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Are Detroit ruin tours a form of morally permissible cultural tourism, or do these tours 
amount to a form of exploitation?  To answer this question I compare Detroit ruin tours 
with “slum tours,” guided tours of slums in the world’s major cities. I argue that exploi-
tation of the sort we find in slum tourism also exists, to a lesser extent, in Detroit ruin 
tours. To show this I detail two different accounts of exploitation and argue that Ruth 
Sample’s account best captures what is most morally problematic with slum tours and 
ruin tours. I then identify the similarities and differences between slum tours and ruin 
tours, and provide suggestions for how ruin tours could be retooled to avoid some (but 
not all) of the worries of exploitation. Finally, I suggest that with the proper framing De-
troiters could embrace photographic tours as a new form of cultural tourism. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
 

Although the heyday of popular attention to ruins occurred during the eighteenth centu-

ry’s obsession with the picturesque, ruin contemplation began before the eighteenth cen-

tury and continues to this day. In the past few years there has been a surge of “ruinlust,”
1
 

especially in Detroit, Michigan. Photographers and photojournalists have flocked to De-

troit’s modern ruins; many have labeled the resulting photographs as “ruin porn.”2 

Whereas the predominant medium of the eighteenth century picturesque was painting, 

the medium of this contemporary ruin porn is photographic. As a consequence unofficial 

and official ruin tours, which aim to provide opportunities for photographs, have be-

come increasingly popular.3 In an article for the New York Times Magazine, Mark Bi-

nelli describes unofficial ruin tours:  

 
One afternoon at the ruins of the 3.5-million-square-foot Packard Plant, I ran in-
to a family from Paris. The daughter said she read about the building in  Lonely 
Planet; her father had a camcorder hanging around his neck. Another time, while 
conducting my own tour for a guest, a group of German college students drove 
up. When queried as to the appeal of Detroit, one of them gleefully exclaimed, “I 
came to see the end of the world!”

4
  

 

Some enterprising Detroiters have capitalized on this “ruin porn” movement by setting 

up their own tours. Jesse Welter, a 42-year-old Detroit native, has been making a living 

by taking people inside these decrepit structures. His “urban exploration” tours are ille-

gal (because tourists are encouraged to trespass), but popular. However, many Detroiters 

are uncomfortable with these burgeoning businesses. “The decay is not cool, not arty-

farty,” Jean Vortkamp, a community activist and onetime mayoral candidate, told the LA 

Times. “I see the lady with bags and three layers of clothes on, and then I see a group of 

white young people climb out of their dad’s cars with cameras that are worth so much.”5 

Although many Detroiters see the tours as exploitative, hence the moniker “ruin porn,” 

the tours have only increased since Detroit filed for bankruptcy. In a city where 44 per-

cent of the inhabitants are below the poverty line, ruin tours seem to offer a lucrative 

business opportunity. Why, then, do so many of the city’s inhabitants cry foul?  

 

Are Detroit ruin tours a form of morally permissible cultural tourism, or do these 

tours amount to a form of exploitation? To answer this question I will compare De-

troit ruin tours with “slum tours,” guided tours of slums and ghettos in the world’s ma-

jor cities. I will argue that exploitation of the sort we find in slum tourism also exists, to 
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a lesser extent, in Detroit ruin tours. To show this I will detail two different accounts of 

exploitation and argue that Ruth Sample’s account best captures what is most morally 

problematic with slum tours and ruin tours. I will then identify the similarities and dif-

ferences between slum tours and ruin tours, and provide suggestions for how ruin tours 

could be retooled to avoid some (but not all) of the worries of exploitation. Finally, I 

will suggest that with the proper framing Detroiters could embrace photographic tours 

as a new form of cultural tourism. 

 

 

1.2 Preliminaries 

This topic is difficult to discuss for two reasons: (1) there is no preexisting philosophical 

literature specifically on ruin tours; and (2) much of what has been written conflates dis-

tinct issues. I try to disambiguate different aspects of the criticisms and complaints. To 

start, there is a triadic relationship between tour operator, tourist, and the people / build-

ings being viewed. Many of the criticisms of tourism conflate these various roles and 

relationships amongst them. Claims of exploitation can be levied against the tour opera-

tor: does s/he exploit the tourist? The poor? The tourist and the poor? The locus of mor-

al concern might also be placed on the tourists and their gaze. How much power does 

the tour operator have in constructing the experience of the tourist? We have to admit 

that even when a tour operator acts in good faith, a tourist may still have morally objec-

tionable attitudes toward the places they are touring and the people they are encounter-

ing.6 Tour operators can shape the tourists' experience, but they cannot dictate their 

emotions and attitudes in relation to the tour’s subject. Because I do believe that tour 

operators can alter the experience of the tourist, I will focus the bulk of my comments 

on organized, guided tours (rather than self-guided tours).  

 

This picture is further complicated when we talk about ruin tours specifically. Writers 

and bloggers have conflated criticisms of the aesthetic appreciation of ruins with criti-

cisms of the aesthetic appreciation of photographs of ruins. Certainty the experience of 

ruins qua ruins is very different from the experience of photographs of ruins.7 Through-

out this paper I will try to disentangle these criticisms, noting when a criticism seems 

more appropriately limited to a particular aesthetic concern.  
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2 POVERTY TOURS 

2.1 Description of Poverty Tours 

Poverty tours are also referred to as slum tourism, negative tourism, or “poorism.” 

