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ABSTRACT
Moira Smith
The Ritual Humor of Students:
Capping at Victoria University, 1902-1988

Capping is graduation; in New Zealand it consists of both formal ceremonies and a
festival of ludic events produced by undergraduates. This study examines capping at one
New Zealand university from 1902 to 1988, with detailed examination of the ceremonies
themselves, into which students introduced interjections and horseplay; the satirical and
frequently outrageous student processions through the city; and the large-scale hoaxes that
students perpetrated on members of the public. These activities flourished even though they
severely tested public and official tolerance, and were often judged to have gone "over the
limit." Since 1970, however, capping has retrenched and become less public becausg,
according to insiders, of a failure of license.

Capping raises the problem of how license for festivity, reversal, and ritual humor is
achieved in a modern complex society. Using Gregory Bateson’s and Erving Goffman’s
concepts of play, license, and framing, I investigate how students obtained and kept license
for capping for over eighty years, framing their performances as spontaneous play. At the
same time however, a chorus public disapproval, even outrage, was a constant
accompaniment to capping.

Accounts of conflict in and opponents to festivity are no new thing in the literature on
urban festivals. However, concepts of festivity, festive license, and Max Gluckman’s model

of ritual reversal all treat antagonism and opposition as extrinsic elements and as indications
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of the dysfunction of license. This study revises the model to incorporate the existence of
opposition and negative evaluations as intrinsic ingredients, which in the case of capping
were valued by performers as a sign of successful performance.

With this revision of the concept of festive license in mind, the retrenchment of
capping cannot be attributed to the failure of license. The cause is sought instead in an
ideqlogical shift that has occurred throughout the western world since the Second World
War. In this shift, the political implications of humorous public performances like capping
have been made explicit, rendering ritual humor problematic in a way that exceeds the usual

problems of achieving festive license.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

On a chilly April morning in 1988, in the city of Wellington, New Zealand,
people on their way to work observed a motley crowd of people disporting themselves
with wine and rice bubbles in a small park on the main city street. Dress ranged
from formal suits, ties, and school blazers, to pajamas. Some participants had
apparently walked into their closets that morning and put on whatever came to hand.
One man wore a grubby laboratory coat, on the back of which were the words
"MIGHT MIGHTY CAPPING BAND" and "CAPPED 1988 AD."”

Initially this group of revellers confined their attention to their cereal and
bubbly. After a time a number of them took positions at the edge of the park, facing
the street, and began to greet passers-by with an exaggeratedly loud "GOOD
MORNING!" Some answered back, some merely smiled, and others hurried past
resolutely ignoring thel greeting. At this point, someone spotted a small pink
convertible parked on the street nearby. Seconds later it was encircled by revelers;
soon thereafter it was being hoisted bodily from its place and being deposited
carefully on the grass. A tablecloth was draped over the hood; wine, flowers,

champagne glasses, and a teddy bear were added, and the car was acclaimed as the



"best-dressed table.” The runner-up stood nearby: a small picnic table placed on its
end and dressed in shirt, slacks, and blazer (see figures 2-4).

As the morning advanced the effects of sparkling white wine for breakfast
became increasingly apparent. All at once the festivities were arrested when someone
cried, "Dead ant!" At once the entire company rushed pell-mell onto the adjacent
road. As the traffic lights changed from red to green to red again, and while cars,
trucks, and buses waited and passers-by watched from the safety of the pavement,
théy lay down on their backs in the middle of the road, clasped their hands behind
their heads, and waved their legs in the air (figure 5). This task completed they
scurried back to their park.

After Ehi§ things began to degenerate. Attention now turned to the modernist
water fall/fountain at the back of the park--someone had brought detergent--the
inevitable bubble fight ensued and finished as quickly as it had begun. Somewhere a
hidden maintenance person switched off the water to the fountain, just as some in the
group were inspired by the resemblance between it and a urinal and began to act out
this simile. After that all that was left was to pack up, pose for the press.
photographer who had belatedly arrived, and head back up the hill to the university.

Amongst this crowd of students--for that is what they were-- at the 1988
Capping Champagne Breakfast I played the role of ethnographer, juggling camera,
note pad, and paper cup full of sparkling wine. As I noted these latter-day
celebrations in the tiny Wellington park, I was reminded of other student escapades

perpetrated in Wellington in years past and preserved in newspapers and archives.



Ten years before the champagne breakfast, on a weekday morning in late
April, Wellington householders awoke to find the following official-looking
communication in their mailboxes:

By The Cats Act 1977, Section 13(b). The Wellington City Council

hereby gives notice that all domestic, pedigree or mongrel cats must be

registered on or before the 3rd day of May, 1978. Registration shall

be $1.00 per cat, per household. Failure to comply with this

Regulation by 3rd May will result in a penalty registration fee of

$2.00. All registration forms are available from the Post Office.

DATED this 5th day of April, 1978.
The notice was signed by the secretary for the Town Clerk. I found a copy of this
notice in the files of the Wellington City Corporation. Next to it was a letter sent by
the Town Clerk to a city resident, which read:

I believe you are the Mrs C who sent me a cheque for $1.00 to

cover the registration of one silver tabby female cat, and that you sent

this because of a "Notice to Householders" which was presumably left

in your letter box. I am sorry to say that the whole exercise is a

Victoria University capping celebration hoax. The Council has no

proposal to introduce the registration of cats and I return your cheque
for $1.00.

On another occasion twenty years earlier, workers on their lunch breaks on a
central city street were shocked when, without warning, shots rang out. As a car
sped away in haste a young man sank to the ground, bleeding profusely. Anxious
spectators gathered around. Concern turned to chagrin when the victim raised himself
off the ground and suddenly ran off, leaving behind a sign that read, "This could

happen to you if you don’t buy Cappicade."



On another day in May, workers perched at office windows and lunchtime
crowds gathered on the city streets to watch a procession of costumed revelers
impersonate the Queen, the Mayor, the Governor-general, Charles Chaplin, and other
notables. As the procession passed its members assaulted the audience with flour,
kisses, and dead fish. That evening, some of the procession participants were in the
audience at a ceremony in the town hall. Diplomats, politicians, and academics spoke
in solemn tones of the highest ideals of service, education, and intellect, while from
the galleries and the back of the hall young men made noisy interjections, played on
horns and bells, and released startled wildfowl into the hall.

All of these varied, extraordinary incidents are taken from the 90-year history
of a single event, the New Zealand students’ capping week. Towards the end of the
first academic term of the year, New Zealand universities hold graduation ceremonies
for the students who completed their degree requirements in the previous year. At
universities around the country, undergraduates take this opportunity each year to
produce traditional celebrations of their own. This study focuses on capping at one
university -- Victoria University of Wellington.

"Capping" refers firstly to the act of being "capped” or receiving one’s
diploma at a university graduation ceremony. From the first capping ceremonies held
by Victoria in 1902, students arranged a day of celebration to mark the occasion.
The first complete program that I have found, dating from 1904, lists several events
that filled what they called the "Students’ Gala Day." In the afternoon the diplomas

were presented in a ceremony in a borrowed hall in the city. That evening, in the



same venue, students performed a program of entertainment, billed the "Students’
Carnival" and open to the (paying) public. The program comprised songs,
recitations, farces, humorous and dramatic routines performed by students. Finally
the Students’ Association hosted a dance and supper, billed as a "Social Re-Union of
Graduates and Undergraduates."

As the number of students and graduates grew, the number and complexity of
Diploma Day events also increased, spilling over into two and then three consecutive
days instead of the original one. From 1913 the students’ stage show begin to run for
two nights. Festivities were scaled down in response to the exigencies of World War
I, but capping reemerged in the 1920s with the same events but clad in much more
splendid clothes. The old Students’ Carnival -- reduced to a "Capping Concert"
during the war -- was now an "Extravaganza." Where once there had been a dance
for students and graduates, there was now a "Capping Ball." By the late 1920s
student capping celebrations filled three and sometimes four days; by 1953 the

original Diploma Day had become "Capping Week" (Weir House Magazine, 1953:9).

The students’ procession, or "procesh,"” was instituted in 1910 as a way of
advertising the capping concert, and became an annual event in the city as crowds
lined the streets to watch students in outlandish costumes and on home-made floats.
Procesh was satirical, irreverent, and humorous in tone, and often scatological and
obscene in content. The boundaries of a prearranged route and time did not suffice to

contain procesh, which regularly burst out to carry festive inversion and license



throughout the city in the form of playful takeovers of public landmarks, and
humorous and unannounced street dramas. These forms of uncontrolled festivity and
disorder were known as capping stunts, which eventually took the form of large-scale

hoaxes in which students deceived large numbers of the public as publicly as possible.

The Date of Capping

In an American university there is little difference between senior students and
those about to graduate; but in New Zealand universities the distinction is much more
significant, due to the peculiar position of the capping ceremony in the New Zealand
academic calendar. Instead of being held at the end of the academic year, after final
examinations, capping in New Zealand has always been at or near the end of the first
term of the year. Thus students in their final year of study sit their exams in October
and November, but do not formally graduate until the following April or May, when
their degrees are officially conferred either in absentia or at the capping ceremony.
Perhaps because of this lengthy interval between finishing degree requirements and
actually receiving the degree, a special term is applied to people in this liminal status.
Since at least 1916, th‘e academic term for them has been graduands--those who are
about to graduate (Spike, 29, June 1916:41).

The delayed date of capping is usually explained as a survival from the first
days of higher education in New Zealand. This explanation is well-known among

faculty, students, and ex-students today, and sometimes takes on the coloration of an



etiological legend. The following version of the traditional explanation comes from a
man who was a student at Victoria University in the early 1970s:

[Why was capping held in May?]

We were always told, or it was always assumed at university, that it

was a hangover from the days when all the universities’ papers had

been marked in the U.K. And by the time that they were all marked,

and sent back over by ship of course it was about--it took that time

from Christmas, when the exams were set, to get them back. It took

about five months, in days of yore when they were assessed in the

U.K. That’s the story we were always told. Whether it’s true or not I

don’t know; I suspect it’s probably not!
(Gordon Tait, W 3-16-88:138).

From its inception the University of New Zealand, of which Victoria was a
constituent college, had a policy of employing examiners in Britain to set and mark
their students’ finals. This policy made sense in the nineteenth century, when New
Zealand’s fledgling university colleges were explicitly modelled on British prototypes
in organization and in academic custom, and when the professors were all recruited in
Britain (MacKenzie 1924; Beaglehole 1949). The external examination system was
devised to ensure that the quality of the colonial colleges was up to par, and it points
to the strong emotional, economic, and institutional ties that New Zealand kept with
the Mother Country.

Because of either bureaucratic inertia or persistent insecurity about the quality
of the home-made educational product, the external examination system was only
gradually abandoned, despite strong opposition from many of the New Zealand

professors (Beaglehole 1949:131-154; 205-207). According to oral tradition, it took



the Second World War to bring reform to this aspect of New Zealand higher

education. The following version of this tradition comes from two retired

schoolteachers who graduated in 1933 and 1945, respectively:
OLGA HARDING: My Honours thing [i.e. thesis] was marked in
England. And there wasn’t airmail, and therefore results didn’t come
back until March, or April; I'm not quite sure when I was notified
about it. I think all the early things did go overseas for marking.
NITA MCMASTER: But it was during the war that the business of
sending Master’s theses overseas was stopped; a ship went down with

some in [laughs]. That’s tradition; it may be fiction; I have no idea.
(interview W-3-3-88:110).

After the war the individual New Zealand university colleges gradually
assumed de facto responsibility for examining their own students, -and the practice of
appointing overseas examiners was officially abolished in 1962, when the University
of New Zealand was dissolved and its constituent colleges became independent

degree-granting universities (Dakin 1973:30; McLaren 1974:21; Encyclopedia of New

Zealand 1966:549-551). However, the date of capping remained fixed at the end of
the first term. |

There are three reasons for this inertia, this holding on to an archaic and
apparently irrational date for capping. The first reason is logistical. According to the
Registrar, W.E. Harvey, all that time is needed to grade the examinations, Honours
theses, and the like and to make preparations for the capping ceremony (for example,
Dr. Harvey signs all diplomas himself by hand). However--as Dr. Harvey admitted

himself--these are not compelling reasons when one considers the example of



universities in the United States, or even of Cambridge (interview W-3-31-88:394), If
New Zealand academics put their minds to it, there is no reason why they could not
perform all these tasks in less than the five months that they devote to it at present.
The logistical reasons are simply a rationalization for keeping the traditional date.

By clinging so tenaciously to this survival from the nation’s colonial past, New
Zealand academics seem to recognize its value as a genuine indigenous tradition. The

traditional date is kept simply because it is traditional, because it provides a link with

the university’s, indeed the country’s past, and wi.th the historical conditions that
obtained when the university was founded. In the ex-colonial, provincial (Simms
1986:13-19) context in which New Zealand universities exist, added to the néed for a
link to the past is the desire for traditic 2--almost any tradition--that is indisputably of
New Zealand, not imported, like so many others, from Britain. The prevalence
among university members and former students of the narratives explaining the date
of capping supports this traditionalizing explanation. These stories depict the date of
capping as a direct link with the storied past. The particular detail of ships sailing
slowly from one side of the globe to the other is a reminder of the rugged colonial
past that New Zealanders often like to refer to as the source of their national
character. The narrative also depicts the dogged determination of New Zealanders to
overcome "the tyranny of distance" in order to keep their ties to "Home" and to
maintain civilized standards, in this case in the field of higher education. Today these
ties may seem anachronistic and foolish to some, but to others they remain a

demonstration of loyalty. In either case the anachronistic date of capping is a home-



grown example of tradition kept for tradition’s sake, something that many New
Zealanders feel is lacking in their culture as a whole.

The accompanying explanatory legend frames the custom as having authentic
roots in the local experience. Some narrators present the explanatory account for the
date of capping matter-of-factly, like Nigel Mander: "The reason for the delay
between the final exam results and the ceremon'y; " he explained, "is because the final
exams used to all be sent to Britain by sea for marking, and it took six months to get
the results back; and the tradition has carried on" (W-2-15-88). Other narrators are
skeptical about the tradition, as Gordon Tait’s ironic reference to "days of yore"
suggests; however he retold the story despite his apparent skepticism. In fact his
account is one of the most detailed.

Today’s date of capping (late April or early May) is not the original one.
Until the 1920s graduation ceremonies at Victoria were held in late June, which was
the end of the first term of the academic year. This fact does not invalidate the
argument, however. The concept of "invented tradition" alerts us that the important
thing is not whether or not the connection to the past is authentic, but the fact that a

connection is deliberately insisted upon and foregrounded (Hobsbawm 1983:2).

For a folklorist to devote a dissertation to the practices of New Zealand

university students, who are mostly white and middle-class, is unusual in several
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respects; To New Zealanders such a choice will seem odd because they are
accustomed to thinking that New Zealand has little or no folklore of its own, at least
not among the pakeha (white) population. We find a typical example of this
commonplace assumption in the introduction to an anthology of recent New Zealand
fiction:

As they read the writers of almost any other country, New Zealand

pakehas may feel dismayed at how much there is to draw on there,

which most of us here must do without. Little folklore, for example.

Nothing in the way of songs or traditional music that is really our own.

No festivals in any true sense. No traditions of marvelous exaggeration

or rhetoric or satire or regionalism (O’Sullivan 1983:xxxiii).

Similarly, Koenraad Kuiper blames the almost non-existent state of folklore study in
New Zealand on this commonplace assumption. "White New Zealanders who travel
overseas," he comments, "are often conscious of a sense of shame or sorrow that they
do not have a culture like people elsewhere." Hence, "The folklore of pakeha ethnic
groups is subject to sparse scrutiny. It is generally held...that the pakeha has no
culture" (1991:7).

This cultural inferiority complex is a product of the colonial heritage of New
Zealand and Australia. In Australian studies the phrase "cultural cringe" has been in
use since 1950 to refer to the pervasive attitude that local culture is an inferior
derivative or imitation of British, European, and American arts and sciences, and that
no truly indigenous alternative exists besides that of the indigenous populations. This

phrase is also used of New Zealand (Ashton-Warner 1979:412; Factor 1988:29). In

the case of New Zealand, the bulk of the population migrated from Britain and
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deliberately brought British social institutions with them. Since that time these
institutions have been carefully preserved, and for most of its history pakeha New
Zealanders customarily thought of themselves as British. In terms of the world order
New Zealand is a relatively unimportant provincial center, and its inhabitants have
been accustomed to locating the source of their culture in the metropolises of Europe
and North America.

This study was motivated in part by a desire to show that indeed there is true
indigenous pakeha folklore in New Zealand. This assertion will seem unremarkable
to American folklorists, who at least since the 1960s have defined their field of study
in such a way that it is found among virtually every group of people whatsoever
(Dundes 1966:232-233). According to the current paradigm, pakehas have just as
much folklore as any other ethnic group. Moreover, groups such as middle-class,
highly-educated university students are recognized as being equally within the purview
of the folklorist as other more socially marginalized groups. In practice, however,
folklorists have paid less attention tc groups at the center of society than to those
more distant from themselves in terms of class, occupation, and education.

Richard Dorson was the first American folklorist to consider the folklore of
the college student. In an article first published in 1959 and reprinted many times
since then, he argued that "the enterprising folklorist need not journey into the back
hills to scoop up tradition. He can set up his recording machine in the smokeshop or
the union grill" (1977:267). Since then many folklorists have studied the traditions of

their students, and many have encouraged their students to collect their own lore.
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This activity has resulted in numerous articles in folklore journals and masses of
material being deposited in university folklore archives around the country. Much of
this work has been gathered together in a recent compilation by Simon Bronner
(1990). However, the theoretical character of most of this work in college folklore
has lagged behind the rest of folklore theory, and frequently has remained arrested at
the stage reached by Dorson more than thirty years ago, in which the main point of
novelty was the very idea that college students did have folklore. In a recent survey
article, Ronald Baker has called for a less survey- and item-oriented and more

intensive analysis of the traditional life of college students (1983:113).

Sources.

Between January and June of 1988 I lived in a student flat near Victoria
University and collected information about capping. My main sources of written
information were student and city newspapers and archives. In addition I conducted
thirty hours of formal interviews with university students and administrators, and with
graduates of the university who weré living in or near Wellington.

A major source of data on capping were the student newspapers Spike' and its

successor, Salient’. Zvery year Spike published a report of capping: the graduation

! Spike was published by the Victoria University Students’ Association twice
annually from 1902 - 1936; thereafter it was published once annually until 1949,
Between 1949 - 1961 it appeared every three or four years, mainly as a literary
magazine.

2 Salient, a weekly newspaper also published by the Students’ Association, began
in 1937 and continues today. Since 196- it has been distributed free to students.
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ceremony, the procession, and the capping concert. In later years it featured a number
of retrospective articles on the capping shows. Since Salient appears more
frequently, it contains detailed accounts not only of capping but also of the extensive
planning that went into it each year and sometimes also of the controversies that
erupted over it. Both magazines also reveal contemporary student opinions, whether
in letters to the editor, reviews, or editorials.

