewed hope in discovering a different path to seeing and 

speaking individual and collective identity within known and existing social paradigms. 

K-wave and K-drama newcomers were entertained and moved by universal truths and 

exciting drama so faithfully presented. One respondent observer offered the following, “It 

is so good. I don’t have time, but I have to keep watching, so I will watch when I go 

home. I am only able to watch part of the first episode, but it is so good. … I learned 

from this series Korea that they have the best series and are incredibly creative, so when I 

get the feedback of my family and friends, they made me prepared to watch the series… I 

loved this series very much since its beginning, and I still watch it and am always excited 

about it. Also, how important it is to the world how to learn Korean, I consider it one of 

the best countries that have succeeded in their reality series. The social commentary in 

Squid Game received much attention for its insightful social commentary. One male 

respondent stated, “… I'm so happy to see most of my family watching it, and how they 

are very interested in watching it next season. … The show's premise is unique and 

captivating…” A second respondent offered three reasons for the success of the series 

touching on the show’s socially universal themes, “Creating topics and popularity (1). 

Squid Game … arouses strong interest and expectations from the audience, seize the pain 

points of the audience (2), [as referenced above], because Squid Game reflects the 
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practical problems of modern society, it has resonated with many people, and emphasize 

cultural integration (3). Squid Game combines traditional Korean culture and modern 

elements, making this series not only popular in Korea but also loved by audiences 

worldwide.” 

K-wave and K-drama natives and enthusiasts welcomed yet wondered at the 

global sensation of Squid Game. “I know a lot of things about their culture because I have 

been watching their movies and tv shows since 2014, I know that they have a lot of 

religions, I know the that they have the best music, and I know that they have the best 

makeup in the world.” When later asked, if they thought anything had changed about 

their view or perception of Korea/Korean culture, after watching the series, they 

responded, “yes.” Another respondent indicated they only watch K-dramas and that they 

“know almost everything because most of them are close to our Arab culture” and when 

asked if their perception of Korea/Korean culture had changed after the series, they 

stated, “No, because I know that the story is unrealistic.” 

Primary and secondary data collection confirmed the resounding interest and 

excitement of viewers around the series was for a multitude of reasons. Two Saudi 

Arabian respondents stated, “When there is a desire to live, you will find solutions,” and 

“I can't wait for the next season, very looking forward to seeing it.” These views express 

a human appreciation for the story’s themes, as well a connection to want to see more. 

From the words of viewers to the roots of theory embedded in the series as stated by the 

director, in “wanting to write about poverty, strife, desperation and capitalism because he 

lived this story, a story about modern capitalist society” (Hwang, 2022, para. 2), the 

portrayal of human struggle was not only captivating but effecting. One respondent stated 
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after watching the series they felt, “more openness to watching Korean or foreign series 

or films. I watched other Korean films like Parasite after watching Squid Game.” 

Squid Game’s spark made an impression and left a mark. From enjoying the 

violent drama for entertainment’s sake, to bonding with a character, to relating to their 

struggle or reasons for playing to reaching out to strangers on online to talk about the 

show and their experience with it, viewers went from simply watching the fiction to 

bringing it into their own reality. Watching Squid Game effected a change in their 

behavior. Ultimately, in waiting for and wanting to see the next installment to find out 

what happens, the spark of Squid Game lingered past its final episode with five 

respondents proactively stating, they could not wait to watch the next season.  
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Analysis of the Impact of Squid Game 

 

In applying theoretical analysis, we can review the premise of the drama separate 

from the reaction and discovery by the public. From functionalism, capitalism, alienation, 

and anomie to reworlding and the mark of the culture industry, the fictional tale of Squid 

Game became a human and communal discussion buzzing round the globe. The themes 

within the story itself in concert with the swirl of synergies around the time of its 

premiere together cultivated and bolstered a widespread and shared response, in seeing 

foreign and unfamiliar cultures more similarly than differently than one’s own, which 

still reverberates today. “I could identify with her reason to want the money” stated one 

respondent. 

From Gi-hun (player #456), the winner to Il-nam (player #001), the creator of the 

game, the way the Squid Game characters behaved individually and collectively, in a 

desperate and deadly struggle for money, meaning, and liberation and the way their lives 

and the messages were relayed, it was hard to miss themes rooted in foundational 

sociological theory. From the viewpoint of Karl Marx and Émile Durkheim, Il-nam and 

his constituents, the obscured controlling group represented one of power, infinite means, 

and no needs while Gi-hun and the players or proletariat demonstrated infinite needs with 

little to no means or power. “…that the wretchedness of the worker is in inverse 

proportion to the power and magnitude of his production; that the necessary result of 

competition is the accumulation of capital in a few hands” (Marx, 1844, p. 1). The 

manifest and latent functions of Robert K. Merton stemmed from the social norms, which 

in Squid Game, arose out of the fabricated mini structure of dysfunctional game play. 
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Agreeing to enter and participate in squid game meant abiding by this mini society, 

which generated its own inherent and persistent strain founded on the basis of deviance, 

in volunteering to compete in children’s game, to the death. 

It was not just the working class that demonstrated deviant behavior. The 

deviance originated from the upper class in creating and establishing such perverse 

entertainment. Not only were they game creators, but they were also game voyeurs. As 

Merton holds, deviance arises when there is a discrepancy between culturally valued 

goals and the legitimate means to achieve them (Hilbert, 1989). As far as the audience is 

aware, the game voyeurs have unlimited means, thus in creating deviance, there must be 

a disconnect for them with the existing culturally valued goals. The few scenes showing 

this group of characters reflected only self-pleasing, unrestrained, and sadistic conduct in 

directing and watching the masses labor, work, and exert themselves at the fatal expense 

of each other, all for monetary gain. To the bourgeoisie both money and human life 

seemed inconsequential and replaceable. It could be argued, this power group, the 

wealthy, privileged elite suffered from a “breakdown in social regulation” or anomie in 

acting deviantly for the express purpose of eliciting deviance in others. 

The poor, destitute, or working-class players came from already strained 

circumstances and still accepted the deviant terms and aims of an alternate or sub-society. 

Whether they experienced anomie before they entered the game world or within the game 

world itself, the masses were nevertheless, able to build connection and purpose with 

each other including the audience. As, referenced previously, 75%-88% of surveyed 

respondents stated they found the players either relatable or likable. Despite the irregular 

social rules of the game, collective engagement denoted the opposite of anomie. In their 
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and the audience’s shared collective struggle to survive and get through the game, a sort 

of social integration was established. On the flip side, according to a Marxian 

interpretation, “Marx believed that the working class was the most alienated class…” 

(Musto, 2010, 86, 95), thus both the creation of a violent, extreme game and the volution 

to play such a game reflects a deeper concern indicative of an all-encompassing social 

deterioration or the anomie of the “death of society” (Hilbert, 1989, p. 244). 

This “social death” gets played out in various ways including through the varying 

degrees to which the identities are ostensibly eliminated through the numbering or masking 

of all the characters: the players, the minions, and the power-wielding. Starting with the 

players, there is no sense of identity once they enter game play. In assigning the characters 

numerical, non-descript identifiers, this serves both a thematic and functional purpose. In 

terms of the thematic or storyline purpose, minimizing the sharing of identities served to 

block bond building between the fictional character groups. The audience, as well is only 

given peeks into the game orchestrators and orchestration while the story objective is to 

warm to the players, at least at first. Not only do the players have no idea who has arranged 

the game, but the perpetrators or game arrangers in turn relish the fruits of the game as a 

game in watching players only as numbered pieces and not human lives. 

Functionally, numbers, shapes (circle, triangle, square), and short identifiers (ex. 

The Salesman, Front Man) rather than foreign names offered ease of universal recall and 

comprehension. Universal identifiers alleviated the potential an international viewership 

would struggle with thus abandon the series due to uncommon pronunciation. This 

approach mitigated risk a non-Korean speaking audience would fail to keep up or connect 

with the story and its message due to confusing character identification. As referenced 
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earlier, one respondent felt, “it was done in a way that we…they wanted everybody to 

understand.” Additionally, based on the success of the series, with billions of hours 

watched (Solsman, 2021), and survey responses, in giving the series an overall high rating, 

as well as 75% indicating they related to a player character, the approach appeared effective 

both thematically (relating to the players vice the other character groups) and functionally 

(staying tuned in and engaged with the show). “It was easy to root for him. We were on the 

journey together,” and “I identified with her struggle” were two remarks from respondents. 

With respondents indicating they were able to “relate to” a player, surveyed viewers 

understood something about the plight or fight of those characters perhaps more than any 

of the other roles39. Like Marx’s divisions of labor, the players are the people and for the 

viewing audience, they represent a mass of moveable pieces or weak pawns until more is 

revealed about them. Without yet knowing their reasons, the audience already begins to 

sympathize and empathize with their choices. Player #456’s (Gi-hun) smile40, his perpetual 

innocence, and his genuine concerns for the other players were all noteworthy. Not only 

did Marx see the working class as the most alienated group, in continuation of Musto’s 

interpretation, “[He] did not foresee the extent to which alienation was to become the fate 

of the vast majority of people… If anything, the clerk, the salesman, the executive, are even 

more alienated today than the skilled manual worker. The latter's functioning still depends 

on the expression of certain personal qualities like skill, reliability, etc., and he is not forced 

to sell his “personality”, his smile, his opinions in the bargain” and “that wage labour does 

 
39 It is important to note for context, another prominent reason viewers may have related only to player characters, the 

first season of the series explored the players more than any of the other character groups. Additionally, as mentioned 

earlier, the director has stated, “the show was motivated by a very simple idea, we are fighting for our lives in very 

unequal circumstances” (Jeffries, 2021). 

40 His smile epitomized the series, serving as one of the leading posters advertising the series.  
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not enter into the worker’s ‘own life activity’ but represents a ‘sacrifice of this life.’ 

Labour-power is a commodity that the worker is forced to sell ‘in order to live’” (Musto, 

2010, 86, 95-96). It is player #456, “his smile” and “his personality” that were the linchpins 

to empathizing with and relating to the main character and his character group, as a whole. 

The secondary characters Hwang, Jun ho (황준호), “Front Man” and “The 

Salesman,” arguably and eponymously represented Marx’s “the clerk, the salesman, the 

executive.” Together with Il-nam, the game creator (and player #001) and head of the 

organization which owned the means of production or play, represented the bourgeoisie 

and the few glimpses into their stories opened the aperture toward giving life and identity 

to the hierarchy above the skilled laborers. The Salesman, the Front Man, and the death 

solider minions reflected a kind of gateway to the upper class thus could be seen as the 

“petit bourgeoisie.” Some tertiary characters or non-significant player characters, of whom 

the audience received only moments of activity and interaction, could reflect the “lumen 

(lumpen) proletariat” (Munzer, 1948; Villanova, 2021). Altogether, the representation for 

the audience between the various players, secondary and tertiary characters, and the owners 

made up the social hierarchy of the Squid Game world. The sociological and theoretical 

parallels are deliberate as the director asked, “Why write about poverty, strife, desperation 

and capitalism? Well, because I know this story all too well; … I wanted to write a story 

that was an allegory about modern capitalist society (Hwang, 2022, para. 2). The series 

thus exemplified these concepts, which were strengthened by the receptive, active, and 

intense response of viewer’s regarding their relationship with the characters, their roles, 

and the struggle. 
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Sociologist Robert Merton posited, depending on whether dictated social norms 

or stresses are accepted or rejected, social constraints and strain direct society into 

different avenues or forms of deviance. According to Hilbert’s interpretation of Merton’s 

theory, “anomie begets deviance” (Hilbert, 1989, p. 242). Merton’s theory can thus be 

applied to Squid Game from two different angles. From the perspective of the players, 

their financial constraints pushed them to desperation leading them to make desperate and 

deviant choices. A less expected but a more intensely deviant propulsion can be seen 

from the perspective of the controlling entity, which also aligns with Marx’s 

interpretation, “the clerk, salesman, executive” or the Salesman, Front Man, and the 

masked minion soldiers and game owners become “more alienated.” 

Led by an ethnically Korean character, the game watchers, the perpetrators, were 

otherwise represented by entirely non-Asian characters. Though they operated in secret, 

they seemed otherwise unhampered by traditional social constraints behaving in ways 

more deviant than their counterparts. This group not only performed grotesquely 

hedonistic acts but in creating deviant situations intentionally designed to elicit from 

others, deviant conduct, their objective appeared to be simply for their own sadistic 

entertainment and gratification. Like Marx’s bourgeoisie, through exploitation of the 

proletariat, their ownership of the means of production is for their own profit and gain 

(Marx, 1844). The representation of their behavior resulted in a view displaying an 

almost asocial manner, due to its secrecy, this non-Asian, Western bourgeoisie group 

mirrored a greater kind of alienation than that of the other all Eastern proletariat. 

In terms of the players, their selection from the proletariat masses was not 

random, in that they were selected for their level of financial debt and personal 
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desperation, and they were nevertheless offered a choice, to accept or decline but without 

being provided the full extent of the rules and implications. Therefore, what was 

conveyed as volition was masked coercion. In directly applying the interpretation of 

Marx, “wage labour does not enter into the worker’s ‘own life activity’ but represents a 

‘sacrifice of this life’ (Marx, 1844, pp. 4, 5) Labour-power is a commodity that the 

worker is forced to sell ‘in order to live’,” what they were promised, as the product of 

their labor-power or gameplay was not the intent of their work. Ironically, despite being 

put in a position of desperation and helplessness, “choosing” the deviant route almost 

gave the players more purpose than they had in their pre-game world. Unified by a 

common, however false and morbid goal, the player group absolutely exhibited less 

alienation or anomie than their bourgeoisie game controllers, in having to work together 

at times, to get through to the next trial. 

Such an inverted application of anomie, not as an overarching, all-encompassing 

anomie, as Hilbert refers to as a “social death,” but a sort of “deviance prevents anomie” 

(Hilbert, 1989, p. 242) is also exhibited in the series. Not only did we see this in the 

players, but we also saw this in the game masters. Despite having unlimited means and 

no needs, as they were depicted, and having engineered a deviant game, they were even 

more deeply engaged in deviance. They were behaving as if deviance was keeping them 

connected and engaged. If we consider, their absence of needs combined with their 

excessive means was causing them to suffer from anomie, creating a deviant game, 

forcing players to play to the death offered them a sense of social engagement not 

necessarily with the game and its players but with their fellow class of voyeurs. This 

rings particularly true when the audience learns, Player 001, Il-nam, who is involved in 
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the game play, is in fact the creator of the game. As the ostensible leader of the upper 

class, he wanted to orchestrate, watch, and directly engage with “the labor” and the 

players. Regarding this character, one respondent shared, “I wanted to know if his 

intention to create the game was pure initially, but the game itself got altered due to all 

the riches joined for their pure entertainment? or his intention was evil but through the 

interaction with the main character he wanted to do a one good deed before he passed.” 

