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Abstract 

Billions of users interact with social platforms daily, but what each user sees, what content is displayed to them, and who is seen 

is not the product of free choice, but rather the result of algorithmic mechanisms that distribute power in these spaces. A 

development that has made the algorithm a central element in organizing the flow of information and the distribution of symbolic 

capital. The existing literature has mainly examined this phenomenon from two perspectives: the tool-oriented approach, which 

considers the algorithm as a technical and neutral mechanism, and the autonomous actor approach, which, inspired by Latour's 

actor-network theory, considers the algorithm as a counterpart agent to the human actor. This article argues that both approaches 

suffer from serious theoretical blind spots: the former ignores power structures, and the latter risks anthropomorphizing 

technology by equating human and non-human agency. Drawing on Bourdieu’s theory of the field, this research analyzes social 

platforms as digital fields in which actors compete for access to symbolic capital, namely visibility, attention, and prestige. This 

analysis shows that algorithms regulate the distribution of this capital through three mechanisms: ranking, recommendation, and 

visibility management. Accordingly, the article proposes the concept of the “structural actor,” a mechanism that is neither 

autonomous nor neutral, but rather operates within the logic of the field and participates in the reproduction of power relations. 

This concept adds a theoretical contribution to the literature on platform studies, shifting the central question from “What did 

the designers intend?” to “What logic does the digital field reproduce through algorithms?”. 
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1. Problem Statement 

1.1. The Spread of Algorithmic Platforms in 

Digital Society 

Over the past decade, social platforms 1 have undergone a 

fundamental transformation that fundamentally differentiates 

their nature from what they were originally designed to be. 

What was initially designed primarily as a space for interper-

sonal communication and information exchange has gradually 

evolved into a complex infrastructure for organizing the flow 

of information, controlling the focus of users’ attention, and 

distributing power in digital environments [15, 28]. 

What distinguishes this transformation from quantitative 

growth is not an increase in the number of users or the expan-
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sion of Internet access, but a fundamental change in the inter-

nal logic of platforms, a change that has shifted the main ques-

tion from “who uses” to “who is seen and how power is dis-

tributed.” The main question is no longer who uses these plat-

forms, but who is seen, what content is shown to whom, and 

how power is distributed in this space. In scientific terms, be-

hind these processes lies a hidden force called the "algorithm." 

The algorithm is the invisible hand that, by suggesting new 

content to users of social platforms, guides them in the direc-

tion it has determined, while many users of these platforms are 

unaware of the existence of such a hidden system [7]. 

Platform studies research suggests that these algorithmic 

mechanisms play an active role in organizing the flow of in-

formation. Bucher describes this situation with the concept of 

“visibility politics,” showing that algorithms implicitly deter-

mine which content or actors are most visible. Gillespie also 

argues that through these same mechanisms, platforms have 

transformed from purely technical intermediaries to institu-

tions that actively participate in shaping the circulation of con-

tent and social interactions [15]. 

1.2. Theoretical Approaches to Algorithms in 

Media Studies 

In the past two decades, as the role of algorithms in social 

life has become more prominent, researchers in the fields of 

media studies and social sciences have also presented a wide 

range of theoretical approaches to this topic. These approaches 

can be categorized into six main discursive clusters: theories 

of power, governance, and transparency that see algorithms as 

institutions that manage social order [15, 24]; theories of po-

litical economy and infrastructure that analyze algorithms 

within the logic of platform capitalism [30, 28]; theories of 

culture, taste, and capital that see algorithms as cultural products 

[26, 7]; Theories of justice, inequality, and bias that focus on the 

reproduction of structural discrimination [23, 21, 14]; theories of 

agency, play, and resistance that emphasize user action against 

algorithms [10, 11]; and theories of systemic logic and media ef-

fects that analyze algorithmic feedback loops [2, 20]. 

