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Towards the end of the nineteenth century, the modern university became a 
knowledge factory, Urst in the SI and then across the pmBerial West. We were still 
far away from the Bostwar behemoths like Cerkeley and Madison, but the trend 
was clear. -ollege enrollment ticked uBwards after the -ivil War, growing by an 
order of magnitude in the half2century before World War pp.’ The emergent mass 
university would become, across the long twentieth century, the strategic Bivot 
of monoBoly caBitalism“s ”means of mental Broduction( xMar& E )ngels3. The 
”giant( Urm, factory, and university were the emergent trinity of a new accumu2
lation regime whose need for a scientiUc, technical and managerial intelligentsia 
was unBrecedented.– MonoBoly caBitalism“s need for economic coordination, 
social and ecological management, and nationalist indoctrination via comBulsory 
Bublic education 4 not to mention a vastly e&Banded state aBBaratus 4 called forth 
a raBidly growing layer of Brofessionals. The mass university would Broduce these 
intellect workers, who would variously Broduce the instrumental and ideological 
knowledge necessary to sustain the endless accumulation of caBital.A 

The history of the mass university is therefore the farthest thing from the 
BoBular cliche of the ivory tower. pt was fundamental to the restructuring of 
:merican class society through the white collar revolution, to the develoBment 
of the war machine, and to the training of corBorate technical and administrative 
cadres to staz the greatest emBire in human history.

There“s nothing wrong with factories as suchO the Broblem is who rules the 
factory, who decides on the labor Brocess, and whose interests it serves. There“s a 
serious argument that most education ought to be reorganiNed on a very dizerent 
basis, though it“s easy to sliB into nostalgia for an imagined Bast of artisanal 
teaching and research. These are Broblems of Bolitical Bower that cannot be 
addressed by the syndicalist yearnings of a Brofessoriate. These issues must be 
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raised and addressed democratically 4 rather than through the Bresent structure 
of university rule by administrative decree, or through abstract and technocratic 
formulations of ”e&Bertise.( Today, such a democratic Brocess does not e&ist 
in the pmBerialist West, which no longer Bretends to resBect even the Ug2leaf 
”democratic( character of bourgeois liberalism. 

:fter World War pp, the knowledge factory came into its own. Fever had 
universities been so institutionally central to caBitalist rule, economic life, and 
warmaking. -ore elements of Bost2war :merican imBerial Bolicy were valoriNed 
scientiUcally 4 p say ”scientiUcally( sarcastically 4 by new or newly e&Banded Uelds 
and disciBlines such as area studies, demograBhy, and environmental studies. 
:ll were generously funded by the )mBire directly, or indirectly through the 
9oundations. The very disciBlines we now associate with environmental studies 
in Forth :merica are children of the -old War. )arth system science, as we know 
it, emerged directly from the Briorities of :merican -old War imBerialism. pts 
ma6or strands 4 demograBhy, cybernetics, resource management 4 were yoked 
to what Ienator J. William 9ulbright famously called the military2industrial2aca2
demic comBle& x175H3. :s p“ve argued elsewhere, ”environmental studies( was 
esBecially close to the :merican fantasy of Blanetary management and its war 
machineO the incubators of global environmentalism.  pt is no coincidence that the 
9orrester2Meadows synthesis in 17H’“s The Limits to Growth xa foundational te&t 
of environmentalism3 gestated at MpT, a key strategic Bartner in the era“s war ma2
chine, its military2industrial2academic comBle&. We can trace the :nthroBocene 
conceBt and its earth2system sciences to these -old War develoBments.G 

This history should make us deeBly skeBtical of the dominant tendency 
in today“s seemingly Brogressive calls for interdisciBlinary or multidisciBlinary 
thought. Iuch aBBroaches acceBt the legitimacy of the e&isting disciBlines. They 
remain silent on the disciBlines“ comBlicity in caBitalist rule. Their aBBroach is 
fundamentally arithmetic, not synthetic. Cut even when bourgeois scholars sBeak 
of synthesis, it“s an abstract synthesis. pt“s abstracted from the real ground of the 
class struggle in the web of life, what Mar& and )ngels called the ”real ground of 
history.(

