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Reconsiderations

“The Unheavenly City” endures
by Christopher DeMuth

Editors’ note: The following is an edited version of remarks 

delivered at a January 8, 2026, panel discussion surround-

ing the publication of a new edition of Edward C. Ban�eld’s 

The Unheavenly City Revisited.

I �rst encountered Edward C. Ban�eld’s The 
Unheavenly City in September 1966, four years 
before that seminal assessment of “the nature 
and future of our urban crisis” (the book’s 
subtitle) was published. Browsing around for 
courses as a Harvard junior, I noticed a pho-
tograph in The Harvard Crimson, the student 
newspaper, of the �rst session of Professor 
Ban�eld’s Government 146, “Urban Policy 
Problems.” It showed a standing-room-only 
lecture hall with students �lling the aisles and 
jamming the doorways. An amusing caption 
noted that Ban�eld’s initial lecture was about 
congestion and overcrowding, explaining that 
they were intrinsic to urban life and not the 
severe problems that experts and editorialists 
claimed them to be.

That sounded like fun, and I signed up. 
Gov. 146 was the second-biggest course on 
campus, relocated to the largest lecture hall. 
It was the proving ground for The Unheav-
enly City, with sessions on class, race, poverty, 
schooling, crime, and the rest of the book’s 
table of contents. Its wide-ranging reading 
list—demography, ethnography, sociology, 
politics, history, economics—found its way into 
the book’s hundreds of expository endnotes.

Kevin R. Kosar, in his introduction to a 
new publication of the book’s second, revised 
edition, brought out by the American Enter-

prise Institute, notes that the reception to The 
Unheavenly City in the early 1970s marked the 
inauguration of campus cancel culture.1 In 
1966, however, the old campus culture, that 
of adamant open inquiry, was still alive.

To be sure, change was in the air. Student 
protests against the Vietnam War were growing 
violent, but that was not yet customary and ac-
cepted. That November, a�er Secretary of De-
fense Robert McNamara gave a luncheon talk 
at Harvard, his car was blocked �om leaving 
by several hundred students—leading several 
thousand students to sign a letter of apology. 
Within the university family, professors were 
still respected and deferred to. And many of 
Ban�eld’s colleagues leaned conservative—
Harvey Mans�eld, Henry Kissinger, James Q. 
Wilson, Samuel Huntington, Daniel Patrick 
Moynihan, and Thomas Schelling, for instance. 
In those days, students at the top universities 
were decidedly more liberal than their profes-
sors, and they regarded that as part of the natu-
ral order of things.

Many Gov. 146 students—perhaps most—
found Ban�eld’s views on race and class and 
the causes of poverty and crime to be repellent 
and upsetting. It was the charming practice 
of Harvard students in those days to express 
disagreement with speakers by hissing, and 
there was a good deal of that in the course’s 
early lectures. But as the course proceeded, the 
hall quieted down. We were impressed by Ed’s 

1 The Unheavenly City Revisited, by Edward C. Ban�eld; 

AEI Press, 384 pages, $14.95.
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depth and hard-nosed humanity, by his ability 
to synthesize disparate academic disciplines, 
by his careful attention to opposing views, 
and by his impatience with cant and moral 
posturing �om whatever direction.

Ban�eld invited students to submit writ-
ten questions at the end of each lecture, then 
opened the next session with thoughtful pre-
pared answers to the best questions. When a 
group of students set up a weekly gathering 
to air dissenting views on course topics, he 
applauded the initiative in the Crimson. By dint 
of personal example, Ed taught us that politics 
and policy debate were full of nonsense, that 
the task of the educated man and woman was 
to see through the nonsense, and that there 
was a rich literature of research and thought 
to help us �nd our way.

All of this made me, for the �rst time, a 
serious student. I completed the reading list 
halfway into the semester, then hazarded a 
telephone call to the gru� professor requesting 
an o�ce visit. To my astonishment, he agreed 
and spent more than an hour with a naive un-
dergraduate, giving me several things to read 
before another meeting (including—a further 
astonishment—William F. Buckley Jr.’s just-
published The Unmaking of a Mayor). Could 
he recommend any journals or periodicals? 
Yes: Commentary and The Public Interest (both 
on sale at the Harvard Square Kiosk alongside 
numerous radical publications).

Soon I found myself in a small secret society 
of Ban�eld tutees. We were invited to dinners at 
his house, where the conversation was intense 
and Ed’s wife, Laura, was a leavening in�u-
ence. Most of us were undergraduates, and 
our presence at the home of a senior professor 
was therefore highly unusual. Only one stayed 
on to pursue graduate studies, contemplating 
a penurious academic career—Bruce Kovner, 
who instead was to become a prodigious in-
vestor and philanthropist. The rest of us went 
o� to seek our fortunes in the big wide world.

Gov. 146 featured occasional guest lectures by 
specialists, including Milton Friedman on the 
then-outré subject of school vouchers. Ban�eld 
and Friedman were close �iends and strong 
skeptics of government planning and provi-
sion, but their perspectives were orthogonal. 

