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Abstract   
This study critically examines Han Kang’s The Vegetarian through the lens of ecofeminism, 

exploring the intersection of bodily autonomy, ecological resistance, and gendered 

violence. While the novel has been extensively analyzed in terms of personal identity, 

societal norms, and individual autonomy, its ecofeminist dimensions remain 

underexplored. Ecofeminism provides a compelling framework for understanding how 

gender, ecology, and power structures are intertwined, particularly in the context of 

women’s bodies and the natural world. This research addresses the gap in the literature 

by focusing on the protagonist Yeong-hye’s rejection of meat consumption and her 

subsequent physical and psychological transformations as an ecofeminist critique of 

patriarchal control over women and nature. Through a close reading of the text, this 

study investigates how Han Kang uses symbolism related to nature, the body, and 

transformation to challenge environmental exploitation and gendered violence. Drawing 

on key ecofeminist theorists like Val Plumwood and Karen Warren, the paper analyzes 

how Yeong-hye’s choices serve as an act of resistance against societal expectations and 

ecological degradation. The research highlights the novel’s ecological subtext and its 

portrayal of women’s bodies in relation to environmentalism. The Vegetarian offers a 

nuanced exploration of ecofeminist concerns, using the protagonist’s struggle to shed 

light on the interconnection between the oppression of women and the natural world. 

This study contributes to the growing body of ecofeminist literary criticism and provides 

new insights into the novel’s ecological themes. 

Keywords: Ecofeminism, Bodily Autonomy, Gendered Violence, Environmentalism, 
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1. Introduction 

Literature has long served as a mirror reflecting the complexities of human 

society and its interactions with the natural world. In recent years, the intersection of 

ecological and feminist concerns has gained significant scholarly attention, giving rise to 

the interdisciplinary framework of ecofeminism. Rooted in the dual oppression of 

women and nature, ecofeminism critiques patriarchal ideologies that exploit both the 

environment and marginalized groups, particularly women. This framework mark the 

interconnectedness between gender and ecological issues, emphasizing that the 

subjugation of women and the degradation of nature are parallel phenomena 

perpetuated by patriarchal systems. 

1.1  Contextualizing Ecofeminism 

Ecofeminism, a theoretical and activist movement emerging in the late 20th 

century, examines the interconnected oppressions of women and nature under 

patriarchal and anthropocentric systems. Scholars such as Karen J. Warren and Val 

Plumwood have highlighted how the domination of women and the exploitation of 

natural resources share ideological roots. Ecofeminism critiques the dualistic worldview 

that separates humans from nature and men from women, promoting hierarchical 

relationships that perpetuate oppression. This perspective advocates for a 

reconceptualization of the human-nature relationship, urging societies to recognize the 

intrinsic value of the environment and the agency of marginalized groups, particularly 

women. In the realm of literature, ecofeminist readings explore how narratives expose 

or critique these systems of oppression. 

1.2 Background on The Vegetarian 

Han Kang’s The Vegetarian (2007), originally written in Korean and later translated 

into English by Deborah Smith in 2015, is a compelling exploration of identity, violence, 

and societal expectations. The novel follows Yeong-hye, a woman in modern South Korea, 

who renounces meat consumption and gradually withdraws from human interactions, 

eventually seeking to transform into a tree. Her defiance of societal norms disrupts the 

lives of those around her and invites scrutiny, coercion, and violence. Yeong-hye’s journey 

serves as a powerful allegory for resistance against patriarchal and anthropocentric 

systems. The novel’s vivid imagery and fragmented narrative structure amplify its 

thematic complexity, making it a fertile ground for ecofeminist analysis. 

1.3  Relevance and Connection to Socio-Ecological Issues 

The Anthropocene epoch, marked by human-induced environmental crises, 

highlights the urgency of reevaluating the human-nature relationship. The Vegetarian 

reflects this need by presenting a protagonist who seeks to dissociate from societal 

norms and align with nature in a deeply personal and transformative manner. Yeong-hye’s 

rejection of meat consumption, a symbol of patriarchal and industrial exploitation of 

animals, resonates with ecofeminist concerns about the commodification of life. The 
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novel critiques societal structures that perpetuate environmental degradation and 

gendered violence, offering a poignant commentary on the need for systemic change. 

1.4 Theoretical Framework context and background 

The ecofeminist framework, as articulated by Karen J. Warren and Val Plumwood, 

serves as the theoretical lens for this study. Warren’s concept of the “logic of domination” 

is particularly relevant, as it examines how hierarchical dualisms underpin systems of 

oppression. Plumwood’s critique of anthropocentrism complements this perspective by 

highlighting how the exploitation of nature mirrors the subjugation of women. These 

theories guide the analysis of The Vegetarian, allowing for a nuanced interpretation of 

how the novel critiques the intertwined oppressions of patriarchy and environmental 

exploitation. 

1.5 Significance of the Study 

The significance of this study lies in its exploration of The Vegetarian by Han Kang 

through an ecofeminist lens, an approach that has not been extensively applied to this 

text. By focusing on the novel's ecofeminist themes, this research contributes to the 

academic discourse on Han Kang’s work and enhances understanding of how literature 

critiques societal and ecological systems of domination. The study aims to expand 

ecofeminist literary criticism, highlight literature's relevance in addressing socio-

ecological issues, and provide insight into contemporary feminist and environmental 

movements. 

The ecofeminist framework, which explores the connections between gender 

oppression, environmental degradation, and socio-cultural structures, has gained 

prominence in recent years. Despite its application to various literary works, The 

Vegetarian remains underexplored in this regard. This study bridges this gap by analyzing 

themes such as bodily autonomy, ecological alienation, and resistance. It positions The 

Vegetarian as an important contemporary text that critiques the intersections of 

patriarchy, environmental exploitation, and gendered violence. 

