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Abstract

This paper proposes "Fame Theory," arguing that no fame means no success, where "fame"
specifically refers to good fame, positive fame, and honorable fame — the reputation bestowed
upon an individual by society based on recognition of positive value. This paper explicitly
excludes bad fame, ill fame, and infamous fame. Using wealth as a reference framework, the
argument unfolds across four dimensions: visibility, permanence, independence, and
distinctiveness. The essence of fame is a positive symbolic consensus in society; it transcends
material accumulation and becomes the highest expression of an individual's life value.
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I. Introduction



The definition of success has long been debated. Some measure it by material

abundance, others by inner peace. However, if we examine the social nature of "success"

with rigor, we discover a long-neglected truth: success is fundamentally a social evaluation,

not a personal feeling. Since success must be confirmed by others to be valid, the ultimate

measure of success cannot be a private number in a bank account, but public fame.

This paper proposes "Fame Theory." Its core proposition is: no fame means no

success, and it must be positive fame. Bad fame, ill fame, and infamous fame lie outside

the scope of this discussion — those who become notorious through scandal are judged

negatively by society and are shunned. Such "fame" brings not glory but shame, not

success but failure. Positive fame, by contrast, is the reputation bestowed upon an

individual by society based on genuine admiration; it is the highest form in which individual

value receives collective confirmation.

Fame is not a byproduct of success; it is the essence of success itself. Wealth is

merely one possible path toward fame, not success itself. Below, the argument unfolds

across four dimensions, systematically comparing fame with wealth to explain why fame is

the only true measure of success. Throughout this paper, "fame" refers exclusively to good

fame, positive fame, and honorable fame.

II. Visibility: The Social Visibility of Fame vs. the Private Concealment of
Wealth

2.1 The Fundamental Dilemma of Wealth: Numbers That Cannot Be Shown

The first fundamental flaw of wealth is its inability to be made public.

An individual may possess enormous wealth, yet in the vast majority of cases this

wealth remains hidden. Bank account balances, investment portfolios, and property

holdings are strictly protected by law and constrained by social norms. Flaunting wealth

openly is regarded not only as vulgar but also as likely to provoke envy. Thus, wealth is

inherently "closeted": it exists in safes, digital accounts, and legal documents, and cannot

be directly presented within the social field of vision.

A deeper problem is that the display of wealth requires mediation. One cannot spread

one hundred million in cash across the street for public viewing; one must rely on acts of

consumption — purchasing mansions, luxury cars, designer goods — to indirectly signal

one's wealth level. But such signals are always indirect, ambiguous, and contestable. An

observer cannot know whether that sports car is leased or purchased, whether that

mansion is owned outright or mortgaged. The display of wealth is always veiled in a "fog of



interpretation."

2.2 The Essential Advantage of Fame: Direct Social Presence

Fame operates entirely differently. Fame is a direct social presence; it requires no

material medium to be perceived.

Once an individual achieves lasting fame, their name itself becomes positive

information. Mention "Nikola Tesla," and no physical object need be displayed — society

immediately calls up all admiring memories and evaluations associated with him. Mention

"Mother Teresa," and no catalog of deeds need be presented — her name already carries

sufficient social respect. The visibility of fame means that it can be transmitted and

confirmed at any time, in any place, through any medium. It is not locked behind a bank

account password, nor hidden by legal confidentiality clauses.

The visibility of fame is also reflected in its zero-cost transmission. The transfer of

wealth requires transaction fees, tax obligations, and financial institutions; the spread of

fame costs nothing — a name can cross borders, languages, and social classes within a

single second, reaching hundreds of millions simultaneously. In the information age, this

visibility is further amplified: search engines make fame permanently retrievable, and social

media makes fame instantly discussable.

It must be emphasized that bad fame also possesses visibility, but the public exposure

of bad fame brings social condemnation and avoidance, not admiration and recognition. The

visibility of good fame is a welcomed visibility, a state in which individual value is actively

embraced and celebrated by society.

