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“There are few things in life more interesting than an unrestrained interchange of ideas with a congenial spirit; and there are few things more rare.”

           —Benjamin Disraeli, Coningsby

Within their dimly lit, sequestered, eighteenth- and nineteenth-century halls, literary societies provided debate forums for successive generations of future American leaders who gathered in the spirit of the Enlightenment to contemplate new ideas, visions, and thoughts.  Behind the curtains of secrecy, society life fostered friendship, shaped character, sharpened mental acuity, and defined the nature of student life for years to come.  The inception of the literary society was paramount in shaping the collegiate extracurricular environment across the United States.  

There are two explanations of the origin of literary societies and their contribution to student life.  The first explanation is the enlightenment theory.  Historians who propound the enlightenment theory argue that the absence of extracurricular life in colonial and Victorian American colleges, coupled with a genuine desire for intellectual engagement among peers, compelled students to gather in literary societies.  Out of the need for socialization in an alienating environment and with the desire for mental cultivation that the classroom could not foster, the students looked to past Enlightenment models of association for opportunities to engage in rational discourse and gentlemanly association.
  In contrast, other historians have argued that student life emerged and shaped itself from a culture of rebellion and revolt.
  Students across the young nation, according to these historians, inspired by the revolutionary fabric of their fathers’ time, tormented faculty members who feared that such uprising would threaten hierarchy and order.  Unlike the enlightenment theory, the revolt theory  contends that students found empowerment in intellectualism and resisted the methods of  traditional education.
 


College life at Wake Forest fits neatly into neither the enlightenment theory nor the revolt theory.  The presence of the two literary societies at Wake Forest, the Euzelian and Philomathesians, demonstrated a need for association—sociabilité—among men that was not purely intellectual as the enlightenment theory argues.  Instead they sought association that would also provide the highest moral and social rewards.  Out of this need for companionship and with a thirst for intellectualism unquenched in the classroom, literary societies emerged at Wake Forest.  While supporting the enlightenment thesis in part, the Euzelians and Philomathesians add another dimension , insofar as their presence and function at Wake Forest demonstrated the uniquely American tendency for association among men that Alexis de Tocqueville praised in Democracy in America.  For de Tocqueville, such association among men in literary societies was a requirement for a republican, American way of life because only in the “most democratic country,” he argues, can men freely associate for their own purposes.
  Their transactions illustrate that their association, even at the university level, were important elements for a republican, democratic polity.  Within their societies they recreated and put to use pure republicanism with enlightened rationalism and egalitarianism as its foundation.  As such, these societies did not completely conform to the revolt theory posited by some historians.

An analysis of these societies, which were the only student organizations at Wake Forest College for almost a century, permits a glimpse at not only the student life particular to Wake Forest, but also the characteristics of the nineteenth-century, southern, white, male, collegian.  Accordingly, society members held a place not only in the development of white southern manhood in Victorian America, but also in the future development of the South as many members became leaders who molded and shaped the South based on their experiences as junior debaters and politicians at the university.  
The important, functional role that literary societies played in the intellectual, moral, and social development of Wake Forest College students began in 1834 and flourished until the close of the nineteenth century.  Their records, extant and preserved in the University Archives, show that the early students had common interests, concerns, hopes, and fears that shaped the way they interacted as students.  Additionally, they reveal how Wake Forest students approached important aspects of American social and political life before and after the Civil War and during the trying days of Reconstruction.  

Wake Forest opened as a Manual Labor Institute in 1834 and, four years later, became Wake Forest College.  Historian Percival Perry writes that Wake Forest’s founding mirrored “the intellectual and humanitarian reform movement which characterized North Carolina and the nation in the decade of the 1830's.”
  The Institute emerged among the forests of Wake County, North Carolina, as a result of the 1832 Baptist State Convention’s goals:  to establish “an institution that would provide education under Christian influences for ministers and laymen.”
 As a leading figure at the 1832 Baptist Convention, Reverend Samuel Wait assumed the role of harbinger for the advancement of the Convention’s educational goals.  Wake Forest began as an all-male institution—and remained so until well into the twentieth century—designed, as the institution’s charter stipulates, to be “a body corporate and politic for the purpose of educating youth, and for no other purpose.”
  The young men of Wake Forest came from middle to upper class farming families from across the state, as well as from Alabama, South Carolina and Virginia.  Approximately 70 students attended Wake Forest when it first opened. 
    

Literary societies appeared early on the heels of the college’s 1834 founding.  At that time, according to historian George W. Paschal, the students “had organized a debating society which they called ‘The Polemic Society’.”
  The opening of the following academic session saw the birth of the two debating societies, the Euzelian and Philomathesian, that became cornerstones for Wake Forest student life.  During a student body meeting on 14 February 1835, Professor John Armstrong commissioned the students to divide “into two groups equal in talents and numbers” to form societies whose chief purpose would be the intellectual cultivation of its membership.
  One week after Armstrong’s call to organization, the groups met, organized themselves, and developed constitutions and by-laws.  At the meeting the following week, Professor Armstrong named the nascent societies Euzelian and Philomathesian.
  

Essentially, nothing differentiated these two groups, save their unique membership.
  Each society strove primarily for “the intellectual improvement of its members.”
  They became agents through which, as Philomathesian James C. Dockery claimed, the young men aspired “to the honors of Science and the distinctions of Literature” and by which they obtained the skills necessary to function as dutiful citizens .
  The Philomathesians stated their intellectual purpose in the Third Article of their constitution, which initiates would hear upon accepting membership:  “The object of our association is the development of our minds, thus preparing us for the duties of active and manly life.”  The initiates had to acknowledge that God had provided them with “a disposition for association” and that they had to conduct themselves accordingly as “moral agents.”
  This disposition was germane to society life, just as De Tocqueville recognized it as germane to American democracy.  The flourishing of association—“the mother of science” upon which, according to Tocqueville “the progress of all the rest depends”—was contingent upon the moral formation and progress of associations, in this case, the Euzelians and Philomathesians.
  Each constitution, therefore, encouraged intellectual growth and moral development to ensure the members contributed rightly to society in the future.

The societies exercised a consistently strong influence over the student body.  Paschal writes,  “For the first three quarters of a century they exerted a greater influence than any other student activity.”
  All students (and even faculty) were eligible for membership and most students became members of one society or another.  There are no records that indicate how many students were actually society members until a 1903 Howler, the college year book.  At that time, ninety-two per cent of students were either Euzelians or Philomathesians.
  If society membership was so pandemic in the early twentieth century, when there were increasingly more outlets for student life, certainly the mid- to late nineteenth century saw equally high membership numbers.

But how did they come to exert such an influence so quickly?  A general look at Wake Forest student life, as well as other American collegiate societies, indicates that the societies became highly influential simply because there were few alternative student activities, particularly in the ante-bellum days.
  For the most part, a student’s studies were his first priority and academic rigors allowed little time for social activity.  This intense nineteenth-century curriculum had taken root in the first universities of the colonial era.  David Potter writes that unless the colonial student “strolled within bounds or indulged in the mild forms of exercise not on the banned list, he had few approved methods of consuming his surplus energy.”  Restrictions prohibited the collegians from socializing with “young ladies” and reading contemporary works not in the school library.
  A century later, but in much the same way, the men of Wake Forest College had little to occupy their time aside from academics.  They were young men, living in a rural, Southern, all-male environment, whose “only vacant period in the week was Saturday afternoon.”  The students devoted the remaining “five full days,” according to Pascal, to “recitation and study,” and Sunday, of course, to religious worship.
  

Before college football and university dances captivated the attention of Wake Forest students, their only means for exercise and “physical diversion” was “walking for mail to Forestville or taking long walks to the country.”  During the winter, Paschal reports students “from the earliest days until the close of the century often amused themselves with running, jumping, leapfrog, and similar sports; in warmer weather with marbles.”
  With no other social outlets, the literary society, therefore, offered the men opportunities to fraternize independently of their classrooms and dorm rooms.  

The absence of campus social activities gave rise not just to the importance of societies at Wake Forest, but at colleges and universities across the United States.  The earliest societies emerged in the Northeast beginning with Harvard University’s Spy Club in 1716, and Yale University’s Linonian Society and Brothers in Unity in 1753, and Harvard’s Philomusarian Club in 1782.
  Societies in the South appeared roughly at the same time as those in the Northeast.  Among them were The College of William and Mary’s Flat Hat Club in 1750, The Debating Society at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill in 1795, and the Polemic Debating Society at Davidson College in 1837.
 Most notable, perhaps, was the founding of the Phi Beta Kappa society at William and Mary in 1776.  Similar to other academic societies, the first William and Mary Phi Betta Kappas built their society with “Friendship for its Basis, Benevolence and Literature for its Pillars….”  Following the founding of the Phi Beta Kappa society, academic societies grew rapidly in number.  Even women collegians joined the bandwagon when they founded The Young Ladies Association as an all-women’s debate society at Oberlin College in 1833.  Thus, by the nineteenth-century and certainly by the founding of Wake Forest College, societies had strong foundations at prominent colleges throughout the United States and became the pillars of college life.
  

