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Summary 
This thesis explores how tourists perceive the Urak Lawoi, an Indigenous community living on Ko 

Lipe, a small island in Thailand’s Andaman Sea, and how these perceptions influence cultural 

encounters, representations, and the broader visibility of the Urak Lawoi within the context of 

tourism development. Ko Lipe has experienced rapid tourism growth over the past two decades, 

which has significantly affected the Urak Lawoi’s traditional livelihoods, culture, and access to land 

and sea. As tourism has become an important economic force on the island, understanding how 

tourists view and interact with the Urak Lawoi is relevant to assessing the cultural, social, and 

political impacts of tourism on this Indigenous community. 

The research is guided by the main question: How do tourists perceive the Urak Lawoi on Ko Lipe, 

and how do these perceptions shape cultural encounters and experiences? To answer this, the 

study also investigates tourists’ stereotypes and assumptions, differences between backpackers and 

mass tourists, and the influence of Thai state tourism policies on the representation of the Urak 

Lawoi and on their capacity to exercise agency in cultural, social, and political contexts. 

The theoretical framework uses John Urry’s concept of the tourist gaze, which highlights how 

tourists seek “authentic” experiences shaped by preconceived images and expectations, often 

simplified or exoticized. Conflict theory complements this by revealing power imbalances and 

structural inequalities affecting the Urak Lawoi’s ability to maintain cultural autonomy and influence 

tourism development. 

The methodology involved six weeks of fieldwork on Ko Lipe and Ko Adang, including 

semi-structured interviews with tourists and one Urak Lawoi community member, participant 

observation, informal conversations, and a qualitative questionnaire shared with tourists via social 

media. Data were triangulated as part of discussion to improve trustworthiness and provide a 

nuanced understanding of tourist-Urak Lawoi interactions. 

Key findings reveal that tourists generally hold limited knowledge about the Urak Lawoi, often 

shaped by tourism marketing and popular media, which reinforces stereotypical and exoticized 

images. This limited awareness affects how tourists engage with the community, interactions are 

often superficial and shaped by tourist´s expectations of authenticity. Backpackers tend to seek 

deeper cultural engagement and greater visibility for the Urak Lawoi, while mass tourists usually 

engage in more commercialized and curated experiences that commodify culture. These differing 

tourist behaviors contribute to varying levels of cultural visibility and impact on the community. 

State policies and tourism development frameworks play a significant role in this dynamic. 

Government priorities favor mass tourism growth and infrastructure development, which often 

marginalizes the Urak Lawoi through land disputes, lack of legal recognition, and exclusion from 
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decision-making processes. These structural inequalities limit the community’s agency and ability to 

manage their cultural heritage and resources sustainably. 

Despite these challenges, the Urak Lawoi demonstrates agency by engaging with tourism as both an 

opportunity and a risk, capitalizing on economic benefits and cultural transmission while managing 

the pressures of commodification and environmental degradation. This complex situation 

challenges simplistic victim-perpetrator narratives and highlights the community’s resilience and 

adaptability. 

The implications of this research highlight the need to increase tourist awareness of the impact 

their perception has and more inclusive governance. Informing tourists about the Urak Lawoi’s 

history, culture, and challenges can foster more respectful and meaningful intercultural encounters. 

In addition, policies must prioritize Indigenous rights, community participation, and cultural 

sustainability to ensure that the Urak Lawoi are recognized, respected, and treated as equal 

members of society.  

This thesis aims to contribute to academic discussions on Indigenous visibility and power relations 

in tourism, emphasizing the interconnected roles of perception, representation, and policy in 

shaping how Indigenous cultures are perceived, engaged with, and positioned within tourism and 

society. The findings can offer some insights for policymakers, tourism practitioners, and scholars 

interested in sustainable and culturally sensitive tourism development, particularly in Indigenous 

contexts, as well as for researchers in varied fields. 
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1)​Introduction 
Tourism plays an increasingly important role in Thailand’s economy and cultural landscape, with 

millions of visitors arriving each year (Tourism.co.th, 2024; UNWTO, 2024). On Ko Lipe, a small 

island in the Andaman Sea, different types of tourism like backpacking and mass tourism intersect 

in a space that is also home to the Urak Lawoi, an Indigenous group known locally as the Chao Lay, 

or “people of the sea.” These communities have traditionally lived semi-nomadic lives, closely 

connected to the ocean, relying on fishing, sailing, and living in bamboo hut (Wongbusarakum, 

2007; Prapruit et al., 2015). 

Over the last two decades, Ko Lipe has seen a rapid transformation driven by tourism development, 

which has significantly impacted the Chao Lay’s lifestyle, culture, and access to land. As in many 

Indigenous contexts around the world, development pressures, such as commercial tourism and 

state policies, challenge traditional ways of life and often lead to marginalization (Champagne et al., 

2005; Alfred & Wilmer, 1997; Arunotai, 2017). 

This thesis investigates how tourists perceive the Chao Lay on Ko Lipe and how these perceptions 

may influence cultural representation, tourist-local interactions, and the visibility of Indigenous 

groups within tourism. I explore what kinds of images and assumptions tourists bring, how they 

describe their encounters (if any) with the Chao Lay, and wheth tourism seems to contribute to the 

erasure or preservation of Indigenous identity. Understanding these perceptions is essential, as 

they are also a matter of social and political concern, because when tourism fails to recognize the 

voices and presence of Indigenous groups, it can contribute to their ongoing marginalization as 

some scholars argue (Arunotai, 2017; Fernández-Llamazares et al., 2023). 

The tourism industry often claims to promote cultural exchange, awareness, and sustainability. 

According to the UNWTO (2024), tourism should enhance “mutual understanding and respect 

between peoples and societies”. However, in practice, tourism can reinforce power imbalances, 

where outsiders own most of the infrastructure and locals are reduced to service roles or even 

rendered invisible. In Ko Lipe most Chao Lay have been excluded from central participation in the 

island’s economy and land ownership, but a few have managed to retain access and influence. Land 

they once used for generations can now be bought and sold legally which was not the case in the 

past (Granbom, 2005; Prapruit et al., 2015). 

My motivation for this research comes partly from my personal experience. As a French tourist who 

first visited Ko Lipe in 2008 and returned several times since, I have seen the island change 

dramatically. The bamboo hut resorts I once stayed in have mostly disappeared, replaced by luxury 

concrete hotels. Peaceful shorelines are now filled with long-tail boats, and quiet sand paths have 

turned into busy concrete roads. I noticed that very little information was available about the Chao 
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Lay, and their presence seemed almost hidden from the tourist gaze. This made me wonder: who 

are the Chao Lay in today’s Ko Lipe? How do tourists see them and if they see them at all? 

In doing so, I aim to contribute to debates on Indigenous visibility in tourism and how tourism 

shapes and is shaped by the ways people perceive cultural differences. This leads me to the 

research questions that guide this thesis. 

2)​Research questions 
This thesis investigates how tourists perceive the Urak Lawoi on Ko Lipe, and how these perceptions 

shape cultural encounters and influence the lived experiences of the local community. 

To explore this, I focus on the following sub-questions: 

1.​ What stereotypes and stories do tourists have about the Urak Lawoi, and how do these 

ideas form? 

2.​ How do backpacker´s views differ from mass tourist´s, and what effects do these differences 

have? 

3.​ What role does the Thai state’s tourism policy play in shaping how the Urak Lawoi are 

represented and able to act? 

3)​Why this study matters 
Looking at how tourists perceive the Urak Lawoi is important for several reasons. First, what tourists 

believe affects how they behave, which changes how they interact with local people and what kind 

of economic opportunities those interactions create (Cohen, 1988; Spradley, 1979). Second, 

perceptions help build ideas of “authenticity” and “otherness,” which can sometimes lead to the 

commodification or marginalization of Indigenous communities (Bruner, 2005). Third, Thailand’s 

tourism policies have a big impact on how Indigenous groups like the Urak Lawoi are seen and 

treated, especially since they don’t have full legal recognition and face social challenges (Arunotai, 

2017; Washpanish, 2025). 

This study responds as well to a growing ethical and political challenge: how can Indigenous 

communities be fairly represented and meaningfully included in tourism narratives and 

development? In many parts of the world, tourism has contributed to the decline rather than the 

empowerment of Indigenous peoples (Smith, 1999; Notzke, 2006). As the Urak Lawoi struggle to 

maintain control over their land, culture, and identity, tourism development in places like Ko Lipe 

can either increase their marginalization or offer new ways for recognition and participation 

depending on how the industry is shaped and whose voices are heard. 
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This is not just a local issue. International bodies such as the UN Permanent Forum on Indigenous 

Issues and UNDRIP (United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples) explains that 

Indigenous communities must have the right to participate in decisions affecting their land and 

livelihoods (UN, 2007). Tourism, especially in natural or “exotic” locations, often intersects directly 

with Indigenous territories but the people living in these areas are frequently excluded from 

decision-making or reduced to a marketing image (Hollinshead, 1998). 

Recognizing how tourists perceive Indigenous groups like the Urak Lawoi matters because these 

perceptions impact which groups are made visible or invisible, valued or ignored. Understanding 

and challenging these perceptions is part of taking seriously the rights of Indigenous peoples to 

define how they are represented and to have a say in the future of their homelands. 

By focusing on perception, this research contributes to a wider academic discussion about power, 

identity, and justice in tourism studies. It supports more inclusive and ethical tourism practices 

which consider tourist satisfaction and also local autonomy, sustainability, and long-term cultural 

survival (Cole, 2007; Meskell, 2009). 

 

4)​Theoretical concepts and frameworks 
This study draws on several interconnected theoretical perspectives and analytical concepts to 

explore how tourists perceive and engage with the Urak Lawoi on Ko Lipe. The combination of 

frameworks aligns with the three research questions, linking individual perception, tourist 

typologies, and structural power within the tourism system. 

The first research question regards how stereotypes and stories about the Urak Lawoi are formed is 

informed by theories of representation and the concept of the tourist gaze. These help explain how 

meaning and difference are produced through selective ways of seeing, imagining, and consuming 

the “other” in tourism contexts. 

The second question concerns how backpacker´s views differ from those of mass tourists draws on 

tourist typologies and the concept of authenticity. These perspectives reveal variations in 

expectations, depth of engagement, and power dynamics in cross-cultural encounters, clarifying 

how different tourist groups co-construct and experience cultural boundaries. 

The third question focus on how state tourism policy shapes representation and agency requires a 

structural lens. Conflict theory provides tools for analyzing how state and market forces influence 

Indigenous visibility, access to land, and opportunities for self-representation. 
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Finally, the concepts of cultural encounters and Indigenous agency connect these dimensions by 

showing how communities respond to external pressures through adaptation, resistance, and the 

strategic concealment of culture. 

Together, these theoretical and conceptual lenses provide a foundation for analyzing how 

perception, power, and agency intersect in shaping encounters between tourists and the Urak 

Lawoi. 

4.1 Conflict theory framework 

Conflict theory provides a critical lens for analyzing how power, inequality, and exclusion shape 

cultural representation, especially in tourism. Its roots lie in Marxist thought, which sees society as 

structured around persistent tensions between groups with unequal access to wealth, voice, and 

resources (Marx, 1990). Contemporary scholars have expanded this perspective to highlight how 

these conflicts play out in symbolic and cultural arenas, including tourism (Cohen and Cohen, 2019; 

Bianchi, 2022). 

Conflict theory argues that dominant groups use cultural, political, and economic institutions to 

maintain their advantage, often by marginalizing or silencing subordinate groups. In tourism, this 

manifests through control over land, narratives, and visibility. As Bianchi (2022) notes, tourism 

systems often reproduce global inequalities by privileging the interests of the state, investors, and 

elites, while limiting local agency and redistributing benefits unequally. This imbalance determines 

not only who profits, but also whose stories are told and how identities are framed for tourist 

consumption. 

In Indigenous tourism contexts, conflict theory helps explain why communities may be 

simultaneously central to tourist imagery but excluded from decision-making and profit-sharing 

(Butler, Szili & Tripura, 2024).  

Applied to this study, conflict theory illuminates how the Urak Lawoi’s position within Thailand’s 

tourism economy is shaped by structural inequalities which is rooted in land rights, policy 

frameworks, and historical marginalisation. It also provides a basis for examining how tourist´s 

perceptions, often filtered through official narratives and market imagery, reflect these underlying 

hierarchies. At the same time, understanding these dynamics opens space to recognize forms of 

subtle resistance and agency among the Urak Lawoi. 

These ideas set the stage for the next theoretical perspective: how tourist perception and the gaze 

mediate visibility, recognition, and meaning in encounters between visitors and locals. 

9 
 



4.2 Perception, authenticity, and the “tourist gaze” 

Perception refers to the process through which individuals select, organize, and interpret sensory 

information in order to make sense of the world around them. It is not just about seeing, but about 

understanding, conditioned by our prior experiences, expectations, cultural background, and 

emotional state (Goldstein & Brockmole, 2022). In this way, perception is not a passive reflection of 

reality, but an active and subjective process of making meaning. 

Recent research in cognitive and social psychology explains that perception is deeply influenced by 

internal filters: what we notice, how we interpret it, and how we respond to it are all influenced by 

what we already know or believe (Eysenck & Keane, 2023). This is especially relevant in intercultural 

contexts, where individuals often encounter unfamiliar people, practices, or environments. In such 

situations, perception can be guided by stereotypes, media representations, or dominant social 

narratives often leading to misunderstandings or oversimplifications (Leung et al., 2021). 

Perception is also linked to identity and expectation. People perceive the world in ways that 

reinforce their own values, beliefs, or sense of self. In tourism, for example, visitors often come with 

expectations about what a place should look like or how a local culture should behave, and they 

interpret what they see through that lens (Zhou & Zhang, 2023). This highlights the subjective 

nature of perception: different people can experience the same event or encounter in completely 

different ways, depending on their perspective. 

Understanding perception as a subjective and socially shaped process provides an important 

foundation for analyzing how tourists and local communities see and respond to each other. It 

reminds us that it is always filtered through cultural, emotional, and ideological frameworks. 

Tourists always approach destinations with prior assumptions. They carry expectations and mental 

images that influence what they perceive and how they interpret their surroundings. These 

perceptions come from multiple sources, including guidebooks, travel blogs, films, social media, 

and stories shared by other travelers (Cohen, 1979; Urry, 1990. Some expectations can hide the 

realities of local life and the presence of indigenous community. 

Urry’s (1990) concept of the “tourist gaze” can be useful for understanding these dynamics. The 

gaze filters what is seen through cultural assumptions. Tourists notice elements that fit with their 

preconceived ideas and often overlook aspects that do not align with their mental map of a 

destination. This can mean that indigenous community get perceived as picturesque boatmen or 

exotic locals, rather than as residents with complex social and economic lives (MacLeod, 2006). In 

the same way, environmental changes, such as beach resorts or infrastructure projects may be 

interpreted by tourists as part of the island’s natural charm, rather than as consequences of tourism 

development. 
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This selective view connects strongly with the idea of seeking authenticity. MacCannell (1976) 

suggested that tourists often look for experiences they see as real, genuine, and untouched by 

commercial tourism. However, ideas of authenticity are often constructed or staged. Locals may 

adapt or perform parts of their culture to align with tourist expectations, whether consciously or 

unconsciously (Bruner, 2005). Such staged authenticity illustrates how tourist perceptions can 

impact cultural expression and local livelihoods (Cohen, 1988; Wang, 1999). 

Social and cultural implications occurs when these perceptions turn into a process of “othering.” 

Said’s (1978) theory of Orientalism highlights how Western audiences have historically labelled 

non-Western peoples as mysterious, exotic, or even backward. In tourism this can manifest in 

various ways, indigenous groups may be treated more as objects of spectacle or symbolism than as 

empowered actors in their own communities (Cole, 2007). For example, tourists often photograph 

indigenous locals or observe cultural rituals without engaging in meaningful interaction, reinforcing 

a symbolic rather than relational understanding of the community. Even well-intentioned visitors 

may without realizing it contribute to this form of othering by reducing local people to experiences 

or visual spectacles for consumption (Greenwood, 1989). 

The interaction of selective perception, staged authenticity, and othering creates a cycle where 

tourist´s expectations and staged experiences continually influence each other. Tourists expect 

certain images and experiences and locals may perform or highlight these aspects. Tourists then 

consume these performances as authentic, reinforcing their original expectations. Over time, this 

dynamic can shape the representation and visibility of indigenous locals, influencing which cultural 

practices are maintained, adapted, or commodified (Smith, 2009). This suggests that tourist´s 

expectations play a powerful role in shaping how Urak Lawoi culture is performed, represented, or 

even concealed on Ko Lipe. 

This raises several relevant questions for the analysis that follows: How do tourist´s preconceptions 

and expectations shape what they see and fail to see about the Urak Lawoi? To what extent do 

these perceptions reinforce existing hierarchies of visibility and authenticity? And how might the 

Urak Lawoi themselves respond to or resist the “tourist gaze” in ways that express their own agency 

and voice? 

 

4.3 Cultural encounters in tourism 

Tourism brings people from very different worlds into contact, sometimes only briefly, or for more 

extended periods. These encounters can be positive and meaningful or superficial or even tense. 

