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Abstract 
 
The Phoenix Keepers: 
An Anthropology of Futurity in Detroit City Hall 
 
James Joseph Macmillen, Ph.D. 
 
Cornell University 2018 
 
 
Urban planning is a progressive endeavor. Planners strive to improve cities, to make them more 

equitable, beautiful, sustainable, and resilient. This aspirational quality reveals a particular orientation 

towards time—a culture of ‘progressive futurity’ at the core of the profession, animated by visions of 

desirable urban futures and strategic claims about how these might be reached. Although planners in 

the United States rarely talk openly about ‘progress,’ an intrinsic progressivism remains in American 

planning. Without it, planning’s identity and legitimacy would disappear.  

This dissertation examines how this progressive futurity confronts a slow crisis of urban decline. 

It follows the City of Detroit’s urban planners as they grapple with the consequences of population 

loss, economic collapse, and infrastructural decay. I suggest that the magnitude and duration of 

Detroit’s decline—stretched across the planners’ careers—has steadily eroded their capacity for, and 

their faith in, effective planning interventions. As a result, their working relationship to the future 

bears little resemblance to the progressive futurity of the wider profession. Instead, Detroit’s planners 

routinely engage with the future in deeply personal, human ways, through a ‘phenomenological 

futurity’ of uncertainty, fate, despair, and hope.  
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Here I am, Cassandra. 
And this is my city under ashes. 
And these are my prophet’s staff and ribbons. 
And this is my head full of doubts. 
 
  —Wislawa Szymborska, Soliloquy for Cassandra  
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PROLOGUE 
 
 

“HOPEFUL THINGS CAN PROGRESS” 
 

(Ellis W.)  
 

 
I’m Ellis Williams—for the purposes of the tape here—and I was born and raised in the city. I grew 

up on the North West side, not too far from Renaissance High School. Outer Drive and Greenfield. 

I went to public schools and graduated from Cass Tech. A year or two ahead of me was the former 

mayor of the city, Kwame Kilpatrick. I didn’t hang out with him. He was kinda like the big man on 

campus. I would see him around, but I didn’t associate with him. And then—she’s on The Real 

Housewives of Atlanta—Keinya Moore. She graduated in my class, but I hardly ever saw her. My 

graduating class had close to 900 people in it.  

At Cass, I majored in design-drafting and minored in government. And that’s what’s kind of 

piqued my interest in planning. After high school I went to Atlanta. First I was an undergraduate at 

Morehouse College. My degree was in urban studies. Then I went for a masters at Georgia Tech. My 

major there was city planning and I minored in public policy. During that time in Atlanta I had some 

internships. I worked for the Community Design Center, which was a big non-profit. When I was at 

Georgia Tech I worked as a graduate student research assistant to help supplement my experience.  

During that time I was hearing a lot about things improving in Detroit. I had been away from 

home for about five years, except for short visits. I felt like it was an opportunity to come back here 

and participate in the city’s—well, I guess it was a rebirth. The big program was Empowerment 

Zones, initiated through President Clinton’s administration. They were about attracting industry and 
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manufacturing and doing a lot of physical improvements, and ran from the South West side to 

South East side. Growing up in the 1970s and ‘80s in Detroit was really tough. In my lifetime this 

was one of the first times that I could see some positive things going on. I wanted to come back and 

be part of it. 

My father worked for Rouge Steel, a subsidiary of Ford Motor Company. In the early 1970s a lot 

of plants were closing throughout the area. And in the ‘80s a lot of major corporations moved out of 

the city. Stroh’s, Hudson’s, Fleetwood Cadillac, and Wonder Bread.1 It was almost every year. I was 

in my early teens. My father got laid off a few times, but he was lucky; he was able to get jobs. A lot 

of people we knew just couldn’t find work. A lot of people moved. That’s when you started seeing a 

lot of physical decay. Neighborhoods just started going down. The population was declining through 

the ‘60s, but it really took off in the ‘70s and ‘80s. Those two decades were really tough. 

When I was in Atlanta I wasn’t sure if I wanted to come back to Detroit. But I was looking from 

afar at some of the progress, and a lot of the physical transformation that was going on. I didn’t 

have a design background, but my minor was dealing with housing. I wanted to at least be a part of 

it—transforming the physical aspects, the structures and whatnot, and at the same time dealing with 

human capital. That’s one thing we don’t really deal with as planners—how is it impacting people’s 

lives. I just wanted to at least come back and share some ideas. 

 In my second year of grad school I was working on my option paper. I was interviewing certain 

people, kinda like you do, and I met a man. His name was George Dunbar. At the time he was the 

head city planner for the City of Detroit. He sent me information, and I came up and met him a 

couple of times. He seemed very enthusiastic, and I was seeing some of the physical construction 

and redevelopment that was happening. Like I said, it was something I hadn’t witnessed in my 

lifetime. I felt that it would be leading onto something bigger.  

																																																								
1 Stroh’s was a brewery, and left in 1985; Hudson’s was a major department store and closed in 1983; Fleetwood Cadillac was a luxury 
automobile plant, it moved to Texas in 1987; Wonder Bread, a food manufacturer, closed in 1985.  
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I started working for the City of Detroit, after interviewing, in October 1996. The Department 

was physically moving when I was getting hired. They were moving from 150 Michigan Avenue—

which has been demolished, there’s a parking structure sitting on top of it now—to Cadillac Tower. 

I started working in Real Estate Development, doing land sales. They were trying to strategically deal 

with the redevelopment of certain areas. Major projects geared towards the casinos and industrial 

projects. But they didn’t seem to be focusing on the residential neighborhoods. To an extent they 

were, but in terms of wholesale plans it was more incremental. Now, under the Duggan 

administration, it seems like there’s the idea to retain and grow the population. There was an idea 

previously to transform some areas, with vacant land, not really looking to grow the population. 

Now this administration seems to be pushing more in terms of how we can actually repopulate the 

city—not just in certain areas, but as a whole. We’ve lost so much population in the last fifty years. I 

think that’s the only way you can do it. And to be frank, you have to grow for all sectors of the 

population. Now you have areas like downtown, Midtown, Woodbridge and so forth—within the 

freeways—where you have population that’s growing. I think this Mayor wants growth in segments 

throughout the city, areas where you have vacant land and where you want to stablize the 

community. 

I don’t live in the city. I would like to. I wanted to. Unfortunately, with the insurance, schools, 

and crime, I just couldn’t do it. I live in Harper Woods. It’s an inner-ring suburb, mostly a bedroom 

community. It’s an area where you have African Americans. Unfortunately—like what happened 

when my parents moved forty years ago—you have a lot of white flight now. My parents moved 

into a real stable part of North West Detroit back in 1976. It was primarily a white area. Within five 

years it was predominantly black. It was still stable for twenty years, but in the late ‘80s you start 

having that second wave. The middle class black people left. They began to move. You have some 

areas where there’s still a fabric, but it’s not what it used to be. 
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Where I live, I’ve lived for thirteen years and never experienced a crime. And growing up, I was 

never car-jacked or robbed or anything like that. I consider myself fortunate, because many people 

around me have. To me it’s part of working and having an urban experience in a way. I guess I’ve 

just been fortunate. 

 

When I started with the City, you had a lot of people who had been working there for fifteen, 

twenty or twenty-five years. You had a lot of experienced people there. Some people were willing to 

share information. At the same time there were some staff that didn’t want to share. Or maybe they 

didn’t know how. I had to learn by doing, in terms of knowing roles and regulatory responsibilities. 

It was like: ‘Here’s your desk.’ I had to clean my desk off.  

Morale was probably as low as it could have been within the last couple of years. The cutbacks, 

the City going into bankruptcy, questions about people getting laid off, people losing money. We 

used to have events, there was cameraderie, there was an Employee of the Month. I wish I could 

find, just to give you perspective, you’d be amazed—I used to have an old sheet, there were over 

forty people at that time on the 13th Floor. I would say the peak was probably 2003. That was 

towards the end of the hiring period. Since that time there’s been retirements and cutbacks. It’s been 

just a steady decline. It felt like every year.  

Real Estate dealt exclusively with surplus sales, vacant lots, and had auctions of buildings. In part 

they may have contributed to the demise. Corruption, people not following protocol, people 

stealing. There was a guy who got fired because he was writing deeds to himself. He was stupid. I’m 

glad they caught up with him. People kinda got suspicious because he put his money into his 

clothes. I guess he felt that he wanted to have his own business, as opposed to selling through the 

City.  
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The physical environment of the office is as bad as it’s ever been. I complained to management 

and to the building staff. But they weren’t doing anything about it. I put up some signs about the 

restroom and people ripped them down. I just felt like they just wanted to push us out of here. We 

were going through the Emergency Management system. I just felt like it was inhumane to have us 

operate like this. And it effects your job performance. You’re here to do your job. I’ve been here 

almost twenty years. You come in: bright-eyed and bushy-tailed, with all these ideas. But then you 

just get kind of burned out. I do my job, and I’m professional. You try to do your work. Obviously I 

want to do what the Administration wants to do, but in terms of new ideas or anything like that?— I 

don’t know if I’m jaded or just burned out.  

I just want to be as productive as possible, and serve my time, but I don’t have any more ideas. I 

just feel we’re so behind. I’ve seen so many different plans. Not just internal plans, but all these 

different agencies, both public and private. Some have come to fruition—that’s what made me want 

to come back here in the mid ‘90s—but then you see the reality of things. When I started, you had 

people who had been here twenty years. I guess they themselves were jaded. A lot of them said they 

were just there to pass their time along. Nothing more than that. That’s why the flex-time is now 

8:30am to 5pm. When I first started, people would get in at 6.30 or 7am and they’d be gone by 2:30 

or 3pm. I was young and trying to learn. They’d say: ‘Well, I’ll help you out, as long you do it before 

2 o’clock before I leave.’  

I kinda see a new energy now. I see hope. I’m cautiously moving…I want to see the city do 

better. Detroit, at one time, was considered to be one of the great cities. Not just in the United 

States but in the World. Now it’s just a shell of what it used to be. Maybe not in my lifetime, but 

maybe in my kids or grandkids’s lifetime, I’d like to see that again.  

Throughout my life—growing up here, and then going away for school, but mostly being here—I 

never witnessed the city at its peak, in terms of it being an economic powerhouse with strong 
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neighborhoods. And being an area that could serve as a model, not just nationally but 

internationally. I guess I say ‘hope’ because I just want to see something positive. And now having 

small children, I just don’t know what’s going to happen for them. Will they be able to stay in this 

area in terms of working or having a business, or will they also have to relocate? I’m hopeful for the 

future. I’m hopeful things can progress. It’s been a gradual process. I just want to see something 

positive.  
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Introduction 

PLANNING, PROGRESS, and DECLINE 

 

This dissertation examines how a small team of urban planners, working in one of America’s most 

challenging cities, engage with ‘the future’ in their work. Drawing on ten months of ethnographic 

study in Detroit City Hall, archival research, and a wider program of interviews, I argue that the 

planners’ core sense of ‘futurity’—how the abstract, unknown future is made tangible and meaningful 

in the present—sits at the confluence of two powerful forces. One stems from their professional 

training and obligations. This is the planning profession’s intrinsic ‘progressive futurity,’ the 

institutionalized presumption that the future can be made better than the present through deliberate 

interventions in urban form and function. The second is more private, emerging from the deeper 

relationship between individual consciousness and lived temporality. Following literature in 

psychiatry and anthropology, we can understand this as the planners’ ‘phenomenological futurity,’ a 

sense of the future produced through desire, expectation, hope, and trepidation. 

The Prologue is an extract from an oral history interview with Ellis Williams, one of thirteen 

planners working for the City of Detroit’s Planning and Development Department (“the 
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Department,” hereafter) in 2014. 1As Ellis reflects on his planning career, and ponders what Detroit’s 

future might hold, both forms of futurity appear in his remarks. First, in discussing Detroit’s various 

planning endeavors, Ellis gives us a good sense of the profession’s progressive futurity. He reveals 

planning’s core presumption that strategic interventions—Empowerment Zones, redevelopment 

initiatives, physical improvements—will advance or otherwise push the city toward a more desirable 

future state. We see, too, how such interventions are overwhelmingly material and physical, discussed 

in terms of areas, zones, and segments, and expressly concerned with built form. What actually 

constitutes the end-state of this ‘progress’—Ellis’s “something bigger”—remains relatively 

ambiguous, encompassing physical transformation, economic vitality, and the prospective return of 

Detroit’s population. 

Second, toward the end of his interview, Ellis makes some poignant comments about Detroit’s 

possible future, his personal desire for what this might contain, and its implications for his children’s 

prospects. These are glimpses of Ellis’s phenomenological futurity: his deeper, profoundly human 

relationship to the future dwelling beneath the surface progressivism of his planning duties and tasks. 

We still recognize Ellis as an urban planner, but we can now also see him as a native son of Detroit, 

an African-American, a middle-aged father of small boys, grappling with the close realities of a city in 

crisis. In these later remarks, Ellis’s professional agency and the imagined future seem to switch 

places. While his planning operations theoretically frame the future as something pliable, capable of 

being shaped according to planners’ reason and actions, Ellis’s personal relationship to the future—

steeped in an intergenerational narrative of loss and hardship—casts it as something providential, a 

realm where fate, rather than reason, will decide the ultimate outcome of things. Ellis’s phrase “I’m 

hopeful that things can progress” illustrates this confluence of futurity at the core of his working life. 

																																																								
1 All names used in this dissertation are pseudonyms. Although some sensitive personal details have been removed from interview 
extracts, plenty remains that can identify the planners to their friends and colleagues. Each planner who features in the dissertation has 
read the relevant passages, and given their written permission for the passages to appear in the public domain. 
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It speaks to the erosion of Ellis’s faith in his professional capacity to influence Detroit’s affairs for 

the better, with hope replacing planning’s agency as the locus of effort and reflection. Nevertheless, 

progress remains possible. With his City Hall office surrounded by a downtown real estate boom, 

Ellis “sees a new energy now.” The notion of progress, though it proceeds in relative isolation from 

his bureaucratic world, remains a prominent concept in Ellis’s thought, lending structure and 

direction to particular changes in Detroit’s landscape.  

In Ellis’s oral history, we see a professional concern to make a particular future for Detroit, some 

general observations about how the city’s actual future might unfold, and a deep sensitivity to how an 

uncertain future might register in the intimate spaces of Ellis’s life. While reflecting on Detroit as a 

professional tasked with its improvement, Ellis also reveals much about how we orient ourselves 

toward the future as human beings—our desire for imagined future circumstances, uncertainty about 

whether these might transpire, and a concern for how the unknown future might impact our well-

being, that of our loved ones, and the places we care most about.2  

 

 

I. Planning, Futurity, and Progress 

 

Urban planning is a deeply spatial profession, concerned with manipulating the built environment in 

pursuit of various public interests. Historically, as planners sought to make cities more sanitary, 

beautiful, rational, and equitable, their work has rested heavily upon spatial representations, analyses, 

and prescriptions. Planning’s primary tools and techniques—from platting maps, zoning ordinances 

to streetscape renderings—have tried to clarify how urban spaces ought to function, the physical 
																																																								
2 This close connection between hope, the future, and one’s children is emphasized in the literature on hope, indicating how one’s 
children essentially embody the future to come. “For the desperate,” Rebecca Solnit writes, for example, “the alternative to hope—
and the struggle to realize that hope—is death or privation or torture or a grim future or no future for their children.” (My emphasis.) 
Rebecca Solnit, Hope in the Dark: Untold Histories, Wild Possibilities, Third edition with a new foreword and afterword (Chicago, Illinois: 
Haymarket Books, 2016), 138. 
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forms they might take, and how they should be regulated.3 This spatial orientation is closely tied to 

the term ‘plan’ itself, to its meaning as a two-dimensional drawing, sketch or diagram. This usage of 

‘plan’—sharing an etymology with the mathematical ‘plane’—appeared in 17th Century architecture, 

and was applied to cities by the poet John Dryden at the turn of the 18th Century, describing a 

decorative shield engraved with “Plans of Cities, and Maps of Countries.”  

Alongside this spatial orientation, however, the planning profession is also deeply—though far 

less overtly—concerned with time. In one sense, this stems from the inescapable temporality 

embedded in spatial plans. Such plans are normative statements of intent about the future form and 

function a city ought to take, and thus function not as descriptions of the world as it presently exists, 

but as it could be. In another sense—etymologically connected to the ‘planting’ of seeds, and echoing 

the alternate, everyday meaning of ‘plan’ as a proposal or scheme of action for achieving a particular 

outcome—urban planning is also concerned with the means by which these futures can be effectively 

reached. This is planning’s strategic orientation, its focus on the temporal dynamics and critical paths 

of urban interventions, best illustrated through its close association with economic planning, policy 

analysis, and public administration.4 

This dual concern for future visions and their strategic resolution, for urban ends and means, 

constitute the twin pillars of urban planning’s progressive futurity—the profession’s basic 

relationship to time. This progressive orientation, one of implied control, if not mastery, over the 

direction and pace of urban affairs, is a modern idea. Before the 17th Century, new additions and 

alterations to the city were conceived as extensions to the preexisting urban fabric, and carried out in 

accordance with aesthetic principles that stemmed from, and elaborated, the existing vernacular. As 

such, early planners’ temporal orientations remained similarly modest. Their sense of the urban future 

																																																								
3 For a concise overview of planning’s historical roots, justifications, dilemmas, and approaches, see the Editors’ Introduction in: 
Susan S. Fainstein and Scott Campbell, Readings in Planning Theory, 3rd ed (Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2012), 1–20. 
4 For an excellent overview of these ties, see: Patsy Healey, “Traditions of Planning Thought,” in Readings in Planning Theory, ed. Susan 
S. Fainstein and Scott Campbell, 3rd ed (Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2012), 214–33. 



	 5 

was a harmonious continuation of the past-present, an enduring stasis. The town’s future would 

evolve with the meeting of immediate practical needs. The image of the town’s future as a coherent 

vision to be chased, glimmering in the middle-distance, did not exist. 5 

With the Renaissance, attitudes toward the built environment began to shift. The treatment of 

cities in Book II of Sir Thomas More’s Utopia (1516), for example, embodies this early push towards 

urban order and uniformity. More’s narrator discusses the virtues of the island’s fifty-four cities in 

bold terms. Each holding no more than 6,000 families, and spaced at relatively uniform distances, the 

cities are all planned—with allowances for local topography—according to the same, standard 

layout.6 The capital, Amaurote, is located at the geographic center of the island and is split into four 

quadrants.  All its streets have a standard width of twenty feet, and the homes—constructed in fine 

brick and glass—are “joyned together in a long rowe through the whole streate without any partition 

or separation.”7 More reflects, too, on the Utopians’ civic adminstration. Each year, cities lacking in 

corn, wood, cattle, and other provisions are replenished by cities running a surplus. And if any city 

suffers a depopulation, due to a plague, for example, the other cities send citizens to replace them. If 

none can be spared, then citizens are recalled from overseas colonies, for Utopians would “rather 

suffer theire forreyne townes to decaye and peryshe, than any cytie of theire owne ilande to be 

diminished.”8  

In forging a connection between urban organization and the emerging ideal of human progress, 

More’s Utopia presaged the impulse for urban standardization and rationalization that later 

characterized the Baroque cities of Europe and L’Enfant’s 1791 plan for Washington D.C.9 In one 

																																																								
5 Lewis Mumford, The City in History: Its Origins, Its Transformations, and Its Prospects (London; in association with Secker and Warburg: 
Penguin ;, 1987), Chaps. 10-11. 
6 Thomas More, Utopia, English Trans. of 1556 by Raphe Robynson (Cambridge University Press, 1890), 69, 86. 
7 More, 74. 
8 More, 87. 
9 Bertrand Russell considers Utopia to be a particularly liberal treatise, ahead of its time in its attitudes towards religious tolerance, 
animal rights, and capital punishment. Russell also notes that More’s attempt to construct and discuss the features of an ideal, 
hypothetical society echoes Book V of Plato’s Republic, considered to be the earliest of such ‘political experiments in miniature.’ 
However, Plato’s text was written as a real-world mandate for society, whereas More’s was intended as a provocative thought 
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sense, Utopia’s urban environment stands as the spatial embodiment of progress itself, epitomizing 

the desirable, emancipatory future end-state that progress seeks. In another, More makes telling 

references to temporality, implying that attaining such an urban condition is only possible through a 

modern, progressive stance toward the future. He remarks, for example, how the Utopians “utterly 

despise and mocke sothsayinges and divinations of thinges to come by the flighte or voices of 

birdes…whiche in other countreis be in greate oberservation.”10  

From the 17th Century to the 19th Century, this connection between urban order and human 

progress deepened. A desire to glorify and administer princely rule drastically reshaped the form and 

function of Europe’s major cities. The organic incrementalism of medieval planning was replaced by 

a regimented, synoptic, and rationalistic Baroque planning that recast entire cities through rigid, 

geometric patterns. This was a physical incarnation of progress—a calculated and mathematical city, 

freed from the arbitrariness and crookedness of the past. Just as the walkable, ‘short-range’ spatiality 

of the medieval town contrasted with the ‘long-range’ vistas of the Baroque avenues, so we might 

also apply the same terminology to the marked contrast in futurity between the two eras.11 Whereas 

the medieval urban future emerges incrementally from the present—short-range, and free from any 

overarching human authority or scheme of action—the Baroque urban future is tied directly to the 

implied long-range temporality of sovereign rule. The geometric array of boulevards, palaces, and 

gardens was intended to remain frozen in time, fixed for eternity. The temporality of Baroque 

planning was thus ‘congealed,’ with the present and future fused into a timeless, infinite extension.12  

By the 19th Century, however, the idea of progress had escaped the court and the laboratory. The 

Industrial Revolution decentered the idea of human advancement and this drastically reshaped the 

																																																																																																																																																																																			
experiment. See: Bertrand Russell, A History of Western Philosophy, A Touchstone Book (New York u.a: Simon and Schuster, 1972), 108, 
119, 525. 
10 More, Utopia, 150. 
11 Mumford, The City in History, 413. 
12 Mumford, 449. This sense of connection across eras is recalled in John Updike’s poem Washington: “Diagonal white city dreamed by 
a Frenchman—/the nouveau republic’s Senecan pretension…” See: John Updike, Collected Poems, 1953-1993, 1st ed (New York: 
Knopf : Distributed by Random House, 1993), 63. 
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form and function of the modern city. Whereas the Baroque planners understood their cities to be 

the spatial manifestation of human progress, and saw their urban designs as timeless, ideal 

arrangements, the principal cities of Western Europe and North America now hosted the rampant 

flux of a progress devolved to industrial capitalism. Throughout this ‘century of progress’13 or ‘epoch 

of liberal optimism,’14 19th Century cultural life was dominated by an overwhelming sense of human 

power, that the features of the world once exclusive to nature—water, minerals, energy—could be 

harnessed and transformed for the continuous improvement of mankind.15  

Cities were the crucible for this pursuit of material progress. As industrialists and their financiers 

sought land for factories, railroads, canals, and other manufacturing infrastructures, cities sprawled 

into the surrounding countryside, aided by the rationalized, gridded modes of real estate speculation. 

Meanwhile, tens of thousands of laborers arrived from smaller towns, rural areas, and overseas, 

placing enormous pressure on housing, sanitation, and transportation.16 

Crucially, there was no overarching municipal authority willing or able to control this growth. 

Whereas princely autocrats saw population growth as a valuable resource, akin to colonial expansion, 

capable of generating additional rents and tax revenues for the crown estate,17 19th Century urban 

growth was of secondary concern to the commercial and industrial elite. Growth was tolerated as a 

by-product of progress. This ambivalence stemmed partly from a utilitarian, and later Darwinian, 

metaphysics which privileged chance and chaos as the preconditions for maximizing human 

progress.18 Social and political affairs were increasingly framed through an evolutionary lens—arguing 

that governments should avoid regulating urban affairs, lest they upset progress’s natural course.19 

																																																								
13 Mumford, The City in History, 531. 
14 Russell, A History of Western Philosophy, 746. 
15 Russell, 728. 
16 Mumford, The City in History, Chaps. 14–15. See also: Peter Hall, Cities of Tomorrow: An Intellectual History of Urban Planning and Design 
in the Twentieth Century, Repr (Oxford: Blackwell, 1993). Chap. 2 
17 Mumford, The City in History, 420. Elsewhere, Mumford (p. 415) cites Giovanni Botero (c. 1544 - 1617): “The greatness of a city is 
said to be, not the largeness of the site or the circuit of the walls, but the multitude and number of inhabitants and their power.” 
18 Mumford, 515. 
19 Mumford, 515. ;  Russell, A History of Western Philosophy, 727. 
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The urban elite of the 19th Century, therefore, framed the urban future not as a timeless, ideal end-

state as the Baroque elite had, but instead as a linear realm of unknown wonders and unseen 

achievements yet to be realized. Progress was a powerfully abstract concept, valuing and justifying 

change for its own sake, and providing a convenient metric through which to understand the pace 

and direction of civilization’s achievements. 20  

Toward the close of the 19th Century, however, the relationship between progress and the urban 

condition shifted once again. In rejecting the chaos and squalor of the industrial city and the 

corruption of machine politics, the pioneers of the Progressive Era dramatically broadened the 

concept of progress to encompass a concern for what desirable urban futures ought to contain. 

Instead of worshipping progress as an abstract virtue of modernity, these pioneers—in education, 

healthcare, and the nascent professions of urban planning and social work—argued that 

improvements in the form and function of the city, its physical qualities, the welfare of its inhabitants, 

and its political governance, ought to be at the core of any meaningful sense of human advancement. 

This was the birth of urban planning as a modern profession, and it set the tone of the profession’s 

progressive futurity for the 20th Century. Planners joined the nascent profession to pursue 

“humanistic visions” of the future and “worthwhile utopias.”21 By the post-WWII era of high 

modernism, this progressive futurity was firmly entrenched at the heart of planning’s professional 

culture. “He must believe in progress”—stated Louis Wirth in a 1952 address to the National Planning 

Conference entitled ‘The Planner’s Creed:’ 

“daring to transcend the limitations and frustrations of the present…[with] a disciplined imagination which leads 

him continuously to push out the frontiers of the possible…he must learn to see farther and deeper than those 

who have not presumed, as he has, to play the responsible and dangerous role of counselor of men, of 

																																																								
20 Lewis Mumford, Technics and Civilization, A Harvest Book (San Diego: Harcourt Brace, 1995), 182–184. 
21 Donald A. Krueckeberg, ed., The American Planner: Biographies and Recollections (New York: Methuen, 1983), 1.  
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communities, of states and nations…he must sense and be willing and able to trace the longer-range and less 

obvious implications of trends and of actions.” 22 

 

 

II. Death and Life of a Great American City 

 

Detroit’s fall from grace has been a prominent topic for cultural commentators in recent years. 

Drawn to the rich aesthetics of ruin, filmmakers and photographers have documented the city’s 

crumbling homes, ruined factories, and shuttered schools. For some, this is an ethical problem, and 

accusations of voyeurism and “ruin porn” abound. But there is an intellectual cost, too. Such visual 

representations, as Sontag puts it, “fiddle with the scale of the world.”23 They cannot convey the 

broader parameters of Detroit’s decline that are vital to understand.  

First, this imagery separates Detroit from its regional context. We are left with the impression of 

a free-floating, post-apocalyptic city somewhere in the Midwest, largely deserted, and lacking an 

economic base. This is highly misleading. Although Detroit has experienced significant abandonment, 

the wider metropolitan area is home to 4.3 million people, almost the population of New Zealand or 

the Republic of Ireland. Equally misleading is the common description of Detroit as a “post-

industrial city.” Rhetorically, this term is compelling. It situates Detroit’s fortunes within the great 

sweep of economic history, modernity, and globalization; it places the city alongside its peers—

Cleveland, Buffalo, Youngstown, Syracuse, Gary, Flint—facing similar challenges and uncertainties; 

and it honors what anthropologist James Ferguson terms a sense of ‘abjection,’ the loss of a civic 

identity and purpose once enjoyed and now disappeared. But when Detroit’s manufacturing base 

began to slip away in the 1940s, it didn’t go to Tennessee or Mexico; it went to the northern suburbs, 

																																																								
22 See Kreckberg, 32 
23 Susan Sontag, On Photography, 1st edition (New York: Picador, 2001), 4. 
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where land was cheaper and taxes were lower. And, despite the considerable impact of globalization 

and automation, this suburbanized manufacturing belt remains strong. In 2015, manufacturing still 

accounted for a fifth of Michigan’s GDP, and metropolitan Detroit had 240,000 manufacturing jobs, 

a 30% increase since 2010. 24 The region’s economy has also diversified, with robust medical, 

education, and professional service sectors. Before the financial crisis, Metro Detroit’s GDP per 

capita ranked 16th amongst metropolitan areas in the OECD, two places above Paris.25  

Second, photographs of Detroit’s physical decline also miss its race problem. In 1950, Detroit 

had 1.85 million residents. 84% were white, and 16% were black. By 2010, after decades of suburban 

flight, when only 714,000 residents remained, these proportions were reversed: 11% of residents were 

white, and 83% were black. The congruence between this segregation and the region’s economic 

opportunities means that a loop of relatively wealthy, majority-white suburbs, holding three quarters 

of the region’s jobs, enclose an impoverished, majority-black city. 26   As a result, Detroit has 

experienced the greatest geographical separation between its jobs and black citizens of any 

metropolitan region in the United States.27 Accessing these dispersed and decentralized jobs from 

within the city can be extremely difficult. Public transit options are more limited than in other big 

cities, and low-income residents have disproportionately low levels of car-ownership. In the ‘Motor 

City,’ around a quarter of households have no access to a private vehicle. The national average is 9 

percent.28 

																																																								
24 Joel Kotkin, “The U.S. Cities Where Manufacturing Is Thriving,” Forbes, accessed May 22, 2017, 
https://www.forbes.com/sites/joelkotkin/2016/06/21/the-u-s-cities-where-manufacturing-is-thriving/. 
25 Alan Berube, “Metro Nation: How U.S. Metropolitan Areas Fuel American Prosperity” (Washington D.C.: Brookings Institute, 
2007), 34, https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/MetroNationbp.pdf. 
26 George C. Galster, Driving Detroit: The Quest for Respect in Motown, 1st ed, Metropolitan Portraits (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2012), 51. 
27 Michael Stoll, “Job Sprawl and the Spatial Mismatch between Blacks and Jobs” (Washington D.C., 2005), 
https://www.brookings.edu/research/job-sprawl-and-the-spatial-mismatch-between-blacks-and-jobs/ cited in:; Joe Grengs, “Job 
Accessibility and the Modal Mismatch in Detroit,” Journal of Transport Geography 18, no. 1 (January 1, 2010): 42–54 
28 Joe Grengs, “Comparing People and Places with Transportation Accessibility in Metropolitan Detroit,” in Mapping Detroit: Land, 
Community, and Shaping a City, ed. June Manning Thomas and Henco Bekkering (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 2015), 101–14. 
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Detroit’s depopulation, and the dispersal of the region’s economic base, impoverished those who 

remained in the city. As each Detroiter acquired the means to leave, this poverty became ever more 

concentrated. In 2015, almost 40% of Detroit’s households lived below the federal poverty line, the 

highest rate of any major American city.29 Foreclosures are common—against mortgage debts and 

unpaid property taxes. And the non-payment of utility bills led to a notorious program of water shut-

offs by the City of Detroit. Detroit’s tax base has thus taken a triple hit. Industrial flight diminished 

takings from business rates. Residential flight diminished overall revenue from property taxes. And 

residents who remain are either unable to afford their taxes, or are assessed at very low rates. As a 

result, Detroit’s public services face huge budgetary pressures. Funds for schools, libraries, emergency 

services, road repair, and general civic administration have all decreased.  

These are changes we can look at, point at, and empirically measure, what Harvey, following 

Lefebvre, calls “material spatial practices.”30 They constitute those vexing aspects of Detroit that 

spreadsheets, maps, and policy reports strive to convey and resolve. Together, they tell a story of 

profound economic and demographic change, of historical injustice, and the shifting fortunes of 

industrial capitalism in the place that tried to perfect it.   

 

But if Detroit’s decline is something tangible, something to be practically understood, those films and 

photographs nevertheless honor the poetry of the fall. Outside the numbers, beyond the maps, 

Detroit gives us pause. It challenges our basic conception of what cities are, and how they are 

supposed to evolve. When children draw cities, they do not draw Detroit. They draw towers and 

homes, density and noise. As adults, even as professionals who dedicate careers to understanding 

cities, I think we retain much of this innocence. Our cognitive maps of human settlement place cities 

																																																								
29 Karen Bouffard, “Census Bureau: Detroit Is Poorest Big City in U.S.,” Detroit News, September 16, 2015, 
https://www.detroitnews.com/story/news/local/michigan/2015/09/16/census-us-uninsured-drops-income-stagnates/32499231/. 
30 David Harvey, The Condition of Postmodernity: An Enquiry into the Origins of Cultural Change (Oxford [England] ; Cambridge, Mass., USA: 
Blackwell, 1989), 218. 
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along imaginary lines, in webs and meshes, arranged by size. Either they remain fixed in place, 

somehow timeless, static and enduring, or we invest them with a teleological quality, a permission or 

expectation to move up the ranks. Detroit’s decline upsets this teleology. It disobeys our silent law, 

our faith that cities find some comfortable equilibrium or else grow in perpetuity. On paper, we know 

that cities like Detroit are shrinking, that their planners are sketching fields and meadows where 

houses used to be. But there is a profound cultural discomfort with the notion that cities—and big, 

burly American cities in particular—are moving in this direction, away from the places we drew as 

children. 

This unease is compounded by anthropomorphism. American cities are not just containers of life, 

but entities in their own right. Although they are often reviled—seen as places of disease, depravity, 

crime and corruption—they are also our sanctuaries, our centers of culture and innovation, 

commerce and democracy. They are cheered from the bleachers, worn on t-shirts, and personified in 

nicknames. The Big Apple. The Windy City. The Big Easy. The Motor City. We give these places 

human qualities and attributes. We celebrate their grit, energy, and vitality, we lament their scarred 

landscapes, and we pray for them.31 We pull in metaphors from biology to understand their shape and 

character.32 Parks are their ‘lungs.’ Trafficways, their ‘arteries.’ Downtowns, their ‘hearts.’  

When this anthropomorphism collides with decline, we feel a poignancy, something beyond our 

sympathy for those living in its midst. We revert to what Henri Lefebvre calls the “pathology of 

space.”33 We speak of urban “ills” and “ailing neighborhoods,” and planners and architects come to 

see themselves as “doctors of space.”34 Books appear with titles like The Heart of Our Cities: the urban 

																																																								
31 McLain Clutter, “Cleveland: Medi-Plex City,” in Formerly Urban: Projecting Rust Belt Futures, ed. Julia Czerniak, First edition, New City 
Books (Syracuse, New York: Syracuse University School of Architecture and Princeton Architectural Press, 2013), 55; H. G. Bissinger, 
A Prayer for the City, 1st ed (New York: Random House, 1997). 
32 Robert Ezra Park, E. W Burgess, and Roderick Duncan McKenzie, The City (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, [1925] 1984). 
33 Henri Lefebvre, The production of space (Oxford, UK; Cambridge, Mass., USA: Blackwell, 1991), 99. 
34 Lefebvre, 99. 
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crisis, diagnosis and cure.35 When this decline then hits some invisible threshold, we hear murmurs of 

urban death. As Czerniak puts it: “if cities are not considered to be growing by the traditional 

definitions, then they are considered to be dying.”36 In Detroit, this death metaphor is often used 

facetiously, to provoke, to draw readers in, to stake out some bold terrain of argument. Both Charlie 

LeDuff’s Detroit: An American Autopsy and Mark Binelli’s Detroit City is the Place to Be: Afterlife of an 

American Metropolis use the metaphor playfully, reminiscent of Jane Jacobs’s The Death and Life of Great 

American Cities.37 But others have gone much further. Peter Eisinger’s 2014 paper in the Journal of 

Urban Affairs entitled ‘Is Detroit Dead?’ solemnly argues that “anything less dramatic than the 

language of pathology, curative intervention, and death seems inadequate for understanding what has 

occurred.”38 In this top academic journal, we thus find the phenomenology of Detroit’s decline 

pushed through the prism of a terminal illness. Here, the concept of urban death ceases to be a 

‘small’ metaphor in the sleeve notes, and instead becomes a ‘large’ metaphor of prominent re-

description, reframing our approach to the city.39 If we were to take Eisinger’s thesis seriously, and 

allow this metaphor the same quasi-analytical status we give to the ‘invisible hand’ of the market, or 

the ‘roadmap’ of a peace process, it would fundamentally change the job of the urban planner.  

 

However, just as Detroit is addressed through this language of death, we also see its stubborn 

rejection, a refusal to go gently. There are two prominent symbols of this defiance. One is the City of 

Detroit motto, often invoked, and coined after a devastating fire in 1805: Speramus Meliora, Resurget 

Cineribus, “We hope for better things, it will rise from the ashes.” Another is the Renaissance Center, 

																																																								
35 Victor Gruen, The Heart of Our Cities: The Urban Crisis, Diagnosis and Cure (Simon and Schuster, 1965). 
36 Julia Czerniak, ed., Formerly Urban: Projecting Rust Belt Futures, First edition, New City Books (Syracuse, New York: Syracuse 
University School of Architecture and Princeton Architectural Press, 2013), 21. 
37 Charlie LeDuff, Detroit: An American Autopsy (New York: Penguin Press, 2013); Mark Binelli, Detroit City Is the Place to Be: The Afterlife 
of an American Metropolis (New York: Picador, 2013); Jane Jacobs, The Death and Life of Great American Cities, Vintage Books ed (New 
York: Vintage Books, 1961). 
38 Peter Eisinger, “Is Detroit Dead?,” Journal of Urban Affairs 36, no. 1 (February 1, 2014): 1. 
39 Trevor Barnes, “Metaphor,” in The Dictionary of Human Geography, ed. Derek Gregory, 5th ed (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2009), 456. 
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Detroit’s tallest skyscraper, commissioned after the civil unrest of the late 1960s. But more interesting 

is how this phoenix narrative saturates everyday conversation in Detroit. Early in this study, struck by 

how often I encountered terms beginning with the prefix “re-,” I decided to keep a list.40 After three 

years, the list contained more than thirty terms. They occurred in office talk and bar talk, in 

newspapers, on websites, in speeches, in books and reports. Roughly, they fall into four groups. 

First, there are those—like rebirth, renaissance, and regeneration—that meet death in its own terms, 

asserting an afterlife. At their most sensational, we read about Detroit’s reincarnation, and the 

resurrection and resuscitation of its neighborhoods. These are accompanied by terms that speak not just 

to birth, but to the return of life more generally, to connotations of youth, health, and vitality: the 

biannual cohorts of Detroit Revitalization Fellows, the revival of the city by private investors, the 

reenlivening of the Eastern Market district, the reinvigoration of downtown; the reawakening of Michigan 

Central Station; the rejuvenation of housing projects near the downtown core.  

Second, there are terms animated by loss and abjection, hinting at a future that matches or 

exceeds a world that existed before. Epitomized by recovery, these terms lack the sensationalism of the 

first, but they carry more emotional and existential weight. I tended to hear them beyond City Hall, in 

conversations with neighbors or taxi drivers, for example. They spoke of Detroit’s return to economic 

prosperity, of its rebounding, reemergence, and resurgence.  

Third, are the ‘re-’ terms that thrive inside City Hall. Because of the controversies of urban 

‘renewal,’ this term is almost never used, but its qualities survive in redevelopment projects or the 

remediation of blight. These terms are abstract, technocratic, framed as inherently desirable and 

politically benign. Several are concerned with physical processes, activating some lost or latent aspect 

of the built environment. Sometimes, like urban renewal, this is discussed at scale, like the repurposing 

																																																								
40 The prefix ‘Re-’, comes from the Latin for ‘back’ or ‘backward.’ We see this original sense of ‘back from a point reached,’ ‘back to 
an original place or position,’ in terms like: return, reclaim, and rebound. ‘Re’ then evolved to produce four distinct traits, one of 
which came to dominate contemporary usage: where ‘re’ means ‘again’, ‘anew’, ‘to a previous state or condition,’ ‘an action itself is 
done again.’ i.e. Regrow; Reoccur; Regain OED, Oxford English Dictionary (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989). 
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of vacant land. Elsewhere, the scale is smaller, the implications gentler, found in the restoration, 

renovation, reuse, and rehabilitation of historic structures, for example. Beyond the physical, this group of 

terms also contains the strategic language of public policy, shaping the direction, pace, and nature of 

change: the Mayor’s goal to repopulate the city, the planners’ targeted reinvestment in priority 

neighborhoods and attempts to reconnect parts of the city, the restructuring of municipal departments; 

the rebalancing of their budgets; the reallocation of resources; and reforming the failures of prior 

administrations. These terms are found in thousands of city governments, but they took on a 

profundity in Detroit, as if so much depended on getting them right. Beyond the bureaucracy, this 

third group is rounded out by the strategic urges of civil society: blogs titled ‘Rethink Detroit’; 

organizations named ‘Rebrand Detroit’; and books titled ‘Reimagining Detroit.’ 

Fourth, against all this bodily metaphor, are terms that honor Detroit’s industrial roots, where 

machines and promethean forces stave off death. First comes heat, the language of fire and energy, 

sparks and chemistry: the goal of rekindling new industries from the ruins; plans for a sports complex 

promising to reignite a neighborhood; the prospect that new jobs will reenergize the city. Next come the 

hammers: the rebuilding of Detroit, the remaking of its downtown, the recreating of a midtown, the 

recasting of it future. And then the craftsmanship, the thinkers and tinkerers: restarting Detroit’s 

engines, reconfiguring its land use, reactivating its street life, trying to repair, reboot and reinvent the city. 

 

 

III. The Phoenix Keepers 

 

These wild swings between death and life, between fate and hope, are significant. If we are to 

properly understand how planning engages with troubled cities like Detroit, the greatest mistake 

would be to dismiss this language as a sideshow, as something extraneous to the physical, material 
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problems at hand: the poverty, the unemployment, the decay. Instead, we should remember that 

naming something is a powerful act, one that goes far beyond description. Names, labels, and stories 

locate entities within broader schemes of interpretation and action. What does one do with a “dead” 

city, for instance? Bury it and grieve? Freeze it? Donate it to science? And if a city is to be 

“reincarnated,” should we raise it in the same mold of its forebears? Or attempt something else?   

The City of Detroit’s urban planners stand between these two great representational thrusts, 

between final erasure and perpetual renewal. One says their task is futile, their profession redundant. 

The other says that it has never been more important, that the whole world is watching. This is why 

their relationship to time is worth studying, because these divergent futures pose questions about 

how they might find resolution in the planners’ world. A fascinating question emerges: how do these 

swirling currents of death, disaster, rebirth, and experimentation find expression in the duties and 

routines of those for whom Detroit’s future isn’t just an anxious wait or a cultural phenomenon to 

observe, but a realm of professional obligation in which to act? In the course of their everyday 

tasks—their mapping projects, plan reviews, ordinance rewrites, and public hearings—are these 

existential narratives prominent, generative, or ignored? 

To explore these questions, I joined the Department for ten months of ethnographic research in 

October 2014. I spent three or four days in the office each week as a planning intern, assisting the 

planners with their work, observing it, and writing fieldnotes. The other days each week were spent 

conducting roughly one hundred interviews with Detroit residents, business leaders, developers, 

philanthropists, advocacy groups, academics, and retired City of Detroit planners. This initial research 

period coincided with three important events: (1) the transition of political authority back from an 

Emergency Manager to Detroit’s Mayor and City Council; (2) the Department’s physical move from a 

downtown office into City Hall; and (3) the Mayor’s appointment of a new Planning Director, 

Detroit’s most high-profile planner since the 1970s. I left the Department in August 2015, but kept in 
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close contact with the planners, exchanging emails, phone calls, and text messages. In July 2016, I 

returned for a further eight months as a full-time contractor, working on zoning reform. Although 

this latter period of employment was not a formal part of the ethnography, and lent no empirical 

material to this dissertation per se,  it nevertheless helped to clarify my sense of departmental life, and 

what was at stake in its operations. 

I have chosen five experiences to write about in the dissertation’s empirical chapters. Three of 

them—Chapters 1, 2 and 4—relate to the Department’s master-planning work. Assisting the planners 

with revising the Detroit Master Plan occupied much of my time during the fieldwork. Chapters 2 

and 4 discuss this revision process in detail, while Chapter 1 draws on archival research to examine 

the progressive futurity of Detroit’s original master plan of 1951. The two remaining chapters—3 and 

5—discuss the Department’s historic preservation activities. These explore how debates about 

Detroit’s historic buildings tie into concerns about the city’s future. Each of the five chapters includes 

a chapter abstract to cue the reader toward its principal themes. 

The Department’s planners welcomed me into the office and its routines. They taught me their 

planning techniques, took me to hearings and on site visits, invited me to Friday drinks at the bar 

and into their homes. I listened as they pored over maps, as citizens accosted them, as they slumped 

in their chairs with resignation, and as they pumped their fists in triumph. Many became friends. 

After working alongside them for almost a year, I asked if I might tape-record their backstories, 

inspired by Forester’s ‘profiles of practitioners’ and raw oral history publications in the style of 

Svetlana Alexievich and Studs Terkel.41 We conducted these interviews in empty conference rooms, 

in the bar, in coffee shops, and on park benches. We talked about the planners’ childhoods and 

																																																								
41 John Forester, The Deliberative Practitioner: Encouraging Participatory Planning Processes (Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press, 1999); Svetlana 
Alexievich, The Unwomanly Face of War: An Oral History of Women in World War II (Random House Publishing Group, 2017); Studs 
Terkel, Working: People Talk About What They Do All Day and How They Feel About What They Do (New York: The New Press, 1997). 
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careers, their educational journeys and their family circumstances, how they tried to shape Detroit, 

and how Detroit had shaped them.  

In addition to Ellis’s story in the Prologue, I have included a further four of these transcripts, 

edited for length and clarity, between the dissertation chapters. These narratives are intended to 

counteract the tendency within geography, anthropology, sociology, and in planning, too, to ignore 

or downplay the human side of the planning profession. Planners are either portrayed as Faustian, 

Robert Moses figures—as unelected, unsympathetic, and manipulative; or they are dismissed as 

naïve bureaucrats, complicit in neoliberalism, late capitalism, or some other structural nightmare. It’s 

important to fight this. Appreciating planners’ in situ craft, their hopes and dreams, and the 

emotional labor they bring to the job seems crucial if we are to properly understand how planning 

operates, and how it might operate better. Each of the oral histories is followed by a brief analytical 

commentary, reflecting upon their prominent themes and clarifying their ties to futurity. 
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1. The Master Plan 

With BERNARD and LADISLAS 

 

This chapter begins with my arrival to the Department in October 2014, and my first impressions of 

office life. It then briefly discusses the work that of one of my colleagues, Bernard, performed in relation to 

the ‘City of Detroit Master Plan of Policies.’ Enforcing and revising this Master Plan was one of the 

Department’s principal responsibilities, and required by Detroit’s City Charter. Drawing on a range of 

archival materials, the majority of the chapter then offers a close analysis of the City’s original Detroit 

Master Plan (1951), lead-authored by Hungarian-American planning consultant Ladislas Segoe. 

Conceived in the postwar era of high modernism, the 1951 Master Plan epitomizes a mode of 

‘progressive futurity’ in its engagement with temporality. I discuss two ways in which progressive futurity 

emerges from the original Master Plan’s design: first, how it tries to create an ‘imaginary’ of a desirable 

and plausible urban future for Detroit; and second, how it articulates a strategic theory of change for 

pursuing this imaginary. 

 

 

When I arrived at 9AM, the receptionist’s computer played quiet music. Her jacket hung from her 

chair and a desk lamp cast a soft glow. I rang the bell but no one came. I rang a second time. 

Nothing. Geoff, the planner to whom I would report, arrived a while later. “Oh, you’re here,” he 

said, rushing somewhere. “It’s a crazy morning. I’ll be with you in a bit.”  
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I leaned across the counter for the restroom key. It had one of those giant clipboard fobs that lets 

everyone know where you’re going. Inside the restroom, a mysterious red liquid had filled a sink, 

splattered across the taps, and covered the lowermost portion of the cracked mirror. It appeared 

again in one of the toilet bowls, where a paper towel lay across the seat in warning. I wondered if the 

liquid was blood, but there seemed to be too much of it. In the far corner, a urinal with a broken 

flush held a pool of urine. This was October in Cadillac Tower. The thermostat was broken, and the 

room pushed ninety degrees. The pool of urine would take until January to evaporate, leaving a 

series of concentric brown rings on the porcelain. As the planners’ calls to building maintenance 

went unreturned, the rings became a desperate marker of time. A bankruptcy water-clock, melting to 

air. 

Geoff returned and walked me to my quarters. The thirteen staff had their own offices, arranged 

in a square and linked by a perimeter corridor. In the middle of the floor was the ‘Old Library,’ a 

conference room, some printer-copiers, and the piled-up desks and chairs of departed colleagues.  

Geoff had a corner office. The others were smaller, decorated with family photographs, plants, 

table lamps from home, and the occasional book. Everyone smiled or nodded as I passed. Over the 

coming weeks, sometimes easily, sometimes awkwardly, we introduced ourselves. Geoff left this to 

us; there hadn’t been a staff meeting in three years.  

My office measured ten feet by twelve feet. It contained an old computer, two desks, and a pile of 

floppy disks. Strip lights clinked in the low ceiling. The walls were pockmarked with the scars of 

moved furniture and the silhouettes of old plans. A few maps sat in a pile by the window. The 

window faced south onto Cadillac Square, past City Hall, and across the river to Canada, where 

autumn trees burst into color.  

Geoff apologized for the surroundings and talked at great speed. “It’s a really hard time to be 

working here right now,” he said. “I don’t know exactly what we can be doing. We’re chronically 
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understaffed and we’re cash-strapped. We don’t have a Director yet. It’s just crazy…Try and 

familiarize yourself with the Master Plan stuff. It’s all here on the P-Drive. Then we can draw on this 

to align with whatever the Mayor wants to do.” He slapped a pile of papers on one of the desks. 

“Here are some hard copies of the most important documents.” 

Each morning, as the receptionist’s music and soft light played across her desk, I rang the bell 

and waited for someone to let me in. Usually it was Dwayne, whose office was closest. Sometimes it 

was Geoff on his way to an early meeting. On the fourth or fifth morning, I pushed the in-tray to 

one side, threw my bag across the counter, and clambered after it. After several days I got pretty 

good, and the clamber became a vault. After a week of vaulting, Geoff found me a key.  

“Jackson,” I asked my new friend. “The lady on reception…who…where is she?”  

“Oh you mean Evelyn!” he said. “She’s off ‘til February.”1 

 

 

1.1 THE PRESENT  

 

Bernard 

 

Bernard was in his fifties, with photographs of adult daughters on his desk. His office window faced 

Detroit’s East Side, where he grew up. He could see John Portman’s Renaissance Center looming 

over the river, and the nearby residential towers of Mies van der Rohe’s Lafayette Park. He left the 

office at exactly the same time each day, wearing an old Detroit Tigers baseball cap, and raising a 

palm in a friendly salute. Bernard was a quiet man. In the Department, he was responsible for 

																																																								
1 Fieldnotes, Book 1, p. 41 
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interpreting the City of Detroit’s Master Plan of Policies (the “Detroit Master Plan” or “Master Plan,” 

hereafter). 

In the 20th Century, black social mobility followed a westward trajectory in Detroit. “The West 

Side is the Best Side” was the popular 1920s motto of a black community organization near West 

Grand Boulevard, and Leticia—who would soon join the Department—had grown up during the 

1970s knowing the phrase: “West is Best.”2 Bernard embodied this trajectory. After BA and MA 

degrees in Geography from Wayne State, and a long career with the City, he now lived on a leafy 

street in Northwest Detroit. He had wanted to be a planner since college, and first applied to the 

Department in 1985, shortly after finishing his MA. This was a difficult time in the city. Detroit had 

yet to recover from the early 1980s recession, when layoffs and plant closures left Michigan with the 

highest unemployment rate in the nation.3 And Mayor Coleman Young—whose childhood home 

was razed during urban renewal to build Lafayette Park—had little time for planners, trimming the 

Department “down to nothing.” Bernard applied for every job he saw. He worked for the City’s 

Health Department, and then as an accountant for a substance abuse organization. Eventually, the 

Archer administration hired new planners. Ten years after finishing college, Bernard joined the 

Department in August 1996. “It took me a long time to get here,” he said, before remarking on his 

19 years with the Department: “I’ve been here quite a while.” 

Like most of his colleagues, Bernard had learned the “ins and outs” of planning on the job. But 

he felt that his geography degrees gave him something beyond knowledge of municipal routines. 

“What I learned at Wayne,” he said, “was being able to look at communities—how people live, 

where they’re at, and how they relate to the land. It was the perfect background I needed to be able 

to do [planning].” 

																																																								
2 See: Thomas J. Sugrue, The Origins of the Urban Crisis: Race and Inequality in Postwar Detroit, Princeton Studies in American Politics 
(Princeton, N.J: Princeton University Press, 1996), 38. 
3 John Holusha, “Michigan Diversifying Its Economy,” The New York Times, September 27, 1986, sec. U.S., 
https://www.nytimes.com/1986/09/27/us/michigan-diversifying-its-economy.html. 
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When we encounter the term ‘master plan’ in everyday life—in newspapers, films, or music—it 

suggests a course of action that is all-encompassing, something to which other plans and actions are 

subsidiary or subordinate. Mostly, these references are figurative. The 7-Eleven in Cadillac Tower, 

for example, sold cans of Sprite, printed with the words ‘‘Thinking of a Master Plan’—a line from a 

1987 Rakim record about controlling one’s destiny.4  

In 1914, the poet W.S. Blunt wrote of a man ‘whose keener sight, grasped the full vision of 

Time’s master-plan.’ This is the first recorded use of ‘master plan’ in English.5 Blunt’s line, like 

Rakim’s, speaks to power and control, but it locates authority in a very different place. Rakim sees 

his personal master plan as emancipatory, the center of a system that pulls disparate elements into 

harmony. His full lyrics hint at two sorts of mastery: one, vertical, exerted directly onto the world; 

another, horizontal, relational, orchestrating his actions. But Blunt writes from the periphery of such 

a system, where authority rests with a deity or the universe. Instead of something emancipatory, the 

poet coined ‘master plan’ to describe something rigid and inescapable, synonymous, in this temporal 

context, with fate.6 

Besides occasional appearances in corporate strategy, however, the term ‘master plan’ belongs 

almost exclusively to the spatial professions—to architecture, urban design, and planning. Here, 

tangible, physical ‘master plans’ have two distinct forms. The first is about designing a coherent 

whole from scratch: drawing or inscribing a set of ideas and elements in two dimensions, akin to a 

blueprint. These master plans range in scale and ambition. Some outline local parks and 

																																																								
4 The line comes from Rakim’s 1987 record Paid in Full, about his journey from crime into wage labor, and its relationship to his 
musical career. Writing this chapter, I was also reminded of the 1995 Oasis record The Masterplan, a song I loved as a child. The 
animated music video showed a grim, Lowry-esque Manchester, while the band sang about taking chances and seizing opportunities, 
because, whatever happens, “we’re all part of [life’s] masterplan” anyway. This sense of a master plan—about existing at the mercy of 
the universe—echoes W.S. Blunt’s lines mentioned in the next paragraph.  
5 OED, Oxford English Dictionary (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989). The lines are from Blunt’s To a Happy Warrior. 
6 This echoes the premodern sense of time, a classical sense of the future as given, where all authority and agency over the future lies 
outside the human grasp. See the early chapters of: Barbara Adam and Chris Groves, Future Matters: Action, Knowledge, Ethics, 
Supplements to The Study of Time, v. 3 (Leiden ; Boston: Brill, 2007). 
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subdivisions, while others present sweeping visions of new cities rising from slums and swamps: 

Haussmann’s Paris, L’Enfant’s Washington D.C., Wren’s London, or Costa’s Brasilia. 7 

The Detroit Master Plan represents a second form. Also known as comprehensive plans, these 

guide the spatial evolution of an existing settlement.8 They represent a city’s official template for its 

physical future—steering development decisions in the light of demographic, economic, and 

environmental trends. Master-planning’s influence in the profession has waned since its midcentury 

heyday, but municipal charters still usually oblige that such plans exist, are consulted, and 

periodically revised. The central component of a master plan is a future land use plan.9 Though most 

master plans typically address housing, infrastructure, schools, parks, and cultural assets, the land use 

plan underpins everything, setting the basic pattern for a city’s residential, commercial, industrial, 

institutional, and open land. Like Rakim’s lyrics, ‘master’ is productively ambiguous here. In a 

geographical sense, it implies total spatial coverage, an all-encompassing, city-wide perspective on 

urban phenomena. In a bureaucratic sense, it presumes a hierarchy of accompanying plans and 

actions, strung across a municipality’s departments and agencies, which the master plan will unite 

and lead.10 

 

																																																								
7 ‘Master’ is an ambiguous adjective here. In one sense, it stands a neutral description of a coordinating artifact, like a ‘master key.’ In 
another, ‘master’ carries darker, Faustian tones, running with the same force present in Blunt’s poem—of total spatial mastery, of 
dominion over territory and people. Russian historians, for example, estimate 100,000 laborers died during the construction of St. 
Petersburg—Peter the Great’s calculated attempt to join the ranks of European modernity. And Le Corbusier notoriously dedicated 
one of his major works ‘to Authority.’ See: Olga Matich, ed., Petersburg/Petersburg: Novel and City, 1900-1921 (Madison, Wis: The 
University of Wisconsin Press, 2010). James C Scott, Seeing like a State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition Have Failed 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998), 113. 
8 Master plans are also known as ‘comprehensive master plans’; ‘land use plans’; ‘comprehensive land use plans’; ‘local land 
development plans,’ ‘local general plans,’ and ‘official master plans.’ See: John R. Nolon and Patricia E. Salkin, Land Use in a Nutshell, 
West Nutshell Series (St. Paul, MN: Thomson/West, 2006), 53. 
9 Nolon and Salkin, 56–57. 
10 Nolon and Salkin (p. 53-54) note a lack of consensus amongst early planning professionals as to the balance between master plans’ 
attention to the physical, urban environment and their social concerns. Neither, they argue, is it clear exactly what ‘comprehensive’ 
means in a geographical sense, pointing out that some comprehensive plans end at the city limits, while others encompass the wider 
region. There is a clue, however, in that ‘comprehensive’ replaced ‘well-considered’ in successive drafts of the 1922 Standard Zoning 
Act. See: Ruth Knack, Stuart Meck, and Israel Stollman, “The Real Story behind the Standard Planning and Zoning Acts of the 
1920s,” Land Use Law & Zoning Digest 48, no. 2 (February 1, 1996): 5. 
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When I arrived in the Department, Geoff and Christine were in the middle of a “master plan 

revision,” realigning the Master Plan’s land use maps with an urban landscape that had changed 

dramatically since the last revision a decade before. But Bernard was the Detroit Master Plan’s day-

to-day custodian, ensuring that proposed development in Detroit concurred with the City’s long-

term future vision. Four times in five, he prefaced the Master Plan reverently, putting a deliberate 

stress on the “City of Detroit Master Plan,” or “the City’s Master Plan.” Back in 1996, there were a 

number of veteran planners who performed this role. “I had to wait my turn,” Bernard said.  

The hard-copy Master Plan occupied a giant binder in his office. It split Detroit into fifty-four 

‘Master Plan Neighborhoods’ (MPNs), with their boundaries based on census data and employment 

patterns. Bernard knew the MPNs inside and out. When he heard of a prospective development, he 

knew exactly which one to consult. He had extensive knowledge of Detroit’s land use pattern, 

school locations, and transportation corridors. Besides private development in the city, Bernard also 

monitored City incentive programs with a bearing on land use, such as Obsolete Property Districts, 

Neighborhood Enterprise Zones, and Industrial Development Districts. These programs, with 

discrete geographic boundaries and state or federal timeframes, also had to find official harmony 

with Detroit’s broader planning goals.11 

Bernard often used the Detroit Property Information (DPI) system to support his work. Geoff 

and Saroj, the Department’s IT technician, designed this database themselves. It held up-to-date 

information on every parcel of land in the city—its size, use, ownership, value, zoning and Master 

Plan classification. When the intranet failed, which was often, Bernard consulted the hard-copy 

Sanborn maps in the Old Library while Jackson swore at his computer and Saroj rebooted the 

system. There was an electronic version of the Master Plan, but with no money for a Departmental 

website, the public never saw it.  

																																																								
11 For a brief discussion of how other land use questions are integrated into master plans, see: Nolon and Salkin, Land Use in a 
Nutshell, 60. 
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Making Amends 

 

The Department was responsible for the Master Plan because, as a visionary statement of future 

intent, it fell under the purview of the City’s Executive Branch, headed by the Mayor. By contrast, 

the Zoning Ordinance, a legal tool concerned with present compliance, fell under the Legislative 

Branch, headed by City Council.  

This division of labor dates to the 1920s. Zoning ordinances and master plans were Progressive 

Era challenges to the corruption, ineptitude, and inefficiencies of political machines, and the 

dysfunction of America’s industrial cities. Early in his administration, President Hoover articulated 

their value: “The enormous losses in human happiness and in money, which have resulted from a 

lack of city plans which take into account the conditions of modern life, need little proof,” he wrote. 

