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INTRODUCTION:
THE BIRTH OF A
LEGACY

The  history  of  Alpha
Phi  Alpha  Fraternity,
Incorporated, is a story
of  vision,  resilience,
a n d  u n w a v e r i n g
dedication  to  service
and justice. As the first
intercollegiate  Greek-
l e t t e r  f r a t e r n i t y
established for  African
American  men,  Alpha
Phi Alpha has stood as
a  b e a c o n  o f
scholarship, fellowship,
and social  uplift  since
its  founding  in  the
e a r l y  t w e n t i e t h
century.  Born  out  of

necessity and nurtured
by  amb i t i on ,  th i s
fraternity has produced
leaders,  scholars,  and
change-makers  who
have  shaped  not  only
the  African  American
experience  but  the
broader  f ab r i c  o f
American  society.
Understanding  the
history  of  Alpha  Phi
Alpha  offers  profound
i n s i g h t  i n t o  t h e
struggle for civil rights,
t h e  p o w e r  o f
brotherhood,  and  the
enduring  commitment
to  excel lence  that
defines  this  historic
organization.
F r o m  i t s  h u m b l e
beginnings  on  the
campus  of  Cornel l

https://db.whlcarchitecture.com/


2

2 History Of Alpha Phi Alpha 2023-08-05

University to its current
status  as  a  g loba l
organizat ion  wi th
hundreds  of  chapters,
Alpha  Phi  Alpha  has
consistently  answered
the  call  to  serve.  Its
founders, known as the
Jewels,  created  an
institution  that  would
t r a n s c e n d  t h e
boundaries  of  race,
class,  and  geography.
Today,  the  fraternity
boasts  a  membership
that  includes  some of
the  most  influential
figures  in  American
history,  including  Dr.
Martin  Luther  King Jr.,
Thurgood Marshall, and
Jesse  Owens.  This
article  delves  deeply
into  the  history  of
A l p h a  P h i  A l p h a ,
exploring  its  origins,
challenges,  triumphs,
and  enduring  impact
on  the  world.

THE FOUNDING:

CORNELL
UNIVERSITY, 1906

The
Social
Climate
of Early
20th
Century
America
To fully appreciate the
history  of  Alpha  Phi
Alpha,  one  must  first
understand  the  social
and political landscape
of the United States in
the  early  1900s.  This
was an era of intense
racial  segregation  and
discrimination.  African
American  students  at
predominantly  white
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institutions like Cornell
U n i v e r s i t y  f a c e d
profound  isolation.
They  were  excluded
from  many  campus
act iv i t ies ,  denied
housing in dormitories,
and barred from joining
existing  fraternities
and  sororities.  In  this
hostile  environment,  a
small  group  of  black
students  sought  to
c r e a t e  a  s u p p o r t
system  that  would
provide  mutual  aid,
intellectual stimulation,
a n d  a  s e n s e  o f
belonging.

The
Seven
Jewels
and Their

Vision
The  history  of  Alpha
Phi  Alpha  begins  with
seven visionary young
men who  are  revered
as  the  fraternity's
J e w e l s .  T h e s e
individuals  were:

Henry Arthur
Callis – A
physician and
scholar who
became the first
African American
to graduate from
Cornell
University
Medical College.
Charles Henry
Chapman – An
educator and
leader who
dedicated his life
to agricultural
education.
Eugene Kinckle
Jones – A social
worker and civil
rights activist
who co-founded
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the National
Urban League.
George Biddle
Kelley – A civil
engineer who
became one of
the first African
American
registered
engineers in New
York State.
Nathaniel
Allison Murray
– An educator
who taught in
the Washington,
D.C. public
school system for
decades.
Robert Harold
Ogle – A lawyer
and journalist
who broke
barriers in the
legal profession.
Vertner
Woodson
Tandy – The first
African American
architect
registered in
New York State,

who designed
the fraternity's
first official pin
and several
iconic buildings.