The literary societies that first appeared at Yale in 1753, the Linonian Society and Brothers in Unity, established the precedent for the existence of  two “competing” societies.  Historian Frederick Rudolph explains that to have two societies quickly became the norm on campuses across the country.  He states that throughout the nation, “there was hardly a college that did not have a pair of debating clubs.”  Each society selected names that “invoked memories of Greece,” such as Demosthenian, Philanthropic, Diognothian, Atheneum, Phimodemic, Philomathesian, or Euzelian, and in pairs made their homes on virtually every American campus.


On Wake Forest’s campus, societies were relatively autonomous and free from faculty censorship. Yet they also functioned hand-in-hand with the administration and typified Potter’s notion of societies as “valuable educational adjuncts and safety valves.”
  Their polemic nature made them so.  Intrasociety debates served as intellectual stimulation and provided training in proper debate procedure and oratory.  Students set up debates in such an egalitarian fashion that everyone had a turn, all votes were equal, and the majority ruled.  The team who lost the argument still participated in the future, and there were no hard feelings (at least none documented) among members after a challenging argument.  The students learned much about organization, reorganization, and methodology within a republican environment.  In addition, the debates allowed exploration of diverse topics of educational relevance, including historical, moral, philosophical, and political topics.  The societies were “safety valves” insofar as they promoted a working, healthy relationship between students and faculty during a time when “stories noised abroad of the pranks and excesses of the early University.”
  Frequent correspondence between students and faculty, and students and non-Wake personalities, evinces the safety valve nature of the societies. 


Euzelians and Philomathesians alike kept active correspondence with President Wait’s wife, Sarah, to ensure her continued support.  The letters provide evidence that she advised and encouraged them.  The Philomathesians refer to such encouragement in a letter to Mrs. Wait dated 8 August 1835:  “the sentiments expressed in your letter” and “the interest which you express for the prosperity of our Society is most heartily responded to by ourselves.”  The letter’s language and tone conveys a sense of mutual correspondence as well as respect. 

Frequent correspondence between the societies and the Reverend and Mrs. Samuel Wait illustrate that mutual respect strengthened the bond between the society members and their patrons.  In June 1836 a Philomathesian committee sent a note of thanks to Reverend Wait for his financial contribution—“for his very acceptable and highly appreciated donation.”
  This letter reflects the importance of the founding family’s encouragement, particularly financial support.  Likewise, an 1835 letter to Mrs. Wait from the Euzelian society reflects the importance of strong communication with and support from Mrs. Wait.  The goal of this particular letter was to thank her for her “esteemed favor” and “high regard” that she presumably conveyed in a letter of  

2 June 1835.  The students hoped their deliberations and “literary attainments” would “secure [her] increasing confidence and attachment.” 
   The concert of Euzelian and Philomathesian letters demonstrates that the groups flourished with the help of a positive relationship with the faculty, particularly the Waits.

Letters between the Waits and the societies also give insight into the latter’s moral purposes and verify that society life was a means by which young men could develop sound character and Christian morals.  An 8 August 1835 letter from Philomathesians to Sarah Wait assured her that their societies were “founded upon the broad principles of Christian morality.”  They then promised to “employ our best efforts to cultivate all the principles which may secure honorable distinction and to do good and communicate [which] is the noble duty of man.”
  The individual members believed that the moral tenets of their society would direct them in the larger community as well as that of the campus.  Similarly, Sarah Wait wrote that her gift of three pieces of satin white ribbon were “a small token of regard for your association, and proof of my sincere desire that its members may attain the highest degree of moral excellence, and mental cultivation.”
  This correspondence emphasized Mrs. Wait’s concern that the society members, both individually and collectively, develop a refined moral character.  In a letter from the Euzelians, dated 26 June 1835, the writers expressed views concerning their own personal character:  “in a word may we always and in all respects, so sustain the character contained in our name, that as we increase in age, in experience, and in number; in like manner.”
  The letters indicate that the Euzelians, Philomathesians, and faculty agreed that the societies would foster strong character and sound Christian morality and ultimately secure their future success.  The future politicians, doctors, lawyers, and senators were quickly learning diplomatic skills and the grace necessary for the protection and advancement of their literary republics.

In addition to their high esteem at Wake Forest, the societies also drew support from prominent individuals who had little, if any, affiliation with Wake Forest.  Each society derived substantial support from honorary membership; their constitutions “provided that all persons of distinction were eligible for election as honorary members.”
  The Euzelians and Philomathesians, therefore, invited many notable political figures to honorary membership.  They invited renowned educators, lawyers, statesmen, authors, and even former United States Presidents.  The Euzelians maintained records of all the honorary members they elected and indicated with a check or an “x” beside the name as to whether or not they accepted membership.  Their records indicate that by 1840, they had elected 58 honorary members and by 1860, 332 honorary members.

The societies invited these individuals by writing letters.  These letters are insightful not only because they express gratitude for the distinction of honorary membership, but because they convey an unwavering support for Wake Forest as an institution.  The Euzelians, for example, received a letter on 29 June 1840 from R. Howell of Nashville.  Although he said he was already an honorary member of “the other literary Society of your institution,” he still expressed gratitude for the honor.  Significantly, he wrote, “I take great interest, gentlemen, in the prosperity of Wake Forest College, and the advancement of all its students; not only because it is founded by my own denomination, and promises as efficiently to sustain the cause of sound learning, but also because it is a child of my own beloved native state.”
  Similarly, soon-to-be president James K. Polk addressed the Euzelian Society on 15 June 1842 with warm appreciation and acceptance of honorary membership.  He emphasized the importance of “the association of young Gentlemen and the organization of Societiez (sic) such az (sic) I understand yourz (sic) to be”
 within American colleges and universities.
  Similar to Howell, Polk also wrote from Tennessee and was a native of North Carolina. 

The Philomathesians also corresponded with prominent political figures such as Henry Clay and Daniel Webster.  On 30 May 1835 Clay expressed his pleasure in accepting honorary membership and added his “fervent hopes for” the “welfare and fame” of the societies.
  Daniel Webster also wrote, from Boston, on 22 October 1835, thanking and accepting the Philomathesians as “brethren.”
  Significantly, society members at Wake Forest held both politicians in equally high esteem even though Clay represented the South and Webster represented the North.  Henry Clay often represented the South in issues regarding slavery, particularly by advocating economic interaction between the West and the South.  He thus became an arbiter for the propertied classes.  Furthermore, Clay, “The Great Compromiser”, devised the 1820 Missouri Compromise and the Compromise Tariff of 1833 that ended the nullification crisis.
  Daniel Webster, however, opposed nullification in 1832-33.  Nevertheless, Clay and Webster were able to debate different viewpoints and continue to work for national unity.  They were model politicians for the novice politicians at Wake Forest.  Both the Euzelians and Philomathesians disregarded Clay and Webster’s sectional policies and respected their attempts to find compromise and hold the union together.  

Correspondence with prominent citizens outside of Wake Forest was not the only way societies earned great fame.  The social activities and celebrations that the societies sponsored also placed Wake Forest in the community spotlight.  When members were not busy with society business, they were planning special social events for the college.  The societies greatly enhanced the social atmosphere of Wake Forest by organizing Independence Day and commencement celebrations.  An exemplary day of celebration was 4 July 1835 when the society banners were “presented and publicly displayed for the first time” and for “the first time the students had the young ladies of the community as their social guests.”  Paschal notes that the successes of the event “kindled an enthusiasm in the young men.” Enthusiasm abounded for both country and school.  In choosing Independence Day as their day of festivities, the society members demonstrated their enthusiasm for a continued stable democracy as well.  As part of the festivities, the societies paraded their banners and marched side by side.  The presentation prompted Alban Hart to write in the Raleigh Register, “I could not help feeling a deep interest in the welfare of the youthful army.”  The students’ “determination to support their motto, and protect their banner from dishonour or insult” moved the writer to praise Wake Forest, its literary societies, and its gentlemanly students.
  


As Euzelians and Philomathesians, the men of Wake Forest College grew intellectually, morally, and socially.  Both societies functioned in such a way that they promoted Christian morality, fostered intellectual discourse, and allowed for gentlemanly socialization.  The records, documents, and letters relating to the societies bring to life the thoughts of the founding generation of Wake Forest students.  The records, as Paschal writes, “give a vivid moving picture of successive generations of able young men in all the youthfulness and enthusiasm of youth.”
  Indeed, the societies helped define Wake Forest life and shape the minds of its students.  


Because the societies permitted free intellectual discourse, the students were able to address in their debates many political issues that legislators did not debate as freely.  Potter writes that as the college men of the nineteenth-century “solidified their hold on campus extracurricular life, they confidently passed judgment on most of the problems that faced their elders, several of which their educators and statesmen had consciously ignored.”
  Similarly the young men of Wake Forest, through careful and thoughtful debates, contemplated the concerns of the nation and committed themselves to decisions of social and political merit and relevance, preparing them for their future role as voting citizens, lawyers, or even politicians.  With organizational efficiency and sound direction from the administration, society members became leaders in what Potter calls “little republics” that influenced their own personal development as well as the extracurricular direction of Wake Forest College.
  Because they were “in full charge of their organizations and without…interference from outside,” they became, according to Paschal, “as good examples of democracies as ever existed.”
  As model democracies and effective little republics, the Euzelian and Philomathesian Societies at Wake Forest proved effective instruments for cultivating the minds and hearts of future American leaders.