Importantly, they often take place within unequal power relations, especially when tourists come 

from economically privileged countries, and local communities depend on tourism for income or 

employment. 
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Scholars like Graburn (1983) and Cohen (1984) have shown that tourism interactions are never 

neutral. Cohen argues that for the tourists, travel is often a form of leisure and escape, while for the 

locals, it tends to be a commercial exchange. This difference in purpose and perspective can lead to 

misunderstandings or superficial relationships. Tourists may treat local people more as part of the 

setting than as individuals with their own histories, cultures, and challenges. 

This connects with Bruner’s (2005) idea that cultural representation is often a site of struggle that is 

not just about identity, but also about recognition, voice, and power. Even quick or casual 

encounters can reflect wider issues of visibility, marginalization, or performance. Locals may feel 

pressure to adapt their behavior, appearance, or communication style to fit what tourists expect or 

find appealing. These micro-level interactions are accordingly shaped by macro-level forces such as 

global tourism markets, media representations, or national identity narratives. 

Cultural encounters in tourism are also mediated by what tourists already know or think they know 

about places and people. As discussed earlier, perception is influenced by stereotypes, guidebooks, 

online reviews, or previous travel experience (Urry, 1990; MacCannell, 1976). This means that 

tourists may experence a cultural encounter with strong assumptions and leave without really 

seeing or understanding the complexity of the local context. 

These concepts and theories help frame how tourist and local interactions operate as personal 

experiences and as part of larger systems of meaning, power, and representation. They also set the 

ground for later analysis of how cultural encounters unfold and are sometimes limited by the ways 

in which local people are perceived, presented, and engaged with in tourism settings. 

This raises key questions for the analysis that follows: How do such encounters between tourists 

and the Urak Lawoi reflect broader inequalities in visibility and power? In what ways do everyday 

exchanges (transactional or social) reveal the limits of understanding across cultural boundaries? 

And how might these encounters both reproduce and challenge dominant representations of 

Indigenous identity in the context of tourism? 

 

4.4 Tourism, Cultural Boundaries, and Indigenous Agency 

While tourism often puts pressure on Indigenous communities to adapt their traditions for external 

audiences, it's important to remember that these communities are not passive. Many demonstrate 

agency by deciding how they are represented and in some cases this means choosing not to share 

certain practices. As Johnston and Mason (2024, p. 6) note in their review of Indigenous 

interpretation, cultural narratives are often guided by local knowledge-keepers, and “what 

narratives should be shared (e.g., certain stories or legends) and what should not be shared (e.g., 

medicines, ceremonies, and sacred areas)” is carefully determined by the community. Cultural 
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concealment can be a strategy, not just a loss. Rather than performing identity on demand, some 

groups deliberately keep specific rituals, stories, or knowledge private in order to protect their 

cultural integrity. 

This leads to several questions for the analysis that follows: How do the Urak Lawoi negotiate what 

to reveal and what to protect in the context of tourism? To what extent can acts of concealment or 

withdrawal be understood as expressions of agency rather than loss? And how do these choices 

challenge dominant assumptions about visibility, authenticity, and participation in the tourism 

economy? 

 

4.5 The role of state and tourism development 

 In many theoretical frameworks, the state is understood as an active agent that plays a central role 

in shaping how tourism evolves, which cultures are made visible, whose voices are recognised, and 

how power and resources are distributed. Drawing on insights from political economy, governance 

theory, Indigenous rights studies, and conflict theory, scholars have highlighted several functions 

that the state fulfills within tourism development. 

Firstly, the state plays a central role in influencing how tourism develops and how it’s experienced. 

It’s not just about infrastructure but also about the policies, zoning laws, and legal frameworks that 

define what can happen where. These decisions influence the physical space and also the cultural 

narratives that are promoted. National tourism campaigns for example often highlight certain 

traditions or images that fit a particular vision of the country, while leaving others out. As Olsen and 

Pashkevich (2023) point out, this kind of selective storytelling can reinforce simplified or 

stereotypical representations of Indigenous communities while also contributing to a polished 

national identity designed to attract visitors. 

A second important role the state plays is as a gatekeeper of identity and representation. Through 

laws, official narratives, and national branding, it decides which cultural expressions are supported 

or made visible, and which ones are left out. While this can sometimes open possibilities for more 

recognition and diversity, it often happens on the state’s terms. For example, Indigenous groups 

might be invited to take part in national festivals or events, but usually in ways that are symbolic or 

performative, rather than giving them real influence over how they’re portrayed. In Thailand, the 

passage in 2025 of the Act on Protection and Promotion of the Way of Life of Ethnic Groups is seen 

as a formal recognition of cultural rights for ethnic minorities. However, civil society and 

organizations like Cultural Survival (2025) and the UN Human Rights Regional Office have made 

clear that legal recognition does not necessarily dismantle existing power imbalances. Issues like 

land rights, participation in decision‐making, and the protection of Indigenous identity remain 

contested in practice. 
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A third important way the state shapes tourism is the way it controls rights and resources. 

Governments decide who has access to land, which communities get legal recognition, and how 

natural areas like national parks are managed. These decisions directly affect whether local people 

can benefit from tourism or are pushed out of the picture. The International Work Group for 

Indigenous Affairs (IWGIA, 2023) points out that tourism development often happens without 

proper consultation or consent, which can lead to land disputes and growing tensions around who 

controls resources and who gets excluded. The UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples 

(UNDRIP) highlights the importance of free and informed consent, collective decision making, and 

the right to control and protect cultural resources. In Thailand, there have been some recent efforts 

to bring Indigenous and local knowledge into environmental planning. One example is the National 

Ecosystem Assessment, which shows a growing pressure to involve more voices in decision-making 

and to take seriously different ways of understanding development (UNESCO, 2024). 

Finally, state involvement in tourism must be understood in relation to deeper power structures and 

historical inequalities. State led tourism often reproduces existing hierarchies: determining whose 

land is protected, whose languages are recognised, who gets compensated, and who has the right 

to represent culture in the public sphere. Even when legal recognition is offered, as in the case of 

Thailand’s recent policies around ethnic and Indigenous rights, structural mechanisms such as land 

ownership systems, economic regulations, and zoning laws may continue to privilege dominant 

groups while limiting the actual agency of marginalised communities. Theories from global 

governance and conflict studies argue that without formal governance rights and equitable 

inclusion in decision-making, Indigenous groups remain vulnerable to exploitation or symbolic 

inclusion without real power (GlobalNaps, 2023). 

Taken together, these theoretical perspectives help to frame important questions for this study. 

They offer tools for understanding how state policies influence which cultural practices are 

promoted or made invisible, who has the power to represent culture and claim space, and how 

official narratives interact with the lived experiences, goals, and strategies of Indigenous 

communities engaged in tourism development. 

 

4.6 Backpacking and mass tourism 

Tourists engage with destinations in diverse ways influenced by their motivations, expectations, and 

travel styles. Erik Cohen’s (1972) typology is a framework for understanding tourist types, ranging 

from organized mass tourists, who follow structured itineraries and stay in resorts, to drifters who 

seek independent, off-the-beaten-path experiences. Most travelers fall between these extremes. 

Backpackers are often viewed as more culturally curious or ethical than mass tourists, traveling 

independently, staying in budget accommodations, and avoiding mainstream tourist attractions. 
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However, Cohen (2004) warns that backpacking itself has become a structured lifestyle with its own 

expectations, relying increasingly on established tourism infrastructure. This suggests that 

backpacking is not fully separate from mass tourism but exists within the broader global tourism 

system. 

Backpackers often claim to seek more authentic and responsible travel experiences, sometimes 

reflected in their preference for local services or locally run businesses. Mass tourists, by contrast, 

are more likely to engage with resort-based services offering packaged experiences, with limited 

direct interaction with the indigenous community. However, how these differing tourist types 

influence the local economy, culture, and social dynamics remains an open question. 

Both tourism forms contribute to pressures on the island’s resources and infrastructure, including 

environmental impacts and cultural commodification. This reflects Cohen and Cohen’s (2012) 

notion of the “re-enclavement” of alternative tourism, where even travel modes once viewed as 

countercultural become integrated into mainstream global tourism systems. 

Relevant research questions emerging from these theoretical insights include: How do different 

types of tourists like backpackers or mass tourists perceive and interract with the Urak Lawoi 

community on Ko Lipe? What are the implications of these interactions for cultural visibility, 

representation, and local agency? 

To understand how this research approaches these topics, the next section looks at the philosophy 

behind the study. It explains how knowledge, meaning, and representation are understood in 

cross-cultural tourism research, and how subjectivity and power affect both what is seen and how it 

is interpreted. 

 

5)​Philosophy of Science 
This part of the thesis explains the philosophical foundations behind the research approach. It helps 

to clarify what kind of knowledge this study is aiming to produce, and how truth and objectivity are 

understood in this context. 

5.1 Epistemological position: interpretivism 

This research is grounded in an interpretivist approach, which sees reality as socially constructed. 

Unlike positivism, which aims to discover universal laws through measurable facts, interpretivism 

focuses on meaning, context, and how people understand their social world (Schwandt, 2000; 

Bryman, 2016). In this case, I’m trying to explore how the tourists perceive the Urak Lawoi and how 

that shapes the cultural encounters that happen on Ko Lipe. 
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Tourism, especially when it involves Indigenous groups, is full of symbolic meanings, stereotypes, 

expectations, and emotions. These cannot be easily quantified. That’s why a qualitative approach 

based on understanding, interpretation, and reflexivity was more appropriate. 

5.2 Ontological position: relativism 

This study also follows a relativist ontology. That means I believe that there isn’t just one single 

truth, but rather multiple realities depending on people’s experiences (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). For 

example, tourists may see the Urak Lawoi in one way, while the Urak Lawoi may have a completely 

different view of themselves and of tourism. Both of these views are real in their own context. 

By accepting this pluralism, I also recognize that myself as a researcher is part of the 

knowledge-making process. My background as a tourist, my values, and my interactions with the 

participants all shaped the knowledge produced in this thesis. 

5.3 Reflexivity and research ethics 

A key part of my philosophy of science is reflexivity. I understand that research is never fully 

objective, especially in qualitative work. I tried to be honest and critical about my role throughout 

the process, asking myself how my background and presence may influence the data (Finlay, 2002). 

My intention was never to "speak for" the Chao Lay, but speaking with them was very challenging 

so I chose to reflect on how tourists perceive them instead and how these perceptions connect to 

common patterns in tourism. 

Ethically, I was careful not to intrude in private or sacred spaces and did not force interactions with 

locals or tourists. This care is based on a belief in ethical relationality and on the idea that respect, 

consent, and mutual understanding are more important than data quantity (Ellis, 2007). 

6)​Methodology 
This section outlines the qualitative methodological approach taken for this study. It includes a 

description of fieldwork setting, data collection methods, ethical concerns, positionality, and 

limitations. As Hammersley and Atkinson (2007) argue, qualitative research methods are best suited 

for studying meaning making, social relationships, and local knowledge systems which fits with this 

study’s goals. 

6.1 Research design 

This research is not intended to be predictive or representative but aims to generate descriptive, 

interpretive, and critical insights. It seeks to understand how tourist perceptions and cultural 

encounters are shaped by power relations, including how Indigenous communities like the Urak 

Lawoi are represented or marginalized in tourism. This aligns with critical tourism studies and 
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decolonial approaches, which aim to challenge dominant narratives and make space for 

marginalized voices (Chambers & Buzinde, 2015; Hollinshead, 2004).  

Three main methods were used: participant observation, semi-structured interviews, and an online 

questionnaire. 

Participant observation involved spending time in tourism areas of Ko Lipe, including beaches, local 

markets and cultural sites. This allowed immersion in the field and informal conversations with both 

tourists and Urak Lawoi community members. Field notes were taken regularly to document tourist 

behavior, interactions, and observable representations of the Urak Lawoi culture. 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with tourists. The interviews explored their motivations 

for visiting, prior knowledge of local communities, cultural expectations, and experiences during 

their stay. The semi-structured format allowed guided conversation while leaving space for 

participants to raise issues and perspectives of their choice. 

To complement these methods, an online questionnaire was distributed to tourists, combining 

open-ended and closed questions. The questionnaire served to increase the range of tourist voices 

included in the study. While it included some structured elements such as demographic questions, 

its primary function was qualitative, to elicit rich, textual data on perceptions, stereotypes, and 

levels of awareness. This aligns with Bryman’s (2016) argument that open-ended survey questions 

can enhance qualitative depth, especially when used to supplement ethnographic fieldwork. 

The combination of these methods allowed for methodological triangulation, increasing the validity 

of findings by capturing different dimensions of the tourist-Urak Lawoi encounter from multiple 

perspectives. 

 

6.2 Fieldwork context 

The fieldwork took place over six weeks between December 2024 and January 2025 on Ko Lipe and 

Ko Adang, both located in southern Thailand. I began the trip on Ko Phi Phi, where I had read that 

some Chao Lay families still live. However, I did not observe any clear signs of their presence there, 

possibly due to urbanization or displacement, themes also noted by Arunotai (2017). 

Ko Lipe changed significantly since my last visit before and during the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020. 

Once dominated by small bamboo hut resorts, Ko Lipe is now filled with concrete structures, 

motorbikes, luxury accommodation, and a structured tourist arrival system that includes a 

mandatory entrance fee to the national park, a form of environmental commodification similar to 

what Honey (2008) discusses in her critique of "greenwashing" in ecotourism. 
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I stayed in a bamboo hut resort built in traditional Urak Lawoi style but not marketed as Indigenous 

or authentic. This absence of cultural display or ethnic branding is similar to concerns raised by 

Bruner (2005) and MacCannell (1973), who describe how some communities choose to conceal 

identity rather than perform authenticity under tourism pressure. 

I also observed serious environmental degradation, particularly in the coral reefs, which had 

become bleached and lifeless. This change align with findings by Fernández-Llamazares et al. 

(2023), who warn about the ecological consequences of unmanaged tourism on Indigenous 

territories. 

After four weeks on Ko Lipe, I moved to Ko Adang, a less developed island nearby. There is a Chao 

Lay village on Ko Adang, but I was told tourists should not enter without an invitation, and most 

residents were away during the day working in Ko Lipe. Respecting this boundary, I chose not to 

enter the village, aligning with ethical recommendations. 

 

6.3 Participants and sampling 

Participants were recruited using a combination of opportunistic and snowball sampling. I 

approached tourists in informal, relaxed settings and carried out detailed, semi-structured 

interviews. The sample included: 

●​ Participant 1: Male tourist, stayed more than a month 

●​ Participant 2: Male tourist, stayed more than a month 

●​ Participant 3: Female tourist, stayed less than a month 

Originally, I had hoped to interview members of the Urak Lawoi community. However, this proved 

unfeasible due to language barriers, the absence of interpreters, and the difficulty of meeting 

community members in everyday public spaces. I also lacked the time and existing relationships to 

build the trust needed for meaningful conversations. Because of this, I shifted my focus to tourists. 

This allowed for a different line of inquiry: how the Urak Lawoi are seen (or not seen) by outsiders, 

and what that says about power, visibility, and cultural encounter in a tourism context. 

The small sample offered useful insights into how some tourists perceive and relate to the Urak 

Lawoi. Participants were selected based on availability and openness to speak, rather than any 

structured or representative logic. As such, these findings can’t be generalized to all tourists on Ko 

Lipe. The participants also varied in background and travel style, but the sample may still lean 

toward those more willing to engage or reflect. As a result, my analysis offers depth through a few 

detailed individual narratives, but it doesn’t capture the full diversity of tourist perspectives. Being 

aware of this also shaped how I approached ethical considerations in the research. 

18 
 



 

6.4 Ethical considerations 

I followed the ethical principles of qualitative research (Spradley,1979). Participants were informed 

of their rights and gave verbal consent. Anonymity was respected, and participants were told they 

could stop at any time. No sensitive personal questions were asked. 

I remained sensitive to ethical boundaries. I often felt hesitant to approach strangers for interviews, 

especially when interactions felt forced or intrusive. This reflects the ethical tension that can arise in 

fieldwork involving vulnerable or unfamiliar groups (England, 1994). I avoided entering the Urak 

Lawoi village on Ko Adang without an invitation, in line with respectful fieldwork principles (Smith, 

1999), and prioritized informed consent, participant comfort, and transparency in all interviews and 

questionnaires. 

 

6.5 Trustworthiness and triangulation 

In an attempt to strengthen the trustworthiness of this research, I drew on multiple sources of data, 

combining semi-structured interviews, questionnaire responses, and existing academic and media 

literature. This kind of triangulation helped me compare insights and identify patterns, which adds 

credibility to the analysis. Following Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) principles, I aimed to increase the 

study’s credibility, dependability, and confirmability by not relying on a single type of data or 

viewpoint. During the process, I carefully transcribed and coded the material, organized themes, 

and focused on the meanings that emerged. I also remained reflexive by questioning how my own 

background, assumptions, and presence may have shaped both the data collection and 

interpretation. Being reflexive helped me stay honest about what the research could show. It 

allowed me to work with the limitations of the study without pretending to offer more than what 

the data supports. 

