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On the seashore of endless worlds children meet. Tempest roams in 

the pathless sky, ships get wrecked in the trackless water, death is 

abroad and children play. On the seashore of endless worlds is the 

great meeting of children.
—rabindranaTH TagorE,  

Gitanjali (Song offerings), 1913
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Preface

This book uses aging as a lens to examine and reflect upon profound pro-
cesses of social change under way in india and the world today. it focuses 
on older middle-class indians and their communities in both india and 
the United States, concentrating on the proliferation of old age homes (a 
startlingly new phenomenon in india), the growing prevalence of living 
alone, and the transnational dispersal of families amidst global labor mar-
kets. based on intensive ethnographic fieldwork in several U.S. and indian 
cities extending over nearly fifteen years, the book investigates the unique 
and complex ways that older persons themselves are actively involved in 
the making and remaking of a society.
 The book’s epigraph comprises the final lines from “on the shore of 
endless worlds,” a prose poem of the beloved bengali author and nobel 
Prize winner rabindranath Tagore, from his 1913 collection, Gitanjali, or 
“Song offerings.” The poem depicts children meeting on “the seashore 
of endless worlds,” unaware that death is abroad in the vast deep as they 
frolic delightedly in the waves. Three of my older bengali informants—
one couple and one single man—invoked the poem to me when reflect-
ing on how their children, and the indian public at large, are frolicking 
exultantly in the new opportunities of the present, unaware of the angst 
and sacrifice involved in entering these new worlds. but the older couple 
was not so terribly pessimistic, offering that this is a beautiful poem, and 
that perhaps we all are delightedly playing on the shore. Here is the poem 
in Tagore’s own English translation:

on the seashore of endless worlds children meet. The infinite sky is 
motionless overhead and the restless water is boisterous. on the sea-
shore of endless worlds the children meet with shouts and dances.
 They build their houses with sand and they play with empty 
shells. With withered leaves they weave their boats and smilingly float 
them on the vast deep. children have their play on the seashore of 
worlds.
 They know not how to swim, they know not how to cast nets. 
Pearl fishers dive for pearls, merchants sail in their ships, while chil-
dren gather pebbles and scatter them again. They seek not for hidden 
treasures, they know not how to cast nets.
 The sea surges up with laughter and pale gleams the smile of 
the sea beach. death-dealing waves sing meaningless ballads to the 
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children, even as a mother while rocking her baby’s cradle. The sea 
plays with children, and pale gleams the smile of the sea beach.
 on the seashore of endless worlds children meet. Tempest roams 
in the pathless sky, ships get wrecked in the trackless water, death is 
abroad and children play. on the seashore of endless worlds is the 
great meeting of children. (Tagore 1913: poem #60, pp. 54–55)

 as poems do, this one has many possible meanings, and not all readers 
interpret it as i have here. one other interpretation i have heard bengalis 
offer is that it is about how people are ignorant of god’s presence. another 
is that human existence is inherently ephemeral (in contrast to the end-
lessness of the divine), although at the same time alluring and wonderful. 
The image of standing on the shore also brings to mind the experience of 
aging itself, as a life phase of many transitions. i have chosen the poem’s 
lines as an epigraph because they evoke several of the book’s core themes: 
the sense of being on the shore of unknown new worlds during a period 
of striking social change; the ephemerality of the human condition itself, 
which is highlighted (bengalis say) in old age; and the paradoxical mix-
ture of delight and angst, promise and sacrifice that many elder indians, 
and their families and communities, experience as they negotiate the new 
social-cultural worlds of the present.
 one of my central arguments is that the significance of aging is not 
limited to the customary question of how to care for increasing numbers 
of dependent elderly as the world faces dramatic population maturation. 
rather, beliefs and practices surrounding aging illuminate much broader 
social-cultural phenomena, including global cultural and economic flows; 
the relationship between persons, families, and states; the nature of gen-
der; and compelling moral visions of how best to live. Further, the book 
maintains that older persons are not best thought of as devoid of agency (as 
prevailing popular and scholarly models tend to imply), but can rather be 
significant and innovative agents of social change. additionally, the book 
makes the case that processes of globalization and modernity are produced 
and experienced not merely through large-scale, universalizing forces, but 
also—crucially—through the daily life practices and intimate relationships 
of people.
 although the book focuses on indians, and in particular bengalis, it 
also probes related current debates and assumptions in the United States 
over how best to age, what shape(s) the family should take, and the proper 
relationship among individuals, families, the market, and the state. My 
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indian informants provide an illuminating lens here as they find them-
selves self-consciously grappling with U.S. ideologies and policies, both 
within india and as they migrate to the United States.
 in country after country around the world, there has been a dramatic 
transformation, from the multigenerational family to the individual, the 
market, and the state, as the key sites of aging and elder care. Such transi-
tions in modes of aging entail quite remarkable shifts in understandings 
of the human condition, and what it is to be a person. as we will see over 
the following pages, the United States witnessed in the late 1800s and early 
1900s some of the same extraordinary transitions that indians are going 
through at present—such as the rise of the notion of the old age home, 
a decline in multigenerational co-residence, and an increase in state sup-
port of the aged. Yet, although they share some intriguing parallels, such 
transitions carry profoundly different meanings across cultural, political-
economic, and historical contexts. The ways indians are grappling with—
both embracing and critiquing—such profound social changes in their 
lives are what i explore in this ethnography.
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Note on Translation  
and Transliteration

Unless otherwise noted, all statements and conversations reported over the 
following pages came from interviews and conversations that i either tape-
recorded or jotted down in field notes during or several hours after the 
discussions. all translations of conversations, stories, and printed materials 
are my own, unless otherwise noted. Fieldwork was conducted in both 
bengali and English.
 For italicized bengali terms, i have employed the standard system of 
diacritics most commonly used to transliterate Sanskrit-derived modern 
languages such as bengali. i do this so that scholars familiar with diverse 
South asian languages may more easily recognize the bengali terms. 
However, readers should keep in mind that bengali pronunciations fre-
quently differ from the standard diacritics. For instance, in bengali, the 
short a is generally pronounced much closer to a long o. The s, s, and ∆ are 
all generally pronounced as sh. So, ∆va∆ur ba®i (father-in-law’s or marital 
house) is pronounced more like shoshur ba®i, and seva (respectful service 
toward elders) like sheva, and jhag®a (argument) like jhogra. When English 
terms were used in an otherwise bengali conversation, i indicate the origi-
nal English using ‘single quotation marks.’
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1 Introduction:  
The Remaking of Aging

dr. ranjan banerjee is a retired psychiatrist living in an exclusive old age 
home in the kolkata (calcutta) suburbs. at seventy-five, he is in good 
health and shares with his wife a spacious room with a simple kitchenette, 
attached bath, and modest balcony overlooking radiant green rice fields 
and a small grove of coconut palm trees. He reflected to me one humid 
summer morning, as we sat under a quietly whirring ceiling fan in the 
home’s library:

RB: ‘old age homes’1 are not a concept of our country. These 
days, we are throwing away our ‘culture.’ The U.S. is the rich-
est nation in the world and therefore has won us over. now 
we, too, are only after material wealth as a nation and have 
become very unhappy. Some are here because their families 
dumped them here, and there are others whose children are 
living abroad and can easily afford the money [to pay the old-
age-home bills]. but ‘old age homes’ are not our way of life. My 
parents died right with us. . . . 
 i have a granddaughter and my world revolves around her. 
i miss her so much when i don’t see her for a few days [he 
paused, with glistening eyes]. Here [in the old age home], there 
is a little hardship regarding food and all, but that’s ok. i have 
time to read and such. The real hardship comes from missing 
family, like my granddaughter. . . . 
 We as a nation have become very unhappy. Material wealth 
[artha] used not to be the prime value in life; rather, family and 
social closeness were. but now it has become so. i myself am 
against the ‘old age home concept’—but ‘old age homes’ will 
stay and increase in india.

 residences for elders are in fact a strikingly new phenomenon emerg-
ing rapidly in india’s middle-class cosmopolitan centers, replacing for those 
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who live in them the more conventional multigenerational co-residential 
family that many have long viewed as central to a proper way of aging 
and society in india. To dr. banerjee, old age homes signify not merely a 
new form of aging, but also much broader social, cultural, and national 
transformations.
 in Palo alto, california, Matilal Majmundar lives with his wife in a 
small guesthouse on the grounds of his daughter’s spacious home, having 
come from gujarat, india, to be with his U.S.-settled children after retiring 
as a government of india railroad official. He himself is delighted, almost 
exuberant, about his life in the United States where, while living right near 
his wider family, he has actively cultivated what he sees as certain american 
forms of aging based around individualism, independence, and lifelong 
productivity. He resides in a separate house, receives financial support not 
only from his children but also from the U.S. government,2 takes a class 
on Shakespeare at a nearby senior center, and writes a regular newspaper 
column on aging. He is well aware, however, that not all indians who have 
followed their children to the United States find the situation unambigu-
ously easy or desirable. in his witty and incisive reflections to me about the 
pros and cons of “indian” versus “american” modes of aging, Majmundar 
opened with a telling anecdote about giving advice to a newly arrived 
friend:

one gentleman came from india, old man, just to find out 
whether he would be comfortable here with his children. i met 
him. i said, “How are you?”
 [He replied,] “oh, i’m not happy.” . . . 
 He gets up at six o’clock, he requires a cup of tea, he is 
moving here and there, waiting for a cup of tea. The children, 
they get up at 8:00, or 7:30, busy with all their activities. . . . 
at 9:00 or at 8:00–8:30 there will be a breakfast table, so many 
cups of tea and all these things.
 “but what is the use of all this?” [my friend complained.] 
“Early in the morning i don’t get it.” i told him that it’s very 
bad of your children, huh?, to lock up the tea and the sugar 
material!
 He said, “no, no, they’re not locking.”
 i [MM] said, “Then why don’t you prepare?”
 He said, “no, i don’t like.”
 Then i [MM] said, “You better go to india. You better go 
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back to india. in india, if you take a second cup, or a third cup 
of tea, they will object, they will object. Here, you can take 
even ten cups of tea, prepare yourself, any material you use, 
your children will never object. but, if you want their time, 
they will object. They will object if you want their time. So, 
better go to india. Here is not the place for you.”

 Where is it best to age? The United States in this narrative is the land 
of material prosperity and independence; india is the site of family inti-
macy and plentiful time.3 Yet, dr. ranjan banerjee would not so readily 
agree that india itself is today so assuredly replete with intergenerational 
intimacy and time.
 These two vignettes speak vividly to the variety and intensity of mean-
ings accruing to aging for cosmopolitan middle-class indians. Many in 
india are participating in a public moment of reflection. How will they 
work out aging, and with it a valued society, in a terrain where family 
members are dispersed across the country and world, and values such as 
materialism and individualism seem to have taken center stage? Television 
serials, newspaper stories, films, and everyday conversations abound with 
this question, many of them concerned with the proliferation of old age 
homes in india, a new and exceptional phenomenon in the nation; and 
with the scattering of families around the globe in response to labor mar-
kets. Emerging novel modes of aging are taken by many indians, at home 
and abroad, to represent a profound transformation—a transformation 
involving not only aging per se, but principles underlying the foundation 
of society and the very identity of india as a nation and culture.
 The majority of older indians, however, still live with adult children in 
multigenerational homes—an arrangement long widely considered to be 
the most “normal” and “proper” form of aging and family in india.4 and 
the majority is not part of the burgeoning urban middle class (of English-
speaking, email-using, refrigerator-purchasing, world-traveling, financially 
comfortable persons),5 among whom contemporary alternatives to joint 
family living such as old age homes are most on the rise. nonetheless, the 
middle class has a very palpable, influential presence in india’s urban cen-
ters and india’s public culture, as do middle-class discourses surrounding 
new modes of aging.
 This book explores such transitions and discourses, focusing on the 
ways older persons among the urban middle classes themselves craft and 
experience novel forms of aging, as they confront—both embracing and 
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challenging—processes they associate with “modern,” “Western,” and 
“global” living. it is a book about broad, macro processes—global labor 
markets, the transnational dissemination of ideas, and the making of mod-
ern nations. at the same time, the book is about intimate human rela-
tions—the life stories of individual persons, the intricate working out of 
gender and kinship, and abiding human questions about how best to live.
 The book takes off from a few earlier studies of aging in india, perhaps 
especially lawrence cohen’s No Aging in India: Alzheimer’s, the Bad Family 
and Other Modern Things (1998). in that book, cohen also examines how 
debates over aging are tied to visions of modernity and the nation in india. 
cohen finds that, in the 1980s and 1990s, the dominant narrative used by 
indian gerontologists and others to explain the contemporary predica-
ments of aging was that of the “decline of the joint family” under the force 
of the “four horsemen of the contemporary apocalypse”—modernization, 
industrialization, urbanization, and Westernization (p. 17)—a still familiar 
theme. Such a view, cohen finds, interprets serious travails of aging, in 
particular senility, as pointing to a “bad family” and as transpiring when 
an old person does not receive familial support, service (seva), and respect. 
although i focused my earlier book, White Saris and Sweet Mangoes (lamb 
2000), on the kinds of multigenerational rural families that many urban 
indians would consider quite traditional, i was also struck then by the 
villagers’ discourses of the decline of the joint family as a salient trope 
through which they interpreted the past, present, and future.6

 What is new, however, over the past fifteen years or so since cohen 
and i conducted the bulk of our field research in the late 1980s and early 
1990s, are the markedly unique forms that certain alternatives to joint-
family-based modes of aging are taking in contemporary india, especially 
the surge of formal institutions of extra-family aging, such as old age homes 
and organizations offering surrogate sons “for hire.” Most dramatic has 
been the rise of old age homes for the middle and upper middle classes. 
Understood to be largely Western-style and Western-inspired institu-
tions, elder residences barely existed in india until recently; and cohen 
(1998:113–120) and i (lamb 2000:136–137) could only uncover a few fledg-
ling ones after searching. old age homes now number near one thousand 
across india’s urban centers, most of them having been established over 
just the past one to fifteen years.7

 another new development is the salience of transnational living 
among the urban middle and upper classes in india. during the british 
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colonial era, it was relatively common for the very bright youth of the elite 
to travel abroad for education, most often to the United kingdom; but 
then it was typical for these youth to return to india to reside and establish 
their careers. beginning around the late 1960s, however, it became increas-
ingly common for elite urban youth not only to study abroad for a few 
years, but also to settle permanently abroad, pursuing professional careers 
in places like the United States, canada, England, australia, Singapore, 
and dubai. Time has passed, and the parents of these youth, originally 
instrumental in fostering their children’s journeys, are becoming older. 
The widespread belief now, in fact, is that most older persons among the 
middle and upper classes in cities like kolkata have children (often all of 
them) living abroad—resulting for these persons in very novel ways of 
organizing life in old age. The fact that so many women are entering the 
local and international work force also has an impact: many believe that 
working women are not only less able but also less inclined to care for their 
elders—especially their husbands’ kin—in the home.
 Finally, important to this project is the fact that not all tales of extra-
family aging center only or even primarily on the “bad family”—that is, 
on modern degeneration. in earlier works, both cohen (1998) and i (lamb 
2000) concentrated rather exclusively on negative stories of modernity, as 
loss. For instance, cohen paints compellingly the modern and Western as 
the central villains in the dominant middle-class and gerontological nar-
ratives of modernity, which repeatedly portray a fall from a state of moral 
superiority and traditional indianness, represented quintessentially by the 
joint family and reverence for elders, to a contemporary state of bad, lost 
families and elder disregard (pp. 104–106 passim). However, perhaps because 
some of the dominant narratives have changed, and because my own field-
work shifted from primarily rural to urban settings, and because i may have 
listened differently this time,8 i found that in my more recent fieldwork, i 
encountered much more complex and multivalent narratives of modernity, 
which vertiginously intertwined celebration with denunciation.
 True, much of the prevailing public discourse in india, in the media 
and daily conversations, is indeed (still) that contemporary forms of non-
family-based aging are signs of a deplorable societal degeneracy. “old age 
Homes against our culture,” reads one representative newspaper head-
line (The Hindu Staff reporter 2004). “Used to joint family structures, 
the elderly these days do not have even their children to talk to, leading 
lonely lives fraught with anguish,” another journalist opens his story. “in 
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our hurry to scale individual heights, is young india using the elderly as a 
stepladder before leaving them to fend for themselves?” (bag 2003:3). The 
neglected old person serves here as an easy shorthand for the perceived 
collapse of traditional indian values and lifeways in the face of a creeping 
global modernity.
 Yet, the perspectives of older indians themselves are much more richly 
complex and nuanced, as is some media discourse. although many older 
indians, such as retired psychiatrist dr. ranjan banerjee, do roundly con-
demn the arrival of old age homes in india and the waning of joint family 
living, others are optimistic and resourcefully agentive in dealing with social 
changes. Many feel that they would have liked to have retained much of 
what they imagine to be the past; but since this past is not attainable, they 
work creatively to carve out a new life and mode of aging in the present. 
Quite a few living in old age homes, for instance, were the ones to decide 
firmly on their own that they would be moving in—clipping out news-
paper advertisements (which some still carefully save and pull out with 
pride), making enquiries, and then making the move (often while their 
families protest, they say),9 adjusting to the new way of life, making friends 
among peers, speaking of each other as their new families, and (for some) 
viewing the move as a positive opportunity to cultivate a spiritual detach-
ment from worldly affairs. Many see living apart from offspring, further, 
as better than other options, such as keeping their children from following 
successful careers, or residing with children amid vast generation gaps, or 
following their children to alien lands such as the United States. others 
who do accompany offspring to the United States find themselves actively 
embracing many features of american life, even while condemning others. 
and not all believe that the past was as wonderful and all-sustaining as cur-
rent nostalgic narratives dictate. Some gerontologists and journalists argue, 
further, that depending on the family is “backward”; and feminist discourse 
in india often depicts the joint family system as patriarchal, a way of life 
that can be particularly hard on daughters-in-law and young women.
 This book examines such competing, varied perspectives, while focus-
ing on particular individuals’ stories, as a means of pointing (more fully 
than can be done through unifying generalizations) to the varied, com-
plex, ambivalent, and deeply felt ways that persons are forging lives across 
nations such as india and the United States and what they perceive to be 
an evolving global social-cultural milieu. i focus on the paradoxical experi-
ence of living simultaneously in and across diverse spatial, temporal, and 
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ideological worlds—perceived by my informants to be those of locality 
and globality, india and the West, tradition and modernity, those days and 
now. Elders and their families creatively intermix and co-construct these 
worlds, as they strive to craft meaningful lives and forms of aging in a pres-
ent characterized by a profound sense of both exhilarating and unsettling 
social-cultural change.
 The book probes, too, not only discourses in india but also related 
current debates and assumptions in the United States over how best to 
age, what shape(s) the family should take, what the proper relationship 
is among individuals, families, and the state, and what visions of gender 
fit into all this. My indian informants themselves provide one of the key 
lenses into “american culture”10 here, as they find themselves grappling 
with american ideologies, images, and policies, both within india and as 
they come to the United States.
 in certain respects, the book also contributes to the current world-
wide discourse on the “global crisis of aging,” as the world faces dramatic 
population maturation. Population aging is the process by which older 
individuals (conventionally defined as those over age sixty-five) become a 
proportionally larger part of the population. initially experienced over the 
past half century by the most developed countries, population aging is now 
a near universal process (though occurring at different rates and degrees of 
intensity), caused by declines in fertility and, to a lesser extent, increases 
in life expectancy.11 The United nations describes the process as: “unprec-
edented, without parallel in human history, . . . a global phenomenon 
affecting every man, woman and child”;12 and another report characterizes 
it as “a revolution—with few parallels in humanity’s past.”13 Strikingly, 
population aging is framed very frequently, in the media, by policy mak-
ers, the United nations and national governments, as an impending social 
and economic “crisis”—caused by increasing numbers of older persons 
with decreasing amounts of funds and persons to care for them. (The 
premise is that old persons cost money rather than produce income, and 
need care rather than provide care.) States are wondering how to deal with 
this impending problem. china, for instance, is promoting old age homes 
and late-life romance and remarriage (so widowed persons who remarry 
can support each other), to ease the burden of caring for the aged on both 
shrinking numbers of junior kin and a state with limited resources;14 and 
many nations of Europe as well as the United States are grappling over 
restructuring old-age pensions and retirement policies.15
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 although current discourses about the contemporary “problems” of 
aging in india do not highlight population maturation as much as the 
more general image of the declining joint family in the face of “moder-
nity,” many indians are nonetheless engaging quite self-consciously in 
debates relevant to the broader international discourse spurred by popula-
tion aging, probing: Where is the best site of elder care: the individual, 
the family, the market, or the state? and: What kinds of social, cultural, 
moral and economic principles are entailed by the competing answers to 
this abiding question?16

 This book also seeks in part to reframe the dominant discourse on 
aging prevalent within academic, media, and policy circles internationally. 
For one of the book’s central arguments is that the significance of aging is 
not limited to the customary question of how to care for increasing num-
bers of dependent elderly (assumed to be passive victims, being acted upon 
rather than acting) as the world faces dramatic population maturation. 
rather, beliefs and practices surrounding aging illuminate much broader 
social-cultural phenomena, including the relationships among persons, 
families, and states; the nature of gender; global cultural and economic 
flows; and compelling moral visions of the good and the bad. Further, the 
book moves on to argue that older persons (like the younger) are not best 
thought of as devoid of agency, but can rather be significant and complex 
agents of social change.
 in examining aging in these ways, this book builds on several bodies 
of earlier work, interrogating and contributing to the ways we study and 
conceptualize modernity, social change, globalization, and gender, along 
with aging and, of course, social-cultural life in india—concerns that i will 
turn to now.

Grappling with Modernities and Aging:  
Making Worlds in the Present

 one of this book’s central concerns is the making of modernity. i am 
interested in modernity both as a scholarly, analytic category and even 
more as a local category employed by my informants, who use terms such 
as “modern” (in English or the closest bengali equivalent, adhunik), “these 
days” (ajkal ), “now” and “nowadays” (ekhan, ekhankar), to refer broadly to 
the present, one characterized by perceived profound social change.
 There are two major ways of understanding the rise of modernity at 
large in academic and popular discourses. one—dominant in much social 
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theory and in daily popular and political talk in the United States, as well 
as to some extent in india—is that modernity is a uniform, culture-neutral 
destination to which all paths of development lead. This model is what 
charles Taylor (2001) labels the “acultural theory” of modernity. according 
to this perspective, the project of modernity, first formulated in eighteenth-
century Europe by philosophers of the Enlightenment, gradually spreads 
and takes hold around the world, bringing with it such characteristic 
social, intellectual, institutional, and political-economic forms as secular 
reason, individualistic understandings of the self, efficiency, market-driven 
industrial economies, bureaucratically administered states, and economic 
materialism.17 This vision of a movement toward a uniform modernity is 
based on the premise that the past was significantly different from the pres-
ent and characterized by traditional (or superstitious, religious, backward) 
beliefs and allegiances. as charles Taylor reflects, the “traditional pasts” of 
diverse societies may have once looked very culturally different from one 
another, but from the perspective of the acultural theory of modernity, 
once these pasts are shucked off, “the march of modernity will end up mak-
ing all cultures look the same. . . . This means, of course, that we expect 
that they will end up looking Western” (2001:181).
 The second major way of understanding modernity emphasizes that 
modernities are multiple: persons and nations engage in often passionate 
projects of negotiating and fashioning particular forms of modernity that are 
historically and culturally contingent.18 To think in terms of such “alterna-
tive modernities” has become a pivotal trend in anthropology and cultural 
studies, one this study takes off from. The focus on alternative moderni-
ties highlights culture, particularity, human agency, creative adaptation, 
and the complicated blurring of distinctions between the traditional and 
modern, local and global.
 To emphasize alternatives and cultural and historical specificity, how-
ever, does not mean that there is no convergence. Taylor asserts that “a 
viable theory of alternative modernities has to be able to relate both the 
pull of sameness and the forces making for difference” (2001:182). James 
Ferguson cautions as well against celebrating “alternatives” as a means of 
masking global inequalities (2006:176–193). (For instance, the children of 
north american elders are not traveling in droves to “developing” nations 
such as india.) as the following pages reveal, the practices and reflec-
tions of my informants—older persons and their communities in cos-
mopolitan india—reveal a complex interplay and dialectic between both:  
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1) convergence (modernity as a shared, globally emerging, strongly 
Western-originating set of common social-cultural and political-economic 
forms such as individualism, efficiency, scientific rationalism, capitalism, 
etc.), and 2) divergence: the negotiating and fashioning of particular forms 
and appropriations of modernity that are profoundly historically and cul-
turally specific (see gaonkar 2001:23).19 in his introduction to Alternative 
Modernities, dilip gaonkar writes first of the common roots and global 
spread of modernity:

born in and of the West some centuries ago under relatively spe-
cific sociohistorical conditions, modernity is now everywhere. it has 
arrived not suddenly, but slowly, bit by bit, over the long durée—
awakened by contact; transported through commerce; administered 
by empires, bearing colonial inscriptions; propelled by nationalism; 
and now increasingly shared by global media, migration and capital. 
. . . [it is] no longer from the West alone, although the West remains 
the major clearinghouse of global modernity. (2001:1)

Yet, as gaonkar, Taylor, and anthropologists such as Stacy Pigg assert, 
although modernity can “appear ubiquitous and enduring, it is not the 
same everywhere and at all times.” rather, people “adopt, deploy, modify 
and question” the discourses and forms of modernity (Pigg 1996:164), 
as they fashion, “creatively adapt” (gaonkar 2001:18) and “engage criti-
cally” “their own hybrid modernities” (gaonkar 2001:14). clifford geertz 
asserted as far back as the 1960s, while examining modernities in indonesia 
and Morocco, that “whatever its outside provocations, and whatever for-
eign borrowing may be involved, modernity, like capital, is largely made 
at home” (1968:21).20

 along these lines, i seek to examine the ways older persons and their 
communities are producing and conceptualizing a meaningful, indian 
modernity through working out new modes of aging. The key question 
here is an age-old one for anthropology, and that is: how do people make 
their worlds, make sense of and make themselves at home in the world, 
in the present? 21 as i examine further in the following chapters, the work-
ing out of the present very often also entails reimagining the past and 
charting out visions of the future. These are insistent questions that my 
informants are themselves quite self-consciously and articulately and pas-
sionately grappling with: When the present is characterized by perceived 
vast social transformations, by living simultaneously in juxtaposed worlds, 
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by paradox and contradiction—how can this present be made livable, 
comfortable, meaningful, one’s own?
 in fact, many others have explored in various ways the fashioning 
and conceptualizing of modernity or modernization in india and else-
where in South asia,22 several of these recently focusing revealingly on gen-
der.23 Strikingly, however, very little work has been produced on aging,24 
although aging and elders loom large in the ways many in india are work-
ing out what is involved in making life in the present, or being modern (as 
a person, family, society, and nation) in india today.
 in his ethnography of middle-class life in kathmandu, nepal, Mark 
liechty writes of “one of the paradoxes of global modernity at the turn of 
the millennium, a paradox whereby a ‘Western’ model or image of moder-
nity is simultaneously the object of intense local desire and always out of 
reach, seemingly by definition an unachievable condition for those in the 
‘non-West’” (2002:xi). Though undoubtedly true for many, this stance is 
not a dominant one held by the largely elite, middle- and upper-middle-
class older indians on whom this ethnography focuses. The persons i grew 
to know were not engaged centrally in a project of striving to attain (even if 
redefining) a state that the “Western” and “developed” nations had attained 
already, from which they were left behind, yearning to catch up. rather, it 
was more that my informants accepted that many features of the “modern” 
“West” had arrived in india and in diasporic indians’ lives, partly through 
their own doing. What they needed to work on now was to make sense of 
these, to critique and evaluate them, to contend with them—embracing 
some, rejecting others, reshaping and interpreting yet others, and, when 
possible and desirable, integrating the more “Western” forms with certain 
more “indian” (often represented as “traditional” or “older”) principles, 
institutions, lifeways, and conceptualizations of personhood, family, and 
the life course.
 at the forefront of this ethnography, then, lies a tension and criti-
cal interplay between globality and particularity, Western hegemony and 
local specificity, and creative human agency and structural constraints. My 
informants themselves are asking: Are we participating, for better and/or for 
worse, in some sort of shared, global modernizing project? Are we taking 
on the culture of the americans or of the West? is that the consequence 
of adopting institutions and practices that, at least at first glance, seem 
quintessentially Western, including old age homes, nuclear families and 
market-based elder care? or can such practices and ideologies be translated, 
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critiqued, only partially adopted, and intertwined with older and more local 
indian lifeways and values? My informants are striving very purposefully 
to create a modernity that is simultaneously both cosmopolitan/Western/
global and uniquely indian—in an effort to make meaningful lives for 
themselves in the present.
 So i examine, for example: in what ways are old age homes not merely 
globally ubiquitous organizations for making families and societies mod-
ern, or practical responses to changes in family structure accompanying 
political-economic and social shifts, but rather unique local institutions 
creatively forged and interpreted, critiqued and expanded, by local actors? 
There is a widespread perception among indian residents of old age homes, 
for instance, that these homes—commonly referred to as “ashrams” (or 
b®iddha∆rams, “[spiritual] shelters for the old”)—are a contemporary ver-
sion of the classical Hindu third and fourth life stages, in which persons 
purposefully leave their households of reproduction on a path of late-life 
spiritual cultivation. old age homes are also viewed as appreciated sites 
of seva, respectful service toward elders—a key component of perceived 
Hindu modes of aging; although in the elder homes this seva is offered by 
paid proprietors and staff rather than kin, a not insignificant distinction.
 i also critically examine with my informants the individualizing pro-
cesses evident in the emerging forms of aging among middle-class indians. 
Several scholars have queried whether modernity elicits and accentuates 
individualistic modes of personhood.25 This is a keenly relevant question 
for some of my informants as well, for to many of them, “modern indi-
vidualism” is not the most familiar form of personhood. rather, they have 
accentuated in more contexts of their lives what scholars have termed 
dividual, relational, socio-centric, and/or family-centered ways of being.26 
Yet, the elders i did fieldwork with are encountering and practicing many 
novel forms of organizing old age that can be considered quite individual-
izing. Some quick examples include: 1) living “alone” (with either a spouse 
or entirely singly, but in either case without children); 2) participating in 
peer-oriented seniors’ clubs that promote self-developing activities and 
hobbies; 3) market-based elder care (which does not entail the kinds of 
intimate exchanging of bodily and emotional substances that family-based 
care and co-residence do); and 4) ideals of individual egalitarianism (in 
contrast to, for instance, aged and gendered hierarchy), and so the inap-
propriateness of expecting that a daughter-in-law will serve her parents-
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in-law. We will see over the following pages, however, that these forms of 
individualism are not simply accepted and practiced by the older indians 
i grew to know, as part of their familiar habitus27 or ordinary, unremarked 
culture (as they would be for many in the United States). rather, they are 
practiced with great critical reflection, dialogue, and debate.
 one simple example: living singly or with a spouse is the most domi-
nant form, currently at about 76 percent of the sixty-five-and-over popu-
lation, of residence for elders in the United States, where the practice 
is widely considered not only normal but even ideal (as compared, for 
instance, to institutionalization or having to depend on children).28 in 
india, in contrast, my informants speak with astonishment of the growing 
trend of living “alone”—which for elders can mean residing either entirely 
singly or with a spouse, but without children—constructing it as some-
thing “impossible,” “unthinkable” and even “not fully human” (see chap-
ter 6). This does not mean that living alone is regarded as unequivocally 
bad. Some have chosen the arrangement for complex reasons. However, 
to many in india the old age home, no less than living alone, is a radically 
new idea; and yet, living there intimately among others—especially in 
crowded dormitory-style accommodations of three to six to a room, the 
arrangement often preferred by residents—feels much more familiar and 
normal than living alone.
 another quick example: the sense of declining relationality and bur-
geoning individualism at large in india recently spurred a body of indian 
legislators to make into law what they contend was once simply ordinary 
practice—that children (if they possess any means to do so) must support 
their parents, or risk being fined or thrown into jail. This is a decree simi-
lar to U.S. child support but not elder support laws, thus revealing in the 
two contexts very different notions of personhood, in/dependence and in/
dividualism over the life course (chapter 8).
 charles Taylor writes that “perhaps the most important task of social 
sciences in our day [is] understanding the full gamut of alternative moder-
nities which are in the making in different parts of the world.” not to do 
so, to rely on acultural theory, “locks us into an ethnocentric prison, con-
demned to project our own forms onto everyone else, . . . and blinds us to 
the diversity in our world” (2001:185). Examining the diverse and complex 
ways older indians and their communities are critically reflecting upon 
aging in the present helps free us from such an ethnocentric prison.
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Elder Agency: Rethinking the Generation Gap

 This book also strives to rethink the ways we have viewed aging and 
generation in relation to social change and the fashioning of moderni-
ties. Scholars have long thought of social change in generational terms, 
although generation is still a rather under-theorized concept in anthropol-
ogy. karl Mannheim, in his classic essay “The Problem of generations,” 
speculated that cultural transformation comes about through the continu-
ous emergence of new generations: as each generation comes into “fresh 
contact” with its social and cultural heritage, it remodels what it finds 
(1952[1927]:293). Meyer Fortes mused that a generational model is an “apt 
imagery by means of which to depict continuities and discontinuities in 
a community’s social and cultural life over a stretch of time” (1984:106). 
Pierre bourdieu writes of how the habituses of people born of different 
generations will often be in conflict, because their habituses have been 
produced under different circumstances:

This is why generation conflicts oppose not age-classes separated by 
natural properties, but habitus which have been produced by differ-
ent modes of generation, that is, by conditions of existence which, in 
imposing different definitions of the impossible, the possible, and 
the probable, cause one group to experience as natural or reasonable 
practices or aspirations which another group finds unthinkable or 
scandalous, and vice versa. (1977:78)

 Several scholars have more recently claimed that generations are a key 
site through which to understand the social processes and social changes 
associated with modernity and globalization (e.g., cole and durham 
2007, liPuma 2000). Edward liPuma argues, for instance, that “there 
can be no theory of transformation without a theory and ethnography of 
generations, a concept often presupposed in anthropological discourse but 
rarely spoken about” (2000:xiii). His ethnography focuses on the process 
of encompassment of the Maring of Highland new guinea by colonial-
ism, capitalism, and christianity—“what is known as modernity” (p. xi). 
He examines the period from roughly 1955 to 1980, when the oldest genera-
tion (those generally over about age sixty) could recall a life unfettered by 
foreign interventions; when the middle generation in power (aged thirty 
to mid-fifties) had been brought up in a traditional world but lived now 
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wholly in the modern; and when the younger generation had never known 
a world untouched by missions and government and capitalism (p. 16). 
liPuma argues that by examining the changing categories of knowledge 
and structures of desire across these generations, he is able to illuminate 
the broader dynamics of social-cultural transformation in Melanesia and 
beyond (p. 63), arguing that “an understanding of generations is essential 
to an account of . . . the creation of the modern” (p. 64).
 interestingly, the implication in these studies is that social change hap-
pens primarily because youth move forward, while the old remain fixed 
in time and culture. To karl Mannheim, for instance, “cultural creation 
and cultural accumulation are not accomplished by the same individuals” 
(1952[1927]:293). it is the young who are engaged in cultural creation, by 
coming into “fresh contact” with inherited traditions. True, on an indi-
vidual level, persons of any age or generation can engage in some “fresh 
contact” if they, for instance, move, change jobs, or climb up the social lad-
der (p. 293). but in general, to Mannheim, it is “the continuous emergence 
of new human beings . . . [which] alone makes a fresh selection possible” 
(p. 294). The fact that youth lack past experience “means a lightening of 
the ballast for the young; it facilitates their living on in a changing world” 
(p. 296). That he conceives of change primarily in terms of the young is 
implied as well by his use of the metaphor “social rejuvenation” to refer 
to the process of social change (pp. 296–297; see also cole and durham 
2007:18). Several decades earlier, auguste comte also located the impetus 
for social change in the younger generation, suggesting that increases in life 
span would slow down the tempo of social progress, because the conserva-
tive, restrictive influence of the older generation would operate for a lon-
ger time, should they live longer, thus thwarting the “innovating instinct 
which distinguishes the young” (1974[1855]:518; cf. Mannheim 1952:277; 
berger 1960:13).29

 because youth figures so prominently in how social change is imagined 
in both scholarly and colloquial discourses, it is perhaps not surprising that 
youth, more than any other age group, has been the subject of recent stud-
ies addressing the relationship between age, modernity, and processes of 
globalization (cf. cole and durham 2007:18, Wulff 1995:10). There has been 
a recent surge of work emphasizing the transformative impact of “youth 
cultures” and “youth agency” in the contemporary global era.30 Youth are 
readily described as “cultural agents” (e.g., Wulff 1995:8) and as “agents 
of change [who] produce the new conditions for their lives” (dolby and 
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rizvi 2008:5, emphasis original). in contrast, searches in anthroSource, 
amazon.com, and library databases for “elder agency,” “senior agency,” 
“old people and agency,” or “senior culture,” “elder culture,” etc., do not 
turn up anything—as if to join “elder” or “old people” with “agency” is an 
oxymoron. The popular and scholarly “generation gap” idiom likewise car-
ries an image of change occurring because the young move forward, leaving 
behind the static, staid old. ann gold and bhoju ram gujar express preva-
lent assumptions when they describe their own positions in the “middle” 
between two generations—“our seniors more sure of the terms on which 
life should be led; our juniors bred to swim in floods of change” (2002:4). in 
her Television, Ethnicity and Cultural Change, Marie gillespie (1995) conveys 
a familiar portrait in which the elder generations of South asians in britain 
signify and foster “tradition,” while the young embrace change. Such per-
spectives are, in fact, common in the literature on the South asian diaspora, 
which 1) concentrates on youth and frequently youths’ middle-generation 
adult parents (e.g., bacon 1996; gillespie 1995; Hall 2002; Maira 2002, 
2005; narayan 2002; raj 2003; Shukla 2003); and 2) in the brief discus-
sions of elders (those above around age sixty, often having moved abroad 
to follow their adult children), portrays them largely in simple terms as 
old-fashioned, having difficulty adjusting to new circumstances, and tied 
to “tradition” (e.g., gillespie 1995:80, rangaswamy 2000:193–211).31

 Such models emphasizing the young as the key vectors of change, and 
the conflicting habituses of newer and older generations, are in many ways 
compelling, at both analytical and folk levels. This is certainly a model 
familiar in many respects to my older middle-class indian informants, who 
frequently highlight in daily conversations their powerful sense that they 
grew up in a world vastly different from that they are now experiencing 
—that their taken-for-granted assumptions, aspirations, and ways of orga-
nizing daily life are poles apart from those of their children and grandchil-
dren. They almost all grew up in joint families, for instance, but do not live 
in them now.32 “We couldn’t have even dreamed earlier that people would 
be living like this!” a widowed math professor exclaimed ambivalently, her 
two children settled in the United States. “We had no ‘concept’ at all even 
that a person could live alone!” They speak of the huge amounts of money 
available now, compared to previously: the idea that a parent could buy a 
whole cadbury chocolate bar for 25 rupees for one child would have been 
unthinkable; they and their mothers and aunts used to save carefully, to 
make a special dish, even the vegetable peelings, which are now discarded 
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with ease. “We couldn’t even so much as glance at our husbands if our 
mothers-in-law were present. . . . When we were young girls, we had no 
independence at all,” a group of lady elder-abode residents reflected. and 
on and on.
 Yet: one of the central arguments of this book is that it is inadequate 
to think of the young as the only or perhaps even primary locus of social-
cultural change. one reason so many of our scholarly studies focus so 
narrowly on youth as instigators of change is likely our broader cultural 
notion of old people as old-fashioned and unchanging (popular culture 
frequently informs scholarly models)—the familiar presumption that “you 
can’t teach an old dog new tricks.” Yet, this ethnography aims to refute 
dominant assumptions that older persons are simply passive objects—
being acted upon and left behind rather than acting—incapable of creative 
agency, critical self-reflection, and change. i aim to demonstrate through 
an ethnography focusing on older people that prevalent models of genera-
tion and social change do not capture well the complexity of the lives and 
perspectives of the older generation, and thus of the workings and experi-
ence of social-cultural transformation.
 My data show that, even though they tend to be viewed by others 
and to view themselves as in many ways emblematic of “tradition,” those 
of the senior generation are at the same time very often actively involved 
in fashioning new modes of life for themselves and their descendants. My 
research concentrated on persons considered in their communities to be of 
the senior or very senior (in bengali, “increased” or b®iddha) generations, 
ranging in chronological age from about their late fifties to their nineties. 
What defined persons as “senior” was most importantly their position in 
relation to family and work cycles. So, old age or seniority begins, most 
notably, when one’s children are grown and married, and in addition (if 
one has worked out of the home), when one retires. (Those with govern-
ment jobs in india face a mandatory retirement age of either fifty-eight 
or sixty.33 among the working classes, who are not the focus of this study, 
most have jobs without retirement policies and so retire only if and when 
they can, after amassing some savings or establishing sons and daughters-
in-law to support them.) Some of my informants on the younger end of 
seniority were still caring for their own parent/s or parent/s-in-law, often 
in their own homes (or, in a few cases, co-residing in an old age home), 
although they were still locally defined as “old” or “senior” themselves, 
according to family cycle, work, and chronological age criteria.
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 Many of these older informants saw themselves as the ones in their soci-
ety experiencing and grappling with the most cultural change, as both older 
and newer (to put it simply) models of living were very real, live, and pres-
ent for them. Those of the senior generation grew up with the older model, 
and in many ways were upholding it, bringing it into the present, recon-
structing and interpreting it. (Just as older persons do not remain fixed and 
unchanging, the “past” and “tradition” which they supposedly embody are 
also emergent phenomena [chapter 2].) However, the older persons i grew 
to know had in many cases not simply been passively left behind by children 
who were (or would be) the only forward-moving ones. The seniors were 
very often the ones who, in their earlier lives as in the present, purposefully 
instigated new models for living and instilled them in their children. They 
did so, for instance, by sending their children to elite English-medium 
schools, funding initial sojourns abroad, and moving out of extended fam-
ily homes to nuclear units and elder residences. True, some elders were pas-
sively “thrown away” by children to places like old age homes, as i explore 
in chapter 4. agency, or the capacity to act, is always socially, culturally, 
and linguistically constrained, and there were indeed powerful constraints 
operating upon elders’ lives.34 nonetheless, even those who were “thrown 
away” or otherwise constrained by the exigencies of families, mores, money, 
and health experienced “fresh contact” (in Mannheim’s sense) via residing 
in places like elder residences, compelling them to rethink in creative and 
interesting ways received ideas and practices.
 This older generation is, then, simultaneously holding two competing 
models of what makes a successful life, experiencing quite a profound sense 
of disruption, questioning, uncertainty, ambivalence—juggling constantly 
in their minds, weighing pros and cons. They are caring for their own 
elders even while relinquishing their kids. They are pushing their kids 
forward and away, even while yearning to pull them back. They are won-
dering which lifeway is better, not only for themselves (for most are willing 
to try to quell their more self-focused desires), but also for their children, 
their society, their nation at large. Have they been swept up in something 
that seemed alluring but that actually, they now realize, has only limited 
value? or, is the whole project of globalized modernity something really 
worth pursuing?
 They see their children as having it much more simply. and much sim-
pler but inadequate, also, is a theoretical model where old and new worlds 
are neatly mapped onto a binary of divergent old and new generations.
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 Some of what i explore here is surely unique to this group of older 
cosmopolitan indians; but some, i suggest, has broader theoretical impli-
cations—for how we study and conceptualize the relationship between 
age, generation, social change, and the fashioning of modernities. i use this 
ethnography in part, then, to make the case that our theoretical under-
standings can be moved productively forward if we pay more attention 
to, and do close ethnographic research with, older persons as key research 
subjects and potential agents.
 Studies that assume, explicitly or implicitly, that the old cannot 
be vitally involved in processes of social-cultural change have limita-
tions. First, they do not capture well the ways social change works as 
part of broad processes of intergenerational transformation—as cole and 
durham put it, “the fact that transformations in the practices associated 
with one generation necessarily affect either the ascending or descending 
generation” (2007:18). Second, they do not capture well how conflicting 
habituses tied to changing eras can transpire within the same person and 
generation. competing models of the possible and impossible, normal 
and abnormal, valued and disparaged—what makes a “successful” life, 
society, and nation—can be juxtaposed and intertwined within the same 
individual and generation, rather than simply across a binary divide of old 
and young.35 Third, they ignore the way a whole category of persons may 
be involved in the making and remaking of society.

Gender and Care Work:  
“Family Crises” in India and the United States

 The book’s focus on aging and on india, finally, aims to contribute 
to academic and popular debates on gender and care work that have been 
spurred by two trends: the massive entry of women into the labor force 
in the United States and other nations;36 and the dramatic increase in 
the transnational migration from developing countries of women, many 
of whom must leave their own families of origin and children behind to 
do so (Ehrenreich and Hochschild 2002; gamburd 2000; george 2005; 
Hondagneu-Sotelo 2001; Parrenas 2002, 2005). in U.S. academic and pub-
lic discourses, concerns over care work have centered on the child, and in 
particular anxieties and ambivalence regarding locating child care outside 
the family and apart from the mother. in contrast, anxieties surrounding 
care work in india and its diasporas currently center much more on elder 
care than on child care, and especially the locating of parental care outside 
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the family. These contrasts are consistent with deep, not always acknowl-
edged and scrutinized, cultural assumptions. For Euro-americans, it is 
normative for children to be dependent on and cared for by their parents, 
especially the mother, but not for elderly parents to be strongly dependent 
on their adult children. a prevalent cultural model for indians is that both 
parents and children will care for each other reciprocally in turn: just as 
children are naturally and appropriately dependent on their parents when 
young, so are parents naturally and appropriately dependent on their chil-
dren when old. in india as in the United States, it is women who typically 
provide the most care for children and elders, although indian male sons, 
along with daughters-in-law, are expected to care for senior parents. in the 
United States, to the extent that adult children do engage in care work for 
elderly parents, it is more often daughters rather than sons who do so (a 
point evident in prevailing discourses about the “sandwich generation,” 
which i examine below).
 let me here examine just a bit further U.S. and indian discourses sur-
rounding care work, gender and the shape of the family, to set the stage for 
what more is to come in the book. in prominent U.S. discourses, women’s 
work outside the home has resulted in a crisis of child care and thus of the 
family (see Hochschild 2001, Hansen 2005). although many argue alter-
natively that it is best for society, including fathers, children, and mothers, 
if the “natural” association of women with domesticity and child care is 
deconstructed (e.g., Williams 2000), and that there is little data to suggest 
that maternal employment is damaging to children or families (Hoffman 
1998), others express deep anxiety about child care arrangements that do 
not rely squarely on the mother. Joan Williams cites, for instance, a recent 
survey finding that “fully two-thirds of americans believe it would be best 
for women to stay home and care for their families and children” (2000:2). 
Mary Eberstadt’s Home-Alone America (2004) portrays alarmingly the 
empty homes of dual-career families and the rise of day care as at the root 
of the problems facing today’s youth. The Economist reports on Eberstadt’s 
book: “in that loneliness, and in children’s resentment of it, lie the roots 
of most of the ills that beset america’s youngsters. The loneliness . . . starts 
in day care. deposited, by working mothers, too soon and too long in the 
care of strangers, small children suffer . . .” (The Economist 2004:1). boston 
pediatrician, professor, and author T. berry brazelton proclaims that the 
conflict between mother love and work is “tearing women to bits in this 
country” (krucoff 1985:12). news media, popular literature and academic 
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texts continue to stream forth with stories expressing the dangers and anxi-
eties surrounding maternal employment.37

 The growing trend of transnational motherhood has also awakened 
scholarly and public narratives of anxiety. The increased employment of 
women in wealthy nations such as the United States has been subsidized by 
the work performed by latina, caribbean, Filipina and other immigrant 
domestic workers from developing countries, many of whom must rely on 
someone else to care for their own children in their homelands.38 This is 
an arrangement that rhacel Parrenas (2005) has termed “the international 
division of reproductive labor” and Pierrette Hondagneu-Sotelo (2001) 
“the new world domestic order.” Hondagneu-Sotelo finds that latina nan-
nies in los angeles tend to “endorse motherhood as a full-time vocation 
for those able to afford it,” and thus are frequently critical of the well-to-do 
mothers they work for. However, for those suffering financial hardships 
they advocate “more elastic definitions of motherhood—including forms 
of transnational motherhood that may force long separations of space and 
time on a mother and her children,” if through such separations a mother 
can better economically support her family (2001:26). Still, researchers 
suggest that these women and their children can suffer tremendously. 
Parrenas finds, for instance, that children in mother-away transnational 
families express “a lack of intimacy, feelings of abandonment, and a com-
modification of mother-child bonds” (2005:120). barbara Ehrenreich and 
arlie Hochschild open their introduction to Global Woman with the heart-
rending narrative of a Sri lankan nanny caring for her plump two-year-old 
charge in athens, greece, as her own three children in Sri lanka receive a 
monthly remittance check but board in a grim orphanage, attempt suicide, 
and fail to reply to their mother’s letters (2002:1–2).39

 it is striking that in such scholarly, media, and daily discourses on 
gender and care work, there is so much ambivalence and anxiety regard-
ing locating child care outside the family, but very little concern regarding 
extra-family care arrangements for the elderly.40 This is because primary 
dependence on kin has not been the dominant way that Euro-americans 
have defined and organized aging and elder care.41 (Scholarly as well as 
popular works tend to reflect broader cultural models.) Forms of extra-
family elder care that people in india see ambivalently as at once puzzling, 
disturbing, and innovative—such as independent living, retirement com-
munities, old-age homes, hired live-in companions and nurses, and state-
funded senior escort services and bus passes—have long been established 

1-LAMB_pages_i-132.indd   21 5/12/09   3:46:59 PM



22

inTrodUcTion

and viewed as natural in the United States. although of course many 
U.S. children do spend much time and effort caring for senior parents 
(escorting to the doctor, preparing meals, offering love and companion-
ship), most U.S. parents and children would be equally uncomfortable if 
the child were called upon to provide intimate bodily care or full material 
support for a parent. Further, it is common for both older americans and 
their adult children to desire to live independently. andrei Simic observes: 
“What the american elderly seem to fear most is ‘demeaning dependence’ 
on their children or other kin. rather, the ideal is to remain ‘one’s own 
person’” (1990:94).
 interestingly, however, as we have already begun to see, visions of a 
“crisis” in families in contemporary india and its diasporas center much 
more on aging and elder care than on the child. This “crisis” is spurred by 
daughters-in-law working out of the home, the transnational migration of 
both male and female children, and a sort of general de-gendered blaming 
of the younger generation for failing to care adequately for its elders. as 
the narratives go, the problem regarding working women is not so much 
that work makes a woman unable to provide care for her parents or parents-
in-law in her home, but rather that she (because of the independence and 
agency she derives from employment) will be less likely to agree to serv-
ing her parents-in-law. “broken” families refer most often not to those 
separated by divorce as in the United States, but to multigenerational, 
joint families that have fractured into nuclear units. one reason there 
does not seem to be a great deal of anxiety currently in india surrounding 
the impact of maternal employment on the child is that the child almost 
always remains living at home with the parents,42 even if maternal care is 
supplemented by that provided by a servant, nanny, or crèche. as i discuss 
in chapter 6, most in india have long considered it normal and appropri-
ate for families who can afford it to hire servants to help provide care for 
a child or elder within a multigenerational home; the “crisis” occurs when 
elders and juniors no longer co-reside.
 a “crisis” also occurs if the two generations co-reside but the juniors 
are perceived as extremely inattentive. during my fieldwork period in 
kolkata, a recently retired elder man in his sixties committed suicide by 
hanging. in his suicide note, he blamed his son and daughter-in-law, with 
whom he lived along with his wife, for causing his death due to their acts 
of mental and physical torture. The son and daughter-in-law were impris-
oned for two months. When i interviewed the district officer in charge 
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about the case and asked what kind of filial “torture” had transpired, he 
replied in a matter-of-fact tone, “oh, they didn’t feed him. They didn’t 
maintain him properly—giving him tea and water, serving and attend-
ing to him—You know, all that is required for the proper caring of old 
men.” The officer in charge interpreted this and other similar cases in 
terms of a framework of modernity: “These days” the younger generation 
has become “materialistic” and “self-centered” and no longer wishes to 
care for its elders. His comments also reveal how taken-for-granted is the 
assumption that it is normal and appropriate, even if these days not always 
assured, that adult children care for their elders.43

 in the United States, to the extent problems surrounding elder care 
and the family come up in daily and media discourses, it is often in terms 
of the stresses of the “sandwich generation”—an idiom that focuses not on 
problems faced by elders as subjects or as deserving recipients of care, but on 
adult women pressed like sandwich meat between two generations, strug-
gling arduously to care simultaneously for both children and aging parents 
(though generally not by co-residing with the parents), while also pursuing 
careers. There is a sense in some of this discourse that the adult woman’s 
primary responsibility is to her children and perhaps her work; that one 
should not let the “burdens” and “sacrifices” of parental care interfere too 
drastically with motherly or professional duties. (For representative news-
paper stories read: “curse of the Sandwich generation,” “Juggling Family, 
Job and aged dependent,” “Parent care: caregiver between a rock and 
a Hard case,” “Surviving the Push and Pull of the Sandwich generation,” 
and “don’t Quit Work to care for Mom.”)44 a strong implicit sense of the 
inappropriateness of caring for parental elders pervades family studies histo-
rian Stephanie coontz’s comments on the sandwich generation: “Elder care 
takes a tremendous toll on families. . . . Marital relations fray; aging care-
givers find that their own health suffers; and the children of the ‘sandwich 
generation’ caregivers get reduced time and attention. corporations report 
that elder-care problems are at least as great a cause of absenteeism and 
employee stress as child-care ones. and the financial burden is stunning” 
(1992:191). caring for elder parents is quite pronouncedly represented as a 
bad idea—bad for children, marriages, the individual adult child’s health, 
productivity at work, and the economy.
 What similar and different models are being debated in india? This 
book scrutinizes changing gendered and generational arrangements among 
the indian middle classes, in order to push forward understandings of the 
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complex and varying ways family, care giving, and intimacy can be worked 
out in the face of competing cultural mores and the global flows of persons 
and ideologies. by having the indian and north american materials speak 
to each other (at times explicitly, and at times as an implicit backdrop), the 
project supports the feminist aim to make care work—and the assump-
tions, values, and models of family and gender embedded in it—more 
visible, by “de-naturalizing” it. it is also in keeping with one of the long-
term aims of cross-cultural research in anthropology, to “make the strange 
familiar and the familiar strange,” illuminating one’s own often taken-for-
granted ideologies by looking at them in new light from outside.

Fieldwork in India and the United States

 Fieldwork for this project extended over nearly fifteen years and several 
U.S. and indian cities. concentrating on the kolkata (formerly calcutta) 
and San Francisco metropolitan regions, i focused on three groups of older 
middle- and upper-middle-class indians: those living in elder residences 
in india, those living in india “alone” apart from children, and those who 
follow adult children to the United States. Persons of each of these groups 
were living what could be considered unconventional lives—outside of 
an india-based joint family setting—and so provided an illuminating lens 
through which to study the ways older persons and their communities are 
reconfiguring aging, gender, and family—remaking the end of life—as 
they strive to fashion meaningful modernities.
 in india, my fieldwork concentrated on bengalis, those living in the 
indian state of West bengal, which boasts kolkata, india’s third largest city, 
as its capital.45 kolkata’s cosmopolitan circles are now comprised of persons 
from all over india, however, and so i also engaged with elders from Tamil 
nadu, bangalore, delhi, gujarat, and bihar, especially when doing field-
work in the more elite, cosmopolitan senior citizens’ organizations and old 
age homes. although many of my informants felt tied to their more local 
ethnic identities as bengalis or gujaratis or Tamilians, in the context of 
my research focusing on transnational families, cosmopolitan circles, and 
broad global trends, people very often spoke of themselves as “indian.” 
So in this book, i also frequently write of “indians” and “india,” although 
the terms can veil often deeply perceived differences of language, ethnicity, 
and religion. almost all of my research subjects were also Hindu. Muslims 
form the largest non-majority group in kolkata, but because the Hindu 
and Muslim communities are so highly segregated, i did not encounter any 
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Muslims in the Hindu-majority apartment complexes or neighborhoods in 
which i lived, nor in the senior citizens organizations or old age homes i 
studied. i also could not locate any Muslim-only old age homes or seniors’ 
organizations (a fact i comment on in chapter 3). My driver, however, was 
Muslim, and i incorporate his insights and those of his family members 
when relevant into my discussions.
 From 2003 to 2007 i made annual fieldwork visits to kolkata and 
two short trips to new delhi, interviewing and spending time with resi-
dents of old age homes, elders living independently apart from children, 
and members and directors of aging-related ngos. in 2005–2006, i was 
extraordinarily pleased to be able to take my ten and thirteen-year-old 
daughters with me, which enabled me to stay for a relatively longer period 
of five months. The girls attended the calcutta international School as we 
set up house in a recently established middle-class apartment complex, 
where quite a few elders living apart from transnational offspring had also 
settled. Through striving to construct a life for and with my daughters 
there, i learned much about middle-class family life that would have other-
wise remained distant and abstract.
 over these research trips, i ended up studying 100 elder-abode resi-
dents and 34 persons who were living, according to local conceptualiza-
tions, “alone” (that is, apart from children)—with a spouse, with a live-in 
servant, or completely singly. i was able to locate 71 old age homes in 
the kolkata environs, visiting 32 personally, and gathering more mini-
mal information about the others through phone calls, a mailed survey, 
newspaper advertisements, and word of mouth. Some of the 32 homes i 
visited only once, staying for just about an hour, chatting primarily with 
a director or manager and then only briefly touring the home. at others, 
i stayed for several hours and interviewed privately both directors and a 
few residents. at still others, i made numerous visits spanning my four 
different trips to india over the five-year period, during which time i not 
only interviewed residents and directors but also engaged in more informal 
participant observation fieldwork. This entailed “hanging out,” chatting 
one-on-one and in small social groups, having tea together and sharing 
meals, poring over each others’ family photographs, exchanging letters 
and email messages, going to cultural functions and prayer sessions, and 
occasionally meeting a few kin. i attended two funerals of old-age-home 
residents; and at one home, i spent the night with my two daughters in its 
welcoming guest quarters. i also journeyed with several residents as they 
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made trips to relatives’ homes, their own former residences (which several 
maintained and returned to periodically), and social events. in addition, 
i made four revealing visits to old age homes with senior bengali friends 
who were considering perhaps one day residing in one, learning by wit-
nessing the homes through these women’s eyes as they contemplated such 
a profound move.
 There were six elder residences that i grew to know most intimately. 
Two of these were among the largest and most elegant homes in the region, 
housing 40–50 residents each in private and double rooms, and managed 
by prominent business corporations.46 one other more modest 40-resident 
home was run by a Hindu spiritual organization and organized around 
a central temple, combining dormitory-style living with a set of private 
rooms. The other three were smaller (5–16-resident) institutions estab-
lished in ordinary middle-class residences by proprietors who—though 
often genuinely wishing as well to provide respectful and loving service or 
seva to elders—also frankly admitted to operating the homes as a means 
to support themselves and their families. in all, i formally gathered data 
from 100 old-age-home residents and came into more casual contact with 
at least about 50 others. i aimed to speak not only with residents but also 
with directors and staff, although i regrettably found few opportunities to 
have private conversations with staff.
 i was also very eager, each time the scant opportunities arose to meet 
kin, to complement and complexify the stories i gathered from senior resi-
dents. altogether, though, i ended up meeting with just two sons, four 
daughters, one daughter-in-law, one grandchild, and one sister. among 
the reasons opportunities to meet kin seemed scant: first, some elder-abode 
residents actually have very few kin living nearby, and second, some living 
in elder residences do not get along well with their kin. (These first two are 
in fact frequently the major factors behind why an elder is in a home in 
the first place.) Third, some kin, especially sons and daughters-in-law, are 
reportedly embarrassed to be seen visiting, as old-age-home living carries a 
stigma for the families; and fourth, most kin visit on Sundays, a day that i 
myself was often absent, as it was the day that (during my longest fieldwork 
period in 2006) my daughters were out of school and my driver had off.
 To study those living independently apart from children, i interviewed 
persons in their apartments and homes, and hung out with elders at sev-
eral of the new senior citizens’ organizations springing up around kolkata, 
especially the laughing club of Udita, the dignity Foundation, and Jana 
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Hitaya (“For the Welfare of People”). i also sought out founders of the 
evolving, market-based service organizations offering elder care for hire.
 in the United States, research with older indian immigrants and their 
families took place over an eighteen-month period in 1994 and 1995 (while 
i was a postdoctoral fellow in sociocultural gerontology at the University 
of california at San Francisco), and during annual summer visits since that 
time. i spent time with indian american47 families in the San Francisco 
South bay near Silicon Valley, where i accompanied older immigrants to 
local seniors’ meetings; volunteered (as a member of the board and chauf-
feur) in an indian american community senior center; attended family 
gatherings, religious ceremonies, and late-morning tea breaks; and inter-
viewed people about their life stories, hopes, dreams, losses and struggles. 
From 1996 on i continued to do much of the same in the boston region. in 
both the San Francisco and boston areas, indian americans live largely in 
mixed-ethnic (often primarily white) urban and suburban neighborhoods, 
in comfortable middle-class and upper-middle-class homes.48 My indian 
american informants were mostly Hindu (though with some Sikhs and 
Jains), and largely bengali and gujarati (though with some Punjabis, other 
north indians, and South indians). Most of the people i have grown to 
know have been associated in some way, as members or friends of mem-
bers, with the indo-american community center where i volunteered, 
or with an organization for bengalis overseas, Prabasi. others are simply 
neighbors, colleagues, or friends of friends.
 i wish to note, finally, that although this research focused on the mid-
dle and upper-middle classes in india and the United States, not all of 
those i studied were tremendously elite. For instance, the first time many 
had experienced having a refrigerator and enjoying cold drinks in their 
residences was when they moved into an old age home. and the majority 
of elder-abode residents i met were more comfortable speaking bengali 
than English. Steve derné (2005), E. Sridharan (2004) and others distin-
guish between an “elite” or “transnational” middle class (about 3 percent 
of indians and 10 percent of the urban population) and a less elite, more 
locally oriented broader middle class (about 20 percent of indians and 40 
percent of the urban population) who cannot speak English well and can 
barely imagine buying a car, but who see themselves as well above the poor 
living in slums and surviving day-to-day in laboring jobs. both groups are 
commonly described as “middle class” in india, and i conducted research 
among both groups.
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 in both the United States and india, i conversed primarily in bengali 
with bengali seniors, and primarily in English with younger bengalis and 
non-bengali indians. My research assistant, Hena basu, accompanied me 
on scores of visits to elder residences, sent me notebooks full of media 
clippings by mail when i was absent from kolkata, and shared insights 
with me as we mulled over the remarkable stories we heard. i sometimes 
tape-recorded conversations, and at other times Hena and i took notes, 
scribbling away on our pads, i trying hard to capture verbatim statements 
and the particular ways people expressed things, and Hena excellent at 
seizing all the facts and chronologies of events.
 because much of this ethnography is so very personal and deals with 
familial tensions and pain, and because of the stigma involved for many 
in india regarding living in an old age home, i have had to be particularly 
careful in protecting identities. Except in cases of professionals speaking 
about their own public or published positions, i have modified when nec-
essary certain identifying characteristics and changed the names of infor-
mants, while selecting pseudonyms that match the caste, gender, and eth-
nic status of the original. in most cases, i have also changed the names of 
the old age homes in which i conducted research. i have used photographs 
only when those portrayed have given me permission to do so.
 This book is my best attempt at conveying the lives, stories, dreams, 
and predicaments of those i came to know. it is an ethnography of the ways 
particular persons were involved in the extraordinary project of making 
and remaking their forms of aging and being, as they worked out how to 
be at home in a present characterized by perceived profound processes of 
social and cultural change.

 chapter 2 places contemporary concerns over aging and social change 
in india in the context of a burgeoning new middle-class, exploring the 
ways my informants and the public media fashion both tradition and 
modernity, “what was” and “what is,” through debating new ways of aging. 
The book then turns to the three main ethnographic situations it exam-
ines: making lives in old age homes (chapters 3–5), living independently 
(chapter 6), and following adult children to the United States (chapter 
7). The final ethnographic chapter, chapter 8, examines U.S. and indian 
state policies regarding whether elder care should be the responsibility of 
families or the government, and my informants’ interpretations of and 
interactions with such state programs.
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To be modern is to find ourselves in an environment that 
promises us adventure, power, joy, growth, transformation of 
ourselves and the world—and, at the same time, that threat-
ens to destroy everything we have, everything we know, every-
thing we are. . . . it pours us all into a maelstrom of perpetual 
disintegration and renewal, of struggle and contradiction, of 
ambiguity and anguish. To be modern is to be part of a uni-
verse in which, as Marx said, “all that is solid melts into air.”

