IT’S INDEPENDENTS’ DAY. this year’s presidential
contest illustrates the growing power of
independent voters and their growing
dissatisfaction with america’s two-party
political system. UncG associate professor
omar ali, the 2016 carnegie Foundation
north carolina professor of the Year,
studies and advocates for the inclusion of
independent voters in the political process.
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on a SnoWY Winter MorninG Six YearS aGo,
Dr. omar ali was in Greensboro to interview for a position as an
associate professor.
he came downstairs for breakfast at his B&B and found two
“little old ladies” in the dining room. When the cook asked what
brought them all to Greensboro, ali eagerly explained that he
was there to interview at UncG. the women responded, “We’re
here to celebrate the anniversary of the sit-ins — because we
were there.”
they were part of the 1960 Woolworth sit-in in downtown
Greensboro, initiated when four black nc a&t State University
students sat down at a whites-only lunch counter and asked to
be served. When they were refused service, they refused to leave,
helping to launch the national sit-in movement.
that snowy morning — February 1, 2010 — marked the
50th anniversary of the sit-in. the international civil rights
center and Museum, complete with a restored Woolworth
lunch counter, was opening to a bevy of civil rights leaders and
national media. and the two “little old ladies.” White ladies.
ali, who specialized in Southern african-american history
as a columbia University phD student, was interviewing for
a position in UncG’s african american & african Diaspora
Studies program. thrilled to hear who they were, he went over
to hug them and joyfully introduced himself. over the next two
hours he collected an oral history of their experiences.
What he discovered about their political views was strangely
familiar.

INDEPENDENT SENTIMENTS
“When i asked them about ideology, they said ‘it just seemed like
the right thing to do,’” ali says. “one of them later turned out
to be a Democrat, the other a republican. But they came into the
movement as independents.”
ali is an accomplished historian of the african Diaspora —
he’s written about african-american history, afro-latin america,
and africans in the indian ocean world. he also has an abiding
concern about the structural discrimination faced by independents
— the outsiders, the disaffected.
in 2016, as americans prepare to vote in the presidential
elections, the frustration and concerns of independent voters —
indeed all voters — are everywhere.
as of early March, wealthy real estate developer Donald
trump was leading the republican field, and many Gop elders
were predicting big problems for the party if he were to win the
nomination. Bernie Sanders, a self-described democratic socialist,
was polling head-to-head with previously presumed Democratic
nominee hillary clinton, despite party leaders’ worry that he
was too far left to win the presidency.
and former new York city Mayor Michael Bloomberg was
contemplating a run as an independent candidate for president.
Some media reported he was willing to spend as much as $1
billion of his own fortune on the effort.
the Democratic and republican parties, long the all-controlling
power brokers of american politics, seemed to have lost their
ironclad grip over the most important election in the country.
to ali, it all makes perfect sense.

ABOVE as a historian and ethnographer of the african Diaspora,
associate professor ali explores the atlantic and indian ocean
worlds from the early modern period to the present. ali has been
a Fulbright professor of history and anthropology at Universidad
nacional de colombia, Bogotá, a visiting professor of african
american and Diaspora Studies at vanderbilt University, and a
library Scholar at the David rockefeller center for latin american
Studies at harvard University. he currently serves as the interim
dean of UncG's lloyd international honors college.

LEFT ali's fourth and latest book is
Malik Ambar: Power and Slavery Across
the Indian Ocean. it focuses on the
rise of a 16th century ethiopian
who was sold into slavery as a child
but arose from slavery to become a
powerful military and political leader
in western india. ambar’s ascension
to power was possible, ali says,
because slavery wasn’t codified by
race in the indian ocean world the
way it was, ultimately, in america.
Read more at:
http://go.uncg.edu/malikambar
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IDENTITY, POLITICS, AND COMMON SENSE
“in the polling data, most voters have a mix of views on issues.
More and more people say, for instance, ‘i’m fiscally conservative
and socially liberal.’ they’re mixing it up,” ali says. “i think that’s
more accurate in life. people are not all one thing or another.”
ali comes to that view naturally. he isn’t “all one thing
or another.”
his father is east indian Muslim; his mother, peruvian
catholic. he spent much of his youth living and traveling in
different countries around the world, as his family followed his
father’s job to north africa and the Middle east. visits to ali’s
mother’s family took them to latin america. he went to high
school in california and later did research in Ghana, colombia,
ethiopia, and india.
“Being put into many different situations, i have some
appreciation for nuance,” he says. “in some ways, i culturally
identify as christian and Muslim, but then again i also identify
with many other traditions.”
So the idea that two white women in the South in 1960 might
decide that supporting civil rights for african americans was “the
right thing to do,” or that voters in 2016 might reject the anointed
candidates of the two major political parties and instead support
outsiders, doesn’t surprise ali.

“

Why should anyone be excluded from the
political process just because they don’t want
to identify as a Democrat or Republican?"

