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			Context

			Many economists consider the golden age of capitalism to be the postwar 1940s through the early 1970s. Employment was high and the economy was humming; education was cheap and accessible; middle-class families lived in newly built suburbs; and an average worker had enough money to go on vacation or buy a new car. Additionally, millions of unionized workers served as a bulwark against corporate power and influence, and the civil rights and feminist movements were active on college campuses, as was the burgeoning gay rights movement.

			Then it all fell apart.

			Corporate deindustrialization began to hollow out factories, industries, and even whole cities. Jobs moved overseas, large corporations abandoned entire regions, and unemployment soared. Even as worker productivity rose, wages stagnated or dropped, and social mobility declined. Meanwhile, the cost for necessities like healthcare, education, and retirement skyrocketed. The economy and the labor market have never recovered. Jobs continue to be outsourced, and prices on basic needs like healthcare and education continue to rise.

			Many economists and political scientists blame this breakdown on neoliberalism: an ideological view that prizes globalization above local economy, corporate profits above social mobility, and finance above industry, as well as a powerful form of state-capitalism. Starting with Jimmy Carter, each president since the 1970s—both Republican and Democrat—has put these beliefs into action. Reagan applied them with remarkable zeal: Under his administration, anti-union forces, outsourcing, deregulation, and tax cutting flourished. Welfare provisions and healthcare came under fire. George H. W. Bush and Bill Clinton were enthusiastic proponents, so much so that with successive presidents, the terms of the debate about labor and government influence have been permanently altered.

			But the key factor now is Wall Street. The country, at the time of Unwinding’s publication in 2013, was in the grasp of a wild boom-and-bust economy beholden to big finance. Now, corporations are legally afforded the same rights as “natural persons” and politicians are funded by dark money. A housing crisis driven by dubious banking practices brought down the world economy, and Wall Street was bailed out by the US taxpayers. Measures like Dodd-Frank Act and movements like Occupy Wall Street have done little to stem the tide of corruption and big-money influence.

		

	
		
			Overview

			New Yorker writer George Packer’s The Unwinding paints a picture of the downturn of the American economy through a range of reappearing biographical narratives—including “biographies” of towns, such as Tampa, Florida, and of years that were pivotal or emblematic of the unwinding.

			Many of the people he examines are well known, such as Oprah Winfrey, Colin Powell, Sam Walton, Newt Gingrich, Peter Thiel, Alice Waters, Jay-Z, and Raymond Carver. Others are less well-known, but equally fascinating, bellwethers: Dean Price, an energy entrepreneur from North Carolina; Tammy Thomas, a factory worker from Ohio; and Jeff Connaughton, a banker-turned–political operative from Alabama. The characters’ lives begin largely in struggle and strife, and their paths to the top illustrate the changing face of the American Dream.

			The neoliberal model created an unprecedented downturn in the economy, perverted the culture, and atomized society. There is now a yawning gulf between the very few ultra-rich and the numerous down-and-out. In response, citizens like Dean Price, Tammy Thomas, and Jeff Connaughton have taken measures to reestablish an equitable, moral economy. Dean Price has worked hard to transform the local economy of his childhood home of Piedmont, North Carolina, from one based on tobacco and textiles to one based on biofuel. Jeff Connaughton worked to strike a balance between finance and the citizens’ voice in Democratic politics. Tammy Thomas became a labor organizer in thoroughly deindustrialized Youngstown, Ohio. As we follow their stories, we also witness the rise of a new kind of wealth, power, and influence in the form of real-life figures such as restaurateur Alice Waters, entertainment magnate Oprah Winfrey, Silicon Valley pioneer Peter Thiel, and Secretary of the Treasury Robert Rubin.

			As the book goes from the tail end of George W. Bush’s presidency to Barack Obama’s attempts to salvage the economy from the fallout of the housing crisis, we witness investors on Wall Street observe the catastrophe (wherein millions lost jobs, homes, and retirement funds) as a mere road bump. Political culture has also become one of extremes: Senator Elizabeth Warren’s progressive agenda stands alongside right-wing agitator Andrew Breitbart’s poisonous news empire.

