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Abstract

Escape and Resistance:
‘Becoming of a woman
in Han Kang's The Vegetarian

Ko, Yoonkyung
Interdisciplinary Program in Gender Studies
The Graduate School

Seoul National University

This thesis analyzes the uncompromising resistance of heroine Young-Hye in
detail which was illustrated in Han Kang’s novel The Vegetarian. Young-Hye’s
resistance is so extreme and complicated that it has not been a subject to deeper
interpretations and inquiries. This thesis presents a reading of the heroine’s resistance
through the employment of the concept of ‘becoming’ invented by Deleuze and
Guattari in order to demonstrate the full implications and destructive repercussions of

the uncompromising resistance.

The first chapter looks into the resistance of Young-Hye, which has begun with a
trauma of becoming murder-machine. I distance myself from the traditional romantic
interpretation of Young-hye’s refusal to eat meat as a feminine expression of
compassion for life or sensitivity to violence. Young-Hye once encounters herself in
a dream who became murder-machine while practicing repeated role as a wife

subordinate to a male breadwinner in the family. She is shocked and horrified by
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that dream and it becomes a deep trauma. But ironically she performs a gruesome
and destructive resistance to her family who has forced her to continue living with

that body as a wife.

The second chapter explores her becoming sex-machine, as a process of acquiring
alternative life by getting out of the fear about herself as murder-machine. Becoming
sex-machine proceeds as Young-Hye is instrumented by ‘him’ who is a video artist
as well as her brother-in-law into a model of pornography. I read the second part,
Mongolian Spot, which has been read as ‘the novel about an artist’ in which ‘he’ is
the main character, in the context of the spirit of the whole trilogy. It is analyzed
that the core of becoming sex-machine is in her fantasy of becoming plant. In
developing the illusion of becoming a plant, Young-hye actively engages in
becoming sex-machine without fear, and deals a fatal blow to her family by carrying

out incestuous relationship with him without hesitation.

The last chapter examines Young-Hye’s becoming suicide-machine, nearing death
with a persistent desire for different mode of being. Unlike the previous
interpretations of her anorexia as a negation of life or a conformity to the course of
death, I shed light on Young-hye’s anorexia as a drive for her desperate desire for
an ideal life and a hunger strike as a desperate protest against the reality of ignoring
her desire and suppressing it. Her resistance, which unfolds through becoming
suicide-machine, agitates her sister In-Hye and draws sisterhood from the rubble of

a broken family.

In The Vegetarian Han Kang portrays the violent operation of patriarchy that
mobilize women and envelopes them in families. Also she portrays a female
protagonist who has fiercely resisted until the last minute and aspires to another life
not remaining as a victim of patriarchy. The Vegetarian illustrates strong resistance
and desire of a woman not converging by feminine alternatives or nature. Here the

body of the heroine, though it has been instrumentalized and deformed in the reality,
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becomes a place in which fierce resistance occurs and desire for alternative life is

vividly expressed.

Keywords: Han Kang, The Vegetarian, Resistance, Becoming, Patriarchy, Machine,
Body

Student Numbers: 2009-20225
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