7)​Limitations 
This project comes with limitations that influenced the direction and focus of the analysis. An 

important fact is that the research does not include first-hand perspectives from Urak Lawoi 

community members. As explained earlier, this was due to a combination of language barriers, 

limited access, and the short timeframe of the fieldwork. As a result, the project focuses on how 

tourists perceive and engage with the Urak Lawoi, and do not offer a direct account of Indigenous 

lived experience. 
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This shift in focus means that the findings reflect how outsiders construct meaning around local 

culture, not how the Urak Lawoi themselves understand or express their identity. Part of the 

analysis is therefore interpretive and based on second-hand observations which are useful for 

understanding broader dynamics of visibility and representation, but not a substitute for Indigenous 

voices. 

The sample size was also small, and the selection of participants was based on availability and 

willingness to engage, which introduces a degree of bias. It is likely that more reflective or curious 

tourists were overrepresented, while others like those staying briefly or less interested in local 

culture were not included. This means the findings offer some depth but limited range and should 

not be taken as representative of all tourist perspectives on Ko Lipe. 

Lastly, I recognize the role of my own position in influencing the research. My background, values, 

and comfort engaging with certain types of tourists, particularly those with travel styles similar to 

mine, shaped both the fieldwork and how I interpreted the data. While I have tried to remain 

critically reflective and transparent, these biases are part of the research process. 

7.1 Data Collection 

Understanding the limitations of this project also requires outlining how data were collected and 

what kinds of materials formed the basis of analysis. This helps clarify what the findings reveal and 

how interpretive choices were made 

I created a semi-structured interview guide using open-ended questions to encourage narrative 

responses. This method allowed participants to express their perceptions without being limited to 

predefined categories (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). Interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed, and 

coded thematically. 

In addition to interviews, I created a qualitative questionnaire, which was distributed on the 

Facebook group “Ko Lipe Island Travel Advice.” Sixteen respondents, mainly European women, 

completed the form. While the sample is not representative, the responses helped identify 

common themes and reinforced patterns found in interviews and field notes. The use of 

supplementary data in qualitative work is supported by Silverman (2017). 

Field notes, informal conversations, and participant observation were also part of the dataset. I 

observed how tourists behaved, how businesses presented themselves, and whether Urak Lawoi 

culture was visible or invisible in public spaces. These observations were informed by Urry’s (1990) 

concept of the “tourist gaze”, which describes how tourism shapes and limits what is seen and how. 

20 
 



7.2 Researcher Positionality 

Since all qualitative research is interpretive, it is important to recognize how my own position 

influenced both data collection and analysis. This section outlines how my background and 

assumptions contributed to the research process and how reflexivity was used to address these 

influences. 

I am a French backpacker who has visited Ko Lipe several times over the past decade. Before 

starting this research, I already had strong feelings about the negative effects of mass tourism, 

particularly in places like Ko Lipe where rapid development seemed to threaten both local cultures 

and ecosystems. I came in with the assumption that the Urak Lawoi were being marginalized, losing 

land, being economically excluded, and culturally misrepresented. I also assumed that most 

tourists, especially those engaging in mass tourism, were unaware of these processes. 

These assumptions shaped the questions I was interested in, but they also risked simplifying a more 

complex reality. Once in the field, I realized that the situation was more nuanced. Some tourists 

were genuinely curious and respectful, while others reproduced stereotypes unconsciously. 

Similarly, not all members of the Urak Lawoi community saw tourism in the same way: some found 

opportunity in it, while others expressed concern or detachment. Recognizing this variation 

challenged my initial tendency to view Indigenous communities as passive victims and tourists as a 

uniform group. 

Being a backpacker myself helped me blend in and connect with like-minded tourists, but it also 

introduced bias: my personal preference for authentic, slow, or nature-based travel sometimes 

influenced how I interpreted other´s motivations or behaviors. I noticed myself feeling more 

sympathetic toward backpackers and more critical of mass tourists, a position I had to continually 

reflect on. In this sense, my positionality was both a challenge and a resource by influencing how I 

saw things but also givng me insight into how certain tourist imaginaries, including my own, were 

constructed and reproduced. 

Throughout the project, I engaged in reflexive practice not only to identify my biases but to work 

with them productively. I tried to remain open to unexpected perspectives and to question my own 

narratives. For example, I initially assumed that tourists who stayed longer on Ko Lipe would be 

more informed and respectful toward the Urak Lawoi. However, during one interview, a long-term 

tourist expressed very stereotypical views, describing the community as simple and disconnected 

from the modern world. This challenged my assumption that length of stay correlates with cultural 

sensitivity and made me more aware of how my own backpacker values might bias my 

interpretations. I aimed to create space for complexity, contradiction, and uncomfortable truths 

rather than seeking to confirm pre-existing beliefs. 
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Recognizing these reflections and biases is important, as they inevitably shape how the findings are 

interpreted and presented in the following analysis. 

8)​Findings and analysis 
Building on the theoretical ideas introduced earlier this chapter explores how tourists perceive the 

Urak Lawoi and how these perceptions shape cultural encounters. By comparing backpacker and 

mass tourist views and examining the role of the Thai state, the analysis responds directly to the 

study’s research questions. 

8.1 Ko Lipe and the Urak Lawoi 

8.1.1 Ko Lipe and the Urak Lawoi in Context 

This section situates the study within the broader historical and geographical background of Ko Lipe 

and the Urak Lawoi community. It outlines how the island’s natural appeal, the community’s 

deep-rooted presence, and the policies of the Thai state have together shaped the current 

dynamics of visibility, land rights, and tourism development. Understanding this context provides a 

foundation for analyzing the ways in which tourism, power, and perception intersect in later 

chapters. 

Ko Lipe: Geography and Tourism Appeal 

This section gives some background on Ko Lipe’s geography and how tourism has developed there. 

By showing both the island’s natural appeal and the fast changes brought by tourism, it helps set 

the scene for part of the research, especially regarding environmental pressure, shifts in local 

livelihoods, and cultural change. 

Ko Lipe is a small island in southern Thailand, located in the Andaman Sea near the Malaysian 

border. It is part of the Adang Archipelago and administratively belongs to Satun Province. The 

island is only about 3 kilometers long and 1.5 kilometers wide, but despite its small size, it has 

become a well-known tourist destination, especially for foreign travelers seeking a tropical beach 

destination. 

This small island is surrounded by crystal clear turquoise water and coral reefs, and its white sandy 

beaches make it particularly attractive for tourists. The climate is tropical, with a dry season from 

November to April and a wet season from May to October. The population is estimated to be 

around 800 residents, including Thai nationals, foreign business owners, and the Indigenous Urak 

Lawoi people (also known as Chao Lay). The rise of tourism has strongly affected the island’s 

infrastructure and lifestyle. 
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As this overview shows, Ko Lipe’s appeal as a tropical destination is closely tied to its physical 

landscape, but the island's transformation under tourism pressure has had far reaching effects 

beyond the environment. These changes impact not only the built infrastructure and ecology but 

also the ways in which different groups live, work, and interact on the island. Understanding this 

evolving setting is essential for examining how tourism practices affect the visibility and cultural 

positioning of the Urak Lawoi.​
To understand these transformations, it is important to look at the past relationship between the 

Urak Lawoi and Ko Lipe, a connection that predates modern tourism and continues to influence 

how the community navigates contemporary changes. 

History of the Urak Lawoi on Ko Lipe 

This section outlines the historical presence of the Urak Lawoi on Ko Lipe, including their origins, 

cultural traditions, and early interactions with the Thai state. It offers context for understanding 

how their current position in the tourism landscape has been shaped over time. 

The Urak Lawoi are one of the Indigenous groups known as Chao Lay, or “people of the sea.” 

Traditionally, they followed a semi-nomadic lifestyle, moving between islands in the Andaman Sea 

and relying on the ocean for fishing, gathering, and spiritual connection. Their worldview is deeply 

connected to the sea, with customs, beliefs, and taboos linked to tides, spirits, and nature 

(Granbom, 2005; Wongbusarakum, 2007). 

One common historical narrative shared by the Urak Lawoi is the story of To Kiri, a respected 

ancestor said to have migrated from Indonesia and helped establish a settlement on Ko Lipe. 

According to oral traditions, he had mystical powers and helped protect the community, divert 

storms, and negotiate peace. He is remembered as a leader, healer, and cultural figure. To Kiri died 

in 1949 but is still remembered as a central figure in Chao Lay identity (de Groot, 2011). 

Historically the Urak Lawoi were recognized by the Thai state as early as 1897 during border 

negotiations with the British over Thailand and Malaysia (Pilaiwan, 2015). However, this recognition 

was not followed by legal or land rights. Their presence was tolerated but not formalized in policy 

or law, creating long-term insecurity about their status and access to land. 

This history helps explain the community’s current challenges with land, identity, and recognition.​
These long-standing uncertainties around land and recognition are not isolated historical legacies. 

They have been continuously reinforced and defined by state policies around conservation, tourism, 

and development which is the focus of the next part. 

The Thai State, Development Policies, and Marginalization 

This section looks at how state policies around land, conservation, and tourism have impacted the 

Urak Lawoi’s access to land and resources over time. It traces the legal shifts that have marginalized 
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their claims and explores how tourism development has intensified these issues and created new 

ones. 

Thailand’s legal framework around land, forests, and tourism has significantly shaped the Urak 

Lawoi community’s access to resources, cultural rights, and political agency over time. The process 

began with the Forest Act of 1941, which granted the state broad authority over forest lands and 

resources (Cross Cultural Foundation, 2016). This law effectively criminalized many traditional uses 

of forest and coastal areas by Indigenous communities like the Urak Lawoi, limiting their traditonal 

fishing, gathering, and habitation practices when these lands were declared state forests (IWGIA, 

2020). Consequently, the Urak Lawoi faced legal restrictions that disrupted their sustainable 

livelihoods and cultural connections to their environment. 

Following this, the Land Code Act of 1954 regulated land classification into “state” and “private” 

categories, often converting Indigenous ancestral territories into state land due to lack of formal 

titles (NAP on Business and Human Rights, 2018). This left the Urak Lawoi vulnerable to land 

appropriation, development pressures, and displacement, as their traditional claims were not 

legally recognized (Arunotai, 2017). The act diminished their ability to claim and protect their land, 

a challenge common to many Indigenous groups in Southeast Asia (Colchester, 2011). 

The National Parks Act of 1961 restricted the Urak Lawoi even more by establishing protected areas 

that frequently overlapped with their traditional lands (Open Development Thailand, 2019). These 

conservation policies often prohibited Indigenous habitation and resource use, undermining their 

rights to maintain cultural and economic practices linked to those lands (Fletcher & Breitling, 2012). 

This legal protection favored environmental preservation but neglected Indigenous stewardship and 

governance systems, reflecting broader tensions between conservation and Indigenous rights 

(Brockington & Igoe, 2006). 

Durng the mid-20th century, laws such as the Reserved Forests Acts reinforced state control over 

forest reserves, frequently ignoring Indigenous customary rights and knowledge systems (IWGIA, 

2020). For the Urak Lawoi, this institutionalized exclusion disrupted their traditional ecological 

practices, reinforcing patterns of marginalization seen across Thailand’s Indigenous populations 

(Krause, 2015). 

In the late 1990s and early 2000s, Thailand’s tourism sector rapidly expanded under campaigns like 

the “Amazing Thailand” initiative and the enhanced role of the Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT) 

(Hampton, 2013). While tourism growth offered economic benefits, it also intensified external 

investment and land development on Ko Lipe, often ignoring Indigenous land rights and community 

consent. This period highlighted the paradox of tourism: it provided income opportunities but 

aggravated socio-economic inequalities and environmental pressures faced by the Urak Lawoi 

(Sirima & Backman, 2013). 
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More recent amendments to the Community Forestry Law and National Park Law in 2019 offered 

limited recognition of community forest use rights but stopped short of granting full land ownership 

or governance authority (IWGIA, 2020). For the Urak Lawoi, who depend on coastal and forest 

ecosystems, these laws provide only partial safeguards, leaving them exposed to ongoing resource 

access challenges and political marginalization (Arunotai, 2017). 

Post-COVID tourism recovery policies (2022–2024), including visa relaxations and promotional 

measures, have increased tourist arrivals, putting more pressure on Ko Lipe’s fragile ecosystems and 

the Urak Lawoi community (Reuters, 2023). Although these policies target economic revitalization, 

they do not address Indigenous rights or sustainable tourism frameworks, consequently risking 

intensified environmental degradation and cultural commodification (Swarbrooke & Horner, 2023). 

The newly enacted Ethnic Way of Life Protection and Promotion Act (2024–2025) represents a 

significant legal advancement by formally recognizing the rights of ethnic minorities to preserve 

their languages, cultures, and land use practices within protected areas (OHCHR Bangkok, 2024). It 

mandates Indigenous participation in policy-making processes, potentially empowering the Urak 

Lawoi to have greater cultural autonomy and influence tourism development decisions affecting 

their territories (Chouinard & Settee, 2024). 

Finally, ongoing reforms such as the Accommodation Act and draft laws regulating integrated 

resorts and entertainment businesses could reshape tourism governance (Travel and Tour World, 

2024). Depending on their implementation, these regulations might support Indigenous operators 

or reinforce corporate dominance. For the Urak Lawoi, the outcomes will largely depend on the 

inclusivity and community orientation of these policies. 

A turning point came in 1974 when Ko Lipe was incorporated into the Tarutao National Marine Park. 

This environmental policy was justified as a conservation effort, but it had serious consequences for 

the Urak Lawoi community. They were suddenly subject to new rules and seen as illegal occupants 

of their own ancestral land. The state encouraged them to relocate to the mainland, but many 

resisted (Arunotai, 2017; Prapruit et al., 2015). 

The problem of land rights became especially visible after the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami. Although 

some Urak Lawoi were able to read natural signs and move to higher ground, others were severely 

affected. The tsunami drew national and international attention to their communities, but it also 

opened the door to land grabbing. Many Chao Lay families lost their homes and could not prove 

ownership, as their land was passed down through oral traditions rather than legal documents. Thai 

authorities used this moment to push some communities off desirable coastal land, offering 

resettlement further inland in return (Arunotai, 2017). 

Today, while a small settlement remains nearby on Ko Adang most of the Urak Lawoi from that area 

commute to Ko Lipe during tourist season to work in tourism related jobs. Ko Adang itself is part of 
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the marine park and has no commercial tourism, just basic bungalows, tents, and one restaurant. 

The Urak Lawoi settlement there is not promoted to tourists, and visitors are not welcome unless 

invited by a community member. 

As these legal and policy frameworks pushed the Urak Lawoi to the margins, tourism became both 

a pressure and a survival strategy. The next section explores how tourism has reshaped local 

livelihoods, creating new income sources while also introducing new forms of dependency and 

inequality. 

8.1.2 Tourism and Transformation on Ko Lipe 

Tourism and Changing Livelihoods 

This section looks at how tourism has reshaped the livelihoods of the Urak Lawoi on Ko Lipe. While 

a few have gained economically, most face limited opportunities, reduced access to traditional 

resources, and growing inequalities tied to the tourism industry.​
Tourism in Thailand is a major part of the economy, contributing around 12% of GDP and making 

the country one of the top travel destinations in the world (Tourism.co.th, 2024). Visitors are drawn 

to its warm climate, hospitality, beautiful beaches, and affordability compared to global north 

standards (UNWTO, 2024).​
Ko Lipe’s tourism sector exploded in the last two decades, transforming it into what many online 

travel platforms describe as a hidden paradise. However, this transformation has had both benefits 

and costs for local communities. On one hand, some Urak Lawoi families have benefited 

economically, managing accommodation or partnering with Thai business owners (but this is a 

small minority). On the other hand, many have been pushed into low paid service jobs, while losing 

access to land, housing, and fishing areas that used to sustain them (Granbom, 2005; Hipsher, 

2021).​
What I observed during my stay on the island was that the Urak Lawoi identity is barely visible in 

the tourism narrative. Apart from one resort named "Chao Lay Resort" and a few bamboo huts built 

in their traditional style (but not advertised as such) there was almost no trace of Urak Lawoi 

culture being shared with visitors. In fact, it felt as if their culture was kept intentionally private 

maybe out of a desire to protect it from commercialization, or maybe due to shame or pressure to 

conform to modern Thai culture. As a tourist and researcher I found it difficult to engage with Urak 

Lawoi individuals unless introduced directly.​
These shifts in livelihood are part of the impacts brought by tourism. Beyond livelihoods, tourism 

also produces more social, cultural, and environmental effects that shape community identity and 

local power relations. Understanding these patterns helps situate the Urak Lawoi experience within 

global Indigenous encounters with tourism. The next section looks into the benefits and the 

challenges, from economic opportunity to cultural pressure and environmental impact. 
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Tourism: Positive and Negative Impacts 

This section explores the impacts of tourism on Indigenous communities, including the Urak Lawoi. 

