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Abstract 
This paper explores two cases of ‘opportunistic’ 
relationships to research infrastructures by humanistic 
social scientists. The first case is fleeting and 
occasioned, leaving the infrastructure largely 
unchanged. The second case resulted in the 
transformation of the infrastructure through an 
institutionalization the relationship to a new community 
of social scientists. Infrastructure need not be ‘for’ a 
community in order for that community to use it. In 
general, infrastructure displays plastic qualities and can 
be creatively appropriated.  

Introduction 
 
This workshop's call for submissions notes that 
humanistic social scientists’ (HSS) research “tend[s] to 
be less structured, compartmentalized, and routinized, 
but more fluid, flexible, and open-ended”. I have no 
qualms with this definition; however, it does not follow 
that the infrastructures that HSS use must have those 
qualities as well. What I write here is less of a 
generalizable statement about infrastructure for the 
humanistic social sciences, and serves more to contest 
a narrow understanding of the relationship between 
research and infrastructure. In short, my argument will 
be that the humanistic social sciences can, and often 
do, rely opportunistically on existing “large” research 
infrastructures that are intended to support other 
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disciplines but that, as with any research infrastructure, 
can be repurposed to their own ends. When that 
research infrastructure is “large", quantitative or 
otherwise statistically oriented, then HSS too are 
relying on a large, quantitative research infrastructure, 
even if in their own ways. Lastly, occasionally, those 
relationships to infrastructure can become 
institutionalized, and the very infrastructure itself may 
be transformed to more systematically support HSS 
research.   

In this workshop paper I briefly examine two cases of 
humanistic social scientists’ use of research 
infrastructures that were not, at inception, built to 
support their work. The first case is an instance of 
humanistic social scientists relying on an 
epidemiological cohort study to examine the 
intersection of racial identity and genetic science. The 
relationship between investigators and infrastructure in 
that case is opportunistic and fleeting; at the end of 
this story the infrastructure remains largely unchanged. 
The second case is of a slowly institutionalizing 
relationship between social and ecological scientists: in 
recent years ecology has come to redefine their object 
of study as ‘socioecological’ and thus tuned its 
infrastructure to support social scientific and humanistic 
scholarship. At present, this transformation is ongoing 
– debated even – and social scientists have a shifting 
relationship to that infrastructure. However, this case 
does reveal a pathway forward distinct from ‘developing 
infrastructure for HSS’.   

None of this is to say that there is no need to 
understand and develop research infrastructure 
specifically for the humanistic social sciences. By all 
means. But in doing so, let us understand that all 

scholars’ relationships to infrastructure are necessarily 
multiple and stitched together in seamful ways [7, 8]. I 
draw from three common maxims of infrastructure 
studies, primarily articulated by Susan Leigh Star, 
Geoffrey Bowker and their collaborators [3, 4]:  

i- Infrastructure is not a thing, but a relation, 
and; 

ii- Ask not ‘is it an infrastructure’ but ‘when is 
an infrastructure?’ 

In the conclusion, I turn to my own practices of 
studying infrastructure and note that: 

iii-  Considered from the method/concept of 
infrastructural inversion, we analysts of 
infrastructure often rely on the same 
resources as the practitioners of 
infrastructure.  

Infrastructure as a relation 

The Women’s Interagency HIV Study (WIHS) was 
founded in 1993 to support scientific investigations of 
HIV and women. Formally, the WIHS is an 
epidemiological research infrastructure, primarily 
supporting investigations of the natural and treated 
history of HIV disease. Beyond epidemiologists, though, 
the WIHS has also supported immunological 
investigations (e.g., using the WIHS’ stored blood, and 
careful CD4 counts); virological studies (of HIV, of 
course, but also of cytomegalovirus, HPV, and a variety 
of others); oncological (such as vaginal cancers); and 
innumerable other specializations. As is often the case 
with (good) infrastructure, the design of the WIHS 
enables it to support many kinds of investigations; on 



 

occasion this has included social studies that are 
quantitative (relying on demographic and behavioral 
data), but also qualitative and historical.  

