
An Anatomy of Power: The Clandestine 
Networks of Ivy League Secret Societies 
Introduction: The Enduring Mystique of the Ivy 
Enclave 
This report provides a deep open-source intelligence investigation into the network of secret and 
exclusive societies within the Ivy League. Moving beyond popular conspiracy theories, this 
analysis examines the documented history, arcane rituals, financial structures, and networks of 
influence that define these powerful organizations. The primary case study is Yale University's 
Skull and Bones, the oldest and most notorious of its kind, supplemented by an extensive 
comparative analysis of parallel societies at Harvard, Princeton, Dartmouth, and other Ivy 
League institutions. By mapping this broader constellation of elite formation, the report 
illuminates the mechanisms of what is often perceived as a "shady network" at the apex of 
American society. 
The methodology synthesizes a wide range of open-source materials, including academic 
papers, journalistic investigations, leaked internal documents, institutional histories, and public 
financial records. This approach allows for a multi-faceted portrait that distinguishes between 
verified facts, credible allegations supported by primary sources, and the enduring myths that 
contribute to the societies' mystique. 
Far from being mere collegiate social clubs, the most elite Ivy League secret societies have 
historically functioned as powerful, self-perpetuating networks designed to select, indoctrinate, 
and advance their members into the highest echelons of American finance, government, and 
intelligence. While their direct, centralized influence may have waned in the 21st century, their 
legacy of secrecy, exclusivity, and networking continues to shape critical conversations about 
the nature of power and privilege in the United States. 

Part I: The Genesis of the Elite Enclave: Origins and 
Ideologies 
The Brotherhood of Death: The Founding of Skull and Bones at Yale 

The genesis of America's most infamous secret society, Skull and Bones, is rooted in the 
specific academic and social context of Yale University in the early 1830s. The catalyst for its 
creation was a crisis of secrecy within the nation's preeminent honor society, Phi Beta Kappa. 
Founded in 1776 as a secret organization, Phi Beta Kappa's rituals and oaths were publicly 
exposed in the 1830s, diminishing its mystique and exclusivity. This development created a 
vacuum for a new, more rigorously clandestine form of student association. Seizing this 
opportunity, Yale students William Huntington Russell and Alphonso Taft founded "The Order of 
Scull and Bone" in 1832. 
The society's ideological and ritualistic framework was not an American invention but a direct 
import from Europe. Between 1831 and 1832, Russell studied in Germany, where he 



encountered the influential and highly secretive student societies known as Burschenschaften. 
These groups, with their elaborate rituals, hierarchical structures, and intense bonds of 
brotherhood, provided the template for Skull and Bones. The German connection is not mere 
conjecture; an 1876 account from a group that broke into the society's headquarters, or "Tomb," 
explicitly stated, "Bones is a chapter of a corps in a German university". This lineage 
fundamentally differentiated Skull and Bones from the more transparent literary and debating 
societies that had previously dominated American campus life. 
The backgrounds of the founders themselves signaled the society's deep-seated connection to 
emerging centers of American power. William Huntington Russell was a scion of a family whose 
immense wealth was derived, in part, from the global opium trade conducted by his 
step-brother's firm, Russell & Co.. Alphonso Taft, on the other hand, represented the path of 
political ambition, later serving as U.S. Secretary of War and Attorney General. His son, William 
Howard Taft, would continue the family legacy as both a Bonesman and President of the United 
States, cementing the society's role as a cradle for multi-generational political dynasties. From 
its very inception, Skull and Bones was an amalgamation of new money and establishment 
power. 
The society's cryptic insignia—a skull and crossbones over the number "322"—is perhaps the 
most potent symbol of its founding ideology. The most credible theory links the number to the 
year 322 BCE, the date of death of the great Greek orator Demosthenes. This year was a 
pivotal moment in ancient history, marking the end of the Lamian War and the subsequent 
dissolution of Athenian democracy. In its place, a plutocratic system was established, under 
which only citizens possessing 2,000 drachmas or more could retain their rights. The choice of 
this date suggests a deliberate and foundational embrace of elitism over democracy. This 
interpretation is supported by evidence that internal society documents were dated 
"anno-Demostheni" (in the year of Demosthenes). While alternative theories exist—such as 
"322" representing "founded in '32, 2nd corps" or a link to a British Freemasonic Lodge—the 
Demosthenes connection provides the most coherent ideological explanation for the society's 
purpose. The selection of a historical moment when democracy was supplanted by the rule of 
the wealthy was a profound statement of intent for an organization designed to cultivate the 
nation's future leaders. 
Initially, the group was known as the "Eulogian Club," dedicated to a fictional goddess of 
eloquence, Eulogia, whose own mythos was said to begin with the death of Demosthenes, 
further cementing the link to 322 BCE. The more menacing name, "Skull and Bones," was 
adopted almost by chance after a member impulsively sketched the now-famous symbol over a 
meeting notice on a chapel door to "attract attention and make a sensation among outsiders". 
The name stuck, forever associating the society with its macabre and secretive iconography. 