—MarSHall bErMan, All That Is Solid  
Melts into Air (1988:15)

Modernity is more often perceived as lure than as threat, and 
people (not just the elite) everywhere, at every national or 
cultural site, rise to meet it, negotiate it, and appropriate it in 
their own fashion.

—diliP ParaMESHWar gaonkar,  
Alternative Modernities (2001:21)

Perceived as both a lure and a threat, modernity was experienced by many 
i grew to know in india in the early 2000s as a time, indeed, when “all 
that is solid melts into air.” Such perceptions of modernity were intimately 
tied as well to visions of the past; for as scholars have long pointed out, the 
project of fashioning modernity is always also one of fashioning a past that 
is now lost or pushed away.
 as we were winding our way through heavy traffic one warm kolkata 
evening, i mentioned to my driver Sharfuddin ahmad that the next day 
i was pleased to be visiting the daughter of a married couple living in an 
old age home whom i had come to know well. i remarked that i was very 
interested in meeting the daughter, as i had barely ever seen any sign of 
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the children of old-age-home residents. The daughter has a brother, i men-
tioned, so maybe i’ll be able to find out from her why her brother doesn’t 
look after his parents? My driver, a middle-aged man of four children 
approaching their marriageable years, promptly and pensively replied:

oh, madam, these days children (chelera)1 have become such 
a way that they just don’t (emni, for no particular reason) look 
after their parents. This age (yug) is very bad, you know? if old 
parents have some money, then the children will stay with them 
and look after them, as long as the parents are advantageous 
to them financially. but if they don’t have money, after they 
retire, the children will just push them aside. after you give a 
son’s marriage, you never know—What will the wife-daughter-
in-law (bouma) be like? Will she or will she not want to look 
after her mother-in-law? both those who have love marriages, 
and those whose parents arrange their marriages—in either 
case, there’s no certainty what the wife will be like. and the 
younger generation these days prefers to live separately. i’ve 
seen movies and things about the youth of these days—what 
has gotten into their heads, i just can’t understand! Those who 
have money put their parents into some kind of an old age 
home, and those who don’t just push their parents out some-
where into the street.

 kerala film director Jayaraj’s award-winning movie, Pathos (Karunam), 
portrays an aging kerala couple, abandoned by their children who have 
settled in america. The couple eagerly plans for a visit from their sons, 
cleaning the house, preparing food, and putting up a swing in the garden 
for the grandchildren. Then the news comes: the children have canceled 
in favor of a trip to the niagara Falls. Worse yet: the sons arrange to 
sell the ancestral property and place their parents in an old age home. 
director Jayaraj comments on his motivations in making the film: “in 
Europe, it may be normal that children leave home. but in our society, we 
have roots, and suddenly, all these families have started sending their chil-
dren abroad; the children lose contact with their past; they forget to come 
home.” critiquing the contemporary materialism that has supplanted 
family intimacy, he adds: “These children who have settled in america 
are not poor. They make a lot of money and they just want to make more 

1-LAMB_pages_i-132.indd   30 5/12/09   3:47:01 PM



31

The Production of Tradition, Modernity, and a New Middle Class

money” (in dupont 2000). The director reflects in another interview: 
“Even in a small province such as the one i live in, the number of old age 
homes are increasing every day. glorified mortuaries with dead bodies of 
parents wait indefinitely for their children, settled abroad. These real-life 
situations motivated me to make this film” (in chatterji 2004).
 on the occasion of the international day of older Persons on  
october 1, 2004, government of india ministers published messages in 
newspapers around india. “We, the indians, belonging to a glorious cul-
tural tradition, have the inbuilt quality of respecting all the elders,” begins 
a statement by the Minister of State for Social Justice and Empowerment. 
“We are the pioneers in the field of civilization and the rays of civilization 
have radiated throughout the world from the heart of india,” the letter 
goes on. Yet, the Minister cautions that “recent times” have witnessed an 
“erosion in the value system” that may “lead to a colossal disaster.” The 
letter closes: “let us make the light of love ever-shine in the evening of 
the lives of our elders. let there not be any sunset in their lives.” Prime 
Minister Manmohan Singh proclaims in his accompanying message: “We 
must . . . work to harness our traditional values of respect and reverence 
for the elders with existing policies.”2

 as is clear from these three brief vignettes, many frame their talk of 
contemporary aging against the backdrop of a contrast with a traditional 
indian past. The ways people conceive of their past, experience the pres-
ent and imagine the future are intricately wrapped together. i turn, then, 
to look more closely at my informants’ and public media constructions of 
the past, as an important context for understanding the ways people are 
working out modes of aging in the present.

Fashioning the Past

 as i analyze narratives of aging in a traditional past, my aim is neither 
to claim nor to disclaim that this past “really was.” When people speak 
about the past, they are always selecting certain elements from their recol-
lections or perceptions, while neglecting to invoke others. What people 
construct or experience as past “tradition” now, only also becomes tradi-
tion in contrast to and in the present context of modernity. So, tradition 
itself, like modernity, is not something that is fixed and outside history and 
contemporary human agency, but rather something that is being actively 
constructed, interpreted and used in the present.3
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Aging in the Joint Family:  
Intergenerational Reciprocity and Seva

 in contemporary narratives, it is the multigenerational joint family 
more than anything else that represents tradition in contrast to an emerg-
ing modernity. although a “joint family” technically refers to a family 
consisting of two or more brothers living together along with their parents, 
spouses and children, the phrase is more loosely and popularly used in 
india to refer to any multigenerational household including at least one 
senior parent and one married adult child (generally a son) with spouse. in 
a joint family system, old age itself is essentially a family matter, and adult 
children, in particular sons and daughters-in-law, live with and care for 
their aging parents—out of love, a deep respect for elders, and a profound 
sense of moral, even spiritual, duty to attempt to repay the inerasable 
debts (®n) they owe their parents for all the effort, expense and affection 
the parents expended to produce and raise them. Such joint family living 
pertains in contemporary narratives not only to care in old age, but also 
to a much wider host of social values and meanings, including supportive 
interdependence, fellow-feeling, a time when kinship was more important 
than material success, warm rambling households, connection to village 
lands, moral-spiritual order, patriarchy, tradition, and “indianness.”
 at the heart of the joint family is a system of intergenerational reci-
procity. Significantly, people indicate that it is precisely what parents once 
gave their children—such as a body in birth, food, material goods, money, 
a home, forms of love, the cleaning of urine and bowel movements—that 
children are expected to provide in return for their parents, years later in 
old age and by reconstructing and venerating them as ancestors after death 
(see table 2.1). although the common discourse is that children provide for 
and co-reside with their senior parents in these ways, in practice it is sons 
and daughters-in-law who are expected to fill this role. Upon marriage, 
daughters formally relinquish obligations to their own parents, taking on 
responsibility for their in-laws (though indians commonly describe daugh-
ters as more “loving” than sons, and many married daughters offer their 
parents visits, gifts, and practical assistance throughout life).
 The providing of care for seniors in the family is often termed (in 
many indian languages) seva, service to and respect for the aged. Seva can 
be offered to deities as well as elders. When provided to elders, seva entails 
acts such as serving food and tea, massaging tired limbs, combing hair, 
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bringing warm bath water, and offering loving respect—in short, striving 
to fulfill all of the elder’s bodily and emotional needs.4 related to seva is 
the familiar gesture of pranam practiced by many indians, when a junior 
bows down to touch an elder’s feet in a sign of respect, and in turn the elder 
places his or her hands affectionately on the junior’s head and offers bless-
ings, such as “May you live well,” “May your children be well.” Juniors 
perform seva not simply as a gift in the present, but in exchange for the 
elders’ earlier tremendous labors in giving birth to and fostering them.
 Such long-term reciprocal transactions create and sustain intimate 
bodily and emotional ties, what bengalis often term maya. Maya means 
attachment, affection, compassion, and love, and bengalis think of the 

Table 2.1.  
“Traditional” Indian Intergenerational Reciprocity

Media of 
Transaction 

Phase 1: Initial giving

(parents → children)

Phase 2: Reciprocated 
giving; the repaying of 
debts

(adult children → elderly 
parents)

Material support Food, clothing, money, 
shelter, education

Food, clothing, money, 
shelter

Services daily care, serving food, 
cleaning bodily wastes (all 
requiring a great deal of 
effort)

daily care, serving food 
and tea, cleaning bodily 
wastes (if parent becomes 
incontinent)

Emotional 
Support

love, affection love, respect

Body given via birth children reconstruct for 
parents as ancestors via 
funeral rites

Note: This table is adapted from lamb 2000:49.
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ties of maya as entailing both bodily and emotional bindings (bandhan). a 
range of studies has explored how, in many contexts, indians think of per-
sons as relatively fluid and open, that is “dividual”5 or divisible in nature, 
in contrast to the prevalent Western notion of the relatively self-contained 
and bounded individual.6 Through transactions of food, touch, objects, 
words, and bodily fluids (such as via sexual relations, breast-feeding, and 
reproduction), family members give and receive parts of themselves, forg-
ing not only emotional but also bodily ties. according to such conceptual-
izations, by co-residing in the same household, and by giving and receiving 
food, material goods, bodily care, and affection, parents and descendants 
not only meet each other’s survival needs, but also sustain intimate ties of 
kinship. (Thus, if a child were merely to pay for an elder’s care but not to 
co-reside with the elder, this would constitute a very different—and much 
more individuated—type of relationship.)
 Property and inheritance play a somewhat complicated, ambiguous 
role in representations of the traditional indian intergenerational system. 
descendants are supposed to serve and provide for their elders in exchange 
for sacrifices their elders have already made for them. That is, elders have 
already earned the right to be served by their juniors, because of their 
tremendous earlier gifts. However, it is widely recognized that, in prac-
tice, even in the past, the expectation of an inheritance frequently serves 
and served as a major motivator of filial service. Such an expectation—
that those who stand to receive an inheritance from an elder are specifi-
cally obligated to provide care—becomes legally concretized in the 2007 
“Maintenance and Welfare of Parents and Senior citizens bill” (chapter 8). 
relatedly, one reason daughters are not normally expected to care for their 
elder parents is because daughters frequently do not stand to inherit a sig-
nificant degree of their parents’ property at death. (rather, the dowry par-
ents give a daughter and her marital family at the time of marriage serves, 
many say, as the daughter’s inheritance.) Yet, even for sons, to exchange 
parental care for inheritance is not the “proper” way of doing things, nei-
ther in the past nor in the present.
 Many tales, both old and new, feature such a theme. in one classic 
tale, a wealthy old man preparing for his death divides his property among 
his sons. The sons, having inherited all they expect to inherit, promptly 
begin to maltreat and neglect their father. The aged man encounters an 
old friend and tells him of his woes. The friend promises to help. He calls 
all the sons and daughters-in-law together and before them bestows to 
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their father a large, locked, heavy chest, announcing that he is returning a 
long-standing debt with interest, which has now amounted to thousands 
of rupees. When the sons learn of their father’s new wealth, they begin to 
be more attentive to him than ever before! The old man carefully guards 
the key and is well served for the rest of his days. When he passes away, the 
sons and daughters-in-law greedily unlock the chest only to find it filled 
with stones.7 importantly, the moral of such stories is never to celebrate an 
exchange of elder care for property, but rather to condemn the ungrateful 
and selfish sons and daughters-in-law who fail to recognize their normal 
moral obligations to care for their parents unconditionally.
 in addition to intergenerational reciprocity and seva, “respect for 
elders” is also regularly presented in daily conversations and media dis-
course as a vital part of indian “tradition,” as conveyed in the Minister 
of State’s message on the international day of older Persons cited above: 
“We, the indians, belonging to a glorious cultural tradition, have the 
inbuilt quality of respecting all the elders.” according to such discourses, 
all elders, not merely one’s own senior kin, are to be respected, simply 
because of their seniority. Thus the director of a new delhi–based ngo, 
agewell Foundation, commented to me that if given the choice between 
the junior bush and the senior bush, indians would never have selected 
the junior bush; they would have unquestionably gone with the senior. 
referring to the election of george W. bush in 2000, he wondered why 
americans had preferred the son when his father was still alive and well. 
He went on, speaking in English:

if there is a seventy-eight-year-old person within an indian 
family, most likely that person would be respected, although 
perhaps now relegated to the side due to modern pressures. 
in traditional india, the older person’s opinions were sought 
before any family decisions were made, such as marriage or 
spending money. The senior-most person—of whatever age 
or medical condition—would be asked for his or her opinion 
and counsel.

 This system of intergenerational reciprocity and elder respect is widely 
described in daily conversations and the public media as not only a cul-
turally indian, but also a natural, practical, and morally proper way of 
doing things. narayan Sarkar, a retired engineer who at age seventy lived 
with his wife in their south kolkata home, their two children settled in 

1-LAMB_pages_i-132.indd   35 5/12/09   3:47:01 PM



aging and THE indian diaSPora

36

the United States, contemplated pensively: “in our families, we raised our 
children—why? our idea, our dream was that when we grew old, our sons 
and daughters-in-law would serve us (seva karbe). and it is our dream, and 
a natural thing, to hope for this, to want this. We did this for our parents, 
and they for theirs.” a middle-aged man from rural West bengal, who 
lived with and cared for his incontinent and bedridden mother, spoke 
similarly of the system of reciprocal parent-child care as a natural and 
proper one, as i came upon him one morning while he was assiduously 
cleaning his mother’s sheets:

caring for parents is the children’s duty; it is dharma [moral-
religious order; right way of living]. as parents raised their 
children, children will also care for their parents during their 
sick years, when they get old. For example, if i am old and i 
have a bowel movement, my son will clean it and he won’t ask, 
“Why did you do it there?” This is what we did for him when 
he was young. When i am old and dying, who will take me to 
go pee and defecate? My children will have to do it.8

 The indian press as well makes much of the “traditional indian joint 
family” in almost every story it presents on contemporary aging, often  
contrasting the imagined past with an imperfect present: “india’s grand-
parents were once revered and cared for by the extended families that 
they headed . . .”; “Famous for its culture of respect for the elderly, india 
is taking this tradition . . .”; “Earlier, the joint family system guaranteed 
care, concern and attention for the elderly . . .”; “The great indian Joint 
Family—our good old support system . . .”—narratives that i will complete 
shortly when turning to depictions of modernity.9 deborah Moggach, in 
her 2004 novel These Foolish Things, floated the idea of outsourcing elderly 
populations from the developed world to india. in this playful novel, british 
pensioners can enjoy warm weather, mango juice with their gin, inexpen-
sive pricing, and the indian culture of elder care in a bangalore retirement 
home. “Her idea has a basis. Elderly care is part of our cultural values,” an 
indian government official is reported as remarking (Jayaswal 2006).
 it is striking how contemporary representations so often highlight a 
very simple, idealized model of the joint family, one in which elders seam-
lessly receive loving respectful care, and no conflict, injustice, or economic 
hardship prevails. However, ethnographic research has long portrayed 
complex tensions in the workings of joint family relations, including con-
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flicts between mothers-in-law and daughters-in-law, elders abandoned by 
children in the face of poverty, youth who ridicule the old, and disjoined 
nuclear-style households.10 Moreover, although not the most dominant 
narrative, some of my middle-class kolkata and U.S-based informants did 
describe the indian joint family to me in more complex and ambivalent 
terms, as a patriarchal, restrictive, and/or conflict-prone institution, one 
that could be difficult especially for daughters-in-law and even young sons. 
it is notable that most of the ethnographic examples i found of statements 
extolling the joint family come from men, while the more ambivalent 
statements in my field notes were often made by women. This is not sur-
prising, given that men have conventionally stayed within the same family 
from birth through death, while the position of women in both their natal 
and marital families is more shifting and precarious,11 and the difficult 
position of the daughter-in-law in the indian joint family has long been a 
prevalent theme in public discourse.
 gayatri Prasad, a middle-aged woman journalist who now lived inde-
pendently in kolkata with only her husband, her two daughters grown and 
married out, described the large joint family in which she had grown up. 
She was the youngest of six children of her immediate parents, and they 
had lived with her senior uncle and his wife and children, along with her 
paternal grandparents. She described nostalgically how at weddings, the 
whole extended family would gather together for one entire month, bask-
ing in time and company, the children all having fun playing together on 
freshly watered lawns surrounded by flowers. in the joint family setting, 
she continued approvingly, she and her siblings all learned the “core indian 
values”—of family closeness, spirituality, respect for elders, the merit of 
taking the time to help grandfather up and down the stairs without being 
asked. and she herself had learned to navigate the joint family, too, getting 
what she wanted, such as an education, by bypassing her own parents and 
going straight to her elder uncle. but she told also of how her sisters’ lives 
had been “ruined” in the joint family, their personal desires and ambitions 
squelched. “Elders sometimes had too much power,” gayatri reflected. 
“They were absolute dictators. They could be just and benevolent but not 
necessarily so.”
 Two elder-abode residents and roommates, kalyani-di and Uma-di,12 
were chatting with me one evening about the changes under way in 
their society, notably the move from a joint family system to a system of 
nuclear families and old age homes. “Some people say that these changes 
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are good,” kalyani-di reflected, “because a lot of arguing (jhag®a) used to 
happen in large joint families.” “When we were young girls, our mothers-
in-law would give us so much trouble! Bapre bap! ”13 Uma-di interjected, 
and both women gasped and laughed for a moment as they recollected 
how they had suffered at the hands of their mothers-in-law. Then kalyani 
added contemplatively, with a tone of more praise than criticism, “but, 
people need other people to live. before, no matter how bad relations were 
at home, people had to live together.” although in this and other conversa-
tions these women seemed to express a preference for what they perceived 
to be the joint family system of the past, they did not paint joint family 
living in simple harmonious terms.
 Whether viewed as glorious or fraught with tensions and inequalities, 
enduring or a waning relic of the past, it is difficult to stress enough how 
salient the “indian joint family” is as a trope with which indians interpret 
contemporary aging. Throughout my fieldwork period, i found that a 
whole range of people—the old and young, male and female, those liv-
ing in joint families and without, journalists and filmmakers—repeatedly 
expressed taken-for-granted assumptions that the most normal, familiar, 
and “traditional,” even if not ubiquitous, way of aging and elder care for 
indians is within a multi-generational or joint family.
 interestingly, although so many present the joint family as a quintes-
sentially Indian institution, they very often use the English “joint family” 
rather than an indian-language equivalent (such as the bengali ekannabarti 
paribar),14 even when engaging in an otherwise indian-language conversation. 
in fact, other English terms frequently interjected into bengali conversations 
—such as “culture” and “indian culture”—are also, like “joint family,” 
intended specifically to convey tradition or indianness; but the use of 
English highlights how these concepts become specifically “traditional” and 
“indian” in the context of and in contrast to the modern and foreign. So, 
as we will see over the following pages, “indian culture” is frequently juxta-
posed to “Western culture,” and “joint family” to “nuclear family” and “old 
age home.” Stacy Pigg (2001) notes how English terms are frequently used 
in nepal to discuss taboo topics and mark them as modern (which can be 
seen in West bengal, too, with phrases like “old age home”). but, in a related 
move, bengalis also use English terms to signal concepts that have come to 
be viewed as quintessentially traditional or indian precisely when they come 
into contrast with perceived alternative modern or Western forms.
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Aging and the Forest:  
Late-Life Spirituality and Human Transience

 in addition to using the trope of the joint family, many indians think 
of traditional ways of indian aging in terms of the Hindu textual formula-
tion of the four stages or a∆ramas of life. according to the classical Hindu 
ethical-legal texts, persons move through a series of four life stages or “shel-
ters” (a∆ramas)—as a student, a married householder, a disengaged forest 
dweller (vanaprastha), and finally a wandering renouncer (sannyasi).15 in the 
Hindu texts, this schema in fact applies specifically to upper-caste males, 
while Manu devotes little attention to defining the appropriate stages of a 
woman’s life, which are determined by her relationships to the men upon 
whom she depends for support and guidance: her father in youth, her 
husband in marriage, and her sons in old age (The Laws of Manu V.148; 
Manu 1886:195, 1991:115). but i found that both women and men, especially 
among the more well-educated, frequently invoked a model of the four 
Hindu life stages when discussing the experiences of aging.
 in the a∆rama schema, two life phases constitute older age. When a 
man sees the sons of his sons and white hair on his head, he knows it is 
time to enter the forest-dweller or vanaprastha phase—departing from his 
home to live as a hermit, either with or without his wife, or remaining 
in the household but with a mind focused on god. The final life stage 
is conceptualized as a time of complete renunciation of the phenomenal 
world and its pleasures and ties. as a sannyasi or renouncer, a man strives to 
become free from all worldly attachments, through taking leave of family 
members, abnegating caste identity, giving up all possessions, performing 
his own funeral rites, begging, and constantly moving from place to place 
so that no new attachments will develop. if a person is able to free himself 
from all binding attachments in this way, he may be able to attain ultimate 
“release” (moksha) from the cycle of rebirths, redeaths, and reattachments 
to worldly life, or samsar (this is also the word commonly used for “family, 
household”; its core or literal meaning is “flowing or moving together”). 
Few Hindus actually move to the forest or become wandering renouncers in 
old age, but many do view late life as an appropriate and valuable time for 
focusing increasingly on god and spiritual awareness. They find compelling 
a model of the life course in which one concentrates on worldly matters—
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marriage, reproduction, and material gains and pleasures—during one’s 
adult householder years, and then turns in later life toward spirituality and 
consciousness of human transience.
 in some ways, though, the two models of old age explored thus far in 
this chapter—being served within an intimate joint family, and moving 
to the forest to focus on god—are in conflict, because in one a person 
receives care precisely within the family, and in the other the person pur-
posefully renounces ties to the family and world. Many of the spiritually 
minded older indians i know claim to find it perfectly acceptable and 
possible to concentrate on spirituality in late life even while living within 
the family. However, as i explore in White Saris and Sweet Mangoes,  others 
feel conflicted and torn. They feel that their bindings of maya—their 
bodily and emotional ties to the persons, places, and things of their lived 
worlds—should decline as they grow older, but that, instead, the natural 
tendency is for the ties of maya to grow stronger and more numerous as 
life goes on. They should be loosening ties to their families and homes, 
developing a readiness for death and a greater awareness of god; and yet 
they still experience a strong yearning to see one more granddaughter’s 
wedding, to drink one more cup of tea from a beloved grandson’s hand, 
to eat one more sweet mango.
 This theme of literal or metaphorical spiritual forest-dwelling in late 
life is not as salient in narratives of modernity as is the theme of the 
joint family, possibly because the spirituality of the aged is not so widely 
perceived to be threatened by contemporary social changes in india. 
narratives in which the “materialist” West is encroaching into “spiritual” 
india—with valuable as well as injurious results—do abound; yet many 
feel that Western materialism exerts even more of a pull on the young 
than the old. Further, some of my older informants suggest that the wan-
ing family ties of modernity and globalization may in fact facilitate late-
life forest-dwelling; that several features of modern social life—such as 
dispersed families and even old age homes (as a contemporary version of 
the ancient Hindu “forest” away from the family)—thus might actually 
complement certain indian or Hindu “traditions” of aging.

Imagining the Present

 as those i grew to know in kolkata and the diaspora represented 
what they perceived to be traditional forms of indian aging, they also 
produced meanings and images about a bengali or indian modernity. 
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in kolkata, modernity is perceived as entailing a cluster of concepts and 
terms, including the English “modern,” or adhunik in bengali, and other 
terms conveying the temporal present, such as “these days” (ajkal ) and 
“nowadays” or “now” (ekhankar, ekhan). To those in kolkata, what i gloss 
as “modernity” is essentially the present itself, as different from the past—
“these days” as opposed to “those days,” “now” as opposed to “before.” 
as such, modernity is regularly associated with Western values, lifeways 
and processes, and in fact, in the nineteenth century, the bengali term 
most commonly employed to describe the modern or new (nabya) was 
explicitly linked to Western education and thought, the civilization inau-
gurated under English rule (chatterjee 1997). Modernity today is also 
regularly associated with features of “globalization” (a term commonly 
used in English), such as the global spread of Western values and lifeways, 
a (Western-dominated) global economy and media, and transnational or 
diasporic living. Modernity entails as well a host of other facets of contem-
porary life, frequently including urban residence, nuclear families, small 
flats, individualism, consumerism, materialism, careerism, a persistent lack 
of time, weak family ties, waning patriarchy, and old age homes.
 Much of what bengalis conceive as the present was inaugurated first 
under foreign colonial rule and then under Western-dominated globaliza-
tion; this may be one reason bengali conceptualizations of modernity can-
not but be deeply ambivalent, Partha chatterjee argues. in contrast to the 
“these days” felt to be not entirely of their own making, bengalis often con-
struct a “‘those days’ when there was beauty, prosperity and a healthy socia-
bility, and which was, above all, our own creation” (1997:210). amartya 
Sen, though, disagrees with chatterjee’s and other scholars’ attempts to 
neatly distinguish and celebrate “our culture” as opposed to “their culture” 
prevalent in contemporary india.16 instead, Sen argues that “in our hetero-
geneity and in our openness lies our pride, not our disgrace. Satyajit ray 
taught us this, and that lesson is profoundly important for india. and for 
asia, and for the world” (p. 138).
 let us here look first at some of the stories of decline indeed so preva-
lent in india today. as we have already begun to see, visions of modernity 
are often intertwined with images of aging, in which the most dominant 
theme is the decline of the joint family. one representative English-
language newspaper story, reporting on the new government of india leg-
islation that could send children to jail for failing to look after their elderly 
parents (a law i examine in chapter 8), reads: “The indian family scenario 
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seems to be crumbling in the nuclear age, . . . with an alarming increase 
in the number of senior citizens taking refuge in old age homes, . . . city 
parents . . . hit by the empty-nest syndrome, . . . [and a] parallel decline 
in respect for the elderly” (Salvadore and Mukherjee 2007). another news 
story, detailing the suicide of an eighty-year-old retired kolkata engineer 
whose only son lived abroad, opens: “Used to joint family structures, the 
elderly these days do not have even their children to talk to, leading lonely 
lives fraught with anguish” (bag 2003:3). one bengali gentleman reflects 
in a letter to the editor titled, “To age is now a curse” (B®iddha Hoyata 
Ekhan Abhi∆ap):

during our adolescence, most bengali households consisted of joint 
families. . . . [Yet,] the joint families or family units with one com-
mon kitchen have disappeared like dinosaurs. . . . Hence now all are 
nuclear families. . . . aged parents are neglected and ignored in the 
family. i am now 71 plus. Most of my relatives now live in various 
parts of West bengal. i have seen the miserable condition that those 
of my age, and even older than me, have been thrown into!17

 acclaimed bengali film director and actress aparna Sen, introducing 
a special issue titled “Problems of aged Parents” for the popular women’s 
magazine Sananda, highlights the failed reciprocity in today’s intergenera-
tional relationships: “it takes a lot of care to bring up a human baby. What 
kind of a human quality is it to throw into a neglected and uncared-for 
state those aged parents of ours without whose care it would have been 
impossible for us to grow up!”18

 The blockbuster bollywood film, Baghban, one of the biggest cin-
ematic hits in india in 2003, features the failed intergenerational reciproc-
ity, dissolving joint family system, and chasm between the past and present 
envisioned as distinguishing the contemporary era. Just like a gardener 
(baghban) who plants trees and nourishes them in the hopes that he will 
be able to rest in their shade when he grows old, the movie’s hero, raj 
Malhotra (played by the legendary amitabh bachchan), and his wife Pooja 
raise a family of four sons who are all now nicely settled in their profes-
sions. against his banker’s and former employer’s advice, the father upon 
retirement invests all of his income, including his provident fund, in his 
sons who, he believes, are the assets who will secure his future. “i am not 
worried about life after retirement at all,” raj Malhotra declares toward 
the film’s opening. “With god’s grace we have four children. That means 
we have four invaluable fixed deposits. Eight hands are enough to support 
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me.”19 once their father’s bank account is empty, however, the sons and 
daughters-in-law treat the parents with contempt and refuse to care for 
them properly. in the end, the hero publishes a best-selling novel (titled 
Baghban, like the movie) based on the mistreatment received from the 
hands of his sons; overnight he becomes millionaire, and the sons come 
groveling back, but he does not forgive them. The film closes as the father 
addresses a captive audience gathered to celebrate the book, his sons and 
daughters-in-law listening meekly:

i am not a writer. . . . i have only written what life has shown me. 
Baghban is not about me or any one person. This book is about the 
silence that exists between the past and the future. This book is about 
every bridge that has broken between two successive generations. 
This book is about those bent shoulders on which some children sat 
and enjoyed the carnivals of the world. This book is about those shiv-
ering, empty hands that once held the hands of their young children 
and taught them how to walk. . . . The world has changed. life has 
changed. People of my age please remember—

The father-author continues in a sarcastic tone, describing how the ways 
of the past have disappeared into the contemptible present:

What unworthy relationships we used to be entangled in! We saw 
the lord’s face in our father’s faces. We found heaven in the feet of 
our mothers. but now people have smartened up. Today’s generation 
has become very intelligent and practical. For them every relation-
ship is like a ladder which they step on to move up in life. and when 
that ladder [like a relationship with an old parent] loses its worth, 
then like broken furniture, broken utensils, torn clothes, yesterday’s 
newspaper, it is discarded into a storage area.

He takes on the resonant tone of an eloquent orator:

but life does not move up like a ladder. life grows like a tree. Parents 
are not like the first rung in a ladder. Parents are the roots of the tree of 
life. no matter how tall the tree might grow, how healthy and green 
it might be, cutting the roots will not allow it to remain healthy and 
green.
 That is why, today, i ask with great politeness and respect, that 
the children for whose joy a father happily spends every penny he has 
earned, why do these children hesitate to shine a little light for the 
parents when their eyes become weak? if a father can help his son to 
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take the first step in his life, then why can’t that son help his father 
take the last step of his life? Why are the parents, who spend their 
entire lives bestowing pleasures on their children, punished with tears 
and loneliness?

 Similar images abound in my informants’ own narratives, many of 
whom, of diverse ages and circumstances, viewed the film Baghban and 
declared it to be highly moving, truthful, and compelling. one morning 
i spoke with benu, the younger son and hard-working professional of a 
middle-class kolkata family, a family still arranged jointly, housing two 
married brothers, their wives, children, and parents. “Today, the younger 
people have become very materialistic and selfish,” benu reflected. “They 
only think of advancing their own careers, working hard, making money, 
being able to buy more things. Perhaps today they are finally able to buy a 
car, and then they think: Why not another? it’s like that.” He went on to 
tell of how, because of the younger generation’s career orientation, shortage 
of time, materialism, and selfishness, “Many people don’t want to care for 
their parents any more. They think: i’ll just put them in an old age home, 
or live separately. Perhaps they might even get offered an apartment as a 
perk through their job, and they want to accept it so they can move ahead. 
but perhaps their parents aren’t allowed in the apartment, or there’s no 
space for them there.” He asserted that he himself, however, was totally 
against people “abandoning” their parents in this way and plans to live 
permanently as a joint family, echoing the strains of Baghban as he avowed: 
“could a tree live without its roots? no, it would die. My parents are my 
roots. They are the ones who raised me and nourished me and still sustain 
me. if they were gone, i couldn’t exist—right?”
 i earlier introduced kalyani-di and Uma-di, residents of a modest 
ten-person elder abode just a short cycle-rickshaw ride or walk from the 
apartment complex in which i lived with my two daughters. one evening, 
as the sun was setting and we were lighting mosquito coils on the small 
front verandah, the conversation turned, as it so often did, to how things 
are so different now than in the past. kalyani-di exclaimed: “There are 
huge transformations now in our society! Everyone has become hugely 
selfish! no one wants to live closely any longer. Everyone wants to live 
alone. You’ll see—as many new homes are being built, all of them are the 
same kind—just for two people, two people.” Uma-di interjected with a 
mocking smile: “Soon they’ll be for just one person! Even husbands and 
wives will live separately!” kalyani-di had reflected on an earlier occasion: 
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“if we had grown up with the idea that we might live separately from our 
children, then it might not be so hard to get used to now. but with our 
own eyes we had never seen or known anything like this. We never could 
have even dreamed that an abode for elders (b®iddhabas) existed, that we 
would be here, in a place like this!”
 Many of the older generation comment that such dramatic modern 
transformations are occurring with extraordinary rapidity right in their 
time, so that they find themselves in the unique position of having grown 
up in one world and now making their lives in a radically different one. 
“The changes have been sudden (hathat)! right in our generation!” a 
dignity Foundation member exclaimed at one of their monthly gather-
ings. The dignity Foundation is a “Senior citizens life Enrichment” asso-
ciation, founded in Mumbai in 1995 with branches in kolkata, chennai, 
and several other major indian cities, its members mostly upper-middle-
class seniors living independently from their children. another gentleman 
jumped into the conversation, grinning, as he loudly voiced a lament: 
“We, of this generation, we suffered from our parents—how they rebuked 
us! and now, we suffer from our children—how they rebuke us!”
 However, as i have noted, visions of modernity or the present are 
richly multivalent. not all are tales of unremitting disaster. a more upbeat 
Sunday Times of India story claims that the joint family—essential to indian 
culture—will not disappear but is rather making a resurgence, while incor-
porating contemporary values: “We are finally realizing the wisdom of 
our conventional ways. While nuclear families in the West go sub-nuclear 
in quest of the i-me-myself ideal, the great indian Joint Family (giJF) 
is being reinvented. . . . Why can’t we be without it? because unlike our 
western counterparts, each one of us is already more than an individual: 
we’re a network of relationships” (baruah 2004:11). The newly “made-over” 
giJF combines older and newer elements: members have their own space 
(sometimes in separate adjoining flats), but they are there for each other, 
too; one can call on friends as well as family for emotional fulfillment; and 
one can be a working woman along with a wife, mom, daughter-in-law, 
and aunt. an optimistic letter to the editor from a kolkata gentleman 
asserts, “a pragmatic answer to the concerns voiced [in a recent newspa-
per story on the rise of old age homes] would be for our society to accept 
and encourage the concept of old age homes as a viable replacement for 
the joint family of yore.”20 another upbeat Sunday news story cheerfully 
titled “Hello! old age,” features a group of lady friends “well into their 
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seventies” who meet up regularly at the most modern and hip kolkata 
joints, like kFc and barista coffee. “increasingly in kolkata,” the reporter 
narrates, “many senior citizens are taking charge of their own lives, wishing 
away dependency and redefining the conventional rules of old age.”21

The Social Contexts of “Modern Aging” in a  
New Middle Class

 no single cause, but a whole complex of social changes, explains the 
emergence of novel ways of thinking about aging in india. Why now have 
old age homes suddenly burgeoned in the nation? Why now has there been 
a swell of institutions geared toward producing independent, non-family-
based elder living? Why now has aging taken such a hold in the public 
imagination as a sign of the paradoxes and complexities of the contempo-
rary age? Several interrelated factors are at work, connected to the com-
plex reforms of the 1990s collectively known as economic liberalization; 
an upwelling of money from a booming economy, outsourcing jobs, and 
expatriate remittances; the mounting trend of transnational migration; the 
substantial entry of women into the professional workforce; and the inten-
sity of india’s participation in a global circulation of ideologies. all these 
processes are tied to what policy makers, academics, journalists, and the 
public have deemed the growth of a significant new form of middle-class 
life in india.22 The processes have clustered together to create a situation 
where, among the urban middle classes in particular, there is more desire 
(among many but not all) to create new opportunities for managing aging 
other than multigenerational family residence; there is more money to pay 
for these new options; and yet there is anxiety (among many but not all) 
about what these transformations mean—for self, family, and nation.
 on the level of political economy, several forces have come together 
to help create a burgeoning new urban middle class with noticeably more 
disposable income to spend and, many believe, an array of new values 
and lifestyles. The early 1990s in india marked a period of pronounced 
economic liberalization under the government led by Prime Minister 
narasimha rao. Since achieving status as an independent nation in 1947, 
india had pursued economic development with limited global entangle-
ments; but in 1991, the economy was opened significantly to foreign invest-
ment and trade. Within five years, imports doubled, exports tripled, and 
foreign capital investment quintupled (derné 2005:178). opportunities for 
both consumption and employment were now shaped by global markets; 
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many professionals experienced a sharp rise in salaries; and the number of 
persons considered to be part of the fast-growing category of the middle 
class rose to somewhere between 100 and 250 million (depending on the 
criteria used to define middle class), from figures two to five times lower, 
over just ten years from 1989 to 1999 (Sridharan 2004:412–413).23

 in addition to bringing more disposable income into many people’s 
hands, the new global economic climate fostered the dispersal of families 
across the nation and world. With the establishment of large multinational 
corporations in india and booming iT, biotech, and real estate industries, 
many young professionals were pulled from smaller or less cosmopoli-
tan cities such as Patna and even kolkata24 to careers in global economic 
hubs like bangalore, new delhi, and Mumbai—frequently leaving behind 
larger multigenerational homes for nuclear-family-style flats.
 The past several decades have also been a period of intense transna-
tional migration. although people have emigrated from india for centu-
ries, it has only been over the past few decades that it has become com-
monplace, even expected, for young adults of india’s cosmopolitan middle 
classes to migrate abroad for higher education and professional opportuni-
ties, frequently ending up settling permanently overseas. in 2006, annual 
nri (non-resident indian) remittances to india totaled over $24 billion 
(with 44 percent coming from the United States).25 indians emigrate to 
nations such as australia, canada, England, Singapore, the United arab 
Emirates, and very notably the United States—where the indian american 
population has risen from just about 5,000 in 1960 to over 1.5 million 
in 2000, a three-hundred-fold increase in just forty years. in 2002 the 
government of india, recognizing the cultural and economic significance 
of expatriate indians, launched a Persons of indian origin card scheme 
allowing holders visa-free entry and rights to buy property and invest in 
the nation, aiming as well to “reinforce their emotional bonds . . . to their 
original country.”26 The comings and goings of nris play a significant role 
in urban middle-class indian culture, and many of the new institutions of 
aging are targeted specifically at the parents of indians living abroad. one 
of these is the rosedale gardens apartment complex constructed in 2007 
on kolkata’s outskirts, with 60 of the 504 apartments designed especially 
for the elderly living alone, and 46 of these 60 reserved in particular for 
senior citizens with nri offspring—a plan conceived by two U.S.-settled 
nris who had left parents behind in kolkata.27

 Media globalization has accompanied economic liberalization in india, 
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fostering as well a powerful climate of social-cultural change and heady 
intermingling of local and global images and ideologies. Transnational sat-
ellite broadcasting made its indian debut in January 1991—cable television 
offerings suddenly competing with state-run television, at the same time 
that the slackening of foreign-exchange restrictions allowed Hollywood 
films to vie with bollywood productions. Steve derné notes the radical 
transformation of india’s media:

Fueled by advertisers trying to reach the new indian market, the 
number of television channels grew from one state-run channel in 
1991 to seventy cable channels in 1999. access to television increased 
from less than 10 percent of the urban population in 1990 to nearly 
75 percent by 1999. in 1991, cable television reached 300,000 homes; 
by 1999 it reached 24 million homes. With the easing of foreign-
exchange restrictions, previously unavailable Hollywood films were 
dubbed into Hindi and screened widely. (2005:178)

 Elaborate shopping malls, multiplex cinemas, high-rise apartment 
complexes with private swimming pools, restaurants, and gyms, and inter-
national food chains like Mcdonalds and Pizza Hut are also mushroom-
ing across india’s metropolises, almost as one watches, where nothing like 
that existed even just a few years earlier.28 india’s first global-consumer-
oriented shopping mall opened in Mumbai in 1999, and within just five 
years according to one estimate, three hundred malls were under construc-
tion countrywide29—replete with air conditioning, escalators, piped music, 
multiplex cinema theaters, food courts, and stores selling the leading indian 
and international brands. “Earlier, a large majority of indians believed in 
the Spartan asceticism of the Father of the nation, Mahatma gandhi,” one 
journalist comments on the fast-budding indian consumer culture. “but 
the new generation of shoppers—like their contemporaries worldwide—
believe in living for today and splurging at the mushrooming malls over the 
weekends” (bist 2004). although it is only the elite who can afford to shop 
regularly at chic malls, many less-well-to-do within the broad category of 
the middle class throng to gaze, watch a film, or indulge in snacks.
 a recent kolkata Telegraph newspaper story reflects rather glibly on 
such changes in bengali middle-class consumptive practices, linking them 
to even more pervasive transformations in value systems and ways of life:

call it a brand new attitude or a 21st century class struggle, but the 
bengali Middle class (bMc) is morphing. Just the other day, the 
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quintessential ‘bong’ [bengali] was cocooned in his middle-class 
values, safely ensconced in tradition. Today, as a Telegraph-MODE 
survey reveals, the bengali in calcutta is all set for a dramatic 
metamorphosis.
 in almost every field—from clothes to food to social habits—the 
city’s bengali middle class is changing. gone are the days when a 
bMc would subscribe to a life of restraint and modesty. Family axi-
oms such as no late night parties, no alcohol, no impulsive decisions 
and no luxuries are being obliterated with remarkable ease.
 The statistics say it all. about 95 per cent of those surveyed agree 
that the bMc today is more modern and less conservative in out-
look than it once was, while 42 per cent in the 20–50 age group care 
little about issues pertaining to morality. Eighty-two per cent feel it 
is important to be trendy and confident, and one out of every four 
polled loves to eat out.
 a casual visit to Pizza Hut or a kentucky Fried chicken (kFc) 
outlet on any given day would back the statistics. The swelling bMc 
crowd—which couldn’t think beyond machher jhol aar bhaat (fish 
curry and rice) till the other day—can be spotted tucking into crispy 
drums of heaven or smacking their lips after a spicy chicken and 
mushroom pizza. (T. ray 2006)

 Middle-class people in kolkata of various ages, genders and back-
grounds are talking about these matters, many finding it rather fun, new 
and exciting to participate in it all. at the same time, many, and not only 
among the older generation, engage in critical reflection, wondering if 
these trends are all completely desirable and if much of the kolkata they 
have known and loved is fading away. The Telegraph story goes on to 
report that a significant number of young middle-class adults has to seek 
mental health counseling, for as one psychiatrist explains, “When your 
core values receive a jolt you feel neither here nor there.” and the Telegraph 
survey revealed that 91 percent in the 60–75 age group feel that the bengali 
Middle class is “going wild and losing its family values” (T. ray 2006).
 Finally, changing gender mores form another critical dimension of 
contemporary middle-class culture with an impact on aging and family 
life. compared to those a generation earlier, urban middle-class women 
are more highly educated, older at marriage, and entering the workforce 
in the hundreds of thousands (radhakrishnan 2006). Such well-educated, 
professional women have significantly more agency in the family than 
had their mothers and mothers-in-law, creating an environment—as both 
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older and younger persons, both women and men, concur—in which many 
women are simultaneously less inclined to and less able to co-reside with 
and care for their parents-in-law. although i encountered some persons 
who lamented such changes, the more pervasive sentiment at large was that 
the traditional position of the daughter-in-law had always left something 
to be desired, and that perhaps it is not so beneficial for younger women to 
devote their lives toward submissively serving their in-laws in the home.
 it is striking that there seems today to be less public anxiety over the 
movement of women from the domestic to the public sphere than over 
the parallel movement of elders. The figures of old people and women 
are similar in that both can powerfully signify the family, upon which the 
“core values” of the nation hinge. in the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries, during the era of british colonialism and anti-colonial national-
ism, the family was held up as essential to indianness; yet the focus then 
was on women.30 Partha chatterjee (1990, 1993) examines how middle-
class bengali women in particular served to uphold a “traditional,” indian 
spiritual domain, located in the domestic sphere, distinguished from an 
increasingly “Western” materialist outer world that progressively engaged 
indian men. debates linking women with family, tradition, and indianness 
have also been salient within the contemporary indian diaspora, where 
indian women are widely expected to be the critical maintainers of “indian 
family values,” through such practices as performing culturally attuned 
childrearing and community service, and preparing indian food in the 
home (radhakrishnan 2008, T. Srinivas 2006, das gupta 2006:63).31

 contemporary public anxieties, however, seem to center even more on 
the figure of the old person than on the woman.32 This shift has transpired 
as middle-class women are entering the professional workforce at a dramatic 
rate, taking a pivotal place in the public sphere. in fact, some current dis-
courses represent contemporary indian women not merely as maintainers 
of “indian family values,” but also as significant producers of india’s new 
global economic success. Smitha radhakrishnan has observed, for instance, 
how recent “media representations of india’s booming iT industry have 
often carried a woman’s face, suggesting that the tech revolution in india 
has signaled a gender revolution as well” (2008:11). as the roles of women 
are shifting, anxieties over maintaining “core indian values” in the home 
are placed increasingly onto old people and intergenerational relations.
 So, a cluster of events and processes have come together to foster a 
new kind of urban middle-class society conducive to novel ways of orga-
nizing aging and anxieties over such transitions. Some children, following 
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career paths, have moved far from parents, across the nation or world. 
Some younger women are asserting preferences not to co-reside with their 
husband’s parents. Many parents and children feel that there is simply a 
different kind of “culture” at large, allowing for new lifestyles and family 
arrangements. There is a widespread sense, too, that a “generation gap” 
is increasing, partly because the pace and scope of contemporary social 
change seems so intense. although of course i argued in chapter 1 that it 
is misleading to think that the old cannot change, partaking in new trends 
such as mall culture, email, and gendered egalitarianism, many of my older 
informants do feel that the young are moving culturally forward or away 
from “traditional ways” faster than they are. That many of the younger 
generation engage in practices such as parties with alcohol, conspicuous 
consumption, fast food on the go instead of a sit-down rice meal, a busy 
lifestyle with little time for home, makes some elders uncomfortable. So, 
if another option is now available, some elders conclude that they may 
actually prefer to live separately from their children—to keep relations 
easier—while still hopefully visiting and remaining emotionally close. one 
of the key reasons more people live outside of the conventional joint family 
today is also, simply, that they can afford to. (This is also an important 
reason behind the growth in single-person households in the United States 
(Francese 2003).) That is, the establishing of separate residences and the 
“outsourcing” of elder care from the family to, for instance, old age homes 
requires economic resources that earlier generations even among the fairly 
well-off middle classes did not readily possess.

A Brief Interlude: The Spheres of Class

 This chapter has emphasized the perspectives and experiences of the 
middle classes in india, the focus of my fieldwork for this project and of 
recent media attention on aging. one gets a sense from this material of 
a very cosmopolitan india, where people, ideas, goods, money and com-
munications flow easily to and from a wider world.
 but i also spent some time with urban poor elders in kolkata, especially 
through the calcutta Metropolitan institute of gerontology (cMig). 
cMig sought out the very poorest of the poor elderly in the city—those 
living in slums, on the streets, inside pipes, with or without their families—
and invited them to come to the institute daily from noon to four, to sit 
under a ceiling fan, chat with each other, watch television, prepare paper 
packets for sale in the market, and receive food. The institute was near my 
rented flat, and i would go when i could in the afternoons to hang out.

1-LAMB_pages_i-132.indd   51 5/12/09   3:47:04 PM



aging and THE indian diaSPora

52

 The elderly women and men at cMig interpreted their abject condi-
tion in old age not in terms of the changing ways of a global modernity but 
rather in terms of timeless poverty. Sons don’t care for their parents because 
or when sons don’t have money. These seniors were not participating in 
the complex mobilities and global interconnections that so engage their 
middle- and upper-class neighbors. They went to and from cMig by foot, 
often stooped over while carrying a small cloth bundle of meager belong-
ings. The cMig set on which they watched their daily hour of television 
was tuned to a local bengali station. They had no kin or acquaintances 
living abroad.
 one sultry afternoon after we had eaten a snack of mu®i (puffed rice) 
and tea, one among the group of ladies i was sitting with asked eagerly, 
“Say, is it true, tell me, that in the U.S., people go around wearing leaves 
and are otherwise naked?”
 “no, no. That’s not actually true,” i replied.
 “ok, another thing i heard!” she continued keenly, proposing a story 
that seemed to her equally far-fetched. “is it true?—that when here it’s day, 
there it’s night?”
 “Yes, that is true.”
 another woman joined the conversation, from her spot on the floor 
where she rested on a piece of burlap sack. “We’ve seen airplanes in the 
sky. They’re so small! really, can people fit in them?”
 a third woman interjected to explain that when planes are on the 
ground, you can see that they are very large. “Have you ever been to dum 
dum [airport]?” she asked. “if you go there, you can see how big airplanes 
are!”
 The other ladies were interested and asked how one gets to kolkata’s 
airport. i explained that, in fact, a local bus goes right from the new bypass 
running in front of the calcutta Metropolitan institute of gerontology to 
the airport. (i had noticed the buses going by.) it would be, i thought, less 
than an hour’s ride.
 “How much would it cost?” one of the ladies wanted to know.
 “i think about five or ten rupees,” i surmised. That would be about 
ten or twenty cents, or the price of a half kilo of inexpensive rice.
 “See! no wonder we can’t go. Where would we get money to spend 
like that?”
 This simple exchange brings home just how dramatically the spatial, 
cultural, and economic spheres of class diverge in scale.
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one late morning in the winter of 2006, my research assistant, Hena, 
and i were chatting with Sri ashok bose, a warm, articulate man in his 
early eighties, who had been living in the ramakrishna Mission Home 
for aged People since its inauguration twenty-two years earlier. We sat 
in his simply furnished private room framed by two large windows open 
to a pleasant winter breeze and tree-filtered sunlight. in the room was a 
single bed covered with a pleasing yellow and orange cotton spread, a 
small wooden desk with chair, an additional chair next to the bed, and a 
tall metal wardrobe. dressed in a blue plaid lungi,1 tan button-down shirt, 
and richly colored maroon wool vest, Sri ashok spoke with us animatedly 
about the disciplined routines of his daily life and how he had come to 
live in the home.
 Sri ashok was a bachelor who had long been devoted to a spiritual 
life, an aim in keeping with this home’s mission, as described by one of its 
directors, to provide “a life away from the din of family, spent in solitary 
religious practices,” “a site to pursue the vanaprastha a∆rama,” or the third 
and “forest-dwelling” phase of the Hindu householder’s life.2 Sri ashok 
had gradually begun to lose his eyesight in his mid-fifties, but he had 
been able to serve out a full career as a government of West bengal Home 
department employee, and he now drew a pension with which he could 
fund his expenses. but before retirement, he had worried about how to 
care for himself in old age, being then almost blind and having no children 
of his own to depend on. He tells the story: “Then one day, i came across 
a notice in the newspaper that the ramakrishna Mission was planning 
to start an old age home! as soon as i read that, i went to [the Mission 
headquarters].” He recalls his application letter with detail and emotion: 
“i wrote, ‘if i am accepted here, then that is very good.’” He paused and 
continued with a full voice: “‘but if i am not selected, then please don’t 
write that news in a letter. because since i am blind, someone else will 
have to read the letter to me, and—i won’t be able to bear that.’” He then 
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 narrated, brimming with pleasure and pride, “but they wrote back in a 
letter, saying: ‘So long you have served us. now let us serve you.’” He 
repeated, smiling broadly: “‘So long you have served us. now let us serve 
you!’ and so i received admission!”
 “about this ashram,” Sri ashok went on, referring to the institution 
throughout as an ashram or spiritual shelter/abode, “there’s something you 
should know: we are living here completely without worry. Everything we 
need, we receive: the giving of food, tea [though he had earlier explained 
that he had never drunk tea much in his life; but that others take tea, and 
that he enjoys biscuits during tea time], warm bath water—whatever we 
need, we receive. Truly, there are no worries! at precisely the right time, the 
tea comes, the food comes! be there a strike, or a storm, whatever there 
is, still the food comes at just the right time.” and, indeed, just as he was 
speaking, his midday meal arrived, a few minutes before noon, placed 
quietly on the desk-cum-eating table next to his window, as some other 
residents chose instead to make their way through the halls to the common 
dining room, several pausing in his doorway to greet him as they passed.
 When Hena and i got up to leave shortly after, we offered pranam 
and he blessed us—in the ordinary junior-elder reciprocal exchange that 
so many indians practice, where the junior bows down and touches the 
elder’s feet as a sign of respect, and in turn the elder places his or her hands 
affectionately on the junior’s head and offers blessings. Then he held onto 
my hands warmly as he spoke briefly of his fondness for americans (who 
had welcomed Swami Vivekananda to new York and chicago a hundred 
years earlier) and invited us to visit again.
 a few days later i had a very different encounter: i visited aram 
(“comfort”), a small elder residence just a short walk or cycle-rickshaw 
ride from the apartment complex where i was living with my two daugh-
ters. it was the home that i probably visited the most often, and i gradually 
became quite close to three of the ladies who lived there, who were room-
mates and widows, two of whom had sons and daughters-in-law living 
right in kolkata and one whose only daughter resided in delhi. We had 
had especially poignant conversations that day, as they had mourned their 
plights in the old age home, after a lifetime of living intimately with family 
and sacrificing for their children. as i got up to leave, i bent down to offer 
them pranam. Uma-di and kavika-di blessed me in return; but kalyani-di 
—the most elegant of the three, a very beautiful, poised woman at age 
eighty-one—stopped me, her tender smile laced with chagrin, “Why are 
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you offering so much pranam to us—we, who are so full of sadness, who 
can’t give you proper blessings?” it was as if living in an old age home had 
stripped kalyani-di of the capacity to be a fruitful, potent elder.3 She had 
just been telling me of how she goes over and over, in her mind, begging 
her son and daughter-in-law, with whom she almost never actually speaks, 
to give her “release” from the old age home. “They have so much!—gold, 
things,” she scolded, speaking of her son and his wife, “can you imagine? 
anyone with that many things giving someone to an old age home?”
 The place where she and her roommates lived was just a small, ordi-
nary four-room flat that a young man, recently married and without other 
gainful employment, had rented to make into an old age home as his 
source of income. He dropped by once each morning to deliver food sup-
plies, and otherwise two ayahs, or caregivers, and the ten residents, of 
whom seven were largely bedridden, composed the home. Purportedly 
for security reasons, a padlock generally remained on the front gate, and 
it took some time and effort each time i dropped by to have one of the 
residents call one of the busy ayahs to bring the key to let me in. as there 
was no telephone on the premises, kalyani-di had borrowed my mobile 
phone that morning to call one of her kin, a daughter’s son: “i’m still alive! 
Have you forgotten me? Please tell your mother to visit!” kalyani-di and 
her roommates had reflected (as i reported briefly in chapter 2), “if we 
had grown up with the idea that we might live separately from our chil-
dren, then it might not be so hard to get used to now. but with our own 
eyes we had never seen or known anything like this. We never could have 
even dreamed that a b®iddhabas [abode for elders] existed, that we would 
be here, in a place like this!” it was not the particular conditions of their 
elder residence that shocked and disturbed these women; the flat where the 
elder home was established was an ordinary, fine, middle-class residence. 
it was the whole notion that elders could live in a separate institution 
established just for them, apart from their families, that still stunned these 
three women.
 These brief vignettes speak to the variety and intensity of meanings 
attached to the rise of what in English are most commonly termed “old age 
homes” in india today.4 Until the past few decades, old age homes almost 
did not exist in india, save for a handful established by christian mission-
aries during the british colonial era, largely catering to anglo indians and 
the very poor. now, residences for elders are rapidly springing up through-
out india’s urban and suburban neighborhoods, primarily for the Hindu 
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middle and upper-middle classes. although such institutions still house 
only a small minority of persons, they are receiving an enormous amount 
of media and public attention: journalists, filmmakers, residents, residents’ 
kin, proprietors, social workers, gerontologists, ngos, and those on the 
streets are all deliberating over what the surge of old age homes means for 
indian persons, families, and society.
 The predominant public discourse, in keeping with that of many of 
the old-age-home residents i have come to know, is substantially negative, 
and often scathingly so: old age homes signify the falling apart of society, 
a deplorable Westernization, children “throwing away” their parents, bitter 
alienation, rampant materialism, a loss of indian traditions and values.
 Yet, some public and media discourse is much more positive, as are 
the views of many of the old-age-home proprietors and indeed a sizable 
number of the homes’ residents. More optimistic assessments profess that 
old age homes offer a valuable, welcome alternative to family-based living, 
sustain those who have no kin readily to depend on, liberate both older 
and younger generations to live independently and freely, foster gendered 
and aged egalitarianism, and in fact are perhaps not so radically “new” or 
fundamentally “Western” after all. For instance, some, like ashok bose, 
expressly perceive old-age-home living as akin to the forest-dwelling or 
vanaprastha life phase long presented in Hindu texts as appropriate for 
older age, where one purposefully loosens ties to family and the world in 
order to pursue spiritual realization. Further, in old age homes, elders are 
often the recipients of quite a bit of sustained seva, or respectful service 
given to superiors—a key component of perceived traditional indian ways 
of aging.5 The residents of most homes do enjoy the receipt of seva—in 
the form of the faithful arrival of daily 5:00 am bed tea, meals served, oil 
massaged into hair, bath water warmed and delivered—even though this 
seva is offered by hired staff and proprietors rather than one’s own junior 
kin (a not insignificant distinction, which i explore below).
 This and the following two chapters concentrate on the intensely 
ambivalent, richly varied meanings and values that residents, proprietors, 
kin, and the public have tied to these emerging institutions. What does the 
rise of old age homes mean for the ways indians are (re)working aging, per-
sonhood, family, gender, and cultural-moral values in the contemporary 
era? in what ways does old-age-home living entail profoundly new ways 
of being? at the same time, in what important ways are older indian and 
bengali values and lifeways incorporated into the homes, making them 
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intriguingly local instantiations of an increasingly globally ubiquitous 
institution?

