
Han	Kang:	The	Vegetarian	(Part	2.1,	pages	55	to	89)	

“It	was	almost	the	first	time	since	his	marriage,	and	definitely	the	first	time	since	he’d	said	goodbye	
to	his	mid-thirties,	that	he’d	felt	such	an	intense	desire.”	

 
A man leaves a performance of a sexually explicit dance show, although he is disappointed by what he 
saw. This is not the first time he’s felt like this: for some time he’s been ‘searching for something’. This 
man is Yeong-hye’s brother-in-law. Married to In-hye, tonight he rides the train past the house he shares 
with his wife and young son. He has no intention of getting off. 
 
It becomes apparent that Yeong-hye’s brother in law has developed an obsession for her, one he struggles 
to control. Since her time in hospital, Yeong-hye has been divorced by Mr. Cheong and ostracised by most 
of her family. She lives in a small apartment by herself, and her brother-in-law uses In-hye’s worry as an 
excuse to ask her to meet him. He wants her to model for him in a new piece of video art that he is 
imagining.  
 

Knowledge	Check	
 

How well do you know these chapters? 

1. What is Yeong-hye’s brother in law’s name? 
(a) Min-sang 
(b) Ji-woo. 
(c) Yeong-ho. 
(d) His name is not revealed. 

2. What is Yeong-hye’s brother in law’s job? 
(a) Video artist. 
(b) Dancer. 
(c) Interior designer. 
(d) Theatre director. 

3. How much time has passed since Yeong-hye 
was in hospital? 
(a) A few days. 
(b) Three months. 
(c) One year. 
(d) Two years. 

4. How old is Yeong-hye’s brother in law’s son? 
(a) Two. 
(b) Five. 
(c) Ten. 
(d) Sixteen. 

5. What stimulates Yeong-hye’s brother in law’s 
sexual desire for her? 
(a) Her eyes. 
(b) Her figure. 
(c) Her Mongolian mark. 
(d) All of the above. 

                                                                             
6. What is the name of Yeong-hye’s brother in 
law’s friend, who shares his office? 
(a) J. 
(b) K. 
(c) Q. 
(d) Z. 

7. What fruit he take Yeong-hye when he pays 
her a visit? 
(a) Oranges. 
(b) Bananas. 
(c) Apples. 
(d) Cherries. 

8. What does he ask Yeong-hye to do for him? 
(a) Talk to In-hye. 
(b) Be a model in a video shoot. 
(c) Start to eat meat again. 
(d) Look after Ji-woo. 

9. Who’s studio does Yeong-hye’s brother in law 
borrow for the video shoot? 
(a) A. 
(b) D. 
(c) M. 
(d) V. 

10. What does Yeong-hye’s brother in law paint 
on her body? 
(a) Bees. 
(b) Butterflies. 
(c) Flowers. 
(d) Animals. 

	
 
 
 



Understanding	and	Interpretation	
 

1. What is In-hye’s husband (Yeong-hye’s brother in law) doing at the start of this chapter? What is he 
‘looking for’? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. What is a Mongolian mark? What is its symbolic significance in the novel? 

 

 

 

 

 

3. Ellipsis is a device by which time skips between chapters or stages of a novel. Part two picks up the 
story almost two years after the events of part one. What has happened to Yeong-hye in this time? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4. Describe In-hye’s husband’s relationship with his wife and son:  

 

 

 

 

 

5. How does Yeong-hye react at the end of the first video session? 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 



 

Important Character: In-hye’s husband / Yeong-hye’s brother-in-law 
 

‘Passers-by flicked uneasy glances towards this man who looked possessed.’  
 

Yeong-hye’s brother in-law (married to her sister In-hye) provides the narrative viewpoint for the 
second part of the novel. He is a video-artist while – by contrast with Yeong-hye and Mr Cheong – his 
wife is both the caretaker of the family and the primary breadwinner. This small detail is remarked 
upon by Mr Cheong, who seems to have little respect for his brother-in-law’s choices and judge him 
harshly. In this way, Han Kang continues a pattern of showing that any person exhibiting 
unconventional behaviour automatically gains a kind of negative connotation in society. 
 
This disregard for social convention becomes more pronounced as the story continues; and the 
consequences become more and more severe. The brother-in-law yearns to break social convention 
through his art and, later, in his relationship with Yeong-hye. Firstly, he becomes obsessed with a 
birthmark that Yeong-hye has and becomes intent on painting her in flowers and filming her naked. 
As his obsession grows he chooses to paint himself and record the two of them having sex. The 
crossing of this relationship boundary is met with both judgment and eventual exclusion from society. 
In the end, the novel shows that anyone caught breaking social conventions will ultimately be 
punished and ostracized from society. 
 
Activity 
 
Create a venn diagram of In-hye’s husband, Yeong-hye and In-hye. In what ways are they 
similar and different?  

 
 

	
 
 
 



 

Discussion Point: Learner Profile - communicators 
 

Seeing how utterly baffled he was, she laughed quietly... “Didn’t I say you wouldn’t 
understand?” 

 
After the first video-shoot is finished, Yeong-hye and In-hye’s husband go to a vegetarian restaurant, 
where he asks her why she chose to become vegetarian. She tells him he wouldn’t understand, but 
when pressed she reveals it was because of her dreams. When he is confused, she laughs sadly as he 
cannot understand why she would change her life so drastically because of a dream.  
 
The IB Student Learner Profile stresses the importance of being a communicator. The skill of 
communication is defined as an act of collaboration; in other words, it involves both speaking and 
‘listening carefully to the perspectives of other individuals and groups’. Does this moment of seeming 
happiness in Yeong-hye’s story demonstrate a true connection between them? Sadly, it doesn’t seem 
to be the case. This is certainly not the only occasion in the novel where characters attempt to 
communicate but fall short of making a connection. Could it be argued that other characters fail to 
live up to the IB standard for communicators? Record a short list of moments like this: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Important Symbolism: Plants, Flowers and Trees 
 

‘…in the hospital she kept trying to take her clothes off and expose herself to sunlight.’ 

In contrast to meat which represents violence, plants symbolize Yeong-hye’s desire to lead a 
gentler life. Her action of throwing out all the meat in the house represents her trying to regain her 
innocence. She is disgusted with her past self, who was complicit in what she now sees as the murder 
of animals, as conveyed in her reaction on page 42 to having to eat the meat of the dog killed by her 
father: “But I don’t care. I really didn’t care.” 

This desire leads her to agree to model for her brother-in-law; being painted in flowers attracts her, as 
she wants to experience the gentleness and passivity that flowers symbolize. Ironically, though, her 
brother-in-law sees the flowers as a sexual symbol, and her passivity as an invitation or as her 
consenting to sex. He violates her innocence, even when she cries and asks him to stop.  

Activity 
 

Believing that this is the only way to escape the violent impulses that humans inevitably feel, over the 

course of the novel, Yeong-hye tries to ‘shed’ her human nature and live more like a plant. Draw a 

timeline (or other visual representation) of her transformation. Include moments from all three parts 

of the novel which both foreshadow and present Yeong-hye’s attempts to transform into a plant. 


