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Thank you for the invitation to speak here today.  I offer my congratulations to the South Orange Civic 
Organization, its leadership, and of course to today’s honorees.  As a past recipient of this award, I 
want you to know that it is my most treasured recognition; one that encourages me to work toward the 
Beloved Community every day.  I welcome Karen and Sandye to this noble club! 

I have the task of talking about where we are with integration today. In my short time, I will try to give 
you a sense of what’s happening in the world of “intentional integration” as I see it - and talk a bit 
about what needs to happen to keep the movement afloat. 

You might have heard that a new book, Searching for Whitopia has received a bit of interest in our 
area. Journalist Rich Benjamin, a gentleman of color, spent two years living in white America to 
observe "Whitopias" to reveal what these places are really like. A Whitopia, according to Benjamin, is 
whiter than the nation, its respective region, and its state. It has posted at least 6 percent population 
growth since 2000. The majority of that growth is from white migrants.1 Benjamin believes that by 
2042 – later than we thought - whites will no longer be the majority in America, which means that 
more immigrants and ethnicities will have moved into this country.  Of particular interest to many in 
this room was Benjamin’s follow up statement in an interview with time.com in which he said, “There 
are communities around the country that get it right. Maplewood, N.J. – and by extension, South 
Orange, has all the attributes of a Whitopia — high property values, great public schools, 
neighborliness — and yet it's also integrated and very diverse.”2 

Through his research, Benjamin discovers, no great surprise, that segregation is still a serious issue. He 
describes two different Americas, "Obama Nation" and "Whitopia." The first is comfortable with 
diversity even though they are clearly separated, while the other doesn't mind a bit of culture so long 
as it doesn't seep into their own communities. 3 

                                                        
1 Benjamin, Rich. Searching for Whitopia. Hyperion. 
2 "America's Booming White Enclaves." Interview by Randy James. Time.com. Time Inc., 12 Oct. 2009. Web. 07 Jan. 2010. 
<http://www.time.com/time/nation/article/0,8599,1929729,00.html>. 
3 Benjamin, Rich. 
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As we move forward in America, we continually seek clues as to how our population might resettle 
and regroup, on our way to becoming a more (or less) perfect union. 

In 2003, when former supreme court Justice O’Conner, speaking for a majority of the Court, explicitly 
found that the U. of Mich. Law School had a compelling interest in a diverse student body, and that 
such diversity included racial diversity, the Court simply acknowledged what many proponents of an 
integrated society have long believed: a society which has a significant number of diverse racial, 
economic and social subgroups is not well served by segregating those subgroups from interaction 
with each other.4 Especially in a society founded upon the principals of equal opportunity and justice 
for all. 
 
Today, in spite of tremendous progress in becoming “one nation, with liberty and justice for all” many 
of us continue to segregate ourselves based upon our race – in most of our daily lives to a degree that 
undermines those fundamental principles.   
 
Simply, people who do not know each other, people who do not understand each other, and people 
who fear and distrust each other are seldom able to work constructively together.  They also have a 
hard time giving those that they do not know, understand, and trust, the same degree of opportunity 
and justice as those they do. 

So, what are we to do?  I think the answer is intentional integration such as is practiced in relatively 
few communities, still, in this country.  

Racial integration is generally understood to mean the existence of multiple racial and ethnic groups 
within the same experiences or activity (as in racially integrated baseball teams) or place (as in racially 
integrated communities).  In reality, what constitutes racial integration differs from profession to 
profession and sometimes, from person to person.  I define racial integration in market terms.  I 
consider a community integrated when people of all races are included in the market for housing, 
schools, civic engagement, and all other aspects of public life.  A community is not racially integrated 
if it is in the midst of dramatic demographic change (“re-segregation”), or if separate market 
conditions apply to any particular group.   An integrated community is one with a “unitary market,’ a 
market that is open to all who wish to participate in it.5 
 
Despite push back, it is crucial that we continue to talk and work on integration. Even with the 
political accomplishments of the near past, indeed, we remain a profoundly segregated society. 
 
So where is the current work on intentional integration going on? There are the old favorites – Shaker 
Heights, Oak Park, West Mt. Airy – though recent research has shown an extraordinary backslide in 
both the political support and the actual results of these efforts. By our estimate, there are fewer than 
twenty stable, integrated communities in the country.   

