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Abstract

This chapter aims at evaluating the relevance, within the current philosophical and
sociological contexts, of the search both for “middle-range theories” (as Robert Merton
famously called them) and for a unification of these theories. In his time Merton’s view was,
on the omne hand, a crucial complement to both quantitative and qualitative studies,
remarkably illustrated by his colleague at Columbia, Paul Lazarsfeld, and, on the other hand,
an alternative to “Grand Theories” such as Talcott Parsons’, whose inconvenience was to be
too abstract at the risk of being merely verbal. Many contemporary theories in sociology have
similar flaws. They are either purely statistical surveys or mere ethnographic case studies, on
the one hand, or all-encompassing theories, on the other hand. But not only have middle-
range theories been recently rediscovered in the social sciences, some leading figures in
philosophy of science have even argued that biologists and physicists regularly use similar
methodologies very fruitfully even though they are not fully aware of doing so. Although these
philosophers have sometimes gone so far as to support the value of “disunity” in science,
which may result from the co-existence of local or partial “middle-range theories”, I want to
make a plea for unifying middle-range theories in sociology which do not fall back in the
false abstraction of Grand Theories.’

Introduction.

In this paper, I want to examine the relevance of Robert Merton’s middle-range theories
within the context of the current social sciences, in which mere statistical surveys and
ethnographic case studies, on the one hand, and all-encompassing theories, on the other hand,
prevail.* I want also to address a related issue and highlight it: as middle-range theories are
both various and numerous, it is difficult to escape the issue of their compatibility and,
furthermore, of their unification — a goal that Merton (1948, 1957, 1967) himself actually did
not abandon — if only to avoid participating in the “Balkanization” of sociology. I claim that
these two issues can be illuminated to a certain extent by the contemporary philosophy of
physics and biology, in particular by the provocative views of the Stanford School of
Philosophy (Nancy Cartwright, John Dupré, Ian Hacking, etc.) on the value of disunity in
science. In the first section of this chapter, I will remind readers of the nature and the role of
middle-range theories on taking a few examples in the social sciences and I will briefly
explain what they are in other sciences since, according to certain scholars such as Nancy
Cartwright, they can be encountered also in biology and even in physics. In the two following
sections, I will address the issue of the unity versus disunity of sciences, which arises if one
highlights the value of only partial and local models (as the middle-range theories are
supposed to be), either in science in general (second section) or in the social sciences in
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particular (third section). The fourth section will be devoted to investigating James Coleman’s
Foundations of Social Theory as a largely unnoticed yet powerful attempt to systematically
unify a broad range of middle-range theories. In the fifth section, I will examine two options
other than Coleman’s: a much weaker alternative which nearly renounces unification, which
will be illustrated by examples borrowed from economics and biology, and an intermediate
option exemplified by the Handbook of Analytical Sociology edited by Peter Bearman and
Peter Hedstrom, which is representative of a modest but reasonable first step towards a real
unification of the social sciences.

1.The value of middle-range theories in the sciences.

Many contemporary sociological studies are either qualitative or quantitative case
studies. Most of them, even when technically very sophisticated, as many quantitative studies
are nowadays, are much more descriptive than explicative. Paul Lazarsfeld played definitely,
after World War II, a major role in the promotion of both quantitative and qualitative
methodologies and as a remarkable methodologist.” Lazarsfeld simultaneously also worked
closely and fruitfully with Robert Merton,® who was more famous, as a theoretician (Merton,
1957).” The great value of this specific kind of cooperation seems to have been somewhat
forgotten in many research programs in the current social sciences. Merton introduced the
idea of searching for far less ambitious theories than all-encompassing theories such as
Talcott Parsons’ (1937, 1951 (which were ironically but legitimately labelled by critics:
“Grand Theories”): these “middle-range theories” were intermediary between particular case
studies and very general and very abstract theories.

Middle-range theories, the most famous of which is surely the theory of the “self-
fulfilling prophecy”, are not only less ambitious than very general theories, they are also
focused on social “mechanisms” — or causal chains of events — and their components (see
below for further comments). This aspect has been recently rediscovered in social sciences
and developed quite explicitly by Jon Elster (1983, 1993,1998, 1999a, 1999b) (e.g. “sour
grapes”, “wishful thinking”), Raymond Boudon (1991, 1998) (e.g. “unexpected effects”) —
one of Lazarsfeld’s former students — and implicitly by many other scholars such as Thomas
Schelling (1978) (e.g. “segregation effect”), Mark Granovetter (1978) (e.g. “threshold
effect”). The search for mechanisms had been in fact already used a little earlier, without any
specific reference to Merton, by many other famous scholars, such as Erving Goffman (1961)
(e.g. “total institution”), just to add the name of a scholar coming from an entirely distinct
background (though they were alike in their strong opposition to Parsons’ theoretical style).®
The search for middle-range theories is now often also known under the label of “analytical
sociology” (Hedstrom and Bearman, 2009, Hedstrom, P. & Udehn L, 2009).° Scholars using
this specific concept try to systematically “dissect” social phenomena (Hedstrom &
Swedberg, 1998a)' like anatomists and physiologists (and unlike authors such as Goffman,
whose style was often intuitive and impressionist).

Merton was well-known as a leading figure of the sociology of science preceding the
radical Kuhnian “turn” (Kuhn, 1970) in this domain. But Merton’s main contribution (1957)
to social science was rather in the discovery and the rigorous analysis of plenty of social
micro-mechanisms and, moreover, in the epistemological reflection on the scientific
advantages of orienting research in that direction. Self-fulfilling prophecy is one of these
mechanisms. Even if this mechanism is rather well known, it seems relevant to return to its
analysis because, as a paradigmatic example, it has been re-investigated in detail by analytical
sociologists.'" The phenomenon of self-fulfilling prophecy consists of a prediction made by
somebody that something will happen, and it happens partly because it was predicted. The
typical example is this of a man in charge of the central bank of a country who would say



