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Shirking the Light: Aesthetic and Moral Shortcomings in Anita Stansfield’s Dancing In the Light

As one of the best-selling romance novelists in the current LDS market, Anita Stansfield has taken on the weighty task of exploring what it means to be a single Latter-day Saint in today’s society. Stansfield’s novel Dancing in the Light delves into the life of Wade Morrison, a returned missionary who looses his wife shortly after the birth of their first child. Fortunately, at the time of his wife’s death, Wade is living with his half-brother Alex. Wade’s large yet atypical family supports him throughout the ordeal.  Despite his grief, Wade Morrison searches for a new mother for his infant child Rebecca. With the encouragement of Alex, Wade searches LDS dating websites for potential candidates. Wade meets Marina online and pursues a relationship. Their friendship escalates and Wade proposes, but he breaks off the engagement the day before the wedding. After this failed engagement to Marina and a short plot intermission with his mother’s battle with cancer, Wade ultimately courts, proposes, and marries Laura Dove within a two week timeframe. 

Major tensions throughout the novel result from Wade’s relationship to his “other side of the family” (Stanfield 138). Marilyn Morrison, Wade’s mother, abandoned her husband Brad and had an affair with Neil Keane. She eventually left Neil to return to Brad and rejoined the church, but only after she was pregnant with Wade. Wade’s parentage was kept a secret until he discovered during a DNA experiment that Brad is not his biological father. Prior to the opening scene of Dancing in the Light, Wade and the rest of the Morrison family have learned to accept and embrace the truth. Wade even went as far as to search out and befriend his father and half-brother.  

While the Morrison and Keane families seem to accept Wade’s status as an illegitimate child, many people do not. Tensions arise as Wade’s love interests either reject or accept both sides of the family. Marina’s ultimate failure stems from her inability to defend Wade’s family after her mother expresses that she “never would have imagined that… such a thing could ever happen in a Mormon home” (Stansfield 135). Conversely, one of Laura’s definitive strengths is in her unabashed and warm reception of Wade’s entire family. During her first meeting with Wade’s parents she shares her feelings:


 “Wade’s told me about his unique situation with both of his families, and he’s told me that it’s treated very openly, and I’m glad for that. It makes it easier for me to say how…” Her voice cracked and Wade squeezer her hand, wondering where this was headed. “How grateful I am for the way you raised Wade to be such a fine man. I want to thank you, Marilyn, for bringing him into the world, for giving him a mother’s love, in spite of the difficulties associated with the situation.  And I want to thank you, Brad, for being such a good father to him, for teaching him by example how to be a good father himself.” (Stansfield 370)
Laura’s speech cements Wade’s decision to go through with the wedding. Immediately following the above passage, Wade “wished he could tell her what her words meant to him,” and his parents say, “You make her a Morrison and we’ll keep her forever” (370-371). Laura’s lack of critical judgment for past sins distinguishes her from Marina. 

The difference in Marina and Laura’s reactions exemplify the novel’s central theme of forgiveness, repentance, and judgment. Through Wade’s description of his family and people’s reactions to this description, Stansfield posses the questions: Can one truly repent of sins as serious as adultery? Should repentant sinners gain acceptance? Clearly, Stansfield would answer “yes” to both questions. This theme is first introduced as Wade explains his family situation to his best friend Kirk. Wade expresses that his mother “made some really bad choices and followed them up with some really good ones” and that they came to terms with it through “The Atonement” (Stansfield 14). Stansfield suggests in this statement that people can repent and change. 

Wade’s interaction with Marina advances the theme of repentance, forgiveness, and judgment. The first time Wade explains to Marina that he is “what resulted” from Marilyn leaving Brad, Marina “gasped softly” and asked “You’re saying your mother had an affair?” (Stansfield 107). From her initial reaction, Marina’s preliminary judgment seems negative. Wade responds to her question saying, “It’s good now. I can tell you for a fact that repentance and forgiveness are real. It’s worked miracles in my life” (108). Wade’s response captures Stansfield’s ideology that harsh judgment should be withheld when “real” repentance and forgiveness occur. Furthering the theme, Marilyn personally adopts the biblical symbol of the woman of the woman taken in adultery. After her fight with depression resulting from a vindictive letter, Marilyn bares the following testimony in church:


 “I need to say… How very grateful I am for the healing power of repentance and forgiveness. I am grateful for the Savior’s example in His acceptance and compassion for the sinners, even though He could never condone the sin. I am grateful for the depth of what He taught when He invited any person without sin to cast a stone at the woman taken in adultery… Today we don’t cast stones, we use words. But it still amounts to the same thing. I just wanted to say how grateful I am to all of you who have accepted and loved me in spite of my past mistakes.” (Stansfield 226-227)
This testimony captures the heart of Stansfield’s theme. Through the “healing power of repentance and forgiveness,” Marilyn has come to terms with her errant past. Moreover, she compares those who judge with the hypocritical Pharisees of the New Testament. 


While Stansfield attempts to address complex moral issues such as forgiveness, repentance, and judgment, she falls short of the mark in both aesthetics and morality, two of my personal requirements for good literature. In an essay entitled “Balancing the Good, the Bad, and the Beautiful,” I describe my qualifications for good literature: “Literature must maintain a high standard of aesthetic appeal while upholding an equally high moral code. If one element is lacking, the entire work is flawed to some degree” (2). Anita Stansfield’s Dancing in the Light is deficient aesthetically and morally. Her writing is clichéd and un-unified, her treatment of depression superficial and too easily resolved, and her male characterization overly idealized.

