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Abstract. The coming-of-age genre, which focuses on the protagonist's transition
into adulthood, frequently explores the search for identity. This trope is
particularly effective in portraying the journey of queer identity self-discovery,
as characters face challenges related to acceptance, belonging, and self-love. This
study analyzes the Thai television series / Told Sunset About You, selected for its
internationally acclaimed narrative. The research was conducted under an
interpretive paradigm using a qualitative methodology. It follows a case study
design, applying a content analysis guide to twenty-five sequences from the
series, organized into four analytical categories: context, character actions,
narrative arc, and character construction. The results show that the construction
of the queer character is shaped through internal conflict, identity expression, and
support networks; the narrative arc reveals a non-linear process of sexual
discovery culminating in self-acceptance; and the sociocultural context,
represented by Sino-Thai culture, functions both as a framework and an obstacle
in the protagonist's identity development. This study contributes to a more
inclusive understanding of the representation of queer identity in television
series, giving visibility to marginalized experiences, fostering empathy, and
offering alternative role models in contrast to the stereotypical or invisible
representations historically present in mainstream media.
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1 Introduction

1.1  The Coming-of-Age Genre: A Journey of Queer Identity Self-Discovery

The coming-of-age genre, centered on the protagonist’s transition toward self-
awareness and maturity, entails a journey of self-discovery that, within narrative
frameworks, encompasses a range of themes related to cultural and personal contexts,
thereby shaping story arcs that lead to the development of a deeper sense of identity [1—
3]. In contemporary television, this genre has gained prominence for depicting the
emotional and psychological development of adolescent and young adult characters.
The extended narrative format of television series allows for a more nuanced
exploration of identity and emotional conflicts over time [4], thus portraying queer self-
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discovery in greater depth—where sexual identity unfolds as a fluid journey, marked
by struggles intertwined with gender, society, and class [3].

In this regard, coming-of-age television series not only depict the transition to
adulthood but also create symbolic spaces for the representation of queer identities,
the exploration of sexuality, the questioning of heteronormativity, and the signifi-
cance of support systems that sustain identity development [5]. These representations
are especially meaningful for younger audiences, as they validate diverse experiences,
foster empathy, and provide role models that have historically been either invisible or
caricatured in mainstream media [1].

1.2  Thai Series as a Platform for Queer Identity Representation

In recent years, Thai television series have emerged as a significant space for queer
representation in Asia, particularly through the Boys’ Love (BL) genre, which por-
trays romantic relationships between male characters. These narratives target both
LGBTQ+ and heterosexual audiences [6]. The subgenre has gained popularity not
only for its homoerotic romantic content but also for its partial challenge to heteropa-
triarchal norms. For instance, the series Love by Chance (2018) subtly questions the
restrictions imposed by traditional gender norms through the dynamic between the
two male protagonists as they seek parental acceptance [7].

However, the BL genre has faced criticism from within the LGBTQ+ community
due to its commercial and media-driven nature, which often reproduces stereotypical
representations of gender and sexuality. Many viewers find these portrayals unsatis-
factory and emphasize the need for more diverse representations that reflect the com-
plexities of their identities and self-perceptions [8].

In this context, other television genres, such as coming-of-age and lakorn, have al-
so gained relevance. These genres highlight the active role of the viewer in interpret-
ing ambiguities related to gender and sexuality, thereby contributing to the expansion
of queer imagery in Thai media. Unlike traditional BL narratives, they distance them-
selves from repetitive tropes and offer a more nuanced portrayal of queer identities

[9].

1.3 Cultural Context as a Tool for Shaping the Character Arc in the Coming-
of-Age Genre

The construction of the protagonist’s transformational arc is a key element of narra-
tive structure, as it illustrates how the character undergoes internal and external con-
flicts that lead to a redefinition of identity throughout the storyline [10]. In the case of
queer characters in the coming-of-age genre, the arc entails not only emotional growth
but also the recognition and acceptance of a sexual identity that defies heteronorma-
tive standards often shaped by social pressure, family expectations, and cultural
norms [3].

Thus, the cultural and geographical context in which the characters are situated
does not merely serve as a passive backdrop; rather, it is actively integrated into the
narrative as a mechanism that shapes the characters' identities and their interactions
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with the surrounding world. This allows for a more complex understanding of queer
identity within the various narrative arcs [11, 12].