unwisely that the banks might be soon not able to give back money to the customers who
would ask for their assets. The goal of such a man might be only a descriptive: giving a
descriptive account of the state of the economy. But the goal might be more likely as well to
give a kind of indirect warning towards the heads of companies, urging them to be more
innovative, or towards the government to do more to favor free enterprise. The message might
be also just a rumor whose source is unknown. Unfortunately, in both cases, the message
might be listened to by ordinary customers who might be afraid of a possible bankruptcy of
banks and, as a result, would prefer to withdraw their assets immediately. If many of them,
possibly all of them, withdrew their money more or less at the same time, banks will not be
able to fulfill their previous financial commitments, which require that large amounts of
money are held in reserve; so they will not be able to give back money to the customers. Thus
the consequence not only will fit in with what was predicted but will be partially produced by
the prediction itself. This phenomenon can be described as a “mechanism” in the sense that it
looks like a chain of almost unavoidable events triggered by an initial event."” There are other
classical examples of the same process, such as the placebo response, interpersonal
expectancies, reactive conflicts, investment bubbles, and even the Marxist prediction of the
proletarian revolution."” Self-fulfilling prophecy also reveals other characteristics, on which I
will soon focus.

Merton (1967) spoke of “middle-range theories” but one could also speak of “local
models” or “micro-models” to match other more usual concepts in philosophy of science (or
“meso-models” if one takes into account the fact that there is a hierarchy of middle-range
theories, some more abstract than others). A characteristic of middle-range theories and
models in general is that, on the one hand, the conceptualization they offer, which aims to
explain a sequence of events, is not simply ad hoc in the sense that it is not constructed to
account for a unique historical phenomenon (a specific bankruptcy) or even a unique kind of
phenomenon (any bankruptcy) but for various phenomena and kinds of phenomena (from
bankruptcies to interpersonal expectancies to revolutions) '* and that, on the other hand, it is
not as general as a standard or typical theory (such as Newtonian Mechanics) since it applies
to a rather restricted range of phenomena.

Merton added that when social theorists use these middle-range theories they are
usually not able to deduce the model of one specific mechanism from a more general
explanatory theory (as it would be the case in a Hempelian representation of science, whose
“deductive-nomological model” fits in particularly well with Newtonian Mechanics and,
paradigmatically, with Kepler’s laws of planetary motion). Merton admittedly did not really
launch a real research program following the path he had designed but instead constructed
numerous “middle-range” theories revealing social processes that may be all encountered in
various domains. One example is peculiarly interesting as a point of comparison with other
famous sociological theories. Based on macro-sociological data, Merton showed that there
was a strong statistical correlation between Puritanism and the emergence of science, which
suggested that the former may be a cause of the latter and that the underlying process might
be asceticism, which can be observed at the micro-sociological level in each case. At this
stage, one cannot speak of a middle-range theory yet since one is dealing with an account of
only one historical phenomenon, the historical emergence of science, notably physics and
biology. But Merton’s analysis has continued to command attention because it evoked
Weber’s analysis of the emergence of capitalism, which invoked a similar process. In fact,
according to Weber, Puritanism also played a major role in the emergence of capitalism and
the underlying process was also asceticism. Asceticism was inspired initially by Puritanism
but remained as an “ethos” favorable both to capitalism (Weber’s historical case) and to
science (Merton’s historical case), after the religious motivation was forgotten. In both cases,



the same mechanism played a major causal role: the transformation of a certain behavior
produced by religious sanctions into an automomous ethos.

A comparison between Weber and Bourdieu is also instructive here. Bourdieu, unlike
many of the contemporary scholars I mentioned earlier, was not at all an advocate of middle-
range theories — whose relevance is always methodologically supposed to be limited to a
certain range of phenomena. Bourdieu always strongly claimed, on the contrary, that the
concept of habitus had a universal relevance: this concept was expected to explain the global
process of the reproduction of any social structure. But Bourdieu’s concept of habitus is also
sometimes mentioned by analytical sociologists as an example of a quite interesting
mechanism (among many other mechanisms). The concept of habitus may seem at first sight
to have the same content as the Weberian concept of ethos. However Bourdieu’s concept is
devoted to what is instead another specific phenomenon, the fact that people participate
unconsciously in reproducing the social structure in which they have been educated. What is
similar is the unconscious aspect of both habitus and ethos. Other social phenomena are
arguably better understood by supposing that social actors have good reasons of which they
are conscious, for example pragmatic reasons or axiological reasons, to act as they did (and it
is also what Weber showed most of the time). A more analytical way of proceeding would
have required a further distinction between the specific process of habitus and a process or
mechanism that seems close to it, such as the process or mechanism of the adaption of
preferences. This concept was introduced by Elster (1983) under the metaphor of sour
grapes, a concept that is again the core of still another micro-model or another “middle-range
theory”, which can explain the reproduction of social inequalities in a different way than
habitus, but as well — just to take another example among many others — why despotism may
persist for a long time despite the fact that people may initially have opposed it strongly (see
also Veyne, 1992)."

Within this general context, the most striking and most instructive fact,
philosophically speaking, is that the philosopher of physics Nancy Cartwright (2020) recently
argued provocatively that the best that has been done in physics itself was not the discovery of
any law nor the construction of general theories such as Newton’s or Einstein’s mechanics (as
claimed by Carl Hempel, 1965), but of middle-range theories. Cartwright, in this paper,
explicitly referred to Robert Merton’s and to Jon Elster’s analyses as excellent examples of
that trend in the social sciences but also mentioned biologists and philosophers of biology
(Machamer, Darden and Craver, 2000, Darden, 2007) regarding their own domain. In physics,
Cartwright (2020) took the many theories of lasers employed in practical laboratory contexts
(Cartwright, 1983), as paradigmatic examples of “middle-range theories” (sic), although this
specific expression had been so far never used in other domains than sociology. This is how
Cartwright opened the conclusion of this important paper: “Middle-range laws, Elster-type
mechanisms,'® maxims and precepts are fine in science.'” They are more than fine, they are a
boon.” And she added: “We do not need to recast them as propositions, we do not need to
take them literally, we do not need to try to ‘derive’ our conclusions from them. We do need
to learn how to use them. We do need, as a community, to fill our tool-box with a big variety
of tools and to learn how to use them together to craft reliable finished products.” (p. 319).
Cartwright wants above all to distance herself from Hempelian views on science, where the
goal is to “derive” conclusions from more fundamental principles, either deductively (the
deductive-nomological model), as in Newtonian and Einsteinian Mechanics or inductively
(theinductive-statistical model), as in Quantum Mechanics. Instead, she insists on a pragmatic
view of explanation (“how to use [these tools]”) based is on the fact that, depending on the
goal within a specific context, it may be wiser to use a particular conceptual micro-model, and
use another one in a distinct context.



