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Preface

Don’t Think They Know
Frederick Williams

Don’t think they know about us
They don’t know

That I'm a crack baby
A product of that product

Don’t think they know that

I was hand crafted by drug dealers

That police kicked in our front door

And put me face down on the floor

That I was told at seven years old not to blink nor flinch
When I seen someone get murdered

I would be murdered

If I snitched

Going to school my clothes had a stench

My clothes had holes and needed stitching
Or stitches

Because my parents didn’t give a shit

Or addiction alters ability to make decisions

xi
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xii PREFACE

Don’t think they know about them

We know where these drugs come from
Where these guns come from
Where these prisons come from

Don’t think they know about us
They don’t know

He carry a gun

More than he carry his son

Because people get buried everyday where I'm from
We hold grudges because judges only want to

Evict us

Convict us

Restrict us

They don’t know

How it feels

being treated like you're about to steal

Or kill

Or both

They don’t know what it’s like to be black
To be black is to be hard

But being black is so hard at times I wanted to turn my back on black
To be black is to be

Not free

Yet to be black is

To be me

I wear a hoodie because I'm cool

Because I'm cold

Because I'm hot

Doesn’t mean I deserve to be shot

Don’t think they know about us
They don’t know

Racial oppression is the root cause of our aggression
Yes I'm defensive

Don’t think they realize
They paralyze

Us with government assistance
We can’t have black power without general electricity

EBSCChost - printed on 2/14/2023 4:30 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww. ebsco.conlterms-of-use



EBSCChost -

PREFACE xiii

They pass bills through the senate

That makes it impossible to pay bills in the house

Hold

Holding us to a standard they can’t stand next to

Policies that shove us into poverty

Dispossessed of property

Atrocities like boarded up houses and abandoned school buildings
Harsh reality for our children

My community is a cemetery

And I'm supposed to celebrate February

Don'’t think they know about us
They don’t know'

In 2013, while studying informal property use in Detroit, I interviewed
Craig, a resident and firefighter who told me “we live in an interesting
town. If you could weather the storm you’ll be alright, watch in ten
years ... Detroit has certainly changed a lot since I began spending time
there in 2008, and many residents in my study were optimistic about the
prospects of their city. The timing of my research, from 2011 to 2016, was
fortuitous. During our tenure in Detroit, my partner and I witnessed a host
of unanticipated but significant changes signaling what may be looked
back on as the turning point of Detroit: bankruptcy, the appointment of
an Emergency Manager, election of the first white mayor in forty years,
massive private investment in Downtown and Midtown by three white
billionaire entrepreneurial stakeholders, and the first increase in the white
population in sixty-four years.? When we arrived, residents said the city
was hitting rock bottom. When we left, media sources had begun to hail the
“rebirth” of Detroit. My project was not intended to be about gentrification,
but the broader context of changes in Detroit revealed their significance
along the way. It also meant that, while we did not intend (as most do not)3
on being gentrifiers, structurally we probably were. This preface is a reflec-
tion on my experiences living in and learning about Detroit. The poem at
the beginning is by my dear friend and incarcerated artist Fred Williams,
born and raised in Detroit until he was wrongly sentenced to life in prison
as a juvenile. This poem reminds me of how much, as outsiders or newcom-
ers, we don’'t know about life in certain parts of Detroit and how much
others can teach us if we're willing to listen and learn.
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As white PhD students originally hailing from the West Coast, my part-
ner and I rented a small house in Hamtramck, Michigan, in December of
2011. Hamtramck is a small two-square mile municipality surrounded by
Detroit that sits about four miles from Downtown. We were surprised to
find that renting a home closer to Detroit’s Midtown (where we had hoped
to be) was out of our price range. I despise driving and all things car-
centric, which was a difficult feature of Detroit for me. Hamtramck was
the only walkable neighborhood we could afford and still have space for
the baby we were expecting. Anticipating spending at least a few more
years in Detroit, we decided to purchase a house, eyeing ones that were
cheap enough that even if we had to give it away, we would still have saved
money not paying rent. Just under a year and a half later, then with a one-
year-old daughter in tow, we purchased a house on a relatively stable block
in an area of the city that used to be called Piety Hill (due to several iconic
old churches nearby). Our block was not included in any specific neigh-
borhood on city maps, a planner told me.* Instead, it was called “just
south of Boston Edison” for those who wanted to associate it with the his-
toric districts filled with decadent mansions famously home to Henry
Ford and baseball legend Ty Cobb’s old houses; “The North End” by those
who wanted to disassociate privilege and align with the urban agri-culture
energy in the city; or “Near New Center” for those hoping to capitalize on
the glimmers of gentrification in this area.

Our requirement was that the house be immediately livable, not having
the time nor resources for significant rehab (and our bar for “livable” being
quite low). The house we ended up buying was previously squatted, and
then renovated and occupied by a white family for fifteen years. It then
went through mortgage foreclosure and was resold to us for just over
43 percent of the delinquent mortgage value. The previous owners loved
the area so much they moved a block away, and we came to know them
well, giving us insight into the house we wouldn’t likely have had access to
otherwise. The house was enormous and run-down after housing a family
of eight for so long, but the bones of the former owner’s remodel were still
in good shape—new windows and roof, working furnace and air condi-
tioners. But the paint was chipping badly, and there were holes in the plas-
ter walls. Of three bathrooms, no single one was fully functional: we had
to shower in the basement. But it gave us space to accommodate various
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PREFACE XV

friends, family, lodgers, and the occasional stray dog over the years . .. We
joked that when you have the space you take in guests of all kinds.

In the three years we owned it, the exchange-value of our property
increased 258 percent. As young, highly educated white newcomers, we
were frequently associated with and viewed as symbols of the changes tak-
ing place in Detroit. Some residents viewed newcomers like us with trepi-
dation, as indicators of changes that weren’t for them and wouldn’t benefit
them. But many others I spoke with viewed white residents wanting to live
in Detroit as an affirmation of the goodness and potential of the city they
loved so much. In one interview, a resident explained that having white
folks move onto his block would bring resources to the neighborhood—the
police would respond if a white person called, I was told.®

When we were purchasing our house, the home inspector—an elderly,
Black, lifelong Detroiter—told us with a smile how happy he was to see
young white people moving back into the city. You all are modern day
pioneers, here to help reinvigorate my city, he said. My partner and I
shared an uncomfortable smile, recognizing the problematic dynamic
unfolding in the city indicated by his statement. Pioneers took over land
made available to them because the government had stolen it from others
there long before them, whose relationship to that land did not fit the
framework of legal private property rights that was imposed by outsiders.
Those pioneers were intent on extracting value and settling that land. We
would come to understand that a similar process was unfolding with
property in Detroit.6

The houses on our block were mostly occupied, with about one-third
vacant and securely boarded up. When the three of us moved in, we
brought the count of white folks on the block up to six. I found that being
a mother was often a useful point of entry for me with my research. My
child’s verbose chatter and outgoing nature helped me make friends with
other parents on the block, whose deep roots in Detroit provided connec-
tions to interview participants and their intimate perspectives. While try-
ing to make contacts at community meetings and the like, residents often
expressed feeling sick of being studied by white outsider researchers; I
knew of several who had recently preceded me. We couldn’t afford child-
care while our daughter was young, so she tagged along for much of my
field research. I believe that having a baby (and then toddler) strapped to
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my back and being a homeowner—which signifies investment, rooted-
ness, and care—in the city enabled some residents to disassociate me from
the other white outsider researchers they had been in contact with.

People often ask how I stayed safe during my research, commonly out-
siders who weren’t familiar with Detroit. I think this question often arises
from prejudiced views of the city and persistent stereotypes of violence in
impoverished Black communities. At the same time, living in Detroit
brought a host of new experiences and required a steep learning curve to
navigate a sociospatial environment that is very different from every other
place I had lived. I was not equipped with any sort of “street wisdom” to
guide my navigating situations and scenarios that were initially unfamil-
iar. I discuss this here to be transparent about my own experiences with
this particular facet of field research in sociology.

In his book on the transformation of a DC neighborhood from a “ghetto”
to a “gilded ghetto,” Derek Hyra defines his concept “living the wire”: white
residents who move into an inner-city neighborhood for the hipness or
cool-factor of living in an “iconic Black ghetto, where Blackness, poverty,
and crime are associated with one another.”® For urban scholars, “ghetto” is
a descriptive (not pejorative) term referring to the spatial concentration
and isolation of members of a racialized social group (in the case of Detroit,
Black Americans).? While I was not drawn to Detroit for its “hipness” (nor
were the neighborhoods I lived in “hip” at the time), Hyra’s analysis is use-
ful for reflecting on my own experiences as a white newcomer in a majority
Black city with high rates of poverty, violence, and crime.

Hyra compares the way white newcomers and longtime residents don’t
just discuss but experience violence and crime in different ways. He notes
that many white newcomers “described neighborhood car jackings, shoot-
ings, and purse snatchings with laughter and jokes. They described crime as
if it were something to brag about . . . It was as if they were proud to live in
an area that was unsafe and edgy. It seemed that the neighborhood violence
gave some newcomers to the area bragging rights and something interest-
ing to talk about at parties.”’® Hyra contrasts newcomers “living the wire”

»]1

with oldtimers “living the drama™! which Hyra references as meaning to

“carefully navigate and cope with extreme forms of urban violence.”2
Like some of the newcomers in Hyra’s study expressed, I learned many

new things and had many new experiences in Detroit, some of which are
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the result of living in a segregated city with high rates of crime and pov-
erty. I learned it was better to leave our old vehicles unlocked so that
anyone inclined to see if there was anything valuable inside could do so
without breaking a window. I learned to walk in the street because side-
walks were so precarious, and you couldn’t count on cars to stop at stop
signs in vacant neighborhoods. I learned to identify the sound of gun shots
from afar. I learned what it was like to frequently be the only white person
in a room, or the grocery store, or in a lot of places.

I learned the positive and negative aspects of living in a neighborhood
that city officials largely ignored. Our neighbor put in a new curb cut to his
side yard—no need to ask permission, he explained, just chunk up the
concrete with a sledgehammer and pour it yourself. Too often plagued by
multi-day power outages, our neighbors rented generators and chained
their dogs to them in the backyard to keep them from being stolen.
Neighbors hosted massive community block parties for holidays like the
Fourth of July, spreading out across vacant lots and streets without being
bothered by authorities. I first encountered bulletproof glass at the fast
food restaurant at the end of our block: it separated the workers and cus-
tomers. My partner once was passed a counterfeit twenty dollar bill at the
gas station nearby. One of our neighbors robbed another neighbor’s house
in midday, then tried to sell us a drum set he had stolen. Our house was
never targeted: I surmise this is because we had three loud, large pit-mix
dogs, and if you looked through the windows all you could see were sec-
ondhand couches and crammed bookshelves, nothing of value that might
entice someone to break in.

Unlike some of the white newcomers in Hyra’s study, I had enough
knowledge and self-reflexivity that I wasn’t “living the wire” in Detroit. But
I also didn’t feel like living in Detroit meant that I had to carefully navigate
extreme violence. I wasn’t “living the drama” either because violence didn’t
circumscribe my experiences or daily life the way it did for the boys in
Harding’s study nor the longtime residents in Hyra’s. And, because of my
newcomer status, it hadn’t circumscribed my past either. Instead, I typi-
cally felt simultaneously safe and uncertain: uncertain because I didn’t
typically feel threatened by the crime or violence around me. I found
myself continually trying to figure out how I ought to feel or respond, espe-
cially when situations came spatially close to home. For example, our
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neighbor a few houses down was shot and killed as he started up his car
one morning—a contracted murder arranged by his wife, a detective I
spoke with suspected. A young man walking down my street was shot and
killed by an acquaintance after an altercation. I remember hearing the
gunshot in the middle of a sunny afternoon, and after pausing for a
moment to listen for more, peering out the front window. We later watched
the fire truck pull up to wash away his blood. While playing out front with
the neighbor kids one afternoon, half a dozen police cars came to a screech-
ing halt in front of our house, and several officers feebly attempted to chase
two young Black men on foot through our backyard. I noticed, as they ran
closely past me, that these young “men” were barely teenagers. One was in
his socks.

My personal feelings of safety contrasted with the knowledge longtime
residents often tried to impart: warning me where I should and should
not go, or what areas I ought to have an escort through to ensure my safety.
One resident even refused to give me information about another potential
interviewee because she didn’t think it was safe for me to try to speak with
him or go into his neighborhood. In reflecting on these experiences, I
believe my privilege often protected me, and my naivete also gave me a
false sense of safety at times. Like Hyra’s newcomers, I didn’t know what
scenarios were actually threatening and what weren’t because I had so lit-
tle prior experience to draw on.

One particularly elucidating experience came during the first of several
interviews with Jackie and her son Joe (both white adult squatters and
heroin users) at their squatted house. They asked for payment up front,
and after handing Joe the twenty-dollar bill, he left the house and came
back a few minutes later. He flashed me a small black ball of heroin in his
palm and asked, “Wanna party?” I balked. A rush of adrenaline washed
through me and I felt my stomach drop. “No thanks,” I replied and turned
back to Jackie, sitting across from me at the table. She didn’t react, just
sipped her drink and waited for my next question. I tried to compose
myself and keep my voice from shaking. I was terrified. I did my best to
continue the interview, watching Joe out of the corner of my eye as he
returned from the next room. He stood behind Jackie, occasionally chim-
ing into the conversation for the next few minutes. But soon he began to
bend forward in the most awkward way, practically nodding out while
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standing. I tried not to stare ... wondering why he didn’t fall over; he
looked so off balance, as if he were about to topple onto the top of his head.
I took a breath, feeling my heart return to its normal rhythm as I realized
I could have knocked Joe over with a flick of my pen. He wasn’t dangerous
in that moment. Recanting this to my partner later at home, he laughed,
being more familiar with the habits and practices of drug users than I.

My point in discussing this is to eschew any misconceptions about my
status as a researcher for this book: there was no “going native” with the
residents in my study in part because of the varied social contexts I partici-
pated in. Rather, some were more familiar and comfortable for me than
others; Detroit’s social geography is as varied as its spatial conditions. My
position as a homeowner in Detroit gave me the most insight into the
views of other residents who were variously invested in the city; yet I could
never “live the drama” because my past experiences were so different from
many longtime residents. Demographically I shared much more with a
category of informal property users I call Lifestyle Appropriators (younger
white newcomers) than those I label Routine or Necessity Appropriators
(typically Black longtime residents). But I had very different views on the
city than many other newcomers and wasn’t “living the wire” either. More
broadly, I think I probably made some poor decisions (with regard to
safety) during my research but got lucky, and/or my privilege protected me
where it may not have for others. I also may have felt scared in scenarios
that were perfectly safe. Growing up as I did, mostly in and around
Portland, Oregon, I had no preparation for a city like Detroit. Spending
time and later living there brought new experiences and expanded under-
standings that I've described here to convey the sense with which I've
really had to learn about Detroit to carry out this research. Harking back
to my friend Fred’s poetic introduction, I and many of us don’t know what
Fred knows, because we haven’t shared his experiences. But when we listen
and learn we can come to a sphere of shared understanding. This is a
thread I trace throughout this book: that in attending to the problems in a
city like Detroit, we ought to be learning from those who do know.
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Introduction

I followed Jerome down the crumbling sidewalk in his Westside Detroit
neighborhood. The sidewalk narrowed where grass and weeds had won the
fight with the concrete, leaving only a small tread left open from feet tram-
pling through. On our right, we passed by several burnt-out houses with
collapsed porches. Sandwiched in between the charred remains was a dingy
white post-war bungalow. It sagged visibly in the middle, looking tired from
struggling to keep up appearances amidst the disrepair. An elderly woman
sat on the front porch, waving to Jerome and greeting us as we walked. He
stopped and chatted with her for a moment before we continued.

“Here’s the garden,” he said. Jerome pointed up ahead to an entire city
block, vacant of any homes but filled with brightly colored raised beds that
were lined up neatly across the lots. A tiny orchard of young fruit trees filled
another section. At the far end in a grassy area was a homemade projector
screen—a large wood panel painted white—facing lawn chairs arranged in
a semicircle. His neighbors—skeptical at first—love it. Jerome put local
kids to work on these gardens, and hosted neighborhood meals from its
bounty. He didn’t mean to become a community organizer or a food activ-
ist, Jerome says. Instead, these gardens and community space grew from
his frustration with the conditions of his neighborhood, overlooked by a
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municipality that does not have the resources for maintenance. Jerome was
merely out one cold winter day trying to unclog the sewer drains at the
intersection at the end of his block. He wanted to keep the street from
flooding as the snow melted. His father sent his younger brothers out to
help him, asking Jerome to keep them busy. Once the drains were clear he
looked around and thought, “What else can we do?” His gaze settled on the
vacant lots straddling either side of the intersection. He decided that they
would clean them up once the snow thawed, and after they did that, Jerome
kept adding projects to keep the momentum going. First some planter
boxes, then a compost pile, next some fruit trees. Then he came home one
afternoon to find some neighbors building the projector screen.

Jerome did not own any of these lots, nor did he and his neighbors have
explicit permission from the owners to use them. Bank of America owned
some, the city of Detroit others. Jerome looked up the owners online when
he began to clean them up but had since forgotten where the lot lines of
one owner began and another ended. It’s irrelevant, he said, because
nobody minds.

On the contrary, police officers often joined in, pulling up their squad cars
to catch a glimpse of the game on the projector. Once, Jerome was inter-
viewed for a panel on some of the promising aspects of urban agriculture in
Detroit; many city officials were in attendance. Afterward, Jerome stood up
and turned around to find Dave Bing, the mayor at that time, reaching out
to shake his hand. Jerome grinned as he recounted Mayor Bing telling him:
“You know, I've heard everything you've been doing . .. I appreciate what
you're doing. Continue to do what you need to do, to do what you do.” Jerome
explained that to him, this meant doing things informally, without express
permission, even when he was technically violating the law.

To people familiar with Detroit, this story is not surprising, so com-
monplace are various informal uses of property. Recently, much attention
has been paid to urban agriculture that, in many contexts, proliferates
without express permission. But community gardens are but one kind of
technically illegal property use that shapes the city of Detroit and the lives
of its residents. Squatting, blotting (“squatting the block”), demolition,
scrapping, salvaging, and art projects are commonplace as well.

While a resident of Detroit for 4% years, I conducted ethnographic
research and sixty-five in-depth interviews, learning about and document-
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ing these practices. I interviewed residents illegally using property to find
out why they did it and what it was like for them. I interviewed their
neighbors to find out how they felt about these practices nearby, and often
discovered that they too were illegally using property in some form or
another. I talked with city officials and local authorities to find out how
they responded, both on the books and off, to illegal uses of property.
Through this research, I discovered not only how prevalent these practices
are, but how they influence the form of the city and the experiences of
everyday life for residents. Neighbors I spoke with recalled decades of
demolishing nearby drug houses together, stepping in to keep their neigh-
borhoods safe when the city would not. A mother and her son showed me
how they kept their squatted house warm in the bitterly cold Michigan
winters despite not having electricity. Other squatters explained enjoying
the process of building rain collection and heating devices (like furnaces
out of 55-gallon drums) to get by without utilities. I met with longtime
residents who refused to leave after their homes were taken via tax fore-
closure, steadily paying the utility bills to keep the heat and lights on
despite their now technically illegal residency. I learned how scrappers
earn meager income picking through the remains of burnt houses or by
dismantling pieces of old buildings and selling their finds at scrapyards.
And I followed salvagers as they foraged through Detroit’s decaying build-
ings, looking for everything from extra bricks to unique architectural
pieces to use in home renovation or art projects.

In less eyebrow-raising form, but technically no less illegal, residents in
my neighborhood a few miles from Downtown Detroit rounded up sup-
plies to board up an abandoned commercial strip, painting the boards
lively lavender and turquoise after affixing them to the building and clean-
ing up broken glass. In another neighborhood, a local artist helped chil-
dren paint butterflies across abandoned buildings. Dotting lots through-
out the city are informal play and parking spaces, unsanctioned community
gardens, and de jure illegal art installations using empty land or aban-
doned buildings

What practices like these all have in common is that they are made pos-
sible in part by the illegal appropriation of real property—land, houses, or
buildings. That is, residents occupy, take over, use, take from, alter, decon-
struct, trespass across, or otherwise engage with real property that they
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have no formal legal right to. I call these residents “appropriators.” But,
unlike many illegal activities, the laws and regulations surrounding these
practices are poorly enforced and many of these practices have gained
legitimacy in Detroit, in large part because of the positive effects they have
for individual residents, community dynamics, and the built environment
of distressed neighborhoods.?

The prevalence of practices that brazenly transgress property laws may
be unthinkable in a different urban context, such as in booming cities
where there is competition for urban property and authorities reliably
uphold private property rights and enforce regulations. But increasingly,
scholars are uncovering the ways that informality—the proliferation of
illegal or effectively unregulated but commonly accepted/legitimated
practices—shapes the form of the built environment and the everyday
experiences of residents in the United States, from Los Angeles® to
Philadelphia* to rural Texas.’ It is productive for scholarship and policy to
recognize the way informality shapes cities and spaces beyond the Global
South, where squatter settlements and informal economic activities are
common and have been well researched.

The informal practices that are the focus of this book violate laws of
land and property ownership. This kind of informality needs interstitial,
poorly regulated spaces in which to proliferate, which declining US cities
like Detroit, Cleveland, Pittsburgh or Buffalo have in abundance. Urban
decline or “shrinkage” is a process of urban change stimulated by global/
regional drivers like economic shifts, demographic changes, suburbaniza-
tion, political conflicts, or natural disasters. At the local level, decline
manifests with decreasing populations and the resulting underutilization
of housing and infrastructure, and diminished tax revenues.® In post-
industrial Rust Belt cities in the United States, these changes leave behind
vacant homes, abandoned garages, defunct factories, and empty lots. On,
within, and through these spaces arise diverse informal practices in
Detroit, undertaken by residents from varied backgrounds seeking to
meet a plethora of different needs and desires. Poor residents take over
property to meet daily needs like shelter and income. More stable long-
time residents, like Jerome, use property without permission as part of
their repertoire, developed over time, for negotiating the difficult condi-
tions of the city. While more privileged newcomers to the city often occupy

printed on 2/14/2023 4:30 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww. ebsco.conlterms-of-use



INTRODUCTION 5

houses or land as a kind of urban pioneering adventure. These practices
unfold against the historical backdrop of suburbanization, white flight,
institutional racism, and the enduring spatiality of racial segregation.

Real property is a particularly salient element of both social and spatial
dimensions of urban life, and purports to function very differently under
conditions of growth versus decline. Under the former, property is in high
demand, low supply, and often increasing in economic value (a central
concern during processes of gentrification). In many growing urban
spaces in the United States, private ownership of real property is a source
of investment and stability, and a state tool for sociospatial control. But
under conditions of decline, property is in abundant supply, holds little
economic value, and is often a liability more than an investment. These
conditions help to promote property usage that transgresses formal prop-
erty laws and rights, as residents reimagine the physical environment of
their neighborhoods.

In the United States, what I call “property informality” (informal prac-
tices that arise from the transgression of laws regulating real property—
land, houses, and buildings) has been overlooked by researchers. 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. Thus, in some ways, it is difficult to conceive
of property informality as being at all prevalent in the United States.

At the same time, some legal scholarship has argued that property law
violations like nineteenth-century homesteaders or civil rights protests
have influenced the transformation of real property law over time.” Others
have noted how informal practices can act as “law” when they are upheld
and promoted by authorities.® In furthering our understanding of every-
day life, studying informality also deepens our understanding of formal
rules and norms, how they might change, and why they are sometimes not
enforced. In Detroit, the illegality of practices such as squatting, scrap-
ping, or gardening does not explain who participates, who does not, nor
how neighbors or even authorities respond. Instead, many forms of illegal
property use have achieved a level of legitimacy and are common among
residents, in part due to the constructive impacts they can have for indi-
viduals and their communities. The sociospatial conditions of decline
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have altered the social relations of real property, and a different frame-
work—one that decouples the law and legitimacy—is needed for under-
standing these practices.

This book borrows epistemological insights from scholarship on urban
informality in the Global South to understand the sociospatial dynamics
of Detroit. Focusing on informality rather than illegality illuminates fac-
ets of everyday life and the form of the city that elude the strict dichotomy
of legal/licit and illegal/illicit. Using this framework reveals Detroit as a
city whose form and content is comprised of an intricate interweaving of
informality and legality: they depend on each other rather than one sub-
stituting for the other.?

Dominant approaches to managing urban problems have largely failed
to tune in to the dynamics of informality in the Global North, particularly
in the United States. Yet there are social costs to policymakers’ and urban
authorities’ ignorance of the way that informality shapes daily life in cities
and regions of the United States. In the context of decline, the conse-
quences of this lag are significant for how new regulations and revitaliza-
tion strategies reproduce longstanding urban inequalities. This book
explains why property informality arises and how alternative ways of
using and relating to property shape neighborhood conditions and com-
munity dynamics in Detroit. I elucidate the constructive impacts of prop-
erty informality that have bolstered various practices’ legitimacy among
residents and authorities. I draw out the important, fine-grained differ-
ences in informal practices which, in the eyes of the law, are largely the
same. These differences are consequential for the disparate ways in which
new property regulations impact residents: formalizing the practices of
more privileged newcomers while criminalizing and erasing the informal
practices of longtime residents.

More broadly, this book contributes to sociological understandings of
declining cities, informality, and property. First, I show how property
informality is intertwined with formality across the social and spatial
landscape of a declining city, identifying various alternative ways of using
and relating to property that persist in the city. And second, I uncover how
the interface of the formal and informal reproduces inequalities in ways
that declining cities aiming to revitalize must confront. Scholarship
on urban informality in the Global South over the past half-decade has
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produced a wealth of important knowledge about cities and urban life.
Urban researchers in the United States should tune in to these episte-
mologies to inform our understandings of and possibilities for improving
the conditions of declining cities in the Global North. Finally, this book
reiterates the centrality and complexity of property relations for everyday
life and calls us to critically engage with and challenge the liberal private
property regime.

OUTLINE OF THE BOOK

This book unfolds as follows. Part I (chapters 1-3) provides an overview
of the social and spatial conditions that lead to the concurrence of decline
and property informality. In chapter 1, “Urban Decline and Informality,” I
introduce readers to the process of urban decline and explain how it
impacts urban conditions, property relations, and everyday life. I contex-
tualize this arena of research with reference to my case: Detroit. I discuss
some of the obstacles of existing plans and policies that attempt to inter-
vene in the problems of urban decline. Finally, I scaffold existing research
on urban informality to explain my analytical framework and define my
concept “property informality.” I explain how the lens of informality can
advance our understanding of declining cities in the United States.

In chapter 2, “Regulations and Enforcement,” I present four main rea-
sons why the conditions of Detroit—and other declining cities—are ripe
for informal practices that transgress property laws. First, there is a pleth-
ora of property vacancy and abandonment providing spatial opportunity
for informal appropriation. Second, there is essentially no functioning
monetary property market in many neighborhoods in Detroit. Third, city
authorities are overburdened, underfunded, and do not effectively or uni-
formly enforce property laws. And fourth, there is a good deal of need and
other motivation among residents to construct alternative use-values for
the vacant property that surrounds them. Together, these conditions
undermine the liberal private property regime and mean that resident and
neighborhood well-being is often harmed by the enforcement of legal
ownership. Residents find themselves with opportunities for de jure ille-
gal property use that carry little risk of punishment because it is effectively
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unregulated (meaning, existing regulations are rarely enforced and dimin-
ish in meaning).

In chapter 3, “From Illicit to Informal,” I explore the way that these de
jure illegal—but effectively unregulated—practices achieve legitimacy in
Detroit. I interrogate this transition, uncovering why residents and
authorities in Detroit frequently accept or even encourage practices that
violate property laws in their neighborhoods. Detroiters in my study view
illegal property use as legitimate when it conforms to a community-
embraced norm rooted in an ethos of care, requiring that appropriators
demonstrate care for both the property and the community. Together,
chapters 2 and 3 provide empirical evidence for why informality—not
illegality—is an appropriate framework to better understand urban life in
the context of decline.

Part II of the book focuses on appropriators (informal property users)
and how their informal property use is integral to the experiences of
everyday life in a declining city like Detroit. In chapter 4, “Beyond Politics
or Poverty,” I argue that existing categories for understanding informal
practices are not sufficient for capturing the diversity among appropriators
in my study. I propose a typology of informal appropriation to make
sense of the wide variation among appropriators and their practices in
Detroit: Necessity Appropriation, Routine Appropriation, and Lifestyle
Appropriation, highlighting how race, class, and place-based backgrounds
are stratified across these types of appropriation. Chapters 5, 6, and 7
then explore in detail the different motivations, experiences, and material
conditions of these three types of appropriation. Chapter 5 examines
Necessity Appropriators who are poor, predominately Black residents of
Detroit who rely on informal appropriation for meeting daily needs. These
appropriators scrap metal to sell at scrapyards for quick cash and squat
houses to secure adequate shelter for themselves and their families.
Chapter 6 examines Lifestyle Appropriators who are predominately
younger, white newcomers to the city who call their illegal occupation
“homesteading,” start large farms and gardens, and salvage materials from
vacant properties for art or remodeling supplies. Chapter 7 examines
Routine Appropriators, more stable, longtime residents of the city, who
informally use property as a coping mechanism developed over time for
navigating the harsh conditions of the city. These residents help tear down
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deteriorated, unsafe properties on their block, turn abandoned lots into
extra yard space or parking, or remain as holdover squatters in their homes
after foreclosure. These differences in the practice of property informality
are reflective of residents’ divergent wants and needs, and ensuing
approaches to negotiating the obstacles and opportunities of life in a city
like Detroit.

Part III of the book looks forward to consider how informal plans and
formal policies unfold and intersect in Detroit. Chapter 8, “Surviving the
City or Settling the City?” explores the planning-by-doing that appropria-
tors embody with their practices. I use narrative analysis to uncover how
appropriators understand the normativity of their law-breaking and how
property informality is directed toward a future Detroit. As predominately
longtime residents, Routine and Necessity Appropriators largely under-
stand 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 a return to urban norms and the comforts of a
modern city—where they don’t ~ave to squat to find shelter or tear down
drug houses because the city has failed its responsibilities. As newcomers,
Lifestyle Appropriators utilize a pioneering narrative, in which they venture
into the wild city and tame it with their appropriation of urban property. By
settling down, they aim to continue their pioneering practices. This dynamic
between old and new inhabitants echoes historical confrontations of settler
colonization and mirrors contemporary conflicts arising from gentrifica-
tion, warranting the question, Whose informal practices and visions for the
future of Detroit will win out: longtime residents or newcomers?

Chapter 9, “Regulating Informality, Reproducing Inequality,” examines
how recent urban policies aimed at revitalization stand to impact informal
practices and appropriators in Detroit. In seeking to remedy some of the
deleterious effects of urban decline, local authorities envision and roll out
new forms of property regulation that aim to be creative and locally respon-
sive. I argue that these recent policies in Detroit are situated to formalize
the practices common among more privileged Lifestyle Appropriators,
while increasingly criminalizing and/or erasing the informal practices
common among more marginalized appropriators. In other words, when
designing long-term plans for revitalization, these urban authorities of the
Global North handle informality by paving the path for urban pioneers to
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settle and legally claim the city. While at the same time, they are removing
and further criminalizing the informal practices relied upon by poorer,
more marginalized residents who pose an obstacle to revitalization.

“Lessons for Informality in the Global North” concludes the book by
considering what scholars in Northern contexts can learn from decades of
robust scholarship on informality and policy responses in the Global
South. I critically examine common regulatory responses—titling and
upgrading—and consider how the advantages or disadvantages of these
approaches may play out in cities like Detroit. Both strategies are limited
by their adherence to dominant models of property ownership and formal
legal equality. I examine more progressive regulatory responses and dem-
onstrate how states of exception, incremental enforcement, and expand-
ing property rights could ensure more equitable access to property, the
city, and its resources for residents, while also helping to progress city
authorities’ revitalization goals as well as longtime residents’ stabilization
goals. As cities across the United States and other Global North contexts
grapple with the complexities of urban decline, the epistemological and
practical insights garnered from research on informality in the Global
South will prove valuable for understanding these cities and for effectively
responding to the informal practices that arise therein.
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1 Urban Decline and Informality

Cities like Detroit . . . now there’s a phrase that may seem out of place to
many readers. Detroit is often regarded as an exemplar of post-industrial
ruination, Black poverty, and economic collapse—a place so extreme and
tragic that no other city could possibly come close to mirroring the post-
apocalyptic conditions of America’s Motor City. But as a declining city,
Detroit is one of many scattered across predominately the Midwestern
and Northeastern United States. Decline is a process of urban change
involving significant decreases in population, often upward of 20 to 30
percent in the United States. Buffalo, Cleveland, Detroit, Pittsburgh, and
St. Louis have lost more than half their populations, and Baltimore and
Philadelphia lost nearly one third. Smaller cities like Camden, as well as
many cities outside the Northeast and Midwest such as Richmond and
Birmingham, have also lost significant population.! Recent research esti-
mates that from 2015 to 2025, globally, 17 percent of large cities in devel-
oped regions and 8 percent of all large cities will experience population
decline.?

The current state of Detroit is often reductively blamed on the collapse
of the auto industry.? But instead of having a singular stimulus, migration
out of certain urban centers in the United States is the result of a complex

13
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Figure1. Change in Detroit’s population over time. Source: Detroit Future City
2017, 15.

tangling of historic (and ongoing) economic, demographic, spatial, and
political shifts like deindustrialization, shrinking family size, suburbani-
zation, white flight, and institutional racism. Thomas Sugrue’s seminal
The Origins of the Urban Crists details how these conditions played out in
creating contemporary Detroit, but notes that “the differences between
Detroit and other Rust Belt cities are largely a matter of degree, not a mat-
ter of kind.™

In the United States, urban decline is associated with the rise of a host
of problems that vary in degree and form depending on local context.®
Strained economic conditions and shrinking tax bases leave few resources
for remaining residents and municipalities, who struggle to maintain the
infrastructure and built environment constructed for significantly larger
populations. Declining cities tend to suffer from high levels of vacancy;
property abandonment and blight; high crime, jobless, and unemploy-
ment rates; low property values; and poor service provision. Histories of
racial conflict and white flight are common among declining cities, result-
ing in stark racial segregation between majority Black cities and their
majority white suburbs, or even within the cities themselves.

Since Sugrue’s book, Detroit has been shaped by a host of other factors
which have exacerbated its decline. From 2000-2010, many households
that could fled to the inner suburbs, leading to a 25 percent population
loss during that time.® The Great Recession decimated an already sick
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Figure 2. Change in Detroit’s Black and white populations over time. Source: Detroit
Future City 2019, 14.

city, ravaging deteriorated neighborhoods with even more foreclosures
and tipping many others from somewhat-stable to distressed. Bankruptcy
and Emergency Management in 2013 signaled hitting rock bottom.
Figure 1 shows the decline in Detroit’s population over time. Figure 2
shows the rise in the percentage of Black residents and decline in white
residents in the city over time. And Figure 3 shows the concurrent dra-
matic rise in low-income households in Detroit as these population shifts
take place.”

Detroit is not unique, but it is a particularly stark example of a declin-
ing city and thus a useful case through which to study what is really a
broader, historical, global process of urban transformation. Since the
1970s, scholars have increasingly attended to the phenomenon of urban
decline,® but only since around the mid-2000s has shrinkage become “a
new master framework for a broad range of empirical studies.” Research
has well documented how decline comes about as a process of urban
change and various planning responses to decline. But there is still a gap
in scholarship about what life is like in these cities.'°

The key point, however, is that despite popular presentation of Detroit
as a one-off city that declined because of the loss of auto manufacturing in
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America, it is instead a particularly lucid example of the global process of
decline or “shrinkage.” The instigators of this process are not unique to
America’s Rust Belt. Rather, we can expect that regions across the globe
will continue to grow and decline.