While many believe the tours to be a recent phenomenon, Dr. Malte Steinbrink of the 

University of Osnabruck in Germany believes they started 150 years ago in Victorian 

London, where the upper classes toured the East End.8 Self-directed slum tours were 

also popular in 19th-century New York City’s Hell’s Kitchen, Five Points, Bowery, and 

waterfront districts.9 Contemporary slum tourism began in Brazil in the 1990s, with 

tours of Rio de Janeiro’s largest favela (or slum). Of these contemporary slum tours the 

largest are in Mumbai, Rio de Janeiro, and townships of Cape Town and Johannesburg, 

South Africa10; but tours also exist in New York City, Belfast, and Rotterdam.11 The 

most vocal poverty tour operator might be Chris Way, co-founder of Mumbai’s Reality 

Tours and Travel.
 12
 (See Fig. 2b) During peak seasons he gives up to five tours a day; 

his tours are listed in the Lonely Planet, Rough, Frommer’s, and Insight travel guides. 

 

Poverty tours capitalize on tourists’ desires to see the “authentic city.”13 Poverty tours 

are not usually conducted in cities without other types of tourism because they rely on a 

preexisting tourist industry. Poverty tour business structures are diverse: sometimes the 

tours emphasize community benefits (e.g., funding programs in the area), sometimes 

not. Sometimes community members run the tours, other companies recruit outsider to 

be their guides. All of this is to say that tours have varying degrees of interaction with 

the local communities. A popular tour in New Delhi allows tourists to talk to homeless 

children addicted to Eraz-Ex (white correction fluid), and donates all proceeds of the 

tour to drug addiction rehabilitation efforts.14 Often guides on these tours ask partici-

pants to refrain from photographing the locals encountered on their tour.15 Most, if not 

all, of the tours discussed in the literature are paid tours. Those tours that do not charge 

an upfront fee ask for donations at the end of the tour. Additionally, while many tours 

are created, run, and managed by members of the community that they tour, these tours 

are never created by the poorest of the poor, who tend to not have the skills or capital to 

become serious market participants.  
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2.2Criticisms of Poverty Tours 

In this section (2.2), I will review criticisms of poverty tourism, dividing non-

consequentialist from consequentialist complaints. In the next section (2.3), I will argue 

that the non-consequentialist concerns of exploitation are much harder to address and 

rectify. 

  

Critics charge that slum tourism is a form of voyeurism.16 Critics claim that the tours are 

designed to allow Westerners or the bourgeois to feel better about their lives by gawking 

at the poor. This (gawkerish) attitude is felt by those being observed on the tour. Harold 

Goodwin, director of the International Centre for Responsible Tourism at England’s 

Leeds Metropolitan University, retells the story of a woman in a township tour in South 

Africa who said, “They treat me like an animal, as if they’re on safari.”
17
 Many poverty 

tourists want to see people “in the wild” and are often disappointed if they do not inter-

act with people that they deem poor enough.18 Tour operators capitalize on this desire to 

see people “in the wild” by naming their tours “Urban Safaris.” (See Fig. 2a)  

 

Not only do community members (such as the township woman quoted above) dislike 

the way tourists view them, they also worry that these tours misrepresent their townships 

to the outside world. Since those being tour have little political capital, the tourists are 

often the ones telling and retelling their stories. The worry is if they approach to tour 

with this gawkerish attitude, the tales they tell later of those they encounter will be 

equally denigrating. In sum, worries about voyeurism come in two flavors: first, critics 

claim that the voyeurs are exhibiting a disrespectful attitude toward the object of their 

gaze; and second, locals worry that the voyeurs will further represent the locals in de-

rogatory and untrue ways.  

 

The two most common consequentialist concerns are, first, that poverty tours do not 

benefit the poor; and second, that the tours draw money away from organizations that 

could help the poor. Critics cite that there is no clear link between the tours and poverty 

alleviation (i.e., no empirical research has found such a link). Further, the tours take 

money away from NGOs, which arguably are more effective at addressing systematic 

problems in the region. For example, while poverty tours have flashy websites and great 

marketing teams, area NGOs do not have money for fancy marketing strategies. Both of 
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these criticisms presuppose that the only way exploitation could be justified is if it were 

outweighed by the benefits the poor receive. Thus, even if (morally problematic) vo-

yeurism existed, it would be allowed, even welcomed, if the community received 

enough benefits from the voyeurism. 

 

Prasad, a trader in Dharavi (a slum in Mumbai) says, “It [the tourism] doesn’t help me at 

all. We see foreigners several times a week. Sometimes they come and talk to us, some 

offer us a bit of cash, but we don’t get anything from these tours.”
19
 As Prasad illumi-

nates, many complain that the tours reaffirm the status quo; tours fail to address, much 

less change, the system that led to the poverty. So while individuals might receive some 

“hand-outs,” the tourism does little to address the systemic problems in the area. In an-

other illustrative example, there are currently poverty tours in Kibera, a slum in Nairobi, 

Kenya. According to the World Bank, Kenya isn’t a poor country; it is classified as a 

middle-income nation. Lack of funds did not cause Kibera’s situation, income inequali-

ty, voting along ethnic lines, and the lack of political representation for the urban poor, 

did.
20
 While a proponent of slum tours could argue that awareness of slum conditions is 

an important first step toward social change, most of the patrons of slum tours have pre-

vious awareness of such conditions. And, as stated previously, there is no evidence to 

support that idea that these tours have spurred these tourists into action. 

