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Exploring the “Vegetarian Banquet”
in the Journey to the West:
Discussion of Paradise, Immortality, Spiritual Practice,
and Deliverance from the Perspective of Dietary Rituals

Ying-Fen Wang’

Abstract

The 100-chapter Journey to the West develops the theme of “banquets,”
ranging from the heavenly palace to the human world, even demons have a
variety of banquets. The depiction of banquets has formed a writing style
that surrounds the description of meals. Banquets appear in the first and last
chapters of the novel, and all of those banquets are vegetarian banquets.
With a focus on the “vegetarian banquets”, this study selected four banquets
for discussion: the monkey banquet, the demon banquet, the deity and
Buddha banquet, and the human banquet.These four banquets connect the
narrative axis throughout the story, extending to universal concepts,
including the natural, demon, Buddhist, and human world. Using dining as a
symbol can trigger associations, and the grand gathering of various foods in
banquets reveals a sense of ritual. These rituals include the farewell banquet,
marriage banquet, fairy banquet, and success banquet, which are associated
with the common theme of death to initiate the following discussions: (1)
dining and nature represent the paradise of abundant food; (2) dining and
immortality, the desire for demons and medicinal food; (3) dining and
disaster, spiritual practice and the holy land; (4) dining and success,
transcendence and deliverance. There is a philosophy of food associated

with banquets. From the perspective of nature, “vegetarian banquets” adopt
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original materials and tastes to demonstrate the nature of simplicity and
initiate the beginning of life. The “resurrection” during the vegetarian
banquet represents the life of things while showing that the earth’s fertility
is valuable. The banquet rituals hold deep metaphors, where the concepts of
eating and being eaten are associated with “death and immortality,”
accentuating the importance of spiritual practice. Thus, the development of
immortality can be analyzed on different levels. Immortality can indicate the
interrelationship of coexistence and the “food chain-medicine chain-life
chain” among nature, demons, spiritual practices, and co-deliverance.
Immortality also represents co-enlightenment, the cosmic opportunity for

symbiosis and survival.

Keywords: Vegetarian Banquet, Paradise, Immortality, Spiritual Practice,

Deliverance





