Akbar Ally #903
UNIVERSITY OF WISCONSIN-MADISON ARCHIVES
ORAL HISTORY PROGRAM

Interview # 906
AKBAR ALLY


ALLY, AKBAR F. (1940- )
Assistant Vice Chancellor in the UW-Madison Office of Student Affairs
At UW:  1982 - 2002

Interviewed: 	2007 and 2008 (3 sessions)
Interviewer:  	Sandy Pfahler
Index by:	Stephen A. Pierce
Length:  	5 hours, 22 minutes
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First Interview Session (November 27, 2007)
[Note: The first session of Dr. Ally’s interview, recorded digitally on November 27, 2007, was lost not long after the interview. Due to this unfortunate circumstance, Sandy Pfahler rescheduled a fourth session to cover the material from the first.  The index reflects only the second, third, and fourth interview sessions, and is therefore enumerated as such.]

Second Interview Session (November 29, 2007): Digital File
Time		Keywords

00:00:00	Start of Interview/Interviewer’s Introduction

00:00:	Question: Talk about why you came to UW. Answer: Offered positions by both UW and University of Missouri, Ally decided to come to UW in October 1982. He retired in 2002 having held positions of asst. dean of the Graduate School (1982-89); special asst. to Provost David Ward (1989-93); Asst. Vice Chancellor for Academic Affairs (1993-95); and finally Asst. Vice Chancellor for Student Affairs (1998-2002). 

00:02:35	[no question] Ally talked about his position at the Graduate School working with Dean Robert Bock restructuring the minority affairs program after the previous (but personality-driven) work of Merritt Norvell. Here he met David Ward as well. He mused about the difficulty of having to become a “peddler of influence” within UW-Madison’s more democratic structure, a change from his previous work at UW-Milwaukee, which had a more “autocratic system.” In this effort he was helped by some of administrative staff Lorraine Meythaler and Judy Williams.

00:08:19	[no question] He recalled his first tasks upon starting in this position—becoming familiar with the environment, available resources, and key parties he needed to work with. He talked about William’s importance in selling his projects to the Grad School and also the Grad School’s financial officer, to whom he explained his rationale before proposing things to Bock. He also trying to find minorities to work with on campus, finding the fearless Alfred Hampton, who stood up to administration when Ally felt timid.  Hunter also introduced him to a number of his colleagues through breakfasts they held in order to organize minority faculty to advocate for minority issues.

00:14:14	[no question] Ally discussed his decision to pull out of Hampton’s breakfast meetings in order to get back to his original Grad School mandate, noting that he liked building things rather than running them. His second priority was to build strong Grad School-grad students relationships. Since no graduate students organizations existed (due to Bock’s philosophy), he felt he needed to actively recruit excellent students to a Black Graduate and Professional Students Organization, which had both a radical and conciliatory wings to it. He emphasized his insistence that the students lead their own organization.

00:20:38	[no question] A third priority he had when he came was to strongly recruit minority undergraduate students. He talked about offering faculty, academic staff and even students resources for recruiting promising minority students when they traveled—these resources were generally used well. 

00:24:05	[no question] Ally remarked about David Ward’s being “a torchbearer” for his vision, even with Dean Bock and other senior deans like Palmer and Cronon. Within a year, Ward decided to turn over the entire project of minority affairs to Ally, which included the Advanced Opportunity Fellowships program, one of the university’s biggest. Money from this program was divvied up between the Grad, Med and Law Schools and the School of Veterinary Medicine, and was used to recruit minority graduate students. As Ally developed stability in the position, he garnered more and more support outside the Grad School.

00:31:57	[no question] Discussing growing support for minority affairs, he noted “one man whom we should have given an award for pushing minority affairs”—Isadore Fine, who was instrumental in bringing Ally to UW and after retirement devoted extensive time to helping recruit minorities. Similarly, June Osborn in the biological sciences lent him advice about using Bock’s influence (though he availed this selectively).

00:36:56	[no question] With these pieces in place, he tackled the issue of poor minority ratios in the physical and biological sciences. The problem being partly that few minority science undergrads were being produced nationally, Ally again worked closely with Fine from the Business school to get involved in “pre-college activity,” developing long range recruiting strategies and working with other institutions. Starting small, they began bringing undergrads from historically Black universities to UW in the summer and paired them with specific faculty who could potentially be their advisors. From this pilot, he began writing grants based on this model.

