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In January 2003 the New York Post ran a column by novelist Tom Wolfe
lauding the self-styled “revolutionaries” at the Manhattan Institute for their
success at “dynamiting the conventional wisdom” of New York’s proverbial
liberal elite. The column, published alongside a similarly praiseful Post edi-
torial, marked the institute’s twenty-fifth anniversary. It also served as a sort
of unofficial start to an extended anniversary celebration that would culminate
with a commemorative volume of essays and a characteristically glittering
New York dinner gala with Wolfe, that original scourge of “radical chic,” as
the featured speaker.1 There was a great deal to celebrate, in the eyes of the
luminaries who had gathered, offered testimonials, or written tributes on the
institute’s behalf. Started with seed money from British millionaire and free-
market activist Antony Fisher in 1978, the Manhattan Institute had grown into
an $11 million operation with a staff of sixty, a satellite office in Albany, a
quarterly journal, and a cadre of admirers that included such conservative
icons as National Review publisher William F. Buckley, economist Milton
Friedman, Reagan speechwriter Peggy Noonan, and—Reportedly—President
George W. Bush. In the years since its founding, the ideas the institute stood
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for—limited government, free markets, individual self-reliance, lower taxes,
cultural reform—had become the reigning orthodoxy in Washington, D.C.,
thanks in no small part to conversation-changing books by such institute authors
as “supply-side” economics guru George Gilder, welfare critic Charles
Murray, “compassionate conservatism” champion Myron Magnet, and tort
law reform activist Peter Huber.2 Most remarkable of all, they had accom-
plished all this from deep in the heart of liberal New York, where the
Manhattan Institute was recognized as having served as the brain trust for the
most conservative mayor in modern memory, Rudolph W. Giuliani, and as the
source for his widely touted “broken windows” approach to fighting crime.

The Manhattan Institute had come of age alongside a number of think
tanks, foundations, and research/advocacy institutions, founded or reinvigo-
rated beginning in the 1970s, that were singularly devoted to the political
revival of conservative ideas. Drawing support and momentum from the
broader conservative movement, Washington, D.C.-based organizations such
as the Heritage Foundation, the American Enterprise Institute, and the Cato
Institute helped to bring about a major redirection of national policy priorities
by promoting radical reductions in government regulation and social provi-
sion, along with wealth-favoring economic and fiscal policies. Indeed, the
Manhattan Institute was best known as the erstwhile home of Charles Murray,
author of the enormously controversial Losing Ground (1984), a broadside
against government aid to poor families that anticipated the official “end of
welfare” in 1996.3 But while continuing to make its name on the national
scene through its association with such prominent conservative writers as
Murray and the affirmative action critics Stephen and Abigail Thernstrom, the
Manhattan Institute was also cultivating a self-consciously conservative urban
policy agenda, based on zero-tolerance law enforcement, school “choice,”
hard-nosed implementation of welfare reform, and the large-scale privatiza-
tion of municipal and social services. Through such measures, as we shall see,
institute fellows proposed not merely to reform but to remoralize the city by
making it a place where the values of the free market and civic order would
prevail. Seen in this light, as not only a new right but as a specifically urban
development of the late 1970s and early 1980s, the Manhattan Institute high-
lights three important themes in the late-twentieth-century resurgence of con-
servatism as a significant force in U.S. politics.

One theme resides in the degree to which the extended “urban crisis” of the
1960s and 1970s—and more specifically a highly distorted narrative of the
urban crisis—became a kind of crucible for galvanizing new right intellectual
activism beginning in the 1970s and continuing to this day. In this narrative,
the city (and New York City especially) served a function at once symbolic
and real. For in it, New York came to symbolize all that was wrong with Great
Society but more broadly with twentieth-century urban liberalism, with its
strong, politically dominant public employee unions; its expanding welfare
caseloads and relatively generous benefits; its “bloated” bureaucracy; its tol-
erance of disorder; and its preponderance of liberal-foundation-funded social
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engineers. New York, in the well-worn conservative phraseology, became a
showcase for “the billions of dollars that made things worse,” as well as for
the broader moral degeneration of post-1960s American culture.4

Equally important for the rightward-drifting, New York-bred intellectuals
who would come to be known as neoconservatives was the powerfully cat-
alytic sequence of events that brought the larger urban crisis literally to the
doorsteps of white middle- and working-class New Yorkers and that brought
long-simmering racial resentments to the fore. For New York intellectuals
such as Irving Kristol, son of the Jewish immigrant working class, founder
and editor of the journal The Public Interest, and widely recognized as the
“godfather” of neoconservatism, the city became the actual setting for a pro-
found disaffection with the expansive promises of urban liberalism—a disaf-
fection galvanized, but not singularly caused, by mounting racial conflict,
sending the neoconservatives, along with the working class white ethnics with
whom they purported to identify, to the political right. In this political and ide-
ological odyssey, the urban crisis—whether embodied in the racialized battles
over New York’s late-1960s experiments in school decentralization, the city’s
mid-1970s fiscal collapse, the wholesale looting in neighborhoods citywide
during the infamous summer blackout of 1977, or as one formerly left
Manhattan Institute contributor put it, the experience of “having my kids in
public school”—loomed large.5