2.3 Exploitation: Theory and Practice  

Accounts of exploitation are varied in the ethical literature, but I will address two such 

accounts by Alan Wertheimer and Ruth Sample, who respectively argue that (a) exploi-

tation is paying a non-standard price, and (b) exploitation is a form of degradation. I 

choose these two accounts as representing differing strands of exploitation theory; Alan 

Wertheimer provides a market-based account (consequentialist), while Ruth Sample 

provides a non-market based account (non-consequentialist).  

 

Wertheimer’s Exploitation has been called the fullest non-Marxist account on exploita-

tion to date.21 Marx argues that exploitation is one of the hallmarks of capitalists socie-

ties that results from coerced, unequal exchange of labor. Wertheimer, unlike Marx, be-

lieves that coercion is not a necessary condition for exploitation.22 In fact, both of the 

accounts of exploitation I will discuss here acknowledge cases of mutually beneficial 
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exploitation. The paradigmatic case of mutually beneficial exploitation is where a 

wealthy company sets up a factory in a foreign country in order to take advantage of 

cheap labor. Nike, for example, benefits from the cheap labor in the Philippines, while 

workers in the Philippines (arguably) benefit since low wage jobs are better than no jobs 

at all. Wertheimer asserts that exploitation occurs when someone buys something at a 

non-standard price.23 Applying this account to Nike, Wertheimer would assert that Nike 

exploits its foreign employees by paying a non-standard price for their labor. But, as 

Wertheimer notes, in many cases no standard price exists. What would be the standard 

price for a poverty tour? In cases where there is no standard price Wertheimer refers to 

the notion of a hypothetical market: 

 
The notion of a hypothetical market price—the price that would be generated by 
a competitive market—does provide a plausible conception of a fair transaction 
at least for a certain range of cases.

24
  

 
A competitive market price, whether real or hypothetical, is a price where neither party 

takes “special unfair advantage” of particular defects in reasoning or vulnerabilities of 

the other party’s situation, and where “the specific parties to this particular transaction 

do not receive greater value than they would receive if they did not encounter each oth-

er.”25  

 

Wertheimer’s account encounters difficulties when applied to cases of personal exploi-

tation. Ruth Sample details a possible case of interpersonal exploitation in which a man 

and woman are discussing whether to marry and have children. Both partners want chil-

dren but the man asserts he will not do any of the childcare or housework. Instead, he 

says he will provide for the children financially (and selectively engage with the chil-

dren as it suits him). The woman decides she would rather have children under these 

conditions than seek a new spouse or not have children at all—preferences that the man 

knows and exploits. Under Wertheimer’s account, how do we account for such exploita-

tion? Such arrangements, it could be argued, are the standard price for having children 

in many societies. Wertheimer’s account, therefore, turns on a failure to adhere to the 

convention of a market price, but says nothing about whether or not that price is fair.  

 

If we apply Wertheimer’s account to poverty tourism, we find that there are few cases of 

a standard market price. Even if a market price existed, we might still inquire into its 

Page 7 of 25 Journal of Applied Philosophy



 8

fairness. Further, poverty tours are an example where those being toured (those who live 

in the slums) are not engaging in this market relationship at all. If the market relation-

ship exists, it exists between the tourist and the tour company. Part of the ethical prob-

lem is that those being toured are left out of the equation; those living in the slums have 

little say. They have not been given the change to consent or dissent to the tour. Poverty 

tours seem to be an obvious case where two parties (the tourist and tour operator) take 

advantage of a third party’s vulnerabilities. So perhaps taking advantage of vulnerabili-

ties performs the ethical work here, not paying a non standard price.
26
 In what follows I 

will discuss the moral importance of vulnerability in terms of failing to respect what is 

necessary for someone to flourish. 

 

Ruth Sample’s non-consequentialist account asserts that exploitation is a failure to re-

spect the inherent value in a person or thing.27 This lack of respect can be cashed out in 

terms of degradation. If exploitation is the failure to respect, then exploitation can occur 

even when all parties are better off (all things considered).28 According to Sample, there 

are three ways we may be involved in degradation: 

 
1. We can fail to respect a person by neglecting what is necessary for that person’s 

well-being or flourishing; 

2. We can fail to respect by taking advantage of an injustice done to him; and 

3. We can fail to respect by commoditizing an aspect of that person’s being that 

ought not be commoditized.
29
  

 
 

Our duty of non-exploitation is not a failure to advance the morally worthy aims of oth-

ers (an imperfect duty for Kant). Rather, it is a failure to treat others as ends in them-

selves (a perfect duty). Vulnerability, according to Sample, is need—specifically what is 

needed to survive or flourish. She states:  

 

Thus Exploitation as Degradation is connected to vulnerability because vulnera-

bility is typically (if not always) at the root of exploitation. When we exploit 

others, we make use of their genuine need for the sake of advantage in ways that 

fail to respect them.30 
 

“Basic human needs” could be spelled out in a number of interesting and productive 

ways: as Rawls’s primary goods31, as Nussbaum’s requisites for human flourishing 32, or 

as Sen’s prerequisites for freedom.33 By giving money to a poverty tour instead of to a 
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charity aimed at alleviation of poverty (or charities designed to increase political repre-

sentation of the poor, etc.) we seem to be exhibiting a lack of concern for what it takes 

for people in these communities to flourish. 
34
  

 

Sample’s second form of exploitation involves taking advantage of injustices that leave 

people in need of these basic goods. Thus, one way in which we exploit others is by us-

ing the vulnerability, and therefore treating them disrespectfully. Poor people are espe-

cially vulnerable in poverty tourism because they lack the social and political capital to 

dissent from this arrangement.  

