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Abstract of Thesis

Motivations and Rewards for Membership in a Historically Black Sorority
at a Predominantly White Institution

Historically black sororities have existed at American institutions of higher
education since the early 1900s (Kimbrough 2003). Initially established because black
students were prohibited from joining the large and powerful white Greek-letter system,
historically black sororities are now operating in a different social environment in which
they were founded (Kimbrough 2003). Public support for the characterizations of
“colorblind” and “post-racial” to describe contemporary society complicates the continuing
missions of single-race groups such as historically black sororities (McClure 2006). This
thesis seeks to help reveal the roles of historically black sororities on contemporary college
campuses by examining the motivations black female students have for seeking membership
and the ways in which they feel they benefit from membership. This thesis utilizes in-depth
interviews with sorority members at a predominantly white institution, and then compares
them to their counterparts at a predominantly black institution, to help determine whether
the racial composition of their educational environment impacts their experiences of

membership.
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Chapter 1: Statement of the Problem

Historically Black Greek-letter organizations (BGLOs) are viewed as a little-
understood subculture on many predominantly white college campuses (Kimbrough 2003).
The fraternities and sororities originated because blacks were excluded from the strong
network of mainstream Greek-letter groups that were a very visible part of the campus
culture at many higher education institutions (Kimbrough 2003). BGLOs have rich histories
and legacies of service to the black community, but the social landscape in which they
operate has changed significantly (Brown et al. 2005). BGLOs are not functioning within the
same circumstances in which they were founded: an era of legal segregation and explicit
racial discrimination. As a result, blacks are no longer shut out of the mainstream Greek-
letter system and college campuses in general are more diverse.

The groups’ positioning in contemporary society has presented them with some
challenges, the most significant of which includes criticisms of their continued relevance
(Brown et al. 2005). This thesis will help reveal the roles of these organizations on
contemporary college campuses by examining the motivations black female students have for
joining a historically black sorority and the ways in which they feel they benefit from
membership. Focusing on sorority members at a predominantly white institution, and then
comparing them to their counterparts at a predominantly black institution, will help
determine whether the racial composition of their educational environment impacts their
experiences of membership.

Black Greek-letter groups are part of a larger system of fraternities and sororities in
higher education that have a long and socially significant history and present (Lawrence

2000). The overall Greek-letter system remains a deeply stratified institution (DeSantis



2007). Most obviously they are male- and female-specific organizations, but they are also
racially stratified. Alan D. DeSantis, author of a comprehensive study of Greek-letter life
called Inside Greek U, notes that the Greek-letter system is arguably the most segregated
institution in the country (DeSantis 2007). He wrote that two things have remained constant
since the first group was founded in 1776—it is almost completely an “American
phenomenon” and “the social Greek system today remains almost as segregated today as it
was in 1776. No real interest in or commitment to the idea of integration, whether gender or
racial, has been demonstrated. It can be argued, in fact, that the social fraternity/sorority
remains the most segregated institution in America” (DeSantis 2007). Mainstream Greek-
letter organizations spent much of their early history excluding non-whites (DeSantis 2007).
Although that is no longer their practice, these organizations remain largely white (DeSantis
2007). BGLOs also do not explicitly deny membership to non-blacks, but remain majority
black organizations (DeSantis 2007).

Racial homogeneity continues to characterize the Greek-letter system (Hughey 2006).
“This is significant because although law prohibits de jure membership bias and exclusion
based upon race in both U.S. educational institutions and their corresponding fraternities and
sororities, racial separation prevails de facto through custom, tradition, and preference in a
Greek system comprised of historically racially homogenous organizations along a
White/non-White dichotomy” (Hughey 2006). Consider, for example, a situation at the
University of Alabama, a campus with a traditionally strong Greek-letter life that dominates
the social scene. In 2001, a black female student tried to become a member of a
predominantly white sorority (Noteworthy News: Greek Life Still Segregated at University

of Alabama 2002). Her pursuit received media attention because she would have been the
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first black woman in the institution’s history to become a member of one of the University of
Alabama’s traditionally white sororities. She was not, however, selected to be a member. The
following year, 750 female students at the university pursued membership to one of the
traditionally white sororities and not one of them was black (Noteworthy News: Greek Life
Still Segregated at University of Alabama 2002).

To examine black fraternities and sororities in contemporary society, it is also
necessary to illustrate the social landscape in which fraternities and sororities operate—
college campuses. In what is sometimes referred to as a “post-racial” society, many
discrepancies in the racial composition of higher education still exist. The percentage of
African Americans over the age of 25 in 2009 who held a four-year college degree was 19.4
percent compared with 1.3 percent in 1940. (U.S. Department of Education 2010) The
percentage of all 18- to 24-year-old African Americans in 2008 who were enrolled in higher
education was 32.6 percent compared with 21.2 percent in 1988. (U.S. Department of
Education 2010). And 13.5 percent of all students enrolled in degree granting institutions of
higher education were black in 2008, compared with 9 percent in 1990. (U.S. Department of
Education 2010). Although these numbers show improvement for black students over the
years, there are still far fewer black students than white students in higher education. For
instance, 64.4 percent of students enrolled in degree-granting institutions in 2007 were white,
compared with 13.1 percent who were black (U.S. Department of Education 2009). These
numbers show that there are still significant gaps in college enrollment among white and
black students and help illustrate the contemporary racial composition of higher education.

The continued relevance of BGLOs in contemporary society has been discussed on

college campuses, within the BGLO community, and among scholars (Hughey and Parks
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2007). These include criticisms that BGLOs do not reflect the needs of the black community
as they have evolved from the pre-Civil Rights era (Hughey and Parks 2007). “For BGLOs to
remain viable in these changing times, each organization must measure how far it is
extending its effectiveness to meet the needs and obligations of the present day” (Hughey and
Parks 2007: 161). It should be noted that violent incidents of hazing have also been the cause
of some of the scrutiny of these groups (Kimbrough 2003). This disturbing trend is a very
important topic that deserves much research and examination, however for the purposes of
this thesis, the focus will be on the examining the continued relevance of the historically
black groups given the contemporary racial environment.

Criticisms of the relevance of BGLOs on college campuses today also extend to a
larger debate about the significance of single-race groups in what is sometimes considered a
“post-racial” or “colorblind” society (McClure 2006). Both terms suggest a society in which
race does not matter. The theory of a post-racial society constitutes an outlook that “is
consistent with beliefs the majority of White Americans have held for well over a decade:
that African Americans have achieved, or will soon achieve, racial equality in the United
States despite substantial evidence to the contrary” (Dawson and Bobo 2009: 247).

Social research concerning attitudes about race, and specifically race-based policy,
suggest public support for a theory of a post-racial environment (Bobo 2011). For instance, a
1996 study of racial policy attitudes found that: “In sum, whites who fail to support
government-sponsored intervention policies do so because they do not believe that blacks
face a significant degree of discrimination or are particularly burdened by the legacy of past
discrimination; [and] because they attribute racial inequality to perceived lack of effort or

ability on the part of blacks” (Tuch and Hughes 1996b: 741) (Tuch and Hughes 2011). A



2011 study intended to update these findings concluded that there had not been a significant
change in these attitudes over about a two-decade period (Tuch and Hughes 2011).

