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Abstract  

The city of Detroit is associated with the creation of and rise of industrialism in North America. Industrialism, specifically 

Fordism, within the municipality of Detroit maintained financial strength for decades until the mid-1980s when a new global 

capitalist era emerged in the Global North. Currently, the city of Detroit is in the process of rebuilding. In the academic 

literature on development, there is an apparent gap that explores how current ideologies shape development in social spaces. 

In this review, the ideological influences of sustainable development and neoliberalism are explored through analysis of the 

social, historical, political, and economic lenses that contribute to and shape development within the city of Detroit. Moreover, 

the ideological influences are analyzed to understand how explicit discourse for sustainable development either forms or 

breaks implicit systems of social control. The paper concludes by acknowledging that progressive notions of equality and 

growth are difficult to actualize due to the inequitable allocation of capital under our system of global capitalism. The paper 

closes with an exploration of the implicit and symbolic biases that appears inherent in development ideologies to contribute 

to a genuine and possible path to an equitable and sustainable future for places such as Detroit. 
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Introduction 
 

The developmental history of Detroit holds a dual 
perspective of industrial economic decline and sustainable 
revitalization. On the one hand, the City of Detroit is a tale of 
prosperity associated with rapid industrialization, as the rise 
of automotive manufacturing and Fordism created a 
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burgeoning middle class and substantial economic strength.  
However, these gains were short-lived under new, neoliberal 
globalized manufacturing processes that began in the 1970s 
in response to the emerging political economy and labour 
organizations. These processes, which outsourced jobs 
overseas in response to neoliberal demands for capital, 
effectively created a declining urban core with high 
unemployment, increasing residential and commercial 
vacancies, and intensifying income inequality. Detroit is 
again garnering attention, but as an example to be studied 
for notions on sustainable development as the city begins to 
rebuild the urban core to draw back the people to the city 
(Kinney, 2016).    

Previous literature on Detroit has explored the 
industrial decline of the city, but the relationship between 
neoliberal ideology and sustainable development, 
particularly as it extends into equity concerns, is 
underexplored in academic literature. Therefore, this paper 
seeks to connect the ideological history of neoliberalism as it 
informs development and also informs contemporary 
sustainable development in Detroit by establishing how 
sustainable development improves equity for Black lives in 
Detroit or reinforces inequitable systems. Sustainable 
development in Detroit follows urban and environmental 
renewal trends, and this paper also examines who is 
benefitting from the sustainable development initiatives. As 
the city uses urban poverty and the associated street art, 
culture, and infrastructure as a revitalization method, the 
“sustainable” development practices risk reproducing the 
displacement and marginalization of Black communities in 
Detroit that occurred during different periods of economic 
shifts. 

The Rise and Fall of the Industrial Labour Workforce 
in Detroit: Much of the middle class’s emergence in America 
is rooted in the automotive manufacturing expansion at the 
beginning of the twentieth century, often referred to as 
“Fordism” (Sugrue, 1996). The rise of the Big Three auto 
empires, Ford, Chrysler, and GM, from the 1900s to 1950s 
birthed an era that advanced wage fairness in the western 
world (Montgomery, 2015). During this time, Detroit 
became the epicentre for American automotive 
manufacturing (Sugrue, 1996), and paralleling the growth of 
the automotive industry was the demand for skilled physical  
labourers. The demand for skilled labour expanded hiring 
practices to include Black workers from the southern US.  

Because of economic expansion in the Detroit 
automotive manufacturing industry, Black labourers in the 
city experienced social and economic mobility. The post-
WW1 surge of Black workers into Detroit created housing 
scarcity. The factories offered work but not access to living 
conditions higher earnings could provide (NAACP). Black 
individuals received wages similar to their White 
counterparts and gained the capacity to purchase on par, 
meaning that Black people could afford material goods. 

Affordability of goods meant that racialized people could 
integrate where they were once economically separated due 
to wage inequality (Thompson, 1999). And afford material 
items like cars and houses and occupy neighbourhoods that 
had historically been affordable to only White people 
(Darden & Kamel, 2000). 