For societies that served as “valuable educational adjuncts,” debates assumed a central role within the literary society, and revealed the young men’s social, political, and moral concerns.  David Potter asserts that “society energy, in the main, was concentrated upon society debating.”
  At Wake Forest, according to Paschal, debate was most important and was  “provided for in such a way that every member of the Society should have a part in his turn.”
  The Euzelians chose queries and appointed disputants one week, the Philomathesians two weeks, before the debate would take place.
  Their by-laws did not prohibit any type of query from reaching the floor, per se; however, they did stipulate that, “controverted subjects in religion shall be excluded.”
  The exclusion of controversial religious matters did not apply to atheists, Roman Catholics, and Mormons, as Paschal notes; these groups were controversial and detached enough from the Southern Baptists that open discussion would not undermine any Baptist foundations.
 An exclusion of controverted subjects in religion simply meant that the young men, guided by their faculty advisors in drawing up the constitution, did not want to question Baptist tenets in any way.

With a plethora of possible queries available, regardless of the minor exemption, the debates supplemented regular courses, particularly history and philosophy courses.  Although the nineteenth-century student received formal education in history throughout his academic career, the society debates required a broader historical framework.  In order for society members to debate historical issues properly, they needed to invest time in broadening their knowledge about history.  Thus Paschal remarks, “these debates on historical questions were a stimulus to the reading and study of history which the students of that day would not have engaged in otherwise.”  The same liberal understanding of non-historical topics such as philosophy also required additional investment on the student’s behalf, thus making the debates legitimate adjuncts to the overall academic experience.
  But where did the students obtain the readings necessary for extracurricular debates?

Each society maintained its own library, separate from the general college library.  Professor Armstrong first intended the society libraries to supplement the chief library.  Armstrong, however, did not remain at the university “long enough to make his scheme effective.”
  By 1844, seven years after Armstrong left the college in 1837, the entire collection of the main, university library went to the society libraries.  There was no longer a general college library, but because most every student was either a Euzelian or a Philomathesian, obtaining books presented  few problems for students.
  

The constitutions of each of the societies outlines precisely how to manage society libraries properly.  Each constitution required a librarian who was to “preserve the books of the Society,” as well as oversee circulation of library materials, and impress and collect fines as necessary.
  Societies raised their own funds after receiving initial help from the college to buy books.  The students, according to Paschal, eagerly awaited the day when books arrived on campus:  “The coming of books was a great event in the institution of those days; great crowds gathered round the box, even before new volumes laid out, they could not restrain their expressions of admiration, while those nearest would not make way for those in the rear….”
  The arrival of new books at the young campus certainly roused excitement among the students, who seemed to thrive on exposure to the outside world.

Why should the contents of these boxes appeal so greatly to the students?  What about the books within could engender such a response?  Horowitz suggests that nineteenth-century societies, on the whole, included in their libraries books that would never appear in a collegiate curriculum.  She poses the following question, “Did the college not provide the necessary books to study the great questions of the day?”  Her solution: “Then organize a library within the society.”
  Does Horowitz’s paradigm apply to Wake Forest?  Did the Euzelians and Philomathesians gather around the boxes of freshly printed books out of some sort of objection to the curriculum?   

Horowitz’s argument does not apply to the Wake Forest campus as the conservative collection of books in each society suggests that the men of Wake Forest did not order books because they were dissatisfied with the curriculum,  but instead, they ordered books because their young university lacked a substantial library.
  Homer, Cicero, Demosthenes, Vergil, histories of America, England, and other nations, as well as journals—the North American Review, Southern Christian Review, Southern Literary Messenger, the Whig Review, and the Democratic Review—filled the society collections.  As student William Tell Brooks wrote in his journal, the students were generally excited to receive “very elegant” and “first rate works.”
  Indeed, Paschal avows that “much care was exercised in the selection of books” to assure that the books were, in fact, useful and of the highest literary merit.  Each constitution accordingly required a committee for selection of books, and sought advice on selection from faculty.
  

The books the students held in their libraries and read, either for personal satisfaction or as supplements to class, most likely affected the ways in which they debated within their meetings.  The titles indicate that the students had at their fingertips works that broadened their understanding of history, literature, and philosophy.  Perhaps more importantly, the presence of journals such as the Whig Review and the Democratic Review, illustrate that the students accepted literature from the two major political parties in the United States.  Were the students attempting to develop their own political consciousness?  Perhaps.  After all, their care in selecting questions shows that their concerns were far from apolitical.  At the very least, however, the presence of both Whig and Democratic journals illustrates that the students collected whatever literature they could for their libraries.  When debating the nature of a republic, a national bank, and eventually slavery, for example, the debaters would need to understand both the Whig and Democrat perspectives.  To make their libraries complete and to substantiate their debates and literary pursuits, society members amassed as much literature as possible.  

Drawing, therefore, from this growing collection of journals, histories, and discourses in the libraries, as well as from historical knowledge from classes, the societies selected suitable queries from a list that a query committee devised prior to society meetings.  The types of queries ranged from those of mainly historical significance to the those of moral, political, and biographical significance.  A Euzelian Query book indicates that the Euzelians organized their queries into such categories.
  The records reveal that historical queries far outnumbered those from biographical and political sections.  Moreover, subdivisions within the history section reveal that questions relating to American history far outnumbered those relating to other national histories.  Still, the latter received attention, especially Roman, Grecian, Persian, Swedish, Spanish, English, French, Scottish, and Irish history.  The presence of such historical questions, even despite an American history bias, indicates that Wake students looked at the world broadly and judiciously, drawing questions from many important, non-American loci.  Interestingly, the presence of a “Social” group of queries appears in an undated, although presumably later, query book.  The section includes questions such as, “Is the theory of evolution plausible?”  and “Is marriage a failure?” Curiously, later query records do not include social questions of this sort.  If the undated book is, in fact, of a later date, it indicates that the students began to think on a more socially conscious level as the years progressed.


Both the Euzelian and Philomathesian records contain in their minutes documentation of queries and their outcomes.  A general look at the queries from both societies between 1835 and 1840 shows that the society men were particularly concerned with important national issues and problems.  Philomathesians asked:  “Are the working people of England in a better condition than the slaves of America?  Decided in the Negative”; “Is the education of the female as much entitled to that of the male?  Decided in the Affirmative”; “Is slavery as practiced in the United States incompatible with the spirit of free institutions?  Decided in the Negative”; “Would it be policy in the state of North Carolina to abolish capital punishment? Decided in the Negative”; “Is slavery, consistent with the principles, (sic) of a free government?  Decided in the Affirmative”; “Would it be policy in England to exempt females from the throne?   Decided in the Negative”; “Has the United States the rite (sic) to remove the Creek and Cherokee Indians west of the Mississippi?  Decided in the Negative.”
  


This set of questions from the Philomathesian records reveals an awareness of issues concerning North Carolina, Native Americans, slavery, and women’s rights—issues that dominated United States social and political history during that time.  Their foremost concern was the treatment of slaves and the legality of the institution.  Not surprisingly, they viewed the institution of slavery as Southern white elites would, that is, not even in their discussions did they undermine the institution of slavery.  Not only was slavery important to their home lives and economic security, but to their collegiate lives as well.  The college owned slaves, and so did the first two college presidents, Samuel Wait and W.M. Wingate.  These slaves performed the “dirty work,” Paschal notes, and figured integrally into the daily operations of the college.
  The students upheld their beliefs about slavery insofar as their intellectual banter suggests that American slaves fared better than England’s working class and that the institution of slavery was compatible with the spirit of free institutions.  Thus, even though they were analyzing this pertinent national question about slavery, they did so without calling to question their own understanding and impressions of the institution.


Despite such pro-slavery decisions, Wake Forest students appear rather liberal in other areas.  They were sympathetic, for example, toward the female cause and upheld the right of females to sit on the English throne and supported higher education for females.  Later, when the question of the acceptability of bloomers entered the Euzelian minutes in September 1851, Paschal notes “the young men were up-to-date and voted in favor of Bloomers[.]”
 In addition to supporting women’s rights, they supported the rights of Native Americans.  The young society members did not endorse the decision of the United States government to remove the Cherokee from their homeland.  These favorable decisions regarding women and Native Americans reveal that Wake Forest men were thinking on a broad, social level.  Perhaps they supported educated women who wore bloomers, English queens, and Native Americans because these groups did not threaten them in the same way as freeing slaves would threaten their family and therefore their economic livelihood.

Not all queries were historical or political in nature; the Euzelians and Philomathesians also discussed philosophical topics.  In general, the students demonstrated what Potter calls a “widespread intellectual curiosity” and enlightened rationalism.
  Between 1835 and 1836 the Euzelians explored questions such as:  “Is happiness equally distributed among men?  Decided in the Negative”; “Is there more happiness enjoyed among the civilized than among the uncivilized part of mankind?  Decided in the Affirmative”; “Is love an involuntary passion? Decided in the Negative”; “Should the oaths of an Atheist be received in a court of Justice? Decided in the Negative.”
  This sampling of questions characterizes the debaters as intellectually curious and enlightened stoics.  They were young men who did not let love and passion undercut sensibility and objectivity; who upheld their Christian faith in the broader context of the court system; and who were realistic enough to realize that egalitarianism was more an ideal than a reality.  

