10 Questions

U.S. Treasury Secretary during the

Great Recession, Timothy Geithner telis

us why he didn’t string up the bankers

The U.S. economy is growing.
Unemployment is falling. Why
are Americans so unhappy?

It was a terrible crisis, and you
can still feel the damage all
across the country. We're still
living with the scars.

You wrote in Stress Test,

“It’s never been my goal in life
to get a big Washington job.”
What went wrong?

‘When your President asks
you to serve, you have to say
yes. You do. I tried to talk him
out of it, and I wanted to make
sure he understood what he
was getting.

And what was he getting?

I'd spent my life dealing with
arange of financial crises
around the world. So he was
getting someone who was
not a politician, not a banker,
not an economist, but I did
have the unfortunate but
very valuable experience of
watching countries deal
with pretty bad finan-
cial crises.

Crises in Mexico,
Thailand, Indonesia,
South Korea, Russia—
are you Dr. Doom?
Ilearned something
valuable at the begin-
ning, which is how
fragile financial systems
are, how connected they are
to the economy, how hard
itisto separateatraumaina
financial system from trauma
in the economy, how hard it is
to protect the average person
from financial panics.

You write about avoiding
retribution against bankers,
yet Americans are angry. Why
didn’tyougoforaheadona
stake just for show?

I'try to explain that what it
takes to protect people from
a panic is really the opposite
of what feels fair or ,
justoreffective, gl
It’sa para-
doxical thing.
It’s perfectly
understand-
able people
wanted a mea-
sure of justice.

The left sees you
as a Wall Street
lackey, and the
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right sees you as a socialist
bailout artist. How did you see
yourself through all of this?
The things we were doing and
the things we knew were the
most important things to do—
they were going to be deeply
unpopular on the right and
the left. There was no national
constituency for those things.

Millions of Americans lost
their homes. Was there some-
thing different that you could
have done?
The President was put-
ting enormous pressure
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Free of Washington,
Geithner now has
more time to surf on
his long board
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The rich today have more
wealth than Gilded Age robber
barons. Does the U.S. need
more progressive taxation or
income redistribution?

If you look at this country
today, we still [have] high lev-
els of poverty, a long period of
almost no growth in the me-
dian wage. You referred to the
big rise in inequality, but also
there’s a diminished sense of
mobility [and] opportunity
across generations. And that’s
avery damaging thing. Itis
very important that we redis-
cover a capacity to try to de-

onus. And we lookedat | Iiver policies that do a better
every idea, but the job of improving the chances
scale of this problem the average person has com-
was just massive in ing out of school today.
comparison to the tools
« wehad, the resources we You moved your family

had.Ifeel like we used
those tools as effective-
ly as we could.

against their wishes to work
for President Obama. How do
you compensate them?

You can’t doit. You lose all
those years with them.

You miss the most important
part of their lives, and you
deprive them of the right to
privacy that most people
seem to like. Soit’s a very
hard thing to put on them.

Stocks are at arecord
high. How close is
the U.S. to the next
bubble?

Right now, today,
that shouldn’t
rank very high on
people’s list of con-
cerns for the country.
—BILL SAPORITO

Editor’s note: Senior national
correspondent Michael Grunwald
collaborated with Geithner on Stress
Test while on leave from TIME
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