Another important source for the student perspective on capping were the files
of the Weir House Residents’ Association. Founded in 1936, Weir House was the
only all-male hostel for the university, and since its founding the residents’ association
has kept files of its correspondence, accounts, énd annual house magazines. "Weir-
mén" took an active part in capping, and their exploits were recorded at length in
their magazine.

The Students’ Association also kept files of its activities; they were packed in
no particular order in boxes stored in a closet. An afternoon spent rummaging
through those boxes produced annual reports, accounts, and some original documents
from capbing in the 1960s and *70s that were very informative about the
organizational and monetary dimensions of capping’. Some of the responses of
University administration and faculty were to be found in the minutes of Professorial
Board meetings, which were stored in a walk-in safe in the basement of the registry.

Perched on the edge of a table bearing the University seal, next to a rack of

3 The files from before 1960 had been dumped in 1962 when the Association
moved into the new Union building, according to John McCreary.
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graduation gowns, I felt that the surroundings were particularly appropriate for a
researcher on university customs.

Venturing from the libraries and archives, I had a lot of luck in locating
current and former students for interviews. Even during casual conversations with old
friends and teachers at the university, the mention of my topic immediately induced
anecdotes, legends, and reminiscences. I was struck by the enthusiasm which people
showed for the project, and the great lengths to which so many people went to help
me. Many informants told me that they thought capping cried out for documentation;
indeed some of them had planned to do so themselves, but the plans had never
eventuated.

My informants among Victoria graduates ranged from young people who had
been undergraduates at the same time I was, 1977-80, to octogenarians who had been
students in the 1920s. I addressed meetings of the New Zealand Association of
University Women, where I received a lot of information from the floor.

Many people not only agreed to interviews, but also loaned or gave me
numerous photographs, scripts, recordings, and other material. For example, when 1
first visited Bill Sheat, whose involvement in capping Extravaganzas lasted for over
ten years, I arrived to find his dining room table literally covered with boxes he had
dragged out of the basement, which contained scripts, photographs, and recordings of
capping shows, old issues of Cappicade, and even scripts and photographs dating to
1913 that had belonged to his father and father-in-law. For several months, he

generously allowed me the run of this material, and patiently submitted to my
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interrogations and requests for detailed exegesis on the scripts of extravaganzas that
he had produced. |

To get the town view, I consulted backfiles of Wellington's morning and
evening newspapers, the Dominion and the Evening Post. In addition to frequent
pictures and stories on capping, both papers contain editorials and letters to the editor
expressing strong sentiments either against or in favor of it. Some of this material was
in files of university-related newspaper clippings kept in the university library®.
Other material I found by going directly to the newspapers themselves. Due to time
constraints, my coverage of this source is by no means exhaustive, but enough to be
suggestive.

Since the Wellington City Corporation was the body authorized to extend or
deny students permission to hold capping events in the streets, their files were a
valuable source of accurate information on which events were allowed to take place
and which were not. They had kept letters of application, replies, and also news
clippings, minutes, and other correspondence related to capping, particularly when
student street activities aroused controversy or caused property damage.

It proved impractical to interview many members of the public who were not
also university graduates. No members of the public ;:ame forward after I had
publicized my project in the press and on radio. The only non-students whom I was

able to interview formally were a few university staff members, who had very strong

4 Sansum, Harry. Press Clippings 1922 To 1979; Wright, Lindsay, Victoria
University of Wellington Press Clippings.
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opinions about capping and its deterioration in their lifetime. I also interviewed
members of the police and the city administration, who gave me their opinions of
capping from an official perspective. In future, a widely-distributed questionnaire

might be used to survey non-university perspectives on capping.

The History of a Festival.

In choosing capping as a topic for my dissertation, I was relying on my
eﬁperience as an undergraduate at Victoria University in the late 1970s. Capping
burst onto the scene two months into my first year offering a variety of activities that
relieved the normal daily round of lectures and study. Like other students, I went to
the capping revues that were performed in the small theater on campus, and attended
numerous dances that were scheduled for capping. From fellow students I heard
stories about student exploits in cappings past. My roommates and I planned to
perform some capping stunts of our own, but they never got off the ground.

Throughout capping week, students from a university in another town were on
the city streets selling their capping magazine. I remembered seeing such magazines
passed from hand to hand in my high school; they were infamous for their obscenity
and the subject of many letters to the editor. I heard that Victoria’s capping
magazine, Cappicade, had ceased publication years before because the students had
finally stretched the obscenity and libel laws too far. Perhaps the most controversial
capping events in my student days were the massive pub crawls that visited all of the

city’s numerous bars. In 1977 one bar manager refused to admit the 200 drunken
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students who arrived at his door, setting off an ugly scene in which the police were
called to restore order and which was featured prominently in both city dailies the
next day.

My experience of capping in the late 1970s was probably typical for a female
student at the time. I participated actively in a few events, was present as an
audience member at others, and kept my distance from others, notably the rowdy
drinking events. While capping events unfolded, my friends and I participated in an
informal oral culture in which we retold favorite stories of the best capping activities
of the past and commented upon the actions of those more centrally involved.
Without being actively involved as performers or organizers, we felt that this event
belonged to us and reflected the best qualities common to the student body in contrast
to the rest of the population, namely wit, education, and a healthy dose of
iconoclasm.

Recalling these experiences later, I was certain that in capping I had a lively
traditional custom that not only fit the definition of folklore but also had never been
documented before. Accordingly, iﬁ 1988 1 returned to my alma mater to take part in
capping week once again, only this time as a fieldworker. Within a few days of my
arrival, however, I was dismayed to learn from students and faculty that capping at
Victoria was "all but dead." 1 soon found out that the event I remembered from just
five years before was now deemed to be in need of revival. 1988 featured a capping
show, the first after a hiatus of some years. Plans were afoot to bring back the

capping ball and other events that had lapsed. Not only had capping declined from
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the way it had been in 1977, but, as I learned from older graduates of the university,
capping had formerly included numerous customs that I had not known existed.

What had happened to capping? Most people agreed that today’s capping was a
debased and pale version of its past glories. They offered various reasons for the
decline of the event, but the most common explanation centered around the licentious
behavior of the students. They had "gone over the top;" they had become too drunk,
too obscene, and too offensive; and the inevitable (and entirely appropriate, according
to some people) consequence was that one after another all the capping events were
banned. This version of the history and decline of capping was offered to me by
students, ex-students, faculty and members of the public alike.

This study is concerned with several questions that the history of capping
raises. First, how did New Zealand university students obtain and keep the license to
engage in such acts of public mockery? Capping closely resembles customs that have
been labelled "ritual reversal," the carnivalesque, and ritual humor in anthropological
literature. However, these practices are usually located either in the past, in the case
of Europe, or else in non-industrialized small-scale societies. Far from being
practiced in out of the way places by marginal people separated from the centers of
power and learning, capping takes place in the capital city of a modern complex
society, the type of field site that traditionally has held little interest for
anthropologists or folklorists. The practitioners of this tradition of ritual humor are
among the best-educated, privileged, and potentially most powerful members of that

society. Capping does not belong to the margins of New Zealand, but to its center.
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How to explain not simply the survival, but the thriving of ritual humor in this
context, which intellectual prejudices would consider extremely unfavorable
conditions?

Another issue concerns the causes of change in folk custom. Capping has
changed remarkably in the almost ninety years of its existence. Investigating the
probable reasons for this change, I found that the emic assumptions of capping’s
audiences and performers and the intellectual assumptions of some folklore theory
were equally lacking. Both sets of explanation tend to view the change in traditional
custom in devolutionary terms, in which all change is interpreted as deterioration and
as being caused by the workings of external circumstances on custom, despite the
active choices made by participants. Instead I argue that while major socio-economic,
demographic, and ideological changes in the city at large have produced a change in
custom, the direct and immediate agents of change were the deliberate choices and
agency of the participants and organizers.

Throughout the writing of this study, I have had to resist the tendency to

describe the transformation of capping as the "decline,” "rise and fall,” or "death of a
festival." This temptation derives in part from the nature of the data that I collected
about the present and former forms of the event, in part from the attitudes of many of
my informants to the history of capping. In part also this tendency derives from a
prevailing intellectual prejudice in folklore scholarship. Briefly, the facts are that

capping in the 1980s is on a much smaller scale than it was formerly. Several events

that had been part of capping, notably the capping magazine, the students’ procession,
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and the Extravaganza, to name a few, are no longer a part of the program. In terms
of the sheer numbers of people involved either as active participants or as spectators,
capping today is on a smaller scale than it once was.

The words we use to describe and label these observed changes reveal implicit
attitudes about the nature of popular custom and the way it changes. Folklorists have
been criticized, and also have not failed to castigate themselves, for being unduly
interested in customs and expressive forms that are old, dying out, threatened with
imminent extinction. Their fieldwork has been characterized as salvage operations
designed to rescue and preserve these threatened practices before it was too late. In
part, this outlook towards the materials of folklore stems from the romantic
motivations, resisting the overweening rise of modernity in Europe, that gave rise to
the discipline of folklore in the first place (Dundes 1969). Alan Dundes has identified
a prevailing "devolutionary premise” in folkloristics, which refers to this fascination
with the old and the threatened. As he explains, this bias in the collection,
identification, and definition of folklore material betrays an underlying assumption
about the nature of folkloric change. This prevailing--or once prevailing--assumption
is the belief that folklc')re inevitably changes for the worse; it undergoes a relentless
path of decline, so that the older and earlier forms of any tradition are thought to be
superior to later ones. The reasons suggested to explain this deterioration are various.
The inferiority of oral tradition as a means of reproducing culture is one suggested

cause. Another approach, more in sympathy with folklore forms, is the argument that
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folklore is the inevitable victim of the forces of industrialization, modernity, and mass
education.

The tendency to describe the changes in capping as a decline, or even the
death, of the tradition, is understandable given the overwhelming frequency of such
terminology in folkloristic discourse. However similar attitudes and assumptions were
apparent in the emic discourse of many of my informants; they too most often saw the
history of capping in devolutionary terms. AsI argue with respect to the students’
p?ocession, these assumptions are largely unfounded in this case.

I have strenuously avoided talking about the "decline" of .capping, for a variety
of reasons. The first one is a matter of personal bias; I would count myself among
the supporters of capping, just as I am a believer in the value of humor, including |
ritual humor, generally. Accordingly I am loath to admit that such a flourishing
example of ritual humor in a modern secular context has gone from us, that the
killjoys of modernity have triumphed again.

There are other, more objective reasons to avoid devolutionary-style discourse,
however. In the first place, to describe the change in capping in terms of a decline
implies that what is left is inferior to the old forms. While there are some people
all;ong past and present Victoria students who would agree with this assessment, there
are many others who would not. Looked at with 1980s eyes, the smaller capping of
the present is an improvement on its old unreconstructed form. Capping today lacks
several features that are now recognized as being objectionable because of their racist,

sexist, and classist implications.
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Furthermore, any approach that treats changes in popular custom in terms of
decline or devolution does not give due consideration to the agency of folklore
practitioners. The use of terms such as "decline," "dead," and "dying out,"--no less
than their opposites, such as "thriving," make use an animistic metaphor. This type
of language treats customs if they had a life of their own. Alternatively, customs are
described as the passive victims of external forces, being worked upon by processes
of modernization and the like. Both discourses ignore the active role of practitioners
in not only perpetuating, but also transforming their traditional practices. Customs
may disappear despite the desires and efforts of practitioners; however this need not
be the case with all customs. In other cases, change in traditional practices is brought
about by the practitioners themselves (not merely "tradition bearers"), who
deliberately and thoughtfully abandon some practices and modify others. These
changes are made both in response to changing external circumstances, but sometimes
also in order to try and influence the outside context as well. Practitioners actively
transform tradition; they do this not only in response to the workings of external

circumstances on them, but also in efforts to change the outside world.
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Figure 1 Champagne Breakfast revellers in Midland Park, Wellington, 1988.
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Figure 2 A car is kidnapped...
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Figure 3 ...and transformed into the Best-Dressed Table.

- 26 -



Figure 4 Runner-up to the Best-Dressed Table.
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Figure § Invasion of the dead ants.
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CHAPTER TWO

RITUAL AND FESTIVAL

The two parts of capping--the serious graduation ceremony, and the playful
student celebrations--appear to be opposites. Their conjunction in one occasion
immediately pricks the scholarly urge to classify and find dichotomies, to produce an
account that lines up the two sides of capping into a series of paired contrasting
elements, in which the serious is paired with the ludic, the official with the unofficial,
the formal with the informal, the hegemonic with the counter-hegemonic, structure
with anti-structure.

Nothing seems more obvious than that ritual and celebration are complete
opposites. This dichotomy corresponds to the pervasive distinction in modern western
culture between the serious and the trivial, between work and play. In English-
speaking cultures, it is almost automatic to consider ritual and festival as opposites:
rituals are serious and taken seriously, while festivals are done for the fun of it
(Abrahams 1987).

In anthropological writing, however, this distinction is rarely observed.

Edmund Leach, for example, uses the terms ritual and festival interchangeably (1979
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[1961]). A recent collection of symposium papers on "secular ritual" includes studies
of Carnival and birthday parties (Moore and Myerhoff 1977). Similarly, the entry for
"Religion and Ritual" in the Social Science Encyclopedia lists carnival as an instance
of ritual (Bloch 1985:699). Roberto Da Matta begins a study of Carnaval in Brazil
by asking whether Carnaval should be considered a ritual, suggesting that we have
difficulty in identifying this kind of event as a ritual because it is explicitly
purposeless; however he continues by treating it as a ritual (1986); and Sydel
Silverman calls the Palio of Siena a ritual (1981). Most often however, as Stanley
Brandes and Robert J. Smith have observed, anthropologists usually do not use the
term "festival" at all, having subsumed this type of event under the all-embracing
category of ritual (Brandes 1988:6-9; Smith 1975:3-5).

Some anthropologists, such as Victor Turner, Monica Wilson, and Max
Gluckman, have suggested that the term “ritual" be reserved for events with an
explicitly religious or magical dimension, using the term ceremony for more secular
events (cited in Abrahams 1974:27-29; Moore and Myerhoff 1977:21). Leach, on the
other hand, argues that there is no practical difference between ritual and ceremony;
and Roy Rappaport (1989:467 -gues that the distinction is based on the content of
the event, not its form. Rappaport defines ritual as a distinct characteristic form,
namely, "the performance of more or less invariant sequences of formal acts and
utterances not encoded by the performers;" this form is the same in both religious and

secular uses (1989:467).
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The profusion of diverse events that the concept "ritual" encompasses, and the
lack of consensus over the precise meaning of the term, have often been noted (La
Fontaine 1985:11; Leach 1979 [1966]:230). Part of the problem is that the
characteristics that are most often agreed upon as belonging to ritual, namely a
symbolic or communicative dimension, and the formal feature of repetition,
redundancy, and patterning, can be found in almost all social behavior. Thus there is
talk of the rituals of everyday life, as for example in the work of Erving Goffman.

The apparently endless expansion of the class of things denoted by the term
ritual in anthropological writing has led some observers, notably Jack Goody (1977),
to question the usefulness of the concept, since it no longer seems to designate
anything more specific than the totality of patterned social behavior (see also Da
Matta 1977:257). So many diverse phenomena qualify as ritual that no single theory
or approach can account for them all, even though the use of the same term for them
all implies that "there is some key we can discover that will unlock this universe of
social action, some common code that will reveal all to the enquiring mind" (Goody
1977:28).

One response io these terminological and definitional problems is to abandon
such universal analytic categories as "ritual" or "festival" in favor of the local native
terms. This is the approach taken by Brandes in his study of the Mexican fiesta
(1988). However, analytic categories cannot be avoided forever if we are to say
something meaningful about specific events that has relevance beyond the local scene.

We will want to compare the local phenomenon to other similar events, and to try out

-31 -



on the data at hand the analyses and theories developed in other contexts.
Accordingly, some broader categories are needed to ensure that we are comparing

phenomena that are in fact comparable.

The Folkloristic Study of Festival

Folklorists have most often treated festival as separate from ritual (Bréndes
1988; Smith 1975). They have tended to ignore ritual in the past, because it was
cbnceived as belonging to "official" culture rather than "folk" culture, and as too
unchanging and formalized to be of interest to folklorists. Moreover, the folkloristic
study of festival has undergone a resurgence of interest since 1970.!

One of the earliest studies of festival by an American folklorist is Robert J.
Smith’s dissertation on patronal fiesta in Peru. He began his study with the remark
that "in the United States the study of folk festivals is neglected, perhaps as a
reflection of their steadily decreasing importance in American life," unlike Latin
American and Catholic European countries, where festivals remain important events
(1968:1). A few years after this study was completed, however, folklorists in
America began to revise their opinion about the fate of festival and to study it. John

Gutowski’s 1977 study of the Turtle Day Festival in Churubusco, Indiana was one of

I Some of the studies of festival and allied forms done by American folklorists in the
1970s include Danielson 1972; Smith 1972; a special issue of Western Folklore devoted to
festival (1972); the Forms of Symbolic Inversion Symposium at 1972 meeting of the
American Anthropological Association, published in Babcock 1978; the 1973 Wenner-Gren
conference on Ritual: Reconciliation and Change, which included Abrahams 1974; Dundes
and Falassi’s book length study of the Palio (1975); and Beverly Stoeltje’s 1979 dissertation
on rodeo.
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the first to study an indigenous American community festival that was of recent
invention. Gutowski reviewed the reasons why so few studies of modern Ameﬁcan
festivals existed at that time; "Either the festival has been pronounced dead," he said,
"or, in cases of survival, it has been judged unimportant in American life and
inconsequential for American folklore study" (1977:211-212).

The reason for this neglect was not, as Smith had earlier assumed, because
there were no festivals in America, but because the events that did exist did not fit
into the current canon of folklore forms. Some events, like Mardi Gras, were too
urban, sophisticated, and influenced by commercial and tourist interests to qualify as
authentic folklore, as it was conceived at the time. Smaller community festivals that
had been invented in this century (according to Larry Danielson (1972), a great many
ethnic and community festivals were instituted in the United States since 1940) were
similarly rejected precisely because they were deliberately invented (Gutowski
1977:210-215). Since that time, however, the old folklore canon has been challenged
and the assumptions on which it rested thrown out. Folklorists no longer rely on the
model of the small folk society; they are comfortable with urban contexts as well as
with large-scale events (Abrahams 1981). They have also grown to appreciate the
agency of the folk in ihue creation and transmission of their lore, abandoning unstated
assumptions that folk events were somehow spontaneous and essentially unchanged
from their original forms in prehistory; thus events that are carefully organized and
deliberately instituted are also within the sphere of interest of contemporary

folklorists.
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The renaissance of festival study in the 1970s reflected a change of emphasis
more than a change of subject matter in some cases, for folklorists had been studying
festivals from the earliest days of the discipline, under the rubric of calendar customs.
These, especially in peasant and rural contexts, were collected and analyzed by the
British antiquarians, as well as students of anthropology and comparative religion such
as Lang, Tylor, Frazer, and Mannhardt. The interests of these scholars led them to
emphasize the roots of folk customs in the past, rather than their functions in the
present; customs were viewed as survivals of and evidence for ancient and primitive
religion. (see Magliocco 1988:33-37; Smith 1972a for a review of this literature).