These  seven  men
g a t h e r e d  o n  t h e
evening  of  Tuesday,
December 4, 1906, in a
modest  room  at  421
North Albany Street in
Ithaca, New York. This
meeting  marked  the
formal  establishment
of  Alpha  Phi  Alpha
Fraternity.  Initially
conceived  as  a  social
and  study  group,  the
organization  quickly
evolved into something
f a r  g r e a t e r .  T h e
h i s t o r i a n s  o f  t h e
fraternity  often  note
t h a t  t h e  e a r l y
discussions  centered
not only on fellowship
but on how the group
could  address  the
pressing  needs  of  the
Af r i can  Amer ican
community.
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The Early
Organizat
ional
Struggles
The  early  history  of
Alpha  Phi  Alpha  was
n o t  w i t h o u t  i t s
difficulties. In 1907, the
fratern i ty  faced  a
significant  internal
crisis  that  threatened
its  very  existence.
Disagreements  over
the  direction  of  the
organization led to the
temporary departure of
s o m e  m e m b e r s .
However, the resilience
of the Jewels and their
steadfast  commitment
to  the  fraternity 's
principles  ensured  its
survival.  By 1908,  the
f r a t e r n i t y  h a d
regrouped  and  begun
t o  f o r m a l i z e  i t s

structure,  adopting  its
motto  "First  of  All,
Servants  of  All,  We
Shall Transcend All."
A n o t h e r  p i v o t a l
moment  in  the  early
history  of  Alpha  Phi
Alpha  came  with  the
d r a f t i n g  o f  t h e
fraternity's constitution
and the establishment
o f  i t s  r i t u a l .  T h e
founders  drew  upon
Masonic  traditions,
academic  regalia,  and
classical scholarship to
c r e a t e  a  r i c h
ceremonial  framework
that emphasized moral
character,  intellectual
pursuit,  and  brotherly
love .  These  ear ly
decis ions  la id  the
groundwork  for  the
f ratern i ty 's  rap id
expansion in the years
to come.

EXPANSION: FROM
ITHACA TO THE
NATION
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The
Founding
of Beta
Chapter
Within  a  year  of  its
founding, the fraternity
b e g a n  t o  e x p a n d
beyond  Cornel l .  In
1907,  Beta  Chapter
was  established  at
Howard  University  in
Washington,  D.C.,  a
h is tor ica l ly  b lack
university  that  would
become a cornerstone
of  the  fraternity 's
growth.  The  founding
of Beta Chapter was a
strategic  move  that
c o n n e c t e d  t h e
fraternity  to  the heart
of  African  American
i n t e l l e c t u a l  a n d
pol i t ica l  l i fe .  This
e x p a n s i o n
demonstrated that the

history  of  Alpha  Phi
Alpha was  not  merely
the  story  of  a  single
campus  organization
but the beginning of a
national movement.

Gamma
Chapter
and the
Spread
Through
the South
Gamma  Chapter  was
founded  in  1908  at
V i r g i n i a  U n i o n
University,  and  soon
a f t e r ,  c h a p t e r s
appeared  at  other
h is tor ica l ly  b lack
c o l l e g e s  a n d
universities across the
South.  The fraternity's
expansion  into  the
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segregated  South  was
b o t h  b o l d  a n d
necessary .  These
chapters  became  safe
h a v e n s  f o r  b l a c k
students  navigating
the  brutal  realities  of
Jim  Crow.  The  history
of  Alpha  Phi  Alpha  in
this period is filled with
stories  of  courage,  as
members  organized
s e c r e t l y  w h e n
necessary  and  openly
when possible, building
a network of educated
black  men  committed
to racial uplift.
By 1912, the fraternity
had chartered chapters
at institutions including
the  Un ive r s i t y  o f
M i c h i g a n ,  Y a l e
U n i v e r s i t y ,  a n d
Columbia  University.
This  expansion  into
both  northern  and
southern  schoo l s
reflected  the
fraternity 's  broad
appeal and its ability to
unite  black  men  from

diverse geographic and
e d u c a t i o n a l
backgrounds.  The
history  of  Alpha  Phi
Alpha  during  these
f o r m a t i v e  y e a r s
demonstrates  the
power  o f  a  shared
vision  to  overcome
physical  distance  and
institutional barriers.

The First
National
Conventi
on
In 1909, the fraternity
held  its  first  national
convention,  known  as
t h e  B o u l é ,  i n
Washington,  D.C.  This
g a t h e r i n g  s e t  a
p r e c e d e n t  f o r
democratic governance
and collective decision-
making that  continues
to this  day.  Delegates
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f rom  the  ex i s t ing
c h a p t e r s  c a m e
together  to  e lec t
national  officers,
a m e n d  t h e
constitution,  and  set
the fraternity's agenda
for  the  coming  year.
The Boulé remains the
supreme  governing
body of the fraternity,
and  its  establishment
was a crucial milestone
in the early history of
Alpha Phi Alpha.

