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Introduction: The Problem of the Sociology of Knowledge 

 

     The basic contentions of the argument of this book are implicit in its title and subtitle, 

namely, that reality is socially constructed and that the sociology of knowledge must 

analyze the processes in which this occurs. The key terms in these contentions are 

“reality” and “knowledge,” terms that are not only current in everyday speech, but that 

have behind them a long history of philosophical inquiry. We need not enter here into a 

discussion of the semantic intricacies of either the everyday or the philosophical usage of 

these terms. It will be enough, for our purposes, to define “reality” as a quality 

appertaining to phenomena that we recognize as having a being independent of our own 

volition (we cannot “wish them away”), and to define “knowledge” as the certainty that 

phenomena are real and that they possess specific characteristics. It is in this (admittedly 

simplistic) sense that the terms have relevance both to the man in the street and to the 

philosopher. The man in the street inhabits a world that is “real” to him, albeit in different 

degrees, and he “knows,” with different degrees of confidence, that this world possesses 

such and such characteristics. The philosopher, of course, will raise questions about the 

ultimate status of both this “reality” and this “knowledge.” What is real? How is one to 

know? These are among the most ancient questions not only of philosophical inquiry 

proper, but of human thought as such. Precisely for this reason the intrusion of the 

sociologist into this time-honored intellectual territory is likely to raise the eyebrows of 

the man in the street and even more likely to enrage the philosopher. It is, therefore, 

important that we clarify at the beginning the sense in which we use these terms in the 

context of sociology, and that we immediately disclaim any pretension to the effect that 

sociology has an answer to these ancient philosophical preoccupations. 

     If we were going to be meticulous in the ensuing argument, we would put quotation 

marks around the two aforementioned terms every time we used them, but this would be 

stylistically awkward. To speak of quotation marks, however, may give a clue to the 

peculiar manner in which these terms appear in a sociological context. One could say that 

the sociological understanding of “reality” and “knowledge” falls somewhere in the 

middle between that of the man in the street and that of the philosopher. The man in the 

street does not ordinarily trouble himself about what is “real” to him and about what he 

“knows” unless he is stopped short by some sort of problem. He takes his “reality” and 

his “knowledge” for granted. The sociologist cannot do this, if only because of his 

systematic awareness of the fact that men in the street take quite different “realities” for 

granted as between one society and another. The sociologist is forced by the very logic of 

his discipline to ask, if nothing else, whether the difference between the two “realities” 

may not be understood in relation to various differences between the two societies. The 

philosopher, on the other hand, is professionally obligated to take nothing for granted, 

and to obtain maximal clarity as to the ultimate status of what the man in the street 

believes to be “reality” and “knowledge.” Put differently, the philosopher is driven to 
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decide where the quotation marks are in order and where they may safely be omitted, that 

is, to differentiate between valid and invalid assertions about the world. This the 

sociologist cannot possibly do. Logically, if not stylistically, he is stuck with the 

quotation marks. 

     For example, the man in the street may believe that he possesses “freedom of the will” 

and that he is therefore “responsible” for his actions, at the same time denying this 

“freedom” and this “responsibility” to infants and lunatics. The philosopher, by whatever 

methods, will inquire into the ontological and epistemological status of these 

conceptions. Is man free? What is responsibility? Where are the limits of responsibility? 

How can one know these things? And so on. Needless to say, the sociologist is in no 

position to supply answers to these questions. What he can and must do, however, is to 

ask how it is that the notion of “freedom” has come to be taken for granted in one society 

and not in another, how its “reality” is maintained in the one society and how, even more 

interestingly, this “reality” may once again be lost to an individual or to an entire 

collectivity. 

     Sociological interest in questions of “reality” and “knowledge” is thus initially 

justified by the fact of their social relativity. What is “real” to a Tibetan monk may not be 

“real” to an American businessman. The “knowledge” of the criminal differs from the 

“knowledge” of the criminologist. It follows that specific agglomerations of “reality” and 

“knowledge” pertain to specific social contexts, and that these relationships will have to 

be included in an adequate sociological analysis of these contexts. The need for a 

“sociology of knowledge” is thus already given with the observable differences between 

societies in terms of what is taken for granted as “knowledge” in them. Beyond this, 

however, a discipline calling itself by this name will have to concern itself with the 

general ways by which “realities” are taken as “known” in human societies. In other 

words, a “sociology of knowledge” will have to deal not only with the empirical variety 

of “knowledge” in human societies, but also with the processes by which any body of 

“knowledge” comes to be socially established as “reality.” 

     It is our contention, then, that the sociology of knowledge must concern itself with 

whatever passes for “knowledge” in a society, regardless of the ultimate validity or 

invalidity (by whatever criteria) of such “knowledge.” And insofar as all human 

“knowledge” is developed, transmitted and maintained in social situations, the sociology 

of knowledge must seek to understand the processes by which this is done in such a way 

that a taken-for-granted “reality” congeals for the man in the street. In other words, we 

contend that the sociology of knowledge is concerned with the analysis of the social 

construction of reality.  

     This understanding of the proper field of the sociology of knowledge differs from 

what has generally been meant by this discipline since it was first so called some forty 

years ago. Before we begin our actual argument, therefore, it will be useful to look briefly 

at the previous development of the discipline and to explicate in what way, and why, we 

have felt it necessary to deviate from it. 
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     The term “sociology of knowledge” (Wissenssoziologie) was coined by Max Scheler.
2
 

The time was the 1920s, the place was Germany, and Scheler was a philosopher. These 

three facts are quite important for an understanding of the genesis and further 

development of the new discipline. The sociology of knowledge originated in a particular 

situation of German intellectual history and in a philosophical context. While the new 

discipline was subsequently introduced into the sociological context proper, particularly 

in the English-speaking world, it continued to be marked by the problems of the 

particular intellectual situation from which it arose. As a result the sociology of 

knowledge remained a peripheral concern among sociologists at large, who did not share 

the particular problems that troubled German thinkers in the 1920s. This was especially 

true of American sociologists, who have in the main looked upon the discipline as a 

marginal specialty with a persistent European flavor. More importantly, however, the 

continuing linkage of the sociology of knowledge with its original constellation of 

problems has been a theoretical weakness even where there has been an interest in the 

discipline. To wit, the sociology of knowledge has been looked upon, by its protagonists 

and by the more or less indifferent sociological public at large, as a sort of sociological 

gloss on the history of ideas. This has resulted in considerable myopia regarding the 

potential theoretical significance of the sociology of knowledge. 

