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Synopsis

Long before the age of "Big Data" or the rise of today’s "self-quantifiers,” American capitalism
embraced "risk"--and proceeded to number our days. Life insurers led the way, developing
numerical practices for measuring individuals and groups, predicting their fates, and intervening in
their futures. Emanating from the gilded boardrooms of Lower Manhattan and making their way into
drawing rooms and tenement apartments across the nation, these practices soon came to change
the futures they purported to divine.How Our Days Became Numbered tells a story of corporate
culture remaking American culture--a story of intellectuals and professionals in and around
insurance companies who reimagined Americans’ lives through numbers and taught ordinary
Americans to do the same. Making individuals statistical did not happen easily. Legislative battles
raged over the propriety of discriminating by race or of smoothing away the effects of capitalism’s
fluctuations on individuals. Meanwhile, debates within companies set doctors against actuaries and
agents, resulting in elaborate, secretive systems of surveillance and calculation. Dan Bouk reveals
how, in a little over half a century, insurers laid the groundwork for the much-quantified, risk-infused
world that we live in today. To understand how the financial world shapes modern bodies, how risk
assessments can perpetuate inequalities of race or sex, and how the quantification and claims of
risk on each of us continue to grow, we must take seriously the history of those who view our lives

as a series of probabilities to be managed.
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"Life insurers pondered the lives of ordinary people more than any other institution during the period



of America&#39;s industrialisation. In this history, Bouk sees the emergence of
&#39;numbered&#39; lives, foreshadowing big data. . . . This fascinating history should teach us not
to be fatalistic. Big data is what we choose to make it." (New Scientist)"By the 1930s life insurance
was woven so deeply into the nation&#39;s economic fabric that, when the Great Depression bit,
many families were prepared to maintain their policies at almost any cost. . . . Much of Bouk&#39;s
excellent work deals with the mathematical and actuarial engineering that insurers undertook
between the two depressions to fortify their finances and expand their customer base." (Financial
Times)"BoukA¢a -4,¢s excellent How Our Days Became Numbered takes us back to the terrain of
insurance, where he explores the technologies and calculations that actuaries, executives, and
doctors used to transform individuals into &#39;risks&#39;. He shows most concretely how
underlying differences in power and wealth became embedded in financial techniques and
assumptions. Time and again, those at the top benefit from instability while the least enfranchised
are left with nothing. Inequality looms in all these works, but in BoukA¢a -4,¢s it constitutes and
reconstitutes the architecture of finance itself." (American Quarterly)"BoukA¢a -4a,¢s wonderful new
book is a timely history of the roots of our contemporary situation. He explores how the American
life insurance industry transitioned from its late-nineteenth century aspirations of predicting fate to
an early-twentieth century effort to master death. It is not only a history of actuarial science, but also
a cultural history of capitalism A¢a —a ce and a surprisingly gripping tale for an industry that many,
preteens included, are liable to find dull. Bouk narrates the story through a cast of characters who
traipse through graveyards, assemble massive databases, and investigate corporate malfeasance.
Statistics about life and death, he demonstrates, are anything but boring; rather, they are animated
by and occasion moral debates about family, race, and the future of the nation." (Journal of Cultural
Economy)"It is hard to write engagingly about insurance and the history of statistics. Bouk has
succeeded in this feat. Vivid, sometimes poetic prose, surprising examples, and memorable
characters enliven the text. This is a very ambitious book." (The American Historical Review)"Bouk,
a modern US historian working within a relatively new field called the history of capitalism, offers a
fresh perspective. In How Our Days Became Numbered, Bouk provides insight into the
development of data-driven mechanisms in consumer finance." (Science, Technology, & Human
Values)"An excellent study of the profound and lasting impact of risk making on people&#39;s
lives." (Choice)"Readers versed in statistical methods will find BoukA¢a -4,¢s treatment ofA A the
Armstrong Investigation of 1905 into insurance practices interesting.A A The actuary Emory
McClintock came under fire for his use of arcaneA A smoothing methods, especially in determining

income related to theA A distribution of dividends to policyholders. The smoothing



