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From Five Ethical Relationships to Six: A Study of the Inheritance and Development of
Confusion Ethics in the Dream of the Red Chamber

ZHAO Yonggang

Abstract: Dream of the Red Chamber inherits and affirms the five ethical relationships of Confucianism
reversely. Cao Xueqin thought that the nonsense and baffle of the five ethical relationships was the impotant
cause of the downfall of Jia Mansion declined. However, Dream of the Red Chamber the thought of the five
ethical relationships was not simply inherited, but further expanded. More specifically, this book added the
sixth relationship which is called adoration between men and women. Cao found that in the traditional five
ethical relationships, people tend to ignore the relationship between men and women. Since before marriage,
this relationship might be covered by the relationship between parents and children, while after marriage,
this relationship might be covered by the relationship between husband and wife. But most people do not
know that neither the relationship between parents and children nor the relationship between husband and
wife, either is not suitable for dealing with relationships between men and women. The particularity of
the relationship between men and women needs special regulation which is adoration. What’s more, Cao
advocated for the adoration between men and women but not for profits or desires, even not because of
talents. This kind of thought affirmed the rationality of humanity’s natural desire, and at the same time,
avoided interest, desire and the conflict of reflections between men and women. Last but not least, the new
cardinal relationship between men and women cannot be seen as the contrast of traditional five cardinal
relationships simply. The six cardinal relationship have not only conflict but also harmony compared with
traditional five cardinal relationships.

Keywords: Dream of the Red Chamber; the five ethical relationships of Confucianism; the adoration
between men and women; ethical thought
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