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A Comparative Study of the Development of Firearms in China
and Europe during the 17-19th Century——With the Opium War in

Focus

Abstract

In the 17-19 century, when the technology of firearms developed rapidly,
there was, however, a big gap between China and Europe. At this stage, the
changes, from the matchlock to the percussion-cup rifle, from the muzzleloader
to the breechloader and from the musket to the rifle, had been implemented
successively in Europe, causing the profound changes in weapons
orchestration, battle array, and combat mode and so on, which became the
important factors of three modern military revolutions. Meanwhile, as a pioneer
of invention and use of firearms, China suffered stagnation. From the beginning
of the 17th century when the Qing Dynasty was founded to the outbreak of the
Opium War in the mid-19th century, firearms and ammunition manufacturing
technology and processes were still unable to go beyond the level of the late
Ming Dynasty, forming 200-year gap in comparison with advanced European
countries, such as Britain and France. It was the substantial reason for the
long-term mixed usage of hot & cold weapons and the defeat in the war. After
the Opium War, along with the launching of the Westernization Movement,
the advanced European firearms technology was introduced into China in
various ways, giving a positive impact on the firearms technology development
in China. With the establishment of a number of modern military enterprises
and the imitation of European and American advanced weapons, the gap of

firearms technology between China and Europe had narrowed to 20 years since
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the end of the 19th century. Accordingly, the Chinese military modernization
began.

The social factors affecting the development of firearms technology
were extensive and complex. Among them, the seclusion policy executed by
government, the social environment out of war stimulation, the conservative
and speculative cultural traditions and the practical but lack of innovative
vigor’ s technical mode were all influencing and restricting firearms
technology’ s development and tactical innovation. After the mid-19th century,
due to the impetus of the war and the introduction of technological culture in
Europe, Chinese firearms technology had undergone a rapid promotion. At the
same time, the development of firearms technology had also affected social
progress. From “instrument” to “technique” of firearms, many people in
China realized that to develop military technology, we must establish modern
industry and take the route of “Industrial salvation” , develop science and
take the route of “Science salvation” , cultivate talents and take the route of

“Education salvation” . Therefore, the development of firearms technology
provided the power not only for promoting the development of modern Chinese
military, but also for promoting the development of industry, science and

technology, education, and others.

Key Words: History of Science and Technology, 17-

19 Century, China and Europe, Firearms,
Opium War
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