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An official statement of the First 
Presidency instructed members to 
avoid "dances that require or 
permit the close embrace and 
suggestive movements." 

Also condemned was immodesty 
in dress-"the shameless exhibitions 
of the human form purposely pre- 
sented in modern styles of dress, 
or rather undress. . . ." 

And the ringing conclusion: "Let 
not the brilliant prospects of a 
glorious millennium be clouded with 
such shadows as are threatened by 
customs and costumes and diver- 
sions of these licentious days." 

When was this statement written? 
It was part of the Christmas message 
of 1912. But it could have been 
written at almost any other time in 
LDS Church history, for the be- 
havior of young people, especially 
as shown in dress and dance, had 
long been and continues to be a 
matter of concern in a church that 
sees itself in the world but not 
of the world. 

The question of dancing among 
the Latter-dav Saints is of no 
import theologically, but it is a 
good example of the inevitable 
stresses and strains in the interface 
between religion and popular culture. 

The Saints loved to dance. From 
khe Nauvoo period, if not before, 
they found that getting together 
and kicking up their heels in time 
to music was welcome relief from 
their cares. Crossing the plains and 
in manv settlements of the Great 
Basin, dancing was a form of amuse- 
ment that had a tremendous ad- 

, vantage: little was required for it 
to succeed, just music and a clear 
space. A floor helped, although 
dancing was done on the ground 

I during the trip westward, and the 
music could be as little as a violin 
This paper was originally prepared for presentat 
Department on 14 May 1976. 

or, in one case, a good whistler!' 
Some kind of combination of 

males and females was standard, 
but the ages of those participating 
could extend from very young 
children to old folks in their 
sixties and seventies. Often two 
simultaneous dances were arranged, 
separating children from adults. 

In Cedar City an eccentric 
bachelor was once asked to do a step 
dance, and he agreed if Josephine 
Wood would dance with him. She 
consented-but contrived to pin 
her switch on his coattail before 
they stepped out. An eye- 
witness recorded: 

When they began to dance, the loud 
applause convinced him that he was 
putting on a wonderful performance, and 
turning himself loose he cut "high pigeon 
wings" and executed fantastic capers 
while the switch waved behind him like 
the tail of a wild mustang and the pary 
laughed till they had to wipe the tears 
from their eyes.' 

Yet there were signs very early 
in the history of the Church that not 
everyone was so enthusiastic about 
dancing. Helen Mar Whitney recalled 
that in Kirtland in the 1830s those 
"guilty of indulging in so gross a 
sin as dancing were considered 
worthy of being disfell~wshipped."~ 
But by the 1840s in Nauvoo the 
attitude was generally favorable to 
dancing-with some reservations. 
An editorial in the Times and 
Seasons, probably written by John 
Taylor, approved of dancing both 
as a religious activity and as a 
physical exercise, but cautioned the 
Saints about unduly late hours and 
mingling with bad company.* 

Dancing was not appropriate, 
however, in the time of mourning 
after the Prophet Joseph's death; 
Brigham Young said, "And so far 
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at least as the members of the 
Church are concerned, we would 
advise that balls, dances, and other 
vain and useless amusements be 
neither countenanced or patronized; 
they have been borne with, in some 
instances heretofore for the sake of 
peace and good will. But it is not 
now a time for dancing or frolics but 
a time of mourning and humiliation 
and prayer." 

Brigham Young's attitude toward 
dancing was probably affected by 
his New England background. 
Though he did not believe such 
things were sins, he occasionally was 
uneasy about them. He didn't object 
after the completion of the Nauvoo 
Temple when musicians played a 
Fisher's Hornpipe at the request of 
Joseph Young, who "broke the 
gravity" by dancing and asking 
others to join in: 

We will praise the Lord as we please. 
Now as to dancing in this house- there 
are thousands of brethren and sisters who 
labored to build these walls and put on 
this roof, and they are shut out from any 
opportunity of enjoying any amusement 
among the wicked-or in the world, and 
shall they have any recreations? Yes! 
and this is the very place where they 
can have liberty! 6 

A week later, however, Brigham 
insisted that dancing and merriment 
should cease in the temple from then 
on, "lest the brethren and sisters be 
carried away by levity.'' But within 
a month a dance was held in the 
Nauvoo Temple with music provided 
by the brass band; several of the 
Twelve parti~ipated.~ 

