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			For Barbara, with love, and for Molly, Ben and Nick—who fill the future with hope

		

	
		
			Introduction

			Like most Americans, I arrived at the election watch party on November 4, 1980, expecting a long night. It was a little before 9:00 p.m. in Chicago. By 9:05 the television networks had called the election for Ronald Reagan and against Jimmy Carter. I was twenty-four. The party’s host, a good friend and conservative, Reagan-supporting medical student, laughed exuberantly. Stragglers walking into the party were stunned that the election night was already over. It was to be the first of many surprises in a tumultuous and defining decade.

			Over the next ten years, as a reporter and writer, I covered many of the events of the 1980s. I was interested in an eclectic mix of issues, which led me to crisscross the country and to fly around the world: the rise of the power of business and the continued immiseration of poor Black Americans; Jesse Jackson’s campaigns for president and the controversies that swallowed him; the rise of China and the massacre in Tiananmen Square; and the eruption of anti-communist revolutions in Eastern Europe and the fall of the Berlin Wall, an assignment that ended as I flew home at the close of the decade on Christmas 1989.

			Three years after that shocking election night, in November 1983, I was sitting in the newsroom of The Boston Globe, where I worked as a reporter. An editor came by and assigned me a story on the twentieth anniversary of the assassination of John F. Kennedy. How was Kennedy remembered? I started making phone calls. Kennedy was a hometown political hero, and, not surprisingly, memories of his presidency and the 1960s were bathed in hope and optimism. Then a professor I called pulled me up short. “You know,” he said, “one day people may look back on these as the good old days.” That seemed absurd. The Globe, like Boston and Massachusetts, was liberal. Three years into the Reagan presidency, there were massive layoffs and factories closing in the Midwest. I had recently bought a house in a gentrifying part of the city with a mortgage interest rate of 16 percent. The liberal assumptions that had governed American politics since the New Deal were under systematic assault.

			Yet, in hindsight, that professor turned out to be right. We were witnessing the construction of modern America—the economic systems, media landscape, and political structures that still govern our daily lives forty-five years later. The decade began with Americans worried about losing their leading role in the world, beset by rising oil prices, high interest rates, stagflation, and surging Japanese competition that was laying waste to American manufacturing. The decade ended with a booming economy and the resurgence of American optimism, leadership, and confidence. Then, like an exclamation point, in 1989, Eastern Europe jettisoned communism, soon followed by the Soviet Union, joining China, which remained a police state but injected the free market throughout its economy. The 1950s and the start of the Cold War had shaped America’s military and geopolitical place in the world. The 1960s with their civil rights protests, anti-war movement, and stirrings of women’s and gay liberation had redefined what it meant to be an American and had expanded liberalism. The 1980s—for better and for worse—rewired the way most of us live and work, the way we get our news, the political choices we have.

			So much flowed from that decade. I covered Jesse Jackson’s quixotic campaigns for president in 1984 and 1988. Twenty years later, I was covering the breakthrough campaign of Barack Obama. Working as a national reporter for The Wall Street Journal gave me an intimate view of how a new business class, including Jack Welch, was reinventing and reinvigorating business and the American economy—and the price we paid. I covered the economic boom of the 1980s as it crested into the 1990s. I profited from it as the stock market surged, swelling my IRA, and my house grew in value year after year. Having left New York at its nadir in the 1970s to go to college, I then witnessed the city’s stunning rebirth—joking that streets my mother wouldn’t let me walk down I now couldn’t afford to live on. I traveled to Youngstown, Ohio, and saw early the price of inequality, the pain of workers laid off from shuttered steel mills and auto parts factories, and the devastation of small cities and towns. I lost touch with a college roommate who, it turned out, was spending his time fighting for the—I thought hopeless—dream of gay marriage. So much of what unfolded starting in the 1980s wasn’t “either-or.” It was “both-and.” The 1980s both revitalized American business and destabilized American workers. The drive for deregulation both unleashed innovation and enabled dangerous speculation. Media fragmentation both increased creativity and choice and decreased shared truth.

