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This thesis aims to examine the popularity of teahouse among the urban
population in southern Thailand and its role as a “public sphere” where social
interaction has widely taken place over the past three decades. As will be seen in this
study, while the conventional public sphere — from temples to mosques, customs to
rituals, and from social networking to other forms of traditional relationship — has
largely been weakened by the pervasive political centralization and the forceful
capitalist economy, the teahouse as a public sphere in modern society has become a
popular venue for socialization. It has not only played a key role in helping the urban
locals to build up and strengthen their social relationship but also helped promote the
so-called social “safety-net” through client relationship. Despite this, it must be
admitted that such a new form of public sphere i.e. the teahouse can only fulfill the
worldly needs of the individuals. Unlike other forms of traditional public spheres, the
teahouse offers very little in terms of spiritual gratification.

The present researcher has also found that the teahouse has helped reduced
the tension that was caused by the inequality in power distribution among the
individuals and from the central government to local agencies. Moreover, it has also
offered a vital channel for male teenagers to exert their identities as part of the rites of
passage and find the opportunity for future professional connection. Interestingly still,
the teahouse has helped preserve and perpetuate certain characters and qualities
attributed to the Southerners (generosity, big-heartedness and localism spring to
mind). Although the teahouse is a public sphere par excellence offering the equal
opportunity for people from all walks of life to socialize, it has still been very much
the “male domain” where women were excluded from the “public” or “male
prerogatives” issues.

As the curmrent socio-political environment has been increasingly
unfavorable, if not hostile, to the traditional public spheres that were in line with the
locals’” way of life and customs, many of the modern public spheres are the product of
central government’s policy created to serve the national ideologies and agendas. The
teahouses,on the contrary, were created locally to serve the needs of the locals
themselves. From the venue for socialization and relaxation to channel for building up
client relationship outside state jurisdiction and exerting local beliefs and
characteristics, the teahouse has undoubtedly become an integral part of the social
fabric and way of life in Thailand’s southern urban centers today.
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