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ABSTRACT 

Recently Disney have rolled out the film Mulan which arouses a wide range of discussion. This research tries to find 

out how Disney film adapts a Chinese story in the Northern Wei period into an international film and why it is possible. 

Considering the deepening of the globalization and the development of modern media, to illuminate a movie targeting 

at global audience from a transcultural perspective is of great significance. It combines transcultural, multimodal and 

literature analysis. Through a transcultural lens, this paper fully refers to current research on transculturality and does 

both textual and image analysis to reveal the adaptation techniques of this film. It compares the Chinese version of 

Mulan with the film mainly from two aspects, namely, character and theme. It finally demonstrates that in spite of 

misinterpretation, the film Mulan is a transcultural explorative product. Through transcultural hybridization, it creates 

a third space in which different cultures interact with each other. This finding gives us a possibility to review the cultural 

products in a global context and from a transcultural perspective.  

Keywords: Mulan, transculturality, globalization, adaptation, hybridization, third space.   

1. INTRODUCTION 

“Culture becomes a process of multinational 

assemblage, a flexible articulation of parts, a montage of 

features, that any citizen in any country of whatever 

religion or ideology can read and use” [1]. With the 

proceeding of globalization and mediatization, 

communication today has been increasingly 

characterized by transculturality [2], among which 

cultural products play an essential role. As the 

representative figure of globally available media 

products, Hollywood films have been in the growth of 

blockbusters with transcultural communicative features 

since the past few decades. Mulan released by Disney 

which is expected to make great progress only received a 

relatively lower grossing at last. Some websites also 

show that the reputation of Mulan also tends to go down 

[3]. Undoubtedly live-action Mulan has provoked 

controversial discussions of its representation of cultural 

symbols and its association with cultural hybridity.  

There have been many studies illuminating this film 

from the perspective of cultural conflicts, but this paper 

hopes to explore new directions with a kind of 

“Copernicus spirit” beyond a late poltemic effort to “save 

this effort” [4], so as to fill in some loopholes of the 

practice of transcultural theory and provide implications 

for cross-cultural product production. Accordingly, this 

article aims at bringing the film Mulan into a more 

concise examination, seeking out the interaction and 

hybridity of different cultural aspects presented in the 

film, thus a new way to understand Mulan under the sight 

of transcultural theory. 

Existing studies mainly analyze the movie from an 

intercultural perspective, criticizing its cultural 

misinterpretation and orientalist myth [5], arguing that 

the unbalanced media power founded by socio-economic 

inequality forms the production of Mulan under a 

western-centralist narrative [6]. On the contrary, a round-

table forum of Chinese scholars in the field of 

communication examined the film Mulan as a 

comparably potential case of transcultural 
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communication [7]. Although the film contains symbolic 

cultural representations regulated by the Hollywood 

business model, its narrative of gender equality breaks 

the boundaries between cultures and shows its possibility 

to generate a third space [8]. In this sense, though Mulan 

is not a successful transcultural product, it indeed 

indicates the possibilities of transformation of 

communication from interculturality to transculturality. 

This research uses transcultural, multimodal literature 

analysis and the method of historical sociology. There is 

an interdisciplinary perspective in the use of literature, 

which guarantees the discussion of culture in this essay 

to be based on some reliable studies, such as American 

Social and Cultural Perspectives [9], The Formation of 

the Empire of the Sui, Tang Dynasty [10], and some 

historical material like Florentine histories [11]. 

Moreover, this study adopts a transcultural view which is 

based on Transucultrual Communication [12] and a wide 

range of treatises. Transculture means in the exchange 

and dialogue of two or more cultures, cultures undergo 

transformation and heteromorphosis [13].  

As a result, this research finds that the film Mulan is 

produced through the acculturation of several specific 

cultures. The hybridization and third space created in the 

process prove further that Mulan is a meaningful 

transcultural attempt. 

2. A TRANSCULTURAL ADAPTATION OF A 

CHINESE STORY INTO A DISNEY FILM 

This chapter intends to explore the adaptation 

techniques of the film, based on different Chinese texts 

about the story of Mulan, and examine the cultural factors 

represented by this adaptation, namely to clarify how 

Mulan, a traditional Chinese cultural product, is 

internalized into a global film. 

2.1 Individualism in the character of Mulan 

In general, although Mulan in the film shares some 

personalities with Mulan in the poetry, she is different 

from the one in Chinese story. These differences are 

attributed to culture. 

