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THE EMPOWERING ROLE MODEL PRACTICES OF ELDERS IN SQUID GAME

wuaUuRMuLUUIUNSINGIvageTeludsd SQUID GAME

Sirin Sawangwana'*, Thitiporn Sangkharat?

L2 Faculty of Liberal Arts, Rajamangala University of Technology Tawan-Ok

*Corresponding author, E-mail: sirin_sa@rmutto.ac.th

Abstract

This qualitative research undermines the empowering practices of the elders found in a
Korean series, Squid Game written and directed by Hwang Dong Hyuk. The article argues upon
mostly primary views towards elders that they are burdensome to the society. According to the
series, the squid game competitors normally agreed that the leading role elder namely O-IU-Num is
physically weak, burdensome, and can hardly survive to win the prize. Also, the social practices
acted by the squid game rulers also suggest that being youth can be identified as strong and powerful
so they are expected as a new hope of the game. This article attempts to argue that this
aforementioned view is a false belief. The article conducted social practices and language as a
symbolic power proposed by Bourdieu (1977) together with the triadic modeling behavior (Bandura,
1977). The finding of this study showed that empowering practices of the elders were not found in
physical but in particular forms of having superior wisdom and being a role model in difficult
situations. The result of the study supported the idea that elders are strong, powerful, and dominant
as they can survive in terrible social situations including capitalism, class struggle, and exploitation.
Practices of the elders in the series reflect that there is an existence of age as a legitimate power.
The article contributes to help raising awareness of constructing future coming aged society that can

be a strong, powerful and dominant.

Keywords: Empower, Elders, Practices, Squid Game
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Introduction

TV series can be considered as both text and tool in cultivating knowledge, mind fulfilling
and entertaining sense of human. Some literature can be academically compared with textbook i.e.,
it contains knowledge, generate thoughts, moral sense. It can also create entertaining sense
beautifully. Series are considered to be a modern and widespread source for readers and academia.
The purpose of novel is not only to generate entertaining sense but also to study history, useful
knowledge and how to reconstruct social phenomena of coming age society. A Series, thus, is an
entertaining literature written for both entertainment, arts and literacy. It reflects writer’s attitude,
value, and belief, occurred among a living society. Readers can learn ideology belief, including false
belief through behavior written in the novel in lieu of facing it through their life experience as stated

below.

“The moving finger writes; and having writ
Moves on; nor all your piety nor wit

Shall lure it back to cancel half a line,

Nor all your tears wash out a word of it.”

(Khayyam, 1859)
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Squid Game, written by Kwang Dong Hyuk, is a popular series novel. The story put emphasis
on reflection of social practice nowadays. It is obviously seen that in the existing society, it consists
of two classes: Bourgeoisie and Proletariat (Marx, 1859). The bourgeoisie is a ruling class having a
legitimate power to control and justify all rights of social actions. More or worse, the power is also
justified by the acts of belief that has long been controlled by the ruling class. The novel attempts
to reject the belief of being powerful should be led by the elders whom are oppressed by the false
justification created and governed by the rulers and the society of the game.

The story runs to find the winner who can survive six stage survival games. Each player life
was worth 100 million won and will be given to the winner. The winner who make it through the
game of 456 competitors will only get the prize of 456 billion Won (USD 38 million).

The elder casted in the series namely O-il-num, the player number 001, was selected to be

the elder’s role model of practices in this study. Figure 1 illustrates the elder player 001.

Figure 1 O-il-num, the player number 001
Source: Mutuc (2021)

Figure 1 shows that the elder player 001 leading other players happily during between life-
and-dead game which is elaborated in table 1, the Red Light Green Light came.

