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Overview and Editorial Vision
We welcomed the initial launch of Contexts enthusiastically and applauded the vision of 
an ASA publication that would showcase the best of sociology in an interesting and 
accessible manner. Sociology, we believe, offers the potential to make sense of the 
complexities of social life and intervene in some of the most seemingly intractable 
societal problems of our time.  Contexts, as we understand it, aims to present sociological 
research and reasoning in a compelling and engaging way and, in so doing, to generate 
deep, richer insight into social life and contemporary issues. As professional sociologists, 
we share this vision and we have been impressed by the efforts of Contexts editors to 
convey sociological ideas in novel, thought-provoking ways.  At its best, Contexts  
operates as a kind of “third space” in which professional sociologists and students of 
sociology have an opportunity to engage with the most exciting, timely themes of the 
discipline.  The current editors have done a particularly noteworthy job of fostering 
innovative design and content, bridging sub-areas and inviting broader readership. As 
editors we would hope to continue these and other efforts, while advancing some new 
initiatives. 

Our primary aim as editors would be to continue the practice of  “gathering” a general 
sociological readership around innovative, thought-provoking themes, while working to 
extend the magazine’s public reach. In brief, we would enhance efforts to bring in 
scholars from other social science disciplines and expand our circulation among the lay 
public.  In our assessment, recent innovations in design, the introduction of a website, and 
the solicitation of imaginative, engaging articles, provide a firm foundation upon which 
we would build. In considering the vision of our editorship, we find it helpful to think in 
terms of three inter-related aims: relevance, translation and bridging.  We would enhance 
the first two areas, relevance and translation, which are already hallmarks of Contexts. In 
addition, we would spend considerable time and energy working on bridging: engaging 
and expanding the publication’s reach among non-scholarly readers.  This is a focus that 
we are very excited about and which we are both especially qualified to undertake. 

Relevance
Of any discipline it can be asked, “what’s worth knowing?” or “who cares?”  One of the 
challenges for editors of Contexts is to sift through the vast number of areas and studies 
that make up the activity of the discipline in search of the gems that reflect engaging 
contemporary social ideas and issues.  This requires that the editors have a keen sense of 
social trends and a broad but deep understanding of the discipline.  Most importantly, the 
editors are challenged to connect sociological concepts and research with significant 
social themes in ways that highlight the relevance of our research for addressing 
significant, timely social issues. As we see it, this is a central and highly worthwhile aim 
of Contexts and it would be foundational in our editorial activities.

Translation
It’s always intriguing to note the “trickle down” effects of our work in popular culture 
venues such as television shows and movies, as well as in political and policy arenas.  For 
instance, no less than three popular television dramas (that we’re aware of) recently aired 
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stories that dealt with the unexpected complexities of sex offender registration, a topic 
that has been the subject of some excellent sociological research over the past decade. 
It’s worth asking how it is that this more complicated social perspective finally made its 
way into popular cultural venues.  The answer to this can be found, in part, in the ways in 
which sociological research is “translated” for general audiences.  One way that such 
translation occurs is when sociologists write for the non-academic public.  This takes 
special skills and, unfortunately, is not all that common.  Another way sociological ideas 
enter public debate is through carefully crafted textbooks that combine relevant social 
research with contemporary social issues in an accessible manner. Both activities 
--writing for the public and writing for student audiences -- entail a process of translation 
in which social research is presented in engaging ways.  Contexts stands out as a 
publication precisely because of the explicit intent to increase the diffusion of social 
knowledge by translating it for mainstream readers.  For us, this is one of its most 
laudable successes and one that we would enthusiastically continue.  In addition, we hope 
to achieve a wider readership for the publication through what we call bridging, 
connecting content to an expanded readership.

