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THE ENDURING
LEGACY OF WU
CHENG EN AND
JOURNEY TO THE
WEST

Few  l iterary  works
have  captured  the
human  imagination
quite  like  Journey to
the  West.  For  more
than  four  centuries,
t h i s  e p i c  t a l e  o f
pilgrimage,  rebellion,
and  redemption  has
e n t e r t a i n e d  a n d
enlightened  readers
across  the  globe.  At
t h e  h e a r t  o f  t h i s
masterpiece stands its
author, Wu Cheng En,
a  scholar-official  of  the

Ming  Dynasty  whose
vision  transformed  a
s imp le  h i s to r i ca l
pilgrimage  into  a  rich
tapestry of mythology,
satire,  and  spiritual
a l l e g o r y .
Understanding  the
relationship  between
W u  C h e n g  E n  a n d
Journey to the West is
essential  for  anyone
seeking  to  appreciate
t h e  d e p t h  a n d
bril l iance  of  one  of
China’s  Four  Great
Classical  Novels.

WHO WAS WU
CHENG EN?

Wu  Cheng  En  (circa
1500–1582)  l i ved
during  the  middle  of
the  Ming  Dynasty,  a
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period  of  significant
cultural, economic, and
i n t e l l e c t u a l
transformation. Born in
Shanyang (modern-day
H u a i ’ a n ,  J i a n g s u
Province), Wu grew up
in a family that valued
education and classical
learning. His father, Wu
Rui, was a scholar who
instilled  in  his  son  a
deep  appreciation  for
literature  and  history.
Despite  passing  the
imperial  examinations
at  the local  level,  Wu
Cheng En struggled to
advance in the higher
ranks  o f  t he  c i v i l
service—a  frustration
that would later colour
his satirical writings.
Rather than securing a
prestigious  official
post,  Wu  spent  many
years  in  relat ively
minor  government
ro les ,  inc lud ing  a
p o s i t i o n  a s  a
m a g i s t r a t e  i n
Changxing  County.

These  experiences
gave  him  an  intimate
unders tand ing  o f
b u r e a u c r a t i c
inefficiency, corruption,
and  the  gap  between
Confucian  ideals  and
political  reality.  It  was
this  perspective  that
would  later  infuse
Journey to the West
wi th  sharp  soc ia l
commentary  hidden
beneath  layers  o f
fantasy and adventure.
Wu Cheng En was also
an  accomplished  poet
and  wrote  several
other  works,  including
c o l l e c t i o n s  o f
supernatural  tales.
However ,  none  o f
these  achieved  the
lasting  fame  of  his
magnum  opus.  His
retirement  years  were
devoted to writing and
editing, and it is widely
b e l i e v e d  t h a t  h e
completed  the  final
version of Journey to
the  West  during  this
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period,  drawing  on
existing folklore, earlier
travel  narratives,  and
h i s  o w n  c r e a t i v e
genius.

The Ming
Dynasty
Context
The  Ming  Dynasty
(1368–1644)  was  a
golden age for Chinese
literature,  art,  and
commerce.  Novel-
writing  flourished  as  a
p o p u l a r  f o r m  o f
entertainment,  with
p r i n t e d  b o o k s
b e c o m i n g  m o r e
accessible  thanks  to
advances in woodblock
printing. It  was also a
t i m e  o f  r e l i g i o u s
syncretism,  where
Buddhism,  Daoism,
and  Confuc ianism
c o e x i s t e d  a n d
influenced  one

another.  This  spiritual
environment  provided
fertile  ground  for  a
story  like  Journey  to
the  West ,  w h i c h
b l e n d s  B u d d h i s t
themes  of  pilgrimage
and  enlightenment
with Daoist alchemical
s y m b o l i s m  a n d
C o n f u c i a n  m o r a l
values.
Moreover,  the  Ming
Dynasty saw a rise in
vernacular  literature
written in a style closer
to  everyday  speech,
r a t h e r  t h a n  t h e
classical  language  of
the elite. Wu Cheng En
e m b r a c e d  t h i s
approach,  making  his
novel  accessible  to  a
wide  audience—from
scholars  to  common
merchants.  The  result
was a work that could
be enjoyed on multiple
levels:  as  a  thrilling
adventure,  a  religious
allegory,  or  a  biting
political  satire.
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THE GENESIS OF
JOURNEY TO THE
WEST

