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Abstract

In this article initiation practices at South African universities are analysed and compared with
initiation ceremonies described in anthropological literature. It is argued that any initiation
ceremony has at least the partial aim ofpreparing initiatesfor the roles andfunctions in society or
specific organizations. Naturallya reasonabledegree of harmony between the intent of initiation on
the one hand and the values of an institution on the other hand can be expected. The intention of
initiation usually is to prepare one for a position or rote by means of the expression of certain
values. On the question whether this harmony between ideas and actions isfound in the case of
existent initiation ceremonies at South African universities, the answer is negative. These
ceremonies do not aim to convey and develop attitudes and values essential to a university and in
fact do not preparefirst-yearstudentsfor theirnewenvironment and a community of scholars. The
way in which universities transcend their authority by condoning and officially allowing the
demeaninginitiationpractices is also questioned.
1.

IN TRO DU CTION

In this article it is argued th at th e persistence o f initiation practices at som e South
A frican u niversities is rep resen tativ e of resistan ce to so cietal change in general.
Furtherm ore, these practices are foreign to the values which ought to be inculcated by
th e university and academ ic scholarship and training. They serve th e purpose of
assimilating students into an artificial community life, which insulates them from the
claims of academ ia and the wider society of which the university is a part.

1 A draft o f this article was presented at a conference o f the Association for Anthropology in
Southern Africa during September 1989 at the University o f the Western Cape, BeUville. I want
to acknowledge the advicc received from prof. M. Elaine Botha, regarding the improvement of
the initial draft o f the paper. The paper formed a theoretical base for a planned empirical
study, which has not been completed due to impediments created by certain interest groups.
T he financial support o f the R esearch C om m ittee, Faculty o f A rts, PU for C H E , is
acknowledged.
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With this in mind, a survey is m ade of som e literatu re on initiation cerem onies 2 to
ascertain the most im portant aims com m unities have with these cerem onies. These
cerem onies are som etimes closely linked to the interpretation of every community on
the positions and statuses that initiates will take up in society or a specific organization.
Therefore, initiation will probably at least partially have the aim of preparing 3 initiates
fo r th e se ro le s an d fu n c tio n s in so ciety o r fo r ro le s an d fu n ctio n s in specific
o rg an izatio n s. T h ese cerem o n ies re q u ire p ro o f o f ability and en d u ra n c e which
separates the social life of adults/m em bers and children/novices. The question can be
posed w hether these aims and intentions which are expressed by societies o r groups,
h arm o n ize w ith o r conform to th e type o f actio n s w hich a re found in initiatio n
cerem onies and w hether they are effective.
O ne can expect a reasonable degree o f harm ony o r conform ity betw een the ideas
(ru le s / in ten t) regarding in itiation on the one hand and actions (cerem onies) in a
society o r o rganization on the o th e r hand. T he social values of a com m unity will
probably also be expressed and m aintained by initiation cerem onies and the symbols
in h ere n t to this dram a. If this w ere not th e case, initiatio n will probably becom e
completely senseless4. Although many ethnographies do not provide this specific kind
of inform ation, one can still assume th at the intention with initiation will still be to
p re p a re one for a position or role in society by m eans o f the expression of certain
values. A lthough ritual is the expression o f ideas and social m eaning, it can also be
seen as effective action5.

2 Although my aim is not to do a critique of literature on initiation, the impression intensified, as I
progressed, that the interpretations of many writers on initiation ceremonies and the aims
societies have with them, should in fact be regarded with a fair amount o f scepticism. In this
discussion the material and interpretations (mainly functionalist and symbolist) of the authors
are provisionally used as they are given.
3 According to Vizedom (1976:15) Raddiffe-Brown, put succinctly, saw the function of ritual as
indoctrination; cf. also Richards, 1956:53-34.
4 La Fontaine’s (1985:13;35) self-adm itted 'circular' argument is '... the ritual action whose
essential quality is that it constitutes a sequence which accomplishes a purpose ... and ... the
participants believe that they are accomplishing their aim in what they do.'
5 La Fontaine (1985:184) is o f the opinion that: 'Whether it is the material world that is to be
affected ... or human beings who are to be redistributed among the groups and positions that
make up social life, ritual is expected to produce results'; cf. also Richards, 1956:113:'... rites are
... invariably an effort to ’do’.' Lincoln (1981:108) on the other hand, sees the sense of meaning
as the greatest benefit o f ritual.
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The question can then be p u t as to w hether this reasonable degree of harm ony b e
tween ideas and actions is found in the case of existent initiation ceremonies at univer
sities. Do initiation ceremonies (orientation) which are performed by students at some
universities, have a positive relationship with the basic ideals of a university and of the
society within which a university functions? T he answers to these questions would be
negative.