Bridging 
While Contexts makes sociological work more accessible and interesting to a wider 
audience, its readership is concentrated among sociologists, and students of sociology. 
We would work to expand Contexts’ readership among other social scientists and non-
academic readers. Contexts should be one of the first places that journalists and lay 
readers turn to when looking for analyses of social issues, problems and trends.  To 
realize this potential we would work to foster a greater synthesis between “accessible 
sociology” and “deep journalism:  Readers both within and beyond sociology are hungry 
for material that not only frames social issues in broader, more situated contexts (i.e., 
“sociological perspectives”), and provides opportunities for deeper, more complex 
insights. Contexts could offer one antidote our culture of oversimplification, easy 
dichotomies, and polarized perspectives.  

Sociological perspectives invite us to think about complex, contradictory social 
conditions in ways that promote deeper thought and richer public dialogue. Our aim is to 
position Contexts as a publication that is valued because the material is accessible, 
timely, and relevant but not “lite.”  Previous editors have done an impressive job of 
establishing this foundation.  We propose to extend this more explicitly into the realm of 
public dialogue, making good on the promise of Contexts to be a journal of public 
sociology.  This dialogue should be two-way. As sociologists, we need to actively 
demonstrate our ability to listen to and engage in conversations with others: other 
disciplines, journalists, policy makers, and community activists.  

Specific Goals 
If selected as the editors of Contexts, we would spend the interim year working closely 
with the current editors and Sage to map out ways of achieving the broad goals listed 
above. We would hope to accomplish these goals through the following specific 
strategies:
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• Selecting associate (area) editors who represent a broad range of subareas, 
geographical regions, and who have specific ties to various public or community 
domains.  Our aim in this selection process will be to strike a balance between 
editors with solid sociological training and experience and those who bring 
innovative publishing expertise and/or have strong links to various communities 
and public activities.

• Engaging with other disciplines, policy-makers, community activists, journalists 
and other non-academics by soliciting articles and features that serve as a basis 
for conversation on significant social issues and trends.  We have several ideas 
about how we will accomplish this, including carefully selecting area editors and 
possibly a rotating editorial board.

• Soliciting feature articles on timely, controversial topics and introducing regular 
columns that would attract a broad readership. The latter might include the 
following: a technology column, which would keep readers abreast of new media 
technologies for research and teaching, including product reviews; a 
“Breakthrough Books” column in which selected sociologists, and perhaps others, 
are asked to name the most important books on a particular topic, such as the 
family, terrorism, or community; a regular column modeled on The New York 
Times "Questions For" in which a sociologist, or social researcher, or person who 
might be of particular interest to sociologists is featured in an irreverent, engaging 
way.

• Emphasizing how sociological perspectives operate and how to think about social  
complexity through features that demonstrate how Sociology can move public 
debate beyond simple-minded, partisan perspectives and convey social 
complexity in a clear, compelling fashion.

• Continuing and expanding the website. Along with strong, compelling content, 
the positioning of Contexts on a highly trafficked website will be a highly 
effective way of expanding readership.

• Sponsored workshops at the ASA and regional meetings on “how to write for 
Contexts” and “how to teach with Contexts.”  Specific attention to these areas 
would broaden the potential contributor base and provide explicit information on 
how to “translate” standard sociological research into material to the broader 
public. 

Why Us?
As senior sociologists with longstanding reputations in the field, we each have the 
requisite skills, experience and records of achievement to serve as the editors of Context. 
As a team we are uniquely positioned to offer the kind of experience and network ties 
that Contexts needs at this juncture. 
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Jodi O’Brien
I cut my academic teeth on journal editing as the graduate editorial assistant to Karen 
Cook during her editorship of Social Psychology Quarterly (1988-1991) and have 
engaged in a significant amount of professional editorial work throughout my career. I 
have served on the editorial boards of Teaching Sociology (1998-2003), Social Problems 
(1999-2008), Sociological Perspectives (1993-2003), and Sexualities (2001-present). In 
addition to managing, tracking, and reviewing manuscripts, I have considerable 
experience in compiling edited publications.  In 1999 I served as one of four consulting 
editors in the publication of the American Sociological Association’s The Social Worlds  
of Higher Education: Handbook for Teaching in a New Century (Bernice Pescosolido 
and Ron Aminzade, eds.).  I was the editor for the 50 entries that comprise the social 
psychology contributions of the Blackwell Encyclopedia of Sociology (George Ritzer, 
ed.) and on the editorial board for the first edition of the Contexts Reader (2007).