2.3 Summary

Wealth is a private number; fame is a public presence. If success cannot be directly

perceived and genuinely admired by society, it cannot be called success. From the

dimension of visibility, fame is the clear winner over wealth.

III. Permanence: The Historical Continuity of Fame vs. the Transient
Fluidity of Wealth

3.1 The Fate of Wealth: You Cannot Take It With You

The second fundamental flaw of wealth is its impermanence.



Wealth is fluid. Assets that belong to you today may evaporate tomorrow in a market

crash; an inheritance received this year may be depleted next year through investment

failure. Wealth has no memory; it does not automatically retain information about who it

once belonged to. When a person dies, their wealth is divided, transferred, and

redistributed, ultimately losing all connection to its original owner. A century later, no one

knows who that wealth once belonged to.

More brutally, wealth can be forcibly taken. War, inflation, legal disputes — any major

social upheaval can reduce wealth to zero in an instant. Throughout history, countless

fortunes have left no trace whatsoever, as if they had never existed.

3.2 The Miracle of Fame: Death Is Not the End

Fame, by contrast, possesses astonishing permanence.

Once an individual achieves lasting fame, society constructs a "legend" around them.

This legend does not mean mythologized fiction, but rather a sustained mechanism of

social memory. The name becomes bound to specific positive images, noble deeds, and

favorable evaluations, forming a cultural gene that automatically replicates across

generations.

Li Bai has been gone for over thirteen hundred years, yet the name "Li Bai" still

appears in every Chinese textbook, is still invoked at every poetry recitation, and is still

used as a symbol of free-spiritedness at every dinner table. His good fame has not faded

with the passage of time; rather, it has been continuously refined and strengthened through

the sieve of history.

The permanence of fame is also reflected in its resistance to confiscation. The name

"Henry Ford" cannot be seized, "Isaac Newton" cannot be banned from public discussion,

and "Socrates" cannot be erased from culture. Once good fame is formed, it becomes part

of humanity's collective memory.

Here we must distinguish the different fates of good fame and bad fame. Bad fame

may also persist, but society's attitude toward it is vigilant and critical; its transmission

serves as a cautionary tale rather than a positive model. The transmission of good fame, by

contrast, is an active, warm collective remembrance that allows an individual's life value to

transcend death.

3.3 Summary

Wealth is fleeting fluidity; fame is eternal structure. If success cannot traverse time, it

is merely temporary luck. From the dimension of permanence, fame is the clear winner over



wealth.

IV. Independence: The Ontological Self-Sufficiency of Fame vs. the
Symbolic Dependency of Wealth

4.1 The Parasitic Nature of Wealth: It Must Attach to External Things

The third fundamental flaw of wealth is its symbolic dependency.

Wealth itself has no face; it must rely on external symbols to manifest its existence. To

display one's wealth, one must purchase products of specific brands, reside in specific

neighborhoods, and frequent specific venues. The value of wealth is not self-evident; it

must be recognized and confirmed through a socially accepted "wealth symbol system."

This dependency creates a paradox: the wealthier a person becomes, the more they

are bound by external things. They must continue consuming to maintain the visibility of

their wealth, must keep purchasing to prove their status. Wealth has no independent face;

it is always a "borrowed face."

A deeper dilemma is that the symbol system of wealth is collective and standardized.

When everyone uses the same brands, lives in the same mansions, and drives the same

sports cars, the individual is instead submerged within this collective symbol. The endpoint

of wealth display is not the expression of individuality, but the replication of a collective

template.

4.2 The Self-Sufficiency of Fame: The Name Is Everything

Fame, by contrast, possesses ontological self-sufficiency.

A person who achieves lasting fame carries a name that is itself a complete symbol,

requiring no external objects for corroboration. Mention "Karl Benz," and there is no need

for him to hold any item or wear any brand — his name already carries full meaning. Fame

is a dematerialized existence that has freed itself from dependence on external symbols

and attained pure independence.

This independence means that the bearer of fame can dress simply and live modestly

without diminishing their success. Albert Einstein could attend banquets in a rumpled

sweater; Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi could walk the streets in homespun cloth — their

good fame was unaffected by these material conditions. On the contrary, such

"anti-symbolic" behavior sometimes strengthens their good fame, because it demonstrates

a confidence and character that transcend material things.



