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​It is not true that people stop pursuing dreams because they grow old, they grow 
old because they stop pursuing dreams.

—Gabriel García Márquez, 2004
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If to aspire is to breathe, then aspirations can be thought of as being the force of 
life itself: “the breath of life that flows through families and crosses borders.”1 As 
we write this introductory essay two years into the COVID-19 pandemic, it is strik-
ingly and painfully clear how this force of life, for many people around the world, 
has been put on hold, whether for a migrant whose aspirations for a better life have 
been interrupted by the public health situation, insecure employment, or the inabil-
ity to cross borders or for someone struggling to be together with and in the care of 
loved ones at the end of life. In public discourse during the pandemic, “some ethi-
cists and medical policy makers have defended prioritizing time left in the ‘life 
cycle,’ directing resources away from older people” so that younger people would 
be able to enjoy a wide range of opportunities available to them at different stages 
of their lives (Ciafone and McGeehan Muchmore 2021, 9). By looking at how people 
aspire in and for later life, we seek to challenge normative and static arguments 
that present later life as a time of decline and passivity and instead to illuminate it 
as a time and space in life that can open up new possibilities and horizons. Equally, 
we recognize the profound and debilitating impacts that the pandemic and its pol-
icies have had on the realization of such aspirations.

On Not Settling: Aspiring as Process

Studies of migration and mobility often center on aspirations for and construc-
tions of alternative futures. There is an implicit presumption, however, that it is 
younger mobile generations who are most concerned with the pursuit and nego-
tiation of these aspirations and that, over time, people eventually settle. Yet how 
and when do they imagine settling and achieving a “good life”? This book makes 
the case that people do not stop aspiring in later life. It challenges popular assump-
tions that aspirations are exclusively located and achieved in earlier life phases 
and that older age is a passive stage of life for receiving care, staying put, and accept-
ing things as they are.

Introduction
Megha Amrith, Victoria K. Sakti, and Dora Sampaio
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This volume argues that aspirations are produced and reconfigured across time, 
space, and generations. We understand aspirations as articulations of life goals that 
relate to the construction of specific identities, values, and life trajectories. While 
aspirations are intrinsically subjective, they are mediated by the broader structures 
of everyday life. They emerge from specific cultural and historical contexts; they 
are shaped and constrained by social categories of gender, class, race, sexuality, and 
(dis)ability; and they are framed by diverse moral imaginaries and principles on 
how to live a good life. Central to our inquiry is a recognition that the pursuit of 
aspirations is intricately tied to different forms of mobility and negotiated across 
the life course. In exploring these intersections between aspirations and mobili-
ties in later life, two central questions underpin this volume: How are aspirations 
imagined and expressed in later life? How do mobilities shape individual and col-
lective pursuits of these aspirations?

In this volume, we speak of aspiring as an ongoing process of imagining and 
constructing a good life (with its diverse and subjective meanings). We take aging 
as a lens to explore the extended and nonlinear character of aspirations, the pur-
suit and fulfillment of which may span decades. In particular, we consider the eth-
nographically diverse and specific ways through which aspirations are expressed 
in the times of life broadly known as later life. We understand later life to be a fluid 
life space that brings to light new and old commitments, ambivalent life projects, 
dialectic tensions between continuity and discontinuity, expressions of agency, and 
relationships with other generations. Contrary to widespread popular ideas about 
older people being sedentary or fixed to a single place, our volume demonstrates 
that people in later life hold a complex sense of place, with commitments and life 
projects that span different milieus. They are either highly mobile themselves or pro-
foundly influenced by the movements of others. Such mobilities are both social and 
spatial. They refer not only to transnational migration but also to rural-urban mobil-
ities, forms of displacement, travels back and forth across locales, and movements 
between households. Mobilities might also refer to the movement of ideas, images, 
media, lifestyles, technologies, expectations, and institutions across places, just as 
they might concern practices of social mobility to change one’s class position or 
status, bodily (im)mobilities, and the mobile lives of the dead. These movements, 
however, are not seamless but are often shaped and constrained by deep-seated 
inequalities and by institutions, states, and borders. In this way, immobilities are 
equally important to our inquiry.

Aspiring in Later Life brings together ethnographic work in different regions of 
the world, from the Americas to Europe, Africa, and Asia. The contributors to this 
volume show how local, regional, transnational, and also social forms of mobility 
play an important role in supporting or hindering people’s aspirations for a good 
life. The chapters take us on a journey to explore the reconciliation of future aspi-
rations and present desires among older migrant women in Rome, Singapore, and 
Montreal at the end of long years of work abroad; the shifting of individuals’ aspi-
rations across time and space in accordance with those of kin in Cameroon and 
Uganda; Peruvian and Ghanaian migrants planning their futures to align with the 
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next generations’ priorities; multiple generations of women wanting the present 
to last un poco más, “a little more,” in a Mexican town shaped by migration; and 
Tibetan exiles in India meditating on death and rebirth.

Our discussions on this theme first began at a panel on later-life negotiations at 
the German Anthropological Association conference in Constance in Octo-
ber 2019, with the participation of four of the authors. The lively discussions that 
ensued encouraged us to organize a second meeting to include an extended and 
in-depth discussion of draft papers in a virtual workshop, which was held in 
November 2020. In this workshop, we examined the different ways through which 
aspirations cut across our different regional cases as an important feature in later 
life and in intergenerational relationships. In these conversations, we talked about 
later life as a culturally heterogeneous space that is fundamentally shaped by mobil-
ities at different scales of people, things, and ideas, all of which are themes that 
continue to underlie this volume’s central concerns.

Aspiring in Later Life: Conceptual Notes

Our use of the term aspiring as an ongoing process of imagining and constructing 
a good life is informed by Arjun Appadurai’s (2004, 60) writing on aspirations as 
having to do with “wants, preferences, choices, and calculations” that are shaped 
by and embedded in diverse cultural practices and imaginaries. While “aspirations 
about the good life, about health and happiness, exist in all societies” (67), they take 
on different cultural meanings, which, we further argue, shift in contexts of mobil-
ity. Appadurai further reminds us that “aspirations are never simply individual 
(as the language of wants and choices inclines us to think). They are always formed 
in interaction and in the thick of social life” (68). Aspirations “entail planning, hoping 
for, and imagining the future” (Bryant and Knight 2019, 19), but they also include 
moments of frustration, stillness, and remaining in an extended present (Sakti and 
Amrith 2022). Such ebbs and flows can widen and narrow temporal horizons. 
We base our discussions in this volume on this broad conceptualization of aspira-
tions and analyze how they emerge and develop in different regions of the world 
and in translocal settings.

Aspirations have emerged in anthropological and social scientific debates in 
recent years as a topic of shared interest. They are discussed in relation to many 
spheres of life, from urban spaces (Van der Veer 2015) to migration contexts (Carling 
and Schewel 2018), age-related positionalities (Robertson, Cheng, and Yeoh 2018), and 
future life projects (Bunnell, Gillen, and Ho 2018). In migration studies, for instance, 
there has been keen interest in how younger people construct their migration aspira-
tions, particularly in the face of increasingly restrictive border regimes. As younger 
people wait or become stuck at different points of their migration journeys, initially 
held aspirations—for education, work, love, or family—often have to be reevaluated 
in the circumstances (see, e.g., Honwana 2012; Robertson, Cheng, and Yeoh 2018). 
Aspirations in these studies are often tied to questions of the future, the underlying 
assumption being that youth have futures to aspire toward.
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Aspirations, however, have featured less prominently or explicitly in studies of 
later life in migratory contexts. A growing body of literature on the relationship 
between aging and migration examines what it means to age in transnational life-
worlds. In a volume edited by Parin Dossa and Cati Coe (2017), for instance, con-
tributors ethnographically explore how transnational aging shapes and reconfigures 
kinship relations, while Azra Hromadžić and Monika Palmberger (2018) bring 
together in their volume diverse ethnographic explorations of how people in dif
ferent parts of the world care for loved ones across geographical distances and how 
migration might overturn normative assumptions about care. Other themes that 
scholars in the social sciences have explored in relation to aging and migration 
include the connections between aging, home, and belonging (Walsh and Näre 2016); 
aging in transnational contexts (Horn and Schweppe 2016; Karl and Torres 
2016); aging and (im)mobilities (Ciobanu and Hunter 2017); and independence and 
subjective well-being in later life (King et al. 2017). In all of these cases, aspirations 
are often implicitly present but rarely explored as a motivating force in people’s 
lives. Later-life aspirations thus warrant further research attention, in conjunction 
with examining how aspirations are shaped over the life course and intergenera
tionally. Notable exceptions are very recent studies that address novel questions 
relating to aging and futurity (Ho et al. 2022; Kavedžija 2020; Taylor 2020), Iza 
Kavedžija’s (2019) ethnography on how older people in Japan construct meaning-
ful lives in ways that have little to do with ageing itself, and Sarah Lamb’s (2017) 
volume Successful Aging as a Contemporary Obsession: Global Perspectives, which 
explores the different aspirations or visions that people hold of what it means to 
age successfully and live meaningfully in older age across five continents.2 Lamb’s 
volume challenges the binary that often features in public debates about aging, with 
decline in older age on one end of the spectrum and the neoliberal move toward 
“active aging” on the other end.3 Instead, it captures more nuanced and culturally 
situated experiences of “successful aging” that lie in between.

Our volume on aspiring in later life is distinctive in that it takes discussions of 
aging beyond the dominant focus on topics of health, illness, care, and (in)depen-
dence, to understand how older people are actively shaping their worlds and rela-
tionships in contexts of mobility and social change through aspirations. In placing 
aspirations front and center, our work challenges widespread assumptions (espe-
cially in Western Europe and North America) “that everyone from their sixties to 
past one hundred is similar, identically dependent, and past useful life” (Katz, 
Sivaramakrishnan, and Thane 2021, 18). We argue that people do not stop living, 
aspiring, moving, and changing in the later phases of their lives and suggest that 
aging does not have to do only with problems of kin and care or the aging process 
itself (see also Kavedžija 2019). Instead, aspirations for a good life might revolve 
around the search for new lifestyles and forms of consumption, aspirations for class 
mobility and status, plans for the next generation’s future, desires to be with inti-
mate others, the rejection of dominant social expectations, and plans for an after-
life. Our focus is on how aspirations are intertwined with the practicalities of 
everyday life but also tied to broader social, political, economic, and cultural 
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projects and imaginaries. We further show how mobility, at multiple scales and 
across different spaces, shapes aspirations over the life course in ways that connect 
people’s pasts, presents, and futures.

Shifting Aspirations: Time, Space, and Scale

Later-life aspirations are not static. Aspiring, as we have argued, is a process that 
connects people to a range of spaces and places. Our book adopts a sustained focus on 
movement to explore how such life projects are enacted and reconfigured across 
different locales and scales in an increasingly mobile world. Our volume situates 
itself in a globalizing world where people’s lives are profoundly shaped both by 
experiences of mobility and immobility and by movement and stasis over long peri-
ods. While some people engage in transnational migration projects, others move 
translocally, or their family members do. Sometimes it is not people who move but 
rather ideas, institutions, and imaginaries of the good life, which circulate and 
transform over time and space. At the same time, these kinds of mobilities are 
never neutral. Aspirations can be shaped, but also choked, by mobility. They might 
be affected by the restrictive migration regimes that constrain people’s abilities 
to shape their livelihoods and aspirations transnationally; by the racialized, 
classed, and gendered structures that confront postcolonial migrants; by politi
cal conflict and violence that create experiences of displacement; or by the global 
inequalities that deny opportunities for (physical, social, or economic) mobility 
and reproduce structures of poverty and precarity across different regional con-
texts. These structures, and the different scales of mobility they enable or dis-
able, deeply shape the circumstances in which one feels able to aspire. Scale is 
also inherent to how aging as a process is constituted if we consider bodily 
changes, intra- and intergenerational representations and negotiations, and his-
torical shifts in how age and aging are perceived. This book attends to the messy, 
uneven, and asynchronous nature of pursuing aspirations on different scales.

The ability to pursue aspirations is thus contingent on one’s resources and posi-
tion within a given social field. Likewise, one’s aspirational horizons depend on 
varying degrees of precarity and privilege and the position that the aging body 
occupies in diverse sociocultural and political structures. As Raymond Williams 
notes, the present is a process of emergence (Williams, cited in Berlant 2011). In 
the same way, it is through the fragilities, hopes, and unpredictability of everyday 
life, in friction with systemic changes and ordinary crises and failures, that aspi-
rations are created and managed. At a more foundational level, one’s “capacity to 
aspire” (Appadurai 2004) is tied up with local specificities and with the enduring 
inequalities produced by the historical legacies of colonialism, war, exploitation, 
and dispossession (Sivaramakrishnan 2018). Colonial pasts, their continuities in 
the present, and their ramifications for welfare and forms of state protection, demo-
graphic policies, and international development agendas have rendered some 
bodies deserving of dignified aging experiences, while “those who are racialized 
aging bodies from low-income backgrounds may entail multiple layers of exile and 
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invisibility” (Rajan-Rankin 2018, 34). Protracted states of displacement and the 
multiple impossibilities in humanitarian care for the aging and the dying may fur-
ther contribute to experiences in which the future appears foreclosed for certain 
groups of people (Feldman 2017). Those othered by their marginal positioning, be 
it due to their ethno-racial background, nonbinary identity, migrant status, or 
bodily and mental impairment, have remained overlooked under a hegemonic gaze 
on later life and what it ought to look like and for whom, which in turn has conse-
quences for their aspirations. The contributions in the book ethnographically illus-
trate both the possibilities of and the limits to aspiring across different societies.

Many of the chapters in this volume deal with people living in relative scarcity 
or with insecure status in the Global South, or in the framework of South to North 
migrations.4 Some might consider themselves “middle class,” having secured this 
positioning through their migration journeys. New inequalities also emerge within 
communities and families when some are able to follow their aspirations through 
mobility and others not. In these different circumstances, aspirations are never 
absent, but they might vary in scale and scope, from grand visions to establish 
intergenerational legacies to the search for love or the small desires for sugar in 
tea. For others, notions of the good life are essentially about constructing and sus-
taining a “livable life,” as Judith Butler (2004) puts it, which is shaped by prevail-
ing socioeconomic conditions but also by normative sociopolitical understandings 
of what counts as a life worth living and which lives may or may not be given the 
conditions to flourish.

Across the contributions in the book, aspirations encapsulate how people man-
age the messiness and incoherence of life in the face of ongoing uncertainty and 
threats to the good life they wish for. The pursuit of aspirations can therefore be 
deeply fragile and precarious, and it might at times “fail.” In the different cases 
presented by the authors, we see how people make sacrifices or endure hardships 
or humiliation as they pursue a good or livable life. There are echoes of Lauren Ber-
lant’s (2011, 2) notion of “cruel optimism,” whereby “the object/scene that ignites a 
sense of possibility actually makes it impossible to attain the expansive transfor-
mation for which a person or a people risks striving.” As people continue to pur-
sue the ever-elusive “moral-intimate-economic thing called ‘the good life’ ” (2), the 
desired objective keeps people living in the impasse with a sense of both possibil-
ity and anxiety. In this way, aspirations and hope are sometimes entangled with 
each other.5 As Nauja Kleist and Stef Jansen (2016, 388) argue, “combinations of 
uncertainty, anticipation and aspirations . . . ​generate specific degrees, forms and 
intensities of hope,” which express “visions of possible lives, and thus of possible 
futures.” However, they rightly suggest that “it makes little sense to use ‘hope’ as 
a blanket feel-good word in the way that it often seems to appear in the con
temporary moment” (388), making more sense to see how hope is generated as a 
part of different, often unequal, social and political configurations. As the authors 
in this volume suggest, individuals and communities still seek personal and social 
transformations in the face of inequality. Migration, for instance, can “fundamentally 
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reshape . . . ​emotional worlds and aspirations” in spite of the impediments of a 
global capitalist economy, as Alexia Bloch (2017) convincingly puts it.

There are, furthermore, important temporal dimensions to aspiring. Rather 
than seeing aspiring as part of a linear path with a fixed outcome, we might imag-
ine aspiring as part of a process through which aspirations are reconfigured and 
reevaluated at different points of the life course (Fischer 2014). The contributors 
further show throughout the volume that aspiring in later life is tied to past mem-
ories, present concerns, and future imaginaries, rather than being exclusively 
future-oriented, as much of the discussion on aspirations puts forward. Aspira-
tions connect different temporal moments and encompass divergent temporal hori-
zons (Amrith 2021). For example, people may choose to orient their aspirations to 
the present, a space that is familiar, when the future signifies dramatic change or 
fears of the unknown. Temporality is also important when thinking about how 
aspirations are mediated between and across generations, and how migration and 
familial aspirations are often enabled and sustained through intergenerational rela-
tionships and solidarities in a globalized world (Cole and Durham 2007; Yarris 
2017). We concur with Dossa and Coe (2017, 5), in that “time, timing, the life course, 
cohorts, and generations [are] central to transnational migration.” Aspirations 
straddle different times, spaces, and scales.

Overview of the Book

The ethnographic cases presented in this book take “later life” to be a broad and 
heterogeneous category that covers those in late middle age, those who have retired, 
or those aspiring to retire. The cases also include the stories of people anticipating 
death and awaiting the next journey, those confronting frailty and bodily immo-
bility, and those aspiring for intimacy and self-actualization. All contributors adopt 
a relational perspective, highlighting that one’s aspirations in later life are con-
nected to one’s past, present, and future. They are also tied to the aspirations of 
other generations and “age categories,” for the relations between midlife and later 
life or relations between younger and older members of a family are central.

The book’s sections focus on desire and self-realization (part 1), intergenera-
tional negotiations (part 2), and living in the present (part 3). These sections are 
followed by an afterword by Erdmute Alber. Although the book is organized into 
different parts, many of the chapters address themes that cut across the sections, 
with a number of themes intertwined with one another. Crosscutting themes 
include the negotiation of aspirations and well-being across generations; desires to 
return to one’s homeland; navigating intimate relationships with kin and lovers 
in later life; confronting end-of-life care, death, and imagining afterlives; grappling 
with the multiple emotions that accompany the fragile pursuit of aspirations; and 
the gendered nature of aspiring in later life. Together, these chapters argue that 
while aspirations in later life do sometimes center on how to arrange old-age care, 
they go far beyond medicalized framings of care to consider its social, intimate, 
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relational, and culturally situated dimensions. Aspirations in later life, moreover, 
may not always revolve around aging itself, even as state policies and gerontologi-
cal discourses focus on the question of “optimizing” one’s aging experience (Lamb 
2017).

Drawing on rich ethnographies situated across multiple regions, the chapters 
reveal diverse understandings, expressions, and scales of aspirations. Aspirations 
take on material expression—through the building of houses, new consumption 
practices, and strategies for social and class mobility—and ritual performance. 
They also relate to the less tangible processes of self-realization, finding comfort 
and fulfillment, and the quest for belonging. Some aspirations are voiced and 
planned, others are embodied and felt, or both. Sometimes it is the aspirations of 
others that impinge on one’s later-life possibilities. Aspirations might follow cer-
tain normative scripts around ideas about (in)dependence, reciprocity, and suc-
cess, or they may move in unexpected directions.

Part 1: Desire and Self-Realization

The chapters in part 1 explore the desires, yearnings, and processes of self-realization 
that emerge in later-life contexts of mobility. The three chapters in this section 
revolve around middle-aged and older migrant women, many of whom are or were 
employed in domestic and care work in Italy, Singapore and Hong Kong, and Can-
ada, respectively, and are approaching retirement. In this section, retirement is 
narrated not as a taken-for-granted space that strictly follows formal or institu-
tional definitions but as a time-space that is imbued with multiple meanings, imag-
inaries, and ideas and constructed afresh in contexts of mobility. Retirement 
aspirations become important to migrants approaching the end of their working 
lives abroad as they recalibrate their relationships and connections to a range of 
people and places. Retirement aspirations might involve returns to the homeland 
or plans to move back and forth between countries in search of security, care, a 
better climate, and affordable living. They may equally involve looking for or renew-
ing relationships of love and romance or delving into new life projects, learning 
new skills, and striving for self-realization. The three chapters show that, more than 
a period of stagnation and acceptance, later life is experienced as a moment to dis-
cover new passions, to pursue lifelong dreams, and to build new life possibilities 
and social relationships. Such plans, however, can also be limited by precarious 
migration circumstances and border regimes that affect migrant women’s abili-
ties to achieve all that they desire.

In the first chapter in this section, Dumitriţa Luncă (chapter 1) examines roman-
tic aspirations of middle-aged Romanians living in Rome, Italy. Through a focus 
on migrants’ aspirations, her chapter demonstrates how love, partnership, and sex-
uality can be driving forces in midlife and that these are constitutive of what 
makes a good later life. Her chapter underlines the ways that migration experi-
ence and retirement aspirations challenge normative ideas associated with “older 
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womanhood” and are bound up with the desire for not giving up on love and 
intimacy.

Midlife aspirations that emerge at the end of migration journeys and transition 
to retirement are also the focus of this section’s second chapter. Megha Amrith 
(chapter 2) conceptualizes midlife as a vantage point that enables us to see how 
diverse aspirations start to shift or take on renewed energies when women reach 
their forties, fifties, and sixties. Focusing on migrant women in Singapore and 
Hong Kong, she argues that this specific phase of their lives offers insights into how 
aspirations are variously shaped through letting go of past selves and decisions, 
anticipating an uncertain future and reconfiguring aspirations for self-realization 
in the present. The chapter’s ethnographic cases emphasize the relevance of under-
standing migrants’ aspirations as integral to their identities, which are always in a 
state of becoming rather than static.

In this section’s third chapter, Lisa Johnson (chapter 3) investigates the affec-
tive practice of yearning among Jamaican older women aspiring to reconnect with 
and return to the homeland after prolonged and racialized periods of working in 
Canada. She follows their return migration journeys and argues that in their efforts 
of “aging well,” Jamaican older women depend on continued transnational mobil-
ity in later life. Through an exploration of yearning, Johnson shows how aspiring 
is, on the one hand, deeply subjective and surrounded by idealized memory of 
the past and, on the other hand, an act on which women meticulously plan and 
pursue.

Part 2: Intergenerational Negotiations

Plans in later life concern not only older people themselves but also their family 
members. The chapters in the second section explore how later life for some people 
is a time to organize their aspirations alongside those of the next and previous gen-
erations and to continue to invest in ensuring the best possible conditions for the 
next generation’s future. Those in late middle age will be relating to and caring for 
those both younger and older than themselves, and their plans and aspirations also 
consider the needs and desires of older relatives. Synchronizing aspirations across 
generations, however, often comes with some difficulty and conflict, requiring 
negotiation and accommodation. Similarly, the mobilities and plans of younger 
generations may affect the aspirations of older people, generating complex moral 
debates on intergenerational interdependence and reciprocity that are shaken over 
time and space.

In the first chapter of this section, Cati Coe (chapter 4) delves into the story of 
one Ghanaian transnational family and the complexities of their intergenerational 
relationships and aspirations over time. Specifically, she explores the competing 
aspirations of an aging Ghanaian home care worker in the United States, who 
wanted both to retire to Ghana and to launch her young-adult daughter into suc-
cessful adulthood in the United States. Coe’s chapter discusses how people use and 
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flip between cultural scripts that guide them to synchronize kin-time across 
different life courses, toward a sense of a good life, and in situations of conflict. 
She argues that later-life aspirations are not only individual projects at a particular 
stage of the life course but also intergenerational ones, with effects across the 
generations.

The following chapter, by Alfonso Otaegui (chapter 5), focuses on the so-called 
sandwich generation of older Peruvian migrants living in Chile. His chapter inves-
tigates migrants’ ambivalences toward constructions of older age while caring 
and providing support for their parents in the homeland and adult children in the 
destination country. Intergenerational aspirations in this context extend beyond 
those related to care, to include desires to continue work life and contemplations 
of cremation arrangements after death so as not to burden their children. This 
chapter raises an important discussion about the ambivalent, and at times con-
flicting, aspirations of late middle age, as it is a phase in migrants’ lives “in between” 
the past, present, and future; vitality and frailty; and obligations and aspirations 
for different generations.

In the next chapter, Susan Reynolds Whyte (chapter 6) draws on ethnographic 
work with very elderly people living in conditions of poverty in eastern Uganda. 
She argues that the aspirations of older people must be understood within the shift-
ing configurations of relatives, through whom, and with whom, they try to make 
a livable or comfortable, if not a good, life. Her chapter expands on Appadurai’s 
(2004) work on imagination, anticipation, and aspiration. She raises a critical issue 
on whether Appadurai’s conceptualization of “the capacity to aspire” applies to late 
older age because, in this case, people are frail and approaching death. Particu-
larly in the context of poverty, she reflects on how, in this phase of life, horizons to 
aspire may be diminished. This offers a contrast from other chapters in this vol-
ume focusing on midlife.

Part 3: Living in the Present

Aspirations do not follow linear temporalities, nor are they exclusively future-
oriented. They importantly connect the past, present, and future and can develop 
as comparative projects. Pasts impinge on how people make a good life in the pre
sent, just as people evaluate, reshape, and take actions in present lives to confront 
unknown futures. These unknown futures are sharpened in uncertain and pre-
carious contexts of migration, mobility, and displacement, leading people to adopt 
a range of temporal strategies for seeking well-being, building livelihoods, and liv-
ing purposefully. Hindsight and approaching significant life transitions (such as 
retirement or the end of life) offer critical points for introspection and reassess-
ment. The chapters in this section bring in the perspectives of multiple generations 
of people situated at different points in the life course to illuminate the diverse tem-
poralities of aspirations and “the time that is left” to aspire.

Julia Pauli’s chapter (chapter  7) draws on long-term ethnographic research 
with several generations of women in a Mexican village shaped by transnational 
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migration and examines what they perceive as a “good life.” She identifies a lay-
ering of temporalities in which feelings that one has to get ahead, adelantarse, are 
mixed with nostalgic longings for an imagined, more idle, past. Between these 
past and future makings, Pauli focuses on a third sentiment, which is women’s 
wish to prolong the present. In scrutinizing the “art of living” in the very present, 
she demonstrates how the desire that things stay as they are, just a little longer, is 
used to reconcile with a troubling and often insecure future.

The next chapter, by Nele Wolter (chapter 8), takes us to Bafoussam, Camer-
oon. She discusses the interplay between past, present, and future aspirations with 
a discussion on hope. Focusing on older internally displaced persons’ narratives, 
she examines how people realign their future lives in forced displacement contexts. 
Wolter suggests that the protractedness of displacement and the everyday present 
shape the shifts in older people’s aspirations and that familial ties affect their deci-
sions to stay where they are, to move on to new places, or to return to their 
homeland.

In the final chapter of this section, Harmandeep Kaur Gill (chapter 9) explores 
life’s end in a Tibetan exile context. Through a rich ethnographic description of 
the everyday life of a ninety-three-year-old monk, whom she calls Genla, she tunes 
in to his aspirations of achieving a peaceful death and a good rebirth through his 
commitment to performing everyday rituals and practices in the present. Gill sit-
uates Genla’s aspirations and biography within the contexts of the Tibetan exile 
and the contemporary out-migration of the younger generation. In doing so, she 
shows us how Genla, like her other research companions, draws on the Buddhist 
notion of impermanence in steering his aspirations for older age and dying in the 
absence of family. This contribution invites us to think about the afterlives of aspi-
rations and the role of religion in configuring aspirations.

Finally, Erdmute Alber, in her afterword to the volume, offers a powerful reflec-
tion on how older age is still a time when a whole life is waiting to be lived, even if 
one does not know how long a life will last. This perspective is a contrast from medi-
calized health policies that presume that life stops at a certain age. And while we 
often look to older generations for their wisdom based on past life experience, these 
experiences may offer insights into understanding the novel and unexpected pos-
sibilities that can emerge later in life.

The COVID-19 Pandemic

Our conversations on the topic of aspirations in later life took place in the midst 
of a global pandemic, requiring us to reflect on how this health crisis and its social, 
political, and economic ramifications have halted or reconfigured aspirations for 
older populations living in a world of movement.

The coronavirus pandemic has resulted in a disproportionately high number 
of fatalities among older populations, their vulnerability to the virus stem-
ming from not only epidemiological but also social, political, and institutional 
factors. Old age came to be at the center of public health and political debates 
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relating to the necessity (or not) of social protection measures, lockdowns, and 
triage decisions. News reports of multiple fatalities of older people in eldercare 
institutions have been devastatingly common (Cohen 2020).6 In some parts of 
the world, there has been an intensified concern for and protection of older 
populations, with increasing forms of intergenerational support. In other cases, 
older people have felt intensely isolated.7 One political response—that life must 
go on “as usual,” without health-based restrictions on social life—has implicitly 
or explicitly suggested that older people’s lives are disposable or less valuable 
(Cohen 2020). In all such cases, the category of “old age” or the “elderly” is often 
homogenized, overlooking the very diverse spectrum of experiences of later life 
that exist across the world, including how old age intersects with other social 
experiences such as mobility and migration. Older migrants and their families, 
for instance, have faced even stronger barriers to mobility than usual during 
the pandemic, affecting the provision of intergenerational care across locales 
and borders.

Crucially, as some of the chapters show, the sudden onset of COVID-19 dis-
rupted and complicated later-life aspirations for many, altering future plans 
(which were already precarious in many cases) and creating a sense of unresolved 
existential anxiety. In this volume, we see how aging Jamaican women who counted 
on the ability to move across borders between Jamaica and Canada as a retirement 
strategy suddenly found themselves “stuck” and constrained by containment 
measures that particularly affected older groups. Middle-aged migrant domestic 
workers in Singapore found themselves isolated in their employers’ homes with 
high workloads, unable to meet their peers or pursue projects of self-realization. 
An aging interlocutor in Mexico was in ill health after a COVID infection exacer-
bated her asthma, while a Tibetan monk living in exile in India found himself altering 
his daily routines after the onset of the pandemic. Some families were separated, 
others lost their livelihoods, while some, ironically, found augmented sources of 
income, as in the case of Ghanaian home-care workers in the United States, given 
that more people sought out live-in home care during the pandemic. In Camer-
oon, there was a sense that the internal displacement as a result of the civil 
conflict was more pressing an issue than the pandemic itself in people’s everyday 
lives. The cross-cultural perspective that the contributors bring to this volume 
thus reveals a range of responses and experiences of the pandemic in different 
localities.

The pandemic also had significant impacts on the very modes of ethnographic 
inquiry that many researchers in the social sciences have taken for granted, until 
now. A number of the contributors to this volume reflect on how plans for ethno-
graphic fieldwork were disrupted and on the possibilities and limits of keeping in 
touch with their research participants through phone calls and digital media chan-
nels. We must therefore acknowledge that working on this book project during 
the (still ongoing) global pandemic has made us rethink our methodologies as digi-
tal connections become ever-more salient. It has also pushed us to think deeper 
about what it means to aspire in the current conditions of containment, fragility, 



I n t ro duc t io n 	 13

and (im)mobility, where questions about life and death are ever present. The vol-
ume as a whole and our discussions on aspirations in a world of movement must 
therefore be read with all of these open-ended and still unresolved questions as a 
backdrop. At the same time, we cannot but recognize that not everyone, every-
where, became stuck in the same or in equal ways.

Looking Ahead

With Aspiring in Later Life, we seek to make an original contribution to expand 
and nuance our understandings and imaginations of how aspirations shift across 
the life course and across generations. By bringing together ethnographically rich 
and conceptually innovative perspectives on the dynamic life projects that emerge 
in later life and how they take shape in a world of movement, the volume contrib-
utes to broader debates on how questions of aging are configured in relation to 
transnational care and globalization. People are not necessarily growing older “in 
place,” as much policy work on aging would imply, but are aging in relation to fam-
ilies, homes, and memories that span multiple locales.8

The variety of lived experiences that the contributors present in this volume offer 
a window onto understanding how aspirational horizons are both shaped and 
limited in conjunction with broader societal structures and norms and to global 
inequalities in gender, class, and race. Aspirations in and for later life are influ-
enced by migrant experiences of exclusion and discrimination over the life course; 
by the everyday poverty or long-term precarity that might characterize the lives 
of people displaced; by experiences of immobility (which might be chosen or 
forced); or by the failed promises and the sacrifices of migration for working 
bodies from the Global South. At the same time, the rich stories that are pre-
sented in this volume speak to the myriad ways through which people creatively 
and resourcefully confront and surpass these unequal structures in their own ways, 
finding joy, love, a sense of purpose, and meaningful relationships in the process. 
These opportunities, encounters, and constraints together contribute to animating 
and reconfiguring later-life aspirations, revealing different visions of what consti-
tutes a “good life,” or at least a “livable life,” and what one is able to aspire toward.

Another important contribution of the volume is to show that aspiring is not a 
linear process. Aspirations are woven in through the textures of time. They are 
adjusted on the basis of hindsight and past experiences, they feature prominently in 
the present, and they also speak to projects of the future, including the afterlife. 
Aspiring is a process that shifts over the life course yet not always in predictable ways 
or through fixed life stages. Different generations within a family may share aspira-
tions or aspire to different things, sometimes in contested ways.

Together, we make the case in this volume that later life is not a romanticized 
phase of life without challenges, nor is it a time of life characterized exclusively by 
dependency, passivity, pain, and despair. By examining aspirations in diverse 
cultural contexts—how they are given expression, but also the limits they come 
up against—the chapters in this book highlight the ambivalence and the 
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indeterminacy that occupy the space in between these two ends of the spectrum. 
In other words, the focus on aspirations in a mobile world critiques static, nor-
mative, taken-for-granted assumptions about the life course and its stages and 
mirrors instead the more fluid, messy, and tentative entanglements of everyday life.

notes
1. ​ These are the words of an anonymous reviewer of this volume, who has articulated so 

well the significance of aspirations in a time of COVID-19.
2. ​ A few studies have also explored people’s aspirations in old age in terms of where and 

how they would like to receive care and the medicalization of older age and death (see, e.g., 
Gunaratnam 2013; Hunter and Ammann 2016).

3. ​ See Ciafone and McGeehan Muchmore (2021) for a valuable discussion on how critical 
gerontologists and historians of age also challenge these binaries.

4. ​ See Sampaio and Amrith (2022) for a more extensive discussion on aging and migration 
in the Global South.

5. ​ In our view, aspirations can encompass hope but might also exceed them. We see aspi-
rations as more active, something that people work on with the capacities and possibilities 
they have and a way of living in pursuit of certain goals, projects, and desires that might carry 
across generations. Meanwhile, hope is an affective state, active or passive, linked to a desire 
for a better outcome or the possibility that something desired may happen, and often emerges 
in periods of crisis.

6. ​ See, for example, Fiona Sun, “Old, Unvaccinated, a Disaster Waiting to Happen: How 
Hong Kong’s Care Homes for Elderly Fell to Covid-19 When Omicron Arrived,” South China 
Morning Post, 6 March 2022, https://www​.scmp​.com​/news​/hong​-kong​/health​-environment​
/article​/3169399​/old​-unvaccinated​-disaster​-waiting​-happen​-how​-hong; and Robert Booth, 
“Why Did So Many People Die of Covid-19 in the UK’s Care Homes?,” Guardian, 28 May 2020, 
https://www​.theguardian​.com​/society​/2020​/may​/28​/why​-did​-so​-many​-people​-die​-of​-covid​
-19​-in​-the​-uks​-care​-homes.

7. ​ See, for example, Louise Aronson, “For Older People, Despair, as Well as Covid-19, Is Cost-
ing Lives,” New York Times, 8 June  2020, https://www​.nytimes​.com​/2020​/06​/08​/opinion​
/coronavirus​-elderly​-suicide​.html.

8. ​ This example offers one definition of “aging in place”: National Institute on Aging, “Aging 
in Place: Growing Older at Home,” 1 May 2017, https://www​.nia​.nih​.gov​/health​/aging​-place​
-growing​-older​-home.
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Growing Old Hand in Hand
aspirations of romantic love in later life 
among romanian transmigrants in rome

Dumitrița Luncă

“I want a partner,” Anastasia says with tears in her eyes during our first meeting. 
“But my sons say that I am too old for this, I am a grandmother already. And 
besides, haven’t I had enough of men already?”1 In 2002, at thirty-six, twice 
divorced, and taking care of her two sons, Anastasia was struggling to make ends 
meet as a nurse in a provincial hospital in Romania. Seeing more and more friends, 
neighbors, and colleagues emigrate to find care and domestic work in Italy, she 
decided to give it a try too. When I met her in the summer of 2017, she was fifty 
and had been in Rome, Italy, for fifteen years, working as a badante and sharing a 
rental flat with her two grown sons and their girlfriends.2

About six months after our first meeting, I visited Anastasia in a flat she was 
sharing with a man, Tudor. They met on Facebook soon after our encounter, real-
ized they came from the same town, were the same age, and had friends in com-
mon, but did not know each other. They were also both divorced and looking for 
love, so things moved fast from thereon. Soon after they started their relationship, 
they visited Romania together and met each other’s friends and families. Then they 
decided to move in together. “I have never felt this way for someone so fast,” Anas-
tasia told me, her eyes filling again with tears, but happy ones this time. Tudor too 
seemed to be head over heels, darting about the kitchen, excited to have guests, 
both looking at each other like adolescents in love. Later in the afternoon, when 
Anastasia and I retired to their bedroom, she recounted her life story, focusing on 
her two failed marriages and a string of unhappy relationships, all marked by lack 
of emotional closeness and sexual pleasure, by jealousy, unfaithfulness, unwanted 
pregnancies, and emotional and physical violence. At the end, she told me: “You 
know, my boys didn’t want me to find someone, but they always left me alone dur-
ing holidays while they went to party with their friends. Last year, I spent New 
Year’s with a friend, also a badante. We went to a Romanian party at a restaurant, 
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and when the clock struck midnight, we both made a wish. We wished to find love. 
And I did! And she did too.”

Aging, Migration, and Aspirations

Aspirations have been discussed in relation to cultures of migration (Cohen 
2004; Horváth 2008; Massey et al. 1994; Sirkeci, Cohen, and Yazgan 2014; Van Mol 
et al. 2018), oftentimes with an emphasis on the ways in which young people are 
envisioning their futures (Robertson, Cheng, and Yeoh 2018; Skrbiš, Woodward, 
and Bean 2014; Van Mol 2016). Some authors draw direct connections between 
aspirations to migrate and actually undertaking the trip (Creighton 2013), while 
others observe a gap between stated intention and action (Carling 2002), where 
migration aspirations are not concrete plans toward mobility, but rather a form 
of social critique, a “metaphor for disappointment and disengagement” among 
immobile youth (Bal 2014, 286). Jørgen Carling (2014) notes that aspirations are 
tightly intertwined with migration because, with the exception of extreme pov-
erty and involuntary mobility due to famine or war, people migrate as a result of 
not absolute but relative poverty. In other words, migration is oftentimes not just 
a means of survival but a path toward an envisioned better life. Whether material 
or spiritual, on a grand or small scale, for oneself, for another, or for a community, 
all human wants are embedded into culturally established ideas about the good 
life (Appadurai 2004, 67; see also Amrith, Sakti, and Sampaio, this volume).

Aspirations also have a temporal quality. They are always oriented toward what 
is yet to come and hinge, like hopes, “on the capacity for imagination, on a sense 
of time and of temporal progress, on a desire to believe in a better future or in the 
possibility that something can change” (Pine 2014, S96).

In this chapter, I focus on aspirations of migrants, not of migration. Instead, 
I look at the aspirations of romantic love among middle-aged Romanians living 
in Rome. I aim to show that love, partnership, and sexuality can be driving forces 
for migrants of this age and significant components in their definition of good, 
meaningful, and successful later lives (Lamb 2017; Lulle and King 2016b). In 
focusing on migrants’ intimate lives, I also follow Lena Näre, Katie Walsh, and 
Loretta Baldassar (2017, 517), who propose that analyzing the micro level of every-
day and personal relationships of aging migrants offers insights not only into 
their emotions, experiences, and sense of identity but also into meso- and macro-
level social structures.

In order to contextualize my analysis, I begin with a discussion of the litera
ture on migration, love, and aging, followed by a brief historical account of the 
Romanian migration phenomenon and a description of my research field in Rome. 
I then proceed to introduce some of my interlocutors and the role of romantic 
love in their lives. Although past experiences, present romantic situations, and 
future aspirations vary greatly among the middle-aged people I met, I identify 
two large themes: nurturing love and looking for love. I illustrate each of these 
categories with my own observations and with my interlocutors’ stories.
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The data presented here were collected during thirteen months of fieldwork 
between 2017 and 2018, as part of my doctoral research project on the intersection 
of love, sex, and migration among Romanians living in Rome. I did participant 
observation and informal interviews with numerous people at various meetings, 
concerts, dinners, church masses, and other events that this very active commu-
nity organizes weekly, as well as in parks, on buses, in stores, in cafés, on Facebook 
groups, and anywhere else I happened to meet a fellow Romanian. I also did 
expert interviews with community leaders and extensive life-history interviews 
with sixty interlocutors, whom I had selected by mixing convenience and snow-
ball sampling. For my project, I spoke with adults of all ages about their intimate 
experiences and desires, past, present, and future. In this chapter, however, I con-
centrate on twenty-seven interviewees who were between forty-five and sixty years 
old at the time—twenty women and seven men.3 They were all of post-reproductive 
age, and, except for one man who was childless and had a longtime partner with 
no intention to tie the knot officially, they had all married young, all had grown 
children, and many were already grandparents.4 They had completed varying lev-
els of formal education, from high school to master’s programs. Before emigrat-
ing, some of them had been qualified workers in factories, while others had worked 
as teachers, army personnel, chemists, or small business owners. At the time of 
the interviews, some had low-paying jobs in care, cleaning, or construction, but 
others had managed to have their qualifications recognized and were decidedly 
middle class, working in the culture and education fields.

Aging, Migration, and Love

Romantic love has only recently emerged as a “serious” subject of scientific inquiry 
(Ahearn 2001; Campbell 2006; Cole 2009; Gell 2011; Illouz 2012; Jackson 1993; 
Jankowiak 2008, 2017; Jankowiak and Fischer 1992; Lindholm 2006; Luhmann 
1986). Nevertheless, it is very rarely prominently featured in scholarly work on 
migration. Not only does this omission fail to fully understand the migrant expe-
rience, but, as Walsh points out, studying love in a transnational context may offer 
insights into “contemporary cultures of intimacy” more generally (2009, 443). In 
a similar vein, Nicola Mai and Russell King make an impassioned appeal for an 
“emotional and sexual turn in migration studies.” They call for scholarship look-
ing at a wide array of factors that all fit under the umbrella of intimacy to better 
understand the importance that “these dimensions play in determining life choices, 
their centrality in people’s understanding of themselves and each other, their links 
to moralised notions of freedom, coercion and respectability” (Mai and King 2009, 
300).5 In a more recent volume, Christian Groes and Nadine T. Fernandez high-
light the manifold incarnations of the intimacy-mobility articulation, thus under-
scoring its ubiquitous and essential quality in people’s lives: “For us, ‘intimate 
mobilities’ involve all forms of mobility shaped, implied or facilitated by bodily, 
sexual, affective or reproductive intimacy, spanning what has been coined as 
marriage migration, family migration, sexual migration, romance travel, erotic 
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adventure, sex work migration and sex tourism, as well as any kind of mobility 
motivated by emotions, desires or pleasures, or conditioned by kinship, family ties 
or reproductive ambitions” (2018, 1).

As Martina Cvajner and Giuseppe Sciortino point out, these intimate mobili-
ties not only impact migrants’ own lives but also lead to wider “socio-cultural 
changes in the sexual stratifications and categorical systems of the erotic spheres 
established in sending, transit and receiving spaces,” which they call “lovescapes” 
(2021, 45). Ethnographers who have explicitly focused on romantic love and cou-
plehood in the context of migration, such as Jennifer S. Hirsch (2003), Gloria 
González-López (2005), and Alexia Bloch (2017), have all noted that romantic love 
is an arena of (re)negotiating seemingly private issues, such as gender roles, repro-
ductive practices, pleasure, power, agency, and money, as well as larger issues, such 
as generational social change, modernity, and the process of migration itself. The 
ways in which people “do” romantic love is oftentimes transformed by the migra-
tion process, but the former can also be a catalyst for the latter (Mai and King 2009, 
296). Aspirations of migration, therefore, become entangled not only with hopes 
of material stability or professional success but also with romantic and sensual aspi-
rations, all of which are different facets of collective and individual understand-
ings of the good life.

In most of the studies on intimacy and migration mentioned so far, older people 
are not in focus and are usually not the ones to be mobile themselves, but rather 
are background characters, or those left behind by their mobile kin. Some notable 
works on aging and transnationalism have appeared in the past two decades (Alber 
2018; Baldassar 2007; Baldassar, Baldock, and Wilding 2007; Ciobanu, Fokkema, 
and Nedelcu 2017; Dossa and Coe 2017; Gardner 2002; Horn and Schweppe 2016; 
Lamb 2009; Näre, Walsh, and Baldassar 2017; Nedelcu 2017; Zontini 2015), but the 
“default protagonist” (King et al. 2017) of migration studies continues to be a young 
or early middle-aged adult. Similarly, I would argue, the “default person in love” or 
“sexual person” is also usually perceived as young, which leads to a scarcity of 
research on the topic of intimate aspirations in later life. It follows, then, that the 
articulation between intimacy, aging, and migration is rarely addressed, with very 
few exceptions (Sampaio 2018; Lulle and King 2016a).

As Anastasia’s account at the beginning of this chapter suggests and as other 
interlocutors have confirmed, according to the socially sanctioned ways of aging 
Romanian womanhood, those who have grown children or grandchildren and who 
have had several unsuccessful attempts at love should sexually and romantically 
“close up shop.” They are encouraged to focus on an asexual, domestic retirement, 
on regularly attending church and nurturing the new generations. Elsewhere, 
I focus more narrowly on sexual (re)discoveries such as “sexual agency, sexual 
communication, and consent, giving and receiving oral sex, and even experiencing 
(multiple) orgasms and squirting” (Luncă 2020, 61) among middle-aged Romanian 
women in Rome. These findings echo those of Aija Lulle and Russell King (2016a) 
among middle-aged Latvian women in other European countries, some of whom 
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were also discovering their “erotic agency” (Sheller 2012)—“a sexual reawakening 
and a triumphal rejection of their framing in Latvia as nonsexual older or middle-
aged beings” (Lulle and King 2016a, 93).

These sexual explorations were not universal among the middle-aged women I 
encountered in Rome, but I considered them important specifically because they 
ran counter to what was expected. In this chapter, I apply a different logic and focus 
on aspirations of romantic love and partnership in later life, specifically because 
these were almost universal among the people I encountered during my fieldwork, 
regardless of gender.

My interlocutors’ intimate aspirations, I propose, were partly shaped by the “cul-
ture of intimacy” (Walsh 2009, 443) during their youth in state socialism and by 
their migration experiences. In the following sections, I offer some background 
necessary to frame their present lives in Italy and their view of the future.

From Closed Borders to Mass Phenomenon

The life trajectories of working and middle-class people during the state social-
ist dictatorship of Nicolae Ceaușescu (1965–1989) followed a predictable pattern: 
get married young, have children early on, and find a lifelong stable job in the 
industrial, services, administrative, or cultural sectors (Massino 2019). Ceaușescu’s 
austerity measures led to limited access to certain consumer goods (televisions, 
washing machines, and cars), foods (milk, bread, meat, and coffee), and services 
(gas, electricity, and heating) (Chelcea 2002). Migration and international travel 
were restricted, and political dissent was discouraged. Draconian pronatalist pol-
icies (Kligman 1998) led to the death of an estimated twenty-five thousand women 
as a result of illicit abortions and to countless abandoned children between 1966 
and 1989 (Anton 2011–2012, 10). At the same time, most of the population bene-
fited from education, guaranteed employment, and housing, a stability that the 
country has not enjoyed since its “move to democracy” in 1989 and which many, 
including some of my interlocutors, miss.

