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INTRODUCTION

Tamara L. Brown

The year 2006 will mark the centennial anniversary of the intercollegiate black Greek-letter organization (BGLO) movement in the United States. Born at the dawn of the twentieth century, these organizations not only served to solidify bonds among African American college students but also had (and continue to have) a vision and a sense of purpose: leadership training, racial uplift, and high scholasticism. It is no accident that many of the best and brightest African American leaders came from the ranks of these organizations. Dr. Charles Drew (who discovered a way to separate red and white blood cells) and Dr. Mae Jamison (an engineer and astronaut) have charted new courses in the area of science. Men and women like Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and Fannie Lou Hamer have left an indelible mark on civil rights and women's rights. Visionaries such as Dr. Johnetta B. Cole (former president of Spelman College) and Hugh Price (director of the United Negro College Fund) have been towering figures in the area of education. Political leaders such as Carol Moseley Braun (the first female African American U.S. senator) and Thurgood Marshall (the first African American Supreme Court justice) have made tremendous contributions in politics and government. These are just a few names and a few fields in which BGLO members have made their mark. Surprisingly, after almost 100 years, the general public still knows very little about BGLOs beyond their high-energy step shows and periodic hazing incidents. What is more distressing is the paucity of scholarly research that has been conducted on these groups. This book seeks to remedy these issues.

The production of this book has been an arduous journey. It started in 1999, when I began my first year as assistant professor at the University of Kentucky. There I met Gregory Parks, who was a first-year graduate student in clinical psychology. Although I was not Gregory's primary adviser, I was one of only two African American faculty members in the Psychology Department and the only faculty person of color in the clinical psychology program, and Gregory often dropped by my office to discuss any number of issues. Many of these issues pertained to psychology or race, but our conversations often turned to our membership in and dedication to our respective fraternal organizations. I am a member of Delta Sigma Theta Sorority, Inc., and Gregory is a member of Alpha Phi Alpha Fraternity, Inc. Our conversations about these organizations often focused on two topics, one ultimately leading to the other. The first was the issue of pledging and hazing, and the second was that nothing of a scholarly nature had been written about BGLOs.

In terms of hazing and pledging, our respective BGLO experiences led us to believe that a great deal of good could come out of the pledge process. However, we also understood the stark reality of hazing and that it could result in injury, death, and lawsuits that could jeopardize the very existence of BGLOs. We found ourselves expressing great frustration that these competing realizations—the existence of pros and cons to the pledge process—were seldom discussed within the BGLO community.

Due to the time constraints of graduate school, which were quickly followed by the publish-or-perish demands of my early career, I had not been an active member of Delta for several years. Therefore, I was surprised to learn from Gregory that the debate about pledging and hazing was a one-sided—almost propagandist—one. What became clear to me was that those who opposed the practice of pledging argued that pledging and hazing were inextricably intertwined and would spell the ruin of BGLOs. Although this is an understandable position, the problem is that the opponents of pledging had managed to squelch the dissenting voices within BGLOs. It had become a topic with two sides, but only one voice. The power brokers in these organizations had seen to that. Gregory had been fully active in Alpha Phi Alpha since being initiated and was well aware of this silent debate. He and I both knew the complexities of this issue and that the pledge process presented great challenges for BGLOs, but we also knew that it had created wonderful experiences for many members. More important, we knew that this topic was not an either-or issue—either a two-weekend membership intake process, or pledges who wound up hospitalized or dead. There was a huge gray area that no one was willing or able to discuss.

We initially made plans to write about this debate to provide a forum where the voices on both sides could be heard. It seemed to us that little would be accomplished—but a lot of harm might result—without a healthy dialogue. We were aware that most public forums, particularly BGLO publications, would likely ban such a piece. We also realized that it might receive little public attention if published by a peer-reviewed, scholarly journal. We decided to write a book about pledging and hazing, but there were two other concerns. The first was that pledging and hazing were not the only issues confronting BGLOs; many other issues also needed to be addressed. The other concern was that no book of a scholarly nature had been written about BGLOs. Therefore, we decided to pursue the larger goal of writing a scholarly book that covered a broad range of important issues related to BGLOs.

The 2000-2001 academic year came and went, and we had not done much work on the book. Gregory had started to do some reading on his own, but we seldom talked about the project together. During the fall of 2001, while discussing BGLOs in general, Gregory mentioned the book project, indicating that the best approach might be to coedit a book. In thinking about possible topics to be addressed and the abundance of research materials that could be used to flesh out these topics, it was apparent that the research and writing process would be much longer than either of us had anticipated. We did not want this book to be an in-depth coverage of only a handful of topics, nor did we want to superficially address a wide range of issues. We wanted, and expected, our book to be the definitive work on BGLOs. As such, we needed to address many unanswered questions about BGLOs in a substantive fashion, and an edited book seemed like the best way to accomplish these goals.

Gregory began doing more reading on BGLOs, determining what the central issues were, what the research had to say about them, and who was conducting the research. During this time, he also began to piece together the early parts of the proposal that we would ultimately submit to publishers. In the spring of 2001, he presented me with what he had found, and from that point, we began to lay out the chapters and what we wanted each of them to address. We also began a nationwide search for authors who were experts on the various aspects of BGLO history, life, and culture we wanted to cover.

One additional difficulty we faced was figuring out how to edit the chapters in a timely fashion and not allow ourselves to be biased by our BGLO memberships. This led us to request the assistance of Dr. Clarenda Phillips, a sociologist with expertise in the areas of race, ethnicity, class, and gender. Her academic background, and the fact that she is not a BGLO member, made her an excellent candidate to coedit the book with us. We knew that she would be unbiased and would be able to raise critical yet scholarly questions about the topics from an outsider's perspective.

The fruit of our collective labor is this book, which synthesizes all that is currently known about BGLOs from a scholarly perspective. Our goal was to make this a comprehensive book, one that explores both the breadth and the depth of available knowledge about BGLOs. As such, we do not simply relate the history of these groups, touch upon their culture, or highlight the issues they confront. Nor do we shy away from controversial topics. In this book, we discuss numerous issues in depth from many different perspectives (e.g., criminological, educational, historical, legal, psychological, sociological), as well as present new ideas and provoke new debates. Beyond providing answers, we pose critical questions about BGLOs, highlighting areas where additional research is needed about these groups.

This book is divided into three parts. The first part provides a historical context for understanding BGLOs. The chapters in this section highlight the confluence of social and cultural factors that influenced African American college students at the turn of the twentieth century, compelling them to form collegiate fraternities and sororities.

Chapter 1 ties African history, culture, and customs to modern-day BGLOs. Gloria Dickinson examines the many ways that African heritage was embedded in the establishment and growth of the original eight collegiate BGLOs. Specifically, she explores two aspects of African connectivity to sorority and fraternity life: African cultural continuities—both conscious and unconscious—and the deliberate emulation of African culture. The fact that both patterns can be traced from the inception of BGLOs to the present time is significant. It underscores the argument that although the term Afrocentric was not in vogue in 1906 (when the first collegiate BGLO was founded), black college students of that era were well aware of their connection to Africa, and that their conception of Africa was quite different from the demonized version of the continent found in European and American history texts.

Chapter 2 investigates the origin of college fraternities and sororities in general. Craig Torbenson discusses early U.S. colleges and universities and student life. He highlights early student organizations, how the first college fraternities and sororities began and slowly evolved, the geographic patterns of their origin, and their proliferation throughout the United States. He also examines how and why different types of fraternities and sororities—particularly those that were nonwhite and non-Protestant—evolved and how the formation of white fraternities and sororities contributed to the development of BGLOs.

Chapters 3 and 4 provide the histories of nineteenth-century fraternal and benevolent societies and of Sigma Pi Phi fraternity—the first BGLO. In the late eighteenth century, African American fraternal and benevolent societies began to take shape as a means for blacks to support one another in a racially hostile society, create better men and women, and effect social change. These groups were some of the first attempts at organization for free blacks in the United States. In chapter 3, Anne Butler provides a history of these fraternal and benevolent societies, the social forces that created them, their activities, and the people that shaped them. She also illustrates how these groups served as precursors to BGLOs, and how they influenced the founding of BGLOs in the twentieth century. Chapter 4 examines the 100-year history of Sigma Pi Phi fraternity, also known as the Boulé. William Harris, noted historian and grand historian for Sigma Pi Phi, describes how a group of black physicians in Philadelphia—men who were financially secure, leaders in their communities, and “refined,” yet isolated from both white society and the masses of blacks—organized in 1904 and created Sigma Pi Phi fraternity, the first BGLO (predating its collegiate counterparts). Ultimately, it would expand throughout the United States and have a membership roster that included some of the most influential black men in twentieth-century America.

In chapter 5, Michael Washington and Cheryl Nuñez illustrate the different social forces that gave rise to BGLOs on black and white college campuses. They discuss the history of black higher education and the creation of BGLOs to counter the isolation and exclusion of black students on white campuses and their paternalistic control on black campuses. They also contextualize the development of BGLOs as secret organizations that struggled to reconcile competing ideologies of African American social progress.

In chapter 6, André McKenzie outlines the founding and early history of each of the nine major BGLOs. He then provides a history of the National Pan-Hellenic Council, the umbrella organization for these groups, which was organized in 1930 to address problems of mutual interest to its member organizations.

In chapter 7, Robert Harris describes the history of the American Council on Human Rights, formed in 1948 by six BGLOs in an effort to mobilize the influence and resources of its members in the struggle for civil rights for all U.S. citizens.

The second part of the book covers BGLO culture, describing the internal dynamics of these organizations and the various ways that BGLO members demonstrate commitment to their organizations. In chapter 8, Mindy Stombler and Irene Padavic compare black and white fraternities’ little sister programs, based on forty in-depth interviews with college women. Researchers and the press paint a bleak picture of male dominance and female subordination in these groups, but black and white women do not experience domination identically, and the authors explore how they deal differentially with their fraternity brothers’ treatment.

Some of the most well-known aspects of BGLO culture are its public rituals: branding, calls, and stepping. In chapter 9, Sandra Posey provides an in depth exploration of branding. Although branding has been banned by some colleges and universities, it is still widely practiced among BGLO members, and Posey's analysis helps explain why. All BGLOs have a distinctive vocal greeting (i.e., a call) that is exchanged among members, primarily in social settings and during competitive events. In chapter 10, Marcella McCoy discusses the various types of calls, yells, and chants used by BGLOs and their significance. She also discusses the divisive nature of the call, with young and old members disagreeing about the appropriateness and usefulness of such expressions. In chapter 11, Carol Branch focuses on the history and significance of stepping, a set of choreographed dance moves, claps, and stomps performed in synchronization by BGLO members.

In chapter 12, Clarenda Phillips examines how African American sororities are an extension of the women-centered networks found in the African American community, where women are valued and significant contributors, regardless of the presence of men. Such women-centered networks are both a continuation of African cultural traditions and a functional adaptation to the experience of racism, sexism, and classism in the United States. Phillips notes that African American women who join African American sororities become part of a kinship system that is designed to last a lifetime and that acts to shape their identities and socialize them into meaningful leadership roles.

The third part of the book addresses those issues with which BGLOs continue to grapple as they seek to move forward in the twenty-first century. In chapter 13, Tyra Black, Joanne Belknap, and Jennifer Ginsburg discuss alcohol and drug use, racism, sexism, aggression, and rape within the context of the college fraternity culture. These authors summarize the existing research on these issues with regard to white fraternities and report their findings in the only study to date that included the black Greek system.

Fraternities and sororities have often been criticized for compromising the academic pursuits of their members. However, research suggests that BGLO membership may actually improve college retention and academic performance and cultivate leadership skills. Shaun Harper, Lauretta Byars, and Thomas Jelke describe this phenomenon in chapter 14. Specifically, they provide an overview of research regarding African American students’ adjustment to college and their experiences at different types of institutions. This is followed by a synthesis of the literature on outcomes for BGLO members in four domains: academic achievement and cognitive development, leadership development, racial and womanist identity development, and practical competence.

In chapter 15, Deborah Whaley analyzes Spike Lee's 1988 film School Daze, which is the only major motion picture in which BGLOs are the central subject. Although Lee does not claim that his characters depict actual African American sororities, his production notes suggest that they represent two existing sororities: Alpha Kappa Alpha and Delta Sigma Theta. Whaley analyzes Lee's portrayal of these sororities and their symbolic representation of the problems faced by African American college communities in general. She discusses the important and representative moments of cultural, sexual, and gender politics in the film and ends with a discussion of skin color and hair prejudice in African American sororities to address the contradictory politics of black femininity that the film attempts to illuminate.

In chapter 16, Gregory Parks and Tamara Brown address what is arguably the most contentious issue within BGLOs: pledging and hazing. Despite the NPHC's 1990 ban on pledging, underground pledging has persisted among BGLOs. Proponents of pledging argue that there is no other way to foster bonds among members, and opponents see no way of disentangling pledging and hazing. Parks and Brown discuss the history of pledging, particularly within the context of BGLOs; highlight the current social-psychological and legal research on pledging and hazing; and provide a voice to both sides of the pledging argument. They conclude by discussing how BGLOs can formulate a pledge process that does not put people's lives at risk but still fosters the development of brotherhood and sisterhood.