Literature Reviews

The justification of powerful is governed by ruling class through media. According to
Singhakowinta (2014), women and men have been overwhelmingly exposed to media images of
certain body types, socially classified as powerful. Given the pervasive reproduction of these strong
figures, the media reiterate individual benefits of good bodies and encourage individuals to take
control of their certain type in relation to capitalist ideologies. The Squid game used this belief in

being the most powerful governed by the rule of winning in the last “Squid game”. Similar to our
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society nowadays, people are convinced to believe that strength was defined and accepted through
images of being youth, having certain body types, and the colors of the artifacts e.g. colorful pink
suits through media. In contrast, the practices of the elders highlishted in the series represented
through the elder, O-Il-Num was different from the aforementioned image. The practices of the elder
are those who survive from capitalism, class struggle, and exploiting that has always been occurred
in the today’s society. Physically, wrinkles from face of elders are not as ugly as they are socially
defined. There is no necessity in the use of younger body types to win the game. The wrinkles
reflects strength of a survival model to influence behaviors of young generations.

Compared with Marxism’s concept of the 2 classes, Bourgeoisie and Proletariat, the novel
used pink soldiers as a symbolic system created by Bourgeoisie who has power to create a false
belief. Whereas the proletariat class, the competitors are oppressed to prolong the power defined
by the Bourgeoisie. The false belief, in this study, is a view that being practices is a certain body
images presented by the young ones. In contrast, Bourdieu (1977) introduces ‘field” or distinct sectors
i.e., social world that is here means the elder and the actor Gi-hun. Additionally, Weber (1958),
power, charisma, and legitimacy are symbolic power which can be considered that the actions for
gaining benefits from politicians and civilians. Further to this idea, all the actions done by the game
controller and soldiers lead to the ways people define accepted practices, which is the practices of
power then after consider practice, you would see social actors (the soldiers and the competitors)
as a symbolic labor. All actions from subject or individual are defined by social power or social
origins i.e., youth, creating a false belief that being youth is a powerful role model.

There is an attempt of manifesting a misleading in a traditional belief ‘youth as a powerful
survival’ emphasized in the series. According to the story, the young ones are dominantly taught
and trained to represent a great survival in the game, so people who are still young are advantage.
They are promoted by the group of competitors who try to rule the law of the power that belongs

to the young ones.
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Practices

Symbolic
Power

False
Belief

Figure 2 An exhibition of social symbolic capital

Source: Bourdieu (1977)

Figure 2, describes a social symbolic capital that can be compared with the attempt to
define power as a social reproduction. The social reproduction cannot be done without the
continuous practices created and accepted by dominants and the subordinates. This acceptance
creates a false belief that is occurred not only in the world of the novel but also in our living society.
Based on the Outline of a Theory of Practice, proposed by Bourdieu (1977), hermeneutic (relating to
the whole) understanding of the way people read, understand, interpret and live their everyday lives
is an objective analysis of the structures which frame, limit, control and influence social life in the
society. Therefore, acts of elders written in the series can be viewed as a simultaneously shape and
being shaped by the social world. The following acts can manifest critical social practices done by
elders in the living society called the Squid game island based on the series. Further to the series,
the male actor tries to change the view of role model practices that has been falsely accepted since
the youth has long been promoted as definition of being powerful and having a high quality body
figure to win the valuable prize. The male actor tried to have a very good connection with the elder
actor because he believes that elders can survive in previous tough situations, i.e., overloaded
capitalism, class struggle, and exploitation. They should be viewed as a strong and a powerful model
who can survive those darkest periods. Thus, being a survivor in a critical environment is viewed as

a role model practice and dominant in the society.
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Apart from the ideal view of the male actor, there have been several studies conclude that
being youth or having younger appearance can be viewed as weak and powerless. People with
babyish adult faces can be rated as weakers, more submissive, and more intellectually naive than
mature-looking faces (Barry & McArthur, 1986 as cited in Knapp & Hall, 2002). Hence, the wrinkles on
elders’ face and body show strength, disobedient, surviving experiences, and intellectual that should

be promoted as a good model in the society.

Behavior

PN

»
<« >

Cognitive and other Personal Environmental Events

Figure 3 An exhibition of social cognitive learning theory

Source: Bandura (1988)

Bandura (1977) asserted triadic reciprocality to present social learning theory as individual’s
behavior that can be learned from the environment through the process of observational learning.
that can be transferred as a “role model”. By following the model, the observers produce
designated levels of performance that exercise influence over events that affect their lives” (p. 2).
Further to Bandura, the most important factor that determines the strength of influence of an
observed success or failure on success is the degree of similarity between the observer and the
model. People with “high assurance in their capabilities” (p. 2) will survive in the living society,
according to the series. That means the impact of modeling on perceived success is strongly
influenced by perceived similarity to the models. The greater the assumed similarity the more
persuasive are the models’ successes and failures. (Bandura, 1994) Thus, the elders are viewed as a
great model of survival in a struggling capitalism society.

