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Until recently, anthropologists saw the study of

infrastructure as unexciting and irrelevant.
Infrastructure was boring. Susan Leigh Star observed
that the workings of infrastructure are “frequently
mundane to the point of boredom, involving things
such as plugs, standards and bureaucratic forms”
(Star: 1999: 377). Such disinterest was a result of the
of of

infrastructure and

efficacy modernist  representations

as inert, nearly invisible
functional. Modernist understandings of technology
effectively insulated infrastructure from the gaze of
anthropologists, as a domain of technical solutions
and arrangements that were independent of the
political and the lived experience (Graham, Thrift
2007).

and malfunction

Yet, breakdowns

undermine representations of infrastructure as inert,

periodic

functional and invisible, making clogged pipelines
and potholes matters of ethnographic investigation
(Marvin, Medd 2009; de Boeck 2012). Infrastructure
becomes visible through its shortcomings (Star
1999), revealing the fragility of the modernist
promise of efficiency and functionality (Latour 1993).
However, anthropologists’ own discovery of
infrastructure has not just explored infrastructure
through failure (Larkin 2013). Anthropologists have
explored how infrastructure is the foundation of
aesthetical experiences of the built environment,
hardwiring our sense of self and place in the world in
the form of wires, pipelines and cement structures
(Larkin 2015; von Schnitzler 2015; Jensen, Morita
2017). As such, modernity itself is not just made of
visions and assumptions, but is a specific material
experience on which individuals, nations and
societies identities, and

ground aspirations
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expectations (Scott 1998; Gandy 2014; Dalakoglu
2010; Bear 2007).

Infrastructure provides fragile foundations for
modernity and people’s sense of the self, however,
often  undergirding highly segmented and
fragmented societies. The term infrastructure evokes
ideals of inclusion, integration and a vision of an all-
totality. As

“infrastructure” has often been seen an effective

encompassing a result, building
means to serve the “public good”, being both
inclusive and necessary for a society to function as a
whole (Batt 1984; Beeferman, Wain 2014). However,
as ethnographers and geographers have pointed out,
building infrastructure is not a neutral endeavor.
While continuing to embody visions of progress,
pipelines, highways and electric lines serve vested
interests, enforce regimes of control, and create
geographies of abjection and segregation (Lefebvre
2003; Anand 2012; Graham 2004, 2010; Graham,
Marvin 2001; Smith 1986; Harvey, Knox 2015;

Mbembe 2004; Caldeira 2001; Rodgers, O’Neill 2012)

Reading infrastructure politically does not merely
mean seeing pipelines and highways as consequences
of politics. Conversely, considering infrastructure has
also entailed rethinking the nature of the political
(Barry 2001). Building on Foucault (2008), scholars
of techno-politics have examined how infrastructure
and technical knowledge, often embedded in
calculation, abstraction and generalization, have
shaped government actions and political processes
(Collier 2011; 2010; Mitchell 2002).
Furthermore, infrastructure has not only shaped

Bennett

ideas of the public good, but also informed people’s
experiences and understandings of citizenship as a
right to infrastructural provision and connectivity



(Appel, Anand, Gupta 2015; Anand 2012; Humphrey travelling through pipelines and wires gain agency to

2003). In other words, while infrastructure might affect human assemblages, often through the flaws
serve powerful interests and produce geographies of and the shortcomings of infrastructural design and
segregation, infrastructure also provokes claims and planning (Gandy 2006; Graham 2009).
demands from below (Barry 2013; Das 2011; Holston
2008), showing how dissent and conflict can coexist With such a focus on contingency and materiality,
within a shared appreciation of infrastructure as the the study of infrastructure has inspired anthropology
necessary material foundation of society (Cross and geography’s most recent imaginations of political
2014). alternatives. Studies have highlighted the material
and spatial underpinnings of politics, framing it as a
The centrality of infrastructure as the nervous struggle over the control of both space and flows
systems of contemporary life also reveals the (So0ja 2010). The study of infrastructure has suggested
contingency and unpredictability of collective that the achievement of just societies does not depend
existence. Infrastructure remains a term to describe on relations alone, but on the nature of these relations
that assemblage of people, objects, practices and between people and with their environment (Gandy
institutions on which both the realization and 2003). Infrastructure, as a bundle of relations, can be
distribution of patterns of connectivity, movement, an agent of oppression. Hence, what makes the
flow and presence are dependent (Latour 1993, 2005; difference is the extent to which grids of splintered
Deleuze, Guattari 1997; Ong, Collier 2005). connectivity and differentiated provision are
Infrastructure as an idealized totality reveals transformed into platforms for a politics of
precariousness and not completion. Assemblages redistribution and collective responsibility (Young
make the world contingent not only on how humans 2011; Beauregard 2015).

relate to each other, but also on how the substances
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