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METHODOLOGICAL CONSEQUENCES OF THE 
SOCIOLOGY OF KNOWLEDGE 

C. WRIGHT MILLS 

ABSTRACT 
An epistemological haziness has prevented a fruitful grasp of those junctures of 

actual thinking that are open to social-historical influences. The mooted problem of the 
logical consequences of sociology of knowledge has not been adequately instituted. One 
of the implications of the American pragmatism of Peirce, Dewey, and Mead for a 
sociology of knowledge is a fresh definition and solution of this issue. This article derives 
and elaborates this implication. Concrete studies, instances, and modus operandi of the 
methodological consequences of sociological studies of inquiry are cited and analyzed 

Many thinkers who have addressed themselves to the problem 
hold that the sociology of knowledge has no relevance for epistemol- 
ogy; that sociological investigations of inquiries have no conse- 
quences for norms of "truth and validity."' It is possible that the 
problem has been instituted in too narrow and yet in too gross a 
fashion. It is true that from knowledge of the "social position" of a 
thinker one cannot deduce that his statements are true or false. In 
this crude sense sociology of knowledge is epistemologically inconse- 

I Von Schelting's review of Mannheim's Ideologie und Utopie concludes: "The non- 
sense first begins when one believes that factual origin and social factors .... in any 
way affect the value of ideas and conceptions thus originated, and especially the theo- 
retic value .... which is to say, the truth . . . . of cognitive achievements" (American 
Sociological Review, I, No. 4, 634). Thus the relating of modes of thought to social- 
historical situations is conceived to carry with it no legitimate criticism or reformula- 
tion of "traditional" criteria of validity and truth (cf. T. Parsons' review of von 
Schelting's Max Webers Wissenschaftslehre [American Sociological Review, I, No. 4, 
675 f.]). Hans Speier, in recording a similar belief, speaks of the "encroachment of sociol- 
ogy upon a philosophic domain" and distinguishes between "promotive" and "theo- 
retical" thought; the latter, conceived to have "truth" alone as its aim, apparently is 
not to be analyzed sociologically. With Gruinwald, Speier says: "The validity of a judg- 
ment does not depend upon its genesis" (American Sociological Review, I, No. 4, 682, 
in reviewing E. Grulnwald's Das Problem einer Soziologie des Wissens; cf. also Speier, 
"The Social Determination of Ideas," Social Research, V, 2). Thus, on epistemological 
grounds, von Schelting and Speier would limit the subject matter and implications of 
sociology of knowledge. R. K. Merton apparently accepts this negative position in 
"The Sociology of Knowledge," Isis, XXVII, No. 3 (75), 502-3. R. Bain and R. M. 
McIver, in papers read at Atlantic City, I937, also indicate that they see no epistemo- 
logical consequences of sociology of knowledge. G. H. Sabine takes this position in 
"Logic and Social Studies," Philosophical Review, XLVIII (I939), I73-74. 

3I6 

This content downloaded from 119.15.93.148 on Wed, 16 Jul 2014 05:33:34 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


SOCIOLOGY OF KNOWLEDGE 3I7 

quential. But the matter is more complicated; the consequences are 
less direct. 

An analytic examination of the negative positions concerning the 
epistemological consequences of sociology of knowledge and a resolu- 
tion of the generic issue to which it is presumably addressed will ad- 
vance obliquely and will include answers to the questions: (i) What 
is the generic character, derivation, and function of epistemologic 
forms, criteria of truth, or verificatory models? (2) Exactly wherein, 
at what junctures, and in what types of inquiry may social factors 
enter as determinants of knowledge? 

It is apparent that "truth" and "objectivity" have application 
and meaning only in terms of some accepted model or system of veri- 
fication. He who asserts the irrelevance of social conditions to the 
truthfulness of propositions ought to state the conditions upon which 
he conceives truthfulness actually to depend. He ought to specify 
exactly what it is in thinking that sociological factors cannot affect 
and upon which truth and validity do rest. Those who take the 
negative position must state what sort of things these criteria of 
truth and validity are, how they are derived, and how they function. 
There have been and are many ways of determining "truth" and 
"validity." Which specific criteria do they have in mind? The can- 
ons of Aristotelian logic? 