“The lack of adequate open spaces, of playgrounds and parks, the congestion of streets, the misery 

of tenement life and its repercussions upon each new generation, are an untold charge against our 

American life…The moral and social issues can only be solved by a new conception of city 

building.”12 

As Secretary of Commerce during the 1920s, Hoover oversaw two pillars of this ‘new conception 

of city building.’ He appointed an eight-member commission to draft the 1922 Standard State 

Zoning Enabling Act, and the 1928 Standard City Planning Enabling Act.13 Hoover saw zoning as a 

																																																								
12 Knack, Meck, and Stollman, “The Real Story behind the Standard Planning and Zoning Acts of the 1920s,” 3. See also: Nolon and 
Salkin, Land Use in a Nutshell, 43. 
13 This committee included some prominent names: Frederick Law Olmstead, the landscape architect; Edward “Mr. Zoning” Bassett, 
of New York City; and Alfred Bettman, the Cincinnati lawyer whose amicus brief in the US Supreme Court case Euclid vs. Ambler 
Realty (1926) later helped to establish constitutional support for zoning. Bateman travelled by train to every state in the country, trying 
to persuade them to adopt zoning ordinances. Michigan did so in 1922, and Detroit experimented with zoning in different areas of the 
city. Detroit’s attempts to enact a city-wide ordinance, however, faced intense opposition, and was accused of being ‘Prussian’ and 
‘socialistic.’ See: June Manning Thomas, Redevelopment and Race: Planning a Finer City in Postwar Detroit, Paperback ed, Great Lakes Books 
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way to protect homeowners’ investments from industrial encroachment. The 1922 Act thus 

intended to resolve a present crisis, to provide the States with the requisite legal means to combat an 

urgent problem. The 1928 Act stemmed from the Commission’s concerns about how such zoning 

would fare in the brawling, messy politics of the period. To guard against spurious zoning decisions, 

the Commission reasoned that municipalities should take them “in accordance with a 

comprehensive plan.”14 The 1928 Act introduced the synonym ‘master plan’, elaborated what these 

plans should contain, and specified who should produce them. Unlike zoning, which would be 

overseen by elected, legislative bodies, the Commission thought that voluntary planning boards 

should produce master plans. They believed this would support a visionary, long-range perspective 

on the future, free from short-term political wrangling. In 1935, a further act suggested that larger 

municipalities should employ a professional staff to handle master-planning, instead of relying on 

volunteers.15 

Written into Michigan law, these two Acts underpinned a maxim that Bernard sometimes used to 

explain his work: “Zoning follows the Master Plan.”16 In practice, however, this rarely happened.17 

When Bernard liaised with his legislative counterparts in the City Planning Commission (CPC), by 

email, by telephone, with trips across Cadillac Square to City Hall, advice and obligations usually 

flowed in the opposite direction, upstream, back to his maps. Because the Zoning Ordinance had 

																																																																																																																																																																																			
(Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 2013), 36–38. It took two decades to overcome this opposition, and the first city-wide 
ordinance was passed on Christmas Day 1940.  
14 As noted above, originally the draft term was “well-considered plan.” Commissioner Harold Bartholomew changed it to 
“comprehensive city plan,” and then Edward Bassett removed ‘city.’ See: Knack, Meck, and Stollman, “The Real Story behind the 
Standard Planning and Zoning Acts of the 1920s,” 5. 
15 Nolon and Salkin, Land Use in a Nutshell, 44. 
16 As with the different terms for ‘master plan’, there are different articulations of this obligation across the United States, where 
zoning ordinances are required to be ‘in accordance’, ‘in conformance’ or in ‘basic harmony’ with master plans. When zoning 
ordinances and master plans conflict in a given jurisdiction, US States weigh their relative importance differently. New Jersey’s 
Supreme Court (1965) opined that master plans are simply a declaration of intent, ineffective until its will is manifested in ordinances. 
By contrast, Oregon (1975; 1973) found that the intent of the master plan should take precedence, with the burden of proof resting 
with the municipality to ensure that all rezonings comply to their respective master plans. See: Nolon and Salkin, 56–60. 
17 In truth, planning textbooks do speak with some delicacy about the relationship between zoning and master-planning. Sensitive to 
historical ambiguities and inconsistencies, they often hesitate to declare, outright, that master-planning always leads zoning. But where 
it is unstated, it is routinely implied. At a minimum, it is to be inferred that the two instruments are equal partners, existing in a state 
of “dynamic synergy.” Nolon and Salkin, 40. 
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legal clout, developers paid attention to it. They either heeded the Ordinance’s stipulations—locating 

their new restaurant on a commercial strip, or placing their new apartment building in a high density 

neighborhood—or they petitioned the City Planning Commission (CPC) for a waiver or a rezoning. 

The more significant the project, and the more political support it enjoyed inside City Hall, then the 

more likely a petition, and the more likely it would succeed.   

Whenever the CPC received a petition, they were obliged by the City Charter to ask Bernard for a 

Master Plan Review—an official evaluation of the proposal’s consistency with Detroit’s long-term 

land use vision. After consulting his maps, Bernard replied with a compliance letter. (Yes: this is a 

good place for a restaurant. No: this muffler shop is too close to single family housing.) When the 

stakes were a little higher, Bernard explained his letters in oral testimonies before the City Planning 

Commission. I asked Bernard whether the CPC ever rejected developers’ requests due to a conflict 

with the Master Plan’s priorities. “That’s happened a few times,” he said. “But I can’t remember one 

off-hand. Most of the time, we’ve gone ahead and done it, amended the Master Plan.” 18 He gave me 

an example. In the 1990s, a developer wanted to build a suburban-style housing development on 

Detroit’s East Side, called ‘Jefferson Village.’ The proposal was for 400 homes across 88 acres. Much 

of the site was already vacant, but hundreds of residents remained, living in good-quality homes. The 

developer persuaded the City of Detroit to spend $33 million improving local infrastructure, 

acquiring these homes through eminent domain, and demolishing them. The scheme generated huge 

protest, not least because the developer employed the Mayor’s son. “I had to write the City’s Master 

																																																								
18 This resolution, harmony via amendment, moves in the exact opposite direction to the intended relationship between zoning and 
master-planning, but it nevertheless honors the legal requirement for the two instruments to be “consistent.” Unlike the 1922 Act’s 
stipulation that zoning should proceed “in accordance” with a long-term plan, consistency doesn’t have the same temporal 
connotations. If X operates “in accordance with” Y, we assume that Y leads and X follows. But if X is “consistent with” Y, direction 
and momentum are more fluid, and more open to workaround. And so achieving consistency between a revised Ordinance and the 
Master Plan came, typically, at the Master Plan’s expense. Where the short-term led, the long-term, and Bernard, dutifully followed. 
Additionally, amendments aren’t totally straightforward. By law, they must follow the same basic process, with reviews and public 
hearings, that were undertaken during a master plan’s original adoption. See: Nolon and Salkin, 59. 
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Plan amendment for that,” Bernard recalled. “We had to change the Master Plan to allow that 

project to fit.” 19 

Then Bernard told me another story, about a huge new grocery store on the West Side, built on 

the site of a demolished high school. In Detroit, where fresh food is often hard to find, Bernard 

knew the store was a valuable addition to the neighborhood. But when the developers came to the 

Department for a Site Plan Review, Bernard was aghast. 20  The design was “cookie-cutter,” 

“suburban,” and “not a good fit.” The drawings showed a big-box store, surrounded by surface 

parking, and walled off from the surrounding streets. A quick consultation of the relevant MPN 

confirmed Bernard’s suspicions. The area was designated ‘Mixed Town Center.’ It was intended to 

be a walkable, transit-oriented, commercial hub for the surrounding ‘Low/Medium Density 

Residential’ neighborhoods. “What they wanted to do didn’t fit,” Bernard said. 

The Department’s planners asked for considerable revisions. They pushed hard for improved 

pedestrian access, and a line of “outlots”—small commercial units around the site’s perimeter—to 

animate the streetwall. Now the developer was aghast, and wanted the Master Plan changed. “But 

that would have taken months,” Bernard chuckled. Eventually the developer agreed to make the 

required changes, and the store was built. Except, not quite. Neat flowerbeds and benches now line 

its perimeter, but so does an eight-foot high metal fence.  

This was the story Bernard chose to tell me after I’d asked for an example of when the Master 

Plan really achieved something. The grocery store episode was a relative success, he implied, not 

because the developer appreciated the Master Plan’s vision, or arrived with a blueprint that 

acknowledged its long-range priorities and concerns, but because, for once, the Master Plan emerged 

																																																								
19 Loyola University in Chicago have a good online summary about this case, including the note about the Mayor’s son and the 
developer. See: Center for Urban Research and Learning, “New Jefferson Village: Community Uprooted: Eminent Domain in the 
U.S.: Loyola University Chicago,” accessed May 3, 2018, http://www.luc.edu/eminent-
domain/siteessays/detroitmi/newjeffersonvillage/. 
20 In a Site Plan Review, planners discuss the physical characteristics of a proposal with the developer. This might include parking 
provisions, aesthetics, garbage storage, and similar considerations.  
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from the skirmish intact. Tony, filling my doorway, shirt cuffs up about his forearms, spelled it out: 

“Detroit isn’t a planning city,” he said. “We don’t sit around and think about what to do, and then 

find ways to do it. Planning comes second to politics and development, and that’s always been the 

case. If some billionaire comes along with a bucket load of cash and says: ‘I want to buy a building 

and knock it down,’ we’ll find a way to make it happen.” 

Bernard’s work thus had a paradoxical quality to it. On the one hand, his binder of maps 

represented futures that had long been surpassed; outside the Department, the Master Plan’s long-

term visions were dismissed, overlooked, ignored, or amended to fit the short-term interests of more 

powerful actors.21 Given the broader evolution of American urban planning, we shouldn’t be too 

surprised at this. As early as 1968, for example, John Reps noted how planners crafting master plans 

were often viewed as “practitioners of ancient tribal rituals which long since ceased to have any real 

meaning.”22 Nevertheless, Bernard’s reverence for the Master Plan was clear and sincere. It was still 

the “City of Detroit Master Plan,” and in meetings with developers, Bernard still pushed for proposals 

that honored Detroit’s fabric and its citizens’ needs—things the veteran geographer understood 

better than most.  

“Bernard’s a good, hard worker,” Geoff said to me once. “Hats off.” 

 

 

 

 

																																																								
21 Simone Abram documents this tension between the long-term horizons of a comprehensive plan, its relationship to changing urban 
priorities and electoral cycles, and the short-term demands of individual development projects: “On the one hand, there is an 
imaginative future vision in the long term, which is revised on a shorter cycle…[But] in practice, imminent political decisions are taken 
that do not align with the ambitions outlined in the plans. Despite their sometimes grandiose pretensions, plans are not always 
sovereign.”[Emphasis added] Simone Abram, “The Time It Takes: Temporalities of Planning,” Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute 
20, no. S1 (2014): 133. 
22 John W. Reps, “Plan Is a Four-Letter Word,” American Society of Planning Officials Newsletter 34, no. 2 (1968). Cited in: Thomas J. 
Campanella, “ACSP Distinguished Educator, 1984: John W. Reps,” Journal of Planning Education and Research 35, no. 4 (December 1, 
2015): 516 
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The Old Library 

 

The Department’s “Old Library” was in the middle of the office. The Sanborn maps were in a 

corner, a few steps from Bernard’s door. Two huge plotters stood nearby, each the width of a large 

desk. Dwayne and Selam used these to print maps and site plans. With the Department’s budget 

under relentless pressure, Geoff paid for the ink and paper rolls from his own salary.  

Ten floor-to-ceiling shelving units lined one wall. Four more, in matching brown veneer, stood 

adjacent. Between them, they held hundreds of dusty reports, pamphlets, binders, and slide film. 

The ceiling light had blown and the darkness lent an authority to the materials, even though they 

were rarely consulted. Geoff was the Department’s default librarian, just as he was now the default 

everything else. Mindful of the upcoming move to City Hall, he stared at the shelves, calculating 

how many boxes he would need to put everything into storage. Standard materials were stuffed into 

cardboard magazine files, with their typewritten pages spilling over the sides. Many of the files had 

been recycled. One, with “DETROIT MASTER PLAN” struck out in sharpie, contained reports on Latino 

businesses in Southwest Detroit. Outsized materials were tucked and jammed into the shelves, or 

laid on some flat surface. A set of cardboard tubes leaned against the wood. 

As our move approached, Geoff let me catalog the materials. With no archival experience, it 

was a crude, magpie job. I rifled through each box, setting aside whatever caught my attention—

familiar names, significant topics and periods, glimpses of humanity or bureaucratic honesty, 

beautiful bindings and drawings, and anything at all that seemed ‘strategic.’ There were some 

wonderful discoveries. Inside the tubes, for example, were a set of brightly-colored census maps 

from the 1970s, showing decadal changes in racial segregation, economic inequality, and industrial 

relocation. Each map showed the entire United States—blue Alaskas, pink Floridas, inland seas of 
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yellow from Montana to New Mexico. 8 Mile Road, Detroit’s border with its northern suburbs, was 

visible on every single one. Rust from the tube-caps mixed with the dust and browned my fingers. 

I recorded eighty-nine items into a ledger, giving each a reference number, noting its title, date 

of publication, authors, authors’ affiliations, and document ‘type.’ There were memos, design 

charrettes, PowerPoint presentations, marketing materials, and all kinds of annual, technical, and 

consultant reports. Dwayne, intrigued and hovering, explained the more recent documents. And 

Geoff, seeing the piles, softened. He brought me a copy of ‘Detroit’s Planning Timeline.’ A stapled-

together history of the Department he’d made a decade earlier.  

 

The jewel of the Old Library’s collection was the Detroit Master Plan: Plans for a Finer City.23 Published 

in 1951, this was the City of Detroit’s first comprehensive plan. The size of a dinner tray, it lay on a 

cabinet near the Sanborn maps. The original red cover had faded to pink under the lights. The 

Master Plan’s publication was “an event of prime significance,” the Introduction read. One that 

“marks the beginning of a period in which the city can apply foresight to its growth.”24 It listed the 

Plan’s five objectives, to be realized over the next twenty-five years: (1) Designating appropriate 

locations for homes, industry and commerce, via a comprehensive land use strategy; (2) Provision of 

schools, recreation centers, and public services to meet the needs of all neighborhoods and 

communities; (3) Development of traffic ways and transportation facilities and to connect and serve 

all parts of the city; (4) Establishment of a pattern of neighborhoods which can be a sound basis for 

action to protect good residential areas, and to rebuild areas now blighted and outworn; and (5) 

Development of the Civic Center, a cultural center, and Detroit's natural heritage on the riverfront.25 

																																																								
23 City of Detroit, “Detroit Master Plan: Plans for a Finer City” (Detroit: City Plan Commission, 1951). 
24 City of Detroit, B. 
25 City of Detroit, B. 
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Ninety-seven pages addressed these objectives in turn, featuring beautifully illustrated maps and 

drawings printed on thick, creamy paper. The drawings’ clean lines and rich colors were 

accompanied by bold, sans-serif headings and annotations. Adjacent prose—authoritative and 

persuasive—was set in a heavy serif, arranged into concise paragraphs and subsections.26 The inside 

cover announced that the Master Plan was published on ‘Detroit's 250th Anniversary.’ Overleaf, it 

bore the endorsement of Mayor Albert Cobo, Detroit’s Common Council, the City Plan 

Commission, the twenty-one City departments and agencies participating in its production, and the 

individual municipal planners, draughtsmen, and publicists involved. Two consultants were listed at 

the bottom of the page. One, Saarinen and Associates, had designed the Civic Center.27 The other 

read: “Ladislas Segoe, Planning Consultant, 1941-48.” 

 

 

1.2 THE PAST  

 

“A Visitor to this Country”  

 

Ladislas Segoe’s engineering studies at the Technical University of Budapest were interrupted by the 

First World War. After serving as an artillery officer in the Austro-Hungarian Army, he returned to 

the university to complete his degree. Hungary had lost two-thirds of its territory, and his family 

home—a few hundred miles to the south—was now in Yugoslavia. Between classes, Segoe noticed a 

handwritten poster advertising a lecture series on town planning. The talks were jointly delivered by 

																																																								
26 State Supreme Court decisions in New Jersey (1957) and New York (1968) found that master plans do not necessarily have to take 
physical form, with the New York court ruling that this was acceptable, provided that a municipality’s land use decisions and zoning 
ordinance otherwise demonstrated “comprehensiveness of planning.” (See Nolon and Salkin, p. 56). But in the early to mid twentieth 
century, there was a great reveling in the aesthetic and creative opportunities that master-planning afforded architects and early 
planners, a tendency exemplified in the first Detroit Master Plan. 
27 Saarinen and Associates designed a number of prominent mid-century buildings and structures: the Gateway Arch in St. Louis, the 
TWA Terminal at JFK Airport, the GM Tech Center in Warren, and the U.S. Embassy in London. 
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an architect and a lawyer. The lawyer came up with the ideas, the architect turned them into 

drawings, and they entered planning competitions across Europe. Segoe enjoyed the lectures, and 

followed the pair’s work for two years. After graduation, Segoe disguised himself as a railway worker 

and slipped aboard a train to Yugoslavia. He found temporary work parceling up landowners’ estates 

for returning veterans. It was a classic optimization problem, a miniature exercise in regional science. 

He planned the central village first, then divided up the surrounding acreage so as to ensure each 

Dobrojovac (‘Good volunteer’) had access to a field.28  

In February 1922, at the invitation of an uncle, Segoe sailed to New York. While Herbert 

Hoover’s Commissioners penciled out the basics of zoning, Segoe wandered around Manhattan 

looking for planning schools. He was extremely early for class; it would be another seven years until 

an American university, Harvard in 1929, offered an urban planning program. Dismissing Columbia 

University’s suggestion of “some landscape architectural courses,” Segoe visited the American 

Society of Civil Engineers to ask which private firms did planning work. The Society’s secretary 

promised to call if he ever heard of such a thing. Segoe sat in the New York Public Library, 

discouraged. Months later, the Secretary called—a Manhattan firm with “some sort of a planning 

job.” Segoe visited their office on Nassau Street. “I am a visitor in this country,” he announced, in 

his best English. “I don’t think I’m going to stay, but I will certainly stay another four or six months. 

Would you permit me to come to the office? I won’t disturb anybody. I just want to see what is 

going on. If you wish, I would be perfectly willing to do some work.” The manager questioned 

Segoe on his experience, then hired him on the spot for $25 a week. “You have more of a planning 

background than we do,” he said.29  

																																																								
28 Donald A. Krueckeberg and Sydney H. Williams, “The Recollections of Ladislas Segoe,” in The American Planner: Biographies and 
Recollections, ed. Donald A. Krueckeberg (New York: Methuen, 1983), 301–322. 
29 Krueckeberg and Williams, 305–306. 
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Segoe’s first job was drafting a land use map of East Orange, NJ. He undertook this work with 

a colleague, Tracy Auger, with whom Segoe became very close. Hunched at each end of a shared 

drafting board, Segoe and Augur used India ink and tracing cloth to outline East Orange’s different 

buildings via a set of symbols indicating the size of setbacks, side yards, and how many cars could fit 

into each garage. Segoe’s talent was obvious. The firm asked him to fulfill a new contract in 

Cincinnati. Back at his uncle’s house, Segoe consulted a Rand McNally atlas. There were four 

Cincinnatis. After some debate about which one his firm meant, he booked a train for Ohio.30  

Segoe’s work in Cincinnati made planning history. Collaborating with Alfred Bettman, a 

Cincinnati lawyer, and appointee to Hoover’s Commission, it became the basis for the 1925 Official 

City Plan of Cincinnati, Ohio—the first comprehensive plan ever to be adopted by an American 

municipality. Until that point, all comprehensive plans were artistic and aspirational, largely inspired 

by Burnham’s 1909 Beaux-Arts Plan for Chicago. Now, Bettman and Segoe’s ideas officially became 

Cincinnati’s ideas. Their vision, Cincinnati’s vision. Segoe made the city his home, and soon the 

Bettman-Segoe theory of comprehensive planning was enshrined by the AICP as the template for 

comprehensive planning in the United States.31 During the 1930s, Segoe produced additional master 

plans for moderately-sized cities across the country, including Madison, WI and Lexington, KY.32 

When Detroit’s Planning Director George Emery wrote to him in 1941, Segoe was overjoyed. 

Detroit was by far the largest city he had been invited to plan.33 

 

 

  

																																																								
30 Krueckeberg and Williams, 306–309. 
31 David J Edelman, University of Cincinnati, and Architecture College of Design Art, and Planning, In the Public Interest: The Life and 
Work of Regional Planning Pioneer Ladislas Segoe (1894-1983), 2015, 34. 
32 David J. Edelman and David J. Allor, “Ladislas Segoe and the Emergence of the Professional Planning Consultant,” Journal of 
Planning History 2, no. 1 (February 1, 2003): 57. 
33 Sydney H. Williams, The Ladislas Segoe tapes: Transcript of an interview with Ladislas Segoe, 1980, Tape 2, 32, Cornell University, 
American Planning Association. 
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Inauguration 

 

Approaching Detroit, Segoe’s train from Ohio would have traveled along the western shore of Lake 

Erie, skirted Ford’s huge River Rouge complex, and approached downtown through Southwest 

Detroit’s jumble of factories and neighborhoods. Segoe was aghast at what he saw. “If you want to 

take a horrible example of what growth can do to a city, look at Detroit,” he recalled, decades later. 

“Up until the coming of the automobile industry, [the city] had been going very nicely, and even had 

a plan of the central area, and then along comes Henry Ford…and the town exploded.”34 Explosion 

is a fair analogy. When Henry Ford invented his first ‘quadricycle’ in 1896, Detroit was a modest 

manufacturing town of 28 square miles, with a population of around 250,000.35 By 1940, Detroit was 

the fourth largest city in America. It had annexed an additional 111 square miles of surrounding 

townships and villages, and the population was 1.6 million.36 

Symbols of Detroit’s new automobile wealth decorated the city’s landscape. There were 

skyscrapers trimmed in gold-leaf, a Beaux-Arts public library, and an art museum. Public school 

buildings were inlaid with exquisite tilework. There were exclusive neighborhoods, full of mansions. 

Famous architects designed handsome additions to public parks, like Belle Isle in the Detroit River. 

But all these touches—public, private, and philanthropic—were pockets of opulence in what 

historians have otherwise described as a ‘total industrial landscape.’37 Slung across Detroit, and 

beyond its city limits, was one of the largest industrial ecosystems in the world.  

																																																								
34 Williams, Tape 3, 29. 
35 Population figure estimated from 1894 and 1900 Census reports, of 238,000 and 286,000 respectively. Both population and land 
area figures are given in: Clarence Monroe Burton, When Detroit Was Young; Historical Studies (Detroit: Burton Abstract and Title Co., 
1951), 50-51. 
36 Annexation ended in 1926. For a phase map, see: Mich Board of County Auditors Wayne Co., Manual, County of Wayne, Michigan, 
1926 (Detroit, Mich, 1926), 244–245, http://archive.org/details/manualcountyofwa00wayn. For population data, see: Thomas, 
Redevelopment and Race, 14.  
37 Sugrue, The Origins of the Urban Crisis, 18. 
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Detroit’s political boundaries were fixed in the last annexations of 1926, but the region’s 

economic geography—anchored by the railroad network—was far more fluid. Operating as if it 

were ‘a single great plant,’ Detroit was a textbook agglomeration economy.38 It was dominated by 

the huge, iconic car plants: the Rouge, the Packard Plant, Dodge Main and a handful of others. 

These factories directly employed hundreds of thousands of workers, and sustained a network of 

smaller factories, workshops, stamping plants, and foundries that supplied them with components: 

tires, glass, tools, dies, plastics, springs, bearings, fabric, paints. The success of the automobile 

industry bolstered others. Detroit became a center of steel and chemical manufacturing, garment 

weaving, oil refining, food processing, pharmaceuticals, and brewing.39 

What Segoe would have seen through the train window, and what would preoccupy him for 

several years, was simple. To him, industrial Detroit was an affront to reason. The scale and speed of 

its development had obliterated any sense of physical order. The location of each structure—each 

home, factory, store, or church—was the result of private decisions taken in complete isolation, 

without any strategic oversight. Family homes stood adjacent to factories and unprotected railroad 

tracks. Commercial stores opened up wherever there was room. Traffic competed for road space 

with children who had nowhere else to play. Detroit’s land use was a congealed, twisted mass of bad 

decisions, he thought. A landscape ruined by industrial capitalism, Segoe thought, and profoundly 

unfit for the modern era.40 

The Second World War piled on the pressure. Detroit rapidly returned to pre-Depression levels 

of industrial production, as its giant factories were retooled for the war effort. The combined 

wartime output of this new military-industrial complex—‘the Arsenal of Democracy’—was 

																																																								
38 Robert Fishman, “Detroit: Linear City,” in Mapping Detroit: Land, Community, and Shaping a City, ed. June Manning Thomas and 
Henco Bekkering (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 2015), 81. 
39 Sugrue, The Origins of the Urban Crisis, 17–18. Just before the war, 18 plants employed 46% of all the industrial workers in the Detroit 
area, see: City of Detroit, “Proposed Generalized Land Use Plan: An Explanation of a Basic Plan Designed to Make Detroit a Better 
Place in Which to Live and Work” (Detroit: City Plan Commission, 1947), 49. 
40 Sugrue, The Origins of the Urban Crisis, 18–19. See also: City of Detroit, “Proposed Generalized Land Use Plan.” 
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phenomenal. Workers at Dodge Truck produced over 400,000 trucks for the US and Soviet armies. 

Chrysler’s Detroit Tank Arsenal built 22,000 tanks.41 At its peak, Ford’s Willow Run plant, west of 

the city, produced a B-24 heavy bomber every hour. Pilots flew them straight to Europe from the 

factory.42  

Sustaining this output required a huge labor force. Federal agencies had estimated that around 

100,000 migrants would arrive to the Detroit area during the war. The real figure was closer to 

250,000.43Of those arriving inside the city limits during the 1940s, approximately one third were 

white, with many coming from the rural Midwest and Appalachia. These families settled into the 

low-density blue-collar neighborhoods of frame and brick homes that sprawled across Detroit’s East 

and West Sides.44 Whites accounted for 90% of the city’s population in 1940, and for at least two 

decades they had been losing their separate ethnic identities. Increasingly, Irish, German, and Italian 

affiliations were replaced by a shared sense of whiteness.45 

The remaining two-thirds of migrants to Detroit during the 1940s were black, doubling the 

city’s black population to over 300,000. These new arrivals, desperate to swap Jim Crow for the 

higher wages, dignity, and security of factory work, had a far tougher time. Before the war, only a 

few Detroit area factories—Ford being the most well-known—employed black workers. But a civil 

rights push from labor unions during the 1930s, President Roosevelt’s 1941 executive order 

prohibiting discrimination in the defense industries, and the general shortage of wartime labor, 

forced the remaining factories’ hands. Nevertheless, just as their peers had experienced at Ford, 

black workers were usually given the most dangerous and arduous jobs.46  

																																																								
41 Fishman, “Detroit: Linear City,” 81. 
42 William Mulligan, “Michigan in the Great Depression: The Dream Lost, The Dream Reclaimed,” in Michigan Remembered: Photographs 
from the Farm Security Administration and the Office of War Information, 1936-1943, ed. Constance B. Schulz (Detroit: Wayne State University 
Press, 2001), 33. 
43 Thomas, Redevelopment and Race, 22. 
44 During the war, there was a surplus of public housing for whites. In 1943, for example, there were at least 3,000 more housing 
places for whites than applications. See: Thomas, 27. 
45 Sugrue, The Origins of the Urban Crisis, 22. 
46 Sugrue, 23–27. 
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Detroit’s black migrants faced a saturated and highly discriminatory housing market. Like their 

forebears during the Great Migration, those arriving into Detroit itself were corralled into the slum 

neighborhoods of Black Bottom and Paradise Valley on the lower East Side.47 This segregation was 

enforced through refusals to rent elsewhere, restrictive covenants, intimidation, and violence. 

Exploited by landlords, families routinely shared homes to save money. Often these homes were in a 

state of disrepair. Most were 19th Century wooden structures, dilapidated and crumbling, with 

leaking roofs and walls, and lacking adequate heating, sanitation, or running water. Rat bites and fatal 

fires were common.48 City officials classified this accommodation as ‘substandard.’ Postwar, more 

than half of Detroit’s black population lived in ‘substandard’ homes.49 

 

In 1941, the Detroit Planning Commission’s offices were located downtown, on the ninth-floor of 

the Griswold Building. When Segoe arrived, most of the planners had already been drafted into the 

military. Of the thirty-six staff who remained, only four had a formal planning background. Segoe 

laid out his approach: he would visit the office for a week each month, reviewing the staff’s work 

and preparing their next task. For the next seven years, Detroit’s Planning Department was “a 

veritable planning school.”50  

During one visit, Segoe met his old friend Tracy Augur, the man who’d shared his first drawing 

table in Manhattan. Augur was a native Detroiter, and now a past president of the American City 

Planning Institute. He was in Michigan on behalf of the Federal Public Housing Authority, tasked 

with accommodating the thousands of defense workers at Willow Run. The Division of Rare and 

Manuscript Collections at Cornell University holds a record of their conversation: 

																																																								
47 While there were dormitory settlements close to the outer lying factories—especially near Willow Run, where some workers lived in 
tents and trailers, most black migrants moved to Detroit. See Thomas, p 29 for a discussion of the conditions at Willow Run. Note 
also: the name ‘Black Bottom’ predates most black settlement in the area, and refers instead to its dark soil.  
48 Sugrue, The Origins of the Urban Crisis, 34–35. 
49 Thomas, Redevelopment and Race, 17. 
50 Williams, The Ladislas Segoe tapes: Transcript of an interview with Ladislas Segoe, Tape 2, 30. 
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“What are you doing down in the planning office?” Augur asked Segoe. 

“Well, we haven’t quite completed our land use survey,” Segoe replied. 

“Land use survey? Why are you taking a land use survey?” 

“So we know what’s on the ground now.” 

“That’s an altogether unnecessary effort,” said Augur. “You keep the Art Museum, the Library, 

the Grand Island, and one or two of the open spaces, and throw away the rest and start all over 

again.”51 

 

 

Industry: “The Existence of the City” 

 

Despite Augur’s cynicism, Segoe’s planners were diligent in their land use study. Organizing Detroit 

by census tract, they gathered information from a prewar real estate survey, a survey of non-

conforming zoning uses, and a list of City-issued building permits. Wherever these data conflicted, 

the planners drove into the city on ‘field inspections.’52 

The planners’ immediate focus was industrial land. Detroit’s manufacturing base was steadily 

relocating to the suburbs, and the City was anxious to stem the tide. If the exodus continued, 

employment rates and taxation revenues would plummet. A postwar survey of departing firms cited 

Detroit’s oppressive tax rates and building regulations as significant push factors, but 68% of 

surveyed firms also cited ‘need for greater space’ as a major reason for leaving.53 Segoe’s team were 

familiar with the problem. Modern assembly methods—known as “straight-line production”—

required single-story plants with massive physical footprints, much larger than the older, multi-story 
																																																								
51 Williams, Tape 3, 29–30. “And he was a Detroiter, who lived in Detroit for years,” Segoe recalled of this conversation with Augur. 
“And believe you me—there was a lot of truth and a lot of reasoning in his attitude.” Coincidentally, augurs were Roman priests who 
predicted the future from the flight of birds and counseled public officials. (Hence officials’ “inauguration” before taking office). 
52 City of Detroit, “Proposed Generalized Land Use Plan.” 
53 Thomas, Redevelopment and Race, 73–75. 
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factories common to Detroit (like Ford’s original Piquette plant).54 Cheap and plentiful land in the 

suburbs was thus highly attractive to firms wishing to expand or consolidate their operations. “The 

future of the city as a population center rests primarily on the strength of its manufacturing 

enterprise,” the planners wrote in 1947. Adding, ominously: “Witness our ‘ghost’ lumbering and 

mining towns.”55  

When the planners finished their land use survey in 1943, they calculated that Detroit’s existing 

industrial land, overwhelmingly distributed around the railroads’ belt and trunk lines, totaled almost 

5,000 acres. The 1940 Zoning Ordinance had already formalized these industrial ‘corridors,’ but now 

Segoe would widen them considerably, doubling Detroit’s industrial land to almost 10,000 acres.56 

To amass these additional 5,000 acres, the planners intended to reclassify existing residential 

land. “Many of the dwellings in or adjacent to the industrial belts are now so badly deteriorated that 

clearance could be justifiably initiated in the immediate future,” they wrote. Elsewhere, where 

housing stock was “largely sound,” clearance would come once the homes had “outlived their 

present usefulness.” The planners saw four means of enforcing their vision: updating the zoning 

ordinance to reflect the wider corridors; eliminating non-conforming uses; reviewing site plans for 

proposed developments; and the condemnation of private property through eminent domain.57 

Although Segoe’s team believed this approach would amass enough extra land to retain or attract 

small and medium-sized manufacturers, they still predicted it would be “all but impossible” to 

assemble tracts of sufficient size to accommodate the region’s largest factories.58 

 

 

 
																																																								
54 City of Detroit, “Proposed Generalized Land Use Plan,” 46–47. 
55 City of Detroit, 32–33. 
56 City of Detroit, 32–33. 
57 City of Detroit, 42–43. See also Thomas’s (1997, 75-80) discussion of the West Side Industrial project. 
58 City of Detroit, 51. 
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The Decentralized City 

 

Segoe’s collected papers at the University of Cincinnati include a slide series entitled “City Patterns,” 

produced for the Detroit City Plan Commission during the 1940s. Drawn in plan-view, with a 

uniform color-palate, eight of the nine slides illustrate a leading theory of modern urban planning 

(Figure 1.1). Seven include a famous name in the lower corner: ‘A Contemporary City’ (Le 

Corbusier); ‘City of Neighborhood Units’ (Thomas Adams); ‘The Regional City’ (Clarence Stein); 

‘City and Satellites’ [aka. Garden Cities] (Ebenezer Howard); ‘The City in the Landscape’ (L.K. 

Hilberseimer); ‘A Radial City’ (Paul Wolf); and ‘Broadacre City’ (Frank Lloyd Wright). The eighth, ‘A 

Linear City,’ is credited as “Russian Scheme.”59 All starkly reject 19th Century densities and land use 

intermixtures—each slide shows huge blocks of green and yellow, indicating land reserved for 

recreation and low-density housing. 

 

 

Figure 1.1 Segoe’s “City Patterns” Slide Collection, 1940s  

(Source: Archives and Rare Books Library, University of Cincinnati) 

																																																								
59 Segoe’s “Russian Scheme” image is actually a redrawing of a plan by Nikolai Miliutin, showing a suggested arrangement of Soviet 
factories and workers’ cooperatives. For Miliutin’s original drawing, an interesting discussion of Soviet-style linear cities, and the 
seemingly ‘natural’ emergence of a linear city along Detroit’s Mound Road, see: Fishman, “Detroit: Linear City,” 77–78. 
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Segoe’s papers provide no indication as to when or how these slides were used, but he must 

have given several presentations in Detroit as the Master Plan took shape. Perhaps, early in his 

tenure, he used these theories to teach his inexperienced planning staff about the profession’s core 

principles. Or perhaps he used them in later presentations to the Mayor’s Office and Council, to 

other department heads, to business leaders and community representatives, showing how Detroit’s 

new plan could join this international gallery of best practice. We do know, however, that the ninth 

slide—titled ‘Decentralized City’ and left unaccredited—was Segoe’s own intended contribution to 

planning’s avant garde, his vision of the modern metropolis’s ideal form and function (Figure 1.2). 

Arranged over a stylized image of Detroit’s physical geography, it shows the Detroit River, Belle Isle, 

and the city’s main radial roads. It, too, runs with green and yellow, but unlike the other theories, 

which—with the exception of Stein’s Regional City—are presented in harsh, geometric forms, 

Segoe’s Decentralized City appears loose and amorphous, almost bacterial, with nebulous yellow 

blobs on a sea of green. This organic aesthetic underscores something significant in his work, and its 

relationship to the wider current of modernism in planning. Compared to planner-architects like Le 

Corbusier—who toured the Global South seeking virgin landscapes and autocratic patrons for his 

imperious visions—Segoe was tasked with planning an American city already in existence. And 

though he was appalled at Detroit’s present condition, and advocated for clearance and urban 

renewal, he also respected the inertia of its status quo. The lack of clean, straight lines in his 

Decentralized City illustrates the difficulty of his task—how to integrate modernist principles into 

the existing, complex urban and political realities of industrial capitalism, how to improve Detroit’s 

conditions without, as Tracy Augur put it, throwing away the city and starting again.  
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Figure 1.2 Segoe’s “Decentralized City” Slide, 1940s  

(Source: Archives and Rare Books Library, University of Cincinnati) 

 

The yellow blobs were “Communities,” the defining feature of Segoe’s vision. These would become 

Detroit’s principal residential sectors, each home to approximately 100,000 inhabitants.60 There 

would be sixteen in total, placed into the ‘voids’ created by Detroit’s latticework of railroads and 

industrial belts, where residents would find work. Besides housing, each Community would contain 

the public and commercial amenities required for everyday life: a library, a high school, multiple 

elementary schools, one or two major shopping centers, a large park, a police station, and even a 

“sub-city hall” where residents could undertake low-level municipal business. Segoe imagined that 

residents’ visits downtown—to use the main library or attend the Symphony—might happen 

weekly.61 

Each Community would be composed of eight to ten “Neighborhoods.” A direct application of 

Clarence Perry’s (1929) ‘Neighborhood Unit’ concept, these “quiet residential islands” would 

																																																								
60 Later in life, Segoe also termed these ‘sub-communities’. See, for example: Williams, The Ladislas Segoe tapes: Transcript of an 
interview with Ladislas Segoe. 
61 Williams, Tape 2, 32–37. 
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support an elementary school, small stores, and playgrounds.62 Traffic would be diverted along 

major thoroughfares on their perimeter, allowing children to walk safely to school. Segoe’s planners 

envisaged that each of Detroit’s 150 Neighborhoods would contain approximately 3000 households. 

In the denser Communities close to Detroit’s core, Neighborhood footprints might be fairly small, 

adopting the historic identity of existing areas. On the growing East and West Sides, the planners 

envisaged that each Neighborhood would be approximately one square mile in size, slotting between 

the lateral ‘Mile Roads’ and taking new identities from their sub-divisions.63 

Segoe believed that this nested residential plan of Communities and Neighborhoods could 

combat the anomie of the industrial city. Early sociologists like Ferdinand Tönnies and Georg 

Simmel had argued this point hard: modernity undermines collective social life, breeding anonymity 

and eroding the bonds of cultural belonging.64 Segoe felt this acutely in Detroit, noting with dismay 

how migrant auto-workers often returned to other states while factories were retooled.65 Anchoring 

Detroit’s land use around Communities and Neighborhoods, he thought, would recover something 

that had been lost in the city’s rapid urbanization—a sense of home, civic pride, and “friendly 

associations among its residents.”66 Despite its utopian overtones, Segoe’s idea respected the sanctity 

of American private life. Unlike the Soviet Union’s housing blocks or Brasilia’s superquadras, there 

was no vision of communal living or any attempt to design a new social order through architecture.67 

Ultimately, it was about balance. “The citizen of the small town feels that he ‘belongs’, that he is an 

important cog in the life of his community,” Segoe’s team wrote in 1947. “Can we recapture the 

																																																								
62 Segoe’s planners acknowledged this approach left neighborhoods as “in a sense, a residential area lying between trafficways,” but 
“in a more positive sense it is a residential island served by thoroughfares or expressways running along its borders.” See: City of 
Detroit, “Detroit Master Plan: Plans for a Finer City,” 10. 
63 City of Detroit, “Proposed Generalized Land Use Plan,” 28–29. See also: City of Detroit, “Detroit Master Plan: Plans for a Finer 
City,” 10. 
64 See, for example, the classic distinction Tönnies drew between the “Gemeinschaft” of traditional, familial community, and the 
“Gesellschaft” of atomized, industrial society. Ferdinand Tönnies, Community and Society/ Gemeinschaft Und Gesellschaft (Mineola, N.Y: 
Dover Publications, 2002).  
65 Williams, The Ladislas Segoe tapes: Transcript of an interview with Ladislas Segoe, Tape 2, 35. 
66 City of Detroit, “Proposed Generalized Land Use Plan,” 28–29. 
67 James Holston, The Modernist City: An Anthropological Critique of Brasília (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1989). 
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desirable qualities which characterize the small city and at the same time retain the advantages of the 

metropolis?”68 

 

 

Proposed Generalized Land Use Plan 

 

In the late Spring of 1947, Segoe’s team published their ideas. The Proposed Generalized Land Use Plan 

set the spatial framework for Detroit’s postwar future (“Land Use Plan,” hereafter). It became the 

Detroit Master Plan’s centerpiece, fulfilling its first objective outright, and fixing the geography of the 

remaining four. Everything else Segoe’s team proposed—all the schools, expressways, recreation 

centers, and cultural amenities—were placed according to its recommendations. 69 The planners’ 

final land use map—which had to be gently unfolded from the pages of both the Land Use Plan 

(1947) and the Detroit Master Plan (1951)—was a painstakingly detailed version of Segoe’s 

Decentralized City slide. Its various land use tiles, carefully sized and colored, formed an elaborate 

tessellation across the city (Figure 1.3). (What Jane Jacobs would soon satirize as a “series of 

decontaminated sortings.”)70 The Communities and Neighborhoods formed a wash of yellow across 

Detroit’s East and West Sides, indicating one and two family homes, spaced at a density of seven to 

twelve units per acre. Red patches within the yellow designated ‘major business centers,’ new 

commercial nodes with off-street parking. Dark blue bands of heavy industry followed the railroads, 

where the most noxious plants and foundries could be found. The Communities were buffered from 

																																																								
68 City of Detroit, “Proposed Generalized Land Use Plan,” 22–23. 
69 The contents of the Detroit Master Plan are drawn from numerous supplementary reports produced by Segoe’s team between 1941 
and 1948. Cornell’s Division of Rare and Manuscript Collections contains four: Proposed Plan for the Redevelopment of the Riverfront (May 
1946); Proposed System of Recreation Facilities (August 1946); Proposed System of Trafficways (December 1946); and Proposed Generalized Land 
Use Plan (May 1947).  
70 Jane Jacobs, The Death and Life of Great American Cities, Vintage Books ed (New York: Vintage Books, 1961), 35. 
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these by pale blue strips of light industrial activity, large parks, and the snaking lines of the new 

expressways.  

 

 

 

Figure 1.3 City of Detroit Proposed Generalized Land Use Plan, 1947  

(Source: Division of Rare and Manuscript Collections, Cornell University Library) 

 

 

1.3 THE FUTURE 

 

Ends: Describing a Vision  

 

To sustain professional meaning, to galvanize political support, and to function as an artifact of 

modern thought, the 1947 Land Use Plan had to boldly engage with the future.71 This was the City of 

Detroit’s first attempt at comprehensive planning, one of the most significant and most public acts 

																																																								
71 Simone Abram offers a neat description of the creative impulse in projects like Segoe’s, highlighting the deep connections between 
modernity, futurity, and planning. “The idea of improved futures to be achieved by the rational application of policy and the hygienic 
distribution of development is emblematic of a modern worldview.” Abram, “The Time It Takes,” 129. 
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of future-making in its history. Fundamentally, the Plan revolved around the specter of two end-

states. One was an undesirable future: the consequential city of present inaction, still characterized 

by the haphazard and irrational use of land. The other was a desirable future: orderly and 

enlightened, enjoying the fruits of progress that the Land Use Plan would generate. Following Sheila 

Jasanoff, we can see both end-states as ‘crystalizing the dissatisfactions of the present into 

possibilities for other futures that people would sooner inhabit.’72 Plausibility, in this endeavor, was 

crucial. The planners had to convince the Master Plan’s signatories and readership—elected officials, 

bureaucrats, business leaders, and residents—that continued inaction would generate the undesirable 

future, and that the Plan’s recommendations, if properly implemented, would lead to the desirable 

alternative. This desirable future also had to appear internally-consistent, believable, and attractive— 

“a better place in which to live and work”—functioning as what Simone Abram characterizes as: a 

‘vision of the future, clothed in the moralized rhetorics of well-being.’73 

 The planners sustained these two imaginaries, and their contrasts, through at least five 

descriptive techniques. First, they emphasized what the desirable future was missing, the current 

“ills” and “grievous defects” that the desirable future would no longer contain. To do this, the 

planners usually directed readers’ attention toward existing problems. For example, they would “do 

away with” overcrowded housing, “eliminate” the intermixture of land uses, and curb the “blighting 

influence” of commercial stores in residential areas.74 Elsewhere, the planners bring the reader into 

the new future, to show the absence of these problems: “There are no alleys.”75 

Second, the planners emphasized valuable qualities in the present that they would keep, and 

those from the past that they would recover. Thus they sought to “retain the values of the 

metropolis,” “maintain employment opportunities,” honor the “form and design implicit in the 
																																																								
72 Sheila Jasanoff, “Imagined and Invented Worlds,” in Dreamscapes of Modernity: Sociotechnical Imaginaries and the Fabrication of Power, ed. 
Sang-Hyun Kim and Sheila Jasanoff (Chicago ; London: The University of Chicago Press, 2015), 329. 
73 Abram, “The Time It Takes,” 133. 
74 City of Detroit, “Proposed Generalized Land Use Plan,” 7. 
75 City of Detroit, 12–13. 
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present structure of Detroit,” reclaim “lost…characteristics of basic value,” and “recapture the 

desirable qualities which characterize the small city.”76  

Third, the planners described a set of relationships within the desirable future that joined its 

various components into a coherent whole. Sometimes these were abstract claims of overall synergy 

or symbiosis, where the elements would coexist in “desirable balance”77 or as a “satisfactory 

arrangement of five functions.” 78  Elsewhere, these relationships were more concrete, almost 

promissory, where the future land use plan would “guarantee adequate spacing” between buildings, 

such that “no house will stand in shadow.”79 Here we see a clockwork city; a nested hierarchy of 

components, all moving together. The Neighborhoods revolve around their elementary schools, and 

drive the daily routines of the Communities. The Communities generate the economic and cultural 

power that sustains downtown’s civic energies. And the new expressways oil the entire movement. 

Fourth, the planners used photographs and sketches to illustrate both futures (Figure 1.4). For 

example, the Land Use Plan contains a double-page spread of photographs, captioned: “This is 

Detroit.” They show fine architecture, leafy residential streets, children playing in a landscaped 

backyard, and a gleaming concrete freeway. The images imply progress, that the planners will raise 

urban standards city-wide, to meet or surpass the best of what exists. Overleaf: “This also is 

Detroit” shows slum housing, children playing in a trash-pile, a grocery store attached to a house, 

and homes abutting factories and railroads. This is the extrapolated future of present inaction, a flat 

trajectory of residential squalor and erratic development.80 81 

																																																								
76 City of Detroit, 22–25. 
77 City of Detroit, foreword. 
78 City of Detroit, 16–17. 
79 City of Detroit, 38–39. 1947, pp. 38-39. Although, at intervals, such promises were tempered with reassurances of the Master Plan’s 
realism and flexibility. It was “a guide, not a strait-jacket,” (1941, 42-43) a “living pattern” that would change with the times (1951, A). 
80 City of Detroit, 8–11. 
81 This use of static photography in the present to convey a dynamic sense of futurity is almost a reversal of the process D’Onofrio 
describes in her study of futurity in practices of participatory animation. Because our ‘imaginative horizons’ are always in flux, 
capturing their content poses great difficulties for representational media and visual ethnography. Here in the Master Plan, these two 
sets of pictures try instead to stimulate a sense of dynamic content through straightforward imagery. See: Alexandra D’Onofrio, 
“Reaching for the Horizon: Exploring Existential Possibilities of Migration and Movement within the Past-Present-Future through 
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Fifth, the planners sprinkled their writing with colloquialisms that revered the desirable future. It 

was “Detroit’s design for tomorrow” and “the Detroit of the future.” If Detroit followed the 

planners recommendations, it could become “a paragon among cities.”82 

 

 

Figure 1.4 Photographic Spread, Generalized Land Use Plan, 1947  

(Source: Division of Rare and Manuscript Collections, Cornell University Library) 

 

 

Means: Reaching the Vision  

 

Besides describing these end-states, Segoe’s team had to chart a path towards the desirable future, 

and caution against the alternative. Some of their rhetoric’s causal claims—whether bold and all-

encompassing or detailing the barest shades of a relationship—show how these paths took shape. 

True to their faith in centralized control, most of these causal claims fell under the planners’ own 

supposed influence, to be manipulated through their “skillful arrangement of space.” Nevertheless, 
																																																																																																																																																																																			
Participatory Animation,” in Anthropologies and Futures: Researching Emerging and Uncertain Worlds, ed. Juan Francisco Salazar et al. 
(London ; New York, NY: Bloomsbury Academic, an imprint of Bloomsbury Publishing, Plc, 2017), 189–207. 
82 City of Detroit, “Proposed Generalized Land Use Plan,” 26–27;6–7;72–73. 
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Segoe’s team placed heavy emphasis on Detroit’s collective, city-wide responsibility for reaching the 

desirable vision. Only a few variables are treated as fully exogenous, impervious to the applied 

reason of one civic actor or another. 

This emphasis on collective responsibility—on government, industry, and civil society pursuing 

the future vision together—is found throughout the 1947 Land Use Plan. The planners urge resolve 

and courage on every page, implying that reaching the desirable future is simply a matter of 

commitment, attainable through the focused determination of pooled talents. “Nothing more is 

required than the will to do it,” they write, and only “the rationalizing authority of a plan” is needed 

to convert the city into something wholesome.83 Occasionally, this sentiment translated into specific 

examples of cooperation, where the planners themselves were “notifying [the private citizen] of the 

City’s intentions,” or commending the “forward-looking businessmen” already prospering at the 

embryonic shopping centers. But more often, the planners tapped into America’s postwar faith in 

collective social action to appeal to an abstract citizenry. “We, the people of Detroit,” they wrote, 

“have a tremendous responsibility.”84  

The specter of a collective fate within the undesirable future reinforced this call to arms. 

Sometimes, as we saw above with “witness our ghost mining and lumber towns,” this relied on a 

Tragedy of the Commons/Easter Island parable to underscore the importance of rational 

foresight. 85  But the planners also localized the point, highlighting Detroit’s past failures and 

extrapolating them forward. For example, this historicized explanation of Detroit’s present 

condition—“confusion was piled on confusion…the consequence is the Detroit of 1947”—bolsters 

																																																								
83 City of Detroit, 72–73;24–25. 
84 City of Detroit, 42–43;58;72–73. 
85 City of Detroit, 32–33. 
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the subsequent warning that, left unaddressed: “the same old problems…[will] plague us in the years 

ahead.”86  

Most of the Land Use Plan’s causal claims are fairly modest, and woven into planners’ prose. We 

read that Variable A could “bring about,” “encourage,” “open up,” “guide,” “stabilize,” “confine,” 

“lessen,” “reduce,” or “develop into” Variable B.87 Other causal claims are more interesting for their 

extra dimensions of necessity or sufficiency. We read, for example, that Detroit’s future “rests 

primarily on” its manufacturing base; that residential clearance will create new industrial land and 

remove blight “at the same time;” and that the Land Use Plan “will not in itself” bring about 

Detroit’s desirable future.”88 Still other claims are revealing for their overt temporality. All causal 

claims have some latent temporal implication, as they do for space, but some are truly defined by 

time, pausing, accelerating, delaying or otherwise manipulating Detroit’s evolution or flow of events. 

The planners argue, for example, that some parts of the city ought to be kept “as static as possible 

until they are ripe.” Similarly, some industrial parcels ought to be “earmarked,” “forestalled” or “set 

aside” for later use. The planners reflect on the 1940 Zoning Ordinance, too, contrasting their later 

contribution against its role as “a stop-gap,” “an interim measure” that “froze” the existing 

landscape in space and time.89  

Just as we saw the desirable future described mechanically, we see a similar tendency in these 

causal theories of change. Segoe’s planners essentially approached Detroit’s land use strategy in the 

same way that F.W. Taylor approached the city’s industrial processes, via the intellectual 

disassembly, isolation, analysis, and reassembly of discrete components, steered by the logic of 

efficiency. The starting point is the past-present city, framed as something malign, biological, and 

diseased. It is “blighted,” it has “mushroomed,” it resembles a “giant amoeba,” but one with 

																																																								
86 City of Detroit, 20–21.  
87 See: City of Detroit, 6–7. for several of these terms. 
88 City of Detroit, 32–33;50–51;38–39. 
89 City of Detroit, 50–51;32–33;42–43;46–47;54–55;18–19. 
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“tentacles,” “arteries,” and “ills.” 90  Next, scientific reason is applied. Each parcel of land is 

measured, classified, and reallocated to serve the whole. Nothing is wasted, nothing is superfluous; a 

new city results “with a place for everything and everything in its proper place.”91 We see Segoe’s 

team echoing one of the core paradoxes of modern planning—that the modern machine is both the 

curse and the savior of the city. In the 19th Century, the forces of industrial capitalism created urban 

squalor. Now, in the 20th Century, if intelligently harnessed and applied, its standardized efficiency 

would solve it. Le Corbusier illustrates this productive tension, arguing that industrial cities were 

proof that men “were subjugated by the titanic growth of the machine” but also that a well-designed 

house can be considered a “machine for living in.” The metaphor is also evident in Soviet 

architecture, with communal housing blocks described as “social condensers.”92  

This attitude builds throughout the Land Use Plan with mechanical references to construction, 

determinism, calibration, and perturbation. “The machinery needed to effect the realization of the 

land use plan is relatively simple,” the planners wrote. The sixteen Communities could be defined 

“with certain adjustments” to existing land uses.” Detroit “will grow into a pre-determined design 

for better living.” And then, on its final page, the planners fuse this sentiment with civic pride and 

the collective responsibility discussed above. Detroiters, they write, should have “the determination 

to design and build the Detroit of tomorrow with the same skill and genius which we apply to 

designing and building the automobile of today.”93 

 

 

 

																																																								
90 City of Detroit, 22–23;18–19;34–35. 
91 City of Detroit, 16–17. Harvey notes, however, that the idea of ‘the right time and place for everything’ is never possible in cities, 
because the clash between capital and its resistors leads to perpetual instability. See: David Harvey, The Condition of Postmodernity: An 
Enquiry into the Origins of Cultural Change (Oxford [England] ; Cambridge, Mass., USA: Blackwell, 1989), 239. 
92 Holston, The Modernist City, 38–41;58. 
93 City of Detroit, “Proposed Generalized Land Use Plan,” 42–43;24–25;26–27;72–73. 
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Prediction: the Strength of Claims 

 

We see all these causal claims differing in strength. Many are strikingly bold predictions. We read: 

“There will certainly be a demand” for particular housing types in the future vision. Earmarking 

future sites for public facilities “will save vast sums of money.” It is “inescapable” that Detroit must 

amass new industrial land, even though it will be “all but impossible” to attract the region’s largest 

factories. “There is no doubt” that the Communities will “vastly improve the city.” And that, 

“citizens will be so impressed with [the Land Use Plan’s] improvements…that, of their own accord, 

they will accept it as a guide.”94  

Other predictions are more circumspect, mindful of their dependence on the Master Plan’s 

official adoption. Nevertheless, these, too, are confident: “The proposed expressways…will 

probably enhance [Downtown’s] position.” “The neighborhoods should develop into quiet 

residential islands.” “It is expected” that around forty shopping centers will “develop as indicated on 

the map.”95 

Such rhetorical predictions are unsurprising. The Detroit Master Plan was a high-profile, long-

range document, seeking to reshape the entire city. It had to inspire, to seem plausible, to appear 

financially viable and worthwhile. And Segoe was no architect-dreamer. He was a pragmatist, an 

engineering graduate, far more interested in solving practical problems than sketching out utopian 

visions. Demographic and economic forecasts, we can be sure, would have covered the walls and the 

desks of the planning office. 

Yet the land use plan reveals something else about the planners’ predictions: something that 

contradicts the engrained assumption that Detroit’s postwar planners were simply concerned with 

increasing the supply of urban amenities and infrastructure to meet forecasted demand. The 
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95 City of Detroit, 58–59;28–29;35. 
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planners’ engagement with Detroit’s population growth is particularly instructive. This was a crucial 

variable in the Master Plan’s overall argument, and the Land Use Plan grapples with it at some length. 

A common contemporary refrain in Detroit is that that the city was “designed for two million.”96 

Often, this claim is used to juxtapose Detroit’s illustrious history with its present vacancy and 

abandonment. But in the region’s planning circles, the phrase “designed for two million” is 

sometimes used to imply that Detroit’s midcentury planners were swept up in the heady, single-

minded pursuit of population growth; that they were designing the city, fundamentally, as a means 

of accommodating such growth, and that they were eager for this growth to continue. The 

accusation follows that the planners were naïve, that they expected Detroit to grow and grow until 

they were proved spectacularly wrong. The allegation is one of professional failure. 

But a close reading of the old plans shows almost the opposite, that Segoe’s team were actually 

concerned with the limits to growth. Their analysis, in fact, revolved around Detroit’s carrying 

capacity as a liveable city. Rather than illustrating naïve forecasting, their planning approach actually 

foreshadowed the ‘backcasting’ increasingly popular with contemporary planners working on energy 

and transportation problems. As the Land Use Plan’s conclusions build, and the reader anticipates the 

ultimate question of how many future Detroiters there will be, this wave of expectation is dampened 

with paragraphs of caveats, revealing the planners’ reticence to extrapolate trends or be drawn on 

specific numbers. The future demand for industrial land “is impossible to predict,” they write. And 

planning would be far simpler “if we had any way of telling” Detroit’s future population. “Estimates 

are plentiful,” they acknowledge. “But they are little more than best guesses, and they vary directly 

with the optimism of the prognosticator.”97 

																																																								
96 This phrase is common in published material. See for example: Mark Binelli, Detroit City Is the Place to Be: The Afterlife of an American 
Metropolis (New York: Picador, 2013), 91. And: Robert D. Bullard, ed., Growing Smarter: Achieving Livable Communities, Environmental 
Justice, and Regional Equity (Cambridge, Mass: The MIT Press, 2007), 64. 
97 City of Detroit, “Proposed Generalized Land Use Plan,” 46–47;56–57. Suspicion of others’ predictions is used to justify caution 
and reluctance in prediction, too. For example: “Despite the dire predictions of some observers…” (1947, 46-47). 
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This contrast between rhetorical and formal prediction is understandable. In the early 20th 

Century, Detroit experienced wild demographic and economic swings. The booms of the 1920s and 

1940s bookended a major slump during the 1930s. “In these days of rapid change,” the planners 

wrote, “we have no means at our disposal for making population forecasts…with any degree of 

accuracy.”98 Instead, they worked with what they could predict, with elements of the city that 

appeared certain and unchanging. Three such elements leap from their analyses. First, Detroit’s 

political geography was now fixed. Annexation had ceased in 1926, and the inner suburbs had 

incorporated into independent jurisdictions, fiercely resistant to take-over. Fortunately for Segoe’s 

PR campaign, this scarcity of land resonated with changing American attitudes towards land. In the 

19th Century, as the West was conquered, parceled, and homesteaded, land was primarily seen as “a 

commodity to be bought and sold.”99 But Progressives had changed the narrative, especially in cities, 

to reposition land as a finite, shared resource.  Second, Detroit’s railroad network was set firm. 

Altering or removing it was unthinkable; it would be a political non-starter, and astronomically 

expensive. And third, the planners fully embraced the modern use of ratios, standards, and 

principles in planning. With their quasi-mathematical, universal properties, these floated above 

Detroit’s particular circumstances, behaving as timeless truths. 

These three certainties—fixed boundaries, permanent infrastructure, and universal principles—

set the fundamental pattern for Segoe’s Communities. In combination, they enabled the planners to 

derive Detroit’s available residential land area, and, by extension, the maximum population the city 

could hold.100 These certain constraints—Detroit’s 139 square miles, its industrial land requirements, 

and modern housing standards—generated a figure of 540,000 housing units. The planners then 

multiplied this figure by average household size to derive population that the “Detroit of 
																																																								
98 City of Detroit, 56–57. 
99 Nolon and Salkin, Land Use in a Nutshell, 46. 
100 Indeed, as the planners argue: “It is a fact that, in an established city, residential lands represents a residual use, and that in planning 
for such a city provision is first made for the needs of industry, commerce, and the general public. Whatever land is left over after 
these are taken care of is considered as available for residences.” City of Detroit, “Proposed Generalized Land Use Plan,” 70–71. 



	 57 

Tomorrow” could sustain. Unaware of the baby boom occurring around them, the planners 

extrapolated the pre-war decline in the US fertility rate, concluding that the maximum population, 

when Detroit was “fully built up, say 25 years from now” could be 540,000 x 3.4, or 1,836,000.101 

(Hence: “Designed for two million.”) 

This figure was remarkably similar to Detroit’s postwar population; the 1950 census recorded 

1,850,000. Yet the 1970 census, when it came, was 1,511,000. One of the planners’ boldest 

predictions—that it was now “all but impossible” for Detroit to attract the region’s largest 

factories—had been devastatingly accurate. Between 1947 and 1955, the Big Three automakers—

Ford, GM, and Chrysler—built twenty new plants in the region, employing 72,000 people. None 

were in Detroit.102 

 

 

Timeframes: Creating dimension and duration 

 

That small phrase—“say, 25 years from now”—is interesting. In the context of a Master Plan it is 

curiously ambivalent, especially given that it appeared alongside the phrase: “calculating probable 

demand.” We are left feeling that the planners were somehow indifferent to time, that this figure 

could easily have been 20, 30, or even 40 years. Why should this ambiguity exist in such a technical, 

professional document? And was it typical of Segoe’s team? Or a one-off? 

The answer is both. It is a one-off because “25 years” is one of the planners’ very few concrete 

quantifications of future time. It is typical because the qualifier “say” illustrates the planners’ 

tendency to use folksy, anthropomorphic, or other colloquial forms of temporal reasoning. We see 

this with duration, for example, where some buildings have “outlived their present usefulness” while 
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others would remain in use for “many, many years.” We see it with moments, where clearance might 

occur “in the immediate future,” “sooner or later” or not “for a number of years.” With project 

timeframes, where Detroit is rebuilt “bit by bit,” “over the years,” and the land use plan is “put into 

effect gradually, over a long period of time.” We see it applied, too, in references to how time 

acquires shape or teleological dimensions—in questions about whether “industrial development has 

reached its peak.” Or admissions that “Detroit is…far from perfect.” It is especially interesting how 

the “long-term,” both as a noun or an adjective, is invested with normative appeal through its close 

coupling with other adjectives. Thus, while we read that the planners’ “immediate objectives are 

much less ambitious,” we are routinely reminded of the need for “intelligent, far-sighted planning,” 

“thoughtful, long-range planning,” and a “definite, long-term schedule.” Segoe’s team even hint that 

this temporal orientation might be self-fulfilling, that—in conjunction with the land use plan’s 

flexibility, simplicity, and realism—its long-term nature is “the best of all auguries” for its success.103 

Second, we see a wholesale embrace of ‘timeless truths.’ These are descriptive or causal 

statements, presented as fact, which the planners inject into almost any discussion, irrespective of 

other temporal or spatial dynamics. For example: “Competition will automatically take care of” the 

size of future shopping centers. “The city which achieves a satisfactory arrangement of these five 

functions will be a satisfying city in which to live and work.” “It is well established that a city’s 

investment in recreation brings lavish returns in good citizenship.”104 This faith in universal truths is 

a hallmark of modern thought, and the Master Plan often invoked modernity explicitly in such 

references. These are interesting for their geography as well as their futurity. Modernism was not 

something in ‘the ether,’ but concrete and happening across the United States. Segoe’s team wrote 

about modernism just as contemporary planners write about ‘best practices’—anxious to keep up, to 

avoid falling behind in space as well as time. When they write about “what modern standards call 
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for,” then, ascribing such agency feels legitimate—modernity does seem to ‘call,’ to beckon forward 

from a horizon that is always just out of reach.105 Thus the planners also wrote that things should 

“conform to the best modern practice,” and to “modern housing density standards.” That Detroit 

could become “modernized according to the principles set forth in this book.” That “we know how 

many acres per unit of population are desirable…[for everything] modern man requires.” That 

Detroit’s neighborhoods “should be the very best that modern skill and energy can produce.”106 

 

 

History: “The Ante-Ordinance Days” 

 

The planners discussed Detroit’s past much less frequently than its future. When they did, they 

described an era of disorder, lacking in foresight or reason, exhibiting a “slavish adherence to 

custom.”107 These were “the ante-ordinance days,” of haphazard land use decisions, taken in the 

absence of modern planning priorities, principles and standards. Detroit’s cramped, congested 

environment, they argued, “got this way through a lack of comprehensive planning…with an almost 

complete absence of restraint.”108 

Modernism, of course, always downplays history. It gains cultural traction with bright, new 

futures, predicated on the fusion, denigration, and ultimate erasure of the past-present. It is this 

																																																								
105 City of Detroit, 67. 
106 City of Detroit, 64–65;70–73;56–57;39. 
107 City of Detroit, 58–59. This observation, for example, referred to Detroit’s ‘ribbon development’, where developers earmarked all 
street frontage for commercial use. To Segoe’s team, “adherence to custom,” meant the absence of carefully calculated trading areas, 
or the consideration of traffic patterns, rational parking provisions, etc. 
108 City of Detroit, 58–59;18–19. The ‘ante-ordinance days’ refers to the period prior to Detroit’s adoption of a city-wide zoning 
ordinance on Christmas Day 1940. This zoning map provided the land use framework that the Master Plan took as its base and then 
further elaborated. The planners were occasionally more charitable towards the past. They lamented missed opportunities, for 
example, where their professional forebears had been circumvented or ignored. The “plan of the central area” that Segoe mentions 
above, for example, was Augustus Woodward’s Governor and Judges’ Plan of 1807. The postwar planners noted that this was “never 
completely carried out.” (1947, 18-19). There were also passages that absolved prior generations of responsibility for decisions with 
consequences that could never have been foreseen. The fact that the footprint of older commercial buildings typically covered their 
entire lot, for example, “was not objectionable in the days before the use of the automobile became general,” despite the fact that 
parking had now become “well nigh intolerable.” [1947, pp. 58-59]). For a full account of the Woodward plan, see: John W. Reps, 
“Planning in the Wilderness: Detroit, 1805-1830,” Town Planning Review 25, no. 4 (January 1, 1955), 
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creative destruction that generates contrast and sustains impressions of progress, power, and growth, 

of journeying forward through time in a manner which destroys the past.109 In the context of the 

Master Plan, deemphasizing Detroit’s history gave the planners three distinct advantages. First, and 

only on paper, it lessened the capacity of the past-present to shape the future, removing its latency 

and potential to disrupt and undermine the planners’ visions. To be successful, modernist planning 

requires control. Admitting historical inertia through descriptions and elaborations on Detroit’s past 

would have undermined the illusion of such control. Instead, the planners folded the past into the 

present, read the dysfunction of one in the form of the other, and destroyed any sense of continuity 

between the past-present and the future that wasn’t at the service of the undesirable future vision.110  

Second, hiding history allows for the roots, lineages, and the messy ingredients behind modern 

ideas to disappear. Across both the Land Use Plan (1947) and the Detroit Master Plan (1951), the 

planners’ vision for Detroit is usually discussed as if it were either: (a) uncovered from the landscape 

itself, like bones awaiting an archeologist; (b) arriving ‘from’ some modern future, tantalizingly at our 

fingertips; or (c) a set of quasi-mathematical ‘timeless truths,’ translated into the here and now, and 

applied like a golden ratio. All three of these stylistic approaches rely upon an illusion of free-

floating expertise. Ones that obscure the actual professional trajectories, assumptions, flaws, and 

passions of Segoe’s team, and instead present apparently independent, incontrovertible design 

principles that Detroit ought to follow.  