In the context of rising global issues such as gender inequality and environmental 

degradation, this study is timely. It examines how literature, particularly The Vegetarian, 

can engage with socio-ecological concerns, promoting awareness of urgent issues. Yeong-

hye’s rejection of societal expectations and her transformation symbolize the need to 

reconsider the human-nature relationship. The interdisciplinary approach of this study 

contributes to both literary and environmental studies, highlighting the reciprocal 

connection between the human and non-human world and exposing societal systems of 

oppression. 

1.6 Statement of the Problem 

The problem addressed by this research is the limited exploration of The 

Vegetarian by Han Kang through an ecofeminist lens, despite the novel's profound 

insights into the intersections of gender, ecology, and power structures. While the text 
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has garnered significant attention for its examination of personal identity, societal norms, 

and bodily autonomy, the ecofeminist dimensions of the novel remain largely overlooked. 

Ecofeminism, which highlights the interconnectedness of women's oppression and the 

exploitation of the environment, offers a valuable framework for understanding the 

novel’s thematic concerns. This study seeks to fill this gap by analyzing how themes of 

bodily autonomy, resistance, and environmentalism intersect in the narrative, particularly 

in relation to the protagonist, Yeong-hye’s rejection of meat consumption and her 

subsequent transformations. Through this, the research aims to uncover the ecofeminist 

critique embedded in the novel’s depiction of patriarchal control over both women’s 

bodies and the natural world. The lack of critical attention to the ecofeminist aspects of 

The Vegetarian presents a unique opportunity to delve deeper into the novel’s ecological 

subtext, enriching the understanding of how nature, transformation, and the female body 

are used as symbols to critique gendered violence and the exploitation of the 

environment. 

1.7 Research Objectives 

The research objectives for the present study are: 

1. To analyze the portrayal of bodily autonomy and environmental 

consciousness in The Vegetarian through the lens of ecofeminism, 

investigating how Yeong-hye’s rejection of meat consumption and her 

physical and psychological transformations relate to the themes of 

ecological resistance and the decolonization of both the female body and 

the environment. 

2. To explore the intersection of gender, power structures, and nature in The 

Vegetarian and examine how the novel critiques patriarchal control over 

women’s bodies and natural resources, using ecofeminism as a theoretical 

framework to understand the relationship between human exploitation 

and environmental degradation in the text. 

1.8 Research Questions 

The research questions are: 

1. How does The Vegetarian employ ecofeminist themes of bodily autonomy, 

ecological resistance, and gendered violence to critique patriarchal control 

over both women and nature? 

2. In what ways does Yeong-hye’s rejection of societal expectations through 

her transformation reflect the ecofeminist concept of resistance to the 

exploitation of both the female body and the natural world? 

2. Literature Review 

Literature review explores existing works on The Vegetarian by Han Kang and 

provides a detailed analysis of ecofeminism in contemporary literature. In addition to 

reviewing feminist perspectives on the novel, the review examines the ways in which 
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ecofeminism, as a critical framework, can be applied to the narrative. The section 

discusses the intersections of gender, ecology, bodily autonomy, and the natural world as 

they pertain to Yeong-hye’s transformations, resistance, and symbolic actions in the novel. 

Through this review, key works that have influenced the discourse on ecofeminism and 

show the significant gap in applying this framework to The Vegetarian has been discussed 

by the researcher. 

2.1 Theoretical Background: Ecofeminism 

Ecofeminism, a term coined in the 1970s by feminist scholars like Francoise 

d’Eaubonne, emerged from a confluence of feminist and environmentalist thought. 

Rooted in the belief that the oppression of women and the exploitation of the 

environment are interconnected, ecofeminism asserts that the domination of nature and 

women stems from similar patriarchal power structures. Scholars such as Karen Warren 

(1990) and Val Plumwood (1993) have further developed the ecofeminist framework, 

arguing that women’s marginalization and environmental degradation share a common 

cause in patriarchal systems. Ecofeminism highlights how patriarchal ideologies not only 

oppress women but also exploit nature by treating it as a resource to be controlled and 

consumed. 

According to Warren (1990), ecofeminism seeks to expose the “dualistic thinking” 

that separates the human from the nonhuman, and women from nature. This 

conceptualization aligns with the ecofeminist critique of The Vegetarian, where Yeong-

hye’s rejection of societal norms and her withdrawal from human consumption mirror 

the broader rejection of the commodification of nature. By analyzing Yeong-hye’s physical 

and psychological transformations, this research will explore how Han Kang critiques 

the patriarchal systems that exploit both women’s bodies and the natural environment. 

2.2 Feminist Readings of The Vegetarian 

Much of the works on The Vegetarian has focused on feminist interpretations, 

particularly those exploring themes of bodily autonomy, identity, and the oppressive 

forces exerted on women by societal norms. Critics like Soyoung Lee (2018) and Yujin 

Lee (2020) have highlighted how Yeong-hye’s refusal to eat meat can be viewed as an 

assertion of control over her own body in a society that enforces gender roles and 

expectations. Yeong-hye’s decision to stop consuming meat is portrayed as an act of 

rebellion, challenging not only her family’s expectations but also the broader societal 

pressures placed on women. Feminist scholars have examined the ways in which this act 

of rebellion connects to the broader theme of personal autonomy, where women are 

often subjected to societal norms that limit their control over their bodies and identities. 

Yet, feminist readings have been somewhat limited in their focus on The 

Vegetarian’s intersection with nature and ecological concerns. Scholars have explored 

how Yeong-hye’s rejection of meat consumption is symbolic of rejecting patriarchal 

control, but few have expanded this interpretation to include ecofeminist analysis of the 

environmental implications of her actions. Thus, while feminist perspectives have 
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contributed valuable insights into Yeong-hye’s autonomy, they have largely overlooked 

the ways in which her resistance is tied to environmentalism and ecological sustainability. 

