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Detroit: 
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Eric Ratkowski 

Abstract 

Detroit has steadily declined as a city since the height of its greatness 
in the 1950s. Deindustrialization, suburbanization, divisive racism, 
and disenfranchisement have taken a toll on a city that once stood 
for the American Dream. Democ:racy and urbanization have been 

marginalized in favor of a pursuit that is no longer possible. 

Any plan for Detroit must address its vacancies, both political (and 
communal), and physical. These aspects deserve their own atten¬ 

tions, under the dire circumstances they face. However, any solu¬ 
tion to the problems facing Detroit must also adhere to a larger vi¬ 
sion- history tells us this is Detroit’s way. 

Detroit has lost more than money and housing- it has lost people, op¬ 

timism, and will. Once built on an idea, Detroit miist present itself 
once again as more than just a city. It must reassert its symbolism as 

a promised land for a new version of the American Dream. 
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Preface 

The Heidelberg Project’s “OJ” house 



Detroit was the focus of my thesis research from almost the earliest moment. Some¬ 
how, my typical Detroiter’s rabid loyalty to the city had not extended to much of an 

intellectual interest before the opportunity of thesis. Even now, my relationship with 
the city is wary at best. I tend to think of growing up or living in Detroit as a hazing 
experience. That would explain the bond that Detroiters feel to the city and each 
other, while addressing the fact that so many try to swiftly leave. 

For a while, my ideas were intentionally controversial on the side of allowing Detroit 
to waste away, or encouraging that eventuality. In the eternal quest for a heroic solu¬ 
tion, I was intrigued by the potential of designing a sort of anti-fix: people have been 
trying to repair Detroit for years, and it has, at best, only slowed the decay. The con¬ 

cept I would put forth would he something new simply because it avoided conven¬ 

tional wisdom on the proper course of action. In fact, I learned quickly that such a 

notion had already been considered, by city ombudsman Marie Farrell-Donaldson 

(in 1993.)^ She proposed that parts of the city be closed to development, returned to 

nature, and removed from the city’s care (and more importantly, its fiscal responsi¬ 

bility.) When pressed, she stated “I know it sounds crazy. But when General Motors 
has excess capacity, what do they do?” Her sentiment has been echoed by contempo¬ 

rary urban ecologist Kyong Park, who asks “Is perpetual growth the only economic 
model for cities, or are there also benefits from the de-urbanization of cities, such as 

the affordability of spaces and the increase of open land, as in the case of Detroit... 
Is the concept of smallness, as opposed to bigness, the more effective scale for urban 

ecology? Is a new or better economic model possible through the conscious and posi¬ 
tive reduction in size of a city, which might involve, for instance, re-designing the city 
of Detroit to accommodate a population of 500,000 or less?”^ 

The idea of downsizing, or even outright destruction, appealed to a particular niche 
of the Detroit-induced, intentionally callous, and impulsive character I wanted to 

bring to the project. I spent the entire interthesis summer slyly explaining to fellow 
Detroiters that my thesis was a project to flood the city and raise property values in 
the now-waterfront suburbs. To my wry incredulity, even the most obstinately native 
of my friends gave the idea some thought. 



I also found my own perceptions of the city, and what I wanted for it, to be chang¬ 
ing. The extended period spent explaining what was wrong with the city, what was 

right about it, and the specifics of how I wanted to address both had subtly altered 
my approach. On the surface, the change from wanton destructiveness to optimistic 
rebirth might seem to be an extreme swing. However, I had come to believe that 
both strategies were actually the function of a larger ideal, one that solved a problem 
transcending the obvious issues of petty politics and tired urbanism. 

This Detroit thesis is a struggle to unite all of the intimately related concepts and 

problems that I had identified and tried to define; decay, racism, history, class, 
democracy, urbanism, white flight, blue collar. Black Bottom, new urbanism, the 
American Dream, striving, strife, pessimism, optimism, cynicism, naivete, politics, 
politick, living wage, vacancy, pluralism, poverty, and Detroiter. What I want to es¬ 

tablish is not an uncompromising vision that lays out a strict path to righteousness, 
despite my many claims that appear to the contrary. 

Instead, what I think Detroit needs is to once again be a pioneer. Tm not sure what 
that might entail, although I offer a possibility and I’m positive it isn’t as the next 
Las Vegas or Silicon Valley. Detroit missed the fast train back to respectability, and 
needs to abandon its futile attempts to catch a ghost of that path. History offers both 
proof and potential: Detroit’s destiny has always been tied to the epic, be it the pros¬ 

perity of industriousness or the poverty of suburbanism. Detroit embraced those 
ways without pause, and pursued them single-mindedly. In that history is also the 
prospect of salvation: the American Dream. It is alive and well outside of its birth¬ 
place of Detroit. Perhaps it is time that Detroit turned its back on the version that 
betrayed it, and began again- not from scratch, but with a wearied acknowledge¬ 
ment of its past. 
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I jook i ng west over downtown Detroit from the Renaissance Center 



Detroit is not unique in the existence of its condition. Across the northeast United 
States and western Europe, post-industrial rust belt cities share the same traits of 
poverty and urban vacancy. Some have started trudging back towards cityhood, 
while others continue to decline. What sets Detroit apart is the scale of the facts. It 
could be considered the capital of both deindustrialization and the suburbs formed 
by that activity. 

Detroit’s decay is cast in a negative light without any sentimental references to its 
past built or economic glory. For the most part, Detroit is not overly concerned with 
preserving its history or comparisons to its golden age as the Arsenal of Democracy. 
While many note that the rise and fall of cities is an unavoidable phenomenon, the 

gloomy outlook for the city comes from features that are undeniably negative now: 
extreme poverty, ecological waste, and economic irresponsibility. Detroit is not han¬ 
dling its retirement with much grace, harming the residents unable or unwilling to 
leave. 

The components of Detroit’s rust are intimately connected demographics and the 
built environment they exist in. The first thing that is usually noted is that Detroit 
is very black. 

82% of the population is African-American,^ 

That makes Detroit the second blackest city in the United States with a population 
over 100,000. Because the two have been shown to be connected, it should also be 
noted that the Detroit of 2005 has been named the “most liberal city” in the coun¬ 

try. Since race is often linked with class divisions and economics, the following 
facts are also important: 

Q 

95% of the population in Livonia, Michigan, is white. 

