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As a final project for East Asian Languages and Literatures 360, “Literary Traditions
of East Asia,” I've attempted to rewrite a small section of the novel The Vegetarian,
written by Han Kang, the winner of the 2016 Man Booker International Prize. My
rewriting “In Each and Every Dream” is my reflection on one of the questions raised
by Han throughout the story, that is, the “(im)possibility of innocence.”

onsisting of three different parts, Han Kang’s novel The

Vegetarian is a story about the female protagonist Yeo-
ng-hye who suddenly decides to become vegan.’ While this sto-
ry deals with various social and human issues in contemporary
Korea, Han'’s effort to depict women’s issues in patriarchal Ko-
rean society unquestionably stands out. With that being said,
what makes The Vegetarian more interesting is her play on per-
spectives. While it is the story of Yeong-hye and her life’s deci-
sions, none of the novel’s three sections, “The Vegetarian,”
“Mongolian Mark,” and “Flaming Trees,” is allotted to
Yeong-hye’s voice except for her rather confusing fragmented
dreams scattered throughout the first part “The Vegetarian.”
By choosing to quiet Yeong-hye’s voice, Han mirrors the patri-
archal Korean society and has the readers feel what Yeong-hye
would feel living in it.

I Han, Kang, and Deborah Smith. The Vegetarian: A Novel. First
United States paperback edition., Hogarth, 2016.

The passage I chose to rewrite is arguably the most in-
tense scene throughout the novel, where Yeong-hye’s father
tries to force-feed some meat to her at her sister In-hye’s
housewarming party (Han 40—406). The original passage is
in the first-person narrative, from Yeong-hye’s husband’s
point of view. Because Mr. Cheong, Yeong-hye’s husband, is
a villain-protagonist, the focal point of this violent scene is
his interest in how Yeong-hye’s family members break his
wife’s stubborn veganism. Naturally, Mr. Cheong’s downright
skewed narrative frames the event as the simplest possible
confrontation between the perpetrator and the victim, effec-
tively igniting readers’ immediate empathy for the victim
Yeong-hye.

What inspired me to rewrite the scene is Han’s ambivalent
response to the interview question about The Vegetarian that I
encountered in one of her interview articles. In her interview
with Literary Hub, she said the novel has many layers, and one
of them is about “the possibility/impossibility of innocence in
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this world” (Han).? This comment makes me want to revisit
the story, and, before long, questions arose: Is Young-hye just
a victim, not a perpetrator? Is Yeong-hye’s father just a per-
petrator and not a victim? How about other family members?
Are all of them innocent? What I've attempted in my rewriting
is to get out of the simple dichotomous frame altogether and
give a voice to the most innocent and neglected. Therefore,
I've decided to rewrite the story in the limited third-person per-
spective, confining the point of view to the character Ji-woo,
In-hye’s 4-year-old son.

From the gaze of Ji-woo, who was there at the party, com-
pletely muted throughout the panoramic violent scene until he
finally “[bursts] into noisy sobbing” (Han 46), no one is exempt
from being a perpetrator; that is, anyone can also become a
victim. In my rewriting, an evil Vietnam veteran (Yeong-hye’s
father) shown in the original text becomes a complicated char-
acter whose violence is a sort of PTSD. Married into a fam-
ily broken as such, Mr. Cheong, Yeong-hye’s husband who
works twelve hours a day, has neither the time nor energy to
immerse himself in his wife’s web-like tragedy. Therefore, his
detached attitude toward the scene is almost pitiful, as if he is
stuck watching a terrible Korean drama only because his iner-
tia keeps him from reaching the remote to change the channel.

My rewriting “In Each and Every Dream” is my attempt
to shed light on Han’s question about the blurry distinction
between the perpetrator and the victim. The title of my writing
symbolizes the intertwined dreams in characters’ minds that
affect each other’s lives, which, I believe, is one of the themes
in Han's The Vegetarian.

Although my way of rewriting is effective in exploring the
social issues from multiple viewpoints, I've realized that writ-
ing in Ji-woo’s point of view loses a great deal of women’s strug-
gle in a patriarchal society, which is one of the major themes
of The Vegetarian. Since women only exist as mothers/aunts/
protectors to Ji-woo’s limited perception, it is ineffective, if not
impossible, for Han to discuss the strains that contemporary
women face from a 4-year-old child’s perspective. By writing in
the first-person villain protagonists point of view, Han success-
fully mirrors androcentric Korean society that is too closed to
hear any other voice or narrative.

