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In Sweating Saris: Indian Dance as Transnational Labor, Priya Srinivasan provides a critical
investigation of the intersections of Indian dance, gendered labour, immigration law and
citizenship from a feminist perspective. This book is an ethno-historical investigation of Indian
women dancers and male performers who travelled to the United States at significant times in the
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Srinivasan puts these historical journeys in the
context of the substantial transformations of dance in India and the corrosive, anti-Asian
sentiment that dominated American immigration policies throughout the period under investiga-
tion. The transnational journeys not only framed the identities of the performers and dancers
involved, but also eventually shaped the immigration and citizenship laws.

Srinivasan views Indian dance in the United States not only as a spectacle or as emblematic of
Indian culture, but also as labour, and redefines dancers as immigrant labourers. Through a
genealogical reading of Indian dance in the United States, she attempts to unveil the subjugated
Indian dancers as they had been rendered invisible in Indian and US dance history and
scholarship. She mines the fragmented archives dating back to the 1880s, including microfilms
and lithographs of newspaper articles, and reports and reviews of Indian dance performances on
the American stage. She also researches the transnational nature of dance, immigration patterns,
corporeal actions and even the domestic lives of the dancers, to frame the politics and racial
discrimination within the ‘Orientalist’ discourse.

Srinivasan has organised this book as a choreographed performance of text. Its chapters are
structured to evoke the sequence of a typical Indian dance recital. This framework also influences
her voice as a researcher and interpreter. In the first-person narration she effectively utilises the
aspect of role-playing common to the classical Indian dance form Bharata Natyam. By extending
the role of rasika (the engrossed spectator) she introduces herself as the ‘unruly spectator’. This
role liberates her to express multiple critical perspectives. The voice of this ‘unruly spectator’ yields
the text its core strength. To this role she contributes her own kinaesthetic knowledge of Bharata
Natyam dance. Embedded in this voice is a feminist-ethnographer who examines the historical
events and contemporary practice of Indian dance in the diaspora. Srinivasan describes her
observations on the training process in classrooms, where the learning of the discipline is often
accompanied by training in ‘Indian-ness’. She identifies the central pedagogical problem that
Bharata Natyam is taught in an ahistorical manner using mythological stories, and proposes that
the teaching should include its social and politico-historical contexts.

Throughout the text, Srinivasan actively recognises dance as a form of labour and the dancing
body’s physicality as means of production. With this vocabulary she draws upon Marxist theories
but argues that in dance, the labour cannot be separated from the means of production, which is
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the dancing body itself. She supports her arguments with fascinating observations about sweat patches on
the dancers’ costumes, trickles of blood from the dancer’s feet on stage, a detached ankle bell fallen on
the stage, or the wrinkles and scars on the inner palm of an old woman labouring to produce the ankle
bells.

Srinivasan also offers a re-imagination of the history of American modern dance. Within the archives, she
locates the significant 1904 encounters in Coney Island between Ruth St Denis, one of the foremothers of
American modern dance, and the unnamed Indian nautch women, a broad term used by the British to
define dances from all over India. Through her investigations, Srinivasan claims that the foundations of
American modern dance were deeply influenced by Indian dance. Ruth St Denis claimed that her ‘Oriental’
dances were inspired by a cigarette advert. Srinivasan refutes this by innovatively examining this history
using the term ‘bodily archives’, which incorporate kinaesthetic contact and muscle memories. With this
approach, she regenerates the history, uncovering the traces of Indian dance practices in Ruth St Denis’
‘Oriental’ dance choreographies. She juxtaposes the history of American modern dance and the history of
racialised immigration laws, in order to highlight the imperialist cultural politics embedded within the
American dance archives. In the contemporary context, she discusses the formation of a dancer-citizen
identity. She finds that the dancers negotiate between embodying the ‘model’ cultural identity and the
‘minority’ immigrant identity in the United States. The labour contributions of numerous invisible bodies
inside and outside the United States are also examined in this regard.

This book is a valuable contribution to an array of fields, including Asian-American studies, South Asian
diaspora studies, dance/performance studies and studies in embodied practices. Most importantly, it
explores the interconnections of dance with economics, gendered labour, immigration law and citizenship.
Crucial to this interdisciplinary research is Srinivasan’s own authority in the classical Indian dance form
Bharata Natyam. Her body-centric auto-ethnography also makes this project a significant exemplar of
practice-based research.
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