Q 

33% of Detroiters live under the poverty line. 

Livonia is a second-ring suhurh of Detroit, less than ten miles away. It is the whitest 
city over 100,000 in the United States. 87% of Detroit suburbs are white. 
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The stunning story behind those numbers runs deep into Detroit’s history. The sta¬ 
tistics there are equally remarkable. 

Detroit Population, 1950:1,850,000 
Detroit Population, 2004: 914,000 

United States Poverty Rate, 1969:12.1% 
Detroit Poverty Rate, 1969: 14.9% 
United States Poverty Rate, 2004:12.7% 
Detroit Poverty Rate, 2004: 26.1% 

New Housing Unit Permits, 1970-2003: 21,827 

Housing Units Demolished, 1970-2003: 166,992 

1988: O Housing Permits Issued 

Detroit Students, 196O: 300,000 (261 schools) 
Detroit Students, 2004: 140,000 (250 schools) 

For a city that was once a working-man’s paradise and the fourth largest city in the 
United States, Detroit has steadily become smaller, poorer, blacker, younger, and 
less educated. 

The simple explanations point to the loss of industrial jobs and the harmful effects 
of suburban housing practices. It can even be said that Detroit invented suburbia-
after all, Detroit was the Motor City and was built to show it. In the 1990s, Detroit 
had the highest percentage of single-family homes in the United States. However, as 

Thomas Sugrne notes in “The Origins of the Urban Crisis: Race and Inequality in 
Postwar Detroit,” those two factors are only part of a larger cast of class distinctions 
and ill-fated decisions by people around southeast Michigan. 

What follows is a brief survey of Detroit history. 
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Detroit timeline. 36” x 72” bond. 
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Detroitpopulation timeline. 36” x 72” bond. 
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(Contemporary Detroit: Major Roads 
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1950 

1970 

Detroit Black Population Distribution. 1 Dot = 200 People 
From: The Origins of the Urban Crisis, Thomas J. Sugrue^ 
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1920s Detroit 

Timeline Events 

1950s 

19535 Ford Turns 50 

Ford celebrates its 50th birthday with a TV special featuring Mary Martin and Ethel 
Merman. 

1954: Northland Mall opens 

One of the firsts enclosed malls in the United States, “Northland Mall” open just 
outside Detroit city limits. 

1954: Brown v Board of Education 
The U.S. Supreme Court rules that segregated education facilities are inherently 

unequal. 

19555 Rosa Parks 

Rosa Parks refuses to give up her seat on a 

Montgomery Bus 

1956: Interstate Highway Act 
President Dwight Eisenhower enacts legis¬ 
lation to complete the remaining 3,500km 
of interstate planned highways on federal 
money. 

Rosa Parks, 1913 - 2005 8 



1956: Last Detroit trolley 
The final Detroit Street Railway trolley car is replaced by petrol bus. 

19595 DPD Integration 
Detroit Police patrol cars are integrated. 

1959: Motown Records Founded 

Barry Gordy founds the Motown label. Between 1964 and 1967 Motown has 14 

number one pop singles, 20 number one R&B singles, and over 100 top 15 singles 
on both charts. 

19595 Construction on I-75 begins 
Tbe new Fisher Freeway is started, along a direct route that will take it northwest to 
the suburbs. Over 3,500 homes, mostly in historically black neighborhoods, will be 
demolished. 

1960s 

1961: Jerry Cavanagh elected mayor 

Cavanagh defeats favorite Louis Mariani with heavy support from the black com¬ 

munity. Fie appoints an overseer to curb police brutality and secures federal fund¬ 
ing for downtown development. Flowever, his weak ties with industry will allow more 

jobs to move to the suburbs. 

1962: Martin Luther King, Jr. “I Have a Dream” 
Martin Luther King is the featured speaker in Detroit’s “Walk to Freedom,” a civil 
rights demonstration with labor leader Walter Reuther and Mayor Cavanagh. He 
delivers his “I Have a Dream” speech, two months before be performs it in Wash¬ 

ington D.C. 

1963: Lafayette Park completed 
Mies van der Rohe’s Lafayette Park housing complex is finished. Built on slum-
cleared land, the multi-priced multi-type apartments have enjoyed high occupancy 

rates throughout their life. 

1967:12th Street Riots 

Detroit Police raid a blind pig and racial tensions boil over. 43 are killed and $22 
million worth of damages are caused. Order is restored by the National Guard and 
federal troops of the 82nd airborne. 
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19675 30 percent unemployment 
Among blacks in Detroit 18-24, the unemployment rate reaches 30 percent, ten times 
the national average. Lyndon Johnson’s poverty reforms are steadily repealed. 

1967: Newspaper strike 
The Detroit News and Free Press unions strike for nine months, at the time the lon¬ 

gest strike of a major newspaper in the United States. 

1968; Fair Housing Act 
The federal Fair Housing Act, part of the Civil Rights Act of 1968, prohibits discrim¬ 
inatory housing practices based on age, race, and national origin, among others. 

1969: First Black Trooper 
The Michigan Highway Patrol, established in 1914, swears in its first black trooper. 

1970s 

1971: Motown leaves Motown 
Motown moves its operations to Hollywood, California. Detroit is no longer a major 
enough market to support the label. 

19735 Coleman Young elected mayor 
Controversial mayor Coleman Young is elected by 52% of the vote. Over his twenty 

years in office, he is wildly divisive. He polarizes the community by fighting tire¬ 
lessly for the city while simultaneously alienating many white supporters. 

1974: Milliken v Bradley 
The Supreme Court rules 5-4 to overturn a lower Michigan Court’s ruling requiring 
integration efforts to cross district lines. 

1974: STRESS disbanded 

STRESS, a controversial police program thoxight to be responsible for considerable 
racial tension, is disbanded by Mayor Young. 

19755 WGPR goes on air 
WGPR Channel 62 signs on in Detroit, becoming the first black-owned television 
station in the United States. 
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1977! Renaissance Center opens 

The Ford Motor Company-funded RenCen 
is intended as the catalyst and center point 
of a revived Detroit downtown. 

1979: Dodge Main closes 
The Dodge Main auto plant, 67 acres and 

generator of $1.7 million annual tax dol¬ 
lars, closes. 

Renaissance Center and People Mover 

1980s 

1980: GOP Convention 
The Republican National Convention is hosted in Detroit, nominating Ronald Rea¬ 

gan. Coleman Young delivers a welcoming address. 

