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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 
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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).

references
Alber, Erdmute, Sjaak van der Geest, and Susan Reynolds Whyte. 2008. Generations in 

Africa: Connections and Conflicts. Münster: Lit.
Amrith, Megha. 2021. “The Linear Imagination, Stalled: Changing Temporal Horizons in 

Migrant Journeys.” Global Networks 21 (1): 127–145. https://doi​.org​/10​.1111​/glob​.12280.
Appadurai, Arjun. 2013. The Future as Cultural Fact: Essays on the Global Condition. Lon-

don: Verso.
Berlant, Lauren. 2011. Cruel Optimism. Durham, NC: Duke University Press.
Boccagni, Paolo, and Marta  B. Erdal. 2021. “On the Theoretical Potential of ‘Remittance 

Houses’: Toward a Research Agenda across Emigration Contexts.” Journal of Ethnic and 
Migration Studies 47 (5): 1066–1083.

Boehm, Deborah. 2016. Returned: Coming and Going in an Age of Deportation. Berkeley: 
University of California Press.

Brettell, Caroline. 1986. Men Who Migrate, Women Who Wait: Population and History in a 
Portuguese Parish. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Cohen, Jeffrey  H. 2002. “Migration and ‘Stay at Homes’ in Rural Oaxaca, Mexico: Local 
Expression of Global Outcomes.” Urban Anthropology and Studies of Cultural Systems and 
World Economic Development 31 (2): 231–259.

Davidson, Joanna, and Dinah Hannaford. 2023. Opting Out: Women Evading Marriage 
around the World. New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press.

Esteinou, Rosario. 2014. “Intimacy in Twentieth-Century Mexico.” In Intimacies and Cul-
tural Change: Perspectives on Contemporary Mexico, edited by Daniel Nehring, Rosario 
Esteinou, and Emmanuel Alvarado, 35–55. Farnham, UK: Ashgate.

Ferguson, James. 1999. Expectations of Modernity: Myths and Meanings of Urban Life on the 
Zambian Copperbelt. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Fischer, Edward F. 2014. The Good Life: Aspiration, Dignity, and the Anthropology of Wellbe-
ing. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press.



Be f or e  I t  E n d s 	 143

Haenn, Nora. 2020. Marriage after Migration: An Ethnography of Money, Romance, and 
Gender in Globalizing Mexico. New York: Oxford University Press.

Hänsch, Valerie, Lena L. Kroeker, and Silke Oldenburg. 2017. “Uncertain Future(s): Percep-
tions on Time between the Immediate and the Imagined.” Tsantsa, no. 22: 4–17. https://doi​
.org​/10​.36950​/tsantsa​.2017​.22​.7342.

Jackson, Michael. 2011. Life within Limits: Well-Being in a World of Want. Durham. NC: 
Duke University Press.

Jiménez, Alberto Corsín, ed. 2008a. Culture and Well-Being: Anthropological Approaches to 
Freedom and Political Ethics. London: Pluto Press.

———. 2008b. “Introduction: Well-Being’s Re-proportioning of Social Thought.” In Culture 
and Well-Being: Anthropological Approaches to Freedom and Political Ethics, edited by 
Alberto Corsín Jiménez, 1–32. London: Pluto Press.

Lamb, Sarah. 2018. “Being Single in India: Gendered Identities, Class Mobilities, and Per-
sonhoods in Flux.” Ethos 46 (1): 49–69. https://doi​.org​/10​.1111​/etho​.12193.

Lambek, Michael. 2008. “Measuring—or Practising—Well-Being?” In Culture and Well-
Being: Anthropological Approaches to Freedom and Political Ethics, edited by Alberto Corsín 
Jiménez, 115–133. London: Pluto Press.

Lattanzi Shutika, Debra. 2011. Beyond the Borderlands: Migration and Belonging in the 
United States and Mexico. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Lopez, Sarah Lynn. 2015. The Remittance Landscape: Spaces of Migration in Rural Mexico 
and Urban USA. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Montes de Oca Zavala, Verónica, Ahtziri Molina Roldán, and Rosaura Avalos Pérez. 2008. 
Migración, redes transnacionales y envejecimiento: Estudio de las redes familiares transna-
cionales de la vejez en Guanajuato. Mexico City: Universidad Nacional Autónoma de 
México, Instituto de Investigaciones Sociales; Gobierno del Estado de Guanajuato.