2.3 Bodily Autonomy and Ecological Resistance 

A significant element in ecofeminist discourse is the concept of bodily autonomy, 

especially as it relates to women’s bodies and their control over them. Yeong-hye’s 

rejection of meat consumption is a visible manifestation of this autonomy and resonates 

with ecofeminist concerns about how women’s bodies have been historically linked to 

nature, both as sites of reproduction and as objects for male control. Through this lens, 

Yeong-hye’s resistance can be interpreted not just as an act of personal defiance but as 

an act of ecological resistance. Her rejection of meat, a practice that is intrinsically linked 

to the exploitation of animals and nature, represents an ecofeminist critique of human-

centered domination over the natural world. 

Several studies (e.g., Gaard, 1997; Plumwood, 1993) emphasize how the 

relationship between women and the environment has been shaped by systems of power. 

These systems often reflect patriarchal dominance that both subjugates women and 

destroys the environment for capitalist gain. Yeong-hye’s transformation, which is 

symbolized by her increasing physical withdrawal from human norms, mirrors the 

ecofeminist critique of industrialized agriculture and environmental exploitation. By 

exploring these symbolic layers in The Vegetarian, this study aims to contribute a novel 

interpretation of Yeong-hye’s actions and their connection to broader ecological issues. 

2.4 Exploring Symbolism: Nature, Transformation, and the Female Body 

The novel’s rich symbolism plays a crucial role in highlighting its ecofeminist 

themes. Han Kang uses nature as a key symbol throughout the novel, with Yeong-hye’s 

transformation into a tree being one of the most prominent examples. This symbolic 

transformation reflects Yeong-hye’s desire to escape the confines of a patriarchal society 

that seeks to control both her body and the natural world. Her physical withdrawal from 

human interaction and consumption is mirrored by her metaphorical journey into the 

natural world, suggesting a desire for purity and freedom from human violence. 

Ecofeminist scholars such as Carol Adams (1990) and Greta Gaard (1997) have 

discussed how the symbolic connection between women’s bodies and the environment 

can be used as a critical tool to expose the damaging effects of patriarchal power. The 

novel’s ecological symbolism can thus be seen as a form of critique aimed at both the 

exploitation of women and the degradation of the environment. This study will examine 

how Han Kang uses these symbols to critique the larger social and ecological structures 

that perpetuate violence, both against women and the planet. 

2.5 The Gap in Ecofeminist Literature on The Vegetarian 

While the novel has been extensively analyzed from feminist and psychological 

perspectives, ecofeminist readings remain scarce. This lack of critical attention presents 

a significant gap in the existing scholarship, as the novel’s ecological subtext remains 
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underexplored. Scholars like Alison Kafer (2013) have argued that ecofeminism offers a 

valuable lens through which to examine the connections between environmental and 

gendered issues. By applying ecofeminism to The Vegetarian, this research seeks to 

broaden the scope of existing literature by examining the interconnections between 

women’s bodies, environmental destruction, and patriarchal oppression in Han Kang’s 

work. 

Existing research tends to prioritize feminist or psychological readings, but the 

novel’s engagement with environmentalism and its critique of ecological violence through 

the lens of women’s bodies remains insufficiently addressed. By exploring The Vegetarian 

from an ecofeminist perspective, this study aims to fill this gap and offer a nuanced 

understanding of how Han Kang intertwines ecological and gendered concerns. 

2.6 Bridging the Gap in Ecofeminist Critique 

This literature review has highlighted the need for a more comprehensive 

examination of The Vegetarian through the lens of ecofeminism. By focusing on the 

themes of bodily autonomy, ecological resistance, and the intersection of gendered 

violence, this study seeks to fill a significant gap in the existing scholarship. Ecofeminism 

offers a rich theoretical framework for analyzing the novel’s critique of patriarchal 

systems and environmental destruction. Through this research, the study aims to 

contribute to both ecofeminist theory and the literary analysis of Han Kang’s work, 

offering fresh insights into the novel’s ecological subtext and its critique of power 

structures that oppress both women and nature. 

The research gap for this study, according to the literature review, lies in the 

insufficient exploration of The Vegetarian through an ecofeminist lens. While the novel 

has been widely discussed in the context of feminist and psychological interpretations, 

particularly in terms of bodily autonomy, identity, and resistance to societal norms, there 

has been limited application of ecofeminism as a critical framework. 

Existing studies have primarily focused on feminist readings of The Vegetarian, 

which analyze Yeong-hye’s rejection of meat consumption and her quest for autonomy 

from a gender perspective. However, the intersection of ecofeminism with the text 

remains largely unexplored. Specifically, the ways in which Yeong-hye’s bodily and 

psychological transformations symbolize broader ecological resistance and critique 

patriarchal control over both women’s bodies and the natural world have not been 

adequately examined. 

In particular, the ecological subtext of the novel, such as the symbolic connection 

between nature, bodily autonomy, and environmental destruction, has not been fully 

unpacked through the ecofeminist framework. The lack of critical attention to the novel’s 

engagement with environmentalism, and its portrayal of gendered violence and 

ecological exploitation, presents a significant gap in the current discourse. Thus, this study 

seeks to fill this gap by analyzing The Vegetarian through an eco-feminist perspective, 
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addressing the intersection of bodily autonomy, environmentalism, resistance to societal 

norms, and the exploitation of women and nature. 

2.7 Purpose of the Study 

This research explores The Vegetarian through an ecofeminist lens, examining 

how the novel critiques patriarchal violence, anthropocentrism, and commodification. By 

analyzing Yeong-hye’s transformation and society’s reactions, the study uncovers the 

systemic connections between gendered and ecological oppression. It highlights the role 

of literature in raising critical awareness of socio-ecological issues. 

Han Kang’s The Vegetarian (2007) presents a fertile ground for exploring 

ecofeminist themes. The novel tells the story of Yeong-hye, a woman who rejects meat 

consumption and human-centric existence, evolving into an existential rebellion against 

patriarchal and anthropocentric violence. Her transformation invites an ecofeminist 

reading that critiques societal expectations, the objectification of women, and humanity's 

exploitative relationship with nature. 