The difference between a festival and a calendar custom is hard to discern
definitively. Jan Brunvand, in an introductory textbook, suggests that a festival is
merely a calendar custom with more community participation and more elaborate
celebrations (1978:244-258). In another textbook introduction, Robert J. Smith
(1972a) defines festivals as periodic moments of special significance to a community
that are set aside for celebration. His discussion encompasses seasonal festivals,
Christian calendar festivals, and "limited participation festivals," the latter being
celebrations for groups smaller than an entire community, such as organizations,
fraternal groups, and families, and including rites of passage for individuals. Smith
thus includes calendar customs, private celebrations, and customs accompanying rites
of passage, as well as large scale community festivals and national celebrations such

as the Fourth of July.
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Frank Manning (1983) describes a concept of "celebrations,” which are large
scale events that involve performance, entertainment, and are public and participatory.
This is a broad category that includes official spectacles as well as festivals.

Part of the difficulty in defining "festival" is due to the tendency to treat one
event, such as Carnival, Saturnalia,” or the Feast of Fools, as paradigmatic of all
festivals. Beverly Stoeltje (1983; 1989) has developed a concept of festival as a
special folk genre, delineating the shared characteristics that underlie a wide diversity
of public events, rather than privileging any single member of this class as the
defining form. According to this definition, festivals "occur at calendrically regulated
intervals and are public in nature, participatory in ethos, complex in structure, and
multiple in voice, scene, and purpose" (1989:161). Similarly, Alessandro Falassi
states that festival has been conceived of as

a periodically recurrent, social occasion in which, through a

multiplicity of forms and a series of coordinated events, participate

directly or indirectly and to various degrees, all members of a whole

community, united by ethnic, linguistic, religious, historical bonds, and
sharing a worldview (1987:2).

The participatory criterion is used to distinguish authentic folk festivals from

purely commercial productions, which although they may be billed as festivals and

2 The ancient Roman Saturnalia featured role reversal, such as those between master and

slave (Fuhrmann 1980); thus contemporary festivals in which reversals are found are
sometimes called "Saturnalias” (Babcock 1978:22; Wallace 1966:135-138). Although
Saturnalia is often taken to be the direct antecedent of the European Carnival (e.g. Bakhtin
1984:6-8), there is no documentary evidence for this (Kinser 1986:33 n.1; Wagner 1986:83-

85).
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exhibit festive elements, do not enlist the active participation of community members.
“If those in attendance are primarily observers and consumers rather than participants,
the event is not based in the social life of the community" (Stoeltje 1989:163-164).
Thus events whose form is dictated solely by the profit motive, or by the interests of
national rather than local community concerns, are treated as separate phenomena.
Because of the community-based quality of the festival, it is considered to reflect the
concerns and experience of the community. "The vital festival," says Stoeltje,
“encapsulates elements of shared experience in public presentation" (1983:239).

The festival genre is distinguished from other calendar customs by its scale
and complexity. This definition excludes the private festivities of small groups such
as families. The festival is defined as a complex event that incorporates a multiplicity
of other folklore forms, genres, and practices, including rituals, drama, and contests,
which are arranged into an organized and agreed upon order (a festival program).
These events should be studied within the context of the festival as a whole, rather

than focussing on one or the other separately (cf Smith 1972a:168-170).

Intellectual Precursors To Festival Study

Although festival has been studied before, usually under the rubric of rituals
(by anthropologists) or calendar customs (by folklorists), the renewed interest in this
genre from the 1970s
represents a major shift in the way the topic is approached. The new approach

.ombines the following three elements. Festival is conceived as a separate category
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from ritual, and the great urban carnivals of Europe have become influential models.
Secondly, perhaps the major point of interest in festival is its disorderly, inversive,
and playful element, which has become an important target of scholarly interest in its

own right along with other disorderly and disorganizing themes in expressive culture.

Rehabilitation of the Eurgpean Festival

One reason for the former disinterest in festivals as such is that in western
culture generally festive behavior had a bad name. While rituals are associated with
the solemn, serious, and important side of life, festivals have been consigned to the
realm of the playful, trivial, and immoral. The ascendancy of modernity,
industrialization, and the protestant ethic is accompanied by a devaluation of behavior
that is sensual, humorous, playful--in the sense of not being directed toward any goal
other than itself; such behavior is commonly considered at best trivial and fit only for
children; and at worst immoral, socially and spiritually dangerous (Bauman 1987;
Burke 1978:207-243). Festive behavior consists largely of just this kind ‘of thing.
Festivals have been condemned as wasteful of time and resources; as encouraging
sinful and lewd behavior, and as exalting the animalistic at the expense of the
rational.

Historians of Carnival in Europe have repeatedly shown how opinion turned
against festivity and related forms. The anti-festivity ethic was at first confined to an

educated minority. With the rise of the middle class, this attitude became a part of
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their bourgeois aesthetic, which opposed festive forms on the grounds of taste and
morality, and sought to eliminate or at least moderate its mahifestations in the
behavior of the lower classes. A practical result of this development was the
"contraction” of festivals (to use Wagner’s (1986) term); the number of holidays was
reduced, Carnival becoming the pre-eminent survivor; and Carnival activities became
- ‘increasingly controlled (Burke 1978:207-243; Smith 1972:294-297; Wagner 1986).
Three scholars--Josef Pieper, Harvey Cox, and Mikhail Bakhtin--have been
influential in rehabilitating carnival, play, and fantasy as being both desirable,

necessary, and worthy of serious study. Josef Pieper’s In Tune with the World

(1965) presented a theory of festivity that emphasized the antithesis between everyday
life and the festival, the latter characterized by spontaneity, absence of goal-oriented
behavior, lavishness, and the abolition of social differences. Pieper sought to restore
festivity to respectability by emphasizing its essentially religious spirit; true festivity,
he said, is neither reducible to mere meaningless play, nor characterized by senseless
waste. The forces of commercialization and atheism are blamed for a diminution in
true festivity in the modern world; "ﬁniﬂcial"— festivals instituted by human law are
denounced as almost anti-festivals. True festivity is explained as essentially religious
praise; it allows us to depart from the here and now and approach god and the sacred,
thus gaining a wider perception of the everyday. "To celebrate a festival," says
Pieper, "means, to live out, for some special occasion in an uncommon manner, the

universal assent to the world as a whole" (1965:23).
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Strongly influenced by Pieper, American theologian Harvey Cox published his

popular study, The Feast of Fools, in 1969. Cox described the ingredients of festivity

as excess, celebrative affirmation (that is, Pieper’s notion of the universal assent to
the world), and a quality of juxtaposition or antithesis to everyday life (21-26). Like
Pieper, he felt that festivity was "in a dismal state" (8) in contemporary Western
society, due to industrialization, the decline of religion, and the rise of the work ethic
that devalued festivity and fantasy:

festivity and fantasy do play a less central role among us now than they

did in the days of holy fools, mystical visionaries, and a calendar full

of festivals. And we are the poorer for it....whatever forms of festivity

and fantasy remain to us are shrunken and insulated. Qur celebrations

do not relate us, as they once did, to the parade of cosmic history or to
the great stories of man’s spiritual quest (1969:4).

Cox argues that festivity and fantasy are essential to human nature. Although largely
lost in western middle class life, he argues, they were once a prominent part of
medieval European culture (exemplified in the Feast of Fools), and are still practiced
by minorities and in the Third World. He calls for a renaissance of these lost arts in
modern life and in modern Christianity, a renaissance that he notes is already
beginning at the time of writing. Indeed both the writing and popular reception of
Cox’s book can be seen as part of the 1960s counter-cultural movements, which
included the appreciation and promotion of play, fantasy, and festivity.

The third event that encouraged the rehabilitation of the festival in the social

sciences was the 1968 translation into English of Mikhail Bakhtin’s Rabelais and His

World. Bakhtin argues that the way to an appreciation of Rabelais lay in
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understanding his sources in popular culture, especially folk humor. Bakhtin’s work
aims to rehabilitate both Rabelais and folk culture, particularly the parts of folk
culture hitherto neglected in the Romantic conception of folklore--namely humor and
the grotesque. For Bakhtin, the preeminent locus for these forms of popular culture
is Carnival.

Bakhtin provides a model for the ideal type of festival, using Carnival as the
paradigmatic form. Other festive occasions, such as charivari and the Feast of Fools,
are said to have deteriorated or even vanished, while Carnival continued. "The forms
of folk merriment that were dying or degenerating transmitted some of their traits to
the camivél celebrations: rituals, paraphernalia, images, masques. These celebrations
became a reservoir into which obsolete genres were emptied" (1984:218), and thus
"Carnival became the symbol and incarnation of the true folk festival" (220).

One of the themes in this work is "carnivalization" in literature; that is, the
use of carnivalesque themes and styles in literary works, especially the novel
(Babcock-Abrahams 1974). Since Bakhtin’s account of Carnival is based on literary
sources, we can say that he has achieved the carnivalization (or novelization) of
carnival: that is, the imputation of an idealized set of characteristics, derived from
literature, to a social phenomenon. This image of Carnival has been extremely
influential in recent studies of the festival.

The "novelized" carnival is an idealized carnival, one that Bakhtin constructed
from literary sources and a somewhat naive populism, which glorifies the grotesque

aesthetic attributed to the people. This vision de-emphasizes the more problematic
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elements that are found in actual carnivals, such as violence, conflict, and a lack of
the universal if boisterous good humor that Bakhtin describes (La Capra 1983:291-
324).

Cox and Pieper similarly create idealized models of "true festivity," but their
vision is very different from Bakhtin’s. The carnivalesque and grotesque aesthetic
that is central to Bakhtin’s Rabelaisian festival is almost entirely absent from the
theologians’ model. Pieper does not mention such matters at all. Cox describes the
death of his exemplary festival, the Feast of Fools, as a loss; but in a brief and telling
aside he admits that "often it did degenerate into debauchery and lewd bufoonery,"
suggesting that the loss of these elements will not be mourned (1969:3).

This brief and tasteful reference to behaviors that the theologian evidently
found distasteful is a far cry from Bakhtin’s direct and detailed approach. Bakhtin’s
work celebrates and revalidates the grotesque, obscene, and gross elements of popular
culture that the modern bourgeois aesthetic banished to the realms of vulgarity, bad
taste. Although he desited to rehabilitate festivity, Cox could not entirely escape this
same bourgeois aesthetic, as illustrated by his "clean" model of festivity and his
delicate reference to debauchery and lewdness. The bourgeois aesthetic has exercised
a baleful influence over the paradigms of scholarship as well as over culture,
rendering some of the most common characteristics of festivity unworthy of scholarly
attention. Bakhtin’s work is a corrective to that blind spot in scholarship.

Another important contribution of Bakhtin’s model of the festival is his

emphasis on the oppositional character of the carnivalesque. Carnivalesque occasions
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are described as “"sharply distinct from the serious official, ecclesiastical, feudal, and
political cult forms and ceremonials. They offered a completely different, nonofficial,
extraecclesiastical and extrapolitical aspect of the world, of man, and of human
relations; they built a second world and a second life outside officialdom" (1984:5-6).
To Bakhtin folk culture and the carnivalesque were permanently épposed to official
culture, with a different outlook and ethos, characterized by humor, mockery, and
parody, a grotesque aesthetic, the confusion of categories that official culture wished
to keep separate, public settings, and an emphasis on change and relativity instead of

permanence.

Man’s Rage for Chaos *

In his glorification of dirt, disorder, the grotesque and the unofficial, Bakhtin
parallels a movement in anthropology since the second world war and especially since
1970, which focuses on the disorderly elements of culture. Prior to this movement,
the mission of anthropology--particularly the British school of structural-
functionalism--had been to demonstrate and explain the stability and persistence of
society and culture. In his studies of “rites of rebellion" in Africa, Max Gluckman
was one of the first anthropologists to focus specifically on disorder and conflict in
culture (1955:109-136; 1963; Norbeck 1961; 1963). Gluckman’s concern was to
show how social structure and solidarity are maintained despite the conflicts and

contradictions that regularly occur in society. Rites of rebellion, he argued, provided

® The phrase is Morse Peckham’s; it is cited in Babcock 1978:19,
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bounded and controlled occasions for the harmless release of these potentially
destructive forces that would otherwise threaten the established order.

Victor Turner, another influential figure in the study of ritual and festival,
extended Gluckman’s theories but also kept to the model of a homeostatic society that
persisted despite--in fact, with the help of--moments of ritual disorder. Despite their
interest in antistructural elements in culture and in ritual, both Gluckman and Tumei' v
viewed this disorder as momentary, as a necessary balance or periodic correction to
the excesses of structure, and of limited capacity to bring about real dissolution of
social systems. Disorder was thus incorporated into order, and its manifestations in
rituals explained as contributing to the homeostasis of the social system. This
approach contrasts with that of Bakhtin, for whom the disorder of carnival was a
challenge to official structures, not a balance (Kelly and Kaplan 1990:136-139).

The aspect of Turner’s work that has had perhaps the most influence for the
study of festival is his elaboration of the work of Van Gennep, particularly the
hitherto neglected transitional, or /iminal, period in rites of passage. During this
stage, social structure is temporarily levelled (producing a type of social relationship
that he dubbed corﬁmunitas); and symbols are used in ways that transform and
confuse normal cultural categories (1977; 1979 [1964]). Although liminality was
originally conceived as being restricted to the transitional stage in rites of passage
(Turner 1974:58-62), it has been applied much more widely, including studies of

festivals in modern complex societies.
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The 1960s structuralist movement in anthropology is another factor
contributing to the 1970s interest in cultural disorder. The analysis of cultural
systems of ordering the world into cognitive categories also directed attention to those
phenomena that are anomalous in any particular cognitive scheme (as in Mary

Douglas’ Purity and Danger; Babcock-Abrahams 1975); and to the human propensity

to not only to make order but also play with deliberate disorder in expressive forms
that confuse, invert, and alter orderly structures, producing symbolic inversion or
ritual reversal (Babcock 1978). The symposium on forms of symbolic inversion held
at the 1972 meeting of the American Anthropological Association is evidence of the
recent movement in anthropology and folklore that proceeds from the recognition that
"people have a greater tolerance for disorder than anthropologists give them credif
for" (Abrahams and Bauman 1978:207; cf Abrahams 1974:12-14). The renaissance

of the study of festival is an important part of this broader movement.

Reflexivity and Cultural Performance

A common approach to both rituals and festivals is to treat them. as keys to
culture: that is, as priyil_eged domains that reveal the key themes and concerns of the
culture that produces them. In rituals people are thought to bring out and display the
deepest, most important themes in their culture: the central tenets of their worldview
and value systems. Various terms have been proposed to name the broad category of
cultural events that operate this way, among them enactment, display event, public

event, or cultural performance. All of these formulations begin with the observation
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that people everywhere take part in events that are recognized as special occasions,
and as departures from everyday life.

Roger Abrahams has constructed various typologies for these special events,
which he has called at different times "performances,” “"enactments," and "display
events” (1974; 1977; 1981). He defines an enactment as "any social event in which
community members come together to participate, employ the deepest and most
complex multivocal and polyvalent signs and symbols of their repertoires of
expression thus entering into a potentially significant experience" (1977:80).
Enactments encompass play and sports, performances, festivals, and rituals
(1977:100-117). All enactments are named, recognizable, and repeatable departures
from everyday life; hence people anticipate and plan for them, and know in advance
how to act in them and what to expect from them.

Unlike everyday acts, Abrahams argues that enactments offer opportunities for
heightened and intensified experience, an effect achieved by various means of
transforming everyday codes. Moreover, these extraordinary experiences allow
participants to see the ordinary world more clearly than usual. This approach rests on
the paradox that events that depart from the everyday reveal more about the
fundamental structures of the culture than the ordinary day to day living of it does:

Activities become unreal and yet more real at the same time; unreal

because of the felt departure from the ordinary toward the more

heightened, self-conscious and stylized behaviors of named and framed

activities-in-common; more real because the events take the motives

and scenes of the everyday and bring them into some new perspective,

allowing us to see them as part of some larger patterns of existence
(1977:80-81).
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Similarly, Roberto Da Matta defines rituals (a category in which he includes both
solemn ceremonies and festivals) as "instruments which give greater clarity to social
messages,” discourses about social reality, which use various modes to bring
important elements of the society into close up. He identifies three such modes of
discourse as reinforcement, inversion, and neutralization (1977:263).

What Abrahams calls enactments, Don Handelman (1990) has termed "public

events." These are events that are formal, replicable, intentional, and symbolic.
’Like Abrahams and Da Matta, Handelman’s central concern is the various ways in
which public events represent the lived-in world within which they take place. He
identifies three types of event based on their different relationships with the world
outside, namely events that are models of the world and attempt to bring about
changes in it; events that present axiomatic icons of the world, and events that re-
present the world in transformed ways.

The term cultural performance was coined by Milton Singer to refer to those
public events--artistic, religious, and ritual performances--that, in the opinion of the
members of a group, encapsulate their culture in discrete events both for themselves
and others (Singer 1972:67-80; 1959:xii-xiii). Cultural performances are scripted and
organized; scheduled in advance; temporally and spatially bounded; and public, in that
they are open to view by audiences and/or to collective participation (Bauman 1989;
Stoeltje and Bauman 1988; MacAloon 1984). "In these events, culture is

encapsulated, enacted, and placed on display for itself and for outsiders. Each

performance constitutes a discrete complex event, characterized by a definite time
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span, an organized program of activity, performers, audience, and occasion" (Bauman
and Stoeltje 1988:589).

The two most significant qualities that are attributed to cultural performances
are reflexivity and heightened experience. The latter characteristic refers to the way
in which these events generate "a particular kind of attention, attention especially
aroused, concentrated, and generalized" (MacAloon 1984:9). This claim should not
be taken as literally true, as anyone knows who has sat through a tedious play or
ceremony. Rather it means that the potential for cathexis, for heightened attention, is
there. Similarly, it is best not to impose on the analysis of all cultural performances
preconceived notions of attentive audience behavior from elite western performance
contexts. Finally the notion of heightened experience is an analytic gloss for the
native idea that these are in one way or another "special” events, that stand out from
everyday life.

Perhaps the most important quality attributed to cultural performances is their
reflexivity. "They are cultural forms about culture, social forms about society, in
which the central meanings and values of a group are embodied, acted out, and laid
open for examination and interpretation in symbolic form, both by members of that
group and by the ethnographer” (Bauman 1986:133). This concept of cultural
performance, and the type of analysis that it suggests, are equivalent to the idea of
"cultural texts" put forward by Clifford Geertz in his influential essay on the Balinese

cockfight, which he interprets as analogous to an art form; "a Balinese reading of
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Balinese experience; a story they tell themselves about themselves" (Geertz 1971:26).