The independence of fame is also reflected in its non-tradability. Wealth can be bought,

but good fame cannot. You can purchase a mansion, but you cannot purchase the social

respect attached to a name. This non-tradability precisely proves the ontological nature of

fame: it is not an accumulation of external things, but the crystallization of social relations,

the natural sediment of individual character and contribution.

Bad fame may also possess a certain independence — an infamous person may

likewise not depend on external things — but this independence is negative and socially

rejected, fundamentally incomparable to the active respect commanded by good fame.

4.3 Summary

Wealth is a parasitic symbol; fame is a self-sufficient entity. If success requires

external things to prove itself, it is not true success. From the dimension of independence,

fame is the clear winner over wealth.

V. Distinctiveness: The Individual Prominence of Fame vs. the Collective
Homogeneity of Wealth

5.1 The Homogenization of Wealth: Equality Before Numbers

The fourth fundamental flaw of wealth is its collective homogeneity.

In the world of wealth, all people are reduced to a single dimension: numbers. Your

wealth is ten million, his is one hundred million — the difference is merely quantitative, not

qualitative. Before numbers, everyone is a member under the collective label of "rich

person," and individual uniqueness is flattened.

More seriously, the growth of wealth exhibits convergence. Once wealth reaches a

certain scale, the marginal difference has a sharply diminishing impact on social perception.

A person with one billion in assets and a person with ten billion may both be categorized as

"super-rich" in the public eye, and the tenfold difference between them is ignored. Wealth

cannot truly make an individual "stand out" from the collective; it merely moves them into

another, larger collective.

5.2 The Differentiation of Fame: An Irreproducible Individual Imprint

Fame, by contrast, possesses natural distinctiveness.

Every person who achieves lasting fame is a unique, irreproducible existence. Leonardo

da Vinci is not "one of the famous painters" — he is Leonardo da Vinci. Beethoven is not



"one of the famous musicians" — he is Beethoven. Fame is not a quantitative ranking but a

qualitative recognition. Society remembers not "which place" but "this one."

The distinctiveness of fame stems from its narrativity. Wealth is a static number; fame

is a dynamic story. Numbers can be forgotten; stories are told. Every person who achieves

lasting fame carries a unique life narrative — their experiences, their choices, their turning

points, their endings — and these narrative elements constitute an irreducible individuality

that makes them stand out from any collective.

In an era of information overload, this distinctiveness is especially precious. When

everyone on social media displays similar wealth symbols, only fame can make a person

truly identifiable. Algorithms can recommend ten thousand "luxury lifestyle" accounts, but

they cannot manufacture ten thousand "William Shakespeares." Fame is a scarce resource

of social attention, while wealth is merely one competitive means to obtain it.

Bad fame may also bring a certain distinctiveness, but this "standing out" is socially

rejected and isolated — the individual is remembered but despised. The distinctiveness of

good fame, by contrast, is an embraced, admired individual prominence that makes the

individual not only recognized but loved and followed.

5.3 Summary

Wealth is homogenized numbers; fame is differentiated narrative. If success cannot

make an individual stand out from the collective, it is merely mediocre superiority. From the

dimension of distinctiveness, fame is the clear winner over wealth.

VI. Integrated Argument: The Theoretical Construction of Fame Theory

6.1 Fame as the Defining Feature of Success

Synthesizing the four dimensions above, we can offer a rigorous definition of success:

Success = Individual uniqueness that is permanently remembered and genuinely admired by

society

This definition contains three essential elements:

� Recognized: Must be confirmed and admired by others (corresponding to visibility)

� Recorded: Must traverse time (corresponding to permanence)

� Identified: Must stand out from the collective (corresponding to independence and

distinctiveness)



Wealth can at best partially satisfy these elements, while fame fully satisfies all of

them. Therefore, fame is both a sufficient and necessary condition for success; wealth is

merely a possible auxiliary means.

