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I. HISTORICAL LIMITATIONS OF THE SOCIOLOGY OF KNOWLEDGE

butions to the sociology of knowledge the discrepancy between

their epistemological promise and their actual fruit in terms of
empirical research has become more and more striking. Mannheim’s
own tendency to overrate the philosophical side of his work may
have contributed to this development but the context of post-war
sociological research is likely to have been of greater importance.
Where the stimulus for research comes from ‘direct market pressures
and military needs’ ! there is not likely to be much interest in the
problem of knowledge as a sociological category. Accordingly, the
sociology of knowledge has been replaced by the analysis of ‘mass
communications’, reflections on ‘styles of thought’ have given way
to opinion polls, the relationship of social groups to ideas has been
transformed into the relationship between ‘audiences’ and ‘communica-
tion sources’, and a concern with the social conditions for intellectual
truth or error has been superseded by a more modern concern with the
reliability of ratings. As interest in substantive problems wanes research
procedure is converted into a set of administrative routines.

But these developments are closely related to wider social changes
that would in themselves suffice to bring about the practical eclipse of
the sociology of knowledge. Empirically, the strength of this approach
lay in its ability to analyse and assign a proper place to socially tran-
scendent ideas, that is to say, ideas which went beyond the present,
actually existing, framework of social relationships and pointed either
towards the past or towards the future. It is no accident that the
sociology of knowledge was mainly restricted to an analysis of political
ideas, for it is in political ideas that man’s capacity to transcend the
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immediately given social framework receives its most direct expression.
Where ideas are not situationally transcendent they can be quite
effectively studied by the ordinary methods of what Wright Mills calls
‘abstracted empiricism’,2 but it is the failure of these methods in the
face of utopian or ideological systems that requires the application of
special methods of research.

Now, there seem to be strong reasons for thinking that the role of
situationally transcendent ideas has suffered a considerable decline in
Western societies, especially during the last quarter century. Mannheim
was already aware of this trend and foresaw the possibility of a future
world in which ‘there can exist a condition in which thought will be
utterly devoid of all ideological and utopian elements’.® More recently,
other writers have furnished copious illustrations of the modern failure
to develop positive images of the future, so that the future becomes
either a frightful ‘counter-utopia’ (1984) or a mere repetition of the
present which brings only technological but not human changes.*

Mannheim thought that these developments depended on a shift
from the intellectual preoccupation with ‘the problem of class relations’
which had characterized an earlier generation, at least in Europe. As
long as the relationships between social classes were unstable they were
seen as a threat to the social system as a whole, and it is on this basis
that positive speculation about the future of society flourished. But
where the stability of existing class relationships was never in doubt,
as in America, there was not the same ‘drive for a total perspective’,
the social whole would take care of itself and the intellectual had to
concern himself solely with problems of social technique and organiza-
tion. Concern about the future of society as a whole introduces that
dimension of historical time into human thought without which no
situationally transcendent ideas, whether ideological or utopian, can
develop. But under present conditions the threat to the whole of society
comes not from the instability of class relations but from that ‘military
metaphysic’ which is the modern counterpart of ideology. The socio-
logical analysis of military and anti-military ideology would therefore
constitute the most direct application of Mannheim’s sociology of know-
ledge to the problems of the ‘overdeveloped’ society.

Itisin the ‘underdeveloped’ countries of the world that class relations
retain a degree of instability which casts doubt on the continuation
of the existing system of social relationships as a whole. In many cases
new groups of capitalists and old groups of landowners are rivals for the
control of the machinery of the state, while the process of differentiation
among the peasantry is greatly accelerated and wage workers begin
to feel their potential power. Frequently, the relationships between
these different social strata are in a state of violent flux and institutional
channels for diverting the threat to the social whole are brittle or
ineffective. Under these conditions, where the future of society as a
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whole is indeed in doubt, situationally transcendent ideas flourish as
they once did in Europe, both in their ideological and in their utopian
form, and the sociology of knowledge is faced with a magnificent field
for empirical research. There is no lack of chiliastic, millenarian sects
in modern Asia and Africa, and the range and variety of conservative
ideology far exceeds the European contribution to this style of thought.
On the other hand, one has to recognize the intense appeal which the
rationalist utopias have for intellectuals from these societies. Ideas
which transcend the framework of existing social relations can grow
only where the continuation of existing relations is in doubt.

