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Background

• The Hungarian philosopher Georg 
Lukács is known for introducing the 
theory of ‘false consciousness’ into 
Marxist debates about the nature of 
ideology.

• The Frankfurt School at the Institut für
Sozialforschung was influenced by 
Lukács’s work, especially his History 
and Class Consciousness (1923). In this 
work, Lukács reorients Marxist 
structural analysis towards a more 
specific account of the decisive moment 
of revolutionary class awareness.

• Karl Mannheim, a German sociologist, 
was also part of debates on the concept 
of ideology in the 1920s and interacted 
with Lukács. Together, they distanced 
themselves from the positivism of the 
late 19th century.

Karl Mannheim

The Sonntagskreis
Lukács and Mannheim interacted from 
1915 to 1918 in the Sonntagskreis (“Sunday 
Circle”) in Budapest, an intellectual circle 
which was concerned with understanding 
human ethical and political life with a 
special regard to aesthetic questions.

Weltanschauung
Mannheim was interested in how creative 
works are related to their cultural context 
and sought to explain this without recourse 
to a transcendental structure of meaning.
In several essays before his principal work 
Ideology and Utopia (1929), Mannheim 
developed a theory of Weltanschauung 
(“worldview”). Weltanschauung was 
supposed to be the all-encompassing 
background of meaning, fundamentally 
irrational in nature, underlying a given 
creative work. Mannheim’s concept 
enriched the conceptual groundwork for 
thinking artistic and cultural contexts of 
ideology. While Mannheim was not a
member of the Frankfurt School, he shared 
the concern for a totality of meaning with 
Lukács, who would go on to have a more 
direct influence on the Frankfurt School. 
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Georg Lukács

Whereas Lukács’ earlier essays emphasize 
the moral mission of the communist party 
and the creation of a new reality through 
action, the later ones see the emergence of a 
class subject as more decisive in bringing 
about revolution. 
In his most influential work, History and 
Class Consciousness (1923), Lukács
introduced the concept of Verdinglichung
(“reification”) which he claimed to draw 
from the section on commodity fetishism in 
Karl Marx’s Capital. Reification emphasized 
worker subjectivity over a commodity-
oriented analysis of exchange relations.

The Erste Marxistische Arbeitswoche
(“First Marxist Work Week”) in May 1922 
constitutes a beginning in the intellectual 
exchange between Lukács and members of 
the early Frankfurt School.

Research objectives & 
methodology

• Study Mannheim’s and Lukács’s
intellectual formation and their influence 
on each other.

• Trace Mannheim’s evolution up to his 
main work Ideology and Utopia (1929).

• Locate scholarly resources concerning the 
points of origin and the early development 
of Lukács’s conception of ideology.

Research resources included:
➢Georg Lukács: Tactics and Ethics 1919-

1929, History and Class Consciousness 
(1923) and their German editions

➢Karl Mannheim: numerous of his 1920s 
essays and their German editions 

➢A range of secondary literature in English 
and German

In Capital, Marx had developed a theory 
of commodity fetishism, according to 
which the exchange form of commodities 
constituted a veil which obscured the
worker’s role in capitalist economy. 
Lukacs, however, like Lenin, saw 
ideology’s role more ambiguously. 
Where Lenin saw ideology as a top-down 
party tool for the achievement of 
proletarian interests, Lukács theorized it 
as the threshold through which a worker 
either reified further their role in 
capitalist relations, thus further 
obscuring their awareness of their role in 
it, or in locating their role and its 
ideological distortion, beginning a 
process of revolutionary class 
consciousness.

What do you think…?

When Lukács wrote History and Class 
Consciousness, he did not have access to
Marx‘s crucial early works on alienation, 
the Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts
of 1844. Do you think that Lukacs’ work 
was influenced by the more econocentric
nature of Marx’s Capital? Is it still possible 
that Lukacs could have provided
developments to Marxist theory without
having full knowledge of Marx’s own
critical thinking?


