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Abstract 
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“Cultivating the Home”: A Study of Thai Dwelling Place with Reference to Domestic Interior from 
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   King Mongkut’s University of Technology Thonburi, Bangkok, Thailand 

e-mail   nuttinee.kar@kmutt.ac.th 

Research Abstract 
 The Thai word baan, “home,” embodies a complex interplay of personal subjectivity and 

personal ideal. Given its huge significance in Thai Culture, comparatively little work has been 

done on its meaning. As in other cultures, home certainly cannot be defined by any of its 

functions. Its meaning, rather, appears indeterminate and saturated by cultural history. Given this 

lack of empirical research on the meaning of home in Thai culture, the research first analyses the 

concept of dwelling by dealing with semantic field within which are grouped a number of terms 

which in English might be translated as signifying house, home, dwelling, inhabiting, residence, 

and compound. From semantic analysis, the research unfolds the idea of home as a realm 

cultivated by its architecture, its interior and life in that place. 

 

 Since the domestic interior first emerged as an area of study in the context of modernized 

(westernized) domesticity, academic interest has emphasized how such interiors have been 

decorated and what they represent. What has been missing is the study of the relation between 

ideal domestic interiors and actual living conditions. This becomes the main area of investigation 

in the research. 

  

 The photographic evidence from the research documents differences between the lived 

domestic interiors and the ideal ones. They illustrate physical outlook, orientation, how people use 

interior space and how such space are an important aspect of home life. When Thais say that 

“home is cultivated” rather than built, they acknowledge an interweaving of cultural ideology, 

personal identity and lived relationship. From this perspective, the research argues that although 

the modern era ended the physical apparatus of the traditional Thai house, the traditional ideology 

continues to be inscribed in the Thai mentality through language and other articulations. In other 

words, although baan is no longer a space of traditionality, tradition helps maintaining the idea of 

it. The research findings, on the on hand, reveal original resources and insights into contemporary 

home lives in Bangkok. It reflects not only the home life experiences of 40 individuals, but also the 

diversity of domestic interior as it is lived. On the other hand, the complexity the research reveals 

is overwhelming, leaving many issues concerning Thai domesticity unresolved.  

Keywords Thai Domestic Interior, Domesticity, Contemporary Thai Domestic Architecture  
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Executive Summary 
1. Background and Problems (���������	 
�� 
���������	��) 
1.1 The lack of understanding of ‘baan’ (����) in contemporary Thai cultural context 

Since Bangkok celebrated its bicentennial in 1982, Thais have been enthusiastic in ‘getting to know’ 

what Thai culture is. Concerns regarding Thai identity ignited immense interest in recovering the 

‘genuine’ Thai. However, Srisak Wallipodom stresses that although interest has been immense in the 

past few years, in fact very few studies attempt to provide an analysis of contemporary Thai culture. 

According to Srisak, the thirst to know ‘Thai culture’ is geared towards preserving the ‘art and cultural 

heritage’ more than the sociological aspects of everyday life. Such academic researches aim to recover 

the ‘real’ Thai identity as a valuable model and to find methods to preserve the ‘real’ culture. In this 

sense, Thai culture connotes a frame, which is fixed, bounded and unchanging in respect of identities 

and practices. ‘Thai culture’ becomes one homogenous entity to be appreciated, preserved and 

eventually displayed as a valuable heritage. This idea of culture is not what this research is interested in. 
 

 If we turn our attention to the ‘Thai home’ - be it ‘baan’ as a space within which domestic lives 

are lived out - on the Thai home of ‘here’ and ‘now,’ on the urban rather than the rural, and on the mass 

society rather than small communities, and we ask this set of questions:  

(1) ����  (Baan)  :What is a place where Thais live in? 

(2) ���	���� (Yoo Baan) :In what way do Thais live in such a place? 

What is the experience of ‘living’ in the urban domestic domain like     

or Thais in contemporary society? 

(3) 
�������(Plook Baan):In what way do Thais cultivate (not a mere ‘construct’) such a place? 

 

 In order to answer the posted questions, there is comparatively little work on what ‘baan’ is in 

the contemporary Thai cultural context. The problem of trying to understand what ‘baan’ is in 

contemporary Thai cultural context is no different from trying to gain a better understanding of 

sociological aspects of everyday life. The unpublished PhD thesis by the researcher investigating the 

ways in which traditional Thai belief influences contemporary domestic architectural orientation and the 

use of space confirms that ‘baan’ as a Thai ‘home’ in contemporary context is at the core of Thai 

perceptions of conformity and assurance. The thesis’s findings show that ‘baan’ remains a central 

element in our socialization into the world. We know that we spend much of our lives in the home, our 

primary emotional connections are shaped in the domestic arena of the home. Where we live and how 

we live are important determinants of our social position, physical health, and individual and family’s well-

being.  

 

 A strange paradox, given the huge significance of ‘baan,’ rarely do Thai or Western scholars, 

whose interests are in the architectural studies of Thai domestic architecture, feel impelled to engage in 
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the investigation of ‘baan’ as a space within which domestic lives are lived out. The meaning of ‘baan’ 

relies significantly on what constitutes ‘baan’ in the traditional Thai society. Recent studies of ‘baan’ often 

fail to recognise the aspects of domestic life and look at ‘baan’ as a house for which its form and stylistic 

development of its outer surfaces can be discussed. What lacking is the study of contemporary Thai 

‘domestic interior’ which not only focuses on the contemporary domestic architectural design but also 

looks at how domestic spaces are used and lived out. The research then raises five fundamental 

questions: 

 

When lifestyles of Thais have changed:  

(1) What happen to the space (or sphere) that hosts the living? 

(2) Does ‘baan’ still carry the ideology and meaning as it used to do in the past? 

(3) To what extent have the meaning of ‘baan’ survived the process of modernisation? 

When there are changes in the form of ‘baan’:  

(4) What has happen to the architectural programme and domestic space inside the house?  

(5) What are the objects and procedures new to the contemporary Thai domestic interior? 

 

1.2 The appearance of contemporary Thai domestic architecture is problematic. 

The appearance of Thai domestic architecture has pushed the limits of what Thais understood as the 

‘image of modernity.’ This obsession with the ‘image of modernity,’ understood by many Thais as 

synonymous with ‘civilisation,’ has a profound influence on the way in which Thai homeowners decorate 

their households. Since the administrative reformation, the house has been used as an image or ‘a face’ 

that signifies social status in the Thai society. The will to resist western subjugation eventually turned into 

a fascination with the image of Western civilisation. The early eighties were a golden era for architecture 

and the real estate industry. There were private housing estates filled with luxury-detached houses for 

the high income upper class. These houses, especially in Bangkok, were built as Classical Greco-Roman 

houses, Mediterranean villas, Swiss Chalets declaring its passionate desire to follow Western 

architectural fashion. On the other hand, we see there the beginnings of new ‘places for living’ that have 

grown to accommodate the needs of people who live and work in Bangkok. Conditions of everyday life in 

Bangkok are different from the rest of Thailand in many ways. Since the First National Development 

Plan, an increasing proportion of Thais have been able to buy their home. Housing estate businesses 

(known in Thai as Mubanchatsan) have been successful because they respond directly to the urban 

middle class Thais obsession with ‘the commodity-driven image of modernity.’ These urban middle 

classes are obsessed with displaying affluence and well-being through consumption. Design, size, and 

private facilities (such as leisure centres) became icons of ‘exclusivity’ to attract homebuyers.  

 

 As most studies agree, the mark of ‘progress’ and ‘development’ of Thai domestic architecture 

have to do with the architect’s ability to produce designs and structures that are determined by Western 

architectural trends. For Thais, this ‘house’ has become a statement of ‘being modern.’ Consequently, 



                                                “Cultivating the Home” : A Study of Thai Dwelling Place with Reference to Domestic Interior  
from the First National Development Plan (1961-6) to the Present, A Case Study of Bangkok 

   
   Nuttinee Karnchanaporn, PhD 

 

     III I 3

the crisis of Thai architectural identity directly raises the issue of these physical appearances of 

contemporary Thai domestic architecture.  

 

 The significance of this proposed research lies on the fact that the crisis of Thai architecture--

specifically in this case of Thai domestic architecture -- is due partly to the lack of awareness and 

understanding on the transformation of the concept of ‘baan’ from the rural to the urban and from the 

small communities to the mass society; on the ways we use and organize ourselves in domestic space 

in contemporary Thai society; and how contemporary domestic architectural design can contribute to the 

formation of the Thai home. Such a lack of awareness is particularly true concerning the disciplines of 

architecture, interior design and behavioural/ environmental psychology that we begins to see the 

problematic gap between architectural production and the ways in which Thai householders actually 

dwell in such space. A study of contemporary Thai domestic interior is much needed hence these 

resources will be useful to the architects and designers’ works in this sense. With the proposed 

objectives, the research hopes to provide an interpretation of the concept of ‘baan’ in contemporary Thai 

cultural context which can be significant resources for the design language for architects and designers 

whose works involved designing and constructing Thai domestic architecture. 

 

2. Objective (������������) 
2.1 The research intends to focus on the home in contemporary Thai cultural context; in the here 

and now; on the urban rather than the rural; and on the mass society rather than small 

communities. It intends to make the concept of ‘baan’ in the contemporary Thai cultural context 

intelligible through the study of domestic interior: the transformation of the concept of ‘baan’; on the ways 

we use and organise ourselves in domestic space in contemporary Thai society; and how contemporary 

domestic architectural design can contribute to the formation of the Thai home. 

 

2.2 It is important that the research studies and resonates ‘baan’ as a dwelling, a lived space that it 

aims to provide an analysis of the use of such space and the experience of homelife. Rather than 

looking for the familiar in the exotic, the research intends to search for the exotic in the familiar. The 

proposed research is an attempt to understand how and why people in contemporary urbanised Thailand 

relate to things in their immediate environment in the formation of the home. Objects and things that are 

taken for granted, like entrance, door’s threshold, exterior and interior decoration, and familiar activities 

like the installation of the principal column, and arranging a position of the bed and toilet, are looked at 

anew. 

 

2.3 This research is an inquiry into the domestic architectural design, the use of domestic space 

and domestic homelife focusing primarily architectural evidence and the experiential aspects of 

such place. The investigation on the concept of ‘baan’ relies on the evidence that it is a place where 

Thais dwell: as a unit of the complex relationship implicated by a house, its construction, and people who 
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inhabit it. The research uses Bangkok as an area for the investigation to unfold the complexity of 

contemporary Thai domestic architecture and its interior.  The research is aware of the diversity of a 

‘place for living’ for different lifestyles in Bangkok: a detached house, then a townhouse or semi-

detached house, shop-house or commercial row-house, flat, apartment, and condominium depending on 

needs and income. Nonetheless, the research aims to explore such diversity but specific case studies 

will be selected for an in-depth analysis. 

 

3. Research Methodology  (��������!"��)  
3.1 Theoretical research will base it primary sources in the architectural theory and philosophy 

concerning the subject of dwelling. It will also look at architectural studies concerning the meaning of 

domestic space. Moreover, the anthropological and sociological studies of the home, domestic homelife, 

domesticity will also be reviewed. The theoretical research will not only provide the background 

discussion and framework in order to elaborate the concept of ‘baan’ in Thai culture, but also provide a 

framework to which selection of the case study can be elaborated. 

