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History is not the past.  
It is the present.  
We carry our history with us.  
We are our history. 

— James Baldwin 



Since you [King Louis XIV of France] have directed me to 
render an account of it, I will do so, premising that Detroit is 
actually but a channel or river of medium breadth and 
twenty-five leagues in length, according to my estimate…. 

Its borders are so many vast prairies, and the freshness of 
the beautiful waters keeps the banks always green. The 
prairies are bordered by long and broad rows of fruit trees 
which have never felt the careful hand of the vigilant 
gardener. Here, also, orchards, young and old, soften and 
bend their branches, under the weight and quantity of their 
fruit, towards the mother earth, which has produced them…. 

Golden pheasants, the quail, the partridge, woodcock, and 
numerous doves swarm in the woods and cover the country, 
which is dotted and broken with thickets and high forests of 
full-grown trees, forming a charming perspective… 

The fish are here nourished and bathed by living water of 
crystal clearness, and their great abundance renders them 
none the less delicious… In a word, the climate is temperate, 
and the air purified through the day and night by a gentle 
breeze. The skies are always serene and spread sweet and 
fresh influences which makes one enjoy a tranquil sleep. 

Antoine de la Mothe Cadillac, in a letter to King Louis XIV of France, as reported by Silas 
Farmer, History of Detroit and Wayne County and Early Michigan, 3d edition, 1969. In 
Detroit Perspectives: Crossroads and Turning Points, ed. Wilma Wood Henrickson, 1990. 



It would be miserable affectation to regret the progress of 
civilization and improvement, the triumph of industry and 
art, by which these regions have been reclaimed, and over 
which freedom, religion, and science are extending their 
sway. But we may indulge the wish, that these blessings had 
been attained at a smaller sacrifice; that the aboriginal 
population had accommodated themselves to the inevitable 
change of their condition, produced by the access and 
progress of the new race of men, before whom the hunter 
and his game were destined to disappear. But such a wish is 
vain. A barbarous people, depending for subsistence upon 
the scanty and precarious supplies furnished by the chase, 
cannot live in contact with a civilized community.  

Lewis Cass, Considerations on the Present State of the Indians and Their Removal to the 
West of the Mississippi, 1928. In Detroit Perspectives: Crossroads and Turning Points, ed. 
Wilma Wood Henrickson, 1990. 



You do not know our wishes. Our people wonder what has 
brought you so far from your homes. Your young men have 
invited us to come and light the council fire. We are here to 
smoke the pipe of peace, but not to sell our lands. Our 
American father wants them. Our English father treats us 
better; he has never asked for them. Your people trespass 
upon our hunting grounds. You flock to our shores. Our 
waters grow warm; our land melts like a cake of ice; our 
possessions grow smaller and smaller; the warm wave of the 
white man rolls in upon us and melts us away. Our women 
reproach us. Our children want homes; shall we sell from 
under them the spot where they spread their blankets? We 
have not called you here. We smoke with you the pipe of 
peace. 

Chief Oge-Maw-Keke-too, addressing Lewis Cass, as reported by Ephraim Williams, “The 
Treaty of Saginaw in the Year 1819,” MPHS 7 (1884). In Detroit Perspectives: Crossroads 
and Turning Points, ed. Wilma Wood Henrickson, 1990. 



Young America distinguished itself by, and understood itself 
to be, pressing toward a future of freedom, a kind of human 
dignity believed unprecedented in the world. A whole 
tradition of “universal” yearnings collapsed into that well-
fondled phrase, “the American Dream”.…  

The flight from the Old World is generally seen to be a flight 
from oppression and limitation to freedom and possibility.…   

Whatever the reasons, the attraction was of the “clean slate” 
variety, a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity not only to be born 
again but to be born again in new clothes, as it were. The 
new setting would provide new raiments of self. This second 
chance could even benefit from the mistakes of the first. In 
the New World there was the vision of a limitless future, 
made more gleaming by the constraint, dissatisfaction and 
turmoil left behind. It was a promise genuinely promising. 
With luck and endurance one could discover freedom; find a 
way to make God’s law manifest; or end up rich as a prince.…  

Power—control of one’s own destiny—would replace the 
powerlessness felt before the gates of class, caste, and 
cunning persecution. One could move from discipline and 
punishment to disciplining and punishing; from social 
ostracism to social rank. One could be released from a 
useless, binding, repulsive past into a kind of history-
lessness, a blank page waiting to be inscribed. 

Toni Morrison, Playing in the Dark: Whiteness and the Literary Imagination, 1992. 



