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The Enduring Legacy: A Deep Dive into the
History of Alpha Phi Alpha Fraternity, Inc.

The history of Alpha Phi Alpha Fraternity, Inc. is a rich tapestry woven with threads of
academic excellence, leadership, and unwavering commitment to community upliftment.
Founded at Cornell University in 1906, this esteemed organization stands as the first
intercollegiate fraternity founded by African American men. Its journey began as a beacon
of hope and brotherhood during a period of intense racial prejudice, offering a sanctuary
for intellectual growth and a platform for social change. This article will explore the
foundational principles, the pioneering founders, and the significant milestones that have
shaped the history of Alpha Phi Alpha, tracing its evolution from a nascent student group
to a global force for good. We will delve into its early struggles, its expansion across
campuses, and the enduring impact of its members on American society and beyond,
making the history of Alpha Phi Alpha a testament to perseverance and the power of
collective action.
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The Genesis: Founding and Early Years of Alpha



Phi Alpha

The history of Alpha Phi Alpha begins in the halls of Cornell University in Ithaca, New
York. It was a time when African American students faced significant social and academic
hurdles, often feeling isolated and seeking a sense of belonging and mutual support. The
desire for an organization that would foster brotherhood, academic achievement, and
upliftment within the Black community was palpable. The idea for a fraternity specifically
for Black men began to coalesce among a group of forward-thinking students who
envisioned a brotherhood that would transcend the limitations imposed by society. This
vision laid the groundwork for what would become a monumental institution, deeply
rooted in the pursuit of excellence and service.

The initial meetings were held in the rented rooms of Mrs. Annie Hill, affectionately
known as the "Mother of Alpha Phi Alpha." These early gatherings were crucial for
solidifying the fraternity's purpose and outlining its foundational principles. The founders
were not merely seeking social camaraderie; they were driven by a profound
understanding of the need for intellectual development and organized action to address
the systemic injustices faced by African Americans. The very act of establishing such an
organization was a radical statement in itself, asserting the intellectual capacity and the
inherent worth of Black men in a prejudiced society. This historical context is vital to
understanding the enduring strength and significance of the history of Alpha Phi Alpha.

The Seven Founders: Pillars of Strength in Alpha Phi
Alpha History

The history of Alpha Phi Alpha is inextricably linked to its seven visionary founders, often
referred to as the "Seven Jewels." These men, through their intellect, courage, and
dedication, laid the cornerstone for a fraternity that would shape generations. Each
founder brought a unique perspective and commitment that was essential to the
fraternity's establishment and early growth. Their collective efforts transformed an idea
into a tangible reality, creating a lasting legacy that continues to inspire.

e Charles Henry Chapman: A pivotal figure in the early organization, Chapman played
a crucial role in drafting the fraternity's constitution and ritual.

e Eugene Kinckle Jones: Known for his leadership abilities, Jones served as the first
General President and was instrumental in establishing the fraternity's
organizational structure.

e Horace Greeley Carter: Carter was deeply involved in the initial planning and
brought a strong sense of purpose to the nascent organization.

e Byron Armon Steptoe: A key member of the founding group, Steptoe contributed
significantly to the early development of Alpha Phi Alpha's ideals.



e Henry Arthur Callis: Callis was a medical doctor who later played a vital role in the
fraternity's expansion and its commitment to community health initiatives.

e George Biddle Kelley: Kelley's legal acumen was invaluable as the fraternity began to
formalize its structure and navigate its early challenges.

e Nathaniel Allison Murray: Murray's steadfast commitment and organizational skills
were crucial in the foundational stages of Alpha Phi Alpha.

These seven men, through their shared vision and tireless efforts, ensured that the history
of Alpha Phi Alpha would be one of purpose, unity, and progress. Their commitment to
academic achievement, manly deeds, and scholarship formed the bedrock upon which the
fraternity would build its illustrious future.

Establishing the Foundation: Key Principles and Mission
of Alpha Phi Alpha

From its inception, the history of Alpha Phi Alpha was guided by a clear set of principles
designed to foster intellectual and moral development, alongside a commitment to service.
The fraternity's mission was not merely to provide a social outlet but to actively contribute
to the betterment of the African American community and society at large. This dual focus
on individual growth and collective advancement has been a hallmark throughout its
history.