Cartwright’s stress on the role of middle-range theories in the natural sciences in her
philosophy fits with her valorization of “disunity” in science. However, the disunity of
science might not be related only nor even mainly to middle-range theories. In fact,
Cartwright supports the more stimulating idea of a possible “dappled” constitution of the
world. This idea obviously needs further comment. The theoretical background of the social
sciences, in any case, is far less refined than that of natural science: no theory is comparable
in sociology with Newton’s nor Einstein’s theory, and for that reason alone, more abstract and
more general theories might still be needed in the social sciences. Thus it is worth exploring
the question of the the kind of unity that can be reached on the basis of middle-range theories.
This what I will do in the fourth and fifth sections. But I want first to address the issue of
unity and disunity in more detail both with respect to science in general and to the social
sciences in particular.

2. The unification problem in sciences: should we really value unity or rather
disunity?

The unification problem is, of course, a problem that emerges in every scientific
domain and not only in social science. A brief survey of the different options at the level of
the general philosophy of science will be useful as a background for the specific problem in
social science.

In the beginning and in the middle of the 20th century, the unification of the various
parts of physics was considered as one of the main problems both in physics and in the
philosophy of physics. In physics, one of the major challenges was the issue of the links
between quantum mechanics and classical physics, more precisely the possible
complementarity of their principles or the possible correspondence of their concepts. The
Volta conference in Como in 1927, where Bohr as a spokesman of the Copenhagen School
challenged Schrodinger’s view, the Solvay Congress in Brussels a few months later where
Bohr and Einstein struggled on the issue of indeterminism were important steps in this debate.
Heisenberg, a leading figure of the Copenhagen School, was already much less worried by the
unification of physics than, notably, Schrodinger or Einstein (Beller, 1999). In the philosophy
of physics, the issue was raised at a much more general and vaguer level in the Manifesto of
the Vienna Circle. This movement promoted the idea of the unification of all sciences, from
physics to sociology, which culminated in the project of the Encyclopedia of Unified Science,
in which Neurath (1938) wrote the entry on sociology. Unlike the physicists, these
philosophers, even those trained in physics, such as Carnap or Reichenbach, were all oriented
towards the value of theoretical unification, in contrast to Heisenberg or Bohr, for whom the
the empirical predictive power of the theories and the discovery and understanding of new
phenomena were more important.'®

Unification remains a goal for many physicists and for many philosophers as well."
But the idea that the world might be too much varied and complex for a unified theory to be
found, or so fundamentally “dappled” (Cartwright, 1999) that the project might simply be
irrelevant, has spread into the scientific and philosophical community. This idea has been
elaborated in many ways. Twenty five years ago or so, Peter Galison and David Stump edited
a collective volume entitled The Disunity of Science (Galison, P.and Stump, D.J. (eds), 1996),
which served as the manifesto of the so-called Stanford School.”” One of the main ideas of
this book was based on the fact that science progresses along various paths which are not
necessarily closely connected. For example, there are not strong logical links between particle
physics and condensed matter physics or between molecular biology and organismic biology,
domains that recently appeared.?’ Furthermore, the progress of instruments often has its own
pace. In many ways, Hacking’s work, both epistemological and historical (in particular



Hacking, 1983, 1996), is an expression of a similar idea. Hacking also contributed a chapter to
this volume, insisting on the multiple senses of the concept of unity itself. But it is probably
Nancy Cartwright (1999) who gave the most impressive and systematic formulation of this
view, perhaps because she was trained in quantum mechanics, where pragmatic or heuristic
aspects tend to be dominant, and also because she experienced how unenlightening general
Quantum Mechanics was for the design of lasers (Cartwright, 1983). In fact, a close
examination of sciences, notably physical science and economics shows that there are certain
parts of the world that are known and many others that are not, even though they may seem
close to each other: it as if the world of scientific knowledge was more comparable to an
archipelago than a continent. Cartwright insists so much on this factual aspect of the absence
of unity of theoretical physics and that scientific knowledge nevetheless progresses that she
often seems to have renounced the ideal of unification itself. Furthermore, she chooses to give
priority to a somewhat fascinating ontological interpretation of this situation, since she argues
that this is the world that might be intrinsically “dappled” and not only that the science is
“disunited”.

This suggests thrre conclusions. First, the fact that one cannot logically eliminate the
possibility that the world itself is dappled — and “untidy” as Cartwright also likes to say — does
not mean that the world is necessarily dappled and untidy. An epistemic interpretation rather
than an ontological interpretation, the more traditional idea that it might be only science that
is not unified, which is a more moderate reading of the same situation, is also defensible.*
Second, the acknowledgment that the ideal of theoretical unification ought not to prevail on
the ideal of increasing empirical knowledge, which seems to me the main concern, should not
lead us to necessarily abandon the ideal of unification, just not to give it as much importance
and not to seek its realization prematurely. Third, that the requirement of unification is
encountered not only at the very general level of the overall unification of physics (without
speaking of the still more general level of the Vienna Circle ideal of unification of all
science), but in every specific science. As already noted, Cartwright (1983, 1999, 2020) often
takes the example of theories of lasers, which are especially numerous and where each is
relevant depending on the specific issue at stake.

Cartwright’s comments on the notion of middle-range theories are nevertheless not
sufficiently elaborated, to my knowledge, for reader to really grasp their relationship with the
claim of the disunity of science. In particular, while Cartwright, on the one hand, insists on
the value of searching for micro-models instead of general theories and on the “mechanistic”
features of the phenomena that are grasped thanks to these micro-models, she does not focus
on the fact that middle-range theories, in Merton’s or Elster’s sense, account for phenomena
from quite distinct and distant domains. According to Cartwright, it seems that the middle-
range theories on which she comments are not only micro-models or meso-models that cannot
be deduced from general theories (at least currently) but also /ocal models, that is, models
relevant only to local domains.

