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Greek Letters Organizations informally known as fraternities and sororities have been around since 1776 the first known social fraternity is named Phi Beta Kappa. These organizations have traditionally had social academic backgrounds, meaning their roots were in a specific subject or field of study, but now are most commonly known as just social organizations. Also since 1776 there are more specialized fraternities and sororities, in 1906 the first historically black fraternity was founded and in 1968 the Divine Nine was completed. The Divine Nine are the nine incorporated and internationally known historically black organization. Alpha Phi Alpha Fraternity Inc (1906), Alpha Kappa Alpha Sorority Inc (1908), Kappa Alpha Psi Fraternity Inc (1911), Omega Psi Phi Fraternity Inc (1911), Delta Sigma Theta Sorority Inc (1913), Phi Beta Sigma Fraternity Inc (1914), Zeta Phi Beta Sorority Inc (1920), Sigma Gamma Rho Sorority Inc (1922), and Iota Phi Theta Fraternity Inc. (1968). All of these organizations were formed with the same ideals and principles in mind; scholarship, service, brother/sisterhood, and in my sororities case Finer Womanhood.  When all of these organizations were first founded it was an entirely different time, things were more modest and traditional, sexuality let alone homosexuality was seen as taboo and almost unspoken about.  This paper is going to cover homosexuality within Greek Letter organizations, especially historically black fraternities where masculinity is one of their driving forces. I have done a few interviews with various members of fraternities and some sororities on homosexuals and [Greek] letters; I also did a brief interview with a member of Phi Beta Sigma, Fraternity Incorporated, who is openly gay. 

When people think of fraternities the first things that come to mind might be wild house parties, alcohol, and macho guys. When thinking of a black fraternity those familiar with them first think of stepping, strolling/party walking (which is choreographed dances done at social events to music), their stereotypes, pledging (which was made illegal in 1991 nationally), and masculinity. It is very rare to see an openly gay male in a fraternity because sadly it isn’t really accepted. Men who join fraternities are thought to be one of the highest examples of manhood and masculinity; I think that comes from pledging. When pledging was legal it was said to be a test of strength for young men and a way to form bonds with those already in the organization. So in the early 1900s when this type of initiation was perfectly legal it really was a test of strength and manhood.  When it comes to sororities the same things basically applied, in when historical black sororities first were founded those women were the perfect picture of class, and displayed only the utmost lady like mannerisms. But still they were required to participate in those rituals. I personally do not see or hear about many women having issues with lesbian women wanting to join sororities, especially since I am a member of a sorority and my chapter has an openly gay and transgender member.  I cannot speak for every member of every chapter of every organization but I know most do not discriminate and don’t have such a strong stance on the acceptance of homosexual women.

I think one of the main reasons why black fraternities are so against homosexuality in their respective organizations is simple because of homophobia and fear. A lot of black men aren’t very tolerant of gay or transgender men, so they last thing they could imagine is someone they don’t understand becoming their brother. Homophobic thoughts are subliminally strewn about the black community, since birth, especially in the urban areas. These young men are taught at young ages that liking the same sex is wrong and doesn’t make you a real man, and even if you show or exhibit too much emotion that’s seen as “being soft”. And “being soft” to some is the same as being gay.  “Expressing hypermasculinity is socially popular in black male circles. It seizes upon opportunities for projecting male dominance, possibly functioning as a means to vent the extra frustrations that black men experience in a racist society, while also shoring up a sense of identity in an uncertain social world” (Ward, 498).  Black males are constantly having to exert and proclaim their masculinity in a society that has been emasculinating them since slavery.  It also can be seen all throughout the media, black men trying to show they have control and making their presence known in society and life. So to be a black gay male is basically taking steps backwards in some people’s eyes. Also over the past few years a new slang term emerged with in the young black/urban community “No Homo”; it’s meant to be said after saying something that sounds feminine or words that could be misconstrued to mean something else. This just is another example of how the black community can be unwilling to accept difference and shows traits of homophobia.

I chose to interview members of my brother fraternity Phi Beta Sigma fraternity, Inc because we have a gay brother who lives in the area and is heavily involved with our chapters here on campus. So I figured that it would be best for me to get this information straight from the source. My first interview was with Owen Washington; he has been a member of the Mu Zeta chapter of Phi Beta Sigma fraternity, Inc since spring 2007.

Canon- “How do you feel about homosexuality?”

Owen-“I don’t agree with it, but I accept it because it’s your choice and you can do what you want. It’s your own choice.”

Canon-“Do you feel about homosexuality in fraternities?”

Owen- I don’t really feel comfortable with it. I don’t condone their lifestyle. Hey change the image of the organization.

Canon-“What is the ‘image’ of fraternities?”

Owen- “We uphold the highest ideals of manhood and brotherhood.”

Canon- “Why do they not uphold those ideals?”

Owen- “Some of them have feminine characteristics.”

Canon- “How is it having an openly gay man be on the yard [campus] in your frat?”

Owen- “It has its ups and downs; he teaches the younger bros a lot and does so much for the chapter, but we are deemed as the org that just lets anyone in our org.”
Canon-“That’s a bad thing?”

Owen- “Yea, because it makes us seem like we accept anyone.”

Canon- “Do you feel that people will get another perception of you fraternity?”

Owen- “Most definitely, people will deem us as gay if you let gay people in your organization.”

Canon- “Ok, last question, how do you feel about MiAKAs (Men Interested in Alpha Kappa Alpha).”

Owen-“Totally against it, it’s just wrong!!”


The answers that Owen gave were very similar to what other men have told me in the past about having gay members in fraternities. Whether they don’t necessarily have a major issue with homosexuality in general but when it comes to their organization it becomes a problem. And they begin to worry about how they will be perceived by other people, and their image. He also mentioned that because a man they may don’t uphold manhood they same way that a heterosexual male could. For my other interview I spoke with Kenny Jones, an openly gay brother of Phi Beta Sigma Fraternity, Inc. He has been a member since spring of 2000.
Canon-“ How does it feel to be gay in a fraternity that doesn’t necessarily accept it?”

Kenny- “It’s always something in the back of my mind. I know that they don’t really accept it. I feel almost like I’m the token gay person, yak know what I’m saying? Where I have to accept myself, to make myself believe my frat bothers accept me. It used to bother me, but now I see myself as an inspiration to other gay people.”

Canon-“Do you think their lack of acceptance is linked to homophobia?”

Kenny-“That’s what makes people so questionable of me. People don’t think I could have completed a process. But even growing up homophobia was something I had to deal with before I became greek. The same people I fought with were making passes at me later on.”
Canon- “Do you think there are others who are scared to come out?”
Kenny- “Of course, umm it’s one of the reasons why I feel I need to be out, so that the people in the closet can feel more comfortable. I wish I could honestly understand why entire chapters treat me differently, but probably because of where they grew up, and because a lot of people are from different countries or raised by parents who were.”

Canon- “Overall where you happy that you joined even though you have been struggling for acceptance?”

Kenny- “Um, overall I think I’m really not happy because I can’t be ‘brotherly’ with my frat brothers and I want to be. And it’s not because of me, it’s because of them.”


My interview with Kenny really was good because he was honest in how he feels about being basically an outsider in this community. I can only imagine how hard it has to be to actually have to struggle for acceptance among the men he calls brothers.
