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PREFACE TO THE 2015 EDITION



SECRETS AND SILENCE, IMAGE AND SPIN


This was posted on a Greek-populated website after Pledged was first released: “Alexandra Robbins should be burned at the stake.”


I am not anti-Greek. When I first began investigating sororities, I was a neutral outsider, unclear about what sororities entailed. I had no idea what I was getting myself into. After Pledged was published, thousands of sisters, former sisters, alums, and parents sent me grateful emails. But I was also on the receiving end of vicious personal and professional attacks from some apparently irate sorority women. I never set out to write an indictment of sororities, no matter how angry some members were that, along with the positives, I exposed negatives—some scandalous, some secretive—about Greek groups. Pledged was intended to be a journalistic examination of sororities from an outsider’s point of view. My investigation uncovered many more negatives than I had anticipated, but Amy, Caitlin, Vicki, and Sabrina found things to love about sorority life, and so did I.


In 2015, Greek life has reached a critical tipping point: As shockingly disturbing Greek behaviors surface and sororities struggle with a precipitously teetering focus, sororities and fraternities continue to expand their membership significantly. Nationwide membership in the twenty-six historically white sororities has grown substantially over the last decade, with 131,683 new members in 2013–2014, up from 79,959 in 2003–2004, a 65 percent increase. Membership in the seventy-four national North-American Interfraternity Conference fraternities has risen by 45 percent.


Let me make clear that most of the girls who join sororities are terrific young women, and that not all chapters are the same. I stand up for and defend sorority sisters; it’s the institution that causes the problems. (Unless otherwise specified, the sororities I discuss are National Panhellenic Conference—also known as “historically white”—sororities.) Consider this the book’s universal disclaimer that while some chapters, and some sisters, behave in certain ways, others do not. There are still wonderful, level-headed chapters out there, which is why I do not yet believe that Greek life should be eliminated.


But in general, the Greek system is outdated and fundamentally broken and has been for some time. The way that some Greeks responded to Pledged’s initial publication serves as a clue to how this originally well-meaning institution has gone wrong. While sororities were founded on the pillars of service, scholarship, leadership, and friendship for life—all noble endeavors—in 2015, these pillars appear to have morphed into the dangerous linchpins of secrets and silence, image and spin.


And across the country, in too many chapters, sororities’ expectations of members have spiraled out of control.


Spanx Required


“YOU NEED TO HAVE FOUNDATION, CONCEALER, SOMETHING pinky/neutral for the lips (stain, gloss, etc), BLOT POWDER/OIL BLOTTERS, eyeliner (BLACK or BROWN ONLY), mascara, neutral eyeshadows, bronzer, and (optional but recommended) blush,” an Alpha Chi Omega committee chair emailed her University of Southern California chapter before recruitment so that sisters could be “prepared for your Personal Development needs.” “If you are not wearing the required makeup, I will stop you and apply it myself. I don’t care if you’re late for class.… I will stop you.”


The email included several specific instructions (abridged here into bullets) to enhance the sisters’ “personal development” in time for the week of meeting potential new members, or “PNMs”:




[image: image]  “You cannot have roots during recruitment.”


[image: image]  “I cannot stress how important spanx are to make you look your best… Plus, you won’t have to worry about sucking in all the time or being bloated!”


[image: image]  “Your eyebrows need to look neat (as in not messy) for recruitment. I know ‘full’ eyebrows are in style right now, but ‘full’ does not mean ‘BUSHY’ or ‘WILD.’… Alternatively, if you have SPARSE BROWS then you need to fill them in.”


[image: image]  “For recruitment, your hair has to be curly or straight. No waves.… Also, get some heat protectant and shine spray. Damaged, frizzy hair is not going to attract PNMs.”


[image: image]  “Nails. Neutral pinks, French manicure, toes can be a little brighter (but no blue or green, etc.) GET GELS.… If you paint your nails with normal polish, you are responsible for redoing them if you get a chip.… We’ll have time to get nails done before recruitment, so put some manicure money aside.”


[image: image]  “Glasses/contacts. We would like to strongly encourage that you opt to wear contacts during recruitment.”


[image: image]  “Don’t forget about everything you need to have wardrobe-wise: gold sandals, seaglass top, black dress, red dress, Tiffany blue necklace, nude wedges, nude heels, (belts if you had them).” [sic]




When Jezebel published this email in 2015, editors headlined it “batshit,” a descriptor that stuck to the letter as the post made the rounds into viral perpetuity. But despite the image of girls being accosted on the quad by a Personal Development Chair who took her job very, very seriously, these weren’t simply the bossy ramblings of a sorority girl gone rogue, armed with tweezers and a blush brush.


Instead, the Alpha Chi Omega (AXO) email reflected the intense, inescapable pressure on many sorority sisters that has increased alarmingly in the last decade. Certainly, there are chapters that were disappointed with the email—and with the public’s horrified reaction to it—because it did not reflect their own values. But other sisters told me that the personal development instructions and/or the sentiments behind them weren’t unusual at all. A Tennessee junior contended that “there is absolutely nothing wrong” with the email. “If anything, people should be taking notes from women who go through the recruitment process. It is hard!” she said. “These women put on almost a weeklong event of what is practically interviews, and do you not try to look your best for those?”


Jezebel also unearthed a 2013 USC Sigma Delta Tau PowerPoint presentation showing 25 shades of turquoise and highlighting the nine shades that were permissible (yes to “Bezique,” no to “Aqueduct”). A College of Charleston Phi Mu PowerPoint instructed: “For every round: Light Pink nail polish (Or French manicures) on fingers, dark pink on TOES! Hair Down (Straightened or curled). Full Makeup.” A University of California–Santa Barbara Alpha Phi rush booklet commanded, “Make sure toenails are painted, it’s a must!… We also ask that you come back nice and tan.” In 2010, a Cornell Pi Beta Phi recruitment chair wrote, “I demand earrings if your ears are pierced,” “I expect EVERYONE to be wearing accessories,” and “Blush. This is not optional.” And some sisters even told me about the sorority stance, or “T-stance,” in which they must pose in what resembles a ballerina’s third position and angle their arms behind their back. (This is different from the “sorority squat,” a common sorority photo pose in which sisters squat slightly, knees together, fingertips coquettishly at the knees.)


Sisters have explained to me that displaying a certain image during recruitment is paramount both to attract the “right” recruits and to protect their sorority letters from the wrong kind of girl. “Girls on both sides feel pressured to perform their best during recruitment because you want to get the best girls (or get a bid to join a top house) to keep a great reputation. There are so many circumstances where if one member makes a mistake, it becomes labeled as that sorority, not the individual. Recruiting the best girls makes that less of an issue,” an Alabama senior told me. “People on campus wouldn’t say, ‘Did you see [that girl]?’ They would say, ‘Did you see that XYZ sorority member?’”


This Alabama senior’s chapter brought in a MAC Cosmetics consultant to create palettes for the sisters, and the recruitment chair presented slideshows of required apparel—including Spanx. “We all know why this is important, so we were okay with it,” she said. “And Spanx [is] an amazing invention. Have you ever watched a sorority door song? At my school, this consists of 10 rows of girls in the door. There are girls on the bottom on their knees in dresses, girls in the next row squatting above them, all focused on impressing the potential new members. With Spanx, you don’t have to worry about them seeing underwear up your dress, and can instead welcome them pleasantly.… Another reason we require our members to wear Spanx is because they actually help a ton in preventing sweat soaking through your dress.”


Recommending that sisters wear what amounts to a twenty-first-century girdle is one thing; requiring them to is another. A recent Florida Sigma Kappa graduate said her chapter not only required sisters to wear Spanx for recruitment, but also had to approve the way each girl’s Spanx fit beneath her clothes. “Dress checks”—scheduled assessments when a sorority officer or board approves or vetoes sisters’ outfits, hair, makeup, and/or accessories—are still common, but the stakes and the costs seem to be higher than before. A tipster emailed me sorority instructions from her vice president of membership recruitment that included the warning, “Save receipts for any clothes you buy, that way if you need to return them you can. I will need you to try on each outfit during work week. If I don’t think some of your choices flatter you, I will have you get more flattering clothes.” At the University of Texas, the Houston Chronicle reported on a sorority that conducted “Spanx checks” during which sisters had to hold up their hands and turn around for the “Fashion Board” inspectors.


Dress checks are not necessarily limited to recruitment; some sororities encourage sisters to meet at the house before other events and outings in order to “make sure that you’re appropriately representing the sorority,” said a recent Midwestern Phi Mu graduate. But sisters are most intensely judged during recruitment. “Before recruitment we had to demo our outfits, full makeup, and hair to the board and get an official ‘approval.’ If you weren’t approved, you couldn’t participate or you lost chapter points. Your outfit, shoes, and accessories were evaluated and you had to make changes if they didn’t fit the vision of the event. I was surprised how seriously they took the dress code; I had thought that was a myth. Having a full dress rehearsal for a T-shirt seemed like overkill. We even held afternoon makeup sessions to make sure girls knew how to wear makeup correctly. One day we would celebrate our differences and uniqueness, and the next day we were standing in line in cocktail dresses to pass muster and make sure we could curl our hair and walk in heels.”


With rising numbers of college freshmen leading to rising numbers of PNMs, the pressure on sisters to perform well at recruitment has increased. The Alabama senior said that it was “impossible” to get to know each of the 2,200 PNMs when sisters had only one week to determine which one hundred girls would receive a bid. “That is another huge reason there is pressure to perform your best. If we could spend an hour with each girl, we wouldn’t have to focus on being perfect. Unfortunately, the five minutes we have to make our impression on a PNM and to stand out against the other 17 houses she goes to that day is what drives the stress for perfection,” she said. Sisters must “make a first impression that represents the 300 other women in your sorority… Once you are initiated into a sisterhood, it is a lasting bond for life, so you do not want to make the wrong first impression and miss out on the girls you will fit in with.”


The AXO email expressed this sentiment, too, which is something the media—which was understandably quick to pounce on the ridiculous standards of beauty (“GET GELS”)—didn’t seem to acknowledge. The instructions were coming from the stress of a recruitment process that is as insane as telling girls not to wear glasses. The AXO wrote, “I cannot express how important all of this is to the development of our chapter.… In order for our chapter to be on the same level as the other sororities at [redacted] during recruitment, we need to play the game like they do. How you look will be how PNMs on campus perceive our chapter, so you need to look nothing but your absolute best. If all of this seems like a lot to ask of you, remember, the PNMs are also doing all of this to make a good impression on us. If they work that hard at their first impressions and we don’t on ours, we look LAZY in their eyes.”


This outlook naturally trickles down to the girls going through recruitment: If the sisters are buffed, polished, and waxed head to toe, then many PNMs believe they have to reflect similar effort. Sorority beauty standards have narrowed because, on campuses like this, the cycle of image perfection perpetuates, spiraling into an ever tighter funnel. Indeed, in recent years, the rush consultant industry has ballooned. Samantha von Sperling, a New York “image consultant,” offers an $8,000 weekend workshop during which she counsels recruits on making conversation and styling their hair, makeup, and outfits. Some consultants are available on call during recruitment. Sister Style, based in California, charges $550 for an eight-hour seminar.


Sadly, the pressure to look a certain way doesn’t come only from fellow students, and that’s a major reason it continues. Gamma Phi Beta executives recently sent a representative to a Minnesota chapter during spring recruitment. “She ripped us to pieces,” said Sheridan Tihista, a 2015 graduate. “She was like, ‘I can’t believe you girls come to recruitment with your hair up and no makeup on. You need to look like you’re going on a date. You need to have mascara, foundation. You need to straighten or curl your hair. You need to look like you’re at the top of your game.’ Then we had to wear makeup and had a ‘personal and chapter enrichment’ session for the whole chapter during which we had a makeup lesson from a Mary Kay consultant who taught us how to contour our faces.” (Gamma Phi Beta did not respond to repeated requests for comment.)


Some adult sorority leaders are ordering college women to wear makeup? That’s batshit. The AXO sister’s email suddenly doesn’t seem so crazy when one considers everything that was expected of her. According to Delta Delta Delta bylaws, one cause for disciplinary action is “contributing to the impairment of the welfare or prestige of the Fraternity.” What is prestige if not a spin on image?


