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The discourse on gender and science in India remains 

largely oblivious of the ways in which caste and class 

shape the gender experience of those who do science, 

and operate with gender to shape the project of science 

itself. There are many ways in which science and the 

process of producing it are gendered and bear caste that 

are detrimental to the very project of doing “good” 

science in India. A collaboration between three scientists 

with differing caste, gender and nationality locations—

one addresses the issue as a Scheduled Tribe student 

from one of the states in North East India, another 

addresses the structures of caste and gender as a 

Scheduled Caste student from Hyderabad, and a third 

addresses the same as a dominant caste genderqueer 

transgender professor—their experiences of science are 

shaped in multiple contexts in this article. 

Bittu Karthik Kondaiah (bittu.kondaiah@gmail.com) currently teaches 
biology and psychology at Ashoka University, Sonepat. Shalini Mahadev 
(shalini.mahadev@gmail.com)  and Maranatha Grace Tham Wahlang 
(maranathat@gmail.com) are PhD students at the University of 
Hyderabad.

Science bears a socio-economic connotation of masculinity. 
Evelyn Fox Keller (1990) speaks about the way femininity 
and its socially construed attachment to notions of 

affection and emotion have always been viewed as an opposi-
tion and a hindrance to science. Science provides us with an 
analysis of nature that has no room for notions of social 
equality. The crudely constructed fi eld of social Darwinism 
takes off from this analysis. A friend once said that she was 
always inclined towards “masculine” subjects in science—she 
meant to say that she preferred mathematics and physics over 
biology—but, this indicates, as feminist critics of science have 
pointed out, the way in which some sciences themselves are 
perceived as having a gender by many of us, and correlates 
with the composition of the scientifi c community working in 
the fi eld.

In the context of India, we would argue based on our experi-
ences that science is also Brahminical. The project of doing 
scientifi c research has not been connected with the project of 
questioning religious and socially sanctioned structures of 
authority, as science did during the European Renaissance. As 
biologists, we have felt that biology in India particularly lends 
itself to the project of what we call Brahminical science. It is 
coloured by caste politics, among other things. This is evident 
in the way biology is taught in schools, transmitted largely as a 
body of information that must be memorised and regurgitated, 
in a most Vedic manner, without emphasis on critical enquiry. 
Most graduate students of biology, therefore, transition to an 
obedient relationship of producing what is seen as incremental 
progress in scientifi c production, which is mandated by their 
supervisors. The supervisors, we fi nd, are often scientists who 
see no confl ict between science and religion, people who be-
lieve they deserve their caste privilege and that intellectual 
ability correlates with caste. Clearly, it is possible to be scien-
tifi cally productive in India without questioning authority, re-
ligion, or superstition, but we would argue that this limits the 
kinds of scientifi c questions we ask and the fearlessness with 
which we seek answers. 

We are often taught in India that what a teacher says can-
not be contested, nor can the ideas of pioneering scientists. 
Their scientifi c contributions are often vested with familial 
authority—which carries great weight with young schoolgoing 
children—with various “fathers” of different branches of science, 
and, needless to say, no “mothers.”1 It is left to the students to 
realise, perhaps at a later stage in life, that the upper-caste 
male scientist is the local version of the wise white male scientist 
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that they encounter in their curriculum. A consequence of co-
lonial rule is that these men are taken to be the only serious 
carriers of scientifi c wisdom. Our locations as scientists who 
are anti-caste feminists means that, at least in teaching, we 
emphasise the struggles embedded in the history of science. 
We try to highlight that there were two trends in the making 
of science: one, of scientists who were engaged in pitched bat-
tles against authority and religion, and two, of other scientifi c 
enterprises that were backed by authority and driven by a zeal 
for discovering the workings of a universe shaped by god. We 
have arrived at the position, for ourselves, that the history of 
biology and neuroscience, in particular, has been strongly 
shaped by eugenics, sexism, and racism, upholding scientifi c 
claims to the superiority of white men before later waves of 
research demolished that claim (Farber 2008).