WHY DO WE NEED TO STUDY DECLINING CITIES?

Much urban research has focused on conditions of urban growth.
Theoretical approaches to understanding what cities are and how they
change have focused on the way increasing populations create competi-
tion over urban space. Urban ecologists view the form and dynamics of
cities as the product of natural competition over urban space, where the
“fittest” economic actors seize control over prime locations, relegating less
powerful actors (like the poor) to less attractive or desirable spaces (such
as neighborhoods near environmental hazards). Political economists have
explained cities as created through struggles between entrepreneurs and
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institutional actors, who want to make money by investing in and devel-
oping urban space, and those who are concerned with their quality of life
within urban space (residents). From this perspective, cities are imagined
as sites of contestation and power struggles over scarce urban space (prop-
erty), as both populations and capital grow.

Essentially, predominant theoretical frameworks for conceptualizing
what the city is and how social relations within urban areas play out sup-
pose that cities are places wherein competition over urban space results
from increasing populations and rising demand for property. The result-
ing dynamics between classes, social groups, entrepreneurs and investors,
city authorities, and the proliferation of different uses of property are
explained by various power struggles over high-demand urban space. In
this context, property is urban space carved up by law, assigned to public
or private owners, and regulated by zoning codes and lot lines. And in cit-
ies with growing populations, there is increasing demand for access to
urban space (property). Those with more political and economic resources
tend to “win out” in struggles over this resource.

But in declining cities—or even distressed neighborhoods within other-
wise stable or growing cities, like the South Side of Chicago—there is
decreasing demand for urban space. Developers have little interest in
property that does not guarantee a return on investment. Residents who
wish to leave the city are often unable to sell and may resort to abandoning
their properties. Municipalities struggle to fulfill the responsibilities for
maintenance and care of property that private owners have left behind.
In this context, property becomes a liability more than a high-demand
resource. What explains, then, the form of the city—which residents and
what functions are able to exist in different areas of the city? And how
does this sociospatial form influence residents’ experiences of daily life
therein? In a declining city it is not, as urban ecology or political economy
frameworks presume, competition or contestation over urban space.

In Detroit, it does not take the “fittest” or most powerful economic
actors to gain formal, legal access to property. Architectural theorist
Andrew Herscher argues that in Detroit, property has become more sig-
nificant for what residents can do with it than for how much investors or
property speculators can profit from it.!! Nor does accessing urban prop-
erty require legal right—informal (de jure illegal) uses of property are able
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to flourish, giving even Detroit’s poorest residents access to urban space.
Property laws diminish in salience for regulating sociospatial dynamics,
and informal metrics for assessing legitimate uses of urban space gain
traction.

One important reason for studying informal uses of property in a
declining urban area is to understand how property relations change.
Property relations—understood in a Marxist sense as how we relate to
land once it is property, and how that relationship mediates our interac-
tions with others around us—are typically regulated by law, delineating
who has legal right to access, control, and benefit from property (urban
space). While sociologists haven’t often explicitly studied property, some
legal scholars consider property law to be a dynamic institution that is
social in nature and reflects community values. As such, violating property
laws can have both acquisitive and communicative impacts—helping resi-
dents gain access to property (a valuable resource) and conveying prob-
lems with existing formal, legal arrangements of property rights, access,
and control.1?

POLICY AND PLANNING FOR DECLINE

Despite shifts in how property is valued and used by residents in Detroit,
local planners and policymakers still largely adhere to a market-based
approach to remedying urban decline, trying to encourage investors and
legal private ownership, and stimulate various forms of development.!?
While growth and decline are linguistic antonyms, they are not inverse
processes in the urban context,’* which complicates attempts to remedy
urban decline by trying to shift the process in reverse and stimulate
growth. Growth builds upon a geographic area, densifying and expanding
the infrastructure, footprint, and built environment, all of which are not
easily “unbuilt” The durability of housing, infrastructure, and other real
estate means that there is an asymmetry in the trajectories of growth
and decline: they don’t look the same coming down as they do going up.
Like growth, decline is spotty and uneven, happening at different paces
and scales within a geographic area, and is inextricably linked to processes
of growth and decline at other scales and in other regions.> At the city-
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scale, we often speak of growth or decline, but the rate and trajectory of
population change varies across neighborhoods (Philadelphia, for exam-
ple, has some neighborhoods with similar sociospatial conditions as
Detroit).

Since the post-WWII era, urban planners have been dealing with the
hollowing out or “donut effect” that the rise of the suburbs has had for
many urban centers. And planning agendas have relied on models of
growth to inform revitalization strategies for distressed urban centers.!¢
That is, urban policies and plans have sought to tackle decline by strength-
ening economic competitiveness and promoting economic and popula-
tion growth.1” Local governments adhere to this market-based approach
as well, but the lack of reliable property law enforcement in places like
Detroit undermines confidence in the potential economic value of
property.'®

Early approaches to solving the crises of urban decline without relying
on growth models involved grand schematics for “right-sizing” the city.!¥
The idea is that if the city could be shrunk back down to a scale appropri-
ate 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. Right-sizing requires areas of the city with high vacancy
rates to be cut off from city services and turned into green space. Residents
in such areas would be encouraged and provided support to move to
denser neighborhoods so that services like road maintenance, utility pro-
vision, policing, public transit, and trash pickup could cease. However, as
a top-down approach, right-sizing has met many obstacles to implemen-
tation, most significantly from residents who do not want to be forced
from their homes and moved into an area of the city that is to be “saved”
while their old neighborhoods are left to “return to nature.” Collective
memories of slum razing and displacement during urban renewal give
residents legitimate cause for concern.2?

The logic behind the idea of right-sizing is that there is an appropriate
population density that can enable a city to support itself and overcome
problems related to urban decline. Take, for example, the following map
of Boston, Manhattan, and San Francisco all nestled into the footprint of
Detroit that began circulating around 2008. It visualizes the idea that
Detroit’s “problem” is that it is too big for its current population.
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Figure 4. Footprint of Detroit. Redrawn from Dan Pitera, University of Detroit Mercy.
Printed in John Gallagher, “Detroit: Land of Opportunity: Acres of Barren Blocks
Offer Chance to Reinvent City,” Detroit Free Press, December 15, 2008.

But this idea of needing to “right-size” declining cities by shrinking them
down like a too-big T-shirt in the wash to improve local conditions is chal-
lenged by comparing a city like Portland, Oregon, to Detroit, Michigan.
Both have comparable populations and square-mile footprints, with an
average density of 4.7 (Detroit) and 4.3 (Portland) thousand residents per
square mile.?! In contrast to Detroit, Portland is constantly lauded for its
smart, comprehensive planning schemas and overall livability. Such a com-
parison reveals that Detroit and other declining cities’ “problems” are not
as simple as the ratio of population size to square miles. Instead, it is per-

L3

haps the direction of population change (intersecting with the economic
stability of remaining residents) that is a more accurate root of the prob-
lem: Detroit’s population has declined nearly threefold since 1950, while
Portland’s has nearly steadily increased during this same time period.??
The term “decline” linguistically points toward 1) the process of population
decline that is caused by and causes a variety of social problems, and 2) the
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decline in quality of life associated with this population decrease. The latter
is impetus for more comprehensively understanding the former: if popula-
tion decline were associated with a return to idyllic small-town comforts
for remaining residents, this urban process would not be so pressing for
social scientists and urban planners to understand.??

Decline poses such a problem in part because there exists no tried and
true model for how to accommodate the convergence of economic crisis
and population drop in a way that does not call on the growth machine to
save the city.?* Even the logic of planning for population shrinkage is
viewed as a threat or taboo.2? Ideologically, planning for decline counters
historically rooted notions about the normativity of geographic and eco-
nomic expansion. But perhaps even more troubling is the realization that
urban decline is not a short-lived condition to be “recovered from™6—it is
a byproduct of multiple historical shifts, global processes, and even natu-
ral disasters that are not easily controlled. For municipal actors, policy-
makers, and urban planners to imagine something other than a strategy
of growth requires new models of urban life that are situated within and
take seriously the conditions of decline and can accommodate the unique
processes, social dynamics, and spatial conditions therein.

Toward this end, this book borrows the lens of informality from its rich
history in urban studies of the Global South and trains it on Detroit. After
introducing this epistemological framework, I interrogate the conditions
of Detroit’s decline that call into question dominant understandings about
how urban property functions and demonstrate how these conditions pro-
mote and give rise to what I call property informality.

INFORMALITY AND URBAN PROPERTY

Early ethnographic work on informality in the Global South focused on
documenting and defining the phenomena, by studying squatters in Rio
de Janiero’s favelas?? or the informal economy in Peru.?® More recently,
scholarship on informality uses case studies of squatters or unregulated
economic activities to illuminate other social issues, such as the politics of
informal practices;2? possibilities for social change;3° struggles to rede-
fine citizenship;®! and gender relations.?? Until very recently, informality
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was not recognized as being at all prevalent in the United States, and this
lack of engagement with Southern scholarship has left gaps in our under-
standing of how informality is interwoven with housing, work, commu-
nity, urban change, and property.

Throughout Southern scholarship, informality has been defined in vari-
ous ways, often related to and depending on the practices being studied.
More recent research has deployed two different conceptual frameworks
for understanding informality, what Ananya Roy calls “economies of entre-
preneurialism” and “political agency.”®® That is, researchers often study
informality as a mode of entrepreneurialism, wherein actors produce and
circulate goods and services outside the boundaries of formally regulated
economic activities. On the other hand, informality is commonly viewed as
an assertion of political agency by impoverished actors—“groups of popu-
lation whose very livelihood or habitation involve violation of the law”3*—
who influence the socio-political realm via what Asef Bayat calls “the quiet
encroachment of the ordinary.”3> Both these approaches—economies and
politics—counter early problematic conceptualizations of informality as a
condition of poverty.?6 Moreover, some scholarship has evolved to synthe-
size both—informal practices are part and parcel of the “habitus of the
dispossessed,”®7 simultaneously everyday economic survival strategies but
also a political refusal of the exploitative conditions that threaten poor
and/or oppressed populations.38

Building on prior frameworks, I operationalize property informality as
practices that 1) violate or are denied the protection of property-related
laws and regulations, and 2) have achieved a level of social legitimacy such
that they are no longer viewed as illicit, despite their illegality. My defini-
tion draws from other widely adopted understandings of informality that
focus on informality’s relation to the state. Manuel Castells and Alejandro
Portes explain informality as a process (in their case, economic activities
or income generation) “unregulated by the institutions of society, in a
legal and social environment in which similar activities are regulated.”®
Relatedly, Edgar Feige defines informal economic activities as “those
actions of economic agents that fail to adhere to the established institu-
tional rules or are denied their protection.© The fact of their illegality or
noncompliance with the regulations/laws of the state, however, does not
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alone mean practices are accurately labeled informal; social legitimacy
plays a role as well.

In further developing the concept of informal, Castells and Portes*!
examine the complex relationship between legal and illegal, and licit and
illicit processes of production and final products. They argue that different
permutations of these facets result in formal, informal, or criminal activi-
ties. Informal activities must have a licit final product, even if the process
of production is illicit. Although Castells and Portes’s writing referenced
informal economic practices, the schema is aptly applied to informal
housing as well. As a poorly regulated or unregulated process of produc-
tion, self-built housing is de jure illegal. But, the final product-shelter—
is largely considered socially legitimate. As such, self-built housing can be
understood as informal because of the combination of an illegal process of
production with a licit final product. On the other hand, the making of
methamphetamines, for example, is an illegal process and results in an
illicit final product, rendering it (and other aspects of the drug economy)
crtminal according to Castells and Portes’s schema.

Scholars from a variety of disciplines urge us to reverse the typical direc-
tionality of epistemological insights (e.g., north to south) and consider
what the North can learn from the South.*? Yet researchers in the United
States (and other Global North contexts) have generally been slow to adopt
the lens of informality to make sense of economic, housing, or urban devel-
opment practices, even when studying practices that may fit these defini-
tions of informality. For example, there is a wealth of scholarship on squat-
ting in the Global North.* Here too these de jure illegal activities have
gained a level of acceptability and are often tolerated in part due to wide-
spread notions that the provision of housing is a socially legitimate pur-
suit.** Many studies in the United States investigate economic practices,
variously termed “underground,®*’ “survival strategies,*® “hustling,*7 or
“making ends meet.”*® Some such research documents the way that illegal
or unregulated economic practices like recycling or under-the-table busi-
nesses can gain legitimacy if they are in line with dominant narratives
about personal work ethic and self-sufficiency.*® Thus, this existing
research on squatting and economic practices may “fit” with widely adopted
definitions of informality—as unregulated/illegal but socially legitimate.
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Relatedly, a body of scholarship on “do-it-yourself” (DIY) urbanism
examines informal interventions into everyday life that urban actors carry
out to improve their neighborhoods/cities. In the context of increasingly
neoliberal and austere urban governance regimes that have decreased
service provision, residents take up government’s role of improving urban
spaces. These practices range from library boxes in front yards for neigh-
bors to swap books to pop-up beer gardens or movie venues to more
organized activists using guerilla tactics to paint much-needed bike lanes.
DIY urbanism is often viewed as a form of civic engagement by middle-
class or hipster urbanites who value creativity and spontaneity in their
neighborhoods. But scholars have warned against the “glib superficiality
in the rising fervor for pop-ups” and urge a more serious consideration of
the equity and spatial justice issues at stake in urban informality.>°

With regard to the United States, scholars have surmised that this
lacuna in research is perhaps due to unfounded perceptions that infor-
mality is unlikely amidst what is arguably one of the world’s most deeply
entrenched legal and governance regimes.®! That is, scholars may be rely-
ing on unreflective notions that informality couldn’t possibly be pervasive
in the United States because our society is governed by the rule of law. At
the same time, this view is somewhat surprising, given that socio-legal
scholarship has long noted that in everyday life actors negotiate, avoid,
resist, or reinterpret the law in a variety of ways.>? Meaning, the presence
of deeply entrenched juridical ideals, laws, institutions, and regulatory
mechanisms does not mean that the law “on the books” translates neatly
into everyday practice. In fact, as Castells and Portes emphasize, formality
and informality go hand-in-hand, rather than one replacing the other.>3

Rather than precluding the presence of urban informality, the compre-
hensive legal and regulatory capabilities in the United States may mean
that informality presents in ways that differ from other contexts. Adopting
Castells and Portes’s definition of informality, urban scholars Vinit
Mukhija and Anastasia Loukaitou-Sideris’s edited volume uncovered vari-
ous informal practices across an array of US cities.’* Here, too, many of
their chapters can be conceptually divided according to those focused on
informal economic activities and those involving the informal use of space,
e.g., for parking, housing, gardening, or various other activities (though
some practices cross this boundary). Colonias near the Mexico border in
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Texas and California—self-built housing on illegally subdivided land—are
arguably the most well-researched examples of informality in the United
States that explicitly use this framework.5® Research on colonias illumi-
nates the widespread presence of housing informality in one kind of US
context—the urban periphery; the obstacles to formalization; and the way
that informality in the United States reflects and reproduces inequali-
ties.’6 Other recent scholarship in the United States investigates a very
different urban context, studying informality in Los Angeles.?” In South
Central LA, for example, Jake Wegmann finds that densification occurs
through unpermitted renovation or construction.’® In part a response to a
lack of affordable housing and the prevalence of single-family homes on
spacious lots, residents divide existing homes into apartments, add on
unpermitted apartments to the back of their homes, and construct new
structures, or even park RVs or trailers in their backyards. These addi-
tional dwelling spaces provide affordable housing for friends, family, or
tenants, and often extra income for homeowners. Both these examples—
the peri-urban fringe of Texas or California, or dense high-cost LA—dem-
onstrate the way informal uses of land/property in the United States
respond to local sociospatial, political, and economic conditions.

This recent attention to the dynamics of informality in the Global North
is promising. But it also requires careful consideration of how we conceptu-
ally adopt this framework to better make sense of urban development,
housing, and economic activities in contexts like the United States. For
example, Noah Durst and Jake Wegmann conceptualize informal US hous-
ing as noncompliant (actors violating laws or regulations such as by squat-
ting), non-enforced (state wielding its power to decide when to enforce laws
or regulations), and deregulated (when the state withdraws from regulating
certain activities).? This typology helps us consider how informal housing
practices exist in varied relationships to the state in the US context.

Also seeking to improve conceptual clarity, Richard Harris proposes a
typology of what he calls “modes of informal urban development,” a heu-
ristic tool to help identify the commonalities and differences across various
instances and types of informal practice.6° Rather than creating discrete
categories, Harris suggests a continuum of modes of informality that vary
according to “the extent to which a regulation is violated, the seriousness
of consequences, and the number of people or regulations involved.”! This
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tool helps situate the informal practices in this book in a schema that can
link informality in the North and South.

At one end of Harris’s continuum is “latent” informality, which refers to
the possibility of practices being in violation of laws/regulations. For exam-
ple, formerly rural self-built housing that is incorporated into a suburban
municipality becomes informal (i.e., non-compliant) after this geographic
expansion of a municipal boundary takes place). As a relatively isolated
instance of informality, recent squatting in Portland, OR, can be consid-
ered “diffuse”: these are individualistic, weakly coordinated, geographically
dispersed practices that are largely hidden. But as practices grow in number
and coordination, they cross a threshold into being “embedded.” Embedded
informality describes practices which become organized or common within
a particular social group and are characterized by cooperation, physical
concentration, and popular legitimacy (perhaps more akin to some of the
squatters in cities like London or Amsterdam). As these dimensions grow,
informal practices cross another threshold into “overt”: when the number
and visibility increase such that authorities cannot help but take notice.
The final threshold is crossed as overt practices grow in number and
impact, becoming “dominant”: wherein informality comes to “shape the
mode of the state governance itself6? as Ananya Roy argues is the case in
much of the Global South.6 The informal practices in this book sit some-
where between the modes “diffuse” and “embedded,” as number, coopera-
tion, concentration, and visibility vary across three dimensions: 1) the
geography of the city of Detroit and sociospatial conditions of vacancy,
abandonment, and blight; 2) who participates in informality; and 3) what
kinds of property informality residents engage in.

In comparison to other studies of US informality, this book is unique in
that it focuses on a wide variation in practices and participants. Roy has
noted that, even in the Global South, informality is not limited to the slum
or deproletarianized labor.5* Instead, she explains that even illegal urban
projects by powerful actors that are sanctioned by the state are informal,
and argues that informality can be understood as a “flexible strategy
wielded differentially by different social classes in the context of urban
inequality.’6® Urban informality as a “flexible strategy” is evident in Detroit
in the wide range of practices that proliferate—from scrapping metal from
abandoned industrial sites, to salvaging old doorframes or molding from
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vacant houses, to squatted houses and gardens—as well as in the wide
variation in the type of actors participating—from hipster suburbanites
new to the city, to poor residents who struggle to get by day to day, to long-
time residents who labor to keep up their neighborhoods amidst decline.

Given this variation, it is not useful to focus on informality in Detroit as
either economies or housing, nor as a survival strategy by the poor or DIY
interventions by the middle class. Instead, understanding the significance
of informality for urban life in declining US cities requires shifting away
from the focus on actors or practices and focusing on their common
thread—the informal use of real property. Roy contends that informality
is “a mode of the production of space that connects seemingly separate
geographies of slum and suburb.”66 Extending this idea, we can conceptu-
alize property informality as a mode of producing the sociospatial form of
declining cities in the United States. As such, we must consider the condi-
tions of real property in cities like Detroit.

Real property refers to land, houses, and other buildings, and in the
urban context, these provide the space for informal practices to take place.
Typically, in the United States, these spaces are highly regulated by prop-
erty laws that give individual owners exclusive rights to control their prop-
erty, nuisance laws that influence conduct and property conditions, lot
lines and property boundaries, local policies like zoning ordinances, and
even longstanding customs. Private property in urban areas allocates
power, creates and reflects inequalities, and adjudicates access to urban
space. Because real property is spatially rooted, it mediates relationships
among individuals in a given proximity as well as their relationships to the
resources of the city. Legal rights to property in highly sought-after, gen-
trified neighborhoods afford access to the resources therein: quality
schools, retail choices, safe spaces, efficient transit, etc. In highly segre-
gated, disinvested neighborhoods or spaces of concentrated disadvantage,
residents are hindered by the limited resources proximate to the proper-
ties to which they have access.

Many property laws and regulations are created to protect the eco-
nomic value of real property (like a house) and to protect an individual
owner’s right to control and benefit from their property (economically and
otherwise, e.g., calling a house home). When the legal and economic
incentives that help to regulate property are diminished, practices that
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violate these laws rise in prevalence in part because the state no longer
effectively enforces them. Furthermore, as chapter 3 demonstrates, in
Detroit these practices often gain legitimacy and acceptance among resi-
dents. Property law violations that are effectively deregulated and socially
legitimate conceptually shift into the realm of informal, and formal law is
insufficient for understanding how squatting, scrapping, gardening, and
the like shape neighborhood conditions, community dynamics, and every-
day experiences in Detroit.

Classic conceptions of space emphasize the way the spatial form (e.g.,
the planned and regulated city) influences the everyday experiences and
practices of residents/actors who then, through praxis and struggle,
reshape the sociospatial environment.67 The spatial conditions of declin-
ing cities (of vacancy, abandonment, lack of surveillance, and poorly
enforced regulations, etc.) shape the experiences of daily life for residents.
In Detroit, for example, residents interact with the spatial environment—
with property-in different ways than under conditions of growth and
highly regulated property. They live in houses without legal right; they
fence in lots they do not own; they paint and affix boards to houses without
permission from owners; they take materials from or even tear down prop-
erties they have no legal right to. The characteristics of these practices
influence relations among residents (both those who engage in property
informality and those who do not) and neighborhood conditions, which, in
turn, influence how new informal practices arise or take shape. Property
relations—both formal and informal—may appear to be dyadic (existing
between a person and property) but are always actually triadic because
access and use of real property—which is spatially fixed—influences the
relations among others, especially those who are proximal.68

Thus, property informality is integral to producing the sociospatial
form of declining cities like Detroit. Informality is not just a survival strat-
egy or lifestyle practice, it is a way of shaping and reshaping the built envi-
ronment of the city and social relations therein. Durst and Wegmann note
that housing informality in the United States is geographically uneven,
varies greatly by location, is interwoven with formality, and is very hid-
den.%9 Similarly, Detroit is not only an informal city. Rather, Detroit is a
territory with undulating, interwoven patches of formality and informal-
ity scattered unevenly across the city. This may be different than informal-
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ity in other regions; or it may be surprisingly similar. Johannesburg, for
example (as another city with a history of racial conflict and oppression,
and a hollowed-out urban core surrounded by wealthy suburbs), has a
very intermixed terrain of formality and informality where (as one exam-
ple) Sandton—known as the richest square mile in South Africa—is one
mile from Alexandra, a large shanty township.

Because the process of urban decline is spotty and uneven, thus also are
the spaces wherein property informality can arise. While city-wide, differ-
ent neighborhoods have reputations for their varying levels of stability
and vacancy, residents often colloquially use “the block” as a unit for
assessing conditions. One block may be a neat row of large stately homes,
seemingly fully occupied if a bit rusty around the edges; the next may have
several vacant lots and decaying empty houses interspersed between occu-
pied homes; and two blocks further only two houses remain.

We cannot think of Detroit as only an informal or formal city. It is both
at the same time. In a context like Detroit, property informality is one
dimension of the way the city takes shape. Formal urban planning still oper-
ates, perhaps in even more intense form than growing cities, as wave after
wave of urban authorities roll out their approach for “fixing” the city.”® In
recent years, new property laws and regulations, strategic plans, and zoning
ordinances have been deployed to try to improve urban conditions in vari-
ous ways. Thus, also consequential are the interactions that take place
between informality and these new top-down formal property regulation
schemas. Tensions and conflicts arise between new regulations and persist-
ent, enduring modes of informality. This interaction shapes residents’ expe-
riences, neighborhood dynamics, and—perhaps most significantly—the
way that longstanding inequalities develop and are reshaped. Interactions
between formal and informal are happening even if urban authorities do
not recognize them as such, but the consequences are far-reaching and sig-
nificant, especially for the well-being of poor residents.

In cities of the Global South, Roy argues that informality can be under-
stood as a mode of urban planning because laws and policies take shape in
response to and are influenced by informality.”! But we don’t yet know
enough about urban informality in the United States or other Global North
contexts to be able to keenly assess the way the interaction between the
informal and formal may create problems or bring benefits for informal
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actors. In the United States, seemingly all that must be done to address
informality is to enforce already existing laws and regulations, thus likely
threatening informal actors in ways that differ from some Global South
contexts where gaps in legal frameworks or different property laws may be
at least somewhat enabling rather than prohibitive. A wealth of research
has uncovered various policy responses to urban informality and the prob-
lems and possibilities therein.”? But even prior to the creation of “new”
responses to informal practices, the details of how local enforcement takes
place; doesn’t take place; or takes place conditionally matter a great deal to
the development and persistence of informality.”®

Curbing property informality in Detroit does not necessarily require
devising new laws or regulations; existing ones just need to be applied and
enforced. This could be a justification for not needing to study US infor-
mality, but I argue it is precisely this possibility that makes studying infor-
mality in America’s Motor City all the more pressing. The legal framework
to curtail these practices already exists, making it possible for urban
authorities to repress property informality if so desired, having potentially
dramatic consequences for the well-being of residents.

In the following chapters, I will show that residents in Detroit face little
risk by appropriating property to which they have no legal right, and that
counter to the perceived pejorativity of property law-breaking, property
informality can have positive impacts for individuals and communities.
Detroiters are variously motivated to take advantage of available property
and reap these benefits. Some residents struggle amidst problems like
unemployment and poverty and take advantage of property for shelter or
to scrap for income. Other longtime residents are frustrated with the
decline in municipal service provision and take it upon themselves to
board up or demolish properties or repurpose the vacant spaces around
them. Surrounding Detroit are suburbs full of disaffected millennials
struggling amidst rising housing costs, enormous student debt, and an
inhospitable economic landscape that doesn’t even provide them mean-
ingful work post-college. Many of these young adults yearn for alternative
lifestyles that are made possible with access to “free” property. Given the
confluence of these conditions in Detroit and other declining cities, it
might be more appropriate to ask, “Why don’t we see more property infor-
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mality?” than “Why do we see this happening?” And in fact, it may be
the case that we don’t see more informality—or haven’t yet—because we
simply aren’t looking for it. Focusing on the legality of urban activities
actually obfuscates a salient mode of negotiating the constraints and
opportunities of declining cities: informality. The categories legal and ille-
gal and their relative normative and pejorative connotations cannot accu-
rately identify informality, which violates the law but achieves legitimacy.
As Henry, a Detroit resident and urban gardener explained, “There’s no
sense of the law to enforce it . . . And there’s no sense of law so it doesn’t
seem illegal . . . it just seems as another option for something you can do.”
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There is a dynamic relationship between local conditions and informality,
as residents navigate these conditions in various ways to meet needs and
desires. In high-cost LA, informal housing “hangs off” of existing struc-
tures as buildings and lots are subdivided to meet demand for low-cost
housing.! In sprawling Phoenix, Arizona, lower income residents who lack
transportation and disposable income use informal place-making strate-
gies to make suburban developments better fit their needs.? Along the peri-
urban fringe of Texas, land is subdivided and sold to families to self-build
their housing.? The conditions of decline are conducive to the particular
form I analyze in this book: property informality, which involves the trans-
gression of formal private property rights through illegal appropriation.
Detroit and other declining cities are often referred to as structurally
disinvested ghettos* or spaces of concentrated disadvantage.” But we
should consider that “sites of metropolitan innovation often emerge at the
very sites of metropolitan degradation.”® The presence of property infor-
mality in declining cities makes perfect sense when all the pieces of the
puzzle are arranged. Local spatial, economic, and political conditions coa-
lesce to make property informality not only possible, but often advanta-
geous for individuals and communities. Decades of population decline has

32
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left a plethora of vacant property, providing abundant opportunity for
informal occupation and deconstruction of real property. Lack of demand
for property has bottomed out property values, such that there is essen-
tially no functioning property market in many of Detroit’s neighborhoods.
Disinvestment and the movement of jobs out to the suburbs have left a
dearth of economic opportunities and high unemployment and poverty
rates in the city. Decreasing tax revenue, aging infrastructure costs, and
thousands of municipal-owned properties mean the city is without the
resources to effectively regulate property and enforce property laws. Nor
is there significant push to do so for the thousands of devalued, aban-
doned properties. Against this backdrop, authorities selectively enforce
property-related regulations. This combination of widespread opportu-
nity and lack of enforcement or pushback by the state leaves much real
property use in Detroit effectively unregulated, a key feature of informal-
ity. In this chapter, I outline the intertwined spatial, economic, and politi-
cal conditions characteristic of Detroit and other declining cities that
undermine the liberal private property regime and simultaneously encour-
age the growth and proliferation of property informality.

VACANCY AND ABANDONMENT

By 2014, Detroit’s population decline had resulted in 78,506 blighted,
vacant buildings? and over 20 square miles of occupiable vacant land
owned by the city (roughly the size of Manhattan) within its 139 square
mile footprint.® In the post-war years, white flight, racial conflict, and
technological and economic changes began a process of depopulation and
deterioration for Detroit.? This was exacerbated by rampant foreclosures
during the recession, the effects of which are salient today.!® Built for its
population peak of almost two million in 1950, Detroit had about
677,116 remaining residents as of July 1, 2015.1

In cities like Detroit, many property owners seeking to leave the city are
unable to sell because there is so little demand for property and instead
take a financial hit and walk away from their homes or businesses, leaving
them to foreclosure by the bank if they had a mortgage or by the city
for tax delinquency.’?> Within these conditions, profit-seeking landlords
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Figure 5. Vacancy rates and land use in Detroit. Source: Detroit Strategic Framework 2012,
234.

purchase cheap properties to rent out but make few repairs and let them
deteriorate over time.'> Homeowners who have stayed often find it hard to
maintain their houses in the face of plummeting property values and a
bleak employment environment.!* As a result, much of Detroit’s housing
stock is in poor condition even prior to becoming vacant, and empty prop-
erties are further deteriorated by scrappers.

At the street level, vacancy rates and property conditions vary greatly
from block to block and between different neighborhoods.!® Figure 5 and
Table 1 show the variation in vacancy rates across the city of Detroit.
Vacant property—land and buildings—is scattered about the city, thus
also are informal uses of these properties, making them “diffuse” and often
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Table 1 Vacancy Rates in Detroit in Figure 5

Rate of Vacant Rate of Housing  Percentage of City

Category Land Parcels Vacancy Land Area
Greater Downtown 32% 21% 5%
Low Vacancy 7% 16% 26%
Moderate Vacancy 22% 26% 33%
High Vacancy 56% 30% 17%

SOURCE: Detroit Strategic Framework 2012, 236-239.

disconnected from each other.'6 More stable areas like Midtown or some
parts of far northwest Detroit have few vacant houses or lots and look like
stable neighborhoods in many other cities with older housing stock. Small
post-war bungalows or modest four-squares tightly line the streets, aging
and outdated but occupied and cared for by residents. The withdrawal of
municipal services is evident across the city as streetlights have long gone
out, sidewalks are crumbling, and cavernous potholes make driving feel
like one is dodging obstacles in a video game. But in these more stable
neighborhoods there may be only a handful of vacant lots on a block, and
residents often work strenuously to keep empty houses looking occupied
to prevent further blight.

Other neighborhoods, like those surrounding the city airport in north-
east Detroit, look like a war zone. The city lacks the funds to demolish all
the decaying properties, leaving vacant, blighted houses littering the
blocks. Charred remains of houses or buildings sit precariously, waiting
for the next storm to crumble them into a heap. Debris spills out across
overgrown, used-to-be sidewalks [See Photos 1 and 2]. Mildewing per-
sonal belongings and furniture—the collateral damage during evictions—
are littered across front lawns, curbs, and driveways.

The near east and west sides of Detroit are commonly referred to as
“urban prairies” because streets are often empty except for a few remaining
houses [See Photo 3]. Depending on one’s vantage point, the area might
look like a quiet country setting, its true urban identity revealed only by old
defunct streetlamps stretched across the waist-high brush that mark
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Photo 1. A deteriorated, fire-damaged house in Detroit; the house next door has
melted siding from the heat of the fire. Photo credit Michael Brown

Photo 2. A scrapper (circled) searches through the rubble from a fire-damaged build-
ing in Detroit. Photo credit Michael Brown
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Photo 3. The “urban prairie” stretches out in front of three houses in Detroit. Photo

credit Michael Brown

where an alleyway used to run. These urban prairies were the product of
past administrations’ targeted demolition funds, leaving large swathes of
vacant land that the city often compiles and holds in anticipation of future
redevelopment projects.

In other neighborhoods, variation in vacancy is visible from block to
block or even from house to house [See Photo 4]. The mansions of the
historic Boston Edison district are quite intact, even if a bit run-down,
with houses either occupied or stringently closed up and heavily surveil-
led. But a walk down the street one block over reveals large well-kept
homes backing up to Boston Edison and facing these, smaller houses
showing major signs of disrepair. On one lot, a tree grows through the col-
lapsed frame of a house, blackened from a fire.

These varied and spotty conditions of vacancy mean that there is a lot
of opportunity for property informality spread out across the physical
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Photo 4. Varying levels of deterioration across three houses in Detroit. Photo credit

Michael Brown

geography of the city. But across the neighborhoods I visited throughout
this study and during my time as a Detroit resident, what seems to remain
regardless of the level of vacancy is a nostalgic desire for community and
proximal human relationships, as though the connections between some
neighbors left with the auto plants back in the 1970s.17

PROPERTY MARKET AND ECONOMIC CONDITIONS

In cities experiencing population decline, vacant land is increasing, while
demand for property and property values have decreased. Detroit’s prop-
erty values have fallen a staggering 78.76 percent in today’s dollars since
their peak in 1958,8 such that there is no “market” for property in many
neighborhoods. While the collapse of the housing market in 2008 called
into question the widely held belief that property is always a stable source
of wealth, generations of Detroiters had watched their properties plummet
in value long before the Great Recession. The Great Recession hit
Detroit hard, just as it did many other regions. But residents note that the
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foreclosure crisis only murdered an already sick city; that is, it exacerbated
a weak property market and sped up rising vacancy rates but did not intro-
duce conditions that were not already rampant across the city. From 2007-
2010 alone, Detroit’s average house value dropped 40 percent, and from
2000-2010 the city lost over 25 percent of its population.’® According to
the census, the median value of owner-occupied housing (arguably some of
the highest-valued property) in Detroit from 2011-2015 was $42,300
(compared with $178,600 nationwide);2° but the median home sale price
in 2015 was only $19,070.2! Over 26,000 foreclosed properties were open
for bids starting at a mere $500 in October of 2015 through the county
property auction.?? Property in Detroit is not always a reliable source of
wealth and stability but rather a tenuous foundation for residents or,
increasingly, a liability for the city, which must take on the responsibilities
of ownership that are abandoned along with the properties.

Classical economic theory would suggest that when land is in abun-
dance, its price would fall until market activity picks back up. But this
hasn’t happened in Detroit, in part due to complications like tangled
property titles and mortgage lenders’ refusal to give loans for very inex-
pensive properties. The weak property market in Detroit has several
repercussions that are influential for the spatial conditions of the city and
the prevalence of property informality.

A weak property market contributes to the proliferation of atypical
property sales and title transfers. In part because of obstacles to obtaining
mortgages for purchasing low-valued properties (and/or when buyers
have poor credit or low incomes), declining cities see an increase in less
conventional forms of property sales and title transfers,?3 including seller-
financing, quit-claim deeds, un-recorded familial inheritance, or even
informal handshake deals. Research has identified these as a kind of hous-
ing informality that persists in the United States.?* Another important
dynamic is the tangling of property titles that can happen when properties
don’t go through a proper probate process or when they are transferred
informally. There may be multiple claimants to the property, or heirs may
be far away or have died. Detangling these titles can become arduous and
expensive to resolve and results in a kind of “freezing” of the property from
a legal standpoint. Without any institutional oversight to ensure that
title transfers are clear, legitimate, and recorded, these unconventional
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methods for transferring property ownership can exacerbate obstacles of
regulating urban property and make it difficult for these properties to
enter a formal property market.

