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In my most recent 
column (Jan. 13), I 
lamented the domination 
of our primary system 
by the most extreme 
elements in our two 
major political parties. 
One result of that has 
been the reduction in the 
number of people who 
identify as either Demo-
crats or Republicans. A 
December Gallup poll 
revealed 29% Demo-
crats, 28% Republicans 
and 40% independents. 
When those indepen-
dents who lean one way 
or the other are included, 
the numbers come out to 
47% Republican and 48% 
Democrat. We truly are a 
divided country.

Republicans support-
ing Donald Trump appear 
to make up about half of 
the Republican’s 27%. 
The same is probably true 
for the progressive wing 
of the Democratic Party, 
and it is those groups 
that provide most of the 
energy, do most of the 
leg work and that come 
out to vote in the prima-
ries. In Iowa, for exam-
ple, while there are about 
3 million residents, only 
a few hundred thou-
sand participate in the 
caucuses. Only about 
20% of us participate in 
midterm primaries, but 
yet it is at the grassroot 
level that most politicians 
get their start.

As a result of our 
complacency, the most 
radical elements control 
the day, and far too many 
of our elections turn 
into slugfests. A classic 
example was the contest 
in Iowa between Ron 
DeSantis and Nikki Haley. 
When they were by 
themselves in town halls, 
answering questions from 
moderators and audi-
ence members, they were 
generally calm, informa-
tive, clear and respon-
sive to questions. When 
they appeared on a stage 
together in a “debate,” 
they brutalized each 
other mercilessly.

We probably aren’t 
going to change the 
system, but an experience 
in my own life proved to 
me that individual candi-
dates can choose a better 
path.

Back in 1982, four years 
after I left teaching in the 
State College (Pennsyl-
vania) Area High School, 
an unexpected opening 
appeared midterm on 
the local nine-member 
school board. In order to 
preserve an odd number 
of board members, a 
special election was held. 

Because there was 
no time for a primary, 
each political party was 
permitted to select one 
candidate. I made a 
spontaneous decision to 
appear before the local 
Republican committee 
and present my creden-
tials. Of the several citi-
zens who appeared, I 
was the one selected. The 
Democratic Party did the 
same, and they selected a 
highly respected profes-
sor of education at Penn 
State, Mary Dupuis. I had 
taught one of her chil-

dren in high school and 
thought she was a sincere 
and entirely qualified 
person.

Mary and I resisted 
the temptation to make 
our campaigns partisan 
or divisive. We would 
appear at school plays 
and sporting events to 
shake hands and distrib-
ute campaign literature, 
often extending friendly 
greetings. We each put 
a few ads in the local 
paper, but they were not 
attack ads. We focused on 
our experiences and our 
priorities for the school 
district, which encom-
pass Penn State Univer-
sity, the Borough of State 
College and several 
surrounding townships, a 
total of about 150 square 
miles.

Even though I had 
served in 1976 as the chief 
contract negotiator for 
the local teacher’s union 
and in 1978 had served 
as its president, I did 
not seek nor receive its 
endorsement. 

In fact, during the 
evening that I was 
presenting my credentials 
to the local Republican 
committee, the strongest 
objection to my candi-
dacy was my prior lead-
ership positions in the 
teacher’s union, i.e., the 
fox in the henhouse. 

But in only four short 
years, having been away 
from it, I could tell 
them honestly that I 
was already beginning 
to perceive unionism 
and professionalism as 
strange bedfellows, and 
that belief persists to this 
day.

Right before the elec-
tion, a candidates’ night 
was held in the high 
school auditorium and 
was very well attended. 
There were plenty of 
issues to be discussed, 
but it wasn’t set up as a 
debate. Instead, each of 
us made an opening state-
ment, and then the rest 
of the evening was spent 
fielding questions from 
the audience. We didn’t 
agree on everything, but 
not once did Mary or I say 
anything negative about 
each other. 

To the contrary, each 
of us made the point that 
regardless of which one 
of us was elected, the 
school district would be 
well served. 

The local newspaper 
agreed. What a refresh-
ing change from politics 
as usual.

In the end, I was 
elected and then 
reelected to a second 
term, but I know that 
Mary would have made a 
great board member. 

Later, in 1988, there 
occurred the one and 
only teacher strike in 
the history of the school 
district, and that was the 
most traumatic thing 
that I experienced as a 
board member because 
the singular reason I had 
left teaching was 2%-3% 
pay raises during the high 
inflation of the Ford and 
Carter years.

I decided not to run for 
a third term, but overall, 
it was richly rewarding 
experience.

Joseph Filko has taught 
economics and American 
government and lives in 
Williamsburg. He can be 
reached at jfilko1944@
gmail.com.