A Culture of Secrecy Spreads: The Ivy League Constellation 

The model of exclusive, secretive student organizations pioneered at Yale was not an isolated 
phenomenon but rather the epicenter of a cultural movement that spread across the Ivy League. 
Each institution developed its own ecosystem of elite societies, often through a process of 
imitation and rivalry, creating a pan-Ivy network of clandestine power. 
At Harvard University, "Final Clubs" evolved into a parallel system of social stratification. The 
oldest and most prestigious of these is the Porcellian Club, established in 1791. Its origins, like 
those of many such societies, are rooted in a student prank involving a roast pig, which gave the 
club its name and its distinctive pig-themed iconography. The Porcellian's extreme exclusivity 
spurred the formation of rivals, including the A.D. Club, which began in 1836 as a chapter of the 



Alpha Delta Phi fraternity before becoming independent, and the Fly Club, also founded in 
1836. Unlike Yale's societies, which were conceived as secret from the start, Harvard's clubs 
evolved from more open social groups toward greater secrecy and exclusivity over the 19th 
century. 
At Princeton University, a university ban on Greek-letter fraternities in 1855 was a key factor in 
the rise of a unique system of "eating clubs". These organizations evolved from informal dining 
groups into formal, independent institutions, each occupying a grand mansion along Prospect 
Avenue, known colloquially as "The Street". The most elite of these are the "bicker" clubs, which 
employ a selective interview process. The Ivy Club (founded 1879) and Tiger Inn (founded 
1890) are the oldest and most prestigious, establishing a durable social hierarchy on campus. 
This pattern of creating elite senior societies repeated across the Ancient Eight, demonstrating a 
form of institutional isomorphism where each university's elite sought to replicate the models of 
its rivals: 

●​ Dartmouth College: The Sphinx (1885) and Casque & Gauntlet (1887) became the 
dominant senior societies. 

●​ Columbia University: The Nacoms (1898) and the Sachems (1915) formed a secretive 
upper tier of student life. 

●​ Brown University: The Societas Domi Pacificae, which evolved from The Franklin 
Society (1824), holds the distinction of being the oldest student secret society in the 
United States. 

●​ Cornell University: Sphinx Head (1890) and Quill and Dagger (1893) were 
established, with their formation encouraged by the university's first president, Andrew 
Dickson White, himself a member of Skull and Bones. 

●​ University of Pennsylvania: The Friars Senior Society (1899) and Sphinx Senior 
Society (1900) were founded to recognize the top campus leaders. 

The proliferation of these societies was not a random or organic development but a reactive 
process driven by competition. Just as Skull and Bones was formed in response to the 
perceived weakening of Phi Beta Kappa's exclusivity, other societies like Yale's Scroll and Key 
(1842) and Harvard's Fly Club were established as direct rivals to the dominant groups on their 
respective campuses. This dynamic reveals that the core value proposition of these 
organizations is relative exclusivity; their prestige is defined as much by whom they exclude as 
by whom they include. The "network" is therefore not a monolithic entity but a constellation of 
competing power centers, each cultivating a slightly different brand of elitism and vying for the 
most promising candidates, which in turn drove the expansion and entrenchment of this 
clandestine system. 

Part II: The Inner Sanctum: Ritual, Secrecy, and 
Indoctrination 
Inside the Tomb: The Architecture and Psychology of Secrecy 

The power and mystique of Ivy League secret societies are anchored in their physical 
sanctuaries. These structures are not merely clubhouses but architectural manifestations of 
their core principles: exclusivity, secrecy, and intimidation. The most archetypal of these is the 
Skull and Bones "Tomb" at 64 High Street in New Haven, Connecticut. Described as a "hulking 
sepulcher" and a "windowless, granite, sandstone bulk," its design is intentionally foreboding. 