			Everyone likes to write about the 1960s—the protests, the music, the cultural upheaval. Chroniclers have generated shelves of books and television specials celebrating that decade’s drama. Many Americans know more about what happened in 1968 than in 1988. But while we obsess over the cultural revolutions of the 1960s, we’ve largely forgotten the decade that actually built the world we inhabit.

			

			• • •

			The 1980s also set in motion a series of changes that have haunted and divided the country for four decades. Lower taxes, slashed government regulations, and innovations in Wall Street financing spurred entrepreneurship and injected America with a powerful dose of the idealized “free market” where private businesses competed against one another without government intervention. It pushed millions of poor and working-class families off the ladder of opportunity. The result was and continues to be stagnant and declining incomes for poor and middle-class families as corporations swelled profits; soaring college costs and student debt as universities embraced market strategies to recruit students and expand campus facilities and administration; the polarization of politics, with everyday political views driven by a fragmented and profit-driven media; growing inequality; reduced job security; a staggering and still-growing gap between the compensation of CEOs and employees; and populist discontent on the right and the left. Yet today most Americans, most companies, and most institutions take for granted the idea that adopting business and market strategies will improve things.

			

			• • •

			Before the 1980s, few Americans could name a corporate CEO unless they worked for him (and it was always a “him”). The decade elevated business figures like Jack Welch, Warren Buffett, Steve Jobs, and ultimately Donald Trump into cultural figures, oracles. Politicians and journalists solicited their advice on how to fix what was wrong with the country. The decade turned the idea of the market into an ideology that spread into every area of life, increasing skepticism about the ability of government to solve problems.

			At the center of this transformation, of course, stands Ronald Reagan, who dominated the political landscape and was moving the country and the government to the right: less government regulation, lower taxes, more confrontation with the Soviet Union. If you asked many Americans through the decade what would be remembered forty years later, they might have answered: the Challenger explosion, the Iran–Contra scandal, Oliver North, the nuclear freeze movement, “Who shot J. R.?,” shoulder pads, and “big hair.” Memorable all. But sometimes what is most important historically isn’t what seems important at the time. Reagan and his allies in the business world initiated a forty-year and still-unfolding experiment in expansive capitalism, seeing how far capitalism and the free market could go. Could the market do a better job than the government—not only in manufacturing cars and selling groceries but in delivering the news, educating college students, and providing economic stability and a good retirement? Many of the changes of the 1980s lasted even when liberal Democrats came to power. They outlasted Reagan and created an economic, political, and media infrastructure that swept away long-standing traditions in the workplace, in media, and in political debate. The Democrats borrowed from the Republican playbook starting in 1992 with the election of Bill Clinton, and then failed to hold on to that power in 2000, 2004, 2016, and 2024.

			

			• • •

			Conservatives, corporations, and Republicans took advantage of the changes wrought by the 1980s much more quickly and effectively than liberals and Democrats. They resented the chaos and upheavals of the 1960s and were disappointed that the 1970s, even under Richard Nixon, had not rolled back the lifestyle changes and big-government programs. They were ready for a counterattack. The 1980s were their chance to reset the country, to restore balance by challenging what they saw as a left-wing consensus.

			The 1980 landslide that elected Ronald Reagan traumatized Democrats; it felt as if the country were repudiating everything the Democrats stood for. At the same time, corporations mobilized to flood Washington with lobbyists and ramp up contributions to the Republican Party. Business challenged Democrats, liberals, and unions to respond. All three failed, in every area, from deregulation to court appointments to political campaigning to the emerging issue of climate change. Again and again, business showed itself far more adept at weaponizing the market changes coursing through the country. By the end of the decade, the triumph of the market had wiped out the old Democratic coalition and reshaped the party into one that was more pro-business and financially dependent on contributors from Wall Street, Silicon Valley, and Hollywood.