Although both societies forbade the discussion of controversial religious topics that undermined their Christian morality, did students always follow this rule?  Did they always uphold their Christian faith as they did in the above question of Atheism?  A curious question appears in the Euzelian records for 31 October 1835 that illustrates that perhaps the students sought ways around the restriction of controversial religious debates.  They  questioned:  “Was the reformation by Luther more beneficial to mankind than the discovery of America by Columbus?”  This question opens two possible avenues of analysis.  On the one hand, it legitimized a discussion that could potentially doubt and undermine the benefit of Luther’s reformation.  If the students resolved the debate in the negative, they would have undermined their sacrosanct Protestant beliefs, and elevated Columbus’ importance above that of Luther’s reformation.  Such a decision would have been “controverted” because it undermined the very reformation that gave rise to the Baptist church.  The students could have argued, on the other hand, that without Columbus’ discovery, the Protestants would not have had a new land on which to settle and worship freely.  In other words, Columbus’ discovery benefited early settlers seeking religious freedom because it provided the land on which they could build their “city on a hill.”
  After all, one cannot have a city on a hill without a hill; Columbus, then, could have been interpreted as most beneficial.  In the end, however, the students decided that Luther was more important than Columbus.  Still, the question indicates that the students possessed a keen awareness of issues relating to both their religion and the history of their nation.


Several questions indicate that the young men were products of a young republic and were anxious about the infantile nation’s future.  On 27 June 1835 the Philomathesians questioned, “Is it probable that the United States will remain a republican government for a century to come?”  Their affirmative decision mirrored the hopefulness of their parents’ generation.  The students, echoing the upsurge in nationalism with westward expansion, maintained a distinctly early Republican enthusiasm and patriotism.  The Philomathesians, for example, debated whether a country without laws was “more happy” than one with an absolute monarchy .
  The students upheld liberty and democracy, showing that their generation of Americans still idealized the new Republic.  The young Americans at Wake Forest capture the general tenor of Jacksonian era excitement.

Patriotism prompted the Euzelians to debate whether George Washington deserved more honor in defending the cause of liberty than Christopher Columbus in the discovery of America.    On 3 August 1835 the Euzelians concluded that Washington ought not be more appreciated than Columbus.  Was this question, however, really about ideology and the “cause of liberty” or about heroism and adventure?  While each man in his own way contributed significantly to American history, who was the most unique, the most daring, the most representative of the American hero?  If they proposed these questions in their debates, then the students were more interested in the uniqueness of character than ideology, per se.  The Philomathesians who lionized Columbus rather than Washington, then, favored him perhaps because he proved more daring in his exploration next to Washington who was but one choice among many potential political leaders of his time.  The question then becomes who is greater, the intrepid and bold adventurer or the one of many possible choices for a  military and political leader?  The students seemed to favor the former.  The debate itself demonstrates that the students undoubtedly possessed a remarkable historical vision, an important quality for future leaders.

Well-educated, these young American students of history recognized the vulnerability of their young nation and often debated questions relating to the possibility of war.  On 21 March 1835 the Philomathesians debated whether it would “be policy in the United States to declare war against France” and “decided in the negative.”  Similarly, one year later, the Euzelians debated the same question and also “decided in the negative.”  Why were these students so concerned specifically about war with France?  The increasing international presence in Mexico and elsewhere in South America by the French and British most likely incited this debate in the societies.  Throughout the 1830s, for example, the British continued seizing territory, including the Argentinean Falkland Islands in 1833, and  even briefly blockading Columbia.  Moreover, during this time the French fought for the extension of their boundaries in French Guiana and increased their presence in Mexico.  The British and the French pursuits in this region clearly violated the 1823 Monroe Doctrine, which closed off all territory in the Western Hemisphere from further European colonization and promoted the policy of nonintervention.  But historian Daniel M. Smith writes, “Most Americans simply forgot it [the Monroe Doctrine] and as a nation overlooked European violations of the noncolonization, nonintervention, and two-sphere dictums.”
  The ambivalence among Euzelians and Philomathesians to wage war with France, then, reflects the national tendency to forget the Monroe Doctrine.  If, as Smith states, Americans overlooked violations of the dictum, then why should the students at Wake Forest not do so also?

The Euzelians also debated whether the United States should wage war against Mexico, and they “decided in the affirmative.”  The decision in favor of war with Mexico reflects Southern eagerness for westward expansion during the presidency of Andrew Jackson.  In addition, perhaps the students believed that war with Mexico would bring them out of the Depression of 1837 and secure for them a brighter economic future.  Regardless, both sets of questions indicate that the students were aware of and concerned for their nation’s economic, expansionist, and diplomatic policies.


For the most part, therefore, the Euzelians and Philomathesians debated topics that resembled those of the serious, eighteenth-century and nineteenth-century societies that Potter describes.  Both groups contemplated philosophical issues such as happiness, love, and the nature of the civilized versus the uncivilized.  They were intellectuals who embraced a serious purpose and accepted “the Choice of Hercules, choosing virtue over pleasure, the virtue of the man of letters.”
  In addition, Wake Forest society members embraced the secularization of intellectual thought common to Enlightenment philosophy.  Potter states, “as the passing century introduced pressing secular issues, the collegians, while retaining interest in the philosophical and the religious, evinced an ever-growing concern over social and political as well as student problems.”
  This trend was certainly evident at Wake Forest.


The young men of Wake Forest responded to the social and political vicissitudes of nineteenth-century American society with queries that indicate their keen awareness of national issues such as slavery, secession, expansion, and suffrage.  Similar to the students at the University of Georgia who, in 1828, toiled over the question, “Is enslavement of human beings justifiable?” and the women at Oberlin who, in 1850, questioned the right of female suffrage, the men of Wake Forest were aware of current national issues and were willing to take a stand for either change or the status quo.  The Euzelians and Philomathesians were, therefore, an important part of a broader collegiate intellectual movement that brought national issues to the foreground of American intellectual culture.


The men of Wake Forest College, particularly the Euzelians and Philomathesians, differed, however, from societies at other institutions because they veered away from revolt.  Horowitz suggests that “college life was born in revolt” and student organizations emerged to counter austere, ironfisted faculty members.  She traces such revolt, consisting of playing cards, alcohol abuse, and even theft, to the colonial era.  Revolt reached its climax at the same time as the orderly Euzelians and Philomathesians became prevalent at Wake Forest.  By the nineteenth-century, she argues that young men “came to college for reasons less clear than those of earlier scholars,” that is, not to become ministers.  She marks the eighteenth-century system of higher education as one in which “American collegians enjoyed a vigorous, creative fellowship in the literary societies of their own devising.”  Similar to Potter, she notes their prevalence particularly at William and Mary and Yale where “student societies supplemented the formal course of study.”
  Horowitz argues, however, that nineteenth-century colleges “were institutions created and sustained by those of a different spirit,” that is, sustained by a growing conflict between professors and students who became unresponsive to the traditional colonial hierarchy following the Revolutionary War.  As a result, “young and errant” students revolted much more frequently against their professors who still taught with an “evangelical temperament.”  She concludes, “revolts ended such a judicious, amicable system….Many students saw themselves at war with the faculty and…turned away from the literary society.”  According to Horowitz, then, the increase in nineteenth-century revolts caused the diminution of societies.
  


Wake Forest societies, however, provide a striking contrast to Horowitz’s  view of mid-nineteenth-century college life.   The students, who rarely played pranks on professors, maintained positive and advantageous bonds with the faculty.  They relied heavily on the support of the Reverend and Mrs. Wait, the leading founder of Wake Forest and his equally influential wife; under their auspices the societies achieved true high esteem and recognition.  This healthy faculty-student liaison was a way in which the societies acted as “safety valves” to ensure that revolt did not skew the faculty-student relationship at Wake Forest. 


Unwavering stoicism did not flow through society halls all the time, though.  In an untranscribed book of Euzelian Records from 1861, there are several hand drawn comics.  Most notably, one jovial scribe drew a picture of a bottle of “rye,” for example, containing the comment, “Perdition catch my soul, but I do love thee, my ‘Black Betsy’.”
  Certainly, the secrecy of society records and business allowed for the unrestrained drawing of this sketch.  What would the Reverand and Mrs. Wait have said if they learned their beloved society gentlemen imbibed willingly?  This deceptively  simple tribute to the forbidden “spirits” is also a well crafted literary allusion to Othello, Act III, scene III, lines 98-100.  There the “Moor” Othello speaks of Desdemona, “Excellent wretch! Perdition catch my soul,/But I do love thee! and when I love thee not,/Chaos is come again.”  Are the Euzelians show-casing their knowledge of the Bard, or are they speaking strictly interms of race and gender?  Illicit sexual relationships, interracial relationships, and alcohol consumption all existed only outside of the moral framework of the nineteenth-century Southern Baptist.  This comic is dangerous, then, in three ways:  it shows the tenuous line dividing religious morality and collegiate reality as far as alcohol consumption, sex, and race are concerned.  One wonders if the students’ personal views on race are different than their collective, Southern views.  


