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Page 1 →Introduction

Dispossession, Resilience, and the Detroit Genre



In Angela Flournoy’s debut novel, The Turner House (2015), an amateur real estate investor thinks to himself that “words like ghetto, dilapidated, and run-down were inadequate to describe this portion of [Detroit].”1 In lieu of these words, he prefers a description that a “a geeky kid on his installation team” adapted from genre:


This isn’t postindustrial, post-white-flight, or post-automobile boom[...] It’s like, post-zombie-fucking-apocalypse. This is like after the zombies have turned everything they could find, and then they burn down the buildings to run out the last survivors—right into their clutches and shit.2



Immediately evident in this conversation between two Detroiters is the challenge of translating the language of genre into a discussion of the city, its history, or the people who live there. Rather than ask about the people of Detroit, the amateur real estate investor asks, as any aspiring profiteer might, “But what about the houses still standing?” His employee responds, “Simple. Just-turned zombies are still sort of human in the brain, you know? They’re prone to sentimentality in the beginning. So the houses they lived in, they naturally don’t go as hard on them.”3 The application of genre to describe the landscape of Detroit mediates the dehumanizing language with which he describes the residents of the Blackest city in Page 2 →America as “just-turned zombies…still sort of human in the brain…prone to sentimentality.” Finally, and especially as this conversation is taking place between a landlord and his installation team, the language of genre conveniently rationalizes their property investment and its potentially dispossessive effects as righteous, self-sacrificing heroism: if the current residents are destructive and murderous zombies, then gallant action is required to clear the area of those zombies and secure the urban frontier for future (settler) growth.

Zombie apocalypse is certainly not the only genre that has been used in this fashion to comprehend and narrativize the immiseration of Detroit; after all, Turner House is a ghost story. Since the 1970s, Detroit has been the principal genre object in American popular and literary culture, and as such serves as the primary conduit for understanding the interrelationship between genre and dispossession. Detroit features as the go-to setting for historical dramas, superhero stories, science fiction dystopias, bloody revenge and action flicks, post-apocalyptic stories, heists, comedies, crime fiction stories, mysteries, family sitcoms, reality television, squalid stories of drugs, and tidy stories of racial uplift and resilience. The totalizing avalanche of such genre stories has helped shape a grand narrative of the city’s rise, decline, and so-called comeback. As historians Mark Jay and Philip Conklin observe, comprehending the Detroit story through genre is less about the city itself and more of how the city is “a sort of ‘funhouse’ mirror of twentieth-century America, which at once reflects and magnifies the ups and downs of a tumultuous history.”4 To this end, genre has transformed Detroit from a physical place with a historical present into an accretion of symbols and a heuristic for varied commentaries of race, criminality, and post-industrialization. Jerry Herron correctly argues that



Detroit is the most relevant city in the United States for the simple reason that it is the most unequivocally modern and, therefore, distinctive of our national culture: in other words, a total success. Nowhere else has American modernity so completely had its way with people and place alike.5



The impact of American modernity has been comprehended and articulated in American literary and popular culture most forcefully through Page 3 →the construction of the Detroit genre, even as and perhaps because the Detroit genre obscures, and often outright erases, the city and its history.

Moreover, these genre stories play an essential role as much within Detroit’s lived reality as they do as a mediator between the city and national and international audiences for comprehending urban decline in America. The form and content of predominantly white-centric Detroit genre narratives released after 1967 constructed what genre theorist Hans Robert Jauss describes as a “horizon of expectations” that shaped readers’ relationships to these various genres as well as to the city’s historical present and its potential futures. But, if we are to use Detroit to understand America, which is how the Detroit genre has always functioned, the lost potential of misreading and misrepresenting the character and creativity of survival in Detroit places a far more global limit on the “horizon of expectations” for living and resisting neoliberal and capitalist hegemony. In his study of Black and Indigenous history in Detroit, Kyle T. Mays includes narrative among other material “sites of dispossession.” As he explains, dispossessed narratives “serve to explain why certain populations deserve to be removed, who can belong to the metropolis, and who profits off that land.”6 Such dispossession narratives are created out of ideological convenience—to emphasize this or that point about American entrepreneurial ingenuity, the rightness of capitalism, or the destructive power of unions—and they also rely on a conditioned ignorance of the city’s history. Rebecca J. Kinney describes how narrative is a crucial part of the renewed interest in Detroit as an urban frontier, where the stories told of Detroit now participate in “a redeployment of longstanding American narratives of hard work and determination as a race neutral project.”7 Understanding these stories as narratives of dispossession is particularly important as the tenor of them has started to shift from a city benighted to a city “imaged anew, through narratives of its beauty, not as the ‘bombed-out shell’ that it once was but as a latent and underdeveloped frontier.”8

Previous work on such dispossession narratives in Detroit has focused on historical, journalistic, and other nonfictional accounts of the city. John Patrick Leary delineates three genres of “Detroitism” as used in news media: Detroit as a metonym for the car industry, manufacturing, and unions; as “Detroit Lament,” wherein its decline is fetishized, most Page 4 →famously in the widespread consumption of photography of Detroit’s abandoned buildings and “ruins”; and as “Detroit utopia,” wherein the city is conceived as a “blank canvas” for a limitless future of boutiques and urban farming.9 Surveying the ubiquitous use of Detroit as a reference in similar news stories and how it is used simply to discuss the state of other cities, Brian Doucet explains,



Despite all this attention on Detroit […] it is talked about, but rarely engaged with. Detroit becomes a reference point for extreme urban decline, a cautionary warning or, hoping that readers can tap into some pre-existing images of ruins, arson, and bankruptcy, a sensational, yet simple, way to grab headlines.10



When investigative and scholarly work is done to engage with the city rather than simply talk about it, authors find as Sara Safransky does that the “land and property struggles encountered on the ground in Detroit exceeded the explanatory power of such categories [postindustrialization, deindustrialization, and financialization].”11 If Detroit exceeds “the explanatory power” of political-economic analyses of the city in media, popular and literary culture has more than stepped in to provide the comprehensible narrative frameworks for making audiences certainly feel they can explain what is “wrong” with Detroit. The “pre-existing images” national and international readers conjure of Detroit do not merely or even primarily derive from their consumption of news, but rather from the unrivaled role the city has had across American culture: in films, television shows, comics, literary fiction, genre fiction, and creative nonfiction. Moreover, because of the narrative templates they provide, these literary and popular forms of storytelling that constitute the Detroit genre can be far more powerful than news media in conditioning forgetfulness about Detroit’s history, directing attention towards or away from injustice, and enabling or resisting dispossession.

Detroit, after all, makes genres real, or rather, gave genres their realness. When DC Comics wanted to compete with Marvel and market “socially relevant” comics, especially ones dealing with issues of race, they swapped Gotham and Metropolis with Detroit. Want a heist with weightier stakes, like class-based reparations or environmental justice? Page 5 →Set it in Detroit. If a sitcom wanted their young protagonists to deal with “real-life” issues or learn about the value of empathy, the characters would leave the suburbs for an episode in Detroit. Want vampires concerned with de-industrialization, heritage conservation, and impending water wars? Detroit. A blind ex-soldier turning a home invasion into an opportunity for forced insemination? Or how about sex monsters of a more supernatural flavor? Detroit has several to choose from. Need a man brought back to life by a crow wrestling with what it means to be human by fighting crime? Detroit has the zombie avenger for you. Or, maybe better to have a half-man, half-robot wrestling with what it means to be human by fighting crime? Detroit has two of those.12 How about an intergalactic space cop charged with policing one of the universe’s 3,600 sectors with a magical ring, but only if he can overcome racism through dignity and calm? As statistically improbable as it is, Detroit has two of those as well.13 Detroit genre stories are rarely one-offs but a generative well for franchise-making; The Crow is about to launch its fifth film installment; Beverly Hills Cop and Robocop tally four movies each, with Don’t Breathe on its third installment and It Follows on its second. Genre narratives have given shape to how Detroit is comprehended in the American imaginary, but so too has Detroit provided genre narratives their purpose by making them real.14

The Detroit Genre provides the first comprehensive investigation of the representations of Detroit in popular and literary culture. I propose that Detroit has an essential relationship to the contemporary formations of genre in American film and literature. That is, the contemporary formations of the suburban sitcom, the post-apocalyptic genre, the heist genre, the sci-fi dystopia, crime fiction, the superhero genre, or contemporary horror simply would not exist in the way they do today without the aesthetic material of Detroit. The first half of the book examines how the white-centric and dispossessive conventions of the Detroit genre emerged in the 1970s and became entrenched in popular culture. Then, the second half of this project analyzes how African American writers since 2015 have experimented on and reclaimed the Detroit genre. By centering Black perspectives on Detroit’s history, these texts not only make the mythos of race, labor, and culture in this American story visible and legible but also use history and genre to Page 6 →comment on the foreclosure of and potential for the future of Black liberation in Detroit and beyond.15

The Detroit Genre studies literature and film from the 1967 Great Rebellion to the contemporary formation of New Detroit following the city’s bankruptcy in 2013. I choose the 1967 Great Rebellion as the starting point for this book because, as Scott Kurashige succinctly argues, the 1967 Great Rebellion sparked a 50-year “counterrevolution” that actively stopped or reversed democratic advances in civil and economic rights gained during the 1960s.16 In 1967, the hotly debated murders of Danny Thomas and Vivian Williams intensified the justified anger of Black residents over their experiences of police aggression, racial terror, and workplace and housing discrimination. A police raid of a “blind pig” after-hours bar set off the 1967 uprisings that ended five days later with the U.S. Army assisting the Detroit Police Department, Michigan National Guard, and Michigan State Police in occupying the city: 43 casualties, 473 injured, 7,200 arrested for crimes as small as having mismatched shoes, and 412 buildings destroyed.17 A media spectacle seared into the national imagination, the narrative implications of this event have been deliberately long-lasting, overwrought, and misleading. According to Kurashige, the resulting counterrevolution used the rhetorical framing of the so-called riots as an opportunity to reinforce stereotypes of “black masculinity as a threat to ‘public safety’” and a broader “urban pathology that merged stereotypes based on race, class, gender, and sexuality.”18 These stereotypes and racialized explanations of urban decline in Detroit ultimately justified unprecedented levels of militarized policing and surveillance, mass incarceration, the dismantling of public education, urban renewal efforts based on the dispossession of Black neighborhoods, scarce and barely functional public transportation, and the hoarding of regional resources in the suburbs.19

The political power of these counterrevolutionary forces moving through the legislative and executive branches of the state has been critically buttressed by the construction of the Detroit genre in literature and film, which quickly provided narrative structures to comprehend what was happening in Detroit, and what it meant for the story of America. Beginning with Joyce Carol Oates’s National Book Award-winning novel them (1969), Donald Goines’s bestselling novel Dopefiend (1971), and the Page 7 →Blaxploitation heist film Detroit 9000 (1973), all released in the wake of the 1967 Great Rebellion, a slew of genre narratives followed through the 1970s and into the 1990s to respond to and solidify reductive, nostalgic, and mythic accounts of Detroit’s so-called Golden Age, the rise of Fordism and the invention of the American middle class. As this misleading version of the city’s history continues, this Golden Age falls victim to the bogeymen of the 1967 racial uprisings, Black criminality, and overreaching unions, which instigated white flight, suburban sprawl, and decades of failed Black leadership. Understanding how these bogeymen feature both explicitly and implicitly within the Detroit genre, transforming historical misrepresentation into a pragmatic consensus, is critical to understanding the critical function the horrors of Detroit serve more broadly in American literary and popular culture.

For example, Kathryn Bigelow’s 2017 film Detroit, a historical dramatization of the Algiers Motel incident during the 1967 Great Rebellion, demonstrates the continuing legacy of how representations of this event limit the narrative possibilities of the city’s past and, therefore, its potential futures. Following a brief animated montage that contextualizes the long history of police overreach and violence in Detroit, Detroit begins with the spectacular spark of the Great Rebellion: well-intentioned police botch their raid for drugs in a blind pig, after-hours bar, a crowd forms and begins rioting. After this opening sequence, the film does not substantially present the story of any protestors but instead focalizes the city’s history through, to borrow a phrase from critical race theory, “ideal victims” who are desperately seeking to avoid the uprising: aspiring Motown singers, a Vietnam War veteran, and a security guard for a local business.20 Their honest, hard work is critical to their portrayal as “ideal victims,” and in the aftermath of the violence of the Algiers Motel incident it is suggested that the singers’ day jobs at a factory should have spared them from politics rather than function as an agent in activating their politics (historians have shown that the multiracial coalition protestors were predominantly factory workers).21 Despite the characters’ efforts to achieve the American Dream, they are nonetheless violently targeted by three police officers portrayed as extremist and non-representative elements in the Detroit Police Department, one of whom heroically consoles the traumatized protagonist after he is released from the motel. This recent, Page 8 →liberal dramatization of the city’s history illustrates how the white-centric conventions of both liberal and more reactionary cultural objects of the Detroit genre can aid, even inadvertently, in the formation of a pragmatic consensus around the ideologies of this counterrevolution, including the institution of private–public partnerships, austerity, militarized policing, and unprecedented levels of incarceration in the city.

The counterrevolution did not exclusively rely on negative stories about the city and crime but also provided affirmative, pioneering, and speculative narratives about the city’s potential reinvention. Thus, I have chosen a more pointed, deliberate term for the city following its 2008 foreclosure crisis and 2013 municipal bankruptcy: “New Detroit.” This name indicates the continuous yet amnesiac narratives of dispossession that emerged after 1967 but have been recycled in slightly different forms ever since. In the aftermath of the Great Rebellion, Governor George Romney and Mayor Jerome Cavanaugh convened the New Detroit Committee to address the “problem of Detroit.” Department store owner Joseph Hudson Jr. led the committee of business leaders and civil rights leaders—criticized by the Black newspaper the Michigan Chronicle as a group of “people who don’t care or are unaware about what happens to the inner city”—to formulate a plan to improve police–community relations, demand “respect for the law,” and find opportunities to reduce unemployment and poverty.22 Concurrent with this committee’s deliberation, the city instituted citywide stop-and-frisk policies and formed STRESS, one of the most murderous and violent police task forces in modern United States history. Despite the escalation of the very problems that precipitated the racial uprisings, the New Detroit Committee “did not say anything specific at all about either the prevalence of police brutality and misconduct or the inadequate investigative process for civilian complaints.”23 In their final report, “A Crisis of People,” the committee criticized the pervasiveness of racism in Metro Detroit and called for major public and private investments in the city and its residents.

If the New Detroit Committee’s recommendations for progressive reforms were met with skepticism from the city’s Black community in 1968, it may have been because dramatic changes in the name of urban renewal had just been undertaken in the early 1960s and contributed to many of the conditions that caused the discontents expressed through Page 9 →the 1967 Great Rebellion. During this phase of renewal, the Black Bottom neighborhood and the Paradise Valley business and entertainment district were mostly demolished to create the I-375 freeway, Lafayette Park, and other amenities like Cobo Hall, which would begin hosting the North American Auto Show in 1965. All these opportunities for so-called reinvention were aimed at improving the experiences and business opportunities for a growing population of suburban residents and left many Black residents displaced and often in worse living conditions despite promises of future economic opportunities secured by this renewal. Rather than pursue the transformative changes deemed necessary by the federal Kerner Commission or the local New Detroit Committee in the wake of the 1967 uprisings, the most tangible outcomes of these endeavors were twofold. First, they provided “rhetorical cover that enabled many [white business and industrial leaders] to get themselves and their businesses out of town.”24 Second, it lionized capital investment as philanthropy, from Alfred Taubman and Max Fisher’s high-priced condos on the riverfront to Henry Ford II’s investment in the most visible light for the city’s future in the 1970s, a collection of the city’s tallest skyscrapers fittingly known as the Renaissance Center.

This historical relationship from the New Detroit Committee to modern-day New Detroit makes visible the alluringness and mutability of narratives of dispossession. In the 2010s, real estate and other financial firms re-introduced the so-called New Detroit as a profitable vision of the city for the future. Reliant on an emergent fantasy of Detroit as a postindustrial blank canvas—thrilling, terrifying, and brimming with potential—the stage for this New Detroit was set in the early 2000s and accelerated dramatically in an explosion of mainstream cultural representations of Detroit after it declared bankruptcy in 2013. The election of a young, charismatic Kwame Kilpatrick as Detroit’s mayor in 2002 came with promises of public–private revitalization efforts, including bringing the Super Bowl to the city’s new football stadium in 2006, and a heightened focus on applying for federal grants that culminated in the proprietary assessment tool Market Value Analysis to measure neighborhoods by their potential return on investment.25 While many celebrated the post-racial nation augured by the election of Barack Obama in 2008, the analogous promise of Kilpatrick’s rise in Detroit collapsed as he resigned Page 10 →in disgrace the same year in a cloud of financial crimes that would result in a 28-year prison sentence in 2013—a sentence commuted by former President Donald Trump in 2021. Concurrent with Obama’s election and Kilpatrick’s resignation, Detroit became the face of a national foreclosure crisis that evaporated the marginal Black wealth remaining in the city. This situation was further exacerbated by efforts by city and state officials, under the threat and imposition of emergency financial management, to “right-size” the city through limiting access to municipal services, forced water shutoffs, and school closings. The emergence of the Black Lives Matter Movement in 2014 arrived in a city traumatized by a long history of police violence, but whose reliance on public–private partnerships made the city an incubator for experimentations in law enforcement framed as racial progress, including dramatic expansion of video surveillance and private security forces in higher-density areas (downtown and midtown) and the institution of facial recognition software and algorithmic policing shown to demonstrate racial bias.

The historical lesson of the New Detroit Committee of 1968, evident still in the branding of New “New Detroit” in the 2010s, is the rhetorical use of social and racial justice to articulate profit-centered urban renewal projects. Alternatively marketed as the Comeback City, New Detroit was defined by the stark distillation or segregation of two different cities, where increases in service employment to attend to suburban tourism was rewarded with a demand for Black residents to bear the financial weight of the city’s few profiteers through stark austerity measures, whether by re-locating from distressed neighborhoods to an increasingly pricey downtown, midtown, and riverfront or out to the historically segregated suburbs.26 In reference to Detroit’s comeback, Jay and Conklin persuasively argue,



redevelopment and austerity are not distinct processes but two elements of the same process of uneven development. New Detroit is not a tale of two cities but a tale of one city that is being massively and unequally adjusted to accommodate the pursuit of wealth.27



Steeped in the language of genre, The Atlantic identified the most prominent investor in this New Detroit, Quicken Loans CEO Dan Gilbert, as Page 11 →“Detroit’s New Superhero.”28 His superheroic feats included vacuuming up parcels of land for pennies on the dollar, pioneering extraordinary levels of private security and surveillance downtown, and joining with other developers in building chic lofts and office spaces that began the city’s rapid and targeted process of gentrification. Thanks to these and other municipal efforts, for the first time in 50 years, Detroit’s white population increased, mostly in the areas of midtown and downtown, despite an overall decline in the city’s population from 2010 to 2020.

These historical processes of dispossession are thus best understood by synthesizing the fears emergent in Detroit dystopias with the liberal affirmations of Detroit’s resilience. Detroiters’ resilience functions as a rhetorical bludgeon, at once a whitewashed, amnesiac celebration of the residents’ hard work and entrepreneurship and at the same a scolding dismissal of those left behind—a narrative whose currency has only become even more valuable as the conditions of Detroit have more clearly come to materialize in cities across the country. As Jay and Conklin observe, resilience is the “buzzword in contemporary Detroit,” yet “seems to indicate nothing other than an attempt to positively frame the creative destruction that has crushed the city.”29 In his study on the etymology and uses of the word “resilience,” Leary finds the word moved from an engineering term to reflect the flexibility of an object to a way to describe ecosystems before finally being applied to people: “the voguish use of population resilience is therefore a metaphor for a metaphor: resilient people borrow the capacities of ecosystems to recover from crisis, and this ecological meaning was in turn borrowed from an object’s ability to bend.”30 Across the Detroit genre, audiences are introduced to superheroes and supernatural and robotic vigilantes who serve as the perfect avatars for the fetishization of the resilience of Detroiters, as they can literally adapt and change their physical, elemental, and even virtual properties to overcome intense violence and racial terror. When, say, the Black superhero Cyborg offers to help Detroit survive, he links his traumatic origin story with the city’s history, and by extension his superheroic capacity to overcome with the city’s residents’ capacity to do the same. Yet as a moral and heroic quality, resilience is as much about celebrating individual success as it is about blaming communities for failing to “lift themselves up by their bootstraps” and conditioning them to accept austere and precarious policies that Page 12 →further their dispossession. Thus, while these genre narratives mine Black Detroit’s shifting symbolic currencies to find inspiration in how far superheroic characters can “bend before they break,” such dispossessive Detroit genre narratives do not pose and cannot answer Leary’s retort: “Why don’t we just stop bending people?”31

While the African American writers studied in Part 2 of The Detroit Genre participate in an immense and rich tradition of Black Detroit’s self-representation and contributions to American culture, it is important to recognize, first, how the Detroit genre has largely subsumed and subordinated these efforts of self-representation and, second, how these contemporary writers have operationalized genre to reclaim and revise the Detroit genre as such.32 In early and mid-20th century America, long before the city became known as the “Murder Capital of the World,” Detroit garnered nicknames that welded its contributions to capital with its contributions to culture: “Paris of the Midwest,” “Arsenal of Democracy,” “Motor City,” and “Motown.” From the interwar and postwar period, Detroit was widely recognized as one of the nerve centers of not just American manufacturing but also American culture. Following the Great Migration (1920s–1940s) of African Americans to Detroit from the Jim Crow South, the business and entertainment district of Paradise Valley featured thriving Black-owned nightclubs, jazz bars, burlesque clubs, and live theaters that attracted tourists locally and internationally. The industrialization of modern-day Detroit fostered economic opportunity and patronage for a variety of literary and arts endeavors, and Detroiters, especially Black Detroiters, made groundbreaking efforts in the areas of publishing to provide avenues for artists to provide a literary and cultural shape to their experiences in the city with consideration of Black and white audiences. Dudley Randall’s Broadside Press was the single most vital instrument for publishing the poetry and fiction of the Black Arts Movement.33 Many others shared in forming or participated in this Detroit legacy of self-representation and aesthetic experimentation, to name a few: Berry Gordy’s Motown Records;34 Naomi Long Madgett’s Lotus Press; Tribe Records and the Detroit Jazz Collective; Fredy and Lorraine Perlman’s Detroit Printing Co-op;35 Kofi Natambu’s journal Solid Ground; J Dilla’s collaborations with Slum Village and The Ummah;36 and Dwayne McDuffie’s Milestone Comics.37 Poets such as Robert Hayden38 Page 13 →and Philip Levine, musicians such as Diana Ross and Jack White, novelists such as Donald Goines and Cherry Muhanji, playwrights such as Dominique Morisseau,39 and performance artists such as Lottie Graves-Claiborne40 contributed to a rich, century-long literary tradition that uniquely spoke to the alchemical experiences of labor, class, and race in the modern American city. From the lyric of the first African American poet laureate Robert Hayden to the introduction of Motown and African American pop music for a national audience; from the nurturing of Parliament-Funkadelic to the invention of techno and the “assembling [of] a Black counter culture”;41 from J Dilla’s invention of a new musical time and, with it, modern hip-hop to Eminem, ironically, becoming the highest selling hip-hop artist of all-time, Detroit has been as integral as any city in providing 20th-century and 21st-century America both its lyrics and its soundtrack.

However, when we take a broader view of the representational history of the city after 1967—when the political stakes for how the city’s history and present were at their highest—the Detroit genre emerged as the primary point of contact between mainstream audiences and the city of Detroit. Differentiating Detroit from the Detroit genre requires recognizing how the works of Detroit-based artists and authors function in a much wider matrix of the city’s symbolic value to the American project, wherein their stories authorize or become subordinate to the broader Detroit genre. This tension was immediately evident in the popular narratives sold to represent Detroit in the aftermath of 1967. Immediately after the uprisings, readers were introduced to “ghetto realism,” which portrayed the American Dream poisoned by sexual violence, moral depravity, and drug abuse in Donald Goines’s bestselling and trendsetting novel Dopefiend (1971). In a departure from “black sleaze” or “race-exploitative tales spun out of whole cloth by just about anyone,” Goines adapted his experiences in Detroit to help Holloway House publishing facilitate an entirely new genre: Black pulp fiction, or “stories by black people, for black people, specifically about the black urban experience.”42 Rather than exoticize the “black underworld,” Goines made a successful career out of narrativizing “the next sensation” with an eye towards fully representing “the characterological desperation that has produced such filth.”43 Arguably, by packaging the sensationalism of Detroit Page 14 →along with explanations of how and what conditions produced these circumstances—conditions that could arise across the nation—Goines can be credited with inventing the Detroit genre.

After 1967, audiences were hungry for stories that could explain the spectacle of the Great Rebellion and sought stories that would titillate and (at least superficially) inform. Though Goines was in Michigan’s Jackson State Prison during the uprising, his experiences in prison arguably attuned him to the representational challenge of translating what Du Bois previously described as the “amused contempt and pity” with which white audiences consumed Black suffering but ultimately denied any sense of identification or solidarity with the people who lived there. As Terry, the middle-class protagonist of Dopefiend, voices just before her horrific descent into squalor, Goines identified how these modes of identification broke down not only across race but also between the Black middle class and poor Black Detroiters:



The thought of being around people whom she could call her kind came to her—then jolted her wide awake. What did she mean by her kind of people? She wasn’t a dopefiend, she was far too strong. The only people who got hooked were weak people, and she knew in her heart that she was too strong to get hooked.44



If the thought of counting dopefiends among her kind jolts Terry awake, audiences of the Detroit genre would similarly, over the following decades, delude themselves that their strength, in contrast to the weaknesses of Detroit—corrupt Black governance, overzealous collective bargaining, or Black criminality—would protect them from the futures Detroit foretold.

By and large, Goines and other Black writers would be superseded in popular and literary culture by white-authored stories about the city. Through the mutually reinforcing metrics of awards and popular support through sales, mainstream culture prioritized mostly white writers and artists to give shape to the affective experiences of the city’s searing racial conflicts, labor movements, capital dis-investment, de-industrialization, dispossession of vulnerable Black residents, and the hoarding of capital and infrastructural investment in suburbs segregated through both formal and informal means. Novels featuring Detroit’s 1967 racial uprisings Page 15 →scored the largest prizes in American literary culture: for example, Joyce Carol Oates’s National Book Award-winning novel them (1969) and Jeffrey Eugenides’s Pulitzer Prize-winning novel Middlesex (2002). In an example of what Laura McGrath calls “comping white,”45 the publishing industry practice of identifying comparisons to previous successes to determine what to produce in the future and thereby reinforcing the centrality of whiteness in storytelling, the landscape of contemporary literary and popular culture remains highly invested in telling, re-telling, and best-selling Detroit’s history in realist dramas focalized through white perspectives: examples include Mrs. Everything (2019) by Jennifer Weiner, Babysitter (2022) by Joyce Carol Oates, and, in film, Detroit (2017) directed by Kathryn Bigelow.

In contrast to Goines’s efforts to demonstrate how everyone regardless of race or class status was vulnerable to the traumas inflicted on Black Detroit, the prevalence—and ultimately domination—of white-centric genre narratives constructed a paternalistic and liberal distance from the stories of Black Detroiters. Though not the first, Robocop (1987) defined the aesthetic vision for many of the cultural artifacts that would follow of super-powered, supernatural, and otherwise cowboyish white saviors steeling Detroit against depraved white (corporate and street) criminals, further entrenched in the revenge cult classic The Crow (1994) a few years later.

The image of crime-addled Detroit was only heightened by the contrast of Detroit’s safe and tidy suburbs featuring widely in comedy and family sitcoms like Home Improvement and Sister, Sister during the 1990s. By the 2000s, Detroit became the default genre setting in American popular and literary culture for the very stories that came to define the period: post-apocalypse, dystopia, superheroes, and horror. From big-budget popcorn movies where Detroit could be blown up (Transformers and Batman v. Superman) to dramas both political and personal (Ides of March, Conviction, and Gran Torino), Detroit was widely featured in movies filmed between 2008 and 2011 due to short-lived tax incentives provided to film companies—part of Michigan’s revolving strategies to supplement or replace its economic dependence on the auto industry. However, its prevalence as a setting has only increased in the time since the tax-incentive was rescinded, where the city’s dystopic downtown poignantly portrayed in the 1980s and 1990s was mostly Page 16 →eclipsed by the horror of its abandoned outskirts in increasingly experimental and interesting ways. In just the last ten years, viewers have become inundated with versions of Detroit’s desolate aesthetic in white-centric movies such as Only Lovers Left Alive (2013), It Follows (2014), Lost River (2014), Brick Mansions (2014), Don’t Breathe (2016) and Don’t Breathe 2 (2021), the novel adapted for the film Bird Box (2018), and Barbarian (2022). Following the example of Robocop (filmed in Dallas), so attuned to the visuals of the Detroit genre are audiences that the visual need not even really be Detroit for it to believably be Detroit, with many such films, including Don’t Breathe and Barbarian, only using establishing shots of Detroit before reproducing the aesthetic of urban decline and ruined neighborhoods elsewhere for their primary filming: an ironic distortion of former Mayor Coleman Young’s famous warning “Detroit today is your city tomorrow.”

Part 1 explores how these popular, white-centric representations of Detroit accreted a recognizable Detroit genre with its own distinctive codes, clichés, and formulas:


	Over-determination of corporate criminality and gang violence as an experience of whiteness

	Heroic and retributive law and order or vigilantism

	Fetishization of resilience and capital investment as a form of philanthropy

	Fear of and attraction to property informality and property abandonment

	Expressions of guilt over white flight and a pioneer fantasy to correct historical wrongs

	White femininity in peril from monstrous and deviant elements originating in the city



These codes and formulas took decades to coalesce and have seen a dramatic escalation since the late aughts. Through they take different storytelling routes, mainstream family sitcoms, apocalyptic narratives, superhero stories, and horror films all participate in the same process of narrative dispossession and symbolic production: Detroit stands in for the (failed) American project, which justifies white-centric claims to Page 17 →re-pioneer the urban frontier. Even through the lens of apocalypse or horror, the Detroit genre assumes a position of nostalgia, a lost city of greatness, and projects a tabula rasa for the future—what Jay and Conklin describe as “a canvas for our collective fantasies.”46 Grounded in the presumption of horror, the Detroit genre coalesced around predominantly white protagonists who stand heroically and vengefully in opposition to the dystopic formations of Detroit, usually daring “not to leave” in a historical reversal of white flight and “standing their ground” to protect their property. Whether the story was set in the past or in the distant future, white people became the central focus as both protagonists and antagonists in the Detroit genre. Thus, to describe the cultural artifacts surveyed in Part 1 as white-centric is not to pejoratively dismiss their aesthetic or formal achievements, as some of the most potent and enduring images of Detroit come from these literary and filmic endeavors. In fact, the extent to which Detroit has inspired some of the most formally inventive advances in these genres, especially horror, cannot be understated. From the audio-visual representations of ability and disability in Robocop, Don’t Breathe, and Bird Box, to the all-threatening visual fields captured by 360-degree camera revolutions in It Follows, the disorienting lens distortions in No Sudden Move, and the nested plot twists and visual terror of Barbarian, these Detroit-based films provide the very aesthetic language for the subjective, affective experience of white American fear of (Black) cities since the 1970s. However, their widespread impact and influence is also what makes them so worthy of scrutiny and elucidation.

The minimization or even full erasure of Black people from the landscape of fictional Detroit was not an immediate feature of the Detroit genre, but rather the logical conclusion of choices made about how to tell stories about the city. In its earliest stages, the negotiation between Black and white characters was integral to representations of Detroit. Chapter 1 identifies how the narrative templates of superhero team-ups and heists provided rich thematic resources to explore the challenges of cooperation and solidarity between white and Black characters seeking economic and racial justice. Soon after superhero comics like All-Star Squadron and Green Lantern/Green Arrow explained why Black heroes needed to leave Detroit to flourish as exceptional representations of their race and heist movies like Blue Collar found its multiracial alliances fractured beyond Page 18 →repair by the immense forces of capital, the Detroit genre settled into a fuller erasure of Black people in Detroit, as either hero or villain, in favor of the violent yet benevolent figure of the white vigilante.

Chapter 2 focuses on how the construction of “Detroit horror,” which I argue became cemented into the Detroit genre as the default, normalized, and totalized image of the city first in the family suburban sitcom, relies on the misdirection of basic questions about who the material conditions of Detroit affect and who the real monsters of New Detroit are. I examine how Detroit horror films have fixated on the abandoned single-family homes and urban prairies of the city’s outskirts and thus demonstrate how the tropes of femininity in peril from deviant sexual monsters and a desire to re-establish law and order converge with a fear of property informality and the dissolution of American property rights in Detroit.

The conventions of the white-centric Detroit genre provide the material for the profound perspectival shifts in the contemporary, Black-authored novels studied in Part 2. Following an interlude where I analyze Danny Brown’s brilliant music video “Ain’t It Funny,” which re-situates the suburbs as the site for Detroit horror, I explore how, since 2015, African American novelists have begun to un-fix these grand Detroit narratives of dispossession. Across these texts, genre served as the central mechanism by which these writers could think about the city historically when history was seen by real estate investors and government officials as an obstacle to the city’s future. In a literary context, these novelists can be seen as participating in what Andrew Hoberek identifies as “an emergent phenomenon in which genre fiction resumes its status as a respectable terrain for serious writers.”47 However, I argue that, because of the essential role of Detroit as both a target and a driver of genre since the 1970s, the work of these writers is critical in fully understanding the scope and stakes of this “genre turn” in literature. Situated in this material struggle over the city’s history and its futures unfolding in the present, these writers have been experimenting on the established tropes of the familiar genres of Detroit, suffusing them with the city’s historical presence, and re-drawing the contours of the future of both the city and the respective genres. In this sense, these writers intuit and actualize in their experimentations on the Detroit genre Theodore Martin’s claim that “genre…Page 19 →describes how aesthetic forms move cumulatively through history…[and] shows us what differentiates the present from the past as well as what ties the two together.”48 When a place becomes not just a setting or a character but a genre unto itself,49 the stakes of Martin’s description of genre for these contemporary writers are clarified and magnified: locating cracks and fractures in the sedimentation of the city’s established grand narrative and political status quo and identifying the historical continuity between the past and the present such that “change” in Detroit can mean something other than exploitative cycles of capital investment and dis-investment.

The African American novelists studied in Part 2 face the burden of two competing impulses. The first impulse is an attempt to correct the limited or misleading representations imposed by the externalized gaze of the popular white-centric Detroit genre. The second impulse is intended to create a narrative of and for Detroit: insular and reparative; if you know you know; Detroit vs. Everybody; an attempt to incisively critique the economic and racial injustices in the city on behalf of (as an act of representation for) Black Detroit, without confirming the reductive and negative perceptions imposed from the outside. These works have coalesced around a new set of tropes that act as a bulwark against the dispossession narratives of the white-centric Detroit genre:


	Greater attention to Black perspectives on major and lesser-known events in Detroit’s history, and thus to processes and narratives of dispossession of Black residents

	Aestheticizing a wider range of affective experiences in Detroit beyond despair and horror, including an emphasis on spaces of radical Black joy

	Prioritizing the experiences of Black women, particularly Black girls, whose presence in the white-centric Detroit genre are either completely erased or subordinated to threats of white femininity or the coming of age and racial terror experienced by Black men

	Emphasis on Detroit as the principal American experience of Black home ownership and self-determination, prioritizing familial, generational stories over the spectacle of blight and structural abandonmentPage 20 →

	Survival as not essential to Detroiters in the form of a fetishized resilience, but guided by ancestral wisdom, historical knowledge of the city, and the formation of mutual aid networks

	With more nuance in describing the racialized experience of Detroit, the novels include stories and characters from the city’s diverse populations, especially Detroit’s Arab American and Mexican American citizens



Chapter 3 studies the repatriation of the Black crimefighter to the city of Detroit through John Semper Jr.’s superhero comic Cyborg (2016–2018), Stephen Mack Jones’s “August Snow” novel series (2017–2021), and Cheryl A. Head’s “Charlie Mack Motown Mystery” series (2016–2021), crime fiction aimed at challenging white supremacist and masculinist ideologies of Black criminality. Chapter 4 studies how history informs the writing of what Hortense Spiller’s calls a “countermyth with good intentions” of Black Detroit through Alice Randall’s Black Bottom Saints (2020), a hagiography of the Black residents of a neighborhood eliminated by urban renewal that adapts its narrative structure from Roman Catholic Saint books; Angela Flournoy’s Turner House (2015), set in a haunted house during Detroit’s 2008 foreclosure crisis; and Tananarive Due and Steven Barnes’s horror graphic novel The Keeper (2022), about a mythic intercession gone terribly wrong. The Detroit Genre concludes with a brief look at adrienne maree brown’s Grievers trilogy (2021–), about an apocalyptic near-future Detroit wherein a syndrome named H-8 (or hate) targets and kills only Black Detroiters, to ask what the Detroit genre can actually tell readers about how to survive an apocalypse.

The experience of living for decades on one representational side of the Detroit genre—an apocalyptic landscape erased of human life or where the threat of murder triggers a sitcom laugh track—has produced a resentment that may deservedly be irreparable, that is, Detroit vs. Everybody. As represented through their characters and the literary effects of their fiction, the African American authors studied in Part 2 of The Detroit Genre demonstrate that reclaiming the Detroit genre is an act of exposed vulnerability, unrequited but reparative love. Participating in a long line of Detroit activism that recognizes the global character of their struggle, these novels participate in “an intercommunal form Page 21 →of localism that seeks to connect with place-based struggles around the globe that refuse to be absorbed into a dehumanizing and unsustainable system.”50 Sharing this goal, the first half of this book intends to illustrate how embedded, encoded, and beautifully alluring Detroit’s narratives of dispossession have become in American popular culture. The second half intends to outline the alternate, emergent strategies of a reclaimed Detroit genre, making visible what Alice Randall calls the “new paths out of misery” that millions of Americans now find themselves seeking, even those for whom Detroit was previously merely a visual spectacle to consume. Change is certainly needed in Detroit, but only the more faithful historical reckonings called for by the uses of genre by the authors studied in The Detroit Genre can shape the tools of community survival that will be necessary in the city’s speculative futures.







Page 22 →Page 23 →Part one

The White-Centric Conventions of the Detroit Genre








Page 24 →Page 25 →CHAPTER ONE

How the Black Heroes Left Detroit So the White Heroes Could Save It



The spectacle of the 1967 Great Rebellion inspired a variety of popular media representations of Detroit as an anything-goes, run-down urban setting, ripe for action, retribution, satire, and drama. However, as these stories spiraled out into a variety of genres, fewer and fewer featured Black characters than one might expect in stories set in what would become, in the 1970s, the Blackest city in America. This chapter will chronicle how the team-ups of Black and white protagonists in heist films and superhero comics paved the way to the exodus of Black heroes altogether or their subordination to the rise of benevolent, if often reactionary, white vigilantes and frontiersman come to purge Detroit of crime.

In the early stages of the formation of the Detroit genre, the early 1970s through the mid-1980s, Black heroes existed in white-authored Detroit stories. As the first sections of this chapter explore, heist stories and superhero team-ups developed stories about the challenges or even impossibility of Black and white Detroiters working together against the material conditions of economic and racial oppression in Detroit. Due to its dependence on teamwork, potential for dramatic financial reparations, and its susceptibility to distrust and double-crosses, the heist genre—highlighted by Arthur Marks’s Detroit 9000 (1973), Grand Rapids-native Page 26 →Paul Schrader’s directorial debut Blue Collar (1978), and heist doyen Steven Soderbergh’s No Sudden Move (2021)—has been arguably the most effective subgenre to address the tense relationality between white and Black Detroiters. Likewise, superhero stories offer the most direct metaphor for how white creators sought to focalize Black perspectives of Detroit through Black characters marked as exceptional from the rest of the city, making a liberal case for how a Black hero from Detroit could be just as good as any white hero. However, more and more the only narrative closure that could be imagined was for these heroes to leave Detroit and join more prestigious team-ups, ultimately expressing their exceptionality in nicer vistas such as California—though when the foes get too great they will sometimes wish, like Green Lantern John Stewart in space, “man, I shoulda stayed in the ghetto!”1

As heist movies, superhero team-ups, and other similar genre films2 settled into a trope where Black protagonists and heroes would leave the city, a new trope emerged in the subgenre of Detroit dystopia films wherein the grizzled, dedicated, and foolhardy white hero was determined to stay and fix the city left behind—by the city and federal government, by industry, and indeed by civilization—and overrun by crazed criminals. Though the Detroit of Robocop and The Crow is noticeably and alarmingly whitewashed, it would be wrong to say that race is not present in these stories. Rather, these dystopic stories deploy the name “Detroit” itself as a generic and heuristic code for race even as they seek to liberalize their squalid stories of crime through racial erasure. Thus, it is not so much that Black people do not appear at all in these stories, though that is sometimes the case, but that there are very limited types for Black Detroiters to appear and still conform to the generic expectations of these films: almost entirely in supporting roles as honest and overworked policemen, “ideal victims,” or as eccentric henchmen to a white mastermind. By the formation of New Detroit, as we see in Brick Mansions (2014), the representation of Black criminality, largely whitewashed yet indexed by the reference to Detroit in Robocop and The Crow, serves as an opportunity for white vigilantes to form alliances to take on the white powers that be and thus gain credibility among Black Detroiters as they resume or create new positions of law enforcement for a post-dystopia. For popular and literary stories told about Detroit, this construction of Page 27 →the white vigilante was not an inevitable outcome but the result of a long process of genre formation.


Heists

In their study of the heist genre, Jeannette Sloniowski and Jim Leach describe heists as having “a very well defined syntax derived from the planning, execution, and aftermath of a major robbery, as well as a distinctive number of narrative variations such as the revenge, the comedy/parody, or the social issue narrative.”3 Detroit necessitates that the heist narrative will provide commentary on a social issue, most straightforwardly “to put a lie to the racial indifference of capitalism,” for which the city provides a particularly rich landscape.4 The Detroit heist movies studied in this chapter feature white and Black Detroiters working (and failing to work) together: two detectives trying to trust one another long enough to solve a heist in a racially divided city in Detroit 9000, three desperate auto workers stealing from their corrupted union local in Blue Collar, and two low-level criminals recruited unknowingly to steal from colluding automakers in No Sudden Move.5

These films—all filmed in Detroit and other Michigan locations—stand out among the white-centric texts in Part 1 for providing the Detroit genre its most nuanced and varied visual grammar of the city. Contrary to many of the dystopic, horror, and post-apocalyptic films that will use Detroit to heuristically lend their stories gravitas, erasing not only the city’s history but also almost all its Black residents, these films’ aesthetic approaches to the physical spaces of the city mirror their dedication to themes of racial cooperation in the face of economic exploitation. In Blue Collar and No Sudden Move, those involved in the heist are looking for minimal payouts to settle their debts (to the company, to the bank, to the orthodontist, or to the mob) and have no idea what they have stolen or its value until much later because, looking for cash, they only find abstractions of money: credit, loans, and ecological destruction that will guarantee future profits. Released in the early stages of the Detroit genre, Detroit 9000 and Blue Collar certainly hint at the sophisticated mechanisms of historical erasure that will come in the genre’s formation, most apparent in Blue Collar’s uncredited re-appropriation of the language of the League Page 28 →of Revolutionary Black Workers to its white protagonist. However, these bitingly satiric heists also articulate an affective trajectory of disappointment, cynicism, and hopelessness that even the darkest horror movies of the 2000s will rebuff in favor of a more affirmative vision for the city. A work of historical fiction, No Sudden Move links the past and present through this trajectory of disappointment, demonstrating how effective the heist genre can be at attuning characters and viewers to the historical injustices of the city, their legacy of environmental disaster in the present, and the chaotic desire to steal back what is owed.

Detroit 9000 offers one of the best examples of how the early Detroit genre interacted with and helped shape the lived reality of Detroiters in the aftermath of the 1967 Great Rebellion. Nathan Holmes observes that, although the film premiered in Detroit, it rose to the level of a “local blockbuster,” and “[integrated] the specificity of the city into its narrative and mise-en-scène,” Detroit was neither important to the director, Arthur Marks, who considered multiple Rust Belt cities, nor essential for the national audience, who “without an intimate knowledge of the city would be forgiven for missing the film’s narrative setting.”6 Disparaged by contemporaneous film critics for its ham-fisted attempts to integrate social commentary on race into a superficial, escapist, and violent genre film, the usage of the city in the title nonetheless lends the film a social and political context from which, given the intense media spectacle of the 1967 Great Rebellion, a national audience could not fully escape.

This relationship is evident in a 1973 review that dismissed the movie for “[trying] to rise above its genre but doesn’t quite make it,” wherein Roger Ebert shares a story that links the image of the city in media and its actual political landscape:



no movie that can get the (real life) Detroit police commissioner fired can be totally lacking in interest. The commissioner [John Nichols] was fired the other day by Detroit’s mayor [Roman Gribbs], I’m told, because he approved the shooting of Detroit 9000 and plays himself in it. And the mayor doesn’t like the movie’s image of Detroit and its police.7



Attributing the interest of the film to its external impact on the city and not the film itself, this gleeful tidbit from Ebert is quite telling about the Page 29 →allure of comprehending the city of Detroit through culture and the evolution of the Detroit genre from the 1970s to today. For Ebert, no other reasons or context beyond his approval of filming locations in a violent Blaxploitation heist flick are needed to make the claim believable—not Nichols’s invention and implementation of the most murderous undercover police squad in modern American history or that he was a figure of national prominence testifying before U.S. Congress or that Nichols’s appearance in the movie impacted his own ongoing campaign for the Detroit mayoralty against Coleman Young. One might expect a film critic reviewing a heist movie to recognize a good diversion tactic that frees up the real prize for the taking, but, even in the early 1970s, historical mythmaking was well underway about Detroit. The context and content of Detroit 9000, in other words, demonstrates how the emergent Detroit genre provided a glossy rationale for the implementation and defense of the broader ideological project of counterrevolution and dispossession in the aftermath of the 1967 Great Rebellion.