Women especially benefited from the official policy of gender equality during 
state socialism, which allowed them, despite continuing to do most care and domes-
tic work, to participate in the labor market at almost the same level as men and at 
much higher rates than their Western counterparts (Massino 2009). This in turn 
led to women’s increased financial independence and presence in the public sphere 
in an otherwise patriarchal society (Miroiu 2007). Men were still considered heads 
of the household and main providers. Despite glorifying motherhood as part of 
pronatalist policies, government propaganda was also promoting egalitarian family 
models (Massino 2010, 53) and an image of spouses as tovarăşi de viaţă (comrades 
in life) (Biebuyck 2010, 61). Marriage was an important institution during state 
socialism, and it has remained so after 1989, despite a slight delay in establishing 
the first union and reproduction, along with an increase in reproduction outside 
of marriage, cohabitation, and divorce (Mureşan 2007).
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In the 1990s, the country’s industrial infrastructure collapsed, leaving most of 
its workers jobless. The transitional economic crisis pushed many Romanians to 
emigrate in search of work. At first, Germans and Hungarian ethnics were “return-
ing” to their ancestral lands in Germany and Hungary, while Roma ethnics were 
applying for asylum in Western Europe. Then, temporary and circular labor migra-
tion slowly emerged, first toward Hungary, Israel, and Turkey and later to other 
European Union (EU) countries, especially Spain and Italy.

During the 1990s, Romanians were able to circulate within the Schengen Area 
only with tourist and short-term visas or they would cross borders illegally. They 
usually found irregular work and remained in their countries of destination after 
the expiration of the visas (Anghel 2008; Sandu 2005). In 2002, the EU introduced the 
right to free movement within the Schengen Area for Romanians, which allowed 
them to find work legally, to visit home, and to bring their families. In 2007, Roma-
nia joined the EU, which allowed more and more Romanians to establish perma-
nent residence in other EU countries, to acquire long-term work, and to access 
temporary or seasonal formal employment (Marcu 2015). After three decades, an 
estimated four million Romanians are living outside the country’s borders. More 
than 1.2 million of them are in Italy alone, where they are also the largest minor-
ity. More than two hundred thousand Romanians live in Rome, the capital of the 
country (ISTAT 2020).

A large portion of the migrants who were part of the first few waves of migra-
tion to Italy in their twenties and thirties are now in their fifties and sixties. Many 
had only planned a short stay to make some quick money for their families’ imme-
diate needs. Due to their strong material and affective ties in Romania—families, 
friends, homes, jobs, and responsibilities—their planned short stints in Italy were 
simply a means toward achieving their aspirations back home. However, as is the 
case with other labor migrant populations around the world, such as Mexicans in 
the United States (Pauli and Bedorf 2018) or Turks in Western Europe (Klok et al. 
2017; Palmberger 2017), various factors—legal, economic, political, social, and 
emotional—have contributed to many of these first Romanians in Italy extending 
their stay from a few months to decades.

Migration and Intimacy

In the initial stages, Romanian migration was led by men, but it later became femi-
nized. According to Ionela Vlase (2018, 204), one reason why men migrated first is 
the inherent danger and uncertainty associated with the initial trips abroad in the 
early 1990s, when migration networks were essentially nonexistent. This was 
more likely to attract young, adventurous men and to discourage most women. 
A second reason was the belief that women migrating alone might be attracted into 
the sex industry or sex trafficking, which not only might have deterred women but 
also threatened fathers’ and husbands’ masculinities. Finally, a third reason was 
that men were more likely to be able to access resources to cover the costs associated 
with migration, such as visas, transportation, bribes, or smugglers.
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The nature of the initial stages of Romanians’ migration, along with the border 
regimes in force at the time, has led to a popular belief that “străinătatea destramă 
familii” (going abroad breaks up families). Indeed, young Romanian families 
immigrating to Italy today might find it easy to emigrate together, making arrange-
ments for jobs and housing in advance, making use of extended networks of kin 
and friends, and safely, legally, and quickly traveling by plane from one country 
to another. Twenty to thirty years earlier, all of these things were extremely different, 
and couples were usually separated in the migration process. In most cases, one 
spouse (usually the man) emigrated, found a job, and secured a place to live, with 
the other spouse and children joining later. But this might have taken years. All the 
while, the migrating spouse was living in crammed migrant accommodation, 
able to contact their loved ones only by letter or prohibitively expensive public 
telephones, and unable to return for long stretches of time due to their undocu-
mented status. In many cases, one partner permanently stayed in Romania, while 
the other worked abroad and sent money. In other cases, men and women might have 
had access to different transnational networks and migrate to two different coun-
tries altogether.

The time and space that couples put between them likely had a strong impact 
on the relationship, but many other factors came into play in either strengthening 
or weakening marital bonds. Many of my interlocutors were in fact already divorced or 
widowed when they migrated, and only in a few cases did marriage dissolution 
occur afterward. In each of these situations, however, distance only served as the 
final nail in the coffin and never as the main reason for the separation.

During my fieldwork in Rome, I observed a very active and well-organized 
transnational community, with hundreds of shops, restaurants, churches, and cul-
tural and political associations, which regularly organized events. While men and 
women working in low-paying jobs, such as cleaning, construction, care, and hos-
pitality, were the most numerous and visible, I also met journalists, doctors, stu-
dents, business managers, politicians, educators, priests, and poets, as well as 
unhoused or unemployed people. Before arriving, I could not have imagined the 
amount of interest the topic of intimacy would generate. Sometimes people would 
approach me at events, or they would write to me on Facebook proposing to meet. 
Whether single, newly in love, married for decades, widowed, or divorced, and no 
matter the age or social background, people would always be interested to hear 
about what I had observed in the field and to share their own stories. I was twice 
approached by a person who, with tears in their eyes, wanted to share the story of 
their successful and enduring marriage, which had lasted decades despite the dif-
ficulties of migration (or rather which made the difficulties of migration more 
bearable).

Once, I met a man who had become unhoused after his wife left him suddenly 
for another man, a situation that made him confused and depressed, disconnected 
him from old friends, and unable to work. It completely turned his whole life upside 
down. Another time I interviewed a young woman whose parents had managed 
to buy an apartment after years of hard work in Italy. Soon after, they separated 
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but were forced to live together and even slept in the same bed without speaking 
to each other, because neither could afford to move out, as they were still paying 
the flat’s mortgage. One middle-aged woman, who had been working low-paying 
jobs in Rome for twenty years, had an affair for about the same amount of time 
with a wealthy, married Italian man, who supported her and her family, both emo-
tionally and materially. After his wife’s death, he invited the woman to move into 
his home as his official partner, but they also had an arrangement through which 
she gave up her badante job and he paid a salary for her services as a full-time 
administrator, cook, and cleaner of their home.

Each of these instances illustrates how, for my interlocutors, love and partner-
ship were not frivolous, superfluous things, but an integral part of life, tightly inter-
woven with daily activities, work, friends, family, finances, housing, religious and 
political beliefs, hobbies, investments, retirement plans, and the overarching trans-
national migration experience.

Although almost all of my informants started off similarly, by marrying and 
having children in their early twenties or even late teens, what immediately became 
obvious is that their intimate lives developed in dramatically different direc-
tions. To show the variety of their life (and intimate) trajectories, I compiled the 
romantic status of my interlocutors into precise categories (figure 1.1). Looking 
at their romantic aspirations at the time of the interviews, however, I identify 
two broader categories—those who had a partner and were looking forward to 
aging together and those who did not and were looking for love. Below I look 
more closely at individual stories.

Figure 1.1. ​ Romantic situation at the time of the interviews (N = 27).
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Nurturing Love in Later Life

Out of the twenty-seven middle-aged interlocutors in my sample, nineteen were 
in romantic relationships at the time of the interviews and eight were single. Three 
who had migrated divorced or widowed were happily remarried with Italian citi-
zens, while two were married but estranged from their spouses still in Romania. 
In this section, I focus on those who were married before migrating and who were 
still together. In my sample, eight people belonged in this category—five women 
and three men.

One couple, Corina and Marian, was especially striking because of their obvi-
ous, almost demonstrative closeness, despite having been together for almost three 
decades. I met them one evening at a vernissage, where the organizer invited me 
to present my project in front of the audience. Later in the evening, when the chairs 
for the audience were pulled back to make more room for dancing, Corina 
approached me by saying that she would really like to share her story. “When my 
husband emigrated, I stayed behind with our young son. I didn’t see him for three 
years. You cannot imagine what this does to a couple! I want to tell you about it, 
so maybe others can learn from my experience.” She also told me of the first time 
being intimate with her husband after his long absence. “It was like being with a 
stranger, like the first time all over again.” She had tears in her eyes as she told me 
this. She then returned to her husband, and they continued to dance all evening, 
cheek to cheek, both smiling widely, spinning around with great energy.

They met very young, working together in a factory in the late 1980s. In 2001, 
after ten years of marriage, they were both thirty-three years old and had a young 
son. Marian went abroad, first to Germany, where Corina had a brother. He then 
went to Italy, where he had relatives from his side of the family, and soon found 
work transporting and assembling furniture. Because he purposely overstayed his 
tourist Schengen visa, Marian was only able to visit Romania after three years of 
absence, when his status was regularized as a result of a new immigration law 
(Ambrosini 2011). After two more years, Corina and their son joined Marian in 
Rome, where they have all been living ever since.

They both see the five years apart as one of the hardest moments in their lives, 
marked by loneliness and suffering. Corina, who continued to work in the factory, 
was struck not only by the pain of separation but also by the particularly insidious 
suspicion of immorality that oftentimes marks women in Romanian transna-
tional families, whether they are the ones who migrate or the ones who stay behind 
(Potot 2005, 10). Because she was “husbandless,” but not a virgin anymore, she was 
seen as a temptress by other married women, who forbade their husbands to social-
ize with her. At the same time, she experienced sexual advances from her boss 
and became increasingly isolated.

Corina and Marian are very similar in what they value in their relationship and 
what they wish for the future. Theirs is a classic “companionate marriage,” which 
Hirsch describes as “a core ideology of modernity, related to the transformation 
of households from sites of production to consumption, to falling fertility and 
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increased life spans, and to modern notions of personhood” (2003, 113). Respect, 
communication, but also sexual satisfaction and the sharing of household chores 
are at the core of their long-lasting and thriving marriage. “We do everything 
together,” said Corina—laundry, shopping, cooking, socializing, taking all the 
decisions together—this is the most important. In fact, Marian oftentimes posts 
pictures of himself doing household chores, such as ironing clothes, on Facebook.

When looking at pictures of couples of different ages engaged in various activi-
ties, as part of photo elicitation, Corina chose one in which a man and a woman 
sit on the grass in front of a house, happily in each other’s arms. Marian liked one 
where an elderly couple is holding a baby, saying he enjoyed imagining himself and 
his wife in the role of grandparents. Their aspirations are related to their return to 
Romania (“I live so I could go back,” Corina says), to the personal and professional 
success of their son, and to their closeness with friends and family, both in Roma-
nia and in Rome. Their relationship, however, is the base for everything they see 
for themselves in the future and the only way they can imagine growing old. They 
oftentimes post on Facebook pictures of the two of them together on holiday, vis-
iting Romania, attending events, eating, or dancing.

I have met many other middle-aged Romanian couples during my time in Rome, 
such as Victoria and Andrei, who had been friends since birth and romantic partners 
since adolescence. They had migrated together and, despite the initial difficulties 
of life in a new place, had made a good life for themselves in Italy. They recently 
marked their thirty-fifth anniversary by posting on Facebook a picture of them-
selves hand in hand and smiling. Another couple celebrated being married for 
thirty years in their Romanian Catholic church, where their priest organized a 
special mass dedicated to anniversaries of migrants.

In this community, a lasting marriage, which people oftentimes showed off at 
public events and on social media platforms, is a symbol of personal achievement 
and of successful migration, especially due to the belief that “going abroad breaks 
up families.” It is also a coveted, essential ingredient in the way many people envi-
sion a peaceful, happy later life.

Looking for Love in Later Life

Among those who were single when I met them, some had fresh wounds, having 
recently lost their partner, while others had been alone for many years. In fact, one 
woman was celibate for two decades after her divorce, having decided to concen-
trate on the success of her daughter rather than on finding a partner for herself. 
Some of my interlocutors were divorced, while others were widowed, and yet others were 
both. Notwithstanding how and when they had lost love, most people who were not 
in a romantic relationship at the time of the interviews expressed their aspiration 
for finding love and companionship again in their later lives. This in turn reflected 
and was bound with individual ideas of the good (later) life (Lamb 2017), home, 
family, moral values, and belonging.
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Single middle-aged people oftentimes attended events where traditional Roma-
nian party music was played, and many danced for hours in pairs or in a horă 
(circle) (see figure 1.2). Another popular place to meet possible romantic partners 
among this age-group was church. While many younger people also attended ser
vices in one of the many Romanian churches in Rome, they were also more likely 
to have jobs that allowed for more socialization. For middle-aged people, many of 
whom worked more isolating jobs with strict schedules, Sunday mass was one 
of the few occasions to meet others with whom to have a coffee or a Romanian dish 
at a nearby canteen and exchange Facebook contacts with a romantic prospect. This 
observation echoes the findings of Ruxandra Oana Ciobanu and Tineke Fokkema 
(2016), who also concluded that among Romanian migrants in Switzerland, whether 
they migrated before 1989 or were new arrivals, going to church provided a sense 
of community and continuity, despite the fracture that migration had produced 
in their lives. For their aging interlocutors, practicing religion and attending ser
vices were preventing and reducing possible feeling of loneliness and isolation.

This was certainly the case for Gabriel, a fifty-six-year-old contractor, whom 
I first saw vividly talking to a woman and another man outside a small Romanian 
Orthodox church right after mass. Gabriel’s first attempt to migrate was in the late 
1970s, when he and two friends swam across the Danube, but they were caught and 
brought back to Romania. In the early 1990s, he was among the first to migrate for 

Figure 1.2. ​ Women dancing at a Sunday Romanian event, summer 2017, Rome.  
Photograph by Dumitrița Luncă.
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work, first to Yugoslavia, then to Turkey and Israel, and finally to Italy in 2000. 
His wife and three children remained in Romania. They finally joined him in 2005, 
but several years later, after thirty-four years of marriage, Gabriel’s wife decided 
to get a divorce. The reason invoked was their religious conflict—Gabriel’s wife is 
a Jehovah’s Witness, while he is a Christian Orthodox. Living in Rome together, 
but socializing in separate religious communities, Gabriel and his wife started hav-
ing issues. She began accusing him of being faithless as well as unfaithful and he 
had to leave their home.

When I met him, three years after his separation, he had recently met some-
one, a Romanian woman who had been once divorced and once widowed. They 
had met in church, and he liked that she was devout; she made the sign of the cross 
often. After watching her for some time, he approached her one day and asked for 
her phone number, and they started to go out. At the beginning of the relation-
ship, she read prayers to him on the phone in the evenings. She was working as a 
badante and they were spending her days off together, at his place or going out for 
ice cream or pizza, to the seaside, and to Piazza Venezia. He was happy, she was 
diligent, often ironing his pants and shirts, cooking, and going to mass. They got 
engaged in church, a common practice among Romanian migrants who have been 
married before and who did not want to go through the hassle of civil marriage, 
but who wanted their union blessed in front of God. They exchanged rings. A week 
later she disappeared and never came back.

At the time of our interview, Gabriel no longer wore his engagement ring and 
told me he started talking to another woman from church. “I want to meet a nice 
Orthodox woman!” he told me, a good Romanian woman, not an Italian, because 
“they are cold and jealous.” Instead, he wanted to meet someone who would 
care about him, someone he could respect, and someone to start over with and to 
provide for. After so many years of being away from Romania and after his mar-
riage fell apart, he longed to go home and to start a construction business there so 
that people could see the skills he learned abroad. He gave himself one more year 
in Rome and wistfully said: “I would leave tomorrow if I could.”

Another person who was planning to leave Rome soon is Vera. She was fifty-
five when I met her, and, unlike most other Romanians her age, she had only been 
living in Italy for five years. Not part of the first waves of migrants who had to cross 
borders illegally, she saw her time in Italy as a learning experience and an adven-
ture. She described having a perfect life before leaving Romania: a great relation-
ship with her husband, a son, a job she loved, and colleagues she was best friends 
with. All this crumbled in 2012, when, after twenty-nine years of marriage, her 
husband died suddenly of a heart attack. Soon after, the chemical laboratory 
where she had worked her entire life closed and she was forced into unemploy-
ment. After she tried in vain to find work, her sister, who worked in Italy as a 
badante, found her a job, and Vera decided to take the leap.

After recounting her life story, Vera told me she was soon moving back to Roma-
nia. To live with her son? Her elderly mother? No, in fact, she was getting ready 
for a new beginning with a new partner. I was surprised. “I told you!” she said, 
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with obvious satisfaction that the twist in her story had been so effective. “Life can 
be beautiful if you follow some rules,” which I interpreted to mean that if you are 
patient, good things will come your way.

They met in a way that in the Romanian migrant community is very common: 
through a friend set-up. Matchmaking friends oftentimes connect migrants with 
possible romantic candidates at home or in other countries. Usually, the parties 
are shown pictures of each other and given some information, and, if they both 
agree, contact details are exchanged and courting commences. Social media and 
messaging platforms are extremely important in this process, and the middle-aged 
migrants I have met were very actively posting, commenting, and connecting vir-
tually, whether with friends or romantic interests. This was especially the case for 
people working long hours and having few social interactions, such as badanti, 
for whom their phone is a window to the outside world and an important avenue 
toward establishing friendships, building romantic relationships, and finding jobs. 
With this man, Vera told me, things worked out very smoothly from the beginning.

V: After we met, we started to talk every day on the phone, on WhatsApp on 
Messenger, on Facebook, on all the social networks.

DL: And did you fall in love?
V: Yes! Both of us!
. . .
DL: Did you imagine finding someone? Is that what you wanted?
V: Yes, yes, I wanted to.
DL: But were you actively looking? Some people even search online on websites, 

they flirt on Facebook . . .
V: My girlfriend first introduced me to someone else. And I didn’t like it, there 

wasn’t that feeling [in English in original].
DL: Here, in Italy? Or at home?
V: No, I wanted a Romanian man.
DL: But a Romanian in Italy or a Romanian at home, so you know you have 

something to return to?
V: I always wanted a Romanian, I always planned to go home. I sometimes joke 

with my girlfriends, I tell them, “I’m on standby.”

They met for the first time face-to-face after a few months, on New Year’s Eve, 
when Vera went home for the holidays. When I met her, eight months later, she was 
preparing to move back to Romania within weeks, and she seemed glowing with 
excitement.

Like Gabriel, Vera had a lasting relationship, which ended suddenly. Both of 
them longed to re-create that stability and imagined their later lives in Romania 
together with a new life partner. They both saw migration as an experience that 
had enriched their lives, but still only a phase before going back and starting to 
live their later years.

Finally, I introduce Maia, who was sixty when I met her at the monthly poetry 
club attended by many Romanians in Rome. Most attendants were middle-aged, 
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and some read poems they wrote, while others came just for socializing. Maia 
worked as a badante, taking care of an elderly woman whose health was deterio-
rating fast, but she had been a qualified chemist in Romania. Whenever her job 
contract would be “over,” that is, when her employer would inevitably pass away, 
Maia would go back to Romania and start anew.

Unlike most of the other people I had met, she was very reserved and mingled 
very little with the others in the community, except for attending the poetry club 
once a month. She even preferred to work on the usual days off for badanti, Thurs-
day and Sunday, and during holidays. She spoke minimal Italian after eighteen 
years in Rome, which was unheard of among Romanians, who rather reveled in 
their quick proficiency, and which suggested her unwillingness to adapt to her 
condition as a migrant laborer. Like Vera saying she was “on standby,” Maia too 
seemed to keep herself above the reality of her work as a badante in Rome and con-
centrate her energy on her rich inner life and her aspirations of a new start at 
home. Many of her writings, which she sometimes read at the club and which she 
often posted on Facebook, were very sensual and spoke of an intense romantic 
longing. “I am a passionate woman, romantic, my poetry is born out of love,” she 
told me.

In Maia’s case, her husband emigrated first, in 1995, and she followed five years 
later. She had to come and start working herself to make extra money, especially 
since her husband seemed to not do a good job in her absence. “I was always the 
administrator, he always counted on my strength.” After five more years of living 
together in Rome, she found out that he was unfaithful. The relationship started 
to deteriorate, and, despite efforts to work through the problems, it soon dissolved. 
She had only had one attempt at a romantic relationship since the divorce, some 
ten years before our interview, but it did not work out. She nevertheless persisted 
in her hope to meet someone: “I’ve said it all along and I will say it again: I don’t 
hide the fact that I want someone.” For Maia, as for Gabriel and Vera, desire for a 
partner was, in turn, tightly related to her return to Romania and to a social sta-
tus that she wanted to regain after the years of working a low-paying and low-
prestige job. She imagined a happy retirement, full of intellectual stimulation, a 
life close to her children and grandchildren, but not as a full-time grandmother. 
When I asked her where she saw herself in five years, she replied: “I hope that in two 
years, maximum, I will be in Bucharest for good. And there I hope to find someone 
for me, someone to travel with. It is very difficult because single men [this age], there 
is a reason why they are single. . . . ​I’m not saying that there are no bad women, but 
less so. Percentagewise, men hold the record. It’s very hard, but I hope, I dream, 
I hope to find someone!” Despite her desire for love, she had not yet found anyone 
because she was very “picky.” Besides, where could she meet someone in Rome?

M: I am an independent, pretentious, elegant, luxurious woman. This is not just 
because of Italy; I’ve always been like that. I want to find someone so that 
I am not alone, but he must be a smart man.
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DL: And your plan is to return to Bucharest and start attending cultural events, 
exhibitions . . . ?

M: Yes, exhibitions, yes, and something has got to give, someone must appear, I say!

Like many of my other single interlocutors in this age-group, Maia had had 
unhappy romantic experiences, and looking for love and a partner to her liking at 
her age was not an easy task. Nevertheless, like the others, she too persisted in her 
optimism and aspiration, as if growing old without a partner was not even an option.

Conclusions

When I last saw Anastasia, she said about her relationship with Tudor: “Every day 
I hope that it will be forever, until death do us part.” This was especially impor
tant for her because of all the unhappy relationships she had had before; she wanted 
to have true love at least in later life. Several years later, in early 2022, I found out 
she was back in Romania taking care of her ill mother. Her relationship with Tudor 
did not last, but she later married again, as she had aspired. Her New Year’s wish 
finally came true. Vera’s relationship also did not work out as planned, and she was 
back in Rome. “My dream of forming a family was not realized,” she wrote to me 
in a message a few years after our last meeting. “But I remain a person who sees 
the positive in everything.” Maia, who had moved to Bucharest after her employer 
eventually died, was also still single, but judging by her Facebook page, she seemed 
to be very active, traveling and attending many cultural events.

Vera’s and Gabriel’s first marriages were happy, so they wanted to replicate that, 
while Maia’s and Anastasia’s were not, so they both wanted to compensate by find-
ing better partners at least later in life. Despite their different past experiences, all of 
them maintained their romantic aspirations, even when faced with failed attempts.

Like Dora Sampaio’s (2018) lifestyle migrants in Azores and Lulle and King’s 
(2016a, 2016b) Latvian labor migrants, many of my interlocutors saw retirement 
as a new and exciting stage in their lives, full of plans, desires, and aspirations, of 
which romantic ones were a crucial aspect. For many of them, their greatest wish 
was to return to Romania upon retirement, where they had heavily invested in buy-
ing, renovating, and furnishing homes, preparing their homecoming for decades.6 
Some, like Gabriel, wanted to start businesses, while others, like Maia, wanted to 
travel or enjoy some well-deserved rest. Being close to family, especially parents 
and grandchildren, was also important, as it was for Corina and Marian, who had 
extensive kin networks at home and abroad.

Aside from these more common later-life aspirations, my interlocutors, regard-
less of whether they had a partner or not and notwithstanding the bitter past 
experiences they might have had, often mentioned love and partnership as essen-
tial ingredients for a good life. Having a strong, lasting relationship, such as the 
ones between Corina and Marian, Victoria and Andrei, and others who have man-
aged to stay together despite migration, becomes a symbol of a successful (later) 
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life and of successful migration, just as much as building a house and putting 
children through school.

These findings echo those of Lulle and King, who write: “A ‘good life’ for a labour 
migrant means not only accessing a decent income and acceptable working con-
ditions but also more ‘personal’ practices, such as developing new interests and 
activities, renewing lapsed hobbies, and pursuing healthy pastimes such as walk-
ing, dancing, travelling, and reclaiming a more sensual, ‘alive’ body” (2016a, 80–81).

In my interlocutors’ parents’ generation, divorce was unheard of, remarriage 
later in life was rare, and widowhood followed by singlehood was rather the norm. 
In many ways, it was fantastic to see their strength, energy, and capacity to dream 
and plan, their readiness to start anew, in contrast with the previous generations’ 
rather fatalistic acceptance of body ailments and loneliness as part of the aging 
process. At the same time, it is easy to see their aspirations as culturally bound 
(Appadurai 2004) to neoliberal Western discourses about love and partnership as 
essential to happiness (Illouz 1997) and about healthy, active, and successful aging 
(Lamb, Robbins-Ruszkowski, and Corwin 2017). These ideas were also likely heavily 
influenced by the Romanian traditional view of marriage as an essential and uni-
versal institution, especially during their youth in state socialism.

At the same time, seeing couples who had been together for decades through 
thick and thin and who still held hands, danced together, and seemed to be so sup-
portive of one another, it was also easy to understand why those less lucky in love 
might want the same for themselves. For better or for worse, despite experience 
having made them wearier and more selective in their searches, middle-aged 
Romanian transmigrants could only imagine growing old hand in hand as they 
looked toward retirement. All of those interviewed, including those who were hap-
pily, although not always effortlessly, nurturing a decades-old marriage, saw part-
nership as essential for their later lives, and none could imagine growing old alone 
as a viable or desirable option.
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notes
1. ​ All interviews were conducted in Romanian and translated by me. All names are 

anonymized.
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2. ​ Badante (s.)/badanti (pl.)—in Italian: a live-in care worker of any gender, oftentimes a 
migrant woman.

3. ​ There is a gender imbalance in the sample, due to the fact that the combination of my 
own gender and the research topic made it difficult, awkward, and sometimes unsafe for me 
to approach men with the same forwardness I approached women. Women also showed more 
eagerness to discuss the topic, and they were usually present at higher rates at the public events 
I attended.

4. ​ Depending on their sex and other factors, people can reproduce until later in life. 
However, none of the interlocutors were planning to have any (more) children. To my knowl-
edge, all my interlocutors were heterosexual and cisgender. Due to the strict binarity and 
heteronormativity of Romanian society and not wanting to antagonize anyone, I usually 
avoided discussing LGBTQI* issues. Throughout the chapter I refer to cis men and women 
exclusively.

5. ​ Intimacy has many definitions, from closeness between kin or friends to a euphemism 
for the sexual act, but throughout this chapter I use it as an umbrella term for all matters 
regarding romantic love and sexuality.

6. ​ See also chapters by Lisa Johnson and Cati Coe, respectively, for a discussion of return 
migration aspirations.
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Letting Go and Looking Ahead
the aspirations of middle-aged  
migrant domestic workers in  

singapore and hong kong

Megha Amrith

“I’m a late bloomer,” said Lisa, laughing as we sat in the Hollywood Road park one 
weekend in central Hong Kong.1 She continued: “I’ve been here for twenty-two 
years. When somebody asks me, ‘Why do you stay so long in Hong Kong?’ I don’t 
have the answer! But then I realized, all the time I spent here, I didn’t have a vision. 
You earn some money, give some money, spend some money. You always think 
you are far away and it’s your responsibility to give. Most of us think we are respon-
sible for everything. The kind of mind-set we have is that when you leave the 
Philippines, you become the breadwinner. That’s why a lot of people are not happy—
they couldn’t enjoy life. I started very late.”

Lisa, who comes from the northern Philippines, is fifty-one years old, and has 
worked in Hong Kong for over two decades, continued to talk about the “bread-
winner mentality.” By this, she is referring to the idea that migrant domestic work-
ers like herself who work abroad in cities such as Singapore and Hong Kong 
blindly follow a well-known narrative: one of giving and sacrificing for the family 
who stayed in the country of origin. This narrative is consistent with the many 
normative, gendered expectations (constructed by states, kin, and wider public 
perceptions) that permeate domestic workers’ lives and that dictate what their 
aspirations ought to be and whose interests they ought to serve. Similarly, there 
are linear assumptions about “age-appropriate” aspirations that migrant women 
ought to hold at different stages of their journey. Lisa’s words, however, suggest that 
migrant aspirations and life projects are more complex and diverse than the dom-
inant narratives might suggest and that they change and evolve, rather than settle, 
over time.

Lisa is one of the hundreds of thousands of migrant domestic workers who have 
worked to sustain households in Singapore and Hong Kong. Since the 1970s, both 
places instituted restrictive contract labor policies for domestic workers coming 
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from other countries in the region—the largest numbers come from the Philip-
pines and Indonesia, and smaller numbers from other Asian countries such as 
India and Sri Lanka. Under these policies, domestic workers arrive on two-year 
(renewable) temporary contracts and are required to live in their employers’ homes. 
They are barred from bringing their families with them, are excluded from national 
labor laws, and face restrictions on their mobilities and their social and intimate 
lives (Bélanger and Silvey 2020; Yeoh, Goh, and Wee 2020). In my fieldwork with 
domestic workers in both cities, I encountered a number of women who spent 
decades abroad on temporary contracts. While many women initially plan to work 
abroad for just a few years to earn money, it is not uncommon for migrants to con-
tinually renew their two-year contracts on a regular basis, prolonging their stays 
abroad for as long as possible. In Singapore, domestic workers can renew their con-
tracts until the age of sixty, and in Hong Kong, it is until the domestic worker can 
no longer work due to old age or illness, which might be defined differently by 
domestic workers and their employers. Oftentimes, the age limit is de facto sixty-
five, given the difficulties in finding insurance. At this point, migrant domestic 
workers have to return to their countries of origin since there are no pathways to 
long-term residence or citizenship for domestic workers in Singapore and Hong 
Kong on temporary contracts (regardless of the number of years they have spent 
abroad).

This chapter focuses on the broad-ranging aspirations of migrant women in 
middle to late-middle age as they start reflecting on their past lives and imagining 
their futures at the ends of their migration journeys. I argue that the vantage point 
of midlife thus enables us to see how aspirations start to shift or take on renewed 
energies when migrant women reach their forties, fifties, and sixties. This specific 
phase of migrant women’s lives offers insights into how aspirations are shaped in 
relation to multiple temporal horizons: through letting go of past selves or unde-
sirable past relationships, anticipating uncertain and insecure futures, and then 
reconfiguring projects of self and collective transformation in the present. Tem-
porary border regimes also generate a certain impetus for migrant women to live 
in the present and to make the most of their remaining time abroad, which will 
inevitably end. Reconfiguring aspirations in the present is therefore one way for 
migrant women to better confront the uncertainties of the future, the present offer-
ing a safe, known space in which to develop projects of self-realization and to plan 
for the future.

For some women, it is migration itself that gives them the tools to pursue these 
projects of transformation in ways that they did not think possible at an earlier 
point in their lives. For others, aspirations shift within the migrant journey itself. 
Many of the migrant women I spoke with in my research felt themselves con-
strained by multiple normative expectations they faced in their younger days: for 
instance, to get married, to espouse a heteronormative gender identity, or to sup-
port their familial needs through migration before fulfilling their own personal 
aspirations. Given that these norms are gendered, so too are aspirations shaped 
and motivated by these gendered constraints. As migrant women grow older and 
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learn to navigate these norms and structures, while anticipating new challenges 
ahead, new aspirations emerge and are put into practice while old ones are renewed 
and consolidated in what can be thought of as an ongoing process of “becoming” 
(Hall 1996). Aspirations thus take on novel characteristics in midlife that are often 
temporally at odds with the restrictive migration regimes and normative expecta-
tions that shape their transnational trajectories. Contrary to such normative 
expectations, migrant women reaching a certain age does not mean that they 
have exhausted their possibilities to aspire. The stories of migrants that feature in 
this chapter further reflect broader imaginaries of what it means to live a “good 
life” in mid-late life. These imaginaries of the good life, however, are not always in 
sync with how others script and define a good life (see also Coe, this volume; Pauli, 
this volume; Amrith, Sakti, and Sampaio, this volume). For the migrant women 
I spoke with, the “good life” is defined in multiple ways, whether this relates to proj
ects of self-realization, financial and emotional independence, cultivating mean-
ingful relationships, or living with dignity.

In this chapter, I first examine the gender and age-related norms that shape and 
constrain migrant women’s lives and how domestic workers construct their aspi-
rations in light of these dominant normative framings. I then outline the context 
and methodology behind the research and subsequently focus on the narratives 
of three women who came into their own in middle or late-middle age, pursuing 
aspirations that are financial, intimate, creative, and collective. Their aspirations 
revolve around cultivating the “right” friendships, expressing one’s sexuality, find-
ing ways to put aside regrets and to live with purpose, pursuing questions of social 
justice, and imagining entrepreneurial futures upon retirement from domestic 
work. These three stories in particular demonstrate the diversity of aspirations that 
emerge in midlife, a critical phase in which past decisions are reevaluated and 
unknown futures loom, pushing migrant women to live in the known present (see 
Pauli, this volume), to reconsider their values and priorities, and to use present 
activities to shape a more knowable “good life” in the future upon retirement. The 
chapter closes with a reflection on how aspirations emerge in the interstices between 
the constraints that limit older migrant women’s mobilities and the possibilities 
for imagining and living life against the grain of normative expectations.

Becomings: Norms and Aspirations over the Life Course

There are two sets of norms that migrant domestic workers contend with: one set 
relating to gender and another relating to age. These norms in many ways attempt to 
define what domestic workers’ aspirations ought to be. These norms also contribute 
to shaping migrants’ motivations to go abroad in the first place, and they are inter-
twined with the migration policies that affect domestic workers’ everyday lives.

The first set of norms relates to gender in the context of “global care chains,” 
which refers to the movements of poorer women from “Third World” to “First 
World” countries, often resulting in their children or kin being left at home in the 
care of others. These movements, however, are never neutrally construed but often 
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come with a series of moral expectations and assumptions. According to Martin F. 
Manalansan IV (2008), global care chains “[privilege] heteronormative subjects, 
such as married women with children and families” and “normative conceptions 
of care, love, and emotions.” The discourses surrounding their movements abroad 
often focus on how “Third World women are torn away from their biological fam-
ilies” (Manalansan 2008), thereby creating deficits of care. This is echoed in public 
discourses on migrant women’s journeys. Migrant women are, on the one hand, 
heroes who are celebrated for making the sacrifice of migration to give their fami-
lies a better life and victims who have to endure exploitative conditions of work in 
making this sacrifice. On the other hand, domestic workers are shamed for their 
“immoral” behavior abroad, with public and political commentators remarking 
on their dress styles and intimate relationships (Chan 2018; Constable 2007). The 
implicit assumption underlying these narratives is that women migrate exclusively 
to support their families and that their aspirations should fully center around work-
ing and remitting money to their kin for their children’s education and for buy-
ing a family house. This is also in line with how states see migrants’ financial 
contributions as part of national development strategies (see, e.g., Guevarra 2009). 
A number of scholars, however, have echoed Manalansan’s point by examining the 
ways in which migrant women’s aspirations often far exceed the limits of these gen-
der normative framings in practice. These studies have examined migrant domes-
tic workers’ activism, their intimate lives, their religious imaginations, and other 
diverse forms of self-expression (Constable 2007; Liebelt 2011; Johnson and Werb-
ner 2010). In line with these rich ethnographic insights, I consider how migrant 
women themselves negotiate and challenge the aspirations that others (kin, states, 
public narratives) expect them to hold with their own aspirational horizons. It is 
also worth noting that these gendered, often heteronormative, patriarchal norms, 
shape women’s lives before they decide to migrate, often serving as an impetus to go 
abroad in the first place in order to pursue an alternative path (Parreñas 2015).

The second set of norms shaping migrant women’s experiences and aspirations 
relates to age (and its intersections with gendered norms). Referring to popular ste
reotypes about the life course, Jen Slater, Embla Ágústsdóttir, and Freyja Haralds-
dóttir (2018) point out that while “adulthood is presented as a time of relative 
stability,” youth is seen to be a turbulent life-stage marked by instability and inse-
curity. Older age, meanwhile, has widely been presented as a time of decline, pas-
sivity, and dependence on others. In ethnographic examinations of culturally 
situated understandings of the life course, however, a more complex picture emerges 
(Lamb 2017) that challenges the idea of fixed norms associated with particular life 
stages. In the field of migration studies, much of the scholarship on migrant aspi-
rations has implicitly or explicitly focused on youth aspirations, considering how 
(im)mobilities shape the futures and the time ahead of younger people (see, e.g., 
Mains 2011; Robertson, Cheng, and Yeoh 2018). Unlike this common pairing of 
youth and aspirations, there is much less sustained attention on how aspirations 
are constructed in the mid-late stages of the migrant journey and how questions 
of the future are just as pertinent in these times of the life course. A notable 
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exception relevant to this study is Paolo Boccagni’s (2017) work on the shifting 
aspirations of migrant domestic workers in Italy, which looks at how the aspirations 
of migrant women when they leave home may differ significantly from what they 
aspire to now. Beyond the academic literature on this theme, policy prescriptions 
on age also shape migrant women’s lives. The mandatory retirement age of sixty, 
which requires migrant domestic workers to leave the country upon retirement, 
reflects a policy that values only “able-bodied,” “fit,” and “agile” workers, deeming 
workers disposable when they are seen as “too old.” These constructions of the 
aging migrant body, and the impending ruptures they bring into migrant women’s 
lives, play an important role in configuring migrant women’s aspirations in midlife 
as they look toward their later-life years.

The aspirations in migrant women’s lives emerge at the intersection between 
“being” and “becoming,” to draw on the postcolonial theorist Stuart Hall’s (1996) 
conceptualization of identity. Many of the dominant normative narratives on gen-
der and age that concern (older) migrant women construct their identities as 
fixed, as “being” as they are. Instead, migrant women construct forms of person-
hood that both dialogue with and move beyond these normativities through diverse 
aspirations that reflect a continuous process of “becoming” over the course of life. 
This idea also echoes work in feminist, queer, and disability studies scholarship, 
which illuminates how people with nondominant identities transgress societal 
structures that emphasize ablebodiness and heteronormativity in creative ways 
(Slater, Ágústsdóttir, and Haraldsdóttir 2018; Kafer 2013; Manalansan 2008). It also 
echoes Sarah Lamb’s (2018) argument, in her study of single women in India, how 
an ethnographic focus on those who are seen to be living “outside the norm” offers 
unique insights into these very norms and institutions and how they operate to 
include or exclude certain bodies in everyday social life. Similarly, by exploring 
the narratives of middle-aged domestic workers, we see how their own aspirations 
emerge alongside and in tension with the aspirations that others construct for them, 
past, present, and future (see Whyte, this volume).

This chapter draws on ongoing ethnographic research since 2018 with an older 
generation of migrant domestic workers of different nationalities, primarily from 
the Philippines, but also Indonesia, India, and Sri Lanka. It primarily focuses on 
women who are between forty-five and sixty years old and who have been living 
in Singapore over multiple temporary contracts and are approaching the manda-
tory age of retirement. In-depth interviews were complemented with regular 
encounters and ethnographic observations in spaces where domestic workers meet 
and socialize, such as shopping malls, religious spaces, a domestic workers’ club
house, parks, Sunday classes, and online spaces. The focus on an older generation 
of domestic workers, in particular those in “middle” and “late-middle” age, offers 
a distinctive vantage point for understanding aspirations from a life course per-
spective (Boccagni 2017; Lulle 2018). Aija Lulle (2018) rightly argues that research 
with middle-aged migrant women can offer insights into how they restructure their 
lives and seek out new experiences as they age, while also illuminating the effects 
of gender and age-related power relations. It also offers a lens onto how people begin 
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to plan for and imagine their later-life years and how their aspirations shift in rela-
tion to structures and institutions that shape their futures. While most of the 
women I spoke with explicitly stated “conventional” aspirations to start with, such 
as building a house or seeing their children settled in life, I found consistently that 
their aspirations are rarely this limited. In what follows, I go in depth into the sto-
ries of three women as a way to demonstrate the multilayered nature of migrant 
women’s aspirations, how these aspirations shift over the life course and take on 
new energies in midlife, in anticipation of retirement and later life. Moreover, their 
aspirations do not always follow a linear path to being fulfilled, but are constantly 
being renewed in light of past reflections, present desires, and future possibilities. 
The women also come up against the structural constraints and everyday insecu-
rities that affect them as temporary migrants.

Rhea: Self-Expression and Financial Independence in Later Life

“I think I would say I’m a dreamer. Yes, I’m a dreamer!” Rhea said as she intro-
duced herself to me when we sat down to talk one Saturday afternoon in a Singa-
pore shopping mall. Rhea, now in her late fifties, is a domestic worker who has been 
working in Singapore for the past ten years. Rhea migrated to Singapore when she 
was in her forties, later than many of her peers. It was not her plan to come to Sin-
gapore, and she did not imagine herself employed as a domestic worker. Rhea 
studied business administration in the Philippines and, in her premigration life, 
worked as a sales agent. Rhea said that it was “easy money and then easy spend-
ing,” as she got into a vicious cycle of taking out loans and then being swallowed 
by interest payments. After this episode in her life when she went broke, she then 
took care of her aging father. Rhea said, “At that time, I was thinking, Lord, my 
dad is old. Give me something so that I can support him and support myself. And 
then I think God heard my prayer and brought me to Singapore.” Rhea first arrived 
in Singapore on a tourist visa, as she migrated to look after her cousin’s children. 
Since Rhea was family, she did not get a specific day to herself (contrary to the leg-
islation that specifies a mandatory day off) and found herself working far more 
than she ought to have been. When her cousin’s family relocated away from Sin-
gapore a few years later, Rhea decided to stay on in Singapore as a domestic worker 
with a “work permit” for another family. She explained, “I told myself and I told 
them, this job is my retirement job. . . . ​If I stay home [in the Philippines], I will 
still do all these things. Here I get paid.” Rhea saw her work in Singapore as a part 
of her retirement plan, a means to pursue other aspirations during her time abroad 
while still getting paid. With her current employer, she has more freedom to go 
out when she has finished her work (which is not always the case for domestic work-
ers in Singapore). Rhea makes use of this situation, saying, “I’m not this ‘yes 
ma’am’ type of helper, that’s not who I am, as if we don’t have any brains.”

Rhea spends a lot of her free time attending seminars on various themes and 
calls herself a “seminarista.” When I met her, she had just attended a seminar on 
crowdfunding. Rhea is particularly active in a financial literacy group that meets 
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on Sundays. The initiative, led by a Philippine-based nongovernmental organ
ization (NGO), has a partnership with the Philippine state and works with grass-
roots groups of Filipina domestic workers in Singapore. The students in the course 
are a mix of ages, but many of the leaders are older women who have spent decades 
working abroad and whose own retirement and returns to the Philippines are 
looming. It was only later in their migration journeys that these women found 
themselves with little savings, thinking about their insecure futures, and trying 
to find ways to reach financial security. They are now keen to share their knowl-
edge with both older and younger generations of domestic workers. Every few 
weeks, the group organizes afternoon workshops on different themes, including 
how to prepare for reintegration and return; investing in real estate, mutual funds, 
and stocks; and learning from other women in business. Rhea joined the group in 
2014 and then later became a mentor in the group. The tone of such programs is 
decidedly neoliberal, in that they are clear that one has to take responsibility for 
one’s own future. Nevertheless, those who join orient their aspirations toward find-
ing this sense of financial freedom. One of Rhea’s mentees was Ella, a single 
mother of two young children, who regularly sent money home to her family for 
her children’s education, daily expenses, and emergencies, not keeping any for her-
self (modeling what Lisa, quoted at the beginning of this chapter, called the 
“breadwinner mentality”). However, a key lesson that this group teaches to its par-
ticipants is not to be obligated to send money home to their families all the time, 
despite sometimes pressing needs, but rather to send small amounts for mainte-
nance, freeing up money for their own savings and future planning. This strategy 
breaks with the expectations (from the state and migrants’ families) that migrants 
should selflessly send as much money back as possible. That Rhea, Ella, and others 
in the group have dedicated themselves in midlife to seeking a good life that 
is defined by financial literacy and security, despite their precarious conditions 
of work as temporary migrant workers, reiterates how aspirations shift over time.

Beyond the financial education group, Rhea has also come into her own in Sin-
gapore. Being away from her judgmental kin and having a strong and supportive 
group of close friends have also been important to Rhea in expressing her sexual-
ity more freely. Rhea reflected: “I’m old already, I am open about who I am now. 
Now I’m fifty-something, why should I hide? My mom, she used to say to me, ‘Who 
are you? Do you love boys, or do you love girls? You are always so boyish, why are 
you like this?’ ”

Going abroad in her midlife years on her own and starting on a blank slate made 
Rhea feel more assured: “Even though I always knew, even if my family knows, 
now I don’t hide anything. I was in denial for a long time. I just want to enjoy my 
retirement. Actually, being here is already a part of my retirement plan. I’m older 
and I met so many different people here, so now I’m much more open. This is who 
I am, what you see is what you get. Before I would never say, ‘I am a lesbian.’ Only 
now, recently, am I saying, ‘I am a lesbian.’ ”

Rhea now wants to enjoy her life and is no longer afraid of what people think 
of her. Rhea confessed that she is in love with one of her friends and that even if it 



46	 M e g h a  A m r i t h

does not lead anywhere, it makes Rhea happy to spend her time around her. She 
and her friends also do makeovers on each other: “We all look young. You know 
why? We all love to sing and dance in our fifties. It keeps us young.” Rhea plans to 
stay in Singapore for two more contracts (or four years) at least, adding, “But if 
I’m still healthy and able, why not stay until the Singapore government tells me 
I can’t stay. Here I can still get some earnings and then save, save, save! The Lord is 
giving me another chance, and I want to make use of it. If you are aged fifty already, 
just stay here as long as you can, you won’t find another job there [in the Philip-
pines].” Rhea is anxious about returning to the Philippines, not only in terms of 
the lack of opportunities for financial security in later life, but also because she is 
tired, in her fifties, of having to justify to kin who she is and whom she desires. 
Her aspirations are thus centered around both financial security and expressing 
her sexuality. Both aspirations signal Rhea’s desire to retain independence and con-
trol over her life decisions rather than be dependent on others financially in her 
older age or constrained by others diminishing her now secure sense of being.

Che: Strengthening the Fight for Social Justice

Che has been working in Hong Kong for the past twenty-five years. She arrived in 
the city in 1995 to support her family. Despite having a degree, she lamented that 
it was hard to find a job with decent pay in the Philippines and that she came from 
a poor family. As Che put it, “We had to survive, and I had to work. I did not have 
an option but to go abroad.” Che reflected that she was not used to doing domestic 
work, and when she first arrived in Hong Kong, she found it very hard. She was 
demoralized, felt a sense of self-pity, and wanted to return to the Philippines. At 
her first employer’s place, she slept on the sofa in the living room, not having any 
personal space for herself (a common experience for migrant domestic workers in 
Hong Kong). She also faced a language barrier since she did not speak Cantonese, 
and she had very limited time off. Over the years, Che changed employers a few 
times, until she found one who was a social worker in a church and who gave her 
more time to go out. Che then joined grassroots activist groups led by migrant 
workers in Hong Kong, and she has spent many of her years in the city campaign-
ing for the rights of migrant domestic workers. Che was a student activist when 
she was in the Philippines, so she was already familiar with advocacy work.