			While conservatives and big business ruled the 1980s and dominated the headlines, beneath the surface forces were building among women, Black people, and gays that would turn all of them into much more powerful players in the decades that followed. While women lost ground economically in the 1980s, younger women were pouring into universities, often into fields once dominated by men. They would reshape businesses, the workplace, and families. Frustration over the political setbacks faced by women in the 1980s would gather and explode, after the Clarence Thomas–Anita Hill hearings, into the “Year of the Woman” in 1992, when a record number of women were elected to the Senate, and 108 were elected to the House. Similarly, while many Black people were punished by the 1980s, the decade also produced a growing group of middle-class and wealthy Black professionals, managers, and executives who rose in companies and institutions over the next decade and were a powerful initial force behind Barack Obama. And while AIDS devastated the gay community, it also made them more visible, united, and active, laying the groundwork for equal rights and marriage equality.

			To tell the story of this transformative decade I chose to follow the lives of five individuals—some well known and some not—whose decisions shaped the 1980s and were shaped by it. Their choices and battles created many of the tensions we still live with.

			Jack Welch became General Electric’s CEO in 1981 and pioneered the corporate strategies that every Fortune 500 company now uses, transforming American business, for better and for worse. Welch reinvented GE, eliminating one hundred thousand jobs while doubling revenue, making it the most valuable company on the stock market and reinvigorating the reputation of corporations and of business. He made money for millions of investors, including himself. He also initiated waves of layoffs, preaching a philosophy that emphasized profits over everything and “winning” over all other values. His culture of layoffs also laid the groundwork for the anger of the white working class and helped fuel the birth of Trumpian populism. He made American business competitive again—and made American life precarious.

			Mark Fowler, a crusader for Ronald Reagan and chairman of the Federal Communications Commission, methodically dismantled the economic regulations and political protections governing broadcast news—opening the way for the rise of Rupert Murdoch, Fox News, and media polarization. Before Fowler, television news tried to be balanced because the government required it.

			John Rogers grew up as a member of the moneyed Black elite. His great-grandfather owned a hotel in Tulsa, Oklahoma, along the prosperous avenue known as the Black Wall Street. The hotel was destroyed during the 1921 Tulsa race riots. After graduating from Princeton in 1980 and working for a Chicago stockbroker, Rogers charted a path from Reagan supporter to wealthy investment manager, becoming one of the richest and most influential Black investors on Wall Street. But he struggled as he saw poorer Black families falling further behind. Rogers began to advise and contribute money to Jesse Jackson, who was challenging Wall Street’s treatment of Black business and then planning a run for president. As the decade ended, he would become a friend and mentor to an ambitious young Chicago lawyer—Barack Obama.

			Evan Wolfson began the decade as a young lawyer watching AIDS devastate the gay community. But the crisis also made gay Americans more organized and willing to protest and fight for recognition, laying the groundwork for the most transformative civil rights campaign of the following decades: marriage equality. By the 2020s, as Democrats struggled to regain momentum, party leaders would turn to Wolfson for advice on how to rebuild the kind of sustained, strategic movement that had made gay marriage possible.

			Karen Nussbaum, an activist and union organizer, fought relentlessly against the changes unleashed by the 1980s but also came to represent an unsung group of women who battled back and would be at the forefront of change in the decades that followed. A veteran of the successful 1960s anti-war protests and a friend of Jane Fonda’s, Nussbaum started the organization 9to5 while working as a secretary at Harvard. Secretaries, stenographers, and typists joined together for workplace rights as a surge of women were entering the workforce, even as women were publicly facing setbacks under Reagan.

			These five stories intersect more than might be apparent. Welch’s layoffs created unemployed blue-collar workers who first became part of the audience for Rush Limbaugh and right-wing radio, then for Fox News, and later voted for Donald Trump. Fowler’s deregulation enabled Murdoch to build the Fox empire that amplified Welch’s ideas about business and attacked Nussbaum’s unions. Rogers raised money for Obama, who operated within a neoliberal framework that made it impossible for Nussbaum to pursue her agenda. The marriage equality movement that Wolfson led succeeded partly because it learned from conservative political strategy pioneered by the Federalist Society and others in the 1980s. These aren’t separate stories. They are different chapters in the same story: how America rebuilt itself in the 1980s and created the system we now struggle with.