 

Sample sees her third form of exploitation, inappropriate commodification, as the most 

controversial. I see this suggestion as the most helpful in explaining the badness of pov-

erty tours.  Inappropriate commodification is “at the heart of many claims of exploita-

tion. Some transactions seem to fail to respect the value inherent in a person because 

they ask that person to trade something that, it seems, he ought not to trade.”35 The no-

tion of inappropriate commodification could be applied to making something beautiful 

(or fun) that ought not be made beautiful (or fun). In the case of poverty tourism we 

could inappropriately find delight in touring and witnessing the struggles of others (e.g., 

“Isn’t it quaint that she walks all that way for water?”). Or we could make something 

beautiful that ought not be made beautiful (e.g., “I got a really beautiful photo of that 

child with the distended belly in that orphanage.”).
36
 A poverty tour can be seen to ask 

locals to trade their self-respect and privacy for a (possible) financial benefit.37  

 

We can extrapolate from Sample’s account and that poverty tours run by “natives,” 

those that return profit to local communities are not inherently exploitative if the person 

organizing the tour is doing everything in his or her power to respect and promote the 

flourishing of others.38 However, that seems in tension with Sample’s third type of ex-

ploitation: commodifying an aspect of a person’s being that ought not be commodified. 

Let me explain. The example Sample gives is the case of an African-American waiter at 

a country club who puts up with being called “boy” and other racist insults from his cus-

tomers. If the waiter truly needs the job, Sample believes this to be a case of exploita-

tion. If the country club is paying the waiter four times the market rate and “exploiting” 

his greed, however, it is a different case. According to Sample, if greed is a vulnerabil-
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ity, this may be exploitation. If greed is not a vulnerability, it probably is not exploita-

tion. Not only is this an odd claim, I believe this solution is at odds with Sample’s third 

kind of exploitation. If the exploiters are treating as a fungible good something that 

ought not be fungible, then no amount of money can compensate for the disrespect. If 

the country club is treating someone’s respect for their racial identity as a fungible good 

and it should not be treated as such, the greed of the victim is not morally salient.  

 

While I think Sample’s account of exploitation provides the best description of exploita-

tion, I think her account could be taken a bit further. In the case of the waiter, Sample 

has the resources to insist that whether or not the waiter takes the job out of greed, the 

employer is exploiting him. Under the first account of exploitation (neglecting what is 

necessary for him to flourish), we can say that the social basis of self-respect (a 

Rawlsian primary good) is necessary for human flourishing, and any waiter expected to 

accept disrespectful speech is not getting his social basis for self-respect met. The coun-

try club is exploiting the waiter insofar as they are ignoring what heed needs to flourish. 

Sample’s second type of exploitation (taking advantage of an injustice done to him) also 

supports a finding of exploitation. We can say that the country club, if it knows of its 

members’ disrespectful conduct, exploits the history of slavery and discrimination (the 

injustice) by hiring the waiter to serve under such conditions. Finally, as stated previous-

ly, we can assert under Sample’s third account of exploitation (improper commodifica-

tion) that the country club is commodifying the waiter’s racial identity (paying him more 

to put up with the insults), or commodifying his self-respect. It can easily be argued that 

these qualify as non-fungible goods. Poverty tourism involves all three types of exploi-

tation. When we view the less fortunate as we would animals in a zoo,
39
 we do not pro-

vide a social basis for self-respect; we take advantage of injustices done to these people; 

and we treat them as objects to be observed rather than persons worthy of respect.  

2.4 Positive Aspects of Poverty Tours (The road to hell is paved with…) 

Poverty tour advocates have begun to speak up, typically taking aim at consequentialist 

exploitation concerns. Many of these rebuttals take the form of “some benefits are better 

than no benefits,” and “nothing that is mutually beneficial can be exploitative.” Poverty 

tour advocates claim that tours inspire an entrepreneurial spirit among people who have 

few other business prospects. However, time has shown that middle class outsiders with 
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the necessary investment capital usually run these tours. Poverty tour proponents also 

claim that, while no solid data show that tours alleviate poverty, providing jobs for local 

community members has to count for something. As stated earlier, some tours do em-

ploy local people to help run them. Further, many tour operators take concerns about 

exploitation very seriously, donating a portion of profits to local charities. Reality Tours 

(cited earlier) donates forty percent of its net profits to the charity it created. In 2009 that 

amounted to US$23,000, which poverty tour advocates argue is more than the slums 

would have seen otherwise.
40
 Tours whose profits funnel back into the communities 

might deflect worries about voyeurism. However, money alone cannot eliminate all 

concerns about exploitation. 

