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Han Kang’s The Vegetarian (2007) is a provocative exploration of bodily autonomy, gendered 

violence, and resistance within a patriarchal society. Through the story of Yeong-hye, a South 

Korean woman who rejects meat consumption and spirals into psychological and physical 

disintegration, Kang interrogates the intersections of gender, power, and societal expectations. 

This essay applies a feminist perspective to analyze how Yeong-hye’s radical choices—her 

vegetarianism, self-starvation, and eventual transformation into a “plant-like” state—function 

as acts of defiance against patriarchal control over women’s bodies and identities. By examining 

the novel’s tripartite structure, symbolic imagery, and cultural context, this study argues that 

Yeong-hye’s rebellion exposes the systemic violence embedded in gendered norms, while also 

highlighting the limits and costs of resistance in a society that punishes nonconformity. Drawing 

on feminist theorists such as Judith Butler, Simone de Beauvoir, and Hélène Cixous, the essay 

explores themes of bodily agency, objectification, and the subversive potential of silence and 

madness. Additionally, it situates the novel within South Korean cultural frameworks, where 

Confucian ideals and rapid modernization amplify patriarchal pressures. The analysis 

underscores The Vegetarian as a feminist text that challenges the commodification of women’s 

bodies and advocates for the reclamation of selfhood, even at the cost of annihilation. 
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Introduction 

Han Kang’s The Vegetarian, originally published in South Korea in 2007 and translated into 

English by Deborah Smith in 2015, is a haunting and fragmented novel that has garnered 

international acclaim. Divided into three parts—“The Vegetarian,” “Mongolian Mark,” and 

“Flaming Trees”—the novel traces the descent of Yeong-hye, a seemingly ordinary woman, 

into a state of radical rebellion after she decides to stop eating meat. This decision, spurred by 

visceral dreams of blood and violence, triggers a cascade of conflicts with her family, society, 

and ultimately herself. Yeong-hye’s refusal to conform to dietary, social, and gendered 

expectations positions her as a figure of resistance, yet her journey is marked by profound 

suffering, institutionalization, and eventual dissolution. 

From a feminist perspective, The Vegetarian is a powerful critique of patriarchal structures that 

seek to control women’s bodies and identities. Yeong-hye’s vegetarianism is not merely a 
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dietary choice but a symbolic rejection of the violence inherent in patriarchal systems—

violence that manifests in her husband’s coercion, her family’s aggression, and society’s 

judgment. Her transformation into a “plant-like” state, where she seeks to photosynthesize and 

reject human sustenance, can be read as an attempt to escape the gendered body altogether, 

transcending the constraints of womanhood in a male-dominated world. This essay analyzes 

The Vegetarian through a feminist lens, drawing on key theorists to explore how Yeong-hye’s 

bodily autonomy, resistance to objectification, and descent into silence and madness challenge 

patriarchal norms. It also contextualizes the novel within South Korean culture, where 

Confucian traditions and modern capitalist pressures amplify gendered expectations. By 

examining the novel’s narrative structure, symbolism, and cultural underpinnings, this study 

argues that The Vegetarian is a feminist text that exposes the brutality of patriarchal control 

while grappling with the ambiguous possibilities of resistance. 

Theoretical Framework: Feminism and Bodily Autonomy 

Feminist theory provides a robust framework for analyzing The Vegetarian, particularly in its 

focus on bodily autonomy and the gendered body as a site of power struggles. Judith Butler’s 

concept of gender performativity posits that gender is not a fixed essence but a series of acts 

shaped by societal norms (Butler 25). In The Vegetarian, Yeong-hye’s refusal to perform the 

expected roles of wife, daughter, and consumer of meat disrupts these norms, revealing their 

constructed nature. Similarly, Simone de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex argues that women are 

positioned as the “Other” in patriarchal societies, defined in relation to men and denied full 

subjectivity (Beauvoir 16). Yeong-hye’s vegetarianism and self-starvation can be seen as 

attempts to reclaim subjectivity by rejecting the roles imposed on her as a woman. 

