
 

 

 

 

 

A BENEVOLENT BROTHERHOOD OF MAN: FRATERNAL ASSOCIATIONS IN 

NINETEENTH-CENTURY AMERICAN SOCIETY 

 

 

 

 

BY 

MAX ADRIEL IMBERMAN 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A Thesis 

 

 

 

 

Submitted to the Division of Social Sciences 

New College of Florida 

In partial fulfillment of the requirement for the degree 

Bachelor of Arts 

Under the sponsorship of Dr. Brendan Goff 

 

 

 

 

Sarasota, Florida 

May 2013



 

 
i 

 

A BENEVOLENT BROTHERHOOD OF MAN: FRATERNAL ASSOCIATIONS IN 

NINETEENTH-CENTURY AMERICAN SOCIETY 

 

Max Adriel Imberman 

 

New College of Florida, May 2013 

 

 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

 

 

This thesis examines the structure, membership, and growth of American fraternal 

associations in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. It explores the Old World 

origins of these groups as mutual aid societies, as well as the attractiveness it held for a 

rising class of American bourgeois men who desired a place that satisfied their need for 

leisure, advancement, and financial support. In addition, it interrogates the ways in which 

fraternal associations and the government mirrored each other in terms of their federalist 

structure and representativeness of local and national communities. Fraternal orders 

provided a useful link between the federal government and the average citizen, a 

connection heavily depended upon in times of war and expansion. Finally, the thesis 

examines the way in which fraternal orders functioned both as engines of agency and 

oppression for women and African-Americans, both mirroring and challenging the 

systems of segregation and domesticity that defined American life in this era. Fraternal 

associations were the archetypical organization of their era, and represent the best and 

worst of what American life had to offer. 

___________________________ 
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Introduction: Fraternalism as the American Way of Life 

Schuyler Colfax, an Indiana statesman, had served as the Speaker of the House of 

Representatives during the Civil War, and later as Vice President to Ulysses S. Grant, yet 

his position as an Odd Fellow was among the most meaningful in his life. He had been an 

active and prominent member of the Independent Order of Odd Fellows from 1846 until 

his death in 1885. Colfax's participation in the fraternal association was marked by his 

quick rise through the ranks, achieving national prominence within the order within three 

years of his joining. Rapidly rising to the third degree of membership and transitioning 

into the order's Encampment branch, he set out to become a part of the association's 

national leadership. After becoming a member of the Grand Lodge of Indiana in 1849, 

“he was elected... as a representative to the Grand Lodge of the United States, on the first 

day he entered its portals, showing that the knowledge of his merits had preceded his 

entrance.”1 Colfax served in this position until 1855, when he was elected to the House of 

Representatives. While participating in the Grand Lodge of the United States, Colfax 

notably authored the degree of Rebekah, which allowed women to join, albeit in a limited 

capacity, an organization that had previously been exclusively male. 

 Even after Colfax dedicated his daily attention to matters of national politics, 

serving at high levels in two of the nation's branches of government, his roots as an Odd 

Fellow nonetheless remained a salient part of his life. A history of the Odd Fellows notes 

that, “he rarely failed to attend the sessions of the Grand Lodge and Grand Encampment 

of his state; and manifested to his last days his deep interest in the great Order to which 

                                                 
1 Henry Leonard Stillson, The Official History and Literature of Odd Fellowship: the Three-Link 

Fraternity, (Fraternity Publishing Company, 1897), 780. 
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he had devoted the first fruits of his early genius.”2 He passed away during a speaking 

tour in Mankato, Minnesota, far from his home in Indiana, a stranger in the community. 

Being a notable Odd Fellow benefited Colfax after his death, for after “being identified 

by the members of the local lodge of Odd Fellows, his remains were conveyed by them 

with tender care to his home.”3 Colfax's membership in the association thus served him 

from before the birth of his political career through his death. Why would a national 

figure such as Schuyler Colfax value his status as an Odd Fellow so much? What was the 

connection between fraternal organizations and national government in a time when both 

grew more powerful and ubiquitous in civil life?  

 Schuyler Colfax stands as a testament to the possibilities that existed in 

associational membership in the nineteenth century. He had been a member of one of the 

largest and most influential orders of the era, an organization with national roots. 

Founded in 1819 in Baltimore, the Independent Order of Odd Fellows had received its 

charter from the Manchester Unity of Odd Fellows in England, which had itself been a 

relic of the guild system, functioning as organizations meant to provide mutual aid for 

their members. The American Odd Fellows adopted a federalist system of organization, 

functioning with three tiers, national, state, and local. As the United States embraced this 

model in its governance, the Odd Fellows experienced rapid growth. Within ten years of 

the Order's founding, “American Odd Fellows met in fifty-eight lodges spread across 

Maryland, Massachusetts, New York, Pennsylvania, and the District of Columbia; and by 

1860 there were more than 170,000 U.S. Odd Fellows meeting in more than 3,000 local 

                                                 
2 Ibid., p. 781. 

3 Ibid., p. 781. 
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lodges in thirty-five states in all regions of the nation.”4 As Odd Fellow Paschal 

Donaldson put it in his 1852 edition of The Odd Fellow Text Book, “From town to town, 

from city to city, from state to state, has this Order spread, and thousands upon thousands 

of the best men of our nation have been gathered to its folds.”5 The Odd Fellows, as well 

as many other contemporary associations, flourished from the mid-nineteenth century 

through the earliest twentieth centuries, rapidly increasing in membership and public 

influence.  

 Alexis de Tocqueville, the famous French observer of antebellum United States 

culture, was impressed by the associational potential of the nation. In the 1830s, when 

Tocqueville visited the United States, he was struck by the prolific nature of association 

membership. He notes in Democracy in America, in the chapter “On the Use Which 

Americans Make of Associations in Civil Life,” that “Americans of all ages, all 

conditions, and all dispositions constantly form associations. They have not only 

commercial and manufacturing companies, in which all take part, but associations of a 

thousand other kinds, religious, moral, serious, futile, general or restricted, enormous or 

diminutive.”6 Tocqueville portrays associationalism as the keystone American method of 

organization. He notes that “the Americans make associations to give entertainments, to 

found seminaries, to build inns, to construct churches, to diffuse books, to send 

missionaries to the antipodes; in this manner they found hospitals, prisons, and schools... 

Wherever at the head of some new undertaking you see the government in France, or a 

                                                 
4 Theda Skocpol, Diminished Democracy: From Membership to Management in American Civic Life, 

(University of Oklahoma Press, 2004), 34. 

5 Ibid. 

6 Alexis de Tocqueville, trans. Henry Reeve, Democracy in America, (University of Chicago Press, 

1835), 628. 
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man of rank in England, in the United States you will be sure to find an association.”7 For 

Tocqueville, the strength of America's associations was a sign of its democratic potential.  

 Tocqueville saw the nascent American civil society as an indicator of the country's 

status as a vanguard democracy. Describing the United States as “the most democratic 

country on the face of the earth,” he compares its associations to the political structures of 

aristocratic communities, where “every wealthy and powerful citizen constitutes the head 

of a permanent and compulsory association, composed of all those who are dependent 

upon him, or whom he makes subservient to the execution of his designs.” On the 

contrary, in the United States, “all the citizens are independent and feeble; they can do 

hardly anything by themselves, and none of them can oblige his fellow-men to lend him 

their assistance. They all, therefore, fall into a state of incapacity, if they do not learn 

voluntarily to help each other.”8 Tocqueville sees the associational model as a powerful 

way to organize a moral or political cause, saying that “as soon as several of the 

inhabitants of the United States have taken up an opinion or a feeling which they wish to 

promote in the world, they look out for mutual assistance; and as soon as they have found 

each other out, they combine. From that moment they are no longer isolated men, but a 

power seen from afar, whose actions serve for an example, and whose language is 

listened to.”9 For Tocqueville, the associational model, which proved prominent in public 

and private life, in leisure organizations and moral crusades, was successful due to of its 

inherently democratic nature. Tocqueville asserts that Americans join associations out of 

sheer necessity; without them, the individual American would be unable to pursue their 

interests or a political agenda. 

                                                 
7 Ibid., p. 628-629. 

8 Ibid., p. 629. 

9 Ibid., p. 632. 
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 Theda Skocpol, almost two centuries after Tocqueville explored the new nation, 

writes about the onset and flourishing of American associationalism, tying it in with the 

post-revolutionary democratic experiment and the dawn of Jacksonian democracy. She 

notes that “by the 1830s most adult white men enjoyed the right to vote, and trans-

regional political parties were knitting together patronage machines and networks of 

grassroots associations capable of mobilizing popular votes in incessant rounds of 

elections.” Because the United States had adopted an increasingly universal suffrage, its 

citizenry had become more and more of a political resource to be utilized and brought 

into the democratic fold. She asserts that “it was no coincidence that translocal 

movements and civil associations flourished in the era of mass party building. Both party 

builders and association builders sought to mobilize a democratic citizenry.”10 The spread 

of associations was eased by the mobile nature of the populace in the middle of the 

century. Skocpol says that “translocal associations flourished in early America in 

significant part because people were constantly on the move. Recent demographic 

research shows that long-distance geographic mobility peaked in the mid-1800s, 

especially among young men.” Associations traveled the paths of migration in the early 

United States, as “new arrivals established familiar kinds of lodges or clubs at the same 

time that they built farms, businesses, and churches. Once settled, moreover, people 

visited or wrote to relatives and friends in their places of origin, learning in the process of 

new kinds of associations that they might help to establish in their new communities.”11 

Skocpol finally attributes the growth of American associationalism to the perennial 

interplay between the government and American citizens through public services such as 

                                                 
10 Theda Skocpol, Diminished Democracy: From Membership to Management in American Civic Life, 

(University of Oklahoma Press, 2004), 36-37. 

11 Ibid., p. 38. 
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the Post Office, which allowed for easy communication between the country's distant 

regions. According to Skocpol, the early American state “created favorable conditions for 

associations, social movements, and mass-mobilizing political parties—all of which, in 

turn, continuously roiled and transformed national politics and government.”12 In short, 

the country's successful and prominent fraternal associations were an extension of a 

nationalizing organizational ethos originating in the political sphere. Fraternal orders 

mimicked the increasingly federal nature of American political life as an organizational 

principle, while the government took advantage of this change in structure in order to use 

associations as a tool to promote a national agenda. 

 Historian Mary Ann Clawson, on the other hand, uses a class and gender-based 

approach to study the onset and popularity of fraternal associations in the United States. 

She isolates the core tenets of fraternalism and demonstrates how they apply to such 

diverse organizations such as the Knights of Labor, Farmers' Alliance, and, most 

importantly, Freemasons. She argues that “the persistent use of the fraternal form as a 

mode of organization has been an unrecognized social fact.” Clawson's analysis focuses 

on the fraternal origins of many of America's most popular associations, trying to 

emphasize the fraternal “trappings” of these organizations over their more obvious 

economic, political, or religious goals.13 She stresses that American fraternal institutions 

in the late nineteenth century “articulated a vision of unity and brotherhood among men 

of disparate social statuses.”14 The force of fraternal unification was set against a period 

that constituted the greatest examples of class conflict in United States history, with 

                                                 
12 Ibid., p. 39. 

13 Mary Ann Clawson, Constructing Brotherhood: Class, Gender, and Fraternalism, (Princeton 

University Press. 1989) 5. 

14 Ibid., p. 6. 
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unions experiencing their greatest strength as robber barons ruled the country's means of 

production. Clawson defines fraternal orders as social resources centered on social 

bonding. She says that “the fraternal order played an important role in organizing the 

social and cultural life of American communities in the nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries.” Fraternal orders served to “deny the significance of class difference and to 

offer gender and race as appropriate categories for the organization of collective 

identity.”15 Clawson studies the guilds and brotherhoods of early modern European 

society to discover the origins of American fraternalism, tracing their influence through 

the form of American Freemasonry, the vehicle by which the organizational principle 

entered American society.16 She sees Masonic fraternalism as a model used to enforce 

and justify social unities and divisions. 

 While Tocqueville, Skocpol, and Clawson each argue that the form and function 

of American fraternal associationalism emerged both as a response to and encouragement 

of the growth of American democracy, its federal governmental institutions, and a class 

system based on male brotherhood respectively, this thesis argues that America's most 

popular and powerful associations were complex and contradictory. Their ritual and 

procedure combined the sacred and profane, leisure and responsibility, inclusiveness and 

exclusivity. Their form and structure tended to echo federalism, with lodges at the 

national, state, and local levels, yet individual lodges maintained a great deal of agency. 

Skocpol and Clawson, when writing about fraternal associations, each missed part of the 

picture when writing about fraternal associations. Clawson focused on the orders as 

fraternities, ignoring their national political significance, while Skocpol emphasizes their 

                                                 
15 Ibid., p. 15. 

16 Ibid. 
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associational nature, downplaying the transatlantic legacy of fraternal organization. I 

believe that fraternal associations fused Old World mutual aid traditions with the 

particulars of the American socio-political environment, encouraging and reflecting the 

country's process of democratization and nationalization between the Civil War and the 

First World War. Despite being associations built around ideals of universal brotherhood, 

fraternal orders merely reinforced the gender and racial constructs of their environment, 

domesticity and Jim Crow. To examine these phenomena, I focus upon the origin and 

expansion of three key fraternal associations, namely the Freemasons, Elks, and Shriners 

during their period of greatest growth and prominence. These organizations emerged or 

evolved in the United States in this era, and were among the largest, each claiming 

hundreds of thousands of members. They were active participants and leaders in fraternal 

associational life. 

 My first chapter covers the emergence of fraternal associations in the United 

States, as well as their origins in early modern Europe. I define fraternalism as well as 

Freemasonry, the organization that, through the British Empire, brought the fraternal 

form to the United States. In addition, I detail the origins of the Elks and Shriners, two 

organizations that are native to the United States, both of which were founded around the 

promotion of leisure as an ideal, but then each expanded into the fields of charity and 

mutual aid. Through an exploration of the services provided by fraternal associations to 

their members, social and practical, I seek to explain what made the fraternal mode of 

organization so popular among men of the late nineteenth century. This chapter studies 

American fraternal associations as an extension of the wants and needs of their members, 

as well as the evolution associations went through as the century progressed. I also 
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examine the attractiveness of a lodge model inspired by the Freemasons and copied by 

many other organizations. This chapter focuses on the ideals of brotherhood so central to 

the ritual and administration of fraternal orders, and I seek to uncover the tensions as 

organizational leaders sought to define the bounds and responsibilities of brotherhood. 

 In my second chapter, I write about the relationship between fraternal 

organizations and the increasingly national nature of American politics and culture after 

the Civil War. I show that associations acted as translocal nationalizing forces, breaking 

the sectional barriers that had inspired the conflict. I write about the impact the national 

mobilizing effort necessary to win the Civil War had left American citizens well-trained 

to participate in associative projects, contributing to the outward expansion so heartily 

pursued by American interest in the decades after the Civil War. I study the distinction 

between the Civil War, when brother famously fought against brother, with the growth of 

associations which expanded definitions of brotherhood. I also examine the participation 

of fraternal associations in the massive war effort of the First World War, in which they 

led local food rationing drives as well as liberty bond campaigns. In the course of the 

war, some associations were richly rewarded for their patriotism, while others were 

punished for dissent. This chapter aims to prove that, while fraternal associations did 

emerge to create a sense of brotherhood among men of various classes and interests, they 

were more than social institutions that can be measured along the axes of class, race, and 

gender. Fraternal orders were seen as key links between the national government and the 

average citizen, along the same lines as religious organizations. Fraternal universality 

contributed to the structure and growth of the nation itself in significant ways. 

 The third chapter is an analysis of fraternal associations as institutions of 
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simultaneous agency and discrimination for women and African Americans. I unpack the 

tensions between fraternal orders and women's temperance groups, which were opposed 

to the consumption of alcohol as well as the anti-domestic nature of male fraternal orders, 

which created a secondary family that often trumped the first. I study the ways in which 

orders such as the Freemasons and Odd Fellows attempted to integrate women into their 

orders, albeit in an incomplete, domestic form. I examine the process by which women 

were denied sisterhood and instead became defined only as mothers and daughters to the 

men of these organizations. I also study the emergence of black fraternal orders that 

either copied the ritual and function of white associations, such as the Prince Hall 

Masons, Improved Elks, and Prince Hall Shriners. I explore the rejection these 

associations faced from the original associations, as well as the legal struggles faced by 

black associations, which were forced to defend their very existence before the Supreme 

Court. I also write about distinctive black fraternal orders that had a more moralistic 

purpose. This chapter demonstrates how, even when fraternal associations operated by 

minorities were organized to pursue legal and cultural advancement, they tended to be co-

opted or attacked by major white orders to defend the status quo. Even when they were 

preserved, such associations were forced to commit to the unequal social practices of the 

era. 

 Through an exploration of fraternal associations in their origin, at the height of 

their influence, and at the height of their oppression, I intend to demonstrate that fraternal 

orders were by no means merely a politically-neutral expression of democratic principle 

of federal governance. Nor were they primarily a resource used by laboring and 

bourgeois classes to pursue a cultural agenda.  Fraternal associations served both these 
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purposes, but they were also reflections of the ambitions and desires of generations of 

men and women who wanted to combine responsibility and leisure in the name of a 

fictive family. They combined the social and moral obligations of family life with mutual 

aid rewards for being a good brother. Fraternal associations extended the definition of 

“family”, crossing city and state lines, expanding with the nation. They were instruments 

of exclusion as much as inclusion, creating and reinforcing boundaries for social 

cohesion as well as segregation.17 Fraternal orders were political bodies that represented 

and responded to the wants and needs of a nation undergoing a profound change. As the 

country united, found its place on the world stage, and underwent a profound social 

evolution, its fraternal associations reflected and helped to form a new society. 

 

                                                 
17 Robert D. Putnam, Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community, (Touchstone 

Books, 2001). 
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Chapter One: The Origin and Expansion of American Fraternalism 

 The late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were the golden age of American 

associations, the time of their greatest expansion in both amount of organizations and 

number of participating members. The organizations that sprouted up in this period 

represented many facets of American social and cultural life. Associations, gathering 

based upon a shared personal quality, ideology, or interest, gave Americans the 

opportunity to expand their social circle, push for a political agenda, or even simply have 

fun. Associations in the United States tended to assume one of two main forms, being 

either “instrumental” or “expressive.” Instrumental organizations consist of those, such as 

trade unions or professional organizations, which form in order to accomplish specific 

goals. Serving as a liaison between the group and the outside world, these associations 

“sought political and economic power in organizational activity.”18 On the other hand, 

expressive organizations were not so goal-oriented. Instead, they functioned mostly as 

social clubs for their members. In this chapter, I will examine the nature and membership 

of expressive organizations such as the Freemasons, Shriners, and Elks. These 

associations were fraternal in nature, serving the needs of a rising middle-class system of 

advancement and leisure. They vary in their origins and practices, but each organization 

provides a glimpse into an era and the model of brotherhood that inspired so many 

organizations. 

 Freemasonry has had a rich American tradition, despite having been the target of 

many conspiracy theories, even having had a political party created strictly in opposition 

to it. Freemasonry, by the nineteenth century, had been around for centuries, originating 

                                                 
18 Lynn Dumenil, Freemasonry and American Culture, 1880-1930, (Princeton University Press, 1984), 

xii. 
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as a medieval trade association that had become a social club and eventually crossed the 

Atlantic in the 18th century as part of the British Empire. Freemasonry found a fertile 

ground for associational membership in the United States, and the order's American 

branch separated from its British imperial roots in the course of the Revolution, a schism 

I will cover in more detail in the next chapter. Despite initially having been perceived as a 

threat to the republican principles of a new nation, Freemasonry had become acceptable, 

even fashionable, in the United States after the Civil War. In its commitment to the 

“principle of universality, which they defined as the association of good men without 

regard to religion, nationality, or class,” Freemasonry would prove to be quite attractive 

to an emerging middle class that wished to prosper based on its own merits. Despite these 

claims of egalitarianism, Freemasonry was inherently exclusive, consisting mainly of 

male white Protestants.19 Freemasonry offered direct and obvious lines of advancement in 

the association and, by extension, society. It offered various degrees of membership, 

allowing Masons to advance through learning and dedication from the rank of Entered 

Apprentice to Master Mason. As a Master Mason, one even gained the right to join the 

wide variety of “auxiliary organizations commonly known as 'higher bodies' or 'higher 

degrees.'”20 Thus, advancement within the main lodge, known as the Blue Lodge, was a 

form of entry into more specific and exclusive associations. 