Public opinion that discrimination is not a significant factor in blacks’ experiences in
contemporary society can complicate the missions of single-race groups such as BGLOs
(McClure 2006).

More careful consideration of the similarities

and differences of student experiences by both

race and organizational affiliation is particularly

necessary in light of current challenges to minority

student programming being articulated through a

rhetoric of “colorblindness” that challenges the

very existence of and necessity for same-race

support groups for minority students on

predominantly White campuses (McClure 2006: 1052)

(Taylor & Olswang, 1997; Willie, 2003).
Despite a “rhetoric of ‘colorblindness,”” contemporary society continues to grapple with
legacies of institutional racism and less blatant forms of discrimination against blacks (Bobo
2011). Taking into account the theory of a post-racial society as it relates to the continued
existence of single-race groups is essential for understanding the importance of this research
topic.

To further examine the role of historically black sororities on contemporary college
campuses, this thesis will employ a theoretical framework focusing on Patricia Hill Collins’
theory of self-definition (2000), W.E. B. DuBois’ theory of double-consciousness (1903),
and empirical reports that black students’ experience feelings of isolation and alienation on
college campuses (Allen, 1992; Feagin & Sikes, 1995; Feagin, Vera, & Imani, 1996; Willie
& Cunnigen, 1981; Zea, Reisen, Beil, & Caplan, 1997) (McClure 2006). These concepts will

help illustrate the motivations and rewards of membership in a historically black sorority



because each addresses a theoretical context for examining the experience of being black in a
majority white environment.

First, Patricia Hill Collins’ Black Feminist Thought illustrates the group consciousness
of black females in the United States. She contends that black females, specifically, occupy a
unique position in society. “U.S. black women’s similar work and family experiences as well
as our participation in diverse expressions of African-American culture mean that, overall,
U.S. Black women as a group live in a different world from that of people who are not Black
and female” (Collins 200: 23). Collins points to intersecting race, gender, and class
oppression facing black women (2000). She organizes these oppressions into a “matrix of
domination” that black women must contend with (Collins 2000). A critical defense against
this oppression and domination, according to Collins, is self-definition. She asserts that self-
definition, overcoming “controlling images of black womanhood” and not forfeiting the
power of definition to others, is critical for the advancement of black women (Collins 2000:
36).

Collins also writes about the importance of “safe spaces” to allow for self-
definition (Collins 2000). “While domination may be inevitable as a social fact, it is unlikely
to be hegemonic as an ideology within social spaces where black women speak freely. This
realm of relatively safe discourse, however narrow, is a necessary condition for black
women’s resistance...By advancing black women’s empowerment through self-definition,
these safe spaces help black women resist the dominant ideology promulgated not only
outside Black civil society but within African-American institutions (Collins 2000: 100-01).”
A historically black sorority may serve as a “safe space” on college campuses for the

realization of Collins” important concept of self-definition.



In addition to Collins’ concepts of black feminism and self-definition, W. E. B.
DuBois’ critical observation about African-Americans’ state of “double-consciousness” is
applicable to this research. DuBois’ theory of “double-consciousness” describes a state in
which blacks view themselves through the lens of the majority white world (1903). Du Bois
describes this as a “sense of always looking at one’s self through the eyes of others” and not
experiencing a true self-consciousness (1903). Although the seminal work that describes this
theory, The Souls of Black Folk, is more than a century old, double-consciousness is still used
to describe the contemporary African-American state of being (“Keys to Survive/Thrive as
African American Women at PWIs” 2010).

Research about black students’ experiences in general on predominantly white
campuses indicates feelings of isolation (McClure 2006). Black students attending PW1’s
often perceive the predominantly white environment at PWI’s as “hostile” and “alienating”
(Smedley, Myers, & Harrell, 1993). “Black students on predominantly White campuses often
report high levels of alienation and social isolation as well as a pressure to conform to the
White ideal” (Allen, 1992; Feagin & Sikes, 1995; Feagin, Vera, & Imani, 1996; Willie &
Cunnigen, 1981; Zea, Reisen, Beil, & Caplan, 1997). (McClure 2006)

As a result, black student groups can be an effective method of “coping” on a
predominantly white campus (Thompson and Fretz 1991). “Black students with high levels
of communalism may be more resourceful and assertive in coping with predominantly White
environments. The more communal student may be more likely to draw from the support of
Blacks on campus or in the surrounding community, thereby uniting with community
members in the face of adversity rather than withdrawing in isolation or engaging in self-

blame” (Thompson and Fretz 1991). The effect of the predominantly white campus
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environment on black students reinforces the legitimacy of black student organizations.
““...the specific experience of Black students on predominantly White campuses points to a
greater need among minority students for same-race support groups (Murguia, Padilla, &
Pavel, 1991), something White students find through their participation in mainstream
organizations that are predominantly White by default” (McClure 2006).

Taking into consideration these complex factors related to the experience of being
black in majority white environments, this thesis helps to address the questions surrounding
the organizations’ modern relevance by examining the motivations black female students
have for joining a black sorority and the ways in which they feel they benefit from
membership. By focusing on the experiences of black female members at a predominantly
white institution, which characterizes the overwhelming majority of higher education
institutions in the country, and comparing them to their counterparts at a predominantly black
institution, this project will help reveal the roles these organizations can play on college
campuses for its black female students. Examining motivations and rewards as they relate to
membership in a historically black sorority will help illustrate how black female students

interact with and respond to the contemporary racial landscape on college campuses.



Chapter 2: Literature Review

The sort of exploratory, descriptive approach undertaken in this project is valuable for
research on historically black Greek-letter groups because there has not been much research
conducted on them (Brown, Parks Philips 2005). Walter Kimbrough, who authored “Black
Greek 101 in 2003, wrote that, at the time, fewer than 12 dissertations had been written
about black Greek-letter culture and only *“a handful” of research articles addressed the topic
(2003). He wrote, “To this point, very little has been written that provides new knowledge on
the black Greek experience. The literature has been primarily dominated by news articles
(which most often never cover heinous acts of hazing) and magazine articles” (Kimbrough
2003: 15).

Following Kimbrough’s published research, scholar Gregory S. Parks began working
to fill the gap in published scholarly research about BGLOs. In 2005, he co-edited a volume
of scholarly essays about the black Greek-letter community, African American Fraternities
and Sororities: the Legacy and the Vision, and in 2008, he edited another volume, Black
Greek-letter Organizations in the Twenty-First Century: Our Fight Has Just Begun. In both
books, he calls for more research on BGLOs, writing that many topics not explored in the
book are “important and worthy of research” (Parks 2008). One of the many topics he
mentions as examples is black fraternities and sororities on predominantly white college
campuses (Parks 2008). Historically Black Greek groups have had a long and rich history,
but remain an under-explored community (Kimbrough 2003; Parks 2008; Brown et al. 2005).
“Despite their 100-year existence, little substantive research has been conducted and even

less has been published” (Parks 2008: 2).
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Additionally, research that exists about Greek membership and its impact on students
and campuses usually focuses primarily on white fraternities and sororities and does not
make adequate distinctions between white groups and BGLOs (McClure 2006). Research on
membership in Greek-letter groups typically indicate negative outcomes of membership
including “higher levels of rigidity in the attitudes of Greek members, lower moral and
cognitive development outcomes, less concern for social issues than their non-Greek
counterparts, extremely high levels of alcohol use and abuse,” or more constructive
consequences including increased opportunities for “leadership development, higher levels of
student involvement, and higher levels of post college charitable giving and community
involvement” (Pike 2000; Thorson 1997) (McClure 2006: 1037-38). Applying findings from
these types of research to BGLOs is likely to be inaccurate due to the large differences that
exist between the two groups (McClure 2006: 1038).

