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An Outsider’s Perspective of Fraternities

When I hear the word “fraternity”, I immediately have an image of scenes from the movie National Lampoons Animal House, particularly the toga party. Modern teen-targeted, college-based movies are centered on parties at fraternities and the consumption of alcohol, and they give fraternities and bad name. It would appear that members join the fraternity just to drink every weekend. This was my pre-conceived notion of fraternities. I always thought that fraternities were just a place to party where grades didn’t matter and the members were douche bags. I had these notions because of the media and while in high school on weekends I would visit friends that were in college. While visiting my friends, we would walk by the fraternity houses and hear the music blasting and see drunken people out on the lawn having verbal altercations. This experience led me to believe that fraternities were basically a party house.

I knew that there had other reasons why people join a fraternity besides having a good time, so I decided to interview members and see what life was like inside of the house. To find this out, I wanted to include as many different fraternities as possible through this process. I ended up getting in contact with four different fraternities: Pi Kappa Phi, Theta Tau, Phi Kappa Theta, and Alpha Kappa Lambda. When seeing the houses, I immediately noticed that the Phi Kappa Theta house was the oldest of the four, and as it turns out, it’s actually one the oldest on campus and the first house built in Towers Acres (purduephikaps.org). All of the other houses looked modern from the outside; each one being three stories tall and having a luscious, well-kept lawn. Once inside the houses, I was able to see how the fraternities functioned. I noticed that two of the fraternities, Alpha Kappa Lambda and Phi Kappa Theta, weighed heavily on the partying aspect of a fraternity because I could smell a faint mixture of bleach and alcohol inside. The Pi Kappa Phi and Theta Tau fraternities are mostly made up of engineering students and weigh heavily on academics. All four fraternities though were very organized and held weekly chapter meetings. At these meetings, the members would discuss upcoming events and debate on certain issues. These meetings reminded me almost of the National Honor Society meetings I had back in high school. There was a table at the front of the room where the high-ranking officers were seated, and the officers went around the horn and spoke. I noticed that the two academic fraternities had a little better structure than the other two. During the meetings at the “party” frats, some members were talking to each other or texting throughout, while at the “academic” fraternities, the members seemed very attentive.


When it comes to the leaders of the fraternities, it’s very clear that there is one individual who has more power than anyone else. At Alpha Kappa Lambda and Phi Kappa Theta this person is called the president. At Theta Tau he is call the Reagent. At Pi Kappa Phi he is called the Archon. What this individual does is slightly different at each fraternity. Michael Gardner of Theta Tau said, “The Reagent deals with the inner fraternity council, runs the chapter meeting, and makes sure the members are following the rules so the fraternity doesn’t get kicked off campus.” Matthew Canner of Alpha Kappa Lambda said, “Doug Schmitt is the president and he runs everything and works with contacts of the corporate board of fraternities.” Leonardo Aldana of Pi Kappa Phi and Sean Tomazin of Phi Kappa Theta said that their respected leaders oversee the different positions in the house. The responsibilities of the Archon are, more or less, to preside at all chapter meetings, supervise the work of chapter officers, scholarships and committees, and be the Chief Public Relations spokesman (Sullivan, Erickson 83).

So far I’ve learned about the structure of the house. I wanted to know more on how one becomes a respected member of the fraternity. In all of the fraternities, the current members were all respected, while the associate members had to earn the current members respect. An associate member is one who is going through pledge ship. I was curious to find out what one has to do in pledge ship, but I quickly found out that due to the secrecy that members have, I couldn’t gain any insight. Mike Gardner told me “It really depends on the fraternity what your task is, but I can’t tell you ours because of the circumstances.” I even tried to get some information about pledge ship from my grandfather, but even he said “I wish I could tell you something, but I took a sworn oath to preserve the fraternity.” There are, of course, other ways one can become respected. “Attend Rush events and interact with the brothers at these events” is what Leo Aldana said matters most to become respected. Matt Canner and Sean Tomazin both agreed that you should get a position in the house and respectful to your brothers if you want to be respected. 

After becoming an active brother, I wanted to know what exactly the fraternities do for communities outside of Purdue. Everyone I interviewed mentioned that the fraternity has many chapter houses throughout the country. But the philanthropies that the fraternities are a part of differ. The Theta Tau fraternity recently teamed up with Phi Kappa Theta and helped cleaned up a retired professors’ house. Theta Tau also cleans the football stadium on Sunday mornings. Alpha Kappa Lambda is a part of “These Hands Don’t Hurt” and “Take Back the Night” which help raise awareness on domestic violence. They also take part in “Boiler Blast” which cleans up houses in the Lafayette area. Pi Kappa Phi actually started its own philanthropy: Push America. Established in 1977, Push America has many events throughout the year that helps raise disability awareness (Sullivan and Erickson 56). After learning that fraternities take part in events that help those in need, it changed the way I view fraternities. I now started to see why people consider joining fraternities, but I wanted more reasons.

The question was plain and simple: “What are some reasons why someone should consider joining a fraternity?” Michael Gardner said, “Basically, if you’re looking to meet new people, get involved in the community, and build friendships that’ll help further your career, then fraternities are a great thing to consider.” Matt Canner added, “It looks great on a resume if you join a fraternity.” Leo Aldana said, “Well in my case, the fraternity really helps with your major since I’m in an engineering fraternity, so if I need help with anything or any advice, there is always someone I can ask.” Sean Tomazin mentioned, “You make connections that’ll help your life after college and gain important life skills for the outside world. These include taking an officer position inside the house.” The common theme in each response appears to be making friendships that will take you places that you might not have been able to reach if you weren’t a part of a fraternity. When I had asked my grandfather this question, he responded by saying, “Well at Miami (OH), it was the main thing to do. Almost everyone joined a fraternity because the campus was so small and the idea of living in a fraternity outweighed living in a dormitory.” The size of the campus plays a vital role in deciding whether to join a fraternity. At a large school, like Purdue, students join based on friendships one can build, while at a smaller school students join because there isn’t as much to do on campus.

This experience definitely allowed me to see members of a fraternity in a different light. Of course there is going to be the occasional weekend party, but for the most part, I’ve learned that fraternities are more than just a place to party. They really do care about academics, some more than others, but they strive for excellence. Fraternities are also a great way to achieve success throughout a career. One thing I failed to mention earlier was that at Purdue, there are fraternities for certain races, religions, and ethnic backgrounds. For example, the Alpha Tau Omega fraternity is a Christian fraternity and the Delta Pi Rho fraternity is focused on the Latino culture (purde.edu/~ato and purude.edu/~dpr). Joining a fraternity that focuses on issues of these matters may help you understand yourself and your background better. While I still feel that a fraternity isn’t the right group for me, I no longer have a prejudice towards its members.
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