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Computational Social Science 1 has a mood of discipline, probably because how its

name rings. But by looking at Computational Social Science in detail, it is not easy to

classify it epistemically. In a discipline 2 such as political science, practitioners have a

shared canon of knowledge and methodological traditions. In a post-discipline like

Communication (Waisbord, 2019), practitioners have neither shared canon of knowledge

nor shared methodological traditions. Computational Social Science cannot be classified

using these *disciplin* nouns. The best one can do is to classify Computational Social

Science as a methodological preference. 3 It can also be reflected in the widely cited

definition of Computational Social Science by its founding parents (Lazer et al., 2020, p.

1060) 4:

the development and application of computational methods to complex,

typically large-scale, human (sometimes simulated) behavioral data.

The practitioners of Computational Social Science have a unique mix: there is no shared

canon of knowledge. 5 But they have exactly one shared methodological tradition of

1 This term is used as a proper noun in this article, because it is not just social science attached with the

adjective computational. See definition below.

2 This is based on Foucault (1971)’s comment on the components of an academic discipline: (shared)

“groups of objects, methods, their corpus of propositions considered to be true, the interplay of rules and

definitions, of techniques and tools” (p. 10).

3 Similarly, Törnberg and Uitermark (2021) classify it as Weltanschauung; Shugars (2024) as perspective or

choice.

4 Edelmann et al. (2020) provide a similar definition, although they emphasize the end goal is to gain

theoretical knowledge.

5 However, in the —arguable— “offshoots” of it such as Computational Communication Research, there

seems to follow the logic of the respective *disciplines in terms of organized knowledge. See, e.g., Hilbert

et al. (2019) and Zhu et al. (2025)
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using computational methods. Despite this, Computational Social Science —like other

*disciplines— has the social structural functions of a Bourdieusian Field: 6 It serves as a

hierarchical, stratified, and competitive arena for actors to compete for economic, social,

cultural, and symbolic capital (also among fields) (Ignatow & Robinson, 2017). The

namesake journals, conferences, learned societies, university departments, short-term

training camps, and degree programs serve as arbiters of capital in terms of academic

power, resource, and prestige. These social structural functions have to be understood

within the following parallel societal developments since the 2010s: (1) the datafication and

algorithmization of societies (Mejias & Couldry, 2019); (2) the rise of surveillance

capitalism (Zuboff, 2019), and (3) the perceived superiority of knowledge produced through

analyzing ever larger datasets (boyd & Crawford, 2012). Flowery languages to describe the

importance of Computational Social Science in our society, such as “greatly improved our

understanding of important phenomena” (Lazer et al., 2020, p. 1060) or “a new era has

started in the understanding of the structure and function of our society” (Conte et al.,

2012, p. 327), are not uncommon.

Bourdieusian Field is porous (Ignatow & Robinson, 2017); Computational Social

Science is more porous than many academic disciplines. Computational Social Science can

be described with *disciplin* adjectives, with multidisciplinary (Lazer et al., 2020) and

interdisciplinary (Edelmann et al., 2020; Hase et al., 2022) being the most common.

In a field with only one uniting force of methodological preference, the way

(perhaps, the only way) to garner power in the competitive field is to master and apply the

preferred methods. With the *disciplinary nature, the Computational Social Science field is

more porous to one group of actors: computer scientists. In fact, computer scientists can

be said to be the most dominant actors of the field. While all scholars can acquire the

knowledge to produce, refine, and apply computational methods, computer scientists have

the unique symbolic capital (respect and admiration from peers of other disciplines) to

6 French: champ
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claim expertise of computational methods due to their education and affiliation. Therefore,

computer scientists are rewarded disproportionally more often than other scholars in the

power struggle inside the competitive field of Computational Social Science. The following

are correlational evidence: (1) An analysis of a curated list of computational social science

research groups and departments found that persons with a PhD in computer science lead

these groups more often than social scientists; and (2) Wang et al. (2022) found that the

citation network of papers under the Computational Social Science umbrella centers

around computer science papers.

The dominant position of computer scientists allows them to set field-specific logic

on what should be privileged (“rules of the game” 7), some of them can be said to be at

odds with social sciences. 8 (1) The epistemological stance of Computational Social Science

mirrors computer science’s pragmatic instrumentalism (Benthall, 2016), i.e. computational

methods and social science theories are mere tools to achieve certain goals; disregarding

other stances of social sciences, e.g., critical realism, critical theory, interpretivism; (2) The

goals are thought to be predictive (Hofman et al., 2017). The standard from computer

science, such as the trade-off between precision and recall, can be directly imported to

Computational Social Science to evaluate the utility of computational methods for social

sciences. Not how well they can help us to accurately explain and understand the social

world; (3) “Shared tasks” and “leaderboarding” are spilled over from computer science as

an emergent social activity for developing and evaluating computational methods

(Assenmacher et al., 2021), motivated by applications in Computational Social Science

(e.g., Kiesel et al., 2022); (4) The most popular methodological topics in computer science

are automatically the most popular methodological topics in Computational Social Science,

e.g., large language models. Not vice versa.

7 French: croyance dans l’intérêt du jeu

8 due to the misrecognition of the peer social scientists to unknowingly participate in their own subjugation

by internalizing these field-specific logic as normal, thereby reinforcing the power of computer scientists.
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