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Introduction 

This paper reports on a long-term ethnography of, and with, a historically marginalized 

urban community that is undertaking a major collaborative, community-based reform. 

We explore how authorship and agency were negotiated in the collaborative construction 

of this community-wide change initiative’s written plan as it underwent multiple 

revisions over a one-year period. Building on the sociocritical literacies framework 

(Gutierrez, 2008) articulated in the session overview and on Yúdice’s (1991) 

conceptualization of testimonio, we investigate how the concept of testimonio might 

inform analysis of how spaces for community resident authorship and agency were 

expanded, or restricted, as the audience and purpose of the text shifted to NYS 

Department of Education and potential donors. We argue that genuine commitment to 

community-driven social action generates sites for personal boundary crossing, 

heteroglossia, and testimonio (narrated personal and collective experiences). These sites 

serve as potential “third spaces” or “heterotopias” that necessarily complicate clear 

distinctions between process and content. When understood as bearing traces of these 

various historical personal narratives, texts produced from such spaces reflect a collective 

struggle against oppression. 

Context 

The northeast area of the city is a community with a history of intergenerational poverty, 

student underachievement, health challenges, underemployment, violence, and crime. In 

2006, the City School District initiated a major collaborative community development 

program to address the complex problems and challenges in this part of the city, 
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specifically aiming to produce more positive developmental outcomes for children and 

youth in and out of school. The over 120 people who participated in the writing of the 

plan represent a range of diverse social positions and interests. Residents of the target 

area are African American, Latina/o, Multiracial, and White across social classes. Non-

residents represent all these racial groups, range across social classes, and come from 

various institutional, government and business interests (e.g., school district, university, 

service providers, non-for-profit providers, and donors). 

Organization of the Initiative 

The Rochester Surround Care Community (RSC2) is made up of three levels of 

organization. The Strategy Team includes ~120 people, 51% of whom are residents of the 

area (the percentage was agreed to through lengthy negotiations aimed at ensuring 

resident control of the initiative). Over the first two years of the initiative, this group met 

monthly to develop the Community Plan, a document containing 40 multi-year objectives 

and 186 strategies aimed at community transformation (Larson, Ares, O’Connor, 2008). 

Also involved in that process were eight Work Teams that concentrated on focus areas 

the Strategy Team identified as critical to the initiative – adult education, training and 

jobs; community safety; early development and care of children; education, preK-16; 

health and wellness; housing and community development; youth support; and supports 

for parents/guardians. Finally, a subset of ~15 people, the Subcommittee (see Figure 1), 

supported the work of the Strategy Team, gathering all the input and documents created 

by the Strategy and Work Teams, compiling information and documents to give back to 

the Teams, and guiding the process toward development of the final Community Plan. 

Control of the initiative moved out of the City School District at the end of the planning 
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process to an incorporated board, RSC2, Inc., comprised of residents, social service 

providers, not-for-profit personnel, and local politicians. The Work Teams are now 

Action Teams that are seeking to implement strategies identified in the Plan.  

Name Race/ 
Ethnicity  

Gender Organization 

Anna R. Asian Female Community Organization 
Julie C. White Female School District 
William G. African American Male Provider Organization 
Sharice C African American Female Resident 
David H. White Male Provider Organization 
Alicia J. African American Female Resident 
Reginald J. African American Male Provider Organization 
Moses L. African American Male Principal 
Karen L. White Female Provider Organization 
Netia P. Latina Female School District 
Derrick P. African American Male MayorÕs office 
Helena E. Latina Female Provider Organization 
Jesus S. Latino Male Resident 
Carina W.  Biracial (Puerto Rican, 

African American) 
Female Resident 

Terrence W. African American Male Resident 
Dennis African American Male Facilitator 
Anika Latina Female Facilitator 

Figure 1: Subcommittee members 

Theoretical Framework 

We use the perspective afforded us by participatory ethnography to examine the ways in 

which community-based social action can provide opportunities for opening up, if 

temporarily, opportunities for participants to reconceive who they are and what they 

might be able to accomplish in what we suggest could be a collective third space 

(Gutierrez, 2008; Gutierrez, Rymes, & Larson, 1995). These potential spaces maintain 

traces of the struggles, multivoicedness, and heteroglossia (Bakhtin, 1981) that 

unavoidably attend such an experience. This multiplicity and heterogeneity are, by 

necessity, eventually synthesized and streamlined into texts and plans in which a unified 

voice is required. The lens provided by participatory ethnography reveals the ways in 
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which participants in this initiative are able to call on contexts of criticism, discovery, and 

reconceptualized content to build both horizontal (practices from everyday life) and 

vertical (across stages of knowledge or skill) conceptions of who they are and what they 

want to change (Gutierrez, Hunter, & Arzubiaga, 2009). The focus is on people’s 

movement across boundaries and borders, as well as what gets learned in this movement 

(Gutiérrez, 2008). This movement within and across boundaries by embodied, raced, 

historicized beings, interacting both as representatives of local and current communities 

and as historicized and politically invested individuals, can be illuminated through the 

idea of collective testimonio, as Yúdice (1991) conceives it. According to Yúdice, 

testimonio implies texts that are “written as collaborative dialogues between activists 

engaged in a struggle and politically committed or empathetic transcribers/editors” (p. 

17). We draw upon this framework in order to examine the spaces of authorship that were 

constructed as community residents and a leadership subcommittee wrote their 

community plan. 

 

Through a close analysis of the debate over the inclusion of a questionable word used to 

describe residents, we uncover the ways in which a potential third space or heterotopia 

(Foucault, 1967) (spaces where multiple sites - social, cultural, political, historical, 

school, non-school, formal, informal, etc. - connect, overlap with, within, and between 

one another as sets of relations that are mutually constituted) is initiated and how this 

potentiality is subsequently negotiated into a text or plan. Important for understanding 

this analysis is Yúdice’s (1991) contention that “the speaker does not speak for or 
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represent a community but rather performs an act of identity formation which is 

simultaneously personal and collective” (p. 15). 

