
My Mansfield 

I studied at Mansfield College from 1986-1987 as a Junior-Year-Abroad student from Columbia 

University in New York. The first member of my family to leave home in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania for 

university study, I worked ferociously hard in my first two years at Columbia, sufficiently so that I 

was awarded a place in its coveted Junior Year Abroad (JYA) programme at Oxford. In October 1986, 

I boarded my first ever overseas flight armed with two letters, one from Columbia University 

vouching for my finances and the other from Mansfield confirming my acceptance as a Visiting 

Student.  

The transatlantic flight departed the United States in darkness and arrived over London at the break 

of a brilliant dawn, one which I can still picture clearly all these years later. Following a somewhat 

bleary-eyed bus and taxi journey to Mansfield, I was greeted at the college lodge by the duty porter 

and a Mansfield student. They kindly helped me with my luggage and showed me to my room on the 

ground floor of Staircase C, complete with a magnificent unobstructed view of the quad and main 

College buildings. Apart from the view, what struck me most about the room was how much private 

space I had, a space and beauty and serenity that exceeded my wildest expectations and made me 

feel immediately at home. Mansfield, it seemed to me at the time, was a destination I had long 

yearned for in my imagination, one which I did not really believe could exist, but at which I had 

nevertheless finally arrived.  

My first week in College was something of a whirlwind, complete with College and University tours, 

a staircase sherry party, subject tea parties, a pub crawl, a football match, a dart’s match, JCR 

meeting, swearing the oath in the Bodleian Library, the freshers’ fair, and a freshers’ disco. Amidst 

all this tumult and excitement, I studied hard in preparation for my first meeting with the college’s 

Senior Tutor and then Director of the PPE course, Michael Freeden. At the end of the following week 

I penned my first letter home to my parents, recounting everything that had happened and 

describing Oxford and Mansfield as ‘heaven on earth’.  

So began a year that would change my life immeasurably, one in which, to borrow the words of the 

subject of my first Oxford tutorial, J.S. Mill, I grew and developed ‘on all sides, according to the 

tendency of the inward forces’ (On Liberty, ch. 3) that made me a living thing. Over the course of 

that year I was inspired with what would become a lifelong love and enthusiasm for political theory 

and the history of political thought. I also fell in love with Europe, my introduction to which took the 

form of a solo backpacker’s Interrail journey across the continent during the first term break, 

followed by a spell in the second manufacturing drip irrigation tubing at a kibbutz factory in the 

Negev desert, in turn followed by a summer course of Russian language study (and daily balalaika-

accompanied Russian dancing) at the Moscow Motor Engineering Institute in one of the final years 

of the Soviet communist regime. It was a year of experimentation and (sometimes foolish) 

adventure, from hang-gliding and scuba-diving to ballroom dancing and new interpersonal 

relationships, as well as the more sobering experience of volunteering at a shelter for homeless 

Oxford youth. It was, finally, a year that left me with a deep and abiding feeling of affection towards, 

and sense of gratitude to, the Oxford college that had made all this possible. 

Heraclitus famously believed that you cannot step twice into the same river, because both you and 

the river waters flow in continual change. In a thoughtful fictional echo of this philosophical insight, 



the temporal physicist who is the protagonist of Ursula K. Le Guin’s ambiguously utopian novel The 

Dispossessed reflects early on in the narrative that ‘you shall not go down twice to the same river, 

nor can you go home again’. Interestingly, from this acceptance of transience he also develops a 

sophisticated theory of time wherein what is most changeable is the fullest of eternity, and in word 

and deed he demonstrates that ‘you can go home again…so long as you understand that home is a 

place where you have never been’. 

Such was my experience of returning to Mansfield in January 2020 in my present capacity as a 

Visiting Fellow in Politics, on leave from my permanent teaching position at University College Cork 

in Ireland. Both I and the college had changed profoundly in the intervening 34 years. I nevertheless 

experienced the return as a homecoming. 

And what a homecoming it was! Far and away the most delightful aspect of the Fellowship is the 

opportunity it presents to enjoy fascinating conversations over lunch in Hall with a remarkably 

learned, diverse, open and generous group of scholars. Indeed, many of these lunches were the 

highlight of my working day. For example, I can recall offhand memorable conversations with, 

among others, an expert on Anglo-American literature about utopian imagination and social 

marginality, literature and personal identity, a collaborative learning project for BAME LGBT+ 

students at Oxford, and the role of public intellectuals; an historian about John Ball and the 

challenges of historical interpretation of the Peasants’ revolt of 1381; a philosopher about the 

relationship between consciousness and agency; a Shakespeare scholar about continuity and change 

in the Oxford English curriculum; an Old Testament scholar about Jewish messianism; geographers 

about human geography and social ecology; Engineering and Materials Science Fellows about energy 

production, ecologism, and the politics of technology; a physicist about the history of the college; 

and my former College tutor about the temporal dimensions of politics, fascism, populism, recent 

developments in U.S. politics, and the relationship between ideology and utopia. 