After leaving Nauvoo and start- 
ing on the journey west Brigham 
Young spoke as follows: 

There is no harm in dancing. The 
Lord said he wanted his saints to praise 
him in dl things. It was enjoined on 
M i a m  and the daughters of Israel to 
dance and celebrate the name of the Al- 
mighty, and to praise him on the destmc- 

tion of Pharaoh and his host. For some 
weeks past I could not wake up at any 
time of the night but I heard the axes at 
work. Some were building for the 
destitute and the widow; and now my 
feelings are, dance all night, if you desire 
to do so, for there is no harm in it. 9 

But it was possible to carry a good 
thing too far-a month later he was 
instructing the brethren to "cease 
dancing and commence prayer 
meetings. . . ."lo 

Besides appropriate timing, the 
main concerns about dancing during 
the first generation of the Church 
were the danger of mingling with 
bad company or associating with 
nonmembers whose social and moral 
standards were not those of the 
Saints, and the late hours of some 
dances. Through the remainder of 
the century efforts to bring dancing 
under control would usually include 
rules on closing times and on 
standards of admission. 

In early nineteenth-century 
America most dances were either 
square dances or line dances. For 
the square dance, usually called a 
quadrille or a cotillion, the basic 
pattern was four couples to a set. 
For the line dance or reel, the men 
and women lined up in opposing 
lines. There were variations, such 
as the Lancers Quadrille, the Virginia 
Reel, the Scotch Reel, and others. 

Though such dances seem like 
good, clean fun today, at the time 
they had their opponents. Many 
ministers regarded any form of 
dancing as a sin. Peter Cartwright, 
an itinerant minister, liked to tell 
of how many dances he had success- 
fully interrupted." Ministers of 
other denominations too denounced 
dancing as a pastime that was 
extravagant, harmful to health, a 
waste of time, and a dangerous flirt- 
ing with immorality. 

During the second quarter of the 
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nineteenth century a new dance was 
catching on in America: round danc- 
ing. The gentleman and his lady 
held each other in close proximity, 
especially in the most popular 
variant, the waltz, and couples 
circled around the hall. 

In 1827 Senator John Tyler 
(later president) first saw a waltz 
and wrote to his daughter that it 
was "a dance which you have never 
seen, and which I do not desire to 
see you dance. It is rather vulgar, 
I think." I2 

Round dancing continued to grow 
in popularity, at first not displacing 
square dancing but providing a 
popular alternative. Those who dis- 
approved of all dancing naturally 
did not like round dancing, but 
some who had found the older styles 
acceptable found the newer ones 
distasteful. One book of manners 
in the 1830s declared, "The waltz 
is a dance of quite too loose a 
character, and unmarried ladies 
should refrain from it in public 
and private." l3 

We read of Danish waltzes and 
other round dances among the Saints 
while on the plains. I4 In American 
Fork in the 1860s a man was not 
allowed to waltz with a woman 
other than his wife-which implies 
that waltzing with one's wife 
was permissible. 

The rising popularity of the waltz 
was met with opposition nationally: 
though the Episcopal Church failed 
to pass a proposed canon that would 
forbid holy communion and con- 
firmation to those who "habitually 
indulge in round dancing," a reso- 
lution did pass recommending that 
all good members of the Episcopalian 
Church avoid round dancing. l6 

About the same time a New York 
newspaper warned against male 
tempters who took advantage of 
round dances: "They find all their 

opportunities ready made to their 
hands in the liberty allowed, and 
the intoxication of giddy female 
heads, already weakened and turned 
by the fumes of flattery, the over- 
powering effect of the close embrace 
of the waltz and the gratification of 
the sense in the associations and 
incidents of the night.'"' 

The LDS Church joined with 
others who didn't mind dancing but 
drew the line at round dances. In 
a Woman's Exponent article in 1876, 
George Reynolds quoted President 
Young: "With regard to round 
dances, he was opposed to them, 
from beginning to end, from top to 
bottom. Round dances were first 
commenced in and still continue 
brothel-house dances." l8 

The next month George Q. Cannon 
published an editorial in the Juvenile 
Instructor criticizing round dancing 
as "not conducive to health" and 
"considered improper by the servants 
of God who are placed to teach us."19 

Both statements also urged closing 
dances at an earlier hour-nine or 
ten instead of after midnight- and 
Cannon warned against strangers 
"with vile purposes in mind." 

