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‘It is just a dream’: 

Gendered violence and its resistance 

in Han Kang’s The Vegetarian  
However, things get turbulent once
Yeong-hye decides to give up meat,
which includes not just consuming meat
but also preparing it for her husband.
This seemingly 
innocent dietary change have greater
implications for her husband as she
refuses to have sex with him as he
“smells of meat”. (Kang 2015: 17). This
results in him raping her twice before
filing for a divorce. Once Yeong-hye’s
family comes to know of her behaviour,
they come over for dinner where Yeong-
hye’s father, who is a Vietnam War
veteran, tries to forcefully shove meat
into her mouth. Of course, the father’s
act and other’s silent approval to it is
garbed under the familial display of
concern for her dropping health. In
response, Yeong-hye not only spits out
the meat but also slits open her wrist
resulting in her hospitalization. 

This suicide-attempt is the first of the
many ways in Yeong-hye, troubled by
her inner chaos, tries to do away with her
body, which has by now, become a
vehicle for violence. On being asked the
reason for becoming a vegetarian, she
only says, “I had a dream…I dreamt of a
face.” 
Here is some of the description of her
dream: 
“Blood in my mouth, blood-soaked
clothes sucked onto my skin….Chewing
on something that felt so real, but
couldn’t have been, it couldn’t. My face,
the look in my eyes...my face,
undoubtedly, but never seen before. Or
no, not mine, but so familiar...nothing
makes sense. Familiar and yet not...that
vivid, strange, horribly uncanny
feeling.”( Kang 2015: 14)

The nameless face that Yeong-hye sees
in her dreams, the one that to her feels
both familiar and unfamiliar,
 

 

 
form and rendering it incapable to
continue to serve as a site of violence to
her oppressors. During this process,
Yeong-hye disrupts the binary between
permissible/non-permissible and
human/non-human. It is this rebellion
and resistance of Yeong-hye that forms
the core of my paper and which I shall
explore in detail. 

The violence in The Vegetarian is
twofold and in order to arrive at the
violence by Yeong-hye, we first need to
delineate on the violence that is
perpetuated on her. Owing to her
position as a housewife in a South
Korean ethos, she is subject to the
vigilantism of her husband which is
concentrated on her bodily autonomy.
Simultaneously, she is also at the
receiving end of her family’s consistent
efforts to maintain her as a submissive
wife. The book starts with the first
person narrative by her husband, who
begins by saying, 
“Before my wife turned vegetarian, I’d
always thought of her as completely
unremarkable in every way.” (Kang
2015: 1)

Through his eyes, we come to picture
Yeong-hye as an obedient housewife,
who except for tending to her husband is
only marked by being a brilliant cook.
Their childless-marriage is largely
uneventful but for the husband’s
concerns about her one eccentricity- the
refusal to wear a bra. He says,  
“The only respect in which my wife was
at all unusual was that she didn’t like
wearing a bra… It wasn’t as though she
had shapely breasts which might suit the
“no-bra” look. I would have preferred
her to go around wearing one that was
thickly padded, so that I could save face
in front of my acquaintances.” (Kang
2015: 11)

 

 

 
The Vegetarian is a three-part text by
South Korean author, Han Kang and
deals with the protagonist, Yeong-hye’s
decision to give up meat and become a
vegetarian. The text is firstly presented
from the point of view of her husband,
followed by her brother-in-law, and
finally, by her elder sister, In-hye. In the
text, Yeong-hye sparsely speaks but for
the recollection of her recurring haunting
dream which is replete with images of
violence and death. Moved by this
dream, she is propelled by a force to give
up meat and, as the text progresses; her
vegetarianism culminates in the desire to
altogether relinquish her corporeal form
to metamorphose into a tree. Translated
by Deborah Smith into English, the text
has a phantasmagorical quality and deals
with questions of gendered violence and
more importantly, Yeong-hye’s
posthumanist model of resistance to the
same. 

