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Searching for the Roots of Chinese
Surnames
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As an important medium, surnames can help people trace their
history, and discover their roots. Chinese people are proud to claim
themselves as descendants of Emperor Yan and Yellow Emperor.

The cultural tradition that the basis of Chinese surnames derive from

the same ancestors creates a bond between all Chinese people.
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> Origins of Surnames

Chinese surnames is an important part
of Chinese cultural system. In the clan
society, surnames (Xing) and clan names
(Shi) came into being successively. In the
Xia Dynasty (approx. 2070 B.C.-1600
B.C.), Shang Dynasty (1600 B.C.-1046
B.C.), and Zhou Dynasty (1046 B.C.-
221 B.C.), surnames and clan names
developed under the feudal system of
enfeoffment. During the Qin Dynasty
(221 B.C.-206 B.C.) and Han Dynasty
(206 B.C.-220 A.D.), surnames and clan
names became one under the general
term of surname (Xing Shi).

It is generally held that surnames
originated from totemism. In ancient
times, people’s belief in animism
espoused worship of totems. Certain
animals and plants were worshipped and
offered sacrifices as the guardian deities

of their clans. They were also referred in
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Portrait of Yu the Great

the emblems or symbols of their tribes
which, later, gradually became the oldest
surnames.

The legend has it that the mother of
Yu, head of the Tribe Xia, gobbled a plant
called Job’s tears (a Poales plant) and then
gave birth to Yu. Thereafter, Job’s tears
became the totem of the Tribe Xia. Since
children were given birth by females, the
Chinese character ** 7  (female, Nii) was
adopted to replace the original upper part
of the character of ** ¥ ” (Job’s tears, Yi),
the surname of * 4  (Si) was henceforth
formed.

Similar tales can also be found in the
Historical Records, “Jian Di, Yin Qi’s
mother and daughter of the clan of You
Song, was the second wife to Emperor
Ku. While bathing together, Jian Di saw
a Xuan Bird (a legendary bird) laying an
egg. She ate the egg and was pregnant
with Yin Qi.” Yin Qi was the ancestor of
the Tribe Shang. Since his mother borne
him after eating Xuan Bird’s egg, the bird
became the totem of the Tribe Shang and
the character Zi (meaning egg) was used
as the surname of the tribe.

Surnames made their first appearance
during the times of matriarchal society
when people “only knew their mothers

instead of fathers”. Men and women both
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Names, Courtesy Names, and Title Names
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Names

As an identifiable symbol for a person, the given name originated in clan society and has been
a personal indicator used in combination with the surname. Ancient people used given names
before surnames came into being. In the Confucian classic Rites of Zhou , it is recorded that, “A
born-in-wedlock baby is to be given a name at the third month after birth.”
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Courtesy Names
The courtesy name, also known as the style name, was used in addition to the given name
by ancient people. Yan Zhitui (531-after 590), a literary writer of the Southern and Northern
Dynasties (420-589), wrote in his Admonitions of the Yan Clan that, “In ancient times, given
names were used to identify a person while courtesy names were meant to declare a person’s
virtues.” A courtesy name is related to the given name of a person; it’s an alternative given name
used to indicate a person’s virtues. People in the ancient times used to have both the given name
and the courtesy name. Courtesy names were given when boys attended the crowning ceremony
(the come-of-age ceremony for boys) at the age of 20 and girls joined the hair-pinning ceremony
(the come-of-age ceremony for girls) at 15. People in ancient times usually used given names
when referring to themselves and used courtesy names when referring to others as a gesture of
respect. Nowadays, courtesy names are rarely used.
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Title Names

The title name is an alternative that ancient people used in addition to the given name and the
courtesy name. According to records, title names were already used in the Spring and Autumn

Period (770 B.C.-476 B.C.). In contrast to given names and courtesy names, title names were

chosen without influence from family background, family hierarchy, social systems, and the like.

Everyone could choose the title name to one’s own liking.
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Xuan Bird

Originally seen in the Classic of Mountains and
Seas, the Xuan Bird is a black swallow.
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inherited their surnames from female
ancestors. Surnames were originally
used as characters to mark the
family and clan systems. It
stood for the common blood
relationship for descendants.
According to the definition in Explaining
and Analyzing Characters by Xu Shen,
a philologist of the Eastern Han Dynasty
(25-220), “Xing ( * ¥ * in Chinese,
meaning surname) means the birth of a
human. In ancient times, Xing denoted
a heavenly-impregnated mother giving
birth to a child, hence the term ‘son of
heaven’. The character is composed of
4z (Nii, female) and * 4= ° (Sheng,
give birth to), a homonym of Sheng

