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S. BRENT MORRIS, PH.D., F.P.S. 

People got to where they didn't want to join up any more. Can you 
imagine that? ... little by little the lodges jest sorter dried up. , 
Nobody wanted tojoin. No new people. Jesus, but we was big once: 
. .. Hell, there was governors and senators that was Brother·, 
Knights. We had con-ventions and barbecues and parades. Took· 
over the whole hotel there in Tulsa. Gawd, and it musta been 
somethin' to see. 

L.D. to Lonnie Roy T 

Preston Jones; 
"The Last Meeting of the Knights ofthe White Magnolia" , 

INTRODUCTION
 

The twentieth century has been a period of unprecedented 
growth, expansion, and change for the United States of America. 
The summaries have begun to sound trite, but we indeed have 
moved from horses to moon shuttles within a few decades. Amer
ica has moved from a rural, agrarian economy to an urban, service 
one. Whether good or bad, change has been an inescapable feature 
of all of American life, including Freemasonry and American fra, 
ternities. The effect of these changes on fraternal orders can be 
neatly (and sadly) described as boom to bust. 

The plaintive summary by ,L.D. of what happened to; the 
Knights of the White Magnolia could describe most frate'rnal 
orders today. The surprising fact is that at the beginning of the 
century it would have been hard to predict today's fraternal c~ndi-
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tions. In just the fifteen years from i885 to 1900, more than 1:50 
I 

American fraternal organizatio~s were formed!l If some sort' of 
group was formed then, for almost any purpose, it likely modeled 
itself along fraternal lines with elaborate rituals, formal cere
monies, membership hierarchies, and colorful regalia. By 1920, 
Charles Merz estimated that there were 800 secret orders with '30 
million members - and this was when the adult U.S. population 
was only 60 million!2 

Fraternal orders went well beyond being the normative fo:rm 
for community groups, and, at least for the uniformed, milit~ry 

orders, such as the Knights Templar or the Knights of Pythias, 
the groups were considered an important adjunct to the nation's 
defense. John T. Thompson, Second Lieutenant of the U.S. Ar~il-
lery wrote on this a century ago: i 

For a reserve the country depends upon the veterans of the [Civil] 
war, and the national guards of the states. Closely behind this 
force, and equally strong in numbers comes a new factor in the 
national defense. The hundred thousand members of the military 
branches ofthe four great secret fraternities in this country would, 
in an emergency, respond as citizens, by companies and battalions 

3 . J 

I 

Significant changes have occurred in American society this' 
century, changes which seem to have effectively abandoned frater
nities as a meaningful part of American culture. The dramatic 

. I 

changes in fortunes for these groups are matters of objective curi
osity and subjective dismay. This paper will concentrate oli an 
objective description of fraternal memberships during the last 80 , 
or so years. I 

1Alvin J. Schmidt, Fraternal Organizations (Westport, Ct.: Greenwood
 
Press, 1980), pp. 370-373. , :
 

2Charles Merz, "Sweet Land of Secrecy," Harpers' Monthly Magazineh54
 
(1927), p. 329. ,
 

3James R. Carnahan, Pythian Knighthood: Its History and Literdture
 
(Cincinnati: The Pettibone Mfg. Co., 1888), p. 455. I
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The analysis begins by studying the national membership fig
ures for major fraternities at five year intervals from 1900 to 1980 

I 

(see the Appendix). The fraternities studied include Freemasops, 
the Order of the Eastern Star, the Independent Order of Odd 
Fellows, Rebekahs, Patriarchs, Patriarchs Militant, Knights of 
Pythias, Scottish Rite, Shriners, Elks, Knights of Columbus, Royal 
Arch Masons, Royal and Select Masters, and Knights Templar.. 

A statistical technique known as "Cluster Analysis" was then 
used to produce four fraternal clusters, each consisting of organi
zations that had very similar membership movements during the 
twentieth century. By separating the organizations into similar 
groups, it is possible to better understand what forces are affecting 
fraternities in general. 

The four clusters are: 1) Freemasons; 2) Odd Fellows; 3) Scot
tish Rite; and 4) York Rite (see Table 1). The Freemason Cluster 
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includes the Eastern Star. The Odd Fellow Cluster consists of the 
Odd Fellow auxiliaries the Patriarchs, the Patriarchs Militant, 
and the Rebekah, together with the Knights of Pythias. The Scot
tish Rite Cluster has Shriners, Elks, and Knights of Columl:ius. 
The York Rite Cluster includes Royal Arch Masons, Royal ~nd 
Select Masters, and Knights Templar. A detailed descriptio!} of 
each cluster is given below. 

WHAT HAPPENED?
 
i 

FREEMASONS. Still the largest fraternal organization in 'the 
United States (though not under a central, national admi~is
tration), Freemasonry continues to exert an influence, alQeit 
declining, upon America. It is grouped here with the Order ofthe 
Eastern Star, an organization that essentially serves as its ladies' 
auxiliary (see Table 2). Freemasonry came to the colonies inithe 
very early 1700's, and the Eastern Star was formally organized in 
1876. The membership of the two groups during the twentteth. 
century has behaved essentially the same, and the discussions of 
fraternal clusters begin by examining them. Unless otherwise 
noted, all comments refer to Freemasonry and Masonic Lodges; 
the Eastern Star and its Chapters follow Masonry's lead .J.ery 
closely. 