			This book draws on more than a hundred interviews conducted between 2020 and 2025, as well as contemporary news accounts and research in archives and personal papers. Where I reconstruct dialogue or scenes at which I was not present, I rely on participants’ own recollections in these interviews, in published memoirs, or in oral histories. For historical context and interpretation, I am indebted to several journalists and scholars whose work has begun to illuminate the 1980s. For Jack Welch: David Gelles, Thomas O’Boyle, Bill Lane, William Cohan; for the creation of the Federalist Society: Steven Teles and Amanda Hollis-Brusky; for the growth of cable television and right-wing radio: Kathryn Cramer Brownell and Brian Rosenwald. The specific contributions of these authors, as well as multiple other sources, are cited in the endnotes. All errors of fact or interpretation are, of course, my own.

			I also include something unusual in a book about American history: my own reporting on the fall of communism in 1989, from Beijing’s Tiananmen Square as tanks crushed the Goddess of Democracy, from Prague’s Wenceslas Square as crowds overthrew their communist government, and from Berlin as the Wall fell. I include these scenes because they are essential to understanding why the 1980s model seemed so triumphant and why Americans stopped questioning it. When communist systems collapsed and free markets spread globally, it appeared to vindicate everything: Welch’s management philosophy, Fowler’s deregulation, even America’s growing inequality. If history was moving toward free markets, then painful disruptions were the price of progress. The 1980s had produced both American renewal and the end of the Cold War. Who could argue with success?

			

			• • •

			Not every problem we face today originated in the 1980s. American inequality, for instance, began rising in the 1970s. But the 1980s was when Americans made systematic, institutional choices about how to respond to these emerging challenges—choices about deregulation, corporate governance, media policy, and the role of markets in society. Those choices, embedded in laws and institutions and business practices, continue to shape our lives in ways we often don’t recognize.

			The people in this book—a CEO who revolutionized corporate America, a lawyer who fought for marriage equality, a regulator who transformed media, a labor organizer who watched unions collapse, a Black entrepreneur who capitalized on the surge in Black political power—were trying to solve genuine problems. They were smart, ambitious people responding to real crises: declining American competitiveness, stagnant economic growth, technological change, social injustice. They made choices that seemed reasonable, even inevitable, at the time. We still debate the questions they confronted: How should markets be regulated? What obligations do corporations owe to workers and communities? How should media serve democracy? What does economic freedom mean when inequality keeps growing?

			Understanding how we got here won’t provide easy answers. But we can’t escape the consequences of decisions made forty years ago until we understand what those decisions were, why people made them, and how they became the invisible architecture of contemporary American life.
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					In 1980, the same year America elected its then oldest president, General Electric picked the youngest CEO in its history, forty-five-year-old Jack Welch.

				
			
			It is difficult to remember how bad the country felt as the 1980s began.

			Outlook for 1980s Dim, the front page of The New York Times declared on January 1, 1980. Inflation was at 13.3 percent, the highest rate since 1946 and four times the rate forty years later. The economy was still reeling from the 1973 Arab oil embargo that quadrupled oil prices, reduced economic output, and stoked unemployment. Strong labor unions had built cost-of-living adjustments into contracts, creating wage-price spirals in which higher prices automatically triggered higher wages, which led to even higher prices. Homeowners faced 17 percent interest rates for mortgages—nearly three times the rate today. The unemployment rate was heading toward 8 percent. A leading economist coined a new phrase—the misery index—to describe the persistent mix of slow economic growth, high unemployment, and rising inflation that afflicted workers and companies. Weekly take-home income had declined for two years running. The stock market was depressed. Detroit’s car sales were the worst since 1975. Chrysler had received a bailout. Would Ford be next? At the same time, global competition from Asia and Europe was increasing. Japanese automobile manufacturers produced cars that were more fuel-efficient and outcompeted Detroit. Heavy industries, especially steel, were shutting their factories or moving production to other, cheaper countries. A bestselling book by Harvard sociologist Ezra Vogel was titled Japan as Number One.

			The economic gloom was matched by geopolitical retreat. A week before the start of the decade, on December 24, 1979, the Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan. Just six weeks earlier, fifty American hostages had been seized in the U.S. embassy in Tehran by a group of Iranian revolutionaries. They threatened to try the hostages as spies in the country’s revolutionary courts. At the White House, President Jimmy Carter struggled helplessly, frustrated by the growing crises. “Carter is today a political cripple both at home and abroad because the larger issues have swamped him,” Time magazine wrote in the summer of 1980. “In almost every political arena that Carter has entered, his conviction that fervid good will would carry the day has proved false, and in many instances has worsened the problems.” Carter seemed distant and depressed, the magazine reported. He prayed more often than usual.

