
`̀Conceptualizing space as open, multiple and relational, unfinished and always
becoming, is a prerequisite for history to be open and thus a prerequisite, too, for
the politics of possibility.''

For Space, Doreen Massey (2005, page 59)

Introduction
In this paper we examine the linkages between researchers' modes of engagement in
the field and the representations/stories that are told about urban space. We then
report on two strategies for enacting a critical geographical standpoint that specifically
focuses on ways for researchers to `place' themselves in relation to the projects and
people they are examining. Drawing on diverse literatures concerned with the conduct
of research and its political ^ ethical dimensions, we begin our exploration by suggest-
ing that, although the research act may be imagined as being informed by a progressive
politics, it must be founded upon a mode of engagement that mobilizes this sentiment.
Our concern with the research act as it relates to urban studies is that many stories
about cities and change are founded upon spatial and scalar scaffolding, resulting in
oversimplified renditions of unified urban trajectories, concealing spatial copresence
and agencyöthe diversity of projects and ways of being that are unfolding alongside
each other. We situate our intervention within the more general literature on critical
studies, particularly within urban geography and sociology, which has been concerned
with the relationship between the ``practice and purpose of academic research and
knowledge'' (Lees, 1999, page 377).

Academics have long grappled with the politics of producing knowledge, and in
urban studies this has especially been the case. For example, Bunge's èxpeditions'
(Merrifield, 1995) in Detroit and Toronto specifically sought to facilitate opportunities
for academics and urban residents to work together to build an activist-oriented knowl-
edge that supported social change. As Merrifield (1995) states, `̀ the philosophical
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trajectory of Bunge's project followed Schaffer's earlier contention that spatial relations
rather than mere description are the subject matter of a rigorous geography'' (page 59).
Sandercock (2003a) makes a related point that our academic accounts of the city are
more than description: rather, they, become `̀ constitutive of urban reality'' (page 12).
While it is widely accepted (at least in critical urban studies) that the production of
knowledge is a political activity that has a myriad of consequences for researchers and
other subjects alike, some have claimed that the `new' urban geography (and, we add,
sociology) which embrace the aforementioned tenets on knowledge/power `̀ offer little in
the way of methodological description to its practitioners'' (Lees, 2003, page 110).

Drawing on these, and other, critical urban researchers, we contend that this issue
of theorizing the urban and its productive force must continue to be interrogated, and
that actual attempts to create `new' modes of interaction between academic researchers
and others need to be documented, especially in light of the overwhelmingly abstract
treatment of activism and the academy in recent writings (Lees, 1999). A central part of
this effort is to generate multiple accounts of cities in order to illustrate the diversity
of orientations and analyses that people have toward these spaces. This is significant at
the present historical moment, as the overarching, intertwined narratives of global-
ization and neoliberal governance are increasingly deployed as the lens through which
the transformation of urban space is written. The former has focused on the ways that
cities are networked into circuits of capital, at times reifying a single urban trajectory
on which some cities have advantages over others (Robinson, 2006; Smith, 2001). The
latter has provided theoretically rich examinations of the ways that state ^market ^
society relations are conceived and put into practice to transform urban space (Brenner
and Theodore, 2002), yet many studies examining neoliberal policy design and imple-
mentation have given short shrift to human agency, thus concealing the fact that
outcomes of the projects are complex and fragile achievements. Physical and social
spaces of the city are created out of contestation between networks of actors with
diverse geographical imaginations of what they want the city to be. The stories pro-
duced through academic research need to reflect this spatial copresence, if for no other
reason than to embrace a politics of possibility that denaturalizes the idea of a single,
unified trajectory within which all urban stakeholders operate (Urry, 2002).

In response to the widespread usage of terms such as `globalization' and `neo-
liberalism' as a type of shorthand for ephemeral and disembodied power structures
imposing themselves upon localities, urban scholars have pushed back against this
tendency with calls for a more complex spatial analysis. In the editorial piece entitled,
`̀An urban geography of possibility'', Prytherch and Marston (2005) suggest that

`̀ urban geographers are well poised to respond to this work through research and
activism that engages the city as a site of practical agency ... [by taking] up a more
process-based understanding not only of how the myriad social agents who make
up the city interpret the flows and imaginaries that originate from elsewhere but
also of how agents embody, act upon and produce their own flows and imaginaries,
making their localities and the world in the process'' (page 98).

This call for an embodied and agentic city closely parallels pleas to balance the pre-
vailing `̀ pathological urbanism'' (Lees, 2004) with an understanding of urban space as
emancipatory and full of potential. Sandercock's (2003b) vision of the mongrel city
expresses a similar concern for a `̀ possibility of a togetherness in difference'' (page 2)
as she identifies obstacles to and suggests ways for a progressive, multicultural urban
existence.

Such utopist (or simply hopeful) images of cities seem to be incompatible with
research that tells unified stories of coherent and enduring structures which reside
nowhere but act everywhere, leaving little room for recognizing/producing spatial
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copresence or multiple contemporaneous trajectories (Massey, 2005). In order to be a
part of creating stories that reflect the multiplicity of projects that intersect in cities
and the ways in which stakeholders operate to create or resist certain possible futures,
we suggest that researchers might continue to develop modes of engagement that place
them alongside other actors as cocreators of alternative routes and futures.

In this paper we report on our attempts to promote and enact modes of research
that situate us as one of many stakeholders involved in urban revitalization efforts for
the purposes of opening discussions and action. Three interrelated goals of this
approach toward studying cities are: (1) to dehyphenate the research actöto rearticulate
the researchers and the act of conducting research as being ontologically and episte-
mologically similar to any other actor and action that constitutes the transformation of
urban space [see Haraway's (1988) discussion of avoiding the omnipotent `̀ god-trick''];
(2) to build relationshipsöviewing the value of research as being linked to the relation-
ships between researchers and other actors/stakeholders, including the projects they
may initiate together; and (3) to promote multivocalityörevealing the copresence of
diverse narratives/perspectives/desires around the transformation of urban space, and
sharing these discourses between stakeholders who might otherwise not engage in such
dialogue.