Third, relatedly, removing history dilutes connection between ideas and their origins. Just as the 

planners themselves didn’t wish to tarnish the purity of their vision with personal idiosyncrasies, of 

associations with specific times, places, and institutions, neither did they wish to stain the purity and 

uniformity of the Master Plan with historical grievances or partisanships. We see a historical 
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flattening, a shallowness that denies the social differences of the past-present. In 1943, a race riot in 

Detroit left thirty-four people dead. And, by the end of the war, most of Detroit’s black population 

were living in those substandard homes, with the rats and leaks and fatal fires. The planners knew all 

this, but their plans are silent on the humans inside the maps. We can imagine some reasons why: 

the planners’ fixation on the physical world; their professional detachment from the realities of the 

poorest neighborhoods; the need for the Republican mayor to sign-off on the finished Plan; the 

need to sell its ideas to the majority-White population; perhaps their own prejudices, too.  

Yet the planners language is incredibly emancipatory. The Land Use Plan, for example, didn’t 

just discuss acreages and density ratios, it sought to create “a beautiful, harmonious community, fit 

for free men to live in.”111 This language might ring hollow in the context of such injustice, in the 

same way that the notion of the American Dream often rings hollow, but it encapsulates a sentiment 

that runs right through the planners’ work: that all Detroiters—regardless of age, income, gender, 

race, national origin—would benefit from the Master Plan. Segoe was a pragmatist, far more so than 

his modernist contemporaries like Le Corbusier. He knew that the Master Plan was partly a sales 

pitch, that it needed the support, or at least the acquiescence, of Detroit’s citizens if it was to be 

adopted by the Mayor and Common Council. To admit a fractured history into this pitch would 

have been a risk. And so, instead, we see a journey of harmonious progress, a coalition of unified 

voices—government, residents, commerce, and industry—walking together, into the new.112 

Lastly, besides condemning, quieting, hiding, and flattening Detroit’s history, the Master Plan 

frames its overall shape and structure in some interesting ways. In two places, for example, the 

planners refer to the city’s founding in 1701. (When Cadillac stepped ashore from his canoe and saw 

a place “where the hand of the pitiless mower has never shorn the juicy grass on which bisons of 
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enormous height and size fatten.”)113 First, in the 1947 report, the planners note that: “Although 

Detroit has a continuous history stretching back 245 years, it was only six years ago that it got 

around to checking the evils of sporadic growth.”114 This remark underscores the importance of the 

planners’ work, casting the Master Plan as a significant moment within history, a temporal fire-break 

in Detroit’s physical evolution and decline.  

Second, on the inside cover of the 1951 Master Plan, we read: “Published on Detroit’s 250th 

Anniversary.” How this little phrase operates is interesting. It functions almost like a pair of 

compasses, with time between the points. Its period—two and a half centuries—is neat and familiar 

to us. We understand its scale. And then, mindful of the adjacent subtitle ‘Plans for a Finer City’, we 

are moved to turn the compasses forward across time, with their radius defining a new horizon, a 

new scale of future ambition. The previous 250 years pile up, their weight pressing on us. Though 

they are stripped of content, they charge the present-future with responsibility and expectation. We 

are pulled back, only to be flung forward. History becomes futurity. The Master Plan suddenly 

seems not so much a new beginning within time, as an obligation to time itself.115  

All of these techniques, placements, and associations, conferred authority and legitimacy on the 

planners, as if they were the true inheritors of Detroit’s physical destiny. The Planning Department 

in the 1940s was an office of modern Cadillacs, writing home from the future, back to the Old 

World. 
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meaningful translations from pasts that were, to presents that are, to futures as people would like them to be.” Jasanoff, “Imagined 
and Invented Worlds,” 329. 
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CONCLUSIONS  

 

When the Detroit Master Plan was officially published in June 1951, Detroit’s Planning Director 

George Emery mailed a copy to Segoe with an accompanying letter. “Dear Laci,” he wrote. 

“Without your help it would never have been possible. We went through a long and difficult period 

with many disappointments and setbacks, but nevertheless I believe the final result is good and will 

prove immeasurable value to Detroit. Again, in view of your intimate relationship with this project I 

believe that you can take justifiable pride in the publication of this edition of the Detroit Master Plan. 

With kindest regards, George.”116 

This chapter has tried to tell the Master Plan’s story, from those wartime origins to how 

Bernard uses it today. We see a fascinating technological artifact, laden with power and meaning, 

communicating its ideas about land use through a variety of different formats. We also see a 

profoundly social document, poignantly tied to planners’ careers, craftsmanship, and professional 

identity. When Segoe began the Master Plan, he wanted to undo the damage that Detroit’s industrial 

growth had wrought on the city. His solution was separation—to partition its land according to its 

primary functions. This, he believed, would reestablish what Detroit had lost: order, community, and 

health. Segoe’s Master Plan was an attempt to reapply the logic of industrial capitalism back onto its 

own geography—to transform Detroit into a version of the machines that had produced it. We see a 

resolutely modern plan, but nevertheless tempered by the physical and political realities of American 

life. 

The chapter has also explored how the Master Plan’s land use element—as a modernist 

approach to postwar conditions—engaged with time. We see how the planners’ basic temporal 

model of progressive futurity is founded upon two implicit paths, connecting a fused past-present 

																																																								
116 This letter, dated June 7th 1951, is taped to the first page of a copy of the Detroit Master Plan (1951) held at the University of 
Cincinnati’s Archives and Rare Books Library. 
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with the future. One is a path of implied inaction, connecting the past-present to an undesirable 

future to be avoided, one that retains and/or deepens the problems of the status quo. The other is 

the path of progress, connecting the past-present to the imaginary of a desired end-state. We also see 

how this basic temporal model is animated and sustained through rhetoric and imagery. The 

planners produce causal claims that describe the end states, and develop the connecting paths. These 

claims vary in their confidence; some are soft and tentative, others are hard and bold. They vary, too, 

in their obligations; some claims are owned and pursued by the planners, while some are to be 

acknowledged, managed, or embraced by others. The Master Plan discusses the future on almost 

every page; it is almost silent on history. There is no yearning for a past, and no mention, anywhere, 

of hope. 

Segoe was touched when he received Emery’s letter. In an interview towards the end of his life, 

he recalled: “[Detroit] is one place where the Director of Planning, upon completion of the job, 

wrote me a letter, which is very rare to receive by a consultant, telling me that without my efforts 

and dedication, that plan could never have been brought into being. I never got such a letter from 

any Director of Planning.”117 

 

 

 

																																																								
117 Sheila Jasanoff, “Imagined and Invented Worlds,” in Dreamscapes of Modernity: Sociotechnical Imaginaries and the Fabrication of Power, ed. 
Sang-Hyun Kim and Sheila Jasanoff (Chicago ; London: The University of Chicago Press, 2015), 329. 
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“HOW DETROIT IS GOING TO LAND” 

 
(Dwayne R.) 

 
 
I started out in the Water Department, and came over to Planning in 2000. Right away I jumped into 

work. At that time they had a Community Redevelopment Strategy under Mayor Archer. It was 

about planning being involved with the community, getting input on projects that they wanted to see 

developed. The city was divided into ten ‘clusters,’ and—at that point in time—the city had a 

population of one million, so there was about 100,000 people per cluster. The strategy was to come 

up with a plan, somewhat of a Master Plan, for each cluster. It was a very good plan, and we saw a 

lot of development with that. Developers coming from everywhere, interested in residential and 

commercial sites. It was working.  

But Detroit has ups and downs like a rollercoaster. As soon as Detroit goes up, then comes the 

downfall. The market crashed. A lot of people were out of work, with financial problems. Now 

we’re down to a point around 700,000 people, and those clusters aren’t used at all anymore. So we 

said we’d go with the seven Council Districts, which contain probably somewhere close to 100,000 

people. So here we are, at 700,000 population level, and we’re trying to reach a population level of 

900,000 or more. We definitely need that. We’re getting some of that, but it’s downtown and mid-

city. Which is good, but we need population growth in the other districts, too, to achieve our goal. I 

can imagine it happening—in the long-term, I can’t say in the short-term—but it could be done. The 

city would function, have a good tax-base again, there would be a new density level for residential 

and commercial development. With manufacturing, the assembly line, people migrating here from 

other countries to get jobs—that’s how Detroit once had a population level of almost two million 
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people. From that two million people, the Master Plan evolved. We’re not living at that time 

anymore. What do we do with all this land now?  

Will our population grow? Yes, I think it will. Will we get 200,000 more people like the Mayor 

wants—like everybody wants? That’s a hard question to answer. I wasn’t surprised when the Mayor 

said he wants to grow the population, because that’s what we need. I’m glad he came out boldly and 

said it. We cannot function below 700,000 people; even if we have rapid growth downtown—

100,000 people downtown—the city still won’t be able to function like it needs to function. The city 

is 138 square miles. We have to spread an increased population throughout the city. Districts should 

contain close to 100,000 people to be a unified district. My thinking was that we can look at a district 

as a smaller city within a city. 

 

I was eight years old when the riots took place. We lived about three blocks from Twelfth Street. 

I’ll never forget because it was the week of my birthday. As a kid I used to go up there and shop. 

They had five and dime stores. They had a Woolworths up there. It was more racially diversified. 

There were Jews, whites, even black merchants. It was a good commercial area. Twelfth Street is 

Rosa Parks today, but it was a one-way going north to south. About seventy percent of that area was 

small retail—jewelry stores, laundromats, mom and pop stores. A variety of different stores. A two 

lane street, one way.  

When the riot came in, it was a change for the city. A lot of blacks were being frustrated by the 

police. It started off with a blind pig, where blacks would go after hours. The police came and did a 

big raid. One person threw a brick, and it ignited from that. There were fires going on. It happened 

right by us on Twelfth Street. The next day it just continued on. It spread to other neighborhoods. 

There were things going down on Grand River and on the East Side. It lasted for five days. They 

brought in the National Guard. Police were all over the place. Tanks coming in— 
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To be a young kid and see that? I didn’t know how to accept it. It was like ‘What is this all about,’ 

you know? People were looting. There was vandalism. All kinds of things happening. And this area 

that I grew up in? You would love to walk around that area. They had bakery shops up there. To 

me, all the people got along with one another. To me, it was an area that was blessed.  

To have something like that in your neighborhood and to have it come to an end like that? As a 

young kid I was real hurt. I saw a lot of fires. You couldn’t help but be angry. Angry because as a kid 

you love your neighborhood, and all of a sudden to have something like this come up, and— You’re 

being told ‘this is what’s going on.’  

You eventually start to accept it.  

 

 

Figure 1.5 Dwayne as a Child at Boblo Dock, Opposite City Hall  

(Source: Detroit Revisted: The Twentieth Century in Photographs.1) 

 

 

I’m seeing a change now. And hopefully we see this change where different races are starting to 

say ‘Hey, let’s live together, let’s try it, let’s see growth in this pattern.’ I think we can learn from each 

																																																								
1 Mary Desjarlais et al., Detroit Revisited: The Twentieth Century in Photographs by John Baldwin Thomas, Bill Rauhauser and Gene Meadows (Royal 
Oak, Mich: J D Anthony, 2000), 143. Note: Dwayne is the small boy on the right hand side of the frame in the striped t-shirt. 
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other, do better business that way, and I think it’ll be a better type of growth for the city. We’ve 

been living in that other era for too long. Too long. 

When I was going to school I saw the problem approaching. The better schools were outside the 

core of the city, out in the suburban areas. The school system started to change. Grades started to 

go down. The children’s interest in learning was getting poor and the illiteracy rate was getting high. 

It’s at its highest point now, I think, of any city. We’ve got to pay close attention to that. These 

young people coming up are our future. And we have a high percentage of eighteen to twenty-one 

years olds coming up, uneducated, with a high illiteracy rate. It’s a problem. It’s a problem. It leads 

to crime, and everything else. There’s a lot of criminal activity going on. They drop out of school 

and they don’t have a job, so they go to the streets to make money. And it’s not a good thing, of 

course, but that’s what’s going on in the city. Police try to tackle it, but you have to make different 

approaches to it. If you arrest them all and fill up the prisons, what does that accomplish? We have 

to revaluate the situation. We need education, we need jobs. And everything else. 

To me you have to have long-term jobs. Jobs that can last beyond five years. We’ve got to find 

ways of creating careers for different individuals. We need alternatives for education, especially in 

urban cities like Detroit, Chicago, Philadelphia, St. Louis. We have a high percentage of minorities 

that live in these areas and we need a different form of education for these cities. I think Detroit 

could be a great model city for that approach.  

There’s a lot of work that needs to be done in this city to clean it up. The city is blighted-out. 

There’s got to be funding created for that, to clean blight. Can we create jobs with youth to 

understand blight, how to correct blight, how to appreciate your neighborhood, how to get involved 

in community cleanup, to take a positive from a negative and create something with it? I think we 

have to find ways to install this in our young people, to be creative in your neighborhoods, and 



	 69 

create jobs that allow them to approach the neighborhood with a different attitude. It’s the attitude 

that has to be corrected now. They’ve got to cut out from the violence.  

We’ve both talked about riding bikes. Last year I was just riding my bike—Third Street and 

Virginia Park, right in that historic area—and there were four young guys. Out of nowhere, one of 

them socked me. Knocked me off my bike. He could have knocked me out, period. I jumped up 

with anger. They looked at me. I think they may have thought that I was a younger person and they 

got shocked when they looked at me because they could see I was an older person. So I jumped up 

with anger and they looked at me and they ran. I didn’t have a weapon on me. I thought, ‘I’m gonna 

have to fight this one.’ That’s the first time that anything’s happened to me in the city in probably 

twenty five or thirty years. I’ve never had fear like that. Not until that happened. It changed me. 

Now I would never ride unsecured like that. No protection. No weapon.  

 

How has this influenced my role as a planner? I love my city. I’m continuing for my city, I’m 

gonna continue to provide for my city, giving it one hundred, one hundred and ten percent. I do my 

job for my city. I think Detroit has got a great opportunity. I think a lot of people are looking at our 

city. A lot of people we don’t even know of. And they’re waiting to see how Detroit is going to land. 

When I say land I mean: Are we going to land on our feet? Are we going to grow? If Detroit starts 

seeing a population growth within the next two to five years—let’s say a twenty-five percent increase 

in people—I think that would be a great thing. There’s a lot of people out there with ideas and 

they’re just waiting to see how the city’s going to turn out. Especially with the crime, the schools, the 

illiteracy rate. They want to see changes, just like people in the city want to see changes. This country 

loves Detroit. But we have to change the image. 

Telling you how I feel about the city, it’s a start. Because we have to learn from each other, and 

we have to extend our knowledge to each other. Because ideas are formed with other people. Real 
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estate doesn’t create a city. People create a city. I think people can learn from each other and work 

together to do that. Detroit has a brighter future ahead of it. We’ve been down at the bottom, with 

the bankruptcy. Now we’re coming out of that and there are investors really ready to invest in the 

city now. We have to be broad minded as planners, urban designers, developers. We have to be 

broad minded. Things are different now. Detroit was one of the greatest cities to start with. It’s 

always been a creative city. A lot of brilliant minds have come here and have invented all kinds of 

things. It can still be done. We can obtain that 300,000 plus people that the Mayor is talking about, I 

hope it can be done in five, less than ten years. We could do that. It would create a better tax base, 

we can do more things in the city, more opportunities for job growth, and so on and so forth. I 

really think it could happen. 

Do I identify more as a designer or a planner? That’s a good question. To me, I consider myself 

both. My job title is ‘senior urban designer/GIS analyst.’ I do a lot of urban planning; I do a lot with 

developers, people who come to the City with plans. We used to do Site Plan Review every week in 

a forum. Sites would be presented to us, and we would comment. We would suggest things to the 

developers. It worked well. I’d like to see that come back to our Department. In the meantime, it 

just flopped. Just flopped. Council started looking at the projects more so than our Department. The 

Detroit Economic Growth Corporation started taking on more of that. It should have always been 

in the hands of the Planning Department, to me. That’s what the Department’s function is.  

Things were quiet when you arrived. I can recall that. Mayor Bing brought in consultants. They 

worked with different planners. They came up with a lot of surveys. And that was really good. Really 

good to have that information, that typology, that map of the city. Our Department was kind of 

pushed to the side. It should have been that we worked together, for the betterment of the city. I’m 

not saying it wasn’t done, but I don’t think it was done in a proper way. We could have come and sat 

at the same table and worked together on that.  
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I think Duggan may want to do a second term. I think so. I think he wants to see the city get a 

population gain. I really do. I don’t think he’s gonna leave here until he gets that.  

OK, man. I’ll see you Monday. 

 

 

Commentary 

 

Dwayne was one of the Department’s oldest planners. Though we never worked together, he and I 

became good friends. Like Jackson, Dwayne regularly took it upon himself to educate me about 

Detroit’s history and its prospects.  Our conversations, therefore, rarely touched on the minutiae of 

his day-to-day tasks and duties, but instead focused on the big themes—Detroit’s economic and 

symbolic decline, the plight of its citizens, and Dwayne’s hopes for the future. I was struck by how 

often—even for a planner—a semi-formal, spatial vocabulary dominated these talks. Dwayne’s 

perspective often seemed elevated above the city, living in the synoptic tone of maps, plans, and 

classifications. In his interview above, for example, we see the prominence given to the planners’ use 

of ‘clusters’ and ‘districts’, and Dwayne’s strong belief that these should be used to guide the 

prospective repopulation of the city. Even on topics that bear most heavily on his personal, 

subjective urban experience, this professional language comes through, often in endearing ways. In 

discussing the 1967 riot, for example, he notes that the street in question was “…a good commercial 

area. A one way street going north to south. About seventy percent of that area was small retail.” 2 

Indeed, prior to conducting this interview on a downtown park bench, I texted Dwayne my location: 

‘SW corner, near the beach area.’ When he arrived, he wore a massive grin. Proud of his apprentice, 

he exclaimed: “J, you gave directions just like a planner!” 

																																																								
2 Dwayne used the term ‘riot’ for the civil unrest of 1967. Others refer to these events as an ‘uprising’ or ‘rebellion,’ to challenge the 
implication that riot equates to mindless destruction. 
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If this spatial lens dominated Dwayne’s descriptions and theories of urban form, a similar sense 

of typology also strongly shaped his temporality. Dwayne liked to frame his Detroit analyses in 

terms of eras, for example. One era might be termed the ‘age of innocence’—his own and 

Detroit’s—of childhood and a ‘blessed’ neighborhood; another was Detroit’s extended decline, with 

its ‘bottom’ culminating in the City’s bankruptcy; and the third is his hopeful, well-articulated vision 

of an improved future end-state for Detroit. Though these eras might be stylized and 

compartmentalized, Dwayne’s oral history nevertheless shows how the power of memory—and 

particularly a sense of what was prominent, significant, and desirable in one’s past—provides a 

consistency of desire about what the future might contain. Dwayne’s vision for Detroit is a gesture 

of modest return, a vision of urban form and function built from the most desirable, and since lost, 

elements of Detroit’s past—sufficient people, good schools, commercial life—blended with an 

articulation of new future possibilities, such as: repurposed vacant land, educational reform, and 

genuine harmony between different racial groups.3 

The central element sustaining Dwayne’s future vision is population growth. He believes a city of 

900,000 citizens—versus the current 700,000—would return Detroit to a viable equilibrium.4 This is 

framed as a project of harmonization between the city’s population level and its land area. The land 

is fixed into the future, the policy question becomes a matter of ‘filling it up’. This normative view of 

population growth is deeply engrained in urban administration, traced by Lewis Mumford at least to 

																																																								
3 Thomas Sugrue’s Origins of the Urban Crisis, makes it difficult to take Dwyane’s remarks about 1960s Detroit at face-value—Detroit 
was a landscape of intense racial and economic inequality in the 1960s, not quite the rosy image that Dwayne portrays here. There is a 
tendency when discussing with loss and decline, Solnit notes, to indulge in “nostalgia for a time that may never have existed or may 
have been terrible for some, a location in which all that is broken now can be imagined to have once been whole.” Nevertheless, we 
must acknowledge Dwayne’s subjective past reality as he sees it, if we are to properly understand the source of his convictions and 
energies for discussing Detroit’s future. The city’s ‘golden age’ may be a fiction, but it gains reality in its contemporary agency as a 
platform for Dwayne’s progressive futurity. 
Rebecca Solnit, Hope in the Dark: Untold Histories, Wild Possibilities, Third edition with a new foreword and afterword (Chicago, Illinois: 
Haymarket Books, 2016), 21. 
4 It should be noted that Dwayne’s musings on the rate of potential population growth are wildly optimistic compared to what most 
planners or demographers would see as remotely plausible. At the time of our interview in 2015, Detroit’s population loss was leveling 
off, but remained in decline. To first turn this tide around, and then to add almost 200,000 citizens to the city in the period he 
specifies—essentially within 2 to 10 years—would require a rate of urban growth unseen since Detroit’s population boom of the 
1940s. 
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the Baroque capitals of Europe.5 In one sense, it lends an objective yardstick to questions of urban 

power and prominence—bigger is better—but in Dwayne’s testimony we see such administrative, 

technocratic understandings of growth (especially his figure of 100,000 people per district, which 

almost exactly echoes Ladislas Segoe’s vision for Communities [see: 1. The Master Plan]), blended 

with a poignant sense of moving beyond abjection, of recovering something lost. Repopulation for 

Dwayne becomes a two-fold goal: an instrumental means of ensuring a tax-base and overall 

municipal viability; and also a final end in itself, a cessation of the ‘rollercoaster ride’, the ultimate 

arbiter of “how Detroit is going to land.” 

We see a marked contrast here, in Dwayne’s confident articulation of future possibilities, from 

Ellis’s tentative, trepidatious, sense of futurity in the Prologue. Ellis’s sensitivity toward Detroit’s 

future spanned both his professional and personal lives.6 He showed tightly connected questions of 

Detroit’s future were to the intergenerational trajectories of family life—his fathers’ career, the 

geographic mobility of his parents, and what regional fate might await his children. But aside from a 

remark about Detroit’s past as an “economic powerhouse with strong neighborhoods,” Ellis 

remains relatively quiet about the sort of future he hopes for (“I just want to see something 

positive.”) Ellis contrasts the “shell” of Detroit’s present with this past “peak” not to describe what 

a desirable future should contain, but to point to the magnitude of the challenge in reaching it. It is 

his phenomenological, basic sense of the future that seems to be in play here—an interpretation of 

the future through the lens of hope and fear. 

																																																								
5 Lewis Mumford, The City in History: Its Origins, Its Transformations, and Its Prospects (London; in association with Secker and Warburg: 
Penguin ;, 1987), 420. 
6 In part, this speaks to the close relationship between hope and uncertainty. “Hope is the story of uncertainty,” Solnit argues, 
suggesting that the act of hoping involves the engagement with the unknown and the possible, for better or for worse, and in contrast 
to “the certainty of despair.” Ellis’s sense of hope stemmed from his sense of uncertainty; he no longer felt that the Department’s 
plans had much influence on Detroit’s fortunes, and thus felt as though Detroit’s future lay with providence or the wider forces of 
regional change. With Dwayne, however, we see a flipped sense of the certainty-despair connection to show a certainty of progress. 
Solnit, Hope in the Dark, 7.  
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Dwayne’s remarks, however, resonate much more with the broader progressive futurity of the 

planning profession. First, we see a concrete sense of what a desirable future for Detroit would be 

like, an end-state, a goal to aim for, the “bright future ahead:” a city of 900,000 people, equally 

dispersed across Detroit’s 138 square miles, living in racial harmony. It is also a city where young 

people—the embodiment of the city’s future—are educated, non-violent custodians of their 

neighborhoods, gainfully employed in meaningful, long-term work. Second, Dwayne hints at how he 

feels such a future might be reached. In one sense, he shares Ellis’s reservations about the 

Department’s bureaucratic marginalization and diminution, but we don’t see the same existential 

doubt that Ellis expressed about strategic planning per se (“plans after plans that go nowhere”). If 

anything, Dwayne is convinced that planning has a crucial role to play in steering Detroit’s future 

evolution, and this fuels his personal drive and convictions to do his job well, his “continuing for my 

city,” a city he loves.  

Of all the Department’s planners, Dwayne was the least possible to imagine ever leaving Detroit 

for another city or the suburbs. Though plenty of the other planners lived in the city, and found joy 

in its corners and streets, it was always Dwayne who’d find me on a Monday morning and tell me 

about a walk he’d taken through a different neighborhood, or a new bar he’d discovered somewhere. 

He still lives in his childhood neighborhood, and though “times are different now,” and he carries a 

firearm when riding his bicycle, Dwayne remains optimistic about Detroit’s future. 
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2. Copy and Paste  

With GEOFF, HAZEL, and CHRISTINE  

 

This descriptive chapter focuses on the relationship between the Department’s master-planning activities 

and Detroit’s extreme population loss since the Millenium. It discusses the fraught institutional 

relationships between the Departments’ planners, related municipal agencies, and a major strategic 

planning initiative led by Detroit’s philanthropic community—Detroit Future City—that advocated a 

revolutionary, ‘right-sizing’ approach to land use planning in the city. The chapter further discusses how 

Geoff, Christine, and I worked to revise the City’s Master Plan via a “blending exercise” that sought to 

reconcile different municipal, philanthropic, and community visions for Detroit’s land use future. In this, 

it provides the contextual background for the closer ethnographic analysis of Geoff and Christine’s 

master-planning work in Chapter 4. The chapter also reflects on the dissertation’s ethnographic methods, 

and provides a window onto the sense of disillusionment and quiet perseverance that characterized the 

Department’s daily routines. It ends with the Department’s move from Cadillac Tower to new offices in 

City Hall. 

 

 

Detroit’s postwar planners “emerged as the new professional heroes, guides to a better society, 

experts in saving cities from their own decay.”1 Much of what Segoe’s team envisaged—the civic 

																																																								
1 June Manning Thomas, Redevelopment and Race: Planning a Finer City in Postwar Detroit, Paperback ed, Great Lakes Books (Detroit: 
Wayne State University Press, 2013), 35. 
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center, new industrial land, public housing projects, schools, and expressways—came to fruition. But 

the honeymoon was brief. Detroit’s urban renewal program provoked a huge backlash, and Detroit’s 

1967 riot—until the 1992 Watts riot, the most widespread civil disorder in US history—cemented 

the public rejection of centralized authority and technocracy.2 Quasi-utopian thinking in City Hall 

was over; there would be no more attempts at ‘salvation by bricks.’3 As smoke rose across the 

burning city, with thousands injured and forty-three dead, Mayor Jerome Cavanagh put it bluntly: 

“We stand amidst the ashes of our hopes.” 4 

The Detroit Master Plan remained on the City’s Charter, and the Planning Department was obliged 

to deliver periodic revisions. The Old Library held revisions or supplemental reports from 1967, 

1973, and 1988. But all lacked the color, eagerness, and confidence of Segoe’s ideas. Physically, they 

were smaller, more book-like. Inside, they contained lists of technical amendments and anxious 

passages about citizen participation. Coleman A. Young was Detroit’s Mayor for much of this 

period, in office from 1974 to 1994. He was a firebrand, an ex-Tuskegee Airman, with little time for 

city-wide, strategic planning. He prioritized flagship towers and stadiums downtown. As Young 

steadily defunded the Planning Department, Segoe’s intricate model of Communities and 

Neighborhoods sank into obscurity. 

Young’s successor in 1994 was Mayor Dennis Archer. Under his administration, strategic 

planning made a modest comeback. The Department’s detailed proposal to HUD Jumpstarting the 

Motor City (1994), secured Detroit one of six spots in a nationwide pilot of the Clinton 

administration’s ‘Empowerment Zones.’ And though civic boosterism remained prominent—Detroit 

																																																								
2 I use the term ‘riot’ here for consistency with Dwayne’s usage in his oral history above. The civil unrest of 1967 is often instead 
referred to as the ‘uprising’ or ‘rebellion,’ to challenge the implication that riot connotes wanton destruction. Note also: though there 
are plenty of planning-specific critiques of planning’s high-modernism, the broader cultural shift in the 1960s has been neatly 
characterized as: “a loss of faith in authority: the authority of government, of patriarchy, of progress, of capitalism, of violence, of 
whiteness.” Rebecca Solnit, Hope in the Dark: Untold Histories, Wild Possibilities, Third edition with a new foreword and afterword 
(Chicago, Illinois: Haymarket Books, 2016), 37. 
3 Quote attributed to Reinhold Niebuhr, in: Jane Jacobs, The Death and Life of Great American Cities, Vintage Books ed (New York: 
Vintage Books, 1961), 123. 
4 Sidney Fine, Violence in the Model City: The Cavanagh Administration, Race Relations, and the Detroit Riot of 1967 (East Lansing: Michigan 
State University Press, 2007), 301. 
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is on a Roll (1998), Destination Detroit: Dream, Discover, Develop (2001)—Archer’s administration was a 

time of rejuvenated ambition amongst the planners. Ellis returned to Detroit from Atlanta, “to be a 

part of it.” And Bernard finally got his chance to join the Department. One of the Old Library’s 

documents—a dusty report entitled Areas of Potential Development: Volume One (2002)—excited 

Dwayne, another of the Department’s long-time planners. Volume Two sat on his windowsill, next to 

a pair of binoculars which he used to follow the progress of downtown construction. “We worked 

on that for two years,” he recalled. “A developer could come in and we’d be geared for any type of 

development they wanted. We already had sites listed and ready and available. Land cleared, ready 

for commercial, residential, industrial, institutional…Problem was, we had a population downfall.”  

 

 

2.1 CENSUS 

 

The Artist as a Young Man  

 

Geoff studied economics at Wayne State University. In the late 1980s, Detroit’s planning director 

taught one of his classes. Geoff wasn’t impressed, but he was intrigued. He enrolled in the 

University of Michigan’s graduate planning program and excelled. Detroit’s City Planning 

Commission (CPC)—City Hall’s legislative planning arm—hired him months before graduation. To 

satisfy the City of Detroit’s residency requirement, Geoff moved to Detroit after his Ann Arbor 

lease expired.  

After six years with the CPC, and a short planning stint in the seaside town of Hilton Head in 

South Carolina, Geoff became a Geographic Information Systems (GIS) analyst with SEMCOG, 



	 78 

Metropolitan Detroit’s regional planning body.5 On summer evenings, he volunteered with a youth 

program at Tyree Guyton’s Heidelberg Project: an East Side art installation assembled from vacant 

homes. Geoff traced a giant Sandborn map onto the side of an abandoned house, handing the kids 

miniature versions of the map and three tubes of paint. He crouched down to give the little planners 

their instructions: “If a building is vacant, color it green on the map,” he told them. “If there’s 

somebody living there, color it yellow; and if it’s something dangerous, color it red.” The resulting 

mural stuck with him. More and more, the economist-planner found himself drawn to art. After a 

semester of evening classes at Wayne State, Geoff left SEMCOG for a graduate fellowship in art 

history at the University of Illinois.  

In August 1999, he was back. Quickly rehired, the City dispatched Geoff to Cobo Hall, where his 

GIS skills were desperately required in preparation for the 2000 census. The stakes were high. If 

Detroit’s population fell below one million, the City would lose an estimated $176 million in annual 

taxation and revenue-sharing benefits.6 The 1990 count—saved through a court challenge from 

Mayor Young—was 1,027,974. 

Geoff ran his GIS day and night, steering outreach workers towards neighborhoods at risk of 

undercounting. The New York Times reported that the City of Detroit purchased 13,000 “Census 

2000” lawn signs and 10,000 bumper-stickers, that churches held “Census Sundays,” and that 

McDonald’s offered free meals to homeless people wearing “I’m important, I’ve been counted” 

badges.7 When the count was over, Detroit waited. Geoff moved to the Department and unpacked 

his things. City officials prepared for Detroit’s upcoming 300th birthday gala, with a fireworks display 

and a flotilla of boats on the river. The US Census Bureau released the figures after Christmas. 

Detroit’s population was 951,270. 

																																																								
5 SEMCOG stands for South East Michigan Council of Governments. See: www.semcog.org 
6 See: US Conference of Mayors, http://usmayors.org/ced/census/census_findings.htm (accessed Feb 16 2016) 
7 Nichole M. Christian, “All-Out Fight in Detroit to Keep Census Above a Million,” The New York Times, May 2, 2000, sec. U.S., 
https://www.nytimes.com/2000/05/02/us/all-out-fight-in-detroit-to-keep-census-above-a-million.html. 
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“A Cursory Placeholder”  

 

When Geoff joined the Department, it had been almost a decade since the last Master Plan revision.8 

The Heidelberg mural still in his mind, he asked the Planning Director’s permission to begin an 

update. The Director agreed, and promoted Geoff to Principal Planner. Geoff assembled a small 

team—Hazel, Christine, Tony, Bernard, and others—and bulk purchased display stands, postcards, 

and marker pens. In pairs, the planners took responsibility for different “clusters” in the city. They 

organized public meetings, inviting residents to discuss their perceptions of their neighborhoods, 

and their hopes for the future. Sometimes twenty people came. Sometimes one hundred and twenty. 

The Planning Director never came. Geoff didn’t know why, and didn’t ask. “The great thing was 

that I could do anything I wanted,” he recalled. “The bad thing was that I could do what I wanted 

because nobody cared.”  

Soon it was time to broaden the conversation. When Ladislas Segoe asked other City 

departments and agencies to participate in the first Master Plan, they “were not too friendly.” 

Nevertheless, he’d eventually persuaded the heads of the Police, Fire, Buildings, and Schools to 

spend a morning in the Planning Department, discussing draft maps and exploring overlaps in 

neighborhood operations. 9  Eventually, as we saw, twenty-one City departments and agencies 

endorsed Segoe’s plan, and committed themselves to its recommendations. Transportation, 

Recreation, Education, Health, Libraries, Lighting, and Public Works were all involved. Sixty years 

																																																								
8 Most American municipalities revise their master plans every five to ten years. These aren’t necessarily overhauls from scratch; 
revised plans invariably retain the city’s basic geography, and certain land uses that appear ‘fixed.’ Nevertheless, wholesale revisions 
offer a valuable chance to reassess the City’s future vision: to consider the significance of amendments made in the interim, to 
reexamine economic and demographic trends, and to recalibrate the City strategy across different municipal departments. See: John R. 
Nolon and Patricia E. Salkin, Land Use in a Nutshell, West Nutshell Series (St. Paul, MN: Thomson/West, 2006), 60. 
9 Sydney H. Williams, The Ladislas Segoe tapes: Transcript of an interview with Ladislas Segoe, 1980, Tape 2, 31–32, Cornell 
University, American Planning Association. 
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later, Geoff’s memos to these same departments went unanswered. Mayor Kwame Kilpatrick saw 

no reason to lean on them.  

The team discussed their options. “We looked at each other: I’m a planner, you’re a planner. Let’s 

just put some transportation policies in. We’ll cut and paste from other cities. We’ll do some 

research. Figure it out. Put the policies in and get them adopted.” This would be the next best thing 

to a real Master Plan, they reasoned—a “cursory placeholder” until the City cared about planning 

again. “We came up with this concept that had very vague policies which weren’t gonna hurt,” 

Geoff explained. “Anybody who knew what a bus looked like could have come up with them.” 10 

Tony was fresh out of graduate school then. “I wouldn’t call the Master Plan planning,” he said. 

“It was just: what can you find online?” Like Geoff, he was frustrated by the Plan’s lack of stated 

responsibilities and mechanisms for change, and the Department’s general lack of strategic 

influence. The office was “merely a pass-through,” he recalled, churning out a steady stream of 

policy amendments to ease developers’ passage through the City’s regulatory hoops and hurdles. 

In 2004, after their meetings and drafts, more meetings, and more drafts, the planners were able 

to pair the list of pasted policies with something they did have pride in: a brand-new, city-wide 

comprehensive land use map, complied from their meetings with residents and survey tours in a 

rented mini-van. Per the City Charter, Geoff walked the binder across to City Hall for review and 

adoption by the City Planning Commission and City Council. For five years, “nobody lifted a finger” 

and the binder bent a shelf. The City of Detroit Master Plan of Policies was finally adopted in July 2009. 

Mired in corruption, Mayor Kilpatrick had already resigned from office. He soon received a twenty-

eight year sentence to federal prison. 

																																																								
10 We see here something of the connection between waiting and the expression of social difference and power differentials that 
Helga Nowotny explores. To be kept waiting is an expression of inferior social power, part of a broader array of temporal strategies 
that govern intersubjective relations, including promises and deadlines. See: Helga Nowotny, Time: Modern and Postmodern Experience, 
First published in paperback (Cambridge, UK Malden, MA: Polity Press, 1996), 145. 
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The new Master Plan improved the Department’s daily operations. It was better aligned with the 

Zoning Ordinance, and smoothed Bernard’s interpretative duties. But the vague placeholder policies 

still bothered Geoff. “Every summer we’ll get some interns,” he thought. “Or maybe we’ll do our 

own research, and we’ll become transportation experts for a year, recreation the year after. That was 

the plan—just me and half a dozen planners, on our own, trying to do planning.”  

 

 

Downfall  

 

When Dwayne mentioned Detroit’s “population downfall” he wasn’t exaggerating. In the decade 

following Geoff’s assignment to the Census 2000 team, Detroit’s population declined a further 25%, 

to 714,000 in 2010. America was stunned. If all 237,000 Detroit émigrés had gone to the same place, 

they could have formed a city the size of Orlando. And it wasn’t just Detroit’s problem. Governor 

Rick Snyder called for a “reinvention” of Michigan—devastated by the 2008 recession, it was the 

only US state to lose population in the new millennium.11 

This exodus deepened Detroit’s landscape of loss. Signs of recent departure—newly foreclosed 

homes and shuttered schools—settled onto established patterns of residential, commercial, and 

industrial flight. The city’s vacant land now surpassed twenty square miles, an area roughly 

equivalent to Manhattan.12 Detroit had attracted national headlines after the 2000 Census. Now it 

received global attention. Photographers published collections documenting its physical decline 

																																																								
11 “Snyder - Snyder Statement on 2010 Census Figures,” accessed May 8, 2018, https://www.michigan.gov/snyder/0,4668,7-277-
57577-253071--,00.html. 
12 The most rigorous estimates of land vacancy fall between 21-25 square miles, and only include vacant residential, commercial, 
industrial, and institutional land. Higher figures are misleading because they include parks and cemeteries in the total. For a good 
overview, see: Kate Davidson, “Detroit Has Tons of Vacant Land. But Forty Square Miles?,” accessed May 8, 2018, 
http://michiganradio.org/post/detroit-has-tons-vacant-land-forty-square-miles. 
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(dubbed ‘ruin porn’ by their critics). Writers published somber accounts of the city’s fortunes, 

subtitled with words like ‘autopsy’ and ‘afterlife.’ Documentary film crews came to town.13 

Amidst the churn and uncertainty, Detroit’s growth machine clamored for a systemic reboot, 

something to draw a line under the city’s demographic, political, and economic crises. They 

mobilized behind the ‘Detroit Works Project,’ a major strategic planning initiative, led by a 

consortium of public, corporate, and civil society representatives. It was funded by the region’s 

philanthropic institutions, anchored by a major grant from the Kresge Foundation. After two years 

of work, the Detroit Works Project published its recommendations in 2012 as Detroit Future City: 

Detroit Strategic Framework Plan. The glossy, 343-page DFC Plan was Detroit’s highest profile strategic 

plan since Segoe’s original Detroit Master Plan. Described as a “blueprint for Detroit's future,” no 

document published in the intervening decades could touch it for scale and ambition.  

The similarities between the two plans were striking. Both outlined a bold future vision, full of 

persuasive, intergenerational rhetoric and detailed illustrations.14 And both saw land use as Detroit’s 

central fulcrum for reform and reinvention in the midst of crisis.15 Their differences were also stark. 

One was authorship. Although Segoe was an independent consultant, he was commissioned by the 

City of Detroit to produce a Master Plan for official City adoption, and he did so in close 

collaboration with City staff. By contrast, though Mayor Dave Bing (2009-2013) publically endorsed 

																																																								
13 See, for example: Yves Marchand and Romain Meffre, The Ruins of Detroit (Göttingen: Steidl, 2010); Charlie LeDuff, Detroit: An 
American Autopsy (New York: Penguin Press, 2013); Mark Binelli, Detroit City Is the Place to Be: The Afterlife of an American Metropolis (New 
York: Picador, 2013). Prominent documentaries include: Detropia (2012) and Requiem for Detroit (2010) 
14 Particular emphasis is placed, for example, on the plan’s broad spatial, political, and temporal reach: “We believe that within this 
document lies a path forward toward realizing the aspirations of an entire city. Within it lies a guide for decision making that is not 
exclusively for one entity or one mayor or one generation, but for each of us—in our roles as citizens, philanthropists, developers, 
business people, neighborhood champions, parents, and beyond.” Detroit Future City, “Detroit Strategic Framework Plan, December 
2012” (Detroit Future City, 2012), 3. In this sense, Abram’s (2014, 129) remark noted in relation to Segoe’s plan in 1. The Master 
Plan—that “the idea of improved futures to be achieved by the rational application of policy and the hygenic distribution of 
development is emblematic of a modern worldview”—seems equally applicable to the DFC project; the principal difference between 
the two plans perhaps instead resting on a shift from the ‘concrete’ specificity of the postwar plan, to the ‘aspirational’ quality of 
contemporary ‘future-visions’  (Abram, 130). 
15 Both of these historical periods might well be interpreted as ‘phases of maximal change,’ moments where the ‘spatial and temporal 
bases for reproduction of the social order are subject to the severest disruption,’ and thus moments where new modes of planning 
and development practices enter into play. See: David Harvey, The Condition of Postmodernity: An Enquiry into the Origins of Cultural Change 
(Oxford [England] ; Cambridge, Mass., USA: Blackwell, 1989), 239. 
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the Detroit Works Project, and though the DFC Plan addressed a wide array of municipal themes—

economic growth, land use, city systems, neighborhoods, land and building assets—the City of 

Detroit never officially adopted its recommendations. The second difference was the vision for land 

use itself. Segoe’s Land Use Plan was awash with yellow—those huge swathes of low-density, single-

family housing on Detroit’s East and West Sides. The DFC Plan, whose legend still honored the 

Master Plan’s original color palate, was completely different. The wide expanse of yellow had 

withered and fragmented, displaced by tracts of light green, teal, and turquoise. These colors were 

new, and hinted at a radically different land use philosophy.  

 It was no secret that Segoe’s vision of vibrant Communities and children skipping to school 

never materialized in Detroit. The city’s deep racial divisions and decades of white flight had 

doomed it to failure. But as Detroiters left for the northern suburbs, those late 20th Century Master 

Plan revisions never acknowledged the implications of the exodus for land use policy. As the 

neighborhoods emptied, the Master Plan and Zoning Ordinance continued to designate the land for 

low-density, single-family residences. Even if Coleman Young’s remaining planners had wanted to 

revisit the fundamentals of Detroit’s land use, they clearly lacked the resources and political leverage 

to do so. Perhaps, too, acknowledging that residents weren’t likely to return would have been 

tantamount to admitting professional defeat. Either way, the City’s official future land use policies 

remained unchanged. On paper, they still treated Detroit’s emptying neighborhoods as if they were 

full of people. 

The DFC Plan—unencumbered by City protocol, but framed in professional language it couldn’t 

ignore—pointed out the inconvenient truth. That presuming or imagining a repopulated Detroit was 

fanciful. Instead, they argued that Detroit’s planning community should adopt a ‘right-sizing’ 

approach—to focus the City’s scarce resources on Detroit’s most stable neighborhoods, and 

repurpose the remaining residential land into new uses. Otherwise, they reasoned, if Detroit’s 
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population continued to fall, the City would have to service the same geographical area—to plow 

the same miles of road, repair the same streetlights, maintain the same network of underground 

utilities—on an ever-dwindling revenue stream. 

The DFC Plan’s land use map, with its new colors, suggested how such right-sizing could occur. 

The light green tracts were “green residential” areas, “responding to neighborhood disinvestment 

and population loss by creating a new urban identity, integrated with landscape.” Accounting for 

some 22% of Detroit’s total land area, these areas would still be home to residents, but they would 

also feature new recreational spaces and “productive landscapes.” The teal and turquoise tracts 

responded to more drastic levels of residential abandonment, collectively accounting for 29% of 

Detroit’s land area. The former, “innovative productive” areas, would repurpose residential land for 

food and tree planting, featuring urban farms and flowering fields to decontaminate soils. The latter, 

“innovative ecological” areas would allow neighborhoods to fully revert to wilderness, becoming 

meadows, forests, and wildlife refuges. A portion of innovative ecological areas would be dedicated 

to “blue infrastructure,” with surface drainage and stormwater retention ponds.16 

 

 

2.2  RIGHT-SIZING 

 

Emergency Management 

 

The DFC Plan was published in a period of significant political flux. In March 2013, two months 

after its launch, the State of Michigan appointed an Emergency Manager (EM) to “act for and in the 

																																																								
16 Detroit Future City, “Detroit Strategic Framework Plan, December 2012.” The quote about “green residential” areas appears on p. 
114. 
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place and stead of” Detroit’s Mayor and City Council.17 The EM had exclusive authority over the 

City’s finances, appointments, contracts, staffing levels, and departmental restructuring. At the EM’s 

request, the City filed for municipal bankruptcy through federal government protection.18 This was 

the largest municipal bankruptcy in US history. And in November, Detroit elected a new Mayor. 

This, too, made headlines. In a city with an 80% black population, Mike Duggan, a write-in 

candidate, was the first white mayor since 1974.  

The DFC Plan struggled. On paper, it was a prominent publication. Almost every government 

agency, non-profit, and socially-progressive corporation in the city had a copy in their office. Many 

were splayed open, bookmarked, and annotated. Plenty disagreed with the right-sizing agenda, but 

all could appreciate the time and effort involved in its production. Nevertheless, the DFC Plan’s 

political influence fell steadily away. The central problem facing the DFC’s Implementation Office—

the non-profit organization tasked with integrating the Plan’s recommendations into Detroit’s 

political and legal machinery—was the lack of a champion inside City Hall. Duggan’s campaign had 

pledged a return to normalcy, to a Detroit of homes and jobs and regular garbage collections. The 

DFC Plan’s core message of degrowth, of accepting harsh truths and embracing “productive 

landscapes,” appeared defeatist. Duggan was old-school. He wanted to talk about tackling crime and 

repairing streetlights, not someone else’s dreamscape of meadows and ponds.  

By now, the Mayor was interviewing for a Planning Director. He wanted the best; a “champion 

of the neighborhoods.” His advisors scoured America’s city halls, campuses, and think-tanks for 

talent. They flew a shortlist of eighteen candidates to interview. A rumor circulated around the 

Department that one candidate began her interview with a lengthy monologue about the virtues of 

																																																								
17 See, for example: Kevyn Orr, “Emergency Manager Order 38. Order Modifying Planning and Development Department and 
Establishing Housing and Revitalization Department” (City of Detroit, September 25, 2014). 
18 See: Nathan Bomey, Detroit Resurrected: To Bankruptcy and Back, 1 edition (W. W. Norton & Company, 2017).  
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right-sizing—how it was such a bold and exciting vision for Detroit. The Mayor, apparently, was 

urgently called away after just five minutes. 

Before the imposition of the Emergency Manager and Duggan’s victory, as Detroiters watched 

City Hall’s tailspin into corruption and fiscal ruin, the DFC Plan’s cultivated independence was its 

major asset. By disassociating itself from the City, it seemed to represent a clean break, a genuinely 

fresh start. Now it seemed that the gamble might not pay off. Its initial prestige, and the subsequent 

depth and detail of its work, couldn’t safeguard its political future. So the DFC team pursued the 

next-best approach: to integrate their open space typology into the City’s Master Plan via the City’s 

bureaucratic channels, planner-to-planner.  

 

 

Respect  

 

The Department respected the DFC Plan. Its strategic spirit and detailed maps affirmed the 

planners’ professional identities, their training and experience. At least four of them had a personal 

copy. Jackson and Hazel referred to it as “Future City’s”, applying the possessive ‘s’ common to 

Midwestern pronunciations of familiar or endearing brands.19 Even the planners’ more teasing 

remarks acknowledged the work’s novelty and originality.  

But where there was respect, there was also pain. The DFC’s team of international consultants 

had spent two years researching Detroit’s land use, employment rates, transportation patterns, 

housing conditions, population trends, and infrastructure requirements. They discussed ideas in 

offices of brushed steel and glass, with Apple computers and sparkling water. Meanwhile, the 

Department’s planners—graduates of MIT, Michigan, Morehouse, NYU, Tufts—were sidelined, left 

																																																								
19 For more information on the ‘Michigan S’, listen to linguist Anne Curzan’s discussion at: Michigan Radio, “The Story behind the 
Michigan ‘S,’” accessed May 8, 2018, http://michiganradio.org/post/story-behind-michigan-s. 



	 87 

to churn out compliance reviews and rubber-stamp site-plans in Cadillac Tower. These were 

necessary tasks, obliged by the Charter, but nevertheless tasks for which, as professionals, they were 

vastly overqualified.  

When they joined the Department, the planners wanted to make a positive difference to Detroit. 

Many were born and raised in the city, and felt a vocation to recover its dignity. Beneath the 

Department’s dark humor, and often through it, this sentiment was everywhere. It was why Jackson 

wanted to finish his City career in Planning, why Bernard wore his Tiger’s cap, why Hazel, after 

moving to the suburbs, immediately moved back again, and why Geoff lived in a simple wooden 

home on the East Side when he could afford Grosse Pointe. “You knew that the City needed help, 

you knew that things needed to be done, and you felt like you could contribute,” Tony recalled. 

“That was a very powerful feeling, and I think it’s what drove a lot of people to stay, even today.”  

The planners took DFC’s ostracism of the City personally. They felt they’d been treated as if they, 

too, like their political bosses, were lining their pockets with public funds, or were simply 

incompetent. “That was work we could have been doing,” one said. “Nobody ever spoke up for us 

and said: ‘You know, it's great that you're paying all this money to do this, but you do know we have 

a staff of ten to twelve people who are capable of doing this stuff? Did you ever think about 

including us in those conversations?’ Again, I think that was partly a perception that we are lazy City 

workers.” 

Of all the planners, Hazel was the most gracious towards the DFC Plan. “We knew, statutorily, 

that they would have to come to us,” she said. “I always felt that way.” She especially valued the new 

ideas the DFC Plan had brought to Detroit from other cities. “When you’re always in the books,” 

she said, “sometimes you don’t see what’s possible or what’s going on in other places. You don’t 
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have time to look outside. You dismiss things as pie-in-the-sky.”20 Hazel was also more charitable 

about the DFC process than her colleagues, highlighting the advantages of an outside perspective, 

and its ability to diffuse some of the long-simmering tensions between many Detroiters and City 

Hall. “The foundation community really stepped up,” she said. “They wanted to see a 

change…Maybe I wasn't part of the process, but sometimes—if there’s so much discord—I don't 

think it's bad to have another face trying to talk to people. It kind of disarms them a little bit, 

because it's not the City! [mimics angry resident].”21 

Hazel had felt her fair share of public discord, and the ongoing discrepancy between the DFC 

Plan and the Master Plan didn’t help. The DFC Plan’s high media profile led to widespread 

confusion about its official status. Unlike the region’s professional planners, developers and citizens 

weren’t party to the nuances in its political mandate. If it was an independent document, untainted 

by City hands, then why had Mayor Bing given all those television endorsements? And why did DFC 

now have an ‘Implementation Office?’ On one occasion, for example, when the Board of Zoning 

Appeals rejected a developer’s site-plan on the grounds that its auto-centric design conflicted with 

the Master Plan’s designation of Medium-Density Residential, the developer brought the DFC Plan 

to Hazel’s office and gesticulated at its pages. Sure enough, DFC’s 50-year horizon map showed no 

residential land in that part of the city.  

“The Master Plan [was] out of date,” Hazel sighed. “In 2004 there was this anticipation [of 

recovery]. The push was to increase housing. Now, the reality is that there isn't going to be housing 

everywhere. It can't be supported. That's where DFC comes in.”22 

																																																								
20 Some of the Department’s other planners also indicated a strong desire to learn from other places, and expressed their frustration 
that Detroit’s lack of resources often prevented this. Bernard, for example, expressed this sentiment after attending a seminar by the 
Toronto urbanist Gil Penalosa, and Ellis talked often about how poor Detroit’s transportation systems were in comparison to his 
memories of Atlanta.  
21 In noting how Detroit’s municipal government is perceived negatively by the public, Hazel’s comment has a temporal subtext—a 
likely history of broken promises and false hopes, leading to a climate of distrust and scepticism about further plans for the future.  
22 Hazel here performs what scholars in STS have termed a ‘retrospecting prospect’—a moment when one recalls how the future was 
once represented at a past moment. These moments are interesting because they often highlight a contrast with one’s present 
expectations about the future. In noting the ‘retrospective prospect’ of a recovered housing market, Hazel thus emphasizes the 
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While Bernard continued with his amendments, Jackson frequently got it in the neck, too. “I wish 

they'd put the damn Master Plan back on the internet,” he said, hanging up his telephone. “People 

are giving me a hard time over it.”  

 Periodically, the Department sought advice from Detroit academics, seasoned observers of 

public life in the city. “You’ve got to get rid of DFC,” one of them advised. “Take from it what you 

need, and say: ‘Okay, that is now an interesting historical document that we've gotten a lot from, but 

don't consult DFC now. Look at this new Master Plan.’ You need to do this as soon as possible.” 

 

 

Reverse Robin Hood? 

 

Beyond City Hall, the DFC Plan provoked intense reaction. The Detroit Works Project’s early 

public meetings in 2010 were characterized by heated exchanges, with long-term residents fearful 

and angry that they might be forced from their homes.23 But the DFC team learned from their 

mistakes, toning down—as far as they realistically could—right-sizing’s implications for residents 

who lived in areas of the city suggested for repurposing. The planners remembered those meetings. 

They knew that “DFC” “Detroit Works” and “Future Cities” now belonged to the same family of 

words as “urban renewal”—mentioned with clenched buttocks if mentioned in public at all. 

 The public’s distrust of the DFC Plan was echoed in stinging academic critiques. The planners 

knew the gist of some. Prof. Peter Hammer, for example, a Wayne State law professor, is a public 

intellectual in the city. His criticisms, candid yet charitable, filtered into the planning discourse 

through public lectures, interviews, and op-eds. (Powerfully-argued non-fiction, like Mark Binelli’s 

																																																																																																																																																																																			
importance and magnitude of her current expectation: that there will be large parts of Detroit without new housing in the future. See: 
Nik Brown and Mike Michael, “A Sociology of Expectations: Retrospecting Prospects and Prospecting Retrospects,” Technology 
Analysis & Strategic Management 15, no. 1 (2003): 3–18. 
23 One of these meetings is shown in the 2012 movie Detropia.  
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(2012) Detroit City is the Place to Be, achieved something similar.) Other academic criticisms of the 

DFC Plan, however, were buried in journals, locked behind pay walls, and spoke in specialist terms 

about the “hegemonic governance landscape of neoliberal urbanism.”24 As far as the Department’s 

planners were concerned, these critiques weren’t something to ponder, disagree with, or even ignore. 

They simply didn’t exist. 

This is a shame, as all these academic critiques pushed a number of important practical and 

ethical questions. Many came from the political left, comparing right-sizing to land grabs in the 

Global South, or the United States’ own history of Western expansion—the calculated exploitation 

and dispossession of society’s poorest.25 According to the 2010 census, two articles noted, 88,000 

Detroiters still lived in the neighborhoods designated for potential landscaping. And, statistically, 

they were Detroit’s poorest residents.26 Many were on fixed incomes, living in inherited homes with 

a low market-value. They would struggle to purchase an equivalent home in the stable 

neighborhoods earmarked for maintained City services.27 Should those least able to afford this new 

future also be the ones asked to suffer its material and human cost? Wasn’t this robbing the poorest 

to pay the marginally better-off? A ‘reverse Robin Hood?’28 

The DFC Plan pledged that “no resident should be forced to move,” that their suggestions 

weren’t akin to the forced relocations of urban renewal and eminent domain.29 But as a “conscious 

effort to manipulate the costs of staying in an area,” surely the Plan contradicted the basic premise 

																																																								
24 Daniel Clement and Miguel Kanai, “The Detroit Future City: How Pervasive Neoliberal Urbanism Exacerbates Racialized Spatial 
Injustice,” American Behavioral Scientist 59, no. 3 (March 1, 2015): 376 
25 See, for example: Sara Safransky, “Greening the Urban Frontier: Race, Property, and Resettlement in Detroit,” Geoforum 56 
(September 1, 2014): 237–48. 
26 L. Owen Kirkpatrick, “Urban Triage, City Systems, and the Remnants of Community: Some ‘Sticky’ Complications in the Greening 
of Detroit,” Journal of Urban History 41, no. 2 (March 1, 2015): 261–78; Clement and Kanai, “The Detroit Future City.” 
27 Kirkpatrick, “Urban Triage, City Systems, and the Remnants of Community”; Jason Hackworth, “Rightsizing as Spatial Austerity in 
the American Rust Belt,” Environment and Planning A: Economy and Space 47, no. 4 (April 1, 2015): 766–82.  Property takings, under US 
land use law, require ‘just compensation’ to owners. This concept is broadly defined as “the price that a willing buyer would pay a 
willing seller at the time of the condemnation.’ It does not correspond to the costs an owner would likely incur to reestablish their 
home elsewhere. Hence, homeowners with homes in heavily abandoned neighborhoods with low market values would struggle to 
purchase an equivalent or superior home in one of Detroit’s more stable areas. See: Nolon and Salkin, Land Use in a Nutshell, 241. 
28 Peter Hammer, Pers. Comm., 2014. 
29 Detroit Future City, “Detroit Strategic Framework Plan, December 2012,” 111. 
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of voluntarism? 30  And, ethics aside, did the causality even make sense? Would the phased 

decommissioning of municipal services be a sufficient incentive for residents to leave their 

neighborhoods?31 Aren’t cultural attachments to land rather strong? Especially among poor, black 

populations whose parents or grandparents had to fight, sometimes literally, to get their name on the 

deed?32 And would decommissioning highly complex, institutionally-embedded infrastructure be that 

easy, save that much money? (Flint: 70 miles north.)33 

Hazel was grateful that the foundations “stepped up.” But given their unparalleled freedom to 

examine social issues, had they actually? Had they moved the conversation about Detroit’s future 

towards the unpalatable racial and regional divisions that truly governed its fate? And if so, why did 

the DFC Plan end at 8 Mile Road? Didn’t this load the dice, draw a box around the poorest, the 

blackest, to ask what went wrong? Didn’t this remove the wider, wealthier region from critical 

consideration? And if not, why was race mentioned just six times in 343 pages?34And for a document 

entitled ‘Detroit Future City,’ why so few specifics on how this future would function? Beyond 

ambiguous references to “productive landscapes,” what would everyday life be like? Who would use 

these landscapes, own them, regulate them? In fact, wasn’t urban renewal, for all its flaws and 

disasters, at least concerned with describing a destination, a concrete vision for the future? Didn’t 

the DFC Plan, by contrast, push through clearance and erasure only to fumble the final pass?35 

Ultimately, do we have our priorities straight for the next fifty years? Should we assume from the 

DFC Plan that stormwater management is a more pressing social problem than endemic poverty? 

																																																								
30 Peter Hammer, Pers. Comm.; See also: Kirkpatrick, “Urban Triage, City Systems, and the Remnants of Community”; Hackworth, 
“Rightsizing as Spatial Austerity in the American Rust Belt.” 
31 Kirkpatrick, “Urban Triage, City Systems, and the Remnants of Community.” 
32 Sara Safransky, “Rethinking Land Struggle in the Postindustrial City,” Antipode 49, no. 4 (September 1, 2017): 1079–1100 
33 Kirkpatrick, “Urban Triage, City Systems, and the Remnants of Community”; Hackworth, “Rightsizing as Spatial Austerity in the 
American Rust Belt.” 
34 Peter Hammer, Pers. Comm. Part of Hammer’s critique here resonates with Abram’s observation that problems in planning arise 
where ‘planning time’ and ‘lived time’ are out of sync with each other. Where, in this case, DFC’s long-term time horizon of 20 and 50 
year scenarios jarred with the pressing and immediate needs of Detroit’s impoverished population. Simone Abram, “The Time It 
Takes: Temporalities of Planning,” Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute 20, no. S1 (2014): 137. 
35 Hackworth, “Rightsizing as Spatial Austerity in the American Rust Belt.” For Hackworth, it is this lack of detail about Detroit's 
future, this ambiguity and vagueness about plans for the land, that characterized right-sizing as a product of austerity urbanism. 
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That the “civil engineering of people”—moving them along the path of least physical resistance—is 

a legitimate tool of American social policy?36 

Questions came from the academic center-ground, too. Where were the investment data? The 

market analyses? Repurposing Segoe’s ‘light industrial’ bands into ‘live/make’ areas of big lofts and 

artisans’ workshops sounded great, but would developers actually build these? On what basis was all 

this land being apportioned? Was the DFC Plan a genuinely diligent and rational distribution, or was 

it—like every single under-resourced City of Detroit Master Plan since Segoe—merely a glossy, 

high-resolution version of “reading textbooks and drawing patterns?”37 

 

 

2.3 SLICED AND DICED  

 

Exercises 

 

When the Detroit Works Project launched, Geoff was optimistic. With philanthropic money, the 

City could plan again. The Department could partner with international experts in recreation, 

transportation, environmental protection, in all those aspects of urban life that the rest of America 

enjoyed. Those copied and pasted policies from 2004 would finally disappear. “This is going to be 

the Master Plan on steroids,” he thought.  

