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Infrastructure is a relatively new and entirely modern concept. It is “a collective term for the
subordinate ' 1) parts of an undertaking, substructure, foundation,” says the Oxford English
Dictionary, and the higher-order projects it supports could be economic, military, or social. “It is by
definition invisible, part of the background for other kinds of work,” writes Susan Leigh Star, the late
scholar of science and technology, in a classic article, “The Ethnography of Infrastructure “£2 > It
is embedded, “sunk into and inside of other structures, social arrangements, and technologies,” she
adds. It is “transparent to use, in the sense that it does not have to be reinvented each time or assembled
for each task, but invisibly supports those tasks." Its scope, in time and in space, is large. It is “fixed
in modular increments “£3 | not all at once or globally.” It is taken for granted by members of the
group that use it most often. And, crucially, it becomes most visible when it breaks down.
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(@What counts as social infrastructure? I define it capaciously “¥ 4 . Public institutions, such as

libraries, schools, playgrounds, parks, athletic fields, and swimming pools, are vital parts of the social
infrastructure. So too are sidewalks, courtyards, community gardens, and other green spaces that invite
people into the public realm. Community organizations, including churches and civic associations, act
as social infrastructures when they have an established physical space where people can assemble, as
do regularly scheduled markets for food, furniture, clothing, art, and other consumer goods.
Commercial establishments can also be important parts of the social infrastructure, particularly when
they operate as what the sociologist Ray Oldenburg called “third spaces,” places (like cafés, diners,
barbershops, and bookstores) where people are welcome to congregate and linger @5 regardless of
what they've purchased. Entrepreneurs typically start these kinds of businesses because they want to
generate income. But in the process, as close observers of the city such as Jane Jacobs and the Yale
ethnographer Elijah Anderson have discovered, they help produce the material foundations for social
life.

(®What doesn't qualify as social infrastructure? Transit networks determine where we live, work, and

play, and how long it takes to move between places. But whether they're social infrastructure depends
on how they're organized, since a system designed for private vehicles will likely keep people separate
as they travel (and consume enormous amounts of energy), whereas public systems that use buses and
trains can enhance civic life. Although they have obvious social impacts, waterworks, waste treatment
facilities, sewage systems =9 fuel supply lines, and electric grids are usually not social infrastructures.
(We don't congregate in these places.) But conventional hard infrastructure can be engineered to
double as social infrastructure.
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(HE4) capaciously : KEMNIZ
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© Excerpt(s) from PALACES FOR THE PEOPLE: HOW SOCIAL INFRASTRUCTURE CAN HELP FIGHT INEQ
UALITY, POLARIZATION, AND THE DECLINE OF CIVIC LIFE by Eric Klinenberg, copyright © 2018 by Eric Kli
nenberg. Used by permission of Crown Books, an imprint of the Crown Publishing Group, a division of Penguin
Random House LLC. All rights reserved.
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