
Dancing to the Music: Domestic Square Dances and Community in Southcentral Kentucky (1880
-1940)
Author(s): Burt Feintuch
Source: Journal of the Folklore Institute, Vol. 18, No. 1 (Jan. 1, 1981), pp. 49-68
Published by: Indiana University Press
Stable URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/3814187
Accessed: 22/04/2010 03:37

Your use of the JSTOR archive indicates your acceptance of JSTOR's Terms and Conditions of Use, available at
http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp. JSTOR's Terms and Conditions of Use provides, in part, that unless
you have obtained prior permission, you may not download an entire issue of a journal or multiple copies of articles, and you
may use content in the JSTOR archive only for your personal, non-commercial use.

Please contact the publisher regarding any further use of this work. Publisher contact information may be obtained at
http://www.jstor.org/action/showPublisher?publisherCode=iupress.

Each copy of any part of a JSTOR transmission must contain the same copyright notice that appears on the screen or printed
page of such transmission.

JSTOR is a not-for-profit service that helps scholars, researchers, and students discover, use, and build upon a wide range of
content in a trusted digital archive. We use information technology and tools to increase productivity and facilitate new forms
of scholarship. For more information about JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org.

Indiana University Press is collaborating with JSTOR to digitize, preserve and extend access to Journal of the
Folklore Institute.

http://www.jstor.org

http://www.jstor.org/stable/3814187?origin=JSTOR-pdf
http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp
http://www.jstor.org/action/showPublisher?publisherCode=iupress


DANCING TO THE MUSIC: 
DOMESTIC SQUARE DANCES AND COMMUNITY 

IN SOUTHCENTRAL KENTUCKY (1880-1940) 

Burt Feintuch 

Scattered references suggest that domestic square dances-dance 
events held in the homes of one's friends and neighbors-were once 
common throughout America, and there are indications of antece- 
dents in Great Britain, but there is no study which examines this 
practice in depth.l In fact, Alan Merriam has written that methods of 
dance reconstruction other than the use of written and pictorial 
sources have never been employed.2 This article is the result of the use 
of oral historical means interviews with twenty dancers, musicians, 
and callers, supplemented whenever possible by written 
documentation to examine domestic square dance events in one area. 
In southcentral Kentucky from at least as early as the 1880s until the 
years of World War II, a vigorous tradition of square dancing in 
neighbors' homes flourished. Domestic square dances were a valued 
and frequent part of social life; a means for members of small com- 
munities to gather for expressive events, to be with friends and 
families, and implicitly to reaffirm many of the ties which bound them 
together in their social networks. When the community of dancers 
formed they acted out a representation of their sense of their own 
community, and that they did so frequently suggests the importance of 
this sense of community to the participants. Because of a lack of 
comparative data from other areas, it is difficult to judge whether my 
findings are unique or typical. Instead, it would be more appropriate to 
view this article as a beginning; a preliminary examination of an indig- 
enous square dance tradition in its historical context. 

49 



50 Burt Feintuch 

American folklorists have paid little attention to the square dance. 
Joann Kealiinohomoku's survey article on folk dance cites no signifi- 
cant studies of square dance, and neither does an earlier major survey 
of dance scholarship by Gertrude Prokosch Kurath.3 Jan Brunvand's 
The Study of American Folklore contains a section on dance, but the author 
only briefly mentions the square dance.4 The most recent study of 
square dancing a consideration of social symbolism in a contempo- 
rary dance event suggests that three articles are the extent of the 
attention devoted to the square dance in American folklore journals,5 
and although the authors overlooked at least one important article, 
their assessment is suggestive of the paucity of published materials.6 
The only lengthy study by a folklorist is David Winslow's dissertation 
which, despite the popular conceptualization of square dancing as 
either southern or western, is concerned with the rural square dance in 
the northeastern United States.7 There are no reconstructions of older 
square dance traditions in this country. 