The century began with 839,000 Freemasons in 12,:000 
Lodges, each with an average of 72 members. The Craft experi
enced nearly continuous growth until 1928. During this period, 
the average annual initiation rate was 8%, with a real annual 
growth of5%, and a computed annual loss of3%. Put another Way, 
the typical American Lodge of 72 initiated about 6 members in 
1900 and lost just over 2 (due to all causes). By 1930 it had:214 
members with 17 initiations and 7 losses. The year 1920,just after 
World War I, stands out during this period with an initiation rate 
of 11%. 
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Table 2 
It is worth noting that several years before the Depression, 

Masonic membership growth was flat, and in fact peaked about 
two years before the stock market crash of 1929. From this peak 
before the Depression until 1941, the last year of membership 
decline, Freemasonry lost close to 25% of its membership. The 
number of Eastern Star chapters declined by 10%, and so it can be 
inferred that about 10% of Masonic Lodges also went dark during 
this period. The typical Lodge declined from 214 to 160 members. 

In 1942, after the United States was beginning to recover 
from the devastating effects of the Depression and as it started 
producing for World War II, Freemasonry began nearly two 
decades of continual growth. By 1959, the number of Freemasons 
in the United States peaked at 4,100,000, an increase of 67% from 
1941, and the average Lodge now had 259 members! 

Then, in 1959, Freemasonry stopped growing, and began a 
slow, steady decline of a little more than 1% per year to today. By 
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1980, the average Lodge in the United States had 213 members, 
initiated 6 and lost 8. The computed loss during this period, inter

.estingly enough, was about 3% per year, the same as during the 
first 30 years of growth in the century. Obviously the annual 
initiation rate is much lower, 2% now versus 8% then. In 1980, 
Freemasonry's membership was almost 4 times as large as in 
1900; and 80% of its 1959 high. 

The Eastern Star began the century with 26% of Masonry's 
membership, and by 1920 had grown to 59% of it. Since then, its 
membership has remained in about the same relationship to 
Masonry's. It peaked at 61% in 1970, and was about 53% in 1980. 

ODD FELLOWS, The second fraternal cluster to be considered 
is led by the Independent Order of Odd Fellows, and includes the 
Patriarchs, the Patriarchs Militant, the Rebekah (all Odd Fellow 
auxiliaries), and the Knights of Pythias (see Table 3). Like Free
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masonry, the Odd Fellows were a British import to America but 
began in Baltimore in 1813. The Rebekah degree was organized in 
1851 as perhaps the first female auxiliary to an American frater
nal order, and in 1885 the "higher" degrees of the Patriarchs and 
the Patriarchs Militant were added to the Odd Fellows' constella
tion. In 1864 the Knights of Pythias, an entirely native organiza
tion, was formed to help heal the wounds of the Civil War. Unless 
otherwise noted, all comments that follow refer to Odd Fellowship 
and its Lodges. The other groups follow the Odd Fellows' lead very 
closely. 

Odd Fellowship started the century like nearly every other 
American fraternity: with strong and steady growth. In 1900 it 
had 870,000 members and an average Lodge of 76 members that 
initiated 7 and lost 4 per year. Its growth stopped in 1920, a full 
ten years before the Depression, with 1,736,000 members and an 
average Lodge of112.· During these two decades of increase, the 
average initiation rate was 9% per year, the real annual growth 
was 4%, and the computed annual loss was 5%. In the ten years 
before the Depression, the Odd Fellows lost 420,000 members, a 
decline of 24%. By 1940 Odd Fellowship had declined to 666,000 
with an average Lodge down to 70 members, a frightening 62% 
loss from its 1920 high. (By comparison, Freemasonry in 1940 had 
declined only 24% from its pre-Depression high.) 

In 1945, an interesting event occurred: Rebekah membership 
rose above that of the Odd Fellows. The Rebekahs grew a total of 
18% from 1940 to 1955, when numerical decline began again for 
them. During the same period Odd Fellowship's decline eased 
momentarily (and almost imperceptibly) around 1950. Except for 
this brief respite, Odd Fellowship has declined about 4% per year 
since 1920. An average initiation rate of 4% has been maintained, 
but the computed loss is 8% (compared with Freemasonry's 3%). 
The average Lodge that had 112 members in 1920 had 40 members 
in 1980. Odd Fellow membership in 1980 was 19% of its 1900 
membership, and about 10% of its 1920 peak. 
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SCOTTISH RITE.· The Ancient anti Accepted Scottish Rite of 
Freemasonry was founded in 1801, and heads the third cluster of 
fraternities. This group includes Shriners (Ancient Arabic Order, 
Nobles of the Mystic Shrine), founded in 1872; Knights of Colum
bus, founded in 1882; and Elks (Benevolent and Protective Order 
of Elks), founded in 1868 (see Table 4). Shrine membership is 
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limited to 32° Scottish Rite Masons or Knights Templar from the 
Masonic York Rite (discussed in the next cluster). The Elks are 
included on the basis of very limited data, national totals for only 
the decades from 1930 to 1970. The Elks' larger Lodges produce an 
organizational structure similar to the Scottish Rite and the 
Shrine, and the Elks' emphasis on social activities parallels the 
Shrine. The Knights of Columbus, the largest of the four organiza
tions, should lead this cluster, but initiations are not included in 
the Knights' annual summaries as with the Scottish Rite. Thus all 
comments that follow are for the Scottish Rite because of the more 
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complete data available. The Scottish Rite data refers to the most 
widely distributed local units, the Lodges of Perfection, which con
fer the the fourth through fourteenth degrees. 