Residents in my study frequently recalled frustrating experiences try-
ing to locate legal property owners. Rita, a homeowner who squats several
lots to farm, recalled trying to find the owner of one of the lots to try to
buy it:

Ilooked at the tax records and found the name on it and then tried to locate
the person . . . I might have looked him up online . . . He was friendly and he
was like, “Oh yeah that was a long time ago . . ” He was laughing at it . . . he
just completely thought that it was gone and he couldn’t really explain to me
exactly what happened but he said, “You won’t be able to get that, it’s just
kind of stuck in the system. And I don’t have it ... I don’t own it anymore.”
But his name was still on it. And you know that’s not the first time I've
encountered that sort of thing.

The property market conditions in Detroit have reduced the economic
incentives attached to property ownership, giving city authorities little
reason to expend their tight resources to protect such low-valued property
and increasing the burden on city authorities to decipher confusing,
unclear, or inaccurate property records. These conditions make it harder
for the city to hold property owners liable for the care and maintenance
they are legally required to uphold. Deferred maintenance and negligence
increase the likelihood that a property will need to be demolished, an
expense that ends up falling on the city.

A collapsed property market and economic problems combine to pro-
duce a host of obstacles for homeowners and renters in declining cities.
Because macro-level economic changes such as deindustrialization are
central to processes of urban decline in the United States, these cities
often have too few opportunities for formal work, and high unemploy-
ment, joblessness, and poverty rates. From 2011-2015, only 53 percent
of Detroiters age sixteen and above were in the labor force, 40.3 percent
of Detroiters were living in poverty, and the unemployment rate was
24.9 percent (compared with about 63.7, 15.5, and 8 percent, respec-
tively, nationwide). During this time, median monthly household income
in Detroit was $2,147; compared with $4,490 in the United States.?®
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Lack of economic opportunities leaves many Detroiters looking for ways
to save money, make money, or get by from day to day.

Several factors make homeownership in Detroit cost prohibitive and
negatively impact the rental market. It is technically possible to buy a house
in Detroit for as low as 500 dollars,26 but these houses are in very poor
condition and require significant rehabilitation and investment. Even prop-
erty owners who use and care about their properties are often hard-pressed
to invest in sufficient maintenance and upkeep. Property maintenance
becomes a risky investment because of low property values citywide.
Further, cities often raise tax rates to make up for shrinking tax revenue as
residents leave the city. In Detroit, property tax rates are twice the US aver-
age®7 and, adding insult to injury, properties are notoriously over-assessed —
often upward of 50 percent, especially for low-valued property.28

While being a property owner in Detroit can be economically burden-
some, renting can be as well. Combined with these dire economic condi-
tions, Detroiters experience a surprisingly unaffordable rental housing
market.?9 Despite abundant low-valued property, from 2011-2015 an
average of 58 percent of renters in Detroit were rent-burdened (spending
more than 30 percent of monthly income on rent) and 37 percent were
extremely rent burdened (spending more than 50 percent of monthly
income on rent).3° Other shrinking cities across the Rust Belt have similar
conditions with respect to affordable housing,?! and many also have closed
their housing voucher waitlists.3? Homeless rates in Detroit in 2013 were
estimated at 22.6 per 1,000 people (compared with 1.97 nationwide).33
These trends indicate both a high demand for access to affordable housing
as well as the inadequacy of the current housing landscape to meet the
needs of poor residents in declining cities.

From the landlords’ side of things, high taxes and a low-income rental
market make it most profitable to purchase cheap properties and “milk”
them: minimally maintain them, not pay property taxes, and let them go
through tax foreclosure.?* Affordable housing options are not always
available, and/or may be in very poor condition, just as squatted houses
are. Residents may find themselves faced with the option of paying to rent
a run-down house or illegally (but freely) occupying a house that may be
in comparable condition. Photo 5 shows two houses, one more deterio-
rated than the other, but both of which resemble many squatted houses.
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Photo 5. Houses in Detroit similar to those that squatters often occupy. Photo credit

Michael Brown

The blighted, vacant built environment becomes a resource, either for
finding housing or for generating meager income (by scrapping) [See
Photo 4 on page 36 where a scrapper combs through rubble]. While pov-
erty is not the only motivator of informal property use in Detroit, it is a
significant condition citywide. Part 2 of this book will discuss these varied
motivations in more detail.

UNDER-RESOURCED, OVER-BURDENED MUNICIPALITY

Where is the city in all of this? Why doesn’t local government step in to
secure vacant property so that it is not used without permission; hold
property owners accountable for their run-down properties; or demolish
blighted, abandoned properties that threaten residents and neighbors?
The short answer is that city authorities and municipal agencies in Detroit
are overwhelmed by few resources and snowballing responsibility for
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urban property. In many respects, Detroit’s local government is like many
others—increasingly strained with few resources to cover municipal
expenses. Nationally, cities have neoliberalized their local governments,
meaning that city personnel and services have been reduced and their
functions privatized, motivated by the belief that for-profit industry is
most well-suited to efficient service provision.?> But Detroit and other
declining cities are impacted from both sides: decreasing population
reduces tax bases and thus municipal resources while also increasing
municipal responsibility for urban property as it is abandoned by owners
or taken via tax foreclosure. These are mutually reinforcing conditions
that are difficult to disentangle.

Detroit’s dire conditions are evident in its recent crowning as the larg-
est city to ever undergo bankruptcy.?¢ Detroit’s bankruptcy was the out-
growth of decades of mismanagement and corruption, amidst failed
schemes to overcome the pernicious effects of white flight and deindustri-
alization that resulted in the accumulation of debt. Over the years, layoffs
and reduced oversight have exacerbated the problems of urban decline,
particularly with respect to how property is regulated in the city.

While unclear property records can result from the combination of
poverty, low property values, and informal/unconventional title transfers,
these conditions are exacerbated by an underfunded municipality that
cannot maintain accurate city records more generally. Finding out who
actually owned an abandoned property or vacant lot in Detroit was sur-
prisingly difficult throughout most of my time in Detroit because of anti-
quated and confusing processes surrounding city records. For example, as
of 2013, many of the city’s tax records were reportedly still kept solely on
3x5 index cards.?” In a bankruptcy-related document, it was recom-
mended that the city “urgently”® overhaul their technology systems
(including that of property information and assessment),?? in order to
increase accuracy, efficiency, and save the city money.*® Unclear or inac-
curate records make the liabilities and responsibilities of legal ownership
more difficult and costly to enforce.

Detroit’s tight budget is in large part due to decades of decreasing tax
base as residents and businesses fled the city. But raising property tax rates
to make up for decreasing tax bases in declining cities shifts the burden to
residents, who often struggle to keep up with this rising cost. In Detroit in
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2011, only 53 percent of property owners in the city paid their property
taxes: the city was owed $131 million that year.*! For comparison, from
2006-2016 the US average tax collection rate was 95 percent; Philadelphia’s
was 88 percent.*? In declining cities, tax foreclosure has arisen as a strategy
for tackling blight and abandonment, allowing municipalities to more eas-
ily take control of abandoned properties rather than having to go through
the costly and lengthy process of eminent domain. However, in cities like
Detroit, tax foreclosure also affects longtime homeowners who have strug-
gled to keep up with their rising taxes and over-assessed properties. The tax
foreclosure timeline in Detroit is supposed to take three years, but until
recently, residents could be delinquent on their taxes for upwards of seven
years before the city completed the foreclosure process.*3 This lag and the
disparity between policy on the books and its implementation on the
ground has meant that a homeowner in Detroit may think her property has
been foreclosed and move out, but the city has not yet taken possession,
thus leaving the property unsupervised. Or, conversely, at times the city has
foreclosed a property, but the occupant is unaware or refuses to vacate.**
Thus, the transfer of legal title via foreclosure contributes to unsupervised
vacant properties available for informal occupation and to holdover squat-
ters when occupants of foreclosed properties refuse to move out.

In Detroit, the properties transferred to municipal ownership via tax
foreclosure are predominately worth less than the accumulated tax bills
owed,*’ so this transfer of ownership does not change the lack of demand
for the properties—they are overwhelmingly a liability for the city.
Through tax foreclosure (over 160,000 between 2002-2017%6) and tar-
geted application of nuisance abatement lawsuits, the city is the largest
property owner in Detroit, owning over 80,000 properties in 2016.%7
However, lack of funds and personnel often makes securing these proper-
ties difficult, and ensuring they remain as such impossible—even the fire
department is not always able to board up properties after a fire, as they
are legally required [See Photo 6].48

Detroit’s budgetary problems also impact service provision for resi-
dents. Increasing off-loading of service provision in many cities (again, in
line with this trend to neoliberalize local governments) means that resi-
dents often begin to step in where the government leaves off. In Detroit,
for example, residents often mow city-owned lots that are not properly
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Photo 6. An example of a fire-damaged house in Detroit left open and unsecured.
Photo credit Michael Brown

cared for, they may board up vacant houses nearby, or they may act
together to prevent illegal dumping on vacant lots. In her book DIY
Detroit, Kim Kinder details how residents get by in a “city without serv-
ices, ™9 studying these practices that are similar to what other urban
research calls “DIY urbanism” or “guerilla urbanism”™—the informal inter-
ventions into urban life or local conditions undertaken by residents
aiming to improve their city.?® This lack of sufficient municipal service
provision bolsters the rise of property informality, as residents navigate
the difficult conditions of daily life in Detroit.

DIMINISHED PROPERTY LAW ENFORCEMENT

The city’s tight budget means it is ill equipped to enforce various property-
related laws and regulations. It is technically unlawful for homeowners
to leave their vacant properties open and unsecured. The city can issue
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citations to owners whose properties are a “nuisance,” but the city rarely
collects on these fines. In 2013, for example, the department that handles
nuisance citations and building code violations reportedly had $50 mil-
lion outstanding accounts receivable owed.?! Police officers can cite or
arrest property appropriators for violations like trespassing or vandalism,
but seldom do so. City officials are permitted to evict squatters in city-
owned property but cannot afford the court costs.>? The city’s inability to
adequately handle these issues means that property owners who walk
away do so with little to no repercussions,’® and appropriators face little
risk for their activities.

Mirroring the conditions of the city overall, the police force—commonly
a key agent of property-law enforcement—is severely underfunded and
overburdened. Detroit’s police force has undergone severe cuts in staff and
funding, losing 40 percent of their workforce over the last ten years.>* In
2011, Detroit only “cleared” 8.7 percent of reported crimes.’® In 2012,
Detroit was considered the most violent city in America, with the highest
violent crime rate for cities with over 200,000 people and a violent crime
rate five times the national average.’¢ In 2013, the average response time
in Detroit for “priority one” 911 calls was fifty-eight minutes.>? Stories
abound of residents waiting two hours for police to respond to 911 calls or
of the police just never showing up. Detroit’s police force is overwhelmed
by high crime rates, is underfunded, and suffers from low morale. Up until
2013, they had experienced a high turnover rate of police chiefs—five in
the previous five years—and have been forced to rely on aging and inade-
quate equipment.>® Officers in my study reported not being able to respond
to 911 calls because available squad cars would not start.’9 These condi-
tions mean that calls about illegal property use like squatting and scrap-
ping in the city of Detroit are very low priority for police officers.5°

Compounding the lack of sufficient resources is that property-related
laws can be confusing (particularly those pertaining to squatting) and dif-
ficult to enforce when legal owners are absent. If the police can ascertain
that a person has broken into a property illegally, that person can be
charged with several criminal offenses, such as trespass, breaking and
entering, or intent to harm. However, if a resident calls 911 in Detroit to
report that someone has illegally broken into a vacant property, it falls into
the category of low-priority because it is not considered life threatening.%!
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Therefore police are rarely able to get to the scene of such a break-in quickly
enough to ascertain that the person entered without permission and is
therefore trespassing. If a squatter has the chance to set up residency—
which may include, for example, moving in personal possessions, having
mail sent to the property, or having the locks changed—then the police can-
not immediately prove that a break-in has happened nor establish that the
person is occupying the property illegally. Without the ability to judge if an
occupant has broken into a property or entered without permission, the
issue becomes a civil matter. Only the legal owner (or agent of the legal
owner) of a property can try to evict an occupant through civil court. Given
that many owners of vacant properties have given up and walked away
from them, it makes sense that they are not willing to nor interested in
spending the time and money to go to court to pursue an eviction.

While not entirely an issue of enforcement, the idea of “squatter’s rights”
serves to bolster the confidence of some illegal occupants and can
strengthen their perceived legitimacy among residents. Many resident wit-
nesses and appropriators in my study expressed belief in the existence of
some sort of hazy “squatter’s rights” in Detroit, which is a widespread mis-
interpretation of the doctrine of Adverse Possession.®2 In Michigan, in
order to claim adverse possession of a property, one must demonstrate that
they have been in “actual, visible, open, notorious, exclusive and uninter-
rupted possession of a property that was hostile to the owner and under
cover of a claim of right for a fifteen year period.”63 This means that the
squatter’s presence must have the hallmarks of ownership, meaning they
maintain and/or improve the property, they may pay property taxes, and
the like. The act of squatting must also be done so visibly and openly that
the original owner could have taken notice of the occupation and asserted
their right to the property. Adequate property maintenance and paying
taxes are sometimes even difficult for legal owners in Detroit to do—much
less illegal occupants—for a continuous fifteen-year period. And, a squat-
ter must have documented proof that they met all these requirements. The
fact that I never came across a single successful adverse possession claim
during the course of my research attests to this obstacle and also reflects
the fact that one cannot make an adverse possession claim again the gov-
ernment, which is now the largest property owner in Detroit. In interviews
and conversations, residents’ belief in “squatter’s rights” in the city was
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frequently traced to Detroit’s now-defunct Nuisance Abatement Program,
which provided a legal avenue for residents to claim, fix up, and gain own-
ership of abandoned properties (discussed more in Conclusion). This
program (linking back to the role of enforcement for the production of
informality), was largely regarded as poorly administered.5*

Local government’s inability to reliably enforce property-related laws
impedes improvements to Detroit’s formal property market. Investors or
potential homeowners are likely to hesitate if they cannot be assured that
their financial investments in property will be protected. Legal violations
like trespassing, vandalism, or arson are costly for property owners.
Deteriorated housing and increasing blight and vacancy can compromise
the quality of neighborhoods and community well-being. Research shows
that Americans expect government to protect not just their economic
investments in property but their emotional, labor, and time investments
as well.%% Detroit’s local government has not been doing any of these,
decreasing residents’ confidence in government’s ability to improve the
conditions of their neighborhoods.

SELECTIVE ENFORCEMENT

City-level conditions and constraints impact the reliable legal regulation
of property in Detroit. During interviews and casual conversations, many
authorities reiterated how a lack of funds and resources pose significant
obstacles for their ability to carry out their jobs from day to day. But the
way that officials respond to property informality cannot be reduced to
simply a lack of resources. Authorities selectively enforce laws in accord-
ance with their own understandings of what is good for the city.6¢ This
selective enforcement is key to understanding the rise of informal prac-
tices,%7 as government agents balance not just resource constraints but
also political and personal considerations.

Evidencing the constraints of time and resources, a city bureaucrat
named Quentin, who oversaw thousands of city-owned real estate, initially
didn’t even want to take time to speak with me because he was so over-
loaded by his work duties. After months of frequent emails and phone calls,
I finally managed to land an interview with him. He invited me into his
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office, and said, You've got thirty minutes. Go. Quentin was busy. So busy
that he multitasked through much of our interview, sifting through mounds
of paperwork on his desk and occasionally typing away at his ancient com-
puter. Quentin, a Black lifelong resident, dreamed of a better Detroit but
had little hope for realizing such a transformation. Quentin opened up a bit
more after we discovered we had mutual friends.

I asked Quentin if he ever encountered squatters in city-owned prop-
erty and how he dealt with such a situation. Quentin sat back in his chair,
crossing his arms. He sighed and explained that he no longer had the
resources to ensure that every city-owned property had been vacated and
properly secured. He gestured around his cramped office and said, “I
mean right now it’s an impossible task ... there’s not enough money,
there’s not enough resources, there’s not enough people. We just basically
put out fires now (short laugh). I mean that’s it” Because of constrained
budgets and a high volume of city-owned properties, calls made to the city
to report illegal property use were very low priority. He explained there is
little he can do even when he finds out there are squatters in a property:

But now we don’t have any money for evictions anymore, so I mean we can
try and rob Peter to pay Paul and worst-case scenario when people are just
really out of control in the neighborhood, I'll evict somebody every now and
then, but for the most part, there’s nothing we can do.

Clarence, a Black firefighter and lifelong Detroit resident, also faced
constraints in his line of work. Sitting at the bar in his basement rec room,
I asked questions about how often squatters started house fires trying to
stay warm in the winter and what his encounters were like with scrappers
who like to sift through rubble after a building fire (which provides easier
access to valuable metals that are hidden within the walls). Clarence
explained that the police are frequently even unable to respond to calls
from him or other firefighters. He stood up behind the bar and comically
acted out what would happen if he tried to involve the police with a scrap-
ping incident. He held up an imaginary walkie-talkie to his mouth:

Uh yeah Central Office this is Squad 5 . . . I got a scrapper right here . . . He'’s
yanking everything off this house and putting it in a god damn grocery cart
... Will you please send me a scout?
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Squad 5 we have no scout available . . . is there any danger to the citizens in
the area?

Uh, well the citizens are sitting here smoking cigarettes and having a beer
with [the scrapper] . .. there's no danger.

Squad 5 please stay the fuck off the radio until you get a good run

Clarence set down his imaginary walkie-talkie and looked at me and
laughed, then said seriously, “Yes ma’am, you're not going to get any help
... nobody’s going to, I'm sorry.”

While constrained budgets and resources are certainly a pervasive issue
for all city employees trying to effectively do their jobs, it’s not the only fac-
tor preventing authorities from intervening. In addition to facing resource
constraints, many authorities did not feel they should interfere with activi-
ties that they viewed as having a positive impact for residents or the city.
Frank, a white police commander and lifelong Detroit resident explained,

It’s just that nobody really cares, so they don’t worry about it you know. I
mean really, if I had the resources . . . if I had more police than I have, if all
of a sudden, I had like a thirty percent increase in police resources, I cer-
tainly wouldn’t use them to go in there and encumber people to tear down
urban farms and gardens on a technical violation of ownership you know.

Dean worked for the city, handling issues related to Detroit’s 40,000 vacant
lots. A white man in his early thirties, he was a recent college graduate of a
prestigious university who was new to living in and working for the city. We
met at a café in Downtown Detroit, where he spoke in a low voice as if hesi-
tant to have others overhear our conversation. I wanted to know how his
office responded to illegal uses of city-owned lots. Dean explained that his
ability to respond to illegal uses of property was constrained by inadequate
resources. But also, he believed that residents taking over vacant lots can
help keep them in the city precisely because it deters negative activities from
taking place on their block. Recalling past conversations with residents who
want a vacant lot that is not available for purchase, Dean explained,

“I tried to couch it in terms like, ‘T don’t suggest this and this is not legal, but
some people have just fenced in the lot . . . and I can’t recommend that you
do that, but you wouldn’t be the first one to do it . . . But I didn’t tell you to
do that and that would be illegal.”
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Rather than try to enforce the law at all costs, Dean encouraged using
vacant lots because he believed it was more beneficial for the city.

Another key point to consider with respect to how Detroit police offic-
ers and other city authorities respond to illegal property use is that most
of these officials are also Detroit residents. They know all too well how
difficult the conditions of life in Detroit can be and have dealt with these
practices in their neighborhoods. As one police officer, a Black lifelong
Detroit resident named Cedric, told me, “you’re going to have squatters,
might as well be good ones.” Residents and local authorities recognize
that the illegal use of property can benefit the city and consider these ben-
efits more important than the legality of the practice. Similar to other
research, officials in Detroit have ethics that are shared with residents
about what kind of property use ought to persist, even if it conflicts with
full enforcement.8

LINKING REGULATIONS, ENFORCEMENT, AND
INFORMALITY

In declining cities like Detroit where vacancy rates are high, property val-
ues are low, and authority surveillance, regulation, and intervention are
spotty at best, illegal uses of vacant and abandoned property can prolifer-
ate. As residents have left the city, they leave behind property—land,
houses, and buildings—that are of little economic value and that have
become a liability for local government. Fewer residents mean a shrinking
tax base and inadequate funds to properly surveil or secure all the prop-
erty that is abandoned. The abundance of low-valued property creates
opportunity for illegal uses that ultimately overwhelm resource-strapped
municipal actors, who also choose to selectively enforce laws and regula-
tions. The result is that many de jure illegal uses of property become effec-
tively unregulated by the state, a key feature of informality.

Because population decline, property vacancy, weak economic condi-
tions, low property values, and castrated municipal surveillance and
regulatory capabilities reinforce each other, they are often co-present in
declining cities. Other regions in the United States experience some, but
not all, of these conditions, which influences the extent to which property
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informality (informal uses involving the transgression of property laws) is
able to proliferate. For example, some sprawling cities experienced high
foreclosure rates post-recession, and some suburban residential develop-
ments were even halted midway, leaving vacant homes often owned by
banks.®9 Media reports of squatters in properties outside of Las Vegas,
Nevada or Fort Lauderdale, Florida, for example, demonstrate that in
contexts wherein vacancy rates rise, informal property usage like squat-
ting may arise as well.7? But in cities where municipal oversight is more
robust, police forces are equipped to respond to calls about squatters, and
when property values are higher, banks or other legal owners have an eco-
nomic incentive to pay for eviction proceedings. Vacant property in
recently developed suburbs may be newer and in better condition than
declining cities where vacancy has been on the rise for decades, thus lead-
ing nearby residents or homeowners to be less likely to tolerate or accept
squatters and still yearn for “legal” neighbors (and, attracting legal occu-
pants may be easier than in cities like Detroit). Thus, because we do not
see all of these conditions in areas like the suburbs of Las Vegas, for exam-
ple, it is harder for property informality to persist, to spread, and to influ-
ence community dynamics as it does in cities like Detroit. Even within
Detroit, the extent and severity of these conditions vary across neighbor-
hoods, leading to a spotty patterning of informality across the city. Amidst
other urban conditions—growth, gentrification, or sprawl, for example—
residents partake in different modes of informality.

What the coalescence of these conditions means for residents and
appropriators is that the law does not act as a useful or relevant arbiter of
the kinds of property use that helps or harms a neighborhood. Property
appropriators in Detroit are well aware of the fact that they are unlikely to
be penalized for violating property laws, especially (as the next chapter
will demonstrate) for practices that have positive impacts for the commu-
nity. Thus, Detroit’s vacant property becomes an opportunity for all mat-
ter of practices that require or are facilitated by access to property.
Residents use urban property for finding shelter, earning income, growing
food, pursuing artistic projects, or facilitating community engagement.
Urban space is a resource, and Detroit is giving it out for free.
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The conditions of declining cities like Detroit undermine the liberal pri-
vate property regime and, as I will demonstrate in this chapter, mean that
resident and neighborhood well-being might even be harmed by the
enforcement of formal legal ownership. Chapter 2 showed that laws regu-
lating the appropriation of real property in the city are not reliably
enforced; this is the first feature of informality.! These conditions influ-
ence residents’ everyday perceptions about property law violations, and
residents in distressed neighborhoods in Detroit frequently accept,
embrace, or even promote illegal uses of property in their neighborhoods.
This is the second key feature of informality: that de jure illegal practices
gain acceptability or, put differently, informal practices produce a socially
licit product and thereby shift from being illicit to legitimate.?

In Detroit, residents encourage squatters to move into abandoned
properties that they believe should be protected and preserved, and con-
sequently also gain another neighbor. Scrappers, salvagers, or demolishers
help to clean up the built environment by “recycling” materials from
blighted houses or by tearing down unsafe structures. De jure illegal
gardens pop up on lots previously littered with old tires, bedbug infested
mattresses, and that were overrun with weeds. Buildings, houses, and
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Photo 7. A deteriorated building and vacant lot in Detroit with a “Please No
Dumping” sign. Photo credit Michael Brown

lots—like in Photo 7—are repurposed in ways that may be technically ille-
gal, but residents in my study overwhelmingly supported their presence
because of the positive impacts they have for the social and physical condi-
tions of distressed neighborhoods.

In part because they are so poorly enforced, property laws stop being a
sufficient arbiter of the kinds of property use that helps or hurts a neigh-
borhood. Legal owners in declining cities often cause harm by neglecting
their properties. But squatters may help by caring for property and pro-
viding neighborly presence. To understand how squatting, scrapping, gar-
dening, and the like impact daily life and community dynamics in Detroit,
we have to look beyond the law.

This chapter uncovers how the second key feature of informality—social
legitimacy—has come about in relation to de jure illegal property use in
Detroit. When property appropriators adhere to what I call an ethos of
care, demonstrating care and concern for the property and the community,
de jure illegal property use is frequently accepted and even promoted by
neighbors or other community members. Police and other authorities are
less likely to intervene or attempt to quell them, and property informality
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positively influences neighborhood conditions.? This chapter draws out
the processes by which property law violations can achieve legitimacy and
acceptability among residents in my study, and thus elucidates why prop-
erty informality is an important framework for understanding everyday
life, community dynamics, and the form of declining cities like Detroit.

INVERTING THE OWNERSHIP-CARE NEXUS

We know from chapter 2 that city authorities are often unable to respond
to property law violations, and these city authorities admit that a lack of
resources isn’t the only reason they don’t always enforce property laws.
Unreliable enforcement undermines the law, but this alone does not
explain why residents would defy deeply held beliefs about the normativ-
ity of property ownership. Private ownership of real property is a particu-
larly valorized legal relationship in the United States.* Historically, only
property owners could vote, and today homeownership is a hallmark of
the American Dream.®

Undergirding the firm belief in the good-ness of private property owner-
ship is a presumed relationship between private ownership and individual
and societal benefit. The inferential link being that private ownership gen-
erates care for property—I call this the “ownership-care nexus.” Reflecting
this logic, a well-known allegory “The Tragedy of the Commons” argues
that private property is the “solution” to the overuse and resource degrada-
tion that ostensibly takes place when land is held in common.6 Private
ownership is valorized because it is presumed that only private owners, in
seeking to secure their property as a long-term investment, will ensure that
property (whether it be a house, a farm, a factory, etc.) is protected from
damage and maintained for future productive use, thereby protecting it as
a social good.”

These ardent commitments to private property ownership as an indi-
vidual and collective good are not just historical phenomena, nor mere ide-
ology. Much research demonstrates that homeowners (owner-occupants)
tend to better maintain properties than renters (nonowner occupants)®
and that homeowners are more likely to be engaged with neighbors
and community organizations.? According to the ownership-care nexus,
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homeowners’ interests in protecting their individual investment in property
induces them to be more active in maintaining the physical and social con-
ditions of their homes and neighborhoods than renters. While it is unclear
if these outcomes are causal, it is also significant that neighborhood resi-
dents overwhelming believe that only the financial investment of property
ownership could evoke maximum demonstrations of care and social engage-
ment. Research shows that residents tend to advocate for the presence of
homeowners in their neighborhoods because they believe that, as residents
with an economic and emotional stake in property, they will be better
neighbors than renters.1°

But in Detroit, this ownership-care nexus has been compromised.
Many property owners (including the city) have abandoned possession of
and responsibility for their properties, leaving behind high levels of
vacancy, deteriorated buildings or overgrown lots, and a gutted tax base.
This process has had pernicious effects for remaining residents. First,
many Detroit residents have watched dozens of neighbors depart over the
years, whether it be because of foreclosure, eviction, to try anew in the
suburbs, or in search of better economic opportunities and safer (and for
some, whiter) neighborhoods. Remaining residents are often desperately
seeking community and neighborly presence. But they can’t rely on the
unlikely arrival of new home-owning neighbors, so the legality of neigh-
bors’ relationships to property diminishes in concern: residents just want
good neighbors.

Clarence, the firefighter, said regardless of the legality just “give me a
good neighbor . . . It’s better for the neighborhood . . . to have more pres-
ence and he’s maintaining the property.” Because city service provision is
so poor, and police and emergency medical service response times are so
long, residents often rely on each other for rides to the hospital or for
watching and securing their block. As Carlos, a white resident who squat-
ted his home until purchasing it at auction, explained, “I mean, I would
call my neighbor before I'd call the cops because he could be there a lot
quicker and I'm sure he’s got a gun.” Didi, a white homeowner who blotted
(from “blotting™a colloquial term for “squatting the block”) several lots
adjacent to her house, commented on the increased presence of illegal
gardening in her neighborhood: “I don’t think there’s any negative
thoughts about it for certain because it was really quite bad. It was really
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very, very down and when people started moving in and farming, it just
did good for the neighborhood.”

Second, high levels of vacancy and few eyes and ears on the street mean
more interstitial spaces where undesirable activities take place. Frank, the
police commander, said these happen

all the time. Anywhere from little nuisance issues like knowing that a par-
ticular house is a smoke house where the crackheads go to use their dope, to
where its being sold out of a particular location, to where it’s sporadically
being used in attacks on people. . . So there’s a variety of bad things that can
happen in an abandoned property . . . Dumping trash, you know it starts out
bad and sometimes it attracts other negative issues.

The conditions of Detroit reveal fissures in the presumed normativity
of private property ownership: when neither economic incentives of future
benefit nor the pressure of laws and regulations can induce legal owners
to care for property, many do not. Detroiters can’t rely on legal property
owners to be good neighbors, nor to demonstrate the kind of care and
solicitude they seek on their blocks. The idea that property ownership
begets care doesn’t track with many Detroiters’ everyday experiences.
Many are angry with and blame the property owners who have long since
abdicated their responsibilities to not only their properties, but to the city
as a whole. This has undermined remaining residents’ ideological com-
mitments to the ownership-care nexus (or, at least, its applicability in
Detroit given current conditions).

LEGITIMATE PROPERTY LAW-BREAKING

In other contexts, property law violators are predominately viewed as
criminals or thieves. And conversely, property owners might be consid-
ered victims of the deviant criminal activities of squatters or scrappers:
people who commit theft, vandalism, or trespass to appropriate property
that does not belong to them. But in Detroit, the moral directionality of
these actions is inverted. Because residents are angry with and blame
the property owners, who have long since abandoned not only their prop-
erties but the whole city, space is created therein to view residents who
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appropriate these properties as morally blameless. Not only are illegal
appropriators not necessarily denigrated for their actions, but if they dem-
onstrate care and concern for the property and the neighborhood, then
their actions begin to fill some of the spatial and social holes created by
negligent property owners.

A Black lifelong resident named Ted, who lived in a neighborhood with
a lot of squatters and urban gardeners, laughed when I asked if he would
ever involve the police with regard to these activities. “No. No,” he said,
“I'm really happy to see that type of thing is going on . . . versus car chases,
men chasing women down the street . . . all type of crazy stuff was happen-
ing over there so I would rather see [squatting and gardening] than any-
thing else.” Ted and other residents find that the increased neighborly
presence can deter other negative activities. In a separate interview, Ted’s
girlfriend Ashley, a Black lifelong Detroiter, echoed a similar point:

[Vacant properties] give the dope dealer a chance to find him a house to sell
out of . . . If somebody going to jump in [and squat], let them jump in ...
that’s more eyes around the city . . . if more of these abandoned houses was
taken over, the less chance of something to happen because it’s more people
that seeing in their neighborhood.

Remaining residents in Detroit want good neighbors who care for their
properties and contribute to the community. When legal ownership proves
ineffective at bringing this about, residents renegotiate the right to prop-
erty in a way that is most useful. Instead of viewing private ownership—a
legal right to property—as a necessary condition for evoking responsible
care, care becomes a necessary condition for the informal right to appro-
priate property.

The law acts as a moral barometer, such that illegal practices are pre-
dominately viewed as illicit, bad, or harmful. However, when illegal activi-
ties gain legitimacy among a social group, they shift from being illicit to
being informal.!! One way this transition takes place is when actors pur-
sue illegal methods for legitimate ends. In other contexts, for example,
squatters who are viewed as deserving housing provision by the state are
considered justified, like homeless families with young children.!?
Informal economic activities have gained legitimacy if they are in line with
dominant narratives about personal work ethic and self-sufficiency.!® The

printed on 2/14/2023 4:30 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww. ebsco.conlterms-of-use



FROM ILLICIT TO INFORMAL 59

goals of securing home or work are legitimate ends to pursue. In this case,
property appropriation—which is de jure illegal—becomes informal if
appropriators demonstrate the kind of care and communal solicitude typ-
ically associated with property ownership. Care is a legitimate outcome of
a property relationship, even if not brought about legally. By accepting or
promoting property appropriation that aligns with an ethos of care, Detroit
residents positively influence the social and physical conditions of their
neighborhoods.

AN ETHOS OF CARE:
ASSESSING THE INFORMAL RIGHT TO PROPERTY

Property law violations have often been associated with a breakdown of
collective efficacy: broken windows, trespassing, or vandalism signal dis-
order and apathy amongst neighbors and invite more crime.'* However,
historical examples also illustrate what I find here: that illegal appropria-
tion of property can contribute to visible and social order.'> In my research,
residents express ideological adherence to a loose set of normative ideals
about how one ought to relate to property and the community, which
characterizes and guides their responses to illegal property use in their
neighborhoods. I call this an ethos of care. According to Detroiters in my
study, the illegal appropriation of real property is considered ethical,
appropriate, beneficial, and even necessary so long as appropriators dem-
onstrate care and concern toward the property and the community. There
are many ways in which appropriators can adhere to an ethos of care and
thereby contribute positively to a neighborhood. Squatters might care for
a property by fixing it up, cutting the grass, and keeping garbage off the
lawn. Blotters and gardeners might plant vegetables, flowers, or build a
fence that deters illegal dumping. Demolishers or scrappers might burn or
tear down a dangerous property that concerns residents. Salvagers might
improve other areas of the block by reusing materials from a blighted,
vacant home: bricks from an old chimney repurposed as a firepit for
neighbors to enjoy or a bench made from scrapped lumber. Photo 8 shows
a lot which was repurposed as a garden with community space and a
vacant building that was artistically decorated.
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Photo 8. An example of art and urban agriculture in Detroit. Photo credit Michael

Brown

This ethos of care exists between and among appropriators and resi-
dents, so I draw on data from both to illustrate how the ethos of care
works. Appropriators “offer up” care in part because it is one piece of their
complex justificatory narratives for violating property laws!® and in part
because embracing an ethos of care is a tactic they employ to aid in the
longevity of their practices by smoothing over any opposition and gaining
other residents’ support. Residents at the same time “require” care from
appropriators in exchange for their support, so that residents do not
mount opposition to illegal property appropriation in their neighbor-
hoods. This dynamic is evidenced in the following quotes from an appro-
priator and his neighbor.

Allen, a white newcomer to the city, called himself a homesteader. He
illegally occupied a house and land, farming a dozen adjacent lots. Selling
his produce at farmer’s markets provided him just enough income to
scrape by. He interpreted his illegal actions, saying: “I felt no harm in
[taking the house], I feel no harm in taking these lots and doing some-
thing great with them ... You've lost your rights, sorry, but you know if
youre not going to take care of your property, it’s not yours anymore.”
Allen felt justified in his actions because he demonstrated stewardship,
which the legal owner was not doing.
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When asked how she felt about Allen squatting the house next door in
a separate interview Ashley, who was his neighbor at the time, replied:

If it was me, I probably would’ve did it too . .. because what was going to
happen to that house? Nothing . . . So my thought was, it’s really making it
better because we don’t need all these abandoned houses. So much is hap-
pening, people being found dead in them. So that was actually a plus,
because I don’t have to worry about staying next to an abandoned house.
Somebody is in there and he’s a nice neighbor you know. If I had a problem
I could knock on his door—hey I need help, you know, he’s there.