 

3.2 Historical research on ‘Baan Thai’ with specific framework to the domestic interior of Thai home in 

the Central Region of Thailand is a pretext for this research in order to provide theoretical background to 

the concept of ‘baan,’ and in order to study social, cultural, political drives which affect the architectural 

design of the domestic architecture. 

 

3.3 Architectural surveys of contemporary domestic architecture and unstructured interviews are 

the key evidence to this research. There is no existing Thai academic research involving in the study of 

Thai domestic interior by means of architectural surveys of the contemporary Thai households. The 

research aims to gain the insight into Thai domestic interior and their homelife. The task cannot be 

simply achieved by an observation from outside of the house. The research will employ the method of 

architectural survey consisting of photographic documentation and measurement.  It also adopts an 

anthropological open-minded point of view. It borrows ethnographic research strategies and techniques 

such as the unstructured interviews and participant observation. It involves the study of groups and 

people as they go about their everyday lives, and trying to identify the subjective meaning people 

attribute to things or events as much as looking at the objective characteristic of such events. However, 

the interpretation made from this analysis is not an aim for a universal objective meaning. The research 

focuses on the empirical details, providing an insight into Thai domestic interior and hence sketching out 

the meaning of ‘baan.’  As address earlier, the research is aware of the diversity of a ‘place for living’ for 

different lifestyles in Bangkok: a detached house, then a townhouse or semi-detached house, shop-

house or commercial row-house, flat, apartment, and condominium. Initially the research aims to explore 

such diversity of domestic architecture and its interior in Bangkok, but specific case studies will be 

selected for an in-depth analysis. 

 



                                                “Cultivating the Home” : A Study of Thai Dwelling Place with Reference to Domestic Interior  
from the First National Development Plan (1961-6) to the Present, A Case Study of Bangkok 

   
   Nuttinee Karnchanaporn, PhD 

 

     III I 5

3.4 Synthesis between philosophical and theoretical framework and surveyed materials 

As the two parallel methods serve as the basic framework for this research, the final outcome will be a 

synthesis of the physical survey and the theoretical study.  One the one hand, the theories concerning 

the subject of dwelling and domestic interior will act as a fundamental reference for our understanding of 

‘baan’ in Thai culture which can also be compared with other culture in the Southeast Asian regions. On 

the other hand, the contemporary Thai domestic interior based on case studies in Bangkok area will be 

used to elucidate the concept of ‘baan’ or dwelling in contemporary Thai culture.   

 

4. Research Schedule for Every 6-Month Period   
 Y1, M 1-6 Y1, M 7-12 Y2, M 1-6 Y1, M 7-12 

In depth literature review of 

related theory and philosophy 

on the subject of dwelling and   

Thai domestic architecture  

    

Initial Survey and selection of 

case studies 

    

- Detailed survey of case 

 studies  

- Analysing surveyed materials  

    

- Research findings 

- Research report, Public 

Presentation and International 

Conference 

    

 

 

5. Proposed Publication   
Year 1: Proposed Topic  Cultivating the Home: A Study of Thai Dwelling Place  

Proposed Journal Journal of Architectural/Planning Research and Studies (Thailand)    

and/or Silpakorn University International Journal (Thailand) 

Year 2: Proposed Topic  Changing Culture: A Note on the Making of Thai Homes 

 Proposed Journals The Journal of Southeast Asian Architecture (Singapore) 

and/or  Home Cultures: The Journal of Architecture, Design and 

 Space (United Kingdom) 
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CHAPTER 1  
RESEARCH INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW 
 

 

1.1  Research Background 

 The research “Cultivating the Home: A Study of Thai Dwelling Place with Reference 

to Domestic Interior from the First National Development Plan (1961-6) to the Present, A 
Case Study of Bangkok” is concerned with the relationship between the idea of home, the 

organization of space and domestic architecture in contemporary Thai society. Apart from 

historical and theoretical studies on the home, the research is structured to investigate the ‘home’ 

as a space within which domestic lives are lived out in the contemporary Thai cultural context: on 

the Thai home of ‘here’ and ‘now,’ on the urban rather than the rural, and on the mass society 

rather than small communities. The research evidence then relies on studies of the space of the 

‘home’ and the experiences of home life by participants from different disciplines including 

architects, designers and students who live and work in Bangkok. 

 

 The Thai word baan, “home,” embodies a complex interplay of personal subjectivity and 

personal ideal. Given its huge significance in Thai Culture, comparatively little work has been 

done on its meaning. As in other cultures, home certainly cannot be defined by any of its 

functions. Its meaning, rather, appears indeterminate and saturated by cultural history. Moreover, 

since the domestic interior first emerged as an area of study in the context of modernized 

(westernized) domesticity, academic interest has emphasized how such interiors have been 

decorated and what they represent. What has been missing is the study of the relation between 

ideal domestic interiors and actual living conditions. 

 

 A strange paradox, given the huge significance of ‘baan,’ rarely do Thai or Western 

scholars, whose interests are in the architectural studies of Thai domestic architecture, feel 

impelled to engage in the investigation of ‘baan’ as a space within which domestic lives are lived 

out. The meaning of ‘baan’ relies significantly on what constitutes ‘baan’ in the traditional Thai 

society. Recent studies of ‘baan’ often fail to recognise the aspects of domestic life and look at 

‘baan’ as a house for which its form and stylistic development of its outer surfaces can be 

discussed. What lacking is the study of contemporary Thai ‘domestic interior’ which not only 

focuses on the contemporary domestic architectural design but also looks at how domestic 

spaces are used and lived out.  
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 The problem of trying to understand what ‘baan’ is in contemporary Thai cultural context 

is no different from trying to gain a better understanding of sociological aspects of everyday life. 

The findings of unpublished PhD thesis by the researcher show that ‘baan’ remains a central 

element in our socialization into the world. We know that we spend much of our lives in the home. 

Our primary emotional connections are shaped in the domestic arena of the home. Where we live 

and how we live are important determinants of our social position, physical health, and individual 

and family’s well-being.  

 

 Similar to other societies, changes from the extended family to the nuclear family often 

reflects changes in the economy, i.e., from agricultural production to industrial production.1 This is 

a result of the migration of rural people to the city seeking work opportunities and economic 

prosperity, and therefore leaving their extended families. Marc Askew indicates that the ‘Bangkok-

centred trends of development’ have given rise to a particular class of Thais: ‘the urban middle 

class’.2 The urban middle classes consist mainly of Thai, Chinese-Thai, and include a population 

that has migrated from rural to urban areas. They have benefited from development and have 

become major element of Bangkok society. For them, the city is a site of ‘better opportunities’: 

higher income resources, conspicuous consumption, social mobility and improved social status. 

 

 The obsession with the ‘image of modernity,’ understood by many Thais as synonymous 

with ‘civilisation,’ has a profound influence on the way in which Thai homeowners decorate their 

households. Since the administrative reformation, the house has been used as an image or ‘a 

face’ that signifies social status in the Thai society. The will to resist western subjugation 

eventually turned into a fascination with the image of Western civilisation. The early eighties were 

a golden era for architecture and the real estate industry. There were private housing estates 

filled with luxury-detached houses for the high income upper class. These houses, especially in 

Bangkok, were built as Classical Greco-Roman houses, Mediterranean villas, Swiss Chalets 

declaring its passionate desire to follow Western architectural fashion. On the other hand, we see 

there the beginnings of new ‘places for living’ that have grown to accommodate the needs of 

people who live and work in Bangkok. Conditions of everyday life in Bangkok are different from 

the rest of Thailand in many ways. Since the First National Development Plan, an increasing 

proportion of Thais have been able to buy their home. Housing estate businesses (known in Thai 

as Mubanchatsan) have been successful because they respond directly to the urban middle class 

Thais obsession with ‘the commodity-driven image of modernity.’ These urban middle classes are 

obsessed with displaying affluence and well-being through consumption. Design, size, and private 

facilities (such as leisure centre) became icons of ‘exclusivity’ to attract homebuyers.  

 

 The significance of this research lies on the fact that the crisis of Thai architecture--

specifically in this case of Thai domestic architecture -- is due partly to the lack of awareness and 

understanding on the transformation of the concept of ‘baan’ from the rural to the urban and from 
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the small communities to the mass society; on the ways we use and organize ourselves in 

domestic space in contemporary Thai society; and how contemporary domestic architectural 

design can contribute to the formation of the Thai home. The research then raises five 

fundamental questions: 

When lifestyles of Thais have changed:  
(1) What happen to the space (or sphere) that hosts the living? 

(2) Does ‘baan’ still carry the ideology and meaning as it used to do in the past? 

(3) To what extent have the meaning of ‘baan’ survived the process of modernisation? 

When there are changes in the form of ‘baan’:  
(4) What has happen to the architectural programme and domestic space inside the house?  

(5) What are the objects and procedures new to the contemporary Thai domestic interior? 

 

 A lack of awareness is particularly true concerning the disciplines of architecture, interior 

design and behavioural/ environmental psychology that we begins to see the problematic gap 

between architectural production and the ways in which Thai householders actually dwell in such 

space. A study of contemporary Thai domestic interior is much needed hence these resources will 

be useful to the architects and designers’ works in this sense. With the proposed objectives, the 

research hopes to provide an interpretation of the concept of ‘baan’ in contemporary Thai cultural 

context which can be significant resources for the design language for architects and designers 

whose works involved designing and constructing Thai domestic architecture. 

 

1.2 Research Objectives 
 1.2.1 The research focuses on the home in contemporary Thai cultural context; in the 

 here and now; on the urban rather than the rural; and on the mass society rather than 

 small communities. It intends to make the concept of ‘baan’ in the contemporary Thai 

 cultural context intelligible through the study of domestic interior: the transformation of the 

 concept of ‘baan’; on the ways we use and organise ourselves in domestic space in 

 contemporary Thai society; and how contemporary domestic architectural design can 

 contribute to the formation of the Thai home. 

 

 1.2.2  It is important that the research studies and resonates ‘baan’ as a dwelling, a 

 lived space that it aims to provide an analysis of the use of such space and the 

 experience of home life. Rather than looking for the familiar in the exotic, the research 

 intends to search for the exotic in the familiar. The research is an attempt to understand 

 how and why people in contemporary urbanised Thailand relate to things in their 

 immediate environment in the formation of the home. Objects and things that are taken 

 for granted, like entrance, door’s threshold, exterior and interior decoration, and familiar 

 activities like the installation of the principal column, and arranging a position of the bed 

 and toilet, are looked at anew. 



                                                “Cultivating the Home” : A Study of Thai Dwelling Place with Reference to Domestic Interior  
from the First National Development Plan (1961-6) to the Present, A Case Study of Bangkok 

   
   Nuttinee Karnchanaporn, PhD 

 

     1 I 4 

 

 1.2.3  This research is an inquiry into the domestic architectural design, the use of 

 domestic space and domestic home life focusing primarily architectural evidence and the 

 experiential aspects of such place. The investigation on the concept of ‘baan’ relies on 

 the evidence that it is a place where Thais dwell: as a unit of the complex relationship 

 implicated by a house, its construction, and people who inhabit it. The research uses 

 Bangkok as an area for the investigation to unfold the complexity of contemporary Thai 

 domestic architecture and its interior.  The research is aware of the diversity of a ‘place 

 for living’ for different lifestyles in Bangkok: a detached house, then a townhouse or semi-

 detached house, shop-house or commercial row-house, flat, apartment, and 

 condominium depending on needs and income. Nonetheless, the research aims to 

 explore such diversity but specific case studies will be selected for an in-depth analysis. 

