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C h a p t e r   8


Urban Decline and Urban 
Growth since 1950


In Detroit: An American Autopsy, the journalist Charlie LeDuff writes about his hometown:
Today the boomtown is bust. It is an eerie and angry place of deserted 
factories and homes and forgotten people. Detroit, which once led the 
nation in home ownership, is now a foreclosure capital. Its downtown 
is a museum of ghost skyscrapers. Trees and switch-grass and wild 
animals have come back to reclaim their rightful places. Coyotes are 
here. The pigeons have left in droves. A city the size of San Francisco 
and Manhattan could neatly fit into Detroit’s vacant lots. . . . Once 
the nation’s richest big city, Detroit is now its poorest. It is the coun-
try’s illiteracy and dropout capital, where children must leave their 
books at school and bring toilet paper from home. It is the unem-
ployment capital, where half the adult population does not work 
at a consistent job. There are firemen with no boots, cops with no 
cars, teachers with no pencils, city council members with telephones 
tapped by the FBI, and too many grandmothers with no tears to give.1


LeDuff thus uttered a profound lament over the near collapse of what 
had once been a dynamic, wealthy, and proud place.


In 1950, Detroit’s population had stood at 1.85 million, and it 
ranked as the fifth-largest city in the United States, exceeded in size 
only by New York City, Los Angeles, Chicago, and Philadelphia. Its 
citizens could take pride in its prosperity and institutions. Its economic 
well-being had grown out of its status dating back to the 1920s as the 
world’s leading producer of motor vehicles, the demand for which grew 
astronomically among American consumers during the postwar years. 
At the same time, the Detroit Institute of Art stood out as one of the 
finest art museums in the United States.


Detroit’s decline was dramatic. During every decade after its peak, 
its population fell substantially. According to the census of 2010, 
since 1950, Detroit’s population had declined to 777,000, marking an 
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