An Overview of the Homes

 Perhaps the single most striking dimension of the emergence of new 
modes of aging and family in india is the near flood of old age homes that 
has risen in india’s major urban centers. during the british colonial era 
in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, a few early old age homes 
were established. christian organizations such as The little Sisters of the 
Poor were primarily the founders of these initial homes, inhabited almost 
exclusively by anglo indians and by the destitute. The little Sisters of the 
Poor, a roman catholic religious order for women, was instituted in the 
mid-nineteenth century to care for the impoverished elderly lining the 
streets of France. The organization gradually expanded to establish old 
age homes for the poor in thirty-one countries, opening its first indian old 
age home in kolkata in 1882 and later adding six more across the nation. 
during the late 1800s and early 1900s, several old age homes for the anglo 
indian community also emerged. The anglo indians are a distinct minor-
ity community in india consisting of persons of mixed English and indian 
ancestry and practicing an anglo-centric culture based around English as 
the native language, European-style dress and cuisine, and the christian 
religion. Thus the earliest old age homes in the nation were regarded by 
the wider indian public as distinctly Western-originating, Western-style 
institutions.
 Many of these oldest homes are still thriving today, such as the first 
little Sisters of the Poor home established in central kolkata in 1882. 
recently remodeled, it is now an impressive-looking, grand white build-
ing, housing 150 older residents from any faith, free of charge—the only 
criteria being that the residents must be destitute, have no kin to support 
them, and be willing to perform daily chores, as able, in the home. Those 
older homes that have expressly maintained their christian anglo identi-
ties, however, such kolkata’s 150-year-old St. lawrence de Souza home, are 
gradually fading away as the community gets smaller and smaller, housing 
merely a handful of white-haired ladies dressed in knee-length printed cot-
ton frocks fashionable fifty or so years ago among the british.6 People in 
kolkata now still view such old christian institutions as appropriate and 
even valuable for the two groups they serve: the very poor who have no kin 
to rely on, and the aging community of anglo indians—many of whom, 
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in fact, have no remaining descendants in india upon whom they could 
depend, and who are viewed in any event as culturally very Western.
 What is strikingly new over recent years is the rush of old age homes 
appearing for middle- and upper-middle-class indians who are largely 
Hindu. This phenomenon began gradually in the 1980s and took off 
quite intensely in the late 1990s and early 2000s. in 1995, Helpage india 
began to publish a Directory of Old Age Homes in India, and its (soon-to-
be-updated) 2002 edition lists eight hundred across india’s urban centers 
(Helpage india 2002; see also Sawhney 2003:187). From 2003–2006, i was 
able to locate seventy-one old age homes in the kolkata environs alone, 
the vast majority having been founded over the last one to fifteen years.7 
in about 2004, regular columns began to appear in the classifieds sections 
of kolkata’s bengali newspapers under “B®iddhabas” (abodes for elders), 
advertising homes with vacancies.
 These newer old age homes are almost entirely a middle-class phe-
nomenon, mostly possible only for those with retirement pensions, pro-
fessional children, and/or considerable savings. run by both established 
non-governmental organizations (ngos) and also private entrepreneurs, 
the for-pay home rates range from about 1,000 to 6,000 indian rupees per 
month (a little over 20 to 120 USd), and often require a sizable joining fee 
or security deposit of anywhere from about 5,000 to 500,000 rupees (or 
about $100 to $10,000). an ordinary retirement pension for a middle-class 
professional might range from 3,000 to 15,000 rupees per month and thus 
could cover the monthly expenses. a full-time domestic servant (for six 
to seven days a week at about twelve hours per day), which many middle- 
and upper-class urban indian families employ, would be paid about 1,500 
to 3,000 rupees per month, roughly equivalent to the monthly fees of 
a modestly priced old age home. To come up with the security deposit, 
some sell a house or flat, or dip into savings accounts. This deposit is usu-
ally refundable, without interest, to the resident or a nominee, should the 
resident withdraw from the institution or pass away.
 Few among the very wealthy at this point are turning to old age homes; 
they have more other options open to them, such as the financial capacity 
to maintain their own private homes with plentiful servants, even in the 
absence of children.
 For the poor, there are a very limited number of old-age-home options, 
and within the urban poor communities where i have done fieldwork, the 
clear sentiment is that old age homes are distinctly for big/rich people 
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(ba®a lok). Their own elders, say the poor, must still count on their own 
kin, or else beg on the streets, or scrape out some kind of meager living by 
rolling cigarettes, making paper grocery packets, selling fruit on the street, 
or the like. a few christian charity homes surviving from the british era 
and several newer homes founded by indian philanthropic organizations 
do offer free or subsidized accommodations at low rates for the relatively 
or very poor (table 3.1). Such charitable institutions receive some limited 
financial assistance from Helpage india and the central indian govern-
ment. The government of West bengal maintains just one old age home 
for the poor, in the southern suburbs of kolkata, originally established in 
1968 as a Home for old and infirm Political Sufferers, to shelter Freedom 
Fighters who had battled the british during the independence movement 
and those who had resisted various congress Party policies in the 1950s and 
1960s (see chapter 8). now this institution is open even to those without a 
political background, sixty-eight residents in all, if they are destitute, aged, 
and can demonstrate that they have no kin upon whom they could rely.
 My and others’ research has at yet uncovered no Muslim homes for 
the aged in india (e.g., liebig 2003:166). nor have i personally encoun-
tered any individual Muslims living in the old age homes of kolkata, 
although the Mother Superior of the little Sisters of the Poor home in 
kolkata told me that they housed a few Muslim residents. Most of the 
kolkata elder homes do not label themselves as Hindu; however, ordinar-
ily Hindus and Muslims in the region do not share intimate living spaces 
with one another.8 My Muslim driver in 2006 and 2007 was curious about 
my research as he took me to and observed numerous old age homes, but 
he commented on several occasions that Muslims would never consider 
putting their elders into such a home. of course, as i continue to explore, 
many Hindus say the same, and a few old age homes are slowly emerging 
in neighboring Muslim-dominated bangladesh.9 in terms of caste mem-
bership, in the for-pay elder residences in and around kolkata, i encoun-
tered only persons of the highest bengali Hindu caste groups, brahmans 
and kayasthas.
 The philanthropic organization homes listed in table 3.1 fall into two 
types: those offering free or reduced-rate accommodations to the poor (a 
limited number), and those that charge going rates while still subsidizing 
the homes (the majority). i should note that the line between the “private 
(for-profit) business” and the “philanthropic organization” categorizations 
is somewhat fuzzy. as i explore further below, many proprietors and others 
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are uncomfortable classifying old age homes as for-profit businesses, prefer-
ring rather to present their enterprises as “no-profit/no-loss” or benevolent 
“serving others”–type projects. However (going beyond strictly informant-
supplied categorizations in this case), i have classified those institutions as 
private (for-profit) businesses if they have not registered with the govern-
ment as a non-profit charitable organization for tax purposes, and (from 
what i can gather) generate at least some income that the proprietors can 
use, generally to support themselves and their households. This does not 
mean that the sole or even primary motivation of those involved in the 
“for-profit” business enterprises is necessarily that of financial gain.
 regarded widely as a distinctly modern and Western mode of man-
aging aging, the institutions are referred to most commonly using the 
English designation “old age home.” in kolkata, bengali alternatives such 
as b®iddhabas—abode (abas) for elders (b®iddha, literally “increased” or 
“senior”)—are also gradually becoming more prevalent. a second term, 
b®iddha∆ram—“shelter” or “ashram” for elders (b®iddha)—carries distinct 
connotations of both spirituality (where elders can purposefully culti-
vate freedom from worldly ties) and refuge (for those who have no place 
else to go). one of the most sophisticated elder institutions in kolkata 
calls itself a “Home for Senior citizens,” and the cosmopolitan residents 
there, who also partake in cocktail parties and jaunts to the neighborhood 
espresso café and movie theater, explicitly rejected (in keeping with current 
american trends) what they felt to be the rather pejorative and pitying 
label of “old.”
 accommodations can come in the form of single, double, or dormi-
tory-style rooms; and in some a husband and wife (or mother and daughter, 
or two siblings) can opt to live together.10 The homes range in size mostly 
from about five to fifty residents.11 These residents are commonly referred 
to, within media, public, and even institutional discourses, as “inmates” 
(though without explicitly intending to convey the negative prison-related 
connotations the term carries in american English) or “boarders.” More 
familiarly in bengali, proprietors and staff frequently call the residents 
by respectful and affectionate kin terms such as masima (mother’s sister), 
thakurma (grandmother), or mesoma∆ae (mother’s sister’s husband).12 The 
residents come from a wide range of family situations: some are childless, 
others have only daughters, others’ children are all abroad, and others 
(of those i interviewed, the largest number) have sons and daughters-in-
law living right nearby (see table 3.2). it is significant to note that most 
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indians feel it strongly inappropriate to live in a married daughter’s home, 
although such attitudes are changing somewhat due to various factors, 
probably the most significant being that more daughters are earning their 
own incomes.13 Some homes are for one gender only (in kolkata, i found 
one for men only, and several more for only women); and while most are 
mixed-gender residences, they generally house considerably more women 
than men, a fact i reflect on further below.
 in terms of degrees of comfort and amenities offered, i encountered 
two primary kinds of institutions. The larger and fancier homes are sit-
uated in institutions built especially for the purpose, resembling other 
modern apartment complexes rising around the city. These have been 
founded primarily by philanthropic non-governmental organizations, or 
by the “corporate social responsibility” or “social projects” wings of large 
business corporations such as the aditya birla group (which runs the 

Table 3.1.  
Old Age Homes in Greater Kolkata by Type of Organization

Private (For-Profit) business 46

Philanthropic organization
    (# offering free or reduced-rate accommodations for the poor: 5)

20

christian charity (free or reduced rates)   4

government of West bengal (free)   1

Note: (n = 71 located, 2003–2006)

Table 3.2.  
Old-Age-Home Resident Profiles: Status of Children

Sons and daughters-in-law in kolkata region 33

no children 30

only daughters
     (local: 15; outside kolkata: 2; overseas: 1)

18

Son(s all) abroad
     (outside kolkata: 9; overseas: 9)

18

Unmarried son   1

Note: based on 100 subjects—75 female, 25 male
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Mahadevi birla niketan old age home) and the Peerless general Finance 
and investment company (which runs Milan Tirtha). Such organizations 
previously devoted themselves to initiatives such as healthcare, education 
for the poor, and sustainable livelihoods, and have recently turned as well 
to founding, and partly subsidizing, old age homes. because of these sub-
sidies, the homes run by the large, well-established ngos or corporations 
tend to be the finest around, offering generally many more facilities—
such as separate dining and function rooms, elevators, small libraries and 
temples—than do most of the purely private institutions. over the past 
several years, a few large (40-50-room), upmarket old age homes have 
also been established in kolkata by private parties. in all, about ten of the 
seventy-one homes i located were of this relatively luxurious nature. in 
addition to the larger facilities and more spacious common rooms, such 
upscale institutions generally offer residents private bedrooms, attached 
baths replete with showers, the possibility of air conditioning and small 
personal refrigerators, sometimes a small kitchenette, and the like. Such 
homes tend to cost more and appeal to those who have maintained rela-
tively affluent lifestyles earlier.
 The more numerous smaller homes, run by both more minor ngos 
and private entrepreneurs, have been launched in donated schools, for-
mer medical clinics, and most frequently private households—owned or 
rented flats in ordinary middle-class neighborhoods. These homes are set 
up by and large very like the kinds of ordinary middle-class households 
that the residents tend to come from, with similar living, eating, sleeping, 
bathing, and cooking arrangements. Many of these arrangements would 
strike many americans as quite austere and cramped. For instance, pri-
vate bathrooms are not the norm. Most homes do not have showers or 
baths; instead, residents bathe using buckets of water, heated over a stove 
in winter. People tend more often to share bedrooms (in groups of about 
two to six) rather than have a private room. but to most residents (and 
to me, having spent a lot of time in similar indian households), all this is 
quite normal, familiar, and even often very welcome. For instance, many 
residents much prefer to share a room rather than to maintain a private 
bedroom in an arrangement that would strike most of their generation as 
unusually isolated and lonely.14

 When i first began doing this research in 2003, the majority of old 
age homes i encountered required that residents, at least when joining the 
facilities, be in fairly good mental and physical health, able to walk, talk, 
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and perform basic activities of daily living, such as eating, dressing, and 
bathing. Many required an interview and often a medical examination 
to determine eligibility. Then, in the event that a resident later became 
seriously ill or incapacitated, the policy of many institutions was that the 
resident must be sent home. “Home,” i would wonder, in discussing such 
policies with various managers, “is just where for many of these residents?” 
This incongruous policy had also struck an active member of a senior citi-
zens club, who at a gathering to discuss the emergence of old age homes, 
commented, “You are given an umbrella, and then just when it starts to 
rain, the umbrella is taken away!” by 2006, however, i observed that an 
increasing number of homes were harboring physically and mentally dis-
abled elders, who simply had to pay additionally for a private nurse’s care, 
which the home would arrange and supervise if such care were necessary. 
The homes do also provide weekly or biweekly doctor’s visits.
 in india, “nursing homes” (called by that name in English) are not 
thought of as institutions devoted in particular to the long-term care of 
the elderly as they are in the United States. rather, birthing mothers, those 
recovering from surgeries, and some older people requiring medical care 
use nursing homes for relatively contained periods of time. Most old age 
homes in india, then, are more similar to U.S. assisted living residences. 
cosmopolitan communities in the increasingly sophisticated cities of 
chennai and bangalore have also witnessed the opening of a few posh 
retirement communities modeled after those in Western Europe and the 
United States, where senior citizens may purchase small independent apart-
ments on maintained grounds while also partaking, when they wish to, of 
provided meals, medical attention, housekeeping, maintenance staff, and 
social activities.
 The minimum age requirement observed by most residences for elders 
in india is sixty, a common age of retirement in india. i encountered several 
residents who were younger still, however, such as an older resident’s wife 
still in her fifties and a divorced and childless woman in her forties who 
found the old age home a safe and comfortable place to live. (india’s cities 
offer few other non-family living options, especially for single women.) 
Very many residents whom i encountered, at any chronological age, would 
be considered quite “young” by U.S. standards—fit and sharp—and (again, 
by U.S. estimations) well able to get by on their own.
 The homes provide all meals, served either in common dining rooms 
or at bedside for those less mobile and in homes lacking space. bed tea (at 
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dawn), morning tea with breakfast, and afternoon tea are also punctually 
served. numerous institutions offer a choice between vegetarian and non-
vegetarian diets, appealing especially to many upper-caste widows who, in 
bengal, are widely expected to observe strict vegetarianism (avoiding not 
only meat, fish, and eggs, but also garlic and onions).15 However, not all 
homes prepare separate vegetarian meals, so quite a few widowed residents 
tell (some complaining, others accepting, still others seemingly pleased) 
of how they have had to forgo all such order and rules. in some of the 
fancier homes, residents have set up small kitchenettes in their rooms, with 
refrigerator, hot plate, and a few supplies for making tea and snacks for 
themselves and guests.
 residents’ clothes are washed and rooms cleaned; and in fact one of 
the distinct advantages of old-age-home living, many say, is that older 
people no longer have to manage their own servants. Even most ordinary 
middle-class households in india maintain servants to help with household 
chores, something that requires money, just as residing in an old age home 
does. Peppering indian newspapers over recent years are also stories of aged 
persons being tricked, robbed, and even murdered by domestic work-
ers, contributing to a widespread sense that it is inappropriate and even 
dangerous for elders to live on their own (chapter 6). Some old-age-home 
residents also tell of how bored and irritated they had become listening to 
their servants’ monotonous stories over and over again, as they had become 
increasingly homebound in their older years.
 in india’s old age homes to date, strikingly minimal formal activi-
ties are planned, and residents spend their time reading, chatting, simply 
sitting, playing cards, knitting, writing journals and letters, having tea, 
watching television, going on morning walks, taking a stroll to a nearby 
market, and (in the fancier ones) attending occasional cultural programs 
and functions. Female residents might also help with some light cooking, 
such as peeling vegetables, cleaning small stones from dried lentils, or 
tasting a dish to see if it has turned out right. The larger homes generally 
house a mandir or temple, where residents can pray, make offerings to dei-
ties and sing hymns. Most women boarders and some men also maintain 
their own small shrines in their rooms, where they perform daily pujas, 
serving and honoring both deities and deceased kin such as husbands and 
parents. Especially if in a private room, residents tend to decorate their 
spaces elaborately, with photographs, wall hangings, small furnishings 
from home, a television—making their spaces their own new homes. The 
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larger, more posh homes have established one or two common areas for 
congregating, watching television or playing games, or to use as a library 
or computer room with internet access. Some more elaborate homes also 
maintain quite lovely gardens with flowers, vegetables, sometimes a cow or 
dog or two, walkways, benches, and perhaps a small fish and lily pond.
 The government does not consistently regulate old age homes in india 
to date, although it does provide minimal financial support to some institu-
tions serving the relatively poor, through the organization Helpage india; 
and some indian gerontologists and newspaper editorials are calling for 
increasing regulation (e.g., narasimhan 2004, Sengupta 2005, The Hindu 
Special correspondent 2004). The lack of regulation presents a potentially 
precarious scenario. The homes run by the larger philanthropic organiza-
tions are regulated and scrutinized at least by their own committees—by 
boards of directors, presidents, donors, and members who volunteer and 
visit—providing a somewhat public eye. in the small business, private 
old age homes, which make up the majority of the homes in kolkata 
(table 3.1), residents and their families are completely dependent on the 
goodness, knowledge, and skills, or lack thereof, of the proprietors. by far 
the majority of the thirteen private homes i spent a good deal of time in 
seemed to me to be decently run, fine places—that is, clean, the residents’ 
basic needs met, with generally respectful staff and pleasant living condi-
tions—arranged, by and large, very like the kinds of ordinary, familiar, 
middle-class households that the residents tend to come from. but a few 
disturbing cases stand out. in one small private home, a toilet stands right 
in the midst of the sleeping and eating quarters of three roommates, not 
even separated by a protective curtain—an arrangement that profoundly 
upsets ordinary indian sensibilities regarding pollution, purity, and pro-
priety. in another home, the proprietor simply took for himself and his 
wife a radio-cassette player that my ten-year-old daughter and i had lov-
ingly donated to the home’s residents. in a third home, according to the 
daughter of a resident, the nurse that the home had arranged to provide 
care for her bedridden mother was completely unsupervised and unskilled, 
and so the daughter returned from delhi, where she lived and worked, to 
find her mother covered in bedsores and requiring hospitalization.
 However, as i have noted, by far the majority of the private- business 
homes i visited struck me, and my research assistant Hena, as quite pleas-
ant, loving, clean, adequate—run, as were the larger more formal insti-
tutions, by well-meaning and hard-working proprietors. The smaller, 
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Figure 3.1. dhara roy in her elaborately decorated room with Hena, my research assis-
tant (left). dhara-di shares two adjoining rooms with her husband and mother.

Figure 3.2. Two lady residents chat and knit as their morning goes by.
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Figure 3.4. residents chat in the open-air corridor in front of their rooms.

Figure 3.3. a winter day in the gardens of the Swami Mahadevananda giri 
briddhashram.
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 private homes also tended to be the most “homey” (in bengali, gharoya), 
rather than institutional, a quality that many residents said had originally 
attracted them and that they appreciated.16 So, for instance, in atithiseva 
(“Hospitality”), the six lady residents would spend a good part of each day 
with the two proprietors hanging out in the central kitchen and common 
room, chatting, helping to plan meals and do light cooking, speaking of 
the proprietors as being like their own sons or nephews, and often with 
one or two of the proprietors’ children hanging around—sitting on their 
“grandmothers’” laps or leaning on their chairs—and occasionally with the 
proprietors’ wives dropping by. The residents affectionately described one 
of the proprietors, Shiven, as a particularly good cook: he had learned from 
his mother, who was around their age, and in fact each day before leaving 
home on his way to work, he would ask his mother (with whom he lived, 
until she passed away during my period of fieldwork) what he should pick 
up from the market and cook that day for all of his “aunts.”

Everyday Narratives: Why Old Age Homes Now?

 chapter 2 offered an analysis of the complex social changes helping to 
explain the rise of non-family based modes of aging in contemporary india. 
Here, i delve more closely into my informants’ daily narratives and musings 
about the emergence of, in particular, old age homes in their nation.
 “Why old age homes now?” was one of the questions i repeatedly 
asked. Many residents and directors also spontaneously broke into discus-
sions of this relevant topic.
 There would be the usual shared catalog of common responses: the joint 
family system is breaking down (this single response surfaced in almost any 
discussion); families are becoming small; nuclear families are taking over; 
people are living now in small flats; children are moving abroad; those of 
the younger generation have become very busy—with their jobs, the push 
for material prosperity, parties, and their own children; people have no time 
now (to care for aged relatives, for instance); selfishness and individualism 
are on the rise; the ways of “Western” societies (including old age homes, 
a feature of the West) are exerting their force globally; daughters-in-law 
are becoming older (at marriage), more educated, more career-bound and 
thus more assertive; the older generation is unable to adjust to newer ways; 
generation gaps are increasing; there is now a looser sense of family and 
social-moral obligations; patriarchy is on the decline; more people have 
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more money and so can afford to live separately; there are more options 
now for ways to live one’s life.
 Presented very much as features of “today’s times” (ajkal ) and “modern 
society” (adhunik samaj), some people would describe such contemporary 
changes in very disparaging terms, others more matter-of-factly, and still 
others with some degree of celebration.
 Mukund gangopadhyay, who lived with his wife in the Swami 
Paramananda baba ashram for Elders, was one who viewed the emergence 
of old age homes in india in highly disparaging terms, and he invoked the 
classical Hindu devolutionary model of the four yugas or ages to make sense 
of the contemporary social changes that have allowed their rise. according 
to this well-known theory, things get progressively worse over time rather 
than better, as humankind gradually moves through four ages to reach the 
most degenerate of all times, the contemporary kali Yuga. Mukund-babu, 
one of his good friends in the home bimal Mitra, a few other residents, 
the home’s manager, my research assistant, Hena, and i were chatting 
outdoors, sitting on the benches arranged in the home’s spacious gardens 
on a pleasant winter morning in 2004, a year after my first visit to this 
elder abode. The frequently voiced topic—Why are there old age homes 
now?—came up. Mukund-babu’s co-resident friend bimal-da commented 
matter-of-factly, “When people get old, their kids kick them out, disown 
them (batil kare dae)—this happens in all countries.” Mukund-babu took 
immediate exception, interjecting forcefully, “Before, that didn’t happen 
here! There was no kicking out of houses! People lived with their families—
with their sons if they had them; if not, with other relatives.17 Everyone 
is saying that ‘progress’18 is happening,” he went on. “but is this progress 
[agragati]? or stagnation [ja®ata]?!”
 He went on to explain, for my benefit, the Hindu theory of the four 
yugas as laid out in the bhagavad gita—how, with each age, society dete-
riorates more and more, until, “in my individual opinion, all this will be 
destroyed—completely smashed. We are seeing it before our very eyes right 
now.” Hena chided Mukund-babu for being so very negative: “How can 
you say that everything has rotted? . . . Your mind has withdrawn since 
coming here. . . . if individuals make the world around them good, then 
gradually we can create a good society. . . .” They argued, as i tried to take 
notes, making a note to myself, too, to tell Hena that i’m actually inter-
ested in Mukund-babu’s negative theories and that perhaps she shouldn’t 
attempt to silence them, trying to cheer him up. Some standing around got 
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bored and wandered off, and Hena, Mukund-babu, and his friend bimal-da 
ended up agreeing that at least some good adda—a particularly bengali 
term for fulfilling, intense, argumentative conversation—had transpired.
 Mukund gangopadhyay was not alone in viewing old age homes as the 
result of radical global apocalyptic change, but more of those involved in 
the homes tied their emergence to three more specific interrelated trends, 
trends that were not always regarded as negative: 1) multifaceted processes 
of “Westernization,” the rise of a new middle class, and a general loss of or 
change in “traditional” lifeways; 2) a transformation of gendered and gen-
erational relationships, specifically a waning of patriarchy; and 3) a relaxing 
of powerful social-moral obligations surrounding the family—the opening 
up of more options regarding ways of organizing intergenerational relation-
ships, which have always been fraught with difficulty. These kinds of social 
trends, introduced in earlier chapters, merit a bit more examination here 
in the specific context of people’s efforts to make sense of old age homes. 
Through fashioning narratives to answer the pressing question of “Why old 
age homes now?” elders, old-age-home proprietors and the public construct 
and reflect upon understandings of modernity in india.

“Westernization,” New Middle-Class Lifeways, and a Loss of / 
Change in “Traditional” Values

 “Westernization” figures as a major trope in current discourse about 
the emergence of old age homes in india, along with the rise of a new kind 
of middle-class culture. recall, for instance, dr. ranjan banerjee’s reflec-
tions, cited in opening the book:

‘old age homes’ are not a concept of our country. These days, 
we are throwing away our ‘culture.’ The U.S. is the richest 
nation in the world and therefore has won us over. now we, 
too, are only after material wealth as a nation and have become 
very unhappy. . . . ‘old age homes’ are not our way of life. . . . 
Material wealth [artha] used not to be the prime value in life; 
rather, family and social closeness were. but now it has become 
so. i myself am against the ‘old age home concept’—but, ‘old 
age homes’ will stay and increase in india.

People also commonly spoke to me of old age homes as “my” (i.e., the 
United States’) country’s or culture’s “system.” Even my research assistant 
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Hena on several occasions replied to residents who asked me if there were 
old age homes in my country, “Yes, of course! old age homes are from her 
culture, and we are learning from them!”
 To some extent one could say that this straightforward explanation 
of the origin of old age homes in india is simply true—that they came 
originally from the West. For instance, as described above, the first old 
age homes in india were built under british rule, mostly by christian 
groups such as the little Sisters of the Poor. Several indian founders of 
contemporary old age homes also told me specifically of how they were 
first inspired to establish their homes after traveling to Western nations 
such as England and encountering such institutions there. However, the 
institutions themselves would not have thrived in india in the absence of 
broader social trends, which many people link explicitly to a broader influ-
ence of “Western” ways, especially among the new middle class.
 it is interesting to scrutinize what images of the West figure in such 
discourses. The following often get grouped together: nuclear families, 
small flats, transnational living, consumerism, lack of time, efficiency, 
rationality, materialism and individualism. These are placed in contrast to 
more “traditionally” indian characteristics: family bonds, intimacy, plenti-
ful time, spirituality, large houses and families, care and respect for elders, 
material frugality. a bengali catholic sister working at kolkata’s oldest 
old age home, the newly remodeled little Sisters of the Poor institution, 
responded to my query about why old age homes now: “like americans, 
people don’t have time anymore.” (i was struck. i know that i, an american, 
do indeed feel terribly pressed by a shortage of time while in the United 
States, but—are we known so internationally to be singularly characterized 
by this irritating feature of contemporary life?)19 She went on to explain 
how today’s indian children are extremely busy with their jobs and such, 
and they also frequently live abroad, pursuing professional careers while 
leaving their parents behind. Even those who remain in india choose to 
live now in small, modern flats, she remarked. “So, they send their parents 
to paying homes. at least they are paying. They have money but they can’t 
or don’t want to look after their parents themselves.” She added, “There 
are so many [old age] homes now, but there is still such a rush! We have 
so many on the waiting list. if anyone dies, we fill the spot immediately.”
 one afternoon, i was sitting in the central courtyard of ashaniketan, 
a pleasantly designed home that houses twelve women in dormitory-style 
accommodations. We were all gathered together in the outdoor courtyard, 
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where the ladies usually congregate in the afternoons, enjoying tea. When 
i raised the topic, “Why old age homes now?” a lively discussion ensued 
about familiar themes—busy children, independent living, the decline in 
joint families—as they spoke almost in unison, though not un-cheerfully: 
“‘Joint families’ are all breaking up.” “before, we all lived in one samsar 
[family, household].” “before, people had big, big houses. now they all 
live in small, small flats.” “The chief point is that families are getting 
small. before they had seven to eight children; now they have one to two 
children only.” “children are very busy now.” “The children are all going 
outside [kolkata] and to foreign countries to work.” “These days in the 
flats, everyone wants to have a bathroom attached to each bedroom, and 
each person wants their own room—They’re not all sleeping together like 
they used to. but, you can’t find such flats for lots of people: the flats come 
in sizes of two to three bedrooms. So now there is no room for the old 
people.” The new living arrangements nurture modern values of privacy 
and individualism.
 To illustrate these points, several spoke of their families of youth. one 
described how hers had been such a large family, of three brothers and three 
sisters, aunts, uncles and grandparents, all living together on their family 
land in East bengal. another woman described her natal home: “Five sis-
ters and three brothers, and such a large house! This kind of family doesn’t 
exist any more.”
 “There are those of us without kids,” one woman added, “and also 
those with kids. but even those with kids are left alone; the kids are very 
busy, or they move abroad to work. So, we are left alone all day. We felt 
very lonely before coming here.” “old age homes are new here,” another 
volunteered. “They have begun with our ‘generation.’” i asked, “Will your 
children live in old age homes?” and several laughed, replying, “Yes, cer-
tainly!” “ashrams for elders are increasing so much, that wherever you go, 
you hear that a new one is starting!”
 as discussed in chapter 2, a major impetus behind such transforma-
tions is the upwelling of money that has entered the middle and upper 
middle classes following india’s economic liberalization policies of the 
early 1990s. The new trend of for-pay old age homes is specifically for 
the middle classes, and can rightly be considered a part of a new, broader 
consumerism: the buying or consuming of care. Sanjita Sen, society lady20 
and co-founder of ananda ashram, a brand new abode and one of the 
more posh old age homes of kolkata, defined their targeted clientele: “For 
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those who have adjusted with their kids abroad, and who have children 
who are eager to pay, more than eager to pay for their parents’ happiness—
we arrange for mental peace, and also physical peace.” Momentarily she 
added as well that many elder parents themselves are also able to pay, and 
choose to pay, in a sense buying their comfort, convenience, security, and 
independence.
 a recent newspaper story titled “old, but Free” explores the motiva-
tions of a well-off older woman who had just driven out with a group of 
friends to investigate an old people’s complex that was being built on the 
outskirts of the city of bangalore. The reporter wondered what motivated 
her to plan for this kind of living. The story concludes:

There was a time when there was a distinct stigma attached to being 
in an old folks’ home. The homes that existed were dismal and 
shoddy. To live in one of them implied a lack of anywhere else to 
live and a lack of caring on the part of one’s children. but all that has 
now changed, not least of which are attitudes. increasingly, the old 
are now reluctant to move in with their children. They are loath to 
give up their independence, yet . . . they seek comfort. . . . 
 The response to this demand is a spate of senior citizens’ com-
plexes that are mushrooming all over the country. They consist of 
well-designed, attractive homes . . . where the residents have all their 
needs attended to. They live independently, yet, where food, medi-
cal attention, housekeeping, and companionship are concerned, free 
of all cares and worries. on the face of it, what could be better! 
(Vasudeva 2006)

Here, moving to an elder residence is part of a whole new consumerist way 
of middle-class life, one that entails reorganizing and reconceptualizing 
not only old age and family, but also much broader visions of personhood, 
social-moral values, and the very aims of life.

Gendered and Generational Changes, and a  
Waning Patriarchy

 gender and especially the changing position of women also figure 
centrally in many narratives explaining the rise of old age homes today. 
Some speak in favor of gendered social changes, viewing them as liberatory, 
especially for younger women; while others blame women for what they 
regard as the degenerations of a modern era.21

 Sadanand chatterjee, the director of a rather large forty-resident old 
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age home for paying and a few free residents, claimed that changes regard-
ing gender were the main force behind the rise of india’s old age homes, 
although the idea for the homes also “came from Western culture,” he 
argued. “Traditionally, india had no such system; it was part of india’s 
ancient dharma [moral-religious conduct] to care for one’s elders.” in addi-
tion to being the founder and director of this home, he was also a brahman 
priest, and he spoke to Hena and me with his sacred thread22 showing 
prominently outside his thin T-shirt, as he relaxed in an armchair in his 
living quarters adjoining the elder residence, his eyes straying periodi-
cally to a television blaring a bengali matinee behind us. as a young man 
assisting his father with his priestly duties at the thronging kalighat kali 
temple, he had seen families simply casting aside their elder kin, leaving 
them to beg in the streets around the temple. The main force behind such 
changes in indian society, he asserted, is the changing role of women, who 
are marrying at older ages and increasingly entering the paid work force:

daughters-in-law used to marry at young ages and then could 
easily become one [ek] with the family. but now they are not 
marrying until after twenty-five or thirty, and so they are not 
so flexible. and the parents-in-law are also not able to adjust. 
When their daughter-in-law came as just a little girl, it was easy 
to learn to adore her. . . . 
 Further, daughters-in-law who have jobs can assert them-
selves and say that they want to live independently. and 
another related thing: mothers are going out to work and so 
are not properly giving milk to their children. The children are 
being raised by ayahs. So, children are crying, and old people 
are crying.

 This man’s comments irritated my research assistant Hena, who later 
told me that she felt he was being sexist, too easily blaming all of society’s 
current ills on women. i concurred that there was something about his 
tone and manner, a kind of arrogant indifference, that could rub one the 
wrong way. However, many others, including many women of various 
ages, backgrounds, and feminist sensibilities, made not-dissimilar observa-
tions to me, viewing the increasing agency of women and waning patriar-
chy as at the root, for worse and better, of social changes that have allowed 
old age homes.
 one evening i went with a mentor and friend, retired professor aparna 
das gupta, to visit one of her distant relatives, Mrs. r. n. roy, the ninety-
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year-old widowed wife of a founder of one of the more well-regarded old 
age homes in kolkata. Mrs. roy had once remarked to aparna-di that it 
had been her husband’s dearest dream over the final decade of his life, in 
post retirement, to establish the old age home. i was curious as to how 
he had developed such a dream, so aparna-di took me to meet the aged 
widow. Mrs. roy recalled:

My husband had been thinking of starting an old age home for 
many years. We had been abroad ten to twelve times and seen 
the old age homes there, but at first, at that time, the idea didn’t 
enter his head. Then later he came to perceive that in this gen-
eration, sons and daughters-in-law don’t like to live with their 
mothers-in-law and fathers-in-law, the way we used to look 
after our parents and grandparents in the past. . . . and in this 
generation, the parents also have become very educated, and 
they, too, do not want to put up with or accept [mene neoya] 
their children’s demands. Thinking about all this, my husband 
began to dream about starting an old age home.

She later elaborated: “Sons and daughters-in-law don’t want to live with 
their parents, and the parents also feel hurt by the children; they feel bound 
to move out, for the sake of peace.” “did it used to be like this?” “no,” she 
and aparna-di replied in unison. aparna-di, reflecting, tried to explain, 
speaking in English: “Earlier—forgive me for using the word, but i mean 
it just descriptively [she gave a slight apologetic laugh]—we lived in a very 
patriarchal society. The husband dominated. i’m not using the term in a 
bad sense, just a factual sense,” she clarified. “and his wife wouldn’t want 
to disturb her husband or his parents. now, we no longer have such a 
patriarchal society. Women have a lot of say in the younger generation.”
 “Take my case, for instance,” aparna-di was now a woman in her six-
ties, who had been widowed for the past several years, and still a very active 
and accomplished academic. She had lived for many years in a multi-
generational household with her parents-in-law, although her own recently 
married only son and wife lived abroad, with aparna-di’s blessings. “My 
mother-in-law used to be quite harsh, but i couldn’t say anything. if i did 
say anything to my husband, then he would tell me quietly to just accept 
it—he couldn’t fight with his parents. now, a bou [wife-daughter-in-law] 
will tell her husband, and her husband will tell his parents. now, if adjust-
ments are to be made, they will be made by the older generation.” Mrs. 
roy nodded in agreement. “if the older generation adjusts,” aparna-di 

1-LAMB_pages_i-132.indd   75 5/12/09   3:47:09 PM



aging and THE indian diaSPora

76

went on, “both generations can live together. otherwise, they can’t live as a 
joint family. The older generation will have to move out on its own.” Many 
old-age-home resident ladies offered similar narratives and commented 
that it is even with their blessings that they and their daughters-in-law are 
branching out on their own.

Age-Old Tensions, the Relaxing of Social-Moral Obligations, 
and the Creation of New Possibilities for Living

 a third related cluster of reasons emerging from my informants’ 
attempts to provide answers to the question, “Why old age homes now?” 
surrounds an acknowledgement that intergenerational living has never been 
unfettered by problems. Many founders and proprietors of old age homes 
speak of their task as to provide a welcome alternative living arrangement, to 
help open up in india other options besides family—which doesn’t always 
work—as a site for aging. Some residents voice similar visions. This new 
model, of old age home living as a viable alternative to the family, is one 
that tends to be based on a view of the positive value (to a degree, at least) 
of individual independence and of gendered and aged egalitarianism.
 in making such arguments about the positive value of old-age-home 
living, most proprietors speak of the elders they serve in quite reverential 
terms, and some in fact dedicate the homes to their own gurujan (literally, 
“respected persons”; another term for elders) such as their parents, fram-
ing large garlanded portraits of a mother and/or father in a front office, or 
naming the home after the beloved forebear.
 i came across, however, one highly disgruntled proprietor of an 
old age home nestled in a peripheral suburban region of kolkata—who 
poured forth a diatribe against the irritating (biraktakar) seniors of his 
home (while continually ordering more cups of tea for us both, so greatly 
was he enjoying the opportunity finally to have an interested, listening 
ear for his complaints). To this director, dr. roy, true, old age homes are 
indeed a valuable tool or solution opening up new options in modern 
society. but, importantly, this is not because modern children are flawed 
(the more prominent discourse). it is that indian society has finally come 
to a place where elder respect is no longer compulsory when the elders 
are not deserving of respect. “Why old age homes now?” he responded to 
my query. “because before, no matter how much quarrelling and inconve-
nience [jhag®a, asubiddha] there was at home, the children could not kick 
their parents out.” He told a story of one mother who had three sons. She 
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lamented to everyone, “oh, my sons are all bad, and that’s why i’ve had 
to come to the home.” “now,” the director narrated animatedly, “One son 
could be bad; maybe two sons could be bad. but, how could three sons be 
bad? So, who is bad—tell me? . . . These old people are so irritating [eta 
biraktakar, na?]; you wouldn’t be able to understand!” “These days old age 
homes are necessary,” he went on, “because if we didn’t have them, where 
else could they [the old people] go? There’s nowhere else . . . We have to 
put up with them, but the families no longer do.”
 although it was rare in my fieldwork to encounter people so comfort-
able being openly critical of elders in this way, many older and younger 
people in more gentle terms did offer that contemporary mores and old-
age-home living allowed junior and senior generations to coexist with 
more freedom, egalitarianism and ease than previously. Such discussions 
often highlighted the looser and less hierarchical gender arrangements of 
today’s families, most notably the relative liberation of the daughter-in-
law (in this these analyses were similar to those of priest and proprietor 
Sadanand chatterjee, but expressed in more celebratory terms). Many 
elder residents, most notably women, reminisced about the intense dif-
ficulties they had experienced—both as younger daughters-in-law strug-
gling under their mothers-in-law, and as mothers-in-law struggling with 
their daughters-in-law—living in multi-generational households. Several 
women felt that they of their generation had especially felt the brunt of 
such struggles, as they had been under the stern rule of their mothers-in-
law when young, and now—if they wished to coexist with their daughters-
in-law—had to submit to the daughter-in-law’s rule, in these changing 
times of strong younger women. Several expressed then feeling great relief 
and even joy at having an alternative living arrangement to turn to in the 
form of the old age home. “it’s because of this home that we are saved,” a 
group of four women roommates told me after spending a good hour or 
so complaining about their daughters-in-law.
 Mrs. aarti dasgupta and Mrs. Sanjita Sen, two society ladies in their 
fifties, devoted a great deal of their own time and funds, while also amass-
ing support from several charitable organizations, in order to establish a 
modestly sized yet posh old age home bordering the vast, lovely guava 
orchards of an old zamindar23 community south of kolkata where aarti 
had inherited some land. They reflected on their motivations: “We are 
trying to start to wipe out the stigma of living in an old age home,” aarti 
asserted, referring to the prevailing powerful public sentiment that to live 
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in an old age home carries a terrible stigma of moral deterioration, for 
both the elder and elder’s family. “‘come and happily stay with us’ is our 
motto.” “it’s not that the children are throwing away their parents; it’s not 
always that,” Sanjita went on. “These are just the circumstances of modern 
society. We are just taking one step in solving this problem, in opening up 
another kind of option for living in old age.”
 Elaborating upon the “circumstances of modern society,” the women 
portrayed a contemporary scene of adult children living abroad, and of 
parents and children enjoying separate, independent living arrangements. 
The children of both aarti and Sanjita, in fact, lived abroad in los angeles, 
Sydney, london, and delhi. “children today are not precisely neglect-
ing their parents. but often they have no option of having their parents 
stay with them. The parents are also not eager to stay with their children 
abroad. but old age is advancing, and whether rich or poor, the old need 
attention and care.” among their peers, very few are staying with chil-
dren, they commented. “We have just our husbands, and our friends,” the 
two close friends laughed; and they reflected that they themselves would 
look forward to residing in an elder residence, if they could find a good, 
comfortable, modern one like the kind they are building—with internet 
access, a library, a proper phone system, hot and cold running water, and 
lively and intellectual peers. one of their prospective boarders is a retired, 
widowed Harvard professor with no children in india, planning to keep up 
his kolkata apartment with servants, but wanting to supplement that with 
an additional living option, to break up what was coming to seem like a 
monotonous daily routine of post-retirement and post-family independent 
old age.
 Such a novel non-family-based living option is regarded by some as 
especially appealing and significant for those who have no sons, a siz-
able proportion of old-age-home residents and almost half of those in my 
study (see table 3.2). one woman resident, inu ghosh, who had never 
married and was childless, reflected upon how, in older times, unmarried 
aunts used to always find a place to live in their relatives’ households, with 
brothers, nephews, and such. “relatives” (atmiya), or one’s “own people,” 
is a term generally used to refer to those who are kin but not those who 
would ordinarily make up one’s immediate household. The fact that old, 
son-less aunts used to be able to live with “relatives” was a fact that many 
others brought up to me as a sign of the better, more admirable, socially 
and morally committed, family-binding earlier times. but this elder-abode 
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resident had a different, compelling perspective: “if living in a relative’s 
house, i wouldn’t be able to ask for anything.” She gave some examples: 
like a glass of water delivered, help tying up a mosquito net, an extra serv-
ing of a good dish, fetching something from the market. “i would have to 
lie on my bed and wait quietly, hoping that it would arrive. Here at the 
old age home, i can hold my head up high and ask for what i need. They 
are here to serve me. i am paying for this service, so i can ask for whatever 
i want, with dignity.”
 another resident, mother of only daughters, voiced almost precisely the 
same narrative. Most indians, including bengalis, feel strongly that parents 
should not live with their married daughters but rather only with sons, and 
so the old age home provided son-less women like her the opportunity to 
live “independently” (svadhin-bhabe), with “head held high.” “i didn’t want 
to be like the old aunt in Pather Panchali,” inu ghosh went on to add with 
a wry smile. interestingly, quite a few others mentioned this aunt, old indir 
Thakrun from Satyajit ray’s debut film, as an example of how, in earlier 
times, elder relatives were always cared for by their extended kin. There 
used to always be elderly childless widows in every family, people would say, 
and they would find a place to live among kin; there would be no thought 
of turning them away. However, old indir Thakrun’s position in both the 
film and household is ambiguous. although one reviewer describes her as 
“the most lovable character in the film, . . . an old, cynical, loving and sto-
rytelling aunt,”24 her place in her cousin’s household is precarious. another 
reviewer calls her “the most comic and tragic figure in the film, subsisting 
on whatever handouts she can get from the family, who mostly find her a 
nuisance to be around.”25 anthropologist lawrence cohen, who visited in 
the 1990s one of kolkata’s earliest old age homes, nava nir (“new nest”), 
found the majority of residents to be old women without sons, and com-
mented that “the rise of homes like nava nir suggests less a sloughing off of 
parents than the emergence of a different response to old people with weak 
claims upon family support” (1998:119). This “different response” is much 
more individual-centered, independent, egalitarian, and market-based: one 
finds and pays for one’s own housing and care, living among peers away 
from the family.

A New Kind of Commercial Enterprise?

 Finally, any discussion of the reasons for the emergence of old age 
homes in india must consider what dr. indrani chakravarty, director of 
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the calcutta Metropolitan institute of gerontology, asserted plainly: “The 
reason old age homes have been springing up like crazy is that they can 
produce some income: people pay to stay.”26

 i found it interesting that most people i spoke with were decidedly 
uncomfortable referring to old age homes as commercial enterprises or 
“businesses” (in bengali, byabsa). it was as if it was strongly inappropriate to 
think of making money off something as rightly family-based as elder care. 
a person aiming to earn money by opening an old age home seemed to me 
to be viewed, in many people’s eyes, as akin to the morally disconcerting 
state of a mercenary—someone motivated by profit only, rather than loyalty 
that would spring from being a true part of a nation, in the case of a (mer-
cenary) soldier, or a family, in the case of an old-age-home proprietor. or 
worse still, perhaps a profit-based old-age-home proprietor could be viewed 
as being something like a pimp, gaining by offering something for sale so 
intimate and personal that it shouldn’t be on the market, thus providing an 
example of the worst features of profit-driven capitalism.
 While living in kolkata in 2006, i was invited to present on my 
research at a local academic conference titled “Senescence.” at the end of 
my session, the chair of the panel, a distinguished senior professor from 
the University of delhi, stood up to make an impromptu impassioned 
speech:

Some of this discussion has seemed to be advocating that we 
adopt old age homes. but we should not! . . . The very data, 
provided by Sarah here, shows that the majority of old age 
homes in kolkata are businesses [said scathingly]. There is only 
one government old age home, a few run by christian mis-
sionaries, a few by ngos; the rest are private businesses! [again, 
the word uttered dripping with revulsion]. They are making 
money!—they are making money!—by having people in old age 
homes. let’s not get persuaded by the idea that old age homes 
are the answer. They are not! Family is the answer. We need to 
strengthen the family!

 My research assistant Hena also admitted to having been taken aback 
when i first used the English term “business” and the bengali “byabsa” to 
classify the for-profit old age homes (those founded by private entrepre-
neurs rather than charitable organizations, and serving as the proprietors’ 
source of living); but she later concurred that it was probably an appropri-
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ate categorization. Even if “business” and “byabsa” are rarely uttered terms, 
clearly the central motivation of many of the old-age-home proprietors i 
met was to make a living. Significantly, however, this did not necessarily 
mean that such proprietors were also not sincerely caring, respectful, and 
motivated to establish a “good” home.
 The two co-proprietors of atithiseva (Hospitality), Shiven chowdhury 
and ratan ghosh, had been close friends since childhood; both were mar-
ried, with young children, and living, like traditional good sons, with 
their own parents in their family homes; and, holding no other jobs, they 
needed sources of income. With the idea of opening a ladies’ hostel for 
students, they rented a flat in their neighborhood and put an ad in the 
newspaper; but no ladies came. Then a neighbor suggested that there was 
a lot of hassle involved in running a ladies’ hostel: why not advertise under 
the new “B®iddhabas” or old-age-home column instead? The neighbor 
mentioned that he himself had a sister-in-law who might even like to 
stay; she was a widow with no children who had fallen a few times. “So, 
the thought entered our heads,” Shiven recalled. “We decided to put in 
two ads: one for ladies, and one for old people. a few ladies came to 
look, but none were really staying. Then finally one old woman (b®iddha) 
came, and gradually only old people came to look, and slowly all six ‘seats’ 
were filled.” The small four-bedroom flat now houses all women, two in 
double and two in single rooms. Hena asked ratan one day if he found 
the work fulfilling, if he received an inner sense of satisfaction that he 
was doing important work, and ratan answered, “i’ll speak very frankly. 
Everyone looks after his own self first. We have to fill our stomachs with a 
little rice and dal. but,” he went on, “i feel very happy, very proud, when 
you say that we have built a good old age home.” i had just recently com-
plimented him sincerely on the home; i had visited a few times by then 
and had always found the home to be extremely welcoming and “homey” 
(gharoya), a quality they had been striving for. “it’s a huge responsibility,” 
ratan reflected. “We sometimes have thoughts of expanding up to twelve 
‘seats,’ because we aren’t really able to meet all our expenses with just six; 
but we’re worried that with twelve, we wouldn’t be able to give everyone 
the same kind of individual attention. Everyone needs attention.”
 The industrious proprietor of Seva—a cluster of seven modest old 
age homes housing altogether ninety male and female residents, in rented 
houses scattered around a pleasant middle-class residential neighborhood—
admitted candidly and cheerfully when Hena and i asked him about how 
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he likes his work and how he had the idea to start these homes, “one has 
to do something to support one’s household. but i am really enjoying it. 
From morning to evening i’m running after all of them; i eat my noon 
meals with them. i’m really receiving a lot of joy [ananda-i pacchi].”
 another young entrepreneur, rakesh laskar of aram (“comfort”), 
was first set up as an old-age-home proprietor by his father-in-law. When 
i mentioned this to Hena, she mused that he must have had a “love mar-
riage,” because ordinarily a man of his (middle-) class background would 
not be married unless he had a good, regular job (running an old age home 
does not quite have this status).27 Sure enough, when i brought up the 
topic with the three lady residents i was close to (kalyani-di, kavika-di, 
and Uma-di, introduced in opening this chapter), they smiled and vali-
dated Hena’s surmise: indeed, their proprietor and a girl in the neighbor-
hood had met, fallen in love, and had a “love marriage,” even though the 
young man (“very handsome and charming,” they observed, “don’t you 
agree?”) was in fact at the time unemployed. His parents disowned him 
in anger, disapproving of the sudden marriage, so the young man moved 
into his in-law’s home with his wife, an arrangement that generally entails 
some embarrassment and loss of respect. The father-in-law was the one to 
orchestrate the rental of the four-room flat, on the ground floor of a two-
story home in an ordinary middle-class residential neighborhood, for his 
new son-in-law to manage as an old age home for his source of living.

A Brief Comparison to the Origins of Elder Housing in the 
United States

 interestingly, the emergence of old age homes in the United States 
and Western Europe occurred under some similar social and economic 
circumstances, in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries (one 
point worth noting is that old age homes are not an ancient and timeless 
Western “tradition”). although in the United States it was never the case 
that a majority of parents would continue to live with and gradually be 
supported by their adult children after the children were married,28 when 
people lived in farming communities (as did 95 percent of americans before 
1800),29 it was usual for extended family members to reside in close prox-
imity (where they could engage in various forms of mutual assistance),30 
and for an elderly parent who became frail or widowed to then move in 
with his or her married children.31 Then, in the 1800s and continuing into 
the 1900s, americans began to move increasingly away from family farm-
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ing communities to cities, often finding themselves in small apartments or 
tenements. in the early- and mid-1800s, many younger people also traveled 
west for economic opportunity, pursuing the free homesteading land that 
the government was offering and more often than not leaving older family 
members behind.
 Henry Seager, in his 1910 classic book, Social Insurance: A Program of 
Social Reform, reflects on the impact such changing social-economic condi-
tions had on provisions for old age:

old-age poverty is, of course, not a new problem. There is every 
evidence, however, that it is a problem of growing seriousness. in the 
country household there is a place for the aged parent or grandpar-
ent. The family has a settled abode, and economic interest re-enforces 
filial regard in securing to old people proper care and consideration. 
So long as any strength remains, there is useful work about the house 
or farm which they may do. Moreover, the cost of maintaining an 
aged relative in the country is so small as to seem an insignificant bur-
den. in the crowded tenement houses of modern cities the situation 
is very different. Here [in the cities], as industry is now organized, 
there is little for an aged person to do. . . . Furthermore, the cost of 
maintaining an aged relative in the city is an appreciable item in a 
wage earner’s budget. . . . changing economic conditions are render-
ing the dependence of old people on their descendants for support 
increasingly precarious. (Seager 1910:116–117)32

 it was under such changing social-economic conditions, including 
urbanization and the increasing dispersal of families, that the first homes for 
the aged in the United States arose. one important distinction between the 
rise of old age homes in the United States and in india is that the original 
impetus behind the establishment of elder residential facilities in the United 
States was clearly to alleviate old-age poverty—which was also the central 
aim of the first, british-era old age homes in india but not of the homes 
that have really taken off in the contemporary period. The “poorhouses” 
of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries in the United States (modeled 
after those in England) consistently housed large concentrations of both 
orphaned children and indigent elderly. The first residential facilities built 
specifically for the aged began to emerge in the mid-1800s, founded by the 
non-profit “benevolent societies” and “fraternal organizations” associated 
with nearly every ethnic, religious, social, and professional group of the 
time (such as the irish benevolent Society, german benevolent Society, 
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Masons, knights of columbus, ladies’ relief Society, Home for aged and 
infirm colored Persons, and Sailors’ Snug Harbor). These were built in 
response to what were widely viewed as the terrible and degrading condi-
tions in the poorhouses, to give the “respectable” once-middle-class old 
people of one’s community a decent place to live. by the early 1900s, hun-
dreds of such voluntary and non-profit old age homes had been built.33

 by the 1930s and 1940s, spurred by the Social Security act of 1935, the 
U.S. government began to regulate and financially support some “nursing” 
homes devoted to the long-term medical care of the elderly, and began in 
addition to build some government-owned nursing homes. The greatest 
incentive to the private nursing home industry came with the passage of 
Medicare in 1965. carole Haber reports: “according to the legislation, aged 
individuals were eligible for support for up to 100 days of nursing home 
residency, following a three-day hospital stay. as a consequence, the nurs-
ing home industry, which had grown steadily in the years following Social 
Security, increased dramatically. between 1960 and 1976, the number of 
homes grew by 140%, the nursing beds increased 302%, and, most signifi-
cantly, the revenues received by the industry rose 2000%” (1993:109).
 now, in the contemporary United States, several kinds of both gov-
ernment-funded and private elder residential facilities are common, for 
those of a range of social classes. 1) “care facilities” include both a) “assisted 
living” residences, where residents receive supervision and assistance with 
daily non-medical needs; and b) “nursing homes” or state-licensed health-
care facilities, where residents can receive around-the-clock nursing care 
and extensive medical supervision. 2) “retirement housing” (often termed 
“retirement communities,” “active adult communities,” or “independent 
living communities”) refers to planned communities designed exclu-
sively for seniors, in which the residents do not need daily assistance with 
medical or personal care. generally residents live in private apartments 
or cottages, with access to common social, dining, and activity areas. 3) 
“continuing care retirement communities” offer in a campus-like setting 
a continuum of living options, from independent living to assisted living 
to skilled nursing care.34 Still, the majority of older americans do not live 
in elder residential facilities (in 1999, roughly 7.2 percent of all people age 
sixty-five or older resided in some form of elder housing).35 For many, the 
“ideal” is to live independently, in neither an institution or with children, 
as i explore further in chapters 6 and 7.
 as in india, not everyone was comfortable in early america with the 
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notion of elders living in institutions apart from or “abandoned by” their 
children and families. in a 1879 song, “out from the Poorhouse,” an old 
man laments the fact that he gave all of his property—his farm and years 
of savings—to his children, only to find himself pushed into a poorhouse 
rather than being cared for by those “lov’d ones” for whom he worked so 
hard to give a start:

Oh! How my children have wrung my poor heart

God knows I have worked hard to give them a start

But they drove me at last—when I would I’d ne’er been born—

Off to the Poorhouse, alone and forlorn.

 . . . 

A poor broken-hearted old man am I,

Betray’d by my lov’d ones, and left here to die.

Oh! how the boys could have gladden’d my life!

Oh! how I’ve missed them, the girls, and my wife. (chadsey 1879)

interestingly enough, the long-standing fear that the elderly would end up 
in the almshouse has also a definite parallel in the contemporary rheto-
ric surrounding the fear of ending up in a nursing home. carole Haber 
observes that by the late 1970s, the outcry against nursing homes rivaled 
the early-twentieth-century outrage over the almshouses (1993:110).36

“Shunned by Those Whom They Breastfed”:  
Public Horror Stories

 i close this chapter by briefly reflecting upon the overwhelmingly 
scathing narratives surrounding the rise of old age homes in everyday 
public—media and conversational—discourse in india today. although 
some positive examples can be found (for instance, a bengali teleserial 
called “Santiniketan” depicting the lives of several lady residents in an 
old age home was described to me by a few as beautifully done and even 
uplifting), the majority of public discourse is strikingly negative. There is 
(still) a powerful stigma attached to old-age-home living, accruing to both 
residents and the families viewed as sending or “throwing away” (phele 
daoya) their kin there. The “horror story” narratives speak to this stigma, 
and to the unease people are experiencing contemplating profound pro-
cesses of social change.37 old-age-home living evokes pressing questions 
about the way things should be and are, pertaining to the very nature and 
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organization of families, relationships, daily lives, human values, and even 
the identity of india as a nation and culture. People also perhaps gain some 
pleasure or relief in telling and listening to tales of the plights of others?
 one of the most lurid accounts appeared in a Sunday magazine cover 
story for The Hindu national newspaper, called “Homes of the Future?”:

Shunned by those whom they breastfed, whose midnight tantrums 
they endured, whose mess they cleaned without ever covering the 
nose with eau de cologne–swabbed towel, whom they perched on 
their shoulders and with whom they played and sang, . . . the ignored 
aged have no choice now but to exist in the cages of old age homes. 
The decision of their children or kin to dump them in an old age 
home is replayed again and again in their head, like a squealing track 
on a damaged disk. . . . The homes across the nation, where the 
aged are dumped, are often worse than a sty where overcrowding and 
grunts are common. (g. ghosh 1998)

We are confronted here with chaos, disarray, a terrible failed reciprocity, 
a sinking into an amoral animalistic state. “no one is allowed to go in or 
out” of old age homes, envisions another newspaper story,38 and the cost 
is exorbitant. “[The aged] are actually paying to be in a prison!” (Sharma 
and Menon 2000).
 Sakuntala narasimhan, in a 24 august 2004 Deccan Herald news story 
titled “old age Home Horrors,” tells the story of four elderly sisters who 
admit their seventy-three-year-old bachelor brother to an old age home in 
good health and are dismayed to find just two weeks later that he is not 
only deceased but that his body has been sewn into a sack and that the 
sisters must pay the remaining portion of the 25,000 rupee deposit, or else 
the body will not be released. “a deposit is, by definition, something that 
is supposed to be returned—but institutions like this gobble it up (and 
make money),” narasimhan condemns. She quotes another family “which 
has also rued its decision to opt for an old people’s home for an elderly 
relative: ‘it is not just the money, it is the criminality of taking advantage 
of helpless, elderly people entrusted to their care.’”
 introduced briefly in chapter 2, the award-winning movie Karunam 
(Pathos) is a film of quiet devastation, depicting an aged couple waiting 
futilely for their children’s and grandchildren’s visit from abroad. They plan 
favorite dishes, set up a swing set in the garden, and reminisce about their 
sons’ childhoods. but the children never come, instead making a summer 
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trip to see the niagara Falls. in fact, the sons have arranged through a 
local priest to sell off the plantation and house assiduously built by their 
father, and to send their parents off to an old age home. The father dies 
from the shock of it all, and the film closes with the mother escaping to a 
nearby residence for mentally disabled children, where she caresses and is 
caressed by them. These children, innocent and untouched by modernity, 
are the only ones who still know how to give and receive affection. “My 
film unfolds the insecurity of the aged, visible everywhere,” comments 
director Jayaraaj. “Even in a small province such as the one i live in, the 
number of old age homes is increasing every day—glorified mortuaries 
with dead bodies of parents wait indefinitely for their children, settled 
abroad” (quoted in chatterji 2004).
 bengali poet Subho das gupta’s verse titled “Janmadin” (birthday)39 
paints a mother silently speaking to her son desolately alone from an old 
age home on the first of the bengali month of Sravana, the son’s birthday. 
My narration of this poignant tale is interspersed with my own occasional 
interpretations and comments in parentheses:
 The mother begins by telling her son all about his birth and how 
much his father and mother sacrificed for him to raise and love him. His 
parents were poor and did not buy new clothes or milk for themselves, 
instead giving all they could to their one son. They educated him, and he 
did well on his exams. His father proudly said, “Higher education is for 
achieving high respect.” The young son found employment in a big office, 
received a large salary, and moved himself and his two parents into a two-
bedroom flat provided by the office. (From the tale thus far, it seems that 
both intergenerational intimacy and modern professional success can be 
achieved.) Then the father dies and the son is sobbing on his chest, which 
makes the mother, who just lost her own husband, feel even more shaken. 
(Yet the son’s tears properly signify filial love.)
 Then suddenly the story shifts to the lonely present. The readers 
find that the old mother is in an old age home, for she says to her son, 
khokan: “Far, far away from kolkata, in the old age home of this suburb, 
i am absolutely alone, khokan. i desperately desire to meet you—you, my 
daughter-in-law and tiny billu. You are all now so far away, in the shining 
marble-floored house of Salt lake.” (So, the son is well off, for he lives in 
a marble-floored house in one of the more newly constructed, well-to-do 
communities of kolkata.) The mother goes on: “Today, on your birthday, 
i am sure there is a grand party, isn’t there, khokan? Full of guests, lots 
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of celebration, lavish food. That’s very good. That’s very good.” The old 
mother then recalls again the boy’s childhood, and the mother’s protective 
love, in their “broken room” in an older part of kolkata (poor materially, 
yet rich in family intimacy): “You, while lying by my side, off and on, 
would suddenly get scared. and throw your arms around me. i would say, 
what’s the fear for? Here i am. khokan has his mother, and one who has a 
mother, does he ever get caught by ghosts? You would go off to sleep fully 
assured, hugging my chest.
 “in your modern family [adhunik samsare], couldn’t you find a little 
space to accommodate this old woman? Pratima [my daughter-in-law], 
too, is a mother. She too has, like my khokan, a piece of moon illuminat-
ing her lap! but what a strange change of time! khokan! You perhaps no 
longer eat payas now [the traditional bengali birthday dish, rice pudding], 
do you? You have no idea, khokan. i have cooked payas for you this morn-
ing. Yes, from the money sent by you. (So, continuing to sacrifice for her 
son, the mother doesn’t spend the money on herself.) The whole day i am 
seated keeping that vessel [of birthday pudding] in front of me. Here in 
this Home for the aged. in my lonely room. no one else is there. khokan, 
would you visit for once? once. only once.”
 Family intimacy and love, material simplicity, and tradition (symbol-
ized by the beloved birthday pudding, payas) are sharply juxtaposed against 
material success, loneliness, alienation between generations, modern foods 
and parties, and a selfish disregard for others, seniors, and the past.
 Similar stances predominated in the everyday conversations i had 
with people i met on the streets, in the markets, and at social gatherings. 
Everyone had something to say on the topic, although almost no one i 
met actually knew anyone—a relative, friend or acquaintance—in an old 
age home, these being still so new and housing only a small minority of 
the population. a common response would be, when people heard what 
i was studying: “That’s such an important topic. People these days are 
throwing away [phele daoya] their parents. it’s so deplorable, despicable, 
immoral, degrading. . . .” if i asked whether anyone in their family was in 
an old age home, i would get a response akin to this one i received while 
standing in the crowded check-in line at the new delhi airport, chatting 
with a bengali family: “no! We would never do that! We believe that to 
throw one’s parents away in an old age home is criminal!” My friend and 
colleague in the United States, an indian-born professor, commented simi-
larly and emphatically that it would be “absolutely out of the question,” 
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“morally and culturally unthinkable” for her or her family to consider an 
old age home. one acquaintance in kolkata replied, when i asked whether 
he knew anyone in an old age home:

no, i don’t. but someone i know told me about a case: there 
was a son who lived in their neighborhood where an old age 
home had sprung up, and so he put his mother there. Every 
day the mother could be seen sitting on her balcony crying and 
moaning that her son didn’t visit. after a few months (or was 
it a year?) went by, the son began to feel bad, and he wanted to 
visit; but by that time he was too embarrassed. What if people 
saw him visiting with the old woman on the balcony and then 
realized that he was the negligent son?

So, the modern son is selfish, disregards his parent, and is more concerned 
about public image than moral behavior.
 Most such sensationally negative narratives i encountered, both in 
the media and on the streets, seemed in fact to me to be more urban leg-
end than fact, presented by those who had not spent time in and did not 
personally know people living in old age homes. The moral panic in such 
narratives is tied to a widespread sense that emerging novel forms of aging 
in india represent a profound transformation—a transformation involving 
not only aging per se, but principles underlying the very foundation of 
society and the identity of india as a nation and culture. The most salient 
theme in such horror story tales portrays a vision of the limits of material-
ism. Modern consumerism, professional success, and the self-centeredness 
of the “me” generation are alluring, yet ultimately void of real social, moral 
and spiritual value.
 However, the perspectives and experiences of those making their lives 
in the new residences for elders are much more complex and varied, and 
they often give evidence of agency. it is to these perspectives and lives that 
i turn in the following chapter.
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one early afternoon i was greeted in the front lobby of an elegant old 
kolkata club by Monisha Mashi (“aunt” Monisha). She was dressed 
in a fine embroidered blue-and-white cotton summer sari with match-
ing blouse that complemented her jet-black hair, cut stylishly short in 
a fashion popular among modern professional women. With her usual 
breezy energy, she led me to the club’s verandah. although the early spring 
weather was already beginning to turn too hot, we chose to sit outside, and 
Monisha Mashi promptly ordered two beers and ma∆ala (spiced) peanuts 
for us both. i was surprised and delighted: this would be my first beer on 
this five-month fieldwork trip, and it seemed particularly fun and unan-
ticipated to share it with an old-age-home resident who had invited me 
to join her at one of her favorite clubs.1 after our beer and peanuts came 
a very british-style lunch of fish and chips followed by custard. Monisha 
Mashi talked animatedly about the philosophy surrounding her choice to 
move into a residence for elders. “People ask me, ‘Huh?! Staying in an old 
age home? no! don’t joke! You are so happy-go-lucky!’” alluding to the 
prevailing public sentiment that old-age-home living is for the despondent 
and rejected. “but i say, ‘i have everything.’ We sold our house and car: i 
came there [to the home] in the midst of full health. i don’t own anything 
any more. but i received everything: everything out of nothing. The idea 
of vanaprastha [“forest-dwelling,” the third life phase and the beginnings of 
older age]2 is to forsake everything, and then to enjoy—to enjoy your life 
through abandonment [tyag]. i have everything i need living there!”
 it had been Monisha Mashi’s inspiration to move into Milan Tirtha, 
one of the finest old age homes in the region, run by the prominent, well-
respected Peerless business corporation as one of their corporate social 
responsibility projects, and situated appealingly on the banks of a branch 
of the holy ganges river in north kolkata. She had persuaded her husband 
to make the move with her several years earlier while he was still alive. 
Their two daughters were grown and had moved abroad, he had retired, 
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and she no longer wanted to be burdened with house, car, driver, servants, 
and all the trappings of upper-middle-class domestic and society life. Such 
an attitude of rejecting worldly goods toward the end of life is one with 
long roots in india.3 When going to look at the home, she had found a 
studio apartment, then unused, in a separate, free-standing building on 
the home’s grounds, above the guest quarters set up for the residents’ visit-
ing kin. The apartment boasted beautiful, large southwest-facing windows 
overlooking the river through which the afternoon and evening sunlight 
poured. Monisha Mashi persuaded the management to let her and her 
husband move in there, paying extra fees, for she found the ordinary resi-
dents’ quarters less appealing—smaller single and double rooms without 
kitchen facilities, arranged in three stories along open-air corridors. i had 
first met Monisha Mashi in her elder-abode apartment when i was on an 
overnight stay at the home with my two daughters. We were just about 
to settle in for the evening when the night manager knocked on our door 
to announce that there was someone upstairs who wanted to meet me. i 
climbed the stairs curiously, having been unaware that anyone lived up 
there, and i opened the door to Monisha Mashi’s apartment, tastefully 
decorated with the kinds of colorful ethnic indian embroidered fabrics and 
mirrored pillows popular among the educated elite, with books scattered 
everywhere and the computer on. and now about a week later we were 
enjoying lunch and conversation together.
 “People say, ‘oh, you must feel so lonely,’” Monisha Mashi related. 
“but i never feel alone or lonely. i say, ‘i am living with myself. You are 
the best person to cure your own woes, through introspection. . . .’ The 
other Milan Tirtha residents say, ‘oh, we are all obsolete—forsaken by 
our families.’ i say, ‘alone perhaps, not lonely. if you want, you can keep 
yourself busy.’” at age seventy, Monisha Mashi herself was an impressively 
active woman, not only through introspection. She spent several full days a 
week volunteering at an ngo that helped to ameliorate the lives of under-
privileged widows and girls, directing their computer vocational training 
program. She also tutored English to neighborhood youths, maintained 
a close circle of friends and membership in two of kolkata’s major social 
clubs, and visited her two daughters generally for a month or two each 
year—one in Mumbai, and one in South africa, both of whom led inter-
esting professional lives and with whom Mashi maintained warm, close 
relationships. but Monisha Mashi said that even while remaining busy, 
involved in the world, she aimed to do so with detachment. “Vedanta4 says 
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that one should try to reside in the world keeping maya [attachments, ties] 
at bay, like a drop of water on a lotus leaf. Even if a lotus leaf is growing 
right in the water, not a drop sticks to it!—it just runs off. This is how we 
should try to be, living fully in the world, but not attached to any of it.”
 “but that is not an easy thing to do!” she added later. “Vanaprastha 
[or “forest-dwelling,” the third life phase, which she compared to old-
age-home living] is not a ‘jungle’5 exactly, but it is a harsh life. but if one 
abandons [tyag kara] and cuts maya [attachments], then one can be ready 
for sannyas”—true liberation and spiritual realization, at the end of life.6

 Monisha Mashi’s stance is very different from the dominant “throwing 
away one’s parents” discourse that surrounds old-age-home living in india 
today. Some persons do seem to be very much “thrown away” as passive 
objects by their children; yet others, like Monisha Mashi, are decisively 
agentive and sanguine about this new option for living.
 This chapter concentrates on the complex diversity of residents’ per-
spectives and lives, focusing on the process by which persons become 
members of elder abodes. i explore the complicated and diverse paths that 
lead them there, and begin to consider what significant transformations of 
self, family, gender, and aging are entailed by the move to a residence for 
elders.
 a focus on residents’ own diverse, intricate, and moving narratives is 
strikingly absent from both the public discourse and the scant academic 
literature produced thus far on india’s old age homes, which predomi-
nantly seem to take the perspective of the outsider looking in, striving 
merely to imagine or guess what might be transpiring within the lives 
and minds of the residents.7 i know as yet of no other anthropological 
or sociological—ethnographic fieldwork based—studies of india’s old age 
homes. one of the key aims of social-cultural anthropology is to come as 
close as possible to understanding the perspectives, experiences, stories, 
and world views of those whom we study—to learn, through actually 
listening to and hanging out with others, how they make sense of their 
worlds. as i mentioned in the introduction, this is what i aimed to accom-
plish through intensive fieldwork in old age homes, and what i attempt to 
begin to convey here—as i examine how those whom i came to know, as 
they moved into elder abodes, are grappling strategically with what they 
see as the changing conditions of their contemporary society and lives.
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Making the Move

 all the people i met living in residences for elders had a particular nar-
rative about how they came to be there. For some, this was a rather canned 
and practiced response. Since in general people regarded the old age home 
as such an unusual place to be, it demanded explanation. “oh, that ques-
tion again,” some uttered in annoyance, or irritated boredom, when i 
ventured to ask. So, i ended up not always explicitly asking. Sometimes i 
would simply wait for the story to emerge (which it did not always do). 
The question seemed to imply a critique, along the lines of “What’s wrong 
with you that you are here?”
 one director of one of the more elite old age homes spoke astutely 
of the ways residents packaged their stories, reinforcing the prevailing 
assumption that elder residences are sites of pain and rejection:

Some had lived in joint families. others had worked far from 
their families before retiring. For others, their sons now work 
far away. but whatever the case, pain [bedana] will always be 
there. Everyone will say, “My sons are good, my daughters 
are good.” They will never say, “i came here upon receiving 
a blow from my son” [amar chele theke aghat peye esechi], but 
 nonetheless . . . 

in indian society it is excruciatingly painful and embarrassing to admit 
that one’s son does not want one.
 Phele daoya is the term most commonly used in bengali public dis-
course to refer to the act by which a family, son, or son and daughter-in-
law place an elder in an old age home. Meaning literally to “throw out,” 
“throw away,” or “abandon,” it is the same verb used to refer to the “throw-
ing away” of garbage. residents and their kin almost never employ this 
term when speaking of their own situations, instead using more neutral 
and gentle terminology such as rakha, “to place.” in both phrasings, the 
elder is a passive object, being acted upon rather than acting.
 The majority of residents i met, however, played quite a significant, 
often highly strategic, role in making the decision to move into the elder 
residence. although in many cases it is difficult and to some degree inac-
curate to pin down just one primary agent in the decision-making process, 
i attempted to do so to illustrate in broad strokes some key trends; table 
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4.1 represents this best attempt. Since i was not always comfortable prob-
ing far enough to be confident that i had the full story of how a resident 
came to be in the home, i have placed quite a few of my research subjects 
into the “unsure” category. The “self ” category is therefore likely somewhat 
over-represented here, because those stories are not generally the ones that 
are so terribly painful and awkward to disclose. The “unsure” group con-
tains those who did not share detailed stories with me as to how they came 
to be in an elder home, as this sensitive subject ended up being a topic i did 
not always push. it is important to be aware, as i discuss further below, that 
even the “self” category can contain those who experienced pain or turmoil 
or rejection within their families; facing such turmoil, some choose to find 
an alternative living arrangement in one of the new old age homes.
 although, as noted, the “self ” categories in these tables may be some-
what over-represented, it is nonetheless significant that a striking majority 
of both female and especially male residents i encountered appeared to 
have played an active, agentive role in coming to reside in an elder abode—
contrary to the prevalent public assumption that elder abode residents are 
“thrown away” by their kin. i turn now to explore in more depth what i 
found to be the three major modes of becoming an elder-abode member, 
examining also the gendered dimensions of these three positions as i go: 
being “thrown away”; choosing, but amid anguish and family turmoil; and 
actively pursuing a new way of living.

