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Abstract

The present research undertakes a critical analysis to investigate the con-
cept of reductionism as the manifestation of late neoliberal ideology within
the cinematic structure of Hong Sang-soo film In Our Day through the lens
of the contemporary Korean German philosopher Byung-chul Han. The cen-
tral problem of this study addresses the ontological crisis of the modern
subject where fundamental concepts of the lifeworld such as time, narrative
and experience are systematically reduced. In the contemporary era which
Han describes as the “achievement society” the disciplinary pressures of
the past characterized by external prohibitions have given way to an internal
compulsion of absolute capability. This paradigm shift has given rise to phe-
nomena such as forced transparency, the fragmentation of narrative time,
and the impoverishment of experience. The primary aim of this study is to
examine how these philosophical concepts are reproduced in cinema and
how the medium portrays the human subject of the achievement society,
who is constantly subjected to various forms of reductionism under the
guise of freedom. The theoretical framework of this research draws on
Byung-chul Han’s analysis of the transition from Michel Foucault’s “disci-
plinary society” to the “achievement society.” In the disciplinary model, so-
cial order is maintained through negative prohibitions, surveillance, and in-
stitutions of confinement. By contrast, the contemporary achievement
society is characterized by the modal verb “can” and governed by positive
forms of reinforcement, self-optimization, and performance. Subjects are
no longer obedient bodies but self-optimizing entrepreneurs who voluntari-
ly exploit themselves in the belief that they are realizing their freedom.
Closely linked to this is the concept of transparency and the loss of distance.
Han argues that modernity has stripped the human gaze of its depth, replac-
ing it with a compulsion for total visibility. The distinction between Eros and
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pornography is crucial here. Eros thrives on distance, mystery, and the hid-
den, whereas pornography demands immediate contact and total exposure.
The transparency society reduces the world to accessible data, eliminating
the negativity of the other and the mystery required for genuine meaning.
Narrative requires a temporal continuity where the past, present, and fu-
ture are woven into a meaningful whole. This research employs a qualitative
descriptive analytical method. The data collection is library-based, involving
a close reading of Byung-chul Han’s philosophical corpus alongside related
texts by Martin Heidegger and Louis Althusser. The analytical procedure in-
volves a parallel examination of the theoretical concepts and the film In Our
Day. The study decodes specific scenes, dialogues and character behaviors
to demonstrate how the philosophical abstractions of reductionism and the
achievement society are materialized in cinematic form. The analysis focus-
es on the relationship between reductionism and ideology specifically inter-
preting ideology through the Althusserian lens not as false consciousness
but as a structural force that interpellates individuals as subjects who mis-
recognize their subordination as autonomy. The analysis of In Our Day re-
veals two parallel narratives that lack dramatic intersection and traditional
development. The characters including an actress named Kim Min-hee and
an aging poet are thrown into spaces where they engage in mundane activ-
ities without teleological purpose. The film visually and narratively con-
structs the crisis of narration. The characters do not have a destiny in the
Heideggerian sense but live in a state of drift. Their decisions are impulsive
and contradictory exemplified by the poet’s vacillating attitude toward alco-
hol and tobacco. At one moment he refuses them for health reasons and
the next he indulges in them based on the outcome of a rock-paper-scissors
game. This reliance on chance and the immediate pleasure of consumption
highlights the disintegration of narrative time. Life is reduced to a series of
disjointed episodes where happiness is equated with fleeting moments of
satisfaction rather than a sustained state of being. The phenomenon of
transparency and the elimination of erotic distance is evident in the dia-
logues and interactions. The conversation about the actress serves as a piv-
otal moment where a character brutally links the memory of the pet to a
sexual experience with a first boyfriend. This scene illustrates the por-
nographic nature of communication in the transparency society where
nothing remains hidden and even intimate memories are stripped of their
aura and reduced to explicit data. The film suggests that in a world where
everything is exposed, meaning evaporates and is replaced by a lingering
sense of guilt or emptiness. Moreover, the film portrays the poverty of ex-
perience through its repetitive structure. The characters go through mo-
tions that do not result in transformation. The experience is not a journey
but a series of accumulated sensations. The young aspiring actors seek guid-
ance from the poet hoping for profound wisdom. However, the poet advice
acts as the ultimate manifestation of reductionism as ideology. He explicitly
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tells the student to stop looking for meaning claiming that seeking meaning
is cowardly and that one should simply appreciate small things and dive into
the water without thinking. This advice is not a spiritual liberation but a ca-
pitulation to the logic of the system. It encourages the subject to abandon
critical thinking and historical awareness in favor of unreflective consump-
tion of the present. By reducing truth to small accessible pleasures, the poet
reproduces the ideological demand of neoliberalism to be happy and pro-
ductive subjects who do not question the structural void of their existence.
