











Figure 10. ALIC Protestors, 1960s (ALIC Photographic Collection, Herndon Museum)

Figure 11. Atlanta Life Protestors, Dec. 5, 1960 (Courtesy of Atlanta Inquirer)
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Figure 13. ALIC Tampa Branch 1942 (ALIC Photographlc Collectlon Herndon
Museum)
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Figure 15. Damaged Herndon Home Museum Exterior (July 2009)
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Figure 17. Herndon Building, 1979; demolished 2008 (Courtesy

&

of D. Kaminsky, & AJC)
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DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

I began the research introducing the study, and the initial reasons for the study. As
stated throughout this dissertation, my previous employment at the Herndon Home
Museum prompted my decision to conduct research on the Atlanta Life Insurance
Company. Through this research process, | struggled with my own identity; how I fit into
the world of the black business elite. | also explained the importance of the research:
analyzing the past and present relationships between the community and Atlanta Life,
providing a critical analysis of company’s roles in the African American community,
considering class and gender, and examine what the closing of Herndon Home means.

The initial process of the dissertation was followed by a review of the literature,
through the history and development of mutual aid societies and its evolution to
insurance companies, black business, and its role during the segregation period. The
literature reveals the importance of studying organizational culture, issues surrounding
class and segregation, production of identity, an examination of black institutions,
concepts surrounding the future of African Americans economically, and desegregation.
Finally, the literature explored the anthropology of museums, how African Americans
have preserved their own history and its challenges, and issues surrounding power and
representation. | then described how the use archival data, interviews, and participant
observation determined the data collected. | describe each of these methods and their

importance in the research. | revealed the challenges of the research, reciprocity, and
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ethical considerations within the research process.

I presented background on the dissertation research providing some history in
Atlanta, the Atlanta Life Insurance Company, and the Herndon Home Museum. | also
described the role of the company and the museum today. I presented my findings,
breaking the results into three parts focusing on: the role of the local economy and
perspectives, civil rights, and the Herndon museum. | provided analysis and discussion
throughout my findings.

Revisiting the Research Questions
For this dissertation research, | have attempted to answer the following questions:

1. What roles did ALIC play in the development of the local economy of the African
American community?

2. How did the African American community, ALIC employees, and ALIC policy
owners view the company?

3. Did segregation strengthen the relationship between ALIC and the African American
community and its economic development?

4. Did desegregation along with the post-Civil Rights era contribute to the decline of the
company, its multiple functions, and the African American community?

5. What does the possible closing of the Herndon Home Museum mean for memories
and heritage? What does the physical structure mean as a symbol of Herndon's
success, and what it will mean for memories of these accomplishments if the house
were torn down?

The company contributed to the local economy in the African American
community through education, sponsorship, scholarship, and civil rights. Based on
findings, the company promoted the importance of their employees, men and women, to

obtain the proper education and training needed to increase their knowledge of the

insurance business for a successful company. The company also provided employment
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for many African Americans, enabling social and economic mobility. Atlanta Life’s role
in the local economy and the African American community came through their
contributions in the Civil Rights Movement financially and socially, acting as mediators,
protestors, and as an economic foundation, fighting for equal rights.

“Mr. Herndon and Mr. Martin created this air that we are with these young folks. So we
didn’t have anybody from Atlanta Life acting funny...they were gon back this
movement...Here is Mr. Martin and Mr. Herndon backing a young guy...We had...all of
these powerful black folks in town. And here’s Atlanta Life backing this young guy and
this new movement. It was revolutionary”

This quote by activists Lonnie King on Atlanta Life backing the students is a
powerful stance. Therefore, for Atlanta Life affiliates, like Lonnie King and Charles
Black, Atlanta Life was a powerful company, self-sufficient enough to support the cause.
Atlanta Life continued the Herndon legacy to fight for freedom and equality. Backing
these students would be the natural thing to do. Such a great company as Atlanta Life,
particularly, one of the richest Black men in the country, supported the college students.