Literature that does exist regarding contemporary students’ experiences in BGLOs has
found a connection between membership and increased levels of campus involvement
(Kimborough and Hutcheson 1998; McClure 2006). For instance, Walter Kimbrough and
Philo A. Hutcheson studied the impact of membership in Black Greek-letter organizations on
black students' involvement in collegiate activities and their development of leadership skills.
They wrote that their findings “strongly suggest that there are positive outcomes of
membership in BGLOs” and that membership is “at least one factor in increased student
involvement and leadership skill development” (Kimborough and Hutcheson 1998).

In a study of historically black fraternity members on a predominantly white campus,
researcher Stephanie McClure also found that participation in the fraternity had a positive

impact on the students’ connection to the campus (2006). She found that there were three
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major effects membership in a fraternity had on students: increased “sense of closeness the
participants feel to each other, the campus, and to Black history.” (McClure 2006: 1044)
Additionally, her research indicates that BGLOs play an important role in the social life of
many black students on campus (McClure 2006). “This includes the significant role Black
Greek organizations play in providing a social scene for members and nonmembers. White
Greek organizations typically limit participation in their social activities to members, their
guests, and members of other White Greek organizations” (McClure 2006: 1044-1045).

The literature also suggests a lack of understanding in regard to black fraternities and
sororities on PWIs (Kimbrough 2003; McClure 2006). Kimbrough (2003) and McClure’s
(2006) research, for example, both urge school administrators to use their findings to inform
their professional work with students. In an interview about the compilation of scholarly
essays on BGLOs that he edited, Gregory Parks said that he believed there to be little
understanding of black fraternities and sororities compared with white groups (Jachik 2006).
Referring to the rythmic and high-energy dance that is a tradition of BGLO life, stepping,
Parks said: *“I sense that minority, or at least, BGLOs have a good sense of what White
Greeks do and are about, but there is little, substantive reciprocal understanding. There’s
more to BGLOs than stepping, and that might be all most White “Greeks” know, if they

know anything about BGLOs.” (Jachik 2006)
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Chapter 3: Historical Background

The historical background of BGLOs is essential for illustrating the overall
significance and contemporary functions of these groups. Their long history on these college
campuses began after the first group’s founding in the early twentieth century at Cornell
University (Ross 2000). When black students began being admitted to more predominantly
white institutions, following federally mandated desegregation, they started establishing
chapters of these fraternities and sororities on their campuses (Ross 2000). Excluded from the
mainstream Greek-letter groups that were a very visible part of student life on predominantly
white campuses, providing valuable social and professional networking opportunities, black
students joined BGLOs because they provided a supportive environment for dealing with the
racial climate and because of the groups’ commitment to uplifting the black community
(Brown et al. 2005: 422). Now, there are nine Historically Black Greek-letter organizations
(BGLOs) on college campuses, referred to as the “Divine Nine” (Ross 2000).

The first of the “Divine Nine” was Alpha Phi Alpha fraternity founded in 1905 (Ross
2000). That period until 1930 is considered a “foundational period for black fraternities and
sororities on college campuses” (Kimbrough 2003: 31). Six of the nine BGLOS were all
founded at historically black Howard University in Washington, D.C. (Kimbrough 2003).
“At Howard University, the cradle of Black Greek civilization, Greek-lettered organizations
filled a void for students who were unfulfilled by the activities offered at that time”
(Kimbrough 2003: 93). Cornell University, where Alpha Phi Alpha was founded, is one of
three predominantly white higher education institutions where a BGLO was founded
(Kimbrough 2003). Butler University and Indiana University, both in Indiana, are the other

two predominantly white campuses where a BGLO was founded (Ross 2000).
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The social environment that bred the formation of BGLOs at Howard University was
very different than the environments at predominantly white institutions. “In the cases of
Butler University, Indiana University, and Cornell University, the organizations filled a void
for Black students who were denied opportunities for involvement on those campuses at that
time. Essentially, these organizations formed a support system not only for the members but
for all Black students” (Kimbrough 2003: 93). At PWI’s, the groups added an element of
support for black students in a white environment (Kimbrough 2003). “In the mid-1800s after
the explosion of fraternities and sororities, Black college students saw these organizations as
a way to become part of the mainstream college culture. However, these Black groups also
provided support for students, especially on the predominantly White campuses. They
mirrored their White counterparts by using Greek letters, by forming chapters, and by
incorporating secret handshakes and rituals” (Kimbrough 2003: 111). Consider the origin of
the second fraternity on a PWI to further illustrate the social environment at the time for
black students:

The only other Black fraternity founded on a
predominantly White campus, Kappa Alpha Psi,
was founded in 1911 at Indiana University (1U).
According to Crump (1983), Black IU students

in that day were denied the use of campus
entertainment and recreational facilities and could
only participate in the university's track and field
athletic events. Like their Alpha Phi Alpha peers
(dubbed "Alphas™), some of the founders of Kappa
Alpha Psi ("Kappas") served as waiters in White
fraternity houses, and this probably served as the

initial impetus for forming a similar organization
of their own. (Kimbrough 2003: 95)
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The originations of BGLOs at Howard University were very different as compared to the
predominantly white institutions that also hosted the first campus chapters of BGLOs
(Kimbrough 2003).

Although the formation of black fraternities and sororities were both motivated by
severe racial discrimination, the experiences of the college men and women were very
different (Whaley 2010). The social environment on college campuses that also included
institutional sexism and discrimination based on gender was common (Whaley 2010).
Although women were granted admission to higher education institutions before blacks, “the
male-dominated campus culture had not changed much by the first decade of the 20th
century” (Kimbrough 2003: 95). “In many regards, the repressive and often hostile climate
that faced the women who founded the nation's Black sororities was comparable to that faced
by their male peers at PWIs” (Kimbrough 2003: 95).

The first sorority was founded on the campus of Howard University in 1908 (Whaley
2010). Fewer than 30 women attended Howard at the time and the sorority included 16
founding members who “like the men of Alpha Phi Alpha at Cornell, sought relief by
bonding together socially (Parker 1990)” (Kimbrough 2003). “The sorority quickly expanded
to mixed-race campuses, part of a widespread effort by African American Greek
organizations to foster community, self-respect, and a cohesive culture for black students
who were greatly outnumbered on campus by their white peers” (Brown et al. 2005: 170).
Membership in a black sorority was attractive for black collegiate women who were looking
for social opportunities on campus (Brown et al. 2005). More than social opportunities, the
black sororities “offered sisterhood, strategies for surviving in a racist world, and the

opportunity to promote social justice” (Brown et al. 2005: 170).

