
secret society at harvard

secret society at harvard has long been a topic of intrigue and speculation, captivating the
curiosity of students, alumni, and the public alike. These clandestine groups are known for their
secretive rituals, exclusive memberships, and influential networks that extend far beyond the
university’s campus. Many of these societies boast a rich history intertwined with Harvard’s traditions,
often shrouded in mystery and rumor. The allure of secret societies at Harvard lies not only in their
exclusivity but also in their cultural and historical significance. This article explores the origins,
notable societies, membership processes, and the impact these organizations have had on Harvard
and society in general. Delve into the world of Harvard’s secret societies as we uncover their secrets
and legacy.
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History and Origins of Secret Societies at Harvard
The tradition of secret societies at Harvard dates back to the early 18th century, making them some
of the oldest collegiate secret organizations in the United States. These societies were originally
formed as exclusive clubs for socializing, intellectual exchange, and mutual support among elite
students. Over time, they evolved into more structured organizations with intricate rituals and codes
of secrecy. Many of these groups were inspired by European fraternal orders and sought to establish a
distinct identity within the university. Understanding the historical context is essential to grasping the
continuing allure and mystique surrounding the secret society at Harvard.

Early Foundations
The first notable secret society at Harvard was founded in the 1760s, setting a precedent for
subsequent organizations. These early societies often had literary or debating purposes but quickly
developed secretive elements to enhance exclusivity and camaraderie. The societies provided a
space for leaders to emerge and ideas to ferment outside the formal academic environment.



Evolution Over Centuries
Throughout the 19th and 20th centuries, Harvard’s secret societies expanded their reach and
influence. Their membership began to include the university’s most prominent students, many of
whom went on to play significant roles in politics, business, and culture. The secret society at Harvard
adapted to changing social dynamics while maintaining core traditions that preserved their enigmatic
reputation.

Notable Secret Societies at Harvard
Among the many secret societies at Harvard, a select few have garnered particular attention due to
their history, membership, and influence. These societies are often surrounded by speculation
regarding their activities and purposes. Some have become legendary for their secrecy and the
prominence of their alumni.

Porcellian Club
Founded in 1791, the Porcellian Club is one of the oldest and most prestigious secret societies at
Harvard. Known for its exclusivity, the club’s membership is traditionally limited to a small number of
senior students. The Porcellian is famous for its strict secrecy, private clubhouse, and distinguished
alumni.

Spee Club
Established in 1852, the Spee Club is a final club that operates with secret society characteristics. It is
known for its selective membership process and influential social network. The club has been
associated with many Harvard leaders and continues to play a significant role in campus social life.

Fly Club
The Fly Club, dating back to 1836, is another prominent secret society at Harvard. Like other final
clubs, it is male-only and highly exclusive. The Fly Club boasts a history of producing notable figures
in various professional fields and maintains traditions that contribute to its mystique.

Membership and Selection Process
The membership process for secret societies at Harvard is often shrouded in secrecy, contributing to
their enigmatic allure. These societies typically select members from the upper echelons of the
student body, focusing on leadership, academic achievement, and social influence. The selection can
be highly competitive and involves several stages of evaluation and invitation.



Criteria for Selection
While the exact criteria vary among societies, common factors include:

Academic excellence and intellectual capability

Leadership roles within campus organizations

Social prominence and networking potential

Character and discretion

Tap Ceremony and Invitation
Many secret societies use a “tap” system to invite new members, often conducted in private and with
great ceremony. This ritual symbolizes acceptance and entry into the group. The secrecy surrounding
the tap process reinforces the society’s exclusivity and tradition.

Rituals, Symbols, and Traditions
Secret societies at Harvard are renowned for their distinctive rituals and symbols, which serve to bind
members and preserve the organization’s heritage. These elements are carefully guarded and often
passed down through generations, contributing to the societies’ aura of mystery.

Ritualistic Practices
Rituals can include initiation ceremonies, oaths of secrecy, and symbolic acts that reinforce loyalty
and unity. The specifics of these rituals are closely held secrets, but they typically emphasize values
such as honor, discretion, and brotherhood or sisterhood.

Symbols and Insignia
Each society employs unique symbols, such as crests, emblems, or mottos, that represent their ideals
and history. These symbols may appear on membership pins, private clubhouses, or secret
documents. They serve as identifiers and a means of fostering a shared identity among members.

Influence and Impact on Harvard and Beyond
The secret society at Harvard has historically wielded considerable influence both within the
university and in wider society. Members often occupy key positions in politics, business, law, and the
arts, creating powerful networks that extend far beyond campus boundaries.



Alumni Networks
One of the most significant aspects of these societies is their extensive and influential alumni
networks. These connections can facilitate career advancement, philanthropic endeavors, and social
capital. Many alumni credit their society membership with opening doors and providing lifelong
support.

