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Abstract
Han Kang is known for delving deeply into
the themes of pain and trauma in her novels,
ORIGINAL ARTICLE providing readers with a complex portrait of the
human condition. The representation of suffering
and trauma in Han Kang's literary oeuvre is
examined in this study, with particular attention
_ to important works like “ The Vegetarian”
11 “ Human Acts’ and “ The White Book” . This paper
- aims to shed light on how Han Kang adeptly
\ conveys the psychological and emotional effects
\'. ! of trauma on both individuals and society by
‘ J closely examining her use of narrative techniques,
character development, and theme. Han Kang's
novelsdiveinto the complexity of human suffering
with empathy and understanding, addressing
everything from the personal hardships of her
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I ntroduction

Han Kang isfamousfor her vivid examination of human condition, especialy asit rel atesto themesof
suffering and trauma. The purpose of this paper isto evaluate how Han Kang depi ctsthese subjectsin her
books, looking at the effect of how she shows pain. Thispaper aimsto offer athorough comprehension of
Han Kang'sportrayal of pain and traumaand itsrelevance within her literary output by concentrating on
important workslike“The Vegetarian” , “ Human Acts” and “ The White Book” .

The Vegetarian

In*“TheVegetarian” , Han Kang portrays pain and traumagradually. The sadnessin thisnovel isn't
obviousor dramatic. It subtly permeates Yeong-hyethe protagonist, until it completely changed her. Han
Kang showsinthisnovel that how Yeong-hye straumabeginsin her childhood, especially asaresult of her
father’sviolence. She growsup in asociety that showsfear isanormal thing and obedienceisprecious. Her
father dlwaysabusesall hischildren and doesphysical violencetoo. Asayoung child shelearnsthat being
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rebelliontendsto physical violenceand abuses, soit isbetter to remain silent than to speak up. Her early have
shaped who sheis. Shewithdraws, gets silent, and becomes passive. She has been taught since childhood
that her voiceisunimportant, thus she does not publicly expressher rageor irritation. Childhood trauma
frequently staysburied in her subconscious mind and never truly goesaway. In' Yeong-hye's case, these
suppressed memoriesresurface asviolent dreamswith graphicimagery and blood. These nightmaresimply
that the violence she endured or saw asayoungster isstill therein her subconscious. Thisearly traumahasa
strong connection to her aversion to consume meat. The meat symbolises asametaphor for violenceand
blood. Because of her violent and fearful upbringing, shegrowsto strongly disapprove of everything connected
to crudlty. Sheusesher body to show her opposition because sheisunableto face her father or the patriarchal
society that formed her misery. Her symbolic rejection of the violencethat has dominated her from childhood
isdemonstrated by her refusal to eat meat. Theincident where her father thrusts meat into her mouthis
especially noteworthy. The power imbalanceisthe sameasit wasin her early years. Sheistreated likea
defenceless child even though sheisan adult. Thisincident goesbeyond simplephysical assault and reopens
oldwounds. It illustratesthe persistence of her trauma. Instead, it was repressed and rekindled whenever
smilar violent eventsoccurred. Thenove servesasasymbolic manifestation of Yeong-hye sinner turmoil and
trauma. Dueto her sudden and seemingly impul sive decision, she exposesthe underlying tensionsin her
relationshipsand upendsfamily and society’ sexpectations. Han Kang delvesinto themesliketrauma, pain,
suppression, and thefight for autonomy againgt socia pressure by meansof Yeong-hye'sdeclineinto mental
illnessand self- destructive actionsthat followed. Thelayersof Yeong-hye' s psychological sufferingsare
reveaed asaresult of her rejection of meat, illuminating the complexity of traumaand itsdeep psychological
ramification.