This is evident in the fact that science remains silent on the 
various aspects of nature that need to be addressed in our 
cultures. Research into the biological basis of gender transitions 
and same-sex mating behaviour in a multitude of animals 
remains largely unknown. In fact, one of us had a leading 
developmental biologist at Harvard once ask what the word 
“intersex” meant. Disability too continues to be seen within the 
failure framework of social Darwinism. In India, the implicit 
“biological argument” for claims of caste-based superiority 
remains blissfully unchallenged. In practice, we see that senior 
scientists from a dominant caste location—and a conservative 
bent of mind—often refer to graduate school as a “gurukul,” 
and their students as “boys,” with the clear message that only 
Brahmin boys are really expected to be part of the scientifi c 
enterprise. Since Vidita Vaidya, in the companion essay to 
ours, has focused, among other things, on the barriers faced 
by women faculty, especially in the context of the dual burden 
on women pressuring them both at home and at work, we will 
focus on aspects of the system that deeply disadvantage stu-
dents from other marginalities. We hope to give a glimpse into 
the kinds of issues faced by trans students, and students from 
oppressed castes and deprived socio-economic backgrounds.

First, the oft repeated mantra in caste patriarchy, “guru 
devo bhava,” venerates teachers, treating them on a par with 
elder family members, and this sets up academia to be oppres-
sive in ways similar to a family structure. The relationship 
between the teacher and student is acknowledged to be hier-
archical, but is assumed to be benevolent. Specifi c aspects of 
caste patriarchy in the Indian context make this relationship 
one that is ripe for abuse, in a way that is shamelessly pardoned. 
There are absolutely no institutional safeguards set up to protect 
the student from oppression by the teacher. In particular, 
doctoral programmes see an exaggeration of unequal power 
dynamics because often a student has a single supervisor 
who has complete control over their work and career. In this 
situation, if the professor harasses or abuses the student, they 
simply cannot complain for fear that the advisor can single-
handedly sabotage their careers. Who will take over supervis-
ing the thesis? What about recommendations?

Second, in a university, gender and caste operate in insidious 
ways that remain relatively unrecognised even by academics 

studying caste and gender in those same universities, who 
examine caste and gender discrimination mostly in a rural 
Indian context. Dominant-caste and/or male “able-bodied” 
academics are confi dent in their intellect, fostered by an aca-
demic system that is a microcosm of the sexist, casteist, 
ableist, and racist society in which we live. Dominant-caste 
men decide who is smart, they decide what behaviour is intel-
lectual and what is not in a university. This framework exon-
erates dominant-caste and/or male able-bodied academics 
from being perpetrators of caste or gender violence, and plac-
es the onus of success and failure on students who are already 
burdened by the weight of patriarchy, caste, or race. This 
breeds discrimination against students from marginalised 
backgrounds who do not fi t into the idea of “good students.” 
This is paradoxical because the history of science tells us story 
after story of paradigm-shifting science being produced by 
rebels, by free thinkers. 

Third, to the extent that women exist in Indian science, they 
are also largely of the dominant caste, and are “able-bodied” 
and cisgender; to the extent that the Dalit, Bahujan or Adivasi 
people who exist in this structure are largely men. This creates 
a complex structure of power and privilege in the university 
system. Since the three of us who have jointly written this 
article come from different locations of caste and gender, we 
fi nd that our perspectives on gender and science depend over-
whelmingly on our caste locations. From each of these posi-
tions, we agree on a narrative of structural sexism, casteism, 
racism, and ableism, and on the need for addressing these by 
dismantling power structures in scientifi c and social institu-
tions, with representation in the composition of these struc-
tures being an essential, but not suffi cient, aspect of that pro-
cess. Since caste is often invisibilised in the discourse around 
science, we wish to begin explaining our location-specifi c per-
spectives on gender. We will then conclude with a more gen-
eral understanding of gender and caste in scientifi c spaces, 
derived from our experiences put together.