 

The notions of third space, heterotopia, and testimonio, as they are employed here, are 

further enriched by Duranti’s (1986) concept of the speech event, according to which, 

participants “rely on the dynamics between the speaker’s words and the ensuing 

circumstances (audience’s response included) to assign interpretation” (p. 241). 

According to Duranti, “form and content of talk is continuously reshaped by the co-

participants, through their ability to create certain alignments and suggest or impose 

certain interpretations” (p. 242). With these ideas in mind, the movement from 

heteroglossic third space to unified text can be understood as part of a process that retains 

traces of collective voice and collective social action. 

 

Methods and Data Corpus 

This is a long-term ethnography, which has required that the methods used develop as the 

study proceeds. We began three years ago by using participant observation in various 

settings to get to know members of the community, schools, and other organizations. 

Concurrently, we gathered historical and demographic data and other documents to 

describe Northeast Rochester and the process of the RSC2 project thus far. Data sources 

include the following: 1) audio and videotaped interviews; 2) videotaped and audio taped 

observations; 3) field notes taken during participant observations; and 4) documents 

collected in the field. We used discourse analysis to consider how language, both spoken 

and written, constructs and is constructed by social, cultural, historical, and political 
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identities (Duranti, 1997; Fairclough, 1992; Gee, 2004). We align our work with the four 

criteria for high-quality qualitative research: trustworthiness; transferability; 

confirmability; and theory- or model-building (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000) in order to be 

able to translate this work to RSC2 community members, other urban transformation 

initiatives, and researchers. Figure 2 represents our approximate data corpus at this time. 

Because data collection is ongoing, we can only take a snapshot in time. 

 
Data Source Approximate Corpus  

(Data collection on going) 
 

Interviews 21; 54 files (audio and transcription, 3.3 
GB) 

Observations (video) 200 hours 

Observations (field notes) 50 sets 

Documents (including newspaper, meeting 
minutes, handouts, historical, plan drafts) 

250 files 

Figure 2: Data Corpus 
 
The 51% resident participation rule established during the planning process highlights the 

distinction between content versus process that serves as an overarching point of 

contention in the discussion addressed in this study. According to the official discourse, 

matters of content were to be decided by the Strategy Team and matters of process by the 

Subcommittee. These clear-cut boundaries come into question in the debate examined 

here. A resident offered the term “lazy” in a brainstorming session as a possible root 

cause of unemployment. Whether or not to keep the potentially offensive word is 

discussed here at a Subcommittee meeting.  

 
Process/content 

A key theme that runs through all the data is the tension around control of the process of 
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building the Plan and the actual content of the Plan, including anticipation of negative 

reactions from Strategy Team members, given the distrust residents have built over years 

of failed reform efforts in this part of the city (Larson, Ares, O’Connor, 2008). Officially, 

the Subcommittee was to be in charge of process while the Strategy Team, with its 

resident majority, was to be responsible for content. Discussions in the Subcommittee 

frequently center on who was responsible for changing words or ideas that residents 

generated. Discursive moves to be “strategic” and to handle concerns for where control 

lies, or where residents will perceive control to be (“who the heck are we do to this?”), 

exist in tension. There is also a push to get the process moving according to deadlines 

established with the Strategy Team (“we need help right now”), which is linked to 

resident fears that this effort will suffer the same fate of numerous other initiatives that 

have raised hopes but then failed.  

 

Analysis of videotapes, documents, and field notes reveal that this tension between 

controlling the process and supporting resident control of content permeates the data. In 

particular, the Subcommittee meetings were places that, in the words of one of the service 

providers, members were “holding the torch for residents,” calling the Subcommittee to 

task when it appeared that it was working on actual content rather than process-oriented 

decisions. Thus, while the Subcommittee was trying to construct a process by which the 

Strategy Team could build trajectories toward successful futures for the children and 

families in the Zone, resident and other participants remained on guard to try to ensure 

that they were in control of the active, ongoing construction of the content of those 

efforts.  
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The segments of data we use for this paper bring this tension to the forefront. The data 

are taken from a meeting of the Subcommittee where they were going over a root cause 

analysis done in work team meetings in preparation for an upcoming Strategy Team 

meeting. Well into the meeting, Karen asks about a problematic term on the page. 

Residents on the Housing and Community Development work team used the word “lazy” 

to explain a root cause of high unemployment. The conversation that ensued focused on 

whether they should leave that word in or change it. Changing it would in fact be altering 

content in spite of the rules about the Subcommittee only handling the process. Reginald, 

whose role was to call attention to when they slipped into discussions about content, 

marked this discussion by saying that if someone said it; they needed to leave it in. 

Anika, the facilitator, tried to get the group to use this as an opportunity to have a 

discussion about misperceptions and underlying beliefs.  

Excerpt 1: Is that what somebody said? 

3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 

Karen: can I just-just one really  
[has had hand raised or resting on head while waiting for a for break in talk]  
nitty gritty little about this thing before it goes out tonight 
um, on the very last page under the housing and community development 
[people turn to indicated page] 
do we really want to hand this out saying um people are lazy? 

9 
10 

Many: no:o 
[deep in-breath] 

11 And: un hn… where’s that? 
12 
13 

Reginald: is that what somebody said? 
somebody said that? 

14 ?: somebody said that 
15 
16 

Karen: Ah, I…I’m reading it off the paper here  
[shoulders raised and brought close to body] 

17 Moses: PEop:le are LA:zy.. [slow, drawn out speech; reading from text] 
18 Karen: //I mean 
19 Moses: //or UNinformed 
20 Reginald: if that wah- if that is what somebody SA:ays 
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21 Anna: th, wa—these-these are direct 
22 ?: //quotes 
23 Anna: these are direct transcriptions 
24 Netia: //are you serious? (unclear) 
25 
26 

David: I think for ALL this we need to put draft at the table 
on the top of this because this is gonna be refined 

 

Within the official meeting space, two key tensions arise over the term “lazy.” The first is 

a question of content: whether to leave the word as is, as voiced by the resident, or to 

change it. The second is a question of process: who gets to decide what words are 

maintained as the process moves from “brainstorming” to final text. Anika, the facilitator 

and a non-resident, relates this question to her “process” and talks about “root cause 

analysis.” Julie, the project coordinator and a non-resident, emphasizes the need to make 

difficult decisions as leaders and to ensure that dangerous stereotypes are not perpetuated. 