To compare squid game with the Social Cognitive Learning Theory, Bandura (1977) defined
social learning theory as individual’s behavior which can be learned from the environment through
the process of observational learning. The observational learning can be transferred as a “model”.
The article is intended to conduct learning through models in an optimistic way. Bandura believes
that men always interact with environment. Human behaviors can be classified into 2 experiences:
Direct Experience, and Cognitive Capacities. Firstly, direct experience learning thoughts from elders

can be manifested the crystalized experiences. The experiences will empower and act strongly.
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Secondly, cognitive capacities empowered by the elders can be followed by younger generations.

These behaviors are supported by social environment, being struggles to win the game in the series.

Methodology

According to Merriam (2009) the purposive sampling method can be done through
observation based on describing people acting in events. Further to Merriam (2009), in qualitative
research, a single case or small, nonrandom, purposeful sample is selected precisely because the
researcher wishes to understand the particular in depth, not to find out what is generally true of the
many. There were two reasons Squid Game was selected to be a single case of this study. Firstly,
Due to the popularity of the series Squid Game, it was selected to be the most popular and ranked
number one of the top TV shows on Netflix in September 2021 to March 2022 (Netflix 2021).
Secondly, the series put emphasis on a global crucial phenomenon, how the elders be the role
model in order to survive in capitalism.

Therefore, the researchers tend to use the series Squid Game to undermines the in-depth
practices of the society. Using Social Practices (Bourdieu, 1977) and Triadic Reciprocality (Bandura,
1988), as role model behaviors, there were two steps to elaborate empowering practices found in
the elder’s acts in the series. Researchers would like to pinpoint that there are some explicit
practices used in describing the elder’s behaviors. The practices of the elder that can be empowered

to the society.

Data Analysis

There are two steps in analyzing the data of the study. According to Glaser & Strauss (1967)
grounded theories should be summarized first, then, secondly, categorizing the observed data, and
finally, researchers report the categorized data into a result presentation.

Firstly, the researchers summed two grounded theories, social practices and language as a
symbolic power proposed by Bourdieu (1977) together with the triadic modeling behavior (Bandura,
1977). After emerging the two grounded theories, there were two keywords written in the Result
Table 1.: Role model practices; and empowering behaviors.

Secondly, the observed data from the series Squid game were categorized into column
namely role model practices whereas the details of the observed elder’s behaviors are described
into empowering behaviors column.

Finally, after gathering and categorizing data, the result Table 1 is presented in the Results

section.
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Results

Further to the data analysis, the list of role model practices is categorized in accordance

with the name of the title of each episode of the series together with the acts and clues of the

elder. There were eight items of role model practices shown in the left column of the result table

1. Then, the empowering behaviors elaborating the reasons behind each items of the practices were

described in the right column.

The below result illustrates role model practices and empowering behaviors used in the

series Squid Game.

Table 1 Practices and the empowering behaviors of elder

Role Model Practices

Empowering behaviors

Red Light Green Light

Represents bravery act of the elder as he was
the first person leading the other players to the
goal. (see Figure 1) His leading act created
positive energy to the other players in surviving

this stage.

Tug of War

Tricks can be learnt through this stage. Due to
direct experiences of the elder in winning this

game. His tricks helped the other players in the

team won the game.