methodsA A pioneered by actuaries like McClintock and heavily criticized in theA A investigation
have been refined and developed over the past 100 yearsA A to become a key tool in a
statisticianA¢a -a,¢s toolbox. Such discussions makeA A How Our Days Became Numbered well
worth the read." (Journal of Interdisciplinary History)"How Our Days Became Numbered provides a
subtle and illuminating history of the debates and practices of the executives, actuaries, and
salespeople who confronted the growing prominence and complexity of their transforming
profession." (Journal of the History of the Behavioral Sciences)"A valuable contribution to the recent
windfall of monographs on the history of American life insurance....How Our Days Became
Numbered provides a welcome and timely reminder of the treasure trove of politically relevant
material that lurks in the archives of corporate America and of the insight that emerges when that
record is mined by such capable hands." (Business History Review)"The core of the book is
BoukA¢a -4,¢s fascinating chapter on the role of insurance in promoting a &#39;modern
conception of death, which, paradoxically for an industry based on predicting death, suggested a
flexible and negotiable relationship with the grim reaper. With the rapidly diverging life expectancies
for rich and poor, our diet fads, and our fitness apps, we are clearly the inheritors of this concept.”
(Journal of American History)"A fascinating account of how life insurers created statistical systems
that measured the value of human life. pioneering work on the biological and scientific basis for
AmericansA¢a -4,¢ embrace of quantification and financial capitalism. Bouk has made a truly
exciting contribution by underscoring the benefits of fusing the history of capitalism and social
histories of science and professional expertise." (Reviews in American History)"How Our Days
Became Numbered is an unsurpassed history of risk, statistics, and quantification in modern
American life.A A Focused upon the power of American corporations to remake American culture
and illustrating the ways in which ordinary Americans made sense of the numbering of their lives,
Bouk has written a beautiful work of cultural and intellectual history." (Jonathan Levy, Princeton
University)"A key tension in modern liberal societies derives from the tendency of states, firms, and
knowledge-makers to use statistical techniques to narrate individual experience. In this beautifully
conceived and elegantly written book, Bouk explores this tension by examining how numbers make
individuals into risks, following the key protagonistsA¢a -4 +actuaries, medical examiners, and
peddlers of fateA¢a -4 «as they sought to first forecast and then control American lives. An
essential work in the burgeoning literatures on risk, numeracy, and the history of capitalism." (Greta
Krippner, University of Michigan)"The history of quantification in life insurance seems like a heavy,
serious topic. Bouk shows beautifully how funny it can be, and at the same time how disturbing. A

well-ordered life span was needed for business purposes even more than for scientific ones, yet



mortality could not easily be stabilized or reduced to an average. The brilliance of this book is in the
linking of actuarial calculations of human longevity with themes of racial politics and discrimination
that are so fundamental to American history." (Theodore M. Porter, University of California, Los
Angeles)"How Our Days Became Numbered is a history of insurance, risk, and capitalism. Looking
behind the veil at how private life insurance companies defined and priced &#39;life risks,&#39;
Bouk charts the deep philosophical questions, the inequalities and discrimination, the liberatory
possibilities that intellectual pioneers struggled over as they built or fought the statistical
infrastructure of risk. From the Panic of 1873 to the Great Depression, from life insurance to Social
Security, Bouk charts the critical foundations of the world we live in today. Gripping, engaging,
deeply human, and written with artistry and grace, Bouk&#39;s riveting history raises fundamental
questions about corporate and state power in the reduction of individual human beings to a statistic,
a risk--&#39;the statistical individual&#39; &#39;the statistical citizen&#39;--and in the power those

values have not just to predict the future, but to make it." (Barbara Welke, University of Minnesota)

Dan Bouk is assistant professor of history at Colgate University and a member of the Historicizing

Big Data working group at the Max Planck Institute for History of Science.

