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Historically Black Fraternal Organizations (HBFOs), commonly referred to through the lens of the "Divine Nine," 

represent a unique intersection of social activism, cultural heritage, and institutional discipline within the American 

collegiate landscape. Often analyzed through the seminal work of Dr. Walter M. Kimbrough in Black Greek 101: 

The Culture, Customs, and Challenges of Black Fraternities and Sororities, these organizations serve as

more than just social clubs. They are complex institutions with rigorous internal governance, deep-seated traditions,

and a history rooted in the struggle for racial equity and intellectual empowerment. This analysis provides a deep

dive into the mechanical, cultural, and socio-political frameworks that define these organizations.

The Historical Genesis and Evolutionary Framework

The emergence of Black Greek Letter Organizations (BGLOs) in the early 20th century was a direct response to

the exclusion of Black students from the social and intellectual life of American universities. While the first collegiate

Greek-letter society, Phi Beta Kappa, was founded in 1776, it would be over a century before Black students

established their own permanent structures. The formalization of these organizations began at Cornell University in

1906 with the founding of Alpha Phi Alpha Fraternity, Inc.

The Divine Nine: National Pan-Hellenic Council (NPHC) Structure

The National Pan-Hellenic Council (NPHC)serves as the umbrella organization for the nine international BGLOs.

Understanding the hierarchy and the founding chronological order is essential for a technical grasp of the field:

•  Alpha Phi Alpha Fraternity, Inc. (1906): Established at Cornell University; focused on manly deeds, 

scholarship, and love for all mankind.

•  Alpha Kappa Alpha Sorority, Inc. (1908): Established at Howard University; the first Greek-letter organization 

established by African American college-educated women.

•  Kappa Alpha Psi Fraternity, Inc. (1911): Established at Indiana University; focused on achievement in every 

field of human endeavor.

•  Omega Psi Phi Fraternity, Inc. (1911): Established at Howard University; the first BGLO founded at a 

historically Black university.

•  Delta Sigma Theta Sorority, Inc. (1913): Established at Howard University; focused on academic excellence 

and social action.

•  Phi Beta Sigma Fraternity, Inc. (1914): Established at Howard University; emphasized the motto "Culture for 

Service and Service for Humanity."

•  Zeta Phi Beta Sorority, Inc. (1920): Established at Howard University; constitutionally bound to Phi Beta Sigma.

•  Sigma Gamma Rho Sorority, Inc. (1922): Established at Butler University; focused on community service and 

civil rights.

•  Iota Phi Theta Fraternity, Inc. (1963): Established at Morgan State College; founded during the height of the 

Civil Rights Movement.

Core Concepts and Theoretical Framework of BGLO Culture

The culture of BGLOs is governed by a distinct set of sociological mechanisms that differentiate them from their



counterparts in the North American Interfraternity Conference (NIC) or National Panhellenic Conference (NPC).

These mechanisms include the concept of "fictive kinship," the "lifetime commitment" model, and the "aspirational

identity" framework.

Fictive Kinship and Social Cohesion

Unlike many collegiate organizations where membership concludes upon graduation, BGLOs operate on a model 

of lifetime commitment. This creates a vertical integration where undergraduates (prophytes and neophytes) are

mentored by alumni (grad chapters). This structure ensures that the organization's influence extends into

professional spheres, politics, and community leadership long after the collegiate years.

The Mechanics of Stepping and Strolling

Stepping is a complex, rhythmic performance art that incorporates elements of African traditional dance, military 

drill, and contemporary movement. It is a technical display of synchronicity and institutional pride. Strolling (or

party walking) is a more fluid version used at social gatherings, where members of a specific organization move in

a line to a specific beat, signifying unity and presence.



Cultural Practice Technical Definition Institutional Significance

Stepping Percussive dance using the body as 
an instrument.

Demonstrates discipline, coordination, 
and group unity.

Strolling Rhythmic movement in a circular or 
linear pattern.

Social identification and 
organizational branding.

Call and Response Vocal identifiers unique to each 
organization.

Auditory recognition and membership 
verification.

Branding/Tattooing Permanent physical marking 
(scarification or ink).

Symbolizes lifelong devotion and 
physical endurance.

