
the history of alpha phi alpha

the history of alpha phi alpha traces the origins, development, and enduring legacy of the first
intercollegiate Greek-letter fraternity established for African American men. Founded in the early
20th century, Alpha Phi Alpha emerged as a pivotal organization dedicated to fostering academic
excellence, leadership, and social justice during a time of widespread racial discrimination and
segregation. This article explores the fraternity’s founding principles, key historical milestones,
notable members, and its ongoing impact on education, civil rights, and community service.
Understanding the history of Alpha Phi Alpha offers insight into the broader African American
experience and the role of historically Black fraternities in shaping leadership and advocacy. The
following sections provide a detailed overview of its inception, expansion, and significant
contributions to society.
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Contributions to Civil Rights and Social Change

Notable Members and Their Impact

Alpha Phi Alpha’s Modern Era and Legacy

Founding of Alpha Phi Alpha

Origins at Cornell University
The history of Alpha Phi Alpha began on December 4, 1906, at Cornell University in Ithaca, New
York. During this period, African American students faced severe racial prejudice and exclusion from
mainstream collegiate organizations. Seven African American male students, later known as the
"Seven Jewels," founded Alpha Phi Alpha to create a support network that promoted academic
excellence, brotherhood, and leadership. The founders—Henry Arthur Callis, Charles Henry
Chapman, Eugene Kinckle Jones, George Biddle Kelley, Nathaniel Allison Murray, Robert Harold
Ogle, and Vertner Woodson Tandy—established the fraternity as a means to combat racial barriers
and provide a platform for personal and communal advancement.

Founding Principles and Values
The fraternity was founded on principles of scholarship, fellowship, good character, and the uplifting
of humanity. These core values guided its early mission to develop leaders who could contribute
positively to society and challenge the systemic inequalities faced by African Americans. Alpha Phi
Alpha’s motto, “First of All, Servants of All, We Shall Transcend All,” reflects its commitment to



service and excellence. The fraternity’s colors, black and old gold, symbolize strength and high
achievement, respectively.

Early Years and Growth

Expansion Beyond Cornell
Following its establishment at Cornell University, Alpha Phi Alpha quickly expanded to other
historically Black colleges and universities (HBCUs). The fraternity’s growth was fueled by a desire
to foster unity and collective progress among African American students across the United States.
By 1912, Alpha Phi Alpha had established chapters at Howard University, Virginia Union University,
and other institutions. This expansion helped solidify its role as a national organization dedicated to
academic achievement and social advocacy.

Establishment of National Structure
As the fraternity grew, it developed a national governing body to coordinate activities and maintain
organizational cohesion. The Alpha Phi Alpha Fraternity, Inc. was formally incorporated in 1912,
enabling it to operate as a unified entity with a clear mission and governance framework. This
structure allowed for consistent expansion, standardized membership processes, and coordinated
initiatives across chapters.

Contributions to Civil Rights and Social Change

Role in the Civil Rights Movement
The history of Alpha Phi Alpha is deeply intertwined with the African American struggle for civil
rights and social justice. Many members played critical roles in advancing equality, challenging
segregation, and promoting voter registration and education. The fraternity’s commitment to
activism is evident through its support of landmark campaigns and leaders who fought for racial
justice throughout the 20th century.

Programs and Initiatives
Alpha Phi Alpha has launched numerous programs aimed at empowering African American
communities and addressing social issues. These include educational scholarships, mentorship
programs, voter education drives, and initiatives to combat poverty and discrimination. The
fraternity’s National Social Action Commission exemplifies its dedication to social advocacy and
community service.



Voter Education and Registration Drives

Scholarship and Academic Support Programs

Mentorship and Leadership Development

Advocacy for Economic and Social Justice

Notable Members and Their Impact

Prominent Alpha Phi Alpha Brothers
Throughout its history, Alpha Phi Alpha has counted among its membership many influential figures
who have made significant contributions to civil rights, politics, arts, and sciences. These members
have enhanced the fraternity’s reputation as a leadership incubator and voice for African American
empowerment. Notable brothers include Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., the iconic civil rights leader;
Thurgood Marshall, the first African American U.S. Supreme Court Justice; and W.E.B. Du Bois, a
founder of the NAACP and an intellectual pioneer.

Achievements and Legacy of Members
The achievements of Alpha Phi Alpha members span various fields, reflecting the fraternity’s
emphasis on excellence and service. Their leadership in pivotal movements and institutions has
helped shape American society and inspire subsequent generations. The fraternity continues to
honor its distinguished members by promoting their ideals and encouraging ongoing contributions
to public life.

Alpha Phi Alpha’s Modern Era and Legacy

Contemporary Role and Activities
Today, Alpha Phi Alpha remains a vibrant and active fraternity with chapters across the United
States and abroad. Its mission continues to focus on developing leaders, promoting academic
achievement, and advocating for social justice. The fraternity sponsors a variety of programs
addressing contemporary issues such as education inequality, health disparities, and economic
empowerment within African American communities.

