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“Civil Society and Community Strength” in the Context of Marginalized Group :

The Case of Sea Nomads in Thailand
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Nowadays, decentralization policy and the promotion of local participation in local governance, educational
management, resources'managemcnt, etc. have increased the rotes of civil society and empowered local communities in
Thailand. However, “civil society™ and “‘community strength” are still alien céncepts for marginalized groups such as
Chao Lay or sea nomads of southwestern provinces. This research has indicated that the three groups of Chao Lay in
Thailand, namely the Moken, the Moklen, and the Urak Lawoi have generally been alienated from the larger society and
considered to be backward, uneducated, and encased in their traditional beliefs. The Moken are the group which have
remained relatively traditional in terms of their way of life and maritime travel. Therefore, they do not claim or hold
occupation or ownership of any land. Their c;)mmunity is highly fluid. The Moklen and the Urak Lawoi are those who
have settled on land into large communities in several southwestern provinces. They wiltfully accepted the name “Thai
Mai" (New Thai) in place of their ethnic names after being naturalized into Thai citizen, given last names, and
encouraged to receive formal education in tocal schools. The commﬁnities interact closely with local Thai communities,
and intermartiage is not uncommon. Although the relationship among the Moklen or the Urak Lawoi in the same village
is closely-knitted, the community is strong only in the sense of intra-group cohesion. 1f probiems or conflict arise with
the state or with cuter groups, the Moklen and the Urak Lawoi generally cannot unite and solidified in order to negotiate
or assert their wills. Therefore, capacity building for these groups must start with the enhancement of ethnic pride and the

awareness about cultural rights.
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