 

1.3  Research Methodology   
 Although this research is an architectural research, it employs an interdisciplinary 

approach to the ways in which evidences are collected and analysed. Interdisciplinary research 

provides more alternatives with which to collect and to view data. Awareness of different 

disciplines allows one to introduce novel approaches not considered before and to have access to 

a different data base which may enhance a discipline’s pre-existing one. Theoretical and historical 

reviews provide details on the architectural theory and philosophy concerning the subject of 

dwelling. In collecting data, the research adopts an anthropological open-minded point of view.     

It borrows ethnographic research strategies and techniques such as the unstructured interviews 

and participant observation. The evidence in this research demonstrates precisely how 

architectural studies can use other disciplines’ data, especially photography, in a productive 

manner. The research methodology is divided into 4 parts: (1) Theoretical research bases it 

primary sources in the architectural theory and philosophy concerning the subject of dwelling,     

(2) Historical research on ‘Baan Thai’ with specific framework to the domestic interior of Thai 

home in the Central Region of Thailand, and (3) Architectural surveys of contemporary domestic 

architecture and unstructured interviews, and (4) Synthesis between philosophical and theoretical 

framework and surveyed materials. 

 
 1.3.1  Theoretical research bases it primary sources in the architectural theory and 

 philosophy concerning the subject of dwelling. It will also look at architectural studies 

 concerning the meaning of domestic space. Moreover, the anthropological and 

 sociological studies of the home, domestic home life, domesticity will also be reviewed. 

 The theoretical research will not only provide the background discussion and framework 

 in order to elaborate the concept of ‘baan’ in Thai culture, but also provide a framework to 

 which selection of the case study can be elaborated. 
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 1.3.2  Historical research on ‘Baan Thai’ with specific framework to the domestic interior 

 of Thai home in the Central Region of Thailand is a pretext for this research in order to 

 provide theoretical background to the concept of ‘baan,’ and in order to study social, 

 cultural, political drives which affect the architectural design of the domestic architecture. 

 

 1.3.3  Architectural surveys of contemporary domestic architecture and unstructured 

 interviews are the key evidence to this research. There is no existing Thai academic 

 research involving in the study of Thai domestic interior by means of architectural surveys 

 of the contemporary Thai households. The research aims to gain the insight into Thai 

 domestic interior and their home life. The task cannot be simply achieved by an 

 observation from outside of the house. The research employs the method of architectural 

 survey consisting of photographic documentation and measurement. It also adopts an 

 anthropological open-minded point of view. It borrows ethnographic research strategies 

 and techniques such as the unstructured interviews and participant observation.                      

 It involves the study of groups and people as they go about their everyday lives, and 

 trying to identify the subjective meaning people attribute to things or events as much as 

 looking  at the objective characteristic of such events. However, the interpretation made 

 from this analysis is not an aim for a universal objective meaning. The research focuses 

 on the empirical details, providing an insight into Thai domestic interior and hence 

 sketching out the meaning of ‘baan.’  As address earlier, the research is aware of the 

 diversity of a ‘place for living’ for different lifestyles in Bangkok: a detached house, then a 

 townhouse or semi-detached house, shop-house or commercial row-house, flat, 

 apartment, and  condominium. 

 

  “The Bangkok Home Lives Project” functions as key evidence to this research. 

 The project, which is based on photography, grew from (1) great difficulty finding original 

 and current resources on domestic interior in Thailand, and from (2) a reading of Kamina 

 Walton’s essay on a Blackfriars Photography Project.3 In a similar approach to the 

 Blackfriars Photography Project where photography was used for primary school children 

 in Blackfriars area in order to reflect the diversity of cultures and family structure 

 represented within the school, the Bangkok Home Lives Project gives opportunity for the 

 householders themselves to produce resources by recording their home lives by using 

 disposable camera. Each participant used a twenty six exposure color disposable camera 

 to photograph what he/she felt expressed his/her home life with a written caption for each 

 photograph. As a result, photographs taken by 25 participants become key evidences 

 providing an insight into home environment and family life in urban Bangkok, and they are 

 quite unlike the representations that we are used to seeing. 
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 3.4  Synthesis between philosophical and theoretical framework and surveyed 

 materials, as the two parallel methods serve as the basic framework for this research, the 

 final outcome will be a synthesis of the physical survey and the theoretical study.  One 

 the one hand, the theories concerning the subject of dwelling and domestic interior will 

 act as a fundamental reference for our understanding of ‘baan’ in Thai culture which can 

 also be compared with other culture in the Southeast Asian regions. On the other hand, 

 the contemporary Thai domestic interior based on case studies in Bangkok area will be 

 used to elucidate the concept of ‘baan’ or dwelling in contemporary Thai culture.   

 

1.4 Sources : Photographic Surveys, House Surveys and Interviews 
 The first and direct source would have to be Thai householders, their houses and their 

experience of dwelling.  Documenting what goes on within one’s home becomes crucial. Houses 

and the experience of dwelling told and documented by Thai householders are material for the 

analysis on the concept of home. A variety of contemporary domestic architecture is also 

surveyed to give wider sources for interpretation. It is important to recognise the diversity of 

contemporary domestic architecture that accommodates modern lifestyles. From a detached 

house, a semi-detached house, a townhouse, a commercial row-house, condominium, rental flat 

and student accommodation, all give the research details on how one relates to the concept of 

‘baan’ or home in Thai cultural context. 

 

 Interviews are also conducted through unstructured interviews. Respondents include 

homeowners (parents) and other family members (children and relatives). Interviews conducted 

among the research participants ask for opinions regarding the concept of ‘home’ as they 

understood. As much as the stories are recorded, plan drawings, field notes and photographs are 

taken as archival evidence. A survey called “the Bangkok Home Lives Project” has been carried 

out from May 2007 onwards. The pilot study consists of a photographic record of 25 home-

dwellers aged between 20-40 years old, most of whom is in design related professions. The study 

is carried out by distributing disposable cameras to 25 volunteers to document home life-

experiences in terms of anything they felt best expressed their ‘home life.’ Because of there is no 

existing Thai academic research involving in the study of Thai domestic interior by means of 

architectural surveys of the contemporary Thai households, this study serves as an initial survey 

of contemporary domestic interior in Bangkok. The photographic records are already reflecting the 

diversity of domestic culture which cannot be simply achieved by an observation from outside of 

the house. 

 

 This final report is structured in 4 chapters: Chapter 1 Introduction and Overview; Chapter 

2 Theoretical and Historical Reviews on the Concept of Home; Chapter 3 Bangkok Home lives, 

and Chapter 4 Research Summary. The final research report also includes researcher’s 

publications published in relation to this research.  
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Chapter 1 Endnote  

                                  
1 P. Tiptus, House in Bangkok: Characters and Changes During the Last 200 Years (1782 A.D.-
1982 A.D.) (Bangkok: Chulalongkorn University Press, 1982). 
 
2 M. Askew, Bangkok: Place, Practice and Representation (London: Routledge, 2002): 
Marc Askew (2002) names the social and economic changes that have been geared towards 
benefits of Bangkok as a capital over the rest of the country, whether in terms of the number of 
schools, universities, hospitals, medical practitioners, wages or salaries as the ‘Bangkok-centred 
trends of development.’   
 
3 K. Walton, “Home lives” in T. Putnam and C. Newton (eds.) Household Choices (London: Future 
Publications and Middlesex Polytechnic Print Unit, 1990) pp. 66-73. 
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CHAPTER 2 
BAAN : (DOMESTIC) INTERIORS 

 

 
 Home is both a space we inhibit and a place where we imagine. When we say that 

‘homes are made’ rather than built, we acknowledge an interweaving personal imagination, lived 

relationships and shaped surroundings. Homes are made from material, social and cultural 

resources and are bound up in the relationships which sustain those resources. Not surprisingly, 

therefore, ‘the home’ is an elusive subject to study. It is something about which nearly everyone 

feels confident to speak, and yet there is much which, in the ordinary run of things, remains 

unexpressed. Important changes have taken place in houseform and tenure, norms and patterns 

of household living and the choice of goods for domestic consumption. This research is very 

much interested in the contemporary home sparked by these changes which mark an important 

shift in the Thai culture.  

 

 The research draws together several theoretical and historical background and 

documentation exploring the issue of home and home lives to discuss the issue of home in Thai 

cultural context.  The chapter provides an overview on theoretical and historical background 

which this research is based on and is organized in to 4 main parts: 

  2.1 On the Concept of Dwelling 

  2.2 ‘Baan’: Home as a Cultivated Realm 

  2.3 Studies on Thai Domestic Architecture 

  2.4 The Emergence of Domestic Interior in Thai Cultural Context 

 

2.1 On the Concepts of Dwelling 

To Dwell and a Dwelling 

The meaning of the term ‘dwelling’ relies heavily on the philosophical tradition of 

phenomenology. The research does not intend to identify Thai concepts of dwelling with that of 

the West. Western phenomenological points of view on the category of dwelling prove to be 

relevant in making an analysis of the Thai dwelling place intelligible. In order to achieve possible 

understanding of the term dwelling, a brief account of the essential characteristics of a dwelling 

will be rehearsed as followings. 
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In his writing: Building Dwelling Thinking (1951), Heidegger indicates that a building is 

considered a dwelling only when it permits one to dwell. “To dwell,” according to Heidegger, 

means “to remain and to stay in place”1; “to be set at peace and to be preserved from harm and 

danger.”2 To dwell establishes a well-balanced gathering between things (man, a particular 

environment between earth and sky, and divinities) under the condition of being safeguarded. A 

building defined as a dwelling is a site where man comes to associate with a particular place and 

nature that all unfolds in a state of harmony. A dwelling, according to Heidegger, functions as a 

refuge. It protects man from danger. It sustains a harmfree and peaceful condition. Heidegger 

calls this condition “the free sphere”3 where man is let be in his essence as long as his 

surroundings remain undamaged. Depending on the specific means and methods of each culture, 

in times of danger and destruction, a dwelling is also made capable of defending and rescuing 

man from danger. 

 

The notion of dwelling is, according to Heidegger, prior to and circumscribed by the 

activity of building. “Only if we are capable of dwelling, only then we can build,”4 says Heidegger. 

The way a dwelling is constructed, as Christian Norberg-Schulz indicates, implies a unique and 

meaningful relationship between man and a given environment.5 This relationship consists in an 

act of identification and orientation.6 According to Norberg-Schulz, identification is a sense of 

settling and belonging to a certain place in such a way that the place becomes meaningful to 

man, and hence his being-in-the-world is determined. On the other hand, orientation sets out the 

spatial interrelationship between man and his environment. Orientation apprehends spatial order, 

and configures how man orientates himself among things in the environment. In sum, the 

safeguarding becomes a fundamental quality of a dwelling. Not only does it enable man to realise 

his ‘being-in-the-world,’ but it enables man to settle in a certain place in a manageable manner 

without conflict. 

Baan as a Dwelling Place for Thais 

Baan can be understood as a complex but coherent system of Thai domesticity. For 

Thais, a house is at the core of this system, and domestic life evolves from within and around this 

house. It is clear that Thais in traditional society attached overwhelming importance and values to 

their domestic life. The domestic domain in traditional society, with its emphasis on a house, was 

the embodiment of its dweller’s self and ideology. On the other hand, we have seen that now 

functional and material aspects of the Thai residences are the main interest of Thais in 

contemporary society. Certainly contemporary Thai houses bear very little resemblance to the 

traditional house in terms of its architectural features.  