1981: Poletown Protest ends 
To replace the closed Dodge Main plant, the City of Detroit, General Motors, and the 
Archdiocese of Detroit agree to build a new plant on the edge of Hamtramck. The 
plant displaces 15OO homes, 140 businesses, six churches, and one hospital. Some 
residents resist the development by staging a 29-day sit-in at an area church. 

1982: School recentralization 

Michigan legislature approves plan to cut Detroit 
teacher’s salaries and give more power to the su¬ 

perintendent over a newly unified Detroit School 
District. 

1982: Detroit Grand Prix 
The first of 19 Formula One events is held in De¬ 

troit, making the United States the first country to 
host three Grand Prix in one season. 

Jon Saber resists Poletown plant 
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1984: Devil’s Night peak 
The uniquely Detroit tradition of burning buildings on the night before Halloween 
reaches its highest numerical point, with more than 800 fires set. 

1986: Book-Cadillac Hotel Closes 

The Book-Cadillac, as-built (1925) the tallest building in Detroit and the tallest hotel 
in the world, closes. 

1987: People Mover opens 

The 2.9 mile loop of light rail opens in 
downtown with 13 stations. The system 
is built to take advantage of federal 
money set aside for an experimental 
mass transit construction. 

1988: Michigan Central closes 
The 1913 opened train station sees its 
last train. The doors are closed but not 

secured: looters carry off all valuable 
material in the next decade. 

Detroit People Mover 

Michigan Central, 2004 
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1988: Zero building permits 
Detroit, the seventh largest city in the United States, issues no building permits. 

1989: DPS budget deficit 
Detroit Public Schools hits an all-time high deficit of $l6o million. 

1990s 

1991: Heidelberg demolition 
Coleman Young orders the destruction of several art pieces by Tyree Guyton on 

Heidelberg Street. The media exalted project is located in a desolate neighborhood 
formerly of Black Bottom. 

Surviving Heidelberg, 2003 

1992: Malice Green death 

Unarmed Malice Green is killed in an encounter with police. Racial tensions grow 

on the sentiments of the 1991 Rodney King incident in Los Angeles. 
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1995! Newspaper strike 
2,000 newspaper workers go on strike. The papers respond with readied replace¬ 
ments and plans to take the paper online. The Union returns after receiving no 

concessions. 

1996: Casinos approved 

Michigan approves, by a slim margin, a proposal to bring three casinos to Detroit. 
The project is a reaction to the opening of Casino Windsor directly across from De¬ 
troit in Canada. 

1998: JL Hudson’s demolished 

The original department store of Hudson’s is torn down after a long fight between 
preservationists and developers. 

1999: Tiger Stadium closes 

Tiger Stadium, the second oldest baseball stadium in the US, shuts down as the 

Tigers move to Comerica Park, a mile away. 

1999: Heidelberg demolition 2 

Mayor Dennis Archer, a promised supporter of the Heidelberg Project, approves a 

second round of demolition. 

Tiger Stadium, vacant in 2003 
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Detroiters riding the People Mover, as tourists 

Images 

Much of what is to be described about Detroit defies written explanation. The repu¬ 

tation the city has achieved for its built environment is often accurate. There are 

very few dense areas of the city, making Detroit’s suburban genesis painfully obvi¬ 
ous. Some inner neighborhoods have been completely removed, while most others 
could easily stand in for images of war-torn cities. The statistics describing this are 

clear: 

Vacant Lots, 2000 (city population in parentheses): 
New York: 9,800 (8,000,000) 
Philadelphia: 8,500 (2,300,000) 
Chicago: 4,500 (3,500,000) 
Detroit: 40,000 (950,000) 

Two aspects of Detroit are presented here. First, my own photographs of the city. 
Second, compiled satellite images of typical conditions. They are presented without 
comment. 
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The plan I want to put forth for a Detroit recovery reflects wholeheartedly my per¬ 

sonal heroic philosophies about both governance and urbanism. This intentionally 
intimate methodology is a direct reference to being a Detroiter, and what kinds of 
action I wanted this thesis to represent. 

This ideology exists in concert with the conditions present in Detroit (or similarly 

neglected cities.) For the most part, the philosophies are applicable to any city. But 
Detroit possesses a unique combination of history and opportunity, and because 
of its vacancy physically and politically, it offers a blank slate to bestow (or inflict) 
singular ideals upon. 

It is my opinion that Detroit is a microcosm of larger issues facing the United States. 
They have manifested themselves to a severe degree, but need to be at the core of 
any argument for the restoration of the city as a vibrant urban environment. 

Vacancy is equal to space. As Americans consume more space, and require it, they 
produce more vacant land. Such is the consequence of suburbia- the pursuit of a 

personal range that in turn requires road networks and marginalizes land hogging 
industrial uses. That method of living has marginalized the personal closeness that 
most cultures define community with. It is far easier, or at least Americans find it 
more desirable, to be in complete control of their interactions with their dangerous 
and annoying neighbors. It is not a stretch, then, to connect that to the divisive politi¬ 
cal (climate. Pluralism is applauded publicly but avoided instrumentally. 

I am not a political scientist. However, I do believe that urbanism is closely linked 
to how we live socially, and further, that an individual architect can play a role in 
the social dialogue. Frank Lloyd Wright attempted to create a benevolent dictator 
architect, something I (cannot promote. The architect is at best a guide: to that end I 
present a series of essays that outline the ideals for which I stand. I offer Detroit, in 
its unique position between urban and virgin, as the testing ground. 
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The Epic 

The image on the cover of the imaginary The Economist seen at right is a reinven¬ 
tion of a famous Buckminster Fuller drawing showing a dome covering downtown 
Manhattan. This sort of epic urban planning has been taken up by everyone from le 
Corbusier to Michael Sorkin, and can be particularly poignant for Detroit. 

First, Detroit has historical roots in the epic. The industrial might of Detroit is a 

primary reason that the United States won World War II. More than 30,000 tanks 
were produced in Detroit, dwarfing the materiel controlled by Germany. The city 
arrived at that output capacity through its epic courting of the emerging middle 
class- Henry Ford famously paid his workers a living wage. For a long time, Detroit 
was an egalitarian (but thoroughly capitalist) paradise. 