			Yet the central characters in the book—Thomas, Price, and Connaughton—resist. Connaughton exposes DC corruption, Thomas builds influence as a community organizer, and Price (literally) turns waste into energy. The great unwinding has damaged our nation’s culture, economy, and, Packer suggests, essential humanity. But is there hope? George Packer seems to suggest there is. Recovery and reversal of fortune is not only necessary; it’s inevitable.

		

	
		
			Summary

			Prologue

			George Packer gives a brief overview of the “unwinding” of American culture, stating that those born after 1960 have spent their whole lives in the midst of a pervasive change in the fabric of our society and economy.

			Part I 

			In a series of short chapters featuring recurring characters, Packer recounts the experiences of his subjects from 1978 through 2003. Interspersed throughout, brief sections provide a snapshot of American culture in individual years—1978, 1984, 1987, 1994, 1999, 2003—through a sampling of quotes from songs, commercials, news headlines, speeches, etc.

			Dean Price watched as the North Carolina industries that sustained his hometown of Piedmont for centuries—tobacco, textiles, and furniture making—all disappeared. Working a variety of dead-end jobs, he finally opened a string of truck stops, but he still missed the community of his childhood, where one could “farm and be left alone.” Eventually, he got caught up in millenarian conspiracy theories about “peak oil”—the point when petroleum extraction reaches its maximum point and begins to fall off—and decided to attempt a business manufacturing biodiesel from rapeseed oil.

			Newt Gingrich had an abusive father and a tough upbringing infused with religious conservatism, all of which shaped his outlook. He decided to bring the Republican Party into the modern age—and, as the first celebrity Speaker of the House, he mostly succeeded, nearly bringing down his Democratic alter ego, Bill Clinton.

			Idealist and ambitious Democratic aide Jeff Connaughton was gobsmacked by the hypocrisy and deceit of his party, particularly his political idol Joe Biden. Almost without trying, this once-earnest cog of the Dems became a lobbyist millionaire, loyal to big business and not the citizenry. By the 1990s, he was a very wealthy man, but he was also deeply disturbed by the political machine that created him and thousands like him.

			Tammy Thomas felt lucky to have a tough, low-paying factory job with few benefits since so many of her relatives—people who formerly would have had decent jobs in steel—ended up in rehab, imprisoned, or dead. In her lifetime, Youngstown, Ohio, once a prosperous steel town, had been decimated by gang violence, the drug epidemic, and deindustrialization. By the late 1990s, she was forced to take a buyout from Packard—recently bought out by Delphi—where she had worked for twenty years. It, too, had seen its labor force hollowed out by economic demand and corporate mergers.

			Oprah Winfrey was a child of the poor South who was sexually abused for much of her childhood. Despite all this, she became an icon and the most powerful woman in television by dishing up scandal and self-help for millions of women who felt connected to her triumph over suffering. As she made her viewers feel less lonely and more tolerant, they made her unimaginably rich.

			Raymond Carver, today considered an essential American writer, was an alcoholic and depressive, fighting to publish his honed and understated short stories during a period when ambitious writers such as Thomas Pynchon, Norman Mailer, Tom Wolfe, and Philip Roth were producing giant, chatty novels that seemed to want to represent the entire nation. Eventually, Carver’s down-and-out characters made him the literary voice of the working class for the intellectual elite, who mimicked his style without his substance.

			Sam Walton, known as Mr. Sam, founded and expanded the low-cost chain of superstores called Wal-Mart. He was cheap, ruthless in business, and very rich by the 1980s, when the value of his stores skyrocketed into the billions. His public image was both folksy and avuncular, though thousands of his employees were forced to rely on food stamps in order to feed their families.

			PayPal cofounder Peter Thiel, dot-com millionaire and Silicon Valley pioneer, excelled at math and chess from a very early age. His family members were conservative evangelical Christians, and by the time he was a teen, Thiel was a hardline libertarian. Although he is gay, he’s had little empathy for or interest in issues of discrimination: After graduating from Stanford University, he published a screed called The Diversity Myth. As a public figure, he has become an armchair polemicist for far-right individualist politics.

			Colin Powell grew up in the South Bronx and joined the military at a young age. Rising quickly within the ranks of the military establishment, he switched party allegiance from Democrat to Republican. As Secretary of State under the George W. Bush administration, he was a crucial part of selling the Iraq War of 2003 to US citizens, allies, and the media.

