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Abstract

The worldwide pandemic of COVID-19 in 2020 has had a tremendous impact on academic
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research. Those of us who are engaged in ethnographic research, in particular, have suffered greatly
from the lost opportunities of entering our field sites, encountering and speaking with informants, or
even simply spending time with them. Physical presence has always been an integral part of doing
ethnography, but in this milieu, we are being pushed to reconsider this premise and to explore and
examine alternative modes of research more appropriate for the age of “social distancing.” This paper
is based on an interdisciplinary team project consisting of anthropologists and medical professionals
to interview primary care physicians who are working at the frontlines in dealing with COVID-19 in
Japan. The project was launched in March 2020 in the midst of the pandemic, and all the interviews
as well as their arrangements, feedbacks, reflections and analyses have taken place online, utilizing
digital platforms. We examine the implications of conducting an ethnographic project entirely
online, discussing the problems and issues raised along the process, as well as some of the creative
and imaginative ways in which we took advantage of the virtual tools. We argue that such projects
should not be considered a mere substitute for “real” ethnography, but as a meaningful and reflexive
exploration of our research methodology.
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