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Physical Imperfection and Spiritual Wholeness: Religious Symbolism and the
Cultural Practice of the Three Teachings’ Convergence in the Depiction of Monks

and Taoists in Dream of the Red Chamber

Liu Zhuoren

(University of Malaya, Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, 50603,)

Abstract: In Dream of the Red Chamber, the depiction of monks and Taoists not only embodies
religious symbolism but also profoundly critiques the Confucian ritual order and its body politics
through the paradoxical construction of “physical imperfection and spiritual wholeness.” Confucian
tradition emphasizes bodily integrity and the unity of moral order, yet the novel’s characters—the
scabby-headed monk and the lame Taoist—subvert secular perceptions through their physical
deformities, reflecting the challenge posed by Buddhist and Taoist wisdom to Confucian values.
Moreover, narrative strategies such as the Magic Jade and the Land of Illusion blur the boundaries
among Buddhism, Taoism, and Confucianism, revealing an intellectual trend toward the convergence
of the Three Teachings during the Qing dynasty. The monk and Taoist figures guide individual
characters toward redemption on a personal level while symbolically constructing a spiritual system
that transcends the doctrinal conflicts among the three traditions. Jia Baoyu’s ultimate fate—passing
the imperial examination yet choosing monastic life—illustrates both the philosophical integration of
the Three Teachings and the inner spiritual tension Qing literati experienced between Confucian
ideals and Buddhist-Taoist transcendence. Through the literary strategy of “physical imperfection
and spiritual wholeness,” Dream of the Red Chamber achieves a transcendent synthesis across
religious, ethical, and philosophical dimensions, establishing itself as a literary exemplar of the Qing
dynasty’s Three Teachings convergence.

Keywords: Dream of the Red Chamber; Monastic and Taoist Figures; Physical Imperfection and
Spiritual Wholeness; Convergence of the Three Teachings; Religious Symbolism

184



	“形残”与“神全”：《红楼梦》僧道形象的宗教象征与三教合流的文化实践( 