Most employees, former and current viewed the company like a family. These
unique aspects of African American business in a shared experience of a “family,”
represented a fascinating combination of security, support, protection, solidarity,
paternalism, class, gender, exclusion, and inclusion with segregation and desegregation
affecting these combinations. The reoccurring theme, “like a family” illustrates the
functioning and dysfunctioning of any family, and its contradictions. For some
employees, the paternal leadership of the company characterized a fatherly guidance of

its employees by molding them into the “proper” businessman or women. For women,

these guidelines were more extensive. From proper grooming, hygiene to even how
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women should dress were emphasized; at the same time honoring women for their hard
work and dedication.

Within segregation, a segregated space provided opportunities; it provided the
right to succeed economically, obtain an education and a decent job, and participate in
social activities. Segregation had consequences outside its space of that segregated
boundary. Outside the boundary or space, blacks experienced discrimination, racism,
violence, inequality, and humiliation. It was a market for black businesses in Jim Crow,
and it was a paradox of community solidarity, creating an opportunity for action for equal
rights for African Americans.

According to former employees, change in leadership contributed to decline in
company, not desegregation. Based on the literature, most black business and the black
community suffered a great loss due to competition of business with whites. Based on my
findings, for Atlanta Life the need to go global could have contributed to the decline, as
well as bringing in outside leadership not familiar with the history and legacy of the
company or understanding the tradition of the business and its services. Former
employees stated that leadership not desegregation caused the decline of the company.

For former employees the closing of the Herndon Home meant a disregard for
history and achievement of the African Americans who faced challenges of surviving
slavery, Jim Crow, segregation, and displacement. Based upon interviewees’ responses,
there is a disconnection between board perspectives, museum staff perspectives, and the
importance of Herndon’s legacy. Former employees argue that there is a devalue of

history of the Herndon legacy. The decisions to close the museum, temporarily or
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permanently will be decided by the Board Foundation: a seven member committee,
business owners in the city of Atlanta. Those in power decide when history should be (re)
presented, preserved, stopped, and silenced (Troulllout 1995; Farmer 2001; Jackson
2001); this is unique in that those in power are not the typical controllers of history (white
men). This research provides an interesting case. For, the African American elite hold the
positions of power. Although people would identify the white men as controllers of the
presentation and preservation of history; this is not the case. There seems to be a
continued problem of the devaluation of African American history and achievement.
There is also a challenge in the knowledge of preserving this history and achievement.
Herndon-Related Buildings

The demolition and abandonment of Herndon related buildings indicate the reality
of society leaving the past behind; a changing society, whose focus relates to urban
renewal, “beautification,” and convenient living in the city. These buildings, which
represented African American success and wealth in the community no longer, exist.
Written records provide one means of accounting daily life (Jackson 2001:100) of
African Americans and their businesses. These buildings’ disappearance reflects
Jackson’s (2001) argument of understanding the way in which silence is produced. The
importance of “Informing the Silence,” characterizes not only oral history, but “landscape
and architectural analysis enables a more comprehensive portrait” (2001:100), of Alonzo
Herndon and Atlanta Life. However, this “silencing’ increases, when the Herndon related
buildings face the possibility of being replaced with historic markers after

“redevelopment,” urban renewal, and revitalization projects.
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Toolkit for Identity Producing

Employment at ALIC, produced and reaffirmed their identity through what I
identify as a “toolkit” for identity. The company served as a shared space to produce
identity through activities, which was a protected space to grow, and mobilize socially
and economically. There were key factors, for many former employees that made up
toolkit: Atlanta Life was their first and only job; the company provided training within.
For employees’ first and only job, they could not compare their experiences with other
companies, particularly experience working for a white company. The employees did not
have to compete or struggle with whites; this in turn could have produced a sense of self,
pride, and identity. Employees did not have to go outside the company for professional
growth and development produced, the company provided conferences and training at the
company and at historically black colleges. Lastly, segregation played a major role in
producing this sense of identity and belonging. Segregation was the back drop of these
factors. This could have explained why former employees who began work between the
1940s and 1950s called the company this title “The Atlanta Life,” viewed as a place to
obtain knowledge.