We position our discussion at the intersection of multiple interrelated dialogues
that are currently ongoing among geographers. However, many of the issues we raise in
the paper have histories and currency that reach across disciplinesöparticularly as
they relate to qualitative research and methodology in sociology. In the next section we
review relevant ideas, from within geography as well as from without, focusing on the
interconnected questions surrounding the conduct of research and representation as
they relate to activism. We contribute to the current scholarly debate by articulating a
mode of engagement that places the researcher alongside other actors, and by report-
ing on two strategies we developedögrounded interviewing and the creation of a
public research memoöin order to put our mode of engagement into action.

Current debates
Three overlapping strands of discussion within geography have informed our thinking
in this paper. The first one investigates the question of what constitutes c̀ritical' work
and has spurred much debate among critical geographers (Blomley, 2006; Castree,
2000; Peet, 2000; Sakho, 2003; Tickell, 1998). Commentaries have spotlighted concerns
over the relevance and emergence of an institutionalized, formulaic, and thus `uncritical'
critical geography (Blomley, 2006), set against a history of radical, political engagement
with issues of poverty and social injustice (Castree, 2000; Tickell, 1998). A second
point of debate that is closely linked to the first makes problematic the position of
the academic as activist (Blomley, 1994; Kitchin and Hubbard, 1999; Maxey, 1999;
Routledge, 2004) and seeks to identify viable and ethical routes through which they
may effect social change. These discussions are themselves embedded in a broader
dialogue concerning the relationship of academia to the nonacademic world, expressing
geographers' frustration over the corporatization of universities and its impact on
definitions of legitimate research and knowledge production (Castree and Sparke,
2000; Tickell, 1995; Waterstone, 2004). The third line of scholarly debate scrutinizes
participatory research practices as methodological possibilities for critical and activist
work (Mohan, 1999; Pain, 2003; 2004; Pain and Francis, 2003), engaging many issues
that are being contested in methodological writings across the social sciences. This set
of literature, reviewed below, provides a more explicit link to the questions we raise in
this paper regarding strategies of research that facilitate critical assessment as well as
social impact.
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A researcher's mode of engagement not only defines the research process itself but
also shapes the stories and representations that are produced. A substantial literature
on social inquiry and representation has critiqued the deployment of positivist epis-
temology that encourages a sociospatial separation between researchers and subjects.
In particular, there has been lively debate over: (1) the relationships which researchers
create with those about whom they are writing, and (2) the act of analyzing and
writing up research experiences. These concerns have constituted a reevaluation of
research practice, which has brought about a variety of responses to political ^ ethical,
as well as epistemological, challenges faced by researchers (Denzin and Lincoln, 2000).

In much of this work scholars are seeking to create more responsible relationships
with those with whom they are engaging in research projects (Denzin and Lincoln,
2000). For example, Fox (2003) contends that `̀ research cannot be seen as an inde-
pendent activity, but must be seen within the ongoing ethical and political engagements
of all the participants: both researchers and researched'' (page 94). Fuller (1999),
drawing on Bunge's geographical expedition in Detroit, highlights the complexity of
repositioning, whereby knowledge production does not hinge on the privilege of a
narrow academic identification. He contends that

`̀ In order for the academic to counter oppression (s)he must occupy a space in which
the situatedness of our knowledges and positionalities is constantly renegotiated
and critically engaged with. This space necessarily involves the removal of artificial
boundaries between researcher, activist, teacher and person, and proposes instead
movement between these various identities in order to facilitate engagement
between and within them'' (page 223).

Thus, research activities that seek to understand transformations of urban space
become a part of the action, ontologically and ethically similar to practices in which
other stakeholders engage in creating change.

Concern over the way(s) in which researchers place themselves in relation to those
they are studying directly challenges the `insider ^ outsider' dichotomy that character-
izes positivist fieldwork. Since the mid-20th century, the possibility of studying
`a people' or `a place' has been critically debated, especially in anthropology. A key
reason is that what were once considered to be discrete, territorialized cultures become
reconceptualized as being constituted by extended relational networks and flows
(Gupta and Ferguson, 2001). When researchers enter into these networks, they become
implicated as part of the dynamic that produces futures.

This understanding has reframed the insider ^ outsider dichotomy in terms of self
and other', sparking debate around the ethics of conducting research among oppressed
or disenfranchized people (Patai, 1991). Feminist thinkers were among the first to
problematize the intrinsic patriarchy of mainstream social-scientific investigations,
and have developed research perspectives that reflect and act upon political and power
dimensions in research (Fonow and Cook, 1991; Koehn, 1998; McDowell, 1999; Rose,
1993). Scholars employing feminist perspectives often embrace the value of personal
experiences and feelings during the research act, and advocate rapport and solidarity
between researcher and researched in order to prevent exploitation during the research
process (Reinharz, 1992). Likewise, arguments for participatory research, for making
the `other' an integral part of the research processöincluding data collection, analysis,
and write-upöalso reveal efforts to offset the power imbalance and work towards
egalitarian coauthorship (Kindon, 1995; McDowell, 1992; McIntyre, 2000).

This concern for sharing many or all aspects of the research process with participants,
the basic tenet of participatory research, has produced a number of creative and
innovative techniques for gathering data in social geography projects. These are
typically deployed within one of four participatory frameworks (Pain and Francis,
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2003): participatory appraisal, participatory rural appraisal, rapid rural appraisal, and
participatory action research. Participatory mapping (Cravey et al, 2000; Schaller
and Modan, 2005), the use of innovative media such as video or photography
(McIntyre, 2000; Rose, 2001), as well as reaching people through various art forms
(Mattingly, 2001; Pratt and Kirby, 2003), aim to engage participants through avenues
capable of capturing the complexities of their experiences. Pain and Francis (2003),
while optimistic about alternative methodologies, also emphasize the need for height-
ened reflexivity to guard against blind applications that neither achieve participation
nor effect social change.