2.

INITIATION AS PREPA RATIO N FO R LIFE IN SOCIETY

2.1

Transition and transformation

The general view of initiation (as a rite of passage) is that it usually has the function of
passing initiates from one state or status to another and o f the transform ation o f the
individual [the creation o f "men" and "women”]6 and by this actually make a contribu
tion to the life of society. A more dynamic approach may be that initiation ceremonies
in g e n e ra l"... address themselves to a tension betw een the changes inherent in the life
of an individual human being and the relative stability of society, which frequently finds
expression in a conflict of interest among members of different generations" (Vizedom,
1976:19). This does not imply, however, that rites in general or initiation rites have an
all-encom passing explanatory o r functional m eaning. T he reason for this is mainly
because the correlation betw een rites of passage and change has not been supported by
ethnographic evidence (Vizedom, 1976:20-22). The limitations of a simple functiona
list explanation (and other partial explanations) are generally acknowledged (Keesing,
1981:20-39).
A lthough th e transform ation o f individuals is a dem onstration o f the pow er o f ritual
knowledge as experienced by th e initiates and other participants alike, initiation also
clea rly su p p o rts th e p o sitio n o f those in a u th o rity . A ccording to L a F o n tain e
(1985:104) the individuals "... are, to this extent, objects used in the ritual, rather than
its central focus through which the ritual is to be explained".
If Vizedom’s (1976:24) summary of the views of the functions of rites of passage were
accepted, the approach in this discussion would probably be the closest to the one

6 Winick, 1957:287; Zictsm an, 1972:159; Lincoln, 1981:94-95; La Fontaine (1985:179) sees
initiation as "... a patterned performance whose purpose is action to achieve transformed
individuals but whose eflect is to demonstrate the power of traditional knowledge and legitimize
a continuing social order.”; cf. also Van Gennep, 1960:3. This characteristic o f formal status
change does not apply to groups such as the Bau A (Schieffelin, 1981:195); Keesing, 1981:8.
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w hich she calls "role assum ption in typical life span"; the co n cern with "cultural
definitions o f persons in society" and "the significance of th e rite in an on-going
irreversible change in a person’s life". This does not exclude the very real existence of
control and physical and psychological dom inance of juniors by seniors or w omen by
men, as indicated for some areas (Keesing, 1981:26 et seq).
In the following sections som e characteristics which have the purpose of preparing
initiates will be summarized, with a view to later application.

22

Liminality

According to Arnold van G ennep’s classic argum ent, all rites of passage changing an
individual’s social status, conform to one basic pattern, namely a three-stage pattern
whereby one is separated from one’s previous environment; spends a period of time in
lim b o (lim in al o r tra n sitio n rite s); and assum es a new sta tio n in life (rite s of
re in c o rp o ratio n )7 (V an G en n ep , 1960; cf. also L incoln, 1981:99; V an d e r V liet,
1974:229). T h e lim in al p e rio d is an im p o rta n t p h ase fo r th e in stru c tio n and
preparation of the initiate.
Initiates are expected to perform actions which are strange or foreign to human beings
d u rin g th e p erio d of lim inality such as eatin g o r o th erw ise acting as an anim al
(R ichards, 1956:64). Som etim es wild behaviour is allowed and violent em otion may
even be fostered o r approved of. 'T h is may be seen as evidence of a single-minded
violent drive to be initiated, but they also describe the novices as wild, and the novices
are not held accountable for things they may do in this state. To the observer they
appear to be giving an impression of untam ed humanity, outside norm al society; they
a re pow erful but asocial" (L a F o n tain e, 1985:122). So, for instance "A ritu al is
perform ed to accomplish socially defined purposes; the licentious behaviour of women
is p a rt o f a seq u en ce o f actio n s which a re b elieved to achieve it" (L a F o n tain e,
1985:165).