Ashley countered Allen’s (illegal) presence with the absence that would
have otherwise been: his presence helped overcome some of the challenges
she and her neighborhood faced because of vacancy and the deteriorated
built environment. Being a good neighbor, then, was part of how Allen
secured the ability to occupy his property and make a living from
farming,.

As a rubric for assessing illegal appropriation, this ethos of care takes
two forms: requiring care and neighborly presence for occupation and
requiring that deconstructors!” enact care by making the neighborhood
cleaner and safer, and not further damaging certain properties. Just as
prior research finds both physical and social benefits of owner-occupancy
for neighborhood conditions, this ethos of care requires fulfilling obliga-
tions to both the physical property and community. In other contexts,
researchers have found that squatting can gain legitimacy,'® but I find
there is also support for informal property uses that not only don’t entail
occupancy but that tear down properties rather than improve them. The
desire to remove troublesome vacant properties isn’t new, but finding sup-
port for it outside the formal economy or policy-arena is unprecedented in
previous research.

Informal Occupation

When assessing property appropriation that involves occupation (like
squatting or gardening), resident witnesses’ primary concerns are if
the occupier is fulfilling an ethos of care by using and maintaining the
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property, contributing to the community, and refraining from negative
activities (like gun violence or drug use/sales).

Resident witnesses Paul and Violet, both white lifelong Detroiters, told
me about the squatter who used to live across the street from them. Paul
gestured toward the house and explained, “that house was occupied by a
man named Fred when we got there. Fred was a squatter . . . he was a good
neighbor. If you needed something, he'd be willing to help you, he was
quiet, he took care of business.” When the legal owner died and her heir
wanted to move into the house, Paul said, “I was sad to see him go, and the
people who moved in were good for nothing homeowners . . . they’ve been
a problem ever since they’ve been in the house.” For Paul and Violet, the
legality of occupation was not primary, but rather that Fred upheld the
two components of the ethos of care: he cared for the property because he
“took care of business” and contributed to the community by being “a good
neighbor” who was “willing to help you.”

An integral part of this ethos of care requires that occupiers refrain
from engaging in undesirable activities. Henry, a white resident who grew
up in the suburbs (and used to informally garden in the city), described
this requirement:

Now if they’re engaging in criminal activity then I have a problem with that.
Like as soon as I have gangbanger kids coming through or like, you know,
they're stealing the copper out of that house then there’s a problem . . . But
if your goal is to just find shelter, find a home and go with the motions and
like, live and develop the home and . . . just take advantage of the space that
you have, then I think that’s good.

A Black lifelong Detroiter named DeAngelo who squatted a house echoed
a similar perspective about squatters:

If they ain’t got a place to go, if there’s a house that’s just there . .. they
shouldn’t have no problem with it you know as long as there ain’t no drug
selling, chaos, fighting and you know cutting up ... I don’t think there
should be no problem. . . . if you going to try to fix the house up or something
like that.

DeAngelo holds occupiers like himself accountable to an ethos of care by
requiring a social obligation—no “cutting up”—and a physical obligation—
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that they “fix the house up.” Alondra, a white lifelong Detroiter and city
authority affirmed this point saying, “Some of the squatters have also been
the scrappers of the home, and also used if for illegal activity, and they’re
not really living in the home ... But then I've seen squatters who, you
know it’s their house, theyre planting stuff . . . that’s great, I love that. And
I feel like this is a person that’s really invested in the neighborhood, in the
community.”

Squatting on vacant lots is supported and encouraged if the practices
signal investment in the community. Henry explained, “So there’s this idea
of changing a space [where] the lawn is super tall and you're pulling
syringes out and youre turning it into a garden and youre mowing the
lawn and planting flowers and ... verifiably making the space better.”
Improvements to vacant spaces enhance the neighborhood by cleaning up
unsightly blight but sometimes also because they are intended for com-
munal use, such as a garden or an outdoor movie projector screen. Detroit
resident and Police Commander Frank said, “It’s a positive use of the land
if a neighbor decides ‘well I'm gonna cut the grass next to me, and he cuts
it and puts a picnic table and a swing set on it, I just can’t get mad at him
you know?”

Property appropriators know that enacting care is what other residents
who witness their practices will require of them. Therefore, adhering to
the ethos of care is also a tactic that appropriators use to help them carry
out their illegal practices. John recalled an interaction with a neighbor
when he and his friend Rob (both white newcomers in their twenties) first
started squatting:

I think it would be different if I were in here like dealing crack or something,
it might be a different response you know. One neighbor pulled up and was
like, “What are you guys doing in here? Are you squatting?” I said, “Yes we're
squatting,” . . . And she was like, “Well thank you for being honest, are you
selling heroin or crack?” and I was like, “No, were not selling heroin or
crack, we're going to fix it up,”. . . and she’s like, “Okay,” and then drove off.

By asking if they were going to sell drugs, this neighbor sought informa-
tion that helped her assess what kind of presence John and Rob would be
in the neighborhood. Telling her that they were going to fix up the house
conveyed that they would be caring for the property and intended to have
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a positive influence in the neighborhood. Many residents contextualize
the appropriateness of these practices within the broader conditions of
the city. Samantha, a Black resident who moved to the city several decades
ago to run a nonprofit, expressed her support of squatting in this way:

Squatting in, in a city where the unemployment rates are so high, you know
I see people on the street begging who . .. you know it could be my grand-
mother. How is this possible in a city with so much surplus land? Squat.
That’s what I say . . . It may not be legal, but who cares when you're cold and
hungry? Who cares about the law at that point?

This context is important for understanding how the ethos of care
materializes. Rather than challenge the legitimacy of private ownership
altogether, residents recognize how squatting can respond to and alter the
conditions of the city and how informal occupants can demonstrate care
in ways that may look very different than suburban ideals of white picket
fences and carefully manicured lawns. White lifelong Detroiter (and occa-
sional informal demolisher) Chuck explained,

I have no problem with squatters. None whatsoever. First thing you have to
realize in the city of Detroit and a lot of cities now—you leave a house vacant
long enough and it’s gonna get destroyed and now you have nothing. So
I personally have no problem with it as long as the tenants are acting like
neighbors and not idiots. You're cutting your grass, youre taking out your
trash, you're protecting the property. So no, I have no issue; matter of fact,
I encourage it.

Informal Deconstruction

The requirements for upholding an ethos of care are more stringent for
deconstruction practices, such as scrapping or salvaging materials from
empty properties, or burning or tearing down blighted houses.
Deconstructors are not expected to occupy property, but instead they enact
care when they clean up and salvage materials from a property or when
they burn or tear down blighted, dangerous houses to get rid of a neigh-
borhood hazard. Deconstructors must not further damage properties that
could be easily restored and used again. Similar to occupiers, there is both
an obligation to invest in the physical environment (by cleaning it up), as
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well as the expectation of positive social impact (by making it safer) for the
community.

Appropriators who salvage usable resources, tear down properties, or
who scrap saleable materials adhere to the ethos of care only if they decon-
struct a property that is already decayed beyond likely repair. Salvagers
are considered justified because often these materials are put to good use
to improve other parts of Detroit, commonly nearby if not on the immedi-
ate block. Many residents who salvage do so from very nearby their homes.
They watch properties over time and gain a sense of when a property has
“tipped”™® beyond repair or when it is clearly no longer maintained or uti-
lized by the legal owner, thus allowing salvagers to adhere to an ethos of
care if they choose to take materials from it. Old tiles may be reused to
improve a bathroom or bricks repurposed to outline a pathway through a
resident’s garden. Salvaging and scrapping put to good use the ruins of the
city left behind by negligent property owners. Salvagers, scrappers, and
resident witnesses extol the virtues of recycling the city, rather than leav-
ing blighted properties to be demolished as trash.

Fern, a white longtime Detroiter and homeowner in a very blighted
neighborhood, said he and his wife were able to rehabilitate their dilapi-
dated house almost solely by using salvaged materials. He reflected on the
boundary between harming and caring: “I feel better about it once the
house is down and I'm like, okay I made the right decision. You know like
I don’t want to be stealing wood from a house that’s going to be saved, but
if it’s clear that it’s not going to be ... I think I'm saving it from being
demolished.” Fern thinks it is better to use salvageable materials before
they are demolished by the city and thus wasted. Allen, the self-identified
homesteader, used the words “save,” “reclaim,” and “recycle” throughout
his interview to talk about scrappers and salvagers who take left-behind
metal from buildings or wood from old houses.

Scrappers—who take materials to sell for income—can be understood
to be helping clean up the city. Jackie, a white woman in her fifties from
the suburbs who squatted with her adult sons and occasionally scrapped
materials for income, explained, “Who wants to look at all the shit, you
know what I'm saying? . . . I think we're doing the city a favor personally.”
Ginnifer, a white city authority who moved to Detroit a few years prior,
even recalled a time when she hoped scrappers would come to clean up a
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property near her house: “I'm like, not in my backyard, not this ugly shit.
I'm going to get a scrapper . . . I'm like what’s wrong with you people, it’s
metal, like get it out of here you guys!” Salvagers and scrappers who
adhere to an ethos of care benefit the neighborhood by helping to clean up
blight, by using salvaged materials to improve other houses or lots, or by
selling materials to scrapyards where they may be reused.

Deconstructors who demolish deteriorated properties demonstrate
care for the community by making the streets safer. Many blighted houses
are opportunities for unwanted criminal activity, are structurally precari-
ous, and left wide-open and easily entered by curious passersby or neigh-
borhood children. As such, when deconstructors tear or burn down such
structures, they care for the neighborhood by protecting residents from
potential harm. Lamar, a Black lifelong Detroit resident, started helping
his neighbor tear down a blighted home on his block fifteen years ago and
continued this practice ever since. He said,

I feel what I'm doing is right. It’s helping the neighborhood and it’s keeping
kids safe . .. They won't be able to go up in them houses and then falling
through the floors or the house caving in, because they don’t know no better.
They see something like that as a playground.

There is an informal boundary operating that elucidates the tenets of
this ethos of care. Once a property has decayed due to neglect by the owner
or has been torn apart to such an extent that the likelihood of someone
rehabilitating the property is nil, then deconstructors are considered to be
caring for a property by recycling salvageable parts or demolishing it.
William, a white artist from the suburbs, salvaged materials to use in his
art. He explained how the boundary between care and harm influenced
his practices:

Well most of the houses that I go in are already ransacked or I guess if I went
into a house that didn’t have evidence of scrapping or didn’t seem clearly
abandoned, I probably wouldn’t take anything, you know? . .. Right, or it’s
just like, oh well it caught on fire and they haven't been back in three years
or you know the downstairs is wasted and the windows are smashed up, but
there’s still some stuff in the attic. Like I'll pretty much take anything then
... It’s, it’s long been neglected.

printed on 2/14/2023 4:30 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww. ebsco.conlterms-of-use



EBSCChost -

FROM ILLICIT TO INFORMAL 67

Resident Ashley clarified this boundary for scrapping:

That’s where the boundary line comes in because it’s a right way and a wrong
way to scrap . . . I figured stealing from somebody is wrong. Or if somebody
move out the house, as soon as they move out, you go scrap out that house,
which is wrong, because that landlord was probably going to rent that house
out. So here you go, you going to tear the house up. So he’s like “Aw forget
that,” and here we go stuck with another abandoned house.

Bond, a Black lifelong Detroiter, scrapped for income. He explained how
his practice is guided by his sense of responsibility to both the property
and the community. He only went in “burned houses” that “should’ve been
torn down anyway” and would never “mess” with an occupied home
because “they ain’t doing that good, I ain’t doing that good neither . . . they
would’ve been doing worse than me if I took what they already had. So I
wouldn’t do that”

Theo, a white resident, even referenced the law while advocating for
certain kinds of deconstruction:

We've got laws, and the laws are supposed to prevent functional property
from becoming unfunctional due to illegal [activities]. Now when you've got
like a burned down house or something like that, hey go on in there, scrap
the shit out of it you know. When you got something that’s like messed up,
go pull everything of any value out of it and like put it to some use some-
where. Like that seems like a good thing and for there to be any economy
around that, that seems like a good thing.

Just as with informal occupation, Detroiters in my study often refer-
enced the conditions of the city to help explain their support of informal
deconstruction. In further articulating her sense of when scrapping/sal-
vaging is appropriate, blotter Didi reflected,

Um it depended. If the house was vacant and it was already a piece of junk,
I didn’t think nothing of someone coming and taking it, taking something if
they needed it . . . because you know some people are out there, theyre so
poor and they just, they can’t get jobs you know what I mean?

The conditions of Detroit complicate the relationship between home-
ownership and neighborhood benefit. Here, residents do not rely on
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promoting ownership as a strategy for improving their neighborhoods,
because in their experience legal ownership does not necessarily beget the
kind of responsible care for property that they seek. And, conversely,
responsible care can be found among property appropriators. Thus,
instead of championing legal property ownership to improve the condi-
tions in their neighborhoods, residents look for care to determine the
informal right to property.

CONTEXTUALIZING THE ETHOS OF CARE

An ethos can be understood as the prevailing tendency of beliefs and aspi-
rations across a given community. Translating these beliefs into practice is
complex in a number of ways that are important to consider: 1) not every-
one agrees with this ethos of care; 2) there may be disagreement as to
what constitutes “care”; 3) there are limits to residents’ abilities to enforce
an ethos of care in practice; and 4) race impacts how we assess and inter-
pret others’ actions.

First, there were four people—three resident witnesses and one institu-
tional actor—I interviewed who expressed alternative views and did not
explicitly support illegal property use in their own neighborhoods. The local
context is significant for understanding these alternate views. These resi-
dents all lived in (relatively) more densely populated blocks: one lived in
Hamtramck and three lived in several historic districts across the city. Their
property values were higher, and they had hope for increasing value in the
near future. Authorities were also more likely to intervene in these areas:
Hamtramck is a two-square mile city almost completely surrounded by the
city of Detroit that has its own police force, and these historic districts often
pay private security companies to patrol their neighborhoods. In these four
interviewees’ neighborhoods, the legal and economic regulation of property
is more instrumental than in other areas of Detroit.2°

Interestingly, these perspectives vary across neighborhoods and are flex-
ible. One of these resident witnesses, Black lifelong Detroiter Francine, had
recently moved to her (more) stable neighborhood after she was the last
remaining resident on her block in a very vacant and distressed neighbor-
hood in southwest Detroit. She supported the idea of useful or constructive
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illegal property use in her old neighborhood, but not her new one. Another,
Nina, a white lifelong Detroiter, refuted any constructive dimension of ille-
gal property use on her own stable block, yet frequently helped to board up,
paint, and clean up vacant properties on adjacent blocks with much higher
levels of vacancy—engaging in property informality herself in an effort to
improve the conditions of her neighborhood. These examples illustrate the
influence of local context for understanding under what conditions resi-
dents accept or condone property informality in their neighborhoods, and
when they continue to view these practices as illicit.

Second, there was also some discord over the extent to which squarely
illicit activities could be aligned with “care.” Bobby, a Black lifelong
Detroiter and a former drug dealer, used to squat vacant houses from
which to sell drugs. Recognizing the tenuous presence his enterprises had
on a given block, he deployed “good neighborliness” as a tactic for quelling
any opposition from neighbors who might have disagreed with his illicit
enterprise. Not only did he and his crew put in some minor effort to keep
a house looking presentable, such as by cutting the grass or cleaning up
trash, but they also made sure all drug traffic came down the alley behind
the house instead of the street out front. Going even further, Bobby often
made sure residents’ driveways were shoveled in the winter or gave them
money for home repairs or other gifts to smooth the way for their presence
on the block.

When I interviewed Bobby, he was no longer selling drugs, having nar-
rowly avoided prison time for a felony conviction due to a technicality in
court. But he still recalled the presence of his squatted drug houses as
positive for neighbors—he himself thought he was abiding by an ethos of
care—because he helped them with personal expenses, led actions to clean
up and maintain the block, and showed a modicum of concern for neigh-
bors’ well-being. He also believed himself to not be complicit in the nega-
tive aspects of drug use and economy—he just provided a service; it was
up to others to partake of those services or not. To what extent residents
actually valued the presence of Bobby and his drug houses is unclear since
I was not able to interview any of these former neighbors. Perhaps they
begrudged having such an illicit enterprise in proximity and demanded
profuse demonstrations of neighborliness as a tax. In very distressed areas
of Detroit, it is hard to avoid drug houses popping up in vacant property,
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thus it is possible that residents reluctantly accepted Bobby’s presence
because (mirroring police officer Cedric’s comment about squatters in the
previous chapter), You're going to have drug houses ... might as well be
good ones . .. Overwhelmingly, however, residents in my study reported
drug houses as not according with an ethos of care. More often, “good
neighbor” squatters or property demolition were the antidote to vacant
structures potentially ending up as drug houses.

This leads to the third point to consider: there are forms of property
appropriation that do not conform to an ethos of care, and residents are
often limited in their ability to curtail these harmful practices. Most com-
monly, scrapping and salvaging perceived as “theft” have had a widespread
negative impact on the city, and residents are vehement about the prob-
lems these forms of deconstruction have caused. Deconstructors who do
not adhere to an ethos of care harm properties that are still being used or
that are intact enough that they could be used again. One resident who
runs a nonprofit in Detroit had his organization’s iron fence stolen, the
gutters torn off their facility, and their heating units ripped from the
roof.?! Another resident told of the air-conditioning units stolen from
the Department of Human Services office in northwest Detroit.22 Others
fear leaving their homes empty to go on vacation because scrappers might
break in and do thousands of dollars’ worth of damage pulling copper
pipes from the walls or the aluminum siding off of their home. Residents
expressed that among the biggest problems facing Detroit are scrappers
and salvagers who steal from houses that are still lived in or from busi-
nesses or churches that are still used and arson that destroys stable
properties.

In seeking to address illegal appropriation that does not fulfill an ethos
of care, residents employed a variety of tactics to try to remove unwanted
squatters or deter harmful deconstruction in their neighborhoods.
Residents may hang curtains in empty houses or park their car in the
driveway to make the house look occupied. In one neighborhood, resi-
dents had constructed a text-alert system, so that they could try to inter-
vene when harmful scrapping was taking place nearby. If unwanted
squatters move into a property, residents often call the utility company to
get illegal hookups shut off, making it harder for squatters to remain.
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Neighbors may try to track down the legal owner of the property to request
that they evict a squatter (which is usually unfruitful). Some Detroiters
may also board up houses they feel should be preserved in order to deter
scrappers.?? Or residents may directly confront appropriators and explain
“the rules,” in essence trying to teach appropriators how to adhere to an
ethos of care. Cedric told me about confronting a few young squatters who
moved onto his block: “I went down there and told them, ‘Why you in the
house?’ And they said, ‘oh we renting the house, . . . but I said, ‘I know you
don’t because . . . the bank owns it [and] you got illegal hookups, but I
told them to cut the grass.” And now? “They’re cutting the grass,” he told
me with satisfaction.

Fourth, and finally, it is important to remember that how residents assess
the ethos of care in practice is likely shaped by the perceived race and class
backgrounds of appropriators (even though this was not made explicit in
interviews or observations). Voluminous research demonstrates that preju-
dice shapes how residents and authorities interpret the legality of people of
color’s behavior (especially young Black men).2* In this case, it is likely that
Black appropriators are held to a higher bar and/or scrutinized more closely
for their adherence to an ethos of care than white appropriators.

THE INFORMAL RIGHT TO THE CITY

Property laws are used to regulate access, use, and control over urban (and
rural) space. Private ownership is valorized for the presumption that by
carving up space into legally owned parcels, individual owners will care
for these spaces and protect them for future use. But in declining cities
like Detroit, residents engage in pragmatic rearticulations of the right to
property, wherein practices that are in line with an ethos of care gain legit-
imacy, despite their de jure illegality. This kind of appropriation is, to
Henri Lefebvre, a more legitimate claim to the space of the city, rooted in
use and habitation rather than abstract law and exchange-value.?’

In some sense, this rearticulation happens because, quite simply, the
law stops being a sufficient arbiter of whether or not property appropria-
tion helps or harms residents and communities. What are the implications
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of this? As this chapter demonstrates, relationships among neighbors and
the conditions of one’s block are often shaped by property informality in
Detroit. Informality is intricately woven with formality and legality, as
homeowners may encourage squatters to move into a vacant house on
their block or may illegally take over lots nearby. Some urban farmers
straddle informality and legality, owning some lots but not others. Some
appropriators use the former as an avenue for the latter by illegally occu-
pying property at first, then purchasing it later on. Similarly, salvagers
often use informally acquired materials to improve the properties they
legally own. Poor residents may use scrapping to maintain legal owner-
ship of their homes or stay current with rent.

These informal practices shape neighborhood and community dynam-
ics by negotiating access to proximal property via positive obligations of
care. This is an implicit recognition of the social nature of the institution
of property, countering pervasive liberal interpretations of property as a
bastion of individuality and exclusivity.26 Grounding access to urban space
in care for property and communal solicitude provides a different way of
relating to neighbors and other residents, one which considers the import
of one’s actions for the community as a requirement for continued appro-
priation. This is (perhaps unfortunately) not a radical re-visioning of
social relationships. Residents in my study frequently affirmed the value
of homeownership—both for the neighborhood and as a disciplinary
mechanism for owners—while simultaneously championing “good” squat-
ters or other appropriators. Rather than abandoning belief in the value of
homeownership altogether, residents seem to recognize the contextual
obstacles to private property ownership as the cure for their neighbor-
hoods and thus rearticulate a right to property in a way that is more prag-
matic given the often-harsh conditions of some areas of Detroit.

And, while the ethos of care exists ideologically and frequently in prac-
tice, there is still much illegal property use that does not conform to an
ethos of care, and residents are severely restricted in their ability to do
much of anything about it. Many residents frequently encounter and must
deal with illegal uses of property that are detrimental to neighborhood
and community well-being; illegal property use also causes many prob-
lems, and residents are eager for solutions. But the axis of differentiation
between harmful and positive practices is not formal legality. The obsta-
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cles posed by harmful illegal property use is perhaps why media stories
abound that portray squatters as the scum of Detroit or scrappers as vul-
tures preying on the city’s carcass.

The rest of this book deals with those informal uses of property that do
generally align with an ethos of care. These are the practices that often go
unnoticed either because they are not topics of contention or concern at
community meetings nor the focus of local news reports. The stories in
this book are, perhaps, not as exciting as the former squatter on my block
who, angry with the property owner who returned and demanded she
move out, plugged all the drains and left the water running, flooding the
house and causing catastrophic damage for a structure of that age and
condition. I do not focus on the scrappers who shimmy up light poles and
daringly remove transformers, risking death by electrocution for a few
hundred dollars’ worth of copper. I have passed over the hipsters filling
houses with flowers to call attention to the possibilities of beauty amidst
blight. These make for great news stories and often dominate discussions
of illegal property use in Detroit, creating polarized understandings of
these practices. But these are the exciting and exceptional, not the
everyday.

This book is instead about ways of getting by, of making a life, and
building community in a declining city with an abundance of vacant prop-
erty. Using the lens of informality, I retrain our collective eye toward the
constructive, purposeful, creative, and necessary ways in which property
occupation and deconstruction in Detroit bolster neighborhood vitality,
enable individual and family survival, and fulfill personal goals and
desires. In doing so, these residents recreate possibilities for themselves
and the city and contribute to the way the urban environment of Detroit
is shaped—literally. They tear down and build up property in Detroit.
They move into houses and protect the structure as it protects them. Who
lives where, who does what with this or that, or how residents interact
with the built environment and physical geography of Detroit are fre-
quently not in accordance with property titles, permits, lot lines, or
zoning codes. To understand social life in Detroit—and other declining
cities—we have to understand how property informality works alongside
more traditional property arrangements and regulations, to shape the
sociospatial landscape of the city. Toward these ends, the next section
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examines the mundane and routine ways that longtime residents negoti-
ate an increasingly deteriorated and vacant urban environment; how
impoverished residents take advantage of these conditions to ensure their
survival from day to day; and how newcomers see possibility in Detroit’s
sociospatial landscape to create lives that overcome the alienation and
monotony of mainstream culture.
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Appropriation, to Henri Lefebvre, is a claim to urban space rooted in use-
value and social connectivity.! There is a great deal of variation among
appropriators in Detroit and the use-value claims they make through their
informal practices. Appropriation is undertaken by residents from many
different backgrounds: newcomers and longtime residents; those who are
very poor, poor, stable, or more economically privileged; white and Black;
young and old; male and female; individuals or families. Appropriators
also have varied uses or goals in mind—income, shelter, yard space, “the
good life,” art projects, remodeling, etc.—that shape the material condi-
tions of appropriation. For some, appropriation is carried out dangerously,
with limited resources; others have many resources that promote safety
and comfort. Existing scholarship has tended to conceptualize poverty or
politics (resistance) as the primary motivator for informality, but these
themes don’t capture the complexity of informal property appropriation
in Detroit.

This section of the book delves more deeply into the kinds of property
informality common among different appropriators and how these prac-
tices shape their everyday lives. Part I of this book focused on the social
and spatial context in which de jure illegal uses of property arise and how

77
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they can positively shape community and neighborhood dynamics. These
findings counter prominent views that, because illegal practices violate
formal norms and subvert the rules (laws) that attempt to prevent social
problems, illegality is necessarily pejorative. Because the practices in this
study can be beneficial, residents often accept or advocate for them, and
they transition from illicit to legitimate. The ethos of care outlined in the
previous chapter operates across the various practices and types of appro-
priators in the city.

Appropriators tend to violate the same property-related laws: commit-
ting trespass, vandalism, or theft. But the laws violated do not capture
important differences across appropriators and their practices. With the
aim of making readable a landscape that is hidden and complex and to
capture and make sense of these important differences, this chapter intro-
duces a typology of appropriators in Detroit. I categorize the informal
property users in my study as Necessity Appropriators (NAs), Routine
Appropriators (RAs), and Lifestyle Appropriators (LLAs). These categories
reflect patterns in how race, class, and place-based backgrounds relate to
different motivations for appropriating property in Detroit, and how they
manifest with very different materials conditions that appropriators live
and labor under (such as how property conditions impact their safety and
comfort, and how they experience their practices). This typology shows
that different social groups frequently use the same modes of informal
appropriation (occupation and deconstruction)—and violate the same
laws—as solutions to different social problems.

The process of typologizing is often used in sociological research to
increase our understanding of complex social phenomena. A typology is
often a first step toward making sense of new or under-studied phenom-
ena. David Snow and Leon Anderson describe creating their typology of
street homelessness as “a basic cognitive process that makes the world
more manageable by reducing and ordering its complexity.”? This process
involves identifying similarities among empirical observations such that
they can be grouped; then articulating the differences between these
groups; and trying to understand where these differences come from and
why they arise. Consider the stark differences in how these appropriators
talk about squatting.
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Marsey, a Black lifelong Detroiter in her forties who has squatted with
her children to secure housing, said,

Most of the time, squatting comes from a circumstance. It’s not a desire and
people get it twisted and when you're placed in a circumstance situation you
have to address your issue. You just do what’s best for you to do at that time
to get through to the next phase, but every person who ever squatted, it had
to be because that was the choice that was available. For damn sure it wasn’t,
‘oh T have enough money to go live in New York.

To Marsey, squatting is something one only chooses from among very
limited options for housing. This is a common orientation among the
category I call Necessity Appropriators: that informal property use is a
strategy for meeting pressing needs. On the other hand, Gavin, a single
white newcomer in his thirties, explained,

[Squatting] allowed me to come into better touch with my true self. It was
like right where I needed to be to like uh, to self-actualize . . . I left an apart-
ment, which I could afford. I left my own business, which made more money
than I knew what to do with. Like I gave up all those things to go do this.

Gavin, like other Lifestyle Appropriators, chose squatting from among a
variety of housing options and wanted to be doing so. Appropriators have
different resources available for them to meet their diverse needs and
goals, reflecting different backgrounds and motivations.

In the case of Detroit, there is a shared sentiment that gathering mate-
rials from vacant properties to use in one’s art projects is different than
gathering materials from vacant properties in order to sell them for
income and pay the electricity bill. But there is no existing framework that
sufficiently parses out these differences to better understand how infor-
mality based in need versus desire manifests or impacts individuals or
the city. Such a framework is increasingly necessary in the United States
because widening income inequality, decreasing real wages, and the
expansion of various forms of debt mean that many young adults from
middle-class backgrounds are downwardly mobile and may find them-
selves pursuing informal means to achieve goals that previous familial
generations found attainable (like homeownership or meaningful work).
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INEQUALITY ACROSS INFORMALITY

In the United States, most research on the informal practices of urban
dwellers has been variously termed do-it-yourself (DIY), insurgent, guerilla,
or everyday urbanism. Countering top-down urban planning approaches,
this research draws attention to the diverse ways in which residents envision
and implement changes to their environments in response to various prob-
lems or unmet desires, from lack of public space to slow and ineffective
bureaucracy. But some recent scholarship has cautioned privileging the DIY
practices of more well-off, creative-class type residents.? These are residents
who have the time, resources, and desire to engage in practices that may
include “whimsical™ endeavors like knit-bombing, which involves knitting
sleeves for features of the built environment like light poles or bike racks;
guerilla interventions like painting bike lanes or creating speed bumps to
slow down traffic; turning parking spaces into “parklets” for the duration of
the meter to create mini-public gathering spaces; to larger, more permanent
endeavors like self-built skate parks.’ Some of this research has been criti-
cized for what urban scholars Vinit Mukhija and Anastasia Loukaitou-
Sideris call its “glib superficiality”® and/or has been conceptualized as ways
in which middle-class urbanites dally in a kind of new-age civic-minded-
ness.” DIY practices are often fun, creative, and unique—making for inter-
esting research and reading. But serious criticisms have honed-in on a lack
of attention to the underlying inequalities that shape who participates in
DIY practices and how and with what impact or response by authorities.?
The survival strategies of the poor are largely absent from this DIY
scholarship in the United States, despite some of these practices being
similar to those carried out by middle class residents. For example, urban
gardens may serve the food-needs of poor residents but the social/recrea-
tional desires of more economically well-off participants. Scholarship has
been perhaps overly concerned with the resistant or political potential of
the middle-class/creative-class DIY-ers and less with the survival strate-
gies of the poor, whose practices are often eschewed as reactionary,
piecemeal, and self-interested, or, alternately, ascribed a kind of political
intentionality that is not embraced by the practitioners themselves.?
Scholarship on informality in other contexts has developed more
nuanced frameworks over time for grappling with diversity among infor-
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mal practices and in what ways informality is significant. Early scholarship
on informality in the Global South often conflated informality with
poverty or marginality—it was a condition of the poor who were forced to
rely on informality to survive. This brought a pejorative connotation to
informal actors (like squatters, garbage collectors, or day-laborers). As
informality scholarship developed over time, focus shifted to understand-
ing informality as an assertation of agency amongst the poor, a political
strategy for ensuring survival.! When formal channels fail or are inacces-
sible, denizens pursue informal avenues to meet their needs. Studies
of squatting in Global North contexts tend to use a social movement
framework to understand the political goals and transformative potential
of squatters who often have divergent motivations.!! More recent scholar-
ship recognizes that even powerful actors can engage in informality, such
as when wealthy mafia illegally built shopping centers on government land
in Mumbai'? or state authorities influence informality via the enforcement
(or not) of regulations.!® Research has shown the way that informality
refracts class power and various forms of inequality, but existing concep-
tual frameworks are limited.

For making sense of property informality in Detroit, these interpretive
frameworks overemphasize the role of need for some appropriators; over-
emphasize the power of others; and are too liberal in their ascriptions of
resistant or political intentions among informal property users. In her co-
edited volume on informality in Latin America, Brodwyn Fischer reflects
this tendency to dichotomize informality: “Portraits of the informal cities
that focus only on their pathologies, or their transformative potential, can
easily miss their constitutive role in extant urban cultural and power rela-
tions, the settlements’ functional vitality in the here and now.”* In seeking
to make sense of informality in a Global North context, urbanist Ryan
Devlin argues that we need to more clearly consider how social class and
informality intersect and manifest with very different solutions and expe-
riences.'® In New York, for example, Devlin explains that Uber and “dollar
vans” (mini-vans that shuttle residents through the city’s outer-borough
neighborhoods) both arise in response to a similar urban problem—that
of inadequate access to transportation. But as informal solutions, they
“exist in very different worlds”:!6 their significant cost differences attract
users from different social classes, and provide disparate levels of comfort
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and efficiency. He concludes that informal solutions to urban problems
arise very differently for poor versus middle/upper class residents.

By creating a typology of informal appropriation in Detroit, this chapter
suggests a more fine-tuned and productive way to understand the signifi-
cance of informality for individuals and communities. Studies of informality
and resistance need to consider the way that background, motivation, and
resources intersect with individual’s goals for the future and the opportuni-
ties they are presented with. It’s a kind of trajectory analysis that recognizes
the impact of the force and angle of a projectile to understand where it
will land.

TYPOLOGY OF APPROPRIATION

If informal appropriation in Detroit were a spectrum, Necessity
Appropriation (as an urgent survival strategy) would sit at one end; Lifestyle
Appropriation (as an enjoyable, desirable practice) would be at the opposite
end, with Routine Appropriation bridging the two (as a getting-by or mak-
ing-do strategy that is less urgent than Necessity Appropriation but less
enjoyable than Lifestyle Appropriation). Across all three categories, appro-
priators engage in forms of occupation and deconstruction. Occupation
involves taking over land or housing by, for example, squatting in vacant
housing or gardening on vacant lots. Aesthetic practices like art installations
may also involve property being occupied by the art, even if the artist comes
and goes (or leaves altogether). Deconstruction refers to practices that tear
down or take away pieces of property by demolishing blighted structures,
taking metals to sell at scrapyards, or taking usable materials for other
building or art projects.

NAs are predominately very poor longtime residents of the city. In my
study, they are overwhelmingly Black and tend to be over the age of 40
(not including their children). Education levels vary; some have college
degrees, others GEDs. Many in my study have struggled with various cri-
ses, such as unemployment, drug addiction, custody battles, personal vio-
lence, or the death of a child. In my data, there was a tendency for NAs to
be single mothers with children or single male adults. NAs informally take
over property to fulfill urgent needs for survival. They squat to secure shel-
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ter or scrap metal from blighted buildings to earn meager income.!” For
NAs, property informality tends to be risky and difficult, and/or these
appropriators endure extremely substandard housing conditions.

RAs are also often Black longtime residents of Detroit, but they are
more economically stable than NAs. RAs informally use property as a cop-
ing mechanism developed for navigating the harsh conditions of the city
over time. These residents help tear down blighted, unsafe properties on
their block and turn abandoned lots into extra yard space or parking. They
might remain as holdover squatters in their homes after foreclosure. These
residents typically begin to informally use property out of frustration that
local authorities are not doing their part to take care of the city. For RAs,
appropriation tends to be burdensome of their time, labor, and sometimes
money; but some RAs come to enjoy their practices (or elements of them)
and how they have taken shape over the years.

Finally, LAs are predominately white, younger newcomers to the city
who are motivated by dissatisfaction with the cultural ideals of main-
stream America and seek alternative lifestyles. These appropriators often
call their informal occupation “homesteading,” start large farms and gar-
dens, and salvage materials from vacant properties for art or remodeling
supplies. There was a tendency for LAs to be single male adults or male-
female couples. LAs enjoy appropriation and have actively sought it out.
Property informality for LAs tends to be more comfortable and less risky
or burdensome than it is for NAs or RAs. LAs tend to have enough eco-
nomic security and other forms of capital such that they have alternate
options, allowing them the ability to “opt out” of appropriation at any time.