Though economic integration increased, 
homeownership remained predominately available to White 
populations, while most Black residents rented (Darden & 
Kamel, 2000). Laws and policies for homeownership and 
mortgages discriminated against Black ownership (NAACP, 
2016). By the 1920s and into the 1930s, most Black industrial 
workers were living in ghettoized conditions with middle-
class wages (Rothstein, 2017). 

To address housing disparity, the Detroit Housing 
Commission (DHC) formed in 1933, and under Roosevelt’s 
New Deal, federal funding was available for African-
American homeownership (Rothstein, 2017). In 1934, the 
Federal Housing Act was ratified to address housing scarcity 
and living conditions for racialized populations in the United 
States (Rothein, 2017; Detroit Historical Society, n.d.). 
However, the DHC used policy interventions such as the 
Underwriting Manual, from the Federal Housing 
Administration, and the Home-Owners Loan Corporation to 
physically segregate urban neighbourhoods based on racial 
profiling (Rothstein, 2017; Clement & Kanai, 2015). The 
segregate zoning created separate neighborhoods and 
locations for Black people living in Detroit, dividing the city 
by racialized spaces. 

The patterns of change take on spatial concreteness 
in that the racial relations are visible in the dividing lines of 
streets and neighborhoods. As noted by Lipsitz (2007), “the 
lived experience of race has a spatial dimension, and the 
lived experience of space has a racial dimension” (p. 12). 
Lower-income and middle-income neighbourhoods, like 
Paradise Valley, in Detroit were commonly comprised of 
racialized populations (Martelle, 2014). These 
neighbourhoods that are both lower-income and racialized 
are vulnerable, as there is an intersection of 
disempowerment economically, socially, and politically to 
change the dynamic of poverty and racialization 
(Montgomery, 2015).   

The infamous ‘8 Mile’ road was constructed in 1941 
to maintain separate racialized neighbourhoods (Rothstein, 
2017). The 8 Mile is a road that intersects the city and divides 
White and Black communities, like the once segregated 
community of Paradise Valley (Kinney, 2016). The divisional 
lines of roads and neighbourhoods contoured the 
hypervisibility of Black segregation with the invisibility of 
white privilege, implicit in policies and legislation of the time 
(Surgue, 1996). The asymmetries of the policies became 
visible in a short amount of time as racially segregated 
communities lack critical infrastructure (Detroit Historical 
Society, n.d). The exacerbation of living and working 
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conditions led to a riot in 1943 (Detroit Historical Society, 
n.d.). The longstanding conflict and unequal civil rights 
tensions endured and evolved over the next decade. 

The City of Detroit maintained its economic 
position until the late 1960s, when Detroit’s White 
population began to exit the urban core in fear of rising racial 
tensions (Thompson, 1999). White populations began to exit 
the urban core as Black populations increased and civil rights 
movements for equality gained momentum and civil power 
(Rothstein, 2017). Equality movements in Detroit grew out of 
frustration with systemic police discrimination, housing 
inaccessibility, and employment inequalities (Kinney, 2016; 
Montgomery, 2015). In 1967 the Detroit Riot became a 
national focal point in the Civil Rights Movement as media 
covered the experiences of Black people in the city 
(Solomon, 2014). Sustained tensions after the riot intensified 
racial divisions of housing, education, industrial 
development, and labour.  

 

Globalization and the Fall of Detroit 
 
During the ’70s and the ’80s, Detroit’s economy buckled due 
to continued labour disputes and workers’ demands for 
equality. In response to pressures for labour equity, the Big 
Three Automakers implemented offshoring, by moving 
manufacturing operations overseas to obtain raw materials 
and human resources for a reduced cost (Sugrue, 2014). The 
development practices in Detroit, a narrow sector focused 
on automotive manufacturing, served to reinforce the status 
quo of the industry strength in the region. The City of Detroit 
lost manufacturing jobs and local employment en masse, as 
globalization throughout the 1970s mechanized production 
and moved manufacturing overseas. Loss of domestic work 
particularly impacted racialized persons. As the 
manufacturing labourers in Detroit were primarily Black, this 
created both a problem for ‘unskilled’ labourers and further 
deepened racial divisions in the polarized city (Brockmeyer, 
2000).  