Second, Henry Ford said “We shall solve the problems of the city by leaving it.” 
Detroit wholeheartedly agreed, and threw itself into the task of suburbanization. 
The city was already prepared- the middle class settling there had unpre(;edented 
access to land, and had spread quickly in a vast plain of single family dwellings. It 
was a natural and elegant solution to continue moving on the back of the city’s most 
famous export, cars. 

Finally, the efforts undertaken so far to staunch the bleeding of population from 
Detroit have been horribly ineffective. Despite the resurgence of great cities around 
the country, Detroit continues to lose people. Most pitiful is the consistent drain of 
the young and educated. Those people that remain in Detroit simply cannot leave: 
they are too old or too poor. They face mounting hardships hardly curbed by recent 
attempts to tie Detroit’s future to the auto industry (failing itself), or to casinos (fabu¬ 
lously generating jobs but no residents.) 

Historically, untamed and dangerous wilds have been settled by the industrious 
and adventurous. There is a sort of epic lure to casting your lot into an uncertain 
future. Detroit has always been larger than life, both in its glory and its destitution. 
Now, Detroit must play its final card and market its ancestry of both failure and 
success. 
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Detroit’s Right
PAGE 31

The The State and the City
PAGES 12 AND 61

Economist Chasing the American Dream in Brazil 
PAGES 13 Al^ 40 

DEMOCRACY’S METROPOLITIC DESTINY 
AFTER PAGE 58 

MAY 20TH-26TH 2005 www.economist.com 

The city issue 
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Jobs 

Where do they work? This problem has plagued any possible solution to what ails 
Detroit. It is an acutely delicate chicken/egg problem involving the reasons people 
decide to move to a place and the money involved. Do places attract large businesses 
to rid themselves of their unemployed? Or to offer improving opportunities for pres¬ 

ently working residents? IVe stalked this question for the entire thesis project, and 
cannot offer a satisfactory answer to those who ask it of me, from my mechanic, to 

my advisors, to my father. It isn’t for lack of trying: 

First, the resettlement of Detroit may just be about relocation of existing popula¬ 
tion. Southeast Michigan, despite a flagging economy, is home to four million people 
who are inexorably moving farther from the old Detroit core. First ring suburbs are 

beginning to feel like Detroit of the sixties, as their housing stock deteriorates and 
jobs steadily move to sunnier skies in Phoenix or San Diego or India. But people 
aren’t leaving Michigan- not at nearly the rate they are leaving Detroit. If Detroit can 

position itself as the next destination, the population will continue to work where it 
already works- in the Big Three corporate offices, the medical center of Ann Arbor, 
and the casinos. 

Second, masses have often moved without jobs. They are drawn to another motivat¬ 
ing factor, one integral at many levels of this thesis: community. Southeast Michigan 
houses the largest Arabic population outside of the Middle East. Immigrants come 

to the United States and move to join an existing community, prior to finding jobs. 
Such is the case for millions of Latin American immigrants, who arrive to little or 
no support structure. Or, what if Detroit provides that community, possibly even to 
a class normally disdainful of it? Detroit need only be an alternative to suburbia, 
which can be found everywhere. 

Third, car companies are still based in Detroit. While proximity is no longer of the 
importance it once was, and it is questionable to trust automakers with the fate of 
Detroit, there are lurking draws to the city. Aside from a future return to industrial¬ 
ism in the face of the skyrocketing trade deficit, Detroit offers automakers the oppor¬ 

tunity to build once again a city to showcase and require their products. 

Finally, as a community draws tighter, the need for external jobs decreases. As cur¬ 

rency recirculate, intimate economies sustain themselves on less. The ideological 
Detroit presented here is outside of the normal reign of corporate franchises and 
mainstream money drains. The job problem doesn’t disappear, but is reduced. 
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Cities on Display 
THE ECONOMICS OF MARKETING NEW CITIES 

by Robert Olsen 
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The American Dream 

The American Dream has come to mean many things. In these crassly commercial 
days, a lot of people endlessly chase bigger houses, bigger cars, more crap. Hyper¬ 
bole aside, it isn’t quite that simple- Americans have a complex and deeply inter¬ 
nalized sense of entitlement and how it is bestowed. Bigger than “more crap,” the 
contemporary American Dream has begun to refine itself, by cutting out some of its 
commonly held original tenets. 

Formulated by early immigrants to America, industrious newcomers created for 
themselves an almost religious ideal of self-improvement. This notion still exists. 
However, instead of being surrounded by non-material parallel concepts, such as 

libertarian ideals of governmental minimalism or familial perfection, it is encased 
in a monolith of consumerism. The pursuit of material gain, and the competition it 
creates, is isolationist on a personal level. 

The vanguard of a new, and more meaningful, American Dream (which has always 
been subject to pointed criticisms of .superficiality), must return to the roots that 
made it strong. People still pay lip service to desiring community, a practice whi(;h is 
not inherently profitable. Detroit, with nothing to lose, can offer disaffected Ameri¬ 
cans the chance to live a different version of the Dream. A recurring theme is that 
what happens in Detroit doesn’t necessarily need to start some worldwide revolution. 
For Detroit, alone, to stage a comeback, it only needs to do something adequate. 

One aspect of the American Dream that merits examination is how class-based it 
is. The wealthy status-quo doesn’t need some carrot to make it strive for success, or 
at least preservation. The American Dream is a solidly middle-class concept, and 
the middle class is disappearing. Even as wealth inequality grows, the deep-rooted 
tradition of believing in good old fashioned work ethic pervades the Amerknn con¬ 

sciousness. 

Detroit must tap that part of its history that appeals to the dormant nature of enter¬ 

prise in the everyrnan. 
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The 
American 
Chase 
The Dream is on the move. 

Why Detroit stirs the imagination... again. 
By miUa McAUister 

MESSY CITIES 
CLEAN LIVING 

GLASGOW 

AND THE PROFIT 
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The Wild Midwest 

Detroit isn’t all that different from the American West as settled by glorified pioneers 
trying to escape a Dickensian nightmare in the East. 

Detroit represents a frontier. It is the last remaining type of environment to be do-
mestu:ated. Pilgrims settled the eastern seaboard, and pioneers settled the west. 
They developed methods and plans for starting new pockets of civilization in the 
wilderness. As those outposts began to coalesce, mechanisms for turning them into 
cities arose. Then, as the landscape came to be defined by a city/country dichotomy, 
suburbs began to populate the hinterlands. Now, we are faced with feral cities that 
are essentially untamed wilderness. Those that choose to move there will face a 

completely unknown set of challenges. 

