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Introduction 
--

Thinking Out 
Loud 

What is place? 

How does place come to exist?  

How does place change over time?

What is the sustainable of place?

These were some of the first questions 
I asked myself as my thesis adventure 
started.  I came up with a definition of 
place, that began to answer the rest of 
those questions.  Place is where our 
human habits construct, de-construct, 
and re-construct the built environment. 
Throughout this year-ish long process, 
I tried over and over again to continue 
to answer and draw on these questions.  
My verbal presentation talked about and 
answered these questions but, my graphic 
presentation begged for other questions 
to be asked:

How do PLACES change over time?

Why do PLACES change over time? 

How do we record change?

How do we manage change? 

What if?

And ultimately,
what Ought? 





Abstract
--

At some point in time someone, some 
group, or some thing decided that change 
ought to happen.  Typically these [somes] 
do not, or did not, take into consideration 
the future consequences of these changes, 
and left lasting scars in the built and social 
fabrics of many places around the world.  
This thesis begs to ask the question of 
“what ought” as we look back into the 
past, see the present, realized that a 
pattern exists, and look forward into the 
future for a more equitable management 
of change.  





 “Three things are necessary for the 
salvation of man: to know what he ought 
to believe; to know what he ought to de-
sire; and to know what he ought to do.” 

Thomas Aquinas

 “Three things are necessary 
for the salvation of man: to know what he 
ought to believe; to know what he ought 
to desire; and to know what he ought to 
do.” 

Thomas Aquinas



 “Three things are necessary for the 
salvation of man: to know what he ought 
to believe; to know what he ought to de-
sire; and to know what he ought to do.” 

Thomas Aquinas

Thesis Statement
--

Place is where contemporary needs and 
wants construct, de-construct, and re-
construct the built environment.  
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DETROIT’S NEIGHBORHOODS

JEFFERSON- MACK

JEFFERSON- CHALMERS

JEFFERSON- CHALMERS

400 FT

CARTOGRAPHY
car·tog·ra·phy

/kärˈtäɡrəfē/

noun

the science or prac�ce of drawing maps.

MAPPING 
map·ping

/mapiNG/Submit

noun

The act or process of making a map

PSYCHOGEOGRAPHY
psy·cho·ge·og·ra·phy

/ˌsīkōjēˈäɡrəfē/

noun

the study of the influence of geographical environment on the mind or on 
behavior.

"a newly emerging discipline within geography is psychogeography"

the geographical environment of a par�cular loca�on, typically a city, 
considered with regard to its influence on the mind or on behavior.

"the psychogeography of Los Angeles"

JEFFERSON - CHALMERS

NORTH CORKTOWN

nar·ra·�ve
/ˈnerədiv/

noun

1.
a spoken or wri�en account of connected events; a story.
"the hero of his modest narra�ve"

synonyms: account, chronicle, history, descrip�on, record, report, story

"an interes�ng narra�ve about her year in Bolivia"

adjec�ve

1.
in the form of or concerned with narra�on.

"a narra�ve poem"

NARRITIVE

NARRITIVE
cur·rent

/kərənt/

adjec�ve

1.
belonging to the present �me; happening or being used or done now.
"keep abreast of current events"

synonyms: contemporary, present-day, modern, present, contempora-
neous

noun

1.
a body of water or air moving in a definite direc�on, especially through a 
surrounding body of water or air in which there is less movement.
"ocean currents"

NARRITIVE
his·tor·i·cal

/hiˈstôrək(ə)l/

adjec�ve

of or concerning history; concerning past events.

"the historical background to such studies"

belonging to the past, not the present.

"famous historical figures"

synonyms: past, bygone, ancient, old, former; literaryof yore
"historical figures"

antonyms: contemporary

NARRITIVE
col·lec·�ve

/kəˈlek�v/

adjec�ve

1.
done by people ac�ng as a group.
"a collec�ve protest"

belonging or rela�ng to all the members of a group.
"ministers who share collec�ve responsibility"

synonyms: common, shared, joint, combined, mutual, communal, 
pooled

antonyms: individual

his·tor·i·cal

/hiˈstôrək(ə)l/

adjec�ve

of or concerning history; concerning past events.

"the historical background to such studies"

belonging to the past, not the present.

"famous historical figures"

synonyms: past, bygone, ancient, old, former; literaryof yore
"historical figures"

antonyms: contemporary

NARRITIVE
ought

/ôt/

verb

1.
used to indicate duty or correctness, typically when cri�cizing someone's 
ac�ons.

"they ought to respect the law"

used to indicate a desirable or expected state.

"he ought to be able to take the ini�a�ve"

used to give or ask advice.

"you ought to go"

NORTH CORKTOWN

CORE CITY

CORKTOWN

WEST SIDE INDUSTRIAL

MIDTOWN

HUBBARD RICHARD

400 FT

TELEOLOGY
tel·e·ol·o·gy

/.telēˈäləjē,ˌtēlēˈäləjē/

noun

noun: teleology; plural noun: teleologies

the explana�on of phenomena by the purpose they serve rather than by 
postulated causes.

THEOLOGY
the doctrine of design and purpose in the material world.

JEFFERSON - MACK

CORKTOWN

CORKTOWN

CORKTOWN

NORTH
CORKTOWN



A Tale of 
--

A Tale of Hundreds of Cities and 
Thousands of  Neighborhoods

I wanted this study to be able to be 
utilized not just by myself in the City of 
Detroit for the purpose of a thesis project.  
But, I wanted this  study to be able to be 
utilized by other people in other places 
and a variety of urban scales.  

When attempting to find the right place 
to conduct a study of oughtness in the 
past, the contemporary, and the future I 
was approached with hundreds of cities 
and thousands of neighborhoods.  It’s 
important to recognize that each place is 
different and has its own story or narrative.  
This thesis is about these narratives.  So 
where do I begin?

I chose to start in the City of Detroit, 
because I am here, because of the complex 
histories, because of the contesting 
memories, because of the scale, because 
of the varying landscapes, because of...

The City of Detroit is made of over 100 
neighborhoods, again each unique and 
different than one another due to the 
social and built landscapes that have 
been constructed, de-constructed, and re-
constructed over time.  

The search narrowed in on to two 
Neighborhoods thanks to the help of 
recently released Request For Proposals 
from the City of Detroit.  The RFP’s helped 
me locate and study a neighborhood that 
was not arbitrary, but was in-fact looking 
for some sort of change in the near future— 
Jefferson Chalmers and North Corktown.  
The neighborhoods are both existing in 
a desolated state as different types of 
change have altered the landscape and 
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created the condition they currently sit in.  

Jefferson Chalmers, a neighborhood on 
the city’s east side had experienced a 
slow, subtle change in character as the 
homes, streets, and parks were vacated, 
abandoned, and left to decay over the 
years.  The landscape of the Jefferson 
Chalmers neighborhood is extremely 
interesting, with a large commercial 
corridor— Jefferson Avenue on one side, 
a river— The Detroit River on another, 
and another city— Grosse Point Park 
just on the other side of some barriers 
(that’s for another thesis to study!).  I 
was blown away by the scale and 
density of the neighborhood, as well 
as the characters that would line up 
along the riverwalk casting lines out in 
hopes of some good fishing.  The canals 
and the empty property adjacent to 
the river offered tons of programmatic 
opportunity for the dense residential asset 
the neighborhood offered.  I fell in love 
with the contemporary narrative that the 
neighborhood was living in.  Yet, when 
looking into the past, looking at historical 
information, I found the neighborhoods 
historical narrative to be not as inspiring 
or complex to study.  Over the years the 
neighborhood has not changed, other 
than the slow abandonment of certain 
homes, and neglect of keeping up of other 
homes,the parks, and canals.  

North Corktown,  is a neighborhood on 
the city’s west side.  The neighborhood, 
at first glance, looks like nothing is going 
on there.  It is bounded by I-75 on the 
south, Martin Luther King Jr. Boulevard 
on the north, I-96 on the west, and the 

John C. Lodge Freeway on the east.  It 
is an island.  Though the neighborhood 
does not look like much, in terms 
of interesting landscape, as well as 
interesting contemporary narrative, like 
Jefferson Chalmers, I decided to continue 
to research the neighborhood and its 
surrounding context.  I found, that though 
the contemporary landscape doesn’t 
seem like much the historical and adjacent 
landscape was and still is extremely 
interesting.  By this I mean that the context 
of North Corktown has to include the 
Greater Corktown area.  It would be 
foolish to just consider the contemporary 
boarders of I-75, Martin Luther King Jr. 
Boulevard, I-96, and the John C. Lodge, 
especially when these borders and many 
other neighborhood boundaries have been 
and still are contested with one another.  
I eventually decided to move forward 
with the North Corktown neighborhood 
and the Greater Corktown context as a 
means to carry out the research that this 
thesis attempts to unpack.  Continued 
research of North Corktown revealed to 
my surprise, an interesting landscape, 
an interesting historical narrative, an 
interesting contemporary narrative, and 
an interesting future narrative that this 
thesis will attempt diagram and reveal.  

Again, it is important to note that the 
North Corktown neighborhood, Jefferson 
Chalmers, and the City of Detroit were 
chosen and studied as a means to carry 
out the research and by no means is this 
study and research limited to this city and 
these neighborhoods.  In-fact it is my hope 
that this study can by utilized by other 
people in other places at other times.  
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The Past















“Environments change.  A sudden di-
saster may destroy a city, farms will be 
made from wilderness, a loved place is 
abandoned, or a new settlement is built on 
an obscure frontier.  Slower natural process-
es may transform an ancient landscape, or 
social shifts cause bizarre dislocations.  In 
the midst of these events, people remem-
ber the past and imagine the future.”

