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Abstract  

 

Sama Dilaut are a marginalized, ethnic group in Malaysia and are known as seafaring nomads. The 

group is found in the whole Coral Triangle. Many groups around the world who share a history of 

nomadic origin, also face marginalization by society. One cannot help but wonder why these different 

groups face similar repercussions. 

 

In Malaysia, the Sama Dilaut are stateless and considered to be in the country illegally, despite the 

fact that the group has been documented to live in the area as far back as the 16th Century. The future 

prospects for the stateless children in the country due Malaysia’s statement to ratify UN Convention 

for the Rights of Children but not UN Convention for Stateless People. The NGO, PKPMM, Sabah 

provides formal schooling for marginalized children in the state of Sabah. It thus seems paradoxical 

that the state aims to provide educational opportunities, while at the same time attempting to arrest 

and deport members of the Sama Dilaut.   

 

This study is conducted as a deductive qualitative field study based on semi-structured interviews to 

collect empirical data. I traveled to Sabah, on Eastern Borneo in Malaysia, to visit PKPKM Sabah. 

The qualitative tradition of ethnomethodology provided my approach. Furthermore, the analysis is a 

thematic text analysis which is primary based on the explanations by Monica Dalen in the book In-

terview as Method (2011). 

 

The theory the Established and the Outsiders, and the Durable Inequality theory provided the base 

for this research. These two theories have been used as theoretical framework and analytical assis-

tance. With the awareness that the perspective of western sociology could become indistinct to apply 

globally. Yet, these two theories are most suitable. 

 

The inequality between, the two categories, Sama Dilaut and the majority society is a natural routine 

and is manifested in most social contacts them between. This also consolidates and legitimizes the 

situation and the various positions, the members from each category, are in. Furthermore, it is pre-

sented how this takes place over generations; individuals are replaced within the categories, but the 

categorical behavior consistent. The group of Sama Dilaut does not only deviates from the majority 

society but also lacks a strong cohesion within their own ethnic group (Elias & Scotson 1999:50-51), 

which can be applied to other marginalized groups who share a similar history of nomadic traditions. 

 

The organization, PKPKM Sabah, which has been working to legalize their operations, can now pro-

vide formal education for the underprivileged children of Sama Dilaut. At the same time, the policy 

pursued by the government towards illegal immigrants, deprives them of their educational rights, 

which are granted to them by Education for All. Despite the presence of the PKPKM schools and 

education centers, the children of Sama Dilaut have very little educational opportunities. 
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1. Introduction  

Marginalized groups with a similar history of nomadic origin are found in various parts of the world 

(Allerton 2014, Russel 2014, Brunt 2013, Tjernström 2007 and Fjellander 2006). The social reality 

of a community can look very different depending on the perspective. Groups who tend to stand 

outside the society unit, like children, may be easily forgotten (Trondman 2013 and Van Ausdale & 

Feagin 2001). This study examines why children with an ethnic affiliation to a group with nomadic 

history, face similar patterns of discrimination and exclusion from society. This is examined through 

the analysis one of these groups in particular. 

 

I have previously been involved in a project in a large South European city which focused its research 

on people with a nomadic history. Following their recognition of citizenship, the project studied the 

educational rights and opportunities of these people and compared them to the rest of society. This 

raised an interest in me to study the educational opportunities of a similar group whose citizenship 

had not yet been recognized. Such a group is found in South Asia: the Sama Dilaut. This is a group 

with the same history of nomadism whose marginalization, within a society, has been normalized. 

The practice of (continued) nomadism was seemingly forced upon the group in order for it to survive, 

due to the resistance by authorities to welcome the group into the social community (Agrawal & 

Saberwall 2004 and Söderberg 2013). Sama Dilaut is a precise example of these characteristics for 

the purpose of this thesis. Therefore, this examination consists of the social situation of children from 

Sama Dilaut, living in the state of Sabah, in the area of Eastern Borneo, Malaysia. 

 

The Sama Dilaut consists of people who historically have their origins at sea in the so called “Coral 

Triangle”, which lies between the islands of Borneo, Mindanao and Sulawesi (the nations Malaysia, 

Philippines and Indonesia) (Sather 1997, PKPKM Sabah). Sabah is an ethnically hierarchical society 

where, throughout time, the Sama Dilaut have received the lowest ranking (Brunt 2013:28). Today, 

the group consists of a marginalized and stateless people, in the forms of legal statelessness and the 

lack of proper documentation (Brunt 2013, Russell 2014:23). 

 

What are the prospects for stateless children that live within the borders of a country that has ratified 

the UN Convention for the Rights of Children but not the UN Convention for Stateless People? 

Within the Malaysian strategy to fulfill the EFA, the NGO assists the children with formal primary 

education which has been recognized by the Malaysian government and the Ministries of Education 
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in the state of Sabah. This means that formal schooling provided to children from marginalized 

groups, including children from Sama Dilaut. However, in practice, the situation appears very differ-

ent, considering the paradox between recognized schooling, in accordance with EFA-strategy, and 

the Malaysian legislation towards stateless children. Before traveling to Malaysia, I encountered little 

evidence to illustrate the great complexity of this issue. Stateless children feel torn between having 

access to education and the fear of attending school. It was therefore of great interest to study this in 

the field where this phenomenon has manifested itself. 

 

1.2 Purpose and Issue 

The purpose of examining the case of Sama Dilaut, which have similarities to other groups, is to 

approach an understanding of how and why groups with a history of nomadism are treated in similar 

ways. How can it be understood that groups with a history of nomadism are marginalized and tend 

not to be socially accepted by the social community? Moreover, the study will try and comprehend 

how this phenomenon affects the children. The study focuses on the situation for children within these 

groups and the educational consequences. This will be studied by examining the educational oppor-

tunities for children of the Sama Dilaut in Sabah.  

 

The research questions that this thesis relies on are as follows; 

 i. How, and why, are groups with a history of nomadism marginalized?  

 ii. How does this affect the children in relation to their educational opportunities?  

 

Examining marginalized children within a group with a history of nomadism, enables the results to 

be applied in other contexts as well, because experiences and structural appearances are similar be-

tween marginalized groups. People under the problematic situation of statelessness, also tend to face 

similar experiences (UNHCR 2011, Russel 2014:7). By presenting how groups with the same origin 

of nomadism are marginalized and how this affects children within these groups, it is hoped to shed 

additional light on the discussion. With my hope this subsequently will enable a bias when discussing 

handling procedures 

 

2. Literature Review 

 

2.1 Nomadism 

Nomadic people are often considered a nuisance by the state and readily associated with criminality 

(Russel 2014:6). Nomadism is often associated with poverty, vagrancy and criminality and is often a 

result of the political elite, since it is a way of living which does not fit into the modern state image 
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(ibid:6). Nomadic groups, or groups with a history of nomadism, are often discriminated against and 

are looked upon as a defiant group of wanderers with few ambitions and resistant attitudes to devel-

opment. Russel (ibid:7) argues that people who share the same history of nomadism, irrespective of 

heterogeneity, share similar experiences of marginalization. Consequently, when looking at groups 

with the same history of nomadism in a modern state, it appears to be the existing legislature that 

undermines their social, economic and political exclusion (Allerton 2014:7). 

 

Throughout history the nomadic lifestyle has often been forced upon these people via restrictions and 

legislations that specifically targeted certain groups (Agrawal & Saberwall 2004). An example can 

be found in Sweden, where Romani’s could not be registered since the Swedish state did not allow 

Romani people stay in one city for more than three days up until 1959 (Söderberg 2013:1). In addi-

tion, the absence of attachment is a primary argument for the state, to claim that the groups are reluc-

tant to adapt to the society (ibid).  