The working masses, on the other hand, in exercising in deviant gameplay, their labor-

power held a guiding purpose, which was perhaps not only alleviating them of nay 

preexisting alienation, however temporarily, but they became very much goal-oriented, 

connected to, and engaged with their fellow working class. 

In addition to these distinctions between the theorists and their varying 

applications, any analysis of anomie and deviance reflected in the series should focus on 

and across all character groups. The choices and actions taken by the working class and 

the manner in which the upper classes handled and exercised their own type of deviance 

converged under the common understanding, according to Hilbert’s interpretation of the 

similarity between Durkheim and Merton, of “deviance as outcomes and consequences of 

prevailing social regulation, rather than of peculiar or individualistic traits of would-be 

offenders” (Hilbert, 1989, p. 243). In response to the social challenges each group 

possessed, of which the audience really learns only of the player class, as well as the 

social environment invented by the ruling class, the entire hierarchy represents an 

absence of commonly recognized social constraints given game play was conducted 

outside the bounds of known society. In total sequestration, some level of collective 

deviance is no longer a normal consequence of social regulation rather social regulation 
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or the absence of “prevailing social regulation” is itself deviant and the consequent 

behavior, in the realm of gameplay, socially acceptable.  

Thus, Squid Game can be seen as having presented a fluid interplay of established 

theory by offering the element whereby, one group, in this case, those of 

socioeconomically higher status or the owners of the means of production interfere with 

social conformity and normalcy, by fabricating a sub-culture, and deliberately forcing 

deviance not as an expected consequential response to norm regulation but as itself a 

social norm. Knowingly or unknowingly, deviant social regulation resulted in all 

members agreeing to be part of something together establishing connection, thus possibly 

neutralizing anomie, however momentarily. 

Karl Marx’s views on class and a working-class revolution, it is the working 

class, and as applied to Squid Game, the player who can truly have power through 

revolution, but their ignorance, alienation, and submission to the bourgeoisie sterilizes 

their will (Marx, 1844). Not only is the secret cabal, the bourgeoisie, taking the social 

constructs of the game, into their own hands, such as in the intentional selection of who 

plays, they are responsible for orchestrating the entire situation. They engineered the 

game, they control the rules of the structure, so who regulates them? They are above 

social regulation, and within the game, they are the social regulators until and unless the 

proletariat recognizes their power and overthrows the hierarchy. In this way, they take 

advantage of the weak for their own distraction and leisure, arguably due to their own 

inability or exemption from having to abide by or relate to social norms. It is their 

anomie, “a breakdown of social standards necessary for regulating behavior” (Hilbert, 

1989, p. 244) that drives their actions. 
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By intentionally eliciting behavior in a made-up deviant world, rewarding only 

the utmost deviant work through and for the orchestration of their own contained 

pleasure; social connection or stability and known social convention, albeit a new and 

morbid standard, has been established, however falsely. It is macabre entertainment for 

the rich and death (or bloodied fortune) for the poor. While this could result in suicide 

according to Durkheim, according to the rules in Squid Game, the risk and likelihood of 

death only applied to the players. Death is an acknowledged outcome, and an agreement 

voluntarily entered between the player class and the upper class, and becomes for the 

players, an accepted invitation to the eventuality of their own murder (Beaunoyer, 2023). 

The series tackled these themes commonly considered Western frameworks: 

functionalism, capitalism, alienation, and the separation of classes, which has become a 

relatively modern yet prominent challenge for Korea, while the struggle for independence 

has been a historical one. This concept of independent identity, like a “Third-Space” 

(Yuan, 2023) akin to the third world is rooted in colonialism and from which Squid Game 

was able to relay its story. Like Heidegger’s “worlding” of the world through art (Singh, 

1990, pp. 215-216) or the “Third World” as framed and used by Gayatri Chakravorty 

Spivak (Chakravorty Spivak, 1985), the concept of the “Third World” is an identity as 

assigned by appropriators to label and “other.” Applying this theory, we can see how 

such a reimagined “worlding” or (re)appropriation of appropriation through acceptance of 

the appropriation, in carving out and bringing attention to a “Third-Space,” has been 

brewing under the tides of the K-wave, culminating with Squid Game. Squid Game 

streamed out a new wave (puns intended) of seeing familiar concepts under the umbrella 

of “worlding” to “reworlding” and placed the ownership (back) into the hands and voices 
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of native storytellers. One respondent eloquently stated, “Korean culture did not appear to 

be the main focus of the series. It didn't matter if it took place in Korea, India, or the US. 

Humans want to survive, and while money was at the core of their involvement, survival 

was always paramount. That transcends culture.” 

 Thus, in moving from the series itself to looking at the public’s reaction, we see 

the incredible and international acceptance of this series as validation or affirmation not 

only of Squid Game’s authentic story, but its personal relatability. In “Reworlding 

America: Myth, History, and Narrative,” Muthyala draws out Gayatri’s concept, “…re-

inscription becomes ‘the condition of the worlding of a world’ such that the colonized 

consciousness can apprehend itself only in and through colonial systems and 

knowledges.” (Muthyala, 2006, p.1; Ono, 2013) Both Muthyala and Ono see 

“reworlding” as a sort of taking back or reclaiming of cultural identity and positioning. 

This K-drama was reworlding its story and audiences were receiving it. The reclaiming of 

cultural identity is a recognized struggle for any who have felt their own being 

appropriated or suppressed and identity is something carried within everyone. Several 

respondents specifically called out their own identification with the characters stating 

things like, “Reminds me of me,” “I am a foreigner as well,” “I'm also Brown [sic],” and 

“He is foreign and so am I.” 

What Squid Game affected can be seen as more layered, in establishing identity 

through the epistemological reorienting of “worlding.” By accepting a reorientation 

rather than a “reworlding,” first an “unworlding” (Gorner, 2007), or a “deconstruction,” 

as Stephen Morton interprets Chakravorty Spivak’s work (Morton, 2003, p. 4) must take 

place, very much like the concept of “unlearning,” as seen in organizational change 
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(Senge, 1997), and Herbert Marcuse’s “radical subjectivity” to get to “true needs” (Cutts, 

2019). A process that first gets to a place of breaking down what is known, to see clearer 

what is there, to know what else might be possible, to then know and be able to act on 

redesigning, reshaping, or retelling to ultimately, owning (back) the true narrative. 

“Unworlding” to “reworlding” not only pulls identity from one’s own world but allows it 

to exist from within and accepting not rejecting of the context of the social world around 

it. Reworlding is not in isolation but within the social and historical context that 

appropriated, worlded, and ultimately silenced its story. 

Squid Game expressed its identity as a multidimensional fiction reaching over 92 

countries in 2021 (Gatchalian and Handig, 2023) and over 190 in 2025. Squid Game took 

well established and historically Western-framed concepts and wrapped them in Korean 

clothes and spoke of the consequential social struggles in Korean words. Thus, Squid 

Game, came to represent more than K-culture and for more than just Koreans. 

For Koreans, as an original Korean drama, Squid Game was a series about their 

own national and personal struggles. The show gave light to how the orientation of the 

framework of identity gives power to both the collective and the individual, both the 

“worlder” and the “worlded.” Ono and Kwon also refer to Korean culture through K-pop 

via social media, specifically, YouTube, the re-worlding “interlocuter.” Much the way K-

pop has been dominating what has been seen as traditionally Western-identified popular 

music (Kim and McGoun, 2022) both K-pop and K-drama performances are being 

received as authentic or (re)worlded art41. Squid Game’s success ultimately represented a 

 
41 Heidegger’s philosophy of the “worlding of art” is directly applicable here (Singh, 1999), as it relates specifically to 

the art that is K-pop and K-drama. In relation to the art, as interpreted or “reworlded,” is more applicable to the 

meaning as promulgated by Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak under post-colonial theory.  
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golden ticket of the K-drama genre, which through social media and streaming 

availability became more than a viral hit but a “reworlding” of what was held to be a 

stable and uni-directional understanding of the social world. In cracking this belief, Squid 

Game seeped in the possibility the existing established understanding “could also be 

appropriated in ways no one expected” (Abdelfatah, et. al., 2022). 

Squid Game brought into view this sense of “reworlding,” seeing an old 

framework through a new lens that was no longer a rote tome limited by any constraints, 

such as language, culture, or geographic boundaries. The exposure showed, not that the 

framework was false, but that the struggle our social understanding propounded was 

demonstrably universal. Under this new view, the establishment of world primacy was 

blurred. There was a sense, a reimagining that a commonly known first world story was 

taking place, and it made sense. With such ease, accuracy, and authenticity, Squid Game 

was able to bring into focus, a vision not of a hierarchal but a collective world 

contributing in distinctive ways and with truly original voices. 

The “reworlding” of Squid Game did not so much take back a worlded narrative, 

it presented a new aspect of not rejecting the worlding or appropriation but 

acknowledging it, which contextualizes and thus distills its power by giving it no greater 

status than just what it is. When one entity takes another’s story that story becomes a 

different tale. In acknowledging the given framework and placing oneself in it from one’s 

own perspective, Squid Game lit a perspective that illuminated both the framework and 

every individual’s social placement within it. However, insightfully Squid Game 

illuminated social engagement, the culture industry of Adorno and Horkheimer came in 

bigger and heavier with a swiftness to command the conversation. Commercial 
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conglomerates like the press, Netflix®, and Hollywood or collectively the culture 

industry (Adorno and Horkheimer, 1972), unabashedly took over the people’s 

phenomenon and turned a true cultural craze into engineered, commercial madness, $900 

million dollars and counting of madness (Shaw, 2021; Solsman, 2021; Tassi, 2021). With 

such huge financial gain from the first season, the power of the culture industry is evident 

with the release of a never-planned second season, and the promise of a third.  

Another testament to the culture industry’s power is the thirty-seven of eighty-

seven or approximately 43% of unique sources referenced in this paper alone are media, 

news, or data publications. The Guardian, the New York Times, BBC, the Korea Times, 

and Forbes42 were some of the outlets who also published multiple articles about Squid 

Game. Due to the incredible volume of discussion out there, many articles, in addition to 

even more unique sources simply could not be included. In the lead up to and with the 

release of the second season, in 2025, the list continued and continues to grow. What 

started out as organic and robust viewer engagement immediately merged into media 

frenzy. Even today, in conducting a search for “discussion Squid Game,” results are near 

completely dominated by news and media publications. Aside from references to 

Reddit43, the originating and prolific chatter of the people has been drowned out by the 

culture industry. However fast and furious the audience came together in response to 

Squid Game’s unique presentation of our social sentiments, at the time, that viewpoint 

and the people’s voice just as quickly got diffused and lost in the media winds. 

 
42 (Horner, 2021; Lee, 2024; Tan, 2021; Tassi, 2021; Young, 2021) 
43 While some users may access Reddit for news and information, Reddit is an online platform for hosting discussions 

by its users. By its own assessment, “Reddit is home to thousands of communities, endless conversation, and authentic 

human connection” (Reddit, n.d.). 
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Not insignificantly, the culture industry was not interested in the series until the 

public was and openly and excitedly voiced this interest. The Korean creator of Squid 

Game, the messenger of Squid Game’s “reworlding” and reestablishing voice and 

identity, Hwang, Dong hyuk (황동혁) was not able to get his script produced by a 

Korean company. After roughly 10 years of pushing, it was an American giant, Netflix® 

who ultimately decided to invest in his idea with little expectation of success. That 

expectation immediately changed with Squid Game’s release and the very messages the 

director was told “were too unrealistic” were the exact messages that reached millions of 

viewers (National tracking poll…, 2021; Netflix profile, n.d.). 

With Squid Game’s surprise success, the entirety of the K-wave came to mean 

more than “all things Korean” and not just for those of Korean descent. Squid Game’s 

appeal triggered, for a brief moment, a connection between individuals as truly feeling 

part of an online collective. Squid Game took advantage of a Western framework (and 

production) and manifested an Eastern story, which was wholeheartedly received as a 

relatable story. One respondent felt, “It was easy to root for him. We were on the journey 

together” while another said a character “Reminds me of me.” Two other respondents 

shared, “I love how it was executed and got me started on K-dramas,” and “Also I loved 

how it was an entrance series and how many more Korean shows it got me and others to 

watch.” The reworlded view of Squid Game was even avoided by its own country of 

origin, yet managed to win the attention of an American, Western producer, and in the 

end, win an international mass of viewers. 

Once it premiered, natives and foreigners alike watched Squid Game, and whether 

they felt the series was or was not a traditional or non-traditional as a K-drama, viewers 
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were engaged in a conversation that often addressed a collective sense of relating to the 

social struggles represented. In this sense, Squid Game was groundbreaking. The series’ 

message and social themes generated cross-cultural viewer unity only eliciting disparity 

in terms of whether the style was trite and exaggerated, which was also predominately 

between those consumers who were already familiar with and less familiar with K-

dramas (Kim, R., 2021; Kim, R., 2024). 

Squid Game spoke the social language and social pain of so many more than just 

the people of its actual language. Squid Game exuded the ethos and pathos not just of 

Korea but of the world times (Cai, 2021; Tan, 2021), and like its audience, was very 

much intersectional44. We can see from this respondent statement, “Saw that tho [sic] we 

are from different cultures our plights are relatable,” as a Caribbean, female there was 

connection and crossover in relating to the plight of the characters. Within the times it 

aired in not 2011 but 2021, a growing yet largely unfamiliar genre, a non-traditional path, 

approach, and an engrossing story were key to Squid Game’s triumph. The series birth 

and production were also synchronous with the intersectionality of its concept, message, 

and plot. In finding support and backing outside its own borders, utilizing frameworks 

and platforms near and far, the Korean drama of Squid Game broke borders and received 

universal embrace. 

Squid Game flashed a light for audiences to see themselves in a story about 

accepting the rules of another’s game in a fight for life. Much as Marx expounded, the 

proletariat, as the possessors of labor-power could overturn the power dynamic due to a 

 
44 Intersectionality here refers to the global reception of the series drawing in an internationally diverse viewership. 

There were 9 different nationalities and 11 different ethnicities identified in the surveyed respondent pool. 
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sort of revolutionizing of their alienation (Arakaki, 2023; Marx, 1844; North, 1969). By 

accepting the terms of the appropriator (the owners of the means of game play), the 

appropriated (the labor-power players), can retain their own identity and lives by 

exercising their power, in ways unexpected (Abdelfatah, et. al., 2022). The reworlding of 

these concepts across a riveting Korean drama sparked a connection with the public. 

Ultimately, it was the intersection of history, context, timing, and message that made 

Squid Game a fleeting harbinger of a new view of identity within familiar paradigms of 

class and control, including the appropriation of identity. The series exemplified 

appropriation not as a victim or powerless pawn but as an accepted invitation to take back 

control and shape and own individual identity. The concepts were not new, but the view 

that was shone suddenly blinked brighter. 

