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How the ‘Social Sciences’
Killed Our Universities

he end of the Cold War in the
early 1990s did not bring hu-
manity to the “end of history,”
but it did significantly change its direc-
tion. As if being deprived of the enemy
that mobilized its energies, keeping it in
a battle-ready spirit and confident of its
course, the West relaxed, turned inward,
and, ultimately, lost its direction. No
longer focused on the common outside
threat, the West let its attention wander
from one lesser problem to another, dis-
uniting communities, and making vari-
ous publics in each of them increasingly
dissatisfied. Many of these problems
existed previously but were eclipsed
by the exigencies of the Cold War. But
others were new, either created from
scratch or brought about by recent de-
velopments. They have been feeding on
each other for the last thirty years, tear-
ing our world apart, undermining it,
and destroying it from within.
American research universities—our
national contribution to world science
and higher education, imitated almost
all over the globe—while not the only
factor contributing to this moribund
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development, were undoubtedly the
main institution to do so. I noticed that
something was awry with the universi-
ty a few years after coming to the Unit-
ed States in 1982 on a post-doc.

A vyear after I started teaching at
Harvard in 1986, another female sociol-
ogist arrived at that illustrious institu-
tion. There was a lot of celebration on
account of her joining our faculty, but
the primary reason for the celebration
astonished me: It was not the quality of
this sociologist’'s work, but the fact that
the new faculty member was a woman,
female. Coming from Israel, which re-
cently buried its long-term, extremely
consequential female prime minister,
and where unmarried childless wom-
en served in the armed forces, being a
woman was a trivial circumstance for
me. It certainly was no justification for
offering someone a position in the most
famous university of the free world, and
it was simply peculiar to celebrate such
an unjustified appointment.

Granted, I was not able to appreciate
then, in my early thirties, how par-for-
the-course appointing a woman as a
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professor at a distinguished university
on the basis of gender would appear to
me in the light of the academic mad-
ness with which I would be confronted
in my advanced middle age. But at that
time, I found using genitals as a cre-
dential for a university professorship
shocking and revolting. Because it was
illogical, it was unjust, since justice re-
flects the logical consistency of our or-
der. And because it was unjust, it was
immoral. Utterly flummoxed, I began
doubting that the American research
university was the home of science and
scholarship, which it was believed to be.

In the meantime, other people were
beginning to notice that not all was
right in American academia. As Mark
Bauerlein reminded us very recently,
the Culture Wars “broke out in the mid-
1980s, on campus they took the form of
the ‘Canon Wars, whose battlefield was
the English syllabus.” By the mid-2020s,
the humanities as a whole had paid the
price. “At this point, English, history,
philosophy, and foreign languages com-
bined draw only four percent of the ma-
jors in the United States.™

Then, already in 1987, the National
Association of Scholars was founded.
Its goal was to preserve the “Western
intellectual heritage,” but, as its original
name, “The Campus Coalition for De-
mocracy” indicated, its orientation was
more civic than scholarly. The original
leadership of the organization preco-
ciously perceived that the university—
already then—posed a grave danger to
the American way of life. The motto of
the NAS, “for reasoned scholarship in
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a free society,” professes the principle:
free society needs reasoned scholarship.
In the ensuing decades this princi-
ple was ruinously discarded. The uni-
versity imposed on society the disaster
of DEI—originally called *“affirmative
action"—which went against all the
principles on which this country—and
modern liberal democracy—was found-
ed. It revived antisemitism in America,
making the “progressive,” “liberal” West
the leader of all the retrograde, illiber-
al forces in the world. Cynically, 1984-
like, it imposed on the free world, in the
name of freedom and equality, a regime
of suppression of freedom, of inequali-
ty, and of open racism. These trends—all
coming from the university—appeared
unstoppable. It took the unlikely vic-
tory of the candidate most detested by
the university as President of the Unit-
ed States to restore hope to those who
had fallen into despair. President Peter
Wood wrote early in March 2025: “It is
immensely encouraging to see state leg-
islatures proposing and, in some cases,
passing bills that would end “diversity,
equity, and inclusion” (DEI) indoctrina-
tion in public colleges and universities."
What has made the university an
agent of civic destruction? I believe the
answer to this question requires a full-
er understanding of the goals, purposes,
and motivations of those involved in the
development of the modern university.
The study of the modern university’s or-
igins and incubation reveals a number
of important points: (1) The American
research university has had, from its
birth, very little to do with the “Western
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intellectual heritage,” if by this we mean
“great books” and the propagation of the
values of liberal democracy; (2) that the
reason for its formation was status-pro-
tection for a class of elites quickly losing
its dominance; (3) that this elite group
used the authority of science to consol-
idate power at a time when science was
wresting moral and cultural authority
from earlier sources, in particular reli-
gion; (4) that the university’s primary
contribution to society has been the
channeling of money to the sciences,
while profiting from this to advance the
institution’s self-interest; (6) that even
with making this small contribution, on
balance, the university has done great
damage to society; (7) finally, that the
university cannot—and should not—be
reformed, but must be abolished and re-
placed by a new set of institutions, from
which we shall be able to expect what
we have mistakenly expected from our
universities: the support of science and
reasoned scholarship, and the education
of our youth.