Built in 1856 in an Egypto-Doric style, the Tomb features no discernible windows and is secured 
by a massive iron door with three padlocks. This architecture serves a clear psychological 
purpose: to create an absolute and imposing barrier between the initiated members within and 
the uninitiated, or "barbarian," world outside. Its very presence on a public street, adjacent to the 
main campus, is a constant, silent declaration of a power that operates in plain sight yet remains 
entirely inaccessible. 
This architectural philosophy is mirrored, albeit with stylistic variations, across the Ivy League. 
The clubhouses of Harvard's Porcellian Club (1324 Massachusetts Avenue) and A.D. Club (1 
Plympton Street), and the stately mansions lining Princeton's Prospect Avenue, all occupy prime 
real estate and are designed to project an aura of permanence and private authority. While 
some, like Princeton's eating clubs, present a more welcoming facade, their function remains 
the same: to provide an exclusive space where the society's activities can be conducted in 
absolute privacy. 
Leaked accounts and the records from a successful break-in in 1876 by a group calling itself the 
"Order of the File and Claw" have provided glimpses into the interior of the Skull and Bones 
Tomb. These accounts describe a sanctum filled with macabre artifacts, stolen memorabilia, and 
dedicated ritual spaces. The innermost chamber, known as room 322, serves as the society's 
"holy of holies". The presence of such carefully guarded inner sanctums reinforces the 
hierarchical nature of the societies' secrets and the profound separation between members and 
the outside world. 

Rites of Passage: Initiation, Confession, and the Forging of Bonds 

The lifelong loyalty demanded by these societies is forged through intense and psychologically 
potent initiation rituals. Journalistic investigations by Ron Rosenbaum and Alexandra Robbins, 
along with a leaked videotape from 2001, have pulled back the curtain on the bizarre and 
transgressive rites of Skull and Bones. 
A central and defining ritual is the coffin confessional. Initiates, or "neophytes," are reportedly 
required to lie naked within a coffin or sarcophagus and recount their entire personal and sexual 
histories to the fourteen other members of their cohort. This act of extreme vulnerability is a 
powerful bonding mechanism. It creates a state of mutual trust built on shared secrets and, as 
some observers have noted, a form of mutual leverage akin to the mafia's code of silence, 
ensuring that to betray the society would be to betray one's own most intimate confessions. 
The initiation also involves significant psychological hazing and mock violence. The leaked 
footage captured robed members acting out a ritualistic throat-slitting, shrieking at initiates, and 
compelling them to kneel and kiss a human skull. The ceremony is steeped in occult and 
death-obsessed themes, with figures dressed as the Devil and the Pope, and the chanting of a 
"death mantra": "THE HANGMAN EQUALS DEATH! THE DEVIL EQUALS DEATH! DEATH 
EQUALS DEATH!". This preoccupation with mortality is intended to impress upon the privileged 
initiates that life is short and that they have a duty to make a significant contribution to the world. 
Furthermore, the 2001 video revealed a disturbing level of cynical detachment from real-world 
events. Members were recorded mocking the brutal police assault on Abner Louima, a Haitian 
immigrant, by repeatedly shouting, "Take that plunger out of my ass!". Another member, 
imitating then-President and fellow Bonesman George W. Bush, was heard boasting, "I'm gonna 
ream you like I reamed Al Gore". Such displays suggest an indoctrination into a worldview that 
places members above the political and social concerns of the "barbarian" world they are being 
trained to lead. 
While the specifics vary, the methods of selection and initiation across the Ivy League share a 



common goal of identifying and bonding a select elite: 
●​ Yale's "Tap Day" is a highly public and theatrical ceremony in which senior society 

members physically "tap" chosen juniors on the shoulder in the campus courtyard, issuing 
the terse command, "Go to your room". 

●​ Harvard's "Punching" is a more prolonged and secretive process. Prospective members 
are invited to a series of exclusive events—cocktail hours, outings, and formal 
dinners—over several weeks, during which they are vetted by current members. A single 
dissenting vote, or "blackball," can prevent a candidate's admission. 