Since this conference is a meditation on
the representation of violence in literary
texts, I shall use the vector of violence to
enter into some of the perennial
deliberations in The Vegetarian. Through
my paper, I wish to address the sexual
and psychological violence that is
perpetrated on a woman subject and her
response to the same. My major
motivation behind this study is to bring
forth the response of Yeong-hye to the
sustained slaughter on her subjectivity.
This response is interesting because
although the mode of retaliation takes
the form of violence, it is different to the
one that is meted out to her. This is not
reactionary violence directed at her
perpetrators but rather one that
completely severs her association with
them. It is violence on oneself and is
done to the extent that it is aimed at
absolving the body of it corporeal 



 
 solution that Yeong-hye seeks as her
mode of rebellion. It is thus that she
literally wants to transform into a tree as
a mode of solidarity against her
oppressors; her immediate family in
particular, and the structures of
oppression formulated by humanity in
general. It is this rejection of body as a
site of violence that frees her from the
endless cycle of violence. Her desire to
transform into a tree seems complete
when she addresses her sister,
“Look, sister, I am doing a headstand;
leaves are growing out of my body, roots
are sprouting out of my hands...they
delve down into the earth. Endlessly,
endlessly...yes, I spread my legs because
I wanted flowers to bloom from my
crotch; I spread them wide…” (Kang
2015: 37)

While In-hye sees such a dismissal to eat
as a wish to die, Yeong-hye simply
responds with “Why is it such a bad
thing to die?” thus highlighting the
probable resolution of violence that lies
in the utopic land of posthumanism.
Yeong-hye even refuses to stand up like
“normal” humans and instead does a
headstand for long hours. According to
her, “ I thought trees stood up straight...I
only found out just now. They actually
stand with both arms in the earth, all of
them….they’re standing on their heads.”

With her frequent hospital visits, In-hye
begins to understand her sister a bit more
than others through which she also
begins to understand herself. It is then
that she can recall the violence done to
Yeong-hye by her family as a child, the
ill-treatment at the hands of 
husband. This growing understanding
even pushes her on the brink of suicide
but she still, somehow, manages to cling
on. 

She repeatedly tells Yeong-hye and
through her, to her own self that it is just
a dream. It is this narrative that fails to
comprehend  Young-hye's  rebellion but
relegating her decisions to just a dream.
However, as readers, we know that for
Yeong-hye, the dream has far reaching
consequences. It is a dream of a

 

 
project. The brother-in-law is aroused by
the knowledge of her extant Mongolian
mark, something that usually fades away
during adolescence. Once she is painted
in flowers, she feels more at ease and
even believes that her dreams would
stop. This painting of the flowers on her
body makes her feel united with nature
and it is only when her brother-in-law
comes to her painted in similar flowers
that she gives her consent to have sex
with him. Even in that encounter, (which
the brother-in-law does on the pretext of
video-art), Yeong-hye manages to
supersede her id as she is not making
love to the man but to the flowers. Even
the brother-in-law, couldn’t help but
realize that their coitus was more
“vegetal than sexual”. 

Later, on being discovered by the sister,
she is deemed to be mad and confined to
a mental asylum while the brother-in-law
goes into hiding. Forgiving her sister for
her supposed transgressive act on the
basis of her being mentally sick, In-hye
continues to look after her. However, it
is only now that she begins to understand
her sister. It is in this hospital that she is
diagnosed with anorexia nervosa and is
fed intravenously. Yeong-hye rejects this
medical diagnosis because her abstinence
from eating is driven by other
motivations….motivations that people do
not desire to understand. It is by not
eating, by consciously denying herself
food that Yeong-hye commits violence
on herself as when the body does not eat,
it begins to eat on its own sinew. As In-
hye notes, Yeong-hye had stopped
menstruating and seemed to be devoid of
any secondary sexual characters. Yeong-
hye by now refuses to feed on anything
and believes that she only needs water
and sunshine in order to survive. 

“I am not an animal anymore, sister. I
don’t need to eat, not now. I can live
without it. All I need is sunlight.” ( Kang
2015: 43)

It is now that her desire to transcend
the consumable corporeal body takes the
turn of becoming one with nature…with
trees. This desire is the posthumanist

 

 
becomes a face that is associated with
images of violence. It is this face
that commits atrocities and kills in order
to thrive. Troubled by this association
and in order to suppress this bestial self,
she inadvertently resorts to completely
giving up on meat. Julia Kristeva in her
seminal essay, “Powers of Horror”
defines abject as the human response in
the face of a threatened breakdown
between the subject and the object or,
between the self and the other. It is this
abjection that Yeong-hye develops with
respect to meat.  
In her symbolic order, she recognizes
how she is being consumed by patriarchy
and in order to not become one with this
Other, she resorts to giving up on the
impulse of consuming food which is
produced through violation. This is her
retaliation to not completely lose her
identity in that atrocious nameless face
(which she identified as herself) and to
break any “human” solidarity with her
perpetrators. It is therefore that she gives
up on any form of violence that is
directed at nurturing her own self.
After Yeong-hye tries to kill herself, she
is hospitalized where she escapes her
room and is found on a hospital bench
with a dead bird clutched between her
hands. The husband describes the
incident as:
My wife was sitting on a bench by the
fountain. She had removed her hospital
gown and placed it on her knees, leaving
her gaunt collarbones, emaciated breasts
and brown nipples completely exposed.
The bandage had been unwound from
her left wrist, and the blood that was
leaking out seemed to be slowly licking
at the sutured area. Sunbeams bathed
her face and naked body.”