3. The unification problem in the social sciences

In the philosophy of the social sciences, one can also observe an oscillation between
the two poles (unity / disunity) comparable to what has been seen in the philosophy of the
natural sciences. Jonathan Turner (1991) even formulated the following objection, three
decades ago, against middle-range theories: “Merton’s middle-range theories encouraged the
proliferation of [...] empirical generalizations [that] have been defended as theory, despite the
fact that they are not sufficiently abstract” (p. 81). Jonathan Turner added: “ Thus sociology
has spawned a large number of theories about such specific empirical processes as juvenile
delinquency, family conflict, race relations, social mobility [...], urbanization, and other



empirical events” (p. 81). Turner seems to think that middle-range theories are specific to
local domains. This is surely not the case, on the basis of an example as paradigmatic as the
model of self-fulling prophecy. And we will soon give other examples (in the fourth and fifth
sections). But Cartwright’s understanding of middle-range theories may be representative of
a more widely held view to which criticisms similar to Turner’s would apply.

There is no doubt that, as Jonathan Turner suggests, there is a fragmentation (or a
“Balkanization”) of sociology into almost autonomous various sub-domains and little doubt
that we should consider this problematic situation (Boudon, 1980, Turner and Turner, 1990)
and, as a consequence, also consider the question of the relevant degree of abstraction
(Bouvier, 2008). Finally: what should we do in the social sciences? Should we search for
unity even if we value middle-range theories far more than Jonathan Turner or finally rather
renounce the unification of social science as Cartwright seems to recommend, not only for
physics but for any science?

The discussion in the social sciences has taken a different form from the one in the
natural sciences, not surprisingly, given not only the different nature of these sciences but also
the different degree of development — and abstraction — of these disciplines. Unlike the natural
sciences, most parts of the social sciences rest on common sense concrete intuitions (that
people often act according to their self-interest, but sometimes they feel sympathy for others,
they often try to find the best means adapted to their ends, but sometimes they act without
thinking thoroughly, etc.), so that the lack of unity and the resultant disagreements in these
sciences, however strong they often seem to be, are not really based on conflict over
substantial reasons as is the case in the natural sciences, where two paradigms often differ
over the nature of “unobservable” entities or processes.

For example, there is nothing in social scince comparable to the conflicts in natural
science on the nature of electrons — are they particles or waves? — which was part of the
debate between specialists of quantum mechanics at the beginning of the 20™ century, or on
the structure of DNA before the discovery, in 1953, by Francis Crick and James D. Watson of
its double helix shape. Of course, there must be a correspondence between what social
scientists call “self-interest” and certain neuronal processes as well as between what they call
“sympathy” (Smith, 2002, Sen, 1977, 1987, 2005, Coleman, 1990) and other neuronal
processes on which the former ones “supervene”, such that here one may encounter the same
kind of problems regarding the nature of these neuronal processes that one encounters in
physics or in biology. Indeed, in certain cases, it is probably relevant to go back directly to
such neuronal processes directly, without considering what occurs at the conscious level to
explain social phenomena, for example in cases involving addictive behaviors (see, on neuro-
economics, Bickel & Yi, 2010) ; or, it may be relevant to at least look for a transitory level of
explanation, identifying a plausible unconscious mechanism, such as the so-called “reduction
of cognitive dissonance” process without specifying its — unknown — neuronal basis
(Festinger, 1953, Heider, 1958, Kiesler, 1971, etc.).”

But usually, the relevant level of explanation in social science is at the conscious — or
accessible to consciousness — level (Elster, 1999b, Bouvier, 2018a). Thus when the issue of
the unity is at stake, the relevant debates are on the content of the concept of self-interest, the
content of the concept of (conscious) rationality, on the issue of knowing whether it makes
sense to introduce other psychological mechanisms such as, for example, the concept of
sympathy or of identification (Coleman, 1990, Hardin, 1995), the concept of trust (Coleman,
1990, Gambetta, 2000, Hardin, 2000, 2002, Cook, 2009), the already mentioned concept of
commitment (Heider, 1958, Kiesler, C.A., 1971, Sen, 1977), the concept of self-commitment
or the concept of self-binding (Elster, 1977), as well as the concepts of ethos (Weber, 2010),
habitus (Bourdieu, 1971, 1984, 1990a, 1990b) or adaption of preferences (Elster, 1993). The
introduction of the concepts of habitus and ethos would mean the additional recognition that



some previously conscious states of mind leading to conscious choices have been so much
integrated or “incorporated” (Bourdieu, 1990a, 1990b) that they have a hidden although
determinant influence on behaviors: they are no longer conscious but they were conscious
previously (Weber (2010), Bourdieu (1990a, 1990b) and the processes may still be accessible
to consciousness.

These discussions, however, occur at the level of theory. But, as I have previously
said, most investigations in sociology narrowly understood (the same could be said of
ethnology) have been for decades so case-oriented that the concern of finding more general
explanations has been almost just ignored (For a more detailed diagnosis, see Boudon, 1980,
1981; Turner, 1986, Turner & Turner, 1990, Elster, 2007). And even when these higher level
theroretical concerns were present, attempts at unifying the social sciences, until recently,
arose under the format of vast syntheses. These usually aimed at keeping the alleged best
intuitions of the previous global (and themselves often weakly analytical) theories set up by
the founders (such as Marx, Weber, Durkheim, Pareto, etc.). Talcott Parsons (1937) is
typically representative of this kind of attempt, but the same projects have reappeared later,
around four decades ago, often varying depending on countries. Habermas (1984 [1981], 1987
[1981]) is still currently the most representative in the world, but Niklas Luhman (1995
[1984]) in Germany, Anthony Giddens (1984) in the UK, Jeffrey Alexander (1982-4) in the
US, to quote just a few other examples, have been also characteristic of this still strong trend
in the social sciences. Even if Bourdieu (1977, 1990), as already mentioned, and Foucault
(1977) did not provide a general theory, they are often considered as having themselves
outlined such a theory because of their tendency to try to understand social phenomena
through very few lenses supposed to have a universal scope (cf. Hedstrom, P. & Swedberg, R.
(dir.), (1998)).

