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A Model Chronology
of the Animal Weights of Burma
(Myanmar)

Hartmut Mollat

1 Introduction

As there are only a few clues for the age and
chronology of animal weights (“opium” weights)
of Burma, the door is wide open to speculation.
Up to the present, Gear and Gear (1992) in their
comprehensive book have been the only authors to
deal with this problem, starting with 14th-century
weights. However, they used small variations in the
design of one weight form for time classification,
and they also related the issue of different forms to
historical events, although they apparently had no
evidence for this.

In 1984, the present author published an article
on the standard forms of Burmese animal weights,
attempting to establish their relative sequence in
time. At that time he postponed any discussion of
their actual age because the data seemed insuffi-
cient. In the meantime, knowledge has scarcely im-
proved and one cannot expect additional informa-
tion from the literature in the near future. There-
fore, this article summarizes current knowledge on
these weights, points to new aspects, and draws
conclusions as to their chronology.

But the approach is not conventional: The fol-
lowing chronology for the animal weights is pro-
posed on the basis of the verification marks, the
development of the design, identical features in dif-
ferent forms, and the legal standards. It must be
stated that the dates given in Table 1 are conjec-
tural. A few weights are, however, mentioned in the
old literature and these allow a minimum age to be
determined; these are given in Table 1 as “prior to.”
This provides us with a certain framework for the
model, at least for the 18th and 19th centuries.

In Burma itself, no historical documents what-
ever appear to exist on this subject. The few re-
marks made by European travellers are not always
reliable. Wilson (1827) reports that the weights
“change their shapes on the accession of a new
king” and Scott (in Temple 1898: 141) added that
a new weight form appears, “sometimes with the
animal representing the royal birthday.” The lat-
ter statement is clearly wrong (Mollat 1984: 422).
However, it is not impossible that the accession of
a new king together with astrological deliberations
led sometimes to the issue of a new weight form.
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534 Berichte und Kommentare

Tab. 1: Model chronology of the animal weights of Burma.

Animals: H = Hintha; K = Karaweik; T = To; C = Chinthe
Marks: 4st (5st, 6st, 9st) = 4-rayed star (5, 6, 9-r. st.); ω = gha gyi; O = circle; Bird = Bird mark
Basis: (8) octagonal, (6) hexagonal, (4) square, (c) circular, (p) polygonal
→ ← = Identical features
prior to 1776 = first year of appearance in literature etc.

Anthropos 104.2009

https://doi.org/10.5771/0257-9774-2009-2-533
Generiert durch IP '3.146.37.170', am 24.08.2024, 23:38:34.

Das Erstellen und Weitergeben von Kopien dieses PDFs ist nicht zulässig.

https://doi.org/10.5771/0257-9774-2009-2-533


Berichte und Kommentare 535

But as there were many kings in relation to the rela-
tively small number of weight forms, no reliable ev-
idence has been found for associating a new weight
form with a new king or even a king’s birthday.

This article only deals with the standard forms of
ducks (Hintha, Karaweik) and lions (To, Chinthe)
as listed in Mollat (1984). Odd weights not found
in sets are not discussed here. This approach avoids
inclusion of imaginative imitations and fakes in this
study. Production of fakes has increased consider-
ably during the last 30 years.

2 Standard Forms

Burmese animal weights belong to four basic
groups. The Hintha duck (Figs. 2–13, 17–20) and
the To lion weights (Figs. 21–25) belong to the
oldest ones. Later on the Chinthe lion weights
(Figs. 26–28) appeared, the Chinthe being the sen-
tinel in front of pagodas. Both lions have extrane-
ous characteristics depicting horns, horse tails, and
cow hooves. The Karaweik bird weights (Figs. 14–
16) were issued last. All these forms have a reli-
gious and/or mythological meaning. The weights
are made of bronze, i.e., an alloy of copper, lead,
and tin. The latter has been often replaced by zinc
in pieces cast since the late 19th century.

The term “opium weights” for these weights
is misleading, because they were used for weigh-
ing all kinds of goods including currency, which
consisted of pieces of silver bullion. It, therefore,
makes no sense at all to infer that these weights had
the function of primitive currency itself.