It is possible that this lack of scholarly effort may be attributed to 
questions of disciplinary territoriality: whose "property" is American 
dance, other than Native American dance, that is? The square dance 
and other forms of North American country dance seem to have fallen 
into the gap between European folklorists' interest in peasant dance 
and the interest of anthropologists and ethnomusicologists in Native 
American and nonwestern tribal dance. The emerging school of dance 
specialists who used to be referred to as dance ethnologists but now 
might better be characterized as dance anthropologists has also pro- 
duced no studies of the square dance.8 

This is not to say that there is no square dance literature; in fact, 
the opposite is true. A large body of publication focuses on square 
dancing as recreation. The folk dance revival movement in this country 
has generated a literature which ranges from philosophical to instruc- 
tional.9 The best historical consideration, S. Foster Damon's The History 
of Square Dancing, represents an antiquarian's approach, also outside 
the mainstream of dance history research.10 Damon's fine, but short, 
book notwithstanding, we know more about square dance in revival 
than in its original social contexts. One project which might redress this 
imbalance would be a systematic search of regional literature, travel- 
lers' accounts and other printed records for descriptions of square 
dance events. Surprisingly, though, such a search yielded no useful 
data concerning southcentral Kentucky. 
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II 

The eleven counties I am calling southcentral Kentucky extend 
from Monroe County in the east to Hart County in the north and Todd 
County in the west. Other than by county, there is no uniformly agreed 
upon taxonomy for sections of Kentucky. Folklorists, geographers, 
journalists, and others who have cause to describe portions of the state 
disagree on how to do so. Most would agree that the area in which I did 
my Eleldwork is part of the geographical section termed either the 
Pennyroyal, named after a local wild mint, or the Pennyrile, after a 
local pronunciation of that mint. Unfortunately, there is no consensus 
as to the limits of the Pennyroyal, and it is therefore difElcult to say with 
any certainty whether my data is at all typical of the Pennyroyal. 
Neither is it possible to use the term "southcentral" with any assump- 
tion of a predictable response of recognition, as evidenced by the 
widespread but flexible use of the term in conversation and print; 
hence, the necessity of definition by county. 

Other than census data, the best introduction to southcentral 
Kentucky is the 1927 Geography of the Pennyroyal by cultural geographer 
Carl Sauer.ll According to Sauer, both the Wilderness Road from 
Virginia and the Ohio River served as conduits to the fertile land of 
southcentral Kentucky, resulting in a primarily agricultural way of life. 
Of those settlers and their descendants Sauer writes, '4The present 
population of Kentucky is derived overwhelmingly from settlers who 
came within a single generation at the close of the eighteenth century. 
Virginians, Carolinians, and Pennsylvanians originally.... they soon 
lost their distinctiveness in the effective melting pot of the transmon- 
tane frontiers. Largely unaffected since then by infusions of later and 
alien stocks, the Kentuckians possess a very strong background of 
tradition and kinship ''l 2 

In 1860, blacks constituted almost twenty-five percent of the popu- 
lation of the Pennyroyal, but this statistic had dropped to approxi- 
mately twelve and a half percent by the time Sauer did his research.l3 
Currently most of the black population resides west of Warren County, 
and this may well be the legacy of a combination of geographic and 
historical factors which resulted in a greater proportion of slavehold- 
ing in that area.l4 By 1940, the eleven counties I have grouped as 
southcentral Kentucky had a total population of approximately 
186,000, of which there were roughly 18,000 blacks.l5 Although the 
number of blacks declined in the period 1880-1940, the total number 
of residents grew slowly, from approximately 170,000 in 1880 to the 
roughly 186,000 mentioned above.l6 
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Life and religion in southcentral Kentucky have traditionally been 
conservative. In 1927 Sauer wrote that "the people have continued to 
adhere to the soil in unusual measure.... Northern factory towns have 
not exercised as strong a pull upon the local population as might be 
expected," and he elsewhere speaks of the persistence of a strong sense 
of continuity with the past.l7 Farmers raise tobacco, corn and livestock 
(along with soybeans in recent years), and the church has always had a 
strong presence, with fundamentalist denominations being well repre- 
sented. 

In 1880, Bowling Green, the area's largest town, had a population 
of over 5,000. Three other communities had populations in excess of a 
thousand.18 In 1940, Bowling Green remained the largest with its 
population of 14,500, and there were six other towns with more than a 
thousand residents.l9 What emerges from these statistics is an image of 
a rural area served by local centers, and to the observer this still seems 
to be the case. 