I am currently the editor (with Valerie Jenness) of the Routledge book series, 
“Contemporary Sociological Perspectives,” Recently published books in this series 
include such diverse topics as wheelchair athletes, media moms, gender and technology, 
religion and the public square, television and Buddhism, the internet and social 
inequality, sociology of senses, celebrity “stargazing,” holocaust experiences, domestic 
violence, and GIS systems for social analysis 
(http://www.routledge.com/books/series/contemporary_sociological_perspectives_SOC/)
.
I also recently edited a special issue of the Journal of Contemporary Ethnography 
(October 2010, “Seldom Told Tales from the Field”). The largest editorial project I have 
undertaken is the editing of the Encyclopedia of Gender and Society, 2 Volumes (Sage 
2009). This endeavor involved coordinating an editorial team, 558 entries and 370 
authors from around the world, most of who had to be trained for a very different (non-
jargon) type of writing than they were accustomed to.  This publication is the recipient of 
three national book awards: 2010 Booklist Outstanding Reference Source; 2009 RUSA 
Outstanding Reference; CHOICE Outstanding Academic Title for 2009. 

In addition to my regular scholarly publications, I am probably best known for my 
popular edited introductory reader, The Architecture of Society: Readings (Sage, editions 
4-8, with David Newman) and for my top-selling social psychology text, The Production 
of Reality: Essays and Readings on Social Interaction (Sage, currently in its 5th edition). 
Through these projects I have become intimately familiar with a wide and diverse range 
of scholarship and have honed my ability to ascertain the suitability of a various 
publications for different reading audiences.

Much of my work is interdisciplinary while retaining a solid sociological core. I strive to 
write for general audiences whenever possible and consider this one of the assets of my 
scholarship. One of the advantages of writing for interdisciplinary and/or non-academic 
audiences is that it demands of us that we highlight and clarify conceptual, theoretical and 
methodological positions that we might otherwise take for granted. I read widely in areas that 
draw from different disciplines including: law, religion, political theory, sexuality, gender, 
and race and ethnicity, social psychology, and inequalities and stratification.  I also maintain 
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an active community presence especially through public speaking. I have given presentations 
to groups as diverse as local churches, the Seattle Opera, a hip hop convention and the 
Washington State Supreme Court Commission on Gender and Justice. As a result of these 
varied professional activities, I have a wide network of colleagues both academically and in 
the public domain.  I intend to draw on the expertise and insight of these colleagues in the 
editorship of Contexts.  Finally, I have been the chair of an interdisciplinary department 
(Sociology and Anthropology) for the past nine years and have considerable experience in 
managing staff, budgets and personnel and also in successfully negotiating for the resources 
required for various projects.  For me, the editorship of Contexts is a welcome opportunity to 
parlay this wealth of experience into a publication that has the potential to bring sociology 
into the foreground of some of the most significant conversations of our time.

