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Differences and Integration of Naming Methods of Sea
Areas in China and the West

Wu Songdi

Abstract: The Chinese people began their sailing on the sea very early and formed an understanding of
different sea areas. China faces the Pacific on the east. Ancient Chinese people believed that their land was
in the center of the world which was surrounded by oceans called “the Four Seas”. Sea areas (including lake
areas) were usually named after their geographical directions, such as “East Sea”, “West Sea”, “South Sea”,
and “North Sea”. This kind of naming was applied to sea areas in China, and so was it in many countries
out of China. “East Sea” was used for almost all the broad water areas on the east of China. But every
geographical location has four sides. If we solely rely on the four directions, all the sea areas or lakes in the
same direction would share a same name. In the West, sea areas were usually named after the names of
states or regions nearby. In the late Ming Dynasty, missionaries of Matteo Ricci, Didace de Pantoja, Jules
Aleni and so on from the Western countries arrived and brought their geographical knowledge to China.
In Great Universal Geographic Map in the Chinese language released in 1602, Matteo Ricci marked the
sea areas between Korean peninsula, Japan Islands and Russia with the name of Japan Sea. In Chinese
documents recorded by Liao, Jin, Yuan and Ming dynasties, this area was given the name of East Sea. In
more than two hundred years after Matteo Ricei, none of maps was published in China, and Japan or
Korea employed the name of Japan Sea. It started to prevail in Europe from the 1790s. And in Japan, the
name of Japan Sea was accepted in the middle of the nineteenth century. Yet, this happened in China in
about 1884. To sum up, the naming technique of seas area from the Western countries had not exerted a
substantial influence on the East for a very long time.
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