A second theme rests in the importance of the urban setting—and once
again, New York specifically—in bringing together the combination of finan-
cial, intellectual, and cultural capital that proved so essential to the rise of a
heterogeneous conservative “counterintelligentsia” and to its eventual success
in transforming local as well as national policy debates. At first glance New
York—“intellectual headquarters” for liberalism, in the words of one conser-
vative detractor—would hardly seem compatible as a home for resurgent con-
servatism.6 And yet, several developments in the 1970s made New York, in so
many ways the unlikeliest of settings, ripe with possibility for such a turn.
Important among these was the presence of substantial concentrations of pri-
vate capital—financial and Wall Street capital, to be exact—that amid the job
loss, instability, and ultimate fiscal collapse of the stagnating 1970s economy
were newly energized for political mobilization. While less visible than the
broadly liberal, labor-friendly coalitions that had dominated local politics
since the New Deal, New York’s business and financial elite had a well-estab-
lished tradition of episodic collective organizing to draw on in protecting the
interests of capital against the encroachments of the state and the organized
working classes.7 Also important was New York’s position as a world center
of philanthropy, publishing, major media outlets, and intellect—all essential
to a segment of the movement that, for all its pretensions to a kind of work-
ing-class, outer-borough sensibility, was elite in its constituency and elitist in
its central aims. Manhattan Institute executives proved expert at using the
city’s resources to publicize and promote their ideological agenda and, along
with the Wall Street Journal, the neoconservative journals Commentary and
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The Public Interest, the John M. Olin Foundation, and a host of local “mon-
eymen,” to become part of what one admiring writer recently called conser-
vatism’s “New York firmament.”8 At the same time, they also proved effective
at using New York, with its expansive urban liberalism and generally left-
leaning intelligentsia, as a strategic foil for a movement that would continue
to thrive on its sense of embattlement from a scheming, all-powerful “liberal
elite.”9 The very characteristics, then, that made New York City an unlikely
breeding ground for political conservatism made it an ideal staging ground for
that part of the late-twentieth-century conservative movement that continues
to define itself in counterrevolutionary terms.

Still a third theme is the importance of post-liberal New York as a staging
ground for developing and building a political constituency behind what
Manhattan Institute writers have come to refer to as a “new urban paradigm,”
based on such measures as school vouchers, workfare, privatization, and gov-
ernment supported “faith-based initiatives.”10 Although developed against the
backdrop of 1990s New York, this paradigm was itself animated by the ongo-
ing conservative crusade against the values and political culture of the
1960s—and the moral crisis it presumably had wrought. As such, the con-
temporary urban crisis was outside the reach of liberal interventionism—but
not of intervention per se. For this time conservative activists at the Manhattan
Institute envisioned a different ending to the narrative, in which the city, once
cleared of the legacy of liberal statism and “social engineering,” would rein-
vent itself as a model of free market “choice,” civic order, and privatized
social provision—and a template for an explicitly conservative model of
urban and social policy reform. “Compassionate conservatism,” as Myron
Magnet, editor of the Manhattan Institute’s City Journal wrote, “is above all
an urban agenda.”11

Magnet’s comment notwithstanding, my aim here is not to argue that there
is something inherently urban about the rise of the new right and the think
tanks it has spawned. Instead, I seek to draw attention to the post-liberal city
as a major if not essential ingredient in the political mobilization of wealth,
ideology, and intellect these developments represent. I aim also to underscore
the importance—in a movement usually associated with “suburban warriors,”
white working-class “backlash,” and Sun Belt wealth—of an elite mobiliza-
tion spawned in the heart of the Eastern Seaboard and Rust Belt cities tradi-
tionally associated with urban liberalism, a mobilization that, while unlikely
to convert those cities from blue to red, seeks to use them as springboards for
political influence on a national stage.12

REFRAMING THE “URBAN CRISIS”

As Wendell Pritchett points out in his contribution to this issue, postwar
debates about urban policy were influenced by an evolving, and hotly contested,
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notion of urban crisis that, by the late 1960s, had shifted from governance and
infrastructure to race and poverty as its overriding themes. Constructed of a
combination of liberal urbanology, civil rights and labor activism, and riot-
induced fear, this ever-evolving formulation reached an extended crescendo in
the swelling chorus of voices calling for massive federal intervention—a
Marshall Plan for cities—in hearings convened by Senators Jacob K. Javitts and
Robert F. Kennedy in 1966, in a series of task forces convened by President
Lyndon B. Johnson, and in the 1968 Kerner Commission Report. It was then,
with the national sense of urgency at its height, that what would eventually crys-
tallize into a distinctively conservative vision of urban problems would begin to
emerge: at first to deny, then to reformulate, and ultimately to turn the liberal
narrative of urban crisis in on itself. By the late 1970s, even as historians were
deepening the structural, institutional, and racial accounts of the origins of black
ghettoization and urban industrial decline, a wide array of self-identified con-
servatives were mobilizing around an alternative, far more politically potent
narrative that defined the urban crisis as a crisis of morality and culture, and
that held liberal politics, liberal ideology, and in the deepest sense liberal cul-
ture to blame.13

Among the more notable features of this emerging counternarrative was
that its origins could be traced to two erstwhile centers of, respectively, liberal
urbanology and left-liberal social criticism: the Harvard-MIT Joint Center for
Urban Studies and the loosely structured, ever contentious community of the
so-called New York intellectuals, those sons and daughters of the European
immigrant, largely Jewish working class who in a succession of periodicals
including Partisan Review, Commentary, Dissent, and, starting in the 1960s,
The New York Review of Books, mapped out and fought out the defining cul-
tural as well as political battles of the postwar noncommunist left.14 Although
they would come to parallel conclusions, the academics and writers who were
part of these often-overlapping circles came at the urban crisis from the dis-
tinctive sensibilities of their separate milieus: the Joint Center as professional
academics, using the methods of empirical social science and writing in
scholarly publications and commissioned reports; the New Yorkers as public
intellectuals, writing in discursive, frequently argumentative essays in jour-
nals of elite opinion. By the late 1960s, both groups were exhibiting signs of
the disillusioned skepticism and internal fragmentation that would send a sig-
nificant cadre of left-liberal social scientists and intellectuals to the Right, and
that starting in 1965, would find expression on the pages of a new journal
called The Public Interest.