Ji-woo stood nervously in the entrance. The motion sensor
light went off a while ago. He heard Dad’s sporadic bursts of
laughter coming from the balcony. Grandfather talked to Un-
cle Cheong and Uncle Yeong-ho about his favorite story of his
special corns that he buried a long time ago. Ji-woo wanted to
recall the corn’s exact name, but he couldn’t focus on that right

2 Han, Kang. “Han Kang on Violence, Beauty, and the (Im)Pos-
sibility of Innocence.” Interview by Bethann Patrick, Literary Hub,
12 Feb. 2016, lithub.com/han-kang-on-violence-beauty-and-the
-impossibility-of-innocence/.
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now. He had an urgent mission to accomplish. It was Sunday.
And he had to hide Dad’s shoes so that they can’t take Dad to
work. He took a quick look in the direction of the living room
to make sure no one was looking for him and slowly reached
for the familiar-looking brown shoes. The motion sensor light
abruptly turned back on.

“Viet corns!” he almost shouted out loud but immediate-
ly suppressed his delight. The name of the corns his grandfa-
ther likes to talk. Grandfather often mispronounced it as “Viet
Cong,” because of his missing front teeth, but Ji-woo knew bet-
ter. Grandfather said he shot seven of them before he buried
them. Ji-woo still didn’t quite get why he had to shoot the corns
before burying them. All he could picture was the scene with
a scoop of corns being popped at the corner shop on a street
market near his grandfather’s house that he visited once. With
one big Boom! millions of popped corns poured out of the pop-
ping machine. Several of them popped really high and landed
everywhere like snow.

“Ji-woo! Let’s have lunch now.”

He heard his mom In-hye calling him. Hurriedly, he bur-
ied Dad’s shoes under a pile of other random shoes and put
Grandfather’s stinking shoes on top to make sure Dad’s were
completely invisible. Satisfied, he turned around and ran to-
ward the tables spread out in the living room.

Ji-woo took a seat next to his dad at the table, from which
he could easily reach his favorite sweet and sour pork. His cous-
in Kang-yi sat next to him, seemingly for the same purpose.

“I saw you mess with the shoes,” stripping the batter coat-
ing from the pork, Kang-yi said mischievously to Ji-woo. Look-
ing at the batter coatings spread out on the table in front of
Kang-yi, he felt pain and rage ballooning inside his tummy. He
summoned the image of his mom dozing off in front of half
chopped pork strips in the kitchen last night. From the lower
corner of her half-opened mouth, a strip of drool touched the
cutting board and made a tiny pond in front of her. Mom, I
want to drink water, please? He woke her up.

Ji-woo grabbed one empty batter coating from the table
and thrust it to Kang-yi’s face.

“Eat it all.”

Kang-yi smirked at him, picking another piece of pork
from the plate, and started to tear it open. Ji-woo threw the
sticky batter coating that he was holding at Kang-yi. Aimed at
the back of her neck, it precisely landed on the nape. It rolled
down into her T-shirt like a slimy slug. Freaking out, she
punched Ji-woo’s side. Making sure no one noticed his crime,
Ji-woo pulled the back of her tucked shirt so that the batter
coating could escape.

“Enough!” Grandfather roared.

Boom! His thundering voice resonated like the popping
machine. Ji-woo froze immediately. It reminded him of the
Boom! down the street where the subway station was under
construction. The plastic forklift truck he was playing with fell
sideways as the floor shook. Ji-woo grabs his mother’s lap every
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time it happens. Knowing that his mother doesn’t have any-
thing to grab, he thrusts his head under her hands.

Ji-woo looked up at his grandfather’s dark face getting
redder. Grandfather was not mad at him. Not at Kang-yi, ei-
ther. He was mad at his aunt Yeong-hye, who was sitting next
to Mom, quietly picking one piece of kimchi and carrying it to
her mouth. Crunch. Crunch. Crunch. It sounded delicious.

Suddenly, his sweet and sour pork plate levitated brief-
ly and landed on the other side of the table, in front of his
aunt. Other plates followed, landing near it like a flying saucer
squadron. Ji-woo realized he ate only one strip of pork so far. A
taste of the sweet and tangy sauce lingered in his mouth. It was
his custom-ordered sauce, “a little bit sweeter and a little less
sour.” His grandmother swiftly pushed the kimchi dish toward
Ji-woo. The huge salad bowl turned up near Kang-yi with a
thump, blocking her field of vision. Unable to reach the kimchi
anymore, his aunt stopped eating. Ji-woo looked at the kimchi
in front of him. He wanted to move it closer to his aunt. With
her wandering gaze, she looked like an ant that lost the trail of
its friends and family.

