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Summary
If you are tapped by a Yale secret society, you can say no, you can ask questions first, and
you can walk out at any stage. No society can legally make your consent a defense for
hazing in Connecticut.

This briefing compiles open-source reporting on Skull and Bones and other Yale societies
to show what a prospective member may be agreeing to. The biggest risks are not occult
rituals. They are compelled disclosure of intimate secrets, a secrecy oath signed before
you know the terms, and a lifelong network that can reward loyalty and punish defection.

How evidence is graded:

High: directly observed, filmed, court record, or official policy.

Medium: credible investigative journalism using anonymous member sources.

Low: rumor, legend, or uncorroborated claims.

The society confirms nothing, so most claims about its inner rituals are Medium at best.

Background
Skull and Bones, founded at Yale in 1832, taps 15 juniors each spring; they serve as
members through senior year. Membership is lifelong: graduates become "patriarchs," not
former members.

Fact Detail Confidence

Founded 1832, by William H. Russell and Alphonso Taft High

Class size 15 juniors tapped each spring High

Women admitted 1991, after a court injunction and a 368–320 alumni
vote (Goodspeed Update)

High
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https://goodspeedupdate.com/2004/1329


Skull and Bones is run by its own alumni corporation rather than by Yale, but Yale's hazing
policy covers junior and senior societies whether registered or not (Yale College, Sept
2025).

Danger 1: Compelled intimate disclosure
The most consistently reported Bones practice is a confessional in which each member
recounts their full sexual history and personal life story to the 14 other members of their
class. Confidence: Medium.

Origin: Ron Rosenbaum's 1977 Esquire article, "The Last Secrets of Skull and Bones,"
and Alexandra Robbins' 2002 book Secrets of the Tomb, based on society documents
and member interviews.

Audience: Same-year peers, not older patriarchs. The classic account asks whether a
young Henry Luce confessed his sex life naked in a coffin to 14 peers (Publishers
Weekly).

Escalated versions: Claims of forced masturbation during the confession circulate, but
Robbins treats them as legends, not findings. Confidence: Low.

Why it is a risk:

1. Once spoken, a secret cannot be taken back. You lose control of it permanently.

2. Fourteen people now hold details that could damage your career, relationships, or
reputation decades later.

3. Disclosures may involve other people (past partners) who never consented to being
discussed.

4. Group pressure in a ritual setting makes it hard to hold back or refuse in the moment.

Whether this information has ever been used as leverage is unproven. The structural risk
exists regardless of intent.

Fact Detail Confidence

Known members Both Presidents Bush, John Kerry, William F.
Buckley, Henry Luce

High

Clubhouse The "Tomb" on Yale's campus High

Before You Answer the Tap: An OSINT Briefing on Yale Secret Society Risks

Page 2 of 7

https://yalecollege.yale.edu/get-know-yale-college/office-dean/messages-dean-0/yale-universitys-policy-against-hazing-parents
https://yalecollege.yale.edu/get-know-yale-college/office-dean/messages-dean-0/yale-universitys-policy-against-hazing-parents
https://www.publishersweekly.com/9780140138450
https://www.publishersweekly.com/9780140138450


Danger 2: Secrecy oath without informed consent
You agree to join before you are told what joining involves. That makes truly informed
consent impossible. Confidence: High (the secrecy itself is undisputed).

Members swear an oath of secrecy about the society and its rituals (NBC New York).

Members in public life consistently decline to discuss it. When asked, the office of
Ohio Governor Bob Taft told a reporter it didn't know whether he was a member,
because the society is secret (Cleveland Scene).

Membership is lifelong, so the oath does not expire at graduation.

Why it is a risk: Consenting to join is not consenting to every act that follows. A lifelong
oath can discourage you from reporting misconduct, seeking help, or speaking honestly
about your own experience later in life.

Danger 3: Hazing and sexual humiliation
Hazing at Yale societies is documented, not hypothetical. The strongest evidence against
Bones itself concerns verbal sexual abuse at initiation.
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In the Pundits case, Yale's dean noted that hazing victims often find it hard to come
forward. Secrecy oaths make that harder still.

Danger 4: Lifelong network, divided loyalty, reputational cost
The network is the main draw, and it is also a liability: it creates obligations that can collide
with your public duties. Confidence: Medium.

Divided loyalty: In 2004, both major U.S. presidential candidates, George W. Bush and
John Kerry, were Bonesmen. Voters had no way to know what each owed the other or
the society.