The Autobiographical, Shalini   

I was raised and educated in the mid-1980s by two educated 
middle-class parents in a city. Those are my privileges, and I 
remained protected from a lot of caste-based issues through-
out my schooling, but not so much from class-based discrimi-
nation. I knew I could not afford a lot of things that most kids 
had access to, such as books. I was ingrained with the thought 
that I must educate myself well and not drift from academic 
reading, because I could not afford to lose time or money in 
leisure activities. As a kid, I wanted to be a doctor. I was a good 
student too; teachers liked me, and I did well in class and was 
also a class monitor. I took a lot of interest in solving different 
math puzzles. It was like an addiction of some sort. I had a 
good rapport with the math teacher and he would keep throw-
ing one problem after another at me. If I did solve one, he 
would say that I used too many steps and would ask me to 
minimise the number of statements! It was great fun. Towards 
the end of the year, he came to class one day, and asked if any 
of us belonged to a Scheduled Caste. I was the only one who 
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stood up and I felt really special. Recounting the story at home 
resulted in laughter. They said that I must not tell people about 
it anymore because people would stop talking or befriending 
me altogether. I was shocked, uncomfortable, and dismayed. 

Caste became an ugly identity from college onwards because 
of the “privilege” of reservation it bestowed on me. The con-
tinual requests by every teacher to stand up in class for doing a 
headcount of students from Dalit or Other Backward Class cat-
egories were mortifying experiences. During such sessions, I 
was repeatedly told about the kind of entrance scores that 
were just about suffi cient for me to get through, and maybe 
even less for being a girl. Teachers never set higher goals for 
me and my kind. When I got into a master’s programme, a 
teacher congratulated me and added, “I never thought you 
would get through anywhere, I just didn’t think you would.” I 
always wondered why they had this preconceived notion that 
we were stupid, could never do well, or had the intellect to 
even try. I loathed their assumptions. Confi dence is not some-
thing that comes from within alone; it comes from your 
friends, family, siblings, colleagues, boss, teachers, etc. The 
hatred one receives from friends and colleagues for being a 
Dalit is terribly tangible. A classmate told me that SC is not 
Scheduled Caste, but rather “supreme caste” as it blindly 
ensures me a seat through any medical or university entrance 
examination, irrespective of my intellectual competence. 
Some asked upfront about why I even waste time reading. I 
carried a lot of guilt, felt responsible in some way for their lack 
of educational success, as if I contributed to this nature of 
things in the system by just being. Science is extremely com-
petitive, I understood how they felt, but I do not think they 
were in a position to understand me. 

Once I stepped into the university campus for a master’s 
degree in 2000, I met someone who said, “Oh, you belong to 
the Scheduled Caste is it? You will never get a recommenda-
tion letter from your professors to apply anywhere in life for 
further education.” I regarded scientists highly; I thought all 
that scientists wanted was shared brilliance or enthusiasm 
from young minds and nothing else. Therefore, I did not be-
lieve that the scientists on campus would stoop to paying heed 
to such petty things as caste, colour, creed, and religion. But, 
this person was right and my teachers refused or inexplicably 
delayed my recommendations. Most male colleagues, profes-
sors and supervisors felt that science is useless for girls. My 
friends questioned me about why I was wasting a seat in 
science because a boy could have studied instead and made a 
living out of it. I took the blame on myself for this, I felt that 
maybe I am not projecting my aspirations clearly enough for 
them to know what I intend to do. 

After completing the master’s programme at the university, 
I went on to work for a little more than two years at an elite 
institute. No one talked about caste there, but I still stood out, 
because I did not belong. This was evident from the way I car-
ried myself, everything gave me away, right from my clothing, 
my mannerisms, my accent, to my hobbies, my tastes, my likes 
and dislikes, and so on. From professors to students and the 
research associates there, everyone seemed to have done 

better; had a better education, lived a very comfortable life, 
seemed to know better, talked better. I realised that there was 
no way I was in a position to feel competent enough to be 
working in that space. I felt small and inconspicuous. I had 
nothing in common with them to converse about, and I could 
not afford their lifestyle. I felt that there was more room for 
students and professors of the same class to be friendlier with 
each other, and I lacked their sense of belonging. A lab mate 
from a well to do class even told me that science is not for the 
poor, since science was and still is a luxury activity without 
any fi nancial security. She deemed that it was best that I look 
instead for a regular job outside science that pays well.

Over these years, I have seen that women, both students 
and professors, are always under scrutiny and judged heavily 
for their dressing sense, their personality, and the company 
they keep. They are also pressured into being more docile. 
Failure to live up to this image leads to exclusion, for being too 
loud, too outspoken, or having no etiquette. I have personally 
faced these problems for being inherently outspoken, or for 
ably making vigorous arguments. There is a tendency amongst 
men in scientifi c circles to dislike such women or patronise 
them. For example, I have been told several times that I might 
not understand this or that. Besides this, the divide in the 
camaraderie levels between different genders at different 
hierarchies is quite distinct. A sense of a semi-professional, 
friendly relationship exists between male supervisors and 
their male students. On the contrary, women are always kept 
at a distance from this boys’ club. 