Whether the area constitutes a region is not easily determined. 
Folklorists have been vague in their use of the concept of region, and 
this is not the place to provide a definition.20 It seems that we have been 
content to do fieldwork in locales, and then term those locales regions 
on the basis of our own presence and research there rather than using 
more objective criteria. If we are dissatisfied as well we should be- 
with those standards, it is difficult to claim regional status for my eleven 
county area. At a minimum, though, historical and economic factors 
suggest the existence of some sort of underlying commonality in the 
area, and more impressionistically, there seems to be a shared aware- 
ness both of place, as in a sense of relationship uniting neighboring 
counties and distinguishing them from other areas, and of places, as in 
the general orientation toward Bowling Green, which serves as a re- 
gional center, and Nashville, the nearest metropolis. 

III 

Domestic Square Dances and Neighborhood Participation 
The advent of calling, sometime around the War of 1812,21 en- 

sured the popularity of the square dance, and it is probable that square 
dances have been held in southcentral Kentucky from about that time. 
My own fieldwork, however, coupled with several brief interviews on 
deposit in the Western Kentucky University Folklore, Folklife, and 
Oral History Archive, yields insufficient data concerning domestic 
dancing for the years prior to 1880, which is as far back as it is possible 
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to trace square dancing in the region; even that date, based on elderly 
informants' testimonies, is approximate. Nonetheless, until about 1940 
square dancing in the home flourished, particularly in rural areas. 
With the approach of World War II, square dancing declined as a 
domestic activity. As transportation became easier, facilitating travel 
from community to community and from farm to town, square dances 
tended to move into larger, more public contexts first to picnics and 
then to armories and dance halls. These events were staged by entre- 
preneurs, and the larger gatherings had replaced domestic dances by 
the early 1 940s, symbolic of shifting notions of community occasioned 
by social change. 

In southcentral Kentucky, domestic square dances exemplified 
traditional notions of community. Held almost every week during cold 
weather and somewhat less frequently in the area's sometimes enerva- 
ting warm weather, the dances were an important context for sociali- 
zing in rural districts. Next to church, they were perhaps the most 
regular of the various expressive events available to the members of 
rural social networks. If Sunday was the Lord's day, worship for many 
people followed a Saturday night of revelry. One informant describes 
his conception of his neighbors and one reason for dancing as follows: 

Well, just plain common country people. Old farmers mostly. We didn't 
have jobs in town then. And a few of the children around here went off to 
schools, but most of us was just plain country folks. And we worked all 
week, and Saturday night we didn't have television to entertain us, so 
we'd all get together and have a good time.22 

A "good time" was a release from the obligations of work, a way to 
be with your neighbors, to perform, to court, and to affirm your place 
in your community. This sense of community always emerges in dis- 
cussions of dances prior to 1940, and it is evident in the recurring use of 
the term "neighborhood" in descriptions of dance participants. A1- 
though we tend to connect "neighborhood" with populations of higher 
density than those of agricultural districts, the term has commonly 
been used to refer to social networks in rural southcentral Kentucky. 
The local concept of neighborhood is illustrated nicely in a 1940 thesis 
which conerns the area. 

In local usage . . . a neighborhood means a group of families living close 
enough together to visit easily, to help each other with group work, to 
borrow tools, groceries, and medicines freely, and to know everything 
about each other's business. A neighborhood may be grouped around a 
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store and grist mill, a schoolhouse, a church, or an unusually influential 
family. The division may be along a creek or river, a highway, the 
boundary of a school district, or the confines of a party-line telephone. A 
neighborhood may be a few families on adjoining farms, or it may be an 
area four to six miles in diameter. The real line of distinction tends to be 
on similar beliefs and ideals rather than on geographical divisions.23 

In describing the people who came to the dances, one of my 
informants claimed, "Well, mostly just neighborhood when we had 
those dances. We just had the rounds like we had over in this neigh- 
borhood here. Well, they'd come from about two or three miles . . . it 
was just a neighborhood affair." Another claims, "The neighbors, the 
neighbors back in those days were very close together." "Whole neigh- 
borhoods would go," said one elderly informant. A neighborhood was 
as much a relationship of communication as one of proximity; that 
neighbors could be "counted on" and were available to help character- 
ized their relations. "A neighborhood, see, back in those days was more 
like a family because if your neighbor's down there, and he got sick, and 
he needed something, why the neighbors would all go in and take care 
of everything." 

In a world in which one could count on neighbors and where travel 
of more than a few miles from one's rural home was a rarity, it was 
virtually inevitable that socializing would take place on that scale: " . . . 
they went to neighbors' houses, by God, and danced, danced, by God, 
all night." 

