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                              Topic- Merton’s   Middle Range Theory

 The  term  sociological  theory  refers  to  logically  interconnected  sets  of
propositions from which empirical uniformities can be derived. Theories that lie
between the minor but necessary working hypotheses that  evolve in abundance
during day-to-day research and the all-inclusive systematic efforts to develop a
unified  theory  that  will  explain  all  the  observed  uniformities  of  social
behaviour, social organization and social change.

Middle-range theory is principally used in sociology to guide empirical inquiry.
It is intermediate to general theories of social systems which .are too remote
from particular classes of social behaviour, organization and change to account
for what is observed and to those detailed orderly descriptions of particulars that
are not generalized at all. Middle-range theory involves abstractions, of course,
but they are close enough to observed data to be incorporated in propositions
that permit empirical testing. Middle-range theories deal with delimited aspects
of social phenomena, as is indicated by their labels. One speaks of a theory of
reference groups, of social  mobility, or role-conflict and of the formation of
social norms just as one speaks of a theory of prices, a germ theory of disease,
or  a  kinetic  theory  of  gases.  The  seminal  ideas  in  such  theories  are
characteristically  simple:  consider.  The  initial  idea  thus  suggests  specific
hypotheses which are tested by seeing whether the inferences from them are
empirically  confirmed.  The  the  theory  of  reference  groups  and  relative
deprivation starts with the simple idea, initiated by James, Baldwin, and Mead
and  developed  by  Hyman  and  Stouffer,  that  people  take  the  standards  of
significant  others  as  a  basis  for  self-appraisal  and  evaluation.  Some  of  the
inferences drawn from this idea are at  odds with commonsense expectations
based upon an unexamined set of 'self-evident' assumptions. Common sense, for
example, would suggest that the greater the actual loss experienced by a family
in a mass disaster, the more acutely it will feel deprived. This belief is based on
the  unexamined  assumption  that  the  magnitude  of  objective  loss  is  related
linearly to the subjective appraisal of the loss and that this appraisal is confined



to one's own experience. But the theory of relative deprivation leads to quite a
different hypothesis-that self-appraisals depend upon people's comparisons of
their own situation with that of other people perceived as being comparable to
themselves.  This theory therefore suggests  that,  under specifiable conditions,
families  suffering  serious  losses  will  feel  less  deprived than  those  suffering
smaller losses if they are in situations leading them to compare themselves to
people suffering even more severe losses. For example, it is people in the area
of greatest impact of a disaster who, though substantially deprived themselves,
are most apt to see others around them who are even more severely deprived.
Empirical  inquiry supports  the  theory  of  relative  deprivation  rather  than the
common-sense  assumptions:  "the  feeling  of  being  relatively  better  off  than
others increases with objective loss up to the category of highest loss" and only
then  declines.  This  pattern  is  reinforced  by  the  tendency  of  public
communications to focus on "the most extreme sufferers [which] tends to fix
them as  a  reference  group  against  which  even  other  sufferers  can  compare
themselves favourably." As the inquiry develops, it is found that these patterns
of self-appraisal in term, affect the distribution of morale in the community of
survivors  and  their  motivation  to  help  others.  Within  a  particular  class  of
behaviour,  therefore,  the theory of  relative deprivation directs us to a set  of
hypotheses that can be empirically tested. The confirmed conclusion can then be
put simply enough: when few are hurt to much the same extent, the pain and
loss of each seems great; where many are hurt in greatly varying degree, even
fairly large losses seem small as they are compared with far larger ones. The
probability that comparisons will be made is affected by the differing visibility
of losses of greater and less extent. The specificity of this example should not
obscure  the  more  general  character  of  middle-range  theory.  Obviously,
behaviour  of  people  confronted  with  a  mass  disaster  is  only  one  of  an
indefinitely large array of particular situations to which the theory of reference
groups can be instructively applied , just as is the case with the theory of change
in  social  stratification,  the  theory  of  authority,  the  theory  of  institutional
interdependence,  or  the  theory  of  anomie.  But  it  is  equally  clear  that  such
middle-range  theories  have  not  been  logically  derived  from  a  single  all-
embracing  theory  of  social  systems,  though  once  developed  they  may  be
consistent with one. Furthermore, each theory is more than a mere empirical
generalization-an  isolated  proposition  summarizing  observed  uniformities  of
relationships  between  two  or  more  variables.  A  theory  comprises  a  set  of
assumptions  from  which  empirical  generalizations  have  themselves  been



