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ABSTRACT 

 

CULTURAL SOLIDARITY, FREE SPACE, AND AFRICAN CONSCIOUSNESS IN THE FORMATION OF THE 

BLACK FRATERNITY 

 

By Ali D. Chambers 

Doctor of Philosophy 

Temple University, 2011 

 

Major Advisor: Dr. Nilgun Anadolu-Okur 

  

This dissertation analyzes and broadens the discourse regarding the impact of culture and 

the emergence of the social movement by focusing on some of the links between culture and 

social movements. Drawing upon the idea of cycle of protests this work explains how African 

Americans were able to materialize, communicate, and ultimately sustain separate identities 

under antagonistic social conditions. Critical to the understanding of this work is the role the 

―free space‖ had in shaping the identity of both African Americans and the movement which 

occurred as a result of their attitudes. The free space can be described as a protected area, haven, 

or a small-scale setting which provides activist autonomy from dominant groups where they can 

nurture oppositional movement identities.   

This study is a multifaceted account of the Black Greek-letter organizations that explains 

the creation of these organizations within the Black community. There are four steps or levels 

which were examined in order to understand the rise or the establishment of the Black 

organization as a means of social protest. They are: 1) mediating factors or social grievances 

within a community, 2) the creation of the cultural free space, 3) the framing of the organization 

in relation to other social movements, 4) the personal orientation or cultural affiliation (African 

agency) of the organizations‘ members. Subsequently, this study analyzed how internal conflicts, 
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hostile social and political environments, the creation of new organizations, and the 

dissemination of community grievances combine to create an atmosphere which allowed the 

African American community to create its own separate conscious identity. By dissecting the 

anatomy of the social movement and the interrelated patterns that define them one will be able to 

recognize and ultimately predict the rise of future social movements.  
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CHAPTER 1 

 

Introduction 

 

For nearly five hundred years Africans living in the Western hemisphere have 

defined themselves through the commonality of a shared oppression. Regardless of where 

African people may reside, the culture of a shared oppression has served as a unifying 

force and has fostered a sense of collective consciousness among Diasporan Africans. 

 From the mid-1700s to the end of the 1800s, Neoclassicism began to gain 

popularity among European societies. ―Neoclassicism‖ is the name given to the distinct 

movement in decorative and visual arts, literature, theatre, music, and architecture that 

draw upon Western classical art and culture (usually that of Ancient Greece or Ancient 

Rome). As a response to the Neo-Classical Movement, African American students in 

predominantly white colleges and historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCU) 

began to apply for and gain membership in Greek fraternities and sororities. Once denied 

access to join Eurocentric Greek organizations, the necessity of a parallel Greek 

organization that mirrored African American social experience came into existence for 

African Americans. Accordingly those organizations that were previously denied to 

Black students due to racial barriers and concurrent black codes soon became available. 

Due to social mobility, status, and other privileges associated with membership into one 

of these organizations, many young African Americans began to gravitate toward the 

Black Letter Organizations in the hopes of transcending racial discrimination.  

Between the years 1906 and 1920 seven Black Greek-letter fraternities and 

sororities were created at the collegiate level. The first of these African American 

fraternities was Alpha Phi Alpha, founded in 1906 at Cornell University in Ithaca, New 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cultural_movement
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Decorative_art
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Visual_art
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Literature
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Theatre
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Music
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Architecture
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ancient_Greece
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ancient_Rome
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ancient_Rome
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York. Soon Alpha Kappa Alpha became the first Greek sorority for African American 

women formed in 1908 on the campus of Howard University at Washington DC. The 

fraternity Kappa Alpha Psi was chartered at Indiana University-Bloomington, in the 

Spring of 1911. Another fraternity named Omega Psi Phi was established at Howard 

University in the Winter of 1911. The sorority named Delta Sigma Theta was also 

incorporated on the campus of Howard University in 1913. Additionally, the fraternity of 

Phi Beta Sigma was formed on the campus of Howard University in 1914; its sister 

sorority, Zeta Phi Beta, was incorporated at Howard in 1920.  

 Although these organizations have contributed to the welfare and safety of the 

Black community through the creation of national programs such as the Delta Sigma 

Theta Five-Point Program of 1913 which included initiatives toward economic 

development, educational development, international awareness and involvement, 

physical and mental health, and political awareness and involvement, over the last thirty 

years many Black Greek-letter fraternities and sororities have come under much scrutiny. 

Reports ranging from assaults, mutilations and even the death of its members have caused 

some of these organizations‘ most staunch supporters to call for their banning at the 

collegiate level. Historian Ricky Davis author of Black Haze: Violence, Sacrifice, and 

Manhood in Black Greek-Letter Fraternities details how many of these organizations 

were indeed valuable assets to the Black community, but due to lack of community 

involvement, internalized color prejudice, and the over-generalization of stereotypes, the 

activities of these once prominent organizations have come to resemble the activities of 

malicious street gangs in the eye of the public. In response to these allegations the 

supporters of Black Greek-letter organizations such as Lawrence C. Ross, the author of 
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The Divine Nine: The History of African American Fraternities and Sororities assert that 

their existence is not only a valuable asset to society but that these organizations, as well 

as their members, which include prominent writers, social activists, educators, and civil 

rights leaders, are historically linked to the success of the African American community.   

 The purpose of this study is multifaceted. First, this study shall attempt to 

examine the historical origins of these Black Greek-letter organizations. Secondly, it will 

explore the sociological reasons behind their creation. Thirdly, it will examine the 

characteristics of each organization.  This study will also attempt to assess the 

performance of all Black Greek-letter organizations and determine how the agency of 

African people has created a distinctly conscious attitude that is responsible for the 

development of a culture of mass protest. Within such organizations it is up to the 

individual members to choose which cultural elements they prefer to embody. Although 

the Black organization can exhibit both African and European cultural elements, it is 

ultimately the individuals within these organizations who gravitate toward a cultural 

identity that resonates most with its members. Accordingly, the most critical step with the 

process of cultural solidarity is the personal choice made by the individuals or members 

of the social organization. Therefore, in order to determine the African agency of the 

Black Greek-letter organization, the founding members‘ individual histories which 

include their city of residence, occupation, college training, and personal interest will 

have to be explored.  
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Statement of the Problem 

―Afrocentricity‖ as a methodological approach to African phenomena describes 

the cultural values of people of African descent. This dissertation presents the values and 

philosophical attributes of Afrocentricity as a social science paradigm that focuses upon 

the needs of the African American community. Unlike other philosophies and theories 

used in the past, the Afrocentric paradigm is a modern social science paradigm predicated 

on the philosophical concepts of contemporary African American and traditional African 

society. Moreover, Afrocentricity asserts that despite the harmful effects of slavery and 

colonization, the philosophical integrity of traditional Africa has survived among both 

continental Africans and those of the African Diaspora. 

Afrocentric theory proposes that the past practices of using European theories of 

human behavior as a universal principle to explain all of humanity is inappropriate and 

therefore should be abandoned as a means of explaining the social reality of non-

European people. Afrocentric scholars do not believe in social scientific universalism, i.e. 

the notion that one theory can be used to explain all social phenomena among people 

from different cultures. Moreover the Afrocentric perspective fosters the idea that there 

can be social unity among people sharing a particular time and space, but cultural 

uniformity is not essential for the survival of the Afrocentric perspective. Central to this 

idea is the belief in pluralism without hierarchy. This view allows for the simultaneous 

existence of other cultural views without the imposition of rank and social order. 

Additionally, the Afrocentric view contends that European hegemony has been extremely 

oppressive to the collective ethos of the African American community, leading to 

disruptions in the functionality of the Black community. As a result of these findings 
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Afrocentric scholars believe that it is imperative to seek out new alternative social 

science paradigms that are more reflective of the cultural and political reality of African 

Americans.  

The Black Greek-letter organization is a social institution that is steeped in the 

traditions of classical Greek and Roman civilizations.  Among those who support and 

validate the Black Greek Letter Organization there is both a denial and suppression of 

African identity. Within these organizations the use of Greek letters, symbols, ethos, and 

terminology is common. Furthermore, the embracing of Greek culture and the denial of 

African ethos creates a paradox regarding the identity of its members. Afrocentricity 

seeks to mend such disconnection and re-establish a worldview that reflects the social, 

political, and cultural reality of African people. Thus the use and application of 

Afrocentricity can be seen not only as a corrective methodology but precipitates—

inherently—a criticism directed those individuals who reject their African identities.      
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Research Questions 

 Scholars often see social movements as complicated and contingent sets of 

interactions between localized and geographically distinct movements of individuals, 

groups, and organizations that enter into a larger coalition of interrelated activities. The 

need to establish a free space and collective identity propelled the Black Greek-letter 

organization from the hegemony of a small and localized group of college students 

towards aspiring to achieve a social and political entity at the national level. 

 The allure and appeal of the Black fraternity and sorority cannot be overstated. 

These institutions from their initial creation consisted of physicians, lawyers, teachers, 

and other professional occupations. Often seen as elitist, membership into the ranks of 

these organizations afforded its members more social access and mobility throughout 

American society. Presently Black fraternities and sororities claim approximately 

800,000 members including both current and alumni members. These organizations have 

strict academic and social service membership requirements and often recruit their 

members from highly competitive colleges and universities. This aspect positions them as 

one of the most important and influential African-American institutions in the country. 

Each year they offer various scholarships and conduct numerous of service programs, 

such as voter registration drives and mentoring programs.  

 National programs initiated by Black Greek-letter organizations date back to 1919 

when Alpha Phi Alpha introduced its ―Go-to-High School, Go-to-College‖ campaign to 

increase the educational level of the African American community. Since then other 

organizations have established similar programs such as the Phi Beta Sigma Educational 

Foundation, created to provide housing assistance to under privilege families in 

http://apa.usww.com/alphatoc/gohighgocollege.htm
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Washington D.C., Chicago, and New Orleans. Additionally the Phi Beta Sigma Federal 

Credit Union was established to build financial equity within target African American 

communities of Washington D.C. and Baltimore, Maryland.  

 Moreover these organizations are viewed as driving forces for good in many of 

the communities they operate in. In the following chapters these questions will be 

explored in detail. The questions which need to be posed are as follows: 

 

 If it is true that Black Greek-letter organizations came into existence as a means 

of forging brotherhood and pooling recourses, why were no Black Greek-letter 

organizations formed prior to 1906? Was there not a need for African Americans 

to forge brotherhoods or to pool resources prior to 1906?  

 Did African Americans initiate Black Greek-letter organizations as an attempt to 

gain acceptance into American society by emulating existing white organizations?  

 Did young eager African American scholars who were trying to express their 

African heritage within the collegiate setting in 1906 create Black Greek-letter 

organizations? 

  Did African Americans establish these organizations in the hopes of unifying the 

Black community to counter the effects of racial prejudice and discrimination?  

My study will also include information that will place a great deal of emphasis on the 

personal orientation of the members of social organizations and the social movement it 

accompanies. In addition to the aforementioned research questions there are several other 

factors that can be used to determine the personal orientation and thus the direction taken 

by different Black Greek-letter organizations. This attempt will involve examining three 
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central questions: the personal orientation that exists between the black fraternity, its 

founding members, and its initiates. Thus, the following inquiries will have to be raised 

as well: 

 Where were the founding members raised? By examining certain regions of the 

country, along with prevailing attitudes, prejudices, and historical events we can 

gain better understanding of how social consciousness of these individuals were 

impacted by their social environment.   

 Where were the organizations Alpha or its initial chapter located? By reviewing 

the location of these chapters and more importantly the colleges and universities 

which hosted these chapters, one can determine how ―the dominant thoughts‖ or 

prevailing attitudes of the campus community influenced the creation of these 

organizations. These prevailing attitudes could include but are not limited to 

community or campus prejudice, or the communities‘ willingness to exclude or 

accept different populations.  

 What were the professions held in common by the founding members of the 

various Black Greek-letter organizations? Understanding their professional 

careers, the choices, and ultimately the responsibility and allocation of resources 

to the community made by the founding members will help determine the initial 

course and direction of these organizations and their usefulness to the Black 

community.   
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Purpose of the Study 

The notion that social movements hang together or cluster in some fashion is a 

generally accepted notion among some sociologists.
1
 In particular noted sociologists 

Doug McAdam, David Snow, and Robert Benford have written numerous articles and 

books regarding the relationship or clustering of social movements and their relation to 

culture.  Furthermore, it is suggested that specific movements within any historical era 

are tributaries of a general stream of agitation. This clustering of social movements under 

the same theoretical outlook is referred to as a ―collective frame‖ or ―master frame‖. It is 

this ―framing‖ which allows individuals to locate, perceive, identify, and label events so 

that individuals may make sense of them and therefore interpret them from their own 

perspective.  

Cycles of protests can best be described as sequences of escalating collective 

action that are of greater frequency and intensity than normal. These spread throughout 

various sectors and regions of society and involve both new techniques of protest and 

new forms of organizations that in combination with traditional organizational 

infrastructures, determine the course and direction of the cycle.
2
 

Sociologist Doug McAdam‘s work on cycles of protest  showed that the civil 

rights movement was not a steady stream, but a series of bursts of action each driven by a 

tactical innovation: bus boycotts, freedom rides, sit-ins, demonstrations, and riots. Many 

scholars have also noted the many ways that protest actions cannot be understood in 

                                                 
1
 Snow, David A., E. Burke Rochford, Steven K. Worden, and Robert D. Benford. 1986. ―Frame 

Alignment Processes, Micromobilization, and Movement Participation.‖ American Sociological Review 

51: 464-481. 

 
2
  Ibid., 464. 
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isolation, but rather need to be viewed as interactions with the police and other social 

control forces, particularly as the police learn more effective methods of repression over 

time. Protest actions obviously interact as well with social policy changes and political 

speech-making what is often referred to as the ―elite support.‖ Naturally over time one 

social movement affects another, as tactics and frames diffuse and produce the effects 

that can be referred to as ―movement spillover.‖ The civil rights demonstrations and 

marches of the early 1960s not only led to civil rights legislation, but indirectly fostered 

the increased militancy and anger of Blacks as it fueled the elite responsiveness which 

contributed to the wave of black urban riots. The Black Power Movement quickly 

emerged as a result of this new direction and new tactics as a new militant movement 

with the Black community. The Black Arts Movement in turn, was a direct inspiration for 

activists who explicitly studied the histories and writings of previous Black activism, 

which then resulted in the creation of yet another movement that focused not only on 

political militancy but also embodied ideas of art, literature, cultural aesthetics, and 

political inclusion. Consequently it was the emergence of the Black Arts Movement that 

was mainly responsible for influencing other cultural and political movements both in 

and out of the Black community, including the Chicano movement which spearheaded 

the ―La Raza‖ movement and the early stages of the Feminist‘s movement of the 1970s. 

The notion of master frames works in conjunction with the cycles of protests 

theory however these are not interchangeable terms. Frames are not ends in themselves, 

but rather catalysts to larger social change. McAdam identifies six strategic hurdles that 

movements must be able to surmount if they are to achieve change: (1) attract new 

recruits, (2) sustain the morale and commitment of current adherents, (3) generate media 
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coverage, (4) mobilize the support of ―bystander publics‖, (5) constrain the social control 

options of its opponents, and (6) ultimately shape public policy and state action.
3
  

In his analysis of the framing of the Civil Rights Movement, McAdam explores 

and explains the way Martin Luther King, Jr. drew upon both conventional and novel 

themes to construct a coherent and resonant master frame. McAdam writes:  

First in his unique blending of familiar Christian themes and conventional 

democratic theory, King succeeded in grounding the movement in two of 

the ideational bedrocks of American culture. Second, the theme of 

Christian forgiveness that runs throughout King‘s thought was deeply 

reassuring to a white America burdened by guilt and a near phobic fear of 

black anger and violence. King‘s emphasis on Christian charity and 

nonviolence promised a redemptive and peaceful healing to America's 

long-standing racial divide. Third, King‘s invocation of Gandhian 

philosophy added an exotic intellectual patina to his thought that many in 

the Northern media (and Northern intellectuals in general) found 

appealing. Finally, while exploring and tracing out a variety of themes 

King‘s thought, it should be noted that multiplicity of themes granted the 

media as well as the general public multiple points of ideological contact 

with the movement. So, secular liberals who might be unmoved by King‘s 

reading of Christian theology, did resonate with his views and application 

of democratic theory.
4
  

 

McAdam goes on to explore how a multiplicity of perspectives on frames lent 

tactical innovation, as freedom rides, sit-ins and other provocative, nonviolent and highly 

dramatic events became part of the Civil Rights arsenal. One proof of the durability of the 

Civil Rights frame has been its adaptability and connection to such movements as 

Women's Rights, Gay Rights, and Latino Rights. Advocates for all these movements have 

                                                 

3
 McAdam, Doug. 1996. ―The Framing Function of Movement Tactics: Strategic Dramaturgy in the 

American Civil Rights Movement.‖ Pp. 338-355 in D. McAdam, J. D. McCarthy, and M. N. Zald, 

Comparative Perspectives on Social Movements: Political Opportunities, Mobilizing Structures, and 

Cultural Framing, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 1996 

 
4
 Ibid., 347. 
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been able to draw upon the highly available signifying elements of the Civil Rights frame 

to explain convincingly to the American public why discrimination and segregation 

against these populations deserved government intervention. 

Congressmen John Lewis‘ account of his personal experiences during the 1960s 

exemplifies the use and application of master frames across different eras. Although the 

Civil Rights Movement and the Immigrant Movement of 2003 have occurred more than 

forty years apart, the philosophy and principles that unite them remain the same and thus 

are linked through the use of a master frame. Lewis states: 

For me and for my fellow Freedom Riders from the 1960s, the civil rights 

movement cannot and will not come to an end until everyone in America 

enjoys the rights and liberties guaranteed by the founding covenants of our 

nation. Which brings me to the Immigrant Workers Freedom Ride, a 

movement that carries the struggle for civil rights for all forward into the 

new century. Last week, in 10 cities around America, some 800 immigrant 

workers boarded long-distance buses and set off for New York and 

Washington, where they are to arrive today. On their way, they have 

covered 20,000 miles of American roads, stopped in more than 100 places 

where local communities are engaged in struggles around immigrant and 

worker and civil rights, and carried a message that ought to resonate with 

every American. 
5
 

 

Like the Freedom Rides of 1961, Freedom Ride 2003 calls on ordinary 

people to do extraordinary things: to put their bodies on the line at a 

moment in American history when immigration is a volatile issue 

everywhere; to stand up for their rights and the rights of many others; to 

call attention to bad laws that harm good people; and to challenge the 

federal government to act where it seems determined not to.
6
 

  
Although sociologists Doug McAdam, David Snow, and Robert Benford do 

acknowledge and accept the theory behind the cycles of protests, the cycle of protests 

                                                 
5
 ―Freedom Riders of 2003.‖ by John Lewis The Washington Post 1 Oct. 2003. 3 Dec. 2009 <http:// 

www.america.gov/st/washfile.../20031001081758nosnhojb0.5346033.html> 

6
 Ibid. 
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linking the creation of the Black Greek-letter organization of the early twentieth century 

can be explained with a different approach: the rise of the African American Church, the 

formation of the NAACP, the Harlem Renaissance, the emergence of Marcus Garvey‘s 

―Back to Africa Movement‖, the Civil Rights Movement and the emergence of Hip-hop 

culture have led to the formation of the Black Greek-letter organization. 

Until recently these developments have been dismissed by the majority of 

mainstream sociologists. Since its inception as a discipline, many contemporary 

sociologists such as Robert Nisbet, author of The Quest for Community: A Study in the 

Ethics of Order and Freedom and founder of the Department of Sociology at Berkeley 

and Charles Murray author of the Bell Curve, have relied upon the use of pragmatic 

thought to guide their research efforts. As such many of these mainstream sociologists 

have maintained that their scholarly efforts are grounded in the scientific application and 

recognition of information used to explain social phenomena. Consequently the use and 

application of culture was viewed as a contradiction to pragmatic thought as it related to 

emotion and passion and therefore seen as an unreliable source for academic inquiry. 

Additionally the use of culture as an area of emphasis involves an interdisciplinary 

approach that many conservative scholars in sociology are not willing to embark upon. 

Moreover by dismissing the use of culture as a variant, alternative attitudes with racist 

overtones and intolerant rhetoric have substituted the discourse.  

For instance Philippe Rushton, a developmental psychologist at the University of 

Western Ontario who is best known for his view that there are only three races, Asian, 

Caucasoids, and Negroids and that these races are ranked by IQ remarks:  

Asians have the highest IQ (107), and Negroids the lowest (85) and 

Caucasoids fall in between at 100. The differences in reproductive 
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strategies account for the IQ differences between these groups. The higher 

the group IQ the more likely it will adopt a so-called Kinstrategy. Here 

each reproducing pair has a small number of off-spring in which it 

―invests‖ heavily in terms of parental care and protection. Low IQ groups, 

on the other hand, use an r-strategy. In this case, parents have large 

numbers of off-spring, leave them on their own, and hope a few survive. 

The caring for and nurturing of children is not part of the r-strategy. 

According Negroids favor the latter strategy. As such Negroids are more 

sexually promiscuous and the males have larger penises than the other 

groups. These factors in turn explain why there is anarchy in ―black city-

states like Detroit (―a chaotic seething ghetto), and why ―Africa cannot 

control its population growth,‖ and why AIDS is running rampant in the 

United States among black Americans as well as in the Caribbean and in 

Africa.
7
 

 

Ultimately the purpose and aim of this study is to refute the racist attitudes which 

seek to marginalize the African American community. Furthermore this work will 

examine the four aforementioned critical areas which gave birth to the creation of the first 

Black Greek-letter organizations, and demonstrate how the Black Greek-letter 

organization emerged as a social organ of protest within the African American 

community. The four critical areas which will be examined are: 1) social grievances 

within a community, 2) the creation of the cultural free space, 3) the framing of the 

organization in relation to other social movements, 4) the personal orientation or cultural 

affiliation (African agency) of the organizations‘ members. Subsequently, this study will 

analyze how internal conflicts, hostile social and political environments, the creation of 

new organizations, and the dissemination of community grievances combine to create an 

atmosphere, which allows the African American community to create their own separate 

conscious identity. Central to this idea is the use and incorporation of frame alignment 

and the cycles of protest acknowledgment. It is at this point where the role of the Black 

fraternities within the Black community gains importance. Because of the formation of 

                                                 
7
 Rushton Phillip. Race, Evolution and Behavior New Brunswick, New Jersey: Transaction 2000. 183 
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the Black fraternity, African American consciousness has attempted to gain a new level 

of agency from within. Social movements usually utilize larger cultural movements, 

events, or social phenomena as a master frame. It is this mater frame which ultimately 

allows individuals to make sense of their actions by comparison so that they may locate 

and label events and ultimately interpret them from their own perspective.  

An example of this framing can be seen by an analysis of the framing of the Civil 

Rights Movement in the 1960s. Martin Luther King, Jr. drew upon conventional themes 

to construct a coherent and resilient ―master frame‖. As such Dr. King was able to blend 

the familiar aspects of Christian ideals with conventional themes of American democratic 

theory. By combining these ideals King succeeded creating a movement that emphasized 

democratic egalitarianism, Christian forgiveness and non-violence ethics. 

During the last quarter of the nineteenth century many countries in Western 

Europe and the United States were consumed by the idea of nationalism. Nationalism 

involves the identification of an ethnic identity with a state or territory. This view often 

includes the belief that one‘s relationship to the nation is of primary importance. It is also 

used to describe a movement to establish or protect a homeland (usually an autonomous 

state) for a specific ethnic group. In some cases the identification of a homogeneous 

national culture is usually combined with a negative view of other races or cultures.  

In 1870 Germany became an independent nation as a result of the Franco-Prussian 

War and began to create its own national consciousness. In1871 after years of civil war, 

the Italian peninsula unified and Italians began to create their own national identity. In 

1871 the Paris Commune took place as French anarchists, socialists, and members of the 

working class seized control of the French government. In 1877 in America 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nation
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Reconstruction ended and a new American consciousness which consolidated northern 

and southern attitudes into a unified identity emerged. There these revolutions resulted in 

the creation of modern attitudes towards citizenship and nationalism. 

It was during this time period that the Black Greek-letter organization emerged as 

a social organization that in part reflected African American attitudes toward nationalism 

and identity. As African American students in predominantly white colleges and 

historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCU) began to apply for and gain 

membership in Greek fraternities and sororities the necessity of a parallel Greek 

organization that mirrored African American social experience came into existence. 

Between the years 1906 and 1920 seven Black Greek-letter fraternities and sororities 

were created at the collegiate level as a response to racism, the post-Reconstruction 

failure of equality in American society, and the need for African Americans to create 

their own visions of social reform.    

Since the early nineteenth century the college fraternity had become a common 

social organization at most white colleges and universities. During the early twentieth 

century by modeling much of their structure and philosophy after the white fraternity, the 

Black Greek-letter organization was able to reproduce a similar social institution at many 

black and white institutions of learning. As such the existence of the Black fraternity was 

viewed as a routine social organization.  

Furthermore the Black Greek-letter organization also became an articulation of 

racial and ethnic identity used by African Americans students to locate and interpret 

events from their own perspectives. Consequently as a response to racism and the post-
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Reconstruction failure of equality many African Americans were motivated to create 

their own institutions that afforded them a measure of equality within American society.  

Once established, the Black Greek letter organization began to initiate its 

members to embody elements of agency. This allowed its members to actively create a 

conscious attitude regarding their national consciousness. In 1903 W.E.B.  Du Bois stated 

that the African American experience has been one of double consciousness or duality. 

Others, such as Afrocentric scholar Molefi Asante believe that the African consciousness 

has been suppressed and in its place a European identity has been imposed upon African 

people, thus creating a false cultural reality. In this respect, the Black Greek-letter 

organization became a cultural incubator which mirrored the larger society‘s 

preoccupation with nationalism and agency.      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



                                                                                                                      Chambers 18 

Significance of the Study 

There is limited amount of scholarship that directly relates to the emergence of 

the Black Greek-letter organization as a means of social protest. Additionally there is a 

lack of scholarship that seeks to link social movements within the Black community with 

the Black Greek-letter organization. Social movements within the Black community did 

not occur within a vacuum. Each social movement was built upon both the failures and 

achievements of the movement that preceded it. The Black Greek-letter organization was 

a social movement that was in part responsible for the collection of social movements 

which began in the late 1920s and continued throughout the rest of the twentieth century. 

Thus the Harlem Renaissance, Marcus Garvey‘s ―Back to Africa Movement‖, the Civil 

Rights Movement, the Black Arts Movement, and the emergence of Hip-Hop as social 

movements owed their initial popularity and later success to the formation of the Black 

Greek-letter organizations.  

Because it is through the ―free space‖ created by the Black Greek-letter 

organization which has shaped the characteristics of a social movement, by exploring the 

four critical areas social scientists can give insight to the rise of the Black Greek-letter 

organization not only as a social movement but as a means of cultural expression. 

Furthermore, by exploring the historical and sociological factors which gave birth to 

these organizations, the direction of future social movements can also be predicted.  

The three essential aspects surrounding the study of the Black fraternity as a 

social movement materialize around the ideas of cultural solidarity, understanding the 

perimeters of the ―free space‖, and the conscious attitudes enveloped within the social 

reality as envisioned by the organizations‘ members. Through an understanding of culture 
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and how it impacts issues of race and class, this study will provide a new insight for 

cultural studies and attempt to explain how and why the creation and maintenance of the 

Black Greek-letter organization became a social incubator of cultural attitudes within the 

Black community.   

Although a considerable amount of literature has been published within the last 

twenty years regarding the history and function of the Black Greek-letter organization, 

many of these works fail to contribute great insight to the form and functionality of these 

organizations within the Black community. Consequently, the majority of writing that has 

been done on the Black Greek-letter organization attempts to concentrate primarily on 

those historical aspects that seek to provide its members with a self-centered view, often 

superficial analysis of the organizations‘ accomplishments. This analysis often includes 

the documentation of the organizations‘ most illustrious and influential members and 

their contributions to the social welfare of the Black community. However by focusing 

primarily upon the accomplishments of a select few, the Black Greek-letter organization 

seems to project that its existence is ―not only a valuable asset to society‖ but that their 

organizational hierarchy, which includes prominent writers, social activists, educators, 

and civil rights leaders, are also historically linked to the welfare of the African American 

community.  Due to lack of scholarly attention given to the Black fraternity, it is 

imperative that current scholars produce studies that elaborate upon a thorough study of 

the multi-faceted aspects of the Black Greek-letter organization. Consequently, there are 

several areas of research which must be looked into in order to investigate the 

background and document the aforementioned issue. First the literature that refers to the 

history, mission, and expressed goals of the Black Greek-letter organization will have to 
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be examined. Secondly, the review of literary materials that can provide an accurate 

account of the history regarding the ―private‖ worlds of the privileged or ―elite‖ black 

organizations and institutions will be evaluated.  

Ultimately, this study will aim to enhance and challenge the existing boundaries 

in the field of Africology. In my view, Afrocentric inquiry is not about instructing or 

imparting information to others as if their minds were waiting to be filled with a specific 

knowledge. Rather, Africology involves the art of igniting transformative learning, thus 

empowering others to take responsibility for their learning, inspiring courage to grow 

intellectually, cultivating curiosity, providing opportunities for developing relationships, 

clarifying the mist around social values, uplifting the spirit and igniting action. It is my 

belief that this study will create such an understanding among Afrocentric scholars.  

The history and legacy of the Black fraternity has only been examined 

superficially. Many African American scholars have chosen to ignore these organizations 

for fear that an introspective analysis of these organizations would reveal the African 

American dependence on Western cultural ideals. This preoccupation with Western 

ideals may expose the sense of dislocation that many African Americans feel with 

African culture and the lack of African agency that these organizations possess. The 

power, mass appeal, and social standing that the Black Greek-letter organization has 

within the Black community is immeasurable. These institutions consist of prominent 

individuals such as politicians, physicians, doctors, and lawyers who make up their 

membership. Often viewed as elitist institutions, membership into the ranks of these 

organizations affords many of its members with greater social access and mobility 

throughout American society making them some of the most important and influential 
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African-American institutions in the United States. The Black Greek-letter organizations 

do not only constitute one of the largest institutions in the Black community, but they are 

well known as being one of the most secretive and guarded groups in terms of releasing 

information to non-members. In fact many of the individuals who are privy to these 

organizations have not used their special access to provide a transparent history of the 

Black fraternity‘s missions and goals. Hence this study will serve to create a much 

needed discourse that is currently lacking within the Black Greek-letter organization.  

Therefore this study will seek to remove the social and academic boundaries 

which seek to marginalize the role of the Black Greek-letter organization as an institution 

that has not only shaped the history of African Americans, but one that has equally 

impacted American history.   
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Limitations of the Study 

Due to the specific nature of this study my research will primarily focus upon the 

social relevance of African American organizations with regard to the creation of social 

institutions of change. The social reality of the Black community is not comparable with 

the social reality of their white/European counterparts. While it is true that white ―ethnic‖ 

groups such as the Irish, the Jews, the Italians, the Chinese, and the Japanese have 

experienced harsh forms of discrimination and prejudice, these groups have also enjoyed 

certain benefits and compensatory reconciliation which has enabled their eventual 

inclusion into the American society. Thus it is solely the African American society which 

has suffered immensely due to the Jim Crow laws and Black Codes in all aspects of their 

lives from voting to housing. In this respect any Black organization which has led to the 

formation of social change within the American society is to be included in the 

historiography of social studies. Black fraternities are one of such organizations and its 

developmental role needs to be studied from an Afrocentric perspective. 

 Although there are seven prominent Black Greek-letter organizations that were 

created between the years1906-1920, this dissertation will focus on the fraternities rather 

than the sororities. Several publications document the histories of these organizations; 

however there is not a great deal of scholarly literature that views these organizations as 

means of social protest and change. Therefore the total membership, the number of 

books, letters of correspondence, and the periodicals produced by the Black fraternity 

exceed the parameters of the aforementioned date and elevates the Black fraternity to a 

more desirable group of study. Furthermore, of the seven most prominent Black Greek-
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letter organizations, it is the fraternities rather than the sororities that are more popular 

within African American society and thus command higher attention at a national level.  
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CHAPTER 2 

Review of Literature 

African American History Literature 

 

 This literature review explores the history of post-Civil War African Americans in 

the United States and their struggles to achieve freedom and racial equality. This analysis 

of relevant literature also reviews the idea of a unified ―Black community‖ through an 

examination of class and gender identities as a result of efforts of African Americans to 

achieve political equality. Drawing upon works of prominent African American scholars, 

manuscript collections, books, and other notable figures in their perspective fields, this 

chapter explores the historical formation the Black Greek-letter organization which 

became one of the first national social movements of the twentieth century.  

One of the first attempts of African Americans to document the social conditions 

of a northern urban city was W.E.B.  Du Bois‘s The Philadelphia Negro. The synopsis 

set forth by  Du Bois posits that at the beginning of the twentieth century the internal 

conflicts produced by the forced segregation of the African American community 

produced a series of social dysfunctions (which included lack of proper housing, high 

rates of unemployment, crime, overcrowding, improper sanitation, police brutality, 

disease, poverty, and a variety of other social ills) that were concentrated in the African 

American communities of many northern cities, such as Philadelphia, New York City, 

Detroit, and Chicago. These internal conflicts were further complicated by European 

immigrants who settled in many northern cities in close proximity and direct competition 

with African Americans competing for proper housing, better employment opportunities, 

and favorable social standing.  
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 For centuries, the African American community had been victimized by violent 

and often destructive advances of both the federal government and vigilante mob 

violence in the form of legal government policies such as slavery, segregation and 

unsanctioned aggression, including lynchings and race riots. The continuous barrage of 

attacks towards the African American community have been destructive for African 

Americans who aimed to achieve equality and full recognition as American citizens. In 

order to shield themselves from these violent outbreaks the Black community generated 

various methods of protection. One such method was the creation of social organizations 

and mutual benefit societies. 

 In his seminal work From Slavery to Freedom John Hope Franklin states that 

fraternal societies and mutual benefit organizations have existed among African 

American communities for centuries. Franklin contends that these organizations provided 

the foundation and generated ideas that helped in the formulation of programs, which 

were designed to help alleviate the socially undesirable conditions fostered within 

American society, as they pertained to the treatment of the African Americans. Through 

regular meetings, these local organizations pooled their funds, resources, and any other 

means they had available to aid those who suffered from financial and physical hardships. 

These fraternal societies although small in size, provided the geniuses for Black 

leadership and contributed immensely to the intellectual and social development of the 

Black community in the twentieth century.  

 Traditionally fraternal groups have played a vital role in the development of pride 

and self esteem of African Americans. At their meetings members not only enjoyed the 

camaraderie of their fellow members, but they received financial support in their 
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endeavors. Their selective nature provided for a higher than average intelligence among 

its members and leadership. By the year 1920 fraternal organizations had become a 

permanent fixture within the Black community. The Negro Yearbook of 1920—1921 

reported approximately 60 fraternal organizations with an estimated membership of 2.2 

million people.
8
 Most of these organizations explained their specific aims and goals were 

to liberate the Black race from their inferior positions as ―second class citizens‖ within 

American society. Their goals included creating racial equality for African Americans, 

fostering a sense of self respect among its members, mount an organized opposition to 

the Ku Klux Klan, create a united Negro front on social issues, produce higher wages for 

Black workers, determine the course of educational programs for African Americans and 

seek cooperation with other colored races for racial equality within a predominantly 

white society. 

 The first two decades of the twentieth century were extremely violent both in the 

North as well as in the South for African Americans. Murder, intimidation, physical 

torture, and economic pressures were some of the methods employed by Whites to bring 

about the total subjection of the African American community. Black landowners lost 

their land through chicanery, while Black tenant farmers and sharecroppers were trapped 

in endless dept to a white landlord. Meanwhile a system of peonage was also introduced, 

whereby Black prisoners were often rented out by the county to work off sentences and 

fines. From 1882 to 1927, 4,743 Blacks were lynched
9
, while thousands of missing 

African Americans were unaccounted for. Economic conditions, disfranchisement, and 

                                                 
8
 The Negro Yearbook, an Annual Encyclopedia of the Negro, 1921-1922. The Negro Year Book 

Publishing Company: Tuskegee Institute, 1922. 56 

9
 Wells-Barrent, Ida. A Red Record. Amherst, N.Y. : Humanity Books, 2002. 56 
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murder drove thousands of Blacks from the cotton fields of the South to the industrial 

cities of the North, in a quest for a ―free space‖ where their children and families could 

experience fair treatment within the system.  

In the North Blacks were met with as much animosity as they encountered in the 

South. Some Northern cities did not even permit Blacks to live within the city limits. In 

some Northern cities such as Chicago and Philadelphia race riots and lynching were a 

common occurrence. One of the most infamous of the Northern race riots took place at 

Springfield, Illinois in 1908 where two African Americans were lynched, four white men 

were killed and 70 individuals were injured. Throughout the last quarter of the nineteenth 

century and early years of the twentieth century, many Black leaders including, Fredrick 

Douglas, W.E.B.  Du Bois, Booker T. Washington, and Ida B. Wells spearheaded the 

anti-lynching movement across the United States, in order to stop lynchings and racial 

abuse.  

Lynching has a long and sordid history in the United States. Vigilant patriots 

against loyalists, criminals, and other social misfits first employed it as a brutal act of 

aggression during the Revolutionary War. The formal public record of lynching in the 

United States reveals that during the post-Civil War Era, lynchings and other acts of mob 

violence against African Americans increased steadily with the first wave coming in 

1892. After the Civil War, a noticeable rise in the number of Blacks lynched was 

apparent. While the victims of lynching across the country still included Whites, Native 

Americans, Mexican Americans, and Asians, by 1892 as reported by Ida Wells in A Red 

Record, the majority of the victims were African Americans and the majority of the 

lynchings took place in the South. Wells reported that in 1892, 241, men women, and 
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children were lynched in 26 states. Of that 241, 160 were identified as African 

Americans, which represented an increase of 200 percent over a ten-year period since 

1882, when 52 Blacks were lynched. This change confirmed a connection between race 

and region that continued to gain strength until 1953, the first year in which there was not 

a recorded lynching. Between 1882 and 1968, 4,743 lynchings were recorded within the 

United States.
10

 

 As African Americans continued their migration from the rural South to the 

industrial cities of the North the African American population grew outward towards the 

surrounding White areas, creating a real atmosphere for violent clashes in many northern 

cities. In the first six months of 1919 there were 25 race riots. The same year in the 

aftermath of WWI more than 70 African Americans were lynched, several of them while 

wearing their army uniforms. Another series of race riots took place in Chicago in July, 

1919. By the end of the 13 days of rioting 38 individuals had been killed and over 500 

people were injured. An NAACP study titled, Thirty Years of Lynching in the United 

States, 1889 – 1918, documents this tumultuous period. This publication also elaborates 

upon the intensive anti-lynching campaign which included full-page advertisements in 

leading daily newspapers and over 200 hundred protest meetings all over the nation. 

Furthermore, this publication also documents the history of the federal anti-lynching bill 

that passed in the House but failed in the Senate. Other struggles highlighted during the 

war years involved segregation of federal employees and various protests held against the 

treatment of Black soldiers; particularly in France, where U.S. authorities had sanctioned 

the French government not to permit fraternization with African Americans.  
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It is evident that the hostile social and political environment of the early twentieth 

century created a social and political atmosphere that allowed no channels for individuals 

or groups within the African American community to engage in lawful institutionalized 

methods of public demonstration in protest of lacking economic opportunities and 

inferior treatment, which were quite prevalent within their community. During the first 

quarter of the twentieth century the hostile treatment of the African American community 

also generated an atmosphere of fear and racial prejudice. Joanne Grant‘s Black Protest  

documents, in detail the struggles of the African American community to achieve 

equality and full citizenship amidst white oppression. Grant‘s assessment indicates that as 

long as the problem of lynching and other forms of violence persisted among African 

Americans, the National Association for the Advancement of Colored Peoples (NAACP), 

the Commission on Inter-racial Cooperation, and the Association of Southern Women for 

the Prevention of Lynching worked diligently to prevent attacks against the Black 

community.  

