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Enseignements Responsable H. hebd. Cr. ECTS

? ? ? 3
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Un paradigme à inventer
• Recensement, sondages, enquêtes… traces numériques ? 

• Représentativité (groupe de référence, plateforme…) ? 

• Signification, interprétation (identité, bots, contextes…) ? 

• Méthodes (statistiques & machine learning, collecte de données) ? 

• Accessibilité (des données privées) ? 

• Vie privée et éthique ? 

• Revues et conférences ? 

• Communauté scientifique ?

Résurgence de la physique sociale ?➜  

Quels enjeux pour les SHS ?



Boris Beaude - Université de Lausanne - 2023

XIXe, XXe et XXIe siècle 

• Physique sociale (XIXe) 

• Sciences sociales (XXe) 

• Social physics et computational social science (XXIe) 

Perturbations paradigmatiques 

• Essentiellement de la physique et de l’informatique 

• Perturbations des sources, méthodes et de la « preuve » 

• Décrire, expliquer, comprendre et prévoir 

Sciences du social ? 

• Perturbation transversale, relatives aux mondes sociaux 

• Un rapport négligeable aux sciences sociales 

• et un intérêt particulier pour la prédiction

Résurgence de la physique sociale ?
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Une résurgence problématique

La social physics d'Alex Pentland 
• La résurgence des « lois de l’imitation » 

• et de la physique sociale du XIXe 

La computation social science de Barabási 
• La résurgence de la toute puissance des réseaux 

L’ambiguïté de Ducan Watts 
• La résurgence de la pertinence par la prédiction 

La régression provocante de Michal Kosinski 
• La résurgence de la détermination par le corps biologique 

L’espoir déçu de Bruno Latour 
• La résurgence de la monadologie tardienne
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Watts, Duncan J. “Common Sense and Sociological Explanations.” American 
Journal of Sociology, vol. 120, no. 2, 2014, pp. 313–51 

https://doi.org/10.1086/678271

Common Sense and Sociological Explanations1

Duncan J. Watts
Microsoft Research

Sociologists have long advocated a sociological approach to expla-
nation by contrasting it with common sense. The argument of this
article, however, is that sociologists rely on common sense more than
they realize. Moreover, this unacknowledged reliance causes serious
problems for their explanations of social action, that is, for why peo-
ple do what they do. Many such explanations, it is argued, conflate
understandability with causality in ways that are not valid by the
standards of scientific explanation. It follows that if sociologists want
their explanations to be scientifically valid, they must evaluate them
specifically on those grounds—in particular, by forcing them to make
predictions. In becoming more scientific, however, it is predicted that
sociologists’ explanations will also become less satisfying from an
intuitive, sense-making perspective. Even as novel sources of data
and improved methods open exciting new directions for sociological
research, therefore, sociologists will increasingly have to choose be-
tween unsatisfying scientific explanations and satisfying but unscien-
tific stories.

INTRODUCTION

Among sociologists common sense has long been the Rodney Dangerfield
of epistemologies—it gets no respect. Although definitions of common sense
vary ðTaylor 1947; Geertz 1975; Rosenfeld 2011Þ, it is generally associated
with the practical knowledge of ordinary people, deployed in everyday sit-
uations and, as such, is distinct from the style of theoretical knowledge to

AJS Volume 120 Number 2 (September 2014): 313–51 313

1The author acknowledges Matthew Salganik and three AJS reviewers for extensive
and helpful feedback on earlier drafts of this article. Direct correspondence to Duncan
Watts, Microsoft Research NYC, 641 Avenue of the Americas, Seventh Floor, New
York, New York 10011. E-mail: duncan@microsoft.com

© 2015 by The University of Chicago. All rights reserved.
0002-9602/2015/12002-0001$10.00
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Une résurgence problématique Computer-based personality judgments are more
accurate than those made by humans
Wu Youyoua,1,2, Michal Kosinskib,1, and David Stillwella

aDepartment of Psychology, University of Cambridge, Cambridge CB2 3EB, United Kingdom; and bDepartment of Computer Science, Stanford University,
Stanford, CA 94305

Edited by David Funder, University of California, Riverside, CA, and accepted by the Editorial Board December 2, 2014 (received for review September
28, 2014)

Judging others’ personalities is an essential skill in successful social
living, as personality is a key driver behind people’s interactions,
behaviors, and emotions. Although accurate personality judg-
ments stem from social-cognitive skills, developments in machine
learning show that computer models can also make valid judg-
ments. This study compares the accuracy of human and com-
puter-based personality judgments, using a sample of 86,220
volunteers who completed a 100-item personality questionnaire.
We show that (i) computer predictions based on a generic digital
footprint (Facebook Likes) are more accurate (r = 0.56) than those
made by the participants’ Facebook friends using a personality
questionnaire (r = 0.49); (ii) computer models show higher inter-
judge agreement; and (iii) computer personality judgments have
higher external validity when predicting life outcomes such as
substance use, political attitudes, and physical health; for some
outcomes, they even outperform the self-rated personality scores.
Computers outpacing humans in personality judgment presents
significant opportunities and challenges in the areas of psycholog-
ical assessment, marketing, and privacy.