It is important to note
that Wu Cheng En did
not invent the story of
Journey to the West
from scratch. Historical
records tell of the real-
l i fe  Buddhist  monk
Xuanzang  (602–664),
who  travelled  from
China  to  India  during
the  Tang  Dynasty  to
o b t a i n  s a c r e d
s c r i p t u r e s .  T h i s
arduous  journey  of
over 16,000 kilometres
became  the  stuff  of
legend,  and  over  the
centuries,  folk  tales
gradually  embellished
t h e  s t o r y  w i t h
supernatural elements.
By the time Wu Cheng
En took  up  the  story,
there  were  already
numerous  oral  and
w r i t t e n  v e r s i o n s
circulating,  including
plays,  ballads,  and

short stories. What Wu
did  was  synthesize
t h e s e  d i s p a r a t e
s o u r c e s  i n t o  a
coherent,  sprawling
n a r r a t i v e  o f  1 0 0
chapters. He gave the
s t o r y  i t s  i c o n i c
structure,  developed
the  charac te rs  in
depth ,  and  added
layers  of  allegorical
m e a n i n g  t h a t
transformed  a  simple
religious  quest  into  a
universal exploration of
human nature.
Scholars  continue  to
deba te  the  exac t
extent  of  Wu  Cheng
En’s  authorship.  Some
argue  that  he  was
primarily an editor who
compi led  exist ing
materials, while others
maintain  that  he  was
the  original  creative
force behind the novel
a s  w e  k n o w  i t .
Regardless,  the  name
Wu  Cheng  En  and
Journey to the West
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remain  forever  linked
in literary history.

MAIN CHARACTERS
AND THEIR
SYMBOLISM

One  of  the  reasons
Journey to the West
has  maintained  its
p o p u l a r i t y  i s  i t s
unforgettable  cast  of
characters.  Each figure
represents  a  different
aspect  of  the  human
psyche  and  spiritual
journey.

Sun Wukong
(The Monkey
King) – Born
from a stone
egg, Sun Wukong
is mischievous,
powerful, and
rebellious. He
represents the
untamed mind,
full of potential
yet prone to
pride and
recklessness. His
journey from

arrogant demon
to enlightened
being mirrors the
process of
spiritual
discipline.
Xuanzang
(Tang Sanzang)
– The human
monk on a
sacred mission.
He embodies
faith,
compassion, and
perseverance,
but also human
weakness—fear,
doubt, and
naivety. His
character
reminds readers
that spiritual
progress is often
slow and fraught
with temptation.
Zhu Bajie
(Pigsy) – A
former celestial
marshal
reincarnated as a
half-man, half-
pig creature. Zhu



6

6 Wu Cheng En And Journey To The
West

2024-08-18

Bajie represents
base desires:
gluttony, lust,
and laziness. His
comic antics
provide relief,
but his eventual
redemption
suggests that
even our worst
impulses can be
transformed.
Sha Wujing
(Sandy) – A
former celestial
general banished
to the mortal
realm. He is
quiet, loyal, and
dependable.
Sandy
symbolizes the
steady,
unglamorous
work of spiritual
practice—the
willingness to
carry burdens
without
complaint.
Bailongma (The
White Dragon

Horse) – A
dragon prince
punished for his
transgressions,
transformed into
Xuanzang’s
steed. He
represents the
integration of
raw power into
service and
discipline.

Together,  this  unlikely
group  of  travellers
f a c e s  8 1  t r i a l s
designed  to  test  their
resolve and purify their
karma. Each trial is not
merely an obstacle but
a  spir i tual  lesson,
making  the  journey
inward  as  much  as
outward.