The key phrase here is themselves. Some scholars have questioned whether
cultural performances are as enlightening to the participants as they are to
ethnographers; in other words, whether they are truly reflexive. Bruce Kapferer, for
instance, suggests that “"while rituals might typically be regarded as reflexive events
by anthropologists, it does not necessarily follow that they will be similarly regarded
by participants" (1984:203). After all, anthropologists and folklorists are professional
cultural analysts, who are accustomed to examining cultural forms more closely than
participants themselves always do. For the participants, rituals, ceremonies, and
festivals may actually inhibit reflexivity rather than being privileged occasions for the
examination and consideration of their culture. Kapferer argues that during moments
of deep play ritual participants are too deeply absorbed in what they are doing to be
able to reflect on what it means; the same may be said for carnival celebrants who
give themselves over to drunkenness and other physical pleasures. However,
participants may have time to think about and reflect on their cultural performances at
other times, perhaps when the event is over.

These objections remind us that the interpretation of cultural phenomena may
be either emic or etic. Singer’s initial formulation of the concept of cultural
performance included the existence of both insider and outsider audiences; what has
not always been clearly established is whether a particular interpretation is that of the

outside observer or of the insider. Geertz’s analysis of the Balinese cockfight has
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been criticized for not including any native exegesis. His assertion that it is "a story
they tell themselves about themselves" is subject to the same qualifications that are
commonly made about conventional literary interpretation; that is, the meaning of the
text is not the same for everyone. The Balinese cock fighters may see their "story"
as being nothing more than a story about cockfights, rather than about Balinese social
relations, as Geertz suggests. However, both interpretations are valid. Moreover,
any cultural text undoubtedly has multiple interpretations, which are different for each
participant and observer.

Jack Goody has argued strongly that even for outside observers, formal rituals
do not provide especially useful insights into culture. "I suggest it is misleading to
assert that ‘rituals’ provide a key to deep values more than any other type of human
behaviour," he says. "Indeed, I would be tempted to argue that they conceivably
provide less of a clue...[because of] their formality, the element of culture lag, the
component of public demonstration, their role as masks of the ‘true’ self" (1977:32).
Particularly in Western societies, Goody observes, many rituals are archaic and empty
of meaning; they are repeated despite the fact that even the main participants do not
know why things are being done this way, except that this is the way things are done.
Moreover, there is no requirement that the inner feelings and opinions of the
participants match those outwardly expressed in the ritual.

Geertz’s discussion of "cultural texts" like the Balinese cockfight (1971)
analogizes them to works of art and literature. However, to extend his analogy, no

single example or type of literature is accessible to the whole of the society; instead
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there are a variety of artistic and expressive forms, each with their own audience.
Geertz notes that a single cultural text is not a master key to a culture, but only one
of the multiple and contradictory texts that abound. Therefore, we should be wary of
privileging one cultural performance as the key to a culture; it is just one of many.
However, large-scale, official, public events like festivals arguably are more widely
representative than events with more limited participation, since they are public,
recurrent, and involve the participation of large numbers of people either actively or

as spectators.

The Study of Student Culture

With the above caveats in mind, this study will approach capping as a cultural
performance of university students. Capping, a heightened, out of the ordinary
annual event, will be treated as a window on New Zealand student culture; native
exegesis will be included along with my own.

The focus on cultural performance is a departure from the usual practice in the
study of student culture. Particularly since the second world war, contemporary
college student life i1as come under intense scrutiny from educators (Tylor 1963).

The motive behind much of this work was to investigate the influence of student peer
culture on the pedagogic aims of the institution, following Woodrow Wilson’s
observation, originally made in 1909, that “the real intellectual life of a body of

undergraduates, if there be any, manifests itself, not in the classroom, but in what
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they do and talk of and set before themselves as their favorite objects between classes
and lectures" (quoted in Clark and Trow 1966:18).

When educators talk of "student culture,” they usually refer to student attitudes
and activities that relate to their student role. Some investigators describe a single
"unofficial" culture that is shared by all or most students in an institution and that
exists in opposition to the "official" culture of the faculty and university organization
(Becker 1963:15; Hartshorne 1957). Folklorists who have investigated college

| student folklore have similarly relied on an "official-unofficial" oppositional model in
their conceptions of student culture (Bronner 1990; Leary 1978; Toelken 1978:376).
A more sophisticated approach recognizes the existence of a variety of student
subcultures (or "role orientations") that can coexist in a single institution, and which
differ in their attitude toward the student role and their purpose in being in school
(Bolton and Kammeyer 1967:119-124; Clark and Trow 1966:19-26; Horowitz 1987,
Trow 1963:105-106).

The methods used by most of the student culture studies rely on objective data
gathering, especially questionnaire, psychological methods, and survey research
interviews. These methods treat culture as objective and quantifiable, as if it were
equivalent to the sum of all student opinions and a statistically derived average student
week. Even those investigators who used participant-observation methods, or who
emphasized the activit:  of students rather than their attitudes, still emphasized the
quotidian and the typical (e.g. Bolton and Kammeyer 1967). In this approach,

festivals and the like are excluded precisely because they are out of the ordinary.
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The assumptions behind the study of cultural performance, on the other hand,
argue that the extraordinary special events may reveal more, or at least a
complementary view, of the culture of a group than a whole battery of tests and
surveys. This study views culture as actively and self-consciously produced by the
members of a group, and examines not what statistics say students are, but what

students say about their identity by means of a cultural performance.

Festival as a Special Form of Reflexivity

Among the diversity of events encompassed by the concept of cultural
performance, a variety of formulas exist that describe the relationship between the
lived in world and its representation in the cultural performance (e.g. Handelman
1990). Commonly, ritual and festival are seen as having contrasting discourse styles
and contrasting relationships to the world outside. Abrahams, for example, divides
enactments into those that formalize and intensify elements of the everyday, and those
that playfully invert them (1974:19-30; cf Da Matta 1977). The former style is
associated with ceremonies and solemn rituals, and with state-sponsored political
spectacles; they correspond to Handelman’s category of events that present the lived
in world (1990). The latter style is associated with play and festival, and corresponds
to Handelman’s category of events that re-present (1990).

For the sake of clarity, it is necessary to distinguish between discourse styles
and the events in which they are used, since a single public event can combine several

communicative styles on a single occasion. This is particularly true of festivals,
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which, according to the definitions cited above, are complex events that encompass
multiple genres and styles and component events, including rituals. To treat one
communicative style, such as inversion, as the defining characteristic of festivals is to
confuse the part for the whole (Da Matta 1977; Smith 1975:3-5).

Da Matta argues against categorizing events in dichotomous terms as either
formal or informal, serious or ludic. For example, although Brazilian Independence
Day and Carnival appear to be opposites, the former sacred, formal, and upholding
social structures, and the latter profane, informal, and obliterating social distinctions,
he argues that such a dichotomy takes only the most obvious features of each event as
its defining characteristics, and ignores both the elements of structure in the informal
Carnival, and the elements of communitas in the formal Independence Day. Rather
than classifying events, he proposes a classification of modes of discourse. Similarly,
Leach (1979 [1961]) distinguishes three modes of discourse that occur in
festivals/rituals, which he calls formality (in which social rules and distinctions are
intensified); masquerade (in which people adopt masks and costumes that hide social
distinctions and disguise their social personalities); and role reversal (in which people
play at being the opposite of what they are). According to Leach, all rituals/festivals
ideally include all three styles, although he notes that role reversal is rare in the
modern world. "A rite which starts with formality...is likely to end a masquerade; a
rite which starts with masquerade ...is likely to end in formality" (229).

Despite the complexity of cultural performances and especially of festivals, it

is the ludic style of discourse, or symbolic inversion, that has drawn the most interest,
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and which is often taken as encompassing all festival behavior. In fact, sometimes no
clear distinction is made between inversion that occurs during a festival proper and
similar reversals, like Christmas belsnickling, that strictly speaking a part of a
calendar custom. Scholarly interest is directed toward inversion as such, wherever it
occurs, whether in a festival or some other public event.

This typically festive style, then, has been the object of much interest. It is
conceived in a variety of ways; first as a type of antithetical behavior that departs
from and contrasts with everyday behavior; more specifically its departures are those
that are thought to contravene everyday rules and norms. Secondly, it is conceived as
a style of communication, a "carnival semiotic" that contrasts with everyday
communicative styles and with other styles available for use during enactments. One
question that has exercised the minds of scholars in considering this material is, what
kind of representation of society and culture does the festival provide? Another
concerns the social function of festive performances; do they ultim: *ely reinforce the
established order, or do they contain serious challenges to it?

A cardinal point of thinking about festival (and in some cases ritual) has been
the idea that it exists as an antithesis to the everyday world. This idea of
juxtaposition originates in Durkheim’s observation that human beings r_ecognize a
fundamental dichotomy between the individual and society, and between the sacred
and the profane; he argued that religion, including rituals and festivals, is a means to
return temporarily to the sacred realm from the profane and mundane world of

everyday life, and for the individual to experience intensely the feeling of being part
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of society. Leach elaborated on this idea that festival interposes a sacred interval into
the profane time of daily life in his "Time and False Noses" (1979 [1961]). Pieper
(1965:3-9) similarly described one of the definitive characteristics of festivity as the
antithesis of the festive and the everyday. This antithesis consists in a departure from
the world of work to the world of play, the latter being not simply the absence of
work, but a completely different outlook. The essence of festival, argued Pieper, is
activity that is meaningful in itself, which is the antithesis to the goal-oriented activity
of work:

To celebrate a festival means to do something which is in no way tied

to other goals, which has been removed from all ‘so that’ and ‘in order

to.” True festivity cannot be imagined as residing anywhere but in the
realm of activity that is meaningful in itself (1965:7).

Other scholars have enumerated the characteristic and distinctive behavior that occurs
during a festival, and which contrasts in various ways with mundane activity. Falassi
summarized this variety of antithetical behavior under "four cardinal points" of
reversal, intensification, trespassing, and abstinence:

At festival times, people do something they normally do not; they

abstain from something they normally do; they carry to the extreme

behaviors that are usually regulated by measure; they invert patterns of
daily social life (Falassi 1987:3).

In terms of behavior, formal rituals and political ceremonies no less than
festivals involve people in behavior that is out of the ordinary, for example singing in

unison and wearing archaic robes. The point of interest is not just that people behave
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differently; it is that there are different ways of behaving differently. These
behavioral modes are usually categorized in terms of how they relate to everyday
norms, social structures, and the like; that is, according to whether they reinforce the
established social and cultural structures, or whether they challenge them. The festive
style is the latter.

The particular form of alternative behavior that most interests students of
festival is the kind usually referred to as "reversal" or "symbolic inversion," defined

.as "any act of expressive behavior which inverts, contradicts, abrogates, or in some
fashion presents an alternative to commonly held cultural codes, values, and norms"
(Babcock 1978:14). Some have argued for a more precise use of the term reversal,
restricting it to those cases where roles conceived as exclusive opposites are
completely reversed. The phenomena currently labelled reversals include alternative
behavior, abstentions, and the mixing of categories normally kept separate, as well as
reversals proper (Needham 1983).

Whether labelled reversal, transgression, or license, the interesting point about
this festive behavior is that it contravenes everyday cultural practices aﬁd norms. The
question therefore arises, is reversal subversive, and if so how subversive? Is it a real
challenge to the established order, or is it merely joking? Different answers have
been supplied by different observers. One influential theory, popularized by
Gluckman and extended by others, notably Victor Turner, argues that rebellious and
extraordinary behavior on ritual occasions served a cathartic function, both for the

individuals and for the social system as a whole. In a similar vein, it is suggested
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that the performance of disorder and improper behavior during festivals serves as a
form of social control by pointing out how inappropriate and dangerous it is to depart
from the norms of acceptable behavior (Brandes 1988). In all of these cases, the
potentially challenging and subversive messages of festive reversal are strictly
bounded and framed as being non-serious, as having no significance beyond the
temporary boundaries of the event itself.

In contrast, festive communication has also been shown to be seriously
subversive, to go beyond the frames that would deny it any relevance to the world
outside the festival. Thus numerous festivals have been known to erupt into violence,
a possibility encouraged by the presence of crowds, alcohol, and license. Moreover,
it has also been observed that real protests and revolutions often use the forms of
masking and procession associated with festivals. For example, Natalie Zemon Davis
argues that transvestism and the reversal of male and female roles, a common
ingredient in festivity, provided alternative concepts of family structure and
encouraged innovative thought and behavior. They also served as practical devices
during political protests, supplying both license and disguise for protesters (1978).
Similarly, during the Reformation in Germany, the tradition of Fastnacht processions
provided occasions and methods to advance the new ideas of the Reformation by
mocking and parodying the Pope, the clergy, and the Catholic Church. Fastnacht
thus provided a familiar traditional vehicle for advancing new ideas, and contributed

to the spread of the Reformation (Scribner 1978). This role of carnival in the rise of
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Protestantism is ironic when one considers that Protestantism has been blamed as the
main culprit in the suppression and taming of carnival in the modern period.

Not merely the content, but the very style of discourse associated with
different cultural performances is thought to be either conservative or subversive.
Barbara Babcock-Abrahams (1974:926-930) describes the "carnival semiotic" as
communication using a surplus of signifiers, in such profusion that the meaning of
everything is called into question. This style of communication, by means of
repetition and surplus, demonstrates the creative potential of signs at the expense of
their instrumental and representational function. This style suggests the arbitrariness
of the link between signifier and signified, between words or symbols and their
conventional meanings; it suggests alternative combinations and event suspends
meaning altogether. In contrast, the communicative style found in serious ritual relies
on a limited range of signifiers, each of which is caused to represent a variety of
signifieds; the meaningfulness of signifiers, the connection between sign vehicle and
content, is reinforced rather than being challenged. It has been suggested that the
carnival semiotic promotes change, eludes control, and is inherently subversive, while
the ritual semiotic is inherently conservative, channelling thought along familiar lines
and impeding creative, alternative thought (Bloch 1989; Manning 1983:27-30).

There is no single answer to the question of whether festival is ultimately
conservative or subversive. Each event must be considered in its own social and
historical context. The closest one can come to a generalized answer is to say that

festive reversal is ambiguous. Abner Cohen suggests that "at the best of times
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carnival is uneasily poised between compliance and subversion” (1982:35), and his
comments are applicable to all festivals that feature public institutionalized reversal.
Cohen compares carnival to a joking relationship, which "expresses both alliance and
enmity, both consensus and conflict, at one and the same time. In other words, it is
an ambiguous symbolic formation that camouflages and mystifies a contradiction"”
37.

The comparison to joking is a useful one, for joking is profoundly ambiguous.
The framing of joking often does not announce “this is just a joke;" but instead asks,
“is this a joke?" It is appropriate to compare festive reversal to humor, particularly
as festivéls are full of humor of all kinds, including word play, jokes, satire and
parody, playful aggression in which people pelt each other with inflated bladders or
with bags of flour, and practical jokes. The last of these forms is particularly noted
for rendering the playful frame ambiguous. All of these forms are present in capping,

which is remarkable for its prominence of practical jokes.

Relationship between Festival and Its Everyday Social Context

Various positions have been taken on how the social context of festival relates
to its representation in the festival. Those who emphasize the antithesis between the
festival and the everyday world suggest that everything in the festival is the opposite
of, or at least profoundly different from, the everyday world. This claim is a part of
the rhetoric of festival itself, namely that the festive world is a fantasy world, with no

connection to reality. However, another tradition in festival scholarship points to the
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similarities between the festive fantasies and the surrounding context. Representations
billed as fantasy may be more accurate reflections of reality than they appear at first.

One point of disagreement in the analysis of rituals, festivals, and other
cultural performances has been whether they reflect the host culture, or mask its true
character. This divergent approach is exemplified in treatments of the Palio in Siena.
Alan Dundes and Alessandro Falassi treat the palio as a symbolic representation of
Sienese worldview (1975). Sydel Silverman (1981) takes the opposite view that the
Palio, by emphasizing the organization of the city into rival contrada, or districts,
functions to obscure from view the more important but less openly acknowledged
divisions between different social classes. Silverman advances a sort of "bread and
circuses” argument, namely that by focussing the attention of the population away
from class rivalries, the Palio helps maintain the position of the privileged classes.
The festival, in this view, is not a mirror of culture but a smoke screen.

Similarly, Mechling and Wilson (1988) argue that the annual festival at an
agricultural college reinforces rather than challenges the organization’s central values
by avoiding potentially threatening topics. Although the festival parade uses humor,
scatological jokes, aﬁd disorder, it does not mock the college leadership, and it avoids
the sore topics that would point to the contradictions between the institution’s practice
and its value system. Specifically, the alleged cruelty to experimental animals, like
dogs, that are usually classified as pets, threatens the organization’s normative picture
of human-animal relations; although this issue is present during everyday life at the

school, it is not mentioned in the festival.



A third approach argues that festivals, as opposed to ceremonies, neither
reflect nor mask culture but instead play with and challenge it and confront its
inherent contradictions. Rodeos, for example, embody contradictions inherent in the
American cultural distinctions between work and play. In a structural semiotic
analysis of a Texas rodeo, Stoeltje (1981; 1987) shows how the sequencing of events
describes a series of dialectical movements between the opposing principles of work
and play, and human-dominated versus animal-dominated activities. In the beginning
‘these principles, all of which are relevant to the local cattle culture, are kept separate,
but as the rodeo progresses they become increasingly confused and inverted. The
whole event is a presentation and comment upon the issues of cowboy work and play,
and of human-animal relations, in the local culture.

The relationship between festival and its everyday context is more complex
than the formula of reversal or even difference implies. It has been observed that in
societies where social relations are normally egalitarian, festival creates temporary
hierarchies, while the opposite is true for festivals in societies that are normally
characterized by hierarchical social relations. Thus Mardi Gras and a number of
American community festivals have their festival queens and other ways of playing
the aristocrat, while Carnival in Brazil is marked by an equality not normally found in
Brazilian social relations (Da Matta 1986; Stoeltje 1988:220). However the fantasy
world constructed during the festival is closer to the everyday reality than its rhetoric
claims. For example, Mardi Gras floats featuring "Kings" "Queens," "Dukes," and

the like, appears at first sight to be citizens of a democratic, egalitarian state playing
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out a total fantasy of aristocracy. However, these floats and the election of the festive
aristocracy are controlled by elitist organizations, the Mardi Gras "Krewes," whose
membership is drawn from the social and political elite of the town. Far from being
total fantasy, then, the parade floats depict, in an exaggerated form, the social
realities that obtain in New Orleans during the rest of the year, although the presence
of these untoward social facts is normally not discussed openly. Festive
transformation in this case means the exaggerated public display of dirty social
realities that actually exist all year long but that contradict the official ideology of
equality and democracy:

American Carnival places social power on parade, allowing people to

see what they have always suspected, that social status is not an open

system. The vision is delicious not because it turns the democratic

surface upside down, but because it plays on the difference between the

hidden and the revealed....Mardi Gras’ elite dimension is not simply a

spectacle; it is a performance of the tension between surface and deep

reality created by adherence to elitist codes in a democratic polity
(Kinser 1990:282).

However, the festival does not talk straight about these matters. By means of
hyperbole, humor, and play, and a rhetoric of fantasy and of discontinuity from the
everyday, these representations are presented in such a way that it is not necessary to
take them seriously. They can be received as "just jokes," as fantasy, as having
nothing to do with the real world of the everyday. Stoeltje discusses how the Queen
contest in a Luling, Texas community festival is framed as playful pretense (Stoeltje
and Bauman 1989:163). Festival provides a fantasy realm in which people can play

at being what they are not; it “offers opportunities for the expression of concepts and
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the negotiation of power not possible in everyday life nor in the rituals of established
institutions" (Stoeltje 1988:220).