personality judgment | social media | computational social science |
artificial intelligence | big data

Perceiving and judging other people’s personality traits is an
essential component of social living (1, 2). People use per-

sonality judgments to make day-to-day decisions and long-term
plans in their personal and professional lives, such as whom to
befriend, marry, trust, hire, or elect as president (3). The more
accurate the judgment, the better the decision (2, 4, 5). Previous
research has shown that people are fairly good at judging each
other’s personalities (6–8); for example, even complete strangers
can make valid personality judgments after watching a short
video presenting a sample of behavior (9, 10).
Although it is typically believed that accurate personality

perceptions stem from social-cognitive skills of the human brain,
recent developments in machine learning and statistics show that
computer models are also capable of making valid personality
judgments by using digital records of human behavior (11–13).
However, the comparative accuracy of computer and human
judgments remains unknown; this study addresses this gap.
Personality traits, like many other psychological dimensions, are

latent and cannot be measured directly; various perspectives exist
regarding the evaluation criteria of judgmental accuracy (3, 5). We
adopted the realistic approach, which assumes that personality
traits represent real individual characteristics, and the accuracy of
personality judgments may be benchmarked using three key
criteria: self-other agreement, interjudge agreement, and exter-
nal validity (1, 5, 7). We apply those benchmarks to a sample of
86,220 volunteers,* who filled in the 100-item International
Personality Item Pool (IPIP) Five-Factor Model of personality
(14) questionnaire (15), measuring traits of openness, consci-
entiousness, extraversion, agreeableness, and neuroticism.
Computer-based personality judgments, based on Facebook

Likes, were obtained for 70,520 participants. Likes were pre-
viously shown to successfully predict personality and other

psychological traits (11). We used LASSO (Least Absolute
Shrinkage and Selection Operator) linear regressions (16) with
10-fold cross-validations, so that judgments for each participant
were made using models developed on a different subsample
of participants and their Likes. Likes are used by Facebook
users to express positive association with online and offline
objects, such as products, activities, sports, musicians, books,
restaurants, or websites. Given the variety of objects, subjects,
brands, and people that can be liked and the number of
Facebook users (>1.3 billion), Likes represent one of the most
generic kinds of digital footprint. For instance, liking a brand or
a product offers a proxy for consumer preferences and purchasing
behavior; music-related Likes reveal music taste; and liked web-
sites allow for approximating web browsing behavior. Conse-
quently, Like-based models offer a good proxy of what could be
achieved based on a wide range of other digital footprints such as
web browsing logs, web search queries, or purchase records (11).
Human personality judgments were obtained from the partic-

ipants’ Facebook friends, who were asked to describe a given par-
ticipant using a 10-item version of the IPIP personality measure.
To compute self-other agreement and external validity, we used
a sample of 17,622 participants judged by one friend; to calculate
interjudge agreement, we used a sample of 14,410 participants

Significance

This study compares the accuracy of personality judgment—
a ubiquitous and important social-cognitive activity—between
computer models and humans. Using several criteria, we show
that computers’ judgments of people’s personalities based on
their digital footprints are more accurate and valid than judg-
ments made by their close others or acquaintances (friends,
family, spouse, colleagues, etc.). Our findings highlight that
people’s personalities can be predicted automatically and
without involving human social-cognitive skills.

Author contributions: W.Y. and M.K. designed research; W.Y., M.K., and D.S. performed
research; W.Y. and M.K. contributed new reagents/analytic tools; W.Y. and M.K. analyzed
data; and W.Y., M.K., and D.S. wrote the paper.

Conflict of interest statement: D.S. received revenue as the owner of the myPersonality
Facebook application.

This article is a PNAS Direct Submission. D.F. is a guest editor invited by the Editorial
Board.

Freely available online through the PNAS open access option.

Data deposition: The data used in the study are shared with the academic community at
mypersonality.org.
1W.Y. and M.K. contributed equally to this work.
2To whom correspondence should be addressed. Email: yw341@cam.ac.uk.

This article contains supporting information online at www.pnas.org/lookup/suppl/doi:10.
1073/pnas.1418680112/-/DCSupplemental.

*The sample used in this study was obtained from the myPersonality project. myPerson-
ality was a popular Facebook application that offered to its users psychometric tests and
feedback on their scores. Since the data are secondary, anonymized, was previously
published in the public domain, and was originally gathered with an explicit opt-in
consent for reuse for research purposes beyond the original project, no IRB approval
was needed. This was additionally confirmed by the Psychology Research Ethics
Committee at the University of Cambridge.