Established in 1959 with funding from the Ford Foundation, the Joint
Center for Urban Studies was the most prominent of a handful of interdisci-
plinary academic institutes founded on a central article of postwar liberal faith:
that the best minds, armed with the tools of social science, planning, and above
all rational thought, could guide enlightened policy makers toward under-
standing, and resolving, the great urban problems of the day. Institutionally, the

O’Connor / THE PRIVATIZED CITY 337



Joint Center was deeply invested in the principles of planning and rational
governance and devoted to merging the networks of “basic” and “applied”
expertise.15 Among its most prominent affiliates was the MIT political scientist
Robert C. Wood, the very embodiment of the engaged academic urbanologist
the foundation expected the Joint Center to produce. A frequent presence on
Kennedy–Johnson urban task forces, Wood was undersecretary, then secretary
of the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development from its initial
creation in 1965 through early 1969. The Joint Center was also a temporary
outpost for a wide range of scholars, among them the urban historian Sam Bass
Warner, whose seminal study of Philadelphia, The Private City, (originally
published in 1968) warned that the historical tradition of “privatism” had left
the modern American metropolis incapable of dealing with its most pressing
public problems: poverty, racial exclusion, and physical decline.16 Still, Joint
Center directors recognized that the institution’s longevity rested in the
expanding universe of federal and local contract research, and lent their
expertise to a number of Boston-area metropolitan planning efforts through-
out the 1960s.17

And yet, even as it became a sort of institutionalized expression of the value
of liberal planning, public purpose, and applied social scientific research, a
number of influential works published by the center’s growing cast of research
affiliates were beginning to call those principles into question. Later celebrated
as a classic in the annals of ascendant conservatism, Martin Anderson’s analy-
sis of urban renewal The Federal Bulldozer (1964) was certainly the most
extreme in its departure from the center’s still essentially liberal core—less for
its indictment of that widely criticized program than for its sweeping conclu-
sion that only private-market “free enterprise,” always and everywhere, could
be trusted with meeting the nation’s housing and urban redevelopment needs.18

More characteristic of a gradually shifting mood were Nathan Glazer and
Daniel P. Moynihan’s Beyond the Melting Pot and Edward C. Banfield and
James Q. Wilson’s City Politics, both published in 1963 and both skeptical of
the capacity—or desirability—of experts, planners, and “good government”
reformers to circumvent the influence of such factors as ethnicity, culture, and
self-interest in managing urban affairs.19 Indeed, in a universe of think tanks
and policy institutes that had yet to become stratified along deep ideological
fault lines, Joint Center scholarship, under the directorships of Wilson and
Moynihan in particular, was notable less for its occasional ideological breeches
than for its attitude of studied, empirically grounded iconoclasm that selec-
tively took aim at the conventions of liberal urbanology—and eventually at lib-
eralism itself.

That attitude was especially pronounced in the Joint Center’s approach to
the concept of urban crisis that, in various, often competing iterations, had
come to form the intellectual underpinning of liberal urban policy—and
increasingly, of left, liberal, and civil rights advocacy—since the early 1960s.
Toward the end of the decade, with national attention from Congress, civil
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rights leaders, and from the National Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders
(the Kerner Commission) at its height, Joint Center publications were raising
doubts about whether the “problems” facing American cities were as dire, or
as interconnected, or as amenable to massive federal intervention as the
rhetoric of urban crisis implied. One such publication, The Metropolitan
Enigma, was based on essays first commissioned from Joint Center scholars
and published by the U.S. Chamber of Commerce. Edited by Wilson and
revised for publication by Harvard University Press in 1968, the volume point-
edly put quotation marks around the term “urban crisis” in its subtitle, and then
purported to disaggregate and deflate the concept’s central claims. Urban hous-
ing and transportation were getting better, as they had throughout the postwar
decades, according to center calculations. Jobs and industry continued to leave
the central cities, but whether massive public investment in the ghetto—as
opposed to more laissez-faire strategies of “dispersal”—were the answer
remained unclear. Air and water pollution were bad, but hardly at “crisis” pro-
portions. Poverty rates in central cities were going down. The status of “urban
Negroes,” claims from “black militants” and Kerner Commission liberals
notwithstanding, had substantially improved.20 Indeed, Wilson suggested in the
volume’s capstone essay, the notion of crisis was fueled more by raised expec-
tations and political interest than by rigorous analysis of the facts: the raised
expectations of an affluent society grown accustomed to higher standards of
living and the political interests of a constituency made up of “Negroes anx-
ious about civil rights, intellectuals interested in poverty (or whatever), busi-
nessmen worried about downtown retail trade, mayors threatened by high local
taxes, shoppers looking for a parking place, housewives fearful of purse
snatchers, and architects looking for beauty.”21

And yet, the critique levied by Wilson and others was not fundamentally
aimed at matters of measurement and exaggeration. It was about redefining
the problem altogether, along the lines earlier sketched out in Moynihan’s
sensationalized 1965 report on the Crisis of the Negro Family. The real urban
problem, Moynihan claimed in that report and in his contribution to the
Metropolitan Enigma, was with the changing character of the urban poor.
Unemployed, welfare dependent, concentrated in “high poverty” census tracts,
this emerging “under class” was victim less to broader social conditions than
to a pervasive “culture of poverty,” a culture Moynihan, more than any other
contemporary writer, associated with the growth of female-headed families
and out-of-wedlock births. Urban slums had become “human cesspools,”
wrote Wilson, as if he need embellish Moynihan’s point, “into which our worst
human problems have flowed and in which, through some kind of bacterial
action, a self-sustaining reaction has been created that is making matters worse
despite the general improvement going on everywhere else.”22