●​ Princeton's "Bicker" is a formalized, multi-day interview process for the six selective 
eating clubs, involving intense deliberations among current members to decide which 
sophomores will receive a "bid," or invitation to join. 

●​ Dartmouth's "Tapping" is a centrally coordinated process where senior societies submit 
lists of juniors they wish to recruit to the Office of Greek Life, which helps manage the 
invitations. 

The Tradition of "Crooking": Theft as a Rite of Passage 

A peculiar and persistent tradition within Skull and Bones is the practice of "crooking"—stealing 
significant artifacts from other campus societies, university buildings, and even national 
historical sites. Members reportedly compete to outdo one another's "crooks," with the stolen 
items displayed as trophies within the Tomb. 
The most infamous and controversial allegation of "crooking" is the theft of the skull of the 
legendary Apache leader Geronimo. The story holds that in 1918, a group of Bonesmen 
stationed at Fort Sill, Oklahoma—including Prescott Bush, father and grandfather of future U.S. 
presidents—exhumed Geronimo's remains and brought his skull, femurs, and riding gear back 
to the Tomb. For decades, this story was treated as unsubstantiated myth. However, its 
credibility was dramatically elevated by the discovery of a 1918 letter in the Yale archives from 
Bonesman Winter Mead to a fellow member. The letter explicitly states: "The skull of the worthy 
Geronimo the Terrible, exhumed from its tomb at Fort Sill by your club & the K—t [Knight] 
Haffner, is now safe inside the T— together with his well worn femurs[,] bit & saddle horn". This 
primary source confirms that, at the very least, senior members of the society at the time 
believed they were in possession of Geronimo's remains. 
The society has never formally admitted to the theft. Counter-arguments suggest Geronimo's 
grave was unmarked at the time, making the theft unlikely. In the 1980s, when confronted by 
Apache leaders, the society allegedly produced a skull, but claimed it belonged to a ten-year-old 
boy, an offer the Apache representatives declined. A lawsuit filed by Geronimo's descendants in 
2009 to recover the remains was ultimately unsuccessful. 
The Geronimo skull is not the only such artifact. The society has also been accused of 
possessing the skulls of Mexican revolutionary Pancho Villa and former U.S. President Martin 
Van Buren, as well as the stolen gravestone of Yale's namesake, Elihu Yale. This tradition of 
theft is not entirely unique to Yale; at Dartmouth, the Sphinx society was implicated in a 1989 
scavenger hunt that resulted in the theft of $12,000 worth of campus art and property. 
These rituals of confession and transgression are not simply forms of hazing; they are 
sophisticated psychological mechanisms for building an unshakeable, lifelong bond. By 
compelling initiates to share their most private secrets and participate in illicit acts like theft, the 
society creates a powerful sense of shared complicity and vulnerability. This bond of mutual 
assurance and potential blackmail is far more durable than one based on mere social affinity, 
ensuring a lifetime of loyalty and, above all, secrecy. The choice of artifacts to "crook" is also 



deeply symbolic. The alleged theft of Geronimo's skull by a member of the American 
establishment like Prescott Bush represents a ritualistic enactment of historical conquest. It is a 
private, symbolic act of domination that reinforces the members' self-perception as the rightful 
inheritors of national power, literally possessing the remains of those their forebears 
vanquished. This practice is not a simple prank; it is a core component of the ideological 
indoctrination of a self-styled ruling class. 

Part III: The Invisible Empire: Networks of Influence 
and Power 
The Patriarchs' Web: Alumni Networks and Financial Fortresses 