The core tenets of Alpha Phi Alpha revolve around the ideals of "Manly Deeds,
Scholarship, and Love for All Mankind." These principles serve as a constant reminder of
the fraternity's purpose and the ethical standards expected of its members. Scholarship is
paramount, emphasizing the pursuit of academic excellence as a means of empowerment
and upliftment. "Manly Deeds" speaks to integrity, character, and the courage to stand for
what is right, even in the face of adversity. "Love for All Mankind" underscores the
fraternity's commitment to universal brotherhood and social justice, extending its reach
beyond its membership to serve humanity.

The fraternity's founders recognized the need for a structured approach to achieving these
goals. They established a formal organizational framework, including a constitution and
ritual, which provided a blueprint for the fraternity's operations and the guidance of its
members. This early emphasis on structure and clear objectives was instrumental in
shaping the enduring history of Alpha Phi Alpha and ensuring its longevity and impact.

Growth and Expansion: Spreading the
Brotherhood Across Campuses



Following its founding at Cornell, the history of Alpha Phi Alpha quickly moved into a
phase of strategic expansion. The desire for the fraternity's unique blend of brotherhood,
academic focus, and service resonated with Black students on other campuses.
Establishing new chapters was not simply about increasing membership; it was about
extending the fraternity's influence and providing a vital support system for African
American students in an era where such institutions were scarce.

The process of establishing new chapters was rigorous, requiring prospective groups to
demonstrate their adherence to the fraternity's core principles and meet specific academic
standards. This careful approach ensured that each new chapter would uphold the
integrity and high ideals that defined Alpha Phi Alpha from its earliest days. The
fraternity's expansion was a testament to its growing reputation and the undeniable need
it filled within the Black collegiate community.

The First Chapters: Branching Out from Cornell

The initial expansion efforts focused on historically Black colleges and universities
(HBCUs), recognizing them as fertile ground for cultivating the fraternity's ideals. The
establishment of Alpha chapter at Howard University in 1907 marked a significant turning
point, solidifying the fraternity's presence in the South and its commitment to serving the
broader Black community. This early expansion set a precedent for future growth,
demonstrating the fraternity's ability to adapt and thrive across different institutional
settings.

The establishment of Beta chapter at Fisk University, Gamma chapter at Illinois Wesleyan
University, and Delta chapter at Talladega College further cemented the fraternity's
national reach. Each new chapter not only brought new members into the fold but also
carried forward the mission and legacy of the founders. The careful selection of
institutions and the vetting of aspiring members ensured that the growth of Alpha Phi
Alpha remained aligned with its foundational principles.

National and International Impact: Beyond the Campus
in Alpha Phi Alpha's History

The history of Alpha Phi Alpha is not confined to its academic chapter houses; its influence
extends far beyond college campuses, impacting national and international spheres. As its
membership grew, so too did its capacity for large-scale philanthropic endeavors and
advocacy for social change. The fraternity recognized that its responsibilities extended to
addressing the broader societal issues that affected the African American community and
humanity as a whole.

Alpha Phi Alpha has been a consistent voice and a driving force behind numerous
initiatives aimed at empowering marginalized communities, promoting education, and
fighting for civil rights. Its members have often been at the forefront of social and political
movements, leveraging their collective influence and individual talents to effect positive



change. This commitment to service and advocacy is a defining characteristic of the
fraternity's enduring legacy.

Philanthropic Initiatives and Service Projects

Throughout its history, Alpha Phi Alpha has spearheaded numerous impactful
philanthropic initiatives. Programs like "A Voteless People is a Hopeless People" aimed to
increase Black voter registration and participation, a crucial effort during the Civil Rights
era. More contemporary programs focus on educational attainment, health awareness, and
economic empowerment, such as the Go-to-High-School, Go-to-College program, which
encourages academic achievement among young men. These initiatives demonstrate Alpha
Phi Alpha's proactive approach to community development and its unwavering
commitment to uplifting others.