 

2.2 Sama Dilaut and Sabah 

Sabah is a complex area with an extensive ethnic hierarchy. It is important to understand that the local 

society is not a homogenous group, but one with various prevailing ethnicities (Brunt 2013:25). 

UNICEF estimated that in the year of 2011, approximately 44,000 stateless children lived in the state 

of Sabah, whereby the Sama Dilaut constituted a majority (UD MR 2013:16, Allerton 2014:3). EFA 

contains in the MDG in order to achieve UPE, which Malaysia has taken on. The strategy is to let 

NGO’s provide primary education for marginalized groups, but stateless street-children comprises a 

big part of that target group (UD, Russel 2014:19). 

 

It should be highlighted here that anyone who is not recognized as a Malaysian citizen are not con-

sidered legally stateless either. Regardless, these people are standing without recognized nationality 

to where they feel affiliation (Allerton 2014:3). For people who stand outside the legal community, 

the extent of marginalization and exclusion becomes a daily problem. Brunt (2013:9) argues that the 

situation of people living under these circumstances, without stable living conditions and proper doc-

umentation, is not fully understood. 

 

The autonomy designation for the seafaring people of Sulu Archipelago and Eastern Borneo is ’Sama 

Dilaut’, which is the term I will use in this context when referring to the group. Bajau Laut is also a 

commonly designated term for the group, and many earlier authors have embraced it. Yet the last 

mention, covers only sea-nomads of Eastern Borneo (Nimmo 2001:18). Therefore is the first men-
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tioned used throughout this thesis. Sama Dilaut is a subgroup of other Sama-speaking groups, how-

ever, Sama Dilaut is the most geographically diverse group, with the most recent history of sea no-

madism (Russel 2014:15) 

 

2.3 Groups with history of nomadic origin  

Although the definition of nomadism has been debated, a comprehensive interpretation includes a 

group that consists of indigenous people who frequently and seasonally travel from place to place. 

Their livelihoods are often based on the sale or exchange of goods and services, and often historically 

affiliated to herders, hunters, fishers etc. (Dyer 2003 and Kenny & Danaher 2009). Even though many 

argue that all nomadic groups tend to settle in one place, many members of nomadic groups find 

travelling from place to place to be a central part of their identity (Kenny & Danaher 2009). 

 

Previous researchers have documented ethnic groups who are currently living or have previously 

lived within a nomadic and/or semi-nomadic lifestyle. Parts of this research will be presented below: 

 

2.3.1 Romani 

There is a large range of documentation focused on the ethnic group of Romani, since they face 

insecurity in many parts of Europe. Southeastern Europe is most distinctive antiziganism (more com-

monly known as anti-gypsyism). The Roma community lives within ghetto-resembling areas which 

are excluded from the majority of society. The Roma community thus lives outside the legal system 

and without opportunities for development. Within these areas, Romani’s live without everyday sup-

plies, such as running water, electricity or citizenship. In 2004, Cederberg (2004:13) showed that in 

large parts of Europe, educational opportunities varied greatly depending on ethnic affiliation. In 

Spain for example, Romani children were treated very differently in school compared to ethnically 

Spanish children. Romani’s were put in special classes for mentally handicapped because of their 

Romani ethnicity.   

 

2.3.2 Tuareg 

The Tuareg in West Africa (between Mali and Algeria) are another example of a vulnerable group, 

but unlike many Romani’s, they live as desert nomads, or have a semi-nomadic lifestyle. Tjernström 

(2007:59) argues that the Tuareg do not live to migrate, but rather migrate in order to survive. 

Tjernström explains how the group has minimal possibilities to change their situation: ”They have no 

future” he says and exemplifies this by explaining that Tuareg parents leave away their children in 

order to give them an opportunity to go to school. But, in school it is not unusual that the Tuareg 

children get discriminated against and bullied because of their ethnicity. Furthermore, teachers have 
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come to expect bad results from the Tuareg-children and it is very difficult to illuminate such  marking 

Tjernström says. Additionally, it indicates how the rest of the population, the majority society, looks 

upon the Tuareg as an inconvenience, and perceive them as unwilling to fit into the rest of society 

(Tjernström 2007:60-61). 

 

2.3.3 Bedouins 

The situation for Bedouins in Lebanon provide another strong example of how an ethnic group is 

undermined by the state. To a great extent, the group is partly invisible: In the entire Middle East, 

Bedouins represents approximately 10 percent of the population. Bedouins are found between the 

Persian Gulf and the Atlantic Ocean and from the Turkish boarders all the way to Yemen. During the 

winter season, when the rainfall is the strongest, many Bedouins move further into the desert, while 

in the dryer summer season, many move towards water sources.   

 

Bedouins have been exposed to social discrimination in the majority of states where they are local-

ized. In 2006, Fjellander reported that the Israeli government spread herbicides from the air on the 

area where the Bedouins had settled in order to destroy their agricultural produce. Since the chemicals 

were released from the aircraft, they have spread without control affecting land, animals and humans. 

The Bedouins are seen as an inconvenience, often due to their settlement on land not accepted by the 

state or areas not recognized on the map. “The purpose is to confiscate land, to take as much as 

possible so as little as possible is left for us” said a member of the Bedouin community (Fjellander 

2006).  

 

In Sinai, the situation is similar, Bedouins have no legal rights to land meaning that they can be, and 

most often are, moved from areas where they settled to farm land. Bedouins are also often removed 

from where they have settled due to the expansion of tourism (Hammargren 2014). 

 

2.3.4 Sami 

Finally, I want to illustrate an example from my home country, Sweden, where the indigenous Sami 

lives. Sami live in an area under the generic name Sápmi, which consists of the Kola Peninsula in 

Russia, the most northern part of Finland, the northern cost of Norway and the hinterland in the north 

of Sweden. Historically, and to some extent even today, the Sami are a group of people consisting of 

reindeer herders (Svensk Information 2004:7). The countries including the area of Sápmi where the 

Sami live, have to some extent recognized some rights for the group. Nevertheless, the legal rights 

that are recognized are not statutory, which means that they can be changed, or even removed, at any 

time (ibid:8). 
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2.4 Ethic marginalization and Sama Dilaut 

 

Stereotypes are continuously maintained in Sabah, not least by the media (Brunt 2013:17). However, 

it is very typical for media outlets to sustain a negative image of a marginalized groups, which is a 

phenomenon that exists in many societies (Åhlund 1997). This, furthermore, creates an ideal picture, 

something Max Weber explains as an ideal type (Ritzer 2009:102). An ideal type does not have to 

conform to reality, instead it constructs an image based on what is desirable to convey about the 

specific character in question. Sama Dilaut is considered by the majority of society as dirty and are 

often accused for petty crimes (Russell 2014:18). Here it is imported to understand how ethnic iden-

tities are created. When creating ethnic entities, people belonging to a certain ethnicity are attributed 

characteristics, their actions are explained by their culture and, furthermore, the individual qualities 

disappear to be replaced by the groups given characteristics. The construction of ethnic entities sim-

plifies explanations why people act the way they do. The ethnicity enables a categorization of people 

where behavior is explained and even blamed on a persons culture. Everyday racism is embedded in 

a discourse of stereotypical norms and tends to distort social inequalities and societal problems to 

cultural and ethnic differences. 