An octogenarian farmer sums it up: 

Been living in this neighborhood for about sixty years, and I've growed 
up with the country, and . . . when I was young, why . . . folks all met 
together and had a nice time every Saturday night. We'd get the old 
fellow with the banjo, and we'd set the table out of the kitchen, get him up 
on the stove and play the banjo. And about six or eight couples would 
square dance. We'd have one of the best times. Everybody was young and 
happy. We didn't have much, but we-well, you see, we didn't have much 
if we had to dance in the kitchen. Wed take the kitchen table out and 
have room to dance. We done that many a time. 

This concept of neighborhood is at the core of both the pragmatic 
and symbolic aspects of domestic dance. Participants learned of the 
dances through neighborhood channels. Word was passed in the 
course of visiting during the week, and the inevitable country store 
which was the commercial focal point of the neighborhood served as a 
source of information signs were posted or information was shared 
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by word of mouth. Sometimes people would decide on the time and 
place for the next dance at the conclusion of an evening of dancing, and 
all the participants would know in advance of a dance to be held the 
following weekend. In later years, the telephone provided a channel, 
but it was still neighbors who received the calls. 

The participants themselves were a cross-section of the neigh- 
borhood. Like church, a domestic dance was an open event, a public 
event within a limited social network, and the participants ranged from 
young to old. Attendance reflected an orientation toward the stable 
bonds of marriage and extended families. Entire familieshildren 
through grandparents would attend, as would couples who were 
courting. Those not bound by the ties of marriage would also attend, 
but it seems as if the dances which served as an expression of neigh- 
borhood also may be viewed as symbolizing community norms such as 
those relating to kinship.24 In my fileldwork, I have often heard people 
rue the passing of the dances because they were family events. 

The domestic square dances would be held after supper (the 
evening meal). People would arrive on foot, horseback, or by wagon, in 
early years traveling as much as Elve or six miles. They would remove 
furniture from a room in the house frequently the kitchen, the sym- 
bolic center of the house. Estimates of the number of participants vary, 
making it difficult to determine a specific pattern. One informant 
recalls dances attended by as many as a hundred neighbors; others 
speak of as few as fifteen, and many portray the dances as attracting 
thirty to fifty people. While the dancing was invariably in one room, 
overflow crowds would spread throughout the house and into the yard, 
where a Elre might be built. 

It was not at all uncommon for young and old to dance together, 
perhaps because almost everyone could dance, but the crowds were not 
evenly distributed by age. It was also not uncommon for young men to 
bring their sweethearts. In a setting where, according to virtually all my 
informants, everyone knew everyone else, courtship was monitored by 
many of the adults, and sexual improprieties seem not to have occur- 
red, at least within the confines of the event itself. Although almost 
everyone knew how to dance, not all were able to do so because of 
limitations of space as well as personal preferences. Those who did not 
dance sat and watched, talked, and when refreshments were served, ate 
and drank. 

Musicians and Callers 
Local musicians provided the music. As would be expected, the 

fiddle was most common, and frequently a fiddler and a five string 
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banjo player would play together. Starting in the early decades of the 
twentieth century, a guitar was sometimes added. Generally the musi- 
cians were "just neighbors" rather than formally organized 
stringbands. If no fiddler could be found, another instrument became 
appropriate. The musician, or musicians, would sit so as not to block 
the dancing. It was apparently not unusual for them to sit on top of a 
table: "We had a big eating table. My daddy made it- what you call a 
dining table. I've seen that table big enough there would be three 
musicians in a chair on top of that table." Some of the musicians would 
play one tune while the dancers completed a set; others report having 
played medleys, running through as many as four or five pieces during 
one set. 

Sometimes the musicians were paid; other times they were not. At 
some dances, the participants would pass a hat or take up a collection. 
One fiddler is fond of relating a story of an extraordinary collection 
taken up at one dance where he provided music: 

Yeah, one time I went to down here and played. Me and , 
right down here on that Mud Lick Road.... By God, I never seen 
nothing like it, and I had a fiddle, and they filled it full of paper money. 
Just dollar bills, you know. And then they finally got to dropping silver in 
it. Well, it got to where it [the fiddle] wouldn't sound.... When we got 
home, says "How we going to get it out?" I says, "Well, we'll get a 
baling wire and hook it out." It was way up towards a hundred dollars, a 
hundred and fifty. We hooked it out, and we like to never got some of 
them there quarters and things out. They wouldn't come out, you know. 
This very fiddle I've got now. Now you talk about a dance. 