7 It is important of course, to realize that even so-callcd abnormal behaviour, may not necessarily
be rebellious in nature, but forms part of expected role playing.
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23

Tests and ordeals

T he physical and em otional tests (R ichards, 1956:66,67,70) and ord eals found in
initiation cerem onies usually measure the initiate's fitness to enter h is/h er new status.
T he elders usually arrange and handle the cerem onies and because they are usually
mandatory, not going through the rites may mean disgrace (Winick, 1957:287; H erdt,
1981:76; V an d er Vliet, 1974:230). If initiates do not abide by the rules laid down,
physical punishment of a more or less severe nature may result (La Fontaine, 1985:157
8 ; Newman & Boyd, 1981:252). These ordeals sim ultaneously test the qualities (to
conquer fear o r m aintain self-control) o f the candidates and provide a n essential
elem ent o f the whole experience which effects the change in them . The initiates may
sometimes be frightened, taunted, treated with disgust and indignation and treated as if
they w ere irresponsible and troublesom e, told th a t they are soon to b e killed, are
beaten or subjected to lewd joking and the initiators in some cases take an almost cruel
delight in the embarrassm ent of the initiates (in this case boys), knowing full well that
it w ould soon be transform ed into one o f terro r. In som e reco rd ed instances, the
officiants carefully watch so th at ritual ordeals do not exceed w hat th e initiates can
endure (Zietsm an, 1972:190-1; La Fontaine, 1985:16,121,122,186; H erdt, 1981:59,63,
64; Poole, 1981:120-123,137; Schieffelin, 1981:185; N ewm an & Boyd, 1981:252,283;
Tuzin, 1981:340). O ne specific case described by th e au th o r as an em bodim ent o f
terrorism , has the intention to "subdue the novices through an act o f raw dominance"
(Tuzin, 1981:341).

2.4

Instruction and authority

Specialized instruction (in which knowledge and moulding of character is included) is
usually an im portant part of initiation ceremonies (Hays & Hays, 1982:219; Newman &
Boyd, 1982:265-70,272,273,280). Instruction can have the aim of indicating the position
of initiates in the structure and enforcing respectful behaviour to seniors (or men) who
are displayed in a position of pow er and authority. It usually also conveys to the
initiates w hat is regarded as good behaviour or what they can expect in life8. The
initiates acquire certain rights but this also entails duties, o f which one of the most
im portant is that of obedience to seniors. Especially in the case of initiation into secret
societies, "... th e ritu al itself associates th e authority and status of officiants with
knowledge and this appears as the basis of their authority" (La Fontaine, 1985:169,174,

8 Cf. Poole, 1981:137; 'I f the husband commits adultery, she may say nothing about it"
(Richards,1956:71;86;88); Van der Vliet, 1976:240.
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quotation on 187,188; Zietsm an, 1972:329; Lincoln, 1981:21; V an der Vliet, 1976:231).
In some cases, the initiates have already long since m astered the skills their teachers
m ockingly d em o n strate. T h e "children”, how ever, a re n o t allowed to display th eir
ability publicly and "(t)he teachers’ mode of instruction is, in this sense, sarcastic, for it
ridicules the very behavior toward which the initiates strive" (Gewertz, 1981:293).
During initiation, anxiety caused by stress induces increased suggestibility, which allows
for a ttitu d e s to b e ch an g ed o r v alues re in fo rc ed 9 (W inick, 1957:287; Z ietsm an,
1972:187-8; L a Fontaine, 1985:158). In som e cases the "moral evil o f the initiand’s
form er life is removed" in the ritual and the advantages and pleasures o f membership
is emphasized (La Fontaine, 1985:65).
Preparation o f initiates can be both mystical and pragm atic and can dem onstrate the
relationship betw een the roles o f individuals or can describe and evaluate behaviour.
Furtherm ore "(t)he whole corpus of ideas evoked in ritual is the traditional knowledge
of society... expressed and put to use" (La Fontaine, 1985:14).
R estrictions may also be placed on the young person. This enables the older men (or
women) to retain their power and influence and prevents the initiates in "getting above
themselves" as they cannot be regarded as full m em bers until they have passed their
trials (Davies, 1972:102; Turnbull, 1976:57;154-155). These restrictions may be related
to co ntac t w ith w om en, food, special clothing o r lack o f clothing (L a F o n tain e,
1985:139,168; Lincoln, 1981:103; Newman & Boyd, 1981:265,269; Gewertz, 1981:293).
R esu ltin g from this, th e re is a kind of p rete n c e th a t th e society c o n tro ls n atu ra l
processes, a cognitive u su rp atio n extending th e alread y extensive co n tro l by th e
community over the lives of individuals (Vizedom, 1976:38). T he attainm ent of control
is also expressed by in terp re tin g all new events as rep etitio n s of th e past, with all
eventualities already accounted for by putting an appearance of synchrony on diachro
nic events (Lévi-Strauss, 1966:235 as q u oted by Vizedom , 1976:38) and asserts the
auth o rity o f tra d itio n an d its carriers. In one case the elders m aintained th a t the
essentials o f sacred tradition w ere created and form ulated by prim ordial ancestors in
term s that are difficult for mortals to comprehend (Poole, 1981:110).
T he indications regarding the interlocking and supporting function of instruction and
authority are so clear in initiation cerem onies that Vizedom (1976:38; cf. also Keesing,
1981:16) comes to the following conclusion: "Just how far the control by the normative