Reflexivity, or confronting and coming to terms with researchers' own subjecti-
vities in relation to what and whom they are researching, has been central to many
accounts. Fine (1994) frames the issue as tending to `̀ the hyphen at which Self ^Other
join in the politics of everyday life, that is, the hyphen that both separates and merges
personal identities with our inventions of Others'' (page 70). This involves an ongoing
confrontation with one's ideas, beliefs, and feelings that may lead to premature value
judgments and interpretations about the people and practices one is studying. Rose
(1997), however, questions the possibility of a `transparent reflexivity' that allows full
self-disclosure to the researcher. If the researcher's goal is to place academic knowledge
in conversation and negotiation with other knowledges to ``produce nongeneral-
izing knowledges'' (page 318), then the focus has to lie on making connections, on
producing gaps in researchers' academic interpretation, and on learning to seek out
uncertainties.

A significant aspect of reflexivity in relation to others and self during episodes of
data collection concerns the realm of representation, that is, the stories that are told
(Hertz, 1997; Mohammad, 2001; Tierney and Lincoln, 1997). Two interrelated concerns
have been: (a) how do researchers adequately and authentically give voice to other
research participants, and (b) how much of ourselves do we incorporate into textual
accounts of research? With regard to the former, Johnson-Bailey (2004, page 128)
argues for narrative research that offers a unique opportunity for `̀ letting the `Other'
speak'' while maintaining the need for the researcher to analyze the stories as well. Yet,
Fine et al (2000, page 120) point to the tendency of researchers to leave historically
marginalized voices unaltered and speaking for themselves, while `theorizing' and
interpreting the voices of more privileged groups. This has certainly permeated urban
studies as many projects tend towards theorizing the political ^ economic motives of
urban èlites' while providing less attention to the conceptualization of those who are
placed in less powerful positions. Scholars have also tried to counter their self-doubt
and anxiety over adequate representation by incorporating autobiographical details
into their research accounts (Behar, 1993; Ley and Mountz, 2001; Western, 1992).
In so doing, they have redrawn, blurred, and erased many of the long-standing binaries
of social-science inquiry in an attempt to resurrect the emotive ^ embodied presence of
the researcher, replacing the Cartesian, bodiless researcher with one who experiences
and understands the world through corporeal existence in it.

This revision of oppositional binaries is an important step toward the ontological
and epistemological position we are advocating for the conduct of research in urban
studies. Yet, rather than fully addressing the deployment of binaries, much of the
discussion within qualitative inquiry concerning positionality and representation still
operates within a dichotomous logic. `Self' and `other' simply reaffirm the researcher as
essentially different, and generate new sets of binary concepts through which to capture
the research process. Fox (2003) contends that issues of method, representation, or
evaluation that are framed by the self ^ other distinction inadvertently contribute to the
ensuing division between research and practice.
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If urban researchers are to be poised to examine how social actors actively interpret
and create the city and the world, then we must also be poised to critically examine
how we do this as well. We suggest that there is an underlying connection between
the mode of engagement that researchers perform and the stories that they produce.
A critical urban research agenda, then, is about activities that seek to be a part of
creating social justice, rather than just speaking about it (Fuller and Kitchin, 2004;
Lees, 2004). Placing ourselves and the research act as part of the ongoing activities
that constitute urban change efforts opens up the possibility to not only listen and
document, but to also actively create.

Alternative modes of engagement
As Ian Maxey observes, `̀ We are in a sense all activists, as we are all engaged in
producing the world'' (1999, page 201). Taking his idea one step further, we argue
that researchers are activists because they activate conversations that work with people's
perceptions of what is, what is possible, and what they desire or prefer. The research act
creates enabling conditions for discussion, the sharing of ideas and information, and for
action.When the purpose of research shifts from identifying, theorizing, and telling the
most accessible stories about the way cities are being reimagined and reengineered to
critically engaging the spatial narratives that underpin everyday practices of partic-
ipants, this can result in the interrogation of current practices and trajectories, how
they intersect, and the active roles that people play in supporting or resisting them.
A necessary component of creating agent-based knowledge about the city is to draw on
debates in geography that have challenged perspectives that rely on the maintenance of
binary oppositions, that is, global ^ local, place ^ space, objectivity ^ subjectivity, to
naturalize a single trajectory of progress or ontological separation between actors
operating from different places (Marston et al, 2005; Dixon and Jones, 2004; Gibson-
Graham, 2003). The research act becomes a part of creating a politics of possibility by
`̀ conceptualizing space as open, multiple and relational, unfinished and always becoming''
(Massey, 2005, page 59). As such, research is prone to the contingency, indeterminacy, and
complexity we attribute to everyday action and interaction.

A series of articles on gentrification and urban public policy have pointed toward
the importance of working with different urban stakeholders to mutually imagine,
create, and deploy alternative discourses that rival accepted knowledge around gentri-
fication. Lees (2000) posited that we might learn more about gentrification by
`̀ rigorous deconstruction of not only the process of gentrification but also discourses
on gentrification'' (page 404, original emphasis). She was interested in moving toward
studies that explicitly discussed how academic knowledge on gentrification was
created and deployed. Since then some movement has been made to at least examine
how public policy producers (that is, planners, city officials, and, yes, some aca-
demics!) have taken sets of activities that might be considered gentrification, and
instead recast them as deconcentrating neighborhood poverty and social mixing,
both of which promise to benefit low-income as well as higher income households
(Slater, 2007; Slater et al, 2004). Whitzman and Slater (2006) move further in their
treatment of urban socio-spatial knowledge(s) by suggesting that production of alter-
native narratives to ``neighborhood decline'' might ``justify a different set of policies,
one that recognizes the continuity of inexpensive rental housing options and seeks to
preserve and enhance these options'' (page 675). Fraser (2004) adds that working
with disenfranchized groups to build gentrification knowledge can be especially
powerful in showing how seemingly innocuous US housing policy that focuses on
homeownership actually is mobilized by one set of neighborhood residents to keep
certain groups of potential residents from making claims on neighborhood space.
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Together, these studies on gentrification mark a research agenda that includes a range of
agents to develop dynamic understandings about how `̀ the complex reality of apparently
stable objects ... are always held together and animated by processes excessive of form
and position'' (Latham and McCormack, 2004, page 705). By engaging research subjects
as cocollaborators, our understanding of the politics of producing and deploying knowl-
edge about the urban may be more socially just and lead toward unexpected and
progressive movement.