Fritz Mauthner conducted a vigorous, if brief, sociological exam- 
ination of these canons, suggesting that the diffusion of Indian gram- 
matic studies and traditional cultural factors influenced their formu- 
lation and persistence.2 Dewey has offered an empirically based 
theory which views this logic culturally as formulatory of the cate- 
gories of speech prevalent in Greek society. He has also shown the 
operation of class and consequent social-aesthetic factors in these 
criteria of validity, and the conditions under which they arose.3 

The official and monopolistic paradigm of validation and truth 
accepted by medieval scholasticism was most certainly influenced 
by such factors as "the hierarchically centralized position of the 
intellectual elite with its Dolitical as well as intellectual power and 

2 Aristotle, trans. C. D. Gordon (New York, I907). 
3 Experience and Nature (New York, I1929), pp. 48-50, 87, 9I-92. For references to 

and a statement of a sociological theory of the character and shifts in logics cf. my "Lan- 
guage, Logic, and Culture," American Sociological Review, IV (I939), 5. 
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its strict memory, faith, and dialectical norms of recruitment. Also 
by the fact that by virtue of this social organization for several cen- 
turies, the logicca utens and the perceptual schema of each individual 
thinker were common to major sectors of the elite."4 

Does the position under question invoke some more modern 
epistemological formulations, say those of the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries? Mannheim has soundly suggested that these 
were conditioned by the revolutionary status of the middle class, 
particularly by its "individualistic" character.5 E. Conze has capa- 
bly suggested the "Bourgeois Origins of Nominalism."6 Certainly 
Descartes's protestant epistemology is open to sociological investiga- 
tion. And the "utilitarian" and "experimental" canons of verifica- 
tion were certainly given impetus by the social ethos of seventeenth- 
century Puritanism.7 

There have been and are diverse canons and criteria of validity 
and truth, and these criteria, upon which determinations of the 
truthfulness of propositions at any time depend, are themselves, in 
their persistence and change, legitimately open to social-historical 
relativization.8 Moreover, we have at hand sociological theories con- 
cerning the character and emergence of certain of them. Criteria, or 
observational and verificatory models, are not transcendental. They 
are not drawn theoretically pure from a Greek heaven, although 
"choice" and usage of one set of them may be so justified. Nor are 
they part of an a priori, or innate, equipment of "the mind" con- 
ceived to be intrinsically logical.9 

4 C. Wright Mills, "Types of Rationality" (unpublished MS). 
5 K. Mannheim, Ideology and Utopia, trans. L. Wirth and E. Shils (New York, I936); 

Part I, esp. pp. 24-28. 
6 Marxist Quarterly, I, i; Nos. 2 and 3 contain discussions; see also P. P. Wiener, 

"Notes on Leibnitz's Conception of Logic and Its Historical Context," Philosophical 
Review, November, I939. 

7 See R. K. Merton, Science, Society, and Technology in Seventeenth-Century England 
(Bruges, Belgium, I938), and references therein. 

8 In addition to studies cited above, see Sorokin, who isolates and utilizes several 
different forms of validation as key items for study (Social and Cultural Dynamics 
[New York, I9371, Vol. II). 

9 E.g., Hans Speier speaks of "a property of human nature which enables man to 
search for truth" ("The Social Determination of Ideas," op. cit., pp. i86, I93). For a 
contrary view see below; also A. Goldenweiser's Robots or Gods? (New York, I193 I), p. 53. 
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SOCIOLOGY OF KNOWLEDGE 3I9 

On the contrary: the historical diversity of such models supports 
Dewey's view that they are generated by and are drawn from in- 
quiries proceeding in given times and societies. Dewey's thesis con- 
cerning the character and historical occasion of logical and epistemo- 
logical (re)formulationslo empirically accounts for the historical 
data. For forty years he has contended that the verificatory models 
upon which imputations of truthfulness rest are forms drawn from 
existent inquiries and have no meaning apart from inquiries: "In- 
quiry (logic, e.g.) is the causa cognoscendi of logical forms, primary 
inquiry is itself causa essendi of the forms which inquiry into inquiry 
discloses."", Careful examination reveals no fundamental disagree- 
ment between Dewey's and Mannheim's conceptions of the generic 
character and derivation of epistemological forms.I2 "The indirect 
approach to truth," states Mannheim, "through social history will 
in the end be more fruitful than a direct logical approach." Mann- 
heim's view overlaps the program that Dewey has pursued since 
1903, when he turned from traditional concerns and squabbles over 
the ubiquitous relation of thought in general to reality at large to 
a specific examination of the context, office, and outcome of a type 
of inquiry.I3 