3 The Legal Standards

The standard for weights in Burma is the Tikal
(Tk). 100 Tikal make 1 Vis. The old standard is
approximately 15 g/Tk; the younger standard of
16.3 g/Tk (1 Vis = 3.6 lbs. = 140 Indian Tola) is still
valid today. Both standards were valid for trade and
for noble metals. Occasionally, slightly worn 1 Vis-
weights of c. 1,540 (Pegu), 1,570, and 1,610 g turn
up, suggesting that different local standards were in
use. Normally the animal weights range from 1/16,
1/8, 1/4, 1/2, 1, 2, (4), 5, 10, 20, 50 Tk, up to 1 (and
21/2) Vis.

Apart from these standards, there existed reck-
oned values used by the Europeans for foreign
trade, as mentioned in the old merchants’ books.
The English used a rate of 1,512 g/Vis from c. 1750
onwards, and 1,667 g/Vis (= 3.65 lbs. av. = 142
Indian Tola) from about 1827, i.e., after the first

Anglo-Burmese war. These artificial rates have
nothing to do with the standards used by the indige-
nous population in the country itself.

The author only deals with the two first-men-
tioned standards, i.e., 15 g/Tk and 16.3 g/Tk, in
this article. The role played by local standards is
still uncertain because few proven local weights
showing a minimum of wear and tear have been
found so far.1

4 Verification Marks

Older weights have a square or circular depression
as a kind of verification mark at the front of the
base.2 Sometimes there is the outline of an animal
in the depression. Younger weights show a 4-, 6-
, or 9-pointed “star” (4st, 6st, 9st), the points of
which however point inwards. Other marks are a
bird on the Karaweik weights and the Burmese
letter gha gyi (ω) on hintas 2A and 2B. This mark
is reminiscent of the old Greek small letter omega.
Rare marks are a circle and a 5-pointed star, the
points of which sometimes point outwards. Other
marks such as the tip of an arrow are so rare that
they should be interpreted as owner’s marks, etc.
The different marks are typical of definite forms.
They were punched with a few exceptions into the
right front of the base.

C1 H3A H1C; T1D H2A/B

T1C K1/2 K1/2 T2
Fig. 1: Verification marks under the base of Burmese 2 Tk ani-
mal weights.

As shown in Fig. 1, the marks on the small
weights from 2 Tk downwards are punched under
the base. The fact that a punch is used for mak-
ing these marks is demonstrated by two identical

1 Since Gear and Gear (1992) did not take wear and tear into
consideration, their standards are too low.

2 The weight is seen from above and in the direction of the
animal’s view. “At the front” means on the front surface
of the base beneath its forefeet. “Left” and “right” follow
automatically from this.
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stamps under a 2 Tk base (type T2, Fig. 1), the
only type of weight on which a pair of marks has
been observed so far. Sometimes the mark is absent.
In general, nothing is known about the meaning
and succession of these marks except that they are
younger than the depressions in the base. How-
ever, they demonstrate the existence of a royal
system of checking and verification. Oldham (in
Yule 1858: 327) reported that the use of incorrect
weights was punished by imprisonment.

5 Forms

There are various kinds of animal weights. The au-
thor is thoroughly convinced that the basic groups
mentioned above and their subgroups or forms de-
veloped gradually from an old to a more modern
design. Although some forms changed their shape
slightly with time, in general the designs remained
remarkably stable. There is no evidence of amalga-
mation of two different forms; transitions between
kindred forms, p.e., H1B–H1C and T1C–T1D have
rarely been observed.

The following forms can be defined (terms after
Mollat 1984):

Hintha 1 (H1)

H1A (Fig. 2) seems to be the oldest Hintha form.
This form is very simple and the depression in the
front of the base is an early characteristic. Form
H1B (Figs. 3 and 4) is an adaptation of H1A, by
a lengthening of the neck and the presence of
plumage. Common to both H1A and H1B is a dou-
ble notch on the convex wings (which is also ob-
served on a Pyu weight; see Fig. 29), fine grooves
indicating the neck feathers and the shape of the
tuft that distinguishes them from form H2. Form
H1C (Fig. 5) belongs to a younger generation since
it has a 9st mark (or only 9 dots), already the higher
standard of 16.3 g/Tk, and concave wings. A tran-
sitional form (not figured here) does exist, resem-
bling H1B and already having the higher standard
and the 9st mark of H1C. All H1 forms show “food”
in the bill.