An occasional lapse in gentlemanly conduct resulted in the society censor having to distribute finds and reprimand members for their misbehavior.
  Ungentlemanly behavior incited members to hand out fines, which they did frequently.  A careful look at what kind of behavior caused members to receive fines shows that the young men liked to have fun, especially in meetings.  Euzelian records from 1859 reveal:  “Nixon was fined for laughing so loud as to be heard.  J. Toon was fined for failing to debate.  Taylor,  Sanders, and ----were fined for laughing so loud as to be heard, Taylor and Sanderlin were fined for disorder—fine fixed at 25 cts. Each.”
  In addition to behavior that caused fines, the students have left several artistic sketches that indicate they did not lack a sense of humor.  They also passed resolutions prohibiting throwing items out of windows.  After the Civil War, Paschal recognizes “many evidences” that the generally “serious-minded” members did not lack “the spirit of youth” as they “indulged in some irregularities.”  He writes, “It was necessary to have regulations against coming into the Hall intoxicated, against spitting, especially spitting tobacco juice and spitting from the windows, against reclining in chairs, or on the floor, against laughing and sleeping” during meetings.
  Certainly such behavior did not befit the upstanding southern gentleman, especially those who sought refinement in the hallowed halls of their societies.

One particular fine recorded in the Euzelian Records on 27 October 1860 deserves special attention.  On that day,  “W. Kinner Myers was fined for leaving the window blinds open.”
  That Myers accrued this fine for a violation of secrecy leads to the question of secrecy among society members.  Each society’s constitution establishes that they were, in fact, secret societies.  They were secret insofar as they could not discuss society matters and the business of meetings after the conclusion of the meeting.  The first article of the 9th Section of the Philomathesian Constitution, for examples, reads, “Every member…shall be required to pledge his sacred word and honor, to observe with the most inviolable secrecy all the proceedings of that body.”
  Yet secrecy did not prevent the groups from obtaining membership.  Because the societies constituted the basis for extracurricular life at Wake Forest at that time, students knew of their presence, and most joined.  Secrecy increased the sense of autonomy from the faculty and trustees, and gave students a sense of belonging.


 With curtains always drawn, the students held debates during the ante bellum days that reveal their anxieties as well as their Southern identity.  Like generations of Euzelians and Philomathesians before them, the generations of men in the decade before the Civil War debated various questions of historical, political, religious, ethical, and social merit, a spectrum far too extensive for this paper.  Paschal provides an excellent, comprehensive overview of the nature of the ante bellum debates in his history.  This paper focuses on five main categories of debate, namely those regarding slaves and slavery, the state, foreign affairs, women, and finally war.  While questions dealing with Rome, Greece, and England’s Tudor dynasty are important, the questions that this paper emphasizes will allow for a cohesive understanding of the Euzelians and Philomathesians as uniquely southern males in a time of grave moral, social, and intellectual unrest.

Not surprisingly, questions regarding slaves and slavery run rampant in the records from 1851 to 1861.  A sample of such questions illustrates how the young generations of southern men viewed slaves and slavery during that time.  On 26 September 1851, the Philomathesians posed the question, “Is the negro race, constitutionally, or only circumstantially inferior, to the white race?”; they decided this question in the Affirmative, seventeen votes to six.  In upholding that the “negro race” was constitutionally inferior to the white race, the young men leave two possibilities for analysis based on the word “constitutionally.”  Because this question appears after the Compromise of 1850, which essentially postponed dissolution of the Union, the students were obviously aware of constitutional issues concerning federal control over interstate slave trading, as well as the fugitive slave law.  After the Compromise of 1850, the significance of slavery and the federal constitution increased in importance as senators such as Clay, Calhoun, Webster, and Seward promoted increasingly more sectional policies regarding the constitutionality of slaves, slavery, and slave territories.   The word “constitution,” as far as this debate goes, could certainly have referred to the federal constitution.  On the other hand, “constitution” could also have referred to racial constitution—the essence of blackness, the essence of whiteness.  Looking at race from a biological perspective would not have been uncommon for the young Philomathesians debating this question.  Whether they focused on the constitutional rights of blacks in this debate or the very nature of being black, the young men must have questioned both sides of the debate over slaves and slavery, which would cause them to have to question their deeply rooted Southern beliefs.

Both societies continued debating issues regarding slaves and slavery for ten more years. On 21 April 1854, the Philomathesians asked, “Is slavery an evil pur se (sic)?” and decided in the negative, that slavery was not an evil.  Four years following, they debated whether the “Dissolution of the Union” or the “Abolition of Slavery” would be “more dangerous to the South” and decided in the Negative.  This negative decision, although vague, seems to mean that the abolition of slavery threatened Southern prosperity more than dissolution.
  On 04 March 1859 an entirely new generation of Euzelians debated whether it was “desirable that the Southern states should force away their free colored population” and decided that yes, in order for the Southern states to maintain economic stability, those states should force away free blacks.
   A year later the Philomathesians debate the broader, but nevertheless more racially significant question, “Can all people enjoy Liberty?”
 and decided in the negative fifteen votes to five.  That same year the Euzelians upheld that “African Slavery” would be “perpetual” in the United States, nine votes to four, emphasizing dedicated southern resistance and determination to preserve the institution of slavery.
  All of these questions illustrate that the young Philomathesians and Euzelians, no matter their generation, viewed slavery through the lens of the southern elite.

In these debates on slavery, the societies utilized the books available in their libraries.  One particular book, by J.H. Van Evrie, M.D. (1861)  titled Negroes and Negroe “Slavery”: The First an Inferior race,  The Latter its normal condition, contains significant eugenics-based philosophies.  It opens, for example, with pictures of black men juxtaposed with those of white men, suggesting innate physical differences between the races.  In his preface, Van Evrie writes that the “great men of the Revolutionary era…laid the foundations of a white Republic and organized a government of white men, which, as they declared in the preamble to the Constitution, should secure the blessings of liberty to themselves and their posterity forever.”
  Blacks lacked all utility in a republican state save, as the Euzelians and Philomathesian debates have elucidated, that which was purely economic.  Blacks, then, were seen as biological inferiors who did not merit protection from the federal Constitution.  The Constitution, in the student’s view, reserved all political rights for white men only.

Student views on slavery also shed light on their generally cynical view of the state, and its function, worth, and integrity.  Many debates allowed the students to scrutinize matters pertaining to the Union.  Throughout the 1850s, for example, the students debated secession; in 1851 the Philomathesians asked, “Has a state the right to secede?”
  At that time they decided in the negative thirteen votes to three, which illustrates that perhaps the Compromise of 1850 had tamed their eagerness to secede.  One year later, however, when they debated whether a division of the Union would be beneficial, they decided in a close vote (15-14) that secession would be beneficial.
  As it did on the national level, the Compromise of 1850 temporarily satiated the South’s desire to break away from the Union, but their quiescance was only temporary as they seemed inclined to support secession in 1852.

Possibly, however, the students who supported secession in 1852 were responding to the dissolution of the Whig party as a national party.  In the 1852 election, a large amount of southern Whigs left their party to join the Democratic Party because the Whig candidate, General Winfield Scott, displeased them.  Although Scott was from Virginia, he adopted national viewpoints rather than strictly southern ones.  At a time when issues regarding slavery and compromise dominated political discourse, the traditionally southern Whig constituency could not afford to endorse a nationally oriented candidate.  As a result of this increased southern support for the Democratic party, Franklin Pierce won the ticket, carrying all the slave states but two.
  As the students witnessed such sectional party-politics, therefore, they too formed an aversion to nationally oriented policies in their debates. 

Indeed, society debates in the years that follow show that these southern collegians quickly became restless.  On 04 February 1853, a curious question appears in the Philomathesian records, one that may have dealt implicitly with the question of a state’s right to secede.  They debated: “Is religion more dangerous to a state than a state to religion when united?”
  While at face value, this question calls religion to question, the inclusion of the condition, “when united” allows for two interpretations.  First, were the students debating about the possibility of a separate southern nation?   If so, the question shows that ideas of secession may have been becoming more prevalent in the South if they were questioning the possibility of not being united and the function of religion in a country that is not united.  Or, second, were the students debating the dangers of the union of the state and religion?  Is this a question of the separation of church and state?  If the latter, that fact further indicates the students’ dedication to enlightened rationalism.  After all, the debate over separation of church was strongly rooted in Enlightenment philosophy that inspired literary societies.  Regardless of the perspective one takes in analyzing the question, the fact remains that the young Philomathesians recognized particular flaws in the political state.  Either interpretation illustrates that their reaction to the discontinuity between republican ideology and politics in the United states was strong enough for polemical discourse.  

Given their careful scrutiny regarding the nature of a democratic polity, coupled with reluctance to praise the federal government by the late 1850s, not surprisingly on 23 April 1859 the Philomathesians debated whether any state has a right to secede, and decided against secession, eleven votes to eight.
  This debate was obviously close, but why the change after six years?  Perhaps the students debating were of a  newer generation than the previous students.  Perhaps these young men were already starting to feel the economic strain of increasingly more severed ties with northern industry.  Finally on 25 May 1861, the Euzelians debated, “Should the union of a state with a  federal Government be for an indeterminate or fixed period of time?” and decided in the affirmative, five votes to one.  Their affirmative decision indicates that they would argue that the union of a state with a federal government ought to be for an indeterminate period of time and not considered something that is supposed to cease existing at a given time.  An indeterminate period could convey a sense of fluidity in that the state and government could, in the absence of a temporal contract, ignore or respect their alliance at any given time.  If occasion arose, for example, and a state and federal government could cease.  Aside from illustrating the small numbers debating (six), this exercise in political philosophy shows that society members were perhaps beginning to justify talk of secession, whether for the South or for North Carolina specifically.  Together, all these questions illustrate a growing concern for states’ rights and anticipate imminent secession.

