
 

Sep. 2020 Movie Club 

Lingua Franca, dir. Isabel Sandoval 

Why Watch It  
Lingua Franca, on paper, seems to be yet another dramatic social justice film. But director Isabel 
Sandoval consciously subverts this expectation, and replaces it with a dignified depiction of an 
undocumented trans Filipina caregiver. The film moves not through dialogue, but through the 
character’s inner and emotional lives, compelling the audience to empathize with the characters 
and realize their flawed cravings for intimacy and love. Without pandering, Lingua Franca pushes 
us to ask: What groups of people am I not intimate with? Who is invisible in our society? And 
how do we find better solutions for the folks who must navigate their life with such uncertainty? 
By the end, we understand both the resilience of so many QT/BIPOC in America and the 
desperate need for social change.  
 
You can watch the film on Netflix!  
To watch our exclusive 30-minute Q&A with Isabel Sandoval, back us on Patreon! Our tiers start 
at just $5/month.  

Discussion Questions 
Written by Moderator Edric Huang 
 

1. So much of this film builds upon expectations and assumptions. And there’s that line, 
after Olivia and Alex have sex for the first time, where Alex says: “You think you know 
me. You don’t.” which I thought was amazing, but turning that back to the audience: 
What expectations did you have going into the film, and how were they met or subverted 
throughout? 
 

2. Who wields what forms of power in the film? How do these power dynamics cause the 
characters to fail one another?  

- What social and cultural forces influence Alex’s behaviors, and lead him to act as 
he does towards Olivia?  

- How do politics in our own lives influence who gets to love & who gets to forgive? 
- When there is a real power imbalance, can you have a real, full relationship?  

 
3. How do the characters become intimate with one another? What is “home” for them? 
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- How do you start this process of developing intimacy with those who seem/are 
radically different from you?  
 

4. Transness, as represented in the media, is often focused on when/how people disclose 
their gender identity. Director Isabel Sandoval doesn’t let this be the main thing in the 
story; she even makes her passport photo + name obscure in the film. Where does 
Alex’s and our society’s anxiety to “know” someone’s transness come from?  
 

5. How does the labor of care (i.e. when characters care for or show love to one another) 
reproduce gender norms? 

- What is so distinct about how Olga is cared for by Olivia and by Alex? How do we 
better disrupt or hold these gender norms?  
 

6. Is the “immigrant” label (e.g. “immigrant businesses”) specific or useful enough to speak 
to the characters’ experiences and/or advocate for immigrants at large?  

- How can we better care for undocumented folks?  
 

7. How do we better take care of the imperfections in the people around us and ourselves?  
- One of the great ironies of the film is that Olivia and Alex both try to care for 

those around them, yet both receive so little care from this society. What 
elements of our societies / communities might we focus on so these characters 
can live unobstructedly dignified lives?  
 

8. How do we center a non-white, non-heteronormative, non-patriarchal gaze in our work 
as QT/BIPOC producers (of any content)? How does director Isabel Sandoval do that on 
her terms?  
 

Discussion Summary / Film Analysis 
Written by Moderator Edric Huang 
 
When Toni Morrison accepted the 1993 Nobel Prize in Literature, she said: “Language alone 
protects us from the scariness of things with no names. Language alone is meditation.” Isabel 
Sandoval carries Morrison’s torch forward in her 2019 film Lingua Franca, by pushing us to find 
the language to name harm and properly care for one another — as a society and as individuals. 
As the director, editor, writer, producer, and main actress, Sandoval subverts the expectations of 
a didactic, pandering social justice drama. In its place, she creates a quiet yet thematically loud 
film that upholds the dignity of a trans Filipina woman while holding space for larger questions 
of immigration, trans-ness, intimacy, and equitable representation.  
 
At its core, the film asks the audience to empathize with Olivia, as an undocumented trans 
Filipina domestic worker, but it doesn’t labor to overexplain her identity. Rather than elevate 
Olivia as a “gold star minority,” we see her world as she goes about mundane tasks and 
everyday rituals as anyone would. In our Q&A, Sandoval describes this as part of the trans 
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female gaze, which denies a trans woman’s exceptionality on the sole basis of her trans-ness 
and instead foregrounds her humanity and her agency to construct a real life. One of our movie 
club participants added that the film’s “slow burn” affirms this gaze. Normally, we expect 
physical violence in the narrative of a cis man encountering a trans woman. But Sandoval 
focuses her camera on the layers of psychological conflict between Olivia and Alex. Details 
such as Olivia’s passport and pre-transition name/image are blurred out, in favor of the echoing 
silences in which both main characters make decisions that affect their relationship.  
 
