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Depiction of Passive Resistance to Patriarchal Oppression

The vegetarian by Hang Kan is one of the most profound works of art that explores the effects of modern life on men and women and how these two genders react to these changes. Kan excels in showing how relatives perceive others because of the ways of life that a person chooses to conduct. The book depicts South Koreans as passionate carnivores, that is, they have developed a culture, whereby, being a vegetarian is considered a foreign thing. Different themes, including feminism, patriarchy, resistance, human violence, and the need for power. These themes, not only show how the South Korean culture is structured, but also show how local and foreign people have adopted the culture. In his introduction, Kan defines her wife as a vegetarian, and thinks that her personality, because of her position in the community, should not change at any moment. "Before my wife turned vegetarian, I always thought of her as completely unremarkable in every way". Because of the social structures that have been relied on over the centuries, women in the South Korean society have been dominated by men, prompting the former to follow a new way of life, which is not only challenging, but also consequential to adopt. 

Yeong-Hye is a South Korean women who experiences tormenting dreams about animal slaughter. These nightmares play an important role in defining her later life and her relationship with her family. Regardless of the problems she is facing during her sleep, her husband and other members of the family view it as a bad gesture, because it violates a culture that has existed for centuries. Yeong-Hye's sister, In-hye is the only family member who supports her decision to become a vegetarian. Yeong-Hye's problems are persistent, which leads to her admission in the hospital. Besides dealing with her deteriorating health, she is also left with the responsibility of caring for her son and sister. In this context, Yeong-hye is able to show her resistance to a patriarchal society and also to her health challenges, which are linked to poor eating habits. While in the hospital, In-hye visits her despite her declining health, which is associated with her inability to eat and the behaviors adopted by healthcare professionals. Her admittance at Mount Ch'Ukseong, Yeong-hye's health deteriorates rapidly, prompting her to behave like a plant. In this context, she is depicted as a person whose ability to think and make rational decisions has been affected by this society's cultural values. Yeong-hye's transformation into a plant affects her sister, causing her health to deteriorate because of depression. Becoming a vegetarian is viewed as a feminine choice, as revolt against patriarchy and conformity. Changing her eating habits and lifestyle in general is used to show the position of women and the role they have played to better it. This new lifestyles are prompted by lack of freedom of expression and making personal choices, which have been designed to favor men. 

Yeong-hye escapes from the hospital because of the poor health care provision in the mental health care institution. After her escape, the author places her in a forest, where she is soaked in rain water, similar to other trees. Here, Kan succeeds in showing how women have become resistant in a male dominated society. Because of her decisions to become a vegetarian, she is able to escape her husband's dominance over her in the context of dietary habits. While in the mental hospital, Yeong-hye wanders outside into the rain, while naked, with the hope that she will be able to photosynthesize better. In this context, getting undressed and assuming herself as a plant can be symbolized as a way of abandoning the South Korean way of life, where eating meat is considered as a lifestyle. Changing to a plant can be viewed as a way of gaining her freedom of expression, that is, the western way of life. Another incidence where she is turned to a plant is when her husband paints her body with flowers for a film. Painting her flowers all over her body can be seen as a transformation, from her old self to a new person. This new personality portrays her desire for freedom and escape from a society where men are viewed as the main decision makers. 

Turning into a plant negatively affects her sister's health and personality. Turning into a plant causes In-hye to become depressed and develops a character of trying to force her sister to eat. Besides, turning to a plant can be used to show her final decision to become free from the grasp of her husband, and most importantly, from a depressing culture. Becoming a plant is a sign of her defiance, which her sister, In-hye, joins in. At one moment, In-hye sees doctors force feeding her and trying to sedate her, which prompts her to bite one of the health care providers. In this case, she is forced to become aggressive, which she believes is the only way to save her ailing sister. After this incidence, they are forced to relocate to a different hospital, where they can get medical care. On the way, In-hye is depicted staring at the trees as they pass along. In this case, she is forced to enter into her own thoughts, which, despite being depressing, are used as a way to prompt freedom. 

This novel excellently shows how sisterhood is powerful and its role in gaining freedom and good health in a society where they are oppressed. In-hye is presented as a caring sister, who gives up her own well being, to care for her sister and her child. Kan describes her as an ambitious woman, whose health is not a priority. Instead, that of her sister is considered essential. Despite her deteriorating health, In-hye continues to visit her in the hospital, where she tries her sister feed. Caring for Yeong-hye causes In-hye to become self-conscious. Unlike her family, who have given up on Yeong-hye, she focuses on helping her achieve good health. At one moment, she attacks a nurse after witnessing her force feeding her sister. In this context, In-hye's conscious has been affected because she does not think of the consequences of her actions. Rather, she is concerned about the wellbeing of Yeong-hye at all costs. Her actions cause them to be transferred to another health care facility, where she believes her sister will achieve better care and regain her self again. As the only member of her family who cares for Yeong-hye, In-hye is able to discover that she is like a woman who has never had the chance to live freely, despite her financial success and motherhood. She becomes aware of her roles as a woman, not only in caring for her son's wellness, but also for her sister and women in general. Because of the social constructions placed on women, which inhibit their ability to express themselves, In-hye is portrayed as a sigh of hope for women, helping them escape the crafted social constructs, which are deeply entrenched in the South Korean culture.In-hye's love for her sister is also shown where she fails to follow the established social norms, and adopt her own, with the aim of saving her sister. 

In conclusion, Kan excels in showing how women in South Korea have been oppressed, in the context of their dietary habits, forcing them to avoid becoming vegetarian. Being forced to avoid becoming a vegetarian is linked to the fact that men believe that it's being westernized. Through In-hye, Kan is able to show a sister's love and dedication to protect the health at all costs. Changing to a plant is seen as a turning point for South Korean women, to shift from an oppressive society, to one where their freedom of choice is a priority. 