The tendency to think about secession is evident also in discussions about the longevity of republican states.  The Philomathesians debated the following, first in 1859, then again in 1860:  “Is it Probable that the U.S. will remain a Republican Government for a century to come?”  Although the outcome came close in each debate, in 1859 the debaters voted that the United States would remain a Republican government, and in 1860 they did not.
 Other than having different people debating the question each time, there are no other reasons why the Philomathesians would vacillate in their opinion.  The very presence of this question in the records deserves attention.  What precisely, other than the political unrest of the time, caused the members to question the virtues and endurance of a republican government?  Several questions from that same time suggest that the students believed the United States was overwrought with moral depravity.  As a result, they debated the following:   “Are Morals on the decline?”; “Is political integrity on the decline?”; “Has the downfall of Republics been more owing to the wants of wisdom in their legislature than to the decline of the morals in people?”; “Is our country in more danger from internal factions, than external foes?”
  The responses to these questions show that the majority voted that that the morals were on the decline, and that internal political factions (perhaps among legislatures and between parties) and danger of secession were responsible for that decline, certainly more so than from outside attacks by the English or French.  The presence of these questions in the records illustrate the impossibility of disassociating morality and politics.  


For society members, anxiety also manifested itself in their reaction to international topics.  The presence of international queries demonstrates that the debaters were not blind to foreign affairs, particularly ones pertinent to their economic livelihood.  Both groups debated questions that dealt with Cuba and the possibility of Cuban annexation, particularly around 1850, two years after President Polk had offered the Spanish $100 million for Cuba.
  On 11 February 1852, for example, the Philomathesians debated whether or not the United States should develop a policy to annex Cuba, and decided in favor of annexation.  Why?  This debate appears in both societies’ records multiple times, with the same outcome.  Acquiring Cuba, a large Mecca for sugar and molasses, meant acquiring an equally large Mecca of slaves to work in Southern sugar fields.  Annexation would increase the number of domestic slaves, and be a powerful new slave state.
  The Philomathesians were men well aware of the politics of the outside world and adapted the southern perspective on Cuban annexation because they knew it could help secure their own economic livelihood.  

In addition to the Cuba question, questions dealing with the Mexican War frequently appear in Euzelian and Philomathesian records.  Paschal also notes the presence of such questions and explains, “The large accession of territory in consequence of the Mexican War brought the question again to the front and it was frequently debated in societies, especially in the late 1840s and early 1850s when the War was fresh on their minds.”
  Aside from just being “fresh on their minds,” the Mexican War question, similar to the Cuban question, factors significantly in the discussion of slavery.  For that matter, underlying any questions that related to the expansion of United States territory was the question of slavery.  Certainly, the Euzelians and Philomathesians, many of whom were most likely from slave-owning, plantation families themselves, maintained a vested interest in the future of slavery.  Aside from the implications of slavery that were present in the discussion regarding Mexico, there were perhaps implications of a revival of the Monroe Doctrine.  The students were perhaps also responding to a national, renewed interest in the Doctrine.  Daniel Smith posits that because “Americans were in an exuberant expansionist mood, proud of their nation’s progress and power and interested in the acquisition of new territory” they broadened their view of the Monroe Doctrine.  They broadened their view because they “could no longer overlook European ‘meddling’ in the New World.”
  The student debates captured this “exuberant” and “expansionist” sentiment and more likely than not, allowed it to shape, along with their views of slavery, their voting.
Discussions on slavery, territory, and expansion did not wholly dominate society records during this time, however, as each society continued to debate women’s rights.  As did earlier generations of Euzelians and Philomathesians, the young men supported women’s rights almost whole-heartedly.  Throughout the decade preceding the Civil War, numerous questions concerning the nature of woman, her education, and her rights appear in the Philomathesian records.  In the two years immediately before the Civil War the group asked:  “Are the hardships of the female sex commensurate with those of the male?  Decided in the Affirmative”; “Is man the Source of more evil than Woman?  Decided in the Affirmative”; “Is woman capable of receiving a classical education?  Decided in the Affirmative.”
  Affirmative responses to these questions imply precisely what they did in the earlier years, namely that the men exhibited a general awareness for the American woman and her basic rights.  On 03 November 1861, however, when the Philomathesians debated whether the education of females was of as much importance “to the consideration of our enlightened people” as males, they decided in the negative, eight votes to three.  Perhaps this change in attitude reflects the opinions of a different group of debaters (recall that debaters changed at every debate), but perhaps it reflects the fact that war was under way and influenced their views at that time.  After all, war is man’s game.  In war men lead the troops into battle, men fight for their homeland, and men die to secure a peaceful future for their loved ones.  During war, the male triumphs.  Drawing their attention to the war at hand, the debaters at Wake Forest may not have felt the urgency to contemplate women’s rights.

Although Euzelians and Philomathesians were seemingly sympathetic to women’s’ issues, they passed over pertinent ones regarding women’s’ suffrage, particularly around 1848 when the first women’s’ rights convention occurred at Seneca Falls, New York.  Not only do their records lack queries regarding women’s’ suffrage around the time of the convention, they are completely lacking during the nineteenth century.  Where are questions dealing with the right to vote; to the convention itself; to the formation of women’s’ groups and alliances?  The silence of society members, rather than their discourse, reveals their beliefs.  The students refused to consider issues of women’s’ suffrage because they viewed the Constitution as a document to uphold the political rights for white men only.  Just as they decided against the possibility of extending constitutional rights to blacks in previous debates, the students imposed the same fate upon women. 


In addition to general questions about women’s rights, between 1860 and 1862 the Euzelians and Philomathesians debated the merit of early marriages, the right of Americans to liberty of press, and the contradiction of a Christian soldier.  When the Euzelians debated the question, “are early marriages advisable” in 1860, they decided in the affirmative.  When, however, the Philomathesians debated the same question in 1862, the majority did not find early marriages advisable.
 Why?  Perhaps more Euzelians were courting women in the community than Philomathesians.  Perhaps the fact that war was now underway changed the men’s perspective about the advisability of early marriages.  Perhaps, for the Philomathesians, the immediacy of war scared them from marriage as they might make a widow of their new bride.  Perhaps the opposite is true for the Euzelians.  Because this question never appears in minutes prior to the Civil War years, it is specifically idiosyncratic to the Civil War generation.  Society members were concerned about war, their fate as soon-to-be soldiers, and the women they might or might not be leaving behind.  War drove all of these questions.


Not surprisingly, with war underway, the students questioned their inevitable, future role in the military.  The query:  “Is the profession of the Soldier consistent with Christianity” appears in the Euzelian records on 15 November 1861.
  Two men  voted in the affirmative, having found nothing incongruous with military service and Christianity, while one man voted in the negative, having found military service incompatible with Christianity.  As the number of debaters indicates,  by this point the majority of Wake Forest men were already waging war on the battle fields, and those still attending Wake Forest were left to consider the stark reality of war.  How could these men have concluded that the profession of the soldier was inconsistent with Christianity when their closest friends were at that point already on the battle fields?  Most likely, he who uttered the single “nay” felt the harshest of criticism—or the coldest of fear.  While some doubt about the future may have existed in their minds, they realized, in order to justify their cause and prepare themselves for war, they must morally reconcile themselves with its brutality.  


As for as the war itself, only one question relating to military operations appears in either society’s records.  On 11 April 1862, a date very close to the closing of the college for the duration of the war, the Euzelians debated, “Would the raising of the Blockade be productive of more benefits than injury to the Southern Confederacy?”
  The Euzelians unanimously decided (7-0) in the affirmative, that a blockade would be productive to the Southern Confederacy.  Alas, this question is the first latent reference to war and the confederacy.  To this point, the society records had left room for only speculation, but this question explicitly deals with the war.  Difficulty lies in interpreting what exactly the debaters may have meant regarding the possibility of the North blockading the South.  Perhaps at this point, the South still anticipated foreign help in the war, and lifting the blockade would hasten that help.

In March of that same year, the Philomathesians debated another question that pertains specifically to the war, although implicitly:  “Ought the liberty of the press to be restricted?”
  They decided in the affirmative.  Most likely, they were asking this question because implicit in an unlimited wartime press is the reality of the enemy’s interception of important strategic plans.  If the press is unlimited, who can prevent the publishing of important strategic plans and the ultimate foiling of the Southern campaign?  The Philomathesians recognized the importance of secrecy with regard to military plans, and their little republic voted in favor of censorship to protect their country.

Just as the men of Wake Forest were trembling in the wake of war, so were many of their esteemed honorary members.  A gentleman from Alabama, whose signature is too illegible to discern, accepted his election as an honorary Euzelian.  In the cordial letter dated 8 November 1860 , however, a cold and foreboding tone eclipses his cordial thanks as he describes current political unrest.  He wrote that southern students faced “the heaviest responsibilities” and  “are being devolved by political events.”  He asserted further that the South, “Whether in the Union, struggling to preserve our equality and honor, or as a separate government, testing our peculiar type of civilization…will have need of all the energies and capacities of her sons.”
  Indeed, the rapidly decreasing numbers of participating Euzelians and Philomathesians before 1862 well illustrates the Southern need for such “energies and capacities” of all her “sons.”

