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Name
A few small language communities in the four  northeastern provinces of Amnatcharoen, Mukdahan,

Sakhon Nakhon and Ubon call themselves by the name Bru (Miller 1995:27).  This same name is used by

much larger groups of people in Laos and Vietnam.

As far as we know the name Bru has no remembered meaning. In Kuy, a closely related language in Surin

and Sisaket,  the word bruu means hill or mountain.  In So, another closely related language in Sakhon

Nakhon and Mukdahan, the word bruu means ‘man.'  It is possible that today's Bru people used to be called

'mountain people' by other Mon-Khmer Katuic lowlanders or that the name was an ethnonym for a splinter

group of Bru-So speakers.  All of this is conjecture, however, as there is no conclusive proof for either of

these claims.

It should be noted that those Bru people who live in or close to the area where the So are living are

sometimes called So by outsiders.  This may be because the So are more visible because of their larger

numbers and because the languages sound similar to an outsider. Also, the term 'Bru' is sometimes used as a

cover term, by both insiders and outsiders,  for other Mon-Khmer groups in Thailand and Laos.

The name Bru has been variously spelled Bruu, Brou, Brôu, B'ru, and Baru in the academic literature. In

Vietnam the name Van Kieu has been used to refer to both the Bru and Pacoh groups in that country.

Characteristics of the language

Classification

Bru has been classified as an Austroasiatic language of the Mon-Khmer family, of the Katuic branch

(Thomas and Headley 1970, Parkin 1991). Other authors have further classified the Bru as North-Katuic

along with So, (Smith 1981), East-Katuic, together with Pacoh, (Thomas 1976), and West-Katuic together

with Makong, Tri and So (Bradley, n.d., Grimes, 1992, Diffloth 1980).

Bru Language Continuum

John and Carolyn Miller, in their lexico-statistical study of the Mon-Khmer languages in Northeast

Thailand, posited the existence of a language and dialect continuum, on which the wordlists from various

Bru villages fit in the middle, between the So wordlists and the various Kuy/Kuay wordlists.

Millers state that some of the different Bru communities in Thailand could not communicate with each other

in their languages.  Only those who were from villages that were close to each other on the continuum could

understand each other well. They also write that, according to their lexico-statistical measurements, Bru

wordlists from Vietnam and Laos fit somewhere in the center of the continuum of the various Bru dialects

in Thailand (1994a: 260).  The languages in Laos that are closely related to Bru are called Makong, Siliq

and Kataang (Millers:1994a:256, 260).  For more information on the linguistic  relationship between the

Bru groups in Thailand and other Mon-Khmer languages see Miller & Miller 1994a:258.
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Phonology

The various Bru dialects in the Northeast, and the Bru of Vietnam and Laos, are characterized by the use of

two registers in the vowel system that results in a high inventory of vowels.   Bru Khong Chiem, for

instance, is reported to have as many as 68 vowels (Theraphan 1979:232) and as few as 51 (Green

1996:21). Further, compared to Thai, the Bru dialects have many more final consonants and an abundance

of presyllable types.

Vowel Register

Register is a phenomenon in language in which the pharyngeal effects, principally a more open versus a

more closed pharyngeal cavity, are used to distinguish lexical and\or grammatical contrasts (Pittman 1985).

A language in which this contrast is pervasive and affecting large areas of the lexicon and\or grammar is

sometimes called a “register language”.

The complexity of  Bru phonology  and the differences between the phonology in these languages and in

Thai and Lao shows up clearly in the vowels.   It is also in the vowels that closely related groups show the

most contrast (Miller & Miller 1995).