Her own migration story, and those of many other migrant domestic workers 
in Hong Kong, motivates her activism. Che explains that she wants to go back to 
her son, who is seven years old, but as she herself is fifty, her chance of finding work 
back in the Philippines is very low, and she would rather stay on to provide for his 
education and future. She also provides an allowance for her mother’s daily 
expenses, her diabetic mother-in-law’s medical costs, and a niece who is going to 
school. Che explains, “I’m addressing the concerns of my family, and I’m concerned 
with the situation of my fellow domestic workers. We call it forced migration. This 
is not what we want.” Che is referring here to the fact that many of her peers are 
driven to migrate because there are few options to improve their precarious familial 
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livelihoods by staying in the Philippines. Once abroad, there are pressures (as we 
have seen in the previous examples) to send money back to their families to sup-
port their livelihoods and the next generation’s future prospects. Her concerns as 
an activist are thus to break this cycle of migration and dependency by advocat-
ing for changes both to working conditions in Hong Kong and to the Philippines’ 
labor export policy, a state-led project since the 1970s to promote out-migration 
as a strategy of economic development. She explains, “We are discussing the very 
reason why Filipinos go abroad, which is due to policies in our home country. If 
we have work, social services, good compensation, we won’t leave. We would have 
a choice to stay and be with our families.”

Given that Che had an activist background, her current preoccupations in this 
sense are not new but rather continuations of her past convictions. Nevertheless, 
they have only strengthened during her time abroad, and now as she begins her 
fifties, she is the chairperson of a major migrant organization in Hong Kong. Che 
has consolidated her position as a key community figure, building alliances between 
migrants of different nationalities and representing the interests of migrant workers 
in the city.

Che has been involved in numerous campaigns to speak out against discrimi-
natory policies affecting migrant domestic workers in Hong Kong and the extrac-
tive policies of migrant-sending states. But there are now two issues she is 
particularly concerned with that directly relate to her midlife positionality as she 
ages abroad and looks ahead to her retirement in the near future. The first is the 
campaign for the right to permanent residence in Hong Kong. Given that all other 
migrants are eligible for permanent residence after seven years of living in Hong 
Kong, Che and her peers (some of whom have also lived and worked in the city for 
over twenty-five years) made the case that domestic workers should be entitled to 
the same rights. The case went before the Hong Kong Court of Appeals, but the 
ruling was that live-in domestic workers are not entitled to the right of abode. Those 
like Che, who envisioned futures with their families in Hong Kong, a city they now 
call home, once again have to grapple with familial separation for the duration of 
their working lives abroad and must confront both emotional and financial inse-
curity as they return home upon retirement.

The second campaign she is currently involved in is against excessive fees 
imposed by the Philippine government on social security and insurance, includ-
ing the now mandatory social security payments. I asked Che why her group 
opposed social security contributions, thinking that the Philippines is one of the 
few sending countries that include their transnational migrants in their social secu-
rity systems. For Che, the answer was simple: “The [Philippine] government says 
if you work for thirty years, [you] will receive fifteen hundred pesos—for thirty 
years!2 Never mind. It’s useless, it’s really a show. We are paying and paying every 
year, and you get this very insulting amount. We are calling for social pensions 
for retiring OFWs [overseas Filipino workers]. It should be a government respon-
sibility, without us contributing to a scheme, because we have contributed so much 
money through our remittances, taxes, the goods we pay for in the Philippines.”
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Che’s aspirations for social justice for migrant workers, and for dignified liveli-
hoods and futures in later life, continue and remain at the center of her commit-
ments. At this point in her journey, she is also keen to leave a legacy behind to 
improve conditions for the next generations of domestic workers and to ensure that 
her advocacy work is continued in the future. A few days after I first met Che, she 
invited me to a rally she was organizing in central Hong Kong, on Chater Road 
(figure 2.1). Che had a loudspeaker in hand as she gathered people around on the 
issue of the excessive fees imposed by the Philippine government, her phone ring-
ing constantly and journalists approaching her for sound bites. As Che put it: “We 
need to do more to reach the average, everyday worker, we need to organize and 
maximize our social media presence.” In short, “there is more work to do” and Che 
is nowhere close to stopping.

Madhu: A New Start in Middle Age

“I escaped from Tamil Nadu because I thought life would be better in Singapore. 
I thought the people here would be better. Money was not my prime motivation, 
I just wanted a change in my situation . . . ​that was my main motivation, to run away 
from there.” Madhu studied for a bachelor’s degree in economics in a government 
college in Tamil Nadu. She enjoyed studying, and her plan was to work and sup-
port her parents in their old age, but everyone around her kept “torturing” her, 
“Get married, get married!” Madhu said that she was fearful of being a single 

Figure 2.1. ​ Che and her peers on a Sunday march through central Hong Kong.  
Photograph by Megha Amrith.
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woman and that people treated her as if she were committing a crime. After her 
parents passed away, Madhu felt that everyone was out to exploit and cheat her, 
thinking she would be rich as a college-educated single woman. It was suffocating 
and she wanted to leave. Madhu did not know much about Singapore, only that 
her friends told her she could live well there. A relative of hers working in Singa-
pore found her a job as a domestic worker and liaised with an agent to bring her 
over. Madhu said, “My main thought was, I need to go out and find some happi-
ness.” She did not say a word to her family and simply left.

Her arrival in Singapore, however, did not start off well. Like many migrant 
domestic workers, Madhu lost a lot of money through agency fees (for the agent 
who organized her travel and work). For the first three months, the agency deducted 
her entire salary in fees, which put her in debt. Her relative was working as a mid-
dlewoman for the agent, and, as Madhu put it, “Even she cheated me!” Her first 
employer did not allow her to go out on a regular basis. Madhu also kept her dis-
tance from other Tamil migrant women in Singapore and did not seek out friend-
ships in her early days. She found that other women would judge how she “ran 
away” from home or the fact that she was single, even as Madhu remarked that 
many of the women she met were married yet having affairs with boyfriends in 
Singapore. She regrets that she encountered these people, whom she found toxic 
in their gossip and judgment, and did her best to avoid them.

After spending the first years of her contract with an employer who did not give 
her much freedom, she found a new employer, an Indian Singaporean Tamil-
speaking retired sociologist who lives on her own with a dog. Madhu, now in her 
mid-forties, is starting anew, having developed a friendship with her employer, 
whom she sees as a sister (akka in Tamil), an ally, and a companion, who helped 
her see the way people took advantage of her in her youth and in the early stages 
of her migration journey and who supported her in finding her own identity. 
Madhu spoke of their close bond and shared experience as single women in mid-late 
life, despite the fact that they are employer and employee: “She did not marry, 
her life is also like mine. There is no one to support her, she is also alone. I am con-
cerned that [someone might] cheat her. I want to be with her, so she doesn’t get 
the feeling she is alone. Just like I tell her everything, she also tells me everything. 
I can’t even imagine going away from her.”

On Sundays, Madhu joined English classes organized by an NGO set up to 
empower Tamil migrant women. As part of this group, she put her story down on 
paper for a mobile library project and became inspired to write poetry. She also 
spoke at a Tamil feminist conference and recalled how it was the first time she held 
a microphone: “I won’t ever forget this in my life.” She felt in that moment that 
people did not look upon her as a “maid,” but instead she was granted a lot of 
respect. Madhu explains, “Many people have a preconception that all the maids 
hang around Tekka [a lively marketplace in Singapore’s Little India], just going with 
boyfriends, aimless. Not all of us are just lounging around.”

For the first time, Madhu feels a sense of belonging and wants to put her past 
behind her. She does not even want to travel to India, as it would remind her of 
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her life in Tamil Nadu when she was younger and constrained by the expectations 
of her kin around her, nor does she have other destinations on her horizon, since 
she has found a secure and safe space in Singapore.

Madhu feels that she has gained a lot of confidence through her experiences and 
wants to stay in Singapore as long as possible, especially to be with her akka. How-
ever, she knows the immigration regime requires her to leave when she reaches 
the age of sixty. She thinks ahead, often idealistically and wistfully, about what her 
life in India might look like in the future when she retires from domestic work in 
Singapore. “I want to build a house, a beautiful one, have a small business, not a 
big one. It will be a quiet place, with not much crowd and near the mountain. So, a 
nice house, restaurant, and I’ll be the owner, sitting there . . . ​I’ll be the head, not 
a slave,” Madhu says with a giggle, and then explains that she would help the people 
working for her so that they do not struggle as she did. The image of the moun-
tain, and the trope of solitude, features prominently in the poetry she writes.

Madhu is using her time in middle age to find her own independent voice, to 
transform her relationships into meaningful ones, and to imagine a fulfilling later 
life when she returns to Tamil Nadu. She thinks that women like herself have an 
opportunity to advance themselves and not to “fall into the pit” again. Madhu fer-
vently believes that once you are abroad, you can break the social norms; other
wise, she says, “Being a woman, you are left with no identity.”

Structures of Inequality and Reconfigured  
Personhood over Time

The narratives of Rhea, Che, and Madhu demonstrate the diversity of aspirations 
and processes of becoming that take shape through migration as well as the con-
straints that migrant domestic workers might face in shaping and realizing such 
aspirations. While each story is unique, there are common themes that emerge 
from looking at these three narratives together.

The first theme relates to the structures that shape or constrain aspirations. All 
three women highlight how they felt more vulnerable and isolated in their early 
days in Singapore or Hong Kong, which affected the extent to which they could 
put their own aspirations front and center. Madhu, for instance, pointed out the 
high agency fees that she was subjected to, which speaks to a common experience 
among migrant domestic workers, who are frequently in debt in the first months, 
and often years, of their migration journeys (Platt et al. 2017). The financial and 
emotional weight of debt can often be stifling, reducing the possibilities for the pur-
suit of aspirations. Meanwhile, Rhea and Che spoke about how their first employers 
(including Rhea’s own cousin) did not give them the time and space to go out on a 
weekly basis. The ability for domestic workers to pursue their aspirations in these 
restrictive migration contexts is thus highly contingent on having a “good employer,” 
and, in fact, finding such an employer is an aspiration in itself. Older domestic 
workers have often worked their way through different kinds of employment 
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situations, some very exploitative, to find one that offers a balance in their lives. 
These different experiences reflect how aspirations are unequally distributed and 
dependent on the structural conditions that migrants face (Amrith, Sakti, and 
Sampaio, this volume).

Rhea and Che further recognize the ageism that confronts them in the labor 
market. They both point out that finding a new job (either in Singapore or in the 
Philippines) is very difficult once one reaches a certain age (fifty) and suggest that 
they might as well stay put in the jobs they already hold to ensure they have a steady 
income. For Che, this is the only way she envisages being able to continue sup-
porting her young son and aging relatives in the Philippines, while Rhea’s logic is 
that she wants to use this time as a domestic worker as her “retirement plan,” a 
way for her to be paid to do the care work that she would in any case do (unpaid) 
in the Philippines, to save for the future, and to enjoy life. Their comments illu-
minate the precarity and undervaluation of care work: their skills are not recog-
nized for other jobs, and this is work that they, as women, are expected to do 
anyway, paid or unpaid. Their comments also significantly demonstrate how 
ageism in the labor market operates to deny older migrant bodies possibilities. The 
aging body is perceived to be less able-bodied and thus not valued in a neoliberal 
economy.

The second theme that emerges out of the three narratives is on contesting 
norms, which are at the heart of all three women’s midlife aspirational projects. 
A number of migrant women talk about how they were shortsighted in their 
younger days: either sending money back all the time, not putting themselves in 
the picture, trusting the wrong people, or not using their time well. All of these 
experiences can stifle aspirations, with migrant women’s own desires diminished 
by overarching expectations or pressures from others. The norms that shape these 
women’s lives are multiple and relate to sexuality, womanhood, marriage, age, and 
discipline, and all three women’s stories reveal how they are often expected to live 
according to the dictates of others. Rhea, for example, has her whole life been con-
fronting heteronormative expectations of how a woman should behave or dress or 
whom a woman should love. She grew up in a context where she did not feel able 
to express her sexuality and identity as a lesbian, and only when she went abroad 
and found a group of people with whom she felt comfortable did she begin to 
express herself and her desires.3 For Rhea, a temporal or age-related dimension 
to her coming out story is that she is “old already.” She believes that, at this stage in 
life, it is time to shed pretenses and start living and desiring. She has found a new 
sense of acceptance for herself and who she is, no longer worrying about how she 
will be judged by others. Meanwhile, Madhu, a single woman, has been taunted 
for years in a patriarchal context where marriage as an institution shapes one’s 
social status and worth. She found that she was judged and taken advantage of not 
only by her kin back in India but also by other migrant women in Singapore. Over 
time, she began to realize that her marital status did not make her any less of a 
woman and that if she did not find ways to express herself and pursue her own 
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aspirations for an independent life, she would be losing a key opportunity. Finally, 
Che’s activism challenges the state-constructed normative discourses about the 
youthful, docile, and disciplined migrant woman, who is expected to diligently 
remit her money home to her family and to passively accept her conditions of work. 
Che’s engagements illuminate the contradictions in these policies that govern 
migrant women’s lives and the ways in which they stifle migrant women’s wide-
ranging aspirations. All three women also seek to challenge public perceptions of 
domestic workers: Rhea through her mentoring activities, Madhu through her 
poetry and public speaking, and Che through her relentless advocacy work for 
domestic workers’ rights.

The third theme relates to ideas of the good life. On the one hand, all three 
women imagine the good life as a space of self-expression, self-realization, and 
communities of trust, which diverge from the norms and constrictions that define 
the lives of many migrant domestic workers. They also share the view that the good 
life is something that requires work, commitment, and using one’s time well (rather 
than “wasting it” away), something that became clearer to them over time and 
with age. On the other hand, more specific ideas on how to live a good life vary 
widely among the three women and others in similar situations. For Rhea (as well 
as Lisa, and Ella), neoliberal ideas that construct the future and the good life in 
terms of financial security are seen as the way forward. Yet those who do not share 
in these financial aspirations are seen as victims of their own passivity or some-
how “backward” in their thinking. In this sense, within communities of domestic 
workers, new inequalities and divisions can arise from these different aspirational 
logics. Che’s perception of what makes a good life—social justice, state account-
ability, a critique of neoliberal policies—offers a sharp contrast. Finally, there are 
the more modest yet nonetheless pathbreaking aspirations that Madhu holds to 
write poetry and run a small restaurant at the mountainside. Aspirations for a 
good life among domestic workers in mid- to late life are thus variably collective, 
individualized, and even spiritual.

Conclusion

As the narratives in this chapter have demonstrated, migrant women do not stop 
aspiring once they reach middle or late-middle age, but rather their aspirations take 
on a novel and strengthened character, particularly in anticipation of retirement 
and return migration as migrant women begin to imagine their futures in later 
life. The aspirations that feature in these narratives are concrete projects of both 
self and collective transformation that reflect how ideas of the “good life” are recon-
figured in diverse ways involving both grander aspirations and more modest 
ones. Moreover, the aspirations are not only occupational or family-related but are 
more broadly related to intimacy, creative self-expression, social justice, self-
realization, and financial independence. In the stories of Rhea, Che, and Madhu 
(as well as Lisa and Ella), we see how aspirations are constantly renewed in relation 
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to the multiple normative expectations that they face relating to their gender, age, 
and sexuality in both their “premigration” and migrant lives. The pursuit and 
expression of these aspirations can thus be thought of as an ongoing process of 
becoming over the life course, illuminating the importance of a temporal perspective 
on aspirations (Boccagni 2017; Amrith 2021). They also echo Tannistha Samanta’s 
(2021) suggestion that in examining the social aspirations of women in midlife, 
we see how “middle aged selfhood is lived in all its fragility, ambivalence and 
emergent possibilities.”

There are also some caveats that caution against seeing these stories through a 
romanticized lens. It is important to state here, for instance, that migrating abroad 
is not simply a straightforward route to “empowerment” or “success” (Amrith 2021). 
During the migrant journey, there is often a struggle back and forth between the 
pursuit of aspirations and starker realities that domestic workers face under restric-
tive temporary regimes, including the ageism that confronts them at a certain 
point in time. Moreover, that futures remain precarious and uncertain and that 
not all aspirations are realized demonstrate that these processes of becoming 
are not linear. The precarity of aspirations was laid bare during the COVID-19 
pandemic, with new restrictions on domestic workers’ movements and a height-
ened sense of existential anxiety in their lives. Domestic workers in both Singapore 
and Hong Kong were prevented from leaving their employers’ homes for several 
months, experienced increased workloads, and could not return to visit their 
homes (which are still important to domestic workers despite the expectations 
and pressures they encounter) while facing anxieties about how their loved ones 
were faring. This meant that domestic workers could not use their days off—
Sundays—to pursue their many aspirational projects. Some, of course, moved 
their engagements online—Rhea’s financial education group, for instance, went 
online, organizing regular talks on how to spend one’s time productively and pro-
ducing YouTube videos and blog posts on why it is important to save and invest 
for the future. Online poetry readings and writing groups also offered alternative 
channels to share aspirations with diverse others. At the same time, not all domes-
tic workers have internet access in their employers’ homes, nor do they have the 
time and energy to pursue these activities in light of the new circumstances. A few 
of my interlocutors also prefer simpler modes of communication such as telephone 
calls and text messages, which do not offer the same possibilities. In short, it remains 
to be seen the extent to which the current pandemic has affected migrants’ abili-
ties to breathe life into their aspirations, to actively pursue and to sustain them, and 
how their engagements have suffered and changed as a result of these events.

What is clear, however, is that the aspirations of migrant women rarely settle 
and only become more diverse over time. Migrant women’s aspirations come into 
tension at different points in their lives with the normative expectations of family 
and state, with many having sacrificed their well-being in their younger days or at 
an earlier stage of their migration journeys. Yet in midlife they begin to further 
question and contest established norms of what migrancy, gender roles, retirement, 
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and older age might look like, often turning to prioritize their own well-being and 
pursuing collective goals for a good life with a clearer sense of purpose.
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notes
1. ​ Pseudonyms are used throughout this chapter to protect the identities of my interlocu-

tors. When interviews were not conducted in English, all translations are mine.
2. ​ Fifteen hundred Philippine pesos is equivalent to approximately thirty US dollars. Che 

is referring to a monthly sum.
3. ​ See also Luncă (this volume) for a discussion on love and intimacy in later life among 

migrant women.
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c h a p t e r   3

Aspirational Movements
later-life mobility as a female  

resource to age well

Lisa Johnson

Early one December morning in 2016, my interlocutor Rosalie, a sixty-three-year-
old Jamaican-born geriatric nurse from Montreal, and I are standing in the depar-
ture hall of Toronto’s Pearson International Airport, waiting for our flight to 
Jamaica. She has not been home to Jamaica in twenty-three years. As boarding 
starts, sixteen elders in sixteen wheelchairs, accompanied by several flight atten-
dants, are queued up in the priority lane. Rosalie grunts, and she whispers toward 
me in Jamaican patois, “Dem fly home fi dead!,” meaning they are returning home 
to die and be buried in Jamaica. It is an experience Rosalie is eagerly trying to avoid, 
so she will use this visit to plan and prepare for her own retirement return to the 
island. While a burial in her inherited family lot is certainly a deep-held wish, as 
soon as Rosalie starts receiving her pension she plans to return to Jamaica in order 
to live an active, mobile, and engaged retirement life there, as long as, she says, 
“Jesus provides me with good health and time.”

This chapter elaborates on the return-migration aspirations of aging Jamaican 
women who emigrated through familial reunification programs in the 1970s, as 
children or teenagers from rural Jamaica, to the city of Montreal in Quebec, Can-
ada. The analysis of these second-generation migrants’ narratives and practices of 
mobility illustrates spatial, temporal, and familial contexts and trajectories of aspi-
rations for later life. Narratives about where and how to age well give a more 
nuanced understanding of agency in migration processes. Aging well thus means 
to live an active, mobile, and engaged retirement life. Returning home as a mental 
and physical practice not only sheds light on female aspirations and capabilities 
to be mobile within a given set of socioeconomic opportunities and familial care 
structures but also contests common migration paradigms such as notions of lin-
earity or permanent settlement. The chapter highlights how women’s movement 
strategies can result in alternative forms of belonging, well-being, and human 
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existence beyond national borders. At the same time, it considers the immense 
effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on the lives of people who were formerly 
highly mobile.

Jamaica is the third-largest, and largest English-speaking, island in the Carib
bean, with a population of about 2.9 million, of whom 9 percent are aged sixty-
five years or older (Statista 2021). Traditionally, older persons in lower- and 
middle-income countries live in multigenerational households. In Jamaica, the 
impact of urban and overseas migration, coupled with the absence of a public 
long-term care system since the island’s independence in 1962, has resulted in 
the emergence of a private care sector. Having a good retirement in Jamaica, or 
generally aging well, is directly connected to reliable local and overseas familial 
contacts, for example, for monetary support or hands-on care arrangements, as 
official in-house or institutional elder care is in high demand but sparsely avail-
able and very expensive. Thus returning, as a migratory practice, entails thorough 
organization in preparing and getting ready (cf. Cassarino 2014), which in turn 
often results in a life-long, multi-layered process of yearning for reconnection 
(cf. Johnson 2021), filled with memories of loss, nostalgia, traditions, geogra-
phies, and temporal imaginaries (cf. Schmidt Camacho 2008) of the homeland. 
A closer examination of issues of time and place is thus relevant in unpacking 
returnees’ aspirations for later life and retirement, and this chapter sheds light on 
how women “move” to their homeland long before they actually retire. The pro
cess of returning starts with a mental grappling with the meaning of the home-
land and other localities as a retirement option, followed by in-depth planning 
ahead of actual relocation. This also includes ongoing communication with 
diverse social networks in the diaspora and homeland, the accumulation of wealth 
and material goods, and several physical returns, for example, to oversee the 
construction of a house. Familial care arrangements, such as for grandchildren 
or older or ill relatives, across different diasporic places are of special impor-
tance, because these responsibilities and agreements do not necessarily end with 
actual retirement.

Yearning is the fuel that maintains the flame of aspiration to reconnect with 
the homeland. This yearning is heavily influenced by the agency of the interlocu-
tors, who actively shape and maintain social connections across cultural, geograph
ical, and political borders. Aspiring to reconnect is a deep emotional yearning to 
retrieve one’s homeland after emigration and is hence a lifelong process, consti-
tuted by dynamic socio-familial, cultural, and economic decisions and by mobile 
strategies in Jamaica and overseas. Already in 1999, the Jamaican-born cultural 
theorist Stuart Hall stated, “Migration has been a constant motif of the Caribbean 
story” (1999: 1). Recent census data underlines this ongoing pattern of Jamaican 
migratory mobility. There are 1,171,915 Jamaican-born people in the United States 
(United States Census Bureau 2019) and 309,485 Jamaican-born residents in Can-
ada (Statistics Canada 2016), and the diaspora has grown over the past sixty years 
to nearly 1.3 million, or almost half the number of Jamaicans actually living on the 
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island itself. Hence, many Jamaican households have either family members abroad 
or returnee family members in their familial networks.

For Jamaican women, aging well, actively, and in a self-empowered way depends 
on balancing multiple homes, connections, and possibilities to move between 
places. Even after returning, aspirations to later-life mobility and familial, as well 
as social, responsibilities continue to keep the lives and trajectories of Jamaican 
retirees active and fluid instead of sedentary. Many of Jamaica’s aging citizens are 
return migrants who left Jamaica for Canada, the United States, or the United 
Kingdom in the 1960s and 1970s.1 My research suggests that returned (senior) citi-
zens have very different needs from those who have lived in Jamaica all their lives, 
including their expectations of market involvement, health care, security, and 
maneuvering the infrastructural, bureaucratic, and financial landscape (Johnson 
2020b). Therefore, aging cohorts of Jamaican return migrants appear to move back 
and forth between their country of settlement and places in the United Kingdom 
or North America, benefiting from the social capital and economic resources they 
have accumulated over the course of their lives, such as entitlements, pensions, and 
multi-local family and friends networks.

Later-life mobility and return enable single, divorced, or widowed women in 
particular (cf. Gambold 2013) to age actively, well, and in a self-empowered way. 
Mobility is thus intertwined with Jamaican women’s aspirations for a “good 
life” as they use mobility strategies to balance multiple connections, cross-border 
homes, and options. Typically, this later-life mobility involves traveling between 
family, kin, and nonbiological bonds within the diaspora. For many of these active 
women, the visits they make are socioculturally important caregiving arrange-
ments and acts of communication within diasporic families. For example, as 
grandmothers, all of my retired interlocutors provide temporary caregiving or 
childcare services to their families, which means leaving their place of residence 
for short periods (one to six months) and moving to their families in the United 
States or Canada. These “seasonal grandmothers” are part of a coping strategy to 
raise children, especially during school summer breaks. The importance of grand
mothers to childcare in matrifocal households in the Anglo-Caribbean has been 
shown by numerous studies over the years (cf. Foner 1975; Bauer and Thompson 
2004; Horst 2011; Chamberlain 2017).

As my ethnographic research demonstrates, many aging women gain agency 
from the mobility of goods and personal travel between North America and 
Jamaica, or within North America, depending on where they choose to retire, 
and especially through seasonal travel between places of former residence, the 
homes of family members, and their retirement homes on and off the island (John-
son 2021). This chapter pays special attention to diasporic social networks among 
female relatives (grandmothers, mothers, daughters, and others), as they commonly 
bear the responsibility for care work and household expenditures. Finally, it also 
considers the immense effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on the cross-border lives 
of formerly highly mobile women, including the containment measurements by the 
Jamaican government that especially affected aging individuals.
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Methodology

This chapter is based on an ethnographic study conducted during several periods 
in the field from spring 2016 to winter 2019 in North America (Canada and the 
United States) and Jamaica (see Johnson 2021). Throughout the field research, 
I accompanied returnees at different stages of migratory mobility, in different 
places, and at important intersections, in the sense of a “multi-sited ethnography” 
(Marcus 1995). However, it was not the comparative investigation of different 
places but the active travel with female migrants that enabled a “thick descrip-
tion” (Geertz 2003) of their manifold relationships, experiences, and interactions. 
The research focus on women, especially aging women, resulted from my inductive 
field approach in Montreal, where a community church was one of my initial key 
spaces and where I met Rosalie, one of my main interlocutors and gatekeepers 
to the local community.2 In my research with aging Black women, who mainly 
work in lower- or middle-income professions such as nursing, I followed an inter-
sectional approach that allowed age disparities to be analyzed in close relation to 
class, race, and gender (cf. Crenshaw 2017). The lens on women’s migratory expe-
riences became even more important when I found out that work programs to 
Quebec specifically hired Caribbean females from the 1960s onward.

Retirement and residential selection are important aspects in understanding 
women’s later-life choices, agency, and social geographies. Active traveling between 
Canada, the United States, and Jamaica was possible due to the women’s dual citi-
zenships and the availability of regular and inexpensive air travel. Additionally, 
following up on real-time electronic communication via instant messaging, video 
calls, and social media during and beyond the fieldwork allowed for moments of 
time and space compression, in the sense of a virtual ethnography. This chapter 
utilizes ethnographic data from participant observation and narrative interviews, 
informal conversations, and the active accompaniment of interlocutors to explore 
intersections and practices among Jamaican retirees. Throughout the field research, 
my own positionality as a woman, mother, and German researcher, who never-
theless has family in Jamaica, helped me to sustain trusting research relationships 
with my interlocutors.

Historical Context

The influx of Caribbean immigrants to Canada reached its peak in the mid-1950s. 
Many Jamaicans left their homeland to escape increasing socioeconomic margin-
alization, political unrest, and crime. After the passage of the Immigration Act in 
1962, Canada accepted one hundred Jamaican nurses and care workers annually, 
who were able to apply for permanent residency after one year of service (Labelle, 
Larose, and Piché 2019). Jamaican nursing staff were highly qualified at the 
time, and therefore emigration to Quebec was historically easier for women 
than for men, who mainly worked in seasonal horticulture programs. The demand 
for guest workers from the English-speaking Caribbean rose sharply until the 
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mid-1960s, due to Canada’s postwar economic boom and Jamaica’s independence 
from Britain in 1962 (Labelle, Larose, and Piché 2019). Many Jamaican women 
belonging to that first immigrant generation remained in Quebec and later sent 
for their children, spouses, and close family members through governmental 
family reunification programs once they had established themselves legally and 
economically. Many of these labor or familial chain migrants returned success-
fully to Jamaica after several years overseas, either with their pensions or with 
accumulated assets to make their lives on the island comfortable.

Nowadays, returning Jamaicans mainly come from North American metropo-
les. Like emigration, voluntary return to Jamaica is a socioculturally accepted 
venture and is held in high regard.3 The Jamaican government often welcomes 
returnees as honorary citizens, who have contributed through lifelong remittances 
and also through building local properties and who, in their last quarter of life on 
the island, contribute to local economic development through their spending 
capacities. This social structure is reflected in remittances amounting to USD 2.2 
billion annually (Planning Institute of Jamaica 2016) that maintain the livelihoods 
of many islanders. This also makes individuals wish to emigrate themselves in 
search of a better life: for economic opportunities, study, seasonal work, or family 
reunification.

Many Jamaicans are cross-nationally and continually on the move, commut-
ing for work, between family members, or due to lifestyle choices. Unfortunately, 
there is no quantitative data about these frequent movers, which makes it hard to 
estimate their exact number. However, given the geographical closeness between 
North America and Jamaica, and the availability of quick, low-cost air travel, cross-
border exchanges seem readily attainable. In particular, privileged movers, such 
as dual citizens, green card holders, or those on long-term family and study visas, 
benefit from free movement to North America. Restrictive migration policies—in 
the United States after the 9/11 attacks in 2001 and the United Kingdom since 
2003—have led Canada, with its numerous work programs, to become a preferred 
migration destination for many Jamaicans.

The majority of the research participants in this chapter left middle- to lower-
income families in rural Jamaica and arrived in Montreal as children or teenagers 
in the 1970s–1980s to rejoin their mothers after having been in the foster care of 
their grandparents. These second-generation migrants are rapidly aging today, and 
with the prospect of receiving their pensions in sight, as well as the changing demo-
graphic environment in Montreal, many are seeking new ways of accommodating 
themselves by returning to Jamaica or finding new retirement locations elsewhere. 
Here, returning “home” not only promises upward social mobility but also coun-
teracts the years of hard work, homesickness, and deprivation overseas.

Decisions to Return, Decisions to Be Mobile

One in five Canadians will be aged sixty-five years and over by 2024 (Statistics Can-
ada 2019). For Jamaican women, a secure retirement in Canada or the United 
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States in terms of infrastructure and health-care access is carefully weighed against 
social marginalization and experiences of racialization in their considerations of 
where and how to age well. Carol, a retired Jamaican-born teacher from Montreal, 
gives several examples of these experiences in daily life: discriminatory acts in and 
outside the classroom, difficulty in finding well-paid employment, language issues 
for one who is not fluent in French (or rather Quebecois French), not being able to 
rent an apartment without a white friend acting as guarantor, racial profiling by 
the police, and so on. Such experiences led her to select Toronto instead of Mon-
treal as her place of retirement, because in Toronto, she says, “it’s more normal to 
be Black” and “life happens in English.”

Montreal has changed tremendously since the 1990s, especially for Anglophones 
and Black individuals. The 1995 Quebec referendum (Gall 2013), called by the 
nationalist Parti Québécois, resulted in a radical French language policy, while 
remaining only one of many failed attempts to gain independence from Canada. 
Over the past thirty years, the nationalist party has increasingly pushed gov-
ernmental agendas that negatively affect the lives of immigrants, Anglophones, 
Black people, people of color, and religious minorities. For example, in 2019 Bill 9 
reformed the immigration system, setting out a strict framework for value tests of 
skilled workers, and canceled eighteen thousand immigration applications in the 
blink of an eye. Dwaine Plaza (2001) states that racialized older immigrant adults 
in Canada are mainly worried about their access to entitlements and health care 
and their social and financial security. Recent policy changes in Canada support 
this claim, as these have had negative effects on income support programs and 
made a (financially) secure retirement increasingly difficult to achieve (Matsuoka, 
Beaulieu, and Kitchen 2013).

For Carol, a secure retirement means living in Toronto and having good infra-
structure and access to health care, while being able to fly to her homeland, Jamaica, 
frequently. The decision not to return to Jamaica permanently was one in which 
she put a lot of thought. She finally decided that seasonal returns to the island would 
quench her desire to reconnect, and she would not need to deal with the down-
sides of life in Jamaica, such as bad infrastructure or crime. The decision to visit 
Jamaica regularly from a place of choice in North America is not unique to Carol, 
but is highly dependent on individual and familial life courses, especially around 
the rearing of children or the responsibilities of caring for aging or sick family 
members. Carol, for example, has children and grandchildren in Canada and the 
United States, so the consideration to move “not too far away” was important. In 
that sense, aging Jamaican women who aspire to be mobile across various diasporic 
places must calculate the benefits of this mobility based on their sense of well-being, 
belonging, and future expectations. Especially since their Canadian pensions, at 
times, go further in their country of origin, some interlocutors choose to return 
to Jamaica, such as Rosalie, who also inherited land. Previous studies on Jamai-
can migrants often focused on their settlement in metropoles (e.g., in Canada, the 
United States, or the United Kingdom) or on a permanent return to Jamaica (Goul-
bourne and Chamberlain 2001; Thomas-Hope 2006).



62	 L i s a  J o h n s o n

However, return migration can be seen not as the final stage or outcome of their 
migration journeys but as ongoing aspirations of mobility—physical, virtual, or 
mental—between various diasporic lifeworlds, transcending binary experiences of 
settlement and return. Their considerations of socioeconomic stability and well-
being extend beyond the realms of health or finances (see also Amrith, this vol-
ume; Otaegui, this volume). As they receive their pensions, retirement signals for 
many women the end of their purpose for being in Montreal. Their lifelong encoun-
ters with racism, discrimination, the harsh climate, demographic changes, and 
language issues are all relevant factors in saying good-bye to the city. Thus many 
people, including Jamaicans, choose to turn their backs on Montreal and migrate 
to other Canadian cities, such as Toronto, Vancouver, or Hamilton, or to the United 
States or to Jamaica, while staying mobile between various diasporic locales. In 
that sense, historical events, political decision-making, and globalization, as well 
as individual and familial choices of the “right” timing of return, are important in 
the anticipation and planning of retirement.

Yearning for the Homeland

As Rosalie, a geriatric nurse in her early sixties, explains:

Leaving my grandmother’s farm was one of the hardest challenges in my life. . . . ​
Up until today, I have some days where I still feel robbed of staying with her and 
liv[ing] close to where I was born. . . . ​I had to go to live with my mother, who 
I hadn’t seen for six years. She was a stranger, and I was just fifteen by that time, 
it was hard, so hard . . . ​coming to this cold country, full of white people who 
side-eyed me and my sister every step of the way. Then we had to learn French 
right away. . . . ​Thinking of it now, though, I am also glad for my mother’s choices, 
because she allowed us to get a stable life, she looked at the larger picture.

Biographical narratives of Jamaican migrants illustrate that many second-
generation women face pronounced homesickness. This yearning for home is an 
expression of an affective affiliation with Jamaica, its land, and its people and plays 
a major role in their processes of return. By examining events and processes that 
are no longer, or not yet, perceivable, migratory narratives shed light on the cul-
tural practices through which the actors either explicitly or implicitly aim to come 
to terms with the future. Remembering, as a practice, is thus both grievous and 
soothing; on the one hand, it arouses melancholy and romanticized sentimental-
ity, and, on the other, it negotiates and mediates the past. This has a transformative 
power on the present and future. As Hall writes, “Poverty, underdevelopment, the 
lack of opportunities—the legacies of Empire everywhere—may force people to 
migrate, bringing about the scattering—the dispersal. But each dissemination 
carries with it the promise of the redemptive return” (1999, 3). Specifically, second-
generation migrants uphold a strong attachment to the Jamaican homeland, people, 
traditions, and places, resulting from their often involuntary familial chain migration 
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experiences. These displacement experiences often result in nostalgic stories 
about a childhood paradise left behind and explain current desires to return.

It is because this New World is constituted for us as place, a narrative of dis-
placement, that it gives rise so profoundly to a certain imaginary plenitude, rec-
reating the endless desire to return to “lost origins,” to be one again with the 
mother, to go back to the beginning. Who can ever forget, when once seen ris-
ing up out of that blue-green Caribbean, those islands of enchantment. Who has 
not known, at this moment, the surge of an overwhelming nostalgia for lost ori-
gins, for times past? And yet, this “return to the beginning” is like the imaginary 
in Lacan—it can neither be fulfilled nor requited, and hence is the beginning of 
the symbolic, of representation, the infinitely renewable source of desire, mem-
ory, myth, search, discovery. (Hall 1990, 236)

This mental time travel, through actively visiting memories of a life prior to emi-
gration, results in a longing for an idealized past. The aspiration to reconnect 
often relates to carefree childhood days and a sense of fixed spatial and historical 
locations, which for many second-generation women are the homes of grand
mothers or aunts where they were fostered as children. Women thus bring their 
situated pasts into a narrative order in which a mediated representation of the past 
also involves the (intended or unintended) exclusion of its less rosy aspects. In that 
sense, aspirations to returning and aging well in Jamaica are often accompanied 
by positive expectations, which are hardly attainable in the actual event of return. 
As the Hall quotation further shows, migration to Canada is also perceived by the 
women as a way of “getting ahead” in time, of altering the linear time of their fami-
lies and their societal progress in life. For example, remittances are important in 
changing societal temporalities and lifeworlds, where “money from foreign” trans-
lates into building or buying houses, paying school fees for relatives’ children, or 
supporting family or business ventures in Jamaica. Migration to North America 
is thus a process of upward social mobility for many Jamaicans and their families, 
fulfilling the sociocultural and moral obligations of individuals to take care of those 
who provided care or resources at an earlier period in life. Hence, before Jamai-
can women retire, they contemplate where they are able to age well to fulfill their 
longing for the homeland, while still being able to fulfill new responsibilities, such 
as caring for grandchildren. Their aspirations thus shift over the course of their 
lives, from gaining economic welfare to gaining more personal freedom, by decid-
ing to age in their place of choice, while at the same time the aspiration to be able 
to move between various familial households and take care of grandchildren or 
other relatives remains an important motive.

These considerations result in spatial and temporal mobility between the coun-
try of origin, the country of settlement, and other diasporic localities. Returning to 
the island for retirement purposes is a lifelong process of yearning for “a home 
once lost,” a positively connoted life stage of “having made it” and “being settled” 
in lavishly constructed houses thanks to the economic benefits of migrating abroad 
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(Johnson 2021). Women who return-migrate to Jamaica have a strong urge to “be 
at home” and come back to the place of their heart, one that is in line with their 
self-understanding, cultural identity, and familial history.

Josephine, a Jamaican returnee in her late sixties, explains why her life in Can-
ada always had an end date: “When you come here as a young adult it’s already 
too late for you to integrate in a classical sense . . . ​you have to be much, much 
younger. . . . ​Jamaican is who I am, you know, it can never get lost. . . . ​I see it with 
my grandchildren the best, you know, they have no problem, they are used to this 
life here. They don’t ask questions, you know, it’s a different generation, a different 
time.”

Considerations on the selection of a final residence in Jamaica are thus highly 
influenced by a yearning for reconnection with land and people, the climate, child-
hood memories, and the wish to be buried in the land of one’s ancestors. Stephen 
Katz and Debbie Laliberte-Rudman (2005) describe how retirement is a set of prac-
tices rather than a fixed institution, is provisional in nature, and creates identities 
and self-understandings that shape individual lifestyle choices and their bound
aries over time. Within this context, after Jamaican women receive their pensions, 
they renegotiate residential choices to achieve livelihoods in old age that are in line 
with their aspirations to reconnect with the homeland. Due to the temporal limi-
tations of aging and their mobility possibilities, women choose a final residence 
for their retirement, one that does not necessarily have to be on the island, as in 
Carol’s case. However, no matter which location they choose, as long as they are 
healthy, able-bodied, and well, retirement does not necessarily signal the end of 
their travel endeavors.

Timing Returns, Returning Takes Time

Rosalie says in one of our interviews: “When I inherited my grandmother’s house, 
I knew that’s it, that’s where I am going to spend my last couple of days. . . . ​I invested 
a lot in that house, in the renovation, the maintenance. . . . ​My sister takes care of 
everything. I send her the money and we discuss what needs to be done next. . . . ​
Everything is so easy nowadays . . . ​I remember when there was only letters and 
long-distance phone calls, now I can see her right in front of my face [laughs].”

Aside from the material preparations for return, such as building or refurbish-
ing houses and arranging land ownership (see Pauli 2008), interlocutors also speak 
of the importance of co-arranging female life courses in later life. As previous 
anthropological studies on care and migration (e.g., Coe 2013, 2015; Alber 2013; 
Drotbohm 2013) have also shown, time plays a crucial role in organizing and syn-
chronizing life courses, especially when organizing child-rearing responsibilities 
and caring for elderly family members. Therefore, it is important to acknowledge 
the entanglement of different temporalities with women’s aspirations to mobil-
ity. The biographical narratives of Jamaican women show the obligation to syn-
chronize life courses by taking care of their own children, left-behind family in 
Jamaica, and ailing parents and co-organizing responsibilities for rearing their 



A s p i r at io n a l  M ov e m e n t s 	 65

children’s children, exemplified by the seasonal mobility of Jamaican grand
mothers during the summer months. Especially the births of grandchildren, or 
the deaths of close relatives or a spouse, were seen to have a catalyzing effect on 
decision-making regarding return.

As Herminie, a Jamaican returnee in her mid-sixties, explains: “Grandmothers 
like me are vital in the development of the younger ones in American society. We 
are part of the coping strategy that helps out the family. . . . ​Grandmothers are 
needed for the nurturing and for instilling better morals in the children. They lack 
morals there a lot.”

Regarding child-rearing responsibilities, many women of the second generation 
find great value in creating time to raise their children in Jamaican traditions—
following Christian values, speaking patois (Jamaican English), or immersion in 
Jamaican food culture—which also entails making enough money to ensure that 
holiday trips to the island are feasible to socialize their children. In particular, 
transmitted knowledge from former generations such as mothers and grand
mothers, their sociocultural practices, modes of living, and values, and their mem-
ories thereof, plays an important role in child-rearing practices. The symbolic 
meaning of ongoing connections with the homeland can therefore go beyond 
direct, personal relationships and be understood in terms of a community-based 
Jamaican reference system (Faist 2006). The learning of cultural customs, language, 
religiosity, and food culture through socialization and intergenerational narratives 
is fertile ground for glorified and romanticized views of life in Jamaica for the fol-
lowing generations. These form the basis of ongoing preoccupation with the home-
land and of fluid and shifting reconstructions of a Jamaican cultural identity 
across generations (cf. Hall 2001).

Hence, I conceptualize yearning as the longing for past time memories and a 
“lost wholeness” of second-generation migrant women, which can be understood 
as discursive attempts and complex psychological strategies of cultural identifica-
tion with Jamaica that emphasize the temporal dimensions that are of special sym-
bolic and affective importance. Homeland, as a meaningful identification category, 
is marked by “multiple, woven together temporalities through feelings of belong-
ing” (Easthope 2004, 135). The identification of the time in Montreal as being 
“completed,” in the sense of a moral obligation to financially provide for their fami-
lies, marks a new chapter in their life courses, one that is concentrated on the 
anticipation of returning home. We can thus observe how women’s aspirations to 
spend their later lives in the homeland shift over time amid nostalgic and roman-
ticized ideas of Jamaica.

On the question of how her return to Jamaica proceeded, Rosalie says: “I’m still 
returning, even after three years, I’m returning, because every other day you learn 
something new [laughs]. Sometimes I feel like I never left, and at other times I feel 
that I was gone for a very long time. . . . ​Change is good though, it keeps you fresh . . . ​
and I’m used to it from where I lived before, you always have to adapt.”

Most female migrants return with secure pensions and live somewhat distinct 
and segregated from the local population in Jamaica. Rosalie indicates that she sold 
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her apartment in Montreal and moved back permanently to Jamaica in order to 
maximize the value of her pension and the long-term payments she made for her 
dream house in Jamaica, as well as for the warm weather. As part of her later-life 
mobility practice, frequent travel to Canada and the United States in order to main-
tain her pension entitlement and to visit children and grandchildren is the norm 
for her, as it is for other returnees. Only rarely are aging and retirement in Jamaica, 
especially for women, defined as times of discovery in scholarly debates (see, e.g., 
James et al. 2012). However, interviews conducted with Jamaican returnees suggest 
that, far from being passive or settled, many are driven by aspirations to age well, 
resulting in the agency, desire, and capability to keep improving and reinventing 
themselves upon return to the island. In the event of returning and coming to 
terms with “real life” there, many returnees question their previous rosy imagi-
naries of the Jamaica they left behind years ago (Johnson 2021). While some 
returnees can become vulnerable when exposed to local infrastructural and 
bureaucratic realities and to financial expectations, jealousy, or even violence 
from locals (cf. Lemard 2004), many research respondents use their “flexible citi-
zenship” (Ong 1999) and routine mobility to enjoy lifestyles that counteract local 
boredom, friction, and isolation. In order to come to terms with this new place of 
residence, and changing local sociocultural life, many use their mobility privi-
leges to offset the challenges of reintegration. Their flexibility and social connec-
tions to North America enable them to address their misjudgments about Jamaica 
through ongoing mobile practices that increase their well-being. As Dimitris 
Papadopoulos and Vasilis S. Tsianos put it: “People on the move create a world of 
knowledge, of information, of tricks for survival, of mutual care, of social rela-
tions, of services exchange, of solidarity and sociability that can be shared, used 
and where people contribute to sustain and expand it. . . . ​The mobile commons is 
neither private nor public, neither state owned nor part of civil society; rather it 
exists to the extent that people share it and generate it as they are mobile and 
when they arrive somewhere” (2013, 190).

Globalizing factors, particularly digital communications and the new possibili-
ties for networking that these offer, must also be taken into account in individual 
returns. These virtual connections demonstrate the importance of simultaneity and 
time-space compression across geographical borders. Continuous social interac-
tions through “technoscapes” (Appadurai 1996) are important processes of trans-
national mediation and translation that structure the interactions between diverse 
spaces (Lehmkuhl, Lüsebrink, and McFalls 2015, 15). Thus, virtual communication 
networking is an important key to understanding residential selection. The qual-
ity of the networking, in the sense of being informed about happenings and con-
texts in Jamaica, is of central importance. As research on transnational Jamaican 
families suggests (Goulbourne and Chamberlain 2001, 41), telephones and new 
communication technologies are key instruments for maintaining connections 
with family and social networks in Jamaica across time and space. Many second-
generation women report how important it is to stay connected with friends and 
family locally and across the diaspora. As Heather A. Horst and Daniel Miller’s 
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(2005) study on cell phone use in Jamaica shows, family members but also, and 
especially, friends are of paramount importance for mutual help, recommenda-
tions, and support, both locally and globally. Virtual connection and keeping in 
touch through digital spaces is a cultural practice that can be understood as a pre-
liminary stage in successful return and reintegration. It creates visibility of 
migrants in their places of origin and is useful for future needs. Many of the infor
mants in Montreal stress the importance of social networking via their smart-
phones. Maintaining contacts over the years serves as an important tool for 
coordinating migration and mobility. Here, phone and video calls, texts, and voice 
messages are used to distribute friendly words, notes, or pictures to as many con-
nections as feasible, helping to maintain the possibility of reactivating necessary 
connections whenever needed. Regular virtual conversations with family mem-
bers, friends, housing providers, acquaintances, and even building contractors and 
relocation assistants are prerequisites for a successful return. It is relevant not only 
to stay in touch but also to gain knowledge about sociocultural changes. While liv-
ing in the diaspora, members of the second generation exchange information and 
images of local events through their social networks (Appadurai 1996, 34). These 
exchanges can be ambivalent and may range, depending on whom they are talking 
to, from helping them to reconstruct their images of Jamaican reality to propagat-
ing an idealized imaginary of life on the island. While these images might vary, 
they are essential components of migrants’ identity formation. Practical mobility 
is often preceded by mental mobility to maintain affective and effective social net-
works in different places. Therefore, “translocal figurations” (Etzold et al. 2019, 23) 
describe the simultaneous integration of mobile actors across various places and 
borders, which thereby cross and expand “social fields.” Migratory people cannot 
be fixed in time or place but are embedded in their affective network relations.