00:46:02	[no question] While the Grad School didn’t really want to be running pre-college programs, Ally felt if they started necessary and successful programs, they could be farmed out to the colleges. He also got involved with the minority affairs directors of other CIC institutions (Big 10 and University of Chicago). This broadened the commitment and resources for minority recruitment, and pushed all the grad school deans to advance programs so as not to be left behind the other CIC institutions.

00:50:28	[no question] He discussed his summer undergraduate research program, which soon became collaborative across the CIC. The energy that having numbers of minority students visit campus helped spur more minorities to come to UW, knowing they weren’t alone. He noted that all this was before Shalala came, and that the structure was already in place for her to succeed, especially from CIC’s minority affairs directors. Follow up: Were all these minorities themselves? Answer: No. They were just committed to the agenda.

00:54:53	[no question] Noting that Bock and the Grad School never told him no to his vision, he quipped that he became very fond of it in by the mid-1980s. He also mentioned tackling the issues of 1) minority students competing for fellowships from the university generally, not just from AOF or other minority funds; and 2) adjusting to new demographic trends—not just African-Americans, as it had been in during the period when Jim Jones brought in significant funds. With regard to this second issue, developing the voice of actual student groups was critical to show the actual existing needs.

01:03:12	[no question] Continuing to talk about addressing the issue of increasing student voice in the diversity agenda, he reviewed starting BGPSO and then Chicano and Puerto Rican organizations. He discussed the problem of Asian-Americans using the AOF almost like a Fulbright program for Asian-Americans and his implementation of a prioritized target groups who’d experienced long-term deprivation in order to use limited funds to meet UW’s long term goals. 

01:10:24	[no question] Ally observed that after a number of years, around when Shalala came, he thought he’d done his job in minority affairs and started applying for other jobs. He talked about his solitary life, but his itch to move once he’d started something. In the end, he decided to stay at UW because of the arrival of Shalala, though his close professional relationship with David Ward was also a factor. He related the exciting atmosphere both within the university, where students were becoming more vocal about diversity and Ward was expressing interest in deanship of L&S, and in the System and the nation, evidenced by the appointment of Shalala as an agent of change.

01:19:01	[no question] Continuing to discuss his reasons for staying at UW, Ally recalled how Ward made the move to Bascom—Shalala needed an insider who was also a free-thinker as provost, though she didn’t allow him to be dean of L&S. He discussed the relationship between Shalala—high-energy and high-pressure—and Ward, who had his own vision. He also recalled the events surrounding the Holley Report and Shalala’s early diversity initiatives, embodied in the Madison Plan. 

01:24:28	Question: Where were you at the time? Answer: When Ward moved to the provost position, he offered for Ally to come with him as a special assistant working with the Madison Plan, which Ally was reluctant to do but finally agreed to. He talked about the differences between Ward and Phil Certain, who decided to move back to Chemistry (until he became dean of L&S); and quipped about Certain leaving a bottle of aspirin on his new desk.

01:30:07	[no question] He talked about his work with Certain, who consulted him during the year of writing the Madison Plan. Ally and Dr. Fine met with Certain about expanding the PEOPLE (Pre-College Enrichment Opportunity Program for Learning Excellence) program they’d developed to include faculty from the institutions from which they were recruiting undergrads (Inter-Institutional Linkage). They also met with Terry Millar. He talked about Certain’s receptivity, moving quickly to implement PEOPLE more broadly, and trying to create a climate that welcomed minority students.

01:37:20	[no question] He shifted to talk about his work in the provost’s office, discussing how the time was ripe to act on the new atmosphere of discontent among minorities, since Shalala, an outsider, brought in free thinkers to administration; but how they had little idea how to proceed from this concept of diversity to new structures. He talked about the team of people he worked with—himself, Ward, Fine, and Millar—and opposition they began facing from Ted Hamerow and his organization. After “driving” the program for a while, he noted a revelation they had that diversity was a shared responsibility between all the schools and programs; so they began writing these values into job descriptions of deans and administrators, with the Provost’s office being simply oversight. He then talked about the desire to start ethnic studies graduate degrees, some successful and some not.

01:48:35	End of Second Interview Session

Third Interview Session (January 16, 2008): Digital File
Time		Keywords

00:00:00	Start of Interview/Interviewer’s Introduction

00:00:14	Question: Talk about working in the provost’s office under Wiley. Answer: Prior to working in “John Wiley’s shop,” he explained, Ward offered for him to be his chief of staff, which he declined. He had instead asked for the position of Asst Vice Chancellor for Academic Affairs, which he wanted in order to be involved in minority affairs decisions and which Ward gave him. 

