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Introduction
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• Both baru and baharu mean ‘new’.

• Two popular beliefs
1. baharu > baru

old new

2. Clear distinction used to exist before and should exist now:

• baru Adjective ‘new’

• baharu Adverb ‘only just, finally’

• This paper argues that these beliefs are problematic based on 
corpus data of Classical, Early Modern and Modern Malay.
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Dewan Bahasa dan Pustaka, 
Malaysia

19/01/2022 Facebook post 
(also in other social media 
platforms)

Language engineering by DBP



When did it start?
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https://prpm.dbp.gov.
my/



Since 2009 but inconsistent
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04/02/2008 Baharu/baru sebagai kata sifat […] Baru sebagai kata bantu

23/03/2008 Kata baharu bukan menggantikan kata baru tetapi ialah
variasi kepada kata tersebut.

13/10/2009 Baru dan baharu sebagai kata adjektif […] ialah new, manakala
baru sebagai kata bantu […] ialah just.

29/10/2009 baharu ialah kata adjektif manakala baru merujuk kepada kata 
bantu untuk masa.  […] kata baru dalam bahasa Melayu dapat
disamakan dengan just […] baharu disamakan dengan kata new

27/11/2019 Baharu/baru sebagai kata sifat […] Baru sebagai kata bantu



DBP’s views on baru and baharu

Baru = Aux

Baharu = Adj

?

Baru = Adj, Aux

Baharu = Adj

13 October 2009 

Baru = Aux

Baharu = Adj

29 October 2009

Baru = Adj, Aux

Baharu = Adj

27 November 2019

Baru = Aux

Baharu = Adj

19 January 2022
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Malay Concordance Project
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• Corpus and concordancer for Classical Malay and Early 
Modern Malay

• https://mcp.anu.edu.au/ (Proudfoot 1991)

• 5.8 million words

• More than 150 sources written or compiled between 
1300s and 1950s.

• Search with “baru” or “baharu” (same result) 
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Frequencies of forms based on 
baru and baharu by year
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Place names are 

excluded.

• Johor Bah(a)ru

• Kota B(a)haru

• kampung Baharu



Frequencies of forms based on 
baru and baharu by period
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• Baru and baharu

have co-existed 

at least since 

1370s.

• No surge of baru

at any period.
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• Baru and baharu

have co-existed 

at least since 

1370s.

• No surge of baru

at any period.

Ratio of baru to baharu



Attested forms

Baru (14)

baru, barulah, barula, barunya,
perbaruan, barukan, membarukan, 
membarui, dibarui, baru-baru, 
baru-baruan, sebaru-barunya, 
membaru-barukan, dibaru-barui

Baharu (24)

baharu, baharulah, baharukah, 
baharuan, baharunya, pembaharuan, 
berbaharu, beharulah, baharukan, 
membaharukan, membaharukannya, 
dibaharukan, dibaharukannya, baharui, 
baharuhi, membaharui, dibaharui, 
dibaharuilah, dibaharuinya, pembaharui, 
memperbaharui, baharu-baharu, 
baharu-baharuan, baharu-baharukan
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Some forms are extremely rare in Modern 

Malay

→ The two forms were distinguished less 

clearly before than now.



Baru = Adj, baharu = Adv?
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• Both baru and baharu were used as Adj and Adv.

• In fact, baharu (as well as baru) had far more Adv
uses than Adj uses.

• Example
Telah setahun lamanya hamba berkawal ini, 
baharulah Tuanku melihat patik hadir pada malam ini.
‘I’ve stood guard for a year, and it is not until tonight 
that Your Majesty saw my presence.’ (Hikayat Bayan 
Budiman 18:26, 1371)



(Long) Before 1370s
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• Blust & Trussel (2010) Austronesian Comparative Dictionary. 

https://www.trussel2.com/ACD/acd-s_b.htm#646

• Proto-Malayo-Polynesian (PMP) *baqeRu

• “In PMP the bare stem *baqeRu may have been used 
adverbially, and perhaps as a noun meaning ‘youth, young 
people in the prime of life’; the same stem prefixed with *ma-
clearly meant ‘new; fresh’.”