     There have been different definitions of the nature and scope of the sociology of 

knowledge. Indeed, it might almost be said that the history of the subdiscipline thus far 

has been the history of its various definitions. Nevertheless, there has been general 

agreement to the effect that the sociology of knowledge is concerned with the 

relationship between human thought and the social context within which it arises. It may 

thus be said that the sociology of knowledge constitutes the sociological focus of a much 

more general problem, that of the existential determination (Seinsgebundenheit) of 

thought as such. Although here the social factor is concentrated upon, the theoretical 

difficulties are similar to those that have arisen when other factors (such as the historical, 

the psychological or the biological) have been proposed as determinative of human 

thought. In all these cases the general problem has been the extent to which thought 

reflects or is independent of the proposed determinative factors. 

     It is likely that the prominence of the general problem in recent German philosophy 

has its roots in the vast accumulation of historical scholarship that was one of the greatest 

intellectual fruits of the nineteenth century in Germany. In a way unparalleled in any 

other period of intellectual history the past, with all its amazing variety of forms of 

thought, was “made present” to the contemporary mind through the efforts of scientific 

historical scholarship. It is hard to dispute the claim of German scholarship to the primary 

position in this enterprise. It should, consequently, not surprise us that the theoretical 

problem thrown up by the latter should be most sharply sensed in Germany. This problem 

can be described as the vertigo of relativity. The epistemological dimension of the 

problem is obvious. On the empirical level it led to the concern to investigate as 

painstakingly as possible the concrete relationships between thought and its historical 

situations. If this interpretation is correct, the sociology of knowledge takes up a problem 
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originally posited by historical scholarship – in a narrower focus, to be sure, but with an 

interest in essentially the same questions.
3
 

     Neither the general problem nor its narrower focus is new. An awareness of the social 

foundations of values and world views can be found in antiquity. At least as far back as 

the Enlightenment this awareness crystallized into a major theme of modern Western 

thought. It would thus be possible to make a good case for a number of “genealogies” for 

the central problem of the sociology of knowledge.
4
 It may even be said that the problem 

is contained in nuce in Pascal’s famous statement that what is truth on one side of the 

Pyrenees is error on the other.
5
 Yet the immediate intellectual antecedents of the 

sociology of knowledge are three developments in nineteenth-century German thought – 

the Marxian, the Nietzschean, and the historicist. 

     It is from Marx that the sociology of knowledge derived its root proposition –that 

man’s consciousness is determined by his social being.
6
 To be sure, there has been much 

debate as to just what kind of determination Marx had in mind. It is safe to say that much 

of the great “struggle with Marx” that characterized not only the beginnings of the 

sociology of knowledge but the “classical age” of sociology in general (particularly as 

manifested in the works of Weber, Durkheim and Pareto) was really a struggle with a 

faulty interpretation of Marx by latter-day Marxists. This proposition gains plausibility 

when we reflect that it was only in 1932 that the very important Economic and 

Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844 were rediscovered and only after World War II that 

the full implications of this rediscovery could be worked out in Marx research. Be this as 

it may, the sociology of knowledge inherited from Marx not only the sharpest 

formulation of its central problem but also some of its key concepts, among which should 

be mentioned particularly the concepts of “ideology” (ideas serving as weapons for social 

interests) and “false consciousness” (thought that is alienated from the real social being 

of the thinker). 

     The sociology of knowledge has been particularly fascinated by Marx’s twin concepts 

of “substructure/superstructure” (Unterbau/Ueberbau). It is here particularly that 

controversy has raged about the correct interpretation of Marx’s own thought. Later 

Marxism has tended to identify the “substructure” with economic structure tout court, of 

which the “superstructure” was then supposed to be a direct “reflection” (thus Lenin, for 

instance). It is quite clear now that this misrepresents Marx’s thought, as the essentially 

mechanistic rather than dialectical character of this kind of economic determinism should 

make one suspect. What concerned Marx was that human thought is founded in human 

activity (“labor,” in the widest sense of the word) and in the social relations brought 

about by this activity. “Substructure” and “superstructure” are best understood if one 

views them as, respectively, human activity and the world produced by that activity.
7
 In 

any case, the fundamental “sub/superstructure” scheme has been taken over in various 

forms by the sociology of knowledge, beginning with Scheler, always with an 

understanding that there is some sort of relationship between thought and an “underlying” 

reality other than thought. The fascination of the scheme prevailed despite the fact that 

much of the sociology of knowledge was explicitly formulated in opposition to Marxism 
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and that different positions have been taken within it regarding the nature of the 

relationship between the two components of the scheme. 

     Nietzschean ideas were less explicitly continued in the sociology of knowledge, but 

they belong very much to its general intellectual background and to the “mood” within 

which it arose. Nietzsche’s anti-idealism, despite the differences in content not unlike 

Marx’s in form, added additional perspectives on human thought as an instrument in the 

struggle for survival and power.
8
 Nietzsche developed his own theory of “false 

consciousness” in his analyses of the social significance of deception and self-deception, 

and of illusion as a necessary condition of life. Nietzsche’s concept of “resentment” as a 

generative factor for certain types of human thought was taken over directly by Scheler. 

Most generally, though, one can say that the sociology of knowledge represents a specific 

application of what Nietzsche aptly called the “art of mistrust.”
9
 

     Historicism, especially as expressed in the work of Wilhelm Dilthey, immediately 

preceded the sociology of knowledge.
10

 The dominant theme here was an overwhelming 

sense of the relativity of all perspectives on human events, that is, of the inevitable 

historicity of human thought. The historicist insistence that no historical situation could 

be understood except in its own terms could readily be translated into an emphasis on the 

social situation of thought. Certain historicist concepts, such as “situational 

determination” (Standortsgebundenheit) and “seat in life” (Sitz im Leben) could be 

directly translated as referring to the “social location” of thought. More generally, the 

historicist heritage of the sociology of knowledge predisposed the latter toward a strong 

interest in history and the employment of an essentially historical method –a fact, 

incidentally, that also made for its marginality in the milieu of American sociology. 

