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Personal Names and Family Organization in Southwest China

— The Miao of Two Kweichow Villages —
UENO Kazuo

The systems by which people are given family and personal names are closely linked to social
structure. This paper presents the results of a survey aimed at demonstrating the nature of the
link between personal names and social structures - particularly through family and kinship
organizations — in the case of the Miao people of southwest China. These are a people who, from
their base in southwest China, have also settled in the northern portion of Southeast Asia, but in
the present paper [ would like to offer the results of two field reseaches, made in 1987 and 1988,
of the Miao in two particular villages of Kweichow Province.

The Miao in this area use a system by which they have two given names — one being Miao, and
the other Han Chinese. The Miao name is the same partially for father and child, while the Han
Chinese name is based on a different principle, that of seniority within the lineage group. The
Miao do have a system of two given names, but fundamentally names are given on the father-child
principle. Under this system, one character from the father’s name is passed on to each child,
along lines which make it possible to discern paternal and sibling relationships simply by looking
at the names, and it is precisely for this purpose that the custom exists. By contrast, the Chinese
system is intended to show the order of seniority within the large-scale lineage system which
forms its base.

Miao families are of the “‘stem family” type, in which the succession passes to one son, while
goods are divided equally among male children. However, the family is not seen as a property-
holding unit, there is little adoption, and the family line is not especially interested in perpetuating
itself. The family name as such has no particular function except in the context of ancestral wor-
ship. Given such a social system, what is most important to the Miao is the father-child lineage.
Sharing the paternal given name serves to strengthen father-child bonds, so it is consequently a

vital element in their society.
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