Squid Game elucidated a space to realize the existence of a dormant lens of 

orientation, of “reworlding” or identifying what had previously been taken for granted, 

accepted as given, or simply unacknowledged. Squid Game was able to open this 

pathway not just because of what and how the series offered its message but very much 

because of the surrounding factors of a pandemic, technology and language access, and 

the heightened knowledge through the K-wave of other aspects of Korean culture. One 

respondent held strong feelings about Korean culture stating, “So Korean are [sic] 

different. They have different mood [sic]. They felt different drama than other [sic] 

movie. I think Korean movies are better. They are more or scary. They are more artistic.” 

The antecedent permeation of Korean culture through the K-wave laid the groundwork, 

the foundation for the social environment to be acclimated to and thus open and receptive 

to more content like it. K-pop, K-beauty, K-cuisine, and K-drama, as unique elements of 
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the larger Korean wave had already been emanating and conditioning the social scene for 

a new way to consume, connect, identify, and behave. By the time Squid Game aired, the 

social terrain was fertile for elevated consumption, in this “Third-Space.” 

Squid Game benefited from the social conditions and supplied the social needs 

with an essence matching what was already present and growing but unknown within 

societies across the world (Cai, 2021; Tan 2021; Yoon, 2021). While viewers may have 

come to watch a K-drama, by the end of the series, they were in this “Third-Space.” The 

viewers were not only watching a K-drama, a Korean perspective, which for many was 

also a foreign view, they were watching their own enhanced conditions. Early viewers 

liked what they saw, spread the word, and others dialed in, stating things like, “I heard 

about it from my friend…,” “I heard that it was a really good show…” from two 

respondents. With an Internet connection and access to an account, audiences were able 

to quickly tap into the series, as they were to relate to what they were seeing. It was clear, 

the viewer no matter where they were watching from was not alone. Chatter was not 

limited to drawing in watchers but finding and making connections with others about the 

premise. 

Squid Game’s viral success (Shevenock, 2021) validated through collective 

legitimacy, the justification or realization of such a social nourishment and unspoken 

social shift. Altogether and unexpectedly, both the story of Squid Game and society’s 

relationship to it reflected a mutual understanding of the ethos and pathos of the times 

(Cai, 2021; Tan, 2021). This new social sensibility radiated by Squid Game, received by 

the people prompted a shift in social behavior, which continues to move, and morph 

having been regurgitated and invigorated by the culture industry. 
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Engaging with the public and distilling media content and academic theory not 

only revealed behavior did change, but queued the possibility, there may be a deeper and 

more profound teleological underpinning behind Squid Game’s sweeping attraction. One 

respondent felt, “You didn't really have to know the Korean culture to get the message, I 

believe it implies [sic] towards any culture. We do not appreciate what we have and 

always want more. In order to gain those things, we'd do anything” and “saw that tho 

[sic] we are from different cultures our plights are relatable.” In addition to offering a 

different, fluid, and cross-cultural way to apply theory (capitalism, functionalism 

alienation, and anomie) from within the show’s premise and delivery, quite remarkably, 

the reaction and response to the series, also organically applied traditional theory in yet 

another new and non-traditional way (reworlding and the culture industry). 

The world tuned in to Squid Game, and took it in. If viewers did walk away with 

and retain something more profound than the show’s dramatized yet relatable story other 

social forces like the culture industry dulled its sparkle yet the impact of its spirit 

continues to ripple across the social landscape. Analysis exposed Squid Game as more 

than a K-drama and its impact more than just momentary entertainment. Squid Game was 

a social disruptor that tapped into unrecognized and pent-up social pressure and 

frustration. Themes from the series, as well as simply watching the drama unfold 

liberated from individual minds and from the social fabric, awareness of social constructs 

and cultural confinements as obstructions as much as shades of illumination in seeing the 

full and true universality of human experience. This impact manifested with viewers in 

proactively reaching out to each other, to anyone out there virtually linked, who could 

share their watching experience. This robust public engagement brought on by the art of a 
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small, unpretentious nation and culture, transformed what and how the audience was 

identifying, and what and how much they expected and could continue to expect from 

lesser to unknown societies like Korea.  
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Conclusion 

 

 By any standard, Squid Game was a phenomenal success. People all over the 

world watched, chatted about, emulated, and wanted more of it. From this public 

reaction, the commercial world responded. From paid experiences to novelty pizzas 

giveaways (Squid Game, the Experience, n.d.), Squid Game partnerships and 

collaborations popped up in the aftermath of the first series and sky-rocketed in the lead 

up for the second series. Simplistically, Squid Game can be described as a story about 

“dystopian capitalism” (Cai, 2021; Tan, 2021). However, it was its ability to get so many 

different types of viewers watching and talking about it, says one respondent, “I watched 

it because people kept talking about it and recommending it,” and to generate such 

explosive social media buzz (@julianrosswag, 2025; Social media@NYUPraha, 2021) 

with another respondent feeling there was so much hype, they “didn't want to be left out 

of discussions,” which all resulted in so much reactionary capital, Squid Game attests to 

becoming something bigger than just a K-drama. 

From interviews, discussions, and observations it was quickly determined, 

engagement about the show, directly from viewers was unusually intense, highly 

involved, and very vibrant for a “foreign” series, which followed the cadence of the story 

itself. Even three years on, from primary data findings, despite some issues of recall as to 

story specifics, people liked and wanted to talk about the show, and they had a lot to say. 

Many respondents wholeheartedly agreed to be available for follow-up questions, some 

proactively making the offer, as well as all being very interested to read this paper. The 

general sense was that respondents enjoyed the show, some very much, and all were 

altered, in some way. As referenced earlier, most respondents who watched the series 
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were committed to continuing into its next season while others were also committed to 

seeking out other K-dramas. 

What people connected with ran the gamut from the storyline of friendship, 

struggle, family, desperation, money lust, social behaviors both usual and unusual, class 

disparity, capitalism, and social bond and disconnection. From the thrilling, exciting, 

stressful, and violent nature of the show, as both appealing and unappealing aspects, 

human themes and corresponding human responses along with the dramatic presentation 

of them followed theoretical inquiries of Robert Merton, Karl Marx, and Émile 

Durkheim. With the director himself stating he drew from capitalist theory and from his 

own personal struggles (Hwang, 2022). Natural connections were made with the 

audience, as seen in this statement shared by one respondent regarding their interpretation 

of the intention of the rich game masters, “to create the game was pure initially but the 

game itself got altered due to all the riches joined for their pure entertainment.” 

Despite being a Korean drama, in the Korean language depicting a story about 

commonly regarded Western ideals, the presentation was internationally embraced. 

Through a processing of Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s reworlding, themes so commonly 

understood and reflected in a certain way and sought after from usual sources were being 

as accurately framed, if not more so, as one respondent believed, in a very new and 

different way and found in a source that was new and uncommon for many. 

Under uncommon, unique packaging, viewers saw the Korean dramatization of an 

all-encompassing human story. Some notable responses included, a male, American 

respondent who felt the series, “seemed interesting and unique, while an Indian American 

respondent stated, “It showed that there are common themes present in all cultures.” “It 
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didn't matter if it took place in Korea, India, or the US. Humans want to survive, and 

while money was at the core of their involvement, survival was always paramount. That 

transcends culture” was a feeling shared by another American viewer. From secondary 

data, native Korean viewers held mixed views about the series with one native viewer 

feeling the depiction of the stark differences in class was all too reflective of Korean 

society (Kim. R., 2021; Kuhn, 2021). 

For Koreans, when viewing a K-drama there is naturally little to no change in 

their social and cultural framing. While likely not the case for non-Korean viewers, 

bringing their own non-Korean social and cultural backgrounds to the interpretation of 

Squid Game, the audience successfully connected with the series’ presentation and 

themes, and there was relatability and authenticity. Recently, Yale University professor 

of psychiatry, Nah Jong-Ho (나종호) suggested, our current cancel culture45 society 

seems like one giant Squid Game46 (Kim T., 2025; Times Now Digital, 2025). 

Did society enjoy the series because it was like a reflection of reality or was 

society reacting to the extreme portrayal of messages in the show? Despite such varied 

responses across the board, the highest repeated response count was the “pure 

entertainment value” of the show making up 43% of provided responses. While this result 

is not to be dismissed, the non-generalizable totality of 84 respondents, combined with 

the limited and inflexible structure of several questions, and the short duration of many of 

 
45 Cancel culture: The practice of ostracizing, withdrawing support for, or holding accountable someone or something 

for behavior, speech, or intent deemed offensive and disapproving, which is typically and quickly proliferated through 

social media (Merriam-Webster, 2025) 
46 Professor Na, Jong-Ho (나종호) was responding here to the recent suicide of a Korean celebrity, Kim, Sae Ron 

(김새론) following several previous Korean celebrity suicides, many speculate are attributed to the impossible recovery 

from cancel culture (Times Now Digital, 2025). 
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the interviews, observations, and casual conversations should all be considered as 

affecting the nature and context of responses. 

In addition to viewer commentary, the history and the broader context of Squid 

Game’s genre as a K-drama, as well as surrounding social and world events should be 

considered in examining its success and what audiences took from the show. External 

global, natural, and collective forces, such as timing, ease of availability/accessibility, 

antecedents such as, technological advancement and standing including use and user 

behavior, and the level of rise of the K-wave, at that precise stage in 2021, taken together 

created the perfect swirl of tides needed to propel Squid Game to the front of the 

streaming line. 

Squid Game, as a K-drama was a part of the larger K-wave, the collection of all 

things Korean. The K-wave has always been about identity, Korean identity and sharing 

that identity across the world, slowly building since the 1950s. Squid Game through the 

K-wave, saturated not a culture-specific society but an all-embracing global society and 

from K-drama to K-pop with a truly universally reverberating power of its essence 

(Bhandari, 2020; Brenda, 2022). Squid Game was new and different K-drama, and what 

the series offered none other had offered before. For the time, nationalities from over 92 

countries had access to the series, and many were mesmerized, seeking to connect with 

all walks of life online and on social media just for a chance to share their thoughts and 

assessment of the show. From YouTube to Reddit to unknown non-English/non-US 

based sites and beyond, the audience amassed online to discuss. Chatter was united by a 

K-drama about hardship and struggle, about the “haves and have nots” as one respondent 

shared, and what made Squid Game so transformative, right, engaging, and interesting 
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was its incredible accuracy and timeliness in giving voices all around the world 

something to identify with and want to share about. 

Squid Game opened or further pushed open, for some, the entry into K-dramas 

and Korean culture, overall. Whether the population ultimately, received something 

personally, collectively, accidentally, subconsciously, or momentarily from the series, 

whatever it was, was socially transformative. One respondent stated they “watched other 

Korean films like Parasite after watching Squid Game.” Masses of viewers over billions 

of hours laid eyes and ears on the show, and even more were simply aware of the hit 

series. 

The show’s storyline, characters, messages, something within the story itself 

resonated across an international audience. For many, Squid Game told a familiar story in 

an unfamiliar way, but its approach resonated beyond just the language it spoke. Squid 

Game championed the path for others to follow, in what has been tagged “the Squid 

Game effect” (Tassi, 2021). This effect while largely referenced from the perspective of 

the culture industry, in generating huge financial returns and cultural homogenization 

(Adorno and Horkheimer, 1972) was the resulting not the originating power of Squid 

Game’s. The series’ initial influence on its viewership was original, active, and genuinely 

driven by the audience (@Julianrosswag, 2025; Social media@NYUPraha, 2021). 

“Everyone was talking about it,” and “I did not want to be left out of the conversation” 

were sentiments that were shared by two respondents. 

The energy Squid Game dispersed offered a new angle into established notions of 

social norms, established social responses, class disparity, and a sense of alienation, 

altogether shedding light on any person’s identity, Western, Eastern, or otherwise, within 
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these universally common and universally applicable social structures. In these 

“nostalgic” but unbelievable death games, questions like, who is making these rules, and 

why are they following them, were keeping viewers up to binge through the answers. 

79% of respondents binged or watched the series over a few days. Ultimately, the 

questions turned inward and personal with one respondent stating, “This showed me a 

glimpse of how I might play the game” or what I might do in a similar situation. 

Questions that may have always existed but that had predominately been answered in one 

way, Squid Game presented differently. 

Squid Game’s message was timely and relevant meeting its viewers where they 

were and with an Internet connection and a Netflix® account, they could join and engage. 

As a marketing-free, unobtrusive K-drama, Squid Game season one was part of the 

bigger K-wave that crashed into an intersection point the moment the series aired. From 

the process of getting made, how and when it came to be, in the story it told, how it told 

that story, how the world was consuming and sharing content and information, and the 

time it became available to local and world viewers; all these elements comprised the tide 

that carried this particular K-drama above Korean identity and into human identity. The 

significance this had was to make the world closer and clearer to understanding no matter 

where you watched from, you were part of the story. From the manifest to latent social 

functions and reactions on display, to the Marxist and modern capitalist hierarchy of 

fabricated and fatal game play, to the types of alienation and anomie that were expressed 

by nearly all the characters, Squid Game hit close to the real and relevant strains of 
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society47. Viewers tuned in and watching the struggles unfold, felt connected and reached 

out to be heard (Ahmed et al, 2022; Goh, 2021; Goldsmith, 2021; @julianrosswag, 2025; 

Social media@NYUPraha, 2021). 

Without guile, Squid Game (season one) offered new light to social abstractions 

known but not fully grasped and with that came global viewership, energetic global 

engagement, and ultimately, social bonding. From viewers’ enthusiastic experience with 

the series, it was possible new insights were born, including hope from seeing known 

things differently (Yoon and Martin, 2021). An involuntary reworlding of blurry but 

ingrained social prescriptions took place as viewers were watching a reworlded narrative, 

fictional yet relevant. What glimmered across this 9-episode K-drama was the current 

strictures of life dramatically re-envisioned for the viewer, resetting the viewer’s own 

place and portrayal across a brighter more expansive social reality. Viewers felt 

connected to the show and in reaching out to share and see how others felt, became 

connected with fellow fans all over the world. 

The light of Squid Game flashed across the world’s consciousness and just as 

quickly was faded out by the culture industry. While dimmed, the initial impact of Squid 

Game is not finished. As respondents have demonstrated, even three, four years on since 

the first season’s release, what was once seen remains in their minds to rehash. For 9-

episodes in 2021, Squid Game illuminated screens everywhere. While the original season 

is done, it is still available for viewing and with the second and eventual third season 

remaining, Squid Game has not left the social radar, thus its impact continues to alight the 

 
47 “Squid Game is, unfortunately, the perfect show for our current dystopia” (Cai, 2021), “Squid Game: the smash-hit 

South Korean horror is a perfect fit for our dystopian mood” (Tan, 2021), “‘Squid Game’ is the dystopian hit no one 

wanted—until everyone did” (Yoon and Martin, 2021). 
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social consciousness. The spark of Squid Game was and remains “a story that knew no 

borders” (Hwang, 2022, para. 7) resonating and reaching far and wide beyond its own 

Korean identity. Squid Game was more than Korean, more than an entertaining drama, 

Squid Game displayed right before our eyes, the commonality of the human condition 

and that small voices can share great stories that resonate around the world. Many 

listened and many were changed. 
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Appendices 

 

OBSERVATIONS 

 Both co-researchers were non-viewers of the series with minimal to no prior 

knowledge of the show. This was an opportunity to enhance primary data collection with 

empirical data. The task I assigned them was to view series footage and concurrently or 

immediately document and share their direct and real-time observations. Their 

observations are below. 