Cultural and Social Impact
Secret societies contribute to the cultural fabric of Harvard by maintaining traditions that reflect the
university’s history and values. They also shape social dynamics on campus, often setting standards
for leadership and prestige. However, their exclusivity has sparked ongoing debates about inclusivity
and fairness.

Controversies and Criticisms
Despite their storied history, secret societies at Harvard have faced significant criticism and
controversy. Issues surrounding elitism, discrimination, and lack of transparency have led to
increased scrutiny from the university community and the public.

Elitism and Exclusivity
Critics argue that secret societies perpetuate social hierarchies by limiting membership to privileged
groups, thereby reinforcing inequality on campus. This exclusivity can marginalize students who do
not fit certain social or demographic profiles.

University Responses
Harvard University has taken various steps to address concerns related to secret societies, including
policies aimed at promoting inclusivity and discouraging discrimination. Nonetheless, these
organizations continue to operate with a degree of autonomy, maintaining their secretive nature.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the most famous secret society at Harvard?
The most famous secret society at Harvard is the Porcellian Club, known for its exclusivity and
influential alumni.

Are Harvard secret societies still active today?
Yes, many Harvard secret societies are still active today, continuing traditions that date back over a
century.



How does one get selected to join a Harvard secret society?
Selection processes vary by society but often involve invitations based on leadership, academics, or
social connections within the Harvard community.

What role do secret societies play in Harvard's culture?
Secret societies at Harvard often serve as networking hubs, fostering lifelong connections among
members and influencing campus culture and beyond.

Are Harvard secret societies involved in any controversial
activities?
While some secret societies have faced scrutiny for exclusivity and secrecy, there is little public
evidence of illegal or unethical activities.

Can non-Harvard students or faculty join these secret
societies?
Typically, membership is limited to Harvard students, though some societies may include alumni or
faculty in a limited capacity.

What are some lesser-known secret societies at Harvard?
Besides the Porcellian Club, other lesser-known societies include the Fly Club, the Owl Club, and the
A.D., each with unique traditions and histories.

Additional Resources
1. The Skulls: A Secret Society at Harvard
This book delves into the mysterious Skull and Bones society at Harvard University, exploring its
origins, rituals, and influence on American politics and culture. The author uncovers how membership
in this elite group has shaped the lives of many prominent figures. Through interviews and archival
research, the book reveals the hidden traditions and power dynamics within the society.

2. Secrets of the Ivy League: Inside Harvard’s Hidden Societies
A comprehensive investigation into the secret societies that exist within Harvard’s historic campus,
this book reveals how these groups operate behind closed doors. It examines their role in networking,
social hierarchy, and their impact on student life. The author provides detailed accounts from former
members and experts on collegiate secret societies.

3. Harvard’s Hidden Orders: Power and Influence in Secret Societies
Focusing on the powerful secret orders at Harvard, this book explores their historical roots and
contemporary significance. It analyzes their membership selection processes, rituals, and the way
they cultivate influence beyond the university. The narrative connects these societies to broader
themes of elitism and exclusivity in American society.

4. The Brotherhood: Inside Harvard’s Secret Societies



This investigative work uncovers the inner workings of Harvard’s most exclusive fraternities and
secret societies. It highlights the traditions, symbols, and the societal roles these groups play both on
campus and in the wider world. The book features personal stories from insiders, offering a rare
glimpse into their clandestine world.

5. Veil of Secrecy: The Untold Story of Harvard’s Secret Societies
Veil of Secrecy exposes the clandestine nature of Harvard’s secret societies, tracing their evolution
from the 19th century to the present day. The author discusses how these societies maintain secrecy
while wielding significant influence in academic and political circles. This book also addresses
controversies and conspiracy theories surrounding these groups.

6. The Harvard Secret: Elite Societies and Their Influence
This book explores the connection between Harvard’s elite secret societies and their impact on
leadership in business, government, and culture. It investigates how membership can open doors to
exclusive networks and opportunities. The narrative also critiques the exclusivity and privilege
perpetuated by these organizations.

7. Inside the Cloak: Harvard’s Secret Societies Revealed
Offering an exposé on the secretive groups at Harvard, Inside the Cloak reveals their rituals,
recruitment methods, and the social capital they provide members. The author examines the balance
these societies strike between tradition and modern relevance. The book also discusses the ethical
questions surrounding secrecy in higher education.

8. Symbols and Secrets: The Legacy of Harvard’s Secret Societies
Symbols and Secrets traces the iconography, ceremonies, and lore of Harvard’s secret societies,
illustrating how they create a sense of identity and continuity. The book highlights the role symbolism
plays in maintaining secrecy and exclusivity. It also explores how these societies have adapted over
time while preserving their mystique.

9. The Invisible Elite: Harvard’s Secret Societies and American Power
This book investigates the role of Harvard’s secret societies in shaping American elite circles and
policy-making. It argues that these groups serve as incubators for future leaders and decision-makers.
Through historical analysis and case studies, the author reveals the enduring influence of these
hidden networks on national and global affairs.
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