			Carter tried to rally the country with a speech six months earlier in which he lamented a waning faith among Americans in their country’s future. “For the first time in the history of our country, a majority of our people believe that the next five years will be worse than the past five years,” he said. “In a nation that was proud of hard work, strong families, close-knit communities, and our faith in God, too many of us now tend to worship self-indulgence and consumption. Human identity is no longer defined by what one does, but by what one owns.”

			America’s mood briefly lifted when the American Olympic hockey team defeated the Soviet Union in the Winter Olympics in Lake Placid, New York, a victory that uncorked patriotic chants of “USA!” on the snowy sidewalks. But the Summer Olympics were scheduled in Moscow, and Carter announced the United States would boycott the games to protest the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan and instead host a hastily organized “Liberty Bell Classic,” athletic games for America and some of its boycotting allies in Philadelphia. The desultory mood at the games matched the desultory mood of the country. “There was a certain lack of glamor surrounding the entire situation,” Sports Illustrated wrote. “Beyond the browning grass of the discus area…was a web of power lines leading from a barely visible substation. Watching in the 96-degree heat were perhaps 100 people.” The competition was weak; America swept the medals. Many of America’s allies, including England, France, and Australia, didn’t bother to attend.

			“We have changed from a country of optimists to one of pessimists,” declared Bill Moyers, a popular host on PBS.

			Salem, Massachusetts

			Jack Welch grew up in a more confident America. Born in 1935, he came of age in the postwar boom years of the late 1940s and the 1950s, when the American economy dominated the world. The United States in 1960 was experiencing the greatest period of wealth expansion and prosperity the world had ever seen. Wages kept growing. With no international rivals, businesses kept expanding. A robust education system and prospering companies offered a ladder of opportunities out of poverty to the working class, and from the working class to middle-class comfort and beyond. The prosperity of the 1950s was based on three legs—companies, unions, and government.

			Welch’s grandparents on both sides were Irish immigrants; neither of his parents had graduated from high school. “We were poor,” Ed Curtin, a boyhood friend, told one of Welch’s biographers. “I mean, really and truly poor. In my family we had to put a quarter into the meter to get electricity for the apartment. And everyone I knew was pretty much the same, including Jack Welch.” Welch remembered his mother getting up early and sifting the ashes in the furnaces for half-burned coal that she could use again. “I used to hear her at six in the morning down there…she had such a hard life.” But Welch’s father eventually landed a union job as a train conductor on the Boston & Maine Railroad. By the time Jack was nine, in 1944, Welch’s parents were able to afford a small stucco home in a largely Irish American working-class neighborhood in Salem, Massachusetts, a gritty industrial town north of Boston.

			Welch’s mother, Grace, longed for a family. She finally gave birth at forty to John Welch Jr.—Jack—and became a stay-at-home mother; every morning she took Jack to Catholic Mass (where he later served as an altar boy) and on weekends to Red Sox games. She played cards with him, took him into Boston, sat in the stands for every one of his school ice hockey games. “She always felt I could do anything,” Welch recalled later. “Whenever I got out of line, she would whack me one. But always positive. Always constructive. Always uplifting. And I was just nuts about her.”

			By the time Welch retired in 2001, he had surpassed all the dreams his mother might have had for him—a net worth of more than half a billion dollars, lionized around the world as America’s most powerful and influential corporate leader, and courted by presidents seeking his advice and economic blessing.

			He would also help destroy the world in which he had grown up, a world in which a working-class train conductor with a high school education, protected by a union, could earn enough to buy a house, enable his wife to stay at home, and raise a son who would live a life far better than his parents had.