			Need to Know: Big Business deindustrializes American industry and takes its operations abroad, destroying the cities and regions of workers like Tammy Thomas and Dean Price. Corporations such as Sam Walton’s Wal-Mart move from making millions to multi-billions, wiping out local businesses and forcing their own employees onto welfare to supplement salaries. Working-class heroes and writers such as Raymond Carver vanish as our celebrity class is flooded with billionaires such as Oprah Winfrey and Peter Thiel. Politics become polarized as conservative legislators such as Newt Gingrich perfect a method of obstruction, attack, and personal antagonism.

			Part II

			In Part II, Packer takes his subjects from 2003 to 2010. Only one year is spotlighted in this section: 2008, a year that saw the massive collapse of the economy and the election of America’s first black president, Barack Obama.

			Dean Price saw his small truck stop and gas station chain losing money and began to dream about life before what he terms “the unwinding,” when his community was made up of farmers. The theories of peak oil still interested him and, as an entrepreneur, he viewed biodiesel as a means to get away from fossil fuels, establish fuel independence for the country, and return to self-determined local economies. His biodiesel project, Red Birch Energy, eventually earned a federal grant from the Obama stimulus bill.

			Alice Waters, a well-off chef and organic food advocate, had an almost pathological devotion to locally grown food. She opened the pricey and now-legendary Chez Panisse, seemingly undeterred by the fact that it was prohibitively expensive. She was the inspiration for First Lady Michelle Obama’s White House vegetable garden.

			In Tampa, Florida, property prices that skyrocketed in the 1990s and early 2000s took a sudden dive. Foreclosure mills replaced predatory lenders and began to process the thousands upon thousands of houses that would eventually be lost in the recession. Journalist Michael Van Sickler began to uncover the corruption and collusion that enabled what was, in effect, a real-estate Ponzi scheme. The foreclosure crisis, he noted, was engineered, executed, and profited on by major banks that never suffered or paid a price for ruining the economy. The owner of a small hotel, a lawyer, and a handful of other Floridians began to confront, and attempt to overcome, the crisis.

			Tech billionaire and engineer Peter Thiel’s staunch libertarianism became more pronounced as PayPal’s bottom line increased. Although he would lose millions in the 2008 market crash, he believed more than ever in “striking out into the void alone.” But after the crash, for the first time in his life, Thiel began to question his choices. However, this was based on the state of his income, not the welfare of the millions of average Americans affected by his decisions. 

			Throughout his life, Robert Rubin, multimillionaire advisor to Goldman Sachs and a fundraising mastermind for the Democratic Party, was solicited by both Democratic and Republican presidents to advise on economic policy. Under Reagan, he was the architect of a financial policy that fueled the rapid spread of inequality. Under Clinton, Rubin was instrumental in repealing the Glass-Steagall Act that had been in effect since 1933, ensuring that private banks could now make risky international investments using the savings accounts of millions of Americans. When the economy takes a nosedive in 2008 and Rubin was called to testify, he had nothing much to say for himself or for his role in creating the disaster.

			Meanwhile, Jeff Connaughton, became a savvy political player. A real-estate millionaire himself, he was morally disturbed by the crisis, but he didn’t use his political clout to help counter it.

			In 2007, Tammy Thomas started the Mahoning Valley Organizing Collective, a local organization that paid her to trek around Youngstown talking to neighbors and putting together blueprints for change. She turned out to be very good at her job. Her first project was to map Youngstown’s neighborhoods, using data to illustrate which homes were occupied, empty, derelict, or had been foreclosed on recently. The plan was to empower the people in these neighborhoods to tackle the problems themselves. After a life mostly steered by the decisions of corporate bigwigs, this work gave Thomas something to believe in.

			In the Marcy projects in Brooklyn, Shawn Corey Carter listened to his parents’ soul and R&B records, got involved in low-level street crime, and learned to rap—so well that his friends nicknamed him Jazzy, or Jay-Z. Though his childhood world was shattered by the crack epidemic, by his twenties, Jay-Z had risen to the top of the music business. He became so wealthy and well-known that critics began to call him a “corporate rapper.” As one of the most powerful executives in the music industry and a part-owner of an NBA team, he has been unbothered by the criticism that he sold out. His response has been that selfishness is how you survive.