Viewed as an “official” meeting site fueled by tensions of content versus process, the 

decision whether or not to edit out “lazy” is a yes or no matter.  

 

But when the meeting is viewed as a heteroglossic third space, a site that allows for and 

encourages a multiplicity of various experiences and stories, the boundaries and 

distinctions between content, process, and roles are blurred. For some residents, the term 

“lazy” is not only a negative term reflecting a stereotype, but a marker of a complex and 

silencing legacy, the traces of which remain.  

 

When Anika attempts to convince members to leave the word in and use this as an 

opportunity to get at underlying assumptions (lines 136-137), Moses interrupts and 

invokes what he believes the word indexes. In so doing, Moses effectually crosses 
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boundaries, we might suggest, into what Foucault’s (1967, p. 2) calls a heterotopia, or 

“sites with no real place. They are sites that have a general relation of direct or inverted 

analogy with the real space of Society”. This view, taken in tandem with Yudice’s notion 

of collective testimonio and with Gutierrez, Rymes, & Larson’s (1995) third spaces and 

the hybrid practices that occur within sociocritical literacies (Gutierrez, 2008), provides a 

rich framework for understanding the social action and identity work occurring in this 

exchange. 

 

Personal narrative, or testimonio, then, serves to transcend the time and space of the 

meeting, of official discourse and its tidy binary distinctions. For Moses, the stakes in this 

debate are radically higher than they are for those who see the erasure as strictly an 

editorial or authorial responsibility. Suggestive of the impossibility of absent presence, 

Moses invokes a testimony of slavery’s legacy, the living trace of a silencing horror. He 

articulates Yúdice’s (1991) notion of testimonio as means for people to wage their 

struggle in the spaces to which they have been excluded or forced into stereotypical 

representations by oppressive power relations by invoking historical discourses of 

marginalization and arguing for not continuing the practice.  

 

Excerpt 2: The absent presence 

134 
135 
136 
137 
138 

Anika: the point is a different one 
the point is around what you believe 
to be the nature of the problem  
and how you then are going to address that nature 
 [R raises left hand; keeps it raised] 

139 
140 
141 

Moses: but, but, but the word lazy unfortunately has some 
has roots in slavery because one of the things they said about slaves  
was they were lazy 
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142 
143 
144 
145 

well they weren’t lazy  
they were totally unmotivated 
because they were not gonna be doin’ masters’ work  
because they weren’t going to be getting anything from that work. 

146 Anika: //and that’s why 
147 
148 
149 
150 
151 

Moses: so now was that statement lazy used in THAT context?  
 or was it so and then you’re unmotivated… 

[Karen’s taps hands together]  
[Julie waves hands in air] 

 so one of the things we need to do is (inaudible) 
152 
153 
154 
155 
156 
157 

Julie: how about I’m going to take lazy out—okay?  
[arms raised, palms open facing out as in ‘I’m not armed’] 
I did not have any editorial authority in this whatsoever 
  [Moses laughs] 
  [Julie smoothes hair behind her ears; raises hands again] 
 because… it came from the teams 

158 Reginald: [left hand still raised] I’m gonna, I’m gonna 
159 Julie: Soo, I will take lazy out [hands behind head] 
160 Reginald: I’m a little concerned, I’m a little concerned with removing words 
 

Moses’ objection to the term “lazy” is more than a concern with potentially offensive 

terminology and it is not grounded upon official discourse and meeting rhetoric. In some 

sense, he serves here not only as a representative of the local and current community, but 

also of an entire historically and racially specific community—living and dead. In this 

role, he is obligated to give testimony to the history of a word that, without his personal 

account, cannot be decided upon or considered responsibly. His story speaks in a 

past/present and for an absent presence—the legacy of a marginalized community whose 

protest (active refusal) has been denied as protest and reworked into a stereotype of 

passive inaction (“lazy” and “shiftless”). Beyond telling his own story, Moses speaks for 

the silenced (marginalized) and the silenced (dead). The sermon-like quality of his speech 

is, on the one hand, attributable to the fact that he is a pastor, yet there is also a significant 

eulogistic or memorializing capability to the work he is doing. As Yúdice (1991) 

suggests, Moses is “moved to narrate the urgency of a situation…the witness portrays his 
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or her experience as an agent (rather than a representative) of a collective memory and 

identity” (p. 17). 

  

In his account of collective testimonio, Yudice makes note of Julia Kristeva’s notion of 

abjection. For Kristeva (1982), the abject is that which at once repels and compels. It is 

that which “disturbs identity, systems, order,” simultaneously beseeching and pulverizing 

the subject (p. 5). A quintessential symbol of the abject is the corpse, “the presence of 

signified death” (p. 3), or the impossible-to-ignore physical remains or trace of what once 

was alive. It is both unclean or untouchable, but at the same time sacred or demanding of 

respect (as in a proper burial). If we read the word “lazy” here as an abject or corpse of 

sorts—an “affronting word” to use Moses’ term—we can read his testimonio as reflective 

of a life-in-death, present-absence. It signals the remaining traces of a horror that is at 

once unspeakable but about which one cannot be silent. 

 

The decision whether or not to clean up the text—to remove the potentially offensive 

word and replace it with something milder—is problematized, complicated, and made 

more multilayered and risky by virtue of this personal narrative. Moses’ obligation to 

give testimony to the unspeakable demonstrates the ways in which a heterotopia or third 

space initiates a level of complexity and a problematic that does not lend itself to either 

official discourse or the linear, future-oriented text of a consensus-driven plan. 

 

Following Moses invoking spaces of marginalization, the group talked about whether to 

change the word and who has the authority to do so. Since Anna was at the meeting in 
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question, Karen suggests she should make the call. Anna points to the next line on the 

paper where “unmotivated” is named and says she would change “lazy” to unmotivated. 

As Anika continues to try to get the group to agree to leave it in so that conversation 

could be had about root causes and people’s beliefs, Julie takes the floor assertively to 

talk about their role as leaders who have to make difficult calls. 