The fantasy frame provides a disguise for the potentially threatening or
unwelcome facts that are represented within it, allowing observers and participants the
opportunity for "plausible denial": that is, they can ignore the resemblance between
the festive signifier and its signified, the everyday context. While the ritual or
ceremonial style of communication says, in effect, "This is the way things are," the
playful or joking mode commonly used during festivals says, "This is not the way
things are,"” but does so with a broad wink that subverts its own frame, leading to the
sneaking suggestion that perhaps this fantasy is supposed to be taken as an accurate
representation of reality. Accordingly, the playful frame is always profoundly
ambiguous, because it includes itself in its own message.

The festival-as-antithesis approach implies that the disorder and licentious
behavior that commonly occurs during festivals is a departure from everyday life.
However, as Abrahams and Bauman point out, even during mundane times no
community is free from a certain amount of disorder; certainly drinking, dancing,
illicit sex, and other deviations from the norm are not confined to the Carnival
season. To define festive reversals as the inversion or transgression of commonly-
held social norms is to imply that there is a single set of commonly-held social norms
in a community; however, following the anthropological trend to take greater account
of conflict and heterogeneity in culture, Abrahams and Bauman suggest that for some

people, licentious behavior during the festival is a continuation, indeed an
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intensification, of the way they behave all year round. "The same people who engage
in disorder during the festivals are the community agents of disorder during the
remainder of the year" (1978:195). In the cases they discuss, Carnival in Saint
Vincent and belsnickling in Nova Scotia, the community agents of disorder are

unmarried young men.

Participation and Community Base

This observation about who does what in festivals represents a departure from
another recurring point in festival rhetoric, namely the assertion that it is
participatory. Participation is thought to be both universal and active. "Festival
rhetoric" refers to the claims that festivals (that is, the festival organizers and
frequently the participants) make for themselves about themselves; claims which are
often repeated by outside observers and theorists of festival. These claims constitute
what Abner Cohen (1982:35) called a "blueprint" of festival, which presents an ideal
.of festival and its effects. A substantial portion of the study of festivals in recent
years is devoted to analyzing this rhetoric and frequently challenges its assumptions.

The rhetoric of universal participation means that no-one is excluded from the
festival. All members of a whole community are assumed to take part--or to have the
right to take part--either directly or indirectly and to various degrees (Falassi 1987:2;
Stoeltje 1989:163-164). Most often, festival rhetoric and festival theory claims that it
fosters the abolition of social differences, promoting "fraternization" (Pieper 1965:52)

between people from all walks of life and from different social classes. This



universal participation is often said to promote solidarity between the members of a
community, as Durkheim proposed. Solidarity is enhanced because the festival is
claimed not to belong to one organization or group alone, but to the whole
community. Thus different festivals are often known by the city or town in which
they take place, by whom they are produced, and to which they "belong;" thus we
have Carnival in Basle; New Orleans Mardi Gras; the Calgary Stampede, the Luling
Watermelon Thump, and so on. In theory, anyone who is a member of these
communities can take part in the festival. "One has a right to take part simply by
virtue of his being a member;" argues Robert J. Smith; "indeed, it is often a man’s
participation which confirms him as a member" (1975:5). This celebrating-in-
common is thought to create bonds between the participants/community members:

They identify with each other; in a general participation festival the

individual relates to, and identifies himself with, the community. Thus

the festival is a prime device for promoting social cohesion, for

integrating individuals into a society or group and maintaining them as

members through shared, recurrent, positively reinforcing performance
(Smith 1972a:167).

Solidarity, local identity, reunion, and the like are commonly named among the most
important when festival organizers and participants explicitly state the goals of their
celebration (Ossenberg 1969; Stoeltje 1988).

In contrast to the explicit universalist rhetoric of festivals themselves, close
examination of festival attendance suggests that the concept of universal participation
needs some modification. For example, a questionnaire was administered to the

residents of Mainz concerning their participation in Fastnacht, which revealed that a
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significant number of community members actively avoided taking part at all, either
by staying home or by leaving town for the duration of the festival (Erz and
Jungrichter 1977). Ossenberg (1969) observed the behavior of citizens in bars during
the Calgary Stampede, to see who "got into the festival spirit” (that is, wearing
cowboy costumes, exploiting temporary freedom in interactions with strangers and
with the opposite sex, and so on). Although the organizers of the Stampede assert
that the whole town gets involved, Ossenberg found that only the people in middle
.class bars did so. People from the other social classes did not behave out of the
ordinary; indeed, people in lower class bars wanted nothing to do with the Stampede,
finding it a sham. Studies of other Carnivals (in Rio, the Dominican Republic, and
Spain), have similarly found that the choice of whether or not to take part varies
according to social class, or that the members of the different classes celebrate in
separate and distinct ways (Gilmore 1975; Gonzalez 1970; Turner 1987:89). Far
from promoting "real fraternization" or "communitas,” through universal and
promiscuous participation, some festivals may enhance social distinctions through
selective and differential participation. In part the assumption of universal
participation derives from the once general tendency of social scientists to emphasize
the homogeneity of society, to focus on the harmony-u and solidarity-promoting
functions of cultural phenomena, and to treat the communities they described as if

they were undifferentiated.
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Festival and Conflict

Festival rhetoric defines the festival as a privileged period of freedom from
everyday restraints (e.g. Norbeck 1963:1267). Thus in his eyewitness account,
Goethe described the Roman Carnival as a time when "each man is set at liberty to go
fooling to the top of his bent, and that all license is permissible short of blows and
stabs” (1987:15). In some accounts festive freedom is so extensive that the festival
becomes a world of its own (Bausinger 1980:22-24; Cox 1969; Duvignaud 1976;
Pieper 1965:3-9). Octavio Paz, for example, saw the Mexican fiesta as creating a
separate world:

It is governed by its own special rules, that set it apart from other days,

and it has a logic, an ethic and even an economy that are often in

conflict with everyday norms....space, the scene of the fiesta, is turned

into a gaily decorated world of its own....In certain fiestas the very

notion of order disappears. Chaos comes back and license rules.
Anything is permitted....(1961:50-51; quoted in Brandes 1988:2).

"During carnival time," says Bakhtin, "life is subject only to its laws, that is, the laws

of its own freedom" (1984:7).

vThese statements describe the results of festive license, but leave untouched
the question of how these states or freedom are achieved. Recent approaches to
festival follow the lead of anthropology in stressing the practice or performance of
culture (Bauman 1986:131-133; Ortner 1984). Festivals are treated not as a fait
accompli but as a process and a product of human agency, an approach that takes into

account the role of social conflict in the production of public events.
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This approach reveals that pure spontaneity and freedom during festivals are
illusions; structure and organization are required to make spontaneity possible, and
festive freedom is limited by the operation of alternative rules and standards
(Abrahams 1981:318; Goessel and Schwedt 1977). Ritual reversal seems like
freedom in comparison to the everyday contexts that surréund it, but study of specific
festivals and the ways in which these privileged occasions are organized reveals that
reversal on these occasions is subject to some limits and regulation.

License is the mechanism that makes public, institutionalized reversal in action
possible (Gluckman 1955:109-136). Since reversal is not only alternative behavior
but often also involves transgression against everyday norms and rules, a necessary
prerequisite or concomitant of reversal is the temporary suspension or alteration of the
norms that govern and restrict everyday activity, so that people can act in ways that
would not be tolerated at other times. Whether the salient feature of festival is called
freedom or license, it is achieved through social interaction. That is, the members of
a community agree to grant themselves, or grant some of their number, special
permission to break the rules. Thus, Harvey Cox defines festivity as "a socially
approved occasion for the expression of feelings that are normally repressed or
neglected" (1969:22; emphasis added).

In tribal societies, during rites of reversal people are not only permitted, but
sometimes required to be disorderly and to act in ways that are normally forbidden

(Turner 1974:73-74; Wallace 1966:135-138). In these formulations, license is

- 68 -



assumed to be unproblematic, based upon the consent of all or most of the
community.

In complex, stratified societies, however, carnival and other licentious calendar
occasions license is much more problematic. The history of carnival in Europe is far
from being dominated by freedom and license; on the contrary, as Brednich said, the
history of Carnival is the history of its suppression (quoted in Wagner 1986:123)).
The long list of prohibitions and official edicts seeking to ban or regulate aspects of
festivity form one of the most important sources of documentary evidence for the
early history of European carnivals. Licentiousness and reversal are problematic
because fhey are potentially limitless; given the participation of opposed social,
ethnic, and other groupings, there is no guarantee that festive licentiousness will
remain within the limits set for it, or that it will easily revert back to the unchanged
established order once the festival ends. History shows that festivals have in fact lead
to rioting and violence.

European history shows that festivals are difficult to achieve in practice, being
strongly contested events (Cohen 1982; Davis 1986:13; Manning 1983:7). Despite
their often egalitarian and classless rhetoric, festivals are often arenas for the
continuation of class struggle. On the one hand carnival may provide a way for
underprivileged segments of society to give event to protest, or simply to assert
themselves (Cohen 1982; Gilmore 1975; Weidkuhn 1976:44). At the same time, the
achievement of license in carnival and other festivals often runs into middle-class

opposition, based either on aesthetic objections or on fear of the threat to order posed
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by licentious crowd behavior in the streets (Brereton 1975; Davis 1982; 1986; Kinser

1990; Wagner 1986).

Exoteric Performance

Another approach to festivals and public events suggests that they can be a
means of promoting difference as well as solidarity. In this area folklorists have lead
the way.

Most conceptions of festival, including those that recognize the existence of
selective participation and active opponents, see them as fundamentally esoteric
events. That is, they are produced by and for the internal membership of a group or
community. In this esoteric formulation, the presence of outsiders, for example
tourists, at the festivals is usually downplayed. When the presence of outsiders is
noted, they are usually treated as irrelevant to the purpose of the event, and as barely
noticed by the local population.

An exception is in discussions of the influence of the tourist trade on festivals.
Sabina Magliocco (1988), for example, discusses how the patronal festival in a
Sardinian communit& has been modified in order to attract and retain the tourists; but
these changes are shown to have caused a decline in interest among the local
population. In response, they have revived a second local festival for themselves. In
this case, the same event cannot successfully serve for both touristic and internal

consumption.
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Recently folklorists have paid increasing attention to exoteric performances, in
addition to their traditional preoccupation with esoteric or in-group lore. Exoteric
folklore is made up of performances that are predicated upon differential identity
instead of shared identity. These performances cross group boundaries, in that the
performers specifically target outsiders as their audiences. Introducing the concept of
differential identity and its role in folklore performances, Bauman (1971) suggested
that street vendors’ cries and the folklore that is performed by adults for children, are
-examples of folklore that is specifically designed to cross group boundaries. The
folkloristic study of ethnicity is one area in which the concept of exoteric performance
and differential identity has played an important role. The agenda in this area is
currently focussed on "folklore on and about cultural boundaries," and "settings,
social occasions, and events in which boundary negotiation is an important activity"
(Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1983:45). Interest in exoteric performance is not limited to
ethnicity however; Abrahams points to large scale public events such as festivals as a
likely site to study "the dynamics of lore as it is performed and practiced at the
boundaries, even across the borders, between and among people of varying languages,
classes, and cultures” (1981:306).

To date, A_brahams’ programmatic essay is the only folkloristic work that talks
about exoteric festivals. This study takes up his call for such an analysis. The
majority of festivals in the literature to date have a local rhetoric that proclaim the
events’ esoteric and unifying character--however that claim works out in the practice

of the festival. Capping provides a strong contrast, because it is profoundly exoteric
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in both rhetoric and function, holding the attention of both an outsiders and insiders.
In short, capping is a festival for and about town and gown--to use the local terms for
the relevant groups that are involved. The insiders, and the most active participants
in capping, are the students. However, much of capping is set in city streets and
public spaces, and the non-student public is involved as audience, consumers, and
targets.

The role of the outsider audience in capping is another feature that
distinguishes it from most other festivals. Although they are principally passive
spectators, they are also symbolic participants in the festival. Stoeltje’s analysis of
rodeo argues that during cultural performances, the human participants, like physical
objects and other symbols, become sign vehicles (Bauman and Stoeltje 1988:590).
"In festival, with its widespread performance and participation, persons embody
concepts--become the signs of concepts..." (Stoeltje 1988:219). Female barrel racers
in rodeo, for example, are not simply competitors, but are understood to be
representations of their communities, and more symbolically still, as signs of
womanhood. I will take a similar approach to the analysis of capping, with the
addition that in this case not only active performers but also the relatively passive

public audience operate as signs for the insider audience.
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CHAPTER THREE

TOWN AND GOWN DOWN UNDER

Wellington is the capital of New Zealand ..id its second-largest city, with a
population of 350,000 in the greater area in 1988. Topographical constraints make
Wellington a compact city, most of it perched on hills that rise steeply from the
harbor. The central city--much of it built on land reclaimed from the sea--is
dominated by government and business offices, along with retail space. Over one
third of the region’s employed population--65 thousand people in 1981--work in this
central business district (Fowler 1981:73-75).

Ten minutes by cable car--or a twenty-minute uphill climb--take you from the
city’s premier shopping street to the residential suburb of Kelburn, the site of Victoria
University. The Kelburn site was chosen for the university, in preference to more
distant locations that offered more room, because it was central. The college was
designed with part-time students in mind, who worked in the city during the day and
attended lectures after five p.m.; thus a site was needed that was close enough for
them to get to and from their offices in time (Beaglehole 1949:84-85).

The campus enjoys exceptional harbor views, but is cramped, with a little over

six acres for more than seven thousand students. The site is hilly and difficult to
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build on, with no room for the sylvan groves associated with American colleges or
the expansive lawns of Oxbridge--or even for parking space. Around it--and partially
through it--moves a heavy stream of traffic from the central city to the residential
suburbs, traffic that students must dodge daily.

When students referred to themselves as "we here ‘on the hill’" (Graeme Lay’s

recent novel about Victoria student life is titled The Fools on the Hill), they spoke
literally. One graduate in her eighties still remembered the 196 steps she had to
climb each day from downtown to Terrace Street, and the steep climb from there to
the university itself (Nita McMaster and Olga Harding W-3-3-88)". The arduous
physical climb from the city to the campus also provides a metaphor for the social
aspirations of students who "travelled hopefully up to the Kelburn heights...in the
effort to arrive” (Irvine-Smith 1948:225). More disparagingly, one anonymous
graduate described them as “the great dull flood that sweeps up the hill and back
again with its ticket to a better job" (quoted in Beaglehole 1949:271). A former
mayor of Wellington has used the university’s topographical eminence over the city as
a metaphor for its intellectuzﬂ superiority and objectivity:

It is right...that the University, symbolic of research and objectivity,

should remain clearly visible above the commercial and political centre

of New Zealand, where objectivity is occasionally less than obvious
(Fowler 1981:95).

! Interviews are cited by tape number and counter number showing the approximate
position on the tape.

-14 -



In some circles in New Zealand, students are known as "scarfies." This name
is used occasionally by students themselves, like the student association president at
Massey University who opened his weekly column in the student paper with the
salutation "Yeah gidday fellow scarfies" (Chaff, April 28, 1988:3). According to an
informant who is a police sergeant, "scarf-dragger" is the slightly more pejorative
variant used in the police force (interview with Michael Mann W-3-17-88:440). The
name comes from the long distinctive scarves in college colors that, along with
college blazers and a particular kind of shapeless overcoat, formed a de facto uniform
for university students until about 1963 (Lay 1988:194; Stuart Johnston W-5-13-88-
1:449).

Dress is but one way to display a distinctive identity. I talked with a graduate
student who argued that scarfies look different from the general population, even
though they no longer wear a distinctive costume. Asked how you spot a scarfie, he
replied:

You just do. Students walking down a street stick out. If you’ve been

to university you can pick them out. Even if you haven’t, you can pick

them out. Something about the bags under their eyes, the disheveled

look. Poverty-stricken hunger (laughs). You can’t pick out what

makes them identifiable, but students are I think quite readily
identifiable. (Interview W-5-4-88:035)

Twenty-five years after college scarves had gone out of fashion, this student still felt
that students were somehow identifiable, although he could not say exactly how. His
feeling reflects an esoteric conviction that students are distinctive, rather than any

objective characteristics. The former costume was the outward sign of this strong
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consciousness of kind that New Zealand students felt and still feel to some extent. In
contrast, Michael Moffatt reports that Rutgers students in the 1980s felt that no-one
would be able to guess they were students simply by looking at them (Moffatt
1989:51). Students in New Zealand, however, feel much more visible as a group.

The feeling of visibility carries with it a feeling of vulnerability. Student
journalism frequently repeats the belief that the public is watching them, along with
the conviction that the public has a negative, stereotyped and misinformed image of
them:

New Zealand university students are regarded by the community with

an unholy mixture of pride and contempt, confidence and mistrust,

envy and scorn. Wild generalisations are made about them on the basis

of ignorance, faulty assumptions and a pathetic but natural desire to

have people labelled with a set of comfortable adjectives....Any rational

discussion of students, and their place in the community, is made

extraordinarily difficult because of the accretion of prejudice,

misinformation and snobbery about the word student. (Salient, 30 (6),
June 2, 1967:6)

Despite its central location and proximity to downtown Wellington, there has
been a perennial complaint among Victoria students that the university, far from being
“clearly visible," has a low profile in the city at large. "Situated as the College is on
the heights of Kelburne," commented one editor of the student journal Spike, "it is far
removed from the business thoroughfares of Wellington, and indeed is, comparatively
speaking, little known" (Spike, 25, June 1914:8).

In this respect, Victoria is usually thought to be worse off than other campuses

in the country; indeed it has been called "the Cinderella of the Colleges" by its
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students. "It would be hard to find another city than Wellington," observed one
student writer, "where the University is regarded with the same fixture [sic] of
indifference and distrust” (Spike, June 1931:17). At other times, students
characterized the attitude of the town not as indifference, but as negative scrutiny:
"The slightest action of the smallest group of students is observed and criticised, and
most usually condemned," said one student, describing "the normal antipathy of this
town to its University--an attitude surely unique among university towns" (Salient,
July 2, 1941, p.2). Whether they felt they were being ignored or unfairly criticized,
students at Victoria believed in a "tradition of mutual resentment” between Wellington
and its university (N.T. Clare, "Town and Gown," Spike, 65 1937:5).