derived.  Another  case  of  middle-range  theory  in  sociology  may  help  us  to
identify its character and uses. The theory of role-sets begins with an image ·of
how social status is organized in the social structure. This image is as simple as
Boyle's image of the atmosphere as a sea of air or Gilbert's image of the earth as
a magnet. As with all middle-range theories, however, the proof is in the using
not in the immediate response to the originating ideas as obvious or odd, as
derived from more general theory or conceived of to deal with a particular class
of problems. Despite the very diverse meanings attached to the concept of social
status, one sociological tradition consistently uses it to refer to a position in a
social system, with its distinctive array of designated rights and obligations. In
this tradition, as exemplified by Ralph Linton, the related concept of social role
refers to the behaviour of status-occupants that is oriented toward the patterned
expectations of others (who accord the rights and exact the obligations). Linton,
like  others  in  this  tradition,   mechanisms  which  articulate  the  role-set  and
reduce conflicts among roles. Third, the concept of the role-set   directs our
attention to the structural problem of identifying the social arrangements which
integrate as well as oppose the expectations of various members of the role-set.
The concept of multiple roles, on the other hand, confines our attention to a
different and no doubt important issue: how do individual occupants of statuses
happen to  deal  with  the many and sometimes conflicting demands made of
them? Fourth, the concept of the role-set directs us to the further question of
how these  social  mechanisms  come into  being;  the  answer  to  this  question
enables us to account for  the many concrete instances in'  which the role-set
operates  effectively.  (This  no  more  assumes  that  all  social  mechanisms  are
functional  than  the  theory  of  biological  evolution  involves  the  comparable
assumption  that  no  dysfunctional  developments  occur.)  Finally,  the  logic  of
analysis exhibited in this sociological theory of the middle-range is developed
wholly  in  terms  of  the  elements  of  social  structure  rather  than  in  terms  of
providing concrete  historical  descriptions  of  particular  social  systems.  Thus,
middle range theory enables us to transcend the mock problem of a theoretical
conflict between the nomothetic and the idiothetic, between the general and the
altogether particular, between generalizing sociological theory and historicism.
From all this, it is evident that according to role-set theory there is always a
potential for differing expectations among those in the role-set as to what is
appropriate conduct for a status-occupant. The basic source of this potential for
conflict-and it is important to note once again that on this point we are at one
with such disparate general theorists as Marx and Spencer, Simmel, Sorokin and



Parsons-is found in the structural fact that the other members of a role-set are
apt to hold various social positions differing from those of the status-occupant
in question. To the extent that members of a role-set are diversely located in the
social structure, they are apt to have interests and sentiments, values and moral
expectations, differing from those of the status-occupant himself. This, after all,
is  one of the principal assumptions of Marxist  theory as it  is of much other
sociological  theory:  social  differentiation  generates  distinct  interests  among
those  variously  located  in  the  structure  of  the  society.  For  example,  the
members of a school board are often in social and economic strata that differ
significantly from the stratum of the school teacher. The interests, values, and
expectations of board members are consequently apt to differ from those of the
teacher  who may thus be subject  to conflicting expectations  from these  and
other members of his role-set: professional colleagues, influential members of
the  school  board  and,  say,  the   Americanism  Committee  of  the  American
Legion. An educational essential for one is apt to be judged as an educational
frill by another, or as one status holds, in identifiable degree, for occupants of
other statuses who are structurally related through their role-set to others who
themselves occupy differing positions in society. . What holds conspicuously for
this one status holds, in identifiable degree, for occupants of other statuses who
are structurally related through their role-set to others who themselves occupy
differing positions in society. Thus, the assumed structural basis for potential
disturbance  of  a  role-set  gives  rise  to  a  double  question  (which,  the  record
shows,  has  not  been  raised  in  the  absence  of  the  theory):  which  social
mechanisms, if any, operate to counteract the theoretically assumed instability
of  role-sets  and,  correlatively,  under  which  circumstances  do  these  social
mechanisms fail to operate, with resulting inefficiency, confusion, and conflict?
Like other questions that have historically stemmed from the general orientation
of functional analysis, these do not assume that role-sets invariably operate with
substantial efficiency. For this middle-range theory is not concerned with the
historical  generalization  that  a  degree  of  social  order  or  conflict  prevails  in
society but with the analytical problem of identifying the social  mechanisms
which produce a greater degree of order or less conflict than would obtain if
these mechanisms were not called into play.
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