 These observations are not generalizable as they are not representative of the 

larger population. Additionally, it should be noted, at the time observations were made, 

responses were in support of a marketing research project. The purpose and criticality of 

their observations were in the immediacy and authenticity of response and reaction 

documentation. With temporal proximity between viewing and reacting, the intent was to 

elicit unfettered and instinctive observations rather than ones influenced by the passage of 

time or colored by contemplation. 

Co-researcher One: 

Co-researcher One had previously heard about the show from family but became 

more intrigued after he conducted his interviews. He commenced watching the show, on 

his own, beyond just clips. When he shared his thoughts, he was incredibly excited and 

had so much to say including comments, thoughts, and questions. Here is some of what 

he shared: 

“It is so good. I don’t have time, but I have to keep watching, so I will watch 

when I go home. I am only able to watch part of the first episode, but it is so 

good.” 
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“Because I am very confident that my family, and classmate choose Squid Game 

and I wanted to watch it. I learned from this series Korea that they have the best 

series and are incredibly creative, so when I get the feedback of my family and 

friends, they made me prepared to watch the series after I finished my studies. 

This series includes various Korean cultural and societal issues such as debt, 

economic inequality, and societal pressures. I loved this series very much since its 

beginning, and I still watch it and am always excited about it. Also, how 

important it is to the world how to learn Korean, I consider it one of the best 

countries that have succeeded in their reality series. The social commentary in 

Squid Game received much attention for its insightful social commentary. It 

addresses issues of economic inequality, the desperation of those drowning in 

debt, and the lengths people will go to for money. Besides highlighting the stark 

differences between rich and poor, the program offers a critique of capitalism. I'm 

so happy to see most of my family watching it, and how they are very interested 

in watching it next season. 

The show's premise is unique and captivating, as it mixes aspects of children's 

games with survival drama. Interesting psychological pressure is added by the 

difference between games suitable for children and those with deadly 

consequences. 

The show's character development effectively conveys the characters' motivations 

and backgrounds, allowing viewers to understand their viewpoints and 

perspectives. Because of this complexity, the characters' accomplishments and 
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misfortunes have greater emotional weight. Overall, Squid Game is very 

interesting for unique thought and social commentary and everyone has a 

mysterious financial story behind this game. Indeed, it is a very interesting and 

exciting series that makes you ready to watch the next season.” 

Viewer 2: Co-researcher Two 

Co-researcher Two was perhaps the least familiar with the series but did have 

prior knowledge, as well having heard that it was violent. She researched and watched 

several short clips of the series and shared her thoughts. 

“Squid Game is a very exciting TV series that combines elements of suspense, 

horror, and satire, making people unable to stop watching. 

What attracts me the most about this movie is its portrayal of human nature. Players 

showcase the complexity of human nature in the game, allowing us to see the dark 

side of human nature, as well as its shining side. In the game, some people are 

willing to sacrifice others in order to survive. They do things that go against their 

conscience: deception, betrayal, and even murder, which reflects selfishness and 

greed in human nature. But in the game, there are also some people who showcase 

the brilliance of human nature. They adhere to their beliefs and never give up even 

in the face of death, which reflects the kindness and courage in human nature. 

Squid Game topped Netflix's® global ranking in 2021 and became one of the most 

popular TV series. I believe its success may be attributed to the following... 

1. Creating topics and popularity: Squid Game creates various topics and hotspots in 

the plot, and through the release of mysterious trailers, stills, and promotional 
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slogans, it arouses strong interest and expectations from the audience for the series. 

For example, the Ponkan candy game and costume design in the drama have 

become hot topics, triggering discussions and imitations among the audience. 

2. Seize the pain points of the audience. Because Squid Game reflects the practical 

problems of modern society, it has resonated with many people. 

3. Emphasize cultural integration. Squid Game combines traditional Korean culture 

and modern elements, making this series not only popular in Korea but also loved 

by audiences worldwide. 

 Both co-researchers had not watched nor were only vaguely familiar with the 

series. After learning more about the series, both conveyed captivation and high interest 

in the show’s storyline and characters. While their observations are not generalizable, 

they are in sync with responses elicited from those I surveyed, as well as representative of 

the near equal split by gender. Key terms, if repeated across both observed viewers, were 

captured and coded for repeated occurrence, as reflected below, EX: 2X, 4X, etc.: 

Co-researcher One: 

Feelings 

1. so good (2x) 

2. keep watching (4x) 

3. incredibly creative, captivating, interesting, exciting 

4. most of my family watching 

About the plot 

1. Korean cultural (2x) 

2. societal issues (5x)  

a. desperation, stark differences between rich and poor, capitalism, survival, 

psychological pressure, deadly consequences 

3. character development 

4. complexity 

Reason for success 

1. <<none provided>> 
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Co-researcher Two 

Feelings 

1. violent, suspense, horror, exciting, satire 

2. unable to stop watching 

About the plot 

1. problems of modern society, human nature, resonated (4x) 

a. sacrifice, survive, deception, betrayal, murder, selfishness, greed, face of 

death 

2. traditional Korean culture (2x) 

Reason for success 

1. release of mysterious trailers 

2. stills, and promotional slogans 

3. pain points of the audience 

4. worldwide 

 

BASELINE INTERVIEWS 

Interviews 

 There was a total of nine interviews. Each researcher conducted three interviews, 

asking a similarly framed set of questions, which each researcher altered and contoured 

according to their respective interviews and the flow of the conversation. 

Original Set of Questions 

1. How did you hear about the show? List platforms, friends, sources? 

2. Do you know anyone who watched the show? 

3. Did you enjoy the show? Why? 

4. What do you remember about the show? 

5. Do you plan on watching the upcoming season? 

6. What do you know about Korea/Korean culture? Feel free to list a few examples. 

7. Were you familiar with Korean dramas, movies, or shows BEFORE you heard of 

Squid Game? 

8. Have you watched any other Korean drama, movie, or show since you watched 

Squid Game? 

9. After watching the series, do you think anything changed about your view or 

perception of Korea/Korean culture? 
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Interview questions are reflected with their answers, which were minimally edited to 

maintain integrity of the original answer as offered. 

Co-researcher One 1st Interview 

Male, 25, Arab, Bachelor’s degree 

1. How did you hear about the show? List platforms, friends, sources? “In social 

media, through Tiktok videos.” 

1. Do you know anyone who watched the show? “Yes, most of my friends watched 

it.” 

2. Did you enjoy the show? “Yes, a lot.” Why? “It was a new tv show idea.” 

3. What do you remember about the show? “It had a lot of puzzles.” 

1. Do you plan on watching the upcoming season? “Yes, of course.” 

2. What do you know about Korea/Korean culture? Feel free to list a few examples. 

“They use formal language with old people. They have an interesting history.” 

3. Were you familiar with Korean dramas, movies, or shows BEFORE you heard of 

Squid Game? “Yes, I've been watching Korean tv shows and movies since 2018.” 

4. Have you watched any other Korean drama, movie, or show since you watched 

Squid Game? “Yes.” 

5. After watching the series, do you think anything changed about your view or 

perception of Korea/Korean culture? “Yes.” 

Co-researcher One 2nd Interview 

Female, 22, Arab, Bachelor’s degree 

1. How did you hear about the show? List platforms, friends, sources? “In social 

media, through Tiktok videos, Netflix adds.” 

2. Do you know anyone who watched the show? “Yes, my friends and family.” 

3. Did you enjoy the show? “Yes.” Why? “It is an exciting TV show.” 

4. What do you remember about the show? “When the hero of the TV show found 

out who the owner of the show.” 

4. Do you plan on watching the upcoming season? “Yes.” 

5. What do you know about Korea/Korean culture? Feel free to list a few examples. 

“I know a lot of things about their culture because I have been watching their 
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movies and tv shows since 2014, I know that they have a lot of religions, I know 

the that they have the best music, and I know that they have the best makeup in 

the world.” 

6. Were you familiar with Korean dramas, movies, or shows BEFORE you heard of 

Squid Game? “Of course, because I have been watching their movies and tv 

shows since 2014.” 

7. Have you watched any other Korean drama, movie, or show since you watched 

Squid Game? “Yes.” 

8. After watching the series, do you think anything changed about your view or 

perception of Korea/Korean culture? “Yes.” 

Co-researcher One 3rd Interview 

Female, 19, Arab, High school diploma 

1. How did you hear about the show? List platforms, friends, sources? “Social 

media.” 

2. Do you know anyone who watched the show? “My family.” 

3. Did you enjoy the show? “Yes.” Why? “New story for me.” 

4. What do you remember about the show? “All the games.” 

5. Do you plan on watching the upcoming season? “Sure.” 

6. What do you know about Korea/Korean culture? Feel free to list a few examples. 

“I know almost everything because most of them are close to our Arab culture.” 

7. Were you familiar with Korean dramas, movies, or shows BEFORE you heard of 

Squid Game? “Yes.” 

8. Have you watched any other Korean drama, movie, or show since you watched 

Squid Game? “I only watch Korean dramas.” 

9. After watching the series, do you think anything changed about your view or 

perception of Korea/Korean culture? “No, because I know that the story is 

unrealistic.” 

(Coded for key terms: social media, family, almost everything, only watch Korean 

dramas, etc.) 

Co-researcher Two 1st Interview 

Male, 20-30, American, University 
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1. How did you hear about the Squid Game show? He said: “I saw the promotional 

poster for the soap opera and chose to watch it.” 

2. What is your score for liking this movie from 1 to 10? Why? “Give the movie a 

score of 9. The plot is exciting, the structure is compact, and the male lead's 

optimistic attitude is very attractive to me. When difficulties arise, one should 

have a positive attitude to face life.” 

3. What do you already know about Korean culture? He said: “Koreans like to eat 

instant noodles and stir-fried rice cakes. The raw eggs in Korean mixed rice are 

very nutritious, and the spicy sauce is delicious when stir fried.” 

4. Have you watched any other Korean drama? He said: “I have watched the South 

Korean science fiction drama "Dominating Species", which is very exciting, with 

excellent special effects and sound effects.” 

5. What platforms do you watch Korean dramas? He said: “I watch some Korean 

dramas on American media Netflix.” 

Co-researcher Two 2nd Interview 

Female, 20-30, Finnish, University 

1. How did you hear about Squid Game? She said: “My friend’s recommendation.” 

2. Did you enjoy the show? Why? She said: “My evaluation is 8 points. Because the 

plot is tense and exciting. It can reflect people's living conditions in a fiercely 

competitive environment.” 

3. What do you already know about Korean culture? She said: “Koreans like to eat 

instant noodles and add various meatballs. They also like to eat seaweed rice, with 

a large plate but very few dishes. Perhaps Koreans have a limited appetite. They 

also like to eat pickled vegetables like spicy cabbage. Cocoa powder and milk tea 

are the most popular.” 

4. Have you watched any other Korean drama? She said: “No, this is the first 

Korean drama I have watched.” 

5. After watching the series, did anything change for you regarding what you knew 

about Korea? She said: “Bloody and violence are the most important things. And 

in a fiercely competitive environment, it's not easy for people to work hard to 

survive, right.” 
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Co-researcher Two 3rd Interview 

Female, 20-30, Icelandic, No university education 

1. How did you hear about Squid Game? “My brother introduced the drama to me.” 

2. What is your score for liking this movie from 1 to 10? Why? “1 score. It feels like 

a horror game. Spreading a lot of negative emotions and featuring many violent 

shots, I feel that the entire soap opera is full of horror. This gives me a feeling of 

suffocation.” 

3. What do you already know about Korean culture? “Most Koreans wear Hanbok. 

It is very wide and has beautiful patterns. Most of the colors of Korean clothes are 

very bright, like a mix of colors.” 

4. Do you speak another language other Korean, the language of the show? “I will 

translate to Icelandic. Because English and Korean are not my own language.” 

5. What platforms do you watch the Squid Game drama? “On prime video of 

Amazon.” 

6. Have you watched any other Korean drama? “No, I haven’t. This is the first 

Korean drama I have watched.” 

(Coded for key terms: brother, 1 rating, horror (2x), negative emotions, violent, 

suffocation, traditions, fashion, 1st K-drama, etc.) 

1st Interview 

Female, 20-30, American, Bachelor’s degree 

1. How did you hear about the show? List all sources, platforms, etc. “From a 

Korean friend, from Youtube, Nat’l Geo, Asian religion class, manga, etc.” 

2. Do you know anyone who watched the show? “Yes, most of my friends watched 

it. I’ve watched it several times, and I want to watch it again.” 

3. Did you enjoy the show? “I love that show. I watched it twice. I could watch it 

again.” Why? “It was so good. It was crazy.” 

4. Do you plan on watching the upcoming season? “Definitely.” 

5. What do you know about Korea/Korean culture? Feel free to list a few examples. 

“The food scene in Korea is crazy. The criminal justice system is like ours.” 
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6. Were you familiar with Korean dramas, movies, or shows BEFORE you heard of 

Squid Game? “Yes. I have watched Boys B4 Flowers, Extraordinary Woo. I 

watch on Netflix, Vicki. Squid Game is not like other K-dramas.” 

7. Have you watched any other Korean drama, movie, or show since you watched 

Squid Game? <<See above>> 

8. After watching the series, do you think anything changed about your view or 

perception of Korea/Korean culture? “You don’t think of Korean culture the way 

it was depicted in Squid Game.” 

2nd Interview (same respondent as casual conversation respondent S2) 

Female, 40-50, Caribbean American, Doctorate 

1. How did you hear about the show? “Everyone was talking about it, and it was 

pandemic, and we were watching everyone we could get our hands on. From my 

Korean friend, and the sites I visit mentioned the show.” 

2. Do you know anyone who watched the show? “My Korean friend, my husband, 

maybe others.” 

3. Did you enjoy the show? “It was interesting.” Why? “It was just interesting to 

find out if this person was going to get killed or what.” 

4. What do you remember about the show? “I remember a brief case, there was a 

picking thing, like picking up a number…the shooting doll. The poor guy who 

won.” 

5. Do you plan on watching the upcoming season? “I think so.” 

6. What do you know about Korea/Korean culture? Feel free to list a few examples. 

“Everything my Korean friend taught me n K-drama but I knew about 

kimchi/traditional wear/relationship to North Korea/ so race related discourse re 

black American soldiers.” 