At its core, this book is a history of the life insurance industry. It is the two or three layers of meaning
surrounding this core that make the book so incredibly rich. It is a history of changes in society, and
changes in the mindset of those of us who participate in it.A theme throughout the book is the
increasing quantification of risk and measurement in all aspects of life. Life insurers are able to
quantify the risk of mortality. They moved pursued that in increasingly fine detail and quantified
individual risk factors such as smoking, bodyweight, age and sex. One of the markers that they
tracked was race. The book deals quite a bit with African-Americans, and their fight to obtain life
insurance at premium rates comparable to those of whites. Death of course involves the question of
health, and | was surprised to learn how long ago life insurance companies took an interest in the
health of their customers, both out of corporate altruism and the desire not to pay out death
benefits.Life insurance is a data-driven business. The nosy insurance men annoyed everybody
involved in the process in their quest for data. They asked doctors to fill out health evaluations,
lawyers to do credit checks on potential clients, and applicants for life insurance to fill out personal
histories. All of them eventually agreed. This is a central point of the book AfA¢A & -A & ce we
have acquiesced to being treated as numbers. The benefits, such as life insurance, in general

outweighed the privacy and dignity being given up.The life insurance companies came to control



huge pools of money. Their business model is to collect now and pay later, if at all. They make their
money by investing the premiums. Self-interest being what it is, they pay themselves handsome
salaries and have been known to stiff their customers. The book makes very good use of two
19th-century legal cases to illustrate the moral perils of the business.This book is a history up to
about the time of the introduction of Social Security under Roosevelt. It does not address Obama
care, Medicare, or other more recent programs.The chapter titles
are:ClassingFatalizingWritingSmoothingA Modern Conception of DeathValuing Lives, in Four
MovementsFailing the FutureConclusion: Numbering in LayersA brief description of each
follows.Classing: Risks are different for different people. Over any period of time AfA¢A &4 -A & ce
for instance, the next year AfA¢A & -A 4 ce an older person is more likely to die than a young one.
An overweight person more likely to die than somebody of average weight. A man more likely to die
than a woman. Lastly, a black person is more likely to die than a white person. Every life insurance
company recognizes different classes of insured people. Age groups, people with pre-existing
conditions, people who do not have very good medical histories.In the early days of life insurance
just after the Civil War, life insurance companies did not have what we would call good databases to
draw on in pricing their products. It was an extremely competitive business, with hundreds of
companies. They wrestled a great deal with the problems of classing. They tried everything: family
histories, ethnic background, phrenology, occupation, dietary habits and much more. Who should
they ensure, and how much should they charge? They by and large did not ensure white
housewives. They started out not ensuring working-class people. However, when they exhausted
the market of middle-class white men they had to expand. The author, Dan Bouk writes very clearly
about how they did it.The insurance regulators had an interest in classing as well. They needed to
ensure that the companies that they regulated had enough reserves to pay potential claims. A lot of
insurance companies went broke, leaving the policyholders with no recourse. Then, as now, it
appears that the regulators were dependent on the companies they regulated for actuarial
data.Fatalizing: Life insurance is unique in that everybody is assured of dying sometime. A standard
policy will pay off. The focus of the chapter is on taking the mystery out of death, reducing risk from
a fuzzy possibility to something quantifiable and therefore marketable. This entails a change of
mindset among the potential customers. Quite a bit of the book, among the more fascinating
passages, are the ways in which the insurance salesman attack the sensibilities of the potential
insured in order to sell the product. This plays to one of Dan BoukAfA¢A & -A a,¢s great
strengths. Throughout the book he tells it as it is, with a straight face. He does not moralize.There

are two sides to life insurance. Classing deals with statistical abstractions AfA¢A a4 -A & ce how