Pauli, Julia. 2000. Das geplante Kind: Demographischer, wirtschaftlicher und sozialer Wandel 
in einer mexikanischen Gemeinde. Hamburg: Lit.

———. 2007a. “ ‘Que vivan mejor aparte’: Migración, estructura familiar y género en una 
comunidad del México central.” In Familias mexicanas en transición: Unas miradas antrop-
ológicas, edited by David Robichaux, 87–116. Mexico City: Universidad Iberoamericana.

———. 2007b. “Zwölf-Monats-Schwangerschaften: Internationale Migration, reproduktive 
Konflikte und weibliche Autonomie in einer zentralmexikanischen Gemeinde.” Tsantsa, 
no. 12: 71–81.

———. 2008. “A House of One’s Own: Gender, Migration, and Residence in Rural Mexico.” 
American Ethnologist 35 (1): 171–187. https://doi​.org​/10​.1111​/j​.1548​-1425​.2008​.00012​.x.

———. 2013. “ ‘Sharing Made Us Sisters’: Sisterhood, Migration and Household Dynamics in 
Mexico and Namibia.” In The Anthropology of Sibling Relations: Shared Parentage, Expe-
rience, and Exchange, edited by Erdmute Alber, Cati Coe, and Tatjana Thelen, 29–50. New 
York: Palgrave Macmillan.

———. 2020. “Rethinking the Ethnographer: Reflections on Fieldwork with and without 
Family in Mexico and Namibia.” In Being a Parent in the Field: Implications and Chal-
lenges of Accompanied Fieldwork, edited by Fabienne Braukmann, Michaela Haug, Katja 
Metzmacher, and Rosalie Stolz, 39–60. Bielefeld: Transcript.

Pauli, Julia, and Franziska Bedorf. 2016. “From Ultimogeniture to Senior Club: Negotiating 
Certainties and Uncertainties of Growing Older between Rural Mexico and Urban Chi-
cago.” In Migration, Networks, Skills: Anthropological Perspectives on Mobility and 
Transformation, edited by Astrid Wonneberger, Mijal Gandelsman-Trier, and Hauke 
Dorsch, 47–66. Bielefeld: Transcript.

———. 2018. “Retiring Home? House Construction, Age Inscriptions, and the Building of 
Belonging among Mexican Migrants and Their Families in Chicago and Rural Mexico.” 
Anthropology and Aging 39 (1): 48–65. https://doi​.org​/10​.5195​/aa​.2018​.173.

Sandoval-Cervantes, Iván. 2017. “Uncertain Futures: The Unfinished Houses of Undocu-
mented Migrants in Oaxaca, Mexico.” American Anthropologist 119 (2): 209–222. https://
doi​.org​/10​.1111​/aman​.12864.



144	 J u l i a  Pau l i

Schnegg, Michael. 2007. “Blurred Edges, Open Boundaries: The Long-Term Development of 
a Peasant Community in Rural Mexico.” Journal of Anthropological Research 63 (1): 5–31. 
https://doi​.org​/10​.3998​/jar​.0521004​.0063​.103.

Schnegg, Michael, and Edward  D. Lowe, eds. 2020. Comparing Cultures: Innovations in 
Comparative Ethnography. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Smith, Robert C. 2006. Mexican New York: Transnational Lives of New Immigrants. Berkeley: 
University of California Press.

Williams, Raymond. 1977. Marxism and Literature. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Willis, Katie. 2014. “Intimate Citizenship and Social Change in Contemporary Mexico.” In 

Intimacies and Cultural Change: Perspectives on Contemporary Mexico, edited by Daniel 
Nehring, Rosario Esteinou, and Emmanuel Alvarado, 13–33. Farnham, UK: Ashgate.

Zegarra Chiappori, Magdalena. 2019. “Growing Old in the Margins in Lima, Perú.” Anthro-
pology and Aging 40 (2): 60–66. https://doi​.org​/10​.5195​/aa​.2019​.234.



145

•
c h a p t e r   8

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 



146	 N e l e  Wo lt e r

(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.
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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.
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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.



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

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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