Hintha 2 (H2)

H2 resembles H1A. However, the tuft is different
and the wings are concave. The bird’s bill lies
on its breast. Food is sometimes present. From
the point of view of the verification marks, H2A

Fig. 2: Hintha 1A, 10 Tk. Fig. 3: Hintha 1B, 20 Tk.

Fig. 4: Hintha 1B, 1 Vis. Fig. 5: Hintha 1C, 10 Tk.

(Fig. 6) is a transitional form. The early forms have
a depression in the front of the base. Later on this
was replaced by a gha gyi mark impressed at the
same location and finally this mark was punched on
the right front of the base. H2B (Fig. 7) is a variant
with a multiple tuft (2 or 3) and the gha gyi mark.
A depression is rare.

Both H2A and H2B forms sometimes show sec-
ondary verification marks and belong to the old
standard of 15 g/Tk. H2C (Fig. 8) is a further de-
velopment showing a more perfect style, a single
6st mark and, already, the standard of 16.3 g/Tk.

Hintha 3 (H3)

The H3 forms do not appear to have any forerun-
ners. No food is depicted in the bird’s beak, and a
frieze of notches3 often appears around the top of
the base. The standard is 16.3 g/Tk. H3A1 (Figs. 9
and 10) is compact and plain. The only characteris-
tic features are two bands of neck feathers. H3A2
(Fig. 11) stands out by possessing strongly pro-
truding eyes. The neck feathers extend downwards.
Both forms have the 6st verification mark. The last
form of this group is H3B (Figs. 12 and 13). The
reentrant angle at the base of the neck is conspic-
uous. The base varies from hexagonal to circular.

3 Gear and Gear call it short verticals (1992: 57).
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Fig. 6: Hintha 2A, 20 Tk. Fig. 7: Hintha 2B, 20 Tk.

Fig. 8: Hintha 2C, 20 Tk.

Normally the verification mark is missing; however
a 6st mark or the outline of a bird has rarely been
observed.

Karaweik 1 (K1)

The Karaweik 1 bird (Figs. 14 and 15) differs dis-
tinctly from the Hintha by the tuft and by well-de-
veloped feathers. The octagonal base is seen again.
The verification mark is the outline of a bird, which
is often rudimentary (see Fig. 1). The standard is
16.3 g/Tk.

Hintha 4 (H4) and Karaweik 2 (K2)

This group comprises a great variety of highly styl-
ized Hintha and Karaweik forms, which the author
saw in use on the markets in the Shan states as
recently as 1982 (Figs. 16–20). They are, therefore,
referred to as Shan weights. H4A has been designed
after form H3. However, forms H4B to H4D have
apparently no forerunners on which they might
have been modelled. Verification marks are the 6st
mark or the bird, but they were rarely punched;
often they seem to be hand engraved or they are
missing. The frieze of notches is not present.

Fig. 9: Hintha 3A1, 20 Tk. Fig. 10: Hintha 3A1, 1/2 Vis.

Fig. 11: Hintha 3A2, 20 Tk. Fig. 12: Hintha 3B, 1/2 Vis.

To 1 (T1)

T1A (Fig. 21) comprises a variety of very old lions.
As the forms are variable, it is not easy to compose
sets of identical weights (Gear and Gear 1992:
plates 32f.). As a common feature the T1A lion is
sitting on its hind legs. The tail has the form of a
lotus bud or a horsetail. Frequently the lions have
a “beard” which corresponds to the “food” of the
Hintha. Often the mouth is shut. In general, T1A
weights are much worn. Well-preserved weights are
rare.

T1B (Fig. 22) is a transitional form to T1C. The
eyes of T1B look straight ahead (dog weights). The
mouth is still shut but the lion is already standing
on its four legs. T1A and T1B have fine grooves
indicating the mane. T1C (Fig. 23) is fully stylized,
but the depression is still on the front of the base
and rarely substituted by the circle mark. The stan-
dard is c. 15 g/Tk. The mouth is open. The beard is
shaped like a lobe or it is rolled up symmetrically
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Fig. 13: Hintha 3B, 20 Tk. Fig. 14: Karaweik 1, 1/2 Vis.