Using examples from Ko Lipe and other regions, it looks at how tourism can both marginalize and 

empower, depending on who controls the narrative, decision-making, and access to resources.​
The rapid expansion of tourism in Southern Thailand offers both possibilities and challenges for 

Indigenous communities. Across the region, islands like Ko Phi Phi have become cautionary tales of 

unsustainable development. Once home to small scale fishing communities, Ko Phi Phi underwent 

dramatic transformation following increased international exposure, particularly after the release of 

The Beach in 2000. While the film itself may not explain these changes, it symbolized and 

accelerated the island's shift toward mass tourism (Suntikul, 2018). In the following years, local 

infrastructure struggled to keep up with tourist demand, resulting in environmental degradation, 

coral reef destruction, freshwater shortages, and increased waste production (Kontogeorgopoulos, 

2005; Gössling, 2003). At the same time the traditional livelihoods and cultural practices of local 

residents were sidelined as commercial tourism activities and foreign-owned businesses flourished 

(Cohen, 2008).​
This dynamic is not unique to Thailand. Around the world, Indigenous communities have faced 

similar pressures as tourism becomes a tool for economic development that often ignores local 

voices. For example, the Maasai in Kenya and Tanzania have seen their culture marketed for safari 

tourism while facing restrictions on traditional land use due to conservation policies. Studies show 

that while Maasai identity is widely used to attract tourists, the community itself is often excluded 

from decision making and receives limited financial benefits (Honey, 2008; Akama, 2002). In 

Canada, many First Nations communities have expressed concern about cultural misrepresentation 

in tourism where Indigenous traditions are reduced to symbols for visitor consumption, often 

without meaningful consultation or consent (Notzke, 2006; McIntosh & Zahra, 2007). In Bali, 

Indonesia, the commodification of Balinese Hindu rituals has been well documented. Ceremonies 

that were once private or sacred are now sometimes modified or rescheduled to fit tourist 

itineraries, raising concerns about cultural dilution and spiritual loss (Picard, 1996; Cole, 2007). 

Similarly, in Peru, the Quechua communities near Machu Picchu have been affected by 

tourism-driven displacement and commercialization of their traditions, while gaining limited control 

over how their culture is presented to visitors (Zorn & Farthing, 2007).​
Many scholars have noted that mass tourism often favors external investors, erodes local 

autonomy, and commodifies Indigenous cultures for economic gain (Cole, 2007; Scheyvens, 1999). 

Tourism can erode Indigenous identity by encouraging the performance of "staged authenticity" 

where cultural expressions are adapted to fit tourist expectations rather than reflecting lived reality 

(MacCannell, 1976; Bruner, 2005). When Indigenous communities are excluded from meaningful 

participation in tourism planning, the outcomes often reinforce power imbalances and lead to 

cultural dispossession (Notzke, 2006).​

27 
 



In this context, Ko Lipe faces many of the same pressures. While the island continues to attract 

increasing numbers of both backpackers and resort tourists, the Urak Lawoi community often 

remains outsiders of tourism governance and benefit sharing (Arunotai, 2017). Despite their 

historical ties to the land and sea, they face growing marginalization due to land disputes, 

environmental restrictions, and the prioritization of outside economic interests (IWGIA, 2021). The 

lack of official Indigenous recognition limits even more their ability to defend cultural and territorial 

rights in the face of tourism expansion (Asia Indigenous Peoples Pact, 2020).​
However, tourism is not inherently negative. Scholars such as Scheyvens (2002) and Smith (1999) 

highlight the potential for community based and Indigenous led tourism to support cultural 

revitalization, environmental stewardship, and economic resilience if it is grounded in participatory 

governance and equitable policy frameworks. In some cases, Indigenous groups have used tourism 

to increase visibility, educate visitors, and assert control over how their culture is presented (Hinch 

& Butler, 2007; McIntosh & Zahra, 2007).​
For the Urak Lawoi, the challenge lies in navigating this complex terrain where tourism can be both 

a source of income and a threat to cultural survival. Recognizing their agency while confronting the 

structural imbalances within tourism is essential for imagining more sustainable and just futures on 

Ko Lipe.​
Many examples from other parts of the world illustrate that Indigenous communities often conceal 

or limit cultural rituals when tourism or external audiences are involved. 

For example, the case of Casa Matsiguenka from Peru who impose limits on what tourists see, and 

how spiritual and medicinal knowledge is kept internal. They are selective about exposure 

(Ohl-Schacherer et al., 2008). 

These cases suggest that concealment of culture is a strategy of self-preservation and boundary 

setting. By keeping certain parts of identity off the tourist stage it helps maintain dignity, spiritual 

significance, and cultural continuity while resisting the reduction of identity to a marketable 

performance.​
Indigenous communities actively respond to tourism pressures in different ways, sometimes by 

making their culture visible, sometimes by keeping parts of it private, and often by adapting 

traditions on their own terms. The next section looks into how the Urak Lawoi navigate these 

dynamics through their cultural identity, ecological knowledge, and the ways they set boundaries 

around what is shared or protected. 

Tourist Perceptions and Urak Lawoi  

Tourism on Ko Lipe impacts livelihoods and how the Urak Lawoi are perceived by visitors, which 

affects their cultural visibility and agency. Studies of Indigenous tourism globally show that when 

communities are underrepresented or framed as “exotic”, tourists develop simplified or 
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stereotypical views, which can reinforce assumptions about a group’s social and economic roles 

(MacCannell, 1976; Bruner, 2005; Notzke, 2006). 

These perceptions have practical consequences. Communities may choose to conceal, adapt, or 

selectively perform cultural practices in response to what tourists expect, a phenomenon 

documented among the Balinese (Picard, 1996). Negative perceptions from outsiders can promote 

erasure of traditional culture, especially in younger indigenous generations who prefers not to be 

associated to the stigma of their origins. 

On Ko Lipe, such dynamics can pressure the Urak Lawoi to navigate between maintaining traditions 

and meeting tourist expectations, impacting cultural sustainability and local agency in everyday 

practices. 

This highlights the Urak Lawoi’s cultural strategies in the context of tourism development, showing 

how tourist perceptions and structural inequalities interact to influence identity, visibility, and 

resilience. 

 

8.1.3 Cultural Identity, Knowledge, and Resilience 

Cultural Identity and Ecological Knowledge 

As discussed in the previous section, tourism has reshaped livelihoods and transformed local power 

relations on Ko Lipe but beyond economics, these shifts also affect how the Urak Lawoi understand 

and express who they are. This part explores the deeper cultural and ecological dimensions of their 

identity investigating how traditional knowledge, belonging, and visibility intertwine in the face of 

rapid change. 

This part looks the Urak Lawoi’s cultural identity which is closely tied to their ecological knowledge 

and way of life. It explores how this connection is affected by tourism, representation, and ongoing 

struggles for recognition and voice.​
The Urak Lawoi possess a rich and evolving cultural identity that is deeply rooted in their 

relationship with the sea and coastal environment. Historically, they lived semi-nomadic lives across 

the Andaman Sea, relying on fishing, foraging, and local ecological knowledge systems to sustain 

themselves without depleting natural resources (Granbom, 2005; Arunotai, 2006). Their methods of 

fishing, navigation, and resource management were based on a detailed understanding of tides, 

monsoons, and marine ecosystems. This knowledge that has been passed down orally and through 

lived experience across generations. More recently, researchers have begun to acknowledge the 

sophistication of this traditional ecological knowledge (TEK) (Berkes, 2018), framing it as culturally 

significant and also highly relevant in modern conservation and climate adaptation efforts 

(Fernández-Llamazares et al., 2023; Reyes-García et al., 2019).​

29 
 



However, the way this knowledge and identity is understood or misunderstood depends heavily on 

the social, political, and economic context. Concerning tourism on Ko Lipe, what stands out isn’t 

that the Urak Lawoi are overly romanticized but rather that they are barely mentioned at all. 

Mainstream tourism marketing tends to focus on selling the island as an untouched paradise with 

turquoise waters, white sand beaches, and beautiful sunsets. Tour brochures, hotel websites, and 

social media influencers often highlight nature and relaxation, but rarely acknowledge the island’s 

original inhabitants. When the Urak Lawoi do appear, it’s usually brief, such as boat drivers or with a 

vague reference to “local culture” but there’s little to no real engagement with their history, 

knowledge, or presence. This kind of omission doesn’t just erase Indigenous visibility but it also 

reinforces the idea that the land is empty or neutral, ready for tourist consumption. As scholars like 

Tuhiwai Smith (1999) and Hall (1997) have pointed out, invisibility can be just as political as 

misrepresentation in the way that it strips a community of voice, identity, and place in the public 

imagination. For the Urak Lawoi being left out of the tourism narrative altogether has 

consequences as it limits their ability to represent themselves, access tourism-related benefits, or 

secure their cultural and territorial rights in a space that is rapidly being taken over by outside 

interests.​
Even though the Urak Lawoi are mostly invisible in tourism advertisments, the Thai state has 

occasionally promoted them in cultural festivals or official events but usually in a limited and 

symbolic way. These moments might look like recognition but they don’t really come with 

meaningful rights or support. In fact, the Urak Lawoi are still not officially recognized as Indigenous 

people under Thai law, which means that their land rights, identity, and political voice remain 

unprotected. This legal invisibility means that while their image may be commodified for tourism, 

their rights to land, political participation, and cultural protection remain limited (Arunotai, 2017; 

Buergin, 2011). ​
Urak Lawoi communities continue to adapt in their own ways. Younger generations increasingly use 

smartphones, ride motorcycles, and work in hotels, bars, or tour operations. However, this doesn’t 

mean necessarily a loss of culture. Potentially it reflects an ongoing negotiation of identity in a 

rapidly changing world. Many still observe customary taboos on fishing during certain times, take 

part in ancestral rituals, and pass on oral traditions, even if these practices are evolving or adapted 

to new contexts. This kind of cultural fluidity is common among Indigenous communities and 

challenges the binary between "authentic" and "modern" often imposed by outsiders (Clifford, 

1986; Simpson, 2007).​
This dynamic leads to conflicting narratives. Tourists might see the Urak Lawoi as either 

“disappearing” or “traditional,” while development actors may view them as needing to be 

modernized or integrated into national economies. Scholars like Linda Tuhiwai Smith (1999) and 

Stuart Hall (1997) have pointed out that identity is not fixed but constantly shaped through 

discourse like through the stories that are told about a group by themselves and by others. For the 

Urak Lawoi, these stories can shape everything from their visibility in policy, to their access to 
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resources, to how their children grow up understanding who they are.​
There’s also a tension between the internal and external perception of ecological knowledge. From 

within the community, practices like tide-based fishing or rituals honoring sea spirits are not 

separate from science or conservation. They are part of a holistic worldview where nature, spirit, 

and society are interconnected but from outside, this knowledge is often seen as folklore or culture 

rather than being valued as a living system of knowledge making. This reflects an important issue in 

global Indigenous politics, where Indigenous knowledge is often overlooked or included only 

superficially in mainstream development and environmental policies (Whyte, 2013; Nakashima et 

al., 2012).​
As tourism continues to grow on Ko Lipe, these tensions become more pronounced. Cultural 

performances for tourists can bring income and raise visibility, but they also risk turning culture into 

spectacle, especially if they are disconnected from their original meanings or controlled by non 

community actors. At the same time, environmental degradation driven by mass tourism such as 

coral reef damage, coastal erosion, and waste threaten the very ecosystems that support Urak 

Lawoi cultural life and knowledge. This creates a paradox where the people most celebrated for 

their connection to nature are often the ones most impacted by the systems of tourism that 

commodify that connection.​
In this context, protecting the cultural identity and ecological knowledge of the Urak Lawoi requires 

structural change. This includes legal recognition, meaningful participation in decision-making, and 

support for education systems that value Indigenous knowledge alongside mainstream curricula. As 

scholars like Leanne Simpson (2017) and Kyle Whyte (2013) have argued, true cultural survival and 

ecological sustainability depend on restoring Indigenous autonomy and knowledge systems, not 

just preserving them as cultural heritage.​
Even with all these pressures, the Urak Lawoi have found different ways to respond, sometimes 

quietly or more visibly to things like land loss, being made invisible, or having their culture rejected. 

The following section explores how this resilience manifests in organized forms of activism and in 

everyday acts of cultural continuity. 

Resistance and Cultural Resilience 

This section focuses on how the Urak Lawoi have responded to displacement, invisibility, and 

tourism pressure, through protest and also everyday acts of cultural resilience and quiet refusal. 

These acts of resistance reveal how the Urak Lawoi keep their sense of identity and belonging alive, 

even while facing ongoing structural challenges.​
Regardless of being disadvantaged by state policies and the rapid expansion of tourism, the Chao 

Lay have not remained passive. Instead, they have found multiple ways to resist displacement, 

protect their culture, and assert their rights to ancestral land and sea spaces.​
One important form of resistance is the intentional privacy surrounding cultural practices. While 

many Indigenous groups in Southeast Asia have incorporated traditional performances or crafts into 
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the tourism economy, the Chao Lay have mostly avoided this route. As Arunotai (2017) notes, their 

refusal to publicly display rituals or commercialize sacred knowledge reflects a desire to protect 

their cultural integrity from external pressures and exploitation. During my own fieldwork, I 

observed that visitors rarely encountered Chao Lay traditions, unless they were personally 

introduced by someone in the community. This invisibility, often interpreted by scholars as 

assimilation or erasure, can also be seen as a quiet but powerful form of cultural preservation.​
Another form of resistance is their continued presence on Ko Lipe, regardless of repeated efforts by 

authorities to relocate them, especially after the creation of the Tarutao National Marine Park. 

While some families accepted resettlement on nearby Ko Adang, many still commute to Ko Lipe 

during the high season to work or maintain their homes and presence. This seasonal movement 

mirrors their traditional semi-nomadic lifestyle and reflects their adaptability, but it also shows a 

clear refusal to surrender their claim to the island. As Prapruit et al. (2015) explain, the 

post-tsunami reconstruction period was a critical moment when many Chao Lay families lost land 

due to their lack of formal ownership documents but even in the face of land grabs and state 

pressure, many have refused to permanently leave.​
More organized forms of resistance have emerged via advocacy and alliances. The “Chao Lay 

Network” has become a known grassroots platform where community leaders from different sea 

nomadic groups, like the Urak Lawoi, Moken, and Moklen, come together to promote their land and 

sea rights, legal recognition, and cultural protection. Supported by NGOs such as the Asia 

Indigenous Peoples Pact (AIPP) and IWGIA, the network has pushed for Thai authorities to accept 

oral histories as legitimate evidence of land ownership, and to recognize the Chao Lay as Indigenous 

peoples under international frameworks like the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 

Peoples (UNDRIP) (IWGIA, 2021).​
At the same time, resistance is not always overt or political. It also shows in everyday practices, 

such as continuing traditional fishing techniques that avoid overharvesting, observing spiritual 

rituals tied to the sea, and sharing ancestral stories with the younger generation. These practices 

are part of what Fernández-Llamazares et al. (2023) describe as “biocultural resilience”: the 

interconnection between cultural identity and ecological knowledge. Even though many Urak Lawoi 

families now live a modern lifestyle, their ecological ethics and relationship with the sea remain 

central to their identity.​
While the Chao Lay face increasing pressure from both tourism and state control, their forms of 

resistance whether quiet or collective, cultural or political demonstrate a strong commitment to 

maintaining their way of life. Their story challenges the idea that Indigenous communities must 

either fully assimilate or disappear. Instead, the Chao Lay continue to navigate modernity on their 

own terms, asserting their rights while holding onto the cultural and spiritual connections that 

define them.​
These findings show that the Urak Lawoi actively control how they engage with tourism. Whether 

through cultural privacy, mobility, advocacy, or ecological knowledge, their responses reflect 
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complex negotiations of identity, space, and power. Understanding these dynamics is important for 

rethinking tourism in ways that promote Indigenous agency, cultural survival, and land justice. 

 

8.2 Empirical findings 

8.2.1 Interviews 

This section presents the key findings from three interviews exploring tourist awareness, 

perceptions, and interactions with the Chao Lay people on Ko Lipe. The data reveal six major 

themes: 

1.​ Limited awareness and visibility 

2.​ Nature of interactions 

3.​ Barriers to deeper engagement 

4.​ Perceptions of marginalisation and cultural change 

5.​ The dual role of tourism: Opportunity and erosion 

6.​ Tourist perceptions and stereotypes 

Each theme is illustrated with quotes from Participant 1, Participant 2, and Participant 3, offering 

both outsider and long-term resident perspectives. 

Limited awareness and visibility 

One of the most consistent findings was the limited awareness and visibility of the Chao Lay among 

tourists. 

“No, not at all. I mean, yeah, we weren't really interested in the cultures here around Ko Lipe, more 

just the beaches and the water”​
— Participant 3 

Even when tourists encountered Chao Lay individuals, they were often unable to distinguish them 

from other local Thais due to the absence of cultural markers or signage. 

“ You do see some people that don't look Thai, which are a bit darker. But it is kind of hard to 

differentiate between them.”​
— Participant 3 

Participant 1 mentoned this ambiguity, explaining that most visitors could not easily recognize the 

Chao Lay unless someone pointed them out: 
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“You can see they're always sitting under a roof on the beach and those people sitting there are 

Chao Lay people.”​
— Participant 1 

He also linked this lack of visibility to tourism development that overlooks everyday local life, which 

could instead be turned into a cultural attraction.: 

‘’I haven't really seen anything of that(...) I think also they could market it. They could make some 

tourism out of coming to see how they're living and the way they're living and all that kind of stuff. 