Hélène Cixous’s concept of écriture féminine—writing the body as a form of subversive 

expression—further illuminates Yeong-hye’s silence and physical transformation as acts of 

resistance (Cixous 875). By refusing to speak or conform, Yeong-hye writes her rebellion 

through her body, challenging the patriarchal language that seeks to define her. Additionally, 

Susan Bordo’s work on the body and eating disorders highlights how women’s bodies are 

disciplined by cultural ideals of femininity, making Yeong-hye’s starvation a critique of these 

oppressive standards (Bordo 165). These feminist frameworks guide the analysis of Yeong-

hye’s actions as both a rejection of patriarchal control and a complex negotiation of agency 

within a restrictive society. 

Contextualizing The Vegetarian: South Korean Patriarchy 

To fully understand The Vegetarian’s feminist implications, it is essential to situate the novel 

within South Korea’s cultural and historical context. South Korea’s rapid modernization since 

the mid-20th century has created a tension between traditional Confucian values and 

contemporary capitalist ideals. Confucianism, which emphasizes hierarchical family structures 

and gendered roles, places women in subordinate positions as dutiful wives and mothers (Park 

45). While modernization has brought greater opportunities for women, it has also intensified 

pressures to conform to idealized images of femininity, often tied to appearance and 

domesticity (Kim 112). 
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In The Vegetarian, these cultural dynamics are evident in the expectations placed on Yeong-

hye. Her husband, Mr. Cheong, views her as a “dutiful” wife whose primary role is to serve 

his needs, reflecting Confucian ideals of female subservience (Kang 12). Her decision to 

become vegetarian disrupts this role, challenging the cultural script that equates women’s 

worth with their compliance. Moreover, South Korea’s meat-centric culinary culture, where 

meat consumption is tied to masculinity and social status, amplifies the radical nature of 

Yeong-hye’s choice (Lee 78). By rejecting meat, Yeong-hye not only defies gendered 

expectations but also critiques the broader patriarchal and capitalist systems that commodify 

both animals and women. 

“The Vegetarian” – Patriarchal Violence and the Rejection of Meat 

The first part of The Vegetarian, narrated by Mr. Cheong, establishes Yeong-hye’s 

vegetarianism as a feminist act of resistance against patriarchal control. Mr. Cheong’s narrative 

voice is cold and utilitarian, reducing Yeong-hye to an object of convenience: “She wasn’t an 

extraordinary woman… She was the kind of woman who didn’t cause any trouble” (Kang 12). 

His description reflects Beauvoir’s notion of woman as the “Other,” defined by her utility to 

men. When Yeong-hye announces her decision to stop eating meat, prompted by dreams of 

blood and slaughter, Mr. Cheong reacts with irritation and entitlement, viewing her choice as 

a personal affront to his authority. 

Yeong-hye’s vegetarianism can be interpreted as a refusal to participate in the violence of 

consumption, which parallels the violence of patriarchal oppression. As ecofeminist scholar 

Greta Gaard argues, meat-eating is often tied to patriarchal ideologies that equate dominance 

over animals with dominance over women (Gaard 117). By rejecting meat, Yeong-hye 

symbolically rejects the patriarchal system that seeks to consume her body and identity. Her 

dreams, filled with “blood and flesh, all those butchered bodies” (Kang 17), suggest a visceral 

awareness of this violence, connecting her personal rebellion to broader ethical questions about 

exploitation. 

However, Yeong-hye’s resistance provokes violent backlash from her family, underscoring the 

patriarchal impulse to discipline nonconforming women. At a family dinner, her father, 

embodying Confucian authority, attempts to force-feed her pork, slapping her when she refuses 

(Kang 44). This act of physical violence literalizes the patriarchal desire to control women’s 

bodies, aligning with Butler’s argument that gender norms are enforced through punitive 

measures (Butler 140). Yeong-hye’s subsequent attempt to slit her wrist in response to this 

assault marks a turning point, signaling her willingness to destroy her body rather than submit 

to patriarchal coercion. This act, while self-destructive, aligns with Cixous’s idea of the female 

body as a site of subversive expression, where pain and silence become forms of agency 

(Cixous 880). 