Kevin Lynch

“Environments change.  A sudden 
disaster may destroy a city, farms will be 
made from wilderness, a loved place is 
abandoned, or a new settlement is built 
on an obscure frontier.  Slower natural 
processes may transform an ancient 
landscape, or social shifts cause bizarre 
dislocations.  In the midst of these events, 
people remember the past and imagine 
the future.”

Kevin Lynch



“Environments change.  A sudden di-
saster may destroy a city, farms will be 
made from wilderness, a loved place is 
abandoned, or a new settlement is built on 
an obscure frontier.  Slower natural process-
es may transform an ancient landscape, or 
social shifts cause bizarre dislocations.  In 
the midst of these events, people remem-
ber the past and imagine the future.”

Kevin Lynch

The Past 
1

The largest part of this thesis is going to 
exist in the past.  This is because we have 
already lived the past.  The past has been 
recorded, maps drawn, photos taken, 
stories told, and passed along.

The past is built of a multitude of 
experiences, those that are agreed 
upon, and those that are not, and these 
experiences are continually brought 
into mind by institutions, by the built 
landscape, the social fabric, written and 
drawn and photographed records.  

The interesting thing about this is that the 
past is something that is contested.  It is 
something that we do not all agree on.  
The past is made up of personal and 
collective memories and personal and 
collective histories.  Memories consist 
of what actually happened, it is the “I 
experienced it this way” story.  Where as 
the history is the way in which it has been 
passed on to the future, it is the “he said, 
she said, they said” story.  

This chapter will reveal the story of the 
past, through information that has been 
passed along, whether it is agreed upon 
or not.  This chapter attempts to bring 
into light the issues that have existed in 
the past, how they have been passed on, 
how these informations can be used in 
contemporary ways, and will ultimately 
reveal what is left of what no longer exists, 
to help tell the story of why we have what 
we have today.   





The Past 
1.1

What Time Is 
This Place?

Sketch problem 1— What Time is This 
Place is study is asking the viewers to 
recognize the changes and consistences 
in the city.  It is an attempt to understand 
the patterns, that Kevin Lynch is mentioning 
in his book What Time is This Place.  I was 
challenged at this point to draw the City 
of Change and the City of Consistency.  
What does this mean?  The city, not just 
the City of Detroit, is constantly changing 
according to new, contemporary needs 
and wants.  I think this is where I began to 
see how these changes affected the built 
landscape of the city.  At this point, I also 
began to question what these changes 
had on the social landscape of the city.    

The sketch problem looks at aerial 
photographs from the Wayne State 
University DTE Aerial Photo Collection 
and Google Earth dating from 1948-
2017.

I asked the viewer— what changes do 
you see?  Where are the consistencies?

Some changes are subtle, specific to the 
day— boats lining the riverfront, seasons, 
the ground covered in snow, trees budding 
with life, light and shadow, wind on the 
water, people walking in the streets, and 
cars zooming down the streets.  Other 
changes are rapid, also specific day, but 
are changes that leave a lasting impact 
on the memory and history of the place, 
for the individual and the collective.  As-
well as a lasting impact on the built and 
social fabric of the city.  These images 
are interesting again, because they are 
real, they are not left to the imagination 
of the cartographer, the person who is 



drawing to map, but are left to the lens of 
a camera to capture the image of the built 
environment.  These images leave out the 
social issues that arose as these rapid 
changes altered places people called 
home, work, and places of play.  They are 
neutral, they have no character because 
no character drew them or made them.  

The study was crafted from the DTE Aerial 
Images overlaid with a piece of acrylic, 
which allowed for people to draw their 
thoughts and answer the questions being 
asked:  what changes do you see?  
Where are the consistencies?  Of course 
the responses were more directed towards 
the former question:  What changes do 
you see.  

The viewer outlined, highlighted, and 
questioned sites of urban renewal.  
Questions were asked about what 
happened to the people who once lived 
where the expressways now run,  what 
happened to all the people who once 
called Paradise Valley and Black Bottom 
home or their place of work,  where did 
the industry go, that once lined the River 
Walk.  Other viewers highlighted the 
changes they saw, the expressways, the 
Hudson Building and a number of other 
Downtown businesses disappearing, 
neighborhoods turning into urban prairies, 
buildings being cleared to make way for 
stadiums, and failed jails sites.  

Other comments echoed the critique at 
Benchmark 1: “Stop looking in the rear 
view mirror.  ‘What if’ concepts should 
create objectives for the future”  

Someone responded to this comment by 
saying:  “It is impossible to understand 
the city’s present and future with out 
understanding our past”  

While both comments are valid and 
inspired further research of an ever 
evolving abstract and thesis project, the 
point of the study was to see if people could 
see the change and see if people noticed 
consistency.  The study was extremely 
beneficial and inspired research into this 
topic of understanding the contemporary 
and the future narrative of the city through 
learning from the past, especially if there 
is a pattern that exists.

From this initial sketch problem, three 
sites are established for further study and 
development for the thesis project.  The 
sites were the Hudson Block, Lafayette 
Park, and the Riverfront, all areas that 
have been constructed, de-constructed, 
and re-constructed over time.  The sites 
were further researched and analyzed 
though means of walking, talking, 
reading, writing, and making.  
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Game Board Moving on from the original sketch 
problem:  “What Time is This Place”  I 
moved into a second sketch problem.  The 
original purpose of sketch problem 2: 
game board, was not a game board at 
all, but in fact an opportunity to solidify 
the information from sketch problem 
1.  Sketch problem 1 revealed how the 
built fabric has changed either rapidly or 
subtile over time.  Was there a way for 
my to diagram these changes?  And if 
so, how could I do it in a way that would 
begin to ask more questions and beg for 
more comments about how and why and 
begin to talk about the present and  future.  
As mentioned before sketch problem one  
established three sites for further study 
development, and analysis.  The sites were 
the Hudson Block, Lafayette Park, and the 
Riverfront.  I began to mark the changes 
before the happened, revealing that some 
sort of change was going to exist at this 
specific site.  I marked the scaring that the 
de-construction of places left.  I marked 
the places where construction of a new 
place was being built.  The pieces were 
dynamic and I was challenged to find a 
way to present them to the viewer.  

In search of a way to present the tiles, I 
observed the viewers actions— advisors 
and other students around the school.  The 
viewer, whoever it was tended to want to 
hold the tiles, touch the scaring that the 
de-constructions left on he urban fabric, 
question the places where a vacancy was 
projected to occur, and pluck the stringing 
reconstructions of the once vacant place.  
The viewer, when they were done feeling 
the site, placed the tiles back on the desk 
and picked up the next one, placing 



them in an order as they worked their 
way though the eleven tiles, representing 
different years and the changes that 
existed.  As the viewer did this, it became 
apparent that the viewer wasn’t just a 
viewer, but a player of a game.  

Emerged from the study of actions was 
the game board.  The game board asked 
the viewer to look at the tiles and analyze 
an order in which they should be viewed.  
The study offered the opportunity for a 
conversation to emerge about the actual 
and the imaginative histories of the city.   

James Corner makes a comment about 
maps— “As a representation of contested 
territory, the map assumes an enabling 
or facilitating status for the otherwise 
adversarial groups to try and find a 
common ground while ‘playing out’ 
various scenarios” (Corner).  This is what 
this study was trying to do, with out me 
realizing it.  The study was asking for 
people to play out various scenarios,  
what did the viewer think the time line 
of the city looked like or could look like.  
There was no right answer.  Some viewers 
played the game the way it was designed, 
attempting to place the tiles in the order 
that the city developed, thinking largely 
in the past and not into the future.  Other 
viewers looked into the future, saying this 
is what we have now, what will we have 
in the future, and placed the tiles in the 
order of development.  

 The game revealed a conversation 
about how the city has and will develop.  
It was an interesting tool, that used play 
as a means of understanding past change 

and future change.  It was not just for 
the person who studies these topics, the 
architect, the planner, the developer, or 
the person who experiences these topics, 
the resident, the business owner, the 
visitor.  It was for anyone and everyone, 
like sketch problem 1, the game in a 
sense removed the idea of contested 
narratives and was a neutral ground for 
conversation.  Yet, this neutral ground 
allowed for the conversation of contested 
narratives to arise. 

One viewer asked “if your player is 
optimistic or pessimistic about the 
development of the city over the number 
of years it has existed and will exist into 
the future?”  
Another viewer continued the conversation 
that “...if the game turned out this way 
as opposed to that way, would anybody 
really care?  That there is anything in 
particular at stake?” 

The response to questions like this is that 
the Game Board, is more of a tool to 
facilitate conversation, not to facilitate the 
end goal or plan for the future of the city.  
That the Game Board’s purpose was for 
questions to continue to be asked about 
how and why the city has developed the 
way it has and what that means for the 
future development of the city.  

One of the questions that arose as certain 
viewers played the game was the question 
of “what if”.  What if this happened or 
what if this happens.  
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Imaginative 
Landscapes  

The previous studies inspired a conversion 
of the imaginative history of the city.  This 
arose from the conversation of what if that 
happened or what if this happens.  This 
conversation was looking down at a game 
board, like the way you would look down 
at a map.  But what is this conversation 
could happen looking out?  What would 
this images or diagrams look like if they 
projected what was being talked about?

