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Abstract

This research had the objective to (1) study the changing roles of herbal healers of the
Bru and the Isan people in Northeastern Thailand, (2) to examine the factors that allowed herbal
healers’ roles to persevere into the presence and (3) to identify how herbal healers can maintain
their roles in the future. This research employed a qualitative research strategy. The life history of
one healer in a Bru community in Thung Lung Village in Khong Chiam District, Ubon Ratchathani
was compared to that of one healer in an Isan community in Kai Kham Village in Kai Kham District,
Amnat Charoen. This was combined with a total of 86 interviews with the healers’ students,
community leaders, villagers, g¢overnment officials and members of non-governmental
organizations. This research revealed that herbal healers fulfill two principal roles that affect their
survival: (1) medical and (2) social. In their first role, they are a provider of medical treatment,
including the prevention and treatment of diseases as well as physical rehabilitation. In their second
role, they are social innovators and supporters . These roles are affected by three factors: (1)
Personal factors or the healers’ qualifications, (2) factors internal to the community and (3) factors
external to the community. Personal factors include the healer’s relative personal wealth,
availability of time, ethical conduct, medical certificates, recognition of their healing abilities by the
community, motivation, willingness to impart knowledge and good health. Factors internal to the
community include economic and social development, changes in the public health system,
physical changes, changes in lifestyle and livelihood as well as attitudes within the community.
Factors external to the community include economic and social development, changes in the
public health system and attitude of the society beyond the community. In order for herbal healers
to preserve their roles within the community, policies and funding that would allow them to further
develop their potential are needed. Also accepted channels to integrate traditional healing
practices, especially the use of herbs to prevent diseases or treat patients, with modern medicine

need to be developed.
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Academic Year: 2016
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