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Introduction

Alpha Phi Alpha Fraternity, Incorporated, often simply called Alpha Phi Alpha, stands as the first intercollegiate
historically African American fraternity in the United States. Its story is one of vision, perseverance, and profound
impact on education, civil rights, and community service. Founded on December 4, 1906, at Cornell University, the
fraternity has grown from a small group of four men into a global organization with over 700 chapters, more than
2.5 million members, and a legacy that continues to shape the lives of countless individuals. This article delves into
the rich history of Alpha Phi Alpha, tracing its origins, key milestones, influential leaders, and enduring contributions
to society.

Founding and Early Vision

Birth of an Idea at Cornell

In the early 20th century, African American students at predominantly white institutions faced severe social isolation
and limited support. It was against this backdrop that three Cornell students—Henry Arthur Calloway, Charles
Henry Chapman, and Henry Arthur “A J” Smith—conspired to create a fraternity that would foster brotherhood,
academic excellence, and leadership. Their goal was simple yet ambitious: to build a network that would empower
African American men to succeed academically and professionally while challenging racial barriers.

First Four Members

¢ Henry Arthur Calloway — The first president and a visionary leader who later served as the fraternity’s national
president.

e Charles Henry Chapman — A scholar who helped draft the fraternity’s constitution.

e Henry Arthur “A J” Smith — The fraternity’s first treasurer and a strong advocate for community outreach.

¢ George Washington Johnson — The fourth member who completed the founding trio and contributed to the
fraternity’s early growth.

The Constitution and Core Principles

On December 4, 1906, the founding members formalized Alpha Phi Alpha with a constitution that emphasized four
core principles: Brotherly Love, Relief, and Relief(often summarized as “Brotherly Love, Relief, and Relief”),
along with a commitment to academic excellence, community service, and leadership development. The fraternity’s
name, Alpha Phi Alpha, was chosen to reflect its status as the first of its kind.

Early Expansion: From Cornell to the Nation

First Chapter Beyond Cornell

Alpha Phi Alpha’s expansion began quickly. In 1908, the fraternity chartered its first new chapter at the University of
lllinois, followed by the University of Chicago in 1909. By 1910, the fraternity had established chapters on both
coasts, signaling its growing influence across the United States.

National Organization and Governance

In 1912, the fraternity formalized its national structure by establishing the National Fraternity House in Washington,



D.C., and forming a national governing body. This allowed Alpha Phi Alpha to coordinate its activities, set national
policies, and manage the growing number of chapters.

Challenges During the Great Depression

The Great Depression posed significant financial and logistical challenges. Despite these hardships, Alpha Phi
Alpha continued to thrive, largely due to its strong sense of community and the dedication of its members. The
fraternity’s focus on education and service helped many of its members secure scholarships and professional
opportunities during a time of widespread economic hardship.

Alpha Phi Alpha in the Civil Rights Era

Leadership in the 1940s and 1950s

During the 1940s and 1950s, Alpha Phi Alpha played a pivotal role in the burgeoning civil rights movement. Many
of its members, including notable figures such as Dr. Ralph J. Bunche—who later became the first African American
Nobel Peace Prize laureate—used the fraternity’s platform to advocate for equal rights and social justice.

The 1950s: National Expansion and Advocacy

¢ Alpha Phi Alpha established chapters in the southern United States, breaking racial barriers in traditionally
segregated institutions.

e The fraternity launched the “National Service Conference”, a platform for members to discuss strategies for
combating racial discrimination.

* Members actively participated in the Montgomery Bus Boycott and other key civil rights actions.

Influence on the 1960s Freedom Movement

In the 1960s, Alpha Phi Alpha continued to support civil rights leaders and movements. Members served as
advisors to prominent activists, including Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. The fraternity’s “Project 100" initiative aimed to
increase African American representation in higher education by providing scholarships and mentorship programs.

Modern Era: Global Reach and Philanthropy

International Chapters

Alpha Phi Alpha’s growth extended beyond U.S. borders in the late 20th century. The fraternity established chapters
in Canada, the Caribbean, and the United Kingdom. By 2000, the fraternity had over 500 chapters worldwide,
making it one of the most extensive African American fraternal organizations.

Key Philanthropic Initiatives
¢ Alpha Phi Alpha Foundation — Established in 2000 to support educational and community programs.
e “Project 100" Scholarship Program — Continues to fund African American students pursuing higher education.
* “Project Alpha” Youth Leadership Program — Focuses on mentoring young men in underserved communities.
Technology and Modern Communication

Alpha Phi Alpha embraced digital platforms to strengthen its network. The fraternity launched an official website,
social media presence, and a mobile app to connect members worldwide, share updates, and coordinate volunteer
efforts.

Notable Alumni: Leaders, Innovators, and Changemakers

Political Leaders



e John H. Johnson — Founder of Johnson Publishing Company, which published Ebony and Jet.
e Dr. Ralph J. Bunche — Nobel Peace Prize laureate and UN diplomat.
e Dr. John H. Johnson — First African American mayor of a major U.S. city.
Academic and Scientific Pioneers
e Dr. William H. Thompson — A leading figure in medical research and education.
¢ Dr. James E. Smith — Renowned chemist and professor at a top university.
Business and Media Figures
¢ Dr. Kenneth C. Johnson — CEO of a major media conglomerate.
e Dr. Michael A. Brown — Influential entrepreneur and philanthropist.
Arts and Culture

e Dr. Langston Hughes — Celebrated poet and social activist.
e Dr. Maya Angelou — Award-winning author and civil rights activist.

Legacy and Ongoing Impact

Commitment to Education

Alpha Phi Alpha’s dedication to education remains a cornerstone of its mission. Through scholarships, mentorship,
and academic support, the fraternity has helped thousands of African American students achieve higher education
and professional success.

Community Service and Social Justice

The fraternity’s “Service to Humanity” program addresses pressing social issues such as poverty, health disparities,
and educational inequities. Members volunteer in local communities, run health fairs, and support youth programs.

Global Outreach and Cultural Exchange

With chapters across five continents, Alpha Phi Alpha fosters cross-cultural understanding and global leadership.
International members collaborate on projects ranging from disaster relief to cultural festivals.

Conclusion

The history of Alpha Phi Alpha is a testament to the power of vision, resilience, and collective action. From its
humble beginnings at Cornell to its status as a global fraternity, Alpha Phi Alpha has continuously championed
education, civil rights, and community service. Its enduring legacy is reflected in the achievements of its alumni, the
lives it has touched, and the positive change it continues to inspire. Whether through scholarship programs, civic
engagement, or global partnerships, Alpha Phi Alpha remains a beacon of leadership and brotherhood for
generations to come.
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