The most aggressive fraternal growth seen at the beginning of 
the century came in this cluster. In 1900 the Scottish Rite had 
40,000 members and grew continually to 590,000 by 1929. (The 
Shrine and the Knights of Columbus stopped growing about 1926.) 
The average growth of the Scottish Rite was 13% per year, the 
actual growth was 9%, and the computed loss was nearly 4%, 
about the same as the 3% for Freemasonry. In 1900, the average 
Lodge of Perfection had 241 members, initiated 32, and lost only 9; 
by 1930 that Lodge had grown to 2,167. With constant, dramatic 
growth, that certainly must have been a heady time to have been 
involved with the Scottish Rite. 

Renewed growth for each of these groups began about 1940. 
In the fifteen-year period of decline for the Shrine and the 
Knights, they lost about 45% of their membership. During its ten 
years of decline, the Scottish Rite lost 33% of its members. By 
1945, five years into the recovery, the annual growth rate for its 
Lodges of Perfection had returned to 13.0%, or 250 new members a 
year for each Lodge! 

From 1940 to 1980, the Scottish Rite had uninterrupted 
growth, from 396,000 to 1,150,000, a total increase of 190%. 
Though, from 1960, the date of Masonic membership decline, to 
1980, the annual growth rate was 1%, the average growth rate was 
4% and the computed loss was 3%, about the same loss as in the 
beginning of the twentieth century. Membership in the Scottish 
Rite peaked about 1980 at 29 times its 1900 level, and has been 
declining slowly since. Shrine membership reached its high point 
a little before 1980, with 16 times its 1900 level. The Knights of 
Columbus, in contrast, suffered a2% loss from 1965 to 1975, but 
had a remarkable 7% total growth from 1975 to 1980. 
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YORK RITE. The fourth cluster is composed of Royal Arch 
Masons, Royal and Select Masters, and Knights Templar (see 
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Table 5). These three loosely cooperating organizations are known 
as the York Rite of Freemasonry, though the title American Rite is 
perhaps more accurate. Royal Arch Masonry came to America 
with Freemasonry during the colonial period, and was worked by 
at least 1753. Masonic Templary seems to have come later, about 
1770, and Councils of Royal and Select Masters came later still, 
about 1800. A Christian Royal Arch Mason may become a Knight 
Templar, and the Royal and Select Master degrees are encouraged 
options for Royal Arch Masons. A Knight Templar may join the 
Shrine, as maya 32° Scottish Rite Mason. Unless noted, all fig
ures refer to Chaptersof Royal Arch Masons. 

Membership growth for Royal Arch Masonry at the beginning 
of the century was much the same as that for Freemasonry and 
Odd Fellowship, though quite a bit less than that for the Scottish 
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Rite. From 1900 to 1926, Royal Areh membership grew from 
223,000 to 908,000. The average initiation rate was 8% per year, 
the growth rate was 6%, and the computed loss was an almost 
negligible 2%. The average Royal Arch Chapter in 1900 had 86 
members, initiated 7, and lost only 2; and by 1925 it had grown to 
233, with 18 initiations, and 4 losses. Commanderies of Knights 
Templar had about 30 more members than Royal Arch Chapters 
during this period. Then followed a fifteen year period of decline, 
though the loss from 1925 to 1930 was only slight. 

By 1940, Royal Arch membership had dropped by 47%, and an 
average Chapter had only 148. From 1942 to 1957, Royal Arch 
Masonry grew from 477 ,000 to 705,000, with an average initiation 
rate of 5%, a growth rate of 3%, and still a small computed loss of 
2%. However, from 1957 to the present, the Royal Arch has been 
declining at a rate of 1% per year, with an average initiation rate 
of 3%, and a computed loss of 4%. In 1980 the Royal Arch was 
twice its 1900 level, and 55% of its 1957 peak. In 1960 an average 
Commandery had 43 more members than an average Chapter, but 
by 1980 there were only 15 more members. 

It is worth noting a subtle change affecting the relationship of 
Knights Templar and Royal Arch Masons. Knights Templar draw 
their initiates from Master Masons who have become Royal Arch 
Masons. In 1900,54% of Royal Arch Masons were Knights Tem
plar, and this percentage remained fairly constant until 1955. 
From 1955 to 1980 the number of Royal Arch Masons who went on 
to become Knights steadily climbed from 54% to 68%. Thus "York 
Rite Unity," which has proved so impossible to achieve through de 
jure methods, may become a de facto reality. 

Page 11
 



· ~ ., 

WHY IT HAPPENED
 

A fraternity will often delude itself into believing that initi 
ates seek membership because of a desire to attain the knowledge 
contained within the inner sanctum of its temple. To use the time 
honored language of most Masonic membership petitions, a candi
date "seriously declares, upon his honour, that, unbiased by 
friends, and uninfluenced by mercenary motives, [hel freely and 
voluntarily offers [himself] a candidate for the mysteries of 
Masonry."4 Only during serious soul searching will Masons (and 
others) admit that a few men join for "unworthy motives" (such as 
business contacts, Shrine membership, political benefits, and so 
on). 