“Your job is to bring honor to our family”, Mulan’s 

father tells her in the film Mulan. As a result, Mulan 

indeed brings her family honor. She practices chi and 

becomes a great warrior. In the movie, Mulan is a gifted 

girl, born with strong chi, and she also has the qualities 

of courage and perseverance, which enable her to 

successfully use her ability to defeat the opponents in the 

war and save the country by her own efforts. This may be 

different from the traditional understandings of Mulan. In 

the Ballad of Mulan, there is no description about 

Mulan’s family background, neither her gifts. Through 

the plots of the story, it could be known that Mulan is 

probably just an ordinary girl. She can succeed to 

“Rushing to northern frontier thousands of miles away” 

(“万里赴戎机”) and does well in a 12-year-war, which 

reflects that she does have extraordinary courage and 

strength, but what is more significant is that the heroine 

image behind Mulan is different. In the poem Mulan is a 

normal soldier fighting with other people. However, in 

the film Mulan becomes a wizardly woman who defeats 

the Rouran khan alone, which magnifies Mulan’s 

personal role. It is quite a sense of personal heroism [14].  

Such a paradigm of personal heroism can be easily 

found in many American films. Well-known super heroes 

all have their superpower which enable them to save the 

world by themselves. These kinds of heroes are the 

symbols of individualism in American culture. Some 

scholars pointed out that Americans are individual-

oriented, while Chinese people are group-oriented 

[15][16]. This distinction is highly dependent on some 

historical reasons. Some research argues that the 

individualism in the national character of Americans is 

influenced by the Puritanism of the Protestant settlement 

and their Mayflower Convention [17]. There are also no 

lack of theorists who thought that such individualism 

develops in the Westward Movement of the United States, 

through which the United States was able to develop into 

what it is today. In this campaign the connotation 

includes freedom and independence in life [18][19]. In 

the live-action film, Mulan is an embodiment of the 

individualist spirit. She decides her own way to bring 

honor to her family at liberty, saves the country by 

causing an avalanche, and defeats the Rouran leader on 

herself.  

2.2 The re-discussion of the gender topic and the 

filial piety in the theme 

The female consciousness and the idea of gender 

equality carried by Mulan deserve people’s attention.  

Mulan is not only a hero, but also a female heroine 

born in feudal China, which is her unique aspect. What 

this article means by uniqueness is that her story is a 

betrayal of the traditional Confucian thoughts which 

require women to be gentle and virtuous. In this sense, 

Mulan, as a heroic woman and a talented solider, cannot 

be tolerated. Many scholars have noted that the 

emergence of such a unique heroine image has a lot to do 

with the nomadic people who came into China at that 

time [20]. Medieval China has always been an era of 

heroines, which is related to the nomads or Inner Asian 

peoples. After the Inner Asian nations established their 

kaiserdom in the north of China, a new culture appeared 

and the old empire and order completely collapsed [21]. 

With both contradiction and integration, the values and 

cultures of Hu people (胡) and Han Chinese merged. The 

Inner Asian warlike ideology allows both men and 

women to go to war and use their powerful force, so 

Mulan’s image should have overlapped with the nomadic 

horsewoman’s. The story continued to progress. In the 

Ming dynasty, when the city economy began to boom, 
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many plots about Mulan had somewhat judgmental and 

eccentric colour. In the drama Ci Mulan (雌木兰 Female 

Mulan), Mulan said, "I dressed up and pretended to be a 

man, killing the enemy and catching their king, which is 

easy for me.” (我杀贼把王擒, 是女将男换, 这功劳

得将来不费星儿汗). At this time, Mulan story was a 

response to the literati’s worship of talented women and 

a group of women who expected to go out of their homes 

[22]. 

The filmmakers made good use of the feminist factor 

in Mulan’s story, which makes us view the film as a re-

discussion of the gender topic of the previous ones. They 

developed the gender meaning in the film into a more 

modern shape. For example, Mulan can easily climb up a 

hill with two buckets of water while other male soldiers 

fail to do that. Through this clip, the producer wanted to 

convey the ideas that Mulan is just as capable of 

completing difficult tasks as a man, and that her strength 

and perseverance are no less than a man’s. In the final 

battle of the film, Mulan defeats the leader of barbarians 

by his broadsword which is considered as a weapon used 

by men. It is undoubtedly that the need of telling a story 

with the concepts of gender equality and the liberation of 

women drives the film makers to adapt this legend into a 

film with more feminism odour. 

