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Riding the global momentum generated by the Korean Wave (Hallyu), Thai Boys'
Love (BL) dramas have evolved from a niche entertainment genre into a powerful form
of cultural production and soft power, profoundly reshaping the sociocultural and urban
imaginaries of Thailand in the aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic. Rather than
treating BL simply as a genre centered on same-sex romance, this presentation argues
that BL functions as a spatial technology through which Bangkok is reimagined,
marketed, and politically negotiated. Through its circulation across digital streaming
platforms and transnational fan communities, BL has become an affective infrastructure

that reorganizes how the city is experienced by domestic audiences and global
spectators.

Drawing on three influential productions—Not Me (2021), KinnPorsche (2022),
and Shine (2025)—I examine how BL-inflected queerness constructs competing urban
imaginaries of Bangkok. Following what I term a “BL-directed gaze,” the analysis
moves across televisual, mundane, and hyperreal spaces to demonstrate how queer
affects are projected onto the city’s streets, shopping malls, cafés, nightlife districts,
heritage sites, and political landmarks. These mediated landscapes transform Bangkok
into an internationally recognizable destination where queer intimacy, cosmopolitan
consumption, and cultural diversity become central to the city’s global brand.
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Yet this glamorous urban spectacle represents only one dimension of Bangkok’s
reality. Beneath the carefully curated images consumed by international fans and
tourists lies another side inhabited by local residents negotiating widening social
inequalities, political polarization, precarity, and unresolved struggles over citizenship
and sexual rights. Contemporary BL simultaneously produces these two versions of the
city: an outward-facing metropolis that commodifies queer visibility as an engine of
tourism and creative industries, and an inward-facing city where queer lives remain
entangled with the unfinished projects of democratization, economic restructuring, and
social justice. Rather than existing in isolation, these two urban narratives continually
intersect, revealing the tensions between commercialized queer visibility and lived
realities.

It is precisely within this contradiction that BL acquires its sociopolitical
significance. The queer spaces reimagined through BL frequently exceed their
commercial origins, becoming sites where new forms of identification, community
formation, and political struggle emerge. As fan practices increasingly intersect with
youth activism and LGBTQ social movements, the affective worlds cultivated by BL
have helped expand public conversations about gender diversity, citizenship, and social
inequalities. While BL should not be understood as the sole driver of legal reforms, it
has contributed to the broader cultural conditions that enhanced LGBTQ visibility and
public support, culminating in Thailand becoming the first country in Southeast Asia to
legalize same-sex marriage.

This cultural transformation needs to be situated within Thailand’s longer history
of strategic adaptation to shifting regional and global power configurations. The
remarkable flexibility with which Thailand has mobilized popular culture, tourism, and
queer visibility reflects a broader historical capacity to navigate competing imperial and
colonial forces. In this sense, Bangkok’s BL-mediated urbanism offers more than a story
about sexuality or media industries; it provides a model for understanding how cultural
production can become a resource for negotiating geopolitical uncertainty and
reimagining national identity. These insights speak beyond Thailand, offering
comparative perspectives for societies across Asia, including Taiwan, that similarly
confront intensifying geopolitical rivalry while seeking to balance economic
development, cultural openness, and democratic aspirations.
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Charlie Yi Zhang is Associate Professor of Cultural Studies at Lingnan University
in Hong Kong. Previously, he served as Associate Professor of Gender and Women’s
Studies at the University of Kentucky in the United States. His research examines the
contested processes of globalization and deglobalization in the Asia-Pacific, analyzing
them through the intersecting lenses of gender, race, ethnicity, sexuality, and class. He
also investigates cross-border networks of resistance against diverse forms of
subjugation shaped by these dynamics.

An interdisciplinary scholar working at the interface of the humanities and social
sciences, Zhang has published widely in leading journals across multiple fields,
including The Journal of Asian Studies, American Quarterly, Feminist Studies, Journal
of Cinema and Media Studies, Feminist Media Studies, Screen, and International
Feminist Journal of Politics, as well as in several anthologies. He is also the author of
Dreadful Desires: The Uses of Love in Neoliberal China (Duke University Press, 2022),
which was awarded the 2023 Outstanding Annual Book Prize by the Southeast
Conference of the Association for Asian Studies.