In terms of the norms upon which ideas were accepted and re- 
jected, C. S. Peirce analyzed four segments from Western intel- 
lectual history.I4 His comparative and quasi-sociological work was 
preliminary to his own acceptance of an observational and veri- 
ficatory model which he himself analyzed out and generalized from 
laboratory science. But not all thinkers, even philosophers, have 

-o Logic; The Theory of Inquiry (New York, I938), chap. i; "Philosophy," Research 
in Social Science, ed. W. Gee, pp. 25I ff. See also H. Reichenbach, Experience and 
Prediction (Chicago, I938), chap. i. 

Il Dewey, Logic, p. 4. 

t2 E.g., ".... the representative modes of thought and their structure, from which a 
conception is built up as to the nature of truth in general .... the concept of truth it- 
self is dependent upon the already existing types of knowledge" (Mannheim, op. cit., 
p. 262). 

r3 Studies in Logical Theory (Chicago, I909), chaps. i-iv. 
r4 "Methods of Fixing Belief," Collected Papers (Cambridge, Mass., I934) Vol. V, 

Book II, chap. iv, sec. v. Peirce's pragmatic papers contain very suggestive leads for 
the sociologist of knowledge (see esp. secs. ii and v). 
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gone about the "choice" of what verificatory model was to guide 
their thinking so consciously and thoroughly as Peirce. The "ac- 
ceptance" (usage) and "rejection" of verificatory models by indi- 
vidual thinkers and by elites is another juncture at which extra- 
logical, possibly sociological, factors may enter and be of conse- 
quence to the validity of an elite's thinking. 

Mannheim's "total, absolute, and universal" type of "ideology" 
in which social position bears upon "the structure of consciousness 
in its totality," including form as well as content, may be interpreted 
to mean this social-historical relativization of a model of truth, or 
the influence of a "social position" upon "choice" of one model as 
over against another. Mannheim's remarks do not contradict this 
more explicit and analytic statement. 

Those who contend that sociological investigations of thinking 
have no consequences for the truth or validity of that thinking mis- 
understand the source and character of the criteria upon which 
truth and validity are at any time dependent. They also overlook 
the fact that these criteria themselves and the selective acceptances 
and rejections of one or another of them by various elites are open 
to cultural influence and sociological investigation. Apparently they 
assume, without surveying the possibilities, that whatever validity 
depends upon, it cannot be examined empirically and sociologically. 
This view is underpinned by a blurred theory of knowledge and 
mind that prohibits analysis of those aspects or junctures in knowl- 
edge processes at which extra-logical factors may enter and be 
relevant to the truthfulness of results. For their attack is often 
against the view that the validity of a judgment depends upon its 
genesis, and they are inclined to interpret "genesis" in terms of an 
individual's motivation for thought.'5 

It is true that the current "scientific" thought-model, drawn in 
the main from post-Renaissance physical inquiry, distinguishes be- 
tween the truth of the results and the motives and social conditions 
of an inquiry. For this paradigm demands that assertions be veri- 
fied by certain operations which do not depend upon the motives or 

I5 E.g., Speier distinguishes the type of thinking that in his view is not open to 
sociological investigation from the "promotive" type which is on the basis of the indi- 
vidual thinker's epistemological motivation and intention (see below). 
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social position of the assertor. Social position does not directly affect 
the truthfulness of propositions tested by this verificatory model. 
But social positions may well affect whether or not it or some other 
model is used by types of thinkers today and in other periods. By 
no means have all thinkers in all times employed this particular 
verificatory model. Indeed, many do not now accept it. Many con- 
temporary social scientists only know this physical-science model by 
name, and their "usage" is limited to the sprinkling of a few terms 
through their writings. This particular model did not and could 
not have existed prior to the wholesale rise of physical science in 
western Europe, for it was drawn from this type of inquiry. 