Not all women in this study return to Jamaica as their final place of residence. 
When analyzing the strategic mobility movements of Jamaican women, it is 
necessary to move away from binary approaches in thinking about migratory returns. 
Migration is an ongoing process of mobility and belonging beyond national 
borders. Women’s movements are not linear, but relational ways of entanglement 
and translation between transnational places, nations, and people, resulting from 
historical encounters (Clifford 1997, 7). Some remain in Canada and choose to stay 
closely connected to their local family and friends, but leave Quebec and reside in 
anglophone parts of the country, where they find life easier to navigate and where 
they have more social connections. Others choose to migrate to Jamaican diasporic 
enclaves in Florida, where the climate is better, the infrastructure is good, and they 
are close to family in the United States, and where they also retain geographical 
closeness to Jamaica while staying in North America. In both cases, many research 
participants explain that North America is considered a better location in which 
to age well in terms of medical care, access to entitlements, family connections, 
and infrastructure. However, this does not put their sense of belonging to Jamaica 
into question; rather, their selected residential locations are incorporated into a 
practical understanding of a “home away from home,” which is often in response 
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to ongoing familial and care responsibilities in North America. Choosing to remain 
in Canada or the United States indicates a high fluidity of belonging based on sen-
timent, familial obligation, life experience, and convenience.

Many women note the increased possibilities that retirement havens like Miami 
provide, with structured recreational programs for older adults, combined with 
the amenities of a warmer climate. Women such as Carol describe a desire to expe-
rience a more cosmopolitan or “modern” context of aging than they perceive to be 
available in Jamaica. Additionally, many retired women have the financial means 
to travel to Jamaica frequently, and often do so in the winter months. Others remain 
in North America due to health concerns or diminished social connections in 
Jamaica. Though Jamaica remains a figurative and ideational home for many, it is 
not the final destination for all research participants. However, cheap and easy 
flights, and modern communication, enable many to maintain their few social con-
nections to friends and family on the island. The latter, especially, proved to be of 
great importance in maintaining connections across diasporic places when the 
COVID-19 pandemic began in early 2020. The coronavirus had immense effects 
on the aspirations and lifestyles of frequent movers, resulting in a cessation in the 
cross-border lives of my interlocutors.

COVID-19 and the Coming to a Halt of Frequent Movers

Herminie, a sixty-seven-year-old returnee, recalls her experience of the COVID-19 
pandemic:

My daughter, she cried on the phone, because I can’t come this year. Ever since 
this pandemic started she got lost. . . . ​You know, when the school closed it was 
over. The money situation got really bad for them, too. . . . ​I feel like I’m in jail, 
you know. I mean, I give thanks for all that I have here, and that I’m safe and 
healthy and everything, but I don’t like how they [the government] treat older 
people in this whole thing—it seems like we can’t go nowhere again. I don’t feel 
old, how they make “old” sound like? Sixty-seven years I walk this earth and 
been through all kinds of struggles and tribulations to get where I’m at. And now, 
after I just got to enjoy myself, they tell me I’m a risk group.

Herminie’s words exemplify how the COVID-19 pandemic, and the drastic 
restrictions imposed for infection prevention, threatened aging individuals’ life-
worlds and ruptured their strategies of resilience. Border closures and state regu-
latory practices had far-reaching consequences for Jamaican Canadian women’s 
cross-border, familial, and local social networks, their health, well-being, and eco-
nomic status, as well as their day-to-day practices in Jamaica. These women’s 
aspirations to mobility came up against the context of hindered agency, immobil-
ity, and confinement, through the strict “stay-at-home orders” imposed on older 
people. The age limit for the stay-at-home orders was lowered during 2020, from 
seventy-five years in June to sixty-five in October (Jamaica Information Service 
2020). While this change was based on the recommendations of medical experts, 
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many of those categorized as “senior citizens” are far from being inactive or per-
ceiving themselves as old. Moreover, as of March 2021, Jamaica has not received 
sufficient COVID-19 vaccines, which has meant that aging individuals have been 
forced to shelter in place, with allowances to leave home to purchase food or med-
icine, but these have changed over the course of the pandemic (at first, every twenty-
four hours and, later, specific weekdays or hours of the day).

These measures affected their lifestyles and disrupted their social networks and 
gendered caring commitments. Because of COVID-19, familial care arrangements 
in transnationally organized households could not be met. Many women in the 
diaspora could not rely on their mothers for support and felt helpless, frustrated, 
and overburdened with simultaneous child-rearing and work responsibilities. An 
important socioeconomic transformation also came from the changing work 
opportunities for returnees’ diasporic families in North America. The closure of 
businesses, borders, and entire cities changed the possibility of receiving regular 
remittances or goods from overseas. Nor were returnees able to engage in their for-
mer mobility and commuting practices. Many research participants described 
feelings of isolation, loneliness, and depression because they could no longer visit 
their grandchildren. Thus, COVID-19 infection control measures disrupted migra-
tory reciprocal structures, the mobility aspirations of retired Jamaican women, 
and the cross-border familial networks of retirees. The vulnerability of many aging 
women, especially those who are single, divorced, or widowed, stems from the neg-
ative impacts of the pandemic on their agency, social behavior, and health.

Many returned retirees engage in local recreational activities, have part-time 
jobs, hold honorary positions, or are caregivers of ailing or older relatives in 
Jamaica. Unpaid caregivers or domestic workers were not exempt from the island-
wide curfews (which changed from day to night curfews numerous times over the 
course of the pandemic), also raising questions about the reorganization of local 
households and reasons for possibly bypassing infection control measures. After 
an outcry from the Caribbean Community of Retired Persons, caregivers aged 
under sixty-five years were allowed to travel during curfew hours once they pre-
sented the required documents (Amour, Robinson, and Govia 2020). However, 
there was an ongoing lack of formal inclusion and consideration of older, unpaid, 
in-house caretakers as essential workers, especially aging women in caregiving 
positions, who are at higher risk of suffering severe COVID-19. Not only is health 
and care work still gendered labor in Jamaica, but it is rarely remunerated, par-
ticularly private, in-house care, which is generally provided by family, fellow con-
gregants, or friends. The further loss of routines, such as attending church, and 
confinement at home, with its resulting inactivity, immobility, and lack of social 
exchange with peers and family, raise questions about women’s physical and emo-
tional well-being. A loss of informal income, caring, and social activities due to 
containment measures affects families and aging individuals, especially their 
health, and may lead to new arrangements, behavioral adaptations, and sociocul-
tural practices of private, hidden care. Local acceptance of prescribed behavior 
changes (such as distancing and stay-at-home rules), and infection control 
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measures (such as mask wearing) fell significantly over the course of the pan-
demic as many Jamaicans started to trivialize governmental measures (Johnson 
2020a). In particular, many individuals seemed to minimize differences between 
COVID-19 and other diseases that already existed on the island, such as the Zika 
virus, dengue, or chikungunya, to bypass the measures because of their high 
social and economic costs.

Furthermore, the crisis cast a light on the fact that many retirees aged sixty-
five to seventy-five years, some far beyond retirement age, continue to work in the 
informal sector to take care of family members or to supplement their pensions. 
Infection control measures went past the reality of social life in Jamaica. At the 
same time, the government made exceptions; for example, unvaccinated tourists 
were permitted to enter the country, even as officials called for mandatory vacci-
nations for all Jamaicans (some of the Jamaican population is known to be skepti-
cal of vaccinations in general). Even with the end of border closures, COVID-19 
continues to stifle the livelihoods of retired Jamaican returnees and their transna-
tional families, especially due to the fear of getting sick while traveling. In this light, 
aspirations of mobility might dwindle the longer the pandemic lasts, as individuals 
continue to age and health concerns and considerations of safety play an ever 
larger role. However, aspirations to stay in touch with family and friends or to 
reconnect with social contacts in the homeland persist and are reconfigured into 
practices of virtual communication and exchanges.

Conclusion

The choice of a physical residence cannot be equated with reaching physical sta-
sis. After living in Canada for decades, many women find it difficult to return to 
Jamaica permanently, although they retain a deep sense of home and belonging, 
which is strongly connected to their sociocultural identification as Jamaicans 
(Chamberlain 1998). The need to maintain a Jamaican identity persists in later life. 
Their practices and narratives reveal a multiplicity of cultural codes and symbols 
that go beyond the nation-state and highlight the multiple locations and tempo-
ralities of “home” that exist not only geographically but also mentally and emo-
tionally. The emotional connections that Jamaican women uphold with their 
country of origin, as well as with various diasporic locales, help to create their per-
ceptions of home, their identities, and their later-life geographies in a co-arranged 
symphony that renders home as both physical and metaphorical.

Throughout the life course, women have had to transform the ideal of home 
from one connected only to Jamaica to one bound by the expanse of their imagi-
nation, transcending the borders of Jamaica and North America alike. Retired 
Jamaican women’s conceptualizations of a metaphorical home and physical resi-
dence are enmeshed in a broader social network of people, as well as in practical 
considerations that have served to embed them within multiple societies over time 
(Basch, Schiller, and Szanton Blanc 1994; Levitt and Schiller 2004). Decisions to 
remain in Canada or the United States expand discourses about migrants’ eventual 



A s p i r at io n a l  M ov e m e n t s 	 71

“final returns” to their country of origin at the end of the migration endeavor and 
put into question what “return” as a category in migration research truly means, 
especially with regard to migrants from the Global South.

notes
1. ​ The most recent data, recorded for 1993–1999, showed 15,380 voluntary return migrants 

to Jamaica (Thomas-Hope, Knight, and Noel 2012).
2. ​ All names of interlocutors are pseudonyms.
3. ​ There is an important distinction between voluntary and involuntary return. Involun-

tary return, as in the forced return of deportees, is highly stigmatized in Jamaica and, for men 
and women, is associated with varying degrees of cultural isolation, loss of status, or lack of 
community acceptance (see Golash-Boza 2014).
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Aspiring to Retire
intergenerational care in a ghanaian 

transnational family

Cati Coe

Care in later life often involves kin-time. Kin-time is the sequencing and timing of 
kin-work, that is, the tasks and labor required to sustain a family over time (Stack and 
Burton 1993). The paradigmatic case is Carol Stack’s research (1996) on how African 
American migrant women in the northern United States were called to return home 
to care for aging relatives in the South, sometimes mid-career, illustrating how kin-
timing is more visible in situations of migration. As research on transnational fami-
lies has shown (Deneva 2012; Coe 2013), the timing of kin-work may not always be 
synchronized across multiple life courses, and may be the source of tensions and con-
flicts that reconfigure the social identities of kin members. At the same time, trans-
nationalism and translocalism offer other possibilities for negotiating kin-timing 
and performing kin-work. In this chapter, I discuss the cultural scripts that help 
people synchronize kin-time across different life courses, reconcile themselves to a 
particular fraught decision, or legitimate their denial of another’s claim to their kin-
work. The scripts at stake here involve the aspirations of retiring and the launching 
of a young person into adulthood in a transnational family from Ghana.

What I want to emphasize is that these cultural scripts are used to guide action, 
by the major participants, their relations, and their advisers. These scripts provide a 
sense of a good life and a feeling of moral personhood (Mattingly 2014). They are 
based on a commonsense of the kinds of material resources that will be available 
across the life course. They indicate the temporal conditions for aspirations, such 
as the timescales of preparation involved in pensions, education, or house construc-
tion and the temporality of the life course (explored further in the next section 
of this volume). These scripts are used to gather the relevant signals or informa-
tion to evaluate kin-timing. Scripts are not necessarily fully conscious, but they 
can be invoked as idioms (in words and images) to convince others and oneself of 
what is appropriate. These scripts are shared within social networks and reinforced 
by important others, such as close friends and religious authorities.
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In situations of conflict, flipping between scripts, using the discourses associ-
ated with one script or another alternatively, is common. Other research, particu-
larly examining notions of romantic love, has documented this recombination of 
discourses. For example, Laura M. Ahearn (2001) shows how “newer” ideals of love 
and personal compatibility co-exist with “older” notions that marriage is deter-
mined by fate in Nepal. For example, a Nepalese woman mixes the two idioms of 
fate and choice in explaining her marriage: “We didn’t dislike each other enough 
to break up. This is my fate, I said, see? . . . ​Well, for myself it was written that 
I would marry; if it hadn’t been, I would have left him, see?” (110). One way to rec
oncile differing scripts is to mix them, which leads to the emergence of new dis-
courses and the elision of the differences between the new and the old. Ann Swidler 
(2001) views this lack of consistency as a case of people’s flexibility, in that “people 
move among cultural logics with ease or build personal edifices out of brick and 
mortar from polyglot cultural sources” (147). My own sense, instead, is that people 
are actively grappling with these scripts through their emotions, trying to shape a 
life with the help of these scripts. Those who experience more of a match between 
their aspirations and their reality are more likely to accept cultural scripts 
wholeheartedly and with ease. Crisis prompts more active negotiation of cultural 
scripts (Parish 2008; Swidler 2001). As people twist and turn between these scripts 
in their own lives, spinning them around and creating new combinations, they may 
generate what I have in other work with Erdmute Alber (Coe and Alber 2018) called 
inscriptions, practices and discourses that represent modifications and alternatives 
to cultural scripts. Thus, when aspirations do not match the existing scripts, people’s 
emotions push them to dance between multiple scripts and even modify those 
scripts to create new directions for their lives.

This chapter examines the competing aspirations of an aging Ghanaian home 
health worker in the United States, who wanted both to retire to Ghana and to 
launch her young-adult daughter Berenice into successful adulthood in the United 
States. Over five years, the aging mother, whom I will call Millicent, struggled to 
reconcile these multiple aspirations, in which retirement was dependent on build-
ing a house in Ghana and successful adulthood on education and professional work 
in the United States. Different locations were associated with different aspirations, 
resources, and stages of the life course—Ghana with childhood and aging and the 
United States with working adulthood—prompting both the daughter’s and 
mother’s transnational migrations, often temporally out of step. Furthermore, vari
ous scripts about retirement and successful adulthood were mobilized through 
these negotiations. Later-life aspirations are not only individual projects at a partic
ular stage of the life course but also inter-generational ones, with effects across 
the generations.

I met Millicent through my research on African home care workers in the 
United States, and we quickly became friends, mainly because of Millicent’s warm 
personality (Coe 2019b). When I met her in May 2015, Millicent was in her sixties 
and wanted to retire from home care, a physically demanding job, which she had 
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done for about twenty years in the United States. She simultaneously wanted to 
launch her daughter in her twenties into successful adulthood. Over the course of 
five years, she did retire, and that retirement entailed a return to Ghana. However, 
as a result of financial difficulties, she left retirement and returned to the United 
States to work. During this period, Berenice went back and forth between Ghana 
and the United States, at different times and separately from her mother. She cur-
rently remains unlaunched, her future unclear. My primary source of information 
was the mother, Millicent, with whom I had regular phone conversations and many 
visits, particularly while she was in the United States (2016–2018, 2020) but also in 
Ghana in 2015 and 2019. I met Berenice three times, twice in Ghana (in 2015 and 
2019) and once in the United States (2017), but Berenice, knowing that her mother 
confided in me, was reserved with me. In these meetings, I was often placed in the 
role of an adult and counselor by her mother, expected to assist Berenice through 
moral encouragement and educational advice. Berenice was often sullen and moody 
in her mother’s presence. Our roles precluded more open kinds of communica-
tion between us.

Cultural Scripts of Aging

As she struggled to figure out the best course of action for herself and her daughter, 
Millicent grappled with competing cultural scripts of aging, illustrating how care 
is bound up with cultural understandings of reciprocity and moral personhood 
(Hromadžić and Palmberger 2018; Rasmussen 2018; Sokolovsky 2009). In one cul-
tural script, she was supposed to be responsible for her own future well-being, while 
helping her daughter grow up. This cultural script is dominant in the United States 
and is becoming more prominent in middle-class circles in Ghana. We could call 
it a Western model of aging, but it has been localized in Ghana, with slightly dif
ferent permutations than accrue in the United States, because traveling models 
change across contexts (Behrends, Park, and Rottenburg 2014; Lamb 2016). The 
plan, at least among the Ghanaian middle class, is not to be fully self-reliant in 
retirement, but to be mainly independent in case the children cannot help or only 
help inconsistently. Several years ago, at a fellowship meeting for older adults in 
the Presbyterian Church of Ghana, I heard one older man encourage his fellow 
attendees, all older people, to plan ahead for their futures by saving. This model of 
self-care is most able to be carried out by a very small percentage of the Ghanaian 
population: retired civil servants, who receive a pension and are overwhelmingly 
male. Eighty percent of workers in Ghana work in the informal sector, and gen-
erally do not contribute to pensions (Dovie 2018). Pensions, pegged to a previous 
salary, are often a pittance because of inflation. High inflation has also meant 
that cash savings have historically not made much sense, whereas an investment 
in building a house is seen as more secure. However, a range of financial prod-
ucts, including life insurance, are increasingly being marketed in many African 
countries like South Africa and Eswatini, indicating the financialization of the 
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Global South and the reworking of kinship relations through insurance (Bähre 
2012; Golomski 2015; Kar 2018). A master’s-level study in Ghana in 1998 found 
that 26 percent of pensioners (i.e., retired civil servants) had undertaken invest-
ments or savings alongside their pensions (Nelson-Cofie 1998). As in the West, 
the cultural script of self-reliance is most able to be followed by those who 
receive state social protection, who are more likely to be male and more middle 
class.

Another route to self-reliance is building a house or two. A house allows an 
older person to live with few expenses and thus relatively independently. Further-
more, a house owner can be a patron to relatives, who can live in the house for 
free and, in exchange, provide labor for household chores (Van der Geest 1997). 
A second house or a portion of a house can also generate income through rent, or 
serve as the site of a business, particularly in urban areas with high rents. This is 
another version of the cultural script of self-reliance in which a house enhances 
the owner’s social reputation, provides financial stability, and recruits the labor of 
others.

In another cultural script of aging, parents are supposed to do everything they 
can to support their children to be successful. The model parent, in this regard, is 
the impoverished mother who, abandoned by her husband, sold food on the street 
in order to send her children to school, and it is she who is seen as most deserving 
of her children’s care as she ages (Coe 2011). As a result, an aging adult can rely on 
her children—whether fostered or biological—to care for her out of obligation for 
what she had previously done for them. This cultural script of interdependence is 
illustrated by a proverb, as told to me by one grandfather: “If your mother or father 
or someone looks after you while your teeth are coming in, when it comes to the 
time where his or her teeth are falling out, you look after him or her.”1 In practice, 
this cultural script entailed a migrant adult daughter or granddaughter moving 
back to the hometown to care for the old and very young while the other siblings 
supported the hometown household financially (Coe 2016). This cultural script has 
become the orthodoxy in Ghana but is increasingly perceived as dissatisfying and 
precarious—onerous on the adult children because of their inability to provide for 
their seniors due to unemployment or underemployment or, conversely, to forgo 
economic opportunities and return to the hometown in late middle age (Coe 2019a). 
Some adult children have denied care or provided it reluctantly because they felt 
that their parents—particularly fathers—did not take good care of them in their 
childhoods (Aboderin 2006). The children’s lack of success is attributed to the par-
ents’ lack of care, thus freeing them from obligations. This also takes the form of 
witchcraft accusations: by hurting their relatives, as illustrated by their lack of suc-
cess, older women can justifiably be denied care. In general, it is poorer people who 
rely on the cultural script of interdependent aging in Ghana, and it requires eco
nomically successful, reliable, and grateful children in order to be enacted across 
the generations. Thus, this cultural script works best during economic boom times, 
when parents’ investment in children’s educations leads to their upward economic 
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and social mobility, such as in the decades before and after Ghana’s indepen
dence and in the past twenty years.

Both the cultural scripts of self-reliance and of interdependence have a some-
what long temporal horizon for the person who would like care in later life. Both 
entail planning ahead, in which one invests in future care while one is capable of 
building a house, accumulating savings, or educating children. The scripts assume 
different kinds of resources will be available, in the sense of whether financial 
investments will grow over time (rather than declining in value due to high infla-
tion), or whether middle-aged people will have greater access to resources than 
children or older adults because of their physical strength and labor. These scripts 
also involve different forms of trust: in the script of interdependence, in the will-
ingness and ability of one’s children to reciprocate; in the script of self-reliance, in 
the protection of assets by the state, traditional authorities (in the case of land), 
and financial institutions. These scripts are generated from past and contemporary 
experiences of the self and others and are used to plan ahead for the future.

The scripts entail different obligations to self and others. Obligations to support 
children have vastly expanded, from taking care of them while their teeth are com-
ing in to supporting them through many years of education—until adolescence or 
young adulthood—and perhaps beyond. Care in old age entails a moral evalua-
tion: in the script of interdependence, the older person cared for by their adult 
children must have taken good care of them, in part by being generous with the 
few funds they had, and raising moral human beings who want to reciprocate for 
their care, and the abandoned older person must have done something wrong 
in their youth—whether being infertile, having a disastrous marriage that caused 
a rift with the children, or neglecting their children. In the script of self-reliance, 
the older person invested money in buildings, businesses, insurance schemes, and 
savings accounts, thus demonstrating shrewdness, intelligence, and prudence with 
money, perhaps by withholding everyday support to those around them. The most 
successful aging adults have the resources to invest in both houses and people.

There is an expanding literature on the elusiveness of adulthood, which youth 
in Africa and other parts of the world struggle to attain (e.g., Durham and Solway 
2017; Jeffrey 2010; Mains 2011; Masquelier 2005), but very little of that literature 
focuses on the intergenerational effects of such an elusive adulthood (for an excep-
tion, see Roth 2007). Aspirations in later life, as well as at other stages of the life 
course, are affected by these intergenerational dynamics and also have intergen-
erational effects (see also Whyte, this volume). An elusive adulthood can make it 
difficult for the parents of youth to retire. As Millicent aspired, to her own retire-
ment and to Berenice’s successful adulthood, she used both of these cultural scripts 
to guide her actions. However, neither quite worked in her situation, because of 
her lack of material resources. She thus experienced major internal conflict, as dem-
onstrated by her alternation between these cultural scripts.

Besides flipping between various scripts, another strategy that Millicent used 
to pursue her aspirations was her access to and knowledge of two locations—Ghana 
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and the United States—which offered different social and material resources. 
Transnationalism has often been used by working-class migrants to mitigate 
their status degradation in the country of migration (Coe 2020; Nieswand 2011), 
using a strategy similar to urban African migrants who “retire” to a life of farming 
in their rural hometowns to maintain their social-class status (Kroeker 2020). By 
bringing their resources into a place with a lower cost of living, migrants can 
assume or maintain a middle-class lifestyle. Millicent thus used transnational-
ism as a hedge against her few resources. However, this strategy also generated 
friction because different places were associated with different stages of the life 
course: the United States with working adulthood and Ghana with childhood 
and retirement (Coe 2012). The transnationalism of the mother’s retirement—to 
Ghana—was in the opposite direction of her daughter’s ideal trajectory in the 
United States, making the mother’s and daughter’s migrations temporally out 
of step.

Millicent’s Retirement and Berenice’s Adulthood

During the five years I have known Millicent, she actively struggled to reconcile 
two competing goals: to launch her daughter into successful adulthood, associated 
with education and a career in the United States, and to secure a retirement out 
of her own resources, which meant building houses in Ghana. Both the houses 
and her daughter seemed to function symbolically at times as extensions of Mil-
licent’s own self, to which she was emotionally attached. Both were public signs of 
Millicent’s personhood. At times, construction seemed to provide more satisfac-
tion, because it was more amenable to her direct control, but it also generated 
laments, anxieties, and humiliation as she was cheated in various ways (Coe 2019b). 
She often talked about both daughter and house with the same level of worry. Mil-
licent grappled actively with the two cultural scripts of aging and care because 
neither model was coming to fruition. Lauren Berlant (2011) suggests that the objects 
of our desire might get in the way of our happiness, because they are founded on 
economic conditions that have become precarious. This case study suggests that 
people are able to detach from one aspiration, but only when another object of 
desire is available to take its place.

Millicent at Work in the United States,  
Berenice in School in Ghana

Millicent’s own timing in the life course as being ready to retire was out of sync 
with her daughter’s ongoing education. When I met Millicent, she was age sixty-
two and hoping to retire soon. She worked as a home care worker in Maryland, in 
the United States. Caregiving is a physical profession, involving a lot of lifting, and 
Millicent was beginning to feel exhausted from the work. Many care workers suf-
fer from back and knee injuries, although Millicent fortunately did not. Millicent 
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measured her aging by her bodily strength as well as the age-determined eligibil-
ity for Social Security, the contributory pension plan available to U.S. workers (not 
just U.S. citizens) through the U.S. government. At the age of sixty-two, she could 
begin to collect Social Security, and the pension would be based on her low wages 
across twenty years of working in the United States. Unlike U.S. health insurance 
for older adults, which is not transnationally mobile, Social Security is relatively 
easily transferable to Ghana, through electronic bank transfers (Coe, forthcoming). 
Although Millicent could begin to collect Social Security at the age of sixty-two, 
if she waited to initiate it at the age of sixty-six, she could receive a larger 
monthly income. In order to retire from work in the United States, she felt she 
needed to build a house in Ghana. She had already completed one house in the 
rapidly expanding suburbs of Accra, which she hoped to rent out for additional 
income. In May 2015, she came to Ghana for an extended stay to oversee the con-
struction of a second house.

At the same time, she was very concerned about the well-being of her daughter 
Berenice. Five years earlier, when Berenice was fifteen, Millicent had sent Berenice 
to junior secondary school in Ghana, allowing the school to put her several grades 
below her grade level in the United States. Millicent made this decision against the 
wishes of Berenice’s father. She did so because of Berenice’s educational difficul-
ties in the United States, as well as because the parents’ marriage was disintegrat-
ing. Sending a child back was a common threat among Ghanaian transnational 
parents, although it was carried out only in situations of a child’s academic crisis 
or perceived delinquency and when a trusted caregiver in Ghana was available (Coe 
2013). Divorce can also prompt a child’s relocation to Ghana. Sending her daughter 
to Ghana allowed Millicent to work longer hours and as a live-in caregiver. Her 
inability to drive restricted the kinds of jobs she could assume; since many care 
workers refused live-in positions, her willingness to take a live-in job opened a 
wider range of employment possibilities.

At the age of twenty in June 2015, when I met her, Berenice was finishing sec-
ondary school in Ghana. Simultaneous with supervising the construction of her 
house, Millicent was arranging for Berenice to enroll in Scholastic Aptitude Test 
(SAT) classes in Ghana in preparation for her taking a test that would allow her to 
attend a highly reputable university in the United States. Millicent told me that she 
wanted Berenice to get a scholarship to a “good university” in the United States; 
she did not want her to go to community college, which she could do without tak-
ing the SAT (field notes, 21 June 2015). Millicent felt that because Berenice was a 
U.S. citizen by birth, it was her birthright to return to the United States. Ghanaian 
universities were difficult to get into, requiring high scores on the West African 
Senior School Certificate Examination (WASSCE), and the U.S. labor market 
did not value Ghanaian educational credentials, and so Millicent wanted her 
daughter to pursue higher education in the United States. Millicent’s successes 
seemed embodied in the photo of Berenice standing on the completed foundations 
of the second house (figure 4.1).
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Millicent and Berenice in the United States

After taking the SAT test in Ghana, Berenice came to join her parents in the United 
States in November 2015. This reunion prompted several months of conflict in 
the household. Although the parents had effectively ended their marriage and 
were not speaking with each other, they lived together in the same house out of 
economic necessity. Their modest house was under threat of foreclosure. After 
the economic collapse of 2008, they owed more on the house than it was worth. 
They were unable to resolve their financial disputes with each other to save the 
house from the bank’s repossession, although not paying the mortgage on the house 
also reduced their expenses in ways that they appreciated: Millicent’s husband 
essentially stopped working, and Millicent used the money she would have spent 
on housing in the United States to build a house in Ghana, securing her retirement 
there. Although Millicent was a U.S. citizen, and through her marriage had entitled 
Berenice’s father, also from Ghana, to U.S. citizenship, she envisioned a return to 
Ghana when she could no longer work, as many other Ghanaian migrants did. 
Social Security payments would ensure a better quality of life in Ghana than in 
the United States.

When Berenice returned to the United States, she allied with her father against 
her mother, refusing to talk to her mother for several months. Millicent described 
an incident in which her pastor had come to the house one evening, from eight 
o’clock to midnight, and in front of him, Berenice had insulted her mother. 
Although Millicent appreciated the pastor’s message that Berenice should obey her 

Figure 4.1. ​ In Accra, Ghana, June 2015. Photograph by Cati Coe.
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mother, she simultaneously resisted his advice that she respect her husband as the 
head of household (field notes, 3 January 2016). During that difficult winter, when 
her relationship with Berenice disintegrated, Millicent told me she wanted to call 
the police on Berenice for disrespecting her (but her friends warned her against 
doing so) and she wanted to kick her out of the house (but her friends told her that 
if her husband was a co-owner and wanted Berenice to stay, then Millicent did 
not have a legal basis to do so). In March 2016, Berenice began to reach out to Mil-
licent, perhaps because her father was not helping with her daily expenses. Milli-
cent paid for Berenice’s hairdo, bought her clothes, and brought her to church, signs 
of their reconciliation. Berenice seemed to have recognized that her mother was 
necessary for her social personhood.

Berenice unfortunately did not do well on either the SAT or the WASSCE she 
had taken in Ghana, but she hid her test scores from her mother for a year, and 
Millicent had difficulty accessing them without her daughter’s help. Her lack of 
knowledge slowed down the decisions about what to do for her daughter. Once she 
learned of the scores, Millicent decided to enroll Berenice in community college, 
but learned (in September 2016) that Berenice needed to complete the General Edu-
cational Development (GED) exam because she had not passed the WASSCE in 
Ghana. The GED is a proficiency test that those who do not complete high school 
can take to obtain a U.S. high school diploma. It is typically a more difficult route 
to acquire a diploma than attending high school and is less valued by employers. 
Over the following nine months, Berenice tried twice to pass the GED, but by 
May 2017, she had missed the cutoff score by a few points and Millicent seemed to 
have given up on the GED.2

Berenice shared Millicent’s aspirations for her—that she become an independent 
adult—but their strategies for how to attain that goal often differed. Both of them 
changed their methods for attaining that goal fairly frequently, responding to the 
frustrations that they were facing. When I visited, Berenice was talking about 
returning to Ghana, comparing herself to her former secondary classmates who 
were completing university there and hoping her mother could send her to a presti-
gious private university known as Ashesi (field notes from visit, 13 March 2017). Mil-
licent had now recalibrated her daughter’s academic potential away from university 
and pinned her hopes on vocational education—mentioning nursing assistance and 
culinary arts. She had downgraded her sense of Berenice’s capabilities. However, 
she was also amenable to her daughter’s arguments: she was considering whether she 
could pay for a private university in Ghana on her Social Security earnings. A friend 
argued against this change in plans to Ghana, saying that if Berenice were to ever 
work in the United States, she would need a U.S. educational credential. Encourag-
ing Millicent to mix interdependence with self-reliance, the same friend told her 
to focus on Berenice now that the house was finished, and give her two or three 
years of help, to get her on her feet. Millicent was eager for guidance from others, 
using her friends as examples to plan her own actions (see Parish 2008). She 
seemed sensitive to the social concern that her daughter’s lack of success might 
reflect on her own lack of care. She needed to clarify to her daughter, herself, and 
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others that she was not the cause of her daughter’s academic disappointments, out 
of bitterness with the marriage, or that her financial well-being, as exemplified by 
her houses, came at the expense of her daughter’s well-being. In other words, she 
needed to prove she was not a witch engaging in negative reciprocity, but a sacri-
ficing mother engaged in balanced reciprocity.3

However, Berenice was not responding appropriately to a sacrificing mother. In 
September 2017, Millicent told me, Berenice told her that she was a “wicked woman” 
and that she “doesn’t like her.” Berenice told Millicent that she “likes other children 
more.” Berenice accused her mother of cursing her, a veiled allusion to witchcraft, 
and Millicent replied that those who do not respect their parents are cursed. Milli-
cent reported, “I wash my hands [of her]. I have suffered. I will let her go. I will go 
back to Ghana in January [2018], and live on my Social Security. Right now she is 
crippling me, with requests for clothes. I can’t even buy food.” Millicent told me that 
she told Berenice, “I am half dead; your father is half dead. But you are coming up.” 
Thus, she felt that her capabilities to support Berenice were waning, while Berenice’s 
abilities were increasing. Invoking the cultural script of interdependence, Millicent 
attempted to persuade Berenice into accepting that it was the right time in their 
respective life courses to switch roles as provider and receiver.

A Return to Ghana

Berenice’s father surprisingly resolved Millicent’s dilemmas by secretly taking Ber-
enice to Ghana with him in December  2017, shortly before their house in the 
United States was repossessed by the bank (see Table 4.1 for a timeline). Although 
Millicent remained in contact with her daughter, her husband’s action rendered 
her no longer responsible for her daughter’s education, which stagnated without her 
support. Millicent was simultaneously worried about her daughter’s future and 
relieved at having her daughter taken off her hands. As a result, after working in 
the United States for another year, she was able to retire to Ghana in January 2019. 
Three years’ rent on the first house in Ghana, collected in advance, allowed her to 
complete the second house. However, when she returned to Ghana, she found the 
second house’s construction was shoddy, with major sections requiring repair. She 
reconciled with her daughter, putting her into school for cosmetology, which 
she complained was an expensive course because it required so many supplies. She 
struggled to pursue her competing goals on her Social Security pension of USD 
17,000. As a result, she returned to the United States to work nine months later, in 
September 2019. Many retiring migrants return to the United States to continue 
working or to access Medicare, the health insurance program for older adults, as 
they find themselves financially strapped or socially uncomfortable in Ghana. 
However, Millicent told me that she would not need to come back to the United 
States if it were not for her daughter. In the United States, she stayed on a friend’s 
couch in her living room at a cost of USD 500 a month as she struggled to find 
full-time work. Her inability to drive made her employment less attractive to 
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clients, and she could find only weekend work until August  2020, when the 
pandemic made more people seek live-in home care, afraid of the risks of out-
breaks in long-term care facilities.

A Postponed Retirement and Another Launching  
Attempt in the United States

Thus, Millicent postponed retirement again in order to help her daughter. When 
her mother returned to the United States, Berenice was now seemingly commit-
ted to a life course in Ghana. The timing between Berenice’s and Millicent’s life 
courses as well as their respective emplacement seemed awry: Berenice was still 
being launched into adulthood five years after I met her; Millicent was no longer 
retired, at the age of almost seventy, and remained working in the United States. 
When I spoke to Millicent in September 2020, she was thinking once more of bring-
ing her daughter to the United States, because her daughter now wanted to become 
a nanny or housekeeper, but she was not sure how she could afford to support Ber-
enice in the United States. Millicent had recently fallen on the pavement outside a 
store, requiring twelve stitches, and was feeling “tired” of working (field notes from 

table 4.1
a timeline of key events in a transnational family

2015 2017 2019–2020

Millicent 62 years old, 
working in home 
care in the United 
States

working in home care in the United States 66 years old, retired 
in Ghana in 
January 2019 but 
returned to the 
United States to work 
in September 2019

Berenice 20 years old, 
schooling in 
Ghana in June 
2015, came to the 
United States in 
November 2015

Studying for 
alternative 
high school 
diploma In the 
United States

Returned to 
Ghana with 
her father in 
December 
2017

Living with 
father in 
Ghana; no 
schooling

24 years old, 
studying 
cosmetology in 
Ghana; back in the 
United States in 
November 2020

Houses First house 
finished, second 
house foundation 
begun in Ghana

House in the 
United States 
lost to 
foreclosure

Second house  
roofed in early 2019

Pension Millicent eligible 
at age 62, at 
reduced rate

Eligible for higher 
monthly income  
at age 66
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phone call, 4 September 2020). Although she recovered, the fall reminded her that 
she was aging. She wanted to be in Ghana but had no concrete plans for a return.

When I most recently contacted Millicent, in December 2020, I was surprised 
to learn that Millicent’s friend had rescued Berenice from Ghana the month before, 
bringing her to stay in her own house in the United States while Millicent remained 
working in a live-in job, the first she had found in many months and one that did 
not require much physical exertion. Millicent told me that the friend felt that 
Berenice was “wasting” her time in Ghana. Berenice left Ghana without complet-
ing her vocational degree in cosmetology. The friend was working on getting a 
diagnosis of a learning disability so that, in the short term, Berenice could be 
allowed more time during the GED test and, in the long term, be eligible for Social 
Security disability payments. Millicent told me excitedly about the occupations of 
her friend and her husband and the size of their house, as well as her friend’s com-
petence in handling the education of her own three sons, who were all “fine.” Her 
friend had the economic and cultural capital of the middle class to navigate the 
complex bureaucratic hurdles and seek an official recognition of a learning disabil-
ity. Without the friend’s impetus, and a large enough place to host Berenice, Berenice 
would not have returned to the United States. Millicent paid for Berenice’s plane 
ticket and gave her friend money for Berenice’s maintenance. Berenice, for her 
part, was ecstatic to be back in the United States and, as a sign of her continued 
loyalties, spoke of bringing over her father from Ghana.

Other people can substitute for a parent if her life course is out of sync with 
that of her child. In particular, historically, among Ghanaian siblings, the oldest 
sibling often takes over the education and parenting of younger siblings when 
parents become unable to do so, whether because of death or retirement. How-
ever, this usually happens among full siblings, siblings of the same mother and 
father, because the conflicts between their parents tend to create rifts between half 
siblings. Berenice was the youngest of three children, born when Millicent was 
middle-aged, and the only child of her father. Berenice’s two older siblings, the 
children of Millicent’s first husband from Liberia, lived in Texas and California, far 
away from Maryland on the East Coast. Millicent had sent her first two children to 
live with their remarried father in Texas (“sacking them”), when they had disre-
spected her second husband, Berenice’s father. One sign of her geographical and 
emotional distance from them is that her oldest daughter had had a child ten years 
ago, whom Millicent had never met. Her own estrangement from them no doubt 
led to their reluctance to take her place when she struggled to care for Berenice. 
However, when Berenice arrived back in the United States in November 2020, Mil-
licent’s son and his father traveled from Texas to welcome Berenice in the midst of 
the pandemic, indicating a possible willingness to begin caring for her. Millicent told 
me that Berenice was calling her brother every day on the phone. Thus, Berenice 
seemed to recognize in her brother another potential source of support. Although he 
was not in a position to be much of a benefactor, since he worked in a gas station, 
he sent his mother money occasionally. Others also tried to substitute for Milli-
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cent. In particular, a friend with greater cultural and economic capital has taken on 
the role of foster parent to Berenice. Valentina Mazzucato, Ernestina Dankyi, and 
Miranda Poeze (2017) have similarly noted the key role of benefactors who arrive, 
somewhat out of the blue, to help raise the children of transnational families.

Millicent’s aspirations were reshaped by her and her daughter’s life-course 
events. Her aspirations responded to events and adjusted accordingly, through the 
emotions of disappointment, anger, and advice from others. Millicent seemed 
mainly to be operating according to the script of self-reliance. Millicent was not 
relying on any of her children to help her when she was old. However, she was inter-
ested in helping her daughter to become independent and self-sufficient; failing to 
do so made her unworthy of respect from others. She was encouraged to help her 
daughter by her friends, who prodded her not to abandon her daughter despite 
her insulting behavior. In part, Millicent’s reluctance with the script of inter
dependence was that her last-born did not seem to be capable of launching herself 
into a successful career, and thus would never be a source of support. Further-
more, her daughter was not grateful, and might never want to reciprocate for the 
care she had given her, because she would be permanently allied to the father 
from whom Millicent had bitterly separated. Yet, Millicent had to protect herself 
against charges of witchcraft regarding her daughter’s inability to launch into suc-
cessful adulthood. Invoking the script of interdependence, Millicent attempted 
to goad Berenice into accepting that it was time in their respective life courses to 
switch roles in their exchange of material resources. She flipped between the two 
scripts, trying to reconcile them and do both simultaneously, even as her own 
financial situation precluded doing so. Thus, Millicent thought she would have to 
be self-reliant, but she would be drained of the ability to do so by Berenice’s life-
course demands. It was as if she had to choose between two different investments in 
the future: her daughter’s education or her own security, as represented in houses. 
Millicent grappled substantially with scripts of aging and care, as she tried to find 
ethical and emotional direction for her actions, in concert with significant others, 
such as friends and religious authorities.

Explored and Unexplored Options

Education does not have to be the sole pathway for adult success, and when one 
route fails, people may choose others that are deemed more likely to succeed. Ber-
enice’s possible marriage or motherhood was not being presented as an alternate 
route to economic security. I can only speculate on why, drawing on my wider 
knowledge of southern Ghana forged through my ethnographic research since 1997. 
One reason is that educational degrees are important in marriage markets in 
Ghana; social class differentiation is marked by class endogamy. Given Berenice’s 
economic and educational prospects, potential suitors might also be suspect as 
wastrels. A second is that women are expected to be economically independent of 
their husbands, because men are not always responsible fathers. (One model of this 
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within the family was Berenice’s older sister, who was raising her child as a single 
mother.) Motherhood propels Ghanaian women in Ghana into economic activity, 
often into trading or other informal economic activities, because of the need to feed 
their children (Clark 1999). In any case, it felt as if those around Berenice saw only 
one trajectory for her: an immigrant pathway in which success is determined by 
migration to the United States and pursuit of an education and career there.

The first alternate script chosen for Berenice was vocational education, signal-
ing that Berenice would not attain middle-class status in either Ghana or the United 
States (except through ownership of a boutique). Vocational education is a com-
mon strategy for the academically unsuccessful and working class in both the 
United States and Ghana, given the costs and barriers of university education. Cos-
metology is an important occupation among Senegalese and other francophone 
West Africans in the United States, allowing female immigrants to make more 
money than their husbands (Babou 2008), although it is somewhat less common 
as an occupational niche among Ghanaians. The second script chosen, somewhat 
unusually by Millicent’s friend, at least in my experience among the Ghanaian dias-
pora, was attempting state recognition of a learning disability and aspiring to per-
manent reliance on the U.S. welfare system.4 In some ways, this pathway was a 
recognition of Berenice’s difficulties with launching, since disability payments would 
launch her into adult poverty (albeit stable and possibly independent poverty) in the 
United States. The aspirations for Berenice were recalibrated and downgraded in 
response to changing circumstances, while Millicent’s aspirations for retirement, 
in contrast, did not shift, but instead were simply deferred over and over again.

Millicent’s aspirations for retirement were intertwined with her aspirations for 
Berenice’s adulthood. She doubted that her daughter would be willing or able to 
help her when she needed care. Instead, the daughter seemed committed to inter-
dependence with her father, who had done little to help her, in Millicent’s eyes. Yet 
Millicent was acutely aware that, for Berenice’s own successful future, she should 
be in the United States. She worried that she could not afford to support her there 
on her pension. For her own self-sufficient aging, she needed her daughter to be 
self-sufficient in adulthood.

Conclusion

Aside from Berenice’s academic difficulties, perhaps caused by a learning deficiency 
as suggested by Millicent’s friend and adopted by Millicent as a partial explana-
tion of her daughter’s troubles, and the end of Millicent’s marriage, the major rea-
son that these cultural scripts did not work was because of Millicent’s low-wage 
work. As Elizabeth Cooper and David Pratten (2015) have noted, uncertainties are 
socially produced. The script of self-reliance functioned like a Gramscian hege-
mony, providing an outline for a moral life that only members of a certain social 
class could live up to, and thus attain respect and status for meeting a cultural ideal 
(Gramsci 1978; Williams 1990). This seems like a case of cruel optimism, in which 
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pursuing the object of desire prevents one from attaining happiness (Berlant 2011). 
The scripts of middle-class life in Ghana, through which Berenice viewed herself, 
particularly in her dreams of attending Ashesi University like her former classmates, 
were not affordable to her mother, a care worker whose pension did not stretch 
very far. Given the mother and daughter’s history of mistrust and conflict, they 
were not able to forge a new inscription of intergenerational care out of the ruins 
of cultural scripts that had worked for others in other circumstances, but which 
were not working for them.

Millicent seems to illustrate that retirement is a classist dream out of reach for 
a globalized working-class. Millicent tried to use transnationalism to overcome the 
limitations of her low-wage work. She was partly successful in this strategy: by los-
ing a house to foreclosure in the United States, she was able to finish a house in 
Ghana, and she could afford to live on her Social Security payments in Ghana but 
not in the United States. Self-sufficient retirement, so long as it was in Ghana, 
seemed possible. Transnationalism was necessary, but not sufficient, to aspire in a 
working-class family. Millicent found supporting her daughter into successful 
adulthood during her retirement required continued transnationalism, prompt-
ing a new migration and a renewed period of work. An older adult needed to con-
tinue to pour her resources into supporting the next generation, and yet she did 
not feel assured that such care would be reciprocated should she require resources 
in the future. We observe their perseverance in trying to attain the object of desire, 
and considerable flexibility in switching between aspirations to structure their 
activities, when one aspiration seemed unattainable.

Millicent blamed neither herself nor society for these struggles, instead unleash-
ing her anger on her daughter and ex-husband, further damaging these relation-
ships. Her struggles illustrate the emotional cost of class-based cultural scripts of 
the life course, as an aging, low-wage migrant aspired to retire and raise her 
daughter to a successful adulthood simultaneously.

Acknowledgments

This research was funded by the Research Council of Rutgers University. I am 
grateful to my interlocutors for including me in their lives. The editors and the par-
ticipants in the conference panel and small workshop from which this volume 
emerged provided incisive comments on earlier drafts of this chapter.

notes
1. ​ Original in Akuapem Twi: “Sε wo maame anaa wo papa anaa obi a hwε wo na wo se yi 

aba de a, edu baabi hwε no na wei [pointing to his teeth] no ntutu.”
2. ​ The GED was revamped in 2014 to become more difficult. The pass rate in 2016 and 2017 

was 79 percent and 80 percent, respectively (Gewertz 2018).
3. ​ Millicent did not talk to me of these concerns about being accused, but she did actively 

accuse her husband’s family of ruining him, and she was concerned about her daughter being 
possessed by an evil spirit as a result. As I have witnessed in other fieldwork in Ghana, lack of 
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success in life is often blamed on witchcraft, and mothers, as the prime suspect of the cause 
of their children’s disability or mental illness, do everything they can to deflect blame and 
cast it on members of the father’s family.