Yeong-hye's plunge into mental turmoil in “ The Vegetarian” is mostly caused by the restricting
expectationsof society and her family. Her decisionto give up meat putsher family’spatriarchd traditionsin
trouble, which causesfriction and exclusion. Yeong-hye smental heglth deterioratesasher spouseand family’s
expectationson her, diminishesher autonomy, representing the crushing consequences of societa pressure.
Kangillustrate the widespread impact of socia constructionson humanidentity and autonomy by examining
the negative effectsof familial and societal expectationson individual agency and mental health viaYeong-
hye'sstory.

Shegrowsquieter asthe pain getsworse. Sheemotionadly withdrawsfrom peopleand ceasesconversing
with them. Silence becomes an additional escaperoute. If speaking up has never brought you comfort or
understanding, then it feel ssafer to keep quiet. Shegradually becomes disconnected from socia conventions
andredlity. Thismentd retreet eventualy turnsinto physica self-destruction asshe continuesto shun nourishmernt.
Shebdievessheisbecoming moreinnocent and purein her head, evenif her body isweakening. She escapes
inthe most drastic way possible by thinking that sheisbecoming aplant. In addition to not wanting to be
violent, plantsalso do not harm other plants. According to Yeong-hye, humansare strong and nasty. Shetries
toavoid peopleentirely by seeing herself asatree. Thisisnot ahealthy or therapeutic way to escape; itisa
total rejection of identity and society. Her sufferingis so severethat she nolonger wantsto be ahuman.

Yeong-hye' stransformation suggeststhat persistent, unresolved pain may make someonerun away
rather than fight. When painisnot acknowledged or alowed to go, it vanishesrather than isfaced, itisterrible
because Yeong-hye'sescapeisher only opportunity to befree. Instead of attempting to alter theterrible
environment, she separateshersalf fromit. In order tofind solace, apersonin severegrief may fedl forcedto
sacrificere ationships, identity, and evenlife.

The protagonist’sinner battles and more genera themes of alienation and lonelinessareconveyedin
“The\egetarian” through afragmented narrative style and rich symbolism. Threeinterconnected perspectives
areused totell the story of Yeong-hye's psychological failure, each providing and each providing aunique
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perspective. Symbolism highlights Yeong-hye' syearning for freedom and aconnection to nature depite her
social constrain. Examplesof thisincludetherecurrent theme of plant lifeand vegetal images. Kang draws
attention to the extreme alienation and i sol ation that people who dareto break conventional standardsface
internal agony by outsideinfluences.

Human Acts

In“Human Acts,” thecharacters' livesare profoundly impacted by thetragic Gwangju Uprising. The
eventsof thenovel are set against the backdrop of therevolt, inwhich people demonstrated against military
government. During the uprising the characters see or suffer violence and losswith scarsthat never go away.
Thetraumaaffectstheir relationships, attitudes, and behaviours, moulding their lives. Han Kang investigates
theenormousand frequently unanti cipated effectsthat happenedin Gwangju. Sheilluminatesthelong-lasting
conseguences of traumaand the human spirit’sability to perseverethe characters. In“Human Acts’ , Han
Kang depictstraumaand suffering asdeeply embodied, historical, and socia eventsthat affect peopleaswell
asthewholesociety. Political violence, particularly the Gwangju Uprisingin South Koreain 1980, isthemain
subject of “Human Acts’ . In contrast, the Vegetarian isabout suffering that is primarily personal and private.