 

In response to non-consequentialist concerns about exploitation (i.e., the tours are tan-

tamount to voyeuristic exploitation) poverty tour advocates say that tours change peo-

ple’s attitudes toward poverty. For example, GeoJournal reports that people who take 

these tours have a more favorable attitude toward the area afterwards.41 Tour operators 

hope to show that poor areas are rich with heritage and that the economically poor are 

not culturally poor. Poverty tours can expose people to the tangible and intangible herit-

age of an impoverished region, thereby enabling tourists to appropriately value what 

they did not value previously. Some poverty tour guides say they are “trying to dispel 

the myth that people there sit around doing nothing, that they’re criminals.”42 Poverty 

tour advocates further claim that viewing poverty conditions first-hand can trigger moral 

indignation, possibly spurring the tourist to action (however, there is only anecdotal evi-

dence of this happening).  

3 DETRIOT RUIN TOURS 

3.1 Description of Detroit Ruin Tours 

Detroit ruin tours primarily serve as an opportunity for tourists to take photographs, ra-

ther than to learn about the history and current conditions of Detroit.43 These photo-

graphs have certain features in common. In one of the most famous articles on the De-

troit ruin porn movement, “Detroitism,” John Patrick Leary describes the key features of 

ruin porn as: 

 
the exuberant connoisseurship of dereliction; the unembarrassed rejoicing at the 
‘excitement’ of it all, hastily balanced by the liberal posturing of the sympathy 
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for a ‘man-made Katrina;’ and most importantly, the absence of people other 
than… ‘street zombies.’ The city is a shell, and so are the people who occasion-
ally stumble into the photographer’s viewfinder.44  
 

Leary's contemporary version of ruinlust differs from its eighteenth century ancestor in 

that many in the general public are critical of its gaze.  

 

 

If you go on one of Jesse Welter’s Detroit ruin tours, you will leave at 7 a.m. to avoid 

both police and native Detroit ruin-porn naysayers. His $45 tour will last around three 

hours, during which you'll visit some of Detroit’s most famous ruins: The Packard Au-

tomotive Plant, the Michigan Central Train Station, and the East Grand Boulevard 

Methodist Church.45 His tours can be booked via his Facebook page46, and are billed as 

photographic (his company is now named Parker Creative Photography: Photographic 

Services). He also runs photographic workshops under the company name Motor City 

Photo Workshops (MCPW). MCPW’s motto is “Beautifying Blight.”47 Welter will also 

take you to the ruin of St. Agnes’s church, where you will see scrawled on the church 

wall: "Go Home Jesse … We HATE you and your tour bus.”  

 

Detroiters think Welter is exploiting the city’s ruins for monetary gain; others disagree. 

Bryan Verhelle, a blogger on Guernica, says, “By the way, I hear Greece is complaining 

that tourists are flocking to the Acropolis.” Lonely Planet48 and other guides have bene-

fited from ruin porn, why shouldn’t individuals?  

3.2 Ethical Criticism 

Ethical criticisms aimed at poverty tourism are also levied against Detroit ruin tours. 

Specifically, critics charge such tourism is (1) morally problematic voyeurism, and (2) 

unhelpful in the fight against poverty.  

 

Comments criticizing photographs of Detroit’s ruin tours on the basis of voyeurism are 

ubiquitous in the blogosphere. But one obvious question to ask is: who, exactly, is being 

exploited? The subject of ruin porn (both the photographs and the tours) is not persons 

but buildings. Surely the buildings are not being exploited! Perhaps the objects of ex-

ploitation are the Detroiters no longer able to afford their homes, the Detroiters who 

have moved from middle-class to lower class, or the Detroiters who suffer by living 
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amongst dilapidated structures. One could argue that photographs of derelict buildings 

serve as a window into the poverty, oppression, and disenfranchisement of Detroit’s res-

idents. As the criticism goes, these people should be allowed to suffer in private, with-

out others aestheticizing their grief.  

 

 

But, on this interpretation, the very people supposedly being exploited in Detroit ruin 

tour and photographs are absent; they are, in fact, noticeably absent from the photo-

graphs. As Leary correctly observes, one of the central features of ruin porn is “the ab-

sence of people other than…‘street zombies.’”49 Not only are the purportedly exploited 

not portrayed in ruin porn, neither are their direct artifacts (e.g., their houses or belong-

ings). The subject of these tours and photographs are train stations, automotive plants, 

and arts centers, not single- or multi-family residences. Don Hammond writes, 

 
Comparatively little ‘ruin porn’ focuses on the vast amounts of now-decrepit 
single-family wood frame homes that were erected quickly and cheaply in the 
early decades of the last century to house the throngs of manufacturing workers 
in Detroit. Neighborhood after neighborhood in Detroit is filled with these build-
ings, but they have far less romance about them because they were never re-
markable structures in the first place. They’re not ruined icons of a once-
golden era. 50  

 
In Detroit, the most photographed ruined buildings are the United Artist Theater (See 

Fig. 4) and the Michigan Central Train Station (See Figs. 3 and 5). Both are buildings 

that were well constructed, and beautiful in their prime. Again, Hammond,  

 
There is a crucial point that should be acknowledged in all of this, and it has to 
do with the fundamental architectural qualities of the once-grand and now crum-
bling buildings that form the real heart of Detroit’s ‘ruin porn.’ I suspect that 
what makes these contemporary images interesting to most people is that they 
show structures that were designed and built with a level of craft and materials 
that are more or less unthinkable today. 51  