At the same time, the film Mulan also partly 

transforms the concept of filial piety (xiao 孝). In the 

film, Mulan, who is unable to bring honor to her family 

through marriage, chooses to join the army for her father 

in her own way. This belief runs through Mulan. The 

culture of filial piety is indeed one of the most important 

kernels in Mulan’s story, but the filial piety in the film is 

obvious in the other directions compared with the filial 

piety in the ancient time. First, the story of Mulan 

happened during the Northern Wei Dynasty. Previous 

studies fully proved that the local society at that time was 

controlled by the nobles, which means that the local 

system of small family unity in the movie should not have 

existed at that period [23]. Besides, some scenes can also 

be seen in which Mulan and Mulan’s father try to 

communicate with their ancestors in the front of the 

memorial tablets in a small room. Nevertheless, the 

traditions of setting consecrating tablets of ancestors and 

worshiping them in a hall in the folk appeared at least 

after the Jiajing period of the Ming Dynasty [24]. These 

two points reveal that the filial piety presented by the 

moviemaker is not from the story of Mulan itself or so 

called “the history of China”, but the internalized 

understanding of the concept of filial piety. In a way, in 

the process of adaptation, they misrepresented the 

tradition of ancestors worship.  

Some of the family factors in the film come from the 

ancient form of the western family. Xiao or the filial piety 

in the film adds the idea of honor into family value which 

can be dated back to the medieval Europe and the family 

system of ancient Roman. First the emblem of Hua’s 

family in the film is probably from the history of clan 

emblem of middle age Europe [25]. Second, the method 

to put filial piety into practice in the movie is to become 

a warrior or to get married, but it is a mixture of 

imagination and the family notions in medieval Europe 

where chivalry let knights gain honor through wars and 

wealth [26][27]. However, according to the 

Confucianism, filial piety has three connotations: being 

filial to parents, maintaining worship to ancestors, and 

serving the country with loyalty [28]. It is a totally 

different story. Third, the father in the film appears to be 

a tyrant in the family and asks every family member to 

obey his order unconditionally which becomes the reason 

that Mulan has to leave home without saying any words 

to her parents. Some researches show us that in the 

Roman families fathers were always like autarchies [29]. 

So these plots become the evidences that the film 

combines the notions of family of ancient China, 

medieval Europe and ancient Roman.  

3. HYBRIDIZATION AND THIRD SPACE: A 

MEANINGFUL ATTEMPT ON THE WAY 

TO TRANSCULTURALITY 

After discussing the adaptation and its reasons, this 

chapter will analyze the hybridization and the third space 

created by Mulan. 

3.1 Hybridization in the film Mulan: under the 

view of feminism 

In the background of mediatization and globalization, 

the boundaries between cultures are not fixed, stable, and 

clear [30]. Originally used to describe a chemical reaction, 

hybridization is borrowed by cultural studies to describe 

the phenomenon of generating a new culture with the 

interaction of different cultural elements. The gender 

structure in the film Mulan, is a typical instance of 

hybridization. In the film, what Mulan faces is the 

systematic discrimination against women, whether in or 

outside the family. Most women in the feudal society 

accept the roles put on them. It is their duty to bring honor 

to their family through marriage. They are supposed to be 

gentle, decent, and well-behaved. Therefore, Mulan feels 

extremely frustrated when she messes up in front of the 

matchmaker. Not only women, represented by Mulan’s 

mother and the matchmaker but also men support such a 

gender structure. Although Mulan’s father gives her 

freedom to some extent, he is still one of the strongest 

defenders of this system. He is opposed to Mulan’s 

decisions of joining the army. However, driven by the 

situation, she chooses to against her family’s will, being 

a warrior to bring honor to her family. Moreover, she is 

banished from the army by the general when she exposes 

her female role even though she has saved the whole 

army. However, the story does not stop here, where 

patriarchy dominates the society as in the history. 
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Mulan is born with a talent, called “chi” which 

enables her to challenge the system. With chi, she saves 

the country and rewins respect from both female and 

male characters. In a way, the gender structure seems 

shakeable and feminism is born as the first chapter shows. 

Female is allowed to fight in the war and even live with 

male soldiers.  