I took a friend and the three Detroit sites 
mentioned before— the Hudson Block, 
Lafayette Park, and the Riverfront.  Right 
away, we began talking about what if, 
without even prompting the conversation.  

What if the Hudson building was never 
built, what if the Renaissance Center was 
built on the current site of Campus Martius, 
what if the urban renewal of Black Bottom 
didn’t happen and the Lafayette Park 
was developed at the current site of the 
Renaissance Center?  What if the people 
responsible for the image of the city 
today, made a different decision?  Why 
did there people make the decisions that 
they did?  

This sketch problem prompted the 
conversation of: can we look at an 
imaginative history, a what if, to help 
narrate the story of the re-construction of 
de-constructed places within the built and 
social fabrics of the city?

The following images are meant to be 
read not as collages, though they are, 
but as images— photos taken at some 
unknown period of time.  These images 
were a good opportunity to diagram both 



the past and the present and ask what 
the future could look like in these specific 
areas of study.  The study of imaginative 
landscapes revealed many things to me 
and the Viewer of the images.  Some 
thoughts included that “it is interesting 
to think about how the city is a physical 
manifestation of a collective narrative.  
But, not one that anyone ever planned 
or agreed to or judged along the way 
in terms of its outcome.  It sort of just is 
and so to kind of flip that and say with if 

there is a sort of similar kind of condition 
moving forward, where we thought of the 
city as a collective narrative, that does 
not yet exist.”  Other viewers mentioned 
to “Make sure that you are conscious 
of the fact that the past narrative is not 
necessarily one which is characterized 
by consciousness.”  I think that this is 
something that I realized early in the 
studies though the verbal presentation of 
the work.   But, didn’t necessarily grasp 
in the graphic presentation until these 



images.  I think that this is largely because 
of the nature of mapping as something 
that is not agreed upon, but is something 
that is done by a person or a group and 
not a collective.  The DTE Aerial images 
were a good tool in that they removed the 
hand of a cartographers imagination as 
a means of mapping what exists or what 
will exist or what has existed and placed 
the responsibility of these questions on 
the lens of a camera looking down at 
the city being photographed.  Where the 

study went astray was when I began to 
draw over these maps, I thought that I 
was leaving myself or my thoughts out of 
the drawing, but in-fact, I was not.  With 
these images I attempt to ask if a map 
has to be something that looks down at 
the city?  Can a map be something that 
looks out, in a perspectival view?  Could I 
remove myself from the map by means of 
collage as a map.







WHAT 
IF?
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Critiquing 
What if 

“The what if question is an affective tool.... 
I just wonder if it is enough?”

What if we didn’t do this, What if we 
didn’t do that?  What if this happened 
differently?  What if this happened 
instead?  What would the city look 
like today?  The question of what if is 
extremely important, yet it needs to 
be post analyzed.  The issue with this 
thesis asking the question of what if was 
extremely important, yet didn’t answer the 
question that the graphic presentation of 
the thesis was asking.  

The question of what if, was leaving the 
thesis in the past.  How can the question 
be used as a means of understanding the 
future development of a city. 

I wonder is there is a feedback loop of 
self analysis or self criticism of what 
some of these projections are producing.  
What do these maps, the drawings, the 
comments, the images, or these games tell 
about certain attitudes in the past, in the 
present, and even for the future? 

What would a next approach be that 
would be designed to ask a more precise 
question that what if— to challenge your 
own ability to imagine into a place and 
what is at stake when place changes 
either in a subtle way or a rapid way?



The Past 
1.4

A Note On 
The City 
Beautiful

As a response to the mess that commercial 
and industrial growth gave to the growing 
cities, the City Beautiful movement 
began to emerge in the early 1900’s.  
As public land was being eaten up by 
the commercial and industrial growth, 
architects, landscape architects, and 
reformers claimed that the design of the 
city should not and could not be separated 
from the social issues that the city was 
facing and should encourage civic pride 
and cultural engagement.  In short, the 
goal of the City Beautiful movement was 
to create better urban environments for all 
the city’s citizens and visitors.   The City 
Beautiful movement, can be considered 
one of the earliest forms of urban renewal 
that will ultimately bring social, economic, 
environmental, and political issues to the 
forefront of the American urban landscape 
in the mid 1900’s.  

The City Beautiful was not the first attempt 
in Detroit at grand city planning.  After fire 
destroyed the frontier settlement in 1805, 
Judge Augustus B. Woodward stood on 
the old fort and proclaimed:  “‘By this 
plan, drawn on the original principals 
of the city; that is to say, having for its 
base an equilateral triangle of 4,000 
feet side; with every side bisected by a 
from the opposite angle; with squares, 
circuses and other open spaces of ground 
where six avenues and where twelve 
avenues intersect; with all the six sections 
comprising the triangle uniformly and 
regularly divided into lots of about 5,000 
square feet; with an alley or lane coming 
to the rear of every lot; with subordinate 
streets of about 60 feet width; with a fine 
internal space of ground for education 



and other purposes; with grand avenues 
to the four cardinal points of 200 feet 
width, and with other avenues of 120 
feet width, thus reported to Congress, the 
Governor and Judges are bound, and 
from it they are not at liberty to depart 
without a violation of the rights of other 
persons... Cities are the work of time, 
of a generation, of a vast succession of 
generation.  Their original ground plan 
must remain... Order, regularity, beauty, 
must characterize its original plan.  It must 
have a capacious grasp... Uniformity of 
plan, amplitude of avenue, of square, 
of space, of circus, free circulation...’” 
(Bingay).Of course, Woodward’s plan 
was not fully realized, for by the time the 
late 1800’s the early 1900’s came around 
the city was becoming increasingly 
ugly, congested, dirty, and an unsafe 
environment to live, work, and visit.  It is 
almost like Woodward traveled into the 
future and tried to warn the City of Detroit 
of its future condition.  Woodward was 
trying to lay the foundation of the City 
Beautiful before the movements own time.  

Many of the City Beautiful projects in the 
City of Detroit and around the United 
States took shape on land that was 
largely undeveloped, so the displacement 
of people, families, and businesses was 
little to none.  One of the most prominent 
examples of this movement would be 
the development of the thoroughfare 
that Woodward named after himself, 
Woodward Avenue. In the early 1900’s, 
Woodward Avenue received the treatment 
that he had hoped for with the influence of 
City Beautiful ideals in mind.  The Detroit’s 
Cultural Center was conceived with the 

Detroit Institute of Art, then the Detroit 
Museum of Art, and the Detroit Public 
Library’s Main Branch as the anchor.  It is 
stated by a trustee of the Detroit Museum 
of Art that the development of Detroit’s 
Cultural Center, mainly the Detroit Institute 
of Art would “benefit our city and beautify 
it, two options have been obtained for a 
new, larger and better site in every way 
on Woodward Avenue from Mr. and 
Mrs. Thomas W. Palmer and the heirs of 
the late Mr. D. Ferry, covering two city 
blocks…truly an ideal site in every way 
for a combined Art Museum and School, 
as above outlined, and in keeping with 
so large a city as Detroit is destined to 
become, probably of a million people in 
time…The buildings now on this land are 
worth less than $3,000, hence no great 
loss can result from their destruction and 
removal” (“A New Site for the Detroit 
Museum of Art on Woodward Avenue”).

Not all City Beautiful efforts existed on 
plots of largely undeveloped land, like 
the library and the Detroit Institute of Art, 
and Belle Isle, some projects required the 
mass removal of existing structures, their 
residents, and their business owners, in 
areas of the urban landscape that were 
ugly, congested, dirty, and an unsafe 
environment, the areas that the city 
officials wished to get rid of.   One of the 
selected areas of mass removal of blight, 
that would host a new, more beautiful 
function, was an area of the Corktown 
Neighborhood, later the site of Michigan 
Central Train Station and Roosevelt Park.  
Here we see the City Beautiful movement 
as one of Detroit’s earliest examples of the 
urban renewal, as we know it from the 



mid-1900’s, that has ultimately shaped 
the city at it is known contemporarily.  

“The construction process was a 
placemaking effort designed to implant 
order on the urban landscape that involved 
the displacement of a community who 
represented everything that city planners 
sought to erase from Detroit’s city center: 
overcrowding, poverty, immigrants, and 
transient populations. Current historical 
archaeological research reveals how 
the existing ornamental landscape of 
Roosevelt Park masks the history of a 
forgotten working-class neighborhood” 
(Ryzewski 408).  

No one, ever talks about what existed 
before the currently abandoned train 
station, who saw its last train depart in 
1988.  

What happened to all of the people, the 
families, the businesses?  Where did they 
go?  Did the blight just go away?  The 
answer to those questions that people ask 
when they see the maps of once was there 
and what exists today is:  the people had 
to relocate, often times to worse living 
conditions, and no the blight did not just 
go away—for in the mid-1900’s the City of 
Detroit and other cities around the United 
States and around the world experienced 
another wave of city beautification and 
urban renewal.  
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A Note 
on Urban 
Renewal

What is Urban renewal?  When did the 
term get coined?  In what ways was the 
term used?  How was the term and policy 
received by the people of the city?  How is 
it perceived today?  Like the City Beautiful 
Movement, the hope for Urban Renewal 
was to make contemporary needs and 
wants to come to the forefront of the city.  
Those contemporary needs and wants 
were not that much different than those 
that existed during the City Beautiful 
Movement.  In fact, they were basically 
they same, just carried out in different 
forms of policy.    