     Scheler’s interest in the sociology of knowledge, and in sociological questions 

generally, was essentially a passing episode during his philosophical career.
11

 His final 

aim was the establishment of a philosophical anthropology that would transcend the 

relativity of specific historically and socially located viewpoints. The sociology of 

knowledge was to serve as an instrument toward this aim, its main purpose being the 

clearing away of the difficulties raised by relativism so that the real philosophical task 

could proceed. Scheler’s sociology of knowledge is, in a very real sense, ancilla 

philosophiae,
12

and of a very specific philosophy to boot. 

     In line with this orientation, Scheler’s sociology of knowledge is essentially a negative 

method. Scheler argued that the relationship between “ideal factors” (Idealfaktoren) and 

“real factors” (Realfaktoren), terms that are clearly reminiscent of the Marxian 

“sub/superstructure” scheme, was merely a regulative one. That is, the “real factors” 

regulate the conditions under which certain “ideal factors” can appear in history, but 

cannot affect the content of the latter. In other words, society determines the presence 

(Dasein) but not the nature (Sosein) of ideas. The sociology of knowledge, then, is the 

procedure by which the socio-historical selection of ideational contents is to be studied, it 

being understood that the contents themselves are independent of socio-historical 

causation and thus inaccessible to sociological analysis. If one may describe Scheler’s 
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method graphically, it is to throw a sizable sop to the dragon of relativity, but only so as 

to enter the castle of ontological certitude better. 

     Within this intentionally (and inevitably) modest framework Scheler analyzed in 

considerable detail the manner in which human knowledge is ordered by society. He 

emphasized that human knowledge is given in society as an a priori to individual 

experience, providing the latter with its order of meaning. This order, although it is 

relative to a particular socio-historical situation, appears to the individual as the natural 

way of looking at the world. Scheler called this the “relative-natural world view” 

(relativnatürliche Weltanschauung) of a society, a concept that may still be regarded as 

central for the sociology of knowledge. 

     Following Scheler’s “invention” of the sociology of knowledge, there was extensive 

debate in Germany concerning the validity, scope and applicability of the new 

discipline.
13

 Out of this debate emerged one formulation that marked the transposition of 

the sociology of knowledge into a more narrowly sociological context. The same 

formulation was the one in which the sociology of knowledge arrived in the English-

speaking world. This is the formulation by Karl Mannheim.
14

 It is safe to say when 

sociologists today think of the sociology of knowledge, pro or con, they usually do so in 

terms of Mannheim’s formulation of it. In American sociology this is readily intelligible 

if one reflects on the accessibility in English of virtually the whole of Mannheim’s work 

(some of which, indeed, was written in English, during the period Mannheim was 

teaching in England after the advent of Nazism in Germany, or was brought out in 

revised English versions), while Scheler’s work in the sociology of knowledge has 

remained untranslated to date. Apart from this “diffusion” factor, Mannheim’s work is 

less burdened with philosophical “baggage” than Scheler’s. This is especially true of 

Mannheim’s later writings and can be seen if one compares the English version of his 

main work, Ideology and Utopia, with its German original. Mannheim thus became the 

more “congenial” figure for sociologists, even those critical of or not very interested in 

his approach. 

     Mannheim’s understanding of the sociology of knowledge was much more far-

reaching than Scheler’s, possibly because the confrontation with Marxism was more 

prominent in his work. Society was here seen as determining not only the appearance but 

also the content of human ideation, with the exception of mathematics and at least parts 

of the natural sciences. The sociology of knowledge thus became a positive method for 

the study of almost any facet of human thought. 

     Significantly, Mannheim’s key concern was with the phenomenon of ideology. He 

distinguished between the particular, the total, and the general concepts of ideology – 

ideology as constituting only a segment of an opponent’s thought; ideology as 

constituting the whole of an opponent’s thought (similar to Marx’s “false 

consciousness”); and (here, as Mannheim thought, going beyond Marx) ideology as 

characteristic not only of an opponent’s but of one’s own thought as well. With the 

general concept of ideology the level of the sociology of knowledge is reached – the 
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understanding that no human thought (with only the afore-mentioned exceptions) is 

immune to the ideologizing influences of its social context. By this expansion of the 

theory of ideology Mannheim sought to abstract its central problem from the context of 

political usage, and to treat it as a general problem of epistemology and historical 

sociology. 

     Although Mannheim did not share Scheler’s ontological ambitions, he too was 

uncomfortable with the pan-ideologism into which his thinking seemed to lead him. He 

coined the term “relationism” (in contradistinction to “relativism”) to denote the 

epistemological perspective of his sociology of knowledge – not a capitulation of thought 

before the sociohistorical relativities, but a sober recognition that knowledge must always 

be knowledge from a certain position. The influence of Dilthey is probably of great 

importance at this point in Mannheim’s thought – the problem of Marxism is solved by 

the tools of historicism. Be this as it may, Mannheim believed that ideologizing 

influences, while they could not be eradicated completely, could be mitigated by the 

systematic analysis of as many as possible of the varying socially grounded positions. In 

other words, the object of thought becomes progressively clearer with this accumulation 

of different perspectives on it. This is to be the task of the sociology of knowledge, which 

thus is to become an important aid in the quest for any correct understanding of human 

events. 

     Mannheim believed that different social groups vary greatly in their capacity thus to 

transcend their own narrow position. He placed his major hope in the “socially 

unattached intelligentsia” (freischwebende Intelligenz, a term derived from Alfred 

Weber), a sort of interstitial stratum that he believed to be relatively free of class 

interests. Mannheim also stressed the power of “utopian” thought, which (like ideology) 

produces a distorted image of social reality, but which (unlike ideology) has the 

dynamism to transform that reality into its image of it. 

     Needless to say, the above remarks can in no way do justice to either Scheler’s or 

Mannheim’s conception of the sociology of knowledge. This is not our intention here. 

We have merely indicated some key features of the two conceptions, which have been 

aptly called, respectively, the “moderate” and “radical” conceptions of the sociology of 

knowledge.
15

 What is remarkable is that the subsequent development of the sociology of 

knowledge has, to a large extent, consisted of critiques and modifications of these two 

conceptions. As we have already pointed out, Mannheim’s formulation of the sociology 

of knowledge has continued to set the terms of reference for the discipline in a definitive 

manner, particularly in English-speaking sociology. 