Despite the richness of this literature, each of these clusters 

sees only a part of the algorithm phenomenon, and none of 

them alone is able to explain the relationship between algo-

rithm structure, actor competition, and power distribution in a 

coherent framework. Among these approaches, two perspec-

tives are most present in the literature and have had the great-

est impact on the way algorithms are understood and policy-

making about them: the tool-oriented view, which sees the algo-

rithm as a technical and neutral tool, and the autonomous actor 

view, which sees it as a counterpart to the human actor. A careful 

examination of each of these perspectives and the research gaps re-

lated to them allows us to pose the main question of this research. 

1.2.1. Instrumental View of Algorithms 

In a significant part of the technology literature and the of-

ficial discourse of platform companies, algorithms are still de-

scribed as purely technical mechanisms. In this framework, 

the algorithm is reduced to a set of computational instructions 

whose task, in addition to processing data, is to manage con-

tent and optimize the user experience. Such a view turns the 

algorithm into a technical tool that serves human-designed 

purposes without having an independent social role. This view 

is known in the science and technology studies literature as 

the “instrumental view,” and its fundamental assumption is 

that technology is neutral to social relations [29, 22]. 

The roots of this approach can be found in the positivist tra-

dition of engineering and computer science, where technology 

has always been a tool, not a social phenomenon. In this tra-

dition, technologies are largely seen only as neutral tools for 

solving technical problems, and their social value is a function 

of how humans use them, not the nature of the technology it-

self. It is this perspective that allows large companies to attrib-

ute any negative social consequences of algorithms to human 

error or human misuse of the tool, rather than to find faults in 

the nature of the system itself [13]. In other words, this inter-

pretation of this approach suggests that technology companies 

should abdicate responsibility for the social consequences of 

algorithms and present algorithms simply as neutral tools. 

This framework of thought has not only remained in aca-

demic circles, but is also reproduced in the official narrative 

of technology companies; when Meta or Google introduce 

their algorithmic systems as "recommendation systems" or 

"optimization engines" whose main goal is to improve the user 

experience, they translate exactly this assumption of neutrality 

into business language. In such a narrative, algorithms are 

seen as mechanisms that merely increase the efficiency of the 

system and have no role in shaping power relations or social 

inequalities [15, 24]. Caplan and Boyd show that these official 

narratives are part of the institutional strategy of platforms, 

through which they try to minimize accountability for the so-

cial consequences of algorithms [9]. 

However, critical research in recent years has shown that 

this picture of algorithms is not sufficient to explain the com-

plexity of their role in digital environments. One of the im-

portant terms in the field of algorithm studies is the term 

“black box,” which Pasquale used because he believes that 

many algorithmic mechanisms are kept hidden from the public 

eye, when the user does not know how the algorithm makes 

decisions, and therefore cannot hold a specific person respon-

sible for accountability and transparency [24]. Noble argues 

in his research that algorithms that appear to be neutral can 

actually reproduce and exacerbate racial and gender inequali-

ties. Similarly, another author, in his study of algorithmic sys-

tems in public services, argues that these systems systemati-

cally discriminate against vulnerable groups [14]. 

As current research has shown, a purely instrumental per-

spective is unable to explain the structural role of algorithms 

in shaping power relations and the distribution of opportuni-

ties in digital environments. Therefore, from the review of all 

this research, we can conclude that algorithmic technology is 
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not absolutely neutral and the hypothesis of technological neu-

trality can easily be challenged. 

1.2.2. The Autonomous Actor’s View of Algorithms 

In contrast to researchers who had a tool-oriented view of 

algorithms, there are other researchers in the field of critical 

technology studies and media studies who have a completely 

different approach to algorithms and seek to present different 

opinions from the previous group. From the intellectual per-

spective of these researchers, the algorithm system is not only 

not introduced as a passive tool, but is also considered as an 

independent actor with a degree and extent of freedom. 