The adults who are supposed to be setting a healthy example aren’t all doing a good job of it. In 2007, Delta Zeta forced twenty-three sisters at DePauw University to resign from active membership, kicking them out of the house in the middle of the school year. The ejected sisters, who reportedly were good students with no behavioral issues, said the national office booted them because of their looks. All of the overweight, Vietnamese, and Korean sisters in the chapter were dismissed, along with the chapter president. The sisters who remained, half of whom resigned in protest, were slender and pretty.


Reportedly, the Delta Zeta executive officers were unhappy that the house had a socially awkward reputation on campus. The diverse group of smart women, which included talented science and math majors, did not recruit new members according to their sex appeal. Presumably they also didn’t force sisters to wear Spanx and shine spray in order to impress freshmen.


The national officers’ game plan could have come from a movie. Under the pretense of evaluating members’ commitment to recruitment (another euphemistic spin), Delta Zeta’s executive director and a national vice president told thirty-five girls that they would be interviewed and allegedly instructed them to look their best at this meeting. Many of the girls obediently purchased new outfits and modeled them for one another in advance.


Following the interviews, the New York Times reported, national representatives hosted a house recruiting event during which they told most of the members to stay upstairs in their rooms. To replace them, the representatives brought in attractive DZs from the Indiana University chapter, approximately an hour away. “They had these unassuming freshman girls downstairs with these plastic women from Indiana University, and 25 of my sisters hiding upstairs,” Kate Holloway, a senior who resigned from the sorority, told the Times. “It was so fake, so completely dehumanized.”


Rather than embracing that this chapter included budding scientists, an editor of the school newspaper, and students that a professor described as people who “were less about image and more about academic achievement and social service,” Delta Zeta kicked twenty-three girls out. One of the saddest parts about the incident is that before the national representatives intervened, the chapter seemed like a great example of what an honest, healthy sisterhood could be. “I had a sister I could go to a bar with if I had boy problems. I had a sister I could talk about religion with. I had a sister I could be nerdy about science with,” Erin Swisshelm, a junior biochemistry major who withdrew from DZ, told the Times. “That’s why I liked Delta Zeta, because I had all these amazing women around me.”


In 2015, the practice of hiding supposedly less attractive girls during some house recruitment activities still exists. At an Illinois chapter, these girls are assigned to the basement, where they are tasked with collecting their sisters’ score cards or preparing refreshments. When a sister’s appearance isn’t good enough for a Maryland chapter, the recruitment chair says to “put her ‘in the closet’ for a round,” a former sister said. “You stay upstairs and hide in one of the rooms. Some people stay in the closet the entire day.”


Thus the hyperventilation over eyebrows and Spanx. Sisters spend money, energy, and resources adjusting their appearance to a narrowly defined, arbitrary beauty standard, the recruits do likewise, the cycle continues—and it does not end with rush. “Sisters are getting upset if they’re in a B+ sorority instead of an A sorority and it can get pretty extreme, the need to belong to a specific sorority,” said Susan Lipkins, a psychologist who created InsideHazing.com. “I treated a girl ready to commit suicide because she wasn’t accepted to the sorority she wanted.”


Ultimately that “batshit” email reflects increased pressure, expectations, and an even more heightened emphasis on image than before. On several campuses, sorority life has become a competition: Be the hottest girls to get the hottest recruits. Why is that so important? Because the higher purpose of too many chapters is to attract the hottest fraternities.


At many schools, Greek life involves ranking sororities and fraternities and vying for the attentions of the highest-tiered houses they can attract. “Of course the sororities want the best frat, which means the hottest guys. So they try to make themselves look good at their parties,” the Florida Sigma Kappa told me. “We were expected to dress a certain way when we hung out with fraternities.” A 2013 Illinois grad said, “We were encouraged to socialize with fraternities that we had football block with. Showing preference to another fraternity over our block match was considered an insult.” On both of these campuses, even for football games, the sisters were expected to dress to impress. “Definitely you were expected to have your hair done,” the Illinois grad said. “You always want to be looking your best to represent the house.”


“Frats Don’t Like Boring Sororities.”


IN 2013, UNIVERSITY OF MARYLAND DELTA GAMMA REBECCA Martinson sent a blistering email to her sisters in which she ranted about their apparently unacceptable level of enthusiasm for Greek Week activities and for Sigma Nu, their fraternity matchup for the week. Paraphrasing this email would not do it justice:




… We have been FUCKING UP in terms of night time events and general social interactions with Sigma Nu. I’ve been getting texts on texts about people LITERALLY being so fucking AWKWARD and so fucking BORING..…


Newsflash you stupid cocks: FRATS DON’T LIKE BORING SORORITIES. Oh wait, DOUBLE FUCKING NEWSFLASH: SIGMA NU IS NOT GOING TO WANT TO HANG OUT WITH US IF WE FUCKING SUCK.… You SHOULDN’T be post gaming at other frats, I don’t give a FUCK if your boyfriend is in it, if your brother is in it, or if your entire family is in that frat. YOU DON’T GO.


… I’ve gotten texts about people actually cheering for the opposing team. The opposing. Fucking. Team. ARE YOU FUCKING STUPID?!! I don’t give a SHIT about sportsmanship, YOU CHEER FOR OUR GODDAMN TEAM AND NOT THE OTHER ONE, HAVE YOU NEVER BEEN TO A SPORTS GAME? ARE YOU FUCKING BLIND? Or are you just so fucking dense about what it means to make people like you that you think being a good little supporter of the greek community is going to make our matchup happy? Well it’s time someone told you, NO ONE FUCKING LIKES THAT, ESPECIALLY OUR FUCKING MATCHUP. I will fucking cunt punt the next person I hear about doing something like that… I WILL FUCKING ASSAULT YOU.





When the email was leaked, a gleeful media firestorm ensued, beginning with Gawker’s headlining characterization of Martinson as a “deranged sorority girl.” Actor Michael Shannon performed a dramatic reading of her email. And then Delta Gamma kicked Martinson out of the sorority. The first sentence of the sorority’s official statement read, “Delta Gamma has accepted the resignation of one of its members whose email relating to a social event has been widely distributed and publicized through social media and traditional media channels.” That’s another interesting spin.


It is likely that Martinson was forced to resign not because she sent the email—which she said did not create waves among her sisters—but because it was “widely distributed and publicized.” But Martinson and the Delta Gamma executive office actually had the same goal: to improve the image of the chapter. Here’s another excerpt from Martinson’s email:




Seriously, if you have done ANYTHING I’ve mentioned in this email and have some rare disease where you’re unable to NOT do these things, then you are HORRIBLE, I repeat, HORRIBLE PR FOR THIS CHAPTER.… I swear to fucking God if I see anyone being a goddamn boner at tonight’s event, I will tell you to leave even if you’re sober.





The tirade is revealing because it seemed to be motivated by a panic over losing status. This exemplifies one of the biggest problems I have with sorority life: It revolves too much around the image of the organization rather than the substance, character, and well-being of the individual members. Image is so important to sororities that some chapters assign girls to manage it. As a Missouri Alpha Sigma Alpha chapter’s bylaws state, “The Vice President of Public Relations and Recruitment shall promote the image of the sorority.”


In 2015, I asked Martinson why she wrote the email. She explained that her sisters had been “so excited” to be matched with Sigma Nu yet didn’t put effort into getting to know the brothers. At U-Md, sororities submitted an ordered list of the fraternities they wanted to pair with for Greek Week in the spring, and fraternities listed their choices for Homecoming in the fall. “A lot of times when lowest sororities get paired with high-tiered frats, the frats blow them off; they don’t throw parties, ignore them completely, and the whole week is a wash,” Martinson explained. That year, Delta Gamma was in the “lower-middle” of the sorority tiers while Sigma Nu was “in the middle but perceived as rising.” Delta Gamma wasn’t actively trying to raise its ranking, but Sigma Nu was “a nice change of pace,” she said. “This was someone slightly above us but not so full of themselves that they would blow us off.”


Why does fraternity judgment continue to matter so much to sororities? While some chapters dangle fraternity socials as rewards for committed sisters, at other schools, attendance is even written into chapter bylaws. At an Indiana university, the Sigma Kappa code of conduct includes: “Social events are an important part of being a Sigma Kappa. Sisters are encouraged to attend paired functions and events. Members should try to stay for the duration of the event.”


On other campuses, participation in fraternity events—even mixers—is mandatory. A former Georgia sorority sister said she was fined approximately $25 for each fraternity party she missed; her chapter also ordered sisters to speak with a quota of fraternity members at these events. A recent Alabama graduate told me that her sisters were required to attend every Greek Week event for which they were paired with a fraternity. They were fined $15 for each hour they missed.


So not only does sorority life continue to rely on fraternities, on many campuses interaction with fraternity brothers is also a membership requirement. Sororities can make sisters feel that “It’s important to show that we supported so-and-so fraternity. And the drinking is like extra credit, to show that our sorority can have fun,” a former Chi Omega sister told me. (Some chapters consider drinking a way to prove that they can keep up with fraternity brothers and appear to be cool, fun girls to hang out with.) “It was fun at first, but the obligations were ridiculous. I felt forced to attend all these frat parties. I realize sororities are all about being social, but every weekend at a frat house was too much.”


It can also be unhealthy. Until Wake Forest University discontinued the tradition a few years ago, its Greek system held an annual “Kiss Night” during which sisters would lead pledges around the fraternities, where the new members were expected to kiss boys their age (reportedly the tally could reach fifty). In at least one sorority chapter, all pledges and sophomores were required to attend.


Again, these scenarios do not describe all chapters. But they describe enough of them that sororities as a whole continue to work against the feminist ideals—not to mention important values—they could be upholding. Sororities spend too much energy attempting to lure the highest-tiered fraternities to pair with them for Homecoming, Greek Week, mixers, and other events. As a result, Greek life puts a dangerous emphasis on coupling with fraternity brothers and encourages arbitrary, antiquated double standards. A young Southern sorority alum lamented an incident in which someone took a photo of her sorority sister and a fraternity brother having sex in a fraternity bathroom. When the photo spread to other students, she said, the sister was kicked out of her sorority, while the brother was applauded at dinner.


In a 2014 op-ed for the College of William and Mary newspaper, a sorority sister described a tradition in which fraternities begin courting sororities for the following year’s Homecoming pairings the day after Homecoming ends. For the privilege of escorting a sorority to a week of parties, the brothers purchase up to thousands of dollars of food, alcohol, flowers, and other gifts for the sisters, who vote on the guys based on their gifts and social rank. “I once heard a sorority woman say that she had to vote for a particular fraternity because if she voted for the lower-ranking fraternity, ‘a good frat will never ask us to Homecoming again,’ illustrating this damaging obsession with a social hierarchy,” she wrote. “This whole system is completely outdated.” On other campuses, sororities must pander to the fraternities to score escort offers and party invitations.


The idea that sororities have to impress fraternities and vice versa both contributes to the superficiality of the system and increases the pressure on Greeks to focus on how they appear to others rather than what they actually do with their time. “People should know that [sorority life] is not what they say it is,” said a former California sister. “It’s not about empowering women, it’s not about encouraging them to be leaders. It’s about drinking (lots of drinking) and meeting men.”


When I first wrote Pledged, I was careful to characterize drinking as a college activity, not specifically a Greek one. But so much of sorority life centers on social events—parties, mixers, date nights—that there may be more accessible and structured opportunities to drink or take recreational drugs, as well as easier access both to older students who can obtain these substances and places without adult supervision in which to consume them. And when a substantial number of sorority members participates in routines involving alcohol—such as pre-gaming or post-gaming an event—it can be difficult for other sisters to abstain without feeling as if they are outside of the crowd or missing quality bonding time.


A recent Florida graduate told me, “I certainly felt pressured to drink. Drug use and drinking were part of every formal and continue to be, even the ‘dry’ events. The last formal I went to, people just stepped out to the hotel lobby bar and then brought their drinks back into our banquet hall. The chapter adviser pretended not to notice what was going on, in spite of some women being obviously sloppily drunk. You could smell the weed being smoked in the bathrooms, and there were empty bottles of alcohol stashed beneath the tables,” she said. “Many times the women would come to mandatory events that they considered boring, like recruitment workshop, reeking to high heaven of weed. People would pre-game the weekly sister dinners, drinking enough to stay drunk for the whole time. Others had fraternity friends bring them alcohol and went back and forth to their cars to drink.” She estimated that three quarters of her sisters were involved in drug use, most commonly weed and molly (MDMA).