14



Black Greek-letter organizations served the members of the groups looking for a
community at college, but they also served a greater purpose. “The formation of BGLOs,
aside from creating a social space for many African Americans, has even more to do with
their members’ embodiment of racialized progress. At many points throughout the black
freedom movement, BGLOs were instruments of social change” (Harris and Mitchell 161).
Black fraternities and sororities were very involved in social movements of the 20™ century
(Whaley 2010). A major component of BGLOs commitment to social justice also includes
their involvement in community service and philanthropy (Whaley 2010). “Black
philanthropy has been a response to discrimination—in the past due to slavery and
segregation, and today, due to educational and workplace inequality. Among the most
prominent philanthropic organizations for African Americans are sororities and fraternities—
organizations that have, since their establishment, been dedicated to philanthropic service,
specifically self-help and educational advancement” (Parks 2008).

Community service was especially important to the sororities (Brown et al. 2005).
“Less involved with formal politics, black women devoted the majority of their attention to
promoting change within the black community. The family roles of women made them
responsible for helping the family adapt to a hostile environment. This emphasis on
community work shaped much of the sorority activism throughout the twentieth century”
(Brown et al. 2005: 172). Being active in community service, “constituted a direct challenge
to barriers to women’s participation in the world beyond the family and household” (Brown
et al. 2005: 182). “They kept a focus on developing successful young African American

women to uplift the community. Women historically served as the backbone of the family,
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and an improvement in the status of women would also improve the status of the race. The
uplift of African Americans began with black women” (Brown et al. 2005: 182).

As BGLOs continued to grow and gain prominence in the 20" century, they
developed a roster of very influential members (Ross 2000). “...the outstanding societal and
global contributions of other members gives them almost irrefutable credibility. Indeed, the
credibility of BGLOs continues to be validated by the historical and ongoing prominence of
so many of their members” (Kimbrough 2003:95) Some examples include “distinguished
civic, political, educational, and business leaders” such as Martin Luther King, Jr., Thurgood
Marshall, Jesse Jackson, and Bill Cosby. Notable women include Mary McLeod Bethune,
Shirley Chisholm, Cardiss Collins, and Lena Horne (Kimbrough 2003). “Thus, among
African Americans at least, the link between membership in a Greek-letter organization and
high leadership abilities seems evident.” (Kimbrough 2003: 95)

In discussing the origins and early history of BGLOs, it is also necessary to point out
the major ways in which the traditions and practices BGLOs developed are different from
white Greek-letter groups. While there are some similarities that exist between white and
black fraternities and sororities because BGLOs were modeled after the white system, there
are many differences (Kimbrough 2003). First, their recruitment processes are different.
White groups organize large, visible recruitment—or “rush”—events that bring out hundreds
of would-be members. BGLOs, on the other hand, hold more secretive recruitment processes
(Kimbrough 2003). The most visible element of BGLO culture is stepping, which is unique
to the BGLOs (Kimbrough 2003). Another visible difference on many campuses is that white

Greek-letter life centers around their houses, which are many times large mansion-like
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residences that constitute a “row” on campus. Black groups do not typically occupy houses
(Kimbrough 2003).

Additionally, BGLOs stress lifelong membership more than white groups do
(Kimbrough 2003). Although membership is considered lifelong in both communities, many
BGLO members join graduate chapters that exist across the country (Kimbrough and
Hutcheson 1998). “... Blacks” membership in these organizations tends to be lifelong,
suggesting a depth of commitment not evident among Greeks of other ethnicities”
(Kimbrough and Hutcheson 1998). Both groups have national umbrella organizations that
govern the chapters. In the case of BGLOs, this group is called the National Pan-Hellenic
Council, which was organized in 1929 in response to universities not recognizing BGLOs

(Kimbrough 2003).
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Chapter 4: Methods

This study is qualitative and exploratory due to the lack of research that exists on this
subject and the need to uncover descriptive information about the experiences of historically
black sorority members. This study employs in-depth interviewing and field research as its
qualitative methodology. Members of historically black sororities at a predominantly white
institution (PW1) and a historically black university (HBCU) were interviewed between
February and April 2011. Four sorority members at a PWI were interviewed and three
members at an HBCU were interviewed as a comparison group. The PWI in this study is a
large public state institution in the mid-Atlantic region. The HBCU in the sample is also in
the mid-Atlantic region. The PWI was selected because it represents a traditionally vibrant
setting for overall fraternity and sorority life—a large state school. Similarly, the HBCU was
selected because it represents a vibrant setting for Greek-letter life, however, in this case it
only represents that setting for black Greek-letter life. In-depth interviewing is most
appropriate for this project because very little research has been done on BGLOs on
predominantly white campuses, indicating a need for descriptive research with which to form
a basis for further examination. This study focuses only on black females because of their
unique positioning as groups that have traditionally experienced marginalization based on
race and gender.

I also conducted some field research to further inform this study. | observed a sorority
event at the PW1 to add some contextual information to data collected during the interviews.
The event was a panel discussion and reception involving current and graduate members of
the sorority. The subject of the panel discussion was the sorority’s legacy and future. Panel

members consisted of four graduate members and a current student member. Additionally, |
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also observed three sorority events at a predominantly white private institution also in the
mid-Atlantic region in 2009. I also had informal discussions with sorority members at these
events about this research topic. Although this institution is not the focus of this study, |
gained an increased familiarity with BGLOs during these experiences, which helped inform
this project.

Members who hold leadership positions in the sorority were purposefully selected
(president, vice president, etc.) in order to interview individuals who are likely to be most
knowledgeable about their organizations. To locate these members, the adviser for BGLOs at
each institution was contacted. That staff member at each institution then either provided
contact information for the students or asked some students to reach out to me. The students
were provided with the information about the study before choosing to participate (Appendix
A). Since this study is exploratory in nature, interview guides were used to allow for follow-
up questions that were not anticipated (Appendix B and Appendix C). Students were asked
questions relating to four main categories: motivations for membership, rewards of
membership, campus environment, and contemporary relevance of the single-race groups.

The questions were structured around these four areas in order to address the role the
sororities play in the contemporary racial landscape. Focusing on motivations, rewards,
campus environment, and relevance allowed the interview to pay special attention to areas
that are central to this research: the black female students’ interpretation of the
predominantly white environment and the ways in which they respond to and navigate that
environment. The interview guide contained the following questions:

1. When did you first become aware of black Greek-letter groups, and what was
your first impression?
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2. What did you find appealing about BGLOs? Why did you want to join?

3. Was it a hard decision? Were there any reasons you would not join?

4. Did you ever consider joining a mainstream, or white, Greek-letter group?
5. What kind of support does the sorority offer its members?

6. How do you benefit from being a member?

7. How does belonging to a sorority impact your social life? Are most of your
friends in the sorority? Are most social events you attend Greek-related?

8. What do the groups contribute to the campus community?

9. What do you think college would be like if you weren’t a part of your
sorority?

10. What is a typical week like with sorority activities?

11. When you are in class or on campus for reasons not related to your sorority,
how would you describe the racial environment? Do you feel like it’s a white
world?

