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When Social Problems Met Methodology

Disciplinary Crisis of American Sociology from the Perspective of

a Controversy over an Urban Ethnography

TONG Xiaoxi ZHAN Yang

Abstract Alice Goffman’s On the Run is an urban ethnography dedicated to the subject of contemporary social problems

using the participant observation method. Her work has drawn considerable public attention while also received criticisms

from the academic due to its defects in ethnographic method and research ethics. The controversy involves identity politics

philosophy of science and public sociology. From the perspective of the sociology of knowledge the case of On the Run and

public sociology demonstrates that sociology tends to spill over to the public sphere while the knowledge production of soci—

ology on the other hand requires disciplinary autonomy and proper distancing from social conflict.

Keywords Fieldwork method; Sociology of knowledge; Public sociology; Social problems; Research ethics