Many of the racist attitudes shared by Americans were conceived during the 

Victorian Era of the nineteenth century. Although racist beliefs existed prior to the 

nineteenth
 
century the Victorian Era firmly integrated many of these theories into 

mainstream American thought. Clearly, during the Victorian era ideas pertaining to race 

and biology dominated American society. Social Darwinism as a late nineteenth-century 

sociological theory was based upon the theories of biological evolution and natural 

selection put forth by biologists Charles Darwin and Alfred Russell Wallace. It derived 

its strength and racial bias from Herbert Spencer‘s theory of socio-cultural evolution or 

the ―survival of the fittest.‖ Social Darwinism was also utilized to support imperialistic 

http://library.thinkquest.org/3376/Spencr.htm
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views of individuals who positioned themselves as culturally superior, and being more fit 

to rule those that they deemed less advanced.  

John Beddoe, who later became the President of the Anthropological Institute 

(1889-1891), wrote in his The Races of Britain in 1862, that all men of genius were 

―orthognathous‖ (having less prominent jaw bones) while the African and their 

descendents were ―prognathous‖, who, in turn, were linked, to a primitive under-

developed species of man. These ideas held that saw the African as an inferior being were 

not limited to a lunatic fringe of the scientific community. By mainstream of British 

scientists these ideas were disseminated broadly and it was even hinted that the African 

might be the elusive missing link between man and apes. Certainly the ―ape-like‖ African 

became something of a malevolent cliché of Victorian racism. Thus Charles Kingsley 

could write ―. . . I am haunted by the human chimpanzees I saw [in Africa] . . . I don't 

believe they are our fault. . . . But to see these human chimpanzees is dreadful . . .
11

‖  

Throughout the Victorian Era countless works of literature argued that the African 

was poetic, light-hearted and imaginative, highly emotional, playful, passionate, and 

sentimental; at the same time these were characteristics the Victorians also associated 

with children. Thus the African was portrayed as ―immature‖ and in need of guidance by 

others, more highly developed than themselves. Negro ―emotion‖ was contrasted, 

unfavorably, with the English virtues of ―reason‖, ―masculinity‖ and ―pragmatism‖. 

These grounds conveniently supported the notion of White Supremacy. 
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Both Victorian sciences (pseudoscience‘s such as phrenology), and popular 

literature was convinced that Blacks and members of the lower classes were seen as: 

Irrational, immature, superstitious, deviant, and sexually promiscuous. 

As W.E.B.  Du Bois writes in The Souls of Black Folk, ―The problem of the 

twentieth century is the problem of the color line, - the relation of the darker to the lighter 

races of men in Asia and Africa, in America and the islands of the sea.‖
 12

 Ironically more 

than one hundred years later America is still wrestling with the same problem of the color 

line. At the dawn of the twentieth century ideas regarding the intellectual capability of 

African Americans and Europeans were at the center of American thought.  

On the other hand the advances made by the African American community in the 

post Civil War era were tremendous. The abolishment of slavery, the citizenship of 

African Americans, and universal male suffrage all were signs that the social and political 

landscape of American society was truly changing to encompass the African as an equal 

member of society.  During the Reconstruction Era more African Americans were elected 

to Congress than any other period in American history.  

 

Black Fraternity/Black Organization Literature 

The three essential aspects surrounding the study of the Black fraternity as a 

social movement develop around the ideas of cultural solidarity, the understanding and 

comprehension of the ―free space‖, and the conscious attitudes/social reality envisioned 

by the organizations‘ members.  
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Although a considerable amount of literature has been published within the last 

twenty years regarding the history and function of the Black Greek-letter organization, 

many of these works fail to evaluate the functionality of these organizations within the 

Black community. One such book is Lawrence Ross, Jr.‘s The Divine Nine. The intention 

of Ross‘ work was to provide a history of the organization of African American 

organizations that ―stress[es] education, philanthropy, self-improvement and 

excellence.‖
13

 Accordingly this compilation of information about the nine most 

prominent Black Greek-letter organizations was to be aimed at current ―fraternity and 

sorority members, prospective members of these organizations, high school students and 

all those interested in African American history.‖
14

 

The Divine Nine is divided into four sections: Fraternities, Sororities, 

Conversations, and General Information. In Section One, ―Fraternities‖, the author 

summarizes the founding, community activism and philanthropic activities of Alpha Phi 

Alpha, Kappa Alpha Psi, Omega Psi Phi, Phi Beta Sigma, and Iota Phi Theta.  

In Section Two, titled ―Sororities‖, Ross focuses on Alpha Kappa Alpha, Delta 

Sigma Theta, Zeta Phi Beta, and Sigma Gamma Rho. Also in this section through a 

―Question and Answer‖ format, selected members of both collegiate and alumni chapters 

offer information about the chapter‘s social events, academic standing, step-show 

participation, and other characteristics.  

In Section Three, titled ―Conversations‖, twenty-eight men and women who 

represent one organization, discuss issues such as the reasons which motivated them to 

join, whether or not they remain an active member, and what they consider to be their 
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organization‘s greatest legacy. The last section primarily contains membership 

information for persons who are interested in joining a fraternity or sorority. Undeniably, 

the author‘s underlying message is that fraternal (fraternities and sororities) affiliation 

ensures one‘s success in higher education and professional life. To that end, he lists the 

names of ―famous‖ alumni/nae drawn from the world of sports, entertainment, politics, 

business and other prominent spheres of American society. 

Although this book provides some historical background on the founding of the 

organizations, many historians find it particularly unsatisfactory for its reliance on 

anecdotal information and lack of documentation. In the end The Divine Nine provokes, 

but fails to directly address, significant questions such as the course and direction of the 

Black Greek-letter organizations. Overall the book serves as an example to substitute the 

lack of scholarly work and research dedicated to the understanding of the Black 

fraternity. Consequently, the majority of writing that has been done on the Black Greek-

letter organizations attempts to concentrate primarily on those historical aspects that seek 

to provide its members with a grand and often superficial analysis of the organizations‘ 

accomplishments. This analysis often includes the documentation of the organizations 

most illustrious and influential members and their contribution to the social welfare of the 

Black community.   

Despite lack of scholarly attention given to the Black fraternity, a small number of 

books do elaborate upon a more thorough study of the various aspects of the Black 

Greek-letter organization. These publications, combined with other sources of 

information, including the internet resources, constitute the first portion of this literature 



                                                                                                                      Chambers 34 

review which is based upon on the history, mission, and function of Black fraternities as 

social institutions of change. 

Consequently there are several areas of research which must be explored in order 

to provide the proper background and documentation of the culture of ―Black Greeks.‖ 

First this study primarily looks into the literature that references the history, mission, and 

expressed goals of the Black Greek-letter organization have to be examined. Secondly, it 

evaluates literary materials that can provide an accurate account of the history regarding 

the private world of other privileged or ―elite‖ Black organizations and institutions.  

One of the most interesting publications that I found whilst researching the Black 

Greek Letter Organization was the work of Charles H. Wesley. His work titled, The 

History of Alpha Phi Alpha: A Development in College Life not only documented the 

History of Alpha Phi Alpha, but provided some insight to the acclaimed purpose of the 

Black fraternity as well. Although Wesley‘s work is older and therefore dated in regard to 

its language as well as its level of consciousness and cultural attitudes regarding the 

liberation of the Black community from its inferior status, it provides a sound historical 

analysis and documentation of the Black Greek-letter organization during the first half of 

the twentieth century. Additionally Wesley‘s work discusses the plans and extended 

vision for the future of the Black fraternity.  

Henry M. Minton was one of the founding members of Sigma Pi Phi. After being 

denied membership into White fraternities he stated that, African Americans began to 

conceptualize the idea of establishing their own social institutions that would provide the 

benefits and opportunities of a fraternity for Black men. After sharing the idea for a Black 

Fraternity with six other African American men, (E.C. Howard, A.B. Jackson, R. J. 
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Warwick, E.T. Hinson, and Robert J. Abele) Milton‘s concept for a Black fraternity came 

into being and Sigma Pi Phi was established in Philadelphia in 1904. All six of the 

founding members of this organization were medical doctors. Thus it was clear that 

Sigma Pi Phi would be a fraternity that would be composed of an elite membership of 

black professionals. As evident by the names chosen to represent the newly established 

organization, Sigma Pi Phi and Boulé (the alternative name of the organization), along 

with the usage of such terms as ―archon‖ and ―polemarch‖, the organization patterned 

itself heavily on ancient Greek society. Archon is a Greek word that means ―ruler‖ or 

―lord.‖ It was frequently used as the title of a specific public office. Additionally in the 

Golden Period around 500 BCE, in ancient Greece, the chief magistrates in various Greek 

city states were also called Archon. Today the word is the root for English words such as 

―monarch‖, ―hierarchy‖, and ―anarchy.‖ Likewise the term Polemarch referred to a senior 

military title within the city states of ancient Greece. The Polemarch was generally 

viewed as the ―Master of War.‖ As such, the Archon Plemarchos presided over all 

matters that were related to the military in Athens, and matters of public disorder. 

Consequently within Black Greek-letter organizations the presidents are commonly 

referred to as ―Archons‖ or ―Polemarchs.‖ Similarly the term ―Boulé‖ also held much 

significance within the culture of Black Greek-letter organizations. In cities of ancient 

Greece, the Boulé was a council of citizens appointed to run daily affairs of the city. 

Originally this council of nobles advised a king, which later evolved into oligarchies that 

would exercise complete control over city-states. As such, the Boulé in Black Greek-

letter organizations referred to the meeting of elites who exercised power and authority 

within the organization.   
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In addition to the work of Wesley, a great number of journals and newspapers 

contain primary sources regarding the mission and aim of the Black fraternity. In an 

article written for The Sphinx (the social journal of Alpha Phi Alpha) magazine in 1946, 

Alpha Phi Alpha founder Charles Smith indicated that, the fraternity believed itself to be 

the first group of collegians united under a brotherhood and designed to advance the 

causes of Black people. Likewise in a similar letter written for The Journal of Kappa 

Alpha Psi in 1914 Kappa founder Elder W. Diggs wrote:  

For several years past, Negro students at larger institutions of learning 

have felt the need for some kind of organization to protect their interests, 

and afford some systematic means of providing wholesome recreation and 

social pleasures. To meet this need, there was organized at the University 

of Indiana during the winter quarter of 1911 the national Greek letter 

college fraternity known and designated as Kappa Alpha Psi…Every 

college man ought to belong to some such movement as this. It broadens 

his horizon and brings him into vital touch and fellowship with college 

men everywhere…We desire to establish a chapter of Kappa Alpha Psi at 

every institution that has duly recognized college rank. We therefore, 

solicit correspondence and inquiry from all college men who desire to ally 

themselves with this movement.
15

  

  

Historical evidence in these journals also supports the claim that the black 

fraternity not only served as a social instrument but also as a political voice of the black 

community. The early leadership of Kappa Alpha Psi was aware of national and 

international events which shaped public opinion as a result constantly expressed their 

opinions and concerns on these issues. When the United States declared war on Germany 

in 1917 and propelled America into World War I, Elder Watson Diggs, founder of Kappa 

Alpha Psi, drafted the following letter to President Woodrow Wilson.  

May 25, 1917 

The President 
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The White House  

Washington, D.C. 

Sir: 

The National Negro college men‘s fraternity known as Kappa Alpha Psi, 

having chapters at Indiana University, the University of Illinois, the 

University of Iowa, the University of Nebraska, Wilberforce University, 

Lincoln University, Ohio State University, and Northwestern University 

begs to assure you that the organization is in full sympathy and accord 

with the purposes of the government in waging the present war against the 

Imperial German Government in defense of our citizens upon the high 

seas, and herby pledges its unswerving loyalty to the President and the 

flag in the great struggles which now confront us. 

Respectfully yours, 

Elder Watson Diggs, Grand Polemarch 

Kappa Alpha Psi Fraternity 

 

 The reply read: ―The President thanks you cordially for the good will that 

prompted your kind message. It has helped to reassure him and keep him in heart.‖
16

 

The letter represents the ability and willingness of the Black Greek-letter 

organization to act as a political entity to articulate the views of its members. During the 

First World War many African American civil rights leaders such as W.E.B.  Du Bois 

also supported the United States efforts towards war. Furthermore many of these views 

were expressed in open letters that called for the Black community to ―close ranks‖ in 

support of America‘s war effort.  Du Bois writes: ―Let us not hesitate. Let us, while this 

war lasts, forget our special grievances and close our ranks shoulder to shoulder with our 

own white fellow citizens and the allied nations that are fighting for democracy.‖
17

 

Another source that provides valuable insight to Black social organizations is 

Lawrence Graham‘s Our Kind of People. In Graham‘s exploration of the Black upper 

class, membership in certain fraternities and sororities (in particular, Alpha Kappa Alpha 

and Delta Sigma Theta) are paramount and play a significant role at the collegiate level. 
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Graham focuses on a subgroup of upper-class Blacks, the self-proclaimed ―elite‖ 

(because of their background, accomplishments, and lifestyle), and explores how they 

have created and maintained their own separate and distinct society, which exists as part 

of the Black community while continuing to function as an isolated self-segregated 

community within a White dominated society.  

The creation of all-Black boarding schools, memberships in prestigious 

organizations such as the Links, Deltas, Boulé, or Jack and Jill, and residence in million-

dollar homes are all characteristics of the upper Black class that Graham explores. 

Graham also delves into the Black upper classes‘ obsession with ―good hair‖, light 

complexion, and top credentials which include acceptance and membership into 

prominent social institutions and universities like Howard and Spelman. Additionally, 

Graham‘s work explores and exposes the secret world of the Black upper class. 

According to Graham, all racial, ethnic, and religious groups lay some claim to their own 

privileged status that group which, either because of family name, wealth, title, 

education, or other circumstance fashions itself to be above the masses. Furthermore 

Graham indicated that the Boulé is considered by many the elite men‘s club and its 

membership has included the most accomplished, affluent, and influential Black men in 

every city across the United States. Graham further elaborated on this issue:  

―The Boulé selects its national membership strictly on the basis of 

professional accomplishments rather than popularity among a certain local 

group. Conducting all of the their official activities and social gatherings 

in black tie attire with formal ceremonies, Boulé members are men who 

are attracted to the fraternity because of intellectual discussions and its 

interests in promoting scholarship among a group of black professional 

men.‖
18
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In the end Graham contends that although the upper classes of the Black 

community may set itself apart with their clubs, fraternities, and sororities, while denying 

membership to the majority of the Black community who will never achieve their social 

standing, they perceive their reasons for forming such exclusive groups as perfectly 

honorable. In Graham‘s view the members of the Black elite are only creating these 

exclusionary communities as a reaction to the force of exclusion they‘ve experienced by 

from White Supremacy. 

 

Social Movement Literature 

The notion that social movements hang together or cluster in some fashion has 

long been a generally accepted theme among most sociologists.
19

 Furthermore it is also 

suggested that specific movements within any historical era are tributaries of a general 

stream of agitation. This clustering of social movements under the same theoretical 

outlook is referred to as a ―collective frame.‖ It is this ―framing‖ which allows 

individuals to locate, perceive, identify, and label events so that individuals may make 

sense of them and therefore interpret them from their own perspective. Accordingly, any 

review of relevant literature must be multifaceted. First such analysis must seek to 

examine, clarify, and define the many different aspects of a social movement. Secondly, 

such review must attempt to examine the societal conditions which give birth to the 

creation of social movements and oppositional attitudes. Finally, this literature review of 

social movements needs to explain how the Black Greek-letter organization has emerged 

as a form of protest within the African American community. 
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When searching for a concise definition of a social movement, Joe Freeman‘s and 

Victoria Jackson‘s Waves of Protest: Social Movements Since the Sixties, provided a 

significant overview. According to Freeman‘s account there are three elements that can 

be used to explain the beginnings of a social movement:  

Element 1: The need for a preexisting communications network or infrastructure 

within the social base of a movement is a primary prerequisite for ―spontaneous‖ activity. 

Masses alone do not form movements, however discontented they may be. Groups of 

previously unorganized individuals may spontaneously form into small local associations, 

usually along the lines of informal social networks in response to a specific strain or 

crisis. However, if they are not linked in some manner, the protest does not become 

generalized but remains a local irritant or dissolves completely.  

Element 2: If a movement is to spread rapidly, the communications network must 

already exist. However not just any communications network will do. It must be a 

network that is cooptable to the new ideas of the incipient movement. To be cooptable, it 

must be composed of like-minded people whose backgrounds, experiences, or location in 

the social structure make them receptive to the ideas of the movement. Thus, having a 

population who experiences the same grievances can help create solidarity among 

disgruntled groups. 

Element 3: Given the existence of a cooptable communications network, and 

grievances, one or more precipitants are required. Here, two distinct patterns emerge that 

often overlap. First, a crisis galvanizes the network into spontaneous action. In the other, 

one or more people begin forming a new organization or disseminating a new idea. For 

spontaneous action to occur the communications network must be well formed or the 
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initial protest will not survive beyond its incipient stage. If it is not well formed, 

organizing efforts must occur; that is, one or more persons must specifically attempt to 

construct a movement. If no communications network already exists, there must at least 

be emerging spontaneous groups that are acutely attuned to the issue, albeit 

uncoordinated. In summation, if a cooptable communications network is already 

established, a crisis is all that is necessary to galvanize it.  

Often ignored and rarely acknowledged by mainstream sociologists, the historical 

contours (rising poverty, social inequity, high unemployment), which gave birth to each 

of the aforementioned social movements within the African American community are 

essential to organizing social movements. In addition to the aforementioned 

communication and mobilization aspects of a social movement, the social grievances or 

community crisis will often determine the actual need for a social movement. 

Consequently if the members of a community harbor no grievances or feelings of social 

injustice, or if the members of a community fail to articulate these feelings to the greater 

society, the social movement will cease to exist as a viable vehicle for social change.     

Accordingly within the Black community these social grievances exist primarily 

as a result of racial apartheid or segregation. It is within this context the residents of these 

communities experience a variety of grievances which are a generated by harsh adverse 

living conditions its members are forced to endure. 

Futrell and Simi‘s findings place much attention on the isolation and self 

segregation aspect of social organizations and the social movements which occur from 

the organizations‘ activities. Although their study of isolated groups was initially done 

using white supremacist groups, i.e. the Aryan Brotherhood as models, the initial study 
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done by Futrell and Simi does suggest that the isolation and self segregation of social 

organizations from the greater society fosters a sense of kinship and solidarity amongst 

its members.  

Other measures used by White supremacists to preserve the notion of a separate 

culture were the use and reference to Nordic culture/mythology, and the naming of 

children with Nordic names, i.e. Thor and Loki. The members of this organization were 

also able to perpetuate the idea of the Aryan culture by referencing solidarity with 

Adolph Hitler and the Nazi culture. An example of this was the use of the codes and 

numbers such as ―19/19‖ as part of common literature, phrases, and mottos. The numbers 

19/19 correspond with the letters ―SS‖ as the letter ―S‖ is the 19th letter of the alphabet, 

hence the use of the numbers ―19/19‖ is seen as a way of preserving the link between 

White supremacist groups and the Nazi culture.   

It is this isolation and self-segregation from the dominant group, which creates a 

separate conscious attitude that, is responsible for the creation of a culture of mass 

protest. Within these safe spaces, protected areas, sequestered social sites, or havens, 

these small-scale settings provide activist autonomy from dominant groups where they 

can nurture oppositional movement identities. Within this submerged network the process 

of creating collective identities first begins. The collective identity that comes to exist as 

a result of the internal and external stress exhorted upon a community comes to exist and 

act as part of the movement culture. The social process, which creates the collective 

identity, is tied with the everyday routines of everyday life. This affirmation and 

routinization of behavior associated with the collective identity enables individuals to 

identify with the movement and see themselves as an intricate part of the movement, thus 
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creating the idea of inclusiveness, rather than exclusiveness. Within these cultural 

incubators new identities are constructed and a new alternate perception of the world is 

created. Just as the ―halfway houses‖ throughout the Southern United States served as 

cultural incubators for creating collective identity before the onset of the Modern Civil 

Rights Era, the Black Greek Letter Organization acted as cultural incubator of 

community grievances and protest culture.  

 

Social Movement Literature: Framing of the Movement 

The collective works of David Snow and Robert Benford regarding the creation of 

frames and frame alignment within social movements are extremely insightful in 

organizing and categorizing the direction of the social movement. Additionally the works 

of Larry Neal and incorporation of the Black Arts Movement as a means of frame 

extension within social movements is insightful.  

Within the Black Greek-letter organization it is the framing of the social 

movement which acts as the template used to link other social movements together. As a 

result of this frame alignment, a theoretical outlook is created which in turn helps to raise 

the consciousness and awareness of grievances held by different groups, thus articulating 

a sense of unity by adding clarity or giving meaning to the social movement. This 

solidarity in turn acts as a binding agent which provides the social movement with a 

unifying goal. Once united under a frame individuals are better able to organize tactics 

and objectives to ensure the movements success. The founders of the Black Greek-letter 

organizations were able to create a movement that was united against racial 

discrimination by framing their organizations with the familiar aspects of White Greek 
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organizations. As a result of its success the Black Greek-letter organization became the 

template used by other movements within the Black community to follow.  

 Frames, is a term coined by Erving Goffman in his 1974 essay titled Frame 

Analysis, which refers to schemata used by individuals to organize, perceive, and make 

sense of their experiences in the world. These frames may or may not reflect facts and are 

constantly evolving as events and existing personal attitudes interact. Since the concept 

of framing has become a popular research and theory focus among scholars studying 

social movements and other contentious political behavior (Snow et al. 1986; Noonan 

1995; Ellingson 1995; Tarrow 1992; Snow and Benford 1988; Benford 1993; Snow and 

Benford 1992; Johnston 1991; Zald 1996; McAdam 1996).  

The concept of framing revolves around the notion that a social movement is 

dependent upon the social construction and portrayal of reality, especially on the part of 

movement and counter-movement organizations. Snow and Oliver‘s 1995 article titled 

Frame Development and Alignment in the U.S. - 1967-68 provides an overview of this 

theory. Much of the research has examined how groups go about altering the frames of 

individuals and other groups in the hopes of garnering support. Special attention has been 

given to the role of the media in influencing changes in framing by the general public 

(Gamson 1988), inter-and intra-organizational framing processes, alignments, and 

disagreements (Benford 1993), and the ways in which movement organizations have 

altered their frames to suit different goals and tactics (Snow and Benford 1992). Much of 

this work has been geared toward the concept that frames are conscious constructions 

developed by groups and organizations with the goal of influencing public opinion and 

events (Snow and Oliver 1995). While it is important to understand some framing 
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processes on the organizational level, this level of analysis takes for granted the effects of 

framing efforts on individual framing processes. But individual frames do not just exist, 

rather they are formed in response to events, personal feelings, and the efforts at frame 

alignment made by organizations. Individuals use overarching or ―master frames‖ (Snow 

and Benford 1992) as the basis for issue-specific frames and as a means of justifying their 

already existent attitudes. They then align themselves with other individuals according to 

these frames, sometimes overtly and other times quite unknowingly.  

Rather than using frames in a pro-active manner such as is often attributed to 

social movement organizations, individuals are also acquiring and developing frames 

from past collective events. Hence the notion that social movements hang together or 

cluster in some fashion is now a generally accepted theme among most sociologists.
20

 

Furthermore it is suggested that specific movements within any historical era are 

tributaries of a general stream of agitation. This clustering of social movements under the 

same theoretical outlook is referred to as a ―collective frame‖. It is this ―framing‖ which 

allows individuals to locate, perceive, identify, and label, events so that individuals may 

make sense of them and therefore interprets them from their own perspective. Cycles of 

protests can best be described as sequences of escalating collective action that are of 

greater frequency and intensity than normal, that spread throughout various sectors and 

regions of society, and that involve both new techniques of protest and new forms of 

organizations that in combination with traditional organizational infrastructures, 

determine the course and direction of the cycle.
21
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When framing the Civil Rights Movement, Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. drew upon 

both conventional and novel themes to construct a coherent master frame. This framing 

involved the blending of Christian themes with conventional democratic theory. 

Furthermore with the incorporation of Christian forgiveness into his philosophy, King 

was able to gain the support of white America, who viewed his methods as a better 

alternative than those of the Nation of Islam. Additionally King‘s emphasis on Christian 

charity and nonviolence promised a redemptive and peaceful healing to America‘s racial 

divide.  

There is additional evidence that explores how frame extension and frame 

bridging led to a multiplicity of perspectives on frames which led to tactical innovations 

such as freedom rides and sit-ins. One proof of the durability of the Civil Rights frame 

has been its adaptability and connection to such movements as Women‘s Rights, Gay 

Rights, Latino Rights, and the Black Arts Movement.   

The cycles of protest theory has demonstrated that the civil rights demonstrations 

and marches of the early 1960s not only led to civil rights legislation, but indirectly 

fostered the increased militancy and anger of Blacks which contributed to the wave of 

black urban riots. The Black Power Movement quickly emerged as a result of this new 

direction and new tactics with the Black community.  

Where the Black Power Movement sought to address the political and economic 

concerns for the Black Community, the Black Arts Movement addressed the cultural 

needs of the Black Community. The Black Arts Movement in turn, was a direct 

inspiration for activists who studied the histories and writings of previous Black 

movement activist, which then resulted in the creation of a movement which focused not 
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only on political militancy but also embodied ideas of art, literature, cultural aesthetics, 

and political inclusion. Consequently it was the emergence of the Black Arts Movement 

that was greatly responsible for influencing other cultural and political movements both 

in and out of the Black community, such as the ―La Raza‖ movement, the feminists of the 

1970s, and lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender social movements of the 1980s. 

The emergence of the Black Arts Movement became a sociopolitical movement 

whose master frame was greatly responsible for influencing other cultural movements 

both in and out of the Black community. Although the Civil Rights Movement was 

successful in securing equal access to public accommodations it did not however address 

the economic and cultural needs within the Black community. Where the Civil Rights 

Movement failed to address certain grievances of the community, the frame of the Civil 

Rights Movement was transformed to incorporate new participants by extending the 

boundaries of the existing frame to include or encompass the views, interests, or 

sentiments of new groups thus creating a new culture of protest that later solidified as the 

Black Arts Movement.   

 Often referred to as the sister organization to the Black Power Movement, The 

Black Arts Movement (BAM), which could be dated roughly 1965-1976, has often been 

called the ―Second Black Renaissance,‖ suggesting a comparison to the Harlem 

Renaissance of the 1920s and ‗30s. The two are alike in encompassing literature, music, 

visual arts, and theater. Both movements also emphasized racial pride, an appreciation of 

African heritage, and a commitment to produce works that reflected the culture and 
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experiences of Black people. The BAM, however, was larger and longer lasting, and its 

dominant spirit was politically militant and often racially separatist.
22

 

The Black Power Movement sought to address the political and economic 

concerns for the Black community; the Black Arts Movement addressed the cultural 

needs of the Black Community. Accordingly the idea of cultural nationalism became the 

main philosophy of BAM. Cultural nationalism was founded on the belief that blacks and 

whites have separate values, histories, intellectual traditions and lifestyles and therefore 

in reality, there are two separate Americas. In his book Visions of a Liberated Future 

Larry Neal, a writer and major philosopher of the Black Arts Movement, states: ―that 

there are in fact in spirit two Americas—one black, one white.‖
23

  

Cultural nationalism on a visual level was expressed by the wearing of brightly 

colored African clothing and the adaptation of the Afro hairstyle. Cultural nationalism 

could take many forms, from adopting West African religious practices, to writing poetry 

with a particular rhythmic structure, or changing one‘s personal style. The goal of the 

cultural nationalist was the realization of a Black community based on a common African 

heritage.  

Hence the need for the black community to create new cultural identities based 

upon new proposed frames that clarified and invigorated individuals towards a particular 

issue, problem, or set of events was created by the emergence of the Black Arts 

Movement.  This interpretive frame involved the invigorating of values or belief that 

linked a movement to un-mobilized pools of individuals who shared similar views or 

                                                 
22

 David Lionel Smith, "Black Arts Movement," in Encyclopedia of African-American Culture and History, 

eds. Jack Salzman, David Lionel Smith, and Cornel West, 5 vols. New York: Macmillan Library Reference 

USA, 1996, 1:325-332 
23

 Neal, Larry. Visions of a Liberated Future: Black Arts Movement Writings New York: Thunder‘s Mouth 

Press , 1987. 446 



                                                                                                                      Chambers 49 

grievances but lacked the organizational base was an essential theme of this movement. 

These attitudes were confirmed by community leaders such Malcolm X who states:  

―We must recapture our heritage and identity if we are ever to liberate 

ourselves from the bonds of white supremacy. We must launch a cultural 

revolution to unbrainwash an entire people. Our cultural revolution must 

be the means of bringing us closer to our African brothers and sisters. It 

must begin in the community and be based on community participation. 

Afro-Americans will be free to create only when they can depend on the 

Afro-American community for support and Afro-American artists must 

realize that they depend on the Afro-American for inspiration.‖
24

  

   

Moreover the Blacks Arts Movement created an atmosphere which allowed for 

the creation of new master frames which contributed to the formation of a new black self-

conscious attitude. The culture of the Black Arts Movement was partly sustained by the 

creation of oppositional cultural attitudes which placed members of the BAM in a ―war‖ 

both literally and ideologically with the Anglo culture. Moreover the attitudes of local, 

state, and federal government was seen as the embodiment of the white culture. Other 

measures used by the members of BAM that helped to preserve the philosophy of a 

separate culture was the use and reference of African culture combined with the use of 

Black Nationalist identity, symbols, literature, and rhetoric. Furthermore the members of 

BAM were able to perpetuate the idea of an African culture by referencing solidarity with 

individuals such as Malcolm X and Marcus Garvey. Above all the Black Arts Movement 

created a new identity for those African Americans who wished to divorce themselves 

from the European ideal and adopt African motifs.
25
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The Black Arts Movement was revolutionary not reactionary. Whereas the Black 

Greek-letter organization sought acceptance into American society, the Black Arts 

Movement sought self segregation.
26

 This oppositional attitude was also reflected in the 

literature and rhetoric of its leaders. Amiri Baraka emerged as writer of poetry, drama, 

fiction, essays, and music criticism within the Black Arts Movement. After his visit to 

Cuba in July 1960, in the aftermath of the Cuban revolution, Baraka reported his 

impressions in his essay Cuba libre. When he returned from Cuba, Baraka began to be a 

politically active artist. After the assassination of Malcolm X in 1965, Baraka moved to 

Harlem and became a black cultural nationalist. In his poem ―Afrikan Revolution‖ Baraka 

writes:  

―Afrikan People all over the world, the future is ours. We will create on 

our feet not our knees. It is a future of Great works, and Freedom. But we 

can not crawl through life drunk and unconscious we cannot dance 

through life or read the NY Times through life, or wear vests all our life 

give our lives to parties, & work with no reason but life in a prison of 

white domination Be conscious. Black People Negroes Colored People 

Afro-Americans. Be conscious. You know you can run your own life. You 

can have all the money & food & good life. you need be conscious. Meet 

once a week. Meet once a week. Talk about how to get more money, how 

to get educated, how to have scientists for children rather than junkies. 

How to kill the roaches. How to stop the toilet from stinking. How to get a 

better job. Once a week. Start now.‖
27

 

  

Within the submerged social environment of the Black Arts Movement, 

information such as coded language is shared amongst members of the organization. 

Consequently the reference to African culture and Black Nationalist identity to outsiders 

might seem to be nothing more than a benign utterance; however to the members of  
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BAM, the use of these terms are parts of a complex network of communication which 

reinforces the cultural identity of the movement.  

This attitude of independence and autonomy was also expressed in Baraka‘s poem 

titled ―Its Nation Time.‖ In this work Baraka writes:  

Time to get together time to be one strong fast black energy space one 

pulsating positive magnetism, rising time to get up and be come be come, 

time to become time to get up become black genius rise in spirit muscle 

sun man get up rise heart of universes to be future of the world the black 

man is the future of the world become rise up.  It‘s nation time ….Boom 

Booom BOOOOM dadadadadadadadadadadada Boom Boom Boom Boom 

Dadadadadaad adadadad Hey aheee (soft) Hey Ahheee (loud) Boom 

Boom Boom Sing a get up time to nationfy. Singaa a miracle fire light. It‘s 

nation time, get up Santa Claus It‘s nation time, GET UP SANTA CLAUS 

Get up Roy Wilkins. Get up Diana Ross. Get up Jimmy Brown. It‘s nation 

time, build it Get up muffet dragger Get up rastus for real to be rasta farari 

… Come over here Take a bow It‘s Nation TIME!!!!!
28

 

 

It was during the Black Arts Movement when many Black artists/performers 

began to realize the power that the use of African-American motifs and visual aesthetics 

had in shaping the psychological view of the African American community. The Black 

Arts Movement of the 1960s experimented with concepts and images, which were 

derived from African aesthetic values.
29

  

In addition to writing poems, Baraka wrote plays and founded the Black Arts 

Repertory Theatre School (BARTS). Created in the Spring of 1964 by Amiri Baraka and 

other black artists, the BARTS was instrumental in providing street theater to the 

residents of inner city communities such as New York, San Francisco, Boston, New 

Orleans, Newark, and other urban areas. Moreover these productions were not merely 

plays conducted for the amusement of the audience, but rather these performances were 
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reflective of the social and political needs of the black community. As such the BARTS 

became the voice and social consciousness of an oppressed community. One of his most 

influential plays The Dutchman (1964) symbolized the power that black art had in 

shaping the social and political views of the black community.  

The Dutchman is a one-act play that used racism and prejudice as its central 

themes. The play takes place on a New York City subway and centers on the dialogue 

between a young black man named Clay and a flirtatious white woman named Lula. The 

play explores the racial and sexual tension between the two characters and finally ends in 

tragedy. The play can be a viewed as a microcosm of American society as it explores the 

relationship between the white and black community as well as the sexual tensions 

between white women and black men. Throughout the play the two main characters 

exchange a wide variety of verbal discourse and sexual innuendos. Lula criticizes Clay 

for being an accommodationist and an ―Uncle Tom‖ by wearing the clothes and taking on 

the characteristics of the white man. Lula states:  

―Everything you say is wrong. That‘s what makes you so attractive. Ha. In 

that funny jacket with all the buttons. What‘ve you got that jacket and tie 

on in all this heat for? Do your people ever burn witches or start 

revolutions over the price of tea? Boy, those narrow shoulder clothes come 

from a tradition you ought to feel oppressed by. A three button suit. What 

right do you have to be wearing a three button suit and stripped tie? Your 

grandfather was a slave, he didn‘t go to Harvard.‖
30

 

 

Clay‘s responds with anger and disgust toward Lula. Clay states: ―Let me be who 

I feel like being. Uncle Tom. Thomas. Whoever. It‘s none of your business.‖
31

 Clay 

represents individuals who have suppressed their own African identity and adopted the 

cultural and aesthetic characteristics of the European in order to assimilate and gain 
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social standing. Furthermore some scholars claim the Black Greek-letter organization 

represents the demise of black manhood.
32

 Just as Clay assimilates to the mannerisms of 

the white college student by wearing a jacket and tie, members of the Black Greek-letter 

organization have put on false identity‘s by adopting the philosophy and attitudes of the 

white cultural elite. Additionally the title character‘s name ―Clay‖ is symbolic of his 

ability to be molded in order to transform himself to the characteristics of the white 

community.  

Conversely Lula‘s symbolizes the white society and its contempt and anger for 

black men who attempt to gain access into the white world by emulating the actions of 

the white man.
33

 Additionally Lula‘s character is represented by a white woman who 

represents the subconscious desire of black men and thus is seen as a symbol of success 

and assimilation. The play ends with Lula stabbing to death Clay. When Clay is stabbed 

his murder is committed in clear view of the other passengers who do nothing to assist 

Clay or prevent Lula from killing him. In fact the other passengers help Lula dispose of 

Clay‘s body, thus symbolizing the society‘s apathy concerning the destruction of the 

black community.
34

 At the conclusion of the play Lula turns to her next young black 

victim indicating the white community‘s repetitive cycle of death and turmoil toward the 

black community.  

Nilgun Anadolu-Okur further describes the symbolism and significance of Clay‘s 

character. Okur comments: ―Clay fits the mold of the black elitist. An archetypal member 

of the Black fraternity who is willing to break free of his chains, but cannot let it go, and 
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thus due to his inertia falls prey to the whole society, placing his gruesome incarnation in 

the hands of symbolic whiteness—Lula.‖
35

 Moreover as a key contributor to the Black 

Arts Movement Baraka‘s productions had a transformative effect on the hearts and minds 

of the black population.    

Larry Neal explained how the BAM became the narrative that was used to create 

a new cultural awareness within the black community. Neal writes in his essay titled ―The 

Black Arts Movement‖:  

―Black Art is the aesthetic and spiritual sister of the Black Power concept. 

We advocate a cultural revolution in art and ideas. The cultural values 

inherent in Western history must either be radicalized or destroyed, and 

we will probably find that even radicalization is impossible.‖
36

 

 

Until recently these developments have been dismissed by the majority of 

mainstream sociologists. Since its inception as a discipline, many sociologists have relied 

upon the use of pragmatic thought to guide their research efforts. As such many 

mainstream sociologists have always maintained that their scholarly efforts are grounded 

in the scientific application and recognition of information used to explain social 

phenomena. Consequently the use and application of culture was viewed as a 

contradiction to pragmatic thought as it related to emotion and passion and therefore seen 

as an unreliable source for academic inquiry. Additionally the use of culture as an area of 

emphasis involves an interdisciplinary approach that many conservative scholars in 

sociology are not willing to embark upon.  
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Alternative Reality Literature 

The isolation and/or self-segregation from the dominant group can create a 

separate attitude that is responsible for the creation of a culture of mass protest. This 

isolation combined with community crisis or social grievances is an essential organizing 

component of all social movements. In addition to the communication and mobilization 

aspects of a social movement, the social grievances or community crisis will often create 

new or alternative perceptions of reality. Within this atmosphere of cultural resonance 

whereby individuals (African Americans) lacking the mainstream methods to articulate 

their situation in society create a separate cultural space which is different from that of 

the dominant group. This isolation then leads to the formation of the ―free space‖ where 

groups can nurture oppositional movement identities.  

 The alternative perceptions of reality envisioned by the members of social 

movements may have an overall goal of providing justice and equality or it may seek to 

utilize terror and despotism as model of social control. Regardless of the intensions of the 

movement, the alternative perceptions of reality envisioned by the members of these 

organizations are paramount. Just as the members of the White Power Movement used 

paraphernalia, literature, and coded language to creative an alternative view of reality, 

many African American organizations also attempted to do the same. In addition to the 

Black Fraternity, other black organizations also began to espouse either separatist or 

alternative ideas regarding the future, the direction, and the role of African Americans in 

American society. One such organization was the Black Church. Starting with the 

creation of Richard Allen‘s African Methodist Church in 1816 the Black church became a 
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social organization that combined elements of traditional African culture with that of 

European culture to create a new vision of reality within the Black community. 

 Within such organizations it is up to the individual members to decide which 

cultural elements they choose to embody. Although the Black organization can exhibit 

both African and European cultural elements it is ultimately the individuals within these 

organizations who will gravitate toward a cultural identity that resonates most with its 

members. Accordingly the most critical step with the process of cultural solidarity is the 

personal choice or agency made by the individuals or members of the social organization. 

 In a world free from the oppression of White Supremacy an organization with a 

majority of African American members would be free to exhibit the traditional cultural 

values and mores of African culture. However under White Supremacy African cultural 

identity has been suppressed by an interventionist culture. As such ―Black‖ organizations 

with a majority African American membership established during the first quarter of the 

twentieth century were not permitted to openly reflect elements of African culture as a 

rule.  

 Amongst African people, African cultural elements are always present. 

Accordingly when elements of African culture exist within an organization, the members 

of the organization must take full advantage of the African culture and embrace it.  

 Asante writes:  

Afrocentricity can stand its ground among any ideology or religion. Your 

Afrocentricity will emerge in the presence of these other ideologies 

because it is from you. It is a truth, even though it may not be their 

truth…most Africans no matter how distorted their realties will accept the 

cultural basis of Afrocentricity. It is like a fish swimming in water, it 

cannot escape the water. Its choice is whether to swim or not, that is to 
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activate. There is nothing the fish can do about the existence of the 

water.
37

  

 

Just as the work and literature of  Du Bois brings special attention to the 

alternative visions for the Black community, similarly the Afrocentric 

paradigm/framework also creates alternative realities for the African American 

community. The Afrocentric paradigm is a social science paradigm predicated on the 

philosophical concepts of contemporary African American and traditional African 

society. Moreover Afrocentric thinkers stress that despite the harmful effects of slavery 

and colonization, the philosophical integrity of traditional Africa has survived among 

both continental and those of the African Diaspora.  

Asante elaborates in Kemet, Afrocentricity and Knowledge, Afrocentricity, and 

The Afrocentric Idea, that the past practices of using European theories of human 

behavior as a universal principle to explain all of humanity is inappropriate and therefore 

should be abandoned as a means of explaining the reality of non-European people.  

