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Abstract

When internationally prestigious scientific prizes are announced, Chinese-language public
discourse often foregrounds labels such as “ethnic Chinese,” “Chinese national,” “ancestral
hometown,” or “alumnus of a particular university,” thereby converting individual achievement
into collective honor. Such celebration can strengthen identification and inspire younger
generations. Yet a conceptual error arises when genealogical or origin-based ties are treated as the
primary causal criterion for assigning ownership of innovation. This article defines this recurrent
discursive mechanism as the “ancestral-origin totem.” The term does not essentialize Chinese
culture; rather, it identifies an observable narrative device jointly produced by media organizations,
local governments, alumni institutions, and collective identity needs.

Drawing on SDE ontology, the article distinguishes the real achievement state (Sr) from the
public narrative settlement state (Sn). The scientist’ s education, mobility, problem selection,
failures, collaborations, and breakthroughs constitute a difference sequence (D), while mentorship,



peer communities, funding, academic freedom, evaluation regimes, research time, and
transnational networks form an entanglement ecology (E). A mature scientific achievement is
therefore generated through the historical interaction of D and E, rather than being an expression
of a single identity attribute. The article contrasts totemic identity settlement with distributed
occurrence-based settlement. The former compresses the causal chain into birthplace, ancestry,
nationality, or one educational node; the latter allocates stage-specific credit across family
formation, schooling, undergraduate training, doctoral education, problem formation, research
collaboration, institutional support, and social translation.

Comparative reconstruction of the trajectories of the 2026 Fields Medalists Yu Deng and Hong
Wang, ancestral narratives surrounding Steven Chu and Terence Tao, the locally grounded
innovation chain of Tu Youyou, and the institutional claims of the University of Chicago, New York
University, and IHES demonstrates that the central issue is not whether collective ties may be
celebrated, but whether a tie is misrepresented as sufficient causation. Origin-totem narratives
compress D, obscure E, and generate an inflated perception of domestic innovative capacity before
the underlying ecology has changed. This symbolic settlement may reduce institutional pain,
weaken demand for costly reform, substitute ceremonial expenditure for occurrence-producing
investment, and teach younger researchers a distorted model of success. The resulting feedback
loop—external achievement, domestic appropriation, reduced diagnostic pressure, delayed reform,
weak endogenous occurrence, and renewed dependence on external achievement—constitutes a
genuine blocking mechanism.

The article proposes a dual-S model of scientific credit, several operational indicators, and a
research agenda for corpus analysis and survey experiments. Genuine cultural confidence does not
require abandoning collective identification. It requires relocating collective pride from
genealogical origin to the demonstrable capacity to repeatedly generate, support, retain, and renew
innovation.

Keywords: SDE ontology; ancestral-origin totem; face work; innovation genesis; scientific
credit; entanglement ecology; difference sequence; institutional reflection
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