White Detroiters instigated over two hundred incidents 
against blacks moving into formerly all-white neighborhoods, 
including harassment, mass demonstrations, picketing, effigy 
burning, window breaking, arson, vandalism, and physical 
attacks. Most incidents followed improvement association 
meetings.… A potent mixture of fear, anger, and desperation 
animated whites who violently defended their 
neighborhoods. All but the most liberal whites who lived 
along the city’s racial frontier believed that they had only 
two options. They could flee, as vast numbers of white 
urbanites did, or they could hold their ground and fight.  

The violence that whites unleashed against blacks was not 
simply a manifestation of lawlessness and disorder. It was 
not random, nor was it irrational. In the arena of housing, 
violence in Detroit was organized and widespread, the 
outgrowth of one of the largest grassroots movements in the 
city’s history. It involved thousands of whites, directly 
affected hundreds of blacks, mainly those who were among 
the first families to break the residential barriers of race, and 
indirectly constrained the housing choices of tens of 
thousands of blacks fearful of harassment and physical injury 
if they broke through Detroit’s residential color line. The 
violent clashes between whites and blacks that marred the 
city were political acts, the consequence of perceptions of 
homeownership, community, gender, and race deeply held 
by white Detroiters.… 

As the city’s racial demography changed in the postwar years 
and as blacks began to move out of the center city, white 
neighborhood organizations acted to define and defend the 
invisible boundaries that divided the city. Their actions, were 
in large part, an attempt to mark their territory symbolically  

 



and visibly, to stake out turf and remind outsiders that to 
violate those borders was to risk grave danger.  

The sustained violence in Detroit’s neighborhoods was the 
consummate act in a process of identity formation. White 
Detroiters invented communities of race in the city that they 
defined spatially. Race in the postwar city was not just a 
cultural construction. Instead, whiteness, and by implication 
blackness, assumed a material dimension, imposed onto the 
geography of the city. Through the drawing of racial 
boundaries and through the use of systematic violence to 
maintain those boundaries, whites reinforced their own 
fragile racial identity. Ultimately, they were unsuccessful in 
preventing the movement of blacks into many Detroit 
neighborhoods, but their defensive measures succeeded in 
deepening the divide between two Detroits, one black and 
one white. 

Thomas J. Sugrue, The Origins of the Urban Crisis: Race and Inequality in Postwar 
Detroit, 2005. 



We hold that, in granting judicial enforcement of the 
restrictive agreements in these cases, the States have denied 
petitioners the equal protection of the laws, and that, 
therefore, the action of the state courts cannot stand. We 
have noted that freedom from discrimination by the States 
in the enjoyment of property rights was among the basic 
objectives sought to be effectuated by the framers of the 
Fourteenth Amendment. That such discrimination has 
occurred in these cases is clear. Because of the race or color 
of these petitioners, they have been denied rights of 
ownership or occupancy enjoyed as a matter of course by 
other citizens of different race or color. The Fourteenth 
Amendment declares 

“that all persons, whether colored or white, shall stand equal 
before the laws of the States, and, in regard to the colored 
race, for whose protection the amendment was primarily 
designed, that no discrimination shall be made against them 
by law because of their color.” 

Only recently, this Court had occasion to declare that a state 
law which denied equal enjoyment of property rights to a 
designated class of citizens of specified race and ancestry 
was not a legitimate exercise of the state’s police power, but 
violated the guaranty of the equal protection of the laws.  
Nor may the discriminations imposed by the state courts in 
these cases be justified as proper exertions of state police 
power.… 

The historical context in which the Fourteenth Amendment 
became a part of the Constitution should not be forgotten. 
Whatever else the framers sought to achieve, it is clear that 
the matter of primary concern was the establishment of 
equality in the enjoyment of basic civil and political rights 
and the preservation of those rights from discriminatory 



action on the part of the States based on considerations of 
race or color. Seventy-five years ago, this Court announced 
that the provisions of the Amendment are to be construed 
with this fundamental purpose in mind. Upon full 
consideration, we have concluded that, in these cases, the 
States have acted to deny petitioners the equal protection of 
the laws guaranteed by the Fourteenth Amendment. Having 
so decided, we find it unnecessary to consider whether 
petitioners have also been deprived of property without due 
process of law or denied privileges and immunities of citizens 
of the United States. 

Shelley v Kraemer, U.S. Supreme Court, 1948, opinion by Justice Frederick Moore 
Vinson. 