12. What do you think students perceptions of BGLOs are?

13. What are your perceptions of mainstream Greek-letter groups?

14. Do you interact much with mainstream Greek-letter groups? How would you
describe Greek life overall on campus?

15. Do you think the roles of BGLOs have changed?

16. Why are BGLOs still relevant in a post-integration era?

Individuals interviewed were granted complete confidentiality so that they could
speak freely about potentially sensitive issues involving race relations on their campus and in
other parts of their everyday life. They were also granted confidentiality so they could speak
freely about any potential issues that are critical of their sorority or Greek-letter life. To

guarantee confidentiality, the names of their specific sororities and institutions of higher
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education are also not used in this paper because that information could potentially be used to
identify the individual. It is also important to keep this information confidential because
members of BGLOs are very concerned about the reputations of their specific groups and
may not speak as freely if they felt their comments were tied to their sorority (Brown et al.
2005). “BGLO members and leaders have a vested interest in ensuring that their
organizations are well represented and well depicted ...” (Brown et al. 2005: 10).
Interviewees are identified as either PWI members or HBCU members in this paper.

Interviews at the PWI were conducted in person and lasted from half an hour to an
hour. The interviews were conducted in communal campus locations: the library and a food
court. The interviews were recorded with a digital voice recorder and transcribed. The three
interviews of HBCU students were conducted over the phone and each lasted about half an
hour. I changed the method of interviewing with the HBCU interviews, the comparison
group, because | encountered difficulty getting responses from HBCU members. | changed
my interview request to be a phone interview so that it was logistically easier for the
interview subjects. The approach worked and I was better able to schedule phone interviews
with the subjects than in-person interviews. This change in methodology should be noted
because it changes the relationship between the researcher and the interviewee.

Conducting this research project also presented several challenges. The first issue is
that I, the researcher, am an outsider. | am neither black nor a member of a BGLO. This is a
potential limitation because the sorority members may not trust me as much as they would if
I were black or a member of a sorority. In addition, as a researcher, | may not understand
some aspects of the experiences of both of these communities because | have not personally

lived them. According to historian Wayne J. Urban: “The potential for misunderstanding [the
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African-American experience] comes from the fact that White people are not Black people,
have not experienced much of what Black people have experienced, and are thus
handicapped when interpreting the Black experience” (Gasman and Payton-Stewart 2006).
This lack of personal experience, however, may also be advantageous in some respects.
“Academicians who are BGLOs may have a certain degree of understanding that
nonmembers do not. Conversely, non BGLO members may possess a greater degree of
objectivity than members do. Hence, both members and nonmembers (including non-blacks)
can provide useful insights and perspectives” (Parks 2008: 4).

Another potential limitation is the study’s generalizability. This study has a very
small sample size selected from two institutions of higher education. It is therefore difficult
to determine whether these findings would be consistent with the experiences of other
individuals at other institutions. I suspect that the findings of my research will resonate with
other members of BGLOs at other predominantly white education institutions and
historically black colleges and universities because the institutions share many of the
characteristics of other institutions. The demographic make-up, number of BGLOs, and
overall student population size are all comparable to other PWI’s and HBCU’s. Additionally,
since this is a largely un-researched topic, it is necessary to begin with exploratory in-depth

research to form a basis for further examination.

22



Chapter 5: Results

The results of the interviews with members of historically black sororities at a
predominantly white institution and a historically black institution are organized into four
parts corresponding with the interview guide categories: motivations, rewards, campus
environment, and relevance. The first part includes interviewee responses about factors that
they considered both main motivations and rewards for membership. Second, results of
questions about the campus environment are reported. The third part describes interviewee
responses that dealt with additional rewards related to self-definition and double-
consciousness. Lastly, reactions to questions related to the contemporary relevance of the

sororities as single-race groups are reported.

Motivations and Rewards: Shared Values, Sisterhood, Lifetime Membership, and Post-
college Network

PWI1 and HBCU members both talked about researching the values and ideals of the
organizations before deciding to pursue membership. This research included learning about
the history of the sorority as well as the social justice areas that the sorority focuses on.
Members felt a need to align individually with the professed values of the group—one PWI
member described this as needing to “meet the moral expectations” of the sorority. “When |
researched the organizations as far as the history a lot of the things that they were trying to
establish as far as their mission as far as educational advancement, the black family, things
like that I was like ‘ok, I already have these values instilled in me so why not be a part of this
organization and offer my services for them.” One HBCU member stressed the historical

research she undertook to decide if the group was a good fit for her. The historical legacy of
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the sorority as involved in black social progress helped motivate her decision to pursue
membership. “After doing my research | realized the importance that they serve and the role
that they play in black communities in history in starting revolutions and movements and
assisting the revolutions and movements over the years.”
The sisterhood and bonds formed from membership in a historically black sorority
were also factors that each member interviewed cited as a motivation and reward of
membership. It is also a factor that one PWI member said is uniquely attributable to BGLOs
compared with other black student organizations. “Being in any organization does not
guarantee you long-lasting friendships and bonds...Once you become a member of a [black
Greek-letter] organization, you are that organization.” A major component of the sisterhood
and bonds is the support that the members offer each other. An HBCU member said the
following about support as it relates to BGLOs as an all-black group:
I think it’s because we have as black individuals, in
my opinion, have to be able to, | guess for lack of a
better word, hold each other down and support
each other because of things we’ve been through in our
history, so I think ...the network is stronger for black
people because of the ways that we have to overcome
things. There are a lot of black organizations
...there are a whole variety of things, but I think with
the black sororities and fraternities we have the
strongest support group because we have a lifetime
commitment to the organization and to one another
and our common goal is to serve...it’s bigger than
ourselves. | think that’s the reason our support is so
strong.

Both PWI and HBCU members talked about the sisterhood, bonds, and support the sorority

offered, but for PWI members, the support is also for black students on campus. It is also

significant that BGLOs may be viewed as offering support that other black student

24



organizations can not in light of criticisms that BGLOs on campus may not be necessary if
other black student organizations, such as black student unions, exist.

PWI1 members also spoke about the support the sorority offers black students on a
predominantly white campus—both members and nonmembers. This is a major difference
observed about the operations of the black Greek-letter community at PWIs and HBCUS.
“It’s a shared experience. The fact that you can, excuse my language, bitch and moan with
other people about like what happens...you don’t feel like it’s just you... It’s that shared
experience that common bond that you have...” She also added that black students who are
nonmembers also sometimes seek out BGLO members for informal discussions about
experiences dealing with the white majority on campus. Another PWI said the sorority
“definitely” provides support for members to deal with life outside of the sorority and
referred to the group as an “outlet” for members and nonmembers on a PWI. “The sorority
wants you to be culturally aware and not just of your own heritage. Of course one of the main
things is to know you know the black family and the black student in society and how we can
uplift those people but also [the sorority] is really an outlet you know and an outlet for
everyone and not just members of the organization.”

Another common theme among members interviewed was the lifetime membership of
the organizations. Each member mentioned lifetime membership as a motivating factor
and/or benefit of participation in BGLOs. For the PWI1 interviewees, the lifetime membership
was a distinction they made between their groups and white sororities. Three of the four PWI
members talked about lifetime membership in the context of differentiation between their
groups and white fraternities and sororities. “And another thing about black Greek

organizations is that there is a very strong sense of pride. It’s very close-knit and | think even
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more with the Divine Nine organizations there is such a strong emphasis that once you join
you are always a member, you’re always a sister and we have graduate chapters who are very
involved, so that’s one thing that really set it apart and that’s one thing that is really
engrained in you; that it will be there forever.” When discussing differences between black
and white sororities, one PWI member said: “It’s a different set up period. Ours are lifetime.
Once you’re a [name of sorority] you’re always a [name of sorority]. It’s not just a college
thing. And I think people don’t quite understand that...but it is a lifelong choice.” Since great
emphasis is placed on lifelong membership, the benefits of being a member following college
are an important factor.