7. Were you familiar with Korean dramas, movies, or shows BEFORE you heard of 

Squid Game? “Well, I have a Korean friend. I know other Korean dramas. I stay 

up all night watching the shows.” 

8. Have you watched any other Korean drama, movie, or show since you watched 

Squid Game? “Yes. Pasta…there are others, I can’t remember.” 
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9. After watching the series, do you think anything changed about your view or 

perception of Korea/Korean culture? “Yes. Learned a little about Korean 

childhood games n treats. More on have n [sic] have nots.” 

3rd Interview (same respondent as casual conversation respondent S4) 

Male, 50-60, American, Bachelor’s 

1. How did you hear about the show? “My spouse.” 

2. Do you know anyone who watched the show? “Yes.” 

3. Did you enjoy the show? Why? “It was interesting. It was violent. It was kind of 

scary. It made me feel nervous but excitement to watch it.” 

4. What do you remember about the show? “Were they really going to kill those 

people?” 

5. Do you plan on watching the upcoming season? “If my spouse watches it.” 

6. What do you know about Korea/Korean culture? Feel free to list a few examples. 

“I like their food.” 

7. Were you familiar with Korean dramas, movies, or shows BEFORE you heard of 

Squid Game? “Yes, from my spouse.” 

8. Have you watched any other Korean drama, movie, or show since you watched 

Squid Game? “Yes, many. Crash Landing, Mr. Sunshine. Reply 1988...” 

9. After watching the series, do you think anything changed about your view or 

perception of Korea/Korean culture? “No because I know the show was just 

fiction.” 

(Coded for key terms: friends, online, love, good, cuisine, Korean practices, other K-

dramas, etc.) 

SURVEY QUESTIONNAIRE 

Thank you for taking the time to check out our survey! 

 

We are looking at why the Netflix®, South Korean (“Korean”) series “Squid 

Game” was so popular, and why viewers watched the show. The reason for 

exploring this issue is to better understand how and how much marketing and 

entertainment affects the way cultural appreciation can be introduced, understood, 

and encouraged across other cultures. We will also be looking at, if and how, 

Squid Game’s success can possibly be replicated. 
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The Korean series was first released on Netflix® in 2021.Within its first couple 

days, it was already making its way to be the most watched show on the network. 

As a subtitled, international show, Squid Game was making history with each 

binged minute. While it was captivating audiences back then, three years on, you 

may find you cannot recall all aspects or specifics of the show. No problem. We 

have provided some images and a clip to refresh your recollection. Feel free to 

access sources you want and answer as best you can. 

 

For clarity, we are only referring to the 2021 series, not the more recent, 2024 

game show, “Squid Game, the Challenge,” which was modeled after the series. 

 

There are 31 questions total. We hope you answer all the questions, but none are 

required. We believe it should take anywhere from 15-20 minutes to complete. 

 

1. *Have you watched "Squid Game”? (If your answer is no, skip to question 

25.) 

a. Yes 

b. No 

2. *How did you first hear about "Squid Game"? 

a. Through word of mouth 

b. Social media 

c. Netflix recommendation 

3. How did you watch "Squid Game"? 

a. Binge-watched most/all episodes 

b. Watched over a few days 

c. Watched sporadically over a longer period 

d. Still watching 

e. No comment 

4. On a scale of 1 to 5, how would you rate the series, Squid Game? 

a. 1 - Did not enjoy at all 

b. 2 - Moderately enjoyed 

c. 3 - Neutral 

d. 4 - Enjoyed a lot 

e. 5 - Absolutely loved 

5. Which character did you like the most? 

a. Seong Gi-hun (Main character, Player 456)  

b. Cho Sang-woo (Friend from school, Player 218)  

c. Oh Il-nam (Elderly player, Player 001)  
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d. Kang Sae-byeok (Young female, Player 067)  

e. Other (Please specify) 

f. None 

6. Why did you select the character/answer above? 

a. (Write-in) 

7. Which character did you find the most relatable? 

a.  Seong Gi-hun (Main character, Player 456)  

b. Cho Sang-woo (Childhood friend, Player 218)  

c. Ali Abdul (Foreign worker, Player 199)  

d. Kang Sae-byeok (Young female, Player 067)  

e. Other (Please specify) 

f. None 

8. Why did you select the character/answer above? 

a. (Write-in) 

9. What was your favorite game? 

a. Red Light, Green Light  

b. Honeycomb  

c. Tug of War  

d. Marbles  

e. Other (Please specify: Recruiting, hopscotch, Squid Game) 

f. Can’t remember 

g. None 

10. Which aspect of "Squid Game" intrigued you the most? 

a. Storyline 

b. Characters 

c. Themes 

d. Visuals 

e. Other (Please specify) 

11. Did you think the show was violent? 
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a. Yes 

b. No 

c. Other (Explain) 

12. How would you rate the violence level of the show? 

a. 1 – Not violent 

b. 2  

c. 3  

d. 4 

e. 5 – Extremely violent 

13. How did you feel about the ending? 

a. 1 – Satisfied 

b. 2  

c. 3 

d. 4 

e. 5 – Dissatisfied 

14. How would you describe your viewing experience? (Select all that apply.) 

a. Intense 

b. Emotional 

c. Thought-provoking 

d. Thrilling 

e. Other (Please specify) 

15. Which aspect of "Squid Game" resonated with you the most? 

a. Social commentary 

b. Emotional moments 

c. Action scenes 

d. Twists and turns 

e. Other (Please specify) 

16. Which genre would you classify "Squid Game" under? 

a. Thriller 

b. Drama 

c. Horror 

d. Action 

e. Other (Please specify) 

17. How likely are you to recommend "Squid Game" to others? 

a. 1 – Very likely 

b. 2 – Somewhat likely 

c. 3 – Neutral 

d. 4 – Somewhat unlikely 

e. 5 – Very unlikely 

f. Other (Please specify) 

18. Given unlimited time, how likely are you to rewatch the entire series? 

a. 1 – Very likely 

b. 2 – Somewhat likely 

c. 3 – Neutral 

d. 4 – Somewhat unlikely 

e. 5 – Very unlikely 



129 
 

f. Other (Please specify) 

19. How likely are you to watch a second season? 

a. 1 – Very likely 

b. 2 – Somewhat likely 

c. 3 – Neutral 

d. 4 – Somewhat unlikely 

e. 5 – Very unlikely 

f. Other (Please specify) 

20. Was “Squid Game” your first Korean series? 

a. Yes 

b. No 

21. Are you familiar with any of these aspects of Korean (K-) culture? Check all 

that apply. 

a. History 

b. Traditions 

c. Cuisine/Food 

d. Cosmetics/Skin Care 

e. Entertainment (K-Pop, Korean Drama, Korean movies, Korean 

spa, etc) 

f. None 

g. Other (Please specify) 

22. From the following, what do you think “Squid Game” offered to audiences? 

a. Cultural awareness 

b. Entertainment, at its best (Ex: the acting, special effects, 

production, etc.) 

c. An escape from reality 

d. A reflection or commentary of reality 

e. Other (Please specify) 

23. What impact do you think “Squid Game” had on audiences who were not 

familiar with Korean culture? 

a. (Write-in) 

24. What else would you like to tell us about Squid Game, including what you 

enjoyed or did not enjoy about the show or anything else you would like to 

include. 

a. (Write-in) 

25. *Why did you watch or not watch the show? 

a. (Write-in) 

26. After watching this clip, tells us what you are thinking and feeling 

<< https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2TJxTysByZ8 (honeycomb candy 

game)>> 

a. (Write-in) 

27. *What is your age range? 

a. 20 & under 

b. 21-30 

c. 31-40 

d. 41-50 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2TJxTysByZ8
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e. 51-60 

f. 61 & over 

g. Other 

28. *How do you identify? 

a. Female 

b. Male 

c. Other (Write-in) 

29. *What is your nationality? 

a. (Write-in) 

30. *How do you identify ethnically? 

a. (Write-in) 

31. *What is most accurate regarding your level of formal schooling? 

a. Anything before college/university 

b. College/University (started or completed) 

c. Beyond College/University 

d. Other (Please specify) 

An * indicated a required response. 

 The following sources were solicited in uploading the survey: Reddit, Rotten 

Tomatoes, and a personal and private network platform that had 400+ members. 

Unfortunately, these sources did not provide the volume of responses that would have 

been more representative and revealing. 

 As a new member to Reddit, the following pages were joined and the survey 

submitted, as “an academic research project seeking voluntary completion.” The listed 

views in parentheticals indicate visits to the survey before the post was auto deleted by 

site administrators. 

1. r/NetflixBestOf (1 view) 

2. r/squidgame (1 view) 

3. r/television (3 views) 

4. r/movies (1 view) 

5. r/Netflix (2 views) 

6. r/KDRAMA (10 views) 

All the above Reddit groups auto deleted the survey submission offering the same bot 

generated message: 
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“Your submission has been removed because your account appears to be 

too new, or your karma48 is too low. Try commenting on other threads for 

a bit to build up more of a reputation. Thanks, I am a bot. Do not respond 

to me.” 

  

 There was one Reddit page below where the survey was finally allowed to post 

and remain posted. Despite the indicated number of views, only about 6-7 responses were 

received. 

7. r/SurveyExchange (258 views) 

 The survey was concurrently posted on other public forum sites, such as Rotten 

Tomatoes, which is ordinarily a very active, robust, and responsive discussion platform, 

particularly, given its focus on film, television, and entertainment, in general. The survey 

elicited approximately 92 views but very little response, approximately 1-3. Without 

more context, it is difficult to assess the reason for the low response rate. 

 During the time of conducting online survey posting activity, a data security issue 

was encountered, which necessitated earlier than desired removal of the survey including 

any further responses. The security issue was possibly a consequence of atypical online 

solicitation behavior, in attempting to collect data anonymously, and as a first-time user. 

As mentioned, discussion and content interactions about Squid Game wer 

vigorous, animated, international, and could be heated thus anonymity was advisable. 

Assessing and distilling for mature and authentic dialogue vice fraudulent, obscene, or 

dangerous content was imperative. The calibre, extent, and uninhibited, publicly 

accessible nature of engagement naturally, lended itself to data security vulnerabilities. 

 
48 For awareness, “karma” is a term of art within Reddit, indicating the kind of “presence” a user has on the site based 

on their history of postings, comments, likes, views, etc. I was not able to build enough use history to establish “karma” 

on any of these sites. As an alternative, I direct messaged (DM) the moderators of each of group, directly asking site 

owners, if the survey could be and remain posted. Across, the board, I was denied. 
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Shortly after releasing the survey on Reddit, an advanced level scam email was received. 

While there was no direct evidence that could find link the two events, survey release in 

the open wild web followed by a scam attempt would not have been uncommon and thus, 

when received was not surprising. 

To further ensure higher and reputable response, more questions than not were 

made optional. Unsurprisingly, this resulted in about 25% blank responses. This could 

also be attributed to language challenges given the global solicitation of the survey. Any 

future outreach would ensure more clarity and simplicity of questions, as well as 

translated versions. For more nuanced research, questions contoured to be specific to 

native language and cultural groupings would also be considered. 

SURVEY RESULTS 

While the raw data is included below, due to size, the excel can be provided, upon 

request. 

Below are free form responses provided by respondents regarding, Question #26 

and Question #24. 

For Question #26, “thoughts, feelings, or interpretation of a clip provided from 

the series” of 68 possible responses, 20 respondents provided no response, thus the 

remaining 48 material responses are reflected. Response content has not been altered or 

edited. Responses appear as they were submitted in the survey. Ultimately, data was 

coded for importance based on repetition of word or meaning. 

1. Anxious, disturbed  

2. Because it big thrill part 

3. Clever guy, was the clip edited to take out the violence, it's meant to look sexual 

in parts.  

4. "Cool" 

5. Curiousity [sic] 

6. Desire for survival, fear of death 
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7. Fear of death pushed him to think outside the box, and desperation pushed 

everyone into the social learning status to survive  

8. feel so good and excited to see the new season  

9. Funny 

10. He found a novel way to win the game. 

11. He is very smart for thinking to do that and making it in the time.  

12. He was very creative and brave for coming up with that. MY stress level was 

HIGH 

13. I am so stressed and on edge of my seat. Cheering them on but also thinking I 

would never be able to do it! 

14. I can't wait for the next season, very looking forward to seeing it.  

15. I don't like to watch the violent show. 

16. I felt a lot of anxiety about the situation and that he wasn't going to make it. 

17. I hate it, i hate the stress feelings at it  

18. I heard that it was very violent and anxiety inducing.  

19. I really enjoyed the games that were played. They included Korean and American 

culture.  

20. I think that this game is purely a game of skill and not luck.  

21. I think the man is the show is smart and I feel relived [sic] that he survived  

22. I think this scene is interesting and I feel intrigued  

23. I used to do that when I was growing up in Korea. People cheat in this world to 

gain what they want but it's rewarding to gain something in a honest way. 

24. I want a taste of those Honeycombs, why did they include the dang umbrella and 

this seems like the least intensive game but ends up being one of the most 

stressful. 

25. I want to try the candy.  

26. I was on edge the whole time 

27. I'd play it 

28. If you open this on Snapchat I had to do this all over because the video left the 

page.... It is thrilling and tense yet satisfying  

29. insane! 

30. It reflects the consumerism of Korean society. 

31. it's funny watching it again this time around seeing the main guy got the hardest 

shape. 

32. its nerve-wrecking but he's so much smarter than me because i wouldn't have 

thought to do that  

33. nerve wrecking! 

34. Nostalgia to my childhood days 

35. Not sure. I didn't get the idea 

36. Relieved and satisfied  

37. reminds me of my childhood 

38. Strong anxiety. My heart rate is definitely elevated. 

39. Tension  

40. That was a pretty smart idea 

41. This clip represents the high stakes and thrilling nature of Squid Games, which I 

believe is one of the main reasons it pulled in such a large audience. The nature of 
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intense challenges like this being shown keep you on the edge of your seat and 

captivated to continue watching.  

42. Thrill and fear 

43. Uncomfortable, I don't like all of the graphic noises. 

44. Unrealistic  

45. Very intense and thrilling scene  

46. Very violent  

47. Went from being amused with a chuckle, to unamused, to hmm I wonder where 

this is going 

48. When there is a desire to live, you will find solutions 

 

This data were significant and proved to be critical in eliciting viewpoints even 

from non-viewers of Squid Game. The question did not require the respondent have 

watched the entire series. They just needed to be willing to watch the provided clip. Thus, 

all respondents were able to respond, offering an opportunity to see patterns across the 

entire population. In hindsight, more of these types of questions, for more qualitative 

data, across a wider reach would have been beneficial. 

 From the responses, significant word patterns were extracted and counted. These 

terms reflected reasons for both enjoying and not enjoying what the viewer felt from the 

clip. Ultimately, data was coded for importance based on recurrence of themes. 