			

			• • •

			Sports shaped Jack Welch’s playbook for life and business—competitive, combustible, and, he liked to think, collaborative. At Salem High School, he played football, baseball, and hockey. In every team picture, he was always the smallest player—just five foot eight. Despite his size, Welch was named cocaptain of the hockey team. He was not only a jock but an overachieving jock. He opened his autobiography with an anecdote about losing a close ice hockey game in overtime to his high school’s archrival. “In a fit of frustration, I flung my hockey stick across the ice of the arena…and headed back to the locker room.” His teammates began taking off their skates and uniforms. “All of a sudden, the door opened, and my Irish mother strode in. The place fell silent. Every eye was glued on this middle-aged woman in a floral-patterned dress as she walked across the floor, past the wooden benches where some of the guys were already changing. She went right for me, grabbing the top of my uniform. ‘You punk,’ she shouted in my face. ‘If you don’t know how to lose, you’ll never know how to win. If you don’t know this, you shouldn’t be playing.’ ”

			His entire life, Welch stuttered. “It’s because you’re so smart. No one’s tongue could keep up with a brain like yours,” his mother told him. Others weren’t so kind; as an adult, Welch’s stammer at times became so pronounced that employees who worked for him would mock their boss when he left the room, imitating him and calling him Porky Pig after the stuttering cartoon character. “Think about it,” said Noel Tichy, a consultant who worked with Welch at General Electric for decades. “A boy with a stammer, who is small, in a tough, working-class town. Captain of the hockey team. How do you get people to respect you? You knock them down, you fight.” Welch could have gone through life with the game-face scowl of a jock, emanating hostility and arrogance. But he was popular and a class leader. As hockey captain, he jawboned, inspired, pressured, and intimidated his teammates. Afterward the team—and often their opponents—lay aside their sticks and gloves and went out for sodas or beers. “We’re still friends?” he would ask opponents. “Jack wasn’t blessed with a lot of grace or athletic ability,” one classmate recalled. “He trounced people by trying harder.” As an adult, Welch played golf almost every weekend; he played pickup ice hockey well into his thirties. When he became CEO of GE, he invested millions upgrading a leadership center that GE executives attended for further management training. The highlight of every session was an appearance by Welch, who would helicopter in, stand in the bowels of a steep, terraced lecture hall, and field every question. He called the lecture hall the “pit” after the weedy sandlot baseball field where he and his friends had played and scrapped and celebrated as children in Salem.

			Welch basked in the attention and praise of his mother. He resented and pitied his father. John Welch was “a good man, hardworking,” but “passive,” Welch wrote. He left for work at 5:00 a.m., returning more than fourteen hours later, at 7:30 at night. Welch and his mother would drive through the narrow streets to the Salem train station to pick him up. John Welch would leave the train clutching discarded newspapers left behind by commuters coming home from Boston—fodder for Jack to read and study. Salem, like Boston, was riven by class and ethnic divisions. John Welch lectured his son about the “big shots” on his train—the bankers and businessmen, members of the WASP elite, headed to their homes on the North Shore—whom the Irish immigrants mocked as “Boston Brahmins.” They were always talking about their golf games, John Welch told his son. Jack should learn to play golf rather than the baseball, football, and hockey he played at school with his friends. Jack dutifully started caddying at a local golf club—not the club favored by WASP commuters, but a new, upstart club started by Jewish golfers because the big shots on the train wouldn’t let Jews or Irish Americans into their golf clubs. He worked relentlessly to make extra money—delivering the local newspaper early in the morning, working at the post office during the Christmas season, selling shoes on commission at the Thom McAn store. In his high school literary magazine, he divulged his “repressed desire” to “make a million” dollars. “My early years were spent with my nose pressed up against the glass,” he wrote later.