Urban Renewal is defined as the 
redevelopment of areas within a large 
city, often where there is urban decay.  The 
term Urban Renewal has a connotation 
of being related to slum removal and a 
“culture of clearance”—removing what 
is out of date to build modern versus a 
“culture of conservation”—preserving or 
rehabbing existing infrastructure.  There 
are parallels to be drawn between the 
American city and the European city in this 
period.  American cities, almost untouched 
by the direct effect of war, disaster, saw 
decline in the physical condition of the 
city.  Those areas were primarily, not 
always, areas where minorities would 
live and work.  These areas typically had 
older, and out of date infrastructure and 
were blighted communities because many 
was not being spent on up keep of these 
areas but on war.  The American City 
felt that if they cleared the land for new, 
modern, and up to code communities it 
would solve the issue in these slum like 
communities and prevent blight from 
spreading into other areas of the city.  The 



parallel to Europe, is that many European 
cities were torn to pieces during World 
War Two, American’s had this image of 
bulldozers cleaning the rubble from the 
ground for a new and modern city all over 
Europe.  That image resonated with the 
American City, and city officials began 
to consider those neighborhoods with old 
infrastructure, typically the only places 
where minorities could afford/ were 
allowed to live, as war zones.

Speaking back to that “culture of 
clearance”, mentioned above, the Urban 
Renewal effort in the United States offered 
the people whit the most authority to pick 
and choose the areas of renewal.  Again, 
it is foolish to say that this was a new 
policy, examples of other types of Urban 
Renewal are scattered across the world 
with various dates of destruction and 
erection.  But what is special about this 
effort, in the United States is the policy 
that gave authority to remove and renew 
acres of land around the country.  The 
term, Urban Renewal largely refers to 
three policies enacted in the postwar era 
the Housing Act of 1949, the Housing Act 
of 1954, and the Federal-Aid Highway 
Act of 1956.

It was better to remove the blighted 
buildings and the people who “blighted” 
these properties into better housing 
projects in other areas of the city.  A lot 
of times though, the land once occupied 
by vibrant working-class families would sit 
vacant waiting for a plan for a matter of 
year and sometimes over a decade.  The 
landscape of these neighborhoods took on 
various hues and physical characteristics 

over their time awaiting development, 
the neighborhoods went from bustling 
homes and businesses, to war like rubble, 
to bare earth and weeds, to green rural 
like serenity, to urban forests, to unwanted 
guests claiming home to these sites.  
Other issues arose when the housing 
projects could not fit the number of people 
intended or planned for, and ultimately left 
new neighborhoods to the fate of blight 
and abandonment, like before.  Again, it 
is foolish to consider blight as a disease 
that can be solved at the surface level, 
that simply taking a wrecking ball or a 
bulldozer to these neighborhood is going 
to cure and stop the spreading of blight 
from one community to the next.  Though 
some projects from the urban renewal 
movement did yield some great projects, 
at what cost is it worth?  Urban Renewal 
is a great example of how rapid change 
and surface solving can leave a place, 
specifically a neighborhood in shambles 
once again.

So how did Urban Renewal shape the 
City of Detroit as we know it today.  
The city once, dense with neighboring 
neighborhoods and shared commercial 
corridors was divided by large scale Urban 
Renewal acts most of which were planned 
and carried out through the 1950’s and 
the 1960’s.  As mentioned before the 
Urban Renewal effort in Detroit displaced 
some of the most vital and colorful of 
Detroit’s ethnic and working-  class 
communities—Black Bottom, Paradise 
Valley, Bagley, Corktown, and Chinatown 
(Woodford).  The Urban Renewal 
Program in the City of Detroit accounted 
for more than 1,500 acres of land which 



contained more than 17,000 residential 
units and nearly 2,000 businesses, an 
estimated 7,600 families and 6,730 
individuals had to be relocated.  The 
attack on blight was one that took four 
forms:  redevelopment, federally assisted 
conservation, non-assisted conservation, 
and code enforcement and was meant 
to turn Detroit’s attention to the neglected 
problems of urban decay which had been 
festering since the Depression and through 
World War Two.  As mentioned before, the 
fear in many American cities was if blight 
wasn’t removed, it would spread to other 
areas of the city, this was also true for the 
city of Detroit.  Residential Redevelopment 
Projects included: the Gratiot Project, 
Lafayette Extension, and Elmwood 
Park.  Commercial Redevelopment 
Projects included: The Central Business 
District.  Industrial Development Projects 
included: Westside Industrial, which will 
be talked about further later in the paper.  
Institutional Redevelopment Projects 
included:  the Medical Center, University 
City, Specialized Redevelopment, Port 
Rehabilitation, Research Park, Wholesale 
Distribution Center, and Milwaukee- 
Junction.  When looking at the area 
these projects cover it is not hard to 
believe those numbers stated above about 
displacement in the city.
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Notes on Tools 

Sanborn Maps

This part of the thesis project relied 
heavily on a number of historical and 
contemporary resources.  Here it is 
important to state that the thesis was not 
only an attempt to analyze the condition of 
ought through time but, also an opportunity 
to learn more about the tools that have 
been used to record change over time.  It 
is also important to note that the following 
resources were not originally meant to 
be used for recording how places have 
changes over time, though looking at how 
places have changed with the sources as 
a means of aid is a more contemporary 
use of these tools.

Sanborn Maps was a creator and 
publisher of maps of US cities and towns. 
The Sanborn Maps were originally created 
for assessing fire insurance liability in 
urbanized areas in the United States. The 
maps include detailed information about 
buildings in approximately 12,000 US 
towns and cities. The maps are invaluable 
for documenting changes in the built 
environment of American cities over many 
decades.  I found them to be a highly 
useful resource to see how the Greater 
Corktown area has evolved over time.  
Pictured are over 100 Sanborn Maps 
stitched together in Photoshop that tell a 
story of him the Greater Corktown area 
has evolved from 1897 (top) to 1950 
(bottom).  

The Sanborn maps are large-scale 
lithographed street plans at a scale of 
50 feet to one inch on 21 by 25 inches 
sheets of paper. The maps were published 





in volumes, bound and then updated until 
the subsequent volume was produced.  
This can be seen clearly in the bottom 
image.  The original map was crafted 
in the 1920’s and Sanborn employees 
called pasters or correctors would visit 
subscribers and past correction slips of 
current conditions on top of the old map.   

Originally I was looking to see the 
amount of homes and businesses that 
were displaced during the city beautiful 
movement in the City of Detroit.  This 
can obviously be seen.  But later, the 
1950’s map served more of a purpose as 
a means of telling a story.  The pasted 
sections reveal a palimpsest detail that 
is or was meant to go unnoticed.  The 
palimpsest detail reveals the expansion 
of Michigan Avenue in the 1930’s, the 
acquisition and demolition of the homes 
and businesses to make room for the John 
C. Lodge expressway.  

This is extremely important to point out, 
because this talks about the how places 
change, and ultimately the erasing of 
these places from the contemporary time.  
The erasing of places, such as the ones 
that the palimpsest reveals, leaves just the 
memory of what once was there to spoken 
word, written language, drawings, 
photographs, or anything that someone 
would personally have to remember the 
narrative of those places.  

Looking closely to these maps revealed 
something that previous studies were trying 
draw upon, the layering of information, 
the idea that not all things that have been 
done were and will ever be agreed upon, 





DTE Aerial Photo 
Collection

that things are done whether people like 
it or not, and that the reality of change is 
something that can not just be pasted over 
and forgotten about.  Again, this draws 
the question about how do we record 
change and how can we manage change 
in the future?  

The DTE Aerial Photo Collection was 
a generous donation from DTE to the 
Wayne State University.  The collection is 
able to provide researchers with access to 
digitized copies of aerial photos of Detroit 
and the surrounding area for the period 
1949 to 1997.  

As mentioned before the photo collection 
was used for a number of studies, to reveal 
how the City of Detroit has changed over 
time.  Like the Sanbord Maps, the DTE 
Aerial Photo Collection does a wonderful 
job telling a narrative of how the built 
landscape has changed over time.  Unlike 
the Sanborn Maps the DTE Aerial Photo 
Collection is almost more neutral, it is 
something that is not drawn by one person 
or another person, but is something that 
reveals the actual condition of the place 
at a given time.  Unfortunately, the DTE 
Aerial Photos were not taken in any sort of 
pattern.  They exist for the years:  1949, 
1952, 1956, 1961, 1967, 1981, and 
1997.  There is no information on why 
these were the years the photos were 
taken and in some cases whole areas of 
the city were not photographed.  Though 
it was helpful to study these images it is 
unfortunate that images were not taken 
in a more systematic way.  Of course, 
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these images were not being used as a 
means of recording the way in which the 
city has evolved, and it is unclear why 
the images were originally taken.  The 
images clearly talk about how the city has 
changed over time.  Some commentary 
from the viewer of the images, when they 
were placed together, asked for them to 
all be shown at the same scale, and they 
were.  It is amazing to look at how the 
scale of a typical block has shifted from 
1949 to 1997 and even more recently 
when looking at Google Earth imagery.  