The influence of neoliberalism impacted Detroit’s 
Black populations and global workers were left marginalized. 
The City of Detroit is a demonstrative lead in the 
development of neoliberal capitalist ideology for local and 
international developments. Moreover, the pathway created 
a trail of degradation of opportunity for Black and 
marginalized persons. The influence of globalization is 
observed domestically in reducing domestic jobs, 
particularly for racialized persons.  Globalization is also a 
driving force of the relocation of manufacturing to 
international shores, and supply-chain restructuring was 
observed from the 1970s onward (Johnson, 2002). The 
influence of globalization is observed domestically in 
reducing domestic jobs, particularly for racialized persons. 
Furthermore, high-cost unionized wages no longer required 

toleration, as manufacturers could increase profits and 
decrease wages by relocating operations (Sugrue, 2014; 
Lawless, 2002). A central tenancy for global capitalism is to 
pursue the lowest bidder for labour capital (Ampuja, 2012). 
Moreover, ‘live’ labour was becoming obsolete with ‘dead’ 
labour, as “further technological innovation introduced more 
machinery into the assembly lines” (Thomas, 1999). Thus, 
technological advances allow the industry to either relocate 
or replace the workforce in the most efficient manner. The 
reduction of meaningful employment and accessibility of 
options forced a state of regional despair for industrial 
labourers, and the impact rippled through the region, 
dependent on Detroit (Linkon, 2013; Trachte & Ross, 2003; 
Lawless, 2002).  

The social and economic landscape in Detroit was 
problematic due to the deindustrialization of the auto 
factories in Detroit, and the subsequent loss of labour 
(Kurashige, 2017). The auto workers that remained accepted 
wages negotiated at lower rates, in order to have some 
financial certainty (Reuther, 2012). The wages were not 
enough to maintain the daily expenses (Reuther, 2012). The 
long history of redlining and housing in Detroit now was 
intersecting with the loss of wages that had created a Black 
middle class (Rothstein, 2017; Kurashige, 2017; LeDuff, 
2013). The financial destabilization of job loss, deskilling, and 
wage reductions for people still employed opened up the 
disadvantaged workers to sub-prime loans.  

In Detroit, between 2004 to 2006, over 75% of 
mortgages loans were subprime (Gottesdiener, 2013).  After 
the 2008 financial recession banks began to foreclose. By 
2012, about 30% of all residences, or over 100,000 homes in 
Detroit were foreclosed (Kurashige, 2017; Gottesdiener, 
2013; Dynamics of Decay, Abandonment, and Bankruptcy, 
2012) The large vacant lots and abandoned homes attracted 
tourism to Detroit to view the ruins. By 2013, the city of 
Detroit filed for municipal bankruptcy (Davey & Walsh, 
2013). Vacancies left the city funds depleted, but suburban 
communities to continue thriving and expanding (Kinney, 
2018; Kinney, 2016; LeDuff, 2013). The stakes of foreclosure 
were high, as crises in pension, wages, services, and other 
vital supports occurred in close succession with one another 
(Beyond Bankruptcy, 2014). To mitigate the foreclosures and 
bankruptcy, initiatives to rebuild Detroit emerged. 

 

Sustainable Neoliberal Development  
 
From 2013 onwards, Detroit is taking on new and previously 
unused paths in local development to address urban decline 
and meet the objectives of sustainability (Redmond, 2013). 
However, these contemporary developments for Detroit are 
problematic for neoliberal agendas (Clement & Kanai, 2015). 
Current neoliberal constructs seek to gain in profit and often 
that includes minimizing costs such as wages (Harvey, 2005). 
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Municipal and media campaigns are touting a rebranded 
‘New Detroit’ as a progressive phoenix rising from the fires 
of ruin (Kinney, 2016). The propaganda frames the ascent 
from the economic decline, but negates to discuss if 
contributing factors such as inequitable policies and 
systemic discrimination will remain embedded policies. 
Propaganda also problematically skip over the long-
stemming political contributions to the decline (Rothstein, 
2017).  

Such campaigns and economic propaganda have 
resulted in significant investment into Detroit proper (Marr, 
2016). Political campaigns that focus on the return of 
industrialization and manufacturing jobs ignore the unequal 
provision of benefits between citizens, and which citizens 
will receive the most benefit (Doucet, 2017; Marr, 2016). 
Again, political campaigns promise that wages will return 
high living standards but neglect to discuss the 
generationally transformed economic realities of the region, 
as skill sets are lost or workers are reskilled in new 
occupations (Doucet, 2017; Erving, 2015).  Further, political 
solutions promoted do not restore opportunities to those 
who lost work, but to an emerging suburban middle class 
(Kinney, 2017). The policies for the social and economic 
development serve the middle-class by focus on raising and 
using capital, and the emergence of entrepreneurial 
development.  