The theoretical origin of this group mainly stems from 

Latour's famous Actor-Network Theory (ANT) 2. Latour ar-

gues that algorithms, like human actors, can be embedded in 

a network of socio-technical relations and influence the course 

of social action [20]. What distinguishes ANT from previous 

approaches is that it assumes that “humans are different from 

machines,” that is, the traditional distinction between humans 

and nonhumans, and specifically between society and technol-

ogy, is not a fixed truth but a questionable assumption. Latour 

argues that anything, whether human or algorithm, that can 

influence a relationship and make a difference in the network 

of relationships has some kind of agency. 

Accordingly, algorithms are also considered as “mediators” 

that actively participate in the production and reproduction of 

social reality, rather than simply neutral transmitters of infor-

mation [20, 8]. This framework allows researchers to examine 

the active role of algorithms in shaping user experiences, dis-

tributing information, and organizing social interactions. 

In the platform studies literature, this approach has been ex-

panded upon in the form of concepts such as “algorithmic 

agency” and “infrastructural agency.” Using this framework, 

Bucher shows that social platform algorithms not only distrib-

ute content, but also actively determine who and what content 

has a greater presence in the digital space through the “politics 

of visibility” [7, 15]. Also argues that platforms play an active 

role in mediating information through their algorithms, trans-

forming them from purely technical intermediaries to institu-

tions with the power to shape public discourse. Seaver also 

studies music recommendation systems and shows that algo-

rithms operate through “distributed agency” in a network of 

relationships between data, users, and technical infrastructure 

[26]. 

However, by equating human and non-human agency, this 

approach ignores the unequal power structures within which 

algorithms operate and carries the risk of anthropomorphizing 

technology, a critique that is explored in detail in Section 4. 

1.3. Research Problem and Questions 

The theoretical gap between these two approaches, which 

is shown comparatively in Table 1, forms the fundamental 

question of this article. The instrumental approach does not 

see the structure and the independent actor approach ignores 

power; Neither is able to explain the relationship between al-

gorithm, field structure, and power distribution in a coherent 

framework. 

Table 1. Comparison of two different approaches to algorithms in social platforms. 

Dimension Instrumental View Autonomous Actor View 

Definition of algorithm 
A set of computational instructions for processing 

data 

A non-human actor with independent agency within a 

network of relations 

Source of effect 
The goals and decisions of designers and platform 

companies 
The web of relations between humans and non-humans 

Relation to power 
Neutral — no independent role in distributing 

power 

An active force, but with no real account of power 

structures 

Social effect 
An unintended consequence or a fixable technical 

error 

The outcome of translation and transformation across a 

network of actors 

Blind spot Power structures and inequality 
Anthropomorphizing technology and overlooking insti-

tutional relations 

 

This article, based on Bourdieu's field theory, aims to go 

beyond these two current theoretical spectrums and presents a 

framework in which both the power structure plays a central 

role and avoids the anthropomorphism of technology. The 

main question of research is: 

If social platform algorithms cannot be reduced to either a 

technical tool or an independent actor, what place do these al-

gorithms have in the structure of the digital field and through 

what mechanisms do they play a role in the distribution of 

symbolic capital? 

To answer this question, three sub-questions are raised: 

What structural features do social platforms have that allow 
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them to be analyzed as a digital field in the Bourdieuian sense, 

and what form does symbolic capital take in this field? 

Through what mechanisms do social platform algorithms 

regulate the distribution of symbolic capital in the digital field? 

How does the concept of "structural actor" differ from ex-

isting theoretical approaches and what contribution does it add 

to the literature of platform studies and algorithm studies? 

2. Digital Field and the Position of 

Algorithm 

2.1. The Concept of Field and Symbolic Capital 

in Bourdieu's Theory 

In the theoretical tradition of sociology, the concept of field 

in Bourdieu's thought is one of the important analytical frame-

works for understanding how power relations, competition, 

and resource distribution are formed in social spaces. Bour-

dieu defines the field as a social space in which actors with 

different positions compete with each other within a set of rel-

atively stable rules for access to different types of capital [5]. 