But even in inquiries satisfying this paradigm the motives or 
social positions of the thinker do not exhaust the aspects of inquiries 
which may be relative to social factors. Any observational and 
verificatory pattern may itself be socially relativized, and the "selec- 
tion" and use of any model (as well as its specific diffusion pattern 
across variegated elites) is open to sociological explanation. Two 
other aspects of inquiries that are open to possible social-historical 
influences and that may bear on criteria, and hence on truthfulness 
and validity of results, may be mentioned: 

i. The categories upon which all discourse and inquiry depend are 
related to social situations, to cultural determinants. Numerous in- 
vestigators'6 have indicated how concepts, as surrogates of societal 
contexts, may shape inquiries that apparently are foot loose and 
socially free. Detection of the societally conditioned meanings of the 
terms upon which an inquiry depends may be viewed as a critique 
of the warrantability of this inquiry's results. In C. W. Morris' 
terms the "pragmatic" (which includes the sociological) dimension 
of the language process is basically related to the semantical and syn- 
tactical.17 What is taken as problematic and what concepts are avail- 

A6 Dewey, Logic: The Theory of Inquiry, chap. i; E. Vivas, "A Note on the Question 
of Class Science," Marxist Quarterly, I, No. 3, 437 ff.; see Mills, "Language, Logic, and 
Culture," op. cit., pp. 676-80, for a statement and references; and particularly M. 
Granet's application of Durkheim's sociological theory of categories, La Pensee chinoise 
(Paris, I938); also C. Wright Mills, "M. Granet's Contribution to Sociology of Knowl- 
edge" (mimeographed material, Department of Sociology, University of Wisconsin 
[I9401)-available upon request. 

17 Fozndations of the Theory of Signs ("International Encyclopedia of Unified Sci- 
ences," Vol. I, No. 2 [Chicago, I938]). This book and the movements it represents are 
very suggestive American sources for sociology of knowledge. 
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able and used may be interlinked in certain inquiries.'8 It should be 
noted that within the sociological perspective, the problems which 
occasion reflection may be viewed from numerous angles as connec- 
tive of intellect and culture. Viewing the selection of problems in 
terms of motivating values is only one, the grossest, mode of con- 
nection. 

2. Closely linked with such a view of categories is the social 
theory of perception. In acquiring a technical vocabulary with its 
terms and classifrcations, the thinker is acquiring, as it were, a set of 
colored spectacles. He sees a world of objects that are technically 
tinted and patternized. A specialized language constitutes a veri- 
table a priori form of perception and cognition,I9 which are certainly 
relevant to the results of inquiry. Epistemologies have differed 
widely as to the manners in which empirical elements enter into 
knowledge. But however variously they have incorporated em- 
pirical elements, in looking at the world for verification their con- 
cepts have conditioned what they have seen. Different technical 
elites possess different perceptual capacities. Empirical verification 
cannot be a simple and positivistic mirror-like operation. Thus the 
observational dimensions of any verificatory model are influenced 
by the selective language of its users. And this language is not with- 
out social-historical imprint. The implications of this social view of 
perception for simple correspondence theories of truth, e.g., are 
obvious. Failure to recognize such junctures in inquiry that are 
relevant to the "truthfulness," "objectivity," and "impartiality" of 
the results of inquiry issues in an arbitrary limitation of the legiti- 
mate subject matter of an empirical sociology of knowledge. 

An argument long used against all forms of relativism frequently 
appears in discussionS20 of the present problem: either the rela- 

8 Mills, "Language, Logic, and Culture," op. cit., pp. 675 ff. 
I9 See G. A. DeLaguna, Speech (New Haven, I927), p. 344 and Index: "Perception"; 

also M. Sherif, The Psychology of Social Norms (New York, I936) (see references). 
20 E.g., von Schelting, American Sociological Review, p. 667. I am leaving open 