In fact, a majority of applicants probably seek Masonic and 
other fraternal memberships for reasons little related to the 
organizations' noble purposes. While the desire for a satisfying 
philosophy of life certainly attracted and continues to attract new 
members to fraternities, other - perhaps "baser" - motives cannot 
be dismissed. Alvin Schmidt in his encyclopedic work, Fraternal 
Organizations, gives four basic reasons that he believes influence 
people to join a fraternity: social integration, religion and moral
ity, economic security, and social prestige.5 To this list must be 
added community involvement. 

The organizations considered in this study effectively drew 
their memberships in the twentieth century from native born 
Americans. The Knights of Columbus were a likely exception, 
however, probably drawing some of their membership from the 
large Catholic immigrant population. Thus there was little 
impact from the social integration factor on these groups, which 
was so important in ethnic organizations such as the Order of Sons 

"Thomas Smith Webb, Illustrations of Masonry (Salem, Ma.: Cushing 
and Appleton, 1816), p. 29. 

sSchmidt, pp. 16-19. 
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of Italy or the Ancient Order of Hibernians. However, the other 
factors surely were of critical importance. 

The matter of economic security must rank as one of the great 
reasons to join a fraternal order near the turn of the century. It is 
not by mere chance or pure altruism that so many o~phanages and 
old-age homes were built by Masons, Odd Fellows, Pythians, and 
others. There was a period, not so long ago, when limited health 
care, inadequate or non-existant insurance, and an almost total 
lack of industrial safety made orphanages a very desirable benefit 
of fraternal membership. Further, the absence of Social Security 
and pensions made the availability of retirement homes a critical 
safety net. 

As increased job benefits, improved medical care, and 
expanded government assistance have removed citizens' worries, 
so these changes have diminished many of the tangible benefits of 
fraternal membership. Charles W. Ferguson neatly summed up 
this direct appeal of fraternal membership: 

There can be no doubt, however, that the emphasis on the cash
and-carry benefits of brotherhood attracted swarms of members 
good as well as bad. The lodge was a sanctuary which would pro
tect them from the preying beasts of insecurity and want. The 
[economic] appeals of the lodge may seem to us quaint and over
drawn today, but they were addressed to realities on a plane on 
which men lived.6 

An ironic example of the problems associated with luring 
members with the promise of economic security is given by the 
Odd Fellows. In 1888, their Manual of the Work and Usages of the 
Order stated that"All [Subordinate Lodges] must pay some stip
ulated weekly [sick] benefits. Benefits are a right and not a 
charity."7 Eventually, Odd Fellowship realized that emphasizing 

6Charles W. Ferguson, Fifty Million Brothers (New York: Farrar & Rine
hart, Inc., 1937), p. 229. 

7Theo. A. Ross, Odd Fellowship: Its History and Manual (New York: M. 
W. Hazen Co., 1888), p. 510. 
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benefits was attracting members who had no more than a passing 
interest in the Order itself. 

"In 1926 the Grand Sire of the [Independent Order of Odd Fellows] 
pronounced against all benefits and deplored the type of person 
who had been roped in by promise of pecuniary reward, but by then 

. the damage seems to have been done."8 

The increased availability of these social services from the 1920's 
more than coincidently matched the decline of American frater
nalism. 

The issues of religion and morality have been central to fra
ternities in general and Freemasonry in particular. For example, 
in describing the settle'ment of the Louisiana Purchase in the 
beginning of the nineteenth century, Ray Vaughn Denslow 
pointed out that 

Masonry had preceded the Church ... ; the result was that many [of 
the new settlers] were compelled to secure most of their religious 
solace from reading the family Bible and in attendance at the local 
Lodge, causing many to regard the Masonic Fraternity as a religion 
rather than a guide post to religion.9 

With the declining influence and importance of religion in Amer
ican life, and the increasing secularization of society, it is not 
surprising that organizations perceived by the public as being 
quasi-religious in nature have less and less appeal. 

The matter of social prestige is difficult to measure, but it was 
certainly at least as important as economic security. Alvin 
Schmidt precisely captures the notion: 

A couple of decades before and after 1900, when there were no 
automobiles, radios, television sets, or movie theaters, the fra
ternal organization often was the only place in which individuals 
could experience social prestige or feel important. Numerous lodge 
groups enabled their members to adorn themselves in colorful 
regalia and then participate in .public events. Such participation 

8Charles W. Ferguson, p. 228. 

. 9Ray Vaughn Denslow, Territorial Masonry (Washington: The Masonic 
Service Association of the United States, 1925), p. 5. 
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was especially important in small; rural towns. Fraternal 
members could impress their fellow townsmen, particularly 
nonmembers, in that by belonging to certain fraternal orders they 
were different and distinctive.... 

But as American society increasingly became urbanized, the 
social advantage of belonging to a fraternal order lost much of its 
appeal in the context of anonymity. When someone is unknown 
among large numbers of people, who is there to impress? Thus, the 
present decline in membership of most fraternal societies is caused 
not only by the lack of organizational change, ... but also by the 
inability of fraternal orders to provide social prestige for their 
members as they once did.10 

Paradoxically, Freemasonry and the other fraternities seem 
to have been hurt by their very popularity and success. As more 
people joined, it was more difficult to maintain the image of an 
exclusive group with limited membership. 

