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ISM2021 was the 10th in a series of biennial Indian Strings 

Meetings (ISM), the first of which was held in December 

2002. Organized by the Indian string theory community, the 

objective of these meetings is to forge better communication 

between researchers working in string theory and related areas 

across the world. The idea is also to provide a platform to 

senior graduate students and young postdocs working in India 

to talk about their work to an international audience. Under 

the continuing global pandemic, it was decided to hold ISM21 

virtually in a completely online mode. It was hosted by          

IIT-Roorkee. 

For the first time in its history, a session to discuss the issue 

of gender disparity and the way forward to address the 

imbalance in the community, with particular focus on the 

Indian context, was organized during ISM2021. The session 

started at 12:00 noon IST on December 15, 2021 (06:30 A.M. 

GMT) and continued for almost two hours. This was also an 

activity of the HEP Gender Group, which is a part of the 

Gender in Physics Working Group affiliated to the Indian 

Physics Association (IPA). It was organized and conducted by 

Nabamita Banerjee (IISER, Bhopal) and Debashis Ghoshal 

(JNU, New Delhi). 

The following panellists were invited to share their experience 

and perspective: 

● Atish Dabholkar: Director and Professor,            

Abdus Salam International Center for Theoretical 

Physics (AS-ICTP), Trieste, Italy 

● Lata Joshi: Postdoctoral Fellow,                             

University of Innsbruck, Austria 

● Corinne de Lacroix: Research Assistant, Sapenship, 

Tel Aviv, Israel 

● Swapna Mahapatra: Retired Professor,                     

Utkal University, Bhubaneswar, India 

● Sunil Mukhi: Professor, Indian Institute of Science 

Education and Research (IISER), Pune 

● Madhusudhan Raman: Postdoctoral fellow,        

Institute for Theoretical Physics, Sao Paulo, Brazil 

Marika Taylor, Professor, University of Southampton and 

actively involved with gender issues in High Energy Physics 

 
a dghoshal@mail.jnu.ac.in 
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in Europe unfortunately was compelled to cancel her 

participation for personal reasons. 

To begin with, Nabamita shared some statistics on gender 

representation in string theory in India. Even though 40 female 

students obtained their Ph.D. in string theory in India, when 

compared to their male counterparts it is only about 10-15 %. 

More importantly, to the best of our knowledge, among the 

faculty members there are only five permanent, two DST 

Inspire and one guest women faculty in string theory in the 

entire country. This is a very leaky pipeline. At least eight 

women scientists who worked in string theory during their 

Ph.D. have left the field. 

The panellists were then introduced and invited to speak. Each 

of them spoke briefly and brought many interesting points to 

ponder on. These range from personal struggles to suggestions 

for steps towards mitigation of the status quo. A few 

takeaways and important points are the following. 

● Atish Dabholkar acknowledged the issues of gender 

imbalance in science in general and string theory in 

particular. He mentioned that ICTP is taking slow but 

steady steps to address the imbalance. ICTP has achieved 

50 % gender parity in their MS programme. The Institute 

organizes regular workshops to address issues faced by 

women in science and how to deal with those. ICTP is 

working towards a day-care facility for the visitors. It has 

also considered one-year maternity leave for PDF 

candidates with plans to proactively recruit women 

scientists.  

● Lata Joshi talked about the imposter syndrome that 

women, especially the younger ones, often face. Efforts 

should be made so that a woman feels comfortable and 

not an intruder in an exclusive male domain. She 

strongly recommended on-campus accommodation 

especially for beginning women graduate students, 

daycare facility and flexibility in work contract. She said 

that outreach workshops for women should be given 

wide media coverage. 

● Swapna Mahapatra emphasized the importance of 

support from family and colleagues that plays an 

essential role in the life of a woman scientist. Recalled 

her journey as a pioneering woman string theorist in 

India. 
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Prof. C. V. K. Baba Award for the Best Thesis  

Presentation in Nuclear Physics 

2020 

Dr. Sandeep Joshi, BARC, Mumbai 

for his thesis entitled 

“Electromagnetic properties of neutrinos and 

phenomenology of neutrino oscillations” 

 

2021 

Dr. Pooja Siwach, IIT Roorkee 

for her thesis entitled 

“Exotic phenomena in triaxial odd-odd 

nuclei” 

Anil K. and Bharati Bhatnagar Best Thesis 

Award in Solid State Physics 

2020 

Dr. Balasubramanian S., IGCAR, Kalpakkam 

for his thesis entitled 

“Fabrication and Characterization of SiO2 Micro 

cantilevers for Relative Humidity Sensing” 

 

2021 

Dr. Manas Ranjan Panda, IITB, Mumbai 

for his thesis entitled 

“Advanced Electrodes from 2D Layered 

Materials for Li- and Na- Storage” 

● Corinne de Lacroix suggested that the society as a whole 

needs to come out of its bias related to women in science 

and that such issues should be addressed and brushed 

under the carpet. 

● Madhusudhan Raman emphasized the need to be 

proactive to work towards gender balance in Science. 

This starts with affirmative action to ensure fair 

participation of women in the intake of graduate 

programmes, instructional schools, workshops and 

conferences. 

● Sunil Mukhi shared some of the active steps that have 

been taken by the Indian Academy of Science, Bengaluru 

to promote gender equality. The Gender Policy (1) 

promotes gender equality as an explicit human right, (2) 

identifies and eliminates practices that create systemic 

and structural impediments to the advancement of 

women in science, (3) supports the empowerment of 

women to enable them to flourish in the scientific 

profession, (4) identifies potential risks and hindrances 

to women in their pursuit of science and implements 

strategies to eliminate them, and (5) engages with the 

Government of India, scientific institutions, and the civil 

society to promote and support gender equality in 

general, and in science in particular. 

After the presentations, the floor was opened for discussions, 

Q&A, and suggestions for the way forward. The audience took 

an active part in it. The following are some highlights of what 

emerged. Vandana Nanal (Professor, TIFR) emphasized the 

need for training on gender sensitization for everyone in 

academia. Riddhi Shah (Professor, TIFR) shared her 

experience and involvement with Indian Women and 

Mathematics (IWM) and talked about the workshops 

organized across the country. The curious fact that an 

experimental science like biology that requires committed 

time in the laboratory attracts and retains more women 

researchers compared to string theory was pointed out by 

Debashis Ghoshal. In this context the myth of mathematics 

and theoretical physics being “hard for girls” was also 

mentioned by him and Abhijit Gadde (Professor, TIFR), 

Somdatta   Bhattacharjee and Binata Panda (Professor,         

IIT-ISM Dhanbad). Rajesh Gopakumar (Director and 

Professor, ICTS) mentioned summer programmes for women 

in science as a way to bring more women into science 

research. The Vigyan Vidushi programme of TIFR was also 

mentioned in this context. Srubabati Goswami (Professor, 

PRL) said that all institutes should provide gender statistics on 

the web and must proactively hire qualified women scientists 

without any bias. 

Even though much remained to talk about the session had to 

be wrapped up. The recording of it is available on YouTube 

at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DBgAjSAurwE 
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