                                                        
4 GRUTTER v. BOLLINGER et al. Http://laws.findlaw.com/us/000/02-241.html. U. S. Supreme Court. 23 June 2003. 
5 DeMarco, Don  Integral: Journal of Fund for an OPEN Society (2009). Print. 
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 And even in the old favorites, complacency is working against their early successes. 

Despite what some might think, research tells us that whites are not drawn to a place explicitly 
because it teems with other white people. Rather, a place’s very whiteness implies other perceived 
qualities. Americans associate a homogenous white neighborhood with higher property values, 
friendliness, orderliness, safety, and comfort. These seemingly race-neutral qualities are 
subconsciously inseparable from race in many whites’ minds. Race is often used as a proxy for those 
neighborhood traits. And, if a neighborhood is known to have those traits, many whites presume—
without giving it a conscious thought—that the neighborhood will be majority white.6 

Or as my colleague Camille Zubrinsky Charles wrote, “To put it plainly, whites are willing to live with 
small numbers of Blacks, Latinos and/or Asians, but prefer to live in predominantly same-race 
neighborhoods. Nonwhites, on the other hand, all prefer substantially more racial integration and are 
more comfortable as a numerical minority compared to whites. Still, the same race preferences of 
nonwhites exceed whites’ preferences for integration.”7 
 
So, a diverse community will always attract people of color, with whites always being the under-
represented group in the “market” for those communities.  Thus, the early success of the efforts in 
Shaker, Oak Park and West Mt. Airy, without thoughtful and continued effort, may be leading them 
down the familiar road of resegregation.  Complacency causes integration to lose. 

In 2008, we sponsored a retreat for community activists and leaders who had worked in five towns that 
had successfully become and remained integrated. Leaders from Maplewood/South Orange; West Mt. 
Airy; Pennsauken; Shaker Heights, OH; and Oak Park, IL shared their stories.   

In most of these communities, there was a consensus that the work of intentional integration was 
spurred by one or more ‘impetus events’ (for example: a school re-districting, or a meeting of residents 
who were alarmed by an abundance of what they considered to be racially motivated home sales).8    
 
The key feature of these impetus events is that they triggered a response which led to a greater level of 
community organization.  They marked the point when integration transitioned from a process which 
was happening TO the community into an effort in which the community engaged (the point at which 
integration became ‘intentional’).  

Whatever spurred them to action, whether it was the knowledge of what was happening here in 
Maplewood/South Orange, the publicity received by Pennsauken, our efforts to make in roads into the 
“first suburbs” of NJ – several other communities in NJ have begun the first steps toward intentional 
integration. These communities include Hightstown in Mercer County and Winslow Twp. in Camden 
County. That’s the good news.  Yet, over the past several years, I’ve spoken to hundreds of 

                                                        
6 Benjamin, Rich. Searching for Whitopia. Hyperion. 
7 Camille Zubrinsky Charles, Who Will Live Near Whom?, POVERTY & RACE (Poverty & Race Research Action 
Council, D.C.), Sept.-Oct. 2008, 
8 Panasci, Emilio. "Integration Lab." Ed. Barbara Heisler Williams. Integral: Journal of Fund for an OPEN Society (2009). Print. 
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community leaders in NJ – in towns that could benefit from this work – yet have failed to take up the 
mantle. 

Some of them, instead, have begun “diversity” initiatives.  Now, don’t get me wrong, I truly enjoy and 
support celebrating the gifts found in our communities through the broad range of ethnicities, cultures, 
religions and races we find in them.  But diversity initiatives are not going to promote integration.  
Because, in our society, diversity is not defined as including whites. 

We know that successful efforts in intentionally integrated communities contained, at the very least:  
�x focused and committed resident leaders and a racially inclusive group dedicated to the 

cause; 

�x public support, with adequate resources and clout drawn from the community and elected 
leaders; 

�x strategies that explicitly name and counter some of the observed causes of segregation; 

�x a willingness to evolve and expand in order to adapt to new problems; 

�x strategies that bolster or preserve community assets, and outreach to attract all races, 
especially the underrepresented; and 

�x a consciousness about regional segregation and how their community goes against the 
typical grain.9 

Communities which support racial and economic isolation and separation, even that which occurs by 
choice, are harmful for all of us, but especially for the children of all races in a country such as ours. 
They grow up ill prepared to participate as informed citizens in the country which they are expected to 
govern, and even more ill prepared to deal with the broader human family around the globe.   
 