The significance of the novel lies in its ability to provoke reflection on socio-

ecological issues, particularly as the Anthropocene exposes the impact of human 

activities on the planet. Yeong-hye’s resistance symbolizes a challenge to both ecological 

exploitation and the subjugation of women. Her rejection of traditional roles, 

consumption practices, and human-centric values critiques constructs of identity, agency, 

and morality. 

This study applies ecofeminist theory, drawing on scholars like Karen J. Warren 

and Val Plumwood, who advocate for an interconnected worldview. Through textual 

analysis, the research uncovers the ecofeminist critiques of patriarchal violence, 

anthropocentrism, and commodification in The Vegetarian. This study fills a gap in the 

literature by contributing to ecofeminist literary criticism and redefining resistance, 

agency, and interconnectedness in the face of socio-ecological crises. 

In conclusion, The Vegetarian challenges readers to reconsider humanity’s 

exploitation of both women and the environment, revealing the links between ecological 

degradation and gender oppression. This study deepens understanding of these themes 

and emphasizes literature’s transformative role in fostering ecological and feminist 

consciousness. 

2.8 Rationale 

The rationale for this study stems from the need to explore The Vegetarian 

through an eco-feminist lens, which has been largely overlooked in existing scholarship. 

While feminist and psychological readings of the novel have been predominant, an 

ecofeminist perspective offers a fresh and necessary interpretation of Han Kang’s work, 

particularly in relation to the symbolism of nature, bodily autonomy, and ecological 

resistance. This study is crucial because it seeks to bridge the gap in current research by 
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examining the intersection between gender, ecology, and power structures in The 

Vegetarian. The novel presents a unique opportunity to explore these themes, as the 

protagonist, Yeong-hye, challenges societal norms and patriarchal control through her 

rejection of meat consumption, bodily transformation, and rejection of conventional 

roles for women. However, the environmental implications of her actions and the 

broader eco-feminist subtext of the novel have yet to be fully explored.  

By applying an eco-feminist framework, this study aims to provide a more 

nuanced understanding of the novel’s engagement with ecological crisis, gendered 

violence, and bodily autonomy. Han Kang’s portrayal of Yeong-hye’s rebellion against 

societal and familial expectations can be interpreted not just as a feminist critique but as 

a critique of the exploitation of nature and the subjugation of women. Given the growing 

importance of ecofeminism in contemporary literary analysis, this research will 

contribute to the expanding body of work that links ecological and feminist concerns, 

providing an in-depth reading of a highly relevant and timely novel. Ultimately, the 

rationale behind this study is to offer a more holistic interpretation of The Vegetarian, 

one that encompasses both gendered and environmental critiques, and to establish the 

novel’s significance in the context of eco-feminist discourse. Through this, the study aims 

to enhance our understanding of how literature can reflect and critique the 

interconnections between ecological and feminist issues. 

3. Research Methodology 

The research methodology for this study is framed within a qualitative approach, 

focusing on a textual analysis of Han Kang's The Vegetarian through an eco-feminist lens. 

This qualitative approach is most appropriate for exploring the complex intersections of 

gender, ecology, and bodily autonomy in the novel, as it allows for in-depth analysis of the 

text and its thematic concerns. The methodology is centered on the key components 

which are discussed below. 

3.1 Theoretical Framework 

The core of this study lies in its application of an eco-feminist framework, which 

emphasizes the interconnectedness of gender, ecology, and power dynamics. 

Ecofeminism offers a dual lens that recognizes the subjugation of women and the 

exploitation of nature as intertwined phenomena, shaped by patriarchal structures of 

control. The theoretical works of Carolyn Merchant (1990), Val Plumwood (1993), and 

Greta Gaard (2011), who have emphasized the relationships between environmentalism 

and gender, guides this analysis. Specifically, ecofeminist concepts such as bodily autonomy, 

ecological resistance, and the intersection of gendered violence with environmental 

degradation are central to examining the text.  

Thus, for the analysis of Han Kang’s The Vegetarian, the core theory being applied 

is eco-feminism. This is a feminist theory that connects the oppression of women with 

the degradation of the environment, viewing both as consequences of patriarchal 
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structures. The theory critiques how women and nature are exploited and dominated 

within patriarchal and capitalist systems.  

The eco-feminist theorists for this study include: 

Carolyn Merchant: Her work on the domination of nature in The Death of 

Nature (1980) focuses on the historical link between the subjugation of women and the 

environmental exploitation caused by patriarchal societies. 

Val Plumwood: In her work Feminism and the Mastery of Nature (1993), 

Plumwood critiques the binary divisions (such as nature/culture, man/woman) which 

often marginalize both women and nature. She stresses the need to dismantle these 

dualities for a more inclusive, harmonious understanding of gender and ecology. 

Greta Gaard: Gaard’s work emphasizes the intersection of environmental and 

feminist concerns, with a focus on gendered violence and environmental degradation. 

She argues that ecofeminism must consider the role of violence against women and the 

earth as interconnected problems. 

Key Concepts from these Theorists Applied to The Vegetarian: 

Patriarchal Control: The novel’s treatment of women's bodies and nature reflects 

the ecofeminist argument that patriarchal structures control and exploit both women 

and the natural world. Yeong-hye’s rejection of meat consumption and the corresponding 

bodily transformation can be read as a feminist and ecological rebellion against such 

control. 

Bodily Autonomy and Resistance: Yeong-hye’s physical and psychological 

resistance to societal norms and patriarchal expectations aligns with ecofeminist views 

on bodily autonomy, where women reclaim control over their bodies and refuse the 

oppressive forces that seek to control them. Her relationship with nature (e.g., rejecting 

meat, embracing vegetarianism) can also be seen as a resistance to ecological degradation 

caused by human exploitation. 

Gendered Violence and Ecological Exploitation: The text explores how gendered 

violence (violence inflicted on women) and ecological exploitation (harm done to 

nature) are often intertwined. Yeong-hye's transformation and societal rejection can be 

seen as a response to this dual violence. 