The labels for each category are used to best capture the way appropria-
tors talked about their own practices but should not be read as reductive
of the complexities of the individuals in this study. Other research shows
that even recyclers in the Global South pursue their informal practices as
both a survival strategy and to cultivate a certain lifestyle.'® My use of the
term “Lifestyle” is not flippant: while I am critical of LAs, their struggles
for “the good life” and feelings of alienation are very consequential.
Similarly, using the term “Necessity” is not to diminish the agency of these
appropriators; E.P. Thompson argues that scarcity can never be the expla-
nation for any human life and that we must instead explore the question
of what do people do when hungry?'® Despite their varying motivations,
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Table 2 Overview of Property Informality Practices in Detroit

Mode of
Appropriation  Informal Practice Description of Practice
Occupation Survival Squatting ~ Occupying houses or other buildings to fulfill
an urgent need for shelter
Holdover Squatting Remaining in a formerly owned/rented home
after it has been foreclosed
Homesteading Occupying houses or other buildings for fun/
adventure, typically with the intent of
purchasing the property in the future
Blotting (“squatting Using vacant lots for yard space, community
the block”) fire pits, art projects, or even just parking
Agriculture Growing food, plants, etc., on vacant lots for
eating, sharing, and/or selling
Deconstruction Scrapping Taking materials (primarily metals) from
buildings to sell (mainly to scrap yards) for
income
Demolition Tearing down deteriorated or unsafe

structures that are deemed a threat
Salvaging Taking materials from buildings for personal
use such as house renovation or in art projects

all appropriators in my study demonstrate creativity, resourcefulness, and
a refusal to accept problematic social conditions; they cannot be reduced
to their unmet needs or desires. While all the appropriation practices in
my study can be interpreted as acts of defiance that poke holes in hegem-
onic social structures and relationships, I refrain from ascribing or deny-
ing a resistant mindset among appropriators because it is not necessary
nor productive for considering what their practices can teach us.

Table 2 is an overview of the different informal practices in my study
that are examined in-depth in the rest of Part II of this book. This table
shows the variations in informal practice within both modes of property
appropriation (occupation and deconstruction) that this book examines.

Table 3 shows how many appropriators from each category engaged in
which kinds of informal practice. This table shows that different social
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groups/classes sometimes use the same mode of informal appropriation
(occupation and deconstruction)—and violate the same laws—as solu-
tions to different social problems. That is, NAs, RAs, and LAs may all
trespass when they occupy houses, but this occupation fulfills different
goals: avoiding shelter living, negotiating foreclosure, or fulfilling a desire
for adventure. LAs may take a section of steel coil to use in an art project;
NAs may take that same material to sell for income.

As these tables show, I make an analytic distinction between “scrap-
ping” (taking materials to sell for income, typically to scrapyards) and “sal-
vaging” (taking materials for personal use) and find that an ethos of care
operates within each category to demarcate acceptable ways of engaging
in these practices. However, in Detroit, the term “scrapping” is often used
to refer to either of these deconstruction practices when they do not
adhere to an ethos of care. Thus, study participants sometimes made a
distinction between salvaging and scrapping that is different than the
analytic distinction I make. In interviews, “scrapping” was commonly
used pejoratively and “salvaging” positively. This is likely because salvag-
ers are often more economically stable residents pursuing artistic endeav-
ors or improving the properties they own, while scrappers are predomi-
nately poor residents (also sometimes substance users) desperate for
income who occupy a structural position more likely to violate the ethos of
care. This distinction relies on prejudiced notions about illegal property
users and thus was not useful for analyzing the characteristics of the prac-
tices themselves. Photo 9 shows an abandoned library where a salvager in
my study took materials to use in art and building projects. Conversely,
Photo 10 shows the abandoned industrial building where a scrapper in
my study found steel and copper material: two highly desirable materials
that scrappers sell for income.

There were no NAs in my interviews engaged in agriculture. I had
encounters with many longtime residents of Detroit who were farming or
gardening, but my participant observation data did not capture enough of
their individual stories or backgrounds to be able to categorize them
according to this typology. It is possible that agricultural practices are less
common among more economically marginalized and unstably housed
residents because agricultural practices entail significant up-front and
ongoing investments of labor and resources to be fruitful. For residents
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Photo 9. A salvager searches for materials in an abandoned building. Photo credit
Michael Brown

Photo 10. A scrapper searches for material in an abandoned industrial building.
Photo credit Michael Brown
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who struggle economically or who don’t know how long they will be able
to reside in their home, this kind of longer-term investment may not be as
desirable.

TYPOLOGIES IN EVERYDAY LIFE

This typology, as an analytic tool, disentangles and simplifies what is expe-
rientially and spatially complex to be able to understand the landscape of
informality in Detroit and the experiences of residents. Property informal-
ity in Detroit can be very hidden and difficult to identify, and therefore
this typology is illuminating in several ways. First, a key feature of infor-
mality in Detroit, as in other case studies, is that in everyday life these
practices are very much interwoven with formal uses of urban space, and
they occur in very spatially interspersed ways. Appropriators were scat-
tered across the city and living in areas with residents who were not (to my
knowledge) appropriating property. That is, informal and “law abiding”
residents live in proximity with each other; and appropriators often
engage in both formal and informal uses of property. A homesteader may
live across from a homeowner who might blot (a colloquial term for
“squatting the block”) the lots next door and use them for extra parking
space. Around the corner may be a squatter who has scrapped the remain-
ing saleable materials from a blighted home, before helping neighboring
homeowners tear it down to prevent children from playing in the unsafe
structure. This typology makes visible the different ways that appropria-
tors engage with property: informality does not encapsulate the entirety of
their being in the world. They are residents who informally use property
in some ways and formally in others.

Second, this typology also helps us start to see the way that informal
appropriators interact differently with each other and the space of the city.
Many LAs have congregated on different blocks or neighborhoods
throughout the city, drawn in by shared networks, common goals, and
communal ideals. As some of these practices have gained increased visi-
bility and acceptability, other proximal longtime residents have joined in.
Where in other cities one has to vie for available property in areas with
certain cultural features (like a city’s gayborhood or university district), in
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Detroit, LAs can fairly easily join others in like-minded practices because
of the availability of vacant property to take over and use in many neigh-
borhoods across the city. In areas where informal occupiers have gravi-
tated, some homesteading LAs have encouraged homeless Detroiters to
squat nearby to share resources and knowledge. While spatially dispersed,
many NAs come together to share strategies over meals at soup kitchens
or community meetings across the city.

Third, this typology helps us understand some of the ways that appro-
priation can change over time for appropriators. These categories are not
always static nor entirely discreet in everyday life. For example, there are
nonprofits in Detroit that could be said to have started out as Routine
Appropriation by their founders. The Heidelberg Project (a multi-block
art installation using found objects and abandoned property) and Blight
Busters (a blight deconstruction and neighborhood improvement organi-
zation) are two such examples.?? Both were started by longtime residents
(Tyree Guyton and John George). They leveraged these practices to help
the city and help themselves (by creating meaningful work and income).
In these cases, in part due to an injection of resources (such as funding,
time, and/or knowledge), these RAs were able to transition the ways that
they navigated Detroit’s cumbersome conditions into formal organiza-
tions. As such, their practices shifted from burdensome strategies
(Routine) to desirable practices they wanted to continue (Lifestyle). But
it’s not only RAs whose practices change or shift into other categories.
Many LAs in my study expressed becoming invested in their neighbor-
hoods and communities over time and began participating in practices
like demolition to clean up their block, acting in ways that arise from rou-
tine negotiations of life in Detroit.

Other shifts from one category of appropriation to another were less
common. Scrapper/squatter Grant, profiled in chapter 5, is perhaps the
only interviewee who could be said to represent the transition from
Lifestyle Appropriation to Necessity Appropriation. His initial forays into
squatting in Detroit were part of his lifestyle as a youth, exploring the city
and using drugs recreationally. But once he became addicted to heroin,
appropriation became a survival mechanism for him. There were no
examples in my data of NAs who came to enjoy or desire their practices
the way LAs do, perhaps because the ability to transform appropriation
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into a lifestyle pursuit takes a certain distance from necessity that NAs do
not have. The closest is perhaps NA squatter Rhiannon (also in chapter 5),
who was later able to purchase her squatted house to provide a stable
home for her children. But there are other important elements to how
these practices can change over time and how the future is envisioned
with regard to appropriation. These are discussed in chapter 8.

Finally, this typology makes clear that it is the confluence of a variety of
factors, such as socioeconomic status (SES), place-based background, and
life experiences that shape how different appropriators understand and
navigate the city through informal appropriation (explored further in
chapter 8). These categories do not map precisely on to different demo-
graphic characteristics; for example, not all LAs are white, and not all NAs
are from Detroit. This typology reveals that while these categories are
shaped by factors like whether one is a longtime resident of Detroit or a
newcomer, and while there are tendencies across categories (such as NAs
and RAs tending to be older and Black), these alone are not explanatory
of the differences between categories.

For conceptual clarity, I delve into these categories separately in the
next three chapters. To convey what these practices are like, I present
vignettes of select appropriators who can be understood as representative
of the three categories. Each account is organized to uncover what moti-
vated appropriators to informally use property, how they went about it,
and what the conditions were like for them. Taken together, these vignettes
illustrate how appropriators’ backgrounds, resources, and needs/wants
(goals) intersect, shaping not only the material conditions of their appro-
priation but also their experiences of and views on their practices. Scholars
attempting to grapple with the complexities of urban decline have called
for deeper understandings of the way decline influences social life.2!
Property informality is one of these ways, and thus an in-depth engage-
ment with the details of everyday life for appropriators is necessary for
filling this gap.
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5 Necessity Appropriators

Necessity Appropriators (NAs) are motivated by the urgency of daily
needs and to ensure their survival. For them, informal property use is a
means for getting by that turns the obstacles of Detroit into opportunities.
For example, while the multifaceted correlates of urban decline have coa-
lesced to create a bleak employment environment in Detroit (an obstacle),
these conditions have also produced a plethora of abandoned buildings
that residents can scrap (an opportunity) to mediate this obstacle. NAs in
my study overwhelmingly expressed that they did not want to be engaged
in practices like squatting or scrapping but confronted limited options for
meeting their pressing needs for shelter and income. Even though appro-
priation is an assertion of agency, NAs testified experiencing a lack of
choice regarding their informal practices.

As Table 3 showed, the NAs I interviewed primarily engaged in squat-
ting and scrapping. Squatting for shelter and scrapping for cash is a rough
existence that requires a great deal of work. The harsh conditions of life
for people surviving by these means are indicative of the constrained
options and dire situations that motivate them. Squatters often lack access
to essentials like electricity and running water. Scrappers are referred to
as “pancakes” by local firefighters, who all too frequently are tasked with
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trying to pull someone out of the rubble of a building that collapsed on
them. NAs lack the economic capital that would enable them to signifi-
cantly improve the quality of their informal practices as Lifestyle
Appropriators do. What NAs do have are broad networks of family and
longtime friends from their neighborhood or church, who they commonly
reference as aiding their appropriation in various ways—whether by iden-
tifying houses to squat or helping with clean up and repairs. But, because
many NAs prefer not to be squatting or scrapping and thus do not wish to
maintain these practices, many find a way to make do with minor adjust-
ments or few investments in order to allow these practices to suffice “for
now.” When NAs deconstruct property (typically by scrapping), it is often
much riskier than when LAs or RAs deconstruct property because the
materials they tend to look for are different, and their level of desperation
motivates them to take greater risks. The conditions of appropriation for
NAs are harder and more dangerous than they are for RAs or LAs.

The vignettes here are chosen as representative of the category Necessity
Appropriator. For each, I have drawn out selections from interviews that
illustrate two main points: 1) NAs are motivated to informally use prop-
erty to meet urgent needs and to ensure their survival and 2) the condi-
tions NAs experience while informally using property are difficult, risky,
and frequently lacking even basic comforts associated with life in a
metropolis in the Global North.

T.J.

T.J., a single Black male in his fifties, had been squatting a house on the
west side of Detroit for nearly three years at the time of our interview. T.Js
experiences illustrate his constrained options, substandard living condi-
tions, and his lack of desire or ability to substantially invest in improving
his property.

T.J. was tall and gregarious, with thinning grey hair pulled back in a
ponytail. I frequently found him at a soup kitchen surrounded by a table
full of other hard-up Detroiters as he doled out advice like a social worker.
He carried a billfold with business cards of social service agencies, soup
kitchens, shelters, and lawyers. T.J. liked to tell how his basketball career
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was thwarted after an injury in high school, but he was grateful that
instead he graduated from college in Michigan. T.Js troubles started sev-
eral years ago after losing his job at a factory. He could not afford a legal
divorce from his wife, so he did not qualify for housing assistance and was
biding his time until he was eligible for social security.

After separating from his wife, T.J. asked his daughter if he could live
with her. She had been sharing a house with a friend and their combined
eleven children. T.J’s daughter told him that she was moving to Florida.
She had been in a rent-to-own contract with the property owner, but the
house was falling apart, so she didn’t want it any longer. Besides, the owner
had stopped coming by to collect rent, and a tax foreclosure notice had
been posted on the door several months prior.! T.J. moved into the prop-
erty as his daughter, her friend, and their children moved out. Subsequently,
T.J’s son, his son’s girlfriend, and her daughter occasionally stayed in the
upstairs of the house. T.J. explained how he felt about squatting;:

I really don’t see any benefit outside of just having a roof over my head and
not being completely homeless . . . And it’s, it's something that I thought I'd
never be doing because like I say, I have always worked, even when I was in
high school, I have always had a job . .. So I've never had that to worry until
the economy hit. Hey, I just got caught up in the system like everybody else
... and now I'm seeing how people were living. So I'm going through what
they was going through now, you know, so. It’s just a way of living right now
... It’s nothing to be proud about or to really even talk about you know, but
it’s, it’s real.

If he were not squatting, he told me, he would probably be bouncing
between friends’ couches and a homeless shelter but acknowledged how
hard the former can be on relationships. For T.J. and other NAs, squatting
is chosen from among constrained options for housing.

The outside of T.J.s house looked like any other occupied house on the
block. It was a small post-war bungalow, its white siding now dingy from
years of neglect. There were plastic chairs on the front porch (covered in
snow as it was the middle of winter) and what looked like flowered bed-
sheets hanging over the front windows in lieu of curtains. For a while after
moving in, T.Js friend lived in the basement and kept the utilities on
using his social security check to pay the bills (which were still in T.J’s
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daughter’s name). But after his friend moved out and the utilities were
shut off, T.J. borrowed a key from a friend to illegally turn on the water,
and he paid a guy to illegally turn the electricity back on. T.J. said that the
guy took the lock off the box, switched the electricity back on, then put the
lock back on so it didn’t look like it had been tampered with. There was no
furnace, so T.J. heated the house with a few space heaters. He warmed
bath water on the kitchen stove since the house lacked a water heater. In
his basement, a busted pipe constantly leaked water onto the concrete
floor, filling it up like an icy swimming pool.

T.J. had learned to time when the meter reader from the electric com-
pany made his rounds and—during the winter—waded through nearly
three feet of ice-cold water in the basement to unhook his electricity, so
the meter would stop running and his illegal hookups would remain
undetected. In his affable style, T.J. recalled the last time this happened:

I was standing in my dining room, shivering, cold, ‘cause I had got in that
cold water and I'm chillin’ cause I got to go back down and put the power
pack back in so I can cut all the power back on in my house when they leave
...SoIcouldn’t just take off my clothes and get out the cold so I'm standing
up there and I'm shivering and I'm going, “Oh please, come on, hurry up, go
back to ya'll truck, hurry up, hurry up.”

T.J. laughed but then added seriously, “And that ain’t funny, but that’s how
my lights are still on today.”

T.J. made changes to the house to make it more livable, but he clarified
that “I'm not spending no money into this house, really, you know.” When
he moved in, it was infested with cockroaches and bedbugs, and he had to
clear out mountains of trash left behind by his daughter’s household. He
shook his head as he described the space:

Yeah, it was bug-infested and [there’s] a ledge around the top of our ceiling.
And when I first went in there I looked up at the ledge and it was black, you
know . .. that little room was painted white and I seen that black stuff up
there and I said, “It ain’t supposed to be like that.” T could tell it wasn’t
painted or nothing. But then when I looked at it closer, it was roaches.

He told me how before he was able to save up the money to buy a “bug
bomb” for the house, he slept on three folding chairs pushed together in
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the middle of the room so the bedbugs could not reach him. Even then, he
said, “I bug bombed it about five times and I still haven’t got rid of all the
roaches. The only way I got rid of the bed bugs is I threw everything out.”

But T.J. could not afford more substantial investments to his property
that would make it more comfortable or livable, like a water heater or the
services of a plumber to fix the leaky pipe. T.J. survived by selling his $180
per month in food stamps for cash and eating at two different soup kitchens
in the city. He often hung out at these soup kitchens all day long, especially
in the winter. An outgoing guy, he enjoyed the company of others, and the
warmth of the dining room. But also, the bus system in Detroit is deplorably
slow and unreliable, such that it was not worth it to him to try to get back
and forth to either of the soup kitchens for multiple meals each day.

DEANGELO

DeAngelo was a single Black man in his late forties who, when I met with
him, had been squatting a very dilapidated property on the west side
of Detroit for over four years. Prior to that he was at the Salvation Army
for three years and the Detroit Rescue Mission for several years before
that. A lifelong Detroiter, DeAngelo had been chronically homeless for at
least a decade from what I could piece together of his story. He chose
squatting over the shelter, and like T.J., endured very substandard living
conditions.

We sat on his front porch drinking warm soda on a hot summer day,
and DeAngelo explained why he left the Salvation Army and began
squatting:

For peace of mind. You know just not being around other folks. In a shelter,
you're around a hundred guys all the time . . . you know and chaos always a
problem. So now I got a peace of mind you know. [Here] I can get up when
I want to you know. They (the shelter) put you out at six in the morning no
matter where you got to go. But you know sometime you be tired, you don’t
want to get up at no six in the morning . . . they throw you out.

DeAngelo complained about the strict rules at the shelter—rules about
what time he had to be checked in at night, rules about not drinking, and
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expressed simply that “I like to have my freedom.” DeAngelo desired more
peace and safety and the ability to make personal decisions for himself.
But for DeAngelo, squatting a house was the only alternative to living in
the shelter. His “nephew”—a younger male friend—now squatted with
him. DeAngelo compared his squat to the shelter, saying, “The only thing
is they have water, you can take showers there and stuff like that . . . I just,
I prefer to be in a home you know.” I asked DeAngelo how he found this
particular house—what made him decide to start squatting here? He
shrugged and explained,

I had to leave [the shelter] so you know I was walking down the street and
I just happened to look to this way and I came and looked at the house, the
door was wide open . .. you know so I walked in, a lot of trash and every-
thing. So I just grabbed a shovel and just started cleaning it all up . .. And
ever since then I've done some things up in there . . . I have three beds and
different little different things and fine-tuned and stuff like that. And T've
been here ever since.

Despite his work of “fine-tuning” as he put it, DeAngelo’s squat was
another example of particularly rough living conditions. His small house
was one of only four still standing on a block that used to have around
twenty-six houses. Across the street were several lots filled with waist-high
grass and overgrown weed trees. His porch was crammed, but organized,
with folding and camping chairs, several barbeques that he used for all his
cooking, and some milk crates. The faded front door had peeling wood
veneer and a handwritten sign tacked on that read, “Private Property:
Keep Out.”

Inside, the space was dark and cramped. Many of the windows were
boarded over, and the front living room was set up like a one-room house.
DeAngelo had used salvaged materials and his own labor to improve his
property. He had put down some scraps of carpet on the floor and covered
over the broken windows to keep out the elements—some with plastic and
others with boards. He had a few paint gallons sitting outside that he was
planning to use to fix the chipping paint on the walls inside after he
scraped them. But DeAngelo’s lack of resources left him without the abil-
ity to substantially improve the conditions of his house. After showing me
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around the house he added self-consciously, “I was gonna fix all of that up,
yeah I was just going to try to fix up and gonna do the best I can to you
know make it livable, a more livable home.”

DeAngelo did not have any utilities hooked up. I asked how he got by
without having electricity or water. DeAngelo explained,

Well, I probably got used to it now ... I might go to church to take me a
shower and uh I got flashlights, I got about twenty flashlights and I got can-
dles you know, it'd be lit up in here you know at nighttime, so I just use
candles and flashlights. Everything is battery operated, I buy batteries . . .
you know like I don’t have no lights and that.

DeAngelo also sometimes showered at his mother’s house and bought bot-
tles of water and soda for when he woke up thirsty at night. When I asked
about heat in the winter, DeAngelo explained, “I had a kerosene heater
and I got about a thousand blankets on the bed.” He laughed and pointed
to the kerosene heater sitting near us on his porch, but he explained, “I
just used it a couple times and some kind of way it stopped working [but]
I didn’t really care about the kerosene cause I lit it up that time and it
had the walls all smoked up and everything.” DeAngelo relied on local
charities and soup kitchens for food. His mail was sent to his father’s
house nearby.

He earned money mainly by “hustling”—scrapping and doing odd,
under-the-table jobs. His last consistent job was passing out handbills on
front stoops. DeAngelo said he held this job for nearly six years, until he
could no longer handle walking six to seven hours per day—often in the
winter without adequate cold-weather gear—and only making twenty-five
dollars each day. Most recently, DeAngelo helped a man down the block
clean out a building, working from 9am to 8:30pm, for which he was paid
thirty dollars. After talking with me, he was heading to help him clear out
the debris from another building. DeAngelo explained that his biggest
obstacle was unemployment, and that if he could find a job “I would just
get me a place, you know another place you know and I have my light and
gas and everything on you know ...” Like other NAs who squatted,
DeAngelo would have prefered a more comfortable living situation if he
had the means to procure it.
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LESLIE

Many of the NAs in my study who squatted were single mothers with chil-
dren, like Leslie. Leslie, a Black single mother of two in her forties, had lived
in Detroit since the age of five. Her case illustrates the adept skills appro-
priators developed to help them navigate their informal practices, but, like
other NAs, despite this savviness she very much felt she had no choice but to
squat. She lacked extra economic resources but had help from family mem-
bers that enabled her to make her squatted homes more livable.

Leslie and I talked at the soup kitchen where I first met her and where
she and her children ate many of their meals. Leslie’s perfectly manicured
nails strummed the chipped melamine table where we sat. The rest of her
was carefully put together as well; she stood out at the soup kitchen. Her
young son sat patiently next to us, picking at the food on his tray and play-
ing with Leslie’s cell phone.

Leslie considered herself a squatting advocate and wanted others to be
informed about how to occupy properties “the right way.” She offered
advice to others at the soup kitchen, ranging from how to select an appro-
priate property to how to manage relations with the neighbors to how to
create a fake rental agreement to show curious authorities. She explained
how squatting had been a key stepping-stone for sheltering her and
her two children on and off throughout the four years prior to when
we met.

After a difficult divorce, Leslie planned to leave Detroit and so resigned
from her job. However, she quickly found herself in a custody battle and
was unable to leave the city but could not find a new job. Lawyer fees
drained her savings, and she found herself homeless. Leslie’s sister’s home
on the east side of Detroit was being foreclosed by the bank, and her sister
had already moved out of the house, so she suggested Leslie and her chil-
dren move in since it was vacant. She commented, “I had no choice at the
time. So, um I went in, and I moved in and uh it was, it was a hard thing.
It was something I was not proud of. But because it was my family’s home,
I did feel very comfortable there and I did have family in the neighbor-
hood, so I felt secure.”

Leslie spoke in a low voice and was careful with her words as she
explained how she felt about squatting:
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It wasn’t my first choice so of course I didn’t feel wonderful about it. But I
did feel a sense of relief, once I was in the situation, once I had the knowl-
edge and knew what it was that I was doing. So, you know, but if you wanna
put a feeling on it, in some way you do feel like a failure, in some aspects, you
know especially as being a parent and a provider. But you know you have to
keep going. You have to keep living and I thank God that I've never been put
in a situation where my kids were in danger and there was no drugs around
them, and you know there weren’t nobody looking for me . . . Never had any
abusiveness or anything like that going on. So I prided myself that if T do the
right thing, be careful and just not let all that other influence come into my
situation that I would be okay . . . I was never proud of it.

It was important to Leslie that she never resorted to sex work nor had to
stay with family members who were involved with drugs and other illicit
activities that she didn’t want her children to be around. Squatting allowed
her to keep them safe and not “compromise my virtues,” as she put it.

Her sister’s old house, the first she ever squatted, was in decent shape
since it had recently been occupied. She explained, “I would say it was
semi-secure where it still had the locks and the doors and the windows,
but there was one window that was broken and the roof was horribly bad,
horribly bad. When it rained it’ll come through.” Family members who
lived nearby helped her get her gas and electricity turned on illegally. Her
sister had removed the furnace and water heater to sell when she learned
of the foreclosure, so Leslie heated the small home with the gas oven in the
kitchen and some space heaters. Leslie noted with pride that the house
was always warm, saying, “You would come in there any day or night and
you would never know that I didn’t have a furnace in my house.” No one
bothered Leslie and her children for the year they lived there, including
the bank that had foreclosed on the property.

During that time, Leslie was still unemployed and had been visiting the
soup kitchen (where she and I met) for meals with her children. Here she
recalled learning of a program where one could take over an unoccupied
house and gain ownership of it—a misinterpretation of the city’s defunct
Nuisance Abatement program (discussed further in Conclusion). She
decided to move her children out of her east side neighborhood, where
drugs and violence were all too commonplace. Leslie wanted to find a
home to squat where she might want to stay, in case she could in fact get
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the title to the house in her name. She and her children stayed in a shelter
for about six weeks while she searched for another property to squat.

On her way to church across town, she frequently drove past a large
home in a much more stable neighborhood. Through a church member,
Leslie learned that the elderly owners had passed away, but their daughter
didn’t want the house, so it was vacant. The front of the house was secure,
but Leslie found a window in back that was broken: “When I went into the
home it was totally trashed, it was, it was a humongous mess inside there.
But it had clothes and it had furniture and it had all types of stuff that was
very, very usable.” She decided to move in:

So, I went about the business of saying, “This is where I'm going to stay.” I
don’t know, I just felt like nobody’s gonna bother me so that’s what I did. I
went in there in broad daylight, I had the papers—I printed the papers
down for the taxes just in case somebody called the police on me, you know.
I was like, well this my house. I'm just moving in it, I'm cleaning it up. I also
know that the Detroit police cannot put you out of a house. That’s not their
jurisdiction so I wasn’t worried about any of that. I cleaned that house up. I
bought bags and bags of trash bags. They were contractor’s bags, so they cost
me a lot of money. I ended up throwing away about 100 bags of trash.

At that time, squatting was a civil offense, so Leslie knew that the police
were not allowed to throw her out unless they knew she was trespassing.
She had done her research and gathered documentation she felt made her
occupancy look legitimate (the tax records). A few days later a police officer
stopped by to check on a reported problem. She told him, “This is my house
I'm just cleaning it up.” She changed the locks, boarded up the broken win-
dow in the back, and a family member installed new wiring in the house
(the electrical had been torn out by scrappers). Here too Leslie had to get
the utilities turned on illegally. I asked if she was ever worried that the utili-
ties would get shut off. She responded, “Somewhat yeah, somewhat, but not
so much because I'd just have it turned back on again.” Despite her keen
abilities to procure what she needed for herself and her children, she still
attested, “And you know, I'm not saying this to say that everybody should do
this, but, I was, I felt like I was in a situation where I had no other choice.”

Leslie lived there for about three years until she was able to move into
a subsidized apartment. She lost custody of her older daughter during that
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time, which substantially cut the child support payments that she had
relied on for income. At the time of our interview, Leslie and her son were
doubled-up with a relative. Leslie’s residential history was littered with
bouts of squatting interspersed with short-term subsidized apartments
and even several shelter stays.

MARSEY

Marsey was a Black single mother of nine children in her late forties. Like
Leslie, Marsey highlighted the importance of having a place that was com-
fortable and safe for her children, and she worked hard with few resources
to make livable spaces for them. Marsey seemed to maintain enough for-
mal work to get by, but squatting enabled her large family to avoid the
detrimental impacts of overcrowding from time to time.

At the time of our interview, Marsey was renting a small brick bunga-
low but had no reliable transportation. Before giving her a ride to work,
we shared some French fries at a diner in Midtown while she told me how
she first ended up squatting. Marsey explained that she had had a rela-
tively stable upbringing. She was in the military, graduated from college,
and used to own a home in Detroit. But after she came home to find her
eleven year old son brutally murdered, she came unraveled. For several
years, she used drugs and was very transient, often squatting in houses
frequented by drug users and sex workers. After getting clean and strug-
gling to regain custody of her eight living children, she rented a two-bed-
room apartment for $650 per month. An acquaintance told her of a
vacant home next door—the owner had passed away. Marsey recalled,
“And so she said, instead of paying $650 to stay in a two-bedroom flat, it
would make just good, better sense to go around to this house and try to
get it in your name and fix it up and pay the taxes.”

So Marsey visited the empty property and decided to move her children
into the five-bedroom, two-bathroom house. For squatters like Marsey,
informal occupation comes from the need to secure appropriate housing
for her large family, which does not mean that Marsey’s housing quest is a
mere “lifestyle” concern. Living in a two-bedroom apartment with nine
people is classified as unstably housed or being “at risk of homelessness”
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even according to federal definitions (which tend to be more restrictive
than academic or social service agency definitions).? Research has docu-
mented the negative effects of over-crowding for individual and familial
well-being, such as unsafe living conditions, increased stress, and
decreased educational attainment among children.? When large families
squat to find adequate space for themselves, it is a strategy to avoid the
ill-effects of overcrowding and highlights the lack of affordable housing
that can accommodate large families.

Marsey explained that this first squatted house was not in terrible con-
dition because she moved in before scrappers could do any significant
damage. Marsey was savvy. She did some research and found out that the
woman who had owned the house had indeed died, no heirs had claimed
the property, and that it was in its first year of tax delinquency. At that
point in time, this meant that she likely had about two years before the
property would be foreclosed.* Marsey slept in the house for a few days to
see if it felt safe before moving in with her children. Then she and her
children cleaned up the house and had mail sent to it. She says they were
able to get water and electricity turned on legally by presenting a fake
rental agreement and proving residency with the mail. It was important to
Marsey to make certain changes for the sake of her children: “You know
you have to make it livable. You have to make it homey. You know you have
to make it safe. You have to make it comfortable. You have to change the
locks. You got to decorate. You got to make it a home.”

Marsey and her children lived there for about two years before Marsey
got behind on the utility bills. After the water was shut off, a family mem-
ber reported her to Child Protective Services, and her children were once
again temporarily removed from her care. She said she had to move into
an apartment—a legal residence—to get them back. After regaining cus-
tody, she once again found a large house to squat and moved in her chil-
dren. This house was in a much more stable neighborhood in Detroit with
large, upscale homes. Marsey wanted a nicer, more comfortable space for
her family. But after only a few days, the police came to the door demand-
ing to see a lease. She showed them a fake one that she had made, but still
they arrested her, and she spent three days in jail before being released.
Marsey says she received an apology from the police department for their
mistreatment of her and her children during that incident. But ultimately,
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she decided the house wasn’t worth the effort and found a new place to
squat in a less desirable neighborhood.

Marsey’s residential history was littered with mentions of Section 8 hous-
ing, subsidized apartments, squatted houses, doubling-up with grandma,
and so on. I deciphered that she had squatted on at least three separate occa-
sions with her children. At the time of our interview, Marsey was employed
but struggling to stay abreast of the bills, rotating paying them monthly to
try to avoid utility shutoffs. She and her children had been living in the
house in Northwest Detroit for about a month, but she was late with the rent
and had already received an eviction notice from the landlord. Where she
and her children would be in the next month was up in the air once again.

RHIANNON

Rhiannon, a white woman in her mid-thirties, was the single mother of
five children. I first met Rhiannon at a meeting of residents organizing to
impede tax foreclosures in Detroit. She had ridden to the meeting on her
bicycle, but it was snowing by the time we left, and the sun had set. We put
her bicycle in the back of my truck, and as I drove, we talked more about
how she had come to be squatting in Detroit. Rhiannon recounted her
story very frankly.

After filing charges against her abusive husband, she moved into a
domestic violence shelter for nine months with her three youngest chil-
dren and during that time gave birth to a baby. She said that when her time
at the shelter had expired, she was forced to move out. The other shelters
were full as it was the middle of winter. Rhiannon found herself living in
her old minivan with her four young children and her teenage daughter.

Like many other squatters, Rhiannon told how she “shopped around” to
find suitable housing for her family. She researched houses listed as com-
ing up for sale at the Wayne County Treasurer’s yearly property auction.
She selected twelve houses and visited them to see what kind of condition
they were in. Her requirements for the house were that it have doors, win-
dows, and enough bedrooms for the kids. While squatting was only prefer-
able among limited options, NAs like Rhiannon made a host of concerted
decisions to procure the best scenario for themselves and their families.
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We pulled up to a brick home in a relatively stable neighborhood not far
from Downtown, where Rhiannon and her children had been living for
about six months at that point. It was dark outside and none of the street-
lights were working, but lights from inside the other houses on her block
indicated they too were occupied. The house Rhiannon had finally settled
on met her requirements for doors, windows, and bedrooms, and also had
a fireplace—a bonus because they were able to have a warm space imme-
diately when they moved in. She said the house was “completely trashed,”
and she had worked hard to clear out the left-behind garbage and debris.

Because Rhiannon no longer had her minivan, she and her teenage
daughter took turns gathering wood for the fireplace from vacant lots
nearby, using the bicycle and trailer they used to transport the younger
children. Rhiannon, like many other squatters, paid someone to hook up
the electricity and water illegally. Most squatters reported spending
around fifty dollars to have this done, and many had to incur this expense
several times a year if the illegal hookups were discovered and turned off
by the utility company.

Rhiannon had benefitted from becoming involved with a network of
local activists, who provided valuable resources throughout the years I've
known her. About two years after we first met, I found out Rhiannon was
temporarily living in a shelter because her water had been shut off, and
Child Protective Services found out. She was required to move to a shelter
or have her children removed from her care. After living in the shelter for
a few weeks, she successfully raised the money, using a crowd-funding
website, to turn the water back on and moved her family back into the
squatted house. With the help of local activists, she was also later able to
resist being evicted from the property when an absentee investor who
bought the property found out she was living there, and eventually she
even got the title to the house in her name.

JACKIE AND JOE

NAs were not all poor, native Detroiters (though in my interviews they
overwhelmingly were). Some were folks, like Jackie and Joe, who moved
to Detroit because they couldn’t get by elsewhere and saw Detroit as a
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viable option. Their case is also a further illustration of how substance
abuse creates obstacles that residents turn to appropriation to mediate.

Jackie was a white woman in her fifties who had been addicted to heroin
for several decades. I met with her and her younger son Joe, who was
twenty-five, one hot summer day. I pulled up to their squatted Detroit
house in my old grey pick-up truck, and Jackie stepped out onto her front
porch while I parked. She motioned for me to come inside as she said, “I
hope no one steals your truck!” I looked up and down the desolate street,
which could have been a quiet country lane except for the paved road pock-
marked with deep potholes and wondered nervously if she was serious.

Jackie was very welcoming. She gestured for me to take a seat at the
table in the dining room of her squatted house. Jackie was a small woman
who had her blonde hair in two very thin braids each time I saw her. Her
arms were thick and swollen, abused from decades of heroin injections.
I offered her and her son Joe semi-cold drinks I had brought, and she
began to tell me their story. Jackie’s husband died of cancer about a dec-
ade earlier, and she subsequently lost their suburban home to the bank.
After that, she and her three children moved in with her parents in a
distant suburb of Detroit. But her continued drug use strained her rela-
tionship with her parents, so she moved out. She and her two adult sons
left, but her teenage daughter still lived with Jackie’s parents. Jackie
explained that they ended up squatting in Detroit because “I couldn’t
afford to live out there in the suburbs you know, and then my car broke
down and that was it.” Jobless, carless, and needing to be walking distance
to available drugs, Jackie and her sons (also heroin users) began squatting
a house on the east side of Detroit, where many suburban residents trek to
buy drugs.