 

It is this push and pull between the grand and the decaying that I believe is most visually 

arresting. This is why images of the Beaux Arts train station are more prevalent than 

images of decaying, shoddily made, mid-century single-family houses, of which Detroit 

has thousands. This is also why ruin tours focus on grand, large structures rather than 

single family homes. 
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Although the force of the voyeurism criticism is greater when the photographic safari's 

subject is a person, it is nonetheless reasonable to suppose that ruin porn viewers over-

distance themselves to the circumstances portrayed in their tour. There is a type of “oth-

erizing” in all forms of ruinlust because we are often looking at the remains of lost or 

fallen civilizations. This otherizing is magnified when we look at the ruins of our own 

civilization because we distance something that should be quite close to us (because, in 

one sense, it is). The fact that the images never have people in them is yet another way 

the photographers distance the audience from the moral issue at hand. And while the 

otherizing criticism seems most true of viewing carefully cropped ruin photographs, but 

also true of ruin tours. On Welter’s guided tours, tourists avoid interacting with De-

troiters, and thus receive a carefully “cropped” tour of Detroit.  

 

This leads to my second (consequentialist) criticism. These tours generally neither help 

the poor nor address the systems that created the poverty. People are inclined to pur-

chase equipment to take pictures of the ruins, but not to give money to help local De-

troiters. Vice magazine stated this criticism more bluntly: “you can’t toss a chunk of 

Fordite without hitting some schmuck with a camera worth more than your house.”52 

Obviously, self-guided tours (using guidebooks such as Lonely Planet) add nothing to 

the economy besides the ancillary benefits of having visitors in your city (e.g., hotel 

bookings, dining out, etc.).  

 

The pre-existing guided ruin tours also distance the tourist from the site, which is espe-

cially morally problematic when the site is a part of the tourist's own contemporary soci-

ety. As Leary states, “this is not Rome or Greece, vanished civilizations; these ruins are 

our own, and the society they indict is ours as well. As a purely aesthetic object, even 

with the best intentions, ruin photography cannot help but exploit a city’s misery.”53 

With ancient sites, such as Pompeii, we cannot help but distance ourselves because we 

see them as culturally connected to ancient civilizations. Contemporary photographs 

from tours depict our own civilization, which we have a present stake in and power 

over. When the ruin / photograph portrays an ancient civilization, we view the photo-

graph as part of a historical record of poverty, war or decline. But ruin tours  / photo-

graphs of contemporary society seem to obfuscate the moral problem at hand. According 

to Andrew Sargus Klein on Splicetoday: “Poverty, systemic failures of government—
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and any sense of progress—all of this overshadowed by the photogenic qualities of a 

good slant of sunlight cutting through the lobby of an abandoned public library.”54 In 

this sense, these ruin tours are similar to poorism. Both interacting with children living 

in poverty and taking photographs of ruins removes ourselves from the problem. Tour-

ists, by their very nature, are outsiders. There will always be a tension between tourists 

and natives. But there are better an worse tours, better and worse attitudes tourist can 

have toward the cities they tour.  

 

A related concern is that contemporary ruin tours misrepresent the people from the re-

gion to the outside world. The most well-known book of Detroit ruin porn is The Ruins 

of Detroit, by Yves Marchand and Romain Meffre. In an interview with The Observer, 

Meffre states:  

As Europeans, we were looking with an outsider’s eye, which made downtown 

Detroit seem even more strange and dramatic. We are not used to seeing empty 

buildings left intact. In the Vanity ballroom alone, we saw four giant art deco 

chandeliers, beautiful objects, each one unique. It was almost unbelievable that 

they would still be there. It is as if America has no sense of its own architectural 

history and culture.55   

 

Meffre reinforces the worry of misrepresentation by suggesting that the tourists and art-

ists who visit Detroit believe the locals are too stupid to understand their own cultural 

heritage, too boorish to appreciate the value these building have. Meffre remain the cul-

tural outsider, viewing Detroit and Detroiters with an arrogant, disrespectful attitude.  

 

Critics of ruin tours and the resultant ruin porn believe these tours, like poverty tours, 

siphon money from organizations that would help the region. They claim that when 

people value Detroit for ruin porn, they see all of Detroit as a ruin, and therefore see the 

city as beyond hope – a waste of resources. According to Matthew Newton,  

 
What's problematic about [Detroit ruin tourism] is that it does little but gawk at 
the city and people in distress. In other words, it actually contributes to the prob-
lem by fueling the notion that Detroit (and depressed cities like it) are beyond 
help. The glut of disaster porn photography currently cycling on the Internet has 
outsiders convinced Detroit is a post-apocalyptic wasteland, devoid of hope or 
humanity.56  

 
When we call Detroit a ruin, we are saying that Detroit is beyond help. Some have said 

this attitude is racially motivated; others say that Detroit just fell prey to deindustrializa-

tion, mismanagement, globalization, and the like. Willy Staley captures the latter notion 
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with precision: “Now, after six decades of hucksterish boosterism – stadiums, casinos, 

Renaissance Centers! – Detroit has finally decided that it will have no massive reboot. 