(the sound).” The definition shows that
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Niwa Mending Firmament

As the legend goes, there was a time in remote
antiquity that a hole in the sky gave rise to fires
and incessant flooding on earth, and people
were being hurt frequently by animals. Seeing
people losing their means of livelihood, Niiwa
used five-colored stones to mend the hole in the
sky and eventually saved all the common people
on earth.
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surnames were originated from mothers;
therefore, old surnames in the ancient
times, such as “ %  (Jiang), * i
i), * W7 (S), < WL 7 (Ying), * 5 7
(Ji), * % ” (Yun), and the like, were all
composed of the Chinese radical “ %
(Nii, female). From the very beginning,
surnames have been used as marks to
prevent same-surname marriages. White
Tiger Hall Annotations, a classic from
the Han Dynasty (206 B.C. - 220 A.D.)
to reconcile scholastic contradictions,
explains: the reason why people have
surnames is that surnames can promote
affection, emphasize blood relationships,
differentiate people from animals, and
prevent same-surname marriage. During
the periods of primitive society, it was
recognized that “people with the same
surname came from the same family
root”. Same-surname marriage was
against ethical codes, and might beget
deformed births. Therefore, a taboo
arose to forbid marriage between people
bearing the same surname.

The clan name first appeared in
patriarchal society times. During this
period, men had displaced women as
leaders. Clan names were inherited from
patriarchs and only males were entitled

to clan names. Due to the rise of the
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Fuxi and Nuwa

Legend has it that Fuxi and Niiwa were gods with human heads and snake bodies. Fuxi and
Niiwa were both siblings and spouses. As shown in Records of Emperors and Kings by Huangfu
Mi in the Eastern Han Dynasty (25-220), “Fuxi was surnamed Feng (wind).” Fuxi and Niiwa
were surnamed Feng since they were born at Fenggou (lit. Ditch of Wind). They were the first to
use the surname Feng in China.
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Character of “R" (Feng, Wind) in Oracle Bone
Script

As the earliest known written language in China
dating back to around 3,000 years ago, the oracle
bone script was a comparatively systemized writing
system which appeared in the Shang Dynasty (1600
B.C.-1046 B.C.). These written languages were
inscribed on tortoise shells and animal bones for

oracle purposes, and were thus known as the oracle
bone script.
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The Imperial Readings of the Taiping Era of the Song Dynasty (960-1279) recorded that,
“Fuxi sat on a square platform, listened to the wind from eight directions, and drew the Eight
Diagrams.” The Eight Diagrams were invented by Fuxi through his observation of numerous
beings in nature. In addition, Fuxi also taught ancient people how to make fishing nets, use
spears to hunt, and make clothing out of furs. Fuxi and Niiwa also created the earliest marriage
system. The myth in Huai Nan Zi (lit. The Masters/Philosophers of Huainan) of the Western
Han Dynasty (206 B.C.-25 A.D.) also recorded that Niiwa used stones of five colors to mend the
damaged firmament.
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Fuxi Creating the Eight Diagrams

The Eight Diagrams are built up on two constituent symbols: the straight horizontal line “—" stands
for Yang and the broken horizontal line “ —- " represents Yin. The Eight Diagrams are Qian, Kun,
Zhen, Xun, Kan, Gen, Li, and Dui, representing respectively the eight phenomenons of heaven,
earth, thunder, wind, water, mountain, fire, and lake in nature. In ancient times, people used the
Eight Diagrams for divination.
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Picture of Fuxi and Niwa (Tang Dynasty, 618-
907)

hierarchical system, in clans where people
use the same surnames, differences in
wealth and class came about. Therefore,
further divisions of clans branched out on
the basis of the original consanguinity.
These new branches moved out of
original gathering places and scattered
in different areas. They began to use
different clan names. In ancient times,
people used clan names to distinguish
between high and low status in identity,
positions, virtues and achievements,
skills and competences and so forth. In
White Tiger Hall Annotations: Chapter
of Names, it says, “Why are there clan
names? The clan name is used to indicate
virtues and skills.” Generally speaking,
both nobles and ordinary people could
use clan names, though some clan names
were exclusively used by certain nobility.
Despite the fact that some ordinary people
did have clan names, they were still low-
classed in comparison with nobles with

high virtues and great achievements, for
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instance, those surnamed Tu (butchering)
who took animal-butchering as their
profession.

Since the beginning of the patriarchal
period, a system that surnames and clan
names were both used was established. In
the Xia Dynasty (approx. 2070 B.C.-1600
B.C.), Shang Dynasty (1600 B.C.-1046
B.C.), and Zhou Dynasty, this system
continued to be used. For example, the
monarchs of the Xia Dynasty (approx.
2070 B.C.-1600 B.C.) had the surname
of Si and the clan name of Xia: Shang
monarchs had Zi for the surname and
Shang for the clan name: while the Zhou
monarchs had Ji and Zhou respectively
for their surname and clan name.

