The Evolution of Fraternal Membership: Character vs. Background Checks

Fraternities have long represented brotherhood, character development, and moral
integrity. Historically, organizations like Freemasonry thrived on the principle of making
men better, focusing on intrinsic qualities of character and virtue. However, the modern
landscape of fraternity membership has shifted dramatically, with background checks
becoming a common requirement. This evolution presents a paradox: while seeking to
uphold integrity and safety, it risks overshadowing the foundational ideals of character
building that these organizations were founded upon.

The Historical Context of Fraternal Orders

Fraternities such as Freemasonry have a rich history, with figures like Benjamin Franklin
serving as pivotal leaders. Franklin, the first Grand Master of the Grand Lodge of
Pennsylvania, believed in the transformative power of community and mutual support. His
work in establishing the Department of Corrections reflects his commitment to
rehabilitation and the idea that every man has the potential to redeem himself. Franklin’s
vision emphasized that a person’s past does not solely define his future; rather, it is the
journey of growth and improvement that matters most.

The Shift Towards Background Checks

In recent years, many fraternal organizations have instituted mandatory background
checks for potential members. This shift stems from a growing awareness of safety and
liability concerns in a changing societal landscape. While the intention is to protect existing
members and the community, this practice raises important questions about core values
and individual rights.

States Requiring Background Checks



Several states have adopted policies mandating background checks for fraternity
membership. These include:

1. Alabama

2. Florida

3. Illinois

4. Massachusetts

5. New Jersey

6. Ohio

7. Oregon

8. Pennsylvania

9. South Carolina

10. Texas

States Not Requiring Background Checks

Conversely, several states do not mandate background checks for joining fraternal
organizations. These include:



1. Arizona

2. California

3. Colorado

4. Georgia

5. Kentucky

6. Minnesota

7. Missouri

8. Nevada

9. Tennessee

10. Washington

The Implications of This Shift

1. Exclusion vs. Inclusion: While background checks aim to ensure the safety of the
fraternity, they can also lead to the exclusion of individuals who have made mistakes but
are committed to personal development. This contradicts the foundational principles of
fraternal organizations, which traditionally sought to uplift and support all men.



2. Rehabilitation and Redemption: Franklin’s vision of rehabilitation highlights the
importance of second chances. By relying heavily on background checks, fraternities may
overlook the potential for redemption and growth. Young men often learn from their
mistakes in profound ways, and their experiences can foster resilience and character.

3. Character Assessment: With an increased focus on past behavior, the opportunity for
personal character assessment through interactions and experiences is diminished.
Fraternities should consider integrating character evaluations alongside background
checks, allowing for a holistic view of potential members.

Returning to Core Values

To honor the legacy of leaders like Benjamin Franklin, fraternal organizations must reflect
on their foundational principles and respect individuals’ rights to privacy. Here are several
steps that could help bridge the gap between modern practices and historical ideals:

¢ Holistic Evaluations: Implement a system that combines background checks with
personalinterviews and character references, allowing potential members to share their
journeys and growth. This approach recognizes that many young men can learn from their
past decisions and emerge stronger.

* Emphasize Mentorship: Foster a culture of mentorship within the fraternity, encouraging
members to guide and support those with troubled pasts who demonstrate genuine
commitment to change.

e Advocate for Second Chances: Promote initiatives that support the rehabilitation of
individuals, aligning with the original goals of fraternal organizations. Encourage members
to advocate for social policies that reflect the values of redemption and support.

Conclusion



The evolution of fraternity membership from a focus on character to reliance on
background checks presents a complex challenge. While safety and integrity are
paramount, the essence of fraternal organizations lies in their commitment to personal
growth, redemption, and the belief that every man has the potential to improve. Every
man’s journey includes mistakes, and no one should be defined solely by their most foolish
decisions. The right to privacy is fundamental, ensuring that past errors do not overshadow
present virtues. By reevaluating the balance between past scrutiny and character
development, fraternal organizations can honor their rich histories and continue to make
good men better. Just as Benjamin Franklin envisioned a system of rehabilitation rather
than punishment, modern fraternities should strive to create an environment that fosters
growth, acceptance, and brotherhood.
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