 

Exclusion is often described based from ethnic aspects and is used to explain social inequalities and 

economic disparities in society. Ethnicity has thus become a way to maintain differences and attribute 

characteristics (Sernhede 2010:77). Sernhede argues that ethnicity is all about culture, religion, lan-

guage and tradition and that the maintenance of the differences between groups makes them consti-

tutive for a specific people. The characteristics are no longer aspects of a group’s identity or culture 

instead they become the group’s most significant features (ibid:89). Therefore identity between ethnic 

groups is often distinguished as “we” and “them” and by using ethnicity as a descriptive term of 

differences, it can easily lead to ”inclusion” and ”exclusion” (Ålund 2007:17).  

 

A concrete example of how the Sama Dilaut are objectified is how the group is described by tourist 

media. Brunt (2013:36) quotes Semporna Photography Tour website (2013) “very friendly and help-

ful, and good model too for photography with just some sweets”. On the website of North Borneo 

Safari and their Photography expedition on the 31st of October 2014, tourists are encouraged to take 

a picture of the ”unique sea-gypsy culture” and experience the ”simple life of the Bajau (Sama Di-

laut) seafarers who see themselves as non-aggressive people”. Despite these prejudices being posi-

tive, it contributes to the image of the ideal-type.  
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Sama Dilaut has been documented to exist in the area as far back as the 16th century (Clifton & Majors 

2011:717, Sather 1997:12) and in various political situations in Malaysia their status recognition has 

been discussed (Brunt 2013:36). However, this has often been postponed since the bad reputation of 

the group may result in the public reacting negatively in the coming elections. Citizenship has been 

problematic in Sabah for a long time. After independence from the British colonial rule 1963 Sama 

Dilaut was given no citizenship, even though they were legally eligible (Brunt 2013:13, 32-33). War-

ren (1980) explains that the majority of society in Sabah despises Sama Dilaut and exemplifies this 

with historical tales about the group. Furthermore, Warren (1980:230) indicates how members from 

Sama Dilaut internalize their given attributes and look upon themselves as the mainstream population. 

The complexity remains since the group still stands outside the legal system and it’s people are not 

recognized as Malaysian citizen, even though they have lived there for generations. Another paradox 

in this complexity, lies in the fact that the Sama Dilaut are becoming economically successful, gen-

erating much needed income for the area, while also being despised (Brunt 2013:38).  

 

It has been also been reported that Sama Dilaut girls are being sexually abused and children are often 

harassed from kids from the rest of society (Russell 2014:18). According to Van Ausdale (2001) 

children can understand social inequalities and take advantage of them to exclude other children ac-

cording to race and ethnic discrimination. The author explains that children at a very early age can 

identify race as well as ethnicity and subsequently act on these differentiations.  

 

Ethnicity will therefore be included in the system of asymmetric relation between social privileges 

and subordinated in the discussion of this thesis. The term ethnicity is something contextualized and 

the term is both difficult to define and widely debated. Nevertheless, Sernhede (2010:74) argues that 

the term has developed to describe not only the origin of an individual but also to indicate their social 

status, which will be taken into account in this thesis.  

 

2.5 Street Children 

It is not possible, in a global context, to constructs an average level of street children’s access to 

education in terms of rights, since there are major differences between cultural, socioeconomic sys-

tems and geographic preconditions (Siethoff & Fränkel 2007:10). However, in order to increase the 

reader’s understanding, this part of the paper intends to provide a general overview about the educa-

tional situation of street children.  
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The term ‘child’ is in many ways socially constructed and the concept differs between societies. The 

specific definition of the concept of being a child is found in the structural living conditions, which 

enable what the individual allow to have and what they get from society.  

 

Many children have to live on the street, simply because they have no other place to go to. Street 

children are socially excluded from the basic necessities of a modern day society and instead their 

daily life consists of exposure and vulnerability. The living conditions of street children are very 

harsh and effect their physical, psychosocial, cultural as well as economic development. One who has 

never been in that economic vulnerability can only try to understand how the lack of material re-

sources effect one’s mental wellbeing (UNICEF fact: Gatubarn). Street children are children to the 

age of 18 who live on the street as an essential part of their daily life. It includes children who work 

on the street but with a home to go to at night, children moving between homes, streets and institu-

tions, children living on the street periodically as well as children living on the street with or without 

their family. The latter will be the primary category affecting the street children in this thesis. Human 

trafficking and sexual exploitation of street children are common. There is no comprehensive research 

about the Sama Dilaut and their specific vulnerability, however prostitution and sexual exploitation 

of children are a common phenomenon in that sort of vulnerable situation (Allmänna Barnhuset 

2008:12 och UNICEF Fakta: Sexuell exploatering av barn). 

  

Children do not choose the circumstances which they are raised in but are nevertheless most usually 

the ones facing the greatest suffering for conditions beyond their control (Siethoff och Fränkel 

2014:10). Children are in big need of protection and security in order to be able to develop positively 

and children are far more sensitive to their physical environment than adults tend to be. Their social 

relations are largely negative and negative peer pressure can lead to abusive behavior and these con-

ditions are much more common among children (Sundelin, 1998, Det gäller livet). 

 

However, children with parents who are illegally in the country, or by any other reason are stateless, 

do not have access to governmental schooling. It is noteworthy here that this is contrary to Malaysia’s 

commitment to the UN convention of the rights of children (UD MR 2013:14). 

 

3. Theoretical Framework 

Although this paper is aware that utilizing a western sociological perspective for a case study in Ma-

laysia raises certain issues, I decided to use these two theories, because it could help establish concrete 

and defined terms for each group who are placed in the different categories The theories are; Elias 

(1999), the Established and the Outsiders, and Tilly (2000), Durable Inequality,  
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3.1 Explaining the theory  

 

3.1.1 Durable Inequality  

Charlies Tilly (2000) explains how inequality arises, maintained, reproduced over time and spread 

throughout the society. The theory about Durable Inequality is built upon the perception that there 

are asymmetric and unequal categories. These categories are in constant relation to each other but 

constantly in unequal positions, where one category is the superior and in power over the other. 

Meaning that the asymmetric categories are an organized form of inequality and that there are within 

the differences between the categories the most vital within durable inequality can be found.  

 

Most essential in this theory is how Tilly put focus on the consisting and deeply rooted inequality and 

clarifies this by describing how social relations are created and maintained (Tilly 2000:32). The the-

ory is sociologically interesting due to the collective perspective. Tilly explains if one put an individ-

ual perspective on inequality makes that every inequality gets its own unique explanation. Individual 

explanations cannot be generalized expect for the examined group and therefore is this theory of great 

relevance.  

 

The theory explains four interacting mechanisms that reinforces each other and maintains the cate-

gorical inequalities. There four mechanisms will here be explains;  

 

i. Exploitation means that a coherent group controls a certain valuable and labor-intensive re-

source and profit by exploit the labor of others. Meaning that the producers are being excluded 

and not to take part of what their work resulted in. It exists an unequal relation between the ex-

ploiters and the exploited.  

 

ii. Opportunity hoarding strengthens the individuals in the superior category, holding the position 

of power, to create and perpetuate inequalities. Meaning that throughout various networks one 

can benefit in different areas. Individuals from the superior category, similar to exploitation, pre-

vent individuals from the inferior category from gaining access to a certain resource.  

 

iii. Adaption is the mechanism making the situation bearable for the inferior category due to the 

normalization and routine in the position of the categories (Tilly 2000:21). The inequality be-

tween the categories is manifested within the norm i.e. the positions are something natural, 
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which both consolidates the situation and legitimizes the inequality.  

 

iv. The last mechanism is emulation or structural imitation, one could say. A specific system is 

simply being replicated and applied in other associations after already constructed patterns i.e. 

the unequal categories are transferred from one context to another. This means that the inequality 

consolidates into a growing number of areas.  