Afrocentricity is an intellectual perspective which has derived its name from the 

centrality of African people and phenomena in the interpretation of data. Maulana 

Karenga, a pioneer in the Afrocentric Movement, describes Afrocentricity as ―the quality 

that is rooted in the cultural image and human interests of African people.‖
38

 Since its 

inception Afrocentricity has sought to address the repositioning of African people and 

African reality from the margins of European thought, attitude, and doctrines to a 

centered, therefore positively located place within the realm of science and culture.  
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As a paradigm or framework the Afrocentric idea is distinguished by five 

characteristics: 1) an intense psychological location as determined by symbols, signs, 

motifs, and rituals; 2) commitment to finding the subject place of Africans in any social, 

political, economic, architectural, literary, or religious phenomena with implications for 

questions of sex, gender, and class; 3) a defense of African cultural elements as 

historically valid in the context of art, music, education, science, and literature; 4) a 

celebration in the centeredness and agency and a commitment to refinement that 

eliminates pejoratives about Africans or other people; and 5) a powerful imperative from 

historical sources to revise the collective text of African people.  

Additionally Nilgun Anadolu Okur‘s work, Contemporary African American 

Theater: Afrocentricity in the Works of Larry Neal, Amiri Baraka and Charles Fuller, is 

useful in discussing the lives and contributions of Afrocentric authors. Okur‘s work 

suggests that the drama of the African American experience is a collective reality of the 

formed by the reaction to oppression and discrimination. In this view the black theater is 

a metaphor for black life, as both the lived experiences and artistic creation of African 

people are seen as one. Additionally Okur maintains that due to the spiritual connection 

between Africans and African Americans the cultural creations of these groups have 

remained intact. Furthermore these groups not only influence one another, but they also 

reflect their experiences and realities. Okur writes: ―The Black Arts movement has 

played an active role in the development of Afrocentric theory, particularly in its 

emphasis on the collective, committed, and functional nature of art.‖
39

  Okur also claims 

that the African American theater was capable of producing art which was separate and 
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inherently different from the European creative ethos. Okur asserts: ―As jazz took shape 

on the American landscape and came to be recognized as a distinctly African American 

musical form, so did the African American theater.‖
40

    

In this study along with the works of Asante and Okur there are other works that 

focus on the problem of experiences and perceptions of members of selected African 

American Greek Lettered fraternities and sororities within the greater framework of 

college matriculation and campus climate will also be examined. Additionally there is a 

burgeoning collection of scholarly articles devoted to group behavior and patterns, which 

include studies documenting the creation of instruments designed to measure the 

responses of the members of Greek organizations. The article titled ―Attitudes Toward 

Fraternity Hazing Among Fraternity Members, Sorority Members, and Non-Greek 

Students‖ by Cheryl E Drout and Christie L Corsoro is one of such works. This article 

examines the levels of social alienation in college students. A plethora of studies geared 

toward marginalization and matriculation of African American students and other 

disaffected populations also exist.  

Additionally Kathleen Grant and Jeffrey Breese‘s ―Marginality Theory and the 

African American Student‖ explore numerous perceptive responses to marginalization 

that members of disaffected populations incorporate within their individual and group 

identity matrices. The context of African American matriculation is further clarified by 

Feagin‘s article The Continuing Significance of Racism as it delineation the parameters of 

racism experienced by students within the confines of the ivory tower.  

All of the literature discussed in this review takes an in-depth approach to the 

problems that black men particularly experience in a predominantly white society. All of 
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these studies combine in meaning and intention a tapestry of textures, through which the 

threads of African American fraternities and sororities weave a colorful and vibrant 

pattern. The haven that Black Greek-letter organizations provide for their members 

mirror familial and communal patterns that are non-existent for the majority of 

individuals, let alone those African American students without fraternal memberships. 

Despite efforts to curtail prejudiced attitudes, incidents of ethnic and racial discrimination 

are still prevalent in American universities. African American students, in particular, are 

more likely than Caucasians to be the target of some form of direct personal racism.  

In order to shield against these attacks, the black community has made an attempt 

to surround themselves with characteristics of African culture. This use of traditional 

culture has acted as a buffer to insulate them from the harmful effects of White 

Supremacy. Throughout history, diaspora Africans have created replicas of African 

communities in the American South, the Caribbean, and Latin America. The African 

characteristics found in these communities reflect the desire of these groups to return to 

Africa. As such the relationship that African people have had with their traditional culture 

has always remained a key influence in their lives. Maulana Karenga states: ―Our 

Africanity is our ultimate reality.‖
41

 As a people our most valuable and cherished 

achievements are the achievements of spirit. With an Afrocentric spirit, all things can be 

made to happen; it is the source of genuine revolutionary commitment.  
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Methodology 

This is an historical-critical research project as it seeks to recover information 

about the development of African American fraternal organizations. As such I will utilize 

an Afrocentric Historical Narrative that will help tell the story of African American 

fraternal organizations from a worldview which represents the attitudes and orientation of 

people of African descent. Accordingly the data that is collected may have to be 

reinterpreted from the agency of African people. Therefore my work will be both 

historical and Afrocentric.  

Ama Mazama states: ―The Afrocentric idea is a profound one, with complex 

implications.‖
42

 Consequently the theoretical approach used in this effort is African-

centered, anti-racist, and pluralistic. The Afocentric perspective allows for a philosophy 

of liberation to exist. This complex theory places Africans in the center of all endeavors; 

especially when it relates to information regarding the history and social conditions of 

African people. As such after gathering and comparing all relevant information I will 

determine the usefulness of the materials collected. Using an interdisciplinary research 

method allows one to incorporate different theoretical approaches in researching the 

history of African people.  

Regarding the use of Afrocentric research, Molefi Asante writes: ―All methods of 

doing research have philosophical roots with specific assumptions and phenomena, 

human inquiry, and knowledge.‖
43

 In order to understand the concept of the Afrocentric 
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philosophical perspective one must first be aware of its grounding element—the 

Afrocentric Paradigm. The concept of the paradigm relates to how a particular mode of 

science or thought becomes accepted as the dominant mode and thus labeled as the norm 

within an ideology. Moreover a paradigm is a way to present all information in a uniform 

manner so that all inquires in regard to the subject will be made explicit. Furthermore the 

premises which these theories are based upon will also be known and understood by all 

who subscribe to them.  

Incorporating Afrocentricity as a paradigm involves a wide variety of different 

theoretical perspectives and guidelines. Moreover Afrocentricity includes specific 

parameters and guidelines that all who consider themselves to be Afrocentric to abide by. 

The key principles and concepts that ground the Black Greek-letter organization as a 

community institution whose consciousness is rooted within the successful liberation of 

the black community can be best examined by observing how these organizations interact 

and operate within the black community. As such the philosophical, theoretical, and 

cultural location of the Black Greek-letter organization has to be at the center of this 

discourse.  

The cultural development and community based continuity of African people is a 

vital component of an organization‘s attempts to obtain conscious liberation. This 

development which Molefi K. Asante refers to as ―human regeneration‖
44

 is the essential 

key to understanding the development and growth of the African into his/her true self 

awareness. The transformation and overall development of the African into his/his true 

African consciousness is the ultimate goal of Afrocentricity. Accordingly this 

                                                 
44

 Mazama, Ama. The Afrocentric Paradigm, Trenton, NJ : Africa World Press, 2002. 34 



                                                                                                                      Chambers 63 

development of African identity should also be the primary objective of the Black Greek-

letter organization.  

At the turn of the twentieth century when cohorts of young African American 

students at Cornell University, Howard University, and Indiana University established the 

first black fraternities, the free space and subsequent agency that followed served as a 

binding agent for the preservation of oppositional cultural autonomy. As such the 

development and conceptualization of consciousness used by an organization operating 

within an Afrocentric paradigm can provide the necessary tools for the mental liberation 

and cultural reclamation of African people. Furthermore this free space of consciousness 

provided the foundation and the access for African people to realize, understand, and 

accept the need for reclaiming the African consciousness.  

When properly administered the Afrocentric paradigm can provide the members 

of the Black Greek-letter organization with the conceptualization of conscious identity 

needed for liberation. First African freedom or liberation can be found in the form of free 

space which provides members with the freedom from racist attitudes while also 

providing the freedom to develop one‘s identity as an African. Together both of these 

concepts constitute the Africans‘ ability to achieve liberation and agency over those 

forces which seek to control and manipulate African self-determination. Moreover this 

agency gives one the ability to view the world in ways continuous with one‘s history.  

Moreover Afrocentricity gives one the ability to resurrect, reconstruct, and 

revitalize African culture. As such a conscious effort to understand ―what is African‖ 

needs to be untaken. Moreover this cultural reclamation of African identity can best be 

described as the desire of the African to be African. This dissertation will explore 



                                                                                                                      Chambers 64 

whether or not the Black Greek-letter organization provides its members with the tools to 

create and maintain an African identity. Within the Black Greek-letter organization a key 

concept of Afrocentricy involves the ability for African people to view themselves as 

African. In order to achieve this, a repositioning of African people from the confines of 

western thought is necessary. Furthermore Africans must also posit and reconnect their 

hearts and minds to those ancient civilizations whose history and legacy are built upon 

African cultural values. Accordingly the reclaimation of Egypt, as an African country, is 

imperative for the African to develop as an African.  

Within many West African philosophical cultures the use of harmony as a 

unifying force often defines the Africans‘ existence in relation to the material and 

immaterial worlds. Thus this quest for and the commitment to achieving harmony must 

be imbedded firmly within the confines of one‘s community. Unlike Western and Eastern 

cultures which allow for the alienation or separation of the individual from the 

community, within traditional African culture one receives his/her concept of harmony 

from his/her relationship within the community.  

In regard to achieving harmony, balance, and connecting to one‘s community 

Nilgun Anadolu-Okur discusses the concept of Ma‘at in her book Contemporary African 

American Theater: Afrocentricity in the Works of Larry Neal, Amiri Baraka and Charles 

Fuller. Okur writes:  

In Egyptian life, the primary concern was that of abiding by the guiding 

principles of Ma‘at—that is Truth, Justice, and Righteousness—with an 

accompanying emphasis on the value of traditions. Consequently in 

traditional African societies performing the ritual well, rather than 

displaying a contest to proclaim winners and losers, was the primary 

motivation. In Greece, on the other hand, through annual competitions in 

which the highest value was placed on introducing new scripts rather than 

maintaining the old texts, a variety of secular themes with high public 
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appeal dominated the scene and eventually initiated the development of a 

new theatrical construct.
45

   

 

As such by embracing the characteristics of traditional African societies, one is 

able to revisit one‘s African identity. The Black Greek-letter organizations can provide its 

members with agency. Moreover agency can be understood as giving people 

consciousness of their self, their history, and their culture. Utilizing the tools of agency, 

self awareness, historical reflection African people will be able to have the knowledge 

and understanding of their own historical past and cultural development as a means of 

reconnecting dislocated Africans with their traditional cultural centers.  

The knowledge and philosophy of one‘s traditional language, myths, ancestral 

memory, rituals, ethics, and aesthetics are at the core of the Afrocentric quest for truth 

and righteousness. Accordingly the paradoxical role of African within American society 

is key objective that must be explored within the context of the Black Greek-letter 

organization. Furthermore the Africans inability to interact with his traditional culture has 

created a dislocation of consciousness and a falsification of the African identity, thus 

denying one a relationship within the community. Consequently the use, application, and 

furtherance of African culture in creating the myths, legends, literatures, and oratures of 

African people all become a central aspect of the Black Greek-letter organization. 

However without a viable connection to an African community these vital elements of 

culture dissipate and eventual disappear completely. Hence the need for solace and 

harmony within an African community should be one of the goals of the Black Greek-

letter organization.  
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Ultimately the Afrocentric paradigm can be viewed as a social science paradigm 

that is predicated upon the philosophical concepts of contemporary African America and 

traditional Africa. Moreover it is the goal of the Afrocentrists to seek and promote a 

world view that is conducive to the physical, moral, psychological, and spiritual growth 

of African people.  

In Kemet, Afrocentricity, and Knowledge, Asante informs us that the Afrocentric 

method insists that the researcher examines himself in the process of examining any 

subject.‖ The researcher must question his beliefs about the subject before embarking 

upon the study. After the completion the researcher must also undergo self-reflection in 

order to ―ascertain if any personal obstacles exist to a fair interpretation.‖ 

In The Afrocentric Paradigm Asante informs us that: ―an Afrocentric method 

must be concerned with the liberation of oppressed people and is consequently engaged 

in discovering a frame of reference that will explain the speaking and writing of 

oppressed people.‖ Additionally he claims that the: ―the political, cultural, and economic 

condition of African people in the Americas, the Caribbean, and Africa underscores the 

need for a method that will interrogate that condition.‖  Asante contends that 

Afrocentricity asserts that the life experiences of all people of African descent must be 

the focal point of Afrocentric generated knowledge.  

Afrocentricy is transformative; thus empowering individuals to take responsibility 

for their learning, inspiring the courage to grow intellectually, cultivating curiosity, 

providing opportunities for developing relationships, clarifying values, uplifting the spirit 

and igniting action. By furthering the field of Afrocolgy, African American Studies as a 

branch of knowledge is concerned with the overall welfare and agency of African people 
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in the widest context as it encompasses the study of political, social, economic, religious, 

technological and cultural issues.  

These parameters serve as the guidelines for this study, which aims to provide a 

multifaceted account of the Black Greek-letter organization. Furthermore this study also 

explores the characteristics of African agency expressed by the members of the Black 

Greek-letter organization. The social grievances within a community, the creation of the 

cultural free space, the framing of the organization/movement in relation to other social 

movements/organizations, and the personal orientation or cultural affiliation of the 

organizations‘ members are also examined in order to trace the rise and formation of the 

Black Greek-letter organization as a means of social protest. 
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Origins of the Black Greek-Letter Organization  

At the beginning of the twentieth century internal conflicts and social strains 

created by the forced segregation of the African American community to the socially 

isolated areas of many northern industrial centers helped to foster a culture of oppression 

and exclusion within the African American community. Due to limited resources which 

included lack of proper housing, high rates of unemployment, overcrowded tenements, 

high crime rates, urban violence, improper sanitation, high rates of infant mortality, 

police brutality, disease, poverty, and a variety of other social ills many members of the 

black community felt compelled to separate their political, social, and economic enclaves 

from Whites in order to alleviate their adverse conditions. Consequently, the 

development of these separate enclaves acted as free spaces or safe havens of black 

thought which later evolved into separate streams of cultural attitudes and conscious 

identity within the Black community. The European immigrant‘s arrival to many northern 

cities at the dawn of the twentieth century placed them in direct competition with African 

American migrants for proper housing, employment opportunities, and equal social 

standing.  

The equal treatment of African Americans initiated the creation of organizations 

which aimed to address the aforementioned social grievances. Emerging from this culture 

of oppression was the need for the Black community to create safe havens where 

community leaders could develop new alternative methods of combating racial prejudice 

and discrimination in American society. In this environment the historical contours and 

sociological factors were created which led to the emergence of the Black Greek-letter 
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organizations. Overtime these organizations became the vehicle used by certain segments 

of the Black community to safeguard its rights and articulate community grievances.  

During the first quarter of the twentieth century many African Americans who 

migrated north were forced to reside in socially isolated ghetto communities. Those 

African Americans who remained in the South were often forced to endure a constant 

siege of attacks from racist mobs which included beatings, physical torture, murder, 

intimidation and lynching. With the revitalization of the Ku Klux Klan the social climate 

in the American South had become increasingly dangerous for many African Americans. 

From 1896 to1920 the South was ruled by an oppressive system of White Supremacy and 

Social Darwinist politics. In this stifling social atmosphere, the African American 

community experienced a variety of social grievances directly resulting from their 

conditions.     

 In order to shield themselves from these violent outbreaks the black community 

was forced to create various methods of protection and social defense mechanisms. One 

such method was the creation of the Black Greek-letter organization. Before the creation 

of Alpha Phi Alpha Fraternity in 1906 there were no collegiate Black Greek letter 

organizations in existence. Likewise, prior to 1857 there were no colleges or universities 

established for the sole purpose of educating African-Americans. It was not until the 

founding of the African Institute in 1857 (later renamed as ―Cheyney University‖) that a 

―Black‖ institution of higher learning came into existence.
46

 From 1857 to 1906 there 

were over seventy-four black institutions of higher learning that came into existence, yet 

despite the significant number of Black colleges and universities there were no Black 

Greek-letter organizations formed at the collegiate level until 1906. While there were no 
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collegiate Black Greek-letter organizations in existence, there were, however, numerous 

African-American fraternal societies and benevolent organizations which were 

established between 1776 and 1900.   

 Fraternal societies and mutual benefit organizations have existed among the 

African American community for centuries. These organizations provided the foundation 

and generated ideas that helped in the formulation of programs, which were designed to 

help alleviate the socially undesirable conditions of American society as they pertained to 

the treatment of the African Americans. Through regular meetings, these local 

organizations pooled their funds, resources, and any other means they had available to aid 

those who suffered from financial and physical hardships. These fraternal societies 

although small in size, provided the genesis for Black leadership and contributed to the 

intellectual and social development of the Black community in the twentieth century.  

 In order to explore the emergence and evolution of the Black Greek-letter 

organizations one must first understand the significance of the Masonic tradition and the 

role that this organization had in forging the current makeup of Black Greek-letter 

organizations. The rich tradition of the Masons, along with the Eastern Stars, the female 

organization, were in fact the first organized attempt of African Americans to create a 

cohesive social organization whose mission was to shield the Black community from the 

harmful effects of racial prejudice.   

 Prince Hall, along with 14 other African American men, established the first 

fraternal organization for African Americans on March 6, 1775 when they were inducted 

into a British Army Masonic Lodge near Boston, Massachusetts. Hall, who had migrated 

from Barbados ten years earlier, became a minister of the gospel and was deeply 
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concerned with the plight of Black people in the Caribbean Colonies. Prince Hall and the 

new masons enjoyed the privileges of the already established white mason lodge, but Hall 

believed that a separate Mason Hall for Blacks would provide them with the camaraderie 

and fellowship needed by its African American members. Hall requested permission from 

the Massachusetts Grand Lodge to establish an African Lodge specifically for Black 

people. However Hall‘s request was denied. Hall then applied directly to the British 

Grand Lodge, after which a charter was established and named the African Grand Lodge 

on June 24, 1791, with Prince Hall named as Grand Master. Five years later a license was 

issued for a lodge in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania which was composed of 13 African 

Americans who had been initiated in Great Britain. In 1808 these African American 

delegates decided to call their organization the Prince Hall Masons. By 1815 three Prince 

Hall Lodges were established. In 1827 a protocol was issued, which declared the Prince 

Hall Mason Lodges to be recognized as free and independent from White Mason Lodges.  

 Accordingly, the Black Masons became the first formal Black organization in the 

United States created to advance the cause of equality for the Black community. It was 

due to the foundation set forth by this organization that other Black fraternal and mutual 

benefit organizations came into being. Subsequently, it was the formation of this 

association of African Americans that marked the formal beginning of the creation of 

alternative oppositional modes of thought against the system of White Supremacy.  

 During the post-revolutionary war period, several other fraternal and mutual 

benefit organizations were also established. These organizations proved to be effective 

tools in teaching African Americans the basic principles of economics and social survival 

in early America. Richard Allen and Absalom Jones were key figures who helped 
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organize such an organization on April 12, 1787 when they established the ―Philadelphia 

Free African Society.‖ This organization encouraged its members to live an orderly and 

sober life, to support one another in times of sickness, and to provide services and 

benefits for widows and fatherless children.
47

 Similar groups soon appeared in New 

York, Boston, and Providence. All of these organizations expressed an interest to 

educate, assist, and alleviate the African American community from its current condition 

of servitude and inequality. Other fraternal organizations were in existence by 1835, such 

as the Friendship Benevolence Society for Social Society, the Star in the East 

Association, and the Daughters of Jerusalem. These groups were often organized around 

such occupational groups as the mechanics, coachmen, and caulkers. One of the major 

objectives of these organizations was the full integration of African Americans into the 

political, economic, and social arenas of American society. 

 By the mid 1800s Black organizations began to spread around the United States. 

In 1854 the United Brothers of Friendship and Sisters of the Mysterious Ten became the 

first chartered African American Society south of the Ohio River. Later, on February 19, 

1864 the Knights of Pythias of North America, South America, Europe, Asia, Africa and 

Australia was organized in Washington D.C. Other major lodges in order of their 

formation were:  

 The Grand Order of Galilean Fishermen, organized in Baltimore, MD in 1865 

  The Grand United Order of J.R. Gidding‘s and Jolliffe Union organized at 

Norfolk, VA in 1866 

  Independent Order of St. Luke organized in 1867 
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  Grand United Order of Brothers and Sisters, Sons and Daughters of Moses, 

organized in 1868 

  Knights and Daughters of Tabor, organized at Independence, MO in 1871 

 United Order of True Reformers, organized at Richmond, VA, in 1881 

 National Order of Mosaic Templars of America organized in Little Rock, AR, in 

1882 by J.A. Bush and C.W. Keatts 

 Royal Knights of King David, organized at Durham, NC, in 1884  

 The Colored Brotherhood and Sisterhood of Honor; organized in Franklin, KY, in 

1886 

 The Ancient Order of Gleaners; organized at Cairo, MI in 1894 by Grant Slocum 

 Improved Benevolent and Protective Order of the Elks of the World, organized by 

B.F. Howard at Cincinnati, OH, in 1899 

 Grand United Order Sons and Daughters of Peace, organized at New Port News, 

VA, in 1900  

 Supreme camp of American Woodmen, organized in 1901 

 Royal Circle of Friends of the World, organized in Helena, AK, in 1909 

 Woodmen of Union, organized in 1915 

 African Blood Brotherhood, organized at Louisville, KY, in 1923 

 The Knights of the Invisible Colored Kingdom (an anti Ku Klux Klan Group) 

organized in Tennessee in 1923.   

 The first Black Greek-letter organizations created at the collegiate level were 

formed between 1906 and 1920. These organizations were established at predominantly 

White institutions such as Cornell University in Ithaca, New York (Alpha Phi Alpha in 
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1906) and Indiana University in Bloomington, Indiana (Kappa Alpha Psi in 1911) or at 

the campus of Howard University (An Historically Black University) in Washington D.C. 

(Phi Beta Sigma in 1914). At Howard University from 1913-1920 five Black Greek-letter 

organizations were established. It is important to note that those Black Greek-letter 

organizations that were initially established at predominantly white institutions were 

conceived for different purposes than those organizations created at the campus of 

Howard University.  

 Consequently, in the cities of Ithaca, New York, Bloomington, Indiana, and 

Washington D.C. African American students felt compelled to develop new methods of 

dealing with a hostile environment by creating the Black Greek-letter organization. At 

predominant White universities the purpose of the Black Greek-letter organization was to 

unite the African American student body into one cohesive unit. These organizations 

were used by Black students as a means of combating the racial prejudice they had been 

facing at the university and within the campus community.  

 Although those organizations that were created at predominantly White 

universities, like Indiana University did differ from those Black Greek-letter 

organizations that were created at Howard University. All Black Greek-letter 

organizations did try to improve the social life of its student body. As such many of these 

organizations not only held community service activities but also sponsored parties and 

get-togethers to attract new members and encourage student enrollment the university.  

 Kappa Alpha Psi held its first convention on May 19, 20, and 21, 1911. It was 

highlighted by a three day house party. The group used the party as an opportunity to 
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sponsor its first social function. The article that appeared in the Daily Student, the 

university newspaper reads: 

Kappa Alpha Nu Hosts: Colored Fraternity Entertains at Weekend House Party 

The members of Kappa Alpha Nu, the fraternity organized recently by 

colored students, have been hosts at a house party given at the residence of 

Mr. and Mrs. Proffett, 300 West Kirkwood Avenue. The party started 

Saturday and ended yesterday at three o‘clock. Among the features of the 

party were a banquet given Friday night, and a dance Saturday night. 

Many out-of-town guests were present including the Misses Evans of 

Franklin; Miss Ritchess of Columbus and Miss Bopps of Crawfordsville. 

Men guests from out of Bloomington were Mr. Bryant and Mr. DuValle of 

Indianapolis. The local girls who attended were May Eagleson, Hallie 

Burnett, Ravena Todd, Addie Thomas, Mayme Young, Ethel Robinson, 

and Celesto Chavers.
48

   

 

 As the Black Greek-letter organization came into existence they were founded 

largely as social organizations to compensate for the lack of Black collegiate 

organizations and for protection against hate groups i.e. the Ku Klux Klan. During the 

first quarter of the twentieth century the social climate for African Americans both in the 

North and the South was marred with frequent violence and discrimination.

 Intimidation, physical torture, economic pressure were methods employed by 

Whites to bring the about total subjugation of the African American community. From 

1882 to 1927, 4,743 Blacks were lynched in the United States.
49

 Economic conditions, 

disfranchisement, and murder drove thousands of Blacks from the cotton fields of the 

south to the industrial cities of the North. Despite their optimism, once in the North many 

African Americans were often met with as much animosity as they encountered in the 

South.   
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 Lynching arose from the ashes of the Civil War and left a trail of blood and 

bitterness that twisted its way through successive generations and set the stage for a 

frenzy of vigilante mob justice that killed thousands of men, women and children, most 

of which were African American. Between 1880 and 1905, throughout twenty-five years, 

not one person was ever convicted of any crime associated with these killings. Lynchings 

are, in effect, the most extensive series of unsolved murders in American history. 

Lynching differs from ordinary murder or assault because it is a killing that is 

committed outside the boundaries of due process by a mob that enacts revenge for an 

offense.  During the late 19th century, lynchings frequently enjoyed the approval of the 

public. It is a practice that was committed, ostensibly, in the name of justice.  

 After the Civil War, the number of lynchings increased dramatically. During the 

Reconstruction era the 13
th 

(1865), 14
th 

(1868), and 15
th

 (1870) Amendments were added 

to the U.S. Constitution. With new civil liberties extended to the Black community many 

African Americans began demanding full inclusion into American society. This demand 

was interpreted as a direct threat to the political and economic dominance of the white 

community and therefore attacked. In addition to instilling the fear of lynching, within 

the African American community, Whites questioned the humanity and the spiritual 

integrity of African Americans. At the turn of the twentieth century many within the 

White world believed that the Black race was a people lacking spirituality, as well as 

recognizable culture. To refute the racist attitudes of the western world, which viewed 

African people as less than human, African Americans were often forced to conform to 

western values and social norms in order to silence their critics and affirm their humanity 

and spiritual integrity.  
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 Consequently it is the conformity to western values and social norms that has 

created the controversy surrounding the initial purpose of the Black Greek-letter 

organization. Between 1906-1920 eight of the most prominent Black Greek-letter 

organizations were established. Many scholars question whether these organizations were 

created in the hopes of unifying the Black community against the harmful effects of racial 

prejudice or they were formed by young African American students in order to gain 

acceptance into American society by emulating existing White organizations of the 

period.  

 The creation of the Black fraternity had a two-fold purpose. First, these 

organizations were established for the greater purpose of pooling the resources of African 

Americans in the hopes of acquiring an education. Secondly, these organizations were 

formed as an attempt of Black students to gain acceptance into American society, i.e. the 

campus community by emulating or creating organizations which mirrored pre-existing 

white organizations. The first of the two reasons behind the creation of these 

organizations is obvious and apparent. However in order to fully understand the second 

reason behind their creation, the social reality of the United States during the first two 

decades of the twentieth century has to be examined in greater detail. 

 At the turn of the century the city of Ithaca, New York was a small city with an 

even smaller African American population. Isolated from large cities and situated 

approximately 150 miles northwest of New York City, Ithaca was a city consisting of 

approximately 38,000 people in Tompkins County, New York.
50

 Cornell University was 

founded on April 27, 1865 and named in honor of Senator Ezra Cornell who donated the 

land and a sizeable endowment to the university. It is believed that the first contingent of 
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African American students came to Ithaca during the mid-1880s. In 1892 Cornell 

graduated its first Black student. The number of African American students who attended 

Cornell during the late nineteenth century is difficult to ascertain because one‘s race was 

not indicated on university forms, however on some records the registrar noted the use of 

the word ―colored.‖
51

 It is also possible that some light complexioned African American 

students who were able to pass for white were also admitted to Cornell, however there is 

no particular record kept of this fact. 

 Like Ithaca, the city of Bloomington, Indiana had a small African American 

population. In 1816 the state of Indiana had entered the union as the 19
th

 state. Four years 

later Indiana University was established as a land grant state university. In 1895 

Marcellus Neal became the first Black student to graduate from Indiana University with 

an A.B. in mathematics. Although Neal was the first Black graduate, Madison McCoy 

was the first Black student to enroll at Indiana University.
52

 In both Ithaca and 

Bloomington, due to segregationist polices, African American students were often denied 

access to university dormitories and White fraternity houses. Accordingly, one of the 

problems addressed by the Black Greek-letter organization was to provide housing for 

Black students. Although Black students were prohibited from cohabitating with the 

White student body, they were however permitted to create their own separate Black 

fraternity and sorority homes for their members. Thus by providing housing for the Black 

student body the Black fraternity gave African American students an opportunity to 

complete their studies.  
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 The first of these Black Greek-letter organizations was established in 1906 by a 

small group of African American men on the campus of Cornell University in Ithaca, 

New York. Initially established by seven African American male students at Cornell, 

Alpha Phi Alpha Fraternity Inc. would grow to become the largest of the Black-Greek 

letter organization in the United States. While studying at Cornell these students were 

discriminated by their white peers. They were often denied access to university facilities, 

prohibited from living in university dormitories, and excluded from university activities. 

Subjected to oppression, overt discrimination, and victimized by racism these seven 

African American students created a study and support organization whose goal was to 

aid African American students in securing a college education at Cornell.  

Prior to this time, the social study club had gone unnamed. Alpha Phi Alpha 

founder Henry Callis is credited with coming up with the name Alpha Phi Alpha, which 

was adopted informally at a meeting in March 1906 and formally approved on May 2, 

1906. Publicizing their group in Ithaca as ―A. Phi A” the group sponsored a dance before 

the close of the spring semester.  During the following school year, 1906-1907, the idea of 

a fraternity took on a more definitive shape.
53

 

 The seven founders, designated ―Jewels‖ by the organization, were Henry A. 

Callis, Charles H. Chapman, Eugene K. Jones, George B. Kelley, Nathaniel A. Murray, 

Robert H. Ogle, and Vertner W. Tandy. In his book Black Greek 101, Walter Kimbrough 

gives Alpha Phi Alpha the distinction of being the first continuous intercollegiate Black 
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Greek-letter organization, noting that attempts at black fraternalism at Indiana University 

and Wilberforce University predated the founding of Alpha Phi Alpha.
54

  

 During the early days of its existence, many on the Cornell campus and in the 

local community thought the notion of a black fraternity was a foolhardy venture. 

Founder Nathaniel Murray recounted hearing insults directed toward the group, such as: 

―You will be the laughing stock of the town: You cannot hope to do what white folks do: 

and you will lose your jobs as waiters if you try to imitate your employer.‖
55

  

 Soon after the founding at Cornell, Alpha Phi Alpha chapters were developed at 

other colleges and universities, many of them traditionally black schools. While 

continuing to stress academic excellence among its members, the fraternity also 

recognized the need to help correct the educational, economic, political and social 

injustices faced by African Americans. Today the Alpha Phi Alpha has over 185,000 

members and has been open to men of all races since 1940. There are over 680 active 

chapters in the Americas, Africa, Europe, Caribbean, and Asia. Alpha Phi Alpha has long 

stood at the forefront of the African American community‘s fight for civil rights and 

human dignity. From the fraternity‘s ranks have come outstanding civil rights leaders 

such as: W.E.B.  Du Bois, Adam Clayton Powell, Jr., Martin Luther King, Jr., Thurgood 

Marshall, Andrew Young, Paul Robeson, Maynard Jackson and many others. The 

fraternity‘s leadership development and community service training for young men has 
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made Alpha Phi Alpha one of the most prestigious organizations of its kind. Presently, 

Alpha Phi Alpha continues its commitment to the African American community through 

the fraternity‘s educational foundations, which provide scholarships to outstanding 

students and shelter to underprivileged families.  

As the 1910 academic year opened on the campus of Indiana University, a 

determined group of black undergraduate students looked to form an organization as a 

way to address the racial inequities and social isolation they faced as students at the 

predominantly white, mid-western institution. In The Story of Kappa Alpha Psi, William 

Crump writes of their early experience: ―assimilation into the life of the school was 

impossible. The administration maintained an attitude of indifference as blacks were 

slowly matriculated and swiftly forgotten.‖
56

 Segregationist practices of the period denied 

black students the use of campus entertainment and recreational facilities. Their 

involvement in university athletic programs was confined solely to track and field; 

participation in any contact sport was absolutely prohibited. It was here in Bloomington, 

Indiana, under such adverse circumstances, that the second Greek-letter fraternity 

organized by black college men was founded. 

Nine young men would lay the foundation for what would become Kappa Alpha 

Psi fraternity: Elder Watson Diggs, Ezra D. Alexander, Byron K. Armstrong, Henry T. 

Asher; Paul Caine, Guy Grant, Edward G. Irvin, John M. Lee, and Marcus P. Blakemore. 

Alpha Omega was chosen as the temporary name for the organization until the details of 

a Greek-letter society could be more fully formulated. Although Kappa Alpha Psi was 

established in Bloomington, Indiana, the idea for the establishment of a Greek-letter 
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organization for Black men on the Indiana campus originated over 1,000 miles away at 

Howard University in Washington, D.C. During the previous academic year, 1909-1910, 

Founders Elder Watson Diggs and Byron K. Armstrong had been enrolled at Howard 

and, according to Crump, had been approached about joining a fraternity there.
57

 Both 

declined to pledge, because ―they disapproved [of] the attitudes and actions of certain 

members.‖
58

 The fraternity in question was no doubt Alpha Phi Alpha, whose Beta 

chapter (established on December 20, 1907) was the only fraternity on the Howard 

campus at the time.  

 At the close of the 1910 spring term, Armstrong had traveled to Indiana 

University to visit a cousin who was a student there. Impressed by what he saw, he had 

persuaded Diggs, who was also from Indiana, to join him in transferring to the university. 

At Indiana, subsequent meetings and discussions among the nine men revealed their 

mutual interest in establishing a fraternity. As they worked to bring a common goal to 

fruition, their bonds were strengthened, and ―the depressing isolation earlier experienced 

was relieved as friendships solidified.‖
59

 On January 5, 1911, the group met with the sole 

intent of creating a permanent organization. At this meeting, Diggs was named permanent 

chairman; John Lee, secretary; and Byron Armstrong, sergeant at arms. Although they 

were enthusiastic about the fraternal idea, the fledgling ―Black Greeks‖ knew very little 

about such organizations. The sum of their knowledge came primarily from the 
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experiences of those who worked as waiters in the dining halls of the white fraternity 

houses.
60

  

 The early days of Kappa Alpha Nu (the original name of the organization) were 

far from easy, as obstacles seemed to hinder every move. The members were unable to 

secure meeting places, even in their own rooming houses. The organization was refused a 

charter and went totally unrecognized by the university‘s administration. Through 

persistence and resolve, they were eventually granted some of the privileges afforded to 

their white classmates. Trying to secure a house for the organization was a particularly 

difficult task, since no one wanted to live near a bunch of ―yelling, ignorant savages:‘ as 

they were called. For a long time, it seemed as if the attitude was, ―Don‘t sell to 

Negroes.‖
61

 This eventually changed, and they were able to rent a small house. The 

fraternity began a program of expansion with the establishment of its second chapter, 

Beta, at the University of Illinois in Champaign-Urbana in February 1913. Subsequent 

chapters were initiated at the University of Iowa and Wilberforce University in 1914 and 

1915. When Diggs overheard a white student referring to Kappa Alpha Nu as ―Kappa 

Alpha Nig:‘ it was evident that the alphabetical designation for the fraternity-KAN-had 

become an issue. On April 15, 1915, Kappa Alpha Nu became known as Kappa Alpha 

Psi. The evolutionary path begun by the small band of students at Indiana University in 

1910 was finally complete.  

 Today the fraternity has over 150,000 members with 700 undergraduate and 

alumni chapters in every state of the United States, and international chapters in the 

United Kingdom, Germany, Korea, Japan, the Caribbean, Saint Thomas, Saint Croix, 
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U.S. Virgin Islands, Nigeria, and South Africa. Kappa Alpha Psi sponsors programs 

providing community service, social welfare and academic scholarship through the 

Kappa Alpha Psi Foundation, the United Negro College Fund, and Habitat for Humanity.  

 In sharp contrast with Ithaca and Bloomington, Washington DC. was a city with a 

large African American presence. As early as 1812 a steady tide of free Blacks began 

migrating into the regions of the District of Columbia.  By 1850 the African American 

community in Washington D.C. consisted of former slaves and free Blacks. Together 

these two groups created a strong community and established religious, educational, and 

cultural institutions, which attracted artisans and craftsmen to the region. By 1880 the 

Black community of Washington D.C. was a self supporting community consisting of a 

number of teachers, white collar workers, midwifes, and tailors. By 1900 employment 

opportunities for Blacks had expanded beyond the realm of agricultural and domestic 

workers to include a wide range of professions.  

 After the Civil War educational institutions for the Black community were 

created. Established by a federal charter in 1867 Howard University was first created as a 

theological seminary for the education of African-American clergymen. Within a few 

weeks, the concept expanded to include a provision for establishing a university. Named 

for General Oliver O. Howard, a Civil War hero who was both a founder of the university 

and commissioner of the Freedman‘s Bureau, Howard University became a beacon for 

the sons and daughters of former slaves seeking an education in the rigors of academia. 

Although African Americans living in Washington D.C. still had to endure racist attitudes 

and intimidation, the Black population of Washington D.C. had already forged itself into 
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a community of people which pooled their resources and used their numbers to act as a 

support system that could function separately from the White community.  

 Due to the presence of a self sustaining Black community, the student body at 

Howard University had more access within the city of Washington DC. Additionally, the 

predominantly African American campus of Howard University gave Black students 

freedom from prejudice and racist attitudes compared to White institutions. Therefore, 

those Black fraternities established at predominantly White institutions were created for 

the greater purpose of organizing the Black student body in order to assure the successful 

completion of their studies, whereas the Black fraternities created at Howard University 

could devote their energies toward organizing social activities and functions for the 

student body.  

 On the Black campus, however, different issues came into play in the 

development of such groups. In a 1919 article in the Howard University Record, Numa 

Adarns commented, ―In the Negro colleges, the fraternities developed among different 

groups of young men, each group having certain likes and dislikes in common.‖
62

 

Consequently the same forces that fueled the development of rival white social 

fraternities on the white college campus such as differences in class, background, tastes, 

and social status, were also at work at black institutions.  

The establishment of Omega Psi Phi in 1911 became the first national Greek-

letter fraternity founded at a Black institution. Prior to its creation, the only fraternity at 

Howard was the Beta chapter of Alpha Phi Alpha. In Howard‘s 1914 undergraduate 

yearbook, the Nikh, the entry under Omega Psi Phi reads: ―It was the aim of the founders 
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to establish a fraternity in which a larger number of men could share the fruits of 

fraternity life than had hitherto been able to do so:‖
63

 More specifically, it was said that 

Alpha Phi Alpha had become ―an exclusive social set that was accused of snobbishness 

toward the darker students and those not from prominent families.‖
64

  

 The founders of Omega Psi Phi, known on campus as the ―Three Musketeers‖: 

were Edgar A. Love, Oscar Cooper, and Frank Coleman. Returning to Howard in the fall 

of 1911 to begin their junior year, Love and Cooper had a series of discussions regarding 

the creation of a Greek-letter fraternity. Coleman, a close friend of both men, was 

subsequently invited to join the two. The group then sought guidance from one of 

Howard‘s young faculty members, associate professor of biology Ernest E. Just, who 

agreed to serve as their adviser. The group held a meeting on November 15, 1911, to 

consider the advisability of organizing a national Greek-letter fraternity on the Howard 

campus. Utilizing the resources of the university library, the public library, and the 

Library of Congress, the three students found valuable information on the fraternity 

movement and its traditions, as well as a number of commentaries written by those 

critical of such organizations, many of them voicing the specific concerns of university 

faculty and administrators.
65

 Two days later, on the evening of November 17, 1911, the 

group gathered, discussed the matter thoroughly, and decided to commit themselves 

formally to the establishment of a fraternity. The name chosen for the organization, 

Omega Psi Phi, was formed from the initials of the Greek phrase meaning ―Friendship is 
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essential to the soul.‖
66

 The group adopted four cardinal principles: manhood, 

scholarship, perseverance, and uplift. Membership began to grow almost immediately. 

