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By the time you read this, it will be almost a month since George Floyd was killed, over three 

months since Breonna Taylor and Ahmaud Arbery were murdered, and over eight years since 

Trayvon Martin was hunted for wearing a hoodie. This is nothing new. Systemic racism is nothing 

new. Our organizations are doing nothing new.  

 

Some organizations have made statements in solidarity, openly supporting our collective 

membership. Some have made a statement but have yet to state three simple words, “Black Lives 

Matter.” And for those who made a statement, now what? For those who posted a black square 

on social media, now what? It’s too easy for white people to make a statement and let the 

movement subside over a couple of weeks in an effort to get “back to normal” — but what was 

“normal”? 

 

Was normal simply writing off a few members who make racist remarks and stating those 

individuals are not reflective of our collective values? Good job, gold star; but you’ve done 

nothing to change how those members got into your organization to begin with. Have you 

addressed the racist songs so many of your chapter members know? Oh sure, it’s not a national 

song, but where and how was it learned by so many members? 

 

Was normal allowing legacies of white members to get in automatically because that’s part of 

our “tradition” (sic)? Was normal allowing policies of discrimination to exist for nearly 100 years 

in our historically white organizations before being forced to change? Was normal giving diversity 

awards to chapters who “partnered” with NPHC/MGC organizations to show how woke they are? 

(PS: it’s more than learning how to step and stroll). Was normal giving the same set of donors 

more voice and credence than our general members?  

 

It’s time for “normal” to be over. We need to usher in the age of exceptionalism, an age of 

activism. We need organizations and members that will do the right thing. We know there were 

some chapters in the nation that stood up to their international organizations in order to 

welcome Black, indigenous, and people of color (BIPOC) into their siblinghood. It took students 

to challenge us and move us forward. Maybe it’s time to let them lead us. It’s also time for all of 
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us as members to advocate for change within our organizations, on our campuses, and within 

our lives.  

 

Influencing and Demanding Change from Our (Inter)National Organizations 

While we can and need to make an impact on an individual level, the “big swing” for all of us as 

members of historically white, Greek-lettered organizations is to influence change, encourage 

dismantling of systems and processes that support systemic racism, and listen to our BIPOC 

members on their lived experiences.  

 

We must take a look into our past and acknowledge our organizations were created from 

an inherently racist and elitist founding while demanding our histories are researched. 

This will involve acknowledging some romanticized tales of our founders and early leaders 

may include some not so pleasant realities. While some of our organizations have begun 

to do this work, will the rest of us follow their lead? Or will we just sit idly by and think, 

“Glad they took one for the rest of us!”? It is not enough to just brush off the past as it 

has gotten us to where we are; we must acknowledge our history — all of it.  

 

We must listen to our Black members’ lived experiences within our organizations from 

an undergraduate and alumnae/alumni point of view … and be prepared to actually listen. 

Are we going to do what they are actually asking, and demanding, us to do? If we are not 

willing to take action, we need to stop pretending like we will. We need to look for 

advocates within our organizations who are willing to speak and act on behalf of our Black 

members to have their voice heard as well. If we have learned anything from recent 

events, it’s not the job of our Black members to be the only ones asking, demanding, and 

working for change. It is all of our responsibility.  

 

We must dismantle systems and practices in place that exclude Black members from 

joining, becoming leaders on campus, and holding key volunteer and board positions on 

a national level. These must include the written and non-written practices, policies, 

“traditions,” and “accepted” language not in a manual. The clear and immediate examples 

are legacies and recommendation letters. What are the “not so clear” examples that hold 

back your Black members from applying for or accepting Leadership Consultant positions? 

How does a Black member get into a pipeline to become a key volunteer or sit on a 

national board? Will anyone on your board step aside to create the open seat for them? 

This will take an honest analysis of what our organizations have done, or are currently 

doing, to uphold systemic racism. And then actively tearing those systems down and 

replacing them with a more equitable model to be applied for all BIPOC and LGBTQ+ 
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members (while we’re focusing on Black members currently, we still have plenty of work 

to do in these other areas). 

 

Starting Somewhere: Ourselves, Our Communities, Our Lives 

In addition to working with our (inter)national organizations to influence change on a larger scale, 

it is also important we take time to work on ourselves and our immediate communities. 