In other instances, musicians would be "paid on the corner," which 
means that each of the four couples comprising a set would contribute a 
small sum-a nickel in the early years, a dime or more later. 

The dancing itself was directed by a caller who chanted instruc- 
tions to the dancers. Callers were virtually always male; there are only 
very infrequent reports of women calling in instances when the male 
caller was outside having a drink or involved in some other temporary 
diversion. Callers were a necessity, and with the exception of one kind 
of solo display, to be discussed later, it was not appropriate to dance 
without a caller. Generally, the caller stood to one side of the dancers, 
although he himself sometimes danced or moved through them. In 
instances where several people knew how to call dances, they usually 
took turns. Calling is highly formulaic, and because of this it was 
apparently easy for some to learn to call through imitation and prac- 
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tice.25 Most callers seem to have used the formulas in a number of fairly 
fixed sequences rather than using them to generate new dances at the 
moment of performance. 

Calling was a performance, and, as such, had an attendant esthetic, 
perhaps best suggested by this bit of transcript: 

H. S.: You take a real dance caller, and he knows all the steps and all the 
sets. 
J.R.: There's a lot to it.... A good caller, he can just call on. He's got all 
this- 
H. S.: And he does it in a singsong. 
J. R.: It's kind of like an auctioneer or something. 
B. Feintuch: He didn't sing, though, did he? 
H. S.: No, just kind of chanted, and 'Get your partner, promenade 
on-' 
J. R.: That's the way it went. 
H. S.: And all such as that. He done it in kind of a tune. And it's quite 
interesting. I enjoyed it. 
J. R.: He kept [time] with the tune you were playing on the instrument. 
That is what it was. And he sounded good a good caller, he sounded 
good. 

Some of the salient esthetic features of calling, then, are the ability to 
chant in a rhythmic fashion, to be heard, to keep time with the music, 
and to do so in a manner that "sounded good." 

It is difficult to reconstruct dance movements themselves. We 
know that people are generally incapable of accurate descriptions of 
their own body movements, and because the dancers put themselves 
under the direction of a caller, they were free of any responsibility to 
remember the sequences of those movements which combined to make 
up a set.2fi Dancers tend to agree that many dances began with the 
command to "swing your partner" and ended with the reuniting of 
partners, but beyond that, the tendency is to recall some of the for- 
mulaic calls such as "ocean wave," "cage that bird," "right hand cross 
and left back," "circle left," "do si do," and others, without remember- 
ing how those movements fit into the overall scheme of the individual 
sets.27 Again, this is because the primary responsibility for the choreo- 
graphy belonged to the caller. There seems to be nothing unique in the 
calls which the dancers remember. The same figures have been well 
known throughout the South, probably constituting a fairly constant 
core of nationally known square dance figures.28 
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The "Community of Couples"29 
Sex roles at the domestic square dances reflected those of rural 

life. The public responsibilities providing music and calling were 
virtually exclusive male domains, as were the tasks of moving furniture 
out of the room in which the dancing was to be held, building fires 
outside, and other chores which might have been considered physical 
(as opposed to domestic) labor. Although local options generally dic- 
tated that liquor was not commercially available, it was almost inevitably 
present, and it too was apparently a male domain, peripheral in that it 
was usually consumed with at least a pretense of secrecy, generally 
outside. Women's responsibilities were more a reflection of household 
duties. They helped prepare and serve any refreshments (usually 
sandwiches), minded the younger children, and-like the men, but 
without liquor tended to form their own small groups, taking advan- 
tage of shared interests, concerns, and observations. While women only 
rarely danced with other women, some informants report that this 
practice was more common in cities. Men never danced with other 
men, although one musician recalls several instances of dancers put- 
ting a dress on a boy who then served as a substitute for a female 
partner. Rigid conceptualizations of sex roles probably necessitated 
dressing the boy in female attire, since it would most likely have been 
unacceptable for a male dressed in masculine clothing to replace a 
woman. This sort of playing with definitions of sexuality has been 
noted in various festive contexts such as mumming and other types of 
drama.30 

Men and women were united in the couple, four of which com- 
prised a square. During the dance the four couples sometimes played 
equivalent roles, as in swinging and promenading, but often one 
couple was featured, engaging in formulaic interactions with the other 
three by completing circuits of each of them in turn. A set generally 
ended when each couple had made the rounds in this manner.31 The 
dances then, may be said to have been based in relationships between 
each man and woman constituting a couple and between the four 
couples who made up a square. 

