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Abstract:

This paper examines Meena Prabhu’s portrayal of Shanghai in her travelogue, Chini Mati arguing
for the city's depiction as a quintessential liminal space—a dynamic, transitional zone facilitating diverse
diasporic journeys and profound reconfigurations of identity. Drawing on frameworks from Diasporic
Studies, Refugee Studies, and Spatial Theory, the analysis explores how Shanghai's unique historical
circumstances—characterized by "lax regulations" and the absence of strict entry requirements like "a
passport or a visa"—transformed it into an unprecedented sanctuary. The paper focuses on Prabhu's vivid
descriptions of the city as a "mixing pot of the world," attracting individuals such as "Jews fleeing Nazism,"
"Russian prostitutes,”" and "lost souls/wanderers from all over the world," who sought refuge or a fresh
start away from their "painful history." By providing a haven for the persecuted and a haven for those
escaping societal norms, Shanghai fostered a unique environment where traditional identities were shed
and new ones forged. This study illuminates how Prabhu's text captures the complex interplay between
urban space, migration, and the fluid nature of selfhood, contributing to a nuanced understanding of
liminality within postcolonial urban contexts and the broader discourse on global diasporas.

Keywords: Meena Prabhu, Chini Mati, Shanghai, Liminal Space, Diasporic Journeys, ldentity
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Introduction:

Shanghai, a city perpetually characterized
by its dynamic and often chaotic urban tapestry,
emerges in Meena Prabhu's travelogue not merely
as a geographical location but as a profoundly
liminal space. This paper delves into Prabhu's
nuanced portrayal of early 20th-century Shanghai,
examining how its unique historical, political, and
social conditions transformed it into an
unprecedented crossroads for diverse global
populations.  Eschewing the  conventional
strictures of nation-states, Shanghai's "lax
regulations" and the notable absence of
requirements like "a passport or a visa" for entry

cultivated an environment unlike any other,

fostering an extraordinary influx of individuals
seeking refuge, anonymity, or a fresh start.
Drawing upon interdisciplinary frameworks from
Diasporic Studies, Refugee Studies, and Spatial
Theory, we will explore how Prabhu illuminates
the experiences of various migrant groups—from
"Jews fleeing Nazism" and "Russian prostitutes"
to a broader spectrum of "lost souls/wanderers
from all over the world." This analysis aims to
demonstrate how Shanghai's inherent fluidity
served as a crucible for the re-negotiation of
identity, offering sanctuary from "painful history"
while simultaneously challenging established
notions of belonging and selthood within a

burgeoning globalized context. By investigating
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Shanghai as a transitional zone where pasts were
shed and futures tentatively embraced, this study
seeks to contribute to a deeper understanding of
liminality as a critical concept in comprehending
urban migration, cultural hybridity, and the
complex human quest for identity in a rapidly

changing world.

Shanghai as a Liminal Space:

The Gathering of "Chuckle Fakers':
Diasporic Anonymity and the

Renegotiation of Identity Prabhu's evocative

phrase, (lost souls/wanderers from all over the

world), along with descriptions of "famous

n"nons nmn

sailors," "singers,

nn

music composers," "artists,"
and "American rascals/scoundrels," who came to
Shanghai to escape their "painful history," speaks
directly to the core tenets of Diasporic Studies.
Diaspora, in its broadest sense, refers to the
dispersion of people from their original
homeland, often involuntarily, and the subsequent
formation of new communities and identities in
adopted lands.

This portrayal underlines a crucial aspect of
diasporic experience:

The quest for anonymity and the
renegotiation of identity. For many in diaspora,
particularly those fleeing persecution, failure, or
criminal pasts, the host city offers a chance to
shed previous identities, reinvent oneself, or
simply exist outside the scrutiny of their former
lives. Shanghai's reputation for "loose laws" and
lack of formal entry requirements would have
made it an ideal destination for such individuals.
The city thus becomes a stage for personal
transformation, where a '"rascal" from America
could perhaps become a legitimate businessman,
or a "failed" artist could find a new audience. The
"chuckle faker" represents a performative
identity, perhaps a fagade adopted to navigate the
uncertainties of a new, unregulated environment.