whether or not von Schelting's is an adequate statement of Mannheim's position. I am 
concerned not with defense or appraisal of Mannheim's work, nor of von Shelting's 
in toto, but only with the one point. In general, however, I find Mannheim's "relation- 
ism" (Ideology and Utopia, esp. pp. 253 ff., 269-70) quite tenable. The position is 
logically imperfect and unsatisfactory only from an absolutist viewpoint. 
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tivist's own assertion and argument are themselves relative, in which 
case he has no grounds for denying or imputing truth to the thought 
of others, or his argument and assertion are unconditionally true, 
and hence relativism is self-contradictory.2I This argument may be 
put in strict logical form: (a) Thinking is functional of cultural fac- 
tors. (Hence, its "objective," "impartial validity," is destroyed.) 
(b) The sociology of knowledge is a type of thinking. (c) Therefore, 
the sociology of knowledge is functional of cultural factors. (Hence, 
it cannot be "objective," "valid.") Now Mannheim himself has 
empirically documented abc-linkage.22 He has indicated the cultural 
and political conditions of the sociology of knowledge. It is the 
premises hung after the "hence's" and their assumptions that we 
need to examine. 

These antirelationistic arguments apparently ignore the character 
and status of epistemological forms (see secs. i and 2 above). They 
assume the existence of an absolute truth having no connection to 
inquiry; and they are significant only from an absolutist viewpoint. 
The imputations of the sociologist of knowledge may be tested with 
reference to the verificatory model generalized, e.g., by Peirce and 
Dewey. Their truthfulness is then in terms of this model. Granted 
that this model is no absolute guaranty, it seems the most probable 
we have at present. (As a practical fact, if we would socialize our 
thought among professional thinkers today, we must cast it in such 
terms.) Criteria are themselves developing things. A precondition 
for "correcting" the model for future use is self-consciously to use it 
now. "Inquiry into inquiry [logic] is .... a circular process, it does 
not depend on anything extraneous to inquiry."23 

The assertions of the sociologist of knowledge escape the "abso- 
lutist's dilemma" because they can refer to a degree of truth and 
because they may include the conditions under which they are true. 
Only conditional assertions are translatable from one perspective to 
another. Assertions can properly be stated as probabilities, as more 
or less true. And onlv in this wav can we account for the fact that 

21 Cf. E. Vivas' statement and able dissection of this argument (op. cit., p. 443). 
22 Ideology and Utopia, chap. i. 
23 Dewey, Logic: The Theory of Inquiry, chap. i. 
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scientific inquiry is self-correcting. The sociologist may without 
contradiction also point out social factors conditioning failure to use 
this particular model. Mannheim quite correctly claims that new 
criteria for social science may emerge from the inquiries of the sociol- 
ogy of knowledge. It is entirely possible. I shall elaborate the 
point below. It is enough here to realize that "traditional criteria" 
emerge from logical analyses of "traditional" types of inquiry. The 
attempt to restrict the object matter and implications of the sociol- 
ogy of knowledge in order to save its assertions is mislocated and not 
consonant with modern theories of knowledge.24 

Another such attempt is advanced by those who would limit the 
sociology of knowledge to investigation of the conscious attempts of 
a promoter to find a public; the social conditions of types of pro- 
moters; means of diffusing ideas persuasive of values, etc.25 From 
this point of view the sociology of knowledge can have no epistemo- 
logical relevance or object matter because it can study thoroughly 
only a "promotive" type of thought. In so far as it examines 
"theoretical thinking" ("the aim of [which] is .... simply truth"), 
it is apparently limited to examination of "the selection of certain 
problems." In addition to individual motivation, there is a second 
differentiation of the two types of thinking: the public of the 
philosopher (theoretic) is "the timeless ranks of those who seek the 
truth." Neither of these differentiations is analytic enough. It does 
not help any to say that they are different "qualities of thinking." 
I take this public of the "theoretical" thinker to be the members of 
a technical elite, generically delimited as (a) those who read his 
work or who he thinks will; that is, those participating, more or less 
meaningfully, in his universe of discourse. (b) They are persons en- 
gaged in doubting, criticizing, and fixing their beliefs, i.e., in think- 

24 Moreover, in his criticism of Mannheim, von Schelting does not appear to take 
into account the fact that the existence of purpose and perspective does not necessarily 
mean that the results of inquiry must be false; it merely means that its truth is always 
conditional, not absolute. Since the turn of the century many logicians and social 
psychologists have contended that all inquiry has a purposive element and is within a 
particular perspective. Mannheim's epistemological work, fragmentary as it is, does 
not deny the fact of purpose and perspective in an effort to save some "traditional con- 
ception of truth" framed on a spectator, godlike theory of mind. 

