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Introduction
As an ancient Chinese proverb states: “You are what your name signifies.” This suggests that one’s personality can be
inferred from their name. In both China and the West, names typically consist of a first name followed by a last name.
However, in China, surnames precede given names (e.g., Zhang San or Li Si), whereas in Western cultures they follow
(e.g., Collin Firth or Taylor Swift). The structure of naming conventions reflects deeper societal values; for instance,
family lineage holds significant importance in many Asian cultures where surnames often denote heritage and ancestry.
With globalization advancing economically at an unprecedented pace, increasing scholarly attention has been directed
toward understanding cultural disparities in communication between China and the West as well as family education
practices across these regions. Despite this growing interest in intercultural studies, research specifically addressing how
names reflect cultural differences remains scarce. Names serve not merely as identifiers but also carry connotations
related to identity formation within various sociocultural contexts.
Thus far-reaching implications arise when considering how individuals navigate their identities through their names and
diverse cultural landscapes. For example, while some Western societies may prioritize individuality reflected through
unique first names—often chosen based on personal preference or popular trends—Chinese naming practices frequently
emphasize familial connections alongside individual identity.
This paper seeks to explore both similarities and divergences between Chinese and Western naming conventions while
examining their underlying cultural implications to facilitate smoother intercultural interactions. By analyzing specific
examples from each tradition—including common themes such as honorifics used within familial structures—it aims to
provide insights that could enhance mutual understanding among different cultures during global exchanges.”

Similarities between Chinese andWestern Names
The Sapir-Whorf hypothesis posits that language influences individuals’ modes of thinking, shaping their worldviews,
values, and life perspectives (Hu Zhuanglin, 2013). Language is an integral component of culture; it not only reflects a
nation’s outlook on life, values, lifestyle, and cognitive patterns but also encapsulates the historical development of that
nation to some extent. Given the distinct cultural backgrounds and traditions of China and the West, the cultural
information embedded in surnames and given names varies significantly.
Social Background Factors
In addition to the influence of social and cultural factors, economic conditions also played a role in shaping naming
practices. In ancient times, names often reflected the family’s wealth or status, with more affluent families choosing
names that conveyed prosperity or success. As society evolved and became more complex, individuals began to prioritize
unique and meaningful names for their children, reflecting personal values and aspirations. Furthermore, regional
differences also had an impact on naming practices. Different regions within China developed their own traditions and
customs when it came to naming children. For example, certain areas may have favored traditional Chinese characters for
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This study examines the similarities and differences between Chinese and Western naming conventions, exploring how these
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investigates how language—and consequently names—shapes worldviews and social structures. In China, naming
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ancient traditions. In contrast, Western naming practices tend to prioritize individualism and personal expression, reflecting
values of freedom and equality. The study highlights the importance of names in shaping identities and social interactions,
particularly in a globalized context. Understanding these distinctions promotes intercultural dialogue and enhances mutual
respect between Chinese and Western cultures. The findings suggest that names function as cultural markers, bridging
personal identity with collective heritage, and tradition with modernity.
Keywords: Chinese and Western culture; name differences; social background



