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The Equable Advocate 
University of Missouri Interim President Mike Middleton finds inspiration in his past. 

Story by Dale Smith Photo by Rob Hill 

ike Middleton has spent much of his life and career 
trying to understand complexities of race in Amer
ica and working - as a protester on the streets of 
Mississippi, as a civil rights lawyer, as a teacher and 
administrator - toward the nation's promise of 
equality. If that sounds like the work of more than 
one lifetime, maybe it's because Middleton, BA '68, 
JD '71, got started early. Boyhood questions and 
influences still motivate Middleton, who became 
interim president of the University of Missouri Sys
tem Nov. 12, 2015, in the wake of student protests 
and the resignation of President Tim Wolfe. 

As the son of an African-American Army 
chaplain, Middleton had a rare and sometimes 
confusing vantage on race. His father, Chaplain 
(Col.) Richard T. Middleton, an Episcopal priest, 
sometimes told stories from his service in World 
War IL Chaplain Middleton's skin and hair were 
so light that when the still-segregated Army sent 
him to a black unit in Africa, the soldiers rejected 
him. His next assignment was in a white unit, but 
when soldiers discovered Middleton's race on his 
documents, soldiers protested there as well. "I 
asked my father why he volunteered for the mili
tary, and he said, '.American kids were dying over 
there, and I wanted to minister to them.' " The 
contradictions puzzled Middleton. 

Southeast by Northwest 
In 1958, when Middleton was 11 years old, his 
family lived most of the year in Fort Louis, Wash
ington, where his father was stationed. "I was 
something of a privileged officer's brat," he says, 
"and I remember trying to explain to my white 
friends that the reason they couldn' t come to the 
officers club and swim with me was because their 
dads were noncommissioned people. I felt funny 
about having that privilege and not knowing how 
to talk about it." 

Then came the four-day drive from Fort Lou
is to the Middleton ancestral home in Jackson, 
Mississippi. The Middletons spent summers and 
Christmases in Jackson, where much of their ex
tended family still lived. "How the world changed 
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as we progressed down the west coast and across 
Texas going home," Middleton says. ''.And we got 
home, and I was a black kid in Mississippi dur
ing the Jim Crow era." On Friday nights, Ku 
Klux Klan members donned robes and rode 
horses in a park behind the Middleton home. 
Store clerks in Jackson behaved differently than 
PX clerks on the Army base. One Jackson clerk, 
for example, would not allow Middleton to try on 
shoes before buying them. "I stupidly asked why I 
couldn't try them on," he says. "It didn't make any 
sense." Middleton calls such moments part of his 
grounding in "how nonsensical this race thing is, 
how artificial it is, yet how much impact it has on 
people's lives." 

But growing up in segregated Jackson had 
much to recommend it. "When I think back on 
it, it was a pretty good life," Middleton says. "I had 
role models. I knew black lawyers, doctors, busi
ness owners, college presidents. Because of the 
segregation, everything that existed in the white 
world also existed in the black world." 

Middleton's family was accomplished and 
tightknit. When he was an elementary school 
student in Jackson, four of his first five teachers 
were relations: mother, maternal grandmother 
and two maternal aunts. And down the genera
tions his family history was deep and inspiring. 
Middleton's paternal great-grandfather was the 
first black man ordained in the Episcopal church 
in Mississippi. On his mother's side, his great
grandfather was among the first black lawyers in 
the same state. "He had a successful practice dur
ing Reconstruction," Middleton says. "But post 
Reconstruction, he was essentially run out of the 
state by resistance forces, the Klan and others. He 
moved to Chicago, where he began writing poetry 
and short stories about life in Mississippi. I grew 
up reading his work." Middleton's favorite among 
the poems was "My Country." It was also the 
most puzzling. "Here's this nice poem about how 
much he loves America. But laced throughout it 
were the flaws, the inconsistencies between what 
America was and what America said it was. And 
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Interim Vice 
Chancellors 

Along with his estab
lished team, Interim 
Chancellor Foley is work
ing with four interim vice 
chancellors in new or 
transitional positions. 