One of the reasons for Disney to do such kinds of 

adaptations is its audiences. What the film Mulan faces is 

the global market. And Disney is skilled at repackaging 

an ethnic story in a way that global audiences are all 

familiar with, such as good prevailing over evil and 

young romance [31]. In that case, cultural hybridization 

is meant to happen. For global audiences in the modern 

world, feminism is a conversant element which can 

hardly be distinguished by national countries or 

geography. To signify gender equality, Disney has to 

weaken the authenticity of the original story and sacrifice 

some historical facts. 

However, such a hybridization is mechanical, which 

means that the feminism embodied by Mulan is in a way 

a paradox. Mulan is the only role with such an ability. 

And this ability is a gift in the family rather than her self-

consciousness and self-awareness. The witch with the 

same ability and the other ordinary women are incapable 

to recognize gender discrimination in their society, not to 

mention fighting against it. On the one hand, Disney 

strengthens the stereotypes about ancient China, which 

received fierce criticism from Chinese audiences. On the 

other hand, it gives female agency to break these 

stereotypes, but such agency is limited and exclusive. 

Therefore, such a hybrid feminism is not convincing. It 

reflects the contradictions in the process of hybridization. 

While cultural thickening happens, cultural thinning is 

unavoidable. Transculturality is not to romanticize 

cultural interaction but to show the unfixed boundary 

between culture. 

Nowadays feminism is a popular topic in Disney 

films. However, in other films, without hybridization of 

different cultures, the gender structures in these films 

make more sense. For example, in Frozen, both Elsa and 

Anna are fully aware of their female consciousness and 

have the ability to rescue themselves and other in the end 

[32].  

3.2 Transcultural third space brought by the 

hybridization 

Nevertheless, hybridization also brings possibilities, 

opening up transcultural third space which constructs 

“the discursive conditions of enunciation that ensures the 

meaning and symbols of culture have no primordial unity 

or fixity” [33]. Cultures meet each other and alter 

themselves like a new material created in the melting pot. 

As mentioned in chapter 1, the film Mulan combines the 

notions of western cultures with Chinese ones, such as 

the idea of honor. As a result, the film Mulan presents 

audiences with a timeless and spaceless story that cannot 

be put into any historical contexts. Meanwhile the story 

happens in a third space which doesn’t belong to any 

culture. 

The story of Mulan happened during the Northern 

Wei Dynasty. Neither the small family unity in Mulan nor 

the traditions of worshiping ancestors would appear at 

that time. Moreover, the form of the house only emerged 

after the Tang Dynasty [34]. Also the power named chi 

and the appearance of phoenix are not likely to happen at 

that time.  

One of the western concepts that is emphasized 

repeatedly in the movie is honor. Through chapter 1, it 

could be known that the concept of honor in the film is 

more similar to the one in medieval Europe rather than 

ancient China. However, it does not conflict with other 

Chinese philosophy mentioned in the film, namely 

bravery, loyalty, integrity, and devotion to the family. By 

practicing these principles, Mulan brings honor to her 

family and the whole country. It is in this third space that 

possibilities happen.  

The birth of such a transcultural third space “requires 

a process of dialectic discourse and reflective interaction 

through which ideas, values, and meaning clash and are 

negotiated and regenerated” [35]. It can be even said that 

the whole film as a transcultural product is a third place 

itself. In which misunderstandings and even conflicts 

happen with transformation and possibilities. The film 

breaks the bounds among the cultures which can be 

clearly separated by languages, distances and the ethics. 

Therefore, a transcultural adaptation is an efficient 

method to enhance the influences of a culture. It is 

beneficial for a better understanding towards discrepant 

civilizations. From this perspective, the film Mulan is 

actually a meaningful attempt though not that successful.   

4. CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, the 2020 Disney live-action animated 

film Mulan is a transcultural attempt. Adapted from a 

well-known Chinese folk tale, it presents a new story 

with different characters and themes. Mulan is aware of 

her responsibility to bring honor to her family and 

embodies the idea of feminism. However, cultural 

hybridization results in both misrepresentation and 

possibilities. The feminism in the film is not consistent. 

It is more like a tool for Mulan rather than a challenge to 

the whole gender structure. Nevertheless, it creates also a 

third space where different cultures interact, negotiate, 

and integrate. It blurs the cultural boundaries. 

Adopting a new theoretical system to reinterpret 

transcultural communication is demanded under the 

changing conditions of the international landscape and 

media technology. This article tries to explore a new way 

to understand cultural products both in the past and 
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present. A transcultural perspective is useful for people to 

abandon cultural prejudices. It emphasized that.  
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