In the Asian context, Chinese cultural influence is particularly notable, especially
through Confucian ethics, which emphasize benevolence, propriety, filial piety, loyal-
ty, integrity, and the pursuit of education [6, 13]. This ethical framework generates
stigmas toward the queer community, as it upholds heteronormative standards that
impose traditional family expectations and gender roles, thereby marginalizing those
who do not conform [13].

1.4  Stages in the Exploration and Acceptance of Sexual Identity

In real life, the process of exploring one’s sexual identity is characterized by gradual
changes and transformations over time, during which individuals may move through a
series of stages that include the internal recognition of difference, fear of social rejec-
tion, and the eventual integration of sexuality as part of self-construction [14-16].

According to Cass’s [17] model of sexual identity development, queer individuals
typically experience six sequential stages: identity confusion, comparison, tolerance,
acceptance, pride, and synthesis. However, these stages are not always experienced in
a fixed order or even in full, as the process is non-linear and highly individual, vary-
ing depending on context, lived experiences, and available support networks [16].

Identity exploration is shaped by significant interpersonal relationships, which al-
low individuals to define themselves in relation to others [15]. Particularly influential
are friendships, romantic relationships, and/or conflicts with authority figures, which
often act as catalysts in the process of self-acceptance [14]. This acceptance involves
an internal struggle against normative mandates that have historically pathologized or
rendered invisible sexual identities that deviate from heterosexual norms [14, 16].

This process of exploration and acceptance is not only experienced in real life but
is also reflected narratively through the transformational arcs of fictional television
characters [3]. Fiction serves as a symbolic representational space that brings visibil-
ity to the emotional and social dilemmas associated with discovering one's sexual
identity [18].

2 Methodology

This research was conducted within the interpretivist paradigm using a qualitative
approach [19-21]. The primary instrument was a content analysis guide applied to 25
selected sequences from the series, organized around four analytical categories: con-
text, character actions, transformational arc, and character construction [10, 22] (see
Table 1). The selection criteria for the sequences were based on the active presence of
the male protagonists within the main narrative arc — centered on the process of en-
tering university — and their integration with the subplot concerning the exploration
of sexuality. This approach aligns with the analytical interest in identifying scenes
where internal conflicts, significant decisions, and identity expressions of the main
character, Teh, converge. The selection was informed by narrative criteria within
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dramatic structure [10], prioritizing those sequences that fulfill functions within the
character's transformation arc, supported by models of sexual identity development
sexual [14-17] (see Fig. 1). Based on this framework, a case study was designed to
explore queer identity construction within the coming-of-age series / Told Sunset
About You narrative (see Table 2). The series was selected due to its strong public
reception, particularly for addressing topics related to the LGBTIQ+ community.

Table 1. Content Analysis Guide

Categories Sub-categories Indicator
Location
Context Cultural context

Social context

Initial State
Inciting Incident
First Plot Point
Midpoint

Crisis

Second Plot Point
Climax
Denouement

Character actions

Character’s Initial State

Character Arc Character’s Final State

Physical Appearance

Physical Dimension
o Costume

Social Dimension Family Relationships
Friendships
Character Deve- Romantic Relationships

lopment Beliefs
Fears
Psychological Dimension Motivations
Predominant Emotions
Goal/Objective

Own elaboration based on Field [22] and McKee [10].
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Confusion Exploration Comparison
* Experiences | *Begins to explore + Compares own
conflicting feelings > personal feelings > feelings and .
and attractions attractions to social
norms
N\
Tolerance Acceptance Coming out
. Tolgrates personal * Acceptance of « Share sexual
feelings and >|  identity > | identity with others
attractions
\4
Integration

« Integrates sexual
identity into overall
self-perception

Fig. 1. Stages of Sexual Identity Search. Own elaboration based on the research of Cass [17],
Levin [14], Rosenberg [16], Baiocco [15].