The city is packing it in by tearing down thousands of vestiges of its old self, its gangre-

nous appendages that need to be amputated. It has finally come to terms with what it has 

become.”57 In other words, in lacking the will to reboot, people accuse Detroit of allow-

ing itself to decay. Consequently, the city is being seen as one big ruin. Leary, in “De-

troitism,” calls this the metonym use of ruin porn. The photographs, these critics sup-

pose, stand-in for Detroit, and do so poorly. I think this criticism applies more to ruin 

photographs than to ruin tours, although the criticism is levied against both. Even if the 

tours are carefully constructed so that the tourists see little else of Detroit and Detroiters, 

they are still in the city and will (even if inadvertently) encounter bustling businesses, 

restaurants, museums, and artist communities (such as the Heidelberg Project58). 

 

We can apply the theories of exploitation I discussed earlier to Detroit ruin tourism. 

Might the Detroiters who dislike Welter and his tours claim he charges a non-standard 

price for his tours, thus exploiting them (Wertheimer)? No. No standard price exists, 

and even if we refer to a hypothetical market, the idea of how much the tour costs fails 

to get to the heart of the matter.  

 

I think Sample’s account of exploitation best explains concerns about Detroit ruin tour-

ism. These tours, and the tourists who take them, might treat people (or perhaps even 

the buildings) with less respect than they deserve. Sample discusses Raz’s account of 

value, which claims three stages of proper engagement with value: 

 

1. Have appropriate intentional states with respect to something of value; 

2. Avoid destroying and/or try to preserve the valuable thing; 

3. Fully engage only by appreciating and responding to its value.59 

 

 

Raz's “engagement with value” theory clearly applies to people, but also applies to 

works of art. Raz asserts that people are the ultimate sources of value, being the only 

things that are ends-in-themselves. However, he also claims works of art have value; 

they command our respect because engaging with art is important for beings like us. In 

the case of Detroit ruin tourism, we may have obligations to engage with Detroiters, 

treating them with due respect, but we might have obligations to the buildings as well. 
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Raz’s strong claim is that we must avoid destroying items of value (and perhaps we 

have obligations to preserve them). We can fully engage with these buildings only after 

we understand their value. As the tours stand now, the buildings are presented as objects 

of photographic curiosity—decontextualized from art historical narrative, or any mean-

ingful narrative about Detroit’s decline.60 Perhaps in order to respect the buildings we 

must see them as part of an historical narrative and refrain from damaging them further.  

3.3 Positive Spin on Ruin Tours?  

As seen in the previous section, ruin tours face many of the same criticisms as poverty 

tours. They also share the same benefits. First, ruin tours spur entrepreneurial business. 

Right now many tourists are using guidebooks to visit the ruins without a guide. This 

presents opportunities for the unemployed in Detroit to start legal photographic tours.  

 

Second, these tours might lead to ancillary benefits. For example, neighborhood restau-

rants might benefit from increased foot traffic. Detroit, however, lacks a pre-existing 

tourist infrastructure.61 Not many Americans travel to Detroit solely to spend time on a 

river cruise, or to visit a casino. Yet thousands are visiting Detroit to take pictures of 

urban decay. Ruin tours could be an attraction that would draw people to Detroit.  

 

Third, the tours can help outsiders see that Detroit, in its entirety, is not a ruin. As with 

poorism, how outsiders view the “slums” and people living therein solely through narra-

tives fails to tell the whole story. For example, in the Vice Magazine article, “Some-

thing, Something, Something, Detroit: Lazy Journalist Loves Pictures of Abandoned 

Stuff,” Thomas Morton discusses how carefully framed and cropped most of these im-

ages are. Under one photo of a field, he writes the following caption, “Climbing a hill-

ock for a better view of the grassy wastes surrounding Jane Cooper Elementary School. 

If you move the camera just a few inches to the left you’ll get a bustling, well-

maintained food-packaging plant in frame, so be careful to crop that shit out.”62 In an-

other example, Morton tells us that Michigan Central station is across the street from 

Detroit’s most popular BBQ joint. (See Fig. 5) A socially responsible tour could help 

counteract the metonymic use of the ruin porn photographs. Tours might make people 

re-evaluate the city, and perhaps could re-frame some of the racist narratives about De-

troit’s decline.  
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Ruin porn is not presently counteracting the narrative that Detroit is beyond repair. By 

focusing on tourism, Detroiters could help to rewrite that narrative. When Detroiters 

object to ruin porn, I think they are truly objecting to outsiders believing Detroit as a 

whole is a ruin. Leary correctly points out the metonymic use of ruin porn, and De-

troiters rightly object to the metonym.
63
  

4 WHAT SHOULD BE DONE 
4.1 Retooling the Ruin Tours of Detroit 

Detroit ruin tours face the same ethical worries about exploitation as slum tours face. 

Some of these worries are mitigated by the fact that in ruin tours the tourists engage 

with buildings, not people. Yet, people nonetheless feel exploited when their neighbor-

hoods are the subject of ruin tours. Consequentialist theories of exploitation focus our 

attention in the wrong place. Wertheimer’s market-driven account cannot account for 

the moral badness of voyeurism. If we are producing the best possible circumstances 

with our tourism, and we still make people feel like zoo animals, then according to 

Wertheimer, there is no exploitation present. His account also fails to address residents' 

worries about misrepresentation. Misrepresentation has nothing to do with market rela-

tions. And, as previously stated, those being wronged are not even part of the market 

relationship. Sample’s account of exploitation as degradation seems accurate, but it 

doesn’t go far enough.  