This liminal state of identity—being neither fully

oneself nor fully integrated into a new, fixed
identity—is central to the diasporic condition.
A Haven for Refugees and the Persecuted:

Prabhu's emphasis on Shanghai as a
refuge, particularly for "Jews fleeing the Nazis"
and "Russian prostitutes" (referring to White
Russian refugees), directly engages with the field
of Refugee Studies. This framework examines the
plight of forcibly displaced populations, their
journeys, their experiences of sanctuary, and the
challenges of integration and identity in new
lands. Shanghai's role as a rare open port for Jews
during the Holocaust is a well-documented
historical fact, making Prabhu's inclusion of this
detail particularly poignant and historically
accurate.

For these populations, Shanghai was more
than just a destination; it was a liminal
sanctuary. A sanctuary is a place of safety, but a
liminal sanctuary implies that this safety exists
within a precarious, often temporary, and
unregulated zone. The lack of passport and visa
requirements, which made the city attractive to
"chuckle fakers," became a lifeline for refugees
who had lost their documentation, their
citizenship, and often their very right to exist
elsewhere. In Shanghai, these individuals found a
place where the rules of the nation-state, which
had become instruments of their persecution,
were temporarily suspended.

The presence of "Russian prostitutes"
further highlights the vulnerability and
desperation often associated with refugee
populations. The Russian Revolution led to a
significant diaspora of White Russians, many of
whom found themselves impoverished and
stateless in international cities. While Prabhu's
term is direct, it points to the grim realities faced
by many women refugees who were forced into
precarious livelihoods to survive. This aspect
underscores  the  economic and  social
marginalization that can accompany the search
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for refuge, even in a "haven." Their existence in
Shanghai's "loose laws" environment meant both
a degree of freedom from state control and a
susceptibility to exploitation, placing them in a
complex liminal state between survival and
dignity.

This dimension of Shanghai as a liminal
space reveals the city's capacity to absorb those
rejected by other nations, becoming a geopolitical
anomaly where the normal boundaries of
sovereignty and citizenship were permeable. For
refugees, Shanghai offered a crucial, albeit
temporary, respite from the horrors of their pasts,
allowing them to exist in a state of suspended
belonging, neither fully integrated nor completely
stateless.

Economic and Regulatory Freedom:

The absence of standard bureaucratic
controls effectively rendered Shanghai an
extraterritorial zone, a common feature of
colonial and semi-colonial port cities. This unique
legal geography created a liminal space where the
rules of any single nation-state were diluted,
allowing for unprecedented individual mobility
and economic activity. This fluidity of regulation
translated directly into a fluidity of movement and
settlement, attracting individuals who, for various
reasons, needed to bypass conventional
checkpoints.

From a spatial perspective, this regulatory
vacuum created a city that was permeable and
open, literally and figuratively. It fostered a sense
of spatial liberty, where the usual barriers to
entry and residence were removed. This condition
was crucial for the formation of the "mixing pot"
because it allowed for the free flow of people,
ideas, and goods that would otherwise be
restricted. However, this "freedom" also implies a
lack of formal protections and rights, leaving
many inhabitants in a spatially ambiguous

position—they were in Shanghai, but perhaps not

fully of it, existing in a grey area outside clear
legal and national frameworks.
Cultural Patronage by Western Expatriates:

From a spatial perspective, their presence
highlights the enclave nature of Shanghai's
international settlements. These areas, though
geographically located within China, operated
under foreign jurisdiction, creating pockets of
Western dominance within a Chinese city. This
meant that while the city was a haven for "lost
souls" and refugees, it was simultaneously a
playground and a cultural hub for Western elites,
who often dictated the cultural trends and
economic activities within their spheres of
influence. The "mixing pot" was therefore not
always an egalitarian blend, but often a stratified
space where power dynamics, inherited from
colonial structures, were keenly felt.

The cultural contributions of these
Western figures, while adding to Shanghai's
global allure, can also be viewed through a
postcolonial lens as a form of cultural imposition
or influence that might have overshadowed
indigenous Chinese cultural expressions. This
creates a fascinating tension within Shanghai's
liminality: it was a space of incredible freedom
and diversity, yet also one where colonial legacies
and power imbalances continued to shape its
social and cultural geography. The simultaneous
existence of persecuted refugees and celebrated
Western figures in the same city underscores the
complex, often contradictory, nature of
Shanghai's liminality — a space of liberation for
some, and a site of continued cultural and

economic hegemony for others.