“When i started learning about politics, it seemed silly, i believed,
for people to be so fixed in this one camp or the other, this partisan
mentality,” he says. “i can appreciate that you’re into a sports team, but
your sports team doesn’t decide major social policy.”
ali’s interests in african Diaspora history and in independent voters
are linked. his studies of contemporary independents are an extension of
his work as a historian. his first book, In the Balance of Power: Independent
Black Politics and Third Party Movements in the U.S. (ohio University press,
2008), focuses on the history of independent african-american politics in
the United States.
ali’s knowledge of that history gives him a different perspective on
independent politics.

CONCERN FOR PROCESS
rather than share common ideologies or political sentiments, ali says
independents share a concern about process.
according to pollsters, 43 percent of americans self-identify as
independents.
“there is an emerging, organized movement of independents in
america,” ali says. “that’s the thing i am particularly interested in
because it’s a basic issue of inclusion, of democracy.”
But it’s a movement that faces obstacles created by the two major
parties. in many states — including north carolina — it is nearly
impossible to get on the ballot as an independent candidate. to run for
governor, the Democratic and republican candidates just have to win their
party nominations — no matter how few citizens vote in the primaries.
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CALIFORNIA’S ‘QUIET REVOLUTION’
in 2010, california adopted an open primary system for all elections
except the presidential race. ali and Jason olson, the president of
San Francisco-based independentvoice.org, studied the impact of
california’s move to open primaries.
their 2015 report, “a Quiet revolution: the early Success of
california’s top two nonpartisan primary,” found big changes
had occurred.
in the new system, an open primary is held — citizens can vote
for whomever they choose, without concern for party. the top two
vote earners then compete in the general election.
california politics have changed dramatically as a result. among
the study's key findings:
MORE COMPETITIVE ELECTIONS From 2000 to 2009 just two incumbent
candidates in state legislature and congressional elections were unseated
(both were under criminal investigation). Since 2010, California elections have
become the most competitive in the country.

and, of course, independent voters can now vote in primaries,
giving millions of people a more meaningful political voice.
“those who make the rules, rule.” ali says. “that’s the meat and
potatoes of politics.”
california isn’t the only state with a nonpartisan primary system.
Washington and nebraska have similar systems, and there are
proposals in several other states to adopt top-two primary systems.
(not in north carolina.)

“

The IndependenT VoTer

an independent candidate faces a much steeper challenge.
“You have to get over 100,000 voter signatures to have your name
just appear on the ballot, while the Democrats and republicans have
written the rules so they don’t have to gather any. their nominee gets
on automatically,” ali notes. “Most people don’t know that there’s
such a structural legal bias. in the law, independents are second-class
citizens.”
ali notes that independent candidates who have gained support
have generally been people who were already public figures — such
as ex-professional wrestler Jesse ventura, who served as governor
of Minnesota — or very wealthy — like ross perot, the successful
businessman who ran as an independent candidate for president in
1992 and garnered 20 million votes.
independent candidates who successfully win an election — like
ventura — are still few and far between. however, ali believes that
the support outside candidates have won in this year’s presidential
primaries reflects a growing anti-partyism.
“What we’re seeing is an expression of americans wanting to
move away from parties altogether,” he says. “there is a strong
perception that the parties are more concerned about themselves
than ordinary citizens. that’s the thing that i am particularly
interested in. it’s an issue of democracy, of participation.”
ali serves on the board of independentvoting.org, a national
strategy and leadership training center for progressive, post-partisan
electoral reform.
of the 43 percent of americans who identify as independents,
many remain registered as Democrats or republicans. the reason?
if they registered as independent, ali says, they would have no
voice in the primaries that effectively determine the outcome of
most elections.
in a few places, though, independents have gained more
influence over election outcomes, changing the culture of
partisanship.

One of my colleagues, Jackie Salit at
IndependentVoting.org, explains it
best: Independent voters are seeking
respect, recognition, and reform. Open
primaries. Nonpartisan redistricting.
Independent election supervision.
Campaign contribution disclosure. For
independents, process is paramount."

ENGAGING YOUNG VOTERS
independent voters like open primaries. and young voters are much
more likely to be independent.
ali and four of his students conducted a study in 2012, meeting
several thousand students at 16 north carolina colleges — public
universities (including UncG), private universities, and community
colleges. the polling was done face-to-face.
the research team found that three-quarters of the students they
stopped identified themselves as independents — regardless of how
they were registered for voting purposes. the team then asked 1,246
of the self-identified independents 21 follow-up questions.
they found that nearly two-thirds identified themselves as “antiparty” and that 94.3 percent agreed that independent voters should
be allowed to vote in primaries.
though that research focused on young voters, ali points out
that even among older voters — including those 65 or older — there
is a large contingent who identify as independents.
this growing support for nonpartisan politics, for more power
for all voters and less for the parties, for changing political structure
and process, strikes ali as fundamentally american.
“We forget that the american revolution was actually all about
process,” he says. “it wasn’t ‘no taxation,’ it was ‘no taxation
without representation.’ it’s about representation. it’s about process.”

By Mark Tosczak • Photography by Mike Dickens
Learn more at: http://go.uncg.edu/omarali

LESS POLARIZATION California’s state legislature, long known for missed budget
deadlines and deadlock, operates better. Budgets are balanced and lawmakers
have been more willing to collaborate with colleagues across the aisle.
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