     The most important American sociologist to have paid serious attention to the 

sociology of knowledge has been Robert Merton.
16

 His discussion of the discipline, 

which covers two chapters of his major work, has served as a useful introduction to the 

field for such American sociologists as have been interested in it. Merton constructed a 

paradigm for the sociology of knowledge, restating its major themes in a compressed and 

coherent form. This construction is interesting because it seeks to integrate the approach 
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of the sociology of knowledge with that of structural-functional theory. Merton’s own 

concepts of “manifest” and “latent” functions are applied to the sphere of ideation, the 

distinction being made between the intended, conscious functions of ideas, and the 

unintended, unconscious ones. While Merton concentrated on the work of Mannheim, 

who was for him the sociologist of knowledge par excellence, he stressed the significance 

of the Durkheim school and of the work of Pitirim Sorokin. It is interesting that Merton 

apparently failed to see the relevance to the sociology of knowledge of certain important 

developments in American social psychology, such as reference-group theory, which he 

discusses in a different part of the same work. 

     Talcott Parsons has also commented on the sociology of knowledge.
17

 This comment, 

however, is limited mainly to a critique of Mannheim and does not seek an integration of 

the discipline within Parsons’ own theoretical system. In the latter, to be sure, the 

“problem of the role of ideas” is analyzed at length, but in a frame of reference quite 

different from that of either Scheler’s or Mannheim’s sociology of knowledge.
18

 We 

would, therefore, venture to say that neither Merton nor Parsons has gone in any decisive 

way beyond the sociology of knowledge as formulated by Mannheim. The same can be 

said of their critics. To mention only the most vocal one, C. Wright Mills dealt with the 

sociology of knowledge in his earlier writing, but in an expositional manner and without 

contributing to its theoretical development.
19

 

     An interesting effort to integrate the sociology of knowledge with a neo-positivist 

approach to sociology in general is that of Theodor Geiger, who had a great influence on 

Scandinavian sociology after his emigration from Germany.
20

 Geiger returned to a 

narrower concept of ideology as socially distorted thought and maintained the possibility 

of overcoming ideology by careful adherence to scientific canons of procedure. The neo-

positivist approach to ideological analysis has more recently been continued in German-

speaking sociology in the work of Ernst Topitsch, who has emphasized the ideological 

roots of various philosophical positions.
21

 Insofar as the sociological analysis of 

ideologies constitutes an important part of the sociology of knowledge as defined by 

Mannheim, there has been a good deal of interest in it in both European and American 

sociology since World War II.
22

 

     Probably the most far-reaching attempt to go beyond Mannheim in the construction of 

a comprehensive sociology of knowledge is that of Werner Stark, another émigré 

continental scholar who has taught in England and the United States.
23

 Stark goes farthest 

in leaving behind Mannheim’s focus on the problem of ideology. The task of the 

sociology of knowledge is not to be the debunking or uncovering of socially produced 

distortions, but the systematic study of the social conditions of knowledge as such. Put 

simply, the central problem is the sociology of truth, not the sociology of error. Despite 

his distinctive approach, Stark is probably closer to Scheler than to Mannheim in his 

understanding of the relationship between ideas and their social context. 

     Again, it is obvious that we have not tried to give an adequate historical overview of 

the history of the sociology of knowledge. Furthermore, we have so far ignored 
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developments that might theoretically be relevant to the sociology of knowledge but that 

have not been so considered by their own protagonists. In other words, we have limited 

ourselves to developments that, so to speak, sailed under the banner “sociology of 

knowledge” (considering the theory of ideology to be a part of the latter). This has made 

one fact very clear. Apart from the epistemological concern of some sociologists of 

knowledge, the empirical focus of attention has been almost exclusively on the sphere of 

ideas, that is, of theoretical thought. This is also true of Stark, who subtitled his major 

work on the sociology of knowledge “An Essay in Aid of a Deeper Understanding of the 

History of Ideas.” In other words, the interest of the sociology of knowledge has been on 

epistemological questions on the theoretical level, on questions of intellectual history on 

the empirical level. 

     We would emphasize that we have no reservations whatsoever about the validity and 

importance of these two sets of questions. However, we regard it as unfortunate that this 

particular constellation has dominated the sociology of knowledge so far. We would 

argue that, as a result, the full theoretical significance of the sociology of knowledge has 

been obscured. 

     To include epistemological questions concerning the validity of sociological 

knowledge in the sociology of knowledge is somewhat like trying to push a bus in which 

one is riding. To be sure, the sociology of knowledge, like all empirical disciplines that 

accumulate evidence concerning the relativity and determination of human thought, leads 

toward epistemological questions concerning sociology itself as well as any other 

scientific body of knowledge. As we have remarked before, in this the sociology of 

knowledge plays a part similar to history, psychology, and biology, to mention only the 

three most important empirical disciplines that have caused trouble for epistemology. The 

logical structure of this trouble is basically the same in all cases: How can I be sure, say, 

of my sociological analysis of American middle-class mores in view of the fact that the 

categories I use for this analysis are conditioned by historically relative forms of thought, 

that I myself and everything I think is determined by my genes and by my ingrown 

hostility to my fellowmen, and that, to cap it all, I am myself a member of the American 

middle class? 

     Far be it from us to brush aside such questions. All we would contend here is that 

these questions are not themselves part of the empirical discipline of sociology. They 

properly belong to the methodology of the social sciences, an enterprise that belongs to 

philosophy and is by definition other than sociology, which is indeed an object of its 

inquiries. The sociology of knowledge, along with the other epistemological 

troublemakers among the empirical sciences, will “feed” problems to this methodological 

inquiry. It cannot solve these problems within its own proper frame of reference. 

     We therefore exclude from the sociology of knowledge the epistemological and 

methodological problems that bothered both of its major originators. By virtue of this 

exclusion we are setting ourselves apart from both Scheler’s and Mannheim’s conception 

of the discipline, and from the later sociologists of knowledge (notably those with a neo-
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positivist orientation) who shared the conception in this respect. Throughout the present 

work we have firmly bracketed any epistemological or methodological questions about 

the validity of sociological analysis, in the sociology of knowledge itself or in any other 

area. We consider the sociology of knowledge to be part of the empirical discipline of 

sociology. Our purpose here is, of course, a theoretical one. But our theorizing refers to 

the empirical discipline in its concrete problems, not to the philosophical investigation of 

the foundations of the empirical discipline. In sum, our enterprise is one of sociological 

theory, not of the methodology of sociology. Only in one section of our treatise (the one 

immediately following this introduction) do we go beyond sociological theory proper, but 

this is done for reasons that have little to do with epistemology, as will be explained at 

the time. 

