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In one sentence. For me EDI is not a slogan about everyone being the same. It is the practical work of
building institutions in which real differences, biological, social, cultural, economic, personal and cognitive,
do not become excuses for unfair treatment or wasted talent.

I care about equality, diversity and inclusion because I have lived some of the questions it raises, and because I
have seen how small institutional habits can quietly shape who stays, who leaves, who speaks, and who is
heard. I am part of the LGBT+ community; I identify as gay and nonbinary. I also have a strong commitment
to bodily autonomy: within the limits of informed consent and safety, what one does with one’s body should
be one’s own decision. My own life includes body-related choices, including sex reassignment surgery, for
reasons that were mine, including the experience itself. I do not mention this because I think everyone should
make similar choices. Quite the opposite: the point is that autonomy only means something if people are
allowed to choose differently.

What EDI means to me

• Equality is not sameness. People are not interchangeable units. We differ biologically, socially, eco-
nomically, culturally, psychologically and personally. Some differences are visible, many are not. Some
are chosen, many are not. Some are easy to accommodate, others require serious institutional thought.
EDI starts from this reality rather than pretending it away.

• The goal is fair opportunity and fair treatment. Equal opportunity does not mean identical paths or
identical outcomes. It means that irrelevant barriers should be removed, relevant needs should be taken
seriously, and decisions should be made with as much fairness, evidence and transparency as possible.

• EDI is for everyone, but not everyone faces the same risks. Disability, race, religion, class, gender,
sexuality, mental health, caring responsibilities, nationality and many other factors can affect how people
experience university life. Some groups aremore exposed to exclusion or stereotyping than others. Taking
this seriously is not special pleading; it is institutional hygiene.

• Evidence over slogans. I am a mathematician and I have a scientific temperament. I prefer careful
evidence to slogans, even slogans I broadly agree with. This means that I do not think EDI should require
denying biological facts, psychological evidence or inconvenient data. But evidence also cuts the other
way: institutions have long histories of exclusion, and small biases can accumulate into large effects.
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My own EDI experience

• My relation to EDI is personal, but it is not only personal. Being gay and nonbinary has made some issues
very concrete for me: language, bathrooms, assumptions about bodies, assumptions about relationships,
and the general background question of whether one can simply exist in a professional space without
having to explain oneself every five minutes.

• I am strongly in favour of bodily autonomy. People should be free, within an informed and safe framework,
to make decisions about their own bodies. My own choices, including SRS, sharpened this view. They also
made me more aware of how quickly public discussions about bodies become patronising, moralising or
tribal. A university should not be tribal about such questions. It should be respectful, evidence-aware and
humane.

• At the same time, my view is not that identity dissolves all facts. Male and female biology are not identical;
people differ in many ways; social categories are complicated; and the relation between biology, identity,
culture and opportunity is not something one should flatten into a slogan. This is exactly why EDI mat-
ters: because real differences exist, and institutions must decide which differences are relevant, which are
irrelevant, and how to treat people fairly in the presence of both.

• I therefore try to hold two principles together. First, people deserve dignity, autonomy and fair treatment.
Second, good policy should be honest about reality. Neither principle should be used to erase the other.

A real-life example: small bias, large effect

• Discrimination at universities often does not look like open hostility. Universities attract many well-
meaning people, and this is good. But well-meaning people still have biases. In practice, unfairness often
enters through small differences in expectation, patience, interpretation and confidence.

• The point I want to make is related to bias:

Biases are part of how our brains work. We all make them, including me. The responsible question is not
whether I have biases, because I do. The responsible question is whether I build habits and procedures
that help me catch them.

• One example stayed withme. In 2021 I ran oral exams for Algebraic Topology. There were 14 students, one
of whom stuttered. Immediately after the exam I wrote 35/50 on my notes. The next day, before finalising
the marks, I wondered whether I had treated the student fairly. I rewatched the recording of the exam
and realised that I had not. The mathematics was better than my first reaction had recorded. I changed
the mark to 40/50.

• This looks tiny. But imagine being that student, and imagine this happening repeatedly across courses,
interviews, seminars and applications. A five-point adjustment in one oral exam is small; a persistent
pattern of small underestimates is not small. This is why procedure matters: recordings, second looks,
explicit criteria, structured interviews and slow decisions are not bureaucracy for its own sake. They are
ways of making fairness less dependent on mood, fluency or first impressions.



Principles for academic decision-making

•Open competition should be the default. My instinct is usually to prefer schemes that give equal
opportunity to everyone and then assess people carefully. For that reason I am often sceptical of blunt
filters such as “female-only” fellowships or similar restricted competitions. They can be well-intentioned,
but they can also feel like replacing one crude category with another.

• Targetedmeasures can still be justified. My scepticism is not absolutism. If there is a clearly identified
barrier, good evidence for the intervention, and a transparent explanation of the goal, targeted measures
may be reasonable. The point is not to avoid all asymmetry. The point is to avoid lazy asymmetry. Good
EDI policy should be precise about what problem it is solving.

• Fairness needs both compassion and standards. Inclusion is not the same as lowering expectations.
Good teaching, supervision, hiring andmentoring shouldmake expectations clear, help peoplemeet them,
and recognise that people may need different forms of support to show what they can do.

• Language matters, but it is not enough. Pronouns, names, respectful wording and inclusive forms
are important because they are cheap ways of not making life harder for people. But EDI cannot stop
at language. Hiring practice, assessment design, seminar culture, mentoring, accessibility and workload
distribution matter more in the long run.

What I can do

•Make the small institutional things less bad. Gender-neutral bathrooms, accessible seminar rooms,
hybrid options when useful, clear communication, respectful names and pronouns, and transparent ex-
pectations are not glamorous. They are also not hard. Someone just needs to keep asking. I am willing to
be that mildly annoying person when needed.

• Use better procedures. In teaching and hiring I favour explicit criteria, structured interviews, written
notes, time for reflection, and, where possible, a second look. These are not perfect tools, but they reduce
the influence of first impressions and social ease.

• Ask better questions. In supervision, hiring and service roles I think it is worth asking: Who is not
speaking? Who is doing invisible work? Who gets the benefit of the doubt? Who is assumed to be difficult?
Who is being evaluated on style rather than substance?

• Keep learning without outsourcing judgement. EDI training, data and institutional policy can be
useful. They should not replace thought. I want to learn from evidence and from people with different
experiences, while keeping the right to ask whether a proposed policy is actually fair and effective.

Conclusion

• Universities have become more open than they once were, but it would be naive to conclude that equal
opportunity has already been achieved. Exclusion now often appears in quieter forms: assumptions, net-
works, confidence gaps, bureaucratic friction, inaccessible practices, and biased interpretations of ability.

• My view of EDI is therefore practical rather than ornamental. I do not want slogans, guilt rituals or
category games. I want institutions that are fairer, more honest and more humane; institutions where
difference is neither romanticised nor punished, and where people have a serious chance to show what
they can do.

• That is the standard I try to apply to my own teaching, supervision, service and decision-making. I will
not always get it right. But I can build habits that make it more likely that I notice when I get it wrong.
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