The link between the conduct of research and the stories that are told about cities
is the development of relationships between researcher and other actors that create the
conditions for critical dialogue, for `̀ cities must be founded in the imagination as
securely as they are founded upon earth'' (Willis, 1999, page 9). This opening for
conarrating a range of possible futures and routes toward them operates to destabilize
the modernist myth of a single trajectory of development. In an interview, this means
abandoning the obligatory discourse roles of interviewer ^ interviewee in favor of a
more collaborative event. Interviews are not opportunities for researchers to retrieve
people's fixed ideas and beliefs that somehow preexist the present moment. Rather,
they are unfolding conversational encounters shaped by a multitude of factors, includ-
ing the relationships between the people involved (Goffman, 1983). As a result, the
research interview becomes a site where mutually constructed stories about urban
existence emerge rather than a unidirectional articulation of preformed thoughts
from participant to researcher.

Beyond the encounters with individual actors or stakeholder groups, the mode of
engagement we develop includes mobilizing these diverse narratives across social space
to promote multivocalityöthe recognition of spatial copresence between actors. While
social and spatial mobility is an ongoing and partial achievement, urban researchers,
by virtue of our interests in examining how cities operate and change, are poised to be
a part of creating discursive links among stakeholders who may be only indirectly
connected. As we illustrate below, this mode of engagement entails dissemination of
ideas, opinions, and concerns from one conversational encounter to others for a
variety of purposes that stem from other actors as well as researchers.

While this mode of engagement shows obvious connections to forms of par-
ticipatory research, it is distinct from it in that it does not presuppose a view of
community as a unified group of actors but, rather, emphasizes the existence
of multiple narratives and images of the city in any given sociospatial location. As
Pain (2004) points out, ignoring inequality or differences of opinion among `commu-
nity' members can jeopardize the emancipatory sentiment that usually buttresses
participatory research. Given the importance of narratives in constituting how we
know people and places (Back and Keith, 2004, page 62), we see our participation in
webs of conversations as being about ``escaping, however momentarily, particular
forms of disciplined selves and sharing something with a stranger, communicating
across boundaries that might only be the product of time and space but are no less
powerful for being so'' (Back and Keith, 2004, page 69). If our goal is simultaneously
to be critical and to work towards an emancipatory, mongrel city, a mode of engage-
ment that compels us to negotiate knowledge and expand the web of narratives about
the city seems defensible.

In the remaining sections of the paper we discuss and illustrate two research
practices: (1) grounded interviewing and (2) the public research memo. We have
employed both to illustrate an alternative mode of engagement in studying the ways
cities are being transformed.
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Grounded interviewing
We define `grounded interviewing' as the intentional practice of making discourses
mobile (and mobilizing discourse) during the conduct of research.(1) As we have dis-
cussed more generally, the purposes of this research practice are to acknowledge spatial
copresence (Cox, 1998) and to mobilize spatial narratives. Drawing on Gibson-Graham's
work (2002) we contend that what is at stake is a politics of possibility, and we add that
researchers are as much a part of creating spaces for this dialogue and action as any
other actor who is enmeshed in the networks of social relations that give place its
meaning and form. The actual practice of grounded interviewing may involve steps
that are characteristic of systematic research efforts, including decision making around
the research agenda, the interview guide, sampling, as well as other mundane matters.
What distinguishes grounded interviewing from typical approaches to interview data
collection is the relationship between participants, and that the narratives created
during each of these conversational encounters may be incorporated into subsequent
interviews. Below is an illustration of how we conducted grounded interviewing.

Talking arts and culture: downtown revitalization in Durham
In 2003 the City of Durham, North Carolina, developed a cultural master plan to
guide the ways that arts and culture would inform economic development and the
revitalization of the downtown district. During that same period a diverse group of
citizens, dubbed the Arts and Business Coalition of Durham (ABCD), inserted them-
selves into the conversation by providing a forum for people to speak their minds
about just how the downtown ought to be revitalized and for whom. There was
growing concern by some members of the ABCD group that the city was gearing its
efforts toward attracting large, private sector employers by providing a high level of
subsidy to support the development of one part of the cityöthe American Tobacco
Historic District (ATHD). In particular, some groups of people felt that the city was
developing a corporate, cultural landscapeöa© la Disneylandöwithout significantly
supporting long-time residents and small businesses in the downtown district. These
concerns were voiced through ABCD in a successful fight to stop Clear Channel Inc.,
a multimedia entertainment conglomerate, from developing and managing an event
center in the city. Many people on the ABCD listserv posted that Clear Channel had a
reputation for destroying local clubs and music communities, while supporters of the
Clear Channel event center project claimed that it would foster economic development
for all. At the center of debate was the question: what type of relationship did the city
of Durham want to foster between economic development and the city's arts and
culture in relation to the revitalization of the downtown district?

We were solicited by the Urban Land Institute (ULI) to write a paper examining
this issue. The project attracted interest from multiple groups operating in the City of
Durham from the public, private, and nonprofit sectors. Our own research agenda was
to understand the different ways that people talked about how urban revitalization
would occur, the actors involved, and for whom the city would be built. In order to
accomplish both sets of research objectives, we created a list of developers, artists and
cultural producers, government agencies, and private sector organizations that oper-
ated in downtown Durham. The initial set of interviews included twenty respondents

(1) We realize that in using the term `grounded' we immediately invoke the foundational work of
Glaser and Strauss (1967), and later writings (Strauss and Corbin, 1990) on grounded theory. No
doubt, we advocate a similar idea of research being guided and propelled by what we encounter
and not by preformed theories. We cannot, however, adopt the clearly positivist orientation of
grounded theory [at least in its original formulation; see Charmaz (2002) for a constructivist
reworking for interview research] to theory generation as well as data collection, as evidenced
among others in the concept of `saturation.'
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who represented people from public, private, and the nonprofit sectors. We created an
interview guide containing broad questions around the issues outlined above.

While this interview guide acted as a point of entry for conversations with a variety
of people, these were not sessions intended to simply extract and colonize knowledge
that somehow was getting closer to some objective truth about different stakeholders'
efforts to transform downtown Durham. Instead, we were attempting to create a
process whereby the stories people told were openings for interrogating what could
possibly be, what routes could be taken, and how these different alternatives would
result in different potential futures for people who call Durham home.We also wanted
to take an active role in these conversations as the explicit progenitors of ideas and
critiques, thus acknowledging ourselves as actors who presented multiple ways of
seeing the city and urban change.