At the turn of the twentieth century, the BGLO movement was not only given form, it was also given purpose—one that has been lived out for a century now. This book looks at the indelible mark BGLOs have left on the U.S. landscape and the myriad issues with which they wrestle as they seek to craft a vision for the twenty-first century. We set out to inspire the uninitiated, recommit the initiated, and compel the researcher to take seriously the vital role BGLOs play in the African American community. We hope that, with the help of our authors, we have done just that.






Part I

Historical Context






1

Pledged to Remember

Africa in the Life and Lore of
Black Greek-Letter Organizations

Gloria Harper Dickinson

This chapter elucidates the myriad ways “Africa” has been preserved and perpetuated in the rituals, public accounts, and service projects of black Greek-letter organizations (BGLOs). Specifically, it explores three aspects of African connectivity to black sorority and fraternity life: conscious and unconscious African cultural continuities, deliberate emulations of African culture, and the presence of these organizations on the African continent. The fact that these patterns can be traced from the inception of black sororities and fraternities to the present underscores the contention that although the term Afrocentric was not in vogue in 1906 when the first BGLO was founded, the college students of that era were very much aware of their connection to an Africa that was quite different from the mythologized (and often demonized) continent depicted by turn-of-the-century European and U.S. historical texts, media, and popular culture.

In sum, BGLO choices regarding nomenclature, iconography, organizational structure, core values, pledge practices, performance, chapter locales, and programs of service have direct links to African religious practices, secret societies and title associations, aesthetics, philosophy, values, and educational norms.

For the Good of the Race

The founders of the first eight BGLOs were scholar-activists slightly more than one generation removed from slavery. They hailed from all parts of the United States and were pursuing undergraduate curricula at Cornell University, Howard University, Indiana University, and Butler University. The earliest of them entered college during the decade following the historic Plessy v. Ferguson (1896) Supreme Court decision that affirmed both the doctrine of “separate but equal” and the permanence of Jim Crow. So, like their elders, they became enmeshed in organizing “for the race.” These students learned early in life to cope with what Sonya Anderson deems “daily racialized aggressions” by selecting an affirming survival strategy,1 while grappling to find ways of “being black in white spaces.”2 Notably, it is their successes (and failures) that dot the landscape of African and African American sacred and secular life being explored here.

Two key factors probably influenced the establishment of BGLOs. The first was the tradition of organizing “for the good of the race,” as modeled by their parents’ generation and those before them. Early-twentieth-century black college students were fully aware that Prince Hall and Richard Allen had responded to rejection by establishing their own parallel Masonic lodge and church more than a century earlier. Moreover, by 1906, the ten-year-old National Association of Colored Women's Clubs was in the vanguard of supporting Ida Wells Barnett's antilynching campaign, and the Niagara Movement meeting of 1905 had also been well publicized. So the students knew that they had a legacy of “racial uplift” to continue. Indeed, the 1905 Niagara Falls meeting that marked the beginning of the Niagara Movement predated the creation of Alpha Phi Alpha (in New York State) by only one year. By all accounts, the Cornell students who founded Alpha Phi Alpha were fully aware of the Niagara Falls events organized by Dr. W. E. B. DuBois, who would later become a member of their fledgling organization. Young and old alike understood the threats facing the black community, and despite their differing strategies (as evidenced by the struggle between supporters of Booker T. Washington and those of DuBois), there seemed to be an implicit agreement about the power and importance of group efforts. Consequently, when those young black men at Cornell University were excluded from white fraternal organizations, they emulated a centuries-old African American strategy by creating parallel structures of their own. And, with a vision and foresight that, in retrospect, seems incredible, within a year they began to establish new chapters. Their sophistication and worldview were such that although they focused on organizing at historically black colleges and universities, they simultaneously organized at the University of Toronto as well.

The second readily identifiable practice that influenced the establishment of BGLOs was a naming pattern that overtly affirmed the connection between black North American institutions, organizations, and people and their African ancestry. Like Hall and Allen in the eighteenth century, nineteenth-century citizens had continued to use the words Africa, Abyssinia, Canaan, Cush, Ethiopia, and other synonyms for Africa when naming institutions, denominations, sanctuaries, schools, and other edifices. So even though these students were living in an era when the vagaries of racism and Jim Crowism had led to changes in racial designations (e.g., the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People), it is reasonable to conclude that many of the early-twentieth-century student-founders were the progeny of communities where institutions were named in honor of people and things “African.” Moreover, they had likely been mentored by adults who valued political, social, and economic equity for “the race” and had probably observed many adult organizational models that promoted mutual aid, self-help, and support for the less fortunate. In fact, all the BGLOs defined a mission that included service, in sharp contrast to the social foci of the white fraternities and sororities. So strong was this commitment that, following Alpha Kappa Alpha's 1913 lead, other BGLOs also incorporated in order to establish chapters not only on other campuses but also in other cities. This allowed members to continue their affiliation beyond their undergraduate days, “for the good of the race.”

Using the lens of racial pride of the post–World War I era, it is not surprising to find that, in the chapter called “Inspiring Race Pride,” the authors of the Omega Psi Phi History ascribe the 1920 inception of the annual National Achievement Week observance to a desire to support the work of their brother Dr. Carter Godwin Woodson, who in 1915 and 1916 had founded the Association for the Study of Negro Life and the Journal of Negro History, respectively.3 Omega men were so inspired by Woodson's address to their ninth annual convention in Nashville that they voted to dedicate a week to the study of “Negro literature and culture” that would include members of their communities who did not belong to the fraternity.4 This is but one of many examples of the interplay between BGLOs’ commitment to both service and racial uplift.

Unconscious Connections

Recent research shows that Masonic and other fraternal orders, African secret societies and title associations, Kemetic (Egyptian) and West African cosmology and pedagogy, and an African aesthetic have all contributed to the ritualistic behavior and core values of BGLOs. However, the African connections revealed by this research would be categorized as unconscious.


MASONRY

Much of the unconscious African connection to BGLOs has its roots in African-influenced Masonic rituals and practices. “Unconscious” must be placed in context, however. Although contemporary members of BGLOs may not be well versed in Masonic rites, this was not true of the Cornell University Alpha Phi Alpha founders, who held their first rituals in an Ithaca Masonic lodge and are said to have “borrowed” Masonic regalia from the lockers in the building. We do not know how many of the founders were Masons, but we do know that the original Alpha Phi Alpha handshake was so similar to the Prince Hall Masons’ greeting that it had to be changed.5

AFRICAN BENEVOLENT SOCIETIES AND TITLE ASSOCIATIONS

Current studies of the secret societies and title associations in the parts of West Africa where most black North Americans originated reveal that many U.S. religious and secular groups were, albeit unknowingly, perpetuating African organizational models and values. Consequently, the new student organizations, in modeling themselves after the fraternal (Freemasonry) and civic organizations of their hometowns, were unknowingly perpetuating African core values (as preserved by black churches and benevolent societies and clubs) as they defined their respective organizational missions.

The most obvious mutual value that reveals an African correlation is the “community service” component of black sororities and fraternities. Rather than mimicking the purely social purposes of the white fraternal organizations from which they were excluded, the founders of Alpha Phi Alpha—inspired by the need for social action—intentionally chose not to follow along the lines of Cornell's traditional fraternities.6 In making this choice, the Alphas, like the student-founders of BGLOs that would follow, unknowingly modeled their core values after the benevolent societies, fraternal orders, churches, and civic associations common to black communities of that era. Not surprisingly, Betty M. Kuyk's exploration of the links between Richmond's Ancient Order of St. Luke and the title associations and secret societies of what is now Nigeria reveals African antecedents to Virginia's benevolent societies and Masonic orders. She notes that many enslaved Virginians of Igbo and Efik heritage originated from the Bight of Benin area, where both secret societies and title associations existed. She argues that title association structures and values reappear most frequently in America's benevolent societies. For example, both the Agbalaze Igbo title association and the Order of St. Luke required candidates to pay fees, endure ritual ordeals, and then pay additional fees to continue the initiation process. Besides these analogous processes, Kuyk found that the West African and Virginian organizations also had parallels in their symbols, use of colors, and “functional structures.” So, when comparing nineteenth-century black fraternal organizations with their white counterparts, Kuyk argues that although both supported life insurance, elder care, and charitable donations, the black fraternal orders were distinguished by their inclusion of a “black economic enterprise” component dedicated to raising the black community's living standards.7

Since the founders of the original eight BGLOs in the National Pan-Hellenic Council (NPHC) were the progeny of communities replete with fraternal organizations like those in Richmond, it is understandable that they would model their campus organizations after the African-influenced civic and fraternal organizations of their childhoods. When contrasted to the community-based organizations founded by their elders, the core values, iconography, symbols, rituals, spirituality, celebrations, and dedication to racial uplift and equity evidenced by black sororities and fraternities seem to be part of a continuum.

PLEDGE PRACTICES AND RITUALS

There are African antecedents to many of the BGLO pledge rituals. According to Dr. Asa Hilliard's work on ancient African educational systems, the components of the now-illegal pledge rituals mirror the categories, and quite possibly the purposes, of the “Mystery Schools” of Egypt and the initiation systems of West Africa. Hilliard quotes George G. M. James in listing the following ten virtues that were sought by students in the ancient Egyptian Mystery System:8

1. Control of thought

2. Control of action

3. Devotion of purpose

4. Faith in the master's ability to teach the truth

5. Faith in one's ability to assimilate the truth

6. Faith in oneself to wield the truth

7. Freedom from resentment under persecution

8. Freedom from resentment under wrong

9. Ability to distinguish right from wrong

10. Ability to distinguish the real from the unreal

 


As Hilliard notes, these educational tenets are quite different from those of whites and are in marked contrast to the educational norms advocated by the schools that the BGLO founders attended. Yet these tenets reinforced the loyalty, discipline, values, and tenacity that the organizations wanted to instill in their potential members.

However, if the values being instilled during pledging were in keeping with an Egyptian model, the actual process was more akin to the initiation system of West Africa, as described by Pierre Erny in his book Childhood and Cosmo.9 Hilliard notes that the following elements were commonly included in West African initiations (denoted by italicized text), and James Brunson10 draws parallels with the BGLO pledge process (regular text):

 

1. The initiates were physically segregated from the regular activity of daily life. In the BGLO pledge process, the pledge line is formed. Pledges are required to interact, learn as much about one another as possible, work together, and depend on one another, with as little assistance as possible from outside sources, except, of course, their deans (master teachers).

2. They retreated from their familiar environment to an environment that enabled them to get more directly in touch with nature. This symbolized a move from the infantile situation to a situation that allowed for more maturity. BGLO pledges are put into pressured situations that require them to get in touch with the psychological inner self and intellect, utilize their individual and group creativity, and use their resourcefulness to achieve goals and self-actualization.

3. The initiates joined with other initiates of the same age and shared their lives in common, since the common living experience was also a common learning experience. BGLO pledges are at times required to eat, sleep, live, and study together; visit their big brothers and big sisters; review required learning materials together; and attend pledge meetings with big brothers and big sisters. The aim is that they get to know one another as one would know blood brothers or sisters.

4. The initiates were separated from their parents in addition to being separated from the larger community. BGLO pledges may be put into situations known as social probation, wherein they are denied social interaction with anyone outside the classroom or pledge line. They are not allowed to talk, socially interact with others, or engage in any behavior that calls into question the dynamic of ostracization.

5. The initiates had to renounce all that recalled their past existence. BGLO pledges state an allegiance to the tenets of the organization into which they are being initiated. They are given specific expectations that also demand a fuller respect for humanity.

6. The initiates were taught by the old men and old women of the village or town. BGLO pledges are taught the philosophic and pragmatic aspects of the organization, as well as the ideologies inherent to Greek-letter organizations. They learn fraternity or sorority and chapter history, poems, information regarding other chapters, myths of the organization, and the Greek alphabet, among other things.

7. The initiates frequently went nude or wore clothes made of grass to symbolize the clothes of the first men and women. BGLO pledges are expected to wear uniforms or outfits signifying their status as initiates, as outlined by the specific organization. Mandatory attire may include dresses (worn every day or on a specific day), shirts and ties, army jackets and boots, beanie caps or hats, and the like; in addition, shaving one's head or facial hair may be required.

8. The initiates underwent purification baths. BGLO initiates often undergo a series of trials designed to bring them from darkness to light.

9. During the course of initiation, a number of tests of audacity, courage, fasting, flogging, hazing, mutation, and scarification were conducted. (The purpose was to give the initiate the opportunity to demonstrate a refusal to take life as it is given, as a way of opening the mind to beauty, joy, and ecstasy.) BGLO initiates are sent through a variety of trials during a week-long ordeal referred to as “ship,” “hell week,” “probation,” or “crossing the sand,” which are designed to test their desire to be members of the organization.

10. Initiates learned a new and secret language. Newly initiated BGLO members are given the passwords, grips (handshakes), signs, and secret signals for that specific organization.

11. Initiates were given new names. During hell week, BGLO candidates are given preliminary names, such as “dog” or “probate,”11 and line and number names that are subsequently transformed after initiation.

12. The initiation processes symbolize a rebirth. After crossing the burning sands, initiated BGLO members become neophytes (new in the light) of their organization.

13. The initiation process included a number of exercises and things to be learned, including physical and military training, songs, dances, and how to handle sacred things such as math and tools. BGLO pledges learn rituals, songs, poems, history, and Greek literature; these things are perceived as being relevant to the organization's continuing existence. These ideas are passed from one pledge class or line to another.