Some of the issues were discussed 
by a Deseret News editorial. Advo- 
cates of the waltz had claimed that 
it was a graceful and pleasant 
activity, impure only to the evil- 
minded. Admitting that most young 
people did not have impure inten- 
tions, the Church newspaper said: 
"But at the same time it must be 
admitted that the close embrace of 
the modern style of this whirling, 
giddy, seductive dance is not proper 
for the modest maiden, and is not 
exactly the position in which a 
prudent wife should place herself." 
Those who would waltz with a pure 
mind should abstain for the sake 
of others." 

At first glance the response of the 
19 
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Saints to these prohibitions seems 
loyal. At least as early as 1874 a 
number of Young Ladies Retrench- 
ment Associations included in their 
resolutions some strictures against 
round dancing, and these continued 
to the end of 1876. Some Young 
Men's Mutual Improvement Associ- 
ations were also being formed, and 
often they announced their willing- 
ness to cooperate in abandoning 
round dancing. The reasons? In- 
jurious to health, originating from 
an evil source, demoralizing in their 
influence-but round dances re- 
ceived the final and decisive con- 
demnation in that they were "not 
approved of by the Presidency of 
the Church." 21 

However, closer examination re- 
veals that despite their loyalty to 
Church leaders the young Saints had 
a strong desire to do the modern 
dances. It was common for leaders 
to ask meetings of young people to 
vote on a resolution condemning 
round dancing and promising to re- 
frain from it. Usually the vote was 
unanimous, but sometimes only a 
"majority" agreed. Apparently a 
minority disagreed, gnd we can guess 
that there were grumbling and 
behind-the-scenes criticism of the 
old-fogey ideas of adult leaders. 

One unanimous vote was on the 
proposition that the young people 
only be "willing to try and refrain 
from it1'-which gives more than a 
little leeway. Another group hedged 
by voting not to indulge in round 
dancing "to excess." 

However, there were groups so 
zealous that they voted not only to 
refrain from such dancing but also 
to "abandon the desire" for it. 

It wasn't easy for one generation 
to impose its will on the other, as a 
report from Nephi, Utah, attests: 
"We are striving to put down round 
dancing, but we meet with a great 
20 

deal of opposition, but hope with 
the help of God to carry out the 
resolutions we have formed. '* 
Round dancing was already firmly 
entrenched, according to the experi- 
ence of the Saints in Draper, Utah: 

We had been counseled to cease the 
round dances, but as they had become 
the favorite and almost universal dance, 
it appeared at first as though it would 
be a hard matter to get the young to 
comply with the request. But after being 
organized the sisters immediately re- 
solved to cease dancing them. The young 
men complied without the least resistance, 
so there is no more round dancing 
among us. 23 

(One is tempted to speculate that 
the young women of Draper had 
learned something from Lysistrata.) 

That round dancing had become 
"the favorite and almost universal 
dance" is openly admitted, and not 
all settlements would be able to 
suppress its popularity so easily. 

The difficulty of enforcing an 
absolute ban on round dancing 
quickly became evident. Brigham 
Young's statement in 1876 sounded 
iron-clad enough, but Heber J. Grant 
later remembered an incident during 
the last year of Brigham Young's 
life when the Thirteenth Ward was 
trying to raise money for the benefit 
of the St. George Temple. 24 Heber 
J. Grant, who headed the young 
people's committee, went to talk 
things over with Bishop Edwin 
Woolley, who was anxious to have 
his ward beat all the others in rais- 
ing money. He planned to raise the 
money by holding a dance. Young 
Heber responded: 

"I will do my best, but you must 
agree to pay the loss if there is one." 

"LOSS?" he said. 
"Yes, you cannot have the party 

in the Thirteenth Ward and make 
any money; the young people won't 
come any more. In other places they 
allow them to have three round 
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dances, and you won't have any. I 
would rather dance three round 
dances and throw all the rest away. 
You have got to have three waltzes." 