			Need to Know: In the 2000s, we truly began to see the consequences of financialization, deindustrialization, and political polarization. With the help of elite strategists like Robert Rubin, the entire American economy was slanted in favor of big corporations. Adherents of libertarianism—such as tech giant Peter Thiel—began to conceive of ways of structuring society “outside” of democratic norms. The Bush years also brought a new and devastating war in Iraq, which not only created chaos in the Middle East, but saddled the American economy with a trillion-dollar debt. But there is room for hope. Many on-the-ground organizations fight for justice in labor reform, local economy, wage hikes, and regulatory reform. Meanwhile, however, the billionaire class is doing better than ever.

			Part III

			In Part III, Packer follows his subjects from 2010 through 2013, including snapshots of the years 2010 and 2012.

			Jeff Connaughton stepped away from his work with the profitable Quinn firm to rejoin the Democratic Party under the Obama Administration, keeping an eye toward helping the country recover from the Great Recession. There, he helped shape the Dodd-Frank bill, which finally passed in Congress as the Dodd-Frank Wall Street Reform and Consumer Protection Act in 2010. But regulators refused to hold anyone accountable, and Connaughton watched in shock and horror as nobody answered for defrauding millions of people out of their homes, retirement benefits, and jobs. He also saw further evidence of the Democrats’ collusion with Wall Street interests, which weakened Dodd-Frank. He left political life and moved to Savannah, where he wrote the explosive The Payoff: Why Wall Street Always Wins (2012).

			Dean Price watched his dreams of a localized economy based on rapeseed biofuel crumble despite broad appeal to locals and even many in government. Unwavering in his ambition and ideals, he emerged with a new idea: to take locally rendered cooking oil and purify it to be used to revive the farming and business economy.

			Tammy Thomas’s success as a community organizer in Youngstown continued, energizing the community for change. She visited her childhood home, recounting memories of a world that seemed far away, but still attainable, even in the chaotic town of the present.

			Growing up in Los Angeles, Andrew Breitbart always had a conservative bent, and when he attended Tulane University, he was offended by the liberal ideas tossed around in the American Studies program. After the FCC repealed its own Fairness Doctrine in 1987, which required fact-checked journalism and equitability in reporting, he witnessed the explosion of rightwing shock jocks such as Rush Limbaugh and understood their power. He became a “citizen journalist,” and when the Internet hit in the mid-nineties, he founded Breitbart.com. His libertarian site championed far-right ideas, but was filled with misinformation. On March 1, 2012, at the age of forty-three, Breitbart died of heart failure, but his empire lives on.

			In Tampa, Florida, the economy continued to plummet. Tea Party advocates squashed a plan in the works in the legislature for a much-needed light rail project. The Hartzells, a local family, were wracked by unemployment, illness, loss of property, disillusionment, and poverty. Finally, they gave up hope.

			Elizabeth Warren, born in Oklahoma in 1949, began as a conservative, but after studying why American families and businesspeople end up filing for bankruptcy, she became a liberal. Her project was originally designed to showcase laziness and opportunism. Instead, she discovered only hardworking people who had done the right things and still ended up impoverished. As a law professor at Harvard, she devoted her research to the subject. Later, when she was solicited by the Obama Administration to chair Obama’s new consumer agency, she rattled conservatives and financiers so deeply that Obama tapped someone else for the position.

			Back in Silicon Valley, Peter Thiel had a revelation: Technological innovation would soon take the place of democratic governance. He derisively called those who believe in social democracy “demos” and propounded ideas for ways to make the world “safe for capitalism.” He disdained college education and, to that end, started his own Thiel Fellowship for young entrepreneurs to lure the best minds from American universities. The iPhone and the internet were mere gadgets to him; he sought revolution.

			Need to Know: After Barack Obama was elected and the Great Recession was in full swing, the activists of Occupy Wall Street protested the corruption that led to the housing crisis. Neither the Occupy movement nor legislation effected fundamental change. Progressive figures such as Elizabeth Warren emerged to fight on behalf of consumers and workers, even as ominous tech billionaires such as Peter Thiel advanced the causes of a government-free, market-based society centered around technological advancement. The media, too, became as polarized as Congress, with figures such as Rush Limbaugh and Andrew Breitbart free to form grassroots mini–news empires fueled by bombast and falsehoods. Yet change occurred in small doses and on a local level, presaging a movement that Packer believes will put power in the hands of American workers yet again.