137

names, while others may have incorporated local dialects or indigenous languages into the naming process. Religious
beliefs also influenced Chinese naming practices throughout history. Taoist and Buddhist principles often guided parents
in selecting auspicious names for their children, with the belief that a well-chosen name could bring good fortune and
blessings to the child.
Overall, Chinese naming practices are deeply rooted in a rich tapestry of social background factors including cultural
evolution, economic conditions, regional traditions, and religious beliefs. These diverse influences have contributed to the
complexity and significance of Chinese names throughout history. In addition to the historical and cultural influences on
naming trends in China, there are also regional and ethnic factors that play a role. For example, in minority regions such
as Tibet and Xinjiang, traditional names reflecting local customs and beliefs are still widely used. In urban areas,
especially among the younger generation, there is a growing trend of choosing unique or foreign-sounding names for their
children, influenced by global pop culture and media. Furthermore, with the increasing emphasis on individuality and
personal expression in modern society, some parents are opting for unconventional or creative names for their children.
This can range from combining characters to create new meanings to using English words or phrases as names. It’s also
worth noting that the Chinese government has implemented regulations regarding baby names in recent years to prevent
overly bizarre or offensive choices. This reflects a broader societal concern about maintaining cultural traditions while
embracing modernity. the evolution of naming practices in China reflects not only historical events but also contemporary
social dynamics and individual preferences. As Chinese society continues to evolve, it will be interesting to see how
naming trends develop in response to these changes.Western society has experienced a very long nameless era, due to the
low level of productivity at that time, people’s desire to conquer nature is very strong, but the ability is relatively weak.
Therefore, the culture of names in Old English reflects the social fashion of people at that time, such as Garmund
(protection), Wulfgar (Wolf warrior), Hereweald (army) and so on. In 1066 AD, after Normandy conquered Britain, the
family name and property of the aristocracy were passed down from generation to generation, and ordinary people learned
the aristocracy had their own family name. At that time, social contradictions were sharp, the gap between the rich and the
poor was significant, the king had absolute control over the land, and the aristocracy and the church also owned some land,
so the family name culture at that time also appeared obvious gap between the rich and the poor, for example: Lord, Duke,
Plant, Leak, etc. At the end of western feudal society, a large number of handicraft industries began to develop, such as
Smith, Housenail, etc. (Ma Yufang, 2001). After the Middle Ages, Western countries were greatly influenced by
mainstream religions, and the connotation of surname culture involved honesty, bravery and other qualities, such as
Truman, Bold and Hardy.
Religious Factors
In China, a name is perceived as a form of life memory that embodies not only the parents’ aspirations for their children
but also the life values they envision for them, carrying significant implications of inheritance. Consequently, Chinese
parents place immense importance on their children’s names. When selecting a name, they consider not only the eight
characters derived from the child’s birth date and the Yin and Yang principles of heaven and earth but also the five
elements associated with naming practices—wood, fire, earth, metal, and water—which are believed to influence an
individual’s destiny.
For instance, in traditional Chinese culture, each element corresponds to specific characteristics and attributes that can
affect various aspects of life such as health, career prospects, and interpersonal relationships. The name Wang Yang—
referencing an interpretation from Zhouyi—suggests potential life challenges; “Wang” symbolizes a tiger that cannot
thrive in aquatic environments. This metaphorical representation leads many families to change names in hopes of altering
their fortunes or mitigating perceived negative influences associated with certain names.
The significance attributed to names extends beyond mere identification; it reflects deep cultural beliefs about fate and
personal agency. In this context, many families consult fortune tellers or practitioners skilled in numerology when
choosing a name. These experts analyze various factors including stroke counts of characters used in writing the name—a
practice rooted in ancient traditions—to ensure harmony between individual traits and cosmic forces.
Whether viewed through a superstitious lens or not, this reflects people’s desire to exert control over their destinies via
nomenclature. Influenced by Confucian culture—a philosophy emphasizing moral integrity—and Tibetan Buddhism’s
spiritual perspectives on existence and rebirth it is common for Chinese individuals to incorporate terms such as De
(virtue), Shan (goodness), Ren (benevolence), among others into their names. These concepts serve not only as personal
identifiers but also embody ethical ideals that parents hope will guide their children throughout their lives.
Conversely, in Western cultures where Christianity predominates, naming ceremonies are regarded as significant rites of
passage following birth; these events often involve religious rituals intended to bless the child’s future. Children are
baptized by godparents who bestow upon them names often inspired by biblical figures such as Adam (the first human
ancestor), Daniel (a prophet known for his wisdom), Eden (representing paradise), Diana (associated with nature and
hunting). Such practices highlight how cultural narratives shape identity formation from early childhood onward.
Moreover, within Western contexts there exists diversity regarding naming conventions influenced by regional customs or
familial traditions which may include honoring ancestors through generational naming patterns or adopting unique
spellings reflecting contemporary trends while still maintaining ties to heritage.
In both contexts—the Eastern emphasis on philosophical underpinnings related to fate through careful selection based on
cosmic principles versus Western traditions rooted in religious significance—the act of naming transcends mere
identification; it becomes intertwined with broader societal beliefs about morality , destiny , family legacy ,and individual
purpose within one's community framework . Thus ,the process serves multifaceted roles across different cultures while
reflecting deep-seated values inherent within those societies.
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Additionally, as globalization continues shaping interactions among diverse populations around world today we observe
emerging hybridization phenomena wherein individuals might blend elements from both Eastern philosophies alongside
Western practices during naming processes thereby creating new meanings altogether . This evolution illustrates how
dynamic cultural exchanges contribute towards reshaping identities and changing social landscapes further enriching our
understanding surrounding significance behind one’s given name (Zhang Mingjuan, 2004).