Debates abruptly ended when, in 1862, the college suspended further studies for the duration of the war.  Paschal captures the inevitability of the closing as he writes, “When the Civil War came on, the College, like all other educational institutions of the South, was seriously involved.”  As a result, “nearly all” Wake Forest men entered the war “in one capacity or another,” so that by 1862 only ten men remained in the class, and nine were “already enlisted in the army or later enlisted.”
  This diminution of numbers had its toll on the societies, whose numbers likewise fell with the student population.  The numbers of men debating steadily decreased from 1860 until the close of the college in 1862.  Finally, on 03 May 1862, the Euzelian records concluded with the hapless statement, “College Suspended for the War.”  Almost angrily penciled in after the final entry in ominous script, “Cruel War,”
 stands as the final word from Mother Euzelia’s sons before they marched off to war.  


The college remained closed from May 1862 until 15 January 1866. 
   Immediately upon the college’s reopening, the Euzelians appointed a committee to draft “suitable Resolutions relative to the deaths of those of our Brother Euzelians who have died since the suspension of the exercise of the college.”
  The resolution abounds with eloquence and illustrates the bonds of brotherhood among Euzelians.  It read:

Whereas, during the late momentus (sic) struggle of our Southern States for separate and independent nationality, many of the noble sons of our common literary mother, espousing a cause which they regarded that of justice and right, and engaging with elacrity (sic) and zeal in its defence (sic), whether by deadly missiles of the enemy or the slow torture of disease, became martyrs to that cause—willing victims upon their beloved countries (sic) alter (sic)—and thus proved to the world their right to a place among the heroes of modern times.
 

In that same resolution, the records contain a list of the known deceased (knowledge of causalities, they wrote, was “limited”) to include seventeen members, “never to be forgotten or cease to be lamented.”  Because they had such limited information about their deceased brethren, one of the “chief objects” in June 1866 was to “solicit and secure information in regard to these and others of our “deceased brethren” and deeply condole and sympathize with the relations and friends of these heroic spirits.”  To symbolize their mourning, they resolved to wear for a  “length of time” their “customary badge of mourning.”
  A similar Philomathesian Resolution also illustrates the necessity to respect the memory of dead brothers.  It read:  

On that day after an interval of three years and a half the Philomathesian Society was reestablished …What a blessing it is that we are permitted to meet in this magnificent Hall and become Members of this time honored society.  Only two old members…again assembled and it is hear (sic) rending to think that many of the noble founders and perpetuators of this association are some of them filling humble graves on Virginia’s Soil.  While we are proud to know that many of them are filling those honorable stations in life which the Almighty has wisely ordained, we but lament the untimely fate of the honored braves who have fallen for their Country sake.

Like the passage from the Euzelian Records, this Philomathesian Resolution captures the intense sadness and mourning of young men who had suffered the loss of many close friends.

When the college reopened, the societies fully resumed their exercises.  Although scant numbers plagued each group, they nevertheless reelected new officers.  With new officers, and a new, albeit at first melancholy, spirit, the members were ready for new questions to solve, new intellectual milestones to pass.  After all, as Paschal wrote, “educated young men are the South’s last hope.”  The older generations “rested their one hope in the young men, the educated young men, with high ideals and Christian faith.”  Their perseverance would dictate the college’s survival, and even more broadly, the South’s survival.  Appropriately, then, President Washington M. Wingate addressed the College at its first commencement after the Civil War and urged students not to turn away from the Alma Mater because “seasons of adversity are never times for despondency.”  The South, he continued, must grow strong again by elevating “the supreme importance of a thorough education, for every available young man and woman in our minds…to marshal our forces and fight our battles in the fields of history, of science, of politics and religion in all our organic and social life.”
  

So how did this new generation of generals marshal their troops within their mimetic republics?  Paschal provides one answer: “it is in this last light that the records of the Literary Societies for those years reveal these students of the darkest days of Reconstruction,” ever “earnest,” and “patient in the face of felt injustices,” how “loyal to the traditions of the old South.”
  Curiously, though, the first question proposed among Euzelians was:  “Was Bonaparte a blessing to or a curse to France?”
  Why did they ask this question?  Why not ask whether Robert E. Lee rightly surrendered to Grant?  Why not debate the loss of slavery?  Why not debate Lincoln’s 1863 Proclamation of Amnesty and Reconstruction or whether black people were really Americans?  Why not ask how  the South should react to the possibilities of a 13th and 14th Amendment?  Why not debate the possibility of another rebellion; the Reconstruction Acts of 1867; Andrew Johnson’s “National Union Party”; or the scandalous administration of Ulysses S. Grant?  There is more to this silence than might be expected.  On the one hand, the Euzelians and Philomathesians may have wanted simply to avoid political entanglements altogether.  Fear of creating factions among the members at a time when political factions throughout the South caused harmful divisions could have kept the debaters away from asking controversial questions.  On the other hand, could their anger from losing the war have been still too raw to confront the bitter realities of war and reconstruction?  Perhaps, then, the students suppressed the difficult questions because they were still mourning the loss of friends to a lost cause.  Either analysis illustrates, though, the fear and apprehension residing in the mourning hearts of this post bellum generation of Euzelians and Philomathesians.  They needed time and detachment from current political events before they could look retrospectively at such a devastating war. 


Pascal affirms this hesitation.  He writes, “How carefully the Societies guarded against any political entanglements in the trying days succeeding the Civil War is indicated in the character of their subjects for debate.”  They truly did not propose any questions concerning the “late war” or “current political events,” writes Paschal, even “economic and social questions were carefully avoided.” In addition, Paschal argues that for society members to look at historical questions of ages past was “safe” because they were discussing men’s actions “whose tombs were already shrines.”  Unsafe, however, or “dangerous” and “inexpedient” was to question political activity, particularly concerning Reconstruction, the Civil Rights Bill, or any Constitutional debates, for that matter.  Paschal indicates that whenever questions regarding John Wilkes Booth or an overly powerful federal government would enter the books, the men “uniformly” rejected them.
  

Why?  Paschal argues that the students were merely “conforming to the wishes of the Board of Trustees” who did not approve of students forming interest in “political affairs.”
  Of course, the Trustees had considerable sway over the actions of the students, and Paschal rightly recognizes this power dynamic.  More likely than not, however, the students avoided such questions because they reminded them of the desperate and tired state of the South.  Still mourning the loss of brothers, family, and friends, as well as facing dire economic instability and vulnerability, the young men probably found more comfort in analyzing historical situations completely separate from them than looking toward frightening days to come.

While members did not openly discuss controversial issues of Reconstruction, some members took individual action outside the walls of the secret meetings.  The story of eighteen-year-old Euzelian David S. Ramseur illustrates how Southern pride coupled with the blind passions of youth brought the societies very close to the deadly heart of Reconstruction.  In December 1871 a United States court marshal stormed into a Euzelian meeting and arrested Ramseur for conspiracy.  Paschal reports that despite much begging by other Euzelians on Ramseur’s behalf, the officers arrested him and took him to Raleigh.  They charged Ramseur with murder.  Paschal writes, however, “In reality he was arrested because he had been reported by a traitor as being a member of the Ku Klux in his native county of Cleveland, and it was on this charge, technically, being a conspirator, that he was tried.”  In short, a jury “consisting of eleven negroes and one white man” found Ramseur guilty and the judge sentenced him to eight years “at hard labor” and to pay a $1,000 fine.  According to Paschal, Professor Charles Taylor effectively appealed to President Grant for his release.  Years after his release, Ramseur wrote an “unsigned article” in the January 1883 Wake Forest Student called “From College to Prison.”  Although Ramseur himself did not sign the article, it shows, according to Paschal “unmistakable evidence of having been written by Ramseur.”  In the article he related the events of the doomed December evening, his trial before Judge Bond, and his confinement at the United States prison at Albany.  According to Paschal, the article demonstrated that Ramseur was “not at all reconstructed by his prison experience.  If he had it all to do over again, under similar circumstances he would join the Ku Klux again, he declared.”
 


Ramseur’s story is not just one of arrest, trial, and imprisonment, but rather a story of invasion and resistance.  Although the society members did not choose to discuss Reconstruction in their meetings, it founds its way there on its own, in the form of a United States marshal.  On a smaller scale, with the arrest of Brother Ramseur, the men of Wake Forest experienced the general feeling of invasion felt throughout the South as “carpetbaggers” and “scalawags” began to influence the political arena.
  Ramseur became a veritable martyr for southern resistance:  as one not at all reconstructed, he would join the Ku Klux again, if he could.  With the U.S. marshal as the epitome of the northern aggressor, the Euzelian Society became a metaphor for the South, invaded, deprived of the rights to secrecy and autonomy, robbed of its member, forever scarred by the North’s attempt at reunification and reconstruction.  

In this gloomy period after the war, however, a wave of energy and hope flowed throughout the school and its students in a revitalization that led to the ultimate “Golden Age of the Literary Societies.”
  Paschal notes that every week the students devoted themselves to debate, declamation, and written essays.  “Evidence is abundant” writes Paschal, “that the work of the Societies was cheerfully done even though the debates were often protracted beyond midnight.”  Here, there debates ranged from questions of the theory of evolution to Lord Cromwell’s ambition, to Hannibal’s military might, and to the nature of knowledge and happiness, and good and evil.   Aside from Reconstruction, little hampered their intellectual curiosity during these golden days.
  In addition to debate, the societies began publishing the Wake Forest Student, a monthly publication that showcased the “journalistic talent of the students,” in January 1882.
  It, along with flourishing debates and declamations, represented the pinnacle of intellectual energy brought about by the societies during the late nineteenth century.