This competition is not based on an explicit and predeter-

mined agreement, but on a set of implicit and often unwritten 

rules that have been established over time and that guide the 

behavior of actors. Each field has its own internal logic; that 

is, the criteria for valuation, the types of capital that are valid, 

and the methods of acquiring a position in each field may dif-

fer from those in other fields. Despite these differences, the 

general structure of competition, positioning, and distribution 

of capital is observable in all fields. 

In Bourdieu’s theoretical framework, the position of actors 

in each field is determined by four types of capital: economic 

capital, cultural capital, social capital, and symbolic capital, 

each of which can be transformed into the others under appro-

priate circumstances. Bourdieu sees symbolic capital as a 

form of social prestige, recognition, and legitimacy that often 

results from the transformation of other types of capital—such 

as economic, cultural, or social capital—into symbolic form 

[4]. In many traditional social fields, this capital was repro-

duced through formal institutions, educational qualifications, 

professional networks, or social rituals. 

However, in digital environments, part of the mechanisms 

of production and distribution of this type of capital has been 

transformed and is tied to the technical infrastructure of the 

platforms. In the digital field, all three of the first capitals have 

an input role: high-quality content as cultural capital, the net-

work of followers as social capital, and financial power as eco-

nomic capital, but the algorithm operates precisely at the point 

where these capitals become symbolic capital; that is, visibil-

ity, attention, and credibility. Hence, the analysis of this article 

remains focused on symbolic capital as the main output of the 

digital field. 

On social platforms, indicators such as the number of fol-

lowers, the level of user engagement with content, and the 

level of visibility in the information flow have gradually be-

come visible forms of symbolic capital. Empirical research in 

the field of platform studies shows that having such indicators 

can lead to broader economic, cultural, and professional op-

portunities; for example, influencers who achieve high levels 

of visibility and engagement on platforms often achieve com-

mercial partnerships, advertising contracts, and greater access 

to economic resources [1, 11]. Therefore, understanding how 

symbolic capital is distributed in platform environments re-

quires paying attention to the mechanisms that organize the 

flow of visibility and user attention. 

2.2. Social Platforms as Digital Fields 

In recent years, the application of the concept of field to the 

analysis of social platforms has received increasing attention 

in the media and platform studies literature. Many scholars ar-

gue that platforms such as Instagram, YouTube, or TikTok 

possess many of the structural features of a social field. These 

environments are populated by a set of actors with different 

positions, there is competition for scarce resources, especially 

users’ attention and visibility—and the behavior of actors is 

shaped by a set of implicit rules that have gradually become 

entrenched in the logic of the platform [12, 11]. 

In the digital field, symbolic capital takes on a new form 

that is superficially different from what Bourdieu described in 

traditional fields but follows the same logic: visibility, inter-

action, and credibility have replaced academic credentials and 

professional networks. Content visibility, user engagement, 

and engagement indicators such as likes, comments, and re-

posts become criteria that determine the position of actors in 

the digital field. Content creators, influencers, brands, and 

even ordinary users compete for these resources and gradually 

develop strategies to increase their visibility. Some research 

suggests that over time, actors on platforms internalize a kind 

of digital “game sense,” meaning they learn how to align their 

behavior with the logic of the platforms and algorithmic ex-

pectations [6, 25]. 

This competition, however, does not take place in a com-

pletely open and equal space, as the flow of information on 

social platforms is largely regulated by algorithmic mecha-

nisms that structure the paths to visibility. Cotter’s empirical 

study of Instagram influencers shows that content creators 

constantly try to adapt their behavior to algorithmic changes 

to increase the likelihood of their content being seen [11]. 

These findings suggest that algorithms not only play a role in 

the distribution of attention, but also indirectly shape the strat-

egies and practices of actors in the digital arena. 

2.3. The Place of the Algorithm in the Structure 

of the Field 

In this framework, an important question arises about the 

mechanism regulating the rules of competition and the distri-

bution of positions in the digital field, the answer to which lies 
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in the role of algorithms. Algorithms in these environments 

are not simply technical tools for processing data, but are also 

infrastructures that organize the flow of information, the order 

of content display, and the paths of users' attention [26, 15]. 