The influence of Ivy League secret societies extends far beyond the university gates, sustained 
by powerful, multi-generational alumni networks and fortified by sophisticated corporate and 
financial structures. These organizations are not just student clubs but enduring institutions 
designed to consolidate and perpetuate dynastic power. At the core of Skull and Bones, for 
instance, are prominent American families whose membership spans generations, including the 
Bushes, Tafts, Harrimans, Rockefellers, Whitneys, and Lords. 
These networks are supported by legal entities that grant them significant autonomy and 
financial power. Skull and Bones operates through the Russell Trust Association, a 
tax-exempt corporation established in 1856 by influential members like Daniel Coit Gilman, who 
would later become the founding president of Johns Hopkins University. This association holds 
the society's assets, insulating them from university oversight. This corporate model is 
replicated across the Ivy League. Harvard's Final Clubs and Princeton's Eating Clubs are 
similarly structured as non-profit corporations and charitable foundations, such as the A.D. Club, 
Inc., and The Ivy 1879 Foundation, which manage their endowments and extensive real estate 
portfolios. 
The physical assets of these societies are substantial. The Skull and Bones Tomb is a prime 
piece of real estate in New Haven, and the Russell Trust also owns Deer Island, a 40-acre 
private retreat on the St. Lawrence River. This island serves as an exclusive gathering place for 
members, intended to allow them to "get together and rekindle old friendships" away from public 
scrutiny. Similarly, the grand clubhouses of Harvard and the mansions of Princeton represent 
significant financial holdings that ensure the societies' permanence and independence. 

From Campus to Cabinet: Political and Governmental Influence 

The success of these societies in placing their members at the highest levels of the U.S. 
government is well-documented. Skull and Bones alone has produced three U.S. Presidents: 
William Howard Taft, George H. W. Bush, and George W. Bush. The society's political reach 
was starkly illustrated in the 2004 presidential election, which pitted two Bonesmen—George W. 
Bush (Class of 1968) and John Kerry (Class of 1966)—against each other. When questioned 
about their shared membership during the campaign, both candidates famously adhered to their 
oath of silence. "It's a secret," Kerry stated, while Bush would only say, "So secret, we can't talk 
about it". 
Beyond the presidency, the network extends deep into the federal government. Members have 
served as cabinet secretaries, such as Secretary of War Henry Stimson and Secretary of 



Defense Robert Lovett; Supreme Court Justices, including Potter Stewart and Morrison Waite; 
and a vast number of senators, congressmen, and diplomats. This concentration of political 
power is not limited to the national stage. For a period of nearly 100 years, from the mid-1800s 
to 1950, almost every president of Yale University was a member of Skull and Bones, 
demonstrating a level of institutional capture that far exceeds the influence of a typical student 
organization. 

Spooks and Financiers: The Intelligence and Wall Street Pipeline 

The values and culture inculcated by these societies—a commitment to secrecy, intense loyalty, 
and an elitist worldview—created a natural symbiosis with the U.S. intelligence community, 
particularly during the Cold War. Yale, in particular, developed a reputation as a primary 
recruitment ground for the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), to the extent that the Yale slang 
term for a secret society member, "spook," became common agency slang for a spy. 
The pipeline from the Tomb to Langley is well-established. Prominent Bonesmen who served in 
or led the CIA include conservative intellectual William F. Buckley Jr., National Security Advisor 
McGeorge Bundy, and future CIA Director George H. W. Bush. The society's network was 
instrumental in the formation of the modern intelligence apparatus; Robert A. Lovett, a 
Bonesman and partner at Brown Brothers Harriman, was a key architect of the CIA's blueprint 
after World War II. 
A parallel pipeline has funneled members into the commanding heights of American finance. 
Wall Street firms like Brown Brothers Harriman were deeply intertwined with Skull and Bones; 
the firm not only employed numerous members but, at one point, paid the society's tax bill. The 
network's financial influence was vast, with members reportedly controlling the fortunes of the 
Carnegie, Rockefeller, and Ford family interests. Notable financiers from these societies include 
Averell Harriman, Harold Stanley (founder of Morgan Stanley), and numerous partners at J.P. 
Morgan & Co.. 
This nexus of power extends to influential think tanks that shape foreign policy. The Council on 
Foreign Relations (CFR), one of the nation's most prominent foreign policy organizations, has 
a significant overlap in membership with Ivy League secret societies. Bonesman Winston Lord 
(Class of 1959), for example, served as Chairman of the CFR, illustrating the seamless 
transition from the secret societies of campus to the exclusive policy-making circles of 
Washington and New York. 

