
SEG/SSE Annual 	
 Meeting
 2021
Re-viewing 
«the field»: 
Contemporary 
debates and 
approaches to 
fieldwork

SHORT
PROGRAM



SEG/SSE Annual Meeting 2021

The birth of modern anthropology is concomitant with the invention of fieldwork. Since 
Malinowski’s famous “tent in the middle of the village”, living with “the natives” has 
been, and is still in many ways, the paradigmatic ethnographic method. With the pas-
sage of time, the discipline has evolved to include new themes and approaches, and 
yet “the field” remains its epistemological and methodological anchoring point. 

It is time to take stock of the debates around the meaning and localization of “the 
field” that have been shaping the discipline for a number of decades. We have in mind 
the now frequent reference to “multi-sited ethnography”, or the largely discredited use 
of the distinction between anthropology “abroad” and “at home”, well problematized in 
last year’s annual meeting on “The Global as Method”. In practice, contemporary an-
thropologists avail themselves of a wide spectrum of tools, methods and concepts for 
going about their empirical work, raising questions about the limits and the specificities 
of the discipline. 

Particularly with the rise of life “on-line”, anthropologists have been inventing new 
forms of fieldwork to capture and analyze these new forms of social interaction. With 
the rise of the Internet 2.0, notions such as “virtual fields”, “social networks”, “forums”, 
“platforms”, and so forth are increasingly invoked as both objects and methods of 
inquiry. These new “fields” are characterized by their lack of geographic situatedness 
and by the fact that social interactions most often take place between people who do 
not “know” each other “in person”. 

Simultaneous to this “virtualization” of the field, we are also witness to what ap-
pears to be a countervailing movement in globalized societies: the intensification of 
logics of heritage and of what are roughly termed “identity politics”, which celebrate 
specific cultural elements, often linked to a territorially rooted sense of belonging. 
These logics of “re-rooting/re-routing” raise new challenges for anthropological theory, 
traditionally critical of simplistic equations between communities, cultures and territo-
ries. Indeed, anthropologists are often solicited directly to participate in these social 
activities, and must ask themselves new questions about how they wish to position 
themselves as researchers and as social actors when their data is co-produced and 
restitution becomes virtually mandatory. Further complicating matters, feminist and 
post-colonial thinkers have thoroughly discredited the notion of scientific “neutrality”, 
the “view from nowhere”. It is now taken for granted that anthropologists must assume 
responsibility for their positionnality, but the forms of engagement are hotly debated, 
and challenge the very idea of “the field” – its composition, its boundaries, the relations 
it creates amongst actors, in sum, its agency as a social actor in its own right.  

This meeting seeks to attract panels that examine these new fieldwork configura-
tions. Our hope is to stimulate reflection on the convergences, alliances and conflicts 
produced by these new temporalities and spatialities of “the field”, in resonance with 
neighboring disciplines from which anthropologists can borrow productively and to 
which they contribute. Defining “the field” calls for a multitude of approaches, that are 
not merely theoretical or epistemological, but also ethical and political.  
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With the closure of cultural institutions, ethnographic museums in Switzerland are 
facing equally unusual situations. This round table is meant as a first exchange forum  
to grasp where the museums currently stand: Where are we experiencing particular 
challenges? How have we managed to keep in touch with other museums and origina-
tor communities also experiencing the pandemic? Have we eventually evolved solu-
tions to long overdue problems, threats to the museums, and even ideas for the near 
and farer future as a stimulus for funding requests, and in particular, new thematic and 
maybe theoretical issues?
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As anthropologists, we are challenged to construct our fields of research in multiple 
situations of crisis in a global society. Vulnerability increases globally due to economic, 
ecological, political and social crises, calling conceptual divides between (Global) 
North, South, East, West into question. What is more apparent is the intense intercon-
nectedness of these multiple crises in interlinked physical (sea, land, atmosphere) and 
virtual (cyber) spaces, on various scales (local, regional, global) and temporalities (dia-
chronic and synchronic). Covid-19 is just one but a massive reminder of the global 
dimension of human action and interaction with severe consequences for our com-
mon planet. What are the specific challenges for anthropologists in the particular fields 
of crisis, how do we position ourselves therein, how does vulnerability affect the rela-
tionship between the researcher and the researched fields and subjects? Which con-
straints are limiting research in contexts of crisis and increased vulnerability? How do 
we take responsibility for the subjects we are studying, and for ourselves as research-
ers, and how are sending or receiving institutions influencing our interactions and deci-
sions? How do ethics committees and/or charters determine the conceptualization of 
our projects, our actions in the field, and the way we communicate amongst us, within 
our fields, within the academic community and with a broader public? 
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