Each member cited access to a large and professionally valuable network following
college as a main benefit of membership in a BGLO. Members said that leaders in many
industries are in the Divine Nine community. Some PWI members added that membership to
the larger black Greek-letter community, not just a specific sorority, is beneficial. “The
connection you have with other Greeks...you’re part of a larger Greek network ...it’s like
interloping circles that always work in your favor in some way shape or form.” Another
member said that being affiliated with a BGLO “automatically that shows that you have
perseverance that you have strength, that you know how to make a decision and those are
basic skills that a lot of people want in workers.”

An interesting aspect of the post-college network is that many of the members
referred to having a home in places there would not normally be one. In addition to a
professional network, members talked about belonging to a network of BGLO members that
exist across the world and could provide a “home” anywhere. One HBCU member said: “Go

anywhere, you will always have somewhere to stay...If | ever visit any country or any city in
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the world, I don’t think I would ever be homeless.” According to another HBCU member: “I
can go anywhere ...honestly globally...and have someone there...who can take care of me,
house me, feed me, just because we are sisters.” PWI members also talked about being able
to go anywhere and be connected with a member of the Divine Nine community to have a
home. It is interesting to note the emphasis black sororities have traditionally placed on the
black family as a social justice issue area and the language used to describe having a home

anywhere in the world due to their Divine Nine network.

Campus Environment: Size of the Black Community

Not all of the PWI members knew they wanted to be a part of Greek-letter life prior to
arriving on campus as a new student. For the HBCU members, each responded that they knew
they wanted to be in a sorority prior to beginning college. One HBCU interviewee even said
she was exclusively looking at colleges that hosted a chapter of one specific sorority.
She was not considering and did not apply to any colleges that did not have that specific
chapter on campus. For the PWI members, it was more common for them to decide that they
wanted to participate in a BGLO after observing them on campus. For instance, one PWI
member who is the vice president of her sorority said: “...it wasn’t until I came to college
and | seen the atmosphere and especially on a predominantly white campus, it’s kind of a
small black community where... usually the black students are Greek and so they are kind of
in the spotlight.” Another PWI member who is the president of her sorority also spoke about
the size of the black community on campus as a motivating factor for seeking membership in
a BGLO. She described her campus as “so big” and the membership “makes the campus

smaller.”
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Another distinction the PWI members made between their groups and white groups
was the size of the organizations. Regarding white sororities, one PWI member said: “You’re
not really going to have a chance to get to know each and every person in that organization,
so | think that’s another thing that sets apart... they do allow a large number of people to join
their organization at one instance where it starts to become really informal and you really
don’t get to know everyone at all. And with that, if you don’t know that person, you’re not
going to want to develop a lifelong relationship with that person.” In contrast, she described
Divine Nine sororities as very concerned about an individual’s compatibility with the
organization. “They want to make sure that your ideals really do match up with the
organization’s ideals so they want to get to know you as a person so that’s why there are
more of these personal bonds before you know you are trying to get to know these people
because they are letting you into their family. So I think that’s one of the requirements that is
sometimes overlooked in the mainstream organizations.” The perception that white sororities
lack the same personalization that Divine Nine members feel that they experience in their
sororities on a PWI is connected to the size of the two populations.

The size of the black student population had a significant effect on the operations of
the groups at PWIs. One HBCU member noted that, in a predominantly black environment,
they do not have to worry about a lack of interest in BGLOs or criticisms about the relevance
of BGLOs.

Biggest thing is probably that we have different....
I know that we do have different worries and
concerns. Generally on HBCUSs, | don’t think

you see worries like numbers and as far as like

the fear of dying out hasn’t been a prevalent thing
that I’ve encountered with many other HBCU

Greeks. Primarily because ...I guess we kind of
have a longer legacy there and people already
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understand our relevance. Whereas at a predominantly

white institution you have to first say ‘oh well we’re

a sorority but we’re a black sorority. Why does

there need to be a black sorority, don’t you have a

black student union?’
The purported missions of BGLOs and HBCUs also overlap—both entities are concerned
with supporting the black student. “At HBCUs our community is our entire campus S0
everyday that we serve someone we serve our campus whereas | think at PW1’s you’re there
to serve the campus, but because the population of black students is so small it’s like you
know well who are you really serving other than just the black students.”

Members also spoke to ideas about black student retention and connection with the
campus. In discussing the role of BGLOs on campus, one PWI member said: “and what
about the people who would fall off out of college had they not been in an organization?
Cause honestly if you don’t have a fraternity or something to tie yourself into, what really
motivates you as a black student to stay here?”” Another PWI1 member remarked that her
membership in the sorority is the only thing that keeps her engaged on campus activities.
“We probably wouldn’t even be around as seniors. It’s the only thing that keeps you
involved.” The idea of communalism was further reinforced by an HBCU member who
talked about the different experiences members have on PWI and HBCU campuses.
Regarding black Greek-letter organizations at PWIs, she said: “They really have no choice
but to stick together if they want to survive...and if they want to be relevant. They go to
school with 200,000 white folk, I mean, it’s kind of difficult for you to have a presence...”

Discussions of the campus environment of their schools included talk of their

classroom experiences at PWI’s. Members remarked that they were frequently the only black

student in class. “I’m also part of the honors college on campus and every single honors
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seminar I’ve ever taken I’ve been the only black person. Every single honors class I‘ve ever
taken....you know it’s ok, it’s fine, I mean we’re the minority on campus you know were the
minority in the country.” Another PW1 student said: “I think everybody really takes that
experience differently. You have some people who talks about the experience like the teacher
asks what’s the black perspective? They single you out.” Discussion about the racial
environment of their campus as it relates to classroom experiences helps illustrate reasons
black students may still seek out single-race groups for communalism.

None of the PWI members interviewed said they had considered pursuing
membership in a white sorority. The PWI members’ remarks about choosing not to pursue
membership in white sororities support previous research about the continued segregation
that exists due to custom, tradition, and preference (McClure 2006). In addition, it supports
ideas that true integration in the white Greek-letter system would require more effort. PWI
members described feeling that white sororities did not reach out to them and they perceived
that they were not as welcome in those groups as they were in BGLOs.

I never went to the extent or researching

what they were about because it was, | never

had anything that kind of just pulled me in...

but | never seem to have seen that they were

doing anything that would really try to pull me

in. 1 never seen anybody have like a social to

reach out to me because granted ...they do different
[recruitment]. It kind of feels like...they know it’s a
white sorority so they don’t give you the fliers. It
really is like that. | feel like they don’t think that
you are interested in it. But just having that type

of situation occur, it’s like it doesn’t make you
want to feel they need to join it because they
already have this preconceived notion that you

don’t want to join it, so they don’t offer it to you.

According to another PWI member:
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The [university] although it’s a very diverse campus, it
seems to be a very like segregated campus so you
know you see a lot of the same ethnicities staying
together, so...l was never offered or approached about
it and I guess that will make you kind of not really feel
welcome and if its supposed to be a sisterhood and no
one is really reaching out to me then I ...wasn’t really
too interested.
These experiences further reinforce the idea that Greek-letter life remains racially stratified

due to tradition, custom, and preference (McClure 2006).