 

Traditionally, Thais believed in the prosperity of their agricultural production as much as in 

their domestic life. The process of housebuilding contained symbols and myths as much as did 

the cultivation of rice in the paddy. Thais designated and constructed a certain place as their 
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home. The strength of this place was characterised both by its physical apparatus and its 

symbolic aspects that animated the place with auspiciousness. This place was a domain where 

family and domestic intimacy was governed by respect to those who were seniors, especially 

parents, ancestors, guardian spirits, nature and supernatural powers. The construction of 

traditional Thai house was associated with the householder’s maturity: “to be a householder is to 

be fully adult.”7 The semantic analysis suggests that the Thai house was not merely constructed 

but was cultivated. To cultivate is “an act of causing ‘something living’ to exist.”8  The cultivation of 

the Thai house, interpreted with reference of semantic analysis, implies that the house brought 

the householder and his family into being.9 Living in the cultivated house, the notion of care 

became central in order to promote the growth or progress of domestic life.  

 

In addition, baan was a domain made up by gathering and harmonising different animate 

resources: householder, trees, soil, and the spirit of the place. The traditional rituals of 

housebuilding governed the gathering of these animate resources When these animate resources 

were united, ‘the luck measurement’10 was central in all calculations (timing and dimensions). 

Turton indicates that the traditional rituals of housebuilding in traditional Thai society were a 

reproduction of the ideology that the house represented social categories including social and 

individual identities, the relation between man and nature, metaphysical and cognitive 

categories.11 These categories were represented by orientation, alignment, hierarchy, height, 

interiority, timing, number, shape, size, colour and sound. The rituals of housebuilding were to 

ensure that baan and its householder achieved a state of equilibrium and auspiciousness. 

Therefore, at the core of the sanctified domestic domain, the strength, stability and well-being of 

the Thai family were promoted. 

 

As much as the strength of the house, the traditional rituals of housebuilding were the key 

elements in creating baan as a dwelling place, as a home. Although the rituals of housebuilding 

relied greatly on the animistic belief or the belief in supernatural power, the traditional rituals of 

housebuilding established a meaningful relation between the householder and his house. The 

rituals provided Thais with a reasoning mechanism for making one thing purposeful for the other. 

This mechanism appropriated the establishment between the domestic domain, its householder, 

nature and supernatural powers: calculating the luck measurement; selecting the right month for 

the gathering of materials; selecting appropriate natural materials without destroying natural 

resources; neutralising any wicked supernatural powers; paying respect to spirit of the place and 

calling forth spiritual support; and determining the time when the construction is commenced. 

Therefore, a union of a certain place and a particular person became meaningful and 

unambiguous.  

 

Thais believed that this harmonising state of union brought about the sense of 

auspiciousness which was particular to the householder. In the auspicious domain, the 
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householder felt certain (free from doubts), and hence he belonged to the place as much as the 

place belonged to him. The auspiciousness (goodness) also reinforced the strength of the 

domestic domain and enabled the domain to stand against dangerous and wicked forces. Finally, 

by living in such domain, the confidence of the householders was strengthened in a way that it 

permitted him and his family to grow and develop properly and successfully. In this sense, baan in 

the traditional Thai society can be identified as a dwelling place, a home. 

 

If dwelling is a basic principle of human existence, our ability to dwell distinguishes 

humans from other animals.12 Without a dwelling, man would be a dispersed being.13 The concept 

of Thai dwelling is at once the most taken-for-granted and overlooked aspect of Thai everyday 

life. Previous architectural studies of Thai domestic architecture have said very little about Thai 

concepts of dwelling. Studies and criticisms of contemporary Thai architecture have not permitted 

Thais to ponder their concepts of dwelling. Thai architectural studies today have been formed 

under the sign of modernisation. Officially, anything to do with animistic belief and the belief of 

supernatural power is ‘superstitious’ and hence has been assumed to be irrelevant for 

modernised ways of living. In contemporary Thai society, domestic architecture has been studied 

with utilitarian and pragmatic principles. At the same time, discussions of traditional ways of living 

and the traditional Thai house often focus on its symbolic function with the assumption that what 

has been designated as having a symbolic representation may serve no other purpose. 

Consequently, the traditional Thai house has been studied as a history ends in itself, while the 

contemporary Thai house has lost its connection with tradition.  

 

2.2 ‘Baan’: Home as a Cultivated Realm 
 There is comparatively little work on the meaning of home in Thai cultural context. This 

makes it difficult to trace back how home was and is defined. Given the lack of studies of 

concepts of baan or home, the research starts by investigating Thai terminology. This research 

deals with a semantic field within which are grouped a number of terms which in English might be 

translated as a field signifying house, home, dwelling, inhabiting, residence, compound etc. The 

task in the elucidation of certain important Thai terms is to deal with what exceeds the grasp of a 

translation.  

 

 The selected terms have initially been taken from daily usage among Thais in both 

traditional and contemporary society, with specific reference to the Central region of Thailand. 

The research bases its semantic analysis on the dialect of the Central region of Thailand because 

its argument is situated around changes of domestic architecture in Bangkok and its vicinity. It is 

not the case that the research disregards regional differences as to the ways in which domestic 

architecture has been constructed. Despite the fact that houses in different regions have different 

physical characteristics, the research argues that Thais share a similar idea about the ways in 

which the Thai dwelling place can be understood through the common use of language. 
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 Thais in contemporary society live in a place called ‘baan.’ Common definitions of baan 

revolve around it being a house, a home, or a habitation.14 The meaning of baan interweaves a 

series of ideas and things that make up a place where Thais live. In traditional society, there were 

two distinct terms involved for where Thais lived: ruen and baan.15 Thais called their house ruen, 

and called their domestic domain baan. The term ruen has become restricted to it use as 

signifying a house in the traditional context. On the other hand, the term baan came to designate 

what the Thai Dictionary records as: ‘a house or a building to live in. It is also a domain, where 

domestic activities take place. It is a family, a village, a home, a place of refuge.’ As the definitions 

suggest, baan implies the establishment of meaningful aspects of the Thai domestic life.  

 

 Apart from baan and ruen, there are three other terms involved in the construction of Thai 

traditional house that are worth mentioning in this semantic analysis: plook, prung and prap. As 

much as the strength of the house, the processes of constructing a house governed by rituals of 

housebuilding were the key element in creating baan as a dwelling place in the traditional society. 

According to Andrew Turton, the rituals of housebuilding in traditional Thai society are “among the 

most important and elaborate rites de passages: to be a house dweller is to be fully human and to 

be a householder is to be fully adult.”16   

 

 Phraya Anumanrajadhon’s Custom of Housebuilding states that rituals of housebuilding 

consisted of three phases: material preparation, construction,and dwelling (Fig.2.1).17 After 

gathering materials to build a house, prung was an act of preparation in making each component 

ready for assembly. The act of prap took place in the preparation phase. Unattended domain was 

believed to be dangerous in the sense that it might be a place where curses and spells were 

hidden. Prap din, or directly translated as ‘domesticating the soil,’ began with an analysis of the 

existing traits of this piece of land before finding a strategy to handle it.  After the components 

were fabricated, the land was domesticated and the auspicious time of assembly of these 

components was calculated, the process of assembling the Thai traditional house began. The act 

of plook began with the act of digging holes in the ground and securely setting the bases of the 

house-columns into the holes. Then the rest of the structural components were fixed together 

before finishing with the necessary non-structural components.  
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Figure 2.1 : Process of housebuilding performed on traditional Thai house (Source: Jaijongrak, 2002) 
 
  

 

 The semantic analysis of the construction of Thai house suggests that the domestic realm 

or baan was not merely constructed but was cultivated. Traditional rituals of housebuilding 

provided Thais with a reasoning mechanism for making one thing purposeful for the other. This 

mechanism appropriated the establishment between the domestic domain, its householder, 

nature and supernatural powers. Therefore, a union of a place, a particular person and a family 

became meaningful and unambiguous. 

 

 According to Phraya Anumanrajadhon, the contemporary meaning of baan has shifted 

from its meaning in traditional society. This shift, he argues, is due to the rapid development of 

Thai society. Three things have influenced the changes. Firstly, baan has become equated with a 

house because of the disappearance of the large household compound due to cultural and 

economic changes. The household compound which was so important for Thais in an agricultural 

society is not part of the urban scene.  Secondly, the extent to which the term ruen had been 

restricted to the traditional Thai house has now given way to the use of baan to signify a house. 

Although ruen used to be an accurate translation of a house, yet Thais do not use this to signify 

their houses in contemporary society. Nowadays, ruen is rather used to designate a house which 

belongs to the traditional context or a vernacular house, while the term baan possesses a more 

 



                                                “Cultivating the Home” : A Study of Thai Dwelling Place with Reference to Domestic Interior  
from the First National Development Plan (1961-6) to the Present, A Case Study of Bangkok 

   
   Nuttinee Karnchanaporn, PhD 

     2 I 7 

neutral entity towards time. Thirdly, architectural studies of Thai residence have privileged the 

building where Thais live. In his study on the literary meaning of the term baan, Santi 

Chantavilaswong observes that most Thai architectural studies have used the term baan as if it is 

reducible to a house as a building as such.18 With few exceptions, previous studies of baan have 

been geared towards the architectural features of a house focusing on archival surveys of the 

traditional Thai house or stylistic developments of the contemporary Thai house. These three 

pressures have shaped the contemporary view of the place where Thais live. 

 

 The word baan has endured several shifts in meaning. Although meanings of baan 

extend to a more abstract and emotional quality of domestic life, majority of academic discussions 

on baan often fail to recognize these other aspects of domestic life and focus on a house, its 

architectural features and stylistic interior decorations. With few exceptions, Santi 

Chantavilaswong, an architect and scholar, suggests that contemporary Thais are more likely to 

understand the meanings of a place where they live by reference to Western concepts of home.19 

A doctoral research and a current research on the issue of Thai domestic interior also confirm that 

almost 95 percent of the interviewed respondents have associated the term baan to an abstract 

idea of home.20  Moreover, the way Thais continue to use the term plook to signify the 

construction of the house reflects a very important and specific quality of home: home as a 

cultivated domain. Some parts of the traditional ritual of housebuilding that survived the process 

of modernization would ensure that this domain will continue to grow with assurance and 

prosperity.  

 

 

2.3 Studies on Thai Domestic Architecture 
 Since Bangkok celebrated its bicentennial in 1982, Thais have been enthusiastic in 

‘getting to know’ what Thai culture is. Concerns regarding Thai identity ignited immense interest in 

recovering the ‘genuine’ Thai. However, Srisak Wallipodom stresses that although interest has 

been immense in the past few years, in fact very few studies attempt to provide an analysis of 

contemporary Thai culture. According to Srisak, the thirst to know ‘Thai culture’ is geared towards 

preserving the ‘art and cultural heritage’ more than the sociological aspects of everyday life. Such 

academic researches aim to recover the ‘real’ Thai identity as a valuable model and to find 

methods to preserve the ‘real’ culture. In this sense, Thai culture connotes a frame, which is fixed, 

bounded and unchanging in respect of identities and practices. Thai culture becomes one 

homogenous entity to be appreciated, preserved and eventually displayed as a valuable heritage. 