9 A process similar to brain-washing is described by La Fontaine; cf. also Herdt, 1981:76.
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order, this cultural bribe, may be carried is apparent in the frequency with which the
society through the perform ance of traditional ritual acts claims responsibilities for
events that in other societies take place without them."

25

Boundaries and hierarchy

O ne of the results o f initiation is that it defines boundaries betw een m em bers of a
group and outsiders and also between different statuses and between contrasted ideas.
T h e rite s also involve id eas o f h ierarch ical o rd e r, for th e in itia te s a re not only
transformed, but gain status. The officiants’ superiority is based on their greater ritual
knowledge, and initiates are m ade to feel ignorant and confused to underline their
inferiority (La Fontaine, 1985:17,159; Richards, 1956:72-73,74).

2.6

G roup values, group identity and social cohesion

In itiatio n cerem onies can be expressive o f th e values o f a gro u p , b u t by m aking
dem ands on the young, also inculcate values and en fo rce th e ir m ain ten an ce. In
g eneral rites are "... invariably an effort to ’do’ - to change th e undesirable, o r to
m aintain the desirable ...” (Vizedom, 1976:15-16; La Fontaine, 1985:103,33 referring to
R ichards (1956); quotation Richards, 1956:113; Turnbull, 1976:57-59). O n the other
hand, the symbols used in rituals also tend to work to make the social order acceptable
to individuals.
A comm on ritual tradition is often seen as an im portant elem en t in a comm unity’s
sense of its own identity and solidarity (L a Fontaine, 1985:12; Lincoln, 1981:108,93;
V an der Vliet, 1976:239), but simultaneously, the mounting of an initiation ceremony
does req u ire the extensive co-operation, often with defined lines o f authority most
generally characteristic of a structured group. Furtherm ore, a degree of social pressure
is required, for every adolescent must subm it to som e kind of cerem ony (Vizedom,
1976:30; La Fontaine, 1985:121).
The social importance of transformation and social cohesion is underlined by Vizedom
(1976:51) when he states:
In addition to being transformed by operation, ordeal, or learning, the person or persons being
inducted often perform or participate in some action that is considered in their society a positive
input into the order of things, an action that helps to make the wheels go around: he or she
feeds the spirits, demonstrates that ancestral shades act through their potency or fertility, danccs
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the dance that ensures perpetuation of an animal species. That is, before the ceremonies are
ended, he or she has already acted in a new capacity.

2.7

Oaths and sacred objects

O aths and affirmations are also commonly found in initiation rituals. A variety of acts,
from a solemn oath to an act of commitment, which is not a verbal formula but merely
a sign of assent to words u ttered by the initiator, can be included here. This commits
the individual and binds him or h er to oth er mem bers. Breaking such a commitment
involves powerful sanctions. New commitments may be visible in a new style of dress
or hair or in distinctive behaviour (L a Fontaine, 1985:16). Display of som e sacred
objects or the practice o f religion is usually an im portant p art o f societal initiation
ceremonies, although these functions can in some cases lapse totally (Winick, 1957:287;
Zietsm an, 1972:165-6).