 


Anyone initiated into a BGLO before the reforms of the early 1990s is certain to connect these elements of West African initiations with the activities known as probation or hell week. During this final week before initiation, probates received new names; endured physical or psychological hazing, or both; learned the secrets of the organization; dressed in distinctive, identical clothes; renounced the individuality of their past lives; and learned from their big brothers or sisters. These activities often took place in new or different locales that were segregated from their normal environs.

The tradition of “crossing the burning sands” turns out to be an African carryover as well. When the fraternity and sorority members mimicked Masonic ritual behavior, they may not have know that it was Kemetic in origin. However, in an account of a Shriners temple that in 2000 opened its heretofore secret ceremony to the public,12 we are told that initiates were required to face east and cross the burning sands.13 This activity and the nomenclature are common to all BGLOs. Moreover, the antecedents of this Masonic rite of passage are undoubtedly African. For Africans, Masons, and, later, BGLOs, this practice was part of the final test, and the “crossing” was made difficult to prove the potential members’ allegiance to their new brotherhood or sisterhood.

GOING OVER OR COMING OUT PARTIES

Another unconscious ritual is the celebration held after initiation. These festivities are major events on many college campuses, particularly those that mandate that all “pledging” activities begin and end on the same day. In her analyses of African title associations and African American benevolent associations, Kyuk examined the final elements of initiation in several parts of West Africa. The relaxed, public, secular events that she describes are strikingly similar to the “going over” or “coming out” parties commonly hosted by black sororities and fraternities when introducing their new constituents to the campus community. However, it is not surprising that the children of members of benevolent societies and Masonic orders would emulate the organizational structures and practices among which they were reared.14

AFRICAN AESTHETICS

An African aesthetic has also been unknowingly preserved in a variety of ways. Many aspects of BGLO public performance thought to be characteristic of Panhellenic life are actually African retentions. Therefore, although the continuance of an African aesthetic in black sororities and fraternities might have been “unconscious,” it was unavoidable. Numerous African aesthetic values were embedded in the churches and fraternal organizations of the founders’ home communities. The counterclockwise circular movement, percussion, calls, chants, call-response, ritualistic garb, and performance styles that later became synonymous with BGLOs all had African antecedents. Moreover, the survivors of the Middle Passage maintained them, and their children and grandchildren continued these practices within the sacred and secular institutions they founded and through the values they embraced.

 

Branding and Tattoos. Scarification or branding and tattooing are two examples of such retained practices. Both types of bodily adornment were common to many African ethnic groups. Frequently, systematic patterns or designs were cut or burned into the skin to confer membership in a new social class. Whether to indicate initiation or another rite of passage or to connote membership in a family or clan, these markings signified a person's new or changed status to the broader community. The same is true of the brands common to many BGLO members. Neophytes are often branded soon after initiation. Notably, it is the men who have continued this tradition, although there are anecdotal stories of women being branded, particularly in the late 1940s and early 1950s. However, during the 1990s, as the African practice of tattooing became more popular, there was a marked increase in the number of women and men who opted for tattoos indicating their organizational affiliations.

 

Calls. Calls and greetings represent another retention common to BGLOs, as evidenced by the call-response pattern of the intra- and inter-Greek salutations.15 The Alpha Kappa Alpha “Skee-Wee,” the Omega barking sound, the Delta “Ooo-oop,” the Kappa “Nupe,” and the intrasororal “Skee-Oop” often heard on the Howard University campus all followed the traditional pattern of the greeter offering the call and the respondent repeating the same sound. Just as the clergy's request for an “amen” from the congregation and the interplay between the jazz soloist and the ensemble have been categorized as African American manifestations of the African call-response pattern, so too is the tradition of greetings common to BGLOs.

 

Performance. The general public is most familiar with two components of black Greek life: community service activities (often evidenced by fund-raisers for local scholarship funds) and public performances at what have come to be known as step shows. These shows originally took place on college campuses and were associated with the probates’ activities during the final week before initiation. They were sometimes followed (or supplanted) by performances by the neophytes of each organization. By the early 1960s, many campuses had begun to charge admission for competitive shows that featured either the pledges or the members of the organizations. Fellow NPHC members often traveled from neighboring colleges to perform or to cheer their brothers and sisters on. Proceeds from these events usually went to charity. During the late 1970s to early 1980s, as the number of young BGLO alumni dramatically increased,16 so did the popularity of step shows. In cities such as Philadelphia, the Rho Theta Omega chapter of the Alpha Kappa Alpha sorority found that its annual competition drew Greeks and non-Greeks from throughout the Northeast and Mid-Atlantic regions while generating hefty revenues. Outside entrepreneurs soon noticed the profitability of these events, and what had been the exclusive province of BGLOs looking to generate funds for their communities was often co-opted by event planners and television producers who did not share the same commitment to community engagement.

Just as BGLO commitment to community service had an African antecedent, so too did the organizations’ performances. However, this realm of black Greek life could best be described as syncretized, because only recently have a significant number of BGLO members become aware of the African origins of much of their performance style.

The music and movement of African belief systems were preserved in religious practices in the Americas. Circular counterclockwise movement, crucial to making connections with the deities, remained intact in Afro-Christian and Christian practices. They similarly permeated the secular dance, song, oratorical, and performance rituals of the plantation and post-emancipation societies. The ritualistic behaviors found in the Masonic lodges and other fraternal organizations of late-nineteenth-century black communities had their roots in the religions and values of the Kongo societies from which the majority of North America's enslaved hailed. Logically, the behavior of these adults (particularly their public parade stances, dances, and songs) influenced the college students of the time. We see the call-response, the counterclockwise movement, the percussive use of hands and feet, and other elements of an African aesthetic in the ongoing public and private conduct of these organizations’ members. There is also growing evidence that cross-cultural exchanges between African and African American students and performers may have contributed to the African characteristics of the performance rituals, dances, and music common to black sororities and fraternities. Studies of stepping argue that early-twentieth-century cultural exchanges between North American and South African students and performers may account for similarities between African American stepping and South African boot-dancing.17 The organization Step Afrika! began promoting exchanges between South African gum-boot dancers and African American steppers. This activity has now expanded to include students and artists from multiple genres during an annual December arts confab in Soweto.18

 

Music. Since ethnomusicologists can trace the sacred and secular musical traditions that resonate with rural and urban black communities and with college students to Africa, it is reasonable to surmise that the music of the BGLOs also contained African influences. Although the performance styles of BGLO members went through a period of emulating white musical traditions in the 1920s and 1930s, that waned after World War II. The growing civil rights movement and increasing self-assurance about their culture and its value resulted in public musical performances that were more closely aligned with the black church and with rhythm and blues, both of which have African roots. In fact, we see a contemporary demonstration of that trend in the “party walks” performed by twenty-first-century sorority members. Though embracing a hip-hop theme, these routines are still underscored by African-based aesthetics, even when the women choose to emphasize singing rather than relying exclusively on “stepping.”19

 

Stepping. No twentieth-century phenomenon was more publicly representative of black Greekdom than stepping. Originally the exclusive province of the men of Omega Psi Phi, this percussive performance style was later adopted by the men, and then the women, of the other BGLOs.20 It has since spread to sacred and secular organizations, and as Elizabeth Fine notes, there are now Christian step team competitions; high school, secondary school, and elementary school teams; and steppers in Asian, Latino, and other multicultural sororities and fraternities.21 Yet, despite the popularity of shows such as Stomp and popular culture's fascination with stepping, it is still most closely aligned and associated with the traditions of BGLOs.

Dr. Hayward “Woody” Faraar asserts: “Anyone who has seen a step show will notice the percussive syncopated steps, the heavily made up or disguised dancers, the oftimes satirical or derisive songs, and the rhythmic parading either in a circle, a line, or a group of lines. All these derive from West African dance forms.”22 Though he does not dismiss the contributions of Masonic rituals, African and African American military marches, tap dancing, a cappella and doo-wop singing of the 1950s, and black high school and college cheerleading to modern-day stepping, he foregrounds the African influence. Since all these newer influences are also heavily influenced by readily traceable West or South African religious and musical traditions, the African antecedents are evident.

One less evident connection stems from a twentieth-century cross-fertilization directly related to the growth and development of South African mbube, the music that informs South African boot-dancing. The music to which many of the early gum-boot dancers performed emanates from a tradition said to incorporate a rich mixture of Western, Afro-American, traditional Zulu, and modern stylistic sources. In the liner notes to the CD Mbube Roots, compiler Veit Erlmann recounts a “pre-history” heavily influenced by the 1890–1898 visits to South Africa by Orpheus McAdoo's Minstrel, Vaudeville, and Concert Company. McAdoo was one of the first African Americans of note to visit South Africa, and his two tours lasted five years and were said to have been phenomenally successful.

Best known among the South African troupes that began to emulate McAdoo was the Durban-based Ohalange choir led by Reuben T. Caluza. Caluza is considered South Africa's most popular and innovative composer between World War I and the early 1930s, and Erlmann attributes the emergence of precursor styles of mbube to mission-educated performers such as Caluza. However, it is Caluza's Hampton University (Virginia) training that is of greater interest, because we can identify a second connection between his style and the sounds and movements of the stepping and boot-dancing of the 1980s and 1990s. It is the four-part harmony, Negro spirituals, and Western musical training of Caluza's undergraduate years as a music major at Hampton and his graduate training at Columbia University (New York City) that we hear in his choirs and in the varied South African choirs that he and other colleagues trained at historically black colleges and universities would direct. It is this choral tradition of the 1930s and 1940s that would later be mimicked. In fact, the conversion from the traditional ngoma songs to the four-part harmony that came to distinguish mbube is said to have a long history among African mission converts in South Africa. When we look back and realize that many of those mission converts were trained by Caluza and his students, our understanding of the similarities in the BGLO and boot-dancing performances is enhanced. While Caluza was training young musicians and music educators in Durban, his Hampton classmates were doing the same in countless segregated schools throughout the United States.

 

Canes. The use of canes by members of Kappa Alpha Psi and, more recently, Phi Beta Sigma is another example of an unconscious iconographic retention. Although research on this subject is somewhat inconclusive, there are several instances in which the African origins of the canes used by steppers, dancers, and Brazilian practitioners of the martial art form Maculele (which is also a dance) are documented.23 Paul Rich and David Marchant offer examples of Masonic canes that they identify as both African retentions and antecedents to the BGLO use first popularized by the Kappas.24 Similarly, after explaining the cane's connections to ancient and Christian lore, the author of the Web site The History of the Kane: Why Kappas Carry Kanes notes that “the history of the cane also ties in with the African Rights [sic] of Passage, and was a symbol of manhood that had to be carried by initiates wishing to become adult members of their respective tribe.”25 Moreover, The History of Swing Dancing: African Influences segment titled “Something in the Hand” tells us that “African ritual dance makes use of special objects, including masks and costumes. In this country, African Americans continued to use sticks or staffs, cloth, and other objects in dance. Handkerchiefs, canes, and top hats became part of the dance, as did other objects in stage routines.”26 One could therefore speculate that the use of canes is another example of the adoption of an African-derived Masonic practice by members of early BGLOs.

Conscious Acts

Although certain perpetuations of an African aesthetic by BGLOs might have been unconscious, an understanding of Egypt's connection to Africa clearly was not. All eight organizations drew clear connections to Egypt. Their original names, colors, icons, symbols, rituals, language, and overt connections to Greek deities of Egyptian origin could in some instances be viewed as a continuation of the “masking” tradition so vital to African oral traditions, literature, and music. Just as the naming of the African Methodist Episcopal Church implied a rejection of eighteenth-century white pejorative definitions of Africa, the selections made by BGLO founders affirmed that Egypt was a part of their heritage at a time when students were being taught to say “Egypt and Africa.” Moreover, for the Cornell students, there was another set of dynamics in play, because their campus was replete with Egyptian iconography that their white classmates had appropriated. The Cornellian yearbooks from 1905 to 1907 list a sphinx head as the symbol for the College of Architecture, a Civil Engineering Society named “Pyramid,” a “Sphinx Head” senior society, and a Mummy Club, many of which exist to this day.27 The yearbook also lists a pyramid, an obelisk, and other Egyptian icons as the symbols for Alpha Tau Omega, the prestigious white fraternity in whose house some of the Alpha Phi Alpha founders worked.28 Placed within that context, the Alpha founders’ choices can be viewed not only as an act of affirmation but also as an act of insurgence, serving as a reminder to their schoolmates that they had far more “right” to these Egyptian icons than anyone else.