The benefits of diversity in the higher education context, so eloquently described by then Justice 
O’Connor in her opinion, are no less compelling in the K-12 context, and certainly in a community 
context. Indeed, if such benefits are afforded earlier in life, the need for affirmative action may 
disappear even earlier than she contemplated.  It is probably easier to teach a child to read in the 1st 
grade than the 12thth, for a number of reasons. Certainly, the longer one waits to meet and really know 
persons of other races the harder it is to overcome the ignorance that one has developed during years 
of separation.   Using the reasoning of the Michigan case, could not a city, a school district, a state, a 
country, decide that the educational interest in diversity is sufficiently compelling to incentivize the 
development of such an environment, and reward those who chose it?  
 
We need to make a stronger, more aggressive case for integration that is based upon the compelling 
interest we have in developing a nation that values our both diversity and  our commonality. The 

                                                        
9 IBID 
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argument is both economic and moral. Our emphasis should be on the harm one does one’s children 
by raising them in virtually one-race environments, and why that such experiences are particular 
harmful in a pluralistic society such as ours.  As Dr. King told us, "Segregation...not only harms one 
physically but injures one spiritually...It scars the soul..."10  And, this is as true for the white children, 
by the way, as for children of color.  Make no mistake about it – integration is for us all.  
 
Creating an inclusive, integrated society is difficult.  The journey to integration in America is far from 
over; it is risky and requires courage. It takes sound knowledge of the history of racism and sensitivity 
to enduring issues. It takes a keen eye for de facto segregation. It takes, in Dr. King’s words, 
“committed altruism” based on “genuine empathy.”11 It means creative programs in the public and 
private sectors for opening doors to people who have been deprived of opportunity and who continue 
to be deprived for reasons of racial identity and the enduring history of racial issues. The journey to 
integration must be a journey of healing. And healing comes only through conscious effort, outreach, 
willingness to be vulnerable, desire to reconcile, and sometimes putting ourselves in situations of 
profound discomfort. 

We as Americans need to have this conversation and those who want an integrated, equitable 
democracy should take the actions to prepare for the 2042 Benjamin predicts, so that we do not 
become a Balkanized country. That has destroyed other countries. As Americans, we can do better. 
We don’t have to have that fate. 

We have insight from years of community work about intentional integration – we know that: 
�x Resegregation is not inevitable, in fact, resegregation is the failure to act intentionally to 

support integration as it is happening; 
�x There are common elements to Intentionality such as: 

o Citizen involvement  
o Partnerships with key stakeholder groups 
o Recognition of resistance and the ability to move through and then past it; and 
o Recognition of flagging energy and low levels of intentionality over time, and the 

ability to reinvigorate the work 
�x Communities that have maintained integration over time consider learning from other places 

an important marker of progress toward intentional integration. 
�x Housing, education and the exercise of power in a community through civic processes are 

related.   
�x Initial strategies will have to be expanded over time to sustain the work through resistance, 

push-back, leadership transitions and loss of community attention.  12  
 
However, I must warn you, there will be pressure to expand those strategies to address more than 
racial integration, because of the comfort with ‘diversity’ as opposed to integration.  It takes great 
                                                        
10 King, Martin Luther, Jr. The Words of Martin Luther King, Jr. Selected by Coretta Scott King (Newmarket Words of Pocket Edition Series). 
New York: Newmarket Pr, 1992. Print. 
11 King, Martin Luther, Jr.  
12 Panasci, Emilio 
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strength to keep the task at hand focused.  There is a fine line between understanding the changing 
realities of our future and ignoring the persistent problems of our past and present.  While it is true that 
America is a highly multi-racial society, it is also true that segregation between Blacks and whites 
remains across the nation significantly more prevalent than any other type of segregation.   
 
So, closing with, again, the words of the man whose memory we honor today: "...We must continue to 
resist the system of segregation...We must work constructively to improve the standards themselves... 
The challenge is here... We've broken loose from...slavery and we have moved through the wilderness 
of legal segregation. Now we stand on the border of the promised land of integration."  We must 
continue to cross that border, at every chance we get.13  And, as we sang earlier today, “Facing the 
rising sun of our new day begun, let us march on 'til victory is won.”14 
 
 
 

                                                        
13 King, Martin Luther, Jr. 
14 Lift Every Voice and Sing. (2010). In Encyclopædia Britannica. Retrieved January 7, 2010, from Encyclopædia 
Britannica Online: http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/340362/Lift-Every-Voice-and-Sing  
 