Below is an excerpt from one interview illustrating this mode of engagement.(2)

This was an interview with Art, a very successful, African-American, long-time busi-
ness owner. We were discussing the building of the ATHD, businesses that had
relocated to that campus of buildings, and, in particular, how it was becoming the city's
entertainment and tourist center with a ballpark, proposed theater, loft apartments, brew
pubs, restaurants, and art galleries.

Jim: `̀ I started asking pointed questions about the role of government-subsidized
businesses that have come to Durham and American Tobacco, and one person
who was speaking with me from McKinney ^ Silver [high-profile advertising firm]
said this was not just about them moving to the area, it was a commitment to
Durham. Well, I said, `Can we talk about that commitment a little bit. What's
the role of an organization like McKinney ^ Silver?' It was a question where I
knew I wasn't going to get an answer, but I do think that even folks coming to
Durham maybe without that answer can build it with people who have been
here, who are familiar with the city. I just wonder. I hope the spirit will be there
for people to do that and not just say, `Let's just build all these lofts so all our
employees can live downtown and bike to work.' I mean that is fun and a nice
thing for folks, but ...''
Art: `̀And I do think that is necessary as well. It just can't be to the exclusion of
everybody else. I mean it can't be um. You know when you walk two to three
blocks on either side of that location [American Tobacco] you're smack dab in
the hood, you're in a Black community. If their [the Black community] conditions
don't improve because you're in that close proximity to where they live and
breathe, then you haven't done anything okay as far as I'm concerned. If their
quality of life does not improve commensurate with what your quality of life is
improving ... . I mean it ain't gotta be dollar for dollar, but if their community
ain't safer, if their streets are not better, if their shopping and food options are
not better and yours are, then we're supporting you and making that happen for
you and we're not getting benefits. When Josie [from McKinney ^ Silver] talked
about the public safety problem and the murders and stuff that happened in close
proximity [to American Tobacco], he had a presentation for the Durham Breakfast
Club. He had a map, and he started dropping in red dots showing where all these
crimes happened. Those were Black communities. And guess what? Those were
Black on Black crimes. Where were you McKinney ^ Silver before you brought
your 130 white people downtown when everybody else was shooting up? Why is
this now an issue? I understand why. I'm not being na|« ve. You've got a vested
interest and you have to protect that investment and I respect that. But the point

(2) Throughout the paper we employ pseudonyms for respondents.
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is everybody's got to do well. More people have to do well than just your people
in order for you to solve that problem, because there are some social issues and
some economic issues that created that problem and I don't care how many
police officers you put out there.''

This conversational encounter involved us as researchers sharing a perspective to spark
a focused conversation on what it meant for Durham to have a large, new-economy
sector organization move to the publicly subsidized ATHD. One quality that makes
this `grounded interviewing' is that we incorporated prior interview data into the
current dialogue in order to share the perspectives of disparate actors and institutional
members. This allowed a type of engagement with actual events, and people, as well as
ideas about alternative and competing routes toward urban change. Subsequently, we
pulled on this theme of `who benefits' from our conversation with Art to explore in
more detail how a moderate-income artist renting space in downtown Durham thinks
through the issues with us. Below are some segments of our conversation.

Jim: `̀ Talking with one long-time, downtown business owner made me think
about who will benefit from the revitalization activities. Art said I could share
what he said, and he was concerned about Black neighborhoods not really get-
ting a lot out of the development that's going on. To me it sounded like the city
is putting a lot into building up one area with entertainment stuff like a theater
and ballpark ...''
Ella: `̀ So if they build the theater over there, it's another thing that's going to
keep people on the south side of the tracks. It's exactly what [the developer]
wants, of course. You know when they built the ballpark over there all the city
leaders said `Oh this is going to be such a big boost for downtown!' Well of
course not a soul came downtown from the ballpark, even if they parked their
car in a city parking lot instead of by the side of the road. You know all these little
places sort of tried to open upönothing, nothing, not a person came, cause why
should they? Everything's there in the ballpark. And now if they're going to do
anything, they're going to go across the street to American Tobacco. And if they
build the theater there, same deal. Nothing for downtownöthe real downtown.''
This conversational encounter was guided by our prior interview with Art and it

produced a different discussion about how the building of the ATHD was affecting the
downtown district where small-scale entrepreneurial efforts include artists, cultural
producers, ethnic restaurants, and coffee shops. Underpinning both Art's and Ella's
accounts were spatial narratives that denaturalized the taken-for-granted belief that
because the ATHD was next to the downtown district and other neighborhoods, these
places would automatically benefit from the development activity. Art and Ella both
claimed that the development of the ATHD was not the spatial fix for these downtown
places that proponents claimed it would be. What struck us was that by engaging in
`grounded interviewing', mixing conversations albeit for our purposes as much as for
anything else, many actors enlisted us in conversations that exposed and debated
complex urban geographies. Embracing a mode of engagement that evokes a sense of
`being with' people in conversational encounters allows the personal and political to inter-
twine (compare Hyndman, 2001; Kobayashi, 2001). The excerpts below demonstrate
this further.