Chuck Henson, School of 
Law associate dean, is the 
interim vice chancellor for 
inclusion, diversity and 
equity, a new position. 

Hal Williamson is the 
vice chancellor for 
health affairs, a newly 
re-instated position that 
he held previously. 

Jennifer Hollingshead, 
formerly marketing 
manager for MU Health 
Care, is the interim vice 
chancellor for marketing 
and communications. 

Mark McIntosh is the 
interim vice chancellor 
for research, graduate 
studies and economic 
development. He has 
served as the director 
of graduate studies in 
MU's molecular biology 
and immunology de
partment for 14 years. 

+- Born in 
Mississippi 
during the Jim 
Crow era, Mike 
Middleton now 
leads the Uni
versity of Mis
souri System. 

that shaped my love of institutions that have high 
aspirational values but that have not reached that 
level of being. I began to see how you could still 
love an idea even though you are disappointed in 
the reality. And how important it is to keep work
ing toward that idea." 

In the Jackson of the early 1960s, he was in the 
right place to join the grassroots movement for ra
cial equality. As a high school student, he was en
gaged in the civil rights movement during the time 
that James Meredith integrated Ole Miss and when 
the three civil rights workers were murdered. He 
also took part in the "freedom summer" of 1964. He 
learned a few things along the way, he says with 
a knowing smile. "It's not a lot of fun to be out in 
the street being chased by police dogs, doused with 
firehoses, rounded up and taken to jail with all your 
friends." During those years, he discovered other 
ways to contribute. "The lawyers who came to my 
hometown - Thurgood Marshall, Bob Carter, and 
activists like Medgar Evers, Aaron Henry - they 
were affecting change by being intelligent. As we 
say these days, they were speaking truth to power. I 
met all those people, and I determined that I would 
be better at that than holding a picket sign." 

The Call of Courtroom and ClaMl'OOm 
And so Middleton came to Mizzou, where he con
tinued his activism, earned a bachelor's degree in 
political science and then a law degree. As an un
dergraduate, he helped found the Legion of Black 
Collegians, which demanded that the university 
become more diverse, fund scholarships for black 
students, create a black culture center and start 
a black studies program. Middleton was also a 
member of the committee that hired Arvarh 
Strickland, Mizzou's first black tenured professor. 

Middleton graduated from law school and took a 
job with the U.S. Department of Justice Civil Rights 
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Division. In 1971, he began a five-year stint of trying 
cases as the division sued cities and businesses for 
discrimination on the basis of race, gender and na
tional origin. One of his proudest moments came 
against his hometown, which employed black 
Jacksonians only as day laborers. "That case gave 
me a chance to go into the Jackson city hall regu
larly. And every time I walked into the city attor
ney's office, I patted a plaque that said the building 
was built by slaves. The case was a great victory 
that reached across the city government." 

During the next decade, Middleton rose in the 
federal government, administering programs at 
the Equal Employment Opportunity Commis
sion, the Department of Health, Education and 
Welfare, and the Department of Education. In 
1985, he returned to MU's law school, where he 
taught courses in employment discrimination, 
trial practice and criminal law. Before long, he 
took on a part-time role administering minority 
affairs and faculty development. Then in 1998 he 
became deputy chancellor, a high-level position 
employing his legal and administrative skills in 
tackling changes in Mizzou's grievance processes, 
hospital structure, intellectual property and con
flict-of-interest rules. "I saw the university writ 
large," he says. "Functioning for 17 years as dep
uty chancellor, I developed a good sense of how 
it works, how decisions should be made and how 
they should not be made. All that helped prepare 
me to take on this role." 

Steering the Ship 
Now as University of Missouri System president, 
he shepherds the four-campus system in its teach
ing, research, service and economic development. 
"Much of what I must accomplish has little to do 
with the issues that gave rise to the current contro
versy," Middleton says of the race protests during 
November 2015. "I'm determined to handle those 
things, and I need to get about that business quickly 
because what this university does is so important." 