Drawing on Louis Althusser concept of interpellation, the research demon-
strates how the film depicts characters who have internalized the ideology
of the achievement society. They are not coerced by an external dictator but
are seduced by the idea of their own potential. They view their lifestyle
choices, their consumption habits, and their professional pursuits as expres-
sions of freedom. However, this freedom is illusory. They are acting within a
specific ideological framework that frames self-exploitation as self-realiza-
tion. The ideology calls out to them saying ‘You Can’ and they respond by
constantly working on themselves even in their leisure time. The characters
in the film are ostensibly free artists yet they are trapped in a cycle of mun-
dane repetition and consumption unable to formulate a coherent narrative
of their lives. Language in the film plays a critical role in this process. Follow-
ing Heidegger view that language is the house of being and Logos is that
which reveals the research argues that the language used by the characters
has been reduced. It no longer serves to reveal truth or foster deep under-
standing but functions as a tool for managing everydayness and justifying
the status quo. When the poet dismisses the search for meaning he is using
language to close off the possibility of transcendence. The dialogue be-
comes functional and flattened mirroring the smooth surface of the digital
world described by Han. The characters inability to narrate their own lives
coherently is a linguistic failure caused by the ideological reduction of their
world to a collection of consumable items and data points. The study con-
cludes that In Our Day is not merely a minimalist depiction of life but a pro-
found sociological document that mirrors the condition of reductionism as
ideology. The findings indicate that the crisis of narration, the imperative of
transparency, the rupture of temporality, and the poverty of experience are
not merely abstract concepts but constitute the lived reality of the film’s
characters. The film illustrates the transition from the disciplinary subject to
the achievement subject who replaces the negativity of prohibition with the
positivity of capability yet ends up in a state of depressive hedonism. Hong
Sang-soo approach is characterized by a form of tolerance that does not
explicitly critique this ideology but presents it as the inevitable texture of
reality. By portraying the emptiness of the characters’ lives without dramat-
ic judgment, the film invites the viewer to gaze upon the nakedness of exis-
tence in the achievement society. The characters’ reduction of meaning to
momentary consumption is presented as a coping mechanism. The poet’s
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philosophy of enjoying small things is exposed as an ideological tool that
masks the lack of genuine narrative and historical agency. Ultimately, the
study argues that the film demonstrates how late neoliberal ideology oper-
ates not through deception but through the reduction of the human subject
to a transparent data-generating entity. The elimination of the Other and
the removal of distance result in the Hell of the Same, where individuals are
trapped in a feedback loop of their desires and anxieties. The film reflects a
world where the capacity for deep transformative experience has been
atrophied, leaving behind a landscape of atomized time and superficial con-
nections. This cinematic representation confirms Byung-chul Han’s diagno-
sis that in the age of digital psychopolitics, the greatest threat to human
freedom is not external oppression but the internal voluntary erosion of the
self-capability to narrate a meaningful life. The reductionism analyzed in this
film is the defining ideological feature of our time, turning the rich complex-
ity of the lifeworld into a flat, searchable and consumable database where
the human subject is reduced to a user and life is reduced to a feed.

Keywords: Achievement Society, Reductionism, Neoliberal Ideology, Byung-
chul Han, Hong Sang-soo
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