Detroit has natives, who are probably more well armed then any natives in the in¬ 
famous history of colonization. Those poor souls unlucky enough to be stuck inside 
the city must be present in any discussion of how to go about operating on it. Any 
instructional plan will either marginalize current residents, by forcing them off their 
land with rapid gentrific.ation, or embrace them in an impossibly pluralistic fit of 
class inclusion. 

Detroit mn offer relative freedom from government. Detroit’s city government is hor¬ 
rifically broken. Representatives on the board are chosen at-large, by apathetic con¬ 

stituencies who largely vote on name recognition (or to directly oppose the perceived 
will of their white counterparts in the suburbs.) (Corruption scandals have rocked 
officials at all levels, and the bloated bureaucracy is heavily protected by unions. 
What better place to topple or replace a regime? 

Finally, and most relevantly, Detroit will only ever be re-settled by pioneers. If people 

begin returning now, they do so against the normal forces of real estate investment 
and city growth patterns. If they return later, it will be because some creative devel¬ 
oper begins marketing the novelty of a completely vacant city. This one answer to the 
questions surrounding Detroit is c^rystal clear. 
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Why Bother? 

Personal loyalty and the universal connection to home aside, the decision to put 
forth an effort to stem the exodus from Detroit is a conscious one. As explained in 
the opening, it isn’t the most obvious path. 

There are sentimental arguments that point to those gems that Detroit has managed 
to preserve. This facet views Detroit as a useful museum, and residents as curators 
and docents. Fort Wayne, Tiger Stadium, Michigan Central, and even the Renais¬ 
sance Center are monuments to someone standing for something. Camilo Vergara 
suggested that Detroit be left as a monument to its own demise, a graveyard of archi¬ 
tectural ruins left by the waste of millions. Even the people themselves could be rel¬ 
ics- evidence of a different time, of the middle class, of a defiantly incompetent city. 

There are ethical questions regarding the quality of life for the remaining residents. 
Those that leave form the most able of the tax base, and the loss of their support 
makes the city exponentially weaker. As in parts of Appalachia or the deep south, a 

place washed out by exodus of business can become impossibly poor. Once a certain 
tipping point is reached, a city or other focal government can no longer provide any 

sort of safety net, even of the minimal sort offered now. After a while, such a state 
becomes physically dangerous to its residents, and as some particularly paranoid 
analysts suggest, residents of nearby places. Ricfoard Norton’s theory suggesting that 
“feral c:ities” are an imminent phenomenon seems to point to a place like Detroit as 

a likely candidate. A population this large and this neglected should scare anyone 

who has ever harbored a fear of revolution. 

There is, in fact, even an intriguing business opportunity in Detroit. As mentioned 
in the “Condition” section, the city has forty thousand vacant lots. The city govern¬ 

ment owns roughly fifty thousand pieces of property, many of them among those va¬ 

cant lots, and has recently ramped up the annexing of delinc^uent properties. Where 
else c:an such a quantity of land, with immediate access to roads and freeways, be 
found for virtually free? 
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Architecture 

For the thought experiment of this thesis, architecture is conceived of as a mecha¬ 
nism, the way a government serves. The plans put forth here are intended to serve 

as an apparatus, a guide for what happens. Government is a sort of enforced com¬ 

munity, usually on a large scale- smaller groups create more personal ruling bodies. 
Architecture and urban planning are often thought of as a “hand.” Some group 

hires or retains the planner, who then carries out the wishes of said group through 
some prism of design (of varying degrees of effect.) It is almost a pure input-output 
condition. 

Here, I have tried to position myself as a mediator: among ideals, between people. I 
coordinate or guide their own processes of development or expansion. In contrast to 

previous incarnations of “architect as dictator” or “architect as benevolent creator,” 
the new architect is an administrator. Someone with a particular ability or expertise 
in bringing together many disciplines and creating a cohesive direction. In the case 

of Detroit, and the method by which I will act in the “Realization” section, the archi¬ 
tect is more a cheerleader than any intellectual force. The city as it exists is almost 
lawless enough to resist any other type of intervention. 

In the end, that which is proposed for Detroit must be rigidly flexible. In a way, that 
is how it originally developed. Automakers knew they needed railroad frontage and 
housing for a certain number of workers. Some road infrastructure was in place, 
and after that the city was completely at their whim. The grid was present, but as is 
evident in satellite images, hardly consistent. 

The architects (a loose title) of Detroit’s rebirth will probably not be traditional plan¬ 
ners. The contemporary paradigm of resettlement prioritizes developers and bank¬ 
ers. Nonetheless, considering the minimal interest from those parties thus far, per¬ 

haps Detroit must also design itself. 

Restrictive housing covenants and other self-creating zoning organizations were a 

powerful and subversively destructive force in the rise and fall of Detroit. Their gray-
law presence was misguided, but ultimately effective. It is another aspect of Detroit’s 
checkered past that has the potential to be mined for future use. 
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Democracy 

Democracy, in the simplistic context of this thesis, refers to participation. To para¬ 

phrase Frances Moore Lappe, Democracy is not something inflicted upon is. De¬ 
mocracy is something we are. Her philosophy of inspired individuals affecting com¬ 

munal change may not appeal to a jaded mainstream audience, but the idealism is 
intensely relevant to Detroit. That sort of personal achievement drives the American 
Dream, and is was long a keystone of Detroit’s overwhelmingly supported unions. 

The finer points and practicalities of political life are lost on me. However, the egali¬ 
tarian architecture this thesis is tryingto promote clearly needs an additional layer of 
significance. To tie Detroit’s fate, on an urban level, is not a stretch. There are many 

important contemporary arguments over what will happen to the United States as 

industrialism, globalization, and trade deficits do their dirty work. There is also a 

thought experiment that applies the Detroit lesson in politics to that of the country 
as a whole. The impotent Detroit government has heen steadily undermined by cor¬ 

porate interests and constituencies alienated by wealth inequality and racial mis¬ 
treatment. These are all concerns with relevance to the current state of American 

politics on a federal scale. 

Here, the idea is to match a pluralist urban plan with a pluralist philosophy of gov¬ 

ernance and community. It intends to strengthen the tie between how we live physi¬ 
cally and how we live communally. Democracy is the framework for how we interact, 
and should be enforced by a variety of physical manifestations. Every time the city 
plan asks for accommodation instead of bowing to concerns about inconveniences. 
Democracy is being referenced. 