The men of Alpha Phi Alpha laid further claim by naming their national magazine the Sphinx. The women of Delta Sigma Theta selected the Greek goddess Minerva as their icon, and although this choice was outwardly “European,” it might have had a very different meaning, since Minerva was successor to the most lauded and powerful Egyptian deity, Isis. Such choices seem to reveal a greater awareness of, interest in, and sense of connection to an African heritage during this era than might have been recognized. In fact, the Cornell University Register lists classes in Coptic and Ethiopian languages and literature, as well as those in Egyptian architecture.29 The Alpha Phi Alpha fraternity history reveals a more formalized interest when the noted historian and Howard University faculty member (1922–1959) Dr. William Leo Hansberry established a “Negro History” column in the Sphinx whose sole purpose was to increase members’ consciousness of the connections between ancient African, Ethiopian, and Egyptian histories and persons of African ancestry residing in the Americas.30

NOMENCLATURE

A turn-of-the-century photograph of the Howard Academy Ancient History Club adorns a wall of the Howard University History Department. It affirms that secondary students, many of whom would later pursue baccalaureate study at Howard University, participated in an organized sharing of knowledge about their African past. One can speculate that as they studied Greek, Latin, philosophy, history, literature, and the arts, these budding scholars may have looked for affirmations of a glorious Kemetic past that recognized Africa's contributions to the world. Such quests could have been the inspiration for Alpha Phi Alpha founder Henry Arthur Callis, who concedes that after he and cofounder Eugene Jones fashioned Greek letters for the club, he was never quite satisfied because he could not find a word in Latin for what the Greeks called Africans.31 This admission takes on additional significance when Alpha Phi Alpha is placed within the context of Cornell University's numerous Egyptian-named secret societies and white Greek-letter fraternities. Callis and Jones consciously chose to create an organization different from what they saw on their campus. Seemingly, Callis was consciously attesting to “Egypt in Africa” as he looked for the most “fitting” third Greek letter. These defiant young men were knowingly and consciously seeking a Greek name whose letters would identify them as being connected to Africa during a time when the lynching of black men and debasement of Africa were rampant. Ostensibly, Delta Sigma Theta founders were similarly motivated, selecting the African violet as their flower in a conscious acknowledgment and affirmation of their members’ African heritage.32

ICONOGRAPHY

Recent investigations into some of the symbols and colors associated with BGLOs avow that Egyptian iconography was central to the deliberate decisions made by the founders of the first eight BGLOs.33 Thomas Robinson's popular Internet-disseminated message about Egyptian burial rites identifies many of them,34 including the popular lexicon of “crossing the burning sands,” which was used by all BGLOs to denote the place of testing. This practice was also part of Masonic and African testing, and the “crossing” was always difficult.35 Robinson notes that the Egyptians believed that as the deceased journeyed toward the new world, they were led by the stars and “crescent moon” (a Phi Beta Sigma icon); first they crossed a desert, after which they reached a “place of testing.” The now outlawed BGLO practice of “crossing the sands” at the end of the formal pledge period and the beginning of probation (the final week before admittance to full membership) is therefore viewed by many as an African retention.

Robinson asserts that the Alpha Kappa Alpha icon of an ivy leaf stands for Egyptian references to “nature” (as noted in the postburial lore). He further states that after crossing the desert, the first thing one would see was a sphinx (Alpha Phi Alpha) guarding a pyramid (Delta Sigma Theta). Later in the journey, one's lessons (wisdom from the deities) were presented on a scroll (Kappa Alpha Psi). Afterward, the “Lady of the West” (the goddess Sekhmet) tested the souls of the dead. Robinson believes that she represents the Zeta Phi Beta sorority, and Maat, to whom one's heart was given for measurement, represents Sigma Gamma Rho. In the final stages of the after-death journey, one's last encounter is with Anubis,36 the deity of embalming, who has the head of a jackal, which Robinson argues represents Omega Psi Phi. Needless to say, there are many parts of the Sahara where one would never see a pyramid, nor receive a scroll. And one would be hard-pressed to find ivy, or any vegetation, other than on the banks of the Nile. But the lengths to which Robinson goes to allege such connections, and the popularity of his Web site, tell us a lot about contemporary BGLO members’ desires to connect themselves to the “Black Athena” posited by Martin Bernal,37 as opposed to the ancient Greece that mainstream white sororities and fraternities claim.

COLOR SYMBOLISM

Egyptian color symbolism is also of interest when juxtaposed with the choices BGLOs made, because repeatedly we see colors that affirm life, rebirth, strength, courage, power, and wisdom. The collective positivism of these choices is insightful. Alpha Kappa Alpha's green has two significant meanings. The first is related to the common amulet of the “Eye of Horus,” or the Wedjat. In Color in Egyptian Art and Jewelry, Marie Parsons says that this symbol is usually green to connote aspects of healing and well-being.38 Moreover, Wedjat was the green one, the protective serpent goddess of Lower Egypt. Second, she notes that the color green was symbolic of growing things and of life itself. To do “green things” was a euphemism for positive, life-producing behavior; in contrast, “red things,” which included life-giving and protective items, such as blood, also denoted things that were hot and furious, such as fire. So the women of Alpha Kappa Alpha chose a color that represented positive, life-producing healing; well-being; and an Egyptian female deity. Interestingly, the color pink, though not on the Egyptian color palette, is the color of the Yoruba goddess Oba, the deity of education,39 an endeavor central to the sorority's mission.

The blue common to Phi Beta Sigma, Zeta Phi Beta, and Sigma Gamma Rho is said to have reminded the Egyptians of the Nile and the heavens. Moreover, blue, like green, is symbolic of growth and rebirth. Parsons says that the crimson and cream combination selected by both Delta Sigma Theta and Kappa Alpha Psi denotes completeness, whereas by itself, the cream-white selected by Zeta Phi Beta and Phi Beta Sigma is associated with cleanliness, ritual purity, and sacredness; it was the color of the clothes worn by ritual priests. Omega Psi Phi's purple, the well-known indicator of royalty, is the other color worn by the powerful of that era. The yellow-gold of Sigma Gamma Rho, Alpha Phi Alpha, and Omega Psi Phi was often associated with the sun, the deities, and the transition to divinity in the afterlife. Alpha Phi Alpha's black represented Kmt, or black land (Egypt), the fertile Nile soil, and regeneration.

In sum, the colors selected, when juxtaposed with their Egyptian meanings, tell an intriguing story; they all speak to a power, wholeness, purity, and rebirth quite contrary to the dominant culture's stereotypes. When contrasted to the demonic representations of blacks popularized by the Ku Klux Klan and (later) films such as the 1915 blockbuster Birth of a Nation, these students’ choices could well be interpreted as acts of resistance.

INTENTIONALITY

No undertaking was as overtly and intentionally Afrocentric as Delta Sigma Theta's 1976 film Countdown at Kusini, whose “plot revolved around the attempt to assassinate the leader of an African revolutionary movement who is struggling against colonialism and multinational corporations.”40 Spearheaded by Delta president Lillian Benbow's Commission on Arts and Letters, this film, though panned by critics, was a proactive response to both the “blaxploitation” stereotypes of 1970s Hollywood and calls for greater African and African American economic independence and interdependence.

More recently, in the 1980s and 1990s, we saw fraternity and sorority members intentionally emulating African attire, movements, sounds, music, and language, which seemed to parallel the growing interest in Afrocentricity. Moreover, the establishment of chapters on the African continent and consciously constructed programs of service grew throughout the twentieth century. As was pointed out in the Smithsonian exhibition and catalog Wrapped in Pride: Ghanaian Kente and African American Identity, Ghana's Kente has become the global symbol or icon for Africa.41 As such, it is recognizable in cities as far-flung as Rio de Janeiro and Beijing; it has also taken on a special meaning for African Americans, as evidenced by the spate of faux-Kente paraphernalia that proliferated during the 1990s. This trend's popularity soon spilled over to black organizations, and black sororities and fraternities were in the vanguard. In fact, the first Kente stoles were produced by Alpha Kappa Alpha entrepreneur Twyla Lang-Gordon.42 In addition to the graduation stoles, vendors produced T-shirts, ice buckets, stemware, hats, umbrellas, plastic mugs, and countless other products bearing Kente (and later Malian mud cloth) patterns in each organization's colors.


In some instances, the tattooing mentioned earlier may qualify as an intentional act as well. The growing popularity of henna tattoos for hands and feet has resulted in a far larger cohort of U.S. youth recognizing the North African origins of this practice. Consequently, besides being representative of hip-hop culture, for some, tattooing constitutes an intentional act of connecting to an African heritage.

Last, reviews of naming practices within organizations also reveal intentional African correlations. In recent years, we have witnessed the adoption of African names by pledge groups and for events and activities. The men of Phi Beta Sigma have been among the most visibly active in this arena. Perusal of Phi Beta Sigma national and local Web sites reveals that they identify their members by many African-related titles, including the Sons of Kush, the Blue Riders of the Camel which crosses white sands, the Masters of the Lion Judah, the Men of the Dove, and the Fraternity of African Kings, Princes, and Presidents. In addition, the men of Alpha Phi Alpha have employed African names for newly initiated members as well as for pledge lines. For example, members of Alpha Phi Alpha have used such names as Four Suns of the Nile, Four Rays of Khnemu, Pharaohs of Giza, Six Guardians of Hekeptah, and Disciples of Set. Undoubtedly, these titles affirm pride in their African ancestry and a desire by these young men to remember their forebears’ greatest accomplishments.

Presence of Black Greek-Letter Organizations on the African Continent

MEMBERSHIP

BGLO publications reveal a long-standing interest in, concern about, and sense of connection to Africa. Organizations supported the initiation of African students at U.S. colleges and universities to varying degrees; however, African BGLO members, like their Caribbean, Canadian, and U.S. counterparts, all received basic leadership training in their undergraduate chapters. Undoubtedly, that preparation helped those who would later be catapulted to national and international prominence.

One of the earliest examples of interest in Africa is found in the Alpha Phi Alpha Sphinx magazine, which, beginning in the early 1920s, featured regular columns written by Howard University scholar Dr. William Leo Hansberry.43 In 1950, Phi Beta Sigma published a “Free Africa” issue of Crescent magazine. In it were articles by Brother Azikiwe, Emperor Haile Selassie (not a brother of Sigma), W. E. B. DuBois (not a brother of Sigma), and a roundup on developments in all parts of the erstwhile “motherland” by African fraternity brothers.44

The organizations supported members’ studying abroad in Africa and African students’ studying in the United States. According to the Alpha Kappa Alpha Ivy Leaf magazine, sorors were studying in Africa as early as 1922.45 However, Zeta Phi Beta's concern was so great that in 1948 it chartered the first BGLO chapter in Africa. Liberia, where this chapter was organized, would eventually host chapters of many of the BGLOs, including Alpha Kappa Alpha in 195846 and Delta Sigma Theta in 1960.47 These bonds may attest to the longstanding connection between African Americans and the formerly enslaved persons who had founded Liberia. Yet, although many BGLOs eventually established chapters in Liberia, no organization reached out to African students studying in the United States with as much conviction as Phi Beta Sigma, whose membership boasted four African chiefs of state (Ghana's Nkrumah, Nigeria's Azikiwe, and Liberia's Tubman and Tobert) in the early postcolonial era.

AFRICAN PROGRAMS OF SERVICE

During the second half of the twentieth century, one of the most important ways in which BGLOs maintained a presence on the African continent was through their ongoing support of sustainable development projects there. According to Mel Foote, now CEO of the Constituency for Africa48 and former Africare49 liaison to BGLOs, no organization supported sustainable development in Africa during the 1980s and early 1990s with the ardor of Alpha Kappa Alpha.50 Former national president Janet Ballard51 designated “Service with a Global Perspective” as the overarching program theme for her 1986–1990 administration by emphasizing the sorority's Africare partnership. In accord with the Africare initiative, chapters of Alpha Kappa Alpha adopted villages, sent contributions to a general fund to build village water wells, and took tourists and workers to the continent on cultural study tours and working vacations. Much of this interest grew from the sorority's participation in the 1986 United Nations International Women's Conference in Nairobi, where African women repeatedly said that they could not move forward without clean, potable water. African American women's organizations took this message to heart, and members of BGLOs, the National Council for Negro Women, LINKS, and black church auxiliaries came home determined to respond to their sisters’ pleas. Foote said that among the sororities, Sigma Gamma Rho supported an early 1990s project to provide grinding mills to African women,52 and Delta Sigma Theta, though it never participated in a formal development program with Africare, provided consistent financial support for projects related to women's issues.53 Notably, however, Delta had been actively engaged in supporting women's issues in Africa since the 1958–1963 administration of Dr. Jean Noble, who, according to Paula Giddings, “engineered closer ties between African and African American women; supported building a maternity wing in a rural Kenyan hospital, and funded 27-year-old Tanzanian Lucy Lameck's work fostering women's organizations.”54 Foote also recalled the work of two fraternities: Kappa Alpha Psi supported a food-storage project that focused on warehouse development, and the men of Omega Psi Phi, like the NAACP, worked with Africare on reforestation projects.55

The antiapartheid movement of the 1980s galvanized black Greeks as it did other black sacred, civic, and social organizations. Although much has been written about corporate America's response to the Sullivan principles,56 created by Dr. Leon Sullivan, founder of the Opportunities Industrialization Centers (OIC), scant attention has been paid to BGLOs’ ongoing response inspired by Sullivan and Trans Africa's Randall Kennedy. Notable among these efforts is Omega Psi Phi's South Africa Project; according to its Web site, “although apartheid has officially ended in the nation of South Africa, many black South Africans still suffer from a shortage of adequate resources and necessities. The most critical shortages are in the areas of health care and education. This humanitarian project is designed to provide assistance in these areas, particularly in the black townships.”57

Other organizations took up Sullivan's mantle by partnering with the International Foundation for Education and Self-Help (IFESH).58 This organization was also established by Sullivan, who felt that the vocational thrust of the international arm of the OIC59 was not sufficiently addressing Africa's educational needs. In addition to the Teachers for Africa program, he established SOS60 to collect and distribute school supplies and the Schools for Africa initiative61 to build schools in rural African communities.