Opening with diegetic Motown-inspired music performed in the convention center, Detroit 9000 begins with the Hail Our Heroes event celebrating the achievements of Detroit’s Black community, which opportunistic African American Congressman Rep. Aubrey Hale Clayton (Rudy Challenger) co-opts to launch his candidacy for governor and solicit campaign contributions—his comments that he had no thought of running but is yielding to the demands of his constituency immediately and humorously undercut by a parade of pre-printed campaign posters. When a heist ensues to rob the city’s Black elites in attendance of their valuables, the primary interest in solving the crime is to answer the racially divided and explosive city’s demand to know the racial identities of the culprits, all of whom were wearing multi-colored ski masks with white screens over their eyes and mouths. In competing press conferences, the police representative blames Rep. Clayton for turning the event into a “fundraising circus” and Black women in attendance for wearing a “quarter million dollars of jewelry,” though he casts doubt on the figure of $400,000 of total lost valuables. Meanwhile Rep. Clayton likewise criticizes the lack of police protection for a Black event and the need for more equitable governance. Given this tense situation, the police captain (Robert Phillips) begrudgingly determines that their best path forward in maintaining the Page 30 →trust of the city is to appoint an interracial pair of officers to solve the case. Yet, white detective Danny Bassett (Alex Rocco) distrusts his African American partner-through-circumstance Jesse Williams (Hari Rhodes) because he suspects Jesse only made Sergeant by playing up his race. Jesse, in turn, suspects Danny is corrupt like many of the other officers in the department and seeking one last payday before retirement. The film leaves the substance of either accusation undecidable to the audience, and its final reveal that the heisters are not racially homogeneous, but an interracial criminal group, suggests a popular critique of how race is operationalized by powerful forces to divide working-class Detroiters while the elites conduct a daily heist of their own—a theme explored even more directly and thoroughly in Blue Collar. Jonathan Munby criticizes the film for leaving its audience with “a cynical understanding about racial integration,” but this negativity may be one of the most prescient qualities of the film within the context of the Detroit genre, which in later years will use dystopia and horror to paradoxically package more affirmative, liberal narratives of dispossession.8

In the year the film was released, Detroit was on the precipice of an historic transition, wherein the city’s white leadership was being threatened for the first time by the mayoral campaign of Coleman Young, and his vociferous critique of their invention and implementation of an elite, highly secretive police unit called “Stop the Robberies, Enjoy Safe Streets,” i.e., STRESS. This unit “became infamous in the Black community as something closer to an execution squad […] [and] would prove to be one of the most excessive and lawless policing experiments in modern history.”9 With little causal evidence to support the claim, Commissioner Nichols would defend his brainchild before U.S. Congress that same year: “Since the inception of STRESS in January 1971, robberies for the subsequent 11 months […] showed an overall decrease of 9.9 percent. The percentage of decrease for the year 1972 was 17.3.”10 In contrast to the tenuous alliance in Detroit 9000 between a white and Black officer seeking to work together to stop crime in the city, historian Austin McCoy documents how the interracial opposition to STRESS



demonstrated the efficacy of Detroit’s Left during the early 1970s. The left wing of the movement, comprised of radical Black Power activists Page 31 →and white New Leftists, accomplished two overlapping goals. It not only helped build a vast coalition of organizations around the issue of police brutality but also, importantly, developed and articulated its own original analysis of radical criminology.11



That Detroit 9000 is in many ways an inversion of the radical processes of racial cooperation functioning in Detroit at the time to oppose policing, evident as well during the Great Rebellion, was completely lost on Commissioner Nichols. Not only did he proudly approve the filming of the movie in the city, but he also portrays himself as the police commissioner fielding concerned calls from the public on a radio program called “Buzz the Fuzz”—doubly ironic in a city with such low trust in the DPD that crime reporting from the public became notoriously sparse and only increased slightly after Nichols’s ouster.

In terms of the film’s content, the appeal of Detroit 9000 for Commissioner Nichols may have been that the primary villain of the movie is not the police but the opportunistic Black politician who was cynically operationalizing race in his campaign, precisely the accusation levied at the time and for 30 years subsequently by white opponents of Coleman Young.12 Certainly the city’s national image was a priority, bridging the tenures of Mayor Gribbs and Mayor Young, and in 1975 Nichols’s successor Phillip Tannian authorized the first “fun run” through the city organized by Grosse Ile resident and small business owner Emily Gail—an event that popularized the marketing campaign “Say Nice Things About Detroit.”13 But the perceived public relations fallout and subsequent firing of Chief Nichols was not so much because Detroit 9000 portrayed Detroit as a violent city with heisting criminals—in more recent years the city would welcome all sorts of dystopian portrayals of Detroit with the benefits of tax breaks. Rather, if Ebert’s claim that the mayor disliked the film enough to fire the commissioner has any merit—the stated reason from Mayor Gribbs was that Nichols’s campaigning for mayor was a full-time job—it is that the film did not definitively refute that its white officer was corrupt, the exact accusations of merit mounting daily against his STRESS unit. After all, the film’s title, shouted into a police radio over and over, is code for “officer in trouble.” The film, then, was perceived as detrimental to the counterrevolution being waged daily on Detroit’s Page 32 →Black citizens through the advocacy of increased police spending, higher rates of incarceration, and targeted efforts at urban renewal that would further enrich the city’s business elite.

After defeating Nichols to become the city’s first Black mayor, Young would not only disband STRESS but also initiate one of the largest affirmative action-based reforms in municipal governance in the country’s history, including the Detroit Police Department. The simmering resentment beneath Bassett’s accusation against Williams for having his job due to being African American would become one of the dominant features of white grievance and suburban backlash against Detroit for decades following Young’s initiatives to diversify the police department. Starting with replacing Nichols’s successor Phillip Tannian with William Hart, the city’s first Black police chief, in 1976, Young’s plan—including a selectively enforced rule that municipal workers have residence in the city—resulted by the 1980s in the most integrated force in the nation.14 With the war on drugs and mass incarceration in its initial stages nationally, this apparently discordant attempt at police reform through diversification in 1970s Detroit was met with harsh criticism for making the department too soft on crime. Young and Hart played along with this rhetorical battle, which would simultaneously enrage the suburbs and score political points in the city; Hart described the department as a “gentle police force” in “a postcolonial city, liberated from oppressive white police occupation…gentle law enforcement is an expression of black home rule.”15 However, this rhetorical battle between the suburbs and the city about law and order reflected neither the residents’ actual experience with nor the actions of Detroit’s integrated police force.16 Long wait times for police responses, for example, were seen in the suburbs as a form of racial permissiveness by Black officers for Black criminality rather than the citywide effects of mass layoffs of municipal workers more broadly, for whom Black residents bore the greatest costs. Even if those in power were describing gentle policing in a postcolonial city, policing and crime became the singular focus of political debate in Metro Detroit only when it was clear that nothing else was on offer politically to improve the lives of Detroit’s residents.

Moreover, despite the seething demands for law and order from the suburbs, policing in Detroit under “black home rule” did not at all match its rhetorical description as “gentle.” Foreshadowed in Detroit 9000, Page 33 →affirmative action would shape not only the interpersonal working relationships between white and Black officers but also how white and Black officers policed the citizens of Detroit, where “the racially polarized environment within the DPD also allowed for misconduct and corruption—especially as committed by white officers—to go unchecked.”17 Black officers feared racial retaliation from white officers and reported feeling “disproportionately responsible for correcting improper conduct within the DPD, an undertaking that would have been nearly impossible amidst the racist power imbalances within the department.”18 If Black residents initially felt more trusting of the so-called gentle DPD after Coleman Young’s affirmative action plan took effect—measured by an increase in calls to the police—this feeling was short-lived. Just as Mayor Gribbs saw his mayorship end tied with his police chief’s record of violent over-policing, Coleman Young would spend his final term after 20 years of leadership answering questions about his police force and Chief Hart.

On the heels of Chief Hart’s assertion in 1990 that “We are public servants. We can’t enforce the law by being unlawful. It just don’t happen here,” Hart would be indicted and convicted on felony charges of corruption and embezzlement of millions of dollars, sentenced to ten years in prison.19 Just months after a summer of uprisings in Los Angeles following the acquittal of the officers responsible for beating Rodney King, the brutal murder of Malice Green by two white police officers with several more officers standing by and doing nothing made Detroit the “national face of police brutality.”20 As one of the earliest and most successful adopters of reform through diversification, Detroit provided the clearest evidence that, though the advancement of racial representation in all professions was a necessary goal, the system of U.S. policing itself was structurally anti-Black. The presumption that Detroit’s newly integrated police department was “gentle” belied the fact that Black officers also exercised police violence against Black Detroiters, susceptible to same-race biases and reacting to “self-threats” imposed on them based on social dominance, stereotypes, masculinity, and perceived racial solidarity.21 In the early 2000s, an African American police officer in the Detroit Police Department shot nine people and “was in large part responsible for the police department entering into three federal consent decrees in 2003.”22Page 34 →

Devon W. Carbado and L. Song Richardson observe that the reason the Black Lives Matter Movement emerged during the presidency of Barack Obama was the realization that “racial diversity without meaningful reallocations or redistributions of power might not only limit the possibilities for social transformation but also potentially reproduce and legitimize the very forms of inequality the pursuit of racial diversity was intended to address.”23

For Detroiters, this political fact was already long known. No place and time more than Detroit at the end of Coleman Young’s mayoral tenure could better encapsulate Anthony Reed’s description of the sensation of what he calls the Black situation: “living in the wake of long- and short-term disasters, a feeling of being cut off from transformative possibilities, or even livable futures” manifest in “varieties of disappointment, disillusionment, and exhaustion.”24 Detroit is the most spectacular setting deployed in American popular and literary culture for the expression of the “sense of temporal stuckness” of the Black situation. Genre serves this process by which this stuckness sediments through an accretion of repeated story structures and tropes that inform and shape audience expectations. When many of these story structures are external—as in imposed from an outside gaze that presumes despair and disillusionment—rather than through acts of self-representation, the lived experiences of misery and immiseration can not only become all-encompassing but also distort such as to confuse the historical causes and accountabilities for the misery. As the former president of Detroit’s NAACP chapter once said, “Detroit has helped nurture a new black mentality. More than any other city, blacks here make an issue of where you live. If you’re with us, you’ll find a place in the city.”25 This formation of Black belonging specific to Detroit shapes particular orientations to life in the city that both incite or dampen political interest and imagination.

Near the end of Coleman Young’s 20-year tenure as mayor (1974–1994), by which point most of the city council and municipal administrators were African American, one municipal employee described Detroit as



an environment where you can forget about being black. I don’t think about being black because everybody is. This is a very different place from the South Bronx, or L.A., or Jackson, Mississippi. Here, our government Page 35 →is black. This is not the real world. Some of my anger has been knocked out, but it comes back if I cross Eight Mile Road [and enter the suburbs].26



There is in this description a sense of relief in living in Detroit that one need not be constantly reminded of one’s Blackness, but so too is there a sense that her “anger has been knocked out,” that the disappointments of the Detroit story, shaped by the dispossession narratives of the Detroit genre, create its own barrier to Black liberation. Though Munby critiques Detroit 9000 for its cynicism about politics to address issues of race, the film’s emphasis on disillusionment and exhaustion accurately foreshadow how Black residents will feel about living under so-called gentle Black home rule for the ensuing decades.

More squarely in the heist genre, Blue Collar shifts from the perspective of officers attempting to solve a heist to those planning and executing the heist to wrest some reparations for their exploited labor. In the film, three auto workers, Zeke (Richard Pryor), Smokey (Yaphet Kotto), and Jerry (Harvey Keitel), forge their interracial friendship over drinks after work grumbling about mistreatments from their overbearing foreman and their unconcerned shop steward.27 At one early outing to the bar, they are approached by someone who claims to be an Eastern Michigan graduate student interested in studying the plight of Detroit auto workers. Smokey immediately and correctly identifies the man as part of the FBI’s Counterintelligence Program, attempting to undermine collective bargaining by sowing distrust from within. The exposed agent immediately draws the ire of the entire bar, but especially Jerry, for his anti-union rhetoric, though his primary claim that the union is screwing them as much as management provides the rationale for the heist plot that will unfold. Each under financial duress, the three friends concoct a plan to rob the poorly secured vault at the union office, though once they execute the robbery there is only $600 in cash in the safe. Instead, as Zeke puzzles together, the most valuable stolen item in the safe is a ledger of exploitative, high-risk, and illegal loans that the union has been issued, likely from organized crime, in New York and Las Vegas. The trio pivot, hoping to blackmail the union for the $20,000 the union falsely claimed on television was in the robbed vault to claim for insurance fraud, but ultimately find themselves in over their heads when they enter the crosshairs of the union’s thugs.Page 36 →

Their interracial friendship, what Derek Nystrom identifies as the film’s “most noteworthy element,” is unusual enough in the city to make the friends the targets of police, who at first only know to look for two Black men and one white man before Smokey’s drug dealer snitches on them outright.28 Embedded with the police, the union murders Smokey in a staged, horrific workplace accident, threatens Jerry’s wife and children, and hushes Zeke with a promotion to steward and the promise of “real representation” for African Americans in the union. To protect his family, Jerry makes a deal with the FBI to expose the union, and in his final walkout from the shop floor gets into a heated argument with Zeke that turns violent when racialized slurs are lobbed back and forth. As Scott Balcerzak observes, in a reversal of the opening sequence of the film that shows racialized cohesion working the various steps of the production process, the final freeze-frame captures the city’s irreparable racial division, with Zeke swinging a tool at Jerry, surrounded by the chaotic mess of co-workers entering the brawl.29 From beyond the grave, Smokey re-states the film’s core theme in a voiceover: “They pit the lifers against the new boys, the young against the old, the black against the white. Everything they do is to keep us in our place.”

Critics have debated how effectively the film executes this theme of interracial solidarity, or if it is even the film’s central theme. Michael Omi criticized the film for its failure to fully address the material effects of racism beyond as a “false consciousness” or wedge issue in class politics, whereas Nystrom sees naturalized interracial solidarity in the auto factory as the “film’s utopian fantasy” of the working class.30 Jerry’s participation in this interracial friendship, and the viewer’s understanding of this friendship, depends on a shared presumption that his experience as a worker aligns with those of Zeke and Smokey and that Jerry may in fact be the most committed to the cause of social justice. In the fallout of the heist, Jerry attempts to take a principled stand, which Zeke describes as “thinking white,” to honorably pursue revenge against the union for Smokey’s death and collaborating with the police, rather than recognizing it as an opportunity, so few of which are ever presented to Black Detroiters, to advance the cause through representation. However, more careful consideration of the historical context of Detroit demonstrates how a story that is, even as a utopian fantasy, invested in the working-class Page 37 →struggles of both white and Black Detroiters lays the groundwork for the broader pivot to center white heroes in the Detroit genre and the dispossessive narratives that would follow.

The film’s visual revelry in its automobiles—including Zeke’s 1972 Chevrolet Brookwood, Smokey’s flashy red 1971 Cadillac Sedan Deville, or the police-issued 1977 Plymouth Fury—position the reader in Detroit’s historical present of the late 1970s.31 However, much of the core social and political context of this period in Detroit is contorted to construct the heist story around the vitality of a theme of interracial solidarity that in many ways was already an imagined, nostalgic fantasy of Detroit’s past. At the time of Blue Collar’s release, Detroit was already in its advanced stages of white flight, and globalization and automation had started to take their toll on the union’s collective bargaining power in the city. Exemplary of the city’s desperate attempts to coddle and maintain its relationship to a car industry that had already begun its evacuation of the city, today’s viewer could project ahead just three years from the movie’s plot and imagine Jerry’s neighborhood in Hamtramck, a separate, mostly Polish, municipality encompassed within Detroit, as the one razed in the 1981 Poletown factory debacle, the city’s desperate attempt to make tax allowances to General Motors in exchange for jobs that did not materialize but did evict and displace many of the white residents who had not already departed for the suburbs.32

Zeke’s desperate attempt to be a singular, Black voice in the AAW (a fictionalized representation of the UAW) feels somewhat anachronistic to Coleman Young’s Detroit. By positioning Zeke as an individual who sees working within the AAW as the only possibility for reform, the film elides how, by the 1970s, the city was the globally recognized nerve center of the Black working-class struggle. While the labor unions in Detroit are renowned for the gains they secured for the working class, Blue Collar portrays how they often failed in their duties to their Black membership—colloquially the UAW garnered the nickname “You Ain’t White.”33 Yet, the film does not adequately describe the variety of strategies of working within and outside of the UAW, outside of executing a heist, that Black workers deployed with considerable success to advocate for their own rights. The city attracted global revolutionaries such as Grace Lee Boggs and C. L. R. James to join with and raise class-consciousness among Page 38 →Detroit’s workers.34 Further aided by the intellectual and propagandistic work of Black students at Wayne State University, Black workers formed the Dodge Revolutionary Union Movement (DRUM) and several associated RUM organizations—eventually coalesced under the umbrella of the League of Black Revolutionary Workers. Women formed the Black Women’s Committee, creating mutual aid networks for lost pay during strikes or retaliatory firings, and challenged the male-dominated leadership of the League.35 Far from reliant on the UAW, these Detroiters united and organized boycotts and wildcat strikes during the late 1960s and early 1970s that were contentious, requiring intense personal, financial, and professional risk, and often proved successful in addressing grievances.

Though Zeke seems unaware of these strategies, it would be wrong to say that the film is ignorant of this history, so much as it appropriates and attributes their ideas to Jerry to advance his image as the character most committed to race-blind collective bargaining. In the formative intimacy of their interracial friendship, a drug-facilitated orgy, the three men bond over their shared financial struggles and commit to the plan of the heist. In a departure from the other critics who evaluate the film’s theme based on Smokey’s repeated, ghostly lines about the ruling class wedging people apart with issues of race, Jerry’s prompting of this response, I argue, is more revelatory of the film’s aesthetic practice and its white-centric figuration of Detroit through the heist genre. Coming down from his high, Jerry muses,



Credit is the only thing you can get free from the company. Got a house, a fridge, dishwasher/dryer, TV, stereo, motorcycle, car. Buy this shit, buy that shit. All you got is a bunch of shit. Don’t even own it, can’t give it back because it’s already broke down.



Not only does this observation foreshadow that the union’s vault will not have cash, only the abstraction of loans, it also initiates the attunement of their shared class-based grievances, summarized by Smokey, and then sparks the formation of their collective orientation towards action. When Smokey galvanizes Zeke to join the heist by urging, “they are screwing us,” race complicates the construction of Smokey’s mode of address. Jerry’s observation about credit gains him admission to “us,” except that Jerry is Page 39 →referring to treatment by the company and not the union. However, the “they” referred to by Smokey that the group will be robbing is the union, which has been shown to be screwing primarily the Black membership and for which Jerry has no demonstrated grievance against and, in fact, deep loyalty towards. In this sense, Jerry inspiring and assenting to the plan of the heist positions him as the heroic agent of interracial solidarity, moving beyond their shared class struggle to target an institution that is unfairly under-representing Zeke and Smokey.

It is notable, then, that Jerry’s cocaine-inspired revelation about credit comes, almost verbatim, from Kenneth Cockrel’s climactic voiceover in the League of Revolutionary Black Workers’ brilliant documentary Finally Got the News, one of their many successful pieces of their “pedagogy for revolution.”36 In the film, Cockrel bellows,



They give you little bullshit amounts of money—wages and so forth—and then they steal all that shit back from you in terms of the way they have their other thing set up, that old credit-stick-’em-up gimmick—consumer credit—buy shit, buy shit—on credit. He gives you a little bit of money to cool your ass and then steals it all back with shit called interest, which is the price of money. They are mother-fucking, non-producing, non-existing bastards dealing with paper.37



A member of the executive board of the League of Revolutionary Black Workers, Kenneth Cockrel had established considerable notoriety as a defense attorney in the city. Shocking to the conservative, white suburbs, Cockrel successfully defended members of the Republic of New Afrika accused of shooting two policemen during a raid.38 In 1970, Cockrel also successfully defended auto worker James Johnson, who shot and killed two foremen, one white and one Black, and a job setter after he was suspended for not participating in a work speed-up. To the outrage of the judge, Cockrel won over the jury by portraying the difficult and untenable working conditions at the plant—Johnson would later, incredibly, receive workman’s compensation, at the rate of $75 a week, for three years retroactive to the day of his workplace shooting.39

In Finally Got the News, Cockrel’s speech about credit is played over a montage of scenes from the factory floor, very similar to the opening Page 40 →credits of Blue Collar, then juxtaposed with images of office work. Critics Jonathan Flatley and Fred Moten note the significance of how Cockrel is “unidentified and unlocated; we do not see the body that produces [the rage].”40 The literary effect of Cockrel speaking over images is distinct from Jerry blithely and defeatedly speaking to Zeke and Jerry on the couch, coming to the same conclusions on the functioning of capital in Detroit, with the same “economy and lucidity” of Cockrel’s critique and with the repeated, if dampened, profanity that serves as Cockrel’s “highly charged locus of vitality affect.”41 In Blue Collar, not only is Cockrel erased but the filmic effect of the speech’s delivery is also completely different (Figure 1.1). The face and voice are Jerry’s, imbued with actor Harvey Keitel’s New York accent, as he rises from a line of cocaine, and regretfully wondering, “everytime I get coked up like this I think I’m never going to go back to the plant. I don’t know why the fuck I do.” Smokey prompts Jerry’s epiphany, “cause the credit man needs your paycheck.” Then, lounging back into the couch cushion and positioned between his Black comrades, Jerry performs both psychoanalytic roles of analysand and analyst. Rather than allowing the viewer “to imagine the speaking body and face that will allow for our own critical-political feelings to emerge,” Jerry’s experiences and grievances from the film now provide the Page 41 →primary conduit of understanding and living in Detroit, much of which are the seeds of what will become conventions in the Detroit genre: a white man acting to protect the beauty and innocence of his daughter, while also aiming to act honorably on behalf of a Black victim no longer alive to act or speak for themselves. The irony that Smokey’s disembodied voiceover gains its gravitas through his death while Jerry white-washes Cockrel’s ideas by embodying his voiceover from Finally Got the News is a painful inversion that in many ways perfectly summarizes how the Detroit genre functions.

[image: Smokey (left), Jerry (center), and Zeke (right) sitting on an orange couch, on the come down from drugs and alcohol laid out on table in foreground. ]
Figure 1.1From Paul Schrader, dir. Blue Collar (1978; Universal City, CA: Universal City Studios, 2017). View Fulcrum resource.


Beyond substituting Cockrel with a tragic white protagonist, the presentation of this critique accounts for the divergent political moods produced from Finally Got the News to Blue Collar. Curious about how and when a mood of depression or cynicism, for example, might be activated into collective action, or how we can assert some control over these conditions, Flatley observes that the coalition of Black Marxist–Leninist workers behind Finally Got the News created handbills and newspapers to “attune” their co-workers “to share an affective state and indeed to become aware of themselves as a collective, and in so doing invoke a counter-mood, in which collective action—especially the strike—is newly attractive and compelling.”42 A model for hundreds of strikes implemented in Detroit and across the Midwest, these texts from the League of Revolutionary Black Workers in Detroit construct and address their audience in particularly generative ways. Their works of propaganda direct their readers to reflect on their personal affective experience and then understand and comprehend that experience collectively, utilizing narrative strategies that



subtly emphasize that the addressee…is both singular and plural since this is in fact how power functions in a striking collective. Insofar as the strike does not happen unless there is solidarity, the plurality of the striking subject is essential and fundamental to the strike’s being.43



However, the substitution of Cockrel with Jerry coincides with the substitution of organizing a wildcat strike outside the authority of the UAW to remove the corruptible union steward and benefit all the workers, as Cockrel and the League of Black Revolutionary Workers were advocating Page 42 →and enacting, with a heist that will enrich only the three main characters while weakening their overall collective bargaining—collateral damage mourned only by the sole white member of the trio.

By shifting from collective action to a heist, the film filters its critique of capital through these individuals’ choices and actions, which nonetheless come to represent their broader identity groups that, as Smokey chides, are so easily wedged apart. Although the film endeavors to show how capital and corruption similarly depress and oppress Smokey, Zeke, and Jerry, their individual reasons as presented for this action are highly racialized: Zeke is under an audit from the IRS, which discovered his tax fraud for claiming imaginary children named after Black celebrities, though the IRS agent does not recognize the name of Saginaw-native and Motown star “Stevie Wonder” Johnson; Smokey needs to pay his drug dealer, immaterially for drugs that Zeke and Jerry also partook; whereas Jerry needs only to support his family and is falling short through no fault of his own. Emphasizing the normative position of Jerry relative to the racialized frivolity and criminality of his friends, Jerry most immediately needs to pay for his daughter’s braces so that the beauty of her simple, childhood innocence can remain intact, as she wounds herself attempting her own oral surgery so that she can be a baton-twirler at school—a trope of preserving white femininity that will get exaggerated and sedimented across various evolutions of the Detroit genre, especially in dystopic and horror films.

Through this series of substitutions, Blue Collar fundamentally differs from Finally Got the News. In both cases, the films speak to feelings of stuckness and disappointment in Detroit’s political sphere. However, Flatley describes the audience addressed by Cockrel as



looking to the future, one that already feels the absence of revolutionary mood, one that needs a future to look to…an audience that is alienated and anxious, an audience that is looking for a way to manage to not be completely depressed or incapacitated by politically depressing situations.44



In contrast, Blue Collar does not intend to image for its audience a revolutionary mood for the future but instead, like so many in the Detroit stories set in the past or the near and distant future will do, offers only Page 43 →an explanation of what went wrong and how a nostalgic, white fantasy of the city’s past was lost. When the heist falls apart, the disintegration of the trio’s alliance is no longer about the individuals but serves as a metaphor for the inability of the Black and white working class of Detroit, and indeed America, to work together and overcome the ruling class.

If the racial slurs that prompt the final scene’s brawl are jarringly abrupt, it is because racial conflict is provided as the only mediation for two characters who are both positioned as having reasonable responses to the desperate aftermath of the heist but cannot comprehend the response of the other without defaulting to racial stereotypes. Zeke is tempted by the possibility for self-representation and having a voice in the union. Jerry, “thinking white,” believes in the law to hold corruption accountable and turns down his own supposedly unmerited promotion to foreman. These divergent responses to the possibilities of leadership take on particular meanings in the context of Coleman Young’s Detroit. Under a persistent national spotlight after 1967 as well as a considerable amount of resistance from the suburbs, Young was the most prominent example of the limitations of “Black faces in high places” in advancing the economic and political rights of the city’s working class—a complex amalgamation of disappointment, resignation, and support that remained in tension until the end of his 20-year tenure as mayor.45

Discussed previously, Young’s fight for “community control” from the suburbs was an effective political unifier for Black Detroiters even as the impact of these policies was not as effective in combating racial and economic inequality as promised. Scott Kurashige describes how whites in Metro Detroit found it “difficult to swallow” that “although black Detroiters have often expressed profound disappointment in the performance in their elected officials, many have also felt a sense of pride that they live in a city governed by African Americans.”46 When Zeke walks out on the shop floor as union steward, his relationship with his Black and white co-workers fades as they gossip about him just as they did the previous white steward, Clarence “Ass Kisser” Hill. As with the resigned support that remained for Young until the very end, the cynicism of the factory workers towards the flashily dressed Zeke swaggering across the factory floor in the final scene is nonetheless activated into something else when Jerry laces his critique of Zeke’s selling out with racial slurs; Page 44 →sides must be taken, a fight must be had. Over the subsequent decades, the Detroit genre will focalize far more frequently through the righteousness of Jerry’s scruples, as his moderate and even desperate reliance on policing will evolve into much more violent fantasies of law and order that find partners in dystopia and apocalyptic narratives, for example. Yet, as with Detroit 9000, the ability of the heist to assert the demand for historical reparations and then abruptly grind to a halt as it does so forcefully in Blue Collar remains one of the most salient manifestations of cynicism and disappointment in the Detroit genre. However, Blue Collar also indicates the first steps of the broader Detroit genre in centering white perspectives on this sense of stuckness to the point of Black erasure. The rhetorical flexibility in the modes of address mastered by the League of Revolutionary Black Workers earlier that very decade, necessary in galvanizing that disappointment into future-oriented action, becomes instead Jerry speaking to himself, with white America performing both analyst and analysand, wondering where Detroit has gone and how they lost it.

A work of historical fiction written and filmed during the COVID-19 pandemic, Steven Soderbergh’s No Sudden Move combines the cynicism and disappointment of its forerunners Detroit 9000 and Blue Collar with the affirmative hopefulness that has become increasingly sedimented into the Detroit genre of the 2010s Comeback City. The film combines an interest in the city’s history with a belief in the transformative power of storytelling to enact social change. In bonus materials for the film, Don Cheadle describes his character’s motivation as “trying to navigate what it means to be a Black man in Detroit in the mid-50s.” He goes on to say,



Not unlike other cities, Detroit has Black neighborhoods that were facing urban renewal, which you know, they call, Negro Removal. Freeways taking over, towns being divided. I’m always hoping that audiences are first entertained, but you want to smuggle in those deeper meanings.47



Here, Cheadle adopts the language of the heist to describe the function of Detroit in “smuggling in those deeper meanings,” even though, as No Sudden Move will cleverly demonstrate, heisting reparations from the rich and powerful is an incredible and fatal waste of time.Page 45 →

Set in 1954, nearing the end of the perceived Golden Age of Detroit, the film opens with Curtis (Don Cheadle) walking down the middle of a main boulevard in the morning with no traffic. Soderbergh, who acted as both editor and director of photography under pseudonyms, utilizes dramatic lens effects in the film, bending the picture on intense wide shots of Detroit’s city and neighborhood streets, as well as compacting the close-quarter spaces of Detroit’s beautiful middle- and upper-middle-class homes in Northwest Detroit. The “frequently disorienting and lightly psychedelic” lens effect, where the edges of the frame darken at times, or characters become slightly misshapen if they move away from the center of the frame, brings into the frame the dreamy nostalgia through which audiences normally consume the city’s history.48 A montage of black-and-white portraits—children playing, live music and dancing, young Black women enjoying ice cream cones, weddings, and unbridled joy—portray Detroit already as a memory well before the 1967 Great Rebellion, as Curtis walks past empty industrial husks with broken-out windows and decrepit homes. In stark contrast to Blue Collar’s dedication of its first act to outlining the economic strife of its factory workers, only these opening visuals of urban decline are now necessary after decades of the Detroit genre to communicate to the audience that Curtis’s options are limited and his turn to mob work and a heist is justifiable. When the opening credits conclude, Curtis moves through a barbershop to the back, beckoned by his connection that there is a man who wants to meet him but is unwilling to come inside the barbershop. Curtis jokes, “He can’t come in here? What is he, white?” and, receiving a somber, knowing nod in reply, he rolls his eyes and braces himself: “Oh, boy. Man.”49 From Curtis’s desperate questioning about what “sketchy shit” would bring him into the company of a white man looking for an African American in need of “quick work,” the audience learns that Curtis has just gotten out of prison, having had his last heist job at the Gotham Hotel infamously fail.

Set 25 years earlier than Blue Collar, No Sudden Move begins its heist not with interracial friendship, but rather intense cynicism and distrust. Whereas the friends in Blue Collar acquire a gun to protect the group from union bosses and cops, Curtis asks for a gun before even discussing the heist with a white man in an alley. He enters the backseat of the car, holding his gun, cocking it at the first sign of suspicion, and listens to the Page 46 →heist plan from the mysterious “Jones” (Brendan Fraser): an anonymous entity has sent a man to retrieve something from his office at General Motors, and Curtis is part of the team that will “babysit,” or hold hostage, the man’s family to make sure the man completes the retrieval and hands over the certain something. And, most importantly, Curtis must not ask questions about who is hiring them and what is being extorted. He is initially promised two grand now, three thousand when the job is done, a sum he will masterfully ante up several times over the film until his haul reaches the heights of several hundred thousand.

Building out the heist team, Jones next persuades the philandering, longtime hitman Ronald (Benicio Del Toro)—also armed and wary of the job and everyone involved. Ronald is offered three grand up front, forty-five hundred upon completion; the racialized inequity for the same work not contained to the factory floor but also in the illicit trades. When Ronald first sees Curtis in the car, he stops cold, “What’s this? You think I’d be alright with that [working with an African American]? Maybe that’s how they do things in Chicago, but not here.” Ronald relents when Jones asks for his down payment back, and they proceed to meet up with the final member of the team, Charley (Kieran Culkin). The young, over-talking wildcard, Charley shares a story about Curtis’s secret score at the Gotham Hotel that further incites Ronald’s bigotry (“they’re never satisfied”) and tantalizes him with the possibility of performing a double-cross. With the over-talking Charley and boorish Ronald, the information they know might come loose and fast, but, like the heisters in Blue Collar, they do not actually know what they are stealing.

After a night of reserved banter, the heisters execute their plan to blackmail Matt (David Harbor) into robbing his boss’s office at General Motors. Matt is an accountant in middle management, exposed by Charley in front of his wife and son for not necessarily knowing the combination to his boss’s safe, but he does have “the combo to his secretary.” Adhering to the genre’s formula, the job does not go as planned: Matt’s boss has taken the green folder to Toledo, Charley is secretly charged by Jones to kill Matt’s family and set up Ronald and Curtis, but before he can execute this back-up plan Curtis pieces it together and shoots Charley. When Jones tries to recruit Curtis over the phone to take Charley’s place as the sole beneficiary of the job and kill Ronald, Curtis pivots, protects Page 47 →Ronald and Matt’s family, and starts down a plot-thickening path to survive while several entities with competing aims close in: Jones’s mysterious employer, the Italian mob headed by Frank Capelli (Ray Liotta), the Black mob headed by Aldrick Watkins (Bill Duke), and Michigan’s organized crime task force led by Detective Joe Finney (Jon Hamm). Now allies by circumstance, not friends through interracial commiseration, Curtis and the bigoted Ronald must work together to survive and, potentially, transform the situation into a boon by taking control of the heist for themselves.

Curtis and Ronald drive Matt to Toledo to force his boss to hand over the green document so they can profit from it themselves. However, like the ledger of loans dealt out by the union in Blue Collar, Curtis learns that what they are stealing is once again an abstraction of money: “proprietary information” that will require increasingly risky maneuvers for Curtis to convert into cash. On the drive home, Ronald bumbles through the blueprints: a new exhaust system? A muffler? Confronting Capelli about being set up to die, Capelli tells Ronald that they were simply stealing plans for a “Cadillac convertible,” a play on words for what turns out to be blueprints for the catalytic converter. This equipment, designed to reduce the polluting emissions of cars, does not have value as proprietary information; it gains value only through its negative relationship to the profit motive of the auto companies desperate to keep their knowledge of the negative effects of their pollution a secret.50 Curtis need not understand what he has in his possession to begin the process of assessing its value through a series of bluffs, negotiating his way through the entire chain of command of auto executives. The film mimics the escalation up the power structure of the automotive business with the cultural value of representation: Matt Damon cameos in the final act as Mike Lowen, the highest-level executive who had sought the purchase of the document originally to destroy it.

Mike confronts Curtis about what he knows about the document, and not fully understanding the blueprint, Curtis cleverly pivots to a conversation about urban renewal: “Black Bottom, Paradise Valley. You heard of em? You leveled entire neighborhoods, tore up trolley tracks, and now you got this redlining bullshit everywhere. Where are people supposed to live?” The brilliance of this transition is that Curtis need not understand Page 48 →what the blueprint is in order to accurately assess its relation to the processes of urban renewal, or what he calls “Negro removal,” plans of urban design that not only require that every Detroiter will need a car in the future, but that those left behind in the most undesirable areas of the city will be subject to relentless environmental decimation. Even in tangent, Curtis’s articulation of the interrelationship of capital and dispossession positions him within a long history of environmental activism in the city, including the League of Revolutionary Black Workers parroted by Jerry in Blue Collar who “viewed industrial pollution and occupational disease as products of an interlinked system of racial oppression and capitalist exploitation, which they viewed as global in scale.”51 Curtis’s implicit recognition of this relationship between whatever blueprint he has and the broader dispossession of Black Detroiters provokes Mike, who defensively explains what the document is: “There is no conclusive evidence that the automobile has anything to do with pollution levels…And the catalytic converter will never be scaled to a size where it makes any sense under the hood of any car.” Incensed that he must deal with someone from what he describes a lower “caste,” Mike villainously explains the purposelessness of their heist:



I know you think we are playing by “your” rules, but let’s be clear, you do not “make” rules ever, you follow them, even when you think you have autonomy, even when you think you have control, that is an illusion. You are under the illusion of control, at all times, this is fact. It is a fact you will never understand and you will go to the grave not understanding, the same way I will go to the grave not understanding the genius of God’s magnificent universe because I did not create it. But I and others like me did create these rules, in this world, on this field, and you are playing by them now, even if you walk out of here with my money. Am I clear?



Mike warns that he will be unaffected by a stickup, that his money will grow back “like a lizard’s tail” and that he will call his banker and “sleep like a baby.” Puncturing the delusions of the free market, Michael describes how his financing allows him to steer the direction of the four major auto companies in the city, and the companies ultimately have very limited autonomy from one another.Page 49 →

The mechanisms of the heist genre grind against this foreshadowing, as Ronald exaltingly counts the money and confirms they now have three hundred and seventy-five thousand dollars in their possession. For a brief moment, it seems Curtis will escape with the money, that the money can amount to some reparation for the dispossession the quashing the plans of the catalytic converter portends. The heist, however, unravels immediately and the aftermath is swift. Aldrick and his henchmen abduct Curtis, who owed him money from before his prison sentence, and leave Ronald with the entire sum of money: as Aldrick says, “That money is too expensive.” Aldrick and his cronies, apparently marching Curtis to his death, are confronted by Detective Finney at the maintenance exit of the hotel. Aldrick persuades the Michigan organized crime task force, with the help of a bribe, to keep Curtis so that he can be killed by his own, as a lesson to any other Black Detroiter who attempts to play “out of their league,” rather than, recalling the heist plot of Detroit 9000, an “arduous trial that plunges an already racially divided Detroit into chaos.” Finney agrees, and Aldrick and Curtis enter their vehicles and leave. Once they have driven some distance, Curtis’s plan comes into full view: he negotiated with Aldrick to ensure his escape. Left with only the seventy-five thousand dollars Curtis bluffed a Studebaker executive to bring to the hotel, Curtis asks for “just what’s mine”: the five thousand dollars that was taken from him when he first went to prison. Far from reparations, Curtis’s triumph is a fresh start in Kansas City, where he might be able to exercise his Detroit-bred entrepreneurial ingenue into a more honest paycheck.

Meanwhile, Ronald does not make it far with his mistress, Frank Capelli’s wife, before she murders him and attempts her own escape before being immediately pulled over and losing the money to an officer working in concert with Detective Finney. The money, given to Officer Finney, is delivered directly to Mike Lowen at the “Consolidated Car Association.” In an ironic inversion of the comeuppances for the rich and wealthy seen in Soderbergh’s blockbuster Oceans films, Lowen is not only given the three hundred and seventy-five thousand dollar ransom, but also the thirty-one thousand in Capelli’s life savings his wife stole, and the fifty thousand bribed to Finney that Curtis extorted from Naismith. All of Curtis’s labor simply added profitability for CCA. Michael says he wishes he could cut Finney in, but Finney replies, “Hey, it’s your money.” Page 50 →Michael rewards him with an $88 dollar bottle of bourbon, the sum of reparations repaid by the colluding companies, which is ironically and depressingly given to a police officer.

During the end credits, the audience watches Curtis walking purposefully towards the camera in the middle of a residential street, framed by trees, a callback to the opening scene where he was meandering down the abandoned industrial streets of Detroit. As with all artifacts of the Detroit genre, the genre narrative is provided with its social commentary in the form of a caption:



Later, in 1969, the Department of Justice filed an anti-trust case against GM, Ford, Chrysler, and American Motors for 15 years of collusion to withhold the science of pollution-reducing technologies. Auto manufacturers settled with the government, and in 1975 the catalytic converter became mandatory equipment on all U.S.-made automobiles. No fines were levied.



Like Blue Collar, the audience is denied the payoff of reparations even though, unlike Blue Collar, there is a compensatory function in Curtis “getting away.” Inflicting the filmic effect of disappointment onto the viewer, the heist genre remains one of the most effective vehicles for communicating the stuckness of the Black situation in Detroit, wherein the only sense of triumph can happen through departure. As the Detroit genre will develop across varied genres, especially dystopic and apocalyptic narratives studied in the final section of this chapter, retribution and reparation will be made possible through forms of vigilantism that only cowboyish white heroes, like “King of the Cowboys” Roy Rogers in the Helldorado (1946) poster on the wall of Matt’s son’s bedroom wall in No Sudden Move, can exercise in reclaiming Detroit’s urban frontier.


The Superhero Team-Up

Beginning in the 1970s, Detroit became a central setting in the DC Comics universe, including for a time as the home of the Justice League. Joining other popular Detroit genre stories released in film and literature, Detroit lent the superhero universe realness, especially for newly Page 51 →created Black superheroes hoping to prove their worth and leave the city for larger enterprises. Two Detroiters, John Stewart as Green Lantern and Cyborg, are DC’s most prominent African American legacy heroes next to Black Lightning. Joining them in Metro Detroit are the Crusader, Steel, Amazing-Man, Jason Rusch as Firestorm, Vibe, Gypsy, Black Narcissus, and Simon Baz as Green Lantern. It is no coincidence that all but two of these characters, Crusader and Steel, are persons of color, a stark improbability considering that the roster of DC superheroes is overwhelmingly white. Set apart from the host of fictional cities that offer the DC Universe crime-riddled urban backdrops,52 Detroit is the chosen setting to situate mostly Black superhero characters to speak to and silo off particular social issues that threaten to overly complicate other fictionalized settings, as well as to highlight the ignorance and education of the white superheroes on multiracial solidarity, and their subsequent efforts to help uplift their new Black friend from the lamentable city.

Lagging EC Comics and Marvel Comics in relevant, social justice-oriented stories, Denny O’Neil and Neal Adams introduced the new African American superhero John Stewart in 1971 by asking the reader to “come with us to a certain urban ghetto” to meet this new hero.53 Stewart’s next appearance came three years later in Justice League of America #110, a Christmas-themed story written by Len Wein, and retained the identical phraseology—coyly hinting at a particular place, but too ashamed to identify it directly. It is not until 1985, once John Stewart has escaped this “certain urban ghetto” for an upper-middle-class life in California and begins his solo run as Green Lantern, that Steve Englehart and Joe Staton clarify—one would hardly call it retroactive continuity—that the generic “urban ghetto” was Detroit all along.54 By this time, Detroit was being established as an important setting in the DC Universe. As superhero comics gravitated (once again) toward gritty representations of urban crime in the late 1970s and early 1980s, Detroit’s reputation was at its nadir—with the arson and vandalism of Devil’s Night covered in the national news annually—and it became a city in desperate need of superheroes.

Two years prior to the specification of John Stewart’s home, Roy Thomas and Jerry Ordway introduced Will Everett as Amazing-Man to the 1940s-era superhero team All-Star Squadron set on Earth-Two. A year Page 52 →later, Amazing-Man takes center stage in a three-issue arc set in Detroit, the primary case study for this section. This arc was published concurrently in the fall of 1984 with writer Gerry Conway and artist Chuck Patton’s bold idea to establish a new, more fully committed Justice League based in Detroit rather than on a space satellite (1984–1987). Unable to afford Manhattan rents, the upstart new Justice League, led by Aquaman, is persuaded by Hank Heywood III to headquarter in an abandoned factory in Detroit, transformed into a war-ready “urban fortress” by his grandfather and Amazing-Man’s fellow All-Star Squadron member, Commander Steel—a plot eerily predictive of the recent conversion of abandoned factories into chic, overpriced, and highly securitized office and residential spaces. Although the series introduces the city with a panel prominently featuring Detroit’s iconic Renaissance Center, the city is largely indistinct and essentialized into a fictional, tight-knit, and violent neighborhood known as Cameron Street, representative of racialized urban decline in America. For example, their first mission, in an issue fittingly entitled “Gang War,” was to help extricate their new break-dancing Puerto Rican recruit Vibe from the El Lobos gang. With a resurgent national interest in the city during the 2000s and 2010s, first as a continuation of the well-worn, racialized themes of urban decline and then as a national investment in the Comeback City, Detroit saw discrete returns to the comics with the first appearance of Jason Rusch as Firestorm (2004–2007)—as artist Jamal Igle recounts, one of the earliest victims of racist backlash online55—the return of John Stewart to his hometown (2008), the creation of the Lebanese American Simon Baz Green Lantern (2012), and most notably the retconning of Cyborg (2011).

This representational history is inseparable from the incremental diversification of creative teams at major comics publishing houses. In the 1970s, predominantly white creative teams infused early Black superhero characters with problematic stereotypes that would take decades to revise—and this depended in large part on their chosen representations of urban areas like Detroit.56 The city’s continued prominence in the DC Universe can certainly be traced to writers and artists who grew up in and around the city of Detroit: behind the scenes artist Chuck Patton coaxed a newly formed Justice League of America from their potential home in Los Angeles to Detroit as “a way of paying respect back to my Page 53 →old hometown which had a very negative image,” conceptualized the primary setting of Cameron Street, and created all of the hometown heroes of color, Vibe, Gypsy, and Dale Gunn;57 Dwayne McDuffie used Detroit as a visual and cultural influence for Dakota in Milestone Media and crafted the version of John Stewart familiar to most contemporary audiences in the Justice League/Justice League Unlimited animated series;58 and Geoff Johns elevated the city as a setting across multiple titles, including returning Stewart to Detroit, establishing new Detroiter Cyborg as a founding member of the Justice League, and creating the first Muslim-American, though improbably Metro Detroit’s second, member of the Green Lantern Corps.

Beyond local writers and artists, Detroit has been a significant sandbox for Black writers and artists more broadly in the DC Universe. From ChrisCross’s visual rendering of Jason Rusch in the early 2000s to David F. Stewart’s, John Semper Jr.’s, or Morgan Hampton’s runs on Cyborg in the 2010s and 2020s, the opportunity for Black creators to shepherd these characters also finds expression in the representation of cities like Detroit as an opportunity for empowerment and self-identity. Yet, this representational history also exposes the dearth of opportunities for women, in particular Black women, in the creation and storytelling of superheroes at DC. As a result, the few female superheroes based in Detroit serve primarily in support roles and are often horribly stereotyped—when, for example, Gypsy gives an account for first stepping in to help the Justice League, she explains, “Why should I risk my life helping them? Wellll…why not? Steel’s cute, and Vibe is sexy, and I just love the way Vixen combs her hair…”59 This institutional history is a crucial factor in evaluating and analyzing these representations of the city of Detroit at DC Comics over the past 50 years.

Across the city’s varied and historied roster of superheroes, readers meet alienated youth looking for any opportunity to leave, reformed criminals and gang members, geniuses who thrive despite their circumstances, and committed activists running up against an unmovable wall of racism and corruption—sometimes all in one character. To gain membership in DC institutions like the All-Star Squadron, the Teen Titans, or the Justice League, these mostly Black characters routinely leave Detroit behind. Thus, just as with these characters and the issues they introduce Page 54 →into the superhero world, Detroit is typically only a temporary stopover, before topics and themes supposedly of more universal interest can be explored in Gotham, Metropolis, or OA. A perfect microcosm of the history of representation of African American men in superhero comics, these mashups of racial stereotypes suggest that understanding how the city of Detroit is represented in DC Comics lays bare the stakes and the limits of understanding how superhero comics represent race and politics.

