
During Greek Week one should apply the old axiom: 

When in Greece, do as the Greeks do. I shoul d say 

a few words about how wonderful the fraternities and 

sororiti e s are --- especially here at Purdue where 

there are so many of them --- and retire quietly to 

digest the feast which the Gree ks have provided. You 

may think, however, that those of us from Chicago, 

where there are so few Greek Chapters except for those 

to be found in Plato and Aristotle, re al l y don't know 

enough to extol and condemn 'the virtues and vi ces of 

fraternities and sororities. I feel oblige d, there

fore, to tell you what I think you are, before I tell 

you how wonderful you ~ight be. 

Having been one of you, I have some idea about our 

sec ret pas t . I s ay II sec ret pas t" b e c au s e m 0 s t 0 f us, 

proclaiming secrecy had best keep our pasts that 'way. 

I was pledged and initiated into a College fraternity 

during the academic year 1925-6. We were at our most 

prosperous peak at that time, and it was an optimistic 

era. When one joins a fraternity it is usually an 

optimistic era. I left my fraternity house upon my 

graduation in 1929, the year of the great crash and 

the beginning of ' the depression. By that time pes s imism 

was more common than optimism. During those times the 

invitation to join a fraternity usually meant something 

quite definite, if superficial. It meant that you 
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came from an establ i shed fami ly , or that you o'tvned 

an automobile , or that you were gregarious , or that 

you could imbibe corn like a man . In any event, you 

were complimented . And if you accepted th~ invita

tion, and proc eeded to be initiated , you prepared 

yourself less for the development of those things 

which bound you to your fellow men , than for the 

exploitation of those things which confirmed your 

superiority to all other unpinned creatures . Your 

snob-appeal was enhanced , and whatever vices you 

possessed quickly became distinctive virtues . 
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Living among others with similar attitudes enhanced 

the i 11 u s ion . We told e ac hot her t h at itl e wo u 1 d find 

loving brothers allover the world who would always 

extend to us the hand of brotherhood , and incidentally , 

help us get jobs , lend us money , an d be our buddies 

for life and ever after . My fraternity days have in 

fact resulted in a few enduring friendships , and I 

did indeed once float a personal loan from my more 

conservative room-mate . But I must confess in 

the privacy of this meeting - - - that I have not felt 

any mystical bond existing betirJeen the brothers whom 

I have casually met since that time . In fact , I have 

found many of them to be consummate boors. 

Values are never static , and whether we like it or 

not , the depression , more than two decades of 



Franklin Roosevelt , the rise and decline of the Nazi 

Empire , the sharpened appetite of the red bear , and 
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our present predicament , all have change~ values . 

Peoples' notions about how the y should live together 

have not escaped the influence of change , and to the 

extent that fraternities and sororities involve people 

living together , they have not escaped the influence 

either . New trends have appeared in the higher learn

ing in America . The democratic ideal has been extended. 

The G. l . Bill brought into re ality the concept that 

every scholastically able person is entitled to an 

education , regardless of race , color or economic 

status . 

The ext ra-curriculum has only recently been recognized 

as a reservoir of educational potential , with a place 

in your lives as important as the curriculum . Dormi

tory living is now seen as a streamlined vehicle for 

social education . Bigger and better residence halls 

have taken their places along side the fraternity and 

sorority rows . 

Recently I read in the National lnter ~ raternity News

letter , that a survey has revealed that 90-95% of the 

newspaper publicity received by fraternities during 

the past year , has been hostile and adverse. Obviously , 

the fraternities and sororities have not been as 

resilient as th~ communities in which they exist . 



Frankly, it appears that they are not in tune with 

the world in which they exist. 
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It has been suggested by responsible fraternity leaders 

that the solution to the present problem rests in hiring 

a good public-relations expert. And I understand that 

the National Interf raternity Council has hired one. It 

will be interesting to see if fraternities and soror

ities can be sold like toothpaste. Social relation

ships involve products about which people still have 

choice. We are in no position to sell ourselves until 

we are sure of what we have to sell. 'What do you have 

to sell? 

First, you are a group of people who live together. 

Living together, you come to know one another in ways 

which are both compensating and disgusting . If men 

were angels , you would be angels , living together, not 

having to worry about looking at one another at the 

breakfast table, 'Vlai ting for one another to get out of 

the bathroom, playing basketball together, shouting at 

one another to quiet dOvIn so that you can study, or 

thinking about whether you want a Negro to live in the 

house with you. But because you can only aspire to be 

educated angels, you have hung mottos on your walls 

and on your doorposts , to remind you that after all 

you are only mere men and women , who eat breakfast, 

get in one another's hair, and occasionally find life's 
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higher values in association with one another. These 

plaques bear the words "fraternity," and "brotherhood," 

"uni ty" and "loyal ty," Ifrespect" and "integri ty. If 

These are words which symbolize a social adjustment 

not an abstract fraternization, but a day-to-day con

tact with humans, their blood, sweat and tears. 

Second, you are groups of people living together in 

an educational con~unity. This is not a casual fact. 

Laborers have their unions, employers their chambers 
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of commerce, and Elks their clubs. To conceive of 

an Elk without his club is impossible; it is equally 

impossible to think of yourselves detached from the 

academic bodies upon which you are parasites. Like 

all parasites, your very life depends upon your attach

ment. As unions are bound to achieve higher wages, 

you are bound to achieve higher learning. A University 

is a community with a special purpose. It should not 

tolerate parts of itself which have no unity with its 

major purposes and fundamental aims. Yours is not an 

unfortunate attachment, for it manifests the irrevoc

able principle that the mottos you have hung on your 

walls are dead letters without the breath of reason 

blown upon them. Whether you like it or not you must 

ihink_about your association in fraternity or sorority. 