 

 

3.1.2 The Established and the Outsiders 

The theory about the Established and the Outsiders arose from the study in Winston Parva, a com-

munity in England, by Norbert Elias and John. L, Scotson (1999). The study is based on two main 

neighborhoods; an old area where native people live who have had their families in the community 

for generations, and a new neighborhood consisting of new residents who come to the area for labor 

of manufacturing jobs. It appears that the established group knows each other, is sharing scripts and 

has well-known local knowledge, which they are keeping from the newcomers.  

 

The study presents how there is a prevailing hierarchy of morality maintained by moral differentia-

tion.  The old residents put a high value in norms they built up together which become the core within 

their integration to one another. This is strongly anchored in the respect the established group has for 

their members and consider themselves to deserve from other (Elias & Scotson 1999:207).   

 

The value of moral is assessed due to the group’s power and integration in society. Therefore, the 

established group attributes themselves a high value of moral and a lower for the outsiders (Elias & 

Scotson 1999:11). One can explain this as a ranking in a hierarchy where the one with strongest 

establishment and integration in society are attributed the highest position and the less integrated one 

are the lower portion in the hierarchy one gets. The hierarchic order generates in a feeling of shame 

when one is placed low in ranking (ibid:18).   

 

3.2 Theoretical approach 

Malaysian and Sama Dilaut are example on asymmetric (unequal) categories. Considering the foreign 

situation, comparison to the research bias (chapter 3), as this paper deals the two chosen theories have 

assisted with already defined groups. This thesis will therefore concern two these two groups, and the 

theories presents already defined features for each group, which will be attributed to the two groups 

represented. 
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The first group consists of Malaysians but, will also be defined as the Established (Elias & Scotson 

1999) and the superior category, when discussing the asymmetric categories of society-members in 

Sabah (Tilly 2000). The research objective Sama Dilaut is this papers second group, also assigned 

the designation the Outsiders as well as the inferior category.  

 

In this paper the word hierarchy is used frequently, meaning that it ought to be more than two cate-

gories. However, this paper only considers two of these asymmetric category couples. There are also 

other undocumented people in Sabha, therefore is the division of categories not entirely complete due 

to groups who does not strictly fall under the categorical frame. Therefore, will the theses restrictions 

only consider people who are ethnically (or socially relevant) connected to Sama Dilaut be handled 

and examined. 

 

4. Methodology  

Aware that western terms may become indistinct to apply in a global perspective, and even more on 

this very complex situation for these children. Already before my trip to Malaysia I tried, as good as 

possible, to prepare to face this complexity. The choice of theory was also aimed as a mainstay in 

order to easier distinguish relevant data from all my impressions, in order to make it as easy as pos-

sible to keep me on track. At the same time, I noted as much as I could in direct relation to the chosen 

theory to not risk being too simplistic and miss out on useful data.  

 

4.1 Methodological framework 

Meaning to analyze how it appear that groups with history of nomadic origin tend to be marginalized 

around the globe in similar ways, independent of their different prospects, and identify how this affect 

the children in relation to educational opportunities. By approaching this phenomenon with the theory 

of Durable Inequality by Tilly I wish to comprehend how this phenomenon can be understood. In 

order to answer the objectives in a suitable way the chosen method for this is a qualitative field study 

and implements a thematic text analysis (Bryman 2011:528 & Esaiasson. et al. 2012). The qualitative 

tradition of ethnomethodology provided my approach. Ethnomethodology is a phenomenologically 

inspired methodology that has the interest in the everyday reality of life, where human’s perceptions 

and experiences are central (Tholander:4).   
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4.2 Research design 

Monica Dalen presents qualitative research as (2007:11, My independent translation)  

 

” Qualitative research is to reach an insight about a phenomenon which considers 

people and situations in these people’s social reality” 

  

This thesis is conducted as an inductive qualitative field study based on semi-structured interviews to 

collect empirical data to answer the research objective (Becker 2008:135). Induction means how one 

draws conclusions from experiences, meaning that one gathers information thereafter analyzes it in 

order to there through conclude one’s result (Bryman 2011:28). This is further analyzed with a the-

matic text analysis; which primary is based on the explanations of Monica Dalen in the book Interview 

as method from 2011.  

 

Dalen (2007) also highlights how people tend to adapt a certain situation in life due to what is within 

reach and build appropriate expectations. The concept Lifeworld is constructed by Dalen (ibid) which 

often is used in context. Lifeworld mean the experiences of everyday life and how a person relates to 

the reality one live in, from one owns point of view. The concept of lifeworld will be applied directly 

linked to this definition in this thesis. To get in contact with people’s lifeworld’s the qualitative ap-

proach in form of interviews was most suitable. By being on the field also gave an optimal insight to 

the complex historical situation of Sama Dilaut.   

 

4.3.1 Method 

I traveled to Lahad Datu in Sabah, on Eastern Borneo in Malaysia, to visit the NGO; Society for 

Education of underprivileged Children in Sabah (PKPKM Sabah). PKPKM provides schooling for 

unprivileged children in an amount of schools around Sabah. By contact with the organization and 

friends I accessed the field. First and foremost a relation to the informants was desired, mostly for the 

participants to feel as comfortable and relaxed as possible. Therefore, several occasions of informal 

meetings with each interviewee were held before the actual interview. Primary interviews were held 

with grown-ups from the Sama Dilaut community who contributed with first hand experiences. How-

ever, at the same time as it is difficult to get in contact with people who live outside the society, the 

experiences in a great extent looked similar. Therefore, secondarily I turned to people who in one 

way or another work with this group on daily bases. In addition, members of the majority society 

were also interviewed. These interviews contributed with another perspective on the situation with 

first hand description about the ”social” opinion towards the Sama Dilaut.  
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A semi-structured interview-guide was designed based on a few questions desired for the interview-

ees to bring up. Simultaneously, this gave the opportunity for the interviewees to talk in a more nar-

rative form where I could respond with follow-up questions about the topics I thought to be of more 

relevance to talk further about (Bryman 2008:206). A semi-structures approach gives the researcher 

the opportunity to change questions and customize the conversation depending on each interview 

(ibid:415). All interviews took place in Lahad Datu and the Islands of Semporna in Sabah of Eastern 

Borneo and were approximately 1-1,5h. Nine interviews was conducted with ten interviewees, mix 

with members from Sama Dilaut, the majority society and staff from PKPKM. After holding these 

interviews and observed, whilst living in the state of Sabah for a month, the responds and answers 

repeated themselves in such way that empirical data could be considered enough. 

  

I used an interpreter as help for the interviews who were held in bahasa Malay, while the rest of the 

interviews were held in English and one in my native language, Swedish. The interpreter was of great 

importance in many ways not only because the developed friendship between us, made us comforta-

ble with each other. But not least, his knowledge about both Scandinavian and Malaysian culture 

further helped over bridge both social as well as cultural barriers (Dalen 2007:35), this also decreased 

the risk of a large interview-effect (Essaiasson, 2010:267). All interviews were recorded and thereaf-

ter transcribed, this in order for me to give the interviewees my full attention during the conversation. 

During all interviews I only wrote down notes for later, to remember what my inner response was to 

some specific answers. I also drew the conclusion that it is a higher risk for misinterpretations while 

interviewing in other languages than mother tongue therefore an interpreter and recording would de-

crease the risk of this to happen.  

