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As the minority population in the United States continues to grow, the nation is, in
aggregate, getting more diverse. But at the street level, it's often a different story.

Now, a new web-based tool offers members of the general public a visually dramatic,
incredibly granular look at the racial composition of their communities, almost at the
block by block level. (Note: We are advised that the tremendous interest in the maps
has caused intermittent site difficulties. So if it doesn't work, try again later.)

The tool is a creation of Remapping Debate, a relatively new online journal, and the
research site Social Explorer. The data comes from the latest five-year American
Community Survey, and allows users to zoom down to the census "block groups™ level, a
smaller geographic unit than a census tract. The tool has been set up to make it easy to
highlight areas that remain ultra-white, as well as areas that are disproportionately
African-American or Latino or both.

And the sad fact is that in most U.S. cities there are effectively boundaries, on either side
of which people of different backgrounds live mostly with people like themselves.



"Segregation is an issue today, even though a lot of people prefer to think that it's not,"
said Craig Gurian. "When you look at this map, it's much harder to deny this very
fundamental reality about American society."

Gurian runs Remapping Debate, which is devoted to raising fundamental questions about
domestic public-policy options and challenging the assumptions that sometimes limit the
national debate.

"This is a story that has at the same time highly visible elements -- which are shown on
the map, and which become even more clear the more you zoom in -- and deeply
invisible elements that require some very serious reporting,” Gurian said.

Exploring your community through the tool "leads to a lot of basic questions,” Gurian
said. The most obvious of those question is: Why are those lines still here?

"Generally what will be found, with further investigation, is some significant level of
exclusionary zoning, or local resistance to affordable housing being constructed,"” Gurian
said.

Related questions include: "What kind of link is there to issues related to schools? What
about issues relating to health problems? What about job availability?

"We hope those questions will get asked."

What happens next is also predictable, Gurian said. Community leaders are likely to fire
back with two standard excuses, he said: "One is that it's all economics, and two, that the
part which is not economics is choice."”

But studies of segregated areas have found that the neighborhood composition cannot be
solely explained by economics -- there are often areas that have similar economic
characteristics but very different racial makeups.

And Gurian, who is also executive director of the Anti-Discrimination Center, the
sponsor of the Remapping Debate website, forcefully rejects the notion that choices can't
be influenced by external factors.

A major tenet of American consumer society, after all, is "the recognition that consumer
preferences are malleable," he said.

So what are the factors that lead people to make their residential choices? And are they
being perpetuated today?

In cities that have been historically segregated, defenders of the status quo will say it's
been like this a long time, and it's what people wanted. "But that ignores the fact that
these neighborhood patterns did not fall from the sky," Gurian said.

It's worth examining the history of how areas became majority minority -- or all white,
for that matter. For instance, the Federal Housing Authority played an active role in
creating all-white suburbs all over the country.



And then, of course, comes the question: What to do about it?

"Any kind of battle to desegregate is not a popular one,” Gurian warned. "It's quite
apparent that many people like their segregation just fine."

But, he said, "inaction is a choice. It represents a decision to leave something in place."

For more maps based on census data, see the New York Times'
http://projects.nytimes.com/census/2010/explorer

Mapping America project, which also lets you map Asian and foreign-born population,
household income, change in household income, home values, change in home values,
education and private school enroliment.

UPDATE: For even more maps based on census data, see the New York Times' Mapping
America project from mid-December, which also lets you map Asian and foreign-born
population, household income, change in household income, home values, change in
home values, education and private school enrollment. h/t commenter alex98.

Adapted from a post on the NiemanWatchdog.org website.
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