IFESH's self-help school construction program and the parallel SOS program are designed to assist the poorest of the poor. The program currently operates in South Africa, Zimbabwe, Swaziland, Ethiopia, Sierra Leone, and Liberia, and its goal is to construct a thousand schools in Africa by providing basic building materials to communities in rural areas where no schools previously existed. Schools are built through a collaborative effort, with parents providing the labor and governments supplying teachers and some monitoring. Every effort is made to incorporate skills training into each project through local OIC International training centers, sister organizations to IFESH. In some instances, Teachers for Africa supplies U.S. educators, who use their sabbaticals or unpaid leaves of absence to provide administrative and classroom support. During the 1998–2002 administration of Dr. Norma Solomon White, Alpha Kappa Alpha built ten schools in rural South Africa and distributed thousands of containers of school supplies to children throughout the continent.

Conclusion

The study of BGLOs reveals conscious and unconscious African cultural continuities, including intentional emulation of elements of African art and culture, as well as a consciously planned organizational presence on the African continent. Despite mythologized (and often demonized) depictions of Africa and Africans in nineteenth- and twentieth-century European and American historical texts, media, and popular culture,62 members of these organizations steadfastly held on to an alternative understanding of the continent and its progeny. Therefore, when we examine their choices regarding nomenclature, iconography, organizational structure, core values, pledge practices, performance, chapter locales, and programs of service, we find that direct links to African religious practices, secret societies and title associations, aesthetics, philosophy, values, and educational norms are plentiful. The fact that these patterns can be traced from the inception of black sororities and fraternities to the present time underscores the contention that although the term Afrocentric was not in vogue at the turn of the twentieth century, the college students of that era, and the undergraduate and graduate BGLO members who followed them, were very much aware of their connection to an Africa that was quite different from the stereotyped misrepresentations that continue to abound.
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The Origin and Evolution of College Fraternities and Sororities

Craig L. Torbenson

On Thursday, the 5th of December in the year of our Lord God one thousand seven hundred and seventy-six and the first of the Commonwealth, a happy spirit and resolution of attaining the important ends of Society entering the minds of John Heath, Thomas Smith, Richard Booker, Armistead Smith, and John Jones, and afterwards seconded by others, prevailed, and was accordingly ratified. And for the better establishment and sanctitude of our unanimity, a square silver medal was agreed on and instituted, engraved on the one side with SP, the initials of the Latin Societas Philosophiae, and on the other, agreeable to the former, with the Greek initials of Φβκ and an index imparting a philosophical design, extended to the three stars, a part of the planetary orb, distinguished.1

Thus begin the minutes describing the organization of Phi Beta Kappa, considered the first Greek-letter fraternity in the United States. Today there are more than 200 national fraternity and sorority organizations that are classified as social fraternities, in contrast to professional fraternities, honor societies, and recognition societies that also use Greek letters. This is, however, only part of the story; nearly ninety other national social organizations no longer exist. About 9 percent of these social fraternities and sororities are considered black Greek-letter organizations (BGLOs). From their inception, most fraternities and sororities had to withstand tremendous pressure for their removal from college campuses. Over the years, however, the institution has proved to be both resourceful and resilient. Success can be attributed to the desire for social interaction on the part of college students, resulting in a general acceptance on most campuses today.

Although some may think that all college fraternities and sororities are similar, there are, in fact, many differences. Some are conservative in their policies; others are more open-minded. Some tend to establish chapters at certain types of colleges and universities; others are associated with particular religious, racial, or ethnic groups or with specific fields of study. Some are regional in their distribution, while others are national or even international. Despite these differences, the fraternity institution has had a notable role in the lives of countless students both before and after graduation. Although the first collegiate BGLO was not established until 1906, its roots can be traced to the predominant white, male, Protestant fraternities that emerged during the early nineteenth century. Therefore, this chapter examines the origins of the typical white fraternity, and later white women's sororities, to provide the historical background for the rise of BGLOs.

Student Life at Early U.S. Colleges

With the establishment of colleges during the colonial period, a subculture of student college life emerged that still exists today. This subculture embraces the educational and extracurricular experiences that students share while attending college. Within this subculture, numerous organizations, including fraternities and sororities, were established to meet the intellectual and social needs of students.

The majority of early U.S. colleges patterned themselves after Harvard College, which had modeled itself after Oxford and Cambridge Universities in England. In terms of structure (buildings, administration, and curriculum) and the collegiate life (dormitories, dining halls, and discipline), early U.S. colleges tried to duplicate these two English prototypes as best they could. This section examines the early American attempts to replicate important physical and social features of English colleges and their subsequent modification, all of which provided the framework for student life in U.S. colleges.2

Colonial schools quickly recognized the difficulties of duplicating the physical structure of their English examples. Because the population in the colonies was disbursed, colleges followed this same pattern, resulting in an educational system that was diffused and decentralized. Most colonial colleges lacked the resources to follow the architectural plans of their English models, which centered on enclosed quadrangles with only one exit. American colleges were often forced to erect one structure at a time.3

Most colonial colleges followed the English model of using memorization and recitation as methods of classroom learning. Structured around the Greek and Latin languages and literature, the curriculum consisted of a group of courses taken by all; there was no flexibility, despite an individual's interest or professional plans. Information presented in class was not to be criticized or analyzed, but rather memorized or translated and then recited in Greek or Latin. This approach left little opportunity for students to expand their thinking and tended to be tiresome and dull.4

The idea of the collegiate way grew out of the concept of colleges as large family-like institutions. The faculty, acting as surrogate parents, assumed responsibility for discipline. Although faculty members viewed college as a place to impart knowledge, they also saw it as a place to develop strong religious and moral character. Religion had a dominant role, and everyone observed a routine of daily prayer, religious study, and Sunday church.5

In the colonies, faculty had the dual responsibility of teaching and meting out discipline, which frustrated attempts to foster any student-faculty relations. This differed from the English model, where deans and proctors were responsible for discipline and the faculty concentrated on teaching and developing close associations with their students. This paternalistic attitude of the colonial faculty resulted in the everyday lives of students being highly structured. Eating, sleeping, studying, and socializing were all supervised. A long list of “don'ts” left students with little freedom to diverge from a routine that some described as “pay, pray, study, and accept.” For those guilty of infractions, the ultimate punishment was dismissal, though this was used sparingly, since the college relied on students’ parents paying their tuition.6

The colonial college also tried to duplicate the dormitory, which was the heart of the English educational experience. Dormitories encouraged interaction, brought students and faculty together outside of the classroom, and enabled faculty to keep a close eye on students. The colonial dormitory, however, was less successful. With limited funds, American colleges constructed one building at a time, and when a dormitory was built, it was often located some distance from the classroom buildings, making it difficult to enforce the rules and regulations.7

The colonial dormitories were crude and lacked many of the simple comforts of life. For the young men inhabiting the dormitories, the Spartan conditions aggravated the situation. Tempers wore thin, and frequent confrontations erupted. Several disputes resulted in death, such as when two students at South Carolina College grabbed the same plate of food and resolved their conflict with a duel in 1833. In such a difficult environment, students were easily incited to protest a variety of issues related to the educational process. They often led boycotts and rebellions that resulted in the destruction of school property. The faculty, and often the public, viewed these actions as inappropriate behavior, but the students saw these activities as a break from the boring curriculum of memorization and recitation.8

The colonial college copied the English system of dividing the student body into freshman, sophomore, junior, and senior classes. This class division was central to understanding certain aspects of college life in America. Since enrollments were small, students who entered college lived, studied, socialized, and graduated together, and many friendships developed. Class designation was therefore the first form of student association. Though never an official organization, each class had its own rituals, customs, insignia, and clothes and provided important social activities for members. In this hierarchy, the freshmen were on the bottom, in a position of servitude to members of the upper classes. This strengthened the bonding of each incoming class and made inter-class rivalry a significant part of college life. By 1725, social standing also became important for students at Harvard, where members of each class were ranked according to their fathers’ social position.9

Many aspects of student life found new meaning and purpose in college fraternities and sororities. Freshman servitude, known as “fagging” in English colleges, evolved in the colonies to become hazing by the early 1800s. Incidents of hazing were often humiliating and sometimes dangerous. Typical hazing incidents included consuming large amounts of drink or food, performing worthless and mundane tasks, or participating in various stunts. One aspect of hazing was the rush. Initially an all-out fight or brawl between freshman and sophomore classes, rush later became an organized activity such as a wrestling match or football game.10

Although class standing was an important foundation for many student organizations, its role declined as some colleges ceased to provide housing for students. The college fraternity also had a role in this decrease. Early in their history, fraternities selected members from one class only; thus, there were sophomore, junior, and senior fraternities. By the 1900s, however, college fraternities selected their members from all four classes.11

Within this early collegiate world, students had little freedom. Whereas the faculty saw college as a period of self-denial, students saw college as a time to be enjoyed while preparing for the future. These differing viewpoints created tensions and frequent clashes between faculty and students. Students attempted to take control of college life with the establishment of clubs, societies, and fraternities. The faculty had different ideas, however, and responded with stricter rules as they supervised many student organizations. Despite faculty control, or perhaps because of it, these organizations functioned well, giving students an outlet to interact with others in a social and intellectual atmosphere. In time, however, students wanted more freedom to pursue their own interests without faculty intervention. The result was a proliferation of student organizations to meet the various needs of the student body.12

Student Organizations

In 1703, the first known student organization in British North America was established at Harvard. Its purpose was to allow students to pray together and mingle under faculty guidance within a religious context. Like the colonial college, early student organizations had religious orientations. By 1719, however, a number of more secular organizations had been established. Meeting in student rooms, members read poems and discussed topics while smoking and drinking.13

The formation of a student organization was often based on a specific interest or idea of a few individuals. Most of these organizations were shortlived, and when their members graduated, they ceased to exist. Despite a proliferation of student organizations during the early 1700s, it was not until the late 1700s that these organizations recruited members and were thereby able to exist beyond the college careers of those who established them.14

Literary societies and debating clubs, which enjoyed their greatest popularity between 1760 and 1860, emerged as the most important student organizations. The proliferation of these societies and clubs can be attributed to the general atmosphere of political excitement in the colonies and to the changes brought about by the Enlightenment. Literary societies helped fill a void in the educational process by providing students with the opportunity to develop skills in speaking and writing. They also provided a spirit of intellectualism that was lacking in the college classroom because of the emphasis on rote learning and recitation.15

Usually, each campus had two or three literary societies that vied for members, student positions, and honors. Competition was often fierce. Each society was essentially a college within a college. It enrolled students, held classes, published magazines, and passed out diplomas. The literary society sometimes had a larger and better library than the college itself. To distinguish their members, many societies used secret initiation rites, mottoes, and badges. As a result, membership and activities in literary societies often became more important than the curriculum of the college.16

College Fraternities and Sororities

Although other factors contributed to the decline of literary societies, their demise is closely associated with the rise of fraternities and sororities, which engendered a higher degree of loyalty. The idea of fraternity or brotherhood was not peculiar to U.S. college students, and many student organizations existed in Europe. However, although attempts have been made to establish a link between European student organizations and the U.S. college fraternity, the evidence suggests that the social fraternity is unique to the United States.17

A fraternity or sorority was the creation of a few individuals who had similar values and ideals and wanted to maintain close associations while in college. Their goals often included correcting the perceived wrongs of the college administration, providing activities for students, and obtaining more rights for students. In reality, however, their purpose was to create a compatible brotherhood or sisterhood for friendship. Although BGLOs were not established to correct the wrongs of the college administration, several were established to promote the struggle against racism. Like the white fraternities and sororities, BGLOs were established by groups of like-minded individuals who desired to maintain contact and provide activities and brotherhood or sisterhood for their group.18

Fraternities and sororities had many characteristics in common with the literary societies, including the use of pins, badges, secret initiation rites, and mottoes. The fraternity system differed, however, with its use of Greek letters representing the organization's motto and its reliance on initiation rituals from the Masonic order. A couple of early college traditions, rush and hazing, took on new meaning within the social fraternity system. The initial documents of many fraternities and, later, sororities set out the goals for these organizations, which generally included maintaining high standards of scholarship, perpetuating brotherhood or sisterhood, striving for excellence as an individual, developing leadership qualities, and, for some organizations, participating in service activities at the school and in the community. Many of these goals were common to both white fraternal and sororal organizations and BGLOs, although the wording may have been somewhat different. Thus, whereas literary societies once filled the intellectual vacuum of college life, Greek-letter fraternities filled the social vacuum. In a fraternity, one could find brotherhood and escape from mundane class work and religious training. Drinking, smoking, card playing, singing, and womanizing—behavior not generally condoned—became institutionalized in the fraternity. These activities had always been a way of escape for college students, but the fraternity gave this behavior new meaning.19

Phi Beta Kappa, the prototype of the college fraternity, was established at William and Mary College in Williamsburg, Virginia, in 1776. Similar to other student organizations of the time, Phi Beta Kappa functioned as a literary society, sponsoring essay writing, debates, and orations. It had its own rules for debate, and some of the discussion topics included “the advantages of an established Church,” “the justice of African slavery,” and “whether anything is more dangerous to civil liberty in a free state than a standing army in time of peace.” Besides the scholarly activities of Phi Beta Kappa, this organization departed from the norm by also serving as a vehicle for social activities. The members devised a number of secret aspects, such as the handshake, motto, sign, and password, to identify those who belonged. An initiation ritual in Greek and Latin explained the organization's secrets. This aspect was not unique to Phi Beta Kappa, for other student organizations often used secrecy, but never with such a heavy emphasis.20

