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REIFICATION AND RECOLLECTION:
EMANCIPATORY INTENTIONS AND THE
SOCIOLOGY OF KNOWLEDGE!

James Schmidt

The sociology of knowledge is the spectre which haunts Marxism, or so it
would seem from the amount of ink spilled in efforts to exorcise the demon.
Beginning with the publication of Ideology and Utopia in 1929 Marxian critics
have attempted time and again to indicate what precisely it is which
distinguishes the study of ideology initiated by Mannheim from that proposed
by Marx.? At its worst the debate has shown the remarkable extent to which
Marxism can remain non-problematic to itself, an exercise which has long since
reached a type of scholastic perfection with Soviet Marxism. But, at its best, the
presence of the sociology of knowledge has forced reflection on what constitutes
the emancipatory intentions which Marxism claims to embody. By showing
how such allegedly critical concepts as “‘ideology’” and “‘class”” could be ap-
propriated into a non-Marxian frame of reference, the sociology of knowledge

has forced its more acute Marxian eritics to define the emancipatory core of

Marxism which remains unassimilated in Mannheim’s project.

This article proceeds from a basic sympathy towards the efforts of a few of the
sociology of knowledge's critics: most specifically Max Horkheimer and
Theodor Adorno. Yet a repetition of their position would be disloyal to the
most important insights of their critique. Since the 1930s both the sociology of
knowledge and society itself have altered. And the critical theory of society they
proposed, which defined itself in opposition to Mannheim in its early years, has

changed also, becoming more suspicious of its own premises, more critical of

the emancipatory potential present even in the original Marxian program. Thus
a reexamination of the sociology of knowledge cannot ignore recent efforts at
reformulating the program of a sociology of knowledge, nor can the evaluation
of Mannheim’s work made in the 1930s by Horkheimer and Adorno be taken
over without reexamination.

The main thesis explored in this essay is that while the sociology of

knowledge, as Mannheim conceived it, manifested what could be termed a
“practical’’ or even ‘‘emancipatory’’ intent, these intentions were projected in
a way which could not be preserved in more modern versions of the theory.
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