The Burton Historical Collection at the 
Detroit Public Library began as the 
private library of Clarence Monroe 
Burton, a prominent attorney and 
Detroit historiographer. Mr. Burton’s 
original intention was to assemble a 
collection on the history of Detroit.  The 
collection includes books, manuscripts, 
maps, newspapers, photographs, 
family histories, church records, military 
records, obituaries, and land records.  
Burton realized that Detroit’s history was 
inextricably connected to that of Michigan 
and the Old Northwest, Canada and 
New France, and therefore he assembled 
a collection that is considered to be one 
of the most important private historical 
collections in the country.  While visiting 
the Burton Historical Collection I witnessed 
a number of children of past residents 
come in and ask about their family 
histories.  Guest at the collection spoke 
about memories in their grandparents 
homes with the librarians.  They asked 
the librarians to pull out yearbooks from 
high schools and middle schools that are 



no longer open.  The Librarians would 
wheel out multiple volumes of Baist’s Real 
Estate Maps and rolls of film as people, 
including myself searched for clues about 
places that no longer exist in real life, but 
in this collection.  The Burton Historical 
Collection, takes you back into time and 
does force you to ask the question of what 

if this or that happened differently.  The 
Burton Historical Collection can give us 
a glimpse into the life of many of these 
people and places and the collection 
forces us to ask what is left?  Is it just 
this?  These photos, these descriptions.  
Where did the people in these photos 
go?  



Courtesy of the Burton Historical Collection, Detroit Public Library



View of one-story front-gabled wooden-frame 
house located at 1561 Labrosse, parcel 328, in 
Corktown. Car parked in street. Handwritten on 
front: "Par. 328, 1561 Labrosse, 10-9-56."



View of one-story front-gabled wooden-frame 
house located at 1561 Labrosse, parcel 328, in 
Corktown. Car parked in street. Handwritten on 
front: "Par. 328, 1561 Labrosse, 10-9-56."

The Past 
1.6

What’s Left—
The final 
Images 

The following images are an attempt to 
illustrate what is left of the thriving working 
class community that no longer exists in 
the contemporary Detroit.

The original images were found in The 
Burton Historical Collection at the Detroit 
Public Library.  The photos, including the 
ones on the previous pages were part 
of a collection of condemnation files, 
photographs, blueprints and descriptions 
of slum clearance housing parcels for 
the City of Detroit.  Most of the photos 
are taken from areas which included the 
neighborhoods known as Paradise Valley, 
Black Bottom, Corktown and the Jeffries 
Housing Project.

The images were taken to access the value 
of the property that would be acquired 
through eminent domain— the power of 
a government to take private property for 
public use.  Many people do not realize 
that, yes, these properties were assessed 
and valued at a “fair price”, and were 
bought from the owner, but the owner is 
the key word here.  Many of these homes 
were rental properties and therefore the 
people who lived in theme were not given 
a fair price, if anything, to be displaced 
from the place they call home.

The following images map what is left of 
the given parcel.  Nothing, but an image 
in the Burton Historical Collection and a 
brief description of what once existed.  
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The Past 
1.6

Contested 
Narratives 

The past is made up of a number of 
narratives, ones that still exist in their built 
form, ones that still exist in word of mouth, 
ones that still exist in written text, ones 
that still exist in still images, and ones 
that no longer exist.  These narratives 
are narratives where what was done and 
how it was recorded or passed along to 
the contemporary time, is not necessarily 
agreed upon.  It is truly a he said, she 
said, they said story.  The full story will 
never be told, the experience of the past is 
something that people in the contemporary 
time will never understand or grasp 
fully, because each person experienced 
it differently and each person will tell it 
differently.  The children on the previous 
page has no idea, why the building 
behind them in being photographed, 
maybe they don’t know that their home 
is next.  That their homes value is being 
accessed, though it is actually priceless.  
Those children do not know the pain that 
their parents and grandparents are facing 
as their home or business is slated for 
demolition for an industrial park, for an 
expressway, for urban renewal.  These 
children will remember this narrative 
in an extremely different way than their 
parents, that the city, than the person who 
is researching the topic today.   

This brings us to the second chapter of the 
thesis, the current. 
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 “Change and recurrence are the 
sense of being alive—  things gone by, 
death to come, and present awareness.  
The world around us, so much of it our 
own creation, shifts continually and often 
bewilders us.  We reach out to that world 
to preserve or to change it and so to make 
visible our desire.  The arguments of plan-
ning all come down to the management of 
change.”

Kevin Lynch
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The Current
2

The second part of this thesis is going to 
exist in the current time.  What we have 
today is a result of what we did yesterday.   

The current part of this study does not just 
have to do with the present condition of 
the neighborhood of study, but also with 
the ways in which I was studying and 
analyzing the material and the neighbor-
hood.  For example, everything that was 
researched, analyzed, and made in the 
past chapter and the following chapters 
belong in the current, yet they were made 
up of content recorded in the past and 
thoughts that look into the future.  This 
chapter attempts to unpack the means and 
methods that were utilized throughout the 
course of this thesis.  





The Current
2.1

The act of urban wondering helped reveal 
the current narrative of the place— North 
Corkktown.  How does this place make 
a person feel, how does this place make 
a person behave?  What can the act of 
walking and talking and reading and 
recording place reveal about the people 
who inhabit it?  What can this reveal to 
the viewer—the resident, the business, the 
developer, the city, the tourist.  What can 
this reveal about this person or this place?  

The act of urban wondering in the 
thesis was inspired by the concepts of 
the Situationists and psychogeography, 
invented by the Marxist theorist Guy 
Dubord in 1955.  Psychogeography 
was originally inspired by the French 
19th century poet and writer Charles 
Baudelaire’s concept of the flâneur    — 
an urban wanderer and suggest playful 
and imaginative ways to navigate the 
urban environment in order to examine 
its architecture and spaces.  Situationists 
aimed to break down the barriers between 
culture and everyday life, and wanted to 
revolutionise approach to architecture 
that was less functional and more open to 
exploration.    

Playing with the concepts of 
Psychogeography, the thesis recorded the 
experience at it progressed along.  The 
process was recorded though mainly 
photography, but also though drawing 
and mapping.  The walking and talking 
in-fact revealed narratives, knowledge 
and contested materials of the places of 
study and inspired new ways of making, 
thinking, researching and communicating 
these ideas. 

Walking 
and Talking 
and Urban 
Wondering





The Current
2.2

What can photography capture?  The lens 
can grasp a moment, a time, a place, a 
light, a season, a gust of wind, and freeze 
it in its current condition.  

These photographs, were inspired by the 
photos that were taken in the mid-century  
(shown in the first chapter) as a means of 
assessing the real-estate value of property 
to be acquired through eminent domain.  
The photographs revealed a lot about the 
place at that time, the time that was once 
contemporary, and that is now in the past.    
The Photographs reveal what that place, 
that no longer exists, once existed as.  The 
photographs offer a glimpse into the life 
of what once was.

These photographs, by no means are 
being used to assess the value of a place, 
but more to reveal the nature of this place.    
The photos offer a glimpse into the 
condition of who lives here, who works 
here, who plays here, and even who used 
to live here, who used to work here, and 
who used to play here.

These photographs can be used in the 
future as a means of telling a story of how 
and what used to exist in what is currently 
a contemporary time and place and what 
will soon be the past.  

Photography
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Reading



Detroit is my home town 
and any other books I thought 
were influential 

DETROIT IS MY 
HOMETOWN
BY
MALCOLM W. 
BINGAY



0 0.25 0.5 0.75 10.13
Miles

1 MILE

MICHIGAN AVE.

MARTIN LUTHER KING JR. BLVD.

FO
RT 

ST.

FISHER FW
Y.

JEFFRIES FW
Y.

JOHN C. LODGE FW
Y.

JO
H

N
 C

. LO
DG

E FW
Y.

FISHER FW
Y.

GRAND RIVER AVE.

RO
SA PARKS BLVD.

TRUM
BULL AVE.

TRUM
BULL AVE.

RO
SA PARKS BLVD.

14TH ST.

14TH ST.



0 0.25 0.5 0.75 10.13
Miles

1 MILE

MICHIGAN AVE.

MARTIN LUTHER KING JR. BLVD.

FO
RT 

ST.

FISHER FW
Y.

JEFFRIES FW
Y.

JOHN C. LODGE FW
Y.

JO
H

N
 C

. LO
DG

E FW
Y.

FISHER FW
Y.

GRAND RIVER AVE.

RO
SA PARKS BLVD.

TRUM
BULL AVE.

TRUM
BULL AVE.

RO
SA PARKS BLVD.

14TH ST.

14TH ST.

The Present
2.6

From the beginning of the thesis, the 
project looked at ways in which change 
has been mapped or recorded over time.  
Though many of these images, found in 
the past chapter, were not meant to be 
used for the recording of change, the 
images and mappings have found a 
new and more contemporary use — as a 
means of telling the narrative of change.  

Mapping the North Corktown 
neighborhood and the surrounding area 
offered the opportunity to look at the city 
in a new way.  It is amazing to see how 
much can be learned from a map, whether 
it is a map that was lithographed in the 
1890’s, pasted over in the 1950’s, shot 
from a plane in the 1960’s, or captured 
by a satellite in the 2000’s.  

Looking at the city in a top down view 
allowed for the study to reveal things 
like density and loss of density, lack of 
greenery to an abundance of greenery, 
the building scale to the scale of blocks.  
The maps also allowed for the study to 
graphically reveal the consequences 
of change and why it is important to 
understand these concepts when planning 
for future change.  