Examples of register contrast in Bru -Khong Chiem (Green 1996)

Second Register [ m´E- 4/ ] “to visit”

First Register [ mE 4/ ] “or”

Second Register [ p´a-tn ] “thousand”

First Register [ patn ] “to shoot”

Second Register [ t�i–/ ] “to hurt”

First Register [ t�i ¢/ ] “to criticize”

The register contrast in Bru is pervasive.   In the literature on Katuic languages, second register refers to a

lax, breathy  vowel and first register to a tense or non-breathy vowel.  In all of the Bru dialects of Thailand,

second register tends to be higher in tongue height position for the high and mid vowels than their

counterparts (Miller & Miller 1995).  These second register vowels also tend to have a lax or breathy

quality.  In the low vowels, the first register vowels is heard to be like the Thai and Lao low vowels.  Their

second register counterpart is marked by a breathy onglided quality.  Second register vowel glides are

breathy.  First register glides are clear.



12/2/2013 3

Vowels

Chart of the main syllable vowel phonemes in the Bru dialects of Thailand

Front Unrounded
Centralized Back

Unrounded Back Rounded

Close

Short Long Short Long Short Long

Register 2 i– i–˘ µ- µ-˘ u- u-˘

Register 1  i 4 i 4˘ µ 4 µ 4˘ u 4 u 4˘

Close-mid

Register 2 e- e-˘ F- F-˘ o- o-˘

Register 1 e 4 e 4˘ F 4 F 4˘ o 4 o 4˘

Open-mid

Register 2 √- √-˘ ´ç- ´ç-˘

Register 1 √ √˘ ç ç˘

Open

Register 2
´E- ´E-4˘ ´a- ´a-˘ ´A- ´A-˘

Register 1 E E4˘ a a˘ A A˘

Table 1  Main syllable vowel phonemes (Adapted from Miller & Miller 1995 and Green 1996)

Not all of the Bru dialects show a 4 way contrast in each of the vowel height positions shown.  Only Bru

Khong Chiem shows a register contrast for both long and short vowels.
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Initial Consonants

Initial consonants for all the Bru dialects in Thailand are the same (Miller & Miller 1995) and they are

similar to the initial consonants in Thai and Lao.

Point of Articulation

Manner of Articulation Labial Alveolar Palatal Velar Glottal

Voiceless Unaspirated Stops p t c k /

Voiceless Aspirated Stops pH tH kH

Voiced Stops b d

Nasals m n ¯ N

Fricatives s h

Flap R

Approximate w l j

Table 2 Main Syllable Initial Consonant  phonemes (Adapted from Miller & Miller 1995 and Green 1996)

Initial consonant clusters vary from dialect to dialect.  Miller and Miller (1995) found that the most

commonly occuring consonant clusters are: /pr/, /tr/, /kr/, /br/ and /pl/, /kl/ and /bl/.  They also found /thr/,

/khr/ and /khl/, though these were less common.

Final Consonants

While most of the Bru dialects had most of the final consonants in common, the dialects vary in regards to

final /¯/, /c/, /l/, /r/, /wH/ and /jH/.

Point of Articulation

Manner of Articulation Labial Alveolar Palatal Velar Glottal

Voiceless Unaspirated Stops p t c k /

Nasals m n ¯ N

Fricatives s h

Flap R

Approximate w l j

Post Glottalized Approximant w/ j/

Post Aspirated Approximate wH jH

Table 3 Main Syllable Final Consonant Phonemes  Adapted from Miller & Miller 1995 and Green 1996.

For more information on Bru phonology see Thomas 1976, Philips 1976, Thongkum 1979, Ganey 1985,

Vuong Huu Le 1992, Miller & Miller 1995, and Green 1996.
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Grammar

As in Thai and Lao, Bru syntax follows a general pattern of Subject - Verb - Object.  Adjectives follow the

noun.    The use of noun classifiers is very common, though not as obligatory as in Thai or Lao.

While not very productive, Bru morphological process consist of affication and reduplication.  The

affixation functions to nomimalize verbs, alter the meaning of nouns and verbs and to verbalize nouns.

