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ABSTRACT

Suffering as a Noble Truth:
A Buddhist Reading of Han Kang’s The Vegetarian

Seo, Hye-in(Ven. One-sung)
Instructor for Children’s Buddhist Dharma Assembly, Yeonghwasa Temple

This study aims to examine Han Kang’s novel The Vegetarian through
various dimensions of Buddhist thought, including the Four Noble
Truths, the concept of shared karma (gong-eop, F:3£), and Yogacara
(Consciousness-Only, M£3#%). From a Buddhist perspective, ‘suffering’
is regarded as a noble truth. It is "noble" because it constitutes an intrinsic
and inevitable truth of existence. Furthermore, it is not readily perceived
by sentient beings who pursue pleasure or the annihilation of discomfort;
rather, it reveals itself only to those who endeavor to see reality as it
is. Above all, suffering is not merely a pessimistic recognition of an
unfortunate reality; it provides the normative ground for compassion and
empathy within this saha world (saha-loka, 72 +).

Han Kang’s The Vegetarian is noteworthy in that it delicately reveals
the Truth of Suffering (the First Noble Truth) through the literary
device of fiction as a form of skillful means (upaya, /715). Previous
scholarship on The Vegetarian has approached the work through lenses
such as desire, violence, ecology, feminism, and narrative voice.

However, such approaches are akin to blind men touching different
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parts of an elephant to comprehend the whole; while they offer partial
interpretations, they inevitably leave unresolved ambiguities and
passages that resist understanding. This raises the question of whether
such ambiguity was the author’s primary objective.

A literary work is not constructed arbitrarily; the author
communicates deliberately with the reader, often presenting a kind of
hwadu (5588, critical inquiry). Not a single sentence is written without
purpose. Nevertheless, readers interpret the text differently depending
on their perspectives. Even so, the question of what the author
ultimately intends to convey must remain a central hwadu throughout
the entire process of reading. From a Buddhist standpoint, which
emphasizes “seeing things as they are” (yathabhiita-dar§ana), reading
literature becomes a meaningful and active mode of inquiry that goes
beyond identifying superficial religious motifs, enabling a more
comprehensive understanding of the author’s intent.

In this context, this study analyzes the narrative structure of The
Vegetarian to examine how the First Noble Truth (suffering), individual
karma (byeol-eop, %/3£), and shared karma are represented within the
text. Furthermore, it explores the function of “dreams” —elements that
pose interpretative challenges within the Yogacara framework. By
comparing the world of suffering depicted in the novel with the
Buddhist contemplation of suffering (duhkha-anupassana), this study
ultimately seeks to explore the possibility of literature as an expression
of the Four Noble Truths and the potential of reading literature through

the hermeneutical lens of the Four Noble Truths.

Key Words: Han Kang, The Vegetarian, Four Noble Truths, Shared
Karma, Buddhist Literary Therapy
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