The study focuses on the following ecofeminist themes: 

Bodily autonomy and transformation: Yeong-hye’s rejection of meat consumption 

and her refusal to conform to the role society has assigned her are pivotal acts of 

resistance against patriarchal control over the female body. This will be analyzed as a 

form of ecological resistance, wherein the rejection of meat symbolizes a connection to 

environmental ethics. 
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Nature and the body: The novel frequently uses the motif of the body as a site of 

resistance and transformation. The female body in The Vegetarian becomes a 

battleground, echoing the exploitation of nature as a passive, controlled entity. The study 

will examine how Han Kang uses this parallel to critique both gendered violence and the 

exploitation of nature. 

Resistance to societal norms: Yeong-hye’s rejection of conventional gender roles, 

her radical transformation, and the drastic steps she takes to resist the norms of her 

society will be viewed through an ecofeminist lens, where bodily autonomy becomes a 

form of ecological protest. 

3.2 Qualitative Textual Analysis 

The primary method of data collection for this study is close reading and textual 

analysis of The Vegetarian. This process involves carefully analyzing the text’s language, 

symbolism, and narrative structure to uncover the deeper meanings related to 

ecofeminism. Key passages are selected to examine the representation of the female 

body, nature, and environmental themes. The text is studied in relation to its portrayal of 

gendered violence and its critique of patriarchal control, focusing specifically on the ways 

in which nature and women’s bodies are presented as disempowered, exploited, and 

controlled. 

The close reading approach allows the researcher to delve into the subtleties of 

the novel’s language and symbolism. The text is analyzed for its metaphors, motifs, and 

themes related to bodily transformation and ecological rebellion, particularly how these 

connect to the broader ecofeminist discourse. 

3.3 Justification for Qualitative Methodology 

A qualitative approach is particularly suitable for this study as it allows for deep 

textual analysis and interpretation of complex themes. Ecofeminism, with its focus on the 

intersection of gender, ecology, and power, requires an interpretative framework to 

understand the nuanced ways in which these issues are represented in literature. 

Qualitative research methods, particularly close reading and textual analysis, are effective 

in uncovering the symbolic meanings embedded in the novel and in analyzing the cultural 

and environmental implications of its themes.  

Moreover, qualitative methods provide the flexibility needed to engage with 

literary works in ways that quantitative methods cannot, making it ideal for exploring the 

layers of meaning in The Vegetarian that relate to ecological and feminist discourses. 

3.4 Data Collection and Selection of Textual Passages 

Key passages from The Vegetarian that focus on Yeong-hye’s bodily 

transformations, her rejection of societal expectations, and her interactions with nature 

are the main focus of analysis. These include: 
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➢ Yeong-hye’s decision to stop eating meat and her family’s response to it. 

➢ Her psychological breakdown and eventual physical transformation. 

➢ The recurring motifs of flowers, trees, and nature, particularly in her 

relationship to the environment. 

➢ The symbolic use of nature in relation to Yeong-hye’s actions and body, 

including her connection to ecological activism. 

These passages are selected based on their relevance to the ecofeminist themes 

outlined earlier, as they offer a profound examination of how Han Kang intertwines the 

individual struggle with societal and ecological resistance. 

3.5 Data Analysis Techniques 

The data analysis for this study focuses on identifying themes, patterns, and 

symbolism within the text that are aligned with ecofeminist theory. The analysis is 

conducted in the following steps: 

Thematic coding: The first step involves coding passages that address themes of 

bodily autonomy, gendered violence, and ecological resistance. The researcher identifies 

key words, phrases, and symbols that reflect these themes. 

Pattern analysis: Once the text has been coded, the researcher analyzed the 

identified patterns to explore how these themes are developed throughout the novel. 

This includes looking at the way Yeong-hye’s body is presented in contrast to the natural 

world, and how her physical transformation reflects the broader ecological and feminist 

concerns. 

Interpretive analysis: Finally, an interpretive analysis is conducted to connect the 

findings with the larger ecofeminist framework. This involves drawing conclusions from 

the analysis about how Han Kang uses symbolism and narrative structure to critique 

both patriarchal structures and environmental degradation. 

3.6 Limitations of the Study 

While the qualitative approach is well-suited for this research, there are a few 

limitations. First, the study is focused solely on the textual analysis of The Vegetarian, 

which means that the broader historical, cultural, and social contexts of ecofeminism may 

not be fully explored. Second, since this research only engages with one novel, the findings 

may not be generalizable to other works of contemporary literature. However, this study 

will contribute to a deeper understanding of the ecofeminist subtext in Han Kang’s work, 

which may serve as a model for applying ecofeminism to other literary texts in the future. 

This research follows ethical guidelines by ensuring that the interpretations of the 

text are grounded in a respectful and thoughtful engagement with Han Kang’s work. 

Since the study involves literary analysis rather than human participants, the ethical 

concerns primarily focus on the accurate representation of the text and the appropriate 



Journal of Quranic and Social Studies 

Volume:4, Issue:1, 2024 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 

64 

use of sources. All references to existing literature and theories are properly cited in 

accordance with APA 7th edition standards.  

4. Data Analysis & Findings 

This section presents an analysis of The Vegetarian by Han Kang through the lens 

of ecofeminism. The themes of bodily autonomy, ecological resistance, and gendered 

violence are central to the novel, and a deeper exploration of these themes reveals how 

Kang uses them to critique both patriarchal control and environmental degradation. The 

examination of these themes, along with specific textual examples, demonstrates the 

ecofeminist undercurrents of the novel, providing insight into the intersectionality 

between gender, ecology, and power structures. 