Mapping
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A geographic information system (GIS) 
is a framework for gathering, managing, 
and analyzing data.  GIS is rooted in the 
science of geography, and integrates many 
types of data. It analyzes spatial location 
and organizes layers of information into 
visualizations using maps.   GIS has the 
opportunity to reveal deeper insights into 
data, such as patterns, relationships, 
and situations—helping the movers and 
shakers in the city make better, more 
educated decisions on the consequences 
of certain changes.  

The following maps depict things like, 
building heights, year built, and condition 
of buildings, as well as land use and 
zoning for the Greater Corktown area. 

GIS— 
Geographic 
Information
System
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That which we call a rose. By any other 
name would smell as sweet.” 

Romeo Montague
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name would smell as sweet.” 

Romeo Montague

The Present
2.6

What is in a name?  Neighborhoods are 
not something that the city, or any level 
of governance, have a say over the of-
ficial or unofficial boundaries of.  What 
we tend to see is that as a neighborhood 
becomes “cool” the neighborhood will 
begin to swallow portions of the surround-
ing areas.  The Greater Corktown area is 
doing this.  The Greater Corktown area 
is comprised of neighborhoods that were 
either once part of the historic Corktown 
Neighborhood, or adjacent to it, before 
industry and highways severed the area 
off of its historical roots.

“Corktown existed almost as much in 
sentiment as in geography as its borders 
are rather vaguely defined. Some place it 
between Lafayette and Myrtle [now Mar-
tin Luther King Jr. Blvd.] with its eastern 
boundary at First Street and its western 
limit at Brooklyn or even beyond. But 
many an Irish-Detroiter born outside these 
boundaries claimed Corktown as his na-
tive hearth...”

Arthur M. Woodford, 1969

“the larger portion of the territory on Fifth 
and Sixth Streets, for several blocks each 
side of Michigan Avenue...”

Silas Farmer, 1884

“The Irish, who were home makers, 
crowded over into the new addition to the 
city and became almost the exclusive oc-
cupants of the territory between Third and 
Eighth streets and the river to the Grand 
River road. The concentration was south 
of Michigan Avenue.”

Detroit Free Press, 1919

Identity Crisis



“Detroit’s Corktown had its origin in the 
disastrous [sic] potato famine in Ireland 
(1845-47), which forced much of the pop-
ulation to emigrate. Many of them found 
their way to Detroit and settled in the par-
ish of the Holy Trinity Catholic Church, 
whose boundaries are considered to coin-
cide with those of Corktown: Third avenue 
to the east, Grand River avenue and Ash 
avenue on the north, National avenue 
[now Cochrane Street] and Eleventh street 
to the west, and the Detroit River on the 
south. Within this area were some 1,000 
Irish families, together with a few Scotch 
and German families. In 1938 George W. 
Stark wrote, “The old neighborhood’s an-
cient glory was fast fading. The shady old 
streets had lost character. Famous families 
had moved away. Just the ghost of a tradi-
tion was left...” Prominent Corktownians 
include Gene Buck (song writer), Judge 
John J. Scallan, the Daniel J. Crowley fam-
ily, Dinan brothers, and many others.”

The Detroit News, 1947

“Another district which is still well remem-
bered, although its old-time character is 
completely gone, is Corktown. It extended 
northward from Lafayette to about half a 
mile beyond Michigan Avenue. There was 
always a debate over its easterly bound-
ary--whether it was First or Third Street. 
I always claimed it was First Street, and 
that all of the area westward of that thor-
oughfare belonged to Corktown.”

John C. Lodge, 1949







The Present 
2.8

Are We 
Replaying The 
Past

The Present:  Gentrification

Many people consider the gentrification 
of the City of Detroit as a new wave of 
Urban Renewal.  It is foolish to consider 
gentrification and urban renewal as the 
same act.  Yet, some can argue that 
urban renewal is part of the process of 
gentrification.  As mentioned before 
urban renewal involves the relocation of 
businesses, the demolition of structures, 
the relocation of people, and the use of 
eminent domain, government purchase 
of property for public purpose, as a legal 
instrument to take private property for city-
initiated development projects.  It echoes a 
culture of clearance as a means of making 
a better, more livable, more modern, 
city.  Whereas the term gentrification is 
a process of renovation of deteriorated 
urban neighborhoods by means of 
the influx of more affluent residents.  
Gentrification can improve the quality of 
a neighborhood, while also potentially 
forcing relocation of current, established 
residents and businesses, causing them to 
move from a gentrified area, seeking lower 
cost housing and stores.  One example is 
that gentrification can lead to community 
displacement for lower-income families in 
gentrifying neighborhoods, as property 
values and rental costs rise; however, 
every neighborhood faces unique 
challenges, and reasons for displacement 
vary.  It is hard to explain why and how 
these are so different from one another.  
The fact both urban renewal, even the city 
beautiful movement, and gentrification 
talk about making undesirable property 
more desirable, and typically to move 
low income residents out for a more 

A sign is seen outside of Denise Tanks' 
house in Detroit, Wednesday, October 
18, 2017. (Photo: Junfu Han, Detroit 
Free Press)



affluent and rich community to thrive in.  
The difference is the city beautiful and 
urban renewal movements were seen to 
be done for the public—people removed, 
buildings demolished, plans drawn, 
buildings and highways erected, for the 
good of the city.  Whereas gentrification 
speaks more in tone with the removal of 
a certain class, typically low income, to 
make way for the more affluent to live, 
work, and play.  City beautiful, urban 
renewal, and gentrification all echo the 
desire of a higher economic value at the 
cost of the people who call a place home 
and can prove that yes gentrification can 
and should be considered to new wave of 
urban renewal.  The difference is that the 
undesirable land in the mid-century would 
be acquired by the process of eminent 
domain, a government funded act.  Today, 
the acquisition of land is through private 
entities and more for the individual and 
that specific neighborhood, versus the 
public.

The Washington Post released an article 
in July with commentary about “What a 
weekend in Detroit can teach you about 
urban renewal”.  Though the title of the 
article echoes the tough history the City 
of Detroit has faced over the last 100-ish 
years it fails to mention anything about the 
past.  The article speaks to this new wave 
of urban revitalization that the city of 
Detroit is undergoing.  “Detroit’s ongoing 
renewal offers an ideal opportunity to 
enact modern urban planning practices, 
via both physical construction projects as 
well as the innovative relationships behind 
the scenes that bring plans to fruition…  
the city’s plans to move forward, built 

on community input and a shared vision 
for the future, can be supplemented by 
the expertise and support of a company 
with a deep history in Detroit and a 
shared interest in the growth and stability 
of an industrial hub…  Leaders both 
inside and outside the government are 
attempting to conserve natural resources, 
limit congestion and pollution, raise 
productivity, increase public safety, and 
foster pride and growth in places ripe for 
change. It shouldn’t matter where they 
work—if these like minds can collaborate 
to achieve common objectives more 
effectively, they should… Detroit’s progress 
toward its contemporary goal: creating 
an inclusive city that both spurs economic 
growth and creates opportunities for 
its residents. And while these examples 
showcase Detroit’s downtown, the same 
approach is at work in neighborhoods 
around the city, ensuring that they can 
support community-based growth with 
thriving small businesses, housing, and 
services. The goals are not unique to 
Detroit, but rather represent the hopes 
of many American cities adjusting to 
evolving demographics and transforming 
economies while protecting the integrity of 
their neighborhoods” (“What a weekend 
in Detroit can teach you about urban 
renewal”).  The article carries undertones 
like the conversation that Donald 
Trump had weeks before the election in 
Charlotte, North Carolina.  The New 
York Times writes about Trump’s used of 
the loaded phrase ‘Urban Renewal’ in 
conversations that promise greater school 
choice, safer communities, lower taxes 
and better infrastructure.  The article 
continues to ask how much Trump, a real 



estate developer and son of a real estate 
developer, knows about the history of the 
conflict, urban renewal, that shaped the 
American city as we know it today.  “His 
language has an odd ring to it, not solely 
for marrying Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New 
Deal with the post-World War II era of 
urban renewal. If Mr. Trump was reaching 
for a broadly uplifting concept — renewal 
— he landed instead on a term with very 
specific, and very negative, connotations 
for the population he says he aims to help.  
Among scholars and many city dwellers, 
urban renewal is remembered for its vast 
destruction of minority communities, when 
entire neighborhoods were razed for 
housing, highways and civic projects” 
(Badger).

So, what about Detroit, is it right to 
consider the gentrification of the city as 
urban renewal?  As John Gallagher, of the 
Detroit Free Press, mentioned in class that 
no the gentrification of the City of Detroit, 
cannot accurately be the new wave of 
urban renewal.  Why?  Because the areas 
where the gentrification, the improvement 
of the quality of the neighborhood, has 
(partially) only existed in the Downtown 
and Midtown area, where over half of 
the buildings developed, going under 
development, and will be developed 
were abandoned and empty, where no 
person, no family, and no business would 
be displaced.  

