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Transnational film studies approaches the cycle of film production, dissemination and 

reception as a dynamic process that transcends national borders and reflects the mobility of 

human existence in the global age; it explores the narrative and stylistic features of films that 

come about as a result of this supranational cycle of film-making and reception. 

The growing impact of globalisation and new multicultural realities was first registered in 

other disciplines. Benedict Anderson’s idea of the nation as an imagined community 

triggered observation on the ‘limiting imagination of national cinema’ (Higson, 2001). 

Influences came from fields encapsulating ‘practices and processes of cultural translation, 

transfer and adaptation’ (Bergfelder, 2005, p. 315), such as comparative literature and 

translation studies (Chow, 1993; Moretti, 1999); cultural studies (Ang, 2001; Chambers, 

1993; Chen, 1998); studies of postcoloniality and postmodernism (Bhabha, 1990; Gilroy, 

1993; Hall, 1991; Jameson, 1992; Said, 1993); and the sociological study of globalisation 

(King, 1991; Sassen, 1998; Urry, 2002). The work of influential anthropologists scrutinising 

the dynamics of migrancy and transnational systems (Appadurai, 1996; Clifford, 1997; 

Hannerz, 1996; Ong, 1999) was instrumental in mobilising film scholars’ views on 

transnationalism, and so were writings on race, ethnicity and transnational feminism 
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(Anzaldúa, 1987; Grewal and Kaplan, 1994; Shohat, 1999). Scholarship exploring identity-

building mechanisms enhanced by the workings of global media was also influential 

(Featherstone, 1991; Morley and Robins, 1995; Sinclair, Jacka and Cunningham, 1996; 

Wilson and Dissanayake, 1996). 

After the end of the Cold War in the late 1980s, global migration and diasporic cultural 

consumption intensified, imposing a new understanding of transnational human interactions. 

Countries that used to be traditional sources of emigration were transformed by immigration; 

worlds that were unlikely to touch or collide now intersected and overlapped. The expanding 

universe of multicultural conviviality transcended strictly defined and discrete national 

frameworks. World cinema could no longer be treated as a mosaic of discrete cultural 

phenomena (see also National cinemas in the global era, p. 168). It was increasingly 

recognised that the localities of production were spatially disjointed and that audiences were 

scattered around the globe. 

While radically subverting Hollywood’s hegemony, transnational cinema studies differed in 

impetus from that of Third Cinema, which polemically challenged Eurocentric dominance 

through alternative narratives and iconographies (see Third World and postcolonial cinema, 

p. 97). Where Shohat and Stam (1994) exposed imperialist agendas inherent in entrenched 

cross-cultural representations, transnational cinema studies tackled such issues by 

investigating the growing body of films that displaced western-centrism emerging from 

peripheral locations. 
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Turkish-German identities explored in Fatih Akin’s Head-On 

Studies that recognised the increasing migrancy among film-makers broached concepts of 

interstitiality and accented mode of production (Naficy, 2001) and intercultural cinema 

(Marks, 2000). The ‘floating lives’ project (Cunningham and Sinclair, 2001) offered a new 

dialectical model by developing a framework of transnational flows that encompassed the 

interactions between cinematic output, the ever-changing diasporas and their dynamic 

consumption patterns. New dimensions of cinephilia were investigated (Rosenbaum and 

Martin, 2003). Scholarship tackled the dynamics of worldwide distribution of Indian films 

(Kaur and Sinha, 2005) directed at a global audience of diasporic, non-resident Indians but 

equally popular in countries without a significant Indian diaspora (Eleftheriotis and 

Iordanova, 2006; Larkin, 1997), and looked at films that reflected the narrative of diasporic 

existence (Desai, 2004). Pioneering work was done in the area of Chinese transnational 

cinemas, encompassing the cinematic cultures of Taiwan, Hong Kong, Singapore and the far-

flung Chinese diaspora (Berry and Farquhar, 2006; Dissanayake et al., 1999; Lu, 1997; 
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Marchetti, 2006). Other transnational traditions explored included transatlantic Hispanic 

cinemas, the cinemas of the Francophone diaspora, Arab, pan-African and Balkan cinema. 

Led by the realisation that cinema was transnational from the early days, a strand of 

scholarship focused on early manifestations of the phenomenon (Bergfelder, 2006; Maltby 

and Higson, 1999; Street, 2002). With the growing importance of Internet distribution and 

cyberspace word-of-mouth publicity among virtual communities (and Chris Anderson’s 

influential theory of the ‘long tail’, 2006), these vernacular but vibrant channels of 

transnational dissemination are likely to proliferate. Examples of transnational film-making 

include the diaspora-reliant cinemas of Palestine or Kurdistan, Turkish German cinema, black 

British cinema (Malik, 1996), French beur cinema (Tarr, 2005) or selected indigenous media 

production practices (Ginsburg et al., 2002). A transnational mode of work is evident in the 

careers of artists who work both at home and in the diaspora – actors such as Hong Kong’s 

Chow Yun-fat or Mexico’s Gael García Bernal, and directors such as New York/Uganda 

based Indian Mira Nair. 

In recent years, transnational cinema has yielded works that foreground questions of place 

and passage and explore diasporic life, as well as concepts such as cosmopolitan and insular, 

global and local. It features a variety of locations, traditionally interpreted as dependent and 

subaltern. Its key themes are defined by a growing awareness of instability and change 

brought about by incessant journeying and border-crossing. This is compounded by the 

foregrounding of locations that signify isolation and marginality, or presuppose a context that 

allows for reflection on fragile, mutating identities; where the meanings of ‘belonging’ and 

‘return’ are questioned; where concepts of ‘centre’ and ‘periphery’ are challenged and 

gradually taken over by lively interactions between peripheries that put the centre in 

parentheses; and where diasporas-in-the making, itinerants and travellers subtly problematise 
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hierarchical notions of place. Previously entrenched divisions dissolve, enabling new genres 

and forms of representation. In some cases, the more ethnically defined concept of diaspora 

that implies ethnic unity and spatial dispersal (and is often associated with exile and 

traumatic rupture) is abandoned in favour of a more optimistic vision of the ethnically diverse 

but spatially convergent global city (Ang, 2001). A new, culturally significant space has 

come into being, one that allows the members of the growing community of global migrants 

to overcome the brand-mark ethos of lost homelands and experience a meaningful and 

coherent existence, one in which place is perpetually transformed by movement. 
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Floating Life (Australia 1996 p.c – Hibiscus Films; d – Clara Law) 

Clara Law, a Macau-born Hong Kong director whose entire work is preoccupied with the 

issues of migration and hybridity, made Floating Life (the first Australian non-English-

language film) shortly after she migrated to Australia from Hong Kong in 1995. In Floating 

Life, the members of the Chan family are shown dispersing all over the world – to Australia, 

Canada and Germany – in anticipation of the 1997 takeover of Hong Kong by China. The 

film deals with their efforts to settle and keep close in their new, dispersed mode of existence. 

Moving around brings disquieting experiences but staying in one place is no longer possible. 

The transient, diasporic nature of Hong Kong creates a sense of urgency that sends the 

protagonists on voyages they are not sure they want to undertake. They appear lonely and 

insecure, as they cling to a bag of fragrant tea or a photograph of a village house – yet they 

take on the challenges of adjusting to their new ‘floating’ identities and soon rejoin their 

extended families gathering in cyberspace. 

DINA IORDANOVA 
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Lives disrupted by migration in Clara Law’s Floating Life 
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