Ella: Well look at the layout that they're talking about for that whole area south
of the tracks with the theater and the parking deck. The last one I saw had the
parking deck looking into downtown! I'm particularly sensitive to this parking-
deck issue, you know because the parking decks that `we the people' agreed to
pay for American Tobacco, we were promised that they would be handsome. Well
the one the county paid for looks real nice, the one the city paid for is butt ugly
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and it has ruined my view from my home, and not only that, its lights glare in
my windows all night long. They made it, it's like they almost went out of their
way to make it ugly. You know if there was such a thing as architectural malpractice,
whoever designed that thing would be in jail!''
Jim: `̀ Yeah my favorite bar got closed down because of development. It was in
Chattanooga. This little place, the Stone Lion, it was just a really neat little hole
in the wall place. The deck was the size of this room, maybe that room too,
but it had ivy all around it. No one went there unless you really liked drinking, but
I liked it because it had the best view of downtown. Unum Provident [large
insurance company] threatened to leave Chattanooga unless they got a parking
deck. So, the city built a five-story parking deck right across the street. They put
in surveillance cameras. People in the bar started getting busted. There was no
view. And, I just read the article about a month ago. They're closing. The final
nail is that the developer who owns the property has raised the rent three times
what it was. And yet, Chattanooga is hailed as this brilliant star of urban revitali-
zation, but the stories that are concealed, that are lost, they are about the people
and people aren't being consulted or listened to.''
Ella: I know I'm going on about this deck, but it blocks the western light from
the old brick of the American Tobacco. So not only is it ugly in itself, it's like
you're talking about your bar. It removed something beautiful. It's immoral. You
know that's pretty much my definition of immorality right there, make ugly and
take away beautiful! You expect your views to change in the city because you
expect things to rise and come down. But the way in which they do that needs to
be attuned to people's aesthetic needs. And here's a role that artists could play.
You'd think that you'd have a special commission made just of artists and design-
ers just to give advice and approval about these things, but the money issue tends
to drive instead of what's really good. Instead of figuring out what's really good
and figuring out how to pay for it, you know development tends to start with
`Well this is how much money we have, how many square feet can we max out?' ''

As coconstructors of the stories our research has occasioned, we did not withhold our
emotions and reactions. By engaging in a sharing of stories and connecting experiences
we gain an appreciation for the ways in which people experience the city and how that
impacts their orientation toward projects that seek to remake urban space. There are
also those sublime moments whereby the conduct of research provides a glimpse of
evidence that the city is more than an extended set of political, economic, and cultural
relations, but also a range of experiences of space and how these spaces blur any
distinction between the political and the personal.

In the next section we explore how relations between researchers and other actors
produce narratives that seek to alter the orientation of a large university towards the
revitalization of six urban neighborhoods.

Public research memo
The `public research memo' is another mode of engagement that highlights the con-
nection between researchers and other involved actors: in our case, projects that seek to
transform urban space. A public research memo is a written or oral presentation that
addresses issues the researchers or other actors want voiced in a public manner.
Similarly to grounded interviewing, we employ the public research memo as a strategy
to provide a forum for discussing, examining, and mobilizing the diverse perspec-
tivesöand accompanying spatial narrativesöthat actors have about the city. As
such, the public research memo may serve a variety of purposes, from targeting a
specific set of stakeholders to engage in dialogue, or being an activity aimed at
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resisting and pushing back on initiatives that may have deleterious effects on socially
vulnerable populations. Below we provide an illustration from an ongoing neighborhood
revitalization initiative in Durham, North Carolina.

Durham, North CarolinaöQuality of Life Indicators Project (3)

During the winter of 2001 the Senior Vice-President for Public Affairs for Duke
University held a meeting at the YMCA in Lakewood, one of six inner-city neighbor-
hoods in proximity to the university, in order to launch a neighborhood-revitalization
initiative. As the sun set and early evening approached, approximately 100 peopleö
including Duke officials, residents, and staff and students from the Center for Docu-
mentary Studiesöbegan filing into a large room adorned with chairs and tables, box
dinners, and white boards ready for action. As the meeting began the Duke represen-
tatives announced that the university, with the support of the Duke Endowment, was
prepared to make a commitment to work with residents, businesses, and nonprofits
in the six neighborhoods dubbed Southwest Central Durham (SWCD) in order to
revitalize the area. The evening foreshadowed many of the concerns neighborhood
residents and community-based organizations would have with engaging one of the
most resource-rich stakeholders in the City of Durham, North Carolina.

Following this announcement, Duke representatives revealed that they had already
decided on a revitalization model to guide their efforts. Hence the effort was named
the SWCD Quality of Life Indicators Project. To provide an example of how this
model worked in another cityöJacksonville, FloridaöDuke had invited leaders from
that project to present their experience. This was followed by the Center for Documen-
tary Studies, an affiliate of Duke University, collecting verbal stories from various
generations of residents and writing them on the white boards. The stated purpose of
this exercise was to gather the indigenous knowledge of people in order to guide the
initiative efforts. At the conclusion of this episode, meeting attendees were all handed
cameras and told to take pictures of neighborhood spaces and to inscribe personalized
meanings onto these before submitting them back to the university. As people were
ushered out of the YMCA, it was evident that most were leaving their cameras on the
tables.

During the first year of the initiative, relations between the Duke contingency of
actors and the diverse groups of residents and institutional actors that lived and
operated in SWCD were uneven and at times tense. The monthly initiative meetings,
the primary vehicle for direct interaction between these groups, were characterized by
Duke officials wanting to quickly collect baseline data (demographic and experiential)
on the target neighborhoods in order to develop an agenda for revitalization. Many of
the SWCD stakeholders wanted to move cautiously as they attempted to gain more
clarity over initiative governance. Some of the primary issues of neighborhood concern
centered on the university's motivations and goals for being involved in revitalizing the
target neighborhoods, how the governance of the initiative would operateöincluding
decisions around funding specific projectsöand how the initiative would operate on a
day-to-day basis. These issues went unresolved. Meetings initially characterized by
civility between the diverse stakeholders ended in testimonies by some existing non-
profit leaders and residents as to their longstanding commitment to place. Yet, these
were followed by other residents in dissent and then frustrated assurances by Duke
officials that they really wanted to help residents to create a nicer place.

Our initial involvement with the project was a result of SWCD neighborhood
leaders asking us to document the meetings and participate as people with prior

(3) Jim Fraser and Jonathan Lepofsky wrote this public research memo. All references to `we' in
this section refer to these people.
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knowledge of neighborhood-revitalization efforts in other places. That role changed
after the first year, when we were approached by the neighborhood-based contingent,
composed of the newly formed steering committee of the initiative, to attend a private
meeting without Duke officials. This contingency expressed concern about how to
move the initiative forward. At this meeting neighborhood leaders spoke about their
concerns, with many aspects of the initiative focusing on the role Duke University was
to play relative to the roles of neighborhood-based organizations. During this meeting
neighborhood leaders also expressed concern that Duke's redevelopment model was
not producing any tangible results, nor building community capacity to initiate activ-
ities that would foster sustainable revitalization for the neighborhoods. Resident
leaders expressed anxiety about directly confronting university officials, fearing that
Duke would pull out of the initiative. This fear was with good reason, for on many
occasions the lead Duke representative expressed a great deal of frustration with
residents, stating that if the neighborhoods did not want Duke involved then he would
find other neighborhoods to target for partnership.