25 E.g., Speier, "Social Determination of Ideas," op. cit., pp. igg and 200. 
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ing,26 (c) in a way that satisfies the conditions of some thought- 
model, the forms of which they are more or less aware of and which 
they strive to follow. This is what "seeking truth" means. Thus 
analyzed sociologically, "philosophers" and "theoretic" thinking 
certainly constitute data for the sociologist of knowledge. The very 
existence of such a group is sociologically significant. The origins 
and consequences of such groups in various contexts have received 
little explicit attention. I have already indicated how the "selec- 
tion" of criteria, and criteria themselves, are open to sociological 
investigation, how the categories of technical discourse, the problems 
addressed, and perceptual schemata may influence the direction and 
validating forms of thinking.27 

Furthermore, for a thinker merely to wish, or to be motivated, to 
attain truth does not guarantee or imply whether or not his asser- 
tions are true. Much less, whether he or they are open to social 
relativization. "True" is an adjective applied to propositions that 
satisfy the forms of an accepted model of verification. In the model 
now dominant among secular, professional thinkers, verification is 
independent of the individual's motive for thinking, whether it be 
"truth" or "persuasion." I do not see that we are justified at this 
stage of research in differentiating types of thinking in terms of 
epistemological motivation. Such are not the kind of types we need 
and can use in dissection. For it would take a social-psychological 
analysis of a thinker to determine whether or not he really was, or 
believed he was, aiming at truth, i.e., following or attempting to fol- 
low a verificatory model. One could properly identify "theoretic" 
thinking only in terms of a given verificatory model. In research we 
cannot fruitfully impose "ours" upon past thinkers. There have 
been several models in Western thought, and I have already indi- 

26 See Peirce, op. cit. Also E. Freeman, The Categories of Peirce ("Chicago Series" 
[Chicago, I937]), pp. 39-40. 

27 Speier's failure to recognize these points as open to social influence is probably 
conditioned by exclusive concern with one type of socio-psychologic mechanism con- 
necting ideation and culture. In his article he accepts only "need," "problem," and 
"interests" of the thinker. "The relations between ideas and social reality is . . . . con- 
stituted in the medium of needs" ("Social Determination of Ideas," op. cit., p. I83). 
See my "Language, Logic, and Culture," op. cit., in which this view is criticized and 
other modes of relation advanced. 
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cated that they are themselves open to social-historical relativiza- 
tion.28 

There is in our time no common form of validation to which all will 
submit their assertions. This epistemological condition presents an 
opportunity to study comparatively the diverse norms themselves, 
their function, and genesis. In the face of epistemologic diversity 
and confusion it seems foolish to call our work irrelevant to some one 
arbitrarily selected set of norms which were derived from a particu- 
lar gamut of inquiry or concocted from miscellaneous beliefs. But 
the tasks for sociologists of knowledge implied by such statements 
are not too clear. They need to be indicated more precisely. Of 
course, as Wirth has indicated, we aspire to contribute to "the social- 
psychological elaboration of the theory of knowledge itself." I am 
here concerned with pointing up the usefulness of such work to 
sociologists, i.e., the methodological function of sociology of knowl- 
edge. 

The sociologist of knowledge need not rest with factual examina- 
tion and relativization of aspects of knowledge processes. For such 
experience places him strategically, on a comparative and contextual 
basis, for positive methodological construction. We need here to 
realize Dewey's identification of epistemology with methodology. 
This realization carries the belief that the deriving of norms from 
some one type of inquiry (even though it have wide prestige, e.g., 
"physical science") is not the end of epistemology. In its "epistemo- 
logic function" the sociology of knowledge is specifically pro- 
paedeutic to the construction of sound methodology for the social 
sciences.29 Had Mannheim consistently recognized this, he would 
have avoided ambiguities and mislocations in his work. But, on the 

28 Speier's paper ("Social Determination of Ideas," op. cit.), is valuable in its acute 
remarks on "social actions" and the ambiguity of the term "need" as it appears in many 
sociologies of knowledge; but he has failed to analyze what he terms "theoretic" think- 
ing. The limitations he would exact of sociology of knowledge are without adequate 
justification. 