2.8

Secrecy

Secrecy is not an invariable accom panim ent o f in itiation rites in the sense th at the
ritual is always perform ed in secret, although it often is. Y et all initiations purport to
transm it knowledge and pow ers th at are exclusive to the initiated. Some secrecy is
found in all initiation rites and this is sufficient to create a barrier betw een people, to
im pede com m unication betw een those who know and those who do not. By contrast,
shared secrets create a bond (La Fontaine, 1985:15;186).
It is evident how all the above influences can combine to coerce the individual to co
o p erate in every way. Indeed, from the viewpoint of these societies, initiation does
need to be successful and is always successful and probably prepares the individual for
his role in society. O ne has to move to a d ifferen t context then, to ev alu ate the
initiation ceremonies at universities.

3.

T H E ID E A O F A UNIV ERSITY

Basic to university life is forem ost th e developm ent o f intellectual skills and critical
thinking ability (Chickering, 1969:22,23). This goal is reached by the scientific training
(education) o f students and by m eans of research (Serfontein, 1983:69). Whilst these
two are an im portant unity, the sam e unity is presupposed for the interaction between
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student and teach er. This is also clearly form ulated by V en ter (1987:15) when he
rejects totalitarian tendencies in university life and expresses a norm ative definition as
follows: "The university is a comm unity o f people who a re in terested in scientific
scholarship [wetenskaplikheid] through participation in the process of science, under
guidance of advanced scientists, introduced to a trad itio n regarding the scientific
cultivation of knowledge" (my translation; cf. also Du Plessis, 1983:25,32).

3.1

Contribution of student life to university

The contribution students can make to a university and to intellectual and personal
developm ent, either positive or negative, should never be underestim ated. Indeed, if
orientation, a word commonly used at South African universities, means an insight into
a total situation with a view to self-expression (Serfontein, 1983:5), one must also
realize that "(a) stu d en t’s most im portant teach er is an o th er student. F riends and
reference groups filter and m odulate the messages from the larger student culture.
They amplify or attenuate the force of curriculum, faculty, parietal rules, institutional
regulations. They can trump the best teacher’s ace and stalem ate the most thoughtful
or agile dean" (Chickering, 1969:253).
The question then cannot be evaded whether the role of orientation practised at some
South African universities, and which is officiated over by students, m akes a positive
contribution to the essential activities of a university or im pedes the ideals o f orien
tation to a community of scholars. This question becomes even m ore pertinent when
the obvious similarities between initiation in undifferentiated societies and orientation
of first-years by senior students are realized. Reference can be made to the following
comm on characteristics: the function of preparation (orien tatio n ) and social trans
form ation; uncritical support of those in authority and the dom inance of juniors by
seniors; a cle a r lim inal perio d during which strange actions a re expected of the
initiates; physical and psychological ordeals and tests; instruction with the aim of
supporting the social o rd er and authority; indicating the position and moulding the
character of th e initiate; restrictions placed on th e initiates. A lthough university
program m es might not include the above-mentioned, it is also possible to distinguish
actions of initiation regarding "expressed purposes" and "deduced purposes" (Richards,
1956:112 et seq.).
S troup (1964:95 et seq.) discusses the following intentions as a way of interpreting
student activities systems within the university: the conformist, the anarchist and the
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ritualism philosophy. A lthough one might find elem ents o f all th ree intentions in
orientation (initiation) ceremonies, it is evident that the latter is the one which is most
ap p lic a b le in this in stan ce. R itu alism , alth o u g h a secondary layer o f university
experience, is nevertheless im portant because it does not always possess deliberative
aw areness and ”... particip atio n in ritualized behaviour by college students may be
m ore educative (changing the person’s character) in student activities than in curricular
studies. In student activities such behavior truly constitutes the university’s culture,
and adjustm ent to it by students is taken as an im portant - som etim es controlling requirem ent for university. The claim is not usually m ade that the ritual behavior is
ultim ately valuable. Conform ity to the developed ritual patterns may be expected or
not. More likely they will be viewed as tradition, that is, simply to be accepted without
ra tio n a l ju stific a tio n , b u t on g ro u n d s of em o tio n al a p p e a l and history" (S troup,
1964:102).