1. Anxious (4x) 

2. Disturbed (uncomfortable) (2x) 

3. Thrill (4x) 

4. Excited 

5. Stress (heart rate) (5x) 

6. Edge of my seat (3x) 

7. Very looking forward to seeing it 

8. Don’t like to watch 

9. Violent (3x) 

10. Relived (satisfied) (3x) 

11. Intrigued 

12. Intensive (4x) 

13. Insane 

14. Nerve-wrecking (2x) 

15. Fear 
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 Twenty-one of 68 respondents did not watch the series, yet of those 21, more than 

half, 14 were open to providing their thoughts and feelings to this question. From their 

response, it could be inferred how they might have perceived the series overall, had they 

watched. Additionally, of the 14 respondents, who did not watch the series yet viewed 

and commented on the clip, some internal patterns emerge. 

• Nine of those individuals expressed a statement that conveyed curiosity or 

interest, implying a possibility they might eventually watch the series. 

• The other 5 were coded as neutral or negative statements regarding the 

clip. 

 Below, data from Question #24: “why respondent did or did not watch the series,” 

of 68 possible responses, 12 respondents provided no response, thus the remaining 56 

material responses are reflected, as provided. 

1. A friend recommended it 

2. Because everyone recommended it 

3. because everyone was talking about it 

4. Because it looks cool 

5. Because the plot is tense and exciting. 

6. Curiosity  

7. didn't want to be left out of discussions 

8. Entertainment  

9. Everyone talked about it  

10. Everyone was talking about it 

11. Haven't gotten around to it 

12. Hearing about it's popularity from social media and friends. It was also 

convenient to watch being on Netflix. 

13. I did 

14. I did not watch the show because I am not interested in this type of genre.  

15. I didn't want to watch it because it received too much hype everywhere, but 

decided to watch it anyway during summertime. Glad I did!  

16. I didnt watch the show because I knew it would be too scary and too bloody for 

me 

17. I hate this kind of category 

18. I heard about it from my friend and i was so excited to watch and i didn't regret it 

19. I heard that it was a really good show and I wanted to give it a try.  
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20. I think that it showed them a possible darker side of the culture. 

21. I think they are more open to watching Korean shows. 

22. I thought it sounded interesting  

23. I wanted to watch a K-dramas for a while and never knew where to start. Also it 

peaked my interest because the show was about those playing dangerous with 

innocent children's games.  

24. I wasn't interested 

25. I watched because so many people recommended it to me that I decided I need to 

see if it was as good as it seemed. I continued to watch because it was very 

entertaining and had me hooked after the first episode.  

26. I watched it because people kept talking about it and recommending it.  

27. I watched the show because everyone was telling it is good.  

28. I'm a semi-luddite by life choice, meaning I spend 15 (yes, fifteen) hours a day 

everyday outdoors, at the shooting range I co-own, away from any screens and 

electronics. I only use this desktop pc one hour a day total, split into browsing the 

ar15.com forum and reading emails, where I received this survey. I do not use any 

social media, I refuse to own a smartphone, and most relevant to your question, I 

refuse to own a TV. 

29. In queue, just haven't gotten to it. Initially delayed watching b/c thought was 

game show  

30. It felt overrated 

31. It makes me watch it until the end because there a big reward at the end and I was 

waiting who will win it 

32. It seemed interesting and I like dystopian type of film/tv. reminded me of hunger 

games which i love  

33. It showed that there are common themes present in all cultures 

34. It was a total fad 

35. It was so interesting and everyone was watching.  

36. It was too violent and my mom wouldn't let me.  

37. My family told me to. 

38. My friend told me about it 

39. My mom told me not to 

40. My parents did not let me. 

41. My wife turned it on and we watched. lol 

42. Never heard about it and not interested in Korean series 

43. never heard of it 

44. Not yet 

45. Recommended by multiple friends 

46. Recommended on Netflix, and saw popularity on social media. 

47. Saw it on Netflix recommended  

48. Saw that it was a well upcoming show and I enjoy shows in this genre. 

49. Seemed interesting and unique  

50. Spend interesting time  

51. Squid Game probably made non Korean's think that Koreans love entertainment 

and thrillers.  

52. The hype it was getting on Social Media 
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53. There is a cut-throat competition reality in Korea. 

54. Too violent  

55. Very interesting, according to friends 

56. Word of mouth 

 

 From the responses above (from Q24), “why respondent did or did not watch the 

series,” this question seemed to elicit more expansive responses beyond the relevancy of 

the question, at hand. Significant word patterns were extracted and counted, as best as 

possible, for purposes of specific analysis only to the question, at hand. These terms 

reflected reasons why they watched or did not watch. Ultimately, data was coded for 

count and frequency. 

1. Friend (6x) 

2. Family (2x) 

3. “Everyone talking about it” (10x) 

4. “Didn't want to be left out” (1x) 

5. Social media and hype (6x) 

6. Netflix (3x) 

7. “Seemed interesting, curiosity” (15x) 

8. Never heard/not interested (5x) 

9. Too violent/told not to watch (4x) 

 

 Looking among these non-targeted, volunteer, survey respondents, key and 

critical themes were gained in conjunction with analysis of all sources, which were 

succinctly captured in Ashley Rodriguez’ interview with a Netflix® executive regarding 

the “fly-away success” of the series. For contextualization of the executive’s responses, 

Squid Game is a Netflix® original production thus, a Netflix® executive would more 

likely than not have a vested interest in speaking positively, highly, and possibly 

exaggeratedly of their own successes. Nevertheless, the provided reasons aligned with 

themes from respondent answers. Overlapping themes are noted in the alphanumeric sub-

bullets. 
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1. “It touches on universal themes, such as "widening economic inequality," that are 

timely and resonate around the world.” 

a. Rich v. poor 

2. “The show is accessible: the main game and challenges in the show draw on 

children's games with simple rules.” 

a. Content accessibility v. viewing accessibility 

3. “The characters have emotional back stories that are accentuated by strong casting 

and performances.” 

a. Emotional 

4. “The set and costumes are visually striking, which makes them "instantly meme-

able."” 

a. Which attests to its ease of naturally building “hype” and creating 

“buzz,” particularly on social media, which is where much of the organic 

grass-roots marketing occurred 

5. “There's a good bit of blood and violence, too, which Foo says is very 

"Hollywood-esque." ...” 

a. Violent 

6. “The global popularity of South Korean culture, known as the "K-wave," helped 

pave the way for "Squid Game." ...” 

a. Preexisting interest, the K-wave 

7. “Netflix's global release strategy made the show available on-demand to people 

around the world, allowing for an "instant global phenomenon."” 

a. “Release” not marketing strategy, as there really was none. 

b. Viewing accessibility + content accessibility = some level of guaranteed 

success via “virtual word-of-mouth” 

8. “The 'round-the-clock’ news cycle driven by the internet helped build hype for the 

Netflix series.” 

a. Another double support whammy, in that ‘meme-able’ content (user-

generated) + news and internet = hype hype hype = increased viewership 

 

 Regarding familiarity with Korean culture, of the total respondent pool, 

eliminating for the 16 (7 females, 8 males, 1 other) who offered “no comment,” 2 of 52 

indicated they had no familiarity with Korean culture. The remaining 50 had some to 

“all” familiarity. 

 In terms of what the series offered audiences, while respondents indicated 

parallels and resonance with reality, the answer selected was the series offered fictional 

entertainment more than the others answer choices, including cultural awareness. This 

response frequency can be seen as aligning with a corresponding data point where more 



139 
 

respondents were indicating they held a “pre-existing” familiarity with Korean culture. 

The correlation being, having some level of understanding of a particular culture better 

facilitates the ability to distinguish cultural fact and fiction. 

CASUAL CONVERSATIONS 

The following 3 transcriptions were from volunteer respondents, all known to me. These 

conversations were acknowledged and approved to be audio recorded. 

 

1. S2, S3, S4 

a. 3 Americans, 1 female, 2 male 

b. Age range 35-50 and 50-65 years 

 

:00 INTRVWR: First. Okay, so um, Squid Game. What do you guys think? Why did 

you like it? Why did you watch it? You guys, if you can speak for yourself, yes, just 

for yourself. 

 

:18 S2: I think for us, everyone was talking about it, and we…it was pandemic, and 

we've been watching everything we could get our hands on to, and then it was just, 

it's just interesting. I was just like, well, if this person gonna get killed or what? 

 

:37 INTRVWR: Were you hooked right away? Or did it take a couple episodes? 

 

:50 S2: You know, I don't I don't remember, exactly. I did not start watching it from 

the beginning. I did not. So, I don't even…I don’t remember correctly. (S3 has not 

arrived in the room yet) I think S3 started, and I looked over his shoulders. And so, I 

may have come in, like, midway through because I'm trying to think because…there 

was, there was a picking thing, a picking. Picking up the number…maybe I did. Oh, 

hold on. Let me think, let me think, let me think…they all started off in because there 

was one with the doll. The shooting doll. That was the beginning. Right? Okay. Okay. 

And I don’t… 

 

1:24 INTRVWR: It wasn't obviously the first episode. Do you remember the 

backstory of the…the lead character, and you can jump in anytime, and I'll also like, 

call you out for answers. No, the…the …the poor guy, the guy who ultimately won. 

Do you, do you remember his backstory? The one who ultimately survived. 

 

1:55 S2: Why do I imagine him with like a briefcase or something…do I remember 

his backstory…? 

 

1:58 INTRVWR: Oh, no. The guy with a briefcase was the guy that was handing out 

the cards… 

 

2:05 S4: …in the subway. 
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2:06 INTRVWR: Correct, but… 

 

2:07 S2: That wasn't the end, right? 

 

2:09 INTRVWR: No, it was somewhere in the middle to…but I think he showed up 

in the end, as well.  

 

2:14 S2: Yeah, like they saw somebody, in the subway. 

 

2:15 INTRVWR: Yeah, that guy. Okay, so do you remember any, um…what do you 

remember as the premise? Okay, so like how did you come to watch the show? 

 

2:32 S4: Um, I came to watch it cuz <<intentionally deleted>> chose it. (laughter) 

And I was like, Okay, sounds pretty good, and…  

 

2:47 INTRVWR: Do you remember when you were hooked? Or were you hooked? 

 

2:50 S4: Um, I don't know that I was hooked. I found it interesting, in the fact that it 

was so violent. That it was kind of scary. You know… 

 

3:00 S2: …like, what kind of game is this? 

 

3:02 S4: Is this for real? Like they're actually killing these people? 

 

3:06 S2: Yeah! 

 

3:07 S4: And kind of made me feel like this weird like, nervousness to watch it but 

excitement at the same time. Yeah, so that's what kind of got me into. 

 

3:21 INTRVWR: Okay. And this is for S2, do you…was this your first Korean 

drama? 

 

3:25 S2: No. Hello?!! (laughter), and you know better (laughter) 

 

3:36 INTRVWR: And why is that? How did you…do you recall when you 

were…when you became familiar with Korean dramas? 

 

3:42 S2: I’m trying to think….you were talking about them…and then you were like, 

“Oh, if you’re…” you…because like…it’s like, “I stay up all night watching the 

Korean drama,” and I’m like, oh really? And then I…look do you…like, “if you want 

to watch it, find blah blah blah show,” you know, and the first one was like this, I 

Love Pasta and Pasta or maybe it was just Pasta. 

 

4:04 INTRVWR: Yeah, there is one called, I Love Pasta. 
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4:07 S2: And yeah, so I think it was just like, oh, you know? These are great. I stayed 

up all night watching it, and I was like, I was like, oh my God because I couldn't put 

it down. And so, I think years ago. I think Savannah Place, years ago. 

 

4:26 INTRVWR: Oh, my Oh. And did you, had you watched Korean drama before? 

Or knew about Korean dramas before? 

 

4:36 S4: Yes, I knew from my spouse. (laughter) 

 

4:41 INTRVWR: Before that though…Ok, S3…and please answer for yourself 

because it's a challenge for couples who have seen it together similar to here. So, as 

best you can…Okay, so how did you come to pick and watch Squid Game? 

 

5:08 S3: Reviews on online, news sites that I visit. 

5:13 INTRVWR: Okay, and I'm assuming the review said it's watch worthy…? 

 

5:17 S3: Yes, yes, and they said that it was good. And well I guess it was mixed 

because I did that. But I mean, then there was also like, there was a buzz around it. 

Yeah, you know, as well. But yeah, like I would say it was mostly the online reviews 

and comments around the show. 

 

5:37 S2: The hype. 

 

5:38 S3: Yeah. 

 

5:39 INTRVWR: And actually, that's another aspect to my research. It's a huge 

component of why the…the marketing and the buzz. Before Squid Game, had you 

watched any other Korean dramas? Or were you familiar with actually what K-drama 

is? 

 

5:57 S3: Yes, thanks to S2 and their period of looking at K-dramas. At least in part, 

thanks to you. I was aware of it. 

 

6:06 INTRVWR: Awesome. 

 

6:07 S3: Also, Korean horror movies, so, I was also like get into…there was a high 

point…in the like aughts, where there is a few like well received Korean horror 

movies. 

 

6:28 INTRVWR: Any names? Titles? You remember…one or two… 

 

6:34 S3: Uhhh, I don’t remember… 

 

6:36 INTRVWR: a Korean version of a Japanese one…? 
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6:37 S3: Oh, there was…um, Ring. There was Ringu although I don't know that I 

ever saw the Korean one…I think there is one…The Eye, yeah, I think that was one 

of them. Then there is The Host. 

 

6:55 INTRVWR: And any other K-dramas that you watched like the…the entire 

series? Yeah. 

 

7:00 S3: Oh, yeah, no. I had not seen a series one until like the chef one. Yeah. 

 

7:06 S2: Maybe that was when we were married? I was thinking it was Savannah 

Place… 

 

7:11 S3: Oh, well, I mean, it might very well have been. 

 

7:13 INTRVWR: Actually, there's one called Chef, S2 and one that's called, Pasta. 

So, it might have been two different ones. 

 

7:18 S2: I feel like it was Pasta. Yeah, she was making pasta and…they were 

like…and there were a couple others. And I think that was the one that was the one 

good one. Okay. And of course, the poor girl meets the guy…I think that was one. 

 

7:36 S3: I don't think like I literally watched all of them was just, we were hanging 

out. 

 

7:41 INTRVWR: Oh, you mean all of the series? 

 

7:42 S3: Yeah, all of it, the series, but I feel like I watched a lot of it. Or maybe she 

just told me the plot of what was going on. 

 

<<paused to eat then recontinued>> 

 

9:40 INTRVWR: Okay, so speaking of that, so just…just generally opening the floor, 

any themes that you remember and that stand out from the show? Themes that you 

saw, themes that you think were being told to you? 

 

9:59 S3: Oh, I…for me, what struck me was the…the horror of capitalism like that, 

that… 

 

10:15 INTRVWR: Why horror? 