Twenty-eight days after the organization‘s founding, eleven undergraduate men were 

selected from among the Howard student body to constitute the first chapter, named 

Alpha. The next order of business was the creation of a constitution, which would then be 

submitted to Howard president, Dr. Wilbur P. Thirkield, for faculty approval. On March 

8, 1912, the fraternity received word that the University Council, the governing body that 

oversaw such matters, had rejected its proposal. The council would allow only local 

recognition, not national, as its members had requested. Nevertheless, the founders 

persisted in their dealings with the council to push for national status. This process was 

finally complete when the fraternity was incorporated in the District of Columbia on 

October 28, 1914.
67

  

 The fraternity has worked to build a strong and effective force of men dedicated 

to its cardinal principles of manhood, scholarship, perseverance, and uplift. In 1927, at 

the urging of fraternity member Carter G. Woodson, the fraternity made National Negro 

Achievement Week an annual observance and it continues today as Black History Month. 

Since 1945, the fraternity has undertaken a national social action program to meet the 

needs of African Americans in the areas of health, housing, civil rights, and education. 

Omega Psi Phi has been a patron of the United Negro College Fund (UNCF) since 1955.  

 Today, Omega Psi Phi has over 700 chapters throughout the United States, 

Bermuda, Bahamas, Virgin Islands, Korea, Japan, Liberia, Germany, and Kuwait. There 

are leaders among Omega Men in the arts, sciences, academics, athletics, business, civil 
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rights, education, government, and science sectors at the local, national and international 

level. These men include Executive Directors of the NAACP Roy Wilkins and Benjamin 

Hooks, the former President of the National Urban League Vernon Jordan, and civil 

rights activist Jesse Jackson. 

The primary architect of Phi Beta Sigma fraternity was a young man from 

Memphis, TN named A. Langston Taylor. During the summer of 1910, Taylor met a 

young man who had recently graduated from Howard University and, since he was 

planning to attend Howard that fall, Taylor was quite interested in what the gentleman 

had to say about the university and its activities.
68

 His interest was particularly piqued by 

what he heard about the campus‘s Greek-letter organizations. Taylor would later relate 

the significance of that conversation, saying, ―His talk gave me an idea, and from that day 

on, Phi Beta Sigma was in the making‖
69

 Taylor had already carved out in his mind the 

creation of another. Taylor entered Howard on November 23, 1910. Finally, in October 

1913, Taylor shared with Leonard F. Morse, a close friend, his idea of organizing a new 

fraternity and invited him to be a partner in its founding. Morse accepted, and the two 

later agreed that a close friend and fellow student, Charles I. Brown, would be the third 

member of the founding group.  

In November 1913, the three students gathered at Taylor‘s home for their first 

meeting. At subsequent meetings, nine other classmates agreed to become members of 

the organization. Morse later wrote that these nine men were different in temperament, 

ability, and appearance, which was precisely why the founders chose them. The young 

organizers met on the evening of Friday, January 9, 1914, at the local YMCA to give 
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―full and solemn consideration‖ to the proposal of establishing a new fraternity. Taylor 

reported on his efforts over the past three years to develop a plan of organization and 

recommended the formation of a permanent organization to be known as Phi Beta Sigma 

fraternity. The recommendation was approved. The group of twelve—the three founders 

and the remaining nine—would be recognized as the organization‘s charter members. 

The election of officers also took place that evening, with Taylor, Brown, and Morse 

being elected national president, national vice president, and national secretary. Morse, a 

student of Greek, was credited with suggesting the name of the fraternity, whose Greek 

letters stand for brotherhood, scholarship, and service.
70

  Although the new members of 

Phi Beta Sigma were successful in creating their new organization, official recognition of 

the organization would have to come from the university‘s Board of Deans, and they 

were, also aware of the struggle Omega Psi Phi had faced in gaining such recognition. 

Perhaps to avoid similar difficulties, the members of Phi Beta Sigma kept their 

organizing activities underground and no public statement concerning the fraternity was 

made. Formal approval was granted to the organization on April 15, 1914, less than three 

months after the petition had been received. A news release from the April 24, 1914, 

edition of the Howard University Journal announced the arrival of the new fraternity. The 

following month, the fraternity conducted its first initiation ceremony, where fourteen 

candidates were accepted into membership.
71

  

Members of Phi Beta Sigma were engaged in all aspects of campus life. In 1915, 

the Mirror, Howard‘s undergraduate yearbook, contained the following narrative on the 

organization: ―Though the youngest of all the fraternity chapters located at Howard 
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University, this frat is taking no small part in all university life and activities.‖ Its house, 

located on Third Street, Northwest, became the talk of the campus. Described as one of 

the largest and best equipped of the Frat Houses‘ it had a well equipped library and art 

gallery, both of which are open to the public.
72

 

 Moving ahead with a plan of expansion, Phi Beta Sigma established its second 

chapter at Wiley College on November 13, 1915. Approximately one month later, the 

fraternity received a letter dated December 11, 1915, from Elder W. Diggs, grand 

polemarch of Kappa Alpha Psi fraternity, in which Diggs proposed a merger of the two 

organizations. After careful consideration, Taylor, in a ―graceful reply:‘ informed Diggs 

that Phi Beta Sigma‘s general board had voted to decline his proposal.
73

 During this 

period, the fraternity established its third chapter at Morgan State College. By the time it 

held its first annual conclave in December 1916, Phi Beta Sigma possessed much of the 

form and function of an established fraternity. Its motto, ―Culture for Service, Service for 

Humanity‖ coined in 1915, had endowed the young men with high aspirations that would 

serve in ―leading the fraternity on to noble achievements.‖
74

 

 These three men wanted to organize a Greek letter fraternity that would exemplify 

the ideals of brotherhood, scholarship, and service. The founders deeply wished to create 

an organization that viewed itself as ―a part of‖ the general community rather than ―apart 

from‖ the general community.
75

 They believed that each potential member should be 

judged on his own merits rather than his family background or affluence, without regard 

of race, nationality, color, skin tone, or texture of hair. They wished and wanted their 
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fraternity to exist as part of an even greater brotherhood-sisterhood which would be 

devoted to the ―inclusive we‖ rather than the ―exclusive we.‖ From its inception, the 

founders also conceived Phi Beta Sigma as a mechanism to deliver services to the general 

community. Rather than gaining skills to be utilized exclusively for themselves and their 

immediate families, the founders of Phi Beta Sigma held the deep conviction that they 

should return their newly acquired skills to the communities from which they had come.  

 Today, the fraternity serves through a membership of more than 150,000 men in 

over 650 chapters in the United States, Europe, Asia, and the Caribbean. Although Phi 

Beta Sigma is considered a predominantly African-American Fraternity, membership also 

consists of College-educated men of African, Caucasian, Hispanic, Native American, and 

Asian descent. The fraternity‘s membership includes heads of state such as, William 

Jefferson ―Bill‖ Clinton the 42nd United States President, former president of Nigeria, 

Benjamin Nnamdi Azikiwe, and Ghanaian President Kwame Nkrumah. Other notable 

members include: scientist George Washington Carver, the first black Rhodes Scholar 

Alain Locke, co-founder of the Black Panther Party, Huey P. Newton, and civil rights 

activist Benjamin Chavis Muhammad. 

There are several factors that can be used to determine the direction or purpose of 

the different Black Greek-letter organizations. One such method will involve examining 

three central questions that will explore the personal orientation or agency that exists 

between the Black fraternity, its founding members, and its initiates.  

 What were the professions held in common by the founding members of the 

various Black Greek-letter organizations? Understanding their professional 

careers, the choices, and ultimately the responsibility and allocation of resources 
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to the community made by the founding members will help determine the initial 

course and direction of these organizations and their usefulness to the Black 

community.   

 Where were the founding members raised? By examining certain regions of the 

country, along with prevailing attitudes, prejudices, and historical events we can 

gain better understanding of how social consciousness of these individuals were 

impacted by their social environment.   

 Where were the organizations alpha or its initial chapter located? By reviewing 

the location of these chapters and more importantly the colleges and universities 

which hosted these chapters, one can determine how ―the dominant thoughts‖ or 

prevailing attitudes of the campus community influenced the creation of these 

organizations. These prevailing attitudes could include but are not limited to 

community or campus prejudice, or the communities‘ willingness to exclude or 

accept different populations.  

 

By closely examining these three questions more insight can be obtained 

regarding the personal orientation of the members of these organizations, which will then 

provide further insight to the direction mission and purpose of the Black fraternity.  

In 1906 Alpha Phi Alpha initiated its first chapter on the campus of Cornell 

University and established itself as the first Black college fraternity for African American 

men. On December 20, 1907, the fraternity then chartered its second chapter, (Beta), on 

the campus of Howard University. Later that year on December 30, 1907 Alpha Phi 

Alpha created its third chapter (Gamma) at Virginia Union University. The organizations 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1907
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next eight chapters were all established at predominantly white institutions in the North 

and Mid-West.  

The founding members of Alpha Phi Alpha Fraternity, Inc. were no ordinary 

achievers. Given racial attitudes in 1906, their accomplishments were monumental. As 

founder Henry Arthur Callis stated:  

―because the half-dozen African American students at Cornell University 

during the school year 1904-1905 did not return to the campus the 

following year, the incoming students in 1905-1906, in founding Alpha 

Phi Alpha, were determined to bind themselves together to ensure that 

each would survive in the racially hostile environment.‖
76

  

 

Hence the creation of this organization would ensure that the African American 

students at Cornell would be aided in the successful completion of their studies. The 

seven founders of Alpha Phi Alpha after graduating went on to enjoy great success in 

their own professional endeavors. Founder Henry Arthur Callis was born on January 14, 

1887, in Rochester, New York, to Rev. Henry Jesse Callis and the former Helen 

Josephine Sprague, who was a second cousin of abolitionist and orator Frederick 

Douglass. Rev. Henry Callis was born in 1858 in Matthew County, Virginia to Jesse and 

Nettie Smith Callis. As a young boy, his father traveled with the Union Soldiers to 

Yorktown, Delaware where he was taught by the Quakers. As a student at Cornell, Callis 

worked as a waiter at various fraternity houses and tutored students. Following his 

graduation from Cornell, Callis taught in Wilmington, Delaware. He attended medical 

school at the University of Pennsylvania and Rush College, where he studied pathology.  

After receiving his medical degree Callis taught medicine at Howard University before 
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opening a private practice in Washington, D.C. As a practicing physician, a Howard 

University Professor of Medicine, and a prolific contributor to medical journals Callis 

was often regarded as the ―philosopher of the founders,‖ and a moving force in the 

fraternity‘s development. He was the only one among the ―Cornell Seven‖ to become 

General President.
77

 Additionally Callis also served as a medical consultant to the 

Veterans Hospital in Tuskegee, Alabama.  

While he was serving the Black community Callis was an invaluable resource to 

thousands of African Americans. Additionally as a professor at Howard University Callis 

continued to ensure the successful matriculation of students who would later become the 

future leaders of the Black community.       

Founder Charles Henry Chapman was born in 1876 in Cayuga County, New 

York. After leaving Cornell, Chapman did further study at Howard University, Hampton 

Institute and Ohio State University. During his years at Cornell University, he was a 

student of agriculture and owned a small brickyard and cafe. His wife was Esther 

Chapman, who worked as a dietitian in the Cleveland Public School system. 

Consequently he commuted often to Cleveland, Ohio, where his family lived. 

Chapman‘s journey to the South began with teaching appointments at Jackson 

State College in Mississippi and Alabama A & M College. In 1924, Chapman moved to 

Tallahassee, Florida where he joined the faculty of Florida A & M College and served as 

the Head of the Department of Agriculture. Described as ―a brother beloved in the 

bonds,‖ Chapman was a founder of F.A.M.U.‘s Beta Nu Chapter. During the 

organizational stages of Alpha Chapter, he served as the first chairman of the committees 
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on initiation and organization. Chapman also became the first of the Jewels to enter 

Omega Chapter when he passed away in 1934. Like Callis, Chapman was also a 

university professor who used his role as an educator and mentor to provide countless 

resources for the African American community.   

Alpha founder Eugene Kinckle Jones became the first Executive Secretary of the 

National Urban League and served for many years (1911-1951).  A versatile leader, he 

organized the first three Fraternity chapters that branched out from Cornell Beta at 

Howard, Gamma at Virginia Union and the original Gamma at the University of Toronto 

in Canada. Jones was born in Richmond, Virginia on July 30, 1884.  

 Jones attended Wayland Academy from 1899 to 1902 after which he entered 

Virginia Union University Academy. Jones graduated in 1906 with a BA degree in 

Sociology. In the fall of 1906, he enrolled at Cornell University College of Civil 

Engineering, at Ithaca, New York. In first year, he excelled so exceptionally that he was 

excused from all of the mid-year examinations. After graduation Jones served as an 

instructor at the State University in Louisville from 1909-1909 and taught classes in 

English and mathematics. The following year, he transferred to Central High school 

where he was general assistant, substituting in several classes of English and teaching 

mechanical drawing. He also assisted with the coaching of baseball, basketball, football 

and track. He also occasionally umpired and refereed many of the games. He remained at 

Central until April of 1911. 

In addition to becoming Alpha Chapter‘s second President and joining Callis in 

creating the fraternity name, Jones was a member of the first committees on constitution 

and organization and helped write the fraternity ritual. Jones also has the distinction of 
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being one of the first initiates as well as the original founder. As secretary to the Urban 

League Jones held great social status within the Black community. Founded in 1910 the 

National Urban League is the oldest historic civil rights organization dedicated to 

economic empowerment in order to elevate the standard of living in historically 

underserved urban communities. As its executive secretary Jones was able to transition 

millions of African Americans from an impoverish life to the pursuit of the American 

Dream.         

The founder George Biddle Kelley was born in the small town of Troy, New 

York, on July 28, 1884, Richard and Mathilda Decker Kelley. Kelly‘s father was a 

veteran of the Massachusetts 54
th

 Civil War regiment. His father migrated from Virginia 

as a fugitive slave during the Civil War, and his mother came from a long line of 

distinguished Hudson River citizens who were established in Newburgh, New York. His 

grandfather, the late Rev. W.H. Decker, was one of the most cultured and capable 

preachers and pastors of the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church in the 19th 

century. Kelley‘s uncle and godfather, Rev. E. George Biddle of Boston, Massachusetts 

lived for more than 100 years, and studied at Rayford where he graduated from the 

Divinity School. He was, at the time of his death, the last surviving member of the 

Boston Regiment of the Grand Army of the Republic. These ancestors of Founder Kelley 

were pioneers in organized religion and education and were personal friends of Harriet 

Tubman and other freedom seekers who lived in the North and the Northwestern part of 

New York State.  

Kelley attended the Troy Military Academy, a military preparatory school. He 

studied at the Rensselaer Polytechnical Institute before entering the College of Civil 
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Engineering at Cornell University in 1905, which he graduated from in 1908. After 

leaving Cornell Kelley worked as an engineer in the private industry and was employed 

as an engineer for the New York Engineering Department. He provided much work on 

the construction of the Barge Canal during the 1920s, before transferring to the 

Department of Taxation and Finance as an auditor in 1920, where he remained until 

1952.  

In September of 1934, Kelley married the former Harriet Gross of Jersey City, 

New Jersey. She was a graduate of the Dickinson High School and the Traphagen School 

of Fashion in New York.  Kelley was an ordained Elder at the Liberty Presbyterian 

Church. He was also a 32nd degree member of the Prince Hall Masonic organization and 

active with the local chapter of the NAACP. As the director in the Central YMCA and 

member of the Boys Work committee of the YMCA, Kelley also served as Vice 

Chairman of the Troy Council of the New York State Anti-Discrimination Commission. 

Not only was George Kelley the strongest proponent of the fraternity idea among the 

organization‘s founders, but he also became Alpha Chapter‘s first President. In addition, 

he served on committees that worked out the fraternity handshake and ritual induction 

ceremony. Kelley was popular with the brotherhood. He resided in Troy, New York and 

was active with Beta Pi Lambda Chapter in Albany. He died in 1963. As the first African 

American engineer in the state of New York, Kelley was able to pave the way for others 

who would follow. As such Kelley became a trailblazer who forged future opportunities 

for generations of African Americans in a wide variety of professions that were 

previously denied to the Black community.    
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In the fall of 1905, Founder Nathaniel Murray entered Cornell University as a 

student in the College of Agriculture. Murray pursued graduate work after completing his 

undergraduate studies at Cornell. He later returned home to Washington D.C., where he 

taught in public schools and made it his home for over 30 years. As an educator, Murray 

taught in the District School System as an instructor in agriculture and biology at 

Armstrong Manual Training High School. In 1945, Murray was the only African 

American to enter among 300 competitors in the Third Annual Victory Garden Harvest 

Show to enter and win. He was a member of Alpha Chapter‘s first committee on 

organization of the new fraternal group, as well as the committee on the fraternity 

handshake. Born into two families with very rich backgrounds, Murray‘s passion for 

education was inherited from his parents.  

Nathaniel Allison Murray was born April 10, 1884 in Washington, D.C. to Anna 

Jane Evans Murray and Daniel Alexander Payne Murray and was a part of the 

―Washington Colored Aristocracy.‖ His great grandfather Matthew Nathaniel Leary was 

a well-known manufacturer and politician in Washington, D.C. Murray‘s mother, Anna 

Evans Murray graduated from Oberlin College in 1876. During her marriage, she taught 

music at Howard University and at the Mott School. Mrs. Murray chaired the Education 

Committee of the National League of Colored Women (NLCW) in Washington. She was 

an early advocate for child welfare and for children getting an early start with their 

education. Very respected in all circles in Washington, Anna Evans Murray was a 

renaissance kindergarten advocate, clubwoman, educator and civic leader. 

Murray s father, Daniel A.P. Murray, was born in Baltimore, Maryland on March 

3, 1852 to George and Eliza Wilson Murray. Murray‘s father received an honorary 
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degree from Wilberforce University in 1916, and was cited as the world authority on the 

Negro. His reputation in Washington society was widespread. According to the book 

Baltimore: The Nineteenth Century Black Capitol by Leroy Graham, Daniel Murray was 

one of the wealthiest blacks in Washington and was an accomplished violinist.  

Nathanial Murray died in 1959. As a vocational teacher Murray was able to 

provide his African American students the necessary tools needed to join the ranks of 

middle class American society. Subsequently under Murray‘s direction many of his 

pupils became carpenters, clerks, barbers, and butchers thus providing the economic 

backbone to the black community.         

Founder Robert Harold Ogle was born on April 3, 1886 in Washington, D.C. to 

Jeremiah and Mary Ellen Ogle. He attended the public schools in Washington. From 

1901-1905, he was a student at the M Street School. With only 530 seats, it was very 

competitive. The school was considered one of the finest preparatory schools for African-

Americans in the city. Students were required to take English, History, Algebra, Latin, 

and Physics or Chemistry. Electives included French, German, Spanish, Greek, History, 

and other advanced courses including geometry and political economy. After graduation 

from the M Street School in 1905, Robert Harold Ogle entered Cornell University in 

Ithaca, New York.  

After graduating from Cornell in 1909, Ogle returned to his home of Washington 

D.C., where he entered the secretarial field, finding employment for the United States 

Senate Appropriations Committee. An authority on Parliamentary procedures, Ogle 

received his training while working under the chairmanship of Senator Francis E. Warren 

of Wyoming. In that position, he developed a keen knowledge of fiscal affairs of the 
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Federal Government, and a habit of careful research. He also clerked with two 

Washington Municipal Judges Brother James A. Cobb and Armond W. Scott. 

Robert Harold Ogle was an African American pioneer in his Capitol Hill position. 

He proposed the fraternity‘s colors and was Alpha Chapter‘s first secretary. Ogle joined 

Kelley in working out the first ritual and later became a charter member of Washington‘s 

Mu Lambda Chapter. He died in 1936. As a professional staff member of Congress, Ogle 

was able to effectively petition for change within American society. By working on 

behalf of the African American community Ogle was able to provide the Black 

community with more inclusion and acceptance into American society.  

Founder Vertner Woodson Tandy became the state of New York‘s first registered 

black architect, with offices on Broadway in New York City.  Tandy holds the distinction 

of being the first African American to pass the military commissioning examination and 

was commissioned First Lieutenant in the 15th Infantry of the New York State National 

Guard. Born in Lexington, Kentucky on May 17, 1885, Tandy was the son of Henry A. 

and Emma Brice Tandy.  

A few years after he graduated from Cornell, Vertner Tandy, an outspoken 

advocate for Civil Rights, led a demonstration at Sage College in 1912 to have African-

American women admitted. He married the former Sadie Dorsette, and in 1922, their son 

was born. Vertner Tandy returned to Harlem, New York, opened his architectural firm on 

Broadway Avenue and, was an integral part of the period known as the famed Harlem 

Renaissance. His career as an architect was legendary. David Levering Lewis in his book 

―When Harlem Was in Vogue‖ called Tandy ―Harlem‘s most distinguished architect.‖ As 

the first licensed African-American registered architect in the state of New York, Jewel 
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Tandy helped to design many buildings in Harlem, including St. Phillips Protestant 

Episcopal Church. 

Tandy also served as the Alpha Chapter‘s first treasurer and took the initiative to 

incorporate the fraternity. Among the buildings designed by the highly talented architect 

is Mother Zion A.M.E. Zion Church in New York City and the popular night club 

Small‘s Paradise. Tandy was also the first African-American to become a member of the 

American Institute of Architects. In 1938, he was awarded the contract to design the 

Liberian Building for the 1939 World‘s Fair in New York. He died in 1949, at age 64. As 

New York‘s first registered black architect Tandy became the model for other African 

Americans and their aspirations to successfully overcome a segregated society.  

All of the founding members of Alpha Phi Alpha as well other Black Greek-letter 

organizations came from backgrounds that gave them privilege and greater opportunities 

for education and social progress. In addition to the background of its founding members, 

the importance and location of the Black Greek-letter organizations first (or Alpha) 

chapters played a significant role in how these organizations were formed. As such the 

city of Washington D.C. would greatly impact the creation of these organizations. 

Additionally, the communities where the founding members were raised also have great 

influence on the direction of these organizations.  

Among the nine most prevalent Black Greek-letter organizations there is much 

attention and veneration that is associated with the Alpha or charter chapter of each 

organization. However rather than placing emphasis and attention toward the Alpha 

chapter at Cornell, the founders and the subsequent members of Alpha Phi Alpha 

elevated the Beta chapter at Howard to the center of all fraternity social discourse. 
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Although the Alpha chapter is still revered within the social circles of Alpha Phi Alpha as 

a hallowed site, the Beta chapter at Howard shares its prominence and veneration. Within 

Alpha Phi Alpha only four of the first fourteen chapter chapters were established at a 

predominately Black university. Most of the early chapters of Alpha Phi Alpha were 

either created at the Ivy League University‘s of Columbia, Yale, or Cornell or at large 

Mid-Western/Northern universities located in Michigan, Chicago, Ohio State, Minnesota, 

Syracuse, or Pittsburg. The only chapters established at a Black university between 1906 

and 1920 were at Howard, Virginia Union, Lincoln, and Wilberforce University.   

Five of the seven founding members of Alpha Phi Alpha were either from or had 

lived in Washington D.C. prior to attending college at Cornell. Although Alpha Phi 

Alpha was established at a predominately white institution, unlike the founders of Kappa 

Alpha Psi the founders of Alpha Phi Alpha did not hold Cornell University and 

subsequently its Alpha chapter with the same reverence as did the founders of Kappa 

Alpha Psi did with the Alpha chapter at Indiana University. This preoccupation with the 

Howard chapter has several justifications. First there were strong community ties that 

many of the founding members had developed with the Washington D.C. area. In fact 

prior to attending Cornell none of the founding members of Alpha Phi Alpha had 

established any prior substantial relationships or community ties within the city of Ithaca 

or its immediate surrounding region. More importantly, although Cornell University was 

located in a rural region far from any prominent African American community, the level 

of racial prejudice and White mob activity in Ithaca was far less prevalent than in cities 

such as Bloomington. However while Ithaca was not considered a hub for Klan activity, 
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other regions of country where Alpha Phi Alpha later established their initial chapters 

were.  

For the founding members of Kappa Alpha Psi the creation of its initial chapter at 

Indiana University was more than a means for Black students to secure successful 

completion of their education. It served as protection against racist mobs and white 

supremacist organizations. In addition to creating strong community ties, five of the most 

prominent nine Black Greek-letter organizations were created at Howard University, thus 

placing Howard and Washington D.C. at the center for all Black Greek social and 

political activities in the United States. Among these organizations were Alpha Kappa 

Alpha, the first Greek-letter sorority for African American women, which was created in 

1908. The fraternity of Omega Psi Phi was created in 1911. The Delta Sigma Theta 

sorority was established in 1913. The fraternity of Phi Beta Sigma was established in 

1914; its sister sorority, Zeta Phi Beta was incorporated in 1920. Additionally four of the 

nine most prominent Black Greek-letter organizations also use the Washington D.C. 

region as the home of their national headquarters. (Alpha Phi Alpha, Delta Sigma Theta, 

Phi Beta Sigma, and Zeta Phi Beta) 

Lastly, the Black fraternity‘s reverence for the chapters created at Howard had a 

great deal to do with the both the prominence of Washington D.C. and the prestige of 

Howard University. As the nation‘s capital Washington D.C. serves as the center for all 

political activities in American government, consequently many African Americans 

seeking inclusion and equality in American politics would find it necessary to use 

Washington D.C. as a staging ground for activism. Historically any social organization 

looking to establish itself as a force in American politics have centered much of their 
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activity within the city of Washington D.C. Traditionally movements such as the 

women‘s suffrage, workers rights, and the Civil Rights Movement used the nation‘s 

capital as a platform to gain a greater audience to its cause.  

Furthermore to many within the Black community Howard University represented 

the different class distinctions within the Black community and for many Social 

Darwinists‘ validated the existence of a more affluent class of educated African 

Americans. However this view also validated the existence of a lower black class whose 

social mannerisms and level of education made them unfit for modern society. To many 

of the black elite Howard represented the progression of the black community from an 

enslaved people to a community of doctors, attorneys, and businessmen. As such, many 

members of the Black Greek-letter organization also viewed Howard University with 

pride and reverence.  Du Bois comments on view of the educated elite: ―From the very 

first it has, been the educated and intelligent of the Negro people that have led and 

elevated the mass, and the sole obstacles that nullified and retarded their efforts were 

slavery and race prejudice; . . .‖
78

 Favoring the educated class over the black masses 

contributed to the Black bourgeois attitudes on class which viewed southern blacks as 

ignorant and uncivilized. In his essay ―The Talented Tenth‖  Du Bois wrote: ―The main 

question, so far as the Southern Negro is concerned, is: What under the present 

circumstance, must a system of education do in order to raise the Negro as quickly as 

possible in the scale of civilization?‖
79

  

 Du Bois further asserts: 
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How then shall the leaders of a struggling people be trained and the hands 

of the risen few strengthened? There can be but one answer: The best and 

most capable of their youth must be schooled in the colleges and 

universities of the land. . . . All men cannot go to college but some men 

must; every isolated group or nation must have its yeast, must have for the 

talented few centers of training where men are not so mystified and 

befuddled by the hard and necessary toil of earning a living, as to have no 

aims higher than their bellies, and no God greater than Gold. This is true 

training, and thus in the beginning were the favored sons of the freedom 

trained.
80

 

 

As a result of these views which elevated the educated class of the black 

community to a ruling aristocracy Black institutions of learning such as Howard, Fisk, 

Hampton, and Morehouse were revered within the black community. Additionally the 

social organizations that emerged from these centers of learning were also seen as 

prestigious associations whose mannerisms and sense of social sophistication separated 

them for the black masses.  

  In the years after the Civil War Washington D.C. became a city with a large 

African American presence. Although African Americans living in Washington D.C. still 

had to endure racist attitudes and bear the status of second class citizenship, unlike their 

counterparts living in Ithaca and Bloomington, the Black population of Washington D.C. 

had already forged itself into a community of people which pooled their resources and 

used their voting numbers to act as a support system that could function separate from the 

white community.  

The founders of Kappa Alpha Psi did not have the luxury of such a community at 

their disposal, nor had any of its founders established a close relationship with any large 

Black metropolitan areas like Washington D.C., Harlem (New York City), Philadelphia, 

Chicago, or Atlanta. Although the Alpha Phi Alpha was created at Cornell, two of its first 
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three initial chapters were all established at predominately Black colleges and universities 

in the South, whereas two of the first nine chapters of Kappa Alpha Psi were established 

at predominately white institutions in the mid-west. This indicates that the founders of 

each of these organizations envisioned the fraternity to have different core functions. For 

the founders of Alpha Phi Alpha the immediate purpose of the Black Greek-letter 

organization was to provide resources and social activities for its members, whereas the 

founders of Kappa Alpha Psi viewed the immediate function of the Black fraternity as a 

means to combat segregation and discrimination.   

After creating its initial charter chapter at Indiana University in 1911 Kappa 

Alpha Psi, expanded with a second undergraduate chapter named Beta at the University 

of Illinois in 1912. A third chapter was formed at the University of Iowa and named 

Gamma chapter in 1913. Kappa Alpha Psi then chartered undergraduate chapters on 

Black college campuses at Wilberforce University such as the Delta Chapter in 1918, at 

Lincoln University in Pennsylvania; Epilson Chapter was formed in 1919 and at Howard 

University, Xi Chapter in 1919. In 1921, the fraternity installed the Omicron chapter at 

Columbia University, the organizations first to be formed at an Ivy League university. 

The fraternity‘s first chapter in the American South was not established until 1921 at 

Morehouse College and was known as Pi Chapter. Later Kappa Alpha Psi would expand 

through the South and West at both white and black universities.  

Like the founders of Alpha Phi Alpha the founders of Kappa Alpha Psi also went 

on to enjoy great success and personal achievements. Elder Watson Diggs (circa 1883-

1947), born in Christian County, Kentucky, was a graduate of Indiana State Normal (now 

Indiana State Teachers College) and Indiana University. He served as Grand Polemarch 
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for the first six years of the fraternity's existence. For this and other outstanding 

contributions to the fraternity, he was awarded the fraternity‘s first Laurel Wreath (its 

highest honor) in December, 1924. An educator by profession, he taught in the public 

schools of Indianapolis, Indiana, where he was elevated to a principal. As America 

entered the World War, Diggs resigned from his position to enter the nation‘s first 

officer‘s training camp at Fort Des Moines, Iowa, as a lieutenant. After European service 

with the 368th Infantry, he became a captain in the Reserve Officers Training Corps. 

Diggs was also instrumental in having the Indiana Constitution amended to permit Negro 

enlistment in the Indiana National Guard. After his death on November 8, 1947, the name 

of the school where he taught was changed to the Elder Diggs School in his memory.  

Founder Byron Kenneth Armstrong born in Westfield, Indiana in 1890. He 

entered Indiana University where he studied philosophy, mathematics, and sociology. 

After finishing Indiana University, he earned his Master‘s degree at Columbia University 

in 1913, and subsequently the Doctor of Philosophy degree from the University of 

Michigan. He held teaching positions in Florida, Indiana, Kansas, and Oklahoma. During 

World War I, he served as an investigator for the Department of Labor. He was awarded 

the Laurel Wreath in 1935, the highest award within the organization. As a university 

professor and federal employee, Armstrong was able to obtain a keen understanding of 

the interworking of government policies.   

Founder Ezra Dee Alexander was born in Bloomington, Indiana in 1892. He was 

graduated from Bloomington High School in 1910. He matriculated at Indiana University 

in the fall of 1910 and graduated from Indiana University in 1917 with the A.B. degree. 

He received his M.D. degree from the Medical School of Indiana University in 1919. He 
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practiced medicine in Indianapolis. In 1920, he married Mary Hunter, a teacher in the 

Indianapolis Public School system. Alexander served several terms as a member of the 

Grand Board of Directors.  

Founder Marcus Peter Blakemore was born in Franklin, Indiana in 1889. He 

attended common and high schools in Anderson, Indiana. He was graduated from High 

School in 1909 and entered the University of Indiana the following year. After leaving 

the university, he organized the Electric Engineering Company, which he operated until 

he enlisted in World War I. He later entered the Dental School of the University of 

Pittsburgh, from which he graduated in 1923.  At the time of his death in October 1959, 

he was residing in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, where he maintained his practice of 

dentistry.  

Founder Paul Waymond Caine was born in Charleston, Indiana, in 1891 and 

attended grade school and high school in Greencastle, Indiana. He enrolled at Indiana 

University in 1909 and helped the other founders in organizing Kappa Alpha Nu. 

Because of a disastrous fire in the fraternity house in which he was employed, he never 

finished his sophomore year. Caine went into the catering business in his hometown, later 

attended Columbia University, set up a catering business in Gary, Indiana, and published 

a book on catering which Caine was instrumental in setting up the Gamma, Delta, and 

Zeta chapters. He later went into business in Peoria, Illinois and was fatally burned 

during an explosion of gaseous materials in his business in 1922. 

Founder Henry Turner Asher born in Woodburn, Kentucky in 1892, graduated 

from the Bloomington High School in 1910. He received the degree of Bachelor of Arts 

from Indiana University in 1914 next he became an instructor at Lincoln Institute at 
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Jefferson City, Missouri. He became a graduate student at the University of Minnesota in 

1917. He received the degree of LL.B. at the Detroit College of Law in 1928.  

Founder George Wesley Edmonds was born in Vandenburgh County, Knight 

Township, Indiana on August 13, 1890. He entered Carver Elementary School and Clark 

High School in Evansville, graduating in 1910. In the fall of 1910, George entered 

Indiana University at Bloomington. He joined nine other students in founding Kappa 

Alpha Psi Fraternity. After Edmonds returned home for the summer of 1911, his father 

became ill with pneumonia and died. His father had worked in the coal mines of 

Vandenburgh County for many years. Edmonds, being the eldest son, became head of the 

family, thus preventing his return to school. With the new responsibility of supporting the 

family, Edmonds took a job with the area coal mines and worked with the coal mines and 

the railroad until he died of pneumonia on June 13, 1962.   

Founder Guy Levis Grant born in 1891 in New Albany, Indiana, attended public 

schools in that city, was graduated from Scribner High School in 1909, and later entered 

Indiana University. He majored in chemistry, graduating with the A.B. degree in 1915. In 

1920, he received the D.D.S. degree from Indiana Dental School, then a part of the 

University of Indiana. He practiced dentistry in Indianapolis. In 1929, he married Laura 

Hammons. He served as a member of the Grand Board of Directors and was the 

fraternity‘s Historian. In addition to his activities with Kappa Alpha Psi, Grant held 

memberships in several civic, professional, and business organizations. He was a member 

of the Second Baptist Church in Indianapolis. 

Founder Edward Giles Irvin was born in Spencer, Indiana, on August 13, 1893, 

was graduated from Kokomo, Indiana High School in 1910 and entered the University of 
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Indiana the same year. After leaving school, he pursued a journalistic career in various 

cities throughout the country until World War I. Aside from his success as a journalist 

Irvin was a pioneer in promoting basketball and track athletics in the small town schools 

of Indiana. He was an active member of the Methodist Church of Chicago and a member 

of the Masonic and Odd Fellows Lodges. He organized and operated the Afro-American 

Manufacturing Company in Chicago, which produced novelties, candies, and specialties. 

Founder John Milton Lee, born in Danville, Indiana, September 7, 1890 graduated 

from the Danville High School in 1910 and entered the University of Indiana and there 

completed three years of pre-medical work. He later became a student at Temple 

University (1915) but was compelled to leave school because of a death in the family. He 

enlisted in the 349th Field Artillery in March of 1918 and served overseas as a First Class 

Sergeant and Gunner. His battery was the first battery of Negro Artillerymen ever to open 

fire upon an enemy and it was John Milton Lee who fired the first shot. He helped 

organize, and for several years was president of the Fairview Gold Club, the first Negro 

Golf Club in Pennsylvania. In 1931 he married Mary Walker Robinson. Vocationally, he 

was engaged in several enterprises. For eight years he conducted a successful catering 

business in Philadelphia; he organized and served as Vice President and Secretary of the 

Mutual Emergency Union, a mutual aid company in Philadelphia. He was also a member 

of the Board of Managers of the Columbia Community Branch of the YMCA.  

In sharp contrast to the founding members of Alpha Phi Alpha none of the 

founders of Kappa Alpha Psi were either from large east coast cities or the Deep South. 

In fact all but one of the founding members of Kappa Alpha Psi was born in the state of 

Indiana, however all of the founding members of this organization spent their formative 
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years in Indiana. Consequently, due to their mid-western upbringing along with their 

keen understanding of racial tensions in the region, the first six chapters spawned by this 

organization were also established on the campuses of predominantly white mid-western 

universities. Furthermore within the ranks of Kappa Alpha Psi the Alpha chapter at 

Bloomington is held in the greatest reverence amongst its members.    

The first decade of the twentieth century not only brought a revolution of 

scientific technology and agricultural ingenuity, but resurgence in the activity of the Ku 

Klux Klan. Although the Klan had its historical foundations in the American South, by 

the early twentieth century the organization began to spread to the mid-western regions of 

the United States. By the 1920s the state of Indiana became the new headquarters for the 

notorious acts of the Ku Klux Klan. It was their astute understanding of the racial 

hostilities in the region which persuaded the founders of Kappa Alpha Psi to create so 

many early chapters in the mid-west. Consequently almost ninety years after the initial 

creation of its charter chapter, the affinity and admiration that the founders of this 

organization shared for their beloved state of Indiana, have been captured in the history 

and literature of the members of Kappa Alpha Psi and echoed by it members. The 

creation of Kappa Alpha Psi was more than the creation of a college fraternity. This 

organization served a beacon for those Black students who were seeking salvation and 

solace in a sea of racial animosity.  

In sharp contrast to both Alpha Phi Alpha and Kappa Alpha Psi, Omega Psi Phi 

and Phi Beta Sigma were black fraternities which were established on the campus of 

Howard University. Omega Psi Phi represents the first Black fraternity established at a 

Black college or university. The presence of a strong economically independent and 
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political active Black community played a vital role in the early success of these 

fraternities. As such the city of Washington D.C. would be instrumental in the creation of 

these organizations because of its population demographics. Five of the first seven 

chapters of Omega Psi Phi were established at a Black University. Between the years 

1911 and 1920 chapters at Howard, Virginia Union, Meharry Medical College, Lincoln, 

and Alcorn State University were established. The only chapters established at 

predominately white universities during this period were at Columbia and a city wide 

chapter at Boston.  

Like the founders of Alpha Phi Alpha and Kappa Alpha Psi all of the founders of 

Omega Psi Phi and Phi Beta Sigma also went on to enjoy successful careers. Additionally 

all four founders of Omega Psi Phi were born and raised in the South. Two of its four 

founders were born in Washington D.C. and another was born less than 50 miles from the 

nation‘s capital. Only founder Ernest E. Just was born outside of the Washington DC 

region in Charleston, South Carolina. Additionally all of the founding members of this 

organization were all influenced by the city of Washington D.C.     

 Omega Psi Phi founder Bishop Edgar A. Love was born in Harrisburg, Virginia 

on September 10, 1891, the son of Rev. Julius C. Love and Mrs. Susie C. Love. He 

received his early training in the public schools of Virginia and Maryland. In 1909, he 

graduated from the Academy of Morgan College. In 1913, he graduated Cum Laude from 

Howard University with a of Bachelor of Arts degree.  In 1916 after three years of 

additional hard work, he received the Bachelor of Divinity degree from Howard 

University. To further his training, he enrolled at Boston University, from where he 

received the Bachelor of Sacred Theology degree in 1918. Later he spent two sessions of 
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graduate worked at the University of Chicago. Because of his distinguished work in 

religion as a teacher, pastor and inspired civic worker for the advancement of all 

humanity, Morgan College conferred upon him the honorary degree of Doctor of divinity 

in June, 1935.  

Rev. Love pastored for fifteen months at Fairmount, Maryland, four years at 

Washington, D.C., three years at Annapolis, Maryland, three years in Wheeling, West 

Virginia, and two years at Baltimore Maryland, directing the great John Wesley M.C. 

Church. As a pastor Rev. Love was inspiring and efficient. During the Great War, Love 

promptly entered the Officers‘ Training Camp at Des Moines, Iowa and was 

commissioned as a First Lieutenant. He was assigned as Chaplain to the 368
th

 Infantry, 

with which unit he saw service in the Vosges Mountains, and in the Argonne Forest.  