This idea of culture is not what this research is interested in. 

 

 Few studies of the Thai house offer an argument that transcends a form-oriented and 

symbolic interpretation. Previous studies of Thai domestic architecture focus mainly on archival 

studies of form and stylistic development. These correspond to social factors as much as up-to-
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date materials and construction techniques. Rarely do Thais or Western scholars, whose interests 

are initially in Thai domestic architecture, feel impelled to engage in an investigation of dwelling in 

Thai cultural context. ‘Modernisation’ of architectural education took place in 1958 when Prof. An 

Nimmanahaeminda, a Thai architect and scholar, was requested by the Thai government to 

organise a new curriculum for the School of Thai Architecture at Silpakorn University in Bangkok. 

The aim of the new curriculum was to standardise the traditional profession of Thai craftsmen and 

builders with reference to the Western ones. According to Prof. An: “The integration of modern 

technology and our (Thai) traditional heritage is therefore most desirable… Since we are now 

modernising ourselves at a rapid pace, it would be a great shame to lose what we have from our 

past civilisation… The proposed curriculum attempts to fulfil our national needs in accord with 

Western standards. The policy was clearly written to integrate what we already had with what 

modern technology has to offer.”21 Knowledge of the traditional Thai house was to be 

reconfigured systematically into a realm of knowledge, which was directed at preservation. It also 

became available for architectural education and the general public. 

 

 Architectural studies of domestic architecture focus on the Thai traditional house as its 

mainstream. The traditional Thai house, especially houses in the central region, is recognised as 

a part of the nation’s heritage. Nowadays, knowledge of the traditional Thai house is a well-

established field of academic studies. Professional craftsmanship and knowledge surrounding it 

have become a heritage that requires preservation as part of the national identity. On the other 

hand, studies of contemporary Thai domestic architecture have emerged as a separate field, 

which includes extensive surveys on different types of residential architecture and critiques.  

Academic studies of the Thai domestic architecture can be grouped in three contexts: (1) the 

traditional context, (2) the rural/vernacular context, and (3) the contemporary context. Each of the 

contexts has been studied as a distinctive category of Thai domestic architecture.  

 

 Having a great number of studies of contemporary domestic architecture are part of larger 

studies of Thai architecture. Due to the rapid social changes in Bangkok, such studies are mainly 

focused on mapping chronological developments of form and stylistic changes of Thai 

architecture onto the historical, sociological, and cultural changes. The split between the 

categories of the traditional Thai house and the new Thai house has been largely understood as 

unambiguous. With reference to Rattanakosin period (1782 to present), it is commonly 

understood that this period can be divided into a minimum of three periods: (1) the period prior to 

modernisation (King Rama I-III, from 1782-1851), (2) the period of modernisation (King Rama IV-

VI, from 1851-1925), and (3) the period of democracy (King Rama VII-IX, from 1925 to present). 

The Thai houses, which were built during the third period onwards, are commonly considered 

‘new’ Thai houses. Due to the immense influence of Western/European architecture, these new 

houses share little similarity with the traditional Thai houses.  
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 The term ‘contemporary’ has emerged in the latter half of the 1980’s. The 1980’s were a 

golden era of architecture in Thailand. From 1982 onwards, economic growth permitted massive 

property development. But the aftermath of this ‘golden era’ has seen a crisis of Thai architectural 

identity. Previous architectural studies have not provided the thesis with sufficient and direct 

definition to the term ‘contemporary Thai architecture.’ After modernisation, Western/European 

influences, standardisation and development in architectural education, Thai architecture entered 

a new paradigm. However, from the research’s observations, the term ‘contemporary’ has 

commonly been used to label architecture, which has been built during the economic boom in 

1982 onwards.22 

 

 Thai studies of contemporary domestic architecture have been carried out in much of the 

same methods as the studies of traditional domestic architecture. Based on extensive examples 

of contemporary residences, such studies aim to provide a systematic archive of contemporary 

domestic architecture rather than seek to define the unique characteristics of the contemporary 

Thai architectural identity. According to Vimolsidhi Horayangkura, contemporary domestic 

architecture lacks an identity.23 In his words, contemporary Thai architecture at large suffers 

‘Architectural Identity Disaster Syndrome,’ also known as AIDS.  He states that an imposed 

modernisation has forced the Thais to overlook their need to develop appropriate changes for 

themselves.24 Thai domestic architecture, in and around Bangkok, has changed significantly as 

Thais try to catch up with rapid social changes, political factors, economic forces, new materials, 

and new construction techniques. These contemporary houses have failed to correspond to Thai 

daily life.  

 

 Studies of contemporary domestic architecture have been carried out more or less in the 

same way of those in the past. Studies of Thai domestic architecture lack any specific analysis on 

the contemporary domesticity. The interior designer has become a popular profession in 

Bangkok. Nevertheless, what has been popularised in the Thai interior design magazines remains 

far from the reality of the living spaces of most Thais in Bangkok. Recent studies have begun to 

open up Thai concepts of home and the experience of dwelling.25 For example, Santi 

Chantavilaswong’s article exploring the semantic meanings of Thai words in relation to domestic 

architecture and experience of dwelling.26  Piyalada Devakula’s unpublished PhD thesis attempts 

to re-discover architectural identity through certain shared characteristics in the experience of 

dwelling inside the Thai houses.27  By contrast to preceding studies, Piyalada focuses on smaller 

numbers: four houses in her analysis which she carefully maps the experiential characteristics of 

dwelling in the Thai house from the traditional Thai house to the contemporary/urban house. This 

type of study remains relatively rare.  
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2.4  The Emergence of Domestic Interior in Thai Cultural Context 
 The word ‘interior’ has undergone several shifts in meaning. It has come into use in 

English from the late fifteenth century to mean basic divisions between inside and outside. From 

the early eighteenth century, interiority was used to designate inner character and a sense of 

individual subjectivity. It was only from the beginning of the nineteenth century that the interior 

came to designate the notion of ‘the inside of a building or a room.’ This marked the newly 

emergent interior as a site of professional struggle between architects and upholsterers. Through 

the nineteenth century, interior decoration began to articulate itself separately from architecture. 

According to the writing of Charles Rice, the ‘interior’ emerges with conceptual specificity in the 

context of bourgeois domesticity.28 The bourgeois domestic interior emerges historically in the 

nineteenth century through an accumulation of traces and the immaterial experience that borrows 

on the material attributes of the everyday domestic interior – its furnishings. It is not simply 

architectural, but it borrows on the enclosure provided by architecture to be articulated through 

decoration, the literal covering of the inside of an architectural shell. In this sense the interior is 

also not simply spatial, but is equally an image-based phenomenon.   

 

 As in the Thai cultural contest, the architecture of the traditional house defines how areas 

inside the house could be used. The concept of boundary was considered vital to the Thai 

domestic domain but wall was not the most important aspect of spatial division. Thresholds and 

changes of the floor level permitted householders to separate space into different spatial 

hierarchy: ground / stairs / circulations / cooking area / sitting area / sleeping area / ancestral 

area. In many cases, sleeping area tended to be the only place that was enclosed. By referring to 

the section of the traditional Thai house, the domestic sphere was characterized by the sense of 

openness: the flow between the exterior and interior atmosphere (Fig.2.2). 

 

     
     Figure 2.2 : A Section of the traditional Thai house showing different spatial hierarchy (Source: Jaijongrak, 1996) 
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 It was only from the 1950’s onwards that the interior of the house emerges with specific 

reference to the modernization in Thailand. Changes that took place during 1851-1925 were in 

the reigns of King Rama IV to Rama VI. The monarchs demanded the changes, understood as a 

process of ‘modernization,’ involved in “the adoption of technologies, methods of government and 

a diverse iconography drawn from the west towards the objectives of economic advancement, the 

political integration of the state and the legitimacy of the monarchy.”29 These changes brought 

Thais new conceptions of living dominated by Western influences. 

 

 Houses of members of the royal families and well-to-do aristocrats were among the first 

to be built with westernized spatial organization and ‘western style’ outlooks. The architectural 

features of the house and its interior decorations had a direct bearing on the idea of good taste 

and civilized lifestyle (Fig.2.3, Fig. 2.4 and Fig. 2.5). The houses were built in large compounds 

with a road leading to the main house and a European-style front garden. These new houses 

were characterized by individually enclosed rooms for each function, equipped with European-

style furniture, and the use of the modern lavatory.30  Inside these houses, there were a large 

reception foyer, a cloakroom, a living room, a dining room, a library, a tea room, a play room and 

a modern lavatory. A proper kitchen was separated from the main house for hygienic reasons. 

The good taste and civilized lifestyle were to be articulated through luxury living environment 

represented by a diverse iconography drawn from the west.  These kinds of residence and 

lifestyle were unprecedented and completely at variance with the ways of living in traditional Thai 

society.   

 

 

 

    
Figure 2.3 : Paruskawan Palace   
Former residence of HRH Prince Chakrabongse Bhuvanath built during the reign of King Rama V by European     
architects. Two interior photographs are a small dining room and the private suite of HRH Prince Chakrabongse   
Bhuvanath and his wife. (Source: H. Hunter and N. Chakrabongse, 1994 ) 
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Figure 2.4 : An exterior view and an interior of a master bedroom of the Phyathai Palace in 1920.  
Originally constructed for the Thai monarchs in 1909 and reassigned as a first class hotel in 1925.   
(Source: National Archives) 
 
 
 
 
 

         
     Figure 2.5 : A house in Bangkok and its living room  
     Showing a house in a compound with a road leading to the main house and European-style front garden. 
     Its living room shows European-style furniture and decorations, built around the reign of King Rama V or VI 
    (Source: National Archives) 
 
 
 

 Further critical changes were marked by the fall of the absolute monarchy in 1932 which 

was replaced by a more democratic administration. From this time onwards, changes in Thai 

architecture in general were welcomed as Thai architects educated overseas returned. Detached 

houses of the well-to-do Thais were designed and decorated under the influence of modern 

architecture in Europe and America (Fig. 2.6). Thailand was significantly shaped by the rapid 

economic development which was accelerated under the new dictatorial regime in 1957. The First 

National Development Plan (1961-6) led to demographic growth, expanded economic 

development, and marked a turning point in Thai architecture. Thai economic and property 

business reached a peak during the period from 1969 to 1972. Domestic architecture was no 

exception. The increasing need for housing in the city was the result of the dramatic increase in 

the working class and middle class Thais.  
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Figure 2.6 :  A two-story house, No. 4 Yen-aa-kaad, Bangkok, 
Belonging to an upper-middle class family, built during the period of 1936-1960   (Source: Tiptus, 1982) 
2.6A : Showing a more effective and compact floor plan when compared to an earlier period 
2.6B : an exterior of a house with eaves spanning outwards from the house 
2.6C : An interior space with staircase and adjacent family room. 
 

 

 From 1960 onwards, different types of domestic architecture have emerged in response 

to economic growth and the needs of people from different social strata. The increasing 

population and land values, particularly in the urban area of Bangkok, have transformed domestic 

architecture from single-unit housing into the multi-unit housing and grouped units. There are 

suburban housing estates, government welfare housing projects, shop-houses or row-houses, 

townhouses, flats, and condominiums for the middle class. These groups of Thais began to take 

careful economic consideration towards the ways in which their houses were built: low budgets, 

efficient use of space, and combined functions. At this point, there is no academic study which 

documents the various conditions of domestic interior in this period. However, the establishment 

of the education for professional interior designer in the late 1950’s marked the interior as a site of 
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specific profession as interior designer. Interior decoration began to articulate itself as a separate 

field of profession from architecture. 