4. THE PLACE OF INITIATION AT UNIVERSITIES
In itiatio n alread y existed in M edieval universities an d has b een one o f th e m ost
w idespread and p o p u lar stu d en t usages in all ages. A t M edieval universities, the
freshman was depicted as a wild beast who had to be tam ed before he was perm itted to
enter refined circles. H e was nicknamed, chaffed and later tam ed ceremonially. In the
seventeenth century, a newcomer was also subjected to humiliating servitude (fagging)
which "system atized all th e degrading elem ents in previous conditions". A lthough
som e P ro testan t R eform ers p articipated in the celebration o f th e rite (according to
L u th e r: "This an n o y an ce accu sto m s ch ild ren ... to e n d u ran ce ...” an d to a n o th e r
R efo rm er, th e aim of the cerem ony was for conceited stu d en ts to realize ”... how
triflin g th e ir learn in g is and how they have yet to learn ...”). It was also severely
criticized because it ”... gratified the bullying instinct, the social instinct, and the desire
to find at once the excuse and m eans o f a carousel". T h e pressure brought to b ear on
n ew co m ers w as such th a t few w ere a b le to escap e th is y e a r o f p e n a l serv itu d e
(Sheldon, 1969:6;11-13).
In studying the authoritative data base E R IC extensively, the impression em erged that
present initiation cerem onies still in practice a t som e South A frican universities, are
not at all practised in countries like the U nited States .10 All assistance there is of a

10This does of course, not apply to initiation for membership of sororities and fraternities in the
United States where more freedom of choice is allowed. Some changes can also be discerned at
South African universities inasmuch as initiation ceremonies tend to become programmes for
the orientation to university life.
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highly professional n atu re and w hereas students are often involved in orien tatio n
program m es, they actually becom e counsellors in an official capacity. T he so-called
"freshm an laws” by which first-year students w ere consigned to a form o f servitude
sim ilar to th e fagging o f th e E nglish p ublic schools, and which w ith th e ir rigid
ceremonial consigned the freshmen "to a separate and inferior caste”, were in force in a
number of colleges in the U nited States only until the opening years of the nineteenth
century (Sheldon, 1969:85-87). According to Sheldon (1969:198-9; 97-102) the practice
of "hazing" and "rushing" (similar to South African practices and viewed by sophomores
as th e only av ailab le m ethod o f disciplining conceited freshm en) w ere gradually
disappearing in the period 1870-1900 in the U nited States.
Indeed, one could argue th a t if one looks at the basic contents and the purpose of
initiation and the idea o f the university, the disappearance o f initiation cerem onies
seems inevitable, for:
Ritual knowledge, unlike science, is antithetical to change. It is conceived of as the property of
the ancestors, the founders of all social life. It must be handed on, not tested, altered, improved
or even discarded. Since it supports experience and validates the seniority of elders, it is not
surprising if they throw the weight of their secular powers behind it (La Fontaine, 1985:189).

O ne can also view it in another way. O ne of the reasons why initiation cerem onies
seem like an anachronism at a university, is the conclusion of Vizedom (1976:29-30)
that effecting transitions by m eans of ritual was most characteristic of closed rather
than open 11 societies.

5.

SO UTH AFRICAN UNIVERSITIES

If the initiation ceremonies which were perform ed at European and American univer
sities and which are still practised at certain South A frican (especially A frikaansmedium) universities, can be interpreted in the same way as other initiation cerem o
nies, do they harm onize with the ideals of a university and those of the society which
the university reflects? Do these initiation ceremonies aim to convey and develop the
attitudes and values essential to a university to the initiates? Do they in fact prepare
first-year students for their new environment and a community of scholars? It seems as
if the answers to these questions tends to be negative.

"Vizedom ’s criteria were in the first instance exogamous unilinear descent groups that control
sources of subsistence (closed societies) and in contrast to these the multilateral/cognatic ones
which are not corporate and which had social grouping for diverse purposes cross-cutting one
another (open societies); cf. also La Fontaine, 1985:31.
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Do the disappearance of initiation as "total" and official ceremonies at some universi
ties and its resilience at others in this form m irror the resistance to change in the latter
universities, or perhaps the societies in which they are found? The amazing aspect and
irony o f this situation is th at th ere are very strong indications th at even in "undif
ferentiated” societies, the existence of initiation cerem onies is under attack. Keesing
(1981:16) explains this phenom enon regarding initiation into male cults, as follows:
Perhaps the rapid breakdown of initiatory cults in the last twenty years has come partly because
these dogmas, ultimately cultural illusions, can no longer be sustained at all amid Toyotas and
coffee, labor migration and towns and outsiders. The initiators have seen the holes in their
ideologies all along, may have been led, at least at times, to see male cults and the religious
dogmas that reinforce them as 'what men d o '... to sustain their dominance.

