Something different
On becoming a researcher, Slowly

by Gauri Salunkhe, based on reflections during the IPON mentorship program

My brother and | are the first generation, and in fact the only ones in our extended family,
growing up outside our ancestral lands. We are the first generation going to university. Our mum,
as women of that generation did, got married and started a family instead. Our dad grew up in a
remote village, did a diploma in a small town, and started working in Mumbai, hand-drafting
structures of ships. And here | am, as a woman, going to pursue a PhD.

Our grandmothers could not read or write, although they are one of the strongest women | have
known. Our grandfathers moved from the village to the city of Mumbai in search of economic
opportunities to support their families back in the village. With little formal education, they
could only work as bus conductors and factory workers. But they worked hard to provide for
their families who were lifted out of poverty thanks to them. That is what my dad learnt | guess;
work hard, get a job, earn money, support your family, that is the path to a better life and
“success”.

So why is it now that his child doesn’t want to follow this model that seems to have worked so
well for his father and himself?

Why do | not want this “success”? Why am | being the weird one in the family wanting to pursue
this “research” path instead of getting a “normal job”? What is “research” even? | ask myself the
same questions, never having been exposed to research growing up. In fact, if you asked me
until 2022, | would have cynically laughed off any ideas of pursuing a PhD. But here | am now,
excited to start my PhD after over a year of struggling to find the right opportunity.

Why?
Maybe the answer lies in these words: Passion. Impact. Purpose. Connection.

Growing up, | would say that | want to do “something different”. Yes, | did have my changing
ambitions over the years as most kids do, from artist to teacher to air stewardess to fashion
designer and what not. But when | reached the age when | realised that these professions are
not accepted as “success” in my society, | started saying “something different” when asked
what | want to do. | never knew what that meant exactly. But when it came to choosing a course
for my Bachelor’s degree, apparently it meant choosing chemical engineering over mechanical
engineering because every other cousin of mine studied mechanical engineering.

But when did the desire to research come about?

Definitely not in 2021 when | had worked 3 years in a pharmaceutical manufacturing company
since completing my Bachelor’s and realised that this was not what | wanted my life to look like.
This field called “Sustainability” had been pulling me towards it. It started with joining student
groups in university about clean energy initiatives and awareness, then citizen-groups about
recycling, and then the Corporate Social Responsibility group at work, initiating side projects to
meet sustainability goals. So, | thought that taking this “Sustainability” direction could be a
good idea and studying it seemed like the best option to pivot.

However, after four years of engineering studies and three years of doing somewhat engineering
work, | did not want to study engineering again. | started looking for interdisciplinary courses,



and long story short, | pursued a Master’s in Sustainable Technology at the KTH Royal Institute
of Technology in Stockholm, Sweden.

| won’t lie, the fact that the Master’s was called sustainable TECHNOLOGY felt like a sense of
reassurance that | was not doing something crazy like studying social sciences (I now strongly
believe that social sciences are very important and every engineer should study it, but
unfortunately the society that | come from does not view it as a path to “success”). It was
reassuring that even though | did not pursue studying engineering for my Master’s, Technology
was still somehow involved.

But soon enough, | found myself floating away from Technology and being attracted to Ecology.
“Applied Ecology”; “Ecological Economics”; “Political Ecology”. | flocked towards these
courses. And soon enough, | found myself identifying less and less as an Engineer. And it
became more and more of a struggle to answer the question, “What do you study?”. | started
giving a caveat about how | also learnt social sciences in my Master’s even though it was called

“Sustainable Technology”.
How the tables turned.

The turning point came when | went to Colombia for 3 months. To be honest, | did not really
know what | was getting myself into. | had applied for a gap year to do (again) “something
different” (seems to be a repeating trend in my life). An opportunity came for me to represent
KTH for this research project based in a fishing community on the Pacific coast of Colombia,
fully funded, and | took it. Because why not? This is where | realised that research is not
something that is done justin a lab, or reading a million articles, etc. Research could be done on
the ground, living with a community, building sails using ancestral techniques together, sharing
arepas with the local community of researchers’ while chatting about life, all while looking at it
through a lens of empathy, connection, care, reflection, and understanding.

This spurred me to take on a Master’s thesis with a similar research method, and | ended up in
Fiji. Again, not really knowing what | was doing, but just knowing that | wanted to use this lens
that | had recently discovered in Colombia. And soon | became an honorary member of the
youth group in the village, treated as part of the community, experiencing a way of life
completely different from anything | had experienced before. It was so eye-opening, giving me
many new perspectives, and it brought so much joy, peace, and smiles (albeit many atimes a
roller coaster ride).

Why would | not want to experience that again?

| probably still don’t fully understand what the path of research would mean and what it holds
for me. But if research can bring me on a path to experiencing these moments, to using this
lens, to living life in line with my values; Passion, Impact, Purpose, Connection, why should | not
pursue it?

Do what makes you feel alive.

" Researchers in both the traditional sense as academics and also non-traditional sense, such as the
local knowledge holders



