Karl Mannheim & the Sociology of Knowledge  
(Károly Manheim, born in 1893 in Budapest, Hungary, died in 1947 in London, England)
The Sociology of Knowledge [ Wissenssoziologie ] investigates the relationships between thoughts, ideas, worldviews and the socio-historical contexts in which they emerge and function. In other words, to examine all the various connections between “life-situation and thought-process” that pertain to what Mannheim styled the Seinsverbundenheit des Wissens, “the existential connectedness of knowledge” (1936: 267).     –   i.e., to track and explicate the diverse range of existential experiences that enter into cognitive processes of cultural creation.

   [cf. Thomas Nagel, The View from Nowhere]
Predecessors:

Marx on “social being” and “consciousness” – the concept of Ideology

Durkheim on the dependence of the collective consciousness on social organization

Weber on the linkages between “material” and “ideal interests”

In this classical paradigm—from Marx through Mannheim—the guiding ambition of the Sociology of Knowledge is to relate ideas and worldviews to their underlying structural supports or determinants: class dynamics, status hierarchies, economic and political transformations, generational crises or experiences, religious and ethnic affiliations, social movements, political factions and parties, rural-urban contrasts, etc. 
As a research program, the Sociology of Knowledge proceeds as follows:

(i)  particular thinkers and schools of thought are situated within the wider socio-historical constellations in which they emerged and to which they variously responded via ideational production;
(ii)  ideational production—its form and content—is systematically examined for purposes of identifying its characteristic presuppositions, idioms of expression, leading doctrines, and principles of argumentation, which also entails registering (a) the inheritances from preceding thought-traditions as well as (b) dialogical contacts with competing perspectives; 
(iii) these forms of thought/worldview are then related to the social structural configurations and historical trends that constitute their stated or implied points of reference, thereby bringing into view the “experiential ground” of the theorizing in question. 
Mannheim opens his most famous work, Ideology and Utopia, with these words: 

“This book is concerned with the problem of how men actually think. The aim of these studies is to investigate not how thinking appears in textbooks on logic, but how it actually functions in public life and in politics as an instrument of collective action.” (p.1)

“The principal thesis of the sociology of knowledge is that there are modes of thought which cannot be adequately understood as long as their social origins are obscure.” (p.2)

“The sociology of knowledge seeks to comprehend thought in the concrete setting of an historical-social situation out of which individually differentiated thought only very gradually emerges.  … “Strictly speaking it is incorrect to say that the single individual thinks. He finds himself in an inherited situation of thought which are appropriate to this situation and attempts to elaborate further the inherited modes of response or to substitute others for them in order to deal more adequately with the new challenges which have arisen out of the shifts and changes in his situation.” (p.3)

A key passage from ‘Das konservative Denkens’ provides a succinct statement of Mannheim’s explanatory goals for the sociology of knowledge:

The sociology of knowledge faces a series of tasks: …to determine the specific morphology of this style of thought [early 19th-century German conservatism]; to reconstruct its historical and sociological roots; to explore the change of forms in this style of thought in relation to the social fates of the bearing groups; to show its pervasiveness and sphere of influence …

A key premise of Mannheim’s approach is that stylistic features and their partial coherence can ultimately be traced to an experiential source in ‘pre-theoretical’ worldviews that infuse the attitudes and beliefs of structurally located social groups:

What is presupposed here throughout is that fundamental experiences and attitudes do not emerge in the substratum of individuals’ lives in isolation, but that individuals who are together in the same group share a basic stock of experiential contents. … they possess an internal coherence and thereby constitute what may be called a ‘life-system’.

For Mannheim, two ‘bearing groups’ are involved in the creation and development of a style of thought: the social group that ‘bears’ the underlying worldview in response to its experiential conditions, and the intellectual strata furnishing the theoreticians who transform worldviews into style of thought.

For Mannheim, there are two distinct and separable meanings of the term “ideology” — the particular and the total.