-laims to synthesis are everywhere these days 4 assemblages, networks, sys2
tems. )very decade or so, we get new labels slaBBed onto old ideas. Iome of 
these models are intended for ”scientiUc( consumBtion, while others aBBeal to 
liberal scholars on the other side of the Two -ultures, esBecially liberal scholars 
who imagine themselves as radicals. Fearly always, what we get is a chaotic 
mish2mash of refurbished cybernetics and causal Bluralism, both Broducts of 
the early -old War. Fo one these days seems to Bay much attention to the 
history of ideas, to the history of the ”means of mental Broduction( and the class 
character of knowledge Broduction.5 p say this after several decades of swimming 
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in intellectual currents that have had basically Nero Mar&ist re8e&ivity about the 
history of ideas 4 a world2historical tradition that celebrates Craudel for instance, 
without ever identifying him and his version of :rea Itudies as bankrolled by 
the :merican 9oundations, or an ecosocialist critiPue that“s ozered virtually no 
historical critiPue of Dreen thought and its Bro&imity to Puasi2fascist characters 
like Vaeckel, ;ovelock, and Vardin. The Broblem, however, is not ”merely( 
the Bolitical uses of such knowledge, or the bourgeois forces that suBBort it. 
The Broblem is also the modeling and the methods that create forms of ”e&2
Bertise( sBeciUcally suited to monoBoly caBitalism“s evolving division of labor 
between ”material( and ”mental( labor.H Thus, causal Bluralism, which has a 
long history xlike everything else3, was codiUed after World War pp as the only 
acceBtable aBBroach, usually reiUed along disciBlinary lines and sBeciUc modes of 
data collection and analysis xe.g., statistical, ethnograBhic, archival, etc.3. -ausal 
Bluralism ozers some obvious Bolitical advantages for the bourgeoisie. :bstract 
causal Bluralism treats class, race, gender, growth, Bolitics, markets, nature, and 
much beyond as discrete sBheres of reality. )verything is now a systems model. 
Iome, to be sure, are more woke than others. There are a great many dizerences. 
Cut all agree that a dialectical and materialist synthesis is imBermissible. The surest 
way to destroy an academic career is to take seriously the dialectical method. 

The Broblem reasserts itself in the recent ”2cene craNe,( following media2aca2
demic BoBulariNations of the :nthroBocene.— Vere, ”critical( scholars Blay with 
words and Brovide ideological cover for caBital. The ungainly Ylantationocene 
is a Une e&amBle. This liberal ideology, liberal Bluralism, avoids a fundamental 
critiPue of caBitalism as a uniUed historical system, instead fragmenting and 
BarticulariNing contradictions. Iuch an aBBroach is very useful for translating 
arguments into management Broblems. :dvocates of the whatever2cene don“t 
want revolution0 they want resBectability, and a safe sBace for abstract theoriNing 
aBart from the ”real ground of history.( This, of course, is the historic role of 
the bourgeois universityO Broduce intellect workers who can redeUne caBitalism“s 
Broblems in ”anything but class( terms.7 jace, climate, ”the environment,( colo2
nialism, Boverty, you name it 4 these are rendered into fragments and thence 
into management Broblems. That“s good for the intellect workers 4 the so2called 
Brofessional managerial class. The YM- isn“t a class but a labor market and a 
cultural formation, but that“s a discussion for another day. Cecause these Bro2
fessionals are the ones who staz the managerial institutions, within government 
and increasingly, in the non2BroUt industrial comBle&, they instinctively identify 
Broblems as discrete issues to be administered by the credential cadres. Iuch 
intellect workers sBeak in the forked tongues of the liberal elite. Yoly2crisis, climate 
emergency, sustainability, diversity, and more. Fever, never, never do they name 
class, caBital, and imBerialism as a ”rich totality of many determinations( xMar&3. 
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9or the liberal critical theorists, there is a conceit that their distance from 
Mar&ism stems from their concern with true liberation, because Mar&ism is a 
form of Western Sniversalism, or because socialism was in reality ”6ust as bad( 
as caBitalism, or some other rubbish. Cecause there“s no attention to the class 
history of ideas, these liberals fail to see how they are carrying water for the 
imBerialist bourgeoisie, which is Puite haBBy with ”critical( aBBroaches so long 
as those aBBroaches fragment and BarticulariNe 4 fragments which can always 
be reassembled into new2look systems models and then deBloyed for Blanetary 
management and internally, control of the dangerous classes, ”the deBlorables.( 
This is the irony, for instance, of intersectionality and its family of reductionisms, 
which have so blossomed under the neoliberal model Brecisely to block the old 
communist syntheses, while Broviding the rationale for diversifying the YM- 
while the ruling class has laid waste to the :merican working2class ma6ority.  

pn a nutshell, for Mar&ists the history of ideas is a history of class struggle. 
Rf course that history is mediated. :fter World War pp, the jockefeller and 
9ord 9oundations were the visible hands behind the Bost2war invention of the 
new imBerial disciBlines. 9unding was only a Bart of their work. They built new 
institutions, and suBBorted the institutions that codiUed the monoBoly caBitalist 
system of knowledge. Rne of its most successful inventions was :rea Itudies. 
:rea studies was a form of interdisciBlinarity designed for imBerial management 
and counterinsurgency. pt was designed to Broduce total knowledgeKsupposedly 
totalKof strategic regionsO the Ilavic and communist world, )ast :sia, and ;atin 
:merica. This was the old disciBline of Rrientalism reinvented. :rea studies was 
building knowledge to suBBort the ezective management of the decoloniNing 
world. This, after Truman“s famous Yoint 9our sBeech, was called LeveloBment. 