This sentiment remained almost an article of faith for students, former
students, and faculty in 1988. The reason most often offered for the better town-
gown relations allegedly enjoyed by some other New Zealand universities--Waikato,
Massey, and Otago--is that they are located in small towns rather than in a city. In
Wellington the importance of government and commerce overshadow the presence of
a university, while the small university towns are described as virtually dependent on
the presence of universities. As Victoria’s Registrar, Dr. Harvey said of the
relationship between Otago University and Dunedin, "If the university move-:d out of
Dunedin, Dunedin would just about have to pack up" (W 3-31-88:275). The other
universities enjoy much closer relations with their communities, including a better
public attitude toward university students than is the case in Wellington. "The

relationship between Victoria and the city was never as strong," said former student
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and Cappicade editor Gyles Beckford. "Wellington is not a university city.
Palmerston North and the rest very much recognize the university. [In Wellington]
There wasn’t the degree of affection towards university students, or their antics, or
understanding, as there was in the other cities” (W-5-2-88:120). In a small
university town like Palmerston North, home of Massey University,
half the people in it derive their living either directly or indirectly from
the university. There the whole community is likely to get behind a
graduation event. Not just students. If the students go on a bit of a
drunken rampage it will be tolerated; it will be criticized, justifiably,

by people, but they’ll accept it a little more tolerantly then here. (Nigel
Mander, W-2-15-88:390)

However, although it is true that for Wellington the university is neither the
only game in town, nor even an economically vital constituent, there is more than
population size and economics at the root of this persistent image of the town’s
indifference or hostility to its university. Students and professors in those favored
university towns probably felt like Cinderellas as well, for the idea that relations are
usually bad between universities and their home communities is an old and widely-
held one. Under the entry for "Town and Gown" in his dictionary of university
slang, Morris Marples asserted that "bad blood between the townspeople and the
members of the university....seems to be an inevitable byproduct of the university
system” (1950:178).

The phrase town and gown has a violent and colorful history. It is most often
found in discussions of "town-gown rows," namely rioting between townspeople and

members of a university. In the Middle Ages these rows were full scale battles in
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which buildings were burnt and people were mutilated and killed. Medieval riots
involved the most senior members of the town and the university, not just the youth
and the students. They represent struggles between opposing corporations over
important rights and privileges, at a time when direct violent action was the usual
approach to resolving disputes (Pantin 1972:68-69; Rait 1971; Rashdall 1936: v.3:79-
113; 427-435; Reeve 1976). In the case of Oxford and Cambridge, the town-gown
struggle resulted in the university’s power and privilege being increased at the
expense of the town. Rashdall describes the history of town-gown battles at Oxford
as a process "by which a society of teachers succeeded first in sharing, then in almost
monopoiizing, the government of an important English town" (1936: v.3:79).

In modern times the reasons for conflict between town and gown still exist,
although the means of settling disputes is now more likely to be in the boardroom
than in the streets. The first cause is economic and structural; it lies in the fact that
universities typically have extraordinary freedom from property taxes and other
normal controls of the city administration, while at the same time using municipal
services and occupying large tracts of prime real estate in the community. University
and city administrators must work together despite inherent differences in style of
operation that make conflict likely (Milne and Moulton 1977; Ross 1973).

A second cause of town-gown antipathy lies in the nature of the student body,
which represents an influx of temporary residents with no ties to the town, as well as
forming a concentration of young people from a privileged class. Antagonism

between working-class youth and their more privileged coevals could lead to rioting,
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as in the 1842 Oxford cap "war" at Harvard (Porter 1971). Oxford town-gown rows
in the Victorian period differed from their medieval antecedents; while the early riots
arose in the power struggle between the university and the town, the later
disturbances were between gentlemanly students and working class townies (Pantin
1972:68).

A third cause of town-gown differences lies in the conflict between the
academic enterprise itself and the alleged anti-intellectualism of society at large.
Most often, intellectuals have put the blame for poor relations between the New
Zealand public and its universities squarely at the feet of the former. Thus John
Beaglehole, when he was editor of the student magazine Spike, wrote:

There is, anyhow, something grotesque in the idea that University

thought has ever met with any general encouragement in New Zealand,

much less in the capital city, and certainly least of all in the last few

years. You might live in Wellington for ten years without discovering

that it is a University town; and then only find it out from a column of

silly accusations and twaddle in the paper by a Minister of the Crown

or one of the numerous ‘leagues’ with which the country is cursed
(Spike, June 1923: 8).

Other New Zealand intellectuals have complained similarly about the "strain of
anti-intellectualism in the New Zealand character, an undervaluing of brains in
comparison with brawn, a suspicion of people whose interests--and sometimes their
opinions also--are not shared with the common man" (Morrell 1969:240-241).

The anti-intellectualism of the national character has been a perennial theme
of social criticism in New Zealand, "Where men but talk of gold and sheep / And

think of sheep and gold" (William Pember Reeves, A Colonist in His Garden). Some
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explained that this anti-intellectualism was the product of its colonial and frontier
roots, where practicality was valued, because the colony was settled by people who
were only interested in making money. According to nineteenth-century visitor
Samuel Butler, "A mountain here is only beautiful if it has good grass on it....If it is
good for sheep, it is beautiful, magnificent, and all the rest of it; if not, it is not
worth looking at" (1863; quoted in McLeod 1968:vi). Since the colonial period,
according to commentators, anti-intellectualism has been enshrined as part of the
'national fetish for egalitarianism (McLauchlan 1977:122-150; cf Morrell 1969:240-
241 above; Phillips 1987:282-84).

A search of national literature, political speeches, and letters to the editor
unearths no shortage of evidence to support the claim that New Zealanders are
scornful or distrustful of intellectuals and academics, but there is another side to this
picture, namely, the intellectual’s scorn for the layman. New Zealand’s "small
intellectual community, vigorously hostile to its bland, smug environment,...is largely
alienated from the wider community whose tastes it ineffectually strives to elevate"
(McLeod 1968:4). This picture of the alienation of intellectuals is of course not
unique to New Zealand. It can be argued that its root lies in the academic enterprise
itself. The German university doctrine of Lehrfreiheit and academic freedom, widely
adopted by academics during this century, envisions the university "as a republic of
scholars pursuing learning free from any external restraint or influence" (Milne and
Moulton 1977:4104; Rudolph 1968:409-416). Such an attitude widens the gulf

between professors and lay peo; :. Intellectuals in New Zealand share this vision of
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the academic mission. As stated by John Beaglehole, "It is the duty of the university
to pursue truth and uphold academic freedom--albeit responsibly--to question, ‘to
transcend its time and its environment’" (1949:283-284). In other words university
thought should be critical, unorthodox, and iconoclastic. The corollary of this is that
the non-academic world is unlikely to understand or tolerate university thought
(1949:282). It is unrealistic to expect that "the surrounding society transcend itself
and submit patiently to this analysis and criticism" (1949:284).

Students sometimes followed the lead of their teachers and embraced the belief
that they had a right, indeed an obligation, to be rebellious and unorthodox, even
though the world outside did not share their "ideals of academic freedom and
progressiveness” (Spike, 1937:5-7). Thus another student editorial argued that student
rebellion fulfilled a vital role, namely "to invigorate a society so that it does not
stagnate in its own complacency.” The function of a university was to equip students
with the ability to play this role of social critic:

To analyse prejudices, scoff at false idols, and even to reject the most

consoling belief where it conflicts with truth, are part of the process of

education.

If students cease to be provocative then, it means either of two things;

that God’s Own Country hides no prejudices or false idols, or that

students are failing in their most vital function ("Sense of Beautiful
and Good Essential,” Salient, June 2 1967, p.6).

Widespread public acceptance is incompatible with this definition of the
academic mission. Given this definition of their task, academics sometimes expect

that they and their institutions will come in for some public criticism. Their attitude
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is ambivalent; at the same time they deplore public intolerance and opposition, they
welcome it as a sign of intellectual objectivity and independent thought. It proves
they are not populists. At a baser level, it proves that "we" are different from

“them.” At its worst, loyalty to the idea of academic autonomy is simply a form of
exclusiveness.

There are, then, a number of reasons to support the statement that New
Zealand universities, and Victoria University in particular, were not unique if they
suffered from poor town-gown relations. Whether students and academics were
correct in thinking that they were worse off than their sister institutions éither in small
university towns or in other countries, I cannot say. I know of no study that attempts
to objectively measure the attitude of the Wellington public toward their university.

The important point is that this "Cinderella complex" has been and continues
to be a recurring theme in the discourse of Victoria’s students. It occurs in student
journalism, and it arose frequently in both formal interviews and informal
conversations that I had with students and former students. Furthermore, I believe
that the town-gown dichotomy plays a greater role in student self-image at Victoria
than is the case for university students in other countries. To understand why this
should be- $0, it will help to know the social and organizational context in which New
Zealand university students find themselves, and which provides the sociological basis
that underlies the construction of student identity.

Victoria University is one of seven universities in New Zealand, and the fourth

one to be founded. Although each of these is an independent degree-granting
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institution, with its own governing body (called a University Council), there is very
little to distinguish between them. All belong to a public university system which
retains a high degree of central control.

Until 1961, New Zealand’s universities formed the constituent parts of the
University of New Zealand, a federal university modelled on the structure of the
University of London. The constituent colleges taught, while the University examined
students and granted degrees. This system was begun in 1870, when the first
universities were being established in New Zealand, in order to control the rivalries
between competing provinces so as to provide higher education for the whole
population, and in order to maintain academic standards. The latter goal was met by
having academics in England set and mark the exams for New Zealand students, and
the practice of using overseas examiners was still in place for some degrees in the
1950s.

This federal system was not popular with the professors, who campaigned for
years to win more autonomy in designing their courses and for the right to examine
their own students. By 1959 this had been achieved in practice, and in 1961 the
University of New Zealand was formally dissolved to be replaced with seven
independent universities (Beaglehole 1949:131-154; Beagiehole 1937).

Although the University of New Zealand is no more, it has left a legacy of a
centrally controlled university system. Today, 80 per cent of university funding
comes in the form of quinquennial block grants from the government. The remainder

comes from student tuition, gifts, and endowments (Dakin 1973:108). The block
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grants are not itemized, leaving each university council free to determine its own
budget. The advantage of this system is that the basic income the universities need is
virtually guaranteed (the amount of the block grants is decided upon taking into
account the budget requests submitted by the university councils). New Zealand
universities do not have to recruit students or solicit support from alumni or
foundation sources. They are insulated from the demands and influence of powerful
special interests, of local communities, or of students in the role of consumers. A
recent official review of the university system has recommended that universities seek
financial support from non-government sources more vigorously, and enhance their
communications with alumni and with the public sector (1987:xxviii; "the universities
must give much greater attention to reaching out and informing the public of their
activities and role within society" 135).

One drawback of this reliance on government funding is some loss of
autonomy. This has an effect on the university’s relations with local government,
because the university cannot go beyond national government policy. "Because we
are not exactly a branch of government, the city council sometimes thinks that we
should be more resﬁonsive to them than the other government agencies are. But we
are virtually totally government funded, so we cannot go beyond government policy in
responding to these concerns for the neighborhood" (Assistant Vice-Chancellor Stuart
Johnston, W-5-13-88-1:039).

In return for the government block grants, university councils have an

obligation to expand classes when student numbers require it. Course offerings and
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proposals for degree courses are subject to the scrutiny of the University Grants

Committee, which limits the autonomy of the universities but also reduces the

duplication of courses nationwide. There is a high degree of rationalization in the

university system, with the various professional schools divided amongst the separate

universities. Victoria, for example, offers architecture, public administration, and

social science degrees; those wishing to study engineering must go to Auckland, while
medicine is taught at Otago (OECD 1983:63-64).

The individual universities do not set their own admission standards. These
are set nationally by the Universities Entrance Board, which comprises representatives
from government, universities, and secondary schools. This body prescribes the
standards of the national examinations that determine who matriculates. Anyone who
qualifies for university entrance under this national system has a right to enroll at any
university in the country. There are no prestige universities in New Zealand; your
choice of university depends mostly on where you live and on which degree course
you choose. It is not uncommon for students to transfer from one university to
another (McLaren 1974:141).

New Zealand has retained a centralized, almost wholly government-funded
university system in order to ensure equality of educational opportunity, and avoid
any sign of a class-based system of education. The prevailing ideology that governs
the provision of education in New Zealand was stated memorably in 1939 by Peter
Fraser, then Minister of Education, in a statement that is repeated like a credo to this

day in discussions of New Zealand education, namely, that "every person, whatever
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his level of academic ability, has a right, as a citizen, to a free education of the kind
for which he is best fitted and to the fullest extent of his powers" (OECD 1983:13).

Following this credo, New Zealand practices a system of free, compulsory
education for all until the age of fifteen; thereafter education is free up to and
including the tertiary level for those who are deemed to be academically qualified.
For those who meet the national university entrance standards, the government pays
tuition fees and provides living allowances. This system is designed to ensure that
"the test which applies for entrance to university is not financial but achievement at
secondary school. In a country where equality of opportunity for self-improvement
still counts for much, the right to a university education is conferred by qualifying for
University Entrance” (NZ Yearbook 1978:191).

The other side of this open entry system is a highly competitive and selective
secondary school system. The full secondary school course lasts five years, but the
majority of students do not complete the full course; only 24% did so in 1979 (Cowen
& McLean 1984:287). At the end of the third, fourth, and fifth years, students take
one of a series of nationally-organized exams that determine their eligibility to enter
the next level of schooling. The School Certificate exam, controlled by the
Department of Education, is attempted in the third year, which for most people is the
year they reach the minimum school-leaving age of fifteen. In many ways a pass in
this exam represents the basic school leaving qualification. However, almost half of
the school leavers in a given year (42% in 1970) did not have even this qualification,

either because they had not passed or because they had not attempted it. The number
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of people leaving school in a given year who have obtained School Certificate is
usually around 25%.

The remaining one quarter of the school leavers have completed a fourth or
fifth year of secondary school, and have attempted the University Entrance Exam in
the fourth year, and sometimes the University Bursaries and Scholarships exams in
the fifth year. These higher exams are controlled by the Universities Entrance Board;
success in University Entrance qualifies a student to matriculate at any university in
New Zealand, including entitlement to grants for tuition fees and bursaries for living
expenses. Candidates in the fifth-year exams compete for additional grants.

At all levels, the national exams taken by secondary school students act as
selection devices to filter out a predetermined percentage of the candidates. Instead
of establishing a standard of pass that remains the same every year, the examiners use
a norm-referenced system in which candidates are ranked and only a predetermined
percentage pass. The pass rate is generally close to the fiftieth percentile, so half of
the candidates taking any exam will fail (Cowen & McLean 1984:287). Since exam
passes determine who may enter the next 'level of secondary schooling, the result is an
almost perfect pyramid structure in the national secondary school population.
Progressively fewer students are enrolled in each of the third, fourth, and fifth years
of study. The same structure is apparent in the distribution of qualifications of school
leavers. The majority have no formal qualification; the next largest group has School
Certificate only, and there are progressively fewer with University Entrance, Bursary

and Scholarship exam passes.
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Secondary schools in New Zealand began as preparatory schools for the
universities, and despite several changes they have retained an academic and elitist
orientation, reflected in low pass rates and an emphasis on traditional academic
subjects (Cowen & McLean 1984:279; Ritchie and Ritchie 1978:63-74). Until the
mid 1970s, secondary school pupils were sorted according to aptitude into academic,
general, and vocational streams (Johnston 1976:125). Since educational attainment is
linked to success in the national exams, whose content is established nationally, the
exams have exerted enormous influence on the curricula and operation of secondary
schools. Critics have charged that the system puts undue emphasis on narrowly
academié subjects and does not do well by students who are not academically
inclined. Today, the examination structure has been reformed to make school leaving
qualifications more widely distributed, but the basic structure described above is still
in existence.

Although New Zealand Luasts open entry to university education, in fact a
relatively small proportion of the 18- to 21-year old age group is enrolled in higher
education. Despite the post-war increase in the number of university-bound school
leavers, the percentage of university students in the pépulation today is low by
international standards;--only nine percent of the 18- to 21-year old age group (Dakin
1973: 107; Universities Review Committee 1987:xiv; xvii; McLaren 1974:139ff;
OECD 1983:22-23).

Another way to get an idea of the relative size of the university student

population is to look at the number of school leavers who state their intention to

-89 -



continue to full-time university study (source: New Zealand Yearbooks). In 1951,
only 3.5 % of school leavers had this goal in mind (5% of the boys and 2% of the
girls). Although not everyone would actually carry out their intention, and the
student population includes some people who would not have named university as
their destination when they were leaving school, this figure supplies a rough idea of
the size of the university student population relative to the rest of the population, and
it is further evidence of the stratification mechanisms operating in secondary schools.

The figures measuring the intended destinations of school leavers indicate that
there have been significant changes in the size and gender composition of the
university student population since the second world war. The overall percentage of
school leavers intending to go to university increased from 3.5% in 1951, to 12% in
1984. Boys outnumbered girls in the university-bound group by more than two to one
in 1951 (5% of male and 2% of female school leavers listed full-time university study
as their objective). By 1984 the number of girls almost matched that of boys (11%
and 13%, respectively).

Since 1911, the Government’s policy has been to provide free university
education for the m.ost able students, by paying all or most of their tuition fees as well
as modest living allowances. The level of support was greatly increased in the late
1950s and early 1960s, so that now the majority of students receive free university
education as well as some kind of living allowance (Oram 1969; Wright 1969a:2; 8
#11). Equal tertiary studies grants are made to all students who qualify academically,

regardless of their level of personal income or that of their parents. Suggestions that
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the level of student aid be tied to family income through means testing are dismissed
out of hand as promoting unequal treatment.

In New Zealand the state, rather than individuals or their families, is
responsible for providing financial support for students. In 1962 the Minister of
Education boasted that the inclusiveness of the government’s support for students
entirely precluded any need for financial aid from their families:

Today any young man going through University, if he has average

ability, is prepared to work, and will do a little seasonal work in his

long vacation, can complete his degree without paying one penny piece
or costing his parents a penny (Wright 1969a:3).

A survey conducted by the New Zealand University Students’ Association in 1969
confirmed that the majority of students relied on a combination of government
bursaries and scholarships, plus earnings from vacation jobs (Wright 1969a:11 #25;
1969B; 1970). Only eight percent of students reported that they would be relying
primarily on financial aid from their families (Wright 1969a:11 #25). The relatively
small role played by family financial support represents a major difference between
the higher education systems in New Zealand and the United States; while most
American middle-class families feel obliged to support their children at college, in
New Zealand that role is filled largely by the government (Ausubel 1903:47-50).
The New Zealand education system combines competitive secondary school

examinations, which rigorously select the most academically able students for

2 However, many New Zealand families offer partial support to their children by giving
them free or heavily subsidized board at home while they attend university.

-91 -



university entrance, with provision of virtually free university education to those who
are academically qualified. The system is meant to ensure that the student population
is selected not on the basis of class or income, but on the basis of academic merit.
The goal is an intellectual meritocracy; not an aristocracy of class or wealth, but, to
quote one graduation ceremony speech, "an aristocracy of brains."

The structure of the system reflects a conviction that the social benefits of
higher education are more significant than the private ones. Recently, a commission
into New Zealand higher education recommended that despite the rising costs, the
government should continue to meet the bulk of the real cost of education to
university students, for "the contribution made to the nation’s development and
economic competitiveness by a highly educated workforce...substantially outweighs
the private benefits from higher education” (Universities Review Committee
1987:xxiv).