I was initially more wary about the SCR High Table dinners, as their hierarchical and performative 

aspects made me somewhat uncomfortable and guarded. However, I was put at my ease by an 

exceptionally warm welcome at the college’s Domus dinner, and thoroughly enjoyed the evening’s 

sparkling conversation. I also very much appreciated and looked forward to the weekly ritual of the 

college public talks, overseen with panache by the college Principal. Those I attended included a 

roundtable discussion on who universities are for, lectures on constitutional morality and the history 

and future of the BBC, and some moving and surprisingly life-affirming reflections by a palliative care 

doctor about her experiences with death and dying. At two of these events I was accompanied by 

distinguished guests from other universities, who also joined me afterwards for High Table dinner. 

One of my guests, a former Oxford student from a working-class background with unpleasant 

memories of his college’s elitism and snobbery, remarked to me subsequently that the evening at 

Mansfield had transformed his perception of the University. 

I am particularly grateful for the opportunity the Fellowship has presented to advance my academic 

research. Freed from the daily cares and distractions associated with my academic post in Ireland, 

and surrounded by books and ideas and the people who animate them, I have been able to focus my 

thinking and read and write at a rate unparalleled in my university career to date. My daily routine 

might not be everybody’s cup of tea – reading in the Bodleian or the Mansfield Library or the 

Rothermere American Institute, writing at home in my flat in West Oxford, interspersed with long 



leisurely walks and the occasional university seminar or meeting with friends – but I have found it to 

be tremendously fulfilling.  Perhaps most strikingly, my sense of time has been transformed, from an 

alienating perception of confinement in a timeless present to the quiet exhilaration and intellectual 

freedom and creativity associated with living in a landscape of time.  My attempt to explain this 

ineffable joy to Mansfield’s interim senior development officer during a very pleasant conversation 

over lunch in Hall met with a smile of recognition when I pointed out that every step I took in Oxford 

was overlaid with happy memories, and that the Visiting Fellowship had connected me with my 

younger self in a way that opened to me new horizons of possibility. 

Admidst all this joy and creativity, Covid-19 struck. Like the mysterious scourge that even the 

powerful magic surrounding the wizard school in Roke is unable to keep out in Le Guin’s fantasy 

novel The Farthest Shore, so too Oxford’s magic has proven powerless in the face of a global 

pandemic. Whereas only a week previously I was enjoying some light-hearted fun and laughter with 

colleagues at a college recording of the BBC quiz show ‘The 3rd Degree’, on March 18th I boarded a 

hastily arranged return flight to Ireland carrying only a small piece of luggage with a few days of 

clothes and two books. Upon arrival in Dublin, I was instructed to ‘self-isolate’ for two weeks, 

necessitating cancellation of my return flight. Shortly thereafter the nation went into lockdown, and 

so I am currently in a state of limbo, unable to access my books and research notes in Oxford and 

uncertain about when I will be able to return. 

One of the college Fellows joked recently in an email to me that I had picked what was probably the 

worst year to be a Visiting Fellow. I do not see it that way. While my seven-month fellowship may 

well have come to an abrupt effective end after only two months, I feel nothing but gratitude for the 

hospitality I have received from the college. As I do not now know if or when I will be able to return 

to Mansfield, I would like to take this opportunity to thank sincerely all the college staff who have 

helped make my stay such a happy and rewarding one, from the porters and kitchen and front of 

house staff to IT and library support, the academic administrator, the maintenance and accounts and 

development teams, and many others. Special thanks to the Senior Tutor Lucinda Rumsey, and my 

academic sponsor David Leopold, for their warm welcome and ongoing support.  

Brief as my return to my alma mater has been, I have seen enough to be assured that Mansfield is in 

good hands. I am particularly proud of the college’s remarkable achievements in widening access to 

education. I wish its staff and students, and the wider Mansfield community, all the very best. 

 

Dr. Laurence Davis (DPhil, Oxon) is a Visiting Fellow in Politics, and College Lecturer in Government 

and Politics at University College Cork.  

 

 