 

 Since the administrative reformation, the house and its decorative interior have continued 

to be used as ‘an image’ or ‘a face’ that signifies social status in the Thai society.31 In Bangkok 

and its vicinity, there were private housing estates filled with luxury-detached houses for people 

with high incomes. A house and its interiors become an object with potential to display affluence 

and well-being. Advertisements of these private housing estates perpetuate the myth of the 

nuclear family and tout a dream-like image of living in beautiful interiors and the world class living 

environment (Fig.2.7). The domestic interior in Bangkok emerges in a similar way it emerges in 

the context of bourgeois domesticity: “It is not only architectural, but it borrows on the enclosure 

provided by architecture to be articulated through decoration, the literal covering of the inside of 

an architectural ‘shell.’ In this sense the interior is also not simply spatial, but is equally an image-

based phenomenon.”32 

 
 
 

 
 
Figure 2.7:  An Advertisement of a private housing estate in Bangkok  (Source: AP Calendar, 2006) 
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CHAPTER 3 
BANGKOK HOME LIVES 
A STUDY OF THE EMERGENCE OF CONTEMPORARY THAI DOMESTIC INTERIOR 
 

 

 

 What one sees in Bangkok metropolitan areas differs significantly from the generalized 

understanding of Thai home lives. Roadsides in Bangkok are now filled with billboards that 

advertise grandiose urban living utopias as means for a better quality of life and homogeneous 

social status. A house with beautiful decorative interiors has become a product which one could 

buy into. Although there are discrepancies between these ideal images of home and reality, the 

meanings that people associated with home often derive in part from idealized notion of what 

home should be like. The rapid increase in numbers of Thais moving to the suburbs and into 

secure residential enclaves has contributed to Bangkok’s fragmented urban expansion. It is a 

form of urbanisation that runs counter to many of the aims of good urban design and social 

sustainability, yet is one that fulfils the ambitions and dreams of many Thais and invites a more 

complex account of their motives and values. 

 

 Housing estate companies have employed a number of strategies to persuade people to 

buy. And they add value to their products by offering a choice of design, decoration and 

furnishing. Although the range of choice is limited, these companies offer guaranteed contentment 

with a variety of full-scale mock-up houses, or what they have called ‘sample houses.’ Urban 

middle class Thais’ obsession with ‘the commodity-driven image of modernity’ manifests an 

obsession with displaying affluence and well-being through consumption. Design, size, and 

private facilities (such as leisure centres or even private golf courses) become icons of 

‘exclusivity’ to attract homebuyers. Private security arrangements become another selling point. 

Advertisements of these private housing estates tout as much a dream-like image of urban middle 

class living (Fig.3.1). One thing remains missing: evidence that document the ways in which 

people in Bangkok make and use their interiors to create their homes. This research focuses on 

the home life experience: how home is defined and how home is experienced, through a 

photographic project and in-depth interviews in Bangkok, Thailand. This chapter reveals domestic 

interior as it is lived in the urban context of Bangkok. The results provide vital starting point to 

further academic research on contemporary Thai domestic interior. 
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Figure 3.1: Photographs showing several billboards of gated communities depicting family dream and security 

(Source: Karnchanaporn and Kasemsook, 2008 and Matichon Weekly, 2002) 

 

 

   

3.1 “The Bangkok Home Lives Project” 
 Studies and criticisms of contemporary Thai architecture have not permitted Thais to 

ponder the everyday life-world in the realm of domesticity. While discussions of traditional ways of 

living and the traditional Thai house often focus on its symbolic function with the assumption that 

what has been designated as having a symbolic representation may serve no other purpose, 

contemporary Thai domestic architecture has been studied with utilitarian and pragmatic 

principles. One question remains: in what way studies of tradition help make the analysis of 

contemporary Thai domestic interior intelligible? 

 

 The research finds it difficult to obtain resources for the study of domestic interior that 

transcend its architectural features. Oftentimes, design magazines and advertisement for a family 

house in Bangkok do not represent the ways majority of people who live in Bangkok experiencing 
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home today. To ask a question to respondents in Bangkok: ‘what does the home mean to you?’ 

can be problematic. It could be argued that the question was highly ambiguous, and may have 

prompted ideal responses rather than real experiences. It is not clear whether the question is 

asking about the respondents’ own specific home life or about their general understanding of what 

the home means.  Arguably is the latter, so rather than reflecting their real experiences the 

respondents give descriptive details of the ideal home. 

 

What follows in this chapter is an attempt to present materials documented from empirical 

research. There are 25 participants for this research and all of them are from architecture and 

design related studies/professions.  “The Bangkok Home Lives Project” is part of a research on 

the emergence of domestic interior in Bangkok. The method adopted was ethnographic in a 

sense that the thesis intends to study the phenomenon as it is lived. The project, which is based 

on photography, grew from (1) great difficulty finding original and current resources on domestic 

interior in Thailand, and from (2) a reading of Kamina Walton’s essay on a Blackfriars 

Photography Project.1 In a similar approach to the Blackfriars Photography Project where 

photography was used for primary school children in Blackfriars area in order to reflect the 

diversity of cultures and family structure represented within the school, the Bangkok Home Lives 

Project gives opportunity for the householders themselves to produce resources by recording 

their home lives by using disposable camera. Each participant used a twenty six exposure color 

disposable camera to photograph what he/she felt expressed his/her home life with a written 

caption for each photograph. Moreover, the research also carried out “The Bangkok Home Lives 

Project” with 90 second year architectural and interior architectural studies at School of 

Architecture and Design (KMUTT) by using digital camera in the same manner as the disposable 

camera. As a result, photographs taken by 25 participants and 90 students become key 

evidences providing an insight into home environment and family life in urban Bangkok (Fig.3.2), 

and they are quite unlike the representations that we are used to seeing.  

 

In additions to “The Bangkok Home Lives Project,” the participants were casually 

interviewed and encouraged to use the photographs to talk about their home life experience and 

what home means to them. The interview began with a brief conversation with participants about 

the background of their house: how it was constructed and how spaces were organized. Stories of 

how the house was built, how its interior was arranged, how family members relate to their own 

space, how belief influenced their daily life and how they felt living in their houses, were told in 

relaxed ways. The photographs act as key evidence in helping the participant focusing on their 

answers. The unstructured nature of the interviews allowed the uneasiness of having to ask about 

people’s private lives to be alleviated. All research materials relating to “The Bangkok Home Lives 

Project,”   are included at the end of this chapter.  
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Figure 3.2: Map of Bangkok with red dots indicating location of the 25 homes in the Bangkok Home Lives Project 

(Source: Karnchanaporn, 2009) 

 
3.2 Bangkok Home Lives 
 Describing the home through the photographic documentation and also interview, the 

research’s participants tended to produce a long and detailed description. The research has 

encountered with both description of feelings, moods and atmosphere of the home as well as an 

exclusively physical account of the home. From the 25 cases, the research has summarised the 

notion of home as it is understood and documented into 3 categories: (1) Rooms, (2) Household 

objects, and (3) Family members.   

 

 Rooms 

 The photographic documents elucidate a series of individual home life experience with a 

mixture between the abstract entity and the interior space which hosts such entity. What do show 

is that most participants, male or female / old or young, share the same sentiments about the 

ideal home: privacy, family, affection, relaxation, comfort and security. The spatial characteristics 

of the dwelling affect the experience of the home lives. The architectural features of the 

contemporary houses emerged in the responses: (1) the arrangement of and connection between 

rooms; (2) the sizes of roos; and (3) the form and physical enclosure of rooms. From the 

summary in Table 3.1, architecture of the house is a vital part of home’s identity since houses 
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were mostly recorded at the beginning of each film roll.  In most examples, as indicated in Table 

3.1, participants recorded all rooms inside the house (living room, kitchen and bedrooms) which 

also including bathroom and toilet. Not surprisingly, chairs, sofas, tables and beds located with 

such rooms are most often photographed as being special objects in the home. Rooms with 

furniture presuppose a settle life-style which can be invested in the symbols of stability. Several 

participants mentioned that furniture is special because it makes life at home comfortable. The 

participants often stressed the theme of comfort and personal usefulness that a favorite piece of 

furniture provided.  

 

 
 Table 3.1:  Summary from the Bangkok Home Lives Project indicating types of room as part of the home lives 

  

 The other aspect was seen through photographic documents in the household that 

practice a more collective consumption as leisure, which compensates for time spent at work. In 

urban area of Bangkok, there was more acceptance of received definitions of roles and rooms 

since the photographs are labeled according to the programme of the rooms. Moreover, the 

growth in DIY activity and the proliferation of stylistic variety in home decoration can be seen to 

involve more than commercial promotions. The rooms serve as the renegotiation of domestic 

routines as one may distinguish differing articulations of tradition and modernity. These 

articulations depend on how kinship, education, employment and social reference groups are 

related in life trajectories.  

 

 Although it is obvious that most participants inhibit aesthetic conventions that a modern 

person feel obliged to conform to, aspects of messiness have also been documented. Messiness 

or disorderliness is a curious phenomenon because sometimes it is attributed a possitive meaning 
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as the opposite of being too neat and fussy, and sometimes a negative meaning such as a lack of 

care. Which meaning prevails depends on the situation and the individual involved. In several 

cases of young participants, they inhabited the interior and called it a home by taking possession 

of things, especially participants who are university students. It is less surprising that most young 

participants tend to capture their private bedrooms as what is best expressing their home lives. 

These young participants often explore their personal identity and imagination in their bedroom. In 

one case, the graffiti was painted on the bedroom wall intend to override the parents’ choice of 

childlike wallpaper. In another case, the participant photographed a locked drawer and described 

it as her interiorized world. This same participant also photographs a toilet where she often 

retreats to read her favorite magazine. These two places, sealed off from the everyday world, are 

where she feels most at home. 

 

 Household Objects 
 Of all the things that people use and surround themselves with, the research concentrate 

primary on those objects they keep in their homes: spiritual objects, family photos, personal 

collections, household products, television, computers, bicycles and cars (Table 3.2). Spaces and 

objects that were photographed by the participants to attend to regularly or to have close at hand, 

that create permanence in the intimate life and therefore are most involved in making up his or 

her identity. The objects of the household, which are photographed, represent the being of the 

owner. According to the unstructured interviews of the research participants, these household 

objects constitute signs that reflects the pattern of the owner’s self.    

 

 
     Table 3.2:  Summary from the Bangkok Home Lives Project indicating objects that are meaningful to the home 
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 In many images from the Bangkok Home Lives Project, the whole history contained within 

one room: objects, furniture, numerous photographs and books, suggesting past present and a 

sense of place.  Sense of security and protection is strongly captured in most documents and 

often tied with spiritual protection and domestic remedies. These photographs reveal diverse 

cultural references: Chinese guardian spirit, ancestral worship, Buddhist chamber and animistic 

Chinese cabalistic cloth. These objects incorporated in domestic interiors are perceived as 

sources of spiritual protection. Since the traditional society, Thais continue to believe that 

domestic domain is a device to prevent ill fortune, to promote health and prosperity and to repair 

breaches in the system of defense. 