00:02:50	[no question] Around the same time, he said, he began thinking about having a division of student affairs (which had existed previously under an associate vice chancellor, but not under the current decentralized institution) as the natural counterpart of academic affairs. His view was that to make UW more humane, students needed to be nurtured both inside and outside the classroom. In a structure such as this (student affairs), minority issues could be handled more concretely. While Ward was not initially receptive, he eventually “got a feel for it,” creating Cross-College Advising Service. He discussed debates about where to locate CCAS and the qualifications, hiring, and dynamism of the first cohort of advisors.

00:12:07	[no question] Returning to the concept of Student Affairs, he noted that while Ward never said no to the idea, it wouldn’t come about till later (and for the wrong reason, he believed). He said Ward’s hesitancy was having the right person for the job. Follow up: How would it relate to Dean of Students? Answer: He said it wasn’t about eliminating the functions of Dean of Students, Admissions, Housing or Registrar, but to bring them together in communication under one administrative roof and to allow the Dean of Students to deal more effectively with minority issues throughout the four years of college life. They also envisioned getting faculty more involved in student life to bring academic and student life together.

00:21:38	Follow up: What did Ward mean by the right person? Answer: Ally didn’t know, but he thought he was the right person and had the whole system worked out in his head. He then described how the division actually came about “in a strange way.” Noting that he was Ward’s man in the Provost’s office, and the newly-hired Paul Barrows was Shalala’s, Barrows would “dabble in [his] affairs” because Shalala always wanted to know what was going on in the Provost’s office.

00:28:23	[no question] Continuing to talk about his relationship with Barrows, he said they played a “good cop/bad cop” role, with him operating the day-to-day and Barrows reporting to Shalala. He talked about the relative failure of the several people hired to fill the vacancy he left when he’d moved from the Grad School to Ward’s office, citing the “coldness” of the Grad School as opposed to the departments in handling students and the need for initiative and creativity on the part of people working in the Grad School.

00:35:50	Question: So now Student Affairs has been accepted? Answer: Yes. From his position with no title, Barrows was moved to the Grad School as Associate Dean for Student Affairs doing essentially what Ally did. While Ally was trying to sell the idea both through Barrows to Shalala and also to Ward, he didn’t know Barrows had his eye on the position. When Barrows faced difficulties with Henshaw and others in the Grad School, Ally felt it his responsibility to come to Barrows’ defense. 

00:40:56	[no question] Discussing how John Wiley “rescued” Barrows from the Grad School, which was about to push Barrows out, he also talked about differences between Barrows’ and his own political styles. He then chronicled the actual start of Div. of Student Affairs—Wiley brought Barrows into the position of Asst. Vice Chancellor and Barrows then leveraged outside offers into promotion to a position as Vice Chancellor for Student Affairs (1995), cobbled out of various parts of other depts. He discussed the hard feelings that resulted from the way the decision was made. He also expressed his discomfort with the way the decision punished those who were already doing good work in areas now taken over by Barrows.

00:50:54	[no question] Ally related that soon after that, Wiley decided to “create a triumvirate” of Ally, Barrows, and Greg Vincent (the visionary director of Affirmative Action at UW) to oversee diversity issues. But because Wiley didn’t give the triumvirate any direction, the triumvirate never met and the program “flopped.” Ally remarked that a number of disturbing things happened during that time—Barrows pushed Vincent out, who left out of discontent; Ward lost Esrold Nurse to Univ. of Michigan because he sent Barrows to make the offer; and Barrows made certain that Robert Ibarra wasn’t kept on long-term.

00:59:14	Question: Were you nervous? Answer: No. He said he’d told Barrows he was leaving soon, because at the time he wanted to move on because he’d done what he wanted to do. He then went on to talk about how the Dean of Students (Mary Rouse) and Housing were brought into Student Affairs, he believed in the wrong way—by scrutinizing and criticizing a good operation. He noted that once the pieces were put together, he wondered how it would work, and thought that since talented people were gone for the sake of power, it didn’t work for the betterment of everyone. He said at this point, he gave Wiley a year’s notice that he was leaving.

01:05:47	[no question] Within his last year, he said, Ward was still concerned with minority recruitment, so he, Barrows, and Cleveland James from Admissions were charged with pre-college programs linking UW-Madison with Milwaukee. Follow up: UW-Milwaukee or the Milwaukee community? Answer: It started with targeting Milwaukee public schools, though when the precollege program wasn’t working out for Barrows, he dropped it in Ally’s lap. Wanting more systemic change, Ally felt he needed to work with the teachers through UW’s school of education. He talked about his plan to bring teachers to Madison, train them, and after gaining critical mass, establishing a center in Milwaukee for further teacher training.

