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Five Misreadings of Journey to the West, and What a

Second Reading Looks Like

Reading Journey to the West for the first time, many people remember only the
demon fights. A demon leaps out, Wukong fights, they move on, another demon leaps out
next chapter. Read that way, the book is lively, but empty once closed. On my second

reading I changed five views, and each one made the book a little brighter.

Misreading one: assuming the plotline is combat. Rereading shows the real
plotline is walking. Of the eighty-one trials, outright victories are not many; more
often they cannot cross the mountain, cannot ford the river, cannot find the helper

they wait for. The book is not about who fights best but about who keeps walking.

Misreading two: thinking Tang Seng is useless, a drag on the team. Rereading
catches the detail of his night sutra reading: captured by demons by day and rescued
by his disciples, he still recites at night, line by line, the scriptures heard on
the road, afraid to forget. Skill belongs to others; the scriptures are his. In any

team, the one who will not let go of the goal is often the least noticeable.
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Misreading three: finding Bajie annoying—lazy, greedy, always yelling about
breaking up. Rereading reveals he is the one most like an ordinary person. He carries
loads and fights too, just with constant grumbling. And the next morning he still
gets up and still walks west. Walking forward while complaining is rarer than not

complaining at all.

Misreading four: seeing only daytime scenes and missing the night ones. Many key
events happen at night: Tang Seng reading sutras, Wukong keeping watch, demons
knocking at night. Daytime is travel: nighttime is when everyone’ s inner thoughts

surface. The lamp lights at night.

Misreading five: treating the scripture quest as an errand, done once the
scriptures arrive. Rereading the final chapter, the scriptures get soaked in the Tang
River and dry with missing pages, and the Buddha' s side says the true scriptures have
no words. After fourteen years, the scriptures were not fetched; they were walked

into being, step by step. The backs of the travelers are longer than the result.

What these five misreadings share is reading the book too fast. The remedy is
simple: pick one non—combat detail from each chapter and pause over it. Night
reading, the watch, the grumbling, the wet scriptures—these are such details. The

lamp is not in the fighting; the lamp is in these places.
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