To be sure, the concept of cultural pathology was deeply embedded 
in mainstream urban sociology and had increasingly been absorbed into 
the rationale for liberal social intervention, up to and including Lyndon 
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B. Johnson’s War on Poverty.23 Now in the debate over the urban crisis, lead-
ing scholars at the Joint Center were using the concept to distance themselves
from the Great Society, and from the broader tradition of liberal planning and
intervention that had motivated the center’s founding. This much was clear
from an essay Wilson added to the 1968 edition of The Metropolitan Enigma,
written by his mentor and Joint Center colleague, political scientist Edward
C. Banfield. A one-time New Deal administrator, Banfield had come to cham-
pion the virtues of planning under the tutelage of no less a figure than New
Deal brain truster Rexford Tugwell, with whom he studied at the University
of Chicago in the late 1940s. Having survived even an investigation of mid-
century Chicago public housing, Banfield’s faith in rational governance sub-
sequently gave way as he began to argue, in books beginning with his study
of Italian village politics entitled The Moral Basis of a Backward Society
(1958), that such forces as culture, familial ties, and self-interest were sure to
undermine even the best-laid plans.24 It was only in the late 1960s, however,
that Banfield would turn with invective against the liberal planning and
reform tradition he had once embraced. The immediate spark, as for so much
of the political anger of the 1960s, was the long succession of ghetto upris-
ings that had come to symbolize the urban crisis in the public mind. Flying in
the face of analyses from social scientists, civil rights activists, Kerner
Commission members, and much of the mainstream media alike, Banfield
titled his essay for the Metropolitan Enigma “Rioting Mainly for Fun and
Profit,” and used it to attack the idea that ghetto violence could be explained,
or quelled, as a problem stemming from white racism. Provocatively down-
playing five consecutive summers of racial violence as little more than “out-
breaks of animal spirits and of stealing by slum dwellers,” he instead
attributed the “outbreaks” to deeply ingrained lower-class cultural norms—an
inability to defer gratification, fatalism about the future, and a propensity to
violence chief among them—that Banfield, admittedly without basis in actual
evidence, insisted stemmed from a single, defining cultural trait: the unalter-
ably limited time horizon of the lower class. “It is naïve to think that efforts
to end racial injustice and to eliminate poverty, slums, and unemployment will
have an appreciable effect upon the amount of rioting that will be done in the
next decade or two,” he wrote in 1968.25 Still worse, he noted in a point more
fully elaborated in his notoriously unorthodox The Unheavenly City (origi-
nally published in 1970 and reissued in a revised version in 1974), radical
sympathizers and would-be liberal reformers were only deepening the prob-
lem with their indulgent, expectations-raising efforts to help the poor.26

In response to the predictable furor that greeted The Unheavenly City,
Banfield insisted that his were simply the observations of a clear-headed ana-
lyst, engaging honestly with the disturbing facts as established by social
science and made an outcast for his willingness to take on the conventional
wisdom.27 It was this same tone of iconoclastic “tough-minded skepticism”—
about the urban crisis, about the Great Society, about the sweeping promises

340 JOURNAL OF URBAN HISTORY / January 2008



of liberal reform—that founding editor Irving Kristol adopted for The Public
Interest.28 An editor at Basic Books at the time, Kristol was well established
on the New York Jewish intellectual scene—as an alumnus, along with
coeditor Daniel Bell and Nathan Glazer, of the Trotskyist Alcove No. 1 at
Depression-era City College; a staff editor at Commentary starting in the late
1940s; and a hard-line anti-communist liberal and coeditor of the CIA-backed
organ of the cultural Cold War, Encounter during the 1950s.29 Disenchanted
with the direction of 1960s liberalism, he joined with Bell (then a member of
Columbia University’s sociology department) and others he “had reason to
think were upset by the frothy ideological climate of the mid-1960s” to mount
what they insisted would be a nonideological, empirical challenge to liberal-
ism’s central claims. Among those on the publication committee were Glazer
(later Kristol’s coeditor), Moynihan, Wilson, economist Robert M. Solow, and
Warren Manshel, the Wall Street broker and Kristol acquaintance who, upon
hearing Kristol’s pitch at a dinner party, had become the journal’s chief finan-
cial backer and publisher.30

There was nothing neutral, however, about the setting the editors chose for
The Public Interest’s special issue on the urban crisis, titled “Focus on New
York.” Published during the politically overheated summer of 1969, the special
issue came out as the fall mayoral election, with Mayor John V. Lindsay fac-
ing Democratic primary challenges from race-baiting contenders, approached.
The city was also caught up in a series of racially polarized battles that were
threatening to shred the already tenuous left-liberal-black-Jewish-intellectual-
working class political coalition—battles over police civilian review boards,
open admissions at the City University of New York (CUNY), and especially,
over what for conservatives would become the ultimate symbol of misguided
1960s liberal hubris and social engineering: the Ford Foundation-sponsored
experiments in community-based school governance that had pitted the mostly
African American residents of neighborhoods such as Brooklyn’s Ocean 
Hill Brownsville against the mostly white, Jewish members of the United
Federation of Teachers.31 These were battles in which the New Yorkers Kristol,
Glazer, and Bell could not help but have a personal stake: not only as members
of New York’s increasingly polarized intellectual circles, but as sons of work-
ing-class immigrants who, having themselves made it into the culturally assim-
ilated middle class, expected others to follow suit. Behind escalating black
demands for equality and political representation, they suspected, was an
unwillingness to follow the path of self-help and cultural assimilation they
imagined earlier generations of immigrants to have forged. A sociological ver-
sion of this attitude had emerged earlier in Glazer and Moynihan’s Beyond the
Melting Pot, and more sharply in Moynihan’s Crisis of the Negro Family, both
of which were based on distorted views of black culture as deficient for the
work of getting ahead. It had also crept into debates over the yearlong series of
teachers’ strikes during the school decentralization crisis, in which Kristol,
Glazer, and other writers associated with the journal Commentary had sided
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with their co-ethnics in the union against the black “militants” running the
local school boards. And it colored their view of open admissions at CUNY,
which they experienced as offering an advantage to the city’s “new” minorities
that had not been available to the immigrant working class.32 It was a moment,
as Kristol later recalled, when “cool criticism of the prevailing left-liberal
orthodoxy was not enough.”33