 

The interviews were preformed face-to-face and Dalen (2007:39, 67) argues for meeting the inter-

viewees in person. The access one gets to eye contact, body language and facial expressions invalu-

able. Dalen emphasizes further positive aspects by recording the interviews instead of note everything 

down, due to the chance of making the interviewee feel it necessary to compress the answers. The 

chance to rush the interviewee was reduced when recording instead. Furthermore, by recording the 

interviews made the conversation more fluent and I was able to respond with adequate follow-up 

questions regarding the non-verbal communication us between. However, there are disadvantages by 

recording as well, some people dislike to be recorded and it may result in limited answers (Dalen 

2007:41). Regardless, in my case did the positive outweigh the negative aspects. The biggest contrib-

utor to my thesis was the relation I was able to create with the interviewees before interviewing them. 

The interviewees were all informed about the reasons why I wanted to record the conversation which 
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possible affected the interviewee’s attitude. It took only a short while into each occasion for the in-

terviewees to act casual and not pay any attention towards the recording.  

 

 

4.3.2 Presentation of interviews  

When presenting the empirical data from the interviews, under Findings (chapter 5), will they be 

categorized into three groups; X, Y and Z. These groups will each represent Sama Dilaut, members 

from the majority society i.e. Malaysians and staff within PKPKM. 

 

X. Sama Dilaut, Outsiders, inferior category 

Y. Malaysian citizens, members from the majority society, the Established, the superior category 

Z. Staff within PKPKM  

 

The importance is not the age, gender nor the name of the interviewees I decided to categorize the 

interviewees into these three groups. In order to identify each individual every interviewee also was 

attributed with a number. Example of how this can look like is as following; 

 X1, a member from the Sama Dilaut community furthermore is Z9 a staff member from PKPKM.  

 

4.4 Limitations and Delimitations 

 Delimitations concerns the deliberate choses a researcher do to limit the study. On the contrary are 

limitations when the study is not able to comprehend an understanding of a certain kind, due to a 

chosen method approach not fitting to the specific phenomenon. Lack of time and limited finances 

confined the interviews into two cities (Bryman 2008:88). The cities were chosen because of the 

presence of PKPKM schools and it was there I had contacts assisted as gatekeepers (Dalen 2007:37) 

 

 

4.5 Reliability and validity  

This thesis concerns the children of Sama Dilaut, on the contrary it is not based on the feelings, 

thoughts, experiences or descriptions of the children. The results will not be representable for all 

members of Sama Dilaut, since opinions and experiences of various individuals may differ. As well, 

Sama Dilaut is a geographic diverse people and the study can only point at the communities in Lahad 

Datu and Semporna where the interviews were held. However, the external elements, social circum-

stances and insecure living conditions are the same, more or less, from what I experienced during my 

travels. It cannot be excluded that even if my study is limited it covers a wider scope, than the two 

communities where this study have interviewees from. It would have been of great interest and given 
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more reliability to the results if it had been possible to conduct more interviews with people in Sabah, 

outside of Lahad Datu and Semporna. 

 

Reliability and validity in qualitative research is different to quantitative research since these are 

terms related to measurement, however, in qualitative research the results evaluate in reliability and 

validity as well. Reliability means to establish credibility as a researcher. Validity means to try in a 

fair way to give a justice representation about the interviewee’s responses (Bryman 2011). Intern 

validity means rigorous and consistent methodology approach. From the study one can afterwards see 

if there is a high versus low internal validity. This can be achieved by putting the material and terms 

in relation to each other to see if it is relevant according to the study. In this thesis are much within 

the findings consistent with the theories, however this does not make them automatically internally 

valid. Extern validity means that the result in a high extent will be able to generalize in to other social 

environments (Bryman, 2011:152). Even though this study was as limited as it was to Lahad Datu 

and Semporna in Sabah I consider my result to have high extern validity due to the similarities found 

in other studied groups with the same history of nomadism. Extern reliability is about the result being 

the same with repeated studies independent of who performs the study. Processes, people and opin-

ions are constantly changing, on the other hand are the change of social reform and norms slow. If 

another researcher would investigate the same topic with the same aim the result would most probably 

be in a general the same. 

 

4.6 Analytical method  

A thematic analysis method was used which means a Framework as an approach to organize the data 

was used. Bryman (2011) presents the importance of searching after similarities and differences 

where the interviewees speaks of the same subjects, and highlights that it is essential to reflect on 

what the interviewee may not speak about. Bryman (2011) also highlights the importance of using 

theory related material as a base for the themes in order to easier organize the analysis.  

 

After the transcription the material was re-read some couple of times to thereafter see some elements 

and topics appeared more often. Then the interviews were categorized into themes of the most similar 

topics between the interviews. Thereafter, were the similarities and differences organized into how 

the interviewee responded about the same topics. First an index was created of the most central ele-

ments, as well as sub-elements. These elements appeared after careful reading of the transcribed ma-

terial. The themes could thereafter be analyzed in relation to each other, to previous research and the 

theory of Durable Inequality. By re-reading the data and reorganize the findings relevant empirical 
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data could be sorted out. Furthermore, this means that all data is not presented, however the empirical 

data has been selected in order to generalize each group. 

 

 

4.7 Ethics 

The ethical principles towards the research objective and interviewees have been handled in accord-

ance to the Swedish law (2003:460 my independent translation): 

 

”About Ethical Review of Research Involving Humans; the Ethical Review Act. The 

purpose with this law is to protect the single human and to respect the value of human 

rights within research” (Gustafsson mfl:20). 

 

Everyone involved in this research have been informed about my purpose of visiting Sabah, the re-

search issue and within what context this paper was about to be presented. It was therefore of im-

portance to keep the interviewees in charge over their own participation. They were all informed   and 

accepted that it was okay to discontinue at any time and answer the questions to the extent they feel 

comfortable, in exchange they shared their stories truthfully. Several contacts chose to not participate 

in the actual interview and are therefore considered not valid information to use. Information about 

all interviewees has been handled with the highest degree of confidentiality (Bryman 2008:132). 

 

 

3.8 Research Bias  

The interest in children’s rights has accompanied me as long as I can remember. Within previous 

papers I have taken an interest in marginalized children within an ethnicity having history of nomadic 

origin. Previous research has dealt with the topic of discrimination of nomadic people, indigenous 

communities and ethnic differentiation, providing a basic grasp. It is not without reason that I had 

some sort of pre-understanding before entering the field. This can be related to what Gilje and Grimen 

(2007:175-177) presents as the problem of double hermeneutic. That previous researcher has pre-

sented information which I built my perception on.  

 

”Good qualitative research contains comment by the researchers about how their interpreta-

tion of the findings is shaped by their background, such as gender, culture, history, and soci-

oeconomic origin.” (Creswell 2014:202)  
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I am born in a wealthy Western socio-economic country and raised in a stabile home environment. 

Sweden is relatively advanced developed in the work against ethnic discrimination, even though it is 

found in Sweden, as in any other part of Europe. However, there is no official hierarchy, example; 

there are legislations against ethnic differentiation and discrimination.  

 

Approaching this phenomenon is to comprehend this it to the fullest, on the other hand considering 

my background it is probably nothing I completely can take on. As in any other qualitative research 

has the individual background of the researcher and epistemological assumptions, to some extent, 

affected the analysis. Regardless, this study has been performed along with what is expected of the 

researcher within academic research. The reason why the researcher’s bias is here presented is in 

order to give the reader a chance to evaluate the analysis with my origin in mind. Irrespectively, this 

has not, under any circumstances, changed my approach towards responsible research. 