 One such elite American Masonic organization was the Ancient Arabic Order of 

the Nobles of the Mystic Shrine, known in short as the Shriners. The Shriners, founded in 

1870, were notable for their red fezzes and pseudo-Arabian trappings. By the 1920s, the 

Shrine had become “one of the most desirable men's groups of the decade.” It “had 

                                                 
19 Lynn Dumenil, Freemasonry and American Culture, 1880-1930, (Princeton University Press, 1984), 9. 

20 Ibid., p. 14-15. 
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always had a reputation as the playground of Masonry... It offered banquets, parades, 

entertainments, circuses, and conventions.” In a sense, being a Shriner seemed like a 

reward for being a good member of the Blue Lodge. The association was based around 

the idea that “men needed relaxation and amusements. Shriners articulated a creed of 

amiable good-fellowship.”21 Membership in the Shrine would have directly sated the 

desire for leisure that a rising middle-class man would have had, while still providing the 

social benefits of Masonic membership that were so valuable. 

 Much like the Shriners, the Benevolent and Protective Order of Elks was an 

American-born voluntary association with origins in leisure activity. However, unlike the 

Shriners, the Elks were not directly related to Freemasonry. Rather, the Elk Lodge was 

established as an evolution of a social club known as the Jolly Corks. According to a 

1922 document written by the Past Exalted Ruler of New York Lodge and Past Trustee of 

the Order William T. Phillips, the Elks were defined by “the desire for companionship” 

which was “also the inspiration for the development of the fraternal instincts which gave 

birth to America's most distinctive and human brotherhood.” The Jolly Corks were named 

after a game themselves, one in which men competed to be the first to pick up dropped 

corks, the loser buying the round of drinks. The early association was made up primarily 

of members of theatrical performing troupes and sought to avoid the rigid drinking laws 

they faced.22 Eventually, the Jolly Corks changed their name and re-purposed their 

association as a movement seemingly based on the structure of Masonry, with lodges of 

its own. In this transformation, it began to focus more upon charity and service while still 

maintaining the emphasis on leisure. 

                                                 
21 Ibid., p. 204-205. 

22 James R. Nicholson, History of the Order of Elks, 1868-1952, (National Memorial and Publication 

Commission of the Benevolent and Protective Order of Elks, 1953), 11-13. 
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 Each of these associations either adapted to or was born out of a post-Civil War 

United States that was undergoing rapid industrialization and expansion. The Civil War 

had put to a definitive end to the political and cultural struggles that had defined a half-

century of American life. With the questions of slavery and secession finally decided, the 

nation's leaders began to emphasize unity within the nation, rather than the sectional 

discord that had previously run rampant. The country was becoming increasingly less 

agricultural and more urbanized. The changes in society and the economy dovetailed with 

the traditional appeal of fraternal orders, which had existed since the Middle Ages. I 

intend to explore the appeal of fraternal associations such as the American Freemasons, 

Shriners, and Elks. What aspects of Gilded Age culture and society in the United States 

were so conducive to the growth in popularity and prestige of fraternal orders? In order to 

address this question, it is crucial to study the origins of the fraternal custom that led to 

the creation of these and many other societies. Only by understanding the common 

traditions that served as the underpinning for these various associations can we appreciate 

the appeal they had to the men who joined them in such great numbers. 

Fraternalism: An Archetypical Organizational Tradition 

 American voluntary associations emerged from a rich fraternal tradition that 

spanned centuries and continents. The rich constellation of organizations in the United 

States described by Arthur Schlesinger in his 1944 “Biography of a Nation of Joiners” 

emerged from an organizational custom that also had spawned the traditional guilds and 

Masonic lodges of Europe. Schlesinger, following in the tradition of Tocqueville, notes 

the tension between the American emphasis on individualism and the necessity for 

collective organization and action in order to accomplish large-scale goals. Schlesinger 
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portrays the American “associative impulse” as the cause of associational proliferation in 

the first half of the nineteenth century. He describes this motivation, a driving need for 

collective activity, as the reason for the popularity of American fraternal organizations in 

the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Associations are depicted as the 

outgrowths of the same forces that created the American Revolution and the nation's 

impulse toward capitalistic enterprise.23 The exceptionalist viewpoint presented by 

Schlesinger is not a viable explanation for the popularity of fraternal orders, serving more 

as an artifact of the era in which it was written, during the Second World War, when 

American leaders and thinkers sought to portray the nation in opposition to their 

authoritarian foes. The country's associations were not a mere outgrowth of its 

democratic institutions. Their appeal came from social factors unique to the fraternal 

tradition that spawned them. 

 American voluntary associations were extensions of a fraternal philosophy that 

merged sociability, practicality, and mysticism. Above all else, fraternalism encouraged 

the idea of a universal male brotherhood, a shared familial identity, at least among 

members of the same association. Mary Ann Clawson describes American fraternal 

institutions as articulating “a vision of unity and brotherhood among men of disparate 

social statuses.” Against the backdrop of the Gilded Age's increasing social stratification 

and labor disputes, the concentration of power in the hands of a few, American voluntary 

associations grew exponentially in number, power, and prestige.24 Clawson defines 

fraternalism as having four characteristics – a corporate idiom, ritual, proprietorship, and 

                                                 
23 Arthur M. Schlesinger, "Biography of a Nation of Joiners," The American Historical Review, 50, no. 1 

(1944): 3-6. 

24 Mary Ann Clawson, Constructing Brotherhood: Class, Gender, and Fraternalism, (Princeton 

University Press. 1989), 6-7. 
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masculinity.25 Many of the most popular and successful associations of the late nineteenth 

century grew from a Masonic nucleus which emphasized these tenets. Masonic 

fraternalism “served as the organizational model for trade unions, agricultural societies, 

nativist organizations, and political movements of every conceivable stripe, as well as for 

literally hundreds of social organizations.”26 This model proved uniquely conducive to 

social organization and mobilization in the nineteenth century United States. Its emphasis 

on fictive kinship had served as a “practical mode of organization” in its original 

European context; the family served as the template for social interaction. This model 

“envisions people not as isolated individuals, but as occupants of specific social roles 

defined by their inherent relationships to one another. It envisions society not as a 

collection individuals but as a corporate entity that has meaning prior to and greater than 

the life and interest of any single person.”27 The definition of associations as families 

emphasized the need for mutual aid and responsibility among its members, while also 

affirming patriarchal gender roles.   

 Associations in the early modern period also assumed a corporate metaphor. This 

idiom conceives social institutions as bodies, assuming that “groups, not individuals, are 

the basic units of society.” The corporate concept encourages a simultaneously collective 

and hierarchical approach to social institutions. Trade corporations controlled both master 

and journeyman, regulating their reciprocal relationship.28 Associations, imagined both as 

families and corporations, emphasized a group identity over that of the individual. By 

acceding to the imposed hierarchy and tenets of the association, its members could hope 
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to profit from its mutual benefits. 

 Early modern fraternal orders used ritual to create a sense of brotherhood among 

its members. As organizations divorced from traditional sources of power and authority, 

fraternal associations manufactured public events such as feast days, processions, and 

even funerals. These events served multiple purposes. Inherently religious in nature, such 

rituals captured traditional practices and repurposed them not for spectacle in the service 

of church or state, but rather for the aim of creating ties between association members. 

Private events such as feasts and funerals, drawing heavily on symbolism and emotion, 

were intended to signify the bonds the fraternity shared. As Clawson puts it, these events 

“served... to bind the members into a unitary whole.” Public spectacles such as 

processions, on the other hand, were designed to draw connections between the 

organization and its community, displaying “their public identity as a corporate body 

existing within a larger urban community.”29 The nature of ritual within an association 

structure was dependent upon its nature, whether it was intended to be part of the 

traditional authority structure or exist in defiance of it. For such organizations, ritual was 

meant to promote a sense of the carnivalesque, a turning upside-down of the established 

social order. They used charivari, a mob event consisting of raucous behavior and loud 

noise, as a sort of “anti-processional,” taking advantage of their numbers to ridicule the 

established order.30 Rituals, as practiced by fraternal associations, strengthened the ties 

between their members and signified the boundaries of brotherhood, marking what 

defined membership in and exclusion from the civic community. 

 Membership in fraternal organizations was defined by masculinity. The concept of 
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“brotherhood” was a critical feature of these associations. Key to this conception of 

associations as brotherhood was the “masculine ideal of proprietorship,” that is, the 

inseparable ties between a household as both a familial and economic unit. Trade 

associations, such as the Freemasons, were “by definition composed of master craftsmen, 

proprietors heading their own enterprises.” Such proprietors composed the majority of 

association membership. Clawson says that “fraternalism publicly affirmed the values of 

a patriarchal society in which social adulthood, proprietorship, and masculinity were 

inextricably linked.” Guild membership was comprised of skilled working adult males, 

and the unskilled, servants, and women were by definition excluded. Associational events 

and rituals served to affirm this relationship due to the nature of their participants.31 Male 

social networks served to legitimate a man’s power in his family. A patriarch, due to the 

insulated nature of families in this period, came “as an emissary from the outside world, 

the public domain, carrying with him something of the moral and political force of the 

entire society.” Associations added to such a man’s power and prestige in the family 

unit.32 Fraternalism in early modern Europe had been defined by its symbolic 

appropriation of a corporate idiom, its emphasis on ritual, and its promotion of a 

masculine proprietor ideal. These characteristics carried over to the United States, as a 

nation of “joiners” would embrace associations coming from this tradition. 

Freemasonry: A Template for American Fraternal Life 

 Freemasonry was at the heart of the associational tradition that would prove 

ubiquitous in America. Originating from medieval trade guilds rendered obsolete by 

changing market forces in the seventeenth century, the masonic lodges evolved from a 
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craft organization to a social one, from a guild into a voluntary society. The Masons 

developed a mystical lore to surround their association, linking their organization to the 

wisdom of ancient Egyptians. As the Masons made their organizational transition into a 

lodge, they attracted merchants and gentlemen to join their order, eschewing the 

traditional emphasis on shared craftsmanship. In 1717, four London Masonic lodges 

consolidated to form a single Grand Lodge. The Grand Lodge of London served as the 

hub of the growing Masonic association.33 Grand Lodges were characterized by secrecy, 

ritual, and hierarchy, while simultaneously claiming devotion to “enlightenment,” civic 

virtue, and equality among brothers. The Freemasons pursued an ideology of rising by 

merit, “which justified egalitarian fraternizing among men of property free to choose 

their governors.” In a sense, lodges, despite being intensely hierarchical and dependent 

upon aristocratic patronage, functioned to encourage democratic government.34 The 

lodges were beacons of “affluence, drinking, and merrymaking,” while simultaneously 

acting as a fraternal organization for society’s upper-class and ambitious middle-class. 

Freemasonry attempted to make “abstract ideals like reason, equality, and self-

governance concrete, even if difficult to attain.”35 The lodges thus assigned themselves a 

higher purpose than mere craft. When the lodges made the transition to the United States, 

they took with them the universalist ideals of Freemasonry while retaining the fraternal 

core. 

 Freemasonry extended ideals of equality to all its members. In a society where 

one’s life was very much determined by the station they were born into, Masons held the 
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fundamental belief that “status within the realm of the civil should be contingent not on 

birth but on merit.”36 Lodge membership was limited to those who were literate and 

wealthy enough to pay the considerable entry fees, as well as monthly dues and upon 

advancing rank within the lodge, preventing Freemasonry from becoming a popular 

society. Those who fit the strict membership criteria of the lodge were supposed to be 

treated as equals. An early Masonic document describes the core of the lodge as “the 

spirit of communication, the sweetness of Equality, of support, of mutual aid.” The latter 

led to the establishment of charity funds supported by lodge dues, meant to help brothers 

in times of need, as well as lodge widows. Margaret Jacob notes that “the lodges were 

among the very few, perhaps in many places the only, secular and voluntary societies 

systematically dispensing charity.”37 Brothers within the lodge thus could turn to their 

fictive family for aid, as “the indispensable duty” of charity within the lodge was 

paramount. However, charity within the lodge was contingent upon a brother’s 

circumstances of poverty being seen as bad luck or fate rather than a lack of merit. For 

one to admit to a lack of such merit would be conceding the right to equality within the 

order.38 

 When Freemasonry crossed the Atlantic, it brought with it its core tenets of 

“deism, rationalism, science, and man's relationship to nature.” It maintained its emphasis 

on ritual, especially in the transition between Masonic degrees. By 1800, the “order 

claimed 18,000 Masons and was growing rapidly. In 1825, in New York State alone, there 

were 20,000 Masons.” In the United States, Freemasonry was still a charitable 

organization, providing mutual aid to brothers in need. In addition, networks of Masons 
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throughout the country would provide support and connections for those involved in the 

growing national trade. Despite these benefits, Freemasonry found itself to be quite 

controversial. It was seen by the church as a surrogate for religion. Masons “could unite 

on universal principles whatever their private speculative opinion.” Being a Mason 

necessitated a stated belief in God, but it did not force any specific sect. This openness 

led to suspicion and disapproval by the Protestant churches of the early American 

republic. Freemasons gained a more sinister reputation after 1826, when a man named 

William Morgan, who “threatened to publish Masonic secrets... was abducted, never to be 

heard from again.” Of all the Masons who were tried in connection with this crime, all 

but four were acquitted. The near unanimous acquittal as well as the fact that many jurors 

and court officials were Masons themselves was suspicious, leading many to believe that 

the Freemasons were a secret sect that stood as a counter to the American republic and 

any hope for a lasting democratic tradition.39 In addition, the movement was politically 

motivated, with the controversial president Andrew Jackson being a prominent member 

of the fraternity, inspiring an anti-Masonic political party with a platform opposed to the 

order and its members.40 The Anti-Masonic movement was short-lived, but it reflects the 

quickly-growing nature of early American Freemasonry. It had quickly grown to such a 

level that it was seen as a threat to well-established churches as well as the due process of 

government. After being forced into hiding for several decades in response to 

persecution, Freemasonry re-emerged in full force by the end of the Civil War, alongside 
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a plethora of new fraternal orders.41  A new generation of men seeking social and business 

advancement, veterans of the war and the civic drives in the North and South that had 

accompanied battles and campaigns, sought organizations that would expand their social 

circle as well as ensure mutual aid. 

 Masonry, having overcome its political and cultural opposition, became more 

public as an organization in the period following Union victory in the Civil War. Even 

though it still was ostensibly a secret society, most male members “proudly wore the 

Masonic symbol (a square and compass) on their watch chains. Prominent men – 

businessmen, politicians, and clergymen – joined the order and lent their respectability to 

the organization.” The ideas of conspiracy that had been attributed to Freemasonry before 

seemed to have faded to an extent; with the Union preserved, “it was even less likely that 

much popular credence could be given to the fear that Masons menaced the Republic. 

Moreover, the liberalized religious climate of the late nineteenth century made Masonry 

more innocuous to churches.”42 Union victory in the Civil War had removed one of the 

greatest threats to the survival of the United States as a single national republic. What had 

previously seemed to many a democratic experiment doomed to be a short-lived failure in 

the annals of history now seemed unbeatable. An organization operated and consisting of 

a membership of Americans, even one that had been founded in Britain and used as part 

of its imperialist project, would have been much less threatening to the citizens of the 

postwar Republic than before the war. Despite some fear still persisting, the way was 

mostly cleared for the Masons to become a national powerhouse organization. Lynn 

Duminel attributes this rise in popularity to “Masonry's structure and activities, which 
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reveal the fraternity's potential for offering prestige, financial aid, business and political 

connections, entertainment, and sociability.” Masonic ritual and procedure depended 

upon the election and appointment of local officials with such fanciful and religious-

sounding titles as the Most Worshipful Master, Junior and Senior Deacon, and Chaplain. 

Achieving these offices provided “average men with avenues for achieving distinction.”43 

This potential for advancement within the lodge, along with the ability to ascend to 

higher degrees and join the “higher bodies” of specialty lodges, gave Masons the ability 

to concretely track their progress within the organization.  Further enhancing their 

prestige, Masons tended to build “temples,” or massive structures meant to be evidence 

of the “permanency and stability of Masonry itself.” To achieve this effect, most temples 

resembled “such public buildings as courthouses and libraries of the period.”44 Just as 

Masonry adapted the trappings of religious orders and created a sense of secular 

religiosity for its members to adhere and aspire to, it also utilized the architectural 

language of civic institutions in its buildings to announce its permanence and 

dependability. Masons could cite the membership of many of the nation's Founding 

Fathers, including George Washington and John Hancock, in Masonic orders, reinforcing 

their position as keystones of American civic life. 

 American Freemasonry continued the Old World practice of charity, with Masons 

giving an oath to “aid their brethren and their brethren's dependents in time of need.” This 

charity consisted of many services, mostly offered through the lodge. Masons with 

chronic financial problems might depend upon the lodge for aid. Masonry was 

characteristically quiet about its good deeds, branding its aid as help for a “deserving and 
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worthy brother” rather than regular charity. This aid extended past the members of any 

specific lodge; individual lodges tended to establish joint “relief boards,” which “saw to 

the needs of “sojourners,” those Masons who belonged to lodges in other cities, states, or 

countries.” Thus, becoming a Mason constituted an assurance that you would be 

supported, at least to an extent, wherever you traveled. Fraternal principles encouraged 

the building of “masonic homes” to meet the needs of Mason-affiliated orphans and 

elderly. These homes “provided real alternatives to state aid or to a lonely, impoverished 

assistance.” Becoming a Freemason ensured that a person would receive help when they 

needed it, during unemployment and old age, as well as providing “the sense of well-

being which participation in charitable activity so often brings.”45 Lodges functioned as 

secular centers of charity, attributing a moral dimension to membership in the association. 

 The Masonic practice of mutual aid also extended to the realm of business. Being 

a Mason “gave men contacts – of both a personal and a business nature – in new 

communities.” When traveling, a Mason could visit a local lodge and show the secret 

signs to instantly gain a degree of goodwill with total strangers. This could prove quite 

useful in building both practical and social contacts. Dumenil presents a fascinating story 

about famous labor leader and Mason Samuel Gompers, who, when traveling through 

West Virginia in 1897 was stopped by a man on the street. After they exchanged the 

Masonic signs the man informed Gompers “that he had been hired by the neighboring 

mining company to watch him,” giving him “pictures and negatives that had been taken 

of him previously.” Gompers would later say that he frequently found that his 

membership in the Masonic order had “been a protection” for him. Being a Mason 
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superseded the political and class divisions of his time.46 At a local level, it is unclear 

whether or not Masonry provided an economic benefit. Masons were “dismayed by the 

possibility that men joined Masonry for mercenary reasons, and they repeatedly 

emphasized that one of the Masonic pledges included the oath that the initiate had not 

been influenced by the desire for personal gain.” On the other hand, there was a 

sentiment that “Masons should prefer Masons,” the name of an article that stressed the 

importance of keeping jobs away from Catholics, preferring Protestants. Employing a 

fellow Mason fit quite well with the tenets of mutual aid. It not only “helped a brother, 

but also was supposed to assure the employer of an honest, upright employee.” As one 

Mason put it, “employers seeking help could secure the best in the land, men who could 

be depended upon in any emergency. Where could any man have better credentials than 

the square and compass?”47 It is apparent that being a Mason in the company of other 

Masons was a social and financial boon. In effect, this patronage happened in a manner 

akin to friends hiring friends.  

 American Freemasonry in the late nineteenth century was driven by social ritual. 

Ceremony was prolific in Masonic life, occurring upon new members joining, gaining 

degrees, celebrations, and funerals. Rituals consisted of the mundane, such as prayer, 

speeches, and biblical passages, but often contained an “esoteric component, passed by 

word of mouth,” including “symbolic actions, spoken comments, administration of oaths, 

and revelations of passwords, grips, and other secret signs of recognition.” These rituals 

skirted the line between entertainment and grave seriousness, contributing to the secular 

religiosity of Masonic practice. The practice of ritual was one of the key uniform 
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procedures of Freemasonry. Knowledge of Masonic ritual was a way in which an 

individual could identify as a Mason.48 Ritual and social functions went hand-in-hand. 

Masonic lodges would host or coordinate activities such as banquets with “music, songs, 

recitations and speeches by the members and their visiting brethren.” These events were 

meant to refresh “both the outer and inner man,” providing an outlet for leisure.49  

 In spite of the egalitarian universalism professed by Masons, the lodge was a 

fundamentally male space. Women were not allowed to even enter apart from certain 

occasions. Instead, women had their own Masonic organization, the Order of the Eastern 

Star, which consisted of female relatives of Masons. They too had their own set of rituals 

and practices, following the Blue Lodge model quite closely. Masonic lodges were 

emblematic of the segregation between the sexes that characterized familial relations in 

the late nineteenth century. The idea of “separate spheres” belonging to men and women 

extended from the home and work place during the day to places of leisure in the 

evening. The lodge would often function for men as “an excuse for a night out with the 

boys – or perhaps with the girls.”50 In creating a fictive kinship that men could turn to in 

their free time, the lodges had the potential to destabilize a member's home life. Serving 

as a place of perpetual leisure, where ritual and advancement were based around ideas of 

noncompetitive community, the lodges acted as a very attractive alternative to the 

responsibilities of heading the Victorian family. 