While in the army he had supervision over 3,000 men. Aside from administering 

to the spiritual needs of the soldiers, he also taught in the army school. Additionally Rev. 

Love helped to organize a school for illiterates in the 809th Pioneer Infantry, which was 

developed into a regular school system. In 1919, after being honorably discharged from 

the United States Army, Rev. Love became Professor of History and Bible at Morgan 

College. At the same time he served as Director of Athletics. Rev. Love was community-

minded; believing that religion is life in God and should be the guiding force in all 

affairs, he always found time from his religious duties to be active in civic matters. Over 

his career he served as a delegate from the state of Maryland and was appointed by 

Governor Ritchie of Maryland as a Member of the Maryland Interracial Commission. As 

the first Grand Basileus of the Omega Psi Phi Fraternity to serve for three terms, Rev. 
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Love as a Founder, as a soldier, an educator, and a minister, had endeared himself into 

the hearts of many thousands.  

Founder Dr. Oscar J. Cooper was born in Washington, D.C. in 1888.  He 

Graduated from the M Street High School, Washington, D.C.  In 1913 he earned a 

Bachelor of Science Degree, Howard University, and in 1917 he received a medical 

degree from Howard University. Cooper then moved to Pennsylvania and opened a 

private practice in Philadelphia and remained there for 50 years. As a student Cooper‘s 

aptness and proficiency drew him to Professor Just, who was teaching Biology at 

Howard. So accomplished was Cooper in this subject that he was made a laboratory 

assistant in Biology. Cooper thus was the link, between the other founders, (Love and 

Coleman) and Professor Just, who advised the three young pioneers. He maintained both 

an excellent general and medical library.  

Founder Frank Coleman was also born in Washington, D.C. and also graduated 

from the M Street High School in Washington, D.C. After high school he then enrolled at 

Howard University and earned a Bachelor of Science Degree in 1913. Coleman received 

a Master of Science Degree, from the University of Chicago and advanced training, from 

the University of Pennsylvania. He was an officer in the U.S. Army during World War I. 

In 1935 Coleman returned to Howard and became a professor and chaired the Physics 

Department.    

Founder Dr. Ernest E. Just was born in Charleston, South Carolina. He graduated 

from the Industrial School of the State College in Orangeburg, South Carolina in 1901. 

Just also attended the Kimball Union Academy in Meriden, New Hampshire and received 

a Bachelor of Arts Degree, from Dartmouth College, where he earned the honor of Phi 



                                                                                                                      Chambers 115 

Beta Kappa. In 1916, Dr. Just graduated magna cum laude from University of Chicago 

with a doctorate in experimental embryology. Immediately after graduation, Dr. Just 

taught at Howard University where he was appointed head of the Department of Zoology 

in 1912. At Howard, he also served as a professor in the medical school and head of the 

Department of Physiology until his death. The first Spingarn Medal was awarded to Just 

by the NAACP in 1915 for his accomplishments as a scientist. Dr. Just also received 

international acclaim for work he completed during the summers from 1909 to 1930 at 

the Marine Biological Laboratory (MBL) in Woods Hole, Massachusetts. At MBL, he 

conducted thousands of experiments studying the fertilization of the marine mammal cell. 

In 1922, he successfully challenged Jacques Loeb's theory of artificial parthenogenesis. 

Using his research conducted at Wood's Hole, he published his first book entitled, Basic 

Methods for Experiments on Eggs of Marine Mammals. Although Dr. Just was 

considered a leader and authority for his work with cell development, as an African 

American, he was a victim of racism and prejudice. For this reason, Dr. Just decided to 

continue his research in Europe in 1930. It was in Europe that he published his second 

book, The Biology of the Cell Surface. While in Europe in 1938 he published a number 

of papers and lectured on the topic of cell cytoplasm. Dr. Just died on October 27, 1941 

in Washington D.C. 

Like Omega Psi Phi, Phi Beta Sigma was also established on the campus of 

Howard University. Amongst Phi Beta Sigma six of its eight initial chapters were 

established at a Black university. Between the years 1914 and 1920 chapters at Howard, 

Wiley College, Morgan State, Meharry Medical College, North Carolina A&T, and 

Morris Brown University were established. The only chapters established at 
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predominately white university was at Kansas State University in Manhattan in 1919 and 

at Temple University in Philadelphia in 1920.   

Each of the three founders of this organization was born and reared in the three 

regions of the United States; the Deep South, the Northeast, and the Mid-west. The first 

of its founders A. Langston Taylor, was born in Memphis, Tennessee. He graduated from 

the Howe Institute in 1909 which is now Lemoyne-Owen College in Memphis. Taylor 

received his college and professional training at Howard and Frelinghuysen University in 

Washington, DC. and chose business for his life‘s career; from 1917 to 1926 he 

conducted a real estate and insurance business. During his career Taylor served as the 

Secretary-Treasurer of the Potomac Investment Company, the director of the Federal Life 

Insurance Company and as President of the Taylor Tobacco Company. It was Taylor who 

coined the fraternity motto ―Culture for Service, Service for Humanity.‖ As a national 

officer to the organization, Taylor served as the president, treasurer, secretary, and field 

secretary. He also served as the president of the distinguished service chapter. Moreover 

Taylor was a distinguished individual with great poise and a dedication to hard work who 

was instrumental and held offices in the following organizations; The Washington Art 

Society, The Derby Club, The Banneker Research Society, The Mu-So-Lit Club, and the 

Tennessee State Club. Additionally Taylor authored ―The History of Negro Education in 

the State of Tennessee‖ and also worked as the Washington correspondent for the 

Chicago Defender. A tireless worker, he worked hard in seeing that the fraternity 

maintained its illustrious history, until his death in 1972.  

Founder Leonard F. Morse was from Boston, Massachusetts. Trained in the 

elementary and secondary schools of New Bedford, Massachusetts, where he became the 
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valedictorian of his integrated high school and entered Howard University in 1912. In 

1915, he graduated from Howard University and was the first person to graduate in three 

years with an A.B and B.Ed degrees. Later, the degree of Bachelor of Divinity was 

conferred upon him by the Payne School of Divinity, of Wilberforce University. He then 

received his Master‘s degree from Northwestern University, along with the degrees of 

Doctor of Metaphysics and the Doctor of Psychology from the College of Metaphysics, 

Indianapolis, Indiana. An outstanding educator and leader, he lived a busy and 

resourceful life, having served in many institutions and areas of educational and religious 

life. Morse served as a Dean of Theology at Edward Waters College and the head of the 

Department of Religious Studies. Additionally Morse was a student of Greek and is 

credited for creating the name for the organization. In addition, he wrote fraternity‘s first 

constitution and was the first president of Alpha Chapter. Moreover while at Howard 

University, Morse was highly active in student activities as he served as the Director of 

Social Service, YMCA, (1913-1914) the organizer and national president of Phi Beta 

Sigma,( 1914-15) the president of the Young Men‘s Progressive Club, (1914-15) and a 

tutor of languages and history. 

The last of the three founders Charles I. Brown was born in Topeka, Kansas in 

1890.  However, records at Howard University from the year 1910 revival that he was at 

1813 Titan Street in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. Brown was cordial and very popular 

with the student body and Howard University Administration. He is credited with 

choosing the nine charter members of the fraternity. Brown also founded the Delta 

Chapter of Phi Beta Sigma at Kansas State University in Manhattan, Kansas, on April 9, 
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1917. During his life he also served as a professor at the Kansas Industrial School for 

Negroes in Topeka, Kansas.  

According to the 1914 Howard University Yearbook, Founder Charles I. Brown is 

documented as having entered Howard Academy in1910, serving as class chaplain in 

1912; chaplain classical club in 1913; president classical club in 1914; and vice-president 

of Phi Beta Sigma in 1914.
81

 In addition, Brown was chosen ―The Most to Be Admired‖ 

for the Class of 1914. However not much about Brown‘s life is known, as he disappeared 

shortly after graduating from Howard University in 1914. Although census records and 

oral interviews have showed that Brown lived in the Topeka, Kansas area until 1931, 

some believe that he was a casualty of the First World War. Others believe that he moved 

overseas.   

Despite racial discrimination and prejudice the founding members of Black 

Greek-letter organizations were able to achieve success in the careers of their choice. 

Regarding their professions the seven founding members of Alpha Phi Alpha were all 

regarded as community leaders who were admired and respected. Amongst these men 

there was a physician, a university professor, an engineer, a school teacher, an architect, a 

professional staff member to the United States Senate, and the executive secretary to the 

National Urban League. Likewise the founders of Kappa Alpha Psi also had variety of 

respected professions that included a school teacher, an investigator for the Department 

of Labor, a physician, a dentist, an attorney, an entrepreneur, a coal worker, and a 

journalist. The founding members of Omega Psi Phi also found equal success in the 

occupations of their choice. Within their ranks there was a minister, a physician, a 
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university professor, and a biologist. Similarly the three founders of Phi Beta Sigma were 

equally successful in their career paths. Within this organization the founder‘s 

professional occupations included an entrepreneur and two university professors. 

 All of the founding members of the various Black Greek-letter organizations were 

college educated. Additionally all but one of the professions chosen by the founding 

members required a college degree. Only Kappa Alpha Psi founder George Wesley 

Edmonds, who worked as a coal miner, did not require a college education. Furthermore 

many of the founder‘s professional paths required specialized training beyond a 

bachelor‘s degree. This meant that membership into these organizations primarily 

consisted of a cohort of intellectuals who would wield great influence and respect within 

the Black community. As a result of their status and prominent social ranking many 

within the Black Greek-letter organization used their powerful positions to fight against 

racial restrictions and helped to create more inclusion for their members within American 

society. Due to discriminatory practices these men would have been confined to working 

and living within a segregated community. As such these men would have had limited 

access to the white community, but would have had greater access to the resources of the 

African American community.   

 When addressing the city or region where each of the founding members was 

raised we see that each of the different regions pose a different set of demographics and 

attitudes. When examined this plays a significant role in the motivating principles and 

philosophies behind the creation of each organization. Information shows that those 

individuals who were reared in communities with a large self-sustaining Black 

population, such as Washington D.C.; Philadelphia; or Boston were more likely to attend 
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predominantly Black colleges and universities. Additionally after completing their 

education these individuals were also more likely to take up permanent residence in cities 

with large Black communities. Moreover those African Americans who were from large 

economically viable and politically active Black communities not only had the financial 

backing and community resources at their disposal, but could also draw social and 

political support from the community.   

Conversely those individuals who were reared in areas without the presence of a 

Black community were more likely to attend predominately white institutions. One of the 

motivating forces behind the creation of the Black Greek-letter organization was to 

provide a safe and secure environment for its members. Thus the creation of small social, 

economic, and political enclaves became an essential component to those African 

Americans living in hostile white communities. Without the presence of an influential 

Black community those Black Greek-letter organizations established in isolated regions 

of the county were charged with the task of leading the fight for African American civil 

and social rights whereas the Black fraternity established in Washington D.C. not only 

had the presence of a Black community at their disposal but also had access to the student 

body at Howard University.   

Additionally the social climate of the university where the Black Greek-letter 

organizations initial chapters were created reveals insight to the course and direction of 

these organizations and their roles within the Black community. Initially many Black 

universities did not permit the establishment of any Black Greek-letter organizations on 

their campuses as some administrators did not see the redeeming value these 

organizations contributed to the education of the student body. However, by the mid to 



                                                                                                                      Chambers 121 

late 1920s the Black Greek-letter organization soon became a welcomed addition and a 

vital component of the Black university‘s social landscape. As Black colleges began to 

seek acceptance into the mainstream American society, university administrators soon 

accepted these organizations, as the inclusion of fraternities and sororities resembled the 

quintessential American university.  

Due to the supportive environment that was fostered by the Black university, 

those Black Greek-letter organizations that were established at historically black colleges 

and universities operated and functioned at a higher level and thus provided more 

services to the student body than those Black fraternities created on the campuses of 

white universities.  

Whether established on the campus of a black university or on the campus of a 

white university one of the overall goals of the Black Greek-letter organization was to 

provide its members with an environment that was directly related to the social, 

economic, political, psychological, emotional, and upward advancement of its members. 

Many supporters of the Black Greek-letter organization will agree that these 

organizations have in fact provided the type of supportive environment needed for the 

growth and development of their members. Most of the Black Greek-letter organizations 

have chapters that are small and communally based. One of their main goals is to enhance 

the self-esteem and improve the confidence of its members. Accordingly the Black 

Greek-letter organization also offers its members an opportunity to excel at 

extracurricular activities. Overall these organizations provide its members with the 

following: First it creates creditable models for aspiring Blacks to emulate, secondly it 

creates a psycho social congenial setting for its members to develop. Thirdly, they serve 
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as quasi-sanctuaries through which members may move into mainstream society. 

Additionally, they are resources, economically, and politically to the communities in 

which they are based. Furthermore the Black Greek-letter organization discovers and 

preserves Black cultural heritage, and therefore serves as the repositories for the African 

American historical experience. All of these reasons combine to make the Black Greek-

letter organization one of the few places where young Black minds could be cultivated in 

a safe secure environment.  

Those organizations that were established at predominantly White institutions 

may have served a more vital purpose of providing safety, security, and solace to its 

members, but as an organization the Black fraternity functioned at a lower level. 

Moreover the Black fraternity at the white university had a more important task of 

upholding and securing the safety and welfare of the African American student body and 

to assure the successful completion of their studies. Due to the racist attitudes of both the 

student body and the campus community, many of the services provided by the Black 

Greek-letter organization at the most white universities could not be utilized to their 

optimum level.   

In contrast those Black fraternities that were established at a Black college or 

university were able to provide a wider array of services and programs for the black 

student body. As such those black fraternity‘s established at Black university‘s did not 

receive as many obstacles from the university administration or the student body as did 

their peer organizations at white institutions. With fewer obstacles and more freedom to 

engage students on a variety of different levels, Black fraternities with chapters at a Black 
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university were freer to perform many of their tasks and thus were readily integrated into 

the campus community.  

On the other hand black fraternities with chapters at white institutions had less 

influence, offered fewer services, and was less integrated into the campus community. 

Nevertheless despite these shortcomings these organizations still provided a greater 

purpose and had more significance by safeguarding the rights of the African Americans 

students on campus. For many African American students at predominately white 

institutions the Black Greek-letter organization was not only the primary source of 

interaction with other African American students, it also created a safe haven for Blacks 

students to create oppositional identities.  

Finally the professional careers, the course of study, and allocation of resources to 

the community made by the founding members helped to determine the initial course and 

direction of these organizations. The personal orientation or agency of its members is the 

essential component that is responsible for the cultural solidarity and cohesiveness of a 

social organization. In regard to their chosen profession, all of the abovementioned 

founders contributed their time, efforts, and energies to the advancement of the Black 

community. Among the four fraternities there were a wide variety of professions 

consisting of college professors, physicians, businessmen, dentists, teachers, journalists, 

architects, and ministers. As a result of their commitment no one profession can be used 

to determine the dedication that one may have to the welfare and success of the Black 

community, as they were all seen as contributing to the well-being of the community. 

However there are other factors which when reviewed can provide a more composite 

picture of the direction and mission of these organizations.    
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The four aforementioned Black Greek-letter organizations have operated from a 

position of power, authority, and exclusivity. These organizations however benevolent 

and beneficial to the black community can also be viewed as exclusive elite organizations 

which require certain standards for membership that are not afforded to all members of 

society. All members of Black Greek-letter organizations must first be enrolled in a 

college or university; hold a specific grade point average, and meet the expressed 

requirements of the organization of their choice.  

The task of obtaining a college education is a privilege that is not guaranteed to 

all Americans. Currently only 37% of the American population hold a college degree. 

The percentage of African Americans that hold a college degree is significantly lower at 

15%.   During the early 1900s the percentage of American Americans who held a college 

degree was considerably lower at 8%.
82

 Although these organizations have been less 

exclusive and demanding than their predecessor organization Sigma Phi Pi, nevertheless 

its influence has still played major role in the lives of those individuals who support and 

give validity to the power and prestige of these organizations. 

Although the Black Greek-letter organization has created a variety of programs 

that focus on the social and political empowerment of the Black community, the initial 

creation of these organizations did not have a social agenda that included all aspects of 

the Black community. It was only after sharp criticisms by social leaders and re-

evaluation of its mission by its members when these organizations began to realize their 

social responsibility to the entire Black community.  

                                                 
82

 Joy James, Transcending the Talented Tenth: Black leaders and American Intellectuals, New York 

Routeledge, 1997. 56  



                                                                                                                      Chambers 125 

The Black Greek-letter organization evolved in three separate and distinct stages. 

From the creation of Alpha Phi Alpha in 1906 to the formation of Zeta Phi Beta in 1920 

there was a distinct shift in the social policy, the political ideology, and community 

involvement of the Black Greek-letter organization. Like other social movements the 

Black Greek-letter organization was multifaceted and evolved primarily in relation to the 

opposition it faced. The first stage in the evolution of the Black Greek-letter organization 

involved the two fraternities Alpha Phi Alpha (1906) and Kappa Alpha Psi (1911). 

Although their views were broadened at first these organizations were primarily 

concerned with securing the rights and privileges of its members on the campus of the 

university where they were first established.  

Most of the Black students at Cornell and Indiana University faced overt racial 

discrimination, hostility, and violence. Accordingly both of these organizations were 

charged with the daunting task of protecting and securing the rights of its Black student 

body. Most of these students who belonged to either organization were of a privileged 

class within the Black community and consequently were only concerned with preserving 

the rights and social standing of those individuals who were considered to be part of the 

cultural elite. Furthermore within the communities of Ithaca and Bloomington there was 

not a presence of a large Black community. Due to the absence of a prominent Black 

community the members of Alpha Phi Alpha and Kappa Alpha Psi were primarily fixated 

upon garnering an education for its members and not for the advancement of the entire 

community and subsequently the entire race. 

The second stage in the evolution of the Black Greek-letter organization involved 

the formation of the Omega Psi Phi Fraternity.  After the creation of Alpha Phi Alpha in 
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1906, in 1911 the fraternity Omega Psi Phi was established on the campus of Howard 

University. In sharp contrast to those organizations that were created at predominantly 

white universities, (Cornell and Indiana University) those Black Greek-letter 

organizations that were created at the historically black institution of Howard University 

were established primarily for the purpose of improving the social life of its student body. 

African American students who attended Howard not only had full access to all 

university facilities but did not have to deal with the racist attitudes of a white student 

body. Moreover many of the students who attended Howard University regarded 

themselves as culturally and intellectually superior to Black masses who resided in the 

communities adjacent to the Howard University campus.   

 Just as those Black Greek-letter organizations that were created at the 

predominantly white institutions (Cornell and Indiana Universities) the first Black Greek-

letter organization created at Howard University was also primarily concerned with 

preserving the rights and privileges of its student body. As such neither of these 

organizations created any social programs that extended beyond the walls of the 

university.  

 The third evolution of the Black Greek-letter organization came with the creation 

of Phi Beta Sigma in 1914. It was not until the creation of this organization that the Black 

Greek-letter organization first began to create social and political programs in order to 

engage the entire black community and not just the students who attended the university. 

Before the creation of this organization the welfare and livelihood of the black masses 

was not a primary concern of the Black Greek-letter organization.  
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 However, by the early 1940s the mission of all Black Greek-letter organizations 

extended beyond the university and reached into the African American community. In 

1930 Alpha Phi Alpha took the lead in voting rights struggle for African Americans and 

coined the nationally famous phrase: ―A Voteless People is a Hopeless People‖ as part of 

its effort to register Black voters. Additionally Alpha Phi Alpha‘s ―Go-to-High School, 

Go-to-College‖ (1940) campaign was used to increase the education level of the African 

American community. During the Civil Rights Movement the social and community 

programs initiated by the Black Greek-letter organization continued to operate. However 

as the scale and implements of black protest began to change there was a divisive shift 

from the court cases of the NAACP to more direct strategies of protest that utilized 

grassroots elements of the African American community. From their initial creation as a 

small cohort of students to a national social organization, the Black Greek-letter 

organization‘s membership has primarily consisted of the upper class. Consequently due 

to the new methods of protest and the Civil Rights Movement reliance on working class 

members of the Black community, much of the membership within the Black Greek-

letter organization did not take active roles.    

 In the decades following the Civil Rights Movement the Black Greek-letter 

organization has taken a more active role in providing resources for the community. The 

men of Phi Beta Sigma fraternity have established community based programs such as 

the Phi Beta Sigma Educational Foundation, Inc. (to provide housing assistance) and the 

Phi Beta Sigma Federal Credit Union (to build financial equity within minority 

communities). Additionally as a social and service organization, Phi Beta Sigma also 

sponsored its three national programs for bigger and better business, social action, and 
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education, which helped to focus the fraternity to the needs of the black community all 

over the United States. In order to implement these and other programs, Phi Beta Sigma 

worked with organizations such as the NAACP, the National Urban League, the March of 

Dimes, the National African American Leadership Summit, the National Head Start 

Association, the Birth Defects Foundation, the Children Defense Fund, and the National 

Boys Club of America.  

 Due to the presence of a self sustaining Black community, the student body at 

Howard University had more access within the city of Washington D.C. Additionally the 

predominantly African American campus of Howard University gave Black students 

freedom from prejudice and racist attitudes that were not available to Black students at 

other institutions. Therefore those Black fraternities established at predominantly White 

institutions were created for the greater purpose of organizing the Black student body in 

order to assure the successful completion of their studies, whereas the Black fraternities 

created at Howard University could devote their energies toward organizing social 

activities for the student body.  

 Consequently neither the Black fraternity established at the predominantly White 

institution, nor the Black fraternity established at the predominantly Black institution was 

at first interested in the greater welfare of the Black community outside the confines of 

the university. However overtime as these organizations grew so did their commitment to 

the African American community transcending the walls of the university. By the first 

quarter of the twentieth century both Alpha Phi Alpha and Kappa Alpha Psi envisioned 

that they would one day provide the future leaders of the Black community.  



                                                                                                                      Chambers 129 

 In an article for The Sphinx magazine in 1920, Alpha Phi Alpha founder Callis 

indicated that, the fraternity believed itself to be the first group of collegians united under 

a brotherhood and designed to advance the causes of Black people.
83

 Likewise in a letter 

published in The Journal of Kappa Alpha Psi in 1914 Kappa founder Elder W. Diggs 

wrote:  

For several years past, Negro students at larger institutions of learning 

have felt the need for some kind of organization to protect their interests, 

and afford some systematic means of providing wholesome recreation and 

social pleasures. To meet this need, there was organized at the University 

of Indiana during the winter quarter of 1911 the national Greek letter 

college fraternity known and designated as Kappa Alpha Psi…Every 

college man ought to belong to some such movement as this. It broadens 

his horizon and brings him into vital touch and fellowship with college 

men everywhere…We desire to establish a chapter of Kappa Alpha Psi at 

every institution that has duly recognized college rank. We therefore, 

solicit correspondence and inquiry from all college men who desire to ally 

themselves with this movement.
84

   

 

The Black fraternity served as a political organ of the Black community. The 

early leadership of Kappa Alpha Psi was quite aware of national and world events and as 

a result constantly expressed their opinions and concerns on these issues. For instance, 

when the United States declared war on Germany in 1917, and propelled America into 

World War I, Elder Watson Diggs, founder of Kappa Alpha Psi, drafted the following 

letter to President Woodrow Wilson: 

May 25, 1917 

The President 

The White House  

Washington, D.C. 

Sir: 

The National Negro college men‘s fraternity known as Kappa Alpha Psi, 

having chapters at Indiana University, the University of Illinois, the 

                                                 
83

 Mason, Herman. The Talented Tenth: The Founders and Presidents of Alpha. Winter Park FL, 4-G 

Publishers. 1999. 34 
84

 Crump, William. The Story of Kappa Alpha Psi Philadelphia: Kappa Alpha Psi Press. 1983.  45 



                                                                                                                      Chambers 130 

University of Iowa, the University of Nebraska, Wilberforce University, 

Lincoln University, Ohio State University, and Northwestern University 

begs to assure you that the organization is in full sympathy and accord 

with the purposes of the government in waging the present war against the 

Imperial German Government in defense of our citizens upon the high 

seas, and herby pledges its unswerving loyalty to the President and the 

flag in the great struggles which now confront us. 

Respectfully yours, 

Elder Watson Diggs, Grand Polemarch 

Kappa Alpha Psi Fraternity 

  

The reply read: ―The President thanks you cordially for the good will that prompted your 

kind message. It has helped to reassure him and keep him in heart.‖ 
85

 Both the letter and 

its reply demonstrate how the Black Greek-letter organization conformed to the views 

and attitudes of the Anglo culture. As African Americans migrated from the South to the 

Northern cities of New York, Chicago, and Boston many attempted to shed their southern 

culture and assimilate into mainstream American culture.  

 While there were some individuals who spoke out against American involvement 

during World War I, such as socialist leader Eugene Debs who was later imprisoned for 

his anti-war speeches, the leaders of the Black Greek-letter organization did not attempt 

to dissuade African Americans from participating in the war. In a 1918 anti-war speech 

Debs wrote:  

They have always taught and trained you to believe it to be your patriotic 

duty to go to war and to have yourselves slaughtered at their command. 

But in all the history of the world you, the people, have never had a voice 

in declaring war, and strange as it certainly appears, no war by any nation 

in any age has ever been declared by the people. And here let me 

emphasize the fact — and it cannot be repeated too often — that the 

working class who fight all the battles, the working class who make the 

supreme sacrifices, the working class who freely shed their blood and 

furnish the corpses, have never yet had a voice in either declaring war or 

making peace. It is the ruling class that invariably does both. They alone 

declare war and they alone make peace. Yours not to reason why; Yours 
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but to do and die. That is their motto and we object on the part of the 

awakening workers of this nation. If war is right let it be declared by the 

people. You who have your lives to lose, you certainly above all others 

have the right to decide the momentous issue of war or peace.
86

 

 

 Fearing imprisonment from the Espionage Act many African American civil 

rights leaders did not public voice dissent against the war. Furthermore many African 

Americans leaders viewed World War I as an opportunity for the black community to 

gain more inclusion into American society by proving their willingness to fight 

America‘s war. Not only did the leadership of the Black Greek-letter organization 

support American involvement in the war, but other African American leaders also 

voiced similar approval. In a 1914 speech W.E.B.  Du Bois stated:  

We of the colored race have no ordinary interest in the outcome. That 

which the German power represents today spells death to the aspirations 

of Negroes and all darker races for equality, freedom and democracy. Let 

us not hesitate. Let us, while this war lasts, forget our special grievances 

and close our ranks shoulder to shoulder with our own white fellow 

citizens and the allied nations that are fighting for democracy. We make 

no ordinary sacrifice, but make it gladly and willingly with our eyes lifted 

to the hills.
87

 

 

Black leaders thought that the solidarity exhibited by African Americans fighting 

alongside their fellow white soldiers would help to ease the racist attitudes and provide 

greater opportunity for the black community. At the turn of the century the financial 

opportunity of the prosperous North along with the systematic deterioration of black 

political rights in the South created a mass exodus of African Americans who left fields 

and pastures of the agricultural South for the factories and assembly lines of the industrial 

North.   
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Once in the North some African Americans were able to obtain better paying jobs 

and secure better opportunities. This improvement led to the expansion of the black 

middle class and the creation of new black communities. Seeking a new and better life 

which included acquiring new educational goals, it was this new black middle class 

which led to African American students seeking admission into many Historically Black 

Colleges and Northern universities.  

Once in the North many African American communities were often attacked 

resulting in the injuries and deaths of hundreds of African Americans. With the 

manpower mobilization and military draft of World War I and immigration from Europe 

cut off, the industrial cities of the North and Midwest experienced severe labor shortages. 

Northern manufacturers began recruiting African Americans throughout the South and an 

exodus of Black workers ensued. By 1919, an estimated 500,000 African Americans had 

emigrated from the South to the industrial cities of the North and Midwest during World 

War I in the first wave of the Great Migration. In additional to job opportunities African 

Americans were also migrating to escape the lynching, Jim Crow laws, lack of protected 

franchise and the poor economy of the rural South. African-American workers filled new 

positions as well as many jobs formerly held by whites. In some cities, they were hired 

as strikebreakers. This increased resentment and suspicion among whites, especially the 

working class of many ethnic whites, immigrants and first-generation European 

Americans. The resulting fear and anxiety within these Northern cities lead to a series of 

riots which targeted African Americans in many cities including Chicago, Boston, 

Baltimore, Philadelphia, and New York City.      
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By the second decade of the twentieth century most of the rights gained by 

African Americans during the previous eras were already legislated away. In place of 

freedom and equality the Black community was besieged with violence, intimidation, and 

terror. More than any other region of the country, the American South lacked the critical 

infrastructure needed to compete with the rest of the nation. With little hope of acquiring 

a liberal arts education, and with fewer jobs that were available in a non-industrialized 

society, many Blacks were forced to find steady employment within the only industry 

that was widely available in the South—agriculture.  

During this period many uneducated Black farmers were deceived. Consequently 

they lost their land through unending debt and continuous borrowing. Black tenant 

farmers and sharecroppers found themselves trapped in an endless debt to a White 

landlord. Additionally a system of peonage was introduced whereby Black prisoners were 

often rented out by the county to work off sentences and fines. Those African Americans 

that managed to avoid prison were constantly victimized by the fear of lynch mobs.   

Lynching has a long history in the United States. American revolutionaries first 

utilized this form of intimidation against loyalist and criminals as a brutal form of 

vengeance in the Revolutionary War. The formal public record of lynchings in the United 

States reveals that during the post Civil War era, lynchings and other acts of mob 

violence against African Americans steady increased with the first peak coming in 1892.  

From 1882 to 1927, 4,743 blacks were lynched, while thousands of missing 

African Americans were unaccounted for. After the Civil War, a distinctive shift 

regarding the number of blacks lynched was apparent. While the victims of lynching 

across the country still included Anglo-Americans, Native Americans, Mexican 
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Americans, and Asians, by 1892 as reported by Ida Wells in A Red Record, the majority 

of the victims were African Americans and the majority of the lynchings took place in the 

South. Wells reported that during a single year, 1892, 241, men women, and children 

across 26 were lynched. Of that 241, 160 were identified as African Americans, which 

represented an increase of 200 percent over a ten year period since 1882, when the 

number of blacks lynched was fifty-two. This changed cemented a connection between 

lynching in both race and region that continued to gain strength until 1953, the first year 

that were was not a recorded lynching.  

The Black Greek-letter organization was relentless in its pursuit to legalize anti-

lynching laws. Although a bill was introduced to Congress that would have made 

lynching a federal crime, the bill never became a law. In addition to having prominent 

members who spoke out against these crimes such as James Weldon Johnson, Paul 

Robeson, Benjamin Mays, and W.E.B.  Du Bois, many members of the Black fraternity‘s 

took a national stand on this issue. In their 1923 National Convention Alpha Phi Alpha 

had forty-seven chapters present with hundreds of delegates in attendance.
88

 At the 

convention the delegates pledged both financial and moral support toward the passage of 

the Dyer Anti-Lynching Bill. The convention also agreed to support other agencies which 

were fighting for the release of the remaining members of the African American Twenty-

fifth Infantry who were incarcerated at Fort Leavenworth, Kansas. Active participation in 

these public efforts showed the value of the fraternity as an organization which can 

exhibit group solidarity.
89
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Similarly during the 1920s other organizations such as Phi Beta Sigma provided 

an activist role by also supporting the 1922 Dyer Anti-Lynching Bill. Additionally Phi 

Beta Sigma showed an early interest in international issues such as the conditions in the 

Republic of Haiti where on July 28, 1915 in order to protect American and foreign 

interests the United States sent 330 U.S. Marines to Port-au-Prince and seized control of 

the Haitian government. The United States intervention of Haiti was publically 

denounced by the organization at its 1916 National Convention.   

Blacks, fearing further reprisal from Whites, began fleeing the South. Tens of 

thousands of African Americans fled the region going northward and to the Mid-West 

with many settling in Arkansas, Louisiana, and Texas. Many whites, however, did not 

want them to leave as they needed the cheap labor to maintain their farms. Blacks 

attempted to flee were arrested for various reasons and then leased to farm camps for free 

labor on farms which belonged to former white plantation owners. 

 During this period the creation of White hate groups such as the Ku Klux Klan 

began to operate with no fear of reprisal from the authorities. Although the attacks by 

these groups were well known to local law enforcement agents, legal action was rarely 

taken against them.  

 The Black Greek-letter organization was established to address these concerns. As 

repose to racism, the post-Reconstruction failure of equality, and the need for African 

Americans to create their own visions of social reform, beginning in the earliest decade 

of the twentieth century, African Americans in northern, white colleges and Historically 

Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) began to apply for and gain membership in 

Greek fraternities and sororities. Being denied access to Eurocentric Greek organizations, 
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the necessity of a parallel Greek organization that mirrored African American social 

experience came into existence. Accordingly those organizations that were previously 

denied to Black students that were based upon racial restrictions and discriminatory 

practices soon became available.  

 The collective identity formed by the creation of the Black Greek-letter 

organization served as the cornerstone which helped to propel these organizations from a 

small localized collection of college students to a nationally organized social and 

politically entity geared toward securing and furthering the rights of the African 

American community. The overt racial discrimination within American society made it 

extremely difficult for members of the African American community to achieve full 

citizenship. The creation of the Black Greek-letter organization was one of the few 

organizations that afforded African American men with any measure of self-respect and 

dignity. The formation of these social organizations attempted to prevent alienation and 

promote inclusion into American society. Furthermore these organizations proved to be a 

valuable asset to those Black students who were attempting successful completion of 

their college education.  
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The Socio-political Climate of the Early 1900s 

 

For nearly five hundred years Africans living in the western hemisphere have 

defined themselves through the commonality of a shared oppression. Wherever African 

people may reside in the United States, the culture of oppression has served as a unifying 

force and in many ways has fostered a sense of collective consciousness among African 

Americans. Broadly defined, culture can be viewed as a community‘s sense of identity. 

Culture refers to patterns of human activity and the symbolic structures that give such 

activities significance and importance. Culture can include the language, vocabulary, 

grammar, beliefs, norms, behaviors, values, and traditions of a community of people that 

are passed from one generation to another. Culture is manifested in human artifacts and 

activities such as music, literature, lifestyle, food, clothing, painting and sculpture. 

Furthermore culture is used to bind a community of people and reinforce their way of 

life, which is also used to create clear boundaries that separate and distinguish while at 

the same time preserving those behavioral elements that a group deems as essential to 

their way of life.  Moreover culture can be viewed as an all encompassing element of life 

that involves every aspect of one‘s social being.  

As a result of living within a state of constant oppression and racial subjugation 

African Americans have created identities to combat against the effects of cultural 

alienation and social estrangement. The creation of the Black Greek-letter organization 

was a manifestation of these cultural identities fostered by the black community. The 

fight against oppression has led the Black community to overcome many social obstacles 

in order to gain acceptance within American society. Furthermore African Americans 

have worked towards reconciling their demands for freedom within the principles of 
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democracy and equal rights. Toward this end, African Americans have endeavored to 

gain access to the freedoms and access to equality that been historically granted by right 

to White Americans. As a result of the civil agitation and social pressures aimed at 

providing the African American community with equal access to the same social, 

political, economic, and educational opportunities has led to the gradual increase of 

African Americans achieving the ranks of full citizenship.  

Discrimination was not a localized phenomenon that was limited to the American 

historical experience. As such African people from all corners of the world have been 

subjected to variety of discriminatory practices that has resulted in their social alienation. 

Accordingly the cultural oppression experienced by these subjugated groups has become 

a galvanizing force that helps to insulate them from the harmful effects of racial 

prejudice. One such example of this oppression can be seen in the historical struggles of 

the Algerian people during the Algerian War. The Algerian War was a conflict between 

France and Algerian independence movements from 1954 to 1962, which led to Algeria 

gaining its independence from France.  

In 1834, Algeria became a French military colony. In 1848 it was declared an 

integral part of French territory and divided into three French departments. After its 

formal incorporation as a French territory, many French and other Europeans began to 

move to Algeria to establish residence. With the French government in control, the Code 

de l'indigénat (Indigenousness Code), a set of laws creating an inferior legal status for 

natives of French Colonies from 1887 until 1944–1947 was put in place. Under the Code 

de l'Indigénat discrimination was made official by creating specific penalties for 

indigenes and organizing the seizure or appropriation of their lands. 
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After World War I, Algerians began to assert nationalistic claims of autonomy 

and independence. By the end of World War II Algerians began to organize political 

parties to limit the Indigenous Code by giving French citizenship to larger numbers of 

Muslims. However the Algerians of European origin (pieds-noirs) violently demonstrated 

against these measures and more militant members of the Algerian People‘s Party, (PPA) 

began to espouse demands for full independence and autonomy from France. In 1954, the 

National Liberation Front (FLN) succeeded the Algerian People‘s Party (PPA) and the 

National Liberation Army began an armed struggle against French authority and 

launched attacks in various parts of Algeria against military and civilian targets. 

During this war Algerians living in Paris were the constant victims of the 

discriminatory practices of the French. In 1961 an attack of Algerians during an illegal 

but peaceful demonstration of some 30,000 pro-FLN Algerians living in Paris by French 

police known as the ―Paris massacre‖ left wounded over 200 Algerian protestors. In his 

novel No Name in the Street Baldwin describes the oppressive culture the Algerians were 

forced to endure.   

In those early years I lived mainly among the les miserables—and in Paris 

les miserable were Algerian. They slept four, or five or six to a room, and 

they slept in shirts, and were treated like dirt. The French called them lazy 

because they appeared to spend most of their time sitting around drinking 

tea in their cafes. But they were not lazy.
90

  

 

Baldwin also witnessed the harsh and inhumane mistreatment of the Algerians at 

the hands of the Paris police. While in Paris Baldwin wrote: ―I had watched the police 

one afternoon beat an old one-armed Arab peanut vender senseless in the streets and I 

had watched the unconcerned faces of the French on the café terraces and the congested 
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faces of the Arabs.‖
91

 According to Baldwin this abusive treatment of the Algerians was a 

common occurrence. Furthermore it was such mistreatment which helped to foster a 

sense of camaraderie and brotherhood among those Algerians living in Paris.  

 By understanding American attitudes regarding race, culture, and class we can 

better understand the environment that helped to forge the creation of the Black 

fraternity. Although the characteristics and components that influence and support the 

invention of culture are fluid and ever changing, the ideas that surround the cultural 

innovation of race and class have remained the same.  

Many of the racist attitudes shared by Americans were conceived during the 

Victorian era. Although racist beliefs existed prior to the nineteenth
 
century, the Victorian 

era cemented many of these theories into mainstream American thought. During the 

nineteenth century American culture was enamored with the Victorian culture influenced 

by Great Britain. It was in England where the industrial revolution, the colonization of 

Africa, and the conceptualization of a global economy first took place. In science and 

technology, Victorians conceived the modern idea of invention. In these years the notion 

that one can create solutions to problems and that man can find new means of bettering 

himself and his environment became prevalent. In philosophy, politics, and society, the 

Victorian era also generated innovation and reform in democracy, feminism, unionization 

of workers, socialism, and Marxism. During the nineteenth century theories of race were 

advanced both by the scientific community and the periodical presses. At the start of the 

twentieth century philosophies central to the idea of race dominated both academic and 

non-academic circles.     
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During this period use of the term ―elite‖ carried great social importance. ―Elite‖ 

was an idiom applied to those individuals or groups in any society who exercise power, 

possess superior wealth, or enjoy elevated status and prestige. In everyday use, elite 

contrasts with the masses and is sometimes used synonymously with the upper classes. 

Elite as a concept, however, is more specific and designates a particular group or 

individual that enjoys high status that is wealthy, or controls major institutions in 

contemporary societies. The use of the classification ―elite‖ gave rise to the term 

―elitism‖, which refers to the belief that there is always a small ruling class who actually 

make the decisions of influence in society. During the eighteenth century, the European 

preoccupation with class would be at the center of all discourse in the western world.  

During the Victorian era, ideas pertaining to race and biology dominated society. 