 

 

5. Findings 

 

5.1 PKPKM Sabah 

PKPKM is registered as a society, tuition centers which have formed a committee together with local 

committee members, in order to get PKPKM running legally. Now it works as a formal education 

institution. So, the organization and the school are legalized. By questing schooling for Sama Dilaut 

children it is a question of providing education for unprivileged children and undocumented children, 

which in itself is not legalized. What PKPKM is doing is in a gray zone area. 

 

”EFA policy is because Education by the UN has to be available for everyone otherwise 

Malaysia is failing the MDG.. but on the other hand there is no metro license in it.. well there 

is a specific reason in Sabah actually because there is resistance to provide anything at all 

for the illegal immigrants. and the Bajau Laut (Sama Dilaut) they have been so unlucky that 

they have ended up in this.. they are formally seen as illegal immigrants, even though they 

have never emigrated from any other country, they just inconvenient been places in this sit-

uation. They are undocumented and have no legal rights.. So it is political interference when 

it comes to give education to children in Sabah” - Z7.  

 

There are other unprivileged groups in Sabah that PKPKM also focuses on. However, we now see 

that the specific threat of being arrested and deported is directly addressed towards the Sama Dilaut 

group i.e. the group with nomadic history. 
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”There are surly a lot of insecurity and fear. We have seen it especially in Lahad Datu where 

the whole community completely stopped to send their children to school one day a few 

months ago. Before that they did send their children to school, every day. Someone was walk-

ing them to and back from school. It is though very different from the sulu children who are 

also facing some insecurity, but they (the adults) do make sure that their children go to 

school” - Z7. 

 

5.2 Schooling 

 

”They don’t want to go to school. They simply don’t care about school” - Y4.  

 

By reading previous studies about the group of Sama Dilaut one understands that they live outside 

the society, i.e. outside the legal society unit. However, throughout the interviews I came in contact 

with the more physical vulnerability that the children are living in. One parent of the Sama Dilaut 

community said: 

 

”The police arrest children and they are treated the same as the adults. I am afraid of bringing 

them to the school because of the risk of me being arrested when they are there or that the 

kids would be taken.. so right now it is too much of a risk to take them to school.”  

- X1. 

 

Another parent told about how the whole family, except for two children out of seven, had been 

arrested. The family spent four months in detention in a prison-like building, as all interviewees called 

´the Red House´. Two of the children got sick to the extent that they were both close to die before the 

guards in the Red House agreed to take them to hospital, where they got medical care. The family 

spent thereafter two months trying to survive in the Philippines, where they had been deported, until 

they were able to bring themselves back to the rest of their family. Not only were the children who 

got arrested being prevented from attending school, but also the children who were being left behind. 

In this case the two children who were separated from their family were helped by the rest of the 

Sama Dilaut community. The father in the family said: 

 

”As far as I know 14 people died in the Red House. To my knowledge. Because.. well simply 

we were not given enough food. Sometimes you could take as best three bites and then the 
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meal was over. The people who died were the ones who were weaker, they were either a little 

older or.. children” - X2.  

 

This quote demonstrates the tough conditions waiting for them during detention, the fact of being 

arrested was brought up continuously in every interview. 

 

By preventing the children from attending school the children's connection with other ethnic groups 

at PKPKM, is clipped of, which is the only visible connection to the rest of the society, an adult 

within Sama Dilaut said:  

 

”We do not have any contact with the others. The others are told to stay away from us be-

cause we are bad people, criminals or what they think.. So, I would say that we do not have 

any relations to the non- bajau laut community. Well, except for the children in school of 

course” - X1. 

 

The Sama Dilaut community catches fish which they sell at the market. I asked about the interaction 

with the ones who come to buy their fish and how it looks like. The interviewee told me that the only 

ones buying their fish are the ´bajau´. Bajau is another ethnic group within Sabah who also has an 

origin in sea-dwelling nomadic culture, however, historically the bajau did much earlier move away 

from that way of living. The bajau has somewhat settled and have lived in Sabah a long period of 

time. They have built houses at the riverside, have documentations to be legally in the area and have 

become to be socially accepted, even though they are low on the ethic hierarchy. The bajau keep their 

distance to the Sama Dilaut in other situations, but the group is the only one coming to buy their fish.  

 

The extreme sensitivity, towards everything that possibly can threat one’s own place in the social 

hierarchy, do Elias (1999:208) mean as very usual in societies characterized by a status hierarchy, 

socially mobile society. Further, Elias explains how the established, within his study in Winston 

Parva, carried the feeling how any interaction with the outsiders would drag them down to a lower 

status level. Every group above Sama Dilaut in the ethnic hierarchy-status keeps their distance to 

them. One can see an obvious ignorance from the established, the majority society, towards the out-

siders, Sama Dilaut. In conversations with members from the established group they all expressed 

their lack of interest in the outsider group’s situation ”You don’t care very much about them you just 

do not want them near”.  
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”You know they are good swimmers.. So, people go down there to throw in coins in the water. 

And even the four year olds can swim down and get the coins. They just swim down and get 

the money people throw in. It’s funny!” - Y6. 

 

This exemplifies how the established group objectifies the outsiders based on their ethnicity and the 

quote above does somewhat indicate the lack of respect for the members of the outsider group. It also 

shows how specific features characterize the outsiders by their ethnicity, in this case that they   are 

good swimmers. Even if, as in this case, the interviewee explains the phenomenon of Sama Dilaut 

swimming to get coins that others throw in as something to admire, both the act to throw the coins 

and to tell about it as such, dehumanizes the individual which actually is talked about. The behavior 

of the majority society is justified by normalizing the admiration that the group is capable of anything 

(Tilly 2000:76), even swim down and catch what people throw in for them to get. It adds additional 

substance since the members from the established group uses terms as ”we”- and ”them” to explain 

the differences between the groups, and to explain it as something natural. 

 

At PKPKM-social medias one can read how the sanitary conditions in a refugee camp in Syria are 

healthier than at the Riverbank in Lahad Datu, where Sama Dilaut lives. Maybe it is something to 

that argument due to the people who works at a refugee, workers who are trying to make the living 

conditions there as good as possible. In Sabah on the other hand, it not temporarily but constant and 

there are no people working to make it better, in fact most people keep their distance from it.  

 

”Down at the Riverbank live the Sama Dilaut where there is actually nothing at all. 

They live directly on the street.. where it in fact looks like a garbage dump it’s just 

garbage everywhere and there are really bad hygiene conditions down there. They 

perform their bodily needs at the waterfront practically where they sleep..” - Z8. 

 

The first thing I faced while arriving in Lahad Datu were the fact that children lived on the street. 

Children and families who sleep on a paper bags on the sidewalk, with no prerequisites for hygiene. 

They live in absolute poverty, which was particularly clear since just before my arrival a child died 

of malnutrition, interviewees told me. While spending time in the community and talking about them 

everyday life I soon understood those days was to get enough food to survive it, everything around 

did not really matter as long as enough food to survive was gotten. 
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”.. and we got to know of the grownups that a child had died the same day”…”and 

we were informed that the boy had died because he hadn’t got enough food, so he 

died of malnutrition” - Z8. 

 

When seeing children next to me sniffing glue I had it explain to me that it is very common by the 

Sama Dilaut children. It is simply because of hunger and the ache it entails. Sniffing glue is an easy 

fix to still the pain that appears when the body does not get enough food. Since it is way cheaper than 

food the children can go together and buy one can to share. This has also been misunderstood or 

differently analyzed by members from the established group who said.. ”they do not want to go to 

school they are just standing there sniffing glue”.. - Y5. 