For example, here is title from a new (not yet 
complete) study drawing on the resources of the WIHS:  

• "Knowing something versus feeling different: 
The effects and non-effects of genetic ancestry 
on racial identity" 

The results of this study are not yet public, and so I will 
keep the identity of the scholars confidential, but, in 
short, the investigators are humanistic sociologists and 
members of the STS community. In this case, they are 
investigating racial identity and its relationship to DNA 
testing. In order to do their study they rely on the 
WIHS to draw willing participants from their cohort. It 
is in this sense that the WIHS is an infrastructure for 
these humanistic social scientists: rather than the 
investigators having to go out to recruit willing women 
that are HIV negative and positive, the WIHS staff help 
with this task by drawing participants from their cohort. 
The WIHS also helps with getting human subjects 
approval (something they do regularly), and with 
ensuring the consent and confidentiality of the women. 

The WIHS provides far more than access to several 
thousand participating women across the US, it 
regularly collects biomedical and behavioral data and 
biological specimens as well.  However, an investigator 
can ignore all their quantitative data and specimens, 
and go directly to the women (it is quite common for 
biomedical researchers do this as well). This precisely 
what the above and several additional WIHS supported 
studies have done. In short, for this qualitative, 

identity-focused study, these investigators rely on the 
WIHS as a research infrastructure.  

Another example is:  

• Brier, Jennifer, & WIHS Chicago. (2015). I’m 
still surviving: An oral history of the Women’s 
Interagency HIV Study in Chicago. [A 
collaborative public history document co-
produced by the women of WIHS Chicago and 
History Moves. Self-published]. 

This article draws on the experiences of participants in 
the WIHS to catalogue a history of HIV in Chicago. Of 
their method the investigators note:  

Working with the 14 participating women of 
WIHS, History Moves researchers solicited each 
woman to share photographs, documents, 
collages, or any other materials they felt 
visualized different periods of her life. Designers 
and students set up a scanning station in the 
WIHS clinic to digitize these materials and conduct 
additional interviews to understand their 
significance. 

As with the first study described above, the WIHS has 
served to facilitate access to populations that would 
otherwise be challenging to recruit.  

The authors of this second study have recently 
published a reflection piece on their own methods for 
assembling this history of the participating women in 
the WIHS, addressing historiographical issues with 
respect to new media, noting that their efforts 
may "provide a model for how to build participatory 



 

digital history projects and collaborative history 
displays.” The WIHS has, on the one hand, served to do 
histories of women with HIV, but it has also supported 
methodological discussions in the humanistic social 
sciences.  

Are such cases outliers? Speaking in general, it is very 
hard to say. Certainly, these are the vast minority of 
cases even within the WIHS. However, my suspicion is 
that social scientists have regularly relied on these 
kinds of research infrastructures without fully 
considering that they are relying on them. Such 
invisibility and fading into the background are features 
of infrastructure. My broader point is that humanistic 
social scientists can and do opportunistically repurpose 
research infrastructure designed for other disciplines. 
Undoubtedly these HSS have also relied on additional 
infrastructural resources — such as tailored qualitative 
analysis software or general-purpose word processing 
tools — but that is also the case for any ‘conventional’ 
epidemiologist relying on the WIHS: all uses of 
infrastructure are seamfuly stitched together. What is 
not in doubt is that without relying on the WIHS, these 
historiographers would have had to engage in 
additional work they would not have otherwise; a 
defining feature of infrastructure.  

In this case, a relation was established between 
humanistic social scientists and an epidemiological 
cohort study: this relationship renders the cohort study 
as an infrastructure for those researchers work.  

When is an Infrastructure? 

The second case I explore is one where the relationship 
between social scientists and the infrastructure has 

become increasingly institutionalized i.e., ‘built in’ to 
the infrastructure itself. I have examined this case with 
greater care in [6].  

Long Term Ecological Research (LTER) was founded in 
the 1980s to support the doing of ecological science. At 
that time, ecology defined its scientific object as about 
‘pure pristine nature’ i.e., birds, bacteria, plants, water 
and soil, but not humans, roads, pollution, or sewers. 
For various reasons, in the last decades the field of 
ecology has been rethinking its object. Today, many 
ecologists do not consider cities or agricultural areas to 
be ‘perturbed’ by humans — i.e., spoiled nature — but 
instead consider those to be legitimate objects of 
research unto themselves: e.g., cities are urban 
ecologies, and farm land is an agricultural ecology. A 
common (if contested) header for this approach is 
‘socioecological’ — a concept analogous to 
sociotechnical in CSCW in that it refuses the purity of 
either of its composing terms.   