 
Excerpt 3: Taking responsibility 
 
232 
233 
234 
235 
236 
237 
238 

Anika: //is there a wa:ay— [rapidly] let me just make a suggestion 
is there a way that…this can say  
[rapidly] what Dirk suggested… DRA:FT  
that this just reflects the the CURRENT conversations 
that we all understand are ONgoing and  
we’re going to be influencing each other’s thinking… 
that this process is-is an ongoing one and that 

239 ?: //fine 
240 ?: [inaud] 
241 Anika: and lead us 
242 
243 
244 
245 
246 
247 
248 
249 
250 
251 
252 
253 
254 
255 
256 
257 
258 
259 
260 
261 
262 
263 
264 

Julie: can I say something about this just in terms of the work teams in general 
[leans back, hands on head] 
um, it… we all are the whether or not,  
I know we have to come back to this question 
[extends right arm, palm forward] 
about who else comes to the retreat,  
but we are leading this process 
like it or not, comfortable with it or not 
it’s not risk-free, [waves right hand in air, palm outward, as she speaks] 
um, and we are going to have to make some calls  
about terminology and language when we’re going from 
[moves curved, slightly cupped hands in a shaping gesture with each word] 
draft, brainstorming, general discussion to  
[hand straight and parallel, moving up and down with these words] 
what we want to produce and share back to them  
it doesn’t mean that its not gonna,  
that it won’t reflect what has gone on into the whole development 
but we are going to have to make those calls and we need to make them 
because otherwise we may perpetuate misconceptions, 
we may perpetuate policies that aren’t appropriate 
and that is our responsibility to change those things 
so I sure HOPE that on the second and third that if we don’t want to see LAZY 
THAT is our time to take it OUT and say that these are the strategies we’re promoting  
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265 
266 
267 
268 
269 

[points fingers out at key words] 
um, beCAUSE we know that that’s a misperception— 
we’re we’re going to have to OWN that 
and we’re going to have to go BACK to the people and defend why or why not some 
things were included or not 

270 Moses: //preach, sister, preach 
271 
272 
273 
274 
275 
276 
277 
278 
279 

Julie: well, I just, I, you know, this is where our leadership is gonna 
hit the road 
these next two months 
and we’re gonna have to own that 
and it doesn’t AT ALL MEAN 
//and I have been through numerous processes such as these// 
that we HAVE NOT HEARD PEOPLE’S VOICES 
we have looked at it in comparison and we are having to produce a document 
that we can share broadly 

 
It is worth examining Julie’s extended assertion of responsibility alongside Moses’ 

delivery of testimonio. Each of these addresses the notion of responsibility, but in 

variously invested ways. For Moses, an African American, this responsibility manifests 

as a personal account that pays homage to past experience and the legacy of history, 

including the traces of history in the present. For Julie, a white school district employee 

and non-community resident, this responsibility manifests in a declaration of 

authorial/moral responsibility to generate a future-oriented text—a community plan that 

must be sold, in effect, to funders, service providers, and the community at large. But this 

interaction resists easy binaries. Yúdice (1991) describes collective testimonial writing as 

heterogeneous, the result of “collaborative dialogues between activist engaged in a 

struggle and politically committed or empathetic transcribers/editors” (p. 17). Taken as 

the statement of a district bureaucrat, Julie’s assertion of authorial leadership reflects a 

desire to generate a plan that will be well received. But taken as the statement of a 

“committed or empathetic transciber/editor,” it reflects the (perhaps impossible) task of 

both speaking for past injustice while silencing its future influence or voice. In this way, 
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Julie’s position mirrors Moses’ and they establish a space of mutual vested interest, 

however complicated and multilayered. Moses’ “preach, sister, preach” (line 270), 

another invocation of African American Church rhetoric, marks this unity, indicating the 

alignment the two share in the spirit of this undertaking. For neither of them is the 

question of keeping or erasing the word “lazy” a simple yes/no matter, a procedural 

question of process versus content. Rather, it is the problematic and multilayered dialectic 

of the absent present. This is the sort of dynamic that informs and energizes potential 

third spaces, but also the sort that resists linear textual representation. 

 

Reginald again brings up the question about changing words, given there are only “11 of 

us in the room” as opposed to the 100 + people who participated in generating root 

causes. Tensions get a bit higher as Julie brings up how long it took for them to write an 

earlier document and states again that changing words doesn’t mean changing intent and 

that this document has to be “palatable”. She does not index for whom it is to be 

palatable, but our analysis of the writing of the plan indicates that, while residents were 

claimed to be primary audiences, an external audience of potential funders and NYS 

Department of Education surfaced as primary (Larson, Webster, & Hopper, 2009). As we 

noted in this work, Julie invokes the concept of wordsmithing to try and move the 

discussion along: 

Excerpt 4: Invoking wordsmithing 
 
316 
317 
318 
319 
320 
321 

Julie: //I think at this stage we shouldn’t be wordsmithing 
my point is when we’re going forward with actual strategies in a document  
[hands in air, horizontal and parallel]  
that’s gonna be vetted  
[brings hands together] 
we don’t want to be promoting ignorance… 
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322 
323 
324 

you know, or promoting ignorance 
that’s our responsibility 
at this point, it’s just brainstorming 

325 Anika: //right. and 
326 Anna: yeah 
327 
328 

Karen: you know, but, but, when we get beyond brainstorming 
we’re making choices and we have to be ready to make those choices 

329 Moses: so the disclaimer about brainstorming takes care of that 
330 Anna: or, or for the record [inaud] unmotivated 

Julie differentiates between wordsmithing and brainstorming in this part of the discussion 

in what seems to be a way to validate their decision to change the word in spite of their 

role as process managers. Her contestation of the text (and the word) illustrates that 

interpretation is not a passive process of trying to figure out what an author meant, but is 

an active process of meaning making. As Duranti (1986) suggests, she links what 

someone said to the larger sociopolitical context and uses this connection to argue for not 

“promoting ignorance” (line 322), a future oriented claim.  