Conclusion:

Meena Prabhu’s portrayal of Shanghai,
offers a compelling case study of a city operating
as a profound liminal space. By applying the
theoretical frameworks of Diasporic Studies,
Refugee Studies, and Spatial Theory, this paper
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has demonstrated how Shanghai's unique
historical and regulatory environment fostered an
unprecedented urban experience. The city,
characterized by its "lax regulations" and
openness, became a critical "mixing pot" not just
of nationalities, but of contested identities,
fractured pasts, and uncertain futures.

Prabhu's meticulous detailing of "chuckle
fakers" and "lost souls" underscores the diasporic
quest for anonymity and the fluidity of selthood
in a new, unchartered territory. For these
individuals, Shanghai offered a vital opportunity
to escape '"painful history" and embark on
personal reinvention within a socially and legally
ambiguous zone. Concurrently, the depiction of
"Jews fleeing Nazism" and "Russian prostitutes"
highlights Shanghai's crucial role as a liminal
sanctuary for refugees. Here, in the absence of
traditional state controls, those persecuted by
nationalistic regimes found a temporary, albeit
survival,

precarious, space for navigating

complex issues of vulnerability and statelessness.
Spatially, Shanghai's "no need for a passport or a
visa" policy and "loose laws" transformed it into
an unbounded urban landscape. This unique legal
geography created an extraterritorial zone where
the usual barriers of national sovereignty were
suspended, giving rise to an environment of both
unparalleled freedom and pervasive chaos,
profoundly shaping the lives and interactions of

its diverse inhabitants.

Works Cited:
1. Prabhu, Meena “ Chini Mati ( The Chinese
Soil),2003

2. Ahmed, Sara.
International Journal of Cultural Studies,
vol. 2, 1999, pp. 329-347. (Ahmed, 1999)

3. Becker, Sascha O. "Forced Displacement in

"Home and Away."

History: Some Recent Research." 2022.
(Becker, 2022)

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

Bennett, Michael J. "The Longer History of
Human Rights: Refuge in Early Modern
Europe." 2012. (Bennett, 2012)

Besnier, Niko. "Diasporas: Communities of
Practice, Economies of Affect." Times of
Extreme Public Trauma, 2021. (Besnier,
2021)

Boano, Camillo, and Giorgio Talocci.
"Fences and Profanations: Questioning the
Sacredness of Urban Design." 2014.
(Boano & Talocci, 2014)

Borraz, Olivier, and Patrick Le Galeés.
"Urban
governance of what?" 2010. (Borraz &
Gales, 2010)

Boudou,

governance in Europe, the

Benjamin.  "Repertoires  of
sanctuary: building a network of safety at
the French—Italian border." 2023. (Boudou,
2023)

Clifford, James.
Anthropology, vol. 9, no. 3, 1994, pp. 302-
338. (Clifford, 1994)

Dahlin, Johanna, Jesper Olsson, and Eglé
Rindzevic¢iute. "Untitled." Journal of
Cultural Research, vol. 8, no. 1, 2018.
(Dahlin et al., 2018)

Flockemann, Miki. "I am/am I an African?

"Diasporas."  Cultural

A relational reading of Diaspora and
Identity in South African Fiction by J.U.
Jacobs." Safundi, vol. 18, no. 1, 2017.
(Flockemann, 2017)

Georgiou, Myria. "Identity, Space and the
Media: Thinking through Diaspora." 2010.
(Georgiou, 2010)

Hasdell, Peter. "Liminal urbanism: the

»rn

emergence of new urban ‘states’.
Architectural Design, vol. 86, no. 2, 2016.
(Hasdell, 2016)

Isayev, Elena. "Between hospitality and
asylum: A historical perspective on

displaced agency." Journal of Modern

373



I[JAAR

Vol. 7 No. 2

ISSN - 2347-7075

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

European History, vol. 15, no. 3, 2017.
(Isayev, 2017)

Andrea, Pamela Abbott, and
Salihu Ibrahim Dasuki. "In-betweenness in

Jiménez,

ICT4D research: critically examining the

role of the researcher." Information
Technology for Development, vol. 27, no. 4,
2021, pp. 783-797. (Jiménez et al., 2021)
Kaplan, Benjamin J. "The Legal Rights of
Religious Refugees in the ‘Refugee-Cities’
of Early Modern Germany." Journal of
Refugee Studies, vol. 31, no. 3, 2018.
(Kaplan, 2018)