COMMENTARY

Elections don’t 
have to be 
contentious

By Laura D. Hill

Recently, GOP presi-
dential nominee Nikki 
Haley has been making 
comments about race that 
promote false narratives 
about America’s racial 
history. According to 
Haley, “America has never 
been a racist country.” 
However, when you live at 
the “birthplace of Amer-
ica,” where seeds of racial 
division were sown more 
than 400 years ago, you 
know better.

You have likely visited 
Jamestown Settlement’s 
Powhatan Indian Village 
and learned about the 
history and culture of the 
native Powhatan tribes 
— pre-English contact, at 
contact and post contact.

You have likely toured 
Colonial Williamsburg’s 
Peyton Randolph House 
and viewed interpreta-
tion by Janice Canaday or 
other African American 
costumed interpreters, 
who share the harrowing 
stories of life at this prop-
erty, which was home to 
27 enslaved people and the 
Randolph family.

I could write a book to 
dispute Haley’s comments, 
which are widely viewed 
as political pander-
ing because they are at 
odds with her experi-
ence. Haley is the Amer-
ican-born daughter of 
Indian immigrants who 
settled in South Carolina 
— where the Civil War 
began — after Confederate 
forces fired the first shots 
on Fort Sumter in Charles-
ton Harbor on April 12, 
1861.

Haley has acknowl-
edged that she faced 
racism while growing up. 
Moreover, in 2015, while 
South Carolina’s gover-
nor, she signed into law 
a bill that removed the 
Confederate flag from 
the state capitol build-
ing after Dylann Roof, a 
self-avowed racist, walked 
into a Black South Caro-
lina church and murdered 
eight people attending a 
Bible study.

In December, Haley 
came under fire for fail-
ing to mention slavery as 
the cause of the Civil War. 
Haley backtracked. During 
a town hall meeting in 
January, she confirmed 
that she knew slavery was 
the root cause of the war 
that claimed more than 
600,000 American lives. 
She stated, “You grow up 
and you have, you know, I 
had Black friends grow-
ing up. It (slavery) is a very 
talked about thing.”

Haley’s self-contradic-
tory comments demon-
strate that like millions of 
people, she is still grap-
pling with racist expe-
riences that her family 
encountered, which 
included the police being 
called on her Sikh father 
for wearing a turban while 
shopping at a grocery 
store. Imagine how trau-
matic this incident must 
have been for her as a 
child. 

Yet today, as a candi-
date for the highest polit-
ical office in the nation, 
Haley does not acknowl-
edge racist behavior as an 
adverse effect of living in 
a nation that is rooted in 
racism.

It’s past time to be 
clear about the fact that 
there is one race — the 
human race. Racism 
is a man-made social 
construct to assign value to 
humans based upon skin 
color for the purpose of 
exploitation.

The 17th century 
English colonists devalued 
the Powhatans to facili-

tate displacing them from 
their land to grow tobacco, 
which was the colonists’ 
cash crop. Meanwhile, 
Africans and their descen-
dants were devalued to 
exploit their labor, which 
generated wealth for their 
enslavers for more than 
two centuries.

I am still pondering 
Haley’s “Black friends 
growing up” comment. It 
is not uncommon for kids 
to have a diverse group 
of friends while growing 
up. In his autobiography, 
the Rev. Martin Luther 
King Jr. shared that as a 
preschool-aged boy, he 
had white playmates. But 
at 6 years old, he was told 
by his two white friends 
that they were not allowed 
to play with him anymore.

The $64,000-question 
I want answered is: How 
many authentic Black 
friendships does Nikki 
Haley have today? If she 
is elected as the next U.S. 
president, how will her 
policies impact her Black 
friends? Will they promote 
racial equity or expand 

racial divides?
Attending the 5th 

annual Greater Williams-
burg National Day of 
Racial Healing that was 
held this week gives me 
hope! Seeing a diverse 
group of people come out 
on a bitterly cold winter 
night to listen and learn to 
foster racial healing and 
relationship building was 
priceless. Seventeen-year-
old Sunshine Huggins, 
Miss Juneteenth USA, 
gave a dynamic address 
that encouraged truth-tell-
ing about America’s 
history. I wish Nikki Haley 
had been there.

When we come together 
to build a more truthful 
and just community, we 
all win!

 
Laura D. Hill is the 
executive director of the 
Virginia Racial Healing 
Institute, which manages 
Coming to the Table-
Historic Triangle. Learn 
more about her work at 
varacialhealinginstitute.
org.

BUILDING A BIGGER TABLE

Dispelling false 
historical narratives

Miss Juneteenth USA Sunshine Huggins speaks Tuesday during the Greater Williamsburg 
National Day of Racial Healing. HARRY WASHINGTON

Joseph Filko
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