Additionally, the scenario for students and teachers from 
the oppressed communities is again tainted. We are generally 
expected to perform, score, know, progress, and work far less 
than the rest of the students and are written off from the 
beginning. No one imagines us to be confi dent and knowl-
edgeable beings who can ever attain success or reach the fi nish 
line. We are supposed to lurk inconspicuously in the dark, and 
not even try to hold our heads high. I am faced with questions 
of whether I can accomplish anything in this space. Will I 
have the persistent courage to keep fi ghting to prove my 
worth? And, why should I go through this struggle? Are not 
my work ethics and the quality of my work suffi cient? The 
amount of slandering, character assassination, sexual harass-
ment, verbally and emotionally abusive/dismissive statements 
on one’s performance, personality, intellect, and mannerisms 
is extremely high in the sciences. The people I know who have 
faced this are scarred for life, including me, and most of them 
are either women or Dalit, or both. I have decided to continue 
in the fi eld. The onus is probably on people like me who are 
willing to challenge the barriers and set constructive changes 
in motion.

The Autobiographical, Maranatha 

My fi rst thoughts and refl ections as a woman from a minority 
group in a department that pursues natural sciences, and in 
the wider university, turn to my body and the way society 
seems to have inscribed it with information that I have been 
discovering slowly and am learning to live with. My experiences 



REVIEW OF WOMEN’S STUDIES

APRIL 29, 2017 vol liI no 17 EPW  Economic & Political Weekly76

of harassment as a person from the North East in the academic 
space were, to say the least, oppressive. My “culture” was a 
reason given to me to tolerate the sexism, and even well-meaning 
professors often use “cultural differences” as an excuse for 
their colleagues. On the fl ip side, the same “North East” culture 
was also used against me as a reason for deserving harassment. I 
remember, even as a child in Tamil Nadu in the late 1990s, a 
teacher in school accused north-easterners of being the kind of 
people who exert a bad infl uence. 

The assumption of what the North East culture is and is not, 
and the ignorance of and indifference to the diversity and 
complexity of the region, even within the academic community, 
is staggering. A professor has used his position to make me feel 
that he was doing me a favour by offering me a relationship 
beyond that of a teacher and student because otherwise my 
“defi cient background” would hinder my progress. He made 
me feel that he was helping me access spaces that, according to 
him, I would not be able to access without his help. From expe-
riences of this sort, to professors blatantly using their power 
over students’ careers to demand sexual favours, the life of a 
marginalised woman in the natural sciences is constantly 
rigged with assaults that make it hard for her to work and 
succeed without getting hurt. 

Often the violence we face is not blatant, but comes in 
repeated forms of ignoring our requests for help or using our 
absence as a tool against us. Supervisors apportion their time 
between students on a discretionary basis, which is subject to 
bias. Many of us who come from less privileged backgrounds 
have had to make a lot of sacrifi ces with our classes because of 
our livelihood needs or because our families needed us. For 
instance, students whose parents and relatives lean on them 
for every kind of support often have to go home when some-
one falls ill. Or, some of us had to work odd jobs while study-
ing to ensure that our families do not have to pay for us. Often 
teachers use this against students, and I know teachers who 
have told their students things such as, “the death of your 
father is not my problem.” This affects the most vulnerable of 
the classes, especially in the sciences, when your presence or 
absence for a day could affect the rest of your understanding 
of the subject for the year. Most of us hear only stories of 
success that are wonderful, but there are many women and 
dispossessed students who do not even get to have a story of 
their own because they were pushed to leave the university 
space early on. 

In the course of being a teaching assistant to this supervisor, 
my students were once told by him in front of me to “make 
sure they understood and weren’t just charmed by me.” Al-
though that was not my fi rst encounter with sexism as a wom-
an from the North East, it is an example of what many men in 
my department thought and think of me. The most debilitating 
result of this constant assault is the feeling that I am not good 
enough, that my presence here is not due to my capacity to 
work and think, but due to my features and personality. What 
is also disturbing is that confi dence is always spoken about as 
a “personality” issue, including by fellow female scientists or 
researchers in science. 