Being “Placed” or “Thrown Away”

 at the beginning of the previous chapter i briefly introduced kalyani 
chatterjee, the elegant eighty-one-year-old resident of aram (“comfort”) 
who had borrowed my mobile phone to call her grandson, and who had 
exclaimed that earlier in her life she could never even have dreamed that 
she would be living in a place such as a residence for elders. kalyani-di 
one day told Hena and me her life story. She had asked us to come on a 
late morning around 10:00 am to hear it, a time when she is generally free, 
after having completed her breakfast, morning prayers, and daily bath. We 
sat on stools and the staircase in the narrow open-air front hall of the small 
flat that had become the old age home. Her friend and roommate, Uma-di, 
came and went, hearing most of the story. kalyani-di was eager to have 
her narrative appear in my book. i tell it at some length here, to give her 
ultimate placement in the old age home by her son a fuller context.
 kalyani was born in East bengal, what is now bangladesh, as were so 
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many who now inhabit kolkata’s southern, more newly settled neighbor-
hoods. She was a much loved daughter of her father, a schoolmaster, who 
lavished on her affection and care. She described her childhood home as an 
educated middle-class household, which had plenty of members in a large 
joint family—including eight brothers and sisters, an uncle and his fam-
ily—rice fields, ponds, cows, fruit trees—“everything.” She reminisced, “it 
was such a good life. i stayed there with my parents until i was nineteen 
years old, until after i passed [the grade ten] matriculation exams, and then 
only was i married.” She told of how there had been no school for girls 
after grade four, but her father arranged it so that even all of his daughters 

Table 4.1.  
Decision Impetus for Residence in an Elder Abode: Primary Agent

I. Female residents (n=75)

Self 30

Son(s)  9

other male kin (nephew, 3; brother, 2; son-in-law, 2; grandson, 1)  8

Self with male kin (son, nephew, male cousin)  3

Husband (wife moved in with/followed him)  2

daughter  5

Sister  2

Employer  1

Unsure 15

II. Male residents (n=25)

Self  17

Son (with father’s counsel)    1

older brother (resident younger brother has been intellectually  
       disabled since birth)

   1

Wife (resident husband has dementia)    1

Unsure    5

Note: in each of the “self-with-male-kin” cases, the female resident reported that she 
herself had initially broached the idea of moving into an elder abode, typically after 
coming across an advertisement in the paper, and then had asked a male kin for advice 
and assistance in making the arrangements.
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were educated at home. She studied not only literature, English, and math, 
but also musical instruments, singing, and dancing. She told of how her 
mother sometimes complained that she was not learning the cooking and 
household management skills that would be required after marriage, “but 
my father simply ignored it. . . . i was a much-loved daughter [khub adarer 
meye chilam]. in this way, i was raised. in this way—receiving so much 
love—i grew up, and my marriage happened.”8

 kalyani-di’s husband’s family lived in a village close to her father’s, 
and her husband worked in a government position in dhaka, the dhaka 
collectorate. kalyani would stay at her in-laws’ place for a few days, where 
she would “cry and cry.” Then she would rush back to her father’s home, 
and then back to her in-laws’ home. “like this one year went by, and 
within one year, my first child—a daughter—was born.”
 Just two years later, in 1947, india received independence from britain, 
and bengal was partitioned into West bengal and East Pakistan (later 
bangladesh), severely disrupting kalyani’s and so many other bengali 
families. bengali Hindus, like kalyani’s family, fled to West bengal, india; 

Figure 4.1. kalyani-di.
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and many bengali Muslims living in india fled to East Pakistan. because 
kalyani-di’s husband was working for the government in dhaka, though, 
he chose to remain there, and so he and his family became Pakistani citi-
zens. “but we were Hindu,” kalyani-di recounted. “So we went into hid-
ing. We were brahmans [the highest Hindu caste], so the men of our 
family had to tear off and hide their sacred threads [a sign of Hindu upper 
caste status]. and i had to take off my iron wedding bangle, and wipe the 
vermilion from my forehead,” signs of a Hindu married woman. This was 
a period of intense Hindu-Muslim communal violence.
 not long after, when things began to grow very bad for Hindus in 
Pakistan with huge riots breaking out, kalyani-di’s husband decided that 
he must send the family to india. “We fled just wearing the one piece of 
clothing on our backs, and nothing else.” at that time, her oldest daughter 
was only three years old, and she had had two more sons. Her father and 
a few other natal kin also fled to the city then known as calcutta—the 
capital bengali city in india—but kalyani-di’s husband and his brother 
stayed in dhaka where they had jobs.
 in calcutta (now kolkata), kalyani-di raised her children with 
great difficulty and exertion (kasta), but she tells of those years with a 
sense of real pride in her strength and accomplishments. Her husband 
sent money when he could, but it was very difficult to get money from 
dhaka to calcutta at that time. Her father also offered some assistance. 
but kalyani-di soon realized that she would have to earn money herself if 
she was to raise her children well. She worked as a schoolteacher for many 
years, receiving a meager salary, and then added a job tailoring uniforms 
for the staff of a tuberculosis hospital. She later secured a more lucrative 
and prestigious position as an X-ray technician at the hospital, after being 
trained by the hospital director who had been impressed by her hard work 
and character. at that time, no other women held such jobs, and at first 
when she would report to work at the X-ray department, the guards would 
stop her and say, “Women don’t come in here.” during her noon break and 
in the evenings, kalyani-di did private tutoring to add on to her income. 
She kept a kitchen garden, cooked, cleaned the house, sent her children 
to school, and supervised their studying. “Truly, i worked so hard,” she 
recalled. “i would get up at 4:00 am and catch the bus and work at this and 
that job, and then return home at night. i would worry—how can anyone 
work like this, and manage a household? but i had to raise and educate 
my children. i knew i had to educate my children.”9

1-LAMB_pages_i-132.indd   97 5/12/09   3:47:14 PM



aging and THE indian diaSPora

98

 Meanwhile, when her younger son was just five and a half years old, 
he died. He had wanted so badly to see his father in dhaka, so kalyani-di 
took him with her and made the journey. They were there for just fifteen 
days, and within fifteen days, her son died. She narrated, “i returned back 
here [to kolkata] like a crazy person, insane with grief. My oldest son was 
then seven or eight years old. i came back from there, and i hadn’t realized, 
but my conception had happened right then when i was in dhaka. and so 
my youngest daughter was born. and with them—the three children—i 
made our family [samsar karechi ].” Within several years, she received news 
that her husband had also died suddenly in dhaka, and so kalyani-di 
became a widow.
 kalyani-di’s final job was as a secretary for the rotary club, where she 
worked from 1970 to 1992. “My salary was not large, but they loved me 
very much. They gave me so much love, respect, courteousness,” her voice 
choked as she recalled. “i worked there for twenty-two years, and i didn’t 
even take one day’s vacation during that time. i was dear to all of them, and 
i loved them. i received a first prize once—a small table clock; and i once 
received a wall clock. and then two years later, i received a silver platter, 
with my name and years of service engraved on it. When i left that job, i 
cried hard.”
 kalyani-di ceased her working life when she was sixty-seven, after 
she had educated all three children, arranged and paid for the marriages 
of her two daughters, and brought a daughter-in-law into her household. 
For sixteen years, both her daughter-in-law and kalyani-di worked to earn 
money, while sharing the household duties. kalyani-di would spend most 
of each Sunday cooking. Two grandchildren were born. Then one day 
her son approached her and said, “Ma, why don’t you leave your job? i’m 
here, and your daughter-in-law is here.” So kalyani-di went to tell her 
employer, “My son won’t let me work any more.” The employer replied, 
“Bah! 10 What a good son you have! Well, still, any time—please come visit 
us.” kalyani-di began to weep as she narrated: “in this way, my working 
life ended [amar cakri jiban ∆es hae gelo]. and from then on i have suffered 
greatly, received so much pain [kasta].” She paused to collect herself, and 
then went on: “leaving this work, and just sitting at home—and, please 
don’t mind me saying this, but: i didn’t receive peace at home. and so like 
this, i came to the ashram for old people [b®iddha∆ram].”
 kalyani-di had managed to save some money over her long working 
life, and after she retired, she turned what she had over to her son to help 

1-LAMB_pages_i-132.indd   98 5/12/09   3:47:14 PM



99

Becoming an Elder-Abode Member

him establish a textile business. Such practices have long been common 
in india: as persons move into their post-householder life in older age, 
many have felt it appropriate to turn over any assets (such as a savings 
account or the deed to a house) to their children. Many told me, however, 
that this is absolutely not a good idea, as children will love their parents 
only as long as the parents have property. Much recent media discourse 
also speaks to this theme.11 The textile business failed, and so kalyani-di’s 
daughter-in-law became the only real earning member of the household. 
That is when her son suddenly said to his mother one day that he didn’t 
feel comfortable having her reside with them, when they were living off of 
his wife’s money.12 Without consulting with his sisters, he gave his mother 
just a day’s notice and asked her to be prepared to go to a home for the 
aged. kalyani-di complied. That was four years before i met her in 2006.
 Whenever kalyani-di’s son comes to visit the home, kalyani-di begs 
him to get her released (mukti). She pleads, “Take me anywhere you like—
just out of this prison.” at the same time, she is anxious over how her 
expenses in the home will continue to be met, as the fees are currently 
paid by her daughter-in-law, and her son says that he doesn’t know how 
long this arrangement can be sustained. in reply, kalyani-di insisted, “You 
arrange for my release from this place and i am confident that i can find 
ways and means of supporting myself !”
 Hena and i asked if kalyani-di’s daughters could do anything about all 
this. kalyani-di excused them by saying that her elder daughter had practi-
cally no financial resources, and that her younger daughter’s husband did 
step in to offer to pay 600 rupees a month toward the home’s fees (of 2000 
rupees a month). but kalyani-di’s son demanded that his brother-in-law 
should pay 50 percent of the expenses, which the man rejected, saying that 
kalyani-di’s son had never consulted them before admitting his mother 
to the home. “How much can daughters do in this society,” kalyani-di’s 
roommate, Uma-di, added sympathetically, “after they are married?”
 To make matters even worse, it seems that kalyani-di’s son has a very 
controlling and possibly paranoid personality. He has forbidden his sisters 
to meet with his wife, fearful that they will influence and persuade her to 
step in to release the mother. He now visits kalyani-di only very rarely, 
and once when kalyani-di phoned her daughter-in-law at work to find out 
how her son was, the son got angry and left instructions with the home’s 
proprietor, rakesh laskar, not to let his mother phone his wife again, 
“disturbing everyone at work.” (kalyani-di has no ordinary access to a 
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phone, so she must borrow the proprietor’s mobile phone if she wishes to 
make a call.) Uma-di added, “She called her daughter-in-law, and then her 
son told rakesh not to let his mother call there again—it’s a humiliating 
matter [lajjar byapar], isn’t it?”
 kalyani-di closed her narrative:

That this thing would happen i couldn’t have even imagined. 
That i would have to leave my home [amar ba®i]. of course, 
even while living at home [ba®i], people experience all sorts 
of situations and are not always perfectly happy.13 but i could 
never have even imagined living like this [in an ashram for old 
people]. That is what gets to me the most now. i had estab-
lished my own independence [nije svadhin bhabe rayechi]. i had 
worked and done everything. i had run a household. it was I 
who had made the family [samsar tairi karechi ami]. and now 
this imprisoned life [bandi jiban] is mine. Seeing that lock and 
key [placed on the front gate of the home]—how it makes me 
feel. all the time the lock and key. . . . now my fear is, how 
many more days will i have to live? if i get like this—

 kalyani-di gestured to another resident, shriveled and bedridden, with 
a catheter extending from her cot to a container on the ground. “oh my!” 
Uma-di gasped, and they both shuddered.
 Then kalyani-di apologized for taking so long with her narrative, say-
ing that we should also listen to her roommate Uma-di’s story, for Uma-di 
had led an important life and had once owned so much gold, even though 
she now also found herself here in the home. Uma-di protested modestly, 
“no, my life really wasn’t exciting or important at all. i didn’t work like you 
did. i just led an ordinary household life.” Hena and i told kalyani-di how 
eloquently she spoke and how moved we were by her story. The home’s 
two ayahs—nurses-housekeepers-cooks—were almost done preparing the 
noon meal, and it had grown very hot and still outside, with the scorching 
april sun high in the air. Hena and i left with full hearts, promising to 
return within a few days.
 There are a few striking features of kalyani-di’s narrative. one is the 
palpable way she contrasts her earlier adult life of actively making, doing, 
and accomplishing, with the extreme passivity, powerlessness, and subjec-
tion of her current life in the ashram for elders. in not only this narrative, 
but also other conversations, kalyani-di repeatedly articulated how agen-
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tive she had been in her adult life, employing the active verbs “to do” (kara) 
and “to cause to do” or “make happen” (kariya), as in:

 i caused my three children to ‘graduate,’ exerting much 
effort, much effort.
	 Ami ei tinte chelemeyeke ‘graduate’ kariyechi anek kasta kare, 
anek kasta.

 With my own ‘service’ [work] i gave the marriages of all 
three children.
	 Amar ei ‘service’ theke ami ei tinte chelemeyeke biye diyechi.

 i established my own independence.
 Nije svadhin bhabe rayechi.

 i worked, i did everything.
 Cakri karechi, sab kichu karechi.

 i made our family.
 Samsar karechi.

 it was I who made/built our family.
 Samsar tairi karechi ami.

kalyani-di’s keen sense of the strong, active agency she had realized during 
her adult life was particularly striking given that many bengali women 
(especially of her era) commonly convey a sense in ordinary talk of being 
passive recipients of action rather than active agents, of having life events 
happen to them (as in amar hayeche)14—as indeed kalyani-di also did when 
she spoke of her own marriage as a young woman as something that had 
“happened to” her at age nineteen, but not when she spoke of her later 
adult life as head of household without her husband. at the end of her 
life, though, kalyani-di’s displacement to the old age home is something 
over which she feels utterly powerless, explicitly comparing her condition 
to that of a prisoner, behind lock and key. indeed, the front metal gate of 
her old age home was generally kept locked, ostensibly to keep away any 
potential burglars, as well as to guard against any unsafe wandering on the 
part of some of the more disabled residents (one was blind and another 
had mild dementia). only the ayahs and the proprietor held the keys.15 in 
addition, since kalyani-di had been placed into the home by her son, the 
son was treated (by the proprietor, and even by kalyani-di herself ) as her 
guardian, and so she and those around her seemed to accept that she could 
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no longer make major life decisions on her own. it was this utter sense of 
incapacity and inactivity that she seemed most unable to bear.
 it is notable also how kalyani-di’s son, now the senior male of the fam-
ily, seems so unquestioningly to reign over his mother, wife, and sisters, at 
least regarding the matter of his mother’s care. according to her narrative, 
kalyani-di simply complied with her son’s resolution to place her in the 
home, escorted silently there just a day after he told her of the plan. Her 
daughters and daughter-in-law likewise went along submissively with the 
son’s decision although, according to kalyani-di, it was not their idea. in 
fact, kalyani-di explicitly absolves her daughter-in-law from responsibility, 
saying that she and her bouma16 had always gotten along fine and that, “My 
daughter-in-law does not have that kind of independence that she can just 
do what she wants. She has to heed my son’s wishes.”
 now that i am sitting in the United States writing this, i find myself 
wondering: Why didn’t kalyani-di simply resist? Tell her son that she didn’t 
agree to go? or find a way to move out on her own? but during the time of 
the fieldwork, neither Hena or i thought to ask these questions directly of 
her, presumably because we were so accustomed to hearing similar accounts 
from other older widowed mothers who deferred to their sons.
 in the laws of Manu17 is found a well-known set of lines which many 
indians pronounce in daily conversation: a woman should never be inde-
pendent, but should be guided and controlled by her father in childhood, 
her husband in youth, and her sons in old age (laws of Manu V.147–148, 
Manu 1886:195, 1991:115).18 Some who bring up this axiom in daily con-
versation are critical of it; that is, not all pronounce it with endorsement. 
However, all indians are familiar with the adage. although kalyani-di 
broke free from this axiom for many years when she was forced to, or per-
haps one could say given the opportunity to, live apart from her husband, 
she ended accepting a position of dependence on her son. For a period and 
in certain important ways, it seems, those around kalyani-di and perhaps 
even kalyani-di herself found such a position to be very appropriate and 
even gratifying. She tells her boss that she is leaving her beloved job of 
twenty-two years because her son doesn’t want her to work anymore, and 
the employer replies with pleasure and praise, “Bah! What a good son you 
have!” by far the majority of those i met living in residences for elders who 
were “placed” there by their sons or other male kin were women (see table 
4.1), and most in such circumstances seemed not to question their position 
of submission to their sons (or nephews, grandsons, brothers, husbands). 
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Uma-di, kalyani’s roommate, for instance, remarked when explaining how 
she had come to be in the home, after she had broken her leg and her care 
caused her daughter-in-law and a female servant great exertion, “What 
can i say? Whatever my son says, that’s what happens” (Ki balbo? Chele ja  
bale, tai ).
 in contrast, table 4.1 indicates that, among those i interviewed, almost 
all men were the primary agents in control of the decision to move into 
their elder abodes. one man who described his son making the arrange-
ments for him discussed how the son had taken his father’s counsel in the 
process. The only two men who clearly seemed to have not been involved 
in the decision were mentally disabled. although the prevailing media and 
public discourse about modern children “throwing away” their parents 
into old age homes is not gender specific, clearly there is a very important 
gendered dimension to the process.
 another important theme in kalyani-di’s narrative is her profound 
sense of failed reciprocity and alienation. as in many other similar nar-
ratives i heard, kalyani-di emphasized how much she had sacrificed and 
exerted—how much kasta (exertion, pain, suffering) she had extended—to 
raise her children; but then, in the end, they give nothing back to her.19

 Some who are “placed” or “thrown away” into old age homes experi-
ence this at the hands of kin other than sons. Maya Mukherjee of loknath 
had only one beloved child, a daughter. She had been a widow for many 
years and, supported largely by her husband’s pension, had raised her 
daughter on her own, “with so much care and exertion [jatna-kasta], giv-
ing her everything—jewelry, an education, marriage.” after the daughter 
was married, the girl pleaded successfully with her husband to let her 
mother move in with them, telling him, “My mother has no one else,” 
even though most indians feel keenly that it is highly inappropriate for 
parents to live with and depend on married daughters.20 Maya-di offered 
that her daughter could invite her to move in, since her daughter worked 
(as a schoolteacher), and thus could financially contribute to the house-
hold. but after several years, when her daughter was expecting their first 
child, the jamai or son-in-law decided that he had had enough of the 
situation and “threw out” his mother-in-law. Maya-di’s roommates in the 
home continually commented about how “bad” the son-in-law is! and 
how very “good” the daughter is!—“She is so good. She loves her mother 
so much—you don’t see that in a daughter these days!” in general, in fact, 
when a daughter “places” her mother into an old age home, people do not 
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consider this “throwing away.” rather, since a daughter has no cultural-
moral obligation to reside with and support her parents, a daughter who 
helps establish a parent in an elder residence is viewed as stepping in with 
affection and generosity to help sustain her mother in a time of need. 
Maya-di’s daughter continues secretly to pay for her mother’s expenses, a 
fact that makes Maya-di feel very proud and loved. Since having a baby, 
though, the daughter had not been able to make it to the home to visit 
her mother or show her the child (who was about nine months old when 
i was having these conversations). Maya-di rationalized, explaining that 
her daughter was just too busy from the pressures of both job and moth-
erhood. and the home’s proprietor himself discreetly went to visit the 
daughter once each month to bring back the fees.
 in quite a few cases, the impetus behind placing a kin member in 
a residence for elders was that the elder had become highly frail, senile, 
or otherwise incapacitated, making the household members feel that it 
was very difficult, or even dangerous, for the person to remain at home. 
This was especially true when the other household members, including 
daughters-in-law, were away working all day. That is what happened in 
the case of the bedridden woman with the catheter whom kalyani-di and 
Uma-di shuddered to think of becoming. She had lived with her son, 
daughter-in-law (who worked), and grandchildren until she became very 
frail and bedridden several years earlier. Her son placed her in the old age 
home, but he visited every single evening, spending an hour or two with 
his mother, tenderly massaging her legs with oil, sitting by her side, and 
holding her hand.
 another man with an advanced case of what may have been alzheimer’s 
disease was placed in an old age home by his wife, while she went to live 
with her only son and grandchildren in the United States. according to 
the home’s proprietor, many hearing of the man’s condition were shocked 
that a wife could put her husband in an institution and go off, but this 
proprietor (herself a forceful, articulate, and highly independent woman, 
divorced, and with several years of medical school training) firmly sup-
ported the wife, saying, “Those who criticize her are wrong! Why shouldn’t 
she try to live her life? [Her husband] doesn’t recognize her at all. He 
doesn’t even recall that he is married.”
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“Everyone Has Come Here out of Pain”:  
Choosing between Bad and Worse

 a good proportion of the residents i met whom i placed into the 
“self ” category in table 4.1—that is, those whom i considered to have been 
the primary agent in “choosing” to move into an elder residence—made 
the choice only under very painful and constrained circumstances. one 
thoughtful woman, gauri chattopadhyay, had made the decision to move 
to an old age home with her husband just days after their only (unmarried) 
son had died of cancer, thinking, “if i have to cook another meal for just 
him [my husband] and me, i just can’t bear it.” She commented quietly, 
“Everyone has come here out of pain.” The pain was sometimes the death 
of children or spouses, and often family disagreements and struggles.
 Some women divulged to me the details of their household struggles, 
which most often concerned tensions between them and their daughters-
in-law and/or sons. rani Mukherjee, at sixty-nine, told nostalgically of 
how she had been born into a joint family and married into a joint fam-
ily. but then, shortly after she and her husband had arranged their son’s 
marriage, her son began misbehaving with his parents, taking sides with 
his wife and parents-in-law, and demanding that his parents turn over the 
family house to his name. rani-di’s husband could not bear this shock 
and died of heart failure. rani-di then took a tough decision, selling their 
home and giving some money to her son while keeping the rest in savings 
and moving into the elder abode.
 Seeming to wish to justify her difficult decision to maintain control 
over her property and sever ties with her son, rani-di told a (perhaps partly 
apocryphal?) story of a woman from her neighborhood. This widowed 
woman lived with her two grown sons. Telling her that they needed to 
avoid the harassment of paying municipal taxes or some such, they per-
suaded her to turn her property over to them. Soon one of the sons sold 
off his share to the other brother and moved out. The old mother was then 
pushed into the space beneath the staircase. Every day this mother had to 
move from one son to another to collect her day’s meal, carrying her beg-
ging bowl. as rani finished the story, her eyes filled with tears, and she 
wondered aloud what was happening with her son, who had been out of 
a job for some months after his firm closed down. She spoke of living in 
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the ashram for elders as a valuable alternative to enduring deep injustice 
in the family but clearly had not gotten over the blow of witnessing the 
shattering of her own household.
 Women residents often complained to each other about their daugh-
ters-in-law. This, in fact, is a common theme across india, both within and 
outside of old age homes. between a mother-in-law and daughter-in-law 
festers a natural tension, as the senior woman must bring in a girl from 
an “other” family, and both compete for the son/husband’s loyalty and 
affection and for control over the household and hearth (see, e.g., lamb 
2000:71–74). on one occasion when i was visiting the loknath elder ash-
ram as a group of women were chatting over afternoon tea, one mentioned 
to her friend chobi-di that chobi-di’s daughter-in-law had looked very 
nice last Sunday when she came visiting wearing the traditional white 
conch shell (∆ankha) and red (pala) bangles of a married bengali woman, 
and a becoming red sari. (red is a traditional color for a young wife-
daughter-in-law or bouma, signifying marital status, auspiciousness, and 
fertility.) The widowed mother-in-law chobi-di replied cuttingly, “You see 
how cunning [calak] my daughter-in-law is! She knew that everyone in this 
old-age-home environment would admire her for wearing ∆ankha-pala and 
a red sari, so she put those on when coming here. but i’m sure she ripped 
them off the minute she left!” and went on to describe how her daughter-
in-law in fact has no traditional family values whatsoever.
 no men fully opened up to me to reveal the details of their household 
struggles, which other bengalis with whom i spoke explained in two ways: 
men do not talk as easily about private emotional problems as women 
do (a premise familiar also in the United States); and men, in general 
(both as fathers and fathers-in-law), do not tend to struggle as much with 
junior kin as do women; the biggest source of tension within families is 
that between mothers-in-law and daughters-in-law.21 in kolkata in 2006, 
i spoke with quite a few women around my age who were of the age of 
daughters-in-law whose parents-in-law were entering “old age”—retired 
and/or widowed, in the process of moving aside from the position of head 
of household. Several spoke readily of how, in general, it is harder to live 
with and care for mothers-in-law than fathers-in-law, because the older 
men are not as involved in internal household affairs, such as the kitchen. 
older men also seemed to be, several women commented, in general less 
demanding and more self-sufficient, perhaps more self-confident, needing 
less attention and respectful service from their boumas. There is, however, 
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of course, a great deal of variety in families, including certainly fathers and 
fathers-in-law who struggle with junior kin.
 Psychiatrist and old-age-home resident dr. ranjan banerjee, whom i 
introduced in opening the book, was clearly deeply pained by his rift with 
his son, and only made the decision to move to the elder residence under 
great duress and angst, all the while feeling passionately that the earlier 
ways were far better, when parents lived and died “right with” their sons. 
Mukund gangopadhyay, whom i visited over a period of several years 
(from 2003 to 2006), would especially at first speak very bitterly, though 
vaguely, about how “these days” “children kick their parents out.”22 He 
was still married and lived in the old age home with his wife. They had 
three children, all married, one son and two daughters. He hinted once 
or twice about not getting along well especially with his daughter-in-law, 
and seemed to be bitter that his son perhaps sided more with her than 
with him. His bitterness faded a bit over the years, though, and by 2006 
he admitted to feeling calmer and more accepting of the whole situation, 
in part because he had come to realize that his son didn’t have it very easy 
either. The son’s wife, in fact, now spent most of the year working in a 
different city, so the younger couple did not even live together much any 
longer. although Mukund-babu spoke in general terms about elders being 
“kicked out,” he had been the one to make the arrangements to live in the 
old age home, and he funded the residence with his pension.
 one elder-home male resident, r. n. datta, said to Hena and me, in 
very surly and exacting tones, that he would agree to speak with us only if 
we did not inquire about his family. We promised and got to chatting about 
this and that. He was in his sixties, recently retired, fit, and an avid reader. 
His roommate was also present and at one point let slip that Mr. datta 
had a wife and sons living right nearby. r. n. datta was furious: “Who 
said that you could bring that up?!” he snapped at his roommate. and to 
us, “don’t write that down! That is nobody’s business but mine!” i, in fact, 
held my pen still, yet i could not help but remember the exchange in sharp 
detail. clearly the senior man found it highly painful and humiliating to 
acknowledge living apart from his wife and sons in an old age home.
 Several men and women who had ultimately made the decision to 
move into a residence for elders commented that squabbles and hard words 
between co-residents, and between residents and staff, hurt far less than 
those between kin—and for that reason they were able more easily to 
endure living in the elder abodes than with their families.
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Actively Pursuing a New Way of Living

 in addition to those “thrown away” into homes and those who choose 
them under duress as only one of two undesirable options, there is another 
important category of residents: those who actively and even eagerly pur-
sue such a mode of living. Media and public discourse in india focuses on 
crises and transgressions, and the quite common world-wide image of the 
old person as passive “victim” needing care. although the public discourse 
does not highlight the resourceful and innovative old-age-home resident, 
i have estimated that a good third of those i interviewed had strategically 
pursued their new way of living and aging in the world.
 of the one hundred residents i interviewed, i have considered that 
thirty-six were actively pursuing this new way of living, for the kinds of 
reasons i describe below. it is likely, however, that i ended up interviewing 
a higher, somewhat unrepresentative, proportion of “happy” residents with 
positive, active outlooks; i imagine such people would more probably be 
eager to speak with an outside visitor than those who are more depressed 
about their situations. in several smaller homes, however, i did manage to 
gather information from each resident.
 There are a few main factors that seem to inspire people to wish to 
join residences for elders, which turned up as recurring themes in diverse 
residents’ narratives:

FIRST, HAvING NO SONS

 i have already introduced Monisha Mashi (at the beginning of this 
chapter) and ashok bose (at the opening of chapter 3), both of whom 
actively pursued and seemed truly to appreciate their new living options. 
neither had sons, and in fact Sri ashok was altogether childless, which 
surely helped to make the old age home seem like a viable and welcome 
choice. although this fact does not seem to be at the forefront of con-
sciousness in public critiques of the emerging institutions, a very sizable 
proportion of old-age-home residents (in fact, nearly half or 48 percent of 
my subjects) do not actually have the ideal “traditional” multigenerational 
family option available to them—that is, they have no sons (see table 3.2 in 
chapter 3). Many appear to be truly delighted to find an alternative other 
than scraping by on their own, or living like a maidservant in the corners 
of houses of distant kin.
 Sri nimai Sarkar, for instance, told of how he had come to his old age 
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home: on the very day of his retirement, while eating his last lunch at the 
canteen, he found an advertisement for an old age home in the newspaper. 
He saw it as such a fortuitous event! He, who had been living the canteen 
life—a lifelong bachelor—who hadn’t known what he was going to do 
after retirement. He still keeps the ad with him, carrying it in his front 
pocket. “Why are there so many old age homes now?” he responded to my 
query. “because joint families are breaking up—that’s the reason, nothing 
else. and people are preferring smaller flats.” He added lightheartedly, 
“i think it’s just fine!” He has three brothers living nearby but describes 
himself as very “independent” (∆vadhin). “i lived alone before, and i can 
live here alone. With old age homes now in india, there are more ‘choices’ 
for old people.”
 it is important to note that living alone is not viewed at all as an 
attractive or viable option for the majority in india (as it is for many in 
the United States, where single-person households are currently the second 
most common type).23 as i explore further in chapter 6, people in india 
commonly speak of living alone in such terms as “unnatural,” “unthink-
able,” “not human,” or “impossible.” Peppering indian newspapers over 
recent years are also stories of aged persons being tricked, robbed, and even 
murdered by domestic workers and burglars, contributing to a widespread 
sense that it is inappropriate and even dangerous for elders to live on  
their own.

SECONd, SEEKING A “FOREST-dWEllING” lIFE

 both Monisha Mashi and ashok bose were keenly spiritual people 
and saw old-age-home living, as did many others, as offering a unique, 
modern opportunity to pursue a valued and traditional “forest-dwelling” 
(vanaprastha) lifestyle—breaking free from binding family and worldly 
ties, in order to cultivate spiritual awareness and readiness for the passages 
of death. in the following chapter, i explore in much more depth the 
intriguing “forest-dwelling” qualities of indian old age homes.

THIRd, CUlTIvATING AN INdEPENdENT ANd  
NUClEAR-FAMIly lIFESTylE

 Some who had actively chosen to move into a residence for elders were 
people who had for many years cultivated what could be described as an 
independent, egalitarian, nuclear-family-oriented (sometimes labeled “mod-
ern” or “Western”) lifestyle, and who had come to see elder residences as fit-
ting in appropriately with such plans. Those who most directly  articulated 
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such positions tended to be among the more elite and highly educated, 
and often those (both men and women) who had had quite distinguished 
careers and who had spent some or a lot of time abroad or in major cos-
mopolitan indian cities such as delhi. “let them [our children] live inde-
pendently; let us live independently. let them be happy; let us be happy,” 
was the kind of proclamation several among this class declared. i would 
also hear statements (that sounded very “american” to me, and expressed 
in English) such as, “We don’t wish to be burdens on our children”24 or “it 
wouldn’t be fair to them to ask them to care for us.” They would explain 
how they had in fact raised their children to pursue independent, profes-
sional careers and lifestyles, sending them to elite English-medium schools, 
funding educational opportunities abroad, allowing them to choose their 
own marriage partners, and encouraging them to set up households of their 
own after marriage. For various reasons, often due to their own careers, 
these seniors as adults had also often not lived (full time, at least) in multi-
generational households with their parents or parents-in-law. Some (more 
women, but also men) also remarked that independent living is especially 
better for daughters-in-law, who in fact, they generalized, have never liked 
to live with and care for their parents-in-law.

FOURTH, WElCOMING THE TREMENdOUS  
CONvENIENCE ANd SECURITy

 in old age homes, food and tea are served, rooms are cleaned, the build-
ing is maintained, night guards are (almost always) present; and, impor-
tantly, one does not need to manage one’s own servants. Even ordinary 
middle-class households in india maintain servants; yet people complain 
that it can be difficult to find trustworthy and capable ones. S. n. bhusan 
told of how he and his older sister came to live with each other after each 
had become widowed, but by the end it had become such a hassle for the 
two to manage their household. “You can’t get good maidservants these 
days, and so we were depending on home delivery food. That gets very bor-
ing after a while. i was disgusted. So, one day, just after having my dinner, i 
was watching TV . . . , and i saw an advertisement about this place!” it was 
the kind of strip advertisement, in English, that runs beneath a program. “i 
immediately wrote down the phone number, and the next day in the morn-
ing i rang up. i asked, ‘When can i see the place?’ They said, ‘anytime.’ So, 
i went later that day and liked the place, and a few days later my sister and 
i moved in!” Many residents also tell of how bored and irritated they had 
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become listening to their servants’ monotonous stories, as they had grown 
increasingly homebound in later life.

FIFTH, ENjOyING COMPANIONSHIP

 Finally, some residents are attracted to what they expect will be the 
constant companionship and sociality in a residence for elders. Even those 
living in large families can feel very isolated the way middle-class life is 
organized these days in kolkata—with junior members out all day and 
busy with jobs, school, marketing, cafes, social events, movies. “Why not 
move to a place where i will always be surrounded by people?” some told 
me. The retired Harvard professor, a bengali man who had moved back 
to kolkata, said that he could of course easily afford a single room in the 
elder residence he had selected, but that he had had enough of living alone, 
and was looking forward to the company in a shared double.

Deep Ambivalence Even amid Active Pursuit

 i close this section on “actively Pursuing a new Way of living” by 
reflecting on how people’s lives and perspectives are much more complex 
and ambiguous than are simple categories. So i turn to Soumil chowdhury, 
whom i consider in many ways to be a quintessential example of someone 
who had actively pursued, strategically chosen, life in a residence for elders. 
i met him—a very forthcoming, energetic, and articulate man—as he was 
making the final arrangements to move into the residence of his choice, 
after having visited twenty-five homes and met some 150 old-age-home 
residents over a period of four years while searching for the perfect elder 
abode. He was seventy-two, in good health, and he had retired twelve years 
earlier from his profession at the calcutta Port Trust. He explained that 
he was not exactly abandoning samsar (worldly-household-family life); for 
instance, he was planning to keep and return periodically to his two-story 
ballygunge, kolkata, home, where he and his wife currently lived in the 
flat right above his married son. “but i need a second place, somewhere 
that is peaceful, good for meditation, an empty, tranquil space [phãka, 
niribili jaega]. it’s good to live a little ‘alone’ from samsar,” he went on. “in 
samsar, there are so many bindings.” He also commented, smiling some-
what slyly, that he “wishes to be in hiding a bit,” since several members of 
his very large extended family seem to feel that now, as he has retired and 
receives a pension, he should be in the position to contribute generously to 
them on request. He had come to see the elder residence once alone, then 
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once with his wife, then again with his wife and wife’s brother, and now 
again by himself to make the final arrangements. “The rooms are beauti-
ful upstairs! That’s why i like it so much. We have chosen room #5. There 
are open windows on both sides, front to back. it opens onto a beautiful 
roof verandah filled with flower pots—it reminds me of Santiniketan,” 
the beloved country retreat of well-off kolkatans. Soumil-babu was also 
pleased that the home has a temple.
 living separately from his kin (other than his wife, who would be 
coming with him) would not be a radically new arrangement for him. 
Within two years of his marriage, he and his wife had moved out from 
the large joint-family village home, where his landed zamindar ancestors 
had resided for many generations, and he set up a separate flat in kolkata 
near where he worked. later he built a two-story house in the city. after 
his son’s marriage, Soumil-babu and his wife moved into the upper flat of 
the home, while his son, daughter-in-law, and granddaughter occupied the 
ground floor. His son now works for the delhi branch of a U.S. firm, and 
his daughter-in-law and granddaughter (still full time in kolkata) manage 
their own small computer company. For his whole adult life, Soumil-babu 
had cultivated a type of “modern” nuclear-family independence, both for 
himself and his for descendants.
 However, at the same time that he told me compellingly of the rea-
sons he had actively sought living in an elder abode, he also had a lot of 
critical things to say about his nation’s new trend of old-age-home living. 
as i had with me my driver and leased car, i offered Soumil-babu a ride 
back to kolkata from the elder abode, about an hour’s drive from the 
city. Toward the end of the journey, he voiced an eloquent and nostalgic 
commentary on how people were much happier before, living in large 
joint families, which were especially wonderful for children and for old 
people—everyone eating all together, the same food, seated in long lines 
on the floor, by lantern-light, in the village. To make sense of the social 
changes that he perceived to have occurred during his lifetime, he invoked 
the familiar contrast between “traditional india” and the “modern West.” 
i quote at some length:

i’ve seen that most ‘boarders’ in old age homes are unhappy. 
We are experiencing a clash between the ‘indian era’ and the 
‘Western era.’ We [that is, indians] want to live ‘jointly,’ amid 
our relatives [atmiya svajan, or “own people”], not alone [eka]. 
We don’t want to live alone. in ‘European culture,’ everyone 
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does want to live separately [alada, alada]. We [indians] love 
to chat, to have intimate conversations [adda]. We like to 
have everyone living together [eksange]. We don’t want old 
age homes [b®iddhabas]. We want ‘joint families’—sisters and 
brothers, daughters and sons, granddaughters and grandsons, 
all together. When i die, i will want them all by my side. Will 
i want there to be old-age-home people by my side? no, i will 
not. However much people say in the old age homes that they 
are fine, they are not. They would all prefer to be with their 
relatives. This is ‘indian culture.’
 but ‘modern culture,’ ‘European culture’ will enter our 
children’s lives. it is harming our ‘culture.’ So, our young per-
sons will care only about themselves, and their spouses. They 
won’t even want their own children for long—they will send 
them to ‘hostels’ after eighteen years.
 i’m a person with an ‘old [-fashioned] temperament.’ Why? 
because i grew up in a huge ‘joint family.’ Twenty-five to thirty 
people together would sit down to eat. We had no electricity 
so we would eat by lantern light. in the ‘modern age,’ people 
dislike this. but i was very happy as a child. We ate in long lines 
and whatever there was we divided among us. The cooking 
was done over a wooden fire in an earthen pot. . . . There were 
uncles and aunts, brothers and sisters, ponds, cows, servants. 
now this kind of thing is no longer.

 old-age-home living is probably not a simple proposition, without 
ambivalence, for anyone, for it entails for most such a radically new way 
of living and thinking about self, family, culture, and old age. Soumil-
babu, almost more than any resident i met, had so actively, purposefully 
and meticulously chosen the path of old-age-home living, and yet even he 
faced it with deep ambivalence and misgivings.

A Daughter’s Tale

 i close this larger section on how people come to be in old age homes 
with a long, revealing story from a daughter’s perspective, which beautifully 
illuminates the complex family and individual, gendered and generational 
processes that are at play in the movement from family to a “home.” i vis-
ited with the daughter of bankim and karabi ganguly, a married couple 
who had moved six years earlier into the Vanaprastha briddhasram, situated 
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in a moderately sized town about an hour’s drive from central kolkata. i 
had known the senior couple for four of those years, visiting with them 
each time i was in india and corresponding occasionally via letters during 
my absences. i should note before moving on to his daughter’s quite critical 
narrative that i have always really enjoyed and respected both bankim-babu 
and his wife. They share a modest double room with attached bath and a 
small kitchenette arranged in one corner. an open-air verandah extends 
past their room and the long line of about fourteen other private rooms. 
The verandah itself looks out over the spacious walled grounds of the ash-
ram. The setting resembles a semi-rural extended family compound. There 
are fruit trees, a kitchen garden, a large stone well, a few milk cows and an 
earthen barn, saris drying on clothes lines, a central building with a vast 
kitchen and elaborate temple, and another dwelling housing several rooms 
of women living dormitory style. bankim-babu and his wife appear to have 
a tender, mutually affectionate relationship. He walks to the nearby center 
of town every morning to pick up a few extra food items—fruit, biscuits, 
bengali sweets—for them to share. They both enjoy reading and they selec-
tively watch a few television programs on the set in their room. karabi is 
often on the phone with her daughter when i visit; the daughter had bought 
them a mobile phone to use, since the ashram itself had only one phone 
inconveniently located in the central office. one day the daughter told her 
parents that she would really like to meet me, and shortly afterward she 
phoned to invite me to her home one Sunday.
 bulbul chatterjee, the daughter, lives with her husband and two near-
grown sons in a small middle-class home in north kolkata, down a lane too 
narrow for cars. She is the oldest of four siblings, including two other mar-
ried sisters and one married brother. She was exceptionally warm, lively, 
articulate, and forthcoming, and reminded me of my former dear research 
assistant Hena from my earlier eighteen months of fieldwork living in the 
village of Mangaldihi. like that Hena, bulbul was very generous with her 
affection: she fed me a sweet from a spoon, for instance, and then ate the 
other half herself; she helped me to wash my hands after eating the rice 
that she had prepared and insisted i eat, rubbing my hands for me with one 
hand while pouring water from the other. both acts are signs of affection 
and openness, as they entail the quite intimate sharing of substances.25 our 
very interesting conversation follows:

Sl: i am so happy to meet you, because i like your parents 
so much, and also—i’ve been meeting so many people who 
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live in old age homes, but i never yet have met or seen any 
of their children! [i later did meet several more children, but 
throughout most of my fieldwork, they seemed to be strikingly 
scarce.]

bc: one thing you should understand for your research is that 
those who live in old age homes—many of them, probably the 
majority of them—are not there because they absolutely have to 
be—that is, because their sons and boumas 26 really threw them 
out of the house, or because they have no relatives.
 People make [tairi kara] their own lives. There really is no 
one with no relatives [atmiya]. if people say that they have 
no relatives, this means that earlier in their life, they weren’t 
good to their relatives. When people would get together, they 
wouldn’t mix with them well, or give to them, or enjoy their 
company. So, the kin didn’t end up liking the person—and 
that’s how people get to a state in old age when there is no 
one to look after them. if you don’t have any good relations 
with your kin now, then you certainly were not a very good 
person before. You are that kind of person that you ‘created’ 
this ‘situation.’
 let me tell you the story of what happened with my 
parents:
 My father had a very hot temper all of his life—he was a very 
angry [ragi] man.27 no one—none of us—could stand being 
around him. When my sisters, brother, and i were home during 
the day with our mother, we all had a very good time together, 
studying and chatting; but when my father came home, it was 
‘pin drop silent.’ none of us would say anything, we were so 
frightened of his temper. because of my father, i really couldn’t 
stand the atmosphere at home, and i wanted to do anything to 
get out of there; but i didn’t know how to leave. So, that’s why 
at only age sixteen, i ended up getting married.
 My mother, on the other hand, was such a good woman. 
She loved us so much—such a good [bhalo] woman you can’t 
find anywhere. For instance, when we were young and all the 
other parents were hiring private tutors for their children, our 
mother taught everything to us herself. She would help us with 
math, with English—everything. She was always by our side. 
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and she cooked for us, and cared for us, loved us—there was 
nothing she wouldn’t do for us. but my father was a different 
matter. He was such an angry man, and he always thought that 
whatever decision he came to, thinking on his own without 
deliberating with anyone, was the correct decision. once he 
made up his mind, he would never change.
 and he didn’t know how to raise us properly; he threw so 
much money at his son, trying to educate him and get him 
established, but really the son didn’t turn out so well. it was my 
younger sister who really had the brains. She was an excellent 
student, but when she wanted to go on for her Ma, my father 
said that he wouldn’t spend that much money. So he spent it 
all on my brother, which was a waste, and my sister lost her 
opportunity to really make something of herself. and it was 
because of my father’s ways that i, too, just to get away from 
the household, ended up getting married at such a young age 
[implying that this was a “love marriage,”28 in the neighbor-
hood], thus ruining my own opportunities for education. i got 
married after passing my [tenth-grade] exams, but because of 
getting married i was not able to study further and pursue a 
career.

 later bulbul explained how, after her sons started school, she studied 
on her own at home and passed the secondary high school exam; and now 
she and her husband have established quite a successful business together. 
She went on:

bc: Then, another important factor: You know that in bengali 
families, the bouma comes from a different household. now, 
that means that of course she will have very different ways—a 
different culture [samskar], in fact. Each household/family [sam-
sar] has its own samskar [rituals, tendencies]. and it takes some 
time for both parties to come to share the same culture. You 
know—if one person’s family has the routine that when they get 
up they eat rice first thing in the morning, and another person’s 
family has the routine of eating ruti [flat bread] first thing in the 
morning, and then the person who eats rice comes into the ruti 
household and still eats rice for several days—what’s the fault 
in that? it takes some time, and compromise on both sides, to 
adjust. but my parents couldn’t understand that.
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 Here, it may seem that bulbul blames her mother a little, too. but she 
later suggests that the problems were still more her father’s, largely because 
he didn’t deal with them properly and, as the senior household male, he 
had more responsibility. She continued:

bc: My parents and our bouma couldn’t adjust well at all with 
each other. They were only in the house together for one and a 
half or two years before my parents left. one other factor was 
that our bouma married at quite an older age—she was about 
twenty-five or twenty-six.

Sl: it’s much harder when the bouma is older, right?

bc: Yes, indeed! i was only sixteen at marriage, but she was 
twenty-five or twenty-six. Just like with a plant—it’s much 
easier to transplant a young plant; it can adjust to the new 
soil. but if a mature plant is transplanted, it has a much more 
difficult time adjusting to the new environment and in fact 
may never adjust well.29

 So—i don’t want to say anything against our bouma; she 
came from another family and all. but, she wouldn’t do any 
work around the house at all. My mother continued to do 
everything after she arrived: cooking, managing the marketing, 
everything. The bouma would sleep late, getting up at around 
8:00 am every day, and her husband, my brother, had to leave 
for work at 8:30 am. So, who would make his breakfast and 
everything, to get him ready to leave? naturally my mother 
would do it. Then my mother would cook all morning. but 
if a little before noon, she said to her bouma, “look, i’ve been 
cooking all morning, and now i want to go take my bath. can 
you look after this rice?” the bouma would get angry. Perhaps 
my mother would say this to her in a loud and angry voice 
herself. She was such a quiet and calm [thanda, cool] woman 
usually, but that meant that the worries and thoughts would 
pile up inside of her, and her pressure would rise, and then if 
she finally spoke, it might come out angrily.
 So, things weren’t good at all in the house.
 but my father really loved his bouma at that time, and he 
wouldn’t listen to my mother’s complaints at all, or give her 
any support. So, that was his fault [dos]. a woman—what 
kind of support does she have in life? When she’s young, she 

1-LAMB_pages_i-132.indd   117 5/12/09   3:47:18 PM



aging and THE indian diaSPora

118

is  supposed to get it from her father, and then after marriage 
from her husband, and then late in life, from her son.30 but my 
mother didn’t have any support from anyone. and then our 
bouma thought, “Well, if i get along so well with my father-in-
law, then why do i have to worry about my mother-in-law?”
 it got to be such a state that my mother ended up thinking 
of suicide; and finally, she even tried to commit suicide one 
day, by taking some sleeping pills. She ended up in the hos-
pital. Then my father called my sister, who also lived nearby 
in durgapur [the city where their family home was, several 
hours from kolkata] and asked her to take my mother home 
with her. i also went to durgapur right away then, and helped 
my mom get settled in my sister’s home. When i went to my 
parents’ house to get my mom’s things, my dad told me to be 
quiet and not speak to my brother or his wife about what was 
happening, just to sneak in there and get my mother’s things 
and leave. i also thought that that was wrong—Why couldn’t 
we all talk together about what was happening and try to work 
things out?
 So, my mother stayed at my sister’s house, and my father 
was still in his house with his son and bouma. but, he only 
lasted there a few days. Since his bouma wasn’t used to doing 
household work at all, my father wasn’t getting his meals prop-
erly in time at all, or tea, or anything. So he, too, became very 
angry and left for my sister’s house. after a few days there, 
though, he also wasn’t happy there. and my sister had her 
hands full, with three small children under six years. So, she 
called me and begged me to come get our parents right away, to 
bring them to live here with us in kolkata. but at that time it 
was the rainy season, and there were great floods and the trains 
weren’t running. i said, “listen, i can’t come until the trains 
start running, but as soon as they do, i’ll be there.”
 i’m the oldest in the family, and people listen to me and 
treat me with respect. They know i can manage things and get 
things done. My husband really loves my mother, his mother-
in-law, and he said that of course she can stay with us, for the 
rest of her life. He loves her even more than his own mother. 
For she used to do things for us, helping us secretly, after we 
were married, and he hasn’t forgotten all those things.
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 So i went to get my parents and i brought them back to live 
with us in our flat in kolkata. it wasn’t a large place, but there 
was enough room. We thought then that they would stay with 
us for the rest of their lives, and that was fine with us. We were 
never the types to be concerned about what others in society 
[samaj] might say—that it’s not appropriate for parents to live 
with their son-in-law.
 it was a very busy and difficult time for me, though. My 
oldest son was just about to take his class eleven exams, which 
are very important exams—and not something that can be 
repeated again sometime later, if they don’t work out well now. 
They had to be done well this time, or else he would lose all 
his chances. i was also working then. So, somehow or other, 
i managed to do the cooking, get everyone fed, go to work, 
help my son with his studies, and look after my parents. My 
father, though, often wasn’t happy with things, and he would 
interfere. For instance, he didn’t like the way i was forcing my 
son to study all the time. My mother understood, though, and 
she would say to my father, “of course, she has to force her son 
to study. if the mother doesn’t do so, who will?” nonetheless, 
even amid these disagreements, we were managing.
 Then one day, without telling anyone where he was going, 
my father went out to look at a b®iddha∆ram [ashram for elders]. 
it got to be noon, and then afternoon, and he still wasn’t com-
ing home, and we began to get really worried about him. an 
older man, out in the streets—where could he be? but he was 
out looking at the b®iddha∆ram, and by the time he came back, 
he had decided to move in.

Sl: How did he know or hear about it?

bc: Through the newspaper! ads and things had been appear-
ing for some time then. So, he came back and said to us that 
he had come to realize that he really wasn’t the kind of person 
who could live with others, and so he was going to go live in a 
b®iddha∆ram. My mother said, “Fine, you go live there. but i 
am going to stay here with my daughter.” My father wouldn’t 
let her stay, though. He had made up his mind, and once he 
does so, he won’t budge at all, listen to others, or stop to con-
sider that he might be making a mistake.
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 We in the family were so opposed, though! and we also 
worried—what would people think? They would be going 
right to the b®iddha∆ram from our home, and surely people 
would think that something had gone wrong in our home, 
or that we had thrown them out. That would be a great dis-
grace [apaman] and bring disrespect [asamman]. but they went 
nonetheless, and there you have it. That was in 2000.

 bulbul’s long narrative seemed partly motivated, in fact, as a means to 
restore respect. She then went on to conclude that “my father made four 
big ‘mistakes’ in his life,” the fourth being moving to the old age home. (in 
my notes later that evening, i mused: “it’s interesting/significant that she 
does view living in an old age home ultimately as a ‘mistake,’ in keeping 
with prevailing societal images (even though her father chose it). This is 
probably also due to the fact that neither parent actually professes (to her 
or to me) to be liking life in the home, though again, her father chose it, 
and he is not seeking alternative arrangements.”)
 These were the “four mistakes,” building up to the decision to move 
into the old age home. (i summarize her explanations in brackets.)

1) The first mistake was the way he raised us [angry, with no 
real understanding of how to properly raise kids].

2) The second mistake was building a house and signing it 
over to his son right then. [Her parents had had a new 
house built several years back, and although she had advised 
her father to keep it in his and her mother’s name, her 
father hadn’t listened, and put the home right away in his 
son’s name, shortly before the son’s marriage. Then when 
the son was married, the bouma realized: “oh, the house is 
in my husband’s name.” So, then, she didn’t need to worry 
about her relationship with her parents-in-law at all.]

3) The third mistake was not siding with his wife at all and 
getting his relatives’ advice about their problems. [There 
were plenty of aunts and other relatives nearby in their city, 
bulbul claimed, who could have stepped in to help forge 
decent relationships in the household between the parents-
in-law and daughter-in-law.]
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4) The fourth mistake: going to the old age home without 
consulting anyone.

 bulbul went on to tell how she wished that her mother could stay with 
her more often, but, she added:

My mother sometimes likes to come stay with us, and i love 
having her here. i love my mother—whenever she wants to 
stay, she is welcome. i would love it if she would stay here with 
us always. but my father—who never much before seemed to 
care that much about her—now suddenly can’t live without 
her at all. if she’s away for just two days, or even one, he starts 
getting agitated, and he comes to bring her back to him.

 We see here the complex layers of a family’s poignant story, involving 
fathers, mothers, daughters, sons, daughters-in-law, and competing values 
and life aims surrounding work, love, success, family, gender, tradition, 
and modernity. i will continue to analyze this story’s significance in focus-
ing on gender below.

Gender in the Home

 as is evident in bulbul’s and many other narratives, gender is an 
important dimension in the process by which persons move into abodes 
for elders. How women and men are defined, and the forms of agency 
they have or lack, play a vital role both in how people enter into old age 
homes and how they experience them. i close this chapter with a brief 
examination of a few key features of gender that help illuminate bulbul’s 
and others’ stories.
 i have already discussed how agency and independence can be strongly 
limited for many women, as they and their kin comply with the kinds of 
expectations expressed in the lines from Manu and in various ways in every-
day talk: “a woman should never be independent, but should be given sup-
port and guidance by her father in childhood, her husband in youth, and 
her sons in old age” (laws of Manu V.147–148). bulbul’s mother, karabi, 
played no part in her husband’s decision to move them both to the ashram 
for elders, and she had little control over how often and how long she could 
stay with her daughter. Such an ideology underlies how and why so many 
women get to old age homes against their own desires, will, or initiative, 
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and also why so many women feel so trapped and isolated from outer 
worlds in the homes.
 in the era when today’s current older women were young wives, and 
still for many in more conservative families now, a married woman who 
wishes to visit her natal home must wait for a male kin member, often a 
brother, to arrive to escort her there. She cannot go on her own. in a simi-
lar fashion, many women in abodes for elders wait for sons, sons-in-law, 
nephews, and grandsons to come invite and escort them on visits to their 
families. When bulbul’s mother goes to visit her daughter, it is generally 
her son-in-law who comes to escort her, and then her husband who, a day 
or two later, arrives to bring her back. Sometimes, though less frequently, 
daughters can take on the role of escort, especially those who have achieved 
a high degree of independence through their own earning and/or higher 
education. Many older women residents i knew would not otherwise leave 
the elder abodes, although male residents in good health did frequently 
travel on their own, to the homes of kin, their own former houses, and 
on journeys for pleasure. Male residents more often than female residents 
also went out on a daily basis for things like marketing and morning 
walks, often doing small errands for other less mobile residents, including 
women who may be perfectly physically fit but who nonetheless experience 
a felt restricted mobility due to their gender. in most of the homes, there 
were, in fact, no particular rules restricting the movements of women, but 
many women had grown up simply unaccustomed to being able to be in 
charge of their own travels and to venture out alone. i need to emphasize 
again here, however, the great variety in such practices: the more elite, the 
more highly educated, those who had had professional careers, and certain 
women with independent spirits certainly did travel on their own—which 
i will get to shortly.

Mene Neoya or Coming to Accept:  
Ways of Framing the Moves of a Woman’s Life

 as i listened to certain women’s stories of how they had come to be 
in, and then come to accept life in, an elder abode, it struck me that many 
of them spoke of this shift in ways similar to how they spoke of other key 
moves in their lives—in particular the shift to their ∆va∆ur ba®i or “father-
in-law’s home” after marriage. Women residents commonly say that they 
have come to accept or have had to accept (mene neoya, mene niyechi, or 
mene nite hayeche) living in an old age home, language that, significantly, 
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i did not notice men using. When i would ask women to speak of their 
earlier lives, it struck me that they also described moving to their ∆va∆ur 
ba®i in a noticeably similar fashion. Then i began to think, too, about 
how these stories resonate with so many other narratives i had heard from 
bengali women over years of doing research in the region, regarding their 
movements to their ∆va∆ur ba®i.31 Mene neoya, a phrase that women often 
use in such contexts, can be translated as “coming to accept,” “taking what 
comes,” or even “coming to honor,” from the verbs neoya (to take or to bear) 
and mana (to heed, accept, observe, respect, honor). Women speak of major 
life transitions that they have “come to accept”—such as marriage, moving 
to an elder abode, and also widowhood—as also being things that “happen 
to” them: they are put into situations that are not precisely of their own 
choosing or making, but that they then have to learn to accept, or even to 
respect or honor—if they wish to get along smoothly with others, and to 
feel at peace with themselves, their lives, and their surroundings.
 Supriya-di of Milan Tirtha, a very articulate and thoughtful person, 
with beautiful dyed long black hair and a pleasant, full face, spoke quite 
explicitly about having had to get adjusted to all three of these somewhat 
parallel experiences in her life: her ∆va∆ur ba®i (marital home), widowhood 
(at a young age), and living in an old age home. She remarked sincerely 
that she had gotten used to and had really adjusted to living in the old age 
home (though she has a son, daughter-in-law, and grandchildren living 
right nearby), just as she had had to accept and adjust to those earlier life 
phases.

For instance, i became a widow at quite an early age—i was 
just forty-five. and i had to accept that [mene nite hayeche]. it 
was his [my husband’s] job—he had a dangerous job, flying 
airplanes in the air force, and that’s how he died, in fact, in a 
plane crash. and so that’s how it was. i could say that it was 
just fate. and so i had to accept it. and since then i’ve been 
doing all the things that brahman widows do—a completely 
vegetarian diet, no fish, no onions, no garlic, nothing; white 
saris; ekado∆i—you know? fasting on the eleventh day of the 
lunar fortnight.

She spoke matter-of-factly of all these features of a traditional bengali 
brahman widow’s life,32 without complaint; they were simply part of 
 marriage and widowhood for her, part of being a brahman woman, part 
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of her life. “and now i am in the old age home,” she went on, “and really, 
i have adjusted to living here.”
 Supriya-di also spoke in detail that evening, almost cheerfully enjoy-
ing the reminiscing, of how grueling it had been when she was first taken 
to her ∆va∆ur ba®i, where nothing was familiar, she knew no one, and had 
to submit to the stern rule of her mother-in-law; but she had borne and 
come to accept all that as well. She spoke of respecting and honoring her 
mother-in-law, too, although the senior woman had kept a very tight rule 
over all her daughters-in-law throughout her life.
 When i returned home to our flat that evening after visiting with 
Supriya-di, i was chatting in the kitchen with our part-time cook, bharati. 
She began to speak of her own move to her ∆va∆ur ba®i ten or so years ear-
lier, a very familiar tale: of how it was so far from her baper ba®i (father’s 
home), how everything was strange and different there, how she didn’t 
know anyone at first, and how she would cry and cry, yearning for her 
baper ba®i. Sometimes in the beginning she could return there for even 
three months at a time, escorted by her brother, but then she would have 
to return to her ∆va∆ur ba®i. gradually, however, she came to accept her 
marital home and to feel comfortable there.
 So, i sat at my computer that night composing a list of the ways that 
moving to an elder abode and to one’s ∆va∆ur ba®i are similar, for a woman. 
Here are some elements from that list:

Moving to an Elder Abode Is Like Moving to a ≈va∆ur Ba®i or 
“Father-in-Law’s Home”

1)  At first, at least, both residences feel like an “other” place, made 
up of “others” (parer lok), rather than one’s “own people” or 
“household people” (nijer lok, ba®ir lok). The English term 
“home,” often used to refer to residences for elders, has a 
distinctly institutional feel, and people often use the term, 
implicitly and explicitly, to distinguish the institution from 
a ba®i or ghar (bengali terms for home), which are “real” 
homes, as in places of belonging, intimacy, and familiarity. 
Similarly, a ∆va∆ur ba®i (father-in-law’s home, marital home) 
has, like the English “home,” connotations of distance, of 
being not really “one’s own.” in both residences, in the early 
days especially, women experience painful feelings of having 
been torn away, of loneliness and of yearning for their (real) 
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home (ba®i ) and “own people.” of course, many women 
gradually come to feel very much a part of their ∆va∆ur 
ba®is, especially after raising children there and becoming 
 mothers-in-law and female household heads (ginni) in their 
own right. if that happens, they generally stop referring to 
that home as their ∆va∆ur ba®i, but rather come simply to 
call it ba®i or “home.”

2) The decision to go to a residence is very often (especially for this 
generation of senior women) not fully or really their own at all, 
but rather something that others arrange for them. as with a 
traditional arranged marriage, very often it is kin who make 
the inquiries, find the home (or groom), and finalize the 
plans—so that the woman resident is often going to the 
home sight-unseen, as some of them also set eyes on their 
husbands for the first time on their wedding day. (For a 
wedding, kin endeavor carefully to arrange a good match. 
notably, however, it seemed to me that often not as much 
effort went into finding a good “match” between a resident 
and a particular old age home. often kin simply made 
arrangements in the first one or two homes they encoun-
tered; many had little idea that a wide selection might 
exist.)

3) A woman’s capacity to travel out from both types of residence is 
often limited. Traditionally, in a ∆va∆ur ba®i, the daughter-
in-law needed her mother-in-law’s permission to go out 
at all, and many women stayed confined to their marital 
households the majority of the time. We have seen, similarly, 
how female residents commonly treat their elder abodes 
in like ways. kalyani-di and her roommates kavika-di and 
Uma-di feel utterly shut in, like “prisoners.” Even if they 
wish to go out for just a short walk, they must request the 
ayahs to unlock the front metal gate. When i broached the 
possibility one day of taking them out to the movies or for 
a shopping trip, they seemed highly hesitant, wondering if 
that would be allowed, without their sons’ permission. in 
a similar fashion, both daughters-in-law and elder-home 
residents are commonly escorted by male kin from time to 
time to visit close relatives for periods of a few days to several 

1-LAMB_pages_i-132.indd   125 5/12/09   3:47:19 PM



aging and THE indian diaSPora

126

months each year. Most of the elder abodes uphold sign-
in and sign-out procedures. Male residents generally sign 
themselves in and out, but many women leave, particularly 
on longer, overnight trips, only if signed out and escorted by 
male kin. The brochure for one all-women elder residence, 
Sraddhanjali, provides a list of rules. number 18 reads: “if 
on any occasion the boarder wants to go out of the Home to 
her relative’s house or anywhere else, either her guardian or 
her recognized relative will have to accompany her.”

