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Legacy:  a bequest to future generations 

This is a story of the legacy of successive generations of politicians, and of 
the corresponding contributions made by the actuarial profession. 
 
It strictly concerns the United States of America – although echoes may be 
found in the histories of many countries. 
 
We Americans have been around for nine generations and, for my purpose, 
these group conveniently into three trimesters, of roughly three generations 
each, which I will call TI, TII, and TIII. 
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TI:  the Revolutionary War to the Civil War 

At considerable personal risk and cost, the Founding Fathers signed a 
Declaration of Independence, from the British Empire. This resulted in a 
Revolutionary War, and subsequently to the formation of a new country, the 
United States of America. 
 
The Constitution of the new country promised its citizens individual liberty to 
an extent seldom if ever seen before, including freedom from government 
tyranny. Not all individuals were guaranteed liberty, however, with the 
particular exception of slaves, persons who were legally owned by other 
persons.  Slavery was ended, again at considerable personal risk and cost, 
by the Civil War. 
 
While they were not otherwise idle, for better or worse, it is clear that the 
predominant legacy of the first trimester (TI) of American policymakers was 
freedom. 
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TI (1775-1865): the contribution of actuaries 

There were fewer than two dozen American actuaries in these early years 
of the country, and no US professional actuarial organizations. 
 
Early US actuaries included Jacob Shoemaker, actuary for the Philadelphia 
insurance company formed when Lloyds of London became unavailable 
due to the Revolutionary War, and Elizur Wright, a Massachusetts 
abolitionist who may fairly be called the father of US insurance regulation. 
 
Actuaries were also important to the early growth of the US life insurance 
industry, and to the development of the American Experience mortality 
table, which was based on pre-Civil War mortality but which was still in use 
a century later. 
 
While 90 years is a lengthy period for the process, it appears that the 
primary contribution of American actuaries during the TI period was the 
birth of the actuarial profession (although not yet of any organizations). 
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TII:  Reconstruction to the Roaring Twenties 
Future generations have benefited greatly from the inventions of the 
middle years of the American experiment, which included the telephone, 
electric light bulb, phonograph, automobile assembly line, airplane, radio, 
and television. 
 
Politicians of the era enabled these inventions by not impeding them, but  
credit for affirmative political actions comes from a different legacy. 
 
President Ulysses Grant in 1872 signed legislation establishing 
Yellowstone as the first national park in the world.  More than a dozen 
other US national parks were established during TII including Yosemite, 
Sequoia, Mesa Verde, Grand Canyon, and Grand Teton. 
 
It seems fair to say that the predominant affirmative legacy, and 
contribution to the happiness of future generations, of the TII politicians, 
was public (national, state, local) parks. 
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TII (1865-1935): the contribution of actuaries 
While not major contributors to the TII technological advances and 
establishment of public parks, actuaries did play an important role in the 
development of new life insurance products (industrial and group life) and 
institutions (assessment societies and fraternals) during the trimester. 
 
Four national actuarial organizations were established during the era, 
including in 1889 the Actuarial Society of America (ASA), in 1909 the 
American Institute of Actuaries (AIA), in 1914 the Casualty Actuarial Society 
(CAS), and in 1916 the Fraternal Actuarial Association (FAA). 
 
Workers compensation was established in 1914 as the original line of US 
social insurance, leading that year to the formation of the CAS. 
 
Growth characterized the actuarial profession during the second trimester, 
and the primary contribution of American actuaries arguably was 
innovation. 
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TIII: the Great Depression to the Great Recession 
The first six generations of US politicians debated alternative government revenues and 
expenditures, and struck a balance deemed appropriate by the outcome of the debate.  
Modern politicians, however, have found a way to finesse the debate. By hiding or 
underestimating the future costs of current promises, TIII policymakers have been able 
to buy votes using funds borrowed from future generations.  This has proved successful 
for their purpose, and so the practice has escalated. 
 
Real public debt in America now exceeds $100 trillion, which is well over five years of 
the gross domestic product of the country.  This is the amount of money that would need 
to be invested today, bearing interest, in order to meet the excess of promises (bonds, 
benefits, bullets) over provision (scheduled taxes). 
 
American politicians during my lifetime have done some positive things, such as passing 
long-delayed civil rights legislation.  They have also pursued a half-dozen wars, with 
mixed motives and results.  It is inescapable, however, that their predominant legacy, 
and contribution to the unhappiness of future generations, has been crippling if not fatal 
public (national, state, local) debt. 
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TIII (1935-2010): the contribution of actuaries 
Some American actuaries over the years have argued that we, as experts in the 
analysis of future costs, should alert the public about the accruing debt being run up 
by our politicians.  Others counter that few of us are truly expert in social insurance 
and public finance, and that we should stick to the fields in which we really know what 
we are talking about. The latter view in my opinion sees actuaries as something other 
and less than a profession.  
 
Many if not most American actuaries now make much if not most of their income 
assisting their employers and clients in complying with escalating insurance and other 
regulations imposed by federal and state governments.  Some may not want to “bite 
the hand that feeds them”, and one or more of the actuarial organizations may not 
want to jeopardize its “place at the table”, by criticizing the government. 
 
It would be largely unfair to accuse the American actuarial profession and its 
organizations of complicity in the damage to our children that is the predominant 
legacy of our politicians.  It does seem clear, however, that our primary activity and 
contribution during this third trimester (TIII) increasingly has been compliance. 
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What lies ahead? – the 21st Century 

The public books will be balanced; arithmetic will not be repealed, nor forever 
deferred.  The process will be painful, far beyond what is currently imagined. 
Tax rates will be massively increased.  Projections of the cost of government 
show it exceeding 50% of GDP within a generation.  This necessarily implies 
an average tax rate in excess of 50% of income, since borrowing is 
unavailable to a pauper. 
 
Cash benefits will be massively reduced.  Unspared will be retirees (Social 
Security, public plans, etc), investors (bonds, FDIC, etc), and other recipients 
of public funds. Public healthcare spending (Medicare, Medicaid, Affordable 
Care, etc) is likely to be balanced by means of politically-based rationing of a 
shrinking medical supply. Civil society/service/rights will all become uncivil as 
the 21st Century unfolds. 
 
Credible protestations that the foregoing is unnecessarily extreme should be 
accompanied by a specific plan, to retire $100 trillion of debt, that stands up to 
actuarial scrutiny. 
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What can be done? – the actuarial contribution 

Several TIII actuaries have used prominent social insurance positions to attempt 
to alert the public to the looming actuarial collapse. Other actuaries have also 
tried to speak actuarial truth to power, including nearly all social insurance 
actuaries, most volunteers who’ve been allowed a podium, and many public plan 
actuaries.  All have failed, as measured by results.  
 
The years ahead will be characterized by the word “pain”.  Contemporaneous 
projections will have to reflect probable decreases in GDP and fertility, and 
probable increases in inflation and dependency.  Hostile outsiders will try to take 
advantage of a weakened America.  Wall Street Occupiers who are now outraged 
by the size of their student loans will understandably become even more uncivil 
when they can’t find healthcare or feed their families. 
 
Plausible scenarios for the generation ahead will all be painful, but they won’t all 
be equally so.  Assuming voter repudiation of the TIII political model, actuaries 
may be able to help select the best of a bad bunch of scenarios, and thereby 
soften the pain that has been bequeathed to future generations. 
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