     We must also, however, redefine the task of the sociology of knowledge on the 

empirical level, that is, as theory geared to the empirical discipline of sociology. As we 

have seen, on this level the sociology of knowledge has been concerned with intellectual 

history, in the sense of the history of ideas. Again, we would stress that this is, indeed, a 

very important focus of sociological inquiry. Furthermore, in contrast with our exclusion 

of the epistemological/methodological problem, we concede that this focus belongs with 

the sociology of knowledge. We would argue, however, that the problem of “ideas,” 

including the special problem of ideology, constitutes only part of the larger problem of 

the sociology of knowledge, and not a central part at that. 

     The sociology of knowledge must concern itself with everything that Passes for 

“knowledge” in society. As soon as one states this, one realizes that the focus on 

intellectual history is ill-chosen, or rather, is ill-chosen if it becomes the central focus of 

the sociology of knowledge. Theoretical thought, “ideas,” Weltanschauungen are not that 

important in society. Although every society contains these phenomena, they are only 

part of the sum of what passes for “knowledge.” Only a very limited group of people in 

any society engages in theorizing, in the business of “ideas,” and the construction of 

Weltanschauungen. But everyone in society participates in its “knowledge” in one way or 

another. Put differently, only a few are concerned with the theoretical interpretation of 

the world, but everybody lives in a world of some sort. Not only is the focus on 

theoretical thought unduly restrictive for the sociology of knowledge, it is also 

unsatisfactory because even this part of socially available “knowledge” cannot be fully 

understood if it is not placed in the framework of a more general analysis of 

“knowledge.” 

     To exaggerate the importance of theoretical thought in society and history is a natural 

failing of theorizers. It is then all the more necessary to correct this intellectualistic 

misapprehension. The theoretical formulations of reality, whether they be scientific or 

philosophical or even mythological, do not exhaust what is “real” for the members of a 

society. Since this is so, the sociology of knowledge must first of all concern itself with 

what people “know” as “reality” in their everyday, non- or pre-theoretical lives. In other 

words, commonsense “knowledge” rather than “ideas” must be the central focus for the 
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sociology of knowledge. It is precisely this “knowledge” that constitutes the fabric of 

meanings without which no society could exist. 

     The sociology of knowledge, therefore, must concern itself with the social 

construction of reality. The analysis of the theoretical articulation of this reality will 

certainly continue to be a part of this concern, but not the most important part. It will be 

clear that, despite the exclusion of the epistemological/methodological problem, what we 

are suggesting here is a far-reaching redefinition of the scope of the sociology of 

knowledge, much wider than what has hitherto been understood as this discipline. 

     The question arises as to what theoretical ingredients ought to be added to the 

sociology of knowledge to permit its redefinition in the above sense. We owe the 

fundamental insight into the necessity for this redefinition to Alfred Schutz. Throughout 

his work, both as philosopher and as sociologist, Schutz concentrated on the structure of 

the commonsense world of everyday life. Although he himself did not elaborate a 

sociology of knowledge, he clearly saw what this discipline would have to focus on: 

All typifications of common-sense thinking are themselves integral elements of the 

concrete historical sociocultural Lebenswelt within which they prevail as taken for 

granted and as socially approved. Their structure determines among other things the 

social distribution of knowledge and its relativity and relevance to the concrete social 

environment of a concrete group in a concrete historical situation. Here are the legitimate 

problems of relativism, historicism, and of the so-called sociology of knowledge.
24

 

And again: 

Knowledge is socially distributed and the mechanism of this distribution can be made the 

subject matter of a sociological discipline. True, we have a so-called sociology of 

knowledge. Yet, with very few exceptions, the discipline thus misnamed has approached 

the problem of the social distribution of knowledge merely from the angle of the 

ideological foundation of truth in its dependence upon social and, especially, economic 

conditions, or from that of the social implications of education, or that of the social role 

of the man of knowledge. Not sociologists but economists and philosophers have studied 

some of the many other theoretical aspects of the problem.
25

 

     While we would not give the central place to the social distribution of knowledge that 

Schutz implies here, we agree with his criticism of “the discipline thus misnamed” and 

have derived from him our basic notion of the manner in which the task of the sociology 

of knowledge must be redefined. In the following considerations we are heavily 

dependent on Schutz in the prolegomena concerning the foundations of knowledge in 

everyday life and greatly indebted to his work in various important places of our main 

argument thereafter. 

     Our anthropological presuppositions are strongly influenced by Marx, especially his 

early writings, and by the anthropological implications drawn from human biology by 
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Helmuth Plessner, Arnold Gehien and others. Our view of the nature of social reality is 

greatly indebted to Durkheim and his school in French sociology, though we have 

modified the Durkheimian theory of society by the introduction of a dialectical 

perspective derived from Marx and an emphasis on the constitution of social reality 

through subjective meanings derived from Weber.
26

 Our social-psychological 

presuppositions, especially important for the analysis of the internalization of social 

reality, are greatly influenced by George Herbert Mead and some developments of his 

work by the so-called symbolic-interactionist school of American sociology.
27

 We shall 

indicate in the footnotes how these various ingredients are used in our theoretical 

formation. We fully realize, of course, that in this use we are not and cannot be faithful to 

the original intentions of these several streams of social theory themselves. But, as we 

have already stated, our purpose here is not exegetical, nor even synthesis for the sake of 

synthesis. We are fully aware that, in various places, we do violence to certain thinkers 

by integrating their thought into a theoretical formation that some of them might have 

found quite alien. We would say in justification that historical gratitude is not in itself a 

scientific virtue. We may cite here some remarks by Talcott Parsons (about whose theory 

we have serious misgivings, but whose integrative intention we fully share): 

The primary aim of the study is not to determine and state in summary form what these 

writers said or believed about the subjects they wrote about. Nor is it to inquire directly 

with reference to each proposition of their “theories” whether what they have said is 

tenable in the light of present sociological and related knowledge. . . . It is a study in 

social theory, not theories. Its interest is not in the separate and discrete propositions to 

be found in the works of these men, but in a single body of systematic theoretical 

reasoning.
28

 

Our purpose, indeed, is to engage in “systematic theoretical reasoning.” 