THE STRUCTURE
AND PLOT OF THE
NOVEL

Journey to the West
is  divided  into  three
major  sections.  The
opening chapters focus
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on  the  origins  of  Sun
Wukong:  his  birth,  his
quest  for  immortality,
his  rebellion  against
H e a v e n ,  a n d  h i s
eventual imprisonment
under  a  mountain  by
the  Buddha .  Th i s
section serves as both
p r o l o g u e  a n d
c a u t i o n a r y  t a l e ,
i l l u s t r a t i n g  t h e
c o n s e q u e n c e s  o f
unchecked ambition.
The  middle  portion
introduces  the  human
protagonist, Xuanzang,
and his divine mandate
to  retrieve  Buddhist
scriptures  from  India.
O n e  b y  o n e ,  t h e
Monkey  King  and  his
fellow  disciples  are
r e c r u i t e d ,  e a c h
redeemed from a life of
sin  by the promise of
spiritual  advancement.
The bulk  of  the novel
describes  the  journey
west, with the pilgrims
e n c o u n t e r i n g  a
dazz l i ng  a r ray  o f

demons, monsters, and
supernatural  beings.
Each encounter is both
a physical battle and a
symbolic  confrontation
with inner flaws.
The final portion of the
nove l  dep ic ts  the
successful  arrival  in
India, the reception of
the scriptures, and the
return  to  China.  The
pilgrims  are  rewarded
with  enlightenment
and  positions  in  the
celestial  bureaucracy.
The ending emphasizes
that  true  spir i tual
attainment  comes  not
from  the  destination
b u t  f r o m  t h e
transformative  power
of  the  journey  itself.

THEMES AND
PHILOSOPHICAL
DEPTH

At its core, Journey to
t h e  W e s t  i s  a
p r o f o u n d l y
philosophical  work.  It
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reflects  the  syncretic
religious  landscape  of
Ming  Dynasty  China,
weaving together three
major traditions:

Buddhism – The1.
quest for
enlightenment,
the law of karma,
and the ideal of
compassion are
central to the
plot. Xuanzang’s
mission to obtain
scriptures
mirrors the
Buddhist
practitioner’s
search for truth.
Daoism – The2.
novel is rich with
alchemical
imagery, internal
cultivation
practices, and
the quest for
immortality. Sun
Wukong’s pursuit
of eternal life
and his mastery
of transformation
reflect Daoist

ideals.
Confucianism –3.
The importance
of hierarchy,
loyalty, filial
piety, and moral
rectitude
underpins many
of the
interactions
among the
characters and
with the
heavenly
bureaucracy.

Beyond  these
religious themes,
the novel is also
a  sharp  social
satire. Wu Cheng
En used demons
and  deit ies  to
l a m p o o n  t h e
c o r r u p t i o n ,
nepotism,  and
hypocr i sy  he
observed in Ming
officialdom.  The
heavenly court is
often depicted as
c h a o t i c  a n d
u n j u s t ,  w i t h
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powerful  beings
protecting  their
d e m o n i c
relatives  from
punishment. This
satir ical  edge
gives the novel a
t i m e l e s s
relevance,  as
r e a d e r s
r e c o g n i z e
familiar  human
f a i l i n g s  i n
f a n t a s t i c a l
settings.

The
Power
of
Transf
ormati
on
Another  central
t h e m e  i s

transformation.
E v e r y  m a j o r
c h a r a c t e r
u n d e r g o e s  a
metamorphosis
o f  s o m e
kind—whether  it
is  Sun Wukong’s
progression from
rebel to disciple,
Z h u  B a j i e ’ s
struggle with his
appet i tes ,  o r
X u a n z a n g ’ s
g r o w t h  i n
w i s d o m  a n d
courage.  The
novel  suggests
that  change  is
p o s s i b l e  f o r
everyone,  no
m a t t e r  h o w
flawed  or  fallen
they  may  be .
This  message  of
h o p e  a n d
redemption  is  a
large part of the
novel’s  enduring
appeal.
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LITERARY
SIGNIFICANCE
AND GLOBAL