Detroit has historically been a bastion of the commonly held belief in Democracy. 
What was once a strong-minded choice has become a default position, as struggling 
Detroiters depend increasingly on social support networks. In many ways, Detroit 
feels it is owed this service: for the first half of the century, Detroit carried the Ameri¬ 
can economy (and its faithful middle class benefactors). Detroit’s future is even dark¬ 
er if it cannot maintain some connection to the trends of the country as a whole. 
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Top Down - Bottom Up 

Top down systems are a product of a omnipotent master plan. In urban planning, 
very few are completely top-down. Even in cases of the strictest layouts and most 
heavy-handed zoning laws, arc^hitecture slips through the cracks or residents adjust 
the law to their taste. There are infinite examples of this sort of planning, in every 

college c^ampus or large caty with a development corporation. 

Bottom up systems are not beyond the law, but exist in the cracks between them. 
The favelas of Rio are a perfect example- they are built within guidelines of negative 
zoning, with certain materials, and under constraints of expertise and tools. Within 
the various rules, the whole organically adds to itself and changes. 

Any designer should have an instinctive aversion to bottom up systems. They almost 
subversively marginalize planners by resisting their intentions and actively testing 
the limits of rules. With these two extremes as a starting point, I want to try a hybrid. 
I won’t remove myself-1 have clear goals and intentions. However, by setting them 
up under the most basic of rules, the robustness of an open, bottom-up system can 

be brought into play. 

I know I want to work in Detroit and that I desire density as an instigator of com¬ 

munity. My hope is that with a few nudges in that direction, a flexible system can 

solve the many unforeseeable problems (as well as the predictable ones that aren’t 
my business.) 

The key is for such a plan to exist between individual pieces. New Urbanists are 

roundly panned for their harsh adherence to traditional styles and rigorously rigid 
master plans. It could be argued that they would be mucb more successful, and 
certainly less repugnant, with a bit of give- an embracing of the inherent messiness 
of urban places. 
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City Irresponsibility 

As dis(;ussed several times in this text, there have heen many advocates of “down¬ 

sizing” Detroit. Given the clever allusion to industrial pratrtices, it is an important 
question. Detroit has a massive infrastructure that drains money from an already 
depleted tax base, both because of its inefficiency and massive upkeep. The city is 
asked to maintain roads built for two million with the taxes from one million in a 

much worse economic environment. 

There are always voices calling for the slimming of government, increasing its ef¬ 
ficiency and cutting fat. Detroit would seem to require more drastic measures than 
that. If one intends to propose some sort of resettlement, the need to clearly define 
the role of the city becomes even more acute. One way is to drastically cut city ser¬ 

vices that are integral to how people think of what a city should do- while replatang 
them under the very premise that controls the settlement. 

A medium-density hybrid landscape such as the one I will propose for Detroit can 

allow for many unconventional city planning devices. For example, the removal of 
road paving and maintenance is considered a (;riti(;al service. But it isn’t even com¬ 

pleted in the immediate suburbs of Detroit. Some first ring suburbs deliberately 
vote consistently to keep their streets unpaved. Even if Detroit is resettled at some 

density close to its original state, road traffic on the warren of side streets is mini¬ 
mal. This is not an argument entered into the debate of paved vs. unpaved- only a 

targeted area for the city to step back. 

Public space is one of the highest expressions of community life. In almost all cul¬ 
tures, public space is defined by and represents the type of civic life people lead. 
The proposed communal nature of new Detroit lends itself to completely local pub-
Ik; spaces. Parks and playing fields are programmed, constructed, and guarded by 
community organizations. There is even the potential for the ultimate expression of 
a true Democracy, as a neighborhood allows its public space to lie fallow or gathers 
there at every opportunity. 

The city of Detroit as an entity may indeed be nearing the end of its usefulness, 
whether the city dies or is reborn. That process should be carefully considered and 
fostered. 
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Settlement Mechanics 

To add some degree of plausibility, or believability depending on the angle, this set 
of vignettes outline various money-saving, job-creating, density-promoting urban 
inspirations. One is city irresponsibility, defined in the previous essay. Others are 

purely urban-design related. Some are as common sensed as this project gets. 

The idea of putting kit homes in urban slums is hardly revolutionary. It hasn’t been 
tried yet in Detroit, because the city is still trying to attract the kind of informed citi¬ 
zens that buy kit homes. Still, they are potentially a powerful attractor in the fight 
to persuade skeptical suburb dwellers. They offer myriad design options, and often 
higher quality than many development homes. Furthermore, when coupled with 
any sort of c;ooperation program, be it community construction or collective financ¬ 
ing, their effect increases exponentially. Kit homes have long attempted to position 
themselves as low cost, and options for stripping them down from the factory are 

often available. Filling in the voids left there with neighbor labor is both optimistic 
and practical. 

Detroit already possesses a fully executed urban plan. The grid that was traced in 
the floodplain of the Detroit river exists everywhere, even as people and their dwell¬ 

ings leave. There is no particular reason to be attached to it as they return. Roads 
are often underutilized- the fact that they are overbuilt for a wasteful enterprise not¬ 

withstanding. Even as it is assumed that a community will walk, careful attention 
must be paid to how roads are used, both as they lie idle and when they support a 

rush hour. Double use as parking is often derided, but in places with many times the 
density of Detroit or future Detroit. It is prudent to imagine that while cars may be 
preferred out of site, they are far better for us on display. 

The division between public and private space is a non-issue in suburbs. There is 
no public space other than the access road- the (question is simply removed. In caties 
of any density it is much more complex. If Detroit returns as some sort of median 
density, issues of personal land and outbuildings must be handled especially deli¬ 
cately. 
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Density 

The expanse of Detroit’s grid is impressive in size and regularity, and there is some¬ 

thing heartbreakingly elegant about the image of new settlements emerging from 
the ruins of a once-great monolithic c-ity. One factor of Detroit’s condition is that 
enormous grid and the single family housing it once supported. 

Many planners advocate a certain level of density in a city, the exact scope of it de¬ 

pendent upon design ethic. It is easy to take extremist angles and completely remove 

the automobile or require a private highway to every residence. The individual mix 
of factors that decides density is a product of roads, use, proximity, and vertical 
displacement. 

