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A Comparative Cultural-Historical Study on the
Weretiger Legends in Asia

Chen, Huai-yu*
Abstract

In 1901, in volume four of his monumental work The Religious System of China, J. J. M.
de Groot devoted one section titled “tigroanthropy” to the study of insane weretigers in ancient
and medieval China under the light of the werewolf tradition in Europe. Later on, Charles E.
Hammond published several articles on this topic. In the past two decades, the emerging field
of Animal Studies as well as anthropologists in South and South-East Asia further contributed
to the scholarship on the weretigers and made tremendous progress to the field. All these
developments warrant a revisit of the weretiger legends in China and beyond. This paper
supplements previous scholarship in two respects. First, it offers a new analysis on the
weretiger legend as a cultural invention and identifies the Chinese Yin-Yang and Five-Phase
theories and the Buddhist thought on karma and reincarnation as providing the intellectual
stimuli for its changes over time during the middle ages in China. Second, it takes a trans-
Asian perspective by carrying out an investigation of the weretiger legends in Korea, India,
and Vietnam. It then seeks to compare these partially overlapped narratives with the Chinese
versions and traces the historical connections between them.

Keywords: weretiger, tigroanthropy, Yin-Yang and Five Phases, karma, trans-Asia
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L Robert L. Winzeler, Anthropology and Religion: What We Know, Think, and Question, 2nd edition (Lanham:
Altamira Press, 2012), p. 81. &7 & — #3855 % § 7.4 B - %% 5 £ X1 § 7 » 4 Konda Reddis % - &
L. A. Cammiade, “Man-Eaters and Were-Tigers,” Man, Vol. 31, 1931, pp. 217-220. &5 & @4 8 # ¢ Naga
Hills3 % > 3 A £ 2 P ET A L5 > #7112 F 973 ¢ T 5 4 (leopard-men) {= T . % | (tiger-men) i@
#.o @ % angshu 4 L {e % 5 2 J. H. Hutton, “Leopard-Men in the Naga Hills,” The Journal of the Royal
Anthropological Institute of Great Britain and Ireland, Vol. 50, 1920, pp. 41-51. 3 & Orissa ¥ % 7. A %7 7 >
% 8 Francesco Brighenti, “Kradi Mliva: The Phenomenon of Tiger-Transformation in the Traditional Lore of
the Kondh Tribes of Orissa,” Lokaratna, Vol. 4, 2011, https://www.academia.edu/1412724/ Kradi_Mliva_ The_
Phenomenon_of_Tiger-Transformation_in_the_Traditional_Lore_of the_Kondh_Tribals_of Orissa (accessed
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2J.J. de Groot, The Religious System of China, Its Ancient Forms, Evolution, History and Present Aspect, Manners,
Custom and Social Institutions Connected Therewith, Vol. 4, Book. 2 (Leyden: E. J. Brill, 1901), pp. 163-181.
Charles E. Hammond, “Excursions in Tiger Lore,” Asia Major, Vol. 4, No. 1, 1991, pp. 87-100; Charles E.
Hammond, “Sacred Metamorphosis: The Weretiger and the Shaman,” Acta Orientalia Hungaricae, VVol. 46, No.
2/3,1992-1993, pp. 235-255.
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St A At £ L0207 % F ¢ Erica Fudge, “A Left-handed Blow: Writing the History of Animals,” in
Nigel Rothfels, ed., Representing Animals (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2002), pp. 3-18; Hilda Kean,
“Animal-Human Histories,” in Sasha Handley, Rohan McWilliam, and Lucy Noakes, eds., New Directions in
Social and Cultural History (London: Bloomsbury, 2018), pp. 173-189; Anna Peterson, “Religious Studies and
the Animal Turn,” History of Religions, Vol. 56, No. 2, 2016, pp. 232-245; Aaron Gross, The Question of the
Animal and Religion: Theoretical Stakes, Practical Implications (New York: Columbia University Press, 2014).

5 1 & ¥ 54 Donovan Schaefer, Religious Affects: Animality, Evolution, and Power (Durham: Duke University
Press, 2015). e 4385 » #7gf # JTiie MIR & 4 chd qe v 30 T 2 [ 6T 6o o 00 2 A dhd gt
PEEROEfor o A hE ek Pl M- RARY CFH P EFR PR R OERER -
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