Two of the founders of Phi Beta Kappa and eight subsequent members were Masons; therefore, Masonic influence can be assumed. Certainly a model of symbology was provided from which adaptations could be made. One Masonic characteristic that Phi Beta Kappa most likely adopted was the idea of establishing chapters at other locations in Virginia. However, the idea of expanding to other states was an innovation unique to Phi Beta Kappa. The expansion process worked as follows: The mother chapter at William and Mary granted a charter to an individual who wanted to establish a chapter. This individual took the charter, a piece of paper on which the fraternity's constitution was written, and tore it in half. The mother chapter kept half of the charter, and the new chapter retained the other half. This charter could be withdrawn if the new chapter proved unworthy of the fraternity's ideals.21

Phi Beta Kappa expanded initially in the South. By 1780, the fraternity had established chapters at some twenty colleges and within numerous communities. These early chapters are known as the “lost chapters,” because there are no accurate records of them. Expansion to the North occurred at Yale College and Harvard University in 1780 and 1781. Between 1787 and 1830, additional chapters at Dartmouth College (1787), Union College (1817) in New York, Bowdoin College (1825) in Maine, and Brown College (1830) in Rhode Island increased the geographic territory and influence of this organization. Since communication among these early chapters was infrequent, each developed and operated as an autonomous unit. Consequently, a variety of traditions and practices emerged at each school.22

During the latter part of the 1820s, an antisecrecy movement swept the country, prompted by the disappearance of William Morgan, who was about to publish a book exposing the secrets of Masonry. Throughout the United States, many people were increasingly of the opinion that Masons exerted undue political, social, and economic control or influence. A public outcry against such secret organizations culminated in the establishment of the Anti-Masonic Party in 1831; its main platform was the elimination of all secret societies. Phi Beta Kappa was often associated with the Masons, so to distance itself, the organization published its secret rites and became an honorary society in 1831.23

The next recorded appearance of a Greek-letter organization occurred thirty-six years after the founding of Phi Beta Kappa. In 1812, four one-time initiates of Phi Beta Kappa at the University of North Carolina organized Kappa Alpha, which eventually expanded to include some twenty-one chapters throughout the South. It is very likely that this fraternity was an offspring of one of the community chapters of Phi Beta Kappa, for its constitution, rituals, and secrets were very similar. Local fraternities were established at Union (1813), Yale (1821), and Princeton College (1824). Many local organizations were established because their petitions for Phi Beta Kappa charters were not promptly acted on or had been denied.24

Although Phi Beta Kappa is recognized as the first fraternity, it was not until the late 1820s and early 1830s that the fraternity movement became firmly established. A Phi Beta Kappa chapter at Union (1817) had competition from a local fraternity, Phi Beta Gamma (1823). Both organizations eventually came under faculty control, leading students to establish three new organizations that used Greek letters and implemented many of the characteristics of Phi Beta Kappa. Known as the Union Triad, Kappa Alpha Society (1825), Sigma Phi (1827), and Delta Phi (1827) launched the fraternity movement and set the pattern for the creation of new fraternities. Because three additional fraternities, Psi Upsilon (1833), Chi Psi (1841), and Theta Delta Chi (1847), were also established at Union, this school is referred to as the “Mother of Fraternities.”25

The emergence of the fraternity, then, is the culmination of processes that involved early colonial colleges and the subsequent development of student college life. Certainly the struggle over whether faculty or students should control student college life had a major role in the creation of the social fraternity. As the prototype, Phi Beta Kappa left its legacy to the college fraternity movement, with its heavy emphasis on secrecy and expansion to other colleges.

The origins of women's fraternities, or sororities, are associated with the coeducational colleges of the Midwest and South, not the women's colleges of the East. Since they were a minority on coeducational campuses, women organized to unite their small numbers and give them a stronger position in campus activities. Clearly, the creation of women's organizations was an imitation of the already well-established men's fraternities.26

Before the 1830s, few women attended male-dominated colleges; rather, they went to female “academies” or “seminaries.” As the number of women attending college increased, however, many predominantly male colleges opted to become coeducational. The question logically arose as to whether women should be allowed to join fraternities. There was no ban on women members, for this had never been an issue, and although a few fraternities allowed women to join, most excluded them. There are few recorded examples of women joining chapters of national fraternities. One of the earliest is from a chapter of Sigma Alpha Epsilon at the Kentucky Military Institute around 1860–1861. Other organizations known to have female members included Beta Theta Pi, Phi Delta Theta, and Pi Kappa Alpha; there may have been others. The women of Pi Kappa Alpha seem to have been members of the community who used their homes for entertainment, provided food for fraternity members, and decorated the chapter hall. Some national organizations debated for several years whether women should be admitted as members. Attempts were made to include women by giving them some sort of peripheral status, but women objected and insisted on full membership. When this was not obtained, they created their own organizations to provide comparable activities.27

The earliest women's organizations were established at the first women's college—Wesleyan (Georgia) in 1851 and 1852. These secret literary societies used classical names that were later changed to the Greek letters Alpha Delta Pi and Phi Mu. They remained local organizations until the early 1900s. Pi Beta Phi (or I. C. Sorosis, until 1888) has the distinction of being the first national women's fraternity. Organized in 1867 at Monmouth College (Illinois), it patterned itself after the male fraternity in organization and manner of expansion. With the establishment of its second chapter in 1869, it became a national organization.28

The first women's organization to use Greek letters was Kappa Alpha Theta, organized by Bettie Locke in 1870 at DePauw University (Indiana). Locke's father and brother both belonged to a fraternity. When her brother's fraternity offered her a pin so that she could be a champion of the organization, she asked to be a full member. The chapter members turned her down, and her father suggested that she begin her own organization. The first sorority was established in 1874 at Syracuse University. Gamma Phi Beta was a “society” prior to 1882, when a Latin professor suggested the use of the term sorority. This term soon became popular to distinguish female and male fraternities.29

GEOGRAPHIC PATTERNS OF ORIGIN

Studying the geographic patterns of origin for nearly 200 fraternities and sororities established between 1776 and 1975 (including those that ceased to exist) reveals that only 101 schools had national organizations originate on their campuses. Thirty-five of these schools were points of origin for more than one fraternity or sorority, and fourteen schools gave rise to four or more. The largest cluster was in New York State and included the following schools: City University of New York, New York University, Union College, Syracuse University, Cornell University, Columbia University, Hunter College, Barnard College, and Cooper Union. New York University and the City University of New York claimed seven organizations each, and Cornell and Union had six each.30

A second cluster occurred in Virginia and included Longwood College, Virginia Military Institute, University of Virginia, Washington and Lee College, Roanoke College, and William and Mary College. Longwood and Washington and Lee Colleges each had four organizations originate on their campuses. The school credited with the largest number of organizations was Miami University of Ohio, with eight. A few other schools had three or more, including the University of California-Berkeley, University of Missouri, University of Illinois, Howard University (Washington, D.C.), Brown University, Boston University, Washington and Jefferson College, University of Pennsylvania, and Yale University.

Nearly 100 national organizations have been established since 1975. About 79 percent of these organizations were established in six states: California (26), New York (22), Texas (9), Illinois (8), New Jersey (7), and Michigan (5). The leading schools include the University of Texas, with five new organizations, and five schools with four organizations each: University of California-Chico, State University of New York (SUNY)-Albany, SUNY-Buffalo, SUNY-Binghamton, and University of Illinois.
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Figure 2.1. Founding of fraternities and sororities.

Figure 2.1 plots by five-year periods when national fraternities and sororities originated. The figure identifies three waves of establishment. During the first wave, 1825 to 1874, 20 percent of all national organizations were established. These were the traditional Greek-letter organizations; 94 percent were fraternities with white, male, Protestant members. In the second wave, 1885 to 1929, 40 percent of all national organizations were established. Of this number, 19 percent catered to African Americans, Jews, or various religious groups, and 33 percent were sororities. The third wave began in 1975 and ended in 1999, accounting for 33 percent of all national organizations. Only a few were traditional white fraternities or sororities, as this group of new organizations catered to a more diverse student body. The largest number of new organizations was for Hispanics or Latinos, followed by those for blacks. These three periods, or waves, were responsible for approximately 94 percent of all fraternities and sororities established since 1776.

Four geographic areas are important in terms of the origin of college fraternities and sororities. In chronological order, they are east-central New York, Greater Virginia, west-central New York, and the Midwest Belt. The “Cradle of Social Fraternities” formed in east-central New York, which can be separated into a northern and a southern core. The northern core was in place by 1835 and centered on Union College, where four fraternities had been established by 1834. Two other colleges formed this northern core—Hamilton and Williams—each of which had a fraternity. Of the five colleges in the region, three had fraternities. The southern core focused on Yale in Connecticut, where three fraternities had been established by 1848. The three other institutions in this southern core—Wesleyan, New York University, and Columbia—each had one fraternity. By 1848, Union had also added two new fraternities. Of the nine colleges located in the southern core, four were birthplaces for college fraternities. By 1848, then, a fraternity culture core area had emerged, extending from metropolitan New York up the Hudson and Mohawk Rivers to Schenectady and Clinton. The eastern boundary included the western half of Connecticut and the western one-third of Massachusetts. Of the fifteen fraternities established from 1825 to 1848, fourteen were located here, and of the fifteen schools in the area, seven were places of origin.

The Greater Virginia region became important as a place of origin following the Civil War. Seven schools in this area gave rise to fraternities and sororities between 1855 and 1901. Longwood and Washington and Lee Colleges each had four—Longwood with sororities and Washington and Lee with fraternities. The University of Virginia and the Virginia Military Institute each had three, followed by Roanoke with two. Falling just outside this Greater Virginia region is Howard University in the District of Columbia and two other Virginia schools—Richmond and William and Mary. Howard was the place of origin for six BGLOs—three fraternities and three sororities.

The last two regions of importance were west-central New York and the Midwest Belt, both of which gained significance during the early 1900s. In west-central New York, Cornell and Syracuse University formed the core, with seven and five new fraternities and sororities, respectively. Other schools included Hobart College, SUNY-Buffalo, and the University of Rochester. Prior to 1910, only four college fraternities had originated at these schools, but by 1924, another seven had been established. In the Midwest Belt, Miami University was the nucleus, with five fraternities and three sororities. Other schools included DePauw and Ohio State University, each with two; four additional schools had one organization each.

Since 1975, the importance of New York State has been reinforced with the addition of at least twenty-two new organizations. The creation of eight new organizations in Illinois has added to this region's significance. Another important area to emerge during this period is southern California, where twenty-six new organizations were established.

EXPANSION

Early expansion of a fraternity or sorority could occur in several ways. The first involved personal contact. If one individual was aggressive in spreading the word about his or her organization, that could have a significant impact on its growth. For example, Otis Glazebrook, one of the founders of Alpha Tau Omega at Virginia Military Institute, was responsible for establishing chapters at five other colleges. When fraternity members traveled to different colleges for personal or school business, they often advertised for individuals who were interested in establishing chapters. Summer vacation was another vehicle for expansion. When students returned home for the break, they would see their old friends and others who attended different schools, expound on the virtues of their fraternities or sororities, and get their friends interested and involved. After returning to their respective schools, these individuals might establish new chapters. A third aspect of personal contact involved fraternity or sorority members who transferred to other colleges or who graduated and went on to law or medical school. These students often established chapters at their new schools, if they did not already exist. Another strategy to gain members was to “lift” individuals—in other words, to steal them from another fraternity.31

A second process of expansion involved the several types of local organizations found on college campuses, such as fraternities, sororities, clubs, and literary societies. In one approach, local groups organized with the specific intention of joining a national organization. Once the local organization built up its qualifications, it would apply for membership in a national fraternity or sorority. In a second approach, the national organization would solicit well-established local organizations to become chapters of that fraternity or sorority. The records of many national fraternities and sororities identify numerous chapters that at one time were local organizations.32

Today, the method of expansion is called colonization. Usually, the national organization identifies a specific college where it wishes to establish a chapter and sends representatives to the college to recruit members. A second, less common approach involves the process discussed in the previous paragraph, whereby a local organization becomes a chapter of a national organization. In either case, the chapter is referred to as a colony and is given probationary status before being fully recognized as a chapter. Both white fraternities and sororities and BGLOs use these processes of expansion in one form or another.33

The expansion of fraternities and sororities can be discussed in terms of adoption and augmentation. Adoption refers to the first time a fraternity or sorority is established at a college or university. Augmentation refers to the adding of chapters at that particular campus. Both processes illustrate the expansion of this institution, the first by adding more colleges and universities to the list of those with fraternities and sororities, and the second by enlarging the fraternity system on individual campuses.34

 

The Early Years. Expansion of the first two fraternities—Phi Beta Kappa and Kappa Alpha—is not fully documented. Extant records indicate that chapters of Phi Beta Kappa existed at five schools—William and Mary (1776), Yale (1780), Harvard (1781), Dartmouth (1787), and Union (1817)—and Kappa Alpha existed at one—North Carolina (1812). Prior to 1830, only one school had increased its number of fraternities; that was Union College, with its triad of Kappa Alpha Society (1825), Sigma Phi (1827), and Delta Phi (1827).