			In his senior year in high school, Welch applied for a Navy ROTC scholarship that guaranteed free room, board, and tuition at the college of his choice. Welch set his heart on Dartmouth; its combination of athletics, academics, and Ivy League pedigree was irresistible. Welch’s father promised he would “pull strings” to ensure his son’s selection—connections he didn’t have. When Welch didn’t get the scholarship, he watched the winners—boys from wealthier families—head to Columbia and Tufts while he enrolled at the state University of Massachusetts, becoming the first in his Irish American, working-class family to attend college. The experience sharpened his class resentment. On the University of Massachusetts campus, students from New England prep schools “were way ahead of me in math,” he recalled. He considered dropping out and returning home. His mother forbade it. “Look at these kids around here,” she said on a visit. “They’re not thinking about coming home. You’re just as good as they are, even better.” She was right. Welch graduated at the top of his class with a degree in chemical engineering. He was offered a fellowship to graduate school at the University of Illinois at Champaign–Urbana, one of the top graduate programs in the country. He earned a PhD in just three years instead of the usual four or five and passed the program’s two-language requirement in one summer, studying both French and German. His professors urged him to pursue an academic career. But university research was slow, plodding, and esoteric. A career in business appealed to Welch more. Businessmen were curious, methodical, and rational. They wanted answers that worked in the real world. And they made more money.

			The path to success and job security ran through America’s big established companies. Newly minted “Dr. Welch” received job offers as an industrial chemist from two of the country’s largest firms: Esso, which later became Exxon, and General Electric. The Esso job meant relocating to Texas; the GE job was in Pittsfield, Massachusetts, back in the state where he had grown up and closer to his parents. Welch had recently married Carolyn Osburn, an English major from a nearby college, whom he had met at Mass. The newlyweds packed up the new car Jack’s parents had bought him as a graduation present and headed east.

			Pittsfield, Massachusetts

			Fifty years later, in another age, with his temperament and ambition, Welch would likely have quit GE after a few years and founded a start-up. That wasn’t an option in the 1960s. General Electric was the Apple of its day—America’s best-known and most innovative company. Founded by Thomas Edison, the company employed some of the country’s top scientists, engineers, and inventors. For generations, GE defined American innovation through a steady stream of breakthrough technologies. The company’s laboratories produced the incandescent light bulb in the 1880s, followed by electric motors and power turbines that electrified factories and cities. In the early twentieth century came X-ray machines, diesel locomotives, and home refrigerators. Then came innovations that ranged from the serious—the first American jet engine—to the whimsical, including Silly Putty. GE scientist Irving Langmuir won the Nobel Prize in chemistry in 1932. Welch was assigned to what was both a backwater and, perhaps, the next growth area for GE—plastics. Many considered plastic the material of the future, destined to replace glass and metal in cars and other products. (“I just want to say one word to you. Just one word,” an overbearing businessman says to a befuddled Dustin Hoffman in the 1967 movie The Graduate. “Are you listening? Plastics.”) Tough, durable plastics might be used in everything from housing for GE appliances to face coverings for the helmets that went to the moon.

			“I was lucky enough to join GE in a place where I was, like, the only employee,” Welch recalled later. “I was emperor, king, prince—you pick the title.” Welch was not only running a chemistry lab, he oversaw a management lab. “We started a pilot plant, and when we got a little more money, we hired two, and three, and then four. So, it was a rare break—starting with a piece of chemistry and saying, ‘Go make something out of this, Jack.’ ”

			Most young executives at GE were reminded incessantly that they were “stewards” of whatever department, division, business, or product line they ran. “We were entrusted with relics, sometimes Edisonian relics, on a velvet pillow,” recalled Dennis Dammerman, who started at the same time as Welch. “Growth and activity were fine, but stability and risk-avoidance were paramount.” Welch’s plastics division wasn’t burdened with a past. He felt no mandate to be “steward” of anything.

			After one year at GE, Welch threatened to quit. He complained his raise wasn’t big enough. The company boosted his salary and expanded his responsibilities. Welch the hockey captain took over. He rewarded sales orders for GE’s plastic products with pizza parties and celebrations at a local bar. He doled out bonuses and raises. Welch had a PhD in chemistry, not an MBA, but he had an innate feeling for how to motivate people and how to lead. His willingness to fire white-collar workers who underperformed clashed with GE’s tradition of lifetime employment, and he was well known for it. One day, Welch’s son John was riding the school bus when a kid climbed on, went up to young John, and punched him. Welch had fired the boy’s father. An early profile of Welch in BusinessWeek captured the Welch paradox: “People who don’t know Welch may fear him, but those who spend time with the man tend to like him…. Vulnerable, and confident enough to show it, he speaks as often about his feelings as about his thoughts, and stammers infectiously when he gets excited. If you are with him long enough, his eyes may lose their grip on yours for an instant and you may see the skull beneath the skin, the animal inside the man, driven and hungry.” When a Pittsfield newspaper editor profiled Welch, he noted: “All of the top managers were very active in community affairs except Welch. His eye was on the prize. The prize wasn’t to get a reward from the United Way.”