In practice, these mechanisms operate not through a single 

mechanism, but through three interrelated and mutually rein-

forcing processes that collectively determine the distribution 

of attention and symbolic capital in the digital field. Ranking 

algorithms determine which content is placed higher in the in-

formation flow. Content recommendation systems suggest 

certain posts or accounts to users, thus creating new paths of 

content discovery. In addition, some filtering or limiting 

mechanisms can reduce the visibility of certain content. 

Recent research suggests that these algorithmic mecha-

nisms play an important role in shaping the distribution of at-

tention on platforms and, consequently, in influencing how ac-

tors access symbolic capital [3, 11]. Algorithms, in this frame-

work, are part of the structure of the digital field — they are 

the mechanism that regulates access to symbolic capital, a role 

that Section 4 examines in detail. 

 
Figure 1. The structure of the digital field and the place of the algorithm in it. 

As Figure 1 shows, the digital field is composed of four 

main elements. Actors interact with the algorithm through 

competition for visibility; the algorithm both enforces the 

rules of the field and regulates the distribution of visibility; 

and this distribution of visibility reproduces the actors’ posi-

tions through the accumulation of symbolic capital. The feed-

back loop at the bottom of the diagram represents the contin-

uous reproduction of the hierarchical structure of the field [5, 

7, 11]. 

3. Algorithms and the Distribution of 

Symbolic Capital 

3.1. Algorithms and Content Ranking 

In many contemporary social platforms, the order in which 

content is displayed in the information stream that users en-

counter is organized largely through ranking algorithms. At 

first glance, this mechanism may be viewed as merely a tech-

nical solution to organize the vast amount of data; However, 

how content is ranked has important implications for the dis-

tribution of users’ attention and can thus influence the distri-

bution of symbolic capital in the digital arena. Content ranking 

in this context means that the algorithm determines which 

posts are placed higher in users’ feeds, which videos are dis-

played in suggested sections, and what types of content are 

more likely to be seen by users. 

Studies in the field of algorithmic studies show that ranking 

systems typically rely on a set of behavioral signals. Indicators 

such as user engagement rate, content viewing duration, and 

past user behavior patterns are used as metrics to predict the 

likelihood of engagement with content on many platforms [7]. 

In such situations, content that already has a higher level of 
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symbolic capital—for example, a higher number of followers 

or a higher level of engagement—often has a better chance of 

being placed higher in the information flow. This superior po-

sition can lead to greater visibility and engagement, and thus 

generate more symbolic capital. 

Some scholars have described this process as a kind of 

“logic of reinforcement”—a cycle in which greater visibility 

can lead to greater engagement, and greater engagement in 

turn increases the likelihood of content being seen [10]. From 

the perspective of Bourdieu’s field theory, such a mechanism 

can be compared to processes of capital reproduction in social 

fields, in the sense that actors who already have a higher level 

of capital may acquire more entrenched positions in the field 

structure. 

3.2. Algorithms and Content Recommendation 

While content ranking is primarily concerned with organiz-

ing the display order of content that users have previously ac-

cessed, recommender systems play a more active role in shap-

ing users’ information experience. They suggest content that 

users may not necessarily have sought out, thereby shaping 

potential paths to content discovery. In other words, the algo-

rithm in recommender systems is not only an intermediary be-

tween the user and the available content, but also plays a role 

in determining what type of content users encounter. 

Studies of recommender systems show that these systems 

typically use a combination of user behavioral data, content 

similarities, and statistical prediction models to estimate the 

likelihood of users engaging with different types of content 

[26]. In such a framework, algorithms may give certain con-

tent or content creators more exposure. For example, Huszár 

et al.'s empirical research on Twitter's recommendation algo-

rithm shows that these systems in some cases tend to amplify 

certain types of content or certain political leanings, a finding 

that suggests that algorithmic recommendation can play an 

important role in shaping patterns of visibility on platforms 

[18]. 

