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Surnames, Myths, and Ancestor Consciousness in East Asia: A Comparative
Perspective
Guanglin Jin(Niigata Sangyo University)

It has been well known that throughout the human history the foundational
myths or legends of tribes or kingdoms were created and circulated in order to
establish and maintain the legitimacy of the power and authority of the emergent
ruling groups. The foundations myths of East Asia were not an exception; China, Korea,
Japan and Vietnam all have many myths and legends related to the dominant clans
and royal families of kingdoms that held power at one or more points of their history.
This cross-regional phenomenon found in the last names of many of East Asia, however,
hardly have been studied on comparative terms, with the region as a whole being the
focus of study. With a view to finding the historical interconnections among the
patterns of the formation of the surnames of China, Korea, Japan and Vietnam, this
paper analyzes the characteristics of each nation’s surnames both genealogically and
cross-regionally.

When juxtaposed and compared with each other, the surnames of each of the four
East Asian countries exhibits the following patterns. First, in the case of China,
approximately 90% of 120 surnames, which are used by 90.11% of the entire Han
Chinese population, claim family pedigrees that trace back to the legendary the Three
Sovereigns and Five Emperors, to the Yan Emperor and Yellow Emperors in particular.
This tendency to connect the family’s origin to China’s prominent foundational
legends dates back to the Zhou dynasty, and since then this genealogical desire came to
form what may be called ‘ancestor consciousness’ in the subsequent historical records
such as Zuo Zhuan (Chronicle of Zuo), Guoyu (Discourses of the States), Shiben (A Book
of Ancient Chinese Genealogy), Shiji (Historical Records), Hanshu (Book of Han),
Qianfulun (Comments of A Recluse)l, forming the grounds for the Han Chinese
collective identity.

The population living in the Korean peninsular initially did not use the last
names, but their contacts with the Han Chinese led them to adopt the system of using
surnames, which became a predominant pattern. As they also create and circulated the
native foundational myths and legends, from which specific surnames were derived,
the royal families and aristocrats of Koguryo, Silla, and Kaya Koreans used last names,

which were not so common in China. In the Choson dynasty, those surnames used by



its aristocracy have a strong connection to the surnames of Silla and Kaya—a
definitely stronger more connections than those of Koguryo, Paekchk, and Koryd, the
kingdoms that were put to an end by another kingdoms. At the same time, a number of
the surnames drawn from Chinese legendary and historical figures and their
descendents constituted one aspect of the surnames of Choson Korea.

Surnames in Japan were also marked by the co-presence of indigenous and
foreign-influenced origin. According to The Newly Edited Register of Family Names
(815), which referenced 1,182 Japanese clans residing in the capital and its vicinity,
the Japanese population was divided into three groups: the imperial, the god’s, and the
foreigners’ descendents. The four foremost Japanese clans—that is, Minamoto
clan(Genji), Taira clan(Heishi), Fujiwara clan, and Tachibana clan—who held the
power in the wake of the Heian period belonged to the first two lines, ones that belong
to the descendants of gods, who are referenced in both Record of Ancient Matters as
well the The Chronicles of Japan myths. They held a higher position in a social
hierarchy that the last group of royal and aristocratic lines, that is, the offsprings of
the royal families and aristocrats of China and Korea. Hence the prestigious and
powerful clans increasingly found their ancestral roots in the legends or the reference
to their ancestors in the aforementioned records.

In contrast with Korea and Japan, the history of Vietnamese surnames gives
little indication of indigenous formation. Instead, the Chinese-style family names are
predominant. Of the fifteen largest surnames in Vietham—Nguyén, Tran, Lé ,Pham ,
Huynh/Hoang ,Phan ,Vi/Vé , Ping ,Bui , D3, H6 , Ngb, Duong, Ly, and Quach, which
occupy 87% of the whole Vietnamese population as of 2005, a good number of them are
drawn from previous dynasties’ surnames; equally important, many of them find their
ancestral origin in Chinese families.

Thus, highlighting that many of East Asian surnames were originated from the
royal family names, which genealogically trace back to the foundational myths and
legends of the given region, the paper argues for the inextricable relationship between
the ancestor-consciousness and the foundational myths that have been a the core of the
formation of the surnames in East Asia. With China, Korea, Japan, and Vietnam as a
primary regional concern, the paper purports to expand its ken to the last names of
Manchuria, Mongol, Ryukyu, and Chinese minorities, widening its horizon of reach as

much possible.
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