In contrast to the civic clubs, for example, Masonry was clearly less 
selective. Similarly, the large size of urban Lodges precluded the 
sense of fraternity that earlier Lodge life may have been able to 
establish. l1 

Another important and overlooked factor on declining pres
tige, particularly with Freemasonry, is a static dues structure 
coupled with rampant inflation. There was a period with becom
ing a Freemason involved a considerable financial commitment. 
In Missouri around 1929, the cost of becoming just a Knight Tem
plar (including a uniform) was $125112 Freemasonry appears to 
have built its financial house upon the sandy notion that contin
uous, strong growth (seen in five of the six decades from 1900 to 
1960) would keep a steady stream of initiation fees flowing into 
the treasury. Thus, rather than tax themselves by raising dues to 

IOSchmidt, pp. 17 & 18. 

IILynn Dumenil, Freemasonry and American Culture, 1890 -1920 (Prince
ton: Princeton University Press, 1984), pp. 218-219. 

12Ray Vaughn Denslow, Is Anything Wrong with Templarism? (n.p. [Mis
souri?]: n.d.[1929?]), p. 9. 
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keep pace with inflation, the Craft myopically relied on initiation 
fees and its burgeoning membership's dues to meet expenses. 

This worked quite well, as long as growth continued. How
ever, as initiation rates declined, Grand Lodges refused to raise 
initiation fees for fear of discouraging applicants. Further, annual 
dues have not risen because of the burden they may put upon 
superannuated members (who may also belong to the Shrine and 
York or Scottish Rites). The unintended result of this cowardice is 
that becoming a Freemason is now within the financial grasp of 
any working class citizen, and thus lacking the prestige associated 
(perhaps wrongly) with an expensive purchase. An initiation fee 
that may have equaled a week's wages at the beginning of the cen
tury now equals a family dinner at a very nice restaurant. 

Finally, community involvement must be considered as a sig
nificant, attraction of fraternities. In an earlier, simpler time 
when many Americans lived, were educated, and worked within a 
few miles of their birthplaces, these groups played a vital part in 
community activities. Members of fraternal organizations were 
the quintessence of civic responsibility. Their direct charitable 
support - perhaps a cord of firewood or financial support during 
hard times or funeral arrangements - provided essential services. 
For people without telephones or cars, the Lodge meeting was an 
important opportunity to keep track of friends and news. When 
there were few radios or televisions or theatres, the simple plea
sure of talking with lodge brothers on meeting night provided 
unparalleled entertainment. If fine restaurants and comfortable 
clubs were dimly distant delights, then the simple furnishings and 
modest fare of the lodge provided accessible gratification. 

Lodges today are prepared to meet the needs they always 
have, with the methods that have always worked for them. How
ever, the needs of society, that they hope so desperately to serve, 
have changed. The tightly knit local community that once was so 
ably assisted by its fraternal organizations has dispersed and dis
integrated almost beyond recognition. Where once it was easy for 
lodges to know the needs of their members' families, it is now hard 
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for lodges to even know their members, This then is what has hap
pened to the community involvement of American fraternalism: a 
gradual diminishing of the need for fraternal services, to the point 
that fewer and fewer are attracted to these increasingly quaint 
organizations. 

SUMMARY 

Freemasonry, the oldest and most prestigious of American 
fraternities, enjoyed steady growth until shortly before 1930. Its 
Depression decline of25% was the smallest of any other fraterni ty, 
and is probably explained by the fact that it drew its membership 
from the professional and business classes more than other organi
zations. In 1940, with a sudden return to exuberant health, 
certain fundamental changes seem to have occurred in the mem
bership of the Craft. At that time, status seekers had abandoned 
Lodges for ever more exclusive domains, such as country clubs.13 

Into this vacuum moved a new class of initiate, no less sincere 
or principled than his earlier Brothers, but slightly lower on the 
socioeconomic status ladder; the professional and business classes 
were replaced by the working classes. A 1976 survey of Kansas 
Masons discovered that "Masons who joined prior to 1955 were 
33% more likely to have managerial or professional jobs and 19% 
more likely to have obtained a college degree."14 In 1960, 
Freemasonry reached its peak membership, and since then it has 
been steadily, slowly, and inexorably declining. It is probable that 
men who at the beginning of the century would have been Odd 

13Noel Gist, Secret Societies: "A Cultural Study of Fraternalism-in the 
United States" (University of Missouri Studies, Vol. XV, No. I, October 
1940), p. 44. 

14John Wilson, "Voluntary Associations and Civil Religion: The Case of 
Freemasonry," Review ofReligious Research, 22, 2 (1980), pp. 127-128. 
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Fellows today become Masons, while yesterday's Masons are now 
in a country club. 

The Independent Order of Odd Fellows and the Knights of 
Pythias have suffered the worst of any fraternal organization dur
ing the last eighty years. If nobility of purpose or height of ideals 
or extent of charity were the basis of success, then each order 
would today be models of health. Looking at the start of the twen
tieth century, no one could have guessed the calamity of the 
present. The Odd Fellows grew steadily until 1920, and then 
began a nearly fatal decline; the decline from 1920 to 1935 alone 
exceeded all the growth from 1900 to 1920. 