Members at a PWI and HBCU also reported very different responses from the campus
community regarding their membership in a BGLO. According to members, this discrepancy
involved very different levels of esteem for the groups. One HBCU compared her
experiences with her sister who attends a PWI and also pursued membership in a BGLO.
“Divine Nine is held in high esteem, for some very superficial reasons and for some very
relevant and applicable reasons I think. At [my sister’s] school, | don’t think they are
regarded as highly or as seriously as they might be...at another HBCU.” She added that she
perceived this difference to be on the part of both students and the administration. Another
HBCU member described her experiences when she “crossed over,” or officially completed
the pledging process and became a member of her sorority. “It’s all interesting because when
I crossed over it was kind of like 1 was a local celebrity and | wasn’t used to that. It was kind
interesting the way my peers responded to me. It was more of a change that | don’t think
would happen at every university or a PWI.” She added that black students are familiar with
the Greek letters of BGLOs and have much more familiarity with the culture of Divine Nine

groups. “... no one really knows what [the letters] stand for unless you’re black really. But at
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a black campus, everybody knows what they stand for ... at other schools they might not be
aware because you’re the minority and not the majority.”

Two PWI members talked about specific tension between the BGLOs and school
administrators. They described “heightened” police presence at their events. Citing an event
with BGLOs, “It was just very, very heightened sense of security... And that’s at all step
shows, that’s at everything...and then we see the white Greeks have parties every single
weekend.” She further remarked: “They treat us like gangs. | feel like they treat us like
gangs.” She stressed a very strained relationship in her discussion of the interaction between
the predominantly white campus environment and the BGLO community.

Each of the PWI members also said to some extent there is a lack of understanding
among the general student population about what BGLOs are about. One PWI member cited
an article in the school newspaper as exemplifying both this lack of understanding and
fundamental differences between white and black Greeks that are not acknowledged. The
article addressed hazing allegations against a black sorority that had been suspended. The
newspaper story quoted a white sorority member, which the PWI member thought was
inappropriate. “She has no perception of what black Greek traditions are like. So why would
you poll a white woman to speak on it? You know what | mean? And I think that’s reflective
of the larger population.”

Two of the PWI members also spoke a lot about feeling a disproportionate amount of
scrutiny from school administrators regarding the academic performance in addition to the
behaviors of their groups. “I guess because our community is so small. I mean I could
definitely see how we are a very important role in the African American population at the

school because we are like the role models. Even the heads of a lot of the organizations for
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African American’s on campus are led by people who are in Greek organizations...these are
people that are leading you, they are going to scrutinize you more.” Although the PWI
member said she can understand being held to a higher standard when in a leadership
position on campus, she questioned whether other groups have to deal with higher level of
accountability. “I would argue that that’s not the case. Not to this level. I don’t think they are
constantly hearing the same speech, ‘you’re not relevant. We don’t necessarily need you
here. You don’t have to be here if we don’t want.” You know what | mean? | don’t think they
are hearing that. In our heads we are a staple of this community but it seems like we are
disposable to the administration and that’s unfortunate.”
Additional Rewards: Freedom from Double-Consciousness and Self-Definition as Role
Models
Members exhibited an awareness of the need to self-define through references to

definitions from society. One PWI member said: “Our job here on campus is to make sure
that we lift the black student up so much and give them the tools to I guess be able to
compete and over-compete and just know that they are capable of going beyond what society
thinks they can do.” Another PWI member referenced the experience of being the only black
student in a class. She refers to a type of “double-consciousness” feeling.

If you’re kind of the only black person in class...

you kind of get more aware of yourself because

you want to make sure the other people in your

group or in your classroom doesn’t start to develop

stereotypes that you know have been said or heard

about the African-American and you don’t want to

fall into those stereotypes knowing that you are

beyond that. Intuitively, or kind of unconsciously

rather, just make sure that you don’t—at least for me

—that | want to make sure they don have anything
negative to say about me.
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The PWI member also adds that that experience of isolation can be motivational on a
predominantly white campus. “I think although that it is sometimes a negative feeling that
you are the only person of color in class it is also in some ways encouraging because if you
don’t have that strive to do better than what is...stereotyped about you than sometimes you
know you don’t have that intrinsic motivation to do better.”

HBCU members also spoke to the ability to self-define. For HBCU members,
discussions about why they joined a sorority overlapped with discussion about why they
chose to attend an HBCU. Themes of freedom to be themselves in the all-black settings
emerged. An HBCU member described that she felt a strong desire to attend an HBCU for
college: “Just the culture, the community, the sense of self-identity and not being afraid to be
who you are but not letting who you are completely define, you know, what it is that you
do.” She continued: “Having sisters like I’ve had has allowed me to be myself because |
know | have people who will love me no matter what. | feel comfortable being whoever it is
that I am.”

A major impact of membership in a historically black sorority for HBCU and PWI
members is self-definition as “role models.” Each of the members interviewed used the
phrase “role model” to describe themselves and their fellow members. This function of being
a role model for other black females was related as a major role that the groups play on
campus. This function was also related as a motivation for joining the sorority. One PWI
member said: “I know why | joined a sorority is because | know I have a lot to offer to help
females specifically to stay positive...and by seeing my as a ...role model on campus they
can feel comfortable learning things from me.” Members also said that other students “look

up to” them.
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Another aspect that related to self-definition that emerged during interviews was an
emphasis on the diversity of the groups. HBCU members talked about the diversity of all-
black environments. “People think that HBCU’s aren’t diverse. They really are. There are a
whole bunch of different kinds of black people who come together.” Another HBCU member
said: “For me it [attending an HBCU] really broadened my thought process as to who black
people were an not defining us as solely one thing but understanding that we are a variety
and myriad of people who have a common background but we each hade our different walks

in life.”

Relevance in a Post-Integration Era
Members also talked about criticisms of the relevance of their organizations. The

historical significance of their groups was a main reason they saw for the continued existence
of the organizations. “We are still relevant because we carry on the same traditions. As long
as we keep doing what we are doing we will still be relevant.” She continued: “As long as we
keep being true to our roots, that’s why we’ll stay relevant. The minute an organization does
not follow the traditions and practices of its founders that will lose its relevancy. Because
those traditions are old, they’re sacred.” Another HBCU member noted that perceived
relevance is a challenge for black Greek-letter groups at both predominantly white and
predominantly black institutions because of public support for the concept of a “post-racial”
society.

I think both of our sororities are having that

obstacle. Right now we are kind of in a what

people have said is a ‘post-racial’ society so when

you have groups that are based that were
founded on the empowerment of a particular
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race...It’s like, you know we’re post-racial now

so why do you need the black groups or why

do you need the Latino groups? Or, you know, we’re
all the same now. I think on one level there

are some similarities across the board. | think

it’s just more apparent at white institutions.

But even at HBCUSs, you have the relevancy issue
being asked about Greek life in particular...

She added, however, that “there is always going to be a need for groups who want to help the
community. The community is never going to be 100 percent okay—no matter what the

social climate; no matter what the economic climate.”
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Chapter 6: Discussion

This thesis seeks to help reveal the roles of historically black sororities on
contemporary college campuses by examining the motivations black female students have for
joining a historically black sorority and the ways in which they feel they benefit from
membership. | focused on sorority members at a predominantly white institution, and then
compared them to their counterparts at a predominantly black institution, to help determine
whether the racial composition of their educational environment impacts their experiences of
membership. This topic is an important one to explore because historically black Greek-letter
organizations have important legacies of service to the black community, but the social
landscape in which they operate has changed significantly.