4) Women are taught not to, or end up finding it best not to, 
complain at either residence. one of the defining features 
of life in one’s ∆va∆ur ba®i, to many of the women of the 
current senior generation, is that they had to accept what 
comes without complaint. Women who were close to their 
husbands could whisper a few words to them late at night 
when they were finally alone together. They could also pro-
test mildly to their parents on visits home. but they would 
be told by mothers, fathers, and often husbands just to 
bear it, that there’s nothing that can be done, that a woman 
must accept what happens in her in-laws’ home. Similarly, i 
found that women residents would gripe mildly to me and 
each other about things they did not like about their elder 
abodes, but they often added that these things were not 
worth complaining about to the management, or that there 
was nothing that could be done. Some of these gripes were 
more or less serious than others: they could be that the ceil-
ing fans needed more regular cleaning, or that a particular 
staff member was not respectful enough, or that the pieces 
of fish served were too small. The incident that struck and 
disturbed me perhaps the most was when the proprietor 
had appropriated for his wife the radio-tape-player that i 
had given as a gift to kalyani-di, Uma-di, and their third 
roommate. When i, bitterly hurt along with them, indig-
nantly asked what could be done, they replied, “nothing,” 
and in fact they implored me not to address the proprietor, 
who was their caretaker now and the one in charge; they 
did not want to disturb their relationship with him.
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5) Life in both a ∆va∆ur ba®i and an elder abode is something that 
a woman must learn to accept and, if she can, even respect. 
She must bear the life transitions that come her way, adjust 
to new settings, forge new relationships, and make peace 
with her surroundings. This is the way of a woman’s life. 
a piece of proverbial wisdom voices it thus: a woman will 
fare best if she is malleable like clay, to be cast into a shape 
of his choice by the potter (ordinarily her husband), able 
to discard earlier loyalties, attributes, and ties, to become 
absorbed into her marital home (and by extension, i sug-
gest, an elder abode) (see dube 1988:18, lamb 2000:207).

 if one accepts this comparative list, one can see how quite traditional 
features of gender can in fact be carried out through old-age-home living. 
For a woman, the move to an elder abode, like other transitions of the 
female life course, can demand a profound dependence, passivity, and 
pliability.

 A Woman’s Independence, and How Living in an Elder Abode 
Can Be Very different from Living in a ≈va∆ur Ba®i

 after preparing the above list of potential similarities between moving 
to elder abodes and moving to in-laws’ homes, i decided to try out the 
analogy with some of my elder-abode resident friends. i quickly discovered 
that many did not find the analogy terribly compelling, for not all the 
women i met living in elder abodes were by any means living submissive 
lives controlled by male kin; and in fact life in an elder abode seemed to 
help some decisively break free of such traditional patriarchal strictures. i 
have kept the preceding list in this book, however, for i still believe that 
it does well convey some key dimensions of gender and elder-abode living 
for some women.
 So, “is moving to an old age home at all like moving to a ∆va∆ur ba®i?” 
i asked a group of women at loknath briddhabas. They laughed. “no! 
We are friends [bandhu] here. This is like living among friends! ” Some 
other women had similar reactions: “no! This is like living in a [college] 
‘hostel!’”33 new life in a ∆va∆ur ba®i for almost all of them carried imme-
diate connotations of suffering, powerlessness, being at the bottom in a 
hierarchy of household ranks, having to be meek and subservient and to 
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serve one’s elders, and to be burdened by household work. in contrast, in 
an elder abode, one is there to be served by the staff and proprietors, rather 
than to serve. Women in elder abodes are also, usually for the first time in 
their lives, completely free of household duties.
 Further, in an elder abode, the residents are living largely among 
equals. in loknath, for instance, the women all addressed each other 
respectfully and affectionately as didi or “older sister.” ordinarily, if one 
person in a relationship is called didi, then the other will be bon (younger 
sister), but by calling everyone didi, the loknath residents cheerfully chose 
to emphasize their equal rank. So, though they were strangers at first, they 
could easily come to mix, laugh, commiserate, and share with each other. 
Several women remarked that they had always heard that living in a hostel 
was supposed to be really fun (moja), and one told her daughter that she is 
“having [her] ‘hostel’ life now.” “This maybe is not as fun as that,” Mina-di 
reflected, “but actually, we are having a very good time together.” She was 
among a group of six women residents who played cards together every 
afternoon at five, the winner taking the others out for espresso at one of 
the fashionable coffee shops that had sprung up in the adjoining mall. 
The members of atithiseva decided to celebrate the home’s fifth birthday, 
commemorating the day they first moved in together, and they invited me 
to the merry celebration (Figure 4.2).
 When i asked Uma-di of aram (kalyani-di’s roommate) if the experi-
ence of moving into the ashram for elders was similar to the experience of 
moving to her ∆va∆ur ba®i, she also did not seem to find the analogy terribly 
compelling, replying that it had even been harder and more shocking to 
move to her in-laws’ home. “When i went to my in-laws’ home, i had been 
so sheltered and hadn’t had a lot of experiences. i didn’t know anything of 
the world other than my father’s home. . . . in my in-laws’ home i didn’t 
even have the key to my almari [chest or closet]. My mother-in-law con-
trolled everything.” So, although she had been given some gold, saris, and 
other belongings at her wedding, she had no access to these possessions. 
“by the time i came to the elder-ashram,” she went on, “i had seen and 
experienced things, and i had lived in several places.” and although she 
did not own much any longer, Uma-di did in the elder ashram have con-
trol over the key to the small locked chest that she, like the other residents, 
kept next to her bed for a few precious possessions.
 in fact, quite a few women living in elder abodes experience a high 
degree of independence and freedom, by managing their own expenses, by 
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going out on their own (not all wait to be escorted), and simply by being 
released from family life. of those women who made the decision to move 
in to an elder residence on their own (about 40 percent of the women in 
my study; see table 4.1), most all were considerably empowered by having 
independent financial means. Some were widows receiving their share of 
their deceased husband’s pensions; others had worked themselves and thus 
had their own pensions; a few had savings in their own names. not all the 
women i met living in elder abodes were, by any means, living submissive 
lives controlled by fathers, husbands, and sons. i will explore these themes 
further through renuka-di’s story.
 at age eighty-four, renuka-di is a very lively woman, and the most 
gregarious of the group of five with whom she resides dormitory style in 
the Swami Paramananda baba briddhasram. She claims with conviction to 
be thoroughly enjoying her independent (svadhin) life in the forty-person 
elder ashram. She tells of having made the decision herself to move in 
after becoming a widow, although she has four sons and daughters-in-
law and seven grandchildren, with whom she reportedly could have lived. 
Her husband had been a very domineering man, and while he was alive, 

Figure 4.2. Enjoying a “hostel life” in an all-female elder home, members celebrate the 
home’s fifth birthday. (author is second from right.)
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she had had no knowledge of money at all and could make no important 
 household decisions. once when i asked her if she had ever broached 
with her husband the topic of moving to an elder ashram, she exclaimed, 
“no! He would have stripped the skin off of my very back!” The “ashram 
Mother” (the ashram manager’s own sixty-two-year-old mother, who her-
self spent most of her time at the ashram, helping direct its daily affairs 
and mingling with the residents) told me that renuka-di had been a 
very dramatic lady through most of her life and on several occasions had 
attempted, or feigned to attempt, suicide by running into a large pond, 
while protesting her husband’s authoritarian attitudes. after she became 
a widow, she made the decision to come to the elder ashram, speaking of 
the move as her decision while telling of how her sons all love her so much. 
She now professes to be thoroughly enjoying especially her freedom from 
household obligations and her ability to control the pension she receives 
as the widow of her husband, a former government employee. This is the 
first time in her life that she has had money of her own to spend, and if 
she had lived with her sons, the pension would not have remained under 
her control.
 in fact, among the generation of women around renuka-di’s age and 
even younger (those born before around 1960 or so), their husbands would 
almost never think to teach them how to manage finances, or have access 
to a bank account. (They might teach such things to a daughter, though, 
and this is one way that female gender roles are changing.) instead the 
husbands think, “if i have a son, why should i teach my wife? My son can 
do it.” Thus, even if a widow is nominally the one to receive a pension 
or other property in her husband’s name, if she resides with her son/s, 
she will ordinarily not control the funds. This means that some of the 
pension-receiving widowed women in elder abodes are experiencing a kind 
of financial freedom, autonomy, and independence that they never expe-
rienced before.
 renuka-di relishes this financial independence. She goes out often 
to buy sweets for herself and her roommates, and she gives money to the 
ashram Mother, who is in charge of the home’s kitchen, to purchase extra 
large pieces of fish for her, or mutton on a day when otherwise fish would 
be served and she is craving meat. She travels several times each year to 
visit various kin, including her sons in the town where she also has to go 
periodically to withdraw her pension from her husband’s former bank. 
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She is immensely proud of the pension, which she refers to as her “salary” 
(maine).
 one day renuka-di told Hena and me a story with a great deal of 
pleasure, which seemed to epitomize what still appeared to strike her as her 
delightfully novel and almost sacrilegious freedom from typical domestic 
and motherly duties. on a recent visit to one of her sons’ homes, where 
she was staying for a few days while she picked up her pension from the 
bank, her son asked her to make him the delicious fish dish that she makes 
so well and that he used to love so much. “Ma, why don’t you cook that 
kai fish, the special way that you make it?” the son eagerly requested. 
renuka-di said that she replied, “Ish! That is expensive, kai fish—how 
much? about 25 rupees per fish? i don’t want to get involved. Why don’t 
you buy it yourself, and i will teach your wife how to cook it.”
 Hena observed later to me that this tale was really quite remarkable. 
ordinarily a senior mother would feel compelled to make the fish as 
requested, as she may also well wish to do so, demonstrating her ongo-
ing affection for and usefulness within her son’s household. by asking his 
mother to cook the fish, the son is both signaling that he knows that she 
has money and attempting to get her to spend some of it on them, and 
at the same time trying to please and flatter his mother. but renuka-di 
seemed to be savoring her independence, financially as well as practically 
and emotionally. Telling them to buy and cook the fish themselves is an 
assertive act of independence and of distancing herself from them.
 Further, and tellingly, the freedoms senior women such as renuka-di 
achieve by living in elder residences complement the often parallel free-
doms of their daughters-in-law, who are then not compelled to serve and 
be subservient to their mothers-in-law in a co-residential home. Quite a 
few of the older women i came to know readily acknowledged that the 
“earlier” system of intergenerational reciprocity—though often sustaining 
for elders, children, and men—was especially not an easy one for young 
married women. Many of these older women explicitly voiced (selflessly, it 
seemed to me) their pleasure in helping to foster a new system of separate 
and egalitarian living that they saw as ultimately better for their daughters 
and daughters-in-law.

 For most people, then, moving to an abode for elders entails a quite 
radical transformation of self, from an intensely family-focused to a much 
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more individual-centered way of being (although for certain women, espe-
cially, a family focus can remain very strong). Those who live in elder 
residences experience and interpret this transformation in an important 
variety of ways. For some, it can be incredibly alienating and distressing, as 
they are stripped of what they had always imagined as a fundamental way 
of being and of aging, entailing the daily giving to and receiving from kin 
in the intimate setting of a multi-generational household (samsar), made 
up of those who “flow or move together,” the literal meaning of samsar 
or family, household, and worldly life. For some of these residents, even 
while living in an abode for elders, their emotional focus and sense of self 
remains still very much centered on the family; for instance, one aram 
woman lies on her bed and cries out continually for her seven children in 
turn, calling each by name, “Supriya, come (ay)! ganesh, come! gopal, 
come! . . .” but in the context of an old age home, they are deprived of 
the everyday interactions with kin—the daily receipt of seva, love, and 
material support—that sustain both the family and self as meaningful 
and vital parts of each other. Such residents often do not have anything 
to substitute for the family as a source of fulfillment or identity, not view-
ing, for instance, alternative values such as the cultivation of individuality, 
independence (svadhinata), or gendered and aged egalitarianism as mean-
ingful aspirations.
 others, however, for complex and varying reasons, and often with a 
vigorous degree of ambivalence, have actively cultivated the much more 
independent, individualist way of being entailed by living away from the 
family in an elder abode. This movement can involve significant trans-
formations of gender, especially for women, of both senior and junior 
generations.
 although i have closed this chapter by emphasizing dramatic changes 
in forms of self, aging, family, and in certain respects gender that old-age-
home living can entail, in the next chapter i will explore how, in impor-
tant and intriguing ways, indian elder abodes are not simply modern, 
individual-making projects.
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5 Tea and the Forest: 
Making a Western 
Institution Indian

One of the most important contributions anthropology has made to the 
scholarly study of globalization over the past few decades has been its 
emphasis on the complex and crucial ways that people around the world do 
not simply passively receive commodities and other phenomena that travel 
to their nations from the West. Instead, in fundamental and intricate ways, 
persons in any community always bring local cultural frameworks to bear, 
actively interpreting, appropriating, rejecting, and resignifying imported 
commodities, images, ideologies, and institutional forms. Anthropologists 
have variously termed such processes the “customization of foreign cultural 
forms,” the “indigenization of modernity,” and the “localization of the 
global,” arguing against any simple hypothesis that “globalization entails 
a cultural homogenization of the world.”1 India’s old age homes provide 
a revealing example of such important processes of customization. Those 
participating in India’s new old age homes are innovatively striving to 
maintain older needs, desires, and values while also producing and fulfill-
ing, and sometimes resisting, new ones, wrestling strategically with what 
they see as the conditions of their modern society.
 When I first began this project, I myself thought of the old age homes 
in India as largely “Western”-style institutions. Historically, institutional 
care for the elderly has been predominantly a Western phenomenon, devel-
oping in Western Europe and North America beginning in the mid-1800s 
and gradually coming to be very widespread and normal, although never 
practiced universally, in these nations.2 This is also how so many of my 
informants, and so much of public and media discourse in India, often 
put it. “Old Age Homes Against Our Culture,” reads one representative 
newspaper headline, with the article moving on to report a government 
official in the southern state of Tamil Nadu proclaiming to a group of 
students that “the concept of old age homes reflects the impact of western 
culture” and asking the students to “take a vow that they would not leave 
their parents in old age homes” (The Hindu Staff Reporter, 2004). Retired 
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psychiatrist and old-age-home resident dr. Ranjan Banerjee asserted to 
me: “‘Old age homes’3 are not a concept of our country. These days, we 
are throwing away our ‘culture.’ The U.S. is the richest nation in the world 
and therefore has won us over.” gradually, however, after delving further 
into my fieldwork, learning and thinking more about it all, and preparing 
several lectures on old age homes for Indian audiences in Kolkata, I began 
to realize profoundly how very Indian are the institutions in India, in really 
important ways.
 To make this judgment, one first needs to understand something about 
Western residences for elders. Although I have not done the same kind of 
anthropological fieldwork on elder residences in any Western nation as I 
have done in India, I have had quite a lot of informal experience in U.S. 
senior residential facilities. I volunteered for four years on Sunday mornings 
at one (Jewish Home for the Aged) while in college in providence, Rhode 
Island. I then worked as the Activities director at a nursing home in a small 
town in Maine for the year between college and graduate school. Now my 
own mother-in-law, with whom I feel very close, lives in a “retirement com-
munity” in northern California (a fact that I would surely be embarrassed to 
admit in many contexts if I were in an Indian family). I have also long been 
interested in reading academic literature about and collecting brochures and 
media stories pertaining to senior residences in the United States.
 So, here I first present what I see as a few core aims of U.S. residen-
tial facilities for elders. I then move on to elaborate what I have come to 
understand as key, distinctly Indian values and aims embedded in the 
rising old age homes in India. The “Indian” cultural forms here, however, 
like the “Western” forms the Indians are engaging with, are of course not 
static; rather, both Western and Indian cultural forms take on new, hybrid 
meanings and shapes in a dialectical process of rich interplay, negotia-
tion, and translation.4 This chapter’s examination thus seeks to counter 
simplistic arguments about “Westernization” versus “traditional identity” 
both in India and around the world, moving beyond simple binaries such 
as tradition and modernity, East and West, the local and the global, that 
continue to endure in both academic and non-academic spheres.

Senior Residences in the United States:  
Some Core Cultural Aims

 As I mentioned briefly in chapter , there are three major categories 
of senior residences now common in the United States.5 1) “Care facilities” 
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include both a) “assisted living” residences, where residents receive supervi-
sion and assistance with daily non-medical needs; and b) “nursing homes” 
or state-licensed healthcare facilities, where residents can receive around-
the-clock nursing care and extensive medical supervision. 2) “Retirement 
housing” (often termed “retirement communities,” “active adult communi-
ties,” or “independent living communities”) refers to planned communities 
designed exclusively for seniors, in which the residents do not need daily 
assistance with medical or personal care. generally residents live in private 
apartments or cottages, with access to common social, dining, and activity 
areas. ) “Continuing care retirement communities” offer in a campus-like 
setting a continuum of living options, from independent living to assisted 
living to skilled nursing care. These three kinds of senior residential facilities 
are in certain respects, of course, highly distinct; yet they share important 
similarities in values and assumptions regarding aging.6

Maintaining “Independence”

 One of the main aims expressed by many older Americans in a variety 
of contexts is that they wish to maintain their independence. The living 
situation widely considered ideal is to reside in one’s own independent 
household, alone or with a spouse. Such independence is also possible in 
a retirement community where residents live in their own separate quar-
ters (while taking advantage of the social community of age peers and the 
convenience of amenities like grounds maintenance and optional common 
meals). Interestingly, moving into an assisted living or nursing facility can 
also be thought of as facilitating “independence” in certain important 
respects, because the senior would not be dependent on his or her children 
or other younger relatives. This is what is anathema to many Americans—
depending on children for intimate bodily, personal, and financial care. 
Americans do generally wish to be emotionally close to their children, to 
receive from them things like visits, phone calls, love, and escorts to the 
doctor; but they do not wish to “depend on” them, or to co-reside. This is 
especially true for native-born and white Euro-Americans. Among more 
recent immigrant and non-white ethnic groups, forms of intergenerational 
interdependence are often much more common and valued.7

 Studies such as those by Margaret Clark (1972), Andrei Simic (1990), 
and Maria Vesperi (198) reveal that many Americans think of depending 
on younger relatives for support in old age destructive to their sense of 
dignity and value as a responsible person. Furthermore, most Americans 
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expect benefits in parent-child transactions to move in a one-way (and thus 
nonreciprocal) lifetime flow of resources “down” from senior to junior. It 
is proper for parents to give to children (even, through gifts of money or 
inheritances, when their children are adults); but if an adult child gives to 
an aged parent, then the parent is seen as childlike (cf. Lamb 2000:2–, 
Hunt 2002:109–110). Andrei Simic observes: “What the American elderly 
seem to fear most is ‘demeaning dependence’ on their children or other 
kin. Rather, the ideal is to remain ‘one’s own person’” (1990:94).
 It is significant that many older Americans are more comfortable rely-
ing on hired aides or nurses for intimate care, such as bathing and other 
bodily functions, than on their children (although ideally they would hope 
not to have to depend on anyone in these ways). One reason for this pref-
erence may be that if the services are paid for, the elder is engaging in a 
reciprocal, rather than purely dependent, relationship—the exchange of 
money for services. Further, the relationship is one of rather impersonal 
market exchange, potentially shielding the elder from feelings of indignity 
and embarrassment that would be more likely to arise in a more personal 
social relationship. If an American elder does end up co-residing with 
children, most would prefer that an aide be hired to come into the home 
to provide intimate bodily care, such as helping with incontinence or bath-
ing, should such care be required. This kind of position clearly contrasts 
with prevalent Indian principles of intergenerational reciprocity, where 
Indians of both generations frequently cite the handling of incontinence 
as precisely the kind of service that parents and children each in turn 
appropriately provide for the other, and where lifelong intergenerational 
interdependence is a core value (see chapter 2 and Lamb 2000:4–2).
 In India as in the United States, institutional living is unmistakably 
marked by “independence.” Yet such a lack of dependence is precisely what 
many Indian old-age-home residents and the public find most disturb-
ing, as it points to the fact that the old persons have no one to offer them 
proper seva—service to and respect for aged parents (cf. Cohen 1998:117). 
Among the most cosmopolitan Indian residents, I did hear what struck me 
as quite American-sounding declarations, such as that they “don’t want to 
be burdens” on their children and that, indeed, they value their (modern) 
“independence” or svadhinata. Yet, these statements came in a clear con-
text where they signified a release of children from ordinary social-moral 
obligations. When I have informally chatted with Americans about their 
reasons for joining senior residential facilities, almost none bring up their 
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children as a motivation at all—claiming neither that their children “threw 
them away,” nor that they, for whatever reasons, do not wish to live with 
them. In contrast, in India, the subject of children always comes up. Even 
if an elder resident does not have any, that fact in itself will need to be 
explained.
 Once after I had recently returned from a research trip to India, I 
was struck by a conversation held by several members of a California 
retirement community. They were talking about how the policy whereby 
residents could have more than one gate pass to enter the premises had 
recently been rescinded, apparently because several members had not 
wanted their children (who had formerly held passes) to have such easy, 
uncontrolled access to the facility. Such a policy to keep members’ children 
out would be unthinkable, I felt, in the Indian context, even among the 
most independent-minded.

Sustaining an “Active” Life

 A second major cultural aim of the U.S. “retirement communities” in 
particular is to facilitate the sustaining of an “active” lifestyle. Most retire-
ment communities offer a remarkable abundance of activities, including 
sports, classes, craft and hobby studios, travel, games, dances, and various 
opportunities to socialize. Many residents believe that they are able to stay 
more active living in a community of age peers than they would if they 
had remained in their former homes in a mixed-age neighborhood. Even 
U.S. nursing homes for the more frail elderly are not devoid of the cultural 
aim of sustaining activity as far as possible throughout life. It is normal 
for nursing homes, for instance, to employ a full-time “activities direc-
tor” (my own job for a year right after college), responsible for creating a 
full calendar of events, including exercise classes for those in wheelchairs, 
singing, memoir writing, movies, Bible study, visits from local children’s 
groups, ice cream socials, and “lifelong learning” courses.
 This aspiration to maintain productive activity in senior residences 
is in keeping with more general contemporary American attitudes about 
aging and personhood, which I call “permanent adulthood,” “non-aging,” 
or “anti-aging” models (see Lamb 2000:142–14, 2002b:). In such cul-
tural models, persons strive to stay the same as much as possible as they move 
through later life, in fact denying any changes of age (see gillick 200). 
One motivation behind such an “anti-aging” perspective is that prevalent 
assumptions in the contemporary United States are that if change does occur 
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in late life, such change is predominantly negative in character—entailing 
loss, decline, decay, meaninglessness, and ageism (see gullette 1997, 2004). 
If later life processes of change are not viewed as meaningful transforma-
tions on the way to something else positive, it is no wonder people would 
fight against the changes of age. Such perspectives on aging are nowhere as 
apparent as in the burgeoning commercial anti-aging market in America, 
offering a surge of “solutions” to aging, ranging from Botox to “rejuvenat-
ing” toothpaste,8 Buddhist meditation9 to anti-aging hormones, anti-aging 
vitamins10 to brain video games and calisthenics.11 Further, beginning in 
about the 1970s, it became no longer appropriate in the United States to 
refer to someone in polite discourse as “old”; the preferred term became 
rather merely “older.” Even potentially more neutral or honorific terms like 
“senior” make many older people uncomfortable.
 Another facet of “permanent adulthood” is an “active” model of aging. 
North Americans wish to enjoy it all, to keep living life to its fullest, to 
feel that nothing ever must become out of bounds, that there is no fixed 
period when one can no longer be productive, romantic, sexual,12 acquir-
ing new forms of knowledge, and vitally involved in the world. Sociologist 
Akiko Hashimoto describes such a stance as “the vital notion common 
in American society that life does not come to a meaningful completion 
without living it up fully until the last moment” (199:7). A brochure for 
an award-winning “senior adult community” in Walnut Creek, California, 
proclaims: “Rossmoor is a community where recreation is a way of life.” 
peppering the attractive brochure are photographs of persons playing golf, 
swimming, hiking, and enjoying gourmet meals together—“a world of 
choices for today’s individuals.” Another brochure for an assisted living 
facility in Massachusetts features on its cover a vibrant photograph of a 
stylish, sporty silver-haired woman dressed in a jeans jacket, army pants, 
and a bright red beret, standing while playing an electric guitar with her 
head thrown back into a wide smile, illustrating a bold caption, “I choose 
to rock on.” Brochures for U.S. retirement communities also regularly 
feature photographs of silver-haired men and women, smiling at each 
other, heads leaning together, perhaps with a vibrant red rose held between 
them—signifying the lifelong potential of romance, the anticipation that 
one could move into the community and meet a new partner. Nowhere is 
“old,” “elderly,” or “aged” mentioned.
 Juxtapose these images to those from an attractive, four-page color 
brochure featuring the Ananda Ashram (or Ashram of Joy), one of the 
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most upscale elder abodes in the Kolkata region. It calls itself “the abode 
for the aged and the lonely.” One sees images of tranquil flower gardens, 
trees, and pleasantly furnished white-washed bedrooms. The mission of 
the home is described thus: “Ananda Ashram is a caring, considerate, and 
comforting home for the lonely elders of our society in this cruel and 
indifferent world. An irresistibly serene and soothing habitat for the frayed 
nerves of the anchorless, adrift, and aged people of our society.” Under eli-
gibility, the abode is described as “a loving home for retired people, people 
over  years of age. However, people who are over 0 are also welcome.” 
(Note that in India the English term “retired” can refer not only to those 
largely middle- and upper-middle-class men who are formally retired from 
professional work, but also those such as housewives who have passed 
on domestic productive and reproductive duties to sons and daughters-
in-law.) The brochure in addition mentions one of the salient features 
of the ashram: the “promotion of Indian heritage.” We will see in more 
depth shortly how some very culturally distinct models of aging, elder-
residence-living, and personhood are cultivated in many such Indian elder 
residences. This brochure elucidates three important features of Indian 
visions of aging: elders as properly the recipients of loving and respectful 
care or seva; late life as an appropriate time of serenity, peacefulness, and 
detachment; and old age as a distinct and name-able life phase (that is, 
“aged” and “old” are utterable terms), and one that can begin as early as 
fifty or fifty-five.

Medicalizing and Prolonging the End of Life

 The contemporary U.S. system of biomedicine equally sustains 
a “permanent persons” mode, with its fundamental aim of prolonging 
life as long as possible, through ever more advanced medical technology. 
Although some Americans are decidedly uncomfortable with the notion 
of dying hooked up to elaborate machines and are promoting “right to 
die” initiatives, living wills, and alternative forms of community-based 
end-of-life care,13 it is still very common for elders to be swept up into 
medical institutions over the final days, months, and even years of life. In 
200, in the United States, about 4. percent of those aged sixty-five and 
older lived in nursing homes, with the percentage increasing dramatically 
with age: 18.2 percent of those aged eighty-five years and older resided 
in nursing homes.14 Many of those who do not live in nursing homes 
still end up spending their last days or weeks in hospital intensive care 
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units.15 Anthropologist Luisa Margolies writes movingly about her own 
mother’s final five months of life in seven different medical institutions, 
where, without really pausing to question, or to heed her mother’s clearly 
expressed wish to be allowed to die, medical practitioners engaged in an 
“all-out assault to defeat death” (2004:20).
 Such practices come as part of an American deep cultural discomfort 
with aging and dying. We see medicine as a way to control and even forestall 
death and bodily decline. Medicalization is the process, very widespread in 
contemporary U.S. society, whereby phenomena that could well be viewed 
as a natural part of the life course (such as aging, dying, or menopause), or 
a social or political-economic problem (such as social deviance16 or hun-
ger17), come to be defined as medical problems, requiring the intervention 
of medicine to be controlled and cured.18 We tend to medicalize phenom-
ena that make us uncomfortable, because we regard biomedicine as offering 
a tangible fix—one that often masks the more complex and enduring social, 
political-economic, spiritual, and/or natural-life-course dimensions of our 
problems and fears. In the United States, aging and dying are both highly 
medicalized.
 Byron good reflects on the key soteriological role that biomedicine 
plays in American culture, where death, finitude, and sickness are found 
in the human body, and “salvation, or at least some partial representation 
of it, is present in the technical efficacy of medicine” (1994:8). “[I]n this 
country, we spend an astounding proportion of our health care dollars on 
the last several weeks of life,” he observes, “so great is our commitment 
and our technological capacity for extending life” (p. 87). The New York 
Times Magazine reports that U.S. biologists are working furiously to defeat 
the genetic process of aging, broadcasting on its cover: “Racing Toward 
Immortality (Or at Least Your 10th Birthday).” The American Academy 
of Anti-Aging Medicine (A4M), founded in 199, celebrates A4M’s active 
agenda of anti-aging biomedical research that has, reportedly, brought 
millions to the realization that “Aging Is Not Inevitable.”19 On its web-
site for the Fourteenth Annual International Conference on Anti-Aging 
Medicine, the academy went so far as to proclaim that doctors can now 
“combat aging as a disease.”20

 Although even ancient Indian medical traditions, such as Ayurveda, 
developed rasayana longevity therapies to combat aging, and in India many 
relatives rush elderly kin to contemporary biomedical hospitals for treat-
ment, aging is far less medicalized in India than it is in the United States. 
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Lawrence Cohen, in fact, observes that traditional Indian medical prac-
titioners find the morality of geriatric intervention questionable: longev-
ity therapies can be aimed preventatively at the young or middle-aged, 
they feel, but seeing the primary task of geriatric medicine as the denial 
of decline and death is unwise and healthy (1998:112). Nursing homes in 
India are not focused on the senior population but rather treat persons of 
all ages, including, often, birthing mothers. The majority of India’s old 
age homes offer minimal medical care, and if a person becomes very ill or 
frail, he or she is often brought home to kin to die. The majority of older 
Indians I have spoken with both in India and in the United States testify 
firmly that they do not wish to artificially prolong their lives by partaking of 
complicated medical technological interventions. (As I noted above, many 
Americans do also feel the same way, but the U.S. system makes it difficult 
for some to avoid intensive medical treatment.) In the “Hindu” or “Indian” 
way, people say, the body should be discarded when old and used, like used 
clothing, or like a rice plant that grows, produces seed, then naturally with-
ers and fades away. Matilal Majmundar, a seventy-five-year-old immigrant 
from gujarat living in the United States near his U.S.-settled daughter, gave 
me his strong impressions of the medicalized American nursing home for 
older people: “The position of nursing home—intolerable. I have visited 
the nursing home. I have visited, yes, and I have seen people suffering. I 
tell you, such a bad situation has come over here. That because of medical 
facilities, we are living too long.”
 Many Indians in fact consider it appropriate and desirable for older 
people to express a spiritual and emotional readiness for death.21 I am con-
tinually struck by how casually, readily, and even merrily older Indians chat 
about their own impending deaths, contrasting U.S. mores where death is 
often a taboo subject.22 Eighty-one-year-old elder-abode resident Srimati 
Bela Bose, gave me the following cheerfully imparted farewell, “If I am here 
when you return, fine; and if by then I’ve gone to the cremation ground, 
then you won’t see me.” When I asked another resident how she and her 
companions were doing, seventy-five-year-old Basanti Mukherjee replied 
casually with a smile, “Age increases but we are not able to go to our desti-
nation [by dying]. god is not paying any attention to us.” Hindus such as 
Basanti Mukherjee typically believe that dying can entail movement on to 
several new “destinations,” including, possibly, ultimate release or moksha 
from the cycle of rebirths and redeaths (this is difficult to achieve, however); 
heaven or svarga (which is generally not thought of as an eternal state as it 
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is in Christianity); ancestorhood; and/or rebirth.23 For those who take for 
granted the notion of passage on to new forms of life after dying, it is easy 
to imagine that at the end of one’s life it is appropriate to discard the body 
that has become worn, so that one may move on to new existences.

Making the Homes Indian: Seva and the Family

 Several of the key meanings and aims of residences for elders in the 
United States are not, then, shared seamlessly by those in India. The 
Indian elder abodes I have come to know are not aimed primarily toward 
maintaining independence and an active lifestyle, or the medicalization 
of aging and dying. Instead, those involved with the old age homes in 
India have tied to these institutions several important and quite distinctly 
Indian meanings and aims, involving notions surrounding seva (service 
to and respect for the aged), the joint family, and late-life spirituality or 
vanaprastha (“forest-dwelling”).
 In both North America and India, the old age home can be a quintes-
sential space of absence of family, a marked alternative to family care and 
co-residence. Yet the Indian old age homes are at the same time an instan-
tiation of family values and of seva—service to and respect for the aged. It 
took me a while to come to this realization, although later I found that it 
was staring me in the face, and upon re-reading Lawrence Cohen’s analysis 
of a “retirement ashram” he had visited in India, I remembered that he, 
too, remarked upon how that old age home fashioned itself as a “locus of 
seva” and an “equivalent space to the family” (1998:11). But the dominant 
public discourse in India is of the old age home as an archetypical sign of 
the dissolution of the family and the discarding of seva.
 Recall that receiving seva within the family is a key component of 
dominant representations of a good, proper, traditional, Indian old age 
(chapter 2). And, in fact, many of the elder abodes I visited are set up 
expressly to offer good seva. Indeed, several I encountered are simply named 
Seva.24 Other similarly evocative names include Sraddhanjali (Offering of 
Reverence) and gurujan Kunja (garden Abode for Respected Elders).
The manager of gurujan Kunja explained the home’s name: “It indicates 
the home’s purpose: to serve and honor the old people living here. You 
see, they are all revered people living here.” In advertisements and bro-
chures for old age homes, seva is often underscored, as in this one from the 
Bengali classifieds: “placing aged husbands and wives together, we serve 
with great care and effort” (seva-jatna kari).
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 Resident Ashok Bose (from the opening of chapter ) recalled with 
gratitude and emotion the letter he had received from the Ramakrishna 
Mission Home for Aged people after applying for admission: “So long you 
have served us; now let us serve (seva kara) you.”25 Shiven Chowdhury, 
co-proprietor of Atithiseva (“Hospitality,” or serving guests), expressed 
how an attitude of humble service (seva) is a priority for him, and how he 
always responds readily when any resident calls. Sri Ram Lahiri, manager 
of Milan Tirtha, in turn described, with what struck both Hena and me 
as real sincerity, how the elder residents receive much respect (samman) 
living there, and how the managers and staff try very hard to care well for 
the residents by providing seva. The motivation for establishing their old 
age homes, for some founders, was precisely to provide seva—to elders who 
(simply by virtue of being elder) deserve to receive it, but who are not able 
to find it within their families.
 Residents, too, frequently spoke with praise of how certain dedicated 
managers and proprietors “khub seva kare”—“do a lot of seva.” (The work 
of staff members, though, is much less often described by residents as seva, 
as I will illustrate shortly. And not all managers, proprietors, and institu-
tions are equally described in these ways; some are more highly regarded 
and appreciated than others.)
 pushpa was a young, very amiable and round-faced woman who had 
established a modest old age home (called Loknath, after a Bengali Hindu 
ascetic) with her husband, renting out a spacious ground floor flat in a two-
story home in a middle-class residential neighborhood. I visited frequently 
and felt continually uplifted by the warm, home-like atmosphere, pushpa’s 
delicious Bengali cooking, and the friendship offered to me by several of the 
residents as well as pushpa. One afternoon, as a group of us sat chatting in 
the middle bedroom shared by five lady residents, pushpa was describing 
how she often sleeps there at night and does all the home’s cooking, and 
much of the hair-combing, taking the more frail residents to the bathroom, 
mosquito net-tying, and the like. “This is my samsar (household, family),” 
she added with a smile. Her own only twelve-year-old son had just recently 
begun to reside at a boarding school, and she otherwise lived only with her 
husband. A few residents interjected, “She is really performing seva for us 
(amaderke khub seva karche).”
 Seva, which I first introduced in chapter 2, is widely regarded in India 
as one of the key components of proper treatment in old age—something 
that junior kin, especially sons and daughters-in-law, would ideally provide 
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for their seniors, including such acts as preparing and serving food and tea, 
massaging tired limbs, combing hair, hanging up a mosquito net before 
bed, reading aloud, escorting to the doctor, managing incontinence, and 
offering respectful love—in short, attending to the elder’s daily bodily 
and emotional needs and comforts. Seva can also be used to refer to the 
ministrations a priest or devotee provides for a temple deity (images of 
Hindu deities are regularly offered food, water, bathing, dressing, etc.); and 
the term can likewise be used to refer to the work an employee or servant 
performs for an employer—but only when the speaker wishes to indicate 
the worker’s unusual degree of respect and devotion, going beyond an 
ordinary exchange of money for services.26

 In fact, seva is something that cannot ordinarily be bought or sold. 
So the desirability of receiving seva in a (paid-for) old age home can be 
somewhat ambiguous. For this reason, some proprietors specifically strive 
to separate out the providing of seva from the charging of money. As dr. 
Sipra Chowdhury, founder of Sayannya (“Afternoon”), remarked: “If an 
ashram for elders means a place of seva, then I can’t charge a fixed, stan-
dard price. That is quite impossible for me.” She tells how she publishes a 
suggested rate, but residents and families may pay what they can, and she 
cares for one ninety-year-old frail lady resident with no children almost 
free of charge.
 Residents who appreciate the seva they receive in elder abodes rou-
tinely list favorably all the amenities and services offered: bed tea every 
morning at :00 or :00 am, breakfast, a full Bengali noon meal, tea in 
the afternoon, “tiffin” in the early evening, and finally supper. The types 
of food are listed as well: daily fish (except for vegetarians and in the few 
very spiritual-minded vegetarian homes), meat once a week, rice, veg-
etables, milk, yogurt, at least one sweet, and a little fruit. drinking water 
and warm bath water (in homes with no hot running water) are delivered. 
Clothes are washed (unless the resident opts to do this herself ) and rooms 
are cleaned. Attentive and affectionate proprietors and staff, like pushpa, 
go around every afternoon to comb and arrange the lady residents’ hair.
 I opened this book with an anecdote about the tribulations of get-
ting early morning tea in America faced by a newly arrived elder Indian 
immigrant whose children were too preoccupied with their lives to think 
of preparing it for him. This gentleman was advised by his friend—a senior 
Indian man who had become adjusted to American ways—to simply pre-
pare the tea himself; but the newer immigrant felt uncomfortable with 
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such a prospect. In this current chapter’s title, I use tea to signify the 
practice of being served. Seniors and superiors, in “traditional” or “proper” 
Indian contexts, rarely prepare their own tea, but rather are served by ser-
vants, daughters-in-law, or other juniors. proprietors and the brochures 
describing old age homes in India always specify how often tea is offered, 
and residents who like their homes will readily cite being served tea: “bed 
tea” brought right to their rooms at dawn, tea with breakfast, and tea in 
the afternoon. In other contexts, according to prevailing talk, it is dif-
ficult these days for many seniors to be served tea, in the era of modern 
egalitarianism, small families, busy-ness, and individuality. (One of my 
professional acquaintances in Kolkata, however, a young, recently married, 
female history professor, mentioned to me that providing bed tea to her 
parents-in-law was one household duty she faithfully performs, although 
she had been relieved from the responsibility of housework during the day, 
as she was employed and busy as a professor.)
 The majority of the elder-abode residents I encountered, I should 
remind readers, were by American standards quite “young” in chrono-
logical years (in their sixties and seventies, sometimes even fifties) and on 
the whole quite physically and mentally fit—that is, certainly capable of 
performing on their own many or all of these daily tasks associated with 
seva, such as preparing tea. But along with many in their wider communi-
ties, most viewed late life as an appropriate period for receiving attentive 
care from juniors, rather than continuing to exert themselves—a period of 
retirement not only from external employment but also from household 
work. Further, most men of this generation and middle and upper-middle 
class had never performed domestic tasks at all, even in earlier life phases, 
as they had been readily served by mothers, wives, daughters-in-law, and 
domestic servants at home.
 In these ways, old-age-home living is not unambiguously a life of 
independence at all. Residents become independent from family, true, 
but also properly and purposefully dependent on others—the proprietors, 
managers, and staff who take the place of junior kin by offering the resi-
dents seva.
 One could also say that some sons and other junior kin actually con-
tinue to practice certain forms of seva through the institution of the old age 
home, by paying the old-age-home bills and purchasing items like medi-
cines and mobile phones—thereby keeping material support located within 
the multigenerational family, even if daily service and residence are not. 
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About one-third of my female informants were supported financially in the 
old age homes by their sons (or, much less often, by other junior kin such 
as daughters, nephews, grandsons, and sons-in-law). Interestingly, though, 
only one of my twenty-five male elder-abode-resident informants—a sharp 
and witty man of ninety-seven—was supported financially by his sons, 
and this he reported that he regretted, commenting, “I don’t like having 
to depend on my sons, but I do so entirely. . . . I regret that my job didn’t 
come with a pension.” All of my other male informants (save one sup-
ported by his older brother, and another who resided free of charge) paid 
their own expenses through their own pensions and savings; so, except 
for small gifts of items like refrigerators or computers, men living in elder 
abodes as a whole did not commonly receive financial seva from sons.27

 However, many women residents of elder abodes were supported 
financially entirely by their sons, and many of these interpreted this sup-
port proudly as an ongoing form of their sons’ seva and of filial love. 
Srimati Mina das gupta, for instance, told with real pride and pleasure 
of how although she receives a pension through her deceased husband, 
her son won’t let her spend a penny of it. Instead, he covers all of her 
old-age-home expenses himself. He even pays extra to secure his mother 
a special private suite, set up like a small two-room apartment, on the 
home’s grounds. When he visits once a year from where he lives and works 
in delhi, he purchases for her rooms new, colorful curtains, bedspreads, 
and pillows. “He also gave me a phone and television,” she showed me 
proudly. “He doesn’t want me to be lacking anything.” She claims not to 
mind living in the old age home, that it was partly her decision, as she had 
not enjoyed living far from West Bengal as she had done for several years 
in her only son’s delhi home after her husband died.
 Alpana Bardhan, a sweet and stooped eighty-one-year-old resident 
of Loknath, cried easily when speaking of how she had to live now in an 
ashram for elders, after receiving so much happiness earlier in her father’s, 
father-in-law’s, and two sons’ homes. But she said that she didn’t blame 
her sons for sending her to the ashram, as they had “no other means” 
(kono upae nei)—in her frail state, she couldn’t be left alone; the sons and 
daughters-in-law had to go out to work; and these days servants are hard 
to find and can’t be trusted. After weeping for a few moments, though, she 
would begin to smile and tell me how much her sons still love and serve 
her by paying for all of her expenses in the home as well as visiting. “My 
sons just came and spent 4,000 rupees on X-rays and blood tests,” she 
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exclaimed one morning. “They come to give me medicine—1,000 rupees 
of medicine!” She showed me proudly various containers lined up on her 
bedside table—medicines, vitamin pills, and vegetable-and-fruit-juiced-
based vitamin drinks. She found there, too, a box of biscuits that her sons 
had brought, and she offered me two, regretting that she had no more fresh 
sweets to present, for her sons had brought those as well this past Sunday, 
but she had eaten them all already.
 Of course some residents, like Kalyani-di of chapter 4 (who had fled 
from what is now Bangladesh, raised her family, and was then pushed into 
an elder ashram by her son), do not interpret a son’s financial support of the 
old age home as seva at all, but rather as a callous and previously unimagi-
nable form of desertion and imprisonment. However, we can see how many 
residents and proprietors draw on what they regard as traditional images, 
practices, and values surrounding the strong family and respectful service 
to aged parents, and re-employ these in the context of the modern old age 
home—establishing the old age home as a new locus of seva, and making 
the homes and their meanings in certain respects distinctly Indian.

The Institution as Joint Family?

 A related way that those participating in the emerging old age homes 
in India are appropriating and interpreting them in their own fashion—
viewing and crafting them through a lens of locality—is by constructing 
them as an alternative form of the traditional joint family (ekannabarti 
paribar). Such a project goes hand in hand with fashioning the old age 
home as a site of seva, since the most proper setting for seva is the family. If 
an old age home can be a form of (intimate, sustaining, multigenerational, 
joint) family, then some of the more familiar meanings and practices sur-
rounding aging—as taking place within the central site of the family—are 
sustained, even in what strikes many as the radically new and alien context 
of the elder institution. We witness a complex simultaneity of sharply 
divergent models: of the old age home both as quintessential signifier of 
the demise of the joint family under forces of Western corruption and 
modernity (a salient theme in so many of the narratives explored in earlier 
chapters), and as a site of strong Indian family values and lifeways.
 The joint family analogy came up in many residents’ and proprietors’ 
narratives. For instance, when I asked the thoughtful resident dyuti Basu 
of Atithiseva if their elder abode was kind of like a (student) hostel, she at 
first nodded but then changed her mind, “No, a ‘hostel’ is different—that’s 
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for young people. This is like an ekannabarti paribar, a ‘joint family.’” 
Several others ladies sitting with us agreed, and on that occasion and on 
others explained why. They all ate food or rice from the same hearth (the 
literal meaning of ekannabarti—a place of “one rice” or “shared meals”),28 
they lived together, they had maya and affection for one other, they called 
each other and the proprietors by kin terms, and the general atmosphere of 
their place was very “homey” or “home-like” (gharoya)—that is, it looked 
and felt like an ordinary middle-class household, in a regular flat situated 
down a narrow, cobble-stoned lane in a bustling north Kolkata middle-
class neighborhood.
 This particular residence, Atithiseva, was not very large, housing only 
six lady residents; but one feature of other old age homes that spurred the 
joint family comparison was their frequent large size—twenty to twenty-
five people living under the same roof, eating the same food cooked in 
large pots in an expansive kitchen, sometimes with not quite generous 
enough portions of a special food such as ili∆ fish to completely satiate, 
but recognizing that one must simply divide what is there, in crowded 
conditions overflowing with people. This crowdedness—the sense of many 
people living all together, perhaps never having quite enough, but also 
never being alone (eka) or without companionship (nisanga), and with 
each member’s basic needs provided for—was presented by both those 
within and outside of old age homes, and largely affectionately, with an 
air of both praise and nostalgia, as a quintessential defining characteristic 
of the joint family and of the (less elite) old age home. (The few most 
elite homes, featuring private single rooms and plentiful space, were not 
frequently described to me as like joint families.)
 Many residents’ stories of coming to live in an elder abode highlighted 
how they had earlier become very alone or lonely (eka, from the root ek 
or “one”—the state of one-ness or singlehood), and without together-
ness (nisanga), before moving to the elder abode. They spoke of living in 
the modern, busy, nuclear, individualized, small-flat-living households of 
their junior kin, where not many people co-resided and those who did so 
maintained their own single bedrooms and were busy with their separate 
activities, including jobs, schooling, hobbies, and social circles. Although 
the old age home was not regarded as precisely equivalent to the tradi-
tional multigenerational joint family, quite a few seemed to feel that it 
came closer to such a family system—one that they had been accustomed 
to in their youths—than did the modern nuclear family. Conditions that 
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many Americans and even the newer generation of middle and upper 
class Indians might find terribly crowded and lacking in individual privacy 
were specifically those that were valued by many of the elder-abode resi-
dents. When I asked the stooped and sweet-smiling ninety-three-year-old 
Ushma Sengupta of Loknath how she liked her living arrangements, she 
replied that she actually was feeling a bit nisanga, lacking companionship 
or togetherness, “because there are only two of us living in this room.” The 
other three bedrooms of the ashram housed three to five ladies each, and 
two more beds had recently been set up in the common TV-viewing and 
congregating area.
 Sentiments and practices expressing love and emotional closeness are 
highlighted in both residents’ and proprietors’ narratives of the close, kin-
like ties fostered in the old age home. All of the residents of Loknath spoke 
of the proprietors of their home, gautam and pushpa, a warm and affec-
tionate married couple in their early thirties, with glowing praise, describ-
ing their dedication, service (seva), effort (jatna), and love (bhalobasa). One 
morning I sat chatting with Ragini-di and Maya-di in the home’s pleas-
ant, many-windowed front room, where three women kept their beds, 
and where visitors and other residents often congregated. Ragini-di, an 
articulate and active woman who went out shopping and chatting with 
neighbors daily, and who was keeping a diary on old-age-home living in 
case she wished to write a book of her experiences one day, commented 
with emotion, “gautam is very dutiful, very good. pushpa, too. They ‘treat 
all boarders as my mother.’ This was my attraction. gautam is not a son 
of my own womb (amar peter chele nae), but he cares so much. I have 
sons, but that a non-blood boy/son (chele)29 could do all this—” Maya-di 
jumped in, “I looked at only this one ashram. I liked gautam and pushpa 
so much, I came here. It’s for them that I came.” Alpana-di joined in to tell 
of how although “the girl [a staff member] scolded me for spilling water 
this morning,” and tears came briefly to her eyes, remembering the hurt, 
“pushpa and gautam love me so much.”
 Not only residents, but some proprietors and managers became emo-
tional telling of the close kin-like ties they had fostered with their resi-
dents. Manager Ram Lahiri of Milan Tirtha had held his job for twelve 
years, since the founding of the home (established by the well-respected 
peerless organization, known also for its fine hospitals), situated auspi-
ciously and attractively on the banks of a branch of the holy ganges river.30 
This  manager remarked that even if he were transferred to another job, 
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he would quit that one to return to this one even without pay, since the 
work means so much to him and the residents have become like his own 
family. In about his early fifties and never married, he lives nearby with his 
parents. When necessary, if a resident is ill or suffering, or if a night staff 
member does not show up, Sri Lahiri spends the night at the home. “This 
is not an empty life career,” he related. “One must be ‘fully devoted.’” He 
told the story of an elderly woman resident who got sick and was dying. 
“She called me into her room one morning at breakfast, and she gave me 
a half-eaten sweet, putting it right into my mouth. She didn’t think at 
all that I am unrelated. She just took a bite of that sweet, and then put 
the other half right into my mouth.” Indeed, this is the kind of personal 
and affectionate transaction, the feeding of half-eaten ẽto or saliva-covered 
food, that is ordinarily reserved for close kin or “one’s own people” (atmiya 
svajan), and that not only expresses bodily and emotional closeness, but 
also creates it, through the intimate sharing of substances.31

 Aloka Mitra, founder with the Women’s Coordinating Council of two 
of the first old age homes in Kolkata in the early 1980s, both called Navanir 
or New Nest, spoke (largely in English) in her typical upbeat and energetic 
manner of how the ladies of Navanir love her:

Even more than food and shelter—at this age, they want love: 
to love and to be loved, a close connection, before they die. 
They think of me as like a daughter, their meye (daughter). I 
have received so many Mas (mothers). Like a mother would, 
they do pujas (religious rituals) for me, praying for my health 
and for my children. They also call me ‘Ma,’ because I care 
for them. Bengalis can do this: they call their daughters ‘Ma,’ 
like I call my daughter, since she cares for me so well. . . . The 
[Navanir ladies] say that if they can’t sleep at night, they think 
of my face, and then they are able to fall asleep.32

Several of the Navanir ladies in fact shared their poetry and diary entries 
with me, in which they extolled Aloka Mitra as their mother, daughter, 
benefactor, and savior. Most of the Navanir women I spoke with had no 
sons and were not particularly well off, so they were especially grateful to 
find a place to stay, one that was rather modestly priced compared to other 
homes. One of the two Navanirs housed a few men, but Aloka Mitra did 
not speak of the men sharing the same kind of parent-daughter relation-
ship with her.
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 It is a normal practice in many contexts of everyday life in India for 
those involved in social interactions to address each other using kin terms: 
merchants sell their wares to their “older sisters,” “aunts,” and “broth-
ers,” and household employees and employers call each other “sister,” 
“older brother,” “older brother’s wife,” and “grandfather.” This practice 
keeps ordinary social interactions warm, familial, and respectful.33 Elder-
abode proprietors and staff thus ordinarily call their female residents aunts 
(most commonly masi or mother’s sister), older sisters (didi) and, if very 
advanced in age, didima or thakurma (grandmother).34 Male residents can 
be called dada (big brother), dadu (grandfather), or mesoma∆ae (uncle or 
mother’s sister’s husband). Interestingly, though, male residents seemed a 
little less likely than female residents to participate in the constructing of 
close kin ties in the homes, and so some male residents are also addressed 
as “sir” or “mister” or their Bengali equivalents such as “babu.” Female 
residents especially often refer to a close, admired, or appreciated male 
proprietor or manager as both like my or our “son” (chele) and as “father” 
(baba), expressing the same kind of inversion and closeness that Aloka 
Mitra described regarding mother-daughter roles that can be both shared 
and reversed. Residents commonly addressed each other affectionately, 
respectfully, and familially as didi (elder sister) and dada (elder brother), 
although some highlighted the peer friendship qualities of their relation-
ship, simply calling each other by name.
 Notably, although staff and residents also frequently employed kin 
terms in addressing one another (especially when a junior addressed a 
senior), it seemed that staff members were regarded as more like servants 
(also an ordinary part of a joint-family household) than kin members. So, 
proprietors and managers could be equivalent to sons and daughters, but 
staff only to servants. This was due likely to the different class and caste 
positions of the various groups: residents, managers and proprietors tended 
to share high caste and middle or higher class backgrounds, whereas the 
staff came from varying caste positions and usually the lower or work-
ing classes. Still, co-proprietor Ratan ghosh of Atithiseva (Hospitality) 
described the staff members of their old age home as “not just workers”: 
“Those who work here, they are very rare, really good; they are interested 
in everyone; they really try. . . . We don’t look at them as just kajer lok 
(work persons or servants). If someone soils the bed, they wash it out with-
out complaining at all. You can’t find this anywhere.” The performing of 
such intimate work involving the handling of another’s bodily substances 
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is the very kind of act that is often offered as the paradigm of what sons 
do for their own parents, and parents for their own children—and so 
this example signaled the potential of real family-type intimacy possible 
between some staff and residents.35

 Several of the old age homes where I spent time possessed one quality 
that made these homes, at least, feel similar to an Indian “joint family” 
household. This was the multigenerational array of kin members, especially 
of the managers and staff, who came and went to and from the homes and 
sometimes even resided there for periods of time. This open quality of the 
homes made them seem very unlike the “total institutions” described by 
Erving goffman—the “closed worlds” of certain of the West’s asylums—
homes for the aged, mental hospitals, TB sanatoriums, jails, work camps, 
etc.—characterized by an “encompassing or total character . . . symbolized 
by the barrier to social intercourse with the outside” (191:). Kalyani-di’s 
and Uma-di’s elder ashram, Aram (Comfort) described in chapters  and 
4, however, did indeed fit goffman’s vision of the total institution, with 
its locked front gate and infrequent visitors; but most I encountered were 
considerably more fluid.
 At the Swami paramananda Baba Briddhashram, an ashram for forty 
elders organized around a central Hindu temple (the one where Renuka-di 
of chapter 4 resides), the woman called by residents and staff the “Ashram 
Mata” or “Ashram Mother” was the mother of the home’s manager. She her-
self was widowed and similar in age to many of the home’s residents, in her 
mid-sixties. A robust and energetic woman, she led the prayers and hymn-
singing at the ashram temple every morning, oversaw the kitchen, and spent 
most of each day talking with and supervising the residents and staff. The 
manager’s school-aged son and niece, a boy and a girl of ten and fourteen, 
also spent much of their non-school time at the ashram, doing their study-
ing, chatting with residents (whom they called didima and dadu—maternal 
grandmother and grandfather) and helping to tend the ashram’s two cows, 
german shepherd, and vegetable and flower gardens. The manager’s sister 
had been widowed at a young age, and she now lived most of the time at 
the elder ashram, although she was only in her mid-thirties The widowed 
sister helped out in the ashram, spending time with residents and perform-
ing other useful tasks. The staff also sometimes brought in their families. 
Two staff members were married to each other, and they had a baby while 
I was there in 200, which they brought to the ashram daily. The residents 
held the baby and watched her learn to lift up her head and roll over.
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 In the winter of 200, the manager’s other sister, who lived nearby 
with her children, husband, and parents-in-law, was struck with breast 
cancer. Her immediate family, brother, and mother spent thousands of 
rupees taking her to various hospitals for surgery, radiation, and chemo-
therapy, but she remained in dire condition. The Ashram Mother decided 
to bring her ailing daughter to live at the elder residence, where she and her 
other widowed daughter could attend to her daily. They set her up in one 
of the spare rooms and continually took turns by her side oiling her skin, 
gently massaging her, trying in vain to encourage her to eat, and stroking 
her now-bald head. The residents prayed for her recovery, saying that they 
had lived full lives and were ready to go: “please, god, take me and not 
this girl.” But she died at the ashram several months later.36 The residents 
participated in the family’s mourning.
 To really probe the ways that India’s old age homes might be considered 
like (and unlike) joint families, it is useful to scrutinize the various local 
terms that refer to what may be called in English “family” and “home.” 
Samsar and ekannabarti paribar can be used in both contexts, to refer to an 
ordinary household or joint family (organized ordinarily around the blood 
ties of a male bam∆a or lineage), or to the domestic group of an old age 
home. I have already introduced the term ekannabarti paribar, generally 
glossed as joint family and literally meaning a “one rice” or “shared meal” 
(ekannabarti) “family” (paribar). The two central acts that constitute the 
joint family in these usages are the sharing of food cooked from the same 
hearth, and co-residing. Though residents of an old age home might claim 
that the institution is “like an ekannabarti paribar” rather than that it is one, 
the fact that they participate daily in the two central acts that constitute an 
ekannabarti paribar is significant. Inden and Nicholas write, in their analysis 
of Bengali kinship: “Of all symbolic activities, the sharing of food (ekanna) 
most clearly and concretely expresses and sustains the shared body relation-
ships of the persons of the same parivara (or family)” (1977:18). They also 
observe that “sharing the same house is, for most Bengalis, of secondary 
importance to the sharing of food in sustaining the family” (p. 18).
 Samsar, also widely used in Bengali and other north Indian languages 
to refer to what in English might be called “family,” is quite commonly 
used in the context of old age homes. Both residents and involved pro-
prietors will readily refer to the institutions as “my samsar” or “my sam-
sar now.” Meaning literally “that which flows together” (from the roots 
sam, “together, with” and sr, “to flow, move”), in its most comprehensive 
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sense, samsar refers to the whole material world and to the flux of births 
and deaths that all living beings and things go through together. More 
mundanely, the term designates one’s own family or household, includ-
ing not only the persons with whom one lives, but also the physical space 
of the house, any animals, a household’s deities, and the material goods 
of a household, including kitchen utensils, bedding, clothing, and other 
belongings. All this collectively makes up what Bengalis call their samsar—
the assembly of persons and things that “flow with” persons as they move 
through their lives.
 A samsar, then, is not at all necessarily limited to a family based on 
blood ties. For instance, when I have resided in India for a period of just a 
few months or a year, if I set up a household, buying kitchen utensils and 
bedspreads, cooking meals and the like, people will refer to my abode as 
my samsar. A samsar is something that can be constructed through daily 
practice. However, some elder-abode residents do use “samsar” to refer to 
the earlier home or family that they left behind, uttering with pain and 
nostalgia statements like, “I still feel the pull (tan) of samsar,” meaning that 
they miss terribly their (own, earlier, “real”) families and homes. Or: “I feel 
bad when I don’t hear any news from my kids for a few days—After all, I 
came here after doing samsar (living a family life) for so many years.”
 This usage illuminates another meaning of samsar for Bengalis, one I 
write about in Lamb 2000: “The Samsad Bengali-English Dictionary, like 
some of my human informants, also lists ‘the bindings of maya’ (may-
abandhan) as one of the overlapping meanings of samsar—that is, the 
bodily and emotional attachments or bindings that connect people with 
the persons and things that make up their households and wider inhabited 
worlds” (p. 42). According to this meaning, samsar is the locus of one’s 
maya—love, affection, attachment, bodily and emotional ties. Only some 
are able to cultivate such maya in and for an old age home.
 Two further terms that are probably the most commonly used by 
Bengalis to refer to one’s home and family are ba®i (house, home) and ba®ir 
lok (the people of [my] home). Interestingly, I never heard these terms 
employed to refer to the people or place of an old age home.37 Instead, 
they are very commonly used to distinguish the old age home from the 
real home and kin (though a term such as “real” is not used; rather, the 
concept seems to be embedded or implied within the term ba®i). Elder-
abode residents speak of visits to and from their ba®ir lok, or how they 
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miss terribly their ba®i or ba®ir lok, or how they will have to return to 
their ba®ir lok if they become very ill. There are other more formal terms 
to refer to relatives, such as “one’s own people” or atmiya svajan (also not 
used to denote co-residents of an old age home), but ba®ir lok (people 
of one’s house) is the term that is most commonly used to refer to one’s 
closest kin. If asked where their ba®i (home) is, residents will discuss some 
place other than the old age home. For most women, several important 
ba®is can be distinguished: their baper ba®i (father’s or childhood home), 
∆va∆ur ba®i (father-in-law’s or marital home), and perhaps simply ba®i (if 
the woman and her husband had lived and raised children in a home of 
their own, or if the marital home had become and felt like theirs or hers 
after her parents-in-law had passed away).
 The primary acts that create the very close kin ties of “the people of my 
house” involve the intimate sharing and exchanging of bodily substances 
through practices such as reproduction and marriage. A Bengali wife is 
considered to develop a shared-body or sapinda relationship with her hus-
band and the members of his ba®i and lineage (bam∆a); that is, she is not 
simply an “in-law” or relative by (legal) marriage, as she would be generally 
considered to be in the United States. Through various ritual acts during 
the marriage ceremony that involve the bride ingesting the groom’s sub-
stances, by receiving her husband’s seed through intercourse, by residing 
in his home, and by eating the food from his family’s hearth, a wife comes 
to absorb the bodily substances that make her a substantial, bodily, part of 
her husband’s family (Lamb 1997, 2000:207–212). Those living together in 
an elder abode do share food from the same hearth and reside in the same 
dwelling, but they do not ordinarily engage in the other kinds of intimate 
bodily exchanges that could transform them to become each other’s ba®ir 
lok. It may be worth noting here, however, that it is perhaps the relative 
flexibility that women (compared to men) are regarded as possessing—a 
flexibility that allows them to leave one home at marriage to become part 
of another—that in part explains why women in Bengali elder abodes seem 
to be more able and inclined to forge close kin-like ties with co-residents 
and proprietors than do men.38

 So, in important and revealing ways, an old age home can be one’s 
household and joint family: a samsar (that which flows with one) and an 
ekannabarti paribar (a shared-rice family). But it cannot be one’s ba®i or 
true home.
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 Here is where it might, then, be illuminating to consider a few people’s 
narratives that highlight how an old age home is unlike a real family, nar-
ratives rejecting the family-like models that others, both purposefully and 
instinctively, strive to forge as they work to make elder institutions mean-
ingful and familiar. Ninety-seven-year-old Sri Ramesh Sinha, for instance, 
described his life in the Milan Tirtha old age home on the banks of the 
ganges: “Here we get tea, food, everything we need. . . . But how much 
better it would be even to get tea from a ba®ir lok (someone at home)?—
maybe a grandchild, who would say, ‘Here, dadu (grandfather), I’ve had 
this half cup of tea, and now half is left—will you drink it?’” His words 
echo back to those of Matilal Majmundar in the book’s opening: in a good 
Indian family, one may possibly receive less materially—perhaps only a 
half cup rather than a full cup of tea—but whatever there is will be offered 
by and shared with close kin, expressing and forging love, or maya. Sri 
Ramesh had grown up in a large joint family comprising his father and 
seven of his father’s brothers, all living together in the same house. He now 
has two married sons and several grandsons of his own, but they each live 
in separate households.
 I first introduced Soumil Chowdhury in chapter 4, an articulate and 
thoughtful retired official of the Calcutta port Trust. Although he had 
actively pursued his move to an elder residence, scrupulously visiting 
twenty-five over a period of four years while selecting the best one for 
himself and his wife, he expressed reservations about the move, focusing 
on the sharp contrast between an elder residence and the life in a joint 
family that he and his age-mates had grown up with. I repeat some of his 
earlier narrative:

We [Indians] want to live ‘jointly,’ amid our relatives (atmiya 
svajan, “own people”), not alone (eka). We don’t want to live 
alone. In ‘European culture,’ everyone does want to live sepa-
rately (alada, alada). We [Indians] love to chat, to have intimate 
conversations (adda). We like to have everyone living together 
(eksange). We don’t want old age homes. We want ‘joint fami-
lies’—sisters and brothers, daughters and sons, granddaughters 
and grandsons, all together. When I die, I will want them all by 
my side. Will I want there to be old-age-home people by my 
side? No, I will not. However much people say in the old age 
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homes that they are fine, they are not. They would all prefer to 
be with their relatives. This is ‘Indian culture.’