Source: KBIZoom (2021)

Pairing Stage

Isolated act of the elder is the sharpest way to

find a good company

Marble game

The older the age; the wiser the thoughts. There
were a lot of tricks e. ¢. stalling time and

distractions to win the competitor




$19vIUFUITOVVINMSUSUINMSS:AUNTAUKdINgIagnsvInW Asusau 60 U

ADWMMEIUMSUUUNUIANSSUIlDAIWEVEU : 24 Unuigu 2565

Table 1 Practices and the empowering behaviors of elder (Continue)

Role Model Practices

Empowering behaviors

Fake death

Pretending to lose the marble game and shot to

dead in order to win the actor’s heart

Namely O-il-num

Translated into English as ‘ Number one’
representing that the elder is the most powerful
person of the game. He was the one who
stopped the game after losing many lives in the

first stage

Being the creator of Squid game

The elder asked the leading actor a question “Do
you know what people who have no money
have in common with people who have it too

much?” “Living is no fun”; answered the elder.

Colorful killing soldiers and coffin boxes

Source: Christina (2022)

Source: Mantixorra (2021)

The elder’s belief that death is not meant to be
sad, it can be joyful because they live too long
to be afraid of death. Death can also be a gift.
Younger generations should be happy to die
with fun and joy in the game of life instead of

dying by being a slave of money.

461



462

$1901UFUITE0INMSUS:U3IMSS:AUANGUMINENABNSVINY ASUSEU 60 U
AoWMMluMsicuuudanssuIlionowdodu : 24 Tnusu 2565

All of the eight role model practices in Table 1, the highlighted finding was that the elder
manifests his power by manipulating the actor and the series viewers to belief that capitalism cannot
win; joyful of life is worth than money. Nowadays, the poor and the rich have ‘no joy’ in living their
lives. The next generations should not live their live with this pitfall. In order to win the capitalism,
young people should learn to live lives with fun and joy in every moment no matter how poor you
are.

Moreover, the further guidance from the elder is that although you have no good health,
your body is physically weak, but your mind and thought are still strong and powerful. You should
forward your great wisdom and experience to the next generations. Someday you will become old,
you should not be afraid of death; death is a gift and it is better to die with full of joy not by being

a slave to money.

Contribution and discussion

Further to the concepts of the Social Practices (Bourdieu, 1977) and the Triadic Reciprocality
(Bandura, 1988), individual’s behavior can be learned from the social environment through the
process of observational learning then can be transferred as a role model practice. By following the
role model practices, the view of people living in the same world of capitalism thinking that young
people with high assurance in their capabilities will survive in the society, and elders are burdensome
should be eradicated. The result of this study creates the impact of changing in age view that the
role model practices from the elders can be powerful not by physical but in forms of superior
wisdom because their experiences can help people survive in a struggling capitalism society.

Towards the forthcoming to the aging society, it is time for Thai society to emerge the idea
that elder’s practices should be in brought up to create a happy asing society. There are four ways
that the empowering practices of the elders can be useful to the society.

Firstly, elders are old but their thoughts are not obsolete, family members should stop and
think that their practices can lead younger generations to survive in existing living society. Thus,
family members should take great care, listen and respect the elders in the family in order to prolong
their lives and bring their advices into good practices.

Secondly, series followers should see that elders are strong and powerful they have been

survived in poverty, capitalism, class struggle until they have found that money is not worth than
joy and meaningful life. Their experiences should be forwarded as a survival trick in order to

continue living happily in social difficulties.
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Thirdly, elders should be participated in developing fields such as future education, media
and public works. Their wise experiences should be used to guide the younger generations. The
longer they live their lives is the wiser they act to solve problems and difficulties. The practices of
the elders should be brought as role models, to find strategies in order to survive in social situations
leading to happy lives.

Finally, public and private sectors working in manpower policy makers should realize that
elders can work smart, not work hard. Therefore, social welfare, expanding retirement, possibility in
hiring should be brought to elders in order to create more well-being and to prolong their lifespan

with more secure.

Limitation and recommendation for further research

Due to the time limit and wavy trend in entertainment media, this research focuses a small
scale by utilizing a single media selection under the purposive sampling research methodology. This
result might neither able to apply in other non-capitalism countries nor with countries without the
Internet and some network access.

Due to the fact that Thailand and many countries are entering into aging society, it is highly
recommended that the future research should put more focus on raising awareness of constructing
the future coming society by studying deeper into elders’ thought and broaden their experiences to
guide the younger next generations in every fields, not only in education but also in politics and
health care, for example, in order for Thailand to be prepared for creating a more secure, powerful

and happy living.
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