The Autobiographical, Bittu 
Contrary to expectations, my negative experiences of gender 
in science almost entirely took place in the United States (US), 
and not in India. These were, I think, linked to my racial 
identity and my anti-imperialist articulation in the context of 
a toxic sexism that pervaded Harvard in the days when I was 
a graduate student (2004–09). This was compounded by the 
lack of gender- or race-sensitive mentorship. My presence at 
Harvard was based on educational and cultural privilege aris-
ing out of my caste and class privilege in India. These privileges 
continue to protect me from most forms of gender discrimi-
nation in India, and I have also been lucky to have feminist 
mentorship. I am mostly seen by scientists as a masculine 
woman and my trans identity is erased. And, I feel this is 
sometimes academically rewarded (if socially disparaged) 
because it is misunderstood as an acceptance of the equation 
between masculinity and scientifi c ability. 

At a structural level at Harvard, most of the people of colour 
one saw in university spaces were workers—in sanitation, 
security, food provision and gardening—while most of the 
academics were overwhelmingly white. A person of colour 
could be accepted as a member of the non-white academic 
minority only if they accepted the skewed institutional struc-
ture of race and indicated unambiguously that they hoped to 
be identifi ed more with the (white) academic structure than with 
the other people of colour who were largely non-academics. 
Similarly, the structure of Brahminism in India usually meant 
that most immigrant Indian academics in the US did, in fact, 
identify largely with white academics, equating Brahmin iden-
tity with whiteness. I began to experience racism and cultural 
supremacy with specifi c offensive comments directed at me 
about how science was done “here” versus “in India.” General 
lunchtime discussions about the state of the world frequently 
concluded with disparaging notions of irrational behaviour 
by the people of various historically colonised nations. I was 
simply not expected to rebut this view of the world, nor were 
my responses of assertion welcome. I began to see racism 
in more subtle ways as well, for example, the way in which 
certain older white graduate students spoke more freely and 
enthusiastically with new white students than with brown or 
black students in their own batch. The air of disapproval, if I 
spent fi ve minutes in the corridor chatting in Spanish with the 
Salvadorean sanitation worker who became one of my best 
friends there, or in Urdu with the Pakistani security guards, 
was quite evident. 

There were also markers that indicated your whiteness, 
which operated in more subtle ways that intersected with 
gender. Dress, for example: the rare Indian woman who chose 
to wear kurtas instead of Western clothes was regarded with 
a particular form of condescending benevolence. This gentle 
benevolence fi t into the white imperialist understanding of the 
West being a place where the oppressed woman of colour, un-
able to express herself in the clothing of the West due to her 
repressive culture, was “at least” able to come to work. She 
was expected to be hard-working, permitted into the space 
due to her effi ciency, and she was expected to be quiet and not 
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very opinionated. Opinions that treasured the West as a rela-
tively liberating space were allowed, while contrary opinions 
were to be hidden. She was expected to not just understand 
her direct exclusion, but to choose to be more comfortable be-
ing left out of affi rmative social interaction—white-male 
bonding with professors over technology and sports. I was 
quickly made to realise that my own gender nonconformity in 
the context of my race, and my anti-racist discursive assertion 
were unwelcome disruptions in the seamless fabric of white 
supremacist patriarchy. I began to avoid discussions of any 
sort with most academics. I began to only want to be in the 
department when it was mostly empty. 

For the fi rst time in my life I began to question my right to be 
in an academic space, that right having been ingrained into my 
head by a lifetime of sitting on top of a Brahminical pyramid of 
power. It affected my confi dence, my performance, and my 
hitherto unstoppable academic drive. I had become something 
I had only vaguely thought about since then. Exclusion had 
affected me to the point where I withdrew my display of 
“merit” or even participation. I was still the same person with 
the same thoughts, but I did not want to offer my thoughts in 
an intellectual arena that received my thoughts through a fi lter 
of race and gender. Dominant-caste Indians who experience 
racism in the West often react as Gandhi did, with a request 
for the West to see them as essentially a slightly brownish 
fl avour of white, as distinct from all the black and brown 
peoples of the world. For some though, it made us question 
the casteism that infl uenced our own academic spaces. A 
combination of caste and class privilege protects me hugely 
from gender discrimination in India. Even when I have face 
gendered discrimination, in India and in the US, it has not 
played a role in my being considered unworthy of academic 
spaces because caste is such a dominant determinant of 
academic and social worth. 