To Soumil-babu, Indian families are characterized by plentiful true kin, 
talking, eating, living and even dying all together; whereas “old-age-home 
people” (b®iddhabas lok) are an unmistakably distinct breed forming almost 
the antithesis of the joint family, portrayed here as not unlike strangers, 
with whom one lives “alone,” “separately,” in the imagined alien style of 
Europeans.
 Elder-abode resident and psychiatrist dr. Ranjan Banerjee’s reflections 
(introduced earlier) echo similar thoughts: “‘Old age homes’ are not a con-
cept of our country. These days, we are throwing away our ‘culture.’ . . . My 
parents died right with us. . . . I have a granddaughter and my world revolves 
around her. I miss her so much when I don’t see her for a few days.” He and 
his wife had lived with their son, daughter-in-law, and granddaughter in the 
senior man’s family home, until they had departed due to some unspoken 
family conflict a few years earlier. He disclosed that, whatever the minor 
discomforts of living in an old age home, the real hardship they experienced 
derived from missing loved family. generalizing this form of unhappiness 
to the nation as a whole, he explained that material wealth (artha) was 
replacing family and social closeness as the prime value of the society, under 
the influence of U.S. culture. He pronounced himself “against the ‘old age 
home concept,’” but regretfully predicted that “‘old age homes’ will stay 
and increase in India.”
 Resident Bimal Mitra of the Swami paramananda Baba Briddhashram 
also rejected, light-heartedly, the family model of an elder ashram when he 
jokingly remarked that, “We have all become numbers here!” referring to 
the numbers painted above the doorways to their rooms, which were lined 
up along an extended covered verandah. He and his co-resident friends 
often referred to each other by the numbers of their rooms, seeming to be 
making affectionate fun of what struck them as their bizarre institutional 
setting. “Has number 2 come out yet?” “I hear that number 9 is not feel-
ing well today.” The same man also chuckled about how he was aware 
that the English term “inmates,” commonly used to refer to the residents 
of old age homes in India, was reserved in the United States and United 
Kingdom primarily for the occupants of prisons.
 gauri Chattopadhyay was another resident, a thoughtful, soft-spoken 
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married woman in her mid-sixties, whose astute reflections on old-age-
home living conveyed her keen sense that most relationships in the insti-
tution were much emptier and less appealing than were those among true 
kin. One day Hena and I were making our way back from a visit to a large, 
well-established elder residence in the southern suburbs of Kolkata when 
it occurred to Hena that she knew someone living in an old age home that 
must be somewhere nearby. gauri-boudi was a close family friend who had 
moved to an elder residence with her seriously ailing physician husband, 
shortly after their only son had tragically died of cancer in his young 
adulthood. We stopped to ask shopkeepers and passers-by for directions, 
and came upon the Sarat Chandra Niketan home, situated on a pleas-
ant, quiet, winding upper-middle-class residential road, lined by two- and 
three-story private homes with colorful clothes drying on balconies and 
rooftops. There were lovely large flowering trees and coconut palms in 
small gated front yards, and people occasionally walked by. It happened to 
be right during the afternoon eating and resting hours, though, so when 
we knocked on the locked front gate we were met with quite a deal of harsh 
suspicion and resistance by the guard, who said that we absolutely could 
not visit at that time. Hena persisted, asking him to at least let her “dada 
and boudi” (older brother and brother’s wife)39 know that she had called; 
he went off and after some time came back to ask again what Hena’s name 
was, and after another long wait he slowly opened the gate to let us in. 
We stepped into a pleasant, spacious inner courtyard surrounded by trees 
and potted flowers. Hena’s boudi was leaning out and waving warmly from 
her second story window. We passed through a few spotless pale yellow 
halls and up some stairs to get to her room; it was very quiet inside; all the 
doors to the residents’ rooms were closed; but the place struck both of us 
as refreshingly new, peaceful, pleasant.
 gauri-boudi shared a large balconied room with her bedridden hus-
band. An assistant or ayah was there with them, a slim woman in about 
her thirties, who smiled amiably and curiously at us and hung out mostly 
on the verandah while we visited. The husband lay curled and slight under 
a thin gray blanket on the edge of the bed. He moaned a few times when 
Hena went to try to greet him. gauri-boudi spoke of her husband frankly 
as no longer a human or a man (manus), and said that he doesn’t recognize 
anyone, understand anything, or get up or move on his own. Even with 
the aide, how difficult it is to get him to the bathroom and to bathe him 
and care for him! How heavy he is! “I tell him,” she related frankly, with 
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her quiet air of sage acceptance, “You should quickly try now to die. It’s 
time for you to go. don’t take any more medicines.” She struck me as a 
thoughtful, wise, self-respecting person, who was facing and had faced a lot 
of difficulty in her life, and who admitted clearly to not enjoying much of 
it, but who did not seem to be either truly depressed or overly self-pitying. 
Their room was quite sizable, with a double bed plenty large enough for 
her curled-up husband, herself, and a quantity of reading materials laid 
out between them. They had a small refrigerator and a television, a few 
chairs, a cabinet for clothes, shelves for their things, an attached bath, two 
large windows, and a pleasant balcony. past the balcony, my eyes rested on 
lovely coconut, banana, and papaya trees, and a gate covered with magenta 
and white bougainvillea.
 Hena asked her, had it been a good decision to move in here, to the 
old age home? She and Hena both agreed that the daily work of managing 
household tasks, cooking, paying bills, supervising servants and finding 
people to repair things were all much easier in the elder abode. She had 
decided to move into the home after their only (adopted) son had died 
from cancer, thinking, “If I have to cook another meal for just him [my 
husband] and me, I just can’t bear it.” Their only son hadn’t married any-
way; he had turned toward a spiritual life. He was a warm and great person 
and son, and then he had come down with cancer and died. They kept a 
large framed picture of him on the wall, garlanded by bright orange mari-
golds. She repeated that everything was convenient in the home—food, 
household upkeep, and not having to hire and manage servants.
 However, she complained about the attitudes of both the serving staff 
and the manager, and said that she had not developed close relationships 
with anyone after about two years of residing there. About the manager, 
she described: “He doesn’t really bother to get any news from us—why 
did we come here, leaving samsar (our households, families)? We don’t 
have anyone at all. How will he understand all that? and why we came? He 
doesn’t know anything at all about us or our background.” Hena nodded 
sympathetically, and explained to me and for gauri-boudi’s benefit how 
gauri-boudi and her husband had been such honored and dignified people 
in their society. He had been a well-respected doctor, and such a kind and 
wise man, and so good to and concerned for the welfare of others. They 
respected others and received respect. gauri-boudi nodded and said that 
this was what she couldn’t get them to understand here.
 “Further, regarding the jhis (maids, staff ),” gauri went on, “they don’t 
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treat the residents with respect at all, and in fact they control the residents, 
keep them under their fists.” She described her conversations with them 
(perhaps mainly those she has in her own mind?), using the “tui” form of 
address, the second-person pronoun reserved for one’s juniors or inferiors 
or intimate childhood friends: “If this were your own grandfather, would 
you act like this? I’m thinking of you like my own grandchild; so, why 
can’t you treat us like your own grandparents? It’s because of us, after all, 
that you are here. If not for us, you would not have this job. We are not 
here because of you; you are here because of us.”
 She went on to describe her relations with the other residents: “At first, 
I used to try to mix with everyone, to get to know them, and offer them 
sympathy. After all,” she commented, “everyone has come here out of pain 
(sabai to dukha-te eseche).” But she found that they couldn’t connect well. 
Some were less educated than she was. Others talked and complained 
repeatedly about the same things. Now she mostly sticks to herself, caring 
for her husband, reading, and choosing to receive her meals in their private 
room. The elder abode, to gauri-boudi, is a convenient, even welcome, 
source of material sustenance, but not of close family-like bonds.
 Yet the relatively alienating nature of elder-home relationships offers 
a protective benefit. Everyone I spoke with about this topic concurred 
that harsh words spoken between non-kin in an elder abode hurt far less 
than quarrels with kin. Where the ties of maya—love, attachment, bodily-
emotional bonds—are fewer, people may be more separate and lonely, 
but they are also more protected from pain. Suresh Chakravarti, a wid-
ower with one married daughter, explained: “Little arguments happen 
among people here, over food and things. That’s just human nature. But 
if a non-related person (parer lok) says something, then it doesn’t hurt 
nearly as much as it hurts when an “of one’s own people” person (nijer 
lok) does . . . Where there is much maya, there is pain (kasta),” he added. 
“That’s why I like it here.” He had mentioned earlier that he had tried 
to live with extended family for several years after his wife died, but that 
he “didn’t receive right treatment there.” Several ladies from the Loknath 
elder ashram commented similarly, while congregating on the three beds 
in the home’s window-lined front room: “When you live with those your 
own age, your mind/heart stays much lighter (man besi halka thake). We 
might argue a little, have a little disagreement of opinion, and quickly say 
one word; but then we quickly make up. That’s it.” Loosening one’s ties 
of maya by removing oneself from ordinary family-worldly life can also 
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have spiritual benefits, a long-standing Hindu perspective that I will turn 
to next.
 These stories illustrate that people understand the old age home in 
India, in vital, complex, and contradictory ways, to be both an instantia-
tion of and failure of seva (respectful service to elders), and both like and 
unlike a traditional joint family. The cultural categories of seva and the 
joint family are central to people’s understandings of what constitutes a 
normal Indian old age—and, in fact, it is difficult for many even to imag-
ine aging outside of such a framework, of seva and a multigenerational 
family. And thus these are two of the key cultural categories by which 
people construct and evaluate old age homes in India. Such ambivalent 
constructions and evaluations form an important part of the cultural pro-
cess of making the old age homes Indian.

Spiritual Retreat in a Modern Forest

 Elder residences in India are compared not only to the family but also 
to a traditional place of spiritual retreat in the forest, or van (pronounced 
bon in Bengali). According to the Hindu ethical-legal Dharma∆astra texts, 
as a person enters old age, he40 will move to the forest as a hermit, either 
with or without his wife, in a process of relinquishing material desires. 
The life phase of a forest-dweller, or vanaprastha, is the third of four life 
stages—of studenthood (brahmacarya), householder (g®ihastha), forest-
dweller (vanaprastha), and finally renouncer (sannyasa). In this third life 
phase, which works as a transition between material and spiritual life, the 
person is in a retreat from worldly life or samsar, living with as few material 
possessions and family ties as possible, as he prepares for the fourth and 
final life stage of sannyasa—complete renunciation of the world, with a 
focus solely on god, spiritual realization, and release. The forest-dwelling 
life is described in The Laws of Manu:

After he has lived in the householder’s stage of life . . . , [an upper-
caste man] should live in the forest, properly restrained and with his 
sensory powers conquered. . . . When a householder sees that he is 
wrinkled and grey, and [when he sees] the children of his children, 
then he should take himself to the wilderness. Renouncing all food 
cultivated in the village and all possessions, he should hand his wife 
over to his sons and go to the forest—or take her along.41 . . . He 
should go out from the village to the wilderness and live [there] with 
his sensory powers restrained. . . . Constantly devoting himself to the 
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private recitation of the [Hindu scriptures], he should be controlled, 
friendly, and mentally composed; he should always be a giver and a 
non-taker, compassionate to all living beings. (Manu 1991:117; The 
Laws of Manu VI.1–8)

 The model of the late-life forest-dweller is one with which all Hindus 
are familiar. Although most do not believe that they will actually physi-
cally move away from their households as they grow old, many even while 
living at home derive meaning and inspiration from the forest-dweller 
image, finding spirituality and detachment to be an appropriate focus of 
one’s later years. So, even while remaining at home, many older Indians 
engage in activities such as prayer, spending time at temples or with a 
guru, attending spiritual lectures, reading scriptures and spiritual litera-
ture, bequeathing material possessions to descendants, abstaining from 
sexual relations, adopting a vegetarian diet, and passing time alone on the 
outskirts of the family.42

 Interestingly and perhaps not surprisingly, the forest-dweller model 
has become a salient part of the mission of quite a few of the new senior 
residences in India, as well as of their members. As I noted above, the 
most common category of name of the old age homes springing up in and 
around Kolkata pertains to the concepts of forest-dwelling and spirituality. 
Such names include Forest-dweller (Vanaprastha) Ashram (this is a fairly 
common name for the new elder residences across India),43 Tapovan (a 
hermitage or site for meditation and religious practices, usually off in the 
countryside or high mountains), Bairag (renunciate), gurujan Kunja (a 
spiritual garden retreat for respected seniors), and Milan Tirtha (a place 
of pilgrimage or “crossing” [tirtha], from worldly to spiritual planes). 
Numerous elder residences are also named for well-known spiritual lead-
ers, saints, and deities, such as Ramakrishna, Loknath, Mahadevananda 
giri, Bholananda giri, Mahaprabhu, Anandamayi Ma, Mahamaya, and 
Ma Kali. Several homes’ names further highlight peace or ∆anti (e.g., Nest 
of peace, Abode of peace, Absolute peace),44 bearing connotations not only 
of spiritual serenity, but also of a related peaceful retreat from family strife. 
Many of the elder abodes refer to themselves as “ashrams,” a term liter-
ally meaning both “shelter” and “stage of life,” and implying a specifically 
spiritual haven.
 directors of such elder ashrams often explicitly emphasize their “tradi-
tional” spiritual missions. In the opening of chapter , I briefly introduced 
Sri Ashok Bose, a deeply spiritual-minded bachelor who had gone blind 
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after retirement and who resided in the all-male Ramakrishna Math Home 
for Aged people run by the Ramakrishna Order. This home’s director, 
himself a member of the Order and devotee of Ramakrishna, described the 
home’s mission: to provide “a life away from the din of family, spent in soli-
tary religious practices,” “a site to pursue the vanaprastha a∆rama,” or the 
third and forest-dwelling phase of a Hindu man’s life. An English-language 
brochure for this elder home describes the home’s grounds as an ideal site 
for pursuing the ancient Hindu practice of vanaprastha: “The vast expanse 
of green covering three acres of land, the age old trees, the lily pool, the 
chirping of the birds, the serene ambience at dawn and dusk elevating the 
place to a Vanaprasthashrama, virtually reminds us of the ancient Tapavana 
[hermitage or site for religious practices] of the Sages away from the mate-
rial world.” One of this home’s assistant managers reflected that the level 
of religious focus in their ashram “varies from person to person, boarder to 
boarder.” He went on: “But most of us like at least the serenity, calmness, 
and environment of the place. There is always a spiritual rhythm.”
 An elder residence in Kerala, South India, similarly embraces vana- 
prastha or forest-dwelling in its revealing online mission statement.45 The 
institution sees itself as drawing upon the spirituality of “ancient culture” 
to counter the degenerations of an excessively materialist “modern society” 
of “broken families,” “mental turmoil,” and a “strange sense of insecurity” 
impacting especially the aged. (Note that although in the United States a 
“broken family” connotes primarily marital divorce, in India, a joint family 
that divides into smaller nuclear units is what is most frequently described 
as “broken.”) This home is called the Vrindavan Vanaprastha Ashram, 
after the holy north Indian temple city of Vrindavan where, according to 
tradition, Krishna frolicked in his childhood. Vrindavan is also well known 
for its ashrams for Hindu widows, which began to emerge as early as the 
early 1900s, and could be viewed as one forerunner of the contemporary 
ashrams for middle-class elders across India.46 The Vrindavan Vanaprastha 
Ashram is situated along the banks of the Karmana River amid lush green 
coconut groves. Its website reads (in English):

This is one Home where you can wake up to the chants of the man-
tras and bells from the nearby Sakti and Vishnu temples. Our ancient 
culture calls for four phases or Ashramas of one’s life: Brahmacharya 
[student], garhasthya [householder], Vanaprastha [forest-dweller], 
and Sannyasa [renouncer]. Vrindavan—the Home for the Aged—is 
inspired by this concept of the Vanaprastha [Forest-dwelling] 
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Ashrama. Vrindavan offers a spiritual haven for us, away from the 
strife and toil of daily life and routines.
 The modern society on one side has achieved progress in many 
realms. But on the other side it is encountering a few crises, too. An 
obsession with material gains, mental turmoil, broken families, and 
intellectual corruption are some of these crises, all of which have 
resulted in a strange sense of insecurity, with the aged being the worst 
affected.
 Vrindavan Vanaprastha Ashram project is a step to counter this 
insecurity, to offer a unique opportunity for those who are above fifty 
to live independent lives, to bring out their latent talents and above 
all to lead a life of spiritual solace and security.

 The daily routines of the Vrindavan Vanaprastha Ashram’s “inmates” 
include meditation, hymn-singing, yoga, Vedanta classes, and visits to 
nearby temples and woods.47 At the same time, the Ashram offers “modern 
amenities,” such as “self-contained spacious rooms,” medical facilities and a 
library. It and others like it become a modern version of the ancient forest, 
where leaving one’s (modern, broken) family and becoming “independent” 
acquire traditional meaning and value, where one can enjoy some of the 
comforts of modern living while still concentrating on traditional spiritual 
realization, and where the elder institution becomes not simply a Western 
invasion, but rather an ancient Hindu way of ordering the life course.
 Elder-abode residents I grew to know also made frequent comparisons 
to vanaprastha or forest-dwelling to explain their circumstances, and then 
sometimes added the comment that old-age-home-living is not such a new 
and radically alien lifestyle after all. In the spring of 200, early on in my 
research on India’s old age homes, I visited a small, modest residence for 
six elders in the village outskirts of Kolkata and chatted with three of the 
residents, two men and a woman, in their common room. One question 
I had was, What is “new” about Indian society now so that old age homes 
are needed? Suresh Chakravarti insisted, however, that their arrangement 
is not, in fact, so new—for it fits with the long-standing Indian tradition 
of vanaprastha: “Old people used to go the forest or to Vrindavan [the 
holy city of Krishna known for its temples and ashrams]. I could go just 
as easily to Vrindavan, or to an ‘old age home.’ Now there’s no need to 
go to Vrindavan, when I can have this. I can lead just as spiritual a life 
here.” Amit Burman, a retired bachelor and ten-year resident of the Milan 
Tirtha elder home, called me into his private room one evening while I 
was spending the night there with my two daughters in the home’s guest 
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quarters. With his television still on in the background, he wished to share 
his reflections on the nature of India’s old age homes. At first he presented 
old age homes as a product of modern, Western values and lifeways, but 
he quickly went on to interpret them as in keeping with “ancient” or “tra-
ditional” (purano) Indian spiritual practices:

The whole world is undergoing a major transformation. Within 
just two decades, human relations have changed profoundly. 
. . . ‘American civilization’ is spreading throughout the world. 
For this reason, everyone has become ‘self-centered.’ No one 
wants to or has time to look after others. So, in old age, if one’s 
children are very busy, and if a good [old age] ‘home’ can be 
found, then the old people will be very well situated if they go 
to the ‘home.’ . . . 
 Now, you must know that the ‘Indian conception’ of ear-
lier times was that of vanaprastha (forest-dwelling). When they 
grew old, people would leave their families and go to the forest, 
to focus on a spiritual life. This [old age home] is a ‘modern’ 
version of that ancient practice.

Sri Amit enjoys all the home’s modern amenities, he commented, such as 
the square meals and air conditioning, but he stressed that a spiritual life 
is a strong motivating factor for him. He keeps a shrine in his room where 
he worships daily, and every few months he travels to spend about ten days 
at the ashram of his guru.
 Several of the lady residents of Loknath also compared their elder 
ashram to the practice of vanaprastha. One afternoon they were asking 
me about the time I had spent living in the Bengali village of Mangaldihi, 
and I told them about one of the key themes in the narratives of the older 
people I had grown to know there. This is that maya—a person’s worldly 
ties of love and affection for other persons, places, and things—tends to 
increase rather than decrease as life goes on, and so that it is just when one 
is supposed to be ready to die in late old age that one’s ties to the world feel 
the strongest and most painfully difficult to cut (Lamb 2000). The ladies 
nodded understandingly and commented together, “That’s why we used to 
have a practice called vanaprastha—moving to the forest—so not as much 
suffering would happen. Because people would cut their maya there [in 
the forest] before having to die.” Ragini-di smiled and added in a rather 
enthusiastic tone, “That’s like what we’re doing in this elder ashram!”
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 At the beginning of chapter 4 I introduced Monisha Mashi (“Aunt” 
Monisha), who spoke with animated conviction of her and her husband’s 
choice to sell their home, car, and belongings, to relinquish their servants 
and the trappings of upper-middle-class domestic and society life, after 
they had retired and their two daughters had moved abroad. They moved 
into the comfortable Milan Tirtha old age home on the banks of the holy 
ganges River, explicitly to pursue the vanaprastha or forest-dwelling life 
of non-attachment. Within a few years her husband passed away, but 
Monisha Mashi continued to find fulfillment in her life there. I repeat 
some of Monisha Mashi’s illuminating reflections from chapter 4, which 
she had shared with me over beer and lunch at the Saturday Club, one of 
Kolkata’s finest old British-era institutions: “I came there [to the home] 
in the midst of full health. I don’t own anything any more. But I received 
everything: everything out of nothing. The idea of vanaprastha is to for-
sake everything, and then to enjoy—to enjoy your life through abandon-
ment (tyag). I have everything I need living there!” Although maintaining 
an active life of volunteer community work and membership in several 
Calcutta social clubs, Monisha Mashi said that even while remaining busy 
and involved in the world, she aimed to do so with detachment. “Vedanta48 
says that one should try to reside in the world keeping maya [attachments, 
ties] at bay. . . .” She acknowledged the difficulty of this detachment, but 
appreciated that cutting these ties to the world could bring true liberation 
and spiritual realization, at the end of life.
 Shilpa Roychowdhury, a vibrant, dignified, thoughtful resident and co-
founder of the Sraddhanjali old age home of Uttarpara, north Kolkata, had 
long planned to leave family life after she retired as an engineer. Widowed 
when she was only forty, she finished raising her son, brought a daughter-
in-law into the family apartment, and slept in the same room with her 
beloved granddaughter for the first ten years of the girl’s life. Shortly after 
her husband’s death Shilpa-di first began to plan that she would enter a 
religious ashram upon retirement. “First one lives with family (paribar) 
and society (samaj),” she reflected, “and then it is time to turn to god.” 
She often spoke compellingly of the value of detachment: “Everything of 
mine I left in [our home]. I didn’t take anything from there. Aside from 
god, we don’t have anyone or anything. I came alone and will have to leave 
alone. . . . I don’t want to re-enter samsar (family-worldly life). If I enter 
it, with my son and wife, then they will become my own (nije). I would 
become accustomed to that closeness. Instead, I am living very indepen-
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dently (svadhinbhabe). . . . No one is anyone’s (keu karur nae). Without 
abandoning, one can receive nothing. Only upon god am I dependent.”
 It becomes strikingly clear from such narratives that the traditional 
Hindu model of the value of renouncing ties to worldly life in one’s later 
years is one that many elder-abode residents find highly compelling, and 
that they draw on to give meaning and purpose to life away from the family 
in elder housing. Even those who do not present the pursuit of vanaprastha 
as their motivating reason for entering an old age home very often spend 
much of their time, as do many older Hindus throughout India, focused on 
spiritual pursuits. Virtually all of the larger elder residences I found, those 
sizable enough to have one or more common rooms beyond simply the 
sleeping areas, contained a temple or worship space that residents visited, 
either alone or during morning and evening congregational gatherings, to 
worship, pray, and sing hymns. The majority of elder-abode residents (male 
and female, but especially female) also maintained in their rooms their own 
personal shrines of the kind that are found in most Hindu households. 
In these small bedroom shrines, residents place images of beloved deities, 
garlanded photographs of gurus and deceased senior kin (especially spouses 
and parents), incense, and daily flower and fruit offerings.
 It is important to note, further, that quite a few residents expressed 
disappointment to me that their elder ashrams were not more spiritually 
focused. They had joined the ashram believing it to be a place focused 
on spirituality in keeping with the vanaprastha tradition, sometimes sim-
ply because of the use of “ashram” in many of the old age homes’ names. 
(B®iddha∆ram—ashram for elders—is the most common Bengali term 
employed to refer to these new senior residences.) But most of the old age 
homes I encountered in fact did not organize elaborate, extensive spiritual 
activities (beyond things like one or two temple gatherings per day), nor 
did most offer only vegetarian diets, as would be typical in a true Hindu 
religious ashram (although in many elder residences, a person can request a 
strict vegetarian diet, either for spiritual reasons or to maintain specific caste 
or family dietary mores).49 Those who most successfully pursued a forest-
dwelling life did so largely through their own efforts and state of mind.
 Further, some choosing elder abodes are actually very secular and do 
not seem motivated by the vanaprastha image and aims at all. Among 
the most elite Bengali groups today, secularity is increasingly common, 
and so the few most elite (expensive, modern, posh) old age homes in 
Kolkata espouse a distinctly secular image, promoting modern, middle-
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class  activities such as cocktail parties, card games, and trips to movie 
theaters and malls in lieu of temple worship and hymn-singing.
 It is striking, too, that the dominant public discourse surrounding 
old age homes, introduced in earlier chapters, so negatively portrays the 
homes as a product of Westernization and the degeneration of Indian tra-
dition, rather than as an innovative modern instantiation of the ancient 
Hindu tradition of aging in the “forest.” Why? I suggest three reasons: 
First, vanaprastha is actually not central to the mission of many of the 
Indian old age homes and residents. Second, to become a forest-dweller is 
understood traditionally to be a voluntary act, whereas many elder-abode 
residents, as seen in chapter 4, are pushed into the homes by their kin or 
circumstances. Third, in some ways, there is a tension between spiritual 
(vanaprastha) and family (seva) models of aging in Hinduism: to fully pur-
sue one thwarts the other.50 For most Indians, the pull of the family is even 
stronger than the pull of spiritual renunciation, and many who do find 

Figure .1. Lady residents gathered at the Swami Mahadevananda giri Briddhashram 
temple.
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late-life renunciation to be a highly compelling life aim nonetheless strive 
to pursue spirituality within the folds of a loving, supportive family.

The Meanings of Activity and Inactivity

 I will close this chapter on making a Western institution Indian by 
considering the significance of the striking absence of organized activities 
present in the majority of the old age homes I visited in India. Of course, 
residents did spend their time engaged in ordinary daily household-type 
activities, such as mealtimes and tea, bathing and dressing, chatting, taking 
morning walks, reading, and watching television. However, in all the homes 
I encountered—even those that offered some regular daily hymn-singing or 
card-playing opportunities, cultural programs, pujas (religious celebrations 
or worship), and picnics to mark major holidays—almost no other orga-
nized activities were planned by proprietors, staff, or residents to order and 
fill up the day. This lack of organized activities may not strike most Indians 
as odd, but for one familiar with elder residences in the United States—
replete with activity directors, printed calendars with a plethora of daily 
activity choices, and brochures advertising athletics, social events, arts and 
crafts, memoir writing, trips to museums and theaters, and adult education 
courses—the relative inactivity in the Indian institutions is striking.
 How should one best interpret this conspicuous dearth of activities 
in Indian old age homes? One response could be that this lack resonates 
with the vanaprastha model of spiritual disengagement in late life and with 
broader Indian cultural understandings of personhood and aging. Old age 
is not, for most Indians, naturally a time when one should strive to prolong 
and make permanent an active adult life, pursuing the kind of “anti-aging” 
or “permanent adulthood” U.S. cultural model of aging described in open-
ing this chapter. Instead, as the traditional Hindu model of the four life 
stages or ashramas suggests, many Indians find it highly appropriate for 
persons to become less active and vitally involved in the world as they grow 
older, partly as a technique to make the passage to new forms of existence 
after death smoother and easier, and partly as an opportunity to cultivate 
a spiritual awareness that can be lacking during earlier, busier life years 
(see Lamb 2000). Many Indians have a very processual understanding of 
personhood. Changes in old age and in dying are a normal, even meaning-
ful and valued part of the human life course.
 Further, the U.S. elder-home model of offering a broad menu of 
self-cultivating activities is quite an individualist and perhaps uniquely 
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American or Western model for any life stage. It was a U.S.-settled Bengali 
gentleman, whom I met in the delhi airport as we were both making our 
way back to the United States in May 200, who first made this point very 
clear to me. As we stood in the long luggage line and I reported to him 
some of my findings regarding Kolkata old age homes, he perceptively 
pointed out that the sort of active life—of making sure that each moment 
is filled with self-cultivating activities, if not with work, then with produc-
tive leisure practices such as exercise and hobbies—is a very American and 
individualist paradigm, not an Indian one, for persons of any age. “do you 
even see younger Indians making sure that each moment of the weekend 
is filled with [self-developing] activities, hobbies, and exercise the way 
people do in the U.S.?” he asked. “True, I have not!” I concurred. As an 
enculturated American, I suppose, I had spent so many (to me) extremely 
boring, slow days simply sitting around middle-class flats in Kolkata over 
my two decades of visiting families there, relieved that I could often head 
out on my own busy research. My South Asianist colleague and friend 
diane Mines also observed to me that when living in India she would be 
frustrated at the difficulty of finding calendars with empty daily spaces 
that one can fill in with all the activities one plans to do (that is, the num-
bers on Indian calendars are most often not encompassed within blank 
boxes). From this perspective, it makes sense that Indian old age homes 
are not designed around an elaborate set of organized, self-cultivating, 
active-life-prolonging activities, which for many elder-abode members 
would be a highly culturally unfamiliar way of ordering time and mak-
ing personhoods. Marshall Sahlins reflects on what he characterizes as a 
particular Western cultural logic based on a certain kind of individualism, 
in which “each person takes the betterment of himself as his life project” 
(200:2).
 However, many residents spoke disapprovingly of what they perceived 
to be a real void of meaningful activity in the homes. For these, the elder 
residence had stripped away the most familiar framework for living a 
meaningful and fulfilling old age—the family and home—and yet offered 
very little else to take its stead. Kalyani-di of Aram (Comfort) described 
disparagingly, for instance, the emptiness, monotony, purposelessness, and 
utter inactivity of her old-age-home life: “We do nothing at all, nothing at 
all. Eat and sleep, eat and sleep. That’s it. It’s just a business.” When I was 
invited to give talks comparing Indian and U.S. old age homes at places 
like the dignity Foundation in Kolkata, an NgO and club for senior citi-
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zens, audience members would often comment that if their society is going 
to develop non-family-based, institutional modes of living like old age 
homes, then perhaps it would be best if these institutions also put forward 
Western-style, individual-focused activities. If we are no longer to focus on 
the family, then we had better develop the individual, the sentiment often 
seemed to be.
 We see in this chapter the elaborate process by which those involved 
with old age homes in India construct the homes as complex local cul-
tural instantiations of a globally emerging institution. Those designing and 
moving into India’s old age homes are adopting some elements of Western 
ways of aging, such as living apart from families; but these elements take 
on unique meanings and forms. Further, other features of Western senior 
residences, such as a wealth of self-focused activities and intensive anti-
aging medical technologies, are to date not being adopted at all. Instead, 
Indians are making use of the joint family, seva, and forest as tropes to 
make meaning and sense of elder residences, reflecting powerful Indian 
cultural views of late life as a time both of receiving respectful care from 
juniors and of preparing for the new transitions of dying.
 Just as the Western institution is not fixed, then, so neither is Indian 
tradition. In making the old age homes Indian, people creatively select 
certain features (and not others) of what they regard as a traditional past, 
bringing these features into new contexts of the present, where they take 
on new significances and forms. In some senses, in fact, old age homes 
can be regarded as a new way of maintaining the integrity of the nation 
in the absence of a “traditional Indian” family and spirituality. Elders are 
protected from the scourges of modernity by choosing, or being placed, in 
retirement homes that in some ways mimic tradition; and so commodify-
ing elder care can ironically become an act not of destroying tradition but 
of (re)creating it.
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Consider four brief examples:
 “death from Loneliness at Eighty” reads one newspaper headline. A 
man’s only son—an Indian Institute of Technology graduate—has settled 
in the United States. The story reports that the old father “jumped off the 
landing between the 8th and 9th floors, ending a solitary existence. . . . 
Neighbors said the loneliness was probably too much for the octogenar-
ian to bear, a condition not uncommon in a city from which the young 
who will take care of the old are increasingly being driven away for lack of 
opportunities” (The Telegraph 200a).
 Narayan Sarkar, at age seventy, is a retired engineer who lives alone 
with his wife in their spacious south Kolkata home, their two married 
children settled in the United States. Although proud of their children’s 
professional success abroad, he mourns their absence: “In our families, we 
raised our children—why? Our idea, our dream was that when we grew 
old, our sons and daughters-in-law would serve us (seva karbe). And it is 
our dream, and a natural thing, to hope for this, to want this. We did this 
for our parents, and they for theirs.”
 Yet Viraj ghosh, seventy-two—whose only son, an economist, has 
also settled in the United States—proclaims: “At this age, it’s better to live 
separate. . . . If an old man says that he needs to have his son live with him, 
then the son won’t advance, and the country won’t advance.” He resides 
with his wife in a flat their son has purchased for them in one of the new 
modern high rises springing up in south Kolkata, and Viraj-da spends 
hours each day socializing with friends, exercising at the apartment com-
plex’s gym, taking vigorous walks outdoors, meditating, reading, and play-
ing music. “I am the happiest man in the world, living in heaven! I won’t 
live anywhere other than here, surrounded by my circle of friends.”
 Responding to the growing number of middle-class elders living far 
from junior kin, the Agewell Foundation is a delhi-based NgO that has 
sprung up to offer elder-care counselors for hire. Agewell offers services 
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such as visits to chat over tea, escorts to the doctor or late-night wedding 
receptions, and the promise of presence at the time of death. NRI (non-
resident Indian) junior kin who are able to supply money but not time or 
proximity can fund such services. director and founder Himanshu Rath 
explains: “Imagine the counselor to be like a son . . . who takes the place 
of the natural child and performs the same duties for his elderly charge as 
a son would do.” He adds: “A sad situation indeed where children cannot 
gift their parents’ time. But this is a contemporary reality that has to be 
faced.”1

 In addition to moving into old age homes, increasing numbers of 
seniors among India’s urban middle classes are also now living alone, in 
an arrangement that many describe as “unnatural,” even “impossible” 
or “unthinkable” (asambhab), very “Western,” and distinctly “modern.” 
Abundant middle-class flats and large ancestral homes in Kolkata now 
house merely one to two persons—elders living singly, with a spouse, or 
with a live-in servant. Among the cosmopolitan Kolkata middle classes 
that this project focuses on, the common assessment is that the majority 
of families now have children living and working abroad—in cities such 
as Chicago, Boston, Houston, London, Hong Kong, Singapore, Sydney, 
and dubai—or elsewhere in India’s major cosmopolitan business centers, 
like Bangalore, Mumbai, and delhi.
 As with the rise of old age homes, much ambivalence surrounds 
this trend of independent, non–joint-family-based living. For some, liv-
ing apart from children is part of a deplorable, poignant process of the 
waning of Indian traditions and values. From this perspective, living in a 
multi-generational, reciprocal family is a fading yet precious part of a more 
Indian, spiritual, slow-paced, materially humble, intimate, and emotion-
ally sustaining lifestyle. Yet other interpretations of the trend are more 
positive. Like Viraj ghosh, some deem that living separately can help 
both children and the nation “advance”—professionally and materially—
bringing prestige to a family as well as to the nation of India. Living inde-
pendently can also foster aged and gendered egalitarianism, and “freedom” 
from constraining traditional mores and tensions. It can even be enjoyable 
and fun, some find, as both age groups find the opportunity to pursue their 
own interests and engagements with peers. Nonetheless, the project of 
crafting an independent way of life in old age is not one that most Indians 
I have grown to know find unambiguously easy, or natural. As elders and 
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their communities fashion new ways of living independently, they are also 
thus struggling to work out: What makes a good, viable life? a valuable, 
livable present and future? Is it material success and/or family intimacy? 
individualism and/or interdependence? consumerism and/or spirituality? 
modern, global cosmopolitanism and/or a more locally Indian tradition 
and culture?

Living Alone in India

 According to the National Family Health Survey of India, more people 
in India are now living in single-person households than at any time previ-
ously. Those living singly still form a very small proportion of the popula-
tion; in 200–200, just .2 percent of households were single-person, a 
number gradually increasing from .1 percent in 1989–1999 and 2.8 percent 
in 1992–199.2 Yet in public and media perceptions, living alone in India 
is a growing and uniquely modern phenomenon.
 Significantly, many in India consider that elderly persons are effec-
tively living “alone” if they do not reside with adult children, even if they 
are living as a married couple, or with a live-in servant. For instance, a 
Times of India article titled “Nation Leaves 11% of Its Elderly Alone” moves 
on to explain that “about 11% of India’s 7.4 million people aged 0 years 
and above do not have a person below 60 living with them” (Bagga 200, 
italics added). Under a column, “No Help at Hand,” the author delineates: 
“8. million elderly Indians have nobody below 0 living with them,” and 
“.1 million of them are solitary” (that is, in single-person households).3 
A Kolkata seniors’ organization, the dignity Foundation, offers loneli-
ness mitigation services to older “people who live alone either single or as a 
couple” (italics added).4

 Elders I knew in Kolkata also frequently referred to themselves as 
“alone,” “lonely,” and “independent” when they were living without adult 
children, again even if they resided with a spouse or servant. For instance, 
one parent of two NRI children contacted me after a dignity Foundation 
newsletter published a brief account of my research interests. “perhaps I and 
my wife can be good material for your research,” dipesh Roy offered via 
email, “as we are NRI parents leading a lonely life and trying to anchor our-
selves with NgOs like dignity, etc.” Another dignity Foundation member, 
Uday Banerjee, described himself as “living alone with my wife.” Recall that, 
as noted in chapter , in India a “broken” or “separated” (in Bengali, p®thak) 
family refers most commonly to a joint or multi-generational household 
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that has divided into smaller nuclear units, rather than, as is common in 
the United States, a family separated by marital divorce.
 To describe in Bengali those living separately from children, Bengalis 
employ terms such as eka (alone, single) and ekla (lonely, alone)—both 
derived from the root ek, “one,” and having to do with being in a state of 
singularity or just one, like the English “alone”—all one. Both ordinarily 
have largely negative connotations, especially ekla, which often conveys 
the sense of feeling lonely or helpless in addition to simply being alone. 
There are contexts, however, when eka or ekla can have positive connota-
tions, especially when used as an adverb, as in “I did it all by myself (or all 
alone)” (ami eka-i karechi). A related term with distinctly more positive 
connotations is svadhin—“independent,” derived from the roots sva (self ) 
and adhin (dependent on or controlled by). Svadhin, which is used also 
to refer to the nation of India after being freed from British rule, conveys 
a sense of that which is purposefully self-reliant, self-supporting and free, 
not under the authority of another.
 Elders who speak of living “independently” or svadhin-bhabe tend to 
phrase the matter as an act of deliberate choice and a purposefully cultivated 
attitude, as did Shilpa Banerjee, a widowed woman whose two married sons 
are both settled in the United States and who maintains a large Salt Lake5 
home on her own: “I want to live independently (svadhinbhabe) now, and 
I would consider an ‘old age home’ in the future if I can no longer man-
age all on my own (eka-i).” In contrast, those who describe themselves as 
living eka (singly, alone) often present the situation as something not only 
uncomfortable, difficult, or lonely, but also as quite unthinkable or impos-
sible (asambhab) and even not fully human. One woman living in an old 
age home explained her decision to move in, after she became a widow and 
had no sons (but only a daughter) she might live with: “Eka to thaka jae 
na”—“Living doesn’t happen alone” (or “One cannot live alone”). Another 
woman, a widowed math professor whose only children, both daughters, 
reside in the United States, described herself as living “completely alone” 
(ekebare eka), and yet reflected (in English) that “human beings have always 
lived together; it is not part of human nature to live alone.” She went on, 
in Bengali: “We couldn’t have even dreamed earlier that people would be 
living like this! . . . We had no ‘concept’ at all even that a person could live 
alone!” (amader kono ‘concept’-o chilo na je ekjan eka thakte pare).
 Contrast such perceptions about living alone to those prevalent in 
the United States, where now 2 percent of households are single-person.6 
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Among those sixty-five and over in the United States, about 0 percent 
live in single-person households (a figure that has remained stable for 
the past twenty years), and about 0 percent live with only their spouse.7 
Such trends are not represented in ordinary public discourse as a problem. 
Rather, in the United States it is widely considered normal and even desir-
able for older people to live alone or especially with a spouse. What many 
people consider to be less than ideal is to be institutionalized. generally, 
both in media coverage on older Americans and in everyday talk, the pos-
sibility of living with children does not even come up, let alone become 
represented—when co-residence does not occur—as a modern social crisis. 
(daily talk and media stories do, however, consider topics such as how 
difficult it can be for adult children to help care for their elderly parents—
emotionally, practically, and financially—especially if they live far away or 
are very busy with their careers and offspring.8 The presumption in most 
such discourse is that the elder parents and adult children would not live 
together.) To the extent aging is presented as a problem in the contempo-
rary U.S. news media, stories focus primarily on the economic burden that 
the booming aging population places upon the state, and on illnesses and 
health problems associated with aging.9

 In contrast, the Indian media presents the occurrence of elders living 
alone as a serious modern social problem. Headlines read: “Alone and 
Insecure in the Winter of Life,” “Loneliness, the Other Name for Old 
Age,” “Loneliness, the Killer,” “The Nest is Empty,” and “death from 
Loneliness at Eighty.”10 “Ageing parents Home Alone” was the cover story 
of the 1 July 2007 issue of India Today. Blame is laid squarely upon the 
ways of modern society, and above all the contemporary younger genera-
tion. One journalist opens his story: “Used to joint family structures, the 
elderly these days do not have even their children to talk to, leading lonely 
lives fraught with anguish.” He goes on:

In our hurry to scale individual heights, is young India using the 
elderly as a stepladder before leaving them to fend for themselves? 
. . . While people are trying to better their lives while focusing on 
their careers, they are forgetting that they are leaving behind parents 
at home . . . While the present elderly population grew up in an 
environment that supported a joint family where there was no lack of 
people to communicate with, they now suddenly find themselves in 
a situation where even their own children are unavailable. . . . Often, 
the elderly have to keep themselves connected with their offspring 

2-LAMB_pages_133-342.indd   176 5/13/09   3:35:37 PM



177

Living Alone as a Way of Life

[only] through e-mails. . . . The problems remain constant for those 
who toiled yesterday for our today. (Bag 200:)

Another story reports: “Bikas Chatterjee remains as lonely in death as he 
was during the last few years of his life.” His body lies alone in the morgue, 
awaiting the arrival of his son from the United States (The Telegraph Staff 
Reporter 200b).

Fieldwork with Independent Elders in Kolkata

 In my field research in Kolkata, I located elders living apart from 
children through what could be considered “convenience” and “snowball” 
sampling, rather than through a random sample of the general popula-
tion.11 Such non-random research methods can yield plentiful, valuable 
research subjects, but it is important to keep in mind that my research 
subjects are not necessarily representative of the population (of a city such 
as Kolkata) as a whole.
 I interviewed and spent time with friends, colleagues, and acquain-
tances I have known through years of doing research in Kolkata (quite a 
few of whom now fit the profile of elders living apart from adult children); 
with friends, neighbors, and relatives of this first group; with persons I met 
in the apartment complex, Udita, where I lived for some months in 200 
and 2007; and with persons I met through participating in activities at 
seniors’ organizations, especially the dignity Foundation of Kolkata and 
the Laughing Club of Udita. For the purposes of this research, I consid-
ered persons to be living “independently” or “alone,” in keeping with local 
conceptualizations, if they were residing separately from their children—
with a spouse, or with a live-in servant, or completely singly. In all, I 
casually associated with and had brief, often illuminating, conversations 
with well over one hundred such persons, and I consider those I carefully 
“studied” as research subjects to number thirty-four.12 These thirty-four 
are persons whom I interviewed at some length, usually in their homes, 
sometimes at other sites, and often on more than one occasion. With some 
(about thirteen) I also engaged in quite a bit of what anthropologists term 
participant observation—hanging out together, sharing meals and out-
ings, and exchanging emails, letters, gifts, and phone calls over a period of 
several years. In some cases I also had contact with the children who lived 
separately.
 Of these thirty-four persons in my study, twelve were men and 
twenty-two women. Eighteen were residing with a spouse only, nine lived 
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 completely alone, and seven resided with one or more live-in servants; 
the children of nineteen were all living abroad (table .1). The parents 
of children abroad were often referred to as “NRI parents” or “parents 
of NRIs.” Nine had at least one child living within India, though in a 
different city (and in most such cases, at least one other child was living 
abroad). Only three in my study had a child living in a separate household 
within Kolkata. One of these children was a daughter, and thus one with 
whom parents would not ordinarily expect to co-reside. The only persons 
in my study, a married couple, who had a son also living in the city were 
not originally from Kolkata. They had moved from the punjab region of 
North India to Kolkata to be near their married son, a doctor. After his 
father retired, the son had purchased a flat for his parents to live in, a few 
miles from his home; but the two generations did not reside together. 
(This elder couple felt exceptionally lonely, especially initially.)
 It is notable that, both within my study group of thirty-four and 
among the larger group of older persons living separately from children 
with whom I more casually interacted, few had sons and daughters-in-law 
residing right nearby in Kolkata, although such cases, of course, do some-
times occur. Neighbors of one such family described the family’s story to 
me. The elder parents and daughter-in-law could not get along and were 
continuously fighting. The son blamed the situation mostly on his wife; but 
to make things easier and more peaceful for them all, he set his parents up 
in a separate flat. The son spent much of his time with his parents. More 
sensationally, newspapers and films periodically depict stories of modern 
kids who kick their parents even out into the streets, often motivated by 
greed for their elders’ property. More commonly, one or more married sons 
will move out of a crowded joint family home, while at least one son will 
stay behind with his parents or bring his parents with him to his new home. 
That is, brothers in a joint family more easily separate from each other than 
do parents from all of their children, unless of course their children move 
far away for work or their children are all daughters. In Kolkata, to my 
knowledge, it is still rather uncommon for elder parents who have at least 
one son in the city to be living separately from all of their children.
 In contrast, readers may recall that a good proportion—one-third—of 
old age home residents in my study had sons and daughters-in-law living 
right nearby (table .2). Why the difference? One reason is that it is in 
general much more expensive to set up a whole separate household than 
to reside in an old age home. Another reason is that many, although not 
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all, residents placed in old age homes are placed there at a point when 
they have become physically and/or emotionally frail, and in need of a 
lot of attention and seva, respectful care and service. An old age home, 
but not independent living, can bestow such seva. Nonetheless, in general 
there is much more stigma attached to old age home living than to resid-
ing alone. Those living alone are not generally considered to have been 
“thrown away” by their kin—especially if they have no sons or if their 
sons work far away and continue to offer financial support to their par-
ents (which is common). Notably, however, those elders who are referred 
to in daily conversations with effusive enthusiasm as the “most fortunate” 
and “happiest” persons are almost always those living in multigenerational 
households with a married son or sons and grandchildren.
 As my older informants make their lives apart from their children, 
practicing aging in new ways, I found that they are grappling with a core 
set of persistent and knotty questions, probing: What makes a good life? 
Can one bring together, or must one only choose between, sets of values 
that each seem at once compelling and yet, perhaps, radically opposed to 
the other? I frame these questions through exploring, first, the narratives 
of my informants whose children live abroad.

On Being the Parents of NRI Children

 What makes a good life?—Independence and/or interdependence? 
Material success and/or family intimacy? Cosmopolitanism and/or 
Indianness? While doing fieldwork in Kolkata in the spring of 200, I 
received the following email message, with the subject heading “Living 
Without Children.”

Table 6.1.  
Locations of Children of Older Persons Living Alone

parents have:

All NRI (Non-Resident Indian) children living abroad 19

At least 1 child within India, though in a different city   9

At least 1 child in the same city, Kolkata   3

No children   3

Note: Based on 34 subjects
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dear Sarah,

 I am taking the indulgence of addressing you by first name as we 
have already met at Mrs. dalmia’s house at a dignity Foundation 
meeting. I have just noted from our dignity Foundation Kolkata 
Chapter Newsletter that you will be giving a talk on above subject on 
th May at Mrs. dalmia’s place to us. . . . perhaps I and my wife can 
be good “material” for your research as we are NRI parents leading 
a lonely life and trying to anchor ourselves with NgOs like dignity 
Foundation, etc. To have a proper perspective I briefly provide you 
with our background relevant to your focused area:
 We have two children, daughter and son, both settled in USA. 
My daughter is married to her classmate, an American, while studying 
at University of Florida. They have a daughter. My son and daughter-
in-law did their phd from University of Texas, Austin. They were 
classmates in school in Kolkata. . . . 
 We visit them from time to time. Since we have to be with both 
the children, every trip lasts 4– months. It was exciting at the begin-
ning but becomes a little boring gradually, as all of them go out and 
we remain confined at home, especially as they do not live in any 
mega city.
 But once we are back in India, we feel lonely and try to keep 
ourselves occupied with some activities. perhaps what I am saying is 
nothing new to you but it will help you to realize the mental state 
of NRI parents. We really do not know what to do after one of us 
is gone!! Socially in our country, it is a matter of pride to be NRI-
parents but the euphoria is lost with the passage of time when both 
age and loneliness catch up.
 Now on the lighter side: our granddaughter was here recently; she 
is  years old and could hardly follow Bengali. during her 10 weeks 
stay, however, she became fluent in Bengali (like you!) and enjoyed 
a Cd on Hanuman and other mythological stories. Incidentally, 
have you read Swami Vivekananda and visited Belur Math and 
Ramakrishna Mission Institute of Culture at gol park, Ballyganj? 
You should also read Tagore and Saratchandra Chattopadhyay to 
know the roots of Indian/Bengalee Culture.
 If you need any help/dialogue, please do not hesitate to get in 
touch with me, it will be a pleasure for us.
 I look forward to hearing you on th May.
 With best wishes from me and my wife Sarita,
 

—dipesh Ranjan Roy
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 dipesh-da’s message echoes sentiments and dilemmas voiced by many: 
pride at their children’s success abroad, yet misgivings and loneliness facing 
the break-up and dispersal of the family; the pleasure of making and receiv-
ing visits to and from children, yet the realization that these moments are 
ultimately short-lived and cannot constitute a whole way of living; regret 
and discomfort watching the newest generation gradually become distant 
from Indian and Bengali language and culture, even though a granddaugh-
ter enjoys absorbing Bengali words and stories.
 I first met dipesh-da, as he noted in his email message, at a dignity 
Foundation gathering. A warm, silver-haired, and distinguished-looking 
man in his sixties, dressed in neatly-pressed, Western-style button-down 
shirt and pants, he approached me gregariously, telling me and others that 
I was like kin of his, as I was a countryman of his American son-in-law. He 
offered, then, too, that he would fit my research project. So I asked him, 
what should I know? How did he feel about his kids living abroad in the 
United States? Was he proud of them? Had he encouraged them to go? 
(These were probably too many questions at once, but we were milling 
around animatedly over tea and samosas, and the surrounding conversa-
tions were also very vivacious.)
 dipesh-da responded that, at first, he and his wife had been so proud 
of their children and delighted at their opportunities—“the chance to go to 
the U.S.! It’s like El dorado!”—an ultimate prize that one might spend one’s 
life seeking. “We all think this at first,” he went on. “But then, as the years 
go by—Now we are starting to feel lonely. There is some regret. It would 
be so nice if we could live closer together, so we could share our joys and 
sorrows. So we are beginning to feel very lonely (ekla).” dipesh-da added 
that of course he and his wife had visited the United States several times, 
but that it is also lonely and boring there. The children, both husband and 
wife, go out to work all day long. “Everyone there is so busy with work,” he 
observed, adding with an affectionate smile, “Even my jamai (son-in-law) 
is really a ‘workaholic’!” And everything is so empty and spread out in the 
United States.
 This theme—of being immensely proud of one’s kids who receive the 
opportunity to go abroad, of training them and even pushing them to go, 
and yet later being hit with powerful qualms—was recurrent in my infor-
mants’ narratives. For years, parents purposefully cultivate their children 
for professional careers abroad, then gradually come to regard such a path 
through an intensely ambivalent lens, though still never wishing quite to 
declare the path an outright mistake.
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 By the late spring of 200 I had listened intently to many such narra-
tives, and I wanted to probe further the long-term fluctuating process of 
parental aspiration and regret. I decided to seek out a retired couple whom 
I had come to know over twenty years earlier, when I had been in Kolkata 
(then Calcutta) as a graduate student on a language training program. At 
that time I had befriended the couple’s two college-aged daughters, Manjari 
and Charu, and I recalled well how their parents, whom I addressed as 
Mashima and Meshomoshai (maternal Aunt and Uncle), had purposefully 
sought out my advice and direction, to assist in their daughters’ aspirations 
for graduate study and marriage in the United States. Their elder daughter, 
Manjari, had been engaged to a Bengali graduate student at Northwestern 
University, near my own University of Chicago, but he had seemed to be 
developing “cold feet.” The parents implored me to use any connections I 
might have to gain contact with the boy to find out what was wrong. did 
he have an American girlfriend? Was he uncomfortable with an arranged 
marriage? Then when that engagement ended up falling apart, Manjari’s 
parents arranged another match, again with a Bengali boy studying in the 
United States. The younger daughter, Charu, planned herself to pursue 
graduate studies in the United States, and she and her parents called on me 
to help her with the application process and essays. I had been very happy 
to be involved in these ways. That was back in the mid-1980s. Since then 
I had come to know that both girls had ended up settling in the United 
States. Every once in a while I was in contact with their parents. Recently, 
Meshomoshai had been telling me pensively by phone how many misgiv-
ings he had about his daughters’ lives in America. I asked if I could more 
formally interview him about the whole process of pursuing and then 
living with the fact of children abroad.
 I dropped in on Meshomoshai and Mashima one April morning. 
Theirs is a large, beautifully furnished flat on the twelfth floor of a sought-
after apartment complex, with expansive views of the city. Mashima, as 
always, was dressed impeccably in a lovely silk sari and tasteful gold jew-
elry. Meshomoshai, a retired engineer, greeted me warmly and then settled 
into a handsome hand-carved antique chair in the front living room.
 I opened by asking them to talk about how their daughters came to 
be in the United States, and how they felt about this move, then and now. 
Mashima interjected only occasionally, while Meshomoshai poured forth a 
long and contemplative narrative in a mixture of English and Bengali:
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My first impressions of America were from two cousins. One 
went to MIT. He got top grades in electrical engineering and 
joined dEC [a leading company in the computing industry]. 
He talked of how America is such a good place. It always got 
stuck in my mind as a land of opportunities and facilities, and 
also of flexibility. . . . Then another cousin went to Caltech and 
traveled a lot across America, to almost forty-eight states. Again 
he gave the impression of America as a land of opportunities 
and facilities, and also, he felt, a land full of warm people. You 
see, we see the English as a very formal people, who look down 
upon us. But—and many others also have this impression—we 
think of the American people as very warm.
 Before, though, the concept among Indians was that the 
very qualified children would go abroad for higher studies, 
to England mostly, but then they would return home! people 
would go abroad—their careers would advance, their knowl-
edge would increase, they would receive training—and then 
they would come back! You saw this particularly with those in 
the Indian Civil Service. But in around the 1970s, two things 
happened. First, attention diverted from England to America. 
Second, the young people started not to come back. people are 
now going abroad and staying. . . . 
 When our daughters were in college, there was so much 
talk about who was going where, who was applying to which 
universities, who was taking the gRE. “Oh, she went there.” 
“Oh, he went there.” “Oh, he did this and now he is working at 
so and so.” Listening to all this, I would sometimes get a little 
irritated. What is so lacking about life in India? But, as parents, 
we didn’t get in the way at all. And we thought that when and 
if we want, our daughters would come back.

 Meshomoshai portrays the parental role here as a fairly passive one; how-
ever, he and his wife had themselves been very agentive in cultivating their 
daughters for life in America—by sending them to elite English-medium 
schools when they were young, enrolling them in gRE prep courses, and 
seeking for their daughters only suitors among Bengali boys who were study-
ing or working in the United States. Meshomoshai went on:
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So, on the same day of Manjari’s wedding, the very next day 
Charu left for the U.S., for graduate school. So, we lost two 
girls on the same day. [He paused as tears came to his eyes.] Of 
course, Manjari stayed in India with her in-laws for the first 
four months, but then she left for America.
 during the marriage negotiations with Manjari’s husband—
he was doing his phd there—we would ask if he was planning 
to return to India? And he said yes. We were comforted by that 
reply. . . . 
 Charu went to Syracuse University and completed her MA. 
Then she did come back for a few months, but she didn’t find 
a good job here. So, she returned to the U.S. She thought she 
could work there or do a phd. She became very independent. 
Meanwhile, we started marriage negotiations for her. . . . 
 He [referring to his younger son-in-law, now with a bitter 
tone, for the two are getting divorced] is absolutely gaga about 
America. “Why should I bother about India? What has India 
to offer that America doesn’t?” That’s his attitude. “America has 
blue sky, mountains, grocery stores. . . .” He comes here list-
ing all the things that America has that India doesn’t. . . . And, 
he’s become very attracted by the consumerism and material-
ism there. Manjari and Charu, to begin with, were also very 
impressed with America, but still in them, there is a little bal-
ance—a sense of the value of Indian culture. But, their material 
desires and wants have multiplied. That is the basis of American 
society. . . . 
 And there’s another important thing that I must mention. 
When they come back here, even our daughters somewhat find 
things here slow-moving, backward, and inefficient. And they 
question: “Why do you have servants? We don’t have all that.” 
We have to argue with them: “We are happy with the way 
things are here; and if we are not happy, then we are accus-
tomed to it.” And, we tell them, “There are problems in each 
country.” About having domestic help, we say that this is the 
system that operates here. We try to treat our domestic help 
very well; and if we were to release them, how would they live 
and eat? And, we also see that they [people in America, as our 
daughters] are always in a hurry. There is so much pressure in 
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the United States, and this is partly because people must do all 
the work themselves. . . .
 And now I come to the next generation. There’s that phrase—
‘A.B.C.d.—American-Born Confused desi,’13 which I think 
is very true. When our grandchildren were very young, they 
enjoyed it here. They got so much attention. Before, Manjari’s 
daughter used to cry when she was leaving—she didn’t want to 
leave her grandma. Manjari always planned a longer vacation 
here. But now they are always anxious to go back. Now it seems 
to us—it seems to us that they themselves—our daughters—are 
confused de∆is. There [in the United States], they only remem-
ber small parts of their heritage. And even if Charu and Manjari 
are a little interested in their heritage, their children are not. For 
that reason, quite frankly, it seems that a distance has developed 
between us.

 Mashima then spoke up. “So, actually, we never wanted that our chil-
dren should go and stay there for good.” She and Meshomoshai both 
paused, and then she went on: “But they see the glamour there, and also 
the education for their kids. There is less pressure there, and yet an excellent 
education, and so many opportunities for children.”
 Meshomoshai interjected, with a tone of bitterness, “Yes, it is the ‘land 
of opportunities,’ of course. As if all that adds up to your future.”
 Meshomoshai challenged what he has come to see as the prevailing 
and harmful assumption that material success is the most important mea-
sure of a meaningful life. Recently, since retirement, he has been reading 
spiritual works such as Bhagavad Gita for Modern Times and Eternal Values 
for a Changing Society, seeking ways to employ India’s ancient spiritual wis-
dom to understand and curtail the excessive materialism and individualism 
of the modern and Western world. He feels that the general environment 
of impulsiveness, the desire for material gratification, and the milieu of 
individualism in America is not healthy, and that all this has contributed 
to their younger daughter’s tragic divorce. “American culture—forgive me 
for saying this—is so easy,” Meshomoshai reflected. “There are no rules. 
Materialism is so ready. people just act impulsively, pursuing immediate 
material gratification. All this has affected the life of our younger daughter. 
. . . It’s a terrible situation there for her, from our point of view. Maybe 
people there say that divorce is not so terrible, but we think it is really 
terrible—that marriage is not something to be ended like that.”
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 He and Mashima noted critically as well that many Americans, though 
they don’t like to admit it, are quite “color conscious,” and not much aware 
of or accepting of the wider world.
 So, it is only with deep ambivalence that they continue to accept their 
children’s lives abroad.
 Narayan Sarkar, whose two children, a son and daughter, have like-
wise settled in the United States, also highlighted the tremendous tension 
between the pull for material prosperity—not only for oneself and one’s 
family but also for one’s nation—and the pull for family intimacy and 
tradition. A retired engineer living in a spacious south Kolkata home with 
his wife and a live-in child servant-assistant of about twelve, Narayan-da 
had begun several years earlier to edit a modest periodical for seniors called 
Phire Dekha, “Looking Back.” Subscribers, mostly other retired profes-
sionals, contribute writings and meet monthly for discussions. They speak 
often of the radical changes taking place in their families, nation, and 
world.
 “As young men,” he told, “we dreamed of our country’s success, that 
it would be independent and prosperous. But now the young men have 
everything, and so they have no dream.” The brilliant Indian boys of his 
own generation would work very hard to study at the best institutions, 
sometimes going abroad to England, in order to secure senior government 
positions or to become doctors within India, to help build the nation. These 
adults watched their country begin to prosper, and they themselves rose to 
a comfortable middle or upper-middle class. When they had children of 
their own, they gave these children everything they could. “people began 
to have smaller families—just one or two kids,” Narayan-da recounted, “so 
they could give proper attention to each. They gave these children the best 
education; they did everything they could for these brighter girls and boys. 
Whatever they themselves had wanted to be but couldn’t be—they tried 
to fulfill through their children. And they felt that their children had to 
go abroad to get the best chances, and the children were very easily getting 
chances abroad.”
 He was speaking, of course, not only of his peers’ lives but his own. His 
one son had graduated from India’s most elite institution, the acclaimed 
Indian Institute of Technology (IIT), and his daughter had achieved an 
MBA; both were prospering in the United States. He mentioned not only 
his children, but so many nieces, nephews, and friends’ and colleagues’ 
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children who were all living and working in the United States, listing the 
professions and locations of each, one by one.
 “Is this—so many children going abroad—a good or bad thing?” I 
inquired.
 “My idea is that it is a problem, so it is bad,” Narayan-da replied deci-
sively. “My children who have such qualifications, why are they in that 
country (ode∆e)? Why not in our country (amader de∆e)?”
 Narayan-da’s wife, Manisha, interjected quietly: “They wouldn’t get a 
good ‘placement’ here.”
 Yet Narayan-da insisted: “No, they would find a good job here. They 
should ‘develop’ their own country. ‘All the well-educated kids should come 
back to India, to develop their country, and be near their parents.’”
 Manisha-boudi, in an attempt to defend her children: “It’s no one’s 
fault (dos).”
 Narayan-da replied, “I’m not accusing anyone. The answer is just this: 
you see, in our families, we raised our children—why? Our idea, our dream 
(svapna) was that when we grew old, our sons and daughters-in-law would 
serve us (seva karbe). And it is our dream, and a natural thing, to hope for 
this, to want this. We did this for our parents, and they for theirs.”
 Narayan-da confronts a failed reciprocity, a radically new way of orga-
nizing families, generations, old age. He paused, then continued with an 
air of bitter irony, acknowledging that it was to a large extent his own 
agency that had brought him and his children to the current situation 
that he disparages: “A bonus of my career was that we gave them a good 
education. And then this—with that great education, they leave. I want 
two things, you see: I want maximum studying for my son. I want my son 
to do maximum studying, at the best schools, with the best opportunities. 
ANd: I want that he will stay here, and that I will live with him.”
 Narayan-da yearns for two things at once that perhaps cannot both be 
had. He confronts prosperity displaced onto an alien nation, meaningless 
materialism, and loneliness. Some children abroad, he mentioned, do keep 
their parents happy and in an affluent condition by sending them money, 
but such material gifts bring little fulfillment.
 Like Meshomoshai, Narayan-da ultimately condemns above all the 
excessive materialism of the current lifeway, a materialism that multiplies 
uncontrollably in a pointless fashion: “Now people are thinking only accord-
ing to the clock. Whatever you earn, you have to spend. And whatever you 
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desire, you have to earn. They have to run after that wild goose. You earn as 
much as you can to get those things—car, house, microwave.” And in the 
process, families fall apart, elders are left alone, and India becomes a very 
different place.
 These men’s and others’ sentiments are depicted unabashedly in an 
article titled “Is It desirable If One’s Children Settle permanently Abroad?” 
appearing in a Bengali-language newspaper in June of 200 (Choudhuri 
200). The article relates a range of parental opinions, under six separate 
headings:14

1)  I’m at peace If They Are Well.

 (It’s the mother’s first duty to consider the welfare of her 
children, isn’t it? If we know that he is happy and well, then 
we will also be happy and well.)

2)  I Would Never Want That.

 (My hope is that my son will go abroad for several years, 
acquire an education, and then return. I would never want 
him to stay there for good.)