Within this context of polarization, “Focus on New York” left little doubt
about which side of the urban crisis The Public Interest was on. Stylistically,
the special issue was a hybrid, mixing comparatively “cool” skepticism from
such regular contributors as Wilson (on John V. Lindsay as “archetype” of the
liberal reform mayor) and Banfield (on the impossibility of solving New York’s
“welfare crisis”) with portentous tones from Glazer and Kristol on the impend-
ing “death” of pluralistic liberalism in racially divided New York. Interspersed
among the commissioned essays were Dos Passosian “newsreels,” all taken
from the colorful pages of the New York press, offered as documentary testi-
mony to the deteriorating, disorderly state of the quintessentially liberal city.
Especially incendiary was the excerpt from a much-talked-about (including in
the Nixon White House) New York magazine article by reporter Pete Hamill
titled “The Revolt of the White Lower Middle Class,” that trawled the bar-
rooms and outer boroughs to capture the racial resentments that “could blow
this city apart.”34 Lindsay’s New York, in the highly selective view of The
Public Interest editors, was a study in Great Society and countercultural
excess: a city in the grip of thuggish “black militants” and given over to the
demands of “the black and the poor;” a city that shunned its working- and mid-
dle-class white ethnics and their “law and order” concerns; a city in which even
the homegrown intelligentsia felt under siege, its comparatively “highbrow”
cultural authority challenged by a decadent, out-of-touch liberal elite. Nowhere
was the power of the “liberal elite” better illustrated than in the vision of an
“urban crisis” rooted in white racism and poverty conditions being propagated
in the mass media. Little wonder, Kristol added, that 

A great many people in New York are now convinced—as a result of the
school decentralization imbroglio and other events—that an unholy alliance
exists between the city’s Upper East Side and Suburban Elite [U.E.S.S.E.] (the
media men, WASP bankers and foundation officials, affluent Jewish financiers
and professionals, advertising executives, etc.) on the one hand and ghetto 
militants on the other. The purpose of this alliance, they insist, is to secure 
the interests of the U.E.S.S.E. by offering the militants the jobs, the schools,
the neighborhoods, and all the various civic amenities now in the possession
of the working and lower middle classes.35

This perception, to Kristol, captured what was at stake in debates over the
nature of the urban crisis: no less than the future of urban liberalism itself. For
although there was no actual “conspiracy” between black militants and white
liberal elites, “things proceed just as if there were.” In their zeal to solve some

342 JOURNAL OF URBAN HISTORY / January 2008



misconceived notion of urban crisis—of jobs, of poverty, of institutionalized
racism—the “Elite” had created a real crisis: of law and order, to be sure, but
more deeply of values and morality. In caving in to the demands of “the black
and the poor,” liberals had betrayed the bourgeois values of hard work, indi-
vidual merit, personal responsibility, and civic virtue—values that Kristol and
his colleagues, under the guise of depicting the frustrations of the white eth-
nic working class, were embracing as their own.36 Here, then, was the essen-
tial groundwork for what would emerge over the next two decades as a more
fully elaborated critique of urban liberalism.37 At its core were the attacks on
welfare, Great Society social policy, and black lower-class culture that have
since become conservative stock in trade. But the critique was also based on
a narrative of cultural decadence and moral decline for which the stylized
vision of Lindsay’s New York laid out in The Public Interest’s special issue
provided the template, and in which the mythical black militant/white liberal
cabal would time and again be invoked and remembered not as the artifact of
overstimulated conspiratorial imaginations, but as actual fact.

For the moment, however, the rightward-drifting social scientists and intel-
lectuals who had scripted that narrative were still arguing from the ideological
and policy assumptions of liberal New York. They would continue to describe
and sympathize with the racial resentments of the working-class white ethnics
without yet joining their “revolt.” And although identifying with the white
working class as “white ethnics” more than as “labor,” they appeared generally
sympathetic to—or, at least, largely uncritical of—the economic demands of
New York’s still-powerful municipal unions. Appointed President Richard M.
Nixon’s assistant for urban affairs, Moynihan would find himself at odds with
Martin Anderson and other free-market conservatives in the White House over
policies such as the ill-fated guaranteed income proposal, the Family
Assistance Plan—while Anderson, echoing the sentiments of other card-carry-
ing conservatives, thought of Moynihan as a “liberal Democrat.”38 Even Kristol
was still finding it impossible to imagine “[w]hat a nonliberal New York might
look like.”39

Over the next decade, neoconservative policy intellectuals would gradu-
ally fill that imaginative vacuum, sharpening their critique of liberalism in
ways that would later figure prominently in the Manhattan Institute’s urban
agenda. Wilson, shifting his focus from urban politics to crime, argued that
liberal efforts to fix social conditions and rehabilitate criminals were futile in
the face of behavior rooted in human nature and family background, and
pushed instead for harsher discipline and punishment as public policy
norms.40 Kristol would take aim at the expanding public sector, including the
powerful municipal unions, anticipating the broader move to privatization. In
both of these emphases the neoconservatives found—and cultivated—pow-
erful New York allies and outlets: on the newly aggressive editorial pages of
the Wall Street Journal, in the boardrooms of recently energized conservative
philanthropies, and among financial and business leaders eager to impose 
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fiscal discipline and a more capital-friendly regime. They also found grist in
New York’s rising crime rates and looming fiscal collapse. But more and
more the neoconservative critique of liberalism drew momentum from a
broader ideological project to make free-market individualism and limited
government the reigning ideas in American politics. 

NEW YORK AND THE COUNTERINTELLIGENTSIA

Few were more stalwart in their devotion to these ideas than British free-
market activist Antony Fisher, who had made his fortune in industrial chicken
farming before turning seriously to the business of creating conservative think
tanks in the 1950s.41 A decorated World War II Royal Air Force pilot and
highly successful entrepreneur, Fisher had become a leading figure in British
and international conservative circles with the publication of The Case for
Freedom (1947), a screed for the revival of classical economic liberalism as
salvation from the collectivist influence of British economist John Maynard
Keynes, and the subsequent founding of the pioneering free-market think tank
the Institute of Economic Affairs (IEA) in London in 1955. A devotee of
Austrian economist Frederich A. Hayek and his best-selling tract against eco-
nomic planning, The Road to Serfdom (1944), Fisher was a frequenter of the
annual gatherings of the Mont Pelerin Society, the international network of
free-market intellectuals and like-minded businessmen Hayek had initiated in
the late 1940s with funding from Swiss financiers. He was also acquainted
with the leading advocates of anti-Keynesian economic liberalism in the
United States, including University of Chicago economist Milton Friedman
and F.A. Harper of the Foundation for Economic Education. It was not until
the late 1970s, however, that Fisher, having lost and regained a fortune while
helping to launch Margaret Thatcher’s rise to prominence in the Conservative
Party (and later to election as Prime Minister in 1979), set out to internation-
alize the model his think tank had come to represent: ideas oriented, business
financed, intellectually entrepreneurial, and, above all, devoted to the revival
of free-market values in policy thought.42