 

10:16 S3: Because any show or movie I see, which people get mowed down by the 

dozen, I generally consider a type of horror…(laughter) so…and, you know, and but 

specifically, you know, I was unimpressed by the show initially because it reminded 

me of other things I had seen or had heard of, like Battle Royale or The Most 

Dangerous Game, this idea that oh, people are competing, the Running Man…it 

was…like where people are competing to the death, you know, for other…potentially 
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for other people's entertainment. You know, in order to win a big prize, it was the turn 

where one, when we learned how, at least, you know, how many of the characters 

were in debt in one sort or another and that they chose, they choose to return to the 

game that it was…that I was looking at all those other things that I've related to one 

way or another…The Hunger Games, whatever, like, the…the players are not even 

given the…you know, the, the…the illusion of choice, much, you know, and in this 

case, there was a choice, you know, the choice, I felt was based on just the…the…the 

pressures of their society, you know, that, you know, like, yeah, and the common sort 

of economic capitalistic pressures that we all basically accept without thinking, you 

know, but for some people, they find themselves in such desperate dire straits that 

they're going to, they might actually agree to this sort of, you know, life or death 

game, when the hopes of actually getting out from under their economic stress. 

 

12:01 INTRVWR: and…and in The Hunger Games, you…they don't even…they 

made the assumption that people wouldn't come back, that they don't want to be in 

there. Right? 

 

12:09 S3: Right. Yes. 

 

12:10 INTRVWR: We don't even get to entertain that, that they’re 

just…they…nobody wants to be in The Hunger Games. 

 

12:15 S2: They don't want to be in it but for them, they…they sort of like mask it, as 

if it’s something honorable, you’re representing your people like even the word 

tribute, and I think with this, it’s like the sort of like, it's just the destitute, the lowly, 

the poor, you know, and then they try to, like separate them into the two kinds of 

desperate, poor people. Like the ones who still keep their dignity, who still want to be 

good people, who still want to help others. And then the people who are just kind of 

like, they got to being poor because of just bad decisions investment, and they will 

walk over everyone just to go back, like the good and the bad. And you know… 

 

13:01 INTRVWR: What about the end? 

 

13:04 S3: Uhhh, where he makes the decision to go back…? 

 

13:05 INTRVWR: No, the old man, the orchestrator… 

 

13:08 S3: Yes. oh, and I appreciated that term. um, you know, it fits for me with an 

idea I have of so many of the uber wealthy, which is that the money is merely the 

score. For you know, you know, that's how they keep…their wealth is how they take 

score of their success…it is…but the point is to beat people, to beat their competitors, 

uh, um… 

 

13:44 INTRVWR: What was the point for the uber wealthy? Cuz the… 
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13:49 S3: Oh, well, ok, so I was thinking of the old man who was playing the game, 

at this point, as opposed to the shadowy cabal that seemed to be… 

 

13:56 INTRVWR: ...oh when he was playing the game…. 

 

13:57 S3: Yes. so, this is someone who…so I thought of him as somebody who had 

won every one of his business games. 

 

14:08 INTRVWR: Oooh, I see what you're saying 

 

14:09 S3: …and now really, the only game that mattered was one in which his life 

was at stake, you know, literally at stake. And so that's why, what I thought was 

happening, this was someone who ultimately had become bored. 

 

14:22 S2: Yeah, right. 

 

14:26 S3: He had conquered everything else, you know. And so now, you know, he 

did something to give him the thrill that he got when he made his first million. 

 

14:37 S2: Um huh 

 

14:38 INTRVWR: What…what did you think of the, the um, the capitalist angle or 

the…the actual playing of the game? 

 

14:52 S4: Hmm, I have to think about that, to be honest.  

 

14:55 INTRVWR: All right, while you think about that, did you think there was…for 

the end, did you think there was a dynamic or what was the significance, you think, 

the fact he was also sick? Wasn't he sick? 

 

15:04 S2: He was sick. 

 

15:05 INTRVWR: He was dying? 

 

15:06 S3: Yes. And this is where I would, I can't remember the details, because for 

some reason, I almost got the sense that this wasn't the first time he played the game. 

 

15:19 S2: Oooh 

 

15:20 S3: I have that sense, but I can’t remember. I don't know where that's coming 

from, but it may very well have been that it was precisely because he was dying…he 

was willing…. 

 

15:33 S2: He was willing to take more risk… 
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15:35 S3: Yeah, if I’m dying anyway, let me at least get into the thrill of…of being in 

a life and death situation. You know, again, what do I have to lose? I'm dying 

anyway. 

 

15:49 INTRVWR: That would make more sense. That would seem to connect more 

with if that was the first time he actually played. But um, also, they…they didn’t, as 

far as I can recall, they didn't tell us whether that was the first time they were ever 

running this game. Yeah. Like, it did seem like that they had been doing it for a 

while. Yeah. That they were doing it for… 

 

16:13 S3: I definitely had assumed that the game had been played before. 

 

16:19 S2: It seemed like a well-oiled machine. 

 

16:21 S3: Yeah, but I don't know. I'm definitely not ready to swear to that. Yeah. 

 

16:26 INTRVWR: What do you…what do you think was the um…do you remember, 

they showed us the room of all the wealthy people, it was sort of like an orgy to…like 

I don’t…like that’s… 

 

16:36 S3: Right. well, there was definitely the masquerade…where everyone was 

wearing masks, right? Yeah. Yeah. I didn't see anyone’s eyes…I didn’t see any like 

Eyes Wide Shut orgy scene. But yeah, but maybe there was, I don’t remember…. 

 

16:54 S2: I think there was. Yeah. Like… 

 

16:56 INTRVWR: Like the people with the masks would be sitting there watching 

the game that's just in that open window. And then there’d be some like young nubile 

males and females just sitting next to them. Yeah. They were not all partaking, but 

they were sort of just there. Yeah, in case you wanted to. So… 

 

17:07 S3: Yeah, sure. Yeah. Okay. Yeah. Yeah. Ok, yeah, ok… 

 

17:10 INTRVWR: Not that they were all parting in sex, but they were sort of just 

there, just in case… 

 

17:13 S3: Yeah, sure, ok, yeah, yeah 

 

<<paused to wait for another friend, who was not part of the interview then 

restarted>> 

 

17:23 S3: I feel like other Korean movies… 

 

17:26 INTRVWR: Movies like Parasite…yeah… 

 

17:28 S2: The one that they had…They were in the Midwest who tried to farm… 
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17:32 INTRVWR: Oh yeah. 

 

17:35 S3: Oh, Minari! Yes. That did feel more like an immigrant story. It was good. 

Yeah. 

 

17:39 S4: Yeah, that was great. 

 

17:40 INTRVWR: Yeah, the analogy with Parasite…what were you going to say? 

 

17:41 S3: Yeah, it’s, I…I…I’m struck by how Korean dramas seem to recognize 

the…the existence of class in a way America…American cinema can't or doesn't. 

Like, there's a strong American tradition of believing that there's no such thing as 

class here, because classes conceivably so permeable… 

 

18:06 S2: Denial 

 

18:10 INTRVWR: It’s just a lack of your own ingenuity to get… 

 

18:13 S3: Right, and at least this…you know, slate of movies I've seen over, you 

know, 15-20 year period seemed to have a very strong sense that you know, 

there…there are people left behind, there's a struggle you know, behind it and it's not 

nearly because of their failures. And…and in America, there's this gloss of…of 

course race that gets thrown into it and rightly so. And I can see the class struggle, 

you know, the purity of the class struggle far more clearly in Korean and Korean film 

and drama then I've seen tends to come out in American, uh American cinema. 

 

18:53 S2: You know, you're right about that because I think yeah, we see it more, I 

mean, even though Minari was an immigrant story. There is this sort of idea that they 

came from a poor…poor like family and they're still…it’s just like… 

 

19:08 INTRVWR: The grandma was super ghetto. (laughter) 

 

19:12 S3: I wouldn’t have used that word, but at the same time, yes. 

 

19:18 S2: That struggle, that sort of like I mean, it's the other side of it when people 

are trying but they just…they didn’t, you feel like their family is still farming. But ya 

know, that is true because even with the classic Korean dramas, it's the poor girl rich 

guy. Yeah. 

 

19:33 INTRVWR: Yes. Yeah. 

 

19:36 S2: …and that’s…I think sometimes you see that sort of dynamic with 

American rom com but not really. I mean, ever since Pretty, was it Pretty Woman 

with you know, Richard Gere, whatever. You see that, but you’re right… 
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2. S5, S6 

a. 2 Americans, 1 male, 1 female 

b. Age range 20-34 years 

 

Prior respondent S4 was also present at this interview and offered some additional 

thoughts. 

 

:00 INTRVWR: Okay. Okay. So, did you watch the first season of Squid Game, all 

the way through? 

 

:09 S6: Yes. 

 

:10 INTRVWR: How did you come to hear about it and decide to watch it? 

 

:17 S5: I think I convinced you to watch it, right? Because you saw it or I saw it on 

social media, people talking about it. And then I said we should watch it. 

 

:25 S6: Yeah. You just told me to watch it, and I did. (laughter) 

 

:29 S5: Yeah, I saw it on social media, people talking about it and said it was good. 

So, then I convinced S6 that we should watch it. 

 

:35 INTRVWR: Okay. And…and at any point, if there are different responses, just let 

me know. Like, like, I ideally, I want you to respond as individuals. But if there's 

obviously a connection like I watched it, because they told me to watch it then 

obviously then say that…um, was this your first K-drama or K-TV series for anyone, 

for either of you? 

 

:59 S6: Yeah, yes. 

 

1:00 S5: Yes 

 

1:01 INTRVWR: Okay. Before you watched it, did you know what a K-drama was? 

That term? 

 

1:08 S6: No. 

 

1:09 S5: I did. Because people I watch on social media watch them. And then also my 

friend S9 watches them 

 

1:16 INTRVWR: Is S9 Korean? 

 

1:17 S5: No 

 

(I would subsequently interview S9) 

 



148 
 

1:18 INTRVWR: And how would you define K-drama? You first 

 

1:27 S5: All I know is “Korean drama.” I don't know that much about it. 

 

1: 31 S6: I have no idea. 

 

1:32 INTRVWR: Perfect. Alright, now about Squid Game. Did…so you said you 

watched all, the entire season? Did you enjoy it? 

 

1:45 S5: Yes. I love it. I feel like we or I tried to get S6 to keep watching and like stay 

up and keep watching it. But they felt the same, I think. 

 

1:55 S6: Yeah, I really enjoyed it. 

 

1:55 INTRVWR: Okay, why? And you can say a scene, a character, whatever. And it 

can be multiple reasons. 

 

2:04 S5: It was shocking cuz how people were like dying in the show. And it was 

dramatic. And it was, I don't know the word, but it just enticed you to keep watch and 

it was like cliffhangers, and it enticed you to keep watching. 

 

2:22 S6: Um, I liked to just because of the unpredictability of it. Um, and it was kind 

of interesting to see their take on something very dystopian, and that could possibly 

be implemented…the show, like what people would do for money. 

 

2:43 INTRVWR: All right, so okay, any other themes? Because that sounds like a 

theme of the show. So other than…in addition to this dystopian type world…What do 

you mean by that? And what do you mean…or elaborate on what you say people will 

do for money. 

 

3:08 S6: So, there's a lot of things that people will do for money because they feel 

hopeless, or they have family that they need to feed or they're sick. So, I think the 

main character has mom was sick. And that was like the reason that he was wanting 

to do it to get money for her to pay for her treatment. So, it’s just interesting, and I 

could see where people would sign up voluntarily for this to get the money because 

they do feel hopeless in their current state. 

 

3:42 INTRVWR: What was dystopian about it? 

 

3:45 S6: Um, just that they were able to kill people like… 

 

3:49 INTRVWR: Who is they? 

 

3:50 S6: The elite, the rich were able to kill people just as they please basically in the 

name of a game. 
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4:01 INTRVWR: So, if the people that were hopeless and otherwise wanted the 

money, we're doing it for money, what were those, the elite doing it for? 

 

4:10 S6: Pleasure. 

 

4:11 S5: Entertainment. 

 

4:16 INTRVWR: Any other themes that you saw or elaborating on anything that was 

already said? 

 

4:22 S5: I agree, it was more like dystopian and fantasy because you could see that 

this could potentially happen. It's something that you get thinking in your mind, okay, 

this could happen theoretically. But yeah, I agree that they were, the rich people were 

controlling it for pleasure and the people that were doing the game were just 

desperate enough to try it so we can see how that might actually happen, in real life. 

 

4:48 INTRVWR: And do you remember the end, and if you don't, I can give you a 

little recap the very, very end with the old man. 

 

4:57 S5: I do, but I need the recap like I can't remember the exact details. 

 

5:01 INTRVWR: So, he was in a like a hospital bed in a vacated floor of a building or 

something. And then the winner of…came and talked to him and asked him sort of 

like, what, why? How did you interpret that? What…what did…what did that ending 

mean to you? Actually, the end…end was the winner going on getting on an airplane, 

at the end, with it…the old man because he was the…how did you see his character? 

What was his role? In the movie? The old man… 

 

5:37 S6: His role in the movie? 

 

5:41 INTRVWR: Yeah. 

 

5:42 S6: At the end? 

 

5:43 INTRVWR: No, no, his role in the movie, like it's revealed sort of, at the end. 

And so, what did you see as his role? And if you don't remember, that's fine, because 

that's been a problem too, for some people. 

 

5:54 S6: So, I kind of saw him as…kind of like hiding in plain sight or like a figure 

hiding in the shadows, kind of manipulating the way people thought, in certain ways 

or played the game. 

 

6:12 INTRVWR: Why? 

 

6:13 S6: Because he would like say, little comments in the groups of people that 

would get them to do certain things or turn a group on a different group. Or point out 
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that certain people were wrong, or certain people are right, or told them how to play 

the game, which gave them an advantage, like certain people. And so, it was almost 

like he was there to kind of control it from, um from the inside. 

 

6:38 INTRVWR: You think that's what he was doing when he was actually playing 

games with them? 

 

6:43 S6: I think that might have been like his secondary intent. 

 

6:49 S5: Okay, I might be remembering it wrong though. I thought that he was…he 

like…created the game, and then he or helped create the game and then he felt bad 

about it, kind of because he knew he was gonna die. So, he tried to put himself in the 

game because he felt bad. But then he ended up liking people in there and trying to 

help then because he knew, but I don't know. I might be remembering it wrong. 

 

7:15 INTRVWR: That’s how I interpreted. What did you…how do interpret the…the 

old man's role? For me, I thought he was the orchestrator of the whole thing. 

However, when it…whenever it started. And I don't know that I think he felt bad. I 

think he orchestrated the game and watched it and thought, “wow, this is fun.” If you 

take out the…if I take…since I own the game, and I know I'm not going to die. If you 

take that element out, it's going to…it's fun. So now I want to play it. I want to play 

my own game…is what I thought. 