II. THE SOUTH AFRICAN CONTEXT

There can be few societies where this doubt is more intense than in
present-day South Africa. For a country which has established quasi-
colonial relationships within its own borders® the world-wide collapse
of the colonial system necessarily threatens the collapse of the existing
framework of society. Moreover, large-scale industrial expansion has
introduced new elements of instability into social relations which had
previously enjoyed a measure of permanence. The effects of these
sources of tension are greatly multiplied by the extraordinary rigidity
of the existing system of social differentiation by race. This rigidity is
partly due to the fact that ‘race’ has become a purely administrative
concept and ‘race relations’ have been removed from the sphere of
public policy to bureaucratic control.® The system as a whole therefore
has the worst of both worlds. It suffers from the rigidity and organized
irresponsibility of an efficient bureaucratic control of all important
sectors of social life, but its Leviathan is built on the tensions of a
colonial society unable to satisfy the material or political aspirations
of the majority of its population.” As the bureaucracy is dedicated to
the preservation of the existing system, and not, as has happened else-
where, to its change or even reformation, it can only have the effect
of multiplying the disintegrative tendencies arising out of the basic
tensions within the social system.

Small wonder that these conditions have led to widespread anxiety
about the future of South African society as a whole. A considerable
popular literature in both official languages has grown up dedicated
to this problem,® and speculation about the fate of the existing system
of social relationships is rife. Under these circumstances almost every
segment of life becomes politicized—the individual cannot make a
choice of sexual partner, take his seat in a bus or queue for his pension
at the post office without involving himself in a political situation.
That means that any questioning of existing administrative arrange-
ments implies a questioning of the system as a whole. Not only do such
conditions provide fertile soil for the growth of situationally tran-
scendent ideas but the rigour of administratively imposed social
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divisions ensures that these ideas will develop into mutually impervious
ideological systems between which no communication is possible.®

The colonial system produced four distinct national groups in South
Africa:1® the indigenous African group, a numerically small group of
Indians, a group of English-speaking Europeans and the group of
Afrikaans-speaking inhabitants who are of very mixed ancestry. These
groups are distinguished by language, culture, religion and partly by
geographical location. Each of them is also internally differentiated
in terms of social class and other factors which vary from group to
group. For the African group divisions by tribal origin are important,
for the Indians there are religious and language divisions; religious
divisions also exist in the English-speaking group. The internal division
of the Afrikaans-speaking group is essentially political; that is to say,
there is a legal separation into dark-skinned ‘Coloureds’ and fair-
skinned ‘Afrikaners’. The latter practically monopolize the bureau-
cratic power structure of the country while the former suffer all the
usual forms of racial discrimination. Cutting across all other social
divisions and supporting them lies the massive inequality in the dis-
tribution of political and economic power. While there are exceptions,
economic power wielded through large industrial and financial
organization remains largely a privilege of sections of the English-
speaking group, while political control of the vast administrative
apparatus of the state has been an Afrikaner preserve for many years.
The system as a whole is organized so as to secure the perpetuation
of this existing pattern of privileges and the attitude to this pattern
is the touchstone of the individual’s political commitment.

The conflict of social interests arising out of this situation is given
a special sharpness by the specific factors previously mentioned. Firstly,
the existing distribution of social power is an anachronism in the
post-colonial world; secondly, it is incompatible with many of the
demands of a modern industrial system such as now exists in the
country; and thirdly, the rigidity of the legal complex of apartheid
ensures that no individual will be left out of the administrative net
which forces quite personal aspirations to take on political forms. The
fact that social antagonism takes on the form of a struggle on the issue
of racial discrimination should not obscure the underlying threat to
the existing pattern of class relationships which this antagonism entails.
For the class composition of the main national groups is very uneven.
There are few white workers who are not supervisors and there are
even fewer Africans who have anything to sell but their labour. Where
the terms ‘white’ and ‘boss’ are synonymous the antagonism between
white and black cannot readily be separated from the antagonism
between capitalist and worker. A threat to the system of race relations
as a whole therefore readily implies a threat to the system of class
relations as a whole. Under these conditions one might expect the
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