01:13:47	[no question] Continuing to talk about teacher training programs, he discussed creating a satellite program in Milwaukee rather than running programs in Madison, and how the perception of conflict of interest with UW-Milwaukee could be avoided.  He also talked about how the program ran and became built up in the first several years and Barrows hands-off approach until he saw the program had taken off. He then expressed his opinion that the program should be run from outside Bascom Hall, and how the program was doing in 2008.

01:20:14	[no question] Ally regretted that all UW could show from a comprehensive diversity plan (the Madison Plan) in 1993 was the PEOPLE program in 2008. He expressed his appreciation of Shalala’s commitment to actually pushing diversity practically, the energy of her time at UW, and the way majority students began fighting for minority students during her tenure, including ASM’s agenda. He also discussed how, after Barrows’ dismissal, his “empire” of Student Affairs got chopped up administratively

01:27:17	Question: How are you spending retirement? Answer: He said much of his time was spent caring for his grandson, whose mother was a manager at Kraft. He appreciated this time because it gave him a chance to see life again through the eyes of a child. After his daughter decided to take her son back, he got involved in Milwaukee grass-roots politics—“Education for the People,” which had had conflicts with UW-Milwaukee and had split into two groups based on approach.

01:34:42	[no question] Since retirement, he had also started working with Ed Beers doing work in the Columbia Correctional Institution in Portage WI. They held topical discussions which he said were like “graduate seminars,” but which depressed him when he left and wondered what impact he’d made. He felt his energy would be more usefully devoted to building healthy communities that would prevent minority males from entering the prison population. 

01:39:13	Question: You have a son also? Answer: Yes, he was a social worker working in one of the city agencies in Milwaukee. He talked also about his grandson, who was going to be a participant in Waukesha’s PEOPLE program.
 
01:42:54	End of Third Interview Session

Fourth Interview Session (February 5, 2008): Digital File
Time		Keywords

00:00:00	Start of Interview/Interviewer’s Introduction

00:00:30	Question: Talk about your early life. Answer: Ally was born in Guyana in 1940. His father (of Pakistani descent) had been married once before his mother, of African descent; so he had 3 siblings from the previous marriage and a sister from his mother. He discussed the implications of his parents’ faith (Christianity and Islam), his mother’s strength and influence on him, and the challenges of his mother and grand-mother’s move from Barbados to Guyana.

00:05:17	[no question] Ally talked about his parents’ entrepreneurship. His father worked for a bauxite company, but they also ran a small shop and raised stock to make more money. He thought he’d had a rich childhood despite these economic circumstances because of the mix of people he went to school with, what they learned about democracy from the British (he said they became “little British men and women”).

00:10:19	Question: Was education universal? Answer: Yes, the British provided public primary education, and the Catholic and Episcopal Churches also had educational systems in country. He attended an Anglican school and remembered weekly religious service, being conditioned to see Britain as the center of the earth, and British institutions that had been set up. He talked about how his mother’s valued education and the ulterior motives the British had in educating Guyanese. Follow up: Were you mischievous? Answer: No, he said he was afraid of his mother and felt his grandmother was more warm and cuddly.

00:15:46	[no question] Ally recalled being a sickly child as a result of contracting malaria at a young age, and therefore spending a lot of time alone as a child. He knew he wanted to get a good education because he saw it gave the British power. Like many Guyanese, he valued being brilliant and being enlightened through education, though he also spent much time in outside activities like cricket and football. 

00:22:08	[no question] He moved on to talk about his elementary teachers. He remembered a group of tough boys gravitating toward him because of his intelligence, an incident in which an assistant principal encouraged him to display Ally’s art at an exhibition (which made him want to become an artist), the humanities “seeping into [his] soul,” and excelling at his exams as much out of fear as out of respect for his teacher. 

00:27:50	[no question] He then talked about HS, where his motivation was a multiethnic study group that formed spontaneously to prepare for British exams. He discussed the context of how British exams were organized (to limit the number of educated professionals), the budding Guyanese independence movement embodied in the People’s Progressive Party and the Capitalist Party, and the strong tradition of debate in Guyana (both socially and in the independence movement). He related being strong-armed into a debate club in his HS, and excelling at it. Follow up: These were political topics? Answer: Yes—he gave several examples.

00:36:02	[no question] Ally talked about attending “second-rate” HS (under Queen’s College and Bishop’s HS elite). Follow up: Because of socio-economic status? Answer: Partly yes, but some of these “intermediate elites” were pulled from the masses to control the masses. He talked about the political implications of this and about debating the Queen’s College debate team. He talked about how one of Queen’s talented debaters, Walter Rodney, later became a historian, revolutionary, and writer of How Europe Underdeveloped Africa and how they used what they learned from the British (debate and public speaking) to drive them out.