 American Freemasonry was an extension of the Old World fraternal tradition. Its 

emphasis on community, ritual, and masculinity dovetailed with the opportunities for 

social and material advancement as well as leisure that marked lodge status. The promise 
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of mutual aid among lodge brothers would also have been chief among motivations for 

becoming a Mason. Importantly, Masonry had an “intangible appeal that was rooted in 

the order's ability to confer respectability.” Increasingly divorced from its suspect past, 

when it was widely considered to be a “cabal of deists, libertines, and subversives, late 

nineteenth-century Masonry was a prestigious and important organization. Joining 

Masonry was the accepted thing to do.” The lodges had undertaken a decades-long 

project of bolstering their image, recruiting members in good standing of their 

communities, and constructing grand temples meant to establish them as a powerful force 

in cultural life. Masonry, by creating strong and persistent bonds between its members, 

“provided men with a vehicle for expressing their commitment to the respectable virtues 

of industry, sobriety, self-restraint, honesty, and faith in God.”51 Freemasonry offered its 

members the best of all worlds. In return for dedication and loyalty, its members gained 

respect, prestige, material and social advancement, and additional opportunities to 

exercise the leisure time gained from being part of the rising middle class. 

The Shriners: Fraternal Leisure and Christian Charity 

 The Ancient Arabic of the Nobles of the Mystic Shrine, otherwise known as the 

Shriners, emerged from the postwar environment, in an America seeking to shed the 

divisions of its past and looking to create and maintain a glorious united future, while 

enjoying the benefits of prosperity. Freemasonry, as a set of organizations where men 

would spend a great deal of free time, thus adapted itself to the country's changing 

priorities, spawning a leisure-minded order with none of the Blue Lodge's trappings of 

solemnity, yet sharing its idea of a grand project of the rehabilitation of a damaged world. 

The idea of a Masonic auxiliary dedicated wholly to fun was coined in 1870 by a set of 
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Masonic regulars of a lunchtime gathering at the Knickerbocker Cottage, a New York 

bistro. Dr. Walter M. Fleming, a prominent New York Mason, envisioned a new Masonic 

sect that would represent the zeitgeist of post-Civil War America, the seemingly endless 

possibility that existed. A Shriner organizational biography presents this era in glorious 

terms, and especially the city of New York, where “the only problem was to find new 

worlds to conquer.” Empires would soon crumble around the world, but nothing “would 

interrupt the flow of the finest wines and brandies to a city that was literally 'living up' the 

preservation of the Union.”52 For the nation's wealthy bourgeois leaders in the country's 

social capital, life was grand. The biography describes this period as “a time to be alive. 

The past was gone and best forgotten. The present was for living.”53 The Shriners from 

the outset aimed to be an organization that served the needs of society's elite, to serve as a 

reward for service in the grand Masonic utopian project. If the Blue Lodge was a palatial 

affair, fused inherently with pomp and glory, the Shrine was defined by its silliness, led 

by men whose powerful position in the American social stratum left them able to be 

goofy without losing their position. 

 The Shrine was an organization dedicated to preserving the power and virility of 

an aging set of male social leaders. Past Imperial Potentate Dr. Hubert M. Poteat wrote 

that “the Shrine appeals to the strong manhood of North America for a variety of reasons. 

In the first place, the oriental pageantry and the magnificence of costumes and regalia 

appeal to men who may be old in years but who are still young in spirit.”54 Men who had 

proved themselves able to join the selective Masonic order were already usually leaders 
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in society. Those who were Shriners were the elite of the elite, and thus were presumably 

older men, who could be rejuvenated by a reliable return to the freedom of careless 

youth. Poteat continues, saying that “the Shrine provides opportunity for fun and play and 

mirth on a truly magnificent scale. Shriners are apostles of good cheer and happiness and 

as such are performing a very vital function in this tragic modern world of ours. Indeed it 

may be said that we have been 'called into the Kingdom for a time such as this.'”55 The 

Shriners as an association recognize their wealth and privilege compared to the majority 

of the world, and see their public works as part of the Masonic project of improving the 

world. However, their contributions consist of leisure activities and displays of silliness 

that serve to display the wealth and prestige of the association's membership. Where the 

Masons emphasized brotherhood as a justification for the organization's core service of 

mutual aid, the Shriners assign their fraternity a universal quality. Poteat says that “if 

there is one thing our harassed world needs more than another today, it is brotherly love. 

This can be found nowhere in a finer or truer form than in the Mystic Shrine.”56 

Brotherhood in the hands of the Shriners was not only an organizational goal or a 

justification for mutual aid services, but also a model presented to the world as an 

example to follow, a tool to be used to make the world a happier, friendlier, more fun 

place. For the Shriners, brotherhood was more than a function of fictive kinship; it was an 

expression of innocent play, of youthful imagination and wonder. 

 The Order did not demonstrate any immediate appeal, growing extremely slowly 

at first. In 1876, four years after the auxiliary was founded and six years after it was 
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conceived, there were only forty-three members, all but six located in New York City.57 

When the Imperial Grand Council was founded that year, the Shrine leadership took to 

the task of drastic and immediate national expansion. In this atmosphere of change, 

Growth continued to stagnate. Fleming, the founder of the order, “carried the burden 

almost alone... There was no money, except what Fleming and a few others contributed 

from their pockets. There were no insignia by which Shriners could be designated. Very 

simply, Fleming and his associates didn't have much of an inducement for prospective 

members.”58 The Shriners could not exist on the promise of a good time alone. They 

needed to offer material advantages for membership, and money was necessary to fund 

the sorts of parties that would make the Shrine a popular organization. To reverse this 

trend, Fleming attempted to infuse the fraternity with a mystic exoticism “as thrilling as 

the Ritual itself. It was real cloak-and-dagger stuff. And though the stories he told were to 

be challenged in later years and called figments of his own fertile imagination they did 

attract members.”59 The legends Fleming brought into Shriner lore were an extension of 

the pseudo-Arabic aesthetic that Fleming had used in his formation of the association. 

 Fleming's legend raised the stakes surrounding the order's ritual. He drew a 

temporal connection between the Gilded Age streets of New York City and the “hot sands 

of the strange Islamic world of the Arabs.” His attempt to “surround the new American 

order with authentic antiquity” had its origins infused with the flavor of an adventure 

tale.60 Fleming in 1877, when recounting the tale of the origin of the order's ritual, says 

that it had been five years since “I came into possession of detached and mutilated 
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sections of the translation of the Ritual of the Arabic and Egyptian Order of the Mystic 

Shrine brought to America by one of the foreign members and representatives.” The ritual 

had arrived in the United States, according to Fleming, in a diminished form, worn down 

by millennia of transport from Arabia through Europe, plagued by improper translations 

that would require extensive work to fix. The ritual as originally presented was 

“exceedingly imperfect and incomplete and to a great extent badly translated and filled 

with unintelligible symbolisms.”61 The ritual had its origins in Egypt, and Fleming details 

the process by which it was cross-referenced with the Koran to translate its 

idiosyncrasies. This “was a task of no small magnitude,” and Fleming was “aided by a 

professional linguist and Arabic scholar.”62 In order for the ancient Arabian rituals to be 

translated for polite American bourgeois society, it first had to be filtered through polite 

academic society. 

 The Shriners, when associating the origin of their order and ritual to the Middle 

East, indicate that their Christianity transformed the order for the better. The Egyptian 

order was “primarily instituted for the purpose of promoting the organization and 

perfection of Arabic and Egyptian inquisitions, to dispense justice, and execute 

punishment of criminals who the tardy laws did not reach to the measure of their crimes.” 

The Shrine's origins, in order to increase the mysticism and danger of the order, were 

attributed to the secret societies of the Muslim world, ones “comprising a selection of the 

highest and best educated classes of the Mussulman nations; their ostensible object being 

'the strife of Islam or Mohammedanism against the infidels.'”63 An organization that had 
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its mythical origins in one explicitly opposed to Christianity in the Middle East became 

an American association devoted to fun and Christian values. This evolution came as a 

point of pride to Shriners who believed Fleming's legends, who said that the order was 

“of necessity divested of its inconsistent Islam dogmas and its ritual adapted to the 

consistencies of Christian institutions and American laws, and is destined to become a 

powerful order here in America.”64 If the Shrine had been a successful secret police force 

in Egypt, dedicated to opposing its religious foes, its structure and ritual had the potential 

to be remarkably potent as an organization aimed to promote fun, leisure, and a Christian 

ethos. The legend of the Shrine's origin gives the impression of a child acting out an 

adventure story, with the trappings of fearsome exotic secret order infused with fun and 

frivolity. 

 Fleming's incorporation of an ancient Egyptian legend was continued in his 

description of the order's inaugural temple, appropriately named the Mecca Temple. 

Much as Mecca was the center of the Islamic faith, visited by the faithful from around the 

world, the named Mecca Temple was meant to indicate that it would become the center of 

a national or global order. The architecture of the Mecca Temple was meant to echo its 

supposed Egyptian origins, much as Masonic structures were meant to bring to mind 

Christian religious buildings. Fleming says that “the original plate engravings... were 

taken from the arches and gateways of the Egyptian Temple of the Sun. The printing and 

colored transfers were perfected in the City of New York, where also the Statutes and 

Ritual were printed and the Grand Seal procured.”65 This tale recounts the passing of the 

proverbial torch of the Shriner ritual and aesthetic from ancient Egypt to the world's new 
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center of culture and society, New York. Debates raged within the Shriners whether the 

origins of the ritual were real or a falsification, but many members did not care either 

way. As one Shriner puts it, “there are those who insist on absolute truth. They are the 

ones who say that George Washington never chopped down the cherry tree or threw a 

dollar over the Rappahannock; they are probably right, but history was not damaged by 

such legends.” For this Shriner, the realities of the order's origins were not important. He 

cared more about the impression left by them. He continues by asking “if they placed a 

halo of honesty and strength about the head of Washington, which would reflect itself in 

the eyes of American youth for generations to come, who is to say the creation of the 

myth is wrong?”66 Because the Shriners were an extension of the Masonic project to 

reform the world, the symbolism of the Shriner ritual as a template for a better society 

and a better, more satisfying brotherhood was more important than its historical 

legitimacy. The legend crafted by Fleming was intended to display the prominence of his 

new order, to bring it to the status and potential of the Blue Lodge, to encourage a new 

wave of membership who would appreciate the crafted reputation of a society based on 

ancient glories and American Christian exceptionalism. 

 Fleming's gambit, adding layers of exoticism and mysticism to the Shrine, was 

successful. By 1879, the Shrine had 425 members between its thirteen temples, which 

were still centered in the Northeast, but had spread to Connecticut and Pennsylvania.67 In 

order to assure the order's growth, Fleming had to guarantee that all temples were 

following the ritual, and to create a fundraising machine to pay for the grand parties the 

order would soon be known for. Some temples were fully equipped “with costumes, 
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regalia, paraphernalia, and all the requisite mechanism for the full exemplification of the 

ceremonies in all their details,” but others were inactive, conferring the ritual without all 

necessary components. Fleming, seeing that the order was growing and spreading 

geographically, aimed to create and maintain uniformity of ritual among the temples 

while the association was still in a nascent stage. In 1880, he pleaded with the Grand 

Council to “crack the whip” over recalcitrant temples. He said that “I have endeavored to 

surmount all obstacles, and striven for the success, prosperity, and advancement of the 

Order. I only ask in return the aid and support of my constituents... I have no personal 

ambitions beyond the sincere interest in the welfare of the Order, to which I have devoted 

so much time and toil, and, I regret to say, not always encouraged by a like interest on the 

part of others.”68 The Shrine was an organization aimed to provide fun and leisure for its 

members, but Fleming tried to emphasize the responsibility of its members to do so 

properly, within the bounds of the ritual he had devised. Without the ritual and its 

associated solemnity, the Shrine would be nothing more than a regularly-scheduled party 

for Freemasons. 

 The Shrine had from the outset experienced a tension between morality and levity, 

one expressed through its very Ritual. Shriner James McGee once said that the 

organization was “formed as a 'relax' where Masons might escape the cares of the day 

and the serious formality of Masonic fraternalism, yet meet together as brothers who had 

been tried in the faith and found true.”69 The Shrine was a reward for men who were 

allegedly dedicating a large portion of the rest of their lives to mutual aid brotherhood 

and the advancement of Masonic morality. Fleming wrote this into his Ritual, dividing it 
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into three sections, “the first and third containing moralistic teachings, couched in the 

terminology of the desert, the Islamic faith of Omar and the Oriental pageantry and 

splendor of the Arabic nabob. But in the second section Fleming let his imagination run 

riot, creating – as it were – fun for both the novitiate and the obligated believer.”70 The 

Shriners thus raised the stakes of fraternal leisure activities, most notably in their feasts 

and advertisements, which stressed the hedonistic nature of their characteristic 

celebrations. The Shriners emphasized the importance of the feast “as it was a part of 

tribal ceremonies in ancient Araby. Masons were famous for the banquets served on 

occasion, but early there appeared on Shrinal banquet tables the wines and liquors never 

seen at purely Masonic feasts.”71 The consumption of alcohol had always been a crucial 

part of Masonic social gatherings, but the Shriners introduced their characteristic 

exoticism into a fundamental Masonic tradition.  

 Advertisements for Shrine events drew ire from other Masonic organizations in 

the auxiliary's early years. For instance, “one invitation to representatives attending an 

Imperial Council session in Cleveland showed a bottle being opened at the Oasis of Al 

Koran.” The Shrine's public perception as a bawdy bunch began as newspapers covered 

“the debauchery of Shrine meetings,” leading to the order being “both condemned and 

defended in Masonic periodicals.”72 The Imperial Council struck back in 1890 against the 

accusations of impropriety by launching an investigative committee to write a resolution 

against misbehavior. This resolution said that the “Imperial Council emphatically 

condemns all such immoral and vulgar practices and declares that the repetition of such 

proceedings shall be sufficient cause for the revocation of the charter of any such 
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temple.”73 This resolution was unsuccessful, and was followed up in 1895 with an attack 

on the Shrine by the Scottish Rite, another Masonic sect. Aena T. Carson, a thirty-third 

degree Mason from Ohio, delivered an address saying that the Shrine was damaging the 

reputation of Freemasonry as a whole. He said that “these obscene circulars are a 

disgrace to the organization that permits them to be sent out and are certainly a disgrace 

to any Masonic body that allows any organization to meet in their rooms that sends out 

such coarse and obscene literature.”74 The rampant consumption of alcohol and resulting 

belligerence was defended tooth and nail by members of the Shrine. As one put it, “the 

Shrine was formed as a drinking society and it still is.”75 To some Shriners, alcohol 

wasn't one method of achieving the sociability and leisure that defined the order; it was 

the purpose of the association. Eventually, the successive chiding of other Masonic orders 

as well as Shrine leadership succeeded in diminishing the alcoholic nature of Shrine 

functions. Alcohol remained an integral part of Shriner celebrations, but it was 

increasingly limited to specific places and times. 

 As the wild nature of Shriner activities decreased, its focus on charitable 

contributions blossomed, most notably in the case of the associations’ famous children's 

hospitals. Fred Van Deventer, author of the Shrine's organizational biography Parade to 

Glory, attributes the decrease in the consumption of alcohol to a maturation of the order. 

It “didn't come about as the result of either Imperial or Masonic edicts. Rather, with the 

advent and development of the Shriners' Hospitals for Crippled Children as one of the 
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world's great charities, the Shrine and the Shriners suddenly grew up.”76 Deventer 

attributes the emergence of the hospitals, the first of which was built in 1922, to a 

profound evolution in the association. Whereas the Shrine had previously been a childlike 

romp through an exoticized playground structured after a mystical Middle East, it became 

“a fraternal order of the highest merit, composed of gentlemen of quality.”77 In the 

twentieth century, fifty years after the order was conceived, it adopted the Masonic 

tradition of charity. However, it did so in a characteristically Shriner manner. While 

charity in the Blue Lodge had been confined mostly to members of the lodge, and limited 

to mutual aid for needy brothers, the Shriner hospitals were built to be grand public 

spectacles. A Masonic auxiliary that had been conceived of and designed by a doctor had 

found its characteristic institution in non-profit hospitals, described by the order as “the 

world's greatest philanthropy.”78 An association deliberately designed to promote fun and 

frivolity while furthering the moralistic Masonic cause had found the perfect expression 

of its two goals. The Shrine did not display the traditional fraternal emphasis on mutual 

aid because this need would already have been achieved in the Blue Lodge. The childlike 

order would spend its resources aiding sick children, granting the organization more 

prestige within the Masonic associations.  

The Elks: From the Tavern to the Lodge 

 Unlike the Masons, the Benevolent and Protective Order of Elks was not founded 

as a utopian institution with an emphasis on morals and belief in God. Rather, it began, 

like the Shriners, as an organization built around leisure, but it expanded over time into 
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the fields of charity and service. The order was founded as a social club of theatrical 

professionals, many of whom were performers in minstrel shows. A 1912 organizational 

biography of the Elks proudly proclaims the order's minstrel origins, saying that “the 

early Elks were all members, but with few exceptions, of the theatrical and minstrel 

professions. For the latter, the order was almost specially instituted.”79  The Elks were 

created directly in response to strict liquor laws in New York State, but the order quickly 

became more than just an excuse to gather and drink. After the funeral of a friend, the 

then “Jolly Corks” decided that the organization should become “a protective and 

benevolent society.” Almost immediately, the group undertook measures to establish their 

order in the Masonic model, “providing that a committee be appointed to formulate rules 

and regulations for its government, prepare a suitable ritual, and select a new name.” This 

decision, made in 1868, less than a year after the group had been founded, demonstrates 

the desirability and prestige a successful administration of the Masonic model would 

bestow on a fledgling organization. That they chose to emphasize a set of cogent and 

cohesive rules as well as a ritualistic tradition shows the importance of standards and 

patterns in associational life. An association could not be as successful as a social 

gathering without an emphasis on a higher cause. Even the selection of a name for the 

reconstituted order betrays the fraternal nature of its formation. In desiring the choice of a 

“distinctly American title” for the new association, the committee sought to separate their 

new order from the Old World. Rejecting the suggested name of 'Buffalos' in a close vote 

due to its similarity to the English Organization “The Royal Antediluvian Order of 

Buffalos,” they chose the name Elks because of the animal's description in a natural 
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history work as being “fleet of foot, timorous of wrong, but ever ready to combat in 

defense of self or the female of the species.”  These qualities were supposed to be ones 

that the newly-named Benevolent and Protective Order of Elks would emulate.80 The 

tension between Jolly Corks and Elks within the association defined the Order's early 

years.  

 Even though the early membership of the association was made up of actors and 

entertainers who had gathered in the first place to dodge drinking laws, there were 

disputes over what the long-term purpose of the Elks should be. A contemporary writer 

described this “feud” by saying that “on one hand were the legitimate actors, endeavoring 

to invest the new organization with principles and ideals in keeping with a benevolent 

and fraternal association while on the other were the semi-professional entertainers more 

in sympathy with the original purposes of the convivial 'Jolly Corks.'”81 Obviously, the 

Elks were, in their early years, forced to confront their destiny. Would they aim to be 

merely a social club for men or aspire to higher social standards? The Elks were a new 

creation, distinctly American, emerging from no European tradition. They were at first 

not imbued with any sort of mystical origin story, nor ideals of a higher destiny. The 

intense debates that defined the order in its first year determined its fate as an 

organization in the Masonic model. By 1922, the Elks had expanded into a lodge system 

spanning the nation, with 815,000 members in over fifteen hundred lodges, a fraternal 

order of ritual and advancement. 