     It will already be evident that our redefinition of its nature and scope would move the 

sociology of knowledge from the periphery to the very center of sociological theory. We 

may assure the reader that we have no vested interest in the label “sociology of 

knowledge.” It is rather our understanding of sociological theory that led us to the 

sociology of knowledge and guided the manner in which we were to redefine its 

problems and tasks. We can best describe the path along which we set out by reference to 

two of the most famous and most influential “marching orders” for sociology. 

     One was given by Durkheim in The Rules of Sociological Method, the other by Weber 

in Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft. Durkheim tells us: “The first and most fundamental rule 

is: Consider social facts as things.”
29

And Weber observes: 

     “Both for sociology in the present sense, and for history, the object of cognition is the 

subjective meaning-complex of action.”
30

 These two statements are not contradictory. 

Society does indeed possess objective facticity. And society is indeed built up by activity 

that expresses subjective meaning. And, incidentally, Durkheim knew the latter, just as 

Weber knew the former. It is precisely the dual character of society in terms of objective 
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facticity and subjective meaning that makes its “reality sui generis,” to use another key 

term of Durkheim’s. The central question for sociological theory can then be put as 

follows: How is it possible that subjective meanings become objective facticities? Or, in 

terms appropriate to the afore-mentioned theoretical positions: How is it possible that 

human activity (Handein) should produce a world of things (choses)?In other words, an 

adequate understanding of the “reality sui generis” of society requires an inquiry into the 

manner in which this reality is constructed. This inquiry, we maintain, is the task of the 

sociology of knowledge. 

  

I. The Foundations of Knowledge in Everyday Life 
  

     1. THE REALITY OF EVERYDAY LIFE 

 

     Since our purpose in this treatise is a sociological analysis of the reality of everyday 

life, more precisely, of knowledge that guides conduct in everyday life, and we are only 

tangentially interested in how this reality may appear in various theoretical perspectives 

to intellectuals, we must begin by a clarification of that reality as it is available to the 

common-sense of the ordinary members of society. How that common-sense reality may 

be influenced by the theoretical constructions of intellectuals and other merchants of 

ideas is a further question. Ours is thus an enterprise that, although theoretical in 

character, is geared to the understanding of a reality that forms the subject matter of the 

empirical science of sociology, that is, the world of everyday life. 

     It should be evident, then, that our purpose is not to engage in philosophy. All the 

same, if the reality of everyday life is to be understood, account must be taken of its 

intrinsic character before we can proceed with sociological analysis proper. Everyday life 

presents itself as a reality interpreted by men and subjectively meaningful to them as a 

coherent world. As sociologists we take this reality as the object of our analyses. Within 

the frame of reference of sociology as an empirical science it is possible to take this 

reality as given, to take as data particular phenomena arising within it, without further 

inquiring about the foundations of this reality, which is a philosophical task. However, 

given the particular purpose of the present treatise, we cannot completely bypass the 

philosophical problem. The world of everyday life is not only taken for granted as reality 

by the ordinary members of society in the subjectively meaningful conduct of their lives. 

It is a world that originates in their thoughts and actions, and is maintained as real by 

these. Before turning to our main task we must, therefore, attempt to clarify the 

foundations of knowledge in everyday life, to wit, the objectivations of subjective 

processes (and meanings) by which the intersubjective commonsense world is 

constructed. 
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     For the purpose at hand, this is a preliminary task, and we can do no more than sketch 

the main features of what we believe to be an adequate solution to the philosophical 

problem – adequate, let us hasten to add, only in the sense that it can serve as a starting 

point for sociological analysis. The considerations immediately following are, therefore, 

of the nature of philosophical prolegomena and, in themselves, presociological. The 

method we consider best suited to clarify the foundations of knowledge in everyday life 

is that of phenomenological analysis, a purely descriptive method and, as such, 

“empirical” but not “scientific” – as we understand the nature of the empirical sciences.
31

 

     The phenomenological analysis of everyday life, or rather of the subjective experience 

of everyday life, refrains from any causal or genetic hypotheses, as well as from 

assertions about the ontological status of the phenomena analyzed. It is important to 

remember this. Commonsense contains innumerable pre- and quasi-scientific 

interpretations about everyday reality, which it takes for granted. If we are to describe the 

reality of commonsense we must refer to these interpretations, just as we must take 

account of its taken-for-granted character – but we do so within phenomenological 

brackets. 

     Consciousness is always intentional; it always intends or is directed toward objects. 

We can never apprehend some putative substratum of consciousness as such, only 

consciousness of something or other. This is so regardless of whether the object of 

consciousness is experienced as belonging to an external physical world or apprehended 

as an element of an inward subjective reality. Whether I (the first person singular, here as 

in the following illustrations, standing for ordinary self-consciousness in everyday life) 

am viewing the panorama of New York City or whether I become conscious of an inner 

anxiety, the processes of consciousness involved are intentional in both instances. The 

point need not be belabored that the consciousness of the Empire State Building differs 

from the awareness of anxiety. A detailed phenomenological analysis would uncover the 

various layers of experience, and the different structures of meaning involved in, say, 

being bitten by a dog, remembering having been bitten by a dog, having a phobia about 

all dogs, and so forth. What interests us here is the common intentional character of all 

consciousness. 

     Different objects present themselves to consciousness as constituents of different 

spheres of reality. I recognize the fellowmen I must deal with in the course of everyday 

life as pertaining to a reality quite different from the disembodied figures that appear in 

my dreams. The two sets of objects introduce quite different tensions into my 

consciousness and I am attentive to them in quite different ways. My consciousness, then, 

is capable of moving through different spheres of reality. Put differently, I am conscious 

of the world as consisting of multiple realities. As I move from one reality to another, I 

experience the transition as a kind of shock. This shock is to be understood as caused by 

the shift in attentiveness that the transition entails. Waking up from a dream illustrates 

this shift most simply. 
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     Among the multiple realities there is one that presents itself as the reality par 

excellence. This is the reality of everyday life. Its privileged position entitles it to the 

designation of paramount reality. The tension of consciousness is highest in everyday 

life, that is, the latter imposes itself upon consciousness in the most massive, urgent and 

intense manner. It is impossible to ignore, difficult even to weaken in its imperative 

presence. Consequently, it forces me to be attentive to it in the fullest way. I experience 

everyday life in the state of being wide-awake. This wide-awake state of existing in and 

apprehending the reality of everyday life is taken by me to be normal and self-evident, 

that is, it constitutes my natural attitude. 