Evonne Night’s story is a classic case of identity reaffirmation. She compared
working for the company to attending a historically black college, which is known,
particularly a small private college, for its close knit, family-like, characteristics. The
Negro Insurance Association trained her, which occurred on black college campuses, she
was educated at a black college, assisted in the civil rights movement, registering blacks

to vote, and Atlanta Life was her first and only job, in which she worked for over forty
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years. There was no comparing herself to the outside world of whites and their challenges
of competition to determine adequacy. Atlanta Life was a place of production of not only
economic power, but identity, with a secure space to produce that identity.

The collective identities of ALIC employees challenges Knauft’s (1996) argument
to move away from older approaches that portrayed culture as concrete, bounded,
coherent, and systemic to one in which culture emerges as loosely integrated, weakly
bounded, contradictory, contested, and subject to constant change. For employees,
particularly, those who worked during Jim Crow era and before the 1990s, shared
experiences. Culture was an “integrated entity, tied to a fixed group of people.” It was not
a “shifting and contested process of constructing collective identity” (1996:.44).

However, in some cases, this research also shows the complexities in the African
American community and some aspects of culture as contradictory. For instance, beliefs
about other blacks, like black barbers’ refusal to cut black hair in 1965 at the Herndon
barbershop, arguing that they didn’t know how to cut “kinky” hair, illustrates the
attitudes towards other blacks. Issues of class and colorism are key factors in this
analysis. Perhaps Black barbers at Herndon Barbershop, were content with segregation.
Maybe they knew that if they integrated the barbershop with black customers, they would
lose their white clientele. Therefore, for Black businessmen and entrepreneurs,
motivation in some sense for decisions to unify or not, was about money in the face of
segregation. Therefore, this research challenges how we should view Black business and

their roles as well as the African American community.
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Economic Gain or Community Uplift and Autonomy

There are questions of altruism as a genuine strategy to strengthen the black
community or motives behind ALIC leaders’ attempt to establish more wealth and power
for themselves as a company. Did these acts of kindness towards the community serve as
a cushion or back-up if confronted with accusations of a “profit-only” business. Did
leaders perpetuate the “Black Villain Theory” (Weems 2002)? The company functioned
within a capitalistic system, maneuvering through this system successfully was two fold:
the company took care of the community, and the community took care of the company.
This traditional cyclical system of economic cooperative institutions worked successfully.
In a capitalist society, black business had to make money. However, | do not believe that
their intent was deceitful. The Black community understood the black businesses

purpose. They were not naive of the economic structures of the United States.

Romanticizing the Past

Company Life and the Black Community

it was like family

Quotes like, “it was the life now things have changed’ “we
use to be...” were comments made by employees who worked for the company at least
twenty years. This type of nostalgia and longing for the past represents the common ideas
surrounding a segregated past. Within the confines of segregation, life was great for the
African American community. This longing for this past life of community solidarity
(Shircliffe 2006; Boyd 2008), reflects Shircliffe’s work on oral histories of Middleton’s

high school alumni and their experiences of how their nostalgia of past stems from forced

integration which ended in students being bused to white schools, and black schools

232



losing their principals and teachers. The idea of integration stealing the Black
Community and losing the black middle class reflects Boyd’s work describing how the
“keepers,” those residents, who stated after desegregation laws passed, felt that the black
middle class abandoned the neighborhood.

Current Atlanta Life employee Alice Allen’s (2008) recalls her conversations with
retired employees confirming these repeated longings for the past and the company’s
operation. Allen states:

They still love Atlanta Life, and most of them like to reminisce about what it was
like back then, and a lot of them they had like thirty plus years...with the
company when they retired and they get in conversations about Mr. Herndon, and
what it was like working for the company and they tell me...their job title at that
time...so when you talk about Atlanta Life and | know we have to move forward
but back in the day is going to always be there, cause that’s what you remember
the most...anyone you get in a conversation with about Atlanta Life it’s going to
be something that happened back then...because of the changes now you know
with these new departments and we’re doing new things now... a lot of the
employees... they’re mind is still back in the day.