White Americans are in nothing more deluded than in 
supposing that Negroes could ever have imagined that white 
people would “give” them anything. It is rare indeed that 
people give. Most people guard and keep; they suppose that 
it is they themselves and what they identify with themselves 
that they are guarding and keeping, whereas what they are 
actually guarding and keeping is their system of reality and 
what they assume themselves to be. One can give nothing 
whatever without giving oneself—that is to say, risking 
oneself. If one cannot risk oneself, then one is simply 
incapable of giving. And, after all, one can give freedom only 
by setting someone free. This, in the case of the Negro, the 
American republic has never become sufficiently mature to 
do.… 

The Negroes of this country may never be able to rise to 
power, but they are very well placed indeed to precipitate 
chaos and ring down the curtain on the American dream. 
This has everything to do, of course, with the nature of that 
dream and with the fact that we Americans, of whatever 
color, do not dare examine it and are far from having made it 
a reality. There are too many things we do not wish to know 
about ourselves. People are not, for example, terribly 
anxious to be equal (equal, after all, to what and to whom?) 
but they love the idea of being superior. And this human 
truth has an especially grinding force here, where identity is 
almost impossible to achieve, and people are perpetually 
attempting to find their feet on the shifting sands of status… 

I have met only a very few people—and most of these were 
not Americans—who had any real desire to be free. Freedom 
is hard to bear. It can be objected that I am speaking of 
political freedom in spiritual terms, but the political 
institutions of any nation are always menaced and are 



ultimately controlled by the spiritual state of that nation. We 
are controlled here by our confusion, far more than we 
know, and the American dream has therefore become 
something much more closely resembling a nightmare, on 
the private, domestic, and international levels. Privately, we 
cannot stand our lives and dare not examine them; 
domestically, we take no responsibility for (and no pride in) 
what goes on in our country; and internationally, for many 
millions of people, we are an unmitigated disaster.… 

The American Negro has the great advantage of having never 
believed that collection of myths to which white Americans 
cling: that their ancestors were all freedom-loving heroes, 
that they were born in the greatest country the world has 
ever seen, or that Americans are invincible in battle and wise 
in peace, that Americans have always dealt honorably with 
Mexicans and Indians and all other neighbors or inferiors, 
that American men are the world’s most direct and virile, 
that American women are pure. 

James Baldwin, “Letter from a Region in My Mind,” The Fire Next Time, 1962. 



Your fear of my otherness is a fear of violation of the 
boundaries of your self; in its most familiar and 
comprehensible guise, this is the fear of physical harm or 
attack by another. The fear I target is the more pervasive 
fear of the dissolution of the boundaries of the self in 
intimacy with an Other, through the seduction that coaxes 
your deep, unsubdued drives into the open; by merging with 
a hypnotic but unfamiliar Other; in being overwhelmed and 
pulled apart by strange internal tornadoes. Your urge to 
grasp, to comprehend, to conceptually master and assimilate 
anomaly fashions of me an object of distant and dangerous 
fascination, preoccupation, and—among virulent racists—
obsession. But my unrelenting otherness, my shameless 
implacability to conceptual assimilation raises the 
nightmarish spectre of the disintegration of your self into 
chaos: the dissolution of social conventions, of sexual 
prohibitions, of the political control of the unrestful. As I 
ease into your orbit, you wince. I trigger your desire and your 
anxiety together; you come apart to let me in. On the far 
side of intimacy you glimpse death. 

Adrian Piper, “Ways of Averting One’s Gaze,” 1988, in Out of Order, Out of Sight, Volume 
II, Selected Writings in Art Criticism 1967-1992, 1996. 



Now the second thing that you can do to help us down in 
Alabama and Mississippi and all over the South is to work 
with determination to get rid of any segregation and 
discrimination in Detroit, realizing that injustice anywhere is 
a threat to justice everywhere. And we’ve got to come to see 
that the problem of racial injustice is a national problem. No 
community in this country can boast of clean hands in the 
area of brotherhood. Now in the North it’s different in that it 
doesn’t have the legal sanction that it has in the South. But it 
has its subtle and hidden forms and it exists in three areas: in 
the area of employment discrimination, in the area of 
housing discrimination, and in the area of de 
facto segregation in the public schools. And we must come 
to see that de facto segregation in the North is just as 
injurious as the actual segregation in the South. And so if you 
want to help us in Alabama and Mississippi and over the 
South, do all that you can to get rid of the problem here…. 

