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Abstract: Ancient Chinese people’ s cognition of cetaceans presents a clear and traceable evolutionary thread. From
mythological imagination and official nomenclature in the pre-Qin period to the Han-Wei dynasties, to natural-historical
research from the Jin to the Tang-Song dynasties, practical utilization in coastal areas during the Song-Yuan dynasties,
and finally a relatively mature and systematic understanding in the Ming-Qing dynasties, this process essentially reflects
the cultural construction of the human-ocean relationship as inland civilizations expanded toward the sea. As marine
creatures, cetaceans also functioned as political symbols, religious carriers, and ecological markers in ancient Chinese
society. The cognitive history of whales serves as a case embodying the coexistence of reverence, practicality, and
restraint in traditional Chinese environmental ethics. Restoring ancient people ’ s natural perception and cultural
understanding of cetaceans is of referential significance for reflecting on traditional environmental views and expanding

research in China’ s marine environmental history.
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