Black Neighborhood and Black Business

This research not only dispels the myth of African Americans’ lack of business
tradition, it also reveals that African American business was not one-dimensional, for as
Jackson’s (2001) research on African slaves on plantations, reveal a continued
representation of Africans in plantations masks the variety of roles Africans and their
descendants played in American history. African American businesses, particularly
Atlanta Life, played multiple roles to assist and impact their communities. This idea that
everyone got along and without many problems, with everyone supporting each other,

contradicts with stories of low pay, poor leadership, disconnect to community and

customers, discriminatory hiring practices, complaints of the changes within the
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company, and discrimination over pay among women. For instance, one employee talked
about her acceptance in the company due to her education at a local historically black
college; however, former employees criticize new leadership for not understanding the
legacy and for being outsiders.
Assumptions: Participants in the Civil Rights Movement

I always thought that during the Civil Rights Movements, African Americans
came together, fighting for the same cause. | thought of this sense of communal
solidarity, with a positive vision of change. However, this united front was not true. Not
all African Americans supported boycotts and protests by student protestors. Not all
black businessmen during the Civil Rights movement were supporters of the protests and
boycotts. Atlanta Life mediated these “meetings” between Black leaders and students.
BOlack businesses’ intent was to make money. Plus, not all Atlanta Life employees
participated in protests. However, the company would get twenty to twenty-five
employees to protest. Many Blacks in the community were hesitant; because what it
entailed, what they had to do and be willing to risk. Blacks were liable, they were taking
risks; therefore, most of those who protested were students (Night 2008). People had
families, and could not risk going to jail. As former employee, Evonne Night who was
single without children at the time of the movement, (2008) describes the reasoning

behind whether to protest states:
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Here’s the lady that got to go home because she got three children she had to pick
up from a nursery... | got to pick my husband up or my mother is sick and elderly
and | got to go home to her when | get off, cause she’s at a nursing home or a day
care center like they keep elderly people...And fortunately my mother was
younger and healthy and | didn’t even have a child then... but | had to begin to
understand why they were hesitant to be a part of it And then some were just not
going to participate. But overall, we had a good number of people to represent
Atlanta Life. No other company had that many people that we had participate.
Strategies of Success

Alonzo Herndon created a space for black people to obtain self-sufficiency and
success inside of a larger system, through segregation, that prevented Black people from
obtaining equality and the freedom to obtain a decent life. For Atlanta Life employees,
being apart of such a great legacy and history was larger than simply being an employee.
It was being a part of an institution that defied Jim Crow system. Black banks, insurance
companies, and real estate loan associations were not only symbols of the increased
financial holdings of blacks but also an expression of defiance to white attempts to
impose a separate and subordinate status on America’s citizens of African descent
(Walker 1998:193).

The company and the Herndon Home were a symbol of defiance and affirmation
of Black success, dispelling the myth of African Americans lack of business tradition.
Employment at Atlanta Life outweighed many challenges, issues, and contradictions that
employees, officers, and leaders face during their employment with Atlanta Life.
Historically being a part of Atlanta Life was far greater or much larger than any minute
discrepancy of class, gender, wealth, uplift, discrimination, and even exclusion. All

employees said the similar phrases, whether former or current, or Atlanta Life affiliates,

“Atlanta Life was such a great place to work for, and to be a part of.” Most employees,
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former or current, had a sense of pride to work for the company, a pride that goes beyond

any issues faced. Entrepreneurship changed the meaning of work for African Americans

in that it gave them autonomy for their own way of life, setting their own standards of

business, wealth, and success. It provided a space for economic and social mobility.
Keeping or Breaking the Herndon and Atlanta Life Tradition

From my interviews, older and former employees express much disappointment
with how Atlanta Life is being operated today. For them, there was a tradition of the
company to connect to and help the community. Segregation accelerated this motivation:
fighting for similar causes, and sharing the same space that provided services to the Black
community. The company benefitted economically, and the community benefitted from
services provided by the company. Atlanta Life saw the importance of community
connection. They understood that they had to be involved and had to have relationships
with community if they were going to maintain their product.

