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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. 
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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 selfhood 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 

sailors," "singers," "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 façade 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 



IJAAR    Vol. 7 No. 2   ISSN – 2347-7075 
 

 

372 

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 selfhood 

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 

precarious, space for survival, 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. 
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