But, yeah, you don't really get to see it’’​
— Participant 1 

Participant 2, a long-term resident, confirmed that the Chao Lay were overlooked in the island’s 

tourist narrative, despite being the original inhabitants: 

‘’many are struggling with alcoholism also. Yeah… And no place to stay. Before all the Chao Lay had 

a house and everything. And now they take more land, more land and become like a slum. Now it's 

like a slum.’​
— Participant 2 

They noted that their marginalisation was reinforced by both geography and language: 

“No, because they were very shy (...), the older Chao Lay didn't speak Thai…’’.​
— Participant 2 

Several participants described this invisibility as paradoxical as the Chao Lay were physically present 

and working in tourism-related roles but remained socially and culturally hidden: 

“...but I'll be honest, there wasn't a lot of speaking interaction. It was quick, and it was just more 

someone at a hotel working and giving me back my bag.”​
— Participant 3 

Together, these accounts reveal that while the Chao Lay are integral to the functioning of Ko Lipe’s 

tourism economy, their cultural identity remains largely unseen by visitors. There is little visible 

signage or recognition of their presence, resulting in limited awareness of their history, traditions, 

or ongoing struggles. 

Nature of interactions 

Tourist interactions with Chao Lay people were generally incidental and transactional, rather than 

intentional or culturally engaging. Encounters most often happened in service contexts such as 

hotel work, cleaning, or transport services, and were typically brief and superficial. 
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“...the cleaning lady from my bungalow is Chao Lay and I've talked to her a little bit, but not that 

much. And the person that's driving our boat (...) is also Chao Lay (...) they don't talk the language 

so it's mostly like sign language…”​
— Participant 1 

Participant 3 described a similar pattern explaining that most interactions were rare: 

“I don't know if we had lots of interactions with them either(...)So in general, we weren't talking to 

too many locals.”​
— Participant 3 

Even when there were interactions they mostly occurred in the context of the Chao Lay’s roles in 

tourism rather than as opportunities for cultural exchange. 

‘’At our hotel, I lost a bag quickly (...) one of the people working there was Chao Lay and found it for 

me (...) and it was just more someone at a hotel working and giving me back my bag’’​
— Participant 3 

Participant 1 also described a lack of personal connection or access beyond these routine 

encounters: 

“Chao Lay people party and you can see them partying, but it isn't like an open group of people. 

They're pretty closed, so you don't really get to know them or the culture, the activities they do (...) 

like a wall between the Thai people and the Chao lay and also all the foreigners and the Chao lay’’ 

— Participant 1 

For long-term residents, such as Participant 2, these dynamics were viewed as deeply rooted in 

historical mistrust and protective isolation. The Chao Lay’s limited engagement with outsiders was 

not simply due to disinterest but to long-standing experiences of marginalisation and exploitation. 

‘’They don't believe it [in the promises made by officials] (...)They tell me XXX (name of participant). 

It will never happen! Really, it will never happen’’​
— Participant 2 

This tendency toward caution permeates both institutional relationships and personal encounters. 

Participant 2 noted that even when relationships form, they are built on years of familiarity and 

respect: 

‘’I met a guy, Chao Lay, who speaks a little bit English. So we became friends. And then, after a 

couple of years, I helped them to make business(...)So I invested. I gave money for making a 

restaurant and some bungalows(...)And now they are rich. Really rich(...)And they gave me a little 
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piece of land to build a house’’​
— Participant 2 

Collectively, these accounts indicate that while tourists and Chao Lay people coexist and interact 

daily, their contact remains mainly superficial and asymmetrical defined by economic roles rather 

than mutual understanding. Meaningful engagement occurs primarily through long-term 

relationships rather than short-term tourism experiences, like with Participant 2 that was given a 

piece of land. 

 

Barriers to engagement: language, infrastructure, and power 

Several practical and structural barriers emerged that limit deeper engagement between tourists 

and the Chao Lay. Language was the most frequently cited obstacle, shaping both communication 

and comfort levels during interactions. 

“They have their own language, so not all of them talk Thai, first of all, and second of all, I haven't 

met a Chao Lay that talks English, so it's very hard to get to talk to them(...)like a wall between the 

the Thai people and the Chao lay and also all the foreigners and the Chao lay.”​
— Participant 1 

This “wall” as Participant 1 described it, reflects more than linguistic difference. It also symbolises 

the social distance that persists between communities. Participant 3 also highlighted that the 

absence of information or opportunities prevents even well-intentioned visitors from engaging 

more: 

“most activities were more just touristic activities(...), you asked about if there was any 

museums(...)but from what I know, there are none(...)So I just don't know if there's that much 

information out there.”​
— Participant 3 

Beyond language and visibility, historical exclusion and economic dependency have reinforced 

structural inequality. Participant 2, a long-term resident of Ko Lipe, attributed this to enduring 

systems of mediation and control: 

‘’they live very isolated. They have no contact to the mainland. So they need a middleman(...)they 

call it Taukay(...) Most Chao Lay don't own a boat, they are from Taukay(...) Without the Taukay, 

they have no, no food and no money.’’​
— Participant 2 

36 
 



This dependence has limited autonomy and created social hierarchies that continue to shape 

interactions today. Even where education and tourism income have improved living standards, the 

imbalance of power between the Chao Lay and outside investors remains pronounced. 

Participant 2 also highlighted spatial separation as a barrier. While some Chao Lay remain on Ko 

Lipe, many traditional communities have been relocated or confined to nearby Ko Adang, where 

tourism infrastructure is minimal and access difficult: 

“yeah more traditional. [on Ko Adang](...) You can walk from the other side. Very, very narrow path 

to the jungle(... ) but it’s better to go direct [by boat](...)But you know, with low tide, it's very 

difficult to come in. So with high tide, it's okay. But you must be back before the low tide.”​
— Participant 2 

These logistical obstacles reinforce the isolation of traditional Chao Lay culture from the 

mainstream tourism economy. Participant 1 similarly noted that even though the Chao Lay village is 

geographically close, social and communicative distance make it feel “closed-off”: 

“They're pretty closed, so you don't really get to know them or the culture, the activities they do.”​
— Participant 1 

Overall, the combination of linguistic, structural, and spatial barriers results in limited access for 

tourists to learn about Chao Lay culture and limited agency for the Chao Lay to represent 

themselves on their own terms. 

 

Perceptions of marginalisation and cultural change 

Tourists observed visible signs of displacement, poverty, and marginalisation, even when they 

lacked awareness of the deeper historical and political context. Everyday contrasts between tourist 

affluence and Chao Lay living conditions were stark and unsettling for some visitors. 

“the way they are living compared to the way the tourists are living on the island is very bad(...)I 

don't think those people living on the island are thriving at all.”​
— Participant 1 

Participant 1’s observation points to the growing socio-economic divide on Ko Lipe, where modern 

resorts coexist with visibly impoverished Chao Lay settlements. For short-term visitors, these 

inequalities are noticeable but often unexamined; for longer-term residents, they are evidence of 

enduring structural exclusion. 

Participant 3 expressed concern about the erasure of cultural visibility, noting that the Chao Lay 

presence felt peripheral to the island’s tourist identity: 
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‘’I don't know if there's a balance between traditional and modern because, yeah, I don't know if 

they've like kind of stopped doing their traditional(..) I would question kind of have we impacted 

their traditional way of living(...)now they seem to be rooted on the island and just servicing 

tourists like me.’’​
— Participant 3 

This perceived invisibility underscores the wider processes of cultural dilution and symbolic 

marginalisation. While the Chao Lay are central to the island’s heritage, their culture is rarely 

represented in public spaces, tourism marketing, or educational initiatives. 

Participant 2, who has witnessed the community’s situation over decades, offered a more systemic 

explanation for this marginalisation. Their account linked contemporary inequalities to land 

dispossession, corruption, and state neglect: 

“the grandchildren of Tokiri, the first settler here, claims a lot of land here. But also National Park 

claims a lot of land(...) some Chao Lay own land also, but many not(...) And a lot of Chao Lay sell the 

land also, but for a very, very little amount of money. You know, they were very, very poor(...).”​
— Participant 2 

He further highlighted the resilience and agency of Chao Lay women, particularly in defending 

community land and education rights: 

‘’The woman go to, to Bangkok also for demonstrate and everything(...)much stronger than, than 

the men. They manage everything here. They manage the household and everything(…)Chao Lay, 

uh, is matriarchal, uh, matriarchal, uh, society.’’​
— Participant 2 

Despite systemic challenges, the persistence of collective resistance, especially by women, signals 

ongoing forms of cultural and political resilience. Yet, Participant 2 also observed that many Chao 

Lay now face internal tensions between modernisation and tradition, as younger generations 

pursue education and online connectivity while older members struggle to maintain traditional 

practices. 

Together, these accounts reveal that tourist perceptions of marginalisation are intertwined with 

material inequalities and historical injustices. While visitors may sense unfairness or loss, few are 

aware of its deeper causes, such as land disputes, policy exclusion, or the environmental pressures 

linked to tourism itself. 

38 
 



Tourism as opportunity and threat 

Tourists expressed conflicted views about the role of tourism in the lives of the Chao Lay. For some, 

tourism represents potential empowerment if managed inclusively. For others, it exacerbates 

exclusion and inequality. 

‘’it all depends on what positive and negative means because if positive is they have opportunity to 

make more money and to become more modernized(...) if the positive would be for them to keep 

their traditions and keep living the way they were living before, I don't think tourism is good for 

them.’’​
— Participant 1 

‘’I think they would profit from more tourism if it was controlled and done in a right way. If they 

could make the companies that make the money from the tourists and it's not just Thai or foreign 

investors that buy pieces of their land and make big hotels and make a lot of money from that they 

have to take a bit the control back of the island…’’​
— Participant 1 

Participant 3 was cautiously optimistic but stressed the need of the preserving their traditional 

ways of living and how tourist have changed it: 

‘’…some of them were working on fishing boats, some of them in restaurants, some of them in 

hotels(...)I mean, I think it'll definitely help their economy(...) have we impacted their traditional 

way of living.’’​
— Participant 3 

Participant 2, having witnessed tourism's long-term impacts, described the environmental 

degradation and corruption that often accompanies rapid development: 

‘’...Lipe is on big money laundering(...)That's why they built so much. So Akira, there is now an 

infestation for Akira, for money laundering(...) You know corruption is everywhere.’’​
— Participant 2 

Even when Chao Lay try to engage in tourism, they often lack power in the supply chain: 

“...some, uh, Chao Lay families, they, they have good income, very good income from, from tourism. 

But many are struggling with alcoholism(...) And no place to stay(...) now they take more land, more 

land and become like a slum. Now it's like a slum.’’​
— Participant 2 

Additional observations illustrate the complexities of tourism’s role: 

“the island is pretty crowded when it's the high season and I'm not sure it's all good for them 

because you see a lot of garbage everywhere and the way they are living compared to the way the 
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tourists are living on the island is very bad. But at the same time, all the money  they make comes 

from the tourists.”​
— Participant 1 

 

“Before all the Chao Lay had a house and everything. And now they take more land, more land and 

become like a slum. Now it's like a slum.”​
— Participant 2 

“I mean, we definitely saw lots of snorkeling trips and fishing trips and festive events. But none of 

them seemed to be around the Chao Lay. I don't think I saw any restaurants with Chao Lay 

traditional food. I just think most activities were more just touristic activities . And yeah, I don't 

think we noticed any that were directed at learning about Chao Lay or with the local Chao Lay 

people.”​
— Participant 3 

The quotes show that while tourism provides financial opportunities, it is unevenly distributed and 

often fails to support cultural visibility or autonomy. 

Tourist Perceptions and Stereotypes 

This theme explores how tourists perceive the Chao Lay people and the stereotypes or assumptions 

that shape these perceptions. Across participants, understandings of the Chao Lay varied depending 

on the length of stay, personal engagement, and prior awareness, ranging from curiosity and 

empathy to detachment and exoticisation. 

Participant 1 described the Chao Lay as a distinct and closed community, physically and socially 

separated from both Thai residents and foreign visitors: 

“They're pretty closed, so you don't really get to know them or the culture, the activities they do.”​
— Participant 1 

He attributed this to language and cultural barriers: 

“They have their own language, so not all of them talk Thai, first of all, and second of all, I haven't 

met a Chao Lay that talks English, so it's very hard to get to talk to them(...)there is a uh like a wall 

between the the Thai people and the Chao lay and also all the foreigners and the Chao lay they 

don't really like include other people in their community or nothing so so you don't…Yeah, you 

don't get to learn from them.”​
— Participant 1 

His comments revealed a mix of empathy and stereotyping, describing the Chao Lay as poor, 

unhealthy, and living in unsanitary conditions, yet also “traditional” and authentic: 
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“they have like a lot of trash everywhere, it's very disgusting, the places they're living in, the houses 

they're living in are not clean at all and they're built with whatever they find on the 

ground(...)because a lot of them are fat also, they don’t eat good food, they eat bad food.’’ 

— Participant 1 

​
“some of them still have the traditional lifestyle and are living good that way, but not on the Koh 

Lipe island…”​
— Participant 1 

He also repeated a popular story linking the Chao Lay to piracy and marginalisation: 

“but I think there was a prison on the island, south of Thailand, and so it was a community of 

people that was a bit like...locked in that area(...)no one came with food or anything to them and so 

they began doing piracy and stopping boats and trying to get money that way and so they become 

like a bit like sea gypsies”​
— Participant 1 

Participant 2, who had lived on Ko Lipe for many years, offered a more informed and respectful 

perspective. He recognised structural inequalities while also acknowledging the Chao Lay’s agency 

and adaptability: 

‘’Most Chao Lay don't own a boat, they are from Taukay(...) Without the Taukay, they have no, no 

food and no money’’​
— Participant 2 

While noting their isolation and linguistic differences — 

“the older Chao Lay didn't speak Thai also.’’​
— Participant 2 

​
They expressed admiration for their social cohesion and the growing empowerment of younger 

generations: 

​
“And I said, never sell your land. Never, never, never. Because every year the price go up, go up, go 

up. And when you want to work, you can work on your land. You don't have to rent. So easy money. 

And they did. And now they are rich. Really rich. It is family. And now the children go to school. The 

daughter also goes to university. And now she is a teacher on the school here.”​
— Participant 2 
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They also challenged external assumptions about gender roles, highlighting the strong position of 

women within Chao Lay society: 

“Only the woman, the woman are strong. They are strong, much stronger than, than the men. They 

manage everything here. They manage the household and everything. And, uh, actually, uh, Chao 

Lay, uh, is matriarchal, uh, matriarchal, uh, society.”​
— Participant 2 

Participant 3, a short-term tourist, had limited awareness of the Chao Lay before arriving on Ko 

Lipe. Her understanding reflected common outsider narratives, mixing curiosity, unfamiliarity, and 

stereotypical imagery: 

‘’Yeah, I think it means sea people(...)From what I know, that's because they were kind of like 

nomads on boats going from island to island and kind of deemed as like pirates of the sea.’’​
— Participant 3 

Her main interaction with a Chao Lay person was brief and service-oriented: 

‘’…one of the people working there was Chao Lay and found it for me(...)I'll be honest, there wasn't 

a lot of speaking interaction. It was quick, and it was just more someone at a hotel working and 

giving me back my bag.’’​
— Participant 3 

She recognised a lack of cultural visibility or information available to visitors: 

‘’I don't think I saw any restaurants with Chao Lay traditional food (...) And yeah, I don't think 

we noticed any that were directed at learning about Chao Lay or with the local Chao Lay 

people.’’​
— Participant 3 

Her perception of the Chao Lay’s present situation was that of integration and adaptation: 

‘’...to me it just seemed like they were like other Thai people living there and just working 

jobs(...)they're definitely integrated into the modern world in Ko Lipe(...) in my eyes, they were 

thriving as much as some of the Thai people here on the island.’’​
— Participant 3 

Across participants, the Chao Lay were perceived through overlapping frames of otherness, 

invisibility, and authenticity. Short-term tourists tended to view them as distant or exotic, with 

limited opportunities for engagement, while long-term residents developed more nuanced views 

that combined respect, concern, and awareness of social hierarchies. The persistence of “sea 
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gypsy” and “pirate” narratives suggests that stereotypes continue to shape how outsiders make 

sense of Chao Lay identity within the tourism context. 

 

 

8.2.2 Questionnaire 

The questionnaire was used to supplement the interview data and help explore how tourists 

perceive the Chao Lay on Ko Lipe. While the sample is small, it highlights several patterns in tourist 

knowledge, engagement, and expectations. 

 

Length of Stay​
Tourist´s visits varied: about 19% stayed less than a week, 31% less than two weeks, 19% less than a 
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month, and 31% longer than a month. This suggests a mix of short-term and longer-term tourists, 

with longer stays potentially offering more opportunities for engagement with local communities, 

though the data shows this is not always the case, as even tourists who stayed for several weeks 

often reported limited contact with the Chao Lay and mainly incidental, transactional interactions in 

service contexts. 