Four years later, he was magnanimous. For all the DFC Plan’s faults—and he could list a 

dozen—there was no denying its contribution. Detroit’s planning conversations were newly 

emboldened, enriched, and self-aware. Ideas were fresher. Time horizons were longer. And even the 

most piercing academic critiques of the DFC Plan had commended its rejection of the slavish 

																																																								
36 Peter Hammer, Pers. Comm. 
37 John Mogk, Pers. Comm., 2014. 
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pursuit of growth.38 Back in 2004, Geoff had tried and failed to get cooperation from other City 

departments. The DFC Plan, albeit on paper, had validated how important this was. And while land 

use reform wasn’t everything, it was something. Vast tracts of Detroit were now grassland, strewn 

with burnt homes and broken glass. And it was moving through the city. If the Bengali families 

hadn’t fixed-up the old crack-houses, Geoff’s own street, too, would be gone. Somehow, 

strategically-managed open space had to become part of the City’s solution.  

 

Geoff began our meeting without preliminaries. As requested, I’d brought the giant stack of 

documents he’d dropped on my desk on Day One. He wore his standard blue shirt and chinos. As 

he spoke, my pen struggled to keep up. By now, the planners were used to my notebooks. We’d 

gradually moved from mutual ignorance—“What exactly is a Master Plan?” and “Anthropolo-what-

now?”—to an unspoken understanding. Though I was a foreign student, I was also free labor, an 

extra pair of hands in the bankruptcy. In this respect, the planners’ flat social hierarchy and straight-

talking culture took its cues from the wider city. Detroit, indisputably, remains America’s blue-collar 

capital. The planners who’d grown up there as bookish kids came from families whose lives were 

intimately tied to the region’s industrial complex. This was true across the vast gulf in their family 

backgrounds. When Ellis was first puzzled by cities, and first took trips to the library to read about 

how they worked, his father was rolling steel at the Rouge. When Christine first showed an interest 

in historic buildings, her father represented Cadillac in Europe. And though all this was mostly 

gone—the hot metal, the sales strategies, many of the parents—there were things that remained, 

things that were immediately palpable to an outsider in the Midwest: staying quiet about hardship, 

avoiding long words when a short one would do, showing up on time, investing in a heavy jacket 

																																																								
38 See especially: Hackworth, “Rightsizing as Spatial Austerity in the American Rust Belt”; and also Kirkpatrick, “Urban Triage, City 
Systems, and the Remnants of Community.” 
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and good boots, and giving the new kid real assignments, with real deadlines, and expecting him to 

contribute like everyone else. 

And so writing hard was doubly important. On one hand, I was there as an academic, to 

understand the planners’ world as far as an outsider could. Striving to capture their words and ideas 

in meetings, though it could be tiring, preserved what was invaluable: a rich conversational back-

and-forth—fast-paced, laden with acronyms and anecdotes—that barreled along the channels of 

their expertise. Taped interviews, crucial for context, sometimes felt contrived. And while car rides 

and bar talk always brought out the planners’ deepest reflections, pulling out a pen in such moments 

was like turning on the lights in a nightclub. A hurried meeting transcript, messy and inky in my 

hands, felt like a happy medium, the right blend of art and science. An angiogram of the planners’ 

thoughts.  

I also wrote hard because I wanted to properly understand my task, to do a decent job and honor 

my colleagues’ expectations. Although my doctoral field was in City and Regional Planning, I was 

unprepared for daily work in City Hall. My friends in Cornell’s MRP program had taken rigorous 

classes in statistics, GIS, and land use law. They could have quickly proven their worth. I’d spent 

two years in humanities seminars across the quad. This was why I’d come to the United States, to 

benefit from the breadth and generosity of the American doctorate. But working alongside the 

planners, there were many occasions—poring through ordinances, Googling acronyms, struggling 

with computers and numbers—when I wished I’d spent more time in planning class. 

But those seminars were invaluable for their own reasons. Anthropologists told me to look at the 

lines in a spreadsheet as well as its cells, because this was where all the real action was. Sociologists 

of science taught me to be patient, to look at the Department as they’d learned to look at 

laboratories, to start with the simplest questions. Historians finally explained Marx. Even an elective 

Arabic class resensitized me to the beauty and power of words, and later broke the ice with two of 
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Detroit’s older planners. One, partly deaf from a childhood car-bomb, slapped me on the back and 

fed me falafel wraps from the George Foreman grill he kept in a drawer.  

 

Our task, Geoff explained, would be “a blending exercise.” Something we could prepare while the 

Department waited for the new Director, and could later use for public consultation. The pile of 

documents contained everything we needed. They fell into five categories. One, a thick set of DFC 

land use maps and materials. Another, land use maps from the 2009 Master Plan, with those 

placeholder policies. Third, a detailed land use plan from Community Development Advocates of 

Detroit (CDAD), a non-profit representing neighborhood groups from across the city. Fourth, a 

series of blight maps produced by the non-profit Motor City Mapping. And fifth, a template to aim 

for—revisions already completed for the Foch neighborhood, one of nine Master Plan 

Neighborhoods revised by a consultant team a few months before. The consultants had made 

extensive progress, but funding for their services had disappeared with the bankruptcy. Now, 

beginning with the East Side, Geoff and Christine were trying to plan Detroit by themselves. I 

would help Christine in the North East, Geoff explained, updating the neighborhoods between I-94 

and 8-Mile Road. He would take everything between I-94 and the Detroit River.  

“We’ve got the city sliced and diced into 54 Master Plan Neighborhoods,” he said. “What we’ve 

done with Foch is a great example of the synthesis we’re trying to achieve. We’re taking the 2009 

Master Plan and revising it on the basis of this DFC and CDAD input. So get your head around the 

CDAD typology—what it all means as they understand it. Then, I want you to look at it alongside 

DFC. We’ve got two plans that don’t agree with each other, so put the policies next to each other, 

line them up on a page, cut and paste and see how they’re different, how they overlap in different 

places—places in their categories, but also different places in the city. What we don’t want, is for this 

to look like we just sat here on the 13th Floor and made a new plan. We need to be transparent; we 
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need to say: ‘Look, we heard you, DFC, CDAD; we’ve lined you up alongside each other and we’ve 

given our staff input. And here’s where we’re at’… Also, roll up your sleeves and get creative; feel 

free to make suggestions based on your knowledge, experiences elsewhere, or whatever. There’s 

room for that.” 

In another meeting, Geoff projected a map of Detroit onto a wall to illustrate what was at stake. 

He pointed to a northern portion of the PowerPoint, where the community wished to see residential 

densification but a large institution wanted to do urban agriculture. Geoff agreed with the 

community. “And think about this area,” he said, sliding his finger down the tired paint, “DFC 

wants to make this all open space, all urban agricultural land; but that community needs a social 

node.” Then later: “We’re really bumping up against the foundations on this area up here. When we 

looked at the blight maps, we saw stability. The foundations didn’t. All their maps say: ‘Make this 

area green.’” 

 

 

Nothing’s Gonna Change 

 

Christine and I stood at her office window, her pile of applications momentarily forgotten. It was 

ten o’clock in the morning, zero degrees outside. Far below, a man in a brown coat was wild with 

rage. He hurled abuse at the abandoned theater. At the empty bank. At the frozen cars on the frozen 

lot. He had something with him, a baseball bat or an ax-handle, propped against a wall. Christine 

had seen such scenes many times. And with hardly a word, she went back to work.39  

The applicants wanted to purchase City-owned vacant land. A second pile was in my office next-

door. To Christine’s delight, processing the sales often required phone calls with residents, and she 

																																																								
39 Fieldnotes, Book 2, p. 165-166 
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could listen to their reactions as the posh British intern called on behalf of the City of Detroit. I 

wasn’t posh, I said. I was just from the South. It’s how we speak. No, Christine said. I was posh. 

The Brits she’d met before had gone: “Oi oi oi oi oi, mate, mate, mate.” She couldn’t understand 

them. I sounded like Queen Elizabeth and I was posh.  

A handful of the applications, to my delight, also required site visits. We did these together, 

driving her father’s gleaming Cadillac into the city. Her father couldn’t drive anymore, but Cadillac 

still sent new cars up to the leafy, lake-dappled suburb where Christine grew up. A retirement perk 

for the executive’s forty years of service. On these drives, Christine never used a roadmap or GPS, 

never fiddled with her phone or got lost. Her knowledge of Detroit’s geography, all 139 square miles 

of it, was incredible. All she needed was an address, and we’d be off—up and down expressway 

ramps, onto side roads, bouncing the car down forgotten streets, through crater-sized potholes, past 

stray dogs, to a patch of grass or snow that the Department would sell for $100. She took little 

detours and diversions to point things out, to educate me, to show me places she promised Geoff 

we wouldn’t visit.  

Christine was despondent about Detroit. But unlike Tony, or Dwayne, who stressed the 

connections between the city’s social and physical worlds, and located their concerns in the linkages 

between the two, Christine tended to keep these things apart. For Tony, Detroit’s problems were 

intractable because poor people couldn’t maintain their physical surroundings, and these broken 

surroundings, in turn, destroyed their hope and took their dignity. For Christine, though she could 

easily articulate the city in these terms, there was no need to over-theorize. The cause of everything 

we saw through the windshield, the whole awful safari—the ruined schools, the burned homes, the 

empty gas stations, the crack-houses, the boarded-up churches, the stray and dead dogs—was 

obvious. You didn’t need a posh PhD to understand it. Detroit was just America without money. 

That was it. And anyone who pretended otherwise—any sugar coater, any bullshitter, any 
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sycophant—galled Christine to her core. Detroit was a deeply troubled town, with intractable 

problems that planners couldn’t solve. The man in the brown coat would return. Christine would 

still hear gunshots at her desk. “Nothing’s gonna change,” would still be her catchphrase.40  

Christine was small when she moved to London, but she knew the stories. Her family lived in a 

suite at the Green Park Hilton, overlooking Buckingham Palace. Her mother drove a new-model 

Cadillac through the winding streets of the West End to cocktail parties in Belgravia. And she knew 

the older family stories, too—spread across the American South, Cuba, and the forests and rivers of 

Quebec—that read like Russian novels. After graduate school, Christine had logged more than a 

decade as a City of Detroit planner. She needed at least another few years to get her pension. The 

bankruptcy would decide how much she’d get. Her mother had passed away. Her father was unwell. 

She didn’t have siblings. “I’d love to live in London,” she said.  

 

Our ‘blending exercise’ for the Northeast followed Geoff’s instructions. I read CDAD’s plan to 

gauge communities’ priorities, then compared these to DFC’s canvas of green and turquoise to judge 

their compatibility. Geoff created a matrix showing how the three land use typologies—CDAD, 

DFC, and the 2009 Master Plan—could be combined into a new, hybrid. This matrix became our 

Rosetta Stone. We could read each plan in the language of another, translating DFC’s vision into 

CDAD’s terminology, or vice versa. Geoff explained the three new categories that would soon 

dominate our work. One: Traditional Residential (TR). This meant stability, the sort of ‘normal’ 

housing you’d find in a ‘normal’ city. Two: Green Residential (GR). This meant the neighborhood 

																																																								
40 “For some reason,” Solnit notes, “tales of decline and fall authority have an authority that hopeful ones don’t.” This observation 
chimes with Christine’s perspective, picking up on its persuasive and all-encompassing character. When she said ‘nothing’s gonna 
change,’ I always seemed to believe her. The same was true of Tony’s despair, too. The reason, perhaps, is that in the midst of present 
crisis any alternative, hopeful articulation has to be a work of imagination, of fiction, and thus inevitably represents a more tenuous 
extension into the future than a plain extrapolation of stasis and decline. To say ‘nothing’s gonna change’, is to point to the forces of 
momentum and interia, extending from the past, through the present, and into the future. To say things might change, and change in a 
meaningful, positive way, demands a tighter, more coherent and specific set of future circumstances, one particular arrangement of 
affairs among the countless others where no positive change occurs. To be in possession of hope, Solnit states further, is to believe 
that “you possess the power to change the world to some degree or just that the world is going to change again.” Life in the 
Department often made it hard for the planners to believe in either of these things. Solnit, Hope in the Dark, 23. 
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had experienced flight and decay, but some stability remained. Here, for example, the City might 

demolish a burned-down house, split the lot, sell it to the neighbors as extra yard-space, or 

encourage a community garden. Three: Open Space Transitional (OST). This meant housing wasn’t 

coming back. That new uses for the land—agricultural, recreational, ecological, infrastructural—

would be encouraged. No resident would be asked to leave, but there’d be no side lots for sale, and 

no new housing approved. 

I took my tentative land use maps to Christine’s office every few days and we sat to discuss 

them. They were mostly for State Fair, Nolan, and Pershing, a trio of MPNs along 8 Mile. Christine 

knew all the streets, and had a strong sense of where the worst blight was, where the grasslands were 

advancing, and where people still clung on. But she and Geoff wanted some stakeholder input 

before taking their ideas to the public. Small, intimate meetings with  community representatives 

who could cast a local eye over our collage.  

 

 

A Picture Says a Thousand Words  

 

Participation is a rich and complex topic in planning theory. Entire careers are dedicated to big 

questions that never go away. Who makes decisions about cities? How do they do it? With what 

effects? What avenues and possibilities are there to do things differently? The DFC team were proud 

of their participatory approach. They announced that their process had “touched” thousands of 

citizens, that it would be “studied in graduate schools for decades to come.” Academics responded 

to this as one might expect.  The DFC Plan was immediately studied in an undergraduate seminar at 

Wayne State, where the “postmodern form of civic engagement and accountability”—with its tallied 
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meeting attendances, aggregated conversations, celebratory group-think, and inability to grasp 

residents’ concerns and aspirations—was torn apart.  

Quietly, Geoff agreed with the professors. As a planner, he’d led or attended hundreds of public 

meetings in Detroit. He’d been shouted at, applauded, sworn at, jeered. He’d seen elderly women 

throw chairs across rooms. He’d received phone calls from old college friends who’d spotted him in 

documentaries, standing at the back of meetings that were so bad they were shown in art-house 

cinemas around the world. And as a Detroiter himself—resident, homeowner, taxpayer, neighbor—

he’d attended many more, including DFC’s. He knew that Detroit could be improved, gradually, 

incrementally, in slips and starts, with big investments and small, unseen acts. But he also knew that 

warm talk of “shared visions” was usually a good sign that somebody’s vision was missing. “The 

community didn’t feel heard,” was how Geoff put it.  

Our East Side ideas, he explained, wouldn’t go to the community for several months. He didn’t 

want to present material he wasn’t confident about. Town hall meetings would come in time, after 

stakeholder engagement and additional deliberation, after the strategic planning priorities of the 

incoming Director and his Mayor’s Office superiors were known. The term ‘stakeholder’ often 

conceals as much as it reveals. In the Department, it meant anyone who wasn’t “the public” that 

nevertheless wanted some spatial reassurance about the future, who sought to inject some hope, 

vision, intention, strategy, or priority into City Hall’s geographical thinking. On the East Side, it 

meant community groups, business associations, prominent developers, foundations of all stripes, 

and Chrysler’s Jefferson-Assembly—the last auto plant in Detroit—where Jeep Cherokees rolled off 

the line and waited for their trains. 

 

Shortly before Thanksgiving, Christine and I prepared for our first stakeholder meetings. The 

community group emailed their ideas for the neighborhood. I rearranged the list by geography to 
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make Christine happy. She’d seemed tired all week, her mind somewhere else. “Ten years ago there 

were fifty of us in the Department,” she said to me in the car. “On a job like this we’d have had 

four, maybe five people. We had the opportunity to do really good community planning, you know? 

Now there’s—what—ten of us left? On this whole damn thing there’s just you and me. We’re just 

gonna be running through the house grabbing shit. It might be a Rembrandt, or it might be a box of 

Pringles. I’ve no idea.” 

The image was too much for me. I doubled over laughing, unable to speak.  

“It’s not that funny,” Christine said. But soon she was laughing, too. 

 

On the afternoon of the meeting, I took the community group’s suggestions to Christine’s office. 

She swept a clearing on her desk, and we went through the list. Light snow brushed against the 

window. As I read the suggestions—the parks to keep, the trees to plant—Christine’s fingers moved 

over the maps like braille.  

The suggestions would all be too specific, Geoff had warned me. I should remember our end-

game. We had to be pragmatic. This wasn’t gold-star planning. It was a lean-and-mean approach. 

Remember: Zoning follows the Master Plan. We just needed a baseline, a foundation, something to 

bring the whole East Side up to the completeness of the consultants’ earlier work. The new Director 

had now been chosen. He’d be waiting for us in City Hall. He’ll need the Master Plan to be flexible, 

to accommodate his new ideas. DFC had taken a paint-roller to Detroit, coating it with green. This 

was visionary, but not what we needed. CDAD and the communities had used a fine nib, bringing 

out the city’s nuances, block by block. This was important, but it wouldn’t work for a Master Plan. 

Promises about trees and benches, Geoff said, would only get broken. 

Of course, Christine knew all this. And, one by one, touching the maps, she turned down the 

ideas. At the fifth, she hesitated. The community wanted a ‘greenway’ along a residential street. 
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“What’s a greenway?” she asked me. I knew it was from CDAD, but I’d forgotten the exact 

definition, and I’d left the Rosetta Stone next-door. It was something I should have known. Before I 

could warn her, Christine spotted Geoff in the corridor. Geoff, I knew, had been fit to burst all day. 

Did he have a second? Christine asked.  

Geoff explained the Greenway in no uncertain terms, and reiterated the importance of the 

Rosetta Stone. My face got hot. When Geoff left the room, I gently read the sixth suggestion. 

“Cross it off,” said Christine.  

She had taken the fall himself, and saved Queen Elizabeth. I made a lame joke to lighten things 

up. The old Master Plan showed a cemetery abutting the airport. On the new maps, it was 

surrounded by green. “At least those residents aren’t going anywhere,” I said. 

 “You’d be surprised,” Christine said, watching the snow. “Folks have been coming back to the 

city to dig up their relatives…they don’t want Grandma in Detroit anymore.” 

 

The community group arrived in the late afternoon and clustered around the desk. The room was 

hot and stuffy, the air unbearably dry. As Christine prepared the maps, I offered to get some water. 

The Department’s kitchen was a microwave and some plastic spoons. I popped my head though 

Ellis’s door, and asked him where I might find some cups. He made a face. I tried Bernard, busy 

with his letters and amendments. “Um, I don’t think we do that here,” he said. 

In the 7-Eleven, Marietta gave me four styrofoam cups. I could pay her later, she said. Back 

upstairs, I filled them from the drinking fountain near the restroom. The jet of water leapt clear of 

the bowl and landed on the carpet.  

Christine explained our thinking to the group: how we were blending the different typologies; 

how the planning language might change, but how, in the Master Plan, nothing’s gonna change; how 

we’d looked over their suggestions for greenways, special zones, cycle paths, and the rest.  
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“Lemme guess, you don’t like it?” teased one of the group, fumbling for her glasses. She smiled. 

They had known each other for years.  

The conversation flowed on, everyone’s fingers floating over the city below, over their homes, 

over the once-busy streets, over parks they’d played in and corners of neighborhoods that were 

probably special for some private reason that wouldn’t be discussed. We debated why the stretch 

around 7 Mile was “bombed-out.” Answers: renters, taxes, the lack of historic buildings and 

character, the midday bonfires in the street and the men who stood around them. We talked about a 

commercial corridor that was disintegrating. The future of the corridor was vacant land, Christine 

said. Nobody seemed to mind. 

The sky darkened and more snow fell. The rest of the Department had gone home. One of the 

group struggled with a map, spinning and turning it in her hands. “I know they say a picture says a 

thousand words,” she said, “But these things are hard to visualize.” 

Back in the 7-Eleven Marietta charged me a dollar for the cups. I kept them in the office, where 

the dregs quickly dried and left a blue coppery deposit. “Yeah—we don’t drink from the fountain,” 

the planners said. 

 

 

Heading Over There 

 

By March, the Department’s corridors and quiet spaces were lined with cardboard boxes. They held 

the planners’ belongings and materials from the Old Library. One of the empty offices held our 

trash. Hazel and Selam were ahead of the game, already working under bare walls and empty shelves, 

their boxes neatly packed. Others stayed late into the evenings, battling oversize drawings, rolling 
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careers into tubes. One evening I went through the trash room, rescuing items from the Old Library 

that hadn’t made Geoff’s cut. 

Dwayne left everything to the last minute. His desk, a confusion of papers. His shelves, still full 

of knick-knacks. The binoculars still by the window. “I came here fourteen years ago,” he’d said a 

few weeks before, looking out towards Greektown. “We’ve been here all this time, and now, 

heading over there…” 41 

As the last offices were cleared and reports packed away, Selam struggled to pin a freshly-printed 

GIS map above the photocopier. The bright white paper shone against the wall. Selam was a new 

employee, newer than me. The first hire in years. Soon I was stretched on tiptoes, adjusting and 

readjusting the map while she stood back and shook her head. Eventually, my arms burning, Selam 

made a face and let me push in the pins. “It will not be here for so very long, anyway,” she said.42 

Though the Master Plan maps still covered my desk, Christine and I had made decent progress. 

One Friday morning, while I was revising the text for Nolan, she poked her head around my door. 

Besides packing up her office, she was also packing up her home on the West Side, and moving to 

the suburbs. The new house would have room for her dad. She looked exhausted. “I’ve had these 

pants on for five days straight,” she said.  

I needed her help with Nolan, and she pulled up a chair and sat down. “Is the Master Plan 

exercise about aligning the Plan with what’s currently there?” I asked her. 

“Yes,” she said. 

“So we’re catching up with the present. I get that. It’s a revision, but…when I look back at the 

earlier Master Plans in the archive, they’re all led by a sense of grand vision, right? You imagine a big 

group of people stood around, discussing bold ideas for these places. But we’re not doing anything 

																																																								
41 Fieldnotes, Book 2, p. 96. 
42 Fieldnotes, Book 3, p. 168 
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like that….I mean, for Nolan and Airport, you’re basically saying all the time: ‘Nothing’s going to 

change.’” 

“So look at it this way,” she said. “The Master Plan is a template for future development and the 

present too, right?43 State Fair is obviously going to change because we’ve got the new mixed-use 

development there. There’s the new stuff going in along 7-Mile between Woodward and John R, 

and there’s that church down there, too. But Nolan…just read it.” 

She narrated the old 2009 text from my screen: “Dilapidated… stability… vacancy… It’s zoned 

to R1 or R2, right? So there’s nothing much we can change. The Master Plan is about future land 

use, we can say that. But let’s say we have someone who comes in and says: ‘I want to buy 100 acres 

of vacant R1 land in Pershing, and get it re-zoned to R4.’ That’s something we can do. We can 

amend the Master Plan around that. That’s how we massage the Plan, around those points, 

moments, whatever. City Council approves amendments. It’s a long process, but it happens.  

“And look, Geoff is basically just a manager, which means he’s low enough that the 

administration doesn’t have to listen to him if they don’t want to. And the Mayor doesn’t seem 

particularly interested in DFC. It’s two years old already. We’ve got all these balls up in the air. So, 

for now, it’s just you and me. Copy and Paste.”  

She paused. “When this new Director comes, though, things might change.” 

 “Well, thanks for explaining all this stuff,” I said, and meant it. 

“I’m happy to,” she said.44 

 

 

 

																																																								
43 Here Christine paraphrases master-planning’s dual temporality as expressed Nolan and Salkin, with master plans “presenting a ‘big 
picture’ look at the community today, and articulating goals for the future.” Nolon and Salkin, Land Use in a Nutshell, 54. 
44 Fieldnotes, Book 4, pp. 177-180. 
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CONCLUSIONS 

 

This chapter has tried to place the Department’s changing institutional fortunes inside the arc of 

Detroit’s economic and demographic collapse. If Segoe's 1951 Detroit Master Plan was a top-down, 

progressive response to unparalleled urban growth, the DFC Plan was its natural counterpoint—a 

top-down, progressive response to unparalleled shrinkage. Though the perceived crises to which the 

two plans responded are diametrically opposed, they both share a similar progressive futurity. They 

stressed the dark prospects of unchecked intertia from the past into the future, attempted to craft a 

comprehensive future imaginary against this interia, and implied that achieving this imaginary was 

possible through strategic action. The chapter has simultaneously shown, however, that the pace and 

geography of Detroit’s decline profoundly affected the Department’s working culture. In their most 

candid moments, very few of the planners thought Detroit would ever grow again. “It’s going to 

take my daughter’s granddaughter to figure out what to do,” one said. Most of the city, said another, 

would become “a lot of nothing.” Though instititutionally ostracized by the DFC project, the 

Department’s planners absorbed its core implication: that Detroit’s planners were no longer tasked 

with how to plan a future city, but how to plan for a future without one. Postwar, Detroit had 1.8 

million residents. When Geoff, Christine, Hazel, Bernard, Tony, Ellis, and several of the 

Department’s other planners began their careers, around one million remained. When Selam joined, 

there were fewer than 700,000. Some of the planners—prominently, like Dwayne, or stoically like 

Geoff—believed a better future for Detroit was still possible. Some of them, like Christine, thought 

this was naive. Nevertheless, all the planners seemed united in quiet perseverance. 
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“DO THE MATH” 
 

(Tony M.) 
 
 
I started in the Department in 2003. Before that I was in grad school. I grew up on the North East 

side of the city, and then my parents moved me way out to the suburbs. I didn’t like it. I was six.  

My first day was kind of lame. I basically showed up, and I felt like they weren’t ready for me. 

They knew I was coming, but they didn’t expect it to be that day. Geoff basically stuffed me in what 

was to be my office, and gave me a whole bunch of documents. He said ‘read this.’ That was it, for a 

couple of days, until they figured out what to do with me. To a certain extent that’s kinda like 

everybody’s starting week. There is no orientation that says: ‘this is what the Department does, this 

is what this person does, this is what that person does.’ There isn’t a lot of that. 

It felt good to work for the City. You knew the City was struggling. Even back then you 

definitely got the sense that something much worse was on the horizon. If you could imagine worse 

then. You knew that the City needed help, you knew that things needed to be done, and you felt like 

you could contribute. That was a very powerful feeling, and I think it’s what drove a lot of people to 

stay, even today. 

When did I do something, accomplish something? I don’t know if I have any memories that stick 

out. I don’t know if I ever had any great sense of accomplishment, to be honest with you. At times I 

was a crabby employee because of it. I just didn’t have the motivation; I wasn’t inspired to do much. 

I don’t think I’m exceptional in that. Our input was never consistently appreciated or encouraged. 

We were there to check boxes. To make sure developments complied with the master plan and 
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complied with the zoning ordinance. That was it. We were suffering through it together. That’s just 

the way it was. 

When I first started there were thirty-two of us. I was one of the people that sat in the desks in 

the middle part of the floor. A low person on the totem pole. Back then downtown was absolutely 

dead. It was a ghost town. There was nobody down here. There was a guy walking around our 

parking lot with a shotgun, robbing people. They never caught him. How is that possible? How do 

you walk around with a shotgun and not get caught? If someone were to try and do that today, they 

would have eighty-five police officers on the scene in a heartbeat. Back then nobody cared. It’s 

Detroit. Anything’s possible at any time, at any place. If somebody’s gonna assault you, they’re 

gonna assault you.  

I think about that era all the time. I look at all these young kids—they think they’re so cool 

because they work for Quicken Loans and Rock Financial, and they’re living the downtown life, the 

city life, and they moved away from their parents in the suburbs. You should have been here ten 

years ago. I think I brought my lunch most of the time. Even Subway didn’t exist. When I started 

working for the city, I was the sideshow to my friends. ‘He’s the guy that works for the City.’ 

Everybody else worked their automotive or IT jobs in the suburbs. Nobody worked downtown. 

Nobody except me. And nobody worked for the City, except me. Even now, even if they know you 

bust your ass in your job, you’re still gonna get the ‘lazy City worker’ jokes. It’s a staple. It’s 

unfortunate, because I firmly believe that stereotypes are based on some level of reality. There are 

people who do things like sleep in meetings, or leave for a couple of hours to take care of personal 

business. Forget for a second whether you have good leadership, that you’re capable of doing good 

work, or that you have good direction. Those people bring it down for everybody else. It annoys the 

shit out of me. I can’t take being associated with people who do absolutely nothing.  
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The younger people were the minority when the bankruptcy process came. Eventually, the 

Emergency Manager and the unions agreed to a deal: 94.5% of your full pension if you agree to the 

following conditions. One of the conditions was no cost of living adjustment over time. So in 

twenty five years, when I actually retire, you’re going to base my pension calculation on an income 

from twenty-five years ago? My pension is going to be functionally worthless. There was a group of 

us, six or seven. Mid-thirties and younger. We told our union reps: if you allow the cost of living 

adjustment to be eliminated, it will kill us. They turned to us and said: we get what you’re saying, but 

most of the union members aren’t in that situation. They just want to make it. Twenty-five years 

from now, they may not be here. ‘We can’t help you.’ The bankruptcy deal functionally eliminated all 

of the work that we had done. We looked at each other. Most of us were the primary income earners 

for our families. At that point, we thought: we’ve got to get out of here. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.1 City Regulations During the Move to City Hall, 2015  

(Source: Author)  
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It was such a crazy mess, in part because of the Kwame situation. That guy had so many planning 

directors come through. His legal troubles set off a cascade of events that led to rapid turnover in 

leadership. If you can find someone who’s been in their director position past a couple of years, 

they’re like a fossil. In my twelve years with the Department, there was—let me try to do this—WW, 

then HH assumed control for a while. For how long I don’t remember. Then there was DD, then 

there was RJ who lasted for about four months. Then came the Bing administration, and first came 

WP, then came RA, and then with the Duggan administration we have an interim director. So how 

are you supposed to get anything done when your leadership changes that fast? How are you 

supposed to create an organization with a culture that propels people towards excellence, when you 

have leadership changeover at that pace? 

 

This was really the part of the job that was most interesting for us—sometimes we would go out to 

community meetings and we’d actually interact with residents. Most of the residents that were active 

and engaged were the ones who had been there for thirty years. They were the oral history of the 

city. Hearing their stories was really fascinating. There were plenty of times I remember meeting 

with people out in their neighborhood and they would describe what their neighborhood used to be 

like. It was almost impossible to imagine, given the state that it was in. It’s probably more 

unimaginable now. Half the houses are gone, and half of those that remain are burned-out shells. 

God only knows what’s in there—there’s trash and litter all over the place. I couldn’t help but feel 

bad for them. That they’d tried their best to hang on. They’d made a real commitment. Whether 

they had a choice or not, they tried to make a real commitment to staying in their house, and 

keeping it up, and making a life. Everybody around them just fucking left. And in a city like this, 

where if they don’t break into your house to steal stuff, they may shoot you, you know? That’s hard. 

It’s hard to stay. I felt so bad for so many of these people. 
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I wanted to be helpful. But to a large degree there wasn’t much I could do. I mean, basic things 

like cleaning up the trash in their neighborhood? That’s not what we do, you know? I volunteered 

for the Motor City Makeovers. I tried to clean up parts of the city. I volunteered my own time. But 

on my City time? On my work time? The basic services are not things that we do. Their hope was 

that by talking to me somehow something would happen. Because they’ve tried all their channels. 

They’ve made all their phone calls to whoever they could find, and nothing ever happened. And I 

would try. I would try calling the Department of Public Works, or General Services Department, 

and say ‘Hey, there’s a lot of—whatever, garbage, debris, tires, whatever it is—can you go pick it 

up?’ Those departments are just as stretched as we are. They can’t hit 8,000 dumping sites in a year. 

They can’t even do it in five years. It takes them a day to do one. Do the math. 

Mother nature can certainly cause a lot of damage, but there’s nothing more insidious and 

viscerally-appalling than the knowledge that fellow human beings created 90% of the problem that 

exists in this city. This is not a natural disaster. This is a human-made disaster that has been fifty 

years plus in the making. And unless you’ve been here for so long and you’ve become immune to it, 

nothing can prepare you for the extent and the magnitude of the shit that’s happened to this place. I 

mean it, really. This is not a natural disaster. This is a human problem. And it is largely a human 

problem based on the fact that if you don’t have people who believe that the future can be better 

than it is today, or if their circumstances can be better than they are today, then they’re going to 

resort to any possible outlet to make sure that they survive. I’d probably do the same thing. I don’t 

necessarily blame them for doing it, you know? Scrapping, selling drugs, using burned out houses as 

meth labs, or crack dens, whatever. If it meant that I could survive, then I’d probably get to that 

point, too.  

My parents admitted it was a safety thing. I didn’t know any better, but apparently there was 

some drug dealing going on. Then there was a shooting in front of the house. That was when they 
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just knew that they had to go. Now they’re about twenty miles north. I think they’re very thankful 

that they got out when they did. Most people are. I don’t think they’d want to come back. I certainly 

don’t think that they were ever intending to come back. They knew that. They knew that right away.  

 

 

Commentary 

 

Tony’s interview reveals a despair at Detroit’s fate, and disillusionment at planning’s capacity to 

intercede in it. While Ellis was “out of ideas,” and Dwayne believed ingenious newcomers to Detroit 

would bring ideas with them, Tony no longer believed that any ideas were capable of transforming 

Detroit into a viable city. His rubber-stamping and compliance duties had left him demoralized and 

jaded. His faith in strategic planning had steadily evaporated with the almost permanent lack of 

Departmental leadership during his tenure. Without a guiding source of inspiration and motivation, 

Tony concluded that the Department lacked any true influence over the course of Detroit’s affairs. 

Despite working for the City for twelve years, he had never felt a sense of accomplishment. He 

came to work to collect a paycheck, and knew he wasn’t alone in doing so. And this "suffering 

through it together” only deepened with the City’s municipal bankruptcy—an experience that wiped 

out the future value of Tony’s pension, and thus affected him in all manner of practical and 

emotional ways, to the point where he sought alternative employment. (As he said to me once, 

imagining a retirement with a non-adjusted pension: “I’ll be that guy, wrapped around a cup of 

coffee at McDonalds.”) 

Nevertheless, Tony had started working for the City because it felt like a noble thing to do, 

enduring the teasing of his suburban friends because supporting a struggling metropolis was a 

“powerful feeling,” even if this didn’t necessarily translate into satisfying tasks and routines. There 
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are echoes in Tony’s oral history, albeit far less upbeat and enthusiastic, of Dwayne’s “continuing for 

my city,” and Ellis’s desire to “be a part of it”—a sense of something vocational, of associations 

with a higher purpose.  

Tony was a thoughtful man, deeply empathetic to Detroiters’ plight. Though he exemplifies a 

jaded City bureaucrat, he articulates in extraordinarly rich detail the ways in which the citizens of the 

city are suffering, how this came about, and how Detroit’s socioeconomic and physical crises are 

tightly connected.1 It was this knowledge, this unflinching realization that no amount of compliance 

reviews or master-plan revisions would improve the daily lives of the majority of Detroit’s citizens, 

that slowly destroyed Tony’s faith in his profession. Indeed, the only times he felt like he made a 

difference to residents’ quality of life was in his capacity as a regular citizen, volunteering his 

weekends to clear litter, clean graffitti, or board up vacant homes. Tony’s comment that “actually 

interacting with residents” was the best part of his job, and that they represented “the oral history of 

the city,” lends weight to Ellis’s concern that planning—at least as it manifested in Detroit—doesn’t 

typically concern itself with how decisions about housing and land use impact people’s lives.  

Tony tells us something important here—that his disillusionment with the planning profession 

had not undermined his respect for Detroit’s citizens. Because Tony has lost faith in progress, 

because he does not believe in the grand schemes that sought to renew and revitalize, he did not see 

Detroit’s citizens as anything other than people experiencing suffering and hardship. He did not 

look upon the population instrumentally, reducing it to numbers, voters, survey respondents, or 

obstacles to a fantasy land of unimpeded development and urban experimentation. He simply 

																																																								
1 Tony’s simultaneous display of empathy and despair should not be seen as strange, even though we might tend to associate empathy 
more immediately with hopefulness. “Despair is more a kind of fatigue, a loss of faith,” Solnit writes, “a loss…from exhaustion, from a 
sadness born of empathy, but also from expectations and analyses that are themselves problems.” [My emphasis]. We can thus better 
appreciate Tony’s despair as the product of multiple forces. First, is his basic decency in empathizing with suffering citizens. Second, 
the exhaustion of performing thankless work for a troubled and perilous bureacuracy. And third, the unreal expectations and 
‘grandiose pretentions’ (Abram, 2014, 133) that planning assumes for itself, through its terminology and stature, its default 
presumption of professional agency irrespective of circumstances, its fondness for terms like ‘master plan’ that can ring hollow when 
ineffectiveness is revealed. Rebecca Solnit, Hope in the Dark: Untold Histories, Wild Possibilities, Third edition with a new foreword and 
afterword (Chicago, Illinois: Haymarket Books, 2016), 12. 
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empathized with their plight as any fellow citizen might. In public meetings, he didn’t respond like a 

candidate running for office, promising to clean up blight, or to bring new jobs; nor did he promise 

that a revised master plan would steer development and services to certain areas, or that his 

compliance reviews would protect environmental quality.2 He just “felt so bad for so many of these 

people,” and had an overriding sense that he could not deliver the sorts of municipal services that 

people genuinely needed. (“That’s not what we do, you know?”) 

Tony’s impression of citizens’ pleas is also insightful. In saying “their hope was that by talking to 

me somehow something would happen” points to the centrality of agency in matters of hope: the 

citizens felt they had no agency—“they’d tried all their channels”—and, stripped of any capacity to 

achieve change in their own right, hoped that Tony’s agency as a City official would enable some 

positive change to occur. Hope in this sense is thus something connected to a lack of control and 

influence over the course of events; we retreat into hope when strategic work and concerted 

attempts to achieve progress do not work.3  

Tony goes a step further here, and hints at the despair of many citizens—those who “don’t believe 

that the future can be better than it is today.” In so doing, he provides a neat phrase for 

understanding his own professional disposition, and perhaps Christine’s, too. Tony’s despair is 

persuasive and contagious because the primary evidence for it is ubiquitous in the city. His phrase 

“do the math” is a way of stating the obvious, the plain truth, that Detroit’s appartus of municipal 

																																																								
2 In his interaction with Detroit’s residents, Tony was always on guard against giving false hope about the prospects for neighborhood 
revitalization and improvement. Such false or ‘fraudulent’ hope being ‘one of the greatest malefactors, even enervators, of the human 
race” according to Ernst Bloch. See:  Solnit, 19. This sense of false hope refers to what Miyazaki terms ‘hope in an end’—concerned 
with the possible realization of a desired end-state. The implication here being that Tony had to guard against promising urban 
improvements that would never appear. Miyazaki’s argument, and that of Solnit, that ‘hope in the means’ is a more compelling form 
of hope, seems to act as a natural corrective against the possibility of such false hope (see the commentary on Jackon’s oral history for 
a discussion of ‘hope in the means’). Miyazaki cites one of Barack Obama’s 2008 campaign speeches, for example: “We have been 
warned against offering the people of this nation false hope. But in the unlikely story that is America, there has never been anything 
false about hope.” This chimes with Selam’s oral history that follows—reorientating hope as a property of attitude and perspective in 
the present, rather than a passive waiting for a particular desired future to materialize. Hirokazu Miyazaki, “Obama’s Hope: An 
Economy of Belief and Substance,” in The Economy of Hope, ed. Hirokazu Miyazaki and Richard Swedberg, First edition (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2017), 172–89. 
3 Tony’s attribution of hope to Detroit’s citizens here points to the citizens’ lack of agency, to “the fact that hope is something one 
can comprehend when one is aware of one’s limits as a human.” Cardinal Ratzinger, in: Miyazaki, “Obama’s Hope: An Economy of 
Belief and Substance,” 176. 
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government isn’t capable of providing the level of service a major city requires. Tony was a 

thoughtful and kind colleague, educated at elite institutions, with a desire to help people less 

fortunate than himself. He simply no longer believed in urban planning as a means to achieve this.4 

 

 

 

																																																								
4 “The despairing [are] deeply attached to their despair,” writes Solnit, noting also that the evidence for their position is often 
undeniable, that ‘monsters and atrocities prove their point.’ This, in a sense, feels true of Tony. His despair over Detroit’s future, and 
the planners’ false relationship to this future, came almost to define his perspectives and analyses. What’s perhaps more interesting in 
Solnit’s argument is that this despair works dialectically with inaction—that one breeds the other, that “if the world is totally 
doomed…little or nothing is demanded of you in response.” The opposite, then, and perhaps exemplified in the next oral history 
from Selam, is that “those who [are] active are often hopeful…those who are hopeful are active.” What this difference between Tony 
and Selam shows, I think, is that Tony’s despair is the product of the cumulative impact of the Department’s woes on his propensity 
for action, and his long exposure to Detroit’s decline. These are mutually reinforcing, and mutually destructive. See: Solnit, Hope in the 
Dark, 138. 
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3. Eleventh Hour  

With REGGIE, JULIE, and CHARLES 

 

In Chapter 1, we heard Tony remark: “If some billionaire…says ‘I want to buy a building and knock 

it down, we’ll find a way to make it happen.” In Chapter 3, we explore how the principal actors involved 

in such a situation—developers, planners, appointed officials, and historic preservation advocates—

engage with futurity in their arguments and counter-arguments. The chapter follows the course of a two-

hour hearing in June 2015, where Detroit’s Historic District Commission—to whom Julie and Reggie 

provided staff support—would decide the fate of a historic downtown hotel. The land owner wished to 

demolish the hotel to accommodate a new sports arena; Detroit’s historic preservation community believed 

the building should be rehabilitated. Analysing the actors’ various testimonies before the Commission as 

they unfold, we see how their conflicting visions for the future are rhetorically articulated, challenged, and 

defended. The hearing also marks the first significant public appearance by the Department’s new 

director, Charles. Charles was appointed by a Mayor who wished to see the arena built, but he’d also 

trained as an architect in Florence and profoundly respected old buildings.  

 

 

Detroit’s Park Avenue Hotel opened in 1925. According to an early postcard, the Park Avenue was 

a “pleasant ten-minute jaunt” from downtown. The postcard had two illustrations. One, a guest 

room, with thick curtains, soft lighting, plush velvet couches, and a hardwood writing desk. The 

other, a street scene, the Park Avenue towering above neighboring buildings, with well-heeled 
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couples on the sidewalks, and a sleek, black automobile with white running boards parked out front. 

A man strode towards the hotel entrance, a woman on each arm (Figure 3.1). This was Detroit’s 

golden age. The automobile industry was booming, and city’s population—fewer than 300,000 in 

1900—now passed one million. Downtown, construction workers applied finishing touches to new 

skyscrapers: the Book Tower (1926); the Barlum Tower (1927); the Penobscot (1928); the Eaton 

Tower (1928); the Guardian Building (1929); the David Stott Building (1929).  

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.1 Early Postcard of the Park Avenue Hotel (Source: Image-Preservation.org) 

 

The Park Avenue Hotel was built by Lew Tuller. An earlier hotel, named for himself, had 

proven lucrative, and he was eager to expand his empire northward. He believed that Detroit’s Park 

Avenue, if it were lined with shops, restaurants, and luxurious accommodation, could rival New 

York’s Park Avenue.1 To anchor his vision, Tuller commissioned three new hotels from the 

																																																								
1 Dan Austin, “Park Avenue Hotel,” Historic Detroit, nd., http://historicdetroit.org/building/park-avenue-hotel/. 
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renowned architect Louis Kamper: the Royal Palms, a few blocks up from the Tuller; the 

Eddystone, further north at Park and Sproat; and, next to the Eddystone, the Park Avenue Hotel. “I 

could see a great big, prosperous, growing Detroit plainer in the last six months than ever before,” 

Tuller told a magazine in 1926. “You cannot help but feel that Detroit is going to hum.”2 

As the Park Avenue Hotel welcomed its first guests, Detroit acquired a new ice hockey team. A 

business consortium financed a new stadium, the Olympia, on the city’s near West Side. A 1926 

Detroit Free Press article reported it would be a “huge arena for the presentation of sports, games, 

public gatherings, and entertainments.” Besides hockey, there would also be music concerts, boxing 

matches, cycling races, and tennis tournaments. 3 All this came true. The Detroit Red Wings played 

at the Olympia for fifty years. So did Elvis Presley and The Beatles. In 1943, Jake ‘Raging Bull’ 

LaMotta sent Sugar Ray Robinson through its ropes. 

By the 1970s, however, the Olympia’s immediate neighborhood—a flashpoint in the 1967 

riots—had deteriorated. Two murders occurred in close proximity to the stadium, which was now 

the smallest in the NHL. The Detroit Pistons basketball team had already moved to the suburbs, 

and in 1977 a Pontiac developer made the Red Wings a similar offer. But Detroit Mayor Coleman A. 

Young summoned the owner of the Red Wings to City Hall. “I don’t want you to move to the 

cornfields,” Young said. “We want you downtown.”4 His counteroffer—a thirty year lease on the 

new Joe Louis Arena, for a third of the suburban rents—was quickly accepted. The Red Wings 

played at “The Joe” for almost forty years, their fan base now almost entirely suburban, driving 

down the freeways, pulling into the garages, and filing through gantries to watch the games. The Joe 

was a tough building to love, a concrete box with grade-separated walkways and steep staircases, 

																																																								
2 Dan Austin, “Tuller Hotel,” Historic Detroit, nd., http://historicdetroit.org/building/tuller-hotel/. 
3 Anon., “$1,250,000 Arena Planned for City,” Detroit Free Press, August 1, 1926. 
4 Detroit Free Press, The Joe: Memories from the Heart of Hockeytown (Chicago: Triumph Books, 2017), 9. 
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jammed between the Lodge freeway and the Detroit River. Sealed off from the city, it was a sporting 

citadel, a textbook case of ‘fortress architecture.’5  

In 1988, while most businesses were fleeing Detroit, the Red Wings’s owners purchased and 

refurbished the historic Fox Theater on Woodward Avenue. In 2001, they majority-financed a new 

baseball stadium across the street. And then, in 2012, after amassing several acres of land in the 

adjacent Lower Cass Corridor, their holding company—Olympia Development of Michigan 

(ODM)—announced their intention to build one of the largest planned developments in the United 

States. Anchored by the Detroit Events Center (DEC), a bespoke new stadium for the Red Wings, 

‘The District Detroit’ would cover fifty-acres of the Lower Cass Corridor with housing, retail units, 

transportation connections, and green space. “It’s always been my dream to once again see a vibrant 

downtown Detroit,” the Red Wings’s owner, Mike Illitch, said. “From the time we bought the Fox 

Theatre, I could envision a downtown where the streets were bustling and people were 

energized…It’s going to happen.”6 

Many shared ODM’s vision, including Mayor Duggan. The Lower Cass Corridor was a desolate 

stretch of ground between downtown and midtown. Cracked sidewalks went nowhere. Tilting 

streetlamps illuminated nothing. Most of its buildings had been demolished. When ODM’s 

excavators broke ground in the spring of 2015, local newspapers were enthusiastic. Steadily, the 

excavations deepened and widened, inching toward the few remaining buildings, their exteriors 

encased in plywood, their interiors scrapped. Two of these buildings were the forlorn hotels, the 

																																																								
5 On ‘fortress architecture’ more generally, and on the Detroit Renaissance Center as a prime example, see: Mike Davis, City of Quartz: 
Excavating the Future in Los Angeles (New York: Vintage Books, 1992). 
6 Anon., “Mike Ilitch, Detroit Developer, Pitches New Downtown District With Events Center,” Huffington Post, December 4, 2012, 
sec. Detroit, https://www.huffingtonpost.com/2012/12/04/mike-ilitch-detroit-downtown-district-center_n_2239352.html. Note: in 
both Illitch’s and Tuller’s quotations, we see see a connection between the imagination and the sensory. In Illitch’s ‘envisioning’ of the 
future, we see the close relationship between imagination and vision. This stems, Crapanzo argues, from the general domination of 
the visual in human understandings of the world—a trend that dates back to the writings of Plato. Tuller, by contrast, ‘feels’ a 
desirable future, chiming with Crapanzo’s rhetorical question: “can we not ‘imagine’ the beyond in musical terms? In tactile or even 
gustatory and olfactory ones?...The imagination may simply refer to an organizaing principle or faculty…The linking of imagination 
and picture is, I believe, culturally and historically specific.”Vincent Crapanzano, Imaginative Horizons: An Essay in Literary-Philosophical 
Anthropology (University of Chicago Press, 2010), 23. 
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Park Avenue and the Eddystone. Across the top of the Park Avenue, above its thirteen floors of 

gaping windows, someone had graffiited ‘ZOMBIELAND’ in huge, ten-foot letters. A pair of saplings 

grew from the roof. It had stood empty for more than a decade. Before that, it was a drug 

rehabilitation center. Before that, a senior housing complex. Now it was just in the way.  

 

 

3.1 APPLICATION No. 15111 

 

Getting Ready  

 

In accordance with the City Charter, the Department provided staff support for The Detroit 

Historic District Commission (HDC). This generated considerable traffic at the front desk. The bell 

rang once or twice an hour, with contractors in Carhartt jackets collecting paperwork, or angry 

homeowners wanting to cover mansions in PVC windows. HDC Application No. 15111, submitted 

by an ODM affiliate, never saw the front desk. It came straight from the top, filtering down from 

the upper reaches of City Hall. It argued that the Park Avenue Hotel stood in the way of the Detroit 

Events Center, that its presence ran contrary to the wider community interest. The application 

sought permission to demolish the Park Avenue Hotel as soon as possible. A few days later, Julie, 

one of the Department’s historic preservation planners, received a letter signed by 1,200 people. It 

argued that the Park Avenue was a valuable historic asset that should be preserved. On a Wednesday 

evening in June 2015, the Detroit Historic District Commission convened a public hearing at City 

Hall to consider ODM’s request. 

The morning of the hearing was bright and cloudless, the office quiet. Geoff asked me to begin 

work on the “Deep Library”—stuffing the remnants of the Old Library into filing cabinets. I took 
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breaks to write fieldnotes, and to push my plastic cart past Leticia’s cubicle, mimicking, to her 

delight, Jackson’s distinctive, dreamy walk.  

By late afternoon, the atmosphere changed. The office grew tense. Julie was on vacation, cycling 

around Copenhagen, so it fell to Reggie—sitting in his cubicle, surrounded by her papers—to 

communicate her sentiments about the case to the Commission. Leticia huddled at her desk, doing a 

last-minute proof read of the new Planning Director’s statement. Charles had been in the job for less 

than a month, and this was his first real test. The Mayor’s wishes were clear, and Charles had every 

intention of being a loyal appointee. But he was also an architect who’d trained in Florence and 

taught in Virginia, a man who’d once run for public office on a historic preservation ticket, and won. 

His boss wanted the building demolished. His staff—though technically neutral—sympathized in 

the other direction. Charles wanted to mediate, to find some path through the tension. At intervals, 

Leticia asked the rest of us for advice on the draft. What was an appropriate plural of ‘Illitch’? 

‘Illitches?’ Maybe ‘Illitch Group’ or ‘Illitch Family’?  

A well-dressed couple arrived at the front desk and asked to see some of the documents. Geoff 

refused, explaining that all the papers would be released at the hearing.  

“That’s crap!” the man said. 

“It’s not crap,” Geoff said. “It’s the process.” 

“Get ‘em, Geoff,” Leticia called. Geoff gave the air a half-hearted punch.  

One of the planners watched me scribble. “That’s how it can be in Detroit,” he said. “Like 

drinking from a fire hydrant.” 
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Quorum 

 

The auditorium was on the top floor of City Hall. The huge windows faced north, past Cadillac 

Tower and across the city to the greens and browns of distant neighborhoods. We had been 

amongst Cadillac’s last tenants, and I sometimes stood at our new office windows and looked at it, 

counting up from the street to find Geoff’s old corner office, then following along the row, 

imagining each empty room. Julie’s, Reggie’s, Tony’s, Jackson’s. In daylight there was no way to 

know the building was almost empty. It always looked the same, cream and turquoise with a golden 

crown. Only at night was its fate apparent. The bright lights of adjacent towers blazing, Cadillac 

shrouded in darkness. 

The late sun came through the glass and bathed the auditorium in yellow light, covering the 

backs of the seats and the wood-paneled walls. The dais at the front of the room was framed by four 

flags: the City of Detroit, Wayne County, the State of Michigan, and the Stars and Stripes. Six 

nameplates and microphones awaited the Commissioners. Geoff and Reggie sat beneath the dais. 

Geoff, poker-faced, in a blue Oxford button-down. Reggie in a bow-tie. The planners’ Staff Report 

beamed onto a screen beside them. Steadily, the seats filled. Familiar faces, alone or in pairs, dotted 

the audience. Charles in the front. Selam against a wall. Leticia near the back. There were pockets of 

colleagues from sister departments—Housing and Revitalization, the City Planning Commission, 

Law, Buildings and Safety—all there through some combination of obligation, loyalty, and curiosity. 

TV crews angled their cameras and microphones. Journalists readied their pads. In a rare twist, 

police officers stood by the doors. Eventually the Commissioners arrived and took their seats. 

Geoff called the roll: Anderson, Hamilton, Hood, Sanders, Story—“here.” Jones—“present.” A 

quorum. Commissioner Anderson asked the audience to turn off their cellphones, and to avoid 

private conversations lest these enter the public record. He then recused himself from the hearing, 
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as he had a financial relationship with the Applicant. Then Commissioner Jones recused himself for 

the same reason. Still a quorum, just. The remaining four Commissioners elected Hamilton as Chair. 

“I’ve puzzled quite a bit this week on how to lose this election,” he said, to laughter from the room. 

“And I couldn’t quite figure out how.”  

 

 

The Staff Report  

 

The cameras panned to Reggie, adjusting his bowtie and holding Julie’s notes. The Staff Report had 

three functions. First, Reggie had to give a neutral description of the proposed development. 

Second, he had to state the reasons for the demolition petition. Third, he had to summarize Julie’s 

professional opinion on the case.7 

“As per the submitted document,” he began. “The applicant is seeking to establish the Detroit 

Events Center (DEC).” Then, with reference to surrounding streets, Reggie described the DEC’s 

four-block footprint, and listed its proposed structures: a 20,000-seat ice hockey arena, sunk 37 ft. 

below grade, rising 80 ft. above; two townhouse complexes; five mixed-use buildings; a multi-story 

parking structure; and a below-grade practice ice facility. Next, Reggie described a proposed 

underground loading dock, accessed via ramp to Cass Avenue, the site’s western boundary. The 

dock would be 27,000 sq. ft.—large enough to accommodate multiple tractor-trailers. “The 

footprint of the Park Avenue Hotel Historic District, currently located in the northwestern portion 

of the DEC complex, occupies a large portion of the Applicant’s desired layout/configuration of the 

																																																								
7 Importantly, though Reggie and Julie were trained architectural historians, the staff report was not a defense of the hotel. The fact 
that it was historically designated in 2006 already demonstrated its historic significance. This meant that the only opportunity to 
elaborate upon the hotel’s historic importance could come during the period for public comment. 
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underground loading dock area,” he announced. 8  If the hotel remained, there would only be 14,000 

sq. ft. available for the loading dock—just over half the space allocated in the Applicant’s favored 

design. Therefore, Reggie said, “the Applicant is seeking this body’s approval for Notice to Proceed 

to tear down the Park Avenue Hotel.”9 Then he picked up Julie’s pre-prepared statement.  

Julie’s role with HDC had fascinated me for some time. She described herself as an “advocate” 

for historic buildings. She spoke for them because “they cannot speak for themselves.” Yet, despite 

her expertise, and her deep knowledge of such buildings, her HDC role demanded neutrality. She 

could not intercede directly on historic buildings’ behalf, only ensure that proposals to alter or 

demolish them received due process. As much as Julie loved and admired these buildings, they could 

never be her clients. In some ways, this detachment strengthened her aura of expertise, creating 

valuable professional distance from preservationist hand-wringing. (Like Reggie, she did not identify 

as a “building hugger.”) But there was also a disconnect between Julie’s knowledge and the 

opportunities available to articulate it. Those of us in the Department without an architectural 

background could certainly appreciate the value and historic charm of the Park Avenue Hotel. We 

could admire its proportions, decorative elements, its basic beauty. But Julie understood the building 

with an intimacy and closeness honed from blueprints, photographs, site visits, and decades of 

experience. Where the rest of us saw a beige facade, a trim roof, and decoration around some of the 

windows, Julie understood the building in specialist terms—a base and quoins of limestone ashlar, 

rusticated brickwork, elaborate spandrels, a dentilled modillion cornice, and a fenestration that gave 

deliberate rhythm to the Park Avenue’s solids and voids. She understood Tuller’s vision, and 

appreciated how Kamper had given it physical form. But she could not speak about these things. 

And anyway, she was in Denmark. 
																																																								
8 During the hearing, Reggie said “southeastern portion,” but this was a mistake.  
9 This is a perfect example of the logic of creative destruction at work in urban development, inolving the “forced devaluation or 
destruction of past assests in order to make way for the new,” and speaks to the impermanence and liminality of infrastructure, 
though architecturally the presumption is often one of durability and permanence. See: David Harvey, The Condition of Postmodernity: An 
Enquiry into the Origins of Cultural Change (Oxford [England] ; Cambridge, Mass., USA: Blackwell, 1989), 230. 
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Reggie read her letter. She agreed the DEC would benefit the community, but raised three 

concerns. The first centered on possibilities for adaptive reuse. She noted how ODM had argued 

that the Park Avenue—given its floor plan and ceiling heights—could not be reasonably repurposed 

for residential or office use, but had they made enough effort to explore adaptive reuse outside of 

these types? Second, she queried ODM’s security concerns regarding the possibility of a blast wall at 

the Park Avenue. Finally, and most importantly, Reggie quoted: “the submittal does not indicate 

why the footprint of the loading dock cannot be expanded … to the east and/or west in order to 

realize the desired footprint, while, at the same time, maintaining the historic building…Are the uses 

which would be shifted or moved ‘location crucial?’ Could these uses, trash collection facility, locker 

rooms, etc., be shifted to some other location within the site?”  

According to Detroit’s City Code, there are four circumstances in which the HDC can 

authorize the demolition of a historic district, where ongoing preservation would be unreasonable or 

impossible. These are: (1) it constitutes a safety hazard; (2) it deters a major improvement program 

of substantial benefit to the community; (3) its retention would cause undue financial hardship to 

the owner; or (4) its retention would not be in the interest of the majority of the community.10 After 

thanking Reggie for the Staff Report, the Chair outlined these circumstances for the benefit of the 

audience. ODM would have to prove that one or more of these situations applied to the Park 

Avenue. The Chair looked up from his papers. “Is a representative for the Applicant here?” 

 

 

 

 

 

																																																								
10 See: City of Detroit, “Code of Ordinances,” September 29, 2017, § 25-2-22 
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3.2 ALL THOSE IN FAVOR  

 

The Lawyer: “Substantial Benefits to the Community” 

 

‘The Lawyer’ and ‘The Architect’ stepped forward. The Lawyer spoke first, for a little over five 

minutes. “We’re here this evening to discuss the new Detroit Events Center, and its relationship to 

the former Park Avenue Hotel,” she announced. There was no time to “rehash” the “voluminous” 

materials submitted to the Commission in advance. Instead, she would focus on the principal basis 

for this request: that the DEC represented a major improvement program, bringing substantial 

benefits to the community. The Lawyer elaborated two major sets of benefits, likely aimed at 

establishing circumstances (2) and (4). 

One was a vision of the completed project: an urban centerpiece that would reconnect Detroit’s 

downtown and midtown, and jumpstart redevelopment. The other was jobs. The DEC had 

generated $78m in construction contracts for Detroit-based firms, she said, representing 90% of the 

$85m total approved by the Detroit Development Authority (DDA). In the short-term, 800 

construction jobs would generate $100m in income for Detroit residents. Longer-term, “in the 

future,” the DEC would create 1100 permanent jobs. Finally, there would be “investment in the 

future”—a paid internship program for students at the adjacent Cass Technical High School, and an 

entrepreneurship program with the Michigan Black Chamber of Commerce.11  

Next, she described the broader regulatory journey that ODM had undergone over the past six 

months: the issuance of $450m in bonds, the environmental clearances, the transfer of project 

																																																								
11 These allusions to embodied investment, to the students and entreprenuers standing for the valuable future itself, speaks to the 
close connection between intergenerational time and care. Listening to the Architect, we are compelled to feel that our time horizon 
for concern stretches forward beyond the limits of our individual selves. Barbara Adam and Chris Groves, Future Matters: Action, 
Knowledge, Ethics, Supplements to The Study of Time, v. 3 (Leiden ; Boston: Brill, 2007), 157. 
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parcels into public hands, agreements with the City safeguarding the future of the Eddystone, and 

City Council’s unanimous approval of a site rezoning to a Planned Development district (PD).12 

 

The Lawyer’s testimony, albeit brief, laid important temporal foundations for the ODM case. It set 

up a future vision of the project: the image of an attractive, vibrant urban development. It sketched a 

temporal trajectory of interconnected benefits, a critical, catalytic path from the immediate present, 

through a specified future, and finally, embodied in the high-schoolers, to an unspecified, open 

future beyond. Finally, it fleshed out the recent past of this trajectory, the reciting of previous 

hurdles conveying a sense of diligence, compliance, and inertia. Notice also the subtle, rhetorical 

inflections: the relationship between the ‘new’ arena and the ‘former’ hotel. To prepend ‘new’ is 

unremarkable, but ‘former’ is interesting.  The Park Avenue had not been a hotel since 1957. Since 

then, it had lived different lives, and now, in the present, it was mothballed and quiet, awaiting 

something else. The adjective ‘former’ moves the hotel back into the past, further back than is 

strictly necessary for the Commission’s task. The building’s architectural significance, in the eyes of 

the Federal government, is not determined by its original function as a hotel, but by its material 

qualities, which are essentially unchanged. ‘Former’ ties the hotel into a previous era, implying disuse 

and an erosion of cultural value, in direct contrast to the arena’s novelty and future promise. But 

doing so obscures the timeless architectural justifications for the Park Avenue’s protected status. 

Speaking of the ‘former hotel’ is equivalent, in principle, to speaking of the ‘former Coliseum.’  

 

 

 

																																																								
12 This was also likely targeted at § 25-2-22 (2), which states that “Substantial benefit shall be found only if the applicant proposing the 
work has obtained all necessary planning and zoning approvals, financing, and environmental clearances, and the improvement 
program is otherwise feasible.” 
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The Architect: “It’s not The Joe” 

 

The Architect spoke for twenty minutes. He developed The Lawyer’s vision of the completed DEC 

project, adding depth and color to her remarks. His testimony was important. As Julie’s statement 

highlighted, ODM’s petition rested upon a standoff between the Park Avenue and the DEC’s 

loading dock. If anybody could explain this design impasse, it was The Architect.  