In one particularly outstanding example of engagement with Detroit’s history, the all-white All-Star Squadron superhero team travels to the Paradise Valley neighborhood in Detroit to assist Will Everett, an African American acquaintance known as Amazing-Man, in his fight against “members of the Klan-like Phantom Empire” and their brilliantly named leader, the Real American.60 Readers first meet Will when Doctor Fate and the Atom come upon him attempting to escape the Tower of Fate with Doctor Fate’s helmet. Like the Black Panther before him, the titular heroes of Roy Thomas and Jerry Ordway’s All-Star Squadron (1981–1987) are uncertain at their first encounter with a costumed Black man and must take turns testing their superhero strengths against his in battle; as the cover announces, “is he friend—or the All-Stars deadliest foe?”61 Set on Earth-Two, the All-Star Squadron uses familiar Justice Society of America characters like Doctor Fate, Alan Scott as Green Lantern, and Liberty Belle to offer sharp metafictional commentary on the looming presence of Nazi sympathizers and collaborators in the United States in 1942, and by extension its echoes in Reagan’s “Morning in America.” Though he is rarely the centerpiece, even in stories where he is apparently positioned as the centerpiece, Will Everett is a crucial element of this commentary, as is his historical Detroit, a.k.a. the Arsenal of Democracy in World War II.

After a rambunctious battle that introduces the reader to the powers of Amazing-Man—he can become whatever element he touches yet retain his fluid speed and strength—Will is given an opportunity to share his origin story. Will was born to a family of sharecroppers in the South, but his family fled after he punched their “money-grubbin’ landlord.”62 Part of the Great Migration in the 1920s, his father finds a job in an auto factory in Detroit, providing Will the opportunity to go to school by day Page 55 →and train as an athlete at night. Will excelled in track and joined Jesse Owens in embarrassing Hitler at the 1936 Berlin Olympics but came back to limited opportunities in Detroit and works as a janitor for a scientist. Will intervenes in a robbery at the lab when some “hired gunnies” call him “boy.”63 He is ultimately captured, tortured, and experimented on by the Squadron’s ur-villain Ultra, transformed into Amazing-Man, and forced into his first undertaking: to steal Doctor Fate’s helmet. Physically gifted enough to become stone and walk through the walls of the Tower of Fate, but too buffoonish to anticipate that Doctor Fate’s helmet would not transmogrify and pass through the walls as well, Doctor Fate and the Atom take pity and agree Amazing-Man is not bad at heart and let him go free.

Fifteen issues later, the All-Star Squadron learns of the ongoing Sojourner Truth Homes riots from newsreel footage that culminates with Will Everett being beaten up by a mob, captured, chained to a wooden cross, and burned. Like much of this story, this event is pulled directly from history and archival documents as seen in Figure 1.2, only adding in the presence of Will, whose superpower is that he can become any element he touches.64 Part of a long tradition of insensate Black heroes who can physically overcome acts of racial terror, Will becomes the metal of the chains, breaks free, and scares off the hordes of white supremacists. Horrified while watching the newsreel footage of their former foe, the All-Star Squadron agrees to go to Detroit to help Amazing-Man.

While an unapprised reader could believe this is an outlandish story invented for a superhero comic, these issues chart a relatively faithful and bold adaptation of the city’s history. In the 1920s, Michigan, not any state in the Jim Crow South, had the largest national membership of Klan members. Detroit had at least thirty-two thousand Klan members, including Detroit police officers who “deployed violent containment strategies to keep black workers in their designated place” and even a mayoral candidate who won the city’s popular vote.65 Highland Park, a sovereign enclave of Detroit, was home to a splinter group of the KKK known as the Black Legion, who “committed as many as fifty murders, including the bombing of union headquarters and the slaying of prominent communist organizers.”66 The conversion of auto factories into weapons manufacturers for the United States government in Page 56 →WWII instigated a large influx of new residents, many of them African American. The comic consistently depicts a factory billowing smoke in the distance, regardless of the perspective or direction of the panel—not only a reference to thriving manufacturing in Detroit that would be a distant memory for readers in the 1980s but also a symbol of the simmering racial tensions sparked by the wartime population boom. Despite this need for labor, the federal government failed to adequately support the Detroit Housing Commission in developing housing projects to accommodate in particular its Black residents, and it was the explicit policy of the Code of Ethics of Detroit’s realtors’ association to avoid selling homes to Black Detroiters because it would threaten property values.67 Instead, they were confined to Paradise Valley, or what the comic refers to as “a hellhole of an area.”68 Initially, the city only received approval for a housing project in a predominantly white neighborhood for white-only occupancy at the intersection of Nevada and Fenlon. The comic enters this story after the bitter political fight in which a plan for an African American site named Sojourner Truth Homes was finally approved, residents selected, and first-month rents collected.69

Through these Detroit-based issues, author Roy Thomas links the city’s white supremacist opposition to integration with the concurrent Page 57 →threat of the Nazis—for which fight Detroit served as the “hub of our nation’s defense—where the automobile and related industries are rapidly retooling to turn out the tanks, the guns, the planes necessary to beat the Axis enemy!”70 The comic integrates contemporaneous news reports into its title pages, thereby situating the city’s material conditions within a broader, symbolic narrative of national and international import. Especially with the cover of issue #40, emblazoned with a newspaper headline “Race Riots in Detroit,” the comic draws into its orbit not only the 1943 racial uprising for which the Sojourner Truth Homes conflict was merely a preamble, but also the Great Rebellion of 1967, which was far more prescient and stigmatized for readers when the comic was released in 1983 through its repeated re-mediation across the Detroit genre. Both events involved acts of police violence and racial terror against Black residents, crucial to the narrative presented in the comic.71

Evidenced by the noticeable absence of Will Everett from most of these three issues, the comic’s primary focus is on the education of the white superheroes about racism. Several of the heroes are forced to confront the fact that their impulse to immediately help the police and restrain Black residents, in the eyes of the heroes for their own good, was a disastrous act of bigotry that further endangered these residents.72 From this instinctive reaction to help the police, one could surmise that the heroes acquired their information from mainstream news accounts of the period, like the city’s leading paper, the Detroit Free Press, which demonstrated its “unconscious racism” in its constant equivocation between “violence against Detroit’s African Americans and suggesting that those same African Americans were somehow responsible for the terror perpetrated against them.”73 The heroes may not have needed such an education had they instead read the city’s black weekly, the Michigan Chronicle, which was the primary source for any counternarrative to white-centric or official police accounts of these events.
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Figure 1.2From Ray Thomas (w), Rick Hoberg, and Bill Collins (a), All-Star Squadron #39 © 1984 (New York: DC Comics), 2; Walter P. Reuther Library, Archives of Labor and Urban Affairs, Wayne State University, 1942. View Fulcrum resource.


The most glaring example of this failure may be Commander Steel, who opts to not even go to the city to help Will and instead travels to occupied Europe to fight the Nazis.74 Heywood, who would later reside in Detroit and found a highly profitable weapons manufacturing company, does not see the white Detroiters conducting acts of racial terror Page 58 →to prevent housing equality as fascistic, white supremacy in the mold of the Nazis abroad—though the narrative has structured the analogy as such. Nor does Steel see as part of his heroic mission any allyship with Will in the racial struggle for equality.75 The alignment between Steel and the other white Detroiters can be read into the visual similarity between his superhero costume and the Real American’s costume; both have an identical star on their chests, costume coloring, and an inversion of the same angular lines on their top. This alignment visually represents the idea that, though one is a hero and the other a villain, they seem to nonetheless share what Rebecca Wanzo calls “a common language of national belonging and exclusion in the United States.”76

While All-Star Squadron offers a compelling example of purposefully integrating Detroit’s history into the superhero genre, the arc’s resolution shows the critical limits of such an exercise. The final issue opens with contextual, historical reporting on the Sojourner Truth Homes riots from Alan Clive’s State of War: Michigan in World War II. The narrator intervenes to say, “that’s the way the history books tell it, on our world. On Earth-Two, however, Hawkman and Green Lantern are not the only added element to this crescendo-ing race riot.”77 This leading narration connects with the villainous and white supremacist Real American leaping into view. If the presence of the white heroes in Detroit is to signal their education on the evils of racism, the presence of the villain ultimately consolidates the most violent impulses of American racism into a single figure. In this issue, the reader learns that the Real American’s power is to brainwash whoever hears his voice.

This genre-inflected premise creates a tricky path to accountability and resolution. Amazing-Man hears the racist jeers of white Detroiters during his battle even after the haze is lifted:



Guess it was too much to hope for—that everybody’d feel different when they snapped out of it. Some folks were born bigots—and that’s how they’ll die. Can’t do much about that—But I’ll be damned if I’m ever going to let them infect me with their poison again!”78



Yet, the measurable delineation between those “born bigots” and those white Detroiters and police officers that the reader can exonerate due to Page 59 →the villain’s interference is ultimately unclear. Further confusing the issue, after Amazing-Man’s beatdown of the villain, the reader learns of the Real American’s identity: an android equipped with a mind-influencing device, commissioned by a local Klansman but supplied by the intergalactic Monitor.79 Only in comparison to a non-human android does “the mob [come] to realize…that the dark-skinned man lying shaken before them risked his very life to save theirs—they sense, in their dim way, that something terribly wrong has happened here today—and they slink slowly, silently away.”80 Just as with the real-life 1943 uprising that would come only months later, none of the white mob will be held accountable—as compared to the several Black characters imprisoned, including Will, who very nearly received the death penalty.

The narrative appears satisfied with this comeuppance as its compartmentalized resolution. With the imminent, individual threat of the Real American destroyed, and the reader’s eyes drawn back to the skies, Amazing-Man can safely go the way of most Detroit-based heroes and fulfill his generic role as what Rebecca Wanzo calls an “ideal citizen soldier.”81 In a description for which Black superhero membership in broader DC institutions provides an apt metaphor, Wanzo argues that “a black identity hermeneutic makes hypervisible the duplicity of what the American soldier represents in general,” including the “promise of greater economic or political liberation” through their “containment and participation” in the military.82

Exemplifying the duplicity of this supporting role in law and military enforcement in which nearly every Black supporting hero will find themselves in the Detroit genre, Will concedes,



I figure I can do more good as Amazing-Man, battling alongside the All-Stars, than I can as one more “colored man” in Detroit or anyplace else. Maybe that’ll show we Negroes should be allowed to fight in this man’s war—not just deliver toilet paper.83



While Black superheroes can and should have the same global and cosmic aspirations and impact as their white counterparts, this statement is difficult to imagine being uttered by Batman, Green Arrow, or the Flash about their respective cities, despite their occasional intergalactic capers Page 60 →with the Justice League. White guilt, a common feature in the coalescence of the Detroit genre, narratively dovetails with an affectionate responsibility and even re-pioneering of a city; yet Black empowerment speciously comes at the cost of leaving a “hellhole of an area,” as the comic describes Detroit, behind. A white All-Star Squadron member closes the narrative arc with a knowing nod to readers that superheroes, including Black superheroes, cannot do much to solve any of the real-world issues a city like Detroit raises in the DC Universe: “God I hate leaving here—with so much unrest, so much racial hatred still unsettled. But there’s only so much that even an All-Star Squadron can do. Maybe… Next time… Next place…!”84 This self-aware comment anticipates how Detroit will serve as an everlasting well of villainy and despair ripe for white superheroes and heroes in other genres for decades to come, but that those heroic commitments will usually be superficial, violent, conditional, and, above all, temporary.


Dystopia and the White Vigilante

For several reasons, dystopia is the subgenre that cemented the transition from Black heroes to white vigilantes as the dominant visual grammar of the white-centric Detroit genre. Following and advancing the tropes of the dystopia genre, Detroit in the 1980s and 1990s as the fallen city of American modernity served as the premiere site to stage and explore theoretical inquiries about “the organization of oppression and suffering” in the United States, seeking a mode that can make these organizations legible and how they could come to be: inequality, automation, globalization, the collapse of the middle class, etc.85 The usefulness of the white vigilante in these dystopic spaces, a figure that emerges out of midcentury crime fiction and stories infused with fears of Black criminality run amok, tips the hand for the solutions these stories propose to re-tame the urban frontiers of Detroit. Though the films featured in this section, Robocop, The Crow, and Brick Mansions, all make liberal gestures against the racialization of crime, they nonetheless remain steeped in the logics and language of the war on crime and its racist outcomes. Robocop after all, as Vladimir Rizov argues, is the “police officer made perfect—the one who merely fulfils orders,” orders that at first show police as “violence against Page 61 →workers at the behest of private interests” but, in his heroic ascendency, might become rehabilitated into a race-blind, pure reaction to crime.86 These sincere restorations of the tenet to “protect and serve” reach their logical conclusion in Brick Mansions, a perceptive and early critique of the gentrifying logics of New Detroit, concluding with Detroit’s Black and Latino residents nonetheless celebrating the installation of a new white sheriff (Paul Walker). While each film astutely diagnoses various elements of Detroit’s political and economic history worthy of extrapolation into a dystopic future, especially with the intent of critiquing the economic and political conditions of the audience’s present, their elevation of the white vigilante and broader erasure of Black life in Detroit spotlight how the Detroit genre fully became a genre of dispossession. Following these films’ portrayal of Detroit as dystopia, I conclude with a brief consideration of the figuration of Eminem/Rabbit in 8 Mile and how the figure of the white rogue became the official spokesperson for the commercialization of New Detroit.

From the inventive Dutch director Paul Verhoeven, Robocop follows Agent Alex Murphy, who is shot and killed attempting to stop criminal gang activity, only to be forcibly revived in the pilot RoboCop program of a mega-corporation that has privatized the Detroit Police Department in a nascent, profitable downtown haven coined Delta City.87 If Robocop is, as Omar Ahmed argues, a “genre mutation”—a mix of dystopic science fiction, crime fiction, the Western, and satire—then Detroit is what initiates and inspires the mutation, and the result is a foundational text of a Detroit genre that would confuse historical fact and speculative fiction for now going on thirty-five years.88 The film opens with a news bulletin from Media Break, introduced with a panel of split screens of wars, conflict, and explosions that flip into a frightening series of alternating close-ups of the smiling faces of the co-broadcasters. All the news stories in this future dystopia are recognizably extensions of stories from the 1980s: apartheid in South Africa, Ronald Reagan’s Star Wars program, and murders in Murder Capital, USA (Detroit). In the lead story, Casey Wong covers unrest in Pretoria, South Africa, following a decision by the “ruling white military government of that besieged city-state” to begin testing weapons of mass destruction. Interrupting (or linking) the alignment of this international story and Detroit’s own besieged city-state run Page 62 →by a white military is an advertisement for the Family Heart Center’s new Jarvik line of “sports hearts” manufactured by Jensen and Yamaha. The tag line “You Pick the Heart”—available with warranties, financing, and “health tax credits”—parodies how life-saving medical treatments, such as heart surgery, are presented as consumer choices that profit massive corporations. Foreshadowing the altruistic posturing of the city’s elites in the film, a hallmark of how capital investment in the city is discussed today, the commercial ends with a close-up of the soothing, trustworthy white surgeon’s voice reminding us that this a family business, “and remember, we care.”

This commercial abruptly cuts to Casey Wong’s next story about police officers murdered by Clarence Boddicker (Kurtwood Smith), the crime boss of so-called Old Detroit. The news broadcast is handed over to the Omni Consumer Products (OCP) division president, who now funds and runs the Detroit Police Department, to provide his public relations spin. He claims, “ask any cop and he’ll tell you, if you can’t stand the heat get out of the kitchen,” though the broadcast does not actually provide any follow-up with an officer to confirm this narrative. Punctuated by the repeated panels of the broadcasters’ smiling faces, these series of juxtapositions—South Africa’s oppressive white regime, the privatization of medicine and public safety, and the deaths of police murders in a crime-ridden city—establish the film’s dystopic climate of public–private partnerships that will be disguised as protecting police officers by replacing them with weaponized robots. In truth, the RoboCop program is designed to ensure the protection of capital in the profitable city center, shielding capital investments in a new enclave called Delta City. OCP and the city government rationalize the RoboCop program as protecting officers, though in reality they are undercutting the leverage of a possible strike of the unionized police officers—the police chief chides them that “they’re not plumbers” and have a sworn mission to protect and serve that supersedes their workplace safety grievances—and maximizing the profitability of the company’s investment in public safety. However, through its dystopic presentation of Detroit, the reinstatement of law and order as the ideological solution is unquestioned; the methodology is all that is up for debate. The most problematic if tacit assumption informed by the genre, then, is how the film mistakes police unions as a stand-in for the city’s foundational role in Page 63 →the history of collective bargaining, which the Detroit police historically, repeatedly, and violently obstructed in efforts to protect private businesses and corporations like the fictionalized OCP.

Despite this questionable analog, Robocop prophetically diagnoses the early signs of neoliberal private–public partnerships in converting all areas of public life, including public safety, into profitable enterprises, especially in shrinking cities with vulnerable municipal budgets. From the time Robocop was released to the city’s declaration of bankruptcy in 2013—coincidentally one year before the 2014 re-make of Robocop was released—Detroit had shed municipal workers from 30,000 to just 11,000. In 2013, a controversial imposition of emergency financial management from the state forced residents to endure even steeper cuts in municipal services, including schools, libraries, career centers, and public safety, while paying even higher rates for property taxes and utilities such as water than their suburban counterparts.89 In his “strategies for urban reinvention,” described as revolutionary, local journalist John Gallagher represents a kind of pragmatic, liberal consensus when he advocated for “more efficient governance structures, better schools [with] more entrepreneurial business models and new land uses.”90 Connecting investments in culture and the arts with increased opportunities for targeted privatization, including policing, was, as this pragmatic consensus believed, the only possible way forward for the city in the leadup to and following its financial bankruptcy in 2013.

In line with this consensus, the profitable centers of Detroit (downtown, midtown, and New Center) became incubators for private–public experimentations in policing, for which Robocop provides an astute fictional foreshadow. Not far afield from OCP in the film, Quicken Loans CEO Dan Gilbert pioneered the expansion of security forces and surveillance near his properties—meanwhile mercifully contributing to the culture by featuring large murals, like Shepherd Fairy’s “Obey” mural on Gilbert’s One Campus Martius building—as a privatized extension of the Detroit Police Department.91 In a logical progression, Project Green Light, started in 2016, asked participating Detroit business to install cameras that would transmit live video to police, who then used controversially flawed facial recognition software to identify and pursue criminal activity.92 With a prescient irony that could only happen in Detroit, former Page 64 →mayor Dave Bing was more correct than he might have known in saying that Robocop could “serve as an ambassador” for the city like Rocky for Philadelphia, sparking a decade-long process in commissioning and placing a statue of Robocop in Eastern market, as Detroit has incepted and exported this technological policing to the rest of the country.93 Enabling his turn from white police officer to representative for a Black majority city is the way Alex’s new cyborg body simultaneously positions him as an “Other,” sympathetically occupying the position of a minority in Detroit, but such that the technology actually only serves to “enhance his masculinity” and further justify “his identity [and power] as a white male frontiersman.”94 If the fully robotic ED-209 launched by a greedy executive of OCP is a glitchy menace that murders Detroiters without cause in Robocop, it is Alex Murphy’s humanity, granted through whiteness, and instincts as a cop that temper and amplify his robotic coding to make him a hero for the city’s downtrodden, if almost all white, residents.

However, the challenge with presenting Detroit through dystopia is that the film not only adopts an underlying narrative about law and order even as it seeks to satirize its privatization but also uses an affirmative framework of policing to position Alex as the city’s heroic, even minoritized, frontiersman. The viewer first meets Alex in the scene following the opening news bulletin, as he finalizes his transfer from Metro South to the much more dangerous jurisdiction of Metro West precinct. Murphy first enters the station as the police chief manhandles a defense attorney complaining of his client’s civil rights. However, it is the even more violent act of police brutality in the precinct that establishes his bond, and arouses his sexual attraction, to his new partner Officer Anne Lewis. Murphy’s status as a public police officer indicates his trustworthiness to the viewer to wield Robocop’s technological weaponry and coding without any fundamental structural shift in policing—a trope underscored in the superhero comic Cyborg, discussed in Chapter 3.

Functionally fending off any questions of Robocop’s rightness and effectively sidestepping the role of policing to “stratify and sanctify social injustice,” Robocop exemplifies and sediments another trope of the emergent Detroit genre: to portray not just heroes but also the criminals of Detroit, both street and corporate, as white also. Osvaldo Oyola describes Page 65 →the film’s presentation of a multicultural collection of criminals led by a white man and a string of mostly white victims of crime in the Blackest city in America as a form of “representation by erasure.”95 The dystopian and increasingly private Detroit is not presented as a Black city at all, and “crime is something that seems to happens to white people…in a social vacuum, unrelated to any other social problems like poverty, mass incarceration and selective enforcement of laws.”96 Whereas Black-authored crime fiction set in Detroit like Donald Goines’s Dopefiend describes the experience of crime in the city from a Black perspective of both victim and victimizer, nearly every white-centric genre narrative emphasizes the role of white perpetrators in what Oyola describes of Robocop as an act of “overcompensation…that tries hard (and fails) to seem progressive.” In so doing, these narratives also minimize, or erase entirely, the Black experience of living in proximity to acts of violence and elevate feelings of white victimhood, especially by placing white femininity in peril.

Robocop provides a perfect visual representation of this dynamic when Robocop first demonstrates the scale of his power by stopping a gas station robbery and then saving a would-be rape victim in back-to-back scenes. When the white wrongdoer uses a blonde woman as a human shield, Robocop uses his laser-precision targeting to fire a bullet between her legs, piercing her dress and castrating the perpetrator. A parodic reference to the long history of presenting white femininity in peril, the scene’s use of white criminals does not so much deflect as confirm the audiences’ racialized, anti-Black image of urban criminality because, as the audience knows, even if Robocop and every film in the Detroit genre that follows portray the criminals as white or multicultural, the naming of Detroit itself signifies Black criminality. To set the film in Detroit is to make an assertion about race, regardless if that assertion depends on erasing most Black people from the frame.

In an even more exaggerated visual emphasis of vigilante whiteness, The Crow (1994) takes the trope of white femininity in peril in a Black city to its most extreme conclusion: protagonist Eric Draven (Brandon Lee) witnesses a multiracial group of criminals sexually assault his fiancée Shelly on Devil’s Night, the day before his wedding, and then shoot Eric and throw him six stories from his top-floor loft.97 The crime is so unspeakable that his soul cannot enter the afterlife, so a mystical crow Page 66 →returns him to life one year later as a supernatural being who paints his face in white makeup to wreak his revenge on the criminal underbelly of Detroit. First published in DIY fashion by Caliber Press, creator James O’Barr began work on his comic in 1981, a few years before Devil’s Night became an internationally infamous spectacle begun in 1983. By the film’s release in 1994, Devil’s Night was part of the city’s national mythology and provided a perfect backdrop for the comic’s bloody revenge fantasy. The film opens with an aerial view of the city, the caption situating the audience on Devil’s Night and a voiceover of a girl narrating the mythology of a crow carrying souls to the land of the dead, unless the crime is so bad that the soul can’t rest and that “sometimes, just sometimes, the crow can bring the soul back to make the wrong things right.” As the perspective mimics the flight of a bird arriving at the crime scene at Shelly and Eric’s penthouse apartment, the bursting fires across the city illuminate the orange night skyline, a mix of industrial and gothic architecture, in sharp contrast to the muted, washed-out color palette of the film. These bright fires of Devil’s Night apparently make visible a truth about the city’s criminality, when in fact they only blind or distract from the real agents of urban decline.

The processes of representation through racial erasure in Robocop are even more evident as a deliberate strategy of the white-centric Detroit genre in The Crow. Evident in the double-page spread in Figure 1.3, the comic is unfortunately quite straightforward in its problematic portrayal of a white vigilante avenging against Black criminality in Detroit, even relishing in the detailed pain of nameless Black Detroiters who Eric refers to as “sewer rats.” In contrast, the film seeks to sanitize this portrayal by simply changing most of the primary and supporting antagonists from African American in the comic to white in the film. This Hollywood misdirection provides little cover for the film’s racialized fearmongering, even creating productive moments of incoherence that expose the dispossessive function of the broader Detroit genre.

[image: Black-and-white illustration from The Crow with Eric positioned above several writhing bodies of criminals he has slain.]
Figure 1.3From The Crow: Special Edition, James O’Barr © 2011 (New York: Gallery Books), 225–226. View Fulcrum resource.


A topic of much fan debate about the story’s real-life inspiration—a demand related to the realism implied by Detroit as its setting, meticulously represented in the panels of the comic—O’Barr explains in 2010 that “The Girl Who Was Shelly” was a friend he called to pick him up when he feared being pulled over with expired car insurance but who Page 67 →was killed by a drunk driver on her way. Inspired by O’Barr’s guilt “for being unable to help the real ‘Girl Who Was Shelly’” and his desire to put “all [his] murderous fury into ink on paper,” the comic sets the murder scene at a car stop but similarly elevates the atrocities with a rape scene.98 O’Barr’s pain and personal experiences growing up in Detroit—from growing up in an orphanage and foster homes to working in car mechanic shops—are indelible in the beautiful artwork, creative layouts, and emotive writing in the original, and its visual innovativeness as a comic is, if anything, under-analyzed in comics history and scholarship.99 Yet, as a cultural artifact of the white-centric Detroit genre, the transformation from O’Barr’s personal experience to the supernatural revenge comic, and then from the comic into the cult classic film and expanded franchise, demonstrates how his personal experiences in Detroit legitimated an outsider perspective of the city as a dystopic hellscape of violent (and sexual) Black crime in need of a white vigilante to take the city back.
Page 68 →Mediating this outsider gaze, the film makes clever use of these alternating first-person perspectives between Eric and the crow through whom he can commune and receive an aerial view of the city. Superhero comics often shift between these aerial and grounded perspectives: panels giving the audience their hero’s point of view from above, as in Superman in the sky looking down on the city or the entire planet; and from the perspective of pedestrians below, “It’s a bird, it’s a plane, it’s Superman!” Jörn Ahrens and Arno Meteling argue that this view is integral to relationship between comics and the city, where comics “[implement] a topographical reading of the cityscape” through “panel-like blocks and grids” that direct the viewer’s gaze and imbue a “meaning of space.”100 Yet, just as Detroit’s wonky spoke-like street plan defies as an organizing principle for a comics page, the city’s historical present exposes the limited, even ideological imposition of the more symbolic, white-centric genre narratives onto the city. In fact, the Crow’s aerial perspectives as a tool of tracking and murdering the city’s criminals offers a prescient analog for the fantasy and implementation of total surveillance in contemporary Detroit that I will explore in more detail in Chapter 3. In her study of the history of aerial photography, Caren Kaplan describes a “powerful set of commonsense attitudes” related to the this bird’s-eye view: “elevation yields clarity, an overview garners empowerment, and the view from above is a natural result of human ingenuity and technical achievement.”101 Kaplan’s history of wartime photography and drones challenges these commonsense attitudes, emphasizing how European empire’s “powerful gaze on colonial ‘others’” demonstrates a “complete failure of vision to sense the world of others.”102 In my reading of the film’s creative use of these alternating perspectives, The Crow reproduces just such a complete failure of vision of the city of Detroit, especially as that aerial view is drawn to visuality of the spectacle.

In a beautiful cinematic shot, the aerial view homes in on the exasperated Sergeant Albrecht, portrayed by Benton Harbor native and Wayne State University graduate Ernie Hudson, as he looks out of the broken window, staring down at the dead body of Eric being taken to the morgue. He looks back at Shelly, still fighting for her life, and assesses elements of the apartment—wedding dress, wedding invitations. The specter of Detroit contextualizes this crime as not individuated, but rather part Page 69 →of collective violence. Sgt. Albrecht is asked for an update on Devil’s Night: “143 fires,” framed as “slacking off” and “a slow start” compared to the previous year. In an account titled Devil’s Night, deservedly criticized as sensationalistic and published just a few years before the film’s release, journalist and Pontiac-native Ze’ev Chafets writes of the event’s history,



In 1983, for reasons no one understands, America’s sixth largest city suddenly erupted into flame. Houses, abandoned buildings, even unused factories burned to the ground in an orgy of arson that lasted for seventy-two hours. When it was over the papers reported more than eight hundred fires. Smoke hung over the city for days.103



The then-new annual tradition served as the most spectacular evidence of Detroit’s urban decline and the only reliably dedicated coverage Detroit would receive in national media such as the New York Times every single year. Pyromaniacs and anarchists from across the world would travel to participate in the event, though burning down houses also became a way for Detroiters to deal with a variety of housing conditions, including blight, drugs, and desperate attempts to collect insurance money for properties where far more was owed to the banks than appraised. The way the event was interpreted locally and nationally, however, was black and white. As Chafets describes his experience cruising from fire to fire in 1986,



At every stop, people gawked at the flames and passed around bottles of whiskey and thermos caps of steaming coffee. The suburbanites talked with bittersweet nostalgia about their old neighborhoods in Detroit, pointed to childhood sites now sunk into decrepitude and shook their heads. The message was tacit but unmistakable—Look at what they’re doing to our city.104



The best analog Chafets could surmise, of course, comes from genre—the city on Devil’s Night was like a scene from “some grotesque urban horror film.”105

As a kind of visual re-creation of the 1967 Detroit Rebellion for a new generation of media consumers, Devil’s Night in many ways was Page 70 →the ur-Detroit genre in news media, replete with property destruction and senseless acts of crime. Devil’s Night was not a central feature of the comic whose inspiration pre-dated the event, though the comic suggestively primes this adaptation by describing Detroit as a city “where angels fear to hover and devils come to croon.”106 Nonetheless, the spectacle is the central visual aesthetic and cultural reference point of the film. Supplanting the African American leading antagonist T-Bird from the comic—race-bended as white in the film—the film introduces an elevated and quasi-supernatural white villain named Top Dollar who credits himself for inventing Devil’s Night as an act of thrill-seeking anarchy. This year he is disappointed that it has become an “institution” of greed, an opportunity for corporations to bilk insurance companies and real estate investors to find new areas of profitability and hopes to bring the anarchic joy back for a Devil’s Night to end all Devil’s Nights. Devil’s Night, then, does not just lend the villain his motivation, a fervent if cynical commitment to anarchy, but also provides the visual and narrative framework for how viewers comprehend the city in its totality: a city of devils.

Drawing on O’Barr’s repeated religious and philosophical epigraphs in the comic, the film furthers this contrast between its angelic avenger and a Satanic populace through an emphasis on the Gothic architecture of Detroit’s historic, abandoned churches. As a hub of migration from the U.S. South and immigration from Eastern Europe and the Middle East, Detroit has always been a more evangelical city than many of its peer major American cities. However, at the time of the film’s release in 1994, the Archdiocese of Detroit had just closed forty-three of its 114 churches. If the film leans into the image of a city forsaken by God, it is because the film occupies entirely white spaces: motorcycle bars, rave clubs, and underground heavy metal concerts. The Catholic churches in Detroit closed in such a large number not because the city had lost God, but because they were primarily attended by whites who had now left the city for the suburbs and those mostly Catholic churches were known to discourage African Americans from attending.107 A diverse range of competing Black evangelical churches not only had been the primary conduit of the Great Migration of African Americans from the Jim Crow South to Detroit in the 1920s–1940s but remained the Black community’s core institutions of mutual aid and survival, sometimes for better or worse. In Page 71 →the early 1990s, the city was home to “upwards of 2,500 [churches], one for every 400 people,” one of the highest rates in the country.108 In this sense, the empty churches do not symbolize what the film intends on the surface, that Detroit is without religion and therefore morality; rather, they symbolize the loss of ownership that white people felt they had over the city through the loss of a core institution.

The narrative intensification from O’Barr’s loss of his friend from a drunk driver to a supernatural avenging of the rape and murder of a white woman on the eve of her wedding is intertwined with the broader, racialized narratives imposed on the city by the white, suburban melancholia of the lost metropole, exported as the dominant and often exclusive national narrative of the city. In the “flashback” scene, Eric’s dramatic revival and transformation into “The Crow” is evident as a commingling of the loss of his fiancée with a broader sense of losing the city he oversees from his apartment. The recurring, violent images of this flashback scene emphasize how her assault functionally fulfills the “fridging” trope first identified as a common narrative trick in superhero comics and other popular culture where the male hero is motivated to action through the assault of a female loved one.109 Piling injustice on top of injustice, the viewer learns that Top Dollar sent the crew to silence Shelly for her advocacy of tenants’ rights in the slum building they occupy. Todd C. Shaw has demonstrated the strategic, creative, and most importantly successful Black grassroots activism to improve low-income housing in Detroit, such as the Save Our Spirit community-development campaign and the Parkside Homes Hope VI Project.110 Mass evictions and landlord delinquency alone would not be an unspeakable enough crime in Detroit, apparently, to raise Eric from the dead. Yet, the erasure of Black Detroiters not only diminishes the history of multiracial activism for housing justice in the city but, through this erasure, can only portray movements for housing justice as a lost cause that only a white vigilante can avenge. Rather, the cursory mention of tenants’ rights merely underscores the purity of his fiancée, compounds the injustice of a city that would kill a selfless white savior, and by extension demonstrates Eric’s charitable and even so-called colorblind intentions in saving the city.

The Crow’s presentation of a multiracial group of criminals led by a white mastermind does little to avoid the anti-Black connotations that Page 72 →undergird Eric’s avenging the city, a city well known by audiences at the time to be majority African American. When the viewer meets Eric’s first target, Tin-Tin, the single African American from the group of criminals responsible for Shelly’s death, the only information they have for the purpose of the crime is a senseless gang rape. The scene cycles through flashbacks from the perspective of his fiancée as she looks up at the various offenders, focusing on Tin-Tin pornographically and suggestively licking his knives. Drawing on a long American filmic and propagandistic history portraying the sexual aggressiveness of African Americans, the threat of Tin-Tin’s sexuality is made much more explicit in the film, taunting Eric, “Shelly, yeah I shanked her pink ass and she loved it,” than in the comic, “Man, she was out cold by the time I got to her … We was all high, it jus’ happened.”111 Assisted by his bird’s-eye view—with a distorted lens effect that only further alienates the viewer from Tin-Tin—Eric parries and then catches Tin-Tin’s phallic throwing knives, especially significant because, as we see in a flashback, it was this knife that first prevented Eric from stopping Shelly’s assault and saving her purity.

The figuration of race is unmistakable when Eric, before dealing the final blow to Tin-Tin with his own knife, mocks him without any dialogic context with the racially charged final line: “Victims. Aren’t we all?” Not appearing in the comic, the line stands out as strange in the film because Eric is not responding to Tin-Tin, who never suggested he was a victim, but rather seems to use Tin-Tin as a representation of Black Detroit writ large and Eric’s anger towards their so-called victim mentality. Though the comic version of Tin-Tin only attempts to barter with Eric before being silenced, the contextless and barely coded commentary on race is not unique to the film. The opening pages of the comic show another African American criminal, Mr. Jones, carrying a stolen boombox and thinking, “Make me puke, these folks…caint [sic] feed they kids but they got Toshiba.”112 This racialized view of Black victim mentality devoid of so-called personal responsibility was widespread in the 1980s and 1990s, used by both politicians in the suburbs when asked why they would not contribute regional taxes to support the city’s infrastructure and municipal services that the suburbs benefited from and conservative Black politicians in the city arguing for Detroiters to move beyond victimhood and lift themselves up by their bootstraps through commitments to Page 73 →a strong nuclear family and hard work.113 Comparing Tin-Tin and Eric’s relative positions, the statement “aren’t we all” is not only a form of racialized mocking but also a kind of substitution: that Eric and Shelly are, of course, the true victims of the narrative, but also that they and the other white characters in the film like teenaged Sarah are most affected by the deterioration of Detroit and the principle victims of violent and drug-related crimes in the city, not the city’s African American residents. Eric uses the final knife to pin Tin-Tin to the wall before pulling out his own dagger, silencing Tin-Tin and thereby restoring his (white) masculinity as the vengeful, invincible Crow. Fittingly, when the police later find Tin-Tin, he has a handful of additional knives sticking out of his body, indicating the penetrative revenge violence continued after he was dead.

Once Eric has completed his revenge by tracking down and killing every single offender, he lies sprawled at Shelly’s grave, as she slowly and dreamily walks towards him in an angelic glow and wearing all white, purity restored.114 This image of white femininity in peril, recurrent across most Detroit genre films, to generate reactions of fear and revenge reveals how the progressive convention to portray Detroit’s criminals as mostly white or multiracial is inseparable from a more regressive desire to re-establish law and order. As Robocop and The Crow make clear, heroic white vigilantes provide a vicarious outlet for viewers relative to the city. Their actions are crucially legitimated by at least one African American sympathetic to the shameful state of their city, usually in the only role imaginable in popular culture for a Black Detroiter to do good, a police officer—tapping into the long history of representations of Black police officers in Detroit from Detroit 9000 discussed in Chapter 1 to the August Snow novel series discussed in Chapter 3. As with Sgt. Reed (Robert DoQui) in Robocop, Sgt. Albrecht serves this legitimating function for Eric.115 In this sense, the transparent centering of white criminals in the film does not blunt the racially coded white revenge fantasy to take back the city through law-and-order vigilantism—a fantasy concurrently percolating in conversations among white Metro Detroiters in the late 1980s and early 1990s from barbershops all the way up to court houses.116

A more direct adaptation of Robocop’s prophetic diagnosis of neoliberalism in Detroit to the Comeback City of the 2010s is the lesser-known dystopic action flick Brick Mansions (2014). This film also finds longtime Page 74 →residents of the city threatened by a violent corporate takeover by the mayor and his profiteering acolytes. Moving the setting slightly adjacent to the downtown area of Robocop, the visual setting of this Detroit remains steadfastly urban, unlike many of its horror contemporaries discussed in the following chapter. The film is set in large, dilapidated projects and abandoned factories in the fictional Brick Mansions neighborhood—perfect for the film’s high-flying parkour stunts and high-speed chases with American muscle cars. The film later specifies this area to be the zip code 48216, predominantly consisting of the Corktown neighborhood nestled between downtown and Southwest Detroit (colloquially referred to as Mexicantown). This area is not considered among Detroit’s most dangerous or neglected, and, in fact, Corktown, so-named from its history as hub of Irish immigration, was often featured in national news stories about the city’s comeback because of thriving, newer businesses like Slows BBQ, whose customer base at least in part came from suburban, national, and international tourists intending to take photographs of the most symbolic marker of the city’s urban decline and isolation across the street from the restaurant: Michigan Central Station.

Following the generic structure established in Robocop, Brick Mansions provides initial exposition with a breaking news broadcast; quick cuts of several news anchors explain that the city descended into violence after the mayor declared martial law and called for a state of emergency in “the most dangerous city in America.”117 Catching the viewer up to the film’s dystopic present, the broadcasts show the city constructing a forty-foot wall to isolate a collection of housing projects and dilapidated factories known as “Brick Mansions.” This concept is both a literalization of a decades-long suburban fantasy to blockade criminals (re: Detroiters) from exiting the entire 139-square mile city and an exaggeration of the city’s plans in the late aughts to “right-size” the city that became a prominent feature of the horror movies discussed later. This fictionalized Detroit will no longer contribute municipal resources to Brick Mansions, closing all schools and hospitals as well as forbidding any police to enter the neighborhood. Ever a harbinger for national and global decline, the scrawl below the broadcasts’ images of burning streets and police on horseback situates Detroit as the breaking news story in a country where the “treasury investigates newest frauds made by corporations nationwide” and Page 75 →a world where “CO2 emissions [are] reaching record levels” and causing intense global drought. The fever pitch of the broadcast ends on a haunting glitched image of the Quicken Loans banner “Opportunity: Made in Detroit”—also featured in edited fashion in the comic Cyborg discussed in Chapter 3—with a loud and abrupt screech as the television shuts off. Following the news broadcasts, a white mayor explains his plans to a group of the city’s financial stakeholders and politicians that, much like OCP’s Delta City, he aims to level the twenty acres of blight and begin construction of a “beacon of light in this dark city,” a new, privatized Brick Mansions. Adopting the language of altruism, he describes “restoring the city to its former glory” by building “eco-friendly residences, exclusive shops and offices, all situated on the most valuable property that this city owns.” When other stakeholders at the meeting express skepticism about leveling Brick Mansions, the mayor ominously vows, “as your mayor, I can assure you that all the people of this fine city [dramatic pause] will be taken care of,” and they toast glasses of champagne to the future.

Though the film’s opening sequence frames all that follows within the white mayor’s callous master plan for profit-centered urban renewal, the heroic passions of its protagonists re-establish the need to purge the city of the drug trade controlled by kingpin Tremaine (RZA) as the core issue to combat in Brick Mansions. For separate reasons, Tremaine becomes the fantasy object of two star-crossed heroes: a French immigrant named Lino Dupree (David Belle), who emerges from the projects armed only with his legendary parkour skills, and undercover narcotics detective Damien Collier (Paul Walker), who is avenging his father, a decorated officer killed in the line of duty in Brick Mansions. In one of Walker’s final performances before the actor’s tragic death, his character Damien is quite similar to Walker’s most famous character, Brian O’Connor from the Fast and the Furious franchise: he can drive fast and take a punch better than he can give a punch. Though he is not so believable to the criminal elements of Detroit as an undercover cop, he is handsomely equipped with a plethora of expensive, hi-tech James Bond-style gadgets, realistically suggesting the police budget will not only outlast but continue to dwarf other municipal services in near-future Detroit. The film nests this classic detective story into a more complex plot wherein Tremaine has fallen for the mayor’s bait to steal a neutron bomb that will decimate Brick Mansions, thereby paving Page 76 →the way for new private development. To complete his nefarious plot, the inexplicably overconfident mayor asks Damien to partner with the French “cop killer” to infiltrate Brick Mansions, find Tremaine, and stop the bomb before it explodes in twelve hours, only the disarm code they have from the mayor will actually be the trigger code (why the mayor’s plan requires these extra steps is, as in most action movies that strain the suspension of disbelief, better left unexamined).

Though the plot is generically convoluted, the ways that Detroit functions through the application of the white-centric conventions of the Detroit genre is clear and illustrative. Consider how Damien’s attempt to gain the trust of Lino, who is also white, creates the illusion of productive exchange between two invested parties on the safety and survival of Detroit, where in fact only a singular, external perspectives of white heroism echo one another.



	Lino: 	Cop tricks, that’s all you people have.

	Damien: 	No, we have the law which is something you don’t care about.

	Lino: 	The law means nothing without justice.

	Damien: 	That’s pretty high-minded for somebody that killed a cop.

	Lino: 	That cop was a corrupt piece of shit no better than Tremaine.

	Damien: 	I’m here to find Tremaine. I’m here to find him before a weapon he hijacked kills everybody inside of Brick Mansions. Probably didn’t occur to you that somebody on the outside could actually give a shit about what happens in here, now, did it? Not everybody out there is an asshole, just like not everybody in here is a junkie or a thief.

	Lino: 	They will shoot you and take your badge as a trophy.

	Damien: 	At least I’ll die trying, which is a hell of a lot better than sitting around bitching about how the world sucks.





Like Eric Draven’s contextless accusation of Tin-Tin as a victim, Lino is not actually the intended target of the accusation of people “sitting around bitching about how the world sucks.” In such conversations in Page 77 →the Detroit genre, the characters are not speaking to each other; rather, they are speaking as placeholders in a wholly externalized conversation about the city. In the conversation, Damien represents the suburbs and Lino is the city; Damien is (white) America and Lino is mutable as the (urban, re: Black) problem. Damien, well aware of Lino’s tireless vigilantism, is not speaking to Lino at all, but is accusing Black Detroiters of “sitting around bitching about how the world sucks.” Moreover, it is Damien who, by the construct of the dystopic scenario where police are not allowed in Brick Mansions, can be a white Detroit police officer who is nonetheless marginalized as the precarious outsider, willing to “die trying” to save people who can (if only they were more like Lino) but refuse to do what is necessary to save themselves. Steeled together in their bootstrap resolve that contrasts the bellyaching of real-life Detroiters, Lino and Damien can move forward to confront Tremaine.

Following the conventions of Robocop and other films, Tremaine as the drug kingpin then occupies a liminal space: he needs to be the Black face of crime in the most dangerous city in the world even as he will necessarily be superseded by the mayor’s master criminal plot in a familiar act of “representation by erasure.” Thus, caught in this narrative middle ground, Tremaine must either be killed off or recuperated as a hero. To obscure the racial overtones of the dystopic scenario in Detroit, Tremaine leads a multiracial gang, and his victims are also multiracial. When confronted by Lino and Damien in debate, he advocates for his moral positioning relative to the police in Detroit, explaining that selling drugs is not the cause of the city’s problems but only a salve to “ease its pain.” Next, Tremaine punctures the illusion of this cinematic image of selfless white heroism helping poor Detroit by shifting the threat: he attaches the neutron bomb to a rocket and directs it towards the city’s downtown, coded as white in his rhetorical argument of whose lives matter in Detroit.118

Suspicious of his henchman’s story of how he came to jack the neutron bomb, Tremaine pieces together his patsy role in the mayor’s plot to intentionally level Brick Mansions before anyone else. Then, a disarmed Tremaine attempts to convince Damien that he has been duped by the mayor as well, about not only the rocket but also Damien’s father’s death at the hands of corrupt police and not his gang. However, Damien pistol whips Tremaine only to listen to the same message Page 78 →delivered from his newfound, authentic (white) Detroit ally Lino, who doubts that it is a coincidence the disarm code and his zip code 48216 could be the same number. The two allies battle for the final minute of the bomb’s timer, with Lino and Tremaine staking their lives on the correct prediction that the mayor had sent Damien in not to disarm the bomb, but to arm it and level Brick Mansions. Proven wrong when the bomb goes inert at the end of the timer, Damien reads the motto on his police badge, “Make Detroit Safer for All,” before throwing it off the building in disgust.

In a triumphant resolution, Damien and Lino lead all of Tremaine’s gang to storm City Hall to oust the mayor. Yet, even as they are positioned as valiant leaders of the Black mob, Damien emphasizes their separation from the mob when he whistles to his parkour-inclined partner, “Hey, caveman, come on, no stairs. Elevator!” And so, as the mayor confesses his crimes under threat of Damien activating the bomb in his office with the code, unknowingly having his comments that the Black residents of Detroit are “animals” from a “cesspool” broadcast to the entire city, the audience might wonder exactly what allyship the heroes of the story have to these residents.