Of course, there are a few examples 
where this has happened.  Where people 
are displaced from their places they call 
home to make way for a more affluent 
class that can afford to pay a higher 

rent. The Albert, is the perfect example of 
gentrification in the City of Detroit as an 
example of a new wave of urban renewal.
“Hershel Welch was visibly confused 
surveying his new surroundings.  The 
61-year-old man was touring a new 
apartment with a social worker assigned 
to help low-income seniors move out of 
downtown Detroit’s Griswold apartment 
building, which was converting to market-
rate units” (Muller).  Muller goes on to state 
that it is estimated, in 2014, that that at 
least a dozen senior apartment buildings 
in Detroit’s Midtown and Downtown areas 
could convert to market rate apartments 
in the next 10 years, forcing hundreds of 
seniors to find new homes.  Doesn’t this 
echo what happened in the early and 
mid-1900’s?  The difference now, at least 
in the Downtown and Midtown Detroit 
neighborhoods, is that the undesirables 
are no longer people of color, but the 
elderly population who cannot afford to 
pay higher rent.  Money and affluence 
is the root of urban renewal, if you can 
afford to stay you can, if you can’t—you 
are out of luck.  If the City if Detroit’s goal 
is to progress toward its contemporary 
goal: creating an inclusive city that both 
spurs economic growth and creates 
opportunities for its residents, then why 
are we displacing a certain population 
from the place they call home.

Another area where the term urban 
renewal is being used as a critique 
of the clearing of land for downtown 
stadiums, mixed-use mega developments, 
parking garages, and other centers that 
draw visitors into the city.  In the City of 
Detroit, we have seen a number of these 



cases clear, maybe empty, yet historic 
buildings from the built landscape of the 
city.  One example of this is the removal 
of the former Park Avenue hotel from the 
site of Little Ceasers Arena and parking.  
The Italian Renaissance-inspired structure 
was slated to be demolished because 
the building sits on the $450 million new 
venue that is currently home of the Red 
Wings and the Pistons.  The building was 
imploded to progress the opening of the 
arena that Detroiters would be proud of.  
The implosion progressed the process by 
a total of three-months that would have 
been taken in a wrecking ball was used.  
The historic building was opened over 90 
years ago as an upscale hotel and was 
last used as Salvation Army Harbor Light 
mission before closing in 2003.  Replacing 
the building will be an underground 
loading dock that will ensure that the 
multipurpose venue can accommodate 
major concerts and other events.  The 
arena is expected to be a catalyst for 
around 45 blocks of development that 
will bring hundreds of new residents, new 
retain, and new offices into the area, that 
will likely out price the people who are 
currently living in the Cass Corridor area.  

The Present:  Tax Foreclosures

John Gallagher, of the Detroit Free Press, 
mentioned that gentrification might not be 
the best example of the Urban Renewal 
process repeating itself in the City of 
Detroit.  He mentions that the recent tax 
foreclosures might be a better example 
the past repeating itself.  “In the last three 
years, 78,000 parcels were auctioned 

through Wayne County’s tax foreclosure 
process. Over the last decade, about 
133,000 parcels in Detroit alone have 
been through the foreclosure process, 
many more than once. By comparison, 
between 2005 and 2009, 67,000 
Detroit residents lost their homes in the 
mortgage foreclosure crisis”(“ Civil 
Rights Groups Sue Wayne County to End 
Racially Discriminatory Tax Foreclosures 
in Detroit”).

These are numbers that are strikingly 
more than what we saw during the mid-
century urban renewal in the City of 
Detroit.  As mentioned before the Urban 
Renewal Program in the City of Detroit 
accounted for more than 1,500 acres 
of land which contained more than 
17,000 residential units and nearly 
2,000 businesses, an estimated 7,600 
families and 6,730 individuals had to be 
relocated.  The issue with something like 
this, especially at the scale the of 67,000 
Detroit between the years 2005 and 
2009.  Many activist worry that the Tax 
foreclosures could further dismantle the 
Detroit Neighborhoods, many of which 
are already pockmarked with vacant land 
and dismantled housed.  
“Errol Jennings, the president of the 
Russell Woods Sullivan neighborhood 
association, said about 30 percent of 
the homes in his community were facing 
tax foreclosure this year, and another 30 
percent could fall into foreclosure next 
year.
‘You start to wonder what that would 
do to our nice, well-manicured, safe 
neighborhood,” he said through a 
bullhorn at the protest. “What happens if 



you drop a bomb on 300 homes in the 
middle of it?’”
Michigan law allows for the foreclosure 
and seizure of properties with three 
or more years of back taxes.  People, 
families, and businesses are evicted.  
The foreclosed properties are sold and 
an auction, in hopes that the city can 
recoup some of the lost money.  People, 
families, and businesses get displaced.  
The houses, sometimes, go vacant.  
Vacancy leads to blight, especially when 
the people who once lived at the property 
took care of the home and yard.  Blight 
leads to depressed property values and so 
on.  This is the bomb that Errol Jennings of 
the Russell Woods Sullivan neighborhood 
association is talking about.  
 
By 2017 Wayne county has foreclosed 
on more than 160,000 properties since 
2002, with a majority of them in Detroit.  
A survey conducted in 2016 revealed 
that nearly half of the people who lived in 
the homes that are slated for foreclosures 
were renters, meaning that they were not 
responsible for paying property taxes in 
the first place.  The depressing reality of 
this is that this scenario has happened on 
more than one account over the last 100-
ish year in the City if Detroit and it keeps 
happening to the same group of people, 
typically renters or people of low income, 
just in different ways, shapes, forms, and 
policies.  

Speculating the Future:  If A Pattern Exists

 We saw the displacement of 
people, of families, of businesses in the 
early 1900’s as part of the city beautiful 

movement.  We saw the displacement of 
people, of families, of businesses again 
in the mid 1900’s as part of the urban 
renewal movement.  If the pattern exists, if 
we have record of how this mass removal, 
displacement, of people, of families, of 
businesses, did remove or get rid of the 
blight and the undesirables from the city, 
specifically in the City of Detroit, then why 
is the pattern repeating itself?  Why are 
we removing people from the place they 
call home for the bettering of the city, 
when what makes the City of Detroit, the 
City of Detroit, is the people who call the 
city home.  





The Past 
2.9

Contested 
Narratives 

 Just as the borders of North Corktown 
contest one another so do the narratives 
of these places.  As mentioned before, 
because so much of history, the past, is 
contested and challenged by individuals 
and groups, it is important to recognize that 
the current condition is also contested and 
challenged by these same and sometimes 
different groups of people.  Some people 
like the way the neighborhood exists, 
some people don’t recognize the issues 
others bring to the for-front.  Some people 
fail to recognize that people, families, and 
businesses are here.  Some believe that 
the neighborhood ought to be revitalized 
others believe it ought to be left untouched, 
that certain people, certain groups, and 
certain things did just enough to the area.  

This brings us to the third chapter, the 
ought.
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The Ought







 “Nature has placed mankind under 
the governance of two sovereign masters, 
pain and pleasure. It is for them alone to 
point out what we ought to do, as well as 
to determine what we shall do.”

Jeremy Bentham
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Jeremy Bentham

The Ought
3.1

Just like in the past, someone, or some 
group, or something is going to mention 
that something out to exist in a certain way 
versus the way it currently exists in.  The 
Ought chapter, speaks to this.  It is about 
this pattern that has existed in the past and 
will continue to exist in the future because 
the conversation of ought is something 
everyone thinks about and sometimes 
fears about everyday, especially when 
change is just around the corner.

For it is easy to think about the things that 
have existed in the past and the things that 
currently exist.  But to ask the question of 
what ought, begs the viewer, to question 
the future.  Oughtness makes up a smaller 
portion of this thesis and is closely related 
to the next two chapters for it takes place 
in a fantasy of the future.  

Contesting 
Ideas for the 
Future 



verb

1.
used to indicate duty or correctness, typically when 
criticizing someone’s actions.
“they ought to respect the law”
2.
used to indicate something that is probable.
“five minutes ought to be enough time”
3.
used to express obligation
“this ought to be here”
4.
used to say or suggest what should be done
“this ought the be a highway’

WHAT 
OUGHT?
WHAT 
OUGHT?
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The Ought
3.2

Oughtness is a term that is derived from 
the word ought.  Ought is:

verb

1.
used to indicate duty or correctness, 
typically when criticizing someone’s 
actions.
“they ought to respect the law”
2.
used to indicate something that is 
probable.
“five minutes ought to be enough time”
3.
used to express obligation
“this ought to be here”
4.
used to say or suggest what should be 
done
“this ought the be a highway’

The following images attempt to diagram 
the oughtness of various users of the North 
Corktown neighborhood.  

Deriving the 
word and 
concept of 
Oughtness 



“Geography is often defined as the 
study of the earth's surface as the home 
of man. But the view from which men's 
home?”

Dr. Bill Bunge, Society for Human 
Exploration, Field Notes I
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William Bunge, Jr. and the Detroit Geographical Expedition and Institute (DGEI).
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The Ought
3.3

The Detroit 
Geographic 
Expedition

The term oughtness was derived as the 
thesis read into The Detroit Geographic 
Expedition.  The Detroit Geographic 
Expedition  was the first expedition 
mounted by the Society for Human 
Exploration.  The goal of the expo was 
to join academic geographers with folk 
geographers—Bungee’s term for people 
who did not have formal training in 
geographic methods, and members of 
the African American community to use 
geography to create “oughtness maps” .  
Oughtness maps depicted how things are 
how things ought to be. The Expedition’s 
main concern was using geography for 
social justice and, specifically in Detroit, 
addressing racial injustice.  

Dr. William Bunge wrote in the expedition’s 
first publication, Field Notes I, “After all, 
it is not the function of geographers to 
merely map the earth, but to change it.”