"All right," said Bishop Woolley, 
"take the three waltzes." 

Then Heber said: "You won't 
allow Olsen's Quadrille Band; they 
are the only people who can play 
the Blue Danube Waltz well; that is 
one of the things that draws the 
crowd. When you say Olsen's full 
band, that means the finest cornet- 
ist in Salt Lake will be there to give 
some cornet solos during 
the evening." 

The bishop said: "Take Olsen's 
Quadrille Band; take your three 
round dances; wax your floor." 

President Grant later recalled how 
he sold tickets for $1.50 each instead 
of the usual dollar and made special 
invitations to the Young family and 
the employees of ZCMI. President 
Brigham Young himself came and 
paid ten dollars. 

President Grant obviously enjoyed 
recalling the results. "We scooped 
the town, and we had four round 
dances. The fourth round dance was 
a waltz quadrille [a quadrille which 
concluded with the couples waltzing 
around and around the square]. I 
said, 'I am going to sit by the Pres- 
ident [Brigham Young] and see what 
he says.' 

"I said to the leader of the band: 
'Now when you get through with the 
waltz quadrille, stop playing.' 

"President Young said: 'They 
are waltzing.' 

"I said, 'No, they are not waltz- 
ing; when they waltz they waltz all 
around the room; this is a quadrille.' 

"He turned to me and laughed and 
said: 'Oh, you boys, you boys."' 

But this was an exception to the 
rule at that time. A slight but signi- 
ficant relaxation of the rule itself I came soon after Brigham Young's 

death. An article on "Dancing 
Parties" in the Deseret News com- 
plimented President Young for his 
desire "to guide and regulate, not 
to suppress, the rational enjoyment 
of the Latter-day Saints." The article 
went on to outline certain rules: 
1. A limited number of parties 

could be held in the ward houses 
until more social halls could 
be built. 

2. These parties would be under 
the supervision of the bishops. 

3. Order and decorum were to 
be maintained. 

4. No "disreputable or immoral 
persons" were to "mingle in 
the society of the Saints." 

5. Parties should not continue past 
midnight but should usually 
close at ten or eleven. 

6. Dancing parties for raising 
money were prohibited, since 
they would have to let un- 
desirable people in to make 
them a financial success. (Was 
this an indirect slap at the very 
party that Heber J. Grant later 
remembered so fondly?) 

7. Invitation lists should be sub- 
mitted to the presiding author- 
ities in the ward. 

8. Those who attended dancing 
elsewhere, in "public balls," 
should not be invited to 
ward dances.25 

Clearly more than just the 
question of the kind of dances was 
at stake here; it was a concerted 
effort to shield the Mormon youth 
from outside influences, to allow 
dancing parties to continue while 
imposing certain restraints on at- 
tendance and time and establishing 
responsibility for proper behavior. 

On the matter of round dancing, 
this same article commented: "There 
has been among a11 correct feeling 
people a strong prejudice against 
them, as they tend, though not al- 
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ways intentionally so, to demoralize 
our youth, and operate prejudicially 
to those innocent enjoyments which 
ought to characterize the recreation 
of the Latter-day Saints. We do not 
wish to be too restrictive in relation 
to these matters, but would recom- 
mend there be not more than one or 
two permitted in an evening." 

Attitudes among the Latter-day 
Saints actually continued to vary. 
Some seemed to feel dancing was, 
if not immoral, at least inferior to 
other forms of recreation "of a more 
intellectual tendency," since dancing 
offered only physical exercise and 
social in t e rco~rse .~~  And there was 
some justification for wanting to 
keep LDS young people from mixing 
socially with those whose standards 
of behavior were quite different. 
"Recent developments in the Police 
Court of this city," announced one 
news article, "reveal the fact that 
balls and dancing parties of a more 
or less public and mixed character 
have been the means through which 
the ruin of a number of young girls 
has been accomplished." 27 