And if we will do this we will be able to bring that new day of 
freedom into being. If we will do this we will be able to make 
the American dream a reality. And I do not want to give you 
the impression that it’s going to be easy. There can be no 
great social gain without individual pain. And before the 
victory for brotherhood is won, some will have to get scarred 
up a bit. Before the victory is won, some more will be thrown 
into jail. Before the victory is won, some, like Medgar Evers, 
may have to face physical death. But if physical death is the 
price that some must pay to free their children and their 
white brothers from an eternal psychological death, then 
nothing can be more redemptive. Before the victory is won, 
some will be misunderstood and called bad names, but we 
must go on with a determination and with a faith that this 
problem can be solved.  



And so I go back to the South not in despair. I go back to the 
South not with a feeling that we are caught in a dark 
dungeon that will never lead to a way out. I go back believing 
that the new day is coming. And so this afternoon, I have a 
dream. It is a dream deeply rooted in the American dream. 

Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., speech at Detroit Walk to Freedom, June 23, 1963. 



White racism is essentially responsible for the explosive 
mixture which has been accumulating in our cities since the 
end of World War II. Among the ingredients of this mixture 
are: 

* Pervasive discrimination and segregation in employment, 
education and housing, which have resulted in the 
continuing exclusion of great numbers of Negroes from the 
benefits of economic progress. 

* Black in-migration and white exodus, which have produced 
the massive and growing concentrations of impoverished 
Negroes in our major cities, creating a growing crisis of 
deteriorating facilities and services and unmet human 
needs…. 

At the same time, most whites and some Negroes outside 
the ghetto have prospered to a degree unparalleled in the 
history of civilization. Through television and other media, 
this affluence has been flaunted before the eyes of the 
Negro poor and the jobless ghetto youth. 

Yet these facts alone cannot be said to have caused the 
disorders. Recently, other powerful ingredients have begun 
to catalyze the mixture: 

* Frustrated hopes are the residue of the unfulfilled 
expectations aroused by the great judicial and legislative 
victories of the Civil Rights Movement and the dramatic 
struggle for equal rights in the South. 

* A climate that tends toward approval and encouragement 
of violence as a form of protest has been created by white 
terrorism directed against nonviolent protest; by the open 
defiance of law and federal authority by state and local 
officials resisting desegregation; and by some protest groups 



engaging in civil disobedience who turn their backs on 
nonviolence, go beyond the constitutionally protected rights 
of petition and free assembly, and resort to violence to 
attempt to compel alteration of laws and policies with which 
they disagree. … 

To continue present policies is to make permanent the 
division of our country into two societies; one, largely Negro 
and poor, located in the central cities; the other, 
predominantly white and affluent, located in the suburbs 
and in outlying areas….  

To date, federal programs have been able to do 
comparatively little to provide housing for the 
disadvantaged. In the 31-year history of subsidized federal 
housing, only about 800,000 units have been constructed, 
with recent production averaging about 50,000 units a year. 
By comparison, over a period only three years longer, FHA 
insurance guarantees have made possible the construction 
of over ten million middle and upper income units…. 

Federal housing programs must be given a new thrust aimed 
at overcoming the prevailing patterns of racial segregation. If 
this is not done, those programs will continue to concentrate 
the most impoverished and dependent segments of the 
population into the central-city ghettos where there is 
already a critical gap between the needs of the population 
and the public resources to deal with them. 

National Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders, known as the Kerner Commission, 
Summary of Report, 1968. 



World War IV, the war in which the whole world is now 
engaged, is a new kind of war: an ongoing and total war, the 
war of the “Empire of Money” against Humanity. The Empire 
of Money seeks to impose the logic and practice of capital on 
everything, to turn every living being, the Earth, our 
communities, and all our human relationships into 
commodities to be bought and sold on the market. It seeks 
to destroy everything that human beings have created: 
cultures, languages, memories, ideas, dreams, love, and 
respect for one another. It even destroys the material basis 
for the nation-state that Western societies created in the 
nineteenth century to protect us, if only marginally, from the 
forces of money.  

Under these historically new conditions the meaning of 
revolution must also undergo a dialectical change. Fighting 
on the side of Humanity against the Empire of Money, we 
need to go beyond opposition, beyond rebellion, beyond 
resistance, beyond civic insurrection. We don’t want to be 
like them. We don’t want to become the “political class,” to 
simply change presidents and switch governments.  

We want and need to create the other alternative world that 
is now both possible and necessary. We want and need to 
exercise power, not take it. 

Grace Lee Boggs, “Revolution as a New Beginning,” in The Next American Revolution: 
Sustainable Activism for the Twenty-First Century, Grace Lee Boggs with Scott Kurashige, 
2011. 

