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Performing the Personal in a 
State of Transition: Decorated 
Mortarboards  
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Dress	
   is	
   just	
   one	
   way	
   that	
   graduates’	
   individuality	
   is	
   symbolically	
   erased	
   within	
   the	
   formalized	
  
ritual	
  space	
  of	
  commencement.	
  As	
  the	
  folklorist	
  Simon	
  Bronner	
  explains,	
  at	
  many	
  large	
  institutions,	
  
graduates	
   “are	
   recognized	
   simply	
   by	
   quickly	
   standing	
   together	
   in	
   the	
   midst	
   of	
   a	
   huge	
   arena”	
  
(2012:393).	
  Even	
  when	
  they	
  get	
  to	
  walk	
  across	
  the	
  stage,	
  their	
  moment	
  in	
  the	
  spotlight	
  is	
  brief,	
  and	
  
often	
   their	
   individual	
   names	
  might	
   not	
   even	
   be	
   called.	
   Graduates	
   who	
   are	
   highlighted	
   as	
   award	
  
recipients	
  or	
  student	
  speakers	
  are	
  most	
  often	
  selected	
  because	
  of	
  their	
  academic	
  success,	
  and	
  they	
  
are	
   introduced	
   as	
   embodying	
   the	
   core	
   university	
   values	
   being	
   performed	
   within	
   the	
  
commencement	
   ritual.	
   Individual	
   identities	
   are	
   invoked	
   to	
   affirm	
   their	
   membership	
   in,	
   and	
  
solidarity	
  with,	
  the	
  university	
  community	
  more	
  broadly.	
  	
  
	
  
The	
   liminal	
   state	
   in	
  which	
   the	
  graduates	
   find	
   themselves	
   is	
  a	
   time	
  of	
   flux	
  and	
  ambiguity,	
   and	
   the	
  
anthropologist	
  Victor	
  Turner	
  showed	
  how	
  the	
  betwixt	
  and	
  between	
  nature	
  of	
   this	
  state	
  opens	
  up	
  
possibilities	
   for	
  participants	
   to	
  engage	
   in	
  both	
  reflexivity	
  and	
   ludic,	
  or	
  playful,	
  expression.	
  Within	
  
the	
   ritual	
   space	
   of	
   commencement	
  where	
   public	
   affirmations	
   of	
   shared	
   identities	
   and	
   values	
   are	
  
symbolically	
  performed,	
  then,	
  we	
  also	
  find	
  creative	
  expression:	
  the	
  decorated	
  mortarboard.	
  These	
  
flat,	
  four-­‐sided	
  caps	
  function	
  easily	
  as	
  blank	
  canvases,	
  and,	
  if	
  greeting	
  cards	
  and	
  graduation-­‐themed	
  
party	
  decorations	
  offer	
  any	
  indication,	
  the	
  mortarboard	
  is	
  a	
  classic	
  image	
  of	
  graduation	
  in	
  American	
  
culture	
   today.	
   Thus,	
  mortarboards	
   provide	
   a	
   practical	
   and	
   highly	
   symbolic	
  way	
   for	
   graduates	
   to	
  
take	
  some	
  control	
  and	
  personally	
  encode	
  their	
  ritual	
  dress.	
  	
  
	
  
Emerging	
  Themes	
  
	
  Many	
   mortarboards	
   that	
   I	
   have	
   seen	
   foreground	
  
important	
   relationships	
   and	
   group	
   affiliations.	
   Often,	
  
graduates	
   show	
   pride	
   in	
   the	
   school	
   they	
   attended	
   by	
  
writing	
  its	
  name	
  on	
  their	
  caps,	
  including	
  an	
  image	
  of	
  the	
  
school	
   mascot,	
   using	
   school	
   colors,	
   or	
   expressing	
   a	
  
school	
   cheer,	
   such	
   as	
   “Go	
   Bears!”	
   –	
   in	
   effect	
   validating	
  
the	
  ideal	
  of	
  the	
  unified	
  university	
  community	
  so	
  central	
  
to	
   the	
   ceremony.	
   At	
   the	
   same	
   time,	
   students	
   reference	
  