Entrepreneurialism has long shaped the contours of 
policy and has become deeply embedded into Detroit’s new 
municipal growth policies (Rothstein, 2017; Marr, 2016). 
There is low citizen support of the municipal growth policies. 
The lack of public-citizen support stems from the different 
perspectives introduced into the policies that are advanced 
(Marr, 2016).  In place of direct investments into critical 
public infrastructure, city council and development 
organizations are investing in private developments (Marr, 
2016). For example, a new Little Caesar’s arena has been 
built in Detroit and is home to the Detroit Pistons and the 
Detroit Red Wing professional sports team (Kinney, 2016), 
while public infrastructure, including water sanitation, public 
transportation, and private low-income neighborhoods are 
rotting (Marr, 2016).  The citizens of Detroit critique the 
focus of city developers on short-term profit margins and 
suburban attraction as opposed to redeveloping the city 
itself for all citizens to benefit (Marr, 2016).   

Local billionaire Gilbert, the owner of Quicken 
Loans and the Cleveland Cavaliers, has initiated a major 
urban gentrification project. Gilbert has purchased over 90 
properties in Detroit’s downtown core for an estimated USD 
1 Billion (Muller, 2014). Gilbert has supplemented these 
investments with hundreds of millions of dollars streaming 
into revitalization projects (Muller, 2014).  The Detroit 
Economic Growth Corporation (DEGC) supports Dan 
Gilbert’s advances and his corporate strategies for urban 
renewal (Detroit Economic Growth Corporation, 2017). The 

combination of political backing and centralized financial 
control of renewal projects leaves little room for the voices 
of the people. 

Constructing a “new Detroit” seems to reinforce the 
dominance of neoliberal hegemony and its constituent 
racism in the unevenly resurgent American economy 
(Clement & Kanai, 2015, p. 372). The hollowed-out core of 
Detroit proper is a museum of neglect, restored into a shrine 
for neoliberal agendas (Kinney, 2016). Spatial segregation 
persists as divisions are valorizing for middle-class 
suburbanites restoring the ruins of a once shrinking Black 
city (Kinney, 2018; Clement & Kanai, 2015). The spatial 
divisions are now observable as trending sustainable 
practices take space in the cityscape (Kinney, 2018). The 
commodification of artifacts of poverty and hegemonic 
resistance in graffiti art are selling features to the suburban 
core as exotic slums reclaimed. Indeed, these reclaimed 
cultural symbols act as a siren which draws in the wealthy 
middle class.   

Without eradicating the causal ideological 
influences, Detroit’s sustainable developments will add to 
the “worsening conditions of social injustice, racial 
inequality, urban poverty, and environmental degradation 
across the US and beyond” (Linder, 2016, p. 2; Apel, 2015). 
As such, the downtown core’s current gentrification only 
restores a concentration of power and wealth to elite 
capitalists instead of empowering the ordinary people 
(Montgomery, 2014). The movement away from 
neoliberalism that emerged in the 1970s is reproduced 
through populism in a sustainably branded neoliberalism 
that is profiting in progressive notions (Kinney, 2016; 
Clement & Kanai, 2015).  Moreover, without a critical 
examination of the contemporary socio-political neoliberal 
factors that could reproduce inequity of race and income in 
policies and development strategies, the city of Detroit will 
spiral into a repetitious cycle of its past.  

Lowe (1996) draws out how cultural cycles locate 
narratives that "place, displace, and replace individuals " (p. 
31) by what they recall and what they do not. In racialized 
spaces, suppression of overt markers of prejudice is common 
to avoid criticism of inequality (Wittenberg, 2000). As such, 
racial separation often flows into implicit discourse. In 
Detroit, it is implicit in the undergird of cultural production 
and expressed through privileges to dominant groups 
(Martelle, 2014). Deeply entrenched colonial locations have 
crystallized and secreted replications in contemporary 
forms, where racial dominance still reigns (Lowe, 1996). 
Spatial colonial practices of pushing populations out began 
in Detroit with Indigenous populations.  Detroit is a French-
settlement that “occupies the contemporary and ancestral 
homelands of three Anishinaabe nations of the Council of 
Three Fires: the Ojibwe, Ottawa, and Potawatomi” (National 
Park Service, n.d.). The practice of spatial colonial practice 
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shifted as Detroit was once the last stop on the underground 
railroad, the North Star (Marr, 2016).  