He began in broad terms. The District Detroit was not just a stadium, he said, but a 

transformative project with huge benefits. The fifty-block project was perhaps the largest public-

private development in the United States, catalytic and full of potential. Then, gradually, he directed 

his comments to the form and function of the arena itself. The Lawyer had already spoken of its 

“deconstructed design,” and to better establish what she meant, The Architect provided a helpful 

counterpoint: “This is not The Joe.” Instead of a single-use concrete box, hosting infrequent events, 

his team had nestled the new arena within a walkable, mixed-use, and carefully master-planned 

environment. There would be new sidewalks, plazas, street trees, low-rise housing with affordable 

units, offices, stores, and restaurants. On average, the DEC would host three events per week, of all 

kinds, all year round. 

This novel design philosophy meant that the arena’s massing profile—its basic size, shape, and 

visual impact—required careful consideration. To avoid a repeat of The Joe, The Architect’s team 

had tried to soften the arena’s profile, to bring it into line with the sort of walkable, fine-grained 

urbanism they wanted to achieve. The arena’s height was particularly important. The 140ft Joe 

dominated its surroundings. The DEC, as Reggie noted, would instead be sunk below grade, its 

roofline lowered to 80ft. Besides reducing its visual impact, the arena’s recessed design also meant 

fewer ramps and staircases. Fans could head straight to their seats from the sidewalk. “I would go as 
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far as to say,” The Architect announced, “that this is the most pedestrian-friendly, and handicapped-

friendly, facility in the country.”  

These design choices were concentrated along Woodward Avenue, the DEC’s eastern flank.13 

Accommodating them, however, triggered a westward cascade of adjustments and trade-offs across 

the site. This wave broke at the Park Avenue. Lowering the main arena had created a logistical 

problem—how to ensure vehicular access to the main floor? This was important for hosting 

concerts, and crucial for the emergency services. One option, The Architect noted, was a 300ft ramp 

to Cass Avenue. But this would mean vehicles reversing down the slope, one at a time. Without any 

underground parking/staging facilities, this option would also cause waiting trucks to idle along Cass 

Avenue. (“Just go to a Ford Field concert and you'll know what I'm talking about.”) Demolishing 

the Park Avenue, The Architect concluded, would provide the necessary space for an underground 

staging area, removing idling trucks from the street, and thus fulfilling ODM’s broader vision of a 

“walkable, liveable” neighborhood. 

 

Listening to The Architect, with the evening sun splashed across the auditorium, ODM’s vision 

gained life. It was easy to place oneself inside it, to picture oneself strolling along the plaza, under 

the trees, walking to one’s seat. Though called upon, in part, to provide a technical explanation for 

the role of the loading dock, The Architect had crafted something much more compelling. He’d 

pitched his words straight into the space between Reggie’s Staff Report and The Lawyer’s 

testimony—the former, necessarily clipped and dried; the latter, bold and sweeping. Now we had 

detail that was warmer, wrapped in a right-to-left, east-to-west narrative.  

																																																								
13 Woodward Avenue was the natural choice for the DEC’s primary frontage. Like Toronto’s Yonge Street, Woodward is Detroit’s 
primary north-south road, bisecting the city. As well as being a chief bridging point across the I-75 freeway, Woodward was already 
home to Tiger Stadium, the Fox Theatre, and the forthcoming Q-Line light rail system. 
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The structure of the Architect’s statement is especially interesting. It makes a series of moves, 

back and forth across time and space, leading us. Like some fusion of The Snowman and A Christmas 

Carol, we float across the city, treated to a professional, synoptic perspective, yet also one that is 

dotted with first-person encounters through time: our future-selves enjoying a stroll; The Joe’s 

huddled designers, making mistakes; ODM’s huddled designers, making everything right again. And 

then, at the end of the journey, our sympathies primed by ODMs efforts, our civic pride piqued by 

the project’s national significance and inclusivity, The Architect shows us two futures. He will be 

going one way, he says. And we feel compelled to go with him. The hotel forgotten.14 

 

 

The Mayor’s Counsel: “A Bulletproof Commitment” 

 

The Architect completed ODM’s testimony. Then, on behalf of the City’s Law Department, the 

‘The Counsel’ addressed the room. Like Charles, The Counsel was also a Mayoral appointee. He 

immediately reinforced The Architect’s visions of the finished project, and criticized the hotel’s 

present state and The Joe’s past failings. Both the Eddystone and the Park Avenue, The Counsel 

reminded the Commission, despite receiving historic designation in 2006 (and thus being eligible for 

adaptive reuse tax credits) had “sat for years, stripped, and in disrepair.” And the new DEC, he 

assured them, wouldn’t be some “structure sat in the middle of a sea of parking,” but a development 

that was “green, walkable, livable.” 

The bulk of his testimony, however, took its cues from The Lawyer’s remarks about ODM’s 

journey through the City of Detroit’s regulatory maze. This journey was elaborated upon, and 

																																																								
14 The Architect’s compelling description of a fixed, master-planned end-state here perhaps echoes Baxtrom’s (2012) critique of 
‘baroque disposition’ urban planning in Malaysia—where the value of a plan, purportedly about the future, acts rather to assert 
mastery over urban space in the present. Baxtrom (2012) in: Simone Abram, “The Time It Takes: Temporalities of Planning,” Journal 
of the Royal Anthropological Institute 20, no. S1 (2014): 131. 
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peppered with hurdles and hardships. He described the journey as follows: ODM affiliates 

purchased the Eddystone and Park Avenue in 2008 and 2010, respectively. In August 2014, ODM 

petitioned City Council to rezone the Lower Cass Corridor to a Planned Development district. This 

triggered an extensive review of the DEC project by City Council’s Planning and Economic 

Development subcommittee, a due diligence review from the City Planning Commission, and 

various reviews and approvals from the Law Department. Council undertook extensive 

deliberations, and held at least four public hearings.  (“What do I mean by extensive? Five months of 

deliberation.”)  

In the Spring of 2015, ODM sent a letter to the Law Department. The Counsel held this up and 

read sections from it. ODM committed themselves to refurbishing Eddystone within one year of the 

DEC receiving a Certificate of Occupancy. This obligation would become effective 60 days after the 

issuance of a Notice to Proceed for the demolition of the Park Avenue, the letter said. Its legal 

language, The Counsel explained, pertaining to injunctive relief, meant that ODM's commitment to 

refurbishing the Eddystone was “bulletproof.” 

In April 2015, two alternative site plans for the DEC came before City Council. One contained 

no provisions for the Eddystone refurbishment, and left the Park Avenue untouched. This site plan 

was eligible for immediate approval, and had allowed ODM to break ground on the main site. The 

other site plan contained the expanded loading dock, a refurbished Eddystone, and a demolished 

Park Avenue. This effectively tied the destiny of the two hotels together. City Council had 

unanimously approved ODM’s rezoning petition, provided four conditions were met. (1) 

Amendment of the Master Development Agreement between ODM and the DDA. (2) Approval by 

Council of the Eddystone rezoning to PD. (3) A legally binding commitment that ODM would 

refurbish the Eddystone. (4) A notice to proceed for the Park Avenue demolition. (1) and (2) were 
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already complete. (3) was the letter the Counsel held in his hand. (4) was to be resolved in this 

evening’s hearing. “That concludes the legal review,” the Counsel said. 

Commissioner Hood asked a question. “The rehabilitation of the Eddystone only happens if the 

Park Avenue is demolished?” 

“Correct,” replied The Counsel. 

 

The Counsel’s testimony was polished, intricate, and exhaustive. The narration of a timeline was 

particularly significant. In charting ODM’s passage through the City’s complex regulatory process, 

its chronology simultaneously cultivated impressions of impartiality and sympathy. It drew rhetorical 

power from what was irrefutable—the occurrence and order of events in time. Then, date after date, 

review after review, The Counsel’s pacing and intonation conveyed the rhythm of time, resources, 

and effort that the Applicant had invested in this process, and that tonight’s events were a 

culmination of that effort.15 Without formally endorsing the project, nor any ad hominem support, 

The Counsel’s chronological testimony emphasized ODM’s good character, their willingness to 

respect the City’s rules, and their basic trustworthiness. The DEC project was cast as a noble and 

honorable journey.  

Momentum is important here. This chronology acts as a vector connecting the past with the 

future. This is what supports trustworthiness: ODM’s past record is projected forward through time, 

sustaining a quality of future dependability. As repeated references are made to ODM honoring 

Council commitments, writing letters, and working with City Hall to ensure their project meets all 

legal requirements, the listener cannot help but foresee—or ‘forehear’ in The Counsel’s own tones—

a future timeline of kept promises and honorable actions. We are made to feel as if the project is 

now in the home straight, with only one final hurdle remaining, and that the end—fleshed out by 

																																																								
15 The Counsel’s testimony speaks, indeed, to how planning debates formalize and materialize the temporality of public disputes—
clarifying their temporal structure, and opening this up to contestation. See: Abram, 129. 
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The Architect—is within sight, within reach. We thus see a double sense of urgency within the 

confines of the hearing. At one level, urgency dwells within the DEC project itself, animated by the 

project’s ‘ends,’ the need to improve a desolate landscape and generate jobs. But at another level, 

The Counsel expresses an urgency of ‘means,’ showing how further delay would dishonor the 

exertions already made. In contrast to the technical, forward-looking urgency of ends, this is an 

interpersonal, lateral, sympathetic sort of urgency.  

 

 

The Planning Director: “We Can’t Re-do the Past” 

 

A Mayoral advisor took the floor. “I’d like to introduce Charles Mills, our city planner. He’s 

internationally respected, and the best we’ve had in sixty years.”16 Charles took the microphone, and 

thanked The Advisor. “This is my first presentation, and my third week on the job,” he began. “I’d 

like to offer a few comments on this incredibly exciting opportunity for Detroit.” We were now an 

hour into the hearing, and many of those 1200 petitioners were seething in their seats. Now, Charles 

offered them something: the first acknowledgement of the evening that heritage was important. 

“Detroit is blessed with rich history and physical assets,” he said. “It is our desire to create walkable 

places and historic preservation that brings us here tonight.” The Department now had a chance to 

do things differently, he explained. He would have broad discretion to improve the City’s overall 

approach to historic preservation, and would ensure, in future, that engagement with Detroit’s wider 

preservation community came early and often.  

He had already seen evidence of progress: how the old Herman Keifer hospital was part of a 

neighborhood improvement program, and how TATA Motors had transformed the vacant 

																																																								
16 The audio recording of the hearing makes it very difficult to decipher the exact adjective the advisor used to describe the new 
Director. “Best” is my closest estimate. 
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Southwestern High School through adaptive reuse. He noted that the City was committed to 

refurbishing the Brewster-Wheeler Recreation Center, the teenage gym of Joe Louis. “While we can't 

re-do the past, I can assure you that we can do a lot better in the future,” Charles said. “I can give 

you a glimpse of the things I have committed to do.”17 ODM had already granted permission, for 

example, for the City to evaluate the rehabilitation potential of ODM’s remaining fifteen historic 

properties in the area. “In the future,” Charles said, “we won’t have to wonder” about the 

appropriate use of these assets. “Moving forward,” we would have a strategy. “Looking forward,” 

there would be a reformed Planning Department. But we should also remember that The District 

Detroit is a high-caliber, pedestrian-orientated, family-friendly project. That ODM’s site plan would 

remove trucks from the street, and save the Eddystone. “Detroit was poised to realize something 

fairly unique within the United States.” 

 

Besides practicing architecture and having once been a mayor himself, Charles had also enjoyed a 

long career as a college professor. Small clues to this former life were everywhere in the new 

Department. He’d brought hundreds of books to City Hall, and built them a bookshelf. His shoes 

were Italian and expensive, but the laces were often haphazardly tied. His jacket and tie, always 

carefully chosen, were amiably disheveled, as if he were ending the day when everyone else was 

beginning it. He had a hands-off managerial style, content with long intervals between discussions of 

projects and progress. And he had perfected the ‘feedback sandwich:’ enveloping the meat of his 

main point—which could often entail a project being rebuilt from scratch—with conciliatory 

remarks that softened the blow. 

His testimony before the Commission was more of a feedback buffet. He laid out a little bit of 

everything, urging his new city to follow a more balanced diet. He stressed the quality of the District 

																																																								
17 Again, with ‘glimpse’ we see evidence of Crapanzo’s argument that visuality is our dominant mode of imagination.  Crapanzano, 
Imaginative Horizons, 23. 
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Detroit project, especially its pedestrian-friendly scale and design, but he also stressed the 

importance of history and physical heritage. He acknowledged the preservation community’s 

frustrations with the status quo, but he also acknowledged that he’d already seen signs of visionary 

adaptive reuse. He said that the past couldn’t be changed, and he said the future would be better. All 

this was a significant departure from the earlier speakers, a new sort of neutrality. Reggie’s Staff 

Report showed a descriptive neutrality, peppered with technical terms. Like Julie’s letter, it felt 

hampered by its own expertise. The Counsel attempted a chronological neutrality, allowing the 

pitter-patter of dates and deadlines convey the objective importance of the evening’s decision. But 

Charles used his newcomer status to establish an intellectual neutrality, offering a broader 

perspective, stretching the evening’s time horizon backward and forward, from asserting the value of 

history in the past to promising cooperation between preservation and revitalization in the future. 

Rather than addressing the specific question of whether the Hotel really required demolition, or 

whether the loading dock might be moved, Charles offered a more fluid, conversational statement, 

moving in unpredictable ways. Historic value, for example, the hot-button issue everyone in the 

audience wants to defend, is now suddenly cast as part of an enlightened future, something 

commensurate with The Architect’s future vision.  

Besides its wide temporal scope, Charles’s statement was richly rhetorical. The District Detroit 

was “unique” and “an incredibly exciting opportunity,” he said, reiterating The Counsel’s sense of 

urgency, and implying a narrow window of opportunity in which to act. As Detroit is “poised” to  

take the opportunity, we almost feel this physically, our bodies poised in time and space, “moving 

forward,” “looking forward,” ready to “glimpse” the future.18 Away from the body, Detroit is 

“blessed” with historic assets, as if they are sacred, divine, and belonging to the distant, timeless past. 

Within these moves back and forth across time, there are moments—like “what brings us here 

																																																								
18 And yet here, besides the visual, we also see in ‘poised’ and ‘moving forward’ a similar sense of the wider sensory relationships to 
the future noted previously. Crapanzano, Imaginative Horizons, 23. 



	 136 

tonight”—where Charles emphasized a coming together in the present. And perhaps, just as our 

personal troubles and hardships seem less significant in the context of geological, planetary time, 

these wide context of history and futurity softened up antagonistic positions, making mediation 

more likely. “In the future we won't have to wonder,” for example, implies this same audience of 

people, wondering about the future, will be the same collective ‘we’ in the future. 

 

 

The Advisor: “A New Dawn” 

 

When Charles finished, The Advisor stepped back to the microphone. “If I can get a show of hands 

that we have enough Yes votes, then I can sit down,” he joked. A few titters from the audience. He 

spoke for ten minutes, summarizing and reemphasizing the prior testimonies. The Mayor wants a 

walkable, livable neighborhood, he said. Nobody wants The Joe. And the influx of residents and 

jobs would bring substantial benefits to the community. But what was most important, he said, was 

that all the other regulatory approvals and financial arrangements were already in place. This 

included $450 million in bonds, with the first payment due in fall 2017.  If the DEC didn’t open on 

time, and this bond payment wasn’t met, what message would this send to the country about 

Detroit? Think of the detrimental impact this would have on the prospects for walkable, liveable 

neighborhoods.19 

The Illitch Group had a strong track record on historic preservation, The Advisor said, to louder 

titters from the audience and a smirk from one of the Commissioners. “Ah shit!” shouted a 

journalist. There was a new dawn in City Hall, The Advisor continued. Brewster-Wheeler “was 

																																																								
19 This is a similar move to the dual set of photographs in Figure 1.4 discussed in 1. The Master Plan. In both cases, an actor uses a 
direct comparison between two alternative future possibilities, denigrating one to make the other seem even more appealing than it 
might seem in its own terms.  
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headed for the wrecking ball” until the Mayor insisted we keep it. TATA wanted to tear down 

Southwestern’s extension until Charles arrived and said: “We can do better.” Finally, with the 

promise to refurbish the Eddystone, the DEC project should be seen as a step towards historic 

preservation, not against it.  

 

 

3.3 THOSE AGAINST 

 

The Preservationists 

 

An hour and a half had passed. The room was impatient. The hearing was not a discussion. Its 

format was rigid, legalistic, orientated towards the evaluation of a specific petition, on which there 

would soon be a judgment. Reggie was the court clerk. The Lawyer and the Architect, the 

prosecution. The Counsel, Charles, and The Advisor, their witnesses. But there had been no defense 

attorney. Now, as the Chair opened the floor to public comment, sixteen people lined up behind the 

microphones. 

The Chair granted each speaker two minutes, with extra time available for those representing 

interest groups. Five of the sixteen supported the demolition. In my notes, I christened them: ‘The 

Electrician;’ ‘The Paramedic;’ ‘The Singer;’ ‘The Consultant;’ and ‘The Progressive.’ Ten argued for 

its denial: ‘Preservationists A, B and C;’ ‘The Engineer;’ ‘The Graduate;’ ‘The Professor;’ ‘The 

Environmentalist;’ ‘The Lifelong Detroiter;’ ‘The Reverse Commuter;’ and ‘The Resident.’ The 

sixteenth speaker represented ODM’s citizen board, and said he was neutral. Reggie announced that 

the Commission had received written comments from two persons unable to attend, both urging 

denial. 
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The Preservationists led the charge to save the Park. They spoke for ten minutes, weaving 

elaborate, intricate arguments that appealed to reason and emotion. Running through their 

statements was an anthropomorphism, a sense that they were interceding at the eleventh hour to 

save a life. The Park Avenue and the Eddystone balanced each other, the first speaker said. They 

provided visual interest, a gravitas. “Take a look at them.” Instead of demolition, reorienting the 

DEC site around the two hotels would “bridge the past and current eras,” enlivening and enriching 

the project in the way only historic character could. For this was how historic character worked, she 

explained. Its great contribution to our cities comes through its unique sense of place, its ability to 

define us within our communities and to maintain this character over time.  

 

These early comments reveal something important about The Preservationists’ engagement with 

time. Although their specialist knowledge is shaped by the past, their arguments for preservation are 

inherently about the future. The verb ‘preserve’ comes from the Latin servāre, meaning ‘to keep or 

protect.’ Historic preservation is thus defined by a concern for what comes next, as well as what 

came before.20 In The Preservationists’ three testimonies, we see this clearly. Their few references to 

the past hardly touched on the Park Avenue’s origins or unique significance. There was no mention 

of Tuller, Kamper, or the Hotel’s early splendor. No lists of important dates or famous figures 

who’d stayed the night. In fact, The Preservationists’ only direct engagements with the past was to 

challenge the City’s and ODM’s track record on managing historic properties. If the Park Avenue 

had been historically designated for almost a decade, they argued, then surely the City shouldn’t be 

so blasé about its possible demolition. And while they acknowledged ODM’s refurbishment of the 

Fox Theater, they pointed out that the Detroit Life Building, the United Artists studio, and the 

Loyal Order of Moose had not been so well treated. Despite Charles’s assurances, the 

																																																								
20 Michael A. Tomlan, Historic Preservation (Cham: Springer International Publishing, 2015), http://link.springer.com/10.1007/978-3-
319-04975-5. 
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preservationists said, can we really believe that the futures of ODM’s remaining fifteen historic 

buildings are secure?21 

The Preservationists’ claims on the future were much more extensive.22 Three aspects stand out. 

First, they weren’t afraid to translate their arguments into the language of real estate and public 

finance. Charles had already noted the importance and value of historic architecture, and now The 

Preservationists monetized the point. Historic preservation drove local economies, they argued. 

Rehabilitation generated better returns on investment than new construction. And they contrasted 

this potential against the “white elephant” stadium-led revitalization projects that had failed all 

across America. Second, The Preservationists took on The Architect at his own game, accusing 

ODM’s team of an imagination failure, an inability to approach the future with the initiative it 

warranted. “I challenge ODM to employ the creativity of design, to imagine a place, and create a 

solution that includes the Park Avenue, the Eddystone, and the loading dock,” one said, to applause 

from the room.  

Third, The Preservationists muddied the clean break that The Lawyer, The Architect, and The 

Counsel had constructed between the past-present and the future. The Preservationists instead 

pulled features of this gleaming future into the present, to undermine ODM’s argument that the 

DEC project was so desperately needed. The Lower Cass Corridor, one said, was “livable and 

walkable already.” They also made lateral moves in time, pointing to existing best practices in the 

present, like Detroit’s Eastern market, as historically-sensitive examples for what might be possible 

in the Corridor. These alternative futures were placed next to ODM’s official site plan for rhetorical 

																																																								
21 In challenging ODM’s past record and activities, the Preservationists’ illustrate planning’s tendency—deliberate or inadvertent—to 
lose sight of the recent past, to evacuate questions of its meaning and significance from planning debates that are instead monopolized 
by concerns over ‘worlds yet to be and work yet to be done.’ It is often such ‘ordinary people—residents, protestors, participants,’ 
Abram notes, ‘who bring an unruly past back into the planning process.’ Abram, “The Time It Takes,” 130. 
22 The Preservationists’ embrace of progressive futurity (instead of fixating on the Hotel’s past glories) is interesting because it is 
typically the challengers to a proposed planning intervention who broaden the temporal scope of the issue. “What distinguished these 
protestors from the authorities,” for example, Abram notes in the context of a Scandinavian transportation case, “was their marked 
concern for the past, in contrast to the officials’ overriding concern with the future.” Abram, 139. 
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effect. “How can a loading dock contribute to character the way a rehabbed hotel would?” they 

asked. The Preservationists thus offered a much broader argument for saving the Park Avenue than 

we might expect. They didn’t hand-wring about the Hotel’s significance, nor did they fight against 

the DEC project per se. Instead, they pushed for a more reflective, context-sensitive approach, a plea 

to integrate the DEC project into Detroit’s existing physical fabric in a way that supported citizens’ 

desire for characterful places.  

 

 

‘The Electrician;’ ‘The Paramedic;’ and ‘The Singer.’ 

 

The next three statements supported demolition. The Electrician, The Paramedic, and The Singer 

also spoke for ten minutes. The Electrician was a union leader, representing the various building 

trades involved in the DEC project. He understood the arguments for preservation, he said, and he 

appreciated the value of historic buildings. But safeguarding jobs and livelihoods was more 

important than safeguarding “brick and mortar.” Echoing The Lawyer’s testimony, The Electrician 

went beyond discussing jobs for those already employed in the trades. He stressed investment in the 

future in a different sense—a future embodied within Detroit's high-schoolers and the unemployed, 

and those heading towards a life of crime for want of a straight alternative. The DEC project was an 

investment in people, he argued. It was a chance to give high-paying careers to those who otherwise 

wouldn’t get the chance.  “There has never been an opportunity like this for these kids,” he said. It 

was a once in a lifetime project. 

The Paramedic represented an EMS union. The DEC project was a moment of opportunity that 

Detroit could not afford to let slip, he said. A brief window in which to break the trends holding the 

city back, and to move the city forward on multiple fronts. Look at what we’ve lost. Our industry, 
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our infrastructure, our tax base. “I’ve taken dead and injured people from these abandoned 

buildings.” The Paramedic said that Detroit needed a reason for people to come back to the city, to 

establish its economic base. The DEC project was exactly the sort of catalytic development that 

could usher in Detroit’s rebirth. “It’s got to start somewhere,” he said. Projects like this were 

Detroit’s lifeline, “the only way we’re going to survive.” As a union leader, he’d learned the art of 

compromise, and he urged the preservationists to do the same. ODM’s proposal was a win-win: save 

the Eddystone, and sacrifice the Park Avenue for economic growth. The Paramedic’s words sunk a 

wedge into the preservationists’ vision of the future, that beautiful bridging of eras where history 

and novelty were symbiotic. “At the end of the day,” The Paramedic concluded, “it’s about 

tomorrow; not about yesterday, not about the past. It’s about tomorrow.” He sat down to light 

applause.23  

The Singer's testimony—sprinkled with Motown references—was too good to paraphrase. Here 

is a cropped version: “Mr. Chairman, honorable Commissioners, fellow citizens...I’m sixty-eight 

years old. I’ve seen Detroit go from the good, to the bad. What Martha Jean used to call ‘The Lady 

of Detroit’? She is not real pretty right now. But this is a piece of makeup to make her more 

beautiful. I stand here in support of this project. As the gentleman just said, it’s a win-win for 

everybody. As far as the Park Avenue Hotel? I remember when I was a kid, going to the fourteenth 

floor of Hudson’s [Department Store, demolished 1998] at Christmas time, and my son walked 

across the stage at Ford Auditorium when he graduated [demolished 2011]. And you know what you 

do with memories? You write about their history, you make a small-scale model, and you take them 

and you put them up there at 5401 Woodward in the Detroit Historical Museum. And you play a 

																																																								
23 In asserting that the stadium project represented a brief window of opportunity in which to act, both the Electrician and the 
Paramedic contrasted the project’s short-term, immediate benefits with the Preservationists’ concern for protecting heritage into the 
longer-term future. Although both the Electrician and the Parademic note the catalytic, longer-term benefits of the project, it is the 
urgency of immediate benefits that they frame as being most important. This illustrates what Vike (2013) terms the contrast between 
Utopian Time, with a longer time horizon structured around what is possible, and implying patience and sacrificies made in relation to 
a greater good, and Contemporary Time, dominated by the logic of market transactions and immediate returns. (Dwayne’s oral 
history, too, illustrates Vike’s sense of Utopian Time). Vike (2013) in: Abram, 131. 
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song called, Thanks for the Memories. And I’m gonna close with this—as Marvin Gaye sang, Let’s Get It 

On.” 

 

 

‘The Graduate;’ ‘The Professor;’ ‘The Lifelong Detroiter;’ and ‘The Reverse Commuter.’ 

 

Half an hour into the public comment, reinforcements arrived for the Hotel. Like The 

Preservationists, The Graduate, The Professor, The Lifelong Detroiter, and The Reverse Commuter 

also elaborated on the value of historic buildings, and chided ODM for a failure of imagination. But 

their appeals were more personal than the Preservationists’ expert testimonies. They were closer to 

the rawness of The Singer, The Paramedic, and The Electrician. 

The Graduate was a young Midtown homeowner with a degree in urban planning. It was 

incredibly shortsighted to assume that people only came to Detroit for events, he said. He’d made 

Detroit his home precisely because of buildings like Park Avenue, and the visual splendor they 

provide. To tear down Detroit’s historic fabric, to remove character from the city, would be to do 

away with a resource in which it had a regional monopoly. “This is Detroit's competitive advantage,” 

he said. If Detroit demolished the Park Avenue, the city would be shooting itself in the foot.24 The 

Graduate had done his research. He reminded the Commissioners that they were an independent 

body, that their decision should not be beholden to the City Council’s wider approval of the DEC 

project. Then he gave a fine-grained critique of ODM’s site plan. He questioned its assumptions 

about utility lines, its interpretation of the Department of Homeland Security’s anti-terrorism 

requirements, the aspect and likely viewshed from the Eddystone, the placement of the loading 

																																																								
24 This familiar metaphor of someone ‘shooting themselves in the foot’ chimes with the other bodily metaphors employed throughout 
the hearing. If being ‘poised’ and ‘moving forward,’ indicates a readiness for the future, an ability to reach it and participate in its 
bounties, then crippling oneself in the feet prevents this from happening. We see the same dynamic with visual metaphor—in the 
contrast between ‘visionaries’ and ‘imaginative’ people, and those who are ‘short-sighted’ or ‘myopic.’ 
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dock, and the practice ice facility. “The question here is not whether there is a perfect plan that is 

being supported by retaining the Park Avenue hotel,” The Graduate said. “But if there is any 

workable alternative wouldn't require tearing down this building.”  

The Professor was less conciliatory. This was a “historic decision,” she reminded the 

Commission. “The way this process has been organized, and the lack of support for and input from 

the preservation community has been awful. We are now at the last hour, called upon in a time of 

urgency that is been created by ODM.” She had also spoken before the City Council’s hearings. 

“They were also a joke,” she said. Listen to Charles Mills’s words, The Professor urged the room. 

“He speaks about the future, about the future of the process. If you really listen, he does not 

support the process undergone here to develop this proposal.” And, what had urban renewal taught 

us? She asked. It had shown that blank slate, tabula rasa design was bad design. When her 

architecture students presented such work in class, she told them so. It was time for ODM to return 

to the drawing board, The Professor declared. “I think I've made my point,” she said, and sat down 

to applause. 

The Lifelong Detroiter spoke softly. He was in favor of any new development that helps 

Detroit, but he also “wanted to speak for saving the Hotel.” If the DEC site was so large, he asked, 

why wasn’t it possible to achieve new development and historic preservation? There’s been a lot of 

talk about urgency, he said. About all the jobs and benefits that the project would bring. And bring 

them it would. But it was inaccurate to suggest that the Park Avenue stood in the way of the new 

arena. Instead, the design hadn’t taken the Hotel into account. Saving the Hotel wouldn't cancel the 

project, it would just require some tweaks. The Lifelong Detroiter then turned to the other old man, 

The Singer. “Memories are good,” he said. “But having the real thing is a whole lot better.”25 

																																																								
25 The Lifelong Detroiter’s words make a lot of sense in relation to David Harvey’s observation that: because “time is always 
memorizalized not as flow, but as memories of experienced places and spaces” then “history must indeed give way to poetry, time to 
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The Reverse Commuter—young, stocky, with an oiled beard and a vintage suit—agreed.  Most 

young people who move into Detroit haven’t come here for a job, he explained. They’ve come for 

the urban experience: the culture, the history, the continuity with the past. Detroit was the city his 

parents had left. It was only through architecture, through the city’s physical history, that his 

generation could connect with their parents’ and grandparents’ world. The stadium would be built, 

he said. That much was obvious. The real question was how to connect it to everything else: to the 

region, to the neighborhood, and to all this history. He closed with a reference to Detroit’s most 

iconic ruin. “People come for the train station in its current state,” he said. “Just think how many 

would come if there was something to enter and conduct business in.” 

 

 

3.4 TIME WILL TELL  

 

How Things Stand 

 

The hearing lasted two hours. Aside from Reggie’s staff report, no images were displayed. 

Everything of significance—every desire, vision, allegation, and rebuttal—was made with words. But 

the hearing’s sequential and adversarial format left no room for dialogue. It was, literally, a passive 

“hearing.” And yet, because of the long-running antagonism between Detroit’s developers and 

historic preservationists, it carried significant emotional weight.  

All the testimonies and statements were steeped in temporality. Sometimes this was prominent, 

like The Singer’s discussion of memory, and Charles’s insistence that the future would be better than 

the past. Sometimes it occurred in statements’ quiet, connective tissues, like The Lawyer’s 

																																																																																																																																																																																			
space, as the fundemental material of social expression.” Old buildings like the hotel—and the schools discussed in 5. Saving Schools—
thus act as vessels for memory, for history, they are able to congeal time and protect it. Harvey, The Condition of Postmodernity, 218. 
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description of the “former” hotel. There were several connections between time, space, and 

embodiment. The Lawyer and The Electrician saw youth as the personification of time. The 

Architect moved the audience through time and space themselves, walking them into the future, or 

flying them over the past. The Counsel showed us ODM’s journey through time, picking their way 

through the City’s regulatory web. Charles told everyone to look forward, to move forward, to enter 

the future together. The Advisor said Charles represented the future. The Reverse Commuter saw 

the Hotel as a link between generations. The Paramedic said everything was about survival. 

But perhaps the most interesting aspect of the hearing’s temporal character are the big structural 

moves beneath the surface—how the dominant registers of past, present, and future are pushed 

together, pulled apart, combined and re-combined in all sorts of ways. One finding is immediately 

obvious: the developer/preservationist fault-line does not oblige allegiance to a given register. ODM 

and its allies did not solely concentrate on the future. Nor did those trying to save the Park Avenue 

cling to the past. Instead, the different parties fused and contrasted these registers to suit their views.  

Neither party aligned themselves with the present. It had a trepidatious quality to it, as if it were 

a barren and desolate place. Skirting the loading dock question, ODM built their case for demolition 

upon the DEC’s future benefits. Without this, ODM could not reasonably argue that the Hotel was 

a deterrent to the community good, and would thus miss two of the HDC’s four permitted 

demolition conditions. The Lawyer and The Architect, therefore, bolstered by The Counsel and The 

Advisor, painted an elaborate image of the DEC’s future form and function—a beautiful, livable, 

walkable new neighborhood in an important and long-neglected part of Detroit’s urban core. But 

they worked this job at both ends. If this bright vision pushed up the numerator, they also pushed 

down the denominator, denigrating a fused past-present in order to bring the future into starker 

relief. They noted how the hotel languished in disrepair, how bad joblessness and crime were, and 

how poorly The Joe was designed. Then The Paramedic added a few dead bodies, for good measure. 
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The past was unmistakably The Preservationists’ territory, and ODM never challenged the Park 

Avenue’s historic significance. But for the Preservationists and their allies, the present was 

something like an awkward dinner guest—too obvious to ignore, but hazardous to engage. Both the 

Eddystone and the Park Avenue were in terrible condition.26 And so to argue for a reprieve based on 

the Park’s present circumstances—boarded up, scrapped, with those trees growing above 

‘ZOMBIELAND’—risked positioning The Preservationists as apologists for the status quo, in direct 

opposition to the DEC’s future benefits. That was a fight they could not win. Thus, while The 

Preservationists occasionally alluded to this present condition—pointing out, for example, that 

ODM had owned the Park Avenue for five years and taken no action to improve it—they instead 

anchored their argument around a fused past-future. To do this, they positioned heritage as a 

valuable commodity, as something with monetary benefits, in harmony with a development agenda, 

and a general boon to Detroit’s economy.27 

Both parties were like rival chemists, striving to bind or shear these registers into different 

combinations. ODM strived to isolate a future atom, charged with potential, freed from the past-

present. The Preservationists tried to sever this past-present, and then bind the past with the future. 

And then Charles, trying to be noble and inert, actually creates all sorts of unpredictable reactions. 

Sometimes this worked in his favor. His clear vision of ideal urban form, for example, of streets that 

are walkable and full of character, validated both ODM’s argument for the expanded loading dock 

(i.e. removing idling trucks from the street) and The Preservationists’ argument for protecting 

Detroit’s history. But Charles’s promise that the City’s historic preservation approach would be 

																																																								
26 Though hardly discussed in its own right, the Eddystone performs an interesting role within the hearing. If the Park Avenue stood 
alone, or ODM sought to demolish both hotels, the developer could easily be portrayed as wholly indifferent to the importance of 
preservation per se—sacrificing historic value for the sake of growth. With their promise to refurbish the Eddystone, however, ODM 
give the impression that they’re seeking a compromise, trying to balance these two forces. This undermines the preservationists’ 
position, because in rejecting the proposed compromise they risk being seen as anti-progress—a characterization they were keen to 
avoid, via their careful articulation of a future vision that included both the historic archicture and the new arena. 
27 In striving to contrast the desirable future vision with an undesirable past-present, ODM use a ‘vertical’ constrast through time to 
anchor their argument and sustain an impression of progress. By contrast, The Preservationists try to make ‘horizontal’ comparisions 
between two future alternatives.  
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much improved in the future, intended to placate The Preservationists, achieved the opposite. As 

The Professor pointed out, it simply underscored how poor the current approach was. 

 

 

Motion  

 

After the public comment, the Chair asked his fellow Commissioners if they had questions. There 

was a short silence. “If not,” he said, “I would entertain a motion.”  

Commissioner Sanders angled his microphone and read one of the pre-drafted motions 

verbatim: “I move that the Detroit Historic District Commission issue a Notice to Proceed for 

Application No. 15111, to demolish the building known as the Park Avenue Hotel. This building 

constitutes a Historic District. Therefore, demolition would violate the U.S. Secretary of the 

Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation for historic buildings. However, there is sufficient evidence 

that the building is a deterrent to a major improvement program, that will be of substantial benefit 

to the community, to meet one of the four conditions prerequisite to issuing a Notice to Proceed, 

under Section 25-2-22 of the Detroit City Ordinance.” 

“Is there discussion?” asked the Chair. Again, a silence. He filled it himself. The City Council’s 

prior involvement in the case, he said, meant this was a “highly unusual” application. On the one 

hand, it was clear that the preservation community felt strongly about the Park Avenue. On the 

other, the proposed arena would activate a “dead area,” bringing jobs and housing. “So clearly 

there’s a balancing of two things, both in the public interest,” he said. “Where is that balance? 

Where does the greatest public interest lie?” He concluded his statement with a summary of City 

Council’s actions, and the package of future development they had endorsed. It was this package, he 
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said—involving the demolition of the Park Avenue—that Council had determined to be in the 

greater public interest. The Chair, therefore, would support the motion for demolition. 

“Can I say something on the record?” asked Commissioner Hood. “We exist as an exclusive 

body from City Council, and I don’t think we have to vote in the way that they voted… If that was 

enough, we wouldn’t be here tonight.” 

A fair point, the Chair acknowledged. “Is there any further discussion?”  Seeing none, he moved 

to vote. “All those in favor say aye.” 

Three “ayes.” 

“Opposed?”  

One “no.”—Hood. 

The Park Avenue would fall. 

“This is bullshit!” shouted a journalist, jabbing a finger at the dais. He challenged The Advisor to 

look him in the eye and tell him it wasn’t. The Advisor’s response was quiet, inaudible from where I 

sat. A police officer moved closer to the men, but didn’t intervene.   

 

The next morning I met Charles for breakfast at his hotel to discuss another project. The table 

was a graduate student’s paradise—eggs, yogurt, fruit, good coffee, and waffles he’d made for us in 

the iron. “How do you think last night went?” he asked. “The way I want the preservation folks to 

see this is: you may have lost the battle, but we will win the war. This longer-term perspective is 

what we need. And I think we have the Mayor’s ear.” 

We talked for an hour or so, about his early experiences in the job, his family, and our plans for 

the coming months. Then, late for his 9am meeting, I drove us downtown. All the talk in the office 

was about the hearing. Tony had watched it on television, and described a wonderful shot of Geoff 
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looking bored. A copy of the Detroit Free Press also gave us a laugh—the back of a computer monitor 

had completely obscured Reggie’s face from its lead photograph. 

 “Have you read the story?” someone asked Charles.  

“Yes I have,” he said. “I read the comments online, too. One said: ‘Did anyone tell Charles Mills 

what he was signing up for?’” 

 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

 

ODM scheduled the demolition for a Saturday morning in July. I asked Julie if she wanted to go and 

watch. Christine suggested Julie should drink a bottle of wine and go down with her ship. Julie gave 

us both a scathing look. “I try to attend as few funerals as possible,” she said. When the day came, I 

stood with friends at the intersection of Cass and Henry streets as drones and a helicopter circled 

the site. The sun was already warm and it lit the Park Avenue at a perfect right-angle. Four giant 

hoses sprayed it with water and the rooftop saplings were in full summer leaf. The implosion came 

at 7:59am, and the dust cloud chased us down the street. 

The hearing tells us plenty about futurity, planning, and the rhetoric of progress. Time is 

valuable for the developer. There is a pronounced sense of urgency about the hearing, where even 

the fact of the hearing itself, let alone the suggestions of the preservation advocates, seem to 

represent a delay, an impediment to progress. There is a politics to this urgency and waiting. In one 

sense, and to the chagrin of Detroit’s preservationists and wider Cass Corridor activitsts, money 

buys time. ODM have exploited capital’s ability to speculate, to amass land without putting it to 

immediate productive use. Here, waiting is a luxury only a few can afford, and it appears to 

manipulate the circumstances of the situation because the vacant land can at once remain purchased 
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and spoken-for, and at the same time appear vacant and in need of development.28 On the other 

hand, waiting at the hands of another party—enforced delay rather than strategic pause—frustrated 

ODM. There was a sense that the hearing was a bureaucratic hurdle, an unnecessary obstacle for 

capital to overcome, capital that desires to always be frictionless and to minimize its ‘turnover 

time.’29 Simultaneous to all this, the preservationists endure an anxious wait over the fate of the 

historic building, a sense of waiting that perhaps explains why the words ‘wait’ and ‘hope’ have the 

same root—espere—in Spanish.30 

The role of rhetoric in the hearing is fascinating, too. In a climate of mutual hostility and 

distrust, language and time worked subtly together to inflect and steer decisions in moments where 

candidness was difficult. The fate of the material object—the hotel, and the new stadium—are made 

through words, and different senses of time are woven through these words in order to justify 

particular outcomes and persuade others to agree to these outcomes. Because the imagined future is 

not tangible in the present, and neither were any architectural renderings shown, it was only through 

verbal representation the various testimonies could be comprehended. If “language permits us to 

deal with things at a distance, to act on them without physically handling them,” we see in this 

chapter how such distances can be temporal as well as spatial. 31 

 

																																																								
28 Harvey, The Condition of Postmodernity, 226. 
29 Whereby capitalism “demands that the official business of the [bureaucratic] adminstration be discharged precisely, unambiguously, 
continuously, and with as much speed as possible.” Max Weber, From Max Weber: Essays in Sociology, ed. Hans Gerth and C. Wright 
Mills (New York: Routledge, 1948), 215. See also: Harvey, The Condition of Postmodernity, 228. 
30 See: Rebecca Solnit, Hope in the Dark: Untold Histories, Wild Possibilities, Third edition with a new foreword and afterword (Chicago, 
Illinois: Haymarket Books, 2016), 93. 
31 Oliver Sacks, Seeing Voices: A Journey into the World of the Deaf by Sacks, Oliver (2012) Paperback (New York: Picador, n.d.), 36. 
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“HOW THE GLOBE  CONVERTS TO A PLANE”  
 

(Selam A.) 
 

 
What do you have to ask me? Do you have a hierarchy of questions?  

I came from my country on July 21st 2008 to pursue my masters degree. Maybe you don’t know 

Eritrea? If you read somewhere its history, Eritrea is a new country. It got independence in 1991 

after 30 years of war. It became officially a new country under the guidance of U.N. Eritrea doesn’t 

have a full record of how many people are there, or the socioeconomic data. So we would like 

conduct census. That’s how I got my GIS proficiency—real-world experience. Not only in the 

office, but in the field. As a new country, the data is needed not only by our country, but even by 

United Nations. To put Eritrea in the world of the lists.  

I like to go to the field. When I collect data from scratch we have to go to the field. Most of the 

time, what you see in the map and what you see in the real world is totally different. You think this 

building could be good, or those buildings could exist. But when  you verify the data it could be 

different. Most of the time this discrepancy of time makes our data different. 

For some reason I have a dream to pursue my master degree. It should not be in a small 

university, or back in my country where they start master’s program. I don’t want those type of 

universities. I just want to go to somewhere popular—that was my dream. In Europe there was 

some fund which we can get as third world country. I have got full scholarship in Netherland to 

pursue my master’s. I have a brother. He really helped me to come USA. He specializes in diabetics 

at the Detroit Medical Center. 
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In my undergraduate school at University of Asmara, we didn’t have resources, such as 

computers and the software. We were just doing our homework and everything through paper. 

Tracing on the book. Mapping the Africa layout by our hand. Any type of layer we have to trace on 

top of the book. Was it useful to learn that way? We learn the basic things like latitude, longitude, 

and all those projections. How the globe converts to a plane. Otherwise, it’s difficult. For example, I 

cannot do what I am doing right now. All this analysis. Setting features within this boundary, or 

overlaying on top of this one? It’s difficult to do by your mind. 

We encounter GIS in our daily life. Which one is the shortest distance? How we can go from one 

address to another? Which one is closer to this location? GIS came from all this background.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.2 Selam at Her Desk, 2015  

(Source: Author)  

 

 

My first impression of the Department is like back home with the census project. We had enough 

information, but it was not organized. We had to work so many hours in order to reach for the 
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planned census date. Although, due to the political situation, we didn’t conduct. But we had to work 

every weekend, and all day from 8am to 8pm. And we have to integrate the old data with the new 

data. There was old data which we had to digitize from base maps. And we have brought new data 

collected by GPS and satellite imagery. So we have to integrate the existing one with the new one. 

This needs a lot of cleaning. It’s not like ready-made data which you can use in your maps. 

Here in Detroit also there are so many things going. We need to clean different dataset. Related 

with this demolition, all the new development. We have to insert this new development into the 

existing database. We have to remove demolished buildings. Communication among different 

agency is very important. Sharing of data. Transparency. Otherwise, if I am working in the same 

project, we are just duplicating the work. If you share data, we are minimizing the cost and 

maximizing the efficiency. It’s very, very important.  

I’m a Senior GIS Technician. There are so many GIS-related activities. Not only with planning, 

but also with development and housing.  We have many files. I was able to clean them, make sure all 

these files are in the same projection. Maybe you don’t know, but if you have a layer it should have 

the metadata. All the coordinates and projection system should be the same, in order to align. 

Otherwise it flies somewhere else. Even if it’s a Detroit dataset, it will not overlay. That’s the main 

thing. Everything has to have the same projection. It’s like you have to have the same family name. 

Otherwise there is no way to say ‘he’s my brother.’  

I like it here. I like all these type of request. If they ask me maybe one week, I will try to finish 

and give it to them in one day. Back home I worked with the United Nation, clearing landmine. 

Almost three-fourths of our land is infected. Starting with Second World War, then thirty years of 

war, then we had war also from 1998 to 2000. So we have to make sure, and prepare clean data, 

clean map for tourists and farming. Otherwise it’s life and death issue. So I have really good 

background working with the files. Analyzing. Asking questions. How many things found in this 
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area? What is their perimeter? What is the area? And how can you analyze and overlay, or bring 

different files merged and find things?  

Coming to Michigan State, I took several courses that helped me to understand well the core of 

GIS. And my thesis is mapping population at a finer level. Maybe you never think about that, but 

whenever we collect data for population, for example census data, it is collected every ten years. 

And, the data collected in our residential address. But in reality population is spatio-temporal. It 

varies with space and time. We are here at 12 o’clock. Maybe after four hours we will be somewhere. 

And after four hours maybe we will be in our residential. I saw maps, for example, for London and 

other very dense cities, of how population varies with time. 24 hours. 12pm, 12am, 3am, 3pm. This 

is really good for natural and man-made disaster. For risk management. The result of the map I 

created for my thesis is really interesting. For example, in 9/11 the census block data was saying only 

64 population were living in that location. But at that time, thousands of people were  staying in the 

specific location. And if there is earthquake, you need to know how many people are there in order 

to give them emergency. 

Here in PDD there is one project that takes me a lot of energy and time. We have to create this 

neighborhood revitalization strategy. It’s based on census blocks from 2010. We have to create the 

data by aggregating all these census blocks. For this area, it should be seventy percent low-moderate 

income. For the HUD funding. We were analyzing and changing the boundary to get this result. The 

program coordinators had specific location, but it doesn’t fulfill the HUD criteria. I was moving the 

boundaries, and showing them. Sometimes they don’t like the boundaries and they don’t want the 

result, because it’s low. So at last they told me: ‘OK, do your best.’ I figured it out after many trials. 

That’s very challenging, and interesting.  

I don’t know the city. I only know through the map. I visit with you one day, do you remember 

that area? And also we walked to the Fire Department. And I know 7 Mile. Otherwise, I don’t know 
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Detroit in person. I feel bad. There are days I drove through Gratiot, drove through Mack. It feels 

bad when you drive. Seeing the map, and seeing the reality is totally different. What you see on the 

map you think is really good. An interesting area. But when you drive, still there are issue. Buildings 

are falling down. Abandoned buildings which need to be urgently demolished. All this type of thing. 

You will see vacant land which you think ‘I wish something had happened here.’ I don’t have any 

idea to give recommendation. It’s very difficult to see the future. Livernois-McNichols is our 

priority. Maybe one day I will visit it and sense, based on my own thinking, what will be the future.  

I do read information related to Detroit. For example this morning, I read from New York Times 

that somebody came to save Detroit, but he said ‘Detroit saved me.’ Since he saved his money, he 

got his house, his working area. Everything with cheap. So those type of people, if they come, for 

sure they will change the city. 

 

One day I watched one hour documentary throught CNN. It’s all about Detroit. All the bad 

thing happening. You can imagine how many people are watching worldwide. They showed us how 

many houses burn. And how many fires. And the Fire Department. How much they are tired of 

extinguishing the fire. All these abandoned houses. When I think about Detroit, it just came—that 

movie to my mind. This documentary film.  

I was looking for full-time position. We just moved first to Harper Woods. My husband got a 

new job with Uber taxi. We moved at that time. I have been applying for different positions. They 

called me for interview. I came directly to Coleman Young building. Here there are so many people 

walking to the building the first time I arrived. The court, the City. I was amazed. ‘Oh my gosh. 

There are people!’ Because I have that biased mind from the CNN broadcast.  

That morning, before my interview, there was a news that Detroit is going to exit from 

bankruptcy. So I knew the future is going to be good. It makes a big difference. Detroit is going to 
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bankruptcy, and Detroit is exiting from bankruptcy. It’s like two different time locations. The first is 

really bad news, but the second—at least there is a hope. I was more optimistic. 

Every day there is some request. Every day. Not only from our floor, even from upstairs. 

Housing and Revitalization. ‘Can you prepare me this map, and overlay parcels, with publicly owned 

land?’ 

 

Back in my country Eritrea, there were days when we had to go to the field and I was scared of 

those landmines. Maybe I could have been died. People think it’s clear but there are sometimes 

leftover. I was born in that time period and I grow up in war time, until our independence. I 

remember hearing war, knowing people are dying. It is our everyday life. I knew my relatives who 

have been killed by landmine. Who have been hit in their hands, their legs. This is my background. 

Some people have too much things to do, or too much things to study. I’m not like those type of 

people. Because I know the bad type of life with war. Without safety. Doing my job is a grace and a 

blessing. Being in safe area. It is more important than complaining of having too much work. I like 

to work hard. I’m detail-orientated.  

 

 

Commentary 

 

Selam’s oral history is remarkably different to the interviews included above. An immigrant from 

East Africa, Selam was new to Detroit, even newer than I was at the time of our discussion, and she 

had only the tiniest fraction of knowledge about the city that the other planners possessed. While 

Ellis, Dwayne, and Tony were all born in Detroit, and had each worked for the Department for 

more than a decade, Selam’s exposure to Detroit came principally through print and television 
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media, the representations in her cartographic tools, and occassional drives along the city’s major 

East Side streets. Such was her “biased mind” from the CNN broadcast, that she was surprised to 

find crowds of people in City Hall when she arrived for her interview—expecting to find a ghost 

town. By constrast, almost nothing about Detroit shocked or surprised the Department’s older 

planners.  

As a result, Selam’s sense of futurity is the most uplifting and hopeful of all the planners’ 

narratives—even more hopeful and optimistic than Dwayne’s perhaps, though in a softer, more 

private manner. One major difference here is that the other narratives all engage with the future 

through an engagement with the past, through the desire to recover what Detroit has lost.1 Ellis and 

Dwayne sketch out the possiblity of a return to the quality of prior peaks and eras—Ellis 

circumspect, Dwayne confident—while Tony forecasts the continued trajectory of Detroit’s decline. 

By contrast, as a new arrival in the city, Selam’s perspective on Detroit’s fate is untainted by this 

history of sustained failure. This is not to say Selam was  indifferent to Detroit’s conditions. Far 

from it; she was often aghast at what she saw on her drives through the East Side. “In my country 

we had a war,” she said to me once. “This is what it looks like—7 Mile Road.” In this, her fresh eyes 

exemplified Tony’s remark that “unless you’ve been here for so long and you’ve become immune to 

it, nothing can prepare you for the extent and the magnitude of the shit that’s happened to this 

place.” Nevertheless, Selam’s sense of Detroit’s future bore little connection to its past. 

Instead, her engagement with futurity seemed to take its most elemental cues from her own 

traumatic past, from a different geographical and historical register, that allowed Selam to situate 

Detroit’s circumstances in a much broader story of hope and possibility. Growing up amidst war, 

surrounded by its sounds, and “knowing people are dying,” Selam could see positive attributes to 

Detroit where her jaded colleagues could only see suffering and misery. Selam’s experience in 

																																																								
1 As Solnit observes, indeed: “Often the road to the future is through the past.” Rebecca Solnit, Hope in the Dark: Untold Histories, Wild 
Possibilities, Third edition with a new foreword and afterword (Chicago, Illinois: Haymarket Books, 2016), 38. 
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Detroit wasn’t just a Detroit experience, but an American experience. To her, working as a planner 

for the City of Detroit wasn’t a story of career disenchantment, but instead “a grace and blessing,” 

an opportunity to perform fulfilling technical work in the safest and most dignified professional 

circumstances she had known. Watching her work, poring over the maps on her computer, Selam 

also seemed to rejoice in the comparative technical cornucopia her new job provided. While the 

older planners routinely complained about the Department’s inadequate and outdated computers, 

Selam had once learned GIS by hand, tracing maps and learning cartographic projections with paper 

and pencil. She knew how different things could be. And attending Michigan State University, too—

a college that several of the other planners attended because it was simply a good, in-state option—

had been Selam’s “dream” from halfway across the world.2 

Selam’s journey from war to City Hall—achieved through diligence and hard work—thus sets the 

tenor for her fairly progressive attitude toward the question of Detroit’s fate. She believed in 

progress because she embodied progress. Consider again Tony’s painfully poetic characterization of 

despair—those “who don’t believe that the future can be better than it is today”—and we find its 

opposite expression in Selam. She knew the future can be better than the present, because she is 

living that better future she once dreamt about, when surrounded by armed conflict and dying 

relatives. This progressive attitude dominated her daily work in the office. Though sheepish about 

her lack of first-hand Detroit knowledge, and acknowledging that “what you see in the map and the 

real world is totally different,” Selam believed in her tools and techniques, believed that through 

applied reason and analysis, Detroit’s material circumstances could be improved. Her enthusiasm for 

her graduate school research—understanding Manhattan’s spatio-temporal population dynamics and 

exploring its policy implications—continued into her work at the City of Detroit. She saw problems 

																																																								
2 Selam illustrates here Vaclav Havel’s clarification of hope, that it is something internal to the self, not a judgement to be inferred 
from the world: “[Hope] is a dimension of the soul…not prognostication. It is an orientation of the spirit, an orientation of the heart; 
it transcends the world that is immediately experienced.” Solnit, 11. See also: Eugène Minkowski, Lived Time: Phenomenological and 
Psychopathological Studies, trans. Nancy Metzel (Evanston Ill.: Northwestern University Press, 1970), 92–102. 
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everywhere: with data duplication; inter-departmental communication; and general administrative 

inefficiencies, but did not speak of such things with resignation or weariness, but instead with a 

sense that, over time, these systems and processes could be improved. Fundamentally, Selam 

believed in planning. 

There is something else, perhaps, to note about Selam’s attitide to her work, and its broader 

significance in shaping Detroit’s future: she finds meaning and significance in her daily tasks 

themselves. For Ellis and Tony, the Department’s everyday routines rang hollow. The plans they 

created “went nowhere,” and the rubber-stamping and compliance duties crushed their spirits. But 

in her trial-and-error attempts to meet HUD’s spatial criteria, for example, we see that Selam finds 

professional fulfillment in the process of planning, as opposed to Tony, for example, whose one source 

of fulfilment was the broader, largely symbolic act of working for a struggling city per se. From this 

perspective, we can also note how Selam seems content to work as a planner without having a 

concrete vision for Detroit’s future herself. Given that her work is so process-orientated, matters of 

the ‘bigger picture,’ the almost existential questions of Detroit’s final ‘landing’ that so animated 

Dwayne, seem not to trouble Selam. Detroit, of course, is not her city; she lacks the poignant, deep 

connections with the city’s fate that the native-born planners so strongly exude. But we nevertheless 

get very little sense of vision, of an imaginary for how the future ought to be, other than the 

presumption that it should no longer contain abandoned buildlings. “It’s very difficult to see the 

future,” she says, adding, in the context of a specific neighborhood: “maybe one day I will visit it 

and sense, based on my own thinking, what will be the future.” This small caveat—‘based on my 

own thinking’—says a lot: Detroit’s future is not something Selam is tasked with crafting as a 

matter-of-course, but something she can further, support, and lend her diligence towards.3 

																																																								
3 “Giving people back their creative agency, reactivating their potential for a direct intervention into the world,” John Jordan argues, is 
at the heart of a ‘letting-go’ philosophy of a social movement that privilges a ‘politics of process’ over the linear pursuit of particular 
ideological or utopian future visions. This is what Selam’s work illustrates—a commitment to doing small tasks well in the service of 
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Finally, in relation to Detroit’s bankruptcy, Selam makes a very interesting statement about the 

structure of time, that Detroit’s entry and exit from bankruptcy are “like two different time 

locations.” The first, she says, is “bad news;” with the second, “at least there is hope. I was more 

optimistic.” This contrast speaks to a central dialectic in Ernst Bloch’s theory of hope, with the 

midpoint between Selam’s two ‘time locations’  standing for both the beginning of ‘what has not yet 

come’ and the end of ‘what has already come’—showing how hope is simultaneously a product of 

both the future and the past.4 

 

 

 

																																																																																																																																																																																			
uncertain ends, an approach to planning where ‘the need for certainty is subsumed by the joy of doing, and the doing is filled with 
meaning.’ See: Solnit, Hope in the Dark, 94. 
4 See: Hirokazu Miyazaki, “Obama’s Hope: An Economy of Belief and Substance,” in The Economy of Hope, ed. Hirokazu Miyazaki and 
Richard Swedberg, First edition (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2017), 174. Incidentally, Selam’s phrase ‘two different 
time locations’ reveals the natural human tendency to spatialize time that Henri Bergson heavily critiques in: Henri Bergson, “Time 
and Free Will: The Idea of Duration,” in Key Writings, ed. Keith Ansell-Pearson and Melissa McMahon (London ; New York: 
Bloomsbury, 2014), 57–94. 
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4. Riding Shotgun  

With GEOFF and CHRISTINE 

 

This chapter follows Geoff and Christine as they ground-truth their initial ideas for the revised Master 

Plan—discussed above in Chapter 2—via a series of drives across Detroit’s East Side. Framing the city 

through the Master Plan’s particular format and objectives, the planners navigate a diverse landscape of 

residential neighborhoods and vacant parcels, appraise its characteristics, and consider its likely evolution 

and future land use possibilities. The chapter pays particular attention to the planners’ visual perception 

of the physical environment, their core concepts of blight and stability, and two ‘folk theories’ of anchorage 

and contagion through which they articulate patterns of spatiotemporal change. In studying how this 

planning work engages with time, we see a marked absence of the progressive futurity that characterized 

Segoe’s 1951 Detroit Master Plan. With little faith in their capacity to influence Detroit’s future 

evolution, Geoff and Christine instead ascribe evolutionary agency to the landscape itself, revealing a 

passive, providential relationship to the future. 

 

 

In early summer, Geoff called me into his new office. Bright sunshine filled the room. He grinned, 

turning back and forth in his chair. Maps covered his desk and gospel music floated in from 

someone’s cubicle.  
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“I need you to ride shotgun with me this afternoon,” he said. “I want to go to the Lower East 

Side and get a feel for the area. I want to make sure you’re involved so you can be the common 

denominator—to check what I’m doing aligns with what Christine’s doing in the North East.”  

I was overjoyed. The planners all related to the city in different ways, and this filtered into their 

professional practice. Christine skated above Detroit, moving too fast for its decay to touch her. 

Every observation or quirk seemed to highlight either her navigational mastery, or her dour 

perspectives on the city’s fate. Dwayne loved Detroit. He preferred walking and cycling to driving—

riding his bike along the Riverwalk, or strolling for miles through the city after work. Selam was still 

amazed at what she saw, struggling to comprehend how 7 Mile could be in America. Jackson’s 

memories of the city were long and trailing, strewn over both the East and West Sides. But he also 

sensed a latent physical violence in the city. Each morning, he battled his emotions on the bus—

commuting back into a past he’d worked hard to leave behind. But how would Geoff make sense of 

things? How would the master-planner, the art historian, read the city? 

Geoff held both hands over the maps, palms to the walls like a preacher, and clarified our task. “I 

want to see how my ‘sitting-in-the-office’ land use compares to the ‘what’s-on-the-ground’ land 

use,” he said. “In the meantime, find a clipboard.”  

 

We met at the elevator after lunch. Fresh batteries in my dictaphone. Geoff handed me a sheaf of 

maps, pre-sequenced and paper-clipped. For each of his lower East Side MPNs, Selam had created 

four maps—the 2009 Master Plan, the DFC Plan, the CDAD Plan, and Geoff’s “sitting-in-the-

office” draft for the revised Master Plan. She’d aligned their scale and frame so they could be 

compared at a glance. 

The red Ford Focus had municipal plates. I’d once asked Geoff if it was ever mistaken for an 

unmarked police car. He’d laughed: “I remember driving down one street, and suddenly all these 
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kids started running after me, singing: ‘We know you’re a cop! We know you’re a cop!’—I was 

gonna tell them I was a city planner, but I wasn’t sure which was worse.” 

The radio came on with the ignition: classical music from Canada. Geoff switched it off, spun the 

car onto Jefferson, and headed east.  

 

 

4.1 “KEEPING MY CHOPS SHARP” 

 

Zig-Zagging 

 

As Geoff drove, I juggled the mess of materials on my lap: camera, notebook, dictaphone, and 

Jackson’s clipboard with the maps. “Riding shotgun” came with two responsibilities. The first was 

fine-scale navigation. I had to direct us towards specific areas of the East Side where Geoff was 

unsure about something. It might be a street where two separate land uses converged, where he was 

uncertain of the boundary. Or it might be an area that the DFC Plan wanted to ‘green,’ where Geoff 

suspected that a landmark, or a stretch of well-maintained housing, had been overlooked. The 

second task was scribbling down everything that Geoff thought was important. In meetings, keeping 

up with Geoff was incredibly difficult. He threw out ideas and instructions at around 200 words-per-

minute.1 Fortunately, in the car, my notes were mostly annotated drawings—a series of lines penned 

onto the draft maps, indicating what Geoff wanted to keep or change.  

Reaching Mack Avenue, Geoff waved a hand over a patch of light blue shading on the map, west 

of Grand Boulevard. “Get me into that area,” he said. This was one of Segoe’s postwar ‘Light 

Industrial’ strips, originally a buffer between Mt. Eliot’s ‘Heavy Industry’ corridor and a ‘Medium 

																																																								
1 This was the figure for Geoff’s taped oral history interview, for example. 
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Density Residential’ area anchored by the Boulevard. Most of the industry, and many of the 

residents, had gone. Geoff doubted that the infrastructure could support any future Light Industrial 

activity, and agreed with DFC that there was potential for something less intensive in its place—a 

‘Live/Make’ area with lofts and workshops. He slowed the car as we debated which of the cross-

streets would teach us most about how far the Live/Make ought to extend. “I want to see where the 

edges are,” he said. “And how far I should recommend the edges going in.” As we rolled down 

Concord, Geoff felt that the Live/Make boundary made sense.  