4.1 Bodily Autonomy and Gendered Violence 

Bodily autonomy is a key theme in The Vegetarian, particularly in the character of 

Yeong-hye, whose rejection of meat consumption marks the beginning of her rebellion 

against societal norms. Ecofeminism highlights the intersection of gender and ecology, 

viewing the oppression of women and the exploitation of nature as linked forms of 

violence. Yeong-hye’s decision to refuse meat is not merely about dietary preferences 

but signifies a desire to reclaim control over her body, which has been shaped and 

controlled by patriarchal standards of femininity and sexualization. Her vegetarianism 

becomes an expression of autonomy and a rejection of the commodification of her body, 

which parallels the environmental exploitation of the earth. 

Yeong-hye’s act of rejecting meat is framed as an extreme yet deliberate form of 

resistance. She begins by choosing to stop eating meat, but as the novel progresses, her 

rebellion extends beyond her diet to a broader rejection of the societal expectations 

imposed upon her body. Her refusal to adhere to the norms of femininity is an assertion 

of bodily autonomy, a defiance of the violence that both women and nature face under 

patriarchal control. This is evident in the passage where Yeong-hye makes the decision to 

stop eating meat: 

“She had made the decision. She would not eat meat 

anymore. That was all.” (Kang, 2007, p. 47) 

In this simple yet resolute statement, Yeong-hye’s decision is framed as an act of 

personal empowerment. Her refusal to participate in the societal ritual of meat 

consumption symbolizes her rejection of the larger systems of patriarchal control that 

dominate her life. The refusal to consume can be seen as a form of protest against the 

consumption of both women and nature in a capitalist society. Her transformation into 

a vegetarian can thus be viewed as an ecofeminist rejection of both gendered and 

ecological violence. 

In The Vegetarian, bodily autonomy and gendered violence are not only explored 

through Yeong-hye’s physical transformation but also through the reactions of those 
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around her. The psychological and emotional turmoil she faces as a result of her decisions 

further highlights the societal pressures exerted upon her body. Her family members’ 

responses to her vegetarianism underscore the patriarchal control over her body. In a 

pivotal moment in the novel, Yeong-hye’s father forcefully demands that she eat meat: 

“What are you doing? Do you think you can live without 

meat?” (Kang, 2007, p. 78) 

This quote reveals the patriarchal control over her body and the societal 

expectation that women, in particular, conform to certain standards of beauty and 

femininity. Yeong-hye’s refusal to obey her father’s command signals her rejection of these 

gendered expectations. The act of refusing to consume meat becomes an ecofeminist 

challenge to the patriarchal norms that dictate not only the consumption of women’s 

bodies but also the natural world. 

4.2 Resistance to Societal Norms and Ecological Awareness 

Yeong-hye’s resistance to societal norms in The Vegetarian is tied to a broader 

ecological awareness. Her vegetarianism, while initially presented as an individual act of 

defiance, can be interpreted as an ecofeminist critique of the destructive relationship 

between humans and nature. Yeong-hye’s rejection of meat consumption and her 

increasing withdrawal from human society point to a growing awareness of ecological 

degradation. Her transformation into a vegetarian is not merely a personal rebellion but 

an expression of a larger ecological consciousness. 

The novel reflects an ecofeminist perspective by drawing parallels between the 

exploitation of women’s bodies and the exploitation of the natural world. Yeong-hye’s 

rejection of meat can be seen as an act of resistance against both the patriarchal control 

over women and the environmental exploitation that underpins much of modern 

consumer culture. As Yeong-hye’s mental and physical state deteriorates, her rebellion 

becomes more pronounced, as seen in her increasingly radical actions: 

“She would sit quietly among the trees, her eyes fixed on the 

wild plants that grew around her, and she would feel as 

though she were becoming part of them.” (Kang, 2007, p. 

197) 

In this passage, Yeong-hye seeks solace in nature, suggesting a desire to reconnect 

with the earth in a way that transcends her human existence. Her immersion in nature 

is an escape from the violence of patriarchal society and environmental destruction. The 

ecofeminist critique here is clear: Yeong-hye’s immersion in nature represents a longing 

for a purer, more harmonious existence that rejects the exploitative systems of 

patriarchy and environmental degradation. Her physical and emotional disintegration is 

not merely a personal crisis but a reflection of her resistance to the violence done to 

both women and nature. 
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Yeong-hye’s connection to nature is also symbolic of ecofeminist thought, as it 

represents a return to a more primal, organic existence in opposition to the 

dehumanizing forces of modern society. Her withdrawal from human civilization can be 

seen as an act of ecological resistance, a rejection of the norms that harm both the 

natural world and women. Her relationship with nature becomes a form of protest 

against the systems that perpetuate the exploitation of both. 

4.3 The Symbolism of Nature and Transformation 

Nature and bodily transformation are key symbols in The Vegetarian, and they 

play a significant role in the novel’s ecofeminist critique. Yeong-hye’s journey is one of 

transformation, both physical and psychological, and nature becomes a central motif in 

this transformation. Her rejection of societal norms and her physical disintegration are 

framed in terms of her relationship with the natural world. As Yeong-hye rejects human 

society, she becomes more attuned to the rhythms of nature, blurring the boundaries 

between human and non-human existence. 

The imagery of nature in The Vegetarian is not limited to Yeong-hye’s personal 

journey but also reflects the broader ecological themes in the novel. Throughout the 

text, nature is used as a symbol of purity, renewal, and resistance. Yeong-hye’s immersion 

in the natural world reflects the ecofeminist idea that the exploitation of women and the 

exploitation of nature are interconnected. This is evident in the recurring motif of plants 

and animals that symbolize Yeong-hye’s growing alienation from human society and her 

increasing identification with the natural world. In one passage, Kang writes: 

“She felt herself becoming more and more like the plants 

around her, quiet, still, lifeless.” (Kang, 2007, p. 215) 

This passage highlights Yeong-hye’s desire to transcend the human world and 

embrace a more natural existence. However, the transformation is not without its 

challenges. Her identification with the plants around her is both a form of resistance and 

a recognition of the violence that has been done to her body. In ecofeminist terms, Yeong-

hye’s transformation is a rejection of the societal structures that exploit both women 

and the environment. Her desire to become one with nature represents a desire for 

ecological and gendered liberation. 