Caste Humiliation 

The exception that science institutions claim for an exemption 
from reservation aggravates the overwhelming institutional 
bias where everyone in the institute sees “teacher” as a savarna 
category, and “Dalit” as a category that fi ts nowhere in science 
except in the caste of the sanitation staff. Sometimes, this 
manifests itself not as an explicit naming of the caste of the 
teacher/advisor, but as a seemingly casteless institution where 
caste is visible in surnames, in language, and in “culture.” The 
latter is more diffi cult to pinpoint and this “castelessly” casteist 
institutional form denies the existence of caste oppression 
assiduously. Any assertion around an oppressed caste identity 
is met with extreme hostility. Dalit students in such spaces 
often live a closeted life, with a disclosure in their caste status 
often leading to intense ragging from students, and a range of 
comments from professors indicating that they expect the 
student to perform badly. 

Some of these comments come in before the professor even 
meets or assesses the student, thus disparaging them. We have 
seen through personal experience, some faculty discussing 
ways to avoid taking on students from reserved categories, 

even if they come armed with fellowships. For example, we 
have heard a faculty openly say that the student intake has to 
be more than 10 because this would increase the number of 
general category students, since he expected nothing from 
the reserved category students. Further, when institutions do 
implement reservation in faculty selection, faculty from re-
served categories are also mocked publicly. Utterances like 
this in the presence of Dalit, Adivasi, or Bahujan students and 
faculty convey a very clear message of exclusion and expecta-
tion of lowered performance, with no heed paid to how such 
expectations will infl uence these professors who then go on 
to grade performance. 

We have also witnessed some professors disclosing their 
own dominant-caste status, claiming to provide context for 
their upbringing while talking about their lives, or outright 
asking students about their caste. There are others, the “caste-
lessly” casteist, who may mock students from marginalised 
class backgrounds across castes, over their use of language, 
over a lack of “good reading habits,” over unfamiliarity with 
computers and programming, or over a lack of awareness of 
how Excel is used, without pausing to consider that a student 
can only be aware of what they have been taught up to that 
point. These create a clear statement of expectation of failure 
and exclusion, underscored by the way in which teachers create 
positive social interaction with students with sociocultural 
bonding that is class-, caste- and gender-specifi c. 

Those Dalit, Adivasi, and Bahujan students who are accom-
modated in science are often expected to work subserviently 
and not assert either their identity or their ideas. We have seen 
instances where science students with brilliant academic track 
records, who have exhausted themselves with every effort to 
excel, are stymied in ways such as being graded unfairly by a 
professor, or where a professor refuses to supervise them or 
sign the paperwork to release their fellowships for basic suste-
nance on time. In this way, university spaces become a place of 
self-doubt and loss. The glorifi cation of Eklavya, a brilliant 
Adivasi student who cut off his thumb and sacrifi ced his ability 
in archery in order to safeguard the notion of dominant-caste 
“merit” for his teacher Dronacharya, underlies the value 
placed on teaching as a means to propagate caste rather than 
performance. The story of Eklavya is one that most of us have 
heard as children, and even if we dismiss it as a story, it has 
cognitively impressed itself upon us. We see several Eklavyas 
in university spaces today. 

Gendered Harassment

The relationship between male advisors and female advisees is 
particularly fraught with gendered abuse. Only a minority of 
the women students who have survived sexual assault and 
gendered harassment by male advisors would feel safe and 
supported enough to report the harassment. There is a general 
tendency to be scared of science professors and most students 
do not want to upset them. We have known and have been among 
those who did report harassment and were met with retribu-
tion from the supervisor and administrative stonewalling. PhD 
students who report such a case, even if the system is supportive, 
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would have to essentially start the PhD all over again with 
another advisor, something that can potentially throw years of 
her work out of the window. This is an experience that is actu-
ally common across the natural and social sciences, and the 
humanities too. 