In categorizing Jackie and Joe as NAs, I make an assertion about drug
use: that for those suffering from addiction, it’s not merely a lifestyle
choice. In my study, many who suffer from addiction came to rely on
appropriation to survive because they found themselves with few other
options for getting by. Appropriation followed their drug use. On the other
hand, recreational drug use was prevalent for some LAs (discussed further
in chapter 6); it was part of how they spent their newfound free time while
squatting. But drug use by LAs did not hinder their options for survival as
it did for NAs. I asked Jackie if she wanted to get clean. She replied, “No,
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I don’t like pain,” referring to the pain of detoxing from heroin. While she
said that she wanted to continue using heroin, she did not want to be
squatting or even living in Detroit, preferring to return to the suburb
where she grew up.

Joe, on the other hand, still envisioned a future without heroin depend-
ency. He said in five years he’d like to have his own apartment and land-
scaping business.” However, from the several interactions I had with them,
it became apparent that Jackie needed Joe right there with her. She often
criticized him, scoffing at the idea of Joe getting clean or having a stable
job. They both reported that the other brother was “crazy”—unpredictable,
unreliable, and sometimes violent. He would often disappear for days at a
time. But their life was hard and required a good deal of physically
demanding work to make it from day to day that Jackie, in her frail state,
could not have managed on her own. Jackie and her sons survived and
purchased drugs by panhandling and selling scrapped materials to scrap
yards, though the latter was only possible for them when they had access
to a vehicle. Both Jackie and Joe declared adamantly that they had never
engaged in sex work.

With pride, Jackie explained that she had cleaned up their squatted
house, hung curtains, and took care of it. But they had no spare money
and little desire or ability to substantially invest in improvements. This
house was the second they had squatted since moving to Detroit. It had no
electricity, heat, or running water. I asked how they made it through the
cold winter months—in Michigan, temperatures dip well below zero often
for weeks on end. Jackie gestured around the small dining room where we
sat and explained, “You get a room like this size right here and you got
thirty candles going and you got a few people in there you'd be surprised
it'll get like fifty degrees.” At night, everyone huddled together to sleep.
Every few days, her sons filled up a large cooler with water from their old
squatted house a few blocks away that was in much rougher condition but
still had running water. They told me how they used to walk a few miles to
Belle Isle (an island in the Detroit River that used to be the center of sum-
mertime recreation in the city) to wash their clothes and bodies in the
public showers, but the showers had since been turned off. Using their
only resource—their own labor—Jackie and her sons made their squat as
livable as they could.
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GRANT

Grant, a white man in his forties, grew up elsewhere in Michigan but
moved to Detroit about twenty-five years ago. He was tall with a long
beard and credited his large stature with helping to keep him safe while
scrapping. His story illustrates a quintessential way that urban informal-
ity shapes the lives of marginalized Detroiters; it is an opportunity for
shelter and income but also creates difficult, often extreme hardships. We
sat on the front porch of my house in Detroit late one evening. He smoked
cigarettes while he talked, always looking slightly past me.

Grant’s entry into squatting and scrapping started as adventuresome
practices in his youth (akin to many LAs), when he and his friends would
venture into Detroit in search of drugs. But these were fleeting, sporadic
practices: crashing in an empty room in an industrial building or explor-
ing vacant factories and collecting unique items like old gears from
defunct assembly lines. But as Grant’s drug use shifted from recreational
to full-blown addiction (and as the market price of metals increased),
scrapping for income funded his addiction, and squatting often kept him
off the street during periods of instability. Exploring Detroit in his youth
paid off: he knew the buildings and where to find what he needed.

The first time Grant scrapped was because a friend of his needed money
and wanted to use Grant’s truck, so Grant agreed. He explained, “We went
in and he pulls out some big chunks of copper and brass and we go driving
out of there and we went to another scrapyard and sold it, you know for a
couple of hundred dollars. And I'm like damn, you know.” His motivation
for scrapping was the income: “Oh the money, it was great. I mean one
day, I made three thousand dollars, you know pulling out some copper
lying in an abandoned building you know. Yes, it wasn’t hard to make a
hundred dollars a day if you had a truck. So that’s good money.”

As his addiction intensified, squatting became a larger part of Grant’s
repertoire for getting by during times of instability. He guessed that he
had squatted in about fifteen different places while he was in-between
housing, but the longest he ever squatted at once was about one month.
He cringed and noted, “It was terrible. It was wintertime and there was no
heat.” They had no running water or electricity, just a barrel in the living
room that they burned wood in. “You just smell like smoke all day,” he told
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me. To avoid squatting he often rented meager rooms, doubled up on
friends’ couches, or lived with various girlfriends.

As with many other examples, from payday loan establishments to gro-
ceries from quickie marts, those who are poor and most desperate for
money often pay more for things they need. This even operates in the
scrapping economy through after-hours scrapyards. Grant explained how
these work: “You know it’ll be a Sunday [ when the scrapyards are closed],
you need to get your dope, you'd go to this guy ... they'd be setup right
next to the scrapyards . .. and he’d buy your scrap off of you at half the
price of the scrapyard. And then you know they’d just take it to the scrapy-
ard on Monday.” These after-hours scrapyards operate overnight too, tak-
ing advantage of the desperation of substance users or others in dire need
of quick cash.

Grant had been scrapping longer than anyone else in my study. He
reflected on how the scrapping landscape in Detroit has changed. He said
about ten years ago

there was metal everywhere. There were huge I-beams just lying in lots and
I'd go cut them up and throw them in the back of the truck and take them to
the scrapyard. I'd only get thirty bucks for a full ton of steel back then.. . . As
the prices went up you know all the crack heads came out. . . and started
scrapping too ... Yeah now the city’s clean of all metal, you know there’s
nothing laying around. The buildings were full of cool tools and just old
bridge part machines and stuff like that just laying around. Metal legs,
twelve-foot metal legs you know. You can’t find anything like that anymore.

This transition means that scrapping has become harder and more
dangerous. Grant and other scrappers are now often forced to pull apart
buildings in various ways to access the metals they seek—primarily copper,
aluminum, and steel—opening up walls or dismantling structural compo-
nents. It also means that heavily scrapped buildings have become more
structurally precarious over time, which scrappers have to be careful of.
Scrappers sometimes navigate the changing nature of the practice by
working together on a “good lick” (substantial scrapping job) and then
divvying up the money, taking into consideration things like who found it,
whose torch they used to cut it or whose truck they used to transport it to
the scrapyard. Grant said this often leads to conflicts or even fights over
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the proceeds. Other times, Grant and other scrappers work to extract a
“good lick” over time which can also lead to conflict if someone picks up
on a job where another left off the day before. It's common for jobs to take
multiple days, but Grant even pursued one “good lick” on and off for two
years. He found six lines of copper (the most lucrative metal), each an inch
thick, sticking out of the floor of an old industrial building, but he couldn’t
get them to budge free. He surmised that the lines had to come out of the
ground somewhere else in the building. He finally found a metal box in
the middle of an adjacent overgrown field. Inside the box was the end of
the copper lines, which he unscrewed and was able to pull them through
and all the way out.

But collaboration, patience, and perseverance have not protected Grant
from suffering severe hardships because of the increased safety risks of
scrapping. Grant, like other scrappers in my study, mainly worked during
the day to have the necessary light to see. Working at night was more cum-
bersome because it required bringing bright headlamps or torches, which
also could easily reveal scrappers’ presence to anyone nearby who might
happen to care about what was going on in a vacant building. However,
one time the bright sunlight lead to Grant being severely injured. He
recalled,

It was in the middle of the day, but I was in the sunlight and it was bright,
and I walked into the room next door just to stretch, ‘cause I had been on a
ladder. And walked into the next room and into a shadowed area and the
light changed, I didn’t, I couldn’t see anything for a split second, I walked
right into this hole. The next thing I know I'm falling you know and the next
thing that went through my mind is “I'm falling a long ways.”

Grant suffered severe injuries, including femur, pelvis, and skull fractures.
Thankfully, he was working with a friend who called for an ambulance.
Another time, Grant was cutting through an old pipe and did not realize
it was supporting the weight of another large piece of machinery, which
crushed his right hand as it collapsed. Not wanting to endure another hos-
pital visit, which would likely entail going through heroin withdrawals, he
avoided seeking treatment for several days, which caused permanent
nerve damage in his dominant hand and rendered it largely unusable.
This injury ended his scrapping career. For the five years prior to our
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interview, he had survived on disability, which afforded him just enough
money to rent a small basement room in Detroit and fund his heroin
habit.

In Detroit, more desperate scrappers than Grant are known to climb
telephone poles to get the copper wires from the transformers, or to try to
dismantle entire buildings to get steel I-beams, risking electrocution or
being “pancaked,” as local firefighters refer to the latter. The economically
marginalized background of many scrappers means that they are desper-
ate for income, but also cannot afford the tools or gear that would make
their practices safer or easier.

BOND

Bond, a single Black man in his fifties, had spent the last several years
scrapping metal and other saleable materials from across the city, selling
his findings at scrapyards for money. Like many other scrappers in the
city, Bond turned to scrapping when he couldn’t find employment, and the
money he earns is all that keeps him from being homeless.

We met at a fast food restaurant near his house for coffee. When I asked
him why he was scrapping, Bond answered simply: “I ain’t got no money.
I'm broke, that’s the thing.” He elaborated, “I started after I lost my job (in)
‘07 and I was like okay I ain’t got no income you know. Light bills starting
to get shut off and then water bill coming in, gas bill and the gas bill got
shutoff . . . can’t getajob..”

Desperate for money to pay his bills, some acquaintances invited him
to help them pull the pipes out of an old house and haul them to the scrap-
yard. He recalled, “A couple guys was like ‘I know where you can make a
couple dollars, you know. Took me around a couple places, a couple aban-
doned houses, couple abandoned buildings you know . .. You can take
iron to the scrapyard and get money daily. You could make a living. You
know somebody can make $300, $400 a week.” They split that day’s earn-
ings and Bond was relieved to finally have some money in his pocket.

Bond lived in a house that was owned by his extended family, which
provided a degree of security, but he was responsible for paying the utili-
ties and taxes on the property. Scrapping was his only form of income and
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thus, what kept him from being homeless. I asked how he felt about sur-
viving on scrapping and Bond explained, “I don’t know . . . Being homeless
is worser. Uh being homeless is worser. Trust me. Not being homeless, it
feel a lot better than being homeless. You can go buy you something to eat
when you leave the scrap yard.” Scrapping fulfilled basic needs for Bond—
enabling him to obtain food and shelter.

Bond knew many other Detroiters—white and Black friends alike, he
emphasized—who were surviving in the same way as he. He said lots of
them were former auto workers who had capitalized on the trucks they
owned and turned to scrapping to support themselves and their families.
He explained,

Most of these guys ain’t got nothing to eat or pay their bills. They ain’t going
to starve and a lot of these guys doing it ‘cause they don’t want to rob nobody.
You know what I'm saying? They don’t want to go rob or hurt somebody . . .
when [instead] you can go up and just take them swing sets loose that’s
been sitting there for the last ten years. That swing set, when are you all (the
city) going to take it down? It’s made out of aluminum. We take it loose and
take it to the yard and get some money. You know we ain’t hurting nobody.

Bond emphasized the level of desperation that is intertwined with scrap-
ping: it is an alternative to securing money in ways that may involve
violence. At the same time, scrapping often causes hurt or harm for scrap-
pers. Bond explained that while he generally feels safe while scrapping,
injury goes hand in hand with the job:

I know how to scrap. I know what to knock loose so nothing won’t fall on me
‘cause we all got hurt. I've been to the hospital. Everybody who scrap done
had to go to the hospital. A jack fell on my toe and broke it. This finger right
here got broke. Don’t forget we ain’t got no insurance. I got poked in this
eye—no, matter of fact I almost lost this eye. A crowbar slung back on me
like a rubber band and hit me. Everybody I know, everybody I know done
been to the doctor.

He added later, “If it fall you on your own. We ain’t got no insurance and
it’s almost like working on a demolition crew . ..

While some scrappers (like Grant) already owned, or saved enough
money to buy, a torch for cutting metals, Bond explained that at the very
least for scrapping “you’re going to need a sledgehammer, crowbar, hammer,
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pliers, cutters ‘cause you're going to run into everything, ‘cause wires got to
be cut. You got a sledgehammer that knock the bricks loose, knock some
pipes loose this big.” He held up his hands in front of him about a foot apart.
Bond leaned back and took a sip of his coffee and added matter-of-factly,
“The bigger it is the more money you get so yeah.” Like Grant, Bond often
coordinated with other scrappers for large jobs or to gain access to a truck;
he didn’t own one of his own.

Bond explained that “it’s a dirty job you know. You look [like ] a mechanic
when you get through; like youre working in a construction job ... but
after you take all these [metals] out and load it up on the truck, take it to
the scrapyard and splitting $150 everybody get a fifty a-piece. And that’s
only the first time you go. You can go maybe two or three times in a day.”

I asked how Bond and his fellow scrappers found the buildings they
scrapped from. How did they select them? What requirements did they
have for assessing where they went that day? Bond explained that in
Detroit “you ain’t got to go find them, you got to be around, you could be
walking ‘cause abandoned houses are everywhere in Detroit you know. For
the last decade houses, they’ve been burnt, they’ve been condemned. The
city been talking about tearing them down, but they didn’t” Bond added
that he often focused his labor “mostly on the east side where the houses
are already burned, tore down, buildings already condemned. You know
it’s steel in them buildings, pipes in them buildings, wires you know.”
While some scrappers like Grant focused on industrial buildings, Bond
said that burnt houses are often the best for scrapping for two reasons: 1)
because he said the police won't bother them if they are in a burnt house
and 2) because burnt houses leave the metal more accessible. “They
already burnt. No windows, no doors, roof already caved in ... there’s
pipes still left there, there’s wires still in them, there’s pipes still in the
basement you know. There’s aluminum frames around the windows.”

Bond also reiterated that he would never cross the boundary of the city
to scrap “cause the laws is different.” He laughed and added,

Outside [the city] you probably going to jail for real. Detroit laws is a little
[more] lenient than the suburbs’ laws. You know [the suburbs] ain’t giving
you no break. You go to Macomb County and Oakland County and try that
...you...you sure enough gonna get hung . .. Detroit ain’t going to hang
you like them.
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Despite the harsh working conditions, risks, and exhausting labor, Bond
explained the mindset that first motivated him to keep scrapping:

If you haul about three times in a day you might come out with $150 a day.
You know I was making $200 a week, so now I'm making more than I was
making before I lost my job. So it’s addictive. I was addicted. Tomorrow
morning we're going to do it again . . . ‘cause now I can pay the light bill, the
gas bill. I can give somebody some money.

The ability to get this much income depends on several fairly unreliable
factors. The price of various metals goes up and down; a point that Grant
mentioned when discussing why he started scrapping. For example, in
January of 2004 the price of copper was $1.00/lb; in January of 2014, it
was about $3.23/1b.6 When the price of metal went up, it made scrapping
more worth the time and effort it entails. The other key factor is how the
supply of various metals available for appropriation in Detroit has changed
over time. Bond reiterated what Grant had said—that the supply of easily
accessible metals to scrap in Detroit has decreased substantially over the
past decade, as more and more poor residents have turned to scrapping to
secure income. Bond explained that it’s gotten so bad that now “believe it
or not, you got to have a real income . . . scrapping now is hard. You know
that was um maybe two years ago. Now it’s hard. You ain’t going to get no
$150 a day”

NAs get by from day to day by squatting or scrapping property in the city.
Because NAs have few economic resources, they are only able to margin-
ally invest in their practices, if at all. When they do make changes or
improvements, they rely on social networks or their own time and labor.
For some, like T.J., this is because he does not want to continue living in
his run-down house and therefore doesn’t want to expend much money or
energy into improving it. Others, like DeAngelo or some of the mothers in
my study who were squatting, would like the security that ownership can
bring but don’t have the resources to make changes that would dramati-
cally improve their living conditions. Instead, in the city that used to be at
the forefront of American industrialization and progress, men, women,
and children are living without even basic utilities. They make do by
siphoning water from nearby houses or warming bathwater on the stove.
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They sleep amidst dozens of candles to get the temperature “up to fifty
degrees” in the winter or heat the house with the oven. Even for squatters
like Marsey who maintained semi-regular employment and most of the
time could manage to pay her utility bills, procuring water required fabri-
cating residency documentation.

For scrappers, gaining access to valuable metals has gotten riskier over
time, and the nature of the work (like a demolition crew without the insur-
ance, as Bond noted) is inherently dangerous. It is made even more dan-
gerous by lacking the supplies or tools that might mitigate some of these
dangers, such as proper safety gear or tools.

Interestingly (as I mentioned briefly in chapter 4), I did not come
across any NAs during my research who were gardening or farming, even
though this could be a productive means for procuring food for poor resi-
dents. I surmise this is because forms of agriculture require resources,
time, and labor investment to get started, time to wait for the fruits of
these investments to pay off, and perhaps the residential stability (fre-
quent moves are very common among the poor) to know that one will be
living proximal to their garden for the foreseeable future to make these
investments worthwhile. There are a lot of resources from various non-
profits in Detroit to support gardening—classes, grants, supply and seed
donations, etc. But accessing these resources often requires that you can
prove you have permission to use a vacant lot, and/or the skills and time
to navigate bureaucracy, grantwriting, or filling out applications. It is also
very possible that other poor Detroiters use agriculture practices to meet
needs, but likely these are going to be more stably housed residents who
have reliable access to the space to grow their own food.

Also common in my research were stories from now more stable resi-
dents who recounted how they had squatted in drug houses during the
height of the crack epidemic. These drug houses still exist—abandoned
houses where substance users find shelter to use drugs, rest, or pass the
time for a while. Sex workers often bring clients to abandoned houses also
(or drug use and sex work may take place in the same spaces). Also, all too
frequent in my research were instances where youth lived in squatted
houses without their families. These were either queer youth (both now
and in past decades) kicked out by family members or children who were
left temporarily while their parents were on drug benders. In such
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instances, squatting was very transient and temporary. These examples
may all fit the category of Necessity Appropriation in some way or another,
but I did not receive IRB clearance to do interviews with underage resi-
dents and so only knew of these occurrences secondhand.

NAs often describe their practices as not a choice, something they are
not proud of and wish they werent doing or expressed that they would
prefer not to endure the hardships that come along with appropriation.
But NAs also deftly navigate the opportunities for shelter and income that
informal appropriation provides, and thus put up with these hardships to
continue avoiding the shelter, doubling up, or to procure meager income.
In recognizing their skills and agency, it may be more apt to say that NAs
lack choices, not choice: they choose appropriation from limited and all
relatively undesirable options. The key features that define Necessity
Appropriation are that 1) appropriators informally use property in order
to navigate the difficulties of life at the bottom of the socio-economic lad-
der and 2) because appropriators have few resources, their day-to-day
experiences can be risky, difficult, harsh, and often lacking even the most
basic comforts we associate with modern life in cities of the Global North.
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Lifestyle Appropriators (LAs) take over property as a means for fulfilling
lifestyle goals. In their everyday lives, LAs report having struggled with
unrewarding employment, lacking a sense of community, and insufficient
time for creativity, leisure, and desired activities. They seek control over
their time to focus on these priorities. For many, finding this time requires
that they live frugally to avoid menial, formal work as much as possible
and are willing to engage in informal practices. By homesteading, garden-
ing/farming, and salvaging, LAs informally use property as a means for
satisfying wants and desires. The vacancy and abandonment of Detroit
present enticing opportunities for LAs, rather than burdensome condi-
tions in which they must struggle to survive (as they are for NAs).

LAs are predominately newcomers to the city and more likely than
other appropriators to engage in multiple forms of appropriation (home-
steading, agriculture, and salvaging—see Table 3). Many LAs moved to
Detroit specifically seeking the “wild open space” to homestead and live off
the land—an orientation fulfilled by growing one’s own food and gather-
ing resources from the environment around them (i.e., abandoned prop-
erties). LAs are pulled by the enticing opportunities that lie ahead, rather
than pushed by the urgency of survival. Informal property use tends to be
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more comfortable for LAs and less risky than it is for NAs because
LAs have more resources they can deploy to improve these conditions.
Also, because engaging in informal appropriation is a desirable choice, it
is easy for LAs to cease their practices should conditions get too risky or
uncomfortable.

The vignettes in this section are representative of the range of
approaches by and practices of LAs in Detroit. They illustrate the follow-
ing core components of this category: 1) LA’s desire to be engaged in their
practices—they choose them and as such want to continue them, and
often ensure they can by purchasing the properties they occupy (discussed
further in chapter 8), and 2) informal property use is more comfortable
and enjoyable for LAs than similar modes of appropriation are for NAs.

OLIVER AND KEVIN

I spoke with homesteaders, gardeners, and salvagers Oliver and Kevin at
a popular coffee shop in Detroit. They sat side-by-side across from me at
the table. They were both white men in their twenties who were raised in
the suburbs. They both had unkempt hair and well-worn clothing. Oliver
carried a patched backpack. Both men had moved to Detroit from the sur-
rounding suburbs to “find themselves” in one way or another. Their case
illustrates a central unifying feature of the LAs in my study: their dissatis-
faction with what they view as an unfulfilling, fruitless, nine-to-five daily
grind that prevents them from realizing their own happiness. Moving to
Detroit and engaging in property informality allowed them to challenge
mainstream cultural ideals of “the good life” and create alternative life-
styles, where they spent their time in ways that brought pleasure and
meaning to their lives.

Oliver graduated from college, but after searching for months could
only find a job in the stockroom of a chain grocery store. Between his low
wages and high bills, he couldn’t even afford a place of his own. He
reflected, “And yeah, I decided that uh, I needed to move out of my par-
ent’s house, nothing was really happening, like I just felt so useless. (short
laugh) But um, I just like remember [visiting other squatters in Detroit]
and just how great it felt, that just each day was just like a gift and you
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could go out and do whatever you wanted. And that freedom just attracted
me back there.”

Kevin dropped out of college and had been working an entry-level
human services job, but he was very unhappy. He explained,

And then for some reason in 2010, I had a major panic attack, the first
panic attack I've ever had and all this energy came to me and was like: Why
are you living like this? Youre not doing what your passion is, you're not
doing what you love doing, you need to do that. And I was freaking out for
six hours and I had so much energy in me that the only thing I could do was
go outside and pile snow.

In seeking to find that passion, he moved into the city and started squat-
ting with Oliver and has been working on various artistic projects. On
what motivates him to homestead in Detroit, Kevin responded,

There is a lot of room for personal growth, personal expansion you know it’s
pretty free and open and it just like, I love creating things, I love art work
and I love building and there’s not a lot of authority to tell you like, “You
can’t do this,” or “You need to fill out paperwork to do this before you do
that.” It’s just like so much room to grow as a person and to grow as a con-
tributor to the community.

Oliver added that in Detroit there is

room, room to create your wildest dreams. They say that America is like this
free country and you have so much freedom, but if you work a nine to five
job and you pay bills and like you spend all your energy doing that and then
you have maybe a few hours to work on like your projects, but here . . . it’s
like you have enough time and space to do that constantly and always, and
you don’t have to worry about like having to pay bills or having to pay utili-
ties. I mean you do have to worry about gathering wood and chopping it, but
I love that. That is so much fun, that is awesome.

Kevin and Oliver moved onto a block where several abandoned houses
were already being occupied by other young, predominately white appro-
priators who had all moved to Detroit to homestead within the last few
years. After visiting the appropriators on this block several times, the two
young men moved into a large four-bedroom house that had already been
taken over and cleaned up a bit by three other squatters. Kevin explained
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that when he and Oliver arrived, they “just saw a room that was not being
utilized um, there’s a lot of garbage and like tons of stuff in there, and so I
just cleaned that out and pretty much like claimed it.” They moved in and
began sharing the space with the squatters who were already there.

Now, both Kevin and Oliver were formally unemployed. They worked odd
jobs for occasional cash, dumpster dove and visited food banks in the winter
and grew their own food during the summer. Oliver had recently obtained
food stamps. Like many other LAs, they lived inexpensively and avoided
monthly bills for utilities by procuring heat and water themselves—also an
exciting but challenging component of this lifestyle. The ability to “rough it”
by occupying a house without utilities and chopping wood to burn for heat,
taking the time to salvage materials from nearby houses, or the labor of gar-
dening in order to feed oneself are all precisely part of what LAs seek.

Kevin and Oliver’s larger goal was to create a small commune of sorts,
with the houses owned in common and open to housing whoever wanted
to be part of their sustainable community. And while many LAs used
appropriation as a stepping-stone to legal ownership, Kevin and Oliver
were less sure about the prospects of legal ownership than many other
LAs I talked with. Neither of them, nor any of the other people they were
squatting with, had the money to purchase the properties at present. But
Oliver explained that they’d like to own them to carry out their vision:

The bottom line is we need to be able to own our property and be able to
organize ourselves to effectively run, and still being like open and free to
have just anybody get involved. But we just can’t like have the liability of, we
could get kicked out at some time . . . I think we can like come together, but
it’s just been this really slow process.

The area where Oliver, Kevin, and their friends were squatting is very
blighted. Many lots are now vacant from past demolitions, but many
empty, scrapped, or half-burnt houses still litter the area. To Oliver and
Kevin, this was ideal. Kevin exclaimed, “You want to build a greenhouse
like go and find the materials in all these abandoned houses! There is win-
dows, gutters, two-by-fours like anything you can think of] it’s all around
here and you create like whatever you want.”

I asked how they felt about taking materials from other houses nearby—
were they contributing to the deterioration of what they claimed was
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“their community”? Kevin reflected and replied, “I feel like the houses are
gonna be bulldozed anyway, and if we can take this material that’s just
gonna be garbage and create something sustainable and beautiful with it
then that’s our human right as earthlings, like we have a right to be happy.
We have a right to create. It’s gonna be garbage anyway.” Further echoing
aspects of the ethos of care, Oliver added,

No I agree . . . it’s like reclaiming material that’s gonna be garbage anyways.
I think of like how we go out and get wood. Right now we go through these
abandoned neighborhoods and we like clear out downed trees that you
know are just a mess all over the place and the same thing for fixing up these
houses. Like a lot of, you’'ll see these houses with like spray paint like I think
it’s “W/0O” and that means they’re gonna get demolished so they’ve already
reached that point and yeah, I think it depends on where you're getting it.

Oliver was referring to the letters “W/O” that are spray painted on
houses to indicate that the water has been shut off, the first step in the
demolition process. Kevin grinned and added, “One of my favorite things
about living there is scavenging (salvaging). I love scavenging.”!

ALLEN

Allen, a white male in his early thirties, was a homesteader and urban
farmer who graduated from a prestigious university with a potentially
lucrative degree. He grew up in a wealthy suburb and lived abroad for a
few years after college. When he returned to metro Detroit, to his parents’
dismay he decided to move to the city to farm on his quest for a pleasura-
ble, meaningful life. Allen’s case highlights how some LAs deploy various
resources, like money and networks, to make their appropriation comfort-
able and eventually formalize their property relations by purchasing the
property they use.

When Allen first moved to Detroit, he stayed with a friend in the city for
several months, learning the craft of urban farming and searching for the
right place to start his homestead. Now, several years in, Allen grew produce,
had fruit trees, and raised and harvested chickens, all of which he sold for his
sole source of income. He said he managed to earn about $8,000 a year.
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Allen discussed what motivated him: “I wanted the freedom to not have
the pressure of like going for a job . . . and not having the flexibility when
you have a particular amount of financial obligations then ... it’s much
harder to figure out what you want to do in life.” The opportunity for “free
land,” as he put it, was enticing. Allen wanted the ability to figure out his
path in life, and informal property use provided an opportunity to try
something he wanted to do.

I asked if other appropriators he knew had similar motivations. He
replied, “I think some of us are to some degree lost.” He laughed and contin-
ued, “I don’t want to say lost but like . . . we haven’t found our calling in the
so-called corporate world or wherever world that is, we want something
different so we're just in the alternative lifestyles.” Here, in this blighted
neighborhood in Detroit, Allen seemed to have found his calling. He said, “I
love farming . . . but I'm not good enough to do it on like a grand scale and
I really like, I mean like it’s a perfect size, it’s perfect price . . . And I'm very
intentional and I've built up that community and that’s what I love too.”

Allen carefully selected a house that was several years delinquent on its
property taxes and might soon be available to purchase through the county
property auction. The house had several vacant lots to one side and more
across the street. Allen asked his new immediate neighbors if they minded
him occupying the abandoned house before he began to rehabilitate it.
Allen’s house needed everything from plumbing and electricity to win-
dows and drywall. He did not salvage many of the materials for his home
like some other homesteaders.

Allen said when he first came across this house “the whole thing was
boarded up and so I ... kicked in the door and it was full of garbage . ..
there was nothing left, no pipes, no electricity and when I say full of
garbage—the garbage is taller than me.” He held his hand up above his
head. Allen moved into the house as soon as the garbage was cleared out.
He put in a toilet, had a rain water collection jug rigged up, and put a
futon in the living room: “I figured if I had a bathroom with water and a
place to sleep, I could move in.” He put a padlock with a bolt on the front
door and proceeded to renovate the rest of the house room by room.
Several “friends that are very talented” came over and helped Allen with
the more complicated renovations, such as redoing the electrical, adding
plumbing, and installing the bathroom. He had to put in all new windows.
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He did things simply and frugally, investing several thousand hours of his
time and labor he estimated, because “I wasn’t about to invest in some-
thing that I didn’t own,”—a funny statement for someone who remodeled
an entire house that he had no legal right to.

As many other appropriators do, Allen looked up the house’s property
tax status online.? He found out that a company owned it, but they were
behind on their taxes, so he guessed it would be up for auction in a year or
two. Allen explained, “So that’s important cause you don’t want to look at
a house and see someone’s paying the taxes and maybe they do care about
it Tax delinquency on a vacant property is often used as an indicator that
no one cares about owning the house because it will be foreclosed in three
years if the delinquent taxes aren’t paid.?

Allen was living in the house for well over a year before he was able to
purchase it. He explained that during that time he couldn’t get the water
hooked up legally without proof of owning the house or proof of permis-
sion from the legal owner (such as in the form of a rental agreement),
which he noted would be impossible. He told me, “So I mean we had
hooked up the water, you know there’s just a little thing outside . . . jimmy
rigged that so we could hook it up. So we took care of that.” Soon after he
moved in, Allen and his friends put a shut off valve inside the house and
illegally turned the water supply on from the street. He said he managed
to sign up for power legally through DTE by providing documentation
that he lived there (and fudging the legality of his occupation), but the
connection was cut shortly after it was turned on.

That was the beginning of an arduous process for Allen. He found out
the power had been shut off because his house was on the city’s demolition
list—the first step in the demolition process is getting all the utilities shut
off properly. Allen noted in retrospect that he had seen a demolition notice
on the front of the house when he was first cleaning it up, but he didn’t pay
much attention, figuring that the city was too backlogged to actually come
to tear it down. Shortly after the power was turned off, the city came out to
shut off his water. Allen flagged down a worker disconnecting water at
several other lots nearby who explained that the only thing Allen could do
was get his house off the demolition list. He said that the worker told him,
“Listen, just park your car right where we’re supposed to dig, just right
there, we can’t dig, but you have to take care of it cause we'll come back.”
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So Allen took photos of his house, showing all the improvements he had
made to it, and went down to the Buildings, Safety, Engineering, and
Environment Department (BSEED) for the city of Detroit to plead his
case.* He talked to the person at the front desk: “You got to help me, I, what
am I supposed to do, I can’t purchase it yet ‘cause I don’t own it, etc., etc.
and the guy says basically there’s nothing I can do.” I interrupted Allen and
asked, “So you went to the city and said I'm living in a house that I don’t
own?” Allen grinned and explained that he figured the different depart-
ments weren’t talking to each other—that BSEED was only concerned with
the integrity of the structure, they weren’t going to pick up the phone and
call the police department. In a twist of luck, a familiar face walked past the
counter in the BSEED office, and Allen realized the man lived down the
block from his family in the suburbs. He called Allen into his office and
Allen recalled him saying, “What are you doing? Does your dad know what
you're doing? You're crazy! I can’t believe you're doing this!” After lecturing
for several minutes, Allen recalled he finally switched to providing advice
and proceeded to explain to Allen who to contact and what to say to save his
house. It worked, and instead of being demolished, the city funneled the
house through to be sold at the county property auction a few months later.
Allen recalled his house being listed at the auction for a starting bid of
$10,800. He thought “It’s not worth it, I'm not going to pay it,” and rolled
the dice, waiting until the second round in which all properties still unsold
start at bids of $500. Luckily, no one bought the house, and it indeed moved
in to the second round of the auction. To his surprise, someone else started
bidding on his house, but he ended up winning the bidding war, paying
$1,000. Later, he purchased one lot in the middle of his garden for one
hundred dollars but other than that had not purchased the land he farmed.

Allen’s social networks have not only helped him keep his house off the
demolition list but have helped him expand his farm over the years. He
began taking over lots across the street, and Allen was able to tap local
resources for funding, seeds, soil, and, on occasion, volunteer labor. Some
volunteers even helped him demolish a burnt-out house so that he could
have more open space across the lots he was using. He added some farm
animals and fruit trees over the years as well. He said through most of his
expansion, he hasn’t known where lot lines or alleyways were supposed to
be. In a few instances, he culled back some weeds to expose the old sidewalk,
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but for the most part, the municipally defined boundaries were of little con-
sequence for his practices.

JOHN AND ROB

John was a white male in his twenties from an exurb of Detroit. He gradu-
ated from college, moved abroad for work, and came back to be closer to
family and for a new job opportunity in Detroit. He initially moved into an
apartment in a rapidly gentrifying neighborhood near Downtown Detroit
for about a year. Then he and his friend Rob, also a white male in his
twenties from the suburbs, started squatting a vacant house in Detroit in
a different neighborhood that John was familiar with because of his job.
Like Allen, John and Rob invested significantly in a house they squatted
and eventually were able to obtain legal title to it, though their foray into
squatting was also characterized by a desire for fun and whimsy.

I sat at a small plastic table in John and Rob’s dining room that looked
like it used to sit on someone’s back porch. It still had backyard dirt crusted
in the flower pattern on top of the table and was littered with keys, pencils,
dirty tea mugs and scraps of paper. John sat across from me. Rob sat in a low
easy chair across the small room, eating sautéed vegetables from their gar-
den out of a clay bowl with chopsticks. John recalled his decision process,

You know it was time to move and first I was just kind of bored and wanted
something more hands on and whatnot, and I was familiar with this com-
munity so there was a neighbor or two that I was talking to and telling them
that I was looking for places and they said, “Okay, why don’t you just occupy
this one.”

I pressed him to explain why he decided to squat, versus other legal alter-
natives for finding a house in this neighborhood that he liked. He thought
for a moment and explained,

I mean, I like to have projects and be active and go deeper with things, so
you know [squatting] definitely seemed like an opportunity to do so and it
was kind of like a right place, a right time too. Like my current roommates
are moving away and . .. I've known the people here for a little while and
was always interested in [the neighborhood].
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John decided to squat, in part, because he was bored with the status quo
and sought something different—a more engaged way of living—but also
because he needed somewhere to live. Appropriating property was useful
to him because it achieved both goals.

John explained that he briefly considered a few potential houses before
deciding on this one because it “was in pretty good shape and has a really
good foundation. The roof is good. You know it’s near neighbors that can
watch out for it” But he also reiterated that “it wasn’t much of a thor-
oughly thought-out process to be honest. It was kind of like someone was
suggesting it to me who I was close to—like a friend, a neighbor you
know—and you know it was kind of like, okay this is a good house, this is
a good thing to do.” He laughed and said that in hindsight he should have
given it all a bit more thought; the process was haphazard and a bit cha-
otic at first.