     I apprehend the reality of everyday life as an ordered reality. Its phenomena are 

prearranged in patterns that seem to be independent of my apprehension of them and that 

impose themselves upon the latter. The reality of everyday life appears already 

objectified, that is, constituted by an order of objects that have been designated as objects 

before my appearance on the scene. The language used in everyday life continuously 

provides me with the necessary objectifications and posits the order within which these 

make sense and within which everyday life has meaning for me. I live in a place that is 

geographically designated; I employ tools, from can openers to sports cars, which are 

designated in the technical vocabulary of my society; I live within a web of human 

relationships, from my chess club to the United States of America, which are also ordered 

by means of vocabulary. In this manner language marks the co-ordinates of my life in 

society and fills that life with meaningful objects. 

     The reality of everyday life is organized around the “here” of my body and the “now” 

of my present. This “here and now” is the focus of my attention to the reality of everyday 

life. What is “here and now” presented to me in everyday life is the realissimum of my 

consciousness. The reality of everyday life is not, however, exhausted by these 

immediate presences, but embraces phenomena that are not present “here and now.” This 

means that I experience everyday life in terms of differing degrees of closeness and 

remoteness, both spatially and temporally. Closest to me is the zone of everyday life that 

is directly accessible to my bodily manipulation. This zone contains the world within my 

reach, the world in which I act so as to modify its reality, or the world in which I work. In 

this world of working my consciousness is dominated by the pragmatic motive, that is, 

my attention to this world is mainly determined by what I am doing, have done or plan to 

do in it. In this way it is my world par excellence. I know, of course, that the reality of 

everyday life contains zones that are not accessible to me in this manner. But either I 

have no pragmatic interest in these zones or my interest in them is indirect insofar as they 

may be, potentially, manipulative zones for me. Typically, my interest in the far zones is 

less intense and certainly less urgent. I am intensely interested in the cluster of objects 

involved in my daily occupation – say, the world of the garage, if I am a mechanic. I am 

interested, though less directly, in what goes on in the testing laboratories of the 

automobile industry in Detroit – I am unlikely ever to be in one of these laboratories, but 

the work done there will eventually affect my everyday life. I may also be interested in 

what goes on at Cape Kennedy or in outer space, but this interest is a matter of private, 

“leisure-time” choice rather than an urgent necessity of my everyday life. 
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     The reality of everyday life further presents itself to me as an intersubjective world, a 

world that I share with others. This intersubjectivity sharply differentiates everyday life 

from other realities of which I am conscious. I am alone in the world of my dreams, but I 

know that the world of everyday life is as real to others as it is to myself. Indeed, I cannot 

exist in everyday life without continually interacting and communicating with others. I 

know that my natural attitude to this world corresponds to the natural attitude of others, 

that they also comprehend the objectifications by which this world is ordered, that they 

also organize this world around the “here and now” of their being in it and have projects 

for working in it. I also know, of course, that the others have a perspective on this 

common world that is not identical with mine. My “here” is their “there.” My “now” does 

not fully overlap with theirs. My projects differ from and may even conflict with theirs. 

All the same, I know that I live with them in a common world. Most importantly, I know 

that there is an ongoing correspondence between my meanings and their meanings in this 

world, that we share a common sense about its reality. The natural attitude is the attitude 

of commonsense consciousness precisely because it refers to a world that is common to 

many men. Commonsense knowledge is the knowledge I share with others in the normal, 

self-evident routines of everyday life. 

     The reality of everyday life is taken for granted as reality. It does not require 

additional verification over and beyond its simple presence. It is simply there, as self-

evident and compelling facticity. I know that it is real. While I am capable of engaging in 

doubt about its reality, I am obliged to suspend such doubt as I routinely exist in 

everyday life. This suspension of doubt is so firm that to abandon it, as I might want to 

do, say, in theoretical or religious contemplation, I have to make an extreme transition. 

The world of everyday life proclaims itself and, when I want to challenge the 

proclamation, I must engage in a deliberate, by no means easy effort. The transition from 

the natural attitude to the theoretical attitude of the philosopher or scientist illustrates this 

point. But not all aspects of this reality are equally unproblematic. Everyday life is 

divided into sectors that are apprehended routinely, and others that present me with 

problems of one kind or another. Suppose that I am an automobile mechanic who is 

highly knowledgeable about all American-made cars. Everything that pertains to the 

latter is a routine, unproblematic facet of my everyday life. But one day someone appears 

in the garage and asks me to repair his Volkswagen. I am now compelled to enter the 

problematic world of foreign-made cars. I may do so reluctantly or with professional 

curiosity, but in either case I am now faced with problems that I have not yet routinized. 

At the same time, of course, I do not leave the reality of everyday life. Indeed, the latter 

becomes enriched as I begin to incorporate into it the knowledge and skills required for 

the repair of foreign-made cars. The reality of everyday life encompasses both kinds of 

sectors, as long as what appears as a problem does not pertain to a different reality 

altogether (say, the reality of theoretical physics, or of nightmares). As long as the 

routines of everyday life continue without interruption they are apprehended as 

unproblematic. 

     But even the unproblematic sector of everyday reality is so only until further notice, 

that is, until its continuity is interrupted by the appearance of a problem. When this 
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happens, the reality of everyday life seeks to integrate the problematic sector into what is 

already unproblematic. Commonsense knowledge contains a variety of instructions as to 

how this is to be done. For instance, the others with whom I work are unproblematic to 

me as long as they perform their familiar, taken-for-granted routines –say, typing away at 

desks next to mine in my office. They become problematic if they interrupt these routines 

– say, huddling together in a corner and talking in whispers. As I inquire about the 

meaning of this unusual activity, there is a variety of possibilities that my commonsense 

knowledge is capable of reintegrating into the unproblematic routines of everyday life: 

they may be consulting on how to fix a broken typewriter, or one of them may have some 

urgent instructions from the boss, and so on. On the other hand, I may find that they are 

discussing a union directive to go on strike, something as yet outside my experience but 

still well within the range of problems with which my commonsense knowledge can deal. 