 

The volunteer said: ”they try to survive by any means necessary” (- Z9) means beyond the first 

apparent. I was told how one can see children coming up to apartments with adults.  The volunteer 

answered to this ”if you just look around and that is what you are looking for I do not believe it would 

be very hard to see” (- Z9). A second hand story told me how one can be offered to buy girls at any 

age, or children if one preferred, and one can be assured it is risk-free since the people are only Sama 

Dilaut. This was something never happening to me during my visit in Sabah, however I believe me 

not to be the in the target group for such business. I am blond, female and in my early twenties. 

However, all male interviewees and their male friends, in addition to the body of research, had been 

offered this.  

 

”That they could fix him up or any friend up with a girl, at any age he wanted. Chil-

dren if he preferred that. Its wouldn't be any problem because it’s just Bajau Laut 

(Sama Dilaut)” - Z9.  

 

This demonstrates how vulnerable these children are and how the black market can take advantage 

of it since they are standing outside the legal society unit, and are simply left out of any legal support. 

Another example of this is when an interviewee told about the 13-year-old Sama Dilaut girl who was 

raped by two local men: 

 

”You should just accept that these things can happen to you. If you get raped. You 

do not do anything, because if you do you put the whole community at risk, which 

happened in this case, all the 25 families had to move away to another island”  

- Z7. 

 



 

  28 

While being in Sabah there were multiple times where one event could be looked upon in various 

perspectives. One news-report where example of this; mothers who have made their way to Kuala 

Lumpur in order to deliver their babies and when they are coming out from the hospital they get 

arrested. This news report included an undercover film from the detention where one could see how 

some women are by themselves, where others are chained together ”..like they were dangerous.. and 

around them there are children running around” (- Z8) said the intern at PKPKM. When such things 

are on the news, how children in early age spend time with adults in detention, one can question what 

this image creates for the ones watching the news to look upon them? At the same time one can 

understand the image media creates for the majority society by showing women chained together as 

if they were dangerous. Media play a vital part in the maintenance of the characteristics that the ideal 

image includes in the ethnic entities of Sama Dilaut. 

 

”it used to be like this that the Bajau Laut (Sama Dilaut) could get arrested if they 

were in the wrong place at the wrong time but whats worrying us now is that even 

though they are in the right place at the right time and they ´know´ their place they 

are still getting arrested” - Z7.  

 

The fact that the society, generations after each other, preserve how something has always has been. 

This is something we can recognize from the literature review from previous research of similar 

groups (chapter 2).  

 

5.3 The Established and the Outsiders 

Outsiders in this study have great of similarities to the group in zone three in the study of Winston 

Parva (Elias & Scotson 1999). This group is undermined because of their ethnic affiliation, thereby 

all individuals within the group are treated the same. Tilly (2000:30) say that the categories of durable 

inequality can be divided because of practically anything, by gender, class and as in this case ethnic-

ity. These elements are often linked together however; this paper has focused on ethnicity as the most 

fundamental.  

 

They are looked upon as different, filthy and non-belonging. The members of this group are not taken 

seriously of the majority society and it is decided by the majority society that the outsiders do not 

have the same view of the world as us. A ”we-ideal” creates where the outsiders are not welcomed. 

The outsiders are assigned a very low value of moral in what is considered a lack of moral behavior. 

Even though it exists a hierarchy, where the outsiders have the lowest rang, everyone above the bot-

tom take their distance from the outsiders.  
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”All of them are different from us” … ” especially their cloths.. They just take on 

anything and go to down town. Everything fit. Noo problem. Everything that you can 

take on fits.” - 6.  

 

It creates an ideal image of the outsiders constructed based on what one wants to explain about the 

group rather than an explanation of reality. It creates ethnic entities and the outsiders are attributed 

certain characteristics based on their ethnicity and the individual behind the ideal image disappears. 

What I mean is that individuals stops being individuals and instead they become ethnic subjects. The 

construction of ethnic entities simplifies explanations to why people act the way they do but ethnicity 

enable a categorization of people where behavior is explained by their culture. Such as in previous 

quote where the interviewee does not reflect over the outsider’s way of dress connected to their social 

or economic vulnerability. Stereotypical norms such as this tend to make social inequalities to cultural 

differences.  

 

Within the term Established much has already been attributed by the original theory. The Established 

attribute their own group a higher value of moral because their high value of moral behavior is in line 

with the social norms. Many members of The Established share similar background and many have 

been raised and lived in the area of Sabah for generations. The Established share the same values 

about religion, social duties and cultural perspective. The Established lives according to an accepted 

way of living within and by their place in the status hierarchy.   

 

It has been put in system to keep the inferior category outside and unaware of accurate norms and 

current scripts (Tilly 2000:66). Norms, scripts and approaches towards one’s external environment 

are relational i.e. they are expected based on the relation that one has with the one interacting with. 

Tilly (2000:68-69) explains how there are certain scripts within norms, one maybe is supposed to do 

wrong and learn how to make it rights and relates to the scripts that there are for making that specific 

mistake. Therefore, rituals and scripts are being reconstructed all the time within the social interaction 

with others. Meaning, that if somebody is following the norms and rituals to the letter it would, rather 

than being completely rights as one may first think, instead be a problem.  

 

”They also differ from us for example their clothing, how they behave, what they do, 

their culture, their religion. They are not real Muslims ether. It’s everything. Every-

thing is just different” ……. ”They catch fish and sell it in order to get money. It is 

in their blood. It’s in their blood to live that way” - Y4.  
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Tilly (2000:69-70) emphasizes that script and norms has to be in interaction with local knowledge to 

function. The superior category is keeping an organizationally advantage and systematically are keep-

ing the undermined group without the local knowledge. This can be exemplified with the converting 

to the Islamic faith that the whole community of Sama Dilaut has done due to their settlement in 

Sabah. This is the right thing to do, they believe, according to seemingly norms. However, it is not 

satisfying for the established group.  

 

”Like I said, they are not real Muslims. Most of them I would say do not have a God 

also. hm.. you know they do not pray” - Y4. 

 

One explains and justifies a certain behavior throughout the solidarity that has been built up within 

the superior category (ibid:76). 

 

”It is hard to explain. I don’t… maybe, for example if there would be a Bajau Laut 

(Sama Dilaut) buying things in the store they are in the back. You know you serve 

the other people first. hehe you know you would treat the others differently, and take 

care of them.. hehe first. Before the Bajau laut I mean.. sort of stuff like that”  

- Y3. 

 

There is no reason to not treat the visitors in the store with an orderly que-system, as the rest of the 

visitors are treated, but the behavior to let the members of Sama Dilaut wait until last is just how you 

do it. This quote is from a member from the majority society who lives on one of the islands of 

Semporna, which family owns the only store on the island. 

 

The island is not very big, however, the interviewee explains how the island is divided into two parts, 

and the Sama Dilaut community is on the other side separated from the majority society. They live 

”over there”, and they keep to their side of the island; a small community on the backside of island  

surrounded by a fence.  

 

”They stay in their village and we stay here. And, they would not be interested to go 

here (outside of their community)”…  ”Well, sometimes. Sometimes they come here 

to buy thing from my store. Then I talk to them” - Y3. 
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A typical example of how opinion normalizes due to the answer ”because it is just like that” or ”it 

has always been like this”. Tilly (2000:19) explains this by institutionalization of categories i.e. the 

superior of the categorical couples put an organizational superiority against the inferiors in a structural 

stigmatization (Elis & Scotson 1999). This organizational stigmatization depends on organizational, 

relational, and communal processes Tilly (2000:34) says.  

 

”They (the parents) do not interact with them.”- Y5.  