many will die within a group of people with similar characteristics. Fatalizing deals with individuals.
Life insurance is sold one policy at a time. The individual in question will either live or die, a positive
or a negative financial result. This chapter deals with the individuals.We learn that Southern whites
were greater risks than Northerners, as well as that Blacks were greater risks than whites. How did
the insurance companies deal with it? Was it fair? They didn’t think twice about discriminating
against whites, but very interestingly, as early as 1880, there were state laws against discriminating
against Blacks.There are some interesting passages on how insurance was sold. Expanding away
from middle-class white men, insurance salesman would canvas working-class neighborhoods
collecting weekly premiums of five cents. The insurance covered little more than burial expenses,
but by this account a proper burial was a very high priority, perhaps the most that these people
could look forward to.Writing: This chapter deals with the mechanics of the insurance business. It
was a nationwide business, highly data dependent. It is extraordinary what they were able to
accomplish with the primitive tools of the 19th century. Bouk borrows from a 1909 pamphlet to
describe the lengthy process of accepting an application and qualifying the customer. There were
always huge paper files. Card catalogs, rather like those of old libraries, came in use about the
same time as the Dewey decimal system and the great age of American libraries funded by robber
barons. Other innovations that were new at the time included the typewriter, the pneumatic tube,
and the telegraph. All were put to immediate use.There were some totally manual databases such
as a database of rejected insurance applicants shared among the insurance companies.Another
connection that was made very early was between consumer credit and life insurance. The life
insurance companies did a credit check as part of their acceptance process. In this chapter we learn
a lot about the history of credit verification. Like life insurance, it existed long before automation.Life
insurance companies led the way in standardizing procedures for medical examinations, application
processing, credit checking and other things that had to be done routinely. The insurance
companies were early to standardize urine checking, and had a lot to do with the introduction of
scales into doctorsAfA¢A & -A 4,¢ offices. There was a conflict of interest between the writing side
of the business and the finance side. The investment side wanted as much money under their
control as possible, and they would favor relaxed underwriting standards. The policy writers, and the
regulators, pushed for tighter controls. There were some celebrated congressional investigations
and legal proceedings working through this conflict of interest.Chapter 4: SmoothingSmoothing is
the process of ironing out statistical irregularities in the interests of presenting a coherent picture. An
insurer could certainly not generalize mortality based on one week’s experience. Even a year is a

short time.The first example of smoothing that Bouk cites is by the Bank of England. Its reserves



rose and fell rather significantly day by day. However, in reporting to parliament, they chose to use
trailing three months figures. It presented a much smoother picture.Mutual Insurance companies
have to pay dividends to their policyholders when aggregate claims are less than premiums.
However, the period over which these are aggregated makes a great deal of difference. One year’s
experience may not be representative. Policies are written every day of the year; one cannot
generalize from the December policies.The issue of smoothing is similar to the issue the banks face
in setting reserves, or the corporations do in reporting nonrecurring expenses in their quarterly
reports. It is a matter of judgment. The question here is that the actuariesAfA¢A a -A a,¢
judgment often seems to err in favor of corporate management instead of the policyholders.Chapter
5: The modern conception of deathThe life insurance companies always had a vested interest in the
health of their customers. It was in their financial interest at the customers not die on them. Some
life insurance companies started to offer an annual physical examination as part of the policy. It was
good business, and the annual physical has become a standard practice. Others went much further
in working with their customers on health issues. One authored a highly popular book entitled "How
to Live." They took an interest in their customers smoking and drinking habits.The changing
conception of death was that it was something that could be pushed into the more remote future.
People should organize their lives in such a way that they were likely to live a long time, rather than
simply and fatalistically await the grim reaper.The existence of a large database of health data, and
the increasingly complete data from censuses and other sources, led to widespread concern in the
first decades of the 20th century about the general level of public health. It started out with some
best-selling books, and the fear was fed by the fact that many inductees into the armed services at
the time of World War | were found to be deficient for one physical reason or another. There was a
great deal of concern about smoking and drinking. Not noted in the book, this was the time that
prohibition was passed.The book makes a detour into a discussion of eugenics. The early 20th
century was the high point of the eugenics movement, and many in the life insurance business had
opinions to offer. They advocated that the best and the strongest AfA¢A 4 -A & ce read white
Americans of Nordic stock AfA¢A & -A & ce reproduce copiously, and that other populations be
discouraged from reproducing.There is an inconclusive discussion of intelligence testing. This was
one of the earliest applications of the science of statistics. The Army applied across-the-board
intelligence testing to inductees during World War |. They got it wrong in some particulars. The tests
that they used were culturally biased and English dependent, which meant that immigrants did not
do as well as the native born. The patterns that they revealed among native-born Americans were

more or less accurate. The author does not note as much, but these problems were largely worked