 

 In the face of a desire for personalisation, common elements of material culture acquire 

new meanings. For example, the standard equipment of the modern kitchen may lose its definite 

‘modern’ character and take on the desired personality. In several houses, the ‘modern’ kitchen is 

displayed as the desired image (with minimum of cooking activities) where the ‘Thai’ kitchen 

serves the function of cooking. Beyond the common commodity culture, it is individualized 

perception of the social world that activates a strongly personalizing aesthetic. Household objects 

signifying status appear in almost all cultures, although what objects will be chosen as status 

symbols, how they will be used to signify status is diverse. Status is a form of power. It consists of 

respect, consideration, and envy of others. For example, expensive car conveys to those who 

believe in its status that its owner is a person possessing distinctive or superior qualities, 

someone ‘above’ the crowd.  On the other hand, some objects are symbols of integration such as 

spiritual and religious objects. 

 

 Family members 
 A strong commitment to a view of home life that revolves around communual activities 

and share experience was clearly articulated in the interviews and photographic documentations. 

Evidence of family and affection is always presented in the photographs (Table 3.3). People in the 

photographs are signs of warm ties between family members and the meaning of home. In many 

cases, family members were being photographed and wrote about. Where family member is 

absent from the photograph, a note posted on the refrigerator can be a supplement to such 

absence. Area where family members have their meals is often photographed although the room 

might not actually be a dinning room. In the extended interviews, mealtimes were identified as 

being of central importance in maintaining communication within the family unit. In the complex 

timetable of different family members militate against strict mealtimes: breakfast are taken on the 

run, and young children eat dinner early, perhaps before any full-time workers return home; and 

young adults (the age range between 17 to 23 years old) are likely to help themselves to food 

when returning from a night out. With this kind of complexity, a housekeeper becomes another 

important figure in the homemaking process. 
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 Table 3.3:  Summary from the Bangkok Home Lives Project indicating home life and people in the household 

 
 
3.3 4 Cases of Bangkok Home Lives 
 Photographs and descriptions selected from 4 house-visits demonstrate the participants’ 

diverse lifestyles and different categories of domestic architecture: Case 1 A single or detached 

house in a private housing estate locating in the periphery of Bangkok; Case 2 A townhouse in an 

allotted land locating in a low-cost housing area; Case 3 A commerical row-house locating in the 

crowded Chinese community in the city center; and Case 4 A detached house on allotted land 

nearby the MRT station (the underground electric mass rapid transit system). 

 

 It is important to acknowledge that the fundamental innovations associated with the 

design of modern home were led by interventions of technology-based industry. The more 

democratic spatial structuring of the modern home was paralleled by more equal relations 

between family members, stressing individual choice. From the documents, the main focus of 

informal home lives shifted to ‘living kitchen.’ The personalisation first elaborated in the living 

room is extended to the kitchen and even to the bathroom. The design of these 4 family houses is 

founded on the assumption of a companionate marriage, where the family share their leisure time 

in the main living room and dining area. There are ‘master’ bedrooms and children’s bedrooms 

influenced by the West. From these four examples, essential features of these new vernacular 

houses are unprecedented in traditional Thai society as they are documented on the furniture lay-

out plans. 
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Case 1 A Single House in a private housing estate 
 

             
 

Figure 3.3: Furniture Lay-Out Plan of a single house in a private housing estate (Source: Karnchanaporn, 2009) 

 
 

       
 
 

       
Figure 3.4: Six selected images which are best describing the ‘home’ by participant from the record of the Bangkok Home 

Lives Project (Source: Karnchanaporn, 2009) 
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Case 2 A Townhouse in an allotted land locating in a low-cost housing area 
 

       
 

Figure 3.5: Furniture Lay-Out Plan of a townhouse in an allotted land (Source: Karnchanaporn, 2009) 

 
 

 

                 
 
 

                 
 

Figure 3.6: Six selected images which are best describing the ‘home’ by participant from the record of the Bangkok Home 

Lives Project (Source: Karnchanaporn, 2009) 
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Case 3  A Chinese commercial row-house in a crowded Chinese community, city centre 

                      

                        
Figure 3.7: Furniture Lay-Out Plan of a Chinese commercial row-house  (Source: Karnchanaporn, 2009) 

 

       
 

   
 
Figure 3.8: Five selected images from the record of the Bangkok Home Lives Project (Source: Karnchanaporn, 2009) 
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Case 4  A Single house on an allotted land near MRT station 

 

                                  
Figure 3.9: Furniture Lay-Out Plan of a single house on an allotted land near BTS  (Source: Karnchanaporn, 2009) 

 

     

                   
Figure 3.10: Five selected images from record of the Bangkok Home Lives Project  (Source: Karnchanaporn, 2009) 
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 Modernised Thais have come a long way from traditional conceptions of dwelling: a 

timber house with a large opened terrace, verandas, sitting area, kitchen, sleeping enclosures 

(bedrooms) with neither bathroom or lavatory. Thai dwelling places adopted what was believed to 

be more practical or utilitarian principles. Among ordinary Thais, patterns of domestic interiors 

have been consistent since the First National Development Plan (1961-1966). Responding to the 

growing economy as well as population growth in urban areas, especially Bangkok, the 

organisation of contemporary Thai domestic interiors is viewed from within principles of efficient 

use of space, comfort, utility, and hygiene.  

 

 Reflections on the Bangkok Home Lives Project have led us to see materialism in a 

somewhat new light. “Changes in the material order of the home--as in appropriation of domestic 

space, the choice and arrangement of furnishings and decor, as well as in domestic routines, and 

provisioning of the household--reflect and indeed define cultural changes.”2 Changes in Thai 

homes are reflections of cultural conditions. Contemporary Thai domestic architecture has 

acquired a new importance after the process of modernisation. It has become an image of social 

status. But home is always one of the most taken-for-granted aspects of daily life. Spatial 

orientation, decorations and rules have been adapted to respond to their needs in the changing 

contemporary Thai society. The widespread experience of modernisation, urban development and 

expansion, and migration have redefined the concepts of dwelling and have required a re-

mapping the relationship between the individual self, his/her home and the city.  
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3.4  Research Materials: “The Bangkok Home Lives Project” 
 
Map of Bangkok with red dots indicating the location of 25 records 
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House 01 Female ( 24 Years Old), A Single house in a private housing estate 

  A.Muang, Samutprakarn 
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House 02 Female ( 22 Years Old), A Single house in a private housing estate 

  Suan Luang, Bangkok 
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House 03 Male ( 25 Years Old), A townhouse on allotted land 

  Nong-Kham, Bangkok 
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House 04 Male ( 23 Years Old), A Single house in a private housing estate 

  Bang-Khen, Bangkok 
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House 05 Female ( 25 Years Old), A Chinese commercial row-house 

  Pom Prap, Bangkok 

 
 



                                                “Cultivating the Home” : A Study of Thai Dwelling Place with Reference to Domestic Interior  
from the First National Development Plan (1961-6) to the Present, A Case Study of Bangkok 

   
   Nuttinee Karnchanaporn, PhD 

 

     3 I 20

 
House 06 Female ( 24 Years Old), A Single house on a private land 

  Phutamonton, Nakorn Pathom 
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House 07 Male ( 25 Years Old), A Single house on a private land 

  Thonburi, Bangkok 
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House 08 Female ( 20 Years Old), A Single house on allotted land 

  Hwuay-Kwang, Bangkok 
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House 09 Male ( 19 Years Old), A Single house on a private land 

  Prawet, Bangkok 
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House 10 Male ( 23 Years Old), A Single house in a private compound 

  Bang Ko Leam, Bangkok 
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House 11 Female ( 19 Years Old), A Single house  

  A.Muang, Samutprakarn 
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House 12 Female (31 Years Old), A Single house on a private land 

  Talingchan, Bangkok 
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House 13 Female ( 30 Years Old), A townhouse in an allotted land 

  Bangkok Noi, Bangkok 
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House 14 Male ( 37 Years Old), A Single house in a private housing estate 

  Klong Toey, Bangkok 
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House 15 Female ( 21 Years Old), A 300 sq.m. High-rise condominium 

  Wattana, Bangkok 
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House 16 Male ( 32 Years Old), A townhouse in a private housing estate 

  Beung Kum, Bangkok 
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House 17 Male ( 29 Years Old), A townhouse in a private housing estate 

  Beung Kum, Bangkok 
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House 18 Female ( 19 Years Old), A Single house in a private land 

  Bangkhuntien, Bangkok 
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House 19 Male ( 22 Years Old), A Single house in a private housing estate 

  Lak-Si, Bangkok 

 

 
 



                                                “Cultivating the Home” : A Study of Thai Dwelling Place with Reference to Domestic Interior  
from the First National Development Plan (1961-6) to the Present, A Case Study of Bangkok 

   
   Nuttinee Karnchanaporn, PhD 

 

     3 I 34

House 20 Female ( 29 Years Old), A Single house in a private land 

  Wang Thong Lang, Bangkok 
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House 21 Female ( 22 Years Old), A Single house in a private family compound 

  Bang-Glouy, Nonthaburi 
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House 22 Male ( 23 Years Old), A Chinese commercial row-house 

  Thonburi, Bangkok 
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House 23 Male ( 14 Years Old), A Single house in a private housing estate 

  A.Muang, Samutprakarn 
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House 24 Male ( 23 Years Old), A Single house in a private housing estate 

  Bang-Khen, Bangkok 
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House 25 Female ( 22 Years Old), A Single house in a private land 

  Nong-Kham, Bangkok 
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An Example of discriptions for the Bangkok Home Lives Project  

House 08 : Female ( 20 Years Old), A Single house on allotted land,Hwuay-Kwang, Bangkok 
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 Chapter 3  Endnote 
                                  
1 K. Walton, “Home lives” in T. Putnam and C. Newton (eds.) Household Choices (London: Future 
Publications and Middlesex Polytechnic Print Unit, 1990) pp. 66-73. 
 
2 Tim Putnam, ‘Postmodern Home Life’ in Irene Cieraad (ed.), At Home: An Anthropology of 
Domestic Space (New York: Syracuse University Press, 1999), p. 145.  
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CHAPTER 4 
RESEARCH SUMMARY 
 
 
 

 

 
                    Figure 4.1 : Home as advertised  (Source: Thairath Newspaper, 2009) 
 
 

The home is at once an idea, a material reality and social institution. In most form of 

public discourse, home has been seen as a site of consumption. Considering the emergence of 

domestic interior has meant dealing with a range of contexts where this emergence has had 

significant effects. Initially, the changes in the Thai domestic sphere harboured revolutionary 

effects with reference to social and cultural norms. From 1930’s onwards, there was certainly a 

shift in the meaning of the interior which delivered a new condition of domestic home life 

previously not presented in the Thai culture. The material realities of domestic life began to be 

fashioned and have continued to develop closely with the consumption industry. Studies of the 

domestic interior have been developed with a simplified affirming psychology of the interior 

decorations in a sense that the interior is subservient to studies of architecture as the primary 

space provider in culture.  With this research, titled ‘Cultivating the Home,’ means looking at the 

idea that is not what common studies in Thai domestic architecture know to be. it is perhaps more 

useful to understand these common architectural studies not as what this research of the 

domestic interior has ideologically opposed, but rather to understand that they are themselves 

effects the domestic interior’s emergence. 
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 In Chapter 1, the research posted 2 sets of questions:  

Set 1 When lifestyles of Thais have changed:  
(1) What happen to the space (or sphere) that hosts the living? 