However, the DFC Plan had reclassified the entire residential neighborhood east of the 

Live/Make as an ‘Innovation Productive’ landscape. This bothered him. The Boulevard was lined 

with residential homes for the elderly, and the wider neighborhood clearly had a number of other 

inhabited houses. He swung the car north, and headed back along Helen—immediately parallel to 

our first run—where large, well-maintained homes sat on neat lawns. “DFC gave us some broad-

brush open space areas, but we’re standing here looking at these houses,” Geoff said. “It should 

definitely be Medium Density.” And so, “MDR” went onto the first map.  

Geoff called these parallel runs “zig-zagging.” All afternoon, the pattern was the same. We’d 

approach each location via one of the major thoroughfares: Jefferson, Mack, or Warren. As we 

neared, if the land use issue was one of convergence, Geoff would slow the car right down, 

sometimes almost to a crawl, deciding which of the residential streets to take. Then he’d swoop in, 

drive down four or five blocks, turn, cross over a block, turn again, back on himself now, and drive 

the four or five blocks parallel to the first, trying to get “a good look.” He repeated this technique 

again and again, snaking eastward or westward across each neighborhood. Once he was satisfied, we 

returned to the main road and I’d annotate the map with his final decision—instructed to “mark 

up,” “circle,” or “call out” the various land use tiles, and “bring”, “pull”, “bump,” “scoop,” “blend,” 
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or “stretch” them into new positions. Then, reaching the next carefully chosen intersection, we’d 

plunge back in. 

“The voyage of the best ship,” wrote Emerson, “is a zigzag line of a hundred tacks.”2 So it was 

with Geoff, making a series of passes, shaving away his uncertainty, striving to establish where the 

Master Plan’s lines ought to be drawn. It was a bit like mowing a lawn: a first pass around the edge, 

feeling out the whole, noting any obstacles, before trimming the main body in strips, making sure 

their edges neatly overlapped. As he put it: “I like to get a better idea of what the neighborhood is 

like before I start edging it back.”3 

I’d never seen Geoff so animated, bounding from street to street like an animal released into tall 

grass. He’d crane his neck, pull U-turns, “double-back” to check things he’d missed. He’d pause in 

the middle of the street to make sure I was annotating everything correctly. “I’ve become a better 

manager than planner now,” he confessed. Days like these, he said, are “keeping my planner’s chops 

sharp.” 

 

 

Pockets  

 

We rejoined Mack and inched along the inside lane, debating the stability of a commercial strip as 

other cars hurtled past. Geoff always discussed commercial land in terms of its residential 

surroundings. Once residents were gone, commercial strips went down fast. DFC had labeled this 

																																																								
2 Ralph Waldo Emerson and Mary Oliver, The Essential Writings of Ralph Waldo Emerson, ed. Brooks Atkinson, 1 edition (New York: 
Modern Library, 2000), 140. 
3 Geoff’s words here, considering the characteristics of a neighborhood before ‘edging it back,’ are perhaps the clearest connection to 
the overall sense of care and craftsmanship I noticed in his master-planning work. Theoretically, he is here ‘localizing’ and 
‘questioning’ the material with which he will work, reminsicent of a carpenter establishing the particular grain of a piece of wood and 
considering how best to unearth its potential. See: Richard Sennett, The Craftsman (Penguin UK, 2009), 277.  
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area as ‘Green Commercial’ (“No more infill, but don’t kick everybody out.”). Sitting-in-the-office, 

Geoff had wondered if it might still serve Indian Village as a traditional commercial node. Now, 

seeing its condition, he agreed with DFC. It was better to consolidate the neighborhood’s 

commercial services further south, and “push everything closer to Jefferson.”    

Geoff was confident about the Traditional Residential housing in Indian Village—a prestigious 

neighborhood, full of mansions—and so we travelled onward, beyond Jefferson-Assembly, to a 

place where future land use was highly uncertain. His hand hovered above the greens and teals on 

the clipboard. “This is where I’m gonna start wondering what the hell’s going on again,” he said.  

The Focus bounced over the broken road, blinkers ticking. We swung into the neighborhood on 

Vernor and began the zig-zag, hunting for “pockets of stability” in DFC’s square-mile sea of green. 

The neighborhood was too far gone for Traditional Residential, Geoff acknowledged. But if a 

pocket was large enough, it could “trigger” a Green Residential classification instead of the Open 

Space Transitional ideas that DFC were advocating. This would shift the future vision from large-

scale agriculture and stormwater retention towards further stabilization efforts, like the sale of vacant 

lots to adjacent homeowners. 

A large school rose from the grass, labeled ‘Institutional’ on the map. It was Carstens Elementary, 

built in 1915 and closed in 2010. A ‘for-sale’ sign stood in the schoolyard. Geoff looked at the 

neighborhood around us: a handful of homes, scattered across acres of grassland. “I don’t see 

pockets yet,” he said. “If I missed them, then they’re not big enough to carve out.” Ten years ago, 

most of the burned homes were still standing, he explained. The City had spent the Obama 

administration’s Hardest Hit Fund monies on clearing the blight. Across the city, this huge 

demolition program had made “a dent,” he thought. The 2009 Master Plan was shaded orange 

nearby, indicating Medium Density housing. Apparently both Mayor Archer and Kilpatrick had a 

vision to rebuild the neighborhood. There were plans for new roads, single-family homes, and 
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apartment buildings. None of it ever happened.4 We doubled-back to the main road. “I’m going to 

depend a lot on the neighborhood folks,” Geoff said. If there was a pocket we’d missed, they’d tell 

us.  

Then, on a run along Lakewood, he spotted a neat row of well-maintained homes ahead. He 

slowed the car and stared at the houses. Chalmers, a major road, was just one street over. “Put a line 

down Lakewood,” he said, at length. “From Kercheval all the way to the edge of the 

neighborhood.” I scribbled down the annotations—GR, for Green Residential, on one side of the 

street, and OST, for Open Space Transitional, on the other. Geoff was pleased. “We’ll have to drive 

a little more,” he said. “But this is one of those pockets.” 

Eventually, Geoff parked the car and took the clipboard. We had journeyed back and forth 

across the maps for an hour. “Let’s see what we did.” As he retraced our zig-zags, passes, straight-

shoots, double-backs, edges, skirts, and runs, he pulled each map from the clipboard and tossed it 

onto the backseat. “Jefferson-Mack.” Toss. “Indian Village.” Toss. “Butzel we did.” Toss. But there 

were three—Chandler Park, Kettering, and St. Jean—that we hadn’t touched. We’d have to come 

back tomorrow.  

I stowed the clipboard and we headed home. But then there was something on our left. Was that 

infill? Right in the middle of OST? With one hand on the wheel, Geoff fished through the maps on 

the back seat. Moments later, we were turning around.  

 

 

 

 

																																																								
4 As with Hazel’s remarks in 2. Copy and Paste, Geoff performs another ‘retrospecting prospect’ here—returning us to a historical 
moment of prognostication and using its failure to heighten the validity of his own predictions for the future from this point onward. 
Nik Brown and Mike Michael, “A Sociology of Expectations: Retrospecting Prospects and Prospecting Retrospects,” Technology 
Analysis & Strategic Management 15, no. 1 (2003): 3–18. 
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4.2 ABROAD IN THE FIELDS 

 

Seeing and Believing 

 

Christine came with us the next day and took over the navigation. At intervals, Geoff submitted his 

requests. “Christine, help me get to Jefferson Chalmers.” “Take me to the platted properties, 

Christine” “Take me there then, Christine—I’m not sure how to zigzag my way through.” And a 

smooth flow of directions came from the back-seat. 

As we drove, the planners’ “sitting-in-the-office” land use activities felt remote. Their “blending 

exercise” had been important—without it, our drive was meaningless—but the work had seemed 

reactive, accommodating, a plan-view tessellation of other people’s ideas. Bits of land, bits of 

meaning, were copied and pasted across a two-dimensional world. Now the planners were in 

primary contact with the city. Their conceptual world was being replenished, confirmed, and 

challenged by a perceptual world. And in the car—without smell or touch, with dampened 

hearing—this perception was almost entirely visual.  

Driving alone, we are hyper-aware of moving through a landscape. Momentum belongs to the 

vehicle. It is the active object, travelling across something passive. But when a car becomes a social 

space—on a road trip, say—the landscape is experienced as something shared. In these moments, 

agency can appear to switch places. The interior of the car remains still, constant, comfortable, and 

the landscape becomes dynamic, rushing past the passengers. We sit together and discuss the world 

as if the windshield were a screen.5 This was how riding shotgun felt. The landscape became a flow 

of features and colors, streaming past us.6 7 

																																																								
5 We think of walking, of wandering, of flanuerie as the ideal means to take in an absorb the city. The optimal means of registering  
the city’s forms and details, its sights and smells. We think of Baudelaire strolling through Paris, or William Blake wandering through 
London. But in Detroit—like Rayner Banham in Los Angeles—driving occupies a more central role in established cultural 
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Over three hours, the planners commented on the following features: houses, yards, trees, 

warehouses, factories, alleys, vehicles, schools, churches, open spaces, a library, parks, stores, roads, 

outbuildings, gardens, farms, debris, windows, a bookcase, mansions, marinas, fences, canals, a 

temple, malls, bars, vacant lots, and boats. They discussed these features’ physical characteristics, 

condition, and location: their presence or absence; their size; their age; their density, proximity, 

adjacency, and continuity; their apparent closure or vacancy; their aesthetics, craftsmanship, and 

structural integrity.  

“Seeing comes before words,” writes John Berger.8 And all this visual information was crucial raw 

material for the planners’ core task: drafting a new land use future. When Geoff held his hands up in 

the office and declared that he wanted to see Detroit’s “on-the-ground land use,” he wanted the 

certainty and confidence that such visual evidence brings. (On their ‘field inspections,’ Segoe’s 

planners wanted this, too.)9 But as pure sense-data, this visual flow was meaningless. The planners 

weren’t out on a Sunday drive, casually remarking on their surroundings. Their observational efforts 

were led by their professional obligations. Quietly, the view through the windshield was honoring 

the maps on the clipboard, registering inside the maps’ defining parameters—the core typology of 

																																																																																																																																																																																			
understandings of the city. Indeed, one Detroit book takes this as its guiding premise, leading the reader on a road trip around town. 
See: George C. Galster, Driving Detroit: The Quest for Respect in Motown, 1st ed, Metropolitan Portraits (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2012). 
6 In linguistics, concepts of ‘frames’ and ‘movement parsing’ address how we discern the break-points within the flow of speech or 
sign, how a stream of aural or visual information is separated into individual elements that make sense as discrete entities. Such 
‘movement parsing’ seems like a helpful analogy for thinking about how Geoff and Christine grasp meaning from this steady, moving 
flow of sensory information. See: Oliver Sacks, Seeing Voices: A Journey into the World of the Deaf by Sacks, Oliver (2012) Paperback (New 
York: Picador, n.d.), 80. 
7 Cultural geographer Derek McCormack notes a similar reversal of moving components in his analyses of early hot air ballooning. 
Noting how, for example, being in a balloon makes the landscape scroll cartographically beneath the basket, “a world that unrolls 
under you.” See: Derek McCormack, “Thinking and Moving with Atmospheric Things,” 2014, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yv_8Bc1AcSw. 
8 John Berger, Ways of Seeing (Magnolia, MA: Peter Smith Pub Inc, 1972). 
9 Visualization is central to imagination, to dreaming. We picture future worlds, we use foresight to predict them. Those who claim 
special abilities in this regard are seers, and visionaries. I asked the planners, for example: “How do you see Detroit in 20 years?” Leticia 
said to Jackson: “I wonder what Detroit’s gonna look like in 100 years.” When we close our eyes to imagine, we are not closing off our 
ability to picture. Rather, we are closing off one source of imagery to give room to another.  We do not close off sight, we just redirect 
it, angle it forwards and upwards, making new images in the darkness. We know, too, that ‘seeing-is-believing’ is a very old cultural 
trait in Western culture (as recorded in the New Testament parable of Doubting Thomas, for example). And Geoff’s desire for visual 
evidence has precedent in the birth of modern, experimental science; the Royal Society was founded as a ‘witnessing’ institution. On 
the relationship between the visual and the imagination, see: Vincent Crapanzano, Imaginative Horizons: An Essay in Literary-Philosophical 
Anthropology (University of Chicago Press, 2010). For witnessing, see: Steven Shapin and Simon Schaffer, Leviathan and the Air-Pump: 
Hobbes, Boyle, and the Experimental Life, Reprint edition (Princeton, N.J: Princeton University Press, 2011). 
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Traditional Residential, Green Residential, and Open Space Transitional land. This was a powerful 

temporal move: the visual perception of the physical present used to construct an abstract future. 

Space, becoming time, becoming space again.10 To understand how this process works, we have to 

look more closely at the planners’ intermediary concepts: stability, and its antonym, blight. These 

concepts are not taught in planning school. They are emic codes, absorbed through the planners’ 

daily craft, learned and honed in place. Together, they dominated Geoff and Christine’s thinking.  

 

 

Ye Blighting Whirlwinds 

 

The term ‘blight’ entered urban planning with Lewis Mumford’s 1938 reference to “ravaged 

landscapes…patches of blight, mile upon mile of standardized slums.”11 Within a decade, Segoe’s 

planners were using the term to justify urban renewal.12 And in 1966, forty-nine years before Geoff’s 

hunt for “pockets of stability,” a City of Detroit report warned that “pockets of blight” were 

developing in the outer neighborhoods.13 

Blight first appeared in the vocabulary of British gardeners and farmers in the early 17th Century, 

but its etymology remains a mystery. Some lexicographers believe it comes from the Old Norse bleht-

r—the root of the Icelandic blettr, meaning stain, spot, or blot. Some link it to the 15th Century 

English verb ‘bliken’, meaning to turn pale. (‘His lippes shulle bliken.’) Some suggest it shares the 

stem of black, bleach, and bleak. While others think it could be onomatopoeic, made from the wind 

																																																								
10 This spatialization of time is the subject of Bergon’s key writing on temporality, who argued against the ease with which we 
represent duration—the essential character of temporality—through the abstractness of space, in ways that undermine our 
understanding of lived time. These ideas heavily influenced Minkowski’s writings on phenomenological time discussed in the 
Conclusions chapter. See, especially: Henri Bergson, “Time and Free Will: The Idea of Duration,” in Key Writings, ed. Keith Ansell-
Pearson and Melissa McMahon (London ; New York: Bloomsbury, 2014), 57–94. 
11 OED, Oxford English Dictionary (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989). 
12 City of Detroit, “Detroit Master Plan: Plans for a Finer City” (Detroit: City Plan Commission, 1951). 
13 City of Detroit, “Detroit: The New City: Summary Report” (Detroit: Department Report and Information Committee, 1966). 
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itself, like blow and blast. By the late 17th Century, blight was defined as “any baleful influence of 

atmospheric or invisible origin, that suddenly blasts, nips, or destroys plants.”14 John Woodward’s 

(1695) A Natural History of the Earth, contains a wonderful example of this usage. Describing ‘mineral 

exhalations’ coming from the ‘cracks and pores of the Earth,’ Woodward argues that the hot sun 

“straitways hurries the Steams up into the Atmosphere,” but at night the Steams become a Fogg 

that:  

 

“blasts vegetables, especially those which are more young and tender, blights Corn and Fruit, and is 

sometimes injurious even to Men who chance to be then abroad in the Fields” (orig. emph.)15 

 

Woodward doesn’t specify whether the blight is the direct, unimpeded effect of the Fogg on the 

crops, or if the Fogg triggers some secondary process that ruins the fruit. But blight’s aerial 

malignancy becomes clearer in the 18th Century, when it also develops a particular geography. A 

dictionary entry tells us: “Some do conjecture, that it is the East Wind of itself that Blights” (1727); 

A Spectator article reads: “The Lady Blast, you must understand, has such a particularly malignity in 

her whisper, that it blights like an easterly wind, and withers every reputation that it breathes upon 

(1712).” And Scottish poet James Beattie pleads to the heavens: “Ye blighting whirlwinds, spare his 

balmy prime (1771).” 16  These examples—winds, whispers, and whirlwinds—act through the air 

itself. Blight seems to operate in the gulf between cause and effect, its basic physics laced with moral 

judgment.  

In 1794, William Blake published London: 

 

																																																								
14 OED, Oxford English Dictionary.  
15 John Woodward, An Essay toward a Natural History of the Earth, and Terrestrial Bodies Especially Minerals, as Also of the Sea, Rivers, and 
Springs, with an  of the Universal Deluge and of the Effects That It Had upon the Earth (London: Ric. Wilkin, 1695), 212–213. 
16 See OED entries for ‘Blight,’ n. and v.  
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…But most thro' midnight streets I hear  

How the youthful Harlots curse  

Blasts the new-born Infants tear  

And blights with plagues the Marriage hearse.  

 

Here, although blast and blight retain their blustery force, wind is no longer the primary agent of 

change. The Harlot’s curse is syphilis. Its transmission, bacterial. (As theologian William Paley writes 

in 1802: “What we call blights, are, oftentimes, legions of animated beings.”) Blake’s poem fuses 

winds and microbes together, highlighting their shared invisibility and playing on their subtle 

differences: one, an indiscriminate, atmospheric calamity, ruining all the gardens and farms; the 

other, a private tragedy, dank and shameful, deeply temporal as a father’s indiscretion passes the 

disease to his wife and child.  

By the 19th Century, blight referred to a wide array of bodily and societal afflictions. Reddish 

pimples on the skin. Facial palsy. A leakage of blood under the eye. “The withering blight of Turkish 

rule.” Even the future itself could be blighted: the “deprivation of rank…which blights so many 

prospects.” (1832) 

It was from this lineage—violent winds, infectious bacteria, loose morals, and bodily 

complaints—that Mumford’s planning metaphor acquired its rhetorical power. 17 

 

From invisible origins, blight became a visual concept. To 18th Century farmers it was “soot or 

smuttiness upon the leaves” (1720). To 20th Century planners it was “dilapidated…run-down 

																																																								
17 Historically, cities have often been seen as pathogenic places, contrasted with the healthy “fresh air” of countryside, mountains and 
coasts. The sort of inhabitants that crowded into modern and pre-modern cities, as well as their physical characteristics—particularly 
their dense and compact slums—were thought to trap the miasmas, bad airs, that spawned cholera, tuberculosis, and plague. See: 
Susan Sontag, Illness as Metaphor and AIDS and Its Metaphors, 1st edition (New York: Picador, 2001). Detroit’s current zoning ordinance, 
for example, still has “the protection of light and air” listed as a goal, an objective unchanged since the first city-wide ordinance of 
1940. 
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structures” (1959).18 On our drives, Geoff and Christine reacted to blight in different ways. Christine 

tended to comment directly on structures’ material conditions and their immediate surroundings. 

Listening to her, one felt partly inside and partly outside the car, as if we were either watching a 

movie or discussing an axonometric drawing of the street. Geoff made these comments too, but he 

often discussed the visual scene purely in terms of the land use typology at hand, as if we were 

already looking down at the city in plan-view. Sometimes, when weighing up a land use distinction, 

this was pragmatic (“This is Green Residential-ish”). Other times, when the landscape was in a state 

of complete ruin, it felt euphemistic, as if the planners’ categories were polite substitutions for blunt 

truths (“This’ll be your Open Space Transitional.”) 

Blight indicated a place where the East Side had decayed or disappeared: a house, block, street, 

or neighborhood unable to keep entropy at bay, where neatness and visual order had been lost 

through disinvestment and destruction. It covered a huge spectrum. On a building, the signs ranged 

from peeling paint, broken guttering, and damaged doors, to missing roofs, complete burns, or a full 

structural collapse. On the street, it included cars up on bricks, vegetation gone wild, cracked roads, 

bent signs, smashed-in streetlights, and any indication, whatsoever, of fire.  

The Inuit famously have many words for snow, with different terms for its patterns and 

gradations. Riding shotgun revealed something similar about blight. It was the umbrella concept, the 

common denominator, rarely used in immediate description, with the two planners instead using a 

range of other terms to discuss it. Decaying areas were “sad,” “pretty bad,” “a mess,” or 

“imploded.” Grassed areas were “vacant,” “desolate,” a “no man’s land.”19 “Hodgepodge” conveyed 

a loss of continuity in form or style. “Bombed out” referred to an entire block, street, or 

																																																								
18 City of Detroit, “Study of Urban Blight and Redevelopment in Detroit” (Detroit: City Plan Commission, 1959). 
19 “Vacancy” and “abandonment” were more complex terms. Though often used interchangeably, “vacancy” typically applied to 
physical structures and parcels, while “abandonment” referred to patterns of human occupation and ownership. A post-demolition 
grassed-over parcel, for example, was always a “vacant lot” and never an “abandoned lot.” Either could be used to refer to an 
individual, unoccupied structure. At the plan-view scale, a vacant or abandoned neighborhood implied a loss of structures, gravitating 
away from assumptions about who was or wasn’t occupying them. 
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neighborhood of burned or collapsed homes. “A whole other level of bombed-out-ness,” indicated 

a higher ratio of structures to grassland. If a neighborhood had “gone” or “died,” it meant residents 

would never return. “Something else” meant a complete lack of normalcy, beyond the realm of 

recognizable urban form or function. “I’ve driven through Flint a few times,” Christine said. “That’s 

something else.” 

 

 

A Castel Standes Stable  

 

Postwar, the City of Detroit’s counterpoint to blight was urban renewal.20 The two concepts were 

inseparable. As bulldozers eradicated one, they prepared the canvas for the other. Now, without the 

confidence and resources of modernism, surrounded by decay, Geoff and Christine had a more 

modest goal. Instead of replacing blight with a dreamscape of concrete and glass, they wanted to 

shore up the areas that blight hadn’t infiltrated, to protect the East Side’s last vestiges of normality—

those “pockets of stability.” ‘Stable’ appeared in English several centuries before blight. It comes 

from the Latin stabilem, combining stāre to stand, with the suffix –ble meaning tending to, or fit to. 

The OED’s first sense of the adjective is thus: “able to remain erect; secure against falling or being 

overthrown.” Sometime before 1325, a Northumbrian poet wrote that a “castel standes stable.”  

In 1947, Segoe’s team described Detroit’s 1940 Zoning Ordinance as “an interim measure 

designed to stabilize industrial use and prevent further scattering.” Overleaf, a map entitled Recent 

Trends in Industrial Development displayed “Growing Areas,” “Declining Areas,” and “Stable Areas.”21 

Stability here is something desirable but sub-optimal, an acceptable mid-point on the road to 

																																																								
20 City of Detroit, “Study of Urban Blight and Redevelopment in Detroit,” 1. 
21 City of Detroit, “Proposed Generalized Land Use Plan: An Explanation of a Basic Plan Designed to Make Detroit a Better Place in 
Which to Live and Work” (Detroit: City Plan Commission, 1947), 52. 
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progress, a pause to buy time, strategy, resources, and political will. The term echoes the medical 

context of a stable patient whose condition, carefully monitored, neither improves nor deteriorates. 

But Geoff and Christine used the term slightly differently, closer to how we speak of stable 

governments, compounds, or isotopes, where stability is an end-state in its own right.  

During a zigzag, hunting for stability, there were two things to determine—the degree of 

stability, and the size of the pocket. Pocket size, as we saw above, and in 2. Copy and Paste, was 

important because of the Master Plan’s intended function. Its collage had to be sufficiently fine-

grained to acknowledge pockets where they might otherwise get overlooked, but it couldn’t be too 

fine-grained, as this would undermine the Department’s own flexibility in making land use decisions. 

Whenever they encountered stability, the planners thus concentrated on its “footprint,” debating 

whether it was “too small to call out.” Establishing the degree of stability followed a similar visual 

approach to evaluating blight. The only difference was that the term stability was regularly spoken 

alongside its subsidiary terms, whereas blight was typically attributed and evaluated by proxy.22  

The ultimate arbiter of stability was housing. Density was crucial. Within the footprint, there first 

had to be a sufficient clustering of homes, irrespective of their quality. No home standing alone, 

even a mansion, would be described as “stable.” Besides pockets of stability, the planners also spoke 

of “pockets of density,” “a nice pocket of residents,” and “a good enough pocket of homes.” 

Condition, though, was crucial. Approaching a potential pocket, the planners would note “a very 

intact block,” “pretty stable stuff,” with houses that were “in better shape” or “not in bad shape.” 

They were looking for evidence of structural integrity, habitation, maintenance, and the upkeep of 

yards. (As Tony put it: “Whenever you see leaf bags, that’s a good sign.”) 

																																																								
22 Stability thus referred to a class of objects, a visual grouping or clustering. It was the collective term for those houses, trees, road 
surfaces, streetlamps, vehicles that correspond to the image of ‘normal’ America. Such words, linguists remind us, “do not refer to a 
single object but to a group or class of objects. Each word is therefore already a generalization. Generalization is a verbal act of 
thought and reflects reality in quite another way than sensation and perception reflect it.” Vygotsky, in: Sacks, Seeing Voices, 39–40. 
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Although the planners gladly labeled Detroit’s cheaper housing as stable if it fulfilled these 

criteria, they were often drawn towards clusters of historic homes or new-build infill. Older “gems,” 

“high-brow real estate,” and “fancy-pants houses,” for example, indicated that homeowners had 

sufficient resources for maintenance. And the build quality of such homes—brick, granite, cut-stone, 

alabaster—conveyed a sense of permanence and longevity. This longevity directly contrasted with 

“pre-fab,” “ticky-tacky” homes “thrown up in the ‘60s” which, irrespective of homeowners’ efforts 

and resources, were considered to be reaching the end of their physical lifespan, and were most 

susceptible to decay. Sometimes the older homes were on tree-lined streets, which always made a 

strong first impression on the planners: “Hang on, I’m gonna see what all these trees are;” or “They 

should save this street just for the trees!” For infill, stability positively correlated with size, build 

quality, and particularly recent construction: “I just saw some newer houses, so it might be a 

pocket,” Geoff said. Elsewhere they remarked on a pocket of new, “big-ass brick homes.”  

For the planners, stability existed on a continuum. Comparisons in degrees of stability were 

often implicit in the term’s qualifiers. Particular blocks were “very stable” and “more stable.” We 

drove certain streets so that Geoff could see “how stable” they were. On a few occasions, they made 

explicit comparisons between areas: “This is almost as stable as Mack;” or “The other side of 

Chalmers looks like it’s more intact again;” and “Canton doesn’t even have that stability.” The most 

desirable end of this spectrum was an asymptote—no area could ever be perfectly stable. The other 

end was blight. This dynamic is interesting in the context of stability’s wider usage. When the ‘castel 

standes stable,’ for example, stability is a discrete state. The castle is “erect, secure against falling or 

being overthrown.” It is standing as opposed to falling. Its walls either hold, or they give. There is 

some threshold of stability at play, some critical moment that tips the future one way or another. A 

basic complementary antonym—stable : unstable—dominates our thinking. This same dynamic is 
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reflected in the planners’ geographical thinking, where pockets, boundaries, and lines mark out 

miniature territories to be defended against the forces of blight.  

The fate of the stable patient, like the planners’ pockets, also exists on a continuum. But her 

stability is not something desirable, as with the castle or a pocket. It is a moment of limbo or 

purgatory, only meaningful in terms of an improving or worsening condition. As time proceeds, the 

patient cannot become ‘more’ or ‘less’ stable—these terms would be replaced by specialized 

prognoses. Stability is just a fulcrum that her fate spins around. 23 It is the mid-point of a gradable 

antonym—health : sickness. This is exactly what we see in Segoe’s references to the Zoning 

Ordinance and Detroit’s wartime industrial footprint, where stability is the fulcrum between growth 

and decline. Remaining stable into the future—the patient in a coma, Detroit’s promethean industry 

barely contained—is not the outcome we want. We hope instead that medical care and planning 

expertise will move things along the continuum towards full health and land use rationality. For 

Segoe, stability was something to improve upon. For Geoff and Christine it was something to work 

towards. As the prospect of future growth disappeared in Detroit, stability shifted from a mid-point 

to an end-point on the city’s land use spectrum, moving from something positive to something 

normative.  

 Geoff and Christine were reflective about hunting for stability in this way. They knew an 

opportunity cost came with how far the visual world dominated their thinking. “We’re basically 

doing a windshield survey going: ‘Eh, it looks good to me,’” Geoff said. The Department’s 

economic analyses of neighborhood strength were discontinued when the bankruptcy ended the 

																																																								
23 In the planners’ theory of urban change, ‘stablity’ existed in dynamic equilibrium—the product of the opposing forces of blight and 
investment—and thus though it visually appeared as a ‘still’ phenomenon, they were clearly sensitive to these dymamic undercurrents 
that could not be seen, but only inferred. Interestingly, the novelist Anthony Doerr gets at this sense of the hidden undercurrents of 
stability in a passage about a medical patient: “In the operating room, one floor up, nurses pulled off gloves, stuffed smocks into 
hampers. Monitors pulsed, and Herman’s eyes were sealed: stabilized, they called it. Stabilized to them, perhaps, but Winkler guessed 
that Herman was moving fast, the room like a train car hauling him through his dreams, through the ten thousand dead-tired hours at 
the bank, all the possible futures in which he and Sandy had children and raised them and ushered them into the world.” Anthony 
Doerr, About Grace: A Novel, Reprint edition (Scribner, 2015), 387. 
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consultants’ work. “We saw the foreclosure numbers,” Geoff said. “It looked stable, and then when 

you look at the numbers underneath it was like—Shit, everybody’s getting foreclosed on.” Christine 

clarified. “Even if we think its stable, it’s not…it’s a Detroit definition.”24 On the other hand, these 

drives cost nothing but time. They offered an efficient reality check on the different land use 

arguments put forward in the DFC and CDAD plans. The planners were wary of the metrics used 

by some non-profit groups to categorize the city, unconvinced that such “narrow measures” could 

capture the changing landscape that they could sense. Watching Geoff and Christine in the car, this 

was clear. Their tacit knowledge—honed and deepened on these drives, and drawing on a lifetime’s 

experience—was far more extensive, far more sensitive to the landscape’s temporal dynamics, than 

any well-meaning volunteer with a clipboard could hope to match. Between them, Geoff and 

Christine had zig-zagged around Detroit for almost 40 years. 

 

 

4.3 STICHES IN TIME  

 

Progress to Providence  

 

Geoff and Christine’s visual perspective was led by their task at hand. Their attention was directed to 

features and conditions in the landscape that held some implication for the accuracy and 

appropriateness of their draft land use map. Two concepts—blight and stability—framed the drives, 

collecting and sorting all these visual data. Blight and stability represent different ends of a 

continuum. The most stable parts of the East Side were “called out” by the planners as “pockets of 

																																																								
24 Another of the Department’s planners once echoed Christine’s statement that stability means something different in Detroit to 
other cities. Driving down a residential street in Northeast Detroit, he said: “It’s stable in the sense that there’s buildings there…but it’s 
relative; it’s all within the context of Detroit.” Another concurred. “Hell, in Ann Arbor all this would have been knocked down. It 
wouldn’t exist.” 



	 179 

stability.” The least stable, the most blighted, were either “bombed-out” tracts of burned and 

collapsed homes, or they were “vacant”—seas of grassland where these old homes, or “shells,” had 

already been demolished. But the planners’ formal land use typology didn’t mention blight or 

stability. Instead, it provided three alternative categories for Detroit’s residential land use future: 

Traditional Residential (TR), Green Residential (GR), and Open Space Transitional (OST). These 

formal categories acquired meaning through their superimposition onto the stability-blight 

continuum. A Traditional Residential area epitomized stability. An Open Space Transitional area 

epitomized severe blight and/or vacancy. Green Residential occupied the complicated middle-

ground between the two. Most of the planners’ discussions thus occurred at the break-points 

between TR and GR, and GR and OST. This was the land of 10mph crawls, ponderings, 

suggestions, errs, neck-craning, revisions, U-turns, and occasional disagreements. 

How can we understand the temporality of all this? How did the planners’ visual judgments 

about present stability and blight support a land use vision for the future, one that included terms 

like Open Space Transitional with no contemporary equivalent? How did the present spatial world 

become dynamic through these concepts, only to end up fixed once again in the future lines and tiles 

of the two-dimensional maps? Christine’s remark at the end of 2. Copy and Paste is worth recalling: 

“The Master Plan is a template for future development and the present too.” This sentiment is also 

expressed in land use planning textbooks, where master plans present “a ‘big picture’ look at the 

community today, and [articulate] goals for the future.” 25 These quotes convey the Master Plan’s 

dual capacity to describe and prescribe. At face value, this makes its temporality seem 

straightforward. The planners describe present land use using a series of lines and labels. These lines 

and labels are already infused with a set of prescriptive and normative characteristics considered 

																																																								
25 Here Christine paraphrases the dual temporal sentiment in a line in Nolan and Salkin, with master plans “presenting a ‘big picture’ 
look at the community today, and articulating goals for the future.” (Land use in a Nutshell p. 54)  
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appropriate for the land’s evolution. Finally, the Master Plan’s political authority is presumed to ‘fix’ 

or ‘lock-in’ the pattern as time unfolds, enveloping the emergent future inside it.  

But this only works if the Master Plan has power. Segoe’s vision of Communities and 

Neighborhoods could follow this model because his entire career had mapped onto the early 

prestige of master-planning. His drawings took Detroit’s existing residential areas, formalized their 

interpretation via a novel typology, and then implied that the City of Detroit’s supreme authority 

over public and private land use decisions—manifested in the 1951 Detroit Master Plan and a 

revised Zoning Ordinance—would hold the future in check. Seventy years later, we find Geoff and 

Christine working in extraordinarily different circumstances. The Department is still obliged by the 

City Charter to update the Master Plan, but the planners’ resources, colleagues, and political 

champions have disappeared. The Master Plan has very little power, or “teeth” as they put it.26 

Fundamentally, this reshapes their engagement with the future. The Master Plan’s temporality is no 

longer so straightforward, no longer guaranteed by drawing the right lines in the right places. Agency 

now lies with the dynamic forces of stability and blight; they are the armies and insurgencies that will 

determine Detroit’s future. 

In the 1940s the Detroit Master Plan captured Segoe’s planners’ faith in progress, internalizing 

the future as a resource at their disposal. In 1. The Master Plan we saw bold articulations of a 

wonderful, harmonious, small-town-in-the-big-city future, underpinned by a modern faith in reason, 

standardization, and control. In 2. Copy and Paste and Riding Shotgun, all this confidence has gone. We 

see a team of planners at the mercy of the future. There is a self-consciousness in Geoff and 

																																																								
26 Whatever influence the Master Plan might have, Geoff explained, wasn’t embodied in the document itself. Rather, it all came down 
to leadership. If the Administration saw value in the Plan, it would have “teeth.” If they didn’t, it would not (cf. the discussion of 
Bernard’s work in 1. The Master Plan.) The problem with ‘teeth,’ Geoff said, was that they “cut both ways.” If the City wanted to 
tightly control development, a strong, well-supported Master Plan had influence. Yet this would simultaneously constrain the City’s 
own fast-moving, flexible development agenda (cf. the Administrations support for the Park Avenue’s demolition in 3. Eleventh Hour). 
“We play a game,” Geoff explained, “We want the Master Plan to have teeth, we want to go deep enough, but we don’t want to tie up 
everything, because then we’re not given that flexibility.”  
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Christine’s work, a sensitivity to its limitations.27 For Christine this had set into resignation. For 

Geoff, the planners’ one remaining task was to protect and nurture the last vestiges of neighborhood 

stability that remained. Detroit’s decline makes it difficult to interpret the planners’ work through 

master-planning’s original lens of progress. Instead, we ought to appreciate the planners’ wariness 

and precaution, and how they related to the future as something external and providential.28 

On our final drive, Geoff wanted to show me an area that had been re-platted, a place where 

ninety homes had been demolished, property lines redrawn, and the ground staked out for fresh 

development. His description of it, “acres and acres of splits,” was accurate. Grassland stretched in 

all directions, covered in white sticks. There were new-looking sidewalks and water hookups 

standing proud from the grass. Only a quarter of the project’s 400 proposed homes were ever built, 

and most of those stood empty. The homes had halved in value since the recession, Christine said. 

The original owners weren’t just underwater, they were “under the ocean.” Geoff agreed. They were 

“submerged.” A few of the homes had been abandoned during their construction, and their green 

Tyvek wrapping flapped in the breeze. Christine pointed at one. “Put it in your dissertation,” she 

said. “The implosion of Detroit.” The project was Jefferson Village—the one that Bernard, years 

before, had amended the Master Plan to permit. 

 

 

 

																																																								
27 Partly, I think, this self-consciousness stems from what Abram identifies as the proportional temporal and spatial scale of strategic 
plans. In other words: the greater the geographical reach of a plan, typically the longer its future timeframe. Since Segoe’s first plan, 
the scale of Detroit’s geography has not changed, and neither has the Master Plan’s general long-range mission. The difference now, 
with Geoff and Christine, is that the gulf between their present actions and the plan’s future end-state carries no agency or 
influence—whereas Segoe’s team presumed it to be full with the workings and causal mechanisms of their plan’s recommendations. 
See: Simone Abram, “The Time It Takes: Temporalities of Planning,” Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute 20, no. S1 (2014): 133. 
28 “In the commencement it is easy to cure, and difficult to understand,” Machiavelli once wrote of tuberculosis. “But when it has 
neither been discovered in due time, nor treated upon a proper principle, it becomes easy to understand, and difficult to cure. The 
same thing happens in state affairs.” We see something similar, perhaps, with the planners’ relationship to blight, where there is a 
similar inverse relationship between understanding the phenomenon and the prospect of a cure. Sontag, Illness as Metaphor and AIDS 
and Its Metaphors, 78. 
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Anchorage 

 

Geoff and Christine’s sense of Detroit’s land use future is inseparable from their experience as long-

time Detroit residents. Our drives on the East Side—where both planners were deeply absorbed in a 

specific task—revealed how this experience gets articulated and professionalized. We are dealing 

here with what STS scholars call ‘folk theories,’ ways of understanding, explaining, and justifying 

actions that stand outside of formal models of investigation and analysis. Folk theories emerge 

through pattern recognition and actors’ reflections, but are rarely checked for accuracy or 

completeness, enjoying widespread acceptance within particular communities of practice. Though 

conservative in character, they are often marked by an orientation toward future action.29 

A folk theory of ‘anchorage,’ derived from the planners’ temporal understandings of stability, 

was particularly prominent during our drives. The planners used this concept to both explain the 

landscape’s independent temporal dynamics, and to justify their own land use decisions in light of 

these. Anchorage emerged as a subset of the planners’ concern for adjacency and proximity. It 

referred to the sphere of influence that some durable or resilient landscape feature had on its 

surroundings, and the sense of spatial responsibility that resulted.30 One sort of anchor was nodal, a 

landmark that “makes an area special,” giving it definition or identity. This could be a strong pocket 

of residential stability; a run of historic homes; a functioning institution like a school, library, or 

church; a prominent historic structure, such as a theater, exhibiting fine craftsmanship; or a vibrant 

commercial strip. Even the energy and resilience of a small bakery run by a local monastic order was 

interpreted as a significant anchor, human endurance framed in physical terms. Anchors could also 

be linear, immovable or immaterial features. In the same way that the permanence of Detroit’s 

																																																								
29 Arie Rip, “Folk Theories of Nanotechnologists,” Science as Culture 15, no. 4 (December 1, 2006): 349–65 
30 There is a similiar sense of anchorage in the way high modernist architecture used monunmentality to radiate upon and attempt to 
uplift their surroundings. James Holston, The Modernist City: An Anthropological Critique of Brasília (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1989), 52–53.  
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railroad network anchored Segoe’s early industrial land use pattern, the city’s borders, roads, canals, 

and the River were seen as anchors. Because their existence remained independent of Detroit’s flux, 

they acquired a valuable trait of timelessness, a stability in the isotopic sense, an inability to decay.31 

All these anchors functioned like load-bearing walls in a renovation project. Similar to the stable 

castle, anchors were defiant, free-standing entities, offering a secure foundation or toe-hold for the 

rejuvenation of their surroundings.32 Sometimes this was evident in the planners’ general desire to 

shepherd disparate activities towards them and consolidate their strength. We see this in Geoff’s 

comment above: “push everything closer to Jefferson” or, later: “Bump out some of this 

stuff…bring it towards Vernor.” Anchorage was also significant in relation to potential infill 

development. For example, the planners discussed “extending the Boulevard’s land use out a bit” to 

“infill from it.” And, driving Detroit’s far eastern borders, they noted “it might be worth doing infill 

down here…it’s closer to Jefferson and you get some leverage from the Grosse Pointes [that] goes 

deep but doesn’t go high” (i.e. westward not northward).” Closer to the water, and some historic 

properties, Geoff mused aloud about a TR/GR decision: “If anything, you don’t want to sell side 

lots here, but put in more infill housing, because you’re going closer and closer to the River, and 

you’ve got some gems like this that some TLC could save.” The planners also noted some “pretty 

good anchors” in the commercial areas around Chalmers. 

Anchoring suggested a rootedness, a groundedness in place. Anchors would have a spatial 

sphere of influence, and could help their surroundings improve, but as features themselves they 

remained fixed, like islands and causeways in a great blighting sea. The planners’ cognitive map of 

stability, translated into the actual maps on the clipboard, took its temporal scale partly from such 

anchorage. If the act of flattening the 3D world onto the 2D map was reductive, stability’s anchoring 
																																																								
31 A similar philosophy of catalytic anchorage is evident in the economic development predictions for Detroit’s new Qline streetcar 
line. See: Kate Lowe and Joe Grengs, “Private Donations for Public Transit: The Equity Implications of Detroit’s Public–Private 
Streetcar,” Journal of Planning Education and Research, March 13, 2018, 8. 
32 This is the sort of meta-folk theory of anchorage, of building from Detroit’s ‘strongest’ neighborhoods—like Midtown and 
Southwest—that Dwayne pushes back against in his oral history interview. 
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properties conveyed a fourth dimension, reanimating the flattened world with duration. This is 

interesting in an STS context, where some scholars have argued that such depictions—fixing, 

pinning, locking, stilling, and capturing a changing world—are themselves ‘stabilized products.’33 

Geoff and Christine’s folk theory of anchorage set their basic spatial framework for the East 

Side. Around those stable islands and causeways—alongside Detroit’s borders, beside its main roads, 

next to its waterfront, near its landmarks and pockets—they saw zones of potential. Territorial 

waters where safe harbor could be found. In TR areas, such land could be acquired by private 

developers to support infill. And in GR areas, the City would demolish abandoned homes and 

transfer parcel ownership to adjacent homeowners. Illustrating stability’s shift from a positive to a 

normative concept, the planners’ hope was that these zones of potential might therefore be 

“stabilized,” to recover a lost equilibrium in some new form. Outside these areas, in the vast tracts 

of vacant and “bombed-out” OST land, the planners expected the City to acquire or retain 

ownership, amassing or banking contiguous parcels, before reallocating these, via lease or sale, for 

large-scale agricultural, horticultural or infrastructural use. (This is almost identical to Segoe’s 

reallocation of residential land in the widening of Detroit’s industrial belts). This was the planners’ 

core theory of change, the basic frame they used to justify their land use typology and its 

implications. 

 

 

Contagion 

 

Throughout our drives, this strategic ethos was tempered by the planners’ awareness that blight and 

vacancy exhibited their own spatial and temporal agency, a non-linear, chaotic force that threatened 

																																																								
33 Gordon Fyfe and John Law, “Introduction: On the Invisibility of the Visual,” The Sociological Review 35 (May 1, 1987): 1. 
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stability at every turn. This was a folk theory of contagion. It has a long history in Detroit. For as 

long as the city’s physical decline has been evident, its complex causes, patterns, movements, and 

effects have been interpreted through a metaphor of infection. The first sentence of a 1959 City of 

Detroit report Study of Urban Blight and Redevelopment reads: “Urban blight has spread like a disease.”34 

And the preamble to the 2014 Detroit Blight Removal Taskforce Plan describes how: “the malignant 

disease of blight…sucks the soul out of anyone who gets near it.”35 Geoff and Christine thus 

constantly mused upon, hedged, and qualified their strategic thinking, mindful that Detroit’s 

landscape would largely evolve through forces beyond their control. 

Although I’d grown accustomed to Detroit’s physical landscape over previous months, I was 

still awestruck when we drove through the most extreme areas of vacancy and blight. The planners 

hardly remarked on them. Instead, they concerned themselves with edges, borders, and boundaries, 

the places where blight abutted and threatened stability. These could be ‘hard’ boundaries, like a 

major road, or ‘soft’ boundaries, like the meeting of land uses they’d created themselves, which 

might “bleed,” “peter,” or “fade” into each other. The critical, contagious places were those where 

one land use could suddenly “trip,” “tip,” or “flip,” and become another. Like anchorage, contagion 

brought the planners back from the three-dimensional street and returned them to the two-

dimensional map.36 This map had now been taken into the city, examined, pulled apart, injected with 

evidence and confidence, erased and redrawn. The final collage was a colored patchwork of “areas,” 

“spaces,” “nodes,” “hubs,” “corridors,” “pockets,” “groupings,” “strips,” “slivers,” “footprints,” 

“streaks,” “triangles,” and “stretches.” It slowly became clearer—through their close attention to 

stability and blight, to the dynamism of anchorage and contagion—that this map captured time as 

well as space. Time was locked into the stasis, slippage, and potential movement of these shapes, 
																																																								
34 City of Detroit, “Study of Urban Blight and Redevelopment in Detroit,” 1. 
35 Detroit Blight Removal Task Force, “Every Neighborhood Has a Future...and It Doesn’t Include Blight” (Detroit: Rock Ventures, 
2014), 'Message from the Chairs.’ 
36 As Geoff once remarked appreciatively of some maps created by the organization Motor City Mapping: “[They] reflected what I 
saw in the field, except in two dimensions.” 
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their passage through and past each other. Each line of Geoff’s pen, each of Selam’s vectors, was a 

statement about what was likely, what was preferable, or how fast or slow a change might come.  

In their concern for contagion, the planners zeroed in on juxtapositions: a street missing homes 

on one side, a pristine lawn surrounded by jungle, painted eaves in a canyon of burned homes. True 

to blight’s origins—those early farmers’ deepest concerns about invisible and unpredictable decay—

uncertainty was still here. Blight could move down streets, but it could also leap over them. The 

“whole thing with the city,” Christine said, was that the blight and decay were always waiting, 

looming, at the edge of each stable and well-ordered block.37 Driving down a street, for example, she 

might narrate a stretch of housing where well-maintained homes and abandoned homes 

intermingled: “Nice. Nice. Bombed-out. Nice. Nice. Nice…Oh, Bombed-out.”38 Or she would point 

out a particularly abrupt transition between a stable neighborhood and a heavily-blighted one: “You 

go one block—boom. Boston-Edison—then boom. Nothing.” The planners tended to explain these 

abrupt transitions in terms of residents’ changing fortunes. Geoff, for example, clarified the moment 

when a stable pocket might suddenly go under: “It just speaks to old neighbors, watching out, 

hanging out for each other,” he said. “[But if] you’ve got a bad neighbor on the edge of that 

grouping, and he’s the one that bails on everybody…” [trails off]. The planners’ entire relationship 

to the city was rooted in this flux. Planning as custodianship, which might govern the profession in 

quieter towns, was unknown. Whenever I asked a question: “How much would this house be 

worth?” or “What would the taxes be here?” Christine would instantly reply: “Now?” Time was 

always the first caveat, the immediate thing to clarify in any answer or opinion.39  

																																																								
37 The planners often categorized different neighborhoods according to their former condition, or a moment when their depopulation 
or decay hit some perceived historical tipping point, e.g.: “This wasn’t a bad area to live in. It probably started to hit the skids, I’d say, 
in the 1970s.” 
38 Driving on the West Side, Tony remarked similarly: “This is a pretty dense neighborhood. I’m surprised more homes aren’t 
significantly blighted, you know? It’s a fairly stable neighborhood. Again, a number of homes with manicured lawn— Oh, there’s one, 
yep.” 
39 Once, Christine drove me into Grosse Pointe to show me her old house. She spoke as if the inner suburb was a time capsule for the 
East Side. “And we’re in GP riiiiight now,” she said, as we crossed the border. “This is what [Detroit] looked like. Isn’t that 
something? Look at that! In good shape…a new porch… the whole East Side looked like this: working class, but the streets are clean 
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 The new Master Plan was a summary of present conditions, a set of hints about how these 

conditions might change, a steer towards what the future ought to be, and a rendering of some 

future physical arrangement of the land. It folded all these roles within itself, implying, rather than 

announcing, what is to come. Like advertising, it works to persuade, but—somewhere between the 

poles of art and science, between subjectivity and objectivity—it persuades without any quick-

handedness, as if it were unaware or indifferent to its own layers and complexities.40 Segoe’s team of 

planners had set its original parameters, devising the checkerboard and writing down the rules. Now 

Geoff and Christine had to distill the visual world into a handful of fixed, pre-given categories. It 

had to be labeled, denoted, called out, sliced and diced.41 The landscape had to be translated into 

something that could be read and communicated between and beyond themselves. There was no 

possibility to suggest futures outside of the land use typology, nor was there an option to remain 

ambivalent or inconclusive about a given area. The map couldn’t have holes.  

Geoff and Christine were locked into this professional culture, this ‘way of seeing’ the 

landscape.42 The horizontal plane was still the natural home for the planners’ analysis. Burned out 

homes, with all their dimensions and histories, became blight. And, through a folk theory of 

contagion, this acquired its own two-dimensional shape and momentum, as if blight was now being 

reapplied to the city it had emerged from, an effect looping back on itself to become cause. Detroit’s 

																																																																																																																																																																																			
and everything’s still there.” The boundary between the two cities, as she said on multiple occasions, was “night and day.” To stress 
the quality of the GP neighborhood, she said “it hasn’t changed.” She pointed to a man walking his dog, in contrast to the stray ones 
we’d seen in Detroit a day or so prior. 
40 Segoe’s 1951 Detroit Master Plan was a deliberately persuasive document, full of strategic timeframes and powerful causal rhetoric. By 
contrast, revising the latest Master Plan didn’t hold Geoff and Christine to any timeframes or critical paths. There was no ‘strategic’ 
obligation in the temporal sense of ‘plan of action’, simply just a free-floating, two-dimensional snapshot of an unspecified ‘future-
present.’ Barbara Adam and Chris Groves, Future Matters: Action, Knowledge, Ethics, Supplements to The Study of Time, v. 3 (Leiden ; 
Boston: Brill, 2007). 
41 Planning is a profession steeped in lines and decisions about where to draw them. Deciding upon lines’ placement and magnitude 
are simultaneously constructive and reductive. Lines slice across fields, making binaries, opposites, us and them, in and out. We 
tolerate this reductionism because lines create meaning and value in planning tasks: flattening and simplifying the world to make it 
malleable and governable. It is important, however, to be mindful of how those who produce such lines are likely to either remain 
insulated from their consequences, or may benefit from them. There is something implicit in the act of drawing a line that seems to 
never expose the scribe to its negative implications. See, on this idea: James C Scott, Seeing like a State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the 
Human Condition Have Failed (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998). Richard Rothstein, The Color of Law: A Forgotten History of How 
Our Government Segregated America, 1 edition (New York ; London: Liveright, 2017). 
42 Denis E. Cosgrove, Social Formation and Symbolic Landscape, Croom Helm Historical Geography Series (London: Croom Helm, 1984). 
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decay became a progression over a flat topography, like a weather forecast or time-lapse bacteria in a 

petri dish. 43 

 

 

CONCLUSIONS  

 

This chapter has tried to understand the relationship between the planners’ “sitting-in-the-office” 

land use, and the realities of Detroit’s physical landscape. It has explored how the planners moved 

around the city, what they looked at, how their visual perception translated into concepts, and how 

these concepts animated the land use map with a sense of time and change. This close ethnographic 

observation yields telling insights into both the planners’ implicit theories of urban change and 

theories of urban planning. In 2. Copy and Paste, we saw dialogue between the planners. But this was 

office-based, steered by pieces of paper, obligations, memories, and deadlines. In 3. Eleventh Hour, 

we saw a series of monologues, forced through the prism of the hearing, slipping past each other. In 

4. Riding Shotgun—although dark at times—we find some quieter, more deliberative actions and 

reflections. Despite the typological limitations that the Master Plan imposed upon the planners’ 

concepts and decisions, and the marked absence, at this phase of their master-planning process, of 

questions concerning residents’ lived experience and desires for the future (cf. Tony’s oral history), 

we nevertheless see evidence of the richness of the planners’ professional experience and concern 

for their craft. 

The chapter shows us something important about language, too. The planners’ concepts and 

phrases defined and categorized the city, gave shape and meaning to their analyses, and revealed the 

																																																								
43 Interpreted through the lens of blight, homes and structures lost their individuality; they became a homogenous mass, 
indecipherable and indistinct from one another in any meaningful way. This was categorically not true of Detroit’s large, institutional, 
industrial, and commercial ruins that dotted the city. These often became more iconic and appreciated in their physical collapse and 
decay. 
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spirit behind their official suggestions and actions. One gets the sense that much of the planners’ 

language and metaphor evolved with Detroit’s decline. If American planning exhibits a “deep 

grammar” of zoning, master-planning, preservation, and the rest, Riding Shotgun shows how 

planning’s “surface grammar” operates—local rules and understanding shaped by immediate 

context, emerging through a collision of professional training and exceptional circumstances.44 The 

tone and inflections of the planners’ communication was calibrated to this context, and words that 

sound melodramatic on paper—“bombed-out” or “gone”—were spoken quietly, softly, without the 

relish we might imagine.  

Stability and blight were crucial concepts. Where stability was once a pass-through on the road 

to progress, it has become a goal in its own right. Through anchorage, it was expected to improve its 

surroundings. Blight retained many of its 17th century overtones, as well as its mid 20th Century 

connotations of red-lining and urban renewal. The ethical and moral implications of the metaphor 

could be discussed at length. Blight is presented as a public scourge that emanates from certain 

places. Though it is atmospheric and free-floating, there is a clear correlation between its prevalence 

and judgments about those living amongst it. Just as the plague was seen as a ‘moral pollution’, the 

assumption is that failing to upkeep a home, or letting a yard go to seed, leaves one morally culpable 

for the public scourge, or external costs, that result.45 

To debate this issue in the context of Riding Shotgun, however, seems callous. This was a rare 

opportunity to watch and listen to Geoff and Christine’s practice, and to understand the 

phenomenology of their craft. Throughout the months of research, this was one of the times I’d felt 

closest to the planners. I’d been shown a window into what gave them satisfaction in the 

Department, a chance to closely observe aspects of their practice that I’d only seen hints of in the 

office—Geoff’s sincere attention to detail and Christine’s remarkable spatial awareness and love of 

																																																								
44 Chomsky, N. in: Sacks, Seeing Voices, 91. 
45 Sontag, Illness as Metaphor and AIDS and Its Metaphors, 72. 
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architecture. In 2. Copy and Paste and 3. Eleventh Hour, the planners were responding to other actors’ 

imaginations and strategies; Riding Shotgun didn’t replace these obligations, but it momentarily 

displaced them. The planners had an opportunity to exercise their creativity, to explore, to play, to 

ponder, to let their minds run a little.  

The most striking conclusion, of course, is the strong constrast between Geoff and Christine’s 

tentative, trepadatious sense of the future and the confident, progressive futurity of Segoe’s original 

master-planning endeavor discussed in 1. The Master Plan. Partly this is because we’re following 

Geoff and Christine ‘behind the scenes’ in the messy realities of a work-in-progress, whereas our 

analysis of Segoe’s futurity draws exclusively upon the published plan in the archives. Nevertheless, 

the differences in futurity remain stark. Unlike the desirable end-states, strategic remarks, and the 

postwar planners’ clear sense of agency and influence, Detroit’s future felt from of Geoff and 

Christine’s hands. Driving around the city, their planning work was less about advancing towards a 

designed future and more about staving off the worst possibilities of future that seemed impending 

and uncertain. 
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“THE PATH I’VE TAKEN” 
 

(Jackson B.) 
 

 

Will we have access to your dissertation? I could save that to my computer. In talking with you I 

have learned so much. The wonderment in me is how come I didn’t know these things. My 

expectation was that somewhere in my history I should have been exposed to it. Chinatown shocked 

me. The fact that it was condemned and torn down hit me like a brick. I had to do some soul-

searching, because I knew about Black Bottom, but I don’t know anything other than the name of it 

and that it was torn down for a freeway. What shocked me is that my feeling about Chinatown being 

torn down was much more extreme than Black Bottom. I think it comes from my experience in 

America. I could understand why American society would take down or eliminate something dealing 

with my race. It’s more understandable than for another race. Do you understand what I’m saying? 

Given what was going on in America at that time, I can understand why they would tear down a 

black community. It hurts to hear that another people were subjected to the same kind of thing.  

I’m thinking it was torn down for the Lodge Expressway, which I have used all my life. It serves 

me well. Even today the way I leave downtown is Lodge to Fisher going west and then I-696 to I-

94. My wife don’t understand it [laughs tenderly]. She always takes the Lodge to 94. That’s not the best 

way to do it. I’ve taught my son how to do it. Inside it hurts to hear that something I’m benefitting 

from, someone else paid a cost for. So guess what? You’ve given me something else to research, 

something else to look into. While it does not change anything, it does provide me some knowledge 



	 192 

of the community that I grew up in and—despite the bankruptcy and the effect of the bankruptcy 

on me personally—I still love this city. 

I am scared of this city, especially in the black communities. Because we don’t have any way of 

speaking to the young men in our cities, to let them know that this isn’t how society was meant to 

work. These young men are my family. I have young men in my family, of their age, that are without 

resources, and with very little hope of gaining from a very rich and diverse society. The doors are 

shut to them. And while I have a sense of why it is shut to them, and I find that very wrong, I don’t 

see them helping themselves in any way to open those doors.  

I have a young man that came into my life because of my son. A big burly guy that was on the 

high school football team. He got outside Detroit and kinda understood what laid outside of 

Detroit. He got a job at Ford and was doing good. Then he got a gun permit. That saddened me. He 

was boastful about it. He would bring it over to the house. This one time he took it out and laid it 

on the counter in my house. I didn’t object to it, but it bothered me. I don’t like guns. I had a rifle 

once and I managed to shoot myself in the leg [hysterical laughter]. I was young and you could buy 

them at Ward’s department store. I bought a little 0.22 rifle and I was down in the basement and it 

went off and ricochets and hit me in the leg. Plus it put a hole in Mom’s stand-up freezer. That was 

the extent of me and guns. I tried to get one later in life when I was threatened, but a friend duped 

me. She took the money and never bought the gun. Which was a good thing. 

But he put the gun on the counter. He was absent minded, and it was pointed towards my wife. 

And I’m thinking ‘if that damn gun had went off.’ And he loves my wife. You have to be 

responsible, and the most responsible thing for him was to never have it. He went out partying with 

some friends. Now he has a felony. He can’t get a job.  
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I will always give Detroiters the respect that they are due. Regardless of who they were or what they 

look like. Across the board. And that’s where my pride and service to the City of Detroit has 

resonated. In moving to Planning, I brought that with me. I always try to give them the best 

information I can. What I would hate to do, is to run a little old lady, that’s barely able to walk, 

around Detroit when I can either service her, or find out where she needs to go to get whatever she 

needs. I always get people coming to the desk saying ‘I’ve been to this office, and I’ve been to that 

office, and they can’t help me.’ And that hurts. That hurts me personally because of my own 

experience. So while I don’t, in my eyes, have a big part in Planning, I am cognizant of the fact that I 

help those that do do the planning. I try to have a personal relationship with them, and help them 

with whatever they need. It’s more of a support role. 

The injury was from getting jumped on the bus.1 That was 1988. I was off for five years. I went 

back to the Transportation Department under a favored work position. That means I can no longer 

do the job that I was hired to do, but they found me a job that I could do, and that was to sit out in 

my car and count buses. While in that position I understood one thing: Rather than let another 

individual sit at home, like I did, and receive no income while they’re in dispute with the City of 

Detroit, I sought to move from that position and find something else to do, so hopefully somebody 

else could come into that position. 

They sent me downtown to Human Resources to pass out applications for bus drivers. I had 

some sales background in my earlier career, and I was able to use my customer service background 

to impress the director of HR. He brought me in to man their application counter. Fellow 

employees would come to me and find out what jobs were available, and what positions they could 

move up in. I came to realize that some people were relegated to not moving up. The requirements 

were beyond what they had, or could achieve. And many of them felt like they were being held 

																																																								
1 Jackson was a bus driver, attacked by a passenger. 
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down. And then there were layoffs. And after me being out there all that time, with no funds, those 

times affected me the most. Fellow employees became endearing to me. I simply loved them. I felt 

their plight. I moved on to ordering offices supplies for HR after they closed down the Job 

Opportunities Center.  

You and I spoke about the homeless guys that are begging [outside Cadillac Tower]. When I first 

moved over there, I was like: ‘If I can help you, I will help you.’ But they wear you down. And you 

find yourself hiding from them. And it’s strange, you know? I’m thinking ‘I’m here to work, and 

every day I have to see you?’ Which is a cold thing to say. And it’s not me; mine is to help whatever 

person that’s found themselves down, I would like to get them a hand up. But I’ve learned that I can 

be worn down in trying to help other people. I didn’t even know that was possible. 

 

We’ve always been on the neckline. We’ve had mayors come in and say ‘the problem with the 

City is the City employees.’ When I first started as a bus driver, we had a Councilman whose 

statement to the public was ‘bus drivers are stealing.’ I had just got the job. My new profession. I’m 

thinking—well, I won’t use any profanity—‘No, I’m not stealing.’ I took it personally. And 

throughout my career with the City of Detroit, those kind of statements have been made. Not 

necessarily about me personally, but about my colleagues. And having gone through that period in 

the Job Opportunities Center, where I was very sensitive to their plight, those words always hurt. 

Because I knew these people. They were human beings. And, as with every other human being, you 

get a variety of people.  

Public opinion affects us very much. And I think that some powers that be have used public 

opinion against us. I think that the reason that the bankruptcy was able to happen as it did was 

because public opinion was against us. 
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Figure 4.1 Jackson’s Old School: Hutchinson Elementary 

(Source: Google Streeview)  

 

 

I had never been outside of Louisiana. My mom came to get me. I had been separated from her for 

what seemed like forever, so that was a very monumental trip up here. I had never seen a skyscraper. 

And I remember being in a station wagon, in the jump seat—the one that faced backwards. The first 

building I saw was One Woodward, with the naked statue in front of it. This was my first time being 

exposed to such a thing. It was a beautiful white, tall building, with a bronze statue with water 

shooting up around it and I was so amazed. I think this was around 1965 or 1966. That was my first 

impression of Detroit. It’s next door to City Hall. The other thing was longing to be with my mom, 

and envisioning where she lived and having had no context for those visions. 

We ended up staying on French Road, between Warren and Shoemaker, right across the street 

from Hutchinson, which was my elementary school. It was a redbrick, two-story building that had 

ivy growing up the sides. I found that so beautiful. And I had never lived in a city. I had lived in a 

rural country area. And that was just—it was amazing, it was wonderful. And being with my mom 
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was the other thing that really made it a special time for me. I’ve just seen a news report about the 

strippers, stripping Hutchinson. I didn’t even know it was closed.  

We ended up staying across the street from the school until I was fifteen. Then we moved away. I 

was sad. It had a big playground on the right side of it, where I grew up playing little league hardball. 