This vision for Detroit advocates a compromise of density. On the one hand, peo¬ 

ple often demand or feel entitled to as much physical space as possible. One caveat 
to asking and promoting a culture of community is the sacrifice of some personal 
space. The counteroffer is public space in great quantities and certainly of a higher 
so(;ial value. Given Detroit’s history and completely blank starting position, there 
is no reason to arbitrarily attempt a new type of construction and build up. Single 

family homes are a trademark of the city, and should be embraced- even if their ba¬ 
sic siting is adjusted. There is nothing inherently wrong with the intact grid system, 
although it does represent some regularized history that denigrates Detroit. Rear¬ 
ranging access patterns is not only another allowance for higher density, but also a 

symbolic gesture to the downfall of the city. 

The moralistic approach to density cites social interaction as a primary motivator. In 
a Detroit settlement, there are a few other practical concerns. Consolidation of a pre¬ 

viously expansive set of lots promotes security and is a precursor to more delicately 
placed car right-of-ways. The motivators for density may be a legal action to cut all 
zoned lots in half, like a stock split. As an economic decision, the concept is to make 
lots extremely affordable in an already depressed Detroit land market. There is also 
a possible benefit to existing residents, whose land become increasingly valuable as 

its grandfathered double status becomes desirable. 
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It was nothing before. One day we just up and moved. There were hard times, but 
I gotta admit it worked out alright. You know, honestly, I take that back. It wasn’t 
even that hard. We just lived our life, but a little different than if we had been some¬ 

where, or anywhere, else. 

I doubted. I really doubted what he was telling me. I can’t take any credit for going 
down there, it wasn’t my idea at all. He convinced me to take that risk, but offered 

something, and it sounded good enough that I wanted it, for my family. It would 
have been harder if I had kids at the time, but then it turned around and we stayed 
after we did have kids because we had kids, and our families were there. It was the 

D, you know, my hometown. 

Some of it was bullshit, and I still think that. I didn’t really buy into the fake togerth-
ness of it, and we didn’t always do that much socially with some of the other people. 
You know, we already had our own in the city. But we got a lot of help and we gave a 

lot of help, and I’ll never forget that. For me, it was little things like not always having 
to mow my lawn every week or fix my driveway. The stuff we helped with was noth¬ 

ing, like helping people move or fixing up a car or a new addition. 

When it started to get big I was in the middle of it. I was on a lot of the committees, 
even more when we had kids. Newspapers were showing up every day, it was crazy. 

They asked how we could live in that dangerous place, I just shrugged and smiled. 
Nobody was there for it to be dangerous. 

Those were the times. The whole place was alive, new families, kids all over. We had 
block parties all the time. My kids were at the head of the classes, being the oldest 
and all. For a while that still felt new. The rest of it was pretty regular then, we had 
the whole routine down and running smooth. 

It felt like it changed over night, but it was quick. My kids started leaving to go to 

school, and looking around a little city inside of a city had jumped up. We moved 
away when we had given and received all we could. We made something out of noth¬ 
ing. Not too many people can say that. 

Brandon Shaw, 2042 
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Action 

Some days, when working on this thesis, I can lie, half-asleep, squint really hard, 
and imagine all this coming true. I can justify a lot of things, make many leaps of 
logic, get completely lost in the absurd optimism of it. Maybe the laughable sense of 
seriousness keeps me going. 

Really, what are the obstacles? All you need is to make something cool and you’ll 
find someone to buy into it. A land grab would make things easy, but Fm not even 

sure its necessary. Give me ten industrious people my age, and I think that in five 
years we could be the talk of the country. Fm talking Oprah appearances. New York 
Times write-ups, 20/20 interviews. 

There are few obstacles. Land is cheap in Detroit, and Fm not even sure we’d have to 

buy it first. Pick a ridiculously abandoned set of parcels, make sure they’re not slated 
for some factory, and just start building. Do you really think the city would notice? If 
we stay cohesive, most things could be overcome. We all get jobs in our professions, 
whatever they may be, in the Detroit area, but instead of buying houses in Ferndale 
or Birmingham, we build them in the city. We build them close together, and help 
each other out. Some drywall here, some car-protecting fence there. And we have a 

great time doing it- eating together, building together. The best part is, its not even 

like we’re hippies roughing it in northern Cali- there’s a Kroger down the street and 
a Home Depot ten minutes away. 

Once we start having kids, things get trickier. But by then, we’ve drummed up some 

real support. First, o»ir friends came into town and were blown away by our great 
houses, interesting neighbors, and our jovial sense of accomplishment. A few of them 
even moved in. The city hassled us for a while, but it turns out they’re inefficient and 
didn’t have the nerve to tear down anyone’s houses. We ended up buying a bunch of 
lots for hardly any money. The local elementary is pretty empty, so we make up half 
the PTA. It makes it easy to get things done there. 

By the time ABC does a prime time story on us, we’ve already blown up. Word has 

spread, and all kinds of young urbanites with a sense of style and revolution are 

building their houses right next to those original five. They want in on the (Lance to 
do something important, to something really new and different. How many doors 
open for you to do something like that? 

Just give me ten people. 
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What does New Detroit, a democratic, comrminity-driven, egalitarian, compromis¬ 
ing, and dense city, look like? The following set of representations, five drawings and 
one model, trace one vision of that c:ity at steadily increasing scales. Similar to the 
images presented in the Ideology chapter, these drawings are intended to weave a 

mythology, both of empirical ideas and symbolic aesthetics. It is assumed that many 

of the principles from that previous chapter are in play- kit homes for the generic 
drawings of new architecture (which does not follow any specific vernacular or ty¬ 

pology), policies of “city irresponsibility,” and an active, vibrant, community. 

The first drawing defines a small set of rules for the interaction of individual new 

constructions, and each additional piece adds a level of scale. The final drawing 
shows the intersection of seven smaller settlements of the types outlined in the pre¬ 

ceding images. As they step up in scale, and decrease in detail, they also add con¬ 

cepts of planning. For example, the model is the first item to show the intersection 
of multiple settlements. It also is the first time the enclosed are is shown. By the last 
drawing, inter-settlement areas are shown deteriorating. 