• Cf. Sundanese
bahayu ‘recent(ly)’ vs. baru ‘new, fresh’ (Malay loan)



Modern Malay
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• Korpus DBP - Penyelidik
(http://sbmb.dbp.gov.my/korpusdbp/Researchers/Sea
rch2.aspx)

• Data from 1940s to 2020s

• Only baru and baharu, excluding their derivatives
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• Not accurate

→ reclassified using publication year info.

• Excluded non-dated data
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Frequencies of baru and baharu

Place names are NOT 

excluded.

• Johor Ba(ha)ru

• Kota Ba(ha)ru

• Kampung Ba(h)aru
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Place names are NOT 

excluded.

• Johor Ba(ha)ru

• Kota Ba(ha)ru

• Kampung Ba(h)aru

Ratio of baru to baharu

Surge 

of baru

DBP intervention 

(2009)Good old 

days??

Natural language 

change



1950s: Syntactic distinction

Baru (7)

• Adj: 1 (14.3%)

• Adv: 6 (85.7%)

Baharu (164)

• Adj: 69 (42.1%)

• Adv: 95 (57.9%)
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No clear distinction between baru and baharu in terms of syntactic categories.

(The data is too small for baru.) 



1950s: Examples
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1. [...] aku ini ibarat sa-kuntum bunga yang maseh baruAdj

hendak kembang [...]
‘[…] I am like a still new flower about to bloom […]’ 
(SURAT MENYURAT. Bahasa, 1958)

2. [...] sa minggu sa sudah hari meninggal itu baharuAdv

di-balas dengan surat biasa.
‘[…] a week after his death, we finally received a reply in 
an ordinary letter.’ (SURAT MENYURAT. Bahasa, 1958)



1960s: First 30 instances

Baru (2037)

• Adj: 14 (46.7%)

• Adv: 16 (53.3%)

Baharu (1662)

• Adj: 11 (36.7%)

• Adv: 19 (63.3%)
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No clear distinction between baru and baharu in terms of syntactic categories. 



1960s: Examples
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1. […] untok membuat rumah2 batu yang baruAdj, maka 
Halimah mendapat kesempatan baharuAdj, […]
‘[…] to build a new concrete houses, Halimah got a new
opportunity […] (SENGKETA. Sastera, 1965)

2. BaruAdv lebeh kurang sa-puloh tahun bekerja dan usia-nya
baharuAdv hendak meningkat 30 tahun, […]
‘He’s just worked for approximately ten years and his age was 
finally approaching 30 […]’ (YANG LAMA DAN YANG BARU. 
Sastera, 1965)



Za‘ba (1959)
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Setelah ada ‘Benda’ dan ‘Cherita’ ini baruAdv-lah
boleh jadi ayat, dan baharuAdv -lah cakap itu
memberi pengertian yang cukup maksudnya […]

‘A sentence is formed only after both ‘Thing’ and 
‘Story’ become available, and only then will an 
utterance convey a sufficiently meaningful 
interpretation […]’



DBP’s views on baru and baharu

Baru = Aux

Baharu = Adj

?

Baru = Adj, Aux

Baharu = Adj

13 October 2009 

Baru = Aux

Baharu = Adj

29 October 2009

Baru = Adj, Aux

Baharu = Adj

27 November 2019

Baru = Aux

Baharu = Adj

19 January 2022
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Conclusion
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• The available corpus data shows that baru and baharu

• have co-existed at least since 1370s

• have never been distinguished in terms of syntactic category (but 2009 DBP 
intervention)

• DBP’s language engineering was more or less successful (insofar as 
written language is concerned).

• The difference between baru and baharu is still unclear.

• DBP’s intervention has made it difficult to explore this issue based on 
post-2010 written data.



Future work

26

• Dulu and dahulu

• Saya and sahaya
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Terima kasih!
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