From the perspective of field theory, this process can be 

seen as a mechanism that regulates the paths of access to sym-

bolic capital in the digital field. When algorithms recommend 

certain content to a wide range of users, this content has a 

greater opportunity to be seen and interacted with. Conversely, 

some content may receive less exposure, even without users 

directly evaluating it. As a result, recommender systems can 

indirectly contribute to shaping the distribution of attention 

and credibility in the digital field. 

3.3. Algorithms and Visibility Management 

 

Figure 2. Three mechanisms of algorithmic governance of visibility in the digital field and their implications for the distribution of symbolic 

capital. 
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In addition to content ranking and recommendation, many 

social platforms use other algorithmic mechanisms that di-

rectly or indirectly affect the visibility of content. These mech-

anisms can include boosting the publication of some content, 

limiting access to others, or gradually reducing its appearance 

in users' news feeds, without the content creator necessarily 

being aware of this process. 

In the platform studies literature, these processes are often 

examined under the concept of “algorithmic management of 

visibility” [16, 7]. 

The empirical evidence in this area has expanded signifi-

cantly in recent years, and studies from various platforms, 

from TikTok to Instagram, provide a coherent picture of algo-

rithmic management of visibility. In a qualitative study of Tik-

Tok user experiences, Karizat et al. showed that many content 

creators experience a sudden drop in the visibility of their 

posts without receiving any formal notification from the plat-

form, a phenomenon they refer to as “shadowbanning” [19]. 

In this regard, Cotter also shows in her analysis of the be-

havior of Instagram influencers that active users continuously 

adjust their strategies based on an implicit understanding of 

algorithmic restriction patterns [10]; a finding that shows that 

visibility management is not merely a technical process, but a 

social reality that shapes the behavior of actors. 

Furthermore, Haimson et al. documented in a study of 

transgender user-generated content on social platforms that 

some marginalized groups systematically face reduced visibil-

ity, evidence that reveals the structural dimensions of this pro-

cess [17]. Within Bourdieu’s field theory, these mechanisms 

are part of the process of regulating actors’ access to symbolic 

capital. When algorithms amplify some content and restrict 

others, they rearrange the paths to attention and credibility in 

the digital field, and this rearrangement, despite its technical 

appearance, reflects the logics of power embedded in the plat-

form structure. Visibility on social platforms cannot therefore 

be seen simply as the product of users’ free interaction, but as 

the result of a structural process in which the algorithm plays 

a decisive intermediary role. 

As the diagram above shows, each mechanism leads to an 

unequal distribution of visibility, attention, credibility, and po-

sition in the digital field through different operational logics 

such as ranking, discovery, and access management. The “am-

plifies” and “reinforces” arrows between the mechanisms in-

dicate the mutual reinforcement of these processes and the 

gradual accumulation of symbolic capital for dominant actors 

[7, 10, 19, 17]. 

4. Structural Actors: A Framework Beyond the Two Existing Approaches 

4.1. Algorithms as a Structural Operator: Definition and Distinctions 

 
Figure 3. Three theoretical positions on algorithms and their place on the structure-factor spectrum. 
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An examination of the two approaches, instrumental and 

autonomous, revealed that each suffers from theoretical blind-

ness at a different point: the former fails to see the power struc-

ture, and the latter loses it in the anthropomorphism of tech-

nology. To overcome this dichotomy, this article proposes the 

concept of the "structural actor." The structural actor is a 

mechanism that is neither a human agent with independent in-

tention and will, nor a completely neutral tool that simply car-

ries out the orders of its designers; rather, it operates from 

within the structure of the digital field, implementing the rules 

of symbolic capital distribution, and at the same time plays a 

role in reproducing that same structure. 