It has so many memories. And we played football on the front of the school lawn. When I was 

younger we used to play ‘secret agents’, by climbing up on the school window ledges and scooting 

ourselves across the windows like we were doing some special mission. When I saw the news report 

of them stripping it, it kinda hurt my heart. 

Well, I won’t veer away from what—Well, you’re asking about my fear of Detroit. And I don’t 

know that if I was a white man, if I’d have that same fear. I see our black-on-black crime as a threat 

to black men. And I struggle with the reasoning behind that. Why can a black man pull the trigger 

on another black man so easily? My conclusion, pretty much, has been self-hatred, self-loathing. I’m 

no psychologist. I can’t say if that is valid. But when I question myself about it, that’s what I come 

up with. That feeling has been with me for well over a decade. 

Back then we had a little glass box on the bus. And whenever someone put their fare in, we had 

to count it to make sure it was correct. That’s what it stemmed from. He didn’t have enough money 

and then he got belligerent. It was pretty much my fault. I was the professional. I could have ignored 

it. But that was against the rules, and neither did I know who I was dealing with. The strange thing is 

that when I returned to work after the five years they had changed the whole system so you didn’t 

have to count the change. Now the fare box beeps whenever you put the right amount of fare in. 

$0.35 was too small an amount of money to change my life as it did. But I think it changed my 

life for the better. I hate to think what I would have been. I may have moved up in the 

Transportation Department. The next step up was what they called a ‘road supervisor.’ You sit in a 
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truck all day and manage the bus lines. Maybe I would have moved up, but I think that I’ve enjoyed 

the path I’ve taken.  

 

 

Commentary 

 

Jackson was the old man of the office, wise and kind, always with the right words at the right time. 

He was interested in stories, in history, in learning more about Detroit than he already knew, which 

was extensive. He was adamant that he didn’t play a large role in Departmental planning work, 

though he regularly supported Geoff and Christine in managing the sale of industrial, commercial, 

and residential land parcels. Jackson was also the public face of the Department at the front desk, 

and it was here that he demonstrated a particularly conscientious attitude towards helping members 

of the public with queries and concerns—giving Detroiters “the respect they are due.” 

Jackson’s attitude towards Detroit—to its past and its future—was deep and complex. There 

were, I think, two sides to it. The first was his personal experience of life in the city, beginning with 

his joyous arrival in the mid 1960s to live with his mother. His memories of the local school, of 

playing games with his neighborhood friends, always stood prominently in our conversations. 

Jackson’s migration from a Southern rural parish to the big Northern city was an important marker 

in his life, and such early memories echoed Dwayne’s recollections of childhood before the civil 

unrest of the late 1960s. As Jackson moved through adulthood, however, Detroit’s decline 

accelerated. The attack on the bus—leaving him unable to work for several years—affected him 

profoundly, though he remained a resident in the city for many years afterward. It wasn’t until a 

group of youths mimicked shooting him from a street corner that his family decided to leave the 

city. “If they’re doing that to me,” Jackson said. “What would they do to my son?” 
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With support from relatives, Jackson’s family moved to a distant suburb, about 45 minutes from 

downtown. This widened sense of geography was central to Jackson’s perspective on Detroit’s fate, 

and that of its remaining citizens. Geography mapped onto opportunity—revealed in the poignant 

comment about his son’s friend who “kinda understood what laid outside of Detroit.” The 

overwhelmingly white suburb in which Jackson now lived represented a chance for his son to grow 

up in an environment free from the violence that his father said had “changed my life.” Like Ellis, 

and unlike Dwayne, Jackson’s musings about Detroit’s future were usually connected to the welfare 

of his loved ones, especially the job prospects for his son. His reflections on those left behind in the 

city were somber and resigned. Society’s “doors are shut,” he said, to black youth in the city.2 He 

was pessimistic about their plight, in the sense that pessimism stems from the considered evaluation 

of negative circumstances, from reasoned judgments of possibility and likelihood. Detroit’s youth 

were already living in a failed future, a departure from what their elders had hoped for. As Jackson 

put it: “this isn’t how society was meant to work.” (We also see a similar temporality in his comment 

about the Lodge freeway—“it hurts to hear that something I’m benefitting from, someone else paid 

a cost for”—insofar as this is also a connection between temporally distant experiences and 

intentions, laden with regret). 3 

When Dwayne acknowledged “things are different now,” he then articulated a bold, corrective 

vision of the future, spurred on by a predetermined ‘hope in an end.’ Jackson, by contrast, though 

not quite as despairing as Tony, did not put forward such visions. Nevertheless, in his reflections on 
																																																								
2 Jackson’s choice of metaphor here, of a closed door, is poignant in the context of Solnit’s writings on hope. “Hope is not a door,” 
she remarks, “but a sense that there might be a door at some point, some way out of the problems of the present moment even 
before that way is found or followed.” Jackson’s attitude—that American society’s doors were fundamentally closed to Detroit’s black 
youth—suggests a perpetual extension of the past-present into the future. This is maybe one reason why Jackson so rarely attempted 
to articulate any alternative desirable vision for Detroit: he could not imagine a moment where any door, any chance of an 
emancipatory future, would materialize. Rebecca Solnit, Hope in the Dark: Untold Histories, Wild Possibilities, Third edition with a new 
foreword and afterword (Chicago, Illinois: Haymarket Books, 2016), 22. 
3 Jackson’s temporal remarks here echo Abram’s observation that while ‘planning is a process that implies progress through time, the 
concept of conflicting temporalities is generally underemphasized in favor of questions of spatial justice.’ Pointing to matters of future 
visions and horizons, though Jackson is deeply aware of socio-spatial inequalities, his sense of despondency was temporal, too—
animated by the conviction that in being segregated into a city with few jobs and prospects, Detroit’s youth were also being denied a 
particular future. Simone Abram, “The Time It Takes: Temporalities of Planning,” Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute 20, no. S1 
(2014): 132. 
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daily work he perhaps exhibits, like Selam, a ‘hope in the means’—a way of accomplishing 

meaningful change through modest acts of hope itself. 4 Jackson’s commitment to quietly doing his 

job, getting on with things, finding satisfaction and meaning in customer service, illustrates this. His 

daily planning work was orientated toward small actions and accomplishments in the present, that 

might, through all sorts of unknown channels, lead to an improved future for other people.5 A 

religious man, Jackson’s modest hopes for the future often invoked God, and the mysteries and 

unpredictability of destiny. Nevertheless, this religious faith did not stop Jackson from reflecting on 

hope’s relationship to the everyday and profane. “Is that all us black people have, is Jesus?” he asked 

me once, rhetorically, as if to say—is there nothing for us in the human, material, political world that 

we might stake some hope for a better future upon? 6 

In striving to be a diligent employee, Jackson had adjusted to a career marked by job insecurity, 

to move after move between City departments as positions and operations closed around him. Being 

“on the neckline” had become second nature. When the bankruptcy process arrived, Jackson was 

not surprised. He was angry at the way it was handled, but it was not something unanticipated. 

Dwayne and Selam spoke about the bankruptcy as something symbolic—a ‘bottom’ to Detroit’s 

crisis, a turning point, a moment of opportunity. Jackson’s views were more somber. Like Ellis and 

Tony, he was wary about the bankruptcy’s impact on his pension, healthcare, and his future with the 

Department—a working environment that, despite everything, he genuinely enjoyed. 

																																																								
4 Hirokazu Miyazaki, “From Sugar Cane to ‘Swords’: Hope and the Extensibility of the Gift in Fiji,” Journal of the Royal Anthropological 
Institute 11, no. 2 (June 1, 2005): 277–95 
5 John Jordan of the resistance movement Reclaim the Streets writes, too, on hope’s connection to ends and means, and the 
importance of the latter. He makes a crucial point in relation to certainty—namely, that although ‘hope is often found in certainty’, 
this is ‘not necessarily the certainty rooted in a predictable future, but certainty that they are doing the right thing with their lives.’ This 
is true of Jackson’s approach to his planning work. Surrounded by the uncertainty of Detroit’s fate, and the constant insecurity of 
perilous employment, it is his certainty of approach to this work, the principles and convictions underlying his commitment to good 
customer service, that sustain him. See: Solnit, Hope in the Dark, 93–94. 
6 Compare with Ernst Bloch’s statement that: “it is not God that is the source of hope but hope that is the source of God”—a 
characterization of hope’s elemental, base nature that also chimes with Eugène Minkowski's argument that hope and desire are the 
“principal supports in the general structure of the lived future.” Hirokazu Miyazaki, “Obama’s Hope: An Economy of Belief and 
Substance,” in The Economy of Hope, ed. Hirokazu Miyazaki and Richard Swedberg, First edition (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2017), 176.Eugène Minkowski, Lived Time: Phenomenological and Psychopathological Studies, trans. Nancy Metzel 
(Evanston Ill.: Northwestern University Press, 1970), 92. 
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5. Saving Schools  

With JULIE, REGGIE, and TONY 

 

In Chapter 3, the Department’s new Director tried to placate Detroit’s historic preservation advocates, 

promising to “do a lot better in the future.” In Chapter 5, we examine how the Department’s planners 

subsequently tried a proactive approach a historic preservation issue, rather than waiting to be involved in 

the latter stages of a potential dispute. It follows Julie, Reggie, and Tony on a day-long tour of thirteen 

vacant schools, recently acquired by the City from Detroit’s troubled public school system. The planners’ 

task was two-fold: to evaluate the schools’ historic significance via federal criteria; and to consider the 

schools’ potential for adaptive reuse. The chapter shows how both of these tasks became inextricably tied 

to the materiality and wider social significance of the old buildings—with the planners’ judgements and 

perspectives on the schools’ futures shaped both by their formal planning tools and via their engagement 

with the schools at a sensory and emotional level.  

 

 

Reggie cradled his coffee and passed on a donut. The coffee shop was loud and the stools were 

uncomfortable. We were both nervous that afternoon. I wasn’t sure if interviewing my colleagues 

was a good idea, and Reggie was fairly quiet. “I usually have a big bubble around me,” he said. He 

was raised in Western Michigan and studied history at college, switching from chemistry as a 

sophomore and winning the history department’s “outstanding senior” award. After a master’s 

degree in historic preservation, he joined the Department during Mayor Kilpatrick’s fall from grace. 
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When he arrived, he didn’t know anyone in Detroit. He rented an apartment near Lafayette Park—

one of only a few white tenants in the building—and walked to work. “To be honest, my hometown 

is very white,” he said. “Being in the minority felt different.” He first met his neighbors in the 

elevator. “People would always say ‘Hi,’ or ‘How’s it going?’ That helped me. It made my bubble 

smaller.” He smiled at the memory. 

Reggie was an architectural historian, and he handled the Department’s “106 Reviews.” These 

are named for Section 106 of the 1966 National Historic Preservation Act, the federal government’s 

legislative response to the physical impact of urban renewal that seeks to limit the impact of 

federally-funded initiatives on historic properties. Whenever any public or private body in Detroit 

requested federal assistance—grants, subsidies, or permits—for any purpose likely to affect 

properties on, or eligible for, the National Register of Historic Places (“the Register”), Reggie was 

the point person. He had to establish which properties might be impacted, estimate what those 

impacts would be, and, working with the applicant, explore alternatives to avoid or mitigate any 

negative consequences. The majority of the 106 Reviews were triggered via the City of Detroit’s use 

of federal Community Development Block Grants (CDBGs).1 Other triggering funds related to 

demolition, and the subsidized rehabilitation and/or construction of single-family homes, apartment 

buildings, and commercial buildings by private developers. As Reggie assessed the impact of various 

projects, he liaised constantly with Michigan’s State Historic Preservation Office (SHPO), based in 

Lansing.”2 

Reggie’s work centered on the concept of historic “significance.” Recognizing and 

communicating significance shaped the way he looked at buildings, how he walked though them, 

what notes he made about them, and how he spoke about them to others. It was the lens through 

																																																								
1 For the history of CDBGs in Detroit, see: June Manning Thomas, Redevelopment and Race: Planning a Finer City in Postwar Detroit, 
Paperback ed, Great Lakes Books (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 2013), for example: 138–139. 
2 For more on SHPOs, see: Michael A. Tomlan, Historic Preservation (Cham: Springer International Publishing, 2015), 105 
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which everything passed. For the purposes of Section 106, all buildings in the United States over 

fifty years old—what Julie called “of historic age”—are automatically considered significant, and 

eligible for the Register. Buildings less than fifty years old are significant, too, if they fulfill one of 

four additional criteria. “I might get this wrong,” Reggie said, “but (a) is for a building that qualifies 

through its relation to an important historical event; (b) is through a connection to a significant 

person who has contributed something to history; (c) is for the work of a master—a lot of buildings 

in Detroit come under that for their architectural significance, their representative style—and (d) is 

essentially for archaeological finds.”3 

Historic preservation, Tomlan argues, is a ‘social campaign.’4 The Department’s planners often 

used more colorful language. Reggie arranged the various factions along a spectrum. At one extreme 

were the most bullish developers, for whom Section 106 was an obstacle, something to circumvent, 

where Reggie stood as the “personification of regulation.” In the middle were the “preservation-

lites,” progressive developers and self-styled urbanists who simply “liked cool buildings.” At the 

other extreme were the “building-huggers who will chain themselves to a building at all costs.” 

Reggie tried hard to be impartial. He never revealed his personal preferences beyond the office, and 

he chastised himself if he sensed them affecting his judgment. He felt that the federal guidelines, 

regulations, and standards should lead the determination of significance at all times.  

Many “die-hard preservationists” saw Reggie’s dispassion as a betrayal, he thought. But at least 

his credentials—his education, training, and expertise—were never questioned.5 This was rarely the 

case with developers, or their allies elsewhere in City Hall. They saw Reggie’s impartiality as a 

bureaucrat’s indifference to their priorities and timeframes. “Whenever I make determinations about 

																																																								
3 Reggie is accurate here. See: National Parks Service, “Guidelines for Evaluating and Registering Archeological Properties” 
(Washington D.C.: Department of the Interior, 2000), https://www.nps.gov/nr/publications/bulletins/arch/. 
4 Tomlan, Historic Preservation. 
5 To undertake 106 review activities, the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards and Guidelines require that persons must be “36-61 
qualified.” In other words, they must possess an academic degree in one of five specified fields—history, archaeology, architectural 
history, architecture, or historic architecture—and demonstrate prior relevant experience. The length of experience varies, depending 
on the field. 
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buildings being eligible for the Register, I’m constantly questioned,” he said. “They ask me: ‘What 

gives you the authority?’ or ‘What allows you to make that determination?’ They don’t even know 

what an architectural historian is. Within my profession I’m respected, but outside of it? No, I don’t 

think so.” Reggie’s professional activities thus fell between the two poles—developers vs. 

campaigners—exemplified in 3. Eleventh Hour . “From either end, I can be seen as a bad guy,” he 

said. These accusations needled him. Not much, but enough to leave a trace. “I’m reminded of a 

question that I was asked in a job interview,” he said, nodding at my tape-recorder. “‘Does Section 

106 save buildings? Is that the intent?’ A lot of preservationists would have said ‘yes.’ The real 

answer is ‘no.’ The intent is to step back and think about what you’re doing.”  

 

Reggie was a contract employee. When he first joined the Department in 2008, Cadillac Tower’s 

working conditions and Detroit’s lack of historical appreciation were a toxic combination. “It didn’t 

feel like we were working for the City,” he recalled. “It was just—demo, demo, demo.” He couldn’t 

wait to leave. In 2011, he did—for a three year stint in Ohio. Reggie’s replacement came from the 

auto industry, an engineer who’d used a severance package to retrain as a historian. Before long, the 

replacement went back to making cars. In 2015, with the 106 Reviews piling up, the City called 

Reggie. After much persuasion, he agreed to return. “On a temporary basis,” he said, with a wry 

smile. I asked Reggie for an example of those early frustrations, a case study that illustrated the City’s 

demolition culture. He didn’t hesitate. “Ford Auditorium was directly across the street from us,” he 

said, pointing towards the Riverfront. “It was a 1960s auditorium. The City were going to use 

Federal funds to demo it. There was a lot of significance with the Ford. It was one of Detroit’s better 

examples of modern architecture. It was built at around the same time as City Hall—part of the 

Civic Center Master Plan that Eero Saarinen put together.”  
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The Ford had closed in 1995. Plagued by acoustical problems, it had lost its principal tenant, 

the Detroit Symphony Orchestra, in 1989. Reviving an earlier Mayor Kilpatrick proposal, Mayor 

Bing wanted to demolish the Ford and replace it with an outdoor amphitheater. Reggie got to work. 

“I collected all kinds of information—photos of the building, what rehab efforts had been 

attempted, and what alternatives to demo might be—and sent it to the SHPO… The SHPO came 

back stating how significant the building was, and that the City needed to prove that adaptive reuse 

had been considered and demolition was the only way to go… That was too tall of a task. The City 

just decided not to use any Federal funds. And once they’re off the table, Section 106 goes away. 

They can do whatever they want. It wasn’t locally-designated, and it wasn’t on the National Register, 

although we determined it to be eligible. So they demolished it. I drove by and saw it—wrecking-ball 

style. It felt horrible.” 

 

“Temporary” had become six months by the time of our interview, and Reggie had no intention of 

leaving the Department again. Our move to City Hall, and Charles’s arrival as Director, had 

completely transformed Reggie’s sense of professional worth. He relished working amid the marble 

corridors and clean lines of the new office space, but more importantly he felt more connected to 

the process of government. Like his colleagues in the Department, Reggie just wanted to feel as 

though he was a valued part of Detroit’s civic machinery, however modest. He also preferred the 

new cubicles to Cadillac’s private offices. He could clarify things with Julie and Cassie without 

leaving his seat, and he would overhear the other planners discussing relevant projects. Reggie finally 

sensed “an openness” in the Department, an environment that fostered collaboration. His commute 

was ninety minutes on a good day, but Reggie was always first into the office each morning. 

Before Charles’s arrival, Reggie had never worked with any of the Department’s previous 

directors. Their old offices were ten floors up in Cadillac Tower. Now, Charles’s office was steps 
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away from Reggie’s cubicle. Reggie appreciated Charles’s sense of urbanism and respect for 

preservation, something that no previous director had ever prioritized. Julie and Reggie met regularly 

with Charles—at their desks, in Charles’s office, or sometimes hunched together over drawings 

spread over the conference room table. “I’m meeting with him more than I thought I ever would 

be.” Reggie said, drinking the coffee that had sat untouched through our conversation. “I try to get 

in front of him as often as possible. He’s nationally-recognized. I want the experience.” 

Charles valued the Department’s historians. He respected their work, understood why they 

were there, and listened to their opinions. After the hotel hearing discussed in 3. Eleventh Hour, he 

knew things had to change—he wanted the Department to engage with historic preservation issues 

much earlier in developers’ project planning. The status quo wasn’t working—the Department was 

ostracized until the last minute, when all the important ink had dried and the bulldozers had already 

been leased. This was why Reggie was seen as an obstacle, because he only made an appearance to 

tell people what they couldn’t do. The antagonism was destroying the Department’s image and the 

planners’ morale. Charles proposed a bold alternative. Let’s not wait for preservation projects to 

come in the last minute—let’s go out and catch them early.  

The planners began with Detroit’s empty schools. 

 

 

5.1  SAVED  

 

The Best Thirteen  

 

In 2000, almost 163,000 pupils were enrolled in Detroit’s 288 public schools. Fifteen years later, 

after protracted budget crises, competition from charter schools, and a population exodus from 
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Detroit, enrolment stood below 48,000—a fall of 71%. The resulting decrease in per-pupil state 

revenue crippled Detroit Public Schools’s (DPS) ability to sustain operations. By the end of 2015, 

DPS had closed almost 200 of its 288 schools. Forty-five of the closed schools were demolished, 

thirty-eight were sold to charter schools, and thirty-two were reused, becoming apartments, 

community centers, or churches. Eighty-one remained vacant, looming over Detroit’s 

neighborhoods in various states of ruination and decay.6  

In October 2014, in lieu of an unpaid $11.6 million electricity bill, DPS agreed to transfer fifty-

seven of the vacant schools into City of Detroit ownership. Most of the fifty-seven would be 

demolished. However, the Mayor also pledged to preserve some schools for future reuse. “The day 

is going to come,” Mike Duggan said, “when people move back into the city. If the building is 

structurally sound, it is more appropriate to secure it than to demolish it.”7 When Charles saw this 

opportunity for a proactive program of adaptive reuse, one that might reposition the Department as 

a leader in Detroit’s preservation efforts, he christened it: ‘SAVED’—‘Schools Adapted for Vital 

Enterprise in Detroit.’ 

Thirteen schools made the planners’ shortlist. Eight were built during the 1910s and 1920s, part 

of a huge 180-school DPS construction program intended to meet increased demand (Table 5.1)8 A 

further three—Cadillac Junior High (1924-2007), Guest Elementary (1924-2010), and Monnier 

Elementary (1924-2007)—came under DPS control through the City’s aggressive annexation of 

surrounding villages and townships between 1916 and 1926.9 These eleven older schools were 

imposing, brick structures, often with richly decorated exteriors and interiors. Several contained 

gymnasiums, swimming pools, and auditoriums. The two remaining schools on the planners’ list—

																																																								
6 John Grover and Yvette van der Velde, “A School District in Crisis: Detroit’s Public Schools 1843-2015” (Detroit: Loveland 
Technologies, 2016). 
7 Ann Zaniewski, “Detroit Forgives DPS Debt in Exchange for Empty Schools,” Detroit Free Press, October 29, 2014. 
8 Grover and van der Velde, “A School District in Crisis: Detroit’s Public Schools 1843-2015”; Arthur Moehlman, Public Education in 
Detroit (New York: Arno, 1974). 
9 Grover and van der Velde, 2016 
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Healy Elementary (1951–2007) and Weatherby Elementary (1957–2005)—were built under the 

auspices of Segoe’s Detroit Master Plan. Smaller, and nestled amongst residential housing, they were 

intended to anchor their respective ‘Neighborhoods.’ 

 

 

 

Table 5.1 Details of the Thirteen Schools (Data courtesy of Detroit Building Authority and Loveland Technologies)10 

 

 

First Impressions 

 

Julie, Reggie, and Tony arranged to tour all thirteen schools on a single day in July 2015, and invited 

me along. Tony had mapped the most efficient route between the schools, beginning with Burbank 

on the far East Side, and ending with Marshall near 8 Mile Road. He had left the Department a few 

months earlier, worried about the impact of the bankruptcy on his pension. He was now employed 

by the agency tasked with securing the school buildings from theft, vandalism, and weather damage. 

Julie and Reggie were there to assess the schools’ historic significance and consider their potential 

for adaptive reuse. 

																																																								
10 “Scrapped” here means that thieves have entered the building and stolen its metal furnishings. Copper pipes, electrical wiring, and 
steel lockers all have resale value as ‘scrap metal,’ hence the term.  
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Tony was joined by a six-man boarding crew and their armed guard, whom he nicknamed 

“Blackwater.” The planners were unfazed by his presence. Oral history interviews later revealed 

professional careers marked by violence. Tony had been robbed at gunpoint leaving a Master Plan 

meeting. “It’s Detroit,” he explained. “Anything’s possible, at any time, any place. If someone’s 

gonna assault you, they’re gonna assault you.” 

In contrast to the ‘humility’ of things or the ‘quiet’ of ruin, the schools were physically imposing 

structures.11 Many had several floors, and giant chimneys from their original power plants. At some 

schools, the grounds and playing fields were neatly mown. At others, the planners and crew waded 

through weeds and tall grasses. Inspecting each school followed much the same pattern. Tony and 

the crew’s foreman circumnavigated the buildings, debating the best means of securing the doors 

and windows with plywood boards, metal grilles, and spot-welds. They tried to locate every point of 

possible access, and recorded their boarding prescriptions in a notebook. At Hannemann 

Elementary, for example, Tony’s notes read: 

 

North Doors A - weld; North Door B - flat iron; North Doors C - weld; North Window - board; North Door D - door 

guard; West Windows - board (x10); South Doors A - weld; South Doors B - weld and hasp; East Windows (x5) – 

board. 

 

Julie and Reggie circumnavigated more slowly, inspecting the schools’ condition and surroundings. 

Julie took meticulous notes on the physical condition of the neighborhood, recording her 

observations on a series of maps. Reggie took photographs of cornices, patterned brickwork, 

engravings, and tiling. Sometimes he shot these like landscapes, trying to record a sense of place. 

Other shots were close-ups, recording tiny details like a crime scene. If nearby residents were within 

																																																								
11 On humility see: Daniel Miller, Stuff (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2010); On quietness see: Tim Edensor, Industrial Ruins: Spaces, 
Aesthetics, and Materiality (Oxford [U.K.] ; New York: Berg, 2005). 
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earshot, Julie and Reggie engaged them in conversation, both to learn about the history of the 

school, and to hear residents’ hopes and opinions on the schools’ futures. Many were eager to talk. 

Stepping inside, the ruined schools assaulted our senses. The interplay of light and dark, of 

pitch-blackness and piercing sunlight, disorientated us. We moved cautiously through decaying 

corridors, classrooms, staircases, cafeterias, and gymnasiums, sometimes inspecting the same rooms 

twice by mistake. The schools ran with unfamiliar surfaces and textures, and exploration relied on 

touch as much as vision.  Moss grew on interior walls, and wooden floors rose up in waves, 

sometimes revealing large holes and chasms. The planners enjoyed the playful transgression of being 

in these spaces. As Julie joked at Sampson: “Don’t breathe in!”  

Small sounds became huge in the quiet—Julie’s scribbling on her clipboard, the clunk of 

Reggie’s camera, or the broken glass that popped underfoot like hot grease. Outside, the slam of car 

doors, dog barks, and distant trains all emphasized the silence. There was birdsong all day and the 

boarding crew foreman sang old songs. There were smells, too—chemical smells, animal smells, and 

the deep, acrid smell of old fire. These blended with the generic smell of ‘school’ that everyone 

recognized, at once repellent and inviting.  

All the schools had been picked clean by scrappers, and six were fire damaged (Table 1). 

Physical traces of trespass—scrawled gang tags, disemboweled brickwork, or the silhouettes of 

removed metal—juxtaposed with poignant reminders of the school’s original purpose: spellings 

clinging to chalkboards, children’s’ name tags scattered on carpets, and playgrounds overrun with 

vegetation. The resulting poignancy fuelled a dark humor. Docked in tall grass at Healy, for example, 

was a small blue fishing boat. There was a suitcase in it, some old clothes, a jazz DVD, and a bible, 

splayed open at the Second Book of Samuel: Chapter 8. (“And the Lord preserved David 

whithersoever he went.”) While the planners surveyed, the boarding crew huddled around the fish-
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finder, satirizing the preservationists’ mission. “Let’s go catch some walleye! This baby got GPS? We 

could bring this back. Bring this back. I see a lot of potential here. A lot of potential.”  

All of this was both backdrop and input for the planners’ evaluation of significance and 

potential. This assemblage of non-human things, wildly composed, and these emotional and 

affective reactions became raw materials for the professional, ‘rational’, decision-making that was 

expected of them. A human response to ruin, produced in and through non-human artifacts. 

 

 

5.2  SENSING SIGNIFICANCE 

 

Attention to Detail  

 

In Julie and Reggie’s evaluation of the schools, significance performed two powerful functions. First, 

it underscored the importance of preserving old buildings for cultural heritage and posterity. 

Charles’s S.A.V.E.D. acronym wasn’t just playful and alliterative; it spoke to the heart of the 

historians’ identity. Beneath their professional impartiality, the planners believed that some of the 

thirteen structures deserved a future, that their social and aesthetic value would benefit Detroit. As 

Tomlan argues, “at the root of all historic preservation efforts, is the basic belief that we should save 

things.”12 Second, establishing the schools’ historic significance could be a prudent strategy for 

adaptive reuse. Once translated into real estate terms like “character,” “uniqueness,” and “original 

features,” significance could make resale more plausible. However, if the schools didn’t sell, this 

designation would backfire, as Tony would use federal funds to demolish them, and this would 

																																																								
12 Tomlan, Historic Preservation, vi. 
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trigger a 106 Review. As Tony explained: “If Reggie determines them eligible, then we have to go 

through a very lengthy process. And I don’t know if that contributes a lot to the community good.” 

Frowning at Sampson’s brickwork, Reggie explained how he inspects for significance. “I look 

for architectural details, uniqueness, [and] if the windows are still intact,” he said. “Compared to the 

first three schools, there’s a lot less here. In the others there was stonework around the doors and 

inlaid tile work. Here it’s non-existent. It has a nice cornice, but that’s about it.” Such uniqueness 

and detail were the foundations of significance. They were the schools’ features that Reggie could 

capture in photographs, or Julie could record in her notes: stonework elaborately engraved with a 

school’s name;13 polychromatic brickwork, employing five shades of red; huge gymnasiums sunken 

into basements; colorful, handmade tiles that edged exterior and interior walls; floor to ceiling 

windows overlooking a courtyard; bespoke children’s benches matching the curvature of a bay 

window; solid-core doors; spiraling hardwood banisters; open fireplaces; bookshelves built into walls 

at child-height. 

We tend to associate urban planning with modern materials: concrete, asphalt, gravel, utilitarian 

shrubs and trees. We see a profession steeped, materially, in what Steve Jackson calls “the primacy 

of production.”14 Like architecture, attention is often directed to the novelties and possibilities of 

design and construction, and blinded to the importance of maintenance and repair. Touring the 

schools, however, all three planners were captivated by the investment of labor and skill that these 

older features represented. At Oakman, the most beautiful of the thirteen, Julie whistled in awe at 

the craftsmanship. Even Tony, relatively ambivalent about the schools’ fate, was mesmerized by the 

Pewabic pottery tiling at Marshall. “It kills me. Just the time it took to do that,” he said. Wherever 

																																																								
13 The schools’ naming conventions were interesting. Dr. Charles Oakman was a Republican Congressman from Detroit who 
introduced the 1954 bill that added “Under God” to the Pledge of Allegiance. Courville was a much-admired teacher, killed in a car 
accident in 1916. Healy was originally a dealer in ostrich feathers.  
14 Steven J. Jackson, “Rethinking Repair,” in Media Technologies, ed. Tarleton Gillespie, Pablo J. Boczkowski, and Kirsten A. Foot (The 
MIT Press, 2014), 225 
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modern materials had intruded on these early schools—in vinyl windows or “crappy” plastic 

paneling—Reggie and Julie would explain the newer materials’ inferiority. 

 

 

Permanence and duty 

 

For Nancy Munn, the texture, shape, and detail of such architectural ‘features’ only partially 

constitutes a place’s overall aesthetic value.15 They become important, she argues, through their 

interplay with particular ‘qualities’—basic qualitative attributes that cut across features, and reveal 

features’ aesthetic functions within the whole. Thus a ‘commanding’ or ‘noble’ house (qualities) 

would highlight the value of hilltop location (feature). Walking through the schools, the planners 

performed a back and forth narration between architectural features and the quality of ‘permanence.’ 

Against the uncertainty of the schools’ fate, and the immediacy of their decay, the schools’ 

architecture implied a resilience, a stubbornness, as though they would mock any attempt to make 

them fully disappear. Reggie, well read on the schools’ history, argued that the 1920s buildings were 

“meant to be permanent fixtures.” He understood that the early schools’ physical stature was as 

much symbolic as it was structural, that they were bold statements of civic leadership, a commitment 

to public betterment, and the confidence of Detroit’s golden era. Their architects had sought 

‘objectification,’ where humanity attempts to extend itself through artifact, where subject and object 

become mutually constitutive, each sustaining the power of the other through time.16 

Actor Network Theory foregrounds this longevity of artifacts. Objectification makes social life 

possible because it outlasts the fleeting ephemerality of social interaction. Inter-subjective relations 

																																																								
15 Nancy Munn, “The Decline and Fall of Richmond Hill: Commodification and Place-Change in Late 18th–early 19th Century New 
York,” Anthropological Theory 13, no. 1–2 (March 1, 2013): 137–68, https://doi.org/10.1177/1463499613483406. 
16 Miller, 2010; see also: Karl Marx, Capital: A Critique of Political Economy, V. 1: Penguin Classics (London ; New York, N.Y: Penguin 
Books in association with New Left Review, 1867), 137–68. 
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partly acquire their stability through the durability of non-human things.17 For Miller, this pulls 

objects into the timeframes of lived temporality—the form and function of things like homes and 

schools are inherited from previous generations, and are thus, in an anthropological sense, 

ancestral.18 Whether we call the product of this ordering orientation our ‘habitus’ or ‘culture’ or 

‘environment,’ it can breed a powerful sense of curatorial duty. It is no coincidence that Julie and 

Reggie’s mission of ‘heritage’ shares the same etymological roots as ‘inheritance.’ They knew they 

were the last professionals with any intellectual say in the schools’ fate, with the briefest of windows 

in which to chart a new course. Their expertise cultivated a respect for those who preceded them—a 

lineage of early planners, developers, financiers, architects, engineers, designers, artists, 

groundskeepers, governors, principals, and teachers, which stretched for eighty or ninety years. The 

schools’ grandeur mandated a particular duty of care that the planners had to honor.  

For anthropologists, care spans affective states, moral experience, obligations, and the relations 

between them, which are often complex and intergenerational.19 And the STS literature on care 

highlights a commitment to neglected things. For Latour, the verb, ‘to care’ is about ‘material doing’ 

in contrast with matters of ‘concern’ that may just imply abstract worry.20 Care is also about ethical 

obligations and everyday laboring.21 Like the Maori notion of whakapapa, which dwells inside objects 

and materializes social obligations of debt and reciprocity, the schools framed the planners’ actions 

																																																								
17 Michel Callon and Bruno Latour, “Unscrewing the Big Leviathan: How Actors Macro-Structure Reality and How Sociologists Help 
Them to Do So,” in Advances in Social Theory and Methodology: Towards an Integration of Micro-and Macro- Sociologies., ed. Karin Knorr-Cetina 
and Aaron Cicourel (Boston MA: Routledge, 1981), pp. 277–303.; Edwin Sayes, “Actor–Network Theory and Methodology: Just 
What Does It Mean to Say That Nonhumans Have Agency?,” Social Studies of Science 44, no. 1 (February 1, 2014): 134–49, 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0306312713511867. 
18 Miller, Stuff. 
19 Elana D. Buch, “Anthropology of Aging and Care,” Annual Review of Anthropology 44, no. 1 (October 21, 2015): 277–93, 
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-anthro-102214-014254. 
20 Bruno Latour, “Why Has Critique Run out of Steam? From Matters of Fact to Matters of Concern,” Critical Inquiry 30, no. 2 (2004): 
225–48. 
21 Maria Puig de la Bellacasa, “Matters of Care in Technoscience: Assembling Neglected Things,” Social Studies of Science 41, no. 1 
(February 1, 2011): 85–106, https://doi.org/10.1177/0306312710380301. 
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around an extended moment of custodianship, rather than ownership, where breaking the chain of 

professional care would betray both past and future generations.22 

The schools’ monofunctionality heightened this impression of permanence. Old buildings 

commonly cycle through different uses: lofts become apartments; warehouses become galleries; 

offices become bars; bars become offices. This adds flavor and intrigue to their histories, often 

carefully curated through the management of architectural features—in ‘exposed’ beams and bricks, 

for example. As a new owner or tenant, we crave knowledge of how we fit into a building’s history, 

whether through sheer curiosity, or to increase its exchange-value. The thirteen schools, however, 

had always been schools. Their layouts and designs were dedicated to a single purpose. In their 

forlorn, decaying state it was thus a deep and singular history that animated what remained. The 

schools took on anthropomorphic qualities—faithfulness, monogamy, even—and their 

abandonment carried the pall of an octogenarian divorce.  As writing on material culture has shown, 

there is a dialectic between significance and permanence.23 The schools were built for permanence 

because of their significance, and now this permanence sustained their significance.  

This clash of significance, fragility, and temporality was moving to watch. Julie and Reggie knew 

that saving all the schools was unlikely, and that such buildings would never be built again. Julie said 

the buildings “spoke” to her. That “on days like this, it’s all worth it.” Looking up at the walls of 

Marshall Elementary, she said: “I want to hug it. Turn away.”  

“Go ahead,” said Tony. “We won’t judge you. Well—.” 

 

 

																																																								
22 Paul Tapsell, “Aroha Mai: Whose Museum?,” in The Routledge Companion to Museum Ethics: Redefining Ethics for the Twenty-First-Century 
Museum, ed. Janet Marstine (London: Routledge, 2011), pp. 85–111.; cited in: Haidy Geismar, “Anthropology and Heritage Regimes,” 
Annual Review of Anthropology 44, no. 1 (October 21, 2015): 71–85, https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-anthro-102214-014217. 
23 Caitlin DeSilvey, “Observed Decay: Telling Stories with Mutable Things,” Journal of Material Culture 11, no. 3 (November 1, 2006): 
318–38, https://doi.org/10.1177/1359183506068808; Rudi Colloredo-Mansfield, “Matter Unbound,” Journal of Material Culture 8, no. 
3 (2004): 245–54. 
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Contents 

 

If the schools’ physicality was exceptional, their contents were unnervingly familiar. And if 

establishing significance was led by a concern for structural features, it was also fed by the sense of 

poignancy and meaning of what the planners’ found inside. These ‘left behind’ artifacts—children’s 

shoes, posters, American flags, nametags—had no formal bearing on the schools’ potential for 

adaptive reuse. They lacked the persuasive influence of tile work, ironwork, woodwork, or 

brickwork, which dominated Reggie and Julie’s photographs and notes. If the schools were ‘saved,’ 

their contents would be removed and discarded. If the schools were to be demolished, the contents 

would go down with the ship. Yet these artifacts also infused the planners’ conversations, and 

seemed to deepen their sense of duty in some profound way. The artifacts almost asked the 

preservation rationale to broaden, to honor and commemorate, as well as to regenerate and reuse. 

Written materials were particularly striking. There were official signs on the exterior and interior 

walls: “Welcome. Let the Learning Begin;” “Soaring to Success;” “Where Excellence Begins;” and 

“One teacher can shape a child, one child can shape the world.” At Weatherby a large sign 

proclaimed: ‘Excellence Starts With You!’, adjacent to a gymnasium strewn with math problems. 

Some of the official signs were missing letters: “Believe  & Achi_ _ _ ;” “Success for Al _.” (Julie 

relieved the tension: “Who’s Al?”) There were also teaching materials left behind. A browned map 

of Detroit, disintegrating inward from its edges, and a  1-100 number train, taped across a classroom 

wall, which had come loose between 41 to 87, making a polynomial swoop into the room. And there 

were the chalk scrawls of trespassers: “hoe ass bitch;” “Stop the violence;” and, beneath a furled 
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stars-and-stripes, “7-Mile Killer.” It is at this stage, where their ‘half-identity still clings to them,’ that 

decaying artifacts most disorder their environments, blur boundaries, and create ambiguities.24 

At Oakman, pink slips of paper lay scattered on a classroom floor, each bearing a child’s name. 

As the crew talked matter-of-factly about where to hammer a board, Julie knelt and touched the 

names. Each was unique—Vincent, Tanika, Marcus—yet, in their arranged sameness, written in neat 

teacher’s handwriting, the individual children became a class again. Behind Julie’s shoulder was a 

poster for Obama’s 2008 presidential campaign. “Michigan,” it read, “Our Moment is Now…stand 

for change so that our children have the same chance that somebody gave us.” Reggie, too, was 

moved. Stood outside Arthur (1931-2005), he looked into a classroom through a smashed window. 

A broken chalkboard held tight to a list of yellow spellings. On their last day at school, a decade 

earlier, the children had been learning suffixes:  

 

1. Useless;  
2. Clueless;  
3. Jobless;  
4. Shapeless;  
5. Helpless;  
6. Playful;  
7. Hopeful;  
8. Harmful;  
9. Shameful;  
10. Wonderful. 
 

The planners knew they were staring at twin crises of heritage and education. These poignant traces 

fused the two crises together. They deepened the planners’ resolve to try and find a future for the 

schools, as if Detroit’s educational failures could be appeased through the buildings’ restoration. As 

Julie reflected at Burbank: “This was once full of kids and life. It’s so eerie now. Hopefully we can 

do something…and people can come back here, and bring their kids here.” Holding tight to her 

																																																								
24 Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger (London: Routledge, 1966); cited in: DeSilvey, “Observed Decay: Telling Stories with Mutable 
Things.” 
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clipboard, “hopefully” implied something strategic, that Julie’s assessments, judgments, evaluations 

would feed into and improve the City’s decisions. But her tone of voice also held the magnitude of 

the task, and a resigned sense that the buildings’ fate, like the educational destinies of the ex-pupils, 

would be decided through systems she couldn’t influence.  

Like horse whisperers, or skilled nurses, Julie and Reggie established their own soft communion 

with the schools. The haunting traces of the schools’ last pupils fueled this engagement with an extra 

poignancy and depth, meddling in the rationalities of adaptive reuse.25They called attention to those 

metaphysical themes which contemporary photographers of ruin, or Renaissance landscape painters 

of the Roman disabitato tapped into—death, love, tragedy, fate, innocence, entropy, human fallibility 

and the cyclicality of time.26 This sense of haunting, as Miller points out, suggests a return to 

subjectivity. We are more comfortable ascribing agency to humans than to non-humans, even 

though many of our desperate, grieving attempts to acknowledge the humanity of the dead is played 

out through a ballet of things: flowers, cards, or graveside soccer shirts.27 

 

 

Neighbors 

 

Existing works on ruination make interesting observations on ruins’ relationship to wider urban 

geographies. Edensor celebrates ruins’ capacity to challenge prevailing norms of urban development, 

suggesting that ruins are stubborn features on the landscape that refuse to play by the normal rules 

																																																								
25 Miller, Stuff. 
26 Denis E. Cosgrove, Social Formation and Symbolic Landscape, Croom Helm Historical Geography Series (London: Croom Helm, 1984); 
Charles Waldheim, “Detroit, Disabitato, and the Origins of Landscape,” in Formerly Urban: Projecting Rust Belt Futures, ed. Julia 
Czerniak, First edition, New City Books (Syracuse, New York: Syracuse University School of Architecture and Princeton Architectural 
Press, 2013), 166–83. 
27 Miller, Stuff. 
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which govern urban space.28 Symbolically, ruins are ‘close’ enough to central cities that they frustrate 

“planners’ visions” for the ordering of space, he argues. Yet, in their unsurveilled darkness, they are 

‘far’ enough to allow deviance and authenticity to flourish, removed from the sorts of formal and 

informal policing that regulate urban behavior. This may have been true of British industrial ruins in 

the late twentieth century, the focus of Edensor’s study. But ‘post-industrial’ landscapes vary wildly 

between regions and territories. If the ruins of post-industrial cities in the United Kingdom are 

exceptional, transgressive spaces, separate features in an otherwise ‘normal’ landscape, then this is 

just one variant. In Detroit, perhaps America’s most iconic ‘postindustrial’ city, ruined buildings are 

everywhere. One cannot meaningfully isolate ruin, or bracket it away from the rest of the landscape, 

because it is now so deeply constitutive of what the metropolis has become. For every eye-catching 

‘industrial’ ruin, there are thousands more decaying residential, commercial, and institutional 

structures.  

This has profound implications for how ruination is perceived. A few of Detroit’s ruined 

structures, such as the Packard Plant or Michigan Central Station, have become internationally iconic 

sites of decay, their imageries sustained by artistic representation, journalism, and tourism.29 Outside 

of this circulation and exchange, however, most ruins sit quietly, discarded by the modest capital 

flows that created and sustained them. As they retreat from the rhythms and circuits of urban life, 

new forms, functions, and identities take over, as nature invades and entropy accelerates. These 

ruins are less iconic, and exert a smaller sphere of influence. The schools belong in this category. 

Though a few of Detroit’s large and imposing ruined schools have featured in photographers’ 

collections, their physical decay, and its consequences, remain tightly localized. 

																																																								
28 Edensor, Industrial Ruins. 
29 See: Dora Apel, Beautiful Terrible Ruins: Detroit and the Anxiety of Decline (New Brunswick, New Jersey: Rutgers University Press, 2015); 
Brian Doucet and Drew Philip, “In Detroit ‘ruin Porn’ Ignores the Voices of Those Who Still Call the City Home,” The Guardian, 
February 15, 2016. 



	 219 

This positions nearby residents as important actors when considering the schools’ significance 

and potential. Beyond ‘authors-as-explorers,’ ‘thwarted planners,’ or ‘spirited deviants’, literature on 

ruination is limited in its treatment of how people relate to ruin. In its push to assert the agency of 

non-human things, there is a tendency to overlook whom this agency impacts, and how. As Julie, 

Reggie, and Tony toured the schools, nearby residents made their presence felt—standing on their 

porches as their dogs barked at the group. In contrast to Edensor’s unsurveilled ruins, nearly all the 

residents that the planners spoke to stated that they “keep an eye” on the buildings. They were 

concerned both for their own safety and the welfare of the buildings—anxious to protect the 

integrity of the schools from scrappers and arsonists, to prevent “young kids” from trespassing, and 

to ensure the schools could not be used for sexual assaults. Within ten minutes of arriving at the first 

school, a police car appeared to check who we were. “We’re always calling,” an elderly woman said 

outside another. At Monnier, a neighbor had acquired a set of keys to the school and followed the 

planners into the gymnasium to confront them. 

Once it was established that the planners were working for the City, the tenor of these 

conversations changed. Julie and Reggie explained the planners’ intentions, and listened hard to 

residents’ memories of the schools, as well as the residents’ wishes. Some expressed gratitude that 

adaptive reuse was being considered, while others used the opportunity to complain about City 

services and procedures. These chats were low-key and pleasant, with little ‘consultation-style’ 

questioning. Both parties were familiar with Detroit’s history of over-promised and under-delivered 

plans. Julie and Reggie simply made the most of these conversations to learn more about the 

schools’ relationship to the neighborhoods.30 Many residents had attended the schools. The majority 

																																																								
30 In contrast to the antagonistic and contrived exchanges between different parties in 3. Eleventh Hour, Julie and Reggie here enjoy a 
rare opportunity to speak with stakeholders outside the confines and entrentched positions of formal planning processes. This 
encourages freer, open-ended discussions, about ultimate visions for the future, about what might be possible and desirable. This 
contrast echoes Lawrence Sherman’s stress on the importance of branding a public planning meeting as a ‘discussion’ rather than a 
‘debate’, for example. See: John Forester, “Deliberative Planning Practices Without Smothering Invention: A Practical Aesthetic 
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as pupils, and some as staff. Emphasizing the structural integrity of the school buildings, several 

expressed a wish that they be preserved. A man at Cadillac typified most viewpoints in his response 

to the question of what he hoped the school would become: “Anything that can raise some revenue, 

an’ bring some money back around here. It could be a school, it could be a recreational center. 

Something to keep these kids out of the way.” 

As the team left Healy, the significance of ex-pupils’ memories hit home. One of the boarding 

crew, walking slowly through his old schoolyard, looked toward the playing field: 

 

Sam (crew) [softly]: “Last time I was here, we played a softball game. We played softball, right 

here.” 

 

Ben (crew) [teasing]:  “He was getting a bit teary-eyed around the corner. We had to hold him up. 

Every school we ever went to is in this condition. We went to Cadillac, and 

he went right here. Cadillac’s on the list for this afternoon. It hurts a little. 

There’s a little emotion. And you know what’s so crazy about it? The 

principal said we would never be anything.” 

 

[Crew laugh until they can hardly stand]. 

 

 

 

 

																																																																																																																																																																																			
View,” in The Oxford Handbook of Deliberative Democracy, ed. Andre Bachtiger et al., Oxford Handbooks (Oxford, New York: Oxford 
University Press, Forthcoming). 
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5.2  EVALUATING POTENTIAL  

 

Integrity 

 

Assessing the schools’ potential for adaptive reuse was a more improvised process than appraising 

significance. It seemed an incredibly difficult task. Estimating the schools’ condition and significance 

helped, but they faced chronic uncertainties about the future of the schools’ surroundings, which 

bore heavily on the buildings’ marketability to investors. Working with almost no resources, and 

testing the limits of their experience, we again see the use of folk theory that we saw Geoff and 

Christine use in 4. Riding Shotgun. Finding a new future for huge empty schools in a broke, 

depopulated city was something that no planning or preservation textbook addressed. Instead, the 

planners had to ‘feel’ what actions were appropriate, based on the information they had available, 

and they had to structure these actions according to certain principles they held to be true. 

In their search for significance, there was a certain amount of training and guidance the 

planners could fall back on. But even there, folk wisdom, if not theory, steered judgment via the 

schools’ poignant contents and the neighbors’ concerns. The planners ‘sensed’ or ‘felt’ significance 

just as much as they ‘tested’ for it. This was all the more true in their appraisals of the schools’ 

potential for adaptive reuse. Faced with the thirteen buildings, some in much better condition than 

others, they focused on two criteria: the schools’ integrity and adaptability. Structural integrity 

seemed to be the most important. The planners loved the strength of the older buildings. Reggie 

admired their solid lines and thick masonry. They were “substantial.” They “held up better” than 

newer schools. As Tony counted Hannemann’s windows with his pen, jabbing it at the school, he 
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shook his head. “Look at that brickwork,” he said. “You could drive a tank through this building 

and not get it down.” This reinforced the same folk theory of anchorage that Geoff and Christine 

used on the Master Plan, as if time itself was built into the schools’ architecture, as if their gravitas or 

historical momentum would guarantee some sort of future that could carry the surrounding “stick 

built” (wooden frame) neighborhoods along with them. Temporal assumptions of permanence bred 

spatial presumptions of responsibility. Where this architectural strength coincided with schools in 

good condition, a sense of integrity was complete. Oakman, for example, had a blue-gray slate roof 

atop thick stonework. Reggie jumped out of his Jeep like a child arriving at the beach. “Look how 

intact the slate is!” he exclaimed. It was the first moment in the day where the planners unanimously 

agreed that potential was present. 

In overseeing the boarding program, Tony was highly attuned to the fragile and temporary 

nature of ‘integrity.’ Though the schools were strong, they were subject to numerous assaults: trees 

used to ramrod doors, windows smashed, and walls ripped open. Julie explained the planners’ 

approach with reference to buildings’ “envelopes being pierced.” Like a ship’s hull, she noted, once 

a single structural breach occurs, decay becomes exponential. This was true for the human breaches 

of scrappers and arsonists, as well as non-human breaches, like vegetation infiltration and freeze-

thaw weathering. The planners’ temporal thinking here rested on the contrast between a relatively 

stable equilbrium continuing into the future, versus a rapid, downward, non-linear trajectory in 

response to a breach.31 Protecting the envelope was difficult. Some artifacts—like Britain’s red 

telephone boxes, or Benjamin Franklin’s gas lamps—are designed to maintain their integrity 

following a structural breach. But chinks in the schools’ armor compromised the whole. At 

Sampson, there was some debate about whether to board the second floor windows. “You’d 

probably have to,” advised one of the crew. “[Scrappers] can get a ladder and go right on up, come 

																																																								
31 This has parallels with the alleged relationship between urban aesthetics and crime in: George Kelling and James Wilson, “Broken 
Windows: The Police and Neighborhood Safety,” Atlantic Monthly 249, no. 3 (1982): 29–38. 
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down, kick the boards out, and go right on in.” Boarding was a temporary measure, designed to buy 

the City time to find a future for the schools. The measures would not last long. Arthur had been 

‘secured’ once before. When the team arrived, they found that scrappers had ripped off the plywood 

boards covering the windows and arranged them into a path through the undergrowth. All the metal 

grilles had been stolen. The crew stood about the wooden path, whistling at its ingenuity, as if 

coming upon superior quarters behind enemy lines. “They’re creative,” Tony acknowledged. 

 

 

Adaptability 

 

Planners are trained to evaluate holistically, to pay wide and close attention to cities. They are more 

like geographers than architects in this respect. When developers bring blueprints to City Hall for 

approval, the planners pay as much attention to projects’ surroundings and context as they do to 

aesthetic considerations. They look at what is nearby, how this will affect the planned development, 

and how the planned development will affect the city. Their professional identity is closely tied to 

this holism. They work for the City of Detroit, in part, because they are custodians of Detroit’s 

overarching physical unity, as a city. Their professional instruments, like the Master Plan and the 

Zoning Ordinance, encourage this sense of responsibility in their abstraction and civic scale. For 

Reggie, Tony, and Julie, then, the relationship between the schools and their surroundings was a 

central element in the schools’ potential for adaptive reuse. As they approached each school, Julie 

made detailed notes on the condition of the residential areas nearby. She was doing “a general 

assessment,” Reggie explained. Large numbers of vacant, grass-covered lots indicated a potentially 

high level of City-ownership in the area. This meant that the additional land could plausibly be 

integrated into adaptive reuse strategies. For example, Charles had expressed an interest in solar 
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arrays within the city, where school grounds and surrounding lots could house the panels, and the 

schools themselves could store equipment. If, on the other hand, schools were surrounded by 

decaying homes, then adaptive reuse would be a harder proposition. 

At Burbank, Julie talked as she wrote, translating into layman’s terms the surrounding houses’ 

age (“same”), style (“nice”), condition (“not great”), proximity to one another (“cute”), and the 

number of vacant lots between them. The houses were over fifty years old, and individually they 

were in a deplorable state (“insignificant”)—broken windows, boarded doors, and overgrown lawns. 

It was the overall subdivision, however, that attracted her attention. The bungalows shared a neat, 

twenty-foot setback. A white, vinyl-clad triangle lifted each roofline. A line of big trees, full and 

green, ran between the sidewalk and the street. Such inventorying continued throughout the day. At 

one end of the spectrum were “heavy lifts” on blocks abutting “bombed-out” commercial strips. At 

the other extreme, there were “well-maintained” Tudor revivals and “reasonably nice” Cape Cods, 

standing on “clean-looking” blocks. Again, we see a folk theory of stability. Much like the schools’ 

‘envelope,’ once the integrity of the neighborhood was compromised, the fear was that blight would 

encroach exponentially. Driving through a neighborhood on Detroit’s East Side, Tony put it bluntly: 

“Some people watch each other’s backs, and some just let go.”  

Aside from the neighborhoods’ condition, adaptability hinged on the schools’ size. The older 

1920s buildings, though with better integrity and stature than the modern schools, were often seen 

as too large for any viable reuse. At 18,000 sq. ft., for example, Julie described Healy (1951) as 

“manageable” and a “sweet little set up.” Even Arthur (1931) at 37,000 sq. ft. was “an easier sell.” 

Guest (1924), however, at 82,000 sq. ft., drew exasperation: “What the hell are you going to do with 

that in a neighborhood?” The contention here was simple—that these larger schools would only be 

suitable for industrial reuse, but the zoning ordinance clearly wouldn’t permit such a use in the 

middle of a residential area. The schools’ design, too, was important. As Reggie commented on 
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Oakman: “We love this building. The layout works, each corner has large rooms, so I think it would 

be easily adaptable. The classrooms are reasonably sized. And that courtyard? That’s unique. There 

aren’t many schools in the city laid out like this.”  

Overall, the planners were sensitive to what might be termed the area’s ‘carrying capacity’ for 

adaptive reuse, a loose appraisal of its physical condition, zoning classification, and the planners’ 

perceptions of residents’ likely response to a proposed reuse. As Tony commented on Healy: 

“Again, like the second one we saw, it’s embedded right in the middle of a neighborhood. So what 

are you gonna do? You’ve maybe got a senior housing option, [or] halfway houses for people getting 

out of prison. They’ve got to go somewhere, right? Somewhere where they can safely try to reenter 

society. Places like this might not be too bad for them—nice, quiet, and secluded. The problem is 

the neighbors.”32 

 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

 

The planning profession is saturated with physical artifacts. Planners routinely do things, with things, 

to things. They take pictures, make sketches and drawings, create maps, fill spreadsheets, build 

models, write reports, construct animations, and design interactive tools. They drive through 

neighborhoods, run their fingers over brickwork, and leave physical traces of themselves in 

landscapes. Planners’ deep knowledge of cities, and their complex modes of professional action, are 

forever mediated through artifacts. Yet, as Miller points out, ‘stuff’ has an intrinsic humility. Because 

these mediations are so routine, so seemingly benign, they are easy to overlook. “Objects don’t 

																																																								
32 Tony’s words here signal the tension between rationally-planned, ideal urban arrangements and the messy realities of informal social 
life that resist such order. “The problem is the neighbors” frames this as a problem at the bureaucratic, official scale—a modernist 
perspective that frames local knowledge as an impediment or obstacle to progress. See: James C Scott, Seeing like a State: How Certain 
Schemes to Improve the Human Condition Have Failed (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998), 6, 87–102. 
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shout at you like teachers, or throw chalk at you as mine did, but they help you gently to learn how 

to act appropriately.”33  

This chapter has tried to understand how historic preservation meets non-human artifacts and 

planners’ emotional labor. It also explores the role of ruin in strategic considerations of the future. 

Detroit’s planners did not escape the postindustrial hurricane that ravaged the city’s physical 

landscape. They are under-resourced, and ill-equipped to deal with the scale of the urban challenges 

that confronts them. Trained into a profession that assumes growth, they must now improvise when 

managing decline. They stand as a different set of actors to those with whom we typically associate 

urban decay—scrappers trying to extract hard value, artists trying to extract representational value, 

or urban explorers seeking experiential value. The planners find ruin on their desks and in their 

spreadsheets because it is their task, above all, to make hard decisions about it. 

These decisions emerge via folk theories, improvisations, and, importantly, through objects and 

artifacts. The thirteen school buildings, their contents, and their surroundings constituted the raw 

materials with which the planners grasped signals of the particular challenges they faced, and how 

they might overcome them. They paid close attention to artifacts’ design, condition, symbolism, age, 

scale, aesthetics, sounds, arrangements, textures, functions, juxtapositions, relations to histories, 

geographies, and power relations, uniqueness or banalities, and other promissory or nostalgic 

properties. Through this physicality, they created or remade relations with other humans, often 

across multiple overlapping temporal registers—with the boarding crew, the Mayor and the 

Director, unmet developers, past pupils and staff, dead craftsmen, and neighbors who desperately 

wanted something new, or fondly remembered something old.  

All buildings eventually collapse. Yet there is something about schools that seems sacrosanct. 

They are supposed to be optimistic, hopeful places, sheltered from the forces of creative destruction 

																																																								
33 Miller, Stuff, 53. Of course, this gentleness is truer for objects that exist or behave in familiar, everyday, and predictable ways. There 
are plenty of moments in modern life—wars, accidents, unpredictable events—when objects are not so subtle, and cause real harm.  
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that churn the American landscape. Detroit’s abandoned schools, however, facing demolition after 

seventy to eighty years, have very human lifespans.34 The planners cared about them accordingly. 

The weight of their task became heavy through their concern, and yet sometimes felt so light, given 

its impossibility. Observing their craft confronts many of the stereotypes we carry about planning as 

a bureaucratic practice, as something unthinking or unfeeling. Its “purely personal, irrational, and 

emotional elements which escape calculation” that Max Weber noted, are very much part of the 

equation.35 Recall how Reggie tried to be an impartial judge of historic signficance, yet leapt out of 

his Jeep at the sight of Oakman Elementary’s roof; Julie made rigorous notes and records on her 

clipboard, yet wanted to hug Marshall Elementary, while Tony—ready to recommend demolition if 

necessary—stood marvelling at its tilework. The planners’ tour of the thirteen schools reveals that 

genunie attribution of signifance is something bigger, more culturally-sensitive than a 106 Review 

can capture. The schools weren’t special for their style, a famous pupil, or because they played host 

to a historic event. They were simply beautiful, charming buildings that had served a noble purpose, 

and seemed to deserve a future. 

 

																																																								
34 Yves Marchand and Romain Meffre, The Ruins of Detroit (Göttingen: Steidl, 2010). 
35 Max Weber, From Max Weber: Essays in Sociology, ed. Hans Gerth and C. Wright Mills (New York: Routledge, 1948), 215. 
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Conclusion 

PROGRESSIVE AND PHENOMENOLOGICAL FUTURITY 

 

This dissertation has examined how a team of urban planners, working in particularly difficult 

circumstances, engaged with the future in their work. It began with one planner’s deceptively simple 

phrase: “I’m hopeful things can progress.” Subsequently, the five empirical chapters and 

accompanying oral histories showed how these terms, hope and progress, and the broader temporal 

registers to which they belong, regularly coexisted in the everyday life of the Department. One of 

these registers—progressive futurity—is intrinsic to the modern planning profession. It speaks to the 

pursuit of urban improvement through the application of reason onto human affairs. This stance 

toward the future is epitomized in Ladislas Segoe’s work, discussed in 1. The Master Plan. The other 

register—phenomenological futurity—concerns the planners’ more personal and private sense of 

what is yet to come. We see this most clearly, though not exclusively, in the five oral histories. 

In drawing these chapters to a close, I suggest that both of these registers connect in important 

ways to Detroit’s urban decline. On the one hand, this decline broadened the scope of the planners’ 

vocation, and strengthened their resolve to address the city’s challenges. Decades of population loss, 

economic collapse, infrastructural decay, and racial inequality have left Detroit as one of America’s 

most difficult cities to plan, but also one of the most important ones to get right. Every planner in 

the Department knew this and felt it acutely. All of them wanted Detroit to improve. Yet, Detroit’s 
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decline drastically undermined the planners’ ability to challenge these realities. The municipal 

bankruptcy and restructuring, in particular, greatly eroded the Department’s resources, atmosphere of 

dignity, and job security.  As a result, the planners’ faith in progressive futurity largely ebbed away. In 

its place, phenomenological futurity became the default register through which they interpreted 

Detroit’s future evolution and their place within it. 

There was, of course, much about departmental life that remained ‘progressive’. With its top-

down vocabularies and technocratic typologies, the planners’ world was still a modern one, a mix of 

noble intentions and modest hubris.1 It is perhaps in Selam’s oral history and 4. Riding Shotgun that 

we see this basic ‘progressivism of means’ most clearly on display—the set of terminologies, 

concepts, and techniques the planners absorbed long ago and will likely never shed.  

A second strain of progressive futurity galvanized around responses to Detroit’s decline. This 

was the faith in progress that underpins Detroit’s phoenix narrative, and those terms prefixed with 

‘re-’—the progressive urge to recover, revitalize, and return. This was revealed most clearly in 

Dwayne’s oral history and the various testimonies put forth in 3. Eleventh Hour. This is a 

‘progressivism of ends’, and the end progress seeks is clear: a vibrant, functional city of the sort that 

Detroit once was, and ought to be again. Though this progressive futurity is resolutely angled toward 

the future, its driving force is a dissatisfaction with Detroit's present circumstances, with the loss of 

the resources, stature, and dignity that the city once possessed. In both Dwayne’s oral history and 3. 

Eleventh Hour, therefore, images of the future are a fusion of lost elements of the past and novel 

elements yet to exist. (Similarly, Segoe’s team sought to recover the lost virtues of small town 

American life inside the booming metropolis.) 

Beneath the progressive language and objectives of their maps, plans, hearings, site visits, and 

community meetings, however—in the undercurrents of departmental life—the planners’ 

																																																								
1 James C Scott, Seeing like a State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition Have Failed (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1998). 
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engagement with the future drew deeply on their private extrapolations, desires, and worries. In 4. 