Reduplication processes consists of complete and partial reduplication.  (àÍ¡ÇÔ·Â� ¨Ôâ¹ÇÑ²¹� 2526)

For more information on Bru clause and Phrase grammar see Pattiya 1981.  Information on Bru morphology

can be found in àÍ¡ÇÔ·Â� ¨Ôâ¹ÇÑ²¹� 2526.

Location and distribution
Miller and Miller (1995:27) surveyed the Mon-Khmer groups in three provinces in Northeast Thailand and

located Bru communities in the following provinces: Sakhon Nakhon, Mukdahan, Ubon Ratchathani, and

Amnatcharoen.

History
The Bru groups originally came from the mountains of Laos and Central Vietnam.  Because of French

taxation and corvee labor programs, the free spirited Bru moved south-westward and entered into Thailand

as early as the turn of the century.  These groups moved in search of new villages where they would have

the freedom that they were used to having while they lived in the mountains.  For more information on Bru

Quang Tri ethnohistory prior to 1954 see Hickey 1982: 85, 159-160, 179, 193, 210, 359, and 430.  For

more information on Bru-So ethnohistory, see ÊÃÑµ¹� ÇÃÒ§¤�µ¹�, (n.d).

Social and Political Organization1

Economy

The nuclear family, and in some instances the extended family, is the basic economic unit.  Households are

dependent on wet rice farming.  In the village of Woen Buek, Ubol, located on the Mekong river, each

household does not have access to enough arable land to farm, as the soil is very rocky.   Instead, the

households in Woen Buek depend on fish from the Mekong river and on basket weaving for their

livelihood.  Depending on the size and quality of the catch, the fish will either be shared among family

members and/or sold to middle men who sell the fish in neighboring market towns.  Some of the young

people also have wage work in local shops, factories in Bangkok or in various service industries.

Division of Labor

The division of labor between Bru males and females seems to be equally shared with no undue hardship on

either of the sexes. The majority of the economic and child rearing tasks can be done by either sex.  Men

will watch the children, cook and pound rice.   Women will go fishing.  There are some tasks that are

                                                          
1 Information for this section of the paper is representative of the cultural pratices of the Bru who live in Ubol,

Ratchathani Province, Thailand and Quang Tri Province, Vietnam.   Data from Woen Buek is from the authors’ field

notes, unless otherwise noted.
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“men’s work” only, but it is said that these jobs are “men’s only” because women are not physically strong

enough to do the task.

Property and Inheritance

The estate of a deceased person is passed on to the remaining immediate family.  In Woen Buek, when the

last of Ego’s parents dies, Ego and his siblings will inherit equally their parent’s estate.  Miller (1972:63),

however, states that because wives marry into their husband’s clan in Bru Quang Tri,  the bulk of the

property is distributed among the male children.  Female children may be given a small portion but only at

the discretion of the male who has assumed responsibility for the property.

Clan Membership and Descent

The rule of descent among the Bru groups varies between the language groups.  In Bru Quang Tri, the rule

of descent is strictly patrilineal with Ego’s clan membership being determined through his male ancestors

(Miller,  1972:66).  In Woen Buek, however, the rule of descent is cognatic, where the clan membership of

children are determined by the location of their parents’ marriage and subsequent post-marital residence.

In Bru society, the clan or patrilineage, depending on the language group, is one of the most important

social and religious units.  Hickey (1993:141), observes that the Bru Quang Tri have “well defined

patrilineages...and kindreds that have numerous social and economic functions and regulate marriage with

the mother’s brother’s daughter (matrilineal cross-cousin).”   John Miller (1972:65) states “that clan

assumes a position of great import in the life of a Bru, for aside from its place in his economic and religious

life, it is also through the clan that his political status is defined.”   In Woen Buek, the role of the clan does

not seem to have much of an economic function.  Its main function seems to be religious, social and

political in that it regulates social interaction between clan members and the spiritual interaction between

clan members and their ancestors.