 

”Never.. they do not like the bajau laut. Just don’t, you know. They don’t have any documents they 

are not supposed to be there. They can just not go together” - Y6. 

 

6. Conclusion remarks  

The paradox between providing unprivileged children schooling, where stateless children from Sama 

Dilaut are included, at the same time as there is elimination of illegal immigrant, as they are also seen 

as by the government. The different legislative policy actions counteract each other in a complexity 

far beyond the control of the children themselves. This is resulting in a gray area to which PKPKM 

Sabah irrespectively has taken on and works within. However, the bottom line though is that the 

legislation results in limited educational opportunities for the Sama Dilaut children. Therefore, it is 

only fair to say that the children of Sama Dilaut have poor if non educational opportunities, despite 

the presence of PKPKM schools and educational centers.  

 

As said, this is a global issue due to the similarities of occurrences between the livelihood of these 

groups; marginalized groups with history of nomadic origin. It can be seen in interviews with mem-

bers from the majority society, members that have been living in the area for generations, when talk-

ing about the earlier generation and their perception of Sama Dilaut. Succinctly, the perception is 

limited since they have never socialized.  

 

This paper has shown that recurrent features of other marginalized groups with history of nomadic 

origin look very similar to the conditions of the group of Sama Dilaut in Sabah. Furthermore, the 

group does not only deviate from the majority society but also lacks a strong cohesion within the 

group, which most likely can be applied to other marginalized groups with history of nomadism due 

to the numerous of similar features. 

 

The organization, PKPKM Sabah, which has been working to legalize their operations can now pro-

vide formal education for the unprivileged children of Sama Dilaut. At the same time the policy 
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pursued by the government towards illegal immigrants, whom the children of Sama Dilaut are seemed 

to be due to their stateless nature, deprives them of their educational rights, which they are eligible to 

by the EFA. Despite the presence of the PKPKM school and educational centers the children of Sama 

Dilaut in their stateless position have ether very poor or close to no educational opportunities. 

 

7. Reflection 

What should be highlighted from the conclusive section is how the cultural frame interact with the 

legal one and how those interact to create discrimination Based on this paper one can infer that they 

reinforces each other. This will be further reflected about in this chapter.   

  

7.1 Ethnic groups with nomadic origin  

What can be understood from the conclusion drawn? Can we now understand that groups with history 

of nomadic origin are marginalized and are constantly standing in an inferior position within catego-

ries? As presented throughout the paper by the study objective Sama Dilaut, in the state of Sabah, the 

categorization is within a system of trustworthy relations. Meaning, that the superior category con-

siders that the inferior lack adaptability (Tilly 2000:24). Exploitation and opportunity hoarding in-

corporates the categorical inequality as emulation and adaptation generalizes its influence.  

 

Individuals on each side of the categorical boarder are acting like the situation them between is nat-

ural. Sama Dilaut keeps to their place, reserved to which stores they can go to or areas they may be 

in. Example of this is; when the woman, who owns the only store on one of the islands of Semporna, 

tells about how one prioritizes other customers before members from the Sama Dilaut community. 

The inequality seems to be a routine and is manifested in most contacts, this consolidates and legiti-

mizes the situation. Furthermore, it is presented how this consists over generations; individuals are 

replaced within the categories, but the categorical behavior consists.  

 

Categorical inequality is important since it seems to be altogether indefensible and is most effective 

when it is embedded in a hierarchical organization. Everyone keeps their distance to the Sama Dilaut 

community, no matter if they also are low in rang in the ethnic hierarchy do everyone above the 

lowest do the same, even on those very small islands. Opportunity hoarding is too presented by Tilly, 

found in the study objective. The inferior of the categories, the outsiders, are excluded from certain 

opportunities- and the superior of the categories, the established, through their various networks can 

benefit in a variety of areas. The most obvious of this are schooling opportunities, but, this will be 

discussed further along in the conclusions.  
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However, if we leave how this phenomenon appears to instead put focus on why the phenomenon 

appears. Previous research has shown how nomadic livelihood is considered as socially problematic. 

It is looked upon as a way of living not suitable to the modern western-society lifestyle. The fact that 

the group has been put into an inferior position within this asymmetric categorization can be under-

stood by that the group deviates (Elias & Scotson 1999). This takes expression in several ways 

throughout durable inequality. Elias presents how this can show with minor symbolic expressions 

and tone of voice. Or, more accurately by statements about an individual or a group lower ranking.  

 

The study in Winston Parva presents how the outsiders consist of new arrivals in the town while the 

established consists of members having previous generations in the very same area. The established 

have a strong integration due to the trustful relations that has been built up from earlier generations 

that have been living in the town. Unlike, do the outsiders not possess cohesion similar as a group 

since they are newly arrived families living in the newly built area. Similar is the situation in Sabah. 

The established group, Malaysians who have lived in Sabah for generations, have built up a strong 

cohesion consisting of solidarity and norms. On the other hand, does Sama Dilaut have a recent his-

tory of sea-dwelling. At sea they have lived- and traveled together in pares of two to four families 

(Nimmo 2001). The families at sea have not had any prolonged relations with neither the majority 

society nor other Sama Dilaut families, since they have lived geographically diverse due to that they 

fed out of the area they lived on. Hence, the fishing water has been divided between the families. 

Recently have they settled close to the majority society, but still on various places around Sabah, as 

on the islands of Semporna and at the river bank in Lahad Datu etc.  

 

7.2 Complex situation for the children 

What one can understand is that this is a paradoxical situation that the children have been put into, 

beyond the control of the children themselves. The different legislative policy actions counteract each 

other into a complexity which is difficult for anyone not living within it to understand.  

 

Through observations and interviews I was able to determine that the children within Sama Dilaut 

live in extremely impoverished conditions. Structural and recurrent features for groups of street chil-

dren were such that they are vulnerable to diseases, drug abuse, criminality and prostitution as well 

as state violence. These features have been found in the living conditions of the street children of 

Sama Dilaut too. I have been in contact with sick children and families who have lost children from 

malnutrition. Furthermore, the black market exploiting the children for sexual purposes has emerged, 

even if to a small extent.  
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8. Discussion  

The conclusions that have been drawn from this study have generated new questions. Since there are 

many similarities between the ethnic groups with history of nomadism it would be interesting to 

investigate what tends to differentiate them from each other? What similarities and differences are 

there in relation to integration into various societies? What specific similarities or differences are 

there between the groups that are more integrated compared to those groups that are less?  

 

Hopefully this thesis has contributed to a discussion about prejudices and the critical work towards 

societal norms. Since I argue that these conclusions can be applied to other groups then perhaps they 

can also be applied to other contexts or as a complement to the discussion about street children with 

ethnicity that have a history of nomadism.  

 

At the beginning of this thesis I presented how a qualitative approach was considered most suitable 

in relation to the questions asked. This has been confirmed continuously throughout this process. 

However, I do believe that some quantitative methods would have been valuable while comparing 

other groups. The fact that this course is limited to only eight weeks has meant that I needed to restrict 

my methods. Even though a perception of how a similar response would have been the outcome if 

more interviews had been conducted, this would have been desirable because it could have strength-

ened this studies credibility. Additionally, my age, physical appearance, chosen subject of study and 

the fact that I am from a Swedish University may also have been factors that could affect the inter-

views in one way or another.  

 

Finally, I would like to raise a topic that further investigation could look more deeply into which was 

only touched upon in this paper; the sexual exploitation of street children and children with ethnicity 

of nomadic origin. Are there similarities between these groups? And do they differ from other groups 

that are also exposed to sexual exploitation? 
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