The National Institute for Justice has reported that sorority membership is one of the most common factors that increases sexual assault risk (alcohol is another). Similarly, a 2014 study at the University of Oregon found that sorority sisters there are much more likely than non-Greek women to have been raped or victims of nonconsensual sexual contact. About 40 percent of sorority sisters surveyed said they had been subjected to rape or attempted rape and 48 percent—nearly one in two—reported that they experienced nonconsensual sexual contact, at what the study author called “an alarmingly high rate,” according to the Register-Guard newspaper. The co-chair of the UO task force evaluating sexual violence policies concluded that “fraternities are dangerous places for women.” (The school nevertheless plans to expand Greek life substantially.)


Many sorority sisters told me they feel pressured to attend parties at fraternities notorious for committing sexual violence. A surge of appalling headlines in early 2015 also appeared to support the conclusion that fraternities can be dangerous. Penn State University and State College police began investigating the campus’s (now suspended) Kappa Delta Rho chapter for allegedly posting on Facebook photos of hazing, drug deals, and naked women—in sexual positions and/or unconscious in fraternity house bedrooms—without their permission and after a woman had already complained about a similar KDR page. Police told the Pittsburgh Tribune-Review that at least two of the women’s photos “would rise to the level of criminal action.” The Washington Post reported that when a freshman came to the house to rescue a drunk friend, a fraternity brother initially would not let him inside and insisted he let the girl “pass out here.”


The Pi Kappa Phi fraternity suspended its North Carolina State University chapter because of a disgustingly misogynistic and racist pledge book that included lines such as: “It will be short and painful, just like when I rape you”; “You can only trust a n***** as far as you can throw them”; “Man that tree is so perfect for a lynching”; “If she’s hot enough, she doesn’t need a pulse”; and “I like little girls.” NC State also suspended its Alpha Tau Omega fraternity chapter following allegations of drug paraphernalia and a sexual assault that took place in the house.


The University of Maryland initiated an investigation of its Sigma Kappa chapter after a racist email surfaced in which a brother discriminated against minority women and told brothers they didn’t need consent to have sex with women in their basement. “Don’t invite any n***** gals or curry monsters or slanted eye chinks, unless they’re hot,” the email said. “Remember my n***as, erect, assert, and insert, and above all else, fuck consent.” At the University of South Carolina, a Pi Kappa Alpha pledge died at the chapter’s fraternity house; at press time, authorities were investigating cause of death.


In 2014, among other horrific incidents, a California State University, Northridge Pi Kappa Phi fraternity pledge died while allegedly undergoing a hazing ritual that forced students to hike barefoot, with little water and no cellphones, through the Angeles National Forest. In addition, a Clemson University Sigma Phi Epsilon pledge died after falling off a bridge into a shallow lake during an alleged hazing tradition. His family filed a wrongful death lawsuit that accused the fraternity of a hazing ritual “requiring, pressuring, encouraging and forcing” pledges to jump off bridges into the lake and the brothers of a subsequent cover-up. The list of recent fraternity atrocities is practically endless.


In 2015, national sorority officers made a notably boneheaded move with regard to fraternities. In anticipation of fraternities’ January 31 Bid Night, the national headquarters of all sixteen sororities at the University of Virginia forbade sisters from attending the traditional night of fraternity events. National representatives told sisters that if they attended the parties, “they risked suspension, fines, and other penalties,” according to the Washington Post. Some national officers forbade women from going to any social gathering with fraternity members, including bars following a major campus basketball game. Other chapters planned mandatory in-house retreats to keep their girls inside. Students protested the mandate, which affected more than two thousand women, calling it a violation of their rights and a backfired attempt to address sexual violence following controversial (and ultimately discredited) allegations of a gang rape at a U-Va fraternity house.


The national sororities’ decision to lock the sisters in a tower for one night rather than empower them long-term revealed more about sororities’ flaws than fraternities’ dangers. Many sisters told me that adult leaders demand that students don’t talk about important issues, particularly in public. Miss America 2015, Kira Kazantsev, wasn’t kicked out of Alpha Phi at Hofstra University for hazing (which she did participate in). She was kicked out for joking about hazing. Rebecca Martinson wasn’t kicked out of Delta Gamma because she sent sisters a motivational speech laced with F-bombs. She was kicked out because her email went viral.


Sexual violence, hazing, drugs, recruitment, racism, bullying—many sisters have told me that their sororities have swept these issues under the rug, insisting that the public, and in some cases, the university, shouldn’t know about them and that sorority leaders can deal with them internally. Sororities continue to muffle their members rather than making necessary adjustments and holding valuable conversations so that similar episodes don’t happen again. But they do.


Consider the racism. In 2011, University of Southern Mississippi Phi Mu sisters made headlines for dressing in blackface as characters from The Cosby Show. In 2012, Penn State Chi Omegas took a photo of a Mexican-themed party for which sisters wore ponchos, sombreros, and fake mustaches and held signs such as “Will mow lawn for weed + beer” and “I don’t cut grass. I smoke it.” In 2013 Dartmouth Delta Delta Deltas co-hosted a “Bloods and Crips” party for which, a student described to the Huffington Post, “Individuals mingled for hours while dressed as bloods or crips while using racialized language. It then turned into a ‘ghetto party’ with racialized language, speech and dress.” In 2014, University of Arizona Tri-Delts, Cal State Fullerton Alpha Delta Pis, and Columbia University Kappa Alpha Thetas separately came under fire for dressing offensively as Mexican stereotypes. Later that year, a University of Maryland Delta Gamma posted a photo of a birthday cake festooned with cheap beer and wine bottles and inscribed “Suck a nigga dick.” The list—like the list of fraternity incidents—is long and exhaustive, demonstrating that Greek leaders’ strategies don’t appear to be working.


Antiquated policies, perpetuated by some national headquarters that are resistant to change, may also be indirectly contributing to sorority sisters’ increased sexual violence risk—not because the girls are doing anything wrong but because they are pushed into dangerous fraternity environments—and fined, penalized, or scolded if they don’t go often enough. These are events that have in the past included parties with advertised themes like “Housewives and Hired Help,” “Millionaires and Trophy Wives,” “Secs and Execs,” or “Tennis Pros and Country Club Hoes.” A Southern chapter allegedly held “no-pants parties,” to which only pantsless sisters and fraternity brothers were allowed in. A post-initiation party at a small, Pacific Northwest college begins with the sisters stripping down to their bras and “writing all over each other in sharpie,” a grad told me. Georgia Greeks recently hosted “ABC” parties: Anything But Clothes.


Where are sororities’ priorities? And how does the emphasis on fraternities shape a sorority chapter’s values? When University of Alabama Alpha Omicron Pis discussed admitting an African American girl in 2013, some sisters opposed accepting her because they were afraid that fraternities would no longer want to party with them, Marie Claire reported last year.


Also in 2013, Florida International University suspended the Pi Kappa Alpha fraternity after brothers posted on Facebook “creep shots” of naked sorority sisters and called them names. (The Facebook page also included posts about members’ drug dealing and hazing.) When a sister suggested that her sorority sisters—some of whom were featured in the creep shots—stop associating with the fraternity, the women defended the brothers. “In spite of how they treated our sisters and seeing the screenshots, just because they wanted to make sure they were still liked by the popular frat on campus, they defended the men and harassed me for speaking up. Our chapter president said in the chapter meeting, ‘Well, who hasn’t been called a slut before?’ as if this were okay,” the sister told me. “There are too many women like me who go through so much with Greek organizations and are coerced into silence.”


Rapists are monsters and should be held fully accountable for their actions. However, sending young women repeatedly into houses that are reported to be dangerously high-risk for sexual violence is akin to sending a co-ed draped in diamonds and holding a fistful of cash into a known drug den. It’s still not the women’s fault. But why would adults keep sending them in there anyway—and in some cases penalizing them if they don’t go?


At the University of Virginia, the same national sororities whose culture unfortunately depends on socializing with fraternities were suddenly now saying that, on one campus, for one night, the sisters weren’t allowed to socialize with them. The logic followed sororities’ typical MO: secrets and silence, image and spin. But the solution—both to the sexual violence issue and to the hyperventilating focus on appearance—isn’t to hide the girls away. The solution is to reframe the nature of these all-women groups so that they are about women—and to change the culture of the organizations that repeatedly push girls into the arms of fraternity brothers in the first place.


The “Culture of Silence”


IT’S THE SILENCE, I THINK, THAT MOST TROUBLES AND simultaneously fascinates us. Rather than allow young women unbridled freedom to discover their identities while anchored in a safe space of unconditional acceptance, sororities instead silence them, as if not talking about things (sexual violence, racism) can make them go away. An Alabama Alpha Omicron Pi told Marie Claire in 2014, “Our sorority has a culture of silence. We were to never speak about the fact that we didn’t have any African-Americans.” Regarding the same issue, a University of Georgia Panhellenic Council adviser emailed Greeks, “Please make your members aware to NOT talk to any news reporters regarding the recent article published by the Alabama student newspaper.”


Most of the sorority sisters who shared their stories with me requested that I not name them. Some worried for their safety. A young Sigma Kappa alum told me her sisters had already threatened her with violence. A disaffiliated local sorority sister emailed, “It could be very bad for me if I was caught running my mouth. My former sorority’s impact is far reaching and bad things happen to people that upset them.”


Other sisters worried that their sorority would oust them for telling a reporter the truth because the organizations silence their members in order to protect their image. A Delta Phi Epsilon chapter’s bylaws warn, “All Chapter meetings shall be held in strict confidence. If any member of this Sorority divulges anything transpiring at a Chapter meeting or ceremony of the Delta Epsilon Chapter to a person not a member of this Sorority, such act shall be deemed prima facie grounds for expulsion or such other sanctions as may be applicable.” Think about that for a moment: If an impressionable teenager talks about her sorority to a parent, a friend, a grandparent, or a trusted professor, her sorority can kick her out. Secretive environments are ripe for disturbing behaviors.


Sororities believe they are at odds with the media, but it’s the silence that makes us suspicious in the first place. Journalists aim to uncover the truth; sororities often try to hide it. It makes sense to me now, but at first I was surprised by the personal attacks on Greek websites and in my email inbox after Pledged was published. (You can save your breath, ladies, I have tough skin.) “People don’t understand how difficult it is to write about sororities,” said Risa Doherty, who wrote a widely read 2014 New York Times article about sororities’ financial commitments. “It’s very hard to find sources; even people willing to talk to you are very nervous about it because [sororities are] secret societies.”


Doherty was shocked by the name-calling and “the venom” in the hundreds of comments on the newspaper’s website and Facebook page. “Greeks are very defensive of Greek life. This article wasn’t intended to represent every girl in every chapter. But I think they take [media coverage] very personally, like it’s targeting them,” Doherty told me. “They wrote that the article wasn’t true, based on their experience. So they’re almost guilty of what they’re accusing me of, painting all sororities with a broad brush. What I wrote was true. It was well researched despite what some of them said. I was unhappy those readers missed the point of the article and got stirred up. My intention was to help the girls who are thinking of pledging, and their parents.”


While my initial intent with the book (the original chapters follow) was to explore a silent subculture, my goal with the new 2015 material has shifted. Consider this preface and the afterword both as a warning to pledges, parents, and outsiders that sororities are not all what they seem, and as a rallying cry for sorority sisters and alumnae to fight to make their chapters worth keeping. With the support of multitudes of sorority sisters and alums across the country, I have navigated the secrets and silence, image and spin. What I write is true.















PROLOGUE
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IT IS BID DAY at Southern Methodist University, the January day when hopeful rushees find out which sorority has accepted them. As throngs of students, families, and alumnae line the quaint suburban Dallas streets outside the Hughes-Trigg Student Center, hundreds of girls fidget nervously inside, agonizing about the important but barely discernible item practically burning a hole beneath their jeans like the pea beneath the princess. An hour earlier, these underclassmen, wearing the required Bid Day uniform of white shirts and denim, were ushered into the auditorium and handed their bid envelopes, each containing a name that many in Texas believe will either carve or destroy the paths of a young woman’s life. Since then, the girls have been sitting on the envelopes, as instructed, while enduring a series of lectures by administrators and guest speakers about the sorority system, women’s issues, and how to become more involved at SMU—similar to the speech a varsity coach gives to his tryouts before announcing his final cuts.