 



The reality is that [the city] was doomed to decline because 
of racism and white supremacy. It was doomed to decline 
because of capitalism. These are systems that are rooted in 
destroying human lives and exploiting people. So why 
wouldn’t we expect devastation. When you talk about the 
collapse of the auto industry, why wouldn’t you expect it? 
That’s what capitalism does. And it has to reinvent itself 
because, ultimately, when it has no more bodies to eat, it 
turns on itself. It’s important that I speak in that way 
because what happens is that people get blamed for the 
problems of capitalism and white supremacy. We are just 
going through a period where we say “the city was 
bankrupt.” The city wasn’t bankrupt; capitalism was 
bankrupt! Imperialism and white supremacy were bankrupt. 

Yusef Bunchy Shakur, in Why Detroit Matters: Decline, Renewal, and Hope in a Divided 
City, ed. Brian Doucet, 2017. 

 

 



As a postindustrial city, Detroit is frequently conceptualized 
as a new American frontier, nearly empty and therefore an 
ideal space to fill with our continued national preoccupations 
about progress and mobility. At first glance, the western 
frontier might seem a world apart from Detroit today, but 
the link is stronger than we might think. The frontier, one of 
the most powerful and enduring American narratives, 
signifies both progress and possibility; it is a physical 
location, but just as important, it is a way of orienting 
ourselves toward the world, a means of looking forward both 
temporally and ideologically. It is a place to stake claims and 
(maybe) realize success, but perhaps more important, it is a 
place to locate dreams. The narratives of progress that 
fueled and facilitated the settlement of the American West, 
and are now so entrenched in our culture, work here to 
reaffirm our attachment to stories of American 
exceptionalism, expansionism, and determinism.… The 
concept of frontier operates in Detroit as a marker of 
anticipation of the city's ascent—perpetual possibility just 
around the corner. This is seen in the hopeful descriptions of 
what will “save” this postindustrial city: revitalization, 
redevelopment, reuse, rebirth.… 

On the one hand, the narrative of Detroit's rise seems to be 
ideologically linked to generic American tropes of hard work 
and success: Detroit is celebrated…as a city of working-class 
immigrants and migrants, drawn to the city by the fire of 
determination and possibility. And on the other hand, the 
narrative of Detroit’s decline seems entangled with notions 
of urban crisis and a culture of city corruption. The backdrop 
for both of these narratives—rise and fall—is the racialized 
narrative of movement and growth in U.S. history more 
generally. The mythology of America as a “nation of 
immigrants” creates a standard narrative that excludes the 



more complicated migrations of many due to transatlantic 
slavery, upheaval created by global structures of capitalism 
and warfare, not to mention those who did not migrate to 
America at all.    

Rebecca Kinney, Beautiful Wasteland: The Rise of Detroit as America’s Postindustrial 
Frontier, 2016. 



As we work toward social justice in the twenty-first century, our 
dreams can be animated not simply by visions of distributive 
equality, nor even of an equality of opportunity, but more 
fundamentally, by a transformed view of the self, of relationships, 
and of the world. 

The fiction of an isolated and unitary self underscores our 
worldview…. 

I do not believe that we can transform our social structures, 
including our highly racialized spaces, without transforming the 
self. Nor do I think that we can transform our view of the self 
without transforming the social systems of domination and 
exclusion that we have created. I am calling not for a personal and 
interior project but rather for an expansive and imaginative 
political and spiritual process. This view will necessarily change 
how we think of and organize private and common property…. 

The history of land use policies around the world has continually 
been a history of using space as a tool to separate and dominate. 
The history of metropolitan dynamics in the United States is one 
of multiple structures inscribing racial hierarchies into the fabric 
of our geography. Countering this history will require not only 
collective action and a bold commitment to the ideals of 
democracy and justice but also a new way of seeing.… 

As we move forward in the struggle for civil rights, we must 
understand and confront the way race and poverty are inscribed 
in space in this country, and the way this space is used to sort and 
regulate people, opportunity, and freedom. To succeed in creating 
better regions, more participatory democratic processes, and 
equal access to opportunity, we must make this work a project of 
the imagination and a project of the spirit. 

john a. powell, “Reinterpreting Metropolitan Space as a Strategy for Social Justice” in 
Breakthrough Communities: Sustainability and Justice in the Next American Metropolis, 
2009. 



 

 

 

Not everything 
that is faced can 
be changed,  
but nothing can 
be changed until 
it is faced. 

 

James Baldwin 

  