A film like Brick Mansions, in its superficiality, exemplifies how complex the task is to wield the symbols of Detroit into a coherent genre story with a liberal message because those symbols mix partial truths with stereotyped fictions. When, for example, Tremaine threatens to fire off the rocket, he recites a Bob Marley lyric, “In this great future you can’t forget your past.” The film thus gestures at the theme of historical reckoning that features across the Black-authored novels studied in Part 2 of The Detroit Genre. However, the form and shape of that historical reckoning do not appear to have any basis in the city’s actual historical present. In the film’s final sequence, the viewer learns from the news broadcasts that the acting mayor has re-opened schools and hospitals in Brick Mansions, which we subsequently learn is now under the authority of Tremaine and his appointed deputy sheriff Damien. The viewer can only guess at Tremaine’s leadership qualities, who they first met shooting one of his henchmen in cold blood because he was smiling too much, because he is never shown in the resolution, which only focalizes the film’s white protagonists. So, if the film means to suggest that reparations are a part of Tremaine’s solution to the city’s necessary historical reckoning, it is only Damien shown to receive this historical benefit, coolly driving into Brick Page 79 →Mansions in a sleek, black convertible BMW while Black children joyously play basketball on a decrepit hoop fastened to the side of an even more decrepit factory. The car visually underscores the invincibility derived from his newfound street credibility among Black Detroiters, who are all smiling, nodding, and saluting their new sheriff as he drives by. When asked why he was spending his reward money irresponsibly—a racialized critique of both Black Detroiters seen, for example, in The Crow, as well as corrupt city officials like Chief William Hart or the even more infamous Kwame Kilpatrick scandal—Damien explains that the flashy car was comped by Tremaine’s mayoral election fund because “He didn’t think it was right for his image with the whole ‘From the People’ campaign.” Mayor Coleman Young (1974–1994) did once say, “You want a Cadillac mayor, you buy him a Cadillac,” a dubious half-joke about Black leadership made even more dubious when extended to Damien, as the white police chief would not exactly have the same appeal in Detroit.119 Precisely the superficial manifestation of deploying Detroit as a setting that the novels studied in the remaining chapters will seek to avoid, Brick Mansions shows its progressive trappings are intended, like so many white-centric narratives of the Detroit genre, to give permission to white audiences to feel both validated and entertained by the dystopic stories of Detroit.

The speculative, supernatural, and exaggerated dystopic visions of Detroit and the beleaguered, minoritized white heroes that save the city in these stories have had a hand in re-branding Detroit’s so-called comeback. To conclude, the most famous and effective realist example of this heroic minoritization of a white protagonist is Detroit rapper Eminem’s semi-autobiographical film 8 Mile (2002), in which he goes by the moniker Rabbit; the film narrativizes the character’s struggles with his mother, girlfriend, and job as he struggles to break out into a predominantly Black music industry. The film’s famous final rap battle opens with Rabbit citing his closer bond to the city than Papa Doc (Anthony Mackie):



Now, everybody from the 313

Put your motherfuckin’ hands up and follow me!

Everybody from the 313

Put your motherfuckin’ hands up! Look, look

Now, while he stands tough

Notice that this man did not have his hands up.120



Page 80 →Then, Rabbit pre-emptively lampoons his own whiteness before triumphantly sticking the negative connotations of whiteness onto his Black opponent:



But I know something about you

You went to Cranbrook, that’s a private school

What’s the matter, dawg? You embarrassed?

This guy’s a gangster? His real name’s Clarence

And Clarence lives at home with both parents

And Clarence’s parents have a real good marriage.



The crowd and intended audience cheer as Rabbit transposes the signifiers of whiteness to a humiliated and silenced Papa Doc, thereby assuming the credibility of speaking Detroit’s truth.121 In contrast to the Black superheroes who must leave the “hell hole” of Detroit to reach their potential in the 1980s, Rabbit’s success, and by extension Eminem’s, does not require him to leave Detroit, but to reclaim and rep it.

Within ten years, Eminem’s representation of Detroit became the first and most significant tool in re-branding the city’s comeback. Chrysler, in the aftermath of its own very public bankruptcy in 2009, credibly established the city’s comeback with their 2011 Super Bowl advertisement “Imported from Detroit” by adopting the theme song of 8 Mile, one of the most commercially successful rap songs in history, as its anthem and Eminem—apparently no longer a scourge to white middle-class sensibility—as its front man. The widely discussed commercial suggested an evolution, though not a departure, from the Detroit genre of the 1980s and 1990s: re-articulating the shrinking city as a site of American resilience and hope. As Mathieu Desan points out, the commercial participates in the long history of the Detroit genre, portraying the city as not an actual place but “a brand, defined as much by an imagined past as by its present, and even the boosted future is quintessentially an American dreaming.”122 Chrysler’s series of advertisements would progress this pioneering image of Detroit as the hard-edged and white urban frontier by centering America’s cowboy Clint Eastwood, who had no connection to the city aside from directing and portraying a get-off-my-lawn grump beleaguered by the city’s decline (and its threatening expansion into the Page 81 →suburbs) in Gran Torino (2008), in subsequent “Imported from Detroit” Super Bowl ads. Almost by definition, this American dreaming of the future, like many in the white-centric narratives of the Detroit genre, relies on narratives of dispossession, even as or because it celebrates the city as a site for economic investment and conscientious, patriotic consumerism.123 In this sense, Eminem is not a pioneer in representing, or “repping,” the city, he is the successor of a long line of stories in literary and popular culture about white heroes preparing the dystopic and horrific urban frontier—through reinstating law and order or executing a more retributive vigilantism—for his, and the city’s, eventual, heroic, supposedly countercultural, and profitable rise.






Page 82 →CHAPTER TWO

How to Spot a Bloodsucker (and Other Monsters of New Detroit)


Stephen Shapiro and Mark Storey provocatively ask if the term “American Horror” is a tautology. As they write,



American history is, after all, its own horror story, bloody and haunted: the conditions and legacies of slavery, the long genocide of Indigenous peoples, white supremacy and racist murder, class struggle and conflict over immigration, imperial violence, fears of nonmale power and nonheterosexual desire, and so on […] On the other side of the American Dream was always the American Nightmare.1



Detroit is the ultimate expression of this horror in American literary and popular culture. Detroit not only epitomizes each point of their description of the American horror story,2 but the city has also provided the most significant and pervasive symbolic material for creators and audiences to silo off and reflect on the horrors of the American Nightmare. Following their assertion that horror is both in the DNA of all narrativizations of America and a “specific genre complete with its own distinctive codes, clichés, and formulas,” the horrors of Detroit have effectively permeated its use as America’s principal and most significant genre object since the 1970s. As such, this chapter studies the narrative framework of Detroit horror and the narratives of dispossession it permits.
Page 83 →The Detroit genre is defined by an outside gaze: looking, wondering, pitying, accusing, fearing, laughing, and jeering. No genre thrives and relies more on this relationship with Detroit than horror. This chapter will thus begin by reading horror against the grain, tracing how Metro Detroit sitcoms in the 1990s were uniquely positioned to transpose the external gaze of the suburbs as a totalizing vision of Detroit in popular culture and defaulted to horror as the primary conduit for this vision. Specifically, I contrast two sitcoms that feature African American protagonists, Sister, Sister and Martin, to argue for the effects of the Detroit genre on shaping and foreclosing the horizon of expectations for Black Detroiters. Blending the distanced humor of the sitcom with the budding colonialist logics of New Detroit, the second section of the chapter looks to the vampire film Only Lovers Left Alive (2013) to understand Detroit’s horror landscape as a mediation of bloodsucking, dispossession, and financial value in New Detroit. The third section turns to the horror genre proper, beginning with a short example from the most straightforward adaptation of the dispossessive framework of the white vigilante from Detroit dystopia narratives into the horror genre in Don’t Breathe (2016) and then moving to the more substantive uses of horror to self-reflect, even if they still prioritize the external perspective of Detroit’s mostly white suburbs related to crime, femininity in peril, and maintaining American property rights in Barbarian (2022) and It Follows (2014).


The Sitcom

Like Detroit, its suburbs have an out-sized role in American popular and literary culture, featured throughout the 1990s and 2000s in shows such as Home Improvement (1991–1999), Sister, Sister (1994–1999), Freaks and Geeks (1999–2000), 8 Simple Rules (2002–2005), and Hung (2009–2011). Unlike Detroit, the comedic suburban family sitcom is the paradigmatic genre of Detroit suburban life because it represents the protection and preservation of the American Dream—in proximity to the image of American entrepreneurship but absent de-industrialization, criminality, political corruption, and, most significantly, race. While horror and dystopia serve as the most recognizable genres to represent Detroit, safe Page 84 →suburban settings represented in these sitcoms free up families to learn feel-good life lessons and grow together; danger is merely comical, like when Tim “The Toolman” Taylor (Tim Allen) repeatedly electrocutes himself with overcharged power tools.3 The whiteness of the Detroit suburbs, through its notorious though imprecise origin story as white flight sparked by the 1967 Great Rebellion, makes the suburbs’ stories functionally universal (Hulu describes Judd Apatow and Paul Feig’s Freaks and Geeks as “the universal experience of teenagehood”). Detroit is not; it is an abnormality, a scourge.

Yet despite their best efforts to insulate and isolate the suburbs as safe enclaves for the universality of American whiteness, these sitcoms demonstrate how the suburbs, and thus formations of American whiteness broadly construed, are inextricably linked and dependent on Black Detroit. Writing of the use of Detroit’s suburbs in Jeffrey Eugenides’s “suburban gothic” Virgin Suicides (1993), Brian Jansen argues that the city of Detroit grants its suburbs a sense of “placelessness.” Citing the work of Jerry Herron, Rahael Jaeggi, and Richard Florida, Jansen argues the Detroit suburbs are placeless because “Detroit is not a city, so much as a spectacle, and [Virgin Suicides] understands that the experience of Detroit is becoming, more and more, the experience of America.”4 While Virgin Suicides, a melodrama of severe teenage depression, makes this interrelationship explicit, the Detroit suburban sitcom in the 1990s was the perfect genre to “enable a distinct kind of forgetting—a forgetting so deep that suburbs seek to elide even the conditions of their origins […]: white flight, deed restrictions and racial covenants, the historical practice of redlining.”5 In these shows, Detroit is a spectral presence, rarely mentioned and only visited on special crossover-like occasions akin to the Fonz visiting Hawaii in Happy Days. Yet, the Detroit suburban sitcom, and arguably by extension the modern genre of the family sitcom, derives its universalizing representation of whiteness only in relation to and in negation of (the horror of) Black Detroit.

Though the comfort of these shows depends in part on their narrative and comedic predictability, this negotiation between Detroit and its suburbs introduces drama and contradiction. In 1990, Detroit’s 770,000 African American residents made the city proportionally America’s Blackest city by quite some distance over its nearest comparable Black Page 85 →cities: Atlanta, Washington D.C., and New Orleans.6 The 1990s also represented an overall decline in housing discrimination in Detroit, and middle-class African American residents found it more possible than ever before to join the exodus of the city and reside in the suburbs, particularly the suburb of Southfield. While racial conflict within the city remained by some reports a weekly occurrence in 1990s Detroit, these dynamics accelerated shifting relationships not only between white suburbanites and their new African American neighbors but also in an eroding feeling of racial solidarity between African American suburbanites in mixed-race or mostly white neighborhoods and the mostly African American residents of Detroit.7

Consider the only Detroit suburban sitcom that features Black characters: Sister, Sister. The sitcom relies on a gimmick, an aesthetic device described by Sianne Ngai as “always dubious if never entirely unappealing, the gimmick wears multiple faces.”8 Tia (Tia Mowry), smart and responsible, and Tamera (Tamera Mowry), ditzy and unpredictable, are twin sisters who have been adopted by different parents. Tamera’s adopted father Ray Campbell (Tim Reid) is more like Tia and representative of their suburban home: a bit uptight and square. Opposingly, Tia’s adopted mother Lisa Landry (Jackée Harry) is more like Tamera and representative of her downtown Detroit home: uncouth and outspoken. Foreshadowing the spectral presence of Detroit in the series, the opening scene of the pilot episode of Sister, Sister finds the sisters watching a scary movie, jokingly referred to as “Friday the 13th, part fourteen,” in Tamera’s bedroom, before being startled by Ray, who urges them to go to sleep. In a trademark of the 1990s family sitcoms, the sisters break the fourth wall and re-tell their origin story to the audience and how they serendipitously met at a sale at Fashion Fantasy, an urban clothing store, previously completely unaware of the other’s existence.9

Because Tia and Lisa quickly move in with Ray and Tamera in the suburbs, the city of Detroit is rarely portrayed in the series. However, in an episode entitled “Mo’ Credit, Mo’ Problems” (aired December 1997), the twins venture to do some charity work in Detroit in a holiday-themed episode. What at first appears to be a feel-good Christmas episode quickly turns into horror when the freeway ramp is closed off and Tia and Tamera Page 86 →get lost in downtown Detroit, and comedy and horror play off each other at the city’s expense. When Tamera assures Tia that she knows where she’s going, Tia responds, to a smattering of laughs, “then why have we passed that burned down fire station four times?” Driving on a rain-slick and poorly lit street, their red convertible breaks down as they pull alongside a boarded-up building, scattered trash cans and blankets, and ominous smoke billowing from the street gates.

The horror escalates when a “strange car” pulls up behind them—perhaps strange because it is the only other sign of life in this abandoned city. The camera dramatically frames the black boots with decorative chains of the exiting driver before re-framing on his shadowed body as he slaps a wrench against his palm and moves towards them. When the middle-aged African American man asks if they are stuck, Tamera lies that they are waiting for their boyfriends. Tia adds in a louder voice underscoring that “they are cops! [audience laughs]” and Tamera punctuates their lie by saying “they went to get bigger guns! [louder audience laughs].” Realizing the man is a towtruck driver, the sisters backtrack and plead for his understanding, but Tamera’s credit card for emergencies predictably is declined because of her shopping spree earlier in the episode and he callously laughs while leaving them without help. As if by magic, more Black Detroiters suddenly populate the setting. The sisters bravely walk to the pay phone, which is in use by a well-dressed man—coded as a gang leader who is safeguarded by an African American teenager—but get scolded for standing much too close to him and run back to the car in fear. When the teenager portrayed as a hired henchman attempts to help them with their car, the twins frantically debate if he “wants to murder us [audience laughs]” or “probably just wants to rob us [louder audience laughs].” In its resolution, the episode re-discovers its moral of Christmas charity when the twins, after much consternation, decide to accept the young man’s assistance, re-paying him with the gift that they now recognize not all people in Detroit are criminals.

Through the established expectations of Detroit shared by the characters and the audience, the horror genre punctures the safety of the family sitcom in this episode. Unlike many of the white-centric texts and films discussed in Chapter 1, Sister, Sister is complicated by the fact that its protagonists are also African American, but who have nonetheless been Page 87 →conditioned to see people of their own race as de-humanized criminals. Arguably like many longtime Black residents, Tia’s caution is a warranted and rational response informed by past experiences living in proximity to traumatic urban violence—though the fact that she grew up in Detroit seems a distant memory left unmentioned in the episode. When considered through the lens of the Detroit genre, it is apparent how both the characters’ and the audience’s relationship to the scene is dictated by what Hans Robert Jauss describes as the “horizon of expectations” of a genre, which



determines the relationship of the individual text to the succession of texts that forms the genre. The new text evokes for the reader (listener) the horizon of expectations and rules familiar from earlier texts, which are then varied, corrected, altered, or even just reproduced.10



Past experiences with a genre condition and inform future encounters with texts of the same genre, and this episode fascinatingly places Detroit/horror in tension with suburb/comedy sitcom, wherein the audiences’ expectations of these genres interact with their prejudicial expectations about these places.

In this sense, the sisters’ reaction to Detroit recalls the opening scene of the series, when Tia and Tamera demonstrate their rapport by predicting each beat of the fictionalized fourteenth installment of Friday the 13th. Their ability to predict the scene and finish each other’s sentences is portrayed as twin intuition, but also as enabled by their shared knowledge of the conventions established in the first thirteen movies in the slasher subgenre of horror. And yet, that the sisters can predict the story through experience with the genre does not blunt its impact. In fact, attuned to these known “horizon of expectations” of the slasher genre, the scene primes them to shriek in surprise when Ray enters the room—all of which is formally contained by the laugh track and the safety of the suburban home. The exact same process is in effect when the two are driving through the city of Detroit, where the form and content of the narratives that constitute the Detroit genre construct a “horizon of expectations” that shape viewers’ relationships to not only these various genres but also the city itself. Whether Tia is tapping into prior experience living Page 88 →in Detroit or not, the function and the allure of the Detroit genre as represented in this suburban sitcom is for an externalized, mostly white suburban audience to have a mediated experience of what Derek Hyra coins as “living the wire,” or when white residents tour or move to the “iconic Black ghetto, where Blackness, poverty, and crime are associated with one another.”11 Like the signals of the sitcom’s laugh track, these touring newcomers “[describe] car jackings, neighborhood shootings, and purse snatchings with laughter and jokes[, and…] crime as if it were something to brag about.”12 This externalized framing is established and then sedimented across a myriad of texts, becoming the primary conduit through which Detroit is consumed for audiences who likely will never visit the city nor engage with its history.

A brief preview for the necessary revisions developed by the novelists studied in Part 2 of The Detroit Genre can be seen in the only 1990s sitcom to be set in the city of Detroit rather than its suburbs: Martin (1992–1997). Though the quirky and idiosyncratic performances of multiple over-the-top characters by Martin Lawrence would likely never be described as representing a “universal” experience presumed by white suburban counterparts like Freaks and Geeks, Martin stands out from all the other mainstream instantiations of the Detroit genre in its period for expanding the range of affective experiences of Black life in the city. Martin is an established radio personality in the city and, as the opening shot of every episode shows, lives in a large apartment complex in Detroit. He lives with his girlfriend Gina (Tisha Campbell), pals around with Tommy (Thomas Mikal Ford) and Cole (Carl Anthony Payne II), and feuds with Gina’s best friend Pam (Tichina Arnold).

The contrasting perspectives between Sister, Sister and Martin are evident in the latter’s own horror episode entitled “Nuttin’ Goin’ On But the Rent” (aired February 1995). In this episode, Martin is making a series of repairs to the apartment’s plumbing and an accidentally broken window during the worst snow storm of the season because his landlord refuses to make repairs. The long-simmering conflict with his landlord causes Martin to refuse to pay rent and an eviction notice appears on their front door. To make matters worse, in addition to no running water, there is no food in the apartment due to a miscommunication between Martin and Gina about chores, the heat has been shut off, and all their friends show Page 89 →up before getting snowed in entirely. In the episode’s resolution, Martin goes to negotiate with the landlord but instead walks in on him having an affair with another tenant, and through a playful threat of blackmail, his utilities are turned back on, and Martin agrees to pay the back rent.

The perspectival shift from being outside the buildings with broken windows in Sister, Sister to being inside the apartment with the broken window in Martin cannot be understated in the context of the Detroit genre. This juxtaposition evokes criminologists James Q. Wilson and George Kelling’s widely enforced though thoroughly disproven “broken windows theory” of criminality. The thesis, helpfully summarized by Alex S. Vitale, is that “failure to indicate care and maintenance will unleash people’s latent destructive tendencies. Therefore, if cities want to establish crime-free neighborhoods they must take action to ensure that residents feel the pressure to conform to civilized norms of public behavior.”13 Furthermore, examining “broken window”-style policing in the context of Detroit, Mark Jay and Phillip Conklin persuasively demonstrate how the origins of this theory, commonly associated with New York City, actually emerge in response to the nationalized trauma of Detroit’s Great Rebellion in 1967 and are “predominantly part of an attempt to contain and repress the political threat emerging from the active and reserve sections of the black working class.”14 This policing strategy, they explain, persists in Detroit today as residents organize responses to citywide human rights abuses foreshadowed in this episode: water shutoffs, widespread evictions, and home foreclosures.15 From the outside of Martin’s apartment, the assumption that undergirds the justification of over-policing the area with unconstitutional stop-and-frisk methods is that the residents have no sense of care of their property, and by extension represent a moral failing of the Black community at large. From the perspective inside of his apartment shown by Martin but ignored in Sister, Sister, the viewer sees the complete opposite: frantic attempts by Martin to complete a series of impending maintenance disasters that were guaranteed by a lease agreement but ignored by a delinquent landlord.

In a scene that mirrors the men who come to Tia and Tamera’s aid, Martin gets a visit from Hustle Man (Tracy Morgan), a homeless man selling barbecued chickens on a branch, and later from another frequent guest who trades (bad) work for food. The objects of ridicule—the Page 90 →neighbor is thankful for Martin’s moldy bread to make a “wish” sandwich, a nickname for when he wishes he had some meat on the bread—and the classist jokes in these scenes nonetheless have an entirely different tenor than when the audience laughs at Tia and Tamera’s fears about being murdered by a Detroit teen. Rather, these moments reflect Raquel Gates’s critique of categorizing representations of Black people in popular culture as positive, as in affirming and respectable, or negative, as in demeaning to the self and the broader community. Gates explains how both categories are unstable and assume a white audience and she advocates for a more malleable concept of negativity that can make use of such representations of African Americans:



The concept of negativity attends to the racially specific nature of production, consumption, and circulation of black texts, while simultaneously emphasizing the mutually constitutive nature of the positive and negative labels that these texts come to bear. Rather than view black texts as discrete objects of study (even when placed within larger contexts such as industry practices, circulation of stereotypes, genre specificity, etc.), the concept of negativity postulates that meaning in certain types of disreputable texts is primarily construed via their relations to other texts that occupy privileged positions as far as cultural capital, critical regard, and scholarly discourse.16



Whereas the default of the Detroit genre would be to impose a narrow lens of despair onto this scene, this episode overflows with laughter and joy. The structure of the scripted show breaks down as the actors repeatedly break character with laughter, like when Martin asks Pam how much food she has stored up in her cheeks and she responds with an imitation of the Lucky Charms leprechaun, or when the group clamors for the Hustle Man’s chicken much to the chagrin of Martin. However, the added context of the Detroit genre, the privileged position of the white suburban sitcom and its relationship to Detroit, expand how we understand the potentiality of these negative images—especially of the varied levels of ridiculing poverty, from Martin’s eviction to the even more desperate Hustle Man, but also of other racialized and gendered barbs throughout Page 91 →the episode. Returning to the observation that broken-windows policing was borne out of an attempt to repress community and political organizing in Detroit, it is hugely significant that the entire regular cast of Martin’s friends as well as several neighbors come to laugh, provide mutual aid, and commiserate about the landlord’s unjust practices in the single, confined setting of the episode: an apartment with a broken window during a snowstorm.

As Jansen argues of Virgin Suicides, the 1993 novel predicts how the conditions of neoliberalism produced alienation in the suburbs and a deep-seated fear that “the same forces that wiped out Detroit are coming for the suburbs and the rest of the nation—next […]: as of 2013, more American suburbanites than urbanites live below the poverty line.”17 One can note in the progression of these sitcoms from the late 1990s to the late aughts a growing awareness or desperation that what happened in Detroit is nonetheless coming for them. Alienation and economic precarity are fundamental to the humor of Freaks and Geeks, whereas the comedy of hustling to maintain the economic status of one’s suburban parents is central to Hung. More recently, attempts to re-brand Detroit as the (gentrified) Comeback City have relied on an adoption of the historical forgetfulness of the suburbs, while recent Detroit-based sitcoms all center plots on improving or maintaining businesses in the city: Detroiters (2017–2018), Bob Hearts Abishola (2019), American Auto (2021–), and Diarra from Detroit (2024–).

If these more recent sitcoms attempt to reconstruct the American Dream of their suburban predecessors of the 1990s, they incorporate into that vision a Detroit where race relations can be, if not transcended, repaired. Like their predecessor Martin, each show effectively uses humor to expand the possible shapes and forms of Black life in Detroit. Unlike Martin’s all-Black cast, these shows center interracial (b)romances and share the same conceit: the white protagonist solicits the help of their Black counterpart to help them maintain their inherited small business—for example, a sock manufacturer in Bob Meets Abishola and an advertising firm in Detroiters—through increasingly creative and collaborative entrepreneurial feats. Bob Hearts Abishola is significant for its representation of African immigrants and their experiences and struggles assimilating in the Blackest city in America, a perspective explored with even more depth Page 92 →and clarity in NoViolet Bulawayo’s debut novel We Need New Names (2013). Detroiters, starring Tim Robinson and Sam Richardson, is more akin to Martin in its effective use of slapstick humor to develop more nuanced impressions of living in the city through mutual aid and love. As slapdash advertising men, the show is constantly imbricated with local businesses, many of which are real and whose product placement in the show also served as a mechanism of patronage. After the first episode’s twenty-two minutes of increasingly desperate hijinks to keep the advertising business afloat, the final scene creatively establishes how intertwined Tim and Sam’s lives are. The viewer is shown interspliced scenes of Sam and Tim arriving at their respective homes: Tim, a well-maintained, multi-story home with flowers in the front, and Sam, a boarded-up house with a large warning sign, “This house is being watched.” Sam ascends his staircase littered with tarp and paint cans, while Tim talks to his wife about her workday at the factory. Sam looks over and updates his dream board but is interrupted when he hears his name being called, and the reveal undermines the viewers’ stereotyped assumptions about the characters and their relationships to Detroit: their windows are mere feet apart; Tim’s wife is Sam’s sister; and Sam is trying (and failing) to rehabilitate the house as an investment to flip. Reminiscent of the broken window in Martin, Tim and Sam tell each other that they love each other and wish each other a good night, before Sam’s window gets stuck and he decides to leave it open, shouting “Who even cares?” For outside audiences of the Detroit genre, an unlocked window in Detroit would be a horror to flee. Instead, this lineage of comical broken windows from Martin to Detroiters suggests a relieved inversion that will be evident across the African American-authored novels studied in Part 2: genre has mis-trained audiences to overlook the real bloodsuckers and other monsters of New Detroit, never more evident than in the slew of white-centric horror movies set in the city since 2010.


Vampires

Jim Jarmusch’s film Only Lovers Left Alive provides an excellent case study of how genre at once re-purposes a fabricated version of the city’s historical present into a narrative of dispossession and at the same time Page 93 →depends on and thus makes visible those same rhetorical and ideological mechanisms of dispossession. Eve (Tilda Swinton) and Adam (Tom Hiddleston) perform exaggerated embodiments of the pale whiteness of the Detroit genre in their comedic portrayal of hipster vampires cruising the city’s beautiful, historic ruins. If, as Patricia McKee argues, the characters who oppose the Dracula of Bram Stoker’s 1897 novel learn from him “new means by which to regenerate racial dominance” by allying “a construction of modernized whiteness with the productivity of late capitalism […thereby allowing] whiteness to claim regenerative powers,” it is the highly cultured and scientifically enlightened Adam, in contrast to the “primitive and alien” Dracula/Detroit, who alluringly projects this regeneration of whiteness into his melancholic performance of Detroit’s urban decline.18

The film opens with a representation of Einstein’s theory of entanglement that provides the central metaphor for Adam and Eve’s relationship: that if a single particle split into two, the two resulting particles would be intertwined, affected by the other, or “spooky action at a distance.”19 The credits open against an image of stars that warps through a lens effect into a spinning record playing Wanda Jackson’s “Funnel of Love,” followed by a similar particle-like aerial rotation of Eve, in Tangier, Morocco, and Adam, in his Detroit home, who are asleep and then awaken simultaneously. As Joanna Mansbridge argues, this relationship between Tangier and Detroit demonstrates how these “vampires of the Anthropocene […] are caught in a complex global network of environmental risks and interdependencies. No longer offering a fantasy of immortality, these vampires instead embody a fantasy of survival.”20 Horror underlies the symbolic relationship between the decline of American empire (Detroit) and its newfound visual resonance, especially through property informality, with the Global South (Morrocco). In my analysis of the film, I look at how the Detroit genre captures this “fantasy of survival” in a narrative of dispossession, wherein the film itself models a way to produce value from horror.

Adam is generically and aesthetically suited to his Queen Anne-style house, recognizable to locals as the Whitney Mansion. Visited by his pseudo-familiar, Ian, who fulfills Adam’s request for rare items ranging from musical instruments to a single wooden bullet, the two walk up the Page 94 →several flights of decrepit stairs of the nine-bedroom mansion, cluttered with the artifacts of Adam’s fifty years living there as a reclusive musician with a cult following. The boarded-up windows, a familiar visual in the Detroit genre, provides the perfect cover for a vampire needing to block out the sun. The audience gets its first external view of the house when Adam, dressed up as a hardly believable doctor to pick up his supply of blood, exits the rickety front porch, walks across the high grasses of his unkempt yard, and manually activates his car engine.

From the Brush Park neighborhood’s complex, historical relationship to slavery to its current historical and aesthetic value to processes of gentrification, the film’s narrative of dispossession lies always, expertly and beautifully, just outside of the visual frame.21 Interest in the movie encouraged Jeff Corwin to purchase and renovate the home, but the construction of value relative to the city’s desolate aesthetic is even more poignant when one pans out to include the neighboring blocks, critically revealing how the city shapes genre, as well as how genres shape the city.22 Ironically, the mansion’s value as the home of a melancholic, hipster vampire is summed up perfectly by the home’s Zillow profile:



This spectacular manor [built in 1879] features ornate wood fireplace mantles, hardwoods throughout, and renaissance-style coffered ceiling beams, while the facade is heavily adorned with gothic style flourishes and a quintessential Victorian tower and sits on .58 acres with no surrounding nearby neighboring homes.23



Just ten years after the film’s release, an aerial view of Adam’s vampire lair shows it to be surrounded by modern-style apartments and condominiums walking distance from the tax-funded Little Caesars Arena, home to the Detroit Red Wings and Detroit Pistons, as seen in Figure 2.1. The house is thus not so much representative of the area, as the film suggests, as it is representative of how the Detroit genre participates in the uneven processes of dispossession and value production that define development in so-called New Detroit.

[image: Juxtaposition of dilapidated Whitney Mansion at night as portrayed in Only Lovers Left Alive with its current Zillow profile]
Figure 2.1Still of 826 Alfred Street from Only Lovers Left Alive (left) and Zillow profile (right) from Jim Jarmusch, dir. Only Lovers Left Alive, 2014 (Culver City, CA: Pictures Classics, a division of Pictures Home Entertainment). View Fulcrum resource.


The image of Detroit as an emptied landscape established in the darkened view of Adam exiting his porch is expanded upon most fully as Adam brings Eve to cruise to different ruins. From the Packard Plant to Page 95 →the Michigan Theatre, their conversation rehearses the colonial language of the (urban) frontier. At the heart of their musings about Detroit is the confluence of aesthetic, cultural value and financial capital represented through the beauty of the ruins and the melancholy they evoke, through which the centrality of whiteness is inescapable. Mirroring the film’s surprisingly white-centric soundtrack for the city, Eve turns down visiting the Motown Museum, joking that she was a fan of their Memphis-based rival Stax Records, but is thrilled when Adam surprises her by showing her the childhood home of “little Jack White” of The White Stripes, arguably the primary visual and aesthetic influence for Hiddleston’s performance.24 Their trip ends at the Michigan Theatre, which is now a car park. Built on the site where Henry Ford built the first prototype of the Model T, the Michigan Theatre provides the impetus for Adam’s litany of grievances against humanity for their dismissal of creative, scientific minds: Pythagoras, Galileo, Darwin, and, finally, Henry Ford. After attracting capacity crowds of four thousand from 1925 through the 1940s, the Michigan Theater closed in 1976 after variously functioning as “a movie palace, pornographic film venue, supper club, and rock concert venue.”25 The irony is that the cultural value of Detroit’s ruins, precisely the aesthetic that draws Adam, Eve, and the film’s audience to the city, is the result of not creative ingenuity left to decay but rather neglect borne out of corporate greed. Facing demands from nearby office complexes for safe parking, it became a car park after the owners realized it would Page 96 →be more cost effective than demolishing the building. Andrew Herscher persuasively argues that the “enormous aesthetic effect and historical resonance […] emerged not because the theater was valued as a work of architecture or historic monument, but precisely because it was not valued as such.”26 Rather, as Herscher continues, “the theater comprised merely valueless empty space; this perception of emptiness yielded an act of accidental preservation whose formal and historical properties diverge from, and perhaps exceed, any deliberately conceived work of heritage conservation.”27

Contrary to their countercultural pose, Adam and Eve similarly comprehend Detroit primarily if not exclusively through a lens of extractable value contingent on a colonialist fantasy of the city’s land as a frontier. Matthew Irwin correctly describes these scenes of ruin touring as



an instance in which landscape representation, tourism and land speculation collide and collude to suggest Detroit as not merely in need of saving from poor black people, but more insidiously as a space rightfully reclaimed through a logic of white possession.28



As they drive, Eve muses, “So this is your wilderness. Detroit,” and Adam responds, “Everybody left.” Adapting the powerful visual artifice of ruin pornography, the fiction that “everybody” (re: the city’s white population) had left Detroit informs the underlying assumption for Eve’s supposedly affirmative and sage proclamation for Detroit’s positive future prospects. Looking upon the Packard Plant, Adam says the city is “finished,” but Eve retorts, “No. There’s water here. And when the cities in the South are burning, this place will bloom.” Eve’s prophecy that Detroit will bloom when another resource can be mined from the city is not so much in disagreement with Adam’s assertion that the city is finished and everyone left, but in fact depends upon a colonialist fantasy that those who still live in Detroit (approximately 700,000 people at the time of the film’s release) are nobodies who are not only subject to be dispossessed, but may well deserve it.

Eve’s suggestion that Detroit’s water makes the city valuable for real estate speculation in a bear market is not at all novel. On the one hand, the Detroit water system has long been one of the city’s most valuable Page 97 →municipal assets and a contentious point of leverage in the city’s battle over community control with the suburbs. The sum of Detroit’s water-sharing agreement with the suburbs had disastrous environmental effects and enormous financial costs, the vast majority of which were offloaded onto Detroit residents.29 The cruel irony of Eve’s observation about Detroit’s water was that, by the time of the film’s release in 2013, Detroiters were on the precipice of one of the gravest human rights abuses in the city’s history when Governor Rick Snyder “imposed radical austerity measures that shut off or poisoned the water of hundreds of thousands of largely African American families” through emergency financial management of Detroit and Flint, as well as other predominantly Black cities in the state.30 As environmental historian Josiah Rector points out, the combination of predatory subprime loans, over-assessed property tax values, and the highest water rates in the tri-county area created a horrific feedback loop wherein residents would fall behind on their water bills and, “Because unpaid water bills went onto homeowners’ tax liens, they swelled the number of tax foreclosures in the city.”31 Emergency financial manager Kevin Orr, not facing any democratic accountability from these residents, selectively shut off the water of the city’s most vulnerable residents, while leaving the water running for those with the highest unpaid bills: the State of Michigan’s State Fairgrounds account, professional sport stadiums Ford Field and Joe Louis Arena, and the city’s golf courses.

Surveying the material outcomes of such economic injustice may appear to contribute to Adam’s melancholy, yet his overall disappointment in humankind reinforces much of the pragmatic consensus that has exacerbated inequality in the city for the past forty years. Adam despises the “zombies” for not following the leadership of their most creative and scientific minds like Tesla and Einstein. When the electricity cuts out in his home, Adam proudly shows Eve his Tesla-inspired self-sustaining generator, derisively scoffing at the mess of wires connecting the electricity in an above-ground box for several homes on the block. This outdated infrastructure, representative more of a decline in federal spending on public works than a lack of innovation, has had disastrous effects in Detroit: from the spectacular, total blackout of 2003, “when a tree branch in Ohio started an outage that cascaded across a broad swath Page 98 →from Michigan to New England and Canada,” causing fifty million people to lose power and cost millions in damages, to the regular annual power outages during severe cold and hot weather that put especially vulnerable populations at risk.32 However, what Adam seems incapable of seeing is that survival in Detroit requires daily acts of creativity and scientific experimentation, and that faith in the creative solutions of “great men,” among whom Adam counts Henry Ford, contributed far more to these current conditions in Detroit than the “zombies.” As evidenced when Adam repeats his derisive scoff at the end of the movie when he sees the same mangled electric setup in Tangier, Morocco, Detroit is a frightening spectacle in American literary and popular culture precisely because it resembles the Global South, for which property informality, including the illegal hookup of utilities, provides the central, visual metaphor in the film.

A fascination with and fear of property informality has become one of the foundational elements of the Detroit genre, in part because it falsely makes Detroit a setting that appears as foreign and even other-worldly—by which an American viewer might similarly cite the Global South as other-worldly—to formations of property viewed as natural and eternal in the United States. Claire W. Herbert describes how longtime Detroit residents “are motivated by the urgency of daily needs and to ensure survival,” and splitting wires in the electric box is just one of the elaborate means “for getting by that turns the obstacles of Detroit into opportunities.”33 Where Adam looks on the illegal hookups of electricity in Detroit and Morocco with disgust for their unscientific barbarism, he could and should instead see the very creativity that he melancholically mourns. In her study on property informality in Detroit, Herbert would classify Adam’s erased neighbors as “Routine and Necessity Appropriators.” She describes these longtime, mostly Black residents as



[largely understanding] themselves to be the survivors of a failed city, whose legal violations are ethical because structural forces constrain their options otherwise. Their goals are primarily to return to urban norms and the comforts of a modern city—where they don’t have to squat and find shelter or tear down drug houses because the city has failed its responsibilities.34



Page 99 →While viewing the actions of his neighbors as uncouth, Adam understands his own informal and illegal experimentations on his home, including the electric grid, with the same permissiveness that the city treats the “more privileged Lifestyle Appropriators” who have been the beneficiary of the city’s “new forms of property regulation that aim to be creative and locally responsive.”35 Herbert identifies that these mostly young, mostly white newcomers occupy property informally in Detroit for a variety of reasons, including dissatisfaction with their employment and community, and they identify an opportunity in Detroit’s liminal space to exit the rat race, enjoying creative or other recreational pursuits.36

Like Adam, Lifestyle Appropriators provide a significant share of focalization in the recent Detroit genre, including the struggling writer Jonno in Lauren Beukes’s Detroit horror novel Broken Monsters (2014) or Keith (Bill Skarsgård) in the brilliant horror film Barbarian (2022), discussed later in this section. While Detroit accommodates both categories of property appropriators, Herbert emphasizes the stakes for the tensions and conflicts that can emerge between these groups:



This dynamic between old and new inhabitants echoes historical confrontations of settler colonization and mirrors contemporary conflicts arising from gentrification, warranting the question, Whose informal practices and visions for the future of Detroit will win out: longtime residents or newcomers?37



This question is fundamental to how the Detroit genre represents these characters, from whose perspective the viewer sees the city and what their claims to that story and space are.

Reading the Detroit genre is not merely an opportunity to correct these stories’ uses of the city or perform historical recovery, though those are worthy goals. Rather, reading the Detroit genre is a strategy for understanding how the mechanisms of genre can make the historical conditions of dispossession appear natural, yet also make these otherwise invisible conditions visible and legible. After all, Adam is, like the profiteers of Detroit’s concurrent bankruptcy, a bloodsucker. It is not merely Detroit’s culture and aesthetic beauty that attract Adam to the city, but his access to clean blood. During his diatribe against unscientific barbarism, Page 100 →Adam bemoans, “And now they have succeeded in contaminating their own fucking blood, never mind their water.” While Adam’s evocation of contamination is crucial to understanding life in Detroit—in 2017, ambient air pollution accounted for more deaths in the city than homicide—his application of the word “they” is slippery, vague, and proven to be exactly wrong. Later, the audience will learn that the contamination that threatens vampires’ bloodsucking is drug use, as well as other potentially unclean vices associated with Adam’s barhopping familiar that his sister-in-law drains. What at first appears to be an altruistic and cultured choice to not murder the living is clarified as a fear of being contaminated by Detroit’s unclean.38

Instead, Adam receives his large supply of blood directly and illegally at the “Metro Detroit Hospital” from his hookup—and the only Black character who speaks in the film—Dr. Watson (Jeffrey Wright). Reading “MDH” as a fictionalized representation of the DMC, the Detroit Medical Center, crucially clarifies the extent to which Adam’s bloodsucking aligns with the financial actors in the city. Adam requires that Dr. Watson supply him with large quantities of “Type O Negativo” blood. Whereas it is unclear why this blood would taste best to Adam, this type of blood is of course the universal blood type, essential in trauma centers where patients are incapacitated and cannot share or, in the absence of medical records, may not know their blood type. Because he does not murder anyone, Adam sees himself as a harmless, if not even altruistic, presence in Detroit. As he makes his way to leave the hospital, he catches the glimpse of a Black woman with an active leg wound. Licking his lips in titillation, he squelches his urge and heroically exits. Yet, Adam’s understanding of himself as enlightened overlooks how his very action, draining the hospital’s supply of Type O negative blood, may very well kill this patient in the likely event that she requires a transfusion.

Beyond literalizing the pleasureful fetishization of Black pain that attracts an outside gaze to the city, the scene so perfectly encapsulates the neoliberal consensus around “creative solutions” that governs how rights and services are selectively supplied or withheld in Detroit. In 2013, the year of the film’s release, Mike Duggan was elected the mayor of Detroit, the first white mayor since Roman Gribbs (1970–1974). Duggan won the election through a combination of disaffection among voters in the electoral process, resulting in 25% voter turnout, as well as the business Page 101 →acumen he touted from his years as the CEO of the DMC hospital system fictionalized in Only Lovers Left Alive. His central achievement as CEO was to abandon the nonprofit model of healthcare in a shrinking city and steer “a restructuring process that led to the nonprofit DMC being sold to venture capitalists spurred by public subsidies.”39 Whatever successes were short-lived enough to carry Duggan, a lifelong Democrat, into the Mayor’s Mansion, the hospital’s “long-term commitment to subsidizing low-income patients [became] uncertain under corporate ownership.”40 Continuing the theme of contamination in Only Lovers Left Alive, the DMC “has also been the subject of a major scandal for its long-standing failure to properly sterilize surgical equipment, dating back to Duggan’s time as CEO.”41 Like the immortal vampire, the pragmatic consensus against universal healthcare re-emerged in 2018 when fellow Democrat Gretchen Whitmer, the daughter of health insurance giant Blue Cross–Blue Shield’s former CEO (1988–2006) and beneficiary of their immense fundraising, suggested universal healthcare is “not a real option right now […] The projections tell us it’s not realistic in Michigan at this moment.”42 Like Duggan, this position, and its associated boon in fundraising, more than any other secured her victory in the Democratic primary en route to becoming Michigan’s governor. Adam’s altruistic strategy of depleting the hospital’s supply of its most valuable resource to help low-income trauma patients is thus the perfect metaphor for how bloodsucking neoliberal policies function in Detroit under the guise of pragmatic creativity.

The final brilliance of Only Lovers Left Alive is its recognition of how these forces in Detroit are inextricably linked to the abuses of empire in the Global South, as Adam and Eve are forced to flee to Tangier when Eve’s sister Ava kills Ian in a hedonistic frenzy. Quite the opposite of Dracula’s opponents who are able to defeat him through “their power to capitalize upon mobility, to convert changes of place into opportunities for investment,” Detroiters for a variety of reasons do not have even the same mobility as Eve.43 The immobility that emerges from being underwater on predatory mortgages or owning a home near new environmental hazards or abandoned structures are hardly comparable to Eve’s inconvenience finding connecting flights through the night to Morocco to avoid sunlight. Though Adam and Eve are benevolent vampires who survive on donated blood, their blithe subsumption of these pioneering fantasies Page 102 →of Detroit’s urban frontier make the characters outstanding examples of how affirmative or affectionate portrayals of the city reproduce narratives of dispossession.


Horror

Though Detroit horror movies are among the most creative and politically acerbic in the entire horror genre, their effectiveness in producing the filmic effects of suspense and fear closely mirror and reflect the counterrevolutionary and dispossessive narratives of New Detroit. If dystopia described various racialized threats to Detroit’s profitable urban center, white-centric horror movies have fixated on the abandoned single-family homes and urban prairies of the city’s Eastside and Westside.

For example, Don’t Breathe (2016), co-produced by Royal Oak-native Sam Raimi, begins in media res, with an aerial view of a residential street covered with tar snakes of various lengths and a slight movement in the distance. As the perspective slowly moves the viewer closer to the street, they see the apparent antagonist dragging the body of a young woman through an abandoned neighborhood, the tar snakes suggesting a visual misdirection for streaking blood along the pavement. This visual undecidability foreshadows how the film ping-pongs its viewers’ fears and sympathies between a group of teenaged burglars and a blind veteran defending against home invasion, cinematically re-creating the sensation of visual disability to narrow and sensitize the audiences’ attentiveness to danger. Burgling to raise funds to escape to California, the kind-hearted and sacrificial protagonist Alex (Dylan Minnette) is deeply ambivalent about leaving the city, weighing his love for Rocky (Jane Levy) against his attachment to Detroit and to his father, who is an officer in the Detroit Police Department. Completing their group is Money (Daniel Zovatto), brash, reckless, and racialized with corn rows, who identifies the marks for robbery and is, of course, the first to die. Up to Alex’s inevitable moment of martyrdom to save Rocky, she mourns the purity of his dream to stay in Detroit with her and not requiting his love for her (or the city).

On the other end of this exchange, Norman (Stephen Lang) is at first positioned as the victim of a home invasion, doubly so because they are attempting to steal his settlement monies received when his daughter Page 103 →was killed by a suburban teen driver. Once thought to be the money stashed behind the locked basement door, Rocky and Alex discover that Norman has imprisoned the teen driver who killed his daughter, who ultimately gets killed during Rocky and Alex’s attempt to save her. As the horror progresses and Rocky becomes Norman’s generic final girl, Norman explains his self-determined plan to restore balance: he had been inseminating the guilty driver with a baster—he asserts he is not a rapist like the other degenerates of Detroit—and will now need to impregnate Rocky. Rocky makes her final escape attempt by sodomizing Norman with his own baster, an overwrought metaphor and visual gag that costs Norman his chance to procreate and extend his lineage in Detroit, and so his home is burned to the ground as well.

The abandoned city block ironically expands his property regime that he feels entitled to protect through armed defense, extended through his horrific scheme to re-establish his familial legacy on the block. In this sense, embedded in the film’s initial frame of the decaying neighborhood where no one can hear the final girl scream, the film’s portrayal of Detroit as an empty urban frontier to stage its horror gimmick limits the viewers’ choices at whom to direct their anger, fear, and sympathy because no one else exists beyond these white characters, the very foundation of the Detroit genre’s narrative of dispossession. That white-centric Detroit horror films like Don’t Breathe so effectively overlay the protection and preservation of property in the face of urban decline with the protection and preservation of white femininity, with Rocky in Don’t Breathe and the even younger and more innocent surrogate daughter Phoenix (Madelyn Grace) in Don’t Breathe 2, is precisely what makes these films misrecognize the monsters of New Detroit.