The house had been empty for a year or two before John took it over. He
moved his stuff into the house one night in the early spring and spent the
first week boarding and re-boarding up the door as he came and went but
didn’t stay there initially: “And for the first like two or maybe three weeks
or amonth even, I stayed at a neighbor’s house. I had my stuff'in here, and
I might have stayed one night or something, but it was so gross. I mean
like there was a lot of insulation, the walls that were knocked out and like
wet and like I don’t think it would have been very great to stay in here.”
Scrappers had decimated the house by pulling the copper pipes out of the
walls and stealing the windows.

About a month later, John and Rob prepared the house to move in. Rob
described the state of the house at that point,

The first night here we were like “What the fuck are we doing?” Had candles,
like there was nothing here, the walls were like a white, dirty with crayons
and like, you could clearly see with the kids hand[prints] that they made
like, it was the wallpaper, it just a border of dirty grime . . . There was like
rubble on the ground and at that point there was just a toilet, I don’t think
there was a tub . . . Weren’t too many bugs though, we were glad about that.

John and Rob filled dozens of trash bags with garbage from the inside of
the house, boarded up the windows, and made a makeshift front door
with a padlock on it. They slept in sleeping bags on the floor.
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John gestured around the room as he described the process of cleaning
up the house and making it livable. With the help of some of the neighbors
and several Idiot’s Guide books, John and Rob renovated the house. They
had to put in windows, plumbing, drainage, electrical, and a chimney for
the wood-burning stove. Their kitchen was cobbled together out of ran-
dom salvaged materials. It was early spring when they first moved in, and
they were without electricity through late the next fall and were contem-
plating how they could get DTE (the power company) to hook up the
power. They both recalled DTE requiring proof of residency to get service
(though my later research did not confirm this requirement), and John
explained that “you can ... easily forge that, although we didn’t” When
the winter weather was fast approaching, they considered getting an ille-
gal hookup but John and Rob both reiterated, “We didn’t fraudulently do
anything.” John pursed his lips and shook his head when I pressed for
more information about how they finally got the power turned on.

One thing that drew John and Rob to their neighborhood was the sense
of community they found there. Both emphasized the help they received
from others they knew in the neighborhood who had done similar DIY
renovations on properties (both informally occupied and legally owned
properties). John explained, “You know I don’t ... have to rely on my
neighbors, but I do somewhat intentionally rely on my neighbors and vice
versa, and I don’t think that’s really the case in other places.” He elabo-
rated on an example of this:

Like when I first came in here there is a neighbor who you know basically
offered like all of his tools, more importantly all of his expertise. He’s over
here every day for a couple of weeks helping me with like the plumbing and
the drainage and everything. If he knows I need something he’ll . . . give a
call and say, “Hey I know you're looking for a security door I've, you know, I
got one for you,” or things like that.

After squatting in the house for over six months, John ended up track-
ing down the legal owner. In John’s words, the legal owner was “like some
slime-ball foreclosure king.” He had bought the property as part of a bun-
dle of tax foreclosed properties and had never even seen the house, nor
had he paid any of the taxes the last two years. John called him on the
phone, saying he was a concerned neighbor of the “nuisance property” and
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tried to get the owner to give it to him. His hope was that the owner, want-
ing to avoid any fines from the city for nuisance complaints, would unload
the property to anyone interested. He didn’t take the bait, unfortunately.
Finally, after some back and forth, John offered to buy it. They settled on
a sale price of $1,000 for the house. The owner did not know of John and
Rob’s significant repairs and investment in the property. John had to pay
a few thousand dollars in back taxes to keep it from going through tax
foreclosure again.

Both John and Rob loved their neighborhood and said they intended to
stay for the foreseeable future. They speculated that perhaps squatting
had been a way to figure that out. But of their time illegally occupying
their house (before purchasing it), Rob commented, “It was like the ulti-
mate like, don’t give a fuck, just do it type of thing and I mean, it was just
alot of fun”

SARAH AND MATTHEW

Sarah and her partner Matthew were both white thirty-somethings from
elsewhere in Michigan. They saw opportunity in Detroit and began their
practices informally but eventually formalized them. Like many other LAs,
they invested significantly prior to owning, but only in the land: they
boarded up and “saved” a house to renovate once they were able to purchase
it. At the time of this research, they had purchased one lot and were occupy-
ing several others in Detroit and farming them. They rented a house nearby.

We sat under a tree in a corner of one of the lots they farmed, sur-
rounded by neat rows of growing vegetables, fruit trees, and a large
compost pile whose smell wafted our way every time the breeze picked up.
Sarah and Matthew had gotten to know the area while doing a farming
internship in the neighborhood. Sarah explained,

We were going to try to go to [another Michigan city] because that’s where
my family is and start something like this there, but as we were coming here
more we really liked it and just financially there’s no way we could’ve gotten
a house and space to do stuff for this price, like we would have had to get
crappy jobs and you know it be just more of the same, like working in a
restaurant.
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The ability to informally access property in Detroit meant they could have
the lifestyle they wanted. Trying to buy or rent this much property else-
where would have required committing a lot of time to unfulfilling work,
whereas in Detroit both were formally employed part-time in low-paying
but enjoyable jobs. To Sarah and Matthew, property in Detroit was an
opportunity of which to take advantage.

At the time of our interview, they had lived in Detroit for several years.
Their friend Carrie had moved out of Detroit and offered them the lots.
Carrie didn’t own the lots either but had planted a small garden in one
corner while renting the house across the street. Sarah recalled how the
lots were informally passed on: “She moved and so she gave us permission
really to take over her spot.” That Sarah and Matthew felt they needed
permission from Carrie demonstrates the significance of these informal
rights to property.

Soon after Sarah and Matthew inherited the lots from Carrie, they were
able to buy one of them. Sarah said, “We liked this space because there’s a
house that’s in decent condition and it gets good sun and then there’s all
of those lots on the other side of the house.” After taking over the
garden, they began to investigate the small house situated in the middle
of the lots. It was pretty clean inside, some of the plumbing was gone,
but they assessed that there wouldn’t be too much work to do (relatively
speaking). They boarded the house back up to keep it secure and added
lively paint to the outside to mark their care of the house, still living
in their rental while they waited for the house to come up for sale at
the auction. Sarah and Matthew weren't comfortable renovating it
without owning it, as that would make their monetary investments
insecure.

I asked if their hesitations about working on the house before owning
it was related to concerns of getting into legal trouble for any of their
activities. Sarah shook her head and said, “I don’t really think about it that
much because I guess there’s not much accountability around here, like
people aren’t going around saying, ‘Should you be doing this?’ I think
because it feels like it’s something good that, I mean otherwise it would
just sit here and this house would probably be scrapped and end up like
those and maybe burn down . . ” She gestured to the row of three decrepit-
looking houses across the street.
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Their farm was large and required a lot of work. Since they didn’t own
the house, they couldn’t legally get any water hooked up for their farm, so
they built an elaborate water-catchment system using half of the roof of
the house. Sarah explained that they weren’t so much worried about get-
ting into any trouble, but

we were more worried that people would come in and maybe wreck what we
were trying to do. So in this neighborhood crime tends to go, come in waves so
things will be so quiet like this, you know you feel like you're in the country and
then maybe there’s a couple of shootings or maybe there’s, people go on a scrap-
ping rampage. Um, so we were a little nervous that, especially with the rain
collection, that was the big one . . . like maybe it would be vandalized or people
would try to scrap whatever crap you could get off of it, (laughing) like the little
valves. So we were a little nervous about that mostly because we live a few
blocks away so were not here all the time . . . but this street is pretty empty and
the neighbors that we do know on this street have come into the garden and
we've shared our food and we've shared seeds and they'’re really excited and I
think that when they’re around they probably kind of keep an eye on it.

But she added, “We would like to buy [the land ] so we don’t have to worry
about it.” Now, several years later, Sarah and Matthew own the house, have
renovated it, and live in it. They also own several of the lots they farm but
not all of them.

FERN AND RITA

Homeowners Fern and Rita, both white residents in their late thirties,
farmed nearly an entire city block in a very blighted neighborhood. Their
vignette demonstrates how informality can be desirable because often-
times, in Detroit, it is more efficient than cumbersome, legal ways of doing
things. Fern grew up in a suburb just beyond the Detroit border, and Rita
was from elsewhere in the United States. They both had fulfilling but low-
paying jobs in the city. Unlike many other LAs who had very recently
moved to Detroit, Fern and Rita had lived in the city for nearly two dec-
ades. But they moved to their current neighborhood a few years prior to
farm and appropriate property—they had long been interested in urban
agriculture, but their former house did not have the space to do so.
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My first glimpse of their property was in the middle of winter, and it
was so dark out I could not see the garden, but I later got to know the
space when I helped out there for several months during a summer. Inside,
their house was cozy and eclectic, with mismatched cabinets, moldings,
and doors taken from houses nearby. Fern offered me homemade kom-
bucha while we sat in their warm kitchen, heated by a little wood stove
they had built in the center of the small room.

About ten years ago, a friend offered Fern and Rita this very run-down
house he owned that was situated in the middle of many vacant lots. They
paid him a few thousand dollars for the house and immediately began
renovating it and planting their garden. Without any formal permission,
they demolished a very run-down, abandoned house adjacent to make
more room for their garden. They even fenced in the alleyway and built it
up with compost over the years to level off the space. They estimated that
they grew nearly 200 pounds of food each year. But being able to save
money at the grocery store while feeding their family was the least of the
benefits, Fern said. What they found there, he said, was

just the lifestyle of being able to have that much space to tend and like it’s
kind of overwhelming, but it’s my life . . . like that benefit is just huge. I'm so
in touch with the seasons and I'm so in touch with the soil and myself
because I'm deciding what I'm eating and how, and plus like, I don't like
people that much and I don’t have neighbors ... That sense of space is
something that is valuable to me.

Rita nodded while her husband spoke, and added,

It feels good to be able to look into the yard and just see prairie. I love that
and to not have to also have the space limited so that every square inch of it
is like completely used and tended. You know we will sit out there and just
go, “Wow!”. . . You get to have a strip of wilderness.. . . all the insects and the
little animals in there. There’s wilderness in the garden too and that’s really,
really cool, really good.

While working in their garden, I similarly relished the ability to look up
and around and not see another built structure—just trees and plants. It
was easy to forget you were in the city.

Fern and Rita spent several years renovating the house their friend had
sold them before it was livable for them and their children. The house had
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no windows, no roof, significant fire damage, no plumbing or electrical,
and was “full of crap” they said. They renovated the house using salvaged
materials from nearby properties and some that were purchased from sal-
vage businesses in the city. While explaining how they salvaged materials
from houses nearby, Fern and Rita were very clear about their commit-
ments to an ethos of care. They frequently boarded up houses nearby in
the hopes of preserving them for future neighbors, even when they could
have procured the sink or windows they needed for their own house. But
in a neighborhood like theirs “there’s tons of resources around here,” Fern
said. Rita compared Detroit to other cities, noting that other places may
have re-stores,® but in Detroit “you might as well go to an abandoned fac-
tory or something . . . you know you might find those, but nobody will give
them to you cleaned up or you know people might not have it organized
for you, but they’re out there, you just got to kind of find it and work for it.”
Fern and Rita estimated that well over half their house was salvaged and
gestured around the room narrating where different elements of the
kitchen had come from.

While Fern and Rita owned the house before they started renovating it,
they had farmed the lots for many years without owning them all. Like most
others I spoked with, Fern and Rita weren'’t at all worried about getting into
trouble for their activities. In explaining why, Rita laughed and said that
they “have great role models for getting away with stuff;” as many of their
neighbors had been squatting, farming, salvaging, or the like for many years.
It wasn't just illegal appropriation that they got away with, but also informal
construction (erecting or renovating structures in ways that don’t conform
to existing building codes or regulations). They didn’t pull any permits to
renovate their house, nor to build barns or storage sheds on their property,
which Rita noted, “I don’t think you could get away with that in too many
places, you know.” Rita said that these kinds of practices “all grew out of that
attitude of just do it and then apologize later . . . with the lack of the over-
sight [from city authorities] comes also, there might not be anybody to tell
you ‘go ahead’ you know . . . But once you do it and then people see that it’s
a good thing, then everybody’s like, ‘yeah, that’s great” Fern nodded in
agreement and added, “Yeah permission could take a long time.”

Fern and Rita wanted to own the land in order to increase their control
over the space. Before they began farming, the business one block over

printed on 2/14/2023 4:30 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww. ebsco.conlterms-of-use



EBSCChost -

132 INFORMALITY IN EVERYDAY LIFE

used a large lot adjacent to their house for overflow parking. Fern and Rita
put up a fence to try to “claim” the lot, but this resulted in further disputes
that didn’t abate until they were able to purchase that particular lot. Like
many other LAs, Fern and Rita’s strategy had been to try to buy up the lots
they used one by one over time, when they were able to afford them and
when they could figure out how to buy them. But the process had been
cumbersome and often frustrating. Rita explained,

[One lot] just wasn’t available, the city wasn’t processing it in time you
know or I mean that just wasn’t available. And now a couple of these lots
when I looked them up belonged to somebody, but then I couldn’t find the
person. You know like their address was the address [of the lot], but it
hadn’t been a house forever you know or you just couldn’t figure out what.
And there was a couple [of lots] where the city just said, “Well you know
they’re not for sale,” or whatever. And one [was] owned by the state, so we
bought [that one], because the state has pretty clear guideline of how to buy
property and it’s pretty straightforward. Those are the easy ones.

Over the years they have been able to purchase all but a few lots, which
happen to be situated in the middle of their garden. Rita recalled one
experience trying to track down the legal owner of the property. They
looked up the owner on the city’s tax records and then searched for him
online. She called him up and said he was very friendly on the phone but
said he didn’t own the property anymore. “He couldn’t really explain to me
exactly what happened, but he said, “You won’t be able to get that, it’s just
kind of stuck in the system.” Fern and Rita said that wasn’t the first time
they had encountered inaccurate city records or properties being “lost in
the system” of sorts.

KNOX

Knox was a white male in his thirties from the southern United States. He
had lived in Detroit for about three years when I interviewed him. He had
purchased a house in Detroit because it was cheaper than renting, he
explained. Knox liked to build, to tinker, and was a jack of all trades.
Distinct from scrappers, salvaging was akin to a hobby for LAs like Knox;

printed on 2/14/2023 4:30 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww. ebsco.conlterms-of-use



EBSCChost -

LIFESTYLE APPROPRIATORS 133

he enjoyed the explorational process as well as the useful materials he
found.

Knox walked me through the building where he took most of the mate-
rials he used for his attic renovation. The abandoned school’s windows
were broken or missing entirely, the doorways were wide open, letting
rain, snow, and animals inside. Much of what was left of the inside of the
building was covered with graffiti or splatters of paint from paintball guns.
Gunshots had made peepholes through the heavy old wooden classroom
doors. Knox gestured around the building, showing me where the walls,
doors, and shelves of his renovation had come from. He had been through
the building many times and narrated our exploration, telling me when
this school had been shut down and pointing out the unique aspects of its
architecture. I asked him why he started salvaging in the first place:

I was just exploring abandoned property, and if you've ever been in some of
the industrial buildings in the city of Detroit, there’s usable shit all over the
place. There’s a lot of metal—some of it’s easily accessible and some of it’s
not. The first time I went, I encountered a warehouse that was pretty full of
lumber and I was thinking about what it is that I could do with all this mate-
rial that was sitting there. And . . . youre in buildings or locations that are
obviously, um, decaying and no one’s been there for years other than graffiti
artists or potentially other scrappers. So, I took a few . . . small things that I
had picked up—usually metal—and then returned to that same place,
because I had discovered a cache of useful material.

Knox described his initial response as a newcomer to Detroit: “When
you see these structures in Detroit out of juvenile curiosity, and it’s like,
holy cow, I want go see what that place is.” Later he added,

It’s just an interest. It’s a big abandoned building, there’s all kinds of shit in
it. Maybe some of that shit is useful or valuable or maybe there’s just the
space. Like take a skateboard up to the fourth floor of an abandoned build-
ing and it’s all concrete floors, there’s nothing in there, and skate all day long
inside one of these places. It’s not so much the desire for adventure like I'm
Indiana Jones, but there’s also an anomaly—I've never encountered any-
thing like that in my life. You see abandoned buildings in other places, but
they’re cordoned off and theyre in the midst of being deconstructed. Or
where I'm from they’re so old and dangerous and made out of wood that
there’s not really any reason to go exploring, whereas these are categorically
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different. I mean you have high-rise structures some fifteen stories tall that
are completely abandoned. That’s a lot of space, that’s a lot of square footage
to peruse.

Knox derided the white suburbanites who come through the city look-
ing at “ruin pornography”: photography of the city’s decay to make new
coffee-table books. I asked how his activities are different, and he
responded self-critically, “Well, I mean, I take material, that’s the only dif-
ference, otherwise it’s not really” He added,

Half the time I'm not really prepared to take material, I just go and do kind
of like a recon mission over the space. And look, ooh that looks cool, T want
to take that! Or ooh, I could use that ladder or there’s a ton of bricks here,
you could load up all these bricks. And look at all this glass or that’s a poten-
tially useful window frame or this is a heavy door.

But what seems to differentiate Knox’s practices from the suburbanite
ruin-gazers he critiqued is that his practices enabled him to produce things
on his own—*“arts and crafts types of things.” He defined salvaging as “re-
appropriating abandoned and disused material that can be constructively
utilized or turned into cash.” He primarily looked for metal, glass, or “some-
thing that actually has like a specifically useful design in it that I might be
looking for—viable pieces of wood, thick things that can be used for frames
or foundations of other structures.” He used them in welding projects,
home renovations, and what he generally referred to as “recycling.”

While Knox said he didn’t worry about getting into legal trouble for
salvaging, he did act concertedly to minimize any potential disruptions to
his practices. Referencing an industrial spot near the Detroit River where
he had been salvaging, he explained:

If T get myself all ready to load my scrap material, then I can pull the truck
up, load the scrap material and drive away. What I've seen people get caught
for is parking the vehicle and slowly over-time scrapping material into their
vehicle and then trying to drive away. And at some point the police or the
port authority or the border patrol roll up on your car and then your car has
got a bunch of scrap material sitting right next to an abandoned building,
and then you can get cited or taken to jail, or the like. So what I do is, I get
all of my material ready and then do the loading in one fell swoop and do it
as quickly as possible. So it’s not so much that you’re scared, but there is a
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kind of nervousness such that you're moving quickly in order to do what it is
that you need to do.

Knox said salvaging had benefitted him by enabling him to create useful
things, and the problems it caused had been minimal:

It’s probably beat up my truck a little bit more than it would have without it.
T've, you know, like injured myself a couple of times minimally, you know
cuts and scrapes, shit like that, but I question, sometimes, breathing in the
air in some of these places cause you're like in the bowels of industrial build-
ings sometimes and it’s greasy and dank.

Knox acknowledged that for many people scrapping is “a tactic for get-
ting by . . . for me it’s not even a tactic for getting by, I don’t need it to get
by. It’s a topping.” I asked him to explain further and he added, “A topping
because I can find gainful employment. I like scrapping. I like knowing
that I can utilize my energy and activity in ways that can challenge the
existing framework.”

WILLIAM

William, a white man in his mid-forties, had moved to Detroit about a
decade prior to be involved with the art scene. He had a somewhat menial
job that almost covered his living expenses; he made up the rest with odd
side-jobs every once in a while. William salvaged to help fuel his art, but
as a lifestyle pursuit rather than one of necessity, he had the ability to dis-
tance himself when salvaging felt too risky.

Upon moving to Detroit, William started exploring vacant buildings
and taking photos of them. After a while, he just started to pick up materi-
als along the way to collect. He was initially interested in things he
described as “sculptural material . . . things that were an interesting shape
or color. . . some machine parts, just whatever the factory was making like
a weird plastic hemisphere or something . . ” He added that now “I guess
I scrap just for my art and my own desire you know? Just it’s like treasure
hunting. . . I guess part of it is art material and part of it is just kind of
cultural gathering like find things that are interesting to me.” William
explained that he turned most of what he salvaged into art and stored the
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rest—every spare inch of his small rented apartment was crammed with
these salvaged materials. He had either sold or given away most of the
artwork he had made. Salvaging these materials made his passion—art—
affordable for him. He explained, “I found some material that I've been
able to turn into artwork and benefit economically from, and just other
material I can use to make my artwork instead of having to buy stuff all
the time.”

He said he began salvaging more and more over the past seven to eight
years, in part because his fear of who he might encounter in an abandoned
building had gone down over time as he became more comfortable in the
city. William explained, “Most of the people that’re in the places, you just
say like, ‘What’s up?’ They're either scrapping or criminals or there for
some other reason anyhow, so you know most of the time people there
don’t bother you.” But, he said, if he ever got into legal trouble for salvag-
ing, he would probably stop. Anytime William felt unsafe or like he may
have crossed a line that could get him into legal trouble, he would just
leave. He said to continue would not be worth it. The interactions he’d had
with the police thus far had been benign. He recounted one instance:

They took my ID, they ran my plate, you know I told them I was scrapping,
but not for like metal, like weird junk and they said, “You need to get a junk
license,” and that it wasn’t safe around where I was at. Other police encoun-
ters have just been brief interviews down [in the industrial area] by the
river. Like, “What are you guys doing down here?” you know we tell them
we're taking pictures, whatever, we're just kind of exploring. They’re usually
okay with that.

In another encounter, William was told by the police to leave the aban-
doned school he was in “cause you're going to get robbed,” the officer told
him. William’s experience was that his salvaging activities were not the
kind of illegal property use that were on the radar of police as something
they should concern themselves with.

I asked William if salvaging had ever caused any problems for him. He
half-laughed and said only one time, when a large nail pierced his foot,
and he later detailed an encounter with another person while salvaging
that scared him pretty good. But the materials William sought out didn’t
require that he dismantle structures nor put himself in significant danger.
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And because he didn’t rely on these materials for income, he could aban-
don his quest at any time without dire consequences for his well-being.

Property informality takes place much differently for LAs than NAs. LAs
who occupy vacant houses spend substantial time and money fixing them
up, and predominately try to purchase them or vacant lots if they are
farming. Salvagers like Knox and William enjoy the process of exploring
abandoned buildings as they search for reusable materials. LAs in my
study have access to resources that significantly improve the conditions of
their appropriation in comparison to NAs. These resources are not just
monetary. LAs have the time to invest in their properties, often freed up
by living frugally and reducing one’s formal work (sometimes by quitting
their jobs). While NAs tend to have expansive social networks (family,
long-time neighbors, church members, etc.), LAs tend to be more embed-
ded in networks of other appropriators—if not proximally then (or also)
socially. These appropriators share knowledge about and assistance with
building furnaces, rain collection systems, or renovating a property. And
nearly all LAs in my study carry various other privileges that bolster their
ability to navigate Detroit’s obstacles, such as their whiteness, education
levels, and connections with people in positions of authority.

In addition to having access to resources, the time and labor needed to
improve the conditions of appropriation (such as searching for a salvage-
able door to fit one’s squatted house) are part of the lifestyle LAs seek.
And, LAs are more comfortable and willing to invest significant time and
labor into their properties than NAs, because LAs expect to maintain
these property relationships for the foreseeable future (most often by buy-
ing them). They may not have access to much disposable income, but LAs
are more likely to be able to afford basic supplies necessary for DIY reno-
vations and are interested in and willing to spend the time salvaging these
supplies if need be. In Detroit, a home can be purchased via auction for as
little as $500 and renovated for several thousand dollars. The conditions
of appropriation are safer and more comfortable for LAs. And, because
they choose them—they don’t Aave to homestead, garden, or salvage to
survive—they are not compelled to participate in ways that push the
boundaries of safety or overall well-being in ways that many NAs do in
order to secure the means for survival.
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These vignettes cover only a few of the dozens of LAs I interacted with
during my research. Many others differed from these examples in two
important ways. First, while these examples here are of LAs whose every-
day lives are very intertwined with and shaped by property informality,
many other LAs are very casual about their participation in informal activ-
ities. Some work at squatted community gardens in their neighborhood,
others occasionally salvage an appealing item from a vacant house when
the mood strikes them (or when they happen to come across one). What
continues to distinguish these informal property users as LAs is a combi-
nation of their relative newness to the city—often being drawn to Detroit
in part by the possibility for these practices—and their orientation toward
property informality—that it is something fun, interesting, and appealing
to them. The ability for appropriation to be something fun and adventur-
ous is in part shaped by their positionality as newcomers to the city.

Second, while all the LAs I referenced here are white, there are LAs who
are people of color (I just did not come across many of them). Leroy, for
example, was a nineteen-year-old Black male who moved to Detroit from
a nearby state to be a part of the “rebirth” of the city. Subsequently, as a
resident of Detroit, Leroy worked a low-wage job and spent much of his
spare time participating in practices that informally used property—both
on his own and in association with several nonprofits where he volun-
teered his time. He initiated tearing down properties that posed a threat to
the community—as when a neighbor told him a man tried to drag her into
a shack at the edge of an abandoned block and rape her. He created art on
vacant buildings to beautify them. And he helped out at informal gardens
in his neighborhood.
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Routine Appropriators (RAs) are Detroit residents who have grown frus-
trated with the lack of municipal response to social, economic, and
property-related problems over the years. They gave up trying to do things
“the right way” (i.e., formally) and have found their own methods for
improving their blocks and achieving their goals. I call these informal prac-
tices “routine” because these appropriators tend to stumble into their prac-
tices in one way or another, and informal appropriation becomes part of
their routine for ensuring individual and community well-being. They tend
to become involved in very unplanned, spontaneous ways or via practices
that start out small and incrementally grow and develop over time—often
decades. RAs are longtime residents of Detroit—commonly homeowners—
who are invested, in a multifaceted sense,! in the well-being of their homes,
blocks, neighborhoods, and communities.

The RAs I met during my research appropriate property in a variety of
different ways (see Table 2). Some remain in houses after foreclosure as
holdover squatters, others take over vacant lots to blot (“squat the block”)
or garden. Others have scrapped to help make ends meet when their regu-
lar employment does not fully suffice, and others engage in informal dem-
olition to help secure and improve their blocks. And still others have
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deployed art as a tactic for neighborhood improvement of one sort or
another.

RAs “bridge” Lifestyle and Necessity categories because they have some
overlaps with each but are still distinct in important ways. RAs tend to be
longtime residents of the city (like NAs), but have more economic stability,
if only marginally. But this marginal increase impacts their appropriation
in important ways. RAs don’t rely on appropriation to survive. And, their
relative stability enables them to invest more of their time and resources
into appropriation. Similar to LAs, there are ways in which some RAs come
to appreciate or even enjoy appropriation because of positive “lifestyle”
components these practices have brought (like an increased sense of safety
or extra yard space), even if initially their practices were burdensome.

The vignettes here introduce various RAs and their practices, empha-
sizing two key points. First, these vignettes demonstrate the way that, for
RAs, the entry into appropriation is neither an act of survival, like for
NAs, nor a desirable foray like for LAs. Instead, whether it started abruptly
or developed slowly over time, RAs appropriate to negotiate obstacles of
living in Detroit and to make lemonade from the sour lemons grown from
decline. Second, these vignettes demonstrate that the conditions of appro-
priation for RAs are characterized by cumbersome interactions or frustra-
tions with the city’s negligence, and, while the practices require time,
labor, and some resources, RAs don’t tend to experience as risky, precari-
ous, or harsh conditions as NAs.

CHUCK

Chuck was a white, lifelong Detroiter in his fifties. He gestured animat-
edly while we talked, explaining to me how he first began boarding up and
eventually demolishing vacant, blighted properties in his northeast
Detroit neighborhood over the past fifteen years. Chuck’s informal prac-
tices grew over time, as he and his wife stepped up to take care of their
neighborhood when the city would not.

It all started with a vacant house nearby that turned into a rowdy drug
house on the weekends. Over the course of a year and a half, Chuck and
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his wife documented making “hundreds of calls” to various city authorities
to complain about the nuisance. He received no response. Finally, he says
he got fed up and headed over to the hardware store for supplies to board
up the property. He explained his frame of mind at that point,

And after I called all the numbers and you know did everything I could do
as a citizen, it really got to the point where I had a moral responsibility to
protect my twins, my family, my home, my neighborhood. So, I really at that
point wasn’t concerned about, you know getting arrested for trespassing. I
mean you can’t even get arrested for selling crack, so you know I'll take my
chances, right?

Chuck and his wife went over to the house and began boarding up the
windows, painting the boards, cutting the grass, and trimming the bushes.
After a few hours, a neighbor stopped by to ask what they were doing, and
Chuck recalled his response,

I said, well look, I don’t know about you, I don’t want my twins growing up
in and around this, man. I said, you can help me board it up or get the hell
out of my way. 'm boarding this up. I'm not listening to any more excuses or
no more promises ‘cause you know the city, they were gonna come out and
the police said they were gonna come out . .. and I was just fed up with it
and didn’t want to have to deal with it anymore.

His neighbor began to pitch in, and together they spent eight hours that
day cleaning up the nuisance property. The impact was significant for
Chuck:

And that evening three cars pulled up—all about the same time—right
around dinnertime. It was in the evening—6:30, 7:00—and two of the guys
got out of a little red car and they were walking up to the house and they
looked at the house and they kind of looked at each other and they looked at
their car: we had changed the frequency.

Like many other Detroiters frustrated with the lack of government
response to the problems in the city, Chuck took it upon himself to improve
the conditions of his neighborhood. Over the years, Chuck got bolder, and
got more help from other neighbors who were similarly frustrated. The
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boards they put up would only last so long, and since neighborhood condi-
tions were still deteriorating, they found themselves surrounded by more
and more properties that sat vacant and blighted. They began demolish-
ing the properties that were continuously problems. But demolition is no
small legal violation. Chuck explained what it was like to navigate the
legality of tearing down properties without permission,

There was a number of city inspectors that had come out and threatened to
arrest me, if, you know, I continued to clean out my neighborhood without
pulling a permit. So all we would do, to be completely honest with you, is we
would stop, wait for them to leave and we’d go back and finish up. I mean it’s
ridiculous. And you know clearly if he was doing his job as the Director of
Building and Safety, that building shouldn’t be in that condition. There’s
actually a law in the books that clearly indicates that no property owner, it
doesn’t matter if it’s an individual or a corporation or an association, can
maintain a damaged property in the city of Detroit for more than twelve
months without either removing it or repairing it. So, there are ordinances
on the books that clearly state that; so you are in violation of city ordinances.
And the crazy thing is, the city owns most of these properties that have been
vacant forever . .. so they’re breaking their own rules. So, if you want to
arrest me for cleaning up my neighborhood ‘cause you're not doing your job,
come on. Bring it on.

For decades, Detroiters like Chuck and his neighbors have been allocat-
ing their own money, labor, time, and other resources to try to stabilize
and improve their neighborhoods. When I asked Chuck how much of his
own money he had spent over the years, he shrugged and said, “I lost track
... lost track a long time ago.” As I was leaving, Chuck was tossing around
guesses of how much money he and his wife had spent. He said he wished
he had started a business out of it like Blight Busters, referencing a non-
profit in Detroit that cleans up deteriorated, vacant property mainly in
Northwest Detroit. Many RAs in my study are relatively stably employed
homeowners in Detroit like Chuck. As such many have the ability to
devote some of their spare time and money to appropriation, and many
pursue practices like demolition or blotting as a way to try to improve
their blocks or neighborhoods. As property owners, they are concerned
with the social stability of their blocks, as well as their financial invest-
ments in their properties.
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SCOTT

Scott, a single Black male in his fifties, was a lifelong Detroiter. He was
divorced; his children were grown. Scott lived by himselfin a home he had
owned for three years, in the same neighborhood in the far North End of
Detroit where he had lived for several decades. While Chuck began his
informal practices after not getting any response from authorities, Scott
had dabbled in various forms of informal deconstruction over the years to
improve his neighborhood and his own financial stability.

At the time of our interview, Scott had been working a job in the service
sector for nine years, but this formal work didn’t always cover all his bills.
He occasionally supplemented his income by scrapping but explained that
he typically only brought in “forty or fifty bucks, no big deal.” Scott said
this kind of informal appropriation is one of the best opportunities in
Detroit: “There’s scrap, tons of it to be scrapped. That’s opportunity,” and
then added, “Save it, put it in your yard. As it piles up and you get broke,
take it in and turn it in.” Sure enough, there were piles of scrapped materi-
als neatly arranged next to the wood pile on the side of Scott’s house, wait-
ing to be taken to the scrapyard.

In a city where gainful employment is hard to find, scrapping fills in the
gaps. For RAs like Scott, scrapping is not income that means the differ-
ence between being housed and being on the streets, or that keeps the
power on (as it is for NAs like Bond). But neither is it a desired, enjoyable
practice like salvaging is for LAs. Scrapping is a way to help navigate a city
with few economic opportunities.

Scott’s demolition practices started when he joined his neighbors to
tackle some of the problems in their community. He recalled helping
friends tear down houses in his neighborhood for twenty-two years. I
asked him what initially motivated him to engage in demolition, and
he replied, “It was these guys were doing something positive in the
neighborhood—a neighborhood where I raised my kids. I raised my kids
right around the corner there and the guys out here working and cleaning
this place up. We'd get together on Saturdays and you know . . ” In neigh-
borhoods in stable cities, neighbors get together to barbeque; in distressed
neighborhoods in Detroit, they also get together to tear down blighted
houses.
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Scott explained how they went about it while also affirming an ethos of
care: “We used to see something, a burned-out house, and we'd go ahead
and we'd just take it apart and get rid of it. We know it’s not gonna be
rehabbed. It’s gone . . . And yes, we have had city inspectors come by and
issue tickets and say, ‘You guys can’t do this.’” Scott rolled his eyes and
continued with irritation in his voice, “What do you mean, you can’t do
this? You guys are not doing it. Somebody’s got to do it.” I pressed further,
asking if he was at all concerned about getting into trouble for de jure
illegal demolition. Scott shrugged and replied matter-of-factly, “No, the

city was corrupt. And they were busy.”

MAXINE

Holdover squatting is a common practice among RAs in Detroit. Holdover
squatters are occupants whose legal status has changed while still living in
the same house: those who used to be legally housed but who are now
technically squatting. Maxine, a Black lifelong Detroiter in her forties,
found herself squatting the home she had been renting. She was single but
shared the house with her mother, her mother’s boyfriend, her sister, and
her sister’s son. Maxine’s experience is one that would come to be very
familiar among renters I spoke with.

Maxine worked as a housecleaner, went to school online, and spent a
lot of time volunteering in her community. She had received food stamps
and Medicaid since she was eighteen, which she credited with helping her
to cover all her bills each month. Maxine paid half the monthly rent for
her household—$300. Maxine explained that no one in her house had
ever met the property owner, they only interacted with a man named Sam
who came by to collect the rent each month. But recently a tax foreclosure
notice was posted on the house. Maxine kept asking Sam if she could meet
with the owner to talk about it but hadn’t been successful. So Maxine and
her household decided to stop paying the rent and eventually Sam stopped
coming by. Her family’s legal status in their rented house became unclear
to them.

Many uncertainties accompany this transition to being holdover squat-
ters. Maxine was worried about the utilities being shut off if the house was
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foreclosed. She was planning to move, and hoped to find a place in the
suburbs, but said her mother and her mother’s boyfriend would probably
stay in the house as long as they could. I asked what was stopping her
from staying put in the house. She explained,

Oh nothing is not stopping me from staying, but I gotta look out for my
14-year-old nephew ... He can’t be out here like that. You know what I
mean, because he going through stuff with the state that people come out
and check over him, you know what I mean. So I can’t have that right there
... So that’s who I'm looking out for. All the grown people they on they own.
But I'm, I'm in interest of him right now.

Maxine planned to relocate with her nephew since they were no longer
legally renting the house, and she was concerned this would be a problem
for him adhering to the rules of his probation. But then she contradicted
herself saying, “They had made squatters a right.” I asked how she under-
stood “squatter’s rights” to work and she said, “I don’t know how it work
honestly . . " and then referenced people living in a house prior to it going
through foreclosure and to others who are living in a house in a way that’s
“decent.” Whether or not some sort of tenuous legality vis-a-vis “squatter’s
rights” made Maxine’s family feel comfortable remaining in the house was
unclear. Hazy references to “squatter’s rights” in Detroit were common in
my interviews as a justification for illegal occupation, yet I didn’t once
come across anyone who had made a successful adverse possession claim
(the legal term for what “squatter’s rights” tends to refer to) to a property
in Detroit.