The secondary school system and its tier of competitive exams select the
academically able students and channel them toward university. Some of the students
whom the system delivers to the university gates in this way may lack strong personal
motivation to achieve a higher education, and are driven instead by a more passive
wish to please parents, teachers, and the system. They are at university because
society thinks they belong there, as much as because they themselves want to be
there. This lack of strong personal motivation may explain the very high rate of
failure among first-year undergraduates in New Zealand (Parkyn 1959-67; Sinclair

1983:200-201).
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This highly socialized education system, and the social philosophy behind it,
are reflected in the self-image of students. There is a sense in which society has
chosen them for this student role, as much as they have chosen this path for
themselves. Individual motivations for personal gain, and individual finances, are
matched in importance by a socialized selection and support system that emphasizes
social benefits. In such an environment students tend to see themselves in collective
terms. Their collective identity is as strong as their individual identities.

It is generally agreed that the esoteric construction of group identity by the
members of a group includes not only consciousness of kind--the conviction of a
group’s members that they share something in common--but also consciousness of
difference. Any feeling of identity inevitably implies a corresponding sense of
difference (Bierstedt 1970:284; Burke 1969:22; Oring 1986:24-25). Thus part of the
symbolic activity of any group is the expression of ideas concerning what makes it
distinctive, and what the group boundaries are (Cohen 1974:69-70). "As there can be
no self or concept of self without other, there can be no sense of group without some
other group" (Dundes 1983:239). The other group is generally depicted in terms that
are the symbolic opposite of what insiders think of as their own characteristics; the
other becomes a benchmark against which insiders can define themselves.

The "other group” exists as a symbol as much as in fact; in the construction of
group identity, it is the image of the other group, as much as the reality, that becomes
most significant. Wm. Hugh Jansen’s formulation of the esoteric factor in group

identity included not only what a group’s members think of themselves, but also what
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they suppose others think of them (Jansen 1965:46). Referring to ethnic groups,
Edward Spicer has argued that opposition is the essential prerequisite for the
formation of a persistent identity system (in Royce 1982:43-50). By "opposition" he
meant literal conflict in the history of ethnic groups that persistently resist the larger
society’s attempts to assimilate them. However, opposition can be symbolic as well
as real. In the symbolic construction and expression of group identity, another group
must be found‘to fill the slot of structural opposite. The condition of being the
structural, symbolic opposite is most clearly expressed by an outside group that is in
opposition in the sense of being an antagonist. If such an antagonist does not exist in
fact, thén one must be invented.

Thus a group will suppose that what other groups--or rather, the significant
other group--thinks of it must be pejorative, and unjustly so. This esoteric belief
implies the existence of an antagonistic outsider, creating symbolically the opposition
that is necessary for the development of group identity, collective consciousness and
internal solidarity.

In addition to simply expressing these esoteric beliefs about "them," groups
also enact them in public events of various kinds. The process of finding some other
group to fill the role of aﬁtagonist is common to all groups. What differs is the
choice of other. For students at different times and places, that role has fallen to the
college faculty or administration. At other times student populations have divided

themselves up into sub-groups that periodically enact oppositional relationships. In
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New Zealand, the significant opposition is that between students and non-students, or
town and gown.

The reasons for this include the high degree of homogeneity in the universities
and in student life nationwide. Another important factor is that students comprise a
relatively small segment in the population at large. A study carried out in 1967 found
that of a random sample of 300 people in a small town, 77 percent had no direct
contact with a university student. Only half of a similar sample of city dwellers had
| direct contact with a student. The study found that in fact, people with little or no
contact with students were much more likely to have a negative, stereotyped image of
them (Hamid 1973). These conditions promote the operation of an esoteric-exoteric
factor in the expressive culture of students (Jansen 1965).

Because all New Zealand’s universities are centrally funded and to some extent
centrally controlled, there is little difference between them in either endowment or
educational philosophy. Moreover, student life varies little from one campus to the
next, since it is dependent on government funding that is distributed equally to all
students. Although their personal income or their parents’ income varies, studies
suggest that students from middle class backgrounds and those from working class
backgrounds have the same level of income while they are students (Wright 1970:21).

Most students in New Zealand live with their parents, since their student
bursaries are not intended to cover full living expenses. Additional boarding
allowances are available only to students who must attend a university at a distance

frorn home either to take a specialized course or because they live in an outlying
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district. Accordingly, many students live in their parents’ home and commute to
classes (40% in 1969). Nationwide only 19% of students live in residence halls on
campus. Most of the rest live in private board (15%) or in apartments shared,
usually, with other students (24 %) (Dakin 1973:108-110; Johnston 1976:128-131;
Wright 1969a:6; 7#4). The pattern of residence was essentially unchanged in 1983,
Residence choices for students at Victoria University were similar to the national
trends, with the difference that even more students lived in their parents’ home and
fewer lived on campus (NZ Yearbook 1984:239).

Another salient characteristic of university education in New Zealand is the
high proportion of part-time students. 46% were enrolled on a part-time basis in
1959. Concern over this state of affairs was one motivation behind the expansion of
the student bursary allowances in 1962. This measure helped lower the proportion of
part-time students to 25% of the total student population, but in the 1980s it had
returned almost to the former level because bursary levels could not match the impact
of the ailing economy. This figure is high by world standards; in Great Britain the
corresponding figure is 3% (Dakin 1973:39-40; McLaren 1974:142-143; QECD
1983:65). The corollary of this fact is that many students do not complete their
degrees in the minimum time (three years for a bachelor’s degree).

Because there are relatively few differences in the social and organizational
characteristics of New Zealand universities, there is also little emphasis on inter-

campus differences in student expressive culture. There are, for example, few New
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Zealand equivalents to the "Aggie" jokes and similar popular slurs that American
college students and alumni tell about rival colleges (Beezley 1981; Costner 1975).

The relatively high degree of cohesiveness within the student body is also
visible in the way that campus social groups are organized. At Victoria, all students
automatically become members of the Students’ Association upon enrollment. Instead
of charging separate fees, all student clubs are affiliated with the Association and
receive grants from its general fund; in return, every student has a right of
membership in any and every club (Beaglehole 1949:202). Such an arrangement
encourages cohesiveness among the student body as a whole. According to John
Beaglehole, visitors to Victoria from universities overseas were struck by the strong
corporate life of the students (1949:273).

In emphasizing the relative homogeneity and internal cohesion of New Zealand
students I do not mean that they do not recognize differences amongst themselves as
well. Stereotypes circulate that allegedly describe members of the different schools,
and majors, such as Commerce and Arts; some groups, for example law students,
have the reputation of being great drinkers; the committed students who devote
themselves to student politics are contrasted with "the beer-swilling, rugby-playing
crowd," and so on. The few residence halls that exist have created traditions of
mutual raiding and other esoteric customs including ways of initiating freshmen in
various physically humiliating ways. However, these internal distinctions seem
weaker than the much more tightly organized rivalries that exist between American

college fraternities, or between the secret societies and Burschenschaften of the
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German universities. Apart from the initiation rituals of some residence halls, which
touch only the small percentage of students that live in them, there is nothing in New
Zealand student life to match the American system of organization into classes and the
structured oppositions enacted between seniors and juniors (Sheldon 1901:10-36; 97-
105; Walden 1989).

Another distinctive feature of student life in New Zealand is its independence
from control by professors or administration. Management of student extracurricular
life is left almost entirely to the students themselves. The Association also has
disciplinary powers over its members. The preamble to the university’s disciplinary
regulatibns states that "it has been assumed that there should be a minimum of rules
governing social interaction within the University community " (1988:91).

The low profile taken by New Zealand professors in the management of
student life is part of their heritage from British universities, which have remained
small and have not developed the extensive administrative arm found in North
American institutions. Thus there are relatively few regulations because there are
fewer people charged with the duty of administering them. Secondly, New Zealand,
like the Scottish universities, departed from the model of the residential college, in
which the professor or the college stands in loco parentis and virtually all aspects of
the student’s life are subject to regulation. This system developed in the late
medieval universities, reached its most extensive and disciplinary form in sixteenth-

century German universities, and continues in the college system of Oxford and
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Cambridge, whence it was adopted as a model by American colleges (Aries 1962:241-
268; Ashby 1970; Rudolph 1968:86-109).

Such extensive systems of external control sometimes led to outright rebellions
of students against professors (Rudolph 1968:97-98; Ware 1975). In another form of
reaction there arose student societies and cultures such as the German student secret
societies (Sheldon '1901:10-36), and in North America the student literary societies
and then the fraternity system (Horowitz 1987; McLachlan 1974; Moffatt 1985;
Rudolph 1968:136-155). In these cases, the symbolic opposition between students
and professors or college administration was a significant defining characteristic
influencing the forms of student extracurricular life, expressive culture, and group
identity. In contrast, antipathy between students and faculty has been notably absent
at Victoria (Beaglehole 1949:262). Since the academic staff (to use the term most
often used in New Zealand universities) have such a low profile in student life outside
the classroom and lecture hall, they are relatively insignificant in symbolic
construction of student identity and group consciousness.

For all these reasons, in the construction of student identity in New Zealand
the important disﬁnétions are not those between different groups or types of students,
or those between students and professors, but instead the distinction between all
students and non-students--the student vers: - of town and gown. Their strong
consciousness of kind is expressed in the conviction that the university experience is,
or should be, much more than a matter of study, lectures, and examination results.

Rather than being merely a routine occupation that takes up so many hours in a week,
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being a student is a total experience, something that touches on all aspects of the
individual’s life. In a column in a student journal, the Student Association President
at Massey University urged students to get involved in the full range of student life:
What that requires is an awareness of more than "results”, "passes” and
internally assessed ability--it means getting down to the Fitz [a local
bar], cycling over the bridge, losing it on a hostel bed, writing
philosophical articles for Chaff, boogieing down to Radio Massey,
wearing sheets--whatever makes "us" different from "them" ("A

Politically Sound Guide to Student Politics," Chaff, 55 (5), March 30,
1988:5).

This call echoes countless others made by student journalists and leaders throughout
the history of higher education in New Zealand. Prominent in this account of student
life is the consciousness of difference between students and their symbolic opposites.
This esoteric and reflexive set of beliefs, in which students expressed what they
thought outsiders thought about them, was also enacted in the annual public event

called capping. To this event we will now turn.
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CHAPTER FOUR

CAPPING CEREMONIES:

"TOSSING A CHANCELLOR ON A SEA OF WIT"

Graduation ceremonies are the highlight of the academic year, and the occasion when
the university puts itself on display to the community that houses it. They have significance
for the individual, namely for the graduates who are receiving degrees and their families; and
also for the organization, the university as a whole. For individuals the graduation ceremony
is a rite of passage, and for the organization it is a cultural performance.

1988 Ceremony

I shall start with a description of Victoria University’s graduation ceremony that I
attended in April 1988 (see figure 1 for a copy of the order 6f the ceremony). The ritual
was held in the new city auditorium, situated in the heart of Wellington. The auditorium was
the largest in Wellington, built in the 1980s to replace the old Town Hall, which had been
the usual site for Victoria’s graduation ceremonies in the past. There is no auditorium on the
campus itself capable of holding everyone that attends graduation; even in Wellington’s
largest hall, the number of people participating in the ceremony is such that seating is

limited. Originally these ceremonies were open to the public at large, but as the number of
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graduands grew it became nec.ssary to restrict entry. Today entry is strictly by admission
ticket, four of which are issued to each graduand for his or her guests. Other invitations are
issued to the faculty, to senior staff members, to honorary degree holders and to a few other
dignitaries.

Various devices ensure that the secular space of the auditorium is transformed into
"sacred" ritual space. (I mean sacred in the sense of being distinguished from everyday,
mundane space; it does not have any religious overtones in this context. In fact Victoria’s
graduation ceremonies have always been markedly free from any overtly religious elements.)
In the lobby of the hall, guests were greeted by the exotic sounds of the university’s gamelan
orchestra, playing traditional Indonesian music and music by New Zealand composers. Inside
the hall itself, the university orchestra, clad in academic gowns, played Mozart. Both
orchestras did more than merely entertain the audience as they waited for the proceedings to
begin; the music marked a temporal and spatial discontinuity with the mundane world outside
of the ritual (Leach 1986).

The ceremony proper began with the academic procession of the university faculty

into the hall. As they processed the orchestra played the Processional Fanfare, written by a

former Professor of Music at the university and based on the tune of Gaudeamus Igitur. In
their academic gowns and hoods and in order of seniority, the faculty walked solemnly to
their appointed places in serried rows upon the stage. The procession made an impressive
display of color and constituted a display of the official university hierarchy, from the

University Council to the Deans of the Faculties, the academic staff, senior non-academic
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staff, and the President of the Students’ Association. Lastly ¢:me the most important
members of the official party, who sat in the front row of seats directly facing the audience.
These VIPs included the officials who would perform the rituals in the ceremony, namely the
Chancellor of the University, the Registrar, the Vice-Chancellor, and the invited guest who
was to deliver the graduation address. The rest of tﬁe party was made up of dignitaries from
the Government, additional university officials, and five holders of honorary degrees from
Victoria. This group included ex-Chancellors of the university and a former Director-General
of Education.

After the official party was seated, it was the turn of the graduands to take their
places in the hall, which they did to the accompaniment of a modified Maori ritual. Two
Maori women took the stage and began a high-pitched, emotional call of welcome (karanga)
in Maori, using a call-and-response pattern. Following this a party of young men and
women entered the stage and performed a series of Maori action chants (songs accompanied
by dance - haka powhiri) to welcome the graduands as they processed slowly into the hall.
The hakas ended when all the graduands were seated.

The incorporation of the haka and karanga represent a syncretic blend of European
ritual and a Maori ceremonial gathering, or Aui. As hui begin with the local Maori
welcoming groups of visitors onto their marae, so the graduands were welcomed into the
town hall - the ritual space in which the ceremony was to take place (Salmond 1974; 1975).
The rituals had been modified by the Professor of Maori Studies to suit the new context. At

a hui, a woman from the visitor’s party would have answered the hosts’ karanga; but the
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people filling the visitors’ role in this context, the graduands, had neither the ability nor the
right to do this, since few of them knew Maori and none of them would have been old
enough (Salmond 1974). Accordingly this role was filled by a second woman on the stage.

As a segue from the Maori to the European portion of the proceedings, the audience
was asked to stand to sing the national anthem, first in English and then in Maori. Judging
from the way they mumbled their way through it, the Maori verse was new to most people.

The Chancellor welcomed everyone to the ceremony, calling it "a celebration of
success and an occasion for congratulations to those who tonight receive their degrees and
diplomas.” He introduced the guests in the front row of seats on the stage; described some
recent innovations that had been made to the format of the ceremony, especially the element
of Maori ritual already described; and he paid tribute to the Professor of Maori Studies. He
addressed the graduands directly, expressing the hope that their university education had
stimulated fresh attitudes to society and to the values they held in life. Finally, he introduced
the guest speaker, Mary O’Regan, who was a graduate of the university and the first head of
the government’s Department of Women’s Affairs. |

Where the Chancellor had spoken as a representative of the University, explaining
and at the same time defending the rationale behind the rituals in the ceremony, Ms.
O’Regan spoke as a critic of the university. She began her speech with a ceremonial
greeting (mihi) in Maori, directed to all those present, including the dead and especially the
women dead. Her speech dealt with the advances of women in attaining university

education, but was also critical that women and minorities still had not achieved equal
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participation in the university, a failing that was the worse because "universities are
inherently linked to the power structure, and are able to influence the direction of society,
and the development of its values and priorities. "

The last part of her speech was directed to the graduands, whom she congratulated,
saying, "This is very definitely one of your life’s most glorious moments--so far. Tonight
we are all celebrating your years of hard work and your achievements at the end of it. You
and your families and friends must quite rightly feel very proud." She called on the women
graduates especially to remember the women students who had gone before them and made
their achievements possible. Some of the women there that night, she said, might become
High Court judges. Her closing words were both a benediction and an adjuration: "I wish
you the very best of luck with the rest of your lives. I hope you all find jobs, if that’s what
you want, and I hope that you will always work in the interests of others, as well as your
own."

This speech was followed by the conferral of an honorary Doctor of Science degree.
The Vice Chancellor read the citation for the degree, which énumerated the highlights of the
candidate’s career, his honors and distinctions, and praisec ..1s achievements in fulsome
terms. It concluded with words that formally presented the candidate to the Chancellor "for
the degree of Doctor of Science, honoris causae, in this university." The Chancellor
pronounced the formula that conferred the degree, the hood was placed over his shoulders,
and he received a leather-bound copy of the citation.

The recipient, Dr. Prior, made a speech of thanks in which he also offered the
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graduands his congratulations and some advice. He urged them to develop the potential of
their minds, and reminded them that "you have to accept responsibilities, not only for
yourself, and not only as a New Zealand citizen, but also as a global citizen."

The candidates for the degrees were asked to stand, and the Chancellor pronounced
the formula that admitted them to their degrees. The Registrar read aloud the names of all of
the graduates, upon which they ascended one by one to the stage, shook hands with the dean
of their faculty and with the Chancellor, and received their degree certificates as they left the
stage again. Two photographers on each side of the stage took each graduate’s picture as
they were congratulated. After the conferral of the degrees everyone was asked to stand
while a rohunga (Maori ritual specialist) performed a prayer (karaka whakapumau) to
confirm the degrees. The ceremony closed with the singing of Gaudeamus Igitur in Latin,
and again most people had to mumble the words. The audience remained standing as the
graduates and the academic party processed out of the hall. Finally there was a supper for
graduates, officials, and guests.

The order of the 1988 capping ceremony is essentially the same that has been used at
Victoria since its inception. The main differences that have been introduced between 1902
and the present were meant to accommodate the growing number of graduands who were
presented for degrees each year. For example, during the early ceremonies the Chancellor
pronounced the formula of admission to a degree over each individual candidate; but since
1923 the formula has been pronounced over groups of candidates, who then mount the

platform one by one to receive their diplomas.
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Other elements of the ceremony besides the conferring of degrees have also remained
essentially the same. These elements include an academic procession of the graduands (and
sometimes of the faculty); a number of speeches, usually three; and the formal singing by
everyone present of a number of significant songs. There were two of these in 1988, the
national anthem and 'Gaudeamus Igitur’; prior to 1987 the *Song of Victoria College’ was
also a regular part of the program. Othcr formal and serious College songs, composed by
students up until the First World War, were gradually dropped from the programs as the
amount of time available for them decreased and as knowledge of and enthusiasm for them
declined.

The most innovative changes to Victoria’s capping ceremony were made in 1987,
when the Maori rituals described above were incorporated. The University Council decided
to make the change after consulting with graduates and faculty on ways to improve the
ceremony, and asked the Professor of Maori Studies to design and implement the new rituals.
The feeling amongst university members that a New Zealand ceremony should contain
something from Maori culture as well as European culture réﬂects a strong movement in the
country since the 1970s to remove Maori culture from its marginal status as entertainment or
object for tourists. Where once the goal was to assimilate Maori culture, today both Maori
and Pakeha intellectuals have embraced the goal of making New Zealand a truly bicultural
society (Hanson 1989:894-897; MacDonald 1935).