By design, except perhaps in the more personalized initial vignettes, the pieces of 
architecture are individually banal. Like Monopoly houses, their placement in rela¬ 
tion to each other and location in the whole is important. Their actual design is not 
important, although there are some constraints that would come into play: Smaller 
lot sizes encourage larger homes to be more vertical. The close proximity to other 
homes, and position within a block governs exterior openings or access, and semi¬ 
public spaces. 

The two most important parts of each drawing is a) the image of the whole, and b) 
the traces of the city. How each settlement grows and eventually takes shape is the 
crux of the argument- under the optimistic auspices that something is actually hap¬ 

pening and people are populating the city. Juxtaposed with that is the degradation 
of the grid, original houses, and the ever-present power lines, a symb(d of the run¬ 

down cityness of Detroit and its once proud legion of residents. 
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Drawing 1: Rules 

Four rules are this designer’s input to a bottom-up system of growth for Detroit. 

1. The city is notin the business of... x. 
In the ideology section, references are made to removing the city from many civic 
arenas, as well as using it to stimulate growth. Detroit should not own extraneous 

property. A land grab removes it from that business. 

2. Anchors. 

Once there are willing settlers, they mass near one anchor, and new development 
stretches towards another. Anchors are “places of community,” public buildings in¬ 
cluding schools, churc:hes, hospitals, markets, cemeteries, or large businesses. 

3- Zoning-. 
Zoning stipulations mandate density and give it minimum support. As a settlement 
moves from one anchor towards another, each piece huddles near its neighbors, with 
minimal setbacks. Each piece has access to a small, perhaps unpaved road that al¬ 
lows vehicle parking and movement. Fifty buildings is approximately I50 people, 
the natural upper limit of communal integrity. Once that threshold is reached, a 

larger right-of-way divides a settlement into sub-communities. When the maximum 
size is reached, a new settlement is started. 

4- Public Domain. 
Each right-of-way, and every community desired vacancy, is democratic space. As 
seen in the sketch on pg 76, the same general space is used for a wide variety of func¬ 
tions, from driving and walking to selling and eating. 
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Drawing 2: Multi-Use Right-of-Way 

All the rules from the previous drawing are in play. Additionally, the diagram de¬ 
tail on page 78 shows an estimated time scale for the creation of a full-fledged 
settlement. 

Here, there is a single right-of-way connecting the main “anchors,” St. Francis in 
the lower left and Phoenix Charter School (not engulfed by the settlement) in the 
lower right. Other anchors may (Ludington Publishing) or may not (Renaissance 
Manufacturing) directly attach to it. 

This space is, essentially, “everything else.” Ideally, it houses a large variety of ac¬ 

tivities, making them more communal: driving, walking, biking, selling, working, 
repairing, and meeting all take place in the same area. Additionally, as the new 

settlement works its way off the grid (a consequence of its direction from one anchor 
to another combined with the adjacency requirement), new homes and old homes 
face special conditions. New homes no longer have rigidly defined boundaries, and 
their yards become a part of the path. Old homes, with their seniority allowances, 
may even be directly in the middle of the right-of-way. 

The image is almost agrarian- one could picture donkey carts and carting water 
along the ragged and bustling thoroughfare. 

The base for this drawing was the satellitephotograph on page 37-
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Drawing 3: Full Settlement 

A full settlement stretches from a school at left to a church in the middle and major 
business at the right. The road bordering to the east is Gratiot, one of the “spoke” 
roads that define Detroit. 

In this iteration, the regular blocks are left mostly intact. To increase density, new 

crossroads have been cut through them. The main thoroughfare is a remnant of 
paved road across the north side of the settlement. 

The diagram on page 58 shows the potential joining of individual communities into 
a larger whole, and one option being explored in this drawing was the concentration 
of an(;hor points along the major spoke roads. 

The base for this drawing was the satellite photo on page 35-
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Drawing 4: Full Settlement 

A full settlement, with a clearly visible central connecting path. Two items of inter¬ 
est; The grid in this area is drastically different than most other parts of the city. The 

lengthy blocks are four or five times as long (distance without cross streets) as other 
areas. In the upper right lies Grosse Pointe, a wealthy suburb of the (;ity. The sharp 
difference in density can be seen immediately. 

In the middle, around one anchor point (a school), the main right-of-way has wid¬ 
ened, perhaps for a town square or market area. The settlement has expanded the 
most in the northwest, probably the starting point. Plenty of open land exists adja¬ 
cent to the development, but it has also nearly reached its maximum size and pos¬ 

sesses natural right-of-way divisions to the north and east. 

The overall “scar” aesthetic of the drawing is a poignant reminder of the natural 
state into which these settlements go, and exac^tly what sort of intrusion it is. 

The base for this drawing was die satellite photo on page 38. 
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Model 1: Three Settlements 

Three settlements, each about a third capacity, join several anchor points. Vacancy 
is illustrated starkly on the generic plain of MDF. The central burned portion rep¬ 

resents emerging ideas about curbing full-resettlement in favor of allowing some 

areas, once contained by vibrant new urban tissue, to lie fallow. 

Of note in the model is the way the monopoly-like houses are arranged. It is almost 
unavoidable for them to take up frontage on the right-of-ways. There is an instinc¬ 
tual need to line them up, if only in line with some vague datum. This is also the first 
time two settlements meet, and describing that edge uncovers important questions 
about the integrity of communities if they are successful enough to join others. 

The base for this model was the satellite photo on page 39 ■ 

Special thanks to Anton, Sky, and Andrew. 
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Converging settlements. 24” x 36” ink on mylar. 



^orange settlement” detail ofpage go image. 

Drawing 5: Converging Settlements 

Seven settlements cross the grid to connect multiple anchors. Each is at a various 

stage of its development. By this image, rules govern the management of leftover 
space. Once an area is completely enclosed hy running settlements, it is turned off. 
No new construction or occupation, although existing residents remain as long as 

they desire. Utilities are shut down and maintenance is non-existent. Here is a com¬ 

promise between arguments for and against leaving the city fallow. Eventually, the 
entire city promises to be either settlement or park / architecture mausoleum. 

Symbolically, power lines represent the attachment of settlements to each other, to 

the larger city, and their edges. Note the “unstrung” line poles in vacant areas, and 
the new, messier service system to settlements. 

This set of settlements revolve around a few large anchors (the school in the middle, 
for example) and many more small ones: a church slightly to the northeast of the 
central school, a shop on the main street at right. 

The base for this drawing was the satellitephoto on page 40. 
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