This popularity was reflected in the results of the 2021 Line TV Awards—an
event based on audience voting—where it won in “Viral Scene,” “Best Couple,”
“Best Kiss Scene,” and “Best Song” categories [23]. Furthermore, it received interna-
tional recognition at the 2021 Seoul International Drama Awards, where it was hon-
ored as “International Drama of the Year” and awarded the title of “Asian Rising
Star” [24].
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Table 2. Technical Sheet of the Analyzed Series
Title ulasnsudrulaisa
English Title I told sunset about you
Directors Naruebet Kuno
Tossaphon Riantong
Country Thailand
Year 2020
Episodes 5
Duration 69-84 minutes
Language Thai
Production Company Nadao Bangkok

Cast (Billkin) Putthipong Assaratanakul
(PP) Krit Amnuaydechkorn
Genre Coming-of-age, drama
Synopsis Set in Phuket, the story follows Teh and Oh-Aew, child-

hood friends who reconnect at a Chinese language academy

while preparing for university entrance exams. As they

rekindle their friendship, their relationship deepens, leading

them to question not only their bond but also their own
_ identities.

Finally, the study was limited by its focus on a single television series consist-
ing of five episodes, from which a sample of 25 sequences was selected for analysis.
This narrow scope may limit the generalizability of the findings to the broader pro-
duction of the coming-of-age genre in Thai television.

2.1 Ethical Considerations

The series I Told Sunset About You was viewed free of charge through the Rakuten
Viki platform, which holds official distribution licenses, thereby ensuring that content
rights were respected.

Furthermore, given that the series explores the sexual identity of the main charac-
ters during adolescence, the analysis was conducted with particular attention to the
respectful treatment of these processes, avoiding the reinforcement of stereotypes or
interpretations that could be stigmatizing. The study also considered the sensitivity of
the topic and the sociocultural context in which these narratives are produced and
received.
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3 Results and Discussion

3.1  Queer Character Construction: Internal Conflict, Identity Expression,
and Support Networks

The series portrays how the main male characters, Teh and Oh-Aew, are shaped
through a series of internal and external conflicts that not only impact them emotion-
ally but also play a crucial role in the formation of their identities, relationships, and
understanding of their sexuality. These conflicts are embedded in the narrative devel-
opment and unfold across the characters’ physical, social, and psychological dimen-
sions (sec Table 3).

Table 3. Character Development of Main Male Characters

Character Physical Dimension Social Dimension Psychological Dimen-
sion

Teh Tall Joker Extroverted
Tan skin Friendly Charismatic
Mixed ethnicity (Chi-  Attached to family Playful
nese-Thai) Impulsive
Casual look

Oh-Aew Tall Serious Determined
Fair skin Friendly Introverted
Slim Attached to friends Calm
Casual look Fearful

Oh-Aew is portrayed as a character who, although he has begun to come to terms
with his sexual orientation, does not yet feel ready to share it openly with others. As a
result, he seeks relationships that affirm his emotional experiences [15]. An example
of this is his attempt to approach his friend Bas with the intention of establishing a
romantic relationship; however, his feelings shift as his bond with Teh intensifies.
This relationship leads him into a deeper phase of self-questioning. Faced with com-
ments from Teh that reinforce heteronormative expectations, Oh-Aew contemplates
modifying his gender expression to gain his approval. In a significant scene, he tries
on a bra, takes a photo, and posts it on Instagram, only to delete it shortly afterward,
remove the garment, and break down in tears. This moment illustrates how sexual
identity is not constructed solely through desire, but also through the subject's aspira-
tion to be perceived in a particular way [16, 17].

Teh, by contrast, does not begin the story with a conflict related to his sexual iden-
tity. On the contrary, he is focused on a personal goal aligned with social expecta-
tions: being admitted to Anantasart University to study acting and fulfill what his
family expects of him. However, his closeness to Oh-Aew prompts a deep process of
questioning, in which he confronts not only the fear of social rejection but also an
internal rupture regarding his own self-image.

In this process, support networks become essential. They contribute to the charac-
ters’ emotional well-being and facilitate the path toward self-acceptance by offering
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spaces of validation and understanding [5]. Oh-Aew finds support in his school
friends—who call themselves MoRaoYuLok—and in a teacher figure who encour-
ages him to express himself freely in public spaces. These interactions validate his
experiences without judgment, promoting a freer affirmation of the self [16]. In Teh’s
case, his brother Hoon becomes a key source of support, offering a safe space where
Teh can express his fears—especially the fear of disappointing his mother, Sui. Hoon
reassures him of his support, reinforcing the idea that familial love can sustain even
the most difficult processes of self-acceptance.

Thus, support networks are depicted in the series as central elements in the con-
struction of the queer character, as they not only provide emotional stability but also
enable the recognition and affirmation of identity [1].