If m odernization has this effect on some societies, and the realization of "the holes in
th e ir ideologies" have all along b een p re se n t, th e resistan ce to change in som e
universities or societies must, at least in certain domains, be rigid.

6.

CONCLUSIONS

A n im p o rtan t m atter which m ust be borne in mind is that, w hereas most initiation
c erem o n ies d escrib ed in an th ro p o lo g ic a l lite ra tu re w ere p ractised in relatively
undifferentiated societies, the university is part of a differentiated society yet - in some
cases "(m)uch of what happens to the student, particularly at the beginning and end of
his university career, fits into a p a tte rn of initiation observed by anthropologists in
societies all over the world" (W hisson, 1985:2). This is im portant to realize because,
especially in the case of initiation into a m ore simple and undifferentiated society as a
whole, the tests and ordeals would logically have the function of a "total" preparation of
a m em ber. T hat is why most of these cerem onies have wide-ranging functions, inclu
ding several roles expected from the individual.
In a d iffe re n tia te d society, several se p ara te institutions, such as the m ilitary, the
church, the political party, will each have their own and specialized ways, requirem ents
o r even c erem o n ies to in itia te m em b ers in to an o rg an izatio n . E ach of these
initiations" will ideally have a distinguishable ch aracter and content because of the
d ifferen tiated character and functions of each differen tiated sphere of life. F or a
university this will ideally have a close association with the specific academ ic and
intellectual activities which is the calling of scholars. It is doubtful w hether this could
be indicated for initiation cerem onies at South African universities.
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In undifferentiated societies one can expect a relatively unquestioning acceptance of
ritu al as an assertion o f the authority o f trad itio n and som e degree o f discrepancy
betw een ideal and practice, w here initiation is concerned. The mechanisms for criti
cism and change are in most cases probably limited in these societies. This, however,
does not apply to a university as the epitome of modern society and its essential ability
to do introspection of society and of itself and to remove anachronisms in a way which
cannot reasonably be expected of some other societies.
One author (Williams, 1982:30) who ironically uses the m etaphor of initiation referring
to the transform ation th a t ought to take place at universities, is in fact opposed to
colleges being an o th e r pleasant link in a continuous pathway b etw een cradle and
grave. A ccording to him "(c)ollege should be a time for short-circuiting and tearing
down, for the painful and fearful experience of tumbling bodily into deep w ater”. He
views the turning out of standard products as an attack on the call to the vocation of
scholarship, whereas questions on meaning, direction and purpose should be pressed
with m ore vigour. This seems the direct opposite o f the unthinking acceptance and
continuance of some student practices found in South Africa.
In th e a n th ro p o lo g ist’s understanding or explanation of a society and its internal
relations, ritual is very significant. In as far as ritual involves m oral issues, it has a
d efin ite outcom e and has o r seeks to have tran sfo rm ativ e capacity. It can have
im portant symbolic or communicative effect and also is a system of control by a society
or an institution (W agner, 1984:143-145). This, without doubt, also applies to practices
which initiate novices into university life and which will again have a crucial influence
on society.
From a C hristian view o f education in general, several questions ought to be asked
about the initiation practices discussed above. In many cases even Christian-educators
tend to be uncritical of traditional practices because of no obvious conflict between the
latter and Christian views. The conflation o f several diverse functions by universities in
practising initiation and the transcendence o f certain boundaries of university life, is a
case in point (cf. Fowler, 1990:7;131-2). It becomes clear from the above comparisons
betw een in itiation rites in undifferentiated societies and those o f universities, th at
universities transcend the authority suitable to their office when they officially allow
and condone students being coerced into wearing specific and usually silly uniforms, to
be plunged into mudbaths and sm eared with rotting and evil-smelling concoctions, to
be called "snakes”, "fools" and "sinews" and to be forced during their first few weeks at
university, to have little and often interrupted sleep (cf. also W hisson, 1985:2), thus
severely impairing their initial forays into academic endeavour.
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