Sexual harassment is only a particular form of the abusive 
forms of sexist control that an advisor wields over the student, 
which range from the imposition of particular offi ce hours, to 
comments about the way women students dress and behave, to 
the more frightening comments about how caste or gender affect 
the way in which the advisor expects the student will or “can” 
perform. However, sexual harassment is considered to be a rare, 
sensational event—and we push back against that assumption. 
We have together known of several cases of sexual and psycho-
logical abuse with a range of severe consequences that have 
gone completely unreported, while some faculty have enjoyed 
complete impunity even after a complaint has been fi led before 
GSCASHs (Gender Sensitization Committees Against Sexual 
Harassment) since these are merely recommending bodies in 
which the majority of the members belong to the same institute 
or university as the perpetrator and would be subject to admin-
istrative pressure. We also know of occasions where the GCASH’s 
recommendations have been overruled by the administration 
to even allow a change of supervisor for the student while an 
investigation was ongoing. We have seen cases where, when 
students complain against professors, they are often asked to 
drop the case and “focus on their studies instead.” 

Non-sexual Aggression

This is apart from the many instances of non-sexual aggression 
and other forms of control that operate. Sometimes this manifests 
as control over women students’ social and romantic life. For 
instance, women students are often derided for spending time 
with a boyfriend over time in the laboratory, in ways that are 
never used to dampen the social lives of male students. We 
have often heard faculty members say that women students 
are probably just “doing timepass” and will be in any case 
“married off” one day. There have also been some faculty who 
have simply announced that they would never take on women 
students for these very reasons. 

Women students battle parental pressures around marriage 
that often take their toll and start the leaky pipeline of exodus 
from the sciences long before child-rearing becomes a gender-
specifi c consideration. We have known many women students 
who apply for master’s degrees instead of integrated PhD degrees 
—even if they were qualifi ed for both and could use the fellow-
ships that come with a PhD—simply because it is easier to con-
vince parents to permit that incremental step after the master’s 
degree. This plays out in caste-specifi c ways, and while this is a 
battle that women from dominant castes most certainly face, it 
is Dalit, Adivasi and Bahujan women students who would be more 
vulnerable to an advisor’s frustrations simply because it would 
be known that they face more severe costs to speaking out. 

The increasing numbers of women teachers in science 
departments have increased the confi dence of women students 
that they may fi nd someone who will be sympathetic if they 

face abuse from an advisor. In elite science institutes that do 
not implement reservation among the faculty, there are very 
few people to whom Dalit, Adivasi or Bahujan students can 
turn when they face casteism in the university. There are no 
role models or forms of mentorship for these students; there is 
only hostility, shame, and exclusion.

The appointment of more female or Dalit, North Eastern, 
Muslim, Bahujan or Adivasi women in the sciences is neces-
sary, but not suffi cient. There must be structures of support, 
and institutional resistance to malicious attempts at silencing 
these faculty, as seen at The Energy and Resources Institute 
(TERI), New Delhi and the recent case of a researcher disappear-
ing after writing about the harassment in Bhabha Atomic Research 
Centre, Mumbai. However, a lot of women scientists themselves 
sometimes advocate not complaining because they think this is a 
problem that will always continue, that we either tolerate 
things as they are or choose to leave, that these struggles, unjust 
rules and treatment, hardships, and differential opportunities 
are all part of the process of science. This becomes counterpro-
ductive in situations where women and other marginalised 
students face daily abuse. This variant of the “Lean In” style of 
feminism is a form of negotiation with patriarchy in the sciences. 
Often women who do make it can be intimidating and insensitive 
to students’ needs and are used by the administration to silence 
students who speak up. Successful women faculty are also often 
pilloried as “slave-drivers.” This shows that bringing in more 
women into science is not the only answer to the problem, and 
the structure of gendered labour, gendered expectations, and 
familial duty expected from women needs to change. Even 
more diffi cult is the overhaul of the structure of academia and 
the behemoth task of reorganising postgraduate education 
and restructuring the perception of science itself.