Stansfield’s most obvious literary offence rests in her use of the language. I strongly believe that “aesthetically pleasing literature avoids clichéd language and exhibits a harmonizing of form and content” (Wilde 2).  Stansfield resorts to stock phrases to describe characters and situations. For example, Stansfield writes on page 63 of Dancing in the Light, “‘Lucky you,’ Wade said with sarcasm.” On page 85, we read once again, “‘Lucky you,’ Wade said with sarcasm” (85).  Not only is the phase “Lucky you” incredibly unoriginal, Stansfield manages to repeat word-for-word the cliché twice in 22 pages.  Stansfield’s repetition of phrases is not a one time occurrence. Note the repetition of the words “laughed softly” in the following three passages: “‘Really?’ she asked and laughed softly” (120); “She laughed softly and touched his face” (121); “Marilyn laughed softly” (198).  From the frequency with which Stansfield couples this phrase with women, it would seem she either lacks creativity to depict female interactions or believes the apex of femininity involves “laughing softly.” Due to its meaningless repetition, Stansfield’s formulaic language looses its vitality and strength.

Accompanying the shortcomings of diction, Stansfield’s form lacks unity and consistency. Stansfield switches point of view mid-novel. Up through Chapter 14, the limited omniscient narrator can only see into the thoughts and feelings of Wade Morrison. The narration suddenly switches after Wade and Laura make a romantic connection, allowing the reader to also view Laura’s personal feelings and thoughts. Stansfield transforms from describing Laura as having “looked surprised” (254), to having “felt certain” (262). This transition from looking to feeling exemplifies Stansfield’s lack of control as a writer. 

Not only is the writing at times shoddy, Stansfield’s simplistic treatment of complex issues and characters perpetuates often harmful and unrealistic stereotypes of what it means to be depressed or the perfect man. This perpetuation cheapens the moral quality of the rest of the novel. 

When first introducing Laura’s depression, Stansfield attempts to address the complicated nature of the illness. Laura confesses that she struggles with depression, and Wade replies, “Is it chemical or situational?” (Stansfield 316). In briefly mentioning that there is a “connection” and “difference” (316) between the two, Stansfield perhaps aims to clarify facts about depression. However, she does not sustain exploration or development. During their discussion about depression, Wade says, “I think I’d like to prove that it’s situational. I’d like to make your life so wonderful that you’d never have cause to be depressed again” (317). With little to no understanding about Laura’s past medical history, Wade claims that if he makes Laura’s life wonderful enough, she will have no cause to be depressed again. Later in the novel, as if to prove Wade’s hypothesis, Laura slips into one of her depression attacks. Fortunately, Wade comes to the rescue, and she quickly comes out of it. Following a visit with her old friend Rochelle, Laura feels “[a] familiar helplessness overcome her, and she couldn’t find the will to hardly even breath, let alone face the day”(388). Later that afternoon, Wade arrives at her house and confirms that he will “stand by” her “no matter where the depths of depression” take her (392). Laura quickly sheds the feeling that she “couldn’t find the will to even breath” and improves to the point that when Wade asks her if she can come to dinner, she replies “Yes, I’m fine… I just need to change” (395).  As predicted by Wade, Laura is rescued from the depths of depression by his love and guidance. Through this episode, Stansfield propagates the simplistic and unrealistic belief that depression can be relieved if one’s spouse loves his/her partner enough. 

Equally harmful and unrealistic, Anita Stansfield perpetuates a feminized image of the ideal man through the characterization of Wade Morrison.  In the following online profile, Laura Dove describes her criteria for the perfect man:  
 In this section where she’d written what she was looking for in a man, it said she wanted someone who was genuinely strong in the gospel, not just pretending to be to impress a woman. She wanted someone who wasn’t afraid of the words dysfunctional and emotional, and who was not ashamed to cry. She was looking for someone who liked to talk and read, and she hated television sports.” (Stansfield 230)

Wade Morrison fits this description perfectly. Wade faithfully attends church and the temple throughout the novel. He is not afraid to talk about his feelings; during Laura and Wade’s first date he unabashedly expresses, “I didn’t believe I could ever feel this way again” (266). Wade is not ashamed to cry; in a randomly selected sample of ten pages, Wade cries nine times (60-70).  He loves to talk, and he hates television sports. Sensitive and compassionate, fatherly and open, Wade embodies Stansfield’s ideal of what a man should be. Such romanticized concepts of maleness can damage a woman’s perception of a man. In the Ensign article “Addicted to Romance Novels?” an anonymous, former romance novel enthusiast describes its damaging effects: “Like visual pornography, such literature presents a warped view of sexuality and is arousing and addictive. It dulls our spiritual senses, which distances us from God, and it can impair our ability to have healthy, lasting relationships” (“Addicted” 57). If women begin to accept Stansfield’s description as the norm or ideal, they may become disenchanted with their relationships. They may begin to unconsciously question, “Why is my husband not like Wade?” Though Stansfield’s characterization of Wade is not sexually explicit, she presents a warped image of masculinity which could distort a woman’s perceptions of men. 

While Anita Stansfield may have taken on the task of exploring what it means to be a single Latter-day Saint in today’s society, her novel Dancing in the Light fails to do so on both aesthetic and moral levels. Her aesthetic flaws, clichéd language, and lack of unity make it difficult to take her writing seriously. Furthermore, her unrealistic depiction of depression and masculinity perpetuate harmful stereotypes, thus lowering the overall moral quality of the novel. 
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