IMPACT

Journey  to  the
W e s t  i s  n o t
merely a Chinese
classic;  i t  is  a
world  treasure.
Its  influence
e x t e n d s  f a r
beyond literature
into  art,  opera,
film,  television,
and  even  video
g a m e s .  T h e
character of  Sun
W u k o n g  h a s
become a global
cultural  icon,
appear ing  i n
everything  from
Japanese  manga
to  Ho l lywood
blockbusters.
The  novel  has
been  translated
into  dozens  of
languages,  with
Arthur  Waley’s
abridged  English

t r a n s l a t i o n ,
M o n k e y ,
i n t r o d u c i n g
Western  readers
to  the  story  in
1 9 4 2 .  M o r e
r e c e n t
translations  by
Anthony  C.  Yu
and W.J.F. Jenner
have  made  the
complete  text
a v a i l a b l e ,
allowing scholars
a n d  g e n e r a l
readers  alike  to
appreciate  the
full  scope of Wu
C h e n g  E n ’ s
achievement.
Academica l l y ,
the study of Wu
Cheng  En  and
Journey  to  the
West  is  a  r ich
field.  Literary
critics analyze its
n a r r a t i v e
s t r u c t u r e ,
r e l i g i o u s
symbolism,  and
h i s t o r i c a l
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c o n t e x t .
P s y c h o l o g i s t s
e x p l o r e  i t s
a r c h e t y p a l
c h a r a c t e r s .
P o l i t i c a l
s c i e n t i s t s
e x a m i n e  i t s
c r i t i q u e  o f
authority.  This
interdisciplinary
appeal attests to
the novel’s depth
and complexity.

ADAPTATIONS
AND MODERN
INTERPRETATI
ONS

The story of  the
journey west has
been  adapted
countless  times.
Perhaps the most
f a m o u s
adaptation is the
1986  Chinese
television  series
Journey  to  the
W e s t ,  w h i c h
remains  one  of
t h e  m o s t -

watched  shows
i n  C h i n e s e
t e l e v i s i o n
history.  More
recent ly ,  the
Monkey  anime
series from Japan
and films like The
F o r b i d d e n
Kingdom  have
introduced  new
generations  to
the  tale.
V ideo  games
such  as  Black
Myth:  Wukong
and  Enslaved:
Odyssey  to  the
W e s t  h a v e
reimagined  the
s t o r y  i n
i n t e r a c t i v e
f o r m a t s ,
demonstrating its
o n g o i n g
relevance.  Even
W e s t e r n  p o p
c u l t u r e
references,  from
Dragon  Ball  to
American  Gods,
owe a debt to Wu
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C h e n g  E n ’ s
creation.
W h a t  i s
r e m a r k a b l e
a b o u t  t h e s e
adaptations  is
how  flexible  the
core  narrative
r e m a i n s .
B e c a u s e  t h e
original  novel  is
s o  r i c h  w i t h
meaning,  it  can
be  reinterpreted
to  speak  to  the
concerns of each
n e w
e r a — w h e t h e r
t h o s e  a r e
s p i r i t u a l ,
p o l i t i c a l ,  o r
personal.

CONCLUSION

The  relationship
b e t w e e n  W u
Cheng  En  and
Journey  to  the
West  is  one  of
t h e  m o s t
significant  in
world  literature.

Wu  Cheng  En
took a collection
of folk tales and
t r a n s f o r m e d
t h e m  i n t o  a
masterpiece that
transcends  time,
c u l t u r e ,  a n d
r e l i g i o n .  H i s
novel is at once a
t h r i l l i n g
adventu re ,  a
p r o f o u n d
spiritual allegory,
a n d  a  b i t i n g
social  satire.  It
invites readers to
laugh  at  human
folly  while  also
aspiring to higher
ideals. More than
four  centuries
a f t e r  i t  w a s
written,  Journey
to  the  West
c o n t i n u e s  t o
i n s p i r e ,
entertain,  and
enl ighten.  I ts
j o u r n e y ,  i t
seems ,  i s  f a r
from  over.