Those relationships involving couples may be seen as a microcosm 
of a worldview in which couples are a basic social unit. Richard Water- 
man has suggested that dance serves as a force for social cohesion, and 
it is apparent that this was so in the case of domestic square dances.32 In 
fact, if we look to dance structure we find in it a reflection of larger 
social structures. Domestic square dances virtually always commenced 
with an initial coupling followed by a series of movements in which 
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there were two possibilities, both of which are based in the relationship of coupling. Couples either acted as two-person units and interacted with other couples, using the stylized movement repertory of the dance; or couples temporarily broke up, and individuals interacted in a stylized manner with other individuals or couples. Dances seem always to have concluded with a re-coupling in initial positions; a symbolic affirmation of the primacy of the couple and of the status quo. The basic unit of the dance the couple was the basic unit of the commu- nity. As such, the dances supported general attitudes toward social organization in which couples were the norm of relationships between adults. 
In the case of young, unmarried dancers, the domestic square dances served as reminders of their community's expectations regard- ing them as well as a context for experimentation with members of the opposite sex. In fact, the dancing may also be seen as a context which, although based in the fundamental unit of the couple, also provided an acceptable opportunity for participants to touch members of the op- posite sex. Hence, the dance may be viewed as a time of sexual experi- mentation, deemed an appropriate part of the process which culmi- nates in the formation of couples. Anya Peterson Royce has com- mented on the issue of dance as sexual contact: 

Touching may also be acceptable or encouraged in the dance context, while it is not allowed in nondance situations. In Western civilization, legitimate opportunities for contact between people of the opposite sex used to be rare. Dancing provided one of the most frequent opportuni- ties for tactile interaction, and people of both sexes put these opportuni- ties to good advantage to size up potential marriage prospects.33 

Although sexual experimentation was almost certainly one of the at- tractions of the domestic square dance, we must remember that there were rigid constraints against more overt sexual activity and that the dances always ended with a symbolic statement of the primacy of the couple. It seems, then, that structurally the dances may be seen as relationships between couples, and that the structure accounts for what and how the dances communicated. Similarly, in their study of an ongoing square dance event in western Pennsylvania, Burns and Mack conclude that dance is "about the relationship of couples to commu- nity."34 It is important to realize that as the dances moved from domes- tic settings, as a result of social change, the nature of the relationship between the dancing couples changed. That is, a structural change in the dancing was a result of change in the larger society. This will be discussed below. 
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Although couples were the primary unit of the set, there were 
occasional solo displays of dance virtuosity. This sort of dancing, which 
centers in complex rhythmic patterns of stepping, has a variety of 
names, many of which are known widely in the South. Names used 
locally include ';jig dancing," "buck dancing," "buck and wing," and 
"cutting the pigeon wing."35 Today the term "flatfoot dancing" is often 
heard. Some informants connect solo display with inebriation, but this 
is not the majority viewpoint. It does seem, though, that the solo dance 
displays were indicative of a heightened intensity of musical affect in 
which a dancer would "feel the music" in such a way as to have to resort 
to a special expressive outlet, a sort of display which disrupted the 
standard pattern of coupling. This sort of expressive "outburst" might 
well be similar in some ways to possession, glossolalia, and other exam- 
ples of intense expressive behavior in some sectarian contexts. 

Other Community Events 
Perhaps the most common of all community events in southcentral 

Kentucky is the church service. Many writers have noted the traditional 
tensions between fundamentalist Christianity and dance, and such 
tension was (and is) certainly present in this part of Kentucky. Some 
churches forbade dancing of any sort. In an area in which small 
communities sometimes grow around a single church this meant that 
there were some neighborhoods where virtually no one danced, al- 
though play parties and other games were not uncommon. Other 
churches frowned on dancing, but many members of the congregation 
would dance on a Saturday night and go to church the following 
morning, as reported by one septuagenarian Elddler who said, "Yeah, 
by God, they'd dance and then go church on Sunday. Dance Saturday 
night. Sure. Plenty of them." There were churches, too, which had no 
objections to dancing. 