Aside from debate and intellectual improvement, societal pride grew steadily during the golden era.  Paschal writes that during this time, the societies began to develop their own esprit de corps to such an extent that it often generated mild rivalries between the societies.  Paschal writes, “the Euzelian prided himself on his polish and culture; the Philomathesian was more democratic.  In most respects, however, this spirit was the same in both Societies.  Both were dignified bodies.”
  And so came to pass an age in which the literary societies became more and more like fraternities, for “when the young and timid freshman had been initiated into the Society of his choice,” explains Paschal, “he found himself in a company of friends.”  No longer simply members of one society or the other, they were now “Brother Philomathesians” or “Brother Euzelians.”
  By the 1890s, the brothers had begun hazing new members, albeit mildly, so that when the neophyte member became a brother, he could truly appreciate the warmth of “Mother Euzelia” or “Mother Philomathesia.”

Not surprisingly, by this time, as the “little republics” were transforming into little brotherhoods the college began to face problems of menacing, underground Greek-letter fraternities.  Nationally, the Greek-letter fraternities emerged—mostly throughout New England—between 1820 and 1840.  By the mid-1840s the fraternity movement had swept through most northern colleges.  In The American College and University, Frederick Rudolph describes the ubiquity of the fraternal movement and its negative impact on intellectual communities, particularly the presidents and faculty.  He writes, “Before they quite knew what had happened, most college presidents found that their undergraduates had ushered into the American college community a social system that they had neither invited nor encouraged.”  At the same time the flood of such unwanted fraternities caused the decline of literary societies.  Rudolph notes that for Eastern states in the 1870s, fraternities had reduced literary societies to mere “remnants of their formal selves.”

Although the fraternity revolution began early in nineteenth-century New England, it did not take hold in the South until after the Civil War.  Horowitz confirms this delay and writes, “Only in 1866—on a campus that included for the first time state-supported veterans and future teachers and ministers on  scholarship—did the first Greek-letter fraternity at the University of Georgia take hold, with effects as disruptive of the old societies and celebrations as elsewhere.”
 At Wake Forest, not until the 1880s and 1890s did Greek-letter fraternities began to haunt Mother Euzelia, Mother Philomathesia, and Wake Forest.  Paschal records the first disruption to have occurred in the academic year of 1882-83 when “the faculty began to make regulations to prevent the formation and existence of secret fraternities other than the Literary Societies.”
  Apparently at this time, according to Professor L.R. Mills, the students were planning to organize a chapter of Kappa Alpha fraternity.  In response to these underground efforts, university President T.H. Pritchard declared that an unnamed “secret social and literary club” began “exerting a harmful influence upon the general interest of the College.” He further feared that “such organizations will do mischief as they have invariably done wherever they have existed.”
  Doubtless, President Prichard is here responding to the vices of fraternities across the country, notably what Rudolph calls the institutionalization of “various escapes” that included “drinking, smoking, gambling, card playing, singing, and seducing”—all activities not complimentary to the ideals of a Baptist institution.
  Rudolph argues that even religion could not contain the fraternity movement.
  The President of a Baptist College, therefore, stood little chance to eliminate fraternities. 

Not surprisingly, some students continued to participate in secret, underground fraternities throughout the 1880s.  Paschal writes, “They continued to hold clandestine meetings and to initiate new members,” causing “much trouble to the faculty and much unrest and dissatisfaction among the students” who were, for the most part, loyal to their respective societies.
  Such dissatisfaction among the students becomes clearer in the Euzelian Minutes of 20 May 1882.  Paschal summarizes the entry as saying, “A preamble said the secret fraternity, called Kappa Alpha, was destroying the harmony of the Society and promoting discord, and was contrary to the spirit of the laws of the Society and detrimental to its usefulness and future prosperity.”  They accordingly resolved to request that the Kappa Alpha members “sever their connection with it” or else they must forfeit their Society membership.
  Kappa Alpha continued to plague both societies until 10 April 1890, when the ten members of the forbidden society gave over their charter and apologized to the faculty.
  

Despite the pacification of Kappa Alpha in 1890, the literary societies gradually began to decline—as did literary societies across the United States—because of the fraternal movement.  The presence of Kappa Alpha at Wake Forest in the decades following the Civil War cannot go without analysis for it represented a specific change in student mentality.  By that point, the societies had already started to resemble the fraternity, in their closer nature of brotherhood, society loyalty, propensity for hazing, and rivalries.  After the Civil War, Wake Forest saw the matriculation of college students, singed by the flames of war, not “content,” as Rudolph says of the late nineteenth-century student, wandering aimlessly in a “vacuum left by removal from the family and the home community.”
  For Wake Forest, war, the loss of loved ones, declining economic stability, and a lost sense of cultural identity, all formed a vacuum that required strong brotherhood to escape its unpleasantries. The fraternity, then, heralded a new means of escape, socialization, and association for a new generation of students at Wake Forest.  

Perhaps this analysis also explains Ramseur’s earlier inclination to join the Klan.  Already a member of a secret society, the Euzelian Society, he probably had a disposition and desire for secret association.  Most likely, Ramseur joined an organization such as the KKK because it was a group very much dedicated to secret ritual and strove toward set goals, however perverse they were.  Similarly, these students, already exposed to a type of secret association, possibly craved the mysterious and secret rituals of the greek-letter fraternity.  Similar to Ramseur, perhaps they desired something more from their association than the literary society offered.  Thus, the emergence of the greek-letter society highlights a changed mentality of the Wake Forest student.

From the dawn of literary societies and the intellectual engagement that characterized the earliest collegiate extracurriculum at Wake Forest, to the advent of the Greek-letter fraternity, the Wake Forest student demonstrated his inextricable desire for association.  Similar to students across the country, the Wake Forest student, through the agency of the literary society and ultimately the fraternity, “stated his case for the human mind, the human personality, and the human body.”
  The literary societies offered Wake Forest students a means for intellectual enlightenment, socialization, and practice for their later role in the larger community.

The Euzelians and Philomathesians explored the world in their intra-societal debates.  Each debate allowed for the reconstruction of the moral, political, and intellectual world of the students.  In fact, the vast array of their queries prompted Paschal to conclude that “a reading of the questions in their sequence would almost enable one to reconstruct the economic, social, educational, and political life of the State and the nation.”  The questions they debated mirror the national concerns and politics of Jacksonian America, the anxiety about slaves and the secular institution in the ante bellum South, and the reality of Civil War.  The detailed and well-ordered society records allow the reader not only to analyze the world within and without Wake Forest but also, as Paschal claims, enter into an “intimate relationship with the men of that day.”
 

A look into the minds of Wake Forest’s seminal generations, therefore, also provides an invaluable analysis of the role of socialization and its effect upon the “human personality” of the southern, collegiate male.  The nature of their associations allows for the reconstruction of the place of the Southern student in the social matrix of Victorian America.  This paper detailed a certain desire and need for association and the mutual cooperation and intellectual exchange between men within the societies.  The students had an unmistakable “disposition for association,”  “creative fellowship,” “association of young Gentlemen,” and “gentlemanly socialization.”  The faculty recognized this disposition and allowed for the cultivation of true brotherhood and mental exercise under the guardianship of Mother Euzelia and Mother Philomathesia who first gave birth to simply “members,” and then finally “brethren.”  At last as “brethren” under common ancestry, the young men produced a democracy as germane as it was sincere.  

The democratic practices that students experienced in literary societies prepared them to become leaders later in life.  According to Paschal, “students who were active and prominent in the Societies continued such in their life work.”
  Three Euzelians of the first class, for example, W.T. Brooks, J.L. Prichard, and W.M. Wingate, became influential faculty members at Wake Forest College.  Moreover, from the early post bellum classes, at least three alumni became lawyers, others became ministers, and some became merchants.
  Their Wake Forest degrees alone did not turn these students into civic leaders, but rather their entire collegiate experience, particularly their training for active life within literary societies.

Together the two aspects of the Wake Forest student provide a vivid picture not only of the junior statesmen at their miniature rostra, but also of young southern men, grappling for answers in a world overwrought with confusion.  Nevertheless, they clung to their rock of safety, Mother Euzelia/Philomathesia.  The Euzelians, whose motto still remains “Inveniam viam aut faciam”​—“I shall find the way or I shall make it,”—sought “the way” with enlightened discourse, and gentlemanly association.  Likewise, the Philomathesians upheld their promise at the 4 July 1835 celebration, “But while we shall always appear as we are, we shall never be content with common acquirements or the laurels that may wreathe the brows of other men.”  Regardless of the political climate of the ante bellum days, the threats of war and Reconstruction, and the advent of the fraternity, the Euzelians and Philomathesians consistently upheld their promises to one another, the founding fathers of the university, and democracy.  In their mimetic democracies they carried to fruition de Tocqueville’s praise of American democracy and its freedom of association.  They prove timeless de Tocqueville’s critique that “Feelings and opinions are recruited, the heart is enlarged, and the human mind is developed only by the reciprocal influence of men upon one another.”
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