 Unlike American Freemasonry, which was transplanted to the United States with a 

rich history, originating in the early modern guild system, the first Elks were at liberty to 
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create a new association with a fresh interpretation of the fraternal model. They followed 

in the footsteps of groups such as the Masons and Odd Fellows, utilizing a similar 

institutional vocabulary and set of practices. A study of the Elks' early years reveals the 

process by which they decided upon their policies and procedures, most notably their 

rituals, rules, and hierarchy. The founders of the Elks wanted to form an association that 

lasted, was successful, and provided social and practical benefits to its members. The 

fraternal model was a proven way of achieving these goals. In less than half a year since 

the Order's founding, the initiation fee had increased from fifty cents to five dollars. The 

Elks' headquarters moved from location to location during this period, as their growth 

outpaced their space. In this period of rapid growth, the Elks established a preliminary 

constitution that defined their rules and regulations. In the Constitution's Preamble, the 

purpose of the Elks is laid out, namely for “members of the Theatrical, Minstrel, Musical, 

Equestrian, and Literary Professions,” to “promote, protect and enhance the welfare and 

happiness of each other.”82 This echoes the mutual aid aims of many contemporary 

associations. The Elks were established by their Constitution as having two degrees, with 

most power and prestige deriving from the second. For instance, all committee 

appointments were derived from the ranks of the Second Degree. Interestingly, each 

meeting of the Order contained two sessions - “one business, the other social.” While the 

social half of the meeting, based around fun and leisure, was public, “all business 

transactions” were considered “strictly private, and any member divulging the same, or 

any part thereof, shall, on conviction, be expelled.” This emphasis on secrecy also echoes 

that of the Freemasons. The first constitution displays the tension between business and 
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leisure that defined the Elks.83 

 From the outset, the Elks placed a premium on ritual. When the association was 

converted from the “Jolly Corks” to the Benevolent and Protective Order of Elks, 

“attention was given immediately to the creation of a ritual.” The founders of the Order 

intended to establish two separate rituals, one for each Degree of the organization. A 

“Committee on Ritual” was immediately founded. Even though the particulars of Elk 

ritual are shrouded in secrecy, the minutes reveal a number of committees being founded 

to create particular elements of it. For instance, a committee was created to “prepare odes 

for the First and Second Degrees of the Order.” These songs included an “Opening ode, 

Closing ode, Installation ode, Funeral ode, Ode for introducing a candidate, Ode to be 

used previous to a candidate's taking the obligation,” and an “Ode (joyful) to be used on a 

candidate's being brought to light.” Even though these odes are not public, nor are the 

minutes of the meeting that created them, they indicate the extent to which ritual defined 

the procedure of Elk lodge meetings.84 In 1875, seven years after the organization was 

founded, the labor of creating a lasting ritual, complete with music, was not yet complete. 

Exalted Grand Ruler Henry P. O'Neil complained that “the labor is still to a certain extent 

incomplete... We have been so long wanting what other orders have deemed so necessary 

and what would certainly enhance to a great degree the beauty of our ceremonies.” O'Neil 

would go on to take an active hand in finishing the odes, completing them in 1876.85 

Over time, the rituals of the Order would be constantly amended, in response to 

complaints by subordinate lodges as well as fears of thievery. The first such case occurred 
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in 1882, when “some persons, among them some former members of the Order,” who “in 

possession of its secrets, had banded together under the name of 'Order of Growlers' and 

were holding meetings and using the Elks Ritual.” The first iteration of this revised ritual 

was not well-received. The new Exalted Grand Rule John J. Tindale nonetheless in 

response said that “our Ritual contains objectionable features,' relics of barbarism...' 

which should be eliminated.”86 By 1884, the Ritual was revised and rewritten. One 

notable distinction was its single amendment, which “provided that where “a” occurs in 

the obligation before “Supreme Being” the word “the” be substituted.” Unlike the 

Freemasons, who required a belief in any divine figure, the Elks would require a 

Christian interpretation.87 In coming years, the 1884 Ritual, which had maintained the 

two-degree system, was met by the strains of a growing organization, which painted it 

increasingly as outdated. In 1893, a new Ritual was established which established that 

“the two degrees be combined into one strong degree but that the salient features of the 

present ritual be preserved in their entirety.” In addition, the revision would update those 

features of the Ritual deemed outdated.88 In 1895, the Ritual was once again changed, as 

the Grand Exalted Ruler declared that it was not achieving the goals of being “impressive 

and interesting and, at the same time, teach the principles of the Order.” He aimed to 

spearhead a ritual that was uniquely Elk.89  Associational rituals were supposed to be 

educational and build loyalty to the order; if the ritual did not impress members of the 

fraternity with the rights and responsibilities they had as Elks, it would be a failure. The 

Elks, emerging in a context full of many alternative organizations, needed to make sure 
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they stood out among the throngs of fraternal orders they competed with.  

 Over time the constant updates to the Ritual began to grow tiresome for Elk 

leadership. The new Grand Exalted Ruler said that “it must seem evident to the Grand 

Lodge that the practice of having a new ritual every two or three years is not a means by 

which our Order gains prominence.” The “constant changing of the Ritual and Laws of 

the Order” decreased its legitimacy. 90At this time, the chief crusade regarding the ritual 

became the fight against “horse-play,” that is, “the use during initiation of any device, 

appliance, property, or paraphernalia, which may, by any possibility, endanger the safety 

of the candidate, and any and all conduct during the initiation of vulgarity or obscenity.”91 

By 1906, the problem of “horse-play” had not yet been solved. Then-Grand Exalted Ruler 

Robert W. Brown said that “it has been conceded that our Ritual imperfectly represented 

the mental attainment of the Brotherhood: that its beautiful teaching was here and there 

disenchanted by verbal atrocities... The sentiments were not presented with the desired 

and required symmetry and dignity and the classic grace and power in spiritualizing 

effect.”92 To resolve this tension, the Ritual was divided into two parts, “the two together 

constituting the complete Ritual. In Part II has been placed all the work of a comic 

nature.” Part II was optional, however, and the two aspects were contained and printed in 

two separate books for distribution.93 This solution would not last forever, however. The 

1911 Ritual Committee decided that Part II of the Ritual was unnecessary and detracted 

from the Ritual as a whole. They decided to remove Part II, stating that “they had 

contented themselves merely to simplify and shorten the Ritual then in use and, at the 
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same time, preserve the beauty and effectiveness of the service.”94 By finally totally 

eliminating any joviality and “horse-play” from the Ritual, the Elks had finally resolved 

one of the tensions at the core of their Order.  

 The organizational schism between Jolly Corker and Elk persisted through the 

decades as the association created and refined its practices. Would the organization be 

one primarily defined by comedy and leisure or would it aspire to dignity and grace, 

adopting the middle-class ideals of the era? This tension partly stemmed from the Order's 

theatrical origins, its founding members being of professions bolstered by the growing 

emphasis on leisure in the late nineteenth century. In its early years, the Order “had this 

limitation of membership.” Over time, however, its membership “broadened” until 

members of the theatrical profession became “no more prominent than any other business 

or vocation.”95 However, the Elks' theatrical origins would always be prominent in its 

operation and philosophy. In 1887, the Exalted Grand Ruler, in looking to change the date 

of the annual Grand Lodge session to a “more convenient time during the summer 

months,” emphasized the theatrical members of the organization. He said that “ours is 

essentially a theatrical Order, formed by theatrical people in the theatrical center of our 

country, New York City... This noble and generous profession has ever been foremost in 

the cause of sweet charity, and I trust the day will never come when our Order shall drift 

away from its distinctive theatrical character.”96 In the following decades, though, the 

Elks would increasingly pursue universality rather than just represent the theatrical 

lifestyle. For the fraternity to limit its membership would be to diminish its moneymaking 

potential, as well as its opportunities to grow and expand in size and societal prominence. 
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Nonetheless, Elks would cite theater and Drama as cornerstones of the Order's 

philosophy. In 1903, actor Frederick Warde, an Elk himself, speaking at the dedication of 

the National Elks Home, said that “The Order has ever been in sympathetic union with 

the Guild of the Drama. It is proper that it should be so because the Drama is in complete 

sympathy with the Elks.” The Drama “teaches charity in the broadest sense,” advocating 

“impartial justice for all,” illustrating “the virtues of fidelity,” teaching “the doctrine of 

human love and friendship.” An Elk inherently follows the “non-sectarian” principles of 

Drama. Where the Masons had adopted the trappings of religious orders and a mystical 

history, the Elks would rhetorically attribute their fraternity to theatrical origins.97 

 The Benevolent and Protective Order of Elks were formed as a social club for 

theatrical professionals, but quickly and consciously evolved into a mutual-aid society for 

entertainers. Almost immediately, the original Jolly Corkers sought to expand, both 

geographically and also in the services they provided. The speed at which the Elks 

adopted the lodge model as well as a set of rituals indicates that the fraternal example set 

and followed by the Freemasons was both extremely attractive and an easily-achieved 

formula. The tension in the Elks' early years, between those who wanted a fraternal 

benevolent association and those who wished to maintain the Order simply as an 

institution for social gathering, illustrates the draw of the associational model. Within half 

a year of the Jolly Corkers having their first social gathering, it underwent a profound 

evolution, adopting a Constitution, changing its name and purpose. The expanding Order 

even (quite appropriately) adopted plans to move into a building named Masonic Hall, 

stepping into one of the older association's physical institutions much as it emulated its 

                                                 
97 James R. Nicholson, History of the Order of Elks, 1868-1952, (National Memorial and Publication 

Commission of the Benevolent and Protective Order of Elks, 1953), 71. 



 

 

47 

social ones.98 The Elks would go back and forth in adopting certain Mason institutions, 

such as a degree system, but nonetheless used the characteristically-Masonic lodge model 

to expedite the Order's national expansion. The Elks also had a tortured relationship with 

the idea of leisure in their early years. The Jolly Corkers had explicitly been an 

organization based around leisure, namely the consumption of alcohol. Its earliest 

members were professionals who made a living through leisure. Yet, the Order claimed to 

aspire to higher goals of fraternity, charity, and service. These ideals seemed to contradict 

the jovial and rambunctious nature of the Elks' early days. The Elks were just one of 

many associations that emerged after the Civil War, but they were extraordinarily 

successful, surviving and thriving for over a century. Where the Jolly Corkers probably 

would have remained a local social group and vanished over time, the transformation into 

the Benevolent and Protective Order of Elks, complete with a constitution, ritual, and 

guiding purpose, allowed the organization to prosper. Much like the American 

Freemasons, the Elks and many other fraternal orders offered opportunities for 

advancement, both within the association as well as in society as large. At the same time, 

the practice of mutual aid functioned as a potential safety net for members, one that also 

provided a social space to relax and indulge in ritual and community. 

Conclusion 

 Men of the American middle class in the second half of the nineteenth century 

flocked to the numerous associations that emerged. In the wake of an Industrial 

Revolution that inspired rapid urbanization, challenging the centuries-old traditional 

order, associations such as the Freemasons, Shriners, and Elks partly fulfilled the role of 

the early modern trade guilds and fraternal orders in that they gave the promise of 
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community and support in times of need. In addition, they provided an opportunity to 

build relationships with like-minded men, both business and social. Associations were 

built around and in fact helped create a shared identity. In the case of the Masons, it was 

required for members to hold a belief in God, while the Elks functioned, at least 

originally, as an organization of theater professionals. As long as members remained in 

good standing, they would be welcome to receive the social and economic benefits of 

association membership. Fraternal orders created a family outside of the family, one that 

was devoid of the responsibility of Victorian-era patriarchy. The American voluntary 

association of the late nineteenth century was a refuge, an escape from work and women, 

a place where one was directly rewarded for being a good friend and having fun. 

Associations provided parallel opportunities for advancement, with titles bearing fanciful 

names and exotic ceremonies. They gave their members a place where men could let 

loose and have a good time, often to the detriment of their relationships at home. 

Voluntary associations were tailor-made for the needs of a rising middle-class of men in 

the nineteenth century who both had high hopes for and a great anxiety over a rapidly-

approaching future. In the midst of rapid social, economic, and political changes, 

fraternal orders provided men a safe haven that served their practical and social needs. 

Against a background of industrialization, class tension, shifting family and gender roles, 

international American expansion, and the fallout from the Civil War, men could drink 

and play among their friends, confident in the rewards they received for brotherhood. 
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Chapter Two: Fraternal Orders, Federalism, War, and National Identity 

 During the First World War, future president Herbert Hoover organized a 

conference meant to bolster the country's food conservation drives. On July 12, 1917, 

Hoover, the Food Administrator convened a gathering of the leaders of the nation's 

voluntary associations in order to stress the necessity of food conservation as well as 

pledging the organizations to a program of “continuous, persistent, and systematic effort 

on behalf of the conservation of the food supply.” This conference followed two others, 

in which Hoover had met with assemblages of religious as well as patriotic organizations. 

These three types of institutions were seen as ways to reach the maximum number of 

Americans possible, to influence the public and private lives of the country's citizens.99 

Sir Lee Stewart Smith, Grand Master of The Knights Templar writes of his experience at 

the conference, saying that “I of course felt it my duty to attend.” Smith notes the sheer 

variety of fraternal organizations at the gathering, “nearly every fraternal organization in 

the United States, consisting of Knights Templar, Scottish Rite, Blue Lodge, Mystic 

Shrine, Grotto, Eastern Star, Odd Fellows, Moose, Knights of Columbus, Order of 

Hibernians, many women's organizations, both Protestant and Catholic, Jewish, Welsh, 

Italian societies any many more too numerous to mention by name.” The sheer variety of 

American organizations present at the meeting is remarkable, featuring Masonic 

auxiliaries, international associations, American fraternal societies, and ethnic 

organizations. The associations unanimously adopted a set of resolutions proclaiming 

their dedication to food conservation.100 Hoover's decision to bring the leaders of 
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fraternal associations to Washington demonstrates that they were viewed similarly to 

churches as organizational institutions with the ability to use their influence over the 

American public to aid the war effort. 

 Voluntary membership associations functioned as more than just meeting spaces, 

organizational centers for social events and charity. They reflected and informed a 

growing sense of nationalism and national identity that grew in the wake of the Civil War. 

When a person joined an association, they were not merely pledging allegiance to a 

particular lodge and the resulting set of brothers and responsibilities. They were joining a 

network of related chapters, declaring to people throughout the country that they were of 

like mind and principle, beholden to a greater multitude than merely their friends and 

neighbors. Voluntary associations became more predominant in public life, as more and 

more people joined organizations.  Associations based around religious, ethnic, and 

political ideas were formed in great numbers, and quickly became a favored means of 

organization among Americans. As the United States assumed its new position as a world 

power at the close of the nineteenth century, voluntary associations became a ubiquitous 

organizational method for politics and social life. Finally, by the time of the First World 

War, the nation's voluntary associations served to augment war preparedness and 

mobilization. As the American state attempted grander and greater projects, associations 

could be a valuable asset or a hindrance. In this chapter, I will explore the ways in which 

associations contributed to and reflected the growing sense of a national identity that 

emerged in full force after the Civil War's Union victory. I will also explain the give-and-

take relationship between associations and the state, expressed through war and 

expansion. Associations transcended the local, functioning as nationalizing agents and 
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political actors. 

Jacksonville, Illinois: A Translocal Associational Hub 

 The process by which diverse localities increasingly adopted a nationalizing 

associational model is best expressed by the biography of one such town. Don H. Doyle's 

study of the town of Jacksonville, Illinois from its founding in 1825 until 1870 provides a 

useful prologue to a study of associations and national identity. Doyle describes 

Jacksonville as a town built just as the state began to be populated by settlers, hoped for 

by its boosters to become “the state capital, an educational center, and a manufacturing 

town. These goals were continually denied by either more fortunate rivals, or the 

conspiracies of nature and geography.” The town remained small in this period, having a 

population of only 10,000 in 1870. Jacksonville was nonetheless “a jumble of contentious 

social factions.” The town was a hotbed of regional factionalism between East and West, 

as well as North and South. Doyle points out that “regional antagonisms persisted on both 

a personal and political level throughout the years of the Civil War.”  In addition, the 

town experienced an influx of immigrant laborers, mostly Irish, German, and Portuguese, 

making up one-third of the population by 1860. Jacksonville was home to severe 

religious strife, described by one contemporary as a “wide sea of sectarian rivalries and 

conflicts” where “every man's hand was against his brother.”101 Jacksonville was 

emblematic of the translocal America, a collection of interconnected and cities and 

communities, that emerged during and after the Civil War, experiencing the very conflicts 

that would drive the nineteenth century, regional, ethnic, religious, and political. 

 The development of a cohesive social identity in Jacksonville was further 
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hampered by the transient nature of its population. Doyle notes that “from 1850 to 1860, 

only 27 per cent of the population remained as residents of Jacksonville; in the next 

decade only 21 per cent persisted.” Even though Jacksonville's population was constantly 

on the rise, it nonetheless had an extraordinarily unstable population. Doyle says that “the 

stable core of residents, those with at least a decade of adult life in Jacksonville, 

constituted no more than 1/8 of the population.”102 Associations managed to thrive in 

Jacksonville, even though it had a shifting population that tended not to establish 

permanent roots in the community. 

 In a young town whose leaders harbored massive ambitions for the future of their 

community, it was necessary to identify individuals who would best perform the public 

and private duties that would lead to success. To achieve this end, voluntary associations 

“performed an indispensable role by helping to identify the structure of leadership and 

social status within the community.” It is no coincidence that Jacksonville's associational 

leaders were also town leaders, in business and government. The actions of association 

members were also a matter of public record, with weekly newspapers devoting “an 

inordinate amount of the limited space they allotted to local news to report the creation of 

a new reform society or literary club. These accounts could include the names of elected 

officers, a full description of the meeting, including the names of everyone who spoke, 

seconded a motion, or called for adjournment.” Men could be and were judged based 

upon their actions and participation at meetings. In the 1860s, city directories dedicated 

“more than a dozen pages, prominently placed at the front, to list the major associations 

and all their officers as well as the time and place of their meetings.” Such advertisement 

for associations functioned to both ease the creation of a local identity for the 
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organization as well as to demonstrate the status of its leaders. As Doyle puts it, “to have 

one's name reported in the local news- paper as the Corresponding Secretary of the 

American Colonization Society, or in the city directory as the Worshipful Master of the 

Masonic Harmony Lodge, was to announce to a young community of newcomers one's 

credentials as a man worthy of respect and leadership.”103 Because the town's 

associations were cross-class, cross-professional organizations, being a leader of one 

demonstrated to the surrounding community that a man was not simply good at his job, 

but was a leader of men, regardless of politics or regional origin.  

 Because Jacksonville was a town straddling the many divisive lines of its era, 

associations that attempted to avoid conflict through apolitical practices attempted to 

provide a neutral meeting ground for townspeople to interact socially while avoiding 

strife. While being agents of cultural integration, associations also served to forge distinct 

racial and gender divides, with organizations such as the Colored Washingtonian Society 

and the Hibernian Temperance Society further defining “the segregated status of 

Jacksonville's minorities.”104 Jacksonville's voluntary associations demonstrate that 

associations which consciously avoided discussion of political or religious affiliation 

could help to overcome, or at least obfuscate the latent divisions within the white middle-

class. 

 Jacksonville's associations were made up of a diverse population of the country's 

many regions and religious groups. Doyle says that “the integration of regional cultures 

may have been one of the most important achievements of Jacksonville's voluntary 

associations.” New Englanders had achieved an early advantage in Jacksonville's 
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associational activity, establishing reform societies in the fields of education, temperance, 

and abolition. Despite this, by 1850, “Jacksonville's New Englanders made up less than 8 

percent of the population, and the flurry of organizations in this latter period clearly 

depended on broad support from people of all sectional origins.”105 Voluntary 

associations proved to be a solution for the societal divides that plagued the middle 

ground represented by Jacksonville. Town leaders saw associations as “a way of 

deliberately uniting enlightened men of Christian spirit to promote social progress on a 

local and national level. As sect and party created a series of deepening chasms in 

American society, voluntary organization seemed to promise a new vehicle for 

cooperative reform efforts.”106 As the country's sectional divides grew more and more 

prominent in political and cultural discourse, and the threat of a civil war became a 

reality, associations grew in prominence in Jacksonville because they “avoided 

controversial principles altogether. Fraternal lodges were especially keen on rejecting 

tests of religions, political doctrine, or any other social goal beyond the circle of the 

brotherhood.” The presence of associations as a dominant force in Jacksonville society 

did not obscure the fact that the town was a hotbed of sectional and religious divide, but it 

did emphasize the local ties over national ideological separation. As Doyle puts it, the 

men who made up associations were constantly reminded that they also shared certain 

local, class interests as businessmen, as property owners, as town promoters, as men of 

family, and as leaders of local society.” A contemporary Democratic editor put it 

succinctly when he said that “for good or ill, our interests are blended.”107 In this way, 

reform movements and fraternal organizations tended to implicitly accent local ties, 
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despite being a national phenomenon. 

 Despite being organizations that emphasized and enhanced local ties, associations 

also allowed and supported the mobility characteristic of small towns such as 

Jacksonville in the middle of the nineteenth century. National associations “assisted those 

moving in or out of the community. They filled a vital need for individuals on the move 

by allowing them to transfer their membership, and all the social and economic benefits 

attached to it, from one community to the next.” This process was standardized across 

chapters and lodges. The Odd Fellows, for instance, “published standard forms for those 

withdrawing "by card." Transient members were normally given a year to reestablish 

membership, and all local lodges were expected to honor these transfer cards as a matter 

of routine.” With Americans becoming increasingly mobile throughout the middle of the 

nineteenth century, a way to implicitly transport a good reputation from town to town 

served an ambitious person well. As Doyle puts it, associational membership “was 

portable certification of the status and reputation he established in his former community, 

and it was a key which gave him access to a whole network of business and social 

contacts in what might otherwise be an entirely strange community.”108 Associations thus 

removed a large element of risk from moving to a new location, creating an orderly 

process to jump-start one's business and social lives in a new place. 