After anxiously squirming and sweating through the speeches, knowing all the while that the product of a semester’s worth of schmoozing and image-polishing is just under their behinds, they practically shoot out of their seats when a speaker announces that now, all at once, they are allowed to open their envelopes. For a few moments, the room is full of five hundred girls (most of whom have been assigned a house, if not their house of preference) crying, laughing, and screaming, hugging each other in groups or slipping quietly away to a corner to weep alone. But there isn’t time to linger.


Immediately, the girls are herded out of the auditorium, up the stairs, and out the student center doors for the SMU annual tradition called “Pigs’ Run.” Together, the girls (or “pigs”), squealing and cheering, must sprint from Hughes-Trigg to the newly revealed sorority house that has chosen them, through about five blocks’ worth of car-less streets blockaded by police officers at every corner. On the way, they are jostled through an onslaught of fraternity brothers who line the paths with water guns and hoses, drenching the sisters until long after their mandatory white shirts turn transparent. The girls who do not get into the house of their choice run regardless, crushed and sobbing, through the gauntlet until they reach the houses, where the rushees are feted by cheering sorority sisters who slide a sorority jersey over their wet clothes and welcome them boisterously. The heartbroken girls must don their happiest face and adopt their most sycophantic tone—quickly, before their sisters spot their regret or reluctance.


The mothers, gathered with their families, friends, and, in many cases, their own sorority sisters, stand near the houses they expect their daughters to join. Many of these families are from Highland Park, the upscale neighborhood that hosts the ritzy SMU, which has been referred to as Southern Millionaires University and a “college in country club clothing.” But others have traveled great distances to watch this event. An alumna of one sorority waits at her former house, draped in her sorority’s colors and waving balloons and flowers as she scans the crowd for her daughter, whom she expects to continue the legacy. She stands with her family, anxiously searching the faces of the Pigs’ Run participants flying by. And continues to wait. When the last of the stragglers careen toward the crowd, this legacy family rushes through Pigs’ Run in reverse, clamoring into the student center, through the auditorium doors, where they find their baby-faced daughter bawling and refusing to leave the building because she has not been accepted at the sorority of her—and her mother’s—choice. “Sororities are a completely different world,” one of the Pigs’ Run girls tells me. “But especially in the South, you don’t even question the tradition. You just do it.”


Pigs’ Run, a custom carried out under different names (such as “Running of the Bulls” or “Squeal Day”) at many schools across the country, distributes the girls into distinct social networks they believe will inevitably determine the trajectories of their college careers and perhaps their lives beyond. It is a dash away from anonymity on a college campus and toward the optimistic embrace of a smaller, more intimate community. Many rushees believe that Pigs’ Run or its various other epithets represents the end of a journey through which they have sought identity through association, the culmination of their arduous and intense quest to belong. But truly, the quest has only just begun.















INTRODUCTION
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“Delta, Delta, Delta, Can We Help Ya, Help Ya, Help Ya?”(or, So Do They Really Have Topless Pillow Fights?)




BECAUSE I’VE NEVER BEEN a member of any girl-only group other than sports teams, I didn’t know much about sororities when I started researching this book. Actually, I was slightly afraid of them. We outsiders, who can only envision what goes on behind sorority house walls and inside sorority girls’ heads, merely have movies such as Revenge of the Nerds, Animal House, and Legally Blonde to inform our views about sororities. Those of us with the more salacious of imaginations—or the more B-movie of tastes—might associate with sororities the topless pillow fights that must inevitably occur when fifty estrogen-laden creatures gather for a sleepover (or so men everywhere fervently pray). Or perhaps a Heathers-inspired coldness might come to mind as we visualize the vicious hair-tearing, earring-twisting catfights between sororities clamoring for the most popular fraternity to escort them to Homecoming. Or our image of sororities (as was mine) is the tamer, more relatable version: the popular group of girls from high school—cooler, prettier, wealthier, multiplied by ten, living under one roof, and recognized officially by their college as a clique.


I don’t think I realized the extent to which I was an outsider, however, until I found myself smack in a bustling epicenter of sorority life—a “Greek boutique” at a conference for sorority and fraternity representatives. The room was swathed in the hyperprecise sorority colors: not blue and yellow but “Old Blue” and “Café Au Lait” (Sigma Delta Tau); not green and white but “Olive Green” and “Pearl White” (Kappa Delta). I was surrounded by sorority letters, colors, and symbols stamped on, drawn on, embossed on, engraved in, carved into, or welded onto such a variety of objects that it felt as if I had arrived in a Disney gift shop for “Sororityland.” As I watched sorority sisters in expensive-looking clothes try on kitschy jewelry they likely wouldn’t deign to wear if it didn’t bear their sorority letters, I wondered what possessed them to feel such passion for objects I obviously didn’t understand. Here, on table upon table of items divided neatly by individual sororities and their corresponding colors (sororities also have certain mascots, symbols, jewels, and flowers, such as Delta Phi Epsilon’s “Lovely Purple Iris”), the sisters had their pick of sorority emery boards, money pouches, picture frames, bottle openers, and refrigerator magnets. Lips feeling dry? Try the boutique’s “Sorority Lip Balm”! Bathroom not smelling sparkly clean? Here’s a sorority air freshener! Crave a more elegant hygienic experience? How about sorority bath crystals? Gesundheit! Have a sorority tissue.


In the long line at the cash register, sorority girls fussed and “fabulous!”ed over the souvenirs, twittering in italics about such foreign jargon as rush crushes, cold dorms, and prefs. I was officially entering Sorority World, a world of High Priestesses, Temples, and secret handshakes, a world so entirely different from my non-Greek experience that it had a name for people like me, people unaffiliated and unlettered. “Oh…,” one girl drawled in a honeyed southern accent. “You’re a GDI.” A GDI? “A God-Damn Independent.” Oh.


Clearly, this wasn’t going to be your everyday reporting assignment. In order to understand this world so fully that I could portray it fairly and accurately, I realized I needed to have so engulfing an experience that I would be living, breathing, and shopping sorority. My first plan was to try to follow a sorority throughout the academic year, to become such an ever-present fixture in the house that I would be treated as something like an honorary member. I canvassed several campuses in search of an appropriate group to shadow: a national group, affiliated with a “historically white” national sorority organization—white and black sororities are still largely segregated. (The sororities illustrated in this book are “historically white” unless otherwise noted.) Finally, a sister invited me to observe her group, a popular sorority at a school whose Greek system had been under fire in recent years because of several hazing-related deaths.


The day I was to visit the house, I agonized over my outfit, blow-dried my hair straight, put on more makeup than usual, and dug my spikiest ankle boots out of the recesses of my closet. Admittedly, because not many of my friends were sorority sisters, I was nervous about entering an entire house full of them. The more I learned about sororities, the more bizarre their world seemed. As I tottered up to the porch, I suddenly didn’t feel like a twenty-six-year-old investigative reporter preparing to dig into another project about secret group behavior. I felt like the kid I was in junior high school, wearing sweatpants and soccer sandals, hoping to please everyone but at the same time trying hard to pretend not to care.


Later that afternoon, I was curled up on a bunk bed and chatting with two of the sorority girls. Sometime during the emotional story one sister shared about how a sorority rivalry destroyed her relationship with her longtime best friend, I flashed back to my camp counselor days and had visions of serving as a kind of resident big sister to these girls. It hit me then that when I attended overnight camp, my teenaged bunk acted in ways that were somewhat similar to sororities. We traveled in packs, had rivalries with other bunks, pressured each other to break rules, and even fought over the same guy (who, coincidentally, eventually became the president of his fraternity at the school where I now sat). Here at the sorority house was a group that similarly provided selected college girls an automatic sense of belonging, no talent or niche required—a built-in social network to accompany a girl to bars, parties, sporting events, and study sessions. This comparison caused me not only to wonder if sorority girls were so different from the rest of us, but also to think that had I attended a larger college, maybe I would have been a sorority girl, too. But when the girls gave me a tour of the house, they told me about their sisters’ diet pill addiction, their pride in the fact that they hazed new girls, and their “drug room,” which displayed a bong, several bottles of pills, and some suspicious-looking white powder (some of the girls regularly did cocaine). If I had joined a sorority, I asked myself, would I, like the girls I met, inevitably have fallen into the kind of herd mentality among sororities that can encourage conformity, cliquishness, and compromising morals? At that initial point in my research, I didn’t know.


After several days of observing this major national sorority, I was approached by the adviser of the house. A stern, heavyset sorority alumna who looked much older than her twentysomething years, she led me into the “scholarship room”—a small room with computers and a large file cabinet full of notes, tests, and papers from various classes offered at the school. She told me to sit down, and locked the glass door. Girls peered in quizzically as they walked by, but a quick glare from the adviser sent them scurrying on.


“You shouldn’t have been given permission to be here,” she said gruffly. She interrupted herself by cursing under her breath and yelling in her deep voice at the girls she could see through a window who were smoking cigarettes on the front porch. “You’re not allowed to smoke in front of the house! It doesn’t look good!” The girls reluctantly slinked away.


The adviser turned back to me. “You need to get permission from the national office, which is probably not going to give it to you.” She paused again. “And if for some reason they do, I simply cannot allow you to write about the drugs.”


When I got home, I called the sorority’s national office and explained what I was doing, figuring this process of obtaining official permission was just a formality. The executive director, however, said otherwise. MTV had just aired a show called Sorority Life, which followed the six-week pledge process of a California sorority (a “local” sorority, which meant it was independent and unaffiliated with any national organization). The show had infuriated sororities nationwide, who believed that MTV had overly sensationalized life in a sorority house and concentrated only on the girls’ drinking and catty fights. “Because of the MTV show,” the executive director told me, “all of the national sororities have decided on a blanket policy not to cooperate with any members of the media. It’s just not appropriate at this time.” With that, I was suddenly completely closed off from a group of several dozen sorority girls I had already started to like.


Realizing that I wouldn’t be able to openly observe a sorority house unless I received permission from its national office, I called other national sorority headquarters to state my case. One by one, every national office I talked to shut me out of their houses, even as I told them I was presenting a truthful—not necessarily negative—account of what sorority life is really like. “We’re gun-shy,” said one. “We’ve gotten several media calls even this week and we’re turning them all down,” said another. The twenty-six member groups of the National Panhellenic Conference, which was established in 1902 to oversee the historically white national sororities, had laid down the law.


I didn’t understand the panicked responses of the national offices, which claim to instill within their sororities “individuality,… togetherness,… [and] friendships,” according to the web site for Alpha Epsilon Phi, whose motto is “Many Hearts, One Purpose.” They promote goals such as Delta Delta Delta’s, to “develop a stronger and more womanly character, to broaden the moral and intellectual life, and to assist its members in every possible way.” They foster, like Kappa Kappa Gamma, “friendship rooted in a tradition of high standards.” These aspirations seemed laudable, these institutions beneficial. One would assume the real-life sororities, therefore, have so much to offer that their positives would far outweigh their negatives. But when one school’s Panhellenic adviser attempted to blacklist me on her campus for writing this book, she insisted she must “protect our women.” The question was, protect them from what?


[image: image]


BECAUSE NO SORORITY WOULD KNOWINGLY LET ME tail its sisters for the year, it became necessary for me to fly under the radar of both the national offices and the sorority girls themselves. I sought out individual sisters who were willing to risk their sorority membership by letting me into their lives for an entire academic year, knowing that they could not tell anyone—their sorority sisters, their friends, their families—who I really was. I can’t divulge how the four girls I chose, who knew they would be the main characters in a book I was writing about sororities, introduced me to their sisters, who did not know; and I can’t disclose the disguise I wore or role I played when spending time with these groups (suffice it to say, I can pass for nineteen). To further protect the four girls, who could be ostracized and even thrown out of the Greek system if their identities were revealed, I have given pseudonyms to them, their school, and their school’s Greek groups, and have changed identifying details. But their dilemmas, emotions, interactions, and dialogues are real. (The girls didn’t know I also monitored their Instant Messenger away messages, which they changed sometimes as frequently as once an hour. Away messages are bulletins that IM users post online so that friends can see what they are up to. Like many college students, the girls used their away messages to convey their state of mind or broadcast their whereabouts.)