These events prompted our first public research memo. It was born out of a
partnership with multiple stakeholders who asked if we would be with them and share
the risk of confronting Duke officials with the concerns of some of the most active
participants in the Quality of Life Indicators Project. Similar to the sentiment
expressed by these steering committee members, we wanted to create a different
trajectory for the initiativeöone that would promote democratic governance by all
stakeholders, as well as the diversity of ideas and desires of people who experienced
neighborhood space differentially. The public research memo took the form of a letter
addressed to the lead Duke official who had initiated the revitalization project, and it
was distributed to the steering committee members who shared it with their constitu-
encies. The format of the letter included an introduction and then a statement of the
issues with requests. Below are three excerpts from the opening of the letter.

`̀We are writing to you because the Project seems currently to be at a critical
juncture as to whether or not it can effectively move forward. It is our contention
that Duke University, and your office in particular, can facilitate the process more
efficiently by considering some alternative strategies than have been thus far
engaged'' (#1).

`̀At least one neighborhood of the six participating communities has publicly
declared a desire to rescind its involvement in the Project and there is a growing
feeling of disappointment and frustration at what the Project has become'' (#2).

`̀Overall, the Project seems to have stagnated into feelings of mistrust and talk
of unsatisfactory progress, rather than steps towards outcomes of positive and
beneficial action'' (#3).

While the excerpts from the letter may seem self-evident, there are some points to note.
First, we took full responsibility for penning the letter, although we acknowledged that
it was based upon our interactions with neighborhood stakeholders. The focus of the
opening was on one account of the current process, and stated that there were alter-
natives that needed to be examined. We followed with a tangible example of how the
current perceived trajectory was creating short-term consequences that were unfortunate
and in contradiction to Duke's stated goals for wanting to support a neighborhood-driven
approach to revitalization. Finally, we rearticulated one of Duke's concerns about
residents not being willing to take immediate action. We suggested that the primary
challenge stalling the project was a result of stressed relations between neighborhood
stakeholders and the university officials involved in the initiative.
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The next part of the letter included the statement of issues and processes that were
most important to the neighborhood stakeholders who attended the private meeting.
Below are examples that represent each of the main issues:

`̀ In order to help build trust, neighborhood residents need to see reciprocal honesty
from Duke. Residents seem to feel that Duke has something to gain, and be it a
`nicer' neighborhood for students, improved public relations, or more advantageous
reasons, whatever Duke has to gain must be put on the table and examined by the
other stakeholders'' (#4).

`̀ It is one thing to say that people want housing, jobs, safety, and good schools, it is
quite another to be armed with the latest knowledge about how other places are
successfully accomplishing these tasks'' (#5).

`̀Above all, this is a call for real commitment from Duke and your office to fund
community capacity building in order for these places to eventually not be reliant
on you as a conduit to funds and ideas. Piecemeal grants that fund community
centers and nonprofits may play an important role in the larger scheme of things,
but a strong foundation of skills and capacities needs to be developed at the
grassroots level'' (#6).

`̀Room must be made for stakeholders to speak from a diversity of positions. Some
participants represent organizations and some are concerned individuals.While the
visioning process has teased out common goals among stakeholders, techniques
need to be put in place to allow some dissent from these c̀ommon' goals and the
advancement towards some of the goals that did not arrive on the c̀ommon' list.
There needs to be ways that residents can speak as a group of conflicting interests
to ensure that participation is ongoing and equalized'' (#7).

Excerpt #4 stated that many neighborhood-based stakeholders felt as if Duke
University was not being forthright about why they wanted to be a part of revitalizing
the SWCD neighborhoods, and that the role of Duke as a stakeholder in this process
needed to be fully disclosed. Excerpts #5 and #6 represented an interconnected desire
on the part of many residents involved in the initiative to have access to knowledge
about actual projects that were working in other neighborhoods across the USA,
and to be able to learn the techniques and processes associated with these efforts.
The neighborhood leaders with whom we wrote the letter felt that, in order for positive
neighborhood change to be sustainable, it would be necessary for the people who lived
and worked in the neighborhoods to be able to manage their own affairs. The geo-
graphic imagination underlying this request was for community-based organizations to
be able to make translocal ties with other places engaged in revitalization, as well as
with foundations and government entities that provided resources for neighborhood-
change initiatives. Excerpt #7 was a request to foster a process whereby the goal of the
neighborhood-visioning process was not an act of closureöa finality that drove a
symbolic wedge in between those who were part of the mapping of a future neighbor-
hood and those who were notöbut, rather, an open process that was as much an
ongoing goal as any other project associated with the Quality of Life Indicators
Project. Alongside SWCD resident leaders, we were challenging a structure of relations
between Duke University and neighborhood stakeholders that was about power and
the rights to make claimsönot only on place but also on the spatial practices that
constituted it.

One week after Duke University received the public research memo, we were
asked by the Senior Vice-President Office of Public Affairs at Duke University to
participate in a private meeting at Duke University. The meeting was tense. The Senior
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Vice-President told us that he had not encountered anything like this before and that
he viewed our interloping as uninformed and arrogant. Not the exact response we were
hoping for, but after an hour of discussion in which there was an open exchange of
ideas, the meeting concluded with the sentiment that we should really try to work
together effectively. The act of creating this public research memo was in part disrupt-
ing a process that was based on a spatial narrative that the university's involvement in
neighborhood affairs was to be uncritically accepted as beneficial for the diversity of
people who lived and operated in SWCD. Since that period of time, initiative sucom-
mittees have been formed with resident as well as Duke leadership, and together real
achievements have been made in building high-quality affordable housing as well as
other neighborhood improvements. In addition, in a subsequent meeting the lead
university official on the project indicated that he felt an important part of getting
the initiative going was for him to embrace a slower process of revitalization guided by
all stakeholder groups. The point is not to ascribe self-importance to a single act,
whether on the part of a researcher or other participants, but to recognize how the
`research act' is embedded in the politics of everyday life.