Michele, and AbdouMaliq

Simone. "Dwelling in liminalities, thinking

Lancione,
beyond inhabitation." Environment and
Planning D: Society and Space, vol. 39, no.
5,2021. (Lancione & Simone, 2021)

Linck, José Antonio Gerzson. "Espagos
urbanos e exercicio livre da cidadania em
Porto Alegre." Revista de Direito da
Cidade, vol. 8, no. 4, 2016. (Linck, 2016)
Lundberg, Anna, and Michael Strange.
"Who provides the conditions for human
life? Sanctuary movements in Sweden as
both contesting and working with state
agencies." Social Inclusion, vol. 4, no. 2,
2016. (Lundberg & Strange, 2016)
Mavroudi, Elizabeth. "Revisiting diaspora
as process: timespace, performative
diasporas?" 2019. (Mavroudi, 2019)
Mitchell, Katharyne. "Different Diasporas
and the Hype of Hybridity." Environment
and Planning D: Society and Space, vol.
15, 1997, pp. 533-553. (Mitchell, 1997)
Sobin

"mobile

Nagesh, Prajwal,
and Nandita
ageing: risks of exclusion in later life in
urban  peripheries."  Urban
Geography, 2023. (Nagesh et al., 2023)

Parladir, Halil Saim, and Devrim Ozkan.
"SOSYAL BILIMLERDE DIASPORA

Ajay Bailey,

George, Singh.

liminal

24.

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.

30.

31.

CALISMALARI: MODERNLIK,
IKTIDAR VE  KIMLIK."  Trakya
University Journal of Social Sciences, vol.
16, no. 1, 2014. (Parladir & Ozkan, 2014)
Petrescu, Doina, Constantin Petcou, and
Maliha Safri. "Calculating the value of the
commons: Generating resilient urban
futures." Cities, vol. 104, 2020. (Petrescu et
al., 2020)
Pittaluga, Paola.  "Pioneering urban
practices in transition spaces." Sustainable
Cities and Society, vol. 53, 2020. (Pittaluga,
2020)

Rokem, J. Stefan, Sara Fregonese, and
Adam Ramadan. "Interventions in urban
geopolitics." Political Geography, vol. 57,
2017. (Rokem et al., 2017)

Roy, Ananya. "Urban Informality: The
Production and Regulation of Space."
of Urban and
Regional Research, vol. 39, no. 4, 2015.
(Roy, 2015)

Roy, Ananya. "Urban Informality: Toward

International  Journal

an Epistemology of Planning." Journal of
the American Planning Association, vol.
71, no. 2, 2005, pp. 147-158. (Roy, 2005)

Safran, William. "1 What and Where Is
Diaspora?:

Definitions, Analytical

Boundaries, and Research Agendas."
Diaspora:
“Push-Pull”, 2016. (Safran, 2016)

Sanyal,

Legacies, Typologies, and

Romola. "Urbanizing Refuge:
Interrogating Spaces of Displacement."
of Urban and
Regional Research, vol. 37, no. 6, 2013, pp.
2108-2122. (Sanyal, 2013)

Schotel, Bas.

Competition for Jurisdiction: The Case of

International  Journal

"Legal Protection as
Refugee Protection through Law in the Past
and at Present." Journal of Refugee Studies,
vol. 30, no. 1, 2017. (Schotel, 2017)

374



IJAAR Vol. 7 No. 2 ISSN - 2347-7075
32. Soja, Edward W. Thirdspace: Journeys to 34. Vannini, Sara, Ricardo Gémez, and Megan
Los Angeles and other Real-and-Imagined A. Carney. "Interdisciplinary Approaches to
Places. Wiley-Blackwell, 1998. (Soja, Refugee and Migration Studies." 2018.
1998) (Vannini et al., 2018)
33. Tavakoli, Hamed, Massoomeh Hedayati 35. Vathi, Zana, and Kathy Burrell. "The

Marzbali, and Mohammad Javad
Maghsoodi Tilaki. "Spatial Liminality as a
Framework for Revitalising Dilapidated
Abandoned Buildings in Historic Cities: A
Case Study." Buildings, vol. 13, no. 1,

2023. (Tavakoli et al., 2023)

making and unmaking of an urban diaspora:
The role of the physical environment and
materialities in belongingness,
displacement and mobilisation in Toxteth,
Liverpool." of Ethnic and
Migration Studies, 2020. (Vathi & Burrell,

2020)

Journal

375