alternate	
  group	
  affiliations,	
  including	
  majors	
  or	
  student	
  
organizations.	
   For	
   example,	
   at	
   the	
   Spring	
   2014	
  
commencement	
   ceremony	
   at	
   UNLV,	
   one	
   graduate	
  
focused	
   on	
   her	
   affiliation	
  with	
  Women’s	
   Studies,	
  while	
  
another	
   highlighted	
   the	
   completion	
   of	
   her	
   nursing	
  
degree.	
   Similarly,	
   it	
   is	
   not	
   at	
   all	
   uncommon	
   to	
   see	
  
members	
   of	
   a	
   sorority	
   decorate	
   mortarboards	
   using	
  
similar	
   colors	
   and	
  designs	
   featuring	
   the	
   letters	
  of	
   their	
  
social	
   organization	
   to	
  make	
   visible	
   their	
   connection	
   to	
  
one	
  another.	
  	
  	
  
	
  
The	
   relationships	
   referenced	
   on	
   caps	
   also	
   extend	
  
beyond	
   the	
   university	
   community.	
   For	
   example,	
   I	
   have	
  
seen	
   numerous	
   references	
   to	
   religious	
   affiliations	
  
(“Proverbs	
   3:5-­‐6,”	
   “Thank	
   you	
   Jesus.”).	
   In	
   addition,	
   a	
  
very	
   common	
   message	
   expresses	
   gratitude	
   to	
   family	
  
members	
   who	
   have	
   offered	
   emotional	
   and	
   financial	
  
support	
  (“Thanks	
  Mom	
  and	
  Dad!”),	
  although	
  references	
  
to	
  family	
  take	
  other	
  forms	
  as	
  well.	
  In	
  2014,	
  for	
  example,	
  
one	
   UNLV	
   graduate	
   donned	
   a	
   cap	
   decorated	
   in	
   crayon	
  
by	
  her	
  young	
  niece	
  that	
  read,	
  “I’m	
  a	
  McCrea.”	
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The	
  role	
  of	
  “student”	
  is	
  just	
  one	
  aspect	
  of	
  people’s	
  identities	
  as	
  they	
  make	
  their	
  way	
  through	
  higher	
  
education,	
   even	
   for	
   those	
   who	
   reach	
   the	
   institutionally	
   recognized	
   benchmarks	
   of	
   academic	
  
success,	
  such	
  as	
  high	
  GPAs.	
  For	
  the	
  most	
  part,	
  other	
  aspects	
  of	
   identity—such	
  as	
   family	
  roles	
  and	
  
sense	
  of	
  humor—are	
  not	
  inherently	
  valued	
  in	
  the	
  academic	
  arena,	
  and	
  often	
  are	
  seen	
  as	
  standing	
  in	
  
the	
  way	
  of	
  student	
  success.	
  Furthermore,	
  bigger	
  universities	
  have	
  become	
  notorious	
  for	
  frustrating	
  
bureaucracies	
  that	
  fail	
  to	
  take	
  into	
  account	
  the	
  needs	
  and	
  desires	
  of	
  individuals.	
  As	
  one	
  professor	
  at	
  
a	
  large	
  state	
  school	
  quipped,	
  “At	
  [name	
  of	
  university],	
  some	
  students	
  think	
  they	
  are	
  just	
  a	
  number,	
  
but	
  that’s	
  not	
  true.	
  Here,	
  you	
  are	
  not	
  even	
  a	
  number.	
  You	
  are	
  a	
  bar	
  code.”	
  As	
  I	
  described	
  above,	
  the	
  
formalized	
   structure	
   of	
   the	
   commencement	
   ceremony	
   diminishes	
   individual	
   differences,	
   ritually	
  
dramatizing	
   much	
   of	
   students’	
   experiences	
   within	
   their	
   institution.	
   The	
   blank	
   canvas	
   of	
   the	
  
mortarboard	
  provides	
  students	
  the	
  opportunity	
  to	
  claim	
  some	
  of	
  this	
  ritual	
  space	
  and	
  make	
  visible	
  
those	
  nonacademic	
  aspects	
  of	
  themselves	
  that	
  they	
  wish	
  to	
  be	
  publicly	
  represented.	
  	