29 L. Wirth has correctly indicated that an incipient sociology of knowledge has 
often been an unexploited by-product of methodological discussions (Preface to Mann- 
heim, op. cit., pp. xvii-xxiii). 
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whole, Mannheim as epistemologist is concerned with the detection 
and correction of limitations of social-political inquiries.30 In his re- 
view of Rice's Methods3' he abstracts some notions and forms which 
control inquiries of American and German sociologists, criticizes 
each style of study by the other in supplementary fashion, and 
briefly links the two in a general research model which he submits 
social inquiry should follow if it would issue in firm knowledge. 

Von Schelting is incorrect in implying that Mannheim does not 
"postulate the possibility of objective validity for cognitive achieve- 
ments."32 In fact, Mannheim does not stop with the mere assump- 
tion. He goes on as a sound methodologist to attempt formulations 
of criteria for social inquiry in terms of existent modes of social 
thoutght as empirically ascertained by logic and a contextual sociol- 
ogy of knowledge. If Mannheim has fallen short in his attempts to 
enunciate sound criteria for social inquiries, it is not due to miscon- 
ceptions of the character of epistemological forms nor to "epistemo- 
logical inconsistency." 

The desire to treat politically important problems without being a victim 
to bias was responsible for the development in Germany of .... Wissens- 
soziologie. This new branch of research, intended to be an organ of critical self- 
control has already succeeded in detecting and subjecting to control important 
sources of error.33 
This certainly is indicative of one generic meaning of the epistemo- 
logical relevance of sociology of knowledge. The sociologist of 
knowledge joins the alive logician and social methodologist in the 
critical building of sounder methods for social research. 

30 As was Spencer, Study of Sociology (I873) and J. S. Mill, A System of Logic, Book 
VI. Notice the manner in which Spencer moves from discovery of procedural fallacies 
having social sources, from "the many modes in which evidence may be vitiated," to 
the construction of methodological techniques designed to obviate such fallacies and 
vitiations. The idea that detection of social sources of error may lead to sounder 
methodology is clearly evidenced. In this connection cf. E. Durkheim, Regles de la 
methode sociologique (Paris, I895), chap. ii. 

3' American Journal of Sociology, Vol. XXXVIII, No. 2 (I932). 

32 Op. cit., p. 667. 

33 Mannheim, op. cit., p. 28I; also see Mannheim, Man and Society in an Age of 
Reconstruction (New York, I940), in which methodological problems of "social plan- 
ning," as a type of thought, are constructively presented. 
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Among the specific issues which he may fruitfully problematize 
are those concerning the respective methods of physical and social 
inquiry. There are those who, in the name of science, would impose 
the procedural forms of the former on the latter in wholesale fashion; 
and there are social students who will have nothing to do with 
physical science. The sociologist of knowledge grounded in com- 
parative understanding may not only establish social sources for 
the two extreme positions, but, constructively, he may implement 
the planned alteration of certain physical forms that are found ad- 
visable to achieve fruitfully the transfer. 

"Experiment" as a verificatory form is an instance in point. 
Dewey, e.g., has abstracted this form from physical inquiry and has 
attempted to generalize it for all "inquiry qua inquiry." His writings 
are informed by failure to see fully and clearly the difficulties and the 
ambiguities associated with the physical paradigm of inquiry and 
particularly, "experiment," when applied to social data. Experi- 
ment in a societal situation does have characteristics and problems 
which experiment in a laboratory does not possess. For instance, 
the "control" and manipulation necessary to "experimental" work 
as it occurs in physical science often assume political and evaluative 
dimensions that experiment in laboratory contexts does not.34 And 
the "reconstitution" of an object, which according to Dewey is 
necessary before it can function as an object of knowledge, involves 
many issues. To say the least, the attempt to carry this laboratory 
technique over into social data precipitates methodological and po- 
litical problems to which Dewey and his disciples have not squarely 
addressed themselves. 

