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At the age of 21 I was elected to a Fellowship at the least diverse college within the University of 
Oxford, itself already hardly a bastion of inclusivity. The previous year the college’s membership of 
almost 80 had included only nine women; I sat the entrance exams in a vaulted hall over which no 
woman’s portrait peered down from the rows of faces. Intellectually it could not have been more 
vibrant, but every day I felt like an interloper. It seemed fitting that the old library ceiling was 
emblazoned with a Latin motto: semper eadem, ‘always the same.’  

I recount this not as a tale of woe, but a cautiously optimistic account of how institutional change 
can occur. Over the next seven years, and in the company of courageous women across the 
disciplines, I played some modest part in shaping this change—leading outreach events for 
underrepresented groups for five years, serving on an Equality and Diversity Committee, and sitting 
on hiring committees. The cultural shift was gradual but real: diversity slowly increased, at least in 
gender terms (up from 9 women in 2008 to 23 by my move to Chicago in 2015); hostile behavior 
became blessedly rarer; and the atmosphere became more open and outward looking. 

While my former college was idiosyncratic, this experience altered my outlook on university politics, 
and especially on interventions to create a more inclusive and just academy. Many of our most 
successful strategies were far from glamorous. I learned the importance of stepping up for committee 
and other service roles, while writing minutes for the governing body and debating maternity-leave 
policy. I learned the usefulness for advocacy of bureaucratic tools such as data gathering, as we 
strove to address deliberate statistical silence on socioeconomic inequality. While I believe that 
civility can be overrated—the justified anger of the marginalized deserves to be voiced—I learned the 
merit of moderate rhetoric to win allies and build critical mass. More than this, watching a mentor 
become exhausted convinced me that as a white(ish) cis woman it is not fair to leave the ‘diversity 
burden’ completely on the shoulders of the same few individuals from more diverse backgrounds.  

This commitment to diversity shapes my research and teaching. My scholarly contributions on energy 
and climate policy, focused in part on India and informed by extensive international fieldwork, are 
led by a concern with equity across countries and generations. In consulting for policymakers and 
non-profits, too, I hope to produce real-world policy improvements. The same concern imbues my 
teaching, in terms of themes, theory, and approaches. My syllabi incorporate works by a range of 
‘nontraditional’ thinkers, and have included classes on caste and gender discrimination, economic 
inequality, and the emergence of social movements. I seek to help students explore how political 
science theories and concepts derived solely from the experiences of the global North may bend and 
break in other contexts, like the survival of Indian democracy against orthodox predictions, and to 
challenge the implicit idea of a Western norm against which all other societies are judged. Crucial 
here is that this is not an ‘add-and-stir’ approach: diversity lies at the heart of how I believe twenty-
first-century scholarship and teaching is best conducted.  

There is a long way to go; there are still no portraits of women on those hall walls. Nonetheless, as a 
faculty member I look forward to continuing with these three pillars of my work—in university 
service, research, and teaching—in the firm belief that as a community we can gradually, sometimes 
painfully, bring about inclusive institutional change from within.  