out by the 1930s with the introduction of context free intelligence tests such as Raven’s progressive
matrices. Read Earl Hunt or Arthur Jensen for a good overview of the state-of-the-art in intelligence
research.Bouk discusses attempts to put a value on human life. This of course cannot be done, and
we still wrestle with the problem today. His discussion of the early dialogues on the subject is
interesting. They included a lot of intelligent people, and they surfaced the major measurements and
morality issues that we face today.Chapter 6: Valuing Lives, in Four Movements is a discussion of
the ways in which a life insurance salesman goes about selling the product. How do you raise
awareness in the prospectAfA¢A a4 -A 4,¢s mind that he needs life insurance? How do you
overcome their aversion to talking about death? How do you convince him that the price is
reasonable? How do you evaluate a wife’s value as a homemaker? How much money do you need
to leave your survivors in order to live comfortably? Once again, Bouk is admirably evenhanded in
making this presentation. Although it is done from the perspective of a salesman, he keeps his
distance and lets you, the reader, evaluate the arguments.Chapter 7: Failing the FutureThere is an
interesting discussion on the black life insurance industry that grew up because mainstream
companies would not ensure black lives. | note that whereas some black companies, Black
entertainment television and Johnson products come to mind, have been exceptionally successful,
the black owned life insurance companies were not. It turns out, although Bouk explains it
somewhat obliquely, that the actuarial basis for the mainstream companies not to write insurance
was well-founded. This raises an interesting question of social justice of which Bouk is aware, but
which he chooses not to moralize on.My overall conclusion:This is a five-star book without a doubt.
It covers most of the interesting issues of a very vibrant period in American history. It is
extraordinarily well researched, with more pages dedicated to footnotes and bibliography than to the
text itself.One shortcoming that | note is that he does not fully identify some of the personalities in
the book. He mentions Karl Pearson without noting that Pearson was one of the founders of the field
of statistics. He talks about Franz Boas as the mentor of Louis Dublin, without mentioning that Boas
is the father of American anthropology. Boas was also a relatively strong leftist, and as such
opposed the use of ethnic stereotyping and classing in the insurance business.The insurance
business always needed more data than they could process. | would’ve appreciated the
authorAfA¢A a -A 4,¢s making a stronger case for the ties between what the industry needed and
what science and technology made possible. Although statistical data was collected throughout the
period covered, Karl Pearson and Ronald Fisher developed the science of statistics around the turn
of the century. Mechanical adding machines and calculators came in about 1890, and punched card

machines were invented for the census of that year. Useful electronic accounting machines were



not widely used until the 1930s. Bouk credits IBM with having provided them for the startup of Social
Security. The rest of the story is that that was probably the most important single step on IBM’s path
to becoming the computer powerhouse of the 1960s and 1970s.Bouk presents and challenges a lot
of conventional wisdom. | would propose that he challenge a couple of others. First, there is a
question of whether money alone can replace a life. Many lives that have been shattered by tragedy
turn out to be quite productive. The loss of a breadwinner does not necessarily doom his children to
a life of poverty, despite what the insurance salesman may say. There is the question of the payout.
If it is all at once, the beneficiary may suffer the lottery-winner syndrome and fritter away the money.
On the other hand, if it is structured as an annuity, inflation may eat it away. On an even more global
scale, all policies are denominated in national currencies, fiat currencies, which are under stress at
this writing. The idea that one can safeguard against all risk is simply a misconception. Bouk, in his
discussion of Social Security, does a great job with its beginnings. A discussion of its endings, and

the false security that many would claim it provides, might be appropriate.

A well written history. It's expansive but not meandering, pointed but not moralizing. Bouk anchors a
dense and technical subject AfA¢A & -A & ce life insurance AfA¢A & -A & ce with fascinating
human stories and controversies that resonate today. The author’s passion for the subject matter
and literary sensibility ("Frederick Hoffman spent days upon days riding trains" introduces one
chapter) makes the reader want to come along for the ride. Me being me, my favorite sections were
grounded by the composer Charles lves (surprise! he was an insurance guy!) and the writer Richard
Wright (surprise! him too!) and a couple delicious little bits | learned about the history of 1Q testing
(note to self: find out more) and the picture-perfect moment in 1936 where Social Security numbers
were first assigned ("the biggest bookkeeping job in history"). Speaking of pictures, the photos are
fantastic, most of all that to-die-for Dorothea Lange photo on the cover. Because I've read this book,
| now know that the man on the cover is 27 year old Thomas Cave. Finally, Lange’s poignant

photograph provides a surprising and suitably complex structure for the conclusion.

Brilliant, engrossing history of life insurance industry, its beginnings in assessing risk, the folly of
measuring heads to assess longevity, various ways prejudice played its part in development of our
move to score, rate and predict lives. Beautifully told through stories and main industry players
layered with intellectual history. Must read especially for those interested in today’s scored society!
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