 

Reasons for Visiting Ko Lipe​
The main attractions were nature related: 44% came primarily to snorkel or dive, 38% for the 

beaches. None reported visiting with the explicit intention to engage with the Chao Lay. This 

pattern indicates that initial tourist motivations are largely disconnected from local culture 
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Awareness of the Chao Lay before visiting: 

Most tourists (63%) had never heard of the Chao Lay prior to arrival, while 37% were aware of 

them. This reflects limited visibility and representation of the Chao Lay in external sources such as 

media, guidebooks, social networks, and tourism marketing. 

 

Encounters with the Chao Lay​
Fewer than half (44%) reported meeting Chao Lay individuals. Encounters mostly occurred in 

service contexts, such as accommodation (56%) and restaurants (33%), with smaller numbers 

happening on boats, in shops, during tours, or at religious events. This pattern suggests that 

interactions are largely incidental rather than intentional cultural engagement. 
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Chao Lay Tourism Offers​
More than half of respondents (56%) did not notice any tourism specifically marketed as Chao 

Lay-related. Others mentioned guesthouses (19%), restaurants (31%), snorkeling tours (19%), or 

fishing tours (13%). These findings indicate low cultural visibility and limited opportunities for 

tourists to encounter the community through tourism experiences. 

Interest in Learning About the Chao Lay 

Despite limited knowledge and visibility, most tourists (87%) expressed interest in learning more 

about the Chao Lay’s traditional way of life (but this could be influenced by what they feel they 

should answer rather than the truth). The main barriers identified were language (23%), lack of 

opportunities (31%), and limited time (15%). This reveals a pattern of curiosity and engagement 

potential, although practical limitations often restrict more meaningful cultural engagement. 

 

 

 

 

How Tourists See the Chao Lay’s Situation Now 

Approximately half of respondents (53%) perceived the Chao Lay as struggling between tradition 

and modern life, a third (33%) believed the community had found some balance, and 13% thought 
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the Chao Lay were fully integrated into Thai society. These responses highlight a general awareness 

among tourists that the community faces social and cultural challenges, even if their understanding 

seems superficial.  

Extra informations                                                                                                                                               

In the last two questions of the questionnaire some tourists shared positive stories, like joining 

parties or enjoying meals with locals, showing the friendliness of some Chao Lay. Others mentioned 

language barriers that made real connections tough. Several only learned about issues like land 

rights or displacement through this questionnaire. 

Emerging Patterns and Implications​
The questionnaire data suggest several interconnected patterns: tourists arrive largely motivated by 

natural attractions, with limited prior knowledge of the Chao Lay, interactions tend to be brief and 

transactional and visibility of the community within tourism offerings is low. At the same time, 

there is curiosity and a willingness to engage, limited primarily by structural barriers like language 

and opportunity. These patterns complement the narratives from interviews and offers the 

possibility to apply triangulation to reinforce insights.  

Next, the use of triangulation will be used as part of the discussion to show how different data 

sources were combined to inform this investigation. 

 

9)​Discussion 
This discussion aims to investgate how tourists perceive the Urak Lawoi community on Ko Lipe and 

how these perceptions shape cultural encounters, representation, and local agency within the 

broader context of tourism development and state policies in Thailand. Drawing on empirical 

findings from interviews and questionnaires, this chapter critically examines the complexities 

behind tourist-Urak Lawoi interactions, focusing on the role of tourist´s expectations, knowledge 

gaps, and different types of tourist behaviors. To provide a deeper theoretical understanding of 

these dynamics, this analysis employs John Urry’s concept of the tourist gaze (1990), which 

highlights how tourist´s visual and cultural expectations influence the way local cultures are 

performed and consumed. Additionally, conflict theory serves as a complementary lens to explore 

how unequal power relations between the Urak Lawoi, tourists, state actors, and economic 

interests shape cultural representation, rights, and agency on Ko Lipe. By weaving together these 

theoretical perspectives with the empirical data, the discussion addresses key research questions 

about how perceptions, stereotypes, tourism types, and state policies interact to affect the visibility 

and lived realities of the Urak Lawoi community in the tourism landscape. 
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9.1 Tourist expectations and the performance of Urak Lawoi culture 

The ways in which the Urak Lawoi culture is represented or concealed on Ko Lipe are deeply 

influenced by tourist´s expectations. These expectations shaped by what Urry (1990) refers to as 

the “tourist gaze.” This gaze is not just about what tourists choose to look at, but about the 

culturally constructed lens through which they experience destinations. It informs what kinds of 

cultural encounters they seek out, what they perceive as authentic and what they totally overlook. 

Interview and questionnaire data show that most tourists arrive with only a vague or romanticised 

idea of the Urak Lawoi or even without any idea at all. Many had never heard of the community 

before their arrival, with over 60% of questionnaire respondents reporting no prior knowledge. 

Others expressed confusion, unsure whether they had even interacted with a Urak Lawoi person. 

One tourist explained that they “might have met someone from the community but couldn’t tell.” 

This uncertainty reveals not only a personal unfamiliarity but a broader structural invisibility. 

There are few cultural signs indicating the presence of the Urak Lawoi in public or tourism spaces. 

As one participant explained “I haven’t really seen anything of that [culture] being shown or 

promoted.” Questionnaire responses reinforce this absence, with 56% saying they did not notice 

any activities or experiences visibly connected to Urak Lawoi culture during their visit. The lack of 

cultural visibility stands in contrast to the community’s long historical presence on the island, 

suggesting that the tourist gaze is not only selective, but also structured by the tourism economy 

itself. 

In response to these expectations or more often, the absence of them, the Urak Lawoi tend to 

conceal rather than perform aspects of their cultural identity. Rather than showcasing traditions or 

rituals, community members often maintain a low cultural profile, partly due to long-standing 

marginalization and the lack of platforms to represent themselves on their own terms. This 

invisibility is reinforced by tourism structures that prioritize natural beauty and leisure over cultural 

engagement, leaving little space for the Urak Lawoi to be recognized as an indigenous community 

with a distinct heritage. However, more politically charged aspects of their identity such as struggles 

over land rights, displacement, or environmental degradation are typically left out. This aligns with 

MacCannell’s (1973) notion of “staged authenticity,” where only certain fragments of culture are 

presented, while others are concealed to fit the gaze. 

Tourist perceptions tend to reinforce this narrowing of identity. Some interview participants 

described the Urak Lawoi using simplistic or binary terms, imagining them either as untouched by 

modern life or fully assimilated. One respondent remarked: “They were definitely integrated into 

modern work... I don’t know if there’s a balance between traditional and modern.” These 

comments suggest a limited imagination of indigenous identity as either frozen in time or erased 

altogether which leaves little space for complexity. 
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This selective performance of culture is also shaped by power dynamics. As the triangulated data 

shows, the Urak Lawoi’s visibility is not simply a matter of being seen or unseen. It reflects deeper 

questions about who gets to represent culture, under what terms, and for whose benefit. Their 

culture can becomes visible when it serves the tourist gaze and remains invisible when it challenges 

the dominant narrative of Ko Lipe as a paradise destination. 

What emerges from the data is a cycle in which tourist´s limited expectations combined with a lack 

of structural representation lead to superficial encounters. These encounters reinforce stereotypes, 

which in turn encourage further selective performances. The result is a dynamic where the Urak 

Lawoi are visible as service providers, entertainers, or symbolic figures, but not as complex agents 

navigating political and cultural transformations. 

Yet the community is not passive in this process. The selective performance of culture can also be 

understood as a strategic negotiation, balancing tourism's economic promises with the need to 

protect identity and dignity. Some cultural expressions are shared because they are safe or familiar, 

others are withheld, especially when they involve trauma, conflict, or risk of misrepresentation. 

In this sense, the tourist gaze shapes not only what is seen but also what must remain hidden. The 

Urak Lawoi’s choices around visibility reflect an effort to preserve autonomy within a system that 

rarely allows them to speak on their own terms. Their cultural performance can be about 

entertaining visitors but it is also about navigating the politics of survival in a space where their 

presence is economically essential but socially and politically marginal. 

9.2 Tourist´s limited knowledge: its effects on interactions with the Urak 

Lawoi community 

Building on the earlier discussion of how tourist´s expectations shape what is seen or hidden, this 

section explores how limited knowledge affects actual interactions between tourists and the Urak 

Lawoi. While many tourists may wish to connect with local people, the lack of information, cultural 

cues, and shared language often leads to superficial, surface-level contact. These interactions are 

rooted in unfamiliarity and structural exclusion. They are also shaped more by surface impressions 

than by informed engagement. 

Both interviews and questionnaire data revealed that tourists tend to view the Urak Lawoi through 

a lens of exoticism, informality, or cultural curiosity. Over 60% of respondents reported never 

having heard of the Urak Lawoi prior to their visit, and more than half said they did not notice any 

clear cultural markers or activities linked to the community. Encounters were mostly practical 

through transportation, restaurant service, or accommodation rather than social or educational. 

One tourist, participant 1, noted that interactions felt like “a lack of personal connection” which 

reflects a recurring theme across both datasets: proximity without real connection. 
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This lack of context not only limits the depth of cultural engagement but also reinforces power 

imbalances. Tourists, unaware of the Urak Lawoi’s ongoing struggles with land rights, displacement, 

or limited political recognition, are likely to interpret their role in the tourism economy in passive or 

even stereotypical terms. As seen in both interviews and the literature, tourists sometimes describe 

the community using generalised or romantic language, referring to them as “sea gypsies” or 

assuming their integration into modern life signals the disappearance of traditional culture. These 

perceptions flatten complex realities and can unintentionally legitimize their marginalization. 

Moreover, language and structural barriers amplify this disconnect. Many Urak Lawoi do not speak 

English or Thai fluently, and tourists rarely attempt to learn about the community’s history or 

present situation. One interviewee described the situation as a “wall” between groups of tourists, 

Thai business owners, and the Urak Lawoi which suggest that communication challenges are both 

linguistic and social. Over 70% of questionnaire participants identified language as a major barrier, 

while others pointed to the absence of cultural spaces or interpretive materials that could support 

more meaningful engagement. 

These patterns confirm what Granbom (2005) has observed in similar contexts: when culture is 

consumed without context, it risks being reduced to entertainment or commodity. This limits 

tourist´s potential to act as informed allies or even respectful visitors. Few participants expressed 

any awareness of the Urak Lawoi’s political or environmental struggles. In some cases, interviewees 

only learned about these issues during the research process itself, suggesting that most tourism on 

Ko Lipe remains disengaged from questions of justice or local empowerment. 

The data also points to a potential for change. Some tourists, once exposed to more context, 

expressed a desire for deeper cultural learning and more community-led experiences. This suggests 

that the current gap in knowledge is not simply due to disinterest, but also a lack of access to 

information and opportunities for interaction. As Scheyvens (2002) and Honey (2008) argue, 

tourism can be transformative when it is grounded in mutual respect, transparency, and local 

control. 

Improved education and awareness using short cultural initiation workshops for example could help 

shift tourist perceptions and support more respectful interactions and impact the Urak lawoi 

community positively. These initiatives, if led by the Urak Lawoi themselves, have the potential to 

increase their visibility, improve their agency, and promote encounters that are not only more 

meaningful for tourists but also more empowering for the community. 

9.3 State policies and tourism development: influence on representation, 

rights, and agency of the Urak Lawoi 

State policies and tourism development on Ko Lipe play a central role in shaping the conditions 

under which the Urak Lawoi community is able to represent itself, assert its rights, and participate 

50 
 



in shaping its future. The findings from this study clearly show that state-led tourism priorities often 

serve national economic interests over local empowerment, thereby limiting the agency of 

indigenous communities like the Urak Lawoi. 

Drawing from conflict theory (Alfred & Wilmer, 1997; Champagne et al., 2005), these patterns 

reflect broader structural power imbalances where decisions are made by dominant institutions 

while indigenous communities are left to navigate the consequences. Interviews revealed concerns 

about land insecurity, lack of formal recognition, and the community’s inability to influence key 

decisions affecting their ancestral territory. One participant noted, “They sold their land for almost 

nothing... now they’re losing more every year,” pointing to how land commodification has led to 

physical displacement and cultural erosion. 

Tourism policies like those prioritizing infrastructure expansion and mass tourism have promoted 

the island as a leisure destination rather than a living cultural landscape. Government approved 

marketing rarely includes the Urak Lawoi, and when it does, representations are often superficial or 

stereotypical.  

These dynamics are reinforced by limited legal protections. The Urak Lawoi, like many other 

indigenous groups in Thailand, lack formal recognition under the constitution, which affects 

everything from land ownership rights to access to education and public services (IWGIA, 2021). 

Without this recognition, they are frequently excluded from the tourism planning processes that 

reshape their homeland. As several respondents observed, “decisions are made in town or 

Bangkok…we’re told after.” This exclusion restricts their material wellbeing and also erode cultural 

autonomy and political voice. The data showed that 70% of tourist from the questonnaire saw 

language and spatial segregation as major barriers to connection. These figures highlight how policy 

driven tourism transforms physical and social geographies in ways that fragment rather than 

connect communities. 

However, the Urak Lawoi have also developed strategies of negotiation and adaptation. Some 

individuals have found work in the tourism industry. This mirrors what Fernández-Llamazares et al. 

(2023) describe as “agency within constraint,” where indigenous actors engage selectively with 

external systems to maintain visibility and support community goals. 

Still, these efforts exist within an unequal system. As highlighted in both interviews and the 

literature, economic inclusion does not automatically translate into empowerment. Tourism may 

provide income, but it does not necessarily restore land rights, decision-making power, or cultural 

sovereignty. The ongoing risk is that cultural elements become extracted, rebranded, and sold while 

the community itself remains marginalized. 

This triangulated analysis suggests that tourism development is political. It defines what aspects of 

indigenous identity are made visible, who controls narratives, and whose interests are prioritized. In 
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the current model, the Urak Lawoi are often made visible only through roles that serve the tourist 

economy, rather than as full cultural and political actors. 

For a more just and sustainable future, policy reform is needed. Participatory planning, legal 

recognition of indigenous groups, and support for community-led tourism are essential steps. 

Policies must shift from extractive frameworks toward inclusive ones that place the Urak Lawoi at 

the centre of decisions about land use, representation, and tourism development. This would not 

only support their rights but enrich the tourism experience itself by grounding it in genuine cultural 

exchange and ethical practice (Smith, 1999; Scheyvens, 2002; UNWTO, 2024). 

9.4 Differences between backpackers and mass tourists and their effects 

on cultural visibility 

The findings indicate that backpackers and mass tourists interact with the Urak Lawoi in notably 

different ways, influencing not just the visibility of the community but also how their culture is 

represented, perceived, or sometimes erased within Ko Lipe’s tourism landscape. 

Backpackers often express a stronger interest in authentic or off-the-beaten-track experiences, 

which can lead to more curiosity-driven encounters with local communities. This group is more 

likely to explore beyond mainstream attractions, ask questions about local life, and occasionally 

engage in informal conversations with Urak Lawoi individuals. While these interactions remain 

limited by language and context, backpackers are often more open to learning, and some expressed 

discomfort at not knowing more about the community they were visiting. This openness, while 

positive, still operates within a narrow frame of understanding, often romanticizing the Urak Lawoi 

as “traditional” or “untouched” without recognizing the political and economic realities behind 

their marginalization. 

Mass tourists, on the other hand, tend to engage in highly structured, commercial forms of tourism, 

where interactions with the Urak Lawoi are minimal and typically functional. These interactions are 

influenced by dominant tourism infrastructure, which often positions the Urak Lawoi as part of the 

background rather than as active cultural agents. The lack of visibility is reinforced by tourism 

marketing and government narratives that promotes Ko Lipe as a pristine paradise, while sidelining 

the indigenous population. 

This contrast between tourist types reflects broader tourism power structures. Mass tourism is tied 

to large scale development and national economic strategies, which tend to prioritize profit over 

cultural integrity. As conflict theory highlights, these systems often serve the interests of dominant 

groups (state authorities, private investors, tour operators), leaving indigenous communities with 

limited control over how their culture is presented or monetized (Alfred & Wilmer, 1997). The result 

is a form of cultural gatekeeping, where certain aspects of Urak Lawoi identity are considered 

marketable and others are rendered invisible or inappropriate for tourist consumption. 
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Importantly, both tourist types contribute in different ways to how Urak Lawoi culture is selectively 

performed or withheld. The findings suggest that cultural practices may be adapted or staged in 

response to tourist interest, particularly among backpackers, while mass tourism may encourage a 

more passive form of cultural disappearance, where engagement is neither requested nor 

expected. This selective visibility is a survival strategy, balancing the potential economic benefits of 

tourism against the need to protect community identity and avoid exploitation 

This phenomenon also connects with earlier findings on marginalisation and the “tourist gaze” 

(Urry, 1990), where perceptions are shaped not by reality but by what tourists are conditioned to 

see. Backpackers may expect rustic authenticity; mass tourists may expect comfort and curated 

experience but these perspectives risk simplifying or misrepresenting the Urak Lawoi experience. 

