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Driving Detroit: The Quest for Respect

in the Motor City George Galster

I argue that most of what we see in the city is a result of what
transpires in the suburbs and is beyond the power of the city to
control.

The primary drivers of the region’s economy and housing markets are
geographically concentrated in Detroit’s suburbs, though theirgeographically concentrated in Detroit’s suburbs, though their
reckless driving victimizes the city.

Similarly, the political and social dynamics of race and class
polarization are characterized by a city-suburb dichotomy.

It is impossible to understand what drives the City of Detroit by looking
only within its jurisdictional boundaries; a metropolitan perspective is
required.



Detroit in 2012

“It was the best of times,

it was the worst of times.”it was the worst of times.”

Charles Dickens…..A Tale of Two Cities
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Macomb County - 480 sqm / 1,243 sqk



Oakland County - 873 sqm / 2,261 sqk



Wayne County - 614 sqm 



  City of Detroit - 139 sqm / 360 sqk
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Detroit’s Population HistoryDetroit’s Population History
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Growth of Detroit Suburbs PostGrowth of Detroit Suburbs Post--World War IIWorld War II
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2000 2000 –– 2010 Population Change by Race/Ethnicity Group 2010 Population Change by Race/Ethnicity Group 
CITY OF DETROITCITY OF DETROIT
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WhiteWhite
AfricanAfrican

AmericanAmerican
AsianAsian HispanicHispanic

Other/Other/
MultiMulti

MacombMacomb -16,189 50,902 8,176 6,660 2,664

OaklandOakland -68,354 42,595 18,319 12,921 2,104

WashtenawWashtenaw 3,642 3,826 6,746 5,021 2,530

WayneWayne -126,804 -131,826 10,659 18,053 -10,316

OutOut--WayneWayne -82,487 53,567 12,445 16,541 -3,327

DetroitDetroit -44,317 -185,393 -1,786 1,512 -6,989

The Suburban Movement of the 1990s Increased PostThe Suburban Movement of the 1990s Increased Post--20002000
With Exodus of African Americans From DetroitWith Exodus of African Americans From Detroit

Source: Census Bureau
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18,260

16,372

Top Countries of Origin for immigrants Coming to
Southeast Michigan, 2003 - 2011

7,535 7,331 7,139 6,752 6,738
5,820

5,267
4,305

3,407

Iraq India Albania Mexico Lebanon Yemen China Bangladesh Canada Phillipines Pakistan

Source: U.S. Department of Homeland Security Coming to Metropolitan Detroit, 2003-2011
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1. Make the region welcoming to the international
community and immigrants.

2. Attract international investment and businesses that
create jobs.

3. Strengthen, grow, and revitalize neighborhoods in the
city of Detroit and in the region’s core communities.

4. Attract and retain international talent in the region.
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Family Economic Security

When adjusted to 2011 dollars, median 
household income in Detroit decreased by 
more than a third (36.8 percent) between 
1999 and 2011. Half of all Detroit house-
holds had an annual income in 2011 of less 
than $25,000. Families, while losing a little 
less buying power than households, expe-
rienced a 33.2 percent decrease.

While the economic downturn was felt 
across the state, with large decreases in all 
areas, median household income in 2011 
for the state was 1.8 times that of Detroit  
at $45,981 and the state’s median family 
income was 1.9 times higher at $56,068.

The percent of children and youth in pov-
erty increased from 34.8 percent in 1999 
to 57.3 percent in 2011. As shown above, 
the youngest children, 5 years and younger, 
had the highest rate of poverty - 62.7 
percent. The poverty rate for children was 
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Detroit Food Assistance Program Participation 2007 - 2010

2011

41.0%

27.4%

Change in Median Household 
& Family Income
 

Percent Change in Median 
Household/Family Income
Between 1999 & 2011 

-36.8%

-33.2%

 1999     2011

FamilyHousehold

$39,855

$30,524

$45,695

$25,193

 1999     2011

15 to 17 years

12 to 14 years

6 to 11 years

5 Years & Under

48.8%

58.7%

56.0%

62.7%

In 2011, 41 percent of Detroit households 
reported receiving food assistance.  The 
rate for Wayne County, outside of Detroit, 
was 16.6 percent, while the state, minus 
Detroit, came in at 16.5 percent.

driven by the high poverty rates of single 
parent, female-headed, families. While the 
poverty rate for married couple families 
with children was 29.7 percent in 2011, 
that for single parent, female-headed, fami-
lies was 59.1 percent

Food Assistance Program Participation

State of the Detroit Child

8

Percent of children in poverty:

34.8% in 1999. 57.3% in 2011.

Percent Change

+64.7% 
1999 to 2011

Children Living Below the Poverty Line in 2011
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Driving Detroit: The Quest for Respect

in the Motor City George Galster

Greater Detroit is stunning. It is stunning in its legacy of industrial, labor
organizing, and artistic achievements juxtaposed against its legacy of
race and class warfare.

It is stunning in its contrasts between poverty and plenty, decay and
splendor, ugliness and beauty, hate and love, despair and resilience,splendor, ugliness and beauty, hate and love, despair and resilience,
all implausibly proximate on the urban landscape.

It is stunning in that it has represented to the world both the best and
worst of what cities can be, all within the span of half a century.
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