1036–1040 | PNAS | January 27, 2015 | vol. 112 | no. 4 www.pnas.org/cgi/doi/10.1073/pnas.1418680112

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fro
m

 h
ttp

s:
//w

w
w

.p
na

s.o
rg

 b
y 

17
8.

23
8.

16
5.

56
 o

n 
Se

pt
em

be
r 1

0,
 2

02
3 

fro
m

 IP
 a

dd
re

ss
 1

78
.2

38
.1

65
.5

6.

Youyou, Wu, Michal Kosinski, et David Stillwell. 2015. « Computer-based personality 
judgments are more accurate than those made by humans ». Proceedings of the 

National Academy of Sciences 112(4):1036‑40. 
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1418680112

La social physics d'Alex Pentland 
• La résurgence des « lois de l’imitation » 

• et de la physique sociale du XIXe 

La computation social science de Barabási 
• La résurgence de la toute puissance des réseaux 

L’ambiguïté de Ducan Watts 
• La résurgence de la pertinence par la prédiction 

La régression provocante de Michal Kosinski 
• La résurgence de la détermination par le corps biologique 

L’espoir déçu de Bruno Latour 
• La résurgence de la monadologie tardienne

https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1418680112


Boris Beaude - Université de Lausanne - 2023

Une résurgence problématique

Wang, Y., & Kosinski, M. (2018). Deep neural networks are more accurate than humans at detecting sexual 
orientation from facial images. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 114(2), 246–257. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/pspa0000098

La social physics d'Alex Pentland 
• La résurgence des « lois de l’imitation » 

• et de la physique sociale du XIXe 

La computation social science de Barabási 
• La résurgence de la toute puissance des réseaux 

L’ambiguïté de Ducan Watts 
• La résurgence de la pertinence par la prédiction 

La régression provocante de Michal Kosinski 
• La résurgence de la détermination par le corps biologique 

L’espoir déçu de Bruno Latour 
• La résurgence de la monadologie tardienne

https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/pspa0000098


Boris Beaude - Université de Lausanne - 2023

Une résurgence problématique

Kosinski, M. Facial recognition technology can expose political orientation 
from naturalistic facial images. Sci Rep 11, 100 (2021). 

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-020-79310-1

La social physics d'Alex Pentland 
• La résurgence des « lois de l’imitation » 

• et de la physique sociale du XIXe 

La computation social science de Barabási 
• La résurgence de la toute puissance des réseaux 

L’ambiguïté de Ducan Watts 
• La résurgence de la pertinence par la prédiction 

La régression provocante de Michal Kosinski 
• La résurgence de la détermination par le corps biologique 

L’espoir déçu de Bruno Latour 
• La résurgence de la monadologie tardienne

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-020-79310-1


Boris Beaude - Université de Lausanne - 2023

Une résurgence problématique

Latour, Bruno, 2010. « Tarde’s idea of quantification », in Candea (dir.), 
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Doutes et analogies douteuses
L’atome social 

• À quoi est-il relié ? 

• De quoi est-il composé ? 

• Quelle est la table périodique des individus ? 

Des lois stables et universelles 

• Normes, lois et déviances 

Incorporation 

• Volume d’être et habitus, émergences et inerties 

Interprétation 

• Où commence le contexte ? 

Réflexivité et vie privée 

• Sensibilité aux énoncés 

Déterminations et responsabilités 

• À partir de quand devient-t-on responsable ?
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Enjeux
La prédiction repose-t-elle sur l’expérience ? 

• Biais d’apprentissage ou d’algorithme ? 

• Que signifie corriger des biais d’apprentissage ? 

La prédiction est-elle conservatrice ? 

• Le futur est-il passé ? 

Surestimer les algorithmes, sous-estimer les individus 

• Critiquer les effets des algorithmes = valider leur efficience 

• Déplacement de la critique 

Coût et moyen de la critique 

• Des boites noires pour certains, lumineuses pour d’autres 

Objectiver les sujets ? 

• Problématique de l’agentivité et enjeux de l’objectivation 

Classer et prédire, un enjeu politique 

• Acteurs pour les fautes, agents pour les réussites, 

• et réciproquement ?
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Accès ?

Pratiques 
+ informations + interactions

Traces Numérisation 
+ précise + rapide

Traitement 
+ complexe + rapide

Traces numériques 
+ nombreuses + individuelles

Intelligibilité 
- théories ? - catégories ?

Visualisation 
+ interactive + rapide

Communication 
+ interactive + rapide
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Humilité - Ouverture - Collaboration - Innovation

L’avenir des Humanités Digitales est encore largement à inventer
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→ doi.org/10.7202/1054275ar

https://www.erudit.org/fr/revues/socsoc/2017-v49-n2-socsoc04144/1054275ar/
https://doi.org/10.7202/1054275ar
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https://doi.org/10.3917/herm.povoa.2019.01.0203
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