		

	
		
			Timeline

			1930s: The Great Depression era, lasting from 1929–1939.

			1940s–1970s: The Golden Age of Capitalism, as it is known to economists. Employment is high, jobs pay well, unions are strong, the economy is stable, and general wealth is expanding.

			1970s: Economists note that this decade was generally the beginning of the neoliberal agenda and the financialization of the economy, wherein industrialism/labor is replaced by venture capital as the prime economic mover. Whole industries begin to hollow out, and banking and finance industries (known collectively as Wall Street) take center stage.

			1981–1988: The Presidency of Ronald Reagan lionizes and speeds up the neoliberal model; taxes are slashed, welfare benefits are reduced, and outsourcing of labor becomes widespread.

			1989–1992: George H. W. Bush is president, beginning Operation Desert Storm in Iraq. So-called neoliberal policies continue.

			1993–2000: President Bill Clinton continues neoliberal policies, specifically supporting NAFTA, which weakens labor’s hold in North America. He repeals Glass-Steagall, which separated public and commercial banking, allowing investors to use the savings of average Americans to gamble on the stock market.

			1995: The World Wide Web goes public.

			1997: The dotcom bubble emerges and then quickly bursts.

			2001–2009: George W. Bush is President. Neoliberal polices and globalization continue.

			2001: The September 11 attacks occur in New York City and Washington, DC. The Bush Administration clamps down on civil liberties, continues many of the Clinton-era neoliberal policies, and eventually launches the Iraq War.

			2003: The Iraq War begins.

			2008: The market crashes, the housing bubble bursts, and what becomes known as the Great Recession begins. Economists tie much of this to Clinton’s repeal of Glass-Steagall in 1999 and Bush’s costly invasion (more than $3 trillion) of Iraq in 2003.

			2008–2012: Barack Obama is elected and serves as the first African American president of the United States. He carries forward most neoliberal policies established by Reagan, Clinton, and Bush, but he also pushes more progressive policies, such as the Affordable Care Act and a federal stimulus package.

		

	
		
			Cast of Characters

			Andrew Breitbart: 1969–2012; conservative journalist and commentator, former writer for the Washington Post, and founder of Breitbart.com.

			Raymond Carver: 1938–1988; American author of numerous short stories and poems famous for their understatement and highly crafted language.

			Jeff Connaughton: Former Democratic Party staffer and lobbyist; author of The Payoff: Why Wall Street Always Wins.

			Newt Gingrich: Republican politician from Georgia and Speaker of the House from 1995–1999.

			Jay-Z: Stage name of Shawn Carter, rap artist and businessman.

			Colin Powell: Retired four-star general and former Secretary of State under George W. Bush.

			Dean Price: Entrepreneur, Red Birch Energy founder, and advocate for localizing the economy by the use of biodiesel.

			Robert Rubin: Lawyer, bank executive, and former Secretary of Treasury under Bill Clinton.

			Tammy Thomas: Laborer, community organizer, and Youngstown, Ohio, native.

			Peter Thiel: Entrepreneur, hedge-fund manager, venture capitalist, outspoken libertarian, and cofounder of PayPal.

			Sam Walton: Billionaire founder of the Wal-Mart franchise.

			Elizabeth Warren: American progressive Democrat politician; since 2013, US Senator from Massachusetts.

			Alice Waters: Chef, restaurateur, entrepreneur, and food activist.

			Oprah Winfrey: Billionaire talk-show host, actress, and author.

		

	
		
			Direct Quotes and Analysis

			“In the unwinding, everything changes and nothing lasts, except for the voices, American voices, open, sentimental, angry, matter-of-fact; inflected with borrowed ideas, God, TV, and the dimly remembered past—telling a joke above the noise of the assembly line, complaining behind window shades drawn against the world, thundering justice to a crowded park or an empty chamber, closing a deal on the phone, dreaming aloud late at night on a front porch as trucks rush by in the darkness.”

			The “unwinding” refers to the generalized breakdown of civic, governmental, and other institutional foundations since the 1970s. Packer’s book seeks not just to chronicle this breakdown, but also to allow the reader into the nerve center of the cultural dissonance and economic difficulty. When neither the law, economy, government, nor other institutions can be relied upon for basic rights and provisions, the deterioration of society is felt across the spectrum.