Three years prior to the release of Don’t Breathe in 2013, nineteen-year-old Renisha McBride was murdered, shot in the face with a shotgun by fifty-four-year-old Theodore Wafer, when she knocked on his door to ask for help after a car accident in Dearborn Heights, a Westside suburb of the Detroit. Wafer granted Renisha none of the grace, innocence, or heroic saving that the Detroit genre asks of its audience in the case of white women, especially girls, and his case became the stress test for “stand-your-ground” laws in the state of Michigan. Written, filmed, and released in the aftermath of Renisha McBride’s murder, Don’t Breathe’s Page 104 →aesthetic and commercial success depend on shared assumptions about (and even the vicarious thrill of) an older white man killing home invaders and by extension protecting his home from urban decline. If Norman would appear to be irredeemable as a heroic, white vigilante after his violation of Rocky’s femininity, the popularity of Detroit horror and the ideological commitment to stand-your-ground frontiersmen that it represents necessitated just such a redemption: Don’t Breathe 2 finds Norman, shaped into an even more sympathetic protagonist and traditional white bulwark of the Detroit genre, leaving the burned ruins of his home from the first film to re-build. He decides to move even further into the abandoned outskirts of the city to safely raise his (kidnapped/adopted) daughter without the threat of crime—an inversion of the city’s designed plan to over-police the valuable downtown with privatized security forces and push illicit and illegal activities into the very areas Norman is living. Though Wafer was ultimately convicted of second-degree murder and sentenced to seventeen years in prison, the outcome likely would have been much different had “local citizens and activists [who] were privy to the details of the tragedy” not demanded media coverage of the murder and help shape a counternarrative about self-defense and stand-your-ground laws in the state using Twitter and other social media.44 Compared with the widespread comfortability with particular white-centric narratives of dispossession common to the Detroit genre, enormous work was required of residents to produce counter-narratives that recognize the basic humanity and rights of Black women in Detroit such as Renisha McBride.

Retaining this external gaze, though more self-reflective in its delivery, Zach Creggar’s horror film Barbarian (2022) is brilliant at representing the Brightmoor neighborhood on Detroit’s far west side—a likely candidate for Norman’s second home in Don’t Breathe 2—as horrific for visitors. Barbarian begins with the camera slowly, voyeuristically panning upward from behind a bush, then stopping on a single-family home and a dimly lit porch. The sound of heavy rain blends with a choral, shrill cacophony of women shrieking, rising in pitch, broken only when an SUV pulls in front of the home and camera moves in until breaching the car’s delusionary safety, now only the sound of rain pattering on the roof and window. With only a single, faraway streetlight on, Tess Marshall (Georgina Page 105 →Campbell) reads her e-mail to confirm the address and memorize the lockbox code, the glow of the cellphone adding the slightest illumination as she exits the car onto the desolate street and walks towards the house. Tess suspensefully misreads and repeats the wrong code out loud, fumbles with the lockbox before re-consulting her smartphone, and, after successfully popping it open, finally discovers that there is no key inside. As she is forced to vulnerably re-traverse the precarious path back to the car to call the rental company only to frustratingly reach voicemail at this late hour, an ominous light in the window of the home abruptly switches on, a shadowy figure visible through the sheer curtains. The opening scene ends with Tess bravely walking back to the front door and learning that her Airbnb rental has been double-booked, with her and a stranger named Keith (Bill Skarsgård) needing to share the single-room house for the night.45 A job-seeking tourist, Tess is hoping to work on an upcoming ethnographic documentary about Detroit but is ignorant of the area that the tech company incidentally suggested to her as an affordable rental. A like-minded cultural extractivist, Keith is part of an artist cooperative scouting for new areas to expand their art project.46

It is not until the next morning, when Tess drives to her job interview, that she and the audience exit the house and fully appreciate the devastation of the abandoned city block of the Brightmoor neighborhood she was blindly traveling the night before: houses collapsed, pilfered, and spraypainted, gnarled metal and tools littering lawns overrun with weeds. Focalizing through the lens of a tourist, Detroit provides the filmmaker the perfect, atmospheric partner to produce its intended filmic effects of suspense. Seeing Detroit in the light of day retroactively intensifies the sense of narrow escape from danger and horror in the opening scene, wherein the city’s landscape provides the visual, symbolic material to comprehend the cacophony of screams that permeated the night air. While this symbolic value of Detroit is exceedingly effective in producing the intended filmic effects of suspense and fear, symbolism once again by necessity strips out crucial political and material contexts that were intentionally designed to move a population of Detroiters through fear.

In the case of the Brightmoor neighborhood portrayed in Barbarian, the economic recession of 2008 exacerbated decades of infrastructural challenges for the city to deliver municipal services to all residents, but Page 106 →especially those in similar low-density neighborhoods. The city and its urban planners adopted a plan to “right-size” the city, with



the idea […] that if the city could be shrunk back down to a scale appropriate for the remaining population, then the burdens of infrastructure costs, blight, and vacancy would cease, and the city would once again be able to take care of itself.47



Longtime residents remaining in these low-density areas were incentivized with some financial support to move into higher-density areas, as well as strongly disincentivized to stay in their current homes, which would become extremely dangerous, by cycling off municipal services—including streetlights, as we see in Barbarian’s opening scene. The horror, in other words, was by design, but, contrary to the film’s focalization, Tess, Keith, and other tourists are not its intended targets. Like the famed Detroit “ruin porn” made most famous by French photographers Yves Marchan and Romain Meffre, Barbarian produces its aesthetic of horror as an experience from the perspective of an outside visitor, rather than portraying the actual horrors of living in “right-sized” areas—assuming no one excepting a single, unhoused African American man lives in this low-density area at all.

By emptying the scenery of life, Barbarian exemplifies how the narrative usefulness of Detroit not only is incomplete but also deliberately obscures the fear the city produces for an external audience. That is, strategies for survival in Detroit call into question the very tenets of the American project. In the case of Barbarian, that American value is property. Evoking the rabid speculation of annual tax-foreclosure auctions in Wayne County after 2008, the rehabilitation of one house on the entirely abandoned block to produce passive profit as an Airbnb short-term rental brings the outsiders to experience the supernatural horrors of Brightmoor.48 Taken to its humorous conclusion, property owner A.J. Gilbride (Justin Long) is brought into the monster’s kill-zone by his own enthusiasm to measure the square footage of his basement’s newly discovered network of tunnels as livable area for property re-sale. Contrary to its presentation in the film, people live in Brightmoor and have made creative uses of property that, in other locales, would be considered a Page 107 →violation of property rights: using vacant lots for home additions, jungle gyms, gardens, and the like.49 Such informal uses of property are common in Detroit and, though technically illegal, have become, in certain situations, celebrated by city officials happy to be relieved of the burden of servicing decrepit or foreclosed properties that haven fallen into their possession. As Claire W. Herbert explains, “Property law-breaking violates very deeply held American values about the sanctity of private property ownership. And our legal, regulatory, surveillance, and governance systems are staunchly committed to protecting private property rights as a kind of public good.”50 In Barbarian, this commitment to American values about the sanctity of private property ownership, and the fetishization of generating entrepreneurial uses for these vacant areas, creates the conditions for the horror for the film’s protagonists.

The film positions its white characters appropriative relations to the Brightmoor neighborhood on an equivalent continuum as it does its critique of masculinity. The viewer is set up to mistake Keith’s persistent consent-seeking as a guise for some nefarious horrors against Tess in the film’s first act, but the subsequent narrative acts position Keith on the genteel side of a spectrum with far more horrific Detroit sexual predators. The second act introduces the viewer to A.J., an actor implicated in a #MeToo scandal, who will eventually venture through the tunnels and discover Brightmoor’s monstrous rapist, who has been prowling the neighborhood for decades, living there infirm and seeking his final reprieve. Juxtaposed with a man who coerces drunk women into sex and a man who kidnapped and repeatedly raped women, including his offspring, for decades, the playful misconstruals of romantic interest between Keith and Tess nonetheless produce intense moments of fear for the viewer and for Tess, and implicate Keith—who insists on exploring the tunnels in an act of masculine heroism to Tess’s staunch opposition and puts them both in peril—more than absolve him.

If sex-based consent provides the content for the film’s horror, property-based consent in Detroit provides the film’s form. Just as with sex, Keith’s artistic interest in Brightmoor is only a difference in degree but not kind from A.J.’s more active investment in gentrification or, for that matter, the rapist shown in a historical flashback prowling Brightmoor’s neatly maintained lawns and white picket fences in the 1960s and who Page 108 →tells his white neighbors, amid the dramatic increase in white flight to the suburbs, that he will never leave the city. Like Adam, Keith is one of the “more privileged Lifestyle Appropriators” who have been the beneficiary of the city’s “new forms of property regulation that aim to be creative and locally responsive.”51 Herbert identifies that these mostly young, mostly white newcomers occupy property informally in Detroit for a variety of reasons, including dissatisfaction with their employment and community, and they identify an opportunity in Detroit’s liminal space to exit the rat race, enjoying creative or other recreational pursuits.52 That Keith can find appropriate municipal channels to ask consent for this appropriation to produce art does not, like in his interactions with Tess, minimize the potential for violation experienced by the current residents of the areas. While a mix of artistic curiosity for the Brightmoor neighborhood and masculine protectionism motivate Keith to investigate the monster’s tunnels, his final self-sacrifice provides the conclusive proof for the viewer and protagonist of his honest intent to Tess as a sexual partner (and to Detroit as an artistic voice). Albeit critically self-aware and incisive, Barbarian is the end-product of a long list of white-centric literary and popular cultural products of the Detroit genre that have shaped property informality as a wellspring of horror. The demands and expectations of genre shape how, ultimately, these differing relationships to Detroit and its property informality are resolved. In horror, for example, death is not always a punishment (often for promiscuity, as we will see in It Follows), but also an opportunity to generate sympathy for characters who, on a second look, may be the very dispossessive monsters of New Detroit.

In stark contrast to Keith’s comparatively puerile belief in the value of art, Andre (Jaymes Butler), an unhoused resident of the Brightmoor neighborhood, provides the single point of reference for the perspective of Detroit’s dispossessed residents.

Despite Andre’s historical knowledge of where the monsters live in the neighborhood, his disqualification as an unhoused resident makes him untrustworthy, and Tess flees from his initial attempts to help her because she mistakenly and prejudicially marks him as a monster to fear. In its final moment, Andre must be sacrificed for the stories of Brightmoor to be shared with the outside world, martyring himself to protect the outsider who will be believed and valued, Page 109 →ironically, as the authorized representative for Detroit’s story. While many such texts in the Detroit genre bring a sympathetic lens that may briefly touch on individual Black characters like Andre, as in the dramatic climax of Barbarian, they overwhelmingly center the beautiful (literally) self-sacrificing commitments of its mostly though not exclusively white characters to the city and, in so doing, tip the scales in favor of their narrative claim to genteelly, creatively, entrepreneurially re-colonizing the urban frontier.

The 2014 critically acclaimed horror film It Follows (dir. David Robert Mitchell) most fully integrates the related tropes of white femininity in peril and property informality into the affective experience of suburban white residents relative to the city. In the film, teenaged Jay discovers from her boyfriend Hugh that, now that they’ve had sex, he has passed along a curse to her that she can only be rid of by sexually passing it along to someone else. The curse is a slowly stalking monster that can shapeshift into many human visages and, if the monster catches the cursed, will kill them and the curse will return to the previous holder. Unlike the formative slashers like Halloween that often occupy the perspective of the killer, Mitchell uses disorienting, 360-degree camera rotations where people walking in the background can be either innocent passersby mistaken as the monster, or the monster who was assumed to be an innocent passerby. Ever on high alert, everyone in the revolving frame becomes a potential threat: a pitch-perfect affective representation for the white, suburban experience of the city. Ultimately, Jay is helped by her—at first disbelieving—group of friends to rid herself of the monster. Their plans include: tracking down Hugh, who had used a false name to deceive Jay, to his hideout in an abandoned house in Detroit; sleeping with one of the boys in the friend group who wrongly believes he can handle the monster; driving to a rural, family-owned cottage on the lake; and booby-trapping a swimming pool at an abandoned urban high school. In the final, ambiguous sequence of the film, Jay, still unsure if they have succeeding in killing the monster, sleeps with her besotted friend Paul to re-calibrate the horror with monogamous, heterosexual love. To safeguard this new relationship, Paul drives back to the city and considers/consummates a plan to hire a sex worker to rid himself of the monster if he does indeed have it. In the final scene, Jay and Paul walk hand-in-hand down the sidewalk Page 110 →like bride and groom with a distant figure (monster or pedestrian) walking threateningly behind them.

With a much-anticipated sequel entitled They Follow set to film in 2024, It Follows has deservedly received outstanding critical attention from film and literary scholars for its experimental and metaphorical representations of sex and urban decline through horror. Queer theorist Tyler Bradway persuasively positions It Follows at the leading edge of horror movies in the mid- to late 2010s that would fixate on what they call “dreadful kinship.” Intended to “confront neoliberalism’s erosion of the heteronormative family,” Bradway explains that these narratives



use weirdness, broadly construed, to explore the fragility, trauma, and irreducible violence of normative kinship structures. In dreadful kinship, kin are violent, and violence creates kin. Not only does the normative family offer no refuge—it is itself the locus of horror.53



Though the horror of the slow-moving monster comes from its shapeshifting, the never-knowing of where threats may emerge, it emphasizes that these monsters are often represented in the form of sexually threatening parental figures, from Greg’s mother who grotesquely humps him to death or the final reveal that Jay is seeing (and must kill) her estranged father in the public pool.

Giving consideration to the setting, Adam Lowenstein describes how It Follows uses Detroit to produce what he calls “subtractive horror.” Subtractive horror, or the feeling that humans are being “methodically subtracted from the [film] landscape,” is common to slasher films.54 Lowenstein argues It Follows is unique for how few deaths happen in the film. Instead, it intensifies the slasher genre’s effect of horror



by having the distressed, depopulated landscape of Detroit constantly remind us of all of the disappearing bodies we cannot see. The empty houses, the vacant lots, the abandoned buildings—these are all markers of absence, of subtraction. In It Follows, the deployment of landscape shifts the force of horror from the supernatural to the natural.55



Page 111 →The declining population of Detroit may produce less opportunities to mistake the monster for a passerby, but so too does it eliminate any source for assistance or protection when the monster does arrive. If Halloween’s Haddonfield utilized horror to puncture the sense of suburban safety from within, Lowenstein describes how It Follows uses Detroit’s inner-ring, middle-class suburbs to deconstruct the firm territorialization of borders, and their “sense of what is safe and unsafe, inside and outside, ‘our’ placid suburbs and ‘their’ violent city, crumbles as the creature follows them.”56 The film makes clear that the monster may originate from Detroit, a formation of the city’s material and economic conditions that have, through the unethical neglect of the suburbs, now radiated outwards to inflict them with the same horrors that have killed untold (and always offscreen and pre-narrative) Detroiters. En route to their final monster kill-zone, Yara explains why she hadn’t visited the pool since she was little:



When I was a little girl, my parents wouldn’t allow me to go south of 8-mile. And I didn’t even know what that meant until I got a little older and I started realizing that was where the city started and the suburbs ended. And I used to think about how shitty and weird that was.



Jay concurs, “My mother said the same thing.” Set against a scroll of boarded-up houses as they drive past, it is unclear what her expression of embarrassment over their parents’ racism indicates as a regret in these leading moments to their monster fight. Has the threat of the monster made her see racialized Detroit, by comparison, as a less threatening, even manageable frontier? Is killing the monster not only saving herself but also a redemptive moment for her experiences of white privilege?

Most forcefully linking sex as a metaphor for capital in the film, Sianne Ngai argues that the subprime mortgage crisis of 2008, for which Detroit provides the nation’s most spectacular example, contextualizes this complete and perverse failure of protective guardianship of America’s innocent (read: white) youth as a broader economic erosion of the family unit in the suburbs. Analogous to housing debt, she reads the curse of the slow-moving monster as “a deferral that must be circulated or else. The medium of circulation here is not money but sex. Sex is however Page 112 →rendered metonymic with cars and driving, which in turn function as figures for circulation and credit.”57 Ngai identifies how the overlapping between the suburbs and the city prefigure the film’s formal experimentation on slowness and revolutions to produce its effect of horror. Ngai observes that the picturesque scene of Jay’s portentous sexual encounter with Hugh in “the back of his ’67 Ford Galaxy, parked outside a dramatically lit gigantic ruin that looks like an abandoned factory,” is actually filmed at a state-run mental health hospital that fell into disrepair in the 1990s “after several decades of downsizing and efforts to move patients into ‘community- based support systems and halfway houses.’”58 The fact that a psychiatric hospital in Northville, a wealthy, outer-ring suburb, can provide a seamless stand-in for an abandoned car factory in Detroit, “an icon of post-Fordist, post-Golden Age, Rust Belt decline,” speaks to the interrelationship between the city and the suburb, as well as to the exploitative profit-seeking of industry with the privatization of public goods such as healthcare.59

Though the film opts not to show the newly developed and gentrified centers of the city like its dystopic precursors, the decrepit and abandoned factories, houses, and schools that the white characters in It Follows use as hookup spots, hideaways, and monster kill zones are inseparable from the more highly policed and regulated zones of downtown and midtown that promote and cater to suburban tourism. This historical fact is never clearer than when Paul executes his safeguard after he sleeps with Jay at the end of the film: to hire a sex worker. Ngai provides a masterful analysis of the scene’s visual experimentation with slowness. Identifying that the screenplay draft directs these sex workers, like the threatening monster or those passersby mistaken as the monster, to “appear in slow motion,” Ngai argues that the seconds-long scene of the sex workers smoking a cigarette and chewing gum is part of a broader aesthetic commitment to slowness as a means to disorient the viewer. She explains that the scene is,



“overcranked” (filmed at a faster speed than subsequently projected) or subjected to a post-production technique called “time- stretching” (digitally duplicated frames inserted between photographed frames) […to give] us a sense of time moving faster in the world of its story… The motion Page 113 →captured in the take is slow, but the effect of speed is conveyed through editing or the relation established between successive images. As soon as the “stretched out” scene of Paul driving past the sex workers begins, then, its shortness makes it seems like it is already ending.60



For Ngai, this disorienting use of slowness in the film sets up the open-endedness of the film’s conclusion, where



there seems to be no protection from the temporal saturation other than making sure that the circulation of deferrals ends with a person other than oneself or one’s spouse [… This] person must be an economically unproductive, figuratively kinless person: […] the sex worker.61



The understanding of the sex worker as economically unproductive and as kinless is a projection, like so much of the Detroit genre, from the outside, and envelops not just that individual worker but a whole swath of residents deemed as equally economically unproductive and kinless. When Paul (potentially) hires a sex worker as seen in Figure 2.2, he presumes the sex worker will pass the monster along in a long chain that will defer the horror far away from Jay or him.

[image: From Paul’s perspective inside of car, two sex workers on the sidewalk standing in front of ruins (left) and trees (right)]
Figure 2.2From David Robert Mitchell, dir., It Follows, © 2014 (Beverly Hills, CA: Anchor Bay Entertainment). View Fulcrum resource.


However, a more site-specific analysis of Detroit’s historical present can not only enhance these scholars’ critical interventions on the film but also fracture or complicate how the city functions more broadly in the Page 114 →white-centric Detroit genre. If the film’s disorienting lens aims to generate any consideration of these unsuspecting sex workers, the sympathy is derived, in part, from their whiteness. Like Robocop’s figuration of white female sexuality and representation through erasure, portraying the sex workers as white does not so much undermine stereotypes of Detroit as a site of Black criminality as it undermines the scene’s literalization of how white suburban Detroiters use the city as a repository that makes invisible, like the monster to the uninfected, the Black residents harmed by suburbanites’ debt/credit economic circulation as middle- and upper-middle-class American consumers. Vice is but one such area of consumption, and its historical significance to the conceptualization of crime, law, and order in Detroit, and thus the country more broadly, is at stake in this “representation by erasure.” The racialized presumption that the deviant sexual monster originates from Detroit is thus evaded when the monster is returned whence it came, only to white sex workers.

Historian Holly M. Karibo provides an account of how vice became embedded in Detroit as a thruway to Windsor, Canada, for alcohol during Prohibition, but ultimately served to reinforce the racial stratification of the city. While an informal economy emerged in Detroit to fill widespread demands for illicit leisure activities, an ideology of Black criminality emerged to explain the preponderance of vice and stoke fear against the “race mixing that took place in these contexts.”62 As we have seen in the prior examples of the Detroit genre, sex became the primary conduit to express these fears of race-mixing, as a “growing number of African American women working as prostitutes” came to fulfill a demand among “white male customers who kept the industry afloat.”63 For a john like Paul, potentially fearful of Detroit’s Black neighborhoods or with only an interest in white sex workers, Windsor’s sex industry would have historically served his interests. But, again, the white-centric conventions of the Detroit genre limit and even invert the affective shape of fear in Detroit. Though Paul’s apprehensive and innocent looking at the sex workers frames the scene, it is of course the sex workers who should be fearful of Paul, even without knowing of the supernatural monster for which he is (or is not) a carrier.

Paul’s choice to offload his monster in Detroit reflects a history of vice whose economic satisfaction inflicted violence almost entirely on Page 115 →Detroit’s Black neighborhoods. Historian Sidney Fine explains that the “biggest black complaint about vice in the ghetto concerned prostitution, which the black leadership saw as having a ‘debilitating effect’ on the community and which led to ‘serious interracial incidents’ that severely affected police–community relations.”64 From the 1940s to the 1960s, the moral geography of sex work in Detroit incorporated a disciplinary appeal to respectability politics as well as the very real violent encounters between white johns—including police officers—and Black sex workers. Prostitution, viewed as a temptation that threatened white men’s morality and by extension white women, provided the rationale for police crackdowns on Black cultural hubs like Black Bottom and Paradise Valley and, after those areas were “renewed,” further into the city’s outskirts. In 1963, the Detroit Police Department’s murder of twenty-four-year-old sex worker Cynthia Scott “provoked protests from Blacks, Black liberal organizations such as the NAACP, and radical groups such as UHURU and the Group of Advanced Leadership (GOAL).”65 In the months leading up to the 1967 racial uprising, police “became somewhat more aggressive in trying to limit prostitution just before the riot,” reaching a boiling point with the murder of another young, Black sex worker, Vivian Williams. In the cases of both Scott and Williams, African Americans in Detroit believed that the white officers responsible for the murders were themselves extorting the victims for sex.66 Despite witness accounts that Williams was murdered by a white police officer “who had had repeated, hostile run-ins with her,” the police investigation focused on “a black male to whom she had denied services” and a pimp.67 The Detroit Free Press buried the story in an apparent attempt to tamp down tensions, but three weeks later the Great Rebellion began in the very Twelfth Street neighborhood on Detroit’s West side where Williams resided.68 The abuse of sex workers in Detroit was a crucial ingredient in the broader matrix of police malfeasance. The legacy of these events is highly visible in the city today, with highly policed zones downtown and midtown aimed at protecting the investments of the city’s financial elite and huge areas with few if any municipal services. Pushed more and more into the abandoned outskirts of the city, where Paul knows just where to find them outside of the gaze of the law, sex workers’ vulnerability to violence is tremendous in Detroit.Page 116 →

If Lowenstein’s description of the monster freely crossing the suburban borders connotes liberation, the remapping of boundaries between city and suburb sparked by the arrival of the monster is, it needs to be said, a unidirectional racial experience of Detroit. Historically, physical separation walls constructed in the northern and eastern borders of the city, militarized police and volatile neighborhood watches, dysfunctional bus systems, and redlining all served to prevent Black Detroiters from access to the suburbs, not the other way around. In New Detroit, these experiences of boundaries are more diffuse but no less policed and enforced through unprecedented levels of surveillance downtown and midtown, algorithmic policing, and facial recognition software. Unlike the film’s monster, sex workers in the city are particularly affected and vulnerable to these highly enforced mappings of the city. Sex workers must carefully navigate interconnected spaces, from “the street,” to the “stroll,” and finally to “the spot,” and in Detroit the extensive areas of low-density population require awareness of “law enforcement practices and environmental or locational factors, such as the availability of abandoned houses [and] the proximity of political borders or commercial areas.”69 In this sense, the very aesthetic of the film, wherein the white characters of It Follows freely drive through the empty streets of the suburbs and the even emptier streets of the city to escape the monster, is an impossibility for the sex workers Paul visits. If the “stroll” of the sex workers mirrors the “temporal saturation” Ngai notices in the film’s gimmick of a slow-walking monster, they surely do not share the freedom of motion to map and remap the borders of the city and the suburb to escape, or even defer, the fatal curse of the monster.

Jay’s strategies in deferring confrontations with the monster—calling the police or going to the hospital—are not options for the sex workers either. The sex workers complicate the film’s self-aware critique of the slasher genre’s gendered prudence as well as the monster’s metaphoric relation to venereal disease. In fact, Jay’s strategies in deferring confrontations with the monster, including calling the police after her abduction by Hugh, unwittingly call on the history of vice squads cracking down on illicit drinking, drug use, and sex in the city. One minor plot hole in the film is quite telling in this regard: the notoriously unresponsive Detroit police cruisers immediately coming to the inner-ring northern Page 117 →suburb—as opposed to the suburb’s own highly responsive and militarized police force—to protect and serve Jay, fulfilling a kind of suburban fantasy for a police force with complete jurisdiction and impunity to root out vice in the entire Metro area. Jay also relies several times throughout the film on health services, which, as Andrea Knittel and her colleagues demonstrate, are notably difficult for sex workers in Detroit to access due to their unstable housing and lack of reliable transportation in city that necessitates car ownership for travel.70

In the film’s final scene, the audience is left to ask, did Paul pass along the monster to the sex worker, freeing them to experience their newfound monogamous relationship? Or, is Paul still haunted by the monster, and the two are steeling themselves against death through love (and marriage)? When framed within the Detroit genre, these fan-debated questions become somewhat arbitrary. If Paul hired the sex worker, she would be the most vulnerable to the border-crossing monster, with little access to the health services that helped Jay, and she could’ve been quickly killed, returning the monster to an unwitting and smiling Paul at the end of the film. In this reading, the film demonstrates how reciprocity is imagined in Detroit. On the one hand, Paul consents to carry the curse of the monster out of love, a reunification of the Fordist heterosexual coupling at the heart of the lost American Dream. On the other hand, the utter disregard for the sex worker in the city and the related reliance on policing to enforce borders that make the sex worker even more vulnerable to the monster calls on a long history of the impossibility of cooperative, reciprocal exchange between the city and its suburbs.







Page 118 →Interlude: Jokes That Kill



By way of transition to Part 2’s study of the Detroit genre in contemporary literary culture, I want to pause on a brilliant case study from popular culture that lays out the urgency of reclamation and strategies for formal experimentation on genre by African American artists and writers: Detroit rapper Danny Brown’s music video “Ain’t It Funny.” Drawing on the relationship between the Metro Detroit sitcom and Detroit horror explored in the previous chapter, this music video re-frames horror as the fundamental expression of the suburban sitcom itself.1 The four music videos that accompanied Atrocity Exhibition each apply a unique remix of the horror aesthetic: from Saw-like torture scenes to glitchy found footage and drug-induced paranoia.2 These visual representations of horror link Brown’s lyrical narratives of depression to images of Detroit. In a reversal of the horror represented in Sister, Sister, the music video for “Ain’t It Funny” darkly portrays Danny trapped in the all-white suburban sitcom, a genre through which he can confront viewers for their complicit relationship to not only the ruination of Detroit but also his inseparable physical and mental health breakdown.

On the record, Brown’s distinctive use of multiple oral registers, including what’s been described as a “high-pitched squawk” as his primary rapping cadence, overpowers loud and discordant beats, featuring heavy horns, electronica, and deep bass.3 Following a recurring theme across the album Atrocity Exhibition (2016), this song addresses his anxiety, depression, and self-destructive drug addiction, as well as how his self-destruction is a crucial piece of the magnetism that attracts his audience’s gaze, especially that of his white, middle-class audience.4 His visual style, perspective, humor, and turns-of-phrase are compelling alone, but part of his allure is his indescribable strangeness, including the perception of his destructive lifestyle; as he jokingly put it, “people think my life is just non-stop orgies with crackheads. And it kind of is.”5 In this sense, Brown, and the voyeuristic fantasy fans project on him, parallels Detroit, a city whose ruins are commercialized, admired, and consumed.

After Brown’s first album in 2011, he quickly became a quasi-ambassador for the city in several such stories. When niche, alternative, and even commercial media outlets wanted to tour Detroit, they asked Page 119 →Brown to be their guide.6 A tour of Brown’s Detroit is a tour of empty space. Much of what he has to show are the charred remains of the buildings of his childhood, a phenomenon he describes in the refrain of one of his early songs, “And where I lived, it was house, field, field. Field, field, house, abandoned house, field, field.”7 Brown showcases Detroit with love, but breaking from the popular trend of leaning on the city for credibility, he paradoxically keeps the city and its fetishization at arms-length. As he says, “Nah, I’m not doing [my career] for none of them motherfuckers. I’m doing it to get away from them. Fuck all that. Fuck the hood. Fuck Detroit, bruh. Detroit ain’t who I am.”8 Brown’s grim and often surreal stories about growing up in Detroit make his refusal to fetishize the authenticity granted to him from audiences through his association with Detroit understandable. Yet, as he raps in “Y.B.P. (Young, Black, and Poor)” in 2023, “Everything about the city made me who I am … See, we was young, black and poor being raised in Detroit/You can never learn what a nigga been taught.”9 Brown is caught in the competing impulses of representation that will occupy many of the novelists in Part 2: to represent the city to an external, voracious, yet contemptuous audience of Detroit spectacle is a cruel subjectivity, yet given the incomplete and often misleading way Detroit is represented, self-representation is necessary and potentially reparative. When Brown at first denies Detroit, “Detroit ain’t who I am,” he is denying the audience’s expectation that he will identify with the strength, grit, and resilience attributed to Detroiters, vaguely universalized and transhistorical though this stereotype is. The mottos “Detroit Hustles Harder” and especially “Detroit vs. Everybody,” promoted by an Eminem song featuring Brown, are found on popular t-shirts in the city. But these interpretations of resilient Detroiters oversimplify the impact the city’s symbolic function has on its primarily Black residents and their psychic life. Detroit offers a poignant example of a wider stigmatization of Black mental health, experienced variously by Black men, Black women, Black activists, and members of the Black LGBTQ community.10 Across his interviews, Brown shares his experiences with violence, drug dependency, incarceration, and racial terror, but situated among Detroit grit and grind stories, his depression is somehow unanticipated when framed in a larger narrative of Detroit resilience and uplift, or seen as a weakness antithetical to and inexpressible as a condition in the city. Page 120 →That his celebrity forces him, like a ghost, to always return home helps us understand why horror is Brown’s chosen visual register for Atrocity Exhibition, an album about his struggles with mental health.

Brown moved to the suburbs when it became financially feasible, first to the inner-ring suburb Royal Oak (a setting featured in the horror film It Follows) and then farther out to the outer-ring suburb of Farmington Hills, before leaving the Metro Detroit area entirely to live in Austin, Texas. Considering these moves, “Ain’t It Funny” indicates that one cannot understand Detroit or Danny Brown without considering the frightening specter of the suburbs and its impact on the psychic lives of Detroiters.11 A dark predecessor to Jay-Z’s star-studded music video “Moonlight,” which parodied the all-white sitcom Friends, “Ain’t It Funny” shows Brown trapped in an all-white sitcom, broadcast on “The Religious Values Network.” In the video, Brown plays “Uncle Danny” and is joined by Gus Van Sant (Milk) as “Dad,” Joanna Kerns (Growing Pains) as “Mom,” Christina Applegate-look-a-like Lauren Avery as “Daughter,” and “This Fucking Kid” as “Kid.” Uncle Danny’s cries for help are muted and subtitled, silenced by Danny Brown’s lyrics and the sadistic laughter of the all-white audience. For the white characters in the sitcom, “Uncle Danny” is there to patronize or have sex with, while for the white audience he is simply the butt of the Kid’s catchphrase: “Oh Uncle Danny!”

On the surface, “Ain’t It Funny” satirizes the trope that Black men in sitcoms must be unthreatening, often as adoptees into, and thereby saved by, white families—think Gary Coleman in Diff’rent Strokes or Emmanuel Lewis in Webster. In a reversal of these shows, Uncle Danny punctures the safety of the white sitcom by embodying the racist trope of the hyper-sexualized and violent Black man, a stereotype that Brown personally faced after a white female concertgoer infamously attempted to perform oral sex on him during his concert performance. Uncle Danny’s sexuality enters the foreground when he confronts Mom about acquiring an STD, using the language of an unplanned pregnancy. She says, “I don’t know what to tell you, it’s not mine.” He dazedly responds, “But you’re the only person I’ve been with,” which receives raucous laughter from the white audience, including a close-up of a woman disturbingly licking her lips. These scenes are juxtaposed with the most unsettling, repeated visual in the video: Uncle Danny’s hallucinations of himself in bed with Mom Page 121 →and Daughter covered in blood, a kind of visual fulfillment of the very discourses of Black masculinity that rationalized the various informal and formal means of housing discrimination, such as redlining and racial covenants, that restricted African Americans from living in Detroit’s suburbs for decades.

Over the humorous pauses in the video, the lyrics could not be more dead serious. They document Brown’s depression and addiction to a cocktail of different prescription drugs, including Adderall and Xanax as well as cocaine and alcohol. Against the hip-hop clichés that glorify the drug trade, the song describes, “The flow house of horror/Dead bolted with metal doors.” Brown attributes his addiction to survivor’s guilt, “Live a fast life/Seen many die slowly/Unhappy when they left/So I try to seize the moment.” Brown’s frenetic energy cannot break him out of this house of horror. The song ends with resignation: “Can’t quit the drug use/Or the alcohol abuse/Even if I wanted to/Tell you what I’m gonna do/I’ma wash away my problems/With this bottle of Henny/Anxiety got the best of me/So popping them Xannies.” The tension between the forcefulness of his voice, the blaring horns, and the despondency and hopelessness of the narrative make “Ain’t It Funny” a deeply personal and painful song set against the satirical rendering of a sitcom.12 In this sense, Brown’s music video suggests that, against the white-centric horror films set in the city, horror originates in the suburbs and its genres of Detroit storytelling.

Brown’s clearest articulation of the meaning of the title “Ain’t It Funny” links his depression with the fantasy of achieving the good life and making it to the suburbs: “Octopus in a straight jacket/Savage with bad habits/Broke serving fiends/Got rich became an addict/Ain’t it funny how it happens/Who would ever would imagine.” Though the clearest reference to his experience in the suburbs, this verse is edited out of the music video and replaced with a segment of the live sitcom. In this interlude, “Dad” walks in on Uncle Danny while he is urinating on a vase of flowers and family portraits in the living room. When Dad asks why he’s doing this, Uncle Danny explains, “I’ve been destroyed and if I destroy maybe I’ll feel okay.” Dad responds, “None of us feel okay,” followed by the audience cooing “awww.” “The Kid” breaks the tension with his classic “Oh Uncle Danny” line before his eyes turn into lasers and we return to Uncle Danny’s murder fantasy. As Alex Blue V points out, “Most startling Page 122 →in this scene is the audience, offering their sympathy and empathy to Dad, a character whose whiteness affords him recognition – the audience identifies with Dad, he’s a peer.”13 The very moment in the song’s lyrics that documents Brown’s particular Detroit rags-to-riches story, which implies his departure from the city and into the suburbs, is substituted with an appeal to the universal: “none of us feel okay.” The pathos of this line suggests to the viewer that Danny’s drug addiction might lend itself to a broader sympathetic analogy of Black Detroit with the opioid crisis that was concurrently viewed as disproportionately affecting rural and suburban white communities.14 After all, within the song, Brown is sensitive to the ways that his depression is part of a broader historical attunement with others, rapping “It’s a living nightmare/That most of us might share.” But he follows this immediately with the lines “Inherited in our blood/It’s why we stuck in the mud,” which I interpret as referring to the multigenerational traumas of Black Americans in particular, and explicitly not someone like Dad. The sentimentality of the white suburban sitcom, which presumes to speak for a universalized America, is shown to be not only ineffective in treating Uncle Danny’s sickness, but an active agent in exacerbating it.

Through its deployment of the suburban sitcom, the music video adds a metafictional layer to the song’s lyrics that aggressively implicates the (white) audience in Brown’s addiction. Silenced by the audio of both the song itself and the laughter of the all-white audience, Uncle Danny’s pleas for help are restricted to subtitles, “I have a serious problem. Please stop laughing.” At the conclusion of the video, Uncle Danny re-directs his plea away from the white audience and toward the large mascots of prescription drugs, smiling as he says, “You guys are my only friends. I need you.” The mascots proceed to stab and kill Uncle Danny, and the Kid joins him in breaking the fourth wall to condemn the audience, saying, “He’s DYING and you people are LAUGHING. You DISGUST me.” Over the final refrain of “Ain’t it? Ain’t it funny how it happens? Ain’t it?” Uncle Danny’s last words (again subtitled) are “I’m glad you found my pain entertaining. Goodbye.” The video shifts the meaning of “ain’t it funny” from being about Brown becoming an addict after leaving Detroit and moving to the suburbs to being about the way (white) audiences’ primary engagement with him is as a spectacle to consume, much the way audiences all Page 123 →too often consume the Detroit genre. Put together, the song and music video hold in tension the actual, racial materiality of Detroit with the burden of its symbolic significance on the psychic life of individuals who live or have lived there. By admonishing his audience, Brown asks them to do the much more difficult work of conducting an honest reckoning of not only what they gain from their mediated relationships with Detroiters but also their complicity in the racism and economic inequality that generate physical and mental health crises. “Ain’t It Funny” reconstitutes for its white listeners and viewers their relationship to the Detroit genre; they are implicated in the construction of the genre, made aware of how the genre produces a limiting horizon of expectations, and thus have a moral obligation to reflect on and detach their attachments to the genre.

Similar strategies with experimenting on the various genres that constitute the Detroit genre will be investigated throughout Part 2: Roman Catholic Saint books, haunted house stories, crime fiction, and apocalyptic fiction. All these examples will challenge the white-centric construction of the Detroit genre and the audience’s expectations of the genre and of the city. But so too do all these examples articulate the radical joy of living without the burden of these externally imposed expectations altogether. Consider, again, the episode “Ain’t Nuttin’ Goin’ On But the Rent” of Martin. Martin’s end credits scenes usually feature improvisations or bloopers that the live audience responds to, but this episode offers a humorous precursor to Danny Brown’s warning at the end of “Ain’t It Funny.” Referencing the theatrical introduction from THX, Martin sings in an ominous tune to the live studio audience, “the audience is listening.” Asking if the studio audience gets his reference, he then makes fun of an audience member who admits he does not, “There would be one brother, ‘No, I ain’t seen that,’” which spurs boisterous and knowing laughs. Beyond this studio audience, Martin’s warning tone singing the first riff of “the audience is listening” implies an overt recognition of another audience for this episode, the white television audience interpreting and consuming a story about being poor and Black in Detroit. Spurred on by Cole (Carl Anthony Payne II), Martin begins to improvise the line into a brief, energetic freestyle, an excitement for a Black audience who is actually listening, in stark contrast to the un-listening laughter of the sitcom in “Ain’t It Funny” or the patronizing, braggadocios Page 124 →laughter at crime in Sister, Sister. There is an insulated comfort between Martin, the all-Black cast, and the Black studio audience members he refers to in his joke, that they are listening to one another, sharing, laughing, and commiserating. And yet, the ominous tone of his melody signals the presence of an external audience listening and forming opinions of him and, perhaps less consciously, Detroit. For African American writers who reclaim the Detroit genre, representing Detroit demands this constant negotiation between audiences, their horrific horizon of expectations of the city, and the impact that these expectations have on the city’s residents today.







Page 125 →Part two

Reclaiming and Revising the Detroit Genre








Page 126 →Page 127 →CHAPTER THREE

The Repatriation of the Black (Super) Crimefighter


Against the decades-long entrenchment of the Detroit crimefighter and vigilante in American popular and literary culture, the recuperation and repatriation of the Black crimefighter poses clear challenges to contemporary African American writers and artists. In his Detroit pulp fiction of the 1970s, Donald Goines featured “part revolutionary, part vigilante” Black crimefighters who represented in fiction a rise of local grassroots Black vigilante movements that gained the approval of working- and middle-class African Americans, who considered them “a necessary response to junkies and pushers.”1 However, as Theodore Martin observes, while this grassroots version of the Black crimefighter



meant to fill the practical void left by police neglect, they also served to create a less radical and more unambiguously punitive figure, who happens to be one of the most recognizable products of 1970s American popular culture: the white vigilante.2



As discussed in Chapter 1, the dignified departure of Black heroes, onward to positively portray and represent their race by leaving Detroit behind, was one of the earliest established tropes of the Detroit genre. However, when Black crimefighters left Detroit behind in 1980s films Page 128 →and comics, Black characters did not entirely disappear from these roles; they merely became sidekicks, almost exclusively in the role of Detroit Police Department officers who gave permission to white vigilantes like Robocop and the Crow to use whatever means necessary to restore order to the streets of Detroit.

Given the violent and contentious history of the Detroit Police Department established throughout this book, efforts to reclaim narratives of crimefighting in the Detroit genre necessitate revisions to the relationships between crime, criminality, and policing implied in these genres themselves. Thus, when African American authors John Semper Jr., Stephen Mack Jones, and Cheryl A. Head aim to re-center the Black (super)heroic crimefighter in Detroit through superhero comics and crime fiction respectively, the characters immediately must differentiate themselves from Black crimefighters in the Detroit Police Department, diversified through affirmative action mandates and with Black officers seen on-screen over decades of the Detroit genre authorizing a so-called colorblind crackdown on crime. Creating this separation proves to be the most urgent and most difficult to revise within these respective genres as it touches every aspect of the reclamation of the Detroit genre explored in Part 2: the relationship between crime and property; the experience of Black homeownership alongside blight; and an expansion of the affective lives of Detroiters beyond despair. As I show in this chapter, the Black (super)heroic crimefighter can lend itself to a broader narrative project of re-branding the city as safe and secure for investments while preserving the veneer of race-consciousness or the purported values of diversity, equity, and inclusion. As Cyborg jokingly warns a foe-turned-friend, her newfound powers accidentally might “wipe out all of Detroit. Parts of which are kind of nice”—a refrain that real estate investors hope is being voiced by younger generations of suburban tourists and who may need to console their worried parents or grandparents that they will be safe.3 However, the role of the Black (super)heroic crimefighter is a highly complicated role, inseparable from a contested set of established conventions related to the racialization of crime as well as possibilities of Black self-determination of Black community control.

Fictional characters Cyborg and Stephen Mack Jones’s August Snow are not returning to the “hellhole” city left behind by their respective Page 129 →forbearers, Amazing-Man or Detective Axel Foley. No, August Snow and Cyborg have repatriated to “New Detroit,” a city on the so-called comeback, and this fact fundamentally alters the basic function of crimefighting in the city. In his analysis of how a related set of conditions in New York City came to bear on crime fiction, Thomas Heise asks,



what happens to [crime fiction] when the “old industrial city” of crumbling tenements, graffitied subways, and decaying piers is rebuilt as a “brand new city” of live–work lofts, Uber drivers, and cruise ships? How does the genre of crime fiction change when its underlying material conditions have been upended by the “crime crash” of the 1990s and the “development boom” of the 2000s?4



In an ironic inversion of the rise of the heroic white crimefighters in the Detroit genre just as the city had become majority African American in the 1970s, these Black crimefighters return to a city that had just seen for the first time in fifty years an increase in its population of white residents.

If Detroit was now much safer for suburbanites to come visit and shop, for what purpose(s) does crime fiction, especially crime fiction that focalizes the Black crimefighter, serve? One implication of Cyborg’s joke is that the nice (re: gentrified) parts of Detroit are his priority to protect, to preserve the economic viability of the city by shielding the nice parts of the city from any Black residents who apparently threaten that viability by making white, suburban tourists or white potential homebuyers uncomfortable. In this sense, the very presence of Cyborg and August Snow in New Detroit signals that Detroit’s comeback does not suggest the exhaustion of the conditions of crime fiction, measured by crime rates, but its very intensification. For example, the August Snow novel series brilliantly chooses Southwest Detroit, colloquially referred to as Mexicantown, as its primary setting, which has seen an infusion of more and different kinds of law enforcement from the mid-1990s through to the contemporary period of gentrification. Mexicantown is one of the most over-policed areas in all of Detroit, featuring “mounted police, rail police, Detroit Public Schools police, the Ambassador Bridge Security, the flashing lights of SWSOL, private security guards, border patrol, Homeland Security, Wayne County Police and State Police, and Page 130 →the Detroit Police Department” as well as routine deportation sweeps from U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) that have only become more common and vicious in the last ten years.5 Cyborg, August Snow, and Cheryl A. Head’s Charlie Mack are not lone crimefighters come to save the city; rather, Detroit’s so-called comeback coincides with a crimefighting boom in the city.

Though Cyborg, August, and Charlie are narratively separated from and critical of these crimefighting entities, most of whom appear as villains in these stories, the success of their crimefighting agendas needs to be measured against the assumptions and outcomes of these law enforcement agencies, especially related to punishment, incarceration, and dispossession, rather than a superficial separation from the most spectacularly villainous and violent outbursts of these agencies. In this chapter, I will first demonstrate how Semper’s application of the superhero genre dramatically expands the possibilities for representing Detroit from the city’s previous iterations in comics, paying particular attention to the visual and Black historical recuperation of Detroit. However, Cyborg is instructive of the ways a straightforward reaction against the white-centric Detroit genre can nonetheless reproduce narratives of dispossession. Crucially, it is the comic’s approach to crimefighting that exposes this limitation, as Cyborg fails to un-tether his crimefighting mission from the broader assumptions of policing in Detroit, mirroring the controversial emergence and application of algorithmic policing and facial recognition software in the city. Second, I will explore how the August Snow novel series incorporates and critiques the genre history of crime fiction to address the relationship between policing and property. August’s parallel projects of rehabbing homes in Mexicantown and fighting crime prove to be inextricable, and August must un-learn his assumptions about private property in order to un-learn his assumptions about crimefighting. The project of the August Snow novels is not merely to replace a bleak image of Detroit with an affirmative one in a long-standing Detroit subgenre, but to use genre itself as a mechanism for understanding how narratives of dispossession function, allure, and persist. I will close with a brief discussion on how Cheryl A. Head’s Charlie Mack Motown Mystery series and 2023 novel Time’s Undoing enable the production of new tropes for the Detroit genre: linking the city with Page 131 →broader, ancestral stories in the South and the re-centering of the Detroit genre around Black women.


Superheroes

Though the character was created by Marv Wolfman and George Pérez seven years before Robocop in 1980, the DC Comics character Cyborg was ret-conned as a Detroiter in 2011 and, thus newly situated within the context of the Detroit genre, became a close if race-bended kin to Robocop. Though Detroit has only been his home for a little over a decade, Cyborg, who “serves as a kind of allegory about judgment based on physical appearance,” also brought with him a long history of accrued connotative and symbolic meanings within the DC Comics universe that made him a perfect match for the city in popular culture.6 Pitched as Detroit’s very own superhero—despite the several other DC characters from the city—Cyborg’s challenge is to navigate not only the city’s fraught history of representation but also his own. Semper Jr.’s series deftly positions Detroit as more than a place in need of saving: a place that can offer the depressive character its own method of revision. Through the character’s long-running petulance, Robert Jones Jr. argues, “the white gaze was able to position black people and our grievances against our circumstances as not only invalid and pitiful, but also as self-inflicted.”7 This description echoes the external, mostly white audience of the Detroit genre, who blamed the city for its poverty and crime rates despite their historical and active complicity in these very problems.