 “Mongolian Mark” – Objectification and the Male Gaze 

The second part, narrated by Yeong-hye’s brother-in-law, shifts the focus to her body as an 

object of artistic and sexual desire. The brother-in-law, an artist, becomes obsessed with 

painting Yeong-hye’s body with floral patterns, inspired by a vision of her “Mongolian mark,” 
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a birthmark associated with childhood innocence (Kang 76). His project, which involves 

filming Yeong-hye in sexualized poses, ostensibly celebrates her body as art but ultimately 

reduces her to a canvas for his fantasies. This section engages with Laura Mulvey’s concept of 

the male gaze, where women are positioned as objects of visual pleasure for male spectators 

(Mulvey 837). 

From a feminist perspective, the brother-in-law’s actions reflect the commodification of 

women’s bodies within patriarchal systems. His fascination with Yeong-hye’s vegetarianism 

and her increasingly emaciated form fetishizes her nonconformity, turning her rebellion into a 

spectacle for male consumption. Yeong-hye’s participation in the project, marked by her 

passive silence, complicates her agency. On one hand, her willingness to be painted suggests a 

desire to redefine her body on her own terms, aligning with Cixous’s écriture féminine as a 

form of bodily expression (Cixous 875). On the other hand, her lack of verbal resistance 

underscores her objectification, as she becomes a mute figure in the brother-in-law’s narrative. 

The sexual encounter between Yeong-hye and the brother-in-law, facilitated by the painted 

flowers, further blurs the line between agency and exploitation. For Yeong-hye, the act is tied 

to her vegetal aspirations—she imagines herself as a plant, free from human desires (Kang 92). 

For the brother-in-law, it fulfills his erotic vision, reinforcing his control over her body. This 

tension highlights the feminist critique of women’s agency within patriarchal structures: even 

acts of rebellion are co-opted by male desire, limiting the possibilities of true autonomy. 

“Flaming Trees” – Madness, Silence, and Transcendence 

The final part, narrated by Yeong-hye’s sister In-hye, depicts Yeong-hye’s institutionalization 

in a psychiatric hospital, where she refuses all food and seeks to become a plant. In-hye’s 

perspective offers a counterpoint to the male narrators, providing insight into the emotional 

toll of Yeong-hye’s rebellion on those around her. From a feminist perspective, Yeong-hye’s 

descent into madness and silence can be read as both a tragic consequence of patriarchal 

oppression and a radical act of transcendence. 

Yeong-hye’s self-starvation aligns with Bordo’s analysis of eating disorders as a form of 

gendered resistance, where women reclaim control over their bodies by refusing to conform to 

cultural ideals (Bordo 171). By rejecting food entirely, Yeong-hye seeks to escape the gendered 

body, aspiring to a plant-like state free from human desires and societal expectations. Her 

declaration, “I’m not an animal anymore” (Kang 159), reflects a desire to transcend the flesh 

that has been subjected to patriarchal violence and objectification. This aligns with ecofeminist 

principles, which critique the patriarchal association of women with nature and advocate for a 

reimagining of human-nonhuman boundaries (Gaard 125). 

However, Yeong-hye’s silence and madness also evoke feminist debates about the subversive 

potential of “hysteria.” As Elaine Showalter argues, madness has historically been a way for 

women to express dissent in patriarchal societies, though it often leads to marginalization 

(Showalter 145). Yeong-hye’s refusal to speak or eat can be seen as a form of écriture féminine, 

where her body becomes a text that defies patriarchal language (Cixous 880). Yet, her 



323 Dr. Joji John Panicker, Reimagining Scheherazade: Feminist and....                                                                                                      

 

Nanotechnology Perceptions 20 No. 2 (2024) 319-325 

institutionalization and physical deterioration highlight the costs of such resistance, raising 

questions about whether true autonomy is possible within oppressive systems. 

In-hye’s role as a witness to Yeong-hye’s suffering complicates the feminist reading. As a 

woman who has internalized patriarchal norms, In-hye struggles with guilt and complicity, 

reflecting on her own failure to resist societal pressures (Kang 176). Her narrative underscores 

the collective nature of gendered oppression, where women are pitted against each other in 

their efforts to survive patriarchal constraints. This dynamic aligns with Beauvoir’s argument 

that women’s liberation requires dismantling the structures that position them as the “Other” 

(Beauvoir 731). 