In New York, Fisher turned to his friend and future CIA director William
J. Casey for help in forming a group of business backers for what would
become the Manhattan Institute (initially, the new think tank was called the
International Center for Economic Policy Studies). A former Office of
Strategic Services (OSS) officer, venture capitalist, Wall Street tax lawyer,
and head of Nixon’s Securities and Exchange Commission, Casey was well
connected in Republican and financial circles—connections he brought to
establishing the board membership. To run the new center, Fisher first turned
to Jeffrey Bell, a conservative Republican activist, two-time (neither suc-
cessful) Senate candidate from New Jersey, and an early proponent of sup-
ply-side economics.43 In 1980, after Bell left to return to electoral politics,
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Fisher hired William M. H. Hammett as director, a staunchly libertarian 
policy entrepreneur with Wall Street experience and acute marketing skills
(presumably enhanced by what Tom Wolfe referred to as his “movie-star
handsome” looks).44 Hammett was the one who pushed members of a reluc-
tant board to rename the center the Manhattan Institute in 1981, and set out
to make it more than a haven for the revival of market-oriented and libertar-
ian ideas. Under Hammett, the Manhattan Institute would become a venue
for circulating those ideas among New York’s power brokers in business,
finance, real estate, philanthropy, publishing, and the media—and, through
them, in local as well as national politics. Hammett would also situate the
new think tank within the wider networks of conservative movement and
institution builders who, in elite policy organizations such the Heritage
Foundation and the American Enterprise Institute as well as in the political
coalition behind the election of Ronald Reagan in 1980, joined older free-
market and anti-communist impulses with segments of the newly mobilizing
political, business, and religious Right. 

Among the major themes animating this mobilization was the idea that con-
servatives needed to build a powerful “counterintelligentsia” to provide the
storehouse of ideas and analysis that would prove essential in wrestling polit-
ical power from the dominant liberal policy establishment. Voiced in a number
of conservative venues since the early 1970s, the idea got its widest popular
circulation with the publication of Nixon and Ford Treasury Secretary William
E. Simon’s best-selling conservative manifesto A Time for Truth (1978). Simon
had come to Treasury from a career on Wall Street, most recently as senior
partner at Salomon Brothers. An outspoken advocate of free-market capitalism
and tax relief for corporate wealth, he was also prone to define the world in
Manichaean terms. To dethrone the “dominant socialist-statist-collectivist
orthodoxy,” Simon called on “freedom-loving” conservatives everywhere to
declare a war of ideas, starting with a massive mobilization of capital behind
conservative foundations, research institutes, media outlets, and “grants,
grants, and more grants in exchange for books, books and more books.”45

The task, as envisioned in Simon’s manifesto, was to create active alliances
between such anti-statist intellectuals as Friedman and Hayek (both of whom
contributed laudatory prefaces to the book) and the fervent practitioners of free
enterprise in the business world.

But Simon also recognized that the more significant momentum behind
this business–intellectual alliance would come from those more recently
awakened to the conservative cause: the group of scholars and writers now
widely identified as “neoconservatives” who, as Simon saw it, had “grasped
the importance of capitalism” in their growing recognition of the dangers of
the liberal welfare state. Kristol played a leading—and entrepreneurial—role
in this turn, having begun to celebrate (or, as in the title of his 1978 book, to
give “two cheers for”) capitalism in such bastions of free enterprise as Fortune
and the Wall Street Journal, to which he had become a regular contributor in
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the early 1970s.46 It was also on those pages that Kristol, building on a theme
earlier sounded by Banfield, would reveal his growing contempt for the so-
called new class, in which he included a broad, vaguely defined swath of sci-
entists, college professors, lawyers, city planners, social workers, educators,
foundation program officers, journalists, and government bureaucrats. The
“new class,” like Banfield’s do-gooding upper-class liberals, was deluded by
the possibilities of progressive reform—even as it indulged the libertine val-
ues of free personal and sexual expression.47 As Kristol’s columns suggested,
neoconservative writers brought something to the business–intellectual
alliance that traditional free-market activists had hitherto lacked: a cultural
case against modern liberalism, and against its egalitarian aims, that would
treat the liberal state as a source of moral corruption and look to the market
as a morally redeeming force. 

Once again, New York, and its unrelenting crises, provided the setting for
the broader indictment. Having survived the fierce battles of the late 1960s,
John V. Lindsay and his mayoral successor Abraham Beame presided over a
seemingly endless downward spiral marked by labor conflict, middle-class
job and population loss, rising crime rates, and finally, the city’s unprece-
dented 1975 fiscal collapse. Even in recovery from the fiscal crisis, city
leaders were hard put to shake the specter of urban decay. In July 1977 an
electrical failure that left the entire city in blackout became the occasion for
widespread looting, most visibly in the city’s poor minority neighborhoods
but spilling over to Manhattan’s Upper West Side as well. For neoconservative
writer and editor Midge Decter (the wife of Commentary publisher Norman
Podhoretz) the legendary blackout became the occasion for expanding on
another of Banfield’s themes. Looting by young black men was not motivated
by racial anger and oppression, she argued in the by-then-avowedly neocon-
servative Commentary; “[the looters] were having the time of their lives.” If
anything, the looters were the victims of the inherently racist belief underly-
ing “enlightened” liberal explanations and compensatory policies, that
blacks were not capable of meeting the same social and behavioral stan-
dards as everyone else. Young men from the ghetto went on a looting spree,
Decter wrote, “because they had been given permission to do so”: by the lib-
eral media, the liberal politicians, and the liberal foundation officers who
had been “proclaiming that race and poverty were sufficient excuses for
lawlessness.”48