6.2 Explicit Exclusion of Bad Fame

This paper must explicitly exclude bad fame.

Bad fame, ill fame, and infamous fame may also possess visibility, permanence,

independence, and distinctiveness, but they lack one core element: genuine social

admiration. A person who becomes famous through scandal is met with a critical, vigilant,

and rejecting attitude from society. This kind of "fame" brings not glory but shame, not

success but failure.

The "fame" pursued by Fame Theory is good fame, positive fame, and honorable fame

— reputation actively bestowed by society based on recognition of positive value. It is not

fleeting attention gained through hype, scandal, or controversy, but enduring respect earned

through genuine character, creativity, and contribution. The bearer of bad fame may be

"famous," but is certainly not "successful"; the bearer of good fame is both "famous" and

"successful."

6.3 The Practical Implications of Fame Theory

Fame Theory does not encourage the unscrupulous pursuit of attention. Rather, it

points out that all truly valuable creation should ultimately aim at the construction of fame.

Scientists should aim to be permanently remembered through their discoveries. Artists

should aim to have their works permanently celebrated. Ordinary people should aim to have

their unique life narratives permanently told. Wealth in this process is merely a tool: it can

help you obtain resources, but it cannot substitute for your creative achievement.

Ultimately, what measures you is not your bank account balance, but the respect carried by

your name in the memory of society.

VII. Conclusion

This paper has systematically argued for the superiority of fame over wealth across four

dimensions — visibility, permanence, independence, and distinctiveness — and on this

basis constructed "Fame Theory." The core conclusions are as follows:

1. Fame is a public social presence; wealth is a private numbers game.

2. Fame is eternal historical memory; wealth is fleeting fluid assets.



3. Fame is a self-sufficient ontological existence; wealth is parasitic symbolic

dependency.

4. Fame is a unique individual narrative; wealth is a homogenized collective image.

Therefore, no fame means no success, and it must be good fame. This is not a

utilitarian calculation, but a logical analysis of the concept of "success." The essence of

success is society's positive confirmation of an individual's uniqueness, and fame is the

only vehicle for that confirmation.

In an era when everyone chases wealth, Fame Theory offers a more fundamental

perspective: do not ask how much you can accumulate, but ask how long you can be

remembered; do not ask what you possess, but ask who you are and how society

remembers you.

VIII. Respect for the Unnamed: The Voluntary Choice of Anonymity

Fame Theory does not deny the existence or value of those who choose to remain

anonymous. This paper fully respects individuals who consciously opt for a life outside the

spotlight — the quiet contributors, the behind-the-scenes builders, and those who find

fulfillment in private rather than public recognition. Their choice is valid, honorable, and

worthy of deep respect.

The core argument of this paper is logical, not prescriptive. Fame Theory states that

fame is the defining feature of success as a social concept — it does not claim that

everyone must pursue fame. Success, in the social sense, requires public confirmation; but

an individual may legitimately choose not to seek social confirmation at all. A person who

dedicates their life to helping others without seeking recognition, who creates value in

silence, or who finds meaning in personal satisfaction rather than public admiration, is

exercising a profound and respectable freedom.

The distinction is crucial: Fame Theory describes what success is when viewed through

the lens of collective memory and social evaluation. It does not dictate what every individual

ought to do with their life. The anonymous hero and the fame-seeking creator are not in

conflict — they simply operate on different value systems. One values inner peace and

private purpose; the other values public legacy and social impact. Both choices are

legitimate.

This paper acknowledges that many of humanity's greatest achievements have been

made by people whose names history never recorded. Their contributions were real, their

impact was lasting, and their lives were meaningful — even without fame. Fame Theory



salutes them. Their anonymity was a choice, not a failure.

In the end, Fame Theory is a framework for understanding success, not a command for

living. It says: if you want to be remembered by society, fame is the path. But it equally

says: if you do not want to be remembered by society, that too is a valid and respected

path. The freedom to choose anonymity is itself a form of success — one that exists

outside the social gaze, in the quiet dignity of a life well-lived on one's own terms.
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