4. ​ The U.S. state, even gutted through neoliberalism, offered more social protection than 
the Ghanaian state to older adults and the disabled. Although the Ghanaian state is much 
more of a developmentalist state, its resources are concentrated on the young who can con-
tribute to economic development (Aboderin and Ferreira 2008; Doh 2012).
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Between Aging Parents There 
and Young Children Here

the aspirations of late-middle-aged peruvian 
migrants in santiago as a transnational 

sandwich generation

Alfonso Otaegui

Late middle age—the period between the late fifties and early sixties—is a time 
when many reflect on life and its purpose. It is a point at which it makes sense to 
look backward and take stock of one’s life. Migrants at this life stage are in a very 
particular position, as their lives have taken them to different places and experi-
ences: for them, life as a journey is not merely a metaphor. How does living half of 
one’s life in a foreign country shape aspirations in later life and reflections in late 
middle age? Is the stage that follows late middle age the end of mobility? These are 
some of the questions that may arise for those at this time of life. Besides, improved 
quality of life is redefining late middle age all over the world, and the prospects 
for the next life stage may seem more promising. Thus, it now makes sense to also 
look forward at this point in life.

Aging populations have created socioeconomic challenges for governments 
worldwide—related to employment, health care, loneliness, and other issues—as 
well as cultural changes around the experience of aging and intergenerational rela-
tionships.1 Improved life expectancy and better quality of life have led to a more 
vital experience of aging, fostered by “active aging” policies that encourage older 
adults to stay in work and delay retirement (Ney 2005). The status of advanced age 
has changed in recent decades, with greater value attributed to youth (Bennett and 
Hodkinson 2012; Blaikie 1999), leading to a new ambivalence around age. When it 
comes to intergenerational relationships, in many countries middle-aged people 
have become a “sandwich generation,” providing care to their parents and their 
children simultaneously (Chisholm 1999; Walton 2018). How do these changes in 
aging experience intersect with migration? How does being long established in the 



96	 A l f o n s o  O ta e g u i

destination country affect the experience of late middle age? This chapter will 
address these questions through the case study of Peruvian migrants in Chile.

Chile has one of the older populations in Latin America, with a life expectancy 
of 80.5 years. Almost 3.5 million people—roughly one-fifth of the population—are 
over 60 years of age (Ministerio de Desarrollo Social y Familia 2017). Consequently, 
Chile has implemented public policies around active aging, and its discourse per-
meates everyday life. For instance, advertisements often include older adults doing 
activities that are usually associated with young people.

In the 2017 census, Peruvian migrants were the largest immigrant group in 
Chile, making up 25.2 percent of the migrant population (INE 2018, 8).2 Waves of 
Peruvian immigration in the 1980s, 1990s, and 2000s changed the urban landscape 
in Chile, especially Santiago (Torres and Hidalgo 2009; Ducci and Rojas 2010), with 
the proliferation of Peruvian stores and restaurants (Bonhomme 2013; Imilan 2013). 
Peruvian migrants who arrived during those waves, and have lived in Chile for 
over two decades, are now approaching late middle age. They thus constitute a good 
case study to address our research questions.

Late-middle-aged Peruvian migrants claim to feel younger than they expected, 
and they act accordingly—working hard, delaying retirement—embodying the dis-
course of active aging. But is this a consequence of how discourse and policies on 
active aging have permeated everyday life in Chile, or is it a reflection of research 
participants’ own moral values and work ethics? Moreover, because of the greater 
value attributed to youth and staying active, participants face a choice between 
claiming the authority of advanced age and claiming the status of retained youth. 
How do migrants experience this ambivalence toward age?

Questions on vitality and ambivalence toward age converge in the phenomenon 
of the “sandwich generation,” which takes care of the older generation and honors 
their advanced age while also providing support to children and, in line with the 
active aging paradigm, aims not to become a burden in the future. How do migrants 
navigate the experience of having care obligations “upwards and downwards” 
(Walton 2021, 28), when their parents live in their home country and their children 
in the destination one?

This chapter addresses these questions through the study of the aspirations of 
late-middle-aged Peruvian migrants around work, everyday life, well-being, death, 
and even beyond death. It analyzes Peruvian migrants’ discourses on vitality and 
dedication to work and their plans for retirement. Next, it discusses the diverse 
arrangements of this “transnational sandwich generation,” as these late-middle-
aged migrants provide good care to their parents in Peru, even though they do not 
want to receive care from their children in Chile. The chapter addresses this appar-
ent contradiction and reflects on what they consider to be their life’s purpose by 
exploring their migration stories and aspirations to a “good life” (Fischer 2014; 
Pauli, this volume). Sacrifice appears as a common trope underlying past stories 
and future projects. This notion seems to provide retrospective meaning to their 
lives and lays the foundation for an idea of legacy. The conclusion discusses the 
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findings and argues that the “in-betweenness” (Bhabha 1996) of transnational 
migration can work as a metaphor to better understand late middle age.

This study is based on sixteen months of ethnographic fieldwork among Peru-
vian migrants aged forty-eight to sixty-nine years who have lived in Chile for about 
ten to thirty years.3 Most research participants are upper-middle-class profession-
als with college degrees, while some are working-class migrants. I met them at the 
Latin American Church, a common point of reference for migrants in Santiago, 
which provides a space for expressions of popular devotion and also offers legal 
advice (Ducci and Rojas 2010, 107).4 I joined a Peruvian Christian brotherhood 
and participated in regular meetings, masses, spiritual retreats, processions, and 
fundraising events. Through the brotherhood I was able to access other Peruvian 
social circles, such as business and city associations. Even though I conducted 
semi-structured interviews with twenty-five research participants (sixteen men 
and nine women), most insights come from participant observation and casual 
conversations.

The Experience of Aging: Between Retained  
Youth and Menacing Old Age

“I feel young, as if I were forty years old,” says Estefanía, a fifty-seven-year-old bank 
employee who has lived in Chile for over half her life.5 We have been talking for 
over an hour at her lovely two-story house in the south of Santiago. Every detail in 
the living room seems carefully chosen, which fits her elegant appearance. “People 
always think I am younger than I really am,” she adds, as most participants do. 
Martín, a lower-middle-class security guard, said people think he is fifty-two, 
although he is actually sixty-five years old. Pablo, an upper-middle-class businessman, 
states he feels forty, even though he is sixty. The participants typically declare that 
they feel much younger than they are and that people around them believe them 
to be at least ten years younger. They also compare themselves to their parents and 
grandparents at the same age and find themselves much more vital and active 
than how they recall those people. “Forty years ago, I was twenty, and my father 
was my current age—he looked so much older.6 He would not go out, except for 
family meetings. I go out a lot, but I don’t know if my children see me now the way 
I used to see my parents then,” says Mariano, a sixty-two-year-old notary who has 
lived for twenty-five years in Chile.

In conversations with participants on their experience of age, a standard trope 
is the unexpected vitality they feel and how this translates into work and social 
life (and which matches my observations during fieldwork, attending innu-
merable social meetings, dinners, and parties). “I always have meetings and 
appointments—last Friday it was the birthday of a sister-in-law, on Saturday the 
birthday of Daniela from the Peruvian Club, and Sunday the birthday of my 
daughter Virginia. On Monday [it was] another compadre’s birthday. On Tuesday, 
I went to Concepción for work, and I returned yesterday, Thursday evening,” says 
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Esteban, a sixty-four-year-old businessman. He arranged the interview at the Latin 
American Church, an hour before the Holy Friday procession. Rather than eager 
participation in a university study, the meeting is a concession, a space made in 
his tight schedule for a fellow brother. He is just so busy every day of the week.

Commitment to work and family seems to be the basis of self-worth for research 
participants. According to participants’ recollections, their migration stories usu-
ally consist of a succession of better jobs (the literature on migration in Chile pre
sents a more nuanced picture instead. See, for example, Stefoni et al. 2017, Contreras 
et al. 2013, and Bonhomme 2021, on the hardships of migrants trying to access the 
labor market in Chile). Esteban describes how he came to Chile in the late 1980s, 
how he managed to reach the privileged position he occupies today, and how his 
success results from his efforts. He concludes, smiling proudly, “My daughters say 
I am a workaholic.” Esteban does not utter this term in a negative tone, nor is he 
the only one to describe himself with that word. Lower-income participants 
describe themselves in similar terms. Take Ana, a sixty-one-year-old domestic 
worker who raised her two children alone in Chile. Her story resembles that of 
many other lower-income Peruvian women: she came alone in the 1990s; she started 
working as a live-in domestic worker; and a couple of years later she was able to 
bring her children from Peru and to work as a live-out domestic worker (cf. Stefoni 
and Bonhomme 2014). “She cannot even handle holidays,” says her forty-three-year-
old daughter, laughing. “She gets anxious after two weeks of not working, she 
would even sell her holidays!”7 For the participants, vitality equates to hard work. 
This also informs how they view retirement.

Perspectives on Retirement
Almost none of the participants picture themselves as retired. “Not working? 
I would die!” says Esteban, the sixty-four-year-old businessman, assertively. They 
might officially retire, but will not give up working. Ana, the sixty-one-year-old 
domestic worker and single mother, recently retired, but still works three eight- to 
ten-hour shifts every week. “Not working? I would get bored,” says Ignacio, a sixty-
one-year-old warehouse manager. Dedication to work not only is the basis of self-
worth or an expression of vitality. It also responds to a more mundane aspect of 
everyday life: boredom. So it is with Roberto, a fifty-nine-year-old factory man
ager. He is second-in-command at a textile factory. After a long day of work, he 
gets home at around six o’clock. His grown-up children live independently, and 
his wife is still at work at that time. He used to get bored, so, about three years ago, 
he bought a car and started to work as an Uber driver a couple of days a week. “In 
this way, I will have finished paying for the car in a couple of years,” he says. 
“In those hours I do something, I work a little more.”

Although vitality plays a role in such discourses on retirement, the pension sys-
tem in Chile is a conditioning factor. Indeed, it provides a sound basis for what 
is claimed to be the decision to never stop working. The Administradoras de Fon-
dos de Pensiones, or AFP, is a capitalization system run by private-sector pension 
funds. Workers must contribute a fixed percentage of their salary toward a fund. 
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A private AFP invests the money and makes it grow. Once the worker retires, this 
sum—which varies based on the contributions made—provides a salary. This sys-
tem has been severely criticized, especially in recent years. Participants know 
their pensions will not allow them to live according to their expectations. They 
knew this long ago, when they first moved to Chile in their late thirties, without a 
working life that would be long enough to build up a good retirement fund. On 
top of this, some participants did not save money for the long term or buy an 
apartment. Instead, they put their children first. Francisco, a fifty-seven-year-old 
janitor, sent his extra money back to Peru to pay for his children’s studies. Roberto, 
the fifty-nine-year-old factory manager who occasionally drives an Uber, invested 
all his money in educating his children at the top educational institutions in Chile. 
Neither has an apartment of his own; they still rent. However, neither regrets these 
decisions. They prioritized the next generation over their own future.

Early Signs of Advanced Age
Participants claim at first to feel an unexpected vitality for their age. However, in 
more extended conversations, they admit that they have started to notice early signs 
of frailty, such as high blood sugar, diabetes, hypertension, or fatigue. Some par-
ticipants feel less energetic at social events. “ ’Before, I could stay up to 3:00–4:00 a.m., 
now it is midnight, and I am already yawning,” says Estefanía, the fifty-seven-year-
old bank employee. Esteban, the sixty-four-year-old businessman, reveals that 
meetings with old friends are shorter, as they all feel tired.

In recent years, these late-middle-aged men and women have managed to pre-
vent the frailties of old age from harming their active lifestyles by eating less fried 
food or reducing sugar intake, among other things. Some are more careful with 
spicy Peruvian dressings. Others have noticed early signs of aging in their lower 
resistance to the usual sources of stress. To battle high blood pressure, some par-
ticipants have had to quit coffee—which they find very difficult because it affects 
their work performance—start taking medication, or doing cardio exercises.

These experiences of aging seem to contradict the participants’ discourse on 
vitality. Many resolve this contradiction by evoking the dichotomy between body 
and spirit and claiming to have retained their youth despite the body’s natural 
decay. For example, Javiera, a fifty-three-year-old domestic worker, says, “In my 
spirit, I feel young, but when it comes to the body, my little bones ache.”8

Early signs of advanced age can threaten participants’ identity as workers and 
providers. Teresa, a fifty-three-year-old in-house domestic worker, sends money 
to pay for her mother’s cancer treatment in Peru. “Sometimes I feel the achaques 
[ailments resulting from old age]—my hand hurts—but it is better not to think 
about age and to keep working [to support my mother],” she says stoically. Igna-
cio, the sixty-one-year-old warehouse manager, is starting to experience what 
might be the early symptoms of Alzheimer’s: he has started to forget things. He is 
mainly concerned about his performance at work: “I am worried that it might affect 
how people see me at work, that they might see this [forgetfulness] as a lack of inter-
est in work.”
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Participants follow typical active aging narratives. They equate staying active 
and working to staying young. They measure their self-worth based on how much 
they dedicate themselves to work and even take pride in being called workahol-
ics. They cannot think of themselves in the future, not working, or picture them-
selves as older adults. This inability is not surprising, as most have very active 
lives and are almost as busy as they have always been. The age-related frailties 
they experience, though acknowledged, are manageable. In a way, these late-
middle-aged workers are halfway between retaining youth and entering a menac-
ingly quiet old age. Taking age as socially constructed and subjectively felt, they 
are certainly no longer young, but nor are they yet “older adults,” as their parents 
seemed to be at this age.

Where does the aura these late-middle-aged migrants possess, of “active aging,” 
come from? Dora Sampaio (2020), in her work with return migrants in the 
Azores, highlights the effect that transnational mobility has on the understanding 
of aging. Migrants returning from the United States compare themselves to the 
local nonmigrant population, revealing a different mind set toward aging. Return-
ees claim to pay greater attention to their health than locals do, worry about becom-
ing a burden on their children, and display a rigorous work ethic. Sampaio (2020, 11) 
suggests that this shift toward active aging is influenced by their time in the 
United States, which produces hybrid formulations of aging subjectivities.

Two decades in Chile, with its active aging policies and neoliberal way of life, 
could be a plausible reason for the participants to adhere to the active aging nar-
rative. However, their migration stories reveal another cause: the ethic of hard 
work, which they have practiced since they were young and still living in Peru, and 
which continued during their journey to Chile and subsequent settlement. Partici-
pants value themselves as workers and providers, and to keep working as hard as 
ever means to keep being who they are. Thus, the attitude that underlies this appar-
ent “active aging” is not a new one: it results from the persistence of this longtime 
identity. Besides, as members of the sandwich generation, they must provide for 
their parents and children, which requires even more effort.

Intergenerational Relationships: Between Aging  
Parents and Dependent Children

The contrast between the two kinds of intergenerational relationships experienced 
by members of the sandwich generation sheds light on their perspectives toward 
the future. Peruvian migrants assume caring for their parents as a natural respon-
sibility, as fulfilling a reasonable expectation. Yet they reject the possibility of 
turning into recipients of care provided by their children.

Vincent Horn, in his analysis of the literature on transnational families, syn-
thesizes older adults’ situations into four categories: the “stayers,” the “transnational 
travelers,” the “late-in-life family joiners,” and the “ones aging abroad” (2019, 
25–34).9 These categories, though preliminary and fluid, for the most part well 
describe the situations of the parents of the research participants: the “stayers” who 
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have remained in Peru, the “transnational travelers” who move back and forth 
between Peru and Chile for a couple of months a year, the “late-in-life family join-
ers” who come to live in Chile at an advanced age and are supported by their 
migrant children, and “the ones aging abroad.” This last category does not fit the 
participants’ parents but fits the participants themselves. Many have spent half of 
their lives in Chile, some even longer.

Esteban’s parents fit the first and largest category, the “stayers.” Esteban, the 
upper-middle-class businessman, and his brothers can afford to travel to Lima to 
visit them often. They have arranged for people to take care of their aging parents. 
One of his brothers lives in Chile, while the other returned to Lima for work some 
years ago. The three brothers tried to convince their parents to come to Chile, but 
they refused, stating that their networks and lives are in Peru. Their mother told 
them: “You three and my grandchildren, you all work, who am I going to stay 
with?”10 Esteban seems satisfied and at peace with the care provided to his parents.

This air of duty fulfilled is not at all apparent in Teresa’s case. The fifty-three-
year-old domestic worker is employed at a house in Vitacura, an upper-class neigh-
borhood in Santiago. Like many live-in domestic workers, she works fourteen 
hours a day, from seven in the morning to ten at night. She has a single day off on 
the weekend. Teresa has thought of going back to Peru more than once, as her 
mother has breast cancer. On one visit home, looking at her ill mother and her sin-
gle son, she almost decided to stay. But Teresa has no job in Peru and no one to 
support her. Her brothers are there, with her mother, but she does not trust them 
to provide good enough care. “They are there, but they are men,” she says. She 
wanted to return to Peru two years ago, but the priest at her church convinced her 
otherwise, reminding her that, in Santiago, at least she could work and send money 
to support her family.

Only one case, that of Gerardo’s parents, fits the category of “transnational trav-
elers.”11 Gerardo is a forty-nine-year-old biochemist. His parents have always been 
in a good financial situation, so he has never had to send remittances. His parents 
frequently visit on family occasions, such as the births of Gerardo’s daughters and 
nieces—Gerardo’s sister migrated to Chile before him. His parents have Chilean 
ID cards, which allow them to come more frequently and stay longer than with a 
tourist visa. They stay in Santiago for two or three months at a time and then spend 
two to three months in their hometown of Arequipa in Peru.

Roberto’s parents and Estefanía’s parents are examples of “late-in-life family 
joiners.” In both cases, the children invited their parents to come to Chile when 
the latter passed the age of seventy. Roberto’s mother passed away a couple of years 
after arriving, while his father died more recently. Estefanía’s mother also died 
some years after arriving. Her father, aged eighty-eight, is still alive and is mainly 
cared for by Estefanía and her sister Romina, both of whom are childless. He sees 
his other daughters, who also live in Chile, less often. Neither Roberto nor Este-
fanía has any family members remaining in Lima. Roberto’s siblings have all 
migrated to Chile, while Estefanía’s two brothers live in the United States and 
Japan.



102	 A l f o n s o  O ta e g u i

A clear sense of duty toward their parents is apparent among these Peruvian 
migrants. When retracing their stories, from their early years in Peru to coming 
to Chile and their initial struggles, they convey the respect and gratitude they feel 
toward their parents. For example, Pablo, the sixty-year-old businessman, recalls 
how hardworking his mother was, despite having no formal education. “She would 
prepare meals and sell them to companies, or [to the public] on special occasions 
such as national holidays,” he says. “With all her efforts, she was able to raise the 
three of us to become professionals,” he adds proudly, as he and his two siblings 
all have college degrees. In other cases, this sense of duty transforms into constant 
worry. Teresa talks to her widowed mother by videocall every night: “I am always 
checking on her. Through the camera, I see her. I call her every day.”

Participants display great respect for older adults for their age and experience. 
Estefanía’s father is treated with reverence at meetings of the Brotherhood of the 
Lord of Miracles. Many members of the brotherhood state, during formal speeches, 
what an honor it is for this former member to be present. At the celebration of Areq-
uipa’s anniversary, the Arequipeños association in Santiago gave Sister María, a 
seventy-eight-year-old nun, an award recognizing her decades of providing sup-
port to migrants at the Latin American Church. The traditional status of advanced 
age is unquestioned when it comes to their parents’ generation.

The participants dedicate a great deal of effort to taking care of their parents. 
They explicitly show respect for the experience and authority of older adults, whether 
their own parents or others. It is thus astonishing to hear these late-middle-aged 
Peruvian migrants state very firmly that they do not want their own children to take 
care of them in the future, so as to avoid burdening the next generation.

A possible explanation for that apparent contradiction is that caring for aging 
parents is tiring, and Peruvian migrants want to spare their children the experi-
ence. It requires a lot of logistical and financial effort, even apart from the emo-
tional stress when a parent’s health declines, or when they feel unable to provide 
the care they would have wanted for their parents. Yet the migrants convey a sense 
of duty and even pride for the care they provide to their parents, so the argument of 
not wanting their children to experience this effort seems insufficient.

However, that explanation also offers a clue, as participants focus on their 
children as a way of subliminally talking about themselves. As the following sec-
tion shows, by neglecting themselves and sacrificing themselves for others, late-
middle-aged Peruvian migrants are fulfilling their own life purpose.

Janus’s Vantage Point: The Two Gazes of Late Middle Age

The participants of this study are at a life stage in which it makes sense to look back-
ward and forward at the same time. In ancient Roman mythology, Janus is the 
god of transitions and duality. Ancient statues represent him with two faces look-
ing in opposite directions. This vantage point serves as an appropriate metaphor 
for the aspirations of late-middle-aged Peruvian migrants. Having reached this 
point in their lives, these migrants have a long past to look back on, but they do 
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not yet feel as though they are at the end of the road. Just as they are sandwiched 
between older parents and young children, they are between two stages of life: a 
claimed retained youth and looming old age. And, a common thread appears when 
looking in both directions: an aesthetics of sacrifice.

Looking Backward: All the Sacrifices We Made
Conversations on aspirations and life stories as migrants inevitably lead to reflec-
tions about the past and the present. Both casual discussions and semiformal inter-
views on their life stories turn into exchanges on life’s purpose. When addressing 
this subject directly and explicitly, replies are quite normative and dwell on family 
and Christian devotion, which is no surprise given that most participants belong 
to Peruvian Christian brotherhoods. However, when reading between the lines of 
interviews or conversations about life-changing events—migration journeys, com-
plicated health problems, the death of a relative—an aesthetics of sacrifice reveals 
itself.

Two migration stories illustrate this point. Roberto, the fifty-nine-year-old fac-
tory manager, came to Chile in 1997. He had had a hard time in Peru during the 
late 1980s and early 1990s, amid a constant economic crisis that left him perpetu-
ally unemployed or sub-employed. His wife received a job offer in Chile and 
migrated six months before him. He had to stay alone in Peru taking care of their 
two little boys. “It was tough to live like that, the distance, the children away from 
their mom,” he says. He finally came to Chile by bus, with the children, but was 
stopped at the border. He lacked some documents he needed to exit Peru with his 
sons, and he had no money even for a hotel room. Some locals helped him with 
accommodation and food, and he finally managed to get to Santiago. The first years 
were challenging: uncertainties about staying or going back, getting used to the 
food, finding a school for the children, finding a stable job for himself. With a great 
deal of effort, he and his wife managed to achieve a good life. Later, all his siblings 
also migrated to Chile.

Javiera, the fifty-three-year-old domestic worker, also recalls early hardships: the 
discrimination her children suffered in Chile due to their skin color, their accent, 
their mother’s job and appearance, and how difficult it was to fit in (cf. Tijoux 2007, 
2013).

Twenty years later, both migrants describe their current situation as a satisfactory 
outcome of their struggles. Roberto is happy that his two sons are professionals. 
Javiera is proud that her eldest daughter got a college degree and even bought an 
apartment before her death, while her son has his own small air-conditioning 
company. Their stories make sense to them as a sacrifice for their children. That 
sacrifice becomes, retrospectively, their own life’s purpose. Their children are liv-
ing proof that all the effort was worth it.

Settled in the Present
The present is also full of sacrifices, as participants’ repeated and proud references 
to their workaholism indicate. Their current situation is the result of their decades 



104	 A l f o n s o  O ta e g u i

in Chile, an experience that also informs their aspirations toward the future, such 
as to return to Peru after retirement.

Aspirations by themselves are not enough to achieve a good life, as such proj
ects are made possible—or are limited—by concrete opportunities (Fischer 2014, 
208; see also Amrith, Sakti, and Sampaio, this volume). In Chile, Peruvian migrants 
found opportunities for an economically stable life. This was true for both upper-
middle-class and working-class participants. The former had college degrees and, 
in general, better opportunities—such as a position in a firm—while the latter came 
to look for low-paying jobs, such as in-house domestic work, cleaning, and so forth. 
In both cases, participants were able to provide for their families in Chile and back 
in Peru, albeit to different degrees and occupying different socioeconomic strata. 
Surprisingly, most participants declare that they had not planned to stay in Chile 
for as long as they did when they migrated. Rather than “settling” in Chile, they 
realized that they had “dis-adapted” to Peru after a couple of years. A short visit 
to Peru revealed to them that they could no longer deal with simple annoyances 
of everyday life, such as the chaotic traffic in Lima, or some messiness here and 
there. Life in Chile was more organized, but they missed their home country 
and their families. Decades later, leaving aside those who can afford to travel back 
regularly, most participants conclude that, nowadays, missing Peru is less hard, 
mainly due to two factors: communication technologies and the wide availability 
of Peruvian products.

Even though participants declare they have stayed in touch with their families 
in Peru since the advent of cheap phone calls (Vertovec 2009, 55), they emphasize 
how much easier it is now, with smartphones. WhatsApp videocalls allow them to 
have close, visual contact with their relatives, while Facebook allows them to exer-
cise copresence through the live streams of communal events such as birthday 
parties and religious processions (Otaegui, 2023) (figure 5.1).

Most participants recall struggling to adapt to the local food in their first years. 
Nowadays, besides the large number of Peruvian restaurants (Imilan 2013), most 
Peruvian products can easily be found in specialized stores. Considering also the 
Christian brotherhoods honoring Peruvian icons and the Peruvian business and 
city associations, it can be said that many Peruvian experiences are re-created 
in Chile. In a way, it is easier to live in Chile as a Peruvian migrant now than it 
was three decades ago.

With communication technologies, and the availability of Peruvian products 
and traditions, it is easier for the participants to stay in their destination country. 
The necessary trade-offs for a good life are fewer now, or are at least more man-
ageable, to the point that no participant, with one exception, declared that he or 
she wants to return to Peru after retirement. The future seems to be somewhat 
vague in the participants’ imaginations, concerning not only their retirement plans 
but life itself.

When asked how many more years they think they will live, or how these years 
might be, the answers are uncertain, fuzzy—as fuzzy as the age categories they use 
to define themselves. Estefanía, the fifty-seven-year-old bank employee, replies: 
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“Perhaps ten more years. In my family, people do not live long.” Javiera, the fifty-
three-year-old domestic worker, has never thought of how long she would live. 
“That’s up to the One above us [God] to decide,” she states. She would like to live 
fifteen more years. “I would not like to be old and depend on other people, on my 
children,” she says.

Death seems not to be their biggest worry. When speaking about death and 
when it will come, the participants accept it as a natural fact of life. As is usually 
the case among older adults (Duque 2019, 2022; Miller et al. 2021; Garvey and Miller 
2021), participants are more worried about a possible loss of autonomy in their last 
years rather than death itself. This loss of autonomy would mean turning into a 
burden. The aspirations of these Peruvian migrants, however, transcend their own 
future and even reach the next generation.

Looking Forward: Sacrifice and Legacy
When these late-middle-aged migrants reflect on their lives, backward and for-
ward, the aesthetics of sacrifice permeating the discourse is coupled with a desire 
to leave something behind. In most cases, this translates into the well-being of their 
children. As noted previously, some Peruvian migrants have no property, as they 
decided to invest instead in their children’s education. Most participants see edu-
cation as a tool for advancing in life, which will enable their children to become 
resilient and independent. Elena, a forty-nine-year-old nurse, confesses: “I only ask 
God two things: that I may die without pain and that [by the time I die] my 

Figure 5.1. ​ Here and there: Peruvian migrants live streaming the Lord of Miracles 
celebration in Santiago (Chile). Photograph by Alfonso Otaegui.
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daughters do not need me anymore. With those two things, I would be fulfilled.” 
Elena states that her daughters still need her, as they are only eighteen and twenty-
one years old. Elena herself lost her mother when aged twenty-two years. She 
knows how hard it is and finds reassurance in knowing that she has provided her 
daughters with a good education: “With that tool, one can move forward.” Such 
statements are common among both upper-middle-class and lower-middle-class 
Peruvian migrants. Martín, the sixty-five-year-old security guard, saves a little 
money every month. His daughter, who lives in Peru and has had mental health 
issues, wanted to go back to university. Martín decided to fund her education and 
told her: “I will not leave you money [as an inheritance], but at least I will leave 
you a brain [i.e., education].”

These migrants see their own realization in their children’s success, whether this 
means college degrees, proper jobs, or owning property. Their children are the leg-
acy that justifies a life of sacrifice. However, some things do not pass on to the 
next generation. These late-middle-aged Peruvian migrants share with their Peru-
vian parents the devotion to Peruvian Christian icons. They learned it from their 
grandparents and parents, and lived it in Peru, through processions and cele
brations. Their children, raised in Chile, do not share this devotion. Their migrant 
parents attribute it in part to Chile being a “much less devoted” country and accept 
it with almost stoic resignation. In a way, Peruvian migrants have also sacrificed 
the continuity of certain traditions.

Perhaps the most illustrative example of this aesthetics of sacrifice toward their 
children to avoid being a burden, coupled with a resignation toward loss of tradi-
tion, is the choice of cremation. In Catholicism, paying respect to the dead is very 
important. Several participants recall going to a cemetery in Peru to honor their 
grandparents or even family members they had never met. Despite burial being 
more traditional, most participants have come around to the idea—some quite 
recently—that they would prefer to be cremated. In a way, this is another sacrifice 
they make for the sake of their children.

Two significant explanations appear in conversations with migrants who pre-
fer cremation as the means of disposing of their bodies. The first relates to the prac-
ticalities of being a migrant. Repatriation of a deceased migrant for burial to Peru 
presents many difficulties. Liliana, a sixty-one-year-old accountant, recalls the 
story of her sister who passed away in the United States. The bureaucracy of mov-
ing a corpse to another country was a nightmare, so Liliana finally decided to let 
the body rest in the United States. Repatriation is also extremely expensive.

The second reason relates to the discontinuity of traditions. Mariano, the 
sixty-two-year-old notary, acknowledges this, combining resignation with nostalgia. 
“Families used to go to the cemetery to put flowers on their dead ones,” he says. 
“But that [tradition] is lost, they start to forget you . . . ​what would be the point [of 
a burial]? Even I go to the cemetery less often when I visit Peru.” Mariano sees it 
as a natural change with new generations: some customs just fade away. He is start-
ing to consider cremation, so his children can spread his ashes if they want. He 
wants to release his children from the duty of going to the cemetery. Elena, the 
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forty-nine-year-old nurse, has no doubts: “I want cremation. It is the most prag-
matic for my daughters, so they can forget about going to the cemetery and laying 
down flowers.”

There is a sense of not being a burden to their children, coupled with accepting 
that their children will not continue these traditions. There is also something about 
cremation and the portability of funeral urns that make it poetically fitting for 
migrants: it is a movable burial for movable people. The story of Marcos, a fifty-
six-year-old call center manager, illustrates this point. His mother lives in Peru. 
His wife and son live in Chile. When discussing the future, death, and what will 
happen after, he firmly states: “Cremated. Half of me will be here; the other half 
will be there.” Marcos made this decision only three years ago. “I used to say that 
I wanted to be buried in Peru.” he explains. “But then, my son said that I was only 
thinking about myself and not about the son wanting to see his father.” That was 
enough for Marcos to decide on cremation and dividing his ashes across his two 
countries: the country of his mother and the country of his son.

Conclusion

Late-middle-aged Peruvian migrants not only have settled for a long time in Chile. 
In a way, they hope also to settle for a long time in the present moment, in the stage 
of life they currently occupy. They are not only a transnational sandwich genera-
tion, with aging parents in Peru and young children in Chile, they are also late-
middle-aged individuals trying to hold on to youth before old age comes for 
them. Anchored in the present, their aspirations for the future appear fuzzy and 
advanced age seems to be admired only when it applies to their parents. Despite 
the ambivalence of their aging experience, their condition as migrants is useful as 
a means to conceptualize late middle age.

Even when late-middle-aged Peruvian migrants discuss their aspirations for 
later life, these are never concrete plans for real moments in the future. Partici-
pants state that they will not retire, or that they will continue working even if they 
retire. They do not want their children to take care of them in their last years or 
even after death, and they present cremation as a sensitive choice toward their 
children. However, these statements should not be taken as decisions, or as visions 
of the future. After all, it will be another fifteen to twenty years before it becomes 
apparent whether they hold to their word or not. Instead, these aspirations are dec-
larations about the present.

The participants focus on the present, which is why the future appears blurred 
beyond it. It is not that far beyond, but is blurry anyway. Their conversations about 
the future are deeply rooted in the present. In this present, these proud wage earn-
ers can keep being who they are. In this present, these late-middle-aged Peruvian 
migrants feel enthusiastic, hardworking, and even powerful: after all, two genera-
tions depend on them. As a sandwich generation, they successfully support both 
their parents and children. The work this requires makes their lifestyle fit the active 
aging narrative—and even the “successful aging” narrative (Lamb 2017), with its 
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emphasis on productivity—by the book. Yet, as previously discussed, their lifestyle 
also reflects a long-term ethic of hard work. Participants experience a much greater 
degree of vitality than they expected, compared to their memories of parents and 
grandparents. Though certain undeniable frailties show that old age is coming for 
them, their remaining vitality, and its material consequences in terms of work and 
ability to provide, is proof for them of their claimed youth. Yet, this relationship 
between claimed youth and menacing old age does not lack ambivalence.

The ambivalence toward the experience of aging—between claiming the tradi-
tional authority of advanced age and claiming the status of retained youth—is not 
merely a matter of subjectively felt vitality. This ambivalence is heavily informed 
by close contact with the older generation. The participants provide care to their 
parents and value and respect them for their age, but they do not want to take that 
place themselves in the near future. Participants support their children, but do not 
want their children’s support when the time comes. Their identity (and self-worth) 
profoundly depends on their working life, and is on the verge of workaholism, so 
they cannot afford to become passive care receivers. They respect and revere their 
parents, but are afraid of being in their place one day. It is not fear of being old per se. 
It is the fear of losing autonomy, becoming dependent, turning into a burden, that 
worries them more than death.

Their condition as migrants shapes their life stories and consequently their 
experience of aging: from the sacrifice narrative and dedication to work to sup-
port their families back in Peru, to the factual justification for delaying retirement, 
to the resignation that their children will not continue certain traditions and the 
need to arrange for their parents’ care abroad (or migrating in later life), among 
others. The option of cremation is perhaps the clearest manifestation of their desire 
not to burden the next generation and exemplifies their acceptance that customs 
change with migration. Their life—even their afterlife—is marked by mobility.

Russell King and his colleagues remark that, while “migration is a relatively 
unambiguous phenomenon . . . ​ageing is a much more . . . ​slippery process to define 
and conceptualise” (2017, 183). Perhaps using the “relatively unambiguous” process 
of migration as a metaphor can help us better understand the fuzzy nature of late 
middle age. It can be conceptualized as a migration journey between two stages in 
life (see also Amrith, this volume). It is a middle point that is well past the first 
half, a suitable vantage point for the two gazes of Janus.

As with many migrants, the lives of late-middle-aged Peruvians in Santiago is 
informed by experiences of being in-between. They live between two countries, two 
generations (their Peruvian parents and their Chilean children), and two different 
life stages (retained youth and looming old age). They live between providing care 
(to their parents) and not wanting care (from their children), and between a con-
tinuing legacy (through their children, who have a promising future) and one that 
will not continue (their religious devotion will not pass on to the next generation).

Carolina Stefoni and Macarena Bonhomme highlight how the concept of “in-
betweenness” (Bhabha 1996) helps to understand the experience of migration: many 
migrants live in a “third space,” between two worlds, their origin country and the 



Be t w e e n  Pa r e n t s  T h e r e  a n d  C h i l dr e n  H e r e 	 109

destination country, and struggle with belonging and identity (Stefoni and Bon-
homme 2014, 83). This metaphor is helpful also to conceptualize the experience of 
late middle age. It is a third space in the life course: no longer youth, not yet advanced 
age. These late-middle-aged adults hold on to their own identity as (young) active 
workers without fully accepting that they are somewhere in-between, closer to the 
next stage, of advanced age. The only certainty lies in the present, where they can 
keep being who they were and continue their narrative of sacrifice. The future that 
lies ahead is a place where they hope never to settle, with its threats of passivity, 
dependency, and an unproductive life. Like Janus, they look both ways, but some-
times it seems one of the faces—the one toward the future—has its eyes shut.
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notes
1. ​ Globally, the population older than sixty years will double from 11 percent to 22 percent 

between 2000 and 2050 and reach two billion people (WHO 2014).
2. ​ According to the data gathered up to 31 December 2020, Peruvians are now the second-

largest immigrant group (16.3% of the migrant population in Chile), surpassed only by Ven-
ezuelan migrants (30.7%) (INE 2021, 15).

3. ​ This research was funded by the Center for Intercultural and Indigenous Research 
(CIIR)—grant ANID FONDAP15110006—and was conducted within the Anthropology of 
Smartphones and Smart Ageing, a global comparative project, coordinated by Daniel Miller 
at University College London.

4. ​ Around two-thirds of migrants live in the metropolitan region. Menara Guizardi and 
Alejandro Garcés (2014) call “methodological Santiaguism” the bias of most migration stud-
ies in Chile, which focus solely on Santiago. This chapter does not pretend to describe the 
experience of all Peruvian migrants in Chile, or even in Santiago.

5. ​ All participants’ names have been changed and their professions modified as well. These 
changes do not affect the integrity of the data. All participants’ quotes were originally in Span-
ish. English translations are ours.

6. ​ Mariano uses the word mayor in Spanish. Mayor means “older” when applied to “adult,” 
as in “older adult,” and does not necessarily have a negative connotation. The word viejo, or 
“old,” has a pejorative connotation when applied to people.

7. ​ “Selling holidays” means working for double pay during holidays, instead of taking reg-
ular paid holidays.

8. ​ See King et al. (2017) for a critical review on the literature on this Cartesian division 
applied to aging.
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9. ​ According to Horn (2019) transnational family studies usually focus on parental rela-
tions and have only recently addressed relationships between other members, such as older 
parents.

10. ​ The literature on transnational families shows that, in some cases, following reunifica-
tion older parents complain that their migrant children do not provide enough emotional sup-
port (cf. Lamb 2002 on migrants from India).

11. ​ According to Horn’s literature review (2019), “transnational travelers” usually applies 
to grandmothers traveling to the receiving country to help their children care for newborn 
babies (cf. Goulbourne and Chamberlain 2001).
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Whose Aspirations?
intergenerational expectations and  

hopes in eastern uganda

Susan Reynolds Whyte

“I’m back from Kampala,” said Jaja with a straight face, as she slowly hobbled back 
from the latrine, leaning heavily on her stick. She could still manage those twenty 
meters and ironically call the move to relieve herself a trip to Kampala. That after
noon, we were sitting where she always sat, on the step of her house, talking about 
a real journey she had taken six months earlier. One of her grandsons, Kato, had 
carried her on a motorbike to his home, about ten kilometers away, where he and 
his brothers and their wives had cared for her for some months. Jaja had her own 
house on the land of her late husband, surrounded by the homes of her sons’ 
children, who, with their wives and families, provided everyday help. But Kato, 
a daughter’s son, took her away for a long visit because he and his mother believed 
Jaja was not well cared for at her home. They declared: “Bedbugs were swarming 
like white ants, taking her blood.” Jaja herself said that the trip was more about 
running away from bedbugs than visiting the homes of her daughter’s sons. But 
she was full of praise for them and their wives. They served her with heaps of food. 
“They could even come at night to take me to one of their houses to eat.” But while 
she was still enjoying freedom from bedbugs, someone came to say that her brother’s 
daughter had died. Her grandson carried her on his motorbike to the burial, where 
she stayed some days to mourn and then returned to her own home. “The bed-
bugs had taken a rest, but after a short time they returned in strength. They are 
still biting, but I am here.”

Jaja was well into her nineties, and like other very elderly people I have been 
following, she was becoming less and less mobile.1 The old and frail depend on their 
sticks, but even more, they depend on a configuration of potential caregivers who 
sometimes move them, as Kato moved Jaja, and very often move themselves to care 
for old relatives.2 It is these moves and locations, together with the sociality and 
material things that have significance in conditions of poverty, that I explore in this 
chapter. Mobility of caregivers and receivers is both physical and social. In what 
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follows I will suggest that the aspirations of old people in this part of eastern Uganda 
must be understood within this shifting configuration of relatives, through whom, 
and with whom, they try to make a livable, if not a good, life. Old people’s desires and 
hopes are intertwined with the aspirations of their relatives, sometimes in happy 
congruence and sometimes not. Arjun Appadurai’s (2004, 2013) perspectives on 
imagining and anticipating the future are useful, but his suggestions about the 
capacity to aspire must be rethought in connection with aspiration in later life.

The setting where I work is one of high fertility, so families are large and poten-
tial caregivers are many. Jaja had borne eight children; although only three were 
still living, they had left many descendants. But resources are small—Bunyole 
(Butaleja District) is rural and poor. Livelihood depends on farming and small 
business and “distributive labor,” that is, on working to be distributed to by those 
with more means (Ferguson 2015). Yet receiving support is not easy where few 
people have regular salaries or jobs from which they can retire on a pension. Espe-
cially younger people leave to seek work in Uganda’s larger towns, but most are 
struggling (“gambling” as they say) trying to earn enough to survive in the city. 
There is not much international migration from this area, so mobility is within 
the country, the region, and the district. For some elderly people, movement is to 
a grandson’s home, a neighborhood funeral, or just to the latrine.

Uganda has only recently, and with donor support, introduced a program of 
senior citizen grants. This very modest payment of UGX 25,000 (USD 6.70) a month, 
paid quarterly to people aged eighty and older, has so far only happened once in 
Butaleja District. Although it should have been repeated in September 2020, the 
elderly are still waiting. The amount is small, but cash in hand means a lot in con-
ditions where jelly for dry skin and sugar for tea are so appreciated. One old friend 
recounted that while he and others were waiting in line to receive the money, they 
were told that President Yoweri Museveni had sent a message to all the old people 
that they should eat and enjoy the money that had been brought to them. “So, most 
of the old people took the president’s advice to just eat and enjoy from their money. 
Some old people drank too much alcohol and died!” I never confirmed that people 
splurged the grant on alcohol, but many, including that old man, indulged in buy-
ing meat—a taste of what the good life could be. Old Jaja, famous for her love of 
meat, blurted out when we were talking about her friend who used to be fat, “May 
God give us life! We shall eat that life!,” while showing how she would tear the meat, 
pulling it sideways to rip it and chew with her few teeth.

What is the life that old people hope for in their remaining years? To explore 
that question, I draw loosely on a distinction made by Appadurai (2013) in his work 
on the future as cultural fact. He suggests that three kinds of thinking about the 
future be considered: imagination, anticipation, and aspiration. Imagination con-
notes a vision of the future. Anticipation points to the expectation of something 
probable. Aspiration directs hope and ambition toward something desired. This 
approach to expectations and hopes links to a growing body of work on ideas of a 
good old age in radically different settings (Lynch and Danely 2013; Lamb 2017; 
Hromadžić and Palmberger 2018). Themes addressed in that work resonate with 
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those that concern Jaja and others in eastern Uganda. They are not inspired by the 
goals of healthy or active aging, espoused by public health authorities in wealthier 
countries. As Sarah Lamb (2017) and contributors have shown, the obsession with 
“successful aging” is widespread, but far from universal. Instead, my interlocutors 
aspire to “comfortable aging,” something that is a struggle for many. The themes 
that Meika Loe (2017) unfolds from her research with very old people in upstate 
New York are also found in eastern Uganda: interdependence, accepting vulner-
ability and limitations, coming to terms with mortality. They play out differently 
in a setting with little security beyond that provided by intimate others, with poor 
yet expensive health care, and with a constant lack of cash (see also Wolter, this 
volume). But fundamentally they are central to anticipation and aspiration.

Imagining Pasts and Futures

On what basis do we imagine the future? Appadurai (2013) asserts that it is mostly 
on the basis of past, and I would add present, experience. The people of Bunyole 
share a past when life was informed by an ideal of patrilineal kinship and virilo-
cal marriage. Sons were allocated land by their fathers, and they brought wives to 
make homes there, with the consequence that parents grew old with their sons, 
daughters-in-law, and sons’ children nearby. Daughters were mobile; they moved 
away to their husbands, though they maintained continuing links with their paren-
tal homes. It was never entirely like that and has become less so with time. Short-
age of land and a rapidly growing population meant that some men moved away 
to find land in other districts, a practice that has become more and more common. 
Divorce was always a possibility; women left their husbands and moved back to 
the homes of their fathers and brothers until they moved on to another man. Yet 
in recent decades, partnerships have become less and less firm, with daughters stay-
ing for long periods in their parental homes and sons’ partners coming and going. 
Weak marriage ties have long characterized southern Africa (Pauli and Van Dijk 
2017); in recent decades, partnership instability is also increasing in Uganda, while 
the frequency of formal marriage declines (UBOS 2017, 72). What is significant in 
Bunyole is that the imagined topography of an old couple surrounded by the homes 
of their sons’ families is an image that still lingers in people’s minds and holds to 
a certain extent. Even when the patrilineal virilocal ideal is not realized, the loca-
tion of children and grandchildren makes a kind of kin topography that is funda-
mental for understanding the past and imagining the future. Appadurai (2013, 288) 
wrote that community, family, and personal archives of memory are more impor
tant than state or bureaucratic archives in forming people’s sense of locality. Those 
images of children and grandchildren located nearby or farther away trace maps 
for possible futures. But they are maps that can shift; as family members moved 
around in the past, so may they also in time to come.

Sitting in the shade of her magnificent cashew tree, an elderly woman named 
Judith explained that she had borne eight girls and two boys. “I wanted three or 
four boys, but God did not give. The wife of my first son made it good, though. 
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She had seven boys and one girl. Boys will expand the home. They will build houses 
all around here,” she said, motioning toward the compound where the houses of 
her two sons stood near her own. “If the land is not enough, the boys will buy more.” 
Remembering the large home in which she herself grew up, and counting the num-
ber of her grandsons, Judith imagined a future when the vicinity of her home 
would be crowded with the houses of her sons’ sons and their wives. Today there 
is a shortage of land, but people in their eighties and nineties, like Judith, do not 
worry so much about that, as middle-aged parents do. They are of a time when the 
average completed fertility rate was about eight, and they envision a future sur-
rounded by the houses of many descendants.

For many old people, it is not just the number of children but their children’s 
success in life that forms the basis for imagining the future. Schooling is impor
tant in the minds of many. A couple of years later, I visited Judith again, and we 
talked about her marriage: “My mother’s brother [who brought her up] did not let 
me marry the man I wanted. I had met a rich and well-educated man who wanted 
to pay bridewealth and marry me properly in church. If I had married him, I would 
have been powerful, and my children would have gone to school. But my uncle made 
me marry a friend of his, who was not interested in educating our children—except 
for the one son who studied and became a teacher. It was my daughter’s son who 
graduated from university. I even went to Kampala for the celebration, and I danced 
and ululated.”

The son who became a teacher built a brick house for his parents, and another 
for his wife and children. Even though he stays at the school where he teaches, his 
family lives right next to Judith, and he earns enough to help with her medical 
expenses. These days, education does not guarantee a job; many young people, even 
with university degrees, never achieve the security of a regular salary. In the past, 
schooling was more significant as a step toward employment, and this is reflected 
in Judith’s ruminations and her imagination of a future when graduates like her 
daughter’s son will provide support for the family.

The archive of the past shows that old people were supported materially by at 
least some descendants, whether they had much schooling or not. The image of an 
old person in a cluster of the homes of sons and their families remains an ideal. 
But the experience of more recent decades is that an unmarried daughter may 
inhabit one of the houses or that the son does not live in his house full-time, though 
some of his children may stay with their grandparents. On this basis, old people 
imagine a future in their own home, where family members live nearby, and some-
one supplies a little money.