Differences between Chinese and Western Names
Avoiding Names
Chinese individuals select names based on the principle of taboo, which includes avoiding names associated with elders,
relatives, and sages (Zhang Mingjuan, 2004). This practice is deeply embedded in cultural norms and reflects a broader
societal emphasis on respect for lineage and heritage. For instance, if a father’s name is Zhang Wei, the child’s name must
not contain the character ‘Wei’ to prevent sharing a name; otherwise, it may be perceived as an act of defiance against
familial hierarchy or disrespect towards parental authority. In everyday life, children are discouraged from addressing
their parents or superiors by their given names due to considerations of politeness that underscore social harmony.
China is characterized as a society deeply rooted in familial ties and hierarchical structures; regardless of relationships,
one must consider naming conventions that delineate corresponding responsibilities and obligations for each individual
within these frameworks. The significance placed on proper naming practices serves not only to maintain respect but also
to reinforce social order among various generations.
Historically, commoners were advised against adopting names identical to those of emperors to avoid potential
misfortunes linked to such associations with sensitive factors. On one hand, rulers feared being cursed by those who might
share their names; on the other hand, they sought to reinforce their status through refined taboos that ultimately
established a top-down system of prohibitions designed to uphold authority and control over societal dynamics.
In contrast, Western cultures lack such stringent taboo systems regarding naming conventions. Instead of adhering strictly
to avoidance principles related specifically to family hierarchies or historical figures’ legacies, Western societies promote
values of freedom, equality, and love when it comes to personal identity expression through names. Consequently—when
naming newborns—parents often choose names derived from elders as a means both to honor their memory and express
respect and affection towards them while simultaneously embracing individuality.
Additionally，parents and nieces commonly address each other by first names as an expression of familial closeness that
fosters emotional bonds within families. This practice highlights how different cultural contexts shape interpersonal
relationships differently: while Chinese customs emphasize formality in certain interactions reflecting hierarchical
structures inherent in society at large; Western traditions tend toward more egalitarian forms of address even among
relatives—a reflection perhaps indicative not just about naming but broader relational dynamics across cultures.
Overall ， the differences between Eastern and Western approaches illustrate how deeply ingrained cultural beliefs
influence practices surrounding personal identification through nomenclature—demonstrating how language itself can
serve as both a mirror reflecting societal values while simultaneously shaping individual identities within diverse
communities worldwide.
Name Structure
Chinese individuals place significant importance on their ancestors and emphasize the continuity of the bloodline, which
is deeply rooted in Confucian values that prioritize familial respect and lineage preservation. Although family names
originated in matriarchal societies, they are predominantly passed down through the paternal line today, reflecting a shift
towards patriarchal norms over centuries. The naming structure typically places the family name first, followed by the
given name; this order not only signifies respect for one’s heritage but also aligns with cultural practices that value
collective identity over individualism.
In traditional northern Shaanxi region practices, a newborn’s name generally consists of three components: the first
character represents the family name, establishing an immediate connection to ancestral roots; the second indicates
generational lineage within that family tree—often derived from a predetermined set of characters used by each
generation to signify birth order or specific traits associated with that generation; and lastly, there is an individual’s
personal name—such as Wang Jinni (where ‘Wang’ denotes the surname; ‘Jin’ signifies generation; and ‘Ni’ conveys
parental blessings for happiness). This structured approach to naming serves not only as identification but also
encapsulates hopes and aspirations parents have for their children.
For Chinese people, names serve as vital links connecting family members across generations. Regardless of geographical
location or social status, there exists a shared familial heritage reflected in genealogical trees—a testament to cultural
recognition and belonging. These genealogies often trace back many generations and can include detailed accounts of
notable ancestors’ achievements or contributions to society. Such records reinforce communal ties among relatives who
may be separated by distance yet remain connected through shared history.
The presence of Chinatowns worldwide exemplifies this connection: these neighborhoods act as microcosms where
Chinese culture unites individuals through clan affiliations that foster close-knit communities characterized by mutual
support systems. In these areas, it is common for families to gather during festivals such as Lunar New Year or Mid-
Autumn Festival—events steeped in tradition—that further strengthen bonds among community members while
celebrating their rich cultural heritage.
It is not uncommon for two people sharing a surname to remark upon meeting each other: “We must have been related
500 years ago.” This sentiment reflects an intrinsic belief in kinship ties transcending time and space—a notion reinforced
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by historical narratives passed down through oral traditions or written texts within families. Such interactions highlight
how names function beyond mere labels—they embody stories interwoven into larger societal tapestries where every
individual plays a role shaped by ancestry and collective memory.
The Declaration of Independence states that “all men are created equal, endowed by God with unalienable rights, that
among these are life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.” Therefore, Western countries emphasize the supremacy of the
individual, the individual is always before the collective, so their naming order is first name, last name (Zhang Mingjuan,
2004). Westerners have a relatively weak concept of clan, so they have great differences in individuality when choosing
names, and their surnames are more diverse. Some of them are based on their place of residence, such as Field and Wood;
Some take animal surnames, such as Lamb, Wolf; Others are based on occupations, such as Miller Cook. First names are
more religiously influenced, taking biblical and Greek mythological figures to represent what his parents expected of him.

The Conclusion
Name is not only a language phenomenon, but also a social phenomenon, is a continuation of spirit, it is not only affected
by social background factors, but also by religious factors, these two factors make each era’s name has its unique style,
but also reflects the social style at that time, such as: the founding of the nation, National Day, aid to the dynasty and so
on. Another example is the broadcast of the TV drama Legend of Zhen Huan, which has aroused wide discussion among
people. Many celebrities emphasize the pure-ness of their bloodlines, such as “Guan”, which represents “Gualga”, and
some celebrities still adopt “Ai Xin Jue Luo” as their surname to establish their own personal identity. Chinese people
choose names to reflect blood ties and feelings of family and country. They always put country and family first.
Westerners choose names to put personal freedom first, which fully reflects their individualism. In the 2022 Winter
Olympics, the name of Chinese athlete Gu Ailing is a good example of the difference between Chinese and Western
names. The Chinese name Gu Ailing is a combination of surname and first name, while the English name is Eileen Gu.
The pronunciation of the English name is basically the same as that of the Chinese name, which is also the most common
naming method used by overseas Chinese. Only with a thorough understanding of the differences between cultures can we
tell Chinese stories well, promote exchanges between China and the West, export our values, and realize the dream of the
great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation.
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