4.4 Gendered Violence and Ecological Destruction 

Finally, the novel’s depiction of gendered violence and ecological destruction 

highlights the interconnectedness of these issues. As Yeong-hye becomes more 

withdrawn from society, her alienation is framed as both a personal and political act of 

resistance. The violence done to her body by her family and society reflects the larger 

violence done to the natural world by human exploitation. Yeong-hye’s transformation 

can thus be seen as a metaphor for the ecological crisis, as it symbolizes the collapse of 

both the individual and the environment under the weight of patriarchal oppression. 
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In one of the most striking moments of the novel, Yeong-hye’s brother-in-law 

describes her radical transformation: 

“She doesn’t eat meat, but it’s not because she wants to 

become a vegetarian. It’s because she wants to stop being 

human.” (Kang, 2007, p. 124) 

This passage reveals the deep connection between Yeong-hye’s rejection of meat 

and her rejection of humanity. Her desire to “stop being human” is an expression of her 

rejection of the violence and exploitation inherent in human society. In ecofeminist terms, 

Yeong-hye’s retreat from humanity represents a rejection of the systems of oppression 

that exploit both women’s bodies and the natural world. Her decision to abandon human 

conventions in favor of a more ecological existence is a radical act of resistance against 

both gendered violence and ecological destruction. 

5. Discussion 

In this section, the findings of the data analysis are situated within broader 

ecofeminist theory, reflecting on how The Vegetarian by Han Kang contributes to the 

understanding of gendered violence, bodily autonomy, and ecological resistance. By 

employing an ecofeminist lens, this study underscores the intersections between the 

oppression of women and the exploitation of nature, with particular attention to the 

protagonist Yeong-hye's rejection of societal norms and her gradual transformation. 

Through these themes, Kang’s narrative critiques both patriarchal control over women’s 

bodies and the ecological degradation wrought by human intervention, thereby 

emphasizing the interconnectedness of social and environmental issues. 

5.1 Bodily Autonomy as a Form of Resistance 

One of the central findings in this study is the way bodily autonomy functions as 

an act of resistance in The Vegetarian. Yeong-hye’s refusal to eat meat becomes symbolic 

of a rejection of patriarchal control over her body, illustrating the broader ecofeminist 

idea that women’s bodies are often subject to societal and ecological exploitation. The 

act of rejecting meat consumption is not merely a personal choice for Yeong-hye but a 

political statement that challenges the patriarchal structures dictating her behavior. The 

violence done to her body, both within the family and society at large, serves as an 

extension of the environmental violence that underpins capitalist society, where both 

women and nature are commodified. 

Yeong-hye’s withdrawal from the roles traditionally expected of her, wife, daughter, 

and woman, is an assertion of bodily autonomy that challenges the societal pressures 

dictating women’s behavior. This is evident in the novel when her father reacts violently 

to her refusal to eat meat, insisting that her choice is unnatural and threatening her 

physical well-being. This response exemplifies how society often punishes women who 

deviate from prescribed gender norms. In an ecofeminist context, Yeong-hye’s rebellion 
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against meat consumption and her rejection of human society reflect an ecological 

resistance to the oppressive systems that exploit both women and nature. 

By making her refusal to conform central to the narrative, Kang critiques the ways 

in which societal norms govern not just women’s roles but also the larger ecological 

systems. The thematic connection between bodily autonomy and environmentalism 

suggests that both women and nature are subjected to the same forms of control and 

exploitation. In this way, Yeong-hye’s vegetarianism is not simply an individual act of 

rebellion but also a broader statement on ecological ethics and social justice. 

 

 

5.2 Ecological Awareness and Yeong-hye’s Rejection of Human Society 

Yeong-hye’s increasing disconnection from human society and her immersion in 

nature symbolize her growing ecological awareness. Her rejection of societal norms is 

coupled with a deepening identification with the natural world, which is not just an 

escape but a form of resistance. In ecofeminist terms, this retreat represents a rejection 

of the patriarchal values that define both human and environmental exploitation. The 

more Yeong-hye withdraws from human interactions, the more she seeks solace in 

nature, a space that represents freedom from societal constraints. As she connects with 

the earth, her rejection of human society becomes symbolic of a larger resistance to 

ecological degradation and environmental violence. 

Yeong-hye’s identification with nature parallels the ecofeminist understanding of 

women’s connection to the environment, often portrayed as nurturers of the earth in 

traditional cultures. However, Kang complicates this ideal by showing how Yeong-hye’s 

relationship with nature is not simply one of harmony, but of resistance against both 

environmental exploitation and gendered violence. The passage where Yeong-hye feels 

she is becoming one with the plants around her exemplifies her desire to transcend 

human violence and connect with a purer form of existence: 

“She would sit quietly among the trees, her eyes fixed on the 

wild plants that grew around her, and she would feel as 

though she were becoming part of them.” (Kang, 2007, p. 

197) 

In this scene, Yeong-hye’s immersion in nature suggests that she is attempting to 

free herself from the ecological and societal violence that threatens both women and 

the earth. By aligning herself with the natural world, she seeks to escape the damage 

done by human exploitation. Her immersion in nature is not just an act of self-

preservation but also a critique of the human-centered, exploitative mindset that 

contributes to environmental destruction. Her withdrawal signifies the failure of the 
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patriarchal social system, which not only harms women but also undermines the natural 

world. 

The increasing association between Yeong-hye’s physical and emotional decay and 

her growing identification with nature highlights the ecofeminist critique of ecological 

and gendered violence. Her transformation becomes a metaphor for the environmental 

crises and the toxic relationships that humans, especially women, have with the natural 

world. 

5.3 Symbolism of Nature and Transformation: A Deeper Ecological Reading 

The symbolism of nature and bodily transformation plays a pivotal role in The 

Vegetarian, with nature serving as both a refuge and a critique of societal violence. Yeong-

hye’s transformation, both psychological and physical, is framed in terms of her 

relationship to nature, emphasizing her rejection of the human world and her desire to 

escape the violence inflicted upon her body and the earth. This theme resonates with 

ecofeminism’s critique of how patriarchal societies destroy both women and the 

environment for profit and control. 