Like Kristol’s attack on the “new class,” Decter’s incendiary charge of “lib-
eral racism” was but part of the escalating rhetoric that made New York
ground zero in a broader conservative assault on liberalism. New York was a
“Disaster in Microcosm” as Simon tellingly titled the chapter of A Time for
Truth devoted to his role in the fiscal crisis and the surrounding controversy.
As Treasury secretary in early 1975 when the city approached the brink of
bankruptcy, Simon had come under fire for holding fast against a federal
bailout. In the extended standoff that prompted what historian Joshua B.
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Freeman calls “the most famous headline ever run by a New York City news-
paper” (“FORD TO CITY: ‘DROP DEAD’”), Simon insisted that federal assistance
should carry a stiff quid pro quo (prompting the headline “SIMON ON U.S. AID:
MAKE CITY SUFFER”).49 But more than to defend his own holdout for a
program of extreme austerity, Simon used his discussion to issue a sweeping
indictment of the “philosophy, the illusions, the pretensions, and the rational-
izations”—that is to say, the liberalism—“which guide New York City.”50

According to Simon, New York’s fiscal crisis was not because of national
recession, industrial job loss, government-subsidized suburbanization, or its
unique state-mandated obligation to finance a substantial proportion of its
welfare and Medicaid bills. Still less was it because of the city’s so-called
compassion for the poor. The fiscal crisis was caused by New York’s over-
weening liberalism, embodied for Simon in the city’s overpaid, overlarge,
overpowerful unionized municipal workforce and in such tax-subsidized
“gifts” to the middle class as free city university tuition and middle-income
housing. Underlying both was a liberal ideology Simon variously described
as dishonest, delusional, “psychotic,” and in an extended quote from one of
Kristol’s Wall Street Journal columns, “infantile” in its need for the “imme-
diate gratification” of doing good for the poor through social reform.
Liberalism, that is to say, was not only the cause of urban pathology; as
embodied in New York’s profligacy, liberalism was the pathology. Unless pre-
pared to repudiate the liberalism the city had come to represent, the country
was careening toward “disaster in macrocosm.”51

In reality, the fiscal crisis had already done a great deal to rein in New York
liberals, yielding labor concessions, austerity budgets, service cutbacks, and
municipal fee hikes and opening the door to wider-scale service privatiza-
tion.52 The aftermath of the fiscal crisis also proved a propitious moment for
institutionalizing a conservative counterintelligentsia in New York. Back on
Wall Street after Jimmy Carter’s 1976 election, Simon had taken on the pres-
idency of the John M. Olin Foundation, which its founder had recently reded-
icated to loosening the “stranglehold of socialism” on public life, and which
had already become a major funder of burgeoning conservative policy insti-
tutes.53 Kristol and Simon were collaborating to start the Institute for
Educational Affairs to bring conservative thinkers and corporate funders
together. Robert L. Bartley had taken over the editorial page at the Wall Street
Journal, using it to draw the attention of his readership to the thinking of
“Irving Kristol and Friends” (as an early Bartley editorial described the neo-
conservatives) on crime, urban governance, and more generally, how liberal
policies were making things worse.54 And in the ongoing fallout from fiscal
crisis and rising crime, New York’s neoconservative critics were continually
finding their ranks swelled by disaffected liberals, journalists, and former city
officials—among them former housing commissioner and New York Times
editorial board member Roger Starr. A sometime Public Interest contributor
who would later become a leading voice on the Manhattan Institute’s urban
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beat, Starr attributed the fiscal crisis to a failure of moral leadership, in which
the city’s liberal elite, having eschewed traditional standards of good behav-
ior and self-discipline, had left the city more disorderly, dependent, and ulti-
mately ungovernable than ever before.55 Ironically, the very things that made
liberal New York seem ever-more “unlivable” to its neoconservative critics
were heightening its symbolic importance in the conservative revival—a
revival that, along with the Kristols and The Public Interest, by the 1980s was
gravitating to Washington D.C.56

William Hammett proved adept at using New York’s resources and networks
to establish the Manhattan Institute as a major player in both places. This was
especially evident in the book that did more than any other to put the institute
on the social policy map, Charles Murray’s Losing Ground (1984). Hammett
had something of a precedent to work from in George Gilder’s Wealth and
Poverty (1981), the rhapsody for the virtues of entrepreneurship and unen-
cumbered wealth that had become the institute’s first big book. In that experi-
ence, the fledgling institute had joined forces with the conservative Smith
Richardson Foundation and Midge Decter (Gilder’s editor at Basic Books) to
make the book a surprise hit among conservative policy makers. With Losing
Ground, Hammett would pull out all the stops. Plucked from obscurity after
publishing an early version of the argument in The Public Interest, Murray got
Hammett’s full backing—starting with an Olin Foundation-financed appoint-
ment as one of the Manhattan Institute’s earliest group of fellows—to turn
what in other circumstances would be an inside-the-Beltway journal article
into what for both Murray and the institute would be a breakthrough book.57

Basic Books published and promoted it, but Hammett created the buzz, in a
pattern-setting campaign of advance work, university-club luncheons, and
high-visibility issue forums introducing the author to New York’s most influ-
ential journalists, intellectuals, foundation program officers, and business
leaders. Very quickly the institute began drawing attention as much for
Hammett’s entrepreneurial savvy as for what its fellows had to say. What dis-
tinguished the Manhattan Institute from more traditional think tanks turned out
to be the key to its success: the emphasis on good writing, on commercial pub-
lishing, on reaching influential audiences, and especially, on selling conven-
tional-wisdom-smashing ideas. This, to use the phrase coined by a New York
Times journalist and gladly adopted as the Manhattan Institute’s motto, was
what “turning intellect into influence” was all about.58

FROM CRISIS TO REDEMPTION: THE NEW URBAN PARADIGM

With the publication of Losing Ground, Hammett was also signaling his
willingness to take on the issues the free-market conservatives had, until the
1970s, largely ignored: welfare, race, and what Hammett would soon set out to
make one of the institute’s signature issues, the ineluctable decline of liberal