4. Coleman’s attempt to unify middle-range theories in the social sciences: a strong
option.

In analytical sociology (Hedstrom, P. & Swedberg, R. (eds), (1998), even among those
sociologists who were convinced by the irrelevance of too vast abstract or too intuitive
syntheses and the reciprocal relevance of middle-range theories, the aim of constructing a
unified theory has not entirely vanished. James Coleman, a former student of both Lazarfeld
and Merton, is particularly representative of this pole of theorization in the social sciences.
Coleman’s approach can be characterized as the strongest option so far among the various
attempts to solve the problem of the unification of the middle-range theories (and therefore
possibly the unification problem in social science, generally speaking). Yet althoght it has
been widely discussed, his Foundations of Social Theory has often been strongly rejected by
the sociological community as an impressive but much too reductionist application of
Rational Action Theory to sociology (see Clark, 1996, Tilly, 1997, Elster, 2003). This is not
surprising, although the most typical and significant characteristics of this work might be,
with some hindsight and by comparison with the numerous other theories in sociology, that it
is very analytical in the sense that all the most important concepts are carefully defined, and
second that it is very systematic (Bouvier, 2003). In this respect, the fact that the principles of
this system are borrowed from RAT turns out to be secondary. Nevertheless, most of the
middle-range oriented social scientists themselves (see especially Swedberg, R., 1996; Van
der Berg, A., 1998) have been skeptical toward Foundations, for reasons which have not been
fully clarified. The more or less implicit reason might be that such a theoretical construction
sacrifices heuristics to an abstract and to some extent verbal unity, a little like Parsons’



theory, that is to say the theory that has been typically criticized by Robert Merton and his
followers (Favell, 1996). These issues deserve consideration.

Unlike Habermas and Bourdieu (or Foucault), Coleman tried to base social theory on a
list of elementary concepts as explicitly as possible and to reduce as much as possible the
other concepts to these same ones, with an ideal of parsimony (Bouvier, 2003). Unlike
Parsons, he did not take his departure from abstract collective entities (such as systems or sub-
systems) whose contours are difficult to draw and the existence is dubious, but on individual
actors, whose existence is not dubious and whose features are much easier to define, and on
elementary relationships between individual actors. It can be useful to enter here into certain
details because nowadays usually the very first pages of Coleman’s Foundations,on the
micro-macro methodology (chapter 1, pp. 1-23) are referred to. In the Foundations, the
relation of interest is one of these primitive concepts as is the relation of control. Both are
closely connected in the analysis of exchange, which requires that someone is interested in
something that is under the control of someone else (chapter 2, pp. 27-44). The notion of
exchange itself is not primitive but is drawn from the more primitive notion of transfer and
characterized as a bilateral transfer. The notion of a primitive right as the pure reciprocal
recognition of a state of nature plays a role too (chapter 3, pp. 45-64). Another, more implicit,
primitive notion is that people choose rationally in the sense that they always seek the means
adapted to their goals and, more narrowly, within a few contexts, the “maximization of their
utility”** (and this is what most readers have initially retained). One of the challenges of this
theory is to examine to what extent the notions of authority (chapter 4, pp. 65-90) and trust
(chapter 5, pp. 91-118) are reducible to the previous notions, given first that both trust and
deference to authority may violate the norm of rationality and second that these two notions
are the core notions of important local theories that seem to have few relationships between
them, for example the economic theory of market, the theory of organization and the theory of
revolution.

One of the best examples of an attempt to identify elementary social mechanisms in
social phenomena in the Foundations is provided in chapter 18 (“Revoking Authority”),
which is entirely devoted to a presentation and an evaluation of a large set of theories of
revolution (pp. 466-502). Coleman wants to refute these theories and to show that a Rational
Choice Theory of revolutions better explains revolutions. And again, this is what struck the
first readers. But the examination of these theories themselves is probably much more
interesting. In fact, in this chapter, Coleman explains the so-called “frustration theories” (p.
472-9) and the “power theories” (p.479-483), identifies their elementary components and tries
to evaluate their respective scope. I will focus here only on the frustration theories. The
general issue that these theories (a subset out of the theories of revolutions) tackle is this one:
“How can frustration increase when conditions improve?” (p. 473). This question was first
raised by Alexis de Tocqueville (1955)[1856] who noticed that the French revolution
occurred not when the economics and political conditions were at their worst, that is to say in
1787, but two years later when these conditions were, on the contrary, improving.”> Coleman
compares four distinct frustration theories : the theory of rising expectations, the theory of
short-term setbacks, the theory of relative deprivation and finally the theory of status
inconsistency (pp. 473-478) and concludes: “ These theories have certain elements in
common [...] [They] differ only [...] in their hypotheses [...]. These hypotheses are
sufficiently distinct and precise that empirical evidence could be used to distinguish among
them” and he adds: “It is tenable, of course, that all of them are true [...]. It seems more
likely, however, that careful examination would disconfirm some of these hypotheses”
(p.478). Coleman might be partly wrong here: all these theories might be really true, but
under certain specifications and depending on the particular situations at issue.