Denunciations of waltzes and 
round dancing continued through 
the 1880s and 1890s. In the River- 
dale branch of the Young Ladies 
M.I.A. one young lady spoke in 
tongues, the message being that 
round dancing was displeasing in 
the sight of God.28 Some of the 
statements are obviously responses 
to arguments that were being used 
in favor of allowing round dancing. 
To those who had said that round 
dances were necessary if the evening 
party was to be enjoyed, George Q. 
Cannon wrote that just as Adam and 
Eve could be happy while having 
all the fruits but one, so "round 
dancing is not absolutely necessary 
to enjoyment." To those who saw 
no immediate harm, he explained 
that, like tea, it is pleasant but will 
22 

eventually bring "dreadful evils." 
To those who argued that round 
dancing was a national dance in 
some countries, he explained that 
national dances included the "hula 
hula" and the can-can, both im- 
modest and debasing. If it were per- 
missible to indulge a dance because 
it was "national," where would 
it stop? 29 

During the last-ditch stand from 
1890 to 1910, the Young Woman's 
Journal always ended lists of the 
old arguments with a flatly authori- 
tarian position: round dancing 
should be avoided because the 
authorities say so. In 1896 an article 
noted that although some young 
people thought the Church's position 
on round dancing was meant to crush 
or afflict them, it was really for their 
own good. Doesn't the Lord have a 
right to dictate in all things? How 
could anyone take pleasure in some- 
thing displeasing to his heavenly 
parent? Most of all, round dancing 
was wrong "for the simple reason 
that it is not a l l ~ w e d . " ~  

As one editorial in 1900 put it, 
the "simple yet most potent reason 
why our young people should not 
indulge in round dancing [is that] 
it is against counsel! And the moral 
effects of disobedience are often 
worse for a human character than 
the performance of the act which is 
forbidden. . . . Our leaders have 
condemned it, and that should be 
enough for our Mutual Improvement 
girls and boys." Reasoned argu- 
ments seem to have given way before 
the idea that the Church standard 
was a test of obedience. 

Once in Porterville, after the 
dance had been going for an hour or 
two, the boys got together in a 
huddle. When the next set was called 
for square dancing, the boys chose 
their partners, quickly explained 
things to them, and then all stood 
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at the edge of the dance floor. 
The floor manager told them to 

take their places on the floor, but 
no one moved. He warned them that 
they would lose their turn to dance. 

Still no one moved. He motioned 
to the musicians to start the music. 
No one danced. The next set was 
called with the same results. 

Finally, in exasperation, the floor 
manager said, "All right, you can 
have your remaining number of 
round dances and then you can go 
home.'' And that is what they did.32 

By this time young Latter-day 
Saints were receiving mixed signals 
from their leaders on the question of 
round dancing. On the one hand, 
there was the concession that one or 
two an evening would be allowable, 
which understandably led to the con- 
clusion that they were not absolutely 
evil. On the other hand, there had 
been earlier statements indicating 
that they were in fact objectionable 
because of their origin, their associ- 
ations, their unwholesome results, 
and the temptations they presented. 
It was easy to conclude, as some did, 
that those who were really "follow- 
ing the brethren" would desist from 
all such dances. 

The most widespread practice was 
to allow two round dances in an 
evening. Some loopholes were found, 
like making the two waltzes un- 
usually long, so as to be equivalent 
to four or five normal dances; getting 
the musicians to play an "encore" 
that would not be counted as a new 
and separate dance; or defining 
certain dances as square if they 
started that way, like the "waltz 

I quadrille" of Heber J. Grant's 
recollection. 33 

I Those who were determined to 
have all or most of their dances in 
the round style could go to public 
dancing halls, but that would be 
equivalent to abandoning Church 

standards and quitting association 
with active Latter-dav Saints. 

It is hard to estimate how many 
of the young people disliked the 
moderate policy (allowing two round 
dances). My guess is that most 
thought it was something they could 
live with, although it must have been 
extremely common, even standard, 
to grumble a bit and to think of 
Church dances as old-fashioned. 

Not all, of course, looked for 
loovholes. The other extreme was to 
exciude all round dances. This was 
tried in the Bear Lake Stake. 34 It all 
started on 29 January 1876, when 
Apostle Charles C. Rich asked the 
bishops to follow Brigham Young's 
counsel by doing away with round 
dancing entirely. The young people 
of the stake were not nearly so en- 
thusiastic about this policy as the 
older generation, but on 3 January 
1880 at stake priesthood meeting 
the following rules were accepted 
by unanimous vote: 

"We will not practice waltzes or 
any other round dances in our 
assemblies. 