In order to provide a balanced view of sororities, I selected good-hearted girls who were members of “normal” sororities not known on campus as extreme stereotypes. I also chose these girls on the basis of their diverse attitudes toward and roles in their sororities. These sisters, one of whom was a sorority officer, are largely the kind of girls whom the national offices would be proud to have represent them, had the national offices been willing to allow themselves to be represented. The two juniors and two sophomores all attend a school I’ll call State University, a campus on which Greek life is considered important but not essential.


It turned out that “going undercover” gave me more candid access to the sororities than I would have had openly as a reporter. Because I played the role I did, the sisters didn’t know to censor their behavior in front of me, and my four main subjects tended to view me more as a friend than a journalist. With that said, however, I would not presume that the experiences of these four sisters alone could accurately represent a sorority system of millions. Many of the posts on Greek system message boards constantly remind readers that it’s not right to let a few renegade sisters, or even chapters, represent the image of the entire sorority system. I took this message to heart. My four girls aren’t renegades; nevertheless, I have supplemented my observations of them with visits and interviews with scores of other sorority girls. By the time I finished writing Pledged, I had spoken with or met with several hundred girls. Essentially, I got to return to college and experience the path I had not taken the first time around (and had a far better time than I did when I was actually enrolled in college). When a sorority girl needed a date to a Date Party, I went; when sisters went shopping together, I joined them; when new members danced exuberantly on Bid Day, so did I. Though I couldn’t incorporate all of the hundreds of interviews in this book, the sisters’ frank assessments of sorority life shaped my observations.


In writing this book, the surprise for me—and this may delight many readers—was that the notions of those topless pillow fights may not have been so far off base after all. In the back of my mind, I don’t think I ever really believed that sororities were quite as campy as their conventional image. But at about the time I heard about traditions like “Naked Party” and “Boob Ranking,” I had to reconsider. I learned that many of the rumors (as well as the fantasies) about sororities are indeed staggeringly true, including those concerning loyalty, sex, conformity, drugs, violence, verbal abuse, mind games, prostitution, racism, forced binge drinking, nudity, cheating, eating disorders, rituals, “mean girls,” and secrecy. But not all sororities encompass these experiences; and of the sororities that do, not all consist of girls one would necessarily consider “bad.”


Much of sorority life espouses noble purpose, and the friendships and philanthropy encouraged by these organizations can enhance a girl’s college experience, boost her self-esteem, and better her character. But the prevalence of the aforementioned litany, which still occurs on several campuses nationwide in the name of tradition, speaks volumes about larger issues concerning women, higher education, and female group dynamics. Even halfway into the year, I was plagued by questions. Why are twenty-first-century women still so eager to participate in such seemingly outdated, ritualistic groups and activities? What is the purpose of sororities and what does membership truly require of the sisters? How does a sisterhood change the way a girl thinks about herself? Do sororities cause women to fall further behind in the gender wars or are they instead women’s secret weapon? My challenge, then, in writing Pledged, was how to reconcile the unexpected discovery of a dark side to sorority life with the observation that many of the girls who participate in it and continue to join it in droves are “normal” girls, girls who are sweet, smart, successful, and kind both before and after they join. Girls—and this puzzled me—who by year’s end no longer intimidated me. Girls who would be surprised to read how their sororities appear from an outsider’s point of view.















AUGUST
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The sorority becomes one of life’s great forces in teaching the beauty of self-sacrifice. Leadership under the spell of this great power must be magnetic. Self-confidence, then, is creative, self-control restrictive, self-sacrifice persuasive.


—The Sorority Handbook, published in 1907






Manicured nails are of paramount importance for the finished look.


—Ready for Rush: The Must-Have Manual for Sorority Rushees! published in 1999
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AUGUST 17


VICKI’S INSTANT MESSENGER AWAY MESSAGE


missing my california crew. can i come home yet?





ON SORORITY ROW, SORORITY girls stepped cheerily into their houses, many of them followed by fathers loaded up with boxes or, in the exceptionally good-looking cases, towing beefy undergrad boys just barely able to see over the duffel bags full of clothes and stuffed animals they dutifully hefted. As quickly as the men nailed extra shelves into the bedroom walls, the girls lined them with Michael Kors perfume, Juicy Couture tees, and rows of designer sunglasses. (One sister dissolved into peals of loud laughter because she’d lost the case to her Gucci sunglasses and as a result had stored them in a Calvin Klein case instead.)


At State U, it wasn’t too difficult to distinguish which girls belonged to which of the eighteen houses. Sisters of the largest house on campus were tall and brunette, seemingly all of them slender with dancers’ grace. Members of the most obnoxious sorority were almost uniformly dressed in white tank tops, or as they called them, “wife beaters,” slim black sweatpants, and either white socks and sneakers or black platform flip-flops. The Alpha Rhos, whose girls were known as laid back but also, as some put it, “sexually relaxed,” were slightly more haphazard in tanks, jeans, flip-flops, and bandannas. A few sisters of Beta Pi, Alpha Rho’s biggest rival and a group considered to be princesses, trotted back and forth with their boyfriends across the Row in short shorts, tight tees, and platform shoes.


When the silver Lexus, its gleam wavering in the August humidity, pulled in front of the Beta Pi house, the Beta Pis watched with interest as a deeply bronzed leg cautiously stepped from the back door. Their boyfriends’ eyes traveled up the length of the slender limb to where the natural tan, unfaded, met a pair of chic but modest designer shorts. The Beta Pis instinctively glanced downward, raising eyebrows when they noticed unpainted toenails curled in flat flip-flops. When a summer-blond head finally appeared, large green cat eyes fixed on the curb, the Beta Pis recognized the girl as “the one with potential” who had so far disappointed them. The sisters had invited the naturally pretty sophomore to join Beta Pi in the spring of her freshman year, thinking that with her dot-com-millionaire parents and her West Coast upbringing, she was a savvy California surfer girl who would fit right into the sisterhood. But so far, Vicki had turned out to be a dud. She was a painfully quiet small-town girl less interested in partying with new friends than spending hours on the phone with old ones from back home. The Beta Pis and their boyfriends shrugged and continued across the Row.


Vicki took a deep breath and reluctantly followed her parents inside Beta Pi. One of the most impressive homes on the Row, Beta Pi was a four-story white frame Victorian mansion with a classic wraparound porch, a rolling back lawn, and a spacious veranda spiked by long white columns. Inside, a massive fresh flower arrangement graced a polished oak table at the foot of the broad front staircase. To the right of the entry hall, Vicki could see women in white uniforms setting up a spread of cold cuts, chips, and petite cakes for the sisters and their families.


“Hi Vicki!” The president, thin and blond like most of the Beta Pis, smiled widely and effusively greeted Vicki’s parents, who immediately tried to prod their daughter into a conversation.


“Um, hi,” Vicki practically whispered in her childlike voice. She hunched her tall frame so she seemed closer to the president’s height. “I’m, like, going to go unpack?” The president nodded and chattered at Vicki’s father while he headed outside to unload the car.


Vicki heard her mother clamoring over the welcome banners festooned across the entry hall but tuned out the comments as she lost herself in her bewildered second thoughts. Compared to the noise of the street, the house was much quieter; Vicki could hear their footfalls echoing up the stairwell. When the rest of the girls streamed in later in the afternoon, the mansion would be a madhouse, with girls screeching and hugging after a summer of scattered sisterhood. Cringing, she could hear them already—“I haven’t seen you in fo’-EVA!”—squealing the way seventh graders sign yearbooks. And now, as she passed bedroom doors decorated with handmade, gold-glittered names she barely recognized, it finally hit her that she was moving into a sorority house, that she was part of a sorority, and yet she had no idea what that meant.


Over the summer, Vicki hadn’t thought about most of the girls in her pledge class, the group with whom she had rushed and been initiated, and now it was difficult to imagine actually living, eating, sleeping, studying, and partying with them. Instead, she had spent her summer doing what she had done every year since she could remember: watching television, listening to music, and eating takeout with her two best friends and her boyfriend, a caring boy who wanted to marry her. The only difference this year was that none of the other three could stop talking about how ridiculous it was that Vicki had joined a sorority in the spring. Vicki explained that she forced herself through the rush process to be part of a more intimate community within State U, to make a large university seem smaller. She had tried so hard to fake a sorority attitude during rush that she had painted her fingernails with clear polish so she wouldn’t chew them. When she received her invitation, she was shocked and proud. But her girlfriends, who attended the local community college back home, didn’t understand the point of being Greek, and her boyfriend, who had followed her to State U, worried that sorority life would mean they would have less time together. Now that she was back on campus, these Beta Pis were going to be her new best friends—they had to be, she had no choice—and she didn’t really know them.


On the fourth floor, the sophomores’ floor, Vicki headed to the tiny room she would be sharing with three roommates from her pledge class: loud Olivia; gorgeous Morgan, who resembled a Barbie doll; and Laura-Ann, who, with her springy red hair, seemed even more of an outsider than Vicki. Wary of the other, unfamiliar sisters, Vicki planned to stick closely to her roommates whenever she was in the house, particularly to Olivia. Olivia, a party girl who wore coats of thick black eyeliner and a spicy perfume, was an unlikely companion, but she had taken Vicki under her wing when they pledged Beta Pi together. Vicki had warmed to her when Olivia admitted that she had bleached her dark hair blond before rush so she would look like a Beta Pi.


“This is fantastic! Every student should live like this,” her mother exclaimed as she drew out the standard Beta Pi burgundy-and-cream curtains and plunked a suitcase on one of the room’s two bunk beds. The room was small, but it had sparkling hardwood floors and large, open windows. “Two cleaning ladies, a House Mom, a cook, and—oh, feel that air-conditioning—Vicki, this is great!”


Vicki grunted in response. She was close to her parents, but she wished they would stop trying to coax enthusiasm out of her. Vicki’s parents had been surprised when Vicki had announced that she was joining Beta Pi, but they were thrilled that their daughter was branching out. They knew Vicki wasn’t quiet when she was with her family or her friends back home; the difficult step for her was reaching that comfort level within a new group. When Vicki was a freshman, days, sometimes weeks, would go by between her social events. She hadn’t gotten to know many people because she hadn’t felt the need to; she was one of the few girls on her hall with a steady boyfriend. But now, because of the sorority, she would constantly be meeting people and, theoretically, had an automatic houseful of friends. The spring had been a whirlwind of pledging and social events involving frequent but fleeting visits to the house. This year would be different, it slowly dawned on Vicki as she helped her mother unpack the designer dresses, sleek tops, and accessories she had purchased specifically for sorority functions. Living in the house would be an entirely new level of commitment.


When her parents left in the evening, Vicki was relieved at the chance to catch her breath. All day it had been, “Vicki, we need to get you your books!” “Vicki, we should get shelf liner!” in a flurry of back-to-school errands and last-minute rearranging when Vicki was already overwhelmed by the house and the steady flow of female strangers flooding inside. Under the pretense of “getting settled,” while her eighty-six new housemates mingled in the mess-hall-like dining room in the basement, Vicki stayed in the safe corner of her room, feeling disoriented and faintly claustrophobic, wondering why she had agreed to live in a house that seemed as if it would never feel like home.


One week later, Vicki was still in culture shock. There were so many girls everywhere—the house appeared to be infested with them, draped over the couches in the living room, huddling over magazines in the “gentleman’s parlor” on the main floor, blow-drying their hair in the bathroom, gossiping in the halls—that Vicki felt like she was in a nursery rhyme. She had suddenly become diffident to an extreme and was uncomfortable leaving her room when her roommates couldn’t accompany her. Occasionally she’d peek into the dining room, spot dozens of sisters chattering over their food, and duck back out before anyone saw her. Rather than sit with them over dinner and forced conversation, Vicki would either take a tray from the kitchen back to her room to eat alone or escape the house to lounge with her boyfriend in his dorm, their usual social activity. She couldn’t even bring herself to join the sisters to watch American Idol unless Olivia agreed to go with her. In fact, she rarely ventured into the television room at all, even though it was the gathering spot where sisters socialized with each other. This didn’t feel like a horizon-broadening college experience. It felt like junior high.