Paradoxically, presented and gen-
erally believed to be the home for nat-
ural science and humanistic scholar-
ship, the American research university
used these recognized fields of inquiry
to establish a brand-new profession.
This new field did not correspond to
any area of study but was nevertheless
named “social science.” The name was
chosen because after the publication of
Darwin's On the Origin of Species (1859),
the prestige of science skyrocketed. The
label “science” was a claim to authority,
which only the few existing philoso-
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phers of science would be able to dis-
pute. By successfully laying this claim,
“social science” was able to arrogate to
itself the right to preside over the ed-
ucation of our youth, previously the
province of the church.

It is important to remember that
traditionally universities were neither
educational institutions nor the home
of humanistic scholarship; they were
religious institutions, which with time
expanded to become places of profes-
sional training for the clergy, medicine,
and law. “Liberal Arts,” or a general ed-
ucation for future clergymen, doctors,
and lawyers were added much later,
acquiring importance in the German
states during the Enlightenment and
Romantic periods.

I have studied the history of the
universities, especially American uni-
versities, since the end of the last cen-
tury and shall refer to my conclusions
from these studies As I summarized
in the relatively lengthy 2020 essay on
the social sciences for the Encyclopedia
Britannica, American research universi-
ties were the creation of the post-Civil
War business magnates—the new su-
per-rich who appreciated the enormous
possibilities science (physics and biolo-
gy) opened for business and were will-
ing to invest in its cultivation—and of
the east coast gentry, the scions of old
families which formed the bulk of the
colonial and pre-Civil War undifferenti-
ated cultural elite. This elite was not in-
tellectually sophisticated, was not much
interested in science as the progressive
accumulation of reliable knowledge
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about empirical reality, and had no un-
derstanding of the dramatic revolution
in consciousness that made such accu-
mulation possible.

The old gentry’s central concern was
the change in the traditional structure
of American society brought by increas-
ing immigration and, particularly, the
rise of a new business elite—the pow-
erful new rich, known among the old
guard as “robber barons.” The gentry felt
their position in society threatened and
believed that great wealth, unconnected
to the style of life which legitimated so-
cial status before the Civil War, was del-
eterious to the society as a whole and,
concentrated in the hands of the few,
made the rest of it poorer and created
numerous social problems.

In 1865, some of the prominent
members of this traditional elite formed
in Boston the American Association
for the Promotion of Social Science, the
goal of which was “to aid the develop-
ment of social science, and to guide the
public mind to the best practical means
of promoting the amendment of laws,
the advancement of education, the pre-
vention and repression of crime, the ref-
ormation of criminals, and the progress
of public morality, the adoption of san-
itary regulations, and the diffusion of
sound principles on questions of econo-
my, trade, and finance.” The Association,
declared its constitution,

will give attention to pauperism, and the topics
related thereto; including the responsibility of
the well-endowed and successful, the wise and
educated, the honest and respectable, for the
failures of others. It will aim to bring together

27

the various societies and individuals now inter-
ested in these objects, for the purpose of obtain-
ing by discussion the real elements of truth; by
which doubts are removed, conflicting opinions
harmonized, and a common ground afforded for
treating wisely the great social problems of the
day.

Rhetorically, this re-established the
authority of the traditional elite, which
the rise of the independent business
elite undermined. Wisdom and educa-
tion were equated with honesty and
respectability, and wise and educated
members of the Association, it was im-
plied, were already in the possession of
the necessary social science, including
the sound principles on questions of
economy, trade, finance, and the respon-
sibilities of successful businessmen.
In this context, “science” was not the
open-ended process of accumulating
objective knowledge by means of logi-
cally formulated conjectures subject to
refutation by contradictory evidence. It
was political advocacy by those with a
special insight, capable of making real
elements of truth come out in discus-
sion, i.e. science as an art, specifically, of
persuasion: an ideology.