  
	
  
One	
  final	
  recurring	
  theme	
  that	
  I	
  have	
  encountered	
  is	
  reflection	
  on	
  the	
  future.	
  While	
  the	
  purported	
  
function	
  of	
  commencement	
   is	
   to	
  mark	
  graduates’	
   shift	
   in	
  status	
  ritually,	
   students	
   find	
   themselves	
  
still	
   in	
  a	
   liminal	
  state,	
  no	
   longer	
  a	
  student	
  but	
  not	
  quite	
  sure	
  what	
   life	
  as	
  an	
  alumnus	
  will	
  be.	
  The	
  
reincorporation	
   stage	
   of	
   the	
   rite	
   of	
   passage	
   has	
   not	
   yet	
   been	
   reached.	
   Many	
   decorated	
   caps	
  
communicate	
  a	
  sense	
  of	
  optimism,	
  marked	
  by	
  phrases	
  such	
  as	
  “The	
  Best	
  Is	
  Yet	
  to	
  Come”	
  or	
  “Time	
  to	
  
Fly.”	
  Thoughts	
  about	
  the	
  future	
  can	
  also	
  stir	
  up	
  anxiety	
  and	
  inspire	
  decorations	
  that	
  call	
  attention	
  to	
  
being	
  unemployed	
  (“Hire	
  Me,”	
  “Dude,	
  Where’s	
  My	
  Job?”).	
  One	
  graduate	
  wrote,	
  “May	
  the	
  job	
  offers	
  
be	
  ever	
  in	
  your	
  favor,”	
  drawing	
  connections	
  between	
  the	
  challenges	
  of	
  the	
  current	
  job	
  market	
  and	
  
the	
   ruthless	
   world	
   portrayed	
   in	
   the	
   popular	
   book	
   series	
   and	
   film	
   The	
   Hunger	
   Games.	
   Another	
  
common	
   source	
   of	
   anxiety	
   referenced	
   on	
   mortarboards	
   is	
   student	
   debt,	
   as	
   when	
   one	
   graduate	
  
prominently	
  displayed	
  the	
  words	
  “Game	
  of	
  Loans,”	
  adapting	
  the	
  title	
  of	
  the	
  popular	
  book	
  series	
  and	
  
television	
  show	
  Game	
  of	
  Thrones.	
  In	
  2012,	
  as	
  part	
  of	
  an	
  organized	
  protest	
  against	
  the	
  rising	
  rates	
  of	
  
student	
   loans,	
   graduates	
   from	
  universities	
  across	
   the	
  country	
  used	
   their	
  mortarboards	
   to	
  display	
  
how	
  much	
  they	
  owed	
  in	
  student	
  loans.	
  Some	
  also	
  decorated	
  their	
  caps	
  with	
  plastic	
  balls	
  and	
  chains	
  
to	
  symbolize	
  the	
  effects	
  this	
  debt	
  would	
  have	
  on	
  their	
  futures	
  (Rema	
  2012).	
  	
  
	
  
The	
   themes	
   that	
   I	
   identified	
   above	
   are	
   by	
   no	
   means	
   comprehensive,	
   nor	
   are	
   they	
   mutually	
  
exclusive.	
  Often,	
  decorated	
  mortarboards	
  engage	
  with	
  many	
  of	
  these	
  themes	
  at	
  once.	
  For	
  example,	
  
one	
   New	
   York	
   University	
   graduate	
   decorated	
   her	
   cap	
   with	
   a	
   large,	
   bulky	
   model	
   of	
   a	
   computer,	
  
representing	
  her	
  master’s	
  degree	
  in	
  digital	
  imaging	
  and	
  design,	
  and	
  a	
  piggy	
  bank,	
  representing	
  her	
  
loans.	
   In	
  effect,	
  her	
  decorated	
  mortarboard	
  became	
  a	
   richly	
  multivocal	
   text	
   communicating	
  pride	
  
and	
  anxiety,	
  specific	
  group	
  affiliations,	
  and	
  her	
  humorous	
  personality.	
  Whether	
  graduates	
  decorate	
  
their	
  mortarboards	
   in	
  ways	
   that	
   reinforce	
  or	
   speak	
  back	
   to	
   the	
  vision	
  of	
  higher	
  education	
   that	
   is	
  
central	
  to	
  the	
  ritual	
  of	
  commencement,	
  this	
  essay	
  has	
  shed	
  light	
  on	
  the	
  ways	
  in	
  which	
  individuals	
  
use	
  this	
  reflexive	
  and	
  playful	
  genre	
  of	
  creative	
  expression	
  to	
  fashion	
  (quite	
  literally)	
  their	
  personal	
  
engagement	
  with	
  the	
  ideas	
  of	
  self,	
  community,	
  education,	
  and	
  the	
  unknown	
  future.	
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