After Alonzo Herndon’s death, his son Norris Herndon took over as president
leading the company for over forty years. However, Norris did not have children to carry
on the family name and tradition. There was a breaking of the tradition of the bloodline;
physically and philosophically. Although the company successfully operated using the
traditional values and ideas and business practices, due to the changing economy,
changes were inevitable.

Today, the company competes with a large economic system. The company’s
future goal is to globalize their services, believing that a more globalized market would

characterize success. Could this push for globalization help or hurt the company? The
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company no longer provides the same services, host activities within the company,
participate, and contribute to the African American community as it did in the past.
Could ALFG’s structure, effect the connection to the African American community?
Does the separation of ALFG’s three companies impact the communal solidarity of the
employees and African American community? Despite these questions, the Atlanta Life
Financial Group continued existence is a testament of success.

Limitations of the Study

Due financial challenges, it was difficult to travel to Atlanta to conduct
dissertation field work and archival data. My absence in Atlanta made it most difficult to
do participant observation at Atlanta Life events, preventing me from attending
retirement celebrations, honored employees for their services in the community and the
company, reunion parties, and meetings organized by retired employees. My absence also
prevented me from observing the day-to-day operations of the company and their
interactions with the community and the museum. Therefore, | was unable to witness
how the company participated in their activities and events in the company, the
community today and how it differed from the past.

Time and finances allotted only one interview with each Atlanta Life and museum
employees, and affiliates. | did not conduct follow up interviews, which could have
assisted in many unanswered questions about various topics in the dissertation research
such as: land ownership, branch offices, and a more detailed description of the downsizes

and their effects on employees.
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Challenges

During the dissertation research process, | faced two major challenges: my
perceptions of company, producing a sense of discomfort and hesitance, and my ideas
and biases about the black elite. Therefore, | felt out of place and out-of-class. The
company was so prestigious, that I simply felt like 1 was not the appropriate person to
conduct interviews. As a former museum employee, | had some previous knowledge
about some of the issues surrounding the museum; therefore, I faced the challenge of
excluding known information before conducting interviews and obtaining documents.
Future Research

Thus, this dissertation research compels further analysis of various topics and
issues surrounding the company and the museum. It is important to examine if and how
the company are affected by individuals who were brought in from outside to run the
company. An analysis of past presidents, particularly those in office after 1973, would be
the focus of the research. It is also important to examine how and if the museum is
affected by hiring outsiders, analyzing non-Atlanta Life employees and museum board
members who are not family members, non historians, preservationists, and those who
lack knowledge of museums operation and maintenance.

Further analysis is needed on branch offices throughout the southeast region of
the United States. These examinations will shed light on employees from other branches,
their views on Atlanta Life, and how branches impacted the local African American
communities. It would also be important to examine property ownership of Atlanta Life

to determine if the company owns the land which the branch offices resided.
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Additional interviews and follow-up interviews would shed more light on issues within
and outside the company. Interviewing more policy owners and their experiences with
Atlanta Life provide good insight on these issues surrounding Atlanta Life motives of
uplift of the community or economic gain. It would also assist in understanding an
outside perspective on the company’s role within the African American community, how
the company conducted business with customers, focusing on customer service, and how
differences of these interactions changed over time. Interviewing more former and
current employee who experienced the downsizing period and follow-ups with previous
interviewees would allow more clarity of the major changes of the company, perspectives
of those employees who experienced these changes, and what these changes meant to
them. Examining the ALFG in the past 10 years would reveal the most recent experiences
and events in the firm. Additional interviews with ALIC employees would help explain
how the company continued to exist when many other insurance companies like Afro-
American Life and Central Life, similar to Atlanta Life did not survive.