Excerpt 5: Restating the absent presence 
 
370 
371 
372 
373 
374 
375 
376 
377 
378 
379 

Moses: //but that example is not speaking to this because THIS example 
is using the word lazy 
it’s been used to denigrate a category of people, all right 
shiftless and lazy 
all right? 
so I’m having a LITtle bit of trouble 
it’d be, a, to me, it’s in the same category of using the n-word 
all right? I have little bit of problem with that. 
now, if she [indicates Al] says they meant unmotivated, 
then let’s put unmotivated, and put that disclaimer and brainstorm [inaud] 

 

Moses is working against the grand narrative of negative and racialized stereotypes still 

invoked when speaking about African Americans in the US (Jameson, 1991). In lines 

371-373, he indexes how African Americans (“a category of people”) have been 

positioned historically and links this history to the current problem. With this move, he 
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brings together historical narratives with current discourses and his own fight against 

these oppressions (so I’m having a LITle bit of trouble”, line 375). He goes on to indicate 

the urgency of the local situation by connecting the use of “lazy” with the use of the “n-

word” in the larger society, thus indicated his role as agent against oppression, witnessing 

exploitation in the current moment and setting things right. 

At the January 30, 2007 Strategy Team meeting, however, the handout (see figure 3 

below) from the team that had used the word “lazy” to indicate the root cause of 

unemployment showed that the word had been changed to “unmotivated” and that there 

was no disclaimer indicating this was a draft. 
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Figure 3: Strategy Team handout 
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Concluding Discussion 
 
We have argued here that testimonio is a useful theoretical tool to understand how 

collaborative social action builds on heterotopic spaces of personal experience to 

negotiate transformations. Our analyses illustrate that testimonio as personal and 

collective narrative did more than invoke historical social relations; rather, participants 

transcended past, present, and future as they came together to work against the master 

narratives of marginalization. Following FoucaultÕs (1961) conceptualization of 

heterotopic spaces as representing how one sees oneself in a space where one is not (such 

as in a mirror), we can see how Julie and Moses collaborate to unpack and resolve the 

past/present dialectic and not perpetuate misconceptions. The text produced (the handout 

distributed at the next meeting and the larger community plan) carries the traces of these 

histories and reflects the collaborative struggle against oppression Ð the heteroglossic 

testimonio. 

 

The benefit of the ethnographic purview is that it can reflect the heterogeneuous and 

often contestatory work that goes into what may appear in the final result as a unified and 

streamlined effort. Community social action that consistently prioritizes resident voice 

and input can perhaps by necessity never be a linear, simply sequential process. It can 

often be problematic, messy, and conflictual. The upside of this is that it can also 

generate new and unprecedented possibilities – an opening of spaces for collaborative 

authorship, sites of shared understanding and collaboration among variously invested 

individuals with a variety of experiences and backgrounds. This analysis has attempted to 

demonstrate that, seen as potential third spaces where diverse dedicated individuals can 
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generate collective testimonio, community social action efforts can generate opportunities 

for creative and authentic change that responsibly addresses both past and future concerns 

in unforeseen, limitless ways. 
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Transcription from subcommittee meeting 1/4/07 1 
 2 
K: can I just-just one really  3 
 [has had hand raised or resting on head while waiting for a for break in talk]  4 
 nitty gritty little about this thing before it goes out tonight 5 
 um, on the very last page under the housing and community development 6 
 [people turn to indicated page] 7 
 do we really want to hand this out saying um people are lazy?  8 
Many: no:o 9 
?: [deep in-breath] 10 
And: un hn… where’s that? 11 
R: is that what somebody said? 12 
 somebody said that? 13 
?: somebody said that 14 
K: Ah, I…I’m reading it off the paper here [shoulders raised and brought close to body]  15 
G: PEop:le are LA:zy.. [slow, drawn out speech; reading from text] 16 
K: //I mean 17 
G: //or UNinformed 18 
R: if that wah- if that is what somebody SA:ays 19 
Al: th, wa—these-these are direct 20 
?: //quotes 21 
Al: these are direct transcriptions 22 
H?: //are you serious? [[inaud; check language]] 23 
D: I think for ALL this we need to put draft at the table 24 
 on the top of this because this is gonna be refined 25 
?: [inaud] 26 
D: even our group 27 
 I mean there’s certain things in here 28 
 yes, there’s goal setting 29 
 we say we’re going to go back to it after we work on the other types of things 30 
 [several side conversations] 31 
 so it’s, this is not the final cut 32 
?: //just get rid of uninformed 33 
D: I think that’s the important thing 34 
 that in fact we will have chances to review it 35 
 and to, and to mo-modify and move forward 36 
 bec- this is the first draft [spreads arms outward] 37 
R: an- if you—and I agree 38 
 if you write draft on there 39 
 you might, you may-you may also want to make a NOTE 40 
 that this reflects, reflects, that this reflects, reflects 41 
 the, uh, exact discussion of… collective group 42 
 so that it’s not, um 43 
 you know, you have those 44 
 disclaimers that this is not the TV station that’s promoting… 45 
 ah, this face cleaner 46 
 it’s the… it’s just the face cleaner [hands up, fingers spread open as though highlighting text] 47 
K: this does not represent the views of the station [laughs slightly] 48 
R: right 49 
Al: we ah well, there’s a proposal on the table over that we our side discussion  50 
 is change lazy to unmotivated 51 
And: an, well, I, I, an…so… here’s a question 52 
R: //they are one in the same word 53 
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Al: well eyeh…ye:ah… [smiling] 54 
 [J sits back and folds arms] 55 
And: so, ummm…so there’s--so there’s 56 
 it’s an interesting question, right, becizz…[drawn out] 57 
 it’s about, these are people’s IDEAS [rapidly] and  58 
 and this reflects people’s thinking 59 
K: well 60 
 yea but- 61 
 if it was if it was typical of my team 62 
 there would have been a whole discussion about that 63 
 [alternates hands outward in back and forth motion] 64 
 and the word lazy might have been used by one person 65 
 but five other words might have been used by other people 66 
 so the question is which one of those words do you choose 67 
 [moves her hands up and down like a balance] 68 
 since you don’t have a VERBATIM- 69 
 [spreads her hands apart from each other] 70 
And: so there would prob’ly be… 71 
N: //so it’s their assumption [inaud] that people ARE lazy 72 
C: //I think maybe it was the perception that 73 
 [J rises and crosses room to her right] 74 
N: //maybe that’s a perception that [inaud] 75 
?: to sit there and SAY that [inaud] 76 
And: so the question is 77 
 [J returns to seat] 78 
 whose decision is it to change the words 79 
J: well  80 
And:  is it, so…is it the work teams 81 
 that need to decide what gets reflected about their own work (uplift) 82 
K: well 83 
 or is it somebody here makes a decision about that (uplift) 84 
K: well, Alma is 85 
Al: //I’m on that work team 86 
K: on that work team , so I was 87 
Al: //and these were…she mentioned that to me…a:n:d… this 88 
?: what work team was that? 89 
 [laughter from many] 90 
Al: housing… 91 
 I mean THIS [pointing to the paper] 92 
C: did someone really say that 93 
Al: yeah…  94 
And: they said lazy and… 95 
Al: nya-eah… You know basically that exercise with say why, why, why  96 