Symbolism and the Vegetal Body 

Throughout The Vegetarian, Kang employs rich symbolism to reinforce the novel’s feminist 

themes. The motif of meat represents patriarchal violence and consumption, linking the 

exploitation of animals to the commodification of women’s bodies. Yeong-hye’s dreams of 

slaughterhouses and blood-soaked flesh evoke the visceral reality of this violence, positioning 

her vegetarianism as a rejection of both literal and metaphorical consumption (Kang 17). The 

floral imagery in “Mongolian Mark,” where Yeong-hye’s body is painted with flowers, 

symbolizes her attempt to redefine herself as a vegetal being, free from the gendered 

constraints of humanity. However, the co-optation of this imagery by the brother-in-law’s art 

project underscores the difficulty of escaping patriarchal appropriation. 

The “flaming trees” of the final section, which Yeong-hye imagines as she lies in the hospital, 

symbolize both destruction and transcendence (Kang 182). The fiery imagery suggests the 

annihilation of the self under patriarchal pressure, but it also evokes a phoenix-like rebirth, 

where Yeong-hye’s dissolution becomes a form of liberation. These symbols, grounded in the 

novel’s feminist critique, highlight the tension between resistance and destruction, agency and 

annihilation. 

Cultural and Global Feminist Implications 

The Vegetarian resonates beyond its South Korean context, engaging with global feminist 

concerns about bodily autonomy and gendered violence. In a world where women’s bodies are 

increasingly subject to scrutiny—whether through beauty standards, reproductive rights 

debates, or sexual objectification—Yeong-hye’s story speaks to the universal struggle for self-

determination. Her vegetarianism, while rooted in Korean cultural anxieties about meat and 

masculinity, also aligns with global ecofeminist movements that critique the intersections of 

patriarchy, capitalism, and environmental exploitation (Gaard 130). 

At the same time, the novel’s cultural specificity enriches its feminist critique. The Confucian 

emphasis on family harmony and female subservience amplifies the radical nature of Yeong-

hye’s rebellion, while South Korea’s rapid modernization highlights the contradictions between 

traditional and contemporary expectations of women. By situating Yeong-hye’s story within 

this context, Kang underscores the localized manifestations of patriarchal oppression, inviting 
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readers to consider how gendered norms vary across cultures while remaining universally 

restrictive. 

Conclusion 

Han Kang’s The Vegetarian is a profound feminist text that interrogates the intersections of 

bodily autonomy, patriarchal violence, and resistance. Through Yeong-hye’s vegetarianism, 

self-starvation, and transformation into a plant-like state, Kang exposes the brutality of 

gendered norms that seek to control women’s bodies and identities. Drawing on feminist 

theorists such as Judith Butler, Simone de Beauvoir, and Hélène Cixous, this analysis has 

demonstrated how Yeong-hye’s rebellion challenges the construction of woman as the “Other,” 

while also highlighting the limits and costs of resistance in a patriarchal society. The novel’s 

tripartite structure, rich symbolism, and South Korean cultural context further enrich its 

feminist critique, positioning it as both a localized and universal exploration of gendered 

oppression. 

Yeong-hye’s story is ultimately one of paradox: her resistance is both empowering and 

destructive, liberating and tragic. By refusing to conform, she reclaims her body as a site of 

agency, yet her descent into silence and madness underscores the immense power of patriarchal 

systems to punish nonconformity. The Vegetarian thus invites readers to grapple with difficult 

questions about the possibilities of feminist resistance: Can true autonomy exist within 

oppressive structures? What are the costs of defying gendered norms? Through its unflinching 

portrayal of Yeong-hye’s journey, the novel affirms the subversive potential of the female body 

while mourning the sacrifices required to assert it. As a feminist text, The Vegetarian challenges 

us to imagine a world where women’s bodies are no longer battlegrounds, but sites of freedom 

and selfhood. 
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