This project is exploratory and only begins to scratch the surface of describing the
differences between historically black sorority members’ experiences at HBCU’s and PWI’s.
Further research in this area is required to learn more about these experiences. This project,
however, begins to uncover some potentially valuable observations about the role of
historically black sororities on contemporary college campuses. In-depth interviews with
members of historically black sororities at a predominantly white institution and a
predominantly black institution suggest key similarities and differences related to being a
member in each environment.

Through interviews with members of historically black sororities at a PWI and an
HBCU, several common themes emerged. First, both PWI and HBCU members cited several
of the same main facets that motivated their pursuit of membership in the organizations and
are also rewards for membership. These common facets include shared values, lifetime

membership, bonds of sisterhood, a support system, and a post-college network. For PWI

37



members, however, some of these facets took on additional meanings on a predominantly
white campus, indicating that differences exist in the motivations and rewards for
membership in predominantly white and predominantly black settings. Second, the size of
the black community and racial environment on campus was a source of many of the
differences in experiences for PWI1 and HBCU members. Third, self-definition as “role
models” for black females and freedom from “double-consciousness” heavily influenced the
experience of membership in a historically black sorority for both PW1 and HBCU members.
This research suggests several ways in which a campus’ racial composition impacts
the experience of being a member of a historically black sorority. The motivations and
rewards for membership are different at a predominantly white campus versus a
predominantly black campus. For instance, although each person interviewed cited bonds of
sisterhood and a support system as motivations for and rewards of membership, these
concepts took on special meaning on the predominantly white campus. The sorority was
viewed as an “outlet” for students in the sorority as well as other black students on campus
because they had the shared experience of being black in a predominantly white
environment. Students at the PWI also reported more instances of tension on campus from a
lack of understanding on the part of other students and administrators about the operations
and relevance of their groups as single-race sororities. These observations help to illustrate
the roles that black groups can play on predominantly white campuses in a post-integration
era. Although there is public support for concepts such as “post-racial” or “colorblind,” the
continued existence of groups such as historically black sororities helps show the many ways

that race continues to impact daily life on higher education campuses.
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There are many opportunities for further research to build upon these preliminary
findings. Based upon some of the common themes that emerged during the in-depth
interviews, additional research could further examine the relevance of single-race groups in a
“post-racial” society. Examining the continuing demand for these groups helps to illustrate
the contemporary racial climate. Additional research could hone in on some of the issues
described in the in-depth interviews about feelings of tension on predominantly white
campuses. Opportunities to more specifically examine this include analyzing campus
resources afforded to historically black Greek-letter groups in comparison to mainstream
fraternities and sororities including student activities funds, houses, and other traditional
sources of support. Research could also continue to explore the stratification of the Greek-
letter system by comparing the motivations and rewards reported by members of mainstream
Greek-letter groups and single-race groups, both white and non-white. On a broader level,
further research could examine the differences in motivations and rewards among male
members of fraternities and the experiences of other single-race Greek-letter groups such as
Latino and Asian fraternities and sororities. The positioning of Greek-letter groups as deeply

stratified institutions makes them ripe for sociological examination.
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Appendices

Appendix A

Informed Consent Form
Experiences of Historically Black Sorority Members on College Campuses
Investigator: Caitlin Carroll, MA Candidate in Sociology, George Washington University

INTRODUCTION

You are invited to take part in a research study being conducted by Caitlin Carroll, a master’s
candidate in sociology at the George Washington University.

You are being asked to participate in this study because of your involvement with historically
black Greek-letter groups at [name of school]. Please read this form carefully and ask me any
questions that will help you decide whether or not to participate in the study. Taking part is
completely voluntary and you can cease participation at any time.

PURPOSE

This study is being conducted to learn more about the experiences of historically black
sorority members on college campuses. The study aims to compare the experiences of
members at a predominantly white institution of higher education and a historically black
institution of higher education.

PROCEDURES

The total amount of time you will spend in this study is 30 to 60 minutes over the course of
one interview. The interview will be taped with a digital voice recorder by the researcher and
later transcribed for the purpose of data analysis. The interview will be conducted at a setting
that is mutually agreeable to the participant and the researcher.

RISKS & CONFIDENTIALITY

Although there is little chance that anyone could identify you as a participant in the study or
otherwise connect your name with the information that I collect about you, steps are being
taken to minimize this risk. The records of this study will be kept private. In any published
articles or presentations, | will not include any information that will make it possible to
identify you as a subject. Your name and the name of your university will not be used.

BENEFITS

The anticipated benefit of participation is the opportunity to discuss thoughts and feelings
about historically black Greek-letter groups. The benefit to society will be a better
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understanding of the experiences of members of a historically black sorority on college
campuses.

QUESTIONS

If you have questions, you can contact the Principal Investigator listed on the front of this
form at carroll5@gwmail.gwu.edu.

DOCUMENTATION OF CONSENT
If you agree to take part in this study, please sign below:

Signature of Subject: Date :

Subject name (printed):

Signature of Researcher: Date:

After you sign this Consent form, | will provide you with a copy.
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Appendix B
Interview Guide
Students at Predominantly White Institution of Higher Education
I Motivations for membership

a. When did you first become aware of black Greek-letter groups, and what was
your first impression?

b. What did you find appealing about BGLOs? Why did you want to join?

c. Was it a hard decision? Were there any reasons you would not join?

d. Did you ever consider joining a mainstream, or white, Greek-letter group?
. Rewards of Membership

a. What kind of support does the sorority offer its members?

b. How do you benefit from being a member?

c. How does belonging to a sorority impact your social life? Are most of your
friends in the sorority? Are most social events you attend Greek-related?

d. What do the groups contribute to the campus community?

e. What do you think college would be like if you weren’t a part of your
sorority?

Il Campus Environment

a. What is a typical week like with sorority activities?

b. When you are in class or on campus for reasons not related to your sorority,
how would you describe the racial environment? Do you feel like it’s a white
world?

c. What do you think students perceptions of BGLOs are?

d. What are your perceptions of mainstream Greek-letter groups?

e. Do you interact much with mainstream Greek-letter groups? How would you
describe Greek life overall on campus?
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V. Relevance
a. Do you think the roles of BGLOs have changed?

b. Why are BGLOs still relevant in a post-integration era?
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Appendix C

Interview Guide
Students at Historically Black Institution of Higher Education

Motivations for membership

a. Why did you want to join a sorority?
Rewards of Membership

a. How do you benefit from membership?

b. Do you feel support from the sorority for dealing with life outside of the
sorority?

c. Has being a part of a sorority impacted your sense of identity?

d. Are there any negative parts about belonging to a sorority?

Campus Environment

a. Describe the culture of historically black Greek-letter groups on campus.
b. How do the groups contribute to the campus community?

c. How do you think being Greek at a Historically Black Institution is different
from being Greek at a Predominantly White Institution?

d. Did you consider attending a PW1?
Relevance
a. Do you think the roles of BGLOs have changed?

b. Why are BGLOs still relevant in a post-integration era?
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