[moves right hand up and down] 97 
 so that was one of the whys maybe 98 
 if I’m going to be taking editorial authority here 99 
 then we could change it to unmotivated. 100 
D: people are brainstorming 101 
 They’ve said 102 
G?: words 103 
D: they’ve said words [shakes head, as in ‘no’] 104 
And: but does it actually have to be [inaud] 105 
D: but that’s the question 106 
 what’s politically correct and  107 
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 what’s reasonable to assume 108 
And: so what’s…so what’s interesting though if we just take this for one moment… 109 
 what’s interesting, though, in terms of the root cause analysis 110 
 if that’s the reason 111 

people THINK that folks can’t get jobs 112 
 or that folks can’t get housing or--because they’re lazy 113 
 you’re going to come up with STRATEGIES that are quite different ha than if your ROOT Cause 114 

analysis is something else.  115 
so the rea--this makes an excellent illustration of why the root cause analysis is so important.  116 

 the wh, what you get to eventually about what do you believe  117 
 this problem EXISTS 118 
 will help you inform your strategies  119 
 and if it’s about people being lazy 120 
 your strategy’s gonna look very different [inaud: than if?] you think its about 121 
 mm, you know... people not having the right… education 122 
K: not having enough income [opens hands outward] 123 
G: yeah 124 
And: //not having enough income, not having enough educational opportunities, not enough skills  125 
J:  //nn how can you, how can you measure, measure laziness 126 
G: //well but I think it’s the same 127 
J: //I mean, what evidences... do you have of laziness [ironic laugh] 128 
R: [inaud: well then I] but use the word 129 
And: b-but the point I 130 
D:  //[inaud] 131 
J:  //[to D, nodding] I know 132 
G:   //use the word 133 
And: the point is a different one 134 
 the point is around what you believe 135 
 to be the nature of the problem  136 
 and how you then are going to address that nature 137 
  [R raises left hand; keeps it raised] 138 
G: but, but, but the word lazy unfortunately has some 139 
 has roots in slavery because one of the things they said about slaves  140 
 was they were lazy 141 

well they weren’t lazy  142 
they were totally unmotivated 143 

 because they were not gonna be doin’ masters [pronunciation of “masta’s”?] work  144 
 because they weren’t going to be getting anything from that work. 145 
And: //and that’s why 146 
G: so now was that statement lazy used in THAT context?  147 
 or was it so and then you’re unmotivated… 148 
  [K’s taps hands together]  149 
  [J waves hands in air] 150 
 so one of the things we need to do is [inaud: bring businesses?] 151 
J:  how about I’m going to take lazy out—okay?  152 

[arms raised, palms open facing out as in ‘I’m not armed’] 153 
I did not have any editorial authority in this whatsoever 154 

  [G laughs] 155 
  [J smoothes hair behind her ears; raises hands again] 156 
 because… it came from the teams 157 
R:  [left hand still raised] I’m gonna, I’m gonna 158 
J: Soo, I will take lazy out [hands behind head] 159 
R: I’m a little concerned, I’m a little concerned with removing words 160 
  [Ant raises left hand with finger pointed. Lowers hand as R speaks] 161 
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 I think that a part of, I think that a part of  162 
 what we do and what we really have to get down to and 163 
 and I like that LOGIC  164 
  [hand back and forth, thumb and index finger together as if to emphasize a precise point] 165 
 that you use is that sometimes we SOFten words so they sound like something different 166 
 I, I’ll give you and example-- 167 
 I’ll go I’ll go right for the jugular, when you talk about race  168 

[turns to face the group more directly] 169 
 if somebody, let’s talk about social class [uses hands in point-making gestures back and forth] 170 
 if somebody from a different social class is a policy maker and they think that people are poor 171 
 because they’re lazy and they don’t wanna work 172 
 no need of saying oh, you know, they just don’t understand opportunity 173 
 exposing ‘em to opportunity is not gonna fix LAzy, if what you think is the roots causes of-- 174 
 --say that and let’s DEAL with it for what it IS [back of hand to palm for emphasis] 175 
G: //[inaud] 176 
J: yeah, but,  177 
G: the problem could be they don’t UNDERSTAND  178 
J: //well, but [hands clasped, in front of mouth] 179 
R: //that’s not the problem… it’s the--its’ the 180 
?: //that’s the percep-- 181 
R: it’s what people SAY 182 
G: the perception [assumption?] is based in their IGNORANCE [points right index finger left]  183 
Many: //the perception 184 
Ant: //[inaud] 185 
?: //and that’s go:od [inaud: ?] 186 
And: and that’s the conversation and so the question then in our work teams 187 
 is to fig—they have to have a conversation about what they really think as a GROUP about 188 
 that root cause analysis around [rapidly] how to do community development 189 
J: //[inaud?] 190 
G: [inaud: it’s compromising?] 191 
And: it’s a conversation for them to have 192 
G: //we’re-we’re having two conversations 193 
 compromise on THIS is DO NOT take lazy out  194 
 but IN parentheses behind it  195 
 put the word unmotivated with a question mark behind it 196 
  [brief silence]… 197 
?: question mark 198 
R: or just put perception IS or someone’s perception IS 199 
Many: [nodding] perception 200 
G: or perception [makes parentheses shapes with hands in air] either, eith-but just put that [makes 201 