Opaque obligations: Accounts describe Bones as a lifelong mutual-aid network. Favors
given in secret are hard to audit for conflicts of interest.

Inherited controversy: Members are tied to the society's history, including the 2009
federal lawsuit by Geronimo's descendants alleging Bonesmen stole his remains in 1918
(Time via Hank Nuwer). A federal judge dismissed it in July 2010 on sovereign-

Date Group What happened Confidence

Feb
2011

Pundits (senior
society)

Pre-tap party: attendees told to strip,
forced to kiss; one alleged a penis was
forced against his face. Several
hospitalized; police filed no charges (CBS
News, Yale Daily News)

High

Oct
2010

DKE fraternity Initiation incident that triggered a Yale-
wide hazing review including senior
societies (Yale Daily News)

High

Apr
2001

Skull and Bones Filmed by a New York Observer team:
members hurled obscene sexual insults at
initiates kneeling to kiss a skull
(Democracy Now!)

High

1977 Skull and Bones Reported naked mud wrestling and coffin
confessions at initiation

Medium

1967 DKE fraternity Branded new members with a hot iron
(Harvard Crimson)

High
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immunity grounds; Yale said it didn't hold the remains, and Bones declined to comment
(Yale Daily News).

Reputation: Membership attracts conspiracy theories that can follow you into politics,
business, or public service.

Counter-evidence and limits
No public record shows a hazing finding, criminal charge, or lawsuit against Skull and
Bones over its treatment of members. Readers should weigh that.

The society's own statement: In 2017, after impostors posed as Bones to lure juniors,
the class of 2018 publicly said Bones will never ask anyone to do humiliating,
uncomfortable, or criminal acts (Yale Daily News).

Dated sources: The core accounts are from 1977, 2001, and 2002. Practices may have
changed, especially after women joined in 1991.

Member defenses: Some accounts describe the rituals as psychologically intense
bonding rather than abuse, and many members describe the experience positively.

Unverified extremes: The most lurid claims (coffins, forced masturbation, eugenics
screening) trace to legend and have never been corroborated.

Open question: Federal law now requires Yale to publish a Campus Hazing Transparency
Report naming recognized groups found responsible for hazing, starting December 2025.
No Yale report turned up in searches for this briefing, and the law only covers recognized
organizations.

Your rights and how to protect yourself
Connecticut law says the victim's implied or express consent is no defense to hazing, and
the law explicitly covers required indecent exposure and activities causing extreme
mental stress (Connecticut §53-23a). Yale's policy goes further and treats blindfolding or
restraint as hazing even with consent (Yale College).

Before you accept a tap:

During and after:

Ask what initiation involves. A refusal to answer is information.

Ask whether you can decline any part without losing membership.

Tell one trusted person outside the society where you are on initiation night.
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Where to report:

Yale College Dean's Office, which covers junior and senior societies whether
registered or not (Yale College, Sept 2025).

Anyone can report, not only the person harmed, and Yale can act even if police decline.

Yale Police or New Haven Police for anything criminal.

Yale College Community Care (YC³) for confidential support.

Sources and confidence log

Share only what you would be comfortable seeing in public decades from now.

Never disclose details about other people who didn't consent.

You can leave at any point. A secrecy oath does not override the law.

Source Type Used for Reliability

Connecticut §53-23a Statute Consent not a
defense

High

Yale College hazing policy Official policy Scope, reporting High

Yale College message, Sept
2025

Official notice Societies covered High

Democracy Now! / Rosenbaum,
2001

Filmed observation Initiation insults High

CBS News, 2011 News Pundits incident High

Yale Daily News, 2011 Student press Pundits outcome High

Yale Daily News, 2010 Student press Hazing committee High

Yale Daily News, 2010 Student press Geronimo dismissal High

Yale Daily News, 2017 Student press Bones statement High

Goodspeed Update (Robbins
excerpt)

Book excerpt 1991 vote Medium–
High

Publishers Weekly Review of
Rosenbaum

Confessional claims Medium

Hachette: Secrets of the Tomb Book listing Robbins' sourcing Medium
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Not yet examined: Yale's Campus Hazing Transparency Report; David Richards' Skulls and
Keys (written by a Bonesman); the full text of Rosenbaum's 1977 article.

Source Type Used for Reliability

NBC New York News Secrecy oath Medium

Cleveland Scene Alt-weekly Member silence Medium

Harvard Crimson, 1967 Student press DKE branding High
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