Thenove startswith the death of ayoung boy named Dong-ho during the Gwangju massacre. Han
Kang makesthereader facethe harshtruth of political violenceby describingin detail and inadisturbing way
the bodies of peoplewho have been mutilated in agymnasium that hasbeen turned into atemporary morgue.
The bodiesare not unknown; they bel ong to students, workers, and children. Thispainisasign of how crud
state power isto common people, but physical suffering isnot where Han Kang ends. Sheinvestigatesthe
psychological trauma experienced by survivors who have to deal with memories of loss, abuse, and
incarceration. A former prisoner considershow tortureruinsidentity and dignity and traumaleavesalasting
impression on the psyche. The past continuoudy interfereswith the present, survivorsare unableto resume
their regular lives. Unexpected memoriesthat arefrequently brought on by little e ements demonstrate how
traumarefusesto stay in the past. The narrative al so depicts how trauma spreads beyond those directly
involved. Familiesof the deceased have been stuck with grief and unanswered questions. Motherssearch for
their children’sbodies. Friendsfed bad that they madeit through but othersdid not. A community thussuffers
fromwhat isreferred to ascollectivetrauma. Silenceisanimportant theme of the novel. After the massacre,
the government makes an effort to conceal thetruth and survivorsget silent dueto thefear of death. This
political suppression makesit impossiblefor peopleto expresstheir grief or talk about what happenedin
public, which addsanother leve of suffering. Itismade much moredienating by the public denial of sorrow.
Han Kang claimsthat silence enforced by authority exacerbatesemotiona wounds. Thework smultaneoudy
examinestheissue of humanity. Small gesturesof compassion and unity can befound evenin theface of
overwhel ming brutdity Volunteersassist with body identification Inmateshel p each other out Theseincidents
imply that although tragedy exposestheworst aspectsof human brutaity, it aso highlightsthe depth of human
empathy. A person’spotentid for dignity isnot entirely destroyed by pain. Intermsof style, Han Kangemploys
varying narrative voicesand shifting pointsof view. Traumatic memory’ sfractured natureisreflectedinthis
digointed structure. By switching between first-, second-, and third-person narrative, thebook demonstrates
how traumacannot be described in asingle, consstent voice. It ispresent in testimony, echoes, and pieces. In
HumanActs, sufferingisnot only apersona psychological problem but also apolitical and historical one. Itis
demonstrated that trauma persistslong after actsof violencehhave stopped. It influencesidentity, memory, and
even the history of acountry. Han Kang makesthe casein thisbook that it isimportant to recall and bear
witnessto suffering because violence can beforgotten and perpetuated when peopleremain silent.

“HumanActs’ exploresissuesof palitica oppression, survivor, guilt, andthequest for identity intheface
of sensdessviolence. Thispaper showstheobservation of the psychologica effectsof survivor guilt throughthe
experiencesof thecharactersasthey strugglewiththepoint of either watching or taking partintherebelion. The
book a so showshow political regimescan berepressive and how far they can go to hold onto power.
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The White Book

Han Kang examines the meaning of the colour whitein“ The White Book” , that is standsfor | oss,
absence, and purity. Kang employsvividimagery and poetic wordsto represents both theinnocence and
purity of recollection aswell asthevoid created by |oss. The white pattern that appearsrepeatedly draws
attentionto thethemes of absence and quest for identity inthemidst of severeloss. It also encouragesreaders
to consider theintricacies of bereavement and the persistent power of memory.

HanKang crestesavery intimateand introgpectivenarrativein“ TheWhiteBook” fusing autobiographica
aspectswith theme exploration of grief and loss. The book isorganised asacollection of short storiesthat
straddl e thelines between memoir and fiction. Each vignetteis based on Kang'spersonal experiencesand
observations.

Using her sster’searly death asamgjor theme, Kang usesthe book to reflect on her persona experiences
withlossand grief. Through thisautobiographical component, Kang addressesmore general themes of loss
and grief. Through weaving together of her owntalewith painful experiencesKang alowsreadersto identify
her process of self-discovery and recovery.

Han Kang skilfully blursthelinesbetween memoir andfictionin*“ TheWhite Book, allowing readersto
consider theconfluenceof individual and societd tragedy. Kang craftsan emotionally complex and authentic
narrative by fusingfictional storytelling with autobiographical components. Thework blurstheboundaries
between memoir and fiction withitsstructure of interconnected vignetteseach inspiresby Kang'spersonal
experiencesand ingghts.

Kang craftsanarrativetapestry that depictstheintricaciesof lossand grieving on both anindividua and
acommunity level by fusing together personal tales, historical occurrences, and literary observations. The
work delvesinto theissuesof collectivetrauma, including historical eventsand societal upheaval, whileaso
exploring personal trauma, including Kang’ sown feglingsof lossand sorrow.

