
The Vegetarian: Part 3 (Flaming Trees) 
 

“Sister… all the trees of the world are like brothers and sisters.”  

– Yeong-hye (Chapter 3, p144) 

Knowledge Check 
 
Can you answer these questions from memory? If not, skim and scan pages 123 – 183 to find the 
answers. Discuss your findings with a classmate or your teacher; record the significance of these 
moments in the novel: 
 

1. What has happened to In-hye’s husband after the events of part 2?  
 
 
 
 
 

• Significance: 
 
 

2. Describe Yeong-hye’s condition in part 3. What is happening to her in the hospital? 
 

 
 
 
 

• Significance: 
 

 
 

3. What do the doctors in part 3 say about Yeong-hye’s ‘madness’? 
 
 
 
 
 

• Significance: 
 
 
 

 



4. What is the role and significance of Ji-woo in this part of the novel? 
 
 
 
 

• Significance: 
 
 

5. How does the novel end? 
 
 
 
 

• Significance: 
 
 

Discussion Point: force-feeding 

”People are always telling me to eat… I don’t like eating; they force me. 

Last time I threw it up…”- Yeong-hye (Chapter 3, p156) 

When Yeong-hye’s family gather together for a meal at In-hye’s apartment. Yeong-hye’s mother tries to 
get Yeong-hye to eat meat, even holding pieces of pork up to her lips. When this fails, her father 
becomes outraged and tells Mr. Cheong and Yeong-ho to hold Yeong-hye’s arms; he then slaps her and 
jams a piece of pork into her mouth. In a separate incident at the hospital, Yeong-hye’s mother tricks 
her into drinking medicine that contains meat juices. Yeong-hye vomits this liquid up. 

Later, when In-hye is still unable to convince Yeong-hye to eat, the doctor tries to insert the tube into 
her nose. Yeong-hye grows upset and tries to resist. In-hye watches as they insert the tube - but when 
they pull out a tranquilizer so that Yeong-hye can’t throw up the food again, In-hye runs into the room 
and bites a caregiver in the ward. She has come to believe, “it’s your body, you can treat it however you 
please.”  

• Talk with a classmate about the issue of force-feeding. Why do Yeong-hye’s family and the 
doctors force her to eat? Are their motives the same? Do you agree that Yeong-hye should be 
made to eat if she chooses not to?  Note your ideas here: 

 
 
 



Important Theme: madness and misunderstanding 

“No one can understand me... the doctors, the nurses… they don’t even 

try to understand… they just force me to take medication and stab me 

with needles” - Yeong-hye (Chapter 3, p156) 

Throughout the novel, characters are constantly attempting to understand what others might be 
thinking and feeling, but they are often unsuccessful. Han Kang reveals that misunderstanding first leads 
to isolation, as both Yeong-hye and her brother-in-law are labelled as crazy and both are ostracized from 
society. But the novel implies that, actually, it is exclusion from society that really causes people to go 
mad, as they construct fantasy worlds through which they can escape their unsatisfying lives. The 
formula of the novel is therefore: misunderstanding leads to isolation, which causes the madness that 
others suspected was already there.  

This formula can be seen in In-hye’s relationship with her husband. Each person is isolated, unable to 
understand the other’s thoughts and motivations. When her husband arrives home late on page 63, he 
examines In-hye’s face “the way one might look at a complete stranger.” In-hye recognises this as well. 
On page 131 she wonders, “Had she ever really understood her husband’s true nature… that seemingly 
impenetrable silence?” The lack of understanding between them is one of the reasons he fantasises 
about Yeong-hye and is ultimately unfaithful to his wife – which leads In-hye to label him mad and call 
the emergency services on him. At this point, he tries to kill himself out of shame, proving how being 
called mad can be a self-fulfilling prophecy!  

Reading Flaming Trees from In-hye’s perspective is an important way to conclude the story. On the 
surface, In-hye is a successful woman who can run her own business while taking care of her young child 
and supporting her husband at the same time. But at the end of the book, we discover that she too feels 
isolated and misunderstood – and how her own sanity is as tenuous as Yeong-hye’s or her husband’s. On 
page 164, for example, she admits that she wanted to “stab herself in the eyes with chopsticks, or pour 
the boiling water from the kettle over her head.”  

Ultimately, The Vegetarian suggests that it is impossible to truly know another person, even a person 
with whom we are supposed to be intimate, such as a husband, wife or sister. Misunderstanding 
somebody can cause us to label that person as insane, a process that ironically drives that person into 
madness.  

• Skim and scan part 3 of the novel. Collect In-hye’s inner thoughts and feelings, her own 
fears and doubts about being misunderstood and isolated – and those moments where 
she feels that she too may be losing her grip on reality and sanity. 