Ji-woo looked at Uncle Cheong. He was sitting with his
arms crossed as if they were locked. Ji-woo wondered why he
was not bothered to bring the kimchi toward her. Unlike Ji-
woo’s, his arms were long enough to reach it. Finally, Aunty
put her chopsticks back on the table. Ji-woo gave up, too. His
sweet and sour pork was too far to reach. Having unwanted
food in front of him, Ji-woo somehow felt sad. He also could
feel for Aunty Yeong-hye.

His grandmother tried to feed his aunt with the food she
didn’'t want. The mouth-watering crunchy sound of kimchi re-
sounded in Ji-woo’s mind. He couldn’t believe his eyes at his
grandmother, trying to thrust a huge alien booger that has the
weirdest name “Oy, stir!” into his aunt’s mouth. She twisted
away violently. Grandmother’s arm trembled like a pelican’s
mouth full of fresh flopping fish.

“I won’t eat it,” said his aunt.

“If the father tells you to eat, you eat!” howled Grand-
father.

Ji-woo looked up at his grandfather’s marble-like bulging
eyes. Those were the same eyes that he saw when the story of
Viet corns came out of his fast-moving mouth. If OOO tells you
to shoot, you shoot! Ji-woo forgot what the OOO was. He was
sure, though, it was neither “father” nor “grandfather.” The
word was bigger and more difficult than that, and so he forgot.

“Father, I don't eat meat,” repeated his aunt.

Grandfather’s thick hand dotted with ugly red crusts
fell hard on Aunty’s white cheek. A thud blasted her hair in
every direction. Like when the sound of dynamite shook the
apartment floor, Ji-woo’s body jerked violently. Wobbly like a
thin sheet of paper, his aunt staggered. She couldn’t find any-
thing to grab on to. Nobody offered their lap for her to hold.
Ji-woo groped for the lap of his father sitting next to him. Uncle
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Cheong looked at Aunty Yeong-hye as if watching a very sad
TV drama.

“If she shoots it once, she’ll shoot it again. It’s preposter-
ous, everyone shoots Viet corns!”

Ji-woo wondered if his grandfather was talking in his
sleep again. He remembered him talking once in his sleep
when they were napping together under the yellow-green mos-
quito net. He spoke in his dream: Mother, I shot Viet corns. I
was so hungry.

Now that Ji-woo thought about it, his grandfather must
have shot Viet corns before burying them to make them pop
open. To make them sprout faster. So that he could eat faster!

Grandfather’s silly talk in his dream reminded him of his
own. His mother always told him that he could see his dad in
his dream if his wish was strong enough. No need to hide Dad’s
shoes, Ji-woo. Because in your dream, shoes go to work by them-
selves, and Dad will play with you barefoot. Looking at grandfa-
ther’s wide-open eyes, Ji-woo wanted to share Mom’s wisdom
with him: No need to talk again, and again, Grandfather. If you
really wish, you'll meet your seven Viet corns in your dream, sprout-
ing their buds where you buried them.

The metal chopsticks fell from the sky like cold rain. A
piece of sweet and sour pork, dismembered, fell after them.

“Father!” shouted Mom.

“Father!” shouted Uncle Yeong-ho.

Thunder again shook the table. Strips of sweet and sour
pork flung in the air and scattered on the floor. Kimchi juice
spattered on Ji-woo’s bosom red. Disheveled noodles tried to
crawl out a shallow dish filled with chopped octopus. A small
piece of chopped leg faintly shuddered in gochujang sauce. Ji-
woo grabbed his father’s lap tighter.

“Yeong-hye?” screeched Grandmother.

He looked up at Yeong-hye, his aunt with a fruit knife
in her hand. Once, with that knife, she cut a plum in half and
handed him the side without the seed. Feel the skin with your
tongue. He remembered her soft voice, her face full of smiles.
He rolled the halved plum, a little too big to handle, in his
mouth, drooling red plum juice. Blood! She shouted. Then
she laughed. He burst into tears at the sound of blood, without
knowing what it is. Her clenched fist drooled a river of plum
juice.

Kang-yi started crying.

“Quickly! Go down and start the engine!” commanded
his dad.

Wrapped in blood, Aunty Yeong-hye was gone. Thrown
on the floor, Ji-woo found himself, once again, without his dad.
He stared at the mound of shoes he made in the entrance,
undisturbed. No need to hide Dad’s shoes, Mom’s voice echoed
in him.

No need indeed, Ji-woo thought. Because Dad left me.
Barefoot.