			“Over the years, America had become more like Wal-Mart. It had gotten cheap. Prices were lower, and wages were lower. There were fewer union factory jobs, and more part-time jobs as store greeters. The small towns where Mr. Sam [Walton] had seen his opportunity were getting poorer, which meant that consumers there depended more and more on everyday low prices, and made every last purchase at Wal-Mart, and maybe had to work there, too. The hollowing out of the heartland was good for the company’s bottom line.”

			The gradual breakdown of American society is, in a sense, self-reinforcing. As well-paid union jobs disappear, formerly well-off people need to buy cheaper goods to survive, so companies such as Wal-Mart spring up to provide those goods, and those companies produce plenty of jobs at very low wages, attracting those former well-paid union workers to work at Wal-Mart. As more and more companies outsource jobs, superstores open across the country. When this pattern is upheld nationwide, the implications for the culture go beyond just the working classes and poor. The whole culture is, in a sense, eaten away, lacking the domestic economic and industrial base that once provided for stability, financial and otherwise.

			“‘Who’s to say what the future holds, but when these farmers can grow their own crops and power their own diesel tractors and not be subjected to anybody and be their own boss, that’s a big change. And instead of us thinking that we are going into the unwinding, to me this is the greatest economic explosion that’s ever going to hit in our lifetimes, because all that money that’s being concentrated at the top, with food, fuel, clothing—what else do they control? banking—it might go back to little towns. I can see that happening.’”

			After a series of impressive but doomed attempts to found his chain of truck stops on biodiesel, Dean Price once again embarks on a new plan to make his dream of a biodiesel economy take flight. It was Price who first uttered the term “the unwinding,” capturing in an off-the-cuff moment not only his outlook, but also the struggle of an entire generation of Americans born into a culture and economy no longer founded upon stable principles.

			“Between the late 1970s and 2007, years when [Robert] Rubin held positions in senior management at Goldman Sachs, the White House, the Treasury Department, and Citigroup, the financial sector grew spectacularly, and the rules and norms that kept it in check collapsed. Financial companies doubled their share of corporate profits in America, and salaries in finance doubled as a share of national earnings. The top 1 percent more than tripled its share of national income, while the income of those in the middle rose by only 20 percent, and the income of those at the bottom stayed flat. By 2007, the top 1 percent owned 40 percent of the nation’s wealth, the bottom four-fifths just 7 percent.”

			Here, Packer details how the economic disruption caused by the financialization of the economy enriched the rich and further impoverished the poor. Although Robert Rubin is not the only culprit, his story illustrates the financial mastermind’s massive contribution to loosening finance regulation, ensuring profits of major corporations, and presiding over the biggest expansion of inequality in American history.

			“When critics called him a sellout or a materialist, he had the answer: selfishness was a rational response to the reality he faced. Everything has to be put into context.”

			Jay-Z’s story is a thumbnail sketch late in the book and based entirely on comments Jay-Z has made in interviews. The music mogul’s defense of selfishness echoes the unwinding of the US economy, which is founded partially in the promotion of self-interest, pushing successful entrepreneurs and artists who might otherwise have had more time or concern for others in society to focus purely on themselves. Does that make celebrities bad people? Probably not. At the same time, can the culture itself be entirely blameless? It’s not clear. What is clear is that a pattern of self-interest produced by an economy that does not provide anyone with a safety net cannot be seen to be an equitable or desirable end in and of itself.

			“In 1987—the year that the Federal Communications Commission voted 4–0 to repeal its own Fairness Doctrine, which had been in effect since 1949 and required licensees of the public airwaves to present important issues in an honest and equitable manner (a vote that paved the way the following year for a Sacramento radio host named Rush Limbaugh to syndicate his conservative talk show nationally)—[Andrew] Breitbart entered Tulane [University].”

			The hollowing out of American life is further degraded by the quality of news and information that people receive. Packer traces the explosion of fake news, non-news, conspiracy theories, and pop infotainment to the repeal of the FTC’s hallowed tradition of fairness in reporting. After 1987, when the Fairness Doctrine was no longer enforced, the impact on what should ideally be an informed citizenry was quickly apparent. Respected journalists like Edward R. Murrow and Walter Cronkite were out, and shock jocks from Howard Stern to Rush Limbaugh to Glenn Beck to Andrew Breitbart to even the liberal Jon Stewart took their places.