Middleton's passion remains rooted in ''how we 
treat each other as human beings." He is facilitating 
conversations with varied groups and trying to calm 
high emotions. "I want to help everyone understand 
that we're all in this together. Nobody is going away. 
None of us is the other person's enemy. We are all 
part of the same human family. So, we need to rec
oncile differences and move forward. And we can do 
that." He also plans to set up a permanent system
wide structure adequately funded to improve the 
university's diversity and inclusiveness over time. 

Middleton quotes Martin Luther King Jr. as a 
guide: " 'Ifwe don' t learn to live together as broth
ers, we will perish together as fools.' It seems to 
me we need to get on that track." M 



Bnopnt Leadership 
MU administrator Hank Foley took over as interim chancellor in the wake of student protests and 
top-leadership resignations. He offers his thoughts on recent events at MU and the way forward. 

What lessons have we learned from recent protests? 
FOLEY: The seeming suddenness of the protests caught people off 
guard. It was startling. One lesson is that we all need to listen to 
one another and learn from one another. I want to acknowledge the 
anxiety and even the grief alumni might feel. It's painful to see your 
school in international news portrayed in ways suggesting it's noth
ing like the school you have known. And yet, we have to realize that's 
part of what the media do when they take an angle on a story. People 
have come away with many inaccurate impressions. 

The reality is that, throughout the protests, the work of the uni
versity continued. UM System President Tim Wolfe was not fired. He 
resigned of his own volition because he thought it was the right thing 
to do. Chancellor R. Bowen Loftin stepped down the same day, but 
for a very different reason: He had lost the confidence of his team. 

In the end, the media move on, and students will move past this, 
too. MU remains a highly credible, top-notch university where strong 
students and faculty want to work and study. 

What kind of social environment are you trying to create 
on campus? 
FOLEY: An important idea has gotten lost in all the talk: If we make 
things better on campus for students who don't feel included right 
now, the atmosphere gets better for everyone. We become more wel
coming and inclusive to all students, faculty and staff. 

We are transitioning from the days when students and their parents 
had relatively low expectations of higher education, the time when fac
ulty members showed up and taught their classes, students took their 
tests, and that was it. Increasingly, students expect us to provide per
sonalized academic options and out-of-class experiences. For example, 
more students are combining multiple majors in innovative ways. We 
look forward to the time - and it's not far off- when students will work 
with facilitators to assemble a course of study, adapting it as they go. 

We envision long-term relationships as part of lifelong learning. 
Universities will grow in importance. There's a pretty cool future out 
there, so much so that I wish I were 20 years younger. 

What is your approach to leading·a university? 
FOLEY: My philosophy is grounded in academic values that include 
academic freedom and, to the extent possible, shared governance 
and institutional autonomy. 

I also pay a lot of attention to the financial aspects of what we do. 
In our times of relative scarcity, it's nice to understand things like 
simple payback, internal rate of return, net present value, and other 
concepts I practiced in industry and taught in engineering courses. 
MU is not a business, but we are an enterprise, and there's a lot to 
inform us from the business world as we go forward. My job is to pick 
us up, dust us off, get us moving forward again and restore trust in 
progress. 

I'd like to help the university community - faculty, staff and stu
dents alike - see the university more strategically from both the 
expense and revenue sides. As an institution, we have agency. Our 
outcomes are not solely determined by outside entities. We have op
portunities to control our destiny. 

What are your thoughts going forward? 
FOLEY: This has been a troubling and difficult time, and so it might 
be too soon for people to hear me say I am optimistic about the fu
ture. But the University of Missouri is a strong and resilient enter
prise that has been here since 1839. No organization is perfect, but 
this is a darned good one, and it's just going to keep getting better. 
Those of us here on the ground are feeling positive. 

Henry C. "Hank" Foley was named interim chancellor of the Univer
sity of Missouri Nov. 10, 2015. Beginning in July 2013, he served as 
the MU senior vice chancellor for research and graduate studies and 
the UM System executive vice president for academic affairs, research 
and economic development. A professor of chemistry and chemical 
engineering, Foley is a fellow of the American Association for the Ad
vancement of Science, the Industrial and Engineering Division of the 
American Chemical Society and the National Academy of Inventors. 
More at chancellor.missouri.edu. 
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