
VALLEY
GIRLS

They’re storming Silicon Valley with their sharp 
ideas. Meet six American Indian women who are 
paving their way to technological superstardom 

with their ambition and aptitude. By AARTI 
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SHRADDHA CHAPLOT, 
30, GREENGINEER, CISCO
Shraddha Chaplot was that kid. The one who 
asked for more math homework, the one 
who worked out of a ninth-grade math book 
when her fourth grade class was struggling 
with theirs. In fact, at 30, she’s still that kid. “I’m 
really looking forward to my 10 pi birthday 
(31.4 years) and my 5-bit birthday (32). For 
the latter, microprocessors will be the party 
favours!” she says.

After growing up in Walnut, a small town 
outside Los Angeles, Udaipur-born Chaplot 
studied electrical engineering and machine 
intelligence at the University of California, San 
Diego. “I had six different internships in college, 
and the last one was at Cisco, which turned 
into my first job. I always wanted to do things 
that made a real impact, changed a person’s 
perspective and dreams.” At Cisco, she’s a 
‘Greengineer’, where her tasks have included 
building the Energy Star Compliance Test Lab 
for ensuring energy efficiency of products. 
She is also a board member of the Foundation 
Board of Directors for the National Technical 
Institute for the Deaf (at Rochester Institute of 
Technology in New York) and she brought on 
the first two hearing-impaired interns to Cisco. 
“For me, technology is the enabler for us to 
be our true selves. Everything you dream of 
wanting to do, technology should enable that.”
DREAM INNOVATION: “An instantaneous 
memory recorder for the brain. I have a terrible 
memory, yet my brain always has seven things 
I’m thinking of at once. So many good ideas 
are lost. Just the neurotechnological research in 
doing this would be fascinating.”
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LEILA JANAH, 32, 
FOUNDER AND 
CEO, SAMA GROUP
Leila Janah, a Harvard grad 
who once managed a Mumbai 
call centre, now steers a trio 
of dynamic social enterprises 
launched in 2008, dedicated to 
providing dignifi ed work and 
healthcare to the globe’s poorest 
regions (“sama” is Sanskrit 
for “equal”). Whether she’s 
spearheading the world’s fi rst 
crowdfunding site for medical 
treatments—“Childbirth shouldn’t 
be a potentially lethal activity in 
2015,” she asserts—or training 
impoverished workers in India, 
Haiti and Kenya to do ‘microwork’, 
this change-maker is determined 
to bring the digital universe closer 
to the remotest corners of the 
world, and thrives on inventive 
thinking, a skill that earned her a 
visiting scholar status at Stanford 
University. It’s all fuelled by 
creative pursuits like samba and 
salsa dancing (she takes classes in 
San Francisco’s bohemian Mission 
District and has a decade of ballet 
training under her belt). 
DREAM INNOVATION: 
“What we need most are low-
tech innovations so technology 
can play a role in delivering 
ambitious goals like access to 
basic healthcare for all. There 
are already signs of this through 
platforms like the Kenya-based 
service Ushahidi: it lets people 
send a simple SMS to get help. 
My dream innovation would take 
this idea to the next level—how 
can we get everyone on the same 
playing fi eld?”
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AARTHI RAMAMURTHY, 31, 
FOUNDER, LUMOID

An ambitious Chennai-born software engineer, Aarthi 
Ramamurthy has held stints at Microsoft and Netfl ix, built a 

photo-sharing app on her Hawaiian honeymoon alongwith her 
husband (think Instagram for Androids), then founded True&Co 

(2012), a chic online lingerie boutique that uses algorithms to 
ensure bras fi t fl awlessly. The serial entrepreneur now has her gaze 
fi xed on the consumer electronics marketplace. “I wanted to cater 
to access, not ownership,” she explains, emphasising the fact that 

while tech products are constantly evolving, the way we buy them 
has stayed the same for decades. Last year, she launched Lumoid, 

a try-before-you-buy gadget rental start-up (it o� ers customers 
the ability to test-drive everything from GoPro video cameras 
and Nikon lenses to fi tness trackers and even drones), partially 
sparked by her other two obsessions: photography—she used 

to shoot weddings over weekends—and running: Ramamurthy’s 
vibrant Instagram feed is scattered with scenic shots from her 

almost-daily jogs along the San Francisco waterfront.
DREAM INNOVATION: “The pervasive use of 3D printers. 

We’re beginning to see that they are a viable means to reduce 
the cost of manufacturing; they are also changing how healthcare 

professionals are thinking about tissue and organ 
formation, and that’s exciting.” 