Advocacy and Social Justice Efforts

The fraternity has a long and distinguished history of advocacy for civil rights and social
justice. Members have actively participated in and led movements to combat racial
discrimination, segregation, and inequality. The history of Alpha Phi Alpha is replete with
instances of members using their platforms and influence to challenge injustice and
advocate for a more equitable society. Their collective voice has been instrumental in
shaping public policy and advancing the cause of human rights.

Key Milestones and Achievements in Alpha Phi
Alpha History

The history of Alpha Phi Alpha is marked by a series of significant milestones and
achievements that underscore its enduring impact and its consistent pursuit of its
founding principles. These accomplishments reflect the dedication of its members and the
strength of its organizational mission. From its early days as a collegiate fraternity to its
evolution into a global force for good, Alpha Phi Alpha has consistently set benchmarks for
excellence and service.

The Establishment of the General Convention

A crucial milestone in the history of Alpha Phi Alpha was the establishment of its General
Convention. This annual gathering serves as the supreme governing body of the fraternity,
providing a platform for members to convene, deliberate on critical issues, and shape the
future direction of the organization. The convention allows for the democratic election of
officers, the refinement of policies, and the strengthening of bonds among brothers from
across the nation and the world. It is a testament to the fraternity's organized and
democratic operational structure.



The Development of National Programs and Initiatives

Alpha Phi Alpha has consistently developed and implemented impactful national programs
that address pressing societal needs. Initiatives such as Project Uplift, the Martin Luther
King, Jr. Service Project, and Brother's Keeper have been instrumental in fostering
community engagement and providing tangible support to those in need. These programs
are not merely symbolic; they represent a deep commitment to active service and a
strategic approach to making a lasting difference in the lives of individuals and
communities. The evolution of these programs reflects the fraternity's adaptability and its
responsiveness to changing societal landscapes.

The Founding of the Alpha Phi Alpha Education
Foundation

Recognizing the critical importance of education, the fraternity established the Alpha Phi
Alpha Education Foundation. This non-profit organization is dedicated to providing
scholarships, financial aid, and educational resources to deserving students, particularly
those from underserved communities. The Foundation's work is a direct embodiment of
the fraternity's commitment to scholarship and its belief in the transformative power of
education. It ensures that the history of Alpha Phi Alpha continues to be one of
empowerment through learning.

The Role of Alpha Phi Alpha in Civil Rights and
Social Justice

The history of Alpha Phi Alpha is deeply intertwined with the struggle for civil rights and
social justice in the United States. From its earliest days, the fraternity provided a vital
sanctuary and a platform for African American men to organize, strategize, and advocate
for their rights and dignity in a society that actively sought to deny them both.

Members of Alpha Phi Alpha were not passive observers of injustice; they were active
participants and leaders in the movement to dismantle segregation and achieve racial
equality. The fraternity served as a crucial network for communication and mobilization,
enabling its members to coordinate efforts and amplify their collective voice. This
proactive engagement solidified Alpha Phi Alpha's reputation as an organization
committed to progress and liberation.

Early Advocacy and the Fight Against Discrimination

Even in its nascent stages, Alpha Phi Alpha was actively involved in challenging
discriminatory practices. The founders, recognizing the systemic inequalities faced by



Black students, established the fraternity as a testament to Black intellectualism and a
symbol of resistance. As the fraternity grew, its members continued to fight against racial
prejudice on college campuses and in broader society. This early commitment laid the
foundation for its future leadership in the Civil Rights Movement.

Key Figures and Contributions to the Civil Rights
Movement

Numerous members of Alpha Phi Alpha played pivotal roles in the Civil Rights Movement,
leaving an indelible mark on American history. Their courage, intellect, and dedication
were instrumental in achieving significant legislative and social changes. The history of
Alpha Phi Alpha is enriched by the contributions of these influential figures who
championed equality and justice.

e Martin Luther King Jr.: The fraternity proudly claims Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. as
one of its most distinguished members. His leadership and eloquent advocacy were
central to the success of the Civil Rights Movement.

e Thurgood Marshall: As the first African American Supreme Court Justice, Thurgood
Marshall, an Alpha Phi Alpha brother, was a key legal architect of the Civil Rights
Movement, notably arguing the landmark Brown v. Board of Education case.

e W.E.B. Du Bois: While a member of another fraternity, his intellectual contributions
and activism profoundly influenced the early philosophy and goals of organizations
like Alpha Phi Alpha.

e Adam Clayton Powell Jr.: A prominent clergyman and congressman, Powell was a
powerful voice for civil rights and a significant figure in national politics.

e Andrew Young: A former ambassador to the United Nations and mayor of Atlanta,
Young's work in civil rights and diplomacy has had a global impact.

