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Title: Ethical and Cultural Logic of Incest Narratives in 4 Dream of Red Mansions

Abstract: Unlike Western representations of incest, which typically involve direct
violations of consanguineous boundaries, the incest narratives in 4 Dream of Red
Mansions are primarily articulated through quasi-kinship relations formed between
male and female members of the same household who bear different surnames.
Although such relationships do not directly transgress blood-based ethical taboos,
they nonetheless construct kinship-like moral bonds that destabilize the traditional
ethical order upheld by the Confucian patriarchal clan system. These quasi-incestuous
configurations reveal the structural fragility of that system and register Cao Xueqin’s
unconscious resistance to its ideological constraints. At the same time, they expose the
expansion of patriarchal authority within extended family networks and its attendant
objectification of women. Female characters respond to such domination through

acts of resistance that frequently culminate in self-sacrifice, through which they attain
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a form of ethical redemption. Consequently, incest narratives in A Dream of Red
Mansions possess a dual significance: they function both as a destructive force that
erodes established ethical boundaries and as a subversive discourse that articulates
resistance to patriarchal and genealogical domination. This ambivalent ethical—cultural
logic offers a critical lens for reconsidering individual fate, gender relations, and moral
order within the patriarchal clan system in the context of traditional Chinese society.
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