But what is still more remarkable in this chapter (the same could be said about other
chapters), from my viewpoint, even if Coleman does not highlight this point, is that Coleman
has identified in his analysis these theories a micro-mechanism that can be encountered in
many other local domains than the theory of revolution. Thus the theory of rising
expectations (Birnton, 1965) does not only explain revolutions, but also suicides, as Emile
Durkheim (1897) brilliantly demonstrated. Similarly, the theory of relative deprivation
(Runciman, 1966) is not only a theory that could explain the origin of revolutions (p. 475), but
also the relative frustration of officers in the Air Force, where promotion was more rapid than
in the military police (Stouffer and al. 1949). Thus, the same micro-mechanism could be
working in apparently entirely distinct and distant local domains. Therefore one can easily
argue that the theories of these micro-mechanisms are excellent examples of middle-range
theories, even if most of these authors never referred to Merton’s term. Furthermore, Coleman
shows that all these theories are theories that deal with a set of mechanisms consisting of
“revoking authority”, and this is not a trivial matter, since other theories, on the contrary,
involve relation of power (instead of authority), which is quite distinct. Someone may have
institutional power but no authority if his/her power is not viewed as legitimate by
subordinates, and reciprocally someone can have authority (in case of charismatic authority)
and nevertheless not any institutional power. Furthermore authority is one of the relationships
that have been established as elementary in the first chapters of the book; therefore the
theoretical construction sounds very coherent.

Of course, Coleman’s analyses are not original in every part and certain local attempts
of reduction were already well known, such as the analysis of exchange as involving a
transfer of control, which could be found in Herbert Simon’s work (Simon, 1996). Sometimes
comparable local attempts also are more elaborated than Coleman’s, such as the attempt at
reducing trust to self-interest suggested by Russell Hardin (1995). Besides, to take another
example, one of the questions at stake regarding the reducibility of trust to self-interest and
rational choice was already partially but clearly raised, even though it was under another
respect, by Thomas Reid (1997) in the 18" century. This analysis has been recently
rediscovered within the context of social epistemology (Goldman, 1999): is trust always based
only on rational expectation or is not there a more primitive kind of trust, which is necessary,
for example, to the transmission of knowledge? Reid took the empirical example of the
spontaneous trust that children have towards everyone. He was focused only on what is now
called “epistemic trust” (Goldman, 1999, Hardin, 2003), but the question is relevant for other
forms of trust. Thus, social bonds such as friendship and love may be based on something else
than a kind of trust that is nof reducible to self-interest but involves an element of generosity,
therefore a not calculated risk? Coleman did not leave a space for such a possible autonomous
source of trust, which violates the norm of rational choice as previously defined, but he did
leave a room for authority relations, recognizing the probable existence of a kind of deference
to authority whose source is not self-interest, which is necessary to explain charismatic
authority. Moreover, one can go still further in the analysis of trust and, in particular, in its
relationship to commitment, a concept which I already mentioned earlier and which Coleman
did not mention at all.

Coleman’s attempt to unify sociology is not entirely convincing in many other ways.
Thus, when Coleman tries to explain panics as a case of transfer of control or a rational
transfer of “authority”, it is hard to find what the heuristic advantage of such a reduction is.
Coleman does not want only to claim that the same overall theory, based on concepts such as
self-interest, control, rational choice, transfer of control, and Right can explain markets and
organizations, but he also wants to prove that it can also explain such apparently irrational
behaviors as panics. First, Coleman argues that what is irrational at the collective level, such
as running to the unique exit of a building if a fire suddenly breaks out, may be rational at the



individual level. In fact, even if everyone believes that the optimal collective solution would
be that everyone should leave the building in line and in one’s turn, everyone may also know
that some individuals may prefer to ensure their own safety without considering the collective
good and that they will prefer to run, even though, on the other hand, everyone knows as well
that it is not entirely sure that people will act that way. In this case, the best solution for
everyone is to observe ones’ neighbor and to do what he/she does: if they does not run, it
remains better not to run; but if they run, it becomes better to run immediately as well, hoping
to reach the exit before a bottleneck emerges. This rational reconstruction is not implausible.
But Coleman goes further and, in a second step, interprets this kind of behavior as an example
of a rational transfer of control of one’s actions by oneself to “control” by neighbors. It is hard
to accept that the reduction to the notion of transfer of control adds something new in the
understanding of the phenomenon; the most abstract and general explanation seems rather
more obscure than the more specific one.

5. Alternative views to Coleman’s on the problem of unifying middle-range social
theories.

This said, Coleman’s view on unification can be seen as a strong option — and I would
say: an overly strong option — for the resolution of the problem of the unification of middle-
range theories, resulting in some respects in a rather verbal theory, like Parsons’ theory.
Besides, Coleman is too obsessed by what seems as an a priori defense of the Rational Choice
Theory, that is to say even when empirical data could also support alternative theories.
Happily, other options than Coleman’s exist. I will investigate two of them, both weaker than
Coleman’s. A first one, which I will call “the weak option”, consists in merely and simply, at
least virtually, abandoning the project of building a general theory (similar to Newton’s
Mechanics or Quantum Mechanics), which results in verbal formulations that are too often
empirically irrelevant, and accepting the irreducible plurality of far less abstract theories (as
some philosophers of physics have done for their own domain) without necessarily assuming
that the world is intrinsically (or “ontologically’’) dappled and “untidy” (as Cartwright, 1999,
suggested), but based simply on the consideration that our knowledge of the world is too
limited to do otherwise (as Kellert, St.H., Longino, H.E, & Waters, C.K., 2006, argued).
However, this option has the disadvantage that it leads to treating micro-models as local
models, that is to say models proper to local domains even when these micro-models or meso-
models are applicable to many local domains. To avoid this result, what would be really
required in the social sciences would be at least to carefully clarify the distinct uses of the
same concepts (or to distinguish between distinct concepts labelled by the same words) far
more than it is currently the case in sociology. For that latter reason I will not borrow
examples from sociology but from economics, where conceptual analysis is much more
widespread than in sociology, and from biology, which has for a while played the role of a
leading domain in the contemporary philosophy of science regarding the examination of
“mechanisms” as regular causal chains of events.

A second option, which I call the “intermediate option”, would consist in keeping the
construction of a general theory as a goal, possibly either by refining and enriching Coleman’s
theory while keeping its elementary components as the core of this novel theory or by taking
quite other elementary building blocks than Coleman’s, likely too much focused on exchange
relationships. In this second option, it is also assumed that it is wiser not to try to directly
construct a foo general theory but to at least temporarily accept a lower level of abstraction,
and as a consequence, admit the existence of weakly related partial theories in sociology. This
would mean, of course, that the balkanization of sociology would not be entirely avoided, but
only reduced. Unlike the previous option, this one carefully distinguishes micro-models from



mere local models on insisting, on the contrary, on their transversal relevance. I will take the
Handbook of analytical sociology (2014) as an illustration of this second option.

a) The weak option.

