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ABSTRACT

This thesis is the study of A Tribal Woman'’s Struggle for Citizenship: A Real Life
Study of One Lahu Woman. It explores the factors impeding tribal women’s access to
Thai citizenship, and examines the ways in which the patriarchal structure of Lahu
society forbids knowledge to Lahu women, making them unable to process their
citizenship applications on their own and therefore unable to attain citizenship.

Changes in ways of life and beliefs have released tribal women from the social and
cultural constraints of patriarchal society that have limited them in many ways and have not
allowed them to learn. These changes have enabled the researcher to struggle for and finally be
granted Thai citizenship, and have enabled her to help other ethnic and tribal women to attain
their Thai citizenship as well. In any case, stateless ethnic and tribal women must still submit to a
patronizing and corrupt system. They must interact with those looking to benefit unjustly from
their situation in the citizenship application process. They still face racism and discrimination
from state officials and from society in general.

Solving the citizenship problem in Thailand will require cooperation between state
officials, non-government organizations, and villagers. Civil servants at the department of
provincial administration and administrative staff often do not respond to official policy. For
example, officials in some sub-districts do not respond to the policy to expedite citizenship
applications. As a result, consideration of ethnic tribal peoples’ legal status is often not completed
according to the government’s timeline. Stateless people use many means to follow up on the
progress of their citizenship applications, including regional and district community rallies.

Development organizations must take on the burden of preparing applications and providing



encouragement to stateless people, and help them to prepare the necessary evidence and forms,
with the voluntary participation of community leaders.

Problems arising from incorrect documentation, often resulting from allegations of
drug abuse, hinder the consideration of citizenship applications. This problem is a result of the
government’s war on drugs, wherein local officials often use excessive or unjust power. Where a
resident of a particular village has been accused of being involved with drugs, the entire village is
condemned along with them, and is prevented from applying for citizenship.

The laws and procedures in the citizenship application process are often ineffective and
incompatible with the needs of ethnic highlanders, especially Lahu women. Lack of
understanding of citizenship law and the regulations governing legal status on the part of some
district level officials makes them loose confidence, so that they fail to carry out the processes
involved. This is in addition to the fact that the law in and of itself is complex and difficult to
understand. Work procedures and interpretation of the laws and regulations are thus often
incorrect, and those in power lack the confidence to make critical decisions, which also
contributes to tribal women’s stateless status.

This research has found that, both tribal society and Thai society, are patriarchal
societies - societies in which authority and interests are largely in the hands of men. This can
cause the creation of prejudice and discrimination based on gender and sexuality, in addition to
and combined with existing ethnic discrimination. Thus the elimination of ethnic or racial
prejudices alone will be insufficient to solve these problems, for it may result in the replacement
of racial discrimination with sexual and gender discrimination in the future. This will impacts no
less harshly for tribal women and their ability to live securely and sustainable within tribal
cultures and societies, or within Thai society and culture. Thus tribal leaders, the government,
government agencies, and non-government organizations working with tribal peoples must find
strategies to struggle for the elimination of discrimination based on gender and sexuality as well

as the elimination of discrimination based on ethnic difference.