To challenge these patterns, there is a need to promote forms of tourism that go beyond 

consumption and spectacle. Responsible tourism initiatives could help promoting more balanced 

interactions, where tourists are offered not only cultural experiences but also context and critical 

understanding. Importantly, this applies not just to backpackers, who may be more open to such 

initiatives, but also to mass tourists, who represent the majority and therefore have a broader 

impact. 

Promoting education, visibility, and cultural context into tourism experiences can help ensure that 

the Urak Lawoi are not just seen, but understood and respected on their own terms. This aligns 

with broader frameworks of sustainable and equitable tourism development, where indigenous 

voices are central to the design and delivery of cultural encounters (Smith, 1999; Scheyvens, 2002; 

UNWTO, 2022). 

10)​ Conclusion 
This study has explored how tourists perceive the Urak Lawoi on Ko Lipe, focusing on how these 

perceptions shape cultural encounters, representations, and the visibility of the community within 

tourism. While tourism is often presented as a space for cultural exchange, the findings reveal that 

it can also reinforce stereotypes and contribute to the marginalization of Indigenous communities, 

especially when visitors come with limited understanding of the people and histories behind the 

places they visit. This addresses the first research question, highlighting the stereotypes and stories 

tourists hold and how these ideas form. 

This lack of knowledge is not only individual ignorance but is also influenced by broader structural 

forces. The limited visibility of the Urak Lawoi in tourist spaces and media is influenced by state 

policies, commercial interests, and tourism narratives that prioritize idyllic imagery over cultural 

depth. Tourists are rarely provided with accessible or accurate information about the Urak Lawoi, 

leading to expectations based on vague or exoticized ideas. This dynamic also relates to the third 

research question about the role of state tourism policy in shaping representation and Indigenous 
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agency. These expectations affect how the Urak Lawoi choose to present themselves or whether 

they engage at all, resulting in cycles of invisibility and cultural misunderstanding. 

This has important implications: if tourist perceptions are shaped by what they are (or are not) told, 

then responsibility lies with the tourism industry, state actors, and local stakeholders to ensure 

Indigenous communities are represented fairly and meaningfully. It is not enough to expect tourists 

to arrive informed: more effort is needed to provide meaningful information, ideally co-created or 

initiated by community members. 

Supporting better informed engagement could reduce tourism’s negative impacts and create 

opportunities for more respectful and balanced encounters. Local initiatives such as cultural centers 

or community-led tours could offer visitors deeper insights into the Urak Lawoi’s history, culture, 

and present realities. At the same time tourism governance should support the Urak Lawoi in 

having the rights and resources to influence how they are portrayed and involved in tourism 

development on their own land. 

The study also shows that the Urak Lawoi are not passive recipients of tourism’s effects. Regardless 

of facing economic, political, and cultural challenges, many demonstrate resilience and agency in 

navigating these changes. Some strategically engage with tourism to balance cultural preservation 

with the need for income and visibility, addressing the second research question about differences 

in tourist interactions and their effects. 

In conclusion, tourism on Ko Lipe presents both challenges and potential opportunities for the Urak 

Lawoi community. Realizing these opportunities in an empowering, rather than exploitative way 

requires change, not only in how tourists perceive and engage with Indigenous culture but also in 

the structural conditions shaping these interactions. To achieve this, tourism stakeholders, 

policymakers, and researchers must collaborate to ensure Indigenous communities are recognized, 

respected, and actively involved not just as cultural attractions but as equal partners with 

meaningful control over their cultural representation, land, and role in shaping the island’s future.  

Finally, as Davis (1997) reminds us: 

“Cultural survival is not about preservation, sequestering indigenous peoples in enclaves like some 

sort of zoological specimens. Change itself does not destroy a culture. All societies are constantly 

evolving. Indeed a culture survives when it has enough confidence in its past and enough say in its 

future to maintain its spirit and essence through all the changes it will inevitably undergo.” 
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Questionnaire link: 
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Interview guide 

Time of interview: 

 
Date: 

 
Place: in person or online 

Interviewer: Estelle Raffin 

Informant: ANONYMOUS 

Gender: 

Nationality: 

 
This interview aims to understand better the perception of tourists on Ko Lipe of the locals Chao Lay. I will 

explore the relationships (or absence of it) between the tourists and the Chao Lay. This will be part of my 

qualitative research for my “Global Refugee Studies” master thesis. 

•​It is anonymous 

 
•​Information has been provided and the consent given 

 
•​The interview can be stopped at any time you wish 

 
1)​ How long are you staying in Ko Lipe? 

2)​ Why did you choose this destination? 

3)​ Have you heard of the Chao Lay before coming to Ko Lipe? 

4)​ Do you know what Chao Lay means? 

5)​ Did you meet any Chao Lay in Ko Lipe (or somewhere else)? 

6)​ Did you see any offers for activities with the Chao Lay like snorkelling tour, fishing trip, festive 

gathering, religious event, museum/office of information, restaurant/accomodotion? 

7)​ Would you have liked to find out more about the Chao Lay traditional way of life? 

8)​ If so what was the main obstacle? 

G) Can you share any interaction you ve had with the Chao Lay? 

10)​ Can you share anything you know about the Chao Lay? 

11)​ How do you think Chao Lay are doing at the present time? (Thriving/struggling/found balance) 

12)​ Do you think that tourism has a positive or negative impact on the Chao Lay? 

13)​ Do you identify as a man or a woman or other? 

14)​ Where are you 
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from? Thanks! ●¨v 

 

 

Transcriptions 

 

Coding/theme colors 

1.​ Limited awareness and visibility  

2.​ Nature of interactions  

3.​ Barriers to deeper engagement 

4.​ Perceptions of marginalisation and cultural change  

5.​ The dual role of tourism: Opportunity and erosion  

6.​ Tourist perceptions and stereotypes  

 

 

Participant 1: 

Okay, so this is part of my research project about the Chao lay for my Master in Global Refugee 

Studies. So I just want to remind you that this is anonymous, and if you want to stop the 

interview at any moment, you can just stop. And if you're okay with it, we can start with the 

first question. 

Mm-hmm, I'm okay. 

Okay, so how long are you staying in Ko Lipe? 

So I've been in Ko Lipe for two and a half months and I'm planning to stay for about three to 

four months more. 

Okay, and why did you choose this destination? 

It was by luck, I went there with my dad because we went there when I was a kid and so I went 
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here to dive with my dad and then I decided to stay because I really enjoyed the island and I had 

the opportunity to become a dive master here so that's why I stayed. 

Okay, have you heard of the Chao Lay before coming to Ko Lipe? 

Yes, because I've been to Ko Lipe when I was a kid, I heard about them, I remember a little bit 

seeing them on the island, and seeing them living in a bit different ways, and so that way I've 

heard of them, but I haven't heard of them outside of the Ko Lipe. 

 

 

Nope, I don't know. 

Did you meet any Chao Lay in Ko Lipe or somewhere else? 

Yes, I've met Chao lay people in Ko lipe because where I live is very close to a part of the Chao 

Lay village on Ko Lipe. And so I often hear loud music in the morning coming from them and 

see them every day when I'm walking around on the island. And also the place I'm working, 

they have a lot of Chao Lay people working for them as cleaning people or the drivers for the 

long-tail boats and all that kind of stuff. So I see them pretty often. 

Okay, did you see any offers for activities with the Chao Lay, like for example fishing trip or 

festive gathering, museum or office of information, things like that? 

Yes, I often see, you can just take the example of the boat taxis that are pretty common on Ko 

Lipe to go anywhere on the island and also the islands around Ko Lipe. You can see they're 

always sitting under a roof on the beach and those people sitting there are Chao Lay people. 

Also the taxis on the island is Chao Lay people using them and all the fishing trips, snorkeling 

trips. 

But what I meant was like, do you see them advertising the activities as activities with the Chao 

lay or is it just not talked about? You know what I mean? Do they try to share information about 

their traditional identity or cultural identity? 

I haven't really seen anything of that, but you know, there is some Chao Lay parties that the 

whole island experience, because the Chao Lay people party and you can see them partying, 

but it isn't like an open group of people. They're pretty closed, so you don't really get to know 

them or the culture, the activities they do. 
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Okay. And would you have liked to find out more about them and their traditional way of life? 

Yes, of course, because it's always interesting to learn about some different people or people 

around the world that aren't living the same way as us. So, of course, it would have been 

interesting. But, yeah, and I think also they could market it. They could make some tourism out 

of coming to see how they're living and the way they're living and all that kind of stuff. But, 

yeah, you don't really get to see it. 

Yeah, I mean, do you think they need more tourists than there is already? 
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It's a difficult question because it's true that of course the island is pretty crowded when it's the 

high season and I'm not sure it's all good for them because you see a lot of garbage everywhere 

and the way they are living compared to the way the tourists are living on the island is very 

bad. But at the same time, all the money they make comes from the tourists also. So it's a 

complicated situation. I think they would profit from more tourism if it was controlled and done 

in a right way. If they could make the companies that make the money from the tourists and it's 

not just Thai or foreign investors that buy pieces of their land and make big hotels and make a 

lot of money from that they have to take a bit the control back of the island if they have to 

make money from more tourism, so it's complicated. 

Yes. Back to that previous question, you said you wanted to find out more about the Chao Lay, 

but what would you say was the main obstacle of why that didn't happen? 

…clearly the language. They have their own language, so not all of them talk Thai, first of all, 

and second of all, I haven't met a Chao Lay that talks English, so it's very hard to get to talk to 

them. My instructor for my Divemaster course and the boss of the place I'm working right now, 

he talks a bit of Chao Lay, because he’s been on the island for 20-25 years and so he can talk um 

Thai and a bit (Chao Lay) and so he he gets to talk to them a bit but it's very like um there is a uh 

like a wall between the the Thai people and the Chao lay and also all the foreigners and the 

Chao lay they don't really like include other people in their community or nothing so so you 

don't…Yeah, you don't get to learn from them. So I think it's the language and also just like the 

culture and their way of being, they don't really want to talk to people that much. 

Okay. Can you share any interaction you've had with the Chao Lay? 

Yes, the cleaning lady from my bungalow is Chao Lay and I've talked to her a little bit, but not 

that much. And the person that's driving our boat from the beach to our bigger boat is also 

Chao Lay he drives a long tail for our company and I've talked to him a bit also but again they 

don't talk the language so it's mostly like sign language and yeah communicating with simple 

words that kind of stuff so you don't really you don't really have that many interactions with 

them. 

Can you share anything you know about the Chao Lay? 

The only thing I know about the Chao Lay is what I see. Well, I heard the story, of course, that 

there are people that... I think, yeah, I'm not 100% sure about the story, but I think there was a 

prison on the island, south of Thailand, and so it was a community of people that was a bit 

like...locked in that area and then they got forgotten about and no one came 
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with food or anything to them and so they began doing piracy and stopping boats and trying to 

get money that way and so they become like a bit like sea gypsies that's pretty much what I 

know and so also I know what I've seen the way they're living and yeah the way the different 

way they have doing things. 

Okay and how do you think they are doing at the present time? Do you think they are struggling 

or do you think they are thriving or do you think they have found some kind of balance between 

traditional and modern lifestyle? 

I think it's a bit complicated, I think, because... The thing is, I think some of them still have the 

traditional lifestyle and are living good that way, but not on the Koh Lipe island, they're living a 

bit further away on Koh Adang. And I think some of them are in a really bad situation where 

they're living with the negative things from the modern society and the...they have like a lot of 

trash everywhere, it's very disgusting, the places they're living in, the houses they're living in 

are not clean at all and they're built with whatever they find on the ground and all this kind of 

stuff and yeah, they play very loud music often in the morning and yeah, I don't think those 

people living on the island are thriving at all, I think it's not good for them because a lot of them 

are fat also, they don’t eat good food, they eat bad food. But they have another village on Ko 

Adang and I think the people from over there are living in a much more traditional and better 

way, where they're more happier and just like fishermen, like they've always been. It depends 

on which area. 

Okay, and do you think that tourism has a positive or negative impact on them? 

Again, it all depends on what positive and negative means because if positive is they have 

opportunity to make more money and to become more modernized and have a like more 

modern and normal civilization or like that kind of stuff of course tourism would be good 

for…they actually have the opportunity to make some real money and make something out of 

the island. I can remember when I was a kid, the only way over the island was like a sand road 

where you had to walk through the jungle and all that kind of stuff, whereas now they have real 

roads with cars being able to drive there and all the shops on the road. So there is opportunity 

to make some businesses and that kind of stuff. In the same way, if the positive would be for 

them to keep their traditions and keep living the way they were living before, I don't think 

tourism is good for them. 

And so, last question, do you identify as a man, a woman or other? 

Man. 
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And where are you from? 
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I'm half Danish, half French. 

Okay, great. Thank you so much for this interview and yeah, that's the end of it. 

Participant 2: 

So now I'm recording the interview about the Chao Lay. So the first question is, uh, what can 

you tell me about changes... I know that, sorry, I'm in the wrong picture. Okay, we were talking 

about the land dispute. 

Yes. 

Tell me about that. 

Okay…Yes, the land disputes are very, very, uh, complicated. Yeah. Because, uh, the one family, 

the grandchildren of Tokiri, the first settler here, claims a lot of land here. But also National 

Park claims a lot of land and overlaps also. And, uh, some Chao Lay own land also, but many 

not. 

Yeah. 

And a lot of Chao Lay sell the land also, but for a very, very little amount of money. You know, 

they were very, very poor. And then people come and talk, talk, talk, talk. And they, uh... 

And they sell to Thai people or to foreigners? 

No, Thai people. Yeah. Foreigners are not allowed to buy land here. So they can rent for 30 

years and then an option for more 30 years, but they can never own the own land. 

Yeah. 

They can own property, a house like that, but no land. Foreigners are not allowed to own 

land. 

But I heard of a story where it was that they got cheated because someone said, we're going to 

negotiate everything, just sign. And in fact, it was to steal the land. 

Yeah, that's true. 

But did they manage to get back? 

Maybe, maybe. Now we talk about the same family. And, uh, do you hear about Koh Tung? 

Who? 
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Koh Tung. Koh Tung. Koh Tung is, uh, he owns a lot of land here. 
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What? What? What? 

He stole a lot of land. 

Yeah. 

And he's in jail now because of human trafficking. For long years, uh, life sentence. He never 

come back. But the family is still in charge. And, and most of the Chao Lay on that side, they live 

on, they live on that land. And now the plan is that they will, that piece of land, you know, 

Bulawakasa, uh, Saudia, uh, that's how it's still the school. The state want to, to, to what's that 

in English? 

Uh, to own, to, to control? 

I broke it. 

Yeah. 

Yeah. And I want to get back to, to the Chao Lay. 

Okay. Yeah. And to, they want to restore, restore the old, old village. 

Oh, that's good. 

There were more, there were five villages, you know. Pheri and Tupon and Padak. And where 

you live now. 

Yeah. 

Also before Chao Lay village, that was, uh, uh, Korshikeng. And then at the very end, he had, 

uh, Ushin village. But yeah, you know, the general who want to, to, to clean up everything here. 

They found, of course, they must look and looking and they found something about illegal 

gambling. So now he is, uh, they, they, uh, he's not in charge anymore. 

Okay.Yeah. 

Yeah. But now another will come. And priority is restore the old villages. And then maybe after, 

uh, also National Park want to, to a lot of plots of land, uh, back to, to National Park. National 

Park said there are more than 100 hotels are illegal. Not the right papers. Yeah. So also walking 

street.They want to rip the whole walking street. 

To do what? What do they want to do in the walking street? 

Uh, all the buildings. 
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Yeah. 
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And then, uh, back to nature. 

Oh, nice. Yeah! I am for that! Yeah. Yeah. 

But that now that's no priority. 

Yeah. 

They want to start over there with Chao Lay and then after. 

What do the Chao Lay think about that? Are they happy or angry? Because they have some. 

They don't believe it. 

Oh yeah…Okay. Yeah. Yeah…Yeah. Of course it seems crazy… 

They don't believe. 

Yeah. 

They tell me XXX (name of participant). It will never happen! Really, it will never happen. 

Yeah. 

No, the family is very powerful…Very powerful. His, uh, his father was the first Kandang, the 

first, uh, head, village head here in this area. And, uh, he lives on the place where now 

Andaman Resort is. And his nickname was Jiao Bo Andaman. He's the godfather of the 

Andaman Sea. So piracy, smuggling, and, uh, a lot of money also. They actually, they are, uh, 

Chino Thai, Chinese Thai. 

Yeah. 

Like the most businessmen here. Yeah. 

Okay. It's Chinese people. Yeah. 

Yeah. The most, uh, business type of businessmen are from Chinese Thai. 

They, they say when we were, when we were not here in Thailand, it will be, it must be a land 

of farmers. Only farmers. That's, but you know, uh, some, some are okay. Some not. Also where 

you live, Varin, Varin Village, from, uh, every Chao Lay community has, uh, because they, they, 

they live very isolated. They have no contact to the mainland. So they need a middleman. 

Yeah. 

And that is, uh, they call it Taukay. 
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Yeah. Yeah. 

And the Taukay are Chinese middlemen. And they, they earn a lot, earn a lot of money here. 