In addition to church and to square dances held in neighbors' 
homes, community members had numerous other ways to get to- 
gether. For example, agricultural life necessitated group labor, and it 
was common for friends to gather for events such as bean shellings, 
corn huskings, log rollings, and tobacco stripping. Sometimes a dance 
would follow. Musicians and singers would gather in a neighbor's home 
for a musical party: an evening of singing old-time songs and playing 
music.36 Card parties would bring friends together; rook was a great 
favorite. School events drew community audiences. In the years before 
radios became common, neighbors would visit friends who owned one, 
and an evening would be devoted to listening to the radio, particularly 
if the Grand Ole Opry was being broadcast. Excerpts from interviews 
illustrate the range of neighborhood social activities: 
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B. Feintuch: What other kinds of things would bring people together in 
other people's houses? People would visit, would have other kinds of 
parties? 
H. S.: No, not unless they had, women had quilting parties then, you 
know. Quilting bees. Men have, oh- 
J. R.: Maybe tobacco stripping. 
H. S.: Yeah, tobacco stripping, log rolling, well used to be but that's been 
too many years ago. That was when they had log rolling. 
O. H.: Use to on Saturday nights, there'd be just maybe one or two 
around the neighborhood would have a radio, the people, go to those 
people's houses to hear the Grand Ole Opry. 

M. G.: And they used to have when I was growing up, they would have 
what you called bean shellings. They would have a lot of beans, you know. 
This room wouldn't hold them sometimes. Well, we'd shell beans a long, 
long time. And then we could turn it into a dance, and then we'd dance 
the rest of the night. I have done that a many a time, too. 

J. B.: Well, I don't know. There's awful friendly people, and they used 
to have corn shuckings, I've heard my daddy talk about that, you know. I 
don't know where, I can't remember that. It was back in my, before my 
time. Then they'd have a corn shucking and then that night they'd have a 
dance, you know. And a log rolling. They'd have log rollings, you know, 
help people clear new grounds, and roll the logs in piles and burn them 
that night. Then they'd have a dance. I've heard my father tell about 
places like that. 

Domestic Square Dances and Social Change 
As transportation became easier, in the 1930s according to in- 

formants, a new sort of dance context developed in southcentral Ken- 
tucky. These outdoor dances were not limited to one social network, as 
were the domestic dances, and they may be considered the Elrst major 
shift from the domestic settings. In warm weather outdoor dances were 
common, and were most frequently promoted for financial reasons. 
Fourth of July picnics and square dances were held all over the region; 
refreshments were sold and sometimes an admission fee was charged. 
Musicians were hired. South and west of Bowling Green, the term 
"bran dance" is used to refer to these outdoor public dances, and 
although the origin of the term is obscure, it has been noted elsewhere. 
In a bran dance the dancers would cover the ground with bran or 
sawdust and dance on it, the bran presumably having been used to keep 
the dust down.37 

Participants in the outdoor dances were not members of a single 
social network. One informant says that people would travel as far as 
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fifty miles to such a dance, and that "you got all kinds of people in 
there." These were not neighborhood events-everyone did not know 
everyone else. In fact, the outdoor dances were one of the very few 
social events held by whites but sometimes attended by blacks, an 
occurrence virtually unheard of in the domestic square dance set- 
tings.38 

Blacks participated in the outdoor dances in two ways: as hired 
musicians or as onlookers, remaining at the edge of the setting, never 
dancing. Two informants described black-white relationships as fol- 
lows: 

B. Feintuch: But they didn't dance? 
H. S.: No, no, they never any of them ever- 
B. Feintuch: Were any of them bothered by it? 
H. S.: There was a real, just a- 
J. R.: They, back then, see, what the, the colored people I don't know, 
there wasn't too much communication between the colored people and 
the white people- 
H. S.: Now the colored folks would have their own dances though. 
J. R.: They was treated, they was treated all right. 
H. S.: Yes. 
J. R.: They treated every, the white people all right we treated the 
colored people all right. But there was a, there was a distance between us. 
H. S.: Yeah, they stayed in their place and we stayed in ours. 
J. R.: They didn't, they didn't interfere with our carryings on. 