Marriage & Family

Apart from the marriage restrictions listed below, a person is relatively free to choose his or her own

spouse.  Marriages are not arranged, though parents may try to persuade an individual into marrying

someone who they think will make a good spouse.  The marriages, however, do not take place without the

consent of the bride and groom.

Once a couple decides they will marry,  negotiations between the two families will begin.  These

negotiations will determine how much will be given by each of the families for the wedding.  In general,

gifts from the groom’s side outweigh gifts  from the bride's family.  Ideally, by the time the wedding has

taken place, all of the gifts have been given by each party.  Although it is not ideal, it is also possible to

negotiate for a later payment of the bridewealth during the initial negotiations. For more information about

Bru Quang Tri marriage and family see Hickey 1993:147.

Marriage Restrictions

Marriage restrictions among the various Bru groups also differs from group to group.  According to Hickey

(1992:154), Bru Quang Tri have “had a preference for matrilineal cross-cousin marriage, but in recent years

young people have been exercising more free choice in the selection of mates."  The Bru living in Woen

Buek, however, are not allowed to marry their matrilineal cross-cousin, as well as any other consanguineal

kin.  In general, a person is also not allowed to marry someone from the same clan, although in Bru Woen

Buek, it is permissible to marry within the clan after a sacrifice has been offered to the ancestors.  In Bru

Quang Tri, an individual is also not allowed to marry any one that belongs to a clan that has taken a wife

from his clan. For more information about Bru Quang Tri marriage and family see Miller 1972:65 and

Hickey 1993:151.
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Post-marital Residence

Ideally, the newly  wed couple will establish their own home.  In practice, though,  post-marital residence

patterns can be either matrilineal or patrilineal, depending on the traditions of the group.  Post-marital

residence patterns in Bru Quang Tri are either neo-local, where the couple set up residence near the

husband’s family, or patrilocal, where the couple move in with the father’s household.  In Bru Woen Buek,

post-marital residence of the newly wed couple will depend on the house where they are married. If the

couple is married in the groom’s parent’s house, the couple may stay in that house.  The couple is then not

allowed to enter the bride’s parent’s house.  If the couple is married in the bride’s family’s house, they may

live there, but then the wife is not allowed to enter the in-law’s house.

Political Organization

The political head of the village is the Village Chief (Phuu Yai Baan).   He represents the village at inter-

village gatherings, hosts various government officials when they visit the village, and is the village

representative to the central government.  This position is an elected position with elections being held

every few years.

In Woen Buek, each clan is also led by a clan head.  The position of clan head is traditionally  hereditary.  It

is passed on to a qualified male heir after the clan head’s death.  If there are several sons, the clan will get

together and decide which of the sons will take the position.  If there are no eligible sons, the position is

passed on to a qualified male “nephew.”   The role of the clan head is to mediate in social disputes and in

matters that deal with the clan ancestors.  If a clan member has offended the ancestors (generally through

illicit sexual unions or through marital divorce or separation) it is the clan head’s responsibility to take the

offending party’s sacrifice to the ancestors place (usually a small house, altar or tree) and there sacrifice the

animal, explaining the reason for the sacrifice and asking for the ancestor’s forgiveness and subsequent

blessing.

Religion

In Thailand, some of the Bru groups follow a mixture of Buddhist and traditional animistic practices and

some groups are Christian.  In Vietnam and Laos, some groups of Bru are Christian and some are animist.

Traditional animists respect and make sacrifices to the clan ancestors along with a myriad of other

supernatural beings and spirits.  These spirits have power over various aspects of the world and natural

phenomena and can cause people to be sick or bring disaster on them.  Because these beings and spirits can

cause harm for the Bru either as individuals or as a village, the Bru are careful not to offend any of the

supernatural beings or spirits in their day to day living.  For more information about Bru Quang Tri

animistic practices, see Hickey 1993 and Gabon 1993 and 1996.
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