By intervening in the construction of the character, the series may make a productive intervention in the discourse around the city. In this sense, Deirdre Lynn Hollman’s definition of Afrofuturism has profound resonance in the relationality between Cyborg and the city: “Afrofuturism is black survival. It is an affirmative aesthetic and philosophic position that questions […] what new ways of being do we need to create, and how do we retain our ancestral memory.”8 Cyborg embodies the city’s tensions between humanity and the non-human, between nature and techno-futurism, and between despair and resilience. Over the course of the series, Cyborg embraces his role as Detroit’s superhero, but crucially Detroit saves Cyborg also, lending its Afrofuturistic hero his Page 132 →sought-after humanity by rooting it in the city’s rich Black history and culture. Ultimately, though, the content of this “ancestral memory” exposes the ideological limits of this synthesis. Cyborg is an apt figure to represent these complicated ecologies between Detroit’s past and its future, between a techno-futuristic vision infused with Detroit’s “spirit of innovation and entrepreneurship” and an Afrofuturistic vision informed by the city’s history of racial and economic injustice.

These co-revisions come through the city’s first sustained visual treatment in comics, in particular its downtown. In the first issue, the reader sees Detroit’s iconic, if not exactly proportionate, skyline, prominently featuring the Ally Detroit Center (erected in 1991) and the city’s tallest skyscraper(s), the Renaissance Center (erected in 1977)—narratively no longer the headquarters of General Motors, but of the greedy Holt Industries. Additionally, Cyborg’s GPS shows readers the city’s spoke-like grid on his way to Hart Plaza for a battle; he is seen passing the ineffectual “People Mover”; and, using the Renaissance Center as a spatial reference point, S.T.A.R. Labs appears to be located in the rapidly gentrified midtown area—likely on Wayne State University’s campus and bearing some visual resemblance to their new College of Engineering complex. These smaller, yet significant visual markers demonstrate an artistic goodwill largely absent from the previous fifty years of DC Comics. But these images do more than just re-present the city in comic form; they are integrated into Cyborg’s so-called rebirth.

However, these positive visual affirmations of the city, it needs to be said, can participate in the very same narratives of dispossession as the negative representations of the city in white-centered dystopias or post-apocalyptic narratives. For example, the panel in Figure 3.1 depicts an aerial view of Woodward Avenue, with a building featuring a feel-good billboard with the slogan “Made in Detroit.” Intended as an affirmative shoutout to the people of Detroit and an indicator of the comic’s theme of resilience, the reference image is in fact of Dan Gilbert’s financial branding campaign for Quicken Loans called “Opportunity Detroit,” appearing here on a Dan Gilbert-owned property, the Chase Building, named after its primary lessee. In the adaptation of this image for Cyborg’s Black self-exploration, the reader can see the very effectiveness of the “ideological manipulation of Detroit’s poverty into a Page 133 →branding strategy that depicts investment as socially conscious” rather than outright profiteering.9

[image: Bird’s-eye illustration of the Woodward Avenue in Detroit’s downtown from Cyborg juxtaposed with a photograph from the nearly identical perspective ©Reuters/Rebecca Cook]
Figure 3.1Juxtaposition of Woodward Avenue in Detroit’s downtown from Cyborg Vol. 1, p. 43, John Semper Jr. (w), Paul Pelletier (a). © 2017 (Burbank, CA: DC Comics) and photograph © Reuters/Rebecca Cook. View Fulcrum resource.


Still, the narrative engagement between Cyborg and the city is what shapes the relationship between the background of the panels and the foreground of the thematic repatriation of the Black superhero. In the most significant narrative example of Detroit’s presence, Melanie’s jazz club in the comic visually evokes the legendary jazz club Cliff Bell’s with its iconic entryway apron, Art Deco décor, and mahogany bar, and whose history mirrors Detroit’s—founded in 1935, closed in 1985, and renovated in 2006. It is here that musician Brother Blue advises a dejected Cyborg that he can find his humanity in the improvised music of jazz, a contrast to the binary order of his machinery. Recalling the scene I describe in the Introduction, Blue asks where Cyborg comes from, and after Cyborg proudly confirms that he was born and raised in Detroit, Blue responds, “and you even have to ask if you have soul? This city’s very heart beats with soul. Heck, we practically invented soul music. If you consider Page 134 →yourself a part of this city, there’s no way you can’t have soul.”10 His link to his humanity, the improvisatory aesthetic strategy Cyborg learns by listening to Blue’s music, enables him to defeat his mechanized enemies throughout the series. By populating the panels with these places, and by using those places to lend Cyborg his humanity, Semper Jr. and Pelletier revise decades of representations of the city as a “hellhole of an area.” The historical neighborhoods of Paradise Valley and Black Bottom were sites of concentrated poverty, but so too were they cultural hubs with vibrant jazz and nightclubs like the reader sees in Cyborg—Cliff Bell’s is just one block from the former Paradise Valley neighborhood seen in All-Star Squadron published thirty years previously.11

Yet, given the constraints of the superhero genre and its emphasis on law and order, there is a constant tension at work between the attempt to represent the city’s beauty and culture and the need to capitalize on its criminal infamy. Take for example a beautiful full-page splash image in Figure 3.2 of Cyborg and Big Blue walking on the corner of East Jefferson and Chalmers. Urban poverty, in the form of a boarded-up business and a homeless man, is featured prominently next to Cyborg but is not the exclusive lens through which to view the city corner; we also see a young couple in love and a man walking home with groceries, framed by the changing autumn leaves.12 This scene leads into the most direct political commentary of the series, a discussion of who makes Detroit unsafe. While Blue educates Cyborg on the importance of humanizing the people on the block he is protecting, Cyborg’s software pulls up police files on four young Black men on the corner, identified as gang members carrying weapons with threat levels ranging from moderate to high. Blue dismisses Cyborg’s assessment, insisting instead that they are harmless. Cyborg then directs his attention to a woman on the corner and asks, “What about the prostitute doing her business on that corner?” To which Blue informs him, “that would be Officer Davis. I pity the poor John who solicits her.” Cyborg confirms the identity of Rhonda Davis, a member of Detroit’s vice squad whose threat level is assigned by Cyborg as “nonexistent,” undercover as a sex worker.13

Immediately following this lesson on community policing, two officers, one white and one Black, accost Cyborg and Blue. Cyborg immediately brings up the officers’ files, showing both officers under internalPage 135 → Page 136 →affairs investigations for excessive use of force.14 Evoking the histories outlined in Chapter 1 of an integrated police force that was hardly as “gentle” as the city advertised, the comic draws some attention to the fact that Detroit’s Black residents will not be satisfied with piecemeal reforms offered on good faith by Cyborg, but need structural transformation if not outright abolition of the traditional “crimefighter” heralded throughout the Detroit genre.

[image: A full-page illustration from Cyborg of Cyborg wearing a green jacket and his friend Blue wearing a gray jacket casually talking under the street sign of Jefferson and Chalmers on Detroit’s Eastside and a tree with orange leaves. Other figures include a sleeping homeless person, a man walking and looking back at Cyborg, and a couple kissing]
Figure 3.2From Cyborg Vol. 1, p. 119. John Semper Jr., Alan Jefferson, and Derec Donovan. © 2017 (Burbank, CA: DC Comics). View Fulcrum resource.


Yet, Cyborg asks its readers to put their trust not only in Cyborg’s goodness, but also in his technological capabilities. The perceived objectivity of Cyborg’s criminal profiles may serve to mask, and therefore further entrench, racial bias in his reimagined future of policing. His ability to pull up police files—an ability not shared by residents filled with fear at any encounter with the police—cannot escape the well-worn defense that the problems with policing can be attributed to singular bad actors. In this sense, the comic maintains faith in the system itself. Those two officers, after all, are under internal affairs investigations. Moreover, the reader had just met an officer whose threat level was “nonexistent”—an assessment, of course, unbeknownst to any of the young men on the block most likely to be arrested by her. Recalling the murders of sex workers Cynthia Scott in 1963 and Vivian Williams in 1967 by DPD officers, it is important to understand that the racist orthodoxy of criminality guiding the officers under IA investigation is inseparable from the vice squads who targeted after-hours bars and prostitution leading up to the Great Rebellion. Given this historical correlation, Officer Davis is certainly a threat, especially to the young men who Blue assures Cyborg are harmless as well as to other, unseen sex workers in the city. Cyborg’s inability to correlate the danger she poses alongside the more abrasive officers from the prior scene suggests how Cyborg represents reform with a sincere belief in the righteousness of policing, so long as the individual bad apples are removed from the bunch.

Furthermore, the very facial recognition software that Cyborg uses righteously to identify bad actors in the police force is far more likely to be used against the young men on the corner—as Cyborg proved he was all too willing to exploit it against them himself if not for the wisdom of Blue. This scene anticipates the Detroit Board of Police Commissioner’s controversial decision to purchase and implement racially biased facial Page 137 →recognition technology in September 2019—a pillar issue opposed by the city’s Black Lives Matter chapter, Detroit Will Breathe.15 Put together, the comic positions Cyborg as a kind of aspirational embodiment of police reform, yet one that does little to challenge the underlying structures of racial terror and policing.

Technology has offered significant opportunities in racial justice movements, and Cyborg can be read as a realization of what Charlton D. McIlwain describes as the history of “how black people have taken technology not originally designed with [their] concerns in mind […] and [have used] that technology to further [their] own personal, communal, and political interests.”16 So too does Cyborg’s proficiency with coding offer an empowering image of African Americans underrepresented in STEM fields. This correction is particularly important in a city’s employment profile, which no longer visually “resembles its ‘smokestack’ image” that readers saw in the panels of All-Star Squadron, but now requires at minimum an associate’s degree to work in its more high-tech, automated factories.17 However, putting these scenes of police malfeasance in Detroit’s historical context warns of Cyborg’s dependence on what Ruha Benjamin has termed the New Jim Code, “the employment of new technologies that reflect and reproduce existing inequities but that are promoted and perceived as more objective or progressive than the discriminatory systems of a previous era.”18 By asking the reader to trust Cyborg’s coding without the comic demonstrating any fundamental structural shift in policing, the very perceived objectivity of algorithmic advances Cyborg represents will only “stratify and sanctify social injustice” in the future reimagining of Detroit, as Benjamin’s scholarship proves.19

Automated decision-making like that modeled by Cyborg infiltrates every part of the lives of poor and working-class people beyond the criminal justice system. As I will explore more in the following chapter, the data collected from accessing any public benefits such as Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF) or the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) confines people in what Virginia Eubanks calls the algorithmic “digital poorhouse” that decides “who gets food and who starves, who has housing and who remains homeless, and which families are broken up by the state.”20 It is this same data mining and predictive analytics that feed “data-driven” urban planning in the city of Page 138 →Detroit and elsewhere, in which the city’s limited financial resources can be funneled not to the neediest citizens, objectively identified as a financial black hole, but to “targeted” neighborhoods with the highest chance for a return in the form of property taxes and outside capital investment.21 In this sense, the specter of the outright racist, robotic Real American of All-Star Squadron still haunts the pages of Cyborg, although if the comic were a true sequel to All-Star Squadron this new villain might go by the name “the Emergency Financial Manager” and the “Detroit Future City Strategic Framework,” using data to divert public funds to maximize capital investments by Holt Industries.

Connecting with the hard-working character of Black Detroit, Cyborg resolves to do what Will Everett in 1984—as well as John Stewart in 1985 and Jason Rusch (Firestorm) in 2004—did not: to stay in Detroit. Cyborg’s commitment to the city is hardened by a new character created by Semper Jr. and Detroit’s greatest Black female superhero: Black Narcissus, a Robin Hood figure who steals tech from Holt Industries as reparations for low-income residents. When asked by Black Narcissus why he is not out with her fighting for the city every night, Cyborg responds,



You embarrass me! I’ve been so wrapped up with the Justice League and my own problems, I overlooked the fact that I might be needed here, too. My life—my soul…if I have one…is tied to this city. I suppose I should have been doing more to help it survive. Perhaps I will from now on.22



Though readers may just be grateful to have a superhero opt to stay in Detroit, given the social and political commentary developed in the previous scenes, the reader might ask what exactly this stay will look like, and what vision for Detroit’s future it entails.


Crime Fiction

The August Snow crime novel series begins with its eponymous character, an Afro-Latinx former Detroit Police Department detective, returning to his childhood home in Southwest Detroit, colloquially referred to as Mexicantown, after a years-long exile in Vietnam, Japan, and Norway. August was run out of town after testifying against the corrupt mayor Page 139 →(a fictional facsimile of Kwame Kilpatrick) and the police officers who were on the take from the mayor, departing with a bittersweet twelve-million-dollar award for his wrongful termination suit. Like all the texts studied across the various genres adapted and revised by African American authors in Part 2, the novel opens with careful attention to the significance of Detroit as a place of Black and Latinx home ownership by describing the house in detail: “a narrow two-story, two-bedroom, redbrick Colonial with two and a half baths, hardwood floors and a small kitchen.”23 Countering the dystopic and horror images of the city’s abandoned structures and blight, each of the first three novels in the August Snow series begins inside this home: August Snow begins with him looking at books on the bookshelf; Lives Laid Away begins with August in the kitchen cooking his mother’s salsa recipe and listening to his father’s John Lee Hooker and Santana album, “Perfect records to accompany a rakishly handsome Blaxican as he made a poor imitation of his mother’s salsa”;24 and Dead Winter begins with August and his friends experimenting with expensive, new home tech, including a new security system.

In contrast to the long history of Black heroes in the Detroit genre earning the opportunity to leave the city, what makes August Snow heroic is, in part, what makes the production of the literature itself significant: he comes home. On her deathbed, August’s mother repeats much of what one would hear from Black (super)heroes in the 1970s and 1980s when she tells August to leave the city, sell the house, and never return:



No one’s working. People forced out of homes they lived in for years. Thieves are bolder. Freight trucks cut through neighborhoods where children play in the streets. Sell the house, Octavio. Take the money. Move somewhere else. Forget that place.25



Not only does August not listen, he does the opposite: he “poured some of [his] settlement money into bringing this house back to life, even going so far as to buy and refurbish seven other houses on Markham Street.”26 Though he intends to live a quiet life and improve the neighborhood in his mother’s memory, the call to fight crime proves too hard to resist, and August doggedly pursues the murder of a wealthy white woman in the suburb of Grosse Pointe. The financial malfeasance he incidentally Page 140 →uncovers exposes across multiple novels the relationship between international money laundering schemes, sex trafficking facilitated by ICE, and rapacious commercial property development in Detroit that all terrorize and dispossess Mexicantown residents.

In as much as August Snow is a detective novel, detecting provides an aesthetic strategy to unravel the intersecting relationships between narrative, genre, and race that Detroit implies. When asked why he is going to attempt to solve the mystery of a wealthy white woman’s murder, August explains, “Just looking to give my friend some closure.” His best friend Tomás “bitterly” responds,



Ain’t no fucking thing as “closure” […] Closure is white-folk bullshit. Aw, shit. There it is […] You’re a junkie! You need a fix […] A mainline hit of self-righteous hero bullshit […] You need to be somebody’s hero on account of you think you’re the only option for justice in this fucked-up world.27



As a commentary on the intersection of genre and Detroit, Jones expertly layers two meanings of closure, both of which can be understood as “white-folk bullshit”: closure as a salve for the traumatic experience of state-sanctioned violence and closure as a narrative effect, especially associated with the endings of detective fiction where all is seemingly and tidily explained. In other words, when Tomás undresses August’s savior-complex, he is describing the narrative function of the detective genre to promise “an end that is always in some sense looked forward to as an end to contradiction and uncertainty” as “white-folk bullshit.”28 Operating within a genre that often achieves narrative closure through the revelations made from their heroes’ detective work, the novel suggests it will challenge what these particular literary effects mean in the context of Detroit.

What consistently provides the foil to closure in the August Snow novel series is its central conceit: August using his settlement money to renovate homes in Detroit. In all the ways that August tries to do good, taking down international cabals of money launders, corrupt police officers, and human traffickers in ICE, the idea that his heroic crimefighting can save Detroit—or even the notion of any single “hero” saving Detroit—is subject to the scrutiny, feedback, and accountability of Page 141 →his Mexicantown neighbors.29 Though more liberatory visions of Black resistance to conceptions of property will be found in the more dramatic societal upheavals of adrienne maree brown’s post-apocalyptic Detroit fiction, the August Snow novel series challenges the reader with the conventional genre questions that determine the very structure of narratives about “saving Detroit,” when capital investments are so often portrayed as altruism: if you were given twelve million dollars, how would you “do good” in Detroit? In a city that received breathless if misleading global coverage during the 2008 financial crisis for selling homes for as little as one dollar, August’s settlement money of twelve million dollars makes him appear analogous to Gotham’s multi-billionaire Bruce Wayne.30 In this role, August is malleable as a crimefighting hero: he can fight the causes of dispossession (capitalist accumulation, gentrification, financial malfeasance, corruption) and its symptoms (selling drugs, squatting) at the same time. But the novels show this to be an illusion, and no heroic action stumps August more than how buying homes actually helps his neighbors, helps himself, or helps his mother’s memory. Within each novel, August solves many mysteries, but this central question about property accumulation as a strategy for saving Detroit puzzles August across all the novels to the point of exhaustion: he can neither satisfyingly solve the question of what to do with the houses nor, as the processes of dispossession catch up even to him, can his twelve million dollars maintain his savior-complex when gentrification dilutes his purchasing power.

The frustrating slippage between property, policing, and genre is immediately on display in the first novel’s opening paragraph. While the opening sentence of August Snow attends to the exterior of his house, August immediately transitions to what makes it his home: “The focal point in the living room is a brick fireplace framed by bookshelves.”31 For August, what breathes life into the home is his and his parents’ collection of books:



At one time the bookshelves were full of the works of Frederico García Lorca, Pablo Neruda, Juana Inés de la Cruz, Octavio Paz. My mother, Isabella Marie Santiago-Snow, would read to me from her favorite poems, her patient voice flowing like warm Juarez honey. Of course, in our house, these poets had to share shelf space with classic noir gumshoes, who stood Page 142 →shoulder-to-hardbound-shoulder with the interminably boring and occasionally grotesque: weighty tomes on police procedure and criminal law, rules of evidence and forensics texts complete with coroner photos of humans in various states of disassembly and decay; there were mysteries by Dashiell Hammett, Arthur Conan Doyle and Raymond Chandler and first-edition signed copies of Rudolph Fisher and Chester Himes. And there were programs from five August Wilson plays we had seen as a family at the Fisher Theatre in downtown Detroit.32



From this passage, the reader is led to connect August’s intractable pursuit of justice with all these textual influences: Latin American love poems, canonical African American and crime fiction, and volumes of policing and law textbooks. The content of these books clues the reader into August’s approaches to criminality and policing, inherited in part from his father who was a police detective before him. Named after the Mexican poet Octavio Paz, August will often share his mother’s beloved poems with friends, usually women, as a way of apologizing or acknowledging his care for them, but he also uses these poems to motivate his own sense of heroic justice. Later surveilling the docks for evidence of human trafficking, August pauses to consider what he read into his mother’s poetry books:



At the very top of the scaffolding I climbed out onto the loading arm and grave brief thought to my namesake, poet Octavio Paz … “One of the most notable traits of the Mexican’s character is his willingness to contemplate horror: he is familiar, even complacent in his dealings with it.” […] and then I jumped.33



If poetry provides his romantic ideals of crimefighting and heroism, the law and police textbooks he inherited from his father provide the formal structure. August remembers his father “wouldn’t hesitate, equivocate or fluctuate. He’d be sayin’ ‘Who,’ ‘What,’ ‘When,’ ‘Where,’ ‘Why,’ and ‘I know how.”34 August constantly negotiates his own sense of justice against “the golden hook of my father’s immutable reputation. Not necessarily a bad thing since my father was the best of the best. Not necessarily a good thing since I had my own goddam name and life.”35
Page 143 →However, given the way the books are specifically identified on the shelf, the most prominent avenue for which August understands his family, Detroit, and his obligations to both is through crime fiction. The variance within the genre of crime fiction demonstrates a deep interest in the relationship between policing and the construction of race. As literary historians of the genre of crime fiction observe, the “classic noir gumshoes” by writers like Dashiell Hammett and Raymond Chandler centered whiteness by either constructing villainous “racial Others who must be destroyed”36 or pushing especially Black characters to “the margins of the narrative, in the roles of maids, bouncers, hotel clerks, and parking attendants.”37 As a counterweight to these white-centric novels on his shelf, Rudolph Fisher wrote the first novel that featured a Black detective in 1932 and, for Chester Himes, “the black criminal served as an aesthetic strategy for making visible the structural poverty wrought by segregation.”38 Together these novels do not define August as much as position him in a broader field of novelistic discourse about Black criminality, wherein novelists “explore ways of impeding the collapse of race into crime … [and refuse] to allow fiction to be mistaken for ethnographic reporting of direct experience.”39 Though August’s Detroit is the most complete and detailed portrait of the city in any of the texts studied thus far, August is nonetheless born out of the fictionality of genre, and the realism of his Detroit an aesthetic strategy to portray the fictionality of Black criminality.

This relationship between genre and realism in Detroit is perhaps made most evident by what crime fiction is noticeably absent from his shelves but nonetheless deeply ingrained in the text itself: the influence of the “Dickens of Detroit,” Elmore Leonard, among the most prolific and impactful writers in the history of American crime fiction. Leonard’s “Motor City Five” novels, published almost annually from 1974 to 1980, exemplified his experimentation with the crime genre, where his hometown of Detroit provided “a real-world milieu with a specific geographical ethos, or character, that emerges gradually rather than in lengthy, explicit passages of narrative description.”40 The first four novels of the Motor City Five follow a midcentury trend in crime fiction of examining the city through the perspectives of criminals and their victims, and thus are “less concerned with the solving of crime than with the experience of Page 144 →committing it.” This emergent genre-wide strategy “took shape primarily in responses to midcentury discourses of racialized crime” sparked by the second Great Migration, the civil rights movement, and racial uprisings, for all which Detroit provided the most spectacular example.41 Examining the interiority of the criminal offered novelists a more liberal, narrative strategy to either explore the material conditions of what led someone to commit a crime, as we saw with the heist film Blue Collar, or to emphasize the mind in order to “demonstrate that criminals don’t always look the way one would expect them to…poor and Black.”42 But, this subversion of racial stereotypes, as Theodore Martin argues, did not so much erase notions of Black criminality as show how all discourse on crime was captured by it.

While the first four of the Motor City Five demonstrate Leonard adapting different perspectives as part of his strategies “of impeding the collapse of race into crime,” it is the final book of Leonard’s Detroit crime novels, City Primeval: High Noon in Detroit, that has the most relevant and visible markings on the August Snow novel series.43 City Primeval is “the first novel in which Leonard makes a police detective his central protagonist” and demonstrates a desire to “open a window into the soul of a contemporary law enforcement officer.”44 However, in Leonard’s attempt to avoid “sowing fears about black urban criminals,” City Primeval constructs a story about a Latino detective, Sgt. Raymond Cruz, pushed further and further to the edge by a vulgar white criminal who weaponizes anti-Black racism to antagonize Cruz and misdirect from his violent crimes. Like August Snow, City Primeval’s introduction of a Latino protagonist offers a variety of possibilities in breaking down the Black/white divide that dominates discourses of Detroit. However, as Charles J. Rzepka points out, “Despite his almost total assimilation into white, middle-class culture, Cruz’s ethnicity aligns him with Hispanic characters from Leonard’s Western phase.”45 Cruz finds himself caught in a matrix of genres—crime, Western, and Detroit—wherein he “deliberately attempts to make himself look like Greogry Peck’s gun-slinging character Jimmy Ringo, from Henry King’s popular 1950 Western film The Gunfighter.”46 For his interview with the Detroit News, Cruz exhibits a hyper-awareness of how his appearance and actions were comprehended in relation to the Western and crime genre. He “had grown the mustache, he would have to admit, to look older, letting it grow and liking it more and more as it Page 145 →filled in dark and took a bandit turn around the corners of his mouth.”47 The journalist outlines a range of



impressions, images, the possible influence of certain screen detective types, and Raymond said he thought movie detectives looked like cowboys. A mistake. The girl from the News jumped on that, said it was revealing and wrote something in her notebook.48



August Snow and his partner will similarly be accused of being “stupid little boys who never stopped wanting to be gauchos. Riding dusty tails in your floppy cowboy hats and leather chaps, dispensing open-range justice that no tin star could.”49 Approaching his crime scenes like a “movie set,” for Cruz the role of the heroic crimefighter informed by genre sets him on a path where he will need to move outside the lines of appropriate policing to defeat the racist “Oklahoma Wildman.” Recalling the “gentle policing” then-Police Chief Hart used to describe the period of policing in Mayor Coleman Young’s Detroit Police Department post-STRESS and fictionalized in City Primeval, Cruz’s genre-constructed self-image provides a masculine contrast to the stated, though not always practiced, goals of Detroit’s contemporaneous, “decolonial” force to follow the law and gain credibility with Detroit’s Black residents.

Though August’s reading of crime novels signals how he is self-aware and even self-assured in his approach to crimefighting and the construction of race, the content of these books is only one part of the picture. The books alone do not enable August’s heroic sense of home: the narrator emphasizes the significance of the bookshelves, the way the home is oriented around the books, and what structure of beliefs the books then engender. Bookshelves are a critical element of this class-based history and what it portends about the American Dream in Detroit. August details the history of the Mexicantown neighborhood, from when Mexicans first started migrating to the city in the 1940s “for the same reason blacks had abandoned the south a decade earlier: well-paying, steady work at the auto factories” through the immediate waves of white flight that started in the same period: “Gringos have always been ‘flying’ out of the concentric circles of Detroit. All in an effort to avoid—well—everybody.”50 August further explains,Page 146 →



In Mexicantown, homes once reserved for doctors and wheelers-and-dealers were soon bought for pennies on the dollar by waves of Mexicans in pursuit of something once considered the exclusive purview of white people: the American Dream. For the love of my Mexican mother, my African-American father bought the two-story brick Colonial in 1978.51



Built-in bookshelves are a critical linkage between the American Dream as imagined and enforced by the white upper-middle class and the day-to-day experience of that so-called American Dream as it played out in Mexicantown over the subsequent decades. Book historian Ted Striphas finds that in the late 1920s and early 1930s, the very time these homes commissioned by middle- and upper-middle-class whites in Southwest Detroit were being built, homebuyers and interior designers flocked towards a “growing fad” of built-in bookshelves.52 Homes started to be built with floor to ceiling bookshelves, inspiring the “ambition some day to fill them up.” Accumulating books, in other words, became a learned behavior of the middle class, and the content of those books, “the literariness of particular titles or the pleasures of reading them,” was subordinate to the act of accumulation and what the books said of the family’s sense of status or class formation.53

In August Snow, the reader knows that the volumes of Latin American poetry and the crime novels by Chester Himes and Rudolph Fisher are the most valued pieces not exclusively because of his attached memories to his mother or because African American crime novelists imparted insights into the relationship between criminality and the construction of race for an aspiring police detective. Rather, the language of book accumulation clues the reader into their relative value, “noir gumshoes” as compared to “first-edition signed copies.” In fact, the books as physical books on the bookshelves arguably communicate even more in terms of what they represent to the reader about August than what their content actually says about what August understands about policing from these texts—as signed first editions, these African American-authored books are less likely to have been read or re-read because of their preciousness as valuable status symbols than the cheap, popular, white-authored paperbacks they are positioned alongside.
Page 147 →By prioritizing the bookshelves and what the books as objects communicate to the reader, the narrator links Detroit’s history of Black and Latinx home ownership within the broader matrices of crime, property, and American achievement. In 1967, the very year that made Detroit ground zero for the discourses of crime and Black criminality, the city also boasted the highest rate of Black homeownership in the country.54 These neighborhoods bear the scars of long histories of redlining, racial covenants, and municipal neglect, but revising the ways Black homeownership is comprehended and the affective associations made with these homes—so often portrayed in the Detroit genre as well as in the media as a dilapidated blight that ought to be demolished—is a central and urgent concern of the reclaimed Detroit genre.

If detective novels and bookshelves signal the intersection of criminality and homeownership, August’s shifting understanding of crime and property is what ultimately determines how heroic, or not, he is as a crimefighter in Detroit. Policing and property are inseparable. As Rinaldo Walcott influentially argues,



the issue of property sits at the centre of Black people’s relationship with policing both past and present, and it is central to making sense of why more and more Black people, alongside others who support our communities, called for the defunding of the police, prisons, and the entire judicial system in the wake of George Floyd’s murder.55



In a statement that clarifies the stakes of revising Detroit crime fiction, Walcott goes on to write that “an abolitionist future is not possible without the abolition of police. And it is my contention that this is not possible without the abolition of property.”56 Though August may distance himself from the Detroit Police Department, his sense of justice is shaped by a deeper belief in the mission of policing, a belief that finds its most palatable formulation in his intention to renovate his neighborhood while providing work opportunities for its residents and his newfound friends. Across the August Snow novel series, his most heroic acts are when he violates the tenets of both policing and property.

In the first novel, property rehabilitation and criminal rehabilitation are in fact introduced as one and the same strategy for August to Page 148 →fight the “real agents of decline,” wherein he provides mutual aid to low-level criminals and safe havens for squatters.57 When August confronts a young African American who is selling drugs on Markham Street, simultaneously becoming the target of racialized stereotyping from August’s Mexican neighbors and threatening August’s property values, August sees an opportunity to combine his missions of community harmony and property development:



“Tell you what, Jimmy Radmon.” I eased the gun out of his hand […] “You seem like a smart kid. So here’s the deal: you come around here again selling drugs, I’ll kill ya. Then I’ll toss your dead body in an abandoned house two blocks over and let the rats feast off your corpse. How are you with a paintbrush and power tools?”58



Jimmy is what Lester Spence describes as a hustler in our now contemporary sense of the word, “black men who are forced to work incessantly with no way out.”59 Spence notes that this use of the word is a departure from its previous iterations in describing Black labor:



Whereas in the late sixties and early seventies the hustler was someone who consistently sought to get over, the person who tried to do as little work as possible in order to make ends meet, with the “hustled” being the people who were victimized by these individuals (“He hustled me”), the hustler is now someone who consistently works.60



Jimmy is an attractive prospective rehabilitation project, not unlike the homes on the street, because he exemplifies the city’s fetishized brand trademarked by a popular clothing store in the city: “Detroit Hustles Harder.” Although Spence persuasively argues against the damaging impact of this neoliberal language of work—mirroring the discussion of “resilience” in the introduction of this book—August and the reader’s sympathy towards Jimmy is in a shared belief that hustling makes Jimmy worthy of assistance.61 Measured against the violent bludgeoning of petty criminals in the white-centric Detroit genre previously, August’s determination to see Jimmy outside of the framework of criminality is nonetheless a notable departure in the Detroit genre.
Page 149 →Building his mutual aid network, August later discovers that his Mexican neighbor Carlos, along with his undocumented wife and child, were squatting in the house across the street. Carlos resented that Jimmy, who he considered a petty criminal, was given work opportunities by August instead of him. In contrast to Adam’s dismissal of Detroit’s spliced electrical boxes in Only Lovers Left Alive, the skills Carlos demonstrates in squatting, like that he “jimmied the electrical,” are immediately recognized as positive work attributes for August’s home refurbishment project.62 In his typical act of self-reliant charity, August has the heat fixed in the home and hires Carlos to become Jimmy’s partner. The language of the Western that once entrapped Sgt. Raymond Cruz in City Primeval is transferred to home renovations: “Jimmy and Carlos Rodriguez, Jimmy’s equal-share renovation and house-flipping partner, were heading down the street, their skin glistening, tool belts hung like spaghetti-western gunslingers.”63 Yet, the self-aware confluence of genre, property, and policing presents a clear limit on how heroic August can be, which is arguably precisely the point.

Almost as soon as the narrative conceit of crimefighting through altruistic home renovation is introduced, questions immediately emerge about what this plan ultimately means for his neighborhood, how it materially helps the people around him, or, as a police abolitionist like Walcott might point out, whether it is as impossible to be a “good” crimefighter as it is to be a “good” house renovator. Though August’s settlement means that he does not need money from this venture, the novel cannot disentangle property as heroic action and property as investment or profit.



Radmon asked if I was planning on buying any of the other houses on the block; there were four others that were up for sale. Houses that in a northern suburban market would have brought in six-digit sales figures. In Mexicantown? Four figures. Maybe five tops […] “This city’s comin’ ’round, dude. All them rich hipster kids from West Bloomfield and Birmingham, they buyin’ up shit down here left and right. Why not have a brotha—or whatever you are—be they landlord?”



In the long tradition of Detroit cynics like Zeke from Blue Collar and Curtis from No Sudden Move, Radmon qua hustler sees August’s ability Page 150 →to profit on processes of their control, in this case gentrification, as a net win. August doubts that he would want to be a landlord or flip houses to wealthy white suburbanites, but at the beginning of the second novel in the trilogy we learn this is precisely what he does to resolve the contradiction. August explains that they



had just flipped two houses—a detached brick three-bedroom to a young couple who’ moved here from Portland with their three-year-old girl, and a two-bedroom brick duplex to some English charitable foundation guy who insisted on wearing his hard in a man-bun and doing yoga on his front porch.64



The Free Press strangely sees these sales to white people as August successfully “bringin’ the ‘hood back” and seeks an interview. August describes that he “just wanted my neighborhood—my street—back. Maybe homage to my beloved parents. Maybe reverence for a long-ago way of life that in this moment seemed to hold no more weight than spirits wandering far from their graves.”65 August avoids acknowledging the apparent incongruity and dissonance of bringing back the neighborhood he grew up, a neighborhood ravaged by dispossession through the very system of American property and real estate that restricted Black and brown Detroiters to neighborhoods like Mexicantown, which were particularly bludgeoned by the austerity measures of the city’s survival and later its comeback. But August’s heroic sense of justice, as he explains he has continued the property investment and renovation because he now “had a couple good men depending on [him] for their livelihood,” underscores the absolute compatibility between saving Detroit through real estate ventures with saving Detroit through policing or vigilante crimefighting.

In writing about crime in New Detroit, then, Jones’s novels demonstrate a fuller understanding of the actual lived experience behind the visual spectacle of the planned horrors of “right-sizing” Detroit’s low-density neighborhoods seen in the white-centric horror films discussed in Chapter 2. At the same time, the novels also make clear the connection between dispossession and the new forms of capital accumulation, the false promises of public–private partnerships, the sequestering of crime to the areas of Detroit made socially and politically invisible, and the Page 151 →attractive and lauded cosmetic upgrades of Detroit’s so-called comeback. While the white-centric texts of the Detroit genre sought to use the city as a shortcut to making broader commentaries about race, America, and the American Dream, the African American authored genre novels explored across Part 2 demonstrate that it is only through using genre to make visible the historically and geographically specific, simultaneous processes of dispossession and accumulation that enables the example of Detroit to blossom into a wider understanding of America and American empire. Perhaps a function of his reading crime fiction, August will regularly make accommodations for the misdeeds of officers who he sees as fighting the good fight as he and his father once did, including his former boss and friend, who it turns out was thwarting August’s investigation into Eleanor at every turn. While August’s personal attachments to individual characters in the novel could lend itself to a broader narrative rationalization of “good apple” and “bad apple” police officers, as we see in Cyborg, August confronts how the systems of crimefighting and mass incarceration in Detroit are drawn into a broader orbit of dispossession and American empire.

For example, while investigating the murder of Eleanor Paget, August interviews Rose Mayfield, Eleanor’s African American executive assistant. To highlight the positive potential of compassionate capital infusion into low-density neighborhoods, Rose describes the bank’s “nonprofit ventures” such as LifeLight as altruism. She explains that LifeLight has stepped in where the city can no longer afford to provide basic streetlights in neighborhoods just like where August is living in Mexicantown:



We buy state-of-the-art streetlights—solar powered LEDs—and install them in neighborhoods that have been without them for ten, fifteen years. We’ve partnered with some of the car companies as well as DTE (Detroit Edison Energy) and a few others, to offset the costs. We’ve still got a long way to go. So far we’ve installed sixty-five with a goal of a hundred and twenty by the end of this quarter.66



Mum on who the “few others” who kindly help offset the costs of what used to be basic municipal services are, this apparent generosity, like so much altruism in Detroit, proves to be worse than a scam.
Page 152 →Project LifeLight is a reference to Project Green Light. First mentioned in my analysis of Robocop, this crimefighting project started in 2016 and asked participating Detroit businesses to install cameras that would transmit live video to police, who then used controversially flawed facial recognition software to identify and pursue criminal activity.67 In the resolution of the novel, when August’s brilliant hacker informant Skittle is coerced to become an employee of the FBI, Skittle warns August to be wary of the new streetlights on his street:



You plannin’ on makin’ some sweet love any time soon at your crib, Snowman? … Just thought if you was plannin’ on makin’ that funky beast with two sweaty backs, you might wanna pull them shades way down low, bro… Them new streetlamps in the ’hood? Them LifeLight streetlamps? Some of ’em tasked to an FBI pilot program called Operation: First Light. Even the manufacturer don’t know the fed-fuzz be retrofitting some of them streetlamps with state-of-the-art listening, video and blue-spoof surveillance.



August asks why they would want to surveil his neighborhood in Mexicantown, and Skittle explains, “Why not the ’hood bro? … Shits and giggles. See if all y’all be happy down on the plantation. But guess where most of them streetlamps be? … Dearborn, baby. Home of the largest population of Middle-Eastern ex-pats.”68 While Skittle’s joke underplays the reasons why the federal government is also incentivized to surveil and over-police Mexicantown, August’s ability to recognize the intersecting forms of oppression and dispossession experienced by Black, Mexican, and Arab Detroiters depends on his own personal disillusionment about the “goodness” of crimefighting. Even the presumed “goodness” of crimefighting overlooks any actual interest in the effectiveness of crimefighting, for which Project Green Light is a perfect example of what is prioritized or emphasized in narratives of crime in New Detroit. In 2019, Mayor Mike Duggan touted a 31% decline in crime rate at participating businesses that installed high-definition surveillance cameras. However, the Department of Justice reported in 2023 that Project Green Light had absolutely no effect on reducing violent crime in the city, though it did find a reduction from what August’s crimefighting cannot fully disentangle: property crimes.69
Page 153 →The reader sees the evolution of August’s distrust in systems of crimefighting when, in Lives Laid Away, August learns that one of the ICE agents who most aggressively harassed August and his neighbors was in fact a DEA agent whose harassment helped him build his cover so that he could root out the cohort of ICE agents involved in sex trafficking. According to Snow’s FBI contact O’Donnell, “Lassiter’s on the level […] I had an agent that owes me one vet him on the sly. He’s neck-deep in this and he’s given the DEA and FBI some good, actionable intel.”70 Unlike Cyborg, however, August does not so easily accept that the DEA is a beneficent force in Mexicantown. When Lassiter attempts to console August that he does not need to get involved because he is “a private citizen […with] no skin in the game,” August provides the clearest articulation of the relationship between his crimefighting and the construction of race in the entire novel series:



Some folks are born with skin in a fucking game […] I live in Mexicantown, Lassiter. ICE agents spend half their time pounding down good Mexican food then, instead of paying the fucking bill, they arrest and deport the cook because he sold a joint to a cousin eight years ago. And that same joint that got the brown guy booted from the country is what white guys are lining up for at their pot dispensaries if they’re not starting their own grow houses. So “no skin in the game”? Fuck you.71



This moment presents a break from the first novel, where August agrees to work with O’Donnell and exhibits some faith in the existence of good agents and officers with the intent to protect and serve the community, including his excitement at using groundbreaking facial recognition software to help the FBI find the baddie. The nature of the crimes in Lives Laid Away—the deportation of his neighbors in Mexicantown rather than the investigation of the murder of a financial maven in Grosse Pointe—enables a broader critique of policing, in all of its intersecting forms, at the border between the U.S. and Canada. ICE agents, who August and his friends refer to as “Nazis,” are already indistinguishable from the white supremacist biker gang who is helping ICE traffic women into the sex trade. But the notion that a DEA “on the level” is separate from those oppressive forces is offensive to August. He continues,Page 154 →



Why is it when white folk suddenly take a tumble into the shit they want to work with the black or brown guy who wakes up every day drowning in it? No, O’Donnell. Not this time. You do what you gotta do. I’ll do the same.”72



August being disabused of his faith in good apples and striking out on his own produces a subtle but very significant difference from Cyborg and their respective roles in the criminal justice system. At the conclusion of Lives Laid Away, after August solves and ends the human trafficking ring collaboratively built between white supremacists, ICE, and international financiers, August considers the past and future victims of violence and deportations, including his neighbor and housing renovation partner Carlos. In a departure from the midcentury crime fiction that sought to intervene on discourses of Black criminality through either prodding the motivations or psychology of criminals or showing the harms of stereotyping of and falsely accusing Black people, August makes a very poignant and surprising observation about the structural criminality of the United States and its impact on a (super)heroic Blaxican crimefighter: “I could have easily, angrily and with all valid justification laid blame at the cloven feet of ICE and a wayward government for the loss of my friends, my neighbors. I mostly laid the blame at my feet.”73 Harkening back to the heist crime movies of the 1970s, August both understands the continuity between fascism, ICE, and their broader roles in maintaining U.S. empire and feels a deeper depression about the impossibility of an individual hero stepping in to stop those systems. Instead, “together [with neighbors Carmela and Sylvia], we drank and stared at the empty house across the street where beloved friends once lived. This was our velerio—our wake—where prayers settled on the tongue like ash.”74 In the decades-long history of characters in the Detroit genre looking melancholically at empty houses, this house is not empty because of white flight or because of exceptional Black Detroiters leaving for better opportunities.

As the reader learns at the beginning of the third novel, this empty house does not signify the property abandonment and valuelessness pervasive in Detroit horror movies, as August can no longer even afford to compete with the escalating housing market in the rapidly gentrified Mexicantown neighborhood. In this sense, the guilt that August feels is Page 155 →not so much from his inability to stop every criminal, but the recognition that the deportations are part of the same uneven process of property development and dispossession that August himself complicitly participated in, even in the role of a hero. In the conclusion of the third novel, Elena complains to August,



You know what I heard this afternoon at the restaurant? […] I heard some young white people refer to Mexicantown as “West Corktown.” Can you imagine that? West Corktown! Over a hundred years of Mexicans living and working and worshipping and having babies and baptisms in southwest Detroit—and now we’re the browns of Ireland? […] I said to them, “Excuse me—but this is Mexicantown. Not ‘West Corktown.’ It might be best if you learned the history of a place before you decide to rewrite it.” They’re what I fear, Octavio: the nameless, faceless pallbearers come to slowly bury the still-warm body of Mexicantown […] God forgive me, but I pray for the death of the pallbearers.75



Recalling Brick Mansions’s re-positioning of Corktown as the city’s most dangerous neighborhood, Elena’s story suggests the historical recuperation and preservation exercised in the African American-authored narratives of the reclaimed Detroit genre provide a new template for crimefighting: recognizing and fighting against the informal but material crimes of dispossession, against the “nameless, faceless pallbearers” of New Detroit.

Drawing on these considerations of the repatriation of the crimefighter and previewing the considerations of myth in the following chapter, I will conclude with a brief discussion of how Cheryl A. Head’s Charlie Mack Motown Mystery novel Bury Me When I’m Dead (2016) gives shape, through genre and fictionality, to Head’s excavation of her own family history in Time’s Undoing (2023). Like August, Charlie Mack works adjacent to, but not indivisible from, law enforcement as the proprietor of a private-investigation business. Resonant with the interracial alliances formed in the heist films studied in Chapter 1, she with her two white partners form “an unlikely trio but working together for eighteen months at INS [Immigration and Naturalization Service] and then at the newly formed Homeland Security’s Immigration and Customs Enforcement Unit had forged a trusting bond.”76 In addition to their shared disillusionment with Page 156 →ICE, Charlie explains how this interracial dynamic makes them as a group more effective crimefighters:



Over the last few years, Charlie and Don had reached a pragmatic approach around race and gender, using their differences to full advantage. As a white male, there were doors Don could more easily walk through than Charlie. On the other hand, being a woman had often been the key to getting a recalcitrant witness to open up. When they dealt with law enforcement in other jurisdictions, Don always took the lead, not just because he had been a cop but because he fit most people’s idea of what an investigator looked like. But Charlie could visit any black business or organization, Don at her heels, playing up the “sister in charge” act and information would pour like syrup on pancakes.



This self-aware deployment of identity as a crimefighting technique mirrors the novel’s own awareness of how the Detroit genre has been filtered through limited perspectives, all men, and primarily white. It is not a coincidence that Charlie is the first queer Black woman from Detroit whose focalization has been discussed in The Detroit Genre, and that it has taken three chapters to do so. In Chapter 4, I will discuss more about how female and queer Black perspectives have been centered in the reclamation of the Detroit genre, as well as the experimentations on genre undertaken to execute that perspectival shift. In the case of Charlie’s strategic deployment of identity as part of an interracial crimefighting team or her positionality in the wider Detroit crime genre, she notes what a “burden she had taken upon herself” to discuss racial issues, and thus become a representative of her entire race and identity, with her white partner.77

Yet, the significance of this perspectival shift is most evident in what it enables in Head’s own writing, and her ability to use genre to recover her own family’s migration history. In Bury Me When I’m Dead, Charlie and Don are hired by a business owner to find a missing person, Joyce Stringer, suspected of stealing large sums of money from her workplace. Their pursuit takes them to Birmingham, Alabama, a setting that not only evokes the long history of Jim Crow but also is visually akin to Detroit: “At the turn of the twentieth century, Birmingham was known as the Magic City but like Detroit, in the last few decades it had seen declining residents, Page 157 →revenues and reputation.”78 Throughout the novel, Charlie notes the similarities between the cities, for example the sparse pedestrian traffic or that “Birmingham had a Woodward Avenue like Detroit but the sidewalks had more tree boxes and green space than Detroit’s downtown.”79 Following the mystery between these two geographic spaces, Bury Me When I’m Dead effectively tethers Black experiences with policing in Detroit with “the reputation of the Jim Crow South not that long ago and the dangers Birmingham’s black citizens faced from white police officers during that time, especially in places where they didn’t belong.”80 The aliveness of this history is apparent when her body involuntarily vibrates in fear when they are stopped by a police officer despite having her own license and ID as investigator.