Riding Shotgun, 5. Saving Schools, and the oral histories of Ellis, Jackson, Tony, and Selam, this 

phenomenological futurity was profound and often moving. Here, Detroit’s decline acted in two 

ways. First, it generated a phenomenological parallel to the phoenix progressivism—generating a 

fuzzier, wishful perspective on the future tied to the planners’ personal memories and reflections of 

life in the city. The contrast between Dwayne and Ellis’s oral histories reveals this neatly. Dwayne 

articulates a clear future goal for the city, an end-state that directly rebuts his hometown's decline. 

(Phoenix  progressivism.) When Ellis ponders an improved future, however, he is less concerned 

with particular geographies and planned arrangements than he is with his children’s’ future 

prospects—nested inside an extended, intergenerational family struggle for dependable employment 

and a safe, tolerant, and welcoming place to live.  

Second, and crucially, Detroit’s decline crippled the planners’ perception of their professional 

agency. This came through staff cutbacks; pension crises; old computers; broken restrooms and 

drinking fountains; usurpation by philanthropic planning initiatives; and—ultimately—the looming 

threat of job loss. This, categorically, is what destroyed their faith in progressive futurity over and 

above the level of language and routines. 

Three prominent elements stand out in the phenomenological futurity of the Departmental life. 

One is hope. Exemplified by Ellis’s reflections and Julie and Reggie's historic preservation work, 

hope allowed these planners to retain a positive attitude toward the future even in the absence of 

their professional agency. In other words, although these planners believed a desirable future for 

Detroit was unlikely to emerge from their own recommendations and actions, the possibility of a 

better future still existed in its own right. The counterpoint to this hope—exemplified in Christine 

and Tony’s perspectives—was despair. These two planners neither believed in their own capacity to 

positively influence Detroit’s future, nor in the capacity of any other actors, institutions, 
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socioeconomic forces, or political movements to do so. Finally, in Jackson and Geoff, we see a stoic 

attitude toward the future, a perseverance, a sense that—however the cards might fall—they, and 

their city, would continue on. 

 

 

I. Progressive Futurity: towards urban imaginaries 

 

Ladislas Segoe’s 1951 Detroit Master Plan epitomized planning’s progressive futurity. It described a 

future world, connected to the present via a strategic theory of change, and presumed that the 

planners and their associates had the power and agency necessary to achieve this future vision. As we 

followed the Master Plan through time—culminating in Bernard’s amendments in 1. The Master Plan, 

and Geoff and Christine’s strategic planning work in 2. Copy and Paste and 4. Riding Shotgun—we see 

how the current planners’ formal tasks and duties (though rarely in their daily activities) retained 

much of Segoe’s progressive spirit, and how this is ‘locked’ into the nature of their land use planning 

tools and techniques. Just as clocks and calendars transform time into something shareable and 

communicable, the Master Plan’s basic progressive DNA remained unchanged from its mid-century 

heyday, still animated by a top-down synoptic vision of future land use, and an instrumental 

presumption that rational actions, undertaken in the present, would ensure this future materialized. It 

did not matter, at least in terms of the planners’ formal approach to their master-planning activities, 

that Detroit itself—with miles of grassland where Segoe’s vision for ‘Communities’ never 

materialized—hardly resembled the dense metropolis of the past. Just as the ‘Reverse Commuter’ 

argued in 3. Eleventh Hour’s hotel hearing that historic buildings are a primary means of sustaining 

connections of meaning and practice across generations, so too the City’s Master Plan has sustained a 

core progressive orientation toward Detroit’s land use planning seventy years later.  
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It would be wrong, however, to conclude that moments of progressive futurity in and around 

Departmental life were simply a vestige of a prior era, as something residual and lingering. On the 

contrary, the various chapters and oral histories show how a progressive orientation remained a 

central component of planning endeavors in Detroit, existing on its own terms in the present as 

something continually replenished and sustained. Often this was a modest embrace of progress, a 

tacit implication of advancement and accountability found in the Department’s spreadsheets, 

deadlines, or Reggie’s 106 Review criteria. Such things implied that the Department’s planners were 

working towards something, heading in a particular direction, even though the grand visions of social 

progress from earlier planning eras, like Segoe’s, had evaporated. More importantly, some of the 

Department’s planners—those who weren’t totally despondent about the future—exhibited a strong 

sense of progressive futurity in their actions and reflections. In Selam and Dwayne’s oral histories, for 

example, both planners genuinely believe that the future can be better than the present, that this can 

be achieved through rational action, and that planners have an important role to play in enabling such 

action. Dwayne’s progressivism revolved around the prospect of Detroit’s repopulation, where the 

desire for 200,000 new citizens in the coming decade represents both the ends and means of urban 

progress. Selam was less specific about articulating a particular end-state vision, but passionately 

believed in the rational and emancipatory qualities of her analytical planning tools—a faith forged in 

the high-stakes, low-tech world of landmine clearance.  

It is through the planners’ engagement with other municipal bodies and outside institutions, 

however, that we see progressive futurity in its clearest and most significant forms. In 2. Copy and 

Paste, for example, Detroit Future City’s long-term land use vision functioned on almost the exact 

same progressive orientation as Segoe’s 1951 Detroit Master Plan. DFC tried to persuade the public to 

embrace a radical vision for the future, an ecotopian end-state, internally-consistent and all-

encompassing. Although the flavor of the two plans are very different, with Segoe’s 1950s techno-



	 233 

utopian urge giving way to a greener, communitarian vision of sustainable urbanism, both plans are 

intrinsically progressive texts—the reader is shown a total future world that crystalizes, as Shelia 

Jasanoff puts it, ‘the dissatisfactions of the present into possibilities for other futures that people 

would sooner inhabit.’2 It is the temporal and sociotechnical displacement between such presents and 

futures that underpins the overall impression and argument of progress. This same progressive move 

is evident in 3. Eleventh Hour, where we saw the stadium developer and their municipal allies argue for 

the desirability of a chosen end-state whilst simultaneously working to deepen public dissatisfaction 

with the site’s present conditions, of which the shuttered hotel was a conspicuous element. 

Demolishing the hotel to build the stadium, therefore, was framed as intrinsically progressive. Both 2. 

Riding Shotgun and 3. Eleventh Hour hence illustrate Scott Campbell’s point that while American 

planners have retreated from the explicit language of progress themselves—mindful of its negative 

connotations with urban renewal and its sometimes oppositional relationship to sustainability—a 

basic American faith in progress still circulates around major planning initiatives, only now it stems 

mostly from urban growth machines and affiliated public sentiments. 3 

In the three cases of progressive futurity discussed in Chapters 1, 2, and 3, principal actors  relied 

upon visions of desirable future end-states to achieve their aims. These ‘future-presents’ established a 

plausible and compelling set of urban arrangements, supposedly preferable to both Detroit’s existing 

conditions and the conditions that would emerge under a ‘do-nothing’ counterfactual.4 These three 

cases—Segoe’s vision of a rationally-organized Detroit, DFC’s right-sized city, and ODM’s plan for 

the new arena district—resemble localized variants of what Jasanoff and Kim have termed, at a 

broader scale, ‘sociotechnical imaginaries’: “collectively held, institutionally stabilized, and publically 

																																																								
2 Sheila Jasanoff, “Imagined and Invented Worlds,” in Dreamscapes of Modernity: Sociotechnical Imaginaries and the Fabrication of Power, ed. 
Sang-Hyun Kim and Sheila Jasanoff (Chicago ; London: The University of Chicago Press, 2015), 329. 
3 Scott Campbell, “Is Progress No Longer Progressive? Reclaiming the Ideology of Progress in Planning,” Working Paper, 2005. 
4 Barbara Adam and Chris Groves, Future Matters: Action, Knowledge, Ethics, Supplements to The Study of Time, v. 3 (Leiden ; Boston: 
Brill, 2007). 
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performed visions of desirable futures, animated by shared understandings of forms of social life and 

social order.” 5 

These three end-states, or imaginaries, were achieved through a variety of representational 

techniques, and they share a number of significant temporal characteristics. First, we see the 

importance of language and rhetoric in creating an impression of worlds assembled from words. 

This is most striking in 3. Eleventh Hour, where the particular structure of the legal hearing—a 

situation literally concerned with ‘hearing’ actors’ testimonies—offered an opportunity to see how 

rhetorical moves are made intersubjectively, through a back and forth argument about how the 

future of the Lower Cass Corridor should evolve. For example, even without access to pictures or 

photographs, the Architect and the Lawyer still conveyed a compelling sense of how the finished 

stadium would operate and fit within the context of a wider revitalized neighborhood. They made 

use of specific verbal imagery—encouraged the Commissioners to imagine themselves participating 

in future events—as well as statements about the project’s abstract future qualities and prominence, 

such as the claim that it would be one of the largest planned developments in the United States. We 

also see the developers’ words attempt to fuse the past and the present together—and then force a 

gap between this compound and their imagined future to bring their vision into sharper relief and 

bolster an impression of progress—just as Segoe’s team did with the original Detroit Master Plan. 

The developers’ opponents tried instead, and in vain, to fuse the past with the future. These are acts 

of persuasion staged in a political process, where one party—a planner or a developer—urges others 

to see the world as they do, and to act accordingly. Such descriptions of time, claims on the future, 

have concrete outcomes: land uses get segregated, or a building gets demolished.  

Unsurprisingly, perhaps, given shared etymology of image and imaginary, scenario and scene—

and, of course, the dual meaning of the term ‘vision’ itself—we also see such persuasive language 

																																																								
5 Sheila Jasanoff and Sang-Hyun Kim, eds., Dreamscapes of Modernity: Sociotechnical Imaginaries and the Fabrication of Power (Chicago ; 
London: The University of Chicago Press, 2015), 4. 
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accompanied by visual representations of future end-states in the planners’ master-planning work. In 

1. The Master Plan, for example, Segoe’s team included the two sets of photographs: one page 

representing the best of the present, a model for the future; the other representing the worst of the 

present, what the future ought not to contain. 6  This element of removal, of clearing away 

undesirable aspects of the present from the future vision, emphasizes such imaginaries’ blend of the 

everyday with quasi-utopian threads. Each imaginary—the rational post-war city, the DFC ecotopia, 

and the new arena district—combine familiar, identifiable features of urban life with some 

transformational aspect that the present city lacks. For Ladislas Segoe, the lost virtues of small-town 

life and civic order; for DFC, a realism about the prospects for vacant residential land; for ODM, a 

revitalized urban core.  

Perhaps the most striking quasi-utopian aspect of all these imaginaries is their attempt to appear 

politically benign and harmonious, to present an image of a future world that has overcome the 

worst of the past-present and erased it from the landscape, just as Thomas More attempted in the 

original Utopia.7 We see this, for example, in Segoe’s attempt to recover community spirit through 

the arrangement of land use, full of emancipatory rhetoric like: “a beautiful, harmonious community, 

fit for free men to live in.” We also see it, too, in the new Director’s words in 3. Eleventh Hour—

depicting a depoliticized future where preservationists and developers are no longer in conflict 

because of the procedural reforms he plans to initiate. This presentation of benign, universally-

desirable imaginaries is a luxury of political power. Each of the three imaginaries, to varying degrees, 

represents an exercise of authority and officialdom upon space and time. Segoe’s plan epitomizes 

this—directly commissioned, funded, and implemented by the City of Detroit. Although the DFC 

plan was never officially adopted by the City, 2. Copy and Paste and 4. Riding Shotgun show how it 

deeply influences the City’s present philosophy of land use. And although ODM’s vision for the 

																																																								
6 This set of dystopic photographs in the 1951 plan are what Dennis (2015, 56) calls ‘monsters’ – a future to be avoided. 
7 Thomas More, Utopia, English Trans. of 1556 by Raphe Robynson (Cambridge University Press, 1890). 
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arena project remains a private initiative, it received heavy public subsidies, and was strongly 

endorsed by the Mayoral Administration, which did its best to navigate the project through the 

City’s maze of regulatory requirements. 

In each case, these imaginaries set the boundaries for discussion and debate about the future. 

They become the default lens through which visions, hopes, and expectations are framed and 

articulated, acting politically to ‘settle affairs’ in the present. 8  Everyone else—preservationists, 

citizens, and sometimes other planners—are obliged to pass through the default frame, to register 

their own distinct and/or contrasting claims on the future through the space set by the imaginary. In 

3. Eleventh Hour, for example, much of the preservationists’ anger towards ODM and the City 

officials stemmed from the resentment at how the default imaginary was too narrowly framed to 

accommodate the hotel as part of the arena vision. They were angry that their competing vision for 

the future had to be threaded through the dominant agenda and themes of this default lens. And 

when Geoff noted in 2. Copy and Paste that the public “didn’t feel heard” in the DFC process, it was 

for the same reason: citizens’ alternative vision for the future of their neighborhood—free from the 

default frame of right-sizing and land reform, and informed by a separate set of memories, priorities, 

and injustices—struggled for recognition. 

This brings us to the subject of history, for as Jasanoff recognizes, “political imaginaries shape 

the future as they reinscribe or reconfigure the past.”9 The various imaginaries discussed in these 

chapters have a curious relationship to the past. At times, elements of the past and the present also 

appear inside their future visions. In Segoe’s plan, for example, we saw the prominence of timeless 

truths: the golden ratios and modernist design principles, alleged to stand outside the normal lineage 

of events and chains of ideas. In addition, Segoe’s vision contained material elements of the past-

																																																								
8 Langdon Winner, The Whale and the Reactor: A Search for Limits in an Age of High Technology (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1986). 
9 Jasanoff, “Imagined and Invented Worlds,” 338. 
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present that exhibit a degree of longevity or permanence, like the railroad network and Detroit’s 

fixed geographical boundaries. In 4. Riding Shotgun, too, certain features of the landscape—

riverfronts, major roads, stone houses, and so on—would indisputably remain part of the future, 

and, via Geoff and Christine’s folk theory of anchorage, take on a responsibility for their future 

surroundings. In 5. Saving Schools, the schools’ aspect of permanence was fused together with a 

normative argument for the past’s presence in the future: exactly the sort of argument the 

preservationists sought to articulate in 3. Eleventh Hour. 10 

Yet while these materials and principles survive into the future imaginaries, the same is not true 

of history, of the meaningful and contested understandings of the past which gives rise to our 

priorities and yearnings for the future. The three imaginaries are stripped of complexity and 

difference, becoming siloed, sanitized moments of future time exhibiting the sort of neatness and 

order the real Detroit never possessed and never will. We see this in 1. The Master Plan, where the 

planners observed that their future vision had “a place for everything, and everything in its proper 

place.”11 We might interpret this absence of historicity as a result of the limited opportunities 

conveyed by representational media, or language, or constraints of space and resources. But we 

might also look upon these imaginaries as socially and urbanistically naïve—not least the 

assumptions of Segoe’s plan, and the DFC plan. This mechanical crudeness and simplicity lends 

itself to the utopian urge for spatial comprehensiveness in progress, the idea that a whole plan, map, 

or vision for the future must move forward at the same pace across a whole geography, towards—as 

we saw with Christine’s work in 2. Copy and Paste and Dwayne’s oral history—a uniform future 

reality. 

																																																								
10 What’s also curious about Detroit’s extreme relationship to loss and change is that there are some features of the city that one 
would expect to be permanent, which are not. This is true in a broad sense about the demolition and widespread ruination, but it also 
surfaces in unique, odd moments, when Christine, for example, remarked that suburban families were removing their deceased 
relatives from Detroit’s graveyards. 
11 City of Detroit, “Proposed Generalized Land Use Plan: An Explanation of a Basic Plan Designed to Make Detroit a Better Place in 
Which to Live and Work” (Detroit: City Plan Commission, 1947), 16–17. 
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In 1. The Master Plan and 3. Eleventh Hour, we see, too, how the past is not only ignored but 

actively denigrated in order to bring a future imaginary into sharper, brighter relief.12 In Segoe’s plan, 

for example, we see an impression of progress sustained through the outright denunciation of 

history, of the “ante-ordinance days” when “confusion was piled on confusion.” The contribution 

of the 1951 Master Plan, Segoe’s team implied, was to rectify the damage history had inflicted upon 

the present through a rational synthesis of lost past virtues and the best modern principles. This 

would yield a balance, they argued, between the advantages of the existing metropolis, and the 

renewal of American small-town community life. The past was routinely denigrated in 3. Eleventh 

Hour, too, with The Lawyer’s stress on the ‘former’ status of the hotel, and The Counsel’s portrayal 

of the hotel’s surroundings and The Joe’s past failings. “While we can’t redo the past,” the Director 

said, trying to ameliorate the preservation community, we can learn from our mistakes. The future, 

he assured them, will not contain the same matters of concern that made their history so painful.  

Of course, properly acknowledging history—its memories, injustices, and legacies—presents a 

risk to any project of progressive futurity because this undermines the presumption of shared goals 

and the authority required to realize them. This leads to the pursuit of a ‘clean-break’ with the past in 

such projects, and the exclusion of those elements in the past-present that might challenge plan 

authors’ self-image of direction and control. As Mark Binelli puts it: “[W]hat’s missing from the 

Tomorrowland renderings of Detroit 2030, with its monorails and Christmas tree farms and office 

parks and Apple stores? Oh, right: poor people.”13  

 

 

 

																																																								
12 For a brief reflection on planning’s inadequate treatment of the ‘near past’, see: Simone Abram, “The Time It Takes: Temporalities 
of Planning,” Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute 20, no. S1 (2014): 129–47. 
13 Mark Binelli, Detroit City Is the Place to Be: The Afterlife of an American Metropolis (New York: Picador, 2013), 224. 
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II. Phenomenological Futurity: thinking through hope and despair  

 

Alongside this progressive futurity, however, this dissertation has explored the wider, more personal 

sense of futurity that characterized much of Departmental life. As Simone Abram reminds us, while 

“notions of progress are implicit in plans…close attention to the planning process indicates that 

such temporalities are doubted, contested, and mediated.”14 We have seen much—across the five 

empirical chapters and five oral histories above—that speaks to such doubt, contestation, and 

mediation. 

To understand these ‘non-progressive’ elements of the planners’ futurity, we need to appreciate 

their phenomenological relationship to time, the way they encounter and make sense of the 

unknown in deeply personal, human ways. Theories of phenomenological futurity—what Eugene 

Minkowski refers to as ‘lived time’—have roots in the sociological, philosophical, and 

anthropological studies of Durkheim, Bergson, and Geertz, and also find expression in the 

psychiatry of Minkowski and Viktor Frankl. They seek to clarify our basic human stance toward 

time, our sense of how we relate to the past, present, and the future through the ‘vital’ temporal 

phenomena of actions, expectation, hope, desire, prayer, and so forth. 15 

This perspective offers a means for understanding the planners’ relationship to the future that 

escapes capture in the progressive narratives and imaginaries discussed above. While 1. The Master 

Plan and 3. Eleventh Hour, for example, in analyzing Segoe's Detroit Master Plan and the Historic 

District Commission’s hearing, tell us much about how the visions of the future are made social, 

shared, and urgent, Chapters 2, 4, 5 and the planners’ oral histories instead teach us about the 

planners’ ‘felt’ sense of what Detroit's future holds—their individual convictions and anticipations 

																																																								
14 Abram, “The Time It Takes,” 129. 
15 Eugène Minkowski, Lived Time: Phenomenological and Psychopathological Studies, trans. Nancy Metzel (Evanston Ill.: Northwestern 
University Press, 1970). 
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about the unknown. The five oral histories, in particular, reveal how prominent this 

phenomenological futurity is in the planners’ most reflective moments on Detroit’s evolution, and 

how this might intersect with, and deeply influence, their personal and professional identities and 

circumstances. They did not—as the sanitized, progressive futurity of their formal planning 

documents and hearings might imply—leave their personal selves in the parking lot when they came 

into the Department to undertake their planning tasks. On the contrary, they came into the office 

each day worried about their aging parents, their children's prospects, and their inability to intercede 

in a hometown falling apart. 

There is a considerable spectrum here, as to how the different planners viewed these futures. 

Where they placed on the spectrum often depended on the length of the departmental career, the 

depth of their familiarity with the city, and—for Dwayne and Jackson—being victims of violent 

crime in the city. Charles and Selam, for example, were new arrivals to Detroit. While both were 

often shocked at Detroit's circumstances and the realities of the bankrupt Department, they 

nevertheless exhibited a fairly positive engagement with the future—one  marked by a confidence 

and hopefulness that a more desirable Detroit was possible, and a faith that the Department could 

play an instrumental and important role in reaching this. These planners were fresh, and driven by a 

sense of possibility; Detroit was but one period in their wider personal and professional trajectories. 

For Selam, living and working in Detroit represented a final refuge from the war and suffering that 

characterized her early life in Eritrea. The Department was a place to safely indulge in her love for 

technical, cartographic work. With Christine and Tony, by contrast, we see a pessimistic vision for 

Detroit: a prediction that the city will never recover in the way that Ellis and Dwayne hoped and 

expected, respectively, that it would.  

These were the truths the Dwayne shared on a park bench in the sun, Selam shared in the break 

room over a beet salad, and Tony shared in the bar with ‘Bad Moon on the Rise’ playing on the 
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jukebox—moments when the future ceased to be a clean-cut imaginary in drawings and blueprints, 

but lived among somber predictions, doubts, despair, and hope for salvation. These conversations 

provided some of the most revealing insights into the intimate relationship between a team of urban 

planners and the city they try to plan. 

In 4. Riding Shotgun, reflecting on the difference between Ladislas Segoe’s perspective on the 

future and those of Geoff and Christine in their master-planning work, I termed a section of the 

analysis ‘From Progress to Providence.’ This, I think, is a helpful way of framing the broader 

phenomenological futurity of Departmental life. One of the fundamental insights from the literature 

on lived time is that, as humans, our default temporal orientation is toward the future. Futurity is 

intrinsic to our consciousness, the product of what Minkowski terms the ‘élan vital’—the basic sense 

of forward motion and direction that our life acquires. Thus, the future is not encountered by 

humans primarily as something external to the self, but rather something derived from us, a product 

of ourselves, emerging from our basic tending towards what is yet to come. At the most basic level 

of consciousness, therefore, at “the primitive manner in which we live the future,” the future exists 

as an entity “independent of and before all knowledge.”16 

This is significant because—although a sense of progressive futurity had mostly disappeared 

from the planners’ world—they still had the future to ‘fill’ as human beings. It was not the case that 

the loss of progress from their working lives had removed a sense of the future; rather, this crisis of 

faith had opened a space at the core of their everyday duties and reflections to be filled by 

something else. The interpretative lens of ‘progress to providence’ helps to explain the planners’ 

phenomenological disposition toward questions of uncertainty, fate and destiny. Under a progressive 

mindset, by definition, the future is something controlled and directed by deliberate human agency 

and endeavor. This is the core Enlightenment idea of progress: that humankind can author its own 

																																																								
16 Minkowski, 79–80. 
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destiny. This mindset closely corresponds with Minkowksi’s ‘vital phenomena’ of desire. Situated 

‘above’ the immediate, second-by-second futurity of activity and expectation, desire takes the ego 

into a further, mediate realm.17 This is what allows us to ‘see’ into the future, enlarging our sense of 

what is possible and good for us to acquire and accomplish: “In desire I surpass activity,” 

Minkowski writes. “I look beyond, in every sense…I feel myself related to a more distant future…It 

is a spray which opens up all around.”18 

 Desire is thus connected to the fulfillment of temporarily distant wants. (“I cannot desire what I 

already have.”) In this sense, it supports exactly the kind of means-end progressive futurity discussed 

above. As Minkowski states: “If I desire to achieve a precise end…I represent this end to myself 

first of all and then attempt to realize it in view of the positive value that it has for me.”19 The future 

under conditions of progressive futurity is something pursued, a project of deliberate acquisition. As 

time unfolds, the self moves closer to the future goal. Progress results through this gradual reduction 

in the gap between the moving self and the desired eventuality. 

When progress disappears, however—when a career’s worth of promises never materialize—the 

future is no longer animated by a pursued desire, no longer lent shape and structure by the quest of 

something wanted. Instead, we find a reversal of perceived agency and direction between the self 

and what is to come. It is now the future that moves towards the self, looming, impending, and 

oppressive, while the self—without any means of shaping the future—remains seemingly static, at 

the mercy of what will transpire.20 It is this shift, this withering of progressive pursuit and retreat 

into providential waiting, that best characterizes the Department’s culture of phenomenological 

futurity. And it is this quality of providential waiting, of passivity and professional incapacity, where 

																																																								
17 In Minkowski’s model of the lived future, the ‘mediate’ is the mid-range temporal horizon that includes phenomena like desire and 
hope. This contrasts with ‘immediate’ phenomena of activity and expectation, and the ‘absolute’ horizon of prayer. 
18 Minkowski, Lived Time, 95–96. 
19 Minkowski, 98. 
20 Minkowski, 100. 
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we find the deepest vital phenomena shaping the planners’ most sincere engagement with the future: 

hope. 

In hope, though less specific and concrete than in professional imaginaries, we still find visions 

of a desired future. We also find considerations about how this future could be reached. But the 

final component of planning’s progressive futurity—the core conviction that planners and their 

associates are in a position to produce this future, that they have some privileged agency—

disappears. Amidst the strains of Departmental life, the presence of desired visions and conjecture 

about their possible realization is unsurprising. First, all the planners wanted Detroit to improve. 

Even Tony and Christine, the most jaded members of the team, sincerely wished that the Detroiters 

might one day live in dignity, amongst beauty, with a decent shot at the pursuit of happiness. And 

for Ellis, Dwayne, Geoff, Bernard, Hazel and others—those planners born and raised in Detroit—

urban planning was a vocation. They’d entered the profession to stem their hometown losses, to 

work towards a future of urban quality and dignity. The fact that the planners’ tools were 

inadequate, their plans were ignored, was immaterial to this basic wish for a better Detroit. The city’s 

fate, to the planners, wasn’t something abstract to pontificate about, some topic to kick around by 

the water-cooler. It was a matter of grave concern, front and center in their minds. “It is a peculiarity 

of man,”  Victor Frankl writes, “that he can only live by looking to the future... And this is his 

salvation in the most difficult moments of existence, although he has to sometimes force his mind 

to the task.”21 

Second, some of the Department’s more optimistic planners retained a belief that somehow, in 

ways tangential, adjacent, or entirely separate from urban planning, these hoped-for futures might 

one day materialize. Ellis, for example, was “hopeful things can progress” despite admitting that he 

																																																								
21 Viktor E. Frankl, Man’s Search for Meaning, ed. William J. Winslade and Harold S. Kushner, 1 edition (Boston: Beacon Press, 2006), 
73. Indeed, Frankl recalled particularly dark moments in the camps when he would imagine himself giving lectures in the future, in 
some “warm and pleasant lecture room,” whereby the awfulness of his present circumstances in the concentration camp would 
belong to his past. He also quotes Nietzsche on this point: “He who has a why to live for can bear with almost any how.” (76) 
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personally—and the Department at large—was hardly in a position to contribute to that progress. 

Though the future no longer felt like the planners’ to create, neither did it seem predetermined (as 

with Ancient Greek temporality, for example). Ellis’s confession of jadedness, then, did not extend 

to Detroit's prospects for improvement per se. Though he'd seen “plans after plans that go nowhere,” 

he nevertheless saw hope in the agency of others. Exactly who these others were, he doesn't specify. 

But the general climate of reinvestment in Detroit’s downtown core—which Ellis often remarked 

upon—gives us a clue. 

Hope comes to the fore in circumstances of loss and suffering. In Victor Frankl's moving 

concentration camp memoir Man's Search for Meaning, hope was crucial to his peers’ mental survival. 

The camp inmates, he wrote, all knew their odds of survival were minimal; those who weren’t 

executed would die from cold, starvation, or disease. But beyond the determinants of survival which 

they couldn't control, it was hope, Frankel argued—the belief that a better future may yet come—

that prevented suicide and total self-neglect. “The prisoner who lost his faith in the future—his 

future—was doomed,” he noted. “With the loss of belief in the future, he also lost his spiritual hold; 

he let himself decline and became subject to mental and physical decay... He just simply gave up.” 

This protective quality of hope, its capacity to act as a balm to suffering, likely explains why 

references to hope are found everywhere in Detroit. From the City’s official motto—‘We hope for 

better things; it shall rise from the ashes’—coined after a devastating fire in 1805, to the Spirit of 

Hope church on my street, to my roommates’ employer Boys Hope Girls Hope, to the curling 

Obama ’08 posters in the vacant schools toured in 5. Saving Schools.  There is a religious dimension to 

such hope: the promise of salvation, of deliverance, the wish that present anguish and past 

misfortune will no longer be with us at some future moment. Minkowski notes how it is often more 

pleasurable to dwell in an imagined future than live in the present, because such a future contains 

infinite possibilities for joy and satisfaction, whereas the present restricts us only to the realm of 
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immediate—and often painful—experience. As Max Weber notes, too, it is “hope for salvation” and 

“hope for compensation” that drive under-privileged members of society towards religious 

practice.22   

However, when the gulf between the prospect of future salvation and present miseries become 

too great, when hope in the future isn’t sufficient relief from present misery, a certain despondency 

can arise. Smoking a cigarette outside City Hall one morning in November 2015, processing the 

news that he would likely be laid off from the Department, Jackson said to me: 

 

“There's not a day goes by when I don't talk to God. But is that all black people have—Jesus? I'm thankful for it, I 

know that we needed something of a hope in order to live. But we don't have anything else, and I'm disturbed by 

that. We didn't bring that with us across the ocean.” 

 

If hope often arises in circumstances of suffering and loss, the empirical chapters and oral 

histories above further show how hope crystallizes around individuals’ perceived loss of agency to 

intervene in such circumstances. In 5. Saving Schools, for example, when Julie stands before an empty 

school and says: “This was once full of kids and life. It’s so eerie now. Hopefully we can do 

something…” she indicates something of what Swedberg sees as hope’s ‘wishful thinking,’ but she is 

also expressing doubt about her agency in the situation. She implies that the school’s fate is also 

contingent upon forces beyond her control. In her chats with the various schools’ neighbors about 

their hopes for the buildings’ futures, we see this same dynamic unfold at a different scale. Mindful 

of giving ‘false hope’ (a concept discussed in Tony’s oral history), these conversations foregrounded 

																																																								
22 See: Richard Swedberg, “A Sociological Approach to Hope in the Economy,” in The Economy of Hope, ed. Hirokazu Miyazaki and 
Richard Swedberg, First edition (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2017), 38. Swedberg also notes how Durkheim saw 
hope as a social product, stressing that the origin of hope results from the reasoning individual’s expectation that future circumstances 
will turn out well. Hope has thus not “fallen from heaven into our hearts, but must have, like all the sentiments, been formed under 
the influence of the facts. Thus if men have learnt to hope, if under the blows of misfortune they have grown accustomed to turn 
their gaze towards the future and to expect from it compensation for their present suffering, it is because they have perceived that 
such compensation occurs frequently…” (Durkheim [1893] 1984, 190 in: Swedberg, 2017, 39). 
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the residents’ lack of agency—staring at the empty schools for years, with no means of rehabilitating 

or demolishing them—and their hope that that the Department’s planners could improve things. 

This sense of citizens’ hopes for the planners’ agency, and its admission of their own 

desperation, dominates Tony's oral history. “By talking to me” he said, recalling his memory of 

public meetings, Detroiters’ “hope was that…somehow something would happen. Because they’ve 

tried all their channels. They’ve made all their phone calls to whoever they could find, and nothing 

ever happened.” Tony was embarrassed at the premise of such meetings, uncomfortable at the 

disconnect between the abstract topic of land use strategies and the more pressing, immediate 

residents’ concerns. But more than discomfort, Tony’s story teaches us most about despair.  

If Detroit’s citizens felt they lacked agency to improve the city’s condition, at least on paper 

there were layers of government and civil society that had ostensible influence: planners like Julie 

and Tony who presumably could help. But Tony’s oral history, and Christine’s resigned attitude in 2. 

Copy and Paste, shows what happens when those in a nominal position of influence—city planners 

with offices in City Hall—feel that they have no agency themselves, and yet are well-informed 

enough about urban systems to be skeptical of the prospect for broader city improvements, planned 

or otherwise. Where Jackson places hope in Jesus, and Ellis hopes in the growth machine, Tony’s 

and Christine’s hope had completely gone. Detroit was a lost cause. “Sore must be the storm/that 

could abash the little Bird/ that kept so many warm,” Emily Dickinson wrote in Hope is the Thing 

With Feathers. For these two planners, the storm was a career of disillusionment that had ultimately 

calcified into fatalism. 

One of hope’s most celebrated qualities is its endurance, its ability to survive even the most dire 

human circumstances that Frankl describes.23 There is much we have seen in this dissertation—in 

																																																								
23 For more on hope’s capacity to endure, see: Rebecca Solnit, Hope in the Dark: Untold Histories, Wild Possibilities, Third edition with a 
new foreword and afterword (Chicago, Illinois: Haymarket Books, 2016); And Hirokazu Miyazaki, “Obama’s Hope: An Economy of 
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Geoff’s diligence, Selam’s faith in her maps, Ellis’s sense that the future might improve—that 

supports this perspective. But Tony and Christine show how, when despair becomes the dominant 

mode of phenomenological futurity through which to approach planning, all sense of hope is 

extinguished. There are those, like Rachel Solnit perhaps, who might argue that Tony and Christine’s 

despair is unwarranted, unwise, unhelpful—those who might suggest that if Frankl could keep his 

hope in Auschwitz, and Selam could dream of a life in America despite those landmines, then these 

jaded planners should just work harder to reframe their perspectives and find the goodness and 

possibility that some of their colleagues had retained. But losing pensions, trying to support families, 

and making plans that always seem to ring false—these, too, have their corrosive power. 

Perhaps the first step towards overcoming such despair might be the ability to talk openly about 

it, to acknowledge its power and pervasiveness, its way of settling across an entire mental landscape, 

to be able to say to a professional colleague: “I don’t’ think a better future is possible here; help me 

to think differently.” If Tony and Christine could teach Selam about Detroit’s history and 

neighborhoods, about the City’s inner-workings, perhaps she might return advice about finding 

hope in dark times.  

This was one of the great schisms in Departmental life—because the phenomenological register 

of hope and despair is antithetical to progressive futurity's presumption of directed and effective 

improvement, it has no formal outlet within the planning profession’s professional culture and 

routines. With their thoughts unfit for public consumption, incompatible with clean lines and neat 

visions, Tony and Christine could only talk openly about how they felt while away from the office—

in the car on a site visit, or in the bar on a Friday after work.  

What tentative conclusions might be drawn about the relationship between progressive and 

phenomenological futurity, then, as they encounter each other in a troubled planning department? 

																																																																																																																																																																																			
Belief and Substance,” in The Economy of Hope, ed. Hirokazu Miyazaki and Richard Swedberg, First edition (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2017), 172–89. 
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Two provocative quotes provide a way in. One is Stephen Blum’s suggestion—coined in an urban 

planning context—that “planning is the organization of hope.” 24  Another comes from Atul 

Gawande’s book Being Mortal, about end-of-life medical care: “A hope is not a plan.”25 

At first glance, these quotes seem to be in tension. One implies that hope is integral to the 

planning process, the other implies that hope and planning exist in opposition. Yet on reflection, 

and in the broader contexture of their arguments, both authors are making a similar point about the 

‘division of labor’ in futurity. In suggesting that ‘a hope is not a plan,’ Gawande acknowledges the 

inevitability of hopefulness as something present in end-of-life situations—an intrinsic part of 

patient experience—but cautions against using hope as the means through which decisions about 

treatment or palliative care should be reached. Here hope, while a natural part of the suffering 

experience, is framed as inappropriate at the level of institutional decisions about resource allocation 

and care pathways. Because American medicine allows hope to dominate end-of-life decisions, and 

always chases the course of action expected to maximize the time we have left, Gawande argues, we 

make harmful decisions that worsen the quality of our life that remains.  

Gawande’s sense of planning, therefore, stands in contrast to the presumed irrationality of hope. 

It is framed as a level-headed, calculating mode of futurity with the capacity to organize and 

rationalize the landscape of medical care. It is this interplay between the individual patient and the 

medical institution where we find immediate resonance with Blum’s urban planning quotation. 

“Planning is the organization of hope” places hope at the level of citizens and stakeholders who 

confront urban circumstances and seek their improvement. Because such hopes will be multiple, 

contradictory, ambiguous, hard to articulate, and expansive, they will transcend the tight parameters 

of specific projects—like the plans for a new arena in 3. Eleventh Hour—that constitute the bulk of 
																																																								
24 John Forester and Howell Baum both credit this phrase to Stephen Blum, a fellow UC Berkeley graduate student, who in turn 
borrowed it from theologian Jurgen Moltmann. See: John Forester, Planning in the Face of Power (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1989). Howell S. Baum, The Organization of Hope: Communities Planning Themselves (SUNY Press, 1997), xii. Jurgen Moltmann, Hope 
and Planning, trans. J. Bowden and M. Clarkson (SCM-Canterbury Press Ltd, 1971).  
25 Atul Gawande, Being Mortal Illness, Medicine and What Matters in the End, International Edition (Picador, 2015), 172. 
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planning encounters in American cities. In organizing such hopes, then, it is planners’ agency—their 

capacity to translate and mediate between different visions for the future—that chimes with the 

presumed rationality found at the scale of the medical institution.  

What both quotes seem to imply, however, and what this dissertation has perhaps pushed back 

against, is the presumption that it doesn’t matter whether or not planners themselves are hopeful actors. 

These authors suggest that it is planners’ ability to transcend the hopeful realm, to translate its 

mysteries into the hard details of physical things and arrangements, that is important. What close 

attention to planners’ phenomenological futurity reveals, however, is that such acts of organization 

and translation are, in turn, conditional upon hope in the first place. If planning is the ‘organization 

of hope,’ then so might despair be the undoing of planning. 

 

 



	 250 

 

Bibliography 

 

Abram, Simone. “The Time It Takes: Temporalities of Planning.” Journal of the Royal 
Anthropological Institute 20, no. S1 (2014): 129–47. 

Adam, Barbara, and Chris Groves. Future Matters: Action, Knowledge, Ethics. Supplements to 
The Study of Time, v. 3. Leiden ; Boston: Brill, 2007. 

Alexievich, Svetlana. The Unwomanly Face of War: An Oral History of Women in World War II. 
Random House Publishing Group, 2017. 

Anon. “$1,250,000 Arena Planned for City.” Detroit Free Press. August 1, 1926. 
———. “Mike Ilitch, Detroit Developer, Pitches New Downtown District With Events 

Center.” Huffington Post, December 4, 2012, sec. Detroit. 
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/2012/12/04/mike-ilitch-detroit-downtown-
district-center_n_2239352.html. 

Apel, Dora. Beautiful Terrible Ruins: Detroit and the Anxiety of Decline. New Brunswick, New 
Jersey: Rutgers University Press, 2015. 

Austin, Dan. “Park Avenue Hotel.” Historic Detroit, nd. 
http://historicdetroit.org/building/park-avenue-hotel/. 

———. “Tuller Hotel.” Historic Detroit, nd. http://historicdetroit.org/building/tuller-
hotel/. 

Barnes, Trevor. “Metaphor.” In The Dictionary of Human Geography, edited by Derek Gregory, 
5th ed., 456. Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2009. 

Baum, Howell S. The Organization of Hope: Communities Planning Themselves. SUNY Press, 1997. 
Bellacasa, Maria Puig de la. “Matters of Care in Technoscience: Assembling Neglected 

Things.” Social Studies of Science 41, no. 1 (February 1, 2011): 85–106. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0306312710380301. 

Berger, John. Ways of Seeing. Magnolia, MA: Peter Smith Pub Inc, 1972. 
Bergson, Henri. “Time and Free Will: The Idea of Duration.” In Key Writings, edited by 

Keith Ansell-Pearson and Melissa McMahon, 57–94. London ; New York: 
Bloomsbury, 2014. 

Berman, Marshall. All That Is Solid Melts into Air: The Experience of Modernity. Reissue edition. 
New York, N.Y., U.S.A: Penguin Books, 1988. 

Berube, Alan. “Metro Nation: How U.S. Metropolitan Areas Fuel American Prosperity.” 
Washington D.C.: Brookings Institute, 2007. https://www.brookings.edu/wp-
content/uploads/2016/06/MetroNationbp.pdf. 

Binelli, Mark. Detroit City Is the Place to Be: The Afterlife of an American Metropolis. New York: 
Picador, 2013. 

Bissinger, H. G. A Prayer for the City. 1st ed. New York: Random House, 1997. 
Bomey, Nathan. Detroit Resurrected: To Bankruptcy and Back. 1 edition. W. W. Norton & 

Company, 2017. 



	 251 

Bouffard, Karen. “Census Bureau: Detroit Is Poorest Big City in U.S.” Detroit News. 
September 16, 2015. 
https://www.detroitnews.com/story/news/local/michigan/2015/09/16/census-us-
uninsured-drops-income-stagnates/32499231/. 

Brown, Nik, and Mike Michael. “A Sociology of Expectations: Retrospecting Prospects and 
Prospecting Retrospects.” Technology Analysis & Strategic Management 15, no. 1 (2003): 
3–18. 

Buch, Elana D. “Anthropology of Aging and Care.” Annual Review of Anthropology 44, no. 1 
(October 21, 2015): 277–93. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-anthro-102214-
014254. 

Bullard, Robert D., ed. Growing Smarter: Achieving Livable Communities, Environmental Justice, and 
Regional Equity. Cambridge, Mass: The MIT Press, 2007. 

Burton, Clarence Monroe. When Detroit Was Young; Historical Studies. Detroit: Burton Abstract 
and Title Co., 1951. 

Callon, Michel, and Bruno Latour. “Unscrewing the Big Leviathan: How Actors Macro-
Structure Reality and How Sociologists Help Them to Do So.” In Advances in Social 
Theory and Methodology: Towards an Integration of Micro-and Macro- Sociologies., edited by 
Karin Knorr-Cetina and Aaron Cicourel, pp. 277–303. Boston MA: Routledge, 1981. 

Campanella, Thomas J. “ACSP Distinguished Educator, 1984: John W. Reps.” Journal of 
Planning Education and Research 35, no. 4 (December 1, 2015): 515–17. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0739456X15596069. 

Campbell, Scott. “Is Progress No Longer Progressive? Reclaiming the Ideology of Progress 
in Planning.” Working Paper, 2005. 

Center for Urban Research and Learning. “New Jefferson Village: Community Uprooted: 
Eminent Domain in the U.S.: Loyola University Chicago.” Accessed May 3, 2018. 
http://www.luc.edu/eminent-domain/siteessays/detroitmi/newjeffersonvillage/. 

Christian, Nichole M. “All-Out Fight in Detroit to Keep Census Above a Million.” The New 
York Times, May 2, 2000, sec. U.S. https://www.nytimes.com/2000/05/02/us/all-
out-fight-in-detroit-to-keep-census-above-a-million.html. 

City of Detroit. “Code of Ordinances,” September 29, 2017. 
https://www.municode.com/library/mi/detroit/codes/code_of_ordinances?nodeId
=PTIIICICO_CH25HI_ARTIIHILADI_DIV2WOPE_S25-2-22ISNOPR. 

———. “Detroit Master Plan: Plans for a Finer City.” Detroit: City Plan Commission, 1951. 
———. “Detroit: The New City: Summary Report.” Detroit: Department Report and 

Information Committee, 1966. 
———. “Proposed Generalized Land Use Plan: An Explanation of a Basic Plan Designed 

to Make Detroit a Better Place in Which to Live and Work.” Detroit: City Plan 
Commission, 1947. 

———. “Study of Urban Blight and Redevelopment in Detroit.” Detroit: City Plan 
Commission, 1959. 

Clement, Daniel, and Miguel Kanai. “The Detroit Future City: How Pervasive Neoliberal 
Urbanism Exacerbates Racialized Spatial Injustice.” American Behavioral Scientist 59, 
no. 3 (March 1, 2015): 369–85. https://doi.org/10.1177/0002764214550306. 

Clutter, McLain. “Cleveland: Medi-Plex City.” In Formerly Urban: Projecting Rust Belt Futures, 
edited by Julia Czerniak, First edition., 52–69. New City Books. Syracuse, New York: 
Syracuse University School of Architecture and Princeton Architectural Press, 2013. 

Colloredo-Mansfield, Rudi. “Matter Unbound.” Journal of Material Culture 8, no. 3 (2004): 
245–54. 



	 252 

Cosgrove, Denis E. Social Formation and Symbolic Landscape. Croom Helm Historical 
Geography Series. London: Croom Helm, 1984. 

Crapanzano, Vincent. Imaginative Horizons: An Essay in Literary-Philosophical Anthropology. 
University of Chicago Press, 2010. 

Czerniak, Julia, ed. Formerly Urban: Projecting Rust Belt Futures. First edition. New City Books. 
Syracuse, New York: Syracuse University School of Architecture and Princeton 
Architectural Press, 2013. 

Davidson, Kate. “Detroit Has Tons of Vacant Land. But Forty Square Miles?” Accessed 
May 8, 2018. http://michiganradio.org/post/detroit-has-tons-vacant-land-forty-
square-miles. 

Davis, Mike. City of Quartz: Excavating the Future in Los Angeles. New York: Vintage Books, 
1992. 

DeSilvey, Caitlin. “Observed Decay: Telling Stories with Mutable Things.” Journal of Material 
Culture 11, no. 3 (November 1, 2006): 318–38. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1359183506068808. 

Desjarlais, Mary, John Baldwin Thomas, Bill Rauhauser, and Gene Meadows. Detroit Revisited: 
The Twentieth Century in Photographs by John Baldwin Thomas, Bill Rauhauser and Gene 
Meadows. Royal Oak, Mich: J D Anthony, 2000. 

Detroit Blight Removal Task Force. “Every Neighborhood Has a Future...and It Doesn’t 
Include Blight.” Detroit: Rock Ventures, 2014. 

Detroit Free Press. The Joe: Memories from the Heart of Hockeytown. Chicago: Triumph Books, 
2017. 

Detroit Future City. “Detroit Strategic Framework Plan, December 2012.” Detroit Future 
City, 2012. 

Doerr, Anthony. About Grace: A Novel. Reprint edition. Scribner, 2015. 
D’Onofrio, Alexandra. “Reaching for the Horizon: Exploring Existential Possibilities of 

Migration and Movement within the Past-Present-Future through Participatory 
Animation.” In Anthropologies and Futures: Researching Emerging and Uncertain Worlds, 
edited by Juan Francisco Salazar, Sarah Pink, Andrew Irving, and Johannes Sjöberg, 
189–207. London ; New York, NY: Bloomsbury Academic, an imprint of 
Bloomsbury Publishing, Plc, 2017. 

Doucet, Brian, and Drew Philip. “In Detroit ‘ruin Porn’ Ignores the Voices of Those Who 
Still Call the City Home.” The Guardian, February 15, 2016. 

Douglas, Mary. Purity and Danger. London: Routledge, 1966. 
Edelman, David J., and David J. Allor. “Ladislas Segoe and the Emergence of the 

Professional Planning Consultant.” Journal of Planning History 2, no. 1 (February 1, 
2003): 47–78. 

Edelman, David J, University of Cincinnati, and Architecture College of Design Art, and 
Planning. In the Public Interest: The Life and Work of Regional Planning Pioneer Ladislas 
Segoe (1894-1983), 2015. 

Edensor, Tim. Industrial Ruins: Spaces, Aesthetics, and Materiality. Oxford [U.K.] ; New York: 
Berg, 2005. 

Eisinger, Peter. “Is Detroit Dead?” Journal of Urban Affairs 36, no. 1 (February 1, 2014): 1–12. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/juaf.12071. 

Emerson, Ralph Waldo, and Mary Oliver. The Essential Writings of Ralph Waldo Emerson. 
Edited by Brooks Atkinson. 1 edition. New York: Modern Library, 2000. 



	 253 

Fainstein, Susan S., and Scott Campbell. Readings in Planning Theory. 3rd ed. Malden, MA: 
Wiley-Blackwell, 2012. 

Fine, Sidney. Violence in the Model City: The Cavanagh Administration, Race Relations, and the 
Detroit Riot of 1967. East Lansing: Michigan State University Press, 2007. 

Fishman, Robert. “Detroit: Linear City.” In Mapping Detroit: Land, Community, and Shaping a 
City, edited by June Manning Thomas and Henco Bekkering, 77–100. Detroit: Wayne 
State University Press, 2015. 

Forester, John. “Deliberative Planning Practices Without Smothering Invention: A Practical 
Aesthetic View.” In The Oxford Handbook of Deliberative Democracy, edited by Andre 
Bachtiger, John Dryzek, Jane Mansbridge, and Mark Warren. Oxford Handbooks. 
Oxford, New York: Oxford University Press, Forthcoming. 

———. Planning in the Face of Power. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1989. 
———. The Deliberative Practitioner: Encouraging Participatory Planning Processes. Cambridge, 

Mass: MIT Press, 1999. 
Frankl, Viktor E. Man’s Search for Meaning. Edited by William J. Winslade and Harold S. 

Kushner. 1 edition. Boston: Beacon Press, 2006. 
Fyfe, Gordon, and John Law. “Introduction: On the Invisibility of the Visual.” The 

Sociological Review 35 (May 1, 1987): 1–14. 
Galster, George C. Driving Detroit: The Quest for Respect in Motown. 1st ed. Metropolitan 

Portraits. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2012. 
Gawande, Atul. Being Mortal Illness, Medicine and What Matters in the End. International Edition 

edition. Picador, 2015. 
Geismar, Haidy. “Anthropology and Heritage Regimes.” Annual Review of Anthropology 44, no. 

1 (October 21, 2015): 71–85. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-anthro-102214-
014217. 

Grengs, Joe. “Comparing People and Places with Transportation Accessibility in 
Metropolitan Detroit.” In Mapping Detroit: Land, Community, and Shaping a City, edited 
by June Manning Thomas and Henco Bekkering, 101–14. Detroit: Wayne State 
University Press, 2015. 

———. “Job Accessibility and the Modal Mismatch in Detroit.” Journal of Transport Geography 
18, no. 1 (January 1, 2010): 42–54. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jtrangeo.2009.01.012. 

Grover, John, and Yvette van der Velde. “A School District in Crisis: Detroit’s Public 
Schools 1843-2015.” Detroit: Loveland Technologies, 2016. 

Gruen, Victor. The Heart of Our Cities: The Urban Crisis, Diagnosis and Cure. Simon and 
Schuster, 1965. 

Hackworth, Jason. “Rightsizing as Spatial Austerity in the American Rust Belt.” Environment 
and Planning A: Economy and Space 47, no. 4 (April 1, 2015): 766–82. 
https://doi.org/10.1068/a140327p. 

Hall, Peter. Cities of Tomorrow: An Intellectual History of Urban Planning and Design in the Twentieth 
Century. Repr. Oxford: Blackwell, 1993. 

Harvey, David. The Condition of Postmodernity: An Enquiry into the Origins of Cultural Change. 
Oxford [England] ; Cambridge, Mass., USA: Blackwell, 1989. 

Healey, Patsy. “Traditions of Planning Thought.” In Readings in Planning Theory, edited by 
Susan S. Fainstein and Scott Campbell, 3rd ed., 214–33. Malden, MA: Wiley-
Blackwell, 2012. 

Holston, James. The Modernist City: An Anthropological Critique of Brasília. Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1989. 



	 254 

Holusha, John. “Michigan Diversifying Its Economy.” The New York Times, September 27, 
1986, sec. U.S. https://www.nytimes.com/1986/09/27/us/michigan-diversifying-
its-economy.html. 

Jackson, Steven J. “Rethinking Repair.” In Media Technologies, edited by Tarleton Gillespie, 
Pablo J. Boczkowski, and Kirsten A. Foot, 221–40. The MIT Press, 2014. 
http://mitpress.universitypressscholarship.com/view/10.7551/mitpress/978026252
5374.001.0001/upso-9780262525374-chapter-11. 

Jacobs, Jane. The Death and Life of Great American Cities. Vintage Books ed. New York: Vintage 
Books, 1961. 

Jasanoff, Sheila. “Imagined and Invented Worlds.” In Dreamscapes of Modernity: Sociotechnical 
Imaginaries and the Fabrication of Power, edited by Sang-Hyun Kim and Sheila Jasanoff, 
321–41. Chicago ; London: The University of Chicago Press, 2015. 

Jasanoff, Sheila, and Sang-Hyun Kim, eds. Dreamscapes of Modernity: Sociotechnical Imaginaries and 
the Fabrication of Power. Chicago ; London: The University of Chicago Press, 2015. 

John Mogk. Pers. Comm., 2014. 
Kelling, George, and James Wilson. “Broken Windows: The Police and Neighborhood 

Safety.” Atlantic Monthly 249, no. 3 (1982): 29–38. 
Kirkpatrick, L. Owen. “Urban Triage, City Systems, and the Remnants of Community: Some 

‘Sticky’ Complications in the Greening of Detroit.” Journal of Urban History 41, no. 2 
(March 1, 2015): 261–78. https://doi.org/10.1177/0096144214563503. 

Knack, Ruth, Stuart Meck, and Israel Stollman. “The Real Story behind the Standard 
Planning and Zoning Acts of the 1920s.” Land Use Law & Zoning Digest 48, no. 2 
(February 1, 1996): 3–9. 

Kotkin, Joel. “The U.S. Cities Where Manufacturing Is Thriving.” Forbes. Accessed May 22, 
2018. https://www.forbes.com/sites/joelkotkin/2016/06/21/the-u-s-cities-where-
manufacturing-is-thriving/. 

Krueckeberg, Donald A., ed. The American Planner: Biographies and Recollections. New York: 
Methuen, 1983. 

Krueckeberg, Donald A., and Sydney H. Williams. “The Recollections of Ladislas Segoe.” In 
The American Planner: Biographies and Recollections, edited by Donald A. Krueckeberg, 
301–22. New York: Methuen, 1983. 

Latour, Bruno. “Why Has Critique Run out of Steam? From Matters of Fact to Matters of 
Concern.” Critical Inquiry 30, no. 2 (2004): 225–48. 

LeDuff, Charlie. Detroit: An American Autopsy. New York: Penguin Press, 2013. 
Lefebvre, Henri. The production of space. Oxford, OX, UK; Cambridge, Mass., USA: Blackwell, 

1991. 
Lowe, Kate, and Joe Grengs. “Private Donations for Public Transit: The Equity Implications 

of Detroit’s Public–Private Streetcar.” Journal of Planning Education and Research, March 
13, 2018, 0739456X18761237. https://doi.org/10.1177/0739456X18761237. 

Marchand, Yves, and Romain Meffre. The Ruins of Detroit. Göttingen: Steidl, 2010. 
Martelle, Scott. Detroit: A Biography. 1st ed. Chicago, Ill: Chicago Review Press, 2012. 
Marx, Karl. Capital: A Critique of Political Economy. V. 1: Penguin Classics. London ; New 

York, N.Y: Penguin Books in association with New Left Review, 1867. 
Matich, Olga, ed. Petersburg/Petersburg: Novel and City, 1900-1921. Madison, Wis: The 

University of Wisconsin Press, 2010. 
McCormack, Derek. “Thinking and Moving with Atmospheric Things.” presented at the 

What_Now Festival, 2014. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yv_8Bc1AcSw. 



	 255 

Michigan Radio. “The Story behind the Michigan ‘S.’” Accessed May 8, 2018. 
http://michiganradio.org/post/story-behind-michigan-s. 

Miller, Daniel. Stuff. Cambridge: Polity Press, 2010. 
Minkowski, Eugène. Lived Time: Phenomenological and Psychopathological Studies. Translated by 

Nancy Metzel. Evanston Ill.: Northwestern University Press, 1970. 
Miyazaki, Hirokazu. “From Sugar Cane to ‘Swords’: Hope and the Extensibility of the Gift 

in Fiji.” Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute 11, no. 2 (June 1, 2005): 277–95. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9655.2005.00236.x. 

———. “Obama’s Hope: An Economy of Belief and Substance.” In The Economy of Hope, 
edited by Hirokazu Miyazaki and Richard Swedberg, First edition., 172–89. 
Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2017. 

Moehlman, Arthur. Public Education in Detroit. New York: Arno, 1974. 
Moltmann, Jurgen. Hope and Planning. Translated by J. Bowden and M. Clarkson. SCM-

Canterbury Press Ltd, 1971. 
More, Thomas. Utopia. English Trans. of 1556 by Raphe Robynson. Cambridge University 

Press, 1890. 
Mulligan, William. “Michigan in the Great Depression: The Dream Lost, The Dream 

Reclaimed.” In Michigan Remembered: Photographs from the Farm Security Administration and 
the Office of War Information, 1936-1943, edited by Constance B. Schulz, 15–38. Detroit: 
Wayne State University Press, 2001. 

Mumford, Lewis. Technics and Civilization. A Harvest Book. San Diego: Harcourt Brace, 1995. 
———. The City in History: Its Origins, Its Transformations, and Its Prospects. London; in 

association with Secker and Warburg: Penguin ;, 1987. 
Munn, Nancy D. “The Decline and Fall of Richmond Hill: Commodification and Place-

Change in Late 18th–early 19th Century New York.” Anthropological Theory 13, no. 1–
2 (March 1, 2013): 137–68. https://doi.org/10.1177/1463499613483406. 

National Parks Service. “Guidelines for Evaluating and Registering Archeological 
Properties.” Washington D.C.: Department of the Interior, 2000. 
https://www.nps.gov/nr/publications/bulletins/arch/. 

Nolon, John R., and Patricia E. Salkin. Land Use in a Nutshell. West Nutshell Series. St. Paul, 
MN: Thomson/West, 2006. 

Nowotny, Helga. Time: Modern and Postmodern Experience. First published in paperback. 
Cambridge, UK Malden, MA: Polity Press, 1996. 

OED. Oxford English Dictionary. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989. 
Orr, Kevyn. “Emergency Manager Order 38. Order Modifying Planning and Development 

Department and Establishing Housing and Revitalization Department.” City of 
Detroit, September 25, 2014. 

Park, Robert Ezra, E. W Burgess, and Roderick Duncan McKenzie. The City. Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1984. 

Peter Hammer. Pers. Comm., 2014. 
Reps, John W. “Plan Is a Four-Letter Word.” American Society of Planning Officials Newsletter 34, 

no. 2 (1968). 
———. “Planning in the Wilderness: Detroit, 1805-1830.” Town Planning Review 25, no. 4 

(January 1, 1955). https://doi.org/10.3828/tpr.25.4.n303q57518512615. 
Rip, Arie. “Folk Theories of Nanotechnologists.” Science as Culture 15, no. 4 (December 1, 

2006): 349–65. https://doi.org/10.1080/09505430601022676. 



	 256 

Rothstein, Richard. The Color of Law: A Forgotten History of How Our Government Segregated 
America. 1 edition. New York ; London: Liveright, 2017. 

Russell, Bertrand. A History of Western Philosophy. A Touchstone Book. New York u.a: Simon 
and Schuster, 1972. 

Sacks, Oliver. Seeing Voices: A Journey into the World of the Deaf by Sacks, Oliver (2012) Paperback. 
New York: Picador, n.d. 

Safransky, Sara. “Greening the Urban Frontier: Race, Property, and Resettlement in 
Detroit.” Geoforum 56 (September 1, 2014): 237–48. 

———. “Rethinking Land Struggle in the Postindustrial City.” Antipode 49, no. 4 (September 
1, 2017): 1079–1100. https://doi.org/10.1111/anti.12225. 

Sayes, Edwin. “Actor–Network Theory and Methodology: Just What Does It Mean to Say 
That Nonhumans Have Agency?” Social Studies of Science 44, no. 1 (February 1, 2014): 
134–49. https://doi.org/10.1177/0306312713511867. 

Scott, James C. Seeing like a State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition Have 
Failed. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998. 

Sennett, Richard. The Craftsman. Penguin UK, 2009. 
Shapin, Steven, and Simon Schaffer. Leviathan and the Air-Pump: Hobbes, Boyle, and the 

Experimental Life. Reprint edition. Princeton, N.J: Princeton University Press, 2011. 
“Snyder - Snyder Statement on 2010 Census Figures.” Accessed May 8, 2018. 

https://www.michigan.gov/snyder/0,4668,7-277-57577-253071--,00.html. 
Solnit, Rebecca. Hope in the Dark: Untold Histories, Wild Possibilities. Third edition with a new 

foreword and afterword. Chicago, Illinois: Haymarket Books, 2016. 
Sontag, Susan. Illness as Metaphor and AIDS and Its Metaphors. 1st edition. New York: Picador, 

2001. 
———. On Photography. 1st edition. New York: Picador, 2001. 
Stoll, Michael. “Job Sprawl and the Spatial Mismatch between Blacks and Jobs.” Washington 

D.C., 2005. https://www.brookings.edu/research/job-sprawl-and-the-spatial-
mismatch-between-blacks-and-jobs/. 

Sugrue, Thomas J. The Origins of the Urban Crisis: Race and Inequality in Postwar Detroit. Princeton 
Studies in American Politics. Princeton, N.J: Princeton University Press, 1996. 

Swedberg, Richard. “A Sociological Approach to Hope in the Economy.” In The Economy of 
Hope, edited by Hirokazu Miyazaki and Richard Swedberg, First edition., 37–50. 
Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2017. 

Tapsell, Paul. “Aroha Mai: Whose Museum?” In The Routledge Companion to Museum Ethics: 
Redefining Ethics for the Twenty-First-Century Museum, edited by Janet Marstine, pp. 85–
111. London: Routledge, 2011. 

Terkel, Studs. Working: People Talk About What They Do All Day and How They Feel About What 
They Do. New York: The New Press, 1997. 

Thomas, June Manning. Redevelopment and Race: Planning a Finer City in Postwar Detroit. 
Paperback ed. Great Lakes Books. Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 2013. 

Tomlan, Michael A. Historic Preservation. Cham: Springer International Publishing, 2015. 
http://link.springer.com/10.1007/978-3-319-04975-5. 

Tönnies, Ferdinand. Community and Society = Gemeinschaft Und Gesellschaft. Mineola, N.Y: 
Dover Publications, 2002. 

Updike, John. Collected Poems, 1953-1993. 1st ed. New York: Knopf : Distributed by Random 
House, 1993. 



	 257 

Waldheim, Charles. “Detroit, Disabitato, and the Origins of Landscape.” In Formerly Urban: 
Projecting Rust Belt Futures, edited by Julia Czerniak, First edition., 166–83. New City 
Books. Syracuse, New York: Syracuse University School of Architecture and 
Princeton Architectural Press, 2013. 

Wayne Co., Mich Board of County Auditors. Manual, County of Wayne, Michigan, 1926. 
Detroit, Mich, 1926. http://archive.org/details/manualcountyofwa00wayn. 

Weber, Max. From Max Weber: Essays in Sociology. Edited by Hans Gerth and C. Wright Mills. 
New York: Routledge, 1948. 

Williams, Sydney H. The Ladislas Segoe tapes: Transcript of an interview with Ladislas 
Segoe, 1980. Cornell University. American Planning Association. 

Winner, Langdon. The Whale and the Reactor: A Search for Limits in an Age of High Technology. 
Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1986. 

Woodward, John. An Essay toward a Natural History of the Earth, and Terrestrial Bodies Especially 
Minerals, as Also of the Sea, Rivers, and Springs, with an  of the Universal Deluge and of the 
Effects That It Had upon the Earth. London: Ric. Wilkin, 1695. 
https://quod.lib.umich.edu/cgi/t/text/text-idx?c=eebo;idno=A67007.0001.001. 

Zaniewski, Ann. “Detroit Forgives DPS Debt in Exchange for Empty Schools.” Detroit Free 
Press. October 29, 2014. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