Inadequacy at this point, and others, suggests that there is need 
to analyze social researches in their cultural and intellectual con- 
texts and attempt to articulate the inchoate rules implicit within 
them. In this manner we may empirically supplant the a priori 
assumptions that there is or is not, that there should or should not, 
be any essential difference between social inquiry and physical sci- 

34See L. H. Lanier's recent presentation of the point (Southern Review, Vol. V, No. i, 
[I9391). For comprehensive documentation and partial ramification cf. my "Reflection, 
Behavior, and Culture," pp. 9I-I02, available at the University of Texas library. 
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ence. Such analysis would also enable explicit and sophisticated 
formulation of problems peculiar to social inquiry. 

Problems of "value" arise within and frustrate social inquiry. To 
state one aspect of the problem: how do the research problems 
actually addressed by social scientists involve evaluations and how, 
if at all, do such involvements condition the truthfulness of results?35 
Questions of value should not be taken iiberhaupt. Located as snarls 
in social inquiry, questions of value become specific and genuine. 
They need to be answered by sociological analyses of specific 
disciplines and problems arising in them. Not only the content of 
values in social inquiries should be detected, but how values creep 
in, and how, if at all, they condition the direction, completeness, and 
warrantability of the results of research. In this way we may gain a 
position from which to formulate rules of evidence that will prevent 
exhortation from informing our results. Such contextual examina- 
tions will permit precise definition of issues that are now vague. 

Perhaps the central methodological problem of the social sciences 
springs from recognition that often there is a disparity between 
lingual and social-motor types of behavior. Now the sociologist of 
knowledge is explicitly concerned with factual investigations of the 
verbal components of action, with the "common sense," e.g., articu- 
lations of various cultures. In this field one of his problems is the 
ascertaining of differential disparities obtaining between overt sys- 
tems of behavior and what is said by the actors in different cultural 
contexts. Such systematic investigations would have consequences 
for the construction of techniques of investigation.36 They should 
enable the methodologist to build into his methods standard margins 
of error, different rates of discount for different milieux. They would 
show (for various cultural actions, types of subjects, and various 
modes of verbalization) how much and in what direction disparities 
between talk and action will probably go. In this way factual in- 

35 Cf. T. Parsons' (Structure of Social Action [New York, I937], PP. 593, 6oI ff.) refer- 
ences to and discussion of Max Weber's "Wertbeziehung." 

36 Since the writing of this paper, R. K. Merton has indicated the point with refer- 
ence to a specific study ("Fact and Factitiousness in Ethnic Opinionnaires," American 
Sociological Review, February, I1940, pp. 2I-22). 
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vestigations should provide a basis for rules for the control and 
guidance of evidence and inference.37 

Because of its dominantly academic position, in American sociol- 
ogy systematic theorizing has proceeded in textbooks for students, 
not for research. What effect has this had on the research model to 
which sociologists have looked for verification of their work, and 
hence on its validity? 

The ideal of intimacy of contact to which Cooley practically 
assimilated the conception of society, with consequent distortion 
and partiality, has its roots in certain American cultural traditions38 
and in compensation for the actual depersonalization and secondary 
character of life in an urban-industrial order. 

The emphasis upon continuous process as a central category in 
American sociology has perhaps aided the overlooking of revolution- 
ary dislocations in "social change." Safe multiple-factor views as to 
historical causation are very convenient to a "liberal democratic" 
view of politically implemented social change. Pluralistic causes are 
easily carried to a point at which no action is possible; revolutionary 
manipulation calls for belief in a monistic cause. 

These are fragmentary items close at hand which the sociologist 
of knowledge is in a position to examine. The detailed self-location 
of social science, if systematically and sensitively performed, not 
only will lead to detection of errors in methods under way but con- 
structively will result in presentations of sounder paradigms for 
future research. 

UNIVERSITY OF WISCONSIN 

37 Here sociologists can garner suggestions from critical historiography which at- 
tempts to locate (culturally and biographically) observers (e.g., Roman popes) of social 
events in order properly to discount their recorded observations. This method is aware. 
of the differences of societal occurrences as seen and written of by variously situated 
reporters. See A. W. Small, Origins of Sociology, esp. pp. 48, 84, 85, 98; H. E. Barnes, 
A History of Historical Writings (Norman, Okla., I937), chap. x. 

38 T. V. Smith, Beyond Conscience (New York, I934), e.g.: "Social distance is 
[considered] a dire fate .... immoral in our Christian tradition" (p. iii). 
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