By combining different genres, Kang encouragesreadersto think about how individua societal tragedies
are connected, which helpsthem to devel op empathy and compassion for other peopl €' s experiences. Kang
providesamoving and thoughtful reflection on the nature of traumaand theability of narrativeto transcends
persona suffering and unite uswith thelarger human experience by allowing readersinside her own path of
lossand hedling.

Cross-cutting Themes

Inorder totheeffectsof pain and traumaon people and society, Han Kang usesavariety of motifsand
narrative devicesin her booksto examinethese recurrent topicswith nuance and compl exity.

Yeong-hye'sdecisionto giveup mesat in“ The \Viegetarian” isareflection of her inner conflictsand
servesasasoringboard for examining topicsof autonomy and repression. In“ TheWhiteBook” , theprotagonist’s
contemplation of her own body and itsweaknesses al so servesasametaphor for lossand bad times.

Storytelling deviceslike broken narrativesand numerous pointsof viewsarea so usedtoillustrate how
complex traumais. In“Human Acts’, kang employsarange of point of view to depict the societal anguish
caused by the Gwangju Uprising, andin*“ The White Book” shedelvesinto theindividual experiences of
sorrow and loss, using apoetic and reflective narrative device.

Overal, Han Kang' sworks present acomplex tapestry of suffering and trauma, empathetically and
perceptively examining their repercuss onson peopleand society. Through storytelling gpproachesand recurrent
themes, kang challengesreadersto consider the potential of healing and perseverancein theface of misfortune
aswdl| astheintricaciesof human suffering.
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Conclusion

Theindescribable quality of suffering and traumais profoundly communicated in Han Kang'swork
through the use of language, imagery and symbolism. Readersare ableto fully immersethemselvesinthe
experiencesof the protagonists, asKang skilfully conveysthe physiological and emotiona dimensionsof pain
through evocative prose and striking imagery. Symbolism like the body and natural €l ementsthat appear
often, givesthe story depth and complexity aswell aslayersof meaning that arerelatableto everyone. Kang
chdlengesreadersto confront the compl exities of human suffering and empathisewiththe character’ sstruggles
inmanaging their anguish and traumaby utilising language and symbolism. Han Kang createsacohesiveand
comprehensive understanding of pain and traumaas essentia experiencesthat mould both personal identity
and societal memory throughout “ The Viegetarian” , “Human Acts’ , and “ The White Book” . She portrays
suffering as something that residesin the body, staysin memory, and persiststhroughout timerather thanasa
singular occurrence. In her literature, painisnot fleeting; rather, it transformscharacters perceptionsof the
world and themsealves. Her approach to traumaisbased on theideathat itisembodied. Sufferingisnot merely
emotional or abgtract; it takestheform of physical manifestations, such aswounds, hunger, frailty, quiet, and
even absence. The body becomesthelocation of violence sregistration and memory. Whether thetraumais
caused by personal loss, political massacre, or household persecution, it isalways carried withinthe body.
Han Kang makesthe argument that the body retains history inthisway. Painturnsinto aliving archive.
Another essentid element of her work issilence. In her writing, traumaoften defieswords. Charactersfindit
difficult to articulate their experiences, instead of succinct explanations, the storiesusefragmentation, shifting
perspectives, poeticimagery, and restricted style. Thefact that traumacannot befully defined or categorized
logicaly isencapsulated in this stylistic choice. Both existence and the order of storiesare upended by pain.
By dlowing quiet and gapsin thetext, Han Kang emphas zeshow suffering isoften unintelligible.

The conclusion that comesout of theseworksisthat sufferingisaninherent part of being human. It
mouldsrel ationships, identity, and consciousness. Although trauma persi ststhroughout time and between
generations, facing it head-on through storytelling, remembering, or introspection becomesadignified act. In
theend, Han Kang'swork impliesthat athough pain might cause oneto become fragmented, the act of seeing
that suffering maintainsthe potentia for meaning.
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