 The ability to transfer associational benefits broke down barriers between 

localities, removing one of the major roadblocks discouraging a person from moving to 

another part of the country. The shared experience of the associational middle class from 

lodge to lodge thus lent itself to the creation of a non-provincial national identity for 

Americans in small towns or the big city. Towns such as Jacksonville, positioned between 
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North and South, home to religious and political divides, with relatively diverse and 

mobile populations, exhibit the contribution associations had in the creation of a 

translocal America, with similar organizations pattered across many communities, 

providing similar services, reducing the distinctions between localities. 

Voluntary Associations and Nationalization after the Civil War 

  Doyle's study of Jacksonville, Illinois demonstrates the effects of associational 

life on one small American town, but such organizations, rampant throughout the country, 

were emblematic of and contributed to the nationalizing process of post-Civil War 

society. Voluntary associations in the post-war period were influential not only for the 

way they fostered the growth of a national and middle-class identity, but also for their 

sheer numbers. According to political scientist Theda Skocpol, “more voluntary 

associations destined to attract very large memberships were launched at the conclusion 

of the Civil War, in the late 1860s, than in any other five-year period in all of U.S. 

History. Dozens of additional foundings of eventually large groups followed across the 

immediate post–Civil War decades, while prewar federations also ballooned in size.”109 

The creation of organizations such as the Elks and Shriners were covered earlier in this 

study, as was the resurgence and expansion of the American Freemasons. The rise to 

prominence of these associations did not occur in a vacuum. The unique conditions that 

followed the American Civil War created an environment conducive to the foundation 

and expansion of voluntary associations of various forms throughout the nation. The 

growth of associations, in fact, was national in nature. Such group creation was “not 

primarily local or attributable to 'spontaneous' grassroots organizing. Local people and 
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leaders certainly mattered, but they were called into action by and worked hand in hand 

with, nationally ambitious leaders – bold and visionary men and women who launched 

and spread the great voluntary federations.”110 The Civil War had inspired an immense 

voluntary drive within the American public. The needs of both armies, in terms of 

materials and soldiers, necessitated an immense mobilization. Both sides “relied of 

necessity on civilian as well as elected leaders to assemble local volunteers into 

community and state units and then combine those assemblages into great armies and 

civilian relief operations. The Civil War was fought by volunteer groups organized across 

class lines.”111 In short, the Civil War acted as a training exercise for American 

voluntarism. The needs of organizing a war greater in scale than any other in American 

history tested the ability of its citizens and government to organize. Dovetailing with a 

reformist sentiment that had grown through over a century of abolitionist, education, and 

temperance organizations, the America that emerged after the Civil War would be one 

with greater associational tendency than it had had before the conflict. 

 Union victory in the Civil War spurred an associational sentiment among 

northerners who were now “inspired by a new sense of national purpose and thoroughly 

familiar with federated models of popular mobilization.” The associations that were 

founded after the Civil War often echoed the country's governmental structure, “usually 

organized as representative national-state-local federations.”  Three-fifths of associations 

founded after the Civil War “were launched by ambitious leaders who, from inception, 

envisaged creating national organizations, even if it took them some time to realize their 

plans.” Skocpol asserts that “not only were a greater number of ultimately very large 
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associations launched in the decades after the Civil War than in any other era of U.S. 

history, association builders of this watershed era were more likely to have planned 

national projects from the start than were founders of ultimately very large associations 

active in any other (comparably long) period before World War II.”112 The experience of 

fighting the war directly influenced the formation of national fraternities, such as the 

Knights of Pythias in 1864, “by young clerks who met in the war-swollen federal civil 

service and devised a ritual of sacrificial brotherhood that appealed not only to former 

soldiers but also to all Americans hoping to reknit North and South.”113 The Knights of 

Pythias would become a national organization in the mold of the Freemasons, even 

echoing the older association's auxiliaries, with the Pythian Sisters filling the same role as 

the Order of the Eastern Star, and the Dramatic Order Knights of Khorassan being 

remarkably similar to the Shriners, based around “fun and frolic.”114 The Knights of 

Pythias would grow, becoming the country's third-largest fraternal association, and the 

first to receive a charter under an act of the United States Congress.115 The Knights would 

come to feature such prominent members as three presidents, two vice-presidents, and 

Louis Armstrong. 

 The Patrons of Husbandry, or The Grange, another organization that would come 

to great prominence in the decades to come, was founded in 1867. It emerged from a 

combination of public and private connections. Founded by Minnesotan federal 

agricultural official Oliver Kelley, the association was founded because of a collision of 
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governmental orders, fraternal brotherhood, and class interest. The Grange was founded 

after “Kelley was commissioned by President Andrew Johnson to assess the rural needs 

of the devastated South. Using Masonic ties to make personal contacts in the defeated 

region, Kelley soon realized that farmers too could benefit from a nationwide fraternity.” 

To fill this need, Kelley worked with federal officials from throughout the country to 

design “a federation that incorporated some existing farm groups,” stimulating “the 

founding of thousands of additional local granges.”116 The Grange was created as a top-

down national organization meant to represent the interests of a particular economic 

group. Its founder aspired for his order to directly impact the legislation of the United 

States government, predicting that “through the power of this Order, Congress will 

appropriate a million... dollars annually for the Department of Agriculture... Hardly any 

member of Congress would wish to vote against appropriations that would be called for 

by the department.”117 The Grange was designed to be a political tool, albeit one that took 

on an associational form. Despite being an organization built from the top-down, it 

nonetheless was a vehicle for local farmers to pursue their interests, such as rural free 

mail delivery and railroad freight reform. Unfortunately for Kelley's vision, “the rapid 

growth of many local granges exceeded the capacity of the national leadership to 

effectively coordinate the organization's activities. The antimonopoly sentiment that 

contributed to the proliferation of local chapters produced hostility toward all 

concentrations of authority, including that of the National Grange.”118 Kelley's vision had 

been that of an organization following a federalist model, but had “devolved into a 
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radically decentralized association of local and state chapters fearful of any national 

control.”119 The case of the Grange as a post-Civil War association demonstrates the 

tension between national and local interests that heavily informed internal debates of 

associations in this time. Was the true core of a voluntary association in its national 

leadership or in its local chapters? As associations adopted a federalist organizational 

structure, did they lose the ability to serve the best interests of their members? While 

leaders such as Kelley would have said that an organization's national character gave it 

strength, his local opponents would have disagreed, preferring to use the associational 

advantage to represent their parochial interests. 

 Voluntary associations, despite their proliferation throughout the nation in the 

second half of the nineteenth century, developed with a distinctly Northern flavor. The 

many associations launched after the war with national ambitions “were launched from 

large or medium-sized northeastern and midwestern cities and later from a few far 

western sites, while southern membership lagged in previously established national 

federations like the Odd Fellows.” A comparison of the founding of Union and 

Confederate veterans' federations demonstrates the discrepancy in sectional associational 

tendencies after the war. While the powerful and influential Grand Army of the Republic 

(GAR) was created in 1866, its Confederate counterpart, the United Confederate Veterans 

were formed in 1889. The Confederate organization was first founded at the same time as 

the GAR's peak membership. As associations that were designed to allow veterans to 

organize and pursue their interests, the victorious Union showed much more willingness 

to support its troops than the defeated Confederacy. Skocpol prescribes this “northern 

predominance” to the war, saying that it “confirms the rule that winning a mass-
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mobilizing war boosts civic energy.”120 In short, winning the war inspired a generation of 

Americans to pursue associational life in the public and private arenas. Skocpol 

associates the rise of associations in American life to an exclusionary impulse just as 

much as one of inclusion, writing that “in real life, people often associate to exclude, 

fight, or defend against others.” One can trace the narrative of the growth of American 

associations to fear of the “other.”121  This tendency in many arenas of American life has 

historically led to war, nativism, class conflict, and imperialism. Associational members 

join such groups to gain material, political, or ideological benefits. Thus, the prominence 

of American associations is inextricably linked to its expansionist agenda, which hit an 

early peak near the turn of the century, culminating during the Spanish-American and 

First World Wars. 

Wars and Associations: Imperialism and Patriotism 

 Voluntary associations developed a firm connection with military imperialism in 

the late nineteenth century. By the time of the First World War, America's associations 

proved to be among the largest supporters of the war, and helped to organize and 

mobilize the home front. However, this was not an American innovation of 1917; the 

“nation of joiners” did not create the link between their associations and government, 

their burgeoning empire. British Freemasonry had earlier proven to be a useful adjunct to 

the nation's imperial project. Freemasonry was directly associated with the British 

military. According to Jessica Harland-Jacobs, “every regiment in the British army 

boasted at least one lodge that accompanied it on its imperial sojourns. Freemasons in the 

army helped plant permanent lodges among civilian populations in colonies of all types.” 
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Freemasonry did not merely accompany the state's military into colonial territory, it also 

traveled with settlers who, “exposed to Freemasonry in the British Isles... also directly 

exported the brotherhood by requesting warrants to set up their own lodges in their new 

homes in North America, Australasia, and southern Africa.” The organizations themselves 

also played a part in the spread of Freemasonry throughout the empire, establishing 

“provincial grand lodges wherever the brotherhood took root or was expected to 

flourish.”122 If the sun never set on the British Empire, nor did it set on British nationalist 

associationalism. In the 1880s, the Grand Master of Scotland expressed the sheer 

importance of British Freemasonry as an imperialist tool, saying that “wherever our flag 

has gone, we are able to say there has Masonry gone, and we have been able to found 

lodges for those who have left our shores to found fresh empires.”123 Within the vast 

British Empire, Masonry proved to provide the same sort of services American 

associations would within the country. A wide swath of the global British population 

would see Freemasonry as a social tool, one that “offered a passport to convivial society, 

moral and spiritual refinement, material assistance, and social advancement in all parts of 

the empire... Belonging to the fraternity made life easier for Britons who ran, defended, 

and lived in the empire.”124 In fact, Freemasonry made empire easier. In the same way 

that American associations eased travel around the country by providing an implicit set of 

credential that could be transferred from community to community, the imperial 

universality of British Freemasonry created a sort of imperial citizenship that transformed 

the vast swath of the world under the British flag into an extension of the domestic 
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British state. 

 Freemasons did not have a grand plan for global expansion, “but they did embrace 

any opportunity to extend their brotherhood beyond the British Isles.”125 The branch of 

American Freemasonry that became so important to the form and function of American 

voluntary associations was started in the colonial era as part of the organization's global 

diffusion. In a time when the British settlers of America sought to maintain a connection 

to their distant homeland, Freemasonry served this purpose, allowing colonists to 

continue practices nearly identical to those they had done in Britain. Even though 

American Freemasonry was divorced from the imperial nature of its British progenitor in 

the course of the American Revolution, it nonetheless maintained a complicated 

relationship with the metropole. Prior to war's conclusion, “Freemasonry remained a 

single, transatlantic institution. British American Masons did not seek independent 

Masonic government until after the conflict had resolved in the colonies' favor. Throwing 

off the political connection with Britain thus put one's Masonic legitimacy in jeopardy.” 

Even as war raged between Britain and its American colonies, Masons were expected to 

maintain their fraternal devotion to the institution. The drive to diminish conflict within 

the order was expected to maintain the ruling status of British imperialism in the 

Americas, but the tenets of Freemasonry ended up supporting both sides of the 

conflict.126 

 Freemasonry was a massive asset to the Revolution and its revolutionaries. It 

contributed heavily to the cohesion and success of the Revolution's politics and military 

by “facilitating social climbing, promotion, and class cohesion of officers in the 
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Continental Army... 42 percent of the army's generals joined the brotherhood before or 

during the war.” For the Revolutionary Army's officers, Freemasonry offered similar 

advantages to those it would have for ambitious men in future generations; it “offered 

lower-status officers an entrée to polite society and social endorsement and contributed to 

the development of an esprit de corps among officers who came from very diverse 

geographical, social, and religious backgrounds.”127 Much like its British counterpart, the 

Continental Army developed ambulatory lodges that allowed military Freemasons to 

gather wherever they were stationed. The spread of Freemasonry throughout the 

Continental Army directly counteracted the inherent lack of cohesion among the various 

colonies and their representatives. The adaptation of British Freemasonry into the 

American cause helped “create the sense of common purpose necessary for the survival 

of the army – and thus the success of the Revolution itself.” Even after the war had 

ended, Freemasonry eased the transition of veterans into civilization society by enabling 

them “to maintain group solidarity, as well as friendships and contacts, forged in 

wartime.”128 Freemasonry, being the main vehicle of American associational life during 

the Revolutionary War, demonstrates the universality of the applications of the 

associational model. It was used as a social and organizational tool by officers on both 

sides of the conflict, as well as easing the transition of the colonies from being mere 

holdings of the British Empire to establishing a nation (and a Freemasonry) of its own. 

 After the Civil War, the nation, though politically and legally reunited, still had 

not overcome the regional differences and debates that had caused the war in the first 

place. Though the Union victory seemed to have decided the question of secession's 
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legality, the antebellum tensions had not diminished. American civic leaders sought so 

solve this problem through internal and external means. While the nationalizing effects of 

voluntary associations, imposing a federal system of sociability and organization, have 

been discussed earlier in this chapter, American foreign policy also contributed to the 

decline of sectionalism. In the period following the Civil War, the United States pursued 

an increasingly expansionist foreign policy, turning the focus of its citizens outward 

while decreasing the inter-regional strife that had defined American politics up until that 

point. As Americans sought to expand their way of life and governmental philosophy 

around the world, they lessened their focus upon the centuries-old North-South divide. In 

this process, best expressed by the imperialist opportunities of the Spanish-American 

War, the country's voluntary associations saw a chance to unconsciously follow the 

pattern set by imperial British Freemasonry and follow the flag to new American colonies 

such as Cuba and the Philippines. 

 After the war broke out in 1898, Elk Grand Exalted Ruler Meade D. Detweiler 

released a circular recommending that each lodge adopt a resolution in support of the 

war. Interestingly, this resolution emphasized that the “Benevolent and Protective Order 

of Elks, emphatically and exclusively an American Order, in this hour of the nation's 

appeal to patriotism in defense of its rights and the rights of humanity, responds to its 

sense of duty, its love of country, and its devotion to the great American ideas which gave 

it birth.”129 The resolution, in addition to merely supporting the war, pledged financial 

support for Elks who enlisted in the military during the conflict. The resolution 

demonstrates the willingness of Elks to support what was viewed as a global nationalist 
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endeavor, while simultaneously emphasizing the profoundly domestic nature of the 

association. The year 1898 had been one of massive growth for the Order, increasing its 

membership by around twenty percent, from 36,515 to 44,252. In the heat of this 

expansion, some Elks sought to follow American influence to the former Spanish 

holdings. In 1899, there were “applications to form Elks Lodges in Honolulu, Manila, 

and Havana, Cuba” which were “declined for the reason that the time had not yet arrived 

for instituting lodges in those places.”130 The Elks, who had previously emphasized their 

Americanness, were hesitant to expand their association beyond national borders. In this 

sentiment, Elk leadership displayed a reticence to export their fraternity to a region of the 

world they deemed not ready for their influence. Even today, the Elks have barely left the 

United States, with a single lodge in each of Guam, Puerto Rico, and the Panama Canal 

Zone.131  As such, they have remained firmly within the boundaries set by American 

imperialism, allowing the organization to remain distinctly of the United States. 

 The Shriners, another association that originated in the United States, considered 

and rejected the idea of international lodges. At the 1899 Shriners gathering in Buffalo, 

the “Imperial Potentate reported he didn't think it necessary... to take up the time of the 

Imperial Council with a program to establish temples in England, Mexico, or the 

Sandwich Islands. He didn't even mention the Philippines, for which there had been 

agitation for a new temple.” This initiative, inspired by the presence of American troops 

and civilian personnel, would have followed the British imperial pattern set by the 

Freemasons. This failure “ended the prime effort to establish temples outside of North 
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America.”132 Even today, the Shriners barely have an international presence outside of 

North America, with one shrine in each of Germany, Panama, Puerto Rico, and the 

Philippines.133 Unlike the British Freemasons, who had augmented imperialism, 

American associations, who had very little reason to fear expansion, seemed reticent to 

follow suit. This hesitancy to get involved in international affairs faded in the next two 

decades, and was totally gone by the time of the First World War. Even then, their 

program did not constitute international growth as much as the expansion of the 

fraternity's power and prestige in the continental United States. 

The First World War: Associations as Partners and Adversaries of American 

Internationalism 

 By the time the United States entered the First World War, its associations had 

become massive, prominent in public and private life. The country had “more than twenty 

coexisting voluntary membership organizations... Almost all of these associations were 

federations, in which regularly meeting local chapters sent representatives to regular state 

or regional and national meetings.”134 These associations spanned both local and national 

society, and multiple decades of constant growth had made them a vital part of the 

increasingly national nature of American life. The First World War was the country's first 

military conflict comprised mainly of soldiers conscripted nationally rather than joining 

state militias. Domestic organization for the war, much like that which had occurred 

during the Civil War, required coordinated organization between the government and 
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private sectors, resulting in an “associative state,” marked by “partnerships between 

federal agencies and business groups, with some participation by the leadership of the 

American Federation of Labor.”135 In addition to this narrative, which tends to 

predominate discussions of the First World War, characterized by institutions such as the 

War Industries Board and Food Administration, existed a vibrant connection between the 

government and voluntary associations. Where the Civil War had spawned a number of 

associations that were necessary to prosecute the war and manage its many resources, the 

First World War engendered far fewer. Twentieth-century American civil society “was 

already networked with a rich array of popularly rooted, cross-class voluntary 

federations, many of which were able and very willing to enter into wartime partnerships 

with government.”136 The government would come to depend on these partnerships in 

order to achieve their wartime goals of recruitment and resource management, to sell 

“Liberty Bonds” and conserve foodstuffs. In order to achieve these goals, the government 

came to depend on local “opinion leaders” to serve as intermediaries for wartime goals. 

The federal government “relied on partnerships with voluntary organizations – and it 

needed groups with extensive networks and popular roots.”137 The federal associational 

structure described earlier in this chapter, which grew to mirror that of the national 

government after the Civil War, was key in organizing and winning the First World War.  

 The war was organized through “popular campaigns involving the national, state, 

and local bodies of more than two dozen leading voluntary federations (and many smaller 

federations as well).” These associations “figured in every aspect of war mobilization, 

from drafting, training, and supporting troops, to raising money to pay for the war, to 
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heightening industrial and agricultural production, to conserving resources in order to 

maximize their deployment abroad.” Associations such as the YMCA and Red Cross 

repeated the sorts of services they had provided in previous wars, ranging from “the 

recreational to the spiritual, supporting the newly mobilized soldiers in training camps, in 

transit, and on the European fronts.” Much like the British had used ambulatory lodges of 

Freemasonry to extend “Britishness” around the world, YMCA “huts” traveled with the 

troops were advertised as “homes away from home,” helping to bring the comfort and 

fraternity of American life to the brutal European war.138 Associations like the YMCA, 

which were at the forefront of associational life in the Great War, were granted great 

power to spread their influence to the war-front in conjunction with the responsibilities 

they had to mobilize the war effort. 

 The war created a hierarchy of voluntary associations, as organizations less 

closely tied to the war effort were subservient to those that were. For instance, the 

Benevolent and Protective Order of Elks found itself “conducting a national fundraising 

campaign for the Salvation Army.” The international expansion of organizations such as 

the YMCA was not matched by many other associations during the war. Even though the 

success of the American war effort required immense contribution from many 

associations, its organizers “also aimed for efficiency and wanted to avoid duplication of 

efforts. So they required associations to work together and limited the number that could 

officially gain direct access to military encampments and fronts.” This idea was 

revolutionary in associational-governmental relations. Whereas before “local 

communities and particular associations tended to maintain direct ties to units of 'their 

men' in the military, without going through central authorities either to gain information 
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or to make deliveries,” the government now more directly facilitated the war effort. 

Access to military units was tightly controlled and granted to official national mobilizers 

exclusively.139 This is not to say, however, that other associations were not crucial to the 

domestic war effort. For instance, in the state of Iowa alone, “some 43 federated networks 

and more than 12,500 congregations and chapters were reportedly involved in food 

conservation drives... Iowa may well have been one of the most civically engaged states, 

but it was not unique. Voluntary associations reports and other state and community 

histories tell the same tale, again and again.” Organizing the war was a massive endeavor, 

taking place at all levels of society and government, administered at a local level by 

willing associations. 