Social Darwinism was a late nineteenth-century sociological theory that was based on the 

theories of biological evolution and natural selection put forth by biologists Charles 

Darwin and Alfred Russel Wallace and on social philosopher Herbert Spencer‘s theory of 

socio-cultural evolution—―survival of the fittest.‖ Social Darwinists argued that societies, 

like organisms, evolved by a natural process through which the most fit members 

survived or were most successful. The theory went hand-in-hand with political 

conservatism. The idea that the most successful social classes were supposedly composed 

of people who were biologically superior received widespread recognition. Social 

Darwinism was also used to support imperialism, which claimed that people who viewed 

themselves as culturally superior were more fit to rule than those whom they deemed less 

advanced.  

http://library.thinkquest.org/3376/Spencr.htm
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In 1859, Charles Darwin published On the Origin of Species. This book was 

viewed by many as the beginning of a new scientific racism of the day. The ―science‖ of 

phrenology purported to demonstrate that the structure of the skull, especially the jaw 

formation and facial angles, revealed the position of various races on the evolutionary 

scale. As a result of these claims, a debate raged whether there had been one creation for 

all mankind (monogenism) or several evolutions of mankind (polygenism).  

To a large extent, the story of racial science in Britain between 1800 and 1850 

was based primarily on falsehoods, conjecture, and pseudoscientific ideas of polygenism. 

Furthermore it was the acceptance of these ideas in the realm of science that became the 

main thrust of scientific inquiry during the nineteenth and twentieth century‘s. As a result 

the virtues of truth and reason were abandoned in favor of preconceived ideas. Those 

individuals who opposed the polygenist view were locked in a struggle to preserve the 

ideals of truth and reason. Columbia University historian Nancy Stepan, on the efforts to 

disprove this slanted view, writes: ―[this] is the story of desperate efforts to rebut 

polygenism and the eventual acceptance of popular quasi-polygenist prejudices in the 

language of science.‖
92

  

Polygenists stressed the unequal nature of various creations. This theory mingled 

with general evolutionary theories and concepts of arrested development to create an 

atmosphere congenial to racial stereotyping. In much of the pseudo-scientific literature of 

the day the African was held to be inferior, an example of a lower evolutionary form, 

closer to the apes than their ―superiors‖ the Anglo-Saxons. Cartoons in The Punch 

portrayed the African as having bestial, ape-like, or demonic features, which were 

invariably reflected a lower evolutionary order, degeneracy, or criminality. Thus John 
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Beddoe, who later became the President of the Anthropological Institute (1889-1891), 

wrote in his The Races of Britain (1862) that all men of genius were orthognathous (less 

prominent jaw bones) while the African and their descendants were prognathous, who in 

turn were linked to a primitive under-developed species of man. These ideas that saw the 

African as an ―inferior being‖ were not confined to a lunatic fringe of the scientific 

community, but was embraced by the mainstream British scientists. These thoughts were 

also disseminated broadly and it was even hinted that the African might be the elusive 

missing link connecting man and apes. Soon classification and the relationship between 

the ape and the African became something of a malevolent cliché of Victorian racism.  

Throughout the Victorian era Western literature argued that the African was 

poetic, light-hearted and imaginative, highly emotional, playful, passionate, and 

sentimental. However these were characteristics the Victorians also associated with 

children. Thus the African was portrayed as ―immature‖ and in need of guidance by 

others. Black ―emotion‖ was contrasted, unfavorably, with the English virtues of 

―reason‖, ―masculinity‖ and ―pragmatism.‖ These were all arguments, which 

conveniently supported the notion of White supremacy. Both Victorian science 

(pseudosciences such as phrenology), and popular literature were convinced that blacks 

and members of the lower classes were: ―irrational‖,‖ immature‖, ―superstitious‖, 

―deviant‖, ―sexually active‖, and ―promiscuous‖.     

Much of our current view of race was conceived in the eighteenth century by 

biologist Carl Linnaeus who classified people into four groups—black, red, yellow, and 

white. With the arrival of the nineteenth and twentieth century thoughts, regarding race 

conceived during the previous Victorian era did not dissipate, as the overall impact of 
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these racist philosophies greatly affected the African American community. Recently 

biologists have concluded that race is a product of culture and not genetics. Moreover 

societies decide whether the world has four races or 40 or 400.
93

 Although visible 

differences such as the shape of the nose and skin color exist biologists‘ contend that the 

lines drawn between races are not based on any biological reality. Professor Pamela 

Sanker states: ―It‘s demonstrated that there‘s no scientific basis for assuming we are 

naturally fundamentally divided into different groups.‖
94

 Nevertheless despite these 

findings the issue of race still continues to be a divisive problem within American 

society.  

W.E.B.  Du Bois predicted in The Souls of Black Folk: ―The problem of the 

twentieth century is the problem of the color line, - the relation of the darker to the lighter 

races of men in Asia and Africa, in America and the islands of the sea.‖
 95

 Consequently 

during the twentieth century, ideas regarding the intellectual capability of African 

Americans and Europeans were at the center of the American thought.  

Thus the marginalizing of African people from the inclusive sphere of history was 

all but complete. Due to the racist views of white historians and philosophers, the overt 

omission of African people from the annals of American history portrayed Europe as the 

teacher and the sole conveyer of culture, technology, and knowledge to the world and 

Africa only as a pupil. Consequently it was the opinion of many Western intellectuals 

that the African continent did not possess any true account of history. It was the attitude 

of many European scholars that the presence of Europeans in Africa was the only 

measure of African history.  
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As a result of this propaganda, all things White were seen as ―intellectual‖ and all 

things Black were viewed as ―primitive and savage‖. The idea of European hegemony 

has led to the erroneous opinion that the African continent had made no contribution to 

civilization and that‘s its people were naturally backward. This misrepresentation has 

become the bias of race prejudice, which has affected all people of color. As a result of 

Victorian culture and racist rhetoric, America‘s social climate of the early 1900s was 

heavily entrenched in the doctrine of White supremacy.  

By placing Africans on the peripheries of history, Africa and its people were 

relegated to an inferior status among the world‘s great civilizations. These ideas 

concerning the intellectual capability of African Americans were sustained by an 

burgeoning group of white intellectuals who wrote regarding the intelligence of African 

people. David Hume in1748 wrote:  

I am apt to suspect the Negroes and in general all other species of men (for 

there are four or five different kinds) to be naturally inferior to the whites. 

There never was a civilized nation of any other complexion than white, 

nor even any individual eminent either in action or speculation. No 

ingenious manufactures amongst them, no arts, no sciences.
96

  

 

These ideas were further expressed by the individuals who drafted the U.S. 

Constitution. In an attempt to justify slavery, they denied the African both a measure of 

humanity and social status within the American society.  Accordingly, Thomas Jefferson 

remarked:    

I advance it therefore as a suspicion only, that the blacks, whether 

originally a distinct race, or made distinct by time and circumstances, are 

inferior to the whites in the endowments both of body and mind. Can a 

negro, whose ancestors were imported into this country, and sold as 

slaves, become a member of the political community formed and brought 

into existence by the Constitution of the United States, and as such 
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become entitled to all the rights, and privileges, and immunities, 

guaranteed by that instrument to the citizen? One of which rights is the 

privilege of suing in a court of the United States in the cases specified in 

the Constitution.
97  

 

As the ideals and merits of the Constitution were being debated among different 

delegates, the most crucial discussion focused on the legal placement of African people 

within the newly created republic. Thus Chief Justice Roger B. Taney wrote the 

following statements on the Dred Scott decision:      

We think they [people of African ancestry] are not [citizens], and that they 

are not included, and were not intended to be included, under the word 

"citizens" in the Constitution, and can therefore claim none of the rights 

and privileges which that instrument provides for and secures to citizens 

of the United States.
98

  

 

As early as the 1700s, blacks in America have believed that there were conditions 

placed on them to justify equality or citizenship. These included acceptance of 

Christianity, participation in the military, obedience to republican or democratic 

principles, and economic development. Taken together, these can be encapsulated as the 

―be like us‖ theory of equality—that blacks would be equal to whites when they became 

like whites. Consequently none of these avenues had proven effective for large numbers 

of African Americans to be fully accepted into the American body politic. Booker T. 

Washington was clearly in this tradition.  Education, property, and character were the 

basis of citizenship in his ideology. African Americans were never passive victims of 

white racism.  They expressed resistance in a number of ways. Overt, physical resistance 

often took the form of slaves running away, committing suicide, or revolting. Another 

approach was an attempt to adjust all thought and action to the will of the greater group— 
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assimilation into white culture and society. A third path was a conscious effort at self-

realization and agency.  

Racial uplift was the black elites‘ response and challenge to white supremacy.  It 

was a seemingly contradictory position as both an aspiring social class and a racially 

subordinated caste denied all political rights and protections, struggling to define 

themselves within a society founded on white dominance. Racial uplift was accompanied 

by a practical methodology of self-help.  Self-help sought to refute the view that African 

Americans were biologically inferior and unassimilable by incorporating ―the race‖ into 

ostensibly universal but deeply racialized ideological categories of Western progress and 

civilization. Generally, black elites claimed class distinctions. The presents of a ―better 

class‖ of blacks indicated racial progress. They believed that the improvement of African 

Americans‘ material and moral condition through self-help would diminish white racism. 

Through racial uplift ideology, elite blacks sought the cooperation of white political and 

business elites in the pursuit of racial progress. Whites (southern conservatives and 

northern liberals) had reasserted control over black and white labor by disenfranchising 

blacks and poor whites after the experiment of Reconstruction.   

W.E.B.  Du Bois‘s classic work The Souls of Black Folk, elaborates in great detail 

on issues of duality and the formation of separate identities within the Black community. 

In The Souls of Black Folk,  Du Bois writes:  

 

The history of the American Negro is the history of this strife, — longing 

to attain self-conscious manhood, to merge his double self into a better 

and truer self. In this merging he wishes neither of the older selves to be 

lost. He would not Africanize America, for America has too much to teach 

the world and Africa. He would not bleach his Negro soul in a flood of 

white Americanism, for he knows that Negro blood has a message for the 

world. He simply wishes to make it possible for a man to be both a Negro 
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and an American, without being cursed and spit upon by his fellows, 

without having the doors of opportunity closed roughly in his face.
99

 

 

In his book  Du Bois introduces each chapter with two quotations. The first is a 

piece of verse written by a prominent author of Western literature, while the second 

quotation consists of a few stanzas from one of the well known ―Sorrow Songs‖ or 

―Negro Spirituals.‖ Together both quotations represent the talent and expression of both 

White and Black Americans. The sorrow songs symbolize the gift of music that the black 

community has given to the world. Similarly the adjoined verses of poetry symbolize the 

gift that European culture has given to American society.  Du Bois hoped that whites 

would recognize that genius was only present within civilizations of Europe, but that this 

genius of creativity could also be found in the hearts and minds of African Americans as 

well. 

The social and political advances made by the African American community in 

the wake of the Civil War were tremendous. The abolition of slavery in 1865, the 

citizenship of African Americans, and universal male suffrage indicated that the social 

and political landscape of American society was truly changing to encompass the African 

as an equal member of society. During the ten year period following the Civil War, more 

African Americans were elected to Congress than any other period in American history. 

However despite the successes and advances made during this period, the black 

community would soon lose almost all of the civil liberties they had acquired. Instead of 

enjoying the civil liberties the Black community was forced to endure oppression.  

By 1876, the nation was divided on the issue of states‘ rights versus the rights of 

the federal government. In Congress both Republican and Democratic parties debated to 
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a stalemate. However, among Black voters, the republicans had the majority. Democrats 

realized that the outcome of the election between Rutherford Hayes and Samuel Tilden 

hinged on the turnout of the black vote. Southern democrats soon turned their attention to 

stop blacks from voting for Tilden. Many blacks were intimidated and would not vote. 

The few that attempted were subjected to abuse and violence. When the voting booths 

were opened KKK members would stand by to watch as people cast their ballots. 

However despite the Klan‘s best efforts, Tilden had the majority of the popular vote. He, 

however, needed one more electoral vote to win. When it was clear that there was not 

going to be a clear winner of the election, a deal was made for the presidency. Hayes 

needing twenty electoral votes to win the election made a deal with the remaining states 

that had not yet completed their returns. Hayes agreed to withdraw the last of the federal 

troops from the South. In return, delegates from Oregon, Louisiana, Florida, and South 

Carolina gave their electoral votes to Hayes.  

As a result of this manipulation Hayes in 1876 won in the most fraudulent 

presidential election in American history. With no federal soldiers stationed in the South 

to protect them, African Americans and their supporters were vulnerable. The Ku Klux 

Klan went on a destructive rampage throughout the South from South Carolina to 

Mississippi lynching Black men and burning their properties. With the withdrawal of 

federal troops, Southern states quickly revised their state constitutions that had been 

thrust on them during Reconstruction. After 1877 poll taxes and literacy tests were 

instituted throughout the South to legally stop Blacks from voting. In 1898 the infamous 

―Grandfather clause‖, a Jim Crow law, was enacted by state legislatures in North 

Carolina, Mississippi, and Alabama to further prevent Blacks from voting. Most of the 



                                                                                                                      Chambers 150 

Southern states, such as Georgia, South Carolina, and Louisiana enacted White only 

primaries to limit the choices available to Blacks in the general election.  

President Hayes and others in Congress ignored the reports of violence and 

mistreatment of Blacks in the South. African Americans, fearing further reprisal from 

Whites, began fleeing the region. Starting in the late 1870s tens of thousands of Blacks 

fled the South traveling North and West to Pennsylvania and Oklahoma settling in 

Arkansas, Louisiana, and Texas.  

After the Reconstruction Frederick Douglass was one of the most prominent and 

respected Black leaders in America. Moreover Douglass served as the primary 

spokesman for Black Americans until his death in 1895. When efforts were made by 

segregationists from the state of South Carolina to deport Blacks back to Africa near the 

end of the Civil War, Douglass spoke forcefully to President Lincoln and interceded on 

behalf of Black Americans. When legislation was being passed during Reconstruction 

(1865-1877), Douglas pushed for civil rights for all Americans. When he died in 1895, it 

created an enormous void in Black leadership. At the time of his death no other leader 

was compatible with his contributions to the black community.  However, out of this void 

two men came to the forefront with diametrically opposite approaches to the problems 

that Black Americans would face. The two most foremost Black leaders that immerged 

were Booker T. Washington and W.E.B.  Du Bois. 

In the first quarter of the twentieth century Black protest moved in two major 

directions: toward separatism and integration. Washington, a former slave, stressed that 

through self-help and vocational training Blacks would operate as independent fixtures 

within American society.  
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Booker T. Washington (1856-1915) was an educator, a reformer, and the most 

influential black leader of his time preached a philosophy of self-help, racial solidarity 

and accommodation. Although he was not a member of a Black Greek-letter organization 

Washington‘s attitudes and philosophies regarding the Black upper class mirrored many 

of the views of the Black fraternity. Washington urged blacks to accept discrimination for 

the time being and concentrate on elevating themselves through hard work and material 

prosperity. He believed in education in the crafts, industrial and farming skills and the 

cultivation of the virtues of patience, enterprise and thrift. This, he said, would win the 

respect of whites and lead to African Americans being fully accepted as citizens and 

integrated into all strata of society. 

In sharp contrast to the philosophy of Washington,  Du Bois, an educated 

Northerner felt that formal education would allow African Americans to integrate into 

American society with full equality. W.E.B.  Du Bois (1868-1963), a towering black 

intellectual, scholar, and political thinker believed that Washington‘s strategy would 

serve only to perpetuate white oppression. Unlike Washington,  Du Bois was a member 

of a Black Greek-letter organization (Alpha Phi Alpha) and like the members of these 

organizations  Du Bois too believed that they comprised of black intellectuals who 

represented the best of the community. This attitude toward the black upper class is 

reflected in his essay ―The Talented Tenth.‖ Although he later abandoned these views, 

this essay resonated with the views of the black elite.  

The phrase ―talented tenth‖ originated in 1896 among Northern white liberals 

who had the goal of establishing black colleges to train Negro teachers and elites.  Du 

Bois used the term ―the talented tenth‖ to describe the likelihood of one in ten black men 
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becoming leaders of their race in the world, through methods such as continuing their 

education, writing books, or becoming directly involved in social change. Moreover  Du 

Bois strongly believed that African Americans needed a classical education to be able to 

reach their potential.  Du Bois writes: 

―Men we shall have only as we make manhood the object of the work of 

the schools — intelligence, broad sympathy, knowledge of the world that 

was and is, and of the relation of men to it — this is the curriculum of that 

Higher Education which must underlie true life. On this foundation we 

may build bread winning, skill of hand and quickness of brain, with never 

a fear lest the child and man mistake the means of living for the object of 

life.‖
100

 

 

 Du Bois advocated political action and a civil rights agenda. In addition, he 

argued that social change could be accomplished by developing the small group of 

college-educated blacks he called ―The Talented Tenth.‖ 

 Du Bois continues: 

―The Negro Race, like all races, is going to be saved by its exceptional 

men. The problem of education then, among Negroes, must first of all deal 

with the "Talented Tenth." It is the problem of developing the best of this 

race that they may guide the Mass away from the contamination and death 

of the worst.‖
101

 

 

Conversely Washington‘s theory of consensus can best be summarized through 

examining his famous address at the Cotton States and International Exposition in Atlanta 

in 1895. Of this address, Washington wrote: ―…the thing that was uppermost in my mind 

was the desire to say something that would cement the friendship of the races and bring 

about a hearty cooperation between them.‖
102
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Washington‘s accomplishment was in uniting reality and humanitarian concern in 

a plausible and optimistic way for both whites and blacks. To the African- American 

population Washington said, ―No race can prosper till it learns that there is as much 

dignity in tilling a field as in writing a poem. It is at the bottom of life we must begin, and 

not at the top. Nor should we permit our grievances to overshadow our opportunities.‖
103

 

In stating this, Washington appealed to the consensus of the white population. His 

argument was that protest was not the means to find success; success lies in opportunities 

presented and through hard work. This message was well received by whites. His 

statement also appealed to the consensus of the black population by appealing to their 

sense of pride. Washington believed there was dignity in hard work; a sense of 

accomplishment would be found in climbing to the top of society from meager 

beginnings at the bottom.  

The African-American population was in consensus with the whites for reasons 

that were purely economic. They, like Washington, wanted to be given consideration 

above immigrants. Washington stated: ―In all things that are purely social we can be as 

separate as the fingers, yet one as the hand in all things essential to mutual progress.‖
104

 

Critics of Washington have argued that this statement was in compliance with the white 

idea of segregation. However, the point of the Atlanta Exposition speech was to appeal to 

the whites the importance and benefits of conducting business with the African-American 

population.   

 Du Bois criticized Washington‘s views stating that the training of the race for the 

sole purpose of vocational and manual labor would permanently trap African Americans 
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in a caste of social inferiority. During the early twentieth century the white political 

leaders validated Washington as the spokesperson for the black race. Washington became 

the governor‘s chief advisor on Negro affairs both domestically and internationally. In 

addition Presidents Theodore Roosevelt and William Taft frequently consulted 

Washington on issues pertaining to African Americans. 

As Booker T. Washington and W.E.B.  Du Bois stepped forward to fill the void 

left by Douglass, Washington, insisted that blacks could live separately from Whites. In 

his famous speech at the Cotton States Exposition in Atlanta in 1895, he spoke of two 

ships at sea. One of the ships was in need of water and called out to the other for water. 

The other ship replied, ―Cast down your bucket where you are.‖
105

 As these two ships are 

separated by the sea, blacks and whites could live separate lives. Washington encouraged 

blacks to learn trades instead of acquiring a liberal arts education.  

In addition to threats of violence, economic intimidation, and racist mobs, African 

Americans were also faced with unequal public accommodation. After declaring the Civil 

Rights Act of 1875 unconstitutional, in 1896 the Supreme Court ruled in the case of 

Plessey vs. Ferguson that the principle of ―separate but equal‖ was constitutional. The 

South contended that this practice was necessary to maintain order in society. Housing, 

education, transportation, and everything else was, however, separate and unequal. The 

enactment of Jim Crow laws throughout the South eliminated most of the advances made 

for blacks during the Reconstruction.  

The 1896 Supreme Court case of Plessy vs. Ferguson gave Jim Crow states a 

legal way to ignore their constitutional obligations to their Black citizens. Jim Crow laws 

touched every aspect of everyday life. For example, in 1935, Oklahoma prohibited 
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Blacks and Whites from boating together. Boating implied social equality. In 1905, 

Georgia established separate parks for Blacks and Whites. In 1930, Birmingham, 

Alabama, made it illegal for Blacks and Whites to play checkers or dominoes together.  

Social Darwinism, Eugenics, and Jim Crow laws combined to create a culture of 

oppression and discrimination within the Black community. The social climate of the 

early twentieth century fostered a hostile social and political atmosphere that allowed 

little opportunity for individuals or groups within the African American community to 

engage in lawful institutionalized methods of public demonstration to protesting the lack 

of economic opportunities and inferior treatment. As a result of this rigid social 

atmosphere, the black fraternity was created to address these problems of inequality and 

discrimination. Once established, the black fraternity served as a ―free space‖ for young 

African American scholars to nurture their collective creativity and solidarity through the 

creation of new organizations.  
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CHAPTER 3 

The Failure of the Black Greek Letter Organization 

In the first quarter of the twentieth century Black Greek-letter organizations 

became the vehicle used by the African American community to articulate their concerns 

and grievances regarding the unfair treatment and second class status they were forced to 

endure. When the internal pressures and strains of segregation pushed the Black 

community to its limits, many within the community initiated the creation of new 

organizations, both formal and informal, whose purpose was to create new measures and 

tactics to alleviate the strains that have been exerted upon the community. The new tactic 

of the Black Greek-letter organization was seen as a traditional and unorthodox method 

of direct action to bring about social change to American society. The Black fraternity 

was traditional because it was already a cultural mainstay found at mostly white colleges 

and universities. However in the eyes of many Whites the Black fraternity was also seen 

as an unorthodox organization for those who had never seen Black men organize 

themselves in such an elaborate manner for the purpose of improvement in their 

communities. Whether one views these organizations as orthodox or unorthodox, the 

creation of the Black fraternity by African American students was in part an extension of 

those organizations that were already established by White students.   

When initiating these new tactics and organizations individuals and community 

leaders had to frame their newly created organizations in relation to the other existing 

organizations or social movements of the era. This idea of framing is commonly 

associated as part of the cycles of protest theory. The notion that social movements hang 

together or cluster in some fashion is a generally accepted theme among most 
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sociologists.
106

 Furthermore it is suggested that specific movements within any historical 

era are tributaries of a general stream of agitation. This clustering of social movements 

under the same theoretical outlook is referred to as a ―collective frame‖ or ―master 

frame.‖ It is this ―framing‖ which allows individuals to locate, perceive, identify, and 

label events so that individuals may make sense of them and therefore interpret them 

from their own perspective. Cycles of protests can best be described as sequences of 

escalating collective action that are of greater frequency and intensity than normal, that 

spread throughout various sectors and regions of society, and that involve both new 

techniques of protest and new forms of organizations that in combination with traditional 

organizational infrastructures, determine the course of the and direction of the cycle.
107

  

These cycles of protest allow continuation of protest activity within a community.   

 In 1776, Phi Beta Kappa, the first Greek Letter fraternity was established at 

William and Mary College. It was this organization which evolved over time to become 

the standard for excellence in collegiate academics that spurred the formation of other 

fraternal organizations. Accordingly Greek-letter fraternities soon became a common site 

at many colleges and universities around the nation. Helen Horowriz author of the book, 

Campus Life writes:  

The fraternity had great appeal. For those undergraduates with the wealth, 

inclination, and leisure to join, the new Greek-lettered organizations gave 

a new area of privacy away from college eyes. In colleges founded by 

protestant denominations that demanded abstinence and self-denial, 

members could break the official code among trusted brothers. Fraternities 
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provided the economic and social basis for feasts, strong drink, loose talk 

about women, card playing and gambling.
108

 

  

 Over time as the Greek-letter organization became more common they evolved 

out of the image of Phi Beta Kappa. Just as White students created Greek-letter 

organizations as a means of securing and maintaining their position of wealth and 

prosperity black students in an attempt to conform to the standards of white America also 

modeled their own Greek-letter organizations after many of these existing white 

organizations. Accordingly, the assimilation of elite African Americans into the white 

community complicated the issues of class and color consciousness. Furthermore those 

African Americans who were members of these organizations internalized racial 

prejudice and created a hierarchy based upon Social Darwinist attitudes.   

 Lawrence Graham author of Our Kind of People indicated that the ―Boulé‖ was 

considered by many to be an elite men‘s club and its membership has included that the 

most accomplished, affluent, and influential Black men in every city for nearly one 

hundred years. Graham further elaborated on this issue by writing:  

The Boulé selects its national membership strictly on the basis of 

professional accomplishments rather than popularity among a certain local 

group. Conducting all of the their official activities and social gatherings 

in black tie attire with formal ceremonies, Boulé members are men who 

are attracted to the fraternity because of intellectual discussions and its 

interests in promoting scholarship among a group of black professional 

men.
109

 

  

 Like the ―Boulé,‖ Alpha Phi Alpha and Kappa Alpha Psi were also organizations 

which were comprised of either professional men who were in training for professional 
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careers. Due to these organizations‘ selective nature, their members were individuals of 

high intelligence and exceptional leadership skills. An example of this can be seen an 

article that was reprinted in the Indianapolis Recorder on November 10, 1928. 

The Indianapolis Times for Monday of this week carried the report that 

first place in scholastic standings at the Indiana University was won by 

Kappa Alpha Psi fraternity…Our boys turned in an average of 2.0278, 

which is better than a ―B‖ average. Their closest competitor made 

1.9677…
110

  

 

 Although these organizations had the specific aim to liberate the Black 

community from inferior positions as second class citizens, many viewed these 

organizations as a means for the Black Bourgeoisie to create and maintain privileged 

status and recognition within the Black community. Noted African American sociologist 

E. Franklin Frazier in his book Black Bourgeoisie wrote:  

Although the original aim of the society was to bring together the 

aristocracy of talent, it has become one of the main expressions of social 

snobbishness on the part of the Black Bourgeoisie. 
111

 

 

 Throughout the years Alpha Phi Alpha and Kappa Alpha Psi became very 

selective regarding its membership, while Sigma Pi Phi became very secretive in regards 

to its actual existence. Conversely, for decades members of the Sigma Phi Pi have kept 

the activities of the organization unknown to the majority of the Black community. 

Although Alpha Phi Alpha and Kappa Alpha Psi were seen as elitist organizations, many 

within the Black community were aware of these organizations and although they were 

out of the reach of most African Americans their activities could be followed and 
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documented. Within the last twenty years a wider audience of people has become aware 

of the Boulé activities. Although the Boulé was established in 1904 it was not until 1948 

when individuals began to publically question the mission and aims of the organization. 

In 1948 social activist W.E.B.  Du Bois commented on the course and function of the 

Boulé. During a speech delivered at the Nineteenth Grand Boulé Conclave of Sigma Pi 

Phi,  Du Bois who himself was a member of the Boulé declared: ―What the guiding idea 

of Sigma Pi Phi was, I have never been able to learn. I believe it was rooted in certain 

exclusiveness and snobbery, for which we all have a yearning, even if unconfused.‖
112

 

Moreover  Du Bois felt the Boulé did not represent the needs and desires of the Black 

community. When  Du Bois delivered his speech almost half of the members of the Boulé 

were physicians, dentists, and pharmacists. The other half consisted of educators, clergy, 

and social workers.  Du Bois was not only critical of the Boulé, he also openly 

condemned other Black fraternities as well. During a 1930 commencement address at 

Howard University  Du Bois stated:  

Our college man today is, on the average a man untouched by real culture. 

He deliberately surrenders to selfish and even silly ideals, swarming into 

semiprofessional athletics and Greek letter societies, and affecting to 

despise scholarship and the hard grind of study and research. The greatest 

meeting of the Negro college year like those of the white college year 

have become vulgar exhibitions of liquor, extravagance, and fur coats. We 

have in our colleges a growing mass of stupidity and indifference.
113

  

 

 This outright objection to the strategies, tactics, and overall mission of the Black 

fraternity was a key concern of many civil rights leaders within the Black community, 

who tried to encourage members of these organizations to distance themselves from 

aligning their overall mission and goal from that of the White community. However 
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acceptance into mainstream American society demanded many Black leaders to disregard 

the criticisms of social activists and adopt the values and social norms of White America. 

This acceptance of white values also included the acceptance of white prejudice as well, 

which also became a part of the social agenda of the Black fraternity.   

When reviewing the history and mission of other prominent social movements of 

the Black community the issue of skin color and complexion played a very significant 

role in the overall function and outcome of the organizations' goals, aims, and 

philosophy. Consequently social movements such as the Harlem Renaissance were 

impacted by issues related to skin complexion and color consciousness. The Black 

Greek-letter organization was also an organization and movement that was immersed 

within the social rank based on racial hierarchy.   

Additionally during this period many northern blacks regarded themselves as 

being more refined and culturally superior than their southern counter parts who were 

often viewed as being slow, uncultured, unintelligence,  and unsophisticated. Within 

Anglo-American society, white northerners were seen as being more intelligent than 

southern whites. This view of northern intelligence was partly due to the collection of 

prominent colleges and universities, which were in greater abundance in the North than 

the South. Additionally the South was an agrarian society, where people were often tied 

to the land and therefore forced to dedicate their time and efforts to tilling the fields 

rather than acquiring an education.  

Conversely, within the African American community there are more black 

colleges and universities to educate the African American population available in the 

South. Therefore the notion of northern blacks having more intelligence than southern 
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blacks was not due to the lack of institutions of higher learning, but rather due to the 

stigma related to slavery and sharecropping which was more prevalent in the American 

South.  

As a result of this view many black institutions and social organizations often 

accepted African Americans with lighter complexions from the North into their ranks 

with more ease than dark complexioned African Americans from the South. Additionally, 

many prominent African American colleges and universities, social organizations such as 

the NAACP, and fraternal organizations preferred the idea of only allowing lighter 

complexioned blacks to join their ranks. Organizations like the Blue Vein Society made it 

quite clear that its members hoped to interact only with those who were light enough to 

pass the series of test set forth by the organization.  

Admission to the Blue Vein Society required an applicant‘s skin color to be light 

enough for the veins in the wrist to be visible. Additionally the paper bag test was 

sometimes employed to determine admission to mulatto churches. Under that test 

individuals seeking to join a congregation would be required to place their arm inside a 

brown paper bag and could attend church services only if the skin on the arm was lighter 

than the color of the bag.  

Charles W. Chestnutt describes the process used by the Blue Vein Society and 

elaborates on the origins of the term ―Blue Vein‖:  

―Some envious outsider made the suggestion that no one was eligible for 

membership who was not white enough to show blue veins. The 

suggestion was readily adopted by those who were not of the favored few, 

and since that time the society, though possessing a longer and more 
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pretentious name, had been known far and wide as the ―Blue Vein 

Society,‖ and its members as the ―Blue Veins.‖
114

 

 

In many cities mulattoes lived in separate residential communities and formed 

separate professional and business associations and denied membership to darker 

complexioned African Americans. These differences were reflected in the leadership of 

the black community at the turn of the century, where mulatto elites dominated the 

intellectual and political life within the black community. Although the mulatto elite were 

generally in a higher socio-economic class than the black masses, they were nonetheless 

rejected by the white community because of their African heritage. Additionally their 

lighter skin and better socio-economic status spawned resentment within the black 

community. Some of this resentment may have also been fueled by the practice of 

passing.  

As contact between the races increased in the aftermath of the Civil Rights 

Movement, whites seem to prefer those who look more like themselves—those who are 

lighter-skinned and economically well-off in their social relations.  

The stereotypes which later became associated with each of the most prominent 

Black Greek Letter Organization have their origins within this system of colorism and 

prejudice within the African American community. While the idea of racial prejudice has 

its origins within European society, it has nevertheless been incorporated into the fabric 

of African American culture as well. Sociologists refer to stereotypes as an over 

simplification of a concept that relates to people, places, or events. Although stereotypes 
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can give some insight to the history and meaning of certain concepts, stereotypes alone 

should not be used in order to gain insight to an area of knowledge, as they tend to over-

generalize.  

Within many Black Greek-letter organizations it is the psychological outlook and 

attitudes of the organization‘s core members which set the precedent for the 

organization‘s activities. For instance, if the core members or inner circle of an 

organization are preoccupied with acquiring an education, consequently the organization 

and its membership may focus its energies on providing educational opportunities for all 

of its members. This concept of an organization‘s philosophy being guided by the 

attitudes and actions of an organization‘s core membership is not a foreign concept, as 

many organization‘s are fueled by the prevailing attitudes of its core members.  

Sociologists often refer to the small, self-perpetuating elite that control most 

organizations as an oligarchy. This inner core of members tends to dominate the 

organization by consolidating their attitudes and philosophies into a congruent stream of 

thought whose purpose is to validate the power of the oligarchy. In most situations when 

an oligarchy develops, many people are subsequently excluded from leadership because 

they don‘t reflect the values or background or the core membership. Therefore the culture 

of the organization contains hidden values that create a self-fulfilling prophecy that 

affects the social position and status of all the individuals involved. The elite have an 

image and an ideological identity that its projects. Hence those members, who wish to 

gain status, respect, or prominence within the organization must first embrace these ideals 

if they wish to succeed. Consequently those individuals whose backgrounds and 

characteristics are similar to the elite are singled out and provided with better access to 
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information, networking, and more prestigious positions. Hence those who are given 

opportunities to advance are more committed to the values of the organization.  

The hidden values of the oligarchy create a self-fulfilling prophecy that can either 

be rooted in Afrocentric or Eurocentric attitudes. Accordingly it is the agency of the 

organization‘s members which guide its aim and social agenda. Although a Black 

organization can exhibit both African and European cultural characteristics it is 

ultimately the oligarchy that creates a philosophy for its members. Therefore the most 

critical step within the process of cultural solidarity is the agency or personal orientation 

of the organization‘s members. Thus the cultural orientation of the Black organization is 

determined primarily by the actions of the oligarchy which is then reflected by its 

subordinate members.  

Due to the social constraints of the society, individuals seeking political, social, or 

economic advancement may choose to either embrace or deny a relationship with a 

particular community or culture. This denial or acknowledgment of culture can either 

lead to a dislocation or unification with one‘s traditional culture. The dilemma that arises 

within the Black Greek-letter organization has to do with the affiliation and direction of 

its core members. When an organizations‘ oligarchy abandons its traditional culture in 

pursuit of greater social ranking the organization loses its focus—becomes stagnant and 

no longer resembles its traditional cultural identity. Rather than adhering to their own 

traditions and cultural attitudes, many members of Black Greek-letter organizations, 

particularly those at colleges and universities have abandoned traditional African views 

and adopted the views of the dominant Anglo-Saxon culture.  
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This adoption of Anglo-Saxon culture has created disruption of traditional African 

culture and has perpetuated many of the myths and stereotypes that surround each of 

these Black Greek-letter organizations. As such many Black Greek-letter organizations 

have allowed for a falsification of their true consciousness. The stereotypical views 

embraced by these organizations have been influenced by racist philosophies and white 

supremacist attitudes.  As a result many of the Black Greek-letter organizations have 

adopted and embraced racist attitudes which stem from the oligarchy‘s willingness to 

gain social standing into white society.       

The members of Alpha Phi Alpha were considered intellectuals of the Black 

Greek world. This perception of Alphas is due to several factors. First Alpha Phi Alpha 

was first conceived and established at Cornell University, an Ivy League college known 

for its academics and elite social standing. Secondly those African Americans who were 

able to attend prominent northern institutions of learning had more access to financial and 

social resources than others within the Black community. Consequently this small 

grouping of affluent African Americans students constituted a small but extremely 

influential minority within a minority. Accordingly these African Americans were also 

able to have more social access and mobility within American society than their peers. 

This social access may have been due to their mixed racial characteristics as many 

African Americans within the elite classes were usually light complexioned and therefore 

more acceptable by White American society. This ability to momentarily transcend the 

racial boundaries provided these individuals with more access to American society. 

Consequently the members of Alpha Phi Alpha were generally perceived to possess more 

intelligence and social grace than the masses within the African American community.  



                                                                                                                      Chambers 167 

In sharp contrast to the members of Alpha Phi Alpha, the men of Omega Phi Psi 

have been associated with having ―vibrant‖ and ―captivating‖ personalities. Consequently 

they have also developed a reputation for loud and boisterous manners. Many of the 

members of this organization first became popular for their roles as social organizers, a 

role that many parlayed into leadership positions. Additionally many of the members of 

this organization were southerners who were also preoccupied with racial and class 

distinctions of the era. Accordingly the oligarchy of this organization had a tendency to 

accept those African Americans who either had high social status or who possessed 

European features. Just as the members of Alpha Phi Alpha were viewed to have 

inherently better social qualities, due to their mixed racial characteristics the members of 

Omega Psi Phi were also similarly viewed. Omega Psi Phi fraternity was established at 

Howard University in 1911. At the time of its creation Howard University was seen by 

many within the Black community as an elitist institution that catered primarily to the 

affluent classes of the African American community. In many ways Howard University 

was seen as the African American community‘s equivalent to an Ivy League institution. 

Accordingly many of the best and brightest minds of the Black community attended this 

institution. When Omega Psi Phi was created its main purpose was not to challenge the 

laws of segregation and secure the rights of the African American community, but rather 

to organize student events and functions to improve the quality of student life at Howard 

University. Patterned after the social clubs of the era, most of the members of this 

organization were not concerned with creating social policies for the inclusion and 

betterment of the African American community, but rather its main function was to 

provide students with activities to enrich and supplement their experience at Howard.  
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The men of Kappa Alpha Psi were regarded as men with ―exceptional charm,‖ 

―good looks‖, and ―refined manners.‖ The perception of this organization was due to 

several factors. Kappa Alpha Phi was an organization that was established at a northern 

university. Accordingly the founders of this organization were themselves northerners 

who tended to look down upon southern blacks for their crude behavior. Secondly for 

many years Kappa Alpha Psi restricted its membership primarily to those African 

Americans who were members of the affluent class or who were light complexioned. 

Hence, the men of Kappa Alpha Psi were regarded as men with charm, sophistication, 

and good looks due to their association with European characteristics.       

In contrast to the social mobility and access that was afforded to the members of 

Alpha Phi Alpha and Kappa Alpha Psi there were some Black Greek-letter organizations 

that were not seen as the social elite of the Black community. An organization that did 

not reap the benefits of social elitism was the members of Phi Beta Sigma.  

Unlike other black fraternity‘s the membership of Phi Beta Sigma were primarily 

composed of darker complexioned individuals. In addition to having a darker skin tones 

many of the initial members of Phi Beta Sigma were from the Deep South. Consequently 

Phi Beta Sigma was the first to introduce a policy that restricted discrimination on the 

basis of skin complexion, hair texture, or social status. As such many of its members 

represented a wide variety of hues and social backgrounds within the Black community.  

At the turn of the century it was believed that those blacks who were from the 

South were ―slow‖, ―uncultured‖, and ―lacking‖ the overall intelligence of northern 

blacks. Members of Phi Beta Sigma were often referred to as ―country‖, a term that is 
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still in use today. The use of the term ―country‖ refers to a black southerner who is either 

dark skinned, slow, or thought to be uncultured.  

Sociologists have concluded that groups are the essence of life in society. The 

groups to which we belong help determine our goals and values. An essential element of 

a social group is that its members have something in common and that they believe what 

they have in common creates a bond. Durkheim believed that small groups serve as 

means to help prevent anomie, and therefore help to prevent against alienation. 

Sociologist Charles H. Cooley used the term ―primary group‖ to refer to groups 

characterized by cooperative, intimate, long-term, face-to-face relationships. In this 

situation the group becomes part of the individual‘s identity and the lens through which 

to view life. It is essential to an individual‘s psychological well-being that the groups we 

form promote feelings of self-esteem and affirm our sense of identity.  

At the beginning of the twentieth century many African American students at 

Cornell, Indiana University, and Howard University began to utilize the Black Greek-

letter organization as a primary group that provided the needed camaraderie, self esteem, 

and safe haven necessary to combat the harmful effects of racial discrimination. Although 

these organizations provided the needed solace and security for its members, much of the 

activities that surround these organizations catered to the social elite of the black 

community.  

As a means of gaining acceptance and social mobility the Black Greek-letter 

organization attempted to emulate the attitudes, characteristics, and actions of the Anglo 

community. Thus in order to acquire the needed access to the ―American Dream‖ African 

Americans were often compelled to reflect the attitudes and philosophies of Anglo-
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American culture. By accepting the mannerisms and attitudes of the Anglo culture the 

Black Greek-letter organization also internalized the prejudices of this group as well. 