"Persons dancing out of turn shall 
be considered violators of good order 
and may be requested to retire and 
if persistent may be ejected. 

"We will not use liquor in our 
assemblies nor suffer any person 
inebriated to participate in 
the dances. 

"Swinging with one arm around 
the lady's waist shall not be per- 
mitted in our assemblies. 

"To swing a lady more than once 
against her will shall be considered 
ungentlemanly. To swing more than 
twice under any circumstances [not 
against her will] shall be considered 
disorderly and if persisted in the 
offender may be requested to retire 
and if necessary may be ejected 
by force." 

Were the stake leaders confused? 
23 
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Or were they remaining true to what 
they regarded as President Young's 
attitude, disregarding President John 
Taylor's relaxation of the rule? Or  
did the general suspicion of round 
dancing that was found in many of 
the statements mean, for these stake 
leaders, "We would rather that you 
did not participate in round dancing 
at all"? In any case, here was an 
effort to be more royalist that the 
king-more stringent than the Pres- 
ident of the Church had required. 

The rules were apparently unpopu- 
lar: by 1882, under pressure from the 
young people, stake president 
William Budge announced that al- 
though President Taylor preferred 
no round dances he considered one 
or two permissible. If church dances 
did not provide some of these well- 
liked round dances, people would 
simply have private dances. 

If seemed that Bear Lake Stake 
was just about ready to make the 
concession that was common else- 
where when first counselor J. H. Hart 
spoke out. He was in favor of the 
rules already adopted, he said, 
adding that "the feeling which should 
govern the bishops and heads of 
families should be 'let others do as 
they will but for me and my house 
we will serve the Lord."' Not sur- 
prisingly, perhaps, when a vote was 
taken the result was that there would 
still be no round dancing. 

In 1887 Bishop William L. Rich 
tried to get the stake to allow one or 
two round dances per evening. Even 
though he read John Taylor's state- 
ment that made such a concession 
acceptable, he was voted down in 
priesthood meeting; the absolute 
prohibition was continued. 

In the meantime, it was not only 
the gentiles that were offering round 
dances. Some LDS people built a 
private dance hall and allowed round 
dances while prohibiting liquor. Nor 
24 

was it only teenagers who chafed 
under the strict rule. After the play 
William Tell a group of Swiss people 
had arranged to use the hall for danc- 
ing. The dancing they knew was 
round dancing. When the sheriff 
tried to stop them, he was told that 
many of them did not know how to 
square dance. By special permission 
they were allowed to round dance 
until midnight. 

During these same years-roughly 
the 1880s and 1890s-some wards 
in the stake allowed one or two 
round dances, while others allowed 
none. At one dance two of President 
William Budge's children observed 
that the rule against round dancing 
was broken. What should they do? 
They decided not to walk out, though 
they refrained from dancing. 

"The next morning President 
Budge asked his daughter, 'Were you 
at the dance last night?' 

"'Yes Sir!' 
"'Did you waltz?' 
"'No, sir.' 
"'Why didn't you get up and walk 

out?' 
"'We talked it over and decided 

it would be better not to.' 
"President Budge next called on 

Jesse and received the same answers. 
Just as he was leaving he met his son 
Frank. 

"'Were you at the dance last night?' 
"'NO, sir!' 
"'Well, if you had been, you would 

have been just as bad as the others."' 
It is hard to pin down the exact 

transition to Mormon acceptance of 
round dancing. In 1902 a statement 
in the Juvenile Instructor indicates 
that the main concern was not the 
waltz per se but abuses of the 
closed position: "Certain dances 
such as the waltz are used by young 
people as an excuse for assuming an 
attitude that is sometimes shocking, 
and those who are so frivolous as to 
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be devoid of a high sense of propriety 
should be warned by the Bishop in a 
kindly spirit and in a proper manner 
in a private way to refrain from any 
and all unseemly and indelicate 
attitudes in the b a l l - r o ~ m . " ~ ~  

