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The Establishment and Development of Standard Weapons
System in China (1864-1955)

Sun Lie

(Institute for the History of Natural Sciences, CAS, Beijing 100190, China)

Abstract: The unification and equipment of standard weapons were among the most essential elements in
the manufacturing of modern weaponry. The standardization of the Chinese ordnance industry and the develop-
ment of standard weapons were closely related to China’s defense endeavors, and experienced diversified proc-
esses, which could generally be divided into four phases. In the late Qing dynasty, despite the great efforts made
by Li Hongzhang and other senior Chinese officials that were involved in the westernization movement, weaponry
procurements and imitations were misled by the paradoxically “consistency (Hua-yi)”. Because the persons in
charge had a poor understanding of standard weapons, although a small quantity of standard guns and ammuni-
tions were manufactured and equipped, a (standard) weaponry system in the army and the navy were far from be-
ing established. Although the Beiyang Government (1912—1928) attempted to determine certain basic standard
weapons, such efforts failed because of the political situation at the time. During 1932—1934, with the help of its
foreign advisors, the Nationalist Government (July 1, 1925—May 20, 1948) proposed a standard weapons system,
preliminarily establishing China’s first standard weapon system, which left rather great influences to both the na-
tionalist and the communist troops. In 1955, with reference to the standards of the U.S.S.R., China officially put a
number of new standard weapons into production and began to re-establish the country’s weaponry system. In
general, the development of standard weapons of the modern China served as a link connecting the past and the
present, while its existing foundation and domestic and international political landscapes determined the choice of
standards. Comparisons of different standards in terms of strengths and weaknesses, in fact, reflected the process
in which China’s imitation-based manufacturing industry was hampered by and competed against international
“dominant” standards. As the development of standardization in China’s ordnance industry has been always ori-
ented by technology transfers, going forward, technological sources are expected to serve as a key reference in de-

termining China’s weapon standards.
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