Detroit has a long history of colonial practice, in 
racial subjugation but also as a place of divergence and 
resistance from systemic discrimination and oppression. 
These long attachments of structural racism in Detroit, are 
spatial as well and reside in the historical purpose of 
buildings, roadways, and neighbourhoods (Kinney, 2018; 
Kinney, 2016; Safransky, 2013). More specifically, the 
portrayal of the city of Detroit as “a model green city for the 
new century, with bike paths, urban farms, and grassroots 
sustainability nudg[es] aside [the] planned obsolescence” 
(Binelli, 2012, p. 15-16). Contrastively, the green movement 
is benefiting as a commercial commodity instead of 
supporting the people in the community that is allegedly 
benefitting from an environment with a fresh coat of green 
paint. The current developments do little to support the 
‘green’ and ‘sustainable’ themes central to the new city blitz 
and neglect to bring attention to the conditions for which 
caused the decline of the city to begin with (Doucet, 2017). 
Arguments have arisen that ‘green’ packaging put upon 
neoliberalism, for ‘green’ capitalism only supports sameness 
(Bentley, McCutcheon, Cromley, & Hanink, 2016). 

Endeavors to renew the city and to make Detroit 
‘green’ have been trending in media narratives. The current 
revitalization includes “greenways that organically link 
vacant locks across city blocks, increasing the density of tree 
coverage, and a controlled restoration of wildlife that does 
not interfere with human activities” (Clement & Kanai, 2015, 
p. 375). Critical geographers have also demonstrated that 
what is now regarded as neoliberal urbanism emerged not 
only amid economic transformations but also as a “by-
product of global processes of territorial state …” (Clement 
& Kanai, 2015, p. 371). The current developments do little to 
support the ‘green’ and ‘sustainable’ themes central to the 
new city blitz and neglect to bring attention to the conditions 
for which caused the decline of the city to begin with 
(Doucet, 2017). More specifically, the portrayal of the city of 
Detroit as “a model green city for the new century, with bike 
paths, urban farms, and grassroots sustainability nudg[es] 
aside [the] planned obsolescence” (Binelli, 2012, p. 15-16). 
Arguments have arisen that ‘green’ packaging put upon 
neoliberalism, for ‘green’ capitalism only supports 
sameness. 

Culture wars and racial tensions eroded the 
population in the ‘white flight,’ and now culture is used as a 
siren to draw in White populations back to Detroit’s core and 
displace them (Doucet, 2017). The new cultural narratives 
supporting the rise and fall symbolism fail equality by 
accrediting the global capitalist influence with sustainable 
urban environments (Kinney, 2016). The attributions of 
White heroism- pitted against Black decline- perpetuates the 
historic racialized divisions, which do not serve to integrate 
Detroit culturally nor to build a sustainable future for the city 

(Carey, 2013; Pedroni, 2011; Trachte & Ross, 2003). In 
Detroit, many racial markers are suppressed to avoid the 
scrutiny of overt prejudice and discrimination; therefore, 
racial separation often flows into implicit discourse, and for 
Detroit, it is tacit to cultural expression (Robinson, 2016; 
Clement & Kanai, 2015). Local Detroiters are asking: for 
whom is the city of Detroit being rebuilt? Is the city’s robust 
platforms for the everyday people to gain power and agency 
or those already in power. The ambitions to change Detroit 
are rife with injustices as the intergenerational impacts of 
inequality are still unaddressed (Clement & Kanai, 2015, p. 
381).  