)  It Brings Material prosperity.

 (Spending just a few years working abroad can bring mate-
rial prosperity. But I haven’t yet heard that they plan to 
settle permanently. I do have the hope that one day they 
will return.)

4)  I Would Like It If He Returned Home [to De∆].

 (We are facing difficult times now. We spend so much 
money and effort raising and educating our children, but 
there are no job opportunities here. Still, I will be very 
happy if my son returns home to settle permanently. But 
that all depends on him.)

)  Where Are the Jobs in This Country?

 (If after making much effort to find a good job here, one 
still can’t find a job, then what else is there to do but go 
abroad?)

)  It’s Our disorderly Education System That Is Responsible.

 (These days our whole educational system is in a precarious 
state, and there are no good jobs here. However, how many 
more people do we have the capacity to send abroad?)
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 despite the range in degrees of sanguinity and despondency in these 
narratives, a common theme stands at the forefront of each: the weighing 
of material prosperity versus family intimacy. On the one hand, children, 
their parents, and the nation seek out the affluence and prestige that comes 
from securing good jobs abroad; and yet on the other, it is only if chil-
dren remain at home that people can sustain what they perceive to be a 
valued and Indian system of intergenerational reciprocity, co-residence, 
and family intimacy. In the article’s accompanying cartoon, the (all male) 
children on one side leap wildly after foreign dollars and pounds, dressed 
in Western-style suits and doctors’ coats, while their elder parents line up, 
somber and perplexed, outside a b®iddhabas or old age home. I should note 
that there is some public discourse now that, as India’s economy develops, 
more and more overseas children will begin to return, but so far such a 
trend is not widely apparent in Kolkata.15

Cultivating Independence

 Even as NRI parents wonder whether material prosperity is really the 
ultimate meaningful “goose” to chase in life and worth this much sacrifice, 
a regular point of discussion among NRI parents is the pride and sense 
of accomplishment they feel in having fostered their and their children’s 
mutual independence. They had promoted such independence by raising 
their children in cosmopolitan households, sending them to elite English-
medium schools, funding higher education abroad, encouraging the pursuit 
of prestigious professional careers, and espousing bourgeois principles such 
as independence, freedom, self actualization, and personal fulfillment.16

 Along these lines, some NRI parents present the older system of 
intergenerational living as flawed in certain respects—perhaps impracti-
cal, or restrictive, or fostering thwarted expectations. Basanti Chowdhury, 
a retired psychologist who lives alone with her husband, their one daughter 
settled in the United States and their son in Mumbai, reflected: “The old 
concept was that people stayed together—one must have a son to take 
care of one in old age. That concept is still there, but it’s not practical. 
Why have those expectations in the first place? If one has no expecta-
tions and a child does do something for one, one can be doubly grateful.” 
Nalini Mukherjee—who at eighty-three lived entirely alone save for a few 
live-in servants, her husband deceased and her two children in the United 
States—did not speak of a past system of generational co-residence with 
sentimentality. She commented that children enjoy joint family living, 
and that her own mother-in-law had been OK, but that for most adults, 
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joint families are both good and bad. Her own two children abroad are 
very pleased with their lives there, and about herself, she described matter-
of-factly: “I’m doing fine. I’ve adjusted. It’s a very routine life, but I’m at 
peace. I’ve learned to accept all things. . . . I’ve become very independent 
(svadhin).” Bharati Bose, a widowed math professor who lived absolutely 
alone, described her two daughters as “feminists,” who cannot abide by 
the dress and other restrictions for women in India. Both feel very fulfilled 
working as professors in the United States, where they can easily insist 
on their right to wear pants rather than saris to campus every day. Some 
remark as well that many old people feel lonely even living with families.  
S. Swaminathan, a widower for the past twelve years who lives entirely 
alone, observed, “generally we are a very family-oriented people. My 
whole life revolved around my children. Naturally, if I could stay with 
them, I would. But I can’t, because they are abroad. My children would 
allow me to live there, but I wouldn’t want to—I prefer to stay alone.” 
Later he added, “Although I am alone, I don’t feel lonely. . . . Some senior 
citizens stay with their families and feel lonely.”
 In fact, rather than settle permanently with their children abroad, 
many NRI parents very deliberately choose to remain in India, even when 
their children are urging the parents to join them. So, family togetherness 
does not always trump as a life aim, either for elders or for their children. 
The key reason elders provide for refusing to settle abroad is that such a 
move ends up entailing a relationship of utter dependence of the parent on 
the child. Although Indians widely find it normal and appropriate for an 
elder parent to depend on an adult child, most feel that the parent would, 
ideally, retain some significant degree of self-reliance. For instance, the 
whole family may be living in the parent’s home, rather than the parent 
in the child’s; the parent may maintain his or her own savings account 
and/or pension; the parent may have many relatives, colleagues, friends, 
and neighbors nearby with whom he or she can freely associate; and the 
parent may be able to get around independently to nearby markets, social 
contacts, and temples, by foot, bus, or taxi. However, in places like the 
United States, the elders find that they become utterly and completely 
dependent on their children, not only for material support but also for 
transportation, entertainment, and almost all social contact. They feel eas-
ily bored, isolated, and demeaned. Visits of up to several months can be 
very enjoyable, but not permanent residence.17

 So some parents have quite purposefully cultivated independence in 
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their children and themselves for years, preparing for separations. Basanti 
Chowdhury and her husband, for instance, sent their children to board-
ing schools from a young age, so that both they and their children could 
learn to live independently. They spoke disparagingly of one other son they 
knew who was so doted on by his parents that he had to return to India 
from the United States after just one year; but in contrast their children 
are able to get along very easily abroad. When Basanti’s voice broke briefly 
as she offered, “But we do feel that we miss out, too. One misses out, too, 
when they are far away,” her husband quickly chided her for her moment 
of sentimentality: “Life is like that! One can’t have everything in life. That’s 
why they’ve grown up so well.” Basanti promptly re-donned a stalwart, 
optimistic stance, “Yes, our duty is to teach them, to help them, stand on 
their own two feet.”
 Those living alone purposefully develop new routines of filling up the 
time and managing independently—through practices such as delaying 
retirement (when possible),18 exercising, devoting themselves to volunteer 
work, joining the flurry of new clubs for senior citizens, attending spiritual 
lectures, and going to cyber cafes in the evening even if one has a computer 
at home. NRI parents also exchange phone calls, emails, gifts, and visits 
with children and grandchildren; install webcams in their homes; and 
socialize with other kin and friends in the city. More frail, home-bound 
elders generally require the services of live-in servants, some of whom have 
worked for the elder and his or her family for years.
 A common theme in elders’ daily narratives is also that one must 
establish and maintain one’s own financial autonomy. Narayan Sarkar, the 
editor of Phire Dekha (Looking Back), reflected: “In my day, parents had 
to depend on their children. There was no other option and we imagined 
no other way. Now we—those of us who are growing old now, of my 
generation—have become very conscious of making our own provisions. 
So we won’t have to stay with our children. It’s a matter of personal pres-
tige.” He went on to explain how the young generation wants to go by 
their own style, which is often now a Western style, and this is not always 
acceptable to the old. A “clash of cultures” occurs when both generations 
try to live together. A dignity Foundation member, a widowed gentleman 
who lived alone, commented:

With the passage of time, we have witnessed so much change, 
and so parents have become cleverer now. For example, they 
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are not so generous to their children now. Modern parents will 
give some things to their children but will also keep property 
in their own name. Because they know that they cannot count 
on their children to provide for them. So, you see, I am more 
or less self-sufficient. At the same time, I love my children, and 
they love me. I pay visits to my children, and they pay visits to 
me. But, I do not expect them to support me.

 A key theme of the blockbuster Bollywood film Baghban, along with 
the despicability of modern, selfish kids, is the self-sufficiency of the dyadic 
married couple: it is today wiser and better, more fulfilling and dependable, 
for elderly persons to plan to rely on each other and themselves, rather 
than to hope to depend on children. As narrated in chapter 2, the storyline 
unfolds first as a father and his wife, Raj and pooja Malhotra, raise their four 
sons with great devotion and generosity, fully expecting the grown sons and 
daughters-in-law to care for them in return in their old age. But once the 
father retires and invests his remaining assets in his children, the children 
no longer have any use for the parents, treating them with contempt and 
neglect. In the end, the hero has published a best-selling novel based on his 
mistreatment at the hands of his sons; he becomes an overnight million-
aire, the sons and daughters-in-law come groveling back, but the father has 
become wiser. He has come to realize that he needs no one other than him-
self and his wife: “If I can raise children who can walk, talk, and understand 
anything, then I can also raise myself. I don’t need to have any expectations 
of anyone because I am very fortunate. I am fortunate because life has given 
me such a partner that when I walk with her all the paths become easy, all 
the problems get resolved. And that partner is my wife.”19

Love in the Time of Distance

 Independence, however, does not entail a lack of love; many NRI 
parents emphasized this point to me. Although some have a hard time 
conceptualizing the persistence of real love—bhalobasa (love), or maya 
(ties, affection, conceived of as both bodily and emotional in nature)20—at 
a distance, absent daily material exchanges and co-residence, many others 
stressed that they basked in even long-distance love. “Out of sight is not 
out of mind!” Viraj ghosh exclaimed regarding the sentiments of NRI 
parents. “Out of sight is very much in mind!”
 Viraj ghosh’s sentiments were echoed by many, including Anjali and 
Sharad das gupta, who emphasized effusively, “Our daughter is always on 
our minds!” Sharing a very cheerful disposition, Anjali and Sharad resided 
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only with each other in a lovely flat on the eighth floor with front-to-back 
windows offering pleasing cross-ventilation and panoramic views of the 
city. Anjali this day was dressed in a deep green silk sari and red shawl, her 
hair dyed black and pulled into an attractive knot; Sharad was just back 
from the market carrying bags of fresh vegetables and fruits. Their only 
daughter, son-in-law, and two young grandchildren reside in the United 
States, where the son-in-law is a professor and their daughter at present 
is staying at home to care for the children. They asked me if I knew of a 
poem by Rabindranath Tagore, which they found beautifully expressed 
their sentiments regarding living with their beloved daughter abroad. A 
young girl plays in the waves on the beach, so secure of her mother’s devo-
tion that she forgets even that her mother is there: “Tomar pujar chole, 
tomae bhule thaki.” “This is the attitude that we live by,” Anjali went on, 
with an air of generous enthusiasm. “Our daughter is always on our minds! 
But we are happy because she is happy there! . . . We gave everything to our 
daughter, whatever maximum possible! And even when they call now, we 
come—we come immediately! We take the best presents from India, the 
best care, the best love! And this way, basking in our love, she can live there 
feeling very happy and secure.”
 Basanti Chowdhury emphasized as well that just as a parent does not 
forget a child, a child’s love for his or her parents will be never-ending, no 
matter what the circumstances or distance of miles. Just after she stressed 
that parents should not expect their children to care for them, she remarked 
that, nonetheless, no matter how far away they live, children will always 
feel a pull or tan for their parents: “You know how they say in India . . . 
that when the body is burnt after death, and there are only ashes left, still 
the umbilical cord or na®i will not be burnt. . . . No matter how much 
we deny it, that pull, that tan, towards one’s parents, one’s mother espe-
cially, will always remain.” Bengalis also frequently commented to me that 
Bengalis, and Indians in general, are very antarik (deeply feeling, internal, 
heartfelt), “sentimental,” and “emotional.” They distinguished themselves 
from Americans in this regard, and explained that that’s why independent 
living doesn’t come naturally or effortlessly to them.

The Commodification of Care?  
Elder-Focused NGOs and the Outsourcing of Seva
 To offer social, emotional, and practical support for elders living apart 
from junior kin, a new industry of extra-family aging is emerging in India. 
We have already examined the rise of old age homes in the nation, a largely 
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market-based institutional form of non-family aging. Yet an increasing 
number of both charitable and for-profit elder-care organizations are also 
materializing to offer support to financially well-off elders living in their 
own homes—another form of outsourcing of care from the family to the 
market and NgO. Nonprofit nongovernmental organizations (NgOs) as 
well as private businesses provide services such as around-the-clock tele-
phone help lines, escorts to doctors’ appointments and late-night wed-
ding receptions, meal delivery, and visits to chat over tea. It is often NRI 
children who fund the services for their parents in India, able to supply 
money but not time or proximity.
 A couple in the delhi suburbs, Mr. and Mrs. Saksena, has started one 
such business to look in on the elderly parents of NRI children. It is the 
children who are the paying “clients” (at $.00/hour), and the Saksenas 
visit the senior parents as “friends of their son/daughter overseas.” Their 
motto is, as Mr. Saksena reported to me by email, “to do whatever we are 
asked to do, provided it is not illegal,” including routine visits to chat 
over tea; escorting to doctors’ appointments, railway stations, airports, 
and social events; taking out on special occasions—to dinner, the mov-
ies, concerts, religious festivals; arranging cakes, flowers, and the like for 
birthdays or anniversaries; and, finally, being present at the time of death. 
Mr. Saksena continued to comment by email: “Typically, it takes anywhere 
between 24–48 hours for our non-resident clients to arrive in India. As 
such we have to be present with the [dying] elderly to provide emotional 
support and make arrangements for the funeral. Not a very pleasant task, 
but it has to be done.”21

 The Agewell Foundation, an NgO launched in 1999 in New delhi, 
offers similar services: home visits, escorting, assistance filling out tax forms, 
platforms to socialize with fellow seniors, and a telephone helpline to aid 
in solving loneliness, legal, medical, financial, and other problems. NRI 
children can sponsor their parents, paying Rs. ,000 (a little over $100) 
for a lifetime membership. As noted in the chapter’s opening, Himanshu 
Rath, director and founder of Agewell, compares the hired counselors to 
“surrogate sons,” explaining: “Imagine the counselor to be like a son . . . 
who takes the place of the natural child and performs the same duties for 
his elderly charge as a son would do. The presence of a younger person in 
the house gives these old people something to look forward to.” Rath adds 
that the response from children who can’t spend time with their parents 
has been overwhelming. “Agewell allows children to gift the membership 
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to their parents. A sad situation indeed where children cannot gift their 
parents time. But this is a contemporary reality that has to be faced.”22

 The dignity Foundation, founded in 199 in Mumbai, offers “Senior 
Citizens Life Enrichment Services,” with branches now in Kolkata, pune, 
Navi Numbai, and Chennai.23 This thriving organization provides a range 
of programs for senior members, many of whom are active volunteers in the 
program and who thereby assist themselves as they assist others, through 
forging meaningful post-retirement work and companionship. The organi-
zation offers monthly gatherings and lectures, subscription to the Dignity 
Dialogue periodical, computer training, day care for those with Alzheimer’s, 
“loneliness mitigation” fieldtrips, second-career advice, companionship vis-
its, and a telephone helpline staffed by both dignity volunteers and a few 
paid social workers. The organization is not geared exclusively toward those 
who are living separately from children, for as a social worker from the 
Kolkata branch explained, some elders in the city are living with children 
and yet are lonely, abused, or neglected. Reportedly 0 to 90 percent of calls 
the Kolkata branch receives are related to loneliness, and the senior volun-
teers who pay visits to home-bound members go primarily to chat, have tea 
together, read aloud, inquire after the elders’ health, and perhaps run a few 
small errands. Members are eligible to receive most services simply through 
paying the annual Rs. 1,000 ($20 to $2) dues.
 Other similar organizations include Astha in Kolkata, founded in 1997 
by a medical doctor, which offers for an annual fee an around-the-clock 
medical help line for seniors living alone, and is marketed not only to 
Kolkata seniors but also to their children living abroad. YourManInIndia 
(YMI) began as an enterprise offering healthcare for the aged parents of 
busy and distant NRIs and has now expanded to offer a full range of 
concierge services. The Times of India reports: “Busy yuppies outsource 
errands to new chore bazaar: From Looking after Old parents to Walking 
the dog, These Corporate Jeeveses do It All” (Kamdar 2004).
 As with old age homes, both positive and negative assessments abound 
regarding the outsourcing of care tasks from junior kin to private orga-
nizations. Indian gerontologists, in fact, frequently advocate developing 
alternatives to the family, at times presenting “traditional” family-centered 
modes of aging as “backward.” Shovana Narayana is quoted as proclaim-
ing, for instance, in a 2001 Asian Age article: “The self-sufficiency of the 
elderly is a very healthy trend. . . . The problem lies in the rural mind set 
where people consider their children as a support system for their old 
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age” (gupta 2001, emphasis added). The article comments approvingly 
that organizations such as Agewell help promote a “segment of old people 
who are financially independent, choose to stay on their own . . . [and] 
who can look after themselves without being burdens on their children” 
(gupta 2001). Such attitudes are in keeping with ones commonly found 
in Western academic and policy literature on care work, where a frequent 
assumption is that it is better, more advanced, and more egalitarian for 
nations to develop both market- and state-based modes of care (for elders, 
the sick and disabled, and—more ambivalently—children),24 so that the 
“burden of dependence” does not fall on unpaid family caregivers, espe-
cially women.
 Much of the public and media discourse in India on the outsourcing 
of in-home care from the family to the market, however, is quite negative 
(although generally not nearly so scathing as public reactions to old age 
homes). Hearing of the emergence of hired elder care, a colleague’s mother 
and grandmother used to implore her and other kin to please never let the 
private crevices of their bodies be touched or cared for by the hired hands 
of strangers/non-kin (parer lok). Critical newspaper coverage disparages not 
so much the organizations themselves as the wider society and especially the 
current generation of “impatient,” “un-caring,” “selfish” and “materialistic” 
younger people who have impelled such organizations to develop.
 As is the case with the negative feelings toward old age homes, much 
of the discomfort surrounding elder-care organizations pertains not only 
to tensions regarding non-kin performing what kin would traditionally 
do, but also to the added anxiety of introducing money into a relationship 
where it ordinarily does not belong—that is, the commodification of care 
or seva. Many Indians are profoundly uncomfortable transforming seva 
from a fundamentally domestic social practice, embedded within relations 
of lifelong intergenerational reciprocity, to a public market-based commod-
ity.25 Keith Hart (200) reflects in his “Notes towards an Anthropology of 
Money” that “money in capitalist societies stands for alienation, detach-
ment, impersonal society, the outside,” fundamentally antithetical to “a 
protected sphere of domestic life, where intimate personal relations hold 
sway, home.” Anthropologists (such as Carrier 199, gregory 1982, Mauss 
197)—as well as frequently their informants—have often distinguished 
in similar ways between “impersonal” commodity exchange (presupposing 
the independence of the transactors) and “personal” gift exchange (presup-
posing the reciprocal interdependence of the parties), although scholars 
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such as Elizabeth Ferry (200) and Jonathan parry (1989) complicate the 
distinction as constructed across diverse cultural contexts.
 In India, market exchange (for better and worse, in people’s minds) 
is indeed very often specifically regarded as an impersonal medium of 
exchange. Using money as a medium, buyers and sellers may interact with 
mutual independence; no intimate bodily substances are transferred. This 
impersonality can be very useful in certain contexts; for instance, those 
concerned with matters of, say, caste purity may, using money, buy and 
sell items freely with people of diverse caste ranks without concern over 
undue intimate interaction or the transfer of polluting bodily substances. 
In contrast, seva is ordinarily one part of a long-term intimate kinship rela-
tionship of reciprocal interdependence. Seva ordinarily provides, then, not 
only the performance of certain tasks (serving tea, combing hair, paying 
bills) but also the forging and sustaining of intimate bodily and emotional 
intergenerational ties (chapter 2). Can it still be seva if bought and sold on 
the market?
 Finding herself facing just such a question, papri Chowdhury, founder 
of a neighborhood-based organization for elders living alone called Jana 
Hitaya (For the Welfare of people), remarked fervently: “Seva (service to 
and respect for the aged) is not something that can be bought or sold.” 
Elder members themselves, or their junior kin (often from abroad), can 
request services from Jana Hitaya such as visits over tea, reading aloud, or 
escorting to the doctor or a spiritual program. But papri is firm that she 
cannot charge for these services, this seva: Instead, people who wish to make 
donations to the organization may do so at any time—but not at the same 
time that services are being rendered: “Seva is not something that one can 
sell or buy. I am totally against the idea that only those who give money 
will receive seva.”
 In fact, papri Chowdhury prefers to call her organization a “joint 
family,” rather than an NgO, a term that connotes, she says, just as does 
money, the “distant” and “impersonal.” papri describes Jana Hitaya’s work 
as “sevar kaj,” the work of seva or service to elders. She founded the orga-
nization with her husband and one other couple—all four in middle age 
(not yet retired, but with children grown and living abroad), and they 
offer, with the help of volunteers, home visits to elders; monthly gatherings 
(for spiritual lectures, music, and discussion); a periodical that publishes 
elder members’ writings; escort services; an annual picnic; and occasional 
medical clinics at which local physicians donate their services. Jana Hitaya 
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aims to “view senior citizens with respect, not pity,” and papri states that 
she and the other volunteers espouse the Indian philosophy that “I am the 
one who is grateful, for I get the opportunity to do something for you.”
 Other elder-care organizations similarly tend to purposefully steer away 
from a straightforward commoditized “elder care for hire” framework, for 
instance by comparing hired counselors to “sons” (as does Agewell) or 
“friends of a son or daughter overseas” (the Saksenas), or by setting up the 
organization as a social “club,” where “members” pay a fee to join but not 
to directly exchange money for services. Importantly, further, both the 
volunteers and the paid counselors or “sons” working for such organiza-
tions generally share with the elder care recipients a similar (middle- or 
upper-middle-) class background, making it easier for all parties involved 
to imagine the relationship as personal and kin-like.
 Interestingly, and in contrast to prevalent Indian conceptions, it is 
precisely because paying for care work is impersonal that many North 
Americans prefer to hire a caregiver than to rely on a family member or 
friend, in order to maintain a cherished sense of independence (see Rivas 
2002). So, with a degree of uncertainty mixed with relief and sometimes 
pleasure, some elders and their junior kin are turning to new public yet 
personal providers of care—to find “son-like” relationships among volun-
teers and paid visitors working for seva-offering NgOs.

Relations with Servants

 In thinking about the emerging trend in India of outsourcing elder 
care from the family, one must consider the long-term practice of hiring 
servants. The majority of middle- and upper-class families in both rural 
and especially urban India hire servants or “work persons” (in Bengali, 
kajer lok) to help with many features of household work, including cook-
ing, dish and clothes washing, housecleaning, marketing, and various acts 
of serving, such as providing tea, water, snacks, and errands for persons of 
any age, and baby-sitting and elder-sitting for those needing special care.26 
This kind of arrangement has long existed in India and is not interpreted 
within daily and media discourse as a particular feature of modernity (per-
taining to the intrusion of a capitalist economy into the domestic realm, or 
the global dispersion of India’s young professionals, or the growing preva-
lence of women in the workforce). Indians widely regard it as perfectly 
acceptable, in fact, for servants to provide child and elder care, if the serv-
ing takes place in the context of a household where the adult householders 
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(the parents of young children, or the children of old parents) also live. 
Since young children do not generally live separately from their parents, 
child care has not become in India the same kind of hot button issue that 
elder care has. When elder care by servants takes place in the absence of 
co-resident kin, this is, to many, a contemporary social problem.
 To be sure, however, not all elders who live alone with the assistance of 
domestic workers find the situation to be problematic. Aparna das gupta, 
a widowed woman and retired professional whose only son and daughter-
in-law reside abroad, lives with only her servant, a younger woman who has 
been with the family for more than twenty years. Several of my informants, 
in fact, had similar living arrangements. From the perspectives of the elders 
(I did not interview any domestic workers in meaningful depth), many of 
these long-term relationships work very well. Aparna das gupta stated 
warmly: “I don’t feel like I am living alone; I have Shalini with me.” Some 
companionship is provided, another person is there in case of emergency, 
tea and food are served, errands are run. Many employer-domestic worker 
relationships are, in fact, very affectionate and take on some kin-like quali-
ties. Most employers and domestic workers refer to each other using kin 
terms, such as “sister,” “elder brother’s wife,” or “aunt.” And employers who 
have established long-term relationships with domestic workers give much 
more than simply a salary, customarily providing meals, gifts of clothing 
at major holidays, money to help pay for a child’s schooling or wedding, 
small items of jewelry, doctor’s fees, and emergency loans. domestic work-
ers in turn can be the source of forbidden pleasures for elders with restricted 
mobility, affectionately going against a family’s or doctor’s instructions, by 
surreptitiously supplying cigarettes, sweets for the diabetic, or extra spice 
in curries that are supposed to be bland.
 However, many Kolkatans argue that it can be extremely trying and 
thorny attempting to set up domestic help for older people living alone, 
citing a number of prevailing causes for concern. First, servants do not gen-
erally provide seva (respectful service toward elders), but rather kaj (“work,” 
as reflected in the common Bengali term for servant noted above, kajer lok, 
“work person”). So, if only servants but no kin perform care work, is the 
elder receiving seva? Second, solitary elders can be tediously stuck at home 
having to listen to the same monotonous stories of their servants, without 
a household full of other members to dilute and enliven the conversa-
tions. Third, it is very difficult these days to find capable and trustworthy 
servants. Finally, and relatedly, widespread public discourse has it that 
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solitary elders are easy and vulnerable targets of theft and violence at the 
hands of their servants. Many sources relayed stories of servants pocketing 
gold chains as they massaged elders’ shoulders, slowly making away with 
a lifetime of jewelry. The media also predictably presents the fact of an 
older person living alone—despite the existence of absent relatives—as the 
key cause behind the robbery and murder of elders at the hands of their 
servants. “City’s Elderly, Tense and Tormented,” reads one representative 
newspaper headline: “71-year-old Lalita devi goenka . . . was brutally 
murdered by her servants. . . . Though she has three daughters and two 
sons, she stayed alone in the city. . . . Her lonely existence was the prime 
reason for her being chosen as a target” (Times News Network 2004:).
 Hence, a relationship that many of the employer class feel has long 
worked very well in the context of large households—the hiring of workers 
to perform numerous domestic reproductive tasks, including elder care—
becomes increasingly fraught in times of solitary living.

Peer Friendships and Clubs for Senior Citizens

 Living alone requires not only negotiating care arrangements; for 
many, it also demands finding new modes of meaning beyond the family. 
The elder-focused NgOs surfacing in India frequently provide just such 
sources of meaning—offering not only novel forms of seva but also new 
peer-oriented sites of sociality, activity, and identity. The NgOs emphasize 
the cultivation of peer friendships, “active/productive” aging, volunteer 
work, lifelong hobbies, fit bodies, age-specific magazines, and political 
awareness of having distinct “rights” and an “identity” as an international 
group of “senior citizens”27—pursuits especially appropriate for an indi-
vidualistic, rather than centrally family-oriented, sense of self.
 Senior citizens’ clubs include the dignity Foundation, Agewell, and 
Jana Hitaya, already introduced above. Others in Kolkata are the Indian 
Association of Retired persons (part of the international ARp), Old Wine 
(a name chosen to highlight that some things, including people, get bet-
ter as they age), the Non-Resident Indian parents Association, and the 
Laughing Club of Udita. The dignity Foundation is a particularly vibrant 
site of intimate peer friendships and volunteer work. In Kolkata, its more 
active members gather several times a week at the headquarters, to socialize 
and conduct various forms of business—accounting, planning programs, 
overseeing the Alzheimer’s day care center, running computer training 
classes, and the like. Members carry a business card with the dignity 
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Foundation logo and their names. Some become close friends, visiting 
each others’ homes, calling each other almost daily on the phone, and 
going out together to movies and restaurants.
 Relationships forged through dignity can also explicitly substitute for 
the family. priya Chatterjee, an active member, lived entirely alone and 
had no close kin of any kind in the city, not even nephews or nieces or 
cousins. A retired English professor, she had never married and still lived in 
her cherished childhood family home, but even now she felt keenly lonely 
and bereft after her last brother, who had shared the house with her, passed 
away twenty-five years earlier. Worried acutely about what might befall if 
she were to become seriously ill or bedridden, priya-di began to investigate 
the possibility of moving into an old age home. She and I visited a few 
together, once accompanied by three other dignity Foundation lady mem-
bers on what seemed a very pleasant, lighthearted evening jaunt, followed 
by tea and snacks out. But when the manager of the home she liked best 
explained their admissions procedures, which included appearing before 
the board with two guarantors (ordinarily next of kin), who would agree 
to make decisions for her and manage her finances if she were to become 
incompetent, priya-di became very distraught. “If we who have no one—If 
we had that kind of person who could look after us in such a way, then why 
would we be coming to an old age home?” But, she ended up deciding that 
fellow dignity Foundation members could serve in the capacity of family 
guarantors. She chose two prominent male members (rather than some of 
her closest female friends), and these two members agreed to serve in this 
way, should she decide to move into the old age home.
 The Laughing Club of Udita is another active senior citizens’ group 
that I came to know well, formed in the Udita apartment complex in 
Kolkata where I resided for parts of 200 and 2007.28 Its members ranged 
in age from their fifties to eighties; their children were grown, largely mar-
ried and, more often than not in this group, living separately, frequently 
abroad. The mixed-gender group met daily at :00 am for laughter yoga—
throwing heads back and arms out for exuberant, hearty laughing—as 
well as exercises, chatting, and (for those who wished to attend) Bhagavad 
gita reading. In the early evenings, groups of men and women gathered 
separately for tea, snacks, and conversations, rotating among each others’ 
flats and various outdoor congregating spaces. Several described the group 
as a lifeline—a reason to get up in the morning, engage with others, and 
replace family engagements that some experienced as sorely missing.
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 One of the group’s early members, Mr. gandhi, was featured in a 
Telegraph newspaper article on the club. “An old retired man finds a new 
family, setting an example to others of his age who follow suit,” begins the 
story. Then:

It’s the fear that he remembers most. The year was 2002. And it was a 
cold, december evening. The night before, 77-year-old M. R. gandhi, 
retired electrical engineer . . . , had moved with his wife into a plush 
high-rise complex. . . . He had gone for a late afternoon walk. . . . 
And as the sun went down and evening descended, gandhi felt his 
spirits sink.
 Slowly, everyone else went indoors. But gandhi didn’t want to 
go inside. “I felt afraid,” he recollects.
 In this new neighborhood, he knew no one. His children—a 
son and three daughters—their spouses and their children all lived 
separately, and at this age, alone and ailing, he found that life itself 
seemed like a long, cold, lonely winter. . . . “The only consolation 
was that my wife was there, but she too suffered from loneliness and 
it didn’t help to talk to each other.”

The story then jumps two years to 2004, with gandhi in the midst of a 
Laughing Club gathering: “It’s six in the early morning, at the center of 
the compound. The sun is up and the sky is blue. gandhi, along with his 
wife and dozens of others—mostly elderly people over the age of sixty—are 
gathered on the sprawling, green lawn.29 Some are jogging, others stretch-
ing, more walking and all of them, without exception, laughing. . . . Soon, 
[gandhi] realized that he had a circle of friends in the compound. ‘And they 
had become like family to me.’” Carrying on with the family metaphor, the 
accompanying photograph is captioned: “JUST LIKE KIN: gandhi (third 
from left) enjoys a cup of tea with his friends” (Mitra 2004:1).
 One morning following a Laughing Club gathering, a few lady mem-
bers and I lingered to chat. They mentioned that women of their genera-
tion were so accustomed to living closely with family in large, crowded 
households that it was hard to get used to living alone now. “We felt so 
bad when we first moved here.” They had each moved into the new high 
rise late in life, some into flats purchased by their children, leaving behind 
larger, now-empty family homes that were difficult to maintain and inap-
propriate for a solitary older person. But one of the women, Chameli, 
changed courses to proclaim animatedly: “Yet some are living separately 
from their children and are growing accustomed to that. Some are even 
feeling happy! Like some of our Laughing Club members!” She became 
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very enthusiastic: “In your book, you can make this the last scene—those 
living without their children and who are happy—laughing even—in our 
Laughing Club!”
 And, in fact, like other similar gated apartment complexes springing 
up around India’s cosmopolitan centers, Udita functions not unlike a peer 
club for many of its well-off older residents—who join groups like the 
Laughing Club, look in on each other, visit, and gather outside in the eve-
nings to chat. Each evening at Udita, a group of older women congregates 
on a low semi-circular wall and some lawn chairs just inside the complex’s 
front entrance, while senior men gather outside the gates at the edge of 
the adjoining market and row of convenience stores. Udita resident and 
Laughing Club member Viraj-da and his wife lived in a flat that their U.S.-
based son had purchased for them, and Viraj-da spent each day socializing 
with friends, exercising, meditating, reading, and playing music. He is the 
one who told me, as I quoted above: “At this age, it’s better to live separate. 
. . . If an old man says that he needs to have his son live with him, then 
the son won’t advance, and the country won’t advance.” He then went on, 
emphasizing the importance of peer ties: “I am the happiest man in the 
world, living in heaven! I won’t live anywhere other than here, surrounded 
by my circle of friends.”

Figure .1. The Laughing Club of Udita. Members throw their arms open to the sky 
and laugh out loud.
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Critically Reflecting upon Individualism  
as a Modern Lifestyle

 This chapter has scrutinized the complex and varied lives and perspec-
tives of older persons living “alone,” in a situation that most had until 
recently considered extraordinarily novel. We have seen how older, middle-
class elders living apart from junior kin, often very purposefully and stra-
tegically, work to fashion for themselves and their children independent 
lives—moving away from centrally family-focused to much more individual 
market-based and peer-focused forms of self and aging. However, by means 
of closing, I wish to present a narrative that highlights how the project of 
crafting an independent way of life in old age is not one that most Indians 
I have grown to know find unambiguously easy, or natural. Rather, it is a 
project they engage in with critical reflection, self-consciousness, effort, and 
generally some real ambivalence.
 After I was invited to give a talk comparing ways of aging in India 
and the United States at one of the monthly Saturday evening gatherings 
of the dignity Foundation, a lively and provocative discussion ensued 
on competing cultural models surrounding aging and intergenerational 
relationships. The gathering consisted almost entirely of older middle- and 
upper-middle-class persons who were living separately from their children. 
Conversations were in English, signifying the elite and diverse regional 
backgrounds of the participants. Referring to the joint family system in 
which children and parents in turn reciprocally provide care for each other, 
one gentleman commented, “That was a very sweet relationship, but it is 
dying now.” Another member objected, “We can’t get rid of that expecta-
tion level, though. The problem is that we have grown up expecting our 
children to care for us. If you”—he addressed this next comment to me, 
presumably as an American, or perhaps as a social scientist—“can show us 
how to get rid of this—our expectations—then there would be no prob-
lem.” people smiled and nodded. A graceful dark-haired woman in about 
her seventies spoke up with an air of gentle, self-assured wisdom, “The 
main issue is: we should not demand money and love at the same time. 
We have to settle for one or the other. If we mistake one for the other, we 
will be disappointed.” She went on:

We invest in our children for years. But, we should not do 
so for the interest in the bank. We should not do so expect-
ing anything in return. From the [Bhagavad] gita, you should 
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know—that disinterested action is best.30 If your child gives 
back to you, that is a blessing. But you should not give to the 
child thinking of the interest. That is the problem. It will liber-
ate us to think of acting with disinterest!

 The secretary of the group, Mr. Swaminathan, then stood up to offer 
a tale of an Indian doctor’s experiences in Canada, illustrating how the 
“independent aging” and “individualism” of the West can be too extreme 
for an Indian’s taste. An Indian doctor, settled in Canada, was practicing 
medicine there. He had an ailing, elderly Canadian patient who resided 
in a nursing home. One night, shortly after midnight, the man died. The 
doctor phoned the man’s son. After the phone rang many times, the son 
picked up. The doctor told him, “I’m calling from the nursing home.” The 
son asked, “Is there a problem?” The doctor: “Yes, I’m very sorry to say: 
Your father has passed away.” The son replied (Mr. Swaminathan mim-
icked an irritated, angry voice), “Why did you have to wake me up and 
call me in the dead of night to tell me this? I have given the name of the 
undertaker. They will take the dead body away, and then you could reach 
me in the morning—I will go over then.” The doctor was so disturbed by 
this interchange that he decided to leave Canada and return to India.
 Murmurs came from around the audience, “Could this be true? Is 
this really a true story?” “Yes!” Mr. Swaminathan insisted, “I met the doc-
tor myself, who told me this story.” “Surely this must be an extreme case, 
though.” “Indeed, this would never happen in India.” But, an elegant 
 middle-aged woman dressed in an ash-grey salwar kameez suit, offered 
softly, “In fact, it was a very practical reaction. True, the doctor could have 
simply called the undertaker, and then notified the son in the morning.” 
This led to a conversation about the merits and demerits of individualism 
versus collectivism, as Western and Eastern or Indian ways of being.
 As we departed into the darkening summer evening, the elegant, 
thoughtful woman in the ash-colored salwar came up to me and said, 
“See, if you weren’t an individual, then you couldn’t be going out like this, 
pursuing your work, giving talks, writing books. You would have to be 
home with your children and family.” I said, “Yes, that’s true. Though, still, 
I am worried about them.” The meeting had gone on longer than I had 
expected and I had just turned on my mobile phone to see eight missed 
calls from where my two daughters were waiting for me in our rented 
Kolkata flat. The woman replied resolutely, “True, you can worry about 
them. But, still—you were able to come.”
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Toward the very beginning of this research project, when I was living in 
California, I met Matilal Majmundar, a retired minor railroad official from 
gujarat who had come to be with his U.S.-settled children in his old age. 
He lived with his wife at his daughter’s spacious palo Alto home. “You 
are interested in Indian aging?” he inquired eagerly when I met him at an 
Indo-American seniors meeting. “Well, you must visit me.” He had spent 
much of the past few years reflecting on “Indian” versus “American” modes 
of aging. When I arrived at his home, he apologized for having no tea (his 
wife was visiting their other daughter, and his daughter and son-in-law 
were of course at work).
 I quoted at the beginning of chapter 1 from his anecdote about an 
acquaintance who complained of the difficulty of getting his morning 
cup of tea in his children’s American home: “He gets up at six o’clock, he 
requires a cup of tea, he is moving here and there, waiting for a cup of tea. 
The children, they get up at 8:00, or 7:0, busy with all their activities. 
. . . At 9:00 or at 8:00–8:0 there will be a breakfast table, so many cups 
of tea and all these things.” The acquaintance was put out that there was 
no one to prepare tea for him but was also disgruntled at the prospect of 
doing it himself. Matilal Majmundar teased the man: “You better go back 
to India. In India, if you take a second cup, or a third cup of tea, they will 
object, they will object. Here, you can take even ten cups of tea, prepare 
yourself, any material you use, your children will never object. But, if you 
want their time, they will object. They will object if you want their time. 
So, better go to India. Here is not the place for you.”
 This anecdote points to what I soon learned to be common images 
held by older Indians living in the United States: that even if maybe there is 
less material prosperity in India (i.e., people cannot always afford as many 
cups of tea as they might want), then at least families in India are closer, 
and old people are better served. America is the land of material prosperity; 
India is the land of intimacy, and time.
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 In this chapter I focus on older Indians who choose to move to the 
United States in late life to live with or near their U.S.-settled children. 
I found it interesting that many Indian Americans hold more idealized 
and conservative views of life in India than do those still living in India, 
and they see themselves as self-consciously grappling to create new, com-
plex forms of family and aging across what can appear as gaping divides 
between nations and generations.
 Since the passage of the 19 U.S. Immigration and Naturalization 
Act, which allowed Asians with preferred occupational skills to enter the 
United States, Indians have been one of the fastest-growing immigrant 
groups.1 Especially at first, the majority of Indians came as young profes-
sionals or students in graduate and professional schools. Thus, the Indian 
American population has been very “young” as a whole.2 However, as 
earlier migrants have matured and put down roots, they have increasingly 
begun to express a deeply felt moral obligation and desire to bring their 
aging parents over from India. Many elders also speak of finding it natural 
to come to America in old age, to be with their children.
 As I outlined in the book’s introduction, most of my fieldwork with 
older Indian immigrants and their families took place in California, while 
I was living in the region as a postdoctoral fellow at the University of 
California at San Francisco. I joined as a volunteer and then as a board 
member the Indo-American Community Senior Center in the South Bay 
near Silicon Valley. Through the center, I spent time with many Indian 
American seniors and their families3—serving as a volunteer chauffeur; 
attending meetings, cultural programs, religious ceremonies, and late-
morning tea breaks; and interviewing people about their life stories, hopes 
and dreams, losses and struggles. I also recruited research subjects through 
hanging out at a mixed-ethnic community senior center in Fremont, 
California, a city with a robust Indian immigrant population. After mov-
ing to Boston, I found research subjects through neighbors, colleagues, 
and friends of friends, and through the organization for Bengalis overseas, 
prabasi. In both the San Francisco and Boston areas, Indian Americans live 
largely in mixed-ethnic (often primarily white) urban and suburban neigh-
borhoods, in comfortable middle-class and upper-middle-class homes.4 
My Indian American informants have been mostly Hindu (though with 
some Sikhs and Jains), and largely Bengali and gujarati (though with some 
punjabis, other North Indians, and South Indians).
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Why Come to the United States?

 “Why did you decide to move to the United States?” was a question 
I often asked of Indian American elders. Nearly all replied that they came 
to be with their children. Some come first to visit, often to help with the 
births of grandchildren, not intending to stay permanently. They may 
travel back and forth between the two nations for several years, only later 
deciding to settle in the United States, and even then frequently maintain-
ing a home and bank account in India for visits and an imagined eventual 
return. Others are called over by their children shortly after the elders’ 
retirement, or when one parent is widowed, and make the move suddenly 
and for good.
 When elaborating upon their decision to migrate, Indian American 
parents very frequently invoke a vision of an “Indian” system of lifelong 
intergenerational reciprocity: parents and children naturally live together 
throughout life, and juniors provide care for their senior parents, in return 
for all the effort, material cost, and love their parents expended to produce 
and raise them in infancy and childhood. One gentleman replied in a typi-
cal matter-of-fact fashion when I asked why he had come to the United 
States: “Because my only son is here. It is my son’s duty to look after me.” 
He described how he had educated his son, sending him to the United 
States with his own savings accrued from his modest salary as a high school 
principal. Now it is time for his son to provide for him. Another replied, 
“Naturally, to be with my son! I had taken care of him; now he will take 
care of me.” gopal Singh, a punjabi Sikh man in his seventies, explained 
his immigration quite precisely in terms of his, and his children’s, expecta-
tions to participate in a system of intergenerational reciprocity. He describes 
intergenerational exchanges not only of forms of material support, but also 
of bodies (via birth), affection, talk, and the “sharing [of ] sorrows and 
happinesses”:

My wife and I were living in India. Our children [two daughters 
and one son, all of whom had become naturalized American cit-
izens] thought that there is nobody to take care of us, as we had 
brought up our children. We . . . gave birth to them, provided 
a house for them, brought them up, gave them an education, 
and sent them to the United States for better life. . . . So, we 
came here to join our children, to spend the evening of our life 
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with our children. Because if we give to someone, we [in turn] 
need someone to care for us, to talk to us, to share our sorrows 
and happinesses. We shared the sorrows and happinesses of our 
children, and they share our sorrows and happinesses. . . . This 
is why we have come here, to live with our children and spend 
our old age.

 Some speak very precisely also in terms of wanting to reap the rewards 
of the investment they have made in their children, claiming responsibil-
ity in large part for their children’s successes. Seventy-five-year-old Matilal 
Majmundar, who provided the tea narrative opening this chapter, answered 
when I asked him why seniors come to America:

What they feel is that, they had brought up their children, 
spent so much money on them. And then, when [the children] 
become prosperous [in America], their wives or their hus-
bands will get the benefit, [and] they [the parents] won’t get 
it. You understand? That particular idea is there. Why should 
we not share the prosperity of our children, for which we were 
accountable?

 grown children also readily express their own desires to reciprocate 
toward their parents. “Culturally, I can’t imagine it any other way,” reflected 
Nita, musing about having her parents with her in her home. Some adult 
children further speak of wanting their parents to come live with them 
to help care for their own children while they may be out working, and 
to counteract what they see as the excessive “Americanization” that they 
and especially their U.S.-born children are experiencing. They hope that 
their parents will help preserve in their homes Indian cultural traditions 
surrounding not only family mores but also language, food, and religion.
 Although the prevalent expectation in India, as we have seen, is that it 
is sons and daughters-in-law who provide parental care, in the U.S. context 
many senior parents do end up living with daughters, providing various 
explanations for such an unconventional arrangement. First, if a U.S.-
settled daughter’s parents-in-law do not wish to move to the United States, 
the daughter’s marital home can become free for her own parents. Second, 
many Indian daughters in the United States are working and earning their 
own incomes, thus reducing the stigma that Indians attach to staying in a 
daughter’s home—for parents would not be materially dependent on their 
son-in-law alone. Finally, it is entirely conventional for an Indian daughter 
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to return to her natal home at the birth of her first child; but if it is not 
feasible to return to India for childbirth, it seems natural for her parents 
to come to the United States. They may then end up staying on. Other 
parents simply live with their American daughter for a good portion of 
each year, without making her home their only permanent one. Whether 
made up of daughters or sons, the multigenerational family becomes for 
many Indian Americans an enduring sign of a highly valued Indian iden-
tity, and of a “good” family and old age, forged across the disparate spaces 
of India and America.

Aging across India and America

 Transnational living does not involve simply picking up people or 
cultural systems and importing them to another nation, however. After 
spending some time in the United States, most older immigrants, along 
with their families, end up self-consciously taking on practices, values, 
and modes of aging they regard as American, although often ambivalently 
with both eagerness and misgivings. In negotiating the intimate practices 
of their daily lives—making tea, cashing a government welfare check, tak-
ing a bus to a senior center, enduring a hospital stay—Indian Americans 
take some values, practices, and categories from one nation or culture 
(“Indian”) and some from the other (“American”), living simultaneously 
across the two now overlapping worlds, transforming each cultural system, 
and themselves, in the process.
 To examine more closely the making of such transnational lives 
through modes of aging, let us consider the transactions that take place 
between senior Indians and adult children after they have lived for some 
time in the United States. It may be useful for readers here to refer again 
to table 2.1, which sketches core features of what many both in India and 
abroad regard as the “traditional” Indian system of intergenerational reci-
procity. Many of the exchanges that my informants imagine to constitute 
an “Indian” intergenerational system are, in America, halted, reversed, or 
displaced onto the state (see table 7.1).

1. Transactions of Material Support:  
Families, the State, and the Production of Independent Selves

 Most of the adult children in the Indian American families I know 
in the San Francisco and Boston areas do provide a substantial degree of 
material support for the elderly parents they help bring over from India. 
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Of the thirty-two immigrant elders I work with most closely, for instance, 
twenty-one, or about two-thirds, live in the homes of their adult children, 
where they are provided shelter and food (or at least food supplies), and 
often a bit of spending money. Those who do not live with their children 
tend nonetheless to receive quite a lot of material support from them, 
such as money deposited regularly in a bank account, the gift of a car, 
payment of medical expenses, and air tickets to and from India. However, 
the state also ends up taking over some or much of the responsibility 

Table 7.1.  
Images of “Indian” and “(Indian) American”  
Intergenerational Transactions

“Indian” In America

Media of 
transaction

Phase 1:  
Initial giving

(parents → 
children)

Phase 2: 
Reciprocated giv-
ing, the repaying 
of debts

(children→ 
parents)

Phase 2

Material
Support

Food, clothing, 
money, shelter, 
education

Food, clothing, 
money, shelter

State takes over 
much (though  
children still
provide some  
or much)

Services E.g., serving 
food, daily care, 
cleaning bodily 
wastes—all 
requiring a great 
deal of effort

e.g., serving food 
and tea, daily 
care, cleaning 
bodily wastes  (if 
parent becomes 
incontinent)

Halted (unrecip-
rocated) and/or 
reversed 
(parents → 
children)

Emotional
Support

Love, affection Love, respect Lost? due largely 
to a scarcity of 
time and American 
“independence”

Body given via birth Children recon-
struct for parents 
as ancestors via 
funeral rites 

Halted  
(unreciprocated)  
or minimized
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of  providing for these senior immigrants—in the form of Supplemental 
Security Income welfare benefits,5 Medicare, state-subsidized senior apart-
ments (which some move into), senior bus passes, discounted lunches at 
senior centers, and the like—resulting in a whole new configuration of the 
social-moral relationship between old people, families, and the state.
 At first, many are perplexed by such a system of state support of the 
elderly. Vitalbhai gujar, for instance, described to me the confusion he 
experienced during his initial interview with welfare agents. Nearing sev-
enty, he had come to the United States from gujarat, India, several years 
earlier to live with his only son, a naturalized American citizen and an 
engineer who was married to a gujarati-born woman. gujar regularly 
attended a nearby multiethnic senior center, where once or twice a year 
social service agents would come to speak about the federal Supplemental 
Security Income (SSI) program for the elderly and how to apply. He thus 
went to inquire at the local social service office. He recalls the puzzlement 
he felt: “Why are they calling me indigent, when my son makes money?” 
Vitalbhai gujar in fact had no resources of “his own” in the United States, 
having come to this country too late in life to begin new work, and having 
had (like most of his compatriots) to leave behind any assets in India due 
to government of India regulations restricting the outflow of money from 
the nation.6 But he had considered himself appropriately well provided for 
in the household of his son. In India, he stressed, he would not consider 
himself, nor be considered by others (the community or the state), to be 
“indigent.”
 Vitalbhai gujar went on, though: “If the American government 
defines things this way, and if we are living in America, then why not 
accept?” In fact, many like gujar who immigrate to the United States late 
in life do end up accepting SSI benefits. Among the senior members of 
the San Francisco South Bay Indo-American community center where I 
volunteered, directors estimated that anywhere from 0 to 7 percent were 
receiving SSI. Of the thirty-two people I work with most closely who are 
over age sixty-five, 7 percent receive SSI.7 Further, not only do many 
senior immigrants receive SSI, but they also make use of senior bus passes, 
state-subsidized senior apartments, discounted lunches at senior centers, 
Medicare, and the like.
 These older immigrants come to see SSI and other such state programs 
for the elderly as part of a quintessentially “American” way of doing things, 
and of aging. In America, many Indians explain, children do not provide 
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for their parents—and this is not due (necessarily) to moral laxity on the 
part of children. Rather, older parents do not even expect or want their 
children to support them. They value independence and self-sufficiency, 
and are averse to being “burdens” on their children. The state also does not 
ordinarily expect adult children to care for their parents, a presumption 
Indian immigrants encounter in their own interactions with state agen-
cies, such as when applying for SSI. Swapna goswami, a Bengali woman 
now in her sixties who (unlike most of my informants) moved with her 
husband and children to the United States when her children were young, 
explained: “The American government doesn’t think working men and 
women should care for their parents. people should support themselves 
by working and setting aside retirement funds, and by getting SSI.” At an 
Indo-American seniors’ meeting, a member told the group a story of an 
Indian son who took his father to see a surgeon in the United States. The 
doctor said to the son (encouraging the son to get his father on Medicare), 
“Why should you have to pay for the surgery?” He concluded, “What a 
different kind of society from ours this America is!”
 Some find disturbing this novel mode of imagining the relationship 
between an old parent, an adult child, and the government. Vitalbhai 
gujar, who nonetheless was using SSI, said to me:

Have you heard of the bu®o a∆ram? old age home? . . . Seniors 
from India are using the U.S. government like an old age 
home. They come here, and the U.S. government takes care 
of all medical expenses, food. [I asked, “do you think that’s 
wrong?”] Yes! And it’s bad for families, too. My son is not 
taking on his responsibility of caring for me! And then their 
children are not learning from them—they think just that the 
government should do it. . . . They’re forgetting the Indian 
system.

Swapna goswami spoke disapprovingly of a gujarati friend who lived with 
her husband in state-subsidized senior housing: “She says she is here to 
see her kids. But I say, ‘If you come to be with your kids, then why don’t 
you live with them?’ . . . It’s an abuse of SSI, and an abuse to old people, 
to allow them to be supported by SSI and not their kids.”
 Many of the immigrants I know, however, have gradually come to 
value and even enjoy dimensions of what they see as an American mode 
of aging, in which elders support themselves or are supported by the state, 
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rather than being dependent on their children. Many praise the  generosity 
and prosperity of the U.S. government, which can support its aged. A 
good proportion of senior Indian immigrants, especially those who are still 
married, end up using their SSI money to seek out their own apartments, 
some in state-subsidized senior complexes. One morning I discussed such 
modes of aging with two older punjabi Sikh men, gopal Singh and Teja 
Singh—two good friends who had been in the United States for over 
ten years. At the time, I did not yet know either of them well. I had just 
recently begun research on the subject and still assumed that most Indian 
seniors would prefer to live with their children:

gOpAL SINgH: So, the [Indian] seniors have decided that 
they would like to live close to their family, but prefer their 
independence and freedom. We prefer our independence and 
personal freedom.

TEJA SINgH: As the American seniors.

SL: So, some decide to live separately?

TS: Yes, yes. Independent living means respectable living. But, 
[only those] who are getting this SSI, who are getting medical 
coverage—then only can one live independently here.

gS: Yes, Indian elderly see the American elderly living in the 
senior homes [subsidized senior apartment complexes] in USA, 
and their lives are excellent.

SL: Oh, you think their lives are excellent? [surprised]

gS and TS: Yes!

SL: Would you like to do that also?

gS: Yeah, we would like!

TS: I’m living that way! I’m living that way right now!

On another occasion, gopal Singh spoke to me eagerly about how one 
doesn’t even need to depend on children here, since the state provides 
for so much—SSI, Medicare, senior centers. “Why, we can even call 911 
if something goes wrong. We tried it once,” he said with delight. “Why 
would we have to live with our children?”
 A senior gujarati man, Manubhai daiya, explained his transition to 
such an “American” mode of living. When he and his wife first came to 
this country in 198, they came to be with their daughter (a naturalized 
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citizen) and help care for her children while she and her husband worked. 
Then six years later, he explained: “After we became senior in American 
parlance—that is, age sixty-five—we received SSI. So we thought we may 
as well launch out on our own, and accustom ourselves to American life.” 
So saying, he and his wife moved into a separate apartment, where they 
are supported almost entirely by SSI. He describes with enthusiasm the 
“independence” and “freedom,” and the reduction in family conflict, they 
have enjoyed since moving into their own home. One active member of 
the Bay Area Indian American seniors community and a close informant, 
eighty-four-year-old Harikrishna Majmundar, went so far as to compile a 
book, Mapping the Maze: A Guide to Welfare for Elderly Immigrants (200), 
in which he draws on years of giving informal advice to senior Indians 
about SSI, Medicare, and other programs of the U.S. welfare system. The 
cover of the book depicts an elderly couple on a complicated yet happy 
journey to an independent home.
 Others underscore that even in India, where people ordinarily expect 
children to support their elderly parents, they would not want to be entirely 
dependent on their children. Especially among those in this group of 
 middle- and upper-middle-class families (those well-off enough to fund 
passage to the United States), people would hope to retain at least some 
resources in their own name until they die—perhaps a retirement pension, 
or a separate savings account, or some family property—to help ensure that 
they maintain a degree of independence, respect, and leverage over their 
children throughout their old age. Elder Indian Americans thus express 
feelings of discomfort and humiliation in having to ask for everything from 
their children, even any little bit of pocket money to ride the bus, buy a 
small gift for a grandchild, purchase a new pair of sneakers, or make a 
temple offering. Many thus feel relieved and grateful if they are able to 
receive SSI or find a part-time job. Lata parikh, who was able to earn a small 
salary working in a child care center and who also received SSI, told about 
life in the United States: “You have to earn your pocket money! You know, 
if you don’t have any other and have to beg from your children [laughs a 
little, sheepishly]. Of course, they don’t mind, but . . . you don’t feel like 
asking them for every penny you spend.” Vitalbhai gujar described, “If I 
have to ask my daughter-in-law for bus fare, for five to ten dollars, and then 
if she asks, What happened to the last twenty? How that makes me feel. I 
am thinking, ‘And I should be the head of the family?’ The SSI money the 
government gives—it liberates me, and her.”
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 Yet, some express some humiliation regarding their position of 
 semi-dependence on the U.S. government. Two of my male informants 
likened their position to that of the Indian “house son-in-law” (ghar 
jamai ), with the U.S. government in the role of their father-in-law. In 
India, the house son-in-law arrangement is one in which parents of only 
daughters bring an in-marrying son-in-law or ghar jamai into their own 
home. A ghar jamai is generally from a poor family and does not stand 
to inherit much from his own parents. He agrees to move into his wife’s 
household in exchange for the property he will live on and inherit from 
his father-in-law, but this is a rather embarrassing position for him, less 
prestigious than the usual male pattern of continuous patrilocal residence. 
Older immigrant Indian men similarly leave behind rights to their own 
property in India to move to a new land, where they may be provided for 
by their “father-in-law” (the U.S. state), but in the process lose prestige.
 SSI money and part-time jobs, then, cannot make seniors indepen-
dently wealthy or even, in most cases, fully independent of their children. 
Nonetheless, their own income makes it possible for senior immigrants to 
function in important part as self-supporting, as well as to participate in 
the life of the nation as independent consumers. They begin to cultivate a 
kind of egalitarian autonomy, still fused with hierarchical interdependence, 
made possible in part by working with American policies that displace the 
material management of aging from the family onto individuals and the 
state.

2. Transactions of Services:  
Unreciprocated Flows in a Land of No Time

 Another major transformation that transpires in the working out 
of intergenerational relations in Indian American families involves the 
transaction of services. Recall that in a more conventional Indian family 
system, adult children provide not only material support for their aging 
parents but also key services or seva (respectful care), including cooking 
and serving food and tea, tending to household chores, providing com-
panionship and entertainment, and nursing during periods of frailty. The 
common perception among Indian seniors in America is that juniors do 
not end up reciprocating such services to their parents (or at least not as 
much as the parents expect and would like), which is a key source of ten-
sion and perceived failure and disappointment on the part of seniors. The 
main problem (expressed by juniors and seniors) is that juniors are too 
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busy working (they don’t have any time) to serve their elders. In addition, 
both juniors and seniors gradually assume what they regard as a general 
U.S. culture of egalitarian self-sufficiency—where people do not rely on 
servants either, and the expectation is that each individual cares for him 
or herself. Finally, though, elder parents in the multigenerational Indian 
American family often end up taking on the household’s domestic services 
(including childcare, cooking, and cleaning)—thus reversing the expected 
direction of transactional flows by extending their phase of serving into old 
age. Such practices involve major transformations in both generational and 
gendered relationships.
 Many of the conversations at the Indo-American Community Senior 
Center where I hung out revolved around the problem of the children’s 
inability or disinclination to provide services. One morning, while about 
ten members sat chatting over tea, chairs arranged in a circle around the 
common room, Ajit parikh commented, “The children have gone the 
American way. They say, ‘Help yourself.’” A few others chimed in, emphat-
ically, “But we can’t blame them. When we come to this country, we must 
accept certain things. Our attitudes must change.” parikh nodded in agree-
ment, but went on:

But in coming here, at first I felt a big shock. Shock that they 
could be this way. I came, there was snow everywhere. It was 
cold. I didn’t know how to drive. And the children were so busy. 
They had their work, and took care of themselves, expecting 
me to do the same. . . . But slowly the snow melted, the flowers 
came out, I learned how to drive, I joined meetings, and in the 
Indian way, I looked after the grandchildren—one of the great-
est joys. [After a brief pause, however, he added wistfully—] 
But then the grandkids grow up and go the American way.

On another occasion, the group discussed how children, both sons and 
daughters-in-law, are so busy during the week. Life is so busy here. They 
take up the American lifestyle of working so hard. “Therefore, we hardly 
see them at all.” “They have no time for us.” “And we don’t want to inter-
fere.” Vitalbhai gujar contributed: “In India people are very poor but they 
are more relaxed. Here, people are worrying about every minute—time. 
They have so much—big houses, everything—but still they don’t know 
when or how to stop.” I asked if their children would at least drive them to 
meetings and such on weekends. Those present at the center that day knew 
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how to get there by bus, but there were many senior members who only 
attended on the weekends. deepak Shankar replied with a smile, “No, the 
children don’t drive us anywhere on weekends either, because they are too 
lazy!” Ajit parikh jumped in, “No! No! don’t use that word. They are not 
lazy. It’s just that on five or six days they are so busy, so on Sunday they 
want to work on the house, clean it, fix the garden, be at home, all that.” 
“OK, OK,” Shankar responded with a grin, “I accept—the euphemism.” 
Then he added to me as an aside, “A spade is called a spade by some; others 
use euphemisms and flowery language.”
 Many offer very interesting contemplations on the nature of time as 
a scarce resource in the United States, a problem lying at the root of dif-
ferences in elder and junior expectations. Matilal Majmundar reflected 
perceptively:

You know if a wealthy man has got much money, he might 
have some complaints. If a poor man finds that this fellow is 
complaining, [then] even if that wealthy man has got a real 
complaint, this [poor] man will say, “Oh, it’s an excuse. A man 
with money, what complaint has he got?” Similarly, what has 
happened [is] that, in the respect of time, the seniors have got 
so much time at their disposal, and the youngsters have got 
only one difficulty—of time! All other things they have got! 
But they have no time. So, whenever the old people complain, 
these [young] people say, “Oh, you’ve got sufficient time, you 
can do so many things. How can you complain?” So, their real 
complaints are not taken into account. They are considered 
an excuse.

The speakers’ deeper complaint in this scenario is that their children are 
not paying any attention to them. Elder parents expect and crave from their 
children not merely material items, like food or tea or money, but more 
fundamentally acts of serving that require care and time—phenomena that 
are conspicuously scarce in the United States.
 Another major concern among many seniors is, as one put it, the 
“fear of going to a nursing home, that our children will throw us into a 
nursing home.” Ajit parikh explained to me: “What happens is, with the 
people working, and there being no servants, it is a very difficult thing 
for the children to look after the ailing elderly. And so the nursing homes 
play a very important role in looking after the elderly.” The parikhs now 
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live in a senior apartment complex (after residing with their Indian son, 
American daughter-in-law, and grandchildren for many years), and their 
friends, an Indian couple, had recently been admitted to a nursing home. 
“And in fact,” Ajit parikh went on, “you get used to that type of living.” 
But most I spoke with did not at all like the idea of ending up in a nurs-
ing home, where the care may be professionally superior and adequately 
funded by their children or the state, but where the elder is radically cut 
off from kin. And so, many immigrant parents hope to be able to return to 
India—where they may have a remaining relative—a child, niece, nephew, 
or cousin—who may be able to care for them, and where they could afford 
to hire servants to help. Still, many worry about not being able to carry 
out such plans: “Just when you have the most need to go is when you 
aren’t able to go!” Lata parikh exclaimed at a seniors’ meeting, as people 
envisioned their own future infirmities.
 The absence of cooking can loom as a formidable problem, especially 
for senior men who may have never learned in India, as we have seen, even 
to prepare a cup of tea. Vitalbhai gujar was proud to have learned to make 
tea for himself; but he still did not cook. Every morning he looked in the 
refrigerator to see if his daughter-in-law had left any prepared food there 
for his lunch. Rarely did he find any; so he would take the bus to an Indian 
restaurant, where he was able to buy lunch with his SSI money, sometimes 
meeting up with a friend or two. One day as we were chatting in the car 
on our way to the community center, Vitalbhai narrated:

I am proud to say that never, not once, in all my five years here, 
have I ever asked my daughter-in-law for a cup of tea. . . . The 
problem with Indian seniors here is that they don’t bend. I 
say, just as [we accept that] in India the cars drive on the left 
and then here they drive on the right, we have to change our 
ways about other things. The daughter-in-law here is not the 
same as the daughter-in-law in India. If you can’t accept that, 
you should not stay here—you should go back to India. Just 
because a senior may only need five hours of sleep at night and 
wake up at five am doesn’t mean that he can ask his daughter-
in-law for a cup of tea at that hour.

A little later he explained:

I never invite people to my house, because I wouldn’t be able 
to offer them Indian hospitality, and I don’t want to ask my 
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daughter-in-law to do it. If I were to do it myself, I would have 
to go to the kitchen for ten to fifteen minutes, and then we 
couldn’t chit chat, and I would have to worry, is there enough 
milk [in the tea]? enough or too much sugar? . . . But, if some-
one like Nita’s father [a good friend] comes, then we might help 
each other and make some tea ourselves.