3.2  The Nonlinear Process of Sexuality in the Character Arc: From Confusion
to Self-Acceptance

The character arc of the male protagonist, Teh, centers on the nonlinear process of
exploring his sexuality. Rather than following a normative path of discovery, his nar-
rative is marked by an emotional ebb and flow characterized by oscillation between
confusion, comparison, and exploration, ultimately leading to self-acceptance [14—
17]. This type of arc aligns with the conventions of the coming-of-age genre, where
character growth unfolds in confrontation with sociocultural expectations [3].

From his romantic relationship with his classmate Tarn—who embodies heter-
onormative expectations and appears in the initial state of the narrative structure—to
his emotional and physical attraction to the other male protagonist, Oh-Aew, which
emerges at the first plot point, Teh undergoes a process of internal tension. This is
characterized by initial uncertainty, in which he experiences contradictory emotions
and thoughts that lead him to question his sexuality [15]. The conflict manifests
through opposing actions, such as the desire for emotional exclusivity followed by
physical rejection of Oh-Aew, revealing his struggle to explore and accept his feel-
ings. The series shows how these behaviors are not arbitrary, but instead construct a
coherent narrative of exploration, where even everyday objects—such as a coconut
and its scent—become emotionally re-signified as Teh explores his desires.

Ultimately, his decision to confess his romantic feelings for Oh-Aew to his brother
Hoon, as well as asking Oh-Aew to be his partner, are key moments in the character
arc and his final state. Although he avoids explicitly naming his sexual orientation, he
accepts his desire and identity without denying himself. This decision illustrates what
Rosenberg [16] refers to as a process of “coming in” rather than “coming out”: a more
introspective approach to sexual identity in which the individual accepts and incorpo-
rates their sexuality into their self-concept.

3.3 Influence of the Sociocultural Context on the Protagonist’s Identity
Conflict

The social and cultural context depicted in the narrative shapes Teh’s process of self-
discovery. The story is set in Phuket, a city marked by the cultural blending brought
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by Sino-Thai families, which directly influences the values and expectations that
mold individuals within the family environment [6, 13]. This cultural framework,
characterized by Confucian ethics, respect for elders, and the prioritization of educa-
tion [13], establishes a rigid framework against which the protagonist constructs and
represses his sexual identity.

As a result, Teh becomes his own antagonist, as his internal conflicts and fears are
closely tied to social pressures and internalized homophobia rooted in his upbringing.
His self-demand, fear of rejection, and desire to fulfill family ideals generate a tension
that complicates his path toward self-acceptance [3]. One example is his decision to
withdraw from applying to Anantasart University—not only as a gesture of goodwill
toward Oh-Aew, but also as a symbolic act of breaking with the cultural mandate that
prioritizes academic success as a form of social validation.

Thus, the sociocultural context not only shapes the character’s values but also acts
as an obstacle to his identity development. The conflict between traditional standards
and his sexual orientation leads him to suppress his identity until, after a series of
internal confrontations, he begins to free himself from those expectations. This jour-
ney reflects how, within the coming-of-age genre, the search for queer identity is
often marked by cultural conservatism, illustrating how geography and culture deeply
influence the construction of the self.

4 Conclusions

The main findings of the analysis of 7 Told Sunset About You demonstrate how the
coming-of-age genre, when presented in serialized format, enables a complex and
emotionally nuanced representation of queer self-discovery processes. Through the
narrative arc and actions of the character Teh, we observe a nonlinear journey of sex-
uality that weaves together moments of confusion, denial, desire, and acceptance—
subtly reflecting the contradictions experienced by individuals constructing their iden-
tities within contexts shaped by heteronormative norms. This narrative is further en-
riched by the Sino-Thai sociocultural setting, where traditional values—such as fami-
ly obedience and the high regard for education—function as forces that both shape
and, at times, suppress the character’s desires, creating a profound internal antago-
nism.

Meanwhile, the character of Oh-Aew allows for an exploration of how sexual ori-
entation and gender expression intertwine in the construction of a queer character. His
identity crisis, triggered by the gaze of others, illustrates how the desire for ac-
ceptance can lead to questioning one’s self-perception, reaffirming that identity is not
static but dynamic. In both cases, familial and friendship bonds play a fundamental
role: these close relationships not only provide emotional support but also offer spac-
es for validation and accompaniment that are essential to affirming the self.

In this way, the study contributes to research lines at the intersection of audiovisual
narrative studies, television genres, gender perspectives, and the construction of queer
identities.
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