Although the Black Greek-letter organization provided its members with the safe haven 

to create oppositional cultural attitudes, these organizations often perpetuated the views 

of the elitist and privileged classes. Accordingly the social access afforded to the 

members of the Black Greek-letter organizations was not used for the advancement of the 

entire black community, but rather for the improvement of a small cohort of individuals. 

This view created a dichotomy within the black community where one group expressed 

cultural, economic, and social dominance over another led to the establishment of class 

conflict. With greater access to resources and greater social mobility the existence of an 

elite black class placed different elements of the black community in direct competition 

with one another.  

As such African Americans living under the regime of White Supremacy found 

themselves working in partnership with their oppressors to maintain the status quo in 

order to preserve their privileged status. Although this relationship enabled one group to 

have cultural dominance over another, nevertheless all members of the black community 

find themselves firmly subjugated by those who controlled the resources of society. As a 

result of this those who find themselves as members of the Black Greek-letter 

organization had power and social clout within the black community, but were powerless 

within American society.  

The paradox of the Black Greek-letter organization is not only limited to these 

social elite organizations but is systematic in other aspects of the Black community. In 

The Souls of Black Folk  Du Bois speaks of this dichotomy:  
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The history of the American Negro is the history of this strife,—this 

longing to attain self-conscious manhood, to merge his double self into a 

better and truer self. In this merging he wishes neither of the older selves 

to be lost. He would not Africanize America, for America has too much to 

teach the world and Africa. He would not bleach his Negro soul in a flood 

of white Americanism, for he knows that Negro blood has a message for 

the world. He simply wishes to make it possible for a man to be both a 

Negro and an American, without being cursed and spit upon by his 

fellows, without having the doors of Opportunity closed roughly in his 

face.
115

  

 

 The duality that  Du Bois speaks of is a suppression of African identity. In order 

to gain opportunity, acceptance, and mobility within American society one must 

relinquish the relationship to one‘s primary culture and adopt the characteristics of 

Anglo-American society. This adoption allows a person with African heritage the ability 

to assume the identity of a European in order to escape racial discrimination and enjoy 

greater social opportunities. The Black Greek-letter organization was an institution that 

responded to White Supremacy by incorporating the discriminatory attitudes and 

practices of European culture into its organizational ranks. Instead of creating a means to 

combat against racism, the Black fraternity created a free space where the attitudes and 

philosophies of the elite could flourish.  

Economically the polices of the Black Greek-letter organization limited the black 

community by creating a minority within a minority. Members of these organizations 

were only inclined to share resources with their circle of associates who embraced similar 

social attitudes or race and class. Politically these organizations have only supported the 

position of those who support the validity of the black fraternity‘s core values and 

objectives. Accordingly the Black Greek-letter organization became a conservative 

organization that sought to sanction the white power structure‘s claim of supremacy. 
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Moreover the achievements made by members of the Black Greek-letter organization 

were seen as confirmation of their own superior intelligence and social mannerisms 

which mirrored the cultural elite of Anglo-American society. In this view the black 

fraternity not only affirmed the cultural superiority of the white community, but it also 

endorsed and validated its own elitist sense of purpose and hierarchy.  

Socially the Black Greek-letter organizations choose to accept and elevate those 

individuals who were able to fit the organization‘s aesthetic model. Within American 

society it was the institution of slavery that created a color caste system where social 

status was based primarily upon the color of one‘s skin. Subsequently during the era of 

Jim Crow, segregation and racial hierarchy was codified legally and it was culturally 

affirmed. It was the African‘s black skin, which was considered as evidence of 

inferiority. According to Europeans dark skin justified slavery and oppression and 

therefore became synonymous with other subhuman characteristics. Whereas dark skin 

and African features were considered ugly and less intelligent, pale skin was associated 

with beauty and superhuman traits.  

The social etiquette of the Black Greek-letter organization was based upon the 

views of the Anglo-American cultural elite. Consequently individuals with mixed 

heritage were often admitted into the ranks of these organizations with greater ease. 

Furthermore those African Americans who were shades lighter than others were granted 

certain privileges not only within the organization but often within the black community. 

This stratification created a hierarchy within the black community that led to the creation 

of an ―elite‖ group of blacks who due to their mixed racial characteristics had features 

that appeared to look closer to their white counterparts than their African peers. 
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Accordingly the closer one is to the white culture in both appearance and practice, 

the more access, prestige, and social status one is given. Conversely the closer one is to 

black culture, less power, less social access, and less respect one is afforded. Hence all 

matter relating to the white or European culture was seen as superior and all things black 

or African was viewed as ―primitive‖ and ―inferior.‖ As a result of this view many black 

institutions and social organizations often accepted lighter complexioned blacks into their 

ranks with more ease than dark complexioned blacks. Additionally, many prominent 

African American colleges and universities, social organizations such as the NAACP, 

and churches preferred the idea of only allowing lighter complexioned blacks to join their 

ranks. In many cities those African Americans of mixed ancestry also lived in separate 

residential communities and formed separate professional and business associations and 

denied membership to darker complexioned African Americans. These differences were 

reflected in the leadership of the black community at the turn of the century, where black 

elites dominated the intellectual and political life within the black community.  

Although the Black Greek-letter organization did provide its members with a free 

space of black creativity, these organizations used this safe haven as a means to 

perpetuate the views and attitudes of the black cultural elite. As such racist mores were 

allowed to dominate and White Supremacist attitudes dictated much of the organizations‘ 

actions. In this regard the Black Greek-letter organization remained, sadly a group whose 

actions did not benefit the black masses, but rather their own affiliates.  
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Impact of Religion on the Black Greek Letter Organization      

In this chapter I will explain the connection between community‘s and social 

organizations through the process of frame transformation. This transformation can take 

place by analyzing a social movement, event, or phenomena from the same theoretical 

view. This interpretation allows for a ―master frame‖ to be utilized. Once the social 

movement is framed individuals can understand and interpret the events of the social 

movement so that they can comprehend them from their own understanding. This process 

can involve the creation of new values, meanings, and understandings which can be used 

to secure the support of new members.  

Although the creation of the Black Greek-letter organization was seen by many as 

a new social organization created by African Americans to articulate social grievances, 

there are other organizations which when examined will illuminate how the Black Greek-

letter organization became an incubator of cultural attitudes. The formation of a free 

space provided the needed autonomy from the dominant society where the Black 

community could create and nurture oppositional identities. Within these cultural 

incubators new identities are constructed and a new alternate perception of society was 

created. 

One such organization was the Black Christian church. The Black church, like the 

Black Greek-letter organization was created from pre-existing white organizations and 

was then molded into an institution that catered to the needs of the African American 

community. As such frame transformation allowed members of the Black community to 

view the Christian church as a social institution whose mission of eternal justice and 

spiritual redemption were identical with the aims of the Black community.  
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Accordingly the Black church became the vehicle used by the Black community 

to express their outrage toward white privilege. Likewise the Black Greek-letter 

organization also became a similar institution that many within the African American 

community used to articulate community grievances to the American masses. 

The creation of the Black church is a prime example of an organization that like 

the Black fraternity served a dual function within the African American community. Not 

only did the Black church create a safe haven for many within the community to 

challenge the laws of segregation, but it was also seen as a mainstream organization that 

did not immediately arouse the suspicions of the white community. More than just a 

house of worship the Black church also served as a central meeting place, a financial 

center, an institution of learning, a club house, and a safe haven for spiritual uplifting and 

community organization. Moreover the Black church was a social institution which 

helped to preserve African cultural characteristics. Likewise the Black fraternity also 

provided a similar function within the Black community.    

Prior to the Civil War the vast majority of African people living in the American 

South were not practitioners of Christianity. Most Africans during this period were either 

devoted Muslims or parishioners of their own traditional beliefs from various parts of the 

African continent. Although African Americans attended churches, listened to scriptures, 

and took part in religious celebrations this participation was only used to mask their true 

spiritual beliefs and traditions. It was not until the end of the Civil War when the majority 

of African Americans became openly associated with Christianity. After the Civil War 

the Black church became an organization that was able to fuse European elements of 

culture with African characteristics.  
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One of the goals of this research is to demonstrate how Black Greek-letter 

organizations were able to disseminate its message to the American public. In order to 

accomplish this, the personal orientation or cultural affiliation of the organization‘s 

members become paramount in deciding its future and contribution to the Black 

community.  

Understanding this, the early leaders of various Black fraternities used these 

organizations as a modern day Trojan horse. To many non-members and especially those 

within the white community these organizations appeared to be recreational organizations 

found at most white colleges and universities. However to others within the Black 

community these organizations served as the perfect medium to convey community 

grievances to the American masses. Because the fraternity was already a socially 

accepted institution there was no need for African American students to hide or deny 

affiliation with many of these organizations. In fact the presence of the Black Greek-letter 

organization on the campuses of many Black universities‘ was seen as confirmation of 

how the African American community had improved their social standing by attempting 

to emulate with white society.   

Just as the Black church became a social organization of the Black community 

that utilized elements of traditional African culture and combined them with elements of 

European culture, the Black fraternity also became an organization that embodied both 

traditional African cultural elements with European cultural elements. Traditional African 

culture embraced ideals such as communalism and ancestor veneration whereas 

traditional European culture emphasized individuality and domination over nature. 

Within these organizations, individual members were guided in great part by the 
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oligarchy of its core members, choose which cultural elements they are to embrace. Thus 

the cultural orientation of the Black organization is determined primarily by the actions 

and decisions of its core members.    

 Du Bois describes the false consciousness of race: 

The race element was emphasized in order that property holders could get 

the support of the majority of white laborers and make it more possible to 

exploit Negro labor. But the race philosophy came as a new and terrible 

thing to make labor unity or labor class-consciousness impossible.
116

  

 

 Baldwin like  Du Bois viewed the African American experience as a paradox of 

identities. As African people living within a segregated society one is subjugated to 

occupy an inferior status, yet in order to achieve success within the society African 

Americans are at times forced to be complicit with the oppressive system which binds 

them. Baldwin further elaborates on this dilemma: 

―To be an American black, is to be exaggerated, of all those who ever 

found themselves part of a civilization which they could in no way 

honorably defend--which they were compelled, indeed, endlessly to attack 

and condemn- -and who yet spoke out of the most passionate love, hoping 

to make the kingdom new, to make it honorable and worthy of life.‖
117

  

 

 Baldwin like making other African Americans found themselves living within a 

society which treats them act second as citizens while simultaneously soliciting their 

allegiance. This contradiction and inconsistency of American liberty is also expressed 

within the maintenance and preservation of the racial caste system of White supremacy.  

Baldwin expands on this paradox:      

White children in the main, whether they are up rich or poor grew up with 

a grasp of reality so feeble that they can accurately be described as 

deluded - about themselves and the world they live in. White people have 

managed to get through their entire lifetimes in this euphoric state…For 

this reason, at bottom, is that doctrine of white supremacy, which still 
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controls most white people, is itself a stupendous delusion…People who 

cling to their delusions find it difficult, if not impossible, to learn anything 

worth learning…A people still held in bondage must believe that ye shall 

know the truth, and the truth shall make ye free…The truth that frees black 

people will also free white people, but this is a truth which white people 

will find very difficult to swallow.
118

 

 

Furthermore the social identity created by whites is primarily based on the false 

consciousness of race. Due to this system of racial caste white Americans have been able 

to create falsehoods which have elevated whites in America to a superior status while 

simultaneously placing African Americans and other people of color to an inferior status.  

In his work The Negro Church W.E.B.  Du Bois provides a rich social history of 

African American religious development, and his analysis is essentially one of 

syncretism. How the enslaved Africans fused their traditional spirituality and practice 

with the Protestant Christianity of the South. In describing this socio-historical process, 

he details the struggles within the various white Christian denominations concerning 

whether or not slaves could/should be baptized/converted, why the Baptists and 

Methodists were most open to and successful in spreading the gospel to the enslaved 

Africans, and the dramatic lives of early Black religious leaders.  Du Bois emphasizes 

that religion was the one realm in which the enslaved Africans maintained a modicum of 

agency.  Du Bois writes: ―At first sight it would seem that slavery completely destroyed 

every vestige of spontaneous social movement among the Negroes,‖
119

  

And he continued, The Negro Church by writing:  

 

the Negro Church, the first distinctively Negro American social 

institution. It was not at first by any means a Christian Church, but a mere 

adaptation of those heathen rites which we roughly designate by the term 

Obe Worship, or ―Voodoism.‖ Association and missionary effort soon 
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gave these rites a veneer of Christianity, and gradually, after two centuries, 

the Church became Christian...but with many of the old customs still 

clinging.
120

 

 

 For many within the Black community the Black church is not merely a house of 

prayer, nor solely a center for spiritual awakening, but a communal center for socializing 

and human bonding.  Du Bois added:  

The Negro church is not simply an organism for the propagation of 

religion; it is the centre of the social, intellectual, and religious life of an 

organized group of people. It provides social intercourse, it provides 

amusements of various kinds, it serves as a newspaper and intelligence 

bureau, it supplants the theater, it directs the picnic and excursion, it 

furnishes the music...it serves as a lyceum, library, and lecture bureau -- it 

is, in fine, the central organ of the organized life of the American 

Negro...
121

 

 

 Moreover it is important to understand that religious institutions do much more 

than connect people with God; they connect people to one another. In The Souls of Black 

Folk,  Du Bois described the Black church as ―the social centre [sic] of Negro life in the 

United States‖ and went on to characterize the typical Black church as:  

―the central club-house of a community...Various organizations meet here, 

-- the church proper, the Sunday-school, two or three insurance societies, 

women‘s societies, secret societies, and mass meetings of various kinds. 

Entertainments, suppers, and lectures are held...Considerable sums of 

money are collected and expended here, employment is found for the idle, 

strangers are introduced, news is disseminated and charity 

distributed...Such churches are really governments of men...a proscribed 

people must have a social centre, and that centre for this people is the 

Negro church.‖
122

 

 

  In The Philadelphia Negro,  Du Bois argued, that the Black church ―is, to be sure, 

a social institution first, and religious afterwards...‖
123

  Du Bois‘s meaning is clear: 
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―social‖ refers to the profane elements of communal living and human bonding; 

―religious‖ to the sacred, the devotional, or the spiritual.  Du Bois acknowledged, of 

course, the spiritual aspects of Black religious institutions, but he stressed their social 

aspects. For  Du Bois, the Black church was not distinguished simply by its doctrinal, 

spiritual, or theological significance, but in even larger measure by its communal/social 

import.  

 In The Negro in the South, The Church and The Negro, and The Gift of Black Folk  

Du Bois reveals the ways in which the church is more than just a house of worship and 

prayer. In the words of Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham, it is a ―social space.‖
124

  Du Bois 

reminds us to recognize the ways in which all religious institutions are not merely houses 

of God, but houses of people, friends, families, peers, colleagues, lovers, partners who 

come together not merely for spiritual communion, but social communion, as well. 

Although the ostensible purpose of a church is to provide spiritual fulfillment, its deeper 

purpose may often be to provide a sense of community and social fulfillment.  

 The Christian church was a place where people could feel a sense of social 

solidarity, security, and communal refuge in an often hostile world. This insight is not 

limited to Black American churches, but is common to other institutions, within the Black 

community to greater or lesser degrees. All of the above matters are relevant when 

seeking to understand and explain people‘s involvement with social organizations. Yes, 

religion provides theodicies, cosmic explanations, psychological comfort, and ultimate 

meaning, but it also provides—to use  Du Bois‘s phrasing—―club-houses.‖ Not all 

rewards and comforts people reap from religious involvement are other-worldly, spiritual, 

or cosmic. Sometimes religion involves the need to find, maintain, and enjoy a sense of 

                                                 
124

 Higginbotham‘s discussion is actually based upon Habermas‘s (1989) discussion of the ―public sphere.‖ 



                                                                                                                      Chambers 181 

human connection, a place of communal belonging, a social center. An example of this is 

security and solidarity can be seen in how the Underground Railroad operated, often as in 

the case of Mother Bethel AME Church in Philadelphia the church served as a hub of 

activism with the help and support of its congregation.    

 Just as the Black church became a vehicle used by the Black community to 

express African American outrage toward White privilege, the Nation of Islam also 

became a similar social institution used by African Americans to disseminate community 

grievances. In order to accomplish this, the Nation of Islam needed to become functional 

and responded effectively to the needs of the African American community.  

 Another example is the Nation of Islam, an African-American religious 

movement founded in Detroit, Michigan, by Wallace D. Fard Muhammad in July 1930. 

Fard‘s mission was to improve the spiritual, mental, social, and economic condition of the 

Black men and women of America. From 1934-1975, the Nation of Islam was led by 

Elijah Muhammad, who established businesses, large real estate holdings, self defense 

forces and schools. 

 In order for Elijah Mohammed to make Islam functional to the lives of African 

people living in America he had to transform or Africanize the religion. This 

transformation involved borrowing certain core values from traditional Islam while also 

focusing and intensifying traditional Islam to deal primarily with the social, political, and 

economic condition of African people of the United States. By focusing on these 

problems Islam became functional and therefore therapeutic to the lives of African 

people. This transformation incorporated modifying the behavior and practices of its 

members which included abstinence from alcohol, tobacco, gambling, drugs, and 
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immoral behavior. By abstaining from these activities the Nation of Islam was able to 

effectively remove a significant population of the Black community from contributing to 

the growth of American capitalism. By funneling the all of the diverted funds back to the 

Nation of Islam by supporting business that were owned and operated by members of the 

organization, Elijah Mohammed was able to create a nation within a nation, with its own 

code of morality and its own source of revenue.    

By transforming the frame of traditional Islam, Elijah Mohammed was able to 

create new values and new meanings which were ultimately able to secure participants 

and their support for the movement‘s activities. Under the guise of a religious institution 

the Nation of Islam was able to use the organization as a means of connecting the Black 

community and more importantly acting as a social center and a ―safe haven‖ where the 

Black community could protest against unfair treatment. The confluence of racist 

attitudes, economic marginalization, and the suppression of political opportunity all 

combined to create a sociopolitical atmosphere which created revolutionary ideological 

trends within the Black community.  

As such the free space and frame transformation created by the Nation of Islam 

enable individuals to create and maintain a separate conscious attitude. One such 

individual was Malcolm X. From his initial and humble beginnings as a minister in the 

Nation of Islam, Malcolm X and his speeches provided both the cultural stability and the 

safe haven needed to articulate the needs of the African American community. 

Furthermore Malcolm‘s speeches, combined with his use of charisma and charm were so 

forceful that he was able to create alternative perceptions of reality of the African 

American community to envision. In Black Man’s Burden John Oliver Killens writes:  



                                                                                                                      Chambers 183 

―If a Black man walked with his wife in a southern country fair, and some 

drunken white slapped his wife on the buttocks, he had three choices. He 

could pretend he didn't see it, he could grin, or he could die. In such 

situations some Black men have chosen to die, but many more have lived, 

but not without a diminution of spirit, of soul, of self-respect. What they 

admire in Malcolm is that he didn't bite his tongue, but spelled out the evil 

done by the white man and told him to go to hell. There is no Black man, 

regardless of his agreement or disagreement with Malcolm's politics, 

goals, or racial theories, whether he's a serf in Mississippi, a cat on the 

corner in Chicago, or a Black bourgeois in Westchester, who didn't feel a 

stiffening of his spine and pride in his Blackness when he saw or heard 

Malcolm take on all comers, and rout them.‖
125

 

 

Thus it was the black pride, amalgamated with the pride of a black man which has 

led to attaining a free space rather than waiting for it to arrive. As the frame of the Nation 

of Islam widened to incorporate new members, other social movements such as the Civil 

Rights Movement and the Black Arts Movement utilized much of the rhetoric and 

direction of the Nation of Islam. The style and method of Black protest in the mid to late 

1950s was primarily characterized by the use of large-scale non-violent resistance. The 

advent of the civil rights movement had an immediate effect on the issues of race, gender, 

and class in the United States. The events of the civil rights movement would drastically 

change the course of Black protest throughout the American South. With the 

incorporation of nonviolent resistance, which was primarily initiated by students, in 

combination with the landmark court victories  won by the N.A.A.C.P., the Civil Rights 

Movement was able to successfully influence many aspects of American society which 

were previously unaffected. Although other means of protest such as legal appeals were 

not abandoned, a qualitative change in the movement took place when the youth shifted 

the emphasis of the movement from the slow pace of court suits to direct confrontation.  
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Although the civil rights movement was successful in securing equal access to 

public accommodations it did not, however, address the economic and cultural needs 

within the Black community. Where the Civil Rights Movement failed to address certain 

grievances of the community, both the Black Power Movement and the Black Arts 

Movement sought to address these needs.  

The Black Power Movement can be viewed as another example of creating a safe 

haven which allowed the Black community to construct alternative realities. Furthermore 

the political movement that arose in the middle 1960s strove to express a new racial 

consciousness of racial dignity, self-reliance, cultural liberation and intellectual 

autonomy among African Americans. Moreover this free space of black thought allowed 

Black artists the power to experiment with African-American motifs and visual aesthetics 

to shape the psychological view of the African American community.  

The overall influence and power contained within the use of culture can have a 

transformative experience. By promoting an understanding that social and political forces 

shape the construction and utilization of knowledge, black leaders such as Malcolm X 

were able to touch all aspects of the Black community. Moreover his philosophy and 

method of teaching the youth enabled many individuals to sharpen their critical thinking 

and broaden their perspective, thus enabling participants to transform their 

epistemological limitations. One way Malcolm was able to encourage the Black 

community to challenge existing boundaries was by teaching them to make the strange 

familiar and question how they have come to know what they believe to be true about 

their world. Moreover this use of frame extension and transformation incorporated new 

initiates into the movement‘s activities.   
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Malcolm X elaborated on the social boundaries that confronted the African 

American community as follows:  

―I'm not going to sit at your table and watch you eat, with nothing on my 

plate, and call myself a diner. Sitting at the table doesn't make you a diner, 

unless you eat some of what's on that plate. Being here in America doesn't 

make you an American.... No I'm not an American, I'm one of the 22 

million black people who are the victims of Americanism. One of the 22 

million black people who are the victims of democracy, nothing but 

disguised hypocrisy.... I'm speaking as a victim of this American system. 

And I see America through the eyes of a victim. I don't see any American 

dream; I see an American nightmare.‖
126

 

 

Additionally Malcolm‘s speeches allowed the Black community to see racial 

distinctions and social boundaries as socially constructed ideologies and provided them 

with the tools needed to challenge and move beyond these political constructions. It is 

this movement against and beyond these socially constructed boundaries which  

empowered the community to transform itself and branch out in new directions. For 

Malcolm X the tools needed to liberate the Black community were found within the 

Black Nationalist ideology. Black Nationalism was a political theory which advocated 

that Black people should control the politics and economics of predominantly Black 

areas. In regard to the Black Nationalist tradition Marcus Garvey remarked: 

―The reliance of our race upon the progress and achievements of others for 

a consideration in sympathy, justice and rights is like a dependence upon a 

broken stick, resting upon which will eventually consign you to the 

ground…The Negro needs a nation and a country of his own, where he 

can best show evidence of his own ability in the art of human progress. 

Scattered as an unmixed and unrecognized part of alien nations and 

civilizations is but to demonstrate his imbecility, and point him out as an 

unworthy derelict, fit neither for the society of Greek, Jew nor Gentile.‖
127
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During the civil rights movement and the subsequent Black Arts Movement 

Malcolm X emerged as one of the most elegant spokesmen of the Black Nationalist 

philosophy. Over time Malcolm was able to broaden his views as a minister in the Nation 

of Islam by extending and transforming the Black Nationalist frame to incorporate new 

ideas and themes. Moreover Malcolm X was able to expand his philosophy in support of 

organizations or institutions that also utilized this liberating ideology. As such Malcolm 

X welcomed and supported churches, synagogues, mosques, political parties, and civil 

rights organizations alike. Malcolm X states:  

―When you go to a church and you see the pastor of that church with a 

philosophy and a program that's designed to bring black people together 

and elevate black people, join that church! If you see where the NAACP is 

preaching and practicing that which is designed to make black nationalism 

materialize, join the NAACP. Join any kind of organization--civic, 

religious, fraternal, political or otherwise--that's based on lifting... the 

black man up and making him master of his own community.‖
128

 

 

By making his rhetoric available to the grassroots sector of the Black community 

Malcolm X personally engaged all who were willing to listen. Moreover the power of 

Malcolm‘s message was so profound and his critiques regarding the social reality of 

American society were so truthful he was able to make the material and the subject 

matter directly relevant to the lives of the African American youth.   

Unlike other civil rights leaders Malcolm pointed his finger directly at White 

America and demanded that it takes full responsibility for situations involving the 

condition of the Black community. Often inspiring the masses by articulating his own 

tragic experiences with American society, Malcolm was able to promote critical thinking 

among those who followed his philosophy:  
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The white man has taught the black people in this country to hate 

themselves as inferior, to hate each other, to be divided against each other. 

Messenger Muhammad restores our love for our own kind, which enables 

us to work together in unity and harmony. He shows us how to pool our 

financial resources and our talents, then to work together toward a 

common objective. Among other things, we have small businesses in most 

major cities in this country, and we want to create many more. We are 

taught by Mr. Muhammad that it is very important to improve the black 

man's economy, and his thrift. But to do this, we must have land of our 

own. The brainwashed black man can never learn to stand on his own two 

feet until he is on his own. We must learn to become our own producers, 

manufacturers and traders; we must have industry of our own, to employ 

our own. The white man resists this because he wants to keep the black 

man under his thumb and jurisdiction in white society. He wants to keep 

the black man always dependent and begging--for jobs, food, clothes, 

shelter, education. The white man doesn't want to lose somebody to be 

supreme over. He wants to keep the black man where he can be watched 

and retarded.
129

 

 

By framing his philosophy according to the needs of the Black community 

Malcolm was able to captivate millions. In Malcolm‘s view teaching was not about 

instructing or imparting information to the youth as if their minds were waiting to be 

filled with knowledge. Rather, Malcolm‘s philosophy was an igniting force; which 

empowered individuals to take responsibility for their learning, while also inspiring the 

community with the courage to grow intellectually, while cultivating curiosity, clarifying 

values, and providing opportunities for developing new relationships and new realties 

concerning liberation and freedom.  

By promoting community responsibility individuals were asked to contribute to 

the liberation of African people and abstain from the moral pitfalls of White America. 

Additionally by initiating community feedback, through his interaction with his peers, by 

attending seminars, and through partnerships with other religious and social organizations 

Malcolm was able to continually refine his evolution as a teacher and scholar. 

                                                 
129

 Ibid. 



                                                                                                                      Chambers 188 

Furthermore as an educator Malcolm was keenly aware of the reciprocal power of 

learning and its ability to inform and uplift educators and students alike. In the end 

Malcolm was able to successfully empower the Black community to see the world 

through a new social lens: 

When the black man in this country awakens, becomes intellectually 

mature and able to think for himself, you will then see that the only way 

he will become independent and recognized as a human being on the basis 

of equality with all other human beings, he has to have what they have and 

he has to be doing for himself what others are doing for themselves so the 

first step is to awaken him to this and that is where the religion of Islam 

makes him morally more able to rise above the evils and the vices of an 

immoral society and the political, economic, and social philosophy of 

black nationalism instills within him the racial dignity and the incentive 

and the confidence that he needs to stand on his own feet and take a stand 

for himself.
130

 

 

 The aforementioned accounts linking the cultural affiliation of the Black church, 

the Nation of Islam, the Black Power Movement, and the Black Arts Movement to the 

African American community are numerous. Understanding this connection of cultural 

symmetry and solidarity formed between an organization and its community is paramount 

in explaining the reciprocal interpersonal links between cultural and social movements. 

Moreover the frame transformation between the African American religious institutions, 

social movements and the Black fraternity was a process that formed a bridge that was 

responsible for the relationship created between social institutions and communities of 

people. This connection was part of the larger social movement continuity that links 

culture to social movements.  

The Black church, the Nation of Islam, and the Black Arts Movement as social 

movements bored by the Black community created a connection and forged a sense of 

unity amongst its members. Likewise under the guise of a fraternity individuals within 
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the Black Greek-letter organization were able to use these organizations as a means of 

unifying the Black community. More importantly these organizations also acted as social 

centers where the Black community could actively protest against unfair treatment 

without being observed as a direct threat to white society.  
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 Kemetic Rites of Passage   

 This chapter examines how Black Greek-letter organizations were able to reflect 

the cultural characteristics of traditional African societies. By extending the frame of the 

Black fraternity its members were able to include the views of targeted groups that gave 

new understanding and meaning to the organization. This extension also allowed for 

individuals within the organization re-interpret the mission, purpose, and aim of the 

organization by incorporating new elements of culture.   

 In Contemporary African American Theater Okur asserts that in order to gain a 

better understanding of African American drama one must be located in the cultural 

awareness and historical experiences of the black community. As such the life 

experiences of the African American community can be seen in the drama of African 

American theater.  Furthermore Okur maintains that this location of consciousness must 

view traditional African civilizations as the source of African American culture. Okur 

states:  

―Egypt‘s impact upon the development of human civilization in general 

has recently become the topic of several books. Given this Egyptian—that 

is, African—influence, any investigation of African American theater 

must embrace new paradigms and definitions that are specifically derived 

from definitions of African American culture and heritage.‖
131

  

  

 Since the creation of the Alpha Phi Alpha fraternity in 1906 Black fraternity 

historians such as Black Haze author Ricky L. Jones have considered Black Greek-letter 

organizations to be African centered in their philosophy and characteristics. Furthermore 

these scholars also claim that these organizations were patterned after traditional West 

African organizations. Just as Diaspora Africans have left their cultural imprint within the 
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Christian Church, these scholars claim that African Americans have also combined their 

traditional beliefs and ideas with that of the white fraternity, thus creating a new 

organization that was steeped within the social and cultural characteristics of traditional 

West African communities. Regarding this fusion of cultural characteristics Okur asserts 

that civilizations in West Africa were able to borrow elements of ancient Kemetic culture 

to form new realities. Okur writes:  

As the records of ancient Ethiopia and Egypt become more available we 

will be able to make the necessary connections to demonstrate that drama, 

in its ancient ritualistic form in the Nile Valley, may have been carried to 

West Africa by migrations occurring over thousands of years. As 

importantly, the West Africans themselves developed within their own 

context outstanding dramas around epics such as Ozidi, Sundiata, and 

Woyengi.
132

  

 

 At first the Black fraternity with its use of Greek letters, Greek terminology, and 

Greek symbols seemed to imitate Eurocentric organizations under the guise of a ―Black‖ 

organization. However after careful review it would seem that the Black Greek-letter 

organizations‘ use of European culture may only be a superficial aspect of the Black 

fraternity‘s overall structure. Furthermore there is evidence that will demonstrate that the 

overall rites of passage of the Black fraternity, which include ancestor veneration, 

rebirthing concepts, and dance performance, were modeled after similar characteristics 

found within traditional West African communities, thus allowing traditional West 

African societies to act as the frame for the Black Greek-letter organization.   

 Today, Black fraternities strongest supporters claim that these organizations have 

continued their commitment to the African American community through the building of 

foundations, which provide scholarship and moral growth of the Black community. 

Current Alpha Phi Alpha president and author Herman Mason has maintained that these 
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organizations have dedicated themselves to training a new generation of leaders with 

national mentoring programs and partnerships designed to ensure the success of future 

generations. Moreover these individuals assert these organizations have supplied voice 

and vision to the struggle of African Americans and other people of color around the 

world.  

Alpha Phi Alpha founder Henry Callis recounted in a 1952 article that appeared in 

the fraternity‘s journal, The Sphinx, that ―Alpha Phi Alpha was born in the shadows of 

slavery, one lap of disfranchisement. We proposed ... to bring leadership and vision to the 

social problems of our communities and the nation.‖
133

 Callis added, ―Our job ahead 

required a fellowship which would embrace those millions outside of the talented 

tenth.‖
134

 

 When searching to establish a link between Black Greek-letter organizations of 

the United States and traditional West African organizations, it is best to start with the 

Asafo companies of Southern Ghana. By reviewing and comparing the history and 

function of the Asafo with the Black Greek-letter organization we can establish a 

relationship between these two social institutions. Evidence will illuminate how these 

traditional West African societies served as the cultural foundation which helped to give 

birth to the current social, political, and cultural reality of the Black fraternity.  

 The rites of passage used by the Black Greek-letter organization to initiate its new 

members were more than just rituals used for pageantry. These solemn ceremonies were 

milestone events used to build a brotherhood and a consensus of like minded individuals 

to combat against the effects of racial discrimination and oppression found within 
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American society. Similarly the rites of passage of the Asafo of West Africa were also 

used to build a community of individuals whose job was to defend against those who 

would wish the community harm.   

The term Asafo appears within the vocabulary of many Akan and non-Akan 

ethnic groups of Southern Ghana is generally acknowledged to be a Twi word. The Akan 

term Asafo is defined generally in the literature of the Asafo system as a military 

company or organized military band.
135

 The Asafo was generally seen as a social group 

comprising of young men from the various states who in wartime, constituted the bulk of 

the fighting men. In peacetime they constituted themselves as independent rival groups in 

the towns and villages. 

 During the sixteenth century different regions of Ghana was made up of a wide 

and diverse collection of Asafo groupings. Asafo groups were broken down into smaller 

sects, which are commonly referred to as companies. Asafo companies were found 

throughout Ghana among the Fante, Ewe, Akan, and the Asante people. It is believed that 

the origins of the Asafo companies date back to the early sixteenth century. Within each 

town make-shift borders and paths were made to distinguish boundaries of each village. 

Within each municipality the local chiefs would mobilize young men to clear these paths. 

It is believed that these young men constituted the humble beginnings of the various 

Asafo companies of Southern Ghana.   

During pre-colonial times Asafo companies were primarily used for police work, 

maintaining the peace at markets, and helping in the clearing of forests. During colonial 

era the Asafo companies were regarded as the protectors of the community. As guardians 
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of the community, the Asafo were often used to protect the public from a thief, a robber, 

a murderer, and wild animals that would threaten the safety of the public. Aside from 

providing manual labor and police work to the community they served, the Asafo was 

extremely instrumental during the instoolment and destoolment ceremonies of the local 

chiefs. During the instoolment of a chief, it was the Asafo who would carry the newly 

inaugurated chief on their shoulders throughout the streets of the city. However, if a chief 

became detrimental to the community, which he served, it was the duty of the Asafo to 

storm the house of the chief, remove his sandals, regal attire, and forcibly remove him 

from the stool, and therefore ending his reign as chief.    

Commonly associated with the Fante people, who are found along the Cape Coast 

region of Ghana, the Fante version of the Asafo system was adopted and used as a 

framework for the mobilization of citizens for military purposes as well as peacetime 

civic activities throughout the coastal regions of Ghana.
136

 The Fante Asafo system was 

quite unique. Its uniqueness was that each Asafo Company was relatively independent 

from chiefly control. Due to its independence, the Fante Asafo system quickly spread to 

Accra and other non-Fante regions of Ghana. In Southern Ghana Fante towns were 

divided into wards or quarters. Each of these wards had their own Asafo Company. These 

Asafo companies were independent entities with their own set of distinct designations, 

hierarchy of officials, outposts, emblems, and ritual customs.   

Asafo membership was patriarchal in nature. While Fante chieftaincy was 

aristocratic and matrilineal, meaning the chief would trace his descents through the 

females back to the founders of the community. Conversely the Asafo system was 

patriarchal and democratic. Every child, male or female, would automatically enter his 

                                                 
136

 Datta, Ansu. The Fante asafo: A Re-examination. Africa, 1972, 42(4): 305-315. 310 



                                                                                                                      Chambers 195 

father‘s company, and membership was open to all classes, from stool holders to 

fishermen. Addition requirements of the Asafo involved the swearing of an oath of 

loyalty to one‘s company.  

Each Asafo Company had its own distinctive flags, songs, colors, emblems, 

mottos, and shires, which were unique only to that company. Each company‘s central 

shrine, called a posuban, was generally an elaborate concrete structure decorated with 

brightly colored figures, and which served as a store for regalia and a focus for 

sacrifices.
137

 Flags, called frankaa, were also key items of regalia. At annual festivals, 

funerals for company members and other occasion‘s flags are hung around the shrine and 

paraded through the village. Although the exact origins of Asafo flags are unclear, there 

are reports of their use dating back to the early eighteenth century. The imagery on the 

flags asserts the wealth and prowess of the company and explicitly challenges rival 

groups. Often the design alludes to proverbs, reflecting the importance of proverbs 

throughout Akan culture.  

An important asset of the Fante Asafo system was its independent leadership. 

When mobilized for war, the individual Asafo companies would unite under the 

command of the Tufuhin (Master-of-Arms and ammunition). However, in peacetime each 

Asafo Company resumed its autonomous distinctiveness. Each Asafo company was 

under the direct control of their respective Supifo (head of an Asafo company), 

Asafohenfo (male captains) and asafoakyerefo (female captains) and other officials who 

helped to delegate power and authority within each of the companies. Other Asafo 

officials included the mpanyimfo (elders) who settled internal disputes, passed down 

Asafo ethos (legends and songs to the younger generations), the Akyeamefo 
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(spokespersons), the frankakiafo (flag bearers), the akyeremafo (drummers) and the 

adunsifo (medicine men or priests) who took care of the ritual aspects of the company.
138

  

The relationship between the Asafo companies in peacetime was characterized by 

intense rivalry and competition. This rivalry and competition, especially in the latter part 

of the nineteenth and in the early decades of the twentieth century, led to open fighting 

between the different Asafo companies. The rivalry that occurred between different 

Asafo companies was exacerbated by singing of songs that would speak of the past 

humiliations of other companies. In addition to singing of songs of humiliation much of 

the fighting between companies also occurred during the public inauguration of new 

Asafo captains and also during the exhibition of Asafo emblems to which many rival 

companies took exception.  

An important factor of the Asafo system was that it provided a permanent 

framework through which common people could assert their social and political 

independence. Above all the Asafo companies were regarded as important structures 

which held a great deal of political influence and played an important constitutional role 

in chieftaincy matters and were widely regarded and recognized as the caretakers of the 

paramount stool during an absence of the chief.       

 The common bonds that link the Asafo companies of Ghana with the Black 

Greek-letter organizations of the United States can be found within their rites of passage, 

the guiding principles, philosophical view, and the overall character inherent to these 

organizations. While slavery and colonization strained, it did not completely break the 

cultural bond between the Africans in Africa and those who reside in the West (The 
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United States). Moreover it is important to note that wherever people of African descent 

may reside, their cultural practices have always remained an intricate part of their lives.  

The observance of solemn assemblies, the reverence of processions, and litanies 

to the gods are all cultural characteristics of most traditional African societies. 

Consequently this obedience to tradition has also been observed by many of the Black 

Greek-letter organizations. Most notably the invoking of ancestral names in ceremonies, 

the ideas of rebirth and resurgence, the importance of music and chanting for power, the 

significance of historical records, and the observance of Ma‘at are all practiced and 

stressed within the modern Black Greek-letter organization.  

Ma‘at is the name of the Kemetic goddess of truth. However unlike other deities 

in Kemetic mythology Ma‘at, has developed a great deal of recognition as more of a 

concept and or ideal than as an actual goddess. In the language of ancient Kemet the 

name Ma‘at literally means ―truth‖. To the people of Kemet the goddess Ma‘at was the 

personification of truth, order, balance and justice. Furthermore Ma‘at was regarded the 

notion of harmony, the righteousness of truth, and the idea of how things should be. It 

was thought that if Ma‘at didn‘t exist, the universe would then disintegrate into chaos and 

anarchy. Moreover ancient Kemetic people believed that the universe was above 

everything else an ordered and rational place. It functioned with predictability and 

regularity; the cycles of the universe much like the cycles of the Nile River always 

remained constant.   

Perhaps the greatest characteristic these organizations share can be seen within 

the ancient practice of invoking the names of ancestors in ceremonies and other symbolic 

acts. Within many traditional African societies‘ ancestral worship and veneration are 
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central themes grounding spiritual practices. An important aspect of African traditions is 

the presence of spirits or ancestors. In the African worldview, ancestors are everywhere: 

in persons, trees, rivers, animals, rocks, mountains, and even in personal effects. Within 

most African communities the traditional religious practices permeate every aspect of life 

on the continent.
139

 These spirits in many ways act as moral interpreters of the society. 

They abhor and deter individuals from committing crimes like adultery, stealing, 

cheating, and suicide. Within most traditional African societies one‘s ancestors are seen 

as being omnipotent and all knowing. Igor Kopytoff states: 

Ancestor worship is very prevalent throughout Africa and serves as the 

basis of many religions. Ancestor veneration is often augmented by a 

belief in a supreme being, but prayers and/or sacrifices are usually offered 

to the ancestors who may ascend to becoming minor deities themselves. 