Even when the sisters in the house went out together on their frequent field trips to one of the campus bars, Vicki sensed a chasm. Her fake ID, purchased in anticipation of these regular inebriated bonding sessions, was enough to get her in the door. But once inside, the sisters, clotted in a corner, checked out the fraternity brothers in the room and plotted to set each other up at parties while Vicki sat quietly, feeling too guilty about her boyfriend to participate in the ogling and ignored by the sisters because they knew she had no interest in being set up. Eventually the sisters would meet back at the house for their post-hookup gossip sessions in the television room. At one of these sessions, a Beta Pi noticed Vicki sitting silently on the outskirts of the room. “You know, Vicki,” she said coyly, “it would be so much more fun for us if you’d just break up with him.”


“I-I couldn’t,” Vicki stammered. She blew her wispy too-long bangs out of her eyes.


The sisters nearby jumped into the conversation, their faces lit up. “It’s so true! College is the only place where you’re going to be with so many cute guys your age,” they insisted. “It’s not like you guys are going to get married, so it’s better to break up with him now and have fun instead of waiting four whole years and missing out.”


“Oh my God, you’ve been together since seventh grade!” Olivia exclaimed. “You’ve never been a single woman.”


Vicki politely demurred. She wouldn’t dream of breaking up with her boyfriend. They were one of those generally tolerated college couples who were in love but careful not to flaunt their distance from singledom with gooey-happy displays. Although he had no interest in the Greek system, he had stuck by Vicki and supported her even through the hectic eight-week pledge process, a period usually incomprehensible to outsiders. Despite her sisters’ shared opinion, she could comfortably see herself with him for the long term and had no intention of jeopardizing that possibility.


But as she continued to spend her days with her boyfriend instead of at the house, the nagging sense of being out of a loop that was moving on without her grew into a serious worry. One night she came back from dinner with him to find Olivia, Laura-Ann, and Morgan in the middle of a screeching fight. Laura-Ann was yelling about how upset she was that the roommates weren’t spending much time together as a unit and accused Olivia and Morgan of shooting her dirty looks whenever they came into the room. Eventually, they managed to mollify Laura-Ann by promising to spend more time with her. But Vicki couldn’t help thinking that she was away from the house more than anybody because she had a boyfriend.


A few nights later, on a sorority outing at a nearby club, Olivia and a few other sisters introduced Vicki to William, the extremely attractive and well-liked president of Iota, Beta Pi’s favorite fraternity. Olivia had slept with William a few times in the spring and thought he and Vicki would get along well. Vicki was shy at first, despite her inebriation, which was due to her habit of sharing an entire bottle of Grey Goose vodka with her three roommates before every Greek social function, as well as a water bottle full of gin and tonic on the cab ride over. But when she saw beautiful Morgan draping her Barbie body over William on the dance floor, Vicki approached him, inspired by jealousy. As they danced for the rest of the night, Vicki’s cornsilk hair nestled just under William’s chin, Vicki wrestled with her conflicting feelings. In her drunken haze she could tell she liked him and she was struck by a conquering feeling when she realized he was interested in her. But she felt guilty about even entertaining the idea.


Nonetheless, she had apparently made an impression. At dinner in the house the following day, a horde of sisters joined Vicki and her roommates for dinner. They told her that William had just announced to several Beta Pis that he was mesmerized by Vicki. Within minutes, the sisters were circling Vicki; suddenly, everyone seemed to know who she was, especially now that a boy who met with the sisters’ approval—the president of Iota!—had taken an interest in her.


“You and William?” the sisters hounded her.


“Do you like him?”


“Are you into him?”


“Are you going to see him again?”


“Um, no,” Vicki kept replying, her delicate features slightly contorted in annoyance. “I mean, I’m really not interested.”


The commotion lasted for a few hours before dying down when the girls realized that Vicki wasn’t going to give them any grist for the gossip mill. But Vicki couldn’t get her sisters’ reaction out of her head. Having a boyfriend was obstructing her relationship with Beta Pi. The next day, when she tearfully told her roommates she was thinking about breaking up with him, they told her she was doing the right thing.


“I’m being so bitchy to the love of my life, you know?” Vicki sobbed.


“Oh my God, you have to do what makes you happy. If he really loves you, he’ll understand,” Olivia said. “Do what your heart tells you to do!”


Even as Vicki told the devastated boy on the flagstone patio in front of the Beta Pi house that “now just isn’t a good time,” she had misgivings.


“I didn’t mean to hold you back from your sorority,” he said. “I want you to be happy. I love you.”


Vicki hesitated, her eyes swollen from crying, but she thought of her sisters. “I just… I just need to be single right now,” she responded, and went back into the house to be with her fellow Beta Pis. Vicki would continue to cry for days.


Joining the Crowd




AUGUST 19


SABRINA’S IM AWAY MESSAGE


That was definitely not something I needed to see.





ON THE TWENTY-MINUTE RIDE FROM SABRINA’S PARENTS’ apartment to the Alpha Rho house, Sabrina’s Oldsmobile Cutlass spluttered down the interstate that divided her town’s demographics in two. This was the third year Sabrina, a junior, had driven this solo back-to-school trip, but she still felt the same pride she had the first year. When she spotted the clusters of bright pink and purple crape myrtle trees, Sabrina knew she was nearing State U, the beacon that had pulled her to ace every class in high school, to the delight of her parents, who hadn’t gone to college. They loved hearing stories about the philosophical discussions Sabrina had with her dormmates, loved watching her light up beneath the widow’s peak that framed her small heart-shaped face as she recounted debates she had in seminars and interesting factoids she learned from friends. Sabrina had wanted to go to State U ever since she was old enough to read the local newspaper, which was constantly plastered with State U news. Now that she was halfway through her college career, Sabrina looked forward to another year of intellectual challenge to share with her parents.


When Sabrina got to her room in the Alpha Rho house, the first thing she heard was Bitsy.


“It’s important to know the difference between a clitoris and a hood,” Bitsy was telling a few sisters. “Oh, hi Sabrina.” Sabrina raised a dark arm in response. The flighty redhead, who had a large bust and a penchant for talking about it, turned back to her small audience. “Think of a turtle hiding its head…”


Sabrina resignedly shook her long, no-fuss cornrows and set her two small suitcases on her bed. This was going to be a long year.


Sabrina hadn’t intended to live in the house. She preferred to do her own thing, which wasn’t always acceptable in a house governed by more rules than there were sisters. But sorority dues were expensive. Sabrina had struggled last semester to pay the $650, even as the sorority’s bursar had done her a favor by letting her sign over occasional paychecks instead of making the usual onetime prepayment. Sometimes Sabrina could afford to give her $150, sometimes $50, but eventually she was able to pay for the entire semester. After two months of waitressing over the summer, however, Sabrina realized she wouldn’t have enough money this year to cover dorm life, plus tuition, plus Alpha Rho dues for the next year. If she lived in the Alpha Rho house, on the other hand, dues were included in her room and board and the total cost was several hundred dollars less than if she lived elsewhere on campus. There was no question Sabrina would do what it took to stay in her sorority. She had rushed as a way to force herself to make connections, and she would remain a sister in order to be able to network in an elite sector of the white world that was otherwise untouchable to a black girl like her. Any stepping-stone Sabrina could find, she was going to leap to without hesitation.


She had signed up at the last minute for the remaining spot in the Alpha Rho house: squished in the side of the “Penthouse,” the chilly, low-ceilinged room spanning the entire top floor of the house that was technically supposed to hold twenty-six girls, their beds, desks, clothes, computers, posters, shoes, and accessories, divided either not at all or by flimsy curtains. Every year, the “Pents” usually stuck together in a clique made exclusive not necessarily because they actively tried to alienate the other fifty-five girls living in the house, but rather because the girls who lived on the lower floors were usually too lazy to walk upstairs. But Sabrina would be spending most of her free time in the second-floor wing, where her favorite sisters, Amy and Caitlin, lived across from each other in a two-room double suite.


Meanwhile, Sabrina’s main goal was to finish unpacking. Unless she unpacked soon, she would continue to procrastinate for days and probably end up living out of her suitcases when the other sisters snatched her closet space. The funny thing was that her sisters had ten times as many things as Sabrina did, but she happened to have the biggest dresser (a trade-off for having the smallest area in the room). The Pents each had two dressers and a closet in one of the assigned third-floor “sitting rooms”—small, sunny rooms with futons that served as studies and escapes for the girls stuck in the Penthouse. Sabrina couldn’t believe how, for most of the girls, two dressers and a closet still weren’t enough. She hoped they wouldn’t realize that she wore her single pair of designer jeans several times before washing them.


A few afternoons later, Bitsy marched into the dining room in a tiny miniskirt to announce that she was going to get a clitoris ring. She had traipsed through the house collecting sisters to join her and now, with a trail of eight sisters behind her, was focusing on Sabrina and Alpha Rho’s president, Charlotte, a conservative senior who constantly tried to blend in with her sisters.


“You should totally come and get something pierced, like your nipple!” Bitsy said to Charlotte. “I’m getting a clitoris ring, but they’re”—she gestured to the girls behind her—“getting belly-button and nipple rings.”


“Well,” Charlotte chewed her lip. “I have contemplated getting my nipple pierced.” Sabrina snorted, her nose in her book, doubting very much that the thought had occurred to Charlotte.


Another Pent came downstairs. “What are you guys talking about?”


Sabrina rolled her eyes. “Bitsy’s talking about her chach again,” she said. “Now she’s trying to persuade Charlotte to get her nipple pierced.”


“Don’t do it, Charlotte!” the new Pent said. “That would be such a rash decision.”


“Do it, do it,” Bitsy goaded. “It won’t hurt, really. And if I’m getting my hood pierced, you can get your nipple pierced. It’s really not a big deal.”


Charlotte looked uncertainly from sister to sister. Amused, Sabrina decided to weigh in. “A lot of the sisters got pierced over the summer,” Sabrina encouraged, wondering if prudish Charlotte could be convinced. “They all did it together on a group piercing trip.”


“It’s the coolest thing ever!” Bitsy exclaimed.


Charlotte took a deep breath and closed her eyes. She exhaled loudly. “Okay, I’ll go.”


The group turned to Sabrina, who attempted to look engrossed in her chemistry textbook. “Come on, Sabrina, come with us!” said Bitsy.


“No thank you. I have work to do.”


“But the semester just started,” whined another sister.


“Have fun,” Sabrina waved as the girls left.


Most of Sabrina’s sisters couldn’t comprehend why Sabrina spent so much time studying. Sabrina, however, didn’t think she worked diligently enough. She wasn’t proud of her time-management skills; for some reason, she was rarely able to get assignments done ahead of time, a problem that had gotten worse each year. She couldn’t fathom how some of her sisters went out every night and still managed to keep up their grades. She would have loved to be able to party most nights, but she was afraid that her grades would slip. This weighed on her more than it might have on her sisters, because Sabrina had a creeping fear that she would never escape poverty. For nearly her entire life, her parents had earned a combined total of approximately $25,000 a year. At times during her childhood, Sabrina’s family had survived on welfare and food stamps. Her mother had sacrificed necessities to make sure that Sabrina had suitable clothes so the other kids in school wouldn’t make fun of her. And now Sabrina was working her own way through college in order to succeed enough to provide for herself and for her parents. It was her parents’ dream to own their own home. Eventually, Sabrina hoped, she would be able to buy that place for them.


This was something that Sabrina’s Alpha Rho sisters weren’t able to understand. Sabrina constantly grappled with the difficulty of belonging to a house of girls more accustomed to Tiffany than Target. None of these girls knew what it was like to miss a meal unless they were dieting. Even Sabrina’s close friends in the house were extraordinarily wealthy. Amy’s father was a multimillionaire real estate mogul with houses in at least four cities. Caitlin, the daughter of a New York political figure, had a grand four-story brownstone in Brooklyn Heights and a summer house in the Hamptons. Sabrina’s family lived in a small apartment in the projects. So yes, Sabrina studied hard. Someday she was going to be a wealthy doctor. And then she’d finally be able to stop worrying.


That evening, the Penthouse was full of sisters getting ready to go to an Omega Phi fraternity party when the piercing field trip returned. “How did it go?” Sabrina asked Bitsy, barely glancing up when Charlotte, obviously proud of herself, galloped by, whipping up her shirt and yelling, “Look at my nipple!”


“Fine,” Bitsy responded, also ignoring Charlotte. “I’m about to show everybody if you want to see.”