 In the summer of 1917, the Benevolent and Protective Order of Elks entered 

enthusiastically in support of the war effort, providing a pledge of “the best that we have 

to offer in service at the front and in resource and fealty at home, today and always.” In 

order to accomplish this, the Elks embarked upon a twofold project, giving “first 

consideration to the sick and wounded on the battlefields of France and equip base 

hospitals for their care,” and creating a fund for war relief work. The Grand Lodge 

appropriated one million dollars for these goals, establishing a Wartime Relief 

Commission to distribute the funds. The Elks built hospitals on the war front and at 

home, in France, Boston, Ohio, and even proposing one in New Orleans. These domestic 

projects, meant to house injured soldiers, spanned the nation, North and South.140 The 

Elks, in an institutional biography, portray their assistance to the Salvation Army during 

the war as crucial to the success of that organization's cause, citing Commander 
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Evangeline's Booth's statement that “I say without hesitancy that our organization could 

not have achieved its exceptional success in this war, but for the splendid, practical, 

tangible aid that was rendered to us by the Elks.” The fusion of Elk finances and 

Salvation Army instruments provided wartime to relief to many soldiers overseas.141  

 Elk historian James R. Nicholson also recounts “the Government's recognition of 

the Order of Elks as an effective agency for nationwide service.” Describing it as “the 

first fraternal organization whose aid was sought in the movement for food conservation 

during the war,” Nicholson demonstrates great pride in the connection that was built 

between the government and national associations during the war. Elk membership grew 

by almost 60 percent in the course of the war.142 In addition, “more than 70,000 Elks saw 

service under the Stars and Stripes in every part of the vast war machine and when peace 

finally came more than 1,000 Elks had made the supreme sacrifice.” General John J. 

Pershing, delivering a speech at New York Lodge No. 1, said that “I know of no 

organization or body of men whose patriotism, whose loyalty, and whose benevolence 

have contributed in a greater degree... We have felt the national benefits of your efforts to 

carry forward the principles for which America has stood in this war.”143 The Elks, 

participating in both war-front and domestic organization, invested themselves heavily in 

the result of the conflict, and by extension, the expansion of Wilson's foreign policy 

overseas. 

 Associations not only served logistical purposes for the war effort, they also 
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helped raise morale. The Shriners, for instance, contributed their festivities to the cause. 

As the organization's official history puts it, “for the temple units, it was parade, parade, 

parade.”144 These parades evidenced a “noticeable trend toward patriotism” in the 

organization. The many parades were “held designed to raise funds for the Red Cross and 

other patriotic organizations... The Shriners were not only the best parade group in every 

city, but were by far the most colorful.” When the United States entered the war, 

“temples, as if they had planned it, swung into high gear. All available funds were 

invested in Liberty Bonds. Special Liberty Loan auctions were held. The Imperial 

Potentate was called in by Food Administrator Herbert C. Hoover, and the Shrine 

curtailed its banquet operations.” The Shrine fused its festive atmosphere with the 

patriotic propaganda of the day, and curtailed its traditional largesse to support the war 

effort in terms of funds and rations. Nonetheless, the Shriners continued to pride 

themselves for the conviviality and joy they brought to the national mood. As 

contemporary Imperial Potentate Charles E. Ovenshire put it, “In a world so full of 

sorrow, the Mystic Shrine has added a touch of happiness with its ceremonials and 

afforded an opportunity of touching elbows with friends and giving one another the moral 

support so much needed when civilization itself has been tottering, while at the same time 

it has cooperated with every branch of government in every way.” The Great War gave 

the Shrine the opportunity to do what they always did, and be rewarded for it. During the 

War, the Shrine passed the quarter of a million mark in its membership, with 11,649 

serving in the military and almost 2,800 Nobles joining the order while in uniform.145 The 
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affluent Shriners doubled in size during the course of the war, due partly to heavy 

recruitment within the military, as well as evidencing the culmination of the massive 

membership drives of past decades. The men who had joined the Freemasons in previous 

decades came of age within the order, being able to achieve their highest ranks while 

participating in the patriotic profusion of the war effort.146 

 Voluntary associations provided perhaps their greatest impact on the way they lent 

“their internal communications to the shaping of public opinion in support of America's 

newfangled engagement in a European war.” The First World War was by no means 

popular or widely accepted at its outset. Involvement in the clash of empires on the Old 

World seemed to be in direct contradiction to the nation's founding principles, laid out in 

Washington's Farewell Address. Promoting the war through local organizations had a 

profound impact on the success of Washington's pro-war media blitz. As historian Preston 

William Slosson put it, “a national bureaucracy might possibly have handled the 

problems of war administration more efficiently... but it could not have enlisted an equal 

degree of popular enthusiasm.” The participation of local community leaders, as well as 

the holistic participation of local organizations in food drives and the draft, “made the 

war national as no congressional resolution or presidential proclamation could have.” As 

the government gained the advantage of increased mobilization in its war effort, the 

nation's associations “gained visibility and legitimacy with the general public – and this 

was surely valuable to associations dependent on membership recruitment and dues.” The 

needs of supporting the war effort dovetailed with the ideals of the country's associations, 
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as a “way to honor “manly” patriotic service in fraternal lodges and feminine caring in 

women's clubs and auxiliaries. Idealizations of patriotism, community service, and 

brotherhood and sisterhood along class lines were already standard in American civic 

culture.” Thus, World War I offered associations the possibility to gain legitimacy with 

the American public and its government without compromising their values, in fact 

bolstering them through participation in one of the largest national projects the country 

had ever engaged in.147 

 The First World War was not universally beneficial for America's voluntary 

associations. For some, it was a “very dark time. A new kind of nationalistic endeavor, 

this war was conducted by U.S. Authorities uneasy about managing a society divided by 

class, ethnicity, and politics.” The all-encompassing nature of the government's 

propaganda blitz in the face of widespread dissent created an atmosphere extremely harsh 

to dissident groups. As the Wilson administration sought to associate American public 

opinion with an Anglo-American alliance, associations which “suddenly found 

themselves on the wrong ethnic side of the international alignment of friends and 

enemies” were hindered.  For instance, Irish-American groups such as the Ancient Order 

of Hibernians, who retained a nationalist resentment of England, grew until World War I, 

“but then went into a decline and never regained the same momentum.” On the other 

hand, the Knights of Columbus, another Irish-dominated group, “strongly supported the 

war effort and was made an official partner with the War Department. During and after 

the war, the Knights of Columbus gained members and prestige, partially at the expense 

of other Irish and Catholic associations.”148 Cooperation with the American war effort 
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required a total submission to the American cause, even if it came at the expense of 

ethnic interests. For an association to survive and thrive in the war, it would have to 

discard its roots. 

 The decline of associations unwilling to support the British cause pales in 

comparison to the fate of German-American organizations. Having long enjoyed a rich 

social and cultural life in the United States, being one of the major immigrant groups to 

the nation, the “visibly distinctive associational world of German Americans” was 

nonetheless “largely destroyed during World War I.”149 Reflecting the age-old fears of 

immigrants to the United States serving as sleeper agents for their home countries, the 

government attacked German organizations it deemed potentially subversive. For 

instance, the German-American National Alliance was “immediately targeted when the 

United States went to war with Germany.” After being investigated by Congress as being 

potentially harmful to the war effort, the organization lost much of its membership, 

causing it to disband and donate its remaining funds to the Red Cross, an officially-

sanctioned national organization. Pressure against ethnic organizations identified with the 

enemy hastened the process of assimilation, as they were “anxious to distance themselves 

from ethnic markers.”150 The First World War was famously used by Woodrow Wilson as 

an opportunity to promote the idea of the United States as an international actor. In order 

to accomplish this task, he had to work to convince a population averse to unnecessary 

international entanglements to intervene in the Great War. The quashing of dissent 

extended to associations diametrically opposed to aspects of the war effort. The 
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articulation of an American international identity came at the expense of the vibrancy and 

diversity of the nation's associational life. Some associations did grow and thrive, but 

only ones who followed the American war agenda. Fraternal associations lost their ability 

to be engines of protest as well as patriotism. 

Conclusion 

 Even as the war aims of the Wilson administration decreased the diversity and 

overall representativeness of the country's voluntary associations, the experience of the 

war nonetheless demonstrated the evolution of the organizations as national actors. The 

increase in prominence of fraternal associations was spurred by national projects such as 

war and territorial expansion. The modern voluntary association emerged from the 

organizational necessities of the Civil War and reached their zenith in the First World 

War.  The strength of fraternal associations in this period resulted from the way they 

adapted to the nation's increasingly federalist political and social structure. If the Civil 

War's bloody battles had stymied the hopes of the country's rise as an international power 

in the middle of the nineteenth century, the following period evidences as conscious 

retreat from sectional feuds. In the wake of a war that had pitted brother against brother, 

the allure of fraternal organizations that created a national brotherhood seemed apropos. 

Voluntary associations proved to be a useful organizational tool for the national 

government, placed alongside churches and patriotic associations as key methods of 

creating an interface between the state and its citizens. Associations helped to create and 

reinforce a national identity for those who joined them, easing the transition from a 

country of isolated communities to translocal interests, a group of feuding regions to an 

expansionist international force. 
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Chapter Three: Fraternal Associations as Institutions of Oppression and Agency 

 The Improved Benevolent and Protective Order of Elks of the World was an 

African American fraternal order created in the mold of its white predecessor three 

decades after the founding of the original fraternity. It faced its fair share of legal 

difficulties as it resisted the secret ritual of an organization that had rejected black 

membership. The association was created by Arthur J. Riggs, “a former slave, black 

Pythian organizer, and Pullman porter ‘‘who was active in public affairs among Negro 

citizens,” who “managed to procure a copy of the white Elks ritual.” Riggs' involvement 

with the black Knights of Pythias, the largest African American fraternal association, had 

given him the organizational training to establish an association of his own. He was 

aware that “white Elks had failed to legally protect their ritual, so blacks were able to 

obtain a copyright from the Library of Congress.”151 This raised the ire of the white Elks, 

who declared at their 1906 Grand Lodge convention that the year would be notable for 

“the action of prosecutions and legislation against Negro lodges, to put the African 

imitator out of business.” In that year, New York, the home state of the Elk order, passed 

“a trademark bill, the Grattan Law, making it a misdemeanor to wear the badge or button 

or to use the name, insignia, officer titles, rituals, or ceremonies of the BPOE and a 

number of other organizations without being a member.”152 This was a direct challenge to 

the black Elks; they often “wore BPOE pins because the IBPOEW did not have its own 

official pin and the BPOE pin was readily available commercially.”153 In 1905, the stage 

was set for a long legal battle when, “on a complaint by the deputy grand exalted ruler of 
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the national BPOE, the Yonkers police arrested an IBPOEW member for wearing a 

BPOE emblem and pin.”154 The white Elk horror at having to share an associational 

identity with the African Americans they had rejected spurred over a decade of legal 

debate. 

 The most powerful and prominent fraternal voluntary associations were made up 

of and dominated by white middle-class males who used the organizations as tools for 

social advancement and sociability. American associations have tended to echo the 

gender and racial inequalities present in the domestic and public spheres. Despite many 

of the nation's immigrant ethnic groups gaining agency through membership in or 

creation of voluntary organizations, women and African Americans had to contend with a 

social structure that limited their ability to organize without objection. In this chapter, I 

will be examining the role played by those who had been excluded from mainstream 

associational life. Women had to contend with the tension between their domestic duty as 

moralizing forces and their striving to take part in private associational life, expressed 

through the conflict between temperance societies and fraternal organizations. Women, 

even when integrated into associational life, were admitted in a reduced and subservient 

capacity to their fathers and husbands. Similarly, African Americans were uniformly 

rejected from white associations, thus founding their own parallel and distinctive fraternal 

orders in order to achieve personal and racial advancement. Ranging from copies of white 

associations, down to their very rituals, to new and unique organizations, African 

Americans had to overcome legal and social hurdles in order to create and maintain 

fraternal orders. Even though mainstream white fraternal orders did not welcome full 

female or black membership, the model nonetheless proved useful to those its 
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organizations scorned. If voluntary associations acted as an extremely popular 

organizational method by which ambitious and sociable people could advance in society, 

they also served to reinforce the unequal social structure of their era. However, they also 

acted as a method for the oppressed to organize and fight for greater equality. 

Women's Auxiliaries: Moral Centers for a Fraternal World 

 The nineteenth-century fraternal order had been defined by its exclusion of 

women. The many activities organized and experienced by members of these associations 

were “collective, public, extrafamilial, and restricted to men (though women might in 

some cases be present as onlookers).”155 The gender divisions stringently exercised by 

fraternal organizations served to “promote solidarity  

among men, to reinforce men's separation from women, and thus to validate and facilitate 

the exercise of masculine power.”156 Fraternal organizations thus tended to echo 

masculine supremacy in society, as well as reinforcing it by granting men exclusive 

meeting places outside the home. Toward the end of the nineteenth century, this 

traditional order seemed to be under attack on multiple fronts. Women were traditionally 

considered to have a great deal of authority in the domestic sphere. On the other hand, the 

public sphere was supposed to be a masculine domain, yet women, agitating for suffrage 

and temperance, challenged masculine domination in politics and society. Contemporary 

male critics asserted that women, by pursuing activities outside of the home, were 

rejecting their domestic duties as wives and mothers, alleging that entry into the public 

sphere was degrading the feminine commitment to the creation of a moral and stable 

home life. In response, women “justified their activities by portraying them as an 
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expansion, rather than a rejection” of these roles.157 Moral crusades such as the 

movements for temperance and the abolition of slavery were thus folded rhetorically into 

the domestic arena.158 

 These debates over gender roles in public life fostered a tricky division in the 

associational domain. As men attempted to use fraternal associations as a way to create a 

persistent and dependable masculine-dominated social space, the realities of the 

expansion within the feminine public sphere forced the organizations to adapt. At first, 

fraternal associations tried to expand the domestic sphere into the lodge, incorporating 

women symbolically into the fraternal system while preserving its fundamentally 

masculine organizational nature.  This solution proved temporary, as women, increasing 

ever more frequently in organized public activities, demanded a more active role in lodge 

life. Fraternal leaders sought a compromise, a solution that would accommodate the 

demands of women “without jeopardizing their orders' masculine character.” Meanwhile, 

women who did not want to shirk the domestic division of labor entirely wanted to 

maintain their role while also pursuing their social and political agenda in public. Their 

solution was to develop “auxiliaries to reconcile their conflicting desires for feminine 

autonomy and masculine approval.” The influence of domestic ideology makes 

nineteenth-century gender history in fraternal orders “one of negotiation and 

accommodation as well as domination, as men and women challenged each other's 

models of communal life.”159 If the lodge was supposed to function as a man's family 
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outside of the home, how could it be reconciled with the demands of one's legal and 

religious responsibilities as a father and husband? The ensuing compromise would marry 

the two families, enveloping the domestic structure within the fraternal. 

 The attempts to reconcile Freemasonry and femininity were complicated by the 

tensions between the order and conceptions of the duties of the feminine sphere. 

Freemasonry, as a social institution in the United States, advertised itself as a way to 

attain and maintain morality. This goal, which was at the very center of the utopian 

Masonry movement, had traditionally been conceived as a “special responsibility” for 

women, who were expected to give “moral education and spiritual influence through the 

agency of the family and woman's role as wife and mother.”160 Because Freemasonry and 

other associations were conceived as an alternative to the family, they “inevitably aroused 

antagonism at a time when so many Americans, both men and women, believed that 

virtue could be secured only by the agency of women.”161 Women were seen as a positive 

influence meant to counterbalance the corrupting effects of the business world. Because 

they rejected the participation of women, “the Masons were repeatedly condemned for 

being cut off from the ennobling influence of women; it was said that their rites were 

devised to harden the heart, stultify the conscience, and to eradicate every degree of 

moral sensibility.”162 Masonic associations were thus set against domesticity, not only 

because they encouraged a masculine life away from the household, rife with drinking 

and socialization, but also because they challenged the female monopoly on republican 

virtue. 
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 Women played, even in the antebellum period, a large role in voluntary reform 

movements. Even though these memberships would later be perceived as anti-domestic, a 

danger to the established familial order, they emerged from a milieu that had encouraged 

women to pursue moral righteousness inside and outside the home. Women's moral 

organizations were as old as the republic itself, with women having “participated in 

mission and charity work as early as the 1790s; and by the 1830s, they were deeply 

committed to a host of reform organizations from Bible and tract societies through the 

female moral reform organizations to antislavery and feminism.”163 Participation in such 

organizations allowed women to pursue a political agenda “without appearing to strain 

too far the conventional limits on female decorum.” Temperance, the moral crusade most 

associated with women in particular, bridged the gap between women's domestic role as a 

moral force and the dawn of women's movements pursuing the sex's special interests. 

Despite being programs of moral reform to society as a whole, women's voluntary reform 

organizations nonetheless “gained influence because temperance could encompass a 

number of issues of special concern to women.”164 The ability to organize politically to 

achieve a religious and moral goal such as temperance tended to protect wives and 

daughters from drunken male abusers. This was necessary because the law was 

insufficient in its protection of female dependents from domestic male figures. Women 

were socially granted the upper hand in matters of religion and morality, and temperance 

societies represent the conscious use of this advantage by women for self-defense and 

advancement. 

 In order to promote abstinence from alcohol, temperance societies would organize 
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lectures that demonized alcohol, stressing its detrimental effects upon the family. They 

would emphasize “violence, abuse of children, and poverty attendant upon male drinking, 

not only in working class families but also on occasions among the middle classes.”165 

They not only addressed the harmful effects of alcohol upon men and their families, but 

also stressed the universality of the problem. The wives and children of drinkers were 

said to suffer, rich or poor, and men who would drink outside the home were said to be 

detrimental to the physical and spiritual health of a family. Such drinking commonly took 

place in male fraternal gatherings, where men could focus on sociability outside of the 

family. In the eyes of temperance societies, fraternal lodges, bastions of drinking and 

false families, led to men shirking their end of the domestic responsibilities. Women 

reformers portrayed the problem of alcohol as “a glaring and critical example of the 

sexual subordination of women.” Many temperance reform organizations, such as the 

Washingtonian Total Abstinence Society, “chose not to agitate for women's political and 

property rights, which seemed 'so far distant' from achievement because they were 

dependent on the actions of (male) 'legislatures and constitutional conventions.'” Instead, 

they focused on the issues which “effect our happiness more directly than the splendid 

privileges or immunities of a political character,” especially the right of every woman 

to “have a sober husband.”166 In antebellum temperance societies, women used their 

social advantages of being seen as moral superiors to men, leveraging their reputation 

and domestic duty as moral evangelists to pursue a political agenda. Even though they 

tended to eschew the right of suffrage, they nonetheless worked to improve their 
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condition within an unequal system of domesticity. If fraternal orders offered brothers 

the opportunity to take care of each other, to expand the definition and benefits of 

family to fictive kin they associated with socially, temperance societies were designed 

to offer a similar benefit. They encouraged the growth of a sisterhood that was 

cognizant of the unbalanced nature of the domestic contract and sought to rectify it. 

 Some associations, such as the Odd Fellows and Masons, attempted to reconcile 

the domesticity dispute by bringing women into the associational fold, albeit in a 

diminished capacity. In order to “defuse feminine opposition to secret fraternalism and to 

accommodate secret fraternalism to the claims of domesticity,” these associations 

established honorary degrees for women.167 Women had been key contributors to the anti-

Masonic frenzy in American politics and culture for the first half of the nineteenth 

century. In an attempt to reduce sources of future antagonism to Masonic associations, 

Freemason Robert Morris established the Order of the Eastern Star in 1850. Similarly, 

Odd Fellow Schuyler Colfax urged the creation of the Rebekah degree. These auxiliaries 

were open to both men and women, but were only available to women who were wives 

and daughters to lodge members. In an attempt to demonstrate that “fraternalism was 

beneficial to women, despite their exclusion from it.” Robert Morris, in order to 

demonstrate the necessity of women's auxiliaries, told stories such as “The Tongue Too 

Silent,” in which a widow dies because she did not accept the help she would have 

received “had she exhibited any little token of a Masonic character that would barely 

have caught the eye without shocking the mind with a brazen effrontery.”168 Even though 
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women were not inclined to support or trust the Masonic orders that kept men away from 

their families, Morris asserts that women would be best served to take the mutual-aid 

opportunities presented to them due to their association with the lodge. Masons and Odd 

Fellows created orders explicitly to emphasize these benefits while coaching women in 

the proper duties of domestic life. 

 As I wrote in Chapter 1, fraternal associations functioned as mutual aid societies. 