Anticipating the Expected

Anticipation concerns the near future, and it focuses on something specific that is 
definitely expected, likely, or at least quite possible. Those few elderly people who 
received the first distribution of senior citizen grants anticipated the next payout 
covering another three months. They had plans for how they would spend the 
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money. Most thought of buying special eats: meat and matoke for making the 
steamed plantain dish that is a bit of a luxury in this part of Uganda. An elderly 
woman named Rosa, with whom I spoke about prospects for the next distribution, 
anticipated taking her trusted daughter-in-law to help collect the money, since her 
nephew had stood in line for her the first time and taken most of it.

Old people anticipate the arrival of a relative who has promised to visit. When 
Jaja spied an airplane around the time she knew I was coming, she happily told 
others that it must be bringing me. They plan for visitors and try in advance to 
organize a meal. Once Jaja scolded me for passing her home often without stop-
ping; she made me promise to come the next day and gave explicit instructions to 
her grandson Henry, who lived next door. When I arrived, they had killed a chicken 
for me and my companion in anticipation of our visit. Elderly people look forward 
to celebrations, including the various phases of burials and funerals, which every 
old person attends unless truly immobile. These are the small events of everyday 
life that involve some kind of mobility—of themselves or others.

The great event that elderly people anticipate is death—their own and that of 
other old people. It is omnipresent in Bunyole, where people are buried at home and 
funerals are the most important of rituals, bringing together hundreds of mourners. 
The final immobility of a person mobilizes people from near and far as news goes out 
by word of mouth, handwritten messages, and radio announcements about the death 
and the time of burial. The body is laid out in the house of the deceased and people 
enter to view it, wailing on three notes and calling out their loss. Those closely related 
sleep several nights at the bereaved home, where a funeral fire is kept burning. In 
everyday life, anticipation of death is not hidden (see also Gill, this volume).

People, particularly old people, talk openly of their own demise and that of others 
(see also Van der Geest 2002a). Jaja once told her daughter Veria to send a message to 
her other daughter, Agatha: “Is she waiting for me to die before she brings that goat 
she promised?” Often elderly people leaving a funeral or looking at a recent grave 
remark, “He/she left me with a big debt [ebbanja],” that is, an obligation—to die as 
well. Or “He/she has gone to keep a place for me.” A common greeting, “How are the 
bones” may elicit a smile and the response “They want to go down,” that is, they are 
tending toward the grave. An old person feeling exhausted might say, “The bones 
will be a bundle of dry grass,” metaphorically implying a corpse that is light and dry. 
The realism of such remarks is sometimes lightened by humor, as Jason Danely (2017) 
found among the very old in Japan. Irony and wryness seem to reflect an acceptance 
of the inevitable. The difference is that, in Bunyole, laughing about death is not 
restricted to the elderly. Songs for dancing and drinking often have an “eat, drink, 
and be merry” theme with call phrases and responses about the grave:

“If you find your friend, laugh with her. The grave will eat the bones.”
“Where does your nose point? Down. That’s where we’re going.”
“The bones will rot. The body is for maggots.”
“Let us drink, you yourself drink! Will it be like this when we are inside the 

grave?”
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While reminders about death are common and general, they are also specific, 
as when people give instructions about where they want to be buried. This hap-
pens when there is any possible doubt, for example, when men have been living in 
town or when women have no firm husband on whose land they could be buried. 
Other people also directly express their anticipation of a very old person’s immi-
nent death. On one visit, I had brought a new mattress for Jaja. It was lying near 
us, still in its plastic wrapping, rolled up and tied with a rope, when an old friend 
and neighbor stopped to greet her. She immediately spotted the new mattress and 
congratulated Jaja for it. “But how long do you have to enjoy that mattress?” she 
asked, then added: “Of course, it will be nice that you are laid out on a good mat-
tress when mourners come.”

A few years earlier, Jaja herself anticipated the death of her daughter Anna, 
who was about seventy at the time. We were sitting with her in the usual place 
when her granddaughter Mercy arrived on a bicycle: “Anna is very sick and sends 
word that she wants to be buried next to her father.” My first reaction was that we 
should get Anna to the hospital; perhaps her life could be saved. Jaja immediately 
ordered that someone should clear the cotton plants near her husband’s grave 
and remove the firewood that another daughter had stored in the house, so that 
Anna’s body could lie there. Sadly, her anticipation proved right. Anna survived 
for another two weeks, after hospital treatment proved useless. She was brought 
to her mother’s house, where she lay unconscious for several days while mourners 
gathered outside, waiting for word before they started wailing. At her burial, the 
priest remarked, perhaps in sympathy with Jaja: “A wise woman dies before her 
children, but Jaja is still here.” Jaja lived on, but her condition slowly declined and 
her needs for care increased. Toward the end, two of her children were openly 
anticipating, almost asserting, that her husband should come for her. And he did. 
Jaja died three years after her daughter Anna.

Adult children foresee the day when they will stage a funeral for their parents. 
If they never built a good house for them, those who have the means try to do so 
before the end, so they will not be shamed when mourners come. The anticipation 
of an old person’s death puts the behavior of his or her children in sharp relief. 
Have they made every effort to ease the last years and months of life? When death 
is anticipated, the virtues and vexations of intimate others (Whyte 2022) are 
illuminated.

Aspiring to a Good Life?

When we asked very old people about what makes their life good and what they 
hoped for, the immediate answer was often: Nothing is good. We hurt, we have 
become useless, we move with difficulty. They recounted details of bodily loss, but 
often with forbearance and sometimes with humor. Self-deprecating, lighthearted 
remarks were a way of expressing, even performing, reduced aspiration. Jaja’s jok-
ing announcement that she had returned from Kampala as she tottered back from 
the nearby latrine is a good example. When my assistant Rose recently visited 
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Judith, she admired Rose’s coronavirus mask. “It would be good for old people. 
We would feel comfortable if no one could see the big gaps in our mouths where 
our teeth have fallen out.” An elderly man named Hasahya, too, remarked that his 
mouth was folding in because he was losing his teeth. He added: “The termite 
mound re-creates itself every year, but for us, life diminishes year by year.”

While caregivers tried to provide medicine for acute problems like malaria or 
bouts of diarrhea, the old people were resigned to their general decline. One man, 
Samwiri, had become very shaky since the last time we visited, but he said there 
was nothing much that could be done about it. Another, Yokosofati, who only leaves 
his bed in the late afternoon to sit in the shade, declared that his health was not 
going to get better, but he had adapted to it. Even when he is given medicine, it 
only works briefly. But he liked listening to the radio and chatting with visitors. 
Going to a private clinic was expensive, and the government health units gave poor 
service. Rosa told us that last time she went to the hospital, the receptionist asked 
why she came to waste medicine that could be used to treat still useful young 
people. (I once heard an old lady recount a similar story to her equally old crony, 
and they both laughed about it.) Rosa did not think it was amusing; she declared 
she would not go back to the hospital after that insult. She accepted that she had 
to walk slowly and rest between steps; at least she could manage to attend funerals 
in the neighborhood.

Appadurai (2004) wrote that the capacity to aspire is unevenly distributed. 
Those who have some resources, who have experienced that they can realize 
something they hope for, are more capable of aspiration. Appadurai was thinking 
about political and economic inequality and about certain kinds of aspiration such as 
community action to improve life conditions. Still, his observation may be 
applied in another way. The capacity to aspire is also unevenly distributed over the 
life course. Younger people’s aspiration capacity depends in part on the chances 
and experiences that characterize their social and economic position. But they 
are also capable of aspiring because of their youth, their bodily capital, and the 
years ahead of them. As people become frailer, and more dependent on others, their 
horizons of aspiration diminish. In Bunyole, increasing loss of mobility meant 
that even attending funerals, going to church, or visiting others were hard. People 
could no longer hope to participate physically in a wider social world. Except for 
occasions when they were carried to stay with other relatives, they spent their 
days at home (see Obrist 2016). Those who could move a little followed the rhythm 
of the sun, shifting from the shade of the mango tree to that of the tamarind and 
back to the shadow of the house. Many of the desires my oldest friends expressed 
were modest indeed; yet they all had some aspirations.

For the feeblest, like Jaja, comfortable aging was about good things to eat. Asked 
what would improve her life, Jaja’s response was brief: meat, sugar, tea leaves, and 
soap. Jaja’s love of meat was legendary. She herself laughed about it. When we 
brought her a kilo, she always called for a knife, cut it in chunks, and counted the 
pieces so she knew how many there should be when it came back from the hearth 
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(implying that she would catch the cooks if they took any) (figure 6.1). Once she 
tried to hurry her granddaughter to prepare the meat, comparing herself to a hun-
gry carnivore: “A hyena doesn’t sleep with something smelly” (i.e., it devours the 
meat immediately before it goes bad).

Beyond pork and tea with excessive sugar, Jaja wanted freedom from bedbugs 
and a lamp to keep sorcerers away at night. It was her grandson’s wife and neigh-
bor, Mary, who wanted a thermos flask for her, so she could be away from Jaja for 
longer, knowing that the old lady had warm tea. She added that there was nothing 
much that could be done to improve granny’s life in her remaining years, except 
to provide the necessities and make her comfortable where she is, until she joins 
her husband.

Even though special things to eat were the first things that some mentioned as 
characterizing the good life, there were always other dimensions. A fundamental 
desire, call it an aspiration, was to live out the final years at home. You should be 
surrounded by relatives, who will feed and care for you; there should be grand-
children to send for water. You should die at home, where you will be buried. It is 
better to die in the right place to avoid the costs of transporting a corpse.

Those men who have worked elsewhere mostly move back to the land of their 
fathers when they are no longer able to keep on with their jobs. Some have tried to 
maintain a house on their rural land so that they have a place waiting. Even men 

Figure 6.1. ​ Jaja and a great-granddaughter cutting meat and counting the pieces. 
Photograph by Susan Reynolds Whyte.
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without children, or without contact to their children, returned to stay near their 
brothers and brothers’ children. Of four such men I know, one was brought back 
mortally ill to be cared for by his family (Whyte 2022), while the others returned 
from jobs to stay in houses on the land of their fathers, where they could eat the 
food cooked by the wives of their brothers and brothers’ sons. In one of those 
instances, the brothers joined together to build a house for the childless man, con-
firming that the aspiration to spend the last years at home is shared and sup-
ported by close relatives.

For women, going home or being at home is more complicated (Whyte 2005). 
Ideally, they should grow old and be buried at the home of their husband and sons. 
Alternatively, they may age or be buried at their father’s home, as was Jaja’s daughter 
Anna. Yet the place where a woman should spend her twilight years may not be 
the place where some relatives feel she is best cared for. There may be different opin-
ions about location, and old women communicate their own wishes, sometimes 
indirectly. Jaja has two living daughters, both married. Veria comes regularly to 
visit Jaja, bathe her, and wash her clothes. Agatha, who lives in a neighboring dis-
trict, took Jaja to stay with her, in part to relieve her sister. She kept Jaja for four 
months and cared for her well. But then Jaja began to act strangely; she became 
possessed (ohusamira) and her dead husband spoke through her, telling her to go 
home and clean his grave. Something similar happened when another old lady was 
taken to Kampala to stay with her son’s family. The son’s wife was a health worker 
and cared for her assiduously; her daughters came to visit her in the city. Yet when 
she began to remove her clothes, act possessed, and speak wildly about going back 
home, everyone agreed that she could not stay. In both these cases, the virtuous 
caregivers who took the old women to live with them said that it was shameful for 
them to be keeping them away from their homes when they were behaving oddly 
and drawing attention to the situation. Their embarrassment coincided with the 
wishes of their charges to go home to where their husbands were buried.

One of the cultural sensibilities that affects the movements of old people and 
their caregivers is obuhwe, the modesty that should obtain between in-laws of adja-
cent generations. A woman should not stay in the house of her married daughter; she 
and her son-in-law avoid each other. When Jaja became possessed while visiting 
her daughter in the next district, people remarked that it was extra-shameful 
because she was at her in-laws (although she was staying in a separate house). There-
fore, devoted daughters care for their old mothers by visiting them, leaving their 
husbands and children for a day or a week to travel to where their mother stays. In 
some cases, daughters take turns going to care for their mothers. A son’s wife can 
do it, or even better a grandson’s wife, but the best person to bathe and nurture a 
weak old woman is a daughter.

For very old people, the good, or at least livable, life is with children and grand-
children, if not their own, then those of their siblings. Having many children is 
valued, especially by that generation, and old people are happy to mention the num-
ber of their offspring. Hasahya, now in his eighties, confided that people envied 
him because of his many children and grandchildren. What is important, however, 
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is not just numbers, but the success and well-being of children, their resources and 
ability to help. People aspire for children, sons or daughters, who earn and show 
love with money and gifts. Although younger people realize that it is harder to 
educate and thus improve employment chances for many children, the older ones 
seemed to think that more children increased the possibility that at least one or 
two would make good. The way these elderly men and women talked about their 
children, with pride, satisfaction, or disappointment, shows how they aspire for and 
through them.

Unlike most of the other elderly people I followed, Hasahya still had children 
in school, since he got many more children late in life with a much younger wife. 
He was disappointed that the daughter who should have continued to secondary 
school had just run off. “All my hope was in that girl. I thought she would be able 
to help the family in the coming years. My daughters have married into poor fam-
ilies who cannot help me [by paying bridewealth or in other ways as in-laws 
should].” He lamented: “All my boys are very unserious, and the big ones are help-
less. And I have never seen daughters-in-law as indifferent as mine. Even if I was 
sitting under that jackfruit tree, dying of hunger, they would never bring me any-
thing to eat.” Now Hasahya’s aspirations have shifted to his thirteen-year-old 
daughter, whom he considers very clever. He says that he knows he may not live to 
see her finish school, but hopes that if she makes it in life, she might be able to sup-
port the family when he is gone. As Hasahya made clear, aspirations for children 
were not only that they should make good for their own sakes but also that they 
should succeed so as to help their old parents and the rest of the family.

Yokosofati’s aspirations on this count seemed closer to realization. When the 
COVID-19 pandemic and lockdown hit, his eldest son decided the time had come 
to leave his construction job in Kampala. He declared he wanted to settle down to 
farming and help his father accomplish his plans. His other sons, too, lived next 
to him and helped him. With his debilities, Yokosofati was too weak to lead his 
family, but he took comfort in his children: “What I have not been able to accom-
plish in my home, my sons will finish it.”

The aspirations of younger people are to find a mate, or mates, to have children 
and grow a home, and to create links with other families through affinity. Finding 
partners is thus about widening the social world. My old friends aspired for their 
children and grandchildren to get partners and increase the family’s network of 
in-laws. Their own aspirations to marry were long past. Yet they and their rela-
tives joked about it still. When a visiting brother-in-law said playfully to Samwiri 
that he was bringing more daughters from his clan, Samwiri laughed and said, yes, 
he should bring them, that girls of his clan make the best wives. And then, sigh-
ing, he added that if only he could regain his strength, he would dig and raise the 
bridewealth. When we brought gifts of cosmetic jelly and old women smeared it 
on their dry skin, they bantered with their relatives: “Look at me, shining and beau-
tiful. Soon men will be bringing cows!” Samwiri and his first wife had never held 
a church wedding, something that many desire, but few achieve. Now she was 
hunched with age, but laughed when her sister tried to straighten her up and said 
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teasingly, “How will you look in a wedding dress if you stoop like that?” Playing 
with impossible dreams, making fun of what can never come to pass, was a way of 
acknowledging lost aspirations and accepting their loss.

The Aspirations of Caregivers

To say that the aspirational horizons of frail old people constrict is not to say that 
they have no wishes and hopes. It is to recognize that they are less able to accom-
plish things on their own and that the aspirations of their caregivers affect them 
more keenly. Sometimes the desires of both parties converge; sometimes they 
diverge. Whose aspirations? The aims of those who provide and those who receive 
care must be considered together. The ambitions and desires of caregivers are fun-
damental in a situation like this.

As old people become less mobile, their lives are informed by contingency in 
that they are dependent on the aspirations and happenstances of their intimate 
others. Developments in the lives of caregivers affect those reliant on them. Those 
who are disabled become fixed; their needs for care are fairly constant, albeit with 
fluctuations. But many of those who should help them are unstable; their life 
courses are dynamic as they pursue their own hopes and deal with untoward events. 
The rhythms of caregivers and care receivers are not in sync. Jaja hoped that her 
great-granddaughter Jenifer would stay on with her and not marry until after she 
died. But Jenifer fell pregnant and left her for a man. Then Jaja’s granddaughter 
Mercy separated from her partner and moved in with Jaja. Particularly when the 
caregiver is young and facing vital conjunctures (Johnson-Hanks 2002), the situ-
ation of a very old person must be readjusted. Since women are usually the ones 
who perform the daily tasks of care, their responses to changing partnership and 
maternity situations affect efforts toward a comfortable life directly. But the shift-
ing locations of men are also consequential.

Yokosofati was pleased that the aspirations of his eldest son brought him home 
from the city to live near his father. Samwiri, in contrast, regretted that two of his 
sons had taken their families to stay far away where they were working. He was 
worried that they had bought land near Kampala and shifted there with all their 
children and wives. He said that during this whole COVID-19 period, he had not 
seen them. The oldest son’s well-built house near home was now abandoned. Sam-
wiri did not think that things would get any better now that his sons had built very 
far from him. And his health was getting worse by the day. “But if they keep send-
ing help especially for treatment, I will have to learn to live in the current situa-
tion I am in.” In an earlier conversation, Samwiri had recalled how he and his first 
wife had pursued their own dreams. They farmed jointly, grew cotton for cash, 
planned together, built a good house, bought more land, and had many children. 
Now he saw his sons aspiring for their own lives in ways that made him feel 
diminished. Even though there were plenty of grandchildren in his home, the fact 
that his two eldest sons were not there to carry on moderated his aspirations to 
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see his home grow in their hands. But at least his sons’ jobs “outside” meant they 
could send money for the expensive medical treatment of his many maladies.

Sometimes aspirations of caregivers are congruent with the desire for “com-
fortable aging.” The wish for a good house, with a corrugated iron roof, may be 
achievable through care of a better-accommodated old person. A woman named 
Stella had left her husband long ago and moved back to her parents with her 
children, staying in a small, vacated house in the compound. After her father died, 
she cared for her mother in Bulaya House, a roomy structure that her brother had 
built from his earnings in Europe. After the old lady died, Stella stayed on in that 
solid house. In the same way, those providing most daily care for Jaja took over 
her house when she died.

The material aspirations of caregivers, and their life projects of education, work, 
and building their own families, are not the only desires that affect their engage-
ment in the care of debilitated old people. An important desire is to be recognized 
as a dutiful relative in caring for an old person. Just as Lawrence Cohen (1998) wrote 
of northern India, families are ashamed if their old parent appears neglected. This 
is not to say that people are only motivated by the wish to look virtuous. Many 
sincerely wish to do what they can, but they also want to be seen to be doing it. In 
a rural setting where neighbors know and talk to one another, criticism circulates 
readily (Whyte 2022).

A recent incident is telling. Rose went to visit Jaja and heard how her trouble 
controlling her bowels was putting off the wives of her grandsons (see Van der 
Geest 2002b). No one wanted to sleep with her in her stinking house. One declared 
that she would not clean her: “Granny was not barren, she has daughters who 
should wash her. I have my own people whose feces I must clean.” Jaja asked Rose 
to bring the water warming in the sun and bathe her, a request that Rose welcomed 
as an indication of closeness, having known Jaja for many years. But Mary, the wife 
of her grandson Henry, who lives next to Jaja, said she would manage and refused 
to allow Rose to do it: “How would people look at us?” In other words, the care-
giver aspires to be acknowledged by others as virtuous, smelly as care may some-
times be. Allowing a visitor to provide intimate care, even though she is a friend 
of the family, would be shameful. As Brigit Obrist (2016, 111) found in Tanzania: 
“Neighbours, friends and tenants sometimes assist with advice, comfort, or 
practical help. Asking them for more intimate involvement would be considered 
shameful, not only for the older person but also for his or her close kin.”

Family members aspire to stage a worthy funeral when an old person dies, in 
part because the ceremony reflects on the entire lineage. But even before the per-
son dies, providing obvious care is noticed by others. Bulaya House was a concrete 
testimonial to a son’s concern, one that redounded to his credit even after his 
mother died. Insuring that a weak elderly father or mother is clean and well dressed 
brings respect and self-respect. Here, too, humor sometimes highlights what is at 
stake. Once when we were visiting Judith, she glanced around at her daughters-
in-law and grandchildren and announced: “My children are getting tired of me. 
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I better get a share of land from my brother and move there.” Everyone smiled 
because it was well known how attentively they cared for her. Even when she went 
to mourn, her grandchildren followed her, bringing hot food in a covered container 
and fresh water in a thermos flask. No one would ever imagine that her family was 
tired of her.

Conclusion

The people I have been following are in their eighties and nineties. They were losing 
their health and mobility. Few would describe their lives as good, yet all enjoyed and 
hoped for small comforts. Aside from desiring modest requirements of food, hous-
ing, and nurturing care, they aspired to life with intimate others, on whom they were 
dependent for help and company. Those intimate others were mobile in different 
ways, attempting to realize various life projects. So, the hopes and expectations of the 
very old were heavily contingent on the moves and aspirations of their younger kin.

Adult children and grandchildren had their own concerns and plans and con-
straints; as they pursued their aspirations for livelihood and building a home, they 
did not necessarily prioritize the wishes and needs of their debilitated elders. There 
were conflicts among potential caregivers about who should care how; some felt the 
burden was too heavy. Yet there were many examples of intimate others who aspired, 
among other things, to be recognized and respected as caring for their old and frail 
elders. Despite inconveniences and difficulties, most younger people feel obligation 
and affection for their older relatives, feelings that are realized in more and less suf-
ficient care. Although their aspirations may differ, they are mutually entailed.

The concepts of imagination and anticipation help us to grasp later-life aspira-
tions both more generally and more specifically. Insofar as imaginations of the 
future are based on past and present experience, they are shared to a great extent. 
The adult children of today’s old people experienced how their parents cared for 
their grandparents. They have in common a past where values and practices of 
mutuality obtained. This helps to explain why ideals of respect and care for elderly 
relatives are so readily expressed, even if they are not realized. They are broadly 
imagined. In contrast to this general orientation to the future, anticipation is more 
specific and time-bound. It brings the likely near future close into the present and 
calls forth action. It relates to events and specific situations—the arrival of a grand
child for the school holidays, the meat to be cooked for Christmas. Old people 
anticipate their deaths, as do their younger relatives; the day is not known, yet all 
appreciate that the time is approaching. But an anticipated situation may have very 
different implications for different parties, which is why the study of aging should 
include the appreciation of generational relations. Aging is not only something 
individuals experience; nor is it just a matter of how cultures and societies con-
strue it. It is best understood in terms of mutually shifting configurations.

The intergenerational perspective on aspirations is essential in conditions 
where state or welfare institutions do not provide support to old people, and where 
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individuals do not have capital to insure their own welfare. It adds a relational and 
contingent dimension to what might otherwise be an individualistic or collectivist 
view of future orientations in later life. Aspirations are reciprocally shaped. The 
desires of an old person often require efforts from a younger relative. The aspira-
tions of a child or grandchild may include the satisfaction and appreciation of an 
elderly relative. Or they may mean a relegation of responsibility to another relative. 
In any case, aspiring has intergenerational implications.
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notes
1. ​ Since 2017 I have repeatedly visited seven old people and their families, with support from 

the project “Aging as a Human Condition,” funded by the Velux Foundation. They live in a 
part of Bunyole, where I have been doing ethnographic work for many years. On these visits 
I was accompanied alternately by Kekulina Namuyonga and Rose Danya (the “we” in my 
accounts). I am grateful to Keku and Rose for help in translating and continuing discussions 
about aging in Bunyole.

2. ​ Sequence of intergenerational moves in Jaja’s later years:
February 2018. Her daughter Anna is brought home to die.
March 2018. She goes to stay with a daughter’s son, Kato, and his brothers and their wives.
April 2018. She travels to the funeral of her brother’s daughter and then returns home.
May 2019. She goes to stay with her daughter Agatha in another district.
September 2019. She returns to her home and is cared for by her granddaughter Mercy and 
great-granddaughter Jenifer, who stay with her between their partnerships.
March 2021. Her daughters Veria and Agatha come to be with her as she dies at home.
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Before It Ends
aging, gender, and migration in a 

transnational mexican community

Julia Pauli

The song “Un poco más,” written by Mexican composer Álvaro Carrillo in the first 
half of the twentieth century, is still very popular in Mexico. When I started field-
work in Pueblo Nuevo, in rural Mexico, in the mid-1990s, many people knew its 
lyrics by heart. The romantic song expresses the quest for a bit more time before 
love ends. I was astonished when almost twenty years later, in 2013, “Un poco más” 
was again mentioned during interviews with several generations of women in 
Pueblo Nuevo. Between 1995 and 2013, Pueblo Nuevo had changed substantially. 
In 1995, the vast majority of villagers would migrate only within Mexico. By the 
turn of the century, many migrated to the United States on a temporary basis. With 
the transnationalization of village life, new forms of consumption emerged, most 
visibly in impressive new houses built with the money the migrants remitted. 
Despite these changes, when in 2013 I asked women of different ages what they con-
sidered a good life to be, the women did not mention material wealth or conspicuous 
consumption. Instead, they hoped for stability, that things would stay as they are, 
just a little bit longer, just un poco más. The women were well aware of the fragility 
of their well-being. Endings pervaded their lives. They had suffered from and wit-
nessed accidents, separations, poverty, sickness, death, and injustice. From these 
lived experiences, their own and others’, they concluded that well-being was more 
than to have longings and to overcome losses. To be well, they told me, one had to 
appreciate the very moment that one was living. Soon it could be over. The 
women’s views on well-being and good life surprised me. Seeing new cars, houses, 
washing machines, and television sets all over the village, I had expected more 
materialistic, aspirational, and future-oriented answers. From previous interac-
tions, I knew that the women did emulate and desire the new styles and objects of 
transnational consumerism, hoping to get ahead, adelantarse. Still, this was not 
what they answered when I asked them about the good life. In this chapter, I trace 
the women’s present-focused conception of well-being and relate it to other 
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temporal categories of “the good life.” I ask how their experiences and imaginings 
of endings frame their wish to prolong the present.

Well-being is a rather new theme in anthropology (Appadurai 2013, 293; Jimé-
nez 2008a; Lambek 2008). The concept and related categories like happiness or “the 
good life” are key dimensions in political philosophy, development studies, and 
economics. In anthropology, until 2008, well-being had not been “the focus of 
explicit attention” (Jiménez 2008b, 2). With the publication that year of the semi-
nal volume Culture and Well-Being (edited by Alberto Corsín Jiménez) this has 
changed, and an anthropology of well-being has been taking shape.

Not surprisingly, anthropology’s take on the subject is ethnographic and com-
parative, highlighting the relativity of the concepts depending on the cultural, 
political, and social contexts of its usages. Contrary to economic approaches to 
well-being that stress and measure mainly material aspects, anthropologists under-
score the importance of aspirations: “To understand the good life, wherever it 
may be found, we must take seriously not only material conditions but also people’s 
desires, aspirations, and imaginations—the hopes, fears, and other subjective 
factors that drive their engagement with the world” (Fischer 2014, 5). Future mak-
ing through aspirations is thus a central lens through which many anthropologi-
cal studies try to understand people’s sense of a good life. In comparative research 
on how German middle-class shoppers and Guatemalan coffee and broccoli farm-
ers pursue happiness, Edward  F. Fischer (2014, 2) thus observes: “Perhaps the 
good life is not a state to be obtained but an ongoing aspiration for something bet-
ter that gives meaning to life’s pursuits.” According to Fischer, this striving for the 
good life can be analytically separated into two domains: a core, of adequate mate-
rial resources, physical health and safety, and family and social relations, and the 
qualitative elements of well-being, which Fischer labels as more “subjective 
domains”: aspiration and opportunity, dignity and fairness, commitment to a larger 
purpose (Fischer 2014, 5, 207–10).

While there is also work on the political dimensions of well-being (Appadurai 
2013; see the contributions in Jiménez 2008a), most anthropological studies focus 
on Fischer’s “subjective” dimensions. Michael Jackson (2011, xii) grounds his analy
sis of well-being in his observation that aspirations are the result of a sense that 
something is missing, leading to the conclusion that “there is more to life than what 
exists for us in the here and now.” This longing beyond the present can be nostal-
gic and past-oriented: “At times we imagine that the lost object was once in our 
possession—a loving family, an organic community, an Edenic homeland, a per-
fect relationship” (xii). It can also be directed at the future: “At times we imagine 
that what we need lies ahead, promised or owed but as yet undelivered, unrevealed, 
or unpaid, not yet born” (xii).

While future making and nostalgic longing are thus common in the anthro-
pology of the good life and well-being, an appreciation of the present is relatively 
rare in such studies. An exception is Michael Lambek’s (2008) essay on well-being. 
There, Lambek describes a friend of his in Mayotte, northwest of Madagascar, liv-
ing a content life as a carpenter and a performer and teacher of Sufi music. When 
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the friend has to give up independent carpentry and work as a wage laborer with 
very little time left for his music, “his well-being radically decline[s]” (130). Well-
being, Lambek argues (128), is thus an art of living, making the best of things in 
the face of considerable impediments.

In what follows, I scrutinize this art of living in the very present, also relating 
it to nostalgic longings and future aspirations. Jackson (2011, xi) has observed that 
“well-being is, therefore, one thing for the young, another for the old, and varies 
from place to place, person to person.” To address some of the variations of well-
being, I compare the lives and views on well-being of women from three different 
generations. I use the term generation (Alber, Van der Geest, and Whyte 2008) here 
as a genealogical classification, comparing a daughter, a mother, and a grand
mother: Adriana, who in 2013 was in her twenties; her mother, Alma, then in her 
forties; and Alma’s mother, Regina, in her sixties.1 I suggest that for an understand-
ing of future aspirations, nostalgic longing for the past, and a content sentiment 
of the present, it is important to situate these “structures of feeling” (Williams 1977) 
in the wider contexts of time, generations, and the (female) life course. The lives of 
women of different generations are complexly entangled, rendering it difficult to 
focus only on later life and older women. The interconnections become especially 
visible when looking at marriage and migration (Montes de Oca Zavala, Molina 
Roldán, and Avalos Pérez 2008, 220–235). Thus, to understand aspirations in later 
life, I also scrutinize how younger women frame well-being, asking how different 
generations of women inform and reflect on each other.

A Transnational Mexican Peasantry

Located about three hours away from Mexico City in the valley of Solís in the 
Estado de México, Pueblo Nuevo is in many ways typical for rural Mexican 
communities shaped by national and international migration. In about eighty 
years, the livelihoods of villagers have changed from subsistence-oriented land 
cultivation of maize and beans into a mixed economy of remittances and agri-
culture. National and transnational migration has framed and formed the lives of 
all families in Pueblo Nuevo. In 2013, roughly half of all adult men (aged fifteen 
years and older) had migrated to U.S. destinations. Most of them invested in the 
building of remittance houses in the estilo del norteño, or North American style 
(Lopez 2015, 51). Once a “traditionally looking” Mexican village of one-story houses 
made from adobe bricks, Pueblo Nuevo has changed considerably in appear-
ance since the building of remittance houses. While in the 1990s there was still 
a lot of space between houses, today most available spots for building a house 
have been taken. A comparison of census data from 1997 and 2013 shows that the 
number of North American–style remittance houses has increased substantially 
(Pauli and Bedorf 2016, 2018). In 1997, 27 percent of the houses (or 44 out of 163) 
were built in North American style with money from U.S. migration. Sixteen 
years later, there were 128 new houses permanently inhabited and another 49 new 
remittance houses not permanently inhabited. Like many Mexican communities 
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experiencing substantial transnational migration, these empty houses, or casas 
vacías (Lattanzi Shutika 2011, 68–90; Sandoval-Cervantes 2017), were most often 
meant as retirement homes for their absent owners. In addition to these two types 
of finished remittance houses, there were many more unfinished remittance houses 
in all stages of construction.

Gender frames the migration dynamics in Pueblo Nuevo. As in other Mexican 
regions, many more men than women from Pueblo Nuevo migrate internation-
ally (Boehm 2016; Haenn 2020). None of the women whose lives and hopes I am 
discussing here has ever migrated to the United States. Both Alma and Regina 
migrated for a brief few years to Mexico City; Adriana never left the valley of Solís. 
Nevertheless, their lives were formed and framed by transnational migration. They 
had seen their husbands, fathers, sisters, brothers, sons, and daughters leave and 
return. To classify their role in the migration process, one could describe them as 
“stayers.” Compared to migrants, stayers have received less attention in migration 
research (for exceptions, see Brettell 1986; Cohen 2002; Haenn 2020; Smith 2006). 
Their temporal horizons (Amrith 2021), aspirations, and ideas of well-being often 
remain unknown (Boccagni and Erdal 2021).

For migrants and stayers alike, the newly constructed houses built with the 
remittances from the absent migrants stand for the good life. In a paradoxical way, 
these remittance houses connect nostalgic longings and future aspirations. By 
building a remittance house in their home village, the absent owners hope to pre-
serve their attachment to the village. In their nostalgic view, the village has become 
an idle and peaceful place not touched by change (Pauli and Bedorf 2018). During 
their absence and upon their return to the village, migrants long for what they 
imagine as a more harmonious village past. At the same time, the architecture and 
materiality of remittance houses differs strongly from local forms of house con-
struction (Boccagni and Erdal 2021; Lopez 2015). The new forms of construction 
materialize future-oriented ideas of living and a good life. Remittance houses 
are thus the main reason why the appearance of rural Mexico has changed so 
profoundly (figure 7.1).

The very limited opportunity structures in rural Mexico further complicate this 
paradoxical construction of the good life. Employment beyond agriculture is hardly 
available in Pueblo Nuevo and other rural Mexican areas. To make a living and 
own a house, people have to leave and migrate. Similar to the largely disappointed 
expectations of the Zambian Copperbelt workers described by James Ferguson 
(1999), aspirations of Pueblo Nuevo migrants can hardly ever be fulfilled. To have 
a house in the village, migrants cannot live in the village. This situation leads to 
“frustrated freedom” (Fischer 2014, 155–156) and “cruel optimism” (Berlant 2011; 
Sandoval-Cervantes 2017). The desire for well-being has become an obstacle to the 
migrants’ well-being (Berlant 2011, 1). Sarah Lynn Lopez also notes this problematic 
aspect of remittance houses. She observes that discourses on the migrants’ build-
ing of houses and belonging in their areas of origin are generally future-oriented 
and optimistic: “Remittance space is largely about building aspirations, desires, and 
hopes into the Mexican landscape” (Lopez 2015, 171). But she argues there is in 
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fact a more hidden layer of meaning, which requires research that pays more 
attention to the “inherent paradoxes and contradictions of remittance space” (171). 
An awareness of these troubling consequences of migrants’ aspirations might also 
be an explanation for the way in which the women valued the present when I 
asked them about their ideas of the good life.

Since 1995, I have repeatedly returned to Pueblo Nuevo for fieldwork (Pauli 2000, 
2008, 2020). A planned field stay in November 2020 had to be postponed to 2022 
due to the global COVID-19 pandemic. During the ongoing pandemic, I kept con-
nected with the village through social media, especially WhatsApp. The informa-
tion collected through these means, however, does not have the same complexity 
as data collected through in-person fieldwork. Therefore, the analysis offered here 
is mainly based on ethnographic data collected in person, thus participant obser-
vation, supplemented by life and migration histories and repeated ethnographic 
census collections (Pauli 2000, 2013, 2020).2

Before Leaving: Adriana’s Wish to Stay Home

Adriana and I were taking a walk through Pueblo Nuevo. It was a rainy Sunday in 
March 2013. Pointing to various houses in different states of construction, Adri-
ana told me the stories of their absent owners. A woman, followed by two small 
children, greeted us on her way to the local store. Adriana smiled at her and told 

Figure 7.1. ​ The entrance gate of a rural Mexican household, decorated with the license 
plates of absent family members working in the United States, 2013. Photograph by  
Julia Pauli.
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me that she feels sorry for her. “You know, we were friends in high school,” Adri-
ana explained.3 The information surprised me. Twenty-five-year-old Adriana 
seemed much younger than the tired-looking woman who had just passed us. “She 
is a bit older than me, though, late twenties,” Adriana said, “and she is the mother 
of five children.” Adriana’s friend and her family were living in two small quar-
ters on her husband’s family compound. The husband had tried several times, 
unsuccessfully, to get into the United States as an undocumented migrant. “This 
is exactly what I try to avoid,” Adriana said. “There is no point in marrying when 
you have to live a life like this.” All she wanted was to stay a bit longer, “un poco 
más,” in her parents’ house: “I like the way I live.” She emphasized that she was 
not against marriage or having children. Maybe later in life. Currently, she main-
tained, she did not want to leave home. She started to hum the melody of “Un poco 
más.”

I met Adriana in 1996. During my first yearlong fieldwork in Pueblo Nuevo 
between 1996 and 1997, Adriana was one of the girls in the ballet class I taught at 
the village school (Pauli 2000). At the age of eight, she was a shy, skinny girl very 
similar to all other girls in the village. Sixteen years later, Adriana was in many 
ways not like other women of her age. Most of them were married and had several 
children. Economically, her peers depended on the incomes of their husbands. 
Adriana was not married and had no children. She was working as a supervisor of 
teachers for the local school administration. She and her father were the main 
breadwinners in the household where she lived. Her younger brother was also liv-
ing in the household, working as a farmer and migrant. When she had completed 
high school, Adriana’s parents decided to finance her further education with earn-
ings from the father’s migration. She became a teacher. In a cultural setting like 
Pueblo Nuevo, where marriage is still compulsory for women, this was an unusual 
path for a young woman.4

Adriana’s view on the good life, actually her good life, provides a first insight 
into why some women in Pueblo Nuevo not only aspire for the future, or long 
for the past, but also want to prolong the present. First, Adriana realized what 
she would lose if she left her parental home. Her sense of an ending of the good 
life was informed by her knowledge of many unhappy relationships around her. 
Adriana knew how difficult life could be for young women in their mothers-in-
law’s households. Many daughters-in-law suffered and hoped to move into a 
remittance house built by their absent husbands, so they could leave their mothers-
in-law’s houses (Pauli 2007a, 2008, 2013). Instead of suffering from economic 
hardship and humiliations in a mother-in-law’s household, Adriana enjoyed her 
life in her parents’ household. She earned her own income and had a say in how it 
was spent. Second, Adriana compared her life with the life of her high school 
friend. She was aware of the good in her good life and the bad in her friend’s bad 
life. These two forms of comparison—the more general one with women her age in 
the village and a more specific one with her friend—reinforced her conviction that 
she was already living a good life.5 Adriana’s view was in tension with the existing 
gender norms and roles in the village that expected women to marry and have 
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children. To prevent becoming an outsider, Adriana said, she might marry one 
day. By 2021, however, Adriana had not married or left her parental home, still 
enjoying her single good life.

Adriana’s mother, Alma, also wanted to hold on to the moment. Wishing to pro-
long the present, Alma shared some interesting similarities with her daughter’s 
view. Both women compared their lives with the lives of other women. These com-
parisons helped them to understand why they valued their own present. Alma’s 
cherishing of the moment, however, was not based on the valuation of unusual liv-
ing circumstances. Instead, her wish for a bit more time, a bit more of the present, 
stemmed from her fear of losing the ones she loved.

Before Losing: Alma’s Hope for the Well-Being of Her Parents

Alma emphasized that she was content with her life. “This is how I want to live the 
remaining thirty years of my life,” she told me. We had been talking about changes 
in the village, remarking on new houses and improvements of infrastructure, such 
as paved roads, electricity, and water. Our conversation took place in March 2013, 
a couple of days after I had gone for the walk with Adriana. We were drinking cof-
fee in Alma’s kitchen. Although her husband, Antonio—forty-nine years old and 
four years older than she—had migrated to the United States, the couple had not 
built a fancy remittance house. Instead, they had invested the money in improv-
ing their adobe brick house. They had built a bathroom, a living room, and new 
bedrooms. They also bought kitchen utensils, a new television set, a telephone, and 
a computer. Comparing her house to some of the very fancy remittance houses in 
the village, Alma told me that the price the absent owners had paid for such lux-
ury was excessive. “You know,” she said, “some of them got involved with the car-
tels. Others are even missing, probably dead.” She was referring to a group of men 
from Pueblo Nuevo who went missing some years earlier. Their families had 
searched for their bodies in morgues across northern Mexico, unsuccessfully. Like 
her daughter Adriana, Alma compared her life with that of her peers. She concluded 
that it is better to value what one has and not to always want more. Unlike many 
other men in the village, Antonio, Alma’s husband, was reluctant to migrate to el 
norte. He was a respected and hardworking man. Many migrants entrusted him 
with the care of their fields during their absences. This did not lead to a high income, 
but the family was able to survive. Only after Alma had a severe car accident and 
the family desperately needed the money to pay the hospital bills did Antonio 
migrate, without documents, in 2001. He was arrested at the border and spent some 
months in a U.S. prison. After this traumatic experience, he waited several years 
before migrating again, this time with papers and following the work invitation 
of his brother, who had established himself as a businessperson in Virginia.

I asked Alma what she thought is a good life. With a sigh, she told me that she 
hoped that God would let her parents live a little bit longer so that they could enjoy 
one another’s company. She wanted to have “just a little bit more time with them.” 
Again, the song “Un poco más” came up. Alma was worried that environmental 



136	 J u l i a  Pau l i

pollution might affect the health of her parents and of other older villagers. 
One of the most polluted rivers in Mexico, the Río Lerma, flows through the Solís 
valley, causing anxiety and physical illnesses among the valley’s inhabitants. 
Alma was also concerned about the effects of family conflict and crisis on her 
parents. She described how much her parents suffered when their daughter 
Yolanda, who was living in the United States, left again after a visit home. “They are 
crying,” Alma said. “It is very painful. They do not know if they will ever see her 
again. If the family will ever be united.” When Yolanda was home, the family tried 
to do everything to make the moment last. They organized barbecues, cooked and 
ate together, and visited friends and relatives. But the art of living together despite 
the knowledge of its ending was undermined by family conflict. One of Alma’s 
sisters was jealous, feeling their parents were preferring her sisters to her. She had 
stopped visiting them. Alma hoped that the conflict would end. “It is too much for 
my parents to have to endure,” Alma told me. “I do not want to lose them.”

Alma’s way to hold on to the moment and value the present resembled her 
daughter Adriana’s view insofar as both women realized what they could lose. 
Where Adriana feared losing her independence and her home, Alma was afraid of 
losing the company of the ones she loved: her husband, if he were to get involved 
with the cartels to build her a fancy house; her parents, if they were stressed too 
much because of health problems and family crises. The women’s appreciation of 
the present was also an embodiment, a physically felt sentiment, of their anxieties 
about the future. Alma and Adriana reached their understanding of what was of 
value in their lives through comparison with the lives of others. This enabled them 
to cherish the way they lived their lives. Aspiring only for the future or longing for 
the past could jeopardize this everyday contentment.

Alma and Adriana differed in how they viewed the role of God. Both women 
were of the Catholic faith. Adriana hardly mentioned God at all, while Alma cred-
ited God for giving and taking time and lives. For Alma, it was up to God whether 
her (good) present life continued. Another difference between Adriana and Alma 
related to aging and the body. Alma had experienced severe physical pain. Her acci-
dent had brought her near death. Since then, she closely observed her body, seeing 
its aging but also its resilience. This bodily awareness also informed the way she 
saw her parents’ aging and their illnesses. She knew that their (good) time together 
could rapidly end. This perception resembled the view of her mother, Regina.

Before Letting Go: Regina’s Desire for Control

After having listened to Adriana and Alma, I asked Regina if she would also talk 
with me about her ideas on the good life. She agreed and invited me to have a late 
breakfast, un almuerzo, with her. Between tortillas and hot chocolate, she told me 
about her health problems, her marriage, and her financial worries. Social secu-
rity and pensions were almost nonexistent in rural Mexico. Older people survived 
on a mixture of kin support (often remittances), work, and temporary state subsi-
dies. Since the mid-2000s, the state-run Oportunidades program was also active 
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in Pueblo Nuevo.6 My 2013 census indicates that state support for older people nev-
ertheless remained minimal (Pauli and Bedorf 2018). When their grandson Man-
uel, who was living with them, was still attending school, Oportunidades granted 
Regina and her husband, Angel, a small allowance every two months. When Man-
uel quit school, the payments stopped. From then on, the couple only received a 
food basket every two months. Income from work and remittances from a daughter 
supplemented the food basket. Angel, sixty-seven years old, still produced and sold 
traditional adobe roof tiles. Sixty-one-year-old Regina sold her homemade tama-
les, a poplar Mexican street food made of corn, to pupils at the village school dur-
ing their breaks. Her feet were hurting when she walked. Regina would have 
preferred to stop selling tamales but needed the money. Of her five daughters and 
one son, only her daughter Yolanda sent money regularly from the United States. 
Her other migrant daughter, Candela, hardly ever remitted; she also seldom 
returned to Pueblo Nuevo to visit her parents. In their youth, Regina and Angel 
had migrated to Mexico City for work, but since returning to the village when they 
were in their thirties, they never left again. They lived close to their daughter Alma 
in a modest house built with funds from a previous federal housing program.

Apart from economic worries, health problems related to aging were also occu-
pying Regina. A few years earlier, a doctor diagnosed her with asthma.7 With the 
help of her son, she was receiving treatment. From time to time, Regina got strong 
headaches, especially when she had walked too much and her feet were aching. 
“With age one loses strength,” she told me, “but there is still some strength left. 
I am still in control.” She hoped that with God’s help her control over her life 
would last a bit longer, at least “un poco más.”

Although Regina’s life was not easy, she was nevertheless content with it. Reflect-
ing on the death of her widowed mother-in-law, Isabel, she described what it 
meant to lose control of one’s life. This comparison generated insights into what 
could be lost. Isabel’s death was embedded in a long-term conflict between Isabel’s 
youngest daughter, Leticia, and Isabel’s eldest son, Angel, Regina’s husband. For 
many years, Isabel was living in a house adjacent to her son Angel. On a daily basis, 
the couple and Isabel shared with, and supported, each other. When Isabel was sick, 
Regina cared for her. Isabel’s daughter Leticia, upon her marriage, had left Pueblo 
Nuevo and moved to a different village in the valley of Solís. At the age of eighty, 
Isabel was diagnosed with cancer. When it became evident that Isabel’s health was 
deteriorating, Leticia took her mother to live with her, without consulting Angel 
and Regina. A short time later, Isabel died in Leticia’s house. Angel and Regina 
were infuriated and felt appalled. Leticia, as the youngest daughter, had the cul-
tural obligation to care for the mother. Following the rule of ultimogeniture, she 
would inherit Isabel’s house in return for this care (Pauli 2008; Pauli and Bedorf 
2016). “But when did Leticia come to care? Only at the very end!” Regina told me 
with bitterness. “She should have left Isabel in our care and in her house. She would 
have lasted a bit longer.” Regina was convinced that the move out of her house was 
against Isabel’s will. But Isabel had lost control. Regina concluded that it was cru-
cial to keep control over one’s life. This was the essence of the good life, she explained 
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to me. With a wink, she continued that she and her husband had taken care of the 
problem of inheritance, care, and ultimogeniture: “We have made our will with a 
solicitor. We will not tell our children who inherits what. They should all care for 
us. And not only at the very end.” Thinking through what had happened to others 
and comparing this to her own life, Regina came to a positive evaluation of her 
present life, despite all the challenges and hardships she faced. Regina hoped that 
this present life would last a bit longer. Her practice of comparing and evaluating 
was similar to her daughter’s and granddaughter’s reflections on the present.