Odd Fellows were more likely to be drawn from the working 
class than Freemasons. John H. White, Grand Sire of the Odd Fel
lows in 1888, said that 

American Odd Fellowship is composed of the great middle, indus
trial elasses almost ex"elusively; Masonry [is composed] of all grades 
of society, from the titled and wealthy of this and foreign lands, to 
the humblest laborer ...15 

The heavily emphasized economic benefits of membership obvi
ously appealed to the working class, though this appeal ultimately 
may have backfired. Members began drifting away in the early 
1920's, coincidently as health and life insurance became more 
widely available. Then the Depression, with particularly crushing 
effects on the working class, seems to have delivered the knockout 
punch. It is very likely that the much touted benefits could not be 
delivered (for reasons completely beyond the Odd Fellows' control), 
and that may have left bitter residual feelings towards the Order. 

By 1940, when Freemasonry rebounded with vigor, Odd 
Fellowship, which had lost 62% of its membership and 38% of its 
Lodges, continued to decline. The average Odd Fellow Lodge now 
had only 70 members, a size probably too small to support the acti
vities required to sustain a modern fraternity. Finally, working 
class men, the Odd Fellows' traditional membership base, began to 

15Theo. A. Ross, p. 2. 
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join the more prestigious Freemasonry in greater numbers. There 
was a brief pause in decline around 1950, and since then a steady, 
discouraging loss of 4% per year. 

The Scottish Rite cluster has fared the best of all fraternities 
this century. Absolutely stunning real growth of 9% marked the 
first three decades. Then the Depression caused a 33% drop for the 
Scottish Rite, and 45% for the Shrine and the Knights ofColum
bus. The Shrine probably lost more because its activities were 
almost purely social and because its dues would be in addition to 
Masonic plus York or Scottish Rite dues. The Knights loss may be 
due to the many Catholics at that time who were less wealthy, 
recent immigrants. Further, the Knights' greatest decline came 
from their "Associate Members" who enjoyed only social benefits. 
Knights with life insurance increased from 28% to 53% of the 
membership from 1920 to 1940, showing that economic necessity 
won over social activity. 

In 1940, the renewed growth of the Scottish Rite was again 
greater than that of any other fraternity, though its growth grad
ually slowed until 1980 when it too began a gradual decline. It is 
rather remarkable that the Scottish Rite and the Shrine, both 
drawing their membership from Masons, were able to continue 
growth for nearly twenty years after Freemasonry stopped grow
ing. This probably indicates that an ever larger number of of 
Masons are joining for Shrine membership. The Shrine is acutely 
aware of its diminishing pool of possible members, and has tried 
recently to drop Masonic membership as a requirement to allow 
aggressive recruitment of new Shriners. 

Royal Arch Masonry began the century with the same real 
growth as Freemasonry, about 5%. However the Depression 
caused a 51% Royal Arch decline, ve~sus 33% for the Scottish Rite 
and 25% for Freemasonry. After 1940, the York Rite has done con
sistently worsethat Freemasonry: its recovery was less dramatic, 

. its membership peaked 5 years earlier in 1955, and its annual loss 
has been greater. 
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Some of the problems of Royal Arch Masonry and the York 
Rite may be traced to their organizational structure. Their local 
bodies are smaller and more widely dispersed than the large, 
urban Valleys of the Scottish Rite. As the United States has 
shifted from a rural to an urban population, the Scottish Rite has 
benefited. York Rite membership, requiring two or three entirely 
separate dues payments, is often more expensive than Scottish 
Rite membership. The Scottish Rite has almost infinite flexibility 
in conferring its degrees, while the York Rite can only do it one 
way, and rather slowly at that. Finally, the Knights Templar are 
stuck with a Victorian uniform that does little to draw new mem
bers to its ranks, and may in fact actively repel them. 

Not only has the uniform hurt Knights Templar, but it has 
been a burden to the uniformed ranks of other fraternities: the 
Patriarchs Militant, the Knights of Pythias, and the fourth degree 
Knights of Columbus. At one time these military organizations 
captured the fancy of the public, and provided an alluring appeal 
to fraternal membership.. 

Caparisoned in accordance with the demands of Victorian taste, 
for years [they] served their gilded purpose [of drumming up a 
crowd, passing out sample impressions, and presenting their 
Orders often and favorably to the public mind]. In time their 
appeal dimmed, for the simple reason that styles changed. At first 
they changed imperceptibly and then shockingly, so that the gor
geous apparel which had dazzled a generation accustomed to 
horsehair sofas, rococo architecture, high bicycles, front doors with 
colored glass around the edges, antimacasars, and elaborate cruets, 
grew less and less dumfounding and [organizations] once bathed in 
splendor became dated. 16 

In short, the twentieth century has not been kind to Freema
sonry and American fraternities. They have bravely maintained 
their ideals and have blindly continued their procedures, unable to 
distinguish the essential from the ephemeral. Their operations 
are virtually the same as a century ago, but they do not want to 
admit that American society has changed. "[They] are like small 

16Charles W. Ferguson, pp. 230-231. 
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children whimpering during a thunderstorm: unaware of what is 
really happening, unsure of what to do, and frightened by the 
apparent chaos of nature."17 It is evident that changes are neces
sary, but no one knows what they should be, because it is so diffi
cult and painful for fraternities to separate form from substance. 