As ecological scientists have reconsidered their objects 
of study, so too have these reconsiderations been 
reflected in their infrastructures. Beginning in the 
1990s, and continuing in spurts today, LTER has made 
social scientific investigations part of the research it 
supports. Today LTER’s membership includes 
heterogeneous social scientists. It also collects data 
that are recognizably social scientific, such as 
demographic, economic, identify, land usage, or 
attitudes towards the environment, the fertilizing of 
lawns and so on. The majority of these data are 
quantitative, but some are qualitative. The majority of 
social scientific researchers too are quantitative, but 
some are qualitative or mixed: e.g., LTER includes 
many environmental anthropologists, historians or 



 

policy analysts. LTER has supported historical research, 
such as of sewage systems in Baltimore, or 
environmental policy in Phoenix. It studies the 
traditional knowledge’s of Native American 
communities. In short, with LTER we have an example 
of a research infrastructure, once intended to support 
one style of scientific practice, which has over time 
been adapted to support recognizably social scientific 
research or humanistic scholarship.  

None of this has been easy. Depending on leadership, 
funding, and various other factors, LTER’s interest and 
support for the social sciences has waxed and waned. 
Many ‘core’ ecologists are skeptical, sometimes outright 
opposed, to spending their limited resources on social 
scientific research, questioning the value or rigor of 
HSS methods, or just whether LTER is the right place 
for this kind of research. However, none of this is 
unique to social science: LTER, and ecological science 
more broadly, is filled with debates about the nature of 
their scientific objects, and which subgroup has the 
appropriate methods and findings (see [5] for a debate 
about the validity of laboratory vs. fieldwork methods in 
ecology). Agonism is in the nature of scientific 
disciplines [1], particularly in circumstances where 
resources are scarce. Today, the social sciences have 
joined the rest of the ecological sciences in an active 
debate about the distribution of resources and the 
design of infrastructure to support (socio)ecological 
science.   

This case reveals a possible pathway for HSS: rather 
than developing their own infrastructures, it may be 
possible to reshape those that exist to accommodate 
and support those kinds of research. This is certainly 
not easy, but it is a pathway to action. To the extent 

that many scientific domains are adopting the 
formulation ‘socioX’ (e.g., sociotechnical, 
socioecological, human centered data science etc), 
teaming up with other disciplines may be a useful 
strategy rather than developing infrastructure de 
novo.   Before 1995 it would be difficult to say that 
LTER was a social science infrastructure, after, it is 
markedly easier to make the claim. The purpose of this 
infrastructure has shifted over time, and so, we must 
ask, when is it an infrastructure.  

Concluding: Infrastructural Inversion 

I have outlined two possible relationships between 
humanistic social scientists and infrastructures from 
‘other domains’. I conclude by noting my own practices 
of studying research infrastructures. I have studied 
multiple projects in the geological, ecological, chemical 
and several other domains. In each case I have relied 
on the documentary activities within those 
infrastructures in order to make sense of them.  

In the parlance of infrastructure studies, this is known 
as ‘infrastructural inversion’ [2].  That term is confusing 
as it is used in at least two interlinked ways: The 
primary meaning of infrastructural inversion refers the 
occasions on which practitioners turn their attention 
from their task at hand (say, investigating HIV in 
women) to the infrastructure that supports those 
activities (say, by calibrating their instruments, 
revisiting a protocol, considering their organizational 
structure, and so on). The second use is more 
methodological, referring to the activities of the 
investigator of infrastructure. Here inversion means 
relying on the resources and documentary materials 



 

generated constantly within infrastructure ventures in 
order to do conduct a study of that infrastructure.  

Infrastructure projects generate extensive files on their 
activities, imagined futures and histories, and those 
materials can serve as data for the investigation of 
those infrastructures. Beyond the study of 
infrastructure, such documentary trails can also serve 
the investigation of many classic CSCW topics: 
collaboration and coordination, technology use and 
adoption, computer mediated communication and so 
on.   

Put briefly, infrastructure practitioners are regularly 
inspecting themselves, producing documentary trails as 
they do so, and that documentary trail is invaluable 
material for our inspections of infrastructure. A final 
example of the ways in which infrastructure can 
support research from other domains in addition to 
fleeting opportunistic uses of infrastructure, or long 
term appropriations of infrastructures discussed above.  
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