 

7:45 S5: Yeah, to see if he could do it. Yeah. 

 

7:46 INTRVWR: And then I think he attached to some… 

 

7:49 S5: He started getting relationships, in the game. And then he was like, Okay, I 

feel bad, because I know how to help this person that I have a relationship with, so he 

started to give them a clue. 

 

7:59 S4: I honestly can’t remember. The only part that sticks out for me…I don't 

know why, but was the part where they were walking on the glass. And if he didn't 

like stick on the right piece of glass or he didn't fall down…to your death. I thought 

that was like really creepy, like, very scary. I mean, I don't know, that part just stuck 

out. For some reason… 

 

8:21 INTRVWR: Do you think it had any, like an analogous relationship to life? 

Because I agree that the show seemed very less fantastical, because it could actually 

happen. So, I feel like everything represented something and wondering what that 

could have represented. Anyone? 

 

8:47 S4: Um, I don’t know. 

 

8:48 INTRVWR: I feel like most of the games were…just took people back to their 

childhood, you know…Oh, yeah, was there anything you didn't recognize or 
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understand, either culturally or because of subtitle issues or…and in any random 

order, was there something that was unclear? 

 

9:08 S5: No, I think it was done in a way that we…they wanted everybody to 

understand. So, people would get into the show. I mean, some of the games I never 

heard of, even though they said they were like traditional games. I never heard of any 

of the games. But I think they did it in a way to make it draw in an audience. So, they 

wanted to make it where you would understand. 

 

9:27 INTRVWR: You mean an audience beyond a Korean audience? Or what do you 

mean? 

 

9:30 S5: Yeah. 

 

9:31 INTRVWR: I think so too because it was Netflix® produced. 

 

9:34 S5: Yeah. So, they wanted to draw in an audience. So, they didn't want to make 

it where we couldn't all relate to it. 

 

9:40 INTRVWR: Have you seen any other K-dramas since? 

 

9:45 S5 and S6: No. 

 

9:46 S5: I didn't even know this was classified as a K-drama. 

 

9:49 INTRVWR: So that's interesting, because I think Korean people wouldn't 

consider this a K-drama. So, K-drama by definition is literally what you said Korean 

drama, end of story. That's like how you define it but it typically means it's a series, 

so it's not going to be a movie, and it means something, um, like either like this was 

very um, well did you guys think there were any not having seen other K-dramas 

though…any American influences in the show either in the way it was produced 

or…or the actual storyline? 

 

10:40 S5: I’m trying to think. 

 

10:43 S6: Um…American influence? 

 

10:45 INTRVWR: Yeah, maybe you since you've actually seen a K-drama like how 

was it different than other K-dramas like if you have to explain to them compared to 

like Crash Landing or… 

 

10:57 S4: Uhhh, the main difference is like most K-dramas are like very cute and like 

a happy ending and like the girl falls in love with the guy just like very sweet and 

innocent. And this was like totally not like that. Like totally just not a good feeling 

movie. 
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11:20 INTRVWR: Yeah, so that is kind of the non-dictionary definition of K-drama. 

They’re usually rom-commie very cutesy and very pretty to look at like the 

production is lots of light and beautiful clothes, and you know, the makeup is great 

and everything is very cute. This was the opposite. It was very violent. Do you think 

it was violent compared to other like American series? 

 

11:47 S6: No. 

 

11:49 S5: I thought it was. 

 

11:40 S6: Compared to American series? 

 

11:52 S5: I mean, it's definitely a more violent show in my opinion. 

 

11:55 S6: I mean, yes, it's a violent show, but it's not anything compared to American 

series. 

 

12:02 S5: Well, the ones I watch. (laughter) 

 

12:03 INTRVWR: That’s good context building. Did you think it was violent and in 

comparison? 

 

12:13 S4: Um, I actually thought it was, I mean, because the violence was seemed 

just more graphic um, yeah. 

 

12:26 INTRVWR: Yeah, me too, I thought it was violent…in comparison to 

American ones…makes me think of Game of Thrones, that sh*t was so violent. 

 

12:34 S6: And the TV show Vikings, see I think about that one and that one is 

incredibly violent. 

 

12:38 INTRVWR: Yeah. I guess there is…it is a spectrum because this one seems 

violent because you feel like you kind of knew the characters were like Vikings was 

sort of like historical and it's like out of reach whereas this one seemed… 

 

12:53 S6: You can relate to the characters. 

 

12:54 INTRVWR: Yeah, you could relate. Oh, yeah, that's another good question. 

Any character if you had to pick whom you related to the most or in any sense like of 

any category you might do that for money or just the way they behaved? Because the 

winner was so like not naive but he was so like innocently sweet, you know… 

 

13:24 S6: I don’t know… 

 

13:25 S5: I can’t remember all the characters. 
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13:24 S6: I don't think I relate to any of the characters… 

 

13:29 S5: Yeah, I don’t know if I… 

 

13:30 S6: I couldn't like put my…so there's sometimes like those certain TV shows I 

can put myself into like the shoes of like a certain character because they either went 

through similar life issues or something like that. And I'm like, oh yeah, that kind of 

reminds me of…but there wasn't any character, but I enjoyed all the characters but 

there wasn't like a particular character that I was like oh, I can like relate to them 

because of this issue. 

 

13:54 INTRVWR: I felt similarly because…only because I can't I like, I’m a huge 

shopper, but I'm like couldn't do anything for … just…just for money. It's hard to 

relate to that. 

 

14:15 S6: Yeah. 

 

14:16 INTRVWR: But I could relate to the feeling desperate and like reaching for a 

solution but doing it for money that just…Any other thoughts about the show? And I 

will follow-up because once I sort of like extract something from the interviews, I'm 

going to follow-up with some more questions and if you have any other 

thoughts…Oh, also later I'll send some clips from the show and then ask for you 

know what, how you interpreted it or questions about the clip 

 

14:48 S6: OK 

 

14:49 S5: I don’t have anything, do you? 

 

14:57 S4: I just remember certain parts of it, but the whole thing… 

 

15:01 INTRVWR: So, it’s crazy to think, it was like two and a half years ago. I feel 

like it was… 

 

15:06 S4: That’s a long time for me. 

 

15:07 S5: I feel like the concept of it is a little more fresher [sic] in our minds because 

we just watched other reality show but maybe not the characters… 

 

3. S7, S8 

a. 1 American and 1 Peruvian both male 

b. Age range 35-50 and 50-65 years 

 

One of the respondents is a native Spanish speaker. Any responses given in Spanish were 

maintained in Spanish when understood. 
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:00 INTRVWR: Okay. Did you watch Squid Game, in its entirety? 

 

:05 S7 and S8: Yes. (In unison, followed by laughter) 

 

:08 S7: When I start something I finish even more when I like it 

 

:16 INTRVWR: Oh, that's great. So, did you enjoy Squid Game? 

 

:18: S7 and S8: I loved, yes, I loved. I loved it. 

 

:20 INTRVWR: Before Squid Game…before having watched it, had you seen any 

other Korean movie, Korean series? 

 

:30 S7: I think I watched before the zombie one, the train…me once 

 

:35 INTRVWR: Aah, okay, the train, yeah… 

 

:36 S8: Yeah, we did the zombie ones, I agree. 

 

:38 INTRVWR: And have you seen Parasite? 

 

:41 S8: Only half an episode or half a…just the start of it. 

 

:45 INTRVWR: Alright so open ended questions and as best you can answer for 

yourself name…what, what themes did you see from the series like, major themes? 

 

1:05 S8: Strategies, survival and like the oppression of poor folks from rich folks 

 

1:20 S7: For me was like a survivor…”survivance [sic].” You have one only one 

choice for that. 

 

1:31 INTRVWR: Oh, what do you mean you only have one choice? 

 

1:33 S7: Because you have a mistake, you're done. So, you need to be very careful 

with the answer. Because this is the last one, you don't have another choice. So, what 

else? I think this is the most important to pick the very good answer for this question. 

 

2:00 INTRVWR: And this is a contextual…and I know this is going to seem 

ridiculous to say to you, because I'm asking the questions in English, but if you want 

to answer in Spanish, it's no problem. If you want to, like say more detail, and you 

want to say it in Spanish because I work with you. Ok. 

 

<<Cheers. Cheers>> 

 

3:31 INTRVWR: So, I want to ask you about the end and how you…each of you 

interpreted it So a quick recap of how you understood it and then before that…do 
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we…we can talk about what the end was if you don't remember that. And I mean the 

very end with the…the individual who won and the older gentleman. Do you 

remember like the dialogue, and I don't want to give it away for you…? 

 

4:02 S8: I need to recap 

 

4:02 INTRVWR: Do you remember the old guy was in a gurney and connected to an 

IV? 

 

4:06 S8: Yes! Yeah, yeah, yeah! I remember that. He was the architect. 

 

4:11 INTRVWR: …of the game. Yes. So how did you…how did…how did you 

interpr…what did that mean to you? What do you think the show or the story was 

trying to tell us with that? 

 

4:21 S7: (spoken in Spanish) Yo creo que esa persona estaba buscando concoursantes 

que no tenian otra opcion en la vida que ellos estan desesperadamente buscando como 

sobrevivir y el no se como lo hacia pero lograba conectarse con esa persona que no 

tenia otra opción…This person didn't have another option in life. So, he pick [sic] 

them…them and they decide to say yes, I want that because I want maybe the money 

they gave in the end, right? 

 

5:00 INTRVWR: But why? Yeah, okay, so why did he want to do that? Why did the 

old man want to do that? 

 

5:04 S8: No, you’re good, keep going. It’s individual answers, continue. (laughter) 

 

5:14 S7: Well, we watch the movie many times ago. but I try to remember. So, I think 

every…every participant are [sic] desperate like this person in life, the old man. 

 

5:30 INTRVWR: No, but the old man…porque el busca por los personas…do you 

remember why? 

. 

5:42 S7: I don’t remember 

 

5:46 S8: No, no, no. So, for me, this old man didn't have an heir like somebody to 

carry on his legacy. 

 

5:55 INTRVWR: Oh, and it's not, it's not…they didn't necessarily tell us, in the show. 

Like, why do you think he was the architect? Why do you think he was doing this? 

 

6:02 S8: I feel like he needed… 

 

6:06 S7: …for his life. He's dying. 
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6:09 S8: Well, yes, dying. I mean, I just thought of his like, he had no one to carry on. 

And he was looking for the strongest in somebody to take his place. But I don't 

remember. 

 

6:27 INTRVWR: Okay, so let’s take it back because this isn't a question that the 

show answers, the show didn't tell. So why do you think and all the…and remember 

when they opened the window, and all those people are watching? Why do you think 

they're like, why would…what's going on? Why are they there watching people fight 

for money, die for money? 

 

6:52 S8: I mean, well, it is very self-serving like the gladiators of like Rome, right? 

So, it's very it's that, like, they've become desensitized to everything else. And so, 

they need to see entertainment, and uniqueness, and um, um the extremeness of it to 

hold the audience. And so that's why it's kind of like the Romans with the gladiators 

and the lions. 

 

7:25 INTRVWR: That’s a great analogy. So, for me too, entertainment because they 

have everything they need in their life. And the old man, he has nothing left. 

 

7:37 S8: Yeah. 

 

7:38 INTRVWR: He has all this money and nothing left because he is dying. It's just 

for fun. And then, like you said, like, playing cards is like, is like, not entertaining 

enough anymore. So, we have to play cards with money. Now we have to play cards 

from people and now you know, so they keep… 

 

8:02 Other Speaker: …escalating… 

 

8:03 S8: Yes. 

 

8:05 S7: Okay, so how long we watch? 

 

8:06 INTRVWR: Two and a half years ago. It came out in 2021. 

 

8:11 S8: COVID 

 

8:15 INTRVWR: Yeah, yeah COVID. That’s the other thing, do you remember…and 

you can say no, and if you think of it later, do you remember why you watched it? 

Like how you came to watch the show? 

 

8:27 S8: Oh, it was…it was…it was because it was number one and it got served up 

in the like it is a…a global phenomenon. Like everybody's talking about it. 

 

8:40 S7: Because we are fond of TV shows. We like to see different things. Korean 

show is not popular around the world in Peru. We like for…for example, it's not too 

popular. So, I…I like to see different things. I think it's interesting to know about 
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another culture I don't know the screens, the dialogue the drama is different. Because 

I watched most Japanese and Chinese movies, but I think you can’t to decide if they 

are the same culture. If you don’t watch the movies, when you watch movies, you say 

oh, they are different. So Korean are different. They have different mood. They felt 

different drama than other movie. I think Korean movies are better. They are more or 

scary. They are more artistic. (laughter) 

 

9:56 INTRVWR: Do you think…you just made me think…and it's a question for 

myself too, you think he was number one because maybe in the beginning when 

he…cuz he architected the game, he actually played it for…but for those extreme 

lengths you think or because… 

 

10:10 S8: …because he wanted to be in the moment to see all the action so he 

architected the game but he put himself in there so he could see it unfold in person. 

 

10:23 INTRVWR: …not that he wanted to also risk his life, like he knew he would 

never… 

 

10:26 S8: Well, yeah… 

 

<<break, restart>> 

 

10:33 INTRVWR: Yeah, I think so too, because 

 

10:34 S8: It's different than being in the moment and experience some of the anxiety 

and the fear but with I think some guardrails. I don't know that he was ever at risk. 

 

10:45 INTRVWR: …because he did lose one of the games and they took him out and 

you heard gun shots, but he didn't…they didn't shoot him. 

 

10:54 S7: For example, the old man was a participant in the beginning and after wow, 

he is a constructor of the contest. So, he’s not the participant only he is the owner. So, 

I like when he’s like… (in Spanish) 

 

11:25 S8: …mystery 

 

11:26 S7: Yeah. Yeah, you need to…to get the answer. In the show, in the episode, 

what happened? Maybe here maybe curiously. This is funny. I like this kind of 

movie. 

 

11:40 INTRVWR: And also, the relationships because, at some point, I remember 

being surprised, you kind of, you kind of expect it to but you're still surprised when 

they…they sort of have to bond in order to play but also we're playing against each 

other when people actually sabotaged other people, you’re thinking what the heck, 

but I mean… 
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12:02 S7: I like more the strategy than the murder, the blood. For me, it's not more 

important, for me the important is the strategy, what happened? Who is the guilt? 

Who is the winner? I like that more…than the others… 

 

12:19 S8: I remember the fun part of the show when they were in the maze, that one 

was like very surprising to me because there was like, moments where people like 

turned on each other or like supported each other, you were surprised. 

 

12:33 S7: We are a team in this game, but you don’t know you are…you are…the 

killer. 

 

12:46 INTRVWR: Actually, another one, are you guys planning to watch the second 

season? 

 

12:49 S8: Absolutely, but we did not watch the live action. 

 

12:51 INTRVWR: Okay. Actually, that was another question. 

 

12:55 S8: Not that we didn't mean to we just… 

 