“Um.” Sabrina didn’t have a burning desire to look at that particular part of Bitsy. “Okay.”


A crowd of two dozen Pents parted when Bitsy walked across the Penthouse to her corner. She lay down on her bed, rolled up her skirt, pulled down her underwear, and maneuvered herself so the beaded ring was easily visible. The sisters stared. A few sisters tried to play it casual: “Whatever, I’ve seen a vagina before. No big deal,” one said. Sabrina wrinkled her nose and returned to examining the day planner at her desk. Most of the others gasped, unable to look away, and whispered some version of “Ow.”


“It wasn’t as bad as I thought it would be,” Bitsy said, her head held high and heroic.


From across the room, Fiona, whose bed was next to Sabrina’s, huffed. She was sitting at her desk with her boyfriend, an Omega Phi brother who was peering in Bitsy’s direction but couldn’t see through the mass of sisters. “Bitsy’s gonna get a little more attention at our party tonight because of that ring,” he told Fiona.


This upset Fiona, who thought highly of herself despite what Sabrina considered a lack of intelligence and unremarkable looks. “That’s gay,” Fiona fumed. “Forget it. I don’t want to go to the party if Bitsy’ll be there.”


Just another typical day in the Penthouse, Sabrina thought, wondering how long it would be before Fiona went out and got something pierced, too. As she exchanged you-know-how-she-is looks with the other Pents nearby, Sabrina felt a sense of camaraderie despite her lack of pierced unmentionables.


The feeling didn’t last long. Later that night, Fiona, who had positioned herself among the juniors as something of a Penthouse gang leader, held a group of Pents’ rapt attention as she expounded on what she saw as the recent trends in Alpha Rho. “You know,” she said, eyeing Sabrina, who wasn’t a part of the conversation but who was studying close enough to the group that she could hear every word, “it’s getting so that every pledge class in the house has a black girl. The sophomores have C.C. and the juniors have Sabrina.” The other girls glanced sideways at Sabrina, then hurriedly focused their attention back on Fiona.


Sabrina only chuckled and said lightly, “Yes, that’s me.” But inwardly she cringed. To many of the girls in Alpha Rho, she would always be the “token black”; to some of them, apparently, that would be her only role.


[image: image]


Peer Pressure


THE BEGINNING OF THE ACADEMIC YEAR CAN BE AN UNCERTAIN time for any student, but for girls in sororities—which exist mostly in the United States and Canada—the stakes are often higher. Especially for sisters who move into the house, the first few weeks of school are a crucial period as the girls jockey for social position among old and new members and struggle to gain acceptance and approval at the same time as they must quickly learn the attitudes and attributes the sorority prioritizes. Does the group eschew steady boyfriends, as did Beta Pi? Are Gucci sunglasses—or pierced privates—the statement of the season?


Urban legend dictates certain stereotypical characteristics that many people apply to all sorority girls; I would spend several months attempting to sort out the accuracy of this and other supposedly tall tales. As Vicki confided to me, “Generally, I thought sorority girls were bitchy, princessy, slutty girls who cared only about themselves and went out with frat boys,” which contributed to her insecurity. But what I learned fairly quickly was that within the sorority system lies a broad subset of stereotypes to which the sisters themselves are sharply attuned. Sorority houses tend to have different reputations on different campuses, with nearly every house exhibiting a strong stereotype—and members of each house often feel pressured to conform to that stereotype to keep with the sorority’s image.


Sorority “types” are inevitable; in many mainstream sororities, the women all look and act the same. At one Texas school, the Chi Omegas are the “grounded hippie chicks,” the Delta Gammas are the fast girls who wear the tightest tank tops, the Alpha Chi Omegas are the sweet girls, and the Tri-Delts are “the marrying kind.” The Thetas at an Arizona school are the promiscuous girls, and Pi Phis at a Missouri school are “the marrying kind.” An Indiana university’s Tri-Delts are fun and crazy partyers. At a Pennsylvania school, the Tri-Delts are the prettiest—and also the cattiest. The Chi Omegas there, too, are the hippies who smoke a lot of pot and many of them have unusual names, like Summer or India. (“One girl was really unattractive,” an alumna said, “but she had a weird name so she got in.”) Within the Greek system at these sorts of schools, the stereotypes lead to unflattering nicknames, such as Alpha Delta Pi’s “Eighty-Pound Thighs” or “I ate a pie,” Gamma Phi Beta’s “Gamma Vibrator,” Alpha Phi’s “All for Free,” Phi Sigma Sigma’s “Phi Piggy Piggy,” Zeta Tau Alpha’s “Zits, Tits, and Armpits,” or Kappa Delta’s “Klan’s Daughters.”


At each school, certain sororities are deemed the “prettiest” or the “coolest”; every girl I asked could tick off the “top five” or “top three” sororities at her school, ranked in order of prettiness and coolness. When I asked girls about the criteria for determining the coolest houses, they said they change with every pledge class, but generally, the best looking and most extroverted sororities cement the top spots. Connections to prominent alumni help, as does background. In Texas schools, if many members of a sorority are from the same area in Texas, they are perceived to be cooler than less Texas-oriented houses. It is as if sororities are collective extensions of high school yearbook superlatives—as if some girls just couldn’t let go.


Ready for Rush: The Must-Have Manual for Sorority Rushees!, published in 1999, delineates the many “types” of sororities. According to the authors, both sorority alums, each school has a “Wealthy Wanda,” the old-money house containing the kinds of girls who park “BMWs up close to the front door [so] when rushees approach the house, they are either impressed or intimidated.” There’s “Beautiful Barbie,” a house at which the sisters “don’t meet up with friends on a Saturday night. If they don’t have a date, they don’t go out. They may stay at home with their other dateless Cinderella sisters, work out with their recently purchased exercise equipment, order in low-fat takeout (never pizza), and relax to music while trading pedicures and facials.” There’s “Fit Frannie,” for athletes; “Perky Pamela,” the only house the manual specifically says “participates in endless charities throughout the year”; “Natural Nancy,” the hippies; the “Partying Patty” house, which “could be just the place for you”; “Academic Annie” (“Armed with ambition and brains, these no-nonsense intellectuals have little time for television”); and “Mixture Molly,” “the sorority that thrives on diversity.” Interestingly enough, the only two “types” the authors caution against are (a) the smart girls: “If words are used that you don’t understand and political conversations float around your head leaving you dizzy and speechless, get out”; and (b) the diverse girls: “With so many personality types under one roof, it can be a hotbed for controversy.”


Brooke, a native Texan sorority alumna who graduated a few years ago, always knew she was going to join a sorority like her mother and her two older sisters. A sincere girl from an old-money family that nonetheless taught her to appreciate the value of a dollar, Brooke, a debutante, was well aware that sororities in the South were an inevitable and often necessary part of college life. When she was accepted at a Texas school in the late 1990s, sorority membership was a foregone conclusion. Texas sororities, in particular, are like the Extreme Sport of the Greek world: astonishing, death-defying, and while not entirely in tune with the rest of the crowd, one heck of an interesting ride.


“Sorority life in Texas is like live or die. You know that if you’re born from a sorority, you’re going to be in a sorority,” Brooke said. “And in the South, you don’t know anything different, so you automatically think you’re going to be a Greek. I mean, socially, at my school, you had to go Greek.” In the South, Brooke explained, sororities are a major identifier, even for women half a century out of college. “Women who went to schools like Ole Miss, the University of Georgia, Auburn, and Clemson associate themselves with their sororities. You will never hear a southern lady say, ‘She was a communications major at the University of Mississippi.’ You’ll hear, ‘Oh, honey, she was a Delta Gamma at the University of Georgia, so she’d be a great Junior Leaguer.’”


As soon as she arrived on campus, Brooke realized that the girls in her class had known since high school which sorority they wanted to join and already knew many of the girls in that sorority. For advice, she called a male friend who had recently graduated from her college. “He told me that one group was the school leaders, another had brunette, athletic wild-children, and a third sorority was cute and southern but they were all blondes,” Brooke said. “I mean, isn’t that pathetic? That you know a house by their hair color?”


Actually, it’s common. Within individual sororities, the tendency to adapt to and perpetuate a house standard is typical. The Tri-Delts at one large mid-Atlantic university, for example, are known to be extremely beautiful. “They’d take new girls and within a month, they all looked the same, with really straight hair and the same makeup,” said a girl from a rival sorority. As a result, there is often a relentless pressure at these houses to fit in—a pressure that can be particularly dangerous in such groups because they focus so intently on looks. Several girls at the house I originally had hoped to follow were anorexic and/or took Xenadrine, laxatives, and diet pills. “My house,” Brooke reflected, “was the king of eating disorders.” True to another popular urban legend, plumbers had to come to Brooke’s sorority house at least once a month to clean out the pipes, which would be clogged with vomit. (An alarming number of girls from other sororities and other schools told me that the plumber was a frequent visitor to their houses for the same reason.) Because the house’s five cooks didn’t work on the weekends, on Fridays Brooke’s chapter House Mom collected from the sisters lists of their top ten favorite foods and did a massive two-hour grocery shopping trip. Weekends became “comfort eating days.” The House Mom loaded up the kitchen with enough food to last through the weekend, but the girls gorged themselves as soon as she left. Then, after dinner, they disappeared into the bathrooms—a regular weekend binge trend.


The trend, it appears, is national. At a State U Panhellenic Council meeting (most campuses with sororities have a central sorority governing body, usually called Panhellenic Council or Panhellenic Association), representatives from all eighteen sororities said their houses had a problem with eating disorders. A recent midwestern Gamma Phi Beta alumna said her sisters “used to have puking contests after dinner.” A Delta Zeta from a large East Coast school told me she blames her sorority for her own eating disorder. Having never been exposed to eating disorders before college, she didn’t even know what bulimia was until she pledged her sorority. The Delta Zeta estimated that out of the 120 people in her sorority, about a third of them had eating disorders. During her first year in the sorority, five out of forty of the sophomore sisters left the university permanently because of eating disorders. “I would never have thought about starving myself to get thin. Then I saw other people doing it and they got kind of crazy, but it was catchy,” the Delta Zeta said. “Everyone had done it, and since sororities revolve around looks, starvation became an acceptable thing to do.”


In the spring of 1996, a sorority president at a northeastern university noticed that hundreds of plastic sandwich bags were disappearing from the sorority’s kitchen. When she looked into the matter, she discovered the bags filled with vomit in one of the house’s bathrooms. Their pipes, too, would be replaced because of erosion due to gallons of stomach acid. “It made sense” because her sisters were vocal about their extreme weight concerns, she told People in 1999 for an article about eating disorders. “It was like a competition to see who could eat the least. At dinner they would say, ‘All I had today was an apple,’ or ‘I haven’t had anything.’ It was surreal.” A 1990s study reported that a whopping 80 percent of college women who frequently self-induced vomiting were sorority sisters. Other sorority girls have said that the pressure to look good in their group was so intense that they turned to plastic surgery to better fit in.
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Somebody to Lean On




AUGUST 24


CAITLIN’S IM AWAY MESSAGE


Sleeping… (alone)





BETWEEN HER DEVOTION TO THE STATE U WOMEN’S CLUB lacrosse team and her position as Alpha Rho vice president, Caitlin didn’t have the energy to deal with the usual melodrama of her sorority sisters, which was why she was so surprised when she managed to churn up some of her own. Caitlin’s yearlong relationship with Chris, “the love of her life” since she had met him during Freshman Orientation, had been defined by explosive fights and passionate reconciliations, but the argument they had one night in late August left her devastated.


During a screaming bout, she accused him of treating her badly. “You ignore me when it’s convenient for you and you fucking disrespect me in front of my friends. And I’m not the only one who thinks that!” she yelled, her low, husky voice cracking.


“Oh, oh, your sisters think that?” he sneered. “The ones that would”—he made quotation-mark gestures—“‘support you through anything’? That’s why you pay them, right? So they’ll support you while you get jealous or nag me?”


Caitlin, who rarely cried, struggled not to as her freckled face grew hot. “Look, I thought you were the kind of boyfriend I’d been waiting for,” she said quietly. “The kind of guy who wants to do everything possible to make the other person happy. I thought that’s who you were.”


“Well,” he said, “you have too many problems and they don’t concern me, so I’m not dealing with them anymore. It’s over.”