The figuration and innervation of this mystery—the writing of Charlie’s experiences as a Detroiter courageously and defiantly pursuing a missing person in Birmingham—had echoes of Head’s own family history that she fictionalizes in her 2023 novel Time’s Undoing: the murder of her grandfather by a police officer in Birmingham in the 1920s, which instigated her grandmother’s move to Detroit. As Head tells in an interview, “We still don’t know where he’s buried, if or when he was buried […] That’s hung over us a long time.”81 Determined to construct a narrative that could fill the historical gaps and, indeed, closures inflicted on her family, Head adapts the structure of her mystery novels to write the story of a fictionalized version of herself as Meghan McKenzie, a Detroit Free Press reporter who aims to write about the historical continuity between police killings of unarmed Black people in today’s Detroit by solving the mystery of her great-grandfather’s murder in Birmingham in 1929. During the research for her novel, she located a critical piece of evidence, critical for both her protagonist within the plot and her family: an article in the St. Petersburg Times that confirmed the passed-down story of her family. As she recounts,



When I found that newspaper article, I remember stopping for half an hour, crying, reading it again, crying. And then I went out to my partner, who was in the patio and said, “I found proof that my grandfather was killed by Birmingham, Alabama police.” We’d never had that in my family. Never had that in 90 years.82



Page 158 →In a maneuver shared across the novels discussed in the following chapter and the conclusion, this Black history-writing required something different than Head’s previous novels: blending the grounded, street-level mystery stories of Charlie Mack with the supernatural, ancestral intercessions of myth. In the work of researching and writing the novel, Head explains that “There were a couple of times I would run into a brick wall, and I literally felt my grandfather’s nudge to point me in a certain direction.”83 Time’s Undoing moves back and forth in time, toggling between chapters written from the perspective of Meghan’s great-grandfather—a fictional version of Head’s grandfather—Robert Harrington in 1929 and Meghan’s perspective solving the mystery in 2019. While Robert’s narrative is only made possible through the historical excavation Meghan is doing, the reader learns that these sections are from the perspective of his ghost, a supernatural figure who intervenes and assists Meghan throughout the story. Both depending on the other, Meghan nonetheless understands that she must keep this ancestral intercession as “our secret; and our truth” because genre constricts which mythologies about Black lives in America are believed as totalizing narratives of truth—regardless if they feature robocops or white men re-animated by supernatural crows—and which are deemed as far-fetched, dismissed, and dismissible, the purview of genre fiction alone.84







Page 159 →CHAPTER FOUR

Writing Countermyths for Black Detroit


Part 1 explains how the white-centric Detroit genre critically contributed to and helped shape a mythology of Detroit’s invention of American modernity during a Fordist Golden Age followed by racialized urban decline. Contextualizing these texts with the city’s history and lived reality exposes how these texts often function in the way Roland Barthes describes mythology, as a totalizing narrative that empties historical reality: “it is, literally, a ceaseless flowing out, a haemorrhage, or perhaps evaporation, in short a perceptible absence [of history].”1 Detroit provided the visual and symbolic material for various genres (heist, superhero, sci-fi dystopia, horror, comedy sitcom) to participate in a wider field of discourses, including on race, crime, and labor, but this largely depended on de-historicizing the city and emptying it, quite literally, of people. Given the relationship between the mythology of Detroit presented in the Detroit genre as a crime-ridden dystopia or an empty urban frontier and the genre’s role in naturalizing narratives of dispossession, myth then serves as the foundational site for revision by African American writers seeking to reclaim the Detroit genre.

This chapter analyzes three contemporary texts—Alice Randall’s novel Black Bottom Saints (2020), Angela Flournoy’s debut novel Turner House (2015), and Tananarive Due and Steven Barnes’s graphic novel The Keeper Page 160 →(2022) with art by Marco Finnegan—that use supernatural and mythological literary devices to historicize and sanctify Black Detroit, the city that mythologies have so successfully de-historicized, and thus establish new tropes for the reclaimed Detroit genre.2 Indeed, these novels use Detroit’s history to fashion what Hortense J. Spillers calls “a literary countermyth of good intentions,” wherein “myth becomes a tactic for explanation [of…] the biographical uses of history” and thus reconstitutes the city through whose erased biographies its history is thus told.3 Like Spillers, these novelists recognize “the high danger of applying [the mythic form] laden, a priori, with valuation that justifies it on the one hand and condemns it on the other,” and accordingly “proceed with caution” in re-purposing myth.4 Specifically, these texts deploy myth to show how the artificiality of the naturalized histories of Detroit have been used to scare, discipline, and limit the affective lives and behaviors of especially Detroit’s Black girls and women through the false promise of female respectability as a response to intersectional precarity.

Given its primacy in the Great Migration and the creation of the Black middle class, Detroit is one of the most significant sites in understanding the historical commitment to and failure of Black respectability politics in 20th- and 21st-century America. In Victoria Wolcott’s history of Black women in interwar Detroit, she charts a “significant transformation in racial discourse from a focus on bourgeois respectability in the 1910s and 1920s to a more masculine ideology of self-determination during the Great Depression.”5 As a direct rebuttal of racist stereotypes of Black women as “innately licentious,” African American clubwomen in Detroit, Wolcott explains,



used respectability as both a “collective strategy” to enhance the reputation of all African American women and a means to define class distinctions [within] the black community. Thus, bourgeois respectability shaped black female activists’ desire to act as unblemished representatives of the race and to reform the behavior of their working-class sisters.6



Wolcott’s history demonstrates how



uplift ideology expressed by middle-class elites resonated strongly with the preexisting values of poorer African American women [in Detroit]. Page 161 →Respectability, therefore, reflected more than simply bourgeois Victorian ideology; it was a foundation of African American women’s survival strategies and self-definition irrespective of class.7



A variety of factors contributed to a lessening of female respectability as a core liberation strategy. These include the dispersal of middle-class African Americans from Detroit’s crowded downtown, including a featured neighborhood in this chapter, Black Bottom, and, as Wolcott argues, “the crisis of the Great Depression made male employment and economic survival top priorities.”8 As Wolcott explains, “labor unions and New Deal agencies provided new models of interracial cooperation [of working-class whites and Blacks] that challenged the traditional relationship between white industrialists and black leaders.”9 Superseding female respectability in Detroit were more masculinist ideologies of self-defense and self-determination, from Garveyism to the Nation of Islam to revolutionary Marxist labor organizing.

Each of the cultural artifacts studied in this chapter tap into this history because the historical tensions between female respectability and more radical calls for Black liberation continue to shape and define the experience of Black girlhood in Detroit today. In her ethnography of Black girls living in a Detroit homeless shelter in the early 2000s, Aimee Meredith Cox adapts the word “shapeshifting” from mythology to describe “an act, a theory, and, in this sense, a form of praxis that—although uniquely definitive and defined by Black girls—reveals our collective vulnerabilities.”10 Cox continues,



In the context of a homeless shelter in postindustrial Detroit, shapeshifting most often means shifting the terms through which educational, training, and social service institutions attempt to shape young Black women into manageable and respectable members of society whose social citizenship is always questionable and never guaranteed, even as these same institutions ostensibly encourage social belonging.11



The critical intervention made in these genre narratives is in negotiating Black women’s precarious position between the domestic, where supernatural shapeshifters intervene in situations of homelessness, eviction, Page 162 →and foreclosure, and the political, where the female protagonists are excluded as citizens and call on ancestral shapeshifters for comfort, resistance, or revenge. As seen across several of the texts in Part 1, the Detroit genre largely frames crime as an experience of whiteness, in particular against white women, as a way to both communicate the sense of lost greatness Detroit symbolized for white men and to vilify, in sometimes coded and sometimes transparent ways, Black men. These novels set a new course for the Detroit genre in which the city’s past, present, and future center the experiences of Black girlhood in Detroit, not in relation to the experiences of Black boys and men but on their own terms.

Revising the tropes of the Detroit genre to prioritize and make visible the experiences of Black girls and women, these authors thus continue Toni Morrison’s influential integration of myth and the supernatural in arguably the first literary attempt to reclaim the Detroit genre: Song of Solomon (1977). A prescient inversion of the way genre narratives would use Detroit to generate universalizing and naturalizing histories about the nation and its discontents, Morrison set Song of Solomon in an unnamed Michigan city to speak to the specificity and particularity of the African American experience during the Great Migration in the Rust Belt. In popular discussions of the novel, this unnamed city is often presumed to be Detroit, but the effect of unnaming provides an effective aesthetic rebuttal to the ways Detroit was already circulating in popular culture in the 1970s as a loaded and mythic signifier.

Song of Solomon famously begins in 1931 with Robert Smith leaping from the roof of Mercy Hospital, a segregated hospital that would not treat African American patients, to “fly away on [his] own wings” to the other side of Lake Superior, referring to Canada.12 Historically, over 50,000 slaves seeking freedom through Detroit, referred to as Midnight on the underground railroad, crossed the Detroit River into Windsor, Canada. The reference to Lake Superior, located much farther north bordering Michigan’s upper peninsula, could suggest either a deliberate distancing of the unnamed city from Detroit or the need for an even longer flight from Detroit through Northern Michigan and into the Canadian wilderness to express the ever out-of-reach dream of Black liberation. In this sense, the unnamed Michigan city of Song of Solomon exemplifies the bitter disappointment of what Rinaldo Walcott calls the long Page 163 →emancipation, or “continued unfreedom […] the ongoing [violent] interdiction of a potential Black freedom.”13

Immediately after the leap, the narrator describes the ironic, racial history of the street name of where Robert leapt. Registered as Mains Avenue, the street was informally called “Doctor Street” because that was where the city’s first Black doctor, Dr. Foster, lived. The city posted notices that the street “had always been and would always be known as Mains Avenue and not Doctor Street,” prompting the African American residents in the area to refer humorously and defiantly to the street as “Not Doctor Street.”14 The traumatic impact of Robert’s leap prompts the hospital to admit its first Black patient, Ruth Foster Dead, the daughter of the first Black doctor for whom the street is informally named. Ruth is in labor and gives birth to a daughter whose physical aberration and unwieldly sexuality “[mark] her not just as different, but as a threat to various communities that rebuke and scorn her.”15

Myth offers a way to contextualize and confront the living legacy of these histories, from the anti-Black attitudes of Ruth’s father, Dr. Foster, to the structural, racialized, and gendered oppression that will be imposed on her daughter Pilate. When A. Leslie Harris influentially writes of myth as providing the formal structure of Toni Morrison’s Song of Solomon, he cites Mircea Eliade’s affirmative definition of myth: “myth is sacred history, the breakthrough of the supernatural or divine into the human to explain the origins, destiny, and cultural concerns of a people.”16 Through Robert’s flight, the novel thus connects an Afro-mythic sorrow song about Solomon, who flies from a slave plantation in Virginia back to Africa, with “the great migration to the (unfulfilled) promised land of the urban North separated blacks from an essential source of strength: the belief in the presence and power of the ancestors.”17 Myth in this sense activates the historical recuperation of Black Detroit and, in doing so, articulates the processes of mobilizing a community against the miseries anticipated, sedimented, and entrenched by history as represented by the formation of the Detroit genre.

Following Morrison, all three texts studied in this chapter adopt myth as an aesthetic strategy for integrating the ancestral sources of strength for Black Detroit into the Detroit genre. However, while these three texts use myth and magic to narrativize the relationship between Black Page 164 →Detroiters struggling with housing and employment and their ancestors who traveled from the Jim Crow South to Detroit, these texts also defer the fetishized, quasi-magical resilience of Detroit seen in the affirmative manifestations of the white-centric Detroit genre. In Turner House and The Keeper, supernatural beings may offer some protection from Black Detroit’s economic precarity and its attendant mental health crises, but at a steep and often monstrous cost. In this sense, these texts recognize, as the chapter title from saints to haints suggests, that calling on the strength of these myths is not always liberatory; these so-called shapeshifters can also be violent, haunting, and destructive. The processes of transforming genre through myth—in this case transforming the Detroit genre by placing Black girls at its center—serves as an analogy for the incredible and often violent risks Black women have taken to transform Detroit in the city’s past and continue to do in their fight for the city’s future.


Saints

Alice Randall’s Black Bottom Saints adapts its narrative structure from Roman Catholic Saint books, which “usually [list] feasts and dates, along with a little biography of the saint being honored,” to canonize the overlooked and underappreciated figures of African Americans who came to Detroit during the Great Migration in the 1920s–1940s.18 For a city so often represented as the embodiment of a hell of racialized criminality—as Ze’ev Chafets writes, “It was in the fall of 1986 that I first saw the devil on the streets of Detroit”19—writing a countermyth of Detroit through the form of hagiography is political act of revision, one that relies on an ambitious structural transformation of a novelization of Detroit’s history. Black Bottom Saints is a book within a book, written primarily by Joseph “Ziggy” Johnson, a fictionalized version of a historical polymath: emcee, dance instructor, and columnist for the city’s Black newspaper, the Michigan Chronicle. However, in its negotiation between historical writing and mythmaking, multiple women are ultimately responsible for writing, compiling, and editing Ziggy’s Lives of the Black Bottom Saints as it exists in the readers’ hands. In the novel’s introduction, Ziggy explains that he had been compiling and writing the book for years but is now on Page 165 →his death bed and that the book will need to be completed “by hook or by crook” by an interstitial character named “Colored Girl, the one who got snatched out of Detroit.”20 Moreover, in the final hagiography, of Ziggy himself, the reader learns that Ziggy started writing the book in the



fall of 1967 [in the immediate aftermath of the Great Rebellion] and completing it, according to Baby Doll, about two days before his death in February of 1968 … Ziggy was working from memory with a brain fogged by illness, assisted by a variety of friends who popped in and out of his room, each with their own memories of dates and events. Some of these have seeped into Ziggy’s text.21



Then, through the interstitial stories of Colored Girl that we read at the start of each hagiography, the reader learns that her mother burned the original copy of the book out of bitterness. Ziggy’s wife and typist Baby Doll gives Colored Girl a carbon copy that had “been passed around, scribbled over, retyped […] Call. Response.”22 In addition to all those who helped Ziggy write it in the hospital, “while the draft was in [Ziggy’s wife] Baby Doll’s possession it was amended by at least two different hands.” As Colored Girl writes, “the pieces create chords,” including the biographical, third-person annotations of Colored Girl that fictionalize author Alice Randall’s own upbringing in Detroit.23

If genre frames the narrative structure and audience expectations, and an individual artwork aligns, subverts, or adapts these structures and expectations, the structure the Saint book, specifically the “four-volume sets of Butler’s Lives [of the Saints which] were as common as rosaries in Black Catholic homes,” lends to Black Bottom Saints is non-narrative, a compilation of stories of Black struggle, excellence, and triumph in Detroit.24 Just as the Roman Catholic Saint book intends to produce a structure of feeling that includes religiosity, wonderment, and faith, Ziggy’s Saint book creates a similar structure of feeling through rhythm and repetition that engages the reader in a collaborative project of historical recuperation and celebration of an eclectic grouping of Black Detroiters, including Black nationalists, female respectability reformers, trade unionists, advocates of self-determination, artists, athletes, entertainers, and participants in various queer subcultures in Detroit’s Black Page 166 →Bottom neighborhood between the 1930s and 1960s. Unlike the Roman Catholic Saints book’s repetition of religious feats, these saint stories are not meant to offer a monolith of Blackness that rivals the white-centric grand narrative of Detroit. Where Detroit as a genre suggests a kind of unity of belonging and survival, the novel juxtaposes, enshrines, and puts in tension a myriad of strategies of Black living across historical and geographic space. On a large scale, these stories link the struggles of migration from the Jim Crow South to what Randall nicknames Detroit as “Up South,” and on a more local scale to the social and economic stratification that emerge across Detroit’s Eastside, Westside, and into the suburbs. The novel’s narrative emerges in the brief introductions to each saint, as the reader learns more and more about the life of Colored Girl and how she has been actively assembling, researching, re-writing, and revising Ziggy’s histories for publication, a process that allows Colored Girl to develop a different understanding of not only Detroit but also her ability to live and thrive in the present.

Through these metafictional layers of mythmaking, Black Bottom Saints exposes the very relationship between genre and the production of historical reality, and by extension models how to revise the Detroit genre by revising the very genre it is mimicking. Fittingly, Ziggy’s own ancestor, his mother Nancy Elizabeth Johnson, provides the inspiration for adapting Detroit’s history into a Roman Catholic Saints book. Her Catholic pilgrimage, from Natchez, Mississippi, to Chicago and then Detroit, provides an alternative history to the Great Migration that exalts Ford and the salvation of his five-dollar workday, including her own efforts at historical recuperation of Augustus Tolton, the first Black Catholic priest in the United States. An analog to the stubborn resilience of Black Detroiters who stay in Detroit, Nancy stayed in the Catholic Church when most African Americans in her community in the South left the church in 1894 because the church was



a place where the Black folk sat in the back and off to the side, unless they were holding a white baby. The first official Black members of the church were the descendants of the white members of the church. Eventually this became too uncomfortable for both white wives and Black husbands.25



Page 167 →The Catholic Church provides Ziggy with his book’s structure not because of its dogma but because of the sensuality of the Church experience itself. He writes,



I first learned the power of the dark sitting beside the Natchez Belle [Ziggy’s affectionate name for Nancy] in a pew at a midnight service. The power of that dark, the power of Mama’s church, was not God. It was the address to all five senses. Church was my first place where the sight of beauty, the taste of beauty, the touch of beauty, and the scent of beauty all enveloped me at once. Eventually, I would translate the sight of stained-glass windows, the sound of choir songs, the taste of communion wafers, the touch of chasuble silk, and the scent of frankincense to the symmetric line of high-lifted legs, bent-note torch signing, aged Scotch, tie silk, and Arpège mixed with exhaled smoke from Winston cigarettes.26



Adapting the Roman Catholic Saints book to the production of countermyths of Detroit depends on this particular interpretation of the “power of that dark,” a powerful metaphor for the erasure of Black Detroiters from the city’s grand historical narrative, as producing the possibility for a sensual awakening.

To reproduce this experience for the reader, Ziggy’s Saint book cannot simply change the subjects of the Roman Catholic Saint book to Black historical figures; he must change the very form of the Saint book. As Ziggy explains, “Detroit likes to do things a little different than they been done before. My Saints Day Book includes biographies, plus cocktails in celebration of the Saints, and provides recipes and instructions on how to make them.”27 The indication by Ziggy of what Detroit does different, the inclusion of cocktail recipes to celebrate each Saint, indicates a significant formal experimentation on Catholic hagiography as well as the Detroit genre. Following a rich tradition of African diasporic fiction, the novel contrasts Roman Catholic dogma with the African ritual of pouring libations, “a liquid offering by and on behalf of all humanity, those living and those yet-to-be-born, to ancestors, to the Creator, to other divinities, and to the environment.”28 Framing the historical recuperation of Black Detroit with libations, Black Bottom Saints engages the reader in a Page 168 →reverential and spiritual act of mythmaking that makes visible the connections between Detroit through time and space to the African diaspora.

The novel thus folds the Detroit genre into this re-mixing of Africana and white, Christian mythology by providing detailed recipes inspired by Thomas Bullock and his recipe book The Ideal Bartender (1917). As Ziggy explains,



In Detroit, people spend a whole lot of time in bars drinking cocktails. Every bar I ever walked into was improved by my knowing that every bar in America owes something to one brilliant sepian, Thomas Bullock—the greatest bartender of all, and the first Black man ever to publish a cocktail recipe book. All Black folk—hell, all folk!—can be a particular kind of proud when they walk into a bar if they think about Bullock and all he knew about altering perception to improve reality.29



Through this formal experimentation on the genres of myth and hagiography the novel pushes beyond historical recuperation and invites the reader to experience Black Detroit as a site of sensual and spiritual pleasure rather than, as the totalizing myths of the city tell it, utter despair. Rafia Zafar describes how such African American recipes “uncover the historical intersections of cookery, race, and genre that produced new literary forms, social mobility, and civil rights […] so that the hidden history of Africanisms in the American kitchen, as Toni Morrison might have it, becomes visible.”30 These “recipes for respect” appear in nearly all of the African American-authored texts in the reclaimed Detroit genre studied in Part 2, and Black Bottom Saints creatively demonstrates how this new, interactive trope offers an opportunity to critique and revise the Detroit genre as such.

Engaging the reader to participate in the mythology, to move through domestic spaces, preparing recipes in the kitchen and communing with Detroit’s saints in a comfortable setting with a fresh cocktail, the novel also makes its most impactful intervention in the Detroit genre: the positioning of race and gender. As evidenced across the texts studied in Part 1, men, predominantly white men have largely occupied the center of the Detroit genre, and therefore the center of how the city and its history has been perceived and apprehended. Centering Black girls and women in the Page 169 →reclaimed Detroit genre is not, as Ziggy is careful to articulate, a marginalization of the Black men who were so often portrayed as criminals in the Detroit genre. As Ziggy writes,



For twenty years I created my best work playing to a sepian Detroit audience of breadwinners and their entourages.

It wasn’t just Black factory folk in the audience, but on most nights, in most places, most people in the audience were there because of the factory folk. Black doctors, lawyers, ministers, businessmen, gamblers, dry cleaners, hairdressers, barbers, restaurateurs, teachers, policemen, firemen, bus drivers, gas station attendants, car salesmen, newspaper columnists, grocery store owners, funeral parlor directors—we all lived off the wages of factory folk.

Back in the day, because of the breadwinners, Detroit could support all-Black hospitals, and all-Black private schools, and even exclusive all-Black beach resorts.

The factory folk—the breadwinners—drove the Black city. Black Detroit knew this. We gave the factory folk who worked in the automobile plants their proper respect. We loved those men who did that shift work that meant eight out of ten Black families in Detroit owned the home they lived in and could afford to go out to a club to hear live music any night they chose. Our breadwinners built this city. We remember when River Rouge ran twenty-four seven. Three shifts a day at the plants meant the showbars had two shows on Sunday and late shows every night, sometimes at 2:00 a.m., for those who got off the late shift. That was the opportunity that created caramel Camelot.31



Throughout the Saints book, considerable attention is given to these breadwinners and other heroic Black men from Detroit’s history. Recuperating these histories of Black Detroit’s breadwinners pushes back against the persistent “rhetoric of failed Black masculinity, primarily evinced by tropes of absentee fathers, to demonstrate the federal commitment to rescue the Black community from itself while effacing the state policies that devastate Black life.”32

One such hero was Joe Louis, immortalized in the statue The Fist, which remains the most iconographic in the city. Referring to infamous Page 170 →“stage direction[s]‌ of Louis’s uplift-minded managers,” the narrator describes how Louis “heard us. And by ‘us’ I mean sepians […] Not to fall into the Jack Johnson trap. To live clean. To wear nice clothes.”33 This protective, performative shell of respectability was more complex that appeared on the surface. Tina Post argues for Joe Louis’s mastery of the “deadpan,” a Black inexpressiveness that can act as a strategy of “purposeful withholding” and that became interpreted, in the case of Louis, as an appeal to respectability politics. As an avatar and protector for Black masculinity, his fifty-two knockouts were “art and church at the same time,” and thus “these breadwinners wanted to be with Joe Louis, more than anybody else […] With fight tickets in his pocket, a breadwinner had a pocket full of gold.”34 This relationship between presentation and performance was so potent that his wins could provide a brief reprieve from the disappointment and temporal stuckness of what Reed describes as “the Black situation.” Studying the archive of media responses to Joe Louis—of those who, unlike some of Detroit’s breadwinners, experienced the boxer only through the disembodied voices over the radio and newspapers—Post argues that the “public’s radio-based encounter with Louis suggest the kind of hopeful, life- affirming potentiality” and “Louis issued glimmers of the utopic that reorganized or ruptured traditional time, perhaps this offered his base a more livable present (even if it was also short lived).”35 Ziggy concludes the hagiography of Joe Louis by similarly hinting at the limits of this utopic glitch, “When [his victory is] not enough, it’s a very bad day. There have been more days like that lately.”36 In a sense, the limits of Louis’s utopic effect noted here point towards the generic experimentation that unfolds in Black Bottom Saints, where the stories of the breadwinners are acknowledged and appreciated but not ascendent or exclusionary.

The novel thus recognizes that stories of Detroit that prioritize only the experience of Black men run the risk of not only subordinating Black girls and women to their relationship to Black men, but also in how they rationalize dispossession of Black women by excluding them from federal, capital, and charitable investments.37 The structuring of the novel as juxtaposed hagiographies allows the novel to not only place Black men and women side-by-side as Saints of equal measure in the city’s history, but in fact to re-orient the new mythology of Detroit as a source of ancestral strength of Page 171 →Black women and for the benefit of Black girls. The juxtaposition of saints inherent to the structure of the Saints book makes clear that the goal of centering and advancing the liberation of Black girls evokes a complex history of differing and often opposing political strategies, seen most clearly in the canonizations of Sadye Pryor, a clubwoman “dismissed as overconcerned with trivialities, including home economics and the ‘respectability’ of the race,” and Valda Gray, described as the “great female impersonator” and the patron saint of gender nonconformists and exuberant living.

Ziggy describes Sadye as his “secret weapon” because he would drop her name when middle- and upper-middle-class “bougie mamas” would want a more exclusive, formal dance school than Ziggy’s. Born in Pensacola, Florida, in 1899 and raised in Florida during Jim Crow, Sadye learned how an environment could be “racked with race hate, yellow fever, and hunger and a cradle of political and economic opportunity for newly free men, women, and children.” From this experience, Ziggy describes Sadye as a person who “embraces contradictions,” and her sainthood reflects her transcendence from simple categorization as a female respectability reformer.

However, the structure of Black Bottom Saints is effective in layering these complex interactions between competing strategies of Black liberation. A Saint book does not articulate a narrative or even an ideological progression, but a kind of discordant harmony and contradictory belonging. Sadye’s embrace of contradictions is why—though she “maintains perfectly proper associates” and impeccable moral behavior as a model for female respectability—she did not see her goals of helping Black girls succeed in an integrated Detroit as separate from Ziggy’s more risqué teachings in his dance school, but as a way of “working in cahoots with each other.”38 The hagiography ends with Sadye telling Ziggy over drinks,



We need the magic box of your dancing school to intensify their soul-lives—their own inner magic box […] a string of pearls can be a shield. A dance school can be a lifeboat. So much gets diluted when we enter white space.39



However, the novel makes clear that the efforts of resisting dilution or maintaining authenticity runs afoul of respectability precisely at the intersection of gender, sexuality, and race.
Page 172 →When Ziggy faces criticism from his dance students’ parents at his dance school for inviting three “female impersonators” from the Brewster Projects, the novel repeats this theme of female respectability with a critical difference in the hagiography of Valda Gray, the creator of a “public queer Black world” in Bronzeville, Chicago.40 Valda is essential for Ziggy because, as he says, “I have not always wanted what I wanted, without regard to the ways others might assign desire. Want this if you are a boy! Want that if you are a girl!”41 Separated from Sadye by the stories of two church leaders, a dancer, and two vaudeville performers, Black Bottom Saints documents the persistence of respectability from the early 1930s to the civil rights movement, climaxing with Valda “running around this world on heels in dresses, even with Dr. King preaching respectability so hard, so often, so loud, and so silently that somehow, now, it feels easier…to get married and hide.”42 Like Sadye, Valda “doesn’t believe many things are one thing or another. She thinks everything is just like her—mixed.”43 Unlike Sadye, Valda is more attentive to the invisible work, toll, and disaffiliation queer Black people experience. The hagiography asks, “where’s the place for Valda Gray in our civil rights dream?” and then speaks for a deceased Valda (in clear contrast to Sadye’s direct commentary on pearl-clutching),



If Valda was here, she would say, [...] “After they [respectability reformers] go in through the front door, one of them runs back to the kitchen and opens the back door for me. Acknowledged or unacknowledged, we always end up in the house.”44



Whereas the reader accesses the direct speech of Sadye, the imaginative projection of what Valda “would say” draws the readers’ attention to the historical gaps and erasures of marginalized Black queer subcultures that make mythmaking necessary but also demand more work from the reader to access. To this end, Valda’s libation, “The Art of Refusal,” appropriately is not individuated and not for drinking alone. The recipe serves ten because “Valda always moved in a crowd” and demands equal attention to appearance as to sensuality: the cocktail mixer must “place all the ingredients in a pretty bowl. Pack the bowl in fine ice. When chilled, serve Page 173 →cold in fancy glasses.”45 Because “Valda’s power and joy was inhabiting a sensual life,” her libation makes specific demands of the reader in order for them to access the intercession of her saintliness.46 This attention to appearance is not the same as Sadye’s attention to outward appearance as a strategy for respectability, but out of a refusal of the forms of desire and beauty imposed by those very expectations of respectability.

In presenting an eclectic and disparate group of Black Bottom Saints in this fashion, the non-narrative structure of the Saint book risks rounding off the edges of conflict that might emerge between saints in an articulation of Black belonging—formed by the unique alchemy of economic growth, segregation, and Black resistance in Detroit during this period—that would unite Sadye and Valda. Stephen Best’s queer critique of Black belonging offers a salient warning about this kind of aesthetic project: “whatever blackness or black culture is, it cannot be indexed to a ‘we’—or, if it is, that ‘we’ can only be structured by and given its own negation and refusal.”47 Best continues that his understanding of Blackness thus “occurs in disaffiliation rather than in solidarity.”48 Sharing this concern, Black Bottom Saints consistently warns of what it describes as the “circles and circles, and circles,” of inclusion and exclusion in Black Detroit based in gender, sexuality, and class.49 However, in the context of the Detroit genre and its horizon of expectations—which the book articulates as constraining the futures most forcefully of Black girls—there is no question that Black solidarity and belonging is the structure of feeling that the novel seeks to elicit.

One visual representation of this effect is the repetition of the Morrison-inspired invitation to gossip that is repeated in Valda’s hagiography and near the end of the novel in that of a male breadwinner. In the former, Ziggy writes, “Quiet as it’s kept…there has been a public queer Black world for as long as there has been a Black show world—and that goes back to minstrel show days.”50 In the novel’s conclusion, this sentence structure returns but is altered:



Quiet as it is kept, breadwinners live in solidarity with our most-singular selves. Our eccentrics, our artists often have no better friends than a union of ordinary folk who understand that sameness and normal are ideas constructed to restrain and contain us.51



Page 174 →Using saints to construct its countermyth, the novel emphasizes how the best of Black Detroit depended on these points of unification across gender and class. The Saint book structure implies a collective project of Black belonging, survival, and what Ziggy calls “radical Black joy,” where the contributions and heroic risks of each saint are held in balance when a different narrative structure might position them more directly in conflict—or, as Wolcott’s history text suggests, as a narrative progression or evolution from one strategy to the next. Thus, by positioning these hagiographies side-by-side, it becomes more visible how one ideology or strategy, like female respectability, is embedded or sedimented, like genre, through historical and generational repetition. By recognizing such strategies as a “countermyth with good intentions,” they become more available to be subsequently confronted, revised, and held historically accountable.

This very process is what city officials and real estate profiteers ignore when they selectively engage Detroit’s history of resilience as an opportunity to re-brand the city’s present and futures, of which, in today’s “New Detroit,” the razed Black Bottom neighborhood offers a key example. In 2022, Mayor Mike Duggan, armed with federal assistance from United States Transportation Secretary Pete Buttigieg, announced major funding to re-fashion I-375 as a street-level boulevard outfitted with bike lanes and crosswalks that would better facilitate economic exchange between downtown and Lafayette Park, branding the project “Reconnecting Communities.” Duggan touted this decision as an economic act of historical reckoning:



It was Black residents and Black businesses that were hurt when Black Bottom was wiped out and they were displaced for the construction of this freeway. Black businesses today should benefit from the enormous development opportunities this project will create. The equity of who participates will be just as important as how the new boulevard ultimately will look.52



The question is not whether such investments should be made to improve the livability, safety, walkability, or viability of the city, but who is prioritized when such investments are made and who is dispossessed Page 175 →when those investments are enacted. This language of racial equity and economic inclusion has been a staple of other major recent tax-supported developments of the professional hockey and basketball arena ($324 million in tax dollars) and the 3.3-mile QLine light rail system ($125 million in sold bonds) that served almost exclusively suburban tourists or new residents in the gentrified midtown and New Center areas. Yet, the evocation of the disappeared Black Bottom neighborhood in this most recent urban renewal effort from Mayor Duggan in many ways completes the narrative circle. Paul Jones III, organizer for the Detroit People’s Platform, describes the project as “unimaginative, limited, and tone deaf […] against the realities of history and the very real issues facing our city and Black Detroiters today.”53 Jones goes on to argue that the city



used freeways and urban renewal to disrupt the social, cultural, and economic ecosystems that allowed Black Detroiters to thrive [in Black Bottom and Paradise Valley…] Their destruction was an intentional blow to our ability to build community for ourselves. Their absence has caused generational losses and destroyed key parts of Black Detroit’s cultural heritage.54



In this sense, by gesturing towards historical conscience, the city’s business and industry leaders offer a story of the city’s past as justification to (continue to) re-pioneer the city’s urban frontier.

In this rhetorical context, Black Bottom Saints makes the bold and challenging choice to broaden who is represented in and who invents or creates the histories of Detroit, thereby expanding to whom historical reckoning and accountability is owed. Colored Girl describes how she had been warned against finalizing and publishing the Saint book because she “should not share [the wisdom that has allowed us to survive a vicious world] so widely, as it may come into the hands of those who have made Black lives harder.”55 Borrowing directly from the lessons of Sadye and Valda, Colored Girl decides to expand the book’s audience:



I say we live in a moment so broken we must risk sharing the mistery even if those we share it with don’t “get it” and try to shame us for sharing… I say mistery provides new paths out of misery.56



Page 176 →The novel’s invocation of mistery, also referred to in the novel as Black girl magic, risks mirroring the supernatural resolve attributed to Detroiters. However, I see the experimentations on mythology and mythmaking—the cocktail recipes for respect, the re-positioning of Black girlhood and women at the center of Black Detroit, the juxtaposition of multiple strategies for Black liberation—as the novel’s bulwark against this risk. Black Bottom Saints presents a novelistic broadening of who is represented in and who invents the histories of Detroit—including author Alice Randall and her myriad Detroit guests on the accompanying Black Bottom Saints podcast, as well as her readers moving through the kitchen to mix a cocktail and commune with Detroit’s Black ancestors. By doing so, the novel maps a multiplicity of lineages for whom historical accountability is owed. It is only through this key step of historical reckoning, a step gestured towards but never pursued in the urban renewal that prompted the razing of Black Bottom or the contemporary urban renewal projects of New Detroit, that Black Bottom Saints can successfully broaden the invitation of solidarity for the city’s present miseries and future horizon of expectations.


Haints

Angela Flournoy’s debut novel The Turner House begins with a myth: in 1958, Cha-Cha, the eldest of thirteen children, was attacked by a ghost while sleeping alone in the “the only single-occupancy bedroom in their overcrowded house,” the size of a large storage closet.57 Cha-Cha’s three-year-old brother Lonnie was the first to see the event, and provides witness to seeing “the form of a pale-hued young man lifting Cha-Cha by his pajama collar out of the bed and toward the narrow window.”58 Another of his brothers, Quincy, arrived shortly thereafter and describes that “the haint emitted a blue, electric-looking light, and each time Cha-Cha’s fists connected with its body the entire thing flickered like a faulty lamp.”59 If this was collective hysteria, the power of suggestion was introduced by “tales of mischievous haints from their cousins Down South,” though the tremendous power wielded by the Southern ghosts in those myths cast doubt on this Detroit ghost that found itself in a minutes-long struggle with a teenager. Putting an end to the battle, their father Francis, Page 177 →“suddenly there, on his own time, his quiet authority augmenting the air in the room,” asserts what would become a fabled line in their family history: “There ain’t no haints in Detroit.”60

For decades, the story dissipates into a harmless, childhood myth rehearsed at family gatherings, until Cha-Cha once again is attacked by the haint in 2008 and crashes his eighteen-wheeler transporting Chrysler vehicles. Recovering in the hospital, Cha-Cha tries to tell his siblings about the return of his childhood haint, but they look at him nervously with “a half smile usually reserved for police officers.”61 Chrysler’s insurance man is standing in the doorway, and now Cha-Cha’s “vision of a ghost, has to be included in his report,” a factoid that the company could use to make Cha-Cha liable for the accident as if he had failed an alcohol or drug test. Chrysler determines to provide Cha-Cha’s full wages they owe during his recovery “on the condition that he see a company psychologist, who would determine whether he was ‘personally culpable’ for any aspect of the crash.”62 Despite his therapist believing the haint to be a hallucination brought on by Cha-Cha’s stress as the eldest of thirteen and his self-appointed role of patriarch after his father’s passing, the memories elicited in his therapy sessions only make Cha-Cha more aware that the haint is in fact a daily presence in his life. His father’s insistence that their “ain’t no haints in Detroit,” an encapsulation of the family’s myth about their father Francis’s brave migration to Detroit, hard work in earning enough to raise his thirteen children, and his willpower to defeat alcoholism, shapes the experiences of his children as they each confront their own challenges in contemporary Detroit, all denoted as far less severe than those faced by Francis. The slow unveiling of the inaccuracies of the myth of their father’s life mirrors the novel’s production of its countermyth for Black living in contemporary Detroit during the foreclosure crisis.

As the title suggests, the Turner house is both artifact and agent of this Detroit family myth. The home is at once the greatest marker of Francis and Viola’s achievement: moving their family from the South to a crowded Black Bottom tenement and then to home ownership in, at the time, a majority-white neighborhood on the city’s Eastside. However, after his death, the Turner house had been re-financed in 1994 and has forty thousand dollars outstanding on its mortgage despite being appraised at only Page 178 →about four thousand dollars, a financial albatross more haunting than the haint in the big room. Though Viola may never regain sufficient health to live on her own, the family debates if they should either continue to make mortgage payments or if they should short-sell it:



Everyone knew what short-selling meant; the depressed housing market made the term commonplace. You stopped making payments on your house, then the bank agreed to sell it for what it was currently worth. You didn’t see a penny of the sale money, but at least you didn’t owe the difference.63



If they choose this path, the Turner house would join the nearly one hundred and forty thousand Detroit properties that went into foreclosure between 2005 and 2014, constituting an astonishing 36% of all properties in the city, and its estimated sale value is just slightly under the seven thousand dollar median home sale price in Detroit in 2009.64 Various members of the family debate if they have adequate trust of a non-family member who can buy the house from the bank if they pursue a short sale, but others, including Cha-Cha, caution against the legal risk-taking. Cha-Cha’s belief in the law, namely in American property rights, is in many ways more fanciful and outrageous to his siblings than his belief in a haint. His brother Troy, a police officer, sees no harm in “manipulating a housing system that manipulated people who looked like you for decades” and is sickened at the “self-sabotaging self-righteousness masked as self-reliance” that defines Cha-Cha and the rest of the Turner family.65

Woven between the children’s various experiences in Detroit’s precarious historical present are the stories of Francis and then Viola’s migration to Detroit from Arkansas in the 1940s, and then from Black Bottom to their Eastside home on Yarrow Street. These flashbacks provide a critical countermyth to the Turner’s “self-sabotaging self-righteousness masked as self-reliance” that serves as a wider marker of fetishized Detroit resilience. In these stories about Viola and Francis, the reader slowly learns about how Francis left Viola when she was pregnant to get established in Detroit, but he was determined not to use the letter from his mentor Reverend Tufts that so impersonally authorized him to a local reverend as “one of [Tuft’s] flock [in need of assistance] with securing housing and a Page 179 →good word at one of the fabled places of industry”—a widespread practice that established the Church and respectability as primary tools for racial uplift in the making of Black Detroit.66 Thrust back to the bottom of the social ladder in a new city, Francis salved his alienation and hard, dangerous days of factory work with the social nightlife of Black Detroit and began an affair with his landlord. Francis rarely writes to Viola, and when he does the terse and impersonal letter is compounded by the shamefully modest funds left over from his work and lifestyle in Detroit. To raise Cha-Cha, Viola begins working as a housekeeper.

In the final act of the novel, the reader and Viola learn from Reverend Tufts why he ostracized Francis, his most promising pupil and likely successor as reverend: Francis “claimed to see haints, and worse, that he claimed they were from God,” thus disqualifying him as a learned man of God.67 Distraught and alone, Viola fumbles through an affair with Reverend Tufts, learning “a woman without no options is waitin for a man to come by and ruin her […] a lesson that Viola would pass on to her daughters years later.”68 In a final surprise, Francis returns to Arkansas and knocks on her front door “pounds thinner, dirty. Dressed even poorer than when he left.”69 He tells her only that he made mistakes and has a good job ready, and



they forgave each other without sharing the details of their betrayals. They would spend the rest of their lives atoning for those months when they had not only forsaken their marriage but given up hope. Each child became a consecration, further commitment to stay put and be happy. And they often were.70



Though so much emerges in these stories that provides critical context to the mythology of their migration narrative, this line beautifully and forever links their children, a “consecration” that mirrors the language of Catholic hagiography from Black Bottom Saints, with Viola and Francis’s “commitment to stay put and be happy.” In other words, how the children represent the sanctity of their bond, shaped by the haunting of history and oriented towards a hopeful future, is utterly inseparable from where they commit to stay and be happy: the city of Detroit.

If Black Bottom Saints uses genre to sanctify the heroes of Black Detroit made invisible by the totalizing mythologies about the city’s racialized Page 180 →urban decline, the haint of The Turner House hinges on a very different question about the relationships between contemporary Black Detroit and its ancestors: “But was it a menace, or merely a benign constant that he’d misinterpreted as threatening? Perhaps it existed somewhere between the two.”71 As the only child conceived in the South, Cha-Cha and his haint serve as the historical tether between Detroit and the South, an expression of fears of living in a majority-white residential neighborhood in 1958 and then through Detroit’s especially harrowing foreclosure crisis in 2008, and the need for and limitation of therapy in addressing the persistent mental toll of generational dispossession. The ghost story thus provides the occasion not only to illustrate the continuities between contemporary Black dispossession in Detroit with racial slavery and terror in the South but also to make explicit the myths used to make Detroit appear distinct and discontinuous with that history. Cha-Cha cautiously consults his siblings while researching haints, leaning especially on the eldest sister, Francey, who “backed up all her talk of the Motherland and libation rituals with book knowledge and specificity.”72 To argue that the haint need not necessarily be feared and exorcised, Francey cites the Yoruba people’s belief in Orishas as well as the beliefs among Black Cubans, Brazilians, and Haitians in the ability of “ancestors [who] can intercede on our behalf.”73 But, in a departure from the affirmative ancestral strength cited in Black Bottom Saints, Cha-Cha fears this ghostly relation to his ancestors might come with a steep cost, even conflict, abuse, and harm.

Intending to resolve this question about his haint, Cha-Cha’s continuation of therapy after his mandated period from Chrysler threatens to undermine his family’s affirmative myths of ancestral resilience, as he begins to remember and ask more questions about his childhood and his father’s treatment of him. For example, Cha-Cha remembers his experience of the 1967 Great Rebellion when he is hiding underneath a porch to stay safe and his father drunkenly stops in front of the porch and urinates on it: “Most of the urine did not reach him, but an unforgivable amount splashed onto his forehead. It took nearly two minutes for Francis to relieve himself, and Cha-Cha was convinced that Francis had done it to him on purpose.”74 His siblings take issue not only with therapy providing an occasion “to drag up a whole bunch of stuff from childhood […] at some point that stuff doesn’t matter no more,” but also specifically when the Page 181 →presentist language of mental health is applied transhistorically to earlier generations whose material conditions were even worse than theirs.75 Cha-Cha first consults the next oldest Turner child, his sister, about the relationship between the haint and their childhood. Francey is immediately defensive about Cha-Cha speaking to his therapist about their childhood. Cha-Cha broaches the subject by saying, “Alice [his therapist] asked me if I think life would’ve been better without so many siblings,” to which Francey demanded to know what he said because “outside of joking about hand-me-downs handed down for far too long, or waking up at the crack of dawn to be first in the shower, the Turner children rarely discussed the disadvantages of being one of thirteen.”76 Cha-Cha responds, “I said what I always say. I don’t have time for what-ifs. Don’t see no point in it,” but then reveals to the audience that



in truth, since he’d started seeing Alice, his stance on what-ifs had softened. Now he caught himself analyzing many aspects of the way he was raised, when before he would have been content to remember the highlights and skim past the rest. It seemed a self-indulgent, pointless endeavor, but he couldn’t stop.77



In this telling description of the threat of Cha-Cha’s “what-ifs,” genre and therapy intersect in producing the occasion for what Steven Shaviro might call the character’s discognition, or “something that disrupts cognition, exceeds the limits of cognition, but also subtends cognition.”78 Cha-Cha describes the haint as a production of discognition:



When faced with the fantastic, those unfamiliar with that world often regard the phenomenon through the safe lens of logic. Logic was how Cha-Cha made it through the night. When the sun came up the haint slipped away, or perhaps it dissolved during those hours of exhausted delirium when Cha-Cha was neither fully asleep nor awake. In either case, before dawn an uncontrollable curiosity gnawed at the kernel of fear tucked deep within his body.



For Shaviro, the generation of stories, particularly stories that engage in speculation, “a way of entertaining odd ideas, and of asking off-the-wall Page 182 →what if? questions,” make these moments of discognition possible.79 Sheree R. Thomas adds that “speculative” is a particularly important signifier for African American science fiction because white supremacy has rendered African Americans invisible such that their existence can and must only be “speculated,” like the dark matter in the universe that “has not been directly observed but whose existence has been deduced by its gravitational effects.”80 For Thomas as for Shaviro, the characters and narratives themselves provoke and unsettle what we imagine as possible or thinkable in the future, particularly because storytelling relies on an imaginary based in the physical and the real, but also that extends beyond those purviews and into the virtual and the possible. Unlike science fiction narratives that place these what if questions in the future tense, Flournoy’s adaptation of the haunted house genre asks Cha-Cha to ask what if questions about the past, questions that challenge the myths the family has produced about that past.

At the intersection of mental health discourses and the haunted house trope, the novel exposes how familial myths fix Cha-Cha in particular narrative grooves from which he struggles to break free. When Cha-Cha takes some solace in the fact that his father did not deny the existence of haints, only their ability to come to Detroit, Viola wounds him by saying that his father believed that “maybe something is off in [Cha-Cha’s] head.”81 Representing how myth may actually prevent Black Detroit from tapping into its ancestral strength, perhaps nothing isolates Cha-Cha more than this assertion from his parents that he is mentally unwell rather than reveal the fact that Francis and Viola hide the fact Francis himself was haunted by a haint—hidden too from the reader until the novel’s resolution. Viola rationalizes this by sharing that they hoped Cha-Cha could live unburdened of Francis’s historical and generational legacy of having a haint. What was meant as a talisman of protection from his father, a sincere hope that “there ain’t no haints in Detroit,” in fact became a weapon used against Cha-Cha that made him feel that if only he worked harder, thought with more focus, he could overcome the historical haunting of Black dispossession: the very myth that fueled the foreclosure crisis.

