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<Abstract>

A Study on How to Think about Literature
Ecologically
- The Network of Words and Dreams in “The Vegetarian”

Kim, Myong—hoon

At a time when global catastrophe due to the ecological crisis is
predicted, culture and literature, a type of culture, have also become
unable to claim their own territory without considering materiality.
Accordingly, in this paper, we considered ways to think about
literature ecologically through the process of reading Han Kang's
short story “The Vegetarian”. As the author himself confessed, “The
Vegetarian” is a work that can be easily misunderstood. Readers
complained that they could not understand why ‘Young-hye, the
main character of the work, became a vegetarian and why she made
people around her uncomfortable under the pretext of protecting her
beliefs. This paper reads “The Vegetarian” using the analytical tools
of structuralist semiotics, which serve as the source of such binary
judgments, under the assumption that readers’ and researchers
conflicting impressions, interpretations, and complaints about “The
Vegetarian” originate from the binary judgments about the characters.

In this process, it was confirmed that “The Vegetarian” completely
betrays the binary oppositional meaning production system and
narrative program used in structuralist semiotics. The conflict

between the main characters that appears on the surface of the
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narrative could not be the final instance of narrative analysis and
Interpretation because it had little to do with changes in the subject’s
mode. Instead, it was found that non-human actors caused a change
in the mode of the subject, that is, a transition from meat-eating to
non-meat-eating. ‘Young-hye’, networked with non-human actors,
reveals her unique status as a reviewer by being separated from the
humanized world.

Since  Young-hye's status as a patient who responds to
non-human/material things is the main cause of misreading of “The
Vegetarian”, this paper reexamines the reading process of “The
Vegetarian” focusing on non-human/material things. Through this, I
once again drew attention to the fact that most of Young-hye's
speech paragraphs consist of dreams or intermittent images, and that
these paragraphs are especially written in italics. Young-hye's
utterance, written in italics, conveys the meaning of the imprisoned
mental reaction of the patient connected to a non—-human actors. At
the same time, the contrast between the visual materiality of regular
font and italics destroys readers’ faith and sense of stability in the
binary oppositional order. In short, “The Vegetarian” can be said to
be a powerful affective dispositif that shakes our generalized narrative

reading patterns and literary experiences from their foundations.

Key Words: Han Kang, The Vegetarian, ecologism, narrative
semiotics, Actor-network Theory, patient, typography,
italics
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