 

In light of our worries about exploitation, how might we retool Detroit ruin tours? When 

it comes to ethical tourism, we do not have to start from scratch. The Cape Town Decla-

ration (2002), defines responsible tourism as having the following features: 

 
1. Minimizes negative economic, environmental, and social impacts; 
2. Generates greater economic benefits for local people, enhances the well-being of 

host communities, and improves working conditions and access to the industry; 
3. Involves local people in decisions that affect their lives and life chances; 
4. Makes positive contributions to the conservation of natural and cultural heritage, 

to the maintenance of the world’s diversity; 
5. Provides more enjoyable experiences for tourist through more meaningful con-

nections with local residents, and a greater understanding of local cultural, so-
cial, and environmental issues; 

6. Provides access for physically challenged people; and 
7. Is culturally sensitive, engenders respect between tourist and host, and builds lo-

cal pride and confidence.64 
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This detailed list contains features that vary widely in the ease with which they can be 

implemented in ruin tourism. Consider, for example, feature one, which requires that 

responsible tourism have positive economic and social impact. While Detroit ruin tour-

ism has some positive economic impacts, it has not produced positive social impacts. To 

produce these impacts, we would need to change the voyeuristic nature of the current 

tours.  We might, for example, cast local Detroiters from different backgrounds to act as 

tour guides. This change would also help satisfy other features of the Cape Town Decla-

ration. Local guides could transport tourists to the ruins, contextualizing the neighbor-

hood and buildings along the way. Locals could talk not only about the art historical tra-

ditions to which these buildings belonged, but also to the reasons for economic decline. 

The resultant job opportunities for Detroiters would go toward satisfying the second re-

quirement (creating economic benefits for local people) and the third (involving local 

people in decisions that affect their lives). By contextualizing ruined buildings in the 

right way, Detroiters can show pride in their cultural heritage and start to rewrite the 

narrative of their city, fighting against the metonymic use of Detroit ruin porn and ad-

dressing feature seven (engendering respect between tourist and host and building local 

pride).  

 

Raz believes that while we ultimately owe people respect, we too should show respect 

to works of art, or in this case, works of architecture. To respect these buildings, Raz 

tells us we must understand them and, at a minimum, not destroy them. Currently, the 

Detroit ruin tours do not meet either requisite. However, if tours were guided by in-

formed Detroiters, tourists would have a better chance of understanding the buildings 

and their value; it would help them to understand why they shouldn’t trespass and de-

grade the buildings any further.65  

 

Involving local people in Detroit ruin tourism will be a difficult task. The first step is 

trust building. Having community members teach tourists about their cultural heritage 

could help local’s sense of power, thus counteracting the past exploitation. In Sample’s 

sense, it could help provide the much needed basis for self-respect needed for human 

flourishing. It would also put the power in the hands of locals to write appropriate narra-

tives about their lives that gets uptake in a wider community. Carole Hay has argued that 

oppressed people have an obligation to fight this oppression. She grounds this duty by 
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asserting that oppression can undermine our rational natures. In order to protect our ra-

tionality (which is, for Kant, our very humanity) we must rise up against oppression—

either externally or internally.
66
 This would be an external way for those in Detroit to 

resist their disenfranchisement. 

 

And how might we apply this account to ruin porn photographs? I have three interrelat-

ed suggestions. First, the vehicles of photographic ruin porn (coffee table books, blogs, 

websites and the like) should do a better job of framing the photographs within a larger 

narrative of Detroit’s decline. While the two prominent coffee table books on Detroit 

ruin porn have essays introducing the photographs, the essays present a really simplistic 

narrative and more framing could be done. Second, there is no reason that collections of 

the photographs should not include some photos of people, the city, and the ruins rela-

tions to the people and the city. (See Fig. 5) These images would present much needed 

counter-narratives and are visually arresting in their own right. Third, we should empha-

size the difference between artistic photographs and photojournalism. It would be uneth-

ical of photojournalists to Photoshop out people from photos of the ruins, but it seems 

well within artistic license. If we emphasizes that the photos are artworks and not photo-

journalism (even if the pictures look the same), this might combat the metonymic use of 

the images. 

5 CONCLUSION   
 
The primary difference between ruin tours and poorism is that people go on ruin tours to 

engage with beautiful decaying buildings, not people. And while this might allay our 

exploitation worries a bit, worries remain. Perhaps ruin tours have more in common 

with poverty tours than originally thought. But as with poverty tours, there are positive 

things to say about ruin tours. Our worries can be mitigated based on how the tours are 

run. Locals should have a chance to represent themselves and help create narratives 

about Detroit. Ruin tours should be operated and run by local Detroiters, who could 

fight against the metonymic use of Detroit ruin porn. Profits from these tours could be 

used to assist Detroiters. Donating a percentage of proceeds to preservation of historic 

buildings and job training seems like not only a smart move but ethically desirable. Fi-

nally, tour companies and operators should be concerned to address worries about vo-
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yeurism. If these worries are adequately addressed on the front end, Detroiters might be 

happier about the resultant photographs and tours.  
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