OTHER HOLDOVER SQUATTERS

Holdover squatting is very much a response to local problems such as high
tax rates, rampant over-assessments, widespread sub-prime mortgages,
and an economically precarious population. It is an opportunity that
only arises because of the lack of demand for property, such that after
foreclosure no one purchases the property and subsequently evicts the
occupants. And, it is an informal practice that these Detroit residents
stumbled into as a way navigate obstacles in Detroit.
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Depending on the appropriator’s economic situation, holdover squatting
may be classified as Necessity or Routine. Most of the situations in which I
spoke with holdover squatters were informal conversations during tax fore-
closure events in the city or while volunteering with local organizations to
help people avoid foreclosure or resist eviction after foreclosure. Some of
these conversations were with holdover squatters who were in very precari-
ous financial situations and expressed concern that they would have to go to
the homeless shelter or double up with family if they had to leave their
squatted house. Other holdover squatters had at least a modicum of finan-
cial stability and had other plans for housing if they had to leave their home.?
Some were former homeowners who were unable to stay abreast of their
property tax payments, and their homes were foreclosed. Other holdover
squatters were renters like Maxine, who, unbeknownst to them, were living
in a house for which the owner stopped paying property taxes several years
prior. This is one example of the practice of “milking” a property—wherein
the owner extracts as much capital as possible out of the house while letting
it deteriorate and eventually abandons it. Because property taxes in Detroit
are high, landlords often buy properties, fail to pay the taxes, and let them
go into foreclosure, abandoning them after just two to three years.>

Trying to stay abreast of property taxes in a city with high tax rates and
rampant over-assessments can be impossible for low-income homeown-
ers. Terrence, for example, was a Black man in his sixties who was strug-
gling to gain legal title to his parents’ former home. His aging widowed
father did not stay on top of the tax payments, and Terrence did not know
there was a problem until his father died and Terrence and his brother
inherited the property—and its liabilities. They could not come up with
the money for the back taxes quickly enough to avoid foreclosure. Nobody
bought the property at the county property auction, so Terrence and his
brother were taking turns living at the house to make sure no one broke
in, tried to take it over, or scrapped the house. When I met Terrence, he
was desperately looking for ways to buy back his parents’ house, as he and
his brother were sentimentally attached to it. It is also possible that
Terrence’s father didn’t know the property was at risk of foreclosure. A
June 2016 survey showed that 38 percent of the 1,789 occupants (includ-
ing owners, renters, and informal occupants) contacted were not even
aware that their house was going through tax foreclosure.*
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One elderly Black woman, a lifelong Detroiter named Harriet, saw her
property tax bill skyrocket when her homestead exemption was rescinded
while she was living temporarily in Arkansas, taking care of her dying sister.
At the time, she didn’t realize this was something she could contest or
change, so she continued to try to pay the increased tax bill on her limited
social security income. Finally, the property was foreclosed and went up for
sale at the county property auction. She didn’t move out, hoping that no one
would buy it. But it was a large house in an up-and-coming neighborhood
and sold for over twenty thousand dollars. Harriet found herself technically
living illegally in the home her father had bought when she was a child, that
she had lived in nearly her entire life. For almost six months after the auc-
tion, nothing changed. Then one day, a young white woman came by with
her father and notified Harriet that she had purchased the house at auction.
Harriet was told to move out. Harriet said that the prospect of packing up a
lifetime of personal items and family heirlooms was devastating. She
pleaded with the new owner to let her stay; the woman threatened to evict
her. The new owner finally agreed to let Harriet rent the house for $700 per
month. When I met Harriet, she was at a meeting held by housing rights
activists in the city and was trying to get help to stay in her house. She was
struggling to afford the monthly rent and did not know where else to go.

Harriet’s story is unfortunate insofar as someone bought her house and
wanted her to move out. But many more homeowners and renters are able
to stay in their property long after it is foreclosed. Data shows that nearly
75 percent of the 35,525 properties foreclosed for tax delinquency by May
of the 2017 tax year were occupied.’ In many of these houses, occupants
choose to wait it out, hoping to continue living in their properties without
interruption. A June 2016 survey found that 89 percent of occupants in
tax foreclosed properties wanted to remain in their homes.®

For example, longtime residents Ted and Ashley bought their house at
the county property auction nearly seven years prior to when I met them.
They were both under-employed and had very irregular employment
interspersed with periods of joblessness. Ted sold plasma and scrapped to
make ends meet, while Ashley rotated paying their bills from month to
month to avoid shutoffs. When they found out their property was indeed
being foreclosed, nothing really changed for them. There was nothing they
could do, and instability was a common feature of their lives. They figured
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no one else would want their house—a tiny, run-down property in a very
distressed neighborhood. They were right; several years later now, and the
house is still owned by the city (though, I don’t know if Ted and Ashley are
still living there).

Most of the holdover squatters I spoke with did not initially consider
themselves to be squatters, and none expressed experiencing any opposi-
tion from neighbors for their presence (confirmed by some neighbors I
spoke with). It’s not necessarily evident to anyone else that these residents
had transitioned from legal to de jure illegal occupants. Many (former)
homeowners merely desire to continue living in their home either for sen-
timental reasons or because they owned the house outright and could not
have afforded paying rent nor purchasing a new house. Some renters may
move out when they find out their house has been foreclosed, in part
because they do not want the legal uncertainty (like Maxine), while others
may decide to lay low and live rent-free in the house as long as possible.

As they are no longer the legal owners or occupants of the property,
holdover squatters face new obstacles and insecurities. Holdover squatters
(like all squatters) live with the uncertainty that they will be forced to
move out. They may be able to keep the utilities connected provided they
stay abreast of payments. But if the utilities are disconnected, it may be
hard to get them turned on again legally. Holdover squatters may experi-
ence better living conditions than other squatters because the property
did not sit vacant prior to their taking it over and is likely livable (since
they have been living in it). Holdover squatters worry about the legal
repercussions of being found out, and of someone coming to announce
they now own a house to which they may be very sentimentally attached.

DIDI

Blotting—squatting the block—is a common practice among RAs in
Detroit. Didi, a white woman in her sixties, lived in a house she had owned
in Detroit for over thirty-five years. Didi blotted several lots adjacent to
her house and occasionally salvaged materials from abandoned houses
nearby. Like many other residents, her routine appropriation began slowly
and expanded over the course of about two decades.
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Didi recalled wistfully how her neighborhood used to be: “There were a
lot of houses, a lot of people, a lot of children playing on the sidewalks. I
had a lot of neighbors . .. It was much different than today ... And you
know most of my neighbors were really nice. We had no problems. I knew
most, a lot of the neighbors. Many of them are gone now.” She said her
neighborhood started to change drastically in the ’80s and '90s. She
recalled riding her bike down the street one day and suddenly noticing
how shabby the houses were looking, that many homeowners had moved
away and “left the houses to the renters . . . That’s what happened. And I
almost cried, I said ‘oh this is horrible’ you know.” As conditions in the city
worsened over time, even the renters left. The houses were left vacant and
decayed or were burned. Didi noted, “I just remembered being really
shocked and I felt really bad that I was kind of stuck here in Detroit and
things were looking that bad.” She was stuck because financially she
couldn’t afford to leave the city and live anywhere else. She had bought her
home on a land contract, paying for it over the course of ten years. She
worked many different jobs over the years, generally in the “caretaking”
industry, but never made much money. After her husband died, she strug-
gled to make ends meet most of the time. But she still owned her home in
Detroit outright, and there was no way she could sell it and have enough
money to buy a house anywhere else.

The six lots next door to her became empty starting about fifteen to
twenty years ago, she guessed, after which she and her sons started cutting
the grass and taking care of them. She added matter-of-factly, “a lot of
people here in Detroit do that, they’ll take the vacant lots next to them and
they’ll take care of them, even if they don’t own them.” She continued,

I didn’t own the lot next to my house for a long time, but I grew flowers, I
had a circle of flowers. I had a picnic table. I did whatever I wanted with it.
I even think I had a driveway and like the people downtown told me, they
says you know it’s a thirty foot lot, nobody could build on it, what are they
gonna do with it? So I just took it over and used it as if I owned it for many,
many years.

This is a quintessential example of how many residents blot: they use
vacant land in a manner consistent with how most residents use their
lots—for yard space or parking.
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Blotting is a form of appropriation that is very unlikely to raise eye-
brows or invite any sort of adverse response by neighbors or authorities.
Growing wildflowers, as Didi does, is not a very contentious mode of
informal property use. But even so, Didi encountered some obstacles in
appropriating the vacant lots. She explained that about a decade ago, the
city still mowed some of the vacant lots throughout the city, including,
sometimes, those she was blotting. A few times the city came by and
mowed down all her wildflowers. In our interview, she laughed as she
recalled what happened,

But that was back when the city was being very aggressive with their lawn-
mower and they came and they cut it down. I got really upset because I'd put
a sign there saying wild flowers . . . I called the inspector and he came out
and looked. Now I say, “Wow, they used to actually come out and you know
care about our complaints!”

She continued to explain the encounter, “Well he just come out, I showed
him what happened, that they had been cut down and that I was trying to
grow wildflowers, you know and he said well he’s sorry, and he would con-
vey the message saying that they weren’t allowed to do that.” At the time of
my research, due to lack of funds, the city had shifted to only mowing a
strip along the front of a vacant lot (if at all).

When she first started using the lots, Didi didn’t worry about getting
into trouble because “it was a long time [ago] when the city just didn’t
care what anyone did. It was during Kilpatrick (mayoral administration),
you know, nobody cared.” Slowly over time, Didi had purchased three of
the lots next to her house and eventually wanted to own all six of the lots
she was using. Didi said initially she just wanted to grow wildflowers and
that purchasing the lots was “an idea that came to me later on.” In 2002
she paid fifty dollars apiece for two of the three lots she owns, and later in
2010 was able to purchase the one immediately adjacent to her house for
one hundred dollars.”

Didi wanted to own the other three lots that she was using, in part
because she wanted to plant some trees on them but didn’t want to make
that kind of investment unless she knew the trees would remain hers. She
detailed her plans for the six lots:
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I want to take a weed whacker and I want to make some paths going through
all three lots and maybe circle the rose bush and a few things. And I want to
walk my dog out there through the path and maybe a few kids will go out . . .
I actually would like to put signs in certain wildflowers or trees giving them
identification. And so I could walk a few children through there and say
look, that’s a certain type of flower or that’s a certain type of tree. I want to
put a sign up saying “Nature Preserve.”

On her motivation for these future plans Didi said, “It’s for the kids. I've
always did things for kids. I love kids.”

Didi also frequently salvaged usable materials from vacant homes
nearby to use in the lots she was blotting. The fact that this practice is a
legal violation seemed barely an afterthought for her. Of one such instance,
a collapsed house down the block, she explained matter-of-factly, “I went
and got bricks myself. I needed some bricks, I wanted to line my garden
and I’d go get some bricks and stick them in my truck. It seems to me like
they’re all down there and nobody cares. You know, nobody cares.” I asked
if she was concerned about getting into trouble for taking materials like
that, and she replied, “Well I don’t know why not. I mean you're looking at
a pile of empty brick. Who wants them you know?” She laughed.

For many blotters like Didi, appropriation started slowly, with defen-
sive and/or caretaking strategies.® But as time went on, Didi went from
merely mowing lots to taking them over, cultivating them, and imagining
creative ways to repurpose them. Over time, the desire to own them
arose as well, which Didi pursued to ensure that she could continue her
practices.

JEROME

I introduced the book with snippets of Jerome’s story, but it is worth div-
ing into more fully here to illustrate one way that RAs stumble into their
practices, and how these practices can change over time into something
desirable and enjoyable. Jerome, a single Black man in his forties, was
born and raised in Detroit. Several generations of his family lived on the
same block in Detroit, a particularly run-down area of the city that
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was hard hit by the foreclosure crisis. Jerome had been living in Colorado
when he lost his job and moved back home with his father and much
younger siblings. Soon after returning to his childhood neighborhood, he
began appropriating property “by accident,” as he put it.

One chilly day in October, he walked me through the gardens that
spread across several lots a block down from the house he shared with his
family. He explained what happened his first winter back in the city:

That February the snow started melting a little bit and I decided to go for a
walk and when I came down to the end of the block here . . . it was a bunch
of trash and stuff, it was so bad that the storm drains were covered up and
the water was backing up in the street and stuff. And so I'm out there with a
stick cleaning it up and I'm like, “Wow this needs to be cleaned up,” because
I had never seen anything like that before in our neighborhood. You know
even when I was a kid we always had vacant lots you know . . . most of those
lots there had been vacant for at least ten to twenty years. And so I decided
that when it got warmer I was going to go out there and clean ‘em up.

While he talked, Jerome gestured across the lots, describing the piles of
garbage from illegal dumping that used to be littered about. Illegal dump-
ing was a huge problem in most Detroit neighborhoods at the time of my
research—furniture, trash bags, bed-bug infested mattresses (often spray
painted with the word “bugs” so as to kindly notify anyone who might be
considering taking the mattress), or construction materials (dumped to
avoid paying disposal fees for toxic chemicals). So, come March, Jerome,
who was still unemployed, started to clean up the lots. His dad sent his
three younger brothers out to help, asking Jerome to put them to work.
Over the spring break, several other neighborhood kids joined in. By sum-
mer, they were gardening:

I tell people it was by mistake . . . (laughter) because now I'm a community
activist, I'm into food justice and it was, I mean literally it was a mistake. All
I wanted to do was clean up the vacant lots and I knew I needed to find a
way to keep them from dumping again, you know you can’t just clean it up
and expect—you know that’s like having a white wall that somebody put
graffiti on and you know you paint it white again and you don’t expect them
to come do it again. (laughter) So I figured if I plant some grass, keep the
grass cut, make it like a little park, plant some flowers, maybe a couple rows
of vegetables you know.
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Interestingly, when Jerome first started gardening on and tending
these lots, he tried to do it legally. He looked up the ownership records for
all the vacant lots in that area: “I checked as soon as we started working
on them, who owned them because, you know, I didn’t want to do some-
thing to somebody’s lot [if ] they were going to come and say . . . like dig
all this stuff up.” He found out they were owned by the city or various
banks. For the city-owned lots, he initially got an Adopt-A-Lot permit, a
now-defunct city program that granted residents permission to use and
take care of vacant lots throughout the city.

Jerome groaned as he explained how cumbersome the process was to
get an Adopt-A-Lot permit, echoing other RAs’ frustrations with interac-
tions with the city:

That process was crazy. I was told to go to our neighborhood City Hall, and
I went there and the lady didn’t know what I was talking about. I'm like
“Adopt-A-Lot permit you know,” and she was like, “We don’t have that.” She
was like, “Is it anything like Farm-A-Lot?” I said, “Yes, sort of like Farm-A-
Lot” “Oh we don’t do that anymore.” I'm like, “I know you don’t do Farm-A-
Lot anymore . . . but it's Adopt-A-Lot, you know, so I can cut the grass and
you know trim trees and whatever.” And she was like, “I don’t know what
you're talking about baby.” I'm like okay. I go out in the parking lot, I called
down to the City-County building and the lady said, “Where are you at?” I
said “My neighborhood city hall, I'm trying to get Adopt-A-Lot permits,’
and she was like, “Go back in there and tell that woman to look in drawer A
.. 7 And I was like okay and I go up there and the lady opened up the drawer
and she was like, “Do you see anything in here?” I was like, “Nope, there is
nothing here.” [The lady on the phone] said, “Well tell her to stand by the
fax machine, I'm going to fax it over and tell her to make copies of it and put
it in the file” (laughing) I was like, “Ah, this is crazy!”

But Jerome quickly abandoned the legal route, in part because the regula-
tions were too stringent: “[ The rules] went from just don’t put anything
permanent on [the lot] to don’t have a compost pile, um no permanent
structures, don’t remove any soil, don’t add any soil, you know and I'm like
‘They crazy!” you know.” Navigating the bureaucracy wasn’t worth it, in
part because Jerome realized no one cared and in part because many of
the lots he was now using weren’t owned by the city and thus not eligible
for the Adopt-A-Lot program anyway.
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Jerome wanted to own the lots but recalled being given a quote of
$19,900 (in 2010) to purchase seven of them from the city. In 2013, he
said they dropped that quote to $3,400 for thirteen lots. Jerome said he
would pay that if he had the money. Bank of America had been telling
Jerome for three years that they would donate lots to him, but it hadn’t
happened. He gave up bothering them because it wasn’t worth his time.
While Jerome didn’t worry about the city or Bank of America disturbing
him for using the lots, he did worry that expanding some of his farming
activities might bother the neighbors and that he may eventually face
obstacles for illegally using the land. He wanted to expand his activities to
include chickens and goats but was concerned the neighbors may be
opposed to having farm animals in their neighborhood and could push
back using his illegal occupation as a basis for complaints.

Jerome quickly reiterated that his neighbors appreciated the changes
the garden had brought. But he recalled that some of his neighbors were
initially skeptical. “We still had people being negative because people
thought I was crazy for doing the garden, you know especially in the
neighborhood, ‘they’re not going to do nothing but tear it up ... Well, it
wasn’t like negative towards what we were doing, more of like, ‘Why? You

99

know they don’t deserve it”” I pressed him to clarify—who didn’t deserve

the garden? Jerome explained,

The neighborhood . .. like you know the kids are going to tear it up. You
know ‘cause we had some stuff going on in this neighborhood that I had
never seen before, it was like people didn’t care anymore about each other,
wasn’t speaking to each other, you know, um, it wasn’t a community any-
more, everybody was distant. So like we have an older guy, you know a sen-
ior citizen and he was like, “They’re going to tear it up Jerome, you shouldn’t
do this you know,” and I'm like, “Well I'm going to do it, if they tear it up T'll
put it back.”

Jerome smiled broadly and added, “But now, [my neighbor is] like ‘T am
so proud of you, this is amazing, it reminds me of where I grew up, cause
he grew up down south.”

Gardening was something Jerome figured out along the way to continue
protecting and cultivating the lots he and the neighborhood kids had
cleaned up. He recalled that most of his initial knowledge came to him from
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years helping his grandmother in her backyard garden as a child. But after
he began putting more time and effort into growing food on these lots, he
reached out to local agriculture nonprofits for guidance. Other times, he
learned through trial and error. He shook his head as he recounted: “Over
the years I have made mistakes. I used to go pick up brew waste [from a
local brewery] and dump them into the compost pile and not mix it up
properly and then come back . . . like people walking through like, ‘Oh God,
oh my God you need to be in the country!” because the smell was so bad.”
Since Jerome started off without funding or resources for his garden, sup-
plies were frequently salvaged from other run-down properties, and the
water for the garden was often procured from the fire hydrants on the block.

Jerome’s informal practices began as a burdensome activity aimed at
making up for the city’s failure to maintain vacant property nor hold legal
owners, like Bank of America, responsible for doing so. But over time, it
grew into something he enjoyed and wanted to sustain (somewhat akin to
how LAs feel about their practices). This doesn’t happen for all RAs, but it
is useful to think about the potential for improving RAs experiences with
informality.

ARTISTIC BLOTTERS

There are myriad ways in which artists have made use of Detroit’s built
environment: for supplies, for workspace, as a backdrop for installations,
or even as canvas, from alleyway graffiti projects to painted butterflies on
deteriorated buildings. Many of these projects can be understood as indi-
vidual or community efforts to draw attention to the vacant and aban-
doned structures in their neighborhoods that are eyesores for neighbors,
or even sites of crime and violence. And even residents who may not con-
sider themselves artists per se, including some RAs, have used art as a way
to combat problems in their neighborhoods. Several such residents I
spoke with mentioned being inspired by The Heidelberg Project, a cluster
of blocks on the East Side of Detroit where longtime resident and artist
Tyree Guyton has repurposed found objects from vacant buildings around
the properties to call attention to the vacancy and deterioration that was
slowly overtaking his neighborhood.”
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One such resident, Delilah, was a single Black woman in her fifties who
had lived in Detroit all her life. Like many other Detroiters, she was
frustrated with the increasing vacancy, arson, and dumping in her neigh-
borhood. Mortgage foreclosures began ravaging her already distressed
neighborhood in the mid-2000s. Vacant houses were quickly scrapped
and/or burned. The empty house next door to her was often occupied by
very transient people using drugs, and Delilah didn’t feel safe with stran-
gers going in and out of the spaces so near her home.

Years of telling drug users to scram, of asking “Who are you and what
are you doing here?” got her nowhere. Calls to the city were futile. She
considered burning the house down but was afraid the heat would dam-
age her house (having seen this happen in other instances around her
neighborhood). So, Delilah decided to take a cue from Tyree Guyton and
clean up the exterior of the empty house next door to her and the vacant
lot on the other side of the empty house. She affixed items she found in the
vacant lot to the empty house—things like discarded toys and rusted bicy-
cle parts. She explained,

What choice did I have? There was nobody that really cared about the com-
munity. It was nobody that was doing anything, there was nobody that was
making a difference in that community. There was no government funding
coming into that community, so the hell with the permission. It’s like 'm
just going to start doing something and we’ll see what happens.

This sentiment mirrors what a representative from The Heidelberg
Project told me regarding others who have adopted Guyton’s approach to
creating art with and from abandonment and vacancy. She verbalized the

organization’s “official stance” being one that advocates following the law
but expressed how frustrating that approach was for Guyton. She said,

Well listen, I want to be very clear that we're not advocating for this whole
guerilla method. We wanted to do things the right way, but no one was lis-
tening and then when people started listening it just wasn’t happening . . .

Delilah didn’t want to own the property next door, she just wanted peo-
ple to leave it alone or the city to step in and do their job taking care of it.
She said over time she added some whimsical paint to the front of the
house and other found objects from around her neighborhood: she put up
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a fake Christmas tree on the front stoop during the holiday season and
arranged broken chairs and a table on the lawn, taken from a pile of house-
hold wares discarded on the sidewalk after an eviction on the next block.
She said the result of her interventions were positive. She believed the
items adorning the vacant house next door stopped the drug users and
other transient people going in and out, and that this was an example of
how “people can transform their own surroundings and they don’t have to
wait for someone to step in and do it””

Other residents have worked collaboratively to use art to intervene in
the problems in their neighborhoods. Wes, a white man in his late thirties
who had lived in the city for about a decade, helped organize residents in
his and nearby neighborhoods to decorate blighted houses. He recounted
that this approach came as a response to residents saying, “What am 1
going to do with this burned house in our community? What are we going
to do with this burned house in the community?” This is indicative of the
fact that residents are taking on these problem properties, not the city or
other authorities. Wes and other residents worked with some activists/
artists who helped guide discussions about what to do. They decided to
first just try to call attention to the “middle ground” blight that is over-
looked: the houses that aren’t yet structurally dangerous enough to draw
the attention of authorities, but that have deteriorated enough that they
also don’t draw the attention of investors. They began decorating the
houses with all sorts of found objects—playful pieces one wouldn’t expect
to find on a house. Wes explained their surprise at the result:

We actually didn’t know that by bringing attention to them, we didn’t neces-
sarily think about it, [but] makes sense that this would happen, then the
city came behind us and tore them down. So that was fine because did we
really want a house covered in old CDs for very long? So it was fine . . . these
needed to come down. So they just didn’t tear down that house, they tore
down all the houses nearby it so then the community began to see they do
have the power to change their context by doing an action to it.

I asked if Wes thought that the city was intentionally targeting the houses
they had decorated for demolition. He replied,

I would say yes, and I don’t mean that in a negative way. Like when we
would be working on the houses, the police would come up to us and ask us
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what we're doing. We'd tell them and they’d say, “That’s cool,” and they’d
leave. They weren’t like saying, “What are you doing?” (in a mean voice).
Fire people came up and asked and we would tell them, the same reaction—
“That’s cool.” They see that the community was doing positive acts in their
neighborhood.

RAs informally use property as an everyday response to negative aspects
of life in Detroit, often the result of failures at the institutional level. RAs’
practices are aimed at improving stability, security, comfort, and the con-
ditions of one’s personal situation, block, or neighborhood. Demolishers
like Chuck or residents like Delilah want to increase the safety of their
immediate block. Blotters like Didi or gardeners like Jerome want to clean
up and take care of vacant lots that the city has ignored. Some RAs experi-
ence economic instability, but they are not dependent on appropriation
for survival (like NAs are). RAs like Scott scrap from time to time to help
make ends meet in a city with few economic opportunities. Holdover
squatters like Maxine’s family try to save money on rent by remaining in a
property after foreclosure. Or, like Terrence, they may try to retain control
over a property they are attached to even if they lost legal right to it. RAs
labor to make the best of the conditions in a city like Detroit.

Most RAs don’t suffer under the same difficult condition of appropria-
tion as NAs do. Holdover squatters’ houses are at least already livable
(though commonly still sub-standard) and often had utilities connected.
Demolition isn’t by any means a safe practice, but the RAs in my study
had some tools, often worked collectively, and could disengage if the prac-
tice was too risky. Informal demolition predominately targeted houses,
which may be less risky than trying to extract steel I-beams from indus-
trial buildings like some NA scrappers do. RA blotters, gardeners, and
artists didn’t tend to engage in particularly risky or difficult practices.
Furthermore, some RAs came to appreciate their practices over the years,
and what was initially frustrating became enjoyable—a feature which
some RAs shared with LAs. Didi, for example, initially was just caring for
lots neglected by the city. But now she owns several and appreciates the
opportunity to grow wildflowers. Over the years, Jerome has become an
avid gardener. Another was able to turn her gardening activities into a
nonprofit that provides her some income.
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s Surviving the City or
Settling the City?

The timing of this research bridged Detroit hitting rock bottom and its
purported rebirth. Media headlines proclaimed that “Detroit is Cool
Again,” that it is “Better Than Any Other US City,? and hailed “The Spirit
and Promise of Detroit.” This shift has brought new attention to and con-
cern with what these changes will look like: what kind of city will Detroit
be in this new era? And whose imagined futures have weight? Conflicts
over just this question abound in historical and contemporary examples of
urban change. In studies of gentrification—urban spaces that are revital-
izing while experiencing an influx of new residents—many of these con-
flicts reflect longtime residents’ and newcomers’ differing ideas about
what a street or neighborhood should be like. These conflicts aren’t just
about competing visions for the future of one’s city as laid out in planning
documents, they are also embodied in the everyday practices with which
residents continually shape and remake their city from the ground up. In
my study, appropriators’ informal practices reveal differing ideas about
what the city is and how it ought to be, cleaving along the lines of longtime
residents and newcomers.

Informal property use is one way in which Detroiters remake their
city and shape it in accordance with their various wants and needs. When
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residents informally use property, they navigate around the legal/regula-
tory obstacles that may hinder their goals. But, as we saw in Part II of this
book, the informal practices of property appropriators differ in important
ways that cannot be fully understood simply by considering what laws or
regulations are broken, avoided, or subverted. For example, Lifestyle
Appropriators, Routine Appropriators, and Necessity Appropriators all
trespass when they squat, but their practices are significantly different.
How appropriators understand their practices to be responding to the city
and shaping its future also differ. At this crux in Detroit’s history, how
does property informality influence, reflect, or dovetail with appropria-
tors’ different goals and varied visions for the future of their city?

In this chapter, I analyze appropriators’ narratives to access these dif-
fering future visions. Narrative analysis—examining the way people con-
struct and tell stories about themselves and their actions—enables us to
consider these practices closer to the standpoint of appropriators, rather
than with reference to an external rubric or measure like the law. I pro-
pose that using narrative analysis to uncover the latent “planning by
doing” that appropriators embody with their practices demonstrates one
way to begin to make sense of the broader significance of the variation
across different modes of informality and informal practitioners.

This narrative analysis reveals that appropriators have very different
understandings of the city, their informal practices, the law, and their
futures. In her book Cheating Welfare, Kaaryn Gustafson analyzes rule-
breaking among welfare recipients, demonstrating how differing back-
grounds, resources, and knowledge shape how recipients “engage” with
rule-breaking and their normative interpretations of their violations.* In
Detroit, appropriators’ spatial history with the city (how long they’ve lived
in Detroit and why—i.e., by choice or by circumstance) intersects with
their varying levels of privilege and poverty and results in very different
views of the city as obstacle or opportunity. These differences significantly
shape appropriators’ informal practices and how they understand their
practices to be not just meeting their own needs or wants but intervening
in and reflective of the way they believe the city ought to be. As more privi-
leged newcomers to the city who desire to be there, LAs understand the
city to be a terra nullius opportunity and themselves to be new-age pio-
neers who come to Settle the City. Longtime residents (or impoverished
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newcomers who moved to the city as a last resort) understand the city to
be, in part, a space of obstacles, and themselves and their practices to be
directed toward Surviving the City. Understanding informality in the
Global North requires attending to these variations among informal
property users and how their practices are shaped by and aim to reshape
the city.

USING NARRATIVE ANALYSIS TO UNDERSTAND
INFORMALITY

The informal practices of middle-class residents are commonly privileged
as a kind of urbanism from the ground up and given epistemic weight, as
evidenced by the growing recognition of the value of community partici-
pation in urban planning.® Yet the informal strategies of the poor are not
rigorously considered as having anything to offer urban planning or pol-
icy-making in the Global North.6 Scholars concerned with informality in
the Global South have long conceptualized informality as “a form of direct
planning-by-doing undertaken by disadvantaged urban residents who
may otherwise have little ability to communicate their needs to planners
and policymakers,”” and a similar epistemic inclusion is needed in the
United States as well, especially in cities wrestling with persistent social
problems and widening inequalities.

Giving epistemic weight to the informal practices of LAs, RAs, and NAs
requires trying to uncover the latent (or explicit) planning-by-doing that
appropriators bring into being through their practices. To achieve this, I
argue that scholars need to consider how informal actors understand their
own practices as ontologically and epistemologically situated engagements
in and with their city. That is, we need to draw out how informality grows
from actors’ different ways of being in and knowing of the city and how
they understand their informal practices to be responding to, intervening
in, and/or shaping the city in a way they believe it ought to be (a future-
oriented normative claim). While Part II of this book described the motives
and experiences of appropriators to illustrate the varied practices that are
the focus of this study, this chapter uncovers how they understand their
practices in relation to the city, the law, and their future visions for both.
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Some legal scholars argue there is much to be learned from law-break-
ing, even beyond examples of civil disobedience that are often viewed as
exceptional and socially just.® In their book Property Outlaws, legal schol-
ars Eduardo Pefalver and Sonia Katyal write that, similar to judges,
lawbreakers engage in legal interpretation when they pursue their own
normative visions through their actions in the world.? Because we live in
a “nomos” (normative world), legal scholar Robert Cover writes, “law and
narrative are inseparably related. Every prescription is insistent in its
demand to be located in discourse—to be supplied with history and des-
tiny, beginning and end, explanation and purpose. And every narrative is
insistent in its demand for its prescriptive point, its moral.”’ Analyzing
the narratives of appropriators helps to identify and understand these
alternate interpretations of law. And, because these stories are constructed
by the teller, sociologists Patricia Ewick and Susan Silbey argue that they
also reveal “the social organization of power that sustains the world as it is
experienced and known,™ to that person (their ontological and epistemo-
logical situated-ness). That is, when appropriators tell their stories—
of how they came to be in Detroit and why they started squatting, for
example—they also articulate an understanding of the obstacles and
opportunities the world (or, in this case, the city of Detroit) presents to
them. Narratives articulate a storyteller’s sense of self through the con-
struction of stories that place her within broader social structures, space
and time, networks of relationships, axes of power, existing norms, and
opportunities for resistance.!?

I first analyze the stories of LAs, who understand themselves to be akin
to settlers—pioneers who venture into the wild, vacant city and tame it
with their appropriation of urban property. Then I move on to assess the
stories of NAs and RAs, who largely understand themselves as survivors of
a failed city, whose practices are only necessary insofar as the city has failed
its responsibilities and they are forced to negotiate and navigate these con-
straining conditions. These worldviews exist in tension with each other in
terms of their future orientations: their trajectories. Settling the City is a
story of opportunity—taking over “the good land” to prosper and flourish.
Surviving the City is a story of struggle and perseverance to make-do in a
city that has all but collapsed, using methods that appropriators largely
hope to move beyond; to improve past. Settling the City requires some of
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these conditions to persist (in some form or another) so they can continue
desirable practices, while Surviving the City entails hope for moving
beyond the current conditions and these often-burdensome survival prac-
tices. I conclude by discussing a few deviant cases of NAs and RAs, which
offer insights that are informative for policy responses.

NEWCOMERS: SETTLING THE CITY

Colonial imagery has long been used to describe urban processes that
entail the confrontation of newcomers and longtime residents.
Gentrification, in particular, has been portrayed using colonial language,
characterizing first-wave (and subsequent) gentrifiers, their practices, and
their views of longtime residents/established neighborhoods. Early gentri-
fiers have been called (and call themselves) “pioneers,’® who tame the
savage wilderness of the ghetto.'* Many gentrifiers embrace what sociolo-
gist Daphne Spain calls the “frontier and salvation” mentality,'® wherein
newcomers understand themselves to be investing sweat equity into
improving (and saving) their new homes and neighborhoods. To some
gentrifiers, longtime residents are akin to “natives” whose presence poses
obstacles to improving the neighborhoods they settle.!6

At this time, it is unclear what role LAs will play in Detroit’s revitaliza-
tion. But, like early or “first-wave”7 gentrifiers in other studies, they
deploy colonial language and ideals as they narrate their informal prac-
tices, implicitly embracing what geographer Neil Smith refers to as the
simultaneously dangerous and romantic ethos of the cowboy.!® This ethos
appeals to disaffected middle-class urbanites, who venture into the fron-
tier (the urban “edge” of profitability, to Smith). Many LAs draw on the
language and ideals of settler colonialism to frame what they are doing
when they appropriate property and why it is just.

As one of many settler societies across the globe, settler colonialism in
the United States has shaped many historical events, practices, and values
that continue to undergird various aspects of contemporary society. Settler
colonialism is a historical process of territorial seizure, native erasure, and
population resettlement.!¥ In other forms of colonialism, colonists set up
avenues for resource extraction and labor exploitation and return to the
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metropole once these are solidified or exhausted. In contrast, settler colo-
nists arrive with the intent to stay, to create a new society.2? To do so, they
must take control of land from native denizens to create space for their
settlement. This land/territory is portrayed as vacant, empty, or disused—
a terra nullius (no man’s land)—to delegitimate native property relations.
Through the lens of western liberalism, legitimate private property
ownership requires “productive use” which is earned through settlement,
cultivation, and investment. This ideology was used to justify settlers’
appropriation of native land.?! Research has noted the problematic orien-
tation toward portraying declining/shrinking cities as “vacant,” as this can
be a rhetorical tool for promoting “revitalization” projects that perpetuate
inequalities, like gentrification and displacement.??

In LA narratives, these settler colonial relations (to people and to land/
property) are rearticulated as: Detroit is the frontier, LAs are pioneers,
and they earn the right to be there by settling—intending to remain—and
productively using the property they take over, thereby taming and
improving the frontier.

Opportunity from Decline: Detroit as the Urban Frontier

When LAs discuss what the city is to them, they also reveal how they
understand themselves in relation to the sociostructural conditions of
Detroit. As (relatively) more privileged outsiders, they have not been bur-
dened by the obstacles of life in Detroit for decades and instead see the
city as an enticing opportunity for (re)settling the wild, wild (mid) west
and playing out fantasies of themselves as new-age pioneers.

LAs in Detroit appreciate many of the conditions that decline has cre-
ated—to outsiders, these are opportunities. While longtime resident
appropriators reference the distressed conditions of the city as constrain-
ing obstacles, LAs reference many of these same conditions positively.
Salvager Knox explained,

I like the fact that the city is relatively unpopulated, given its si