Women's auxiliaries were conceived as a way to convert hostile female opponents into 

ones who realized “the support that could be theirs in time of need.” Even if associations 

such as the Freemasons attempted to provide a second, all-male, family for their 

members, they nonetheless tried to “make good on the order's rhetoric of family devotion 

and to demonstrate to women its commitment to their well-being.”169 Despite his desire 

for women to become more invested in Freemasonry, Robert Morris nonetheless wanted 

them to remain in a separate sphere. While men were forced to “confront life's sordid 

realities,” women belonged in a sphere “in the heavens, ours within the lodge, and though 

her light and warmth may reach us, her form cannot enter.”170 The boisterous realities of 

lodge life thus challenged the sexual division of spiritual labor. 

 The Odd Fellows had emphasized women's moral duties in domesticity, as well as 

the possibility for fraternal mutual aid in its formulation and creation of a Ladies' Degree. 

It would “provide an incentive for men to ascend to higher degrees, since the Ladies' 

Degree would be restricted to Scarlet Degree holders and their wives. Second, these 

women could be requisitioned to help in the duty of visiting sick members.” Odd Fellow 

Schuyler Colfax, justifying the creation of the Ladies' Degree, argues that the “kindly 
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nursing” offered by women was much more effective than “the assiduous and constant 

attendance of man.” This argument “represents not only a typical nineteenth-century 

portrayal of woman's special gifts but also some backing off from the idea of full 

fraternal self-sufficiency in the performance of moral obligations.”171 Women were, at 

least in the case of the Odd Fellows, integrated into fraternal associational life, much as 

their husbands and fathers were. Feminine opposition to the all-male world of brothers in 

the lodge had revealed the weakness of the system; men could not claim a full emphasis 

on moral development if their wives were absent from such a large portion of their lives. 

Integrating women into the fictive kinship of the fraternal lodge did not entail sisterhood 

to the association's brothers. Instead, the demands of domesticity were entwined with the 

lodge's system of mutual aid. Just as men were brothers to all within the lodge, women 

would be wives and mothers to all, at least when performing their fraternal 

responsibilities. 

 The 1919 edition of the ritual of the Order of the Eastern Star demonstrates the 

purely domestic nature of the order. The titular star features five points, each representing 

a degree of the association. Each degree is named after a biblical figure, defined by their 

relationship to a man, namely “Adah, the 

daughter; Ruth, the widow; Esther, the wife; Martha, the sister; and Electa, the 

mother.”172 Whereas the duties of fraternal associations consisted of men's 

responsibilities for other men, the Order of the Eastern Star emphasized the principle of 

men and women mutually administering duties and benefits to each other within the 

overall familial metaphor. The order framed itself “upon the principle that whatever 
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benefits are due by Masons to the wives, daughters, mothers, widows and sisters of 

Masons, reciprocal duties are due from them to the Brotherhood.”173 The lengthy 

initiation ceremony into the order was aimed to reinforce the domestic role of women as 

a moralizing force. The candidate is instructed through stories about each of the female 

biblical figures who represent the five points of the Eastern Star. For instance, Adah, the 

daughter, sacrificed her own life in order to ensure that her father held true to a vow he 

had made. She is said to represent Fidelity, “teaching us to be faithful to all moral 

obligations.”174 On a similar note, candidates were presented the story of Esther, the 

Jewish wife of a Persian King, who risked her life to prevent the massacre of the Jewish 

people in his kingdom. Esther's willingness to die in an attempt to prevent her husband's 

immoral actions is interpreted by the order as a “symbol of Light, Purity and Joy and 

should teach us that a pure and upright life is above the tongue of reproach.”175 The 

stories of Adah and Esther, who represent daughters and wives, reveal the order's 

emphasis on the moral duties of womanhood, supplementing the Masonic project to 

reform the entire world. If Freemasonry was supposed to be the utopian seed of a better 

society, the women of the Order of the Eastern Star were expected to coax that seed and 

make sure it grew properly. 

 After being verified as worthy of the order due to familial association with a 

Mason, the candidate is deemed worthy “of the important trust with which we are about 

to invest you.” The Order of the Eastern Star is firmly established as supplementary to the 

male Masonic orders; the Initiation Ritual says that “here they may share with the 

Masonic brother in promulgating the principles of Brotherly Love, Relief and Truth. Here 
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we may aid, comfort and protect each other in our journey through the labyrinth of 

human life, and by cheerful companionship and social enjoyments, lighten the burdens of 

active duty.”176 The existence of a feminine Masonic order was thus a compromise, meant 

to simultaneously assuage some of the association's most vehement opponents while 

serving to enrich the moral lives of male Masons. The involvement of women in a male-

dominated fraternal organization was constrained by the tenets of domesticity and bound 

by ritual to the support of husbands, fathers, and sons. Women had been a public 

challenge to the existence and practices of fraternal associations. Their crusades against 

alcohol and the resulting absentee husbands and fathers were a threat to the private world 

of brothers and lodges. In order to neutralize the disparity between husbands and wives in 

the associational arena, women were brought into the lodge fold in a subservient capacity. 

Their purpose was not sociability, but rather responsibility as a wife or mother, rather 

than a fraternal sister. 

African American Associations: A Separate Nation of Joiners 

 African-Americans, despite being excluded from the fraternal associations that 

proved so dominant in white society, nonetheless enjoyed a vibrant parallel associational 

structure. Gunnar Myrdal wrote in 1964 that “despite the fact that they are predominantly 

lower class, Negroes are more inclined to join associations than are whites; in this 

respect... Negroes are 'exaggerated' Americans.”177 Theda Skocpol and Jennifer Lynn 

Oser assert that black fraternal federations operated parallel in both era and structure to 

white-dominated associations. Their position in society was quite distinct, however, as 

they “did not span as many states as white groups, and local lodges were often smaller 
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and more fragile. Where they were organized, however, African American fraternal 

groups often created more lodges per capita and involved a higher proportion of adults 

than white fraternals.”178 In a country hostile to the democratic and social rights of 

African Americans as a group to organize, the idea of a mutual aid society would have 

proven quite attractive. Studies from “the early 1800s through the 1930s suggest that free 

African Americans always had a strong proclivity to form mutual assistance groups tied 

to particular churches, neighborhoods, or occupational groups.” These groups may even 

have originated amongst slaves, and “they certainly proliferated when African Americans 

enjoyed the slightest modicum of rights to organize. Pre–Civil War southern cities, for 

example, exempted mutual aid societies from laws otherwise 'forbidding the meetings of 

free persons of color.'” This exception inspired the proliferation of local benevolent 

groups. The abundance of these associations “may have conditioned African Americans 

to join larger fraternal organizations as they emerged and spread.”179 African American 

associations arguably had more appeal than their white counterparts, and grew to share 

their translocal nature. They ran the gamut from fraternal societies to moral reform 

groups, serving to advance the position of African Americans in a country that had 

proven hostile to their fundamental rights. 

 African American fraternal associations, despite the many roadblocks put in their 

way, followed a similar trajectory of growth to white groups. Skocpol and Oser point out 

that foundings of translocal African American fraternal federations “surged right after the 

Civil War and proliferated again during the 1880s as blacks were facing the end of 

Reconstruction and the loss of many political rights and at a time when white insurance 
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companies refused to write policies for blacks.” In the twentieth century, African 

American organizations further expanded in the wake of the increased restrictions of Jim 

Crow society. It seems that African American fraternities grew “during decades when 

other avenues of civic organization and economic advancement were tightening for 

blacks.”180 The promise of mutual aid and social advancement was key to the growth and 

prominence of African American groups, much as it also was for the Elks and Shriners. 

Even though some types of associations, such as temperance associations and national 

military veterans' organizations, allowed equal black membership, the majority of major 

fraternal societies, including the Masons, Elks, Knights of Pythias, and Odd Fellows, 

“had explicit racial exclusion clauses in their constitutions or regularly practiced racial 

exclusion.” Because the fraternal ethos claimed to “espouse values of patriotism and 

universal brotherhood and sisterhood under God, African Americans invariably protested 

the hypocrisy of racist exclusion by white fraternal orders.”181 When protest failed, 

African Americans established parallel associations to receive the same benefits their 

white counterparts had. These associations tended to have similar names and rituals to 

white associations, albeit with different goals and motivations in their admission 

practices. Some, such as the Prince Hall Masons, were extraordinarily strict in regard to 

who they allowed to enter the fraternity. 

Prince Hall Masons: A Parallel Bourgeois Identity 

 The Prince Hall Masons have the distinction of being the oldest and best known 

example of a parallel African American fraternal association. The order originated in 

1775, when “Prince Hall, a West Indian mulatto of free status, and fifteen other blacks 
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were initiated by a British Army Lodge stationed in Boston.” A year later, this group 

formed African Lodge No. 1. The new lodge had bylaws that heralded the twin ideas of 

black Freemasonry. The African Lodge evinced its being less limited in its admissions 

than its white counterparts, noting that “All preferment amonge us is by Real Worth and 

Personal merit only.” In addition, the future Prince Hall Masons wished to establish 

themselves as elites in the black community, saying that “We [will] admit [no one not] 

having a tongue of Good Reporte.”182 In 1787, the African Lodge “applied for and 

received a charter from the Grand Lodge of England itself, the mother lodge of 

Freemasonry.” They had not immediately resorted to international approval for their 

lodge, first having “repeatedly attempted to obtain a warrant from the white Masons of 

Massachusetts, but the Americans had not responded favorably” even though Prince Hall 

was friendly with many of Boston's leading Masons.183 Prince Hall sought to “open the 

Masonic fraternity to black men” as “part of his personal efforts to raise the status of his 

race in America, to force the equal treatment of all men according to their individual 

merits, not their ascribed characteristics.” He was trying to rectify the injustice faced by 

free blacks, who found that “emancipation brought a status above that of slave but 

beneath that of citizen.”184 Prince Hall Freemasonry concerned itself with ending slavery 

as well as “ending external restraints upon blacks and with encouraging their self-

improvement so they could effectively perform as first-class citizens.”185 Prince Hall 

Masonry dedicated itself to raising the status of African Americans within society to 

equality with whites, while promoting individuals who were deemed by the lodges the 
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best of their race.  

 By the time of Reconstruction, Prince Hall Masonry had become “a solid, highly 

prestigious, relatively small fraternity... While the Order has always been relatively 

exclusive and difficult to enter, this appears to have been more true in the years before 

1900 than afterwards.” Due to this exclusivity, Prince Hall “social affairs were events of 

community-wide interest; over two thousand of the 'best colored people' attended the 

Knights Templar Ball in 1900.”186 Because the Prince Hall Masons wanted the highest-

quality members, they eventually began to play down the mutual aid elements of their 

association. To achieve this, they were “reluctant to add the type of insurance feature that 

other fraternities used to attract a membership. They did not want to appear to be 

competing for adherents, nor to be forced to lower their requirements in order to maintain 

the system.” Even though the Prince Hall Masons eventually bowed to pressure and 

offered this service, they “worked hard to prevent the subordination of their social 

functions to their insurance role.”187 As the Prince Hall Masons were, above all, an 

organization dedicated to the social advancement of its members, a bastion of middle-

class aspiration and glorification, rather than as a scheme for mere economic and social 

security. 

 In order to ensure that its members would support an “environment conducive to 

the formation and maintenance of a black middle-class community separate from the 

majority of the black population,” Prince Hall Masons carefully selected initiates who are 

“visibly committed to middle-class modes of thought and behavior.” This ideal was best 

expressed by a Grand Master of California in 1909, who said that “we should closely 
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guard the inner portals of our Fraternity. See that none enters whose character will not 

bear [the] closest scrutiny.”188 William Muraskin writes that “the moral prerequisites for 

applicants” to Prince Hall Masonry “are designed to rigorously exclude those who 

deviate from acceptable bourgeois behavior – a test the Masons have felt would leave 

only a minority of the black population eligible for membership.”189 Muraskin describes 

the process of whittling down applicants to one simple question membership committees 

ask themselves: “Is he someone I can bring to my home; someone I can introduce to my 

wife and children?… Will you be ashamed to associate with him in private or public 

life?”190 Prince Hall Masonry was economically exclusive, demanding fees much like its 

Blue Lodge counterpart. The constant dues paid by brothers had the purpose of limiting 

the accessibility of membership. As the 1922 Chairman of the Committee on Foreign 

Correspondence of Georgia put it, the high cost of membership “is not a bit too much. 

Masonry is not intended for the rabble, in order to appreciate it, applicants should pay a 

proper fee.” In response to challenges to lower the dues to increase the membership of the 

order, leaders responded that “to lower the fee is to lower the quality of the 

membership.”191 Prince Hall Masonry echoes the Blue Lodge's emphasis on the 

fundamental belief in the advancement of people with merit. Like the Blue Lodge, Prince 

Hall Masonry  practiced exclusionary admissions practices in order to avoid the 

diminishing of the order's social capital, as well as ensuring that the “membership has 

been comprised of good men” that “have been the “natural leaders” of the communities in 
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which they live as well.”192 As a parallel association, the Prince Hall Masons match the 

purpose and practice of the Blue Lodge quite closely, despite having been rejected by that 

order. Their stringent practices of admission were an attempt to prove that they could 

match or even improve the dedication of their order to the principles of morality, dignity, 

brotherhood, and equality.  

 The initial rejection the Prince Hall Masons had faced in their bid to be approved 

by American Freemasonry was an affirmation that blacks, even free ones, were by no 

means equal in American society. They would not be able to exist in the same 

organization as white Freemasonry, and thus sought to prove that their fraternity was 

stronger and more selective than its white counterpart. The Prince Hall Masons ended up 

being a training ground for black associationalism. The fraternal lodges that emerged in 

the nineteenth century would be created by African Americans who had received an 

introduction to associational life through Prince Hall Masonry or its descendants. Despite 

being rejected by mainstream Masonry, or perhaps because of it, American blacks 

continued to model their fraternal orders after the ones that had and would continue to 

scorn them.  

Improved Elks and Prince Hall Shriners: Imitation and Backlash 

 Unlike the Prince Hall Masons, which had been founded before the fraternal 

boom of the midcentury, later African American fraternal orders would be seen as attacks 

upon the white associational order. The black Elks, who I introduced earlier in the 

chapter, were one such organization, and had to fight in court for their very existence. To 

win this struggle, the Improved Elks engaged in a process of national organization, as the 

central leadership committed “institutional funds to support lodges and members facing 
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trials,” also “coordinating legal defense through their central organization.” At the same 

time, the order was consumed by an internal sectional debate, as the association struggled 

to decide whether its center should be in Ohio or New York.193 As the order engaged in an 

internal battle, its external struggle was portrayed in a dramatic fashion: “Luther persisted 

and the reformation arose. Washington persisted and America was set free... Might we not 

take fresh hope and try on?” If these earlier religious and political battles had been 

struggles against centralized foes infringing the freedom of their subjects, the struggle of 

Improved Elks vs. Elks was one aimed at liberalizing the right to organize in a fraternal 

model.  

 To win this fight, the Elks used two strategies, first distancing themselves from 

direct connection to the white association. In 1917, for instance, “the national Grand 

Lodge had passed an internal law forbidding members to wear BPOE pins and formed a 

committee to create an official pin of their own.” By answering the direct complaints the 

Elks had had about the Improved Elks, the Improved Elks hoped to cease the litigation 

their lodges faced. Also, Improved Elks leadership opened lines of communication with 

their white counterparts, presenting themselves and their order “in the least threatening 

manner possible.” Improved Elk Exalted Ruler Armand Scott wrote in 1917 that “we are 

striving, in our weak and humble way, to help better the conditions of our unfortunate 

people.”194 In this period, however, the Improved Elks were playing a double game. 

Scott's letters to the Elks emphasized only “the patriotism and service of black Elks in 

wartime,” and his speeches at conventions “similarly praised members for their actions in 

the world war but added that such loyalty was even more impressive because it existed 
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despite 'the fact that this race of ours has been continually the victim of caste prejudice 

and injustice.'”195 Such appeals to patriotism would have appealed to the Elks, who 

prided themselves on their wartime patriotic contributions. As I wrote in Chapter 2, the 

First World War was an experience through which the nation's fraternal orders were able 

to join together and organize on the national stage. An appeal from the black Elks based 

on the war created feelings of good faith with the white Elks. Their participation in the 

war effort would have indicated that the Improved Elks were a brother fraternal order, 

invested in the nation's present and future. Meanwhile, “the IBPOEW was already 

moving toward direct political activism, urging members to vote, endorsing specific 

candidates as early as 1914, and donating money to the NAACP as early as 1922.”196 

Scott and the Improved Elks tried to present themselves as unassuming and 

nonthreatening to the white order, but still worked to improve the lives of African 

Americans nonetheless. 

 Scott's diplomatic blitz worked. In 1918, the Exalted Ruler of the Elks “instructed 

all state and local lodges to end their litigation, and although a few persisted, they did so 

without support from their national organization.”197 The Improved Elks managed to 

solve their legal problems and win the right to exist as an organization. The order 

“became popular, given its secularism, tolerance toward moderate use of alcohol, and 

emphasis on educational programs, community service, and agitation for black civil 

rights.” The order was known for offering “insurance benefits to eligible members and 

also enrolled ‘‘social’’ members not included in the insurance program.”198 The Improved 
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Elks were thus successful as an organization of mutual aid, sociability, and societal 

advancement, albeit one less selective and exclusionary than the Prince Hall Masons. The 

Elks, however, still maintained their rejection of the black Elk lodges.  In order to 

survive, the Improved Elks were forced to distance themselves as much as possible from 

the original Elks. The legal ordeal, lasting over a decade, proved that the legal system 

was hostile to the existence of the black Elks. Racially-motivated laws were passed not 

only to ensure that the black Elks were distinct from the original order, but also to 

discourage their existence. In the end, Improved Elk leaders were forced to kowtow to 

white Elks and downplay their mission of racial advancement to gain the right to continue 

to exist. 

 The Shriners, notable as an extremely popular Masonic auxiliary, one that even 

challenged the primacy of the Blue Lodge, were also emulated as a parallel fraternal 

federation by the African American community. During the 1893 Chicago World's Fair, a 

massive celebration intended to be the United States' debut on the world stage, “African 

American Prince Hall Masons met in Apollo Hall on State Street to launch their own 

Shrine order, called the Ancient Egyptian Arabic Order of the Nobles of the Mystic 

Shrine of North America, South America, and Its Jurisdiction.” Like the Elks, the black 

Shriners faced a trying legal battle against the original white association. In defending 

their right to organize, the black Shriners saw themselves as protecting black Masonry in 

its entirety. They “believed that those moving against their order sought to eliminate all 

forms of black Masonry and simply started with the Shriners as the smallest branch, with 

only 3,000 members by the mid-1910s.”199 To the black Shriners, it seemed like one of 
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the largest Masonic auxiliaries was attempting to bury the smallest Prince Hall 

association, and did so in 1914, with the white Yaaran Temple successfully suing against 

the black Rabban Temple in Atlanta, Georgia. The struggle against the white Shriners 

demonstrates “the importance of translocal organization... Unlike most fraternal orders, 

the Shriners did not have state-level organizations, with only a national Imperial Council 

binding local temples together. This national body assumed a leading role in the defense 

of local branches.” The Imperial Council, “realizing that the fate of the national 

organization was at stake, quickly moved to raise funds and retain legal counsel to defend 

the order.” This court battle quickly attained paramount importance among the national 

black Shriner leadership. They adopted a strategy of “presenting this loss in Georgia as a 

danger not only to black Shriners but to all of black Masonry as well,” and “the officers 

unanimously voted to empower the Imperial Council to finance an appeal for the Rabban 

Temple all the way to the U.S. Supreme Court, even at an estimated cost of $3,000.”200 

People on both sides of the lawsuit saw the case as an opportunity to set a precedent that 

would determine the future of the black Shriners organization, either destroying it and 

other Prince Hall groups forever or guaranteeing their legitimacy in the face of their 

opposition. 

 The early losses of the Prince Hall Shriners inspired a celebratory mood amongst 

the white Shriners. A 1916 article in the Crescent, the official Shriner publication, entitled 

“Here’s Good News: Negro Shrine in Georgia Ordered Out of Business,” demonstrated 

the tension amongst the white Shriners over the issue by saying that “members of the 

Shrine, throughout the entire jurisdiction have been anxiously watching the results of the 
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proceedings.” They hoped to create a legal victory that would make it so “any other state 

in the Union [could] now proceed the same way—by court proceedings to stamp out the 

existence of the Negro imitation of the Shrine.”201 After the early success in Georgia, “the 

Imperial Council of the white Shriners focused much attention on broadening the legal 

attack on their black counterpart... they began another wave of litigation that spread to 

California, Texas, Arkansas, Louisiana, Florida, and North Carolina.” In the years from 

1919 to 1922, defeating the black Shriners was a topic of discussion at every national 

convention. They formed a “Committee on Clandestine Shrines to promote the use of the 

courts to prevent 'Negroes and others' from stealing their name, rituals, and emblems.” 