These are just a few examples of the many Alpha Phi Alpha members who dedicated their
lives to the pursuit of justice and equality, further solidifying the fraternity's place in the
annals of the Civil Rights Movement and the broader history of Alpha Phi Alpha.

Notable Members and Their Contributions

The history of Alpha Phi Alpha Fraternity, Inc. is illuminated by the extraordinary
achievements and impactful contributions of its diverse membership. Across various fields,
Alpha brothers have consistently demonstrated leadership, innovation, and a deep
commitment to service, leaving an indelible mark on American society and beyond. Their
accomplishments serve as powerful testaments to the fraternity's enduring mission of



fostering excellence and upliftment.

Leaders in Politics and Government

Alpha Phi Alpha has consistently produced leaders who have shaped the political
landscape and served the public with distinction. These individuals have used their
positions to advocate for progress, promote equality, and champion the needs of their
constituents. Their presence in government reflects the fraternity's commitment to civic
engagement and its influence in shaping public policy.

¢ Quentin Burdick: A United States Senator from North Dakota.

e John Conyers Jr.: A long-serving U.S. Representative from Michigan and a key figure
in civil rights legislation.

e Robert F. Smith: A prominent investor and philanthropist, Smith has been recognized
for his business acumen and his commitment to social change.

Pioneers in Arts and Entertainment

The creative talents of Alpha brothers have enriched the world of arts and entertainment,
bringing diverse perspectives and powerful narratives to audiences worldwide. Their
contributions have not only entertained but also often challenged societal norms and
inspired critical thought, further enhancing the rich history of Alpha Phi Alpha.

e Sidney Poitier: A legendary actor and director, Poitier broke barriers in Hollywood
and became a cultural icon.

e [.L. Cool J: A multi-platinum recording artist and actor, he has achieved widespread
success in both the music and television industries.

e Stevie Wonder: A musical genius and global icon, Wonder's innovative contributions
to music have earned him numerous accolades and a lasting legacy.

Influential Figures in Business and Academia

Alpha Phi Alpha members have also made significant strides in business and academia,
demonstrating intellectual prowess and entrepreneurial spirit. They have founded
companies, led educational institutions, and contributed groundbreaking research, further



solidifying the fraternity's commitment to excellence in all fields. Their achievements
highlight the caliber of individuals drawn to the fraternity and their dedication to
advancing knowledge and opportunity.

e Walter E. Washington: The first mayor of Washington, D.C.

e Dr. Charles R. Drew: A brilliant surgeon and medical researcher, Dr. Drew
revolutionized blood storage techniques.

e Cornel West: A prominent philosopher, author, and activist, West is a leading voice
on race, class, and culture.

The collective impact of these notable members, and countless others, underscores the
profound and multifaceted influence of Alpha Phi Alpha throughout its history.

Preserving the Legacy: The Ongoing Mission of
Alpha Phi Alpha

The history of Alpha Phi Alpha is not merely a record of past achievements; it is a living
testament to an ongoing commitment to its foundational principles and a forward-looking
vision for continued impact. The fraternity actively works to preserve its rich legacy while
adapting to contemporary challenges and opportunities, ensuring its relevance and
effectiveness for future generations. This dedication to continuity and evolution is a
hallmark of its enduring strength.

The fraternity's ongoing mission is deeply rooted in its core values of scholarship, manly
deeds, and love for all mankind. These principles continue to guide its strategic initiatives,
its community outreach, and the personal development of its members. The emphasis
remains on fostering leadership, promoting academic excellence, and actively contributing
to the betterment of society through service and advocacy.