Fig. 15: Karaweik 1, 20 Tk. Fig. 16: Karaweik 2, 10 Tk.

to the left and right. Often the weights have sec-
ondary verification marks (for details see below).
A few of the 2 Tk T1C weights, hardly worn, have
a 9st stamp under the base and definitely belong,
together with some small T2 weights, to the new
standard of 16.3 g/Tk. This is probably the rare case
that small weights have been cast in an older de-
sign, maybe to be used for a special purpose like
weighing medicine or precious stones.

T1D (Fig. 24) is the attractive final link of the
To weights characterized by a tail with 3 to 4
tufts curving upwards, a 9st mark (sometimes only
9 dots), a (double) chain of small circles and the
higher standard of 16.3 g/Tk. Transitional members
of T1C–T1D have rarely been observed.

To 2 (T2)

T2 (Fig. 25) is absolutely unadorned. The tail bends
directly downwards. This form has secondary veri-
fication marks too. The standard is c. 15 g/Tk.

Fig. 17: Hintha 4A, 10 Tk. Fig. 18: Hintha 4B, 10 Tk.

Fig. 19: Hintha 4C, 5 Tk. Fig. 20: Hintha 4D, 10 Tk.

Chinthe 1 and 2 (C1 and C2)

Compared with the compact form of the To lions,
the Chinthes appear tall and slender. They all have
the higher standard of 16.3 g/Tk. C1 (Fig. 26) has
still the 4st verification mark and the old-fashioned
octagonal base. The tips of the tufts on the mane
curl downwards.

The next younger Chinthe C2A (Fig. 27) is char-
acterized by a square base and the 9st mark. Copper
inlays are typical, executed in diverse designs and
on distinct parts of the body, sometimes forming the
eyes and the forelock. They are even found under
the base.

The more playful form C2B (Fig. 28) devel-
oped via a transitional form exemplified by a 10 Tk
weight that has no handle but no longer any copper
inlays. In addition the 10 and 20 Tk weights have a
handle and the 5 Tk weight is mostly replaced by a
4 Tk weight. As on the H3 forms, a frieze of notch-
es on the upper rim of the base of C2A and C2B ap-
peared gradually and became a frequent ornament
on later Hintha 3 and Karaweik 1 forms.
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Fig. 21: To 1A, 20 Tk. Fig. 22: To 1B, 20 Tk.

Fig. 23: To 1C, 20 Tk. Fig. 24: To 1D, 10 Tk.

6 Other Forms

Besides the standard weights there are some other
weights and figurines found in Burma which have
to be discussed briefly. In the first place the so-
called Pyu weights must be mentioned (Fig. 29).
These rare weights consist of a Hintha bird sitting
on a solid bronze base resembling a large pump-
kin. The “1 Vis”-weights, which only weigh about
1,200 g, bear a script in Lanna Thai letters. Their
origin must be northern Thailand, which was occu-
pied by the Burmese for some periods. If genuine,
these weights are relatively old, but there is no evi-
dence that would permit them to be arranged in this
chronology.

Another group comes from the Arakan Yomas
(Fig. 30). These forms resemble those of the stan-
dard weights of central Burma but the shape is often
rough. The handles are often elongated backwards.
As these weights are mainly made of brass, they do
not seem to be older than the 19th century.

Elephant weights do not come from Burma. A
number of different brass animals representing the
Chinese and Burmese calendars were given away as
lucky charms and subsequently sold as “weights.”
Moreover, they do not show any trace of wear
and tear. There are other figurines too; for exam-

Fig. 25: To 2, 20 Tk. Fig. 26: Chinthe 1, 10 Tk.

Fig. 27: Chinthe 2A, 20 Tk. Fig. 28: Chinthe 2B, 20 Tk.

ple, a monkey eating a fruit is a Buddhist sym-
bol of “birth.” These figurines were cast by the
same craftsmen who produced the weights and,
therefore, their masses may approximate those of
the standard weights, although they are not real
weights. Other animals such as cow, peacock, octo-
pus, spider, snail, fish, and turtle are modern fakes.