This option consists on simply lowering the degree of requirement regarding
conceptual unity, by arguing that the clarity of concepts in every local issue is a sufficient
requirement, provided that heuristic in every specific domain is secured. This option is
compatible with the Stanford school stance (ontological pluralism) as well as with the
Minnesota school stance (epistemological pluralism). I will illustrate this option by an
example borrowed from a debate on the relevance of the concept of commitment in
economics and in social sciences and a second one in genetics; this second example will
permit us to go a little further in the analysis of the relationship between middle-range
theories and purely local versus models which allows for the application of heuristic
structures to different local domains, which I will call the transversal model of unification.

Amartya Sen’s position, as it emerged from an important workshop on Rationality and
Commitment that was held at the University of St Gallen (Switzerland) in May 2004 on the
concept of commitment (Sen, 2005) is close to this kind of pluralist position. Sen wanted to
introduce the concept of commitment in economics, an innovation that was much debated.
Sen (1977) had previously argued, in a famous lecture especially influential in normative
economics and expanded in many later publications (Sen, 1987), that for explaining a few
strictly economic behaviors (such as the decreasing rate of oranges in the seventies), and not
especially or not only for normative reasons, it was necessary to introduce the idea that people
do not act always according to their material self-interest (as Hobbes assumed) or because of
“sympathy” for relatives or “identification” to the self-interest of these relatives (as Adam
Smith supposed), that is to say the “other-interest”, but because they have a sense of “duty”
(in Kant’s sense) or of “commitment” to certain altruistic values (thus in the cases mentioned
above, lots of people in Europe boycotted oranges and avocadoes because at that time, most
oranges were cultivated in Spain, when Franco was ruling as a dictator and most avocadoes in
South Africa, where apartheid prevailed).

The soundness of introducing the concept of commitment in economics and, more
generally, in RCT was especially at issue in this workshop (Haussman, 2005 Pettit, 2005). It
was argued, in particular, that the concept of preference is broad enough to integrate the
various motivations that can urge economic actors to act, were they either self-interested in
the narrow (material) sense of the term or self-interested in the “egotist” sense of the term
(which can pave the way for altruism).”” But other discussants noticed, to a certain extent
more trivially but quite reasonably, that the concept of commitment had already been used in
quite distinct meanings in the social sciences. Sen’s response to this latter objection was that it
is not necessary at all to have an overarching (and transversal) concept of commitment and
that clarity in each local domain is sufficient. This response is rather frustrating and it is
especially so because some of the examples of commitments chosen by Sen (1977) to
illustrate his concept could also be interpreted as illustrations of commitments in other uses of
the same term (e.g. Gilbert’s use; see Bouvier, 2016, 2018a, 2018b). This suggests either that
the two concepts are sometimes but not always used with exactly the same empirical content
or that a single phenomenon may involve too distinct micro-mechanisms. However Sen’s
general response to objections that the concept of commitment has many other contents,
depending on domains, as frustrating as it is, seems more satisfying than arguing in favor of a
general concept of commitment of which the unity would be only verbal.

The weak option can be still enlightened by recent philosophical debates about the use
of the concept of “gene” in contemporary biology. Genetics is currently a typical example of a



domain on which various mechanisms (such as the replication of AND) in the specific
meaning of “almost unavoidable causal chains triggered by a certain event” (see above) have
been discovered (Machamer, P., Darden, L. and Craver, C.F., 2000).* However,
specialization in this domain has reached such a point that, as Jean Gayon (2007) argued, that
in terms of continuity with previous historical investigations (Burian 1985), the concept of
gene has now acquired such diverse contents depending on sub-domains in which it is applied
that it does not even make sense to try to define it at the most general level. Furthermore, the
concept of gene does not play an important role anymore in these particular sub-domains
(unlike the concept of commitment in the current social sciences): it has been usually replaced
by more technical concepts, However, Gayon quite interestingly noticed that the word “gene”
is still useful to permit communication between scholars working in these distinct domains
because, on the one hand, the ambiguity of the word is acknowledged by anyone and, on the
other hand, the use of this rather vague word nevertheless gives a minimal and sufficient piece
of information about the global domain that is a stake in a general debate among biologists. In
other words, everyone is aware that there is a “family resemblance” between the various uses
of the word. In this case, the fact that the unity of the concept is verbal to a certain extent is
explicitly assumed but its use is preserved for pragmatic reasons. Of course other concepts
than the concept of commitment,such as the concept of self-interest, should also be
investigated. But the ambiguity of the concept of self-interest is acknowledged by everyone,
so that its use to facilitate the communication is not acknowledged, unlike the case of the
concept of gene. Unfortunately conceptual analysis is currently still hugely lacking in
sociology, so these distinctions are not observed.

b) The intermediate option.

This second option consists in aiming at a general and unified theory, but accepting
that there are still many steps to take before reaching this general theory. One must be aware
that, actually, “middle” is used by Merton and his followers in a very vague sense: what is
really “in the middle” between particular facts and general theory? There are obviously
multiple degrees of generality in relation to the number of phenomena that can be understood
under the same model, and reaching one more level of abstraction constitutes one more step
towards a general theory. For that reason, it is not ironical to say that between rather weakly
abstract middle-range theories and a very general theory there is space for many intermediate
middle-range theories; therefore one has to think of a hierarchy of middle-range theories from
the most particular ones to the most general (Bouvier, 2008).

Furthermore, the co-existence of a plurality of theories similar to Coleman’s theory
and just as strong, but with distinct premises is not excluded at all. I will not investigate this
issue here in more detail because it would be nowadays a purely hypothetical possiblity since
there is not any theory similar to Coleman’s currently. It is sufficient to compare the building
blocks of Coleman’s Foundations and those of the collective book I will now consider to
grasp that still other elementary notions would be relevant as well as alternative building
blocks.