THE GREAT WAR
AND THE ROARING
TWENTIES

Service
During
World
War I
W h e n  t h e  U n i t e d
States  entered  World
W a r  I  i n  1 9 1 7 ,

members of  Alpha Phi
Alpha  answered  the
call  to  serve.  Many
enlisted  in  the  armed
f o r c e s ,  a n d  t h e
fraternity  supported
the  war  effort  through
b o n d  d r i v e s  a n d
community  service.
T h e  w a r  a l s o
h i g h l i g h t e d  t h e
ongoing  contradictions
of  African  American
p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n
American  democracy:
serving a country that
denied  them  basic
rights. This experience
d e e p e n e d  t h e
f r a t e r n i t y ' s
commitment to fighting
for justice on the home
front.  The  history  of
Alpha Phi Alpha during
this  period  reflects  a
growing  awareness
that  service  to  the
nation must be coupled
with  advocacy  for
equality.
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The
Harlem
Renaissa
nce and
Cultural
Leadershi
p
The  1920s  were  a
period of extraordinary
cultural  flourishing  for
African Americans, and
Alpha  Phi  Alpha  was
deeply involved in the
Harlem  Renaissance.
Members  included
artists,  writers,  and
inte l lec tua ls  who
helped  shape  th is
transformative era. The
f r a t e r n i t y ' s
c o m m i t m e n t  t o
"culture" as a pillar of

its mission took on new
meaning  as  members
c o n t r i b u t e d  t o
literature,  music,  and
the  visual  arts.  The
history  of  Alpha  Phi
Alpha  in  the  Roaring
T w e n t i e s  i s  a l s o
m a r k e d  b y  t h e
establishment  of  the
fraternity's  first
national  headquarters
and  the  formalization
of  its  philanthropic
programs.

The
Struggle
for Civil
Rights
Begins
Even as  the fraternity
grew  in  numbers  and
influence,  the  struggle
f o r  c i v i l  r i g h t s
remained central to its
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mission. In the 1920s,
Alpha Phi Alpha began
to  use  its  collective
voice  to  speak  out
aga inst  lynch ing,
segregat ion ,  and
disenfranchisement.
T h e  f r a t e r n i t y ' s
national  conventions
passed  resolutions
condemning  racial
violence and calling for
federal  anti-lynching
legislation.  This  early
ac t i v i sm  l a i d  the
foundation  for  the
fraternity's pivotal role
in  the  modern  Civil
Rights  Movement.  The
history  of  Alpha  Phi
Alpha in these decades
shows an organization
that was never content
to be merely social but
consistently  sought  to
be  a  force  for  social
change.

THE GREAT
DEPRESSION AND
WORLD WAR II

Economic
Hardship
and
Communi
ty Service
The  Great  Depression
of the 1930s tested the
resources  and  resolve
of  Alpha  Phi  Alpha.
With  unemployment
soaring  and  poverty
w i d e s p r e a d ,  t h e
fraternity intensified its
community  service
programs.  Chapters
organized  food  drives,
e m p l o y m e n t
a s s i s t a n c e ,  a n d
educational  initiatives
to  help  struggl ing
communit ies .  The
fraternity's  leaders
understood  that  the
principles of Alpha Phi
A l p h a  d e m a n d e d
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action in times of crisis.
The  history  of  Alpha
Phi  Alpha  during  the
D e p r e s s i o n  i s  a
t e s t a m e n t  t o  t h e
o r g a n i z a t i o n ' s
resilience and its deep
commitment  to  the
welfare  of  the  African
American community.

Alpha Phi
Alpha in
World
War II
W o r l d  W a r  I I  s a w
a n o t h e r  m a s s i v e
m o b i l i z a t i o n  o f
fraternity  members
into the armed forces.
M a n y  s e r v e d  i n
segregated  uni ts ,
d e m o n s t r a t i n g
extraordinary  bravery
even  as  they  faced
discrimination  within
the  m i l i t a ry .  The

Double  V  campaign
— V i c t o r y  o v e r
fascism abroad  and
victory  over  racism
a t  h o m e —  w a s
championed  by  many
Alpha  men.  The  war
a l so  b rought  new
opportunities,  as  the
G . I .  B i l l  e n a b l e d
thousands  of  African
American  veterans  to
attend  college,  many
joining Alpha Phi Alpha
c h a p t e r s  a n d
strengthening  the
fraternity's  ranks.