The Xia Dynasty (approx. 2070
B.C.-1600 B.C.) was a society where
the slavery system was established. Due
to a man’s higher status and functions,
coupled with the influence of the
expanded range of human activities,
surnames and the matriarchal system of
blood relations they stood for gradually
fell apart, losing their practical function
of preventing same-surname marriage
while clan names gradually developed on
the basis of the patriarchal clan system.
The government of Zhou implemented

the enfeoffment system during the
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Chinaware of Dragon and Phoenix(Qing
Dynasty,1644-1911)

Dragons and phoenixes are the oldest totem of
Chinese people. Legend has it that the totem of
dragon was created by Yellow Emperor while
the totem of phoenix was created by his wife Lei

Zu. Dragon and phoenix are symbols of auspice
in Chinese culture.

Western Zhou Dynasty (1046 B.C.-771
B.C.) with land conferred and clan names
dubbed for the purpose of solidifying
the political power of the state. In the
enfeoffment system, vassalage was
awarded to imperial kinsmen, to officials
with acknowledged achievements and
to leaders of ancient tribes so that they
could build up their vassal states in
various areas. Based on the location of
their vassal states, they were conferred
with clan names which could be
passed down to their heirs. While the
branches belonging to the same clan
increased, the amount of clan names
also multiplied accordingly during this
period. In addition to using the names
of vassal states or places as clan names,
ancient people also used official titles,
posthumous titles (titles conferred on
rulers or high-status people after they
died), and professions of their ancestors
and others as clan names.

During the Spring and Autumn
Period (770 B.C.-476 B.C.) and Warring
States Period (475 B.C.-221 B.C.),
the national power of imperial court
of Zhou waned while feudal lords
were dividing and seizing the land for
their own interests in competition for

hegemony. The original enfeoffment
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system collapsed and clan names, which
represented one’s status and identity,
gradually lost its original function. The
difference between surnames and clan
names became blurred. They eventually
became synonyms. Prior to this, the
difference between surnames and clan
names served mainly three purposes: (1).
to differentiate the exclusive usage of
clan names by males and surnames by
females; (2). to distinguish between the

high and low classes; (3). to provide a
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The Replica of Yihou Ce Gui(Western Zhou Dynasty,1046 B.C.-771 B.C.)

Gui is a food container.The Yihou Ce Gui was inscribed more than 120 epigraphs,the record was probably
Zhou Kang Wang canonized Ce for Yihou.The epigraph was important historical materials that the
government of Zhou implemented the enfeoffment system during the Western Zhou Dynasty.



ikl
REFREFEERIRTH—MERGE, ARELESXERKFIREmE,
REHIAER, ARNEUEE. ARKTFENFETE, NSERKRRKAX
F.oEE. AR, . FRUWMR. EERKT “—XEE” 6, EZREMNIL
FAhWET, HMUERENILTFAET, REBKT (EERENSE—NILT) 7
WEEL. B ERSRN.

Patriarchal Clan System
The patriarchal clan system was a hereditary
system implemented in ancient China. It was
first seen in the Xia Dynasty and perfected in

the Zhou Dynasty. In the Zhou Dynasty, the
hierarchal system was rigorously implemented
from the highest position of the emperor through
feudal vassals, ministers, scholars, and common

people down to the lowest slaves. According to

the polygynous system in ancient times, those
sons born by the first wife were called Dizi (sons
born of the legal wife of a man) while those by
the concubines were the called Shuzi (concubine’s
children). Only the eldest Dizi (the first son of the
first wife) was entitled to inherit the throne, the

title, the official post or the property of the father.
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The Oracle Bone Rubbing(Shang Dynasty ,1600
B.C.-1046 B.C.)

The oracle’s probable meaning was:whether people
needed to sacrifice a female slave.
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Diagram of Right of Inheritance in Patriarchal Clan System
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Sima Qian Recorded Historical Records

guidance for marriage. People with the
same clan names and different surnames
could marry while marriage between
people with same surnames but different
clan names should be avoided.

During the Qin Dynasty (221 B.C.-
206 B.C.) and the Han Dynasty (206
B.C.-220 A.D.), the unified feudal
state replaced the slave society. With
imperial and noble privileges as well
as the original patriarchal clan system
being overthrown, clan names with
implications of social status were
completely deprived of the function of
distinguishing the high and low in class.

It bore no significant difference from
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