Arlene Stein
I am a sociologist who takes good writing seriously. Growing up in New York City, I was a 
newspaper junkie as soon as I was able to read, served as editor-in-chief of my high school 
newspaper (The Bronx Science Science Survey), and wrote for my college newspaper. I 
contemplated making a career in journalism but became captivated by sociology, and decided 
to pursue a PhD. At UC Berkeley, inspired by the provocative, engaging, and publicly 
oriented writing of faculty members there, I became dedicated to the project of “public 
sociology” before it had a name. Living in San Francisco at the time, I served on the editorial 
board of a short-lived but highly influential magazine of ideas relating to sexual politics, 
Out/Look, and edited a Penguin anthology called Sisters, Sexperts, Queers. 
All of my published work is designed to explain social complexity in an accessible manner, 
and to intervene in public debates of contemporary concern. My main scholarly 
contributions have been in the areas of sexuality, culture, and social movements. My first 
book, Sex and Sensibility: Stories of a Lesbian Generation, showed how women coming 
of age in the wake of the feminist and gay/lesbian movements used autobiographical 
accounts to challenge dominant medicalized definitions of lesbianism. My second book, 
The Stranger Next Door, continued my interest in how social movements construct 
sexual knowledge and how individuals mobilize these understandings in the course of 
their activism. I undertook an ethnographic study of a small community in the Pacific 
Northwest that had passed a ballot initiative designed to outlaw gay/lesbian rights, one of 
many that did so during the 1990s. I was interested in learning why, in a small 
community where it was all but invisible, homosexuality became such a polarizing issue, 
what this controversy can tell us about the challenges facing rural America in integrating 
sexual diversity, and whether it suggests that the United States is in the midst of a 
“culture war.” The Stranger Next Door received the Ruth Benedict Award, an Honor 
Award from the American Library Association, and was featured on C-SPAN Book TV. I 
aim to write in compelling ways, gear my writing to different audiences, and seek out 
varied venues for my work. In addition to my scholarly work, I have translated my 
research into op-ed pieces for Newsday, Canberra Times, The Oregonian, The San 
Francisco Examiner, Eugene Register-Guard, The Advocate, among other newspapers, 
and articles for The Nation and, more recently, for blogs. I have also served on a number 
of journal editorial boards, including Social Problems, SIGNS, Sexualities, and I am now 
culture editor for Sociology Compass. 
I have long been interested in how sociologists can make their work more accessible to 
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non-specialists, and have both practiced and reflected upon the role that sociologists 
might play in furthering democratic debate and public engagement. In a book chapter 
(“Discipline and Publish”) I examine these questions more generally, looking at how 
professionalization shapes sociological discourse, and how changes in the media 
environment may offer new opportunities for public sociological work. In a recent issue 
of the Journal of Contemporary Ethnography, I offer reflections on ethical questions 
encountered while researching The Stranger Next Door, the debates about anonymity that 
ensued when it was published, and use these experiences as a springboard for reflecting 
upon the risks and rewards of public sociological work. I have long been committed to 
improving graduate student writing, and often teach the graduate writing seminar at 
Rutgers, which is both a workshop in the craft of writing, and a professionalization 
seminar that deals with topics related to writing and publishing sociological work, 
including public sociology. I welcome the chance to co-edit Contexts, which I believe is 
an indispensable outlet for expanding the reach of sociological ideas.

Infrastructure and Support
We have the full support of our respective institutions, and the promise of office space 
and release time.  We have discussed specific details of this editorship with our 
respective deans and are prepared to submit more formal acknowledgement of support as 
this selection process moves forward.  We are excited about the new publishing 
relationship with Sage and our preliminary assessment is that we will be able to 
effectively manage Contexts and meet our intended goals within the budgetary 
parameters provided. Seattle University has a highly acclaimed journalism program with 
an emphasis on community engagement. O’Brien’s colleagues in the journalism program, 
which includes a community fellowship program, have expressed keen interest in 
supporting the editorship (see:http://www.seattleu.edu/artsci/communication/csc/ ).  Stein 
has links with journalists in the New York City area, and with faculty at the journalism 
schools at New York University, City University of New York, and Columbia which she 
will be able to access. If selected as editior, she has a commitment from her department to 
run a “writing public sociology” seminar which will engage graduate students in writing 
for Contexts

Neither Rutgers nor Seattle University is able to absorb the costs related to the 
maintenance of the website as currently paid for by the University of Minnesota (@ 25K 
annually). The website is an essential part of our vision to expand readership.  We 
understand that the University of Minnesota may continue to host this website, and would 
enthusiastically cooperate with such efforts.

 In short, we have done considerable background research and talked at length with the 
current editors in order to familiarize ourselves with the extensive infrastructure 
necessary to successfully manage Contexts. We look forward to discussing specific 
details regarding budget, management and design with the ASA and Sage as this process 
unfolds.  If selected as the next editorial team, we are prepared to spend the interim year 
before assuming the editorship working closely with the current editors and Sage in order 
to insure the smoothest possible transition and the most effective use of the resources that 
will be available to us. 
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