Technical Analysis of Membership Intake Processes (MIP)

One of the most scrutinized aspects of BGLO culture is the evolution from "pledging" to the modern Membership 

Intake Process (MIP). In 1990, the NPHC organizations collectively moved to abolish the traditional pledging

period in response to rising incidents of hazing and legal liability.

The 1990 Transition: From Pledging to Intake

The transition was designed to professionalize the entry process and align it with corporate and legal standards.

The technical components of modern MIP include:

1.  Informational/Interest Meeting: A formal presentation regarding the organization's history, requirements, and 

expectations.

2.  The Application Phase: Verification of grade point average (GPA), community service hours, and background 

checks.

3.  The Interview: A structured assessment of the candidate's character and alignment with organizational goals.

4.  The Induction/Initiation: A formalized ritual that is secret and proprietary to each organization.

The Challenge of "Underground" Pledging

Despite the formal shift to MIP, many organizations struggle with "underground" or "clandestine" pledging. This 

occurs when local chapters implement unauthorized physical or mental trials outside the national organization's 

oversight. Analyzing this requires an understanding of deviant organizational behavior, where the desire for

historical authenticity (real or perceived) conflicts with modern risk management protocols.

Comparison & Evaluation: BGLOs vs. PWIs (Predominantly White 
Institutions)

While both systems utilize Greek letters, their operational philosophies differ significantly. The following table

provides a side-by-side technical evaluation of these two systems.



Metric Historically Black (NPHC) Traditional/PWI (NIC/NPC)

Primary Recruitment Selection-based / Aspiration-led Mutual Selection / Rush-based

Membership Duration Lifelong (Active Grad Chapters) Primarily Collegiate-focused

Focus Social Action & Racial Uplift Social Networking & Philanthropy

Standard Governance Centralized National Control Decentralized Chapter Control

Cultural Pillars Stepping, Service, Academic 
Excellence

Social Events, Networking, Tradition

Risk Management and Institutional Challenges

BGLOs face unique institutional challenges that threaten their sustainability and reputation. As outlined in Black 

Greek 101, these challenges range from internal governance issues to external legal pressures.

Hazing and Civil Liability

The most critical challenge is hazing. From a technical and legal standpoint, hazing is defined as any action taken

or situation created, intentionally, whether on or off fraternity property, to produce mental or physical discomfort,

embarrassment, harassment, or ridicule. The financial implications are massive: multi-million dollar settlements,

loss of insurance coverage, and the permanent revocation of chapter charters. 

Institutional Resilience Strategies

To combat these issues, national boards have implemented several technical frameworks:

•  Zero-Tolerance Policies: Immediate suspension for any member involved in unauthorized activities.

•  Risk Management Training: Mandatory annual workshops for all undergraduate and graduate members.

•  Digital Tracking: Using centralized software to track applicant progress and ensure compliance with national 

timelines.

Case Studies and Troubleshooting in Chapter Management

Case Study 1: The Revocation of a Legacy Chapter

A prominent BGLO chapter at a Southern university was suspended for ten years following an investigation into 

unauthorized "lines." The failure mode was identified as lack of alumni oversight. The solution involved a

restructuring of the graduate advisory council and a new mandate for national officers to conduct unannounced

audits of chapter meetings.

Case Study 2: Re-branding for the 21st Century

Another organization faced declining membership numbers due to a perception of being "outdated." By integrating

digital marketing strategies and focusing on contemporary social justice issues (such as voting rights and criminal

justice reform), the organization saw a 20% increase in high-GPA applicants within two years.

Strategic Implications for the Future

The sustainability of Black Greek Letter Organizations depends on their ability to reconcile traditional values with 

modern institutional standards. The "101" of Black Greek life is that these organizations are not stagnant; they are 



living, breathing entities that must adapt to changing social norms, legal environments, and technological 

advancements. As BGLOs continue to expand globally, the focus on scholarship, service, and sisterhood/

brotherhoodmust remain the operational core, while the methods of engagement (MIP, stepping, and public

relations) must be continuously audited for safety and relevance. The legacy of the Divine Nine is not just in their

letters, but in their capacity to produce the leaders who will navigate the complexities of the 21st-century global

landscape.
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