The preoccupations of “social sci-
ence” so conceived ranged from “pork
as an article of food” to management of
insane asylums, but from the start two
areas dominated: (1) “economy, trade
and finance,” from national debt to rela-
tions between labor and capital, which
reflected the economic focus of the
elite’s social criticism; and (2) education,
including the “relative value of classical
and scientific instruction in schools and
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colleges.” Here “scientific instruction”
referred to instruction in physical sci-
ences, which was relatively new, while
classical instruction was the instruction
members of the American cultural elite
received in their schools and colleges.
This education was devalued by the
power of very large amounts of money
that could be achieved without any edu-
cation at all. The traditional elite’s insis-
tence on the social importance of such
(non-scientific) education was connect-
ed to its need to protect its status.

Within a year AAPSS merged with
the American Social Science Associa-
tion, a subsidiary of the Massachusetts
Board of Charities, also formed in 1865.
The leading patrician reformers includ-
ed three future university presidents
who played a major role in the creation
of these new organizational settings for
the life of the mind. Social scientists
capitalized on the uncultured business-
men's interest in natural science and
harnessed this interest to their specific
status concerns: offering their cooper-
ation in developing institutions for the
promotion of science, they established
themselves as authorities over how far
the definition of science would stretch.
The first research university, Johns Hop-
kins in Baltimore, was established in
1876, when it was thoroughly in the in-
terest of those who identified as “social
scientists” to be recognized as scien-
tists; members, together with physicists
and biologists, of the scientific profes-
sion.

Self-seeking concerns behind this
interest in the name of science were
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evident in two developments which
followed closely on the heels of the
formation of the first research univer-
sity: the division of social science into
“disciplines” and efforts to model these
disciplines on physics, establishing as
unquestionable the belief that what
made science objective was quantifica-
tion. This was also the essence of the
scientific method, and the authority of
a discipline corresponded to the appli-
cation of this method, or the volume of
quantitative formulations in it. The first
social science to be institutionalized as
an academic discipline within research
universities was economic history. That
this was history was probably related
to the fact that many “social scientists”
from patrician American families spent
time in German universities, in whose
liberal arts’ faculties history had already
emerged as a highly respectable profes-
sion. In its turn, the economic focus of
the newly-minted historians reflected
the old target of their social criticism.
In 1884, only eight years after the
first research university was founded,
American historians gathered for the
first annual professional convention
and formed a trade union: the Ameri-
can Historical Association. During its
second annual meeting, in 1885, some
of the historians left the AHA and
formed the American Economic Asso-
ciation. Several years later, a group of
the first American economists left the
AEA and formed the American Political
Science Association. And in 1905, some
of these political scientists, who earlier
identified as economists and before that
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considered themselves historians, quit
APSA to form ASS—the American So-
ciological Society—the American Socio-
logical Association of today. Thus, five
years into the twentieth century, an as-
sociation of gentry activists and social
critics affiliated with a charity board
spawned four academic disciplines,
splitting “social science” into history,
economics, political science, and sociol-
ogy.

This spontaneous fission was dif-
ferent from specialization in physics
and biology. Scientific specialization
was prompted by developments in the
understanding of the subject matter:
anomalies in earlier theories contradict-
ed by evidence, the raising of new ques-
tions, the discovery of previously un-
known causal factors. It accompanied
the advancement of objective knowl-
edge and contributed to its further
progress. The break-up of social science
into separate disciplines reflected the
desire to increase career opportunities.
The cart was placed before the horse.
The existence of professional associa-
tions justified the establishment of uni-
versity departments in which the de-
clared but undefined professions would
be practiced and new generations of
professionals trained. This was an ef-
fective professionalization strategy, but
it mostly contributed to bureaucratiza-
tion and vested interests, not to the ad-
vancement of objective knowledge and
understanding of the social sciences’
presumed subject—humanity.

The separate disciplines of econom-
ics, political science, and sociology were
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to develop within this also nascent in-
stitutional environment, in large mea-
sure brought into being by the desire of
the traditional American elite to re-es-
tablish its political and cultural author-
ity. The environment attracted to the
new social sciences people actuated by
three quite independent motives, which
would throughout their existence con-
fuse the identities of these disciplines.
To begin with, the conviction of the
original American social scientists that
they, better than anyone else, knew how
society should be organized and were
the natural advisors to policymakers
persisted when social science split into
economics, political science, and sociol-
ogy. All three disciplines continued to
attract people who were interested not
in understanding reality but in chang-
ing it, to paraphrase Marx’s famous the-
sis. However, authority no longer could
be claimed on the basis of a genteel life-
style. With science successfully compet-
ing with religion as the source of certain
knowledge and even ultimate meaning,
the emphasis in social science shifted to
“science”: For those who wanted status,
a career in science offered the best odds.
The desire to establish themselves
as scientists was the main reason for
the rise of the discipline of economics.
Economists-to-be knew that the sci-
ences systematically advanced reliable
knowledge, but had limited under-
standing of why and how they did so.
They wished to do in regard to society
what physicists did to matter and biol-
ogists to life, and it appeared that these
disciplines dealt heavily with numbers
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and algorithms. The quantitative fe-
tish has been characteristic of all three
newborn social sciences, but economics
went furthest in developing quantita-
tive mannerisms (substituting the out-
ward manner of expression for meth-
od). As professionalization strategy,
this, again, proved very effective: these
mannerisms made economics exclusive,
a kind of a secret society with an eso-
teric language that nobody else under-
stood, and established it as the queen of
the social sciences.