As Figure 3 shows, the concept of structural actor occupies 

a distinct position on the structure-agency spectrum that dis-

tinguishes it from both poles, neither on the side of pure struc-

tural determinism nor on the side of independent agency, but 

in the dialectical space between the two. At one end of the 

spectrum, the tool-oriented approach considers the algorithm 

as a neutral executor of the designers’ instructions and denies 

it any independent structural role. At the other end of the spec-

trum, Latour’s actor-network theory (ANT) considers the al-

gorithm as an intermediary that, like human actors, is located 

in a network of relationships and can translate and change [20]. 

The concept of structural actor is located in the middle of this 

spectrum, in the dialectic of structure and agency. 

Understanding the analytical significance of the structural 

actor concept requires a careful explanation of its distinction 

from both existing approaches, as these distinctions create se-

rious differences not only in terminology but also in their an-

alytical and policy implications. By limiting the analysis to the 

intention and will of the designers, the instrumental approach 

ignores the structural effects of the algorithm on power rela-

tions, thereby diverting attention from the systematic inequal-

ities that arise from the logic of the platform itself. By equat-

ing human and nonhuman agency, ANT ignores the unequal 

power structures within which the algorithm operates. 

The concept of “infrastructural agency,” also used in the 

platform studies literature [27, 28], focuses mainly on the tech-

nical layer of the infrastructure and does not sufficiently address 

the dynamics of competition, the distribution of capital, and the 

logic of the field. In distinction from all three, structural agency 

neither equates algorithmic agency with human agency nor con-

fines it solely to the technical layer; rather, it emphasizes that the 

algorithm operates within the logic of the digital field and thereby 

participates in the reproduction of power hierarchies. 

This conception of the algorithm is deeply consistent with 

what Bourdieu describes about the relationship between struc-

ture and agency: just as human actors are neither completely 

subordinate to structure nor completely free from it, algo-

rithms operate in a space between executing orders and shap-

ing social reality. Algorithms are designed within the frame-

work of the platform structure, but in their function of organ-

izing the flow of information and distributing attention, they 

play a role beyond the mere execution of orders. Seaver de-

scribes this feature with the concept of “distributed agency,” 

an agency that is dispersed in a network of relationships be-

tween algorithms, data, users, and platform structures [26]. 

As a result, the concept of the structural actor allows for 

a transition from the instrument/actor dichotomy; it sees the 

algorithm neither as a neutral instrument nor as a willed 

agent, but as a mechanism that implements the logic of the 

field from within and, in this implementation, shapes the 

distribution of symbolic capital, visibility, attention, and 

social prestige. 

4.2. Conclusion, Limitations and Future 

Research Directions 

Beyond its descriptive value, the concept of structural actor 

has important implications for the platform studies literature, 

the most direct of which is to redefine the question we ask 

when studying algorithms, not “What did the designers in-

tend?” but “What logic does the digital field reproduce 

through these algorithms?” This shifts attention away from in-

dividual technical errors toward the power structures within 

which algorithms are designed and deployed. 

However, scientific integrity requires that the limitations of 

this framework be stated as clearly as its claims are made. The 

first limitation relates to Bourdieu's framework itself; field 

theory was originally designed to analyze human actors, and 

its extension to nonhuman technology requires extensions that 

Bourdieu himself did not address, extensions that this article 

suggests are possible and useful but that future research 

should be tested more carefully. 

The second limitation is that the concept of structural actor 

is presented at a theoretical-conceptual level and has not been 

tested with direct empirical data. The third limitation is that this 

framework mainly focuses on content-based platforms and its 

generalization to other platforms such as digital marketplaces or 

job search platforms requires independent research. 

These limitations should not be seen as weaknesses of this 

proposal, but rather as avenues through which future re-

search can test and extend the structural actor framework in 

more diverse empirical contexts. Comparative studies across 

different platforms, with mixed qualitative and quantitative 

methodologies, could illuminate the limits of the concept’s 

applicability in diverse digital fields. Structural actor is ulti-

mately not a solution to the problem of algorithmic power, 

but a means to see it more clearly and, perhaps, to ask better 

questions about it. 
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