Ancestor veneration remains among many Africans, sometimes practiced 

alongside the later adopted religions of Christianity (as in Nigeria among 

the Igala) and Islam (among the different Mandé peoples and the Bamum) 

in much of the continent.
140

 

 

Similarly this reverence for one‘s ancestors is also an important factor within the 

philosophy of the Black Greek-letter organizations whose members also view their 

ancestors, who are commonly referred to as founders, as omnipotent entities who guide 

the current members of the organization through the perils of life. According to Asante 

one of the five Kemetic concepts that constitute the Ma‘atic response to injustice and 

disorder in the world is ―Pet.‖
141

 The concept of Pet involves the practice of 

communalism and shuns individualism, values the extended family, and it honors 
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ancestors. Consequently this idea has become a central aspect of many traditional African 

societies.  

Just as Africans revere their ancestors as spiritual conductors which connect them 

and God; Black Greek-letter organizations also hold the founders of each organization 

with the highest degree of respect and admiration. It is common for members of Black 

fraternal organizations to open ceremonies or meetings with prayers or hymns dedicated 

to their founders. Additionally every organization has a variety of poems, stories and 

literature specifically to honor its founders.  

―The Founders Hymn‖ of Phi Beta Sigma Fraternity Inc. written by Ivorite L. 

Scruggs (the fist vice president) in 1924 articulates this devotion and admiration for the 

organizations founding members:  

―The founders of our wondrous band in numbers thought were three. 

Taught ideals high, which soon, became a part of every Phi. Said they of 

cause, let us make known, oh brothers don‘t dismay. Fear not, fight on, for 

in this wise, our cause speeds on its way.‖  From western plains to eastern 

hills, there comes a shout of praise, a shout which swells of victory bids 

sigma beta praise. A shout which swells to loud hurrahs and to us seems to 

say, fear not fight on for our cause speeds nobly on its way. March on  

march on ye mighty host not think the journey done nor of the future 

deeds to boast till we the victory won and when we hear from time to time 

oh sigma what of the day…well thunder back along the line our cause 

speeds on it way.
142

   

 

 In addition to hymns of praise, the founders of Black Greek-letter organizations 

images are depicted on clothing, their likeness placed on buildings, and shires are erected 

in their honor. Along with ancestor veneration, ideas of rebirth and resurgence are also 

essential components of both the Asofo and the Black Greek-letter organizations.  
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The notion of rebirth and resurgence is a belief that was first practiced by ancient 

Kemetic society. Both Asante and Okur posit that all African societies find Kemet a 

common source of intellectual and philosophical ideas.  

Within ancient Kemetic society life was based on religion. As such the belief in 

the rebirth after death became one of the driving forces behind their civilization. Death 

was simply viewed as part of one‘s life‘s cycle. When the body died, the soul known as 

the ―Ba‖ would go before the gods in order to be judged according to the rules of Maat. 

The deceased‘s heart was then weighed against a feather of truth. If the heart was lighter 

than the feather, the soul could pass on, but if it were heavier it would be devoured by the 

forces of evil. Moreover the Kemetic cycles of human life, rebirth, and afterlife mirrored 

the reproductive cycles that surrounded them in the natural world. 

Accordingly the Kemetic concept which constitutes order and harmony is ―Heb.‖ 

The concept of Heb centers on agricultural rites, art for ritual, dances/ritual, gift giving, 

ceremony for passages, and ululation. Amongst Black Greek-letter organizations before 

officially joining an organization, a ceremony is conducted to welcome new initiates into 

the ranks of the organization. During this process of Heb, initiates are physically 

segregated from the rigors of daily life and ―a pledge line‖ is formed. During this 

pledging process new initiates are given specific expectations that demand fuller respect 

and comprehension of humanity. These individuals are required to interact and learn as 

much as they can about each other. Information such as birthdays, hobbies, sibling, and 

parental information are exchanged among the initiates. These initiates work together and 

depend upon one another with little assistance from anyone outside of the pledge line. 

While engaged in this process the initiates are given tasks that require them to use their 
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intellect, creativity, and resourcefulness toward completing their assigned challenges. The 

pledges are required at times to eat, sleep, and study together. During this time the 

pledges get to know one another and live as siblings would. This process of living, 

working, and studying together reinforces the communal aspect of the Black Greek-letter 

organization.  

Within the Asafo system young men are also segregated from the community in 

order to form their respective companies. Just as in the Black Greek-letter organization 

these young men must come together in order to form a cohesive unit. These men 

collectively pool and share resources and work responsibilities. After completing this 

process new members or initiates of the Black Greek-letter organization are renamed and 

inducted into the fraternity with new identities. These new identities are not arbitrarily 

given, as the renaming process is a meticulous procedure that entails the close 

examination and observance of behavior of the initiate so that a proper name that reflects 

their personality can be chosen. Once these new names are given many members of the 

Black fraternity will often choose to be only recognized only by their new identities, thus 

simulating the process of re-birth.       

The importance of music and chanting for power is also an important component 

within both traditional African societies and the Black Greek-letter organization. Within 

traditional African societies the Kemetic concept of Heb also involves the use of dance 

and the ritual of art. Accordingly music and dance are associated with the production and 

the exhibition of African creativity and subsequently the production of African art.  

Much like the art of dance within traditional African societies, the act and the 

overall significance of stepping is as an example of the importance that music, dance, and 
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the chanting for power has within the structure of the Black Greek-letter organization.  

Within the structure of the Black Greek-letter organization the act of stepping can be 

described as a rhythmic performance art practiced by Black fraternities. The act of 

stepping combines the use of intricate footwork, hand/foot percussion, and vocals to 

create synchronized rhythms. Although this highly choreographed dance involves 

stomping, clapping, and chanting it does not hold the same religious and spiritual 

significance as does dance within the traditional African societies. Nevertheless it is still 

an important aspect of the Black Greek-letter organization that has its roots within 

traditional African society.  

Among the different Black Greek-letter organizations stepping is often used a 

means of communication, group expression, and ancestor veneration. The act of stepping 

is also intensified by a strong sense of competition and rivalry between the various Black 

Greek-letter organizations. Additionally the act of stepping is viewed as a rite of passage 

that newly initiated members of the organization must first master before they can 

officially join a fraternity. Furthermore when stepping all members participating must 

utilize their hands, feet, and voice to articulate one harmonious sound. Just as the 

performers in the traditional African society are not allowed have their arms or legs sway 

back and forth in a lackadaisical manner, the Black Greek performer must too employ 

equal life and equal antimony to every dancing portion of his frame. Additionally like the 

African dancer, the Black Greek performer must have their feet move to one rhythm, 

while the hips, shoulders, and hands move to yet another rhythm.  

Although the origins of using music and chanting for power is a common practice 

within the traditional African society, its use within the Black Greek-letter organization 
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has only become a widespread practice of the Black fraternity during the late 1950s. 

However since that time stepping has become a key fixture within the structure of the 

Black fraternity.       

In addition to ancestor veneration, rebirth, music, and chanting, the autonomy of 

each Asafo company in regard to the unique history and significant details of each 

company i.e. distinctive songs, colors, emblems, flags, mottos, and shires become 

essential components of their existence. The uniqueness of each Asafo Company are 

considered by its members to be hallowed and sacred characteristics. In fact the various 

Asafo companies would often engage in open fighting when another company would 

violate these revered objects.  

A clash between two companies was usually inevitable when a rival company 

would provoke another company by using an objectionable flag and other symbols or 

trespassing within boundaries of another town that was assigned to rival company. 

Similarly within the Black Greek-letter organization the uniqueness of each organization 

is paramount, as each Black Greek-letter organization has its own distinct characteristics 

that represent the qualities of a particular organization. Hence within the Black Greek-

letter organizational structure there is a great deal of attention placed on each 

organization‘s hymns, colors, flowers, shields, mottos, poems, and founders. 

Furthermore each of Black Greek-letter organizations place great pride in their 

distinct histories, symbols, and characteristics which embody the ideals and values of a 

particular organization. As such it is not uncommon for different Black Greek-letter 

organizations to quarrel and even engage in open fighting when another organization 

misuses any of the symbols or paraphernalia associated with a rival organization.        
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In addition to the distinctive histories and traditions embodied by most traditional 

African society‘s there is a strict observance of the concept and ideals of Ma‘at. This 

particular observance of Kemtic values is referred to as ―Meh.‖ The concept of Meh 

involves the acknowledgment of the supreme deity and the search for harmony. 

Consequently the observance of Ma‘at is also an important characteristic represented 

within the philosophical practices of the Black Greek-letter organization.  

Within the moral sphere of Ma‘at purity, truth, and justice were rewarded while 

sin, misconduct, and disobedience was punished. Both morally and physically, the 

universe was in perfect balance. Because of Ma‘at, the people of Kemet knew the 

universe, and everything in the universe, worked on a pattern of cycles. In order to help 

Kemetic society achieve this balance, the moral principles associated with Ma‘at were 

created, and from this philosophy emerged 42 guiding principles to live by.  

The concept of communalism and reciprocity are seen as important concepts of 

Ma‘at. It is then no surprise to find that these principles are also regarded as key 

principles of many traditional African societies as well. In traditional African societies 

being part of the community is valued over the concept of individualism. Individualism is 

a concept, which is derived from European thought that places emphasis on the success 

and well-being of the individual whereas communalism is seen as a concept that has a 

long history in Africa that places attention on the power of community and the usefulness 

of the group rather than the individual.  

Likewise within the Black Greek-letter organizations the importance of the 

individual is minimized and the well being of the collective group is valued. Kenyan 

theology professor John S. Mbiti, believes that the individual has little latitude for self 
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determination outside the context of the traditional African family and community. He 

writes:  

―Whatever happens to the individual happens to the whole group, and 

whatever happens to the whole group happens to the individual. The 

individual can only say: 'I am, because we are; and since we are, therefore 

I am.' This is a cardinal point in the understanding of the African view of 

man.‖
143

 

 

The Black Greek-letter organization also fosters the same type of reciprocal 

relationship between those who are members of the organization and those who wish to 

join its ranks.  

During the initiation process the new pledges of Black Greek-letter organizations 

may be placed in an intense high pressure situation known as ―social probation‖ where 

they are denied social interaction with anyone outside of the pledge line. They are not 

allowed to talk, socially interact with or engage individuals who may disrupt their 

isolation. This isolation of the new initiates from the larger community helps to foster the 

principle of communalism among the pledges. At the end of their isolation the pledges 

must take solemn oath of allegiance to the tenets and principles of the organization that 

they are joining. Throughout this process the pledges are taught both the idealistic and 

pragmatic aspects of the organization, as well the philosophies and theories that relate to 

their own organization.  

They also learn fraternity history, songs, poems, and information regarding other 

chapters. The pledges are expected to wear distinctive clothing indicating their status as a 

new initiate. This attire may include matching shirts, ties, jackets, boots, hats, etc. 

Initiates are sent through a variety of trials during a week long period ordeal referred to as 
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―Hell Week‖, ―Probation‖, or ―Crossing the Burning Sands.‖ During their probation week 

the candidates participate in a naming ceremony and are given new names, which signify 

their transformation after their initiation. Neophytes or newly initiated members are given 

the passwords and signs as well as secrets designed for that specific organization. New 

members are also taught rituals, songs, poems, and history about their new organization.  

Moreover the Asafo was seen as an organization whose main function was to 

serve as the protector of the community. The same principle also holds true for the Black 

Greek-letter organization whose main function is to help aid the African American 

community against the harmful effects of racism. Consequently the Asafo and the Black 

Greek-letter organization have undertaken the task to serve as guardians and caretakers of 

the Black community.  

Although many Black Greek-letter organizations may exhibit some Eurocentric 

characteristics, these organizations also embody many African qualities as well. 

Moreover the critical component to the understanding the relationship of the Black 

fraternity and the Asafo are the impact of social grievances, the creation of the cultural 

free space, the framing of the organization, and the personal orientation or cultural 

affiliation (Agency) of the organizations‘ members. Hence the ability to locate, perceive, 

identify, and label, events so that individuals may make sense of them became a vital 

aspect related to the comprehension of the Black Greek-letter organization. 

The process of frame extension has the ability to group individuals together under 

the consensus of a master frame. In Contemporary African American Theater Nilgun 

Anadolu-Okur discusses how African American literature emerged out of a ―master 

narrative‖ of American literature. Hence the incorporation of a master frame allowed 
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African American literature to grow in variety of forms, while at the same time retaining 

elements of African creativity. Under this framework African American literature 

reached a level that rivaled and even surpassed other literary forms of the world. 

Accordingly one could view the Black Greek-letter organization and the African 

American theater of the Black Arts movement as examples of frame extension.  

Within both the Black Greek-letter organization and the Black Arts Movement 

new members were incorporated into their ranks by extending the boundaries of the 

master frame to include the views, interests, or sentiments of targeted groups. Within the 

Black Arts movement the targeted groups were African Americans in urban areas who 

felt isolated and frustrated by the lack of social mobility and political equality within 

American society. As such the Black Art Movement was able to successfully recruit a 

wide variety of participants from all regions of the United States who were marginalized 

as second class citizens. Okur states: ―Although the Black theater movement stared in the 

North there were simultaneous movements all around the country which identified 

themselves with the roles played by New York and Harlem groups.‖
144

   

Consequently the Black Greek-letter organization also was a social movement 

which originated in the American North and over time was able to establish itself in the 

South, West, and Mid-Western regions of the country. Once established these both the 

Black Arts movement and the Black Greek-letter organization became social institutions 

that were social, political, and cultural outlets for the Black community.       

However the creation of the Black fraternity cannot be viewed as an African 

centered in its philosophy and character. Although the Black Greek-letter organization 
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reflects many of the characteristics of traditional West African societies and 

organizations, this organization was not created for the improvement and welfare of the 

entire black community. Moreover the Black fraternity is a prime example of how 

African Americans have left their cultural imprint by fusing traditional African cultural 

characteristics within the template of the white fraternity, thus creating a new institution 

of the Black Greek-letter organization.    
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Conclusion 

 Black Greek-letter organizations are some of the most influential organizations in 

the country. Collectively these organizations claim approximately 500,000 members with 

many coming from the social elite of black culture. Each year they offer countless 

scholarships and conduct thousands of service programs. Accordingly many of the most 

staunch supporters of Black Greek-letter organizations insist that their existence is not 

only a valuable asset to society but also stress that these organizations as well as their 

members which include writers, social activists, educators, and civil rights leaders are 

historically linked to the success of the African American community.  Conversely many 

of their harshest critics maintain that the activities of organizations which have included 

secret meetings, selective membership, and a preference for lighter complexions have 

allowed black elites to create a separate privileged society based on snobbery and 

arrogance and thus enabling these organizations to perpetuate the vicious cycle of racial 

prejudice and white supremacy.   

 This study summarized the historical origins of these Black Greek-letter 

organizations. Secondly, it explored the sociological reasons behind their creation, and 

third, it examined the characteristics of each organization. Additionally this study  

focused on how the Black Greek-letter organization created a distinct attitude of social 

consciousness which favored the black social elite.  

Chapter one detailed how the unequal treatment of African Americans helped to 

unite community efforts to create organizations to address a variety of social grievances. 

Additionally these chapters discussed the historical contours and sociological factors that 

lead to the emergence of the Black Greek-letter organization. Consequently this chapter 
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demonstrated how these organizations became vehicles used by African American 

students to safeguard civil rights and education opportunities of African American 

students.  

Chapter two explored the hostile social and political environment of the early 

1900s.  Additionally this chapter showed how this rigid social and political atmosphere 

allowed very limited opportunities for individuals or groups within the African American 

community to engage in lawful institutionalized methods of public demonstration. 

Moreover chapter two elaborated upon the social reality and the cultural attitudes created 

at the beginning of the twentieth century. By understanding the thoughts and philosophies 

of Europeans regarding race, culture, and class; a more comprehensive understanding of 

the social environment that helped to forge the creation of the Black fraternity was 

realized.  

Chapter three of this work examined some of the other prominent organizations 

and groups which were influential during the early twentieth century; many of which pre-

date the first Black Greek-letter organization. These organizations like many during this 

period embodied certain attitudes and beliefs that became part of the organizations 

philosophy. It is from these organizations where the members of the Black fraternity first 

framed their organizational beliefs in relation to other institutions. When initiating these 

new tactics and organizations individuals and community leaders had to frame their 

newly created organization in relation to the existing organizations or social movements 

of the era. Consequently the ideals and attitudes of white supremacy also became 

ingrained into the philosophy and attitudes of the Black fraternity.  As such these 

organizations became complicit in the maintenance and practice of racism. Furthermore 
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this chapter explained how the Black Greek-letter organization was able to disseminate 

its message to the American public. In order to accomplish this, the agency of the 

organizations members became paramount in deciding its future and contribution to the 

Black community. Under the guise of the Black fraternity many within the African 

American community were able to activity protest against the unfair treatment of African 

Americans without being seen as a direct threat to White society.  

One of the overall goals of the Black Greek-letter organization was to provide an 

environment that was directly related to the social, economic, political, psychological, 

emotional, and upward advancement of its members. Evidence suggests that many 

supporters of the Black Greek-letter organization will agree that these organizations have 

provided the type of supportive environment needed for the growth and development of 

their student body. One of their main goals is to enhance the self-esteem and improve the 

confidence of its members; accordingly the Black Greek-letter organization also offered 

its members an opportunity to excel at extracurricular activities.  

As an agent for social change the Black Greek-letter organization was 

instrumental in creating the foundation that would later be used by other social 

movements to initiate change throughout all of American society. Although there was not 

one specific action initiated by the Black Greek-letter organization that was solely 

responsible for the creation of legislation that would help to liberate the Black 

community from oppression, nevertheless these organizations influenced the attitudes and 

actions of other movements that followed. Similarly just as the Civil Rights Movement of 

the 1960s was not solely responsible for the liberation of the Black community, but rather 

the Civil Rights Movement was part of a continuous tide of social pressure and civic 
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agitation that placed pressure upon the social structure of American society. Therefore 

while the Black Greek-letter organization was not solely responsible for the liberation of 

the Black community, it did however help to create and sustain an atmosphere of social, 

cultural, and political agitation that would later give birth to other social movements, 

which when taken together acted as a catalyst for social change.      

Before the creation of the first Black Greek-letter organization there were very 

few social organizations which aimed at securing the rights of African Americans at the 

national level. Thus, the creation of the first Black Greek-letter organization was a unique 

organization. Unlike other social movements such as the Harlem Renaissance, the Black 

Greek-letter organization was not localized to a particular city or region of the county. 

More than just a social organization, the Black Greek-letter organization created a 

dichotomy of African American expression. Under the guise of the Black fraternity many 

within the African American community were able to engage in protest against the unfair 

treatment of African Americans without being seen as a direct threat to White society.  

While it is true that the Black Greek-letter organization was establish as a means 

of unifying its members to counter the effects of racial prejudice and discrimination, 

these organizations also based many of their attitudes and philosophies upon bourgeois 

qualification and internalized racial hierarchal distinctions. Consequently despite their 

intentions, these organizations were not able to escape their marriage with the white 

supremacy ideology. 

Nevertheless despite their shortcomings these organizations have been 

instrumental in providing some leadership and opportunities for success within American 

society. The importance of the Black Greek-letter organization in America is represented 
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by its continued involvement in the support of African American business and its support 

of African American issues.  

For instance Phi Beta Sigma was the only African American fraternity to 

officially support the Million Man March of 1995. The men of Omega Psi Phi were 

active participants in contributing to causes as the United Negro College Fund, the Urban 

League, and Operation Push. This organization was also instrumental in supporting Jesse 

Jacksons 1984 and 1988 campaigns for the presidency of the United States. In the 1970s 

and 1980s Kappa Alpha Psi became a member of the Leadership Conference on Civil 

Rights. Consequently Kappa Alpha Psi was able to oppose congressional bills such as the 

Equal Educational Opportunities of 1972, an anti-busing and anti-civil rights bill.          

As a social organization the Black Greek-letter organization also had many 

individuals who became influential contributors to the African American community. 

These staunch supporters of the Black Greek-letter organization have commented on 

owing much of their individual achievements to their membership. Furthermore many of 

these individuals view the livelihood and success of these organizations as being 

intrinsically tied to the overall success of the black community.  

Civil Rights leader and Congressmen John Lewis attended Fisk University in 

1960 and later became a member of Phi Beta Sigma Fraternity. In his words he ―saw and 

admired the young men in the fraternity.‖
145

 When asked of the fraternity‘s greatest 

legacy Lewis commented it was the service aspects of the organization and their ongoing 

contribution to the black community. Lewis stated: ―I think that it is one of service. One 
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of doing good because it is a good thing to do and that is good in itself. I think that is the 

true legacy.‖
146

 

Keith T. Clinkscales, President and CEO of Vibe Magazine was a magna cum 

laude graduate of Florida A&M University and became a member of Kappa Alpha Psi in 

1983. Clinkscales then went on to earn an MBA from Harvard University‘s Business 

School. When reflecting on his membership to Kappa Alpha Psi Clinkscales commented 

that while growing up in Trumbull Connecticut he never came in contact with many 

African Americans. As such moving and attending Florida A&M University and joining 

Kappa Alpha Psi was exciting for him. When asked of the organizations greatest legacy 

Clinkscales stated: ―that it was the ability for the founders to create an organization on 

the campus of Indiana University at a time when the campus was a seething cauldron of 

racism.‖
147

 

The late African American historian and Duke University professor John Hope 

Franklin attended Fisk University and became a member of Alpha Phi Alpha Fraternity in 

1932. Franklin authored numerous publications which included The Emancipation 

Proclamation, The Militant South, and perhaps his best known book From Slavery to 

Freedom: A History of African Americans. Franklin felted that leadership was the 

greatest achievement that the organization has left with its members. As a member of the 

organization Franklin expressed his appreciation for the organizations exclusiveness. 

After he graduated from Fisk he writes that he did not think much of this, nevertheless 

this exclusiveness gave him a sense of security which bordered on narcissism. Franklin 
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states: ―we loved ourselves and we thought we were the biggest things on the walk.‖
148

 

Although the narcissism decreased over time Franklin believed the leadership qualities he 

learned continued to develop over the years.  

Chicago publisher John H Johnson is CEO of Ebony magazine and a member of 

Alpha Phi Alpha fraternity. Johnson Publishing is the largest black owned publishing 

company in the world with offices in North America, Africa, and Europe. Johnson 

attended the University of Chicago and joined the fraternity in 1942. Johnson was first 

attracted to the organization after reading about the successful lineage of successful 

African American men who had been members of the fraternity. As a member of the 

organization Johnson believed that his ambition, appreciation, and admiration for 

achievement were all realized. Johnson states: ―One of the greatest things were all got out 

of Alpha was that we could share problems and we could share ambitions, we could 

believe that things were possible because there were real live brothers once a week, and 

we could see them, doctors, lawyers, school teachers social workers, people that we could 

admire and be like, could act as role models.‖
149

  

Political activist, author, and nationally syndicated television personality Tavis 

Smiley attended Indiana University and became a member of Kappa Alpha Psi in 1984. 

After meeting several successful members of Kappa Alpha Psi, Smiley was encouraged 

to join the ranks of the organization. When researching information about the 

organization Smiley states: ―I was impressed when I went to the Kappa Alpha Psi 
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smoker, because to me there is no greater sight than to see a roomful of African 

American men who were talking about achievement.‖
150

  

Moreover Smiley felt that the greatest contribution the organization has been 

within the field of business. Furthermore Smiley felt that teaching black men about 

brotherhood, service, commencement, and achievement has enabled many to become 

future leaders of their community. Smiley states: ―I would like to think that these 

fraternal organizations especially Kappa Alpha Psi is all about helping black men achieve 

in whatever field of interest that may be.‖
151

 

 Regarding the purpose and mission of the Black Greek-letter organization there 

are two prevailing attitudes. The first views the black fraternity as a Eurocentric 

organization that was only created as a means for African Americans to emulate 

European culture for the sole purpose of procuring political, social, and economic 

standing. The second view supports the idea that the black fraternity is an Afrocentric 

organization whose characteristics are derived from traditional African values and thus 

were created as a means of liberating the black community from the harmful effects of 

prejudice and racism.  

The two opposing views regarding the agency and purpose of the Black Greek-

letter organization were at the center of this work. The Afrocentric view depicts the black 

fraternity as destructive to the aims and views of Black liberation. While the black 

conservatives viewed these organizations as invaluable social vehicles used to provide 

and maintain social and political standing for the Black community.  
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This study investigated these organizations and determined that ultimately the 

suppression of African consciousness, (diagnosed as double consciousness by  Du Bois) 

experienced by the African American community had a noticeable effect within the social 

organizations and institutions created within the African American community. Within 

the creation of the Black Greek-letter organization there is a confluence of attitudes that 

represent both a traditional African center and a European influence. Just as the Black 

church became a social organization of the Black community that utilized elements of 

traditional African culture with that of European culture. The Black fraternity also 

became an organization that embodied traditional African cultural elements and fused 

them with elements of European culture.  

Within the exploration of the Black Greek–letter organization there was great 

emphasis placed on the agency of the organizations members and the social movement 

that followed. The agency that exists between the black fraternity, its founding members, 

and its initiates acts as a binding agent which creates solidarity. Although it can be argued 

that the members of the Black Greek-letter organization in an effort to express their 

African heritage created these organizations, there is more evidence to suggest that the 

members of the Black Greek-letter organization utilize a Eurocentric framework to 

express their beliefs and gain social access into American society. 

By combining the Greek tradition with their own vision of social reform, the 

founders of these Black Greek-letter organizations would establish a new tradition. The 

Black Greek-letter organization was a product of the African American struggle for 

recognition and identity. Despite the economic gains made by the Black community 

following Reconstruction and the presence of an educated black middle class, at the start 
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of the twentieth century African Americans remained outside of mainstream American 

life. Even as they began to build institutions of higher learning they still faced isolation 

and exclusion from white campuses and American society.  

As a result of alienation Africans Americans at predominantly white colleges 

turned inward for social intimacy, mutual support, and status. The emergence of the 

Black Greek-letter organization not only satisfied these needs but also served as symbols 

of their assimilation into an elite white academic tradition. Although this assimilation 

afforded them status and social recognition it also further distanced themselves from the 

black masses.  

Despite their use of elitism and snobbery the popularity of the black fraternity was 

furthered by both the exclusivity of these organizations and the notion they helped to 

produce a better class of blacks. However by limiting the access to these organizations to 

only include the black upper class, the leadership of the Black Greek-letter organization 

ultimately failed to transform the Black fraternity into a revolutionary organization. 

Enticed by the seduction of bourgeoisie attitudes and the hopes of full assimilation the 

Black Greek-letter organization became reactionary to white supremacy. Without the 

potential of the black educated elite to introduce radical challenges to the structure of 

segregation and white supremacy, the status quo of inequality remained. As such the 

contradiction of the Black Greek-letter organization and their quest for elite status in the 

midst of group oppression remained an ongoing problem.  

The Black Greek-letter organization was not a social organization that led the 

charge for social change within the black community; rather it was an organization that 

conformed to the structure of White Supremacy. While is it true that these organizations 
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did speak out against lynching and other social atrocities, the leadership within these 

organizations did not always use the full force of their membership to act as a catalysis 

for social change. In the years that followed movements such as, Garvey's Back to Africa 

Movement, the Civil Rights Movement, and the Black Arts Movement provided a new 

direction and inspired a new sense of dignity that had its greatest following among the 

grass roots elements of the Black community. Conversely the Black Greek-letter 

organization was a movement that primarily emerged out of the upper black middle class.   

The Black Greek-letter organization began to live vicariously through its 

prominent members. As such famous individuals such as Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., 

Jesse Jackson, John Lewis, Bill Cosby, and WEB  Du Bois were all subsequently claimed 

by their respective organizations as community leaders. While it is true that all of these 

individuals were outstanding leaders during periods of social tumult, whilst these 

individuals were engaging in social protest and civil disobedience the Black Greek-letter 

organization did not stand behind their members and encourage them to challenge the 

status quo.  

Consequently, during the years the followed these social movements the majority 

of writing that has been done on the Black Greek-letter organization has attempt to 

concentrate primarily on those historical aspects that seek to provide its supporters with a 

self-centered, often superficial analysis of the organizations‘ accomplishments by 

retelling the activities and undertakings of those prominent individuals who also happen 

to be members. This view of the Black Greek-letter organization provides the public with 

a falsified version of history that seeks to glorify these organizations as having a direct 
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hand in the social upheavals that provided the black community with new civil liberties 

and freedom.  

 Although the Black Greek-letter organization has served as a safe haven for black 

thought and allowed for new attitudes regarding the future of the black community, these 

organizations‘ were conceived within in Western culture, which overtime reflected the 

views of a racist society and thus became a hindrance to the furtherance of the black 

community. In this respect, the Black Greek-letter organization became a cultural 

incubator which mirrored the white community‘s preoccupations, prejudices, and desires. 

As a result of this the Black Greek-letter organization became an oppressive organization 

that was used to suppress African characteristics and uphold the ideals of White 

Supremacy.         
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GLOSSARY OF TERMS 

Africology. Africology is the study and observance of all African phenomena, 

both material and non-material. This can include but it not limited to issues of culture, 

politics, religion, aesthetics, economics, entertainment, philosophy, and education.     

Afrocentricity. Afrocentricity is an intellectual perspective which has derived its 

name from the centrality of African people and phenomena in the interpretation of data. 

Maulana Karenga, a pioneer in the Afrocentric Movement, describes ―Afrocentricy‖ as a 

quality that is rooted in the cultural image and human interests of African people.
152

 

Since its inception, Afrocentricity has sought to address the repositioning of African 

people and African reality from the margins of European thought, attitude, and doctrines 

to a centered, therefore positively located place within the realm of science and culture.  

Social Grievances. These can be described as events within the community that 

give rise to the social movement itself. These mitigating factors can be further broken 

down into four separate critical areas of inquiry. It is these four critical areas that are 

responsible for the initial formation of the social movement: 1) internal conflicts, 2) 

hostile social and political environments, 3) the creation of new organizations, and 4) the 

dissemination of community grievances. All four of these critical areas combine to create 

an atmosphere, which allow the African American community to create their own 

separate conscious identity.  

Cultural Resonance. This can be described as African Americans creating a 

separate cultural space which is apart and distinct from those of the dominate group. It is 
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both the social isolation combined with the self-segregation from the dominant group, 

which creates a separate conscious attitude that is responsible for the creation of a culture 

of mass protest. 

Internal Conflicts. This notion of internal conflict is a product of racial 

discrimination or segregation which is characterized by the lack of proper housing, high 

rates of unemployment, overcrowding, high crime rates, improper sanitation, high rates 

of infant mortality, police brutality, disease, poverty, and a variety of other social ills 

which were only present in the poorest most downtrodden communities. This notion of 

internal conflict is further exacerbated by immigration of new residents to a socially 

isolated area with little or no community resources. It is within this context where the 

newly established immigrants experience a variety of grievances which are direct results 

of the adverse living conditions they are forced to endure.  

Hostile Social and Political Environment. This type of social and political 

atmosphere allows no channels for individuals or groups to engage in legal and 

institutionalized methods of public demonstration, and protest lack of economic 

opportunities, as well as inferior treatment from the dominant society, which may be the 

prevalent social reality within a community.  

Creation of New Tactics and New Organizations. When internal pressures and 

strains push a community to its limits, communities often engage in the creation of new 

organizations, both formal and informal, in an effort to create new tactics to alleviate the 

pressures and strains which have been exerted upon the community. Tactics can be 

defined as measures used by disgruntle citizens to bring about social change. These new 

tactics can consist of but are not limited to community activism in the form of non-
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violent mass action, voter registration drives, political rallies, or marching. These new 

tactics may be unlawful and may utilize direct action to bring about social change.  

Dissemination of Community Grievances.  Dissemination and articulation of 

community grievances is the social venue which will ultimately determine how the 

movement will be perceived and accepted by the greater public. If the message is well-

received and accepted by the general public, the likelihood of the overall success of the 

movement is greater. However if the movement‘s message is not well-received, the 

likelihood of the movement‘s success is less likely.   

Free Space. Often called ―free spaces‖, ―safe spaces‖, ―protected areas‖, 

―sequestered social sites‖, or ―havens‖, these small-scale settings provide activist 

autonomy from dominant groups where they can nurture oppositional movement 

identities.
153

  It is within this submerged network where the process of creating collective 

identities first begins. The collective identity which emerges as a result of the internal and 

external stress exhorted upon a community acts as part of the movement culture, and 

becomes the social process which creates the collective identity.  It is connected to the 

ordinary routine of everyday life. This affirmation and routinization of behavior 

associated with the collective identity enables individuals to identify with the movement 

and see themselves as an intricate part of the movement, thus generalizing the idea of 

inclusiveness, rather than exclusiveness. Within these cultural incubators new identities 

are constructed and a new, alternate perception of society is created. Just as the ―halfway 

houses‖ throughout the southern United States served as cultural incubators for creating 
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collective identity before the onset of the Civil Rights Movement, the Black Greek-letter 

organization acted as a cultural incubator for community grievances and protest culture. 

It is within this context where the cycles of Black protests are situated. Within the context 

of Black protest, the Black Greek-letter organization acted as the free space which 

allowed for a safe haven in order to facilitate the creation of alternative perception of 

reality.  An example of a free space created by the Black Greek-letter organization can be 

seen within the Women‘s Club Movement during the 1910s. Beginning in the 19th 

century, women began to organize women‘s clubs with the aims of self-development and 

social reform. The women of Delta Sigma Theta‘s first public act performed by its 

members involved their participation in the Women‘s Suffrage March in Washington 

D.C., March 3, 1913. It was within the Black Greek-letter organization that women were 

allowed to create their own separate conscious cultural identity without the threat of male 

domination. The Black Greek-letter organization served as a cultural incubator for new 

identities, which ultimately contributed to the construction of a new alternate perception 

of reality where women were provided with the right to vote. Hence the ideals, 

philosophy, and direction of the suffrage movement was initially conceived by women‘s 

organizations during the first quarter of the twentieth century.         

The Framing of the Social Movement. Clustering of social movements under the 

same theoretical outlook is referred to as a ―collective frame‖ or ―master frame‖. This 

―framing‖ allow individuals to locate, perceive, identify, and label events so that 

individuals can understand and interpret them from their own perspectives.  There are 

four types of frames: 1) frame bridging 2) frame amplification 3) frame extension and 4) 
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frame transformation. The ―collective frame‖ or ―master frame‖ can be any one of these 

frames used by a social movement to clarify or give meaning to the social movement.   

 Frame bridging ―is the linkage of two or more ideologically congruent but 

structurally unconnected frames regarding a particular issue or problem.‖ It 

involves the linkage of a movement to ―un-mobilized sentiment pools or public 

opinion preference clusters‖
154

 of people who share similar views or grievances 

but who lack an organizational base. 

 Frame amplification refers to ―the clarification and invigoration of an interpretive 

frame that bears on a particular issue, problem, or set of events.‖
155

 This 

interpretive frame usually involves the stimulating of values or beliefs. 

 Frame extension is a movement‘s efforts which occurs within an existing 

movement and involves the process of incorporating new participants by 

extending the boundaries of the proposed frame to include or encompass the 

views, interests, or sentiments of targeted groups. (This incorporation of new 

individuals can occur within the confines of the original movement) As such a 

movement may incorporate new members into its ranks by adopting new ideas in 

order to attract new recruits. 

 Frame transformation is a process required when the proposed frames ―may not 

resonate with, and on occasion may even appear antithetical to, conventional 
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lifestyles or rituals and extant interpretive frames.‖
156

 When this happens, new 

values, new meanings and understandings are required in order to secure 

participants and their support.  

An example of this framing can be seen by an analysis of the framing of the Civil 

Rights Movement in the 1960s. Martin Luther King, Jr. drew upon both conventional and 

novel themes to construct a coherent and resonant ―collective frame‖ or ―master frame.‖  

Dr. King was able to blend the familiar aspects of Christian ideals with the conventional 

themes of American democratic theory. By combining both of these ideals King 

succeeded creating a movement that emphasized democratic egalitarianism, Christian 

forgiveness and non-violence ethics. Furthermore, King was able to expand this frame to 

incorporate new tactics such as the freedom rides, sit-ins and other nonviolent kinds of 

demonstrations which intensified the momentum of the movement. The functionality of 

the Civil Rights frame precluded its ability to incorporate new movements where 

individual participants could perceive events and therefore interpret them from their own 

perspective. This is the true value and function of a ―master frame.‖ After the initial 

success of the Civil Rights Movement, new movements advocating Women‘s Rights, 

Gay Rights, and Latino Rights successfully utilized methods first employed by the Civil 

Rights frame. For example the use of non-violent mass action, the use of television as a 

medium to gain the support of moderates who may be sympathetic to their cause and the 

ability to garner the empathy of the dominant society by emulating democratic and 
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Christian values were all tactics employed by other movements that were first utilized by 

the Civil Rights Movement.   

Cycles of Protests. Cycles of protests can best be described as sequences of 

escalating collective action that are of greater frequency and intensity. They spread 

throughout various sectors and regions of the society. Their operative modes involve both 

new techniques of protest and new forms of organizations which determine the course of 

and direction of the cycle.
157

 These cycles of protest facilitate the continuation of protest 

activity within a community. Protest cycles (also known as cycles of contention or waves 

of collective action) can refer to the cyclical rise and fall in the social movement activity.  

Sociologist Sidney Tarrow defines the cycle of contention as ―a phase of 

heightened conflict across the social system‖, with ―intensified interactions between 

challengers and authorities which can end in reform, repression and sometimes 

revolution.‖
158

 Tarrow argues that cyclical changes in the ―political opportunity 

structure‖ create incentives for collective action. Those cycles begin when the authority 

(such as the government) is revealed as vulnerable to social change and there is a rising 

number of demands for change from the society itself. Tarrow defines a political 

opportunity structure as ―consistent dimension of the political environment that provides 

incentives for people to undertake collective action by affecting their expectations of 
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success or failure.‖
159

 When the political opportunity disappears, due to a change in the 

public opinion which may be caused by a rise in violence or dissatisfaction, the 

movement dissolves. Such interconnections between events are directly connected to 

cycles of protest. It has long been recognized that social turmoil comes in waves. Social 

movements rise and fall. There are decades of dissent followed by quieter ones. Recent 

history brings such surges readily to mind, including the late 1960s, which saw waves of 

protest around the world, and the late 1980s, which witnessed the global waves of pro-

democracy movements. Although there is evidence that these cycles are affected in part 

by larger economic cycles such as the world-wide recession in 2008, the dynamics 

specific to each cycle are clearly more complex than one can be explain by simplistic 

solutions to external circumstances. 

Personal Orientation/African Agency.  This allows individuals who decide to 

precipitate as active members of such organizations to create a conscious attitude 

regarding their roles within the organization. W.E.B.  Du Bois states that the history 

African American experience has been one of ―double consciousness‖ or ―duality.‖ 

Others, such as the noted Afrocentric scholar Molefi Asante, believe that the African 

consciousness has been suppressed and in its place a European identity has been imposed 

upon African people, thus creating a false cultural reality. One‘s personal orientation 

allows the individual to either embrace or reject the consciousness of being an African 

person.   

Double Consciousness. First articulated by WE.B.  Du Bois in The Souls of Black 

Folk (1903), this separate sphere of Black cultural expression, which  Du Bois coins as 
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―Double Consciousness‖ is the ability of African Americans to successfully maneuver 

through American society by assuming both the identity of the African and the European. 

According to  Du Bois the creation of a social caste system that establishes order and 

ranking amongst groups of people is entirely a social construction based upon feelings of 

prejudice and self-imposed racial hierarchy rather than biological or scientific 

differences. Moreover, it is the social conditions in a society which give rise to the social 

and economic constraints placed upon its citizens. Subsequently, the social and economic 

constraints help form the hierarchy of first and second class citizenship. Double 

consciousness is commonly referred to as ―this sense of always looking at one‘s self 

through the eyes of others.‖ 
160

  Du Bois describes this dichotomy as a prison with white 

walls, which predisposes one to be viewed as an outcast, a stranger, consumed with silent 

hatred. It is in the confines of this double consciousness where the seeds of dissent and 

the construction of alternative modes of consciousness are first formed. Hence the ability 

for the Black community to display both an African and a European cultural identity can 

be described as ―double consciousness.‖ This double consciousness or imposed identity 

experienced by the African American community is not limited to the personal 

experiences and attitudes of the individual. It can also be observed within the social 

organizations created by the African American community. 
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