There were undoubtedly differ- 
ences from one area to another on 
this question, with some of the out- 
lying settlements perhaps lagging 
and still trying to enforce the old 
rules. By 1910 the waltz and two- 
step were favorably accepted by the 
MIA, and by 1913 the polka and 
schottische were added as accept- 
able forms of dancing. 30 Uneasiness 
about the closed position continued, 
however, and often floorwalkers 
would be assigned to walk up and 
down and make sure that "daylight" 
could be seen between the Dartners. 3i 

By 1916 popular new dances were 
included on the program. And, iron- 
ically, the old Virginia Reel was now 
considered a little too boisterous. 3R 

Some would see the Church leaders 
as reactionary in trying to prevent 
new styles of dancing that were not 
those they had learned in growing 
up. Since we have come to accept 
not only the waltz but other kinds 
of round dancing as perfectly whole- 
some, it is easy to ridicule earlier 
fears. I do not see the issue in these 
terms. Often in history there are 
developments that bring about a 
confrontation between a system of 
order and control and what is per- 
ceived as a tendency on the part of 
the young to abandon time-honored 
values and behavior patterns. The 
young appear wild, unrestrained, 
irreverent, and disrespectful. 

Many people of the older gener- 
ation-people beyond their teens 
and with responsibilities of mamage 
and family- see the world in a 
"topsy-turvy" state. Almost always 
the defensive reaction consists of 
attempts to tighten up, to establish 

rules, to reassert the old ideas and 
values with renewed emphasis. This 
situation-old vs. new, order vs. 
disorder, control vs. license, stability 
vs. change-has recurred over and 
over again on many differ- 
ent levels. 30 

At the end of the past century 
many adults were looking with more 
than a little dismay at the younger 
generation. Ideas and values were at 
stake, as well as fashions and morals. 
Dancing, while only one aspect, was 
highly symbolic of the whole 
situation. The old square and reel 
dances were carefully ordered, 
planned, and controlled. If the 
squares and reels did not have the 
same dignity as the minuets of the 
preceding century, they were alike 
in that every step was clearly defined. 

The round dances, on the other 
hand, were characterized by whirling 
turns free of formation. They could 
be seen as symbolic of the break- 
down of order and structure in 
society. The closed position, the 
physical contact between the part- 
ners, was not only tempting to those 
participating but was symbolic of 
moral laxity in general. 

When seen in this context the 
Mormon Church reaction to the new 
dance styles was understandable. 
The desire to provide structured 
aids for young people- the new 
Mutual Improvement Associations, 
the lesson manuals in Sunday 
Schools, and the carefully graded 
steps in Priesthood activities-was 
part of the same impulse toward 
curbing the wildness of youth. 
Rather than saying "anything goes," 
leaders and young people agreed 
that some rules were necessary. 

The Church's position can even 
be seen as one of common sense and 
moderation. From Nauvoo days the 
Church allowed dances and en- 
couraged wholesome recreation of 
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all kinds, while drawing lines to 
maintain propriety and good taste. 
The same general feeling persisted 
throughout the century: not to 
abolish dancing but to encourage 
it within proper limits. 

The balance was somewhere be- 
tween a dour prohibition of all 
dancing and a free abandon that 
would allow any dance step what- 
ever its associations and whatever 
the degree of intimacy. Seeking 
such a balance was not as old- 
fashioned as it seemed, but neither 
was it moving blithely with the 
fashions. Inevitably there were 
tensions and adjustments. 

It is equally erroneous, of course, 
to see the issue in terms of theolog- 
ical truth. A white shirt is not "truer" 
that a colored shirt. A square dance 
is not "truer" than a waltz. Taste in 
music and art, fashions in dance and 
dress- these are matters not of truth 
and error but of prudence. To see 
peripheral rules as part of the un- 
changeable core of the restored 
gospel creates genuine confusion. 
For when the change comes- and 
sooner or later some kind of change 
does come-it will appear as fatal 
compromise of vital truth, when in 
fact it is prudent accommodation, 
with the fundamental principles 
remaining intact. 

President Joseph F. Smith was 
quite-right in 1912 to warn: "Let 
not the brilliant prospects of a 
glorious millennium be clouded with 
these licentious days." There are 
always threatening shadows, and 
"customs and costumes and diver- 
sions" are usually among them. But 
the exact details, the precise rules to 
follow, will vary with shifting 
circumstances. 
- - - - 
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