Besides being an early adopter, Union College was the place of origin of six national fraternities, four of them prior to 1840. Union has a unique place in the annals of fraternal history. One explanation for its importance seems to be its curriculum. While most colleges were offering classical courses, Union had expanded the curriculum to include many nontraditional courses. Considered a radical, Union president Eliphalet Nott steered the curriculum away from the classics to include science, engineering, and modern literature; he also accepted students who had been expelled from other colleges. Perhaps another reason for the number of fraternities at this school was that, unlike many other presidents, who tried to eliminate these organizations, Nott regarded membership in fraternities as an appropriate student activity.35

In the 1820s and 1830s, the majority of schools adopting fraternities were located in New England and New York State. Only two schools did so during the 1820s, Princeton (1824) in New Jersey and Bowdoin (1825) in Maine. The chapter at Bowdoin was Phi Beta Kappa, and the chapter at Princeton was a local fraternity, Chi Phi Society. This organization became defunct but was later reestablished and remains active today. Of the eight adopting schools in the 1830s, only the Universities of Georgia and Miami (Ohio) were outside the “Cradle of Social Fraternities.” In 1832, Alpha Delta Phi was organized at Hamilton, and in 1833, it established a chapter at Miami (Ohio), the first chapter of any fraternity west of the Appalachian Mountains. Six years later, dissension arose, and eight members withdrew and formed a new fraternity—Beta Theta Pi. Together with Phi Delta Theta (1848) and Sigma Chi (1855), these three came to be known collectively as the “Miami Triad.”36

During the 1830s, five new fraternities were established, bringing the total to nine. Williams and New York University led the way with three new chapters; Yale, Union, Hamilton, Brown, and Miami (Ohio) each had two. Expansion remained more or less confined to eastern New York and southern New England. The leading organizations in expansion included Alpha Delta Phi with eight chapters and Sigma Phi with four chapters. Half the Alpha Delta Phi chapters were at schools adopting the fraternity for the first time.37

As a fraternity made the transition from a local to a national organization, a system for naming chapters had to be devised. One method was to name the first chapter Alpha for the first Greek letter, the second chapter Beta for the second Greek letter, and so forth. Once the entire alphabet had been used, the next series of chapters would be called Alpha Alpha, Alpha Beta, and so on. A second method referred to the first chapter in each state as Alpha, the second as Beta, and so forth. A third method of identification used Greek letters as initials for certain words in the school's motto. Most BGLOs utilized the first approach in naming their chapters.38

Generally, faculty members were opposed to fraternities during this period. Most had been trained for the ministry, and as students, they had enjoyed few freedoms or responsibilities. They believed that their students should also have to conform. Thus, school administrators and faculty kept a close watch on fraternities, and many colleges banned them altogether. As a result, many chapters went underground and became even more secretive. Members of one chapter, for example, rented the first floor of a dormitory, cut a trap door, and dug out a basement in order to have a secret place to meet. Activities such as this did not enhance the image of the fraternity. Some smaller colleges, however, refused to oppose fraternities because they helped attract students.39

 

Entrenchment. By 1840, eleven national fraternities had been established, although two were no longer active. During the 1840s, ten new fraternities were founded, bringing the total to nineteen active ones. Four of these established only the parent chapter, while the other six added two or more new chapters. The nine continuing organizations also expanded. For Beta Theta Pi, nearly two-thirds of its chapters were established at schools that previously did not have any fraternities. The same is true for Phi Delta Theta, which established 80 percent of its chapters during the 1850s at first-time adopting schools. Considering the relative newness of the institution and the small number of fraternities, the adoption numbers for these early years were quite impressive.40

The number of schools adopting fraternities more than doubled from the 1830s to the 1840s and again from the 1840s to the 1850s. Nearly two-thirds of fraternity expansion during these two decades occurred at first-time adopting institutions. The 1850s saw sixteen new fraternities, two of them female organizations that later became Greek-letter sororities. With the reactivation of Chi Phi Society at Princeton, the number of active fraternities and sororities grew to thirty-six, all of which established new chapters during this decade; 202 new chapters were established at eighty-seven schools, and two-thirds of these schools were first-time adopters. During the 1850s, expansion shifted to the South, although New England and the Mid-Atlantic states were still important.41

Prior to the Civil War, the role of a founding chapter was like that of a parent. Although most fraternities intended to expand, problems arose because of an inadequate system to administer a national organization. Parent chapters had difficulty controlling other chapters. In several instances, a chapter of one national organization switched to a different national organization, sometimes by surrendering its original charter, and sometimes by being “lifted” by the second organization, without the first's consent.42

The onset of the Civil War saw the adoption process slow considerably. The war disrupted many aspects of U.S. society, including universities and colleges. It also devastated the fraternity in two ways. First, students left college to fight in the war; sometimes an entire chapter would enlist at the same time. Second, fraternity membership naturally declined as college enrollment declined. Many schools nearly ceased to function as their campus buildings were used for barracks, hospitals, and ammunition depots. Many southern colleges suffered damage and took several years to rebuild, and several northern schools closed. One such school, Phi Kappa Sigma Male College (Arkansas), the only example of a college named for a fraternity, was used to store supplies for the Confederacy and was later destroyed by the Union army. It is estimated that 80 percent of chapter losses during the 1860s were a result of the war. There were, however, five new fraternities established, four in the North and one in the South. Of the twenty-seven schools adopting fraternities during the 1860s, seven did so during the Civil War, and three of them were in the South. Adoption, however, went forward more quickly in the North, and for the first time, a western school adopted a fraternity when five chapters were established at California-Berkeley.43

During the Civil War, many fraternities became inactive, especially in the South. Afterward, the northern fraternities that had had chapters in the South were reluctant to reestablish them. This created a void for southern students that resulted in the creation of a number of new fraternities. The first was Alpha Tau Omega (1865) at Virginia Military Institute, followed by Kappa Sigma Kappa (1867) and Sigma Nu (1869). At the University of Virginia, Pi Kappa Alpha (1868) and Kappa Sigma (1869) were established; at Washington and Lee (Virginia), Kappa Alpha Order (1865) was founded; and at Cumberland College (Tennessee), Alpha Gamma (1867) was created. All but the last school is part of the “Virginia Circle.” These new organizations emerged from the conflict trying to “keep alive the spirit of chivalry, self-sacrifice, mutual helpfulness, and comradeship born of their recent experiences.” Another goal seemed to be to preserve various aspects of their southern culture. Several organizations used military titles for their officers. Despite the Civil War, which slowed new chapter growth, fifty-three chapters were established during the decade, with nearly 70 percent of this growth from 1865 to 1870. Almost half of these new chapters were in the South. During this decade, thirteen new fraternities were established, eight of them after 1865. By 1870, then, forty-nine college fraternities had been established; however, many went defunct during the Civil War.44

Beginning in the 1870s, major changes in the college curriculum and student life took place. Led by the president of Harvard and embraced by his fellow educators, an attitude of self-independence spread around the country. Among other things, a degree of freedom emerged whereby students could choose their own course of study. This, in turn, “fostered the development of a system of free and competitive enterprises in student affairs.” During this decade, six fraternities and six sororities were established. Expansion involved forty fraternities and sororities, with 270 new chapters at 126 schools. Regional expansion was still focused on Virginia, with nearly 30 new chapters established.45

During the 1880s, the ratio of fraternity chapters to nonmember students was 1:107; a comparative number was 1:580 in 1980. In other words, for every chapter there were 107 non-Greek college students, indicating a high degree of Greek involvement during this decade. Although student enrollments increased by nearly 30 percent, enrollments in fraternities and sororities were at 36 percent. In the 1880s, only two new fraternities and three new sororities were founded, all from 1885 to 1889. In the 1890s, eighteen new organizations were established, the same number as had been founded in the previous two decades combined. Again, half were sororities. More fraternities and sororities were establishing new chapters, but the number of chapters per fraternity or sorority declined. All this occurred at fewer colleges, as the number of adopting schools decreased from the previous decade.46

Part of the reason for the decline between the late 1870s and late 1880s might have been an antifraternity movement that swept college campuses. Undoubtedly, it was prompted by the 1874 publication of a book that attacked fraternities for their immorality and selectivity in membership. From 1875 to 1890, 191 chapters went inactive. Roughly 50 percent of these chapter losses occurred in schools imposing antifraternity regulations. For example, on many campuses, incoming students were required to take a pledge that they would not belong to any fraternity. Purdue University lost a court case when a transfer student, who already belonged to a fraternity, refused to sign such an oath. Fraternities and schools were soon involved in many court cases concerning a student's right to join a fraternity. With this antifraternity regulation, administrators hoped that fraternities and sororities would be eliminated by attrition at their schools. Many chapters, however, went underground, a practice that was not always supported by the national organization of that fraternity or sorority. As a result, many charters were withdrawn. Charters could also be withdrawn for insubordination or low academic standards. During this time, around 22 percent of chapter losses were the result of the withdrawal of their charters.47

Populism took its toll during the 1890s and the first decade of the 1900s. Fraternities came under attack for being exclusive and undemocratic and for fostering debauchery. During this time, the Populist Party influenced the passage of state laws that either banned the fraternity system or reduced its activities at state institutions. For example, the University of South Carolina (1897), University of Arkansas (1901), and University of Mississippi (1912) passed laws prohibiting fraternities and sororities at these state schools. Seven chapters at South Carolina and six at Mississippi were forced to suspend activities. In Arkansas, however, it was ruled that although the intent of the law was to exclude these organizations, the act actually stated that no fraternity member should receive an honor or class distinction from the university. Thus, members at the University of Arkansas opted to forgo any such honors, and the fraternities and sororities continued to exist. Between 1912 and 1916, legislatures in Texas, Ohio, Wisconsin, Kansas, California, and Missouri also attempted to abolish fraternities and sororities at state institutions. In all these states, however, the proposed legislation was defeated. These examples reflect the degree of bitterness many college administrations and many Americans felt toward college fraternities.48

The leading organizations in establishing chapters at first-time adopting schools between 1840 and 1900 included Beta Theta Pi, with twenty-six chapters; Delta Tau Delta and Sigma Alpha Epsilon, with fifteen each; Phi Delta Theta, with thirteen chapters; and Alpha Tau Omega with twelve. Of the organizations establishing new chapters during this period, Phi Delta Theta and Sigma Alpha Epsilon led with eighty-four and eighty-two chapters, respectively. Beta Theta Pi, Sigma Chi, and Alpha Tau Omega all established seventy-three chapters. Much of this expansion took place from 1860 to 1890.49

This entrenchment phase was one of contrasts. Although growth occurred, the fraternity system was greatly affected by the Civil War, faculty opposition, and the antifraternity regulations of the 1870s and 1880s. Overall, the Civil War was the most damaging, though antifraternity regulations had an impact on individual campuses. However, the proliferation of colleges during the latter part of the nineteenth century greatly increased the possibilities for expansion. Numerous denominational colleges, land grant schools, and women's and coeducational colleges, as well as private schools, offered potential homes for fraternities and sororities. Some organizations established chapters in local communities or at high schools, although these did not survive long. Between 1870 and 1920, 478 new colleges were established around the United States. As students filled these new institutions, many were eager to duplicate the college life experience of older institutions. As a result, fraternities and sororities greatly benefited.50

 

National Expansion. By 1900, students attended college for a variety of reasons. Prior to this time, the major reason for attending college was to prepare for the ministry, the law, or one of the other traditional professions. Now, many attended college to better their economic status. Attending college became “the thing to do,” with prestige accorded to those who had graduated. As part of the college experience, one became a member of a fraternity or sorority.51

During this period, great expansion took place. One notable reason for the rapid growth of fraternities and sororities had to do with student housing. By the end of the nineteenth century, student dormitories were losing money and were being discontinued at many colleges, and fraternities and sororities stepped in to fill this void. Thus, the need for student housing became the primary reason for the dramatic increase in membership. Colleges were eager to help fraternities and sororities construct chapter houses, for it helped solve their housing problems and relieved school administrators of the responsibility of watching over students. The rapid increase in new chapters verified that the fraternity system was needed to handle a situation that colleges could not or would not address.52

From 1900 to 1930, 24 percent of the schools that added fraternities or sororities to their campuses were first-time adopters. Of the top eleven fraternities and sororities to establish chapters at adopting schools, three were black organizations and six were sororities, indicating the increased enrollment of women and blacks at institutions of higher learning. The leading fraternity in establishing chapters at adopting schools was a BGLO, Phi Beta Sigma, established in 1914. Alpha Phi Alpha, the first BGLO established in 1906, was tied for fourth with Omega Psi Phi, established in 1911, along with two white sororities. Because these were recent organizations, the opportunity to establish new chapters was widely available. Of the top six leaders in expansion, five were sororities. Chi Omega led with eighty-two chapters; Kappa Delta had seventy-five chapters; Delta Zeta had seventy-two chapters; Delta Delta Delta and Zeta Tau Alpha each had sixty-four new chapters; and Lambda Chi Alpha, the only fraternity, had seventy-six new chapters.53