While the white Shriners' objections to Prince Hall associations was carefully described 

as an aversion to all copycats, “Shrine publications, most notably the Crescent, expressed 

more racist motivations. This newspaper often described blacks as “coons” and “niggers” 

and published derogatory cartoons.”202 Like the Elks before them, the Shriners sought to 

use the legal system to their advantage, not only maintaining the separation of Prince Hall 

Shriners, but trying to ensure that the black order would cease to exist. The Shriners 

would not accept black brothers in their fraternity, and they would not allow their brand 

to be associated in any way with African Americans. 

 In 1929, the African American Shriners managed to bring their case to the U.S. 

Supreme Court. The Prince Hall Shriners tried to portray the injunctions against their 

shrines as being racially motivated and hence violations of their Fourteenth Amendment 

rights. They attempted to use the successful precedent of the 1912 case that gave the 

African American Knights of Pythias the right to exist as a parallel order. They tried to 
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use a legal argument known as laches: “the white Shriners, having known about the 

existence of the parallel order for years, had lost their right to sue.” In addition, the Prince 

Hall Shriners' attorneys “argued that their clients were not trying to defraud anyone into 

confusing the two organizations and denied that the whites had an exclusive right to the 

name, asserting that it was widely known and accepted that there were separate black and 

white orders.” The Supreme Court found this argument compelling, finding the white 

Shriners guilty of laches, which barred them “from asserting an exclusive right, or 

seeking equitable relief, as against the negro order.” The decision was nonetheless 

racially motivated, as the justices wrote in their ruling that they denied “any 'fraudulent 

intent' on the part of the African American Shriners, agreeing that both organizations 

made it clear that they were open only to members of one race.”203 In other words, as 

long as the Prince Hall Shriners intended only to recruit African American members, they 

were protected from litigation by the association they emulated. The Supreme Court had 

protected the right of the Prince Hall Shriners to exist, but only in a “separate but equal” 

form. The Court maintained the legal separation between the races; blacks and whites 

would not be brothers when it came to voluntary associations. African Americans would 

have the right to emulate white fraternal organizations, but not to join them. 

Distinctive Associations: Moral Missions and Racial Advancement 

 While many African American fraternal associations paralleled white groups in 

name and ritual, many others were distinctive, not being modeled after any white group. 

These distinctive groups tended to recruit men and women together. In addition, “these 

peculiarly African American groups also used 

regular membership dues to fund funeral benefits and perhaps sickness payments. The 
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distinctive orders seem to have been even more likely than the major parallel fraternal 

orders to pool member resources to create cooperative businesses and sustain orphanages, 

hospitals, or old people’s homes.”204  These orders, usually having biblical-inspired 

names, “usually started as local groups within particular cities, then spread within a home 

state, and finally expanded across state boundaries to become transregional endeavors 

within the crowded universe of contending African American fraternal federations.” One 

of the largest such organizations was the Independent Order of Good Samaritans and 

Daughters of Samaria. It was “founded in New York City in 1847 as a gender-integrated 

beneficiary and temperance order.” Its aim was to “carry forward the work of temperance 

reform in such a manner that all may receive and enjoy its healing influences” and to 

“secure sympathy and relief for the 

unfortunate and distressed families of those who pledge themselves to abstain from all 

intoxicating drinks.” Interestingly enough, the order originally accepted both black and 

white members, claiming to be the “first fraternal society recognizing humanity in man, 

no matter his color.” Despite this seeming progressiveness, the association was originally 

dominated by whites and African Americans met in separate local and state lodges.205 The 

practice of allowing members of both races was an attempt to “demonstrate that they 

repudiated extreme racism. Nevertheless, in practice, the lodges were segregated, and 

their history is rife with struggles over the race question.”206 As a Christian organization 

based around a moralistic concept, it would have seemed hypocritical for the Order of 

                                                 
204 Skocpol Theda, Oser Jennifer Lynn. “Organization Despite Adversity: The Origins and Development of 

African American Fraternal Organizations”. Social Science History. 2004;28(3):391-392. 

205 Ibid., p. 392-393. 

206 Anne S. Butler, "Black Fraternal and Benevolent Societies in Nineteenth-Century America," in African 

American Fraternities and Sororities: The Legacy and the Vision, ed. Tamara L. Brown et al. (2012), 

91. 



 

 

102 

Good Samaritans to be racially segregated. By the 1870s, however, whites had retreated 

from the organization, leaving it as an exclusively black society. The Order of Good 

Samaritans was quite similar to women's temperance organizations in form and function. 

Like them, it was based on religious principle, but it also extended its religiosity to its 

admission practices. 

 The Order of Good Samaritans fits firmly in the mold of nineteenth-century 

reform organizations, even featuring women as “active participants in the grand sessions, 

although they did not fill the top leadership positions. They planned and participated in 

all public events, such as an annual parade, fund-raisers, and religious programs, and 

mentored and sponsored the juvenile branches.” The Order attempted to reform society, 

starting with its own membership. They did so by emphasizing “love, purity, and truth... 

and lodges built cemeteries and offered old-age annuities and benefits for members.” As a 

society of teetotalers, they required “total abstinence from alcohol” from their members. 

This extended to a “complete ban on the use of alcohol, even for medicinal purposes... 

Governing documents for this order include a table of fines for adultery, intoxication, 

refusing or neglecting to attend a funeral, refusing or neglecting to sit up with sick or 

diseased members, failing to attend meetings, failing to vote, and using the words Miss, 

Madam, or Sir.” Membership in the Order of Good Samaritans required a total 

commitment to the organization's ideals.207 As a morally-based association, one that 

accepted both male and female members, the Good Samaritans did not have the leisure 

appeal of fraternal organizations, but instead worked to promote a cause of moral reform. 

Originating in the moral crusades that fought against slavery, the Order of Good 

Samaritans combined a utopian world-view with the practical work of assisting in the 
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daily lives of free African Americans. 

 Another distinctive African American fraternal organization that underwent a 

substantial transformation in its early years was the Mosaic Templars of America. 

Founded in 1882 in Little Rock, Arkansas, the Mosaic Templars was created by former 

slaves who “were involved in both providing a benefit fund for the relief of sick and 

distressed members and promoting business opportunities.” Like many distinctive black 

associations, the order's name was biblical in origin, drawing from the story of Moses, 

“with the objective being to provide relationship for the race as Moses had for the 

children of Israel. Thus, strong emphasis was placed on love, charity, moral development, 

and advancement of the race.” The Mosiac Templars accepted both men and women, but 

placed them in separate branches, even featuring a women's auxiliary called the Court of 

Calanthe.208 In the years following the Civil War, the Mosaic Templars featured many 

Reconstruction-style programs for former slaves, such as a national building and loan 

association. These programs “helped them purchase home and make investments. Other 

programs included an endowment, a hospital, a burial and monument division, and a 

training program to stimulate business ownership.” They even attempted to instill the 

children of their members with the values of the organization, so “a Uniform Rank 

Department was added for the purpose of training youth – both boys and girls – military 

drill style.”209 Like other distinctive associations, the Mosaics were more likely to offer 

social programs as an enticement for membership, not worrying that their message would 

be diminished by material incentives. In fact, the material incentives, being in part a 

charitable work operated by an organization aimed at assisting former slaves, were the 
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association's very purpose. Unlike fraternal orders which obscured their mutual aid 

benefits by emphasizing sociability, the Mosaics did not fear the admission of members 

driven by material want. As an organization focused around morality and charity, they 

encouraged it. 

 Despite their uniqueness, perhaps because of it, distinctive African American 

fraternal orders, “even those that ultimately spread across many states, did not for the 

most part attain the same size or institutional solidity as the largest and most prestigious 

parallel orders.” Because of their size and inherent social cache, parallel associations had 

the ability to “set higher membership dues in return for insurance policies that paid out 

modest yet certain benefits in the case of illness or death.” This enticement, despite being 

overshadowed within internal associational rhetoric by fraternal imagery, was nonetheless 

a draw for new members. This trend was expressed well by a 1910 advertisement for the 

Grand United Order of Odd Fellows, which described the organization as “The Largest 

and Most Successful Negro Order in the World.”210 On the other hand, distinctive African 

American fraternal orders “had their own message of racial pride.” As the official 

chronicler of the United Brothers of Friendship and Sisters of the Mysterious Ten put it, 

“we have accepted the badge of distinction, and therefore are not elbowing our way into 

any white organization; we claim to be purely Negroes and of Negro origin.” Advertising 

for distinctive associations was couched in the language of African American 

advancement. For instance, in listing reasons that people should join the International 

Order of Twelve and Knights and Daughters of Tabor, an advertisement said that Tabor 

“was organized in honor of black heroes who fought and fell for our freedom,” and that 
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its “ritualism embraces the character of ancient black people, and is amazingly rich, 

beautiful, and significant.” Distinctive groups sought to emphasize the fact that black 

Americans were as adept as whites at organizing and advancing their agenda through the 

language and organization of fraternal associationalism.211 Black associations provided 

necessary support to African Americans who had to overcome centuries of slavery and 

segregation. They offered support and sociability, attempting to advance the morality and 

class status of their members. The division between black and white associations 

mirrored the racial divides of their era, yet African American fraternal orders were an 

attempt to shatter the very inequalities that spawned them. 

Conclusion 

 The associational experiences of women and African Americans during the golden 

age of American fraternalism demonstrates the exclusiveness of an organizational model 

based around the fostering and empowering of a single white male bourgeois identity. 

Even though, and perhaps because, associations such as the Masons, Elks, and Shriners 

were remarkable ways for middle-class whites to achieve social mobility, they rejected 

the full membership and influence of non-white-male individuals. Whether they were 

corralled into a moralizing auxiliary or spurned as a whole, women and African 

Americans nonetheless tended to establish their own means of fraternal organization, 

albeit with a unique spin. Women used their cultural authority in matters of morality to 

establish organizations of their own, ones aiming to reform the world around them. In 

response to the moral threat presented by women and religio-political orders, and the 

opposition they had presented to fraternalism and Freemasonry in particular, women were 

allowed into associations through auxiliaries, albeit in a limited role. The entry of women 

                                                 
211 Ibid., p. 401-402. 



 

 

106 

into associational life fused the gender politics of fraternal orders with the dynamics of 

domesticity that had previously challenged their moral legitimacy. In such associations, 

women had their status as wives and mothers extend outside the home, applied to an 

order previously comprised only by brothers. Meanwhile, black associations, whether 

they paralleled white fraternal orders or were entirely distinctive, were dedicated to the 

advancement of African Americans in the country that consistently denied them the right 

to join traditional associations and stymied their ability to form new ones. Even when 

institutions such as the United States Supreme Court granted black associations legal 

protection, it was under the assumption that the order would remain separate but equal 

from their white counterparts. When black associations rapidly increased in size and 

number in the mid-to-late nineteenth century, it was against the backdrop of abolitionism, 

the Civil War, and the freeing of slaves into a society that did not intend to make 

integration easy. The associational model that had proved so powerful in white society as 

an institution of leisure, business, and mutual aid thus was established by the black 

community as an organizational technique that would hopefully reform society and 

provide African Americans the necessary assistance to ease the transition. The 

experiences of women and African Americans prove that voluntary associations were a 

powerful method of advancement as well as discrimination. The same formula was used 

to advance the cause of the oppressed as well as to suppress them further. 
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Conclusion: The Decline of the Fraternal Family  

A 1948 article about the first half century of the Fraternal Order of Eagles drew a 

strong connection between the association and the American state, saying that “the heart, 

the mind, the soul and the sinews of America are the Eagles’ incomparable heritage...The 

Eagles are American democracy. They seek no part of anything else.”212 The Eagles saw 

themselves as not only a phenomenon that could only exist in an American-style 

democracy, but rather the manifestation of the nation's highest ideals and its grandest 

possibilities. Fraternal associations remained a vital and vibrant part of American civic 

life for decades after the First World War. Through the Progressive Era, Prohibition, the 

New Deal, and a Second World War, fraternal orders functioned as outgrowths and 

facilitators of American democracy and sociability. Certainly, associations saw 

themselves as expressions of the nation's most cherished principles. 

 Such demonstrations of American exceptionalism were not unique to the Fraternal 

Order of Eagles, yet another lodge-based fraternity founded by theater professionals in 

search of leisure and mutual aid. The order was created in 1898 Seattle by six competing 

theater owners who met to discuss a musicians' strike. In response to the threat of lower-

class solidarity, they decided to end their rivalry and form an organization called the 

“Seattle Order of Good Things,” an organization featuring a constitution that asked its 

members to “make human life more desirable by lessening its ills and promoting peace, 

prosperity, gladness, and hope.”213 Within a few weeks of its founding, the members of 

this order, which tended to meet on various local theater stages, rebranded their 
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organization with the most patriotic trappings possible, adopting the Bald Eagle as their 

mascot and namesake. They quickly became an order with the stated intent to “unite 

fraternally for mutual benefit, protection, improvement, social enjoyment and association, 

all persons of good moral character who believe in a Supreme Being to inculcate the 

principles of liberty, truth, justice and equality.”214 The Eagles grew more quickly than 

the other fraternal orders I have studied, having founded within ten years 1,800 lodges 

and gaining 350,000 members.215 The organization's growth was aided by the ubiquitous 

nature of associationalism after the turn of the century. The Eagles had many prominent 

members, including seven United States Presidents, as well as prominent sports and 

entertainment figures. They claim to have had a significant impact on political and social 

life, inspiring Social Security Laws through their mutual aid functions.216 The Fraternal 

Order of Eagles emerged later than many of its fraternal competitors, but it incorporates 

their core tenets – mutual aid, the search for leisure, and a fusion of morality, charity, and 

patriotism that dovetail into an exceptionalist discourse. 

 The world of American associational fraternalism that spawned the Elks, Shriners, 

and Eagles did not last. By the 1960s, the communal ideals that had spawned so many 

fraternities had been significantly altered, even deemed archaic. These associations had 

been defined by their exclusivity, especially when it came to African Americans and 

women. In the wake of the Civil Rights Movement, “membership erosions accelerated as 

new racial and gender ideals took hold in American public life and as more and more 

women entered the paid labor force.”217 In a country that would increasingly see 
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segregation and inequality as counter to its ideals, organizations that had discrimination 

built into their procedures would be rejected. Fraternal orders that were defined by white 

Christian manhood would be outmoded. If a large part of the appeal of fraternal 

associations had been the opportunity to rub elbows with the civic and business leaders of 

one's community, an order accepting only white men would dismiss the possibility of 

engaging with the increasing numbers of women and African Americans who were 

engaging in civic and professional life. 

 As the 1960s gave way to a heady atmosphere of national reform, traditional 

voluntary associations lost legitimacy as a way to achieve social change. National 

movements, with operatives spread across the country, gave way to centralized 

organization, headquartered in Washington D.C. As the process of achieving national 

influence became more complex, it became ever-more crucial to be close to the action. 

The growth of centralized democracy “meant more people to contact and additional 

institutional niches through which to attempt influence... For all sides on every issue, 

there were heightened incentives to be right there in the national capital with an expert 

staff ready to hand.”218 Whereas before a federalist structure mirroring the national 

government itself had been the most effective means of gaining public support, with 

grassroots campaigns aimed at the multiple levels of society and government, the growth 

of national media and interest group politics in the nation's capital marginalized the 

localities that had been crucial to American governance decades earlier. The nation's 

fraternal orders had benefited from the growth of the federal state after the Civil War, but 

as the trend of increased nationalization continued, the diffuse model of federalized 
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associationalism proved increasingly ineffective as the twentieth century wore on. 

 America's fraternal orders had been led and maintained by local elites in 

communities across the country, presiding over cross-class organizations. In each locality, 

fraternal associations were led by professionals and businesspeople who considered 

themselves to be trustees of their communities. They “retained strong economic and 

personal ties to regions, states, and localities... Notables did have to commence their civic 

careers through local involvements with many other citizens and then work their way 

up.”219 In the second half of the twentieth century, this sense of rootedness eroded from 

the country's leading classes. They no longer saw themselves as products of and for their 

communities, but rather “individually meritorious experts, who can best contribute to 

national or local well-being by working with other specialists to tackle complex technical 

or social problems.”220 With this change, traditional fraternal orders would be less 

attractive to professionals, who would be less inclined to participation in cross-class 

organizations with a local community basis. Among this group, fraternal orders have been 

replaced by professional associations. Today, for instance, organizations such as the 

American Medical Association are much more appealing to a doctor than the Masons or 

Elks. The mutual aid benefits granted by the old fraternal orders are less of a draw to the 

wealthy than the professional mutual aid offered by professional associations.  

 While fraternal associations, for a variety of reasons, were increasingly outmoded 

by changes in politics, culture, and society, fraternalism itself, the organizational ethos 

imported from Enlightenment Europe, diminished also as a membership principle. 

Fraternalism, which had its origins in cross-class artisan societies, was challenged by 
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service clubs, which, like professional societies, was limited to proprietors and 

professionals. Service Club Federations, such as Rotary, Kiwanis, and Lions, were 

founded in the early 1900s and became commonplace by the 1920s. The creation of 

service clubs “did not lead to a wholesale exodus of businessmen from fraternal orders, 

but it did offer a new and prestigious rival for their energy, commitment, and leadership 

ambitions.”221 One could be a member of both types of organization, but many business 

leaders found the service club model much more appealing, expressing “an increasing 

tendency for small proprietors to distance themselves symbolically from wage 

workers.”222 The class stratification of the service club replaced the all-important 

mutuality of the fraternal order. Service of one's community evolved from a sense of 

brotherhood and shared responsibility to a personal project, exemplified by the Rotary 

slogan, “He profits most who serves best.”223 Service club ideologies brought self-interest 

to the forefront, infusing it with community and charity to create a new sort of order that 

discarded the self-important trappings of grandiose fictive kinship. In the service club, 

members were not family- they were partners in business and serving their communities. 

 By discarding the trappings of family that had been so pivotal to fraternal orders, 

service clubs removed the tension with domesticity that the traditional fraternal orders 

had to deal with. As the ideal of a companionate marriage rather than a domestic contract 

was increasingly adopted by society, the fraternal order's promise of a home away from 

home began to seem unattractive to prospective members. Service clubs, even as male-

only organizations, presented less of a challenge to married life. Rather than holding late-
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night meetings filled with drinking and revelry, service clubs tended to hold events during 

lunchtime. By doing this, “within that part of the day when men and women were still 

expected to be separate, the service club respected the evening as a time for marriage and 

family.”224 This concession to the family was nonetheless further indication of the upper-

class nature of service clubs, as lower-class workers could not afford to take an hour for 

lunch to participate in these activities. Fraternal orders lost their appeal as family came to 

be seen less as a burden and more as a privilege. They tried to replace family life while 

service clubs made a conscious effort to augment it.  

 By examining the ways in which traditional fraternal associations declined in 

power and prominence in the twentieth century, I hope to emphasize the attractiveness 

they had presented to earlier generations of ambitious men who aspired to a cross-class 

vision of national brotherhood. Fraternal orders were exemplary of the post-Civil War 

interplay between government and a society undergoing an extreme evolution in class, 

technology, and social relations. They allowed generations of men to gather, socialize, 

and pursue advancement in society, infusing their daily lives with a sense of grand 

importance. Fraternal orders show the man of the turn of the century at his best and 

worst, gathering in large numbers for patriotic and charitable projects and supporting 

members of his fictive kin while also demonstrating racism and disdain for women. 

Fraternal associations enhanced the nation's democratic potential, involving a huge 

number of men in the politics and society of their communities, providing a springboard 

for the sociability that was required for national service. Meanwhile, they were also 

reflective of the profound changes that the country underwent in this period, with class 
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lines being drawn and calcified, and a national government beginning to increasingly 

reach into the lives of its civilians. Fraternal orders each offered their members a utopian 

vision of the world, seemingly granting the opportunity for entrance into a brotherhood 

stronger than actual family, with concrete benefits and a chance at moral superiority. At 

the same time, a fraternal brother was guaranteed opportunities for fun and sociability. 

Fraternities in the golden age of associational membership offered something for every 

man who wished to join. Organizations such as the Masons, Elks, Shriners, and Odd 

Fellows were suited to the era that spawned them filling the familial, social, and patriotic 

needs of generations. Even though they still exist today, they do so in a severely 

diminished form, seen by many as humorous and exotic throwbacks to an earlier time. 

Fraternal associations were truly the archetypical organization of their period, 

characterizing the triumphs and tragedies of a complex era. 
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