SUKHINDER SINGH CASSIDY, 
44, FOUNDER AND CEO, JOYUS
The fi rst thing Sukhinder Singh Cassidy will tell you about 
building a technology business is that you don’t need to be a 
technologist to do it. “Look at Brian Chesky at Airbnb or Jack 
Dorsey at Twitter. They’re not engineers. They didn’t have a 
tech vision but a product vision. We’ve moved from an era of 
engineers as rockstars to product visionaries as rockstars.”

Cassidy is a bit of a Silicon Valley rockstar herself. She has 
been, among other things, Google’s president of Asia-Pacifi c 
and Latin America Markets, CEO-in-residence at the global 
venture capital and growth equity fi rm Accel Partners and 
CEO of Polyvore. She’s had a stint at Amazon and co-
founded the fi nancial cloud service Yodlee. Her latest is the 
video shopping site Joyus, which she founded in 2011.

Cassidy was born in Tanzania and grew up in Ontario. 
Her strength lies in bringing in the money. “The only thing 
that’s valued in the Valley more than code is being able to 
bring in the dollars. Engineers value that because it’s what 
enables them to do what they do,” she says. At Joyus, she’s 
giving women one of the things she loves doing herself: 
shopping. Joyus sells premium fashion, beauty and fi tness 
products, but instead of static images of models, the site 
showcases each of its products with stylish videos hosted 
by sta� ers, making the experience more relatable.                                                            
DREAM INNOVATION: “I’d love to build a product 
that would keep you in the present. Every time your 
mind drifted to the future to worry, it would alert you 
through a wearable device... a little buzz!”
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POORNIMA VIJAYASHANKER, 32, 
FOUNDER, FEMGINEER.COM
Poornima Vijayashanker started young. Her immigrant parents’ funds didn’t stretch 
to cover day care, so two-year-old Vijayashanker tagged along to San Jose State 
University with her dad. She sat on the classroom fl oor playing with casto�  diagrams 
while he got his engineering degree. At nine, she was clattering away on her mom’s 
electronic typewriter, with internet mastery following soon after. 
   Growing up in Texas, Vijayashanker didn’t think she would end up an entrepreneur in 
Silicon Valley. “Even though I loved tech, I always thought of it as a hobby.” She went 
to college intent on being a lawyer but changed majors once there. “I realised that 
[law] was not creative but engineering was, so I took my fi rst computer science course.” 
Eventually, she succumbed to the startup bug and became founding engineer at Mint.
com, a personal fi nance management service, which was later acquired by Intuit.

Today, Vijayashanker has come full circle—her website Femgineer.com is an 
education resource for tech professionals, o� ering online courses on everything from 
mobile product development to communication skills. Femgineer started as a blog in 
2007 as an outlet for Vijayashanker’s twin passions—writing and engineering—and to 
show that women in engineering didn’t have to conform to the nerd label. As requests 
started pouring in asking her to teach and mentor, she started teaching in an online 
format. Today, to reach more people, the course follows a more self-study format.                 
DREAM INNOVATION: “A biotech company focused on life extension.”
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 SHALINI GOVIL-PAI, 
45, DIRECTOR AND 
GLOBAL HEAD, YOUTUBE 
PARTNERSHIP SOLUTIONS
With over 15 years of Silicon Valley experience,  
Shalini Govil-Pai pairs “computer geekdom” 
with a trailblazer’s ability to lead. An IIT Bombay 
alum, this former technical director for Pixar 
once helmed teams responsible for pioneering 
blockbusters like Toy Story, the fi rst ever 
animated feature created with 3D computer 
graphics. “Being on the cutting edge of things 
drives me,” she says. As a working mother, she is a 
vocal advocate for the “it takes a village” method 
to childrearing (her newborn daughter, who 
frequently accompanied her to the 
Pixar o�  ces, got a mention in 
the credits to 1998’s A Bug’s 
Life). “Work-life balance 
is part of a female 
leader’s DNA,” she 
says. At YouTube, 
where she’s spent 
the last nine 
years, Govil-
Pai is in charge 
of crafting 
strategies to ensure an 
array of international video content 
creators—from piano-playing cats to 
major music labels—get the eyeballs 
and compensation they deserve.
DREAM INNOVATION:
“Driverless cars. I fi nd that a lot of 
mothers, stay-at-home and working, 
spend so much of their time shuttling 
their kids from place to place. This 
will change dramatically when they 
have a virtual chau� eur. And when 
you have older kids, it’ll prove even 
more reliable—because you won’t 
have to worry about drunk drivers.” ■
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