Comparison with others can also motivate future aspirations. One desires 
something someone else already has. This type of emulation stimulated the boom 
in house constructions in Pueblo Nuevo. The wish of these women to prolong the 
present, however, differed from these forms of future-oriented aspirations and 
comparisons. Emulation did not motivate the women’s holding on to the moment. 
Rather, the opposite. The women wanted to prevent and not emulate something. 
Depending on their generation and age, what they wanted to prevent varied. In 
accordance with her stage in the life course, Adriana questioned the norm of 
compulsory marriage and patrilocal residence, instead enjoying her well-being as 
an unmarried, economically independent woman. Middle-aged Alma was more 
aware of life’s fragilities than her daughter Adriana. She hoped that, with the help 
of God, sickness and death could be kept at bay, at least a little bit longer. Regina, 
finally, had accepted that sickness and death were part of her life. But she was 
afraid of losing control. She wanted to prevent illness from taking over her 
life. It was thus not an imagined future good that led the women to cherish the 
present. Quite the contrary, it was the reflection on what could be worse or lost 
that prompted them to appreciate the present.

Regina’s narrative, however, was a reflection not only on what could be lost but 
also on what she had gained. Regina compared herself not only to other women. 
She also contrasted her momentary life with that of her husband, concluding that 
her current marital circumstances were much better than in the past. Similar to 
the reasoning of other older women in the community, Regina’s reflections on her 
marital present were thus also a way of thinking through the different phases of 
married life.

Tranquility, Finally

With a twinkle, Regina told me that, for some time now, she was in control of her 
and her husband’s lives. This gave her a deep sense of satisfaction. Over the years, 
we had repeatedly talked about her husband’s addiction to alcohol. Many times 
I had seen Regina fearfully worrying about her husband’s health and the family’s 
economic survival. After a physical breakdown several years earlier, her husband 
had stopped drinking. Since then, she said, life had become so much calmer, 
“mucho más tranquillo.” There were no more fights between them about her hus-
band’s whereabouts and how he spent their money. Instead, the couple enjoyed 
being together, having nice dinners without alcohol, visiting family, or just sitting 
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in front of their house and greeting the neighbors passing by. Due to his long-term 
addiction, her husband’s health had deteriorated. Although Regina was struggling 
with health issues herself, she nevertheless felt stronger than her husband. To show 
me that she was now in charge, she commented that remittances were always sent 
to her, never to her husband. Yolanda, the remitting daughter, knew that her 
mother, and not her father, was now responsible for household decisions.

Other women in their sixties and seventies who talked with me about aspira-
tions and well-being also mentioned tranquility, tranquilidad, as something they 
had finally achieved in their lives and wanted to hold on to. Many women stressed 
how much they had suffered during the earlier years of their marriages, enduring 
too many insecurities, pains, and fears. Domestic violence was (and still is) common 
in the village (Pauli 2000, 2007b), and many women had suffered from physical 
and psychological abuse. In several interviews during the 1990s and 2000s, 
Clara, Adriana’s other grandmother and Regina’s comadre,8 had told me about the 
decades-long abuse she had suffered at the hands of her husband, who had beaten 
her and had cheated on her. She had repeatedly considered leaving him. It was thus 
a surprise when, on my return in 2013, Clara, now in her sixties, greeted me in an 
upright position and with a big smile on her face in front of her eldest daughter’s 
impressive remittance house. Her husband, now in his seventies, was standing next 
to her but appeared broken. He was bent over, apparently with strong back pain. 
Clara addressed him as “viejito,” the diminutive for an elder man, telling me that 
her “viejito” had lost all his power. With an almost wicked smile, she looked him 
in the eyes and told him that he did not need to worry, as she was now taking care 
of everything. He only smiled vaguely. Clara was clearly enjoying her late-won 
control over her and her husband’s lives, hoping that this state of affairs would 
last long.

The tranquility many women in later life experienced in Pueblo Nuevo was 
related to their social embedding and the changes in their marriages. At the begin-
ning of married life, women felt very lonely and were subjected to mistreatment 
by their husbands and affines, especially their mothers-in-law (Pauli 2000, 2008). 
Over the years, that often changed. With the birth of children, women steadily built 
an increasingly larger social network of children, comadres, and neighbors (Pauli 
2000). The networks of older men, in contrast, were much smaller. Remitting 
children almost always sent their remittances to their mothers to collect at the local 
Western Union branch. Many daughters were very outspoken in their support of 
their older mothers, stressing that they had seen and committed to memory the 
multiple pains their mothers had had to endure in their marriages. Clara’s daughter 
had included a beautiful, large room for her mother in her remittance house but 
no room for her father. In addition to the support and care older women received 
from daughters, comadres, and neighbors, most women in their sixties and seven-
ties were also in better health than their husbands. Older women thus had more 
strength and social support than their husbands to manage the everyday challenges 
of older age, enabling them to take over decisions previously controlled by their 
husbands.
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Finally, women in their sixties and seventies also contemplated the hopes and 
aspirations of younger women. These considerations mainly related to marriage. 
There was no consensus among older women of when a woman was entitled to what 
kinds of aspirations. Some older women like Regina told me that younger women, 
for example, her granddaughter Adriana, had lost the ability to endure hardship. 
For Regina, well-being and the good life were not a given but had to be achieved 
through many years of hard work and the endurance of humiliation and struggle. 
To her, Adriana’s unwillingness to marry and move out of her parental home was 
a sign of weakness. By contrast, Clara welcomed that younger women had become 
more demanding, not tolerating everything anymore. One of Clara’s daughters was 
divorced. To be divorced is still very rare in rural Mexico (Willis 2014). Clara sup-
ported her daughter’s decision to aspire for a life on her own and leave behind the 
constraints of an unhappy marriage. Why wait all your life for the good life, she 
asked me, if maybe you can have it earlier? Clara’s wish to prolong her present, her 
hard-won tranquility, extended into an aspiration for the well-being of other 
women’s lives, especially her daughters’.

Conclusion

Aspirations often motivate transnational migration. Migrants and stayers hope that 
through migration their living circumstances will improve (Cohen 2002). Women 
of all ages staying in Mexican villages like Pueblo Nuevo do not passively wait for 
the return of their migrating husbands or sons (Haenn 2020; Sandoval-Cervantes 
2017). Instead, they actively build their future by building remittance houses, 
“houses of their own” (Pauli 2008). However, after more than twenty years of trans-
national migration from Pueblo Nuevo, it is now time to ask what happens when 
the building of the remittance house is finally finished and most of the desired con-
sumption objects have been bought? I suggest that the valuation of the present—
which, to my surprise, was the dominant temporal horizon (Amrith 2021) in my 
talks with women in Pueblo Nuevo about the good life—may also be interpreted 
as a new phase in the migration process (see also Otaegui, this volume). It is a phase 
following the fulfillment of some aspirations. In this phase, the goal is less about 
acquiring than it is about keeping what is there. Knowledge about potential losses, 
based on one’s own experiences and the comparison with and evaluation of the 
lives of others, intensifies this appreciation of the present.

While the fulfillment of material aspirations helps to explain some of the sen-
timents to prolong the present, it does not take age and generation into account. 
Comparing women of three different generations shows that, despite their shared 
wish to hold on to the moment, the reasoning behind these “structures of feeling” 
(Williams 1977) varies among them. Jackson (2011, xi) rightly points out that the 
well-being of the young differs from the well-being of the old. Adriana’s well-being 
and her cherishing of her present is also a provocation against local norms. Her 
father’s income from migration enabled Adriana to live this life. She is proud of 
her vitality and her accomplishments. Regina is not as energetic as her grand
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daughter. Her art of living in the contemporary is calmer and more accepting of 
life’s pains and troubles. Middle-aged Alma is in between her mother and her 
daughter. Her effort to have a good life in the company of loved ones accepts the 
impediments of life while still trying to overcome them.

Further, there is also variation within generations. Adriana, the youngest woman, 
clearly differs from most women her age in Pueblo Nuevo. Women in their twenties 
and thirties in Pueblo Nuevo are seldom satisfied with their lives. A migrating 
husband is often their only hope for a better future. Adriana, in contrast, is inde
pendent of a migrating husband. Although her case is unusual, I suggest that her 
desire for autonomy foreshadows changes in gender roles already well underway 
in Mexico, especially in urban areas (Esteinou 2014; Willis 2014). Increasingly, 
women decide to stay single, like Adriana, or opt out of marriage by divorce, like 
one of Clara’s daughters (Davidson and Hannaford 2023). Older women discuss 
these changes. Some, like Regina, criticize younger women’s aspirations for early 
well-being, stressing that to reach tranquility and well-being it takes time and hard 
work. Others, like Clara, welcome the changes, encouraging younger women to 
go ahead in their search for a better life. The art of living (Lambek 2008) and the 
wish to prolong the present before it ends are thus reflections about one’s own life 
and the lives of others like granddaughters, daughters, mothers-in-law, parents, 
or husbands.

The women’s wish to prolong the moment, un poco más, before it ends, is also 
their way to navigate through the multiple insecurities of their lives. With no social 
security to speak of and meager, unsteady incomes, women of all generations face 
existential uncertainties (Hänsch, Kroeker, and Oldenburg 2017). Awareness of one’s 
own aging and increasing bodily fragility, experienced more often by older women, 
however, enhances the urgency to cherish what the moment offers. Women in later 
life in Pueblo Nuevo gain satisfaction from still being in control. This satisfaction is 
comparable to the feelings expressed by residents of a geriatric institution for aban-
doned elderly on the outskirts of Lima, Peru, who stated, after preparing and sharing 
a delicious meal, “ ‘Es lindo ver que todavía podemos’: it is rewarding to see that we 
still can” (Zegarra Chiappori 2019, 63). The aspiration to (still) be capable and in 
charge, in this very moment, weighs more than any future dream for the older 
women in Pueblo Nuevo, to stay like this only a little bit longer, only un poco más.
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notes
1. ​ To protect the anonymity of my interlocutors, I have changed personal information that 

is not crucial for my argument.
2. ​ Most of the data analyzed here was collected within the project “Ageing in Transnational 

Space: Processes of (Re)migration between Mexico and the USA,” funded by the German Sci-
ence Foundation (grant SCHN 1103/3-1), from 2010 to 2013, with Michael Schnegg and me as 
project leaders. Michael Schnegg, Franziska Bedorf, and Susanne Lea Radt participated in data 
collection in 2010 and 2013.

3. ​ The account here and elsewhere in the chapter is based on field notes and interview data 
that I translated from Spanish into English.

4. ​ Research on single women in societies where marriage is normative is still rare (Lamb 
2018).

5. ​ Recently, more attention is being paid to comparison as a central way of knowledge pro-
duction in anthropology (Schnegg and Lowe 2020).

6. ​ The program has since ended.
7. ​ Regina’s asthma might also be the reason why she almost died from a COVID-19 infection 

in late 2020. Her daughter and granddaughter cared for her at home.
8. ​ The Mexican compadrazgo system has emerged from the Catholic practice of godpar-

enthood. However, unlike in Europe, where the most important relationship is that between 
godparent and godchild, the most important relationship in the Mexican compadrazgo sys-
tem is that between the godparents (classified as comadre and compadre) and the parents of 
the child (Schnegg 2007).
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Disrupted Futures
the shifting aspirations of older  

cameroonians living in displacement

Nele Wolter

All human beings look ahead, make plans, and hope, dream, and aspire to a future 
of living a “good life.” Especially when one is younger, shaping the future seems 
particularly important: designing seemingly never-ending education paths, plan-
ning families (or not), and creating images of oneself in a world of contradictions. 
As one grows older, the path ahead seems shorter and more predictable. Retirement 
has already been, or soon will be, reached; family projects are complete; and one 
is facing the last stage of life, during which nothing unexpected is expected and 
one hopes to age successfully and in good health. Western notions of growing 
old “successfully” are marked by attributes like a strong and healthy body, self-
determination, and independence, and where aging people may, for instance, attend 
fitness courses and live on their own into old age (see Lamb, Robbins-Ruszkowski, 
and Corwin 2017). In this conception, retiring means, not sitting at home and 
“waiting” for death to come, but being active and mobile and getting the best out 
of the last stage of life. This can include retiring away from home in a more “age-
friendly” society, either temporarily or permanently, a trend that has emerged 
among European retirees in the past decades (see, e.g., Gustafson 2001; King, 
Cela, and Fokkema 2021; King, Warnes, and Williams 1998; Oliver 2007; Williams 
et al. 2000). Sarah Lamb, Jessica Robbins-Ruszkowski, and Anna I. Corwin expand 
this perspective, arguing, “Cross-culturally, we find other perspectives on what it 
is to age well” (2017, 5). They point to the necessity of looking beyond the stage of 
old age or retirement to understand that “our very ideas about what it is to be a 
normal, valued, and successful human being over the life course arise out of and 
are shaped by powerful cultural-historical, political-economic conditions and dis-
courses” (17).

However, older age certainly does not mean that people do not make plans for 
the time ahead. During my fieldwork among aging internally displaced persons 
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(IDPs) in Bafoussam, Cameroon, in 2019, I frequently met research partners who 
told me about the intentions and aspirations they had held for later life. These plans 
had been disrupted by the political turmoil that began in 2016 and ended in a civil 
war–like situation that persisted until the time of my writing in 2022. Separatists 
and government troops have engaged in continuous fighting in the English-
speaking Southwest and Northwest regions, which caused massive displacement, 
affecting an estimated 575,000 people (UNOCHA 2021), most of whom have fled 
to the francophone parts of the country. The most common destinations of these 
IDPs are mainly, but not solely, bigger cities like the capital Yaoundé, Douala, or 
Bafoussam, where they usually draw on existing social networks and hope to find 
accommodation and sources of income, among other things.

Confronted with this new environment, my interlocutors often found them-
selves in precarious situations that differed from their previous living conditions 
in a number of ways. Apart from scarce financial resources to pay for everyday 
commodities, such as food, body care products, clothes, and school fees and 
education materials for children and grandchildren, they experienced perma-
nent pressure to find an appropriate place to live. The scarce housing available in 
Bafoussam, as in other cities of Cameroon, alongside weak financial situations, 
often forced my interlocutors—like most IDPs—to live with a large number of 
persons in the smallest of spaces. Harry1 and his family, for instance, lived in 
a two-bedroom apartment intermittently occupied by up to twenty-two people. 
These extremely demanding circumstances in everyday life barely left room to 
think about the future. To some extent, for many IDPs the dream, and hope, 
was to return to their former homes in the anglophone regions and continue liv-
ing their former lives. As it became more and more obvious that the war and 
displacement would be protracted, and there was no sign that they would be able 
to return in the near future, new plans had to be made for the time yet to come. 
This protraction points at the importance of the temporal dimension in migration 
and displacement, particularly when the past, present, and future are inextrica-
bly interwoven and determine the status quo of a migrated person (see also Pauli, 
this volume).

This chapter delineates how older IDPs in Bafoussam realign their future lives 
in contrast to, or based on, the aspirations they had before they were displaced. 
Building on in-depth interviews and participant observation in Bafoussam between 
November 2019 and March 2020 among twelve displaced families (including one 
individual awaiting family reunion), I outline the subtle entanglements of intra-
familial ties and the temporal connections that affect the decisions of older Cam-
eroonians to stay where they are, to move on to new places, or, finally, to return to 
their homeland. On the one hand, the different biographies reveal that shifting 
aspirations in later life are inevitably linked with social relations that change or 
intensify throughout the life course of my interlocutors. On the other hand, they 
demonstrate how temporalities play an important role in overcoming uncertain-
ties in the already uncertain situation of displacement.
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Shattered Present, Disrupted Futures: Time, Hope,  
and the Future during Displacement

A wider perspective on Cameroon’s history is important to understanding the vio-
lent upheavals and conflict between separatists and the government in recent 
years. When the German Empire lost the Kamerun colony in 1916, the region was 
divided into British Cameroon and French Cameroon by a League of Nations man-
date. While French Cameroon became independent in 1960, British Cameroon 
gained independence after a referendum in 1961. Its northern part joined Nigeria, 
and the southern part (including today’s Northwest and Southwest regions of Cam-
eroon) voted to join the newly established Republic of Cameroon.

When, decades later, in 2016, teachers and lawyers started demonstrating against 
the marginalization of the Cameroonian anglophone minority in the Northwest 
and Southwest regions, no one could have imagined that the effects of the protests 
would last for years to come. What started as peaceful marches against the gov-
ernment’s replacement of English-speaking teachers, lawyers, and judges by their 
francophone colleagues turned into the most violent conflict the country had 
faced since independence. Secessionist groups, consolidated as the Amba Boys, 
started trying to separate the anglophone regions from the rest of the country 
and announced the Federal Republic of Ambazonia in October 2017.2 Since then, 
ongoing clashes between government troops and separatists, particularly in the 
rural parts of the English-speaking regions, have terrorized large parts of the anglo-
phone population. Numerous violations of human rights by both parties have been 
recorded, such as the killing of people, the use of torture, sexual and gender-based 
violence, extortion, and the burning of whole villages. Hundreds of thousands of 
children, women, and men have escaped the two regions, either to neighboring 
Nigeria or to francophone Cameroon (see, e.g., UNOCHA 2021).

While the majority of the displaced in Nigeria are in refugee camps (UNHCR 
2021), most of those who stayed within the national borders found accommoda-
tion with family or friends or in temporary shelter, such as rented apartments or 
houses. For displaced families, staying in these makeshift homes often goes along 
with other struggles in day-to-day life. While children and adolescents are usu-
ally sent to school to resume their interrupted education, adult and older IDPs are 
usually busy making a living and reestablishing themselves in a new environment. 
Due to the weak job market throughout the country, finding employment is usually 
very challenging for the displaced. Most try to find work in informal markets, 
something quite common in Cameroon and other sub-Saharan countries (Benja-
min et al. 2020). However, looking for a job in an urban setting is usually a new 
experience for many IDPs, as most come from rural areas or smaller towns in the 
English-speaking regions and often worked in the agricultural sector prior to dis-
placement.3 For this reason, many IDPs are focused primarily on everyday life and 
finding work. Shaping the future, or how “to anticipate the following day” (Bryant 
and Knight 2019, 9), is subordinated for most of them.
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More than two decades ago, Saulo B. Cwerner argued that “human migration 
has been largely understood as a phenomenon intimately associated with space, 
more precisely as a process unfolding in space” (2001, 7; emphasis in original). Since 
then, more attention has been paid to the intersection of migration and time, not 
only in migration studies but also within anthropology (see, e.g., Appadurai 
2013; Dalsgård et al. 2014; Munn 1992; Stock 2019), to highlight and analyze how 
time and temporality frame social life within different contexts of migration and 
im/mobility. Although it has been widely acknowledged that the past, present, 
and future are inextricably entangled, ethnographic research, and research on 
the future specifically, remains scarce, with some important exceptions (e.g., Bryant 
and Knight 2019; Kleist and Jansen 2016; Pine 2014).

In the context of migration, and particularly if looking at involuntary migration 
or (internal) displacement, notions of the future are often linked to feelings of 
hope, despair, uncertainty, and other similar emotions, perceptions, and sentiments 
about when migrants hope to return to their home regions, or to uncertainties 
about their future status as asylum seekers, due to immigration restrictions. 
Accordingly, the future of a migrant often depends on conditions in the present: 
conditions that are usually determined not by the migrants themselves, but by 
political decisions, legal principles, or the end to a war, and that can endure for 
long periods of time. Though these periods may be indefinite, this does not mean 
that attitudes toward, and notions of, the future remain the same, as has been 
impressively demonstrated by Cathrine Brun’s (2015) research on Georgian IDPs 
experiencing protracted displacement. Brun shows that the hope of return is the 
main impetus for IDPs to keep up with their lives during displacement, which she 
refers to as a period of “protracted uncertainty” (20). Furthermore, Brun highlights 
that hope, as a collective discourse around return (30), has a “changing nature [and] 
must be seen in relation to the social status in which many IDPs find themselves” 
(31). Eventually, Brun makes clear that the hope to return changes from being 
“uncertain to unforeseeable” (31; referring to Lefebvre 2002), and even though it 
does not completely vanish over time, it changes how people design their present 
lives and orientations toward the future.

While Brun looks at hope and the future in the context of internal displace-
ment and return, Nauja Kleist (2017) describes hope on the African continent as a 
driver of mobility, of the search for a better life elsewhere on the continent or 
beyond. She suggests that “hope constitutes a fruitful analytical framework in 
which to link questions of political economy and mobility regimes with analyses 
of the collective social imaginaries and aspirations which imbue migration proj
ects” (1). Like Brun, Kleist conflates hope with uncertainty, but also highlights how 
hope can counter uncertainty by focusing on “potentiality and anticipation rather 
than fear and doubt” (2). She argues further that one of the specific features of hope 
is its relation to the future (10), which is conveyed during economic and political 
crisis, or linked with protracted conflicts (Kleist and Jansen 2016), to give only some 
examples. According to Kleist and Stef Jansen (2016), the different sorts of crises 
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have long existed, but frame our present lives through their “intensified uncertainty 
and unpredictability” (376) caused by the rapidly changing, global, “uncontrolla-
ble dynamics where distant events have unforeseen local consequences” (375). 
Therefore, looking at the manifold crises that have occurred in the past decades 
and continue to emerge at present, I suggest that hope, in local and global con-
texts, unfolds shifting dynamics with regard to the future.

Like hope, aspiration can be seen as a driver of migration (Carling and Collins 
2018; see also Carling and Schewel 2018), when migrants strive for a better life or 
want to get away from bad living conditions. Even in the context of forced migra-
tion or displacement, aspiration can also be a consequence of the migration pro
cess: when people decide to change their plans for the future based on their current 
temporary situations, which may then be prolonged. Looking at both aspiration 
and hope as drivers of mobility reveals the temporal character of migration. Jør-
gen Carling and Francis Collins argue, in a similar manner to Kleist and Jansen, 
that “aspiration and desire are part of a semantic field which relates the present or 
actual with the future or potential” (2018, 918), or as Elisabeth Scheibelhofer puts 
it, “Aspirations are a two-sided coin as they simultaneously address the present and 
the future” (2018, 1000). As Scheibelhofer further argues, in the context of migra-
tion, aspirations might change over time due to “biographical changes such as 
employment, migration, having children and retirement” (1000). Thus, her argu-
ment strengthens the perspective that older people’s future aspirations not only 
may change in response to certain life events but can differ from those of younger 
adults in relation to different experiences, or to experiences that the latter have not 
experienced due to their shorter lives. As my empirical data shows, (forced) migra-
tion and displacement affects life plans at all life stages, including for older people, 
and can disrupt previous aspirations that are changed to entirely different plans 
that affect different generations within a family. This is in opposition to the 
common assumption that, in older age, people do not modify their life-course 
patterns.

Though aspirations may relate to certain (shifting) situations or events in life, 
it is nevertheless important to highlight here that “aspirations . . . ​are not situational 
but rather enduring through the life course” (Scheibelhofer 2018, 1000) and thus, 
as I will show, always respond to individual life trajectories. Aspirations are not 
situational, but they are also never an intrinsic factor but socially and culturally 
embedded and dependent on power relations and degrees of poverty, among other 
things (see Amrith, Sakti, and Sampaio, this volume; Whyte, this volume).

Hoping to Return, Aspiring to Move On: Narratives of  
Changing Hope and Shifting Aspirations

In 2019, I lived for four months in Bafoussam, the capital of Cameroon’s West 
region, where I had conducted research before, and met regularly with eleven dis-
placed families and one displaced man. The family members included not only the 
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members of a nuclear family but also extended family spanning generations, 
among them, grandparents, grandchildren, cousins, in-laws, and other relatives, and 
sometimes friends and neighbors who were living with my interlocutors. Some of 
the displaced I interviewed did not come to Bafoussam first, but had lived else-
where, where they had struggled due to the lack of a social network or high living 
expenses. The number of persons living in a household varied in size over time: 
sometimes other IDPs moved in and stayed for a while, until they found a place of 
their own, or relatives would come to visit and stay for several weeks or months. 
The family members ranged in age from three to ninety-two years and included 
male and female interlocutors equally. Though children were an integral part of 
family life, and I interacted a lot with them during my visits, I conducted inter-
views only with adults, as the content of the interviews was assumed (and indeed 
proved) to be very sensitive due to the often violent, traumatic experiences of my 
research partners.

Many of the IDPs I interviewed were suffering from economic deprivation and 
in precarious situations. However, despite the economic hardships most had gone 
through, none depended on governmental or humanitarian assistance, which was, 
in any case, barely available in Bafoussam at the time. Moreover, all of them could 
rely, if necessary, on a stable social safety net, with support from children or other 
relatives, as well as from friends, former colleagues, or neighbors.

Bafoussam, a city of approximately 350,000 inhabitants, has relatively good 
infrastructure, with several hospitals, numerous bilingual schools, a dense network 
of mainly Catholic churches, and three large markets and other places from which 
to purchase items for daily use. However, like many other bigger cities in Camer-
oon and other countries in sub-Saharan Africa, Bafoussam is not in a position to 
accommodate numerous labor migrants and city dwellers, and the job market does 
not offer nearly enough work opportunities. There is hence a lot of illegal housing 
and informal labor. The inflow of IDPs has put further pressure on the city admin-
istration and on Bafoussam’s inhabitants.

I planned to return to Cameroon some months after my first phase of fieldwork 
to continue working with the same families. But the coronavirus pandemic 
thwarted my plans, and until the time of writing, I could not continue with on-
site research. Instead, I turned to digital fieldwork and stayed in close contact with 
my interlocutors using instant messenger applications like WhatsApp or Telegram, 
the telephone, or other communication applications like Skype. I used WhatsApp 
and Skype for further interviews and to catch up with the lives of my research part-
ners over quite a long period and in a more detailed way than I could have 
achieved with text messages. Although the pandemic certainly had a strong impact 
on how I conducted my research, it was barely mentioned during my remote con-
versations with IDPs and supposedly played only a minor role in their lives. Their 
main focus was the conflict in the Northwest and Southwest regions, and the 
hope that it would end one day, just as it had been during my research stay. For 
this reason, the pandemic does not play a considerable role in the following case 
studies.



Di s ru p t e d  F u t u r e s 	 151

Nelson

I met Nelson one day after church, where the representative of the IDPs in the 
church community had introduced him to me. At the time we met, he was sixty-
nine years old and living alone in a small, rented one-bedroom house located on 
the outskirts of Bafoussam. Either we met at church and talked after the service 
or I visited him in his little house, where we usually sat outside, talking and eating 
fruit and cucumber, while he showed me his books or other belongings that his 
wife had sent to him during his protracted stay in the francophone West region. 
Sometimes I joined him when he was doing “his sport,” as he called it, and together 
we would walk around his neighborhood (figure 8.1). Despite his age, he went on 
walks every day for up to three hours, no matter how intense the sun was during 
the dry season or how the rain poured during the rainy season.

He showed me places he frequently visited, introduced me to neighbors, and 
told me the names of the schools we passed, where he went to buy his provisions, 
and where one could buy the best food. Apart from his sport, going to the market, 
or attending church on Sundays, Nelson told me that he did not meet many people 
in Bafoussam. Once or twice a week, two of his children who were at school in 
Bafoussam, but lived with friends of the family, visited him and helped him around 
the house. At times, he would talk to his landlady, who lived next door. But that 
was about it.

He had two wives, the first of whom lived in his rural home village. The second 
one lived in Bamenda, the regional capital of the Northwest. His first wife had 
had five children, all of whom were grown up and lived in different places in the 
francophone part of the country. He only talked about them when I asked explic
itly, but then spoke in detail, giving their names and professions and describing 

Figure 8.1. ​ Nelson doing his daily exercise in Bafoussam. Photograph by Nele Wolter.
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what they were like. He told me that he had not seen his first wife for about 
two years and some of his children for even longer. With his second wife, who 
was younger than the first, he had two children, aged seventeen and nineteen 
years. Both children had lived in Bafoussam to attend school even before Nelson 
escaped Bamenda. His second wife worked as a nurse at a state hospital in Bamenda, 
and Nelson told me that they had applied for her transfer to Bafoussam about a 
year before we spoke. They could not influence the transfer process in any way; 
all they could do was to ask a friend in the national capital, Yaoundé, where such 
transfers are centrally organized, to go to the Department of Health and ask if 
the file had been processed. So, Nelson and his wife had to wait and hope 
indefinitely.

As a former police officer, Nelson had a pension that covered his basic costs in 
Bafoussam. But, after paying for rent and food, there was not much money left. 
He was suffering from diabetes and needed to buy medicine that he could not afford 
on his pension. That is why he regularly asked his second wife and his older children 
to support him by sending money for insulin or for equipment to monitor his blood 
glucose—both of which he used only when he could afford them.

His profession as a police officer was the reason why he left his village in the 
Northwest. After being posted to several stations throughout Cameroon and in 
neighboring Chad for some years, he retired at age fifty-five. Then, he oscillated 
between the households of his two wives. When talking about his past in the North-
west, Nelson often spoke of his house in Bamenda, which was much bigger than 
his small hut in Bafoussam. He particularly mentioned the conveniences he missed 
from his “former” life in the regional capital, where his house had four bedrooms 
and he did not have to go outside to relieve himself but used an indoor bathroom. 
When asked about his daily routines in Bamenda, before he was displaced, he said, 
“I stayed at the house or visited my friends and neighbors. On the weekends, 
I would travel to the village to work the farm with my wife.” His first wife lived in 
their farmhouse and tended their small farm in the northwestern village where he 
was born. Nelson went back to help her, particularly with the harvest and with 
maintenance work around the house. I once asked him what his plans for the future 
had been before he came to Bafoussam, and he replied, “I don’t know. I just kept 
going with the things I did. I went to the village, I went to Bamenda. That was all. 
I was a happy man.” Nelson did not speak of any special plans he had had for his 
own or his family’s future, and while taking into account that he might have sim-
ply forgotten them, or did not want to tell me, I could only suspect that his aspira-
tions were for his life to stay the way it was.

His statements about his future plans differed when we talked about his time 
in, and on the way to, Bafoussam about a year and a half before we met. In 2017, 
he was kidnapped from his home in the village by separatists, who took him into 
the forest and abused him, pressing him for money and his service weapon. After 
two weeks of torture by his kidnappers, he was ransomed and allowed to go back 
to his home in the village. However, he told me:
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I knew that they would come back. Once they knew I could give them money, 
they would come back for more. I told them that I had to return my gun when 
I retired and I don’t have it anymore, but I lied. If they had found out, they would 
have killed me with it. So, we decided that I should leave and not come back so 
soon. I first went to Bamenda [to stay with his second wife], but I did not feel safe 
there and my wife was also scared. . . . ​Then I went to Dschang [in the franco-
phone West region], where I stayed with a friend. I was there for two months, but 
I did not want to stay there. So I went to Bafoussam. My son and daughter are 
here, and I wanted to be closer to them. They visit me sometimes after school.

Nelson’s words make clear that he had already altered his plans when he started 
on his escape from the village in the Northwest. As a logical consequence of the 
threat he had faced in his rural home, he decided to go to his second home in 
Bamenda, where there was no current threat, but where he still felt the danger of 
the violence he had previously encountered. Staying with his friend in Dschang 
was only a temporary option for Nelson, so he decided to continue to Bafoussam, 
where he could be near his two younger children. During his time in Bafoussam, 
he was in close contact with his wives and other villagers to learn about the situation 
in his village. Checking the news and exchanging messages with family and 
friends back home became an inherent part of his daily routine: “I read the news 
on my phone every day. I wait for news. What is happening there. What the Ambas 
do. My friends send me videos all the time and tell me everything they know. Yes-
terday they [the Amba Boys] burned my neighbor’s house. It is crazy. . . . ​I hope 
that my wife is safe and they won’t harm her. I hope.”

Apart from the understandable concern for the safety of his wife, Nelson was 
also hoping to return, saying, “I really wish I can go back to be with my wife. But 
who knows when this thing [the violence] is over? I don’t. I hope I can go back 
soon, but I don’t think that the war will end soon. . . . ​I just want to be there. But 
now, I am here.” After several months in the West region, the longing for a reunion 
with his second wife became so intense that they agreed to apply for his wife to 
transfer to the regional hospital in Bafoussam. They gathered all the required papers 
and handed them in at the Department of Health in Yaoundé. At the time of my 
interview, there was still no response from the authority in Yaoundé, and Nelson 
and his second wife were patiently waiting for a positive reply. When I asked if a 
refusal of the request seemed likely, he told me that he would not know and just 
hoped it would be approved. Finally, in summer 2021, about two and a half years 
after the application, the health department approved the request, as Nelson hap-
pily texted me via Telegram.

When I phoned him some weeks later, he seemed eager to find a new place for 
himself and his wife: “something neat and with a bathroom inside the house.” 
When I asked him about their future, he replied that he hoped to go back to the 
Northwest one day, but for now his wife was with him, and that was enough. Nel-
son’s case well elucidates the correlation of hope and aspirations. While the hope 
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to return to the anglophone region imbued his displacement over time, it was evi-
dent that returning home became less important once he was to be reunited with 
his second wife in Bafoussam. More than that, his aspirations for their foreseeable 
future in the francophone West region shifted to the idea of finding a cozy and 
comfortable home for them to live in, if necessary, for good. Nelson’s story illus-
trates how aspirations shift over time and are influenced by the importance of 
family relationships that have impacts on everyday life during displacement.

Harry and Florence

In contrast to Nelson, Harry lived with a large part of his family in a rented three-
bedroom apartment in Bafoussam, close to a popular polytechnic. While Nelson 
lived in a sparsely inhabited area, where the roads were unusually empty for a bigger 
city like Bafoussam, Harry and his wife, Florence, lived in a bustling neighbor-
hood and maintained close relationships to other people residing in the area. Due 
to the high volume of traffic, Florence had a small roadside stall, no more than a 
wooden table, where she neatly arrayed basic foods and other essential goods in 
small and large bags or plastic buckets, offering them for sale to passing residents.

I met Harry and Florence at the Catholic church that I regularly attended on 
Sundays. Florence approached me one day and told me that I had to meet her hus-
band and talk to him, as she had learned from others that I was conducting 
research among the IDPs from the anglophone regions who had come to Bafous-
sam. She invited me to their place on one of the following days. On the assigned 
day, I arrived at the polytechnic, where Harry, a tall and quiet man in his early 
sixties, came to collect me. We walked toward his home, and he greeted some 
people on the streets. At his house, Florence was sitting outside in the sun, at the 
wooden table, watching the street and waiting for customers. They invited me into 
a spacious living room with several sofas and armchairs. In a corner, there was a 
desk with a TV placed on it. Three children were gathered around, watching car-
toons. Harry shooed them outside to play and invited me to sit down. I asked how 
he and Florence had met each other and where they had lived before, and I learned 
that they had been married for more than twenty-five years. They had five adult 
children, of whom three lived with them in Bafoussam, while two remained behind 
in the village in the Northwest because they did not want to leave. “My oldest son 
was just elected mayor of our village,” Harry told me proudly, showing me pictures 
of his eldest.

I wanted to know more about their life in the village, and Harry told me that 
he had worked as a police officer and retired seven years ago. He had been based 
in Yaoundé, Bafoussam, and Mbouda, a smaller town near Bafoussam, where he 
and his family lived for several years during his service. During this time, Flor-
ence, who was ten years younger than Harry, worked their small farm in their home 
village and took care of the children. As he had lived in francophone parts of Cam-
eroon as a police officer, Harry spoke French well and had developed close rela-
tionships with his neighbors. After he retired, he said, “I did not want to sit around. 
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I wanted to work.” So, he applied for a bank loan to invest in oil palm cultivation. 
“That was five years ago, before I came here [to Bafoussam].”

I learned that they had quite a big piece of land close to their home in their vil-
lage, where he started planting palms and also practiced husbandry. At the time 
of our interview, Harry was still repaying the loan, and he mentioned that he used 
almost all his pension payments for this purpose. After each installment was 
deducted by the bank, there was only CFA 3,000 (approximately USD 4.82) left, 
which was, to put it in Harry’s words, “literally nothing.” While waiting for his first 
oil palm harvest, Harry sold cattle to pay the university fees for two of his children 
and some other minor expenses. At that time, prior to displacement, his aspirations 
for the future seemed to fill him with self-confidence, as he benefited from the cash 
flow from selling cattle and other crops and was aiming to finance the education of 
his younger children, as well as do something on his own behalf.

In the year he was expecting his first harvest, conflict flared up, and Harry and 
Florence had to leave their village. As a former police officer and a chairperson of 
the local high school, Harry was targeted by separatists. He had encouraged par-
ents to continue sending their children to school, one of the things that the Amba 
Boys said parents should not do, in order to not support the government.

One night, they came to my house. It was one o’clock in the night and we were 
sleeping. I woke up because there was a smell, something was burning. I got up 
and ran around the house, and then the kitchen was burning. They set it on fire, 
but it was not burning well. . . . ​They entered the house and beat me in the face. 
I had to kneel down in front of them, and they held a gun to my head. My wife 
and children were there and watched. I thought they would shoot me. They yelled 
at me, [saying] I should give them the money and stop talking to the parents [to 
tell them their children should continue attending school]. I knew them. They 
were boys from the village. . . . ​I gave them three hundred thousand [CFA] and 
then they left. I had more money—they didn’t know that. . . . ​Then I knew I am 
not safe any longer, and the next morning I left the village.

Harry left his family behind to get to safety outside his village. At first, he stayed 
with a friend in Bamenda, but then decided to leave the Northwest altogether for 
Bafoussam, where a former colleague was from. The colleague rented out an apart-
ment to Harry, and, after several weeks, Florence and their three younger children 
followed him. Florence started her small roadside stall soon after, and she kept 
herself busy with that and a reading group that discussed Bible texts every Mon-
day. Harry often joined Florence while she was waiting for or serving customers, 
and from his chair he observed the scenery. He was also president of an IDP soli-
darity group and organized its meetings and administrative work. Together, Flor-
ence and Harry went to church every Sunday and “prayed that they could go 
home soon.” But “soon” would not come, and when we met, they had spent almost 
one and a half years in Bafoussam. Unsurprisingly, Florence and Harry were hop-
ing to go back home, just like Nelson. And, like Nelson, Harry checked the news 
from his village as often as he could, and he talked to his oldest son or to friends 
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and neighbors. Usually, the news he received was devastating. One day, when 
I visited them, Harry was very quiet and absentminded. I wanted to know if he 
was all right, and he replied: “They [the Amba Boys] burned everything. They 
burned my whole farm. My neighbor just told me today. It’s gone. They stole my 
cattle. . . . ​What will I do now?”

Although his house was reportedly untouched, Harry’s investment was 
destroyed, and it meant that he had to repay the installments on his oil palm grove 
without any return. Following this incident, Harry’s optimism and hope of return 
faded, and this influenced his everyday life in Bafoussam in different ways. The 
loss of his properties seemed to cause the loss of his energy, and while he had been 
telling me a lot about his village and his friends there, from that day onward he 
stopped speaking of them. He did not attend the biweekly meetings of the soli-
darity group, and Florence told me that he barely left the house. During one of our 
conversations, when I asked if he still hoped to go back to his home one day, Harry 
said: “I don’t know if I will go back. It won’t be same for me anymore. I lost every
thing, so why should I go?”

Things became even worse shortly after I had returned to Germany in March 
2020. On a Sunday morning, I received a call from a friend in Bafoussam, who 
told me that Florence had unexpectedly died of a heart attack. I called Harry sev-
eral days later and offered my condolences. He appeared composed and seemed 
grateful for my call. After two weeks, we spoke again, and I was surprised to learn 
that Harry had returned to his village. In a way, his return was not unusual, as, 
normally, after people die they are buried in their home villages. This was the case 
for Florence’s burial, but Harry mentioned that he would only go back to Bafous-
sam occasionally, to see his children, and would rather stay in his house in the 
village.

In the end, it was Harry’s personal loss that caused the shift in his future aspi-
rations, even though the violence in the area had not ended.

Discussion and Concluding Thoughts

In this chapter, I have aimed to shift the focus toward the subtleties of how older 
IDPs in Cameroon built on their available resources and their engagement in familial 
relations to realign their notions of the future during protracted displacement. 
Rather than a mere shift in their future plans, and considering this to be an indi-
vidual choice, the case studies I have presented show how displacement, as an 
unforeseeable disruption in the life course, can alter aspirations even at a later stage 
of life, and they also highlight the nonlinear character of these aspirations. At this 
point, older age is not an indicator of a predetermined future that only contains 
certain predictabilities, such as retirement, frailty, and, finally, death. Just as at 
earlier life stages, forced migration and displacement while aging come with uncer-
tainties. While the wish and hope to return to their home villages or towns in the 
anglophone regions never fades completely, I have tried to demonstrate that older 
displaced persons are, against all odds, still in a position to actively make new plans 
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for their future lives or to adapt the plans they had made before their displacement. 
The ethnographic examples of Nelson, Florence, and Harry illustrate clearly that 
there is a correlation between the intensity of hope and aspirations for the future, 
and these depend heavily on existing family relations. As previously suggested by 
other researchers (e.g., Brun 2015; Stock 2019), the two case studies reveal that, over 
time and with prolonged displacement, hope becomes subordinated to the chal-
lenges of the everyday, the shifting nature of close kin relations, and personal 
attachments to the new, though possibly temporary, home.

The results from my fieldwork demonstrate the importance of analyzing the spa-
tiotemporal dimensions of protracted displacement with regard to the shaping 
of the future and the use of an aspirational lens over the life course. As Harry’s case 
exemplifies, this includes looking at death—one’s own or that of loved ones—to 
understand how this life incident can lead to shifting aspirations even while dis-
placed. Moreover, learning about the life stories of displaced persons helps us better 
understand how, and on what basis, they decide to adapt their future aspirations. 
The findings also serve as a counterbalance to the picture of “the IDP” (and migrants 
more generally) as “being stuck” in time and place, waiting for the future, and 
instead show they are, with the resources they have, capable of acting and aspiring.
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notes
1. ​ All names of the interlocutors in this chapter have been replaced by pseudonyms.
2. ​ For more background and historical information on the Anglophone Crisis, see, e.g., 

Kofele-Kale (1980); Konings and Nyamnjoh (1997); Mbondgulo-Wondieh (2020).
3. ​ The fighting between separatist groups and the military is concentrated in, but not limited 

to, rural parts of the Northwest and Southwest regions of Cameroon. Larger cities are less 
affected and are also places of refuge to some extent.
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“Setting Off from the 
Mountain Pass”

facing death and preparing for the journey 
ahead in tibetan exile

Harmandeep Kaur Gill

Genla (teacher) Lobsang Choedak sat down on the bed, at the usual spot.1 I sat down 
on the floor in front of him. I took off his sock and leg warmer, poured some medic-
inal oil on his leg, and started the massage. Genla closely followed my hands as 
they moved up and down and around his knee and leg. We could hear the chatter 
of the few elderly women gathered in the shared sitting area of the Tibetan 
Children’s Village (TCV) old-age home. Here, inside Genla’s room, there was 
silence. He was not a talker, with me or others.

I noticed the sparrows chirping outside and the sound of their wings flapping 
as they moved in and out through the open windows. The sky was crystal blue. 
Spring had slowly started lurking its way into the winter landscape of McLeod 
Ganj. Sunlight burst through the windows, warming up the old and bringing the 
promise of life. Life was all around, so overwhelming that one easily lost sight of 
decay, even at an old-age home. The elderly moved outdoors in the warmth of the 
sun. That was where one of the eldest residents, the ninety-three-year-old Mola 
(grandmother) Dawa, was usually found, either sitting outside on a chair or 
standing by the open windows, overlooking the Kangra Valley ahead. Genla, too, 
embraced all the life. He read Buddhist texts (dpe cha) outside in the sun.2 He 
used the good weather to go for longer walks. Yet, every day he also prepared for 
death. All the life did not blind him to impermanence. Moreover, it served as a 
daily reminder.

While I massaged his leg, for once Genla chose to break the silence. “Mola passed 
away,” he said to me.3

The news violently shook me out of the lightness of spring. It was the first time 
somebody had died while I had been there. I stopped the massage and looked up 
at him. “Who?” I asked immediately.
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“Mola upstairs,” Genla responded, pointing up. He tried to recall her name but 
to no avail. Half an hour later, when we had tea, it came to him: “Tsewang, Mola’s 
name is Tsewang.”

When the initial shock of the news had settled, I returned to the massage. “Did 
I know her, Genla? How did she look?” I asked, worrying whether it might be one 
of the mola I know.

“Ahhmm . . . ​tall body,” he said.
“And black hair?” I added.
“Yes, yes,” Genla nodded.
Mola Tsewang flashed before my eyes, walking down from Dal Lake in the com

pany of one of the nuns, giving me a fleeting smile. I saw her strolling around on 
the rooftop. It was hard to comprehend that she was gone, when her figure kept 
lingering around in places, in moments in time, dissolved into the present.

“How do you feel, Genla? Did her death worry you?” I asked him.
Genla gave a short laugh, as he usually did when responding to something. 

“Now, all people from 1959 have passed away.4 One by one, everybody is dying. 
I am also old, eighty-nine years old,” he said.

That day, I did not attempt to console him by telling him that he was still fit 
and healthy. I am not sure that he needed it or even wanted it. On the contrary, he 
seemed to have accepted that death was the only inevitable end awaiting us all. Liv-
ing at an old-age home, being surrounded by aging bodies, living with one him-
self, his daily preparations for death and the many deaths that were to follow in 
the spring made the impermanence of life strikingly present.5

This chapter explores life’s end in a Tibetan exile context, through attention to the 
everyday life of Genla Lobsang Choedak, who is a monk and turned ninety-three 
years old in 2022. He resides in McLeod Ganj, a small hill station in northwest 
India, also known as Dharamsala. It has been the home-in-exile of the highest 
spiritual leader of the Tibetan people, the fourteenth Dalai Lama, Tenzin Gyatso, 
since 1960, one year after he escaped from Tibet, following the Chinese occupa-
tion of Tibet. Thousands of Tibetans followed him into exile. McLeod Ganj also 
houses the Central Tibetan Administration and other significant political, reli-
gious, and cultural institutions.6 It is known as the capital of Tibetans in exile. 
Today, thirty-nine Tibetan settlements are spread across India, twelve in Nepal, and 
seven in Bhutan.

Like the rest of the elderly Tibetans living at the TCV old-age home, composed 
of monastics and lay people, Genla is a former employee of the TCV school.7 And 
like many elderly Tibetans at the TCV old-age home and in the larger McLeod Ganj 
area, Genla was aging alone and faced death in the absence of family. His every-
day life was devoted to Tibetan Buddhist practices in preparation for a peaceful 
death and a good rebirth, which is something all of my elderly companions aspired 
for and is the religious ideal among Tibetan Buddhists.

I came to know Genla in 2016, the year he moved into the TCV old-age home. 
At the time, I was doing preliminary fieldwork at the TCV old-age home in the 
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preparation of a PhD proposal. When I began fieldwork for my PhD research on 
aging and dying among elderly Tibetans in January 2018, I resumed my engage-
ments with Genla. He became one of five persons I followed throughout my field-
work, and I have kept revisiting since. I gained access to Genla and my other elderly 
companions by massaging their legs and feet on a daily basis for thirteen and a 
half months.8 Apart from the massages, we also spent time in each other’s com
pany by sharing meals, drinking tea, watching TV, or just sitting together in silence. 
I also assisted them during hospital visits, ran errands for them, and helped out 
with other practicalities, such as toilet visits. Over time, I was related to as an adop-
tive daughter, and even as a relative (spun kyag) from a past life.9 Since the end of 
my fieldwork in December 2018, I have kept revisiting them and stayed in McLeod 
Ganj for longer periods.