 

Just start somewhere. Pick up a book to educate yourself on being anti-racist; it’s no 

longer enough to just “not be racist.” Watch a movie and take advantage of the countless 

Black Lives Matter collections now available across multiple streaming services. Listen to 

a podcast on Black lived experiences; virtually visit an African American history museum; 

support Black businesses; donate to Black non-profits and causes. Just start. 

 

Acknowledge your own implicit bias. And then sit with it, dig deeper to understand the 

“why” and “how” this has impacted decisions you’ve made in your career and in your 

personal life. Look at where you’ve stopped in the past in your work around diversity, 

equity, and inclusion. Kept quiet at family dinner or excused yourself from a group of 

friends with an offensive joke? Now is your time to actively work and change not only 

your own behaviors to overcome implicit bias, but practice being anti-racist around family 

and friends. Push yourself to have conversations about race and racism outside of your 

comfort zone; engage with “that uncle;” call out “that friend;” actually talk about racism 

with predominantly white chapters and not just with chapters with a higher number of 

BIPOC members.  

 

Realize you won’t be perfect, and that’s the beauty of this work! Be prepared to get 

corrected and be prepared to sit in the uncomfortableness. And then get right back to it, 

try again, learn some more, push yourself further, and expect more discomfort. The 

change happens when we keep pushing through, challenging our own beliefs, and are 

open to be truly vulnerable throughout the entire process. Remember, this is a 

movement, not a moment.  

 

If we are truly going to create change, we need to start somewhere. Many of our policies, 

practices, and traditions are written from a white perspective. We must dig deep to look at the 

language and examine the intent to make changes to open equitable opportunities for Black 

members and future members.  
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If we are going to sell ourselves as values-based organizations, we need to bring those values into 

the conversations. We all currently exist to create friendships and relationships to support one 

another, not just our white members. Let’s start discussing where our shortfalls have been and 

how we will change them.  

 

If we are going to become true inclusive environments where Black members, and non-members, 

feel safe, wanted, and welcome, we must focus on what “belonging” is actually about.  

 

It is time to engage with your organization and let them know what you expect. Expect your 

leadership to live by the values espoused in your creed and ritual for all members. It is time for 

us to make room on our boards, on our staffs, in our volunteer roles, and within our membership 

for true representation of our Black members.  

 

Now is the time. Because to be honest, in a few years, it will be too late. Today’s college students 

are living through this time and our members will demand change. We owe it to our past, current, 

and future members to tackle this with a sense of urgency and capitalize on the high level of 

social energy, activism, and awareness, to create the organizations of true brotherhood and 

sisterhood for all members in the future.   

 

--- 

 

Dr. Mari Ann Callais currently serves as the senior director of strategic initiatives for Delta Delta 

Delta Fraternity and is a professional speaker with The Catalyst Speakers Agency. She became a 

member of Theta Phi Alpha Fraternity at Loyola University New Orleans and later served as 

national president. Mari Ann is a former campus-based professional, a former assistant professor, 

and has a Ph.D. from Louisiana State University. She lives in Hammond, Louisiana, with her wife 

and puppies.  

 

Dan Faill is a former campus-based professional of nearly 15 years turned speaker, coach, and 

consultant. He enjoys asking audiences hard questions, telling relatable stories, and pushing 

others to be brave enough to have the conversations that matter. He lives in quarantined Los 

Angeles and looks forward to being physically distant but socially connected to the world around 

him. 

 

Brent Allan Grunig is the assistant executive director of chapter development for Pi Kappa Phi 

Fraternity where he has worked for five years after three years on a college campus. He has a B.A. 
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from Purdue University in communication and public relations, where he joined Pi Kappa Phi, and 

a M.Ed. in curriculum and design and college student affairs from the University of South Florida.  

 

Lucy Morlan is the senior director of chapter operations for Delta Delta Delta Fraternity and has 

worked for the organization for six years. She received her B.A. from Simpson College and M.Ed. 

from Iowa State University in educational leadership and policy study. Following graduate school, 

Lucy worked on campus in the areas of leadership development and fraternity/sorority life for six 

years before moving to Texas to work for her international organization.   