It has become painfully clear to some of us that a career in 
elite science is not remotely connected to the romanticised 
notion of happy, if critical, exploration that had attracted us to 
the fi eld. Instead, the job involves managing a team of people to 
perform the manual labour involved in experimental research 
in a way that hinges the manager’s success onto the volume of 
productive output emerging from the team; a particular form 
of capitalist enterprise that produces innovation that benefi ts 
the capitalist system. Doing this as a woman or transperson, 
especially from a marginalised class or caste background, 
entails “handling” humiliation and managing a team that 
questions your judgment. Yet, they would have to pull together 
and demonstrate higher team research productivity than a 
team managed by equivalent dominant-caste cisgender male 
colleagues in order to pass equivalent professional milestones. 

Together, we have found that casteism, racism and nationality 
play a huge role in one’s gendered experience; for example, in 
creating hugely differing expectations of the docility/aggres-
siveness of women. The language used to describe women and 
trans faculty members by students and faculty has had a 
profound impact on creating these expectations; from “bitch” 
and “sooo aggressive,” to the opposite, “you’re too soft,” “you 
are too emotional.” The irony is that some expletives used for 
such women are associated with the most infamous tyrannical 
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men in history, for example, “Hitler.” A male student once said 
of a female professor, “Don’t worry about her giving you 
marks, she doesn’t know anything, she can’t even wear her sari 
properly, dropping her pallu all the time, ha ha.” Male and 
female students have said of another female professor, “She 
only knows how to dress well or wear nice saris and come to 
the lab, she doesn’t really know anything.” 

What kind of woman is acceptable in science, and how many 
openly Dalit, Adivasi or Bahujan women scientists do we 
know? Those of us who are feminists bear the responsibility of 
ensuring that, for every one of the essential discussions we 
organise about gender in science, we commit time and effort 
to supporting Dalit, Adivasi and Bahujan academics in ques-
tioning Brahminism in science. A woman or transgender 
scholar from a marginalised section of society experiences life 
being told that one does not know what one is supposed to 
have known, that one is never good enough to succeed without 
some special assistance, and that higher education has been 
granted or allowed as a special favour by the family and society 
at large. The vulnerabilities arising from such an imposition are 
then used against them through various forms of harassment. 
We have known some professors to have said things about 
students from marginalised backgrounds, such as, “category 
students are completely useless;” “these students have a rich 
life experience and an understanding of poverty, deprivation 
but theoretically and conceptually, they are weak;” “the quality 
of the classroom has gone so far down post Mandal;” “These 
boys from the North East, they just come here to play football;” 
“what do these people do, they are always looking for trouble;” 
in a class full of Dalit students, “you Telugus don’t even how 
how to read;” and even “if they’ve decided to commit suicide, 
what can I do,” in reaction to the suicide of a brilliant science 
scholar who published his research despite not being allotted a 
supervisor for two years, Madari Venkatesh. 

For us, these comments have had lasting impressions. The 
suicides of Rohith Vemula, M Venkatesh, Praveen and Senthil 
Kumar at the University of Hyderabad serve as constant 

reminders of how institutions can push minority students, 
even to the brink of death (Tata 2016). The science world saw 
Rohith’s brilliance only in his suicide note; he had meanwhile 
been excluded from science by the same structure of caste that 
had humiliated him over and over again during his short life. 
When he died, he had been working on an abstract for a con-
ference exploring Brahminism in science. As a student who 
entered the university under the “general” category, having 
won two competitive fellowships, he was faced by a professor 
who disbelieved his achievements simply because a dominant-
caste student in the same department failed to get the same 
fellowship. Even after his death, we heard a faculty member 
claim that “Rohith couldn’t do science.” 

We do not think anyone “can’t” do science, let alone such an 
obviously bright student who fi rmly believed in rationality. 
But, we do think that faculty who make statements such as this 
are part of the mechanism that ensures that certain people are 
not allowed to do science. This limits the set of practitioners of 
science in India to those who comply with the requirements of 
obedience and hard work needed to get through the system, 
and fi lters out several brilliant, original and fearless thinkers 
whose perspective has the potential to produce interesting and 
new science. For us, the process of dismantling patriarchy and 
caste in the production of science in India is not just a project 
in social justice, but one that could enable the production of 
new paradigms and directions for Indian science. 

Note

1   We are sceptical of replacing the “fathers” with “mothers” because efforts 
to do so might become tokenistic and might just “add women” on to the 
science curriculum. However, we do recognise the need to present “role 
models” for young girls in science.
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