The Maori portions of Victoria’s capping ceremony are the only elements that make it

significantly different from graduation ceremonies elsewhere in the world. Since both the
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medieval European universities and later ones established in countries colonized by Europe
modelled their ceremonial on those of their antecedent institutions, there is little variety in
university ceremony. The formula for conferring degrees at the first commencement
ceremonies held at Yale included the words "pro more academiarum in Anglia" ("in the
manner of the academies in England"), and the cerefnony was modelled on that used at
Cambridge (Hall 1851: 55-69; Thwing 1915:141-142). The term ‘capping ceremony,’ used
in New Zealand and Scottish universities, is itself a continuation of the medieval inceptio, in
which the new master received, as the insignia of his new status, an open book, a gold ring,
and the master’s square cap placed on his head (Rashdall 1936 vol. 1:224-231; 284-287).
Scottish universities as late as the nineteenth century still conferred degrees by touching the
head of the graduand with a cap kept for this purpose (Grant 1941 vol. 2:32; Hutton
1904:91; Rashdall 1936 vol. 1:231). Although Victoria University and other New Zealand
universities adopted this peculiarly Scottish usage of "to cap,” there is no direct evidence that
actual caps were ever used; diplomas were presented instead.

On the basis that Victoria’s capping ceremonies have iemained essentially the same
from 1902 to the present, the analysis that follows will draw on illustrations from throughout
that time frame. However, since the most detailed sources available to me were the annual
reports published in the student magazine Spike from 1902 until 1938, this early period will

be more heavily represented.
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Capping As Rite of Passage

The explicit purpose of the graduation ceremony is to move the graduands through the
three steps of a rite of passage (Van Gennep 1960). They are separated from the secular
world, hidden in the basement of the hall, where they put on their gowns. Since the gowns
are identical, they effectively mask any signs of the initiates’ individual identity and any
markers of their former status. However, since only members of the University--graduates
and academic staff--may wear the academic dress of the University, this gowning also
represents the first time the initiates can display the outward sign of the new status they are
about to attain.

During the ceremony the graduands’ position is not only symbolically but also
physically "betwixt and between" two domains (Turner 1967). Their literal physical position
in the hall is a direct icon of their symbolic position. On one side of them is the secular
domain, represented by the audience or "lay congregation” (Leach 1986) that is there to
witness the rite. In front of them is the embodiment of the university, namely the members
of the university’s faculty and administration arrayed in their academic finery. Directly in
front of them are the ritual adepts - the university officials and the guest speakers, who are
the only active participants in the ceremony.

The structure of the ceremony, down to the arrangement of the principals and the
arrangement of space for the ritual, bears a close resemblance to the one outlined by Edmund
Leach for both a Royal investiture in England and a headhunting ritual in Borneo (1986).

The area at the front of the stage corresponds to the ritual space, in which the ritual proper
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takes place, while the tiered seats at the back of stage correspond to the shrine--the abode of
the deity or power in whose name the ritual is held. The ritual specialists occupying the
space in front of the shrine mediate between this seat of power and both the lay congregation
and the people for whom the ritual is being held. In a church the shrine is dedicated to God;
in a Royal investiture it takes -the form of an empty throne, which represents not the
individual monarch but the power of the Monarchy in general. In Victoria’s graduation
ceremony, the gowned anonymous figures in the shrine area indexed not only the university,
but also academe in general.

When they were called to the stage, the graduands approached this source of power,
whereupon they returned, transformed, to the secular, community domain. This brief ritixal
is, moreover, an icon for the whole student experience. For a brief period in their lives,
students come into contact with academe--mediated by those ritual specialists, the academic
faculty. Eventually the students return to the outside world having been changed and
improved by this experience.

During the liminal stage of their rite of passage, the graduands are sﬁbject to the
authority of the ritual specialists (the marshals, the registrar, and the chancellor). Their role
in the proceedings is completely passive. Patiently they listen to teachings from the elders
(speeches by the invited guests from the stage). The anonymity, uniform dress, submission
to authority and to lessons are all common attributes of people in the liminal phase of a rite
of passage (Turner 1977: 102-103; 169-171). One report of the capping ceremony, written

for the student magazine Spike in 1935, is unique for giving the graduate’s eye view of the
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ritual, and also illustrating the attributes of liminality in this ritual:
This, then, was the night. Undergraduate--graduand--soon all that would be
all over....Prelude of gowns and hoods (how do they hang?)--climbing of
stairs--and then a devious passage through innumerable bouquets and
chatterings to the appointed stand, there to be marshalled in inverse order--
faculties reversed--alphabet deranged (what is this scheme?) At last, in all its
majesty, the procession moves. Is this the Hour? Almost the thrill of a
triumphal march returning from afar to blazon Rome....The formula! Hear it
pronounced, not trippingly on the tongue, but like some doom of the Cumaean
Sibyl. Up steps, find hand to shake, turn right, get bit of cardboard as you
pass--and all is done.
("Capping, 1935: We Endure," Spike, no. 63 (1935):43)

This account describes the dependent state of the graduate, led around by ritual specialists in
unfamiliar and awkward costume and in an unfamiliar setting.

The final conferral of the degrees is a rite of reincorporation. As they are called
individually to the stage the graduands regain their individual identities and make brief
contact with the ritual specialists and representatives of power. They return changed by this
experience and established in new, improved social status; they are no longer graduands but
are now graduates.

There is a consistent incongruity in the graduands’ experience of the ceremony,
between the theme of achievement--"a celebration of success," as the Chancellor called it--
and a contrary theme reminding them that they are not finishing but only beginning, and still
have a long way to go. As Mary O’Regan said to the graduates in her speech at the 1988
ceremony, "This is very definitely one of your life’s most glorious moments--so far." In

qther words, this initiation, like others, is not meant to convey the idea that the initiates have
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no more learning or growing to do (La Fontaine 1986).

In all of Victoria’s capping ceremonies, both the award of honorary degrees and the
selection of invited guests reinforce this message that the graduands are only beginning their
lives. Both invited guests and honorary degree recipients are older than the graduands, and
have achieved more, done more, and attained higher distinctions. Honorary degrees are
awarded to people at or near the close of their careers, and they are specifically awarded in
recognition of outstanding achievements over a lifetime. The success of the graduands pales
in comparison to the litany of achievements and distinctions that is read out in the citation for
an honorary degree. The invited guests and speakers, on the other hand, represent the ruling
classes of New Zealand. Over the years the platform parties at Victoria’s ceremonies have
included Governors-General, Cabinet Ministers, bishops, generals, and diplomats.

In line with their status as elders, many guest speakers take the time not only to
congratulate the graduates, but also to offer them advice on how to live their lives in future,
In 1949 the Governor-General, addressing Auckland University graduates, urged them to
"get fit and stay fit," and avoid alcohol and tobacco. Ian Pﬁor, the recipient of an honorary
doctorate in the 1988 ceremony, advised the graduates to develop the potential of their minds
as a matter of continuing growth beyond the university years, and to accept responsibilities
for themselves, as New Zealand citizens, and as global citizens.

A second incongruity in the ceremonies, as least as far as the graduands were
concerned, lies between their expectation of individual recognition, and their actual treatment

as a depersonalized collectivity. A distinctive feature of Victoria’s graduation ceremonies is
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their retention of the feature of calling every graduate to the stage one by one, thus giving
each one a measure of individual recognition. In order to accommodate this individual
treatment despite the steadily increasing numbers of graduates (there were about 900 in
1988), a second ceremony was added to the capping week program in 1967 (Salient April 15,
1966), and in 1988 there was talk of adding a third.. Nevertheless, time constraints mean
that the amount of individual recognition is severely limited. Thus the audience is invited in
the program to applaud not as each individual name is read, but only after each group has
been presented (1975 program:9; 1988 program:1). In the 1988 ceremony, individual
audience members broke this injunction with brief outbursts of applause and cheers as their
graduate was presented.

However, it is not merely the practical exigencies of fitting 450 names into a single
program that is responsible for the relative lack of individual recognition that is accorded the
graduates. Even when Victoria’s ceremonies handled much smaller numbers of people, there
were complaints that "collecting one’s hard-earned diploma is like being herded through a
sheep dip" (letter to the editor, Salient, April 16, 1964:2). Much earlier, in 1916, a student
commentator found the amount of time devoted to the recognition of the graduates to be
entirely perfunctory:

This being the most important business of the evening, no time or idle
ceremony were wasted upon it. Indeed the presentation was over so quickly
that very many did not realize that it had even begun. In fact so small a figure
was cut...by this part of the evening’s programme, that we feel that an

apology is expected of us for referring to it at all. (Spike, no. 30, October
1916:71).
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At the root of these complaints is a fundamental incompatibility between the doctrine
of individualism and the inherent nature of ritual and of a rite of passage. In rites of passage
cross-culturally, people in the liminal stages are systematically stripped of all signs of
individual distinctiveness, including gender distinctions. This stripping is a logical
requirement before the neophytes can be transferred to their new status: "it is as though they
are being reduced or ground down to a uniform condition to be fashioned anew" (Turner
1977:95). "The neophyte in liminality must be a tabula rasa, a blank slate, on which is
inscribed the knowledge and wisdom of the group....they have to be shown that in
themselves they are clay or dust, mere matter, whose form is impressed upon them by
society” (1977:103). It is precisely this anti-individualist treatment in the graduation
ceremony that the student complaints were referring to.

It is impossible to say how many graduands were disappointed with the impersonal
nature of their graduation. While some may have felt this keenly, others no doubt have felt

themselves to be the center of attention, and in a way they would be right.

The University on Display

Another characteristic of rituals of initiation that goes against the individualist grain is
the fact that they are meant for the benefit of the already initiated, not just for the novices.
"If the whole process is seen as the expression of fundamental social values, then the novices
are merely one category of the structured ensemble, not the focus of the rites, nor the

recipients of any message the rites might be deemed to convey " (La Fontaine 1986:125-
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126). Thus it should come as no surprise to find that the actual presentation of the graduates
has "no time or idle ceremony" wasted upon it, compared to the time taken up by the songs
and the speeches.

If the graduands were merely one category in the rite, the other category displayed by
the capping ceremony is the university itself, which thus puts itself on display both for its
own members and for the community at large. Before the crush of numbers lead to the
introduction of tickets, entrance to the ceremonies in the city’s Town Hall was open to all
and sundry. As with other public display events, the university graduation ceremonies were
reported upon in the city newspapers. University members were openly acknowledged that
the ceremony was a way for the university to put itself on show for the community, and thus
was as a way of bringing town and gown together:

Situated as the College is in the heights at Kelburne, it is far removed from the

business thoroughfares of Wellington, and indeed is, comparatively speaking,

little known....Unfortunately, we do not often come into direct contact with

the public; nor does the public get an opportunity of seeing what the College is

doing. In the Capping Ceremony, however, we have an opportunity of

meeting the people, and letting them see, to some extent, what the College has
been doing in the past year. ("Editorial," Spike, June 1914:8-9)

In addition to this dimension of exoteric display, capping ceremonies are also meant for the
members of the university itself. In fact there are several esoteric elements in the academic
tradition paraded forth on these occasions that would be fully understood only by academics,
that is, by those who have already been initiated.

Both the insiders--the members of the university--and the outsiders, namely the
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relatives, friends, and other interested citizens who attended Victoria’s capping ceremonies,
were treated to a display of expressive forms--dress, ritual, oratory, and song--that conveyed
messages about the identity and mission of the university. These messages have remained
remarkably consistent from the first ceremony until the present.

The archaic academic dress worn in these ceremonies not only distinguishes the ritual
realm from the everyday, it also unmistakably proclaims the university’s link to the medieval
European institutions to which it traces its origins. Commencement programs sometimes
include notes on the medieval origin of gowns, caps, and hoods, and historians of academic
dress usually explain it as originating in medieval clerical garb (Franklin 1977). However
the historian of medieval universities, Henry Rashdall, argues that this link to the Middle
Ages is spurious: today’s academic costumes "do more perhaps to impress the imagination
with a sense of the medieval origin of university institutions than is perhaps warranted by
their real antiquity” (1936 vol 3:385). There was no official costume for the members of
medieval universities; only later were regulations established that created a uniform and
obligatory dress for masters and students (Hargreaves—MawdSley 1963:4-10; Porter
1969:265-70; Rashdall 1936 vol. 3:385-393).

Few audience members would be expected to know the details of these debates
between costume historians; even among academics this knowledge is probably confined to a
few specialists. However, the meaning of this costume in the context of a capping ceremony
is clear to all. Firstly the caps, hoods and gowns are perceived to be a direct link with the

past--however spurious this claim may be in the light of historical fact--, thus conferring the
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respectability of antiquity on the institution. Secondly, the cap and gown are distinctive to
academics; only members of the university are entitled to were them. The cap and gown are
indexes for "university," as in the phrase "Town and Gown" (Marples 1950:178-179), or in

the title of a book on colonial universities, Colonial Cap and Gown (Gardener 1979). Until

the 1960s, secondary school teachers in New Zealand wore academic gowns, without the
ceremonial hoods or caps, over their everyday clothes while at work (McMaster and Harding
W 3-3-88).

The use of Latin as a ritual language--found in Victoria’s 1988 ceremony in the song
Gaudeamus Igitur--also signifies the university’s roots in the past. This Latin song,
frequently associated with university rituals around the world, celebrates the joys of youth,
wishes long life and health to the professors and the university, and urges all to "rejoice
while we are young, for soon the grave shall have us" (see figure 2). Although Gaudeamus
is usually thought to be a medieval students’ drinking song, the earliest occurrence of the
song and melody in their present form are in eighteenth-century student song books
(Randolph 1911-12:296-303).

Latin’ is doubly archaic in the 1980s; not only is it non-existent in everyday life, it has
also long since disappeared as the language of scholarship and instruction. Like academic
dress it persists on ceremonial occasions as a carefully preserved fossil. Both customs are
invented traditions, meaning not that they are fabrications, but that they have been artificially
preserved long after their original functions ceased to operate. Like invented traditions in

general, they establish the organization’s continuity with a historic past, which is a way of
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legitimizing the organization (Hobsbawm 1983:1-2).

In the case of a New Zealand university, the need for invented traditions is especially
strong, since the local institution is relatively young. As early as 1902 Victoria’s graduation
was described as "the time-honored ceremony” (Spike, October 1903:30), even though the
College itself was barely four years old. The writer was thinking not of Victoria’s past, but
of a purported past of countless such ceremonies at universities in Britain and Europe,
extending into a dim medieval past. The early issues of Victoria's first student magazine,
Spike, contained articles that explicitly compared the College to university life in medieval
universities (October 1903:8-12); and to Scottish universities (Easter 1924:48-51); and
showed the origin of university degrees and customs in the old European universities
(October 1906:9-14),

The tradition with which Victoria University sought to link itself is located not only in
the past but also on the other side of the globe. The Song of Victoria College, composed in
1902 by the first professor of classics, Rankine-Brown, expresses the college’s orientation
not toward the New Zealand community in which it finds itsélf, but toward the Old World:

Aedem colimus Minervae,

Acti desiderio
Artes nosse liberales
Hoc in Hemispherio.
Aedem colimus Musarum
Sub Australi sidere:
Nos a Musis maria longa
Nequeunt dividere.

[We cherish the shrine of Wisdom

urged by longing
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to know the liberal arts
in this hemisphere.

We cherish the shrine of the Muses

under a southern star

Us from the Muses

extensive seas cannot separate. ]

(Translation provided in the graduation ceremony program, 1975:26)

These words express almost the feelings of an exile. The university member’s shrine was
located not in Wellington, but across "extensive seas” in another hemisphere.

The College song, along with the elements of invented tradition from the European
university heritage featured in the ceremony, do more than provide the university with a
history. They also proclaim the ideology of the university, which can be summed up in the
phrase that the College is, to paraphrase Andrew Lang, in the community of Wellington,
New Zealand, but not of it (Lang 1970 [1885]:11). The university is a place apart, removed
from the mundane concerns and day-to-day pressures of the outside world, where academics
are free to pursue truth objectively. The university’s motto, Sapientia magis auro
desideranda (Wisdom is more desirable than gold), proclaims that its values are not those of
the surrounding world. Sometimes Victoria’s location on hills overlooking Wellington’s
central business district was used as a sign for its ideological distance and superiority.

In contrast to the archaic and European academic trappings that highlighted the
university’s distance from the local community, other elements in the graduation ceremony

signified its ties to a specific secular society--New Zealand. Chief among these secular

elements are the singing of the national anthem, the content of the speeches, and--in recent
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years--the elements of Maori ceremonial. To most of the audience at the 1988 ceremony,
Maori language and culture was only slightly less unfamiliar than Latin language and
academic culture. Most people hummed the Maori verse of the national anthem, just as they
did the Gaudeamus. Nevertheless, the symbolic import of this portion of the ceremony
would be clear. First, it was recognizable as something distinctive to New Zealand. Thus
the University demonstrated its allegiance to New Zealand specifically, as opposed to the
universalist academic tradition. The university also displayed by example its commitment to
multiculturalism in New Zealand, which as I have said is a widespread ideal among
intellectuals in the country today (Hanson 1989:894-897).

This theme of belonging to and being the intellectual leader of the local society wés
also expressed in the graduation speeches. Although speeches are one of the most variable
or "open" parts of secular ritual, in contrast to the fixed form or "closed" elements such as
the songs and ritual formulas (Myerhoff 1977:201-202), the topics that Victoria’s graduation
speakers selected tended to favor three themes. We have already discussed the first of these
topics, namely the congratulation of the graduates and advice for their future lives. A second
type of speech was usually delivered by a university official, and concerned the year’s
achievements and plans of the university.

The third recurring theme treated in graduation addresses was the relationship of the
university to New Zealand society and civic life. More often than not, these speeches
described the value of higher education, both to the graduates as individuals, and also to

society. Graduates were reminded of their duty to be "teachers of the community" (1913)
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and leaders of their people (1916). They were reminded that they had responsibilities not
only to themselves, but also as New Zealand citizens and as global citizens (1988). Speakers
emphasized the value of the social contributions made by university graduates, in rebuilding
society after the war (1916), in scientiﬁc_: progress (1919), and in providing the country with
an aristocracy of brains (1922). The university itself had the ability to “influence the
direction of society, and the development of its values and priorities" (1988).

The oratorical image of the university’s relation to society was quite consistent.
While the academic ideology suggested an institution that was "in, but not of" the local
society, the speakers modified this message. The university and its graduates, they
proclaimed, had a useful, indeed vital, function in society, albeit a specialized function and
one that placed them in positions of social, political, or intellectual leadership. This concept
of the university’s role in society was reinforced by its invitation to community leaders and
elders to take the star roles in the ritual, and by awarding honorary degrees to individuals
from these groups.

These official high-minded sentiments glossed over nﬁmerous inconsistencies ahd
contradictory messages. Critics of New Zealand’s higher education system, for example,
have found that far from producing well-educated and well-rounded graduates, the system is
excessively narrow, conformist, and over-specialized (McLauchlan 1977:140). Moreover, by
no means do all university graduates achieve positions of leadership or even usefulness in
society. Cynics provided an alternative translation of the University motto, "sapientia magis

auro desideranda," which reads, "wisdom is to be desired for the sake of more gold"
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