
Shoplifters and Sorry To Bother You 
and the links between them 

     Early on in Hirokazu Kore-eda’s hugely 

touching awards-contender Shoplifters, a 

woman – Nobuyo – remarks that she has a 

‘work share’ day, explaining “they can’t pay 

us all, so ten of us start at noon.” 

     Her partner, Osamu, is sceptical. “So 

everybody gets a little poorer,” he muses. 

He’s also unable to work in that moment, 

following an injury sustained in his manual 

labour job with no compensation pay. 

Together with an elderly woman, a younger 

woman, and a pre-teen boy, they form an eclectic family unit, living in a cramped, two-room 

house, barely scraping by on low-wage jobs, grandma’s pension, and shoplifting to survive. 

Almost 50 years after Akira Kurosawa’s Dodes’ka-den was released, Shoplifters presents a 

similarly moving portrayal of poverty in a Tokyo slum. 

Without succumbing to the pitfalls of exploitation, 

Kore-eda invites us to empathise with his characters 

and their shared plight, but he also asks us to be 

introspective about whether we too might be 

overlooking those struggling in our own communities 

and cities. Yet while he maintains that this situation is a 

socio-economic reality, Kore-eda has been reticent in 

interviews to describe the film as a critique of any 

particular government or system. 

Boots Riley has no such compunction. Frontman of communist hip-hop group The Coup, 

the writer/director wears his indictment of capitalism on his sleeve with his feature debut 

Sorry to Bother You. The film is a rambunctious social satire set in the world of 

telemarketing, filled with sight gags, bolstered by racial commentary, and hilariously absurd 

– seemingly far removed from the sedate, family-focused realm of Shoplifters. 

Still, while they appear to be wildly different cinematic offerings in tone, together the two 

films provide a varied meditation on growing economic inequality and the predatory nature 

of capitalist society.  

In Riley’s film, Cassius (Lakeith Stanfield, Atlanta, Get Out), a young, black man from 

Oakland, California, is broke, and living in his uncle’s garage, when he lands a commission-

based role in telesales. There he befriends co-worker Squeeze (The Walking Dead’s 

Steven Yeun), a union organiser who plans a work stoppage to demand a minimum wage. 

Squeeze operates as a moral counterpoint to Cassius who fast-tracks to a promotion and 

crosses his co-workers’ picket-line in his desperation to get paid and support his uncle. 

“We’re all trying to get paid,” Squeeze reminds him, “but we’re gonna do it as a team. Are 

you on the team?” 

This idea of strength in unity, be it unionisation, or found family, permeates both films – 

in Osamu (Lily Franky) and Nobuyo (Sakura Andô) Shibata’s family, everyone provides. 



However their predicament is complicated by the 

accidental adoption of a young girl. It’s only 

when the authorities, and subsequently the 

media, discover she is missing from her parents’ 

home, that other members of society start to pay 

an interest in the Shibata family. Of course, that 

interest only goes so far as gossiping about their 

crimes, rather than actually addressing the 

societal issues that brought them to that point, 

and eventually we see their dilemma 

sensationalised by media reports. 

Likewise, in Riley’s film, society – and by extension the media – are held as complicit in 

upholding the system. Adverts cheerily marketing ‘Worry Free’, a life of indentured labour, 

become a key plot point. 

When Cassius discovers a dark corporate secret, he tries to report it. But everyone 

would much rather watch satirical game-show ‘I Got the Shit Kicked Out of Me’, and laugh 

at the misfortunes of others in viral memes, than expend effort in mobilising to change 

things. “If you get shown a problem but have no idea how to control it, then you just decide 

to get used to the problem,” says Squeeze, explaining this apathy to the increasingly 

frustrated Cassius. In this regard, the 

film calls to mind Black Mirror 

episode ‘Fifteen Million Merits’, 

wherein Stanfield’s Get Out cast-

mate, Daniel Kaluuya, plays a man 

who despairs at the indifference of a 

society enthralled by exploitative 

reality television, to a chilling end. 

However, Riley’s film is less cynical, 

and fantasises about an uprising. 

In a time of rising homelessness and food bank usage, of zero-hour contracts, and 

millennials’ reliance on the gig economy, it’s easy to look to entertainment for sheer 

escapism. But in celebrating humanity, solidarity, and challenges to the status quo, Kore-

eda and Riley encourage us to instead be motivated by our entertainment – motivated to 

care, question, and organise. As a team. 
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SHOPLIFTERS plays at Saffron Screen at 8pm, Monday 7 January, followed by a 

hosted discussion. SORRY TO BOTHER YOU plays at Saffron Screen at 8pm, Friday 

11 January, and is presented by the Saffron Walden Young Film Programmers group. 
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