For Friedman, �eedom was primary; for Ban-
�eld, culture was primary. A�er reading the 
manuscript of The Unheavenly City, Milton dic-
tated to Ed the opening passage of the preface:

This book will probably strike many readers as 

the work of an ill-tempered and mean-spirited 

fellow. I would not mind that especially if I did 

not think that it might prevent them �om taking 

its argument as seriously as they should. I should 

like therefore to assure the reader that I am as 

well-meaning—probably even as so�-hearted—

as he. But facts are facts, however unpleasant, 

and they have to be faced unblinkingly by anyone 

who really wants to improve matters in the cities.

The Unheavenly City, published in 1970, was 
a surprise bestseller and was widely reviewed, 
cited, celebrated, and criticized. But in this 
manner it moved �om the academic world to 
the political world, where standards of evalua-
tion were di�erent and people o�en took sides 
based on buzz rather than substance. Patrick 
Buchanan, then a �iend of mine in the Nixon 
White House, noticed that the preface listed 
me among those who had provided “criticism” 
of the manuscript. He assumed this meant 
that I opposed its arguments, con�rming his 
suspicion that I was a milquetoast RINO. On 
the other side, articles in prestigious venues 
such as The New York Times angrily misrepre-
sented the book’s arguments, twisting them 
to �t reigning political narratives.

And by then the academic world was itself 
becoming a political world. In 1969, Harvard 
students had occupied University Hall, eject-
ing deans by force and ransacking their o�ces, 
this time egged on by student opinion. The 
next year, when Ed suddenly became a promi-
nent national �gure and was recruited as an 
urban-a�airs adviser by the Nixon adminis-
tration, a small group of radicals stalked and 
hounded him and pronounced him a racist, 
an epithet that still held its capacity to shock.

Ed soon decamped for the University 
of Pennsylvania, whose president, Martin 
Meyerson, was a �iend and coauthor of his.  
But the hounds followed him there. At the 
time, the director of security at Penn was my 
wife Susan’s father. A cherished piece of family 
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lore is the evening Ed was delivering a lecture 
and a young man came barreling down the 
aisle toward the lectern. Susan’s father con-
�onted the fellow—more precisely, he decked 
him—and the lecture continued.

The Unheavenly City generated many serious, 
admiring reviews and symposia. Ed received 
numerous thoughtful fan letters �om schol-
ars and housewives, which he answered with 
his customary diligence. Still, the protests and 
egregious vili�cations stung. He told me that 
he thought Harvard should require its profes-
sors to deposit their unpublished book manu-
scripts at Widener, the university library, for a 
hundred years; each manuscript would then 
be read by a faculty committee, which would 
decide whether it was worthy of publication.

Though it’s been a mere half century since 
the publication of The Unheavenly City, it is 
clear that the book is an enduring classic, one 
that would certainly pass its author’s test of 
time. We can be grateful it didn’t have to. Its 
most controversial propositions have been vin-
dicated by events and have been absorbed into 
conventional political discourse and the views 
and research of leading policy scholars.

But The Unheavenly City, like Gov. 146, was 
only ostensibly about policy. Ban�eld’s pri-
mary concerns were culture and politics, and 
how they shape policy and limit its potential 
for social improvement (culture and politics 
are also the essential subjects of Ban�eld’s 
other great works). The book’s best-known 
contribution is its archetype of the lower-class 
individual—radically “present oriented,” pre-
occupied with action in the moment, oblivious 
to future consequences, and thereby largely 
immune to the self-improvement ministrations 
of his social betters.

Less appreciated are Ban�eld’s assessment of 
upper-class culture and his striking prescience 
concerning what today is called elite progres-
sivism. There were, Ban�eld explained, many 
policy steps that could ameliorate somewhat 
the serious urban problems of racial segre-

gation and enmity, unemployment, family 
breakdown, poor housing and schooling, 
and crime and riot. These included avoiding 
“white racism” as an all-purpose explanation of 
urban problems, repealing the minimum-wage 
and occupational-licensure laws, lowering the 
school-leaving age and expanding vocational 
training, and drastically reducing the time be-
tween criminal arrests, trials, and punishment 
of the convicted. But each of these steps was 
politically impossible—because strongly op-
posed by policy experts and activists, interest 
groups, and important strains of public opin-
ion. Indeed, those in�uential groups typically 
favored policies that were the opposite of the 
ones Ed recommended—aggravating, and to 
a degree causing, the problems at hand.

The reason for this was that many educated, 
a�uent, upper-class and upper-middle-class 
persons were imbued with a spirit of altruistic 
service that placed a premium on worthy inten-
tions and moral display. (They were modern 
Puritans—Ed’s book’s title was a play on the 
“Heavenly CITY” of Cotton Mather’s Theopolis 
Americana.) To them, a good policy is one 
“that a�ords members of the upper classes 
the chance to �ex their moral muscles or the 
community the chance to dramatize its com-
mitment to the values that hold it together”—
even if the policy does more harm than good. 
He concludes:

The �ightening fact is that large numbers of 

persons are being rapidly assimilated to the up-

per classes and are coming to have incomes—

time as well as money—that permit them to in-

dulge their taste for “service” and doing good 

in political action. Television, even more than 

the newspapers, tends to turn the discussion of 

public policy issues into a branch of the mass 

entertainment industry . . . [where] righteous 

indignation and uncompromising allegiance to 

principle are becoming the motives of political 

commitment. That is the way it is in the a�u-

ent, middle-class society. How will it be in the 

super-a�uent, upper-middle-class one?
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