hand parentheses again] and you’re fine [keeps hands open and out in front of him] ok:AY? 202 
And: but isn’t—all… aren’t 203 
R: ALL of these  204 
And: //perceptions 205 
R: perceptions [nodding] exactly 206 
J: community perceptions 207 
And: so maybe just a STATEMENT at the beginning saying this reflects the CURRENT thinking 208 
G: //fine 209 
And: because the CURRENT thinking 210 
G: //fine 211 
J&?: participants, brainstorming 212 
G: brainstorming 213 
R: brainstorming 214 
K: there’s only one person here who knows what that conversation was 215 
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 and that’s Alma 216 
 so I think it’s Alma’s call based on what she heard and what reflects 217 
G: //fine 218 
K: what was actually said and heard 219 
G: //fine 220 
Al: and my call would be unmotivated 221 
 if you want, I mean, if George, if Geo-- 222 
G: //you don’t have to please me  223 
Al: no, but—I guess, just, just saying unmotivated because if you look at the next 224 
 you know, the next why, it’s no motivation [pauses, looks up, tilts head] 225 
 came out, so, it was a link to—it, you know.. 226 
  [K rests chin in fists] 227 
And: but then it, it doesn’t… the FLOW of that root cause analysis is 228 
H: where’s lazy? I don’t see lazy 229 
And: [rapid; stuccato?] okay. SO. 230 
J: //here’s, here’s –aeh [rubs forehead] 231 
And: //is there a wa:ay— [rapidly] let me just make a suggestion 232 
 is there a way that…this can say  233 

[rapidly] what Dirk suggested… DRA:FT  234 
 that this just reflects the the CURRENT conversations 235 
 that we all understand are ONgoing and we’re going to be influencing each other’s thinking… 236 
 that this process is-is an ongoing one and that 237 
?: //fine 238 
?: [inaud] 239 
And: and lead us 240 
J: can I say something about this just in terms of the work teams in general 241 
 [leans back, hands on head] 242 
 um, it… we all are the whether or not, I know we have to come back to this question [extends 243 

right arm, palm forward]about who else comes to the retreat, but 244 
 we are leading this process 245 
 like it or not, comfortable with it or not 246 
 it’s not risk-free, [waves right hand in air, palm outward, as she speaks] 247 
 um, and we are going to have to make some calls  248 
 about terminology and language when we’re going from 249 
 [moves curved, slightly cupped hands in a shaping gesture with each word] 250 
 draft, brainstorming, general discussion to  251 
 [hand straight and parallel, moving up and down with these words] 252 
 what we want to produce and share back to them  253 

it doesn’t mean that its not gonna,  254 
that it won’t reflect what has gone on into the whole development 255 

 but we are going to have to make those calls and we need to make them 256 
 because otherwise we may perpetuate misconceptions, 257 
 we may perpetuate policies that aren’t appropriate 258 
 and that is our responsibility to change those things 259 
 so I sure HOPE that on the second and third that if we don’t want to see LAZY 260 
 THAT is our time to take it OUT and say that these are the strategies we’re promoting  261 
 [points fingers out at key words] 262 
 um, beCAUSE we know that that’s a misperception—we’re we’re going to have to OWN that 263 
 and we’re going to have to go BACK to the people and defend why or why not some things were 264 

included or not 265 
G: //preach, sister, preach 266 
J: well, I just, I, you know, this is where our leadership is gonna 267 
 hit the road 268 
 these next two months 269 
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 and we’re gonna have to own that 270 
 and it doesn’t AT ALL MEAN 271 
 //and I have been through numerous processes such as these// 272 
 that we HAVE NOT HEARD PEOPLE’S VOICES 273 
 we have looked at it in comparison and we are having to produce a document 274 
 that we can share broadly 275 
Ant: But I feel that that right there [gestures to George?] gives us… an understanding 276 
 on some of the perceptions 277 
R: //perceptions 278 
J: //yes [extends right arm to Ant] 279 
Ant: at the table 280 
J: //yes, yes [stretching right arm out toward Ant and back as she speaks 281 
Ant: I mean some people actually, that’s their world 282 
?: //that’s how they fe:el 283 
Ant: you’re lazy, that’s why you’re [inaud] this and that  284 
J: //yes. you’re right 285 
Ant: TO ME, we need to address that because people may not [inaud] 286 
J: //YES--but the LANGuage with which we choose to address it  287 
 if we look at how long it took us  288 
 six months ago to CRAFT the where are we now statement 289 
 and, and the whole thing about the MYTHS that were out there 290 
 I mean this was very similar to the MYTHS 291 
 and the misconceptions discussion 292 
 [extends hands forward, alternating left and right; fingers close together] 293 
 we made sure that we framed it in a way  294 
 that didn’t say the district was you know this evil incarnate 295 
 but that it was perceived blah blah blah blah blah 296 
 that doesn’t mean that you’re changing the intent 297 
 but it does mean that you’re presenting it in a way that-that is fair  298 
 and, um, that’s palatable [hands forward, palms up like a platter] 299 
R: [hands on top of head] yeah, Jana, I guess, I guess my thinking is, I agree 300 
 I think that we have a responsibility to… to manage a PROCESS 301 
J: //right [ or good?] 302 
R: and, and I think that sometimes words can be changed to replace other words 303 