A Church with a failing membership will consider any expla
nation for its decline, except that its tenets are false or that its 
dogma is wrong. Similarly, fraternities equate suggestions of 
change with doubts of their fundamental, fraternal principles and 
mount a tenacious defense against all perceived attacks. Thus in 
the context of this fierce protection of organizational raison d'etre, 
to intimate that procedural changes may be appropriate is to advo
cate the abandonment of the ritual or to deny the principles of the 
order, to even hint that the Emperor has no clothes is toconspire 
against the state. Fraternal change is inevitable; the only ques~ 

tion is whether it will be planned or accidental. Time alone will 
provide the answer. 

17S. Brent Morris, "The Siren Song of Solicitation," The Royal Arch 
Mason Magazine, Vol. 14, No.6 (Summer 1983), p.167. 
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ApPENDIX 

u.s. Fraternal Memberships, 1900 -1980 

The data that follows represents figures from the 48 continen
tal states and the District of Columbia. For each year listed, 
"Units" refer to the number of local Lodges, "New" refers to initia
tions, and "Total" is the membership that year, including the 
"New" members and less all losses. For the Knights of Columbus, 
there are no figures for initiations, but the membership is divided 
between "Insurance" and "Associate" members. In some cases, 
estimations been made, and are indicated by italics (for example, 
many state Grand Councils of Royal and Select Masters to not 
belong to the General Grand Council, and so do not report their 
membership figures.). 

FREEMASONS EASTERN STAR 

Year Units New Total Units New Total 
1900: 11,655 51,346 838,508 3,439 24,923 219,580 

1905: 
1910: 13,617 85,019 1,372,461 6,607 53,513 531,134 

1915: 
1920: 15,266 26,6509 2,340,865 9,746 171,701 1,375,203 
1925: 3,157,876 

1930: 3,277,513 11,557 84,640 1,851,044 
1935: 2,661,942 

1940: 2,457,263 10,358 52,442 1,552,239 
1945: 2,986,343 

1950: 15,361 169,202 3,644,634 11,799 123,127 2,133,029 
1955: 15,662 139,522 4,009,925 

1960: 15,811 106,205 4,099,219 12,410 68,504 2,516,456 
1965: 
1970: 3,757,848 12,230 46,528 2,283,783 
1975: 

1980: 3,299,441 8,363 38,227 1,753,020 

Cluster 1
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ODD FELLOWS KNIGHTS OF PYTHIAS 

Year Units New Total Units New Total 
1900: 11,426 87,918 870,300 6,765 52,820 511,157 

1905: 13,938 115,334 1,181,246 7,381 63,132 641,717 

1910: 16,245 115,226 1,443,897 7,728 46,328 698,203 
1915: 16,305 84,250 1,503,256 7,283 43,351 705,338 
1920: 15,485 186,360 1,736,100 6,546 85,196 811,836 

1925: 14,327 90,069 1,668,768 6,211 36,691 770,220 
1930: 12,700 33,734 1,316,032 5,254 12,116 543,305 

1935: 10,930 30,247 831,407 4,216 22,456 319,055 
1940: 9,559 31,176 665,826 3.618 18,236 260,503 

1945: 8,639 40,062 653,786 2,955 19,035 250,119 

1950: 8,072 32,923 660,161 2,656 14,547 257,327 
1955: 7,570 18,145 543,059 2,383 12,327 231,441 

1960: 6,888 10,708 431,461 2,118 8,250 208,429 

1965: 6,193 8,166 335,615 1,816 6,858 190,152 

1970: 5,475 6,833 267,012 1,498 4,097 159,631 
1975: 4,775 5,289 212,336 1.272 3,931 135,854 

1980: 4,287 3,573 168,824 1,081 2,453 113,442 

Cluster 2
 

PATRIARCHS PATRIARCHS MILITANT 

Year Units New Total Units New Total 
1900: 2,575 14,057 129,087 502 2,038 14,326 
1905: 3,142 20,030 175,843 573 2,452 18,218 
1910: 3,485 19,662 207,670 802 4,096 24,344 
1915: 3,313 16,357 213,131 714 2,377 27,143 
1920: 3,263 61,030 292,995 692 8,083 34,180 
1925: 3,385 20,339 315,716 754 2,393 36,421 
1930: 3,028 7,223 230,066 718 1,234 25,375 

1935: 2,650 4,263 128,350 655 1,099 16,668 
1940: 2,284 4,462 92,269 592 1,219 12.980 
1945: 2,041 9,683 90,674 586 3,676 16,877 
1950: 2,035 6,220 102,852 682 2,194 23,371 
1955: 1,957 3,382 83,904 667 937 29,795 
1960: 1,805 1,956 64,244 646 762 16,643 
1965: 1,588 1,311 48,325 586 510 13,603 
1970: 1,409 1,050 36,517 533 409 11,084 
1975: 1,220 994 28,849 504 492 9,323 
1980: 1,085 590 23,388 476 231 7,850 

Cluster 2
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I 
.-'" 

REBEKAH 

Year Units NewM. NewW. Total M. Total W. Total 
1900: 5,458 23,186 39,188 129,387 213,563 342,950 

1905: 7,136 29,128 49,822 174,740 314,177 488,917 
1910: 9,085 35,261 61,263 216,937 422,269 639,206 
1915: 9,132 25,946 54,599 221,101 489,490 710,591 