As Yeong-hye’s body undergoes radical changes, her increasing immersion in 

nature becomes a symbol of her desire to reconnect with a non-exploitative, organic 

existence. In ecofeminist thought, women are often depicted as being closer to nature, 

and their bodies are associated with the earth’s fertility and nurturing qualities. However, 

Yeong-hye’s transformation challenges these traditional associations. Her rejection of the 

human world and her desire to become part of nature reflect a deeper yearning to 

escape the violence and exploitation inherent in both human patriarchy and ecological 

destruction. 

The passage where Yeong-hye’s transformation into a plant-like being is described 

underscores the connection between bodily autonomy, ecological awareness, and the 

desire to reject societal and environmental violence: 

“She felt herself becoming more and more like the plants 

around her, quiet, still, lifeless.” (Kang, 2007, p. 215) 

This imagery connects Yeong-hye’s physical transformation with the natural world, 

yet it also underscores the dehumanizing nature of her rebellion. Her desire to become 

like the plants around her reflects a longing for a simpler, less violent existence, but the 

transformation also highlights the cost of rejecting the human world. Her retreat from 

society can be seen as an attempt to escape the exploitation of both her body and the 

earth. This image of Yeong-hye’s bodily transformation reinforces the ecofeminist critique 

of human environmental destruction and gendered violence, suggesting that the path to 

ecological and gendered liberation is fraught with personal and societal challenges. 
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5.4 Gendered Violence and Ecological Destruction: Interconnected Systems 

of Oppression 

Finally, the novel explores how gendered violence and ecological destruction are 

interconnected, offering a critique of the systems that perpetuate both forms of 

exploitation. Yeong-hye’s rejection of meat consumption, and her ultimate withdrawal 

from human society, underscores the ways in which patriarchal violence extends beyond 

individual relationships to affect broader environmental issues. The destruction of Yeong-

hye’s body becomes a metaphor for the broader ecological crisis, where both women 

and nature are subject to exploitation and harm. 

In ecofeminist terms, Yeong-hye’s rejection of society’s norms and her growing 

identification with nature represent a critique of the forces that seek to commodify both 

the female body and the natural world. Her father’s violent reaction to her vegetarianism, 

along with her family’s insistence that she conform, symbolizes the patriarchal forces that 

resist her autonomy. At the same time, her retreat from human society and her 

immersion in nature reflect the ecofeminist desire for a return to a more harmonious 

existence, free from exploitation. 

As Yeong-hye becomes more disconnected from humanity, she symbolically 

distances herself from the environmental destruction caused by human exploitation. Her 

decision to abandon the human world represents an attempt to escape the toxic 

relationship between humanity and nature, illustrating the deep links between gendered 

violence and ecological destruction. 

In conclusion, The Vegetarian offers a compelling narrative of resistance and 

transformation that resonates with ecofeminist thought. By examining the ways in which 

Yeong-hye’s rebellion intersects with themes of bodily autonomy, ecological resistance, 

and gendered violence, this study demonstrates how the novel critiques the systems of 

oppression that affect both women and nature. Through Yeong-hye’s journey, Kang offers 

a profound meditation on the interconnectedness of ecological and gendered violence, 

challenging readers to reconsider the ways in which we view both the environment and 

women’s bodies in contemporary society. 

6. Conclusion 

In conclusion, this study has examined the ecofeminist themes in The Vegetarian 

by Han Kang, focusing on bodily autonomy, ecological resistance, and gendered violence. 

By applying an ecofeminist framework, the research revealed how the novel critiques 

patriarchal control over both women and nature, emphasizing the interconnectedness 

of gender and environmental oppression. Through Yeong-hye’s journey of transformation 

and resistance, the novel challenges societal norms that seek to dominate the female 

body and the environment, offering a compelling critique of ecological ethics and social 

justice. 
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This study’s key contribution is its focus on the ecofeminist aspects of The 

Vegetarian, which have been less explored in previous scholarship. While feminist 

interpretations have dominated, the ecofeminist lens exposes deeper connections 

between bodily autonomy, ecological awareness, and environmental degradation. Yeong-

hye’s rejection of societal roles and meat consumption critiques both patriarchal violence 

and ecological harm, symbolizing the commodification of women and nature. By analyzing 

her transformation into a plant-like being, the study underscores the novel’s exploration 

of the intersection of gender, ecology, and power. 

The findings also expand the ecofeminist discourse, showing how literature 

critiques the intertwined nature of gendered violence and environmental exploitation. 

The Vegetarian invites readers to reconsider boundaries between the human and non-

human worlds, offering a holistic view of resistance and autonomy. Yeong-hye’s 

transformation highlights the ecofeminist call to understand gendered violence and 

ecological harm as parts of larger systems of oppression, reinforcing the need for social 

and environmental justice. 

6.1 Implications for Further Research 

While this study provides an ecofeminist analysis of The Vegetarian, it also opens 

up avenues for further research in the broader field of ecofeminist literary criticism. 

Future studies could explore the intersections of ecofeminism with other critical 

frameworks, such as postcolonialism or queer theory, to further investigate how diverse 

identities navigate the complex relationships between gender, ecology, and power. 

Additionally, further research could examine how other contemporary authors 

incorporate ecofeminist themes into their works, contributing to a more expansive 

understanding of ecofeminism in literature. 

Moreover, the exploration of ecofeminism in non-Western texts, such as Han 

Kang’s The Vegetarian, offers a unique opportunity to expand the scope of ecofeminist 

theory beyond its predominantly Western context. By considering how different cultural 

contexts shape the representation of ecological and gendered violence, future research 

could further refine and diversify ecofeminist perspectives, providing a more global 

understanding of the intersection between gender, ecology, and power. 
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