“The particular conception of ideology is implied when the term denotes that we are sceptical of the ideas and representations advanced by our opponent. They are regarded as more or less conscious disguises of the real nature of a situation, the true recognition of which would not be in accord with his interests. These distortions range all the way from conscious lies to half-conscious and unwitting disguises; from calculated attempts to dupe others to self-deception. …  Its particularity becomes evident when it is contrasted with the more inclusive total conception of ideology. Here we refer to the ideology of an age or of a concrete historico-social group, e.g. of a class, when we are concerned with the characteristics and composition of the total structure of the mind of this epoch or of this group.” 



               






     [Zeitgeist] 
“Whereas the particular conception of ideology designates only a part of the opponent's assertions as ideologies … the total conception calls into question the opponent's total Weltanschauung (including his conceptual apparatus), and attempts to understand these concepts as an outgrowth of the collective life of which he partakes. … When we attribute to one historical epoch one intellectual world and to ourselves another one, or if a certain historically determined social stratum thinks in categories other than our own, we refer not to the isolated cases of thought-content, but to fundamentally divergent thought-systems and to widely differing modes of experience and interpretation.”
“The particular conception of ideology operates primarily with a psychology of interests, while the total conception uses a more formal functional analysis, without any reference to motivations, confining itself to an objective description of the structural differences in minds operating in different social settings.”
“The general form of the total conception of ideology is being used by the analyst when he has the courage to subject not just the adversary's point of view but all points of view, including his own, to the ideological analysis.  … At the present stage of our understanding it is hardly possible to avoid this general formulation of the total conception of ideology, according to which the thought of all parties in all epochs is of an ideological character. … The thought of every group is seen as arising out of its life conditions. ... This sociologically oriented history of ideas is destined to provide modern men with a revised view of the whole historical process.”
THE EPISTEMOLOGICAL IMPLICATIONS

The problem of what constitutes reliable knowledge? 
one solution is termed RELATIVISM, the other is RELATIONISM.

RELATIVISM is a product of the modern historical-sociological procedure which is based on the recognition that all historical thinking is bound up with the concrete position in life of the thinker [ Standortsgebundenheit des Denkers ]. But relativism combines this historical-sociological insight with an older theory of knowledge which was as yet unaware of the interplay between conditions of existence and modes of thought, and which modeled its knowledge after static prototypes such as might be exemplified by the proposition 2 x 2 = 4. This older type of thought, which regarded such examples as the model of all thought, was necessarily led to the rejection of all those forms of knowledge which were dependent upon the subjective standpoint and the social situation of the knower, and which were, hence, merely “relative”.

Today, there are too many points of view of equal value and prestige, each showing the relativity of the other, to permit us to take any one position and to regard it as impregnable and absolute. Only this socially disorganized intellectual situation makes possible the insight, hidden until now by a generally stable social structure and the practicability of certain traditional norms, that every point of view is particular to a social situation.

This first non-evaluative insight into history does not inevitably lead to relativism, but rather to RELATIONISM.  Knowledge, as seen in the light of the total conception of ideology, is by no means an illusory experience, for ideology in its relational concept is not at all identical with illusion. Knowledge arising out of our experience in actual life situations, though not absolute, is knowledge none the less. The norms arising out of such actual life situations do not exist in a social vacuum, but are effective as real sanctions for conduct. Relationism signifies merely that all of the elements of meaning in a given situation have reference to one another and derive their significance from this reciprocal interrelationship in a given frame of thought. Such a system of meanings is possible and valid only in a given type of historical existence, to which, for a time, it furnishes appropriate expression. When the social situation changes, the system of norms to which it had previously given birth ceases to be in harmony with it. The same estrangement goes on with reference to knowledge and to the historical perspective. All knowledge is oriented toward some object and is influenced in its approach by the nature of the object with which it is pre-occupied. But the mode of approach to the object to be known is dependent upon the nature of the knower.

In our contemporary social and intellectual plight, it is nothing less than shocking to discover that those persons who claim to have discovered an absolute are usually the same people who also pretend to be superior to the rest.

Mannheim’s hope: the role of “relatively free-floating intellectuals” …

[The free intelligentsia’s] chief characteristic is that it is increasingly recruited from varying social strata and life-situations, and that its mode of thought is no longer subject to caste-like organization. Due to the absence of a social organization of its own, the intellectuals have allowed those ways of thinking and experiencing to get a hearing which openly competed with one another in the larger world of the other strata.
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