Reflections and implications
The quest for alternative modes of engagement for academic researchers has pre-
occupied those engaged in social science inquiry, and debates around the issue have
produced a diverse array of positions. At this historical and spatial moment, it seems
imperative that urban studies be conducted with an agenda of understanding the
politics of possibility that exists in the city (Gibson-Graham, 2003; Massey, 2005). A
part of this task is to identify `̀ forms of progressive praxis'' (Blomley, 2006, page 92).
In urban geography/sociology this entails the development of research strategies that
reveal the diverse spatial narratives that are deployed by different actors/stakeholders
during urban change initiatives, for these stories have often been uncritically over-
lookedöinadvertently reproducing power relations as well as the sense that `there is
no alternative' to the structured positionalities of global ^ local, space ^ place, power-
ful ^marginal (Marston et al, 2005). In order to be a part of creating these alternative
stories, we have suggested that the conduct of the research act itself needs to be
situated, ontologically and epistemologically, alongside other activities that constitute
urban change projects. In doing so, researchers emphasize the building of reciprocal
relationships with those they are working with and studying.

As we have emphasized throughout the paper, and illustrated through our partici-
pation in urban revitalization efforts, our primary role as researcher ^ actors has
involved facilitating connections among various groups of stakeholders. There are
many ways to achieve this goal and we have elaborated here on the practices of what
we call `grounded interviewing' and writing a public research memo. At the heart of
both lies a concern for charting a course for urban transformation that is based on a
multiplicity of perspectives and spatial imaginations. Our activism is thus geared
towards using our resource of (achieved) mobility to seek out, put forth, discuss, and,
most importantly, to bring together versions of what a particular place is and could
be. Our stance is also critical in that we are distrustful of singular, homogeneous
narratives that imply seemingly obvious routes for action and produce or reproduce
a purified urban geography. Our acts, discursive and interventionist, aim to recognize a
positive heterogeneity of urban actors and the diversity of geographical imaginations
they have in relation to city spaces and urban redevelopment.

What are the potential ethical issues that might present themselves from the mode
of engagement we have put forth? An important concern arises when our strategies are
embedded within the dominant way in which academic institutions attempt to impose
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the norm of confidentiality as being some universal that protects participants by
keeping their identities and what they have told researchers confidential. We have
struggled with the implications of this for research that strives to promote multi-
vocality, and that views ethics as an emergent construct that is context and situation
driven.

Dialogicality (Bakhtin, 1986), the flow of utterances from one place/person to
another, is a fundamental and necessary characteristic of how we communicate in
mundane and not-so-mundane interactions. Consider academic papers, in which the
citation of prior scholars serves not only to legitimate our claims but also to situate our
work in relation to that of others and thus give readers the opportunity to see relevant
connections and build upon those. Research interviews can violate this condition in
more than one way: by silencing the researcher (and thus promoting a unidirectional
flow of discourse in the present moment); but also, more importantly, by treating
interviews as self-contained and isolated speech events. This is an extractionist position
that believes in the fiction of uncontaminated data and in the authority of the
researcher who is able to convey participants' true opinions and feelings in subsequent
representations. An alternative practice that allows for dialogicality seems to us better
suited for critical and activist fieldwork. There is also an obvious connection to a wider
question here: to what extent does a `Eurocentric' conception of ethics that mandates
academic review boards apply across cultures (compare Randstrom and Deur, 1999)
and, more generally, outside of academia? If participants want their opinion to be
taken elsewhere, and they explicitly say so, can we be moral guardians and deny that
request? Needless to say, there are no clear answers. But it seems to us that if our goal
is to transcend the binaries of research-action/academic-activist and to occupy a `third
space', we will have to rethink whose ethical, interactional, and epistemological logic
we want to follow in doing so (Routledge, 1996).

The public research memo can be a potent strategy for promoting dialogicality
because it is a direct act of asking a broad range of stakeholders to critically evaluate
and discuss ``hegemonic imaginations of space and place'' that can reproduce disad-
vantaging conditions for people in less privileged positions (drawing on Castree, 2004,
page 987). Some of the ethical considerations of engaging in an activity that aims to
assess the geographical imaginations that may be driving, for example, an initiative
to alter neighborhood space, include the production of such a memo as well as
thinking through what potential events might unfold in relation to such a memo. The
first of these concerns has to do with the quality of relations between researchers and
other stakeholders involved in a project, and the process through which the memo is
crafted. Toward this end, we were asked by neighborhood residents to construct a
memo in light of a power relationship that, they felt, could be partially mediated by
us using whatever academic privilege we could bring to the process. The coconstruc-
tion of the memo provided a forum for discussions of how this document would be
received by other stakeholders, as well as the hopes which the people involved had for
connecting this act to the larger initiative. That said, there is no way to predict the way
in which acts will be incorporated into the unfolding events that shape urban space, or
if the act will be efficacious, but our goal as researchers and residents, together, was
to suggest that there was a possibility for a different type of neighborhood-change
initiative. It seems that an ethics of promoting positive heterogeneity, whereby spatial
copresence is made explicit and valued, may be part of supporting a politics of
possibility for power relations to be altered and alternative formations made real.

There are a number of consequences associated with this mode of engagement for
the researcher as well. Having trespassed over the protective border that separates
researcher from the researched, we can no longer pose as the unknowing observer,
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but need to expose our ideas and opinions. As Lees (1999) found in her work on youth
and public space, whereby she became a public subject herself, there is a certain risk
in doing so since what we have to say may not be popular with our interlocutors.
In the case of a formalized intervention such as the public research memo, our acts may
lead to more severe repercussions, such as being cut off from access to certain
stakeholders who disagree with our actions. Acknowledging that our presence and
participation influence the knowledge and insight gained through our inquiry has
important implications for how we represent what we have in part cocreated. At the
very least, we need to reflect on our role and contribution to the picture that we have
painted of the city, its people, and the practices in which they engage.
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