Caitlin wasn’t quick to ask for help or support; she was usually hesitant to open up, choosing instead to socialize from behind a sarcastic veneer that she thought made her seem tougher than she was. As a sophomore from New York, she didn’t yet know any of the mostly southern Alpha Rho sisters besides Sabrina and Amy well enough to turn to them for consolation. The semester before, the only reason she had even so much as considered a sorority was because her spoiled roommate had begged Caitlin to rush with her. The roommate had planned out the girls’ rush strategy so that they would concentrate on only the three sororities with the best reputations. At the open house rush events, the roommate was in her element while Caitlin hung back, disgusted by the sisters’ phony airs and stuck-up attitudes. Caitlin thought the girls were telling her exactly what they thought she wanted to hear, even as they squinted haughtily at the inch of midriff between Caitlin’s sporty top and shorts. It was common knowledge that certain sororities were trained to convince each rushee they loved her.


Caitlin perked up when they reached the Alpha Rho house, where she already knew Sabrina and Amy. Because her roommate clearly didn’t want to be seen in a sorority that was considered just below the top tier, Caitlin, more confident than at the other houses, did most of the talking. She was surprised to find that the sisters she spoke with were mellow and able to have “real” conversations—and that a few of them were athletes with six-packs as chiseled as hers.


When invitations to the next round of rush events were delivered, Caitlin received a letter from Alpha Rho. Her roommate didn’t get asked back to any of the houses. Regardless, Caitlin didn’t see anything wrong with continuing the rush process; at the least she might meet a new friend. Before long she had accepted Alpha Rho’s bid, and suddenly she was a sorority pledge, then a sister, and now the chapter’s vice president.


A few days after the breakup, Caitlin was sitting alone late at night, fingering her cell phone in the Alpha Rho study when her “Big Sister,” or sorority mentor, walked in. Caitlin’s Big Sister sat down next to her and soothingly stroked her chestnut ponytail.


“I heard about you and Chris,” she said.


“Whoa, it’s gotten around the house that fast?” asked Caitlin. “I only told Sabrina and Amy.”


“I overheard Chris’s friends talking about it,” said her Big Sister, a junior. “I’m really sorry. I know how hard this must be on you.” Caitlin appreciated that her Big Sister didn’t say what she was sure the rest of the sisterhood was thinking: good riddance. The sisters, sensing that Chris was intensely anti-Greek and hearing stories about how he treated Caitlin, had never approved of him the way her mother did. It didn’t seem to make a difference to them, as it did to Caitlin, that Chris had been such a rock of support for her the year before. Or that her mother considered him Caitlin’s best achievement to date.


Caitlin’s Big Sister glanced at the name highlighted on Caitlin’s cell phone display. “You’re thinking of calling him, huh,” she said.


Caitlin’s pale blue eyes looked down. “I told him I wouldn’t be able to talk to him, even as a friend, for a month so I could get over him, but I don’t know if I can.”


“You can,” her Big Sister said gently, and took the phone. “I’ll keep this for tonight.”


Balancing




AUGUST 30


AMY’S IM AWAY MESSAGE


o no, not another one! i think i’m about to cry





AT THE START, THE NIGHT LOOKED PROMISING. AMY LEFT an Alpha Rho “Summer in the City” mixer with Spencer, a Mu Zeta Nu brother. Because she had been friends with Spencer for so long, she hoped this hookup would turn into something slightly more substantial than a random rendezvous. She was tired of those; for every sorority function over the last year and a half, she had brought a fling, never a boyfriend, as a date, which made her feel less attractive than her boyfriend-toting sisters.


After fooling around in Spencer’s bed in the Mu Zeta Nu house for a while, Amy paused, her kind violet eyes twinkling.


“I never thought you’d be lying in my bed,” Spencer mused.


“I never thought I’d be lying in your bed, either, honey,” she said in her Mississippi drawl.


“I like you in my bed.”


Amy’s dimples deepened. “I have to get back to my place.”


“No, stay. I’m too drunk to drive you anyway.”


“I’ll call Caitlin to pick me up,” she said, popping a breath mint. “Do you want to come over?”


“I want you to stay.”


Amy had a trump card. “My bed’s bigger, sweetie.”


“True.”


“And I can make you breakfast in the morning.”


“Deal.”


Alpha Rho, like the other sororities at State U, prohibited male visitors after 1:30 A.M., but Amy had learned soon after becoming a sister that Alpha Rho house protocol was to ignore that rule. Nonetheless, Amy and Spencer pretended to sneak through a gauntlet of sleeping sisters on their way to the small suite she shared with Caitlin. Once in her bedroom, Amy kicked off her peach stilettos and flicked her matching purse to a corner. She flounced on her ruffled, pink canopy-style bed, tossed aside her stuffed swan—the Alpha Rho mascot—and smiled up at her Alpha Rho wooden paddle, a traditional sorority gift decorated by her Little Sister, which hung from her ceiling. It didn’t take long for Amy and Spencer to pick up where they had left off.


“You’re right,” Spencer groaned. “This is much better.” When he was nearly inside her, she pulled back.


“Do you want to?” he asked.


“No, we can’t do this. It’s wrong. If it’s going to happen, it’s going to happen when we’re sober.”


Spencer persisted. “Please? Pleeeease?” He pushed closer to her smooth, creamy skin.


“Don’t try to make me do stuff I don’t want to do.” She held up a manicured hand.


“Okay, okay.”


“Why can’t you wait a day?” she asked.


“What’s a day going to do?”


“A lot can happen in a day.”


“Like what?”


“I’d just rather this work,” Amy purred with her velvety southern charm. “I don’t want this to be a one-night thing.”


“So you do see this going somewhere?”


“I sure do.”


Spencer smiled and kissed her. “Me, too.”


But the next morning, Spencer only pecked Amy on the forehead and left without a word. Amy sighed and slid aside her frilly white drapes to glance out the broad, arched window at the sun-drenched State U campus, which was considered by many to host one of the best-looking student populations in the region. Guests would come from all over the area and pay the guest admission fee to the State U rec center for the sole purpose of watching girls in sports bras and hot pants sweat on the StairMasters. Gym attendance was such a given among sorority sisters that “gymming” had become a popular gerund, as in, “I need to go gymming if I eat this cookie.” Amy knew that if Spencer didn’t call her within the next few days, she would be at the gym, too. She tended to force herself to diet and exercise whenever things went wrong with a boy. Amy was no slouch, though. Her long, coal black hair, so shiny it looked lacquered, cascaded down her back in shampoo-commercial curls, and the former cheerleader had the kind of curves that made men flock to her at clubs whenever she shook her groove to what she liked to call “the ass songs.”


Despite her looks, Amy hadn’t had a steady boyfriend since her identical twin died the month before freshman year began. The pain had since subsided slightly, but back then Amy had felt as if she had lost half of herself, and she had wished she could have been the one to get leukemia instead. Her sister’s death left her as the only daughter in a house with three brothers and a meek mother. Her father couldn’t understand why a girl who had had steady boyfriends since she hit puberty—and who was so compassionate to everyone she met—would suddenly have trouble with boys in college. He bought her tickets to concerts, offered her limousine rides, and dangled expensive dinners to which she could bring potential boyfriends, but Amy usually ended up taking friends and sisters with her instead. The boys, meanwhile, would date her and they would sleep with her, but they were rarely interested in more. She hated when guys told her that she would “make the perfect girlfriend,” because no one seemed to be taking her up on it. Instead, they would spend the night with her and disappear. She hoped that wouldn’t happen with Spencer. She had spent too much time doubting herself because of her boy trouble, wondering if the constant attraction-then-rejection was because of the way she looked, the way she approached the situation, or the guys she chose. She had vowed that junior year would be different.


Amy cheered up quickly, though (her secret Alpha Rho name was “Mirth” for good reason), as she spotted her friend René waving at her through the window. Alpha Rho was not one of those sororities that frowned on sisters befriending non-Greeks, but René, a non-Greek, was still too intimidated to come inside the house. René had participated in sorority rush with Amy and Sabrina during spring of freshman year. On Bid Day, Amy and Sabrina were invited to join Alpha Rho while René was turned down by every sorority. René was furious with Amy, claiming that Amy wouldn’t be her friend anymore now that she had Alpha Rho. “How can you say you like me and are friends with me and that those girls in your sorority are so nice, but they don’t like me?” she accused. Amy was so upset at the prospect of losing one of her best friends that she considered “de-pledging,” or disaffiliating, from Alpha Rho.


René got over the snub eventually, after Amy assured her that she wasn’t going to turn into a different person because of her sorority membership. Amy became even more determined not to let the sorority change her when she noticed that the other sisters in her pledge class immediately began to cling to each other, ignore their non–Alpha Rho friends, and volunteer for additional Alpha Rho responsibilities. Amy preferred to ease into the sorority so it wouldn’t take over her life. As she patiently explained to René, “I want to make of it what I want to make of it and not let it make me.”


But gradually Amy sensed the pressure to “be more Alpha Rho,” even though she wasn’t entirely sure what that entailed. She had chosen Alpha Rho for its relative diversity compared to some of the other State U sororities, in which the sisters all majored in the same subject, had the same interests, or, like the rival Beta Pis, looked alike. The Alpha Rho house was more of a ragtag bunch, but the new pledges nonetheless tried hard to earn the older sisters’ approval. As the spring of her freshman year wore on, Amy became increasingly attuned to Alpha Rho politics and protocol. She learned the hierarchy of the sorority officers. She picked up on the Alpha Rho views of which sororities on campus were acceptable and which were not to be associated with, which fraternities Alpha Rho could be seen with for November’s Greek Week, and how Alpha Rho was in the process of “raising its status.”


Amy tried not to get caught up in those superficialities. She was just glad to be forming connections with a group of girls, which was the reason she had rushed in the first place. Joining a sorority, Amy had hoped, would provide a chance to build a new female support system. Joining a sorority, she hoped, would re-create a sisterhood.


[image: image]


Politics and Protocol


THERE ARE THREE STAGES OF SORORITY LIFE: ON BID DAY, when a girl accepts her “bid,” or invitation to join a sorority, she becomes a “pledge” or “New Member”of that group. When she is initiated, usually after a several-week pledge period, the girl becomes a sister, or “active” member. When she graduates, she becomes a sorority alumna. As soon as students become pledges they have a mass of particulars to learn about the source of their new allegiance. One of the first lessons pledges learn is to respect the hierarchy of the house. Most sorority houses are managed by the sisters who comprise the executive board, or “exec board,” of the chapter. (A chapter, also referred to as a house, is a college branch of the sorority’s national organization.) These elected officers usually include a president, a vice president, and officers who monitor the house’s finances, public relations, scholarship, fraternity relations, standards, and pledges. Below these officers in the hierarchy, several girls serve as chairs of various committees. The social chair of a sorority is in charge of lining up frequent social events, usually mixers with fraternities. The rush chair leads the recruitment period, the song chair teaches the sisters their song collection and writes new songs for activities such as “serenading” (see the next chapter), and some sororities have an alumnae chair, a philanthropy chair, and others.


Sorority politics and protocol are a lot to get used to. As the girls moving into the house settle in, carefully arranging their rooms and belongings to reflect themselves, they also consider how to reflect themselves properly within the context of the larger group. This navigation of their housemates and their notions of their individual identities extends from room arrangement to social strategy. Within a sorority house, cliques form quickly, particularly when the newest pledge class initiated in the spring moves into the house in the fall for the first time. Amy watched her pledge class coalesce—and drop their non–Alpha Rho contacts—immediately upon entry into the sorority as they tried to gain favor with their new sisters. Even Amy, who was determined to maintain her current character, tried to, as she put it, become “more Alpha Rho.” This attitude, common among sororities nationwide, is an early step toward the process of assimilation into the group.


To help the new girls become acclimated, sororities traditionally assign each girl a Big Sister to assist her through the process. When a pledge gets a Big Sister, she officially becomes a member of a “family” within the sorority; the succession of Big Sisters means that a new girl could have a Big Sister and a Grand Big Sister (the Big Sister’s Big Sister). Often, as for Caitlin, there is a sense of kinship within a family that goes beyond the usual sorority sister relationship. (The relationships aren’t always permanent. A midwestern Tri-Delt told me how her sorority-diehard Big Sister disowned her after she decided to spend a semester abroad rather than run for a chapter officer position for which she was a shoo-in.)
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