For their part, both political science
and sociology were also deeply preoc-
cupied with their status as sciences:
quantitative symbols of this status have
retained their value in both disciplines,
though neither has achieved the level
of authority enjoyed by economics. The
cultivation of the symbols of science al-
lowed the new disciplines to see their
history as the history of science—the
story of progressive accumulation of
objective knowledge on their subject
matter and ever more accurate under-
standing of causal relationships among
its constituent elements. This narrative
has persisted despite overwhelming
contrary evidence, attracting to eco-
nomics, political science, and sociology
people actuated by the third motive—
the actual interest in understanding
empirical human reality. Believing the
narrative, they would eagerly invest in
whatever methodological training their
professors suggested and shrug off the
latter’s ideological views as a personal
matter.

30

There is more that can be said about
the disciplines of psychology, history,
and anthropology, but the development
of these disciplines as “science” is less
wrought for the period of their incuba-
tion. Suffice it to say that both psychol-
ogy, in its work on the animal brain,
and anthropology in its field work, had
a closer connection to natural science,
while most historians were content to
follow the methods and means of the
humanities. Nevertheless, in a way sim-
ilar to that of natural history before bi-
ology’s take-off, history, anthropology,
and exceptional sociologists, political
scientists, and economists have certain-
ly added valuable information to the
common stores of knowledge about hu-
manity. But this information, not being
science, cannot on its own spur devel-
opment and, therefore, does not lead to
progress in our understanding.

Science is essentially a collective
continuous enterprise, impossible with-
out certain institutional conditions—
very specific ways of thinking and act-
ing—fundamentally different from the
ones that currently exist in research
universities in-so-far as the subject of
humanity is concerned. Contributions
of these scholars can be likened to in-
sights of exceptional individuals, cap-
turing one or another aspect of material
or organic reality before the emergence
of physics and biology: they do not ac-
cumulate. Their significance is limited
to cultural and historical moments of
public interest in particular subjects
they happen to treat.
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Public interests change as do histor-
ical circumstances, causing the social
sciences to switch directions: fashion-
able subjects and “theories” suddenly
fall out of favor and new ones as sud-
denly acquire it, preventing all cumula-
tive development. WWII and the Cold
War for several decades between 1940s
and 1980s made totalitarianism a major
focus in political science and inspired
in it the creation of the subdiscipline of
Sovietology. The break-up of the Soviet
Union deprived both of their relevance
to policymakers and forced hundreds
of political scientists to look for anoth-
er field of expertise, giving rise to na-
tionalism studies, transition studies,
democratization studies, global stud-
ies, allowing the newly-minted experts
to pronounce with authority on sub-
jects of which they, by definition, knew
nothing.

The groundswell of discontent with
the unfulfilled promise of equality, made
legitimate in the context of guilt and
disorientation caused by the Holocaust,
has shifted the ideology of social jus-
tice from preoccupation with economic
structures (capitalism, class) to preoccu-
pation with identity (race, gender, sex-
ual orientation), affecting, in particular,
sociology. The discreditation of Marx-
ism with the collapse of communism in
Eastern Europe reinforced this ideolog-
ical re-orientation: American (and then
international) sociology has become the
science of identity group essentialism,
because by definition groups are inher-
ently unequal, the opposite of equality
and emphatically unjust. Thus, identity
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groupings replaced the long-time staple
of sociological research, stratification.
As a science, it claims the authority to
discern such inequalities and provide
leadership in their elimination. Fem-
inist, queer, and other subaltern nar-
ratives, regularly included in social
science syllabi, prescribe how human
reality should be interpreted.