00:43:50	[no question] From his experiences doing debate, he noted how he decided being a philosopher or artist wouldn’t make a person a living; so after HS (1960) he briefly joined the Civil Service. He discussed the apprehension felt by the US about events in South America (Cuba, Chile, and other newly socialist countries), the socialist anti-imperial response that was homegrown in Guyana, aligning himself with the British-style socialist party after the split-up of the united Guyanese political party, and getting one of 13 American scholarships as a result of this alignment.

00:52:21	[no question] Ally talked about his Institute for International Education (IIE) scholarship, funded by the AFL-CIO, to St. Lawrence University. Follow up: Did they want you to study something specific? Answer: He came to study economics, and after the 3 week orientation, he was amazed by the surplus and the insensitivity of Americans to world poverty, but was also attracted to the American lifestyle. He talked about how abundance plays with one’s values.

00:57:46	[no question] He remembered his experiences at St. Lawrence, where there were very few minority students. He quipped about indulging his rebellious streak, becoming known as “the little black Communist on campus,” and being mentored by a number of faculty who wanted to develop his skills. He then moved from economics to English and political science because of his desire to be in politics.

01:00:49	[no question] After his time at St. Lawrence, he returned to Guyana to fulfill his contract with IIE to spend 2 years working in an underdeveloped region, followed soon after by his girlfriend (later wife). Meeting with the now-prime minister of Guyana (formerly the party leader who’d recommended him to IIE), he was assigned to working with the youth movement, which the prime minister had since disbanded as a threat to his power. Dissatisfied with this situation, he decided to get out of politics and got a job at Queen’s College teaching English literature.

01:07:32	[no question] Discriminated at QC because of his education, and feeling signs of harassment because of his politics (including forcing his fiancée out of Guyana), he got married so they couldn’t kick his wife out of country and then moved to Canada with his wife. After stopping to visit friends in Montreal, they were advised to look for work in English-speaking Toronto, where they applied for permanent residence. He told an anecdote about felicitously meeting an immigrations officer who advised him where and when to apply for citizenship and the ominous news that another Akbar Ally was killed days later in Guyana.

01:15:10	[no question] Since Ally had trouble finding a job in Toronto, his wife worked as a waitress until he (and his wife) found a job at Rupert’s House Indian Day School in (now) Waskaganish, northern Quebec. Since his wife had since become pregnant, his wife took the last available flight from Ft. Rupert to Toronto in April before their son was born in May. He also talked about his in-laws’ advice to stay in Canada, but their decision to come back to NY, where the wealthy mother of a friend took them in and found him a job. 

01:24:55	[no question] He recalled his internal debates about what to do with his life at that point, and his decision to get more education (at Hunter College) and work on a college campus. He studied European history and wrote on the French Revolution, and after matriculating, due to the economics of the city, he moved into urban studies. Due to mounting pressures in NY, they decided to take a position at UW-Milwaukee (somewhat accidentally). He told an anecdote about almost missing the interview, and remarked that Milwaukee subsequently became his “favorite city.”

01:32:30	Question: What job did you take? Answer: It was with the Assistant Vice Chancellor for Student Affairs working on a retention program for minority students, the Experimental Program in Higher Education (EPHE). The program was sold not as a minority program, but a program for at-risk students, which strategy taught Ally a lot about working in a university. He discussed his own restlessness at UW-M, but his wife’s desire for stability; he attributed this restlessness to the high level of activity in NY, the lack of aggressiveness of his program, and the perceived lack of politicize-tion among Milwaukee’s black community. His restlessness led to fights with the Assoc. Vice Chancellor and L&S, where he moved later, and to pitting another Assoc. Vice Chancellor against L&S. He explained the politics of his plan and how he was offered a position at UW-Madison and Univ. of Missouri simultaneously.

01:42:34	Question: Were you willing to work outside the university? Answer: Yes—“sometimes it got me so mad that I just wanted to walk out.” He described it as a confusing time for him and a difficult time for his wife, who wanted to settle in. This factored into their move to Madison, which was a shorter move than to Columbia MO. Mizzou offered him more money but he had made his mind up. He admitted that he wasn’t happy at Madison for about two years, because he was unsure about the decentralized nature of the politics of UW-Madison. He talked about commuting and living “with the masses” at the YMCA for the first few months working in Madison.

01:50:35	End of Fourth Interview Session
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