Table of Influence: A Cross-Section of the Ivy League Elite Network 

The following table provides a representative sample of notable members from various Ivy 
League secret societies, illustrating the breadth of their influence across key sectors of 
American society. This data demonstrates that the pattern of placing alumni in positions of 
power is not exclusive to Yale but is a defining characteristic of the elite society system across 
the Ivy League. 
Name University Society & Class 

Year 
Key Positions 
(Government/J
udiciary) 

Key Positions 
(Finance/Busin
ess) 

Key Positions 
(Intelligence/Fo
reign Policy) 

George H. W. 
Bush 

Yale Skull and 
Bones, 1948 

41st U.S. 
President; Vice 
President 

Founder, 
Zapata 
Petroleum 

Director of 
Central 
Intelligence; 



Name University Society & Class 
Year 

Key Positions 
(Government/J
udiciary) 

Key Positions 
(Finance/Busin
ess) 

Key Positions 
(Intelligence/Fo
reign Policy) 
U.S. 
Ambassador to 
the UN 

William H. Taft Yale Skull and 
Bones, 1878 

27th U.S. 
President; 
Chief Justice of 
the U.S. 

- Secretary of 
War 

John F. Kerry Yale Skull and 
Bones, 1966 

U.S. Senator; 
68th U.S. 
Secretary of 
State 

- - 

William F. 
Buckley Jr. 

Yale Skull and 
Bones, 1950 

- Founder, 
National 
Review 

CIA Officer 

Theodore 
Roosevelt 

Harvard Porcellian Club 26th U.S. 
President; 
Governor of 
New York 

- - 

Oliver Wendell 
Holmes Jr. 

Harvard Porcellian Club Associate 
Justice, U.S. 
Supreme Court 

- - 

William 
Randolph 
Hearst 

Harvard A.D. Club U.S. 
Congressman 

Founder, 
Hearst 
Communication
s 

- 

Franklin D. 
Roosevelt 

Harvard Fly Club 32nd U.S. 
President; 
Governor of 
New York 

- - 

James A. 
Baker III 

Princeton Ivy Club, 1952 61st U.S. 
Secretary of 
State; White 
House Chief of 
Staff 

- - 

Laurance 
Rockefeller 

Princeton Ivy Club, 1932 - Venture 
Capitalist; 
Chairman, 
Rockefeller 
Brothers Fund 

- 

Henry Paulson Dartmouth Casque & 
Gauntlet, 1968 

74th U.S. 
Secretary of 
the Treasury 

Chairman and 
CEO, Goldman 
Sachs 

- 

Nelson 
Rockefeller 

Dartmouth Casque & 
Gauntlet, 1930 

41st Vice 
President; 

- - 



Name University Society & Class 
Year 

Key Positions 
(Government/J
udiciary) 

Key Positions 
(Finance/Busin
ess) 

Key Positions 
(Intelligence/Fo
reign Policy) 

Governor of 
New York 

Paul 
Wolfowitz 

Cornell Quill and 
Dagger, 1965 

Deputy 
Secretary of 
Defense 

- President of the 
World Bank; 
U.S. 
Ambassador 

Sandy Berger Cornell Quill and 
Dagger, 1967 

National 
Security 
Advisor 

- - 

Ed Rendell UPenn Friars Senior 
Society, 1965 

Governor of 
Pennsylvania; 
Mayor of 
Philadelphia 

- - 

Jon 
Huntsman, Sr. 

UPenn Sphinx Senior 
Society, 1959 

- Founder and 
Chairman, 
Huntsman 
Corporation 

- 

The alumni network functions as a lifelong career accelerator. The financial support, preferential 
hiring, and access to capital provided by the "patriarchs" ensure that members are fast-tracked 
into positions of influence, creating a self-perpetuating cycle of success. This is not merely a 
social advantage but a tangible, financially-backed system for elite placement and the 
consolidation of power. 

Part IV: The Fading of the Light?: Adaptation, 
Controversy, and Modern Relevance 
The Battle for the Tomb: The Admission of Women and Minorities 