These theories inspired the founda-
tion of new programs and departments
of African American, Latinx, Women’s,
Gender, and Sexuality Studies, which
have been added to Divisions of the So-
cial Sciences across the United States.
These programs and departments
broaden career opportunities for sociol-
ogists, political scientists, historians,
and, to a lesser extent, other scholars
of disciplines in social science and hu-
manities and, for this reason, are con-
sidered interdisciplinary. They broaden
career opportunities, in particular, for
practitioners of these disciplines who
represent groups on which the new
programs and departments focus, there-
by contributing to the racial and sexual
“diversity” of the universities. With ra-
cial and sexual diversity on top of the
articulated political agenda outside of
academia, this increased “diversity” of
the social sciences makes the univer-
sities politically dependent on them. It
allows them to hold their own at the
time when STEM disciplines, which
fail to attract women and non-Asian
minorities, receive most outside fund-
ing. The humanities, which have nei-
ther economic nor political utility, face
the possibility of attrition. The focus on
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essentialist inequality in “social science”
naturally leads to the institutionaliza-
tion of DEI throughout the universi-
ty and outside it. Thus, the university
changes society.

The “social sciences” actively con-
tribute to the change of interests in the
larger society. Then, claiming that their
focus is not their own but shifts in ac-
cordance with the changing interests
outside the university, they greatly rein-
force these outside interests by creating
the language in which to express them
and placing behind them the authority
of science—presenting them as objec-
tive and “true.” The natural correspon-
dence between outside social interests
and self-interests of social science pro-
fessions allows social sciences to wield
tremendous influence, directly affecting
the legislative process, jurisprudence,
the media, primary and secondary edu-
cation, and politics in the United States.
Within the long tradition of Western
social thought, “social sciences” stand
out as one of the most powerful social
forces despite having zero intellectual
significance.4

It is the institutionalization of a fun-
damentally ideological project as science
within American research universities
that has been steadily undermining and
corrupting education, scholarship, and
science itself, which in the last three
decades has turned into an Orwellian
nightmare. As the American research
university was created to give a home
to this ideological project, its reform
would imply essentially gutting it—tak-
ing out its very heart and brain—killing
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it, in other words. Attacking DEI and
calling the university to account for its
antisemitism, while immensely encour-
aging for those hoping for the reasser-
tion of society’s foundational values, are
no more than surface measures compa-
rable to attempts to cure metastasizing
cancer by compresses applied to result-
ing skin lesions. The university cannot
be reformed, it must be abolished and
replaced by a set of new institutions.
This, however, is doable. Only the
will to accomplish it is required. The
“social sciences” are an enormous fraud
perpetrated on our society. They are also
the only beneficiary of our university
system. Only the interests of the “social
sciences” are served by the enormous
ever-growing bureaucracies, in turn
dependent on the “social sciences” for
their self-perpetuation. Nobody but the
“social sciences” and the bureaucracies
needs them. For all the other constit-
uents of the university—professional
schools, sciences, and humanities—the
unification in its framework is coun-
terproductive. All of these can exist
perfectly in independent institutions—
before the arrival of American research
universities called “institutes” in Eu-
rope: Institutes of Medicine, Institutes
of Law, Institutes of Engineering, Re-
search Institutes in Physics, Mathemat-
ics, History, Literature, or Classics, sepa-
rate Schools of Theology—all providing
higher education and training for pro-
fessionals in each particular field. The
universities should be disbanded and
their professional schools, science, and
humanities departments reorganized in
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such independent institutes. To these
should be added Pedagogical Institutes
(Normal Schools), preparing school-
teachers.

General education should be provid-
ed American children at school; they
should arrive at the threshold of their
adult lives and whatever continued ed-
ucation or training they choose to ac-
quire as fundamentally and roundly
educated people. All these specialized
institutes can occupy the existing fa-
cilities and keep institutional memory
using such names as Harvard Institute
of Medicine, Harvard Institute of Phys-
ics or Slavic Literatures, Chicago Quad
Pedagogical Institute, Chicago Quad
Institute of Biology, etc., but without
overarching bureaucracies, starting
with presidents paid enormous salaries
for raising the funds used to pay them.

The idea of “social science” emerged
in Europe in the 1840s as the idea for
a science focused on humanity as a re-
ality of its own kind in which a partic-
ular form of causality operated, strictly
analogous to physics as the science of
matter and biology as the science of life.
But American social science was not in-
spired by this idea. There is no way of
changing it so as to make it, as it now
exists, re-oriented to this very worthy
project.

The existing social science depart-
ments, artificial to begin with, should
be disbanded together with the re-
search wuniversities created for their
institutionalization, or allowed to die
naturally during the period of reorgani-
zation, without new intakes of students
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and hires and with the senior faculty
encouraged to retire. To develop the
science of humanity, it has to be start-
ed anew—in a separate Institute of its
own.
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