(2) Does ‘baan’ still carry the ideology and meaning as it used to do in the past? 

(3) To what extent have the meaning of ‘baan’ survived the process of modernisation? 

Set 2 When there are changes in the form of ‘baan’:  
(4) What has happen to the architectural programme and domestic space inside the house?  

(5) What are the objects and procedures new to the contemporary Thai domestic interior? 

 

When lifestyles of Thais have changed:  What happen to the space that hosts the 
living? ; Does ‘baan’ still carry the ideology and meaning as it used to do in the past?; and 
To what extent have the meaning of ‘baan’ survived the process of modernisation?  The 

physical characters of domestic architecture and its construction procedures have changed 

significantly. The number of traditional Thai houses has declined, not just because new houses 

possess new forms and orientations but because traditional Thai houses have decayed and have 

been taken down. Thais’ common view of the traditional Thai house is that it is too expensive to 

build; too difficult to maintain; and it cannot accommodate a modern way of life.1  Since 1960, 

different types of domestic architecture have emerged in response to economic growth and the 

needs of people from different social strata. The increasing population and land values, 

particularly in the urban area of Bangkok, have transformed domestic architecture from single-unit 

housing into the multi-unit housing and grouped units. There are slums for the working class with 

low income. There are suburban housing estates, government welfare housing projects, shop-

houses or row-houses, townhouses, flats, and condominiums for the middle class. These groups 

of Thais began to take careful economic consideration towards the ways in which their houses 

were built: low budgets, efficient use of space, and combined functions 

 

Modernised Thais have indeed oversimplified the way in which they understand their 

dwelling place by focusing on its architecture. Through the course of this research, the research 

has become increasingly troubled by the way in which Thais take for granted the significance of 

their homes. When conducting semantic analysis of Thai terms in the area relating to house, 

home, dwelling, inhabiting, residence and compound coupled with Thai terms involving the 

process of housebuilding, it is only to find out that baan is more than a house or a place where 

one lives. 

 

Baan is a dwelling in the sense that Martin Heidegger describes in his writing: Building 

Dwelling Thinking (1951).2 It is, as Thais say, to be ‘cultivated.’ When Thais say ‘plook baan,’ (that 

baan is cultivated) instead of ‘srang baan’ (that baan is constructed or built), it suggests that Thais 

idealise their home in a certain way that the place is filled with expectations of nourishment and 

growth. It is this place where human life is acted out. The term ‘plook’ (to cultivate) has been 
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reserved to the ways in which a house has been built and does not apply to other buildings. 

Through rituals involved in the housebuilding, baan becomes a place where Thais establish 

themselves in relation to their surrounding environment in a harmonious way. Personal 

identification, family life, relationships, organisation of the immediate environment and associated 

environment are interwoven in this place. Baan is located at the core of the Thai perception of a 

sense of security and protection. According to Neils Mulder, baan is the place where Thai 

householders are safeguarded and encircled by the goodness of a ‘mother.’3 The householders 

are being cared for in the sense that home life is cultivated by the mother who has unconditional 

love towards her child. Although the concepts of Thai dwelling place express clearly the tendency 

to transcend purely physical issues, little architectural research has acknowledged these matters. 

 

Photographs documented in “the Bangkok Home Lives Project” show the differences 

between the lived domestic interiors and the ideal ones: its physical outlooks, its orientation, how 

people use them and how such interiors become important aspect of home life. When Thais 

continue to say that ‘home is cultivated’ rather than built, they acknowledge an interweaving of 

cultural ideology, personal identity, and lived relationship. From this perspective, what has ended 

is the physical apparatus of the traditional Thai house but traditional ideology continues to inscribe 

in Thai mentality through the use of language and articulations. Baan is no longer a space of 

tradition but the tradition helps maintaining it.  

 
 When there are changes in the form of ‘baan’:  What has happen to the 
architectural programme and domestic space inside the house?; and What are the objects 
and procedures new to the contemporary Thai domestic interior?  A Thai home is a place 

imbued with a cultural history of order, sanctification, and protection even underneath the cultural 

ideals represented by its ‘new’ architecture. These are thoughts which Thai architects and interior 

designers may have forgotten since to them the notion of ‘form’ and ‘style’ is much more 

attractive. Thai architectural education lies in the fact that it is under the umbrella of the 

modernisation. The model of Western architectural education being inserted in the curriculum led 

to a profound split between traditional and contemporary domestic architecture. Domestic 

architecture became a departure from what has been done in traditional society. Practices 

involved in the process of housebuilding in traditional society have been studied as a product of 

the past, a history, an end in itself. Being educated in the new curriculum, architects, interior 

designers and developers fail to take in to account social reality and are compelled to use the 

images of ‘Western’ domestic architecture to customise their own dwelling. 

 

The history of domestic architecture and housing in Thailand may be presented as an 

elaboration of cultural changes. When houses constructed according to vernacular convention 

design are analysed to reveal elements and procedures of design practice, it is possible to 

conjecture which design characteristics may be reliably associated with user requirements at the 
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time of construction. Within homes, the meaning of built form is continually refined. Domestic 

space is shaped by perception and use and articulated by household arrangement. When existing 

or desired living patterns and plan types clash alterations, uses of space redefined or the conflict 

downplayed by changing the means of marking the desired demarcation. Changes may arise not 

from the conflict of exiting form but from its potential use driven by domestic needs. To consider 

alteration as a process with value in its own right offers a way of linking and thinking about all 

forms of personalisation of space. Making dwelling space one’s own is attempted in one way or 

another by the great majority of householders. 
 

In Bangkok, it has been asserted that we live in a culture which is more home-centred 

and privatized. The house has been associated with privacy since cultural reformation in the early 

1900’s. The development of rooms such as bathroom and toilets are significantly contributed to 

the ideal sense of cleanliness and hygiene. The rooms such as the study room and library 

became the context of the ‘educated class’ to engage with the media in form of books, 

newspapers and magazines. Recently, the image of home has been commercialised as the focal 

point of personal fulfilment and a theatre of life-style. Home as idea, place and objects consumes 

a significant proportion of individuals’ income, preoccupies their day-dreams and their leisure 

time. The domestic interior acts as a reflection of its occupant as seen through personal 

possessions. Retailers (furniture, built-in furniture and DIY retailers) have educated the public 

where design educators/reformers failed. Although housing design is out of step with the way in 

which many people want to live, tasteful home arrangement still serves as a mark and means of 

social exclusiveness (Fig.4.2). 

 

 

         
          Figure 4.2 : An advertisement of home in a private housing estate focusing on the image of ‘luxurious living’   
              (Source: AP Calendar, 2006) 
 
 

 Globalisation, economics and politics are also affecting the domestic realm. The 

development of mass production technologies for product such as furniture and household 

furnishings allowed for the same products to be available to all customers to form one economic 

class. At the present, we can look at domestic products and furniture companies such as Index, 
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Koncept, SB Furniture and Boonthavorn and see a similar homogenisation of interiors especially 

in Bangkok. Furnishings and household products are made available globally, such as by the 

Swedish company IKEA, British company HABITAT, the Japanese store MUJI, Thai company 

INDEX LIVING MALL (Fig. 4.3) and SB Design Square (Fig.4.4). It leaves us asking if communal 

identity is replacing individual identity. In the case of IKEA and British company HABITAT, the 

catalogue format and image are the same with IKEA and HABITAT in other countries, with the 

only obvious differences being language and currency. Moreover, home design magazines in 

Thailand would promote new furniture on the basis of ‘being trendy’ that keeps readers in the 

design industry up to date on current methods, design principles and aesthetics.  As well as 

international magazines on home design and decoration, Thai magazines such as Baan Lae 

Suan (House and Garden) and Room show the readers how their interiors could be decorated 

with new furniture and household products.  

 

 

 
 
Figure 4.3 : Index Living Mall Website showing all services provided for living (Source: Index Website, 2009) 
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Figure 4.4 : SB Furniture Website showing all services provided for living (Source: SB Furniture Website, 2009) 
 
 

 

 

The home is a key site in the social organization of space. It is where space becomes 

place, and where family relations and gendered and class identities are negotiated, contested, 

and transformed. As the research evidences pointed out, the home is an active movement in both 

time and space in the creation of individual identity, social relations and collective meanings. 

Home is continued to be idealised in Thai cultural context. What isn’t? It is idealised more often 

that other places no matter that home is a source of work, abuse, and exploitation, as well as, 

love, and nourishment. In recent years the home has been seen as a sanctuary and the notion of 

domestic harmony. The image of serene home life haunts out collective and individual 

imaginations (Fig. 4.5). As evidences from the “Bangkok Home Lives Project” elucidate, the home 

in contemporary Thai society is a nodal point in whole series of polarities: journey-arrival; rest-

motion; sanctuary-outside; family-community; space-place; inside-outside; private-public; 

domestic-social; sparetime-worktime; feminine-masculine; heart-mind; being-becoming. These 

are not stable categories. They are solidified and undermined as they play out their meanings and 

practices in and through the home. The home for Thais is a place rife with ambiguities and to the 

extent paradox. With this research, it will not help resolving the issue of home but it will enable 

certain understanding in the issue of home in contemporary settings. 
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  Figure 4.5 : An advertisement of a “Land and Park” private housing estate   (Source: Matichon Weekly, 2003) 
 

 

Even though the ‘interior’ is still a current and pervasive concept, this does not simply 

mean that its middle class or the manifestations of ‘being civilised’ are recognisible today, or are 

simply different options to be chosen, at the level of consumer culture, the interior is indeed 

imaged in terms of such ‘styles.’ In this sense, the studies of the domestic interior and the home 

are constituted by and recognized through the relation between image and space. These image 

and space do not have any essential characteristics. Through out this research, it deals with the 

formation of the term ‘baan’ and the home life structured within the concept of home in Thai 

cultural context. Although the research focused on very specific group of people, surveying and 

interviewing on social conduct, experiences, values and meanings of home is notoriously difficult. 

In the analysis, personal testimony and photography, the research explores the connection 

between home life and home environment and the forces which shape both. The investigation of 

the meaning of home for individuals in similar social group and culture: architect, designer and 

students in design field, on the one hand, reveals original resources and insights into 

contemporary home lives in Bangkok. It reflects not only the home life experiences of the 

individuals but also reflects the diversity of domestic interior as it is lived. This ordinary run of 

things has been unexpressed in earlier academic studies. On the other hand, the complexity that 

this research brings about is overwhelming, hence leaving many issues concerning Thai 

domesticity unresolved. 
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Chapter 4  Endnotes 

                                  
1 Rumpaipin Sujirattanavimol, A Study of Demand and Opinion of Prospect Buyers and Buyers of 
Thai Style House (Bangkok: Chulalongkorn University, unpublished Master of Housing 
Development thesis, 1995). 
 
2 Martin Heidegger, ‘Building Dwelling Thinking’ (1951), in David Farrell Krell (ed.), Basic Writings: 
Martin Heidegger from Being and Time (1927) to the Task of Thinking (1964) (London: Routledge, 
1999), pp. 344-63. 
 
3 Niels Mulder, Inside Thai Society; Interpretations of Everyday Life (Amsterdam: The Pepin 
Press, 1996). 
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