As Sandoval describes, “The most important things in the film are what is left unsaid, 
unarticulated between Alex and Olivia.” Similarly, most of our discussion focused on excavating 
these silences to better understand the characters. For one, our movie club participants 
described both Alex and Olivia as pariahs. Whereas Olivia is largely alone and undocumented, 
without an ID that properly describes her current identity, Alex is ostracized by his family, his 
past in rehab, and even the hyper-masculine, Eastern European community around him in 
Brighton Beach. Though the film begins to suggest that there may be a lingua franca between 
these two outcasts, it more so challenges us to find the nuances. In our discussion, we 
pinpointed how Alex wields power over Olivia upon discovering both her undocumented and 
trans identities. Moreover, despite being ostracized from multiple sides, he still holds the 
privilege to ask for forgiveness and atone for his actions. He asks to go back to work with his 
uncle; he asks for forgiveness from Olga when he fails to care for her; he asks for forgiveness 
from Olivia at the film’s conclusion.  
 
Olivia, on the other hand, doesn’t have the chance to atone or demand forgiveness for her 
undocumented or trans-ness. She must live with these parts of her, no matter how uncertain 
and open-ended they may seem, as her identity is beholden to those who “know” her intimately. 
There seems to be little opportunity to make choices or live fully. Of course, in the end, Olivia 
denies needing to exchange her dignity for her safety; she turns away Alex and wields the power 
for her own future. Sandoval describes in our Q&A how she wanted the end of the story to open 
up a little; Olivia is just one undocumented immigrant, one trans woman, and for so many of 
these people, uncertainty and hard choices are a fact of life.  
 
Amidst all of this, we wondered (and are still wondering) how we can better care for the 
imperfections in us, knowing that Alex is not an exceptional character. As one of our movie club 
participants said, the true “lingua franca” is one marked by empathy, love, and compassion. 
Within this group and at the Studio at large, that is what we hope to pursue.  
 
Additional Information / Resources:  
Compiled by Moderator Edric Huang 

● See here for a full list of interviews with Isabel Sandoval, noteworthy ones include 
them., Vulture, and Filmmaker Magazine.  
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● For trans representation on media, check out Disclosure, on Netflix; HBO is also 
producing a docu-series called Equal on the LGBTQ+ Movement, which includes a 
star-studded cast!  

● For undocumented immigrants:  

○ The ACLU has a pretty digestible and comprehensive 'Know Your Rights' guide, 
which I think is one step to understanding the various layers of fear that 
undocumented folks must endure.   

○ There's so much to be said about undocumented immigrants in light of COVID.  
In many cases, people have turned to informal connections; the New Yorker 
published this great profile of one such priest.  

○ If you'd like any more resources in this area, feel free to hit me up directly; a lot of 
my work outside of the studio has been with refugees / asylum seekers.  

● For Filipino/a/x identities: 

○ @janvincentgonzales on IG collaborated with ARRAY to curate a series of 
artwork inspired by the film!  

○ For fiction, I would recommend America is in the Heart (1946) by Carlos Bulosan 
and America is Not the Heart (2018) by Elaine Castillo, who follows in Bulosan's 
genealogy. 

○ For some more academic reads on queer Filipinx identities, I'd recommend 
Beyond the Nation or Queer Globalizations: Citizenship and the Afterlife of 
Colonialism. 

○ Damayan is a wonderful Filipinx labor rights organization based in NYC, and a lot 
of their membership consists of domestic/care workers! Super relevant to the 
film.  

● As I was watching the film, I thought a lot about "care" and the labor of care, both 
formally and informally. I just read this wonderful quick book Trans Care by Hil Malatino, 
which you can read directly on that link.  
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https://www.slashfilm.com/equal-trailer-hbo-max-docuseries-highlights-the-unsung-heroes-of-the-lgbtq-rights-movement/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ooCxmWjhca8&feature=emb_title
https://www.aclu.org/know-your-rights/immigrants-rights/
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2020/08/24/the-renegade-priest-helping-undocumented-people-survive-the-pandemic
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2020/08/24/the-renegade-priest-helping-undocumented-people-survive-the-pandemic
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2020/08/24/the-renegade-priest-helping-undocumented-people-survive-the-pandemic
https://www.instagram.com/janvincentgonzales/
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/600643/america-is-in-the-heart-by-carlos-bulosan-foreword-by-elaine-castillo/
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/549486/america-is-not-the-heart-by-elaine-castillo/
https://nyupress.org/9780814768051/beyond-the-nation/
https://nyupress.org/9780814716243/queer-globalizations/
https://nyupress.org/9780814716243/queer-globalizations/
https://www.damayanmigrants.org/
https://manifold.umn.edu/projects/trans-care

