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An Infrastructure Study of the Internet:

Meta-Concept, Approach and Theoretical Framework
Zhang Lei  Jia Wenbin

Abstract: The development of new infrastructure has drawn academic attention back to the
old issue of infrastructure. Anthropology provides us with a heuristic perspective: to
understand infrastructure as social relations through infrastructure as material entity. This paper
begins by defining infrastructure as a meta-concept and argues that the internet is its prominent
representation. In terms of people, things and the relationship between them, this paper develops a
theoretical framework for an infrastructure study of the internet, by focusing on six pairs of notions,
namely materiality/sociality, embeddedness/substrateness, visibility/invisibility, historicity/ spatiality,
relationality/ publicness, and symbolism/affection. This paper further discusses the issues of
realistic significance, such as futurity, social acceleration, infrastructural divide and digital
ruins.
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media materiality
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