They buy a lot of land. 

Yeah. 

Also, uh, where you are, Varin is the same owner as Mountain Resort and he was Taukay 

before. 

Yes. I've heard of that…yes I think they translate it as boss. So yeah. Yes. 

Yes. Yes. Yes. 

Yes. Actually, it was the point. Most Chao Lay don't own a boat, they are from Taukay. 

Okay. Yeah. Yeah. I've read that there was some kind of, and then there's some kind of, you 

know, dependency. 

Yeah. Yes…Yes. And, and people provided goods, luxury goods also. So a lot like, uh, rice or 

electronics and things like that. So, uh, they need them also. Without the Taukay, they have no, 

no food and no money. Yeah. 

Yeah. But they could do without. No? They could do without the Taukay 

They could not at that time, not. Not. 

Yeah. 

No, because they were very shy. And, and, and the older people, when I came here the first 

time, the older Chao Lay didn't speak Thai also. 

Yeah. Yeah. Yeah. 

So that's their own language. 

Yeah. 

So they, they cannot go to the mainland and sell the fish or something that is far away also. So 

easy to sell the fish to the Taukay. 

But then have you seen any, any change since you've arrived here in, in that, in their lifestyle? 

Do you feel like they have managed to keep a little bit of the traditional way or is it 

disappearing? 
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You know, uh, at that time they, they, most of the Chiao Lay could not write or read, but now the 

children go to school. They have access to internet and everything. They see the whole world. 

Yeah. And what they see, of course, I mean, they have to adapt and also tourists coming, you 

know, use it as an opportunity rather than, you know, what do you think about those 

relationship of Chao Lay and tourism? 

No, it's okay.Yeah. It's okay. It's okay. And, uh, can I say, uh, some, uh, Chao Lay families, they, 

they have good income, very good income from, from tourism. But many are struggling with 

alcoholism also. Yeah. 

And no place to stay. Before all the Chao Lay had a house and everything. And now they take 

more land, more land and become like a slum. Now it's like a slum. 

And they are not trying to fight back? 

No, no, no, no, no, no. They fight, but mainly the woman. 

Yeah. 

The woman go to, to Bangkok also for demonstrate and everything. 

Yeah. 

And also when we were…, the boss of the Mountain resort, he closed the way to school two 

years ago. And, uh, that was very big protest. Only the woman, the woman are strong. They are 

strong, much stronger than, than the men. They manage everything here. They manage the 

household and everything. And, uh, actually, uh, Chao Lay, uh, is matriarchal, uh, matriarchal, 

uh, society. So the woman is the head of the family. Yeah. 

That's rare... That s precious… ! 

Yeah. But for here it's not so rare because they go out to sea, or go to “BanXXX” for sometimes 

one month they are not here. So the woman has to do everything by her own. 

Yeah.Yeah, that's true. But I think also because of this school story, um, it's because it helps the 

kids. I think women also, when it's a story about their kids, you know, they will be like very, uh, 

you know, protective of the school, of the system, of the past…Did it get fixed the situation? 

With the school? 

No, not yet. 

Okay. So there's what, there's a fence? 
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Yeah, a fence. He said, he said that it’s my land. But the school said, no, we have the papers. It's 

our land. Never ending story. 

That can take years in court 

But you know, when he closed the gate of the, he closed the way, then everything started. It 

came in the Bangkok Post, uh, so in English…And then the government said, oh my God, that is 

not good. Now everybody can, can, can read international. So you have to do something. And 

then they, they, then Big Joe came, the police general, and he said, okay, now stop making 

everything clear. But it started two years ago. The only thing what happened, that everybody 

who was building, he stopped building because they were afraid they don’t want to invest 

anymore. That's why for two years, not so many, uh, change. 

That's why they are afraid to invest more. So they wait and now it's come and now they start 

again. 

It's a shame because I think if they really build too much, it will lose charisma and tourism might 

come less because if it's too much, like, you know, it has a special charisma. I find the balance is 

at top, you know, with construction, nature, the sea, it cannot be more because also what it's 

going to be, uh, you know, 

You know, Lipe is on big money laundering…here this island 

Oh no, I didn't know! 

That's why they built so much. So Akira, there is now an infestation for Akira, for money 

laundering. 

Yeah, but then it's something that people know and it's something that is probably, uh, more or 

less, uh, accepted, no? 

You know corruption is everywhere. 

It's in France, you know, everywhere. 

Yeah. 

But yeah, maybe here more…No, I didn't know. 

Also, but they built, uh, about 10 years ago, uh, Mali, uh, resort built over there and they paid a 

lot for the land and start building, but then the national park said no, no, cannot because this is 

our land and they're cutting a lot of trees. They got a huge fine for them and then they stopped 

building over there. And then about three or four years ago, they start again with another 
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resort. Because, uh, the son-in-law from the, from the owner of the land was also head of the 

national park. He files the papers. 
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Yes…oh wow! So you think it's been, um, you think that those rules from national park, it has 

benefited the Chao Lay or it has more been a problem for their lifestyle? 

Yeah. National park is also a problem for Chao Lay. 

Yeah. 

Yeah. Because, you know, uh, Adang before five, five villages. 

Yeah. 

Also Ravi, about three or four, five, uh, villages. 

Yes. For Chao Lay with the establishment from the national park, they all forced to move. 

Yeah. 

Many go to Phuket, other go to Lipe and also to other islands. Only two little ones could stay 

there, our members. So, uh, also the traditional Bagat. And the Bagat, they go out for one 

month, maybe five, six weeks. And they have everywhere contemporary camps. 

Yeah. That's the old way. 

Yeah.That's the old way. And for two years ago was no problem, now the national park says, 

no, no, no, we don't want any more like this. 

So they don't really try to allow them to keep on with the traditional way.They want them to 

modernise and become like normal… 

Yeah. 

Other people…. 

Yeah. Yeah. Yeah. 

That's such a shame. 

And the same happens on Phi Phi also. 

Yeah. 

So Chao Lay and Phi Phi, before they, they, uh, now they pushed away in the very end, and also, 

uh, they, the national park over there, they say no, not allowed to make Bagat anymore so… 

And there isn't any organisation that is trying to help? 

Yeah.Yeah. Yeah. UNESCO! 
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Yeah, I read a very great paper from someone. 

There are some NGOs, also Thai NGOs. 

So maybe there's hope with the help also with organisation or even at international level that, 

you know. 

Yeah, UNESCO is international. But they started to help the Chao Lay about... They had a project 15 

years ago. But they stopped because of too much problems with that family over there. 

Yeah, okay, that's a shame. 

But now they start again. They start again. They have a plan for this area, the UNESCO Geopark. 

That includes parts of the mainland and also this area. And they have a lot of money. And they 

want to start this project for three years. First, three years. And then have a look how it's going, 

If it's okay, then three years more. And also more money. But they say, here on Lipe, that must 

be... It's not good. It's like a leaking oil tank. So it must be changed. Too much pollution and 

everything. When it's not changed, we go out of the project. 

But someone told me there is some type of recycling station now here. 

Yaaaa… 

It's not really... 

Yes, so many problems with the garbage the recycling is only... They sort everything and then 

they go two times a month. They put it on a pontoon and go to the mainland. But big hotels 

like Varin... We saw from the Pataya. And also Akira. They have the laundries and everything. 

And everything goes to the sea. Sometimes the water is black and stinks like a river. Not good. 

They used to do that in Europe a long time ago as well…But at Varim, this side, they burn 

everything. They make a mountain, plastic, non-plastic. I think if it's a little quantity, maybe it's 

ok.But now it's becoming a big quantity. But it's the old way, no? 

It's the old style. It's the old way, yes. And also against the mosquitoes. 

Yes, true! 

I have to look for the Thai organisation. 

And you? What kind of relationship did you have with the Chao Lay? In your life here. 
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When I came here the first time, I met a guy, Chao Lay, who speaks a little bit English. So we 

became friends. And then, after a couple of years, I helped them to make business. Because 

they had the land. Also beach land. So I invested. I gave money for making a restaurant and 

some bungalows. And then I said, ok, the money for the bungalows, you have to spend and at 

the end of the season, you look how much you have. Ok, you can build more. Because they 

were hunters. When the money was gone, then they go out again. quo 

For that, yeah. Nice. So you built your house, yes? 

Yes, yes, yes. But my old house is collapsed. A very big tree fell on my house. It is totally 

destroyed now. I am now building another one. And I think next month. We are not on the 

same spot because we have also problems with “xxx”. 

Oh, wow. Yeah, of course. 

That's okay. And now on the other side of the street, that's three of us. 

So on which side of Ko Lipe do you build your house? 

Do you know the temple? 

Yeah, Buddhist temple. 

Yeah, yeah, yeah. So sunset beach. Yeah, sunset beach. 

Yeah. Near Akira. In my neighbourhood. I have many problems with Akira when they start 

building there. Oh, my God. 

Oh, yeah. This is the Thai organisation. Oh, yeah. “XXX” 

Oh, yeah. 

So this is a Thai organisation, yes? 

Yes. For human rights. 

Yeah, yeah, yeah. 

So they help maybe for land disputes? 

Yeah, also. They went here many times. Led by this man. 
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Yeah. Perfect!...Maybe I take pictures. Yeah, 

okay. I make a screen shot. 

Perfect.. And you've been visiting the villages on Koh Adang? 

Yeah. 

Do they live more traditional because they are more quiet, yes? 

Yeah, yeah more traditional. 

Okay. And is it, because yesterday I was, but I was not at the village. Do you have to ask the 

boat to go to village? Or you can walk? 

No. You can walk from the other side. Very, very narrow path to the jungle. 

Yeah. 

Yeah, it's better to go direct. Yeah, okay. But you know, with low tide, it's very difficult to 

come in. So with high tide, it's okay. But you must be back before the low tide. 

Yeah, before the low tide. Yeah, yeah, yeah. Yeah, I think the fisherman on the taxi boat, he 

knows. He will say yes or he will say no. 

But now not so many people. Yeah, you said because it's busy. Yeah, you know, before there was 

a school boat every morning and evening for the children of Adang to the school and then we're 

back here. 

Oh, great. 

But most of them now stay here. 

Yeah. Yeah, I will stay there in fact because I have, you know, it's very busy, on the 2S, I don't 

have a room. 

Oh, really? 

So I go there. But I love it. Yesterday I was there, so wow, it's so nice. 

Yeah, it's a nice place. 

Yes, it's so relaxed and “xxx”. I think it's going to be... better 

You stay in a tent or a bungalow? 
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I'm still hesitating.I'm like, I should go in a tent, it's much more reasonable and the view is 

beautiful. And at the same time, the bungalows, they look amazing. 
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Okay, okay, okay. 

So I've not decided yet. 

Okay, but are you sure they are not full with the new year? Around new year? 

I asked, I asked and she said, don't worry. She could not tell me for sure the bungalows, but she 

said there's always tents. 

Yeah, I understand. 

So it's going to be okay, you know. Yes. 

But from there you cannot go to the bungalows. Yeah. You cannot. 

Yeah, yeah, yeah, that's what I was wondering. Yeah, because there's no sign or anything. 

That's the thing I was thinking. The Chao Lay, you know, they haven't tried to make some kind 

of, I don't know, you know, to value their origin to the tourism. You know, they're very discreet 

about their history, their culture, you know. And I was thinking, okay, this is good because 

sometimes people, they go the opposite. But in a way, then people, I think the tourists, they 

have no idea of the story. 

But you're here for many times already. Do you know Bingo? 

No. 

 

Maybe. Strange. Almost everybody knows him. He worked at the Elephant. Have you seen him? 

No. 

Okay. He has a house in Adang. Very nice house. 

Ah, in ko Adang? 

Yeah.I bet he works here at the Elephant. 

Yeah, yeah, yeah. 

So maybe you know him. 

No, you know me. I don't know many people here, you know…! But yes, I think I'm going to 

stop there, 

I've taken quite a bit of your time!.. 
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Participant 3: 

This is for my research project for my Master's thesis of Global Refugee Studies. And this 

questionnaire is anonymous, you can stop it at any time you want. And if you are ready, we can 

start with the first question. 

Yeah, I'm ready. 

How long are you staying in Ko Lipe? 

I'm staying for about two weeks. 

Why did you choose this destination? 

So my mom and dad brought me here when I was little. But it was when I was like, I think less 

than one. So I don't remember any of it. And my brother has been here since as well. So me 

and my husband newly got married. And we thought we'd go here and see what it's all about. 

And just enjoy ourselves. 

Do you know what Chao Lay means? 

Yeah, I think it means sea people. 

Have you heard of the Chao Lay before coming to Ko Lipe? 

No, not at all. I mean, yeah, we weren't really interested in the cultures here around Ko Lipe, 

more just the beaches and the water. So I don't think we did any research before about Ko Lipe. 

Did you meet any Chao Lay in Ko Lipe or somewhere else? 

I mean, yeah, around the island. You do see some people that don't look Thai, which are a bit 

darker. But it is kind of hard to differentiate between them. I don't know if we had lots of 

interactions with them either. We were mostly here to enjoy ourselves. And there was kind of a 

language barrier. So in general, we weren't talking to too many locals. But some we did have 

interactions with, yeah. 

Did you see any offers for activities with the Chao Lay, like snorkelling tours, fishing trips, festive 

gatherings, religious events, museums about them, restaurants, accommodation? 

I mean, we definitely saw lots of snorkeling trips and fishing trips and festive events. But none 

of them seemed to be around the Chao Lay. I don't think I saw any restaurants with Chao Lay 

traditional food. I just think most activities were more just touristic activities. And 
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yeah, I don't think we noticed any that were directed at learning about Chao Lay or with the 

local Chao Lay people. 

Yes, would you have liked to find out more about the Chao Lay traditional way of life? 

I mean, yeah, I think it's definitely quite important when you go someplace to learn about the 

culture there and the people. And I think since you're doing a whole questionnaire about their 

people, there must be something more interesting about them. But I think during our stay 

here, we just didn't have that in focus and in mind. But if we came back, I think we definitely 

would put some more effort into learning about their ways and why they are here at all, 

actually, because they're not Thai, right? 

Sorry, what do you think would be the main obstacle? 

I think definitely a language barrier. From what I know, I mean, a lot of them don't speak that 

much English. But other than that, I think the lack of focus. I mean, you asked about if there was 

any museums. I haven't looked into it, but from what I know, there are none. So I just don't 

know if there's that much information out there or while you're here at Ko 

Lipe…like, too much to learn just for touristic people like me. So I think that might be an 

obstacle. Yes. 

Can you share any interaction you've had with the Chao Lay? 

I mean, yeah. At our hotel, I lost a bag quickly. It was kind of a disaster. Me and my husband 

were running around for like an hour trying to find it because I had all my money in there. It was 

chaos, and I had new sunglasses. It was just very, very important I found this bag, and one of the 

people working there was Chao Lay and found it for me. I had forgotten it at the pool, which I 

should have thought of it, but I didn't. So that was nice, but I'll be honest, there wasn't a lot of 

speaking interaction. It was quick, and it was just more someone at a hotel working and giving 

me back my bag. But yeah, I was very, very thankful. I tried to communicate in hand signs that I 

appreciated. Yes. 

Can you share anything you know about the Chao Lay? 

I mean, yeah. I knew that their name means, Chao Lay means sea people. From what I know, 

that's because they were kind of like nomads on boats going from island to island and kind of 

deemed as like pirates of the sea, which, I mean, I don't know. I don't know much about what 

pirates actually means because they're not like pirates of the Caribbean, right? But more just 

the fact that, yeah, they were going from island to island on boats and nomads. I think that's the 
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most I know. Yes. 
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How do you think they are doing at the present time? Do you think like in terms of thriving, 

struggling, or maybe you think they have found balance between modern lifestyle and 

traditional one? 

I mean, I wish I knew more about their traditional lifestyle because to me it just seemed like 

they were like other Thai people living there and just working jobs. I mean, some of them were 

working on fishing boats, some of them in restaurants, some of them in hotels like mine. So I 

think there's definitely, they're definitely integrated into, I'm sorry about the phone, but they're 

definitely integrated into the modern world in Ko Lipe. I don't know if there's a balance between 

traditional and modern because, yeah, I don't know if they've like kind of stopped doing their 

traditional. I mean, normally they were nomads. I think here they seem to be living on the 

island and working and I knew a lot of them were with Thai people. So I don't know if they were 

segregated more before, but now they seem to be more integrated. And yeah, in my eyes, they 

were thriving as much as some of the Thai people here on the island. 

Do you think that tourism has a positive or negative impact on the Chao Lay? 

 
I mean, I think it'll definitely help their economy, like it helps any Thai people there. But again, I 

would question kind of have we impacted their traditional way of living,? of just being nomads 

and going onto the sea from island to island, because now they seem to be rooted on the island 

and just servicing tourists like me who are just here to enjoy Thailand because of the nice 

beaches. Yeah. Yes. 

Do you identify as a man, a woman or other? 

A woman. 

And where are you from? 

Denmark. 

Okay, thank you very much! That's it. 

It was great. It was fun. 

 

Thank you. 
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You´re welcome. 
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