The recent Oxford Handbook of Analytical Sociology * edited by Peter Hedstrom and
Peter Bearman (2009a) could be seen as a serious attempt in the direction of more generality
rather than the mere juxtaposition of coexisting middle-range theories without attempting to
offer another general theory competing with Coleman’s. While the elementary notions in
Coleman’s Foundations are “actors and resources, interest and control” (chapter 2), the
Handbook distinguishes between social statics (Part II) and social dynamics (Part III) and
starts the investigation of “statics” with the concepts of “emotions” (chapter 3), “beliefs”
(chapter 4), “preferences” (chapter 5) and “opportunities” (chapter 6) — a starting point that is



nowadays rather common in social theories of action. Self-fullfilling prophecies (Biggs,
2009), threshold effects (Watts & Dodds, 2009), and segregation effects (Bruch & Mare,
2009) constitute some of the few mechanisms that are analyzed (in the part devoted to “social
dynamics”) in more or less explicit conceptual relationships with emotions, beliefs,
preferences and opportunities. There is still no systematicity in this handbook, but it is
obvious that this could be rather easily improved. Furthermore, it is clear that the level of
abstraction is not the same in every chapter: thus, the alleged mechanisms are sometimes
rather sets of mechanisms, like “segregation dynamics” (Bruch & Mare). Besides, when some
sets of mechanisms such as the mechanisms of diffusion are investigated, they are sometimes
illustrated rather arbitrarily (by the diffusion of divorce, Aberg, 2009, and by the diffusion of
tastes Salganik & Watts, 2009).There is no chapter devoted to the relations of coordination
and cooperation, although the distinction between them has proved to be relevant in many
domains (e.g. in economics and in the international relationships) while there is a chapter
devoted to the relations of conflict (Kalyvas, 2009). Similarly a chapter is devoted to trust
(Cook, 2009) but no chapter on authority.

A few investigations presented in this handbook are good examples of a search for a
higher level of abstraction (and therefore of one more step at least towards unity) than is
usually the case in the construction of middle-range theories. I will take two related examples.
Within this framework of a balanced solution between, on the one hand, too high abstraction
and weak heuristic value and, on the other hand, strong heuristic value but weak level of
abstraction and, as a result, multiplicity of isolated local models (see the weak option, above),
Michael Biggs (2009) has tried to reduce certain aspects of self-fulfilling prophecy, if not the
full process, to more primitive phenomena, actually psychological phenomena, especially the
belief that the number of people who perform an act is probably a sign of the value of the act,
a component that was not much highlighted by Robert Merton.*® Biggs also insists on two
empirical facts necessary for the process to occur: first, that the diffusion is progressive,
second, what Granovetter called the threshold effect, that is to say that a sufficient number of
other people share the belief,. Finally, without entering into all the details, the self-fulfilling
prophecy could be described as composed of simple elements such as: erroneous beliefs,
epistemic trust, threshold effect, informational cascade and unexpected effect. This list is non-
exhaustive but is representative of an attempt to decompose a social phenomenon in its
elementary components (in a way distinct from Coleman’s).

Let us focus on one of these components, the threshold effect. This mechanism can be
observed, of course, in many other different social phenomena and the analysis of the
threshold effect itself is another example of a middle-range theory of a little higher level of
abstraction than the self-fulfilling theory. Mark Granovetter wanted to account for very
common processes such the following ones. One can observe that the number of people in a
restaurant or of people waiting outside an ice-cream parlor influences the behavior that other
virtual customers will adopt; if there are few people in a restaurant, few others are to be
expected, except usual customers, that is those who already know the quality of the restaurant.
On the contrary, if there are a lot of people, there will be a tendency for people to join them,
and paradoxically do so above all if there is a line. One explanation (which actually
Granovetter himself did not suggest), is that it is probably a case of epistemic authority, which
may be wrongly motivated, of course. People who do not know the restaurant or the ice-cream
shop think that if there are many people, it is probably because the food or the ice-cream is
good and that this knowledge is already wide-spread. But there is a threshold, which
furthermore seems to vary according to the individual: before a certain amount of customers
is reached in a restaurant or in front of an ice-cream shop, there is no acceleration of the
amplification of the number of customers. Similarly, when people want to cross a busy street
outside pedestrian walkways, most of them prefer not to cross the street alone; they will wait



for others to do the same. And suddenly, after a certain number of individuals is reached — this
is the threshold effect — they all try to cross the street together, yet without any deliberation.
What was initially a local model regarding trivial events can be applied to many others and
much more significant phenomena, such as the emergence of a revolution. In this case also,
for people to revoke authority, a threshold has to be reached. The initially local model turns
out again to be a transversal model.

Conclusion.

To briefly conclude, I would like to recall that the issue is to ask, on the one hand,
whether it is still worth constructing a general theory, however elegant it is, if it doesn’t
permit us to make discoveries as well as a less abstract and less logically simple theory and,
on the other hand, whether one can content oneself with a multiplicity of local models.
Although one can be satisfied, for pragmatic reasons, with the elimination of ambiguities
between different uses of similar concepts depending on domains, one can probably also go to
a higher level of abstraction than self-fulfilling prophecy, the paradigmatic example of a
middle-range theory, not only without any loss of explanation power but, on the contrary,
obtaining a more unified view of the underlying micro-processes. The notion of threshold
effect and the notion of epistemic authority might be candidates for these more abstract
middle-range theories (or models).

In any case the modest search for analytical middle-range theories, that is to say
transversal micro-model or meso-models of social mechanisms, possibly at several levels of
abstraction, appears to be a reasonable way to compensate some of the shortcomings of
current sociological theories. One has to add that these models can be encountered not only in
sociology institutionally speaking, but also in other domains such as economics, social
psychology or philosophy, as the example of the concept of commitment may have illustrated.
Moreover, comparisons with the natural sciences, especially with biology, domains on which
reflection has been profoundly renewed by the contemporary philosophy of science, might
provide the scholar with a deeper understanding of what should be searched for to better
understand the social world, as “untidy” it may be.
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fascinating but probably very infrequent, and inductively derived predictions, which are much more trivial
but also very likely much more frequent, as far as one can distinguish between them empirically, which often
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