1920: 9,002 56,524 100,521 271,504 599,820 871,324 

1925: 9,579 20,941 49,863 293,089 712,242 1,005,331 

1930: 9,142 8,291 26,645 221,301 653,360 874,661 

1935: 8,266 3,730 18,198 124,448 493,460 617,908 
1940: 7,699 3,538 32,246 89,991 488,861 578,852 

1945: 7,490 6,375 43,611 108,640 557,678 666,318 

1950: 7,161 6.573 40,345 102,153 646,027 748,180 

1955: 7,559 2,918 20,846 83,669 598,131 681,800 

1960: 7,255 2,115 15,411 66,102 526,931 593,033 
1965: 6,755 1,595 11,286 51,526 443,188 494,714 

1970: 6,168 1,347 9,257 39,077 354,759 393,836 

1975: 5,630 1,282 9,078 32,779 309,217 341,996 

1980: 5,134 870 6,108 27,980 265,441 293,421 

Cluster 2
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SCOTTISH RITE MASONS SHRINERS 

Year Units New Total Units New Total 
190O: 166 4,615 39,928 80 6,646 55,915 

1905: 193 8,065 69,066 92 7,359 96,526 

1910; 209 13,274 114,863 114 13,543 155,278 

1915: 218 16,176 175,234 128 17,112 217,139 

1920: 239 78,692 367,151 137 85,723 445,279 

1925: 270 33,535 548,698 144 28,157 550,084 

1930: 272 19,103 589,474 144 17,891 507,123 

1935: 273 6,451 450,086 147 5,250 356,929 
1940; 277 10,107 395,582 147 7,063 299,404 

1945: 273 68,109 522,970 147 52,176 425,984 

1950: 278 44,379 744,108 150 41,796 619,831 
1955: 287 45,629 890,100 154 40,471 738,972 
1960: 293 40,531 973,739 154 31,651 786,266 
1965: 296 41,876 1,029,757 156 34,737 808,164 
1970; 300 45,117 1,078,251 158 37,843 849,228 
1975: 297 48,468 1,128,561 164 41,061 896,888 
1980; 305 37,750 1,147,584 165 29,075 889,825 

. Cluster 3
 

KN IGHTS OF COLUMBUS ELKS 

Year Units Insur Assoc Total Total 
1900: 617 30,436 38,265 68,701 77,351 
1905: 43,315 82,569 125,884 
1910: 1,386 76,366 158,999 235,365 419,319 
1915: 1,635 108,266 218,526 326,792 
1920: 1,880 184,302 445,241 629,543 492,871 
1925: 2,202 229,254 470,231 699,495 
1930: 2,297 242,489 328,998 571,487 735,779 
1935: 2,256 220,612 196,868 417,480 
1940: 2,253 207,352 175,869 383,221 500,571 
1945: ,2,281 203,994 264,331 468,325 
1950: 2,549 263,468 421,218 684,686 996,162 
1955: 2,985 295,245 505,241 800,486 
1960: 3,745 379,851 605,644 985,495 1,249,448 
1965: ' 4,237 400,665 612,163 1,012,828 
1970: 4,432 387,614 607,596 995,210 1,495,799 
1975: 4,587 376,365 6i5,904 992,269 
1980: 5,121 393,276 665,730 1,059,006 

Cluster 3
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) 

ROYAL ARCH MASONS ROYAL& SELECT 

Year Units New Total Units New Total 
1900: 2,879 15,268 223,391 392 2,273 32,548 

1905: 3,217 25,508 296,290 
1910: 3,636 32,568 385,936 578 5,971 65,211 
1915: 3,539 27,683 465,894 

1920: 3,656 71,176 615,948 799 25,416 736,765 
1925: 3,996 44,097 918,925 17,745 329,993 

1930: 3,962 19,772 873,302 7,680 311,351 

1935: 3,750 6,502 600,348 2.483 203,797 

1940: 3,427 10,836 465,705 4,099 153,818 
1945: 3,333 47,433 521,016 20,984 180,261 

1950: 3,391 37,095 658,956 1,296 17,545 250,396 
1955: 3,406 29,699 707,877 1,378 15,221 285,301 
1960: 3,401 23,683 700,596 1,445 15,042 302,114 
1965: 3,352 16,914 649,743 1,489 12,854 305,356 
1970: 2,777 12,514 598,464 

1975: 551,230 10,177 211,028 
1980: 507,724 

Cluster 4
 

- KNIGHTS TEMPLAR 

Year Units New Total 
1900: 1,036 7,008 120,710 
1905: 1,139 12,372 155,474 
1910: 1,291 13,023 198,964 
1915: 1,386 13,929 236,726 
1920: 1,496 43,206 313,667 
1925: 1,676 22,686 446,601 
1930: 1,693 10,657 434,444 

1935: 1,653 2,768 311,469 
1940: 1,587 12,701 237,250 
1945: 1,577 26,247 286,526 
1950: 1,597 20,433 334,647 
1955: 1,606 18,628 378,106 
1960: 1,609 17,300 395,427 
1965: 1,599 14,239 384,857 
1970: 1,576 11,924 369,890 
1975: 1,549 13,797 357,038 
1980: 1,514 11,710 343,610 

Cluster 4
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