This chapter tunes in to Genla Lobsang Choedak’s aspirations of achieving a 
peaceful death and a good rebirth, which were shaped by his Buddhist faith, and 
explores how these were affected by having to age and die in the absence of family. 
I begin by outlining the central Buddhist notion of impermanence and how it steers 
aspirations for old age in the Tibetan Buddhist context, before providing a brief 
introduction to Tibetan exile. I open up my ethnographic explorations by describ-
ing how the impermanence of life manifested in Genla’s life at the old-age home, 
giving rise to certain worries and fears, while also influencing his preparations for 
the coming of death and rebirth. In the end of this chapter, I put my ethnographic 
explorations in dialogue with some analytic perspectives on temporality. Here 
I take inspiration from Rane Willerslev, Dorthe R. Christensen and Lotte Mein-
ert’s (2013) notion of “taming” the objective (“impermanent”) qualities of time with 
concrete religious or cultural technologies. I also draw on Michael G. Flaherty’s 
(2011) notion of “time work,” which tunes in to the customization of one’s temporal 
experience in an attempt to deal with the objective workings of time. Together, 
this scholarship calls attention to how people deal with the forces beyond them, 
and attempt to clear a path in the midst of the uncertainty, with that which is 
given to them. Thus, I approach aspirations in the Tibetan Buddhist context and 
their associated practices as cultural resources that, for Genla, cleared a path and, 
in the process, also provided consolation in facing the decline of old age and the 
uncertain fate of death all alone.

The Impermanence of Life

In one of the two “Sūtra on Impermanence” (Mi rtag pa nyid kyi mdo) that are 
found in the Tibetan canon of the Kangyur, the Buddha speaks to his followers on 
one of the main characteristics of the samsaric existence: impermanence (Bernert 
2019, line 1: 1–11).10

Samsaric existence implies that all life follows a cyclic existence, meaning that 
one’s present life is part of a beginningless series of rebirths. Each life unfolds 
according to the karma (las) accumulated in the previous lives and in the present 
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life. The Buddha comments that the four most cherished things in the world—good 
health, youth, prosperity, and life—are impermanent (Bernert 2019). Good health 
ends with sickness, youth ends with old age, prosperity ends with decline, while 
life ends in death (Bernert 2019). The impermanence of conditioned phenomena is 
regarded as the most fundamental teaching of the Buddha, and impermanence 
is described by the Buddha as the first principal characteristic of existence (Ber-
nert 2019).11 Hence, from a Tibetan Buddhist perspective, the uncertainty of life 
(deriving from its impermanent nature) is a radical type of uncertainty, meaning 
it is part of the human condition. As emphasized in Tibetan Buddhist literature 
and teachings (e.g., Changchan Gung Sonam Gyalpo 1963; Menriwa Lobsang Nam-
gyal 1986; Gungtang Rinpoche 1975), in old age, this radical uncertainty manifests 
itself in all spheres of life: physical decline, illness, absence of family, and the future 
of death.

Thus, Tibetan Buddhists emphasize that old age is the time to meditate on death/
rebirth and coming to terms with the impermanence of life. It is a life phase 
devoted to Tibetan Buddhist practices (chos), as a preparation for death and 
rebirth. Likewise, Genla spent his days in reading Buddhist texts, reciting mantra 
(ma ni), making offerings (mchod) at the home shrine, and doing prostrations 
(phyag ‘tshal). Like my other elderly companions, Genla spent his days preparing 
for the journey ahead, aspiring for a peaceful death and a good rebirth.

As formulated by a ninety-one-year-old female companion of mine, at her age, 
one has reached the mountain pass. “La ‘go thon gi ‘dug,” she has been repeating 
since I first met her in 2015. These words can be translated as “I am about to set off 
from the mountain pass/top.” According to this metaphor, the journey of life is a 
continuous climb up the mountain, and reaching the mountain pass is when the 
journey comes to conclusion. What is important to remark is the particular verb 
ending of gi ‘dug she used, which is an ending of the verb “to be” in the present 
tense. Furthermore, gi ‘dug is also applied when one bears witness to something. 
Therefore, when she said these words, I understood that death for her was not some-
where in the distant future. The descent from the mountain pass was right in 
front of her; in other words, she stood face-to-face with death and felt its presence 
in her own body.

“I am going to die,” she followed up next, as she tilted her head sideways with a 
smile, as if in an accepting gesture to herself. While the mention of death set me 
aback like an interruption, for her it was very spontaneous or natural. I found a 
similar pressing awareness of death in Genla. He was also at the lonesome time-
space of the mountain pass, waiting to set off on the new journey, and through his 
daily religious practices, he attempted to come to terms with the impermanence 
of life.

However, as also highlighted by the Buddha’s teachings, coming to terms with 
old age and death is far from an easy process and is fraught by common human 
sufferings, for example, afflictions, worries, and fears. Likewise, the impermanent 
nature of life, accompanied by the absence of family, gave rise to a lot of uncer-
tainty for Genla.
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Aging and Dying in Tibetan Exile

Genla Lobsang Choedak was born in Penpo, western Tibet. When he was about 
fifteen years old, he ordained as a monk at Ganden monastery, which in those days 
used to be a one-day walk from the Tibetan capital of Lhasa in central Tibet, he 
would tell me.12

When the 14th Dalai Lama escaped into exile in March 1959, Genla was thirty 
years old. Upon Genla’s escape, the PLA was yet to reach Ganden monastery: “Lhasa 
was lost, but the Chinese had not entered Ganden. But later they came. A lot of 
monks started escaping. And I, with a party of four, left some time after. . . . ​We left 
Ganden and crossed the passes by walking in 1959. . . . ​We left Ganden on the 
fourteenth of the second month [April 1959] around afternoon.”

The occupation of Tibet and the escape into exile were tragic events for him. 
Genla was forced to leave behind his entire family in Tibet. Like many others, Genla 
arrived in India in Tawang, which today falls in the state of Arunachal Pradesh in 
northeast India. From the first week in April 1959, the Indian authorities set up 
camps in the northeastern states to accommodate the Tibetan refugees. Many 
people died or fell ill after the difficult journey across the Himalayas and after expo-
sure to the warm Indian climate. Soon the refugees were sent off to cooler areas in 
the Himalayan region in northwest India: Shimla, Chamba, and Kullu/Mandi/
Kangra. There they took up work as road builders. Genla built roads in Chamba 
(which today falls under the state of Himachal Pradesh) for some time, before he 
traveled to Mussoorie, a small hill station in the state of Uttarakhand, established 
by the British Raj. He built roads for two years and then joined the Indian military.

Like the rest of the first generation of Tibetans in exile, Genla never planned to 
settle down in India, but intended to return to Tibet within a few years. But sixty-
three years later, he finds himself at an old-age home in India, aging and facing 
death not only on a foreign soil but also in the absence of physical and moral sup-
port from family members, who he left behind in Tibet.

Today, many elderly Tibetans in exile, including the other elderly at the TCV 
old-age home, are facing a similar end to life. The precariousness of living as a state-
less person in India and Nepal has pushed many younger Tibetans to migrate to 
“the west” in recent years (Wangmo and Teaster 2009; Choedup 2018; Gill 2022). 
Many are also leaving the Tibetan settlements for bigger Indian cities in search of 
better opportunities.13

As a result, older adults are aging and dying in the absence of children. Unlike 
them, Genla did not have children. Nor had his close family members migrated to 
the west. However, he shared with the other elderly Tibetans the circumstances of 
aging and dying alone, giving rise to similar types of worries.

According to Tibetan Buddhist faith, the family’s presence is required at the 
moment of death and in the aftermath to carry out death rituals, which last for 
forty-nine days. These rituals are regarded as essential for ceasing the deceased’s 
attachments to the living and in helping them to move on to a good rebirth (Childs 
2004; Desjarlais 2016; Choedup 2018).
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The absence of family raised many unsettling questions for Genla, for exam-
ple: “In what state will death occur?,” “Who will take care of the death rituals?,” 
and “Have I done enough to gain a good rebirth?”

The Last Stop

Genla Lobsang Choedak’s room, with a small kitchen and a bathroom, was located 
on the second floor of the TCV old-age home. It was squeezed between two other 
rooms. A small amount of sunlight entered through the kitchen window, but it was 
never enough to keep the lights off. Despite the darkness in Genla’s room, it was a 
warm and welcoming space. Yellow, red, and dark maroon colors covered the room, 
just like the interior and exterior of a monastery.

As a monk, these colors have dominated his life. Like the top of doors and win
dows of monasteries, the entrance of the kitchen and the bathroom had small cur-
tains above them, hung by Genla. The room was inviting. There was serenity in 
the way his few belongings were arranged. In his maroon robe and red jacket, Genla 
for me melted into the red monastic bubble surrounding him. The room felt like 
an extension of him, not only in terms of colors but also in its calm, inviting, and 
settled mood. Things were neatly tucked into their corners as if they were never to 
be used again, as if their owner would be leaving them any day.

His few pieces of clothing, such as his red- and maroon-colored jackets, were 
hung by the door on cloth hangers. His few robes and woolen shawls were neatly 
folded and placed on the top of a big iron trunk settled on a wooden table next to 
the TV. Below the table were his four pairs of shoes: two pairs of summer shoes 
and two pairs of winter boots. He also had two pairs of slippers to wear indoors. 
The shoes were all gifts from his younger brother’s daughter. She was the only rela-
tive he had in India. But he saw her as rarely as once or twice a year because she 
kept moving between places, something Genla expressed that he was not very 
happy about. “She does not benefit me much,” he said. Six pairs of shoes for an 
elderly monk seemed to be a lot to me, as if she were bringing a pair each visit, not 
only as a respectful and caring gesture but also to make up for her absence.

Other objects rested still, such as some perfectly folded blankets on the bed that 
he never slept in and the TV that rarely received a signal. At the center of the room 
was a beautiful, humble shrine. It was filled with photos of the Dalai Lama and 
decorated with one set of red and yellow plastic roses. At the front of the shrine 
stood a butter lamp offering and a row of water bowl offerings. On the wall next to 
the shrine were four more images. Two of them were scroll paintings (thang ka) 
of Buddhist deities: one of Chenrezig, the Bodhisattva of Compassion, and one of 
Sangye Menla, the Medicine Buddha. The other two were photos: one of the Dalai 
Lama and one of the Dalai Lama’s teachers, the third Trijang Rinpoche, Lobsang 
Yeshe Tenzin Gyatso.

Unlike the homes of my other elderly companions, Genla’s room was not over-
flowing with things gathered over a lifetime. No object stood in the way of another. 
Apart from the shrine, his two Indian vintage trunks pulled my attention. These 
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heavy trunks symbolized two significant periods in his life in India. The smaller 
one was placed on a table in front of the shrine and had the words “base” written 
on its side in a military green color. This trunk was a material trace of his time 
in the Indian military, when as part of the Special Frontier Force (SFF), he was 
stationed at Indian military sites across northern India. The SFF was a military 
unit consisting of Tibetan men. It was formed in 1962 after the Sino-Indian 
War (1960–1962) and was a joint Indian-Tibetan operation (McGranahan 2010, 139), 
formerly known as Establishment 22.

In 1984, after eighteen years of military service, he packed all his belongings in 
the small trunk and moved to the TCV school in McLeod Ganj. There, he took up 
work in the school kitchen and made Tibetan bread (bag leb). In the winter of 1995, 
he slipped on ice and broke his left hip. He was hospitalized for three months, and 
upon his return to TCV, he was allowed to retire. The TCV administration offered 
a small retirement residence on the outskirts of the school. During his time at TCV, 
he had bought a new and bigger trunk. He packed his few pieces of clothing, blan-
kets, and utensils and moved to his new residence, which was also hidden from 
the sun. In 2016, the school administration offered him residence at the TCV old-
age home, and, for the last time, he packed his belongings in those two heavy iron 
trunks and moved to the place that is the last stop on his journey.

When I asked Genla whether his room in the old-age home felt like his home, he 
responded, “This is where I am going to die.” Genla’s words made clear that the old-
age home was not a place to settle in or to feel at home. Rather, it was a place from 
which to set off on his next journey. He had reached the mountain pass (figure 9.1).

Figure 9.1. ​ Prayer wheel spinning, symbolizing, among other things, the cyclic existence 
of death and rebirth. Photograph by Harmandeep Kaur Gill.



166	 H a r m a n de e p  K au r  G i l l

The Pressing Presence of Death

The presence of death became rather stark after Mola Tsewang’s death that spring, 
when several deaths followed one after another. To use Genla’s words, people were 
literally dying “one by one.” Butter lamp offerings burned continuously for months, 
and the sight of new, strange faces who had come to make offerings for the deceased 
became a part of life. Genla anticipated that soon he would be next.

When the next death occurred only two weeks later, no one had anticipated, 
certainly not Genla, that Mola Tsewang’s death would be followed by that of her 
husband, who was only in his early seventies. Genla told me that he died after a 
long-term illness, which was even more surprising to me, because when I had met 
him two weeks earlier upon making offerings for Mola Tsewang, he had looked 
healthy and upright. Twenty days later, his death was followed by the death of the 
oldest resident of the old-age home, one ninety-five-year-old pala (father), who 
passed away after a long-term illness. But his death did not come as a surprise to 
Genla or to anyone else.

With each passing death, I sensed in Genla an increased anticipation about the 
unknown. Whenever I asked Genla what thoughts occupied his days, he only had 
one answer for me: “Death,” he would say with a gentle, accepting smile.

The day after the ninety-five-year-old pala passed away, Genla said to me, “Now 
two more people are sick here. Pala Urgyen, who is eighty-nine years old, he is quite 
sick. And Mola Yangchen.”

“What happened to her?” I asked.
“She has jaundice. Her face is all pale. She can’t talk or open her eyes.”
I decided to look in on Mola Yangchen on my next visit, which was only two 

days away. When I arrived at the old-age home two days later, visitors were mov-
ing in and out of Mola Yangchen and her husband’s residence. By now, I knew what 
that sight signified. One of the elderly nuns was on her way to Mola Yangchen’s 
room holding a ceremonial silk scarf (kha btags), which is offered along with the 
monetary donation for the butter lamps offerings. She whispered to me that Mola 
Yangchen had passed away the previous day.

While I lived as if time were a luxury, postponing my visit to Mola Yangchen, 
it struck me how Genla and others could never take time for granted. While the 
loss of another elder was something I still found hard to comprehend, for Genla 
and other elders at the old-age home, loss (and death) had become a part of life. 
They donated money for butter lamp offerings (mchod me zhal ‘debs) and then 
returned to their everyday lives, albeit with a heightened awareness of death’s loom-
ing presence and a concern about who would be the next to go, accompanied by 
the hope that they themselves would die a sudden death.

Worries over a Bedridden Death

Mola Yangchen was bedridden for three months before passing away from jaun-
dice. Her husband, sons, and a young Indian helper took good care of her. On her 
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passing, her husband said, “There was no arraa . . . ​ooroo. Without pain, she left 
quietly. That is very good. Otherwise, she would be in a lot of pain.” Mola Yangchen’s 
quiet passing without pain was a comfort for her husband. He himself hoped for 
a sudden and peaceful death, which is a sentiment shared by all of the elderly Tibet-
ans I have come to know. The possibility of dying a bedridden death and in suffer-
ing, especially in the absence of family members, was feared. Mola Tsewang and 
her husband, who passed two weeks after her, had also died what the elderly called 
a sudden death.

Unlike them, Genla did not trust that his younger brother’s daughter would 
come to his rescue in case of a severe illness. While the staff at the old-age home 
provided care, such as serving food and cleaning the body when an elderly person 
was bedridden, Genla did not have high hopes for how he would be supported. 
He said: “Sometimes my mind feels relaxed. That is how the mind is. Sometimes 
I have suffering in my mind. Sometimes the mind cannot be happy. Being old 
and wondering how it will go, it worries me sometimes. Here [at the old-age 
home] they won’t do much for you. They will not provide support. That’s my big-
gest worry. Many people have died here. Their corpse is taken care of. But that’s 
about it.”

Genla worried that he would “suffer in the absence of no helper” if the worst-case 
scenario became a reality. This had been the case with one of Genla’s peers, Pala 
Urgyen, who resided on the third floor, exactly above Genla’s room. The eighty-
nine-year-old man had been bedridden for a long time. His only son resided in 
the United States and could not aid Pala Urgyen during his period of sickness. 
When I once visited Pala Urgyen, he did not notice me until I stood by his bed-
side. His things had been randomly stuffed into corners and in the shelves of the 
large wooden cabinet and left to decay. Most of the kitchen had been emptied by 
the TCV staff. Only a stove and some ingredients to make chai stood on the empty 
kitchen counter. It was as if I had walked into an abandoned home. Pala lay under 
several blankets, but I could not feel his presence. Moving closer to him, I saw that 
he lay there with eyes wide open—staring toward the ceiling—but he seemed to 
be somewhere far away. I asked whether I could make him more tea. But he could 
not hear me, nor was he able to respond. As I was about to move away from his 
bedside, he slowly moved his face toward me and nodded his head, perhaps saying 
yes to the tea or acknowledging my visit. Witnessing his condition, I could under-
stand Genla’s worries. The following week, Pala Urgyen was moved to the TCV 
hospital, where he passed away after a few months. His death was the type of death 
no one wanted to befall them. To die in sickness and pain not only is an undigni-
fied closure but also increases the chances of dying with a restless mind, resulting 
in a bad rebirth or, worse, wandering the afterlife as a ghost (Childs 2014; Desjar-
lais 2016).

As I sensed from Genla’s words and the utterances of other elderly Tibetans, if 
the future might lead to a bedridden death, they were ready to die now and dis
appear while still able to look after themselves.
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Meditating on Impermanence

For Genla Lobsang Choedak, his aging body was the clearest manifestation of 
death’s looming presence. It was there in the weakening strength of his legs, arms, 
digestion, or eyesight. He said that old age had reduced him to half a person: “When 
one is young, one has the essence of a full person . . . ​in youth, one can do any-
thing. One is fit, has physical strength. Mental strength. Now, in old age, the mind 
is not very lucid. And physically without strength, it is difficult.”

For Genla, so much of who he used to be was gone and more was disappearing 
day by day. His words bring to mind the words of a high-standing monk official 
from the nineteenth century, Menriwa Lobsang Namgyal of the famous Tashi 
Lhunpo monastery in Shigatse in Tibet. In his poem titled “The Questions and 
Answers of the Weak and Old Man,” Menriwa Lobsang Namgyal writes a dialogue 
between what supposedly is his younger and older self.14 His younger self cannot 
accept, or recognize, what has become of him. In reply, the older self encourages 
him to come to terms with his own impermanence and the impending death. He 
says that the Lord of Death is just behind him and likens himself to a flower that 
has been touched by frost. He further asserts that he is also the frost itself, wither-
ing the flower away. Hence, he has already been touched by death, as Genla’s words 
also conveyed. According to a Tibetan-Buddhist perspective, which informs Genla 
and Menriwa Lobsang Namgyal’s understanding of the relation between life and 
death, death is present in life from the moment of birth, but as Menriwa Lobsang 
Namgyal writes, we only become aware of it once physical decline sets in. In old 
age, the process of dying speeds up. The Lord of Death takes hold of the body, to 
the point that death can no longer be ignored.

Because of the increasing manifestation of death in Genla’s own body and 
through the many deaths at the old-age home, the time left could never be taken 
for granted. As advised by Gungtang Rinpoche (1762–1823) in his teaching Advice 
from an Experienced Old Man (1975), instead of dreading the coming of death, one 
should spend one’s remaining time meditating on impermanence and dedicating 
one’s “life—body, speech, and mind—to Dharma practice.”

Preparing for Death and Rebirth

Genla’s everyday life was dedicated, from early morning until evening, to Tibetan 
Buddhist practices. As a monastic, a rigorous daily practice was also essential to 
the fulfillment of his monastic vows. While my other elderly lay companions fin-
ished reading Buddhist texts during the morning hours and returned to the chant-
ing of mantras during different parts of the day, for Genla, the reading of Buddhist 
texts and chanting of mantras extended from morning until evening. On a regu-
lar basis, Genla was immersed in his prayers when I showed up at his door. I tried 
to keep my visits short and leave as soon as possible after the massage and the cup 
of chai he offered me.
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Regarding the daily Buddhist practice of monastics, an elderly nun had described 
it as a type of work. She said: “I have to keep reading until death. This is like my 
work. I have taken vows.” The daily practices and preparations for death and rebirth 
can be understood as a type of work, especially in the case of monastics such as 
Genla and the old nun, and a continuous striving for transformations that does 
not cease until the moment of death.

However, working for a peaceful death and good rebirth in Genla’s everyday 
life involved not only reading Buddhist texts, chanting mantras, attending prayer 
sessions at the TCV old-age home, or teachings at the Dalai Lama temple but also 
doing more practical preparations such as exercising daily in order to keep him-
self healthy and fit and making monetary offerings to ensure a good rebirth.

Exercise, in addition to Buddhist practices, was an important part of Genla’s 
days. During my fieldwork in 2018, his morning water bowl and butter lamp offer-
ings were followed by thirty prostrations, which for Genla is a form of both exer-
cise and religious practice. In the evenings, he used to do another round of thirty 
prostrations. In January 2020, he had increased the amount to fifty-five, both morn-
ing and evening.15 After a cup of tea, he headed out for his daily three-kilometer-
long morning walk. On rare occasions, he would take the tiring steep climb to the 
TCV monastery, located at the highest point inside the TCV school area. But on a 
regular basis, he walked up to Dal Lake, following either the car road or the more 
peaceful path through the TCV school area, which are both more mellow steeps 
compared to the walk to the monastery. Reaching Dal Lake, he usually walked once 
around the lake on most days. His left hip had healed significantly since its frac-
turing twenty-five years ago, although his left leg was now slightly longer than the 
right. When he stood up, his knee could not be properly stretched. Apart from 
the moderate climb and the descent upon return, the condition of his left leg and 
old age also slowed him down. The entire walk took him between one and a half 
and two hours.

In addition to devoting himself to Buddhist practice and exercise to avoid the 
prospect of a bedridden and grim death and possibly a bad rebirth, Genla had also 
made all the necessary offerings to ensure a good rebirth: “I have offered twice to 
Gyalwa Rinpoche (the Dalai Lama). The first time I offered one hundred thousand. 
And the second time, I offered two hundred fifty thousand and water bowls.”

Genla’s second set of offerings was made in November 2017. That was nearly all 
of Genla’s savings and also his final large offering. These days, he lives on the pen-
sion from the TCV school and from the Indian government for his military ser
vice. On top of the major two offerings to the Dalai Lama in old age, he had made 
other offerings to the Dalai Lama throughout his life in India.

It is a common practice among elderly Tibetans in exile to offer money or other 
precious possessions (e.g., jewelry) to the Dalai Lama and other holy lamas. Nam-
gyal Choedup (2019, 87), in his work among elderly Tibetans in the Doeguling Set-
tlement in south India, refers to this traditional practice as bsngo rten, meaning a 
dedication and aspiration offering for a good rebirth.
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Furthermore, Genla had also put aside money for the TCV old-age home to 
take care of his corpse and attend to the connected rituals: “When one passes 
away, money is needed to take care of the corpse . . . ​for that I have put aside some 
money.” Money is needed to buy wood for the cremation, make butter lamp offer-
ings, and make offerings to monks who perform the rituals and prayers, and, as 
I witnessed, it was also a custom to offer chai or Tibetan butter tea to the fellow 
elderly and others who made donations for the butter lamp offerings. The staff at the 
old-age home cannot take care of these rituals unless the deceased has left behind 
money or someone (e.g., a family member) steps in to take care of the rituals.

The offerings that Genla had taken care of prior to his death are usually taken 
care of by family members, as they were in the case of Mola Yangchen and Mola 
Tsewang and her husband. By contrast, Genla felt that he could not trust someone 
else to make these bigger offerings on his behalf, so he undertook them himself.16

As Genla said to me, all of his thoughts were directed toward death. Waiting at 
the mountain top, Genla’s gaze was, like others’, fixed on the descent in front of 
him. While every day was an act of waiting and coming to terms with the uncer-
tain and unescapable journey ahead, every day was for Genla also a precious oppor-
tunity to aspire for a peaceful death and a good rebirth. Every day could be his 
last, but was also another day to strive for better karma.

Surrendering to the Impermanence of Life

Death and rebirth triggered many questions and uncertainty for Genla Lobsang 
Choedak and my other elderly companions. Regardless of their numerous reflec-
tions and Tibetan Buddhist practices, both death and rebirth remained deeply 
uncertain and unsettling events, beyond their control. “When death strikes our 
loved ones, most of us stand defenceless and have to face the irreversibility of time,” 
write Rane Willerselv, Dorthe R. Christensen, and Lotte Meinert (2013, 4) in the 
introduction to the book Taming Time, Timing Death. Following the anthropolo-
gist Alfred Gell, they refer to this time as the “objective time.” They recognize, as 
my elderly companions did, that one cannot undo the flow of time, but still we 
need to cope with the objective, or abstract, qualities of time somehow. Many of 
the edited volume’s contributors, including the authors themselves, explore how 
people cross-culturally apply concrete technologies, such as rituals or mummifi-
cation, in their efforts to grasp the abstract qualities of time and in finding potential 
answers and solutions to the questions that death raises about time (Willerselv, 
Christensen, and Meinert 2013, 3). Among others, they draw on Michael G. Flaherty’s 
notion of “time work” as one potential answer, something I also find useful.

In his book The Textures of Time: Agency and Temporal Experience, Flaherty 
devotes attention to the subjective side of temporality by examining “how people 
alter or customize various dimensions of their temporal experience and resist exter-
nal sources of temporal constraint or structure” (2011, 3). He argues that what we 
experience as the textures of time are created by weaving together our desires and 
circumstances (2), which for Genla and other elderly Tibetans meant the desire or 
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aspiration to meet a peaceful death and achieve a good rebirth, when the circum-
stance for him and many others was a lonesome old age. Furthermore, Flaherty 
argues that the modification of temporal experience is achieved through subtle and 
guarded practices: “time work,” which he defines as “individual or interpersonal 
efforts to create or suppress particular kinds of temporal experience” (2003, 17).

Genla’s daily religious practices and exercise routines could be referred to as a 
type of time work. Through these practices of time work and their repetitions, he 
created circumstances that evoked the desired form of temporal experience 
(Flaherty 2003). By doing so, he exercised some form of self-determination, in 
facing forces, that is, impermanence / the objective qualities of time that were 
beyond his control, as Flaherty argues. The agentive aspect of time work is central 
to Flaherty’s argument. For the sake of analysis, he approaches time work through 
the categories of duration, frequency, and sequencing (Flaherty 2011, 12), which 
involve for him different ways of “doing time.”17

I find that the duration of a particular practice (e.g., reading Buddhist texts, 
chanting a mantra slowly word by word, and clearing/making offerings at the home 
shrine attentively, doing prostrations), the frequency by which something is done 
(e.g., reciting mantras every single day, the total amount of mantras one recites 
daily, or going for walks on a daily basis), and, finally, the sequence of Buddhist 
practices (the order in which practices are carried out on a daily basis) also affected 
the temporal experience (of time left and time to come) of Genla. I argue that this 
was how he “did time” or attempted to use it wisely. But there were also exceptions.

There were days when he felt tired and was unable to keep up with his daily prac-
tices. However, there were also days when certain events, for example, someone’s 
death in the presence/absence of family, enhanced the duration or frequency of 
his practices (reciting mantras, reading Buddhist texts, or exercising) because they 
brought a strong reminder of the lonesome death that possibly awaited him. Dura-
tion, frequency, and sequence were ways of doing time through which Genla and 
my other elderly companions modified their experience of time: they attempted 
to influence the precariousness of the timing of their death and aspired to improve 
their karmic destinies by using time wisely through daily Buddhist practices and, 
in Genla’s case, also by exercising and making the necessary offerings for rebirth.

While such aspirational practices provided some consolation in facing the 
unknown future of death and rebirth all alone, I do not argue that these to Genla 
and others provided a sense of control over the objective, impermanent nature of 
time. They found themselves at the mountain top, standing face-to-face with the 
unknown journey ahead, and often in the absence of family. The time work involved 
in their Tibetan Buddhist practices did not seem to be fully about resisting “exter-
nal sources of temporal constraint or structure,” as Flaherty argues.

Instead, as Willerslev, Christensen, and Meinert recognize, through ritualized 
practices of taming time “we acknowledge, on the one hand, that we are limited 
creatures, overwhelmed by the impersonal workings of objective time, and on the 
other that we can, to some extent, redefine time, life and the cosmos” (2013, 3). This 
resonates with Genla Lobsang Choedak’s expressions regarding the uncertain 
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nature of death and rebirth and, at the same time, his attempts at clearing a path, 
informed by Tibetan Buddhist aspirations for old age, their associated religious 
practices, and his own adaptations of exercise routines.

In the Tibetan Buddhist context, using time wisely is based on an acceptance and 
even surrendering to the objective workings of time: of impermanence. Any day 
could be one’s last. One could go to sleep today and not wake up tomorrow, as so 
wonderfully captured in a famous poem by the Buddhist philosopher Nāgārjuna.18

While making the best of one’s remaining time by striving for Tibetan Bud-
dhist aspirations is one solution provided by Buddhist teachers, the other is giv-
ing oneself over to the uncertainty of the samsaric existence. In fact, the crucial 
thing one needs to come to terms with in old age is the point made by Willerslev, 
Christensen, and Meinert: the acknowledgment that we are limited creatures and 
that death and rebirth (or the objective workings of time) cannot be brought within 
the realm of lay human control. One must surrender and come to terms with the 
objective workings of time—to impermanence, uncertainty, and the unsettling 
nature of death and rebirth.

Conclusion

Old age among Tibetan Buddhists is a life phase devoted to religious preparations 
for death and rebirth and coming to terms with the impermanence of life. Like-
wise, Genla Lobsang Choedak spent his days immersed in Tibetan Buddhist prac-
tices and exercise routines, aspiring for a peaceful death and a good rebirth in the 
absence of family. I have explored how impermanence manifested in Genla’s daily 
life at the TCV old-age home through the many deaths that occurred there within 
a short period of time. I have described how each death brought a strong reminder 
of Genla’s own ending, which he expected to meet in the absence of physical and 
moral support from family members. This gave rise to certain worries and fears 
for his future. By taking inspiration from Willerslev, Christensen, and Meinert’s 
(2013) notion of “taming” the objective (“impermanent”) qualities of time with reli-
gious technologies and Flaherty’s (2011) notion of “time work”—as a customiza-
tion of one’s temporal experience—I have approached aspirations and their 
associated practices as cultural resources for dealing with death and rebirth, which 
remained beyond Genla’s control. By immersing himself in aspirational practices, 
including religious rituals and exercise routines on a daily basis, Genla Lobsang 
Choedak cleared a path in facing the uncertainty of the future. These path-clearing 
aspirational practices also provided some consolation in facing the end of life all 
alone.
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notes
1. ​ Gen means “teacher,” while la is a prefix added to names and titles as a respectful ges-

ture. Tibetans usually refer to monks, among others, as “Genla.” I refer to Genla Lobsang 
Choedak primarily as “Genla” throughout the chapter because that is how I refer to him in 
person. All names in this chapter, except Genla Lobsang Choedak’s, are pseudonyms.

2. ​ Tibetan words are transliterated according to the Wylie system of transliteration. Titles, 
names of individuals, and place-names are transliterated according to pronounceable trans-
literation used by Tibetans.

3. ​ The English translation of Tibetan quotes has been done by the author.
4. ​ The year 1959 was when the fourteenth Dalai Lama, Tenzin Gyatso, escaped into exile in 

India and was followed by thousands of Tibetans.
5. ​ See also Whyte (this volume) for a discussion on anticipating death in later life in Uganda.
6.  The Central Tibetan Administration was previously known as the Tibetan-government- 

in-exile.
7. ​ In 2020, fifty elderly Tibetans had accommodation at the TCV old-age home.
8. ​ Over time, the massages, among other things, opened for warm and intimate connec-

tions between the elderly Tibetans and me. That is why I refer to them as “companions” in 
my PhD dissertation and in this chapter. The words informants or interlocutors do not cap-
ture the intimacy we came to share and the impact of our ethical relationship on my writings 
and analysis.

9. ​ My writings also draw on shorter fieldwork in Kathmandu in 2018, a preliminary research 
period of two months at the TCV old-age home in 2016, and years of living in the Tibetan 
exile community in McLeod Ganj since 2014. During my fieldwork in 2018, I conducted thirty 
structured and informal interviews with the elderly living in the McLeod Ganj area, includ-
ing at the TCV old-age home and the Old People’s Home run by the Central Tibetan Admin-
istration, and with health-care workers at the TCV old-age home and a local Tibetan 
nongovernmental organization that provides health-care services to the elderly. I also inter-
viewed people from governmental institutions that provide welfare services to the elderly.

10. ​ Sūtra refers to ancient Buddhist scriptures, and the Kangyur is “the translated words 
(of the Buddha)” (84000: Translating the Words of the Buddha).

11. ​ The other two principal characteristics are suffering (bdug bsngal) and no-self (bdag 
med).

12. ​ Ganden monastery, Sera monastery, and Drepung monastery are known as “the three 
seats” (gdan sa gsum) of the Gelug sect of Tibetan Buddhism. All three monasteries have been 
reestablished in exile, in south India, which houses some of the biggest Tibetan settlements.

13. ​ Out-migration has become a common phenomenon across the Himalayan regions in 
India and Nepal; see Desjarlais (2016); Gagné (2018); Childs and Choedup (2019); Craig (2020).

14. ​ The Tibetan title of the poem is “Nyams char rgan po’i dri lan.”
15. ​ In January 2022, he reduced his daily walks to a few times a week, partly due to the 

COVID-19 pandemic. To compensate for his lack of movement, Genla increased the daily 
amount of prostrations to 250.
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16. ​ He could not take it for granted that his younger brother’s daughter would happen to 
be present in McLeod Ganj upon his death.

17. ​ Flaherty also adds timing and allocation and “taking time.”
18.  Life flickers in the flurries of a thousand ills,

More fragile than a bubble in a stream.
In sleep, each breath departs and is again drawn in;
How wondrous that we wake up living still! (Cited in Patrul Rinpoche 1998, 41)
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In Germany, on average, roughly 50 percent of the health costs for each citizen are 
paid during the last six months of a person’s life. This statistic, other data, and wide-
spread public speculations about the increase of health costs in later life or in the 
months before death have led to occasional political demands to reduce these costs.1 
Arguing that not every therapy for older people makes sense and should be cov-
ered by the public health system, some politicians postulated that hip replacement 
or knee surgery is unnecessary for people over eighty. In fact, their argument was 
that the brevity of their remaining life span did not justify the cost. Key is the argu-
ment of “generational justice.”2

Of course, such claims could be contextualized in larger debates about the ben-
efits, risks, and costs of the German welfare state and its specific logics in which 
the actually working population largely covers the costs for pensions and health 
costs of the whole population.3 At the same time, the requests to change the system 
by paying less to the elder cohorts of the population reiterate a widespread image 
of older age as a phase of decay, in which the need for physical mobility decreases. 
On this assumption, old age is not at all imagined as a time of aspiration or hopes 
for the future.

So far, ethical and constitutional concerns and the very fact of an aging popu-
lation, and therewith an increase of aged voters at political elections, have limited 
the space for such political voices in Germany that disadvantage older people. But 
my point is a different one than these political debates. Foregrounding an image 
of older age as a time of decay and the gradual ending of a life that had its best 
time in the past, these voices tend to ignore an ontological truth that is deeply inter-
woven in all the chapters of this book: always and at any moment, it is still one’s 
whole life that lies in one’s future, waiting to be lived. One never knows how long 
a life will last, but it is, at any moment, still something to be discovered, antici-
pated, desired, or feared—still waiting to be lived, in its full range of possibility, 
and in relation to what could be called the world. It is to be walked, if at all possible 
with functioning hips and knees, but also to be breathed and aspired. And it is 
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this future orientation toward one’s whole life that influences and shapes the pre
sent in any moment of a life span. This ontological truth about the openness of life 
ethically rejects ideas of cutting medical costs in a later phase of life: in fact, you 
never know what happens in the future, not even in the last moments of a life. Not 
even if the possibility of death is vividly present, as two of the chapters, namely, 
those of Harmandeep Kaur Gill and Susan Reynolds Whyte, show.

In this sense, Aspiring in Later Life makes us aware that every moment of a life 
has not only its particular present and past but also its very particular future and, 
therewith, future aspirations. Much has been written about the past, in anthro-
pology and the humanities, about the work of collective as well as individual 
memory. It has been argued that the work of creating, remembering, and imagin-
ing specific but changing pasts goes in tandem with changing presents. Often, the 
task of transferring cultural and historical knowledge to the present and future, 
by memory and storytelling, has been mapped as the task of older generations, in 
anthropological approaches as well as in popular imaginations of older age.4 The 
African proverb “When an old man dies, a library burns to the ground,” which 
Malian writer Amadou Hampâté Bâ cited in a speech before the United Nations 
Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), exactly represents 
this imagery of older age as carrier of the past, offering it to the present.5

In contrast to the enduring interest in memory and the past, reflections on the 
future, and the important role of planning and making, hoping, and aspiring, of 
fearing and coping with the insecurity of the unknown, only developed late, after 
the millennium turn, in anthropological theorizing. Among others, it was Arjun 
Appadurai’s (2013) book The Future as Cultural Fact that helped to acknowledge 
the importance of unequally distributed capacities to aspire for an understanding 
of present actions as well as impediments of acting, and even more for global socie
ties with increasing inequality. Aspirations are then conceptualized as modalities 
of living in a present that are always shaped by the horizons of an unknown, but 
imaginable, desirable, or frightening future. Indeed, again, future orientation is 
imagined to connect to a specific phase in the life course: even if discussed and 
framed as being part of the human condition, reflections on aspirations are usu-
ally implicitly or explicitly focusing on younger generations.6 And, again, older age, 
overseen in these debates, remains linked to temporalities other than the future.

Exactly here, Aspiring in Later Life makes an important intervention. It sets a 
new and important accent by insisting that hopes and aspirations, and the related 
importance of future imagining for the present, are important in all phases of life 
and remain being tasks and maybe even human necessities until the end of life. If 
aspiring is breathing, as the authors claim, it could not end before death. Without 
ignoring the role of the past, of memory and of human desires to keep what has 
been achieved, the book opens a window onto the unexpected aspirations of 
middle-aged and older people, which makes a significant contribution to under-
standing their agencies.

The focus on aspirations in later life strengthens the argument that later life is 
not necessarily a phase of decay and immobility. In this volume, older generations 
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are presented as active, innovative, and creative human beings, who could—like 
younger generations—be portrayed as makers and breakers (Howana and De Boeck 
2005). A lively breath of aspiration blows through all chapters. This is a book satu-
rated with anthropological wisdom, a wisdom produced by mainly younger schol-
ars, or at least scholars younger than the research partners they portray. Along 
the way, they convey the fun of doing research with people in later life.

The volume provides narrations of unexpected experiences in older age: for 
instance, on the part of women who discover desire and fulfilled sexuality in later 
phases of their lives, when marriages have ended, children have left the household, 
and labor migration guides them to new working places that turn out to be places 
of love, sex, and enjoyment. Dumitrița Luncă found these experiences among 
Romanian transmigrants in Rome, and her descriptions of these living and lov-
ing women also gives the reader an insight into the beauty and joy of fieldwork 
with loving research partners.

In a similar direction, and with regard to domestic workers from the Philip-
pines in Hong Kong and Singapore who liberate themselves in later life from some 
gendered norms and moralities of being primarily givers and breadwinners they 
had been attributed to, Megha Amrith argues that the “vantage point of midlife 
thus enables us to see how aspirations start to shift or take on renewed energies 
when migrant women reach their forties, fifties, and sixties.” Her text, furthermore, 
compellingly demonstrates that women’s aspirations are shaped in relation to mul-
tiple temporal horizons: through “letting go of past selves or undesirable past 
relationships, anticipating uncertain and insecure futures, and then reconfigur-
ing projects of self and collective transformation in the present.” Finally, she con-
siders how migrant women themselves negotiate and challenge the aspirations that 
others (kin, states, public narratives) expect them to hold with their own aspira-
tional horizons.

It is more than a coincidence that the third chapter in this section on desire and 
self-realization also focuses on women who underwent labor migration to a wealth-
ier country in order to do domestic or care work. Seemingly, migratory experiences 
and the related possibilities to leave some norms behind in the country of origin 
without completely needing to take over all norms in the new country provides a 
space for some openness, especially when people’s living conditions are establishing 
after some time in the new country. Lisa Johnson looks at Jamaican women work-
ing in Canada who are organizing their older age around desires and attachments 
to their homes (and often children) in Canada, on the one hand, and lifelong yearn-
ing for the country of origin, Jamaica, on the other. The compromising outcome is 
often to stay in Canada, while constantly traveling to Jamaica, a lifestyle they would 
possibly not even have imagined when young. Here, again, it is the aspirations that 
appeared at a later life stage that shape the very mobile ways of living old age of 
these Jamaican women.

Such lifeworlds—based on experience of migration, past care work for wealth-
ier families abroad, and an increasing sense for self-care and fresh aspirations for 
older age—stand in contrast to those of women in Uganda whose experiences Susan 
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Reynolds Whyte narrates: women who never migrated and are currently confronted 
with the limitations of their remaining life spans, feeling the loss of energy and 
strength, finding they are less heard than before. In these conditions, they redi-
rect their aspirations from their own life expectations to their hopes for their 
children. But even in this context of shrinking possibilities, the dignity of aspira-
tions, now for others, not for themselves, is remarkable. It includes interactions, 
not only with kin and friends, but also with the researcher. It is a dignity that is 
based on acknowledging that living possibilities for older people themselves are, 
indeed, shrinking. However, hopes accompany a relatedness with the next genera-
tion. Here, Whyte adds another important dimension to discovering aspiration 
in later age: she outlines the importance of intergenerational entanglements of 
aspirational future-building. It might be children’s aspirations that bring their 
parents into new places of living, near their children, where they are better cared 
for. Or the aspirations of older generations that influence the life paths of their 
children or grandchildren. The text makes us aware that an anthropology of aspi-
rations should never be limited to individual aspirations shaping individual life 
courses, and thus involuntarily reproducing Western notions of the individual self. 
Instead, research on aspirations should at least be open to notions of multiple 
entanglements and dividualities Strathern (1988:3).

Intergenerational entanglements and especially the entanglements of aspirations 
and expectations are also key in Alfonso Otaegui’s and Cati Coe’s chapters, both 
again raising generational differences through experiences of migration. If elder 
generations constructed their selves through the notion of work and cannot stop 
working if they do not want to get bored, as one Peruvian interlocutor having 
migrated to Chile says in Otaegui’s chapter, such notions are critically perceived 
by the younger generation. The latter might not want to dedicate their whole life 
to work but acknowledge that their parents’ work is key for their position in the 
country they live in as second-generation migrants. But these older people who 
dedicated their whole lives as migrants in Chile to work also narrate feelings of 
unexpected vitality and feeling younger than their biological age.

In Coe’s chapter, starting again from the experience of transnational migration 
of Ghanaian women in the United States and focusing on their intergenerational 
relations, aspirations in later age are strongly interrelated with flipping cultural 
scripts of self-reliance and interdependence. On the one hand, people invest in 
buildings and seek to generate resources through investments in order to live a 
decent life after retiring, and, on the other, they invest in care for kin and the related 
expectations of mutuality. In any case, projects of staying in the United States as 
well as return to Ghana, or life styles of constant mobility, are deeply interwoven 
with the life courses and actions of children and other kin and are based on chang-
ing and elusive ideas about a good life.

Other chapters add to a highly nuanced picture of the importance of aspira-
tion in all phases of the life course. Not to forget Harmandeep Kaur Gill’s chapter, 
which makes us aware that the dead and the anticipation of dying might be part 
of the horizons of aspiring and dealing with the future at any moment of life. Then, 
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Julia Pauli transgresses possible dichotomies of stagnation versus change. She por-
trays a setting of relatedness among different generations of women for whom un 
poco más (“a bit more”) is an important aspiration: in the face of an insecure future 
that does not promise realistic chances of better living possibilities, un poco más 
of the same, just a prolongation of the current situation, becomes a desirable option 
for the future. Pauli’s observation leads to an additional question about the 
present: wouldn’t this aspiration of Mexican women to modestly live un poco más 
of the same, the desire that life might stay for a while with what the present offers, 
also provide an alternative to the seemingly omnipresent desire for growth and 
increase that others have called neoliberal “overheating” (Eriksen 2016)? Or, would 
that wish itself already be too much in the face of dramatic climate change 
and related threats? Do we not live in times in which the desire for a prolongation 
of what we have achieved is already too much? Of course, un poco más, expressed 
by Mexican women, would possibly not mean the same for the Romanian women 
had they claimed that they would just like to continue what they achieved.

Looking at a present that is desired as no more than un poco más also makes us 
aware that aspiring is not always and only linked to a notion of increase. Further-
more, it does not always need to be exclusively future-oriented. Rather, it often con-
nects present, past, and future, an insight that is also expressed in Gill’s and Nele 
Wolter’s chapters. Gill portrays monks in a monastery in Tibet and their way of 
living toward and in peace with death and life so warmly that one might wish to 
sense the beauty of the landscape and the wind as the ethnographer did when fol-
lowing conversations with her research partners. Again, the book demonstrates 
the beauty of doing research with people in later-life phases.

In sum, Aspiring in Later Life finds a new way to ask the question: What can be 
learned from a careful perspective on later life? The book’s answer is that it might 
not only be wisdom, accumulated through memory and past experience of a lived 
life, but aspirations saturated with life experiences and memory that connect the 
present with the past through a perspective on the future that might include birth 
and death. It argues that looking at aspiration in later life enables a nuanced per-
ception of possibility. These aspirations might include gratefulness for things 
achieved, dreams for a better life, a sense of responsibility for others’ lives, or a will-
ingness to accept being cared for. Un poco más might be much more than it seems: 
it might be an insistence on continuing to live one’s whole life into an open-ended 
future, as much as one has lived it in its past.
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notes
1. ​ A differentiated and complex study about the medical costs for older people in Germany 

for could be found in Kruse et al. (2003).
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2. ​ See, for instance, the head of the youth organization of the Christian Democratic party, 
Philipp Mißfelder, arguing in Der Tagesspiegel that such public health insurance costs should 
be cut to ensure greater “generational justice.” See Cordula Eubel, “Keine Hüftgelenke für die 
ganz Alten. Chef der Jungen Union fordert radikale Einschnitte bei Sozialversicherung / 
Rürup will Opfer von Neurentnern,” Der Tagesspiegel, August 3, 2003, https://www​.tagesspiegel​
.de​/politik​/keine​-hueftgelenke​-fuer​-die​-ganz​-alten​/436080​.html.

3. ​ In the so-called Bismarck social security system, present working generations are pay-
ing the pension and health costs for elder generations, assuming that next generations would 
cover for them. As the stability of the system depends, among others, on demographic bal-
ance, generational justice is regularly discussed in the media. The underlying logic is that every 
generation cares for older people, as previous generations cared for them.

4. ​ To name but one in anthropology: a poetic but also critical description of the ambiva-
lent role of elders as carriers of memory important for marriage arrangements can be found 
in Astuti (2000).

5. ​ Amadou Hampâté Bâ, Goodreads​.com, https://www​.goodreads​.com​/quotes​/1275451.
6. ​ See, as only one example, Stambach and Hall’s (2019) brilliant volume on students’ hopes.
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