The early editions of Baird's Manual classified fraternities as either northern or southern based on their place of origin. As the Greek-letter system expanded, however, classification was done on a regional basis. By 1900, regional boundaries were largely irrelevant, because continued expansion meant that chapters of a fraternity or sorority existed in numerous regions or even throughout the country. During this time, some of the fraternities and sororities began to map the schools where they were located to create target areas for possible expansion. From 1910 to 1919, growth continued as 26 new fraternities and 10 new sororities were established. The number of new chapters nearly doubled to 940. There were now 114 fraternities and sororities involved in expansion.54

The economic prosperity of the 1920s contributed to a rapid increase in college enrollment and a similar rise in fraternity membership. From 1920 to 1925, there were 21 new fraternities and 5 new sororities established. With 134 fraternities and sororities creating 1,802 new chapters at 309 schools, the 1920s was a decade of growth and expansion unequaled in the annals of fraternity history until the 1970s. Approximately 75 percent of the new chapters were at schools that already had such organizations. Amidst this growth, two national associations were formed to serve as umbrella organizations. The initial suggestion for such an organization had been made in 1883 and again in 1893, but it was not until 1909 that the National Interfraternity Conference (NIC) was established, the umbrella organization for most of the white national fraternities. The NIC was not the first umbrella organization, for sororities had organized the National Panhellenic Conference in 1902, after earlier attempts in 1891 and 1893 had failed. The black national fraternities and sororities were excluded, and in 1929, these groups organized the National Pan-Hellenic Council (NPHC) to meet their needs.55

DIVERSIFICATION

During the early history of the fraternity, the typical college student was male, white, and Protestant and from a high economic class; fraternities reflected that homogeneity. The creation of new fraternities was often an attempt by students to improve on existing organizations, and many groups sought to get away from social status or wealth as a condition for membership. In addition, the secretive nature of early fraternities alienated many college students. In response, these students established “equitable” fraternities, or organizations that were not secret. Some of the early ones were the Equitable Society (1834) at Williams, Union Equitable (1837) at Union, and the Social Fraternity (1847) at Hamilton. In 1847, these local fraternities formed the nucleus of the Anti-Secret Confederation, the precursor of Delta Upsilon (1864), a national organization today.56

It was during the second wave of establishment (1885–1929) that student populations on college campuses diversified to include ethnic minorities, blacks, and Jews, resulting in many different types of fraternities. There was also an explosion of new sororities for women in response to this diversification. Conversely, many of the older fraternities reacted by implementing exclusionary clauses, limiting membership to white, male, Protestant students to ensure a homogeneous group of individuals of like mind, religion, and race. If the fraternity was to be a brotherhood, it was argued, how could a white Protestant male be compatible with somebody from a different religion or race? Thus, by 1928, more than half the national fraternities had membership rules based on race or religion. Those who condoned such restrictive clauses pointed to society's organizations, with their various rules and restrictions. In response to these restrictions, nonsecret and nonsectarian fraternities were organized. In 1899, the National Federation of Common Clubs was established at Wesleyan, a loosely knit national organization consisting of nonsecret organizations. At its national meeting in 1918, the idea of a fraternity was proposed, and Phi Mu Delta was organized.57

Many thought that members of a true brotherhood should come from different religions and races. Thus, nonsectarian and interracial fraternities were created. The first nonsectarian fraternity, Pi Lambda Phi (1895), was established at Yale as a protest against fraternities that excluded Jews. Despite the inclusion of non-Jews, the fraternity remained predominantly Jewish until after World War II. Other nonsectarian fraternities included Delta Sigma Phi (1895), Phi Epsilon Pi (1904), Kappa Delta Rho (1905), Alpha Phi Delta (1914), and Sigma Lambda Pi (1915). Although officially nonsectarian, many of these groups consisted mainly of Jewish students. Omega Pi Alpha (1901) was organized as an interracial fraternity but was not very successful. In 1948, Beta Sigma Tau was another effort to be both interreligious and interracial.58

As the enrollment of students from different religious backgrounds increased, many banded together to form fraternities. Many early fraternities made reference to Christian principles or to a supreme being; however, around the turn of the twentieth century, a couple of organizations implemented ideals and rituals based on the specific teachings of Jesus Christ. Two of these were Alpha Chi Rho (1895) at Trinity College (Connecticut) and Alpha Kappa Lambda (1907) at California-Berkeley. Catholic students, who were excluded from many fraternities, organized three: Phi Kappa (1889) at Brown (Rhode Island), Theta Kappa Phi (1919) at Lehigh University in Pennsylvania, and Alpha Delta Gamma (1924) at Loyola University in Chicago. The first two organizations merged in 1959 to form Phi Kappa Theta. Other fraternities established by religious groups included Delta Phi Kappa (1920) at Utah for members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (Mormon) and Beta Sigma Psi (1925) for Lutheran students at Illinois.

Other fraternities were modeled on the many fraternal organizations in the United States. Acacia (1904) was based on the principles of Freemasonry, and membership was restricted to Masons. Square and Compass (1917) and Sigma Mu Sigma (1931) were two other fraternities based on this fraternal order. Similar organizations included Delta Sigma Lambda (1921), whose members had to be in the Order of De Molay, and Phi Lambda Theta (1920), which was organized for students who belonged to the Independent Order of Odd Fellows.59

The greatest number of fraternities and sororities established between 1895 and 1920 were for Jewish students, who were attending college in increasing numbers and were excluded from the Protestant fraternities. Jewish students organized some fourteen fraternities and five sororities. The first national Jewish fraternity was Zeta Beta Tau (1903), established at the City University of New York; its beginnings can be traced to a Zionist study group that met at the Jewish Theological Seminary as early as 1898. When members of this group went to various colleges, chapters were established. The majority of Jewish fraternities and sororities were established between 1900 and 1909, with most of them located in New York, reflecting that state's large Jewish population. The City University of New York led the way with four organizations; New York University, Cornell, and Columbia each had three.60

Other ethnic organizations included a Chinese fraternity, Rho Psi (1916), established at Cornell and a Spanish American fraternity, Sigma Iota (1904), established at Louisiana State University. The latter organization joined with Phi Lambda Alpha, from Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute, to form Phi Iota Alpha in 1931. Fraternities and sororities also expanded to other countries. In 1867, a chapter of Chi Phi was established at the University of Edinburgh in Scotland, but it survived only three years. In 1879, Zeta Psi established a chapter at the University of Toronto in Canada. Today, many national organizations have chapters in Canada, and a Canadian fraternity, Phi Kappa Pi, was established in 1913.61

This proliferation of fraternal organizations based on specific religions, races, or nationalities enabled fraternities and sororities to include all types of students and to expand to new campuses. This expansion was, for the most part, locked into the various segregated institutions—Catholic fraternities at Catholic schools, and black fraternities and sororities at black schools. This changed as enrollment increased and student bodies became more diversified. When many of these individuals found themselves excluded from joining established fraternal and sororal organizations, they sought to establish like organizations for their own religious, ethnic, or ideological groups.62

Black Greek-Letter Organizations

With the propagation of various fraternities and sororities during the second wave, it was only natural that black students formed their own fraternal and sororal organizations. Between the Civil War and the early 1900s, numerous colleges were established specifically for blacks. Like many of the early American colleges, these institutions experienced struggles between students and faculty over the curriculum and who should be in control of student college life. These conflicts came to a head during the 1920s. In the northern cities, middle-class blacks had been attending institutions of higher learning for several generations, but they were still discriminated against in many ways. Many white colleges simply refused to enroll blacks, and where blacks were admitted, they constituted a very small percentage of the student body. In 1927, only 1,500 black students attended predominantly white colleges, and 13,680 attended black colleges and universities.63

Discrimination was found at all levels. At one college, students were required to pass a swim test in order to graduate, but blacks were barred from using the university's swimming pool. In athletics, blacks and whites were not permitted to come into physical contact. This discrimination also had a profound impact on the social lives of black students. Simply put, blacks were banned from joining the various clubs, societies, and fraternities and sororities. For the most part, college institutions did nothing to encourage the socialization of their black students, and white students did what they could to exclude their black fellow students from college life. As one society man said, “the presence of a colored man in our ranks would for many of us spoil utterly the social side of society life.…Few of us would have been able to give him the glad hand of fellowship and social equality which would have been his due if admitted.” In order to socialize and associate with one another, black students had to form their own clubs, societies, and fraternities and sororities.64

Why did the first BGLO not originate on a black college campus? Since the student body at black colleges was homogeneous, the various clubs and student organizations at these schools provided the necessary social interaction for students. However, like other institutions of higher education at the time, black colleges imposed strict discipline on their students. Thus, it was only a matter of time before fraternities and sororities would appear at black colleges. As a minority on white college campuses, however, black students’ ability to socialize was limited. Within a black fraternity or sorority, students found a “support system” to help them socialize and survive at an institution dominated by white students.

The first national collegiate BGLO, Alpha Phi Alpha, was established at Cornell University in 1906.65 At Cornell, several black students organized the Social Study Club; although its members stressed the importance of doing well in their courses, they were also interested “in the struggles against segregation, discrimination, prejudice, mistreatment, and the advancement of themselves and their people, and in supplying an adequate leadership for them.” Later BGLOs would have similar statements of purpose. Several of the black students at Cornell were working their way through college and obtained jobs in white fraternity houses on campus. In this capacity, they observed the ideals of the fraternity and desired to form a similar type of organization for blacks. They also learned “what not to do and what to do” as a fraternity.66

As Henry Callis, one of the original founders of the Social Study Club, recalled:

Talks with the colored residents of the town especially those who had worked or were working in the white fraternity houses at the time were more encouraging. They gave us the necessary moral support by telling us that the colored boys should have similar organizations like the white boys. They even offered us financial aid and stated that we could use their homes whenever we wanted them for our meetings. The idea that the Negro boys of Cornell were going to organize a fraternity spread like a prairie fire, and many offers of financial aid and other aid were offered us. We thanked them and told them that we would not turn down their assistance but would hold them in abeyance until some future date because we wanted to be sure of our name, and until such time we would work in secret.67

The second recognized black fraternity, Kappa Alpha Psi, was established at Indiana University in 1911 by a group of ten black students, the only ones on campus. In 1922, a sorority, Sigma Gamma Rho, was established at Butler University (Indiana), at that time a teachers college. However, Howard University, a black college established in 1867 in Washington, D.C., can be called the cradle of BGLOs. From 1908 to 1920, five national organizations were established at this school, as well as the fraternity Gamma Tau (1934), which is now defunct. These national organizations consisted of two fraternities, Omega Psi Phi (1911) and Phi Beta Sigma (1914), and three sororities, Alpha Kappa Alpha (1908), Delta Sigma Theta (1913), and Zeta Phi Beta (1920). Iota Phi Theta was established at Morgan State University (Maryland) in 1963. These nine organizations are recognized as the “Divine Nine” and constitute the NPHC.68

During the second wave of establishment, then, a separate Greek system emerged for BGLOs. This system operated differently from the traditional white Greek system, as prospective BGLO members were required to have completed some college credits and have a solid grade point average before being accepted into an organization. With time, these early BGLOs were able to select members from a pool of applicants who had grown up desiring to belong to a fraternity or sorority.69

Between the second and third waves of establishment (1930–1974), at least five national organizations were established. Gamma Tau and Iota Phi Theta have already been mentioned, with the latter being the only BGLO established after 1929 to become a member of the NPHC (in 1996). The remaining organizations included Groove Phi Groove (1962), established at Morgan State (Maryland); its sister sorority, Swing Phi Swing (1969), established at Winston-Salem State University (North Carolina); and Phi Eta Psi (1965), established at Mott Community College (Michigan). Thus begins to emerge a divide between the BGLOs of the old guard, the “Divine Nine,” and other black organizations established since the 1960s.70

The third wave (1975–1999) is characterized by a number of BGLOs that took a variety of conventional and unconventional approaches. Actually beginning in the 1960s, several of these unconventional groups were a “parody of mainstream Greek-letter organizations,” espoused the ideology of Black Power, or emphasized African fraternalism, which suggested that Western culture was nothing but a copy of African culture. By the mid-1980s, a number of conventional black Greek-letter fraternities and sororities had been established that could be identified as individualistic, multicultural, or religious. They were individualistic because their founders desired to leave a legacy, multicultural because many welcomed individuals from all cultural groups, and religious because their principles focused on Jesus Christ. These groups desired the social interaction of traditional fraternities or sororities but not the culture associated with these organizations.71

The emergence of the first intercollegiate BGLO in 1906, along with the addition of other Greek-letter organizations specifically for blacks, filled a niche in the college experience for this segment of the student body. As BGLOs established chapters throughout the country, these groups still had to contend with discrimination. For the most part, white national fraternities and sororities refused to recognize BGLOs. For example, at Colorado Teachers College, a cup was awarded each year to the sorority with the highest grade point average. When a black sorority achieved this distinction, the Greek council refused to give out the award and instead abolished it.72

The early history of the college fraternal system lays the groundwork for the rise of various fraternities and sororities and the BGLOs. Although all fraternities and sororities struggled with acceptance at college institutions, BGLOs had to overcome the added burden of discrimination—discrimination from the predominantly white institutions of higher education, from other students, and from white fraternities and sororities. Despite these difficulties, BGLOs have flourished on college campuses. Like their white counterparts, BGLOs provide students with the opportunity to socialize and participate in a brotherhood or sisterhood.
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