This thesis attempts to take this commentary 
with a grain of salt and to ask how can 
we manage change, how do we ask the 
question of what ought and use it as a 
tool to manage change so that we do not 
just repeat history and so that the change 
that exists in the future can leave room for 
future change.  





The Ought
3.4

Drawing 
Oughtness

The City

Urban prairie is a term to describe vacant 
urban land that has reverted to green 
space.  Previous structures occupying the 
urban lots have been demolished, leaving 
patchy areas of green spaces that are 
usually untended and un-managed.  This 
proposal suggests that North Corktown’s 
urban prairie should be preserved and the 
commercial and residential core should 
be revitalized. 
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The Ought
3.4

The real estate value of the plots of land 
in the North Corktown urban prairie 
is rapidly increasing as the Corktown 
Neighborhood becomes revitalized.  
As the developer, this land ought to be 
developed into single family and multi 
family housing units.

Drawing 
Oughtness

The Developer
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The Ought
3.4

Drawing 
Oughtness

The residents of the North Corktown 
Neighborhood wish that they had better 
access to fresh produce or even a market 
like the Eastern Market.  Do they know 
that Western Market is where the highway 
sits today?  The urban prairie ought to be 
transformed into urban farms and market 
places.  

The Resident
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The Ought
3.5

If this were to really be done.  The concept 
of oughtness would be practiced though 
participatory design.  Participatory 
design approaches the design process 
in a way that attempts to actively involve 
all stakeholders in the design process to 
ensure that the result will meet all of their 
needs and wants and is ultimately usable 
for all of the current and future users.  This 
process of involving all the stakeholders is 
typically called civic engagement.

There has been a great movement in the 
realm of planning and design that includes 
civic engagement in many cities around 
the world in hopes that the mistakes that 
were made in the past will not repeat 
itself.  Many time though the process to 
make such moves in certain areas falls 
short of a grant or two and many times is 
not conceived to the plans full potential.  
Though sometimes the money is there and 
the project is completed to the communities 
original plan.  This is because the people 
behind the projects that can and will 
alter the built and social environment are 
private entities that are looking to get 
richer or to make money back, and there 
is not money in developing the land the 
way the community wants.  Examples of 
this are talked about in previous chapters.  
And you can’t help but wonder if the past 
will again repeat.  

This brings us to the Middle Future chapter 
where we begin to talk about how and 
where these changes should occur.

If This Were To 
Really Be Done
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 “Thus the spatial environment need 
not to be subjected to plans of awesome 
future extent.  It is more rational to control 
the present, to act for near-future ends and 
to keep the longer future open, to explore 
new possibilities, to maintain the ability 
to respond to change.  Environments can 
be a teaching device for supporting this 
attitude of mind, a set of clues for enlarging 
the future image.  It can help to reduce 
the inequality of data available for the 
concepts of past and future.”

Kevin Lynch
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The Middle Future chapter is going to place 
an emphasis on the fact that whatever 
changes are made to the built fabric of the 
city needs to make sure that there is room 
for future change and that what  ever is to 
be changes should be communicated in 
a clear and public way so that the future 
change can be predictable or controlled.  

The diagraming on a middle future 
narrative should be connected to the 
current narrative, just as the current 
narrative is connected to the past narrative, 
yet it should not result in the suppression of 
fantasy.  The diagramming of the middle 
future, should in-fact promote as sense of 
fantasy, as long as they can be realized, 
and can be used as a tool for exploring 
future alternatives.  As mentioned before 
the Oughtness chapter lives in a state of 
fantasy.  It asks the viewer to question 
and draw upon what ought to exist, it is 
in a sense imaginative and playful, like 
a fantasy.  The oughtness narratives are 
part of the planning for the middle future 
narrative, it can offer multiple new or 
alternative ways of exploring the future 
and the actions that are taken to progress 
to that time. 

The Middle Future chapter will also begin 
to talk about where these changes can 
begin to happen, forgotten spaces, of 
particular note.  Again, this is a smaller 
portion of the thesis for concepts of the 
future feed on thinner and less certain 
stuff.  Like the past, the future is something 
that is objectively uncertain, it is contested, 
but the future is also subjectively less solid 
and rich.  

Leave Room 
For The Future 
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This is the connection that North Corktown 
has to its historical roots.  The bridge 
spans over the six lanes, four entrance/ 
exit ramps, and two service drives of 
speeding traffic and noise pollution 
coming from the Fisher Freeway.  The 
bridge is massive yet goes unnoticed from 
the view of the driver speeding below.  
The bridge is rarely ever used for the 
views are nothing spectacular, the noise 
can cause a head ache in the time it take 
to cross from one neighborhood into the 
other, and on either side the bridge spits 
the walker out into a vast landscape of 
nothing before an awkward and not so 
convincing walk directs them into the 
neighborhood of North Corktown on one 
side and Corktown’s Michigan Avenue on 
the other.  

The bridge serves as a raw reminder of 
a few past narratives that existed here.  
1. The bridge was original build to 
facilitate ease of access to Tigers Stadium 
from parking North of the freeway.  2.  
It still stands today as a half attempt to 
reconnect those in North Corktown with 
the commercial asset of Michigan Avenue.   

What better place to begin to narrate 
a future than in the forgotten spaces of 
the city.  Designing forgotten spaces 
removes the risk of future change, once 
again, displacing people, families, and 
businesses.

Forgotten 
Spaces

The Bridge









The residents of North Corktown mapped 
a desire for fresh produce, the developer 
mentioned a need for more housing, the 
city mentioned to preserve the urban 
prairie and to revitalize the commercial 
core.    The question of this excises was 
to look at the question of what if all of 
these groups of people disagree, how do 
we design something that is for everyone?  
It is easy if the resident said park, the 
developer said park, the city said park, 
or parking garage, or access to fresh 
produce, or housing, or revitalizing the 
commercial core.  But, when the ideas 
for what the future can look like are 
disagreed upon, that is when it becomes 
difficult.  How do we plan for change 
when everyone, disagrees with the plan 
for change?

Designing for the middle future places an 
emphasis on leaving room for change.  
It is also mentioned before that these 
changes should not exist in places where 
the value of the land is contested with 
different ideas or oughtnesses of the future 
use.  

This part of the chapter will playfully 
diagram a removable extension to 
the pedestrian bridge over the Fisher 
Freeway.  Diagraming the middle future 
at this site allowed for the project to end 
on a playful, yet serious note that changes 
made in the urban fabric for the good of 
someone, some group, or some things 
oughtness, don’t necessarily need to alter 
vast amounts of land but can be done in 
places where the change can leave room 
for more contemporary needs and wants 
if and when new and more modern ideas 

The Middle Future
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Western 
Market



come to light.      

The new pedestrian bridge crossing 
over the Fisher Freeway will host a 
number of functions beyond crafting 
a better experience for the walkers of 
the city.  The bridge will connect the 
two neighborhoods, leaving a constant 
reminder that today North Corktown and 
Corktown are two separate neighborhood 
with their own identity, but that they are 
rooted in the same past narrative.  The 
bridge will be a place where the two 
neighborhoods can come together and 

live, work, play and learn about how  the 
past has informed the current and how 
the current will inform the future.  The will 
be home to Detroit’s Western Market, The 
Eastern Market’s little sister, as a main 
function on the forgotten space.  Other 
programs include places for new residents 
to live, work, and shop.  
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 “What the Detroit of fifty years 
from now will be we do not know.  But one 
thing is for certain:  it will be dynamic.  It 
is a destiny we can  not escape.  The lads 
from the machine shops and the designing 
boards, the laboratories and the assembly 
lines will take the atom in their stride.  They 
have the ‘know-how.’””

Malcolm W. Bingay 

 “What the Detroit of 
fifty years from now will be we do not 
know.  But one thing is for certain:  it 
will be dynamic.  It is a destiny we can  
not escape.  The lads from the machine 
shops and the designing boards, the 
laboratories and the assembly lines will 
take the atom in their stride.  They have 
the ‘know-how.’””

Malcolm W. Bingay 



 “What the Detroit of fifty years 
from now will be we do not know.  But one 
thing is for certain:  it will be dynamic.  It 
is a destiny we can  not escape.  The lads 
from the machine shops and the designing 
boards, the laboratories and the assembly 
lines will take the atom in their stride.  They 
have the ‘know-how.’””

Malcolm W. Bingay 

The Future
5

Kevin Lynch offers the example of when 
people are asked to use their imagination 
to complete an unfinished story laid in the 
past, the conclusion is typically rich and 
interesting.  Yet, when people are asked 
to use their imagination to complete an 
unfinished story laid in the future, the 
endings tend to be sketchy, loose, and 
unreal.  

The power of creating an image of the 
future or a future narrative lies in the 
ability to read the consequences of past 
acts, imagine the consequences of current 
acts, to ultimately create combinations 
of act and consequence for the future 
through the question of ought, and the 
ability to suppress the current desire that 
would disorient our view from the future 
consequence for the sake of contemporaty 
enjoyment.

In other words, the changes we make 
today will alter the built and social fabric 
of the city, and so we need to make sure 
that the changes we make today are not 
just contemporary to this time and this 
place, but are contemporary enough to 
recognize that many of the past changes 
have not left room for future change, and 
so we need to do our job and plan, design, 
and build in a way that will leave room 
for the future, when a more contemporary 
time and place comes along tomorrow.  

In 50 years 
From now— 
The Conclusion 
+ Moving 
Forward 
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