Part of Detroit’s rise has been awarded to the 
reputation that Detroit is now a haven for artists. Large, 
deconstructed buildings provide a canvas for street artists, 
also referred to as graffiti artists. The images left on the 
buildings amplify the environment and the ghettoized street 
feel of a real and raw urban metropolis (Lough, 2016). Street 
art has been a beacon for cultural curators that award merit 
to street art and promote the medium as a direct and 
unfiltered channel to the realities of life for urban poverty in 
Detroit (Montgomery, 2015). The visual use of art as murals 
on city buildings evokes and echoes the city’s urban decay 
left in ruin. The art holds appeal for many observers and 
draws some graffiti artists of international acclaim. The art 
on the buildings from the renowned graffiti artists holds a 
higher value than the buildings themselves. Where once 
graffiti was a form of protest, now the use of graffiti art is 
used to popularize a narrative of raw urbanity and the 
‘streets of Detroit’ to a growing middle-class class that has 
displaced the original inhabitants of the city.   

Finding that sustainable development risks 
reproduction of inequality due to underlying neoliberal 
ideological structures, sustainable development in Detroit 
will act as a beacon to other ‘shrinking cities’ and 
underdeveloped communities (Barndt, 2009). The 
developmental narratives of the City of Detroit act as a 
symbol to expose how conflated ideologies undermine 
sustainable development, and in turn, reinforce neoliberal 
dominance (Kinney, 2018; Clement & Kanai, 2015; 
Brockmeyer, 2000). Finding that sustainable development 
risks reproduction of inequality due to underlying neoliberal 
ideological structures.  The developmental history of the City 
of Detroit is representative of the lived experiences of the 
global systems commonly regarded as ‘American’ ideals 
(Erving, 2015). However, these now globalized notions no 
longer serve to strengthen the economies within but have 
instead evolved into a force that is neither concrete nor 
isolative and, as such, can no longer be identified inherently 
as ‘American’ (Doucet, 2017). Therefore, if a city, region, or 
company is no longer profitable or viable to the global 
systems at play, its fall is arguably inevitable (Kinney, 2016; 
Massey, 2005). The iconic power of the City of Detroit holds 
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narrative lines of both rise and ruin and is a symbol for other 
municipalities constrained by neoliberalism.  

Future research into how ideologies expand and are 
reproduced in spatial dimensions, such as cities, is necessary 
to understand how inequality can be reproduced (Clement & 
Kanai, 2015). The reproduction of inequality through 
ideologies is an area of research explored in this analysis of 
Detroit’s labour market and industrial practices shifted from 
Fordism to Neoliberalism, and how the shift sustained 
inequity. How Detroit culturally, socially, and economically 
changes may be indicative of failures in other sustainability 
initiatives. Additionally, research is needed on how 
entrenched historic social inequality is reshaped under 
progressive ideologies and how the proposed benefits of 
sustainability are newly measured between diversified 
groups.  Little is known about the actualization of 
sustainable notions. The introduction of progressive 
ideologies will impact racialized persons and women, 
especially in tandem with counteractions towards 
neoliberalism. With the goal of sustainability is to improve 
and sustain equality and equity for foreseeable generations.  

Though the City of Detroit has promoted lofty goals 
for urban revival, it cannot attain them when the underlying 
ideological structure serves to diminish rather than elevate 
sustainability for the citizens of Detroit. Detroit is not a 
shining star but rather a beacon of weakness in the global 
capitalist structure. Detroit reveals that the ‘global-north’ is 
not unified but fragmented by stark commercial 
competition, and not for national or community benefit. The 
fall of Detroit indicates the fall of the cultural bonds, which 
gives rise to the commodification of the social. Detroit 
cannot meet these sustainable development goals due to 
several multi-faceted factors. First, the pathway Detroit is 
following for development is in ideological opposition to the 
rise of the collective against the benefit of the few. The 
polarized objectives of the people within the political-
economic systems used cannot support advances to equality 
and resource distribution. Second, the racial labour divisions 
within the social atmosphere of Detroit must be addressed 
to prevent the repetition of subjugation and segregation 
under new forms of explicit, implicit, and democratic racism. 
Third, the cultural and ‘green’ objectives merely mask an 
insidious form of capitalism that erodes the value of the 
endeavor through commoditizing and monetizing the 
outcomes. Lastly, until Detroit not only rises but awakens to 
the forces of neoliberalism that control sustainable 
development will ebb and flow through a continuum of 
neoliberal constraints that restrain the real potential of the 
city. 
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