7 The Chronology (Table 1)

It can be inferred from the same secondary verifi-
cation marks on forms H2A/B and T1/2 that var-
ious weight forms were used contemporaneously,
since these marks must have been stamped during
the same time period. Symes (1800: 326) reported
that the weights “are all fabricated at the capital,
where they are stamped and afterwards circulated
throughout the Empire.” The capitals (Pegu until
1635 and afterwards Ava together with the tem-
porary capitals in the vicinity) were the places of
issue. Though Amaduzzi (1776) allotted the arms
of the lion to Pegu and the Hintha to Ava, these
isolated statements have to be taken with care. The
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Fig. 29: “Pyu”-weight, 277 g.
Fig. 30: “Arakan”-weight,
10 Tk.

dates given in Table 1 refer to the supposed dates of
the first issue of the respective forms. These were
produced until the first issue of the next form and
were used together with older and younger weights
apparently without any time limit.

The state of development of the designs of H1A
and T1A (Figs. 2 and 21) suggest that they are
the oldest weight forms. Identical fine grooves for
feathers and manes suggest that H1A and T1A ap-
peared about the same time (see Table 1).4 The
attribution of most of the forms to the 16th century
results from general considerations about the suc-
cession and the large variety of forms, but it could
not be proved on the basis of concrete evidence.5

The next generation is represented by H1B and
T1B (Figs. 3, 4, and 22). Compared with H1A and
T1A, the forms possess a higher stage of devel-
opment. Both may have a polygonal base. The
grooves mentioned above can still be noted on both
forms. Only on T1B and H1B did the author ob-
serve the same handle, which turns up at the end
(see Figs. 4 and 22). They are inferred to be about
1640.

The next younger forms are H2A and H2B
(Figs. 6 and 7) on the one hand and T1C and T2
(Figs. 23 and 25) on the other. The shape of the
food and beard on T1C and H2A may be identical
(cf. Gear and Gear 1992: plates 27 and 38 above)
as well as the shape of the depressions on the front
of the base. H2B seems to be a slightly younger

4 In Table 1 the forms have been arranged horizontally. This
does not mean that they are necessarily exactly of the same
age.

5 Gear and Gear (1992) even attribute some forms to the 15th
century. As there is no evidence for this age, the present
author, being more conservative, does not go along with this.
Moreover, not all the “old” weights figured by Gear and
Gear, as well as by other authors, appear to be genuine.

variant of H2A, because the depressions are only
rarely observed. The gha gyi mark is only seen
on these two forms. Tentatively all these forms are
dated around 1680.

These four forms constitute a certain time
boundary because, like some of the older weights,
they sometimes have secondary verification marks.
Many of these marks are located on the flanks of the
base, the 4st usually on the left side. The following
marks have been observed by the author:

– on H2A: 4st, 5st, 6st, 9st, circle,
– on H2B: 5st, 6st,
– on T1C: 4st, 5st, 6st, 9st, circle,
– on T2: 4st, 6st,
– on T1A/T1B: 4st.

Nothing is known about the meaning and the
dates of these secondary marks. If they had some-
thing to do with the change of the standard men-
tioned above, they would have been stamped at the
beginning of the 18th century. It is also possible
that these marks stand for different regions or con-
quered territories. The conformity of the marks on
H2A and T1C is remarkable.

H2C and C1 (Figs. 8 and 26) represent a turning
point and herald a new generation of weights which
has only one punched verification mark on the right
front and the higher standard of 16.3 g/Tk. The sin-
gle 6st mark is observed for the first time on H2C.
A 2 Tk H2C weight has a Burmese date of 1101
(A.D. 1739) engraved under the base (Gear and
Gear 1992: 203). An engraving has most probably
been done unofficially by the owner of the weight.
But one can assume that this date indicates a mini-
mum age for this weight type, especially since this
figure fits well into the general picture. The 4st
mark known from the ancient secondary mark is
now the single mark on C1. The octagonal base
is an old attribute as well. For this reason, C1 is
classified as the earliest Chinthe form. The food of
H2C and the beard of C1 are sometimes identical.
Apart from some H1C weights, these are the latest
examples of food and beard seen with decoration,
whereas they are plain on younger weights. Both
forms are dated around 1730. The small weights of
T1C and T2 of the new standard mentioned above
should belong to this period as well.