348 JOURNAL OF URBAN HISTORY / January 2008



New York. This time, Hammett found his venue in a newly created quarterly
known as City Journal, started in 1989. Modeling the publication on Kristol’s
Public Interest (only in a less scholarly format), the editors of City Journal
adopted a tone of iconoclastic antiliberalism on such hot-button local issues as
rent control, public housing, crime, welfare, municipal unions, and open
admissions at CUNY—all of them lingering from the 1960s and all, amid the
deepening economic recession under the administration of Mayor David N.
Dinkins, more volatile than ever. The journal also presented Hammett with
opportunities to cultivate networks within the once-impenetrably liberal New
York City policy establishment, through gratis subscriptions to well-placed
officials and staff as well as a strategically targeted readership of urban policy
makers and intellectuals around the country.59 Hammett was especially eager
to recruit writers from among the growing ranks of disaffected liberals, making
the Manhattan Institute “a kind of Alcoholics Anonymous” for people like
senior fellow Sol Stern—himself presumably in recovery from years as a New
York state and city government official and editor of the left-wing Ramparts in
the 1960s.60 Likely with a local constituency in mind, Hammett even used the
new journal to give the institute a softer, more cosmopolitan profile. “We don’t
have far-right funding,” Hammett told the New York Times shortly after launch-
ing City Journal and after losing institutional support from the ultraconserva-
tive Adolph Coors Foundation. “They hate New York and would be just as
happy to see it go to hell.”61

And yet, the urban agenda fleshed out on the pages of City Journal was
hardly a model of ideological moderation. From the start, editors positioned
the journal as a standard bearer for privatization, fiscal discipline, and gov-
ernment downsizing, celebrating the emergence of such “new breed,” priva-
tizing reform mayors as Stephen Goldsmith in Indianapolis while excoriating
such once-hoped-for allies as Philadelphia Mayor Ed Rendell for failing to
stay the course.62 As the journal’s leading writer on the subject of school
reform, Sol Stern argued strenuously against teachers’ unions and “Soviet-
style” bureaucracy and in favor of educational vouchers.63 Heather Mac
Donald and Kay Hymowitz took a similarly hard line on welfare reform,
reviving Moynihan’s relentlessly negative image of black cultural pathology
to call for tougher measures to crack down on out-of-wedlock births.64 Indeed,
City Journal contributors were enmeshed in 1960s- and 1970s-era urbanology
in more ways than one. Howard Husock, dismissing all public and private
“interference” in the low-income housing market as examples of “America’s
Trillion Dollar Housing Mistake,” picked up where Martin Anderson’s The
Federal Bulldozer had left off.65 Mac Donald and others took up the case
against open admissions at CUNY, pointing to the policy as an expression of
the “destructive force of the 1960s.”66 And the policy idea that remains the
Manhattan Institute’s biggest urban success story was grounded in the “law
and order” theories of criminal justice advocated by James Q. Wilson begin-
ning in the 1970s. In an episode now legendary in conservative circles, City
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Journal did a 1992 feature on the “broken windows” crime-fighting strategy
first laid out by Wilson and George Kelling in the early 1980s.67 High-level
crime, according to the theory, started in those petty disorders—panhandling,
vandalism, public drunkenness— that police departments tended to ignore
and that liberals had allowed to become part of the fabric of New York life.
Fighting high-level crime, then, started with “zero tolerance” for those seem-
ingly smaller “quality of life” offenses. As it happened, that City Journal fea-
ture was based on a Manhattan Institute forum entitled “Rethinking New
York.” Among the audience members was Rudy Giuliani, at the time prepar-
ing to run in the 1993 mayoral election, who “came early, stayed late, and
took notes.”68 On the eve of his inauguration, Manhattan Institute thinkers
were being hailed as the latest—if unlikeliest—of New York City’s policy
“insiders.”69

But more than any single issue or set of issues, what characterized the
Manhattan Institute’s urban policy agenda was a single-minded insistence on
framing each and every policy debate as a referendum on the values and politi-
cal culture of urban liberalism—or, more accurately, on the lampoon of urban
liberalism that, expanded from the neoconservative “crisis” narrative of the
1960s and 1970s, was animating a new generation of conservative activists. In
the accompanying narrative, the enduring urban crisis of the 1990s New York
was not one of metropolitanization, race relations, or deindustrialization, as lib-
eral urbanologists had been insisting for years. It was instead a crisis of values
and culture, precipitated by the rise of a toxic mix of Great Society liberalism,
the counterculture, and African American militancy in the 1960s, that resulted
in a pervasive culture of welfarism, sexual promiscuity, and ultimately in
the coddling of a pathologically criminal urban “underclass.”70 That narrative
would in turn provide the crucial backdrop for an equally moralized vision of
urban renaissance and redemption, in which Manhattan Institute scholars would
look to post-liberal New York, under the crusading leadership of Rudy Giuliani,
as a laboratory for a “new urban paradigm” based on “broken windows” crime
prevention, privatization, school choice, and “faith-based initiatives.”

Thus it was that liberal New York, in the still-hoped-for vision of Manhattan
Institute scholars, would become the seedbed of conservative counterrevolu-
tion. For even though based on a demonized vision of the 1960s, the conserv-
ative narratives of urban crisis and redemption—and the larger movement they
informed—were more fundamentally aimed at overturning the deeper legacies
of twentieth-century liberalism, most fundamentally the idea that the city’s
enduring, and growing, inequalities can or should be redressed through pur-
poseful public sector action at all. Moreover, in reframing the “urban crisis” to
hinge on personal morality and behavior, conservative activists continue to
pave the way to a city in which the turn to free markets is just one part of a nec-
essarily moral redemption that, while restoring the values of “individual
responsibility” and freedom from government “interference,” also restores
political and cultural authority to a resolutely anti-liberal elite. And it is in this

350 JOURNAL OF URBAN HISTORY / January 2008



sense that “compassionate conservatism” is not only an urban, but a radical
reform agenda.
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