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Re-positioning Fieldwork and the Possibility of Online Research
from the Case Studies about the Zoom Investigation Associated with
“Absence of the Place”
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Abstract

Since 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic has had a profound impact on
anthropological fieldwork, with grave consequences for anthropologists whose
access to field sites has been prevented. Therefore, anthropologists need to
explore ways to add online research to their fieldwork repertoire. The purpose
of this article is to redefine the meaning of anthropological fieldwork and
explore the limits and possibilities of online research, through a case study of
online meetings and online tours, where growth in demand is expected, during
the COVID-19 pandemic.

Online fieldwork inevitably entails a highly refined “front region.” For
example, in online tours conducted by Zoom, hosts select what they want to
show viewers in advance. They design online tours strategically by
investigating what kinds of demands their customers have and how they may
be inconvenienced by COVID-19.

On the other hand, online research by Zoom or social media not only creates

a highly refined “front region” but also a private “back region.” For instance, in
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the space of online meetings, games, and interviews with my students on
Zoom, students could engage in an interactive dialogue with other actors. It is
because that the accessible place to online is often private space as their own
room.

This article offers two possibilities for online fieldwork. First, it
surveys people’s current living conditions under COVID-19 through “the
politics of hosts” and the “highly refined front region,” which hosts display
what they want the viewer to see pragmatically. Second, it clarifies that online
fieldwork is conducted to cut deeply into “the private back region”—the life-

history of individuals through online interviews.
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