Enduring Impact and Future Directions
The history of Alpha Phi Alpha demonstrates a sustained commitment to uplifting African Americans



through leadership, service, and advocacy. As the fraternity moves forward, it seeks to adapt its
strategies to meet evolving challenges while honoring the legacy of its founders. Alpha Phi Alpha’s
ongoing influence underscores its significance as a historic institution and a catalyst for positive
change in society.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is Alpha Phi Alpha and when was it founded?
Alpha Phi Alpha is the first intercollegiate Greek-letter fraternity established for African American
men. It was founded on December 4, 1906, at Cornell University in Ithaca, New York.

Who were the founders of Alpha Phi Alpha?
Alpha Phi Alpha was founded by seven African American college students known as the Seven
Jewels: Henry Arthur Callis, Charles Henry Chapman, Eugene Kinckle Jones, George Biddle Kelley,
Nathaniel Allison Murray, Robert Harold Ogle, and Vertner Woodson Tandy.

What was the primary purpose behind the founding of Alpha
Phi Alpha?
The fraternity was founded to provide support and advocacy for African American students who
faced racial discrimination and social challenges in predominantly white institutions during the early
20th century.

How did Alpha Phi Alpha contribute to the civil rights
movement?
Alpha Phi Alpha played a significant role in the civil rights movement by advocating for racial
equality, social justice, and leadership development. Notable members like Dr. Martin Luther King
Jr. were instrumental in advancing civil rights causes.

When did Alpha Phi Alpha become a national organization?
Alpha Phi Alpha became a national organization in 1908 when it expanded beyond Cornell
University, establishing chapters at other universities and colleges across the United States.

What are some notable achievements of Alpha Phi Alpha
throughout its history?
Alpha Phi Alpha has been influential in promoting education, community service, and leadership. It
established programs like the Martin Luther King Jr. Memorial Project and has produced prominent
leaders in various fields including politics, education, and the arts.



How has Alpha Phi Alpha evolved since its founding in 1906?
Since 1906, Alpha Phi Alpha has grown into a large international fraternity with chapters worldwide.
It continues to focus on academic excellence, leadership development, and social justice, adapting
its programs to meet contemporary challenges faced by the African American community.

Additional Resources
1. Alpha Phi Alpha: A Legacy of Leadership
This book provides a comprehensive overview of Alpha Phi Alpha’s founding and its impact on
African American leadership. It explores the fraternity's origins at Cornell University in 1906 and
highlights the achievements of its notable members. Through vivid storytelling, the book traces the
organization’s role in civil rights and social justice movements.

2. The Divine Nine: The History of African American Fraternities and Sororities
While covering all nine historically Black Greek letter organizations, this book dedicates significant
chapters to Alpha Phi Alpha. It offers detailed insight into the fraternity’s founding principles,
development, and cultural significance. Readers gain an understanding of how Alpha Phi Alpha
influenced higher education and community activism.

3. Brotherhood in Action: The Story of Alpha Phi Alpha Fraternity, Inc.
This volume chronicles the fraternity’s evolution from its inception through the 20th century. It
highlights key moments such as the fraternity’s involvement in the civil rights movement and its
emphasis on scholarship and service. Personal accounts from fraternity members enrich the
historical narrative.

4. Alpha Phi Alpha: The First of All Black Greek Letter Fraternities
Focusing on the fraternity's pioneering role, this book details the challenges and triumphs faced by
its founders. It examines the social and educational context of the early 1900s that necessitated such
an organization. The book also discusses the fraternity’s enduring mission and values.

5. From Initiation to Impact: Alpha Phi Alpha’s Journey Through History
This book traces the fraternity’s growth from a small campus group to a national organization with
global influence. It documents initiatives in education, civil rights, and community service led by
Alpha Phi Alpha members. The narrative captures the spirit of brotherhood and the fraternity’s
commitment to uplifting communities.

6. Alpha Phi Alpha and the Civil Rights Movement
Dedicated to exploring the fraternity’s role during the civil rights era, this book profiles prominent
members who were instrumental in activism and policy change. It highlights the fraternity’s
strategic efforts to advance social justice and equality. The book also discusses how Alpha Phi Alpha
balanced activism with academic excellence.

7. Founders and Foundations: The Early Years of Alpha Phi Alpha
This work delves deeply into the lives of the "Seven Jewels," the fraternity’s founders, and their
vision. It provides a detailed account of the fraternity’s establishment at Cornell and the early
challenges faced. The book emphasizes the founders’ commitment to scholarship, leadership, and
service.

8. Alpha Phi Alpha’s Centennial Celebration: A Historical Retrospective



Published to commemorate the fraternity’s 100th anniversary, this book offers a rich historical
retrospective. It features essays, photographs, and testimonials that showcase Alpha Phi Alpha’s
achievements over a century. The volume serves both as a tribute and a source of inspiration for
future generations.

9. Legacy of Excellence: Alpha Phi Alpha’s Impact on African American Education and Culture
This title examines the fraternity’s contributions to education and cultural empowerment within the
African American community. It highlights scholarship programs, mentorship initiatives, and cultural
events sponsored by Alpha Phi Alpha. The book underscores the fraternity’s role in shaping African
American identity and progress.
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