Mentorship and Youth Development Programs

A significant aspect of Alpha Phi Alpha's contemporary mission involves robust mentorship
and youth development programs. Recognizing the importance of guiding the next
generation, the fraternity invests considerable resources in initiatives designed to support
young men, particularly those from underserved communities. Programs like "Project
Alpha," a partnership with the March of Dimes, focus on preventing unintended
pregnancies and promoting healthy choices among young men. These efforts are direct
extensions of the fraternity's commitment to upliftment and its understanding of the
challenges faced by today's youth.



Civic Engagement and Advocacy Today

Alpha Phi Alpha continues to be a prominent voice in civic engagement and advocacy.
Members remain actively involved in addressing contemporary social and political issues,
advocating for policies that promote equality, justice, and opportunity. The fraternity's
commitment to empowering communities through voter registration drives, educational
initiatives, and policy advocacy remains a central pillar of its mission. This active
participation ensures that the legacy of Alpha Phi Alpha continues to shape a more just
and equitable society.

Conclusion: The Enduring Significance of Alpha
Phi Alpha's History

The history of Alpha Phi Alpha Fraternity, Inc. is a compelling narrative of resilience,
leadership, and unwavering dedication to service. From its humble beginnings as a group
of determined students seeking brotherhood and academic support, Alpha Phi Alpha has
evolved into a globally recognized organization with a profound and lasting impact on
society. Its founders' vision of "Manly Deeds, Scholarship, and Love for All Mankind" has
been a guiding force, shaping its growth and defining its enduring legacy.

The fraternity's significant role in the Civil Rights Movement, its pioneering philanthropic
efforts, and the remarkable achievements of its members across diverse fields all
underscore its importance. Alpha Phi Alpha has consistently served as a catalyst for
positive change, empowering individuals and uplifting communities. The ongoing
commitment to mentorship, youth development, and civic engagement ensures that the
history of Alpha Phi Alpha continues to be written through meaningful action and
transformative impact.

As the fraternity looks to the future, it carries with it the weight and inspiration of its past.
The principles established by its founders remain as relevant today as they were over a
century ago, providing a strong ethical compass for its members. The history of Alpha Phi
Alpha is a testament to the power of brotherhood, the pursuit of excellence, and the
unwavering commitment to making a difference in the world, solidifying its place as a
cornerstone of African American achievement and a beacon of service for all.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the primary motivation behind the founding
of Alpha Phi Alpha?

Alpha Phi Alpha was founded by seven esteemed men, affectionately known as the
'Founding Jewels,' primarily to provide a strong brotherhood and academic support system
for African American men in college, who faced significant racial discrimination and



lacked adequate institutional support.

When and where was Alpha Phi Alpha officially
founded?

Alpha Phi Alpha Fraternity, Inc. was officially founded on December 4, 1906, at Cornell
University in Ithaca, New York.

Who are the 'Founding Jewels' of Alpha Phi Alpha?

The Founding Jewels are: Henry Arthur Callis, Charles Henry Chapman, Eugene Kinckle
Jones, George Biddle Kelley, Nathaniel Allison Murray, Robert Harold Ogle, and Vertner
Woodson Tandy.

What is Alpha Phi Alpha's motto, and what does it
signify?
The fraternity's motto is 'First of All, Servants of All, We Shall Transcend All.' This motto

emphasizes leadership, selfless service to humanity, and the aspiration for continuous
improvement and excellence.

Beyond brotherhood, what are some of Alpha Phi
Alpha's key historical contributions or initiatives?

Throughout its history, Alpha Phi Alpha has been a driving force in civil rights activism,
voter registration drives, educational programs like the 'Go-to-High-School, Go-to-College'
initiative, and advocacy for African American communities. They also played a significant
role in the Great Migration and the Harlem Renaissance.

What significant figures from history have been
members of Alpha Phi Alpha?

Notable members include Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., Thurgood Marshall, W.E.B. Du Bois,
Jesse Owens, Duke Ellington, Sidney Poitier, and many other influential leaders in civil
rights, politics, arts, sciences, and sports.

How did Alpha Phi Alpha navigate the challenges of
segregation and racial prejudice during its early years?

Alpha Phi Alpha provided a vital sanctuary and support network for Black men facing
intense segregation and prejudice on college campuses. The fraternity fostered a sense of
pride, intellectual development, and collective action, empowering its members to
overcome obstacles and contribute to societal progress.