			Welch and his family rode out the tumult of the 1960s in a corporate and social cocoon that more resembled the 1950s, a world of country clubs, corporate wives who stayed at home, and white male ascendancy. There were no sit-ins or massive anti-war marches in sleepy Pittsfield. Welch’s four children were born between 1962 and 1968, all too young to have been touched by the upheavals of the 1960s.

			The floors of GE factories were similarly untouched by the movements of the decade. GE explicitly offered two wage rates—a higher one for “men’s jobs” and a lower one for “women’s jobs.” GE kept two seniority lists so that, during downturns, men with short stints of service were kept on while women with ten or fifteen years at the company were laid off. The plastics division under Welch operated like a high-pressure fraternity. Salesmen competed fiercely for orders, celebrated wins with pizza and beer, and worked grueling hours. Welch set the tone—confrontational and demanding but also creating a sense that they were building something together. He rewarded top performers generously while making clear that failure meant dismissal. The culture was macho, intense, and relentlessly focused on results. It was also sexist in ways that were striking even by 1960s standards. One woman who interviewed for a job in Welch’s plastics division told Wall Street Journal reporter Thomas O’Boyle that she was asked: “Would you fuck a customer for a million-dollar order?” She walked out of the interview. Sexual harassment was common. Welch was known among friends as a “ladies’ man,” a reputation that followed him as he moved up the corporate ladder. Welch had married Carolyn when he was in graduate school in Illinois when both were twenty-three. They divorced in 1987, and Welch remarried two more times. “I was a Neanderthal,” he admitted later.

			None of this impeded his promotion up the ranks. The plastics division grew 60 percent a year. In his 1973 performance review, when he was still in his thirties, Welch wrote that his long-range career goal was to become CEO of GE.

			

			• • •

			When Welch showed up for his first day of work in 1960, Ronald Reagan had been working for GE for six years.

			A successful actor in the 1940s, Reagan faced dwindling Hollywood offers in the early 1950s. Then, in 1954, GE offered him an opportunity to host its popular Sunday-night television show, GE Theater, which every week featured an adaptation of a novel, short story, play, or magazine article. Reagan’s genial personality and Hollywood connections pushed the show to the top of Sunday evening’s prime-time ratings. Many of the country’s best-known names agreed to appear on the show—Bob Hope, Jack Benny, James Dean, Ethel Barrymore among them.

			Part of Reagan’s mission was to boost company morale, giving factory workers and executives a chance to meet a Hollywood celebrity. But he also spent a quarter of his time touring GE’s 135 plants across the country, giving up to fourteen speeches a day. He quickly became part of a broad-based ideological effort by GE’s corporate leaders to spread the gospel of free enterprise and limited government at a time when they feared the growth of communism—epitomized by the Soviet Union—and creeping “socialism” in the United States.

			The Depression and the country’s mobilization for World War II produced a dramatic increase in the power of government over business. GE’s Depression-era CEO, Gerard Swope, a political liberal, was tapped by Franklin Roosevelt to leave his corporate job to help build the New Deal. He served on several advisory committees overseeing industry, and in 1942 formally joined Roosevelt as an assistant secretary of the treasury. When Swope returned to GE after the war, he made the company a leader in progressive labor policies, including profit-sharing, bonuses, a stock purchase plan, and an unemployment insurance plan that guaranteed laid-off workers a stipend for ten weeks. Swope believed that treating workers well wasn’t just morally right—it was good business that would build loyalty and productivity while defusing calls for unionization. Swope wanted workers to regard the company as family. He succeeded. Like the auto companies, U.S. Steel, and other symbols of American economic strength after World War II, GE in the decade after the war offered lifetime employment and wages that enabled many workers to buy a home and enjoy generous pensions and health plans. “There are three great experiences available on earth,” a group of GE alumni declared. “The Roman
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