This is one of the first instances in the
novel, which hints at Yeong-hye’s
desexualisation of her body, where she
doesn't mind baring her torso in order to
bathe in the sunlight. It is thus that the
very body which had long been a site for
sexual violence now regains autonomy. 

As the text progresses, Yeong-hye
volunteers for her brother-in-law to paint
flowers on her body for a video

 



 

 
posthumanist existence where she is one with
nature and away from violence. A sheltered
space where she does not have to confront the
barbarious nameless face. A dream where “all
the trees of the world are like brothers and
sisters.” (Kang 2015: 83) and there is no space
for violence. 
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By Kritika Nautiyal, 

Ambedkar University, Delhi 

This academic paper won the second prize at Litluminous 2021's Paper Presentation Competition. 



                                      Litluminous’21,
the Annual Literary Fest of Kamala Nehru
College was conducted on 19th                     
February 2021. The fest focused on the
theme of ‘Violence and Literature’. The
day bustled with engaging events and
competitions, and all the programmes saw
active participation; even though the fest
this time was conducted through online
mode due to the ongoing Covid-19
pandemic; there was no lack of
enthusiasm in any sphere whatsoever. All
communication was done using Google
forms, WhatsApp and Instagram handles. 

The Panel Discussion was the first event
of the day. The panelists for the discussion
were Professor Kishalay Bhattacharjee,
School of Journalism and
Communication; Nidhi Kalra, Department
of Humanities and Language, FLAME
University and Subarno Chattarji,
Department of English, University of
Delhi. All the speakers explored the link
between violence and literature and
supported their arguments with
stimulating narratives.

The Paper Presentation event was next,
and the event saw ten participants from all
India present papers pertaining to the
theme of 'Violence and Literature' which
made a deep dive into the
unacknowledged horrors of society and
the manifestation of violence as a tool of
both oppression and rebellion. Topics of
linguistic violence, caste violence, gender
violence, state sanctioned violence, and
digital propaganda as tools of violence
were amongst the many topics of
discussion for the day, leading to a tough
competition. Shruty Yadav from IIMC
and Mehnaz Hussain from Jamia Milia
Islamia were awarded the first prize, and
Kritika Nautiyal from Ambedkar
University the second. 
 

going to look like. The participants
had created extremely amusing
memes on the very eminent topic of
2020: the coronavirus, while some
had taken up different layers of the
pandemic and represented it in a fun
way.  In due course, the judges
awarded the first position to Sneha
Sharma of Daulat Ram college, and
the second position to Bashundhara
Jana of Indraprastha College of
Women. Both the winners
succeeded in incorporating the
theme in their novel ways.

With the Creative Writing event, the
participants have demonstrated that
their words can still be so strong and
have the same influence even if they
are not there in person to say it. The
event was organized virtually and
responses were gathered by
circulating a Google form. The form
of writing was not bound and could
be in any form, whether poems or
prose, whose word limit was 300.
Participants were asked to choose
only one of the four prompts. The
two participants, whose voice was
stronger than any, came out
victorious; Arpita Chowdhury of
LSR obtained the 1st position and
Prachi of SPMC obtained the
second.

This was followed by a highly
successful Slam Poetry event which
saw enthusiastic participants from a
variety of  colleges. The online platform
turned into flames as the participants
performed their pieces with vigour one
after the other. Even though the theme
was one, meanings were sundry. From
the idea of 'Virodth' to the media being
mute at tyranny, the poems left the
audience speechless at the rhetorical
questions of the persistence of war. The
use of allusions and beautiful
metaphors, like coffee cups denoting
the country's soil, left an imprint in the
hearts of the listeners so much that they
cheered for the contestants in the
comment section throughout and
constantly asked for encores. The first
prize was bagged by Utkarsh Tripathi
from PGDAV college, while the second
and third by Alisha from SNU and
Mani Agarwal from Gargi College
shared with Brahmaneet Narula from
Christ University respectively 
Even though the open platform of
physical encounter was sorely missed,
the participants really used the virtual
platform to express their point of view
against the various scandalous violence
suffered in society. The entire fest was
a huge success that left everyone
wanting for more. 