It will deal with it, though, as a problem, rather than simply reintegrating it into the 

unproblematic sector of everyday life. If, however, I come to the conclusion that my 

colleagues have gone collectively mad, the problem that presents itself is of yet another 

kind. I am now faced with a problem that transcends the boundaries of the reality of 

everyday life and points to an altogether different reality. Indeed, my conclusion that my 

colleagues have gone mad implies ipso facto that they have gone off into a world that is 

no longer the common world of everyday life. 

     Compared to the reality of everyday life, other realities appear as finite provinces of 

meaning, enclaves within the paramount reality marked by circumscribed meanings and 

modes of experience. The paramount reality envelops them on all sides, as it were, and 

consciousness always returns to the paramount reality as from an excursion. This is 

evident from the illustrations already given, as in the reality of dreams or that of 

theoretical thought. Similar “commutations” take place between the world of everyday 

life and the world of play, both the playing of children and, even more sharply, of adults. 

The theater provides an excellent illustration of such playing on the part of adults. The 

transition between realities is marked by the rising and falling of the curtain. As the 

curtain rises, the spectator is “transported to another world,” with its own meanings and 

an order that may or may not have much to do with the order of everyday life. As the 

curtain falls, the spectator “returns to reality,” that is, to the paramount reality of 

everyday life by comparison with which the reality presented on the stage now appears 

tenuous and ephemeral, however vivid the presentation may have been a few moments 

previously. Aesthetic and religious experience is rich in producing transitions of this 

kind, inasmuch as art and religion are endemic producers of finite provinces of meaning. 

     All finite provinces of meaning are characterized by a turning away of attention from 

the reality of everyday life. While there are, of course, shifts in attention within everyday 

life, the shift to a finite province of meaning is of a much more radical kind. A radical 

change takes place in the tension of consciousness. In the context of religious experience 

this has been aptly called “leaping.” It is important to stress, however, that the reality of 

everyday life retains its paramount status even as such “leaps” take place. If nothing else, 

language makes sure of this. The common language available to me for the 

objectification of my experiences is grounded in everyday life and keeps pointing back to 
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it even as I employ it to interpret experiences in finite provinces of meaning. Typically, 

therefore, I “distort” the reality of the latter as soon as I begin to use the common 

language in interpreting them, that is, I “translate” the non-everyday experiences back 

into the paramount reality of everyday life. This may be readily seen in terms of dreams, 

but is also typical of those trying to report about theoretical, aesthetic or religious worlds 

of meaning. The theoretical physicist tells us that his concept of space cannot be 

conveyed linguistically, just as the artist does with regard to the meaning of his creations 

and the mystic with regard to his encounters with the divine. Yet all these – dreamer, 

physicist, artist and mystic – also live in the reality of everyday life. Indeed, one of their 

important problems is to interpret the coexistence of this reality with the reality enclaves 

into which they have ventured. 

     The world of everyday life is structured both spatially and temporally. The spatial 

structure is quite peripheral to our present considerations. Suffice it to point out that it, 

too, has a social dimension by virtue of the fact that my manipulatory zone intersects with 

that of others. More important for our present purpose is the temporal structure of 

everyday life. 

     Temporality is an intrinsic property of consciousness. The stream of consciousness is 

always ordered temporally. It is possible to differentiate between different levels of this 

temporality as it is intrasubjectively available. Every individual is conscious of an inner 

flow of time, which in turn is founded on the physiological rhythms of the organism 

though it is not identical with these. It would greatly exceed the scope of these 

prolegomena to enter into a detailed analysis of these levels of intrasubjective 

temporality. As we have indicated, however, intersubjectivity in everyday life also has a 

temporal dimension. The world of everyday life has its own standard time, which is 

intersubjectively available. This standard time may be understood as the intersection 

between cosmic time and its socially established calendar, based on the temporal 

sequences of nature, and inner time, in its aforementioned differentiations. There can 

never be full simultaneity between these various levels of temporality, as the experience 

of waiting indicates most clearly. Both my organism and my society impose upon me, 

and upon my inner time, certain sequences of events that involve waiting. I may want to 

take part in a sports event, but I must wait for my bruised knee to heal. Or again, I must 

wait until certain papers are processed so that my qualification for the event may be 

officially established. It may readily be seen that the temporal structure of everyday life is 

exceedingly complex, because the different levels of empirically present temporality 

must be ongoingly correlated. 

     The temporal structure of everyday life confronts me as a facticity with which I must 

reckon, that is, with which I must try to synchronize my own projects. I encounter time in 

everyday reality as continuous and finite. All my existence in this world is continuously 

ordered by its time, is indeed enveloped by it. My own life is an episode in the externally 

factitious stream of time. It was there before I was born and it will be there after I die. 

The knowledge of my inevitable death makes this time finite for me. I have only a certain 

amount of time available for the realization of my projects, and the knowledge of this 
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affects my attitude to these projects. Also, since I do not want to die, this knowledge 

injects an underlying anxiety into my projects. Thus I cannot endlessly repeat my 

participation in sports events. I know that I am getting older. It may even be that this is 

the last occasion on which I have the chance to participate. My waiting will be anxious to 

the degree in which the finitude of time impinges upon the project. 

     The same temporal structure, as has already been indicated, is coercive. I cannot 

reverse at will the sequences imposed by it – ”first things first” is an essential element of 

my knowledge of everyday life. Thus I cannot take a certain examination before I have 

passed through certain educational programs, I cannot practice my profession before I 

have taken this examination, and so on. Also, the same temporal structure provides the 

historicity that determines my situation in the world of everyday life. I was born on a 

certain date, entered school on another, started working as a professional on another, and 

so on. These dates, however, are all “located” within a much more comprehensive 

history, and this “location” decisively shapes my situation. Thus I was born in the year of 

the great bank crash in which my father lost his wealth, I entered school just before the 

revolution, I began to work just after the great war broke out, and so forth. The temporal 

structure of everyday life not only imposes prearranged sequences upon the “agenda” of 

any single day but also imposes itself upon my biography as a whole. Within the co-

ordinates set by this temporal structure I apprehend both daily “agenda” and overall 

biography. Clock and calendar ensure that, indeed, I am a “man of my time.” Only within 

this temporal structure does everyday life retain for me its accent of reality. Thus in cases 

where I may be “disoriented” for one reason or another (say, I have been in an 

automobile accident in which I was knocked unconscious), I feel an almost instinctive 

urge to “reorient” myself within the temporal structure of everyday life. I look at my 

watch and try to recall what day it is. By these acts alone I re-enter the reality of everyday 

life. 
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