What is the significance of the Sphinx in Alpha Phi
Alpha's iconography?

The Sphinx is a central symbol for Alpha Phi Alpha, representing mystery, wisdom, and
immortality. It is featured prominently in the fraternity's official publication, 'The Sphinx,’
and serves as a constant reminder of the organization's enduring legacy and commitment
to its principles.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to the history of Alpha Phi Alpha, with descriptions:

1. The Sphinx: A History of Alpha Phi Alpha Fraternity, Inc.

This seminal work provides a comprehensive overview of the founding, growth, and
enduring legacy of Alpha Phi Alpha. It delves into the fraternity's origins at Cornell
University, the vision of its founders, and its pivotal role in shaping African American
leadership and community service for over a century. The book meticulously documents
key figures, milestones, and the fraternity's impact on social, political, and educational
landscapes.

2. Jewels of Alpha: The Legacy of the Founders of Alpha Phi Alpha Fraternity, Inc.

This insightful book focuses specifically on the "Seven Jewels" - the visionary men who
established Alpha Phi Alpha. It explores their backgrounds, motivations, and the
challenges they faced in creating a brotherhood dedicated to uplift and scholarly
achievement. The narrative highlights their individual contributions and the collective
spirit that laid the foundation for an organization that has become a cornerstone of Black
Greek Letter Organizations.

3. A Votary of Service: The History of Alpha Phi Alpha Fraternity, Incorporated and Its
Contributions.

This title emphasizes the fraternity's deep commitment to service and community uplift. It
details the various philanthropic endeavors, educational initiatives, and social activism
undertaken by Alpha Phi Alpha members throughout its history. The book showcases how
the fraternity has consistently strived to make a tangible difference in the lives of others
and advance the cause of Black progress.

4. Brotherhood and the Pursuit of Excellence: Alpha Phi Alpha's Journey.

This book examines the core tenets of brotherhood and the relentless pursuit of excellence
that define Alpha Phi Alpha. It traces the fraternity's evolution, highlighting its adherence
to scholarly achievement, leadership development, and the cultivation of strong fraternal
bonds. The work explores how these principles have guided the organization's members in
their personal and professional lives.

5. Alpha Phi Alpha: Building a Legacy of Leadership.

Focusing on the leadership development within the fraternity, this book illustrates how
Alpha Phi Alpha has consistently produced influential figures in various fields. It profiles
prominent members who have excelled in politics, business, education, arts, and sciences.
The book demonstrates the fraternity's enduring commitment to nurturing and
empowering leaders who serve their communities and the nation.



6. The Alpha Man: A Chronicle of Achievement.

This title offers a collection of stories and profiles celebrating the accomplishments of
Alpha Phi Alpha men. It showcases the diverse talents and successes of members across
generations, highlighting their contributions to society. The book serves as a testament to
the caliber of men who have joined the fraternity and the impact they have made in their
respective spheres.

7. The Rise of Black Fraternalism: Alpha Phi Alpha and Its Contemporaries.

While focusing on Alpha Phi Alpha, this book places the fraternity within the broader
context of the Black Greek Letter Movement. It explores the historical and social forces
that led to the formation of these organizations and their collective impact. The work
analyzes Alpha Phi Alpha's unique contributions and its position alongside other
pioneering Black fraternities and sororities.

8. From the Sphinx Club to the Sphinx General: Fifty Years of Alpha Phi Alpha.

This historical account likely focuses on a significant period in the fraternity's
development, possibly its formative decades. It would detail the challenges and triumphs
experienced during this era, as well as the expansion and solidification of its
organizational structure. The book would offer a deep dive into the early strategies and
philosophies that guided Alpha Phi Alpha's growth.

9. Alpha Phi Alpha Fraternity, Inc.: A Century of Service and Sisterhood (and
Brotherhood).

This comprehensive history celebrates the fraternity's first hundred years, emphasizing its
dual commitment to service and the development of strong, lifelong brotherhood. It likely
chronicles major initiatives, anniversaries, and the enduring spirit of the Alpha Man. The
book serves as a commemorative volume, reflecting on the fraternity's past and looking
towards its future.
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