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Suspicious Indulgence: Summoning the Gnome and
Narratives of Ghosts’ Laws in Journey to the West

Lee Fong-mao

(Retired University Chair Professor, College of
Liberal Arts, National Chengchi University )

Abstract :

In the narratives of Journey to the West, there is a customary scene of
Monkey summoning the gnome before each battle between deities and goblins,
whereby he may find out the identity of the goblins. This scene occurs very
frequently but has drawn little attention, simply because the gnomes are regarded
as low-ranking deities who serve only as a foil of the main characters. In the
common editions, in narrating the method and intent of the gnome’s debut, the
author alternately uses two voices. The first one is the manifested voice, a playful
writing style that represents the comedy content. The real intent of using this
voice is to hide the second voice, namely the suppressed voice. The main purpose
is to satirize and insinuate the current situation of the time. The aesthetic appeal
lies in the indirect expression in these two interwoven voices, which the reader
finds tantalizing to decipher. Although the editor of the common edition must
have relied on an earlier version, he must also have been creative when producing
his own version, in which he made use of the prevalent resources of Daoism and
Buddhism. This has indeed drawn attention in relevant scholarship. In the present
study , however, I would like to focus on the plot of “summoning the gnome” and
analyze its literary devices. I argue that there must be some religious background,
especially Daoist knowledge, behind it as support. The narrative level follows a
low-to-high development discourse, in which the manifested voice summons the

gnome in both forceful and soft manners, and forms a kind of joyful process in the
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summoning and capture. The summoning per se is a process that contains
complete and simple religious content, such as making religious gestures, and
chanting spells and words of the Perfected One, from the word om to om ram of
the Pure Realm of Reality. According to the then-prevalent religious practice, it is
observed that the summoning ritual is based on the belief in Cundhi Buddha that
was popular in the Ming dynasty. As a result, the author borrowed the Cundhi
spells from esoteric Buddhism, instead of following the Daoist spells for
summoning the gnome. The most noteworthy point is the summoning process.
The narrative of the Practitioner ( Sun Wukong ) shows his attitude towards
summoning the gnomes and mountain spirits, as well as its counterparts, the
funny facial experience of the gnomes and mountain spirits’ fear of the
Practitioner. Behind this manifested discourse is hidden a suppressed discourse of
the author. This is the use of a narrative of “suspicious indulgence.” In the
beginning, he uses the knowledge of “ ghosts’ laws” and “dark laws” in the
Daoist tradition to regulate the guards of walls and moats — the gnomes. In
accordance with these laws, if there are spirts and devils in the area but the gnome
fails to report, he is thus suspected of indulging and will be hit with a rod and/or
exiled. Likewise, when writing about the gnome who was aware of the existence
of goblins and devils but still let them act at will, the author inherited the notion
of “suspicious indulgence. ” When describing the Practitioner who was about to
hit with his Gold Circle Rod but had not done so, the author borrowed a narrative
mode derived from the Daoist laws of the ghosts. The second level is an
insinuative one. Before the middle of the Ming, Lijia (lit. , “lane and alley” ;
li=110 households; jia = 10 households) was an administrative system, which
became inspiration for novelists for their creative writing in two respects, namely ;
1) a ritual system called “Lane Altar” promoted by the government, but the lijia
residents still worshiped gnomes and therefore the “Lane Altar” was abandoned;

2) the /i mayors and jia magistrates were in charge of taxation and levies, but as
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this became a burden the residents fled; this gave rise to the themes of “evading
households” and “wealthy households paying lamp oil for the fifteenth of the first
month,” which became the main fiction discourses. As for the narratives about
demons who declared kingship in a grotto and gave orders to gnomes, they
(especially the latter) were all previously in Heaven but later fled to the mortal
world. These suppressed discourses are all satires for Ming princedoms and
regional powerful clans. The narrative in Journey to the West alternately speaks in
these two voices, from which we are informed; the more absurd and playful on
the surface the more it covers up the strange phenomena of society that were
widely known. Therefore, the intended gist was easily understood by people of
that time, but in our time we must rely on “suspicious indulgence” to conduct an
in-depth literary interpretation. We must recognize the various artful means in the
common versions of the novel and thereby render the novel a status of “book of

wonder. ”

Keywords: [ guarding deities of | walls and moats, gnome, Sun Wukong the

Practitioner, ghosts’ laws, favored vindication