For the vast majority of their history, the elite societies of the Ivy League were bastions of a 
specific demographic: wealthy, white, Protestant men. The slow and often contentious process 
of diversification during the latter half of the 20th century exposed a profound generational 
schism within these organizations and challenged their very identity. 
The integration of racial and ethnic minorities proceeded gradually. Skull and Bones is reported 
to have admitted its first Jewish member in 1938 and tapped its first African American student, 
football star Levi Jackson, in 1950, though Jackson ultimately declined the invitation to join 
another society. 
The admission of women, however, proved to be the most significant and fiercely contested 
battle. At Yale, the conflict came to a head in 1991. After the undergraduate members, or 
"knights," voted to admit women—more than two decades after Yale College became 
coeducational—the alumni "patriarchs" staged a revolt. Led by conservative icon William F. 
Buckley Jr., a group of older alumni changed the locks on the Tomb, suspended the society's 
operations for a year, and filed a lawsuit to block the move, arguing that the presence of women 
would lead to "date rape". The undergraduate members were forced to meet in another society's 



building until the dispute was resolved. Ultimately, a mail-in vote of the full alumni membership 
narrowly approved the admission of women, and the lawsuit was dropped. 
A similar, though more protracted, struggle occurred at Princeton. Activist Sally Frank filed a 
lawsuit in 1979 against the remaining all-male eating clubs, including Tiger Inn and Ivy Club, for 
gender discrimination. The legal battle lasted over a decade, with the clubs arguing they were 
private institutions exempt from anti-discrimination laws. The case eventually reached the U.S. 
Supreme Court, which in 1991 declined to hear the clubs' appeal, forcing them to finally admit 
women. These conflicts starkly illustrated the generational divide between alumni determined to 
preserve tradition and undergraduates who were more aligned with the evolving social norms of 
their time. 

A Gilded Cage in Decline?: Assessing 21st-Century Influence 

In the 21st century, evidence suggests that the direct influence and mystique of these societies 
have begun to wane. A Bonesman from the 1980s remarked that the experience "probably was 
more wonderful the further back you go," capturing a sense of fading glory. This decline is 
tangibly represented by the state of Skull and Bones' private retreat, Deer Island, which 
members now describe as "basically ruins" and a "beautiful dump," a reflection of the society's 
dwindling financial resources. 
A primary challenge facing these organizations is a shift in the values of their own recruits. 
Analysts describe a modern "elite monoculture" in which students are eager to capitalize on the 
prestige and networking benefits of membership but are often hostile to the traditional values of 
hierarchy, loyalty, and patronage that sustained the societies for generations. The career 
ambitions of new members are sometimes characterized as "narrow and uncreative," focused 
more on conventional paths to success than on the grand, world-shaping missions of their 
predecessors. 
This has been accompanied by a radical transformation in the demographics and ideology of 
the societies. In a stark departure from their historical identity, the Skull and Bones class of 2020 
was reportedly its first to be composed entirely of non-white members, and the class of 2021 
admitted no conservatives, with progressive activism now viewed as a desirable trait for new 
recruits. 
The question of their contemporary relevance is a subject of debate. Some observers, like 
journalist Alexandra Robbins, argue that the network remains potent, pointing to instances such 
as President George W. Bush appointing fellow Bonesmen to positions in his administration as 
proof of its continued efficacy. Others contend that the societies are now a "shell of their former 
self," their secrets and power meaning little in a more transparent and meritocratic world. The 
sheer proliferation of societies—with Yale alone boasting 47 by 2017—may also serve to dilute 
the prestige once held exclusively by the oldest and most elite groups. 

Conclusion: Enduring Legacy or Anachronistic Relic? 

The secret societies of the Ivy League were born from an ideology of anti-democratic elitism, 
using psychologically potent rituals to forge unbreakable bonds of loyalty among a chosen few. 
For over a century, their alumni networks successfully penetrated the highest echelons of 
American power, creating a self-perpetuating system for advancing their members in 
government, finance, and intelligence. Today, these organizations exist in a paradoxical state. 
They have undergone a profound ideological and demographic transformation, and their direct, 
centralized influence has arguably diminished in an era that values transparency over secrecy. 



The "shady network" is now more diffuse, less ideologically coherent, and faces a crisis of 
relevance from within its own ranks. However, the model of elite formation they 
pioneered—using exclusive social bonds, shared secrets, and powerful alumni support to 
accelerate careers and consolidate influence—remains a potent force. While they may no 
longer secretly direct world events, these societies endure as powerful symbols of the 
clandestine networks that continue to operate at the heart of American power, serving as a stark 
reminder of the persistent tension between the nation's democratic ideals and its elitist 
traditions. 