An examination of the dynamics surrounding the politics of the Herndon Home,
through interviews of volunteers, former staff, museum contributors, and Atlanta
residents would provide a variety of perspectives with less bias perceptions and analysis.
I am curious of how has the museum’s decline and changes in the company affected the
community. And if the changes in the company benefit the community and their needs or
the company’s product they are trying to push. Further exploration are necessary on how
surrounding communities are affected by these determinations and to what extent the

communities have a voice in this representation and usage.
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Recommendations and Applications

I hope this research can open dialogues between business leaders,
preservationists, and community residents to understand the importance to preserve
physical landmarks of the history of Alonzo Herndon’s life and company. These
collaborations could lead to developing possible solutions for the preservation of the
Herndon Home and Herndon-related buildings.

My findings can assist in developing a documentary about the company, telling
the Atlanta Life story to a broader audience, particular students. This documentary can
assist in presenting the story of Atlanta Life visibly in the history, economics, math, and
social studies classrooms, which would in turn help motivate students to strive for
entrepreneurship. In addition, this research could contribute to curriculum development
for business majors and economists providing a different perspective of business and the
ALIC’s strategies for success. The research can contribute to how we define business
success and roles.

Museum

It is important to re-evaluate the procedure of foundation board selection and
structure. It is also imperative to analyze funding raising practices and beliefs
surrounding these ideas. The museum board should also consist of a preservationist or
historian, familiar with heritage preservation, with an advisor to the board, particularly
knowledgeable in preservation and archives. All board members should be required to
fundraise as a stipulation to remain on the board. There should be a representative to

monitor these efforts. Each board member should be required to meet with staff for
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awareness of the day-to-day operations, maintenance, and challenges of the museum.
Board members should also be required to partake in workshops about museum
operation, maintenance, and board leadership.

Through fundraising, the board should hire at least five staff members: director,
an archivist, and three museum associates. The museum should also consist of volunteers
to assist in maintenance and operation of the museum. The museum should have a staff of
five at all times to prevent multiple duties to few staff members and volunteers.

The board should also appoint a mediator between museum staff and board.
Through my observations, there has been a transit of staff at the museum in a short
amount of time. As a result, there is a loss of “intuitional memory” (Lenton 2008) due to
different people managing the collections and documents. When the next person is
running the museum, that individual doesn’t know what to do (Lenton 2008). Therefore,
there needs to be an intermediary to help one understand the other. Creating an assessable
preservation and inventory log outside of the museum, would prevent uncertainty of staff
and volunteers to operate the museum.

I recommend that the board hire an archivist to scan the ALIC Photographic
Collection at the Herndon Home museum, and transfer of the ALIC Photographic
Collection to the Auburn Avenue Research Library to accompany the ALIC records.
Scanning the images of the ALIC Photographic Collection and Herndon family collection
into a digital collection for preservation will provide an electronic copy of the collections.
In addition, transferring the ALIC Photographic Collection will secure and prevent risk or

damage of this valuable collection.
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Benefits of Research

This research revealed the longstanding patterns of social responsibility in African
American firms, and how the shared struggle for equal rights and fair, treatment
transformed business enterprises and strained the relationship between individualistic
profit and collective interests. This research provided an examination of past and present
relationships between the community and Atlanta Life; how integration changed those
relationships, and the peculiar role that segregation played to reinforce the solidarity of
the insurance company and the wider African American community.

The research can dispel the myths of African Americans’ lack of business, which
may contribute to some African American youths’ motivation to strive for excellence in
the areas of business. The media’s stereotypical, skewed, and negative images of African
Americans have major influences on the minds and lives of youth. However, this research
promotes and presents positive images and contributions to the economic and financial

success and longevity of African American entrepreneurship.
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