The next forms H1C and T1D (Figs. 5 and 24)
have the 9st mark for the first time and show a more
complicate style. For T1D, good evidence exists for
its minimum age in the form of a drawing of this
weight with all details, published in the year 1776.

Forms H1C and T1D (Amaduzzi and Fig. 31)
are estimated at around 1760. The introduction of
the 9st mark may correlate with the unification of
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Fig. 31: “Arms of Pegu,”
1776, cf. Fig. 24. Fig. 32: Hintha 3, Yule, 1858.

Burmese territory under the Konbaung Dynasty
after the end of the Mon uprising in 1757.

As mentioned above, the Chinthe weights C2A
and C2B (Figs. 27 and 28) are characterized by a
square base and the 9st mark. In Burma they are
called “king’s weights” or “Bodawpaya weights.”
As the royal tradition is still strong in Burma, there
is no reason to doubt attaching these forms to the
powerful King Bodawpaya, who reigned from 1782
till 1819. Further good evidence for this is the
existence of the 4 Tk weight exclusively in the C2B
sets, described by Wilson (1827: LXI; appendix)
as being used for the lion weights he found in
Burma. It is not known that C2A was already issued
before this king came to the throne. C2B seems to
have still been in use in 1837, the year in which
a 20 Tk-weight was brought to India by a British
army officer (Annandale 1917; plate XLIII, Fig. 6).

A revival of the Hintha seems to have followed
the death of King Bodawpaya; the Hintha weights
are now strongly simplified and have a hexago-
nal base. The handles and the bases of C2B and
(older?) pieces of H3A1 show the same develop-
ment of the design, strongly suggesting that C2B
was superseded by H3A1. H3A1 develops by en-
largement of the eyes to H3A2 (Fig. 11), which also
has a 6st mark. H3A1 and H3A2 probably belong
to the period between 1819 and ca. 1850.

Karaweik 1 (Figs. 14 and 15) was most probably
issued at the same time as H3A2 and H3B. The
protruding eyes, the shape of the handle, and the
frieze of notches are clearly related to these forms.
The bird stamp is also but seldom found on H3B,
but it is quite frequent, though hand engraved and,
therefore, differing on the Shan weights.

The form H3B (Figs. 12 and 13) was issued prior
to 1868 because Annandale (1917; plate XLIII,
Fig. 5) figures an H3B form on a hexagonal base,

which was brought to India in this year. In Yule’s
book printed in 1858 describing a “Mission to
the Court of Ava”, a weight of the H3 type has
been sketched obviously from memory (Fig. 32 see
above) and, therefore, showing the wrong propor-
tions. However, it has a circular base, which is a
characteristic of H3B; thus it may have been is-
sued 10 years earlier. Since verification marks are
often absent, as on this form, many of the H3B-
weights seem to have been cast during the late
19th / early 20th centuries. However, marking must
already have become less frequent in the 19th cen-
tury in those parts of Burma which the British had
occupied, i.e., after 1826 in Arakan and Tenasserim
and after 1852 in the province of Pegu. It is not
known how far the Shan forms H4A–H4D and K2
extend back to the 19th century. A few pieces (e.g.,
H4A) have a clear 6st mark, which would give a
hint that they reach back to the time before 1885.
This was the year of the full occupation of Burma
by the British.

It is remarkable that, in spite of this disaster, the
Burmese were able to keep their weight system and
even to cast further sets of Hintha weights for daily
use as well as, subsequently, numerous series of im-
itations and fakes of diverse quality for tourists and
collectors.

The author is very grateful to Mr. Henry Toms for im-
proving the English text.
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La morale de l’histoire

Thé et alcools en Inde

Marie-Claude Mahias

Lorsqu’on considère les techniques comme des
processus opératoires, combinant agents, savoirs
et objets dans des actions matérielles, c’est-à-dire
comme des ensembles de relations dans lesquelles
des hommes ont leur place aussi bien que des ar-
tefacts, elles nous disent, à travers les gestes, les
postures et les actions des humains, des choses
que ceux-ci n’expriment pas autrement. C’est pour-
quoi l’étude ethnologique des techniques permet de
mettre en lumière des aspects sociologiques inat-
tendus, ou mieux des phénomènes ignorés ou niés
par les théories savantes comme par celles admises
dans une société. Elle révèle des phénomènes qui,
bien que non explicités, n’en sont pas moins fonda-
mentaux dans les organisations sociales.