Part V: The Ivy League Constellation: A Comparative 
Analysis of Clandestine Culture 
Selection and Initiation: Tapping, Punching, and Bickering 

While united by a common purpose of elite selection, the recruitment and initiation processes of 
Ivy League societies vary, reflecting the distinct social ecosystems of each campus. Yale's "Tap 
Day" is a unique public spectacle where juniors are chosen in the open, a ritual that emphasizes 
the public recognition of campus leaders. In contrast, Harvard's "punch" process is a far more 
discreet, multi-stage affair involving a series of private social events where candidates are 
carefully vetted, a system that prioritizes social pedigree and compatibility. Princeton's "bicker" 
for its six selective eating clubs is an intense, formalized interview process, reflecting the 
university's more structured social hierarchy. These different methods highlight how each 
institution's elite has tailored the selection process to fit its specific cultural context. Despite 
these differences, common themes of psychological pressure, alcohol-fueled rituals, and 
bonding through shared hardship are prevalent, as evidenced by detailed accounts of hazing at 
Harvard and controversies surrounding misconduct at Princeton and Dartmouth. 

Sanctuaries of Secrecy: Clubhouses, Tombs, and Real Estate 

The architectural expressions of these societies are as varied as their rituals. Yale's societies 
and Dartmouth's Sphinx favor imposing, windowless "Tombs" designed to project an aura of 
impenetrable mystery and separation from the outside world. Conversely, the grand, 
mansion-like clubhouses of Princeton's eating clubs and Harvard's final clubs signal their status 
through displays of wealth and Gilded Age opulence. Regardless of style, these properties 
represent significant financial assets. Property assessments and records reveal multi-million 
dollar valuations for clubhouses like Harvard's Porcellian Club and A.D. Club, and the entire 
"Street" at Princeton constitutes a massive real estate portfolio. These holdings, often managed 
by alumni-run trusts and foundations, are the bedrock of the societies' financial independence, 
ensuring their longevity and insulating them from university control. 

Power and Privilege: Notable Alumni and Spheres of Influence Across 
the Ancient Eight 

The phenomenon of producing national leaders is not confined to Yale's Skull and Bones but is 
a defining feature of the elite society system across the Ivy League. Harvard's Porcellian Club, 
for instance, counts among its alumni President Theodore Roosevelt and multiple Supreme 



Court Justices, while the A.D. Club boasts newspaper magnate William Randolph Hearst. 
Princeton's Ivy Club has produced cabinet secretaries like James A. Baker III and titans of 
industry like Laurance Rockefeller. Dartmouth's Casque & Gauntlet counts among its members 
Vice President Nelson Rockefeller and former Treasury Secretary Henry Paulson. This pattern, 
repeated at Cornell with societies like Quill and Dagger and at Penn with the Friars and Sphinx, 
demonstrates that these organizations collectively form a powerful, inter-university network that 
has consistently channeled its members into positions of significant influence in American 
society. 

Scandals and Scrutiny: Common Threads of Controversy 

Despite their secrecy, these societies have frequently been subjects of public controversy, 
revealing common threads of conflict across the league. The most significant of these has been 
the struggle over exclusivity. The protracted legal battles that forced Princeton's eating clubs to 
admit women and the internal rebellion at Skull and Bones were part of a league-wide reckoning 
with historical policies of gender and racial discrimination. Similarly, issues of hazing and 
high-risk behavior are a recurring theme, from the ritualized psychological pressure at Yale to 
specific incidents like the 1989 scavenger hunt theft by Dartmouth's Sphinx. The relationship 
between the societies and their host universities is also a point of tension, ranging from 
Harvard's decision to sanction final club members to Princeton's long and complicated history of 
attempting to regulate its eating clubs. 
The secret societies across the Ivy League, while possessing unique traditions, display a 
remarkable degree of similarity in their structure, function, and controversies. This is not a 
coincidence but the result of a competitive system in which each institution's elite sought to 
replicate and refine the models of its rivals. This process of "isomorphism" has created a pan-Ivy 
League system for elite reproduction. A crucial and often overlooked element of this system is 
the sophisticated corporate structure that underpins these societies. They operate as non-profit 
corporations, trusts, and foundations with significant real estate holdings and alumni-run boards. 
This financial and legal independence makes them autonomous, permanent institutions 
dedicated to the lifelong advancement of their members, ensuring their persistence and 
influence long after their undergraduate members have graduated. Their power is therefore not 
merely social; it is institutional, financial, and designed for perpetuity. 
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