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PREFACE

There have been quite a lot of people making textual research on weights and measures
in history. However, as a matter of fact, it is hard to enumerate accomplished researchers
who have made comprehensive and systematic research on that field. A History of Weights
and Measures in China (Commercial Press, 1937) compiled by Mr. Wu Chengluo in the
1930s, has been accepted as the first relatively comprehensive monograph on the history of
weights and measures of the country. As restrained by the conditions at that time, however,
Mr. Wu Chengluo had to rely largely on quotations from historical documents and so his
work lacked profound research, especially that supported by sufficient evidence from ancient
artifacts and material objects. In the last 50 years, extensive archaeological research and in-
vestigation have led to the unearthing of numerous historical relics and also the discovery of
weights and measures now and then through the ages. This naturally brings about favourable
conditions for further study.

Ms. Qiu Guangming, through her every endeavour of almost 10 years, has collected a
vast amount of relevent relics and material objects and historical records, and studied the de-
velopment of weights and measures in Chinese history deeply, comprehensively and systemat-
ically. With her modesty, diligence and rigorism in doing research and with the ardent help of
the famous scholors such as Li Xueqin, a historian, Yu Weichao, an archaeologist, and Qiu
Xigui, a palacographer, she has completed, on the basis of research results of the
predecessors, the writing of the book Research on Weights and M easures Through the Ages in
China. Having collected all the materials that can be seen so far, detailed and accurate, about
the relics of weights and measures through the ages in China and given the original views of
the author herself, the book is of important reference values to the study of archaeology, es-
pecially the history of weights and measures of China. So I should say that the work may be
rated as the top of the same category, just as the Chinese proverb says, “indigo blue is ex-
tracted from the indigo plant but is bluer than the plant it comes from”. I share my joy with
the readers and I believe that the work will exert positive influence in using historcial experi-
ences for reference and disseminating the heritage of Chinese culture.

The system of weights and measures has always been subject to the changes of govern-
ments or political powers and, every dynasty made its own laws and regulations. Strictly
speaking, a complete history of weights and measures should offer a comprehensive illustra-
tion about units, standards, instruments, administration, and scientific achievements of all
dynasties and should give a discussion on the influence of weights and measures upon society
and economy. In reality, some queries and knotty problems may remain for further studying
and encarthing because of the passage of time, the lack of historical records of the instru-
ments handed down being unavailable to be examined accurately. Therefore, this work is just
an outline of the development of weights and measures in the Chinese history.

The Chinese nation is such a great nation that its people have got to know the impor-
tance of weights and measures to the running of the country since ancient times. This is testi-
fied by the remarks in Lun Yu (The Quotations of Confucious), which says, “setting rigid
rules of weights and measures, strengthening the legal system, so the government decrees will
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be carried out in all directions”. We can see from this that the system of weights and meas-
ures was considered as important as the laws of the country because at that time it was relat-
ed to a whole series of major social activities such as measuring land, levying taxes, issuing
salaries of officials, keeping fair 1n buying and selling, constructing water conservancy proj-
ects, setting up municipal works and promoting handicraft industry, and it really involved the
social economic development and political stability, i. e., the practicing of government de-
crees throughout the country with the support of the whole people. That is why the rulers of
all dynasties spared no efforts to standardize the system of weights and measures forcefully
by using the imperial rights.

After he had annexed the other six states and formed a unified China in 221 B.C., the
First Emperor of the Qin Dynasty paid close attention to standardizing the systems of cur-
rency, characters and weights and measures. It was generally recognized by later generations
to be very important to consolidate the newborn regime and to keep the integrity and unity of
the country.

The Chinese nation possesses a splendid culture including science and technology which
has been an indelible contribution to mankind, and the system of weights and measures is al-
so a part of it.

Two thousand years ago, during the period of the Qin and Han Dynasties, there was
such a practice of “deciding measurement by ranging millets”. I think it was a pioneering
work at that time. The principle of setting up a standard of measurement can be regarded as a
brilliant idea now. The method reveals that the ancients believed that the sizes (long diametre
and short diametre) of all millets in the country were fundamentally the same and invariable
and the grain was suitable to be taken as a basic unit to decide the length of a rule. What a
striking similarity to the idea of setting natural datum at present time! And it completely ac-
cords with the principle of mathematical statistics.

During the period of the Warring States (475—221 B.C.), people knew the fact that some
anthropogenic or natural changes would take place to instruments of weights and measures
in using, so there was the following record, “When the moon is full at the mid-autumn, the
rules should be unified, weights should be rectified, capacity measures should be corrected
and proofread”. That is to say, all the instruments should be examined at fixed time. We can
see that in ancient China the system of periodic inspecting of the instruments of weights and
measures appeared in an embryonic form, and people knew that the instruments could not be
absolutely accurate but it was neccessary to confine them within tolerance deviation. From
The Law of Xiao LU of the Qin Dynasty unearthed at Shuihudi, Yunmeng County, Hubei
Province, we know that there were stipulations about the allowable error of weights and
measures at that time.

As for the production of instruments of weights and measures, we can see from the relics
unearthed or handed down from ancient times such as ivory rules (Shang), engraved ivory
rules (Tang), gold-plated bronze rules (Song), bronze square sheng of Shang Yang (Qin),
bronze standard measure of Wang Mang (Xin), Agricultural Minister s bronze hu of A.D. 18
(Eastern Han), ring bronze weight for gold (Warring States), bronze weight inscribed with the
edict of the First Emperor (Qin) and standard bronze weight made in 1056 (Song) that the
productive technology of instruments of weights and measures had been quite consummate
and had come up to advanced levels. And the materials used to make the instruments were
carefully selected. We read in records Han Shu « LU Li Zhi as follows, “Of all materials for
making instruments of weights and measures, bronze is the best for it will not change its form
either because of hot and cold weather or because of exposing to rain and wind.” It reveals
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