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Boldy Breaks The Silence Around 
Mental Illness

By Jennifer Lee	 21 April 2023

Sehee Baek’s crowdfunded book “I Want to Die but I Want to Eat Tteokbokki” became an unexpected bestseller 
when it was first published in Korea in 2018. Since then, a second volume had been released, and a theater 
adaptation had been made. Its success allowed it to become translated into seven Asian languages and has now 
been translated into English by Anton Hur in 2022. 

“Tteokbokki” is a common Korean street 
food with cylindrically 

shaped white rice cakes slathered with a gooey spicy sauce 
derived from the Korean chili paste “gochujang.” The 
book is the first of its kind to be published in Korea for 
a couple reasons: it is the first book that openly talked 
about mental illness from the perspective of the patient, 
and it was in an unusual format because aside from several 
personal essays, it is mostly comprised of conversations 
in dialogue format with her therapist. In Korea, there is a 
strong social stigma against seeking professional help for 
mental health issues, so it was extremely courageous of 
Sehee Baek to publish and share her private sessions with a 
wider audience.  
 
	 Baek writes she had been “INTROVERTED AND 
SENSITIVE” ever since she was a child and that based 
on her diary entries, she was “CLEARLY NOT A BORN 
OPTIMIST.” After many years of going “IN AND OUT OF 
A FUNK THAT WAS INEVITABLE AS BAD WEATHER,” 
she decided to see a therapist and was diagnosed with 
dysthymia, a mild but long-term form of depression. 
 
	 After her diagnosis, she discovered people had not heard 
of this condition before, which led her to write about it in 
her blog. When she received a comment from someone 
saying,  “I THOUGHT I WAS READING MY OWN DIARIES. I 
HAVE EXACTLY THE SAME SYMPTOMS AS YOU DO. I AM IN 
A VERY DARK PLACE RIGHT NOW, BUT I SEE A GLIMPSE 
OF LIGHT WHEN I READ YOUR WORDS,”  she realized 
sharing her experience could help others. 

	 Having read many accounts of mental illnesses from professionals, 
Baek wanted to avoid the contrived and distant tones these accounts often 
had, which led to her choosing the dialogue format. “AT FIRST, I TOOK THE 
TRANSCRIPT AND TRIED TO WRITE IT IN ESSAY FORM, BUT IT DIDN’T FEEL 
EFFECTIVE ENOUGH,” she said to The Korea Society. “THE DIALOGUES READ 
BETTER—THERE WAS A SENSE OF RHYTHM. I ALSO WANTED IT TO FEEL RAW 
WITH MINIMUM FILTERING. WHILE EDITING THE TRANSCRIPTION, I TRIED TO 
KEEP THE REVISION TO A MINIMUM. I WANTED THE SENSE OF UNCERTAINTY 
AND IMPERFECTIONS TO REMAIN THAT FELT MORE LIKE ME.”
 

In the book, some of the topics Baek discusses are her 
insecurities, her low self-esteem, her tendency to be critical 
of others, her obsessions, her desire for attention, her 
need to please others, her relationships and friendships, 
and much more. The advice I found most valuable was to 
embrace one’s limits and imperfections, to allow oneself 
to process the emotions one is feeling, and to recognize 
when one is going down a rabbit hole of negativity and 
change focus. Though Baek is aware her condition will not 
be shared and understood by all, I think many will find some 
commonality with the things she struggles with, and in that 
way, it could help these people by at least knowing 
they aren’t alone.

	 In this episode of New Narratives in Korea, Baek Sehee discusses her bestselling book, 
her success and the challenges of dealing with mental health. 
	 Baek Sehee is a successful young social media director at a publishing house when 
she begins seeing a psychiatrist about her — what to call it? — depression? She feels 
persistently low, anxious, self-doubting, but also judgmental of others. She hides her feelings 
at work and with her friends, but she’s constantly spiraling, overthinking, and worrying. The 
effort is exhausting and overwhelming and keeps her from forming deep relationships. This 
can’t be normal. Is this normal? But if she’s so hopeless, why is she always craving her favorite 
street food: the hot, spicy rice cake, tteokbokki? Is this just what life is like? 

Watch the full interview to learn more!

The Korean Society — New Narratives in Korea

I want to die but I want to eat tteokbokki – Bloomsbury 
Publishing, London U.K. – 208 pages – 2022

Buy on book on Amazon here!

	 Baek believes one of the reasons her book has been 
successful is its title. She chose it because it accurately 
depicted the dual set of extremes that often exist 
in her mind. “I ALWAYS CONSIDERED MYSELF TO BE 
CONTRADICTORY. I AM VERY EXTREME: IT’S EITHER ALL OR 
NOTHING. I THOUGHT WHEN I AM HAPPY, I SHOULD JUST BE 
DELIRIOUSLY HAPPY. WHEN I FELT MISERABLE AND SAD AND 
DEPRESSED, I SHOULD JUST BE MISERABLE,” she said to 
The Korea Society. “WHEN I WAS SEVERELY DEPRESSED 
AND HAVING THOUGHTS OF SUICIDE, I WAS AT THIS 
UNCONTROLLABLE STAGE WHERE I WAS THINKING I SHOULD 
JUST GET READY TO DIE, BUT I WAS SO HUNGRY, 
SO I WAS EATING ‘TTEOKBOKKI.’ AT THAT MOMENT, I JUST 
HATED MYSELF. NOW I KNOW, SUCH FEELINGS CAN COEXIST. 
AT THE MOMENT OF THE DEEPEST DESPAIR, YOU CAN STILL 
FEEL HUNGER. YOU COULD BE LAUGHING BUT THEN SUDDENLY 
CRY, OR CRY THEN LAUGH.” 
 

 
	 In an interview with The Korea Society, she said, “I wanted to meet people like me and maybe 
I can help them a little…I had no issue with disclosure, so why not tell people? This is the 
mental illness I have and these are the conversations I have with my therapist, and this 
is how I try to heal myself. If I share my own journey, maybe someone else can also tell their 
own story.” 
 

Order Baek’s continuation of her hit seller, I want to die but I STILL 
want to eat tteokbokki. Released in August of 2024.  

Order on Amazon by clicking the image above!

“Don’t be ashamed or dislike 
yourself for your own darkness, 
your own struggles. Don’t avoid 

it... This may be a cliché, but 
 life is hard for 

everyone,  
and I am the only one who can 

take care of me, no matter what 
ails you.”

- Baek Sehee
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Loved it? Have some thoughts? 
Drop a like and a comment and even save this 
article to share it with your friends!
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