La nourriture et les boissons, les manières de
manger et de boire, expriment et construisent des
aspects importants des sociétés, dans leurs dimen-
sions individuelles et collectives. Je m’interrogerai
ici sur ce que l’étude de deux catégories de boissons
peut répondre au mythe d’une Inde sans histoire,
qui fut longtemps celui des études indiennes et que
les nationalistes hindous ont repris en idéalisant
un lointain âge d’or détruit par des envahisseurs
étrangers, afin de promouvoir des politiques parti-
culièrement violentes d’exclusion religieuse. Je ne
prétends pas me substituer aux historiens qui ont
patiemment et brillamment fait litière de ces sot-
tises, mais je souhaite montrer que l’anthropolo-
gie, à laquelle on reproche, parfois juste titre, de
présenter une longue durée dénuée d’aspérités et
de ruptures, peut, en s’appuyant sur les techniques,
apporter sa pierre à ce débat.

La recherche et le prix du thé

L’Inde, réputée aujourd’hui comme le royaume du
thé, n’a en vérité connu cette plante que tout ré-
cemment. Tandis que la Chine avait domestiqué le
théier et que toutes ses provinces buvaient du thé
dès avant le Xe siècle, l’histoire du thé en Inde1

est postérieure à son histoire européenne et démarre
comme un ricochet de l’impérialisme britannique.

L’usage du thé s’est répandu de la Chine vers
l’Asie centrale à partir du XIIIe siècle. Transporté
ensuite par les Portugais et les Hollandais, le thé
devint dès le milieu du XVIIIe siècle une boisson
en vogue et même un aliment de première nécessité
chez les Anglais et les Ecossais de toutes condi-
tions. Cet engouement les rendit complètement dé-
pendants des Chinois qui gardaient le contrôle de
la production et du commerce, celui-ci profitant
exclusivement aux marchands chinois. Les Britan-
niques, déjà solidement implantés en Inde, échan-
geaient le thé contre des cotonnades indiennes
puis contre l’opium dont les exportations illégales
conduisirent à la guerre de l’opium de 1839–1842,
qui mit fin à un empire chinois souverain, fier et
puissant. Aussi peut-on dire, avec Alan Macfarlane
(2003 : 112), que la culture chinoise fut presque dé-
truite pour un pot de thé. Tous les moyens (scien-
tifiques, politiques, économiques) furent mis en
œuvre pour se libérer de cette dépendance à
l’égard des importations et donc des autorités
chinoises. Plusieurs tentatives pour acclimater la
plante chinoise dans leurs territoires des Indes
orientales échouèrent. Après avoir pris posses-
sion de l’Assam en 1826, les Britanniques décou-
vrirent dans les collines un théier sauvage (Ca-
mellia sp.), différent de l’espèce chinoise. Cette
découverte ne doit rien au hasard. Deux aventu-
riers, les frères Robert et Charles Bruce, qui avaient
épousé des femmes indigènes et parlaient leur
langue, obtinrent ces informations à force de ca-
deaux, d’opium, de rhum et de fausses promesses
auprès des chefs locaux. De véritables expéditions
furent montées pour rechercher d’où venaient ces
feuilles dont les indigènes faisaient une infusion, et
comment elles étaient traitées (Macfarlane 2003 :
30). Il fallut d’ailleurs attendre que des Chinois
soient amenés sur place à partir de 1836, pour que
les Britanniques voient de leurs yeux les traite-
ments nécessaires à la production du thé et s’em-
parent de savoir-faire accumulés depuis plusieurs
siècles par les Chinois.

La culture du théier fut alors entreprise par la
Compagnie anglaise des Indes orientales. Comme

1 Voir Achaya (1994 : 169–183) et surtout Macfarlane (2003).
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