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Introduction
MetLife, Inc. stands as a testament to the enduring power of American enterprise,
resilience, and innovation. Since its humble beginnings in the turmoil of the American
Civil War, MetLife has not only grown into one of the world’s largest insurance
providers, but its journey mirrors that of the United States itself—a nation constantly
adapting and reinventing in response to economic, demographic, and social changes.
Few companies have such a far-reaching legacy, serving millions of people across
more than 40 countries and consistently occupying a prominent position among the
elite S&P 500 corporations.

This book tells the comprehensive story of MetLife Inc., from its foundation in the
mid-19th century to its current standing as a global torchbearer in insurance,
employee benefits, and financial services. Through crises and triumphs, mergers and
divestitures, MetLife’s leadership has continually evolved its vision and operations to
meet the moment, driven by a deep commitment to policyholders and guided by a
sense of purpose rooted in financial security and accessibility. The transformation from
a regional insurance experiment into a truly international powerhouse was neither
straightforward nor without challenges, but it is a journey that captures both the
volatility and opportunity that define the global financial sphere.

Throughout its history, MetLife has demonstrated a remarkable ability to innovate and
find ways to serve ordinary people—whether by introducing “workingmen’s” insurance
in 19th-century America or by developing wide-ranging employee benefit solutions for
modern corporations. Strategic shifts such as mutualization, global expansion, and
later demutualization and entry into public markets have kept MetLife both
competitive and relevant in a rapidly changing financial services landscape. Each of
these phases reflects broader trends in American business, regulatory environments,
and socioeconomic needs.

The story of MetLife is not solely about profit margins or market share; it is also about
its corporate conscience. The company’s commitment to corporate social
responsibility is visible through the efforts of the MetLife Foundation and its landmark
initiatives in community development, financial inclusion, and philanthropy. Over the
years, MetLife has also cemented its brand identity, becoming a household name
thanks in part to iconic associations like the beloved Peanuts characters and a
consistent emphasis on trust and peace of mind.

Today, as MetLife navigates digital disruption, changing consumer expectations, and a
globalized market, its ability to adapt is more relevant than ever. With leading
positions in established and emerging markets alike, the company faces both
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significant opportunities and formidable challenges ahead. Analysts anticipate robust
growth and innovation, but also caution that the industry is at an inflection
point—where technology, regulation, and global economic forces may yet redefine
what it means to “build a more confident future” for customers and communities
worldwide.

This book invites readers to explore MetLife’s extraordinary journey, examining the
annals of its history, the architecture of its modern business, and the promise of its
future. By unraveling the story of MetLife Inc., we gain not only insight into one of
America’s most influential institutions but also a window into the broader saga of
business, society, and financial innovation across generations.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Birth of an American Insurer:
MetLife’s Civil War Origins
The mid-19th century in America was a period of immense upheaval, a nation
grappling with its very identity as the Civil War raged. Amidst this national crisis, a
unique need arose: protection for those fighting on the front lines. It was in this
turbulent environment that the roots of what would become MetLife Inc. first took
hold. In 1863, a group of enterprising New York City businessmen saw an opportunity,
and perhaps a patriotic duty, to address this burgeoning demand. They pooled their
resources, raising a respectable $100,000, to establish a company with a rather direct
and somber name: the National Union Life and Limb Insurance Company.

This nascent company was not focused on the typical perils of everyday life, at least
not initially. Its mission was sharply defined by the prevailing conflict. The National
Union Life and Limb Insurance Company aimed to provide insurance to Civil War
sailors and soldiers. Their policies specifically covered disabilities resulting from
wartime wounds, accidents, and sickness, offering a measure of financial security to
those facing the grim realities of battle. This focus on the immediate and pressing
needs of a nation at war set it apart from many existing insurance ventures, which
largely concentrated on property or marine risks.

While the concept was certainly novel and addressed a critical void, the initial success
of the National Union Life and Limb Insurance Company proved to be limited. In its
first year, the company reportedly wrote only a handful of life policies and a mere 56
accident policies. The challenges of operating during wartime, coupled with the
inherent difficulties of establishing a new insurance venture, likely contributed to this
modest beginning. The insurance landscape of the mid-19th century was still
developing, with many companies struggling to gain traction and maintain solvency.

Despite the slow start, the founders persisted. The demand for various forms of
insurance was steadily growing in the United States, driven by an expanding economy
and an increasing awareness of financial risk. The very nature of warfare, with its
inherent dangers, highlighted the importance of financial protection for families left
behind and for soldiers who might return home injured and unable to work. Thus, even
with its initial struggles, the underlying need that the National Union Life and Limb
Insurance Company sought to address remained.

The period immediately following the Civil War saw a renewed interest in life insurance
across America. The immense human cost of the conflict undoubtedly brought home
the fragility of life and the importance of financial preparedness for unforeseen events.
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This burgeoning awareness created a more fertile ground for insurance companies,
even those that had stumbled out of the gate. The National Union Life and Limb
Insurance Company, though small, had laid a crucial groundwork, however unsteady,
for a future giant.

The very establishment of such a company during the Civil War underscored a growing
sophistication in the American financial system. While property and marine insurance
had existed for some time, life insurance was still relatively nascent in its widespread
application. The idea of insuring against personal loss, particularly for ordinary
citizens, was slowly gaining acceptance. The National Union Life and Limb Insurance
Company, with its specific focus on the plight of soldiers, was a pioneering, if not
immediately prosperous, effort in this evolving sector.

The company's existence in 1863 speaks to the entrepreneurial spirit of New York City,
a hub of commerce and finance even amidst national strife. The businessmen who
conceived of this venture were not merely philanthropists; they recognized a market
need and sought to fill it. Their initial capital of $100,000 was a significant sum for the
time, demonstrating a serious commitment to their endeavor, even if the early returns
were less than stellar.

The challenges faced by the National Union Life and Limb Insurance Company were
not unique. Many early American insurance companies struggled with public trust,
solvency issues, and the complexities of actuarial science, which was still in its
formative years. The absence of comprehensive regulatory frameworks also meant
that companies operated in a somewhat less predictable environment. Yet, the drive
to provide financial security in an uncertain world continued to fuel the industry's
growth.

The experience of insuring Civil War soldiers, however limited, provided valuable
lessons. It highlighted the unpredictable nature of claims and the importance of robust
underwriting. It also underscored the deeply personal impact of insurance, as policies
were designed to directly aid individuals and their families during times of extreme
hardship. These early lessons, born from the crucible of war, would subtly shape the
future trajectory of the company.

The narrative of the National Union Life and Limb Insurance Company is a testament
to the idea that even grand enterprises can have humble, and at times, precarious
beginnings. Its initial struggles were not a sign of inevitable failure, but rather a
characteristic of pioneering efforts in a new and complex market. The foundation laid
during these Civil War years, despite the modest numbers, was the essential first step
in a much longer and more successful journey. The company's very name, while
perhaps a bit unwieldy, encapsulated its immediate purpose: to provide some
measure of protection for the bodies and futures of those who served.
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