:longside demograBhy and area studies, we see the raBid e&Bansion of envi2
ronmental studies Brograms in the Snited Itates after 175—. These were not born 
out of a desire for environmental sustainability in some warm2and2fuNNy way. 
They were not born out of a resBonse to an environmental crisis, but rather to 
Third World revolt and its most ezective vanguardO socialist revolutions. There 
were many environmental Broblems, before and after 175—, but there was no 
Blanetary crisis. jather, the reinvention of environmental studies after 175— came 
out of a long history of eco2managerialism that goes back to the late nineteenth 
century. :s p“ve discussed elsewhere, we can trace this lineage back to Dizord 
Yinchot, a scion of a Few )ngland bourgeois family and the óale forestry school, 
which his family funded.1é :nd this conservation meant the e/cient scientiUc 
management of nature as resource for the state and for caBital. :fter 17Hé, this 
was uBdated systematically by an :merican emBire under siege. qirtually all 
education now conducted under the rubric of environmental studies, at least in 
Western )uroBe and Forth :merica, is managerial. pt is occasionally slathered 
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with virtue hoarding, often of the sort that celebrates blood and soil Bolitics under 
the sign of a fetishiNed indigeneity.

The Bro2caBitalist character of environmental studies, a.k.a the holism of the 
rich, is revealed in the absurd qenn diagram of the three Billars of sustainability. 
pf you“ve ever seen this or taught this, you have a sense of how deeBly ideological 
the three Billars of sustainability are. :nd the essence of it is that, no matter what, 
business sustainability must be BrioritiNed over all others. They have a lot of Bleas2
ing language about balance and harmony and all of that, but we all know what 
they are really, truly aiming for. Rver the short run, such Brograms 4 environ2
mental studies Brograms 4 Broduce low2 to mid2level cadres for environmental 
management. They ezectively constitute an ecological version of Jim 9erguson“s 
anti2Bolitics machine, elaborated in his famous study of develoBment in ;esotho. 
:nti2Bolitics machines convert Bolitical strugglesKdemocratic struggles, BoBular 
struggles over land, life, and workKinto technical Broblems for e&Berts to solve, 
of course always under the invisible 6ackboot of the bourgeoisie and its Rverton 
window of ”realistic( Bolicy.

:s Varry Craverman observed, the logic of scientiUc management concentrates 
thinking and doing, resBectively, in the minds of the bosses and in the hands 
of the workers. Snder scientiUc management, a BhilosoBhy that emerged in the 
seventeenth century but only matured under monoBoly caBitalism, the labor 
Brocess is Brogressively fragmented. pts roots lay in the -artesian jevolution, 
itself closely tied to a managerial revolution, centuries ago.11 Snder scientiUc 
management, the bosses de2skill the workers, seeking to maintain as much of 
the intellect work as Bossible, and in so doing, to reorganiNe Broduction and 
advance the rate of surBlus value. pn the knowledge factory, intellectuals, too, are 
de2skilled0 they 6ust don“t realiNe it. They believe that e&Bertise and ”sBecialiNa2
tion( is skill2enhancement, when the reality is Puite the oBBosite. This is why so 
many scholars can sound so smart when sBeaking on a sBeciUc toBic yet be so 
dumb when it comes to everything else. 

Vere is the crucial Boint. This logic of alienation, formal seBaration, and 
managerial uniUcation characteriNes not only the history of the means of material 
Broduction, but the history of the means of mental Broduction. These form a 
dialectical unity, the means of material and mental Broduction. jevolutionaries 
always understood this, as with Mao“s insistence on Bursuing a synthesis of jed 
and )&Bert. :nd while these means of mental Broduction have never been limited 
to the university system, under monoBoly caBitalism the universities became a 
strategic theater of the bourgeois knowledge2Broduction and thought2control 
aBBaratus.

;et us return to the ”normal state( of monoBoly caBitalism in Caran and 
IweeNy“s memorable e&BressionO the normal state is economic stagnation.1’ This 
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has Brofound relevance for intellectual life today, and the degradation of univer2
sity life across the pmBerial West. The accumulation Brocess and the Broduction 
of knowledge are dialectically 6oined. :t the very moment when creative and 
heterodo& thinking is most needed to address caBitalism“s unfolding crisis and 
the climate change in which it is embedded, the universities, the disciBlines, the 
states, and the foundations have constrained intellectual freedom in every sense 
of that term. :s a blockbuster article in the January ’é’– issue of the 6ournal 
Nature reBorted, there has never been more academic BroductionKnever been 
more articles BublishedKand never been less insight Broduced, less ”disruBtive( 
research.1– The ?uhnian cycle, which was always a liberal fantasy, is decisively 
broken. Io too is monoBoly caBitalism and its knowledge factories. 
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