THE CIVIL RIGHTS
MOVEMENT:
ALPHA PHI
ALPHA'S FINEST
HOUR

Dr. Martin
Luther
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King Jr.
and the
Montgom
ery Bus

Boycott
No history of Alpha Phi
A l p h a  w o u l d  b e
complete  without  a
thorough  examination
of  its  role  in  the Civil
Rights  Movement.  The
f ra te rn i ty ' s  most
famous  member,  Dr.
Martin  Luther  King Jr.,
was initiated into Alpha
Phi  A lpha  through
S igma  Chapter  a t
Boston  University  in
1952.  Dr.  King  often
credited  the  fraternity
with  helping  to  shape
h i s  ph i l osophy  o f
nonviolent  resistance
and his  understanding
of  leadership.  The

values  he  learned
through  Alpha  Phi
Alpha—brotherhood,
scholarship,  and
service— were central
to his work.
D u r i n g  t h e
M o n t g o m e r y  B u s
Boycott  of  1955-1956,
A l p h a  P h i  A l p h a
members  across  the
count ry  p rov ided
financial  support,  legal
e x p e r t i s e ,  a n d
o r g a n i z a t i o n a l
a s s i s t a n c e .  T h e
fraternity's  network  of
lawyers,  including
Thurgood  Marshall,
played a crucial role in
the legal challenges to
segregat ion .  The
history  of  Alpha  Phi
A lpha  dur ing  th i s
period  is  inseparable
f rom  the  b roade r
history  of  the  Civi l
Rights Movement itself.
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The "A
Voteless
People Is
a
Hopeless
People"
Campaig

n
One of the fraternity's
most  significant
contributions  to  civil
rights  was  its  voter
r e g i s t r a t i o n  a n d
education  campaign.
Beginning in the 1940s
a n d  i n t e n s i f y i n g
through  the  1960s,
Alpha  Phi  Alpha's  "A
Voteless People Is a
Hopeless  People"
program  mobil ized

c o m m u n i t i e s  t o
register  to  vote  and
exercise  their  political
power.  This  initiative
was  instrumental  in
increasing  Afr ican
A m e r i c a n  v o t e r
registration  in  the
South  and contributed
to the passage of  the
Voting  Rights  Act  of
1965.  The  history  of
Alpha Phi Alpha's civic
engagement  efforts
demonstrates  the
f r a t e r n i t y ' s
understanding  that
political  power  was
essential  to  achieving
lasting social change.

Thurgood
Marshall
and the
Battle for
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Justice
Thurgood  Marshall,  a
member  of  Alpha  Phi
Alpha's Iota Chapter at
Howard  University,
stands  as  one  of  the
f ra te rn i ty ' s  most
distinguished  alumni.
His  work  as  a  lawyer
for  the  NAACP  Legal
D e f e n s e  F u n d
culminated  in  the
historic Brown v. Board
of  Education  decision
i n  1 9 5 4 ,  w h i c h
d e c l a r e d  s c h o o l
s e g r e g a t i o n
u n c o n s t i t u t i o n a l .
Marshall  went  on  to
become  the  first
A f r i can  Amer ican
Justice  of  the  United
States Supreme Court.
His  career  exemplifies
the history of Alpha Phi
Alpha's commitment to
using the law as a tool
for justice and equality.

MODERN ERA:
CONTINUING THE
LEGACY

Expansio
n into the
21st
Century
The  history  of  Alpha
Phi Alpha continues to
unfold  in  the  modern
e r a .  T o d a y ,  t h e
fraternity  boasts  over
7 0 0  c h a p t e r s
worldwide, including in
the Caribbean, Europe,
A f r i c a ,  a n d  A s i a .
Membership  includes
leaders  in  business,
g o v e r n m e n t ,
education, science, and
t h e  a r t s .  T h e
fraternity's  programs
h a v e  e v o l v e d  t o
address  contemporary
challenges,  including
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educational disparities,
economic  inequality,
and  health  disparities
affecting  African
American communities.

Education
al
Initiatives
and
Scholarsh
ips
Alpha  Phi  Alpha  has

long  recognized  that
e d u c a t i o n  i s  t h e
c o r n e r s t o n e  o f
progress. The fraternity
administers  numerous
scholarship  programs,
including the Alpha Phi
A l p h a  E d u c a t i o n
Foundation,  which
provides  millions  of
dollars  in  financial  aid
to students across the
country.  Programs like
Project  Alpha ,  a
collaboration  with  the
M a r c h  o f  D i m e s ,
address  adolescent
h e a l t h  a n d
development. The Go-
to-High-School,  Go-
to-College  initiative,