By the late 1930s or early 1940s domestic square dancing had 
become a thing of the past in southcentral Kentucky. Those dances had 
been based in the fairly stable social networks of small neighborhoods, 
but by the Second World War those networks were increasingly af- 
fected by social change which rendered them less stable, less cohesive, 
and consequently less central to the lives of their participants. The most 
frequently reported cause of neighborhood instability was the change 
of attitudes toward travel. In the words of one informant, "Having the 
dances just-it discontinued in the homes.... I just don't know why. I 
suppose that we got . . . automobiles and things, you see, that took up, 
you know, we had more things to do, other things to do, and that 
stopped the dances in the home." A person was no longer limited to his 
or her environs, and it was increasingly easier to travel from rural 
neighborhoods to the entertainments available in town. Roadhouses 
and dance halls in hotels offered dances which attracted larger crowds, 
and entrepreneurs produced dances in armories. One could meet new 
people at these public dances, and roadhouses and dance halls featured 
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round dancing along with squares. Round dancing is a common term 
for couple dances, such as the waltz, in which the men and women have 
their arms around each other. Domestic square dance events virtually 
never included round dancing. It may be that round dancing was 
considered more overtly sexual and therefore less appropriate for 
domestic settings. 

Along with changing attitudes toward travel, liquor is commonly 
cited as a major cause of the domestic dances' decline. According to one 
informant, "That's what finally broke it up. It just got so it got so out 
of hand that they couldn't, the ones that went just for a good time and 
dancing, they couldn't have a good time because the ones that went to 
show off, drink a little, got boozing it." Some connect the increase in 
intoxication with the effect of the military service on local youth during 
and after World War II. While others believe that the difficulties 
pre-dated the war, there is general agreement that alcohol was increas- 
ingly present, and that this caused fights, sometimes ending in knifings 
or shootings. With problems such as these becoming common, dancing 
became less appropriate as a domestic activity. In armories and dance 
halls it was easier to control such activities, and as a consequence 
dancing moved into public commercial contexts. 

Both Frances Rust and Phillip J. S. Richardson have suggested that 
change in dance structure may be a response to changes in the larger 
social system, and this may be seen in the transformation of square 
dancing in neighbors' homes to dancing in public settings such as 
armories.39 This transition was accompanied by a striking structural 
change. Although in both settings the couple was the primary unit, the 
relationships between the couples in the two contexts are of a different 
order. In domestic dancing the square deElned those relationships, and 
the dance was a closed system in that during the dance each couple had 
an opportunity to interact with each of the other couples, and each 
dance concluded with the couples having returned to their original 
positions within the "community of couples." Everyone knew everyone 
else, everyone interacted with everyone else, and the network re- 
mained intact and well-defined. What was, and still is, called square 
dancing in public (rather than domestic) contexts such as armories is 
based in a circular rather than square relationship. Rather than one 
square for every four couples, public square dances begin with all the 
dancers forming a large circle. Couples join hands with each other and 
with those next to them. The dance movements involve breaking the 
circle into smaller shapes defUlned by two couples facing each other. 
Each two couples interact briefly, and then the couples move on and 
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are united with another couple, thereby forming another transient 
two-couple pattern. In theory, members of a couple would work their 
way around the large circle, interacting with every other couple, but in 
practice the caller rarely allows the dance to continue long enough. 
Rather than symbolizing a closed and stable network, as did the squares 
of the domestic dances, the public dances reflect a social structure in 
which all do not know each other, and while it is possible for everyone 
to participate, it is also unlikely that all will have an opportunity to 
interact with each other. The community of couples has become too 
large. As square dancing in southcentral Kentucky became a more 
public activity because of social changeS dance structure changed to 
accommodate new circumstances. The change may be seen as a reflec- 
tion of shifting concepts of community in which one's neighborhood no 
longer was the center of one's social life. 

This has been a preliminary examination of an indigenous dance 
tradition the practice of dancing in one's neighbors' homes, a practice 
which had, by about 1940, become untenable In a southcentral Ken- 
tucky domestic square dance, the neighborhood participants gathered 
for a social evening, and in the dances themselves they symbolically 
acted out their norms of community in which couples were the basic 
unit and their social networks--their neighbothoods were repre- 
sented as a bound unit, the square. With the increasing mobility and 
instability which developed around World War II, the domestic dance 
contexts gave way to newer settings in which the older networks were 
not as significant, and as a result the nature of the dance symbolism 
changed. That in this case the domestic square dance exempliEled its 
participants' concept of community is apparent; further study is 
needed to extend this conclusion to other dances and locales. 

Western Kentucky Untrersity 
Bozuling Green, Kentucky 
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