		

	
		
			Trivia

			
					In 1932, a collective called the Bonus Army—a group of WWI veterans—marched on Washington, DC, to demand the funding and welfare they were promised for their service in the American Armed Services but had never received. During the Depression, this was a major event, not unlike the Occupy Wall Street movement of 2011.

					Glass-Steagall was a famous act originally passed in 1933 as part of the Banking Act. Its main provision permanently segregated investment banks from commercial banks. That meant that financiers could not invest millions of public dollars from people’s savings accounts in the stock market. Bill Clinton oversaw the repeal of Glass-Steagall in 1999, making way for the most devastating economic decline since the Great Depression: the Great Recession of 2008.

					James Hansen is a climatologist and the world’s leading researcher on climate change. He worked for NASA for most of his life. In 1988, he was already giving testimony before Congress on the dangers of global warming. NASA did not welcome his criticism of their work or his criticism of the fossil fuel industry, and in response to his increasing activism, they did nothing but remove the phrase “to understand and protect our home planet” from the NASA mission statement. He thereafter retired from NASA.

					The American Legislative Executive Council (ALEC) is a committee of conservatives and private sector representatives founded in 1973. The council’s main goal is to influence and draft legislation for state legislatures that favors corporations. Some of the more famous ALEC-sponsored bills are the pro-gun Stand Your Ground and the anti-labor Right to Work laws. 

					What we now refer to as the Rust Belt was once the industrial heartland of America. The Rust Belt includes parts of New York, Pennsylvania, Virginia, Ohio, Indiana, Iowa, Illinois, Michigan, and Wisconsin. These states were once home to the biggest industries in America and, therefore, the world, including the auto, steel, and foodstuffs industries. After outsourcing took off and deindustrialization occurred, most of these areas went into a steep and permanent decline.

					George Packer has also written novels and a play. His first book was the novel The Village of Waiting (1988). His play is Betrayal (2008).

					Democratic Party politician, progressive reformer, and watchdog for the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau Elizabeth Warren was a Republican in the 1980s and voted Republican down the line. In 1995, she switched to the Democratic Party.

					The term “swiftboating,” denoting a circumstance wherein a false political narrative is used to delegitimize a person’s standing or authority, came from an organization called the Swift Boat Vets. They emerged during the 2004 presidential election campaign to undercut John Kerry’s candidacy for president, saying that he’d lied about his own participation in the Vietnam War. In 2008, the Swift Boat Vets disbanded and were never heard from again.

					The last general strike to happen in the United States was in Oakland, California, in 1946. The reason for that is simple. Big companies and conservatives viewed the mass or general strike as a powerful union weapon against corporations and they feared it, since it involved workers across all or most industries refusing to work until their demands were met. Mass strikes can bring an entire industry or economy to a halt. Promptly following the Oakland strike, in 1947, Congress passed the Taft-Hartley Act, which effectively made the general strike illegal, punishable under the law. Since then, there have been few, but up to the late 1940s, general strikes were a common occurrence.

			

		

	
		
			What’s That Word?

			Biodiesel: Fuel based in organic products, such as rapeseed oil or other vegetable oils, that can be used to fuel cars and machinery, especially diesel models.

			Deindustrialization: Decline or decimation of industrial activity at the behest of the finance industry in late twentieth-century America.

			Dodd-Frank Act: Legislation passed during the Obama administration to tighten financial regulations and enhance consumer protections in the wake of the economic downturn of 2008.

			Financialization: An increase in the size and importance of a country’s finance sector over all other sectors, including the industrial, medical, scientific, and public service sectors.

			Glass-Steagall Act: Legislation enacted in 1933 that separated commercial banking from investment banking; it was repealed in 1999.

			Great Recession: The economic downturn that began in 2008, generally viewed as the worst since the Great Depression of the 1930s.

			Neoliberalism: A post-WWII kind of liberalism that, much like conservatism, favors free-market models and so-called “free trade” over more traditional liberalism, which relies on regulation, reform, and progressivism.

			Peak oil: The theory that oil reserves are now at, or will soon reach, their peak extraction, after which the decline in fuel resources will bring about global economic decline; peak oil is the foundation for some scientific review but also much in the way of conspiracy theory.