Your existence in the University environment frankly 

imposes limitations upon your activities. These 

limitations result from the Universities' responsibility 



to instill at the outset an understanding of the 

advantages and the purpose of community living in 

the student , and from our responsibility to encour

age you to think . It is no accident that most 

coll~ges require that freshmen spend the first year 
I 

in the residence hall if he does not live at home . 
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Such regulations point out the necessity for estab

lishing a firm understanding in the student who may 

later live in an apartment , a rooming house or a 

fraternity or sorority . And the fraternity and soror

ity must understand that the student who finally joins 

has probably been around . He has already had experi

ences vThi ch make him what he is . 

In the residence hall the young man or woman may for 

the first time come to know people of different races 

and religions , poor people and rich people, farmers 

and foreigners . If the residence hall is good , the 

student has the opportunity for democratic living 

with the group with whom he shares his life . There 

are house councils to plan and execute special events 

and discuss the probl ems of the group . These are 

educational experiences , related to legitimate academic 

pursuits . 

Two weeks ago I attended a meeting of the student

faculty group which plans the activities in our college 

residence halls . One member reported plans for a trip 
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to the steel mills in the Chicago area; a professor 

of social science had been invited to accompany the 

group and was helping with the plans; another reported 

on a large informal social affair; another headed a 

group which was offering services to a settlement 

house in an underprivileged area of our city, and 

asked for volunteers to paint a room in the settle

ment house on a Sunday afternoon; another reported on 

the intra-mural athletic events; another was concerned 

with further activation of a plan to bring commuting 

students more closely into residence hall activities. 

Now these phenomena are of the utmost importance to 

you, who are the fraternities and sororities. They 

are important first, because if your activities can

not extend and project these when the students get 

to you , a general disenchantment is bound to engulf 

and overwhelm the initial enthusiasm of your pledges. 

They are important second , because your activities 

too, create consequences . Living is a more or less 

universal experience in time and in space. The living 

habits you have or will acquire here, will persist 

once you leave the protective warmth of the fraternity 

or sorori ty house . \\Thile you are here you may think 

that your pin distinguishes you from your peers. Once 

you leave here, that pin, for better or for worse, 

will connect you with every human being with whom you 

have dealings . 
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Thinking is also an acquired skill, and one, I 

might add, that is absolutely necessary. One who 

thinks only about dances and games is at a distinct 

disadvantage when he has to think about taxes and 

politics, finance and civil rights. And just as 

every Greek house has its dances and games , every 

Greek house has its taxes and politics, finances 

and civil rights problems. Three weeks ago the field 

representative of a national fraternity acknowledged 

to me that these kinds of problems do infect frater

nities, but, he added, these are the problems, which 

if discussed, upset the unity and challenge the 

integrity of the fraternity. The opinions of our 

members, he said , are too diverse . They cannot be 

reconciled, and therefore, these matters should not 

be discussed. Imagine, if you can, a university 

whose curriculum was based on such principle. This 

principle is anti -Americ an , and counter to the pur

poses of higher learning. The true strength of a 

fraternity cannot be measured by the degree to which 

it suppresses discussion leading to the solution of 

difficult social problems. It can be measured only 

by the degree to ~lhi ch it is an instrument for the 

solution of such problems. The request of the 

National Students Association for Abolitton of 

F'raternities which have discriminatory prohibitions 

in their constitutions has made both the authorities 

and the fraternities do some healthy re-examination 
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of what they represent. Neither NSA nor the school 

officials wish to force friendships nor disturb the 

right of individuals to choose freely those with 

whom they would live . But every college which teaches 

basic biology , sociology , psychology and the prin

ciples of American democracy, has an obligation to 

encourage its students to practice what is taught 

--- at least to the extent of facing squarely intell

ectual and social problems . The principle of teaching 

students not to face these problems seems insidious 

and superficial . 

We have now arrived at that part of my talk where 

I should tell you how wonderful you are --- or might 

be . If it were conclusive that fraternities and 

sororities promoted living and thinking , this would 

be easy to do . There is some evidence , however, that 

you are not completely alive. There is some evidence 

that you do your thinking , if at all, everywhere 

except in your houses . There is some evidence that 

society has assumed a superficial meaning for you, 

and that you sometimes assume that the University 

exists to maintain the fraternity , instead of the 

fraternity existing as an instrument to help achieve 

the purposes of the University . It is time for you 

to face the facts and to rid yourselves of these 

misconceptions . 
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I enjoyed thoroughly three years of living in a 

fraternity house , watching a new house under con

struction , and of moving into that house with great 

pride . These , I believe , are not despicable senti

ments . Dances , picnics , house parties, homecomings 

and Greek Weeks all have their places . But these 

are not your sole ends . Standing alone , these are 

but shallo\1 by-products of community living . Only 

by thinking about the problems ~mich I know your 

houses encompass , can you transform your small metal 

pins into shields and swords worthy of contest in 

the battle of life . 

Robert M. Strozier 

PURDUE UNIV ERSITY 
Greek Week 

March 6, 1952 . 
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