[both hands above head, fingers “flash” open and closed] 304 
 I think that the looming question for us is that there’s eleven of us in the room 305 
 what is the preference of the group 306 
 and I guess what I’m saying is 307 
 if, in fact, somebody is saying lazy, and I’ve heard people in the community say 308 
 people are just sheer lazy 309 
G: //yes 310 
R: I mean, I’ve heard people say it 311 
 if that’s what this person’s perception is and they’ve said it, 312 
 my only thing is… leave it 313 
 it doesn’t, ah, I’m just one in eleven, so if the other eleven say no change it,  314 
 I’m good with it 315 
J: //I think at this stage we shouldn’t be wordsmithing 316 
 my point is when we’re going forward with actual strategies in a document  317 
 [hands in air, horizontal and parallel]  318 
 that’s gonna be vetted [brings hands together] 319 
 we don’t want to be promoting ignorance… 320 

you know, or promoting ignorance 321 
 that’s our responsibility 322 
 at this point, it’s just brainstorming 323 
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Al: //right. and  324 
K: yeah 325 
J: you know, but, but, when we get beyond brainstorming 326 
 we’re making choices and we have to be ready to make those choices 327 
G: so the disclaimer about brainstorming takes care of that 328 
H: [softly] can we move forward? 329 
Al: or, or for the record [inaud] unmotivated 330 
H: can we move forward? 331 
J: okay. I’ll do unmotivated. I’ll write evolving draft 332 
 reflects collective discussion and brainstorming 333 
H: can we just move… 334 
And: okay. so, so, we’re going to stay as such and we’re going to work with that addition 335 
Al: well, I guess I just mentioned that that the intention was unmotivated [K removes jacket. J gets 336 

up and goes to laptop at back of room] 337 
 so I would be COMFORTABLE changing it to unmotivated 338 
 [Al sets water bottle down. K taps pen on table vertically] 339 
And: um, so, and I heard you [gestures to R?] saying that… we…I guess… 340 
 do we need to make a—who’s decision is it to make—is this the group’s decision because you’re 341 

saying 342 
Ant?: the group’s 343 
And: Al was there, yes, and  344 
G: //and she knows 345 
 [N raises hand] 346 
And: //yes 347 
G: she knows the intent of that statement 348 
And: but whose decision is that to make, about what gets said 349 
 what gets put into print 350 
 [K raises hand] 351 
R: can I, I can, I can, I guess I can acquiesce to our making a decision however,  352 
 however, as Jana points out 353 
 at some later point it’s a process--  354 

decision has to be made 355 
J: //right 356 
R: because, you know, I’m still of the opinion 357 
 that if, if, if I’m trying to find out from a donor why don’t you give 358 
 and he says because non profits waste money an they’re feeding people who don’t want to work 359 
 I want to know that, I want to know that verbatim [left hand forward] 360 
?: //right 361 
?: //[inaud] 362 
R: not, not, oh, I think that the money could be spent a little bit different-- 363 
 no, that’s not what you said 364 
 what you said is we’re wasting money on people who don’t wanna work 365 
 …so it’s those, those, specific those particulars frequently help us to move to resolve 366 
And: //right 367 
G: //but 368 
R: so for right now, I can let this go [right hand in circular motion] 369 
G: //but that example is not speaking to this because THIS example 370 
 is using the word lazy 371 
 it’s been used to denigrate a category of people, all right 372 
 shiftless and lazy 373 
 all right? 374 
 so I’m having a LITtle bit of trouble 375 
 it’d be, a, to me, it’s in the same category of using the n-word 376 
 all right? I have little bit of problem with that. 377 
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 now, if she [indicates Al] says they meant unmotivated, 378 
 then let’s put unmotivated, and put that disclaimer and brainstorm [inaud] 379 
And: [inaud] 380 
D: G, what you just said is—we don’t know who said it 381 
 maybe it was a black guy who said it 382 
Al: //it was…it was a black guy [?] 383 
G: //but it’s still, it’s still, but no… 384 
J: //[inaud] 385 
D: //come on 386 
 [J makes director’s “cut” gesture to And—(or to JL?)] 387 
G: that, that 388 
D: I [inaud] use the n-word versus [inaud] 389 
G: //that’s my point…whether it’s black or white 390 
 using it doesn’t make a difference 391 
 it is inappropriate 392 
 [D gestures hands outward as in shrug or question] 393 
And: so the so the 394 
G: it is it is keeping alive something that wasn’t [inaud] 395 
And: //so the 396 
Ant: //a perception 397 
G: it was a misunderstanding and it was ignorance from the person that was looking at it 398 
And: okay 399 
G: because they said they were lazy when they [inaud] they did not want to do that work because it 400 

was no profit in it for them 401 
 no hope for them  402 

and no way out for them 403 
R: but I have people in the community who will tell you I don’t wanna work 404 
G: fine 405 
R: now, I got a sister, my sister, my sister, my flesh and blood sister 406 
 told me she don’t wanna work [hits table top] 407 
G: I’ve had , I’ve had 408 
R: //now 409 
G: people in MY family tell me that 410 
R: [inaud] nothing to do with being black [?], she just don’t wanna work 411 
G: but they turned around and worked when I found another way to motivate them 412 
And: //so let me let me just say we 413 
 [G and R look at each other and around the room. people smile] 414 
 [J and H have side conversation. J covers face with papers] 415 
K: I’m sorry I brought this up 416 
G: I mean you brought--the word HAS, the word has a historical significance 417 
 we don’t sweep that under the rug 418 
 that’s why we we’re in the problems we’re in nowadays 419 
 that’s why were sitting TALKing about categories 420 
 instead of talking about individuals 421 
And: so can, let me, let me, let me, let me jump in  422 
 and say 423 
 WE have also, we have developed one of these principles around 424 
 really, um, honoring people’s OWN words 425 
 whatever they are and whatever impact they may even have on us 426 
 …and that if this is, I would suggest that if this is what people are saying 427 
 we go forward with the disclaimer…at this pint and leave it at that  428 

[J raises hand while looking down and writing] 429 
 going forward as J has said we will have to have 430 
 some serious conversations and decisions about CHANGING [arm out, leans forward] 431 
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 anything that has been stated in ways that could be seen as 432 
?: //offensive 433 
And: offensive, could perpetuate myths, could— 434 
 it’s about framing 435 
 right now we’re not framing 436 
 what we’re doing is transcribing 437 
G: And, I already agreed to that 438 
 but when the discussion continued 439 
 and, and the word was being [inaud] 440 
 that is an affronting WORD 441 

[points right index finger down on table] 442 
 and it is out of ignorance. NOW 443 
 the negotiation I don’t really agree to 444 
 they were going to do it that way I said fine 445 
 I even said let her make the call, 446 
 but I want people to understand now that is an affronting word 447 
 and it is, it does carry baggage with it 448 
And: absolutely. it’s like…sss…yes. 449 
R: a process question 450 
And: all right. so let’s we now have a document that is going to be shared… 451 