			Seasteading: The concept of establishing permanent dwellings at sea, outside of national or international law, where tech giants can perform experiments disallowed by domestic regulations and common sense laws.

			Transhumanism: The theory that humankind will or can evolve using science and hi-tech appendages or attachments to the brain or body.

		

	
		
			Critical Response

			
					A New York Times bestseller

					A National Book Award for Nonfiction winner

					Shortlisted for the National Book Critics Circle Award

			

			“Through profiles of several Americans, from a factory worker to an Internet billionaire, Packer, staff writer for the New Yorker, offers a broad and compelling perspective on a nation in crisis. … [He] offers an illuminating, in-depth, sometimes frightening view of the complexities of decline and the enduring hope for recovery.” —Booklist (Starred Review)

			“A thoroughly professional work of journalism that also happens to be more intimate and textured—and certainly more ambitious—than most contemporary works of U.S. fiction dare to be.” —Los Angeles Times

			“[Packer’s] goal is to tell us that our civic culture has been ravaged from the top down, and the ravaging has ensnared millions of imperfect but hard-working people. The Unwinding communicates that with passion and authority.” —The Daily Beast

			“The Unwinding is a lyrical requiem for a lost time, for downsized dreams and surrendered hopes. … [It’s] heartbreaking, a lush work of art that hurts all the more for being about the loss of hope and promise in America.” —Daily Kos

			“A tremendous work of reporting … Packer’s subjects make good and bad decisions, enjoy lucky breaks and misfortunes, eke it out, give in, and try harder. The lives they lead are worth describing in detail, not only because they are instructive but also because they are beautiful.” —Washington Monthly 

			“Instead of compelling us to engage with his theory of the past 35 years of the American experience, Packer invites us to explore the experience itself, as lived by our fellow citizens. They’re human beings, not evidence for an agenda or fodder for talking points. Understanding that is the first step toward reclaiming the nation we share with them.” —Salon

		

	
		
			About George Packer

			George Packer, born in California in 1960, is a journalist and writer for the New Yorker, as well as the author of several books, including The Assassins’ Gate, The Unwinding, Interesting Times, and The Fight Is for Democracy. He has also written for the Boston Review, The Nation, World Affairs, Mother Jones, Harper’s, and the New York Times. He graduated from Yale University in 1982 and later served in the Peace Corps. He has reported on American foreign policy in West Africa, the Iraq War, and global terrorism. As a Holtzbrinck Fellow at the American Academy in Berlin, he authored a number of novels and plays. He is the recipient of two Overseas Press Club Awards and a Guggenheim Fellowship.

		

	
		
			For Your Information

			Online

			“America Unwinding.” Medium.

			“Democrats once represented the working class. Not any more.” The Guardian.

			“Don’t Look Down: the new Depression journalism.” The New Yorker.

			“Great Depression vs. ‘Great Recession’.” CNN Money.

			“The Holder of Secrets: Laura Poitras’s closeup view of Edward Snowden.” The New Yorker.

			“Will Our Democratic Institutions Contain Trump?” The New Yorker.

			Books

			The Deindustrialization of America: Plant Closings, Community Abandonment, and the Dismantling of Basic Industry by Barry Bluestone and Bennett Harrison

			Freedom from Fear: The American People in Depression and War, 1929–1945 by David M. Kennedy

			Manufacturing Consent: The Political Economy of the Mass Media by Edward S. Herman and Noam Chomsky

			Occupying Wall Street: The Inside Story of an Action that Changed America by Writers for the 99%, A. J. Bauer, Christine Baumgarthuber, Jed Bickman, and Jeremy Breecher

			The Payoff: Why Wall Street Always Wins by Jeff Connaughton

			So Damn Much Money: The Triumph of Lobbying and the Corrosion of the American Government by Robert G. Kaiser

			Why the Garden Club Couldn’t Save Youngstown: The Transformation of the Rust Belt by Sean Safford

			Other Books by George Packer

			The Assassin’s Gate: American in Iraq

			Betrayed: A Play

			Blood of the Liberals

			Central Square: A Novel

			The Fight Is for Democracy: Winning the War of Ideas in America and the World

			The Half Man

			Interesting Times: Writings from a Turbulent Decade

			The Village of Waiting
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