Litluminous also played host to a Meme
Making competition and a Creative
Writing competition. The MemeWars
added the required zing to the chain of
events of LitLuminous’21. It not only
pushed the participants to discover their
new shades of creativity. The memes
left the judges with great laughs and us
in anticipation of what the upcoming
editions of such competitions are 

LitLuminous'21, "Violence and Literature" 



It must all be considered as though spoken by a character
in a novel.” -Roland Barthes

From the 21st to 23rd of October’2020, the English
Literary Society worked in collaboration with White
Noise, the English Department Newsletter to create a
surreal virtual experience of the sixth edition of the
Collective Rubbish: a Conceptual Art Exhibition with the
theme 'Pastiche' as used in the works of Laurence Sterne,
giving the platform a creative stride. 

Sterne’s “Tristam Shandy” is well known for its
propensity to borrow from other texts and their notional
route to form one’s own work of literature. Its vivid
intertextuality invites the reader into a conversational and
dialogical relation with the narrator, making it a proto-
model for this literary technique. Sterne’s characters
reinvent themselves by mythologizing the tales of their
own lives; he employs Lockean psychology in his work
and also plays with the limitations of the linguistic
medium.

The theme of Pastiche offers the possibility to engage with
such ideological apparatus through reinterpretation of
various artistic works by imitating its stylistic and
characteristic elements. Sterne’s Tristam Shandy employs
intertextuality which has birthed the mechanism of
pastiche.

A lot of the students worked on Sterne’s novel itself as the
basis for their pastiche conceptual art project. They
borrowed anecdotes and ideas from the novel and made
use of them over a mesh of various art forms and medium,
and quite literally made a collage which is the
foundational idea of pastiche.

A third-year student, Muntaha Bhat used an Urdu
newspaper as the foundation of her artistic piece, as she
wanted to emphasise on the complexity of a human mind
with the literal complexity of learning and understanding
the Urdu language. Her piece is an effort to show how she
relates to Tristram and his obsession with ideas.

Asmita Adhana’s visual response to Sterne’s novel is
based on how time holds an arbitrary position in this novel
and Sterne freely manipulates it exactly as it suits him.
Her piece experiments with space, the columns represent
order/ structure/ symmetry, but the arrangement, or
chronology is disordered/unstructured. 

Subhalakshi Gautam’s piece paid homage to the marble
page popularised by Sterne, her work focused on the
theme of discord in the marital relationship between Mr.
and Mrs. Shandy. 

An anonymous artistic response was submitted for the
exhibition that tried to renegotiate the representation of
the painting, “Girl with a Pearl Earring” by Johannes
Vermeer to depict how “I am more of me when I do not
exist in front of you because I am just the replication of
the idea that I imprinted upon you.”

Aamna Siddiqui’s art included a sketch of a fetus and
mass of cells to represent the moment regarding the
homunculus. A dialogue box was given to illustrate the
lack of animal spirits which went away and disrupted
Shandy’s shot at a lucky future. She also submitted an
art piece on Carrie Bradshaw from “Sex and the City”
crafted on the philosophy of clichéd feminine innocence
and going for what you want in a man’s world.

A second-year student, Madhulika remade the famous
paintings of Edvard Munch, Van Gogh and Michelangelo
to fit her worldview while Sonali Samal returned to the
cubist art of George Braque, specifically his painting:
“Violin and Palette”.

Sakhi Thirani’s art was based on instances from the
novel that highlight a transgression in the very ability of
the text, being both “digressive” and “progressive” at the
same time, bringing forth the peculiar obsessions the
characters have with their hobby-horses which are
constructed through their distinct “association of ideas”,
showcasing Sterne’s direct engagement with Locke.

Manaam’s art reinterpreted the response to the Tanishq
Jewellers’ advertisement of intermarriage to ebb
islamophobia and bigotry and Amisha Nath’s piece was
based on our lives in the times of corona virus to depict
the interconnected nature of our world and the fragility
of human well- being.

The exhibition came to an end with a discussion on art of
the Indian subcontinent and the contemporary artists
worldwide working on pastiche art, delivered by Mr
Argha Kamal Ganguly, the assistant curator of the
National Gallery of Modern Art. A virtual tour of the
Gallery left the students with a myriad of visually
palpable dreams and more insights on art as a medium of
expression, to depict our world, its cultures and ideas.  

Collective Rubbish: Pastiche
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