While Cha-Cha finds some comfort “thumbing through the stories, heartened by the casual mention of ghosts that mingled among the Page 183 →living,” the research does not provide the conclusive answers he needs to ultimately reassure him that he was not “going insane.”82 Despite Cha-Cha’s attempts at researching and learning about haints, to cognitively situate his haint, the haint ultimately defies these attempts because his research seems to suggest his father was right, there “ain’t no haints in Detroit.” Cha-Cha



learned that in the Carolinas people painted their porches, doorjambs, and even their tombstones haint blue. Blue to mimic the ocean, because haints were thought incapable of traveling across bodies of water […] Perhaps his haint glowed blue because it was proud to go where it pleased.83



In this way, Turner House like Song of Solomon before it understands Detroit as the most potent symbol of the alluring yet ultimately incomplete promise of emancipation. Learned from his father, Cha-Cha’s mythology of Detroit simply does not allow space for the presence of a Southern haint in his life:



These ghost stories happened in the South, and despite Francey’s claims of diasporic connectedness, Cha-Cha still felt that what happened down there so many decades ago couldn’t be of much insight up here. He considered the South a place mired in the past, never mind the desperate efforts of its larger cities to prove otherwise. A place his father never even bothered returning to, and where on visits to his aunts as a child in the fifties his mother always briefed him on how he should and shouldn’t behave in the presence of white folks. It was the twenty-first century now, and Cha-Cha lived in Detroit. He was convinced that he should be able to unthink this haint, mentally shoo it away, just as he had for all of those years after the night in the big room.84



Critically, Cha-Cha’s understanding in this passage that Detroit is distinct and separate from the historical legacy of slavery in the South only empowers the myth that he ought to be able to overcome his ghost through willpower.
Page 184 →As Cha-Cha and Francey discuss their family history, they struggle as much to identify the correct language as they do to determine if their childhood ghost was real. Cha-Cha explains,



“Daddy stopped workin at the salt mine so he could work for Chrysler, which made him less depressed.” Francey frowned and picked up the magnetic dry-erase board she’d been writing on and stuck it onto the fridge. “I don’t know if I’d say he was depressed. Since when did you decide he was depressed? Alice help you with that?”85



For Francey, the intersection of speculative genres and therapy threaten to undermine how she understands not only the mythology of her father but also the foundational narrative of Black Detroit: overcoming through resilience. Cha-Cha tells Francey that his therapist suggests there might be a connection between his haint and “deep-seeded trauma,” but Francey pushes back that “we weren’t traumatized. Just poor.”86 Expressing an attitude of which fetishized Detroit resilience is perhaps the most vivid example, Francey sees poverty in Detroit simply as an obstacle one can overcome through hustle and willpower. When she points out that their parents were just two generations removed from slavery and that “the threshold [for mental health] has gotta be different for different eras,” Cha-Cha wonders, “slavery. Did there ever exist a more annoying way to try to make a modern-day black man feel like his troubles were insignificant, that he should be satisfied with the sorry hand society dealt him?”87 The symbolism of Detroit—a supposed clean slate from the Jim Crow South that is brimming with economic opportunity—enables an understanding that therapy, as Cha-Cha’s wife Tina chides, amounts to at best an excuse to “luxuriate in [his] misery,” and at worst historical erasure of his ancestor’s struggles, but the persistent haunting of the haint exposes these as lies.88 To counter this powerful myth, the novelistic construction of the haint shows that Detroit is no magical sanctuary from the generational dispossession and racial terror of the Jim Crow South, and also shows that there is no amount of individuated, magical Detroit willpower that can steel oneself against its haunting.

To thus construct its countermyth, the novel juxtaposes Cha-Cha with its other primary protagonist, Lelah, the youngest child who, by Page 185 →Cha-Cha’s logic, should have had it the easiest but is now in the most precarious situation of any of the Turners. Too embarrassed to ask for help from any of her siblings or her daughter, she begins asking co-workers for money to service her gambling debts and addiction, leading to a suspension without pay. Mirroring how her father found some brief reprieve in the Black sociality of Detroit, Lelah first “found herself part of a loud and bright Friday night in Motor City [Casino] once again.”89 Entering with her VIP card, Lelah observes the “irony of being a homeless, ‘very important’ anything […] it occurred to her, slightly depressed her, that she wasn’t the only homeless gambler in Motor City tonight.”90 Lelah nonetheless clings to the “faux camaraderie” of her fellow gamblers, and is nearly brought to tears by their generosity when “a stranger high off of a big win gave her money just for bearing witness.”91

The casino features the most prominent legacy of Detroit’s “cruel optimism,” where social assistance has evaporated and mutual aid networks are on life support.92 Proposed in 1998, the project to approve and build three casinos was seen by City Councilwoman Sheila Murphy Cockrel, widow of League of Revolutionary Black Workers attorney Kenneth Cockrel, as one of several “imperfect solutions to a desperate situation.”93 In a sentiment that has been repeated over and over for decades, Cockrel writes in the afterword to Detroit: I Do Mind Dying, “We see $1 million a day go to Windsor [Canada], which offers state-sponsored gambling. I’d like to have that money stay on this side of the river, even if it goes to private enterprise”94 (emphasis mine). Murphy Cockrel’s hope for one private enterprise or another to provide “immediate relief to the working people of the city of Detroit,” especially in an industry as predatory on economically vulnerable populations as casinos, is not dissimilar to Lelah’s self-destruction at the roulette table.95

Demonstrating this substitution from social welfare to private extraction, Lelah’s night at Motor City, where she parlays $20 gifted from a stranger up to $300 before losing it all and leaving with nothing, compensates her with far more narrative structure, autonomy, and brief feelings of camaraderie than her subsequent visit to the unemployment office. She immediately notices a significant difference from her prior experience in the unemployment line six years previously: “[in 2002] the overwhelming blackness of her fellow unemployed seemed to be clear evidence of Page 186 →injustice. But the proliferation of these new white jobless was more disturbing. If this many white folks couldn’t find a job, times were certainly tough.”96 After waiting hours in line to speak to a municipal employee, she learns that because she is not officially terminated, the unemployment office is unable to process any funds for her. Lelah is directed to Martha, who she at first thinks is another teller but is actually an acronym for the Michigan Automated Response Telephone Hotline for Assistance. The municipal worker advises her to contact her work and get official confirmation of her termination so that she will “have something solid to input into MARTHA’s system when you call. Most of the time, MARTHA can help you more than we can.”97 Lelah muses, “this was her new life […] begging various people for money through windows, as if the whole world had morphed into one big, stingy casino counter.”98 However, obscured by the duplicitous language of the acronym MARTHA, Lelah’s situation is even worse than she believes: MARTHA was created explicitly so that there will be no person to whom she can beg.

Cash-strapped municipalities such as Detroit have increasingly turned to high-tech tools and algorithms to profile, predict, and automate not only policing practices, as I discuss in my analyses of Robocop and Cyborg, but also social services such as unemployment and, as we will see in my discussion of The Keeper, child services. Virginia Eubanks uncovers how these automated services began as public contracts to private companies with the intent of not only cutting down on municipal employees but also deliberately producing failed automation systems that thus prevent eligible recipients from receiving their benefits. After the disastrous implementation of full automation, states opted for systems like MARTHA in The Turner House: “a hybrid eligibility system, which combines face-to-face interactions with public employees with the electronic data processing and privatized administration of the automated system.”99 Extending Lelah’s observation about the concerning interracial makeup of those in line at the office compared to her visit in 2002, Eubanks observes that, “Though eligibility modernization was tested primarily on white communities, Black families still felt its worst effects.”100 Moreover, she writes that



Removing human discretion from public assistance eligibility may seem like a compelling solution to the continuing discrimination African Page 187 →Americans face in the welfare system. After all, a computer applies the rules to each case consistently and without prejudice. But historically, the removal of human discretion and the creation of inflexible rules in public services only compound racially disparate harms.101



Engaging with MARTHA is not only a more de-humanizing experience for Lelah than asking the casino teller for chips, but it actually further entrenches her in what Eubanks terms the new digital poorhouse, a self-affirming accumulation of governmental and personal data that serves as “simply an expansion and continuation of moralistic and punitive poverty management strategies that have been with us since the 1820s […where] poverty relief becomes more punitive and stigmatized during times of economic crisis.”102 This punitive stigmatization of poverty is immediate for Lelah: in order to access MARTHA she must face the indignity of going to her job to ask them to officially fire her, only to be denied access to the premises and removed by security.

Not only does the mythology of Lelah’s father coming to Detroit, working strenuous jobs, quitting drinking cold turkey, and moving his family from cramped Black Bottom to Eastside Detroit make this stigmatization of poverty relief more difficult for her to see systemically but it also paralyzes her from seeking help from her family. Lelah instead begins living in the empty Turner house on Yarrow, isolated and unaware of the potential plans to short-sell the property. The Turner house is neither an abandoned structure—in fact, its outside is dutifully maintained by their neighbor and Viola’s secret beau Mr. McNair—nor is Lelah an illegal occupant of the home. In contrast to the white-centric representations of abandoned homes in Part 1, she serves as an adjacent if not also sanitized representation of the rising trend of squatting in Detroit during the foreclosure crisis. In this sense, Lelah’s story of eviction and financial precarity is, at least on the surface, the inverse of her parents’ migration narrative, whose home symbolizes their achievement of the American Dream in Detroit. The myth of her father and his sobriety further isolates her, “considering her own gambling issues, she wondered where and how her father found the strength to kick his habit, and whether or not that strength might lie dormant somewhere in her DNA.”103 In reality, Lelah’s attachment to the mythic resilience of Detroit, the way that Page 188 →shame intensifies this belief in her need to survive on her own, contributes to the cruel optimism that makes the casino so necessary and addictive for Lelah and many others in Detroit. In this sense, Lelah offers the most intense example of how these intersecting Detroit myths about her parents create a toxic belief in self-reliance and resilience.

Fatefully, the haint creates Lelah’s best opportunity to break free from this ideology of resilience and re-build her relationships with her family. Stalled out by his research, Cha-Cha builds up the courage to confront his haint in his old bedroom, only to discover that Lelah has been living in the empty home for over a month. Through this convergence of narratives, the possibility of writing a countermyth of Detroit emerges. Believing he has seen the haint, Cha-Cha faints and needs to be rushed to the hospital, a return to his state of vulnerability from the novel’s beginning. Viola, nearing the end with her own cancer diagnosis, hopes that finally revealing the truth about his father—that he was haunted by haints, that he did not stop drinking out of willpower but because his doctor warned him that he would die imminently, that he was privately unhappy his entire life, that Cha-Cha was nearing the age that his father, his grandfather, and his great-grandfather all died—will allow Cha-Cha to write his own countermyth where resilience requires collective responses rather than forces them to struggle in isolation. In fact, this isolation is the very mechanism, the reader learns, that caused Francis to conjure the familial haint in the first place:



Shortly after he lost [both parents], a haint visited him. A man with pale skin, hitched-up trousers, and bare feet. Francis had no picture of his own father, so he could not say for sure if this was him, but he had no reason to think it was anyone else. His yearning for his father had been so deep that he did not question how the man had found a way back to him.104



For a reveal that the reader may expect to help resolve the novel, the undecidability of the ghost genre mirrors the novel’s barbed relationship with myth. Francis is not and cannot be sure that the ghost is his father, but “for years he told no one because he did not want intercession. One man’s haunting is another man’s hallowed guest.”105 His revelation of his haunting to Reverend Tufts forces his exile to Detroit, where “starting his first evening in Detroit, and every night for the rest of his life, Francis saw Page 189 →nothing. Not hide nor hair of the haint that had helped give his life purpose.”106 Francis hypothesizes that his father could not travel so far from the South or that Detroit does not require the same ancestral protection as Jim Crow Arkansas. When Francis tells his family “There ain’t no haints in Detroit,” he is reflecting on this loss of his ancestral strength, which he believes is confirmed by the notion that Cha-Cha would be fighting off such a “blessing.” Francis substitutes this complex relation to his historical haunting/blessing with an attachment to the city of Detroit:



He would continue to take things that happened in the city personally—white flight, the government-sponsored demolition of Black Bottom and Paradise Valley, plants closing, drugs arriving—but he would love the city just the same, even if he did not love who he had become within it.107



In this brilliant turn of phrase, The Turner House captures the allure of prioritizing Detroit, of what the city means for the potentiality of Black life in America and the disappointments therein, over the disconnection to his ancestors that the myths of the city elicit.

The wisdom of The Turner House’s use of the ghost genre is in understanding this desire for myths, and the way that Detroit amplifies, satisfies, and frustrates this desire. At the end of the novel, Viola watches her family dancing during the summer birthday party. They want a speech from her, a myth that will make them feel assured and safe before she dies. She thinks about the messiness of her story:



She thought of the longing she felt to get out of that shotgun house so many years before, how as the three of them went north, she had no inkling what this city might be like, no idea that she was capable of loving so many. She had not cared for her children equally, and never had time to worry about the good or bad of that fact. They were individual parts of herself. She knew it didn’t matter what she said right now because her children were the proof, as were their children, and their children’s children, whom she could not name. They had crowded her thoughts, burdened her heart, and wanted too much from her over the past sixty-four years, and it had been worth it to try to give. Much better than being a regular old preacher’s wife.108



Page 190 →In thinking about her story, there is the sense that the myths of the Detroit genre do not fully represent her story. In a beautiful close to the chapter, Viola admits that she will nonetheless give in and provide the desired myth to her family, “She would be gracious. She would talk about strength and pride. She would tell a little joke. They would all feel loved.”109 But the recognition that this is artifice, a “countermyth with good intentions,” a production of genre, is a significant departure from the white-centric texts of the Detroit genre that purport to use Detroit to represent the truths of urban crisis. The novel closes with a flashback to Francis and Viola unlocking the door to their new home on Yarrow Street:



Cha-Cha, seven years old by then, ran up the stairs and straight to the middle room, thereby claiming it for boys for the next forty years […Viola] did a short, celebratory dance in the hallway upstairs. Francis lingered on the porch with little Francey in his arms. He smiled down at his daughter. He allowed himself to hope.110



The reader knows how bitterly this hope will be thwarted, how the dispossession experienced by Francis and Viola will be a feature of their children’s lives and likely their grandchildren’s lives in Detroit, as the accumulated wealth of Black Detroit completely evaporated during the 2008 foreclosure crisis. And yet, the triumph of Black homeownership in Detroit against the racial history of dispossession in the United States captured in this final line of the novel nonetheless evokes the lure of this hope in the reader, the undeniably powerful and unparalleled myth of Detroit, alternating between both blessing and curse.

Similarly interested in the precarious bargains made for supernatural intercession in the face of racial terror, The Keeper by writers Tananarive Due and Steven Barnes with artist Marco Finnegan weaves myth and the ancestral strength of Black Detroit with horror. The graphic novel opens with two quick scenes in succession and in non-sequitur: a colony of ants flooding into a baby’s room and up the slats of his crib while he cries and his dog barks, and the protagonist Aisha dreaming about a few nights previous when her parents were tragically killed in a car accident when leaving the house for a date night. In an inversion of the Great Migration narratives of the city, Aisha must move from a house with aPage 191 → Page 192 →large backyard and picket fence to her grandmother’s small apartment building in decrepit Detroit. In this contemporary context, Detroit does not represent the hope for a better future as it did for Black migrants in the 1920s–1950s, as we see in Black Bottom Saints and The Turner House, but instead potentially the foreclosing of her future as such. Perfectly capturing how the visual frames the horizon of expectations for both the character and the audience, Aisha’s move to Detroit takes place over four impactful and wordless panels. The reader peers behind Aisha’s head as she looks out her car window as she sees first a three-story yellow house partially secluded with a large pine tree, then a run-down one-story home with unkempt grass, a dilapidated and abandoned apartment building overrun with vegetation, and then finally her grandmother’s redbrick three-story apartment building. Unlike the Turners, who believed that the haints of the Jim Crow South could not follow them to Detroit, this scene sets the stage for the horrific, graver threats Aisha will experience in the city.

[image: Four-panel page, perspective behind Aisha looking out of car window, with homes becoming progressively more dilapidated as they drive from the suburbs to the city and ending with her apartment complex.]
Figure 4.1From Tananarive Due (w), Steven Barnes (w), and Marco Finnegan (a), The Keeper. © 2022 (New York: Abrams ComicArts Megascope), 15. View Fulcrum resource.


Even before she leaves, the fragility of her felt securities in the suburbs are immediately stripped away, and Aisha quickly learns how “power, value, and protection are conferred and refused based on corporeal readings of individual behaviors, and how those processes are enacted on the bodies of young Black women.”111 As she approaches the backyard shed, closing her shaking hand into a balled fist, a white police officer confronts her with his hand on his gun. Her attempt at self-advocacy—“I live here!”—is read by the officer as a threat and he reprimands her, finger in her face. All the panels underscore Aisha’s vulnerability and innocence, including as the viewer occupies the perspective of the officer looking down at a small, embarrassed child as she urinates on herself out of fear. Her grandmother enters in the final frame, waving her cane, shaming the officer who quickly demurs that a neighbor had called him to investigate the situation. A pair of eyes emerge from the top of the fence and the grandmother confronts the neighbor:



	Grandma: 	You never wanted them here, did you? They oughta called the cops on you—spiteful-ass heifer.

	Neighbor: 	Sorry, “see something, say something…”

	Grandma: 	See a bitch, slap a bitch.112





Page 193 →Aisha’s dependence on her grandmother’s protection from state violence provides the primary conceit of the novel. Before her grandmother passes away from old age, which would force Aisha into child services, her grandmother releases what she believes is a “gift” passed down to her from her father before he was killed during the 1943 racial uprisings when a “bunch of white folks got the devil in them on [her] street, shooting any Black people they saw.”113 This shapeshifting “keeper” has protected her family over generations from racial terror and state violence, but at a great cost: it has an insatiable hunger for living things such as pets and neighbors.

Through this shapeshifting monster, the graphic novel brilliantly links Detroit’s violent history with an embedded fear of any government or social services, and the monster is an extension of Black residents’ learned self-reliance. As her grandmother warns her, “I hate to say things that might scare you, but I can’t sugarcoat the real world, Aisha. So when social workers come ‘round or people ask questions, don’t let nobody take you away from me. Never. We’re all we’ve got.”114 This self-reliance may appear excessive, but the same automated services that de-humanize, degrade, and intentionally fail The Turner House’s Lelah when she applies for unemployment have also become integrated into child services, and even a child such as Aisha is already vulnerable to being locked the same cycles of the digital poorhouse that entrap Lelah. Similar to the unemployment office, child services rely on predictive models of child maltreatment that depend on data accumulation, and there is significant overlap in this data accumulation between the conditions of poverty, “not having enough food, having inadequate or unsafe housing, lacking medical care, or leaving a child alone while you work,” with conditions the model predicts of child maltreatment.115

Included in the data that feeds these models are applications for social services such as food stamps, community re-referrals when more than one call is placed from a concerned neighbor within two years, and child placement when a child has been put into foster care once before.116 Well-trained social workers may be able to differentiate between these calls and assess their validity, but algorithms cannot, and receiving high predictive scores can have profound impacts on a family for decades: from traumatic Page 194 →child separations to parents no longer being eligible for jobs. Eubanks warns that



under the right conditions—fiscal austerity, a governor looking to downsize public agencies, or a rash of child deaths—[these models] could easily become a machine for automatically removing children from their homes. It wouldn’t even require reprogramming the model.117



Detroit is the perfect storm of these “right conditions,” and the city has a robust record of adopting high-tech solutions to fill the gap of their cleaving of municipal employees since the early aughts, from policing to urban renewal and identifying which neighborhoods deserve investment and which should be “right-sized.” The call placed by the racist neighbor at the beginning of The Keeper may be the first algorithmic strike against Aisha, or perhaps the second or third depending on if that neighbor had called before. Other forms of gender- and tone-policing can account for more strikes: perhaps the police officer reporting on her “talking back” or later instances in the novel where classmates and neighbors comment on her unbrushed hair. If Aisha enters the foster system even once, her data becomes even further entrenched by these predictive models, placing her in a track that will box her more and more firmly into the “digital poorhouse” that Lelah is trapped in in The Turner House.

The shapeshifting monster is a brilliant crystallization of these threats for several reasons. First, the monster is a mythic expression of the historical continuation of white supremacy from racial terror in the 1940s to the present. Second, at the same time the monster protects Aisha from being folded into the digital poorhouse, it also isolates her from her neighbors. Because she cannot allow anyone to find out about the keeper’s existence, or that she has been feeding it animals or that it has killed her neighbor’s suspicious boyfriend, Aisha is unable to benefit from networks of mutual aid or public assistance though she is experiencing child neglect by living entirely alone. Once Aisha begins to learn the true nature of the keeper, she visits her grandmother’s sister, Great Aunt Lydia. Though Aisha keeps her lie that her grandma is just at home resting, Lydia intuits from dreams that her sister is “in a well. Drowning in…tar. And she’s calling to me.”118 Lydia unspools the history of the monster Page 195 →for Lydia, first how her father used it to protect them during the 1943 racial uprisings when “white men were on our street shooting into the houses. Shooting at colored folks…”119 Fatally shot, he took the sisters to the basement and unleashed the monster in the same ritual that Aisha’s grandmother initiated at her death.

As Rachel Marie-Crane Williams documents, this event emerged from the accretion of racial tensions due to housing and labor discrimination against African Americans migrating to and living in the city from the 1920s to early 1940s. Specifically, she cites the advocacy of Black organizers and pressure of large-scale mobilization of Black workers that led to the passage Executive Order 8802 in 1941, which “prohibited racial and ethnic discrimination in the defense industries”;120 the migration of Black workers to Detroit, the “arsenal of democracy,” their experiences of discrimination in housing and the workplace, culminating in the 1942 Sojourner Truth Homes riots, in which whites, enabled by the Detroit Police Department, terrorized and blocked African Americans from moving into a subsidized housing project in a predominantly middle-class area of the city; and the precarious position of Black workers in Henry Ford’s notoriously brutal union-busting strategies, followed by the challenging work by labor leader Walter Reuther to secure the trust and support of Black workers in the United Auto Workers union. The uprisings spread like wildfire from a series of interracial disturbances and fights at the public parks on Belle Isle and onto the bridge connecting the city and the island, where upwards of one hundred thousand Black and white Detroiters gathered for rest and relaxation on a humid and hot summer day. Rumors about the nature of the conflict fueled the mayhem and violence. A patron at the Forest Club in Black Bottom screamed that “the whites have killed a colored lady and her baby. Thrown them over a bridge.”121 Some in attendance left the club and began confronting white passersby, prompted the escalation of the Detroit Police Department who “with their revolvers drawn […] used their nightsticks to beat blacks indiscriminately.”122 Overnight, police had shot several protestors, and Black Detroiters responded to the police violence with escalating protests on Hastings Street, including the murder of an Italian physician driving to make a house call. More rumors of looting and violence fueled what sociologist Howard Odum described as “folkways of self-defense” or “the way Page 196 →that whites believed violence against Black communities was justifiable if they caught wind of ensuing violence in advance.”123

The Keeper captures this moment as white Detroiters pursued a campaign of racial terror through Black neighborhoods “to keep the status quo in place and maintain their privilege through any means necessary.”124 The 1943 uprisings concluded with thirty-four dead, including seventeen African Americans killed by DPD in a rash of appalling and racist police violence that they deemed “justifiable homicides because the victims were looting the stores on Hastings Street.”125 With violence concentrated heavily in Black residential areas like Paradise Valley and Black Bottom, Detroit police arrested upwards of two thousand people, “the majority of black, and an unknown number were severely wounded, most of them black. Not one white person was convicted of any crime during the riot.”126

For The Keeper, the 1943 uprisings offer a significant historical and tragic example of the way mythologies shape and produce conditions of racial discord and asymmetrical violence against the city’s African American community. In Lydia’s research, she discovered her father’s recordings, how an African American man he worked with in the mines named Snow used the monster to protect them after a cave-in in 1908 caused by white miners too stubborn to listen to their multiracial co-workers with more mining experience. As Aisha’s grandfather explains on his recording: “Snow always called the bottle his ‘protection.’ Said his grandfather had it, would only say it was old. Really old, from people who were here before…people. He swore it granted wishes…but cost your life to do it.”127 The reference to the “people who were here before” links the city’s history and historical present of Black dispossession with Indigenous dispossession in Detroit. The Detroit genre’s narrative of Black dispossession by portraying the city as an empty, urban frontier is simply another version of a longer story of settler colonialism in Detroit,



the removal of Native people from the present, allowing them to be stuck in the past. Dispossession did not happen to Indigenous people alone, once upon a time; rather, it has been an ongoing process in which property, citizenship, and narratives are taken while someone else comes into possession of them.128



Page 197 →The shapeshifting monster thus emerges out of the white supremacist and colonialist myths that rationalized Indigenous and Black dispossession, but also in the violent sacrifices the ancestors of Black Detroit learned were necessary at times to ward off dispossession.

The Keeper thus emphasizes that this ancestral resilience is not simply triumphant, but survival wrested at great personal risk and often at a horrible cost. As Lydia beseeches Aisha, “Don’t leave that thing inside my sister, child. Set her free.”129 In the graphic novel’s brutal conclusion, Aisha confronts the monster who animates the corpse of her grandmother and sets it and the entire apartment ablaze with the very lantern used by her great-grandfather to see in the collapsed mines and her grandmother to see when hidden away in the basement during the 1943 uprisings. Aisha then runs to protect her neighbors, a hideous contortion of her grandmother shrieking while she burns. Stepping between her neighbors and the monster, Aisha repeats the request made by her ancestors, “don’t hurt my…family. Well—they’re my family now! I don’t need you anymore. I have a family! Thank you—you did what you came to do. Now please, please go away—”130 The monster’s face shapeshifts back into her grandmother mournfully weeping and then dissipates, and Aisha and her neighbors flee the building. As firefighters squelch the flames on the apartment building, an officer gently asks Aisha about what happened to her grandmother and why she didn’t tell anyone when her grandmother was no longer with her. Aisha responds, “I didn’t want anyone to send me away,” prompting her neighbors to welcome her into their home and become her new family.

Standing between three fire trucks at the same downward angle that illustrated her vulnerability and innocence when accosted by an officer at the beginning of the graphic novel, Aisha looks back at the apartment building. Now one of the dilapidated structures like any other she saw looking out of the window as she drove into Detroit or that the reader has seen in countless Detroit genre narratives before, a mini panel draws Aisha’s attention drawn to a plant left on the stoop by the monster, an image evocative of the greening of Detroit’s formerly industrial spaces. Contrasted with the final panel, the ants begin climbing back into the vial, resting next to her grandmother’s glass eye, waiting to offer its cruel protection to the next dispossessed victim of the city. Page 198 →With the hope for the possibility of formations of Black life anew on the one hand and the specter of historical haunting and racial terror on the other, this juxtaposition perfectly encapsulates the layered relationship these three texts have towards the sacred histories of myth, the project of historical writing, and the production of new countermyths with good intentions.







Page 199 →Conclusion

Living Black Abundance in a Detroit Apocalypse


I began The Detroit Genre with a character from The Turner House describing Detroit as a “post-zombie-fucking-apocalypse,” and indeed no genre word may be more widely circulated in mainstream culture to describe Detroit than apocalypse. As this book has shown, this is unsurprising given the ways that contemporary apocalyptic media show



the idealization of human civilization before the apocalypse, the capitalist world of white male hegemony that must be reestablished to bring the world back from the brink. God can’t save us, but the education, government, and marriage institutions of the preapocalyptic world can.1



To conclude this study of the impact and potentiality of the Detroit genre, I would like to turn to adrienne maree brown’s Grievers series—an apocalyptic near-future Detroit wherein a syndrome named H-8 (or hate) targets and kills only Black Detroiters. White-centric films like It Follows, Only Lovers Left Alive, Barbarian, and Don’t Breathe explored the “subtractive horror” of Detroit’s declining population, the evaporation of community and mutual aid, and the survivalist tendencies of those left behind. Alternatively, Grievers offers a searing critique of the causes of these conditions rather than merely luxuriating in their spectacle, Page 200 →and, against the logics of the apocalyptic genre, presents a vision of apocalypse where “Black abundance,” which Kiese Laymon describes as a quality of Black excellence fashioned unknowable to white Americans, can emerge.2

In the series, Dune’s mother Kama is patient zero for the disease that renders the ill frozen with a grief-stricken visage and mumbling a repeated line before dying. Kama’s doctor, Dr. Natasha Rogers, initially describes the syndrome as a “psychosomatic” condition that is “more the kind of inactive prefontal cortex we see in the severely depressed, but with elevated stress and hormonal flooding in the hippocampus that we associate, well, with PTSD.” With only this initial hypothesis, Dr. Rogers discharges Kama into Dune’s care because they were unable to pay the healthcare costs for a long-term stay.3 Into the second novel, Maroons, Dr. Rogers continues to lead a pursuit of truth through medical science, a path that leads her to ultimately “confirm with no hesitation that H-8 was a man-made virus that was released in Detroit as an act of biological warfare.”4 She concludes that the virus seemed intended to function as a “simple serotonin depressor. But in people already depressed…it overwhelmed the system.”5 Making explicit the plots of so many of the mainstream texts of the Detroit genre, Dune along with her found family ultimately discover the shock of the fatal biological attack was quickly re-calibrated into a “land grab,” as one of the racist engineers of the virus is recorded saying, “an empty city where only pure white people can live? This shit will sell itself. You just build the houses.”6 brown’s historicized version of Detroit’s future challenges the racial and racist assumptions that undergird much of the apocalyptic and, indeed, Detroit genre. Thus, the mystery that drives these novels is not so much the how and why of the H-8 virus—in fact, these revelations are almost self-evident for anyone practiced in reading the Detroit genre. Rather, propelling the narrative is the mystery of how the apocalyptic genre can be deployed to both reckon with how racialized misery and disappearance are planned processes of the American project and also enable different and unexpected modes of queer belonging, happiness, and Black abundance. In its final assessment, Grievers asks if and what form of queer pleasure and Black joy can survive the fatal grief that haunts Detroit’s present and will continue to haunt Detroit’s future.7
Page 201 →Following the death of Dune’s mother, Detroit quickly descends into a lockdown where Black residents are forced to stay within the city limits while their families are being incalculably decimated by H-8 in their homes and neighborhoods with little to no governmental intervention or assistance. Soon after the effects of the pandemic become better known, “a perimeter had been created around the city, with the intention of keeping sick people from leaving, from spreading the virus.”8 This informal segregation is quickly formalized into a curfew and lockdown that prevents anyone without a permit from leaving the city. Having a documented case of H-8 in the home precludes one from receiving such a permit, leaving Dune and most other Black residents to either die of the rampant virus or fend for themselves in an abandoned city. As Dune says, “the house was sacred now,” a phrase that emphasizes the individuation and atomization of survival in the apocalyptic landscape of this Detroit while at the same time foreshadowing the potentiality and pleasure in Dune’s self-determination.

Thus, the H-8 pandemic represents Detroit’s fatal racial division—where “the earliest notable pattern in the great Black city of the north was that only Black people appeared to be getting H-8” and “in the outside world, people of all backgrounds started flocking out of the city in chaotic migration.”9 That H-8 targets only people in the African diaspora deepens Dune’s complex feelings of survivor’s guilt, as she begins to wonder if her mixed-race background (her grandmother Mama Vivian is Chinese) means that she is not Black enough to die.10 Building off a model of the city built by her late father in her basement, Dune processes her complex feelings of guilt and anger into a project of tracking the locations of the dying and mapping the city’s dispossession. From her studious documentation of cases around Detroit, Dune theorizes if melancholic attachments to particular places in Detroit contributes to the sickness:



Not just the place, cause my mom and I were in the same place […] I think it’s more about the relationship. Between the place and the person. Most of the people I find are looking at some place. Intensely. Like, it’s not even that they got sick. It’s like they … realized something? […] It feels like the grievers realize they have to stop everything and … grieve. For something. Something lost. Or everything they’ve lost.11



Page 202 →In its sensitivity to place and history, Grievers more than any other example of the Detroit genre deliberately blends elements of the city’s current lived reality with the fictional speculation of its apocalyptic scenario.

The novella was written at the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, at a moment when Detroit’s Black residents without health insurance or access to social services were devastated by an early wave of the disease. In this context, Grievers is careful not to fetishize Detroiters’ “resilience” and love for the city. Dune reflects, “even if she didn’t really have an idea of why she would continue living, she didn’t want to die. She particularly did not want to die of H-8.”12 Grievers thus fictionalizes what Steven Thrasher describes as the “viral underclass,” or how “people were getting sick from this new virus because of where they lived, and [because] their bodies had repeatedly been pushed into contact with danger.”13 Dune’s mapping of the neighborhoods of Detroit to track down the final words of those stricken by this magical grief disease leads her to the same conclusion as Thrasher that



when we follow the virus—any virus, really—we follow the fault lines of our culture. Like all pathogens, the novel coronavirus was not a “great equalizer,” as some initially called it, but a magnifier of the divisions already present in our world.14



During the first six months of the COVID-19 pandemic in Michigan, African Americans accounted for 40% of the deaths while only accounting for 14% of the total population, a fatality rate 6.7 times that of whites.15 If the Detroit genre broadly sensationalizes murder and violent crime into a de-sensitized trope of the city’s landscape, Grievers must re-orient its audience towards the less visible but equally if not more potent forms of violence to which this viral underclass are subjected, such as ambient air pollution, which accounted for 7% of the deaths in the city in 2017—a higher percentage than homicide.16 In his environmental history of Detroit, Josiah Rector documents a century-long history of how



efforts by white segregationists to exclude African Americans from desirable neighborhoods and jobs, and by capitalists in heavy industry, finance, and real estate to externalize environmental costs onto workers and communities, have been the dominant causes of environmental injustice in Detroit.17



Page 203 →Rector describes how this history produced a “toxic debt” incurred by Detroit residents, wherein “banks, bond rating agencies, and state-appointed emergency finance managers…imposed austerity policies that turned environmental risks into humanitarian disasters.”18 Dune’s ability to make choices in this new apocalyptic landscape are consistently constrained by these externalized environmental costs and austerity measures, which ultimately contribute to the expansion of viral risk to more and more people.

For example, when the hospital prematurely discharges her mother because Dune cannot pay out of pocket for long-term care, the hospital complicit in sending a potential new contagion out into the community. Then, when the hospital calls to recover the body for safety and study, Dune “was busy cremating her mother in the yard” because she could not afford a funeral service and “didn’t trust the system…to attend to this sacred work.”19 Later, a police officer and epidemiologist visit her house to gather information about what happened, and debate how Dune’s decision to burn the body was medically concerning and technically illegal, though as the sequel Maroons reveals, the city will begin using the incinerator—an environmental albatross of its own—to do the same on a mass scale.20 brown’s novella thus uses the apocalyptic genre to conceptualize this history of toxic debt and speculate on a future of Black self-determination where notions of community start to fray.

While the apocalyptic genre implies historical rupture and the potential for change, Theodore Martin observes that these stories of tedious survival should be read



less as a speculative vision of the future than as a rendering of the monotonous rhythms […] of contemporary work. The secretly entwined logics of survival and work afford us a glimpse not of a postcapitalist future but of a contemporary moment shaped by constant yet precarious labor.21



This description is accurate to the rhythms of Grievers, yet the series experiments on the genre to challenge the city’s history of austerity in responding to loss by focusing on possibilities for abundance instead. Surviving off the infrastructure of Detroit’s Black agricultural and environmental resistance, Dune’s grief transforms into an anarchic enactment Page 204 →of Black self-determination and pleasure that find few parallels elsewhere in Detroit apocalyptic or post-apocalyptic narratives. A history that stretches back to Mayor Coleman Young’s “Farm-a-Lot” program in 1974, agricultural resistance has been a feature of survival in a city that not only could not provide basic municipal services but also left the city as a “food desert” with only one grocery chain location in its increasingly sparse 140 square miles. Represented in Maroons when Dune is held at gunpoint when entering a grocery store, many of the smaller alternatives for groceries have shifted ownership between other minoritized communities, namely from Jewish residents to Arab American residents in the 1970s, with unique and layered histories of tension and collaboration but that nonetheless facilitated a desire among Black residents to have more agency in the food system.22 Monica M. White, a historian of environmental justice, describes how Detroit’s urban agriculture movement that was “burgeoning since 2000 and attracting international attention” centered “newly arrived white college graduates and urban agriculture enthusiasts, many of whom viewed Detroit as a tabula rasa to be reinvented using federal funds and monies gained from nonprofit organizations” and “threatened to exclude black grassroots food and agricultural activists by crowding them out of discussions about how the city should respond to the food needs of its residents.”23 As Dune poignantly articulates about the relationship between apocalyptic shock and altruistic investment, “Was this the blank canvas developers had long dreamed of?”24 Never disentangling people from place, Dune thinks, “Detroit was swept clean down to its roots now. What could become of this abandoned city, of the survivors?”25 (emphasis mine). The convergence of apocalyptic language in real estate financialization and Black futurity is a principal concern for Dune, and finding a way to wrest ownership over this “could” is a critical project of the series.

Urban farming is but one example of city planning and imaging the city’s futurity that has become contested with co-optation from new white residents—and more often developers who deploy altruistic rhetoric in the service of profiteering.26 In Grievers, when a “developer from DC arrived […] saying he had figured out a solution to H-8,” Dune wonders “if there was a factory somewhere that just produced white men who could see the future of Detroit, a place where she could go and toss a wrench into the gears.” Observing the mediocrity and selfishness of Page 205 →such visions, Dune continues, “She was not surprised that he knew nothing and slipped away from the public eye when it became clear that the only abundance he could tap into was panic.”27 The nature of the H-8 outbreak underscores the positionality of both white saviors asserting a liberal paternalism over Black spaces in Detroit as well as the myth of “white immunity” that further isolates the city from vital resources in the suburbs and condemns the “viral underclass” to a death sentence.

At the same time, this history of Black agricultural resistance proves critical for Dune’s survival. In the early stages of the H-8 outbreak, Dune finds that the smaller grocery stores near her were quickly picked over. These circumstances draw her into contact with the rich history of agricultural and environmental resistance in Detroit. Dune collects fresh food from a nearby urban garden that resembles D-Town Farms of the Detroit Black Community Food Security Network (DBCFSN), with the purpose to help Black Detroiters “resist the racial hierarchy, stay in a place they love, and create conditions necessary for community development and survival.”28 Dune’s mother Kama had participated in such a “Food Justice Project,” and so Dune had a copy of a map of all sources of food and community gardens in the city “on a fragile piece of pale purple paper. Dune DIY-laminated it, layering clear packing tape edge over edge until this piece of survival gold was enclosed. It felt precious to her.”29 The ancestral strength and historical bonds noted across the countermyths from Chapter 4 combine with the content about Detroit’s food justice initiatives to make this document precious, “survival gold.” But, to enact this plan, her reliance on community gardens necessitated a more expansive, even anarchic, conception of personal property and freedom. As she says, “Many of [the community gardens] were behind fences, but fences meant less and less to Dune each day.”30 The fence is a significant image of segregation in Detroit history as well as the white-centric Detroit genre, and taking this final step of disregarding American conceptualization of property allows Dune to move beyond survival and introduce pleasure into the novella’s apocalyptic scenario.31

In her political writings, brown develops two related theories of achieving Black liberation, both of which are put under duress within the confines of the apocalyptic Detroit genre: pleasure activism and emergent strategy. Brown describes pleasure as “a measure of freedom” and the need toPage 206 →



increase the amount of feeling-good time in your life […,] decrease any internal or projected shame or scarcity thinking around the pursuit of pleasure, quieting any voices of trauma that keep you from your full sacred sensual life […, and] understand the liberation possible when we collectively orient around pleasure and longing.32



On its face, it would seem the apocalyptic scenario of Grievers excludes these theories of pleasureful abundance and Black liberation. Foreshadowing Dune’s dilemma, brown writes in her manifesto Emergent Strategy that “we are brilliant at survival, but brutal at it. We tend to slip out of togetherness the way we slip out of the womb, bloody and messy and surprised to be alone.”33 Inspired by the writings of Octavia Butler and Grace Lee Boggs, brown argues that focusing on smaller, meaningful connections with nature and with others in your immediate community is the starting point for the fight for Black liberation.34

The apocalyptic genre emphasizes the survival of the individual and puts a strain on the connections available to make, of which there are shockingly few in Grievers: Dune cares for her mute grandmother Vivian, she flirts with but denies a reunion with her ex-girlfriend Marta, and she briefly re-unites with some of her mother’s community organizers who are stalled in their tactics by the overwhelming devastation of H-8. Beyond these encounters, Dune is, at the end of the first novel, utterly alone with only a golden retriever that followed her home and the moss magically sprouting on her father’s model of the city. In this austere context, Grievers concludes with a somewhat surprising return to food and the queer potentialities it imbibes—not the vegetables and healthy living associated with community gardens, but a return to the grocery store and her discovery of “the Moist Strawberry Supreme cake box all alone on the baking shelf.”35 Walking the aisles, she also



sought out chocolate and found some unsweetened super dark bars which she planned to combine with sugar and pray into a frosting. All of this in abundance…that would be her last time at University Market because there was nothing left that anyone should be eating now.36



This discovery recalls for the reader Dune’s dream earlier in the novella wherePage 207 →



[her ex-girlfriend Marta] lifted her skirt and leaned back on both elbows. Out of her body came what looked like a pale pink ice cream. “Taste it.” Dune picked up the spoon and took the smallest scoop of cream from Marta’s pussy. She tasted it—fake strawberry flavor like in frosting or cheap shortcake and maybe rose water?37



In the novella’s final scene, Dune bakes the cake to celebrate Dog’s “move-in day” and makes substitutions for ingredients where necessary. The novella ends: “she cut herself one piece and ate it. It was good.”38 In this way, Grievers superficially adheres to the structures of the apocalyptic genre, where, as Theodore Martin summarizes, “the end of the world is usually only the beginning of the story, and the story’s end, more often than not, is yet another beginning, a seed of hope, if not the full flowering of some new form of social life.”39 However, this ending is neither hopeful nor prescriptive of a new form of social life. The cake was good; but what could this bite of cake portend about resolving the grief and despair in brown’s post-apocalyptic Detroit?

Grievers thus juxtaposes Black agricultural resistance to racial capitalism with a queer invocation of processed, sugary food that makes pleasure and survival co-equals, if not prioritizing pleasure over survival to conceptualize futurity. This is a particularly poignant ending for the way it evokes the rhetoric around obesity and unhealthy eating as a behavioral and moral fault of COVID-19’s viral underclass, enshrining a myth of “white immunity” and hastening the return of mostly low-paid employees back to high-contact workplaces like service industries and factories. Dune describes the pleasures of touching her mother’s fatness, and at the end of the novella Mama Vivian observes that Dune was gaining weight as a way of “making a mother for herself out of her own body, her massive grief.”40 Dune thus describes her new life as a quest for “not just utopias, but Black utopias. Not escaping to a far off land, but eking out a life hidden within the realm of previous oppression.”41 In this juxtaposition of agricultural resistance and processed food, I see the emergence of this Black utopia in the apocalyptic and dystopic landscape of Detroit in Grievers. Jayna Brown describes Black utopia as without hope:



Hope yearns for a future. Instead, we dream in place, in situ, in media res, in layers, in dimensional frequencies…outside the bounds of past, present, and future, of selfhood and other […,] the moments when those of us Page 208 →untethered from the hope of rights, recognition, or redress here on earth celebrate ourselves as elements in a cosmic effluvium.42



The novella does not end with an expression of hope in the future, but in the goodness of the here and now, a moment prophesied by a fantasy of Black queer intimacy and culminating in the baking and tasting of a boxed Strawberry cake—even as such acts are conventionally viewed in contradistinction from survival.

In the sequel, Dune’s connections with a found family will come, as will the potentiality for a renewed Black ownership of Detroit. However, critically, the modes of belonging and ownership by the end of the apocalyptic narrative are dramatically and systematically different than those proposed by the engineers and financiers of New Detroit. In her loneliness, Dune at first pursues a non-sexual relationship with Dawud B, a mysterious and poetic voice over the radio:



She felt the loneliness that comes from being unwound from the superstructure of humans and their rhythms, the howling tunnel of being unknown in her inner thoughts, the madness of crafting her ideas with no one to critique, collaborate, or cheer her on. It wasn’t sexual, it wasn’t romantic. It was a quality of companionship she had never quite had as an adult, but witnessed all around her.43



Once she finds Dawud, who is also gay, they begin an intense sexual relationship, not a heterosexual coupling focused on reproductive futurity borne out of the traditional tropes of the apocalyptic genre but rather, in an extension of the boxed Strawberry cake, pleasure for itself with no consideration of the future. Their found family expands to include an old man who has taken in an orphan, and then to a larger collective that has occupied the Marriott Detroit Hotel in the Renaissance Center—another temporary, contingent glimpse of including the city’s unhoused residents in the abundance of Detroit’s bounty of empty property, culled from the stories of evicted Detroiters who for a short time were housed in the city’s hotels during the initial response to the COVID-19 pandemic.44 From Mama Rue, one of her mother’s former comrades in the collective, Dune learns that from H-8, “you die or you get a gift, some obtuse Page 209 →enhancement, to survive.”45 Dune’s magic stems from her father’s model of the city in the basement, now teeming with green life, from which she can literally rearrange the landscape of Detroit by moving houses and properties wherever she wants. In contrast to the efforts of city officials to algorithmically target particular neighborhoods for investment and to “right-size” the city by creating horrors that would motivate residents to move from other neighborhoods or of real estate financiers who disguise their profiteering as charity, Dune decides to lock the basement and allow it to be fully overgrown by nature. Recognizing the “power to rearrange the world [to be] too tempting,” Dune instead disavows this fantasy of messianic ownership of the “blank canvas” and determines to collaborate with her found family and collective partners to create “a future for all of them, crafted from the work they did in and from this building, reaching and reclaiming this city, reclaiming its fecundity.”46

With apocalypse being perhaps the principal genre expressed in popular culture and news media to describe Detroit, I find that the Grievers series fittingly concludes the argument of The Detroit Genre that genre serves as the battleground to re-order the perspectival priorities that have been sedimented in the white-centric Detroit genre in popular culture that formed in the 1970s in the wake of the Great Rebellion. Rather than relentless negativity, Detroit’s conditions have long provided fertile ground for necessarily fictional and speculative political imagination.47 If the Detroit genre in popular culture has focused primarily on one side of this story, the African American writers featured in the second half of The Detroit Genre use genre to give shape to the “new model of postindustrial forms of local ownership and production rooted in cooperation and mutuality.”48 Understanding these new models for life requires a re-evaluation of the shapes and forms of storytelling dictated by the formation of genre, their codes, clichés, and tropes, even and especially as more Black writers and filmmakers creatively blend the Detroit genre and realism as a representational mode.49 Blight does not signify absence of population or a pioneer fantasy; people live in and near it, and those lives are full and complex. Violent crime is neither a sitcom joke nor all-consuming; it can cause despair and grief, but the affective lives of Detroiters are not relegated to only despair and grief. And, if masculinity is a menace, care is taken to show how Black, queer, or trans women have Page 210 →most borne the weight of this menace, and it is them, not white vigilantes, who can provide the best literary tools for understanding how to change the conditions that allow that menace to exist and thrive. These are the tenets of a revised, re-claimed Detroit genre. As representations of Detroit continue to proliferate, ripple, and evolve across popular and literary culture, I hope this book can provide a model for future scholarship to assess the relationship between history, the historical present, and the city’s brilliant speculative futures.
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