 Older women tend not to complain too much about cooking, but 
they still note its absence. I asked gauri das gupta, a Bengali woman in 
her eighties who spends about half of every year with her only son in San 
Francisco and half in a Kolkata old age home, if her American daughter-
in-law, Jill, does the cooking. She replied, with resignation and acceptance, 
“Bou? [daughter-in-law?] Cooking? She doesn’t pay much attention. How 
could she? She comes back from work at ten or eleven. My son, there’s no 
exact time he returns. Therefore, I don’t eat much. When I get hungry, I 
eat a bit.”
 Furthermore, as I have noted, it is often the seniors themselves who 
end up providing the household’s domestic services, and senior women in 
particular are frequently the ones who end up taking on such responsi-
bilities as cooking, child care, and housecleaning, to facilitate the external 
paid work of their daughter-in-laws or daughters. However, men also take 
on domestic work. Even those who might, in their previous lives in India, 
never have prepared one cup of tea may take up vacuuming or other duties. 
Manubhai detha, now seventy-two, had arrived in the United States from 
gujarat, and told me with some pride mixed with chagrin that he makes 
eighty chapatis a day for his working children in their extended household 
of eight, while he also supplies the after-school child care. Vitalbhai gujar 
teased: “Here, all seniors get their BSC degrees—degrees in babysitting 
and cooking! We are all babysitters and cooks!” So, gendered as well as gen-
erational relations are transformed—as older men become newly domestic, 
and older women remain domestic beyond their normal years of domestic-
ity. In so doing, they perform services that a servant might otherwise do, 
and reverse the mother-in-law/daughter-in-law relationship as it is more 
commonly played out and perceived in India.
 Many say that they do not mind doing such work, which gives them 
a feeling of purpose and closeness to their grandchildren, and allows them 
to transmit to the young ones “Indian culture.” Senior Indian parents 
frequently also describe their performance of household work as a ben-
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eficial means of contributing to what they see as a primary aim of life in 
America—material prosperity through work. Nirmala Shankar, in her late 
fifties, had moved with her husband from Mumbai to be with their mar-
ried son and daughter-in-law after the younger couple had children. She 
recounted with apparent satisfaction how she and her husband did all of the 
cooking, shopping, and cleaning: “This way our children can concentrate 
on their employment.” However, senior parents do not like being taken 
for granted by their children, or scolded by their children if they do not do 
things (such as taking phone messages in English) the right way. Matilal 
Majmundar proclaimed, in discussing the plight of Indian seniors here:

It is one thing to be acquainted with the grandchildren, it’s one 
thing to love them. And, it is a second thing to be responsible 
for them, to babysit them. That they don’t like. . . . They [Indian 
seniors] complain severely. “What is this? Are we babysitters? 
They are saving money, they are saving babysitters’ money 
[because of ] us. Are we babysitters? Huh? And at this age we 
have to do all these things?” So, this is their complaint.

Ajit parikh described his own ambivalence regarding his babysitting role. 
He told of how his son and son’s wife had both been working, while their 
children were cared for by an American babysitter. One day the babysitter 
invited her boyfriend over and they had beer in the home. “After that, my 
son asked me to come to help raise the grandchildren,” so they wouldn’t 
need to rely on American babysitters or daycare. “So, I did that, and I 
received a bit of satisfaction, and sometimes not satisfaction. I consider it 
all a state of mind. When I’m happy, I think I have the best of both worlds 
here. And when I’m unhappy, I think it’s a devil of a place and I want to 
go back to India. There is no panacea.”

3. Transactions of Sentiments: Intimacy Lost?

 Another crucial dimension of the working out of Indian American 
modes of family and aging concerns the exchange of sentiments. The prob-
lem is not a matter simply of who provides the material support, or who 
performs the labor of household services, but of a lack of closeness, a lone-
liness, the feeling of being trapped in a house all day surrounded by cold 
fog or snow, without even a phone call from a son. An important com-
ponent of Indian perceptions of junior-to-senior intergenerational  service 
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or seva is love and honor. This is what many Indian seniors feel to be the 
most seriously lacking in the United States—the gift of the sentiments of 
love and respect that make up close intergenerational relations.
 Lata parikh’s story of her and her husband’s arrival in America captures 
her sense of isolation and neglect by children who have no time:

It was the month of december. And it was in Columbus, Ohio. 
Full of snow—all over. . . . Arrived, and absolutely a new coun-
try, new things. And in the morning, you look out, and all you 
see is white white white white white white everywhere, nothing 
else! [She took a deep breath, recalling her shock.] And I said, 
“Oh, my god! What are we going to do?” And the children 
were very busy! They didn’t have any time!

Swapna goswami was weeping one afternoon when I dropped by, because 
it was the final day of a three-day weekend and her son, who lived in a 
neighboring apartment, had not yet visited. Her husband told me gently, 
“Her problem is that she is living between East and West. Like an Indian 
mother, she still thinks that her son should call her every day, come over 
to see her every day. But he has lived in America most of his life. He won’t 
do that.” This particular family had immigrated when their children were 
still young, when Swapna’s husband took a job as a professor at a U.S. 
university. Swapna explained to me:

The children were raised here, so they are really more like 
Americans. They love us; they really do love their parents, but 
they don’t like to come visit us. My son doesn’t have any time 
for us. I tell him, “Look at all your commitments—you have 
your work, your friends, your tabla [her son played this tradi-
tional Indian drum as a hobby]. And then us. We come right 
after your tabla! You can’t even put us, your father, before your 
tabla? The whole weekend will go by, and he won’t even call 
once. And he lives there, right next to us!

A little later, she added: “Even if my son wanted me to live with him, I 
wouldn’t go. I’m very sensitive. I don’t want to hurt and be hurt. The solu-
tion is to live away, to be less involved.”
 Swapna-di agonizes over which country would have been a better 
place to raise her children, weighing the competing benefits of material 
prosperity and emotional intimacy:
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Sometimes I wonder whether it would have been better if I had 
stayed in India, lived and raised the children there. When we 
first came here, we didn’t know that we would stay. We thought 
about going back; but my husband didn’t want the children to 
face all the hardships they would face in India. They wouldn’t 
have the same opportunities there that they had here—for a 
really good education, good careers. We wanted to give them 
the best that we could. So we raised them here. And now my 
son is a computer engineer, and the youngest daughter a doc-
tor. But sometimes I wonder whether it would have been better 
to stay in India. Sure, maybe my son will make billions and 
billions. But what is so important about the money? What is 
really important in life is some satisfaction, fulfillment. If we 
had stayed in India, would we have been happier? closer?

 Ajit and Lata parikh reported to me that in India, senior parents 
remain the virtual head of the household. If a wedding invitation comes, 
it will be addressed to the household’s most senior member. If an impor-
tant decision is to be made, the elder will be consulted. In reality, Ajit 
acknowledged, elderly parents even in India often do not have that much 
authority. “But that virtual head feeling should be there.” In America, he 
professed, it’s not. dhirubhai Kumar, who traveled each year between his 
Bay Area son’s family and his original Ahmedabad home, told of the blow 
he felt when his “Americanized” son would not take his seventy-year-old 
wife to the doctor: “So, my eldest son, I told him that it is better that she 
should go for X-ray, and that tomorrow will you take her to the doctor for 
X-ray. He said, ‘I have to go play tennis.’ [pause. deep sigh.] And in India, 
if anybody says like this, it’s an insult.”
 Many, further, are unconvinced that their children really want them 
here. Matilal Majmundar reflected, “We give the general impression, all 
the seniors give the general impression that they are here because their chil-
dren desire that they should be near to them. In fact, the children are not 
that much particular. They don’t mind, but they are not that much par-
ticular. Because it’s a botheration after all. Old people are a botheration.”
 Such waning ties of parent-child intimacy transpire in the context of 
a wider U.S. society where sociality in general is thin. Many are struck 
by what they perceive to be the widespread lack of intimate sociality in 
America. My informants report that everything in the United States is so 
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quiet, spread out. Often there are no signs at all of people in their neigh-
borhoods—only houses, lawns, and trees. One wonders: Where could all 
the people be? priyanka Majmundar reflected on the striking contrasts 
between the daily experiences of sociality in the two nations:

In India, there is so much involvement from the morning on! 
At six o’clock in the morning, the milkman would come. And 
he wouldn’t simply give milk and go away, but we’d talk [about] 
something. “So, how are you today? Where are you going to 
go? do you have any work? Can I help?” and so on. Then the 
newspaper man would come, and he would say a few words, 
“Oh, I’m sorry, I’m late today. Tomorrow I will be on time.” 
Then [priyanka laughed as she spoke], a neighbor would come, 
saying, “I’m going to the market, do you want me to bring 
anything for you? Some vegetables or something like that?” So, 
this way, there is always involvement with the people.
 Here, many ladies are confused. Because from morning 
til night they are alone. So, if somebody calls [on the phone] 
they are very happy, but in some homes the messages are to be 
recorded [by the answering machine], so [the elder ladies] are 
not to pick up the phone.

priyanka-ben8 and her husband currently reside in a separate guest cottage 
on the grounds of their married daughter’s palo Alto home. priyanka says 
that they enjoy the living arrangements: “Our children feel that we are 
here, so they don’t worry about us. But it’s better to be separate, because 
we can invite our friends, or have tea whenever we want, or make snacks in 
the microwave.” Still, she described the strikingly different living arrange-
ments in India, with animated warmth:

In India, [people live in a] much smaller place! Mostly just 
one house, not even independent rooms! Children and grand-
mothers and grandfathers, they sleep together. At night we 
were sleeping together—all! See the difference of culture! And 
here, sometimes, if all the bedrooms are occupied, and some 
guests come, people say, “No, there is no room.” And we say, 
“Why? Why is there no room? We can all sleep together! The 
living room is there! This room is there! We shall spread the 
mattresses and sleep!”
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 Anil Bhusan, in reflecting on the marked contrasts between America 
and India at an Indo-American Community Senior Center gathering, 
offered:

And then there is socializing: in India, you go next door, there 
is someone to talk to, socialize with. Here, you must telephone 
first. There is socialization only by appointment! They say, 
“Come over sometime.” You say, “OK, how about tomorrow?” 
“Oh, tomorrow? Tomorrow I’m not free.” And they say this, 
smiling all the time! [He and those gathered smiled, too, in 
recognition.] people here are so busy. Socialization by appoint-
ment only!

In a land of individual privacy, relationships with not only children but 
also the wider society are sparse and attenuated.

4. Transactions of Death:  
Technology, Individuality, and the Body

 Finally, the structure and meaning of family relationships are reshaped 
as Indian seniors negotiate dying across Indian and U.S. contexts. Older 
Indian immigrants are struck by American attempts to control and pre-
serve the body as long as possible, coupled with the construction of death 
as an end to the individual body/self, rather than a means for express-
ing, reshaping, and extending family relationships. American strivings for 
bodily immortality are apparent in the pervasive popular cultural tech-
niques aimed at keeping even the very old body fit and young looking—via 
hair dyes, facelifts, anti-wrinkle creams, exercise routines, sporty youthful 
clothing, and the like. These strivings are also manifest, even more power-
fully, in the United States’ elaborate, advanced medical technology geared 
toward keeping the body alive seemingly indefinitely.9

 Many of my informants contrast such practices to an “Indian” sys-
tem, in which one thinks of the body as something that naturally fades 
and passes away at the end of life—like a tree loses its leaves, or a rice 
plant drops its seeds and withers to the earth—thereby opening pathways 
towards new forms of life following. An important part of the Hindu 
funeral ritual is cremation, the final dissolution of the body, which frees 
the soul or atma to take new paths—to ancestorhood, and to reincarna-
tion in a new body or, perhaps, ultimate liberation (moksha, mukti ). Sons 
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or other close male descendants ritually reconstruct an ancestral body for 
the parent, through preparing pindas, or rice balls, intended to nourish the 
departed spirit as well as to produce a new ancestral body, just as the par-
ent once gave the child his own body at birth (Knipe 1977:114–11, Lamb 
2000:171–17, Nicholas 1988:77–88, parry 1982:84–8). descendants 
then continue to remember, honor, and nurture the ancestor, ideally for 
generations, through ongoing ritual performances or ∆raddhas. In such a 
system, death is an important means of expressing and extending intergen-
erational family ties (see Lamb 2000:144–180, parry 1994) and a passage on 
to important new existences.
 Indian Americans struggle with how to sort through these intermin-
gling practices and attitudes, to construct an acceptable mode of aging and 
dying out of the interplay of India and their new home. Indians living in 
the United States often cease performing rituals of reconstructing ancestral 
bodies for and serving parents after death. Although Hindu funeral rites 
may be performed in the United States (most major metropolitan areas 
now house several Hindu temples), many juniors as well as seniors feel 
that such ritual attention to ancestors is no longer important in the U.S. 
context. Other parents state that even if they would like these rituals to be 
practiced, they cannot expect their children to do so here because of factors 
such as the lack of time and good priests, and the alien cultural milieu. 
Some doubt whether the elaborate Hindu funereal transactions between 
sons and parents really amount to anything anyway. Suresh Trivedi, a man 
from gujarat in his eighties, queried in irritation one morning to a gath-
ering of a few friends at the Indo-American senior center: “What is this 
boy [my son]? When I go, he will put flowers, he will put my photo, and 
flowers and all these things on the photo. He will pray and all these things. 
What is the use of all this when in normal life he is maltreating me?”
 Some, who say they have always had quite secular views anyway, 
embrace what they see as not merely an “American,” but a more broadly 
modern, rational, secular way of approaching dying. Matilal Majmundar, 
for instance, mused: “If you go to India, they will definitely talk to you, 
‘Oh, there is life after death,’ and all these things. Nothing. In their heart 
they know that there is no life. Once you go, then you are completely 
forgotten out of history. There will be no trace.” Their whole family has 
cultivated a “secular outlook on life that fits very well in America,” and he 
does not expect his children to perform ∆raddhas for him.
 However, some remain very keen on finding ways to be ritually pro-
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cessed after death as a Hindu. They may hope to return to India to die or 
plan explicitly transnational funerals, instructing their children to send 
their ashes back to relatives remaining in India, so that proper funeral and 
ancestral rites can be at least minimally practiced there—ensuring inser-
tion into a ritual economy that promises ancestral eternity, and practicing, 
in a very literal way, dying on a transnational scale.10

 Confrontations with U.S. medicine provoke intensely ambivalent feel-
ings. Many juniors as well as seniors see as one of the main benefits of living 
abroad the advanced, state-of-the-art medical care available for elders in 
the United States. However, at the same time, they are hesitant and fearful 
about becoming overly embroiled in life-prolonging technology. Matilal 
Majmundar exclaimed, as quoted in chapter : “I have visited the nursing 
home. I have visited, yes, and I have seen people suffering. I tell you, such 
a bad situation has come over here. That because of medical facilities, we 
are living too long.” When I asked Arjun Varma if he had compared Indian 
and U.S. ways of thinking about aging, his reply focused on very different 
attitudes towards medicine and technological control: “Lots of things are 
different. . . . In India, we leave many things to god. ‘So, let god take 
care of it.’ That is our attitude. Or: ‘Let it happen. What can you do?’ 
That sort of thing. But, here, you have to have a life plan. You have to take 
care of things, control your own life.” So, one thing American elders do, 
as he described it, is seek elaborate medical attention. But, “In India, the 
resources often aren’t there. And even when they have resources, they may 
think, ‘Let come what may.’ . . . That’s the main difference.” He went on:

For example, I know a particular man [in India] who had can-
cer. He could not take anything in, but what did he do? He did 
not go to the hospital. He went to his house and then called 
his sons. And then he died in that house, without any [medi-
cal] care. So, there is a lot of difference in attitude. Even those 
who can afford it, they will think—is it necessary to go to the 
hospital? Even if they can have all the best medical attention, 
they will not choose it.

 One case of a medicalized death was discussed in detail at several 
Indo-American seniors’ meetings. A senior gujarati man (whom I had 
not known personally) had had a heart attack. His son called 911, so he 
was taken to the hospital. There he was put on life support technology 
and died over a period of weeks. The ordinary Hindu dying rituals such as 
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lying on the floor—practiced to help purify the person and body, loosen 
worldly ties, and help the soul (atma) leave at the moment of death (Lamb 
2000:18–10; Madan 1987:14–1)—could not be practiced in the hos-
pital. At one point, the man’s son and wife indicated that he should be 
put on the floor, but the nurses did not understand or could not accept 
the request. So he died in the hospital, in bed, hooked up to machines. In 
musing over the event, people reflected that in the “Hindu” way, the body 
would be discarded when old and used, like old clothing; but in the U.S. 
system, a call to 911 results in attempting to keep the body alive as long as 
possible.
 Thus death and dying in the United States become less family events, 
moments for expressing and extending intergenerational family ties, and 
increasingly medicalized and bodily matters. dying, in this view, is per-
ceived to be located outside of the family and, instead, in hospitals (and 
in the state, through phenomena such as Medicare and 911), and managed 
through a highly advanced, admired, at times welcomed, and yet disturb-
ingly binding and individualizing medicine.

 In scrutinizing the transactions of goods, services, sentiments, and 
bodies practiced by older Indian immigrants and their children, we see 
four major dimensions of transformation from a perceived “Indian” to 
a creatively hybrid “Indian American” mode of aging and family. First, 
modes of exchange within families become modified toward a lifetime 
unidirectional flow from parents to child, thus radically altering cultural 
notions of life course and entitlement. Aging becomes redefined to make 
elders lifetime givers to their children, rather than principally reciprocal 
receivers. Incidentally, this is also the way that native-born Americans tend 
to think of intergenerational exchanges, commonly believing that there 
should be a one-way (and thus non-reciprocal) lifetime flow of resources 
from seniors to juniors, ending if possible with an inheritance left to 
juniors after death (as discussed further in chapter 8).
 A second dimension of change in this reworking of Indian American 
aging is that the government, in the United States, takes over much of the 
support of elders that children would otherwise provide—supplying not 
only material support (such as SSI money or subsidized housing), but also 
the performance of services. Senior immigrants who wish to can seek out 
daily companionship, entertainment, cooked meals, and even trips to the 
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hospital through state-funded programs such as community senior centers 
and 911 operations.
 Third, Indian immigrants describe aging and family life in America 
as entailing increased “independence” and “personal freedom,” coupled 
inevitably with a loss of intimacy. When people imagine the ways intergen-
erational relations work in India, they speak of love as being inextricably 
wrapped up with the giving of services and material support: All three 
dimensions of a parent-child relationship are tied together, as almost one 
and the same. So, if services and material support are provided by the 
state or by an “independent” self, and not by children, then love—no lon-
ger embodied in material things—becomes abstract, tenuous, uncertain. 
parents and children become “independent” and “free,” but in the process 
they lose love.
 Finally, all this takes place in a perceived context of prosperity. pursuit 
of material success is the main reason seniors provide to explain their 
juniors’ passage to the United States; but it is pursued and embraced with 
ambivalence.

Particular Transnational Lives

 Before closing this chapter, I wish to focus in a bit more detail on a few 
individuals’ stories, as a means of pointing (more fully than can be done 
through generalizations) to the varied, complex, ambivalent, and deeply 
felt ways that Indian American aging is worked out through particular 
people’s daily practices and reflections.

MATILAL MAjMUNdAR

 After retiring as a minor railroad official, Matilal-bhai11 came to the 
United States in 198 to join his wife, priyanka, and their eldest daughter. 
priyanka had come two years earlier to see her second grandchild born, 
and finally Matilal-bhai decided to join them. “When I came over here,” 
he told, “I was completely bored. I used to take a bus, I and my wife, to 
East Ridge, and then come back by the second bus, spending our time 
like that, talking together. And I was very much doubtful whether it was 
correct for me to come over here.” A very outgoing person, he would try 
to strike up conversations with other people on the bus, but he recalls that 
“out of ten, seven people would snub me.” He rationalized: “Americans 
don’t communicate much, first of all, and secondly, they are not very free 
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with people of other nations. . . . Unless you are willing to suffer some 
humiliation, you will never be able to come here.”
 Many years have since passed, and Matilal-bhai now describes with 
effusive pleasure how he has achieved the best of both the American and 
Indian worlds, living with his wife in the guesthouse of his daughter’s 
palo Alto home. His daughter and husband supply room and board for 
the senior couple, and they receive the rest of what they need (spending 
money and medical expenses) from the government. priyanka does all 
the cooking and after-school child care for her daughter and son-in-law, 
and Matilal helps with homework, plays cards, and watches TV with the 
grandchildren. The whole extended family dines together. Several years 
ago, he decided to become a U.S. citizen so that he could vote (he is keen 
on defending the rights of African Americans and immigrants) and be 
assured of receiving the welfare benefits citizens are guaranteed. Because of 
the professional success and material prosperity of his daughter and son-
in-law, and what Matilal sees as the real generosity of a wealthy state that 
can offer benefits to senior immigrants, Matilal feels that he—who was a 
relatively menial civil servant in India and had married his wife of a higher 
class through a love marriage sixty years earlier—has finally been able to 
bring his wife the comfortable and prestigious living that she deserves.
 Now Matilal-bhai spends the bulk of his time organizing and provid-
ing advice for more newly arrived senior Indian immigrants. He writes 
a column on aging in a local newspaper, travels the country to give talks 
on aging at various Indo-American community centers, and is a central 
figure in the Indo-American Community Senior Center in the Bay Area. 
At the local library he serves as a math tutor to adults who are working to 
complete their gEd.12 He recounted:

I have been telling people that when I came over here I suf-
fered a lot of difficulties. So now that I have passed that stage, 
my work is that others should not suffer those difficulties that 
I have suffered. . . . This stage, when I have no trouble of my 
own—my financial, no trouble; health, no trouble; no trouble 
of spending my time! [He smiled grandly.] So, I am perfectly 
satisfied with my life! So my work now is to see that I may be 
useful to others.

 As for his plans for dying, he says he does not care what his children 
do or do not do afterwards (he is the one who asserted that there is no life 
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after death, and “once you go, then you are completely forgotten out of 
history”); but he has worried about how to manage a decrepit old age. He 
reflects, “My wife and I have spent a lot of time discussing what will hap-
pen if we cannot take care of ourselves. . . . We don’t want to be dependent 
on the children, . . . and we don’t want to go to a nursing home.” Ideally, 
he and his wife would return to India in late, decrepit old age, but realisti-
cally, such a journey may then be impossible. “The only consolation is that 
if one of us goes first, the other will not have much time more to pass.”

GOPAL SINGH

 This older punjabi Sikh man, also introduced above, frequently speaks 
of all the positive, wonderful, great things about life in the United States. 
He exclaims: “This is the heaven on earth! . . . Old age is a gift from god 
when spent in dignity, as in this country.” He speaks of U.S. seniors: 
“Anyway, they are happy. They take pleasure in meeting together, meeting 
friends, they go to picnics, and everybody is happy. . . . We see smiling 
faces everywhere.” He talks about living alone here (with his wife), apart 
from his children: “I prefer an independent life. I like to live on my own 
instead of living with relatives. I am happy now.”
 It was difficult, however, for him to arrive at such positive assessments. 
I was not able to witness directly the complex process of his working out 
a life in the United States, having met him twelve years after his arrival 
and being myself a native member of the nation/culture he is struggling 
to comprehend, and thus someone to whom he might not wish to reveal 
everything. But the arduous process of gradually reworking his own taken-
for-granted assumptions about the world, family, the United States, and 
India seep through his writing and discussions.
 Singh has been writing a book on his reflections on aging in America. 
The book, large portions of which he read to me, has been ten years in the 
making. Much of it is prescriptive, happy, and cheery in tone, and reads 
like a positive advice manual for living as a senior Indian in the United 
States. One gets the feeling that in writing and reading the book, gopal 
Singh is trying to convince and edify not only others of the principles 
he lays out, but himself. His own painful stories, though not explicitly 
narrated, help shape the book—for instance, when he writes of what an 
Indian senior should not do here, such as be crushed at an Americanized 
child’s divorce (it turns out that one of his children did divorce), or expect 
children to take their parents with them on their family vacations. I found 
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one particularly poignant sequence of passages striking. After relating how 
senior Indians in the United States may do best to decide to live “inde-
pendently” apart from their children, he goes on to narrate: “Never turn 
up uninvitedly, unexpectedly at your children’s place. When you are living 
independently, that is. Never drop in at your children’s house unexpect-
edly or uninvitedly. You have to call them first that you are coming.” (I 
envisioned him dropping in on his kids and being painfully turned away, 
or being profoundly shocked by what he confronted there.) Yet he read 
the next passage with increasing eagerness, tears coming to his eyes:

Keep your door open for your children: They need not call! Tell them 
[just to] press the door and come in—at any time! They are welcome. 
. . . When they want to come, they are always welcome, day and night, 
without any calling. We feel great pleasure in meeting our children!  
. . . Children visit parents off and on. . . . One can almost see the glow 
of happiness on the faces of old parents when children visit.

 Singh resides now with his wife in a senior apartment complex where 
several other Indian couples live, in the same city as his children. He has 
lunch every day with his closest friend, another punjabi, and they fre-
quently stroll together to a nearby non-ethnic senior center, for discussion, 
events, and card playing. He sees his kids primarily on the weekends, and 
he takes his wife to the local Sikh temple each Sunday.

AdULT CHILdREN OF SENIOR IMMIGRANTS

 Adult children of senior immigrants feel many of these same predica-
ments and pleasures—of being pulled and drawn in different directions, 
with their parents, in/at the conjuncture of disparate cultural systems. 
pranab das gupta (son of gauri das gupta, introduced above) has been 
in the United States for more than thirty years, since college, and views 
himself as “absolutely American.” He describes cuttingly his widowed 
mother’s expectations that she be cared for by her son in old age as “old-
fashioned” and part of a “medieval view of life,” but imperative nonethe-
less. “There’s no question I have to do it,” he said. He and his American 
wife, Jill, support his mother entirely, which is not always easy for them. 
(pranab, however, is “totally opposed” to SSI for seniors whose children 
can afford to support them.) They have her spend half the year with them 
and half the year in a Kolkata old age home, in this way preserving some 
time and space for themselves as an American married couple, and also 
allowing her to maintain her ongoing emotional attachments to India. 
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The elder woman travels to and from India on the airplane by herself, with 
a credit card and calling card supplied by her son in case anything goes 
wrong. pranab often appears quite short with her, “Ma, the tea is drip-
ping!” “don’t you know where the biscuits are?” But he also tends to her 
needs affectionately, bringing Bengali books for her from the university 
library, cooking occasional meals, and sometimes taking his work home 
so that she will not have to be alone all day.
 Nita (Matilal and priyanka Majmundar’s daughter), much less ambiv-
alently, finds immense value and pleasure in living with and supporting her 
parents in their old age. She asked her parents to come from India to live 
with her, her husband, and their children, “because culturally I couldn’t 
imagine it any other way.” Her parents receive SSI money but in a reduced 
amount, because Nita and her husband provide them housing (the guest 
cottage) and food (they all eat their meals together in the front house). 
Nita and her husband are busy and successful professionals (both having 
immigrated from India to pursue higher education in the United States), 
and over the years Nita’s mother has performed most of the family’s child 
care and cooking to enable the younger couple to work. Nita’s only regret, 
she says, is that there is not enough time to spend with her parents. She 
yearns to be even closer to them and speaks nostalgically of the life she 
remembers having in India, when family members could just sit together 
and talk endlessly. She once told me, a bit baffled, that she believes her 
parents have become even more “American” than she and her husband. She 
muses with some regret, “My parents have become so independent here 
that sometimes they don’t give us the chance to help them.”

 So, seniors in Indian American transnational families strive, with an 
ambivalent mixture of nostalgia and creative resourcefulness, to construct 
a meaningful aging through the competing expectations and values tra-
versing India and the United States, generations and eras—of family and 
individualism, time and material prosperity, intimacy and professional 
success, the spirit and technology, locality and cosmopolitanism, tradi-
tion and modernity. Indians living in the United States take some sym-
bols, practices, and policies from what they see as India, some from the 
United States, and some from a more broadly dispersed global modernity, 
in the process reciprocally constructing while creatively intermingling 
these diverse overlapping worlds. Much changes in the passage from India. 
Familial economies become less multiplex, and key aspects of  reproduction 
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are displaced onto the state. An ethos of freedom and egalitarianism is 
fostered, in part, by state support of individuals, which works toward lev-
eling status differences of age and gender, but in the process, eroding the 
moral density that dependency engenders. Here, semi-autonomy is partly 
symbolized by the ability to exercise the power to consume (even if under 
state subsidy), in a context in which material prosperity and consumption 
are eminent values. An immediate, present-time, and individualistic focus 
is cultivated, too, via powerful practices of preserving the body and self 
of this life as long as possible, in the face of uncertainty that life and its 
relationships will hold any value or continuance afterward. At the same 
time, most Indian American seniors, in diverse ways and degrees, also 
nurture various precious images and values of a dearly remembered India, 
such as that of intimate intergenerational reciprocity, a slowness of daily 
time, and an acceptance of worldly, bodily, transience. Thus, senior Indian 
Americans may brew their own cup of tea, acquiring the supplies from 
their juniors’ coffers; they may enjoy SSI welfare payments, but reside 
intimately with their families; they may die in a U.S. hospital hooked up 
to medical technologies, but as a Hindu striving to be put on the floor 
where worldly attachments are fewer. In these ways, they forge their lives, 
reinterpreting “India” and “America” and the complex meanings of aging, 
via intricately multivalent global processes of cultural production.
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during my fieldwork period in Kolkata, a recently retired man in his sixties 
committed suicide by hanging. In the suicide note published in the local 
newspapers, he blamed his son and daughter-in-law, with whom he lived 
along with his wife, for causing his death by the mental and physical tor-
ture he received at their hands. The son and daughter-in-law were jailed. 
Newspapers reported: “Elderly Alipore Clerk Blames Son’s Wife Before 
Suicide” and “Tortured Father Takes Life.”1

 Curious, I went to see the Officer in Charge (OC) at the local police 
station. I sat across from his large black desk in a comfortable airy room 
with both the ceiling fans and air conditioner switched on. The officer 
quickly ordered tea for me, and a generous cup with several biscuits 
promptly arrived. The officer himself seemed to be in his late forties or 
early fifties. He commented that he had a son studying engineering at 
SUNY-Albany, but I learned nothing more about his own family life. 
Hearing of my general research interests, he brought up spontaneously 
the particular case that had caught my attention:2 “There was one incident 
of torture of a father-in-law by his son and daughter-in-law. . . . The father 
had to commit suicide by hanging himself. He left a suicide note, categori-
cally stating that the suicide was due to mental torture inflicted by his son 
and daughter-in-law.” He went on, situating the legal case in a broader 
context of contemporary social change: “The younger generation these 
days has become so materialistic and self-centered. Most sons nowadays 
don’t want to live in a joint family (ekannabarti paribar). The tendency is 
to live separately, away from the parents. . . . Even ladies studying subjects 
in the university like sociology and human rights—even they now have 
the tendency to want to live alone as just husband and wife.” One might 
expect, his comments implied, that those concerned with human rights 
should instead be concerned with serving their elders.
 The officer went on to estimate that about 2 percent of today’s youth 
still do wish to stay with their parents. “But the other 7 percent no longer 
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want to live jointly,” while the parents still expect co-residence and seva 
(filial service); this is what leads to conflict. “It is only the most serious 
cases of fighting (maramari) and suicide that come to the police.”
 “What happens in such cases?” I asked.
 “The parties are called to the police station, and negotiation occurs. 
We try to get the sons, daughters-in-law and parents to work it out, and we 
tell the sons and daughters-in-law that they should care for their parents. 
But, if they don’t seem to be able to come to an agreement, then the sug-
gestion is given that they should live separately.” A bit later, the Officer in 
Charge added, “I think that in such cases, the parents should simply leave 
the house and live separately; that would be better.”
 While we spoke, he busied himself flipping through the pages of a 
large ledger to find the case of the father who had committed suicide. “Yes, 
here it is—case number 8, 28–4–200.” He read from the register: “Ranjit 
Chakraborty, aged approximately sixty-five years, committed suicide by 
hanging in the bathroom, due to being mentally and physically tortured by 
his son and daughter-in-law in their house on pritambar ghatak Lane.”3

 “Hmm,” I mused. “What kind of torture was inflicted on the 
father?”
 The OC’s reply was offered in a matter-of-fact tone, “Oh, they didn’t 
feed him. They didn’t maintain him properly—giving him tea and water, 
serving and attending to him (ca daoya, jal daoya, seva-∆u∆rusa kara). You 
know, all that is required for the proper caring of old men” (as if to imply, 
in a somewhat bored tone, “You know, the normal kind of torture of 
parents”).
 He added that the mother, the man’s wife, also came forward to take a 
stand against her son and daughter-in-law, and the two younger ones were 
taken into custody. Charges were filed against them, and the young couple 
remained in jail for two months.
 As an American, I found the exchange to be fascinating. There was no 
mention in either the police officer’s comments or the newspaper cover-
age that the recently retired sixty-five-year-old man had been physically 
or mentally disabled. presumably, if the senior man had been capable of 
engineering alone his own hanging in the bathroom, he was also physi-
cally capable of preparing his own tea. It was hard for me to imagine a 
U.S. court jailing a son and daughter-in-law for failing to serve an able-
bodied father tea and water.4 However, the Bengali officer’s frank com-
ments revealed how taken-for-granted is the assumption in Kolkata that it 
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is normal and appropriate, even if not always assured, that adult children 
care for their elders.
 Over recent years, the state in India has become increasingly involved 
in matters of aging—but not, for the most part, in order to shoulder respon-
sibilities once held by the family, an effort that began in the United States 
around the turn of the twentieth century and has transpired in many other 
nations around the world as well. Rather, state efforts in India—through 
police-mediated dispute resolution, legislation, and the courts—have been 
aimed predominantly at enforcing family care. The central premise is that 
the family is the proper moral, cultural and legal site of care for the aged. 
What “used to” happen “naturally”—intimate support within the haven 
of the sustaining Indian joint family—may need now to be mandated by 
the state, but it is not to be discarded. Some Indian gerontologists, journal-
ists, and policy makers, however, do advocate that the Indian government 
should assume a greater role in caring for the aged—arguing at times that 
state support of the elderly is a crucial sign of a “developed” nation, and 
that “traditional” family-centered modes of aging are “backward.”
 In this chapter, I examine recent developments regarding the role of 
the state in elder care in India. I also probe contrasts in Indian and U.S. 
policies, using the perspectives of my older Indian American informants 
to help illuminate and complicate assumptions underlying both systems. 
Focusing on the state, this chapter continues to probe a question running 
throughout the book: Where is the best site of elder care—the family, the 
individual, the market, or the state? And what kinds of social, cultural, 
moral, and economic principles and models of personhood are entailed 
by the competing answers to this enduring question?

Legislating Parental Care: The Maintenance and Welfare of 
Parents and Senior Citizens Bill of 2007 and the Courts

 In december 2007 the Indian parliament, seeking to enforce family 
care of the elderly as a legal obligation, passed a bill titled the Maintenance 
and Welfare of parents and Senior Citizens Bill of 2007.5 Under the law, 
children may be fined ,000 rupees and jailed for up to three months if 
found guilty of neglecting parents. Relatives other than children are also 
obligated to support childless senior citizens (any citizen of India aged 
sixty or older) if they stand to inherit property from their aged kin. The 
Bill gives parents powers to disinherit errant children and other kin from 
their property. Furthermore, it calls upon (though it does not require) state 

2-LAMB_pages_133-342.indd   237 5/13/09   3:35:47 PM



AgINg ANd THE INdIAN dIASpORA

28

governments to establish old age homes in every district, to take care of 
indigent older persons with no kin able to provide support. The Bill also 
proposes to provide better medical facilities for senior citizens, by calling 
upon government hospitals to set aside sufficient beds for the elderly, and 
it asks that state governments establish suitable mechanisms for protecting 
the life and property of older persons who are economically self-sufficient 
and living alone voluntarily or involuntarily.
 At the heart of the Bill is the stipulation that adult children have not 
only the moral but also the legal obligation to care for their elderly kin. 
The premise is that children in Indian society have always been morally 
obligated to support their aged parents, but that due to the decline of the 
joint family system in contemporary times, children are now frequently 
failing to fulfill these obligations. Moral systems must now be backed by 
legal systems; thus the need for a parental maintenance law. Under “Need 
for the Legislation,” the opening remarks for the Bill specify:

The traditional norms and values of the Indian society laid stress on 
showing respect and providing care for the aged. The aged members 
of the family were normally cared for by the family itself. However, in 
recent times, society is witnessing a gradual but definite withering of 
the joint family system, as a result of which a large number of parents 
are not being maintained by their children, as was the normal social 
practice. . . . With their dwindling financial resources and weakening 
health, parents are often being perceived as a burden, even while living 
within the family. Many older persons are now living with spouse and 
without children, while many persons, especially widowed women, are 
forced to spend their twilight years alone. . . . Unfortunately, the time 
has come when the moral obligation of children to look after their 
parents in their old age has to be backed by a legal obligation.6

during evidence, the Secretary of the Ministry of Social Justice and 
Empowerment proclaimed, “It is an established fact that family is the most 
desired environment for senior citizens/parents to lead a life of security, care 
and dignity.” Thus the core aim of the proposed legislation is to “ensure that 
the children perform their moral obligation towards their parents.”7

 This is not the first time that state or central governments in India 
have attempted to legislate parental care. The current Maintenance and 
Welfare of parents and Senior Citizens Bill of 2007, passed by India’s 
Central government parliament, draws heavily on similar legislation 
enacted by the State of Himachal pradesh in 2001, the “Himachal pradesh 
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Maintenance of parents and dependents Act, 2001.” This Act makes per-
sons legally obligated to provide adequate maintenance to parents, as 
well as to other dependents (minor sons, unmarried daughters, and wid-
ows), who are unable to support themselves.8 Section 12 of the Criminal 
procedure Code 197 similarly requires persons with sufficient means to 
provide a monthly allowance for the maintenance of parents, wives, and 
minor children unable to provide for themselves.9 The Hindu Adoption 
and Maintenance Act of 19 likewise compels Hindu men and women 
to provide for elderly parents, minor sons, and unmarried daughters in 
need. In addition, under this Act a Hindu man must provide for his wife, 
widowed daughter-in-law, and widowed daughter unable to obtain main-
tenance from her father-in-law, her own son or daughter, or the estate of 
her deceased husband.10

 previously, such laws were applied largely in order to secure the rights 
of dependent younger women—wives, daughters-in-law, and widows. 
According to Ahana Chakraborty of the Human Rights Law Network of 
Kolkata, who has practiced as a human rights attorney for the past twenty 
years and whom I interviewed in May 200, until recently parents rarely 
availed themselves of such maintenance laws. “They did not want to come 
forth and proclaim, ‘My son is not feeding me, not looking after me.’ They 
didn’t know about the law, and they would be embarrassed to speak out,” 
because of the stigma involved in confessing that one’s children do not care 
for one. Furthermore, she explained, a lawsuit is complicated to initiate, 
requires spending money to hire a lawyer, and can take years to process.
 Nonetheless, some parents have been coming forward over recent 
years to demand maintenance from their children under Section 12. 
Chakraborty described one of her recent cases, a not untypical scenario. 
One woman’s husband, as he grew older, put his bank account in his wife’s 
and sons’ names. He had wanted the account to be in his sons’ names in 
addition to his wife’s in case the mother died (so the money would pass 
easily to his sons), and so the older woman would have her sons there to 
help her manage the account. But after the older man died, his sons wrote 
a letter to the bank and filed paperwork removing their mother’s name 
from the account and forbidding her to withdraw any money. The mother 
contacted the dignity Foundation11 for help, and dignity referred her to 
Mrs. Chakraborty and the Human Rights Law Network. Chakraborty 
wrote a letter to the bank explaining the situation, while in the meantime 
initiating a Section 12 case. The 12 case is still pending, but the mother 
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has access to the bank account money. I asked, “She didn’t feel uncomfort-
able going this route, taking legal action against her sons?” “Yes, perhaps,” 
was the reply. “But how else will these parents eat? They are often left with 
nothing—no money, no home, no food.”
 The new Maintenance and Welfare of parents and Senior Citizens Bill 
of 2007 is intended to make claiming maintenance from children much 
easier for aged parents. The Bill’s prefatory remarks make plain: “Even 
though a provision already exists under the Criminal procedure Code 197 
(Section 12) for maintenance of parents, the procedure of going through 
the Court is both time consuming and cumbersome in addition to being 
expensive.”12 Under the proposed new legislation, special tribunals will 
be established in all districts across the nation. Senior citizens unable to 
support themselves based on their own earnings or property, and wishing 
to claim maintenance from one or more children or relatives, will appear 
before the tribunal. In this process, no party may be represented by a legal 
practitioner. A conciliation officer will first attempt to resolve, within one 
month, the disputes and differences between parents and children amica-
bly. If these efforts fail, the tribunal will take action, giving each party the 
opportunity to be heard. If the tribunal is satisfied that the senior citizen 
is unable to take care of him or herself and that there is neglect or refusal 
of maintenance on the part of children or obligated relatives, it may order 
the children or relatives to provide a monthly maintenance allowance, 
not to exceed 10,000 rupees (around $200). Children who fail to provide 
the specified maintenance may be fined and jailed for up to one month 
or until payment is made. All proceedings are to be carried out promptly, 
resolved in no more than ninety days. A parent or senior citizen who is 
unsatisfied with the decision of the original tribunal may make an appeal 
to an appeals tribunal; however, junior kin may not initiate an appeal. 
Finally, a child or relative who abandons a senior citizen—who “leaves 
such senior citizen in any place with the intention of wholly abandoning 
such senior citizen”—may be fined up to ,000 rupees and jailed for up to 
three months.13 The law is to apply to all Indian citizens, whether living 
in India or abroad. Lawmakers acknowledge that it will pertain especially 
to the propertied classes, as the indigent would not be able to provide a 
monthly maintenance allowance to an elder even if so ordered.
 For the purposes of this Bill, “children” include biological and adop-
tive sons and stepsons, daughters, grandsons, and granddaughters, but 
not minors. “Relatives” include any legal heir of a childless senior citizen 
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who is in possession of or stands to inherit his or her property after his 
death. A “senior citizen” is any citizen of India age sixty or older, while 
there is no minimum age requirement to be a “parent.” “Maintenance” 
includes “provision of food, clothing, residence and medical attendance 
and treatment”—that is, meeting the aged person’s needs “so that the 
senior citizen may lead a normal life.”14 It is noteworthy that the cultur-
ally long-recognized although uncomfortable relationship between elder 
care and inheritance (discussed in chapter 2) becomes legally formalized in 
this bill; relatives who stand to inherit from the elder are those specifically 
obligated to provide maintenance.
 The language of gender is interesting in both the older and newer 
parental maintenance laws. It is striking that no differentiation is provided 
in these bills between the obligations of a son or a daughter, even though 
according to prevalent cultural and social structural principles in India it 
is sons who are generally responsible for their parents in late life, while 
daughters once married are freed from such obligations, assuming instead 
responsibilities for their parents-in-law. Further, nowhere in the lengthy 
text of the Maintenance and Welfare of parents and Senior Citizens Bill 
of 2007 is the role of the daughter-in-law addressed. Social workers and 
legal counselors in Kolkata with whom I discussed the matter, however, 
reported that under existing laws, daughters-in-law can indeed be obligated 
to provide parental maintenance. In fact, reportedly, it is common for a 
daughter-in-law to be jointly involved in such a case with her husband, 
or to be pursued independently if her husband is deceased. presumably 
under the new 2007 maintenance law, a widowed daughter-in-law who 
has inherited or stands to inherit property from her parents-in-law could 
also in that regard be classified as a relative of a childless elder obligated to 
provide support.
 According to those I interviewed, however, Bengali elders almost never 
think to legally pursue a daughter for maintenance—except perhaps in 
the relatively uncommon circumstance when a daughter and her husband 
have taken on the formal obligation to care for an elder parent in exchange 
for inheriting the parent’s property, when no sons exist.15 In perusing 
the newspaper coverage on legal disputes between parents and children 
that my research assistant and I gathered from 200 to 2008, I have not 
encountered any cases where the courts have explicitly blamed a daughter. 
daughters, in fact, not infrequently figure as rescuers—freeing parents 
from locked rooms or dire situations of neglect received at the hands of 
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sons and daughters-in-law, bringing the cases to the attention of the police. 
In contrast to the common image of the benign, loving, generous daughter 
(who is not culturally obligated to provide for her parents, so that anything 
she does offer is an act of liberal generosity and love, while anything she 
fails to provide is not her fault), the figure of the negligent and deliberately 
spiteful daughter-in-law is a familiar and old one in the Indian imagina-
tion. The courts and police seem to easily include the daughter-in-law in 
their assessments of blame, as we saw in the case opening this chapter; 
when a man committed suicide after undergoing “torture” at the hands of 
his juniors, both the son and daughter-in-law were jailed.
 As my own informants for this project did not include any individu-
als or families whom I knew to be involved in legal disputes over elder 
maintenance, I cannot move on now to examine their personal stories. 
However, it is illuminating to probe further the underlying assumptions 
and models—about aging, personhood, gender, the nature of the family, 
and the relationship between the family and the state—evidenced in dis-
courses surrounding such legal disputes published in local newspapers and 
judges’ opinions.

“Court Orders Son and Daughter-in-Law to Grasp Parents’ 
Feet and Beg Forgiveness”:16 Gender, Generation, and Family 
Values in the Courts

 during the five-year period from 200 through 2008 when I examined 
local coverage on the topic, newspapers reported that increasing numbers 
of cases regarding disputes between elderly parents and junior kin have 
come to the attention of the police and courts—reportedly about fifteen 
to twenty cases per month in and around Kolkata (e.g., B. Bandyopadhyay 
200).17 In a featured Sunday piece titled “Old Age Angst,” under the 
subheading, “Courts Whip Cruel Sons,” it is reported that “in the last few 
years, elderly parents have filed numerous petitions before the Calcutta 
High Court against their children,” described as “cruel, uncaring and self-
ish offsprings” (gupta 200).
 The key players in the disputes are almost always a parent or parents 
and their son(s) and/or daughter(s)-in-law. Often the disputes involve 
property. For instance, in one reported case, this one transpiring in delhi, a 
son allegedly compelled his father at knifepoint to execute a general power 
of attorney in the son’s favor; but the case was brought to the High Court, 
where the chief justice issued a warning to the son to sort out his “differ-
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ences” with his parents or else face a police probe into the parent’s allega-
tions (Telegraph 2004). In another case, when a widowed mother refused 
to transfer the family home to her son’s name, the son and daughter-in-law 
began to threaten and mentally torment her. This was followed by physi-
cal beating. The son argued that he was going to retire soon and therefore 
needed to have the home in his name right now. The torture reached such 
a height that the widowed mother felt forced to leave the home, taking 
refuge with her daughter. When a complaint with the police brought no 
redress, she filed a suit in the High Court. The High Court decreed that 
whenever the mother wishes to return, the police should escort the elder 
woman back to her rightful home with her son and daughter-in-law. If the 
elder woman further complains of torture, harsh steps will be taken against 
the junior couple (Anandabajar Patrika 2007).
 Other cases revolve around more mundane generational conflict. For 
instance, in one case a daughter-in-law allegedly began to lock up the house-
hold kitchen, hiding the key, so that her fifty-seven-year-old mother-in-law 
had no access to it; and she began ill-treating the older woman whenever 
the son was out (although the son reportedly tried to persuade his wife to be 
kind to his mother). In this case, the Calcutta High Court judge ordered the 
family—the widowed mother, daughter-in-law, son, and grandchildren—
to eat their meals together daily for a fortnight, and then to report back to 
the court after two weeks. during this time, both the mother-in-law and 
daughter-in-law were to have equal access to the kitchen, and share in the 
cooking. Three weeks later, the newspapers reported that the judge’s direc-
tive appeared to have worked:

A family that eats together, stays together. The adage proved to be 
true on Monday when a family—on the verge of splitting up a month 
ago—appeared as a close-knit unit in court. . . . After eating together 
for three weeks, the family appeared in court and told the judge that 
they had ironed out their differences. A pleased judge wished them a 
happy puja (Times News Network 2007a).18

 Another older woman, following a spat with her two daughters-in-
law, stormed out of the home telling her kin not to worry about her, and 
wandered the streets for two days until the police picked her up. She was 
reluctant to return home, but finally after the police offered her tea and 
promised to bring her back to the station during the upcoming puja cel-
ebrations, she provided the names of her sons, who arrived to escort her 
home (Telegraph 200b, Times News Network 200a).
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 Many cases, as reported in the papers, are born from a mixture of 
economic concerns and the impact of a social-cultural milieu of chang-
ing values. “Aged Mother dumped at Station” and “80-year-old United 
with Family, Nightmare Ends” (debnath 2008a and 2008b) report on the 
Kolkata police’s efforts to compel an errant son and daughter-in-law to 
provide for their octogenarian mother. The younger couple, dulal and 
padma Sardar, apparently had their reasons for attempting to rid their 
lives of the older woman, claiming that they could not afford to care for 
her and that they needed her bedroom. “They even offered a solution to 
the eighty-year-old woman,” the reporter recounts. “She could either take 
her own life by throwing herself before the next train or go to any of her 
two daughters for shelter” (debnath 2008a). The son and daughter-in-law 
proceeded to leave her by the railway tracks with a few belongings and 
small pillow stuffed in a bag. At least three local trains sped by. Finally, a 
subsequent train driver spotted the elderly woman, dressed in the plain 
white garb of an old Bengali widow, and a few good Samaritan passengers 
alighted. They tried first to take the old woman to her daughter’s house. 
But the daughter was not at home and the daughter’s husband refused to 
take the elderly woman in; so the good Samaritans escorted the woman 
to the police station, where she was provided with food and a bed. past 
midnight, the police tracked down and summoned to the station the son 
and daughter-in-law. There the couple was warned about the law—that it 
is mandatory for all children to take care of their elderly parents or else be 
fined or imprisoned. But the police offered the son a second chance if he 
agreed to pledge in writing that he would take care of his mother and never 
drive her out again. The police escorted the reunited family back to their 
home and woke up the neighbors, requesting them to keep an eye out and 
inform the police if they noticed any future wrongdoings. The newspaper 
story ends: “Every day more and more elderly people are being abandoned 
by their children either when they shift to other places for work or simply 
because of the generation gap. Calcutta High Court has, in recent times, 
seen a flurry of cases when elderly people have sought legal resort after 
being tortured or driven away by their offspring” (debnath 2008a).
 In yet another intergenerational dispute, a widowed mother inherited 
her husband’s home upon his death.19 The trouble began when her young-
est son began to threaten the older woman that he would expel her from 
the home if she refused to sign the property over to him. Apprehending 
being ousted, the mother filed a case in the Alipore, Kolkata court. Her 
son filed a counter-petition, claiming that the woman was in fact not 
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his mother but merely his father’s “kept woman” (rakshita), and that she 
therefore had no right to the family property. deeply offended by this 
statement, Calcutta High Court Judge Biswanath Samaddar summoned 
the son to appear before him in court, amid a crowd of curious onlook-
ers. Anandabajar Patrika reports: “Right from the beginning, Justice 
Samaddar felt extremely anguished. He repeatedly reminded the audience 
that the High Court can never support such a horrifying erosion of values” 
(Anandabajar Patrika 2008b). The older woman had four children—two 
sons and two daughters. None of the other children disputed her identity 
as their true mother. Judge Samaddar proclaimed, “Only a mother can 
say who her offspring are. Hence, the Court cannot disregard a mother’s 
account.” The judge cautioned the son, “The High Court does not want 
to hear about this subject a second time. If the sacred (pabitra) relationship 
between the mother and son gets tainted, that does not augur at all well 
for society. The values which human beings have nurtured over centuries 
cannot be allowed to degenerate out of mere self-interest (svartha).”
 At this point, the son stood up in court and began to scream: “That I 
called my mother a kept woman is an offense! But my mother called my 
wife a prostitute! What about that?”
 The judge replied, “We do not want to know what your mother told 
your wife. But she never used any obscene word [like rakshita or kept 
woman] in court.”
 The story concludes: “The Judge ruled that both sides should sit with 
their lawyers and solve the issue through discussion. The relationship of 
affection, attachment, fondness and respect existing between mother and 
son should be revived. After fifteen days a report on this should be submit-
ted to the High Court” (Anandabajar Patrika 2008b).
 The son sought a directive to the media not to publish the report of 
the proceedings, but the judge rejected the plea, arguing that “if he was 
so concerned about his social image he should not have used such words 
against his mother in court” (prahladka 2008).
 In another case, a widowed mother, son, and daughter-in-law were 
called to court after the mother complained that the younger couple did 
not take care of her or provide her with food, but were renting out her 
portion of the family home and keeping the proceeds. The Anandabajar 
Patrika staff correspondent reports:

Today, right at the beginning of the case, the judge asked [the son], 
“What is this? You don’t take care of your mother, give her food? This 
old woman had to come to the court—aren’t you ashamed?” With 
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folded hands, [the son] replied, “Sir, I have committed a wrong, 
my Lord. I apologize. From now onwards, I shall take care of my 
mother.”

The judge decreed that the mother must be paid each month the full pro-
ceeds from the rental, proclaiming in an emotion-filled voice, “A mother 
cannot be compared with anyone. You wait and see, your mother will save 
from that amount and give to you at your hour of emergency.” The judge 
then asked the aged woman whether 4,000 rupees a month would suffice 
for her maintenance. The woman replied meekly, “I have small expenses. 
Whatever I save I will give to him. I am advancing toward death.” In clos-
ing, “the Judge spoke to [the son] affectionately, ‘Take care of your mother. 
You see, you will be happy.’”20

 In still further cases: A judge warns a neglectful son, a government 
employee, to mend his ways if he cares for his job (gupta 200). Another 
judge orders a son and daughter-in-law to grasp their parents’ feet and beg 
for forgiveness, and then come back to report to the court after the quarrels 
are settled, warning: “Remember, your own children will be grown one 
day. I hope you will have no regrets” (Bhattacharyya 200).
 Some common themes emerge in these stories. First, elders are depen-
dent (appropriately, as are young children). Second, the family is the proper 
site of elder care. Third, locating elder care within the family is not simply 
a matter of tackling the (limited) problem of how the elderly of a society 
should be sustained, but is rather a pivotal part of a much broader vision of 
the proper functioning of society as a whole. This broader vision is evident 
in Judge Samaddar’s proclamations: “If the sacred (pabitra) relationship 
between the mother and son gets tainted, that does not augur at all well 
for society” (Anandabajar Patrika 2008b). Fourth, in parental maintenance 
disputes, the courts seem to be strongly biased in favor of the elders, at least 
as the stories are reported in the papers. That is, the foundational presump-
tion seems to be that elder parents are, without question, trustworthy and 
deserving—simply by virtue of their being parents and old—and thus, 
sons (and daughters-in-law) can say little in their own defense.21

 As noted above, the courts and the public previously used family 
maintenance laws to emphasize the protection not of elders but of vulner-
able younger women, notably abandoned and abused daughters-in-law 
and wives. My readings of contemporary media stories, as well as my 
limited number of conversations with attorneys, social workers, and the 
police, suggest that the courts are increasingly working now to protect 
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elderly parents. This is perhaps because elders seem to be gradually losing 
in relative social power and so are suddenly more in need of legal succor. 
To some extent, the abused and powerless elderly parent is taking the place 
of the abused and powerless daughter-in-law in the public imagination. An 
Anandabajar Patrika news story titled “Homeless mother-in-law, beaten 
by her daughter-in-law, wanders the streets” opens along these lines: “So 
long it was heard that the mother-in-law throws the daughter-in-law out 
of the home. Now the complaint is that the daughter-in-law has thrown 
her mother-in-law out of the old woman’s own home, and thrown her 
father-in-law out as well” (7 April 200). What was once the era of geron-
tocratic patriarchy, many today argue, is now becoming an era of aged and 
gendered egalitarianism, individualism, and independence.
 Some (elders in particular) contend that the Indian courts should 
work to remedy what they see as the growing imbalance in favor of the 
young in the wider society, with even stricter elder-rights measures. In 
the suicide note left by the retired Alipore clerk whose story opened this 
chapter, the sixty-five-year-old writes in severe distress:

If a woman is tortured, the first thing police do is arrest her in-laws, 
even though they are elderly. What if I am tortured by my daughter-
in-law? All 498A [a section that deals with physical and mental tor-
ture of women] does is put people like us behind bars, it will never 
put my daughter-in-law behind bars. police should look into this 
discrepancy and if need be change the law, for I am ending my life 
unable to bear the torture meted out to me by my daughter-in-law. 
(Times News Network 200b)22

 One 200 Calcutta High Court ruling specified, in favor of the 
younger wife and generational independence, that if a wife desires to live 
separately (p®thak) with her husband, away from her in-laws, then arrange-
ments must be made. This ruling provoked a flurry of agitated letters 
to the editor from older Anandabajar Patrika readers, assembled in a 1 
October 200 collection titled “Let aged father and mother go to hell.”23 
One letter, submitted by Krishnadas Chattopadhyay of Birbhum, a district 
a few hours northwest of Kolkata by train, reads:

The above verdict of the Calcutta High Court, based on equal rights 
of man and woman, has no doubt supplied another weapon of way-
wardness to society’s modern women (adhunika), who believe in 
the theory of equality of men and women and who are now happy. 
On the pretext that “I am unable to adjust,” if the wife, soon after 
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 marriage, refuses to stay with her husband’s mother, father, or rela-
tives, and in that case, if the husband decides . . . to live separately in 
order to fulfill the immediate pleasures of his wife, breaking a tradi-
tion of discipline, and in that case, if the parents remain dependent 
on the income of their son, then what will the parents do? In my 
ordinary thinking, I am not able to understand how this verdict of 
the Honorable Court is going to benefit society!
 According to traditional social norms (pracalita niyamanusare), a 
woman grows up nurturing the dream in her mind that she will enter 
into marriage, leave behind her familiar surroundings, hold the hand 
of a man, attempt to adjust to a totally new environment with the 
strength of her own education and culture, and take on the role of 
an ideal wife, daughter-in-law, and mother. This verdict of the Court 
will destroy all such good qualities of the feminine spirit and give 
rise to indiscipline. . . . This historic, ‘great’ verdict of the Honorable 
Court has no doubt snatched in a second the smiles from the faces of 
helpless, aged parents and widowed sisters and unemployed brothers. 
For, according to this world’s current fashions, no modern woman 
(adhunika) would like the money earned by her husband or herself 
to be spent to maintain the entire [husband’s] family. . . . 
 The fact is that as a result of this new edition of the equal rights 
of women and men, the human society is being transformed into an 
animal society (pa∆usamaj). Like animals and birds, in the present 
society, the role of parents will be simply to educate the son effort-
lessly until he can be on his own. Then it will be just “you and me.”

“You and me,” or in Bengali, “tumi o ami,” is meant here to indicate the 
romantic, self-focused, dyadic couple of husband and wife, apart from par-
ents and wider kin. In a society where children grow up to live separately 
from their parents, people become like animals—among whom neither 
generation, following a short-lived period of dependent infancy, depends 
on or maintains close ties with the other.
 Murarimohan Manna of Howrah, on the outskirts of Kolkata, likens 
the moving out of the son and daughter-in-law to the shooting of one’s 
parents, writing:

I felt a bit sad to read this news—“If the wife wants to stay with her 
husband separately, arrangements must be made.” Today I am aged 
seventy-one years. Since my earliest consciousness, I have seen that 
sons live along with their aged parents and extend all kinds of care 
and service (seva) to them. I too have taken similar care of my parents. 
At present they are no more.
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 Now, following this news, if all sons desert their parents and live 
with their wives, renting places elsewhere, then there should have 
been one law, as follows, in the Constitution of India: As soon as one 
reaches the age of retirement (sixty), sons can shoot their parents to 
death. Then daughters-in-law won’t have to go anywhere else. They 
could live in peace in their own homes. I plead with the government 
of India to please pass a similar law!

These letters are accompanied by a sketch meant to portray a modern, 
young, nuclear-style family: a husband, wife, and one young son are seated 
on a modern furniture set—a matching couch and armchair—with a tele-
vision in the background, the remote control in the wife’s hand and a 
mobile phone in the husband’s.
 It is amid such an environment of generational and gendered strife and 
uncertainty that the new Maintenance and Welfare of parents and Senior 
Citizens Bill, and high-profile court cases in favor of parental support, are 
transpiring. According to the papers, however, it is only with heavy hearts 
that lawmakers are implementing such measures. In a story titled “House 
Tears for the Aged,” published in the Telegraph, 7 december 2007, the 
reporter recounts: “The Upper House passed a bill to ensure the aged are 
well looked after, with tearful members regretting that the country should 
ever have needed such legislation.”

The Ambivalent Role of the State in Elder Care

 Not all policy makers in India agree, however, that the best site of elder 
care is inevitably the family, and some are calling for the state to take on a 
greater role. One Telegraph editorial, spurred by a report of a middle-class 
elderly woman abandoned on the streets by her sons, critiques the absence 
of a welfare system in India, which creates “inordinate dependence on the 
family. . . . To blame [the current situation of the elderly] on the demise 
of the joint family is to misrepresent the complex, systemic and political 
nature of the problem—an evasive moralism behind which governments 
often hide” (The Telegraph 200).
 To depend as a nation exclusively on the family for elder care is not, 
many argue, merely inadequate; it is also “backward.” “Independent India 
is rapidly marching towards achieving the desirable goal of being a welfare 
state,” gerontologists S. Irudaya Rajan, U.S. Mishra, and p. Sankara Sarma 
(1999:141) argue—and implementing effective social security programs is 
an essential part of that goal. In their India’s Elderly: Burden or Challenge? 
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Rajan et al. recommend that the Indian government should support old 
age homes and pension plans, and that aging individuals should culti-
vate a dependence on the self—through savings, exercise, and an open-
 mindedness about living in old age homes—as one can no longer count on, 
and should no longer count on if one is modern and educated, depending 
on children in old age. Shovana Narayana comments: “The self-sufficiency 
of the elderly is a very healthy trend. . . . The problem lies in the rural mind 
set where people consider their children as a support system for their old 
age” (in gupta 2001, emphasis added).
 Such views are consistent with assumptions in international devel-
opment discourse: state support for the elderly, in the form of pension 
schemes and elder-care institutions, is taken internationally to be one of the 
core signs of a “developed” nation. Economist Robert palacios of the World 
Bank, for instance, remarks: “In the past fifty years, policymakers in India 
have made precious little progress towards providing a viable alternative to 
the family as the main source of income security for the elderly” (2002a). In 
“The Future of global Ageing” palacios examines the dramatic worldwide 
expansion of formal pension schemes for the elderly during the twentieth 
century, contrasting the achievements of “rich, developed” nations to those 
of the “poor, young countries of the developing world.” Rich and developed 
countries, he asserts, have state pension schemas in place, while poor coun-
tries still rely inordinately on the family. India finds itself here among the 
“poor” countries: “In India, home to one-eighth of the world’s population 
over 0, more than two-thirds of old women reported depending on trans-
fers from children in the early 1990s.” Although currently “practically every 
country in the world has some formal pension scheme,” palacios reveals, 
those in place in poor and middle-income countries are limited, targeted 
only at alleviating poverty, and thus cannot operate as a comprehensive 
alternative to the family in the way that pension schemes can in rich and 
developed nations (2002b: 78–789).
 We see here a clear developmental teleology: as a nation progresses 
from being poor to being rich, developing to developed, its elders will 
progress from relying on the family to relying on the state and individual 
self.24 Of course, many who espouse current neoliberal policies would 
argue that the free market and ethical self-responsibility are even more effi-
cient, desirable, and advanced than a welfare state (see, e.g., Ong 200).25 
These are very different cultural models than the one, as seen in earlier 
pages, held by some Indians—that to turn away from a system of lifelong 
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intergenerational family transfers is not to progress, but to regress from a 
more natural, humane, and civilized to an unnatural and even animalistic 
state of being.

Social Security and Cultural Models of Personhood and Family

 Modest state-based social security systems have gradually come into 
existence in India, beginning in the British colonial era, when retirement 
benefits for government employees were established, and continuing after 
Independence. The Indian Constitution embraces a concept of social secu-
rity establishing that the state should make itself responsible for ensuring 
a minimum standard of material welfare to all its citizens (see Kumar 
200:49, gokhale 200:22). Some government programs to support the 
elderly are in place beyond the new legislation aimed at pressing families 
to support their own elders. These programs come in three major forms: 
retirement pension schemes for employees in the “organized sector” (pri-
marily government employees), modest old-age pensions for the destitute, 
and limited government support for voluntary non-governmental organi-
zations providing services to the aged, such as HelpAge India and Agewell 
Foundation.26 In addition, the new Maintenance and Welfare of parents 
and Senior Citizens Bill, although it emphasizes family care, includes some 
minimal recommendations to expand state social security programs by 
calling upon (though not requiring) state governments to establish old age 
homes for the destitute and encouraging government hospitals to set aside 
sufficient beds for the elderly.
 About 10 percent of India’s working population is employed in the 
organized sector and eligible to receive retirement pensions (after a manda-
tory retirement age of about sixty).27 These include primarily employees 
of the government and other major enterprises, such as manufacturing, 
mining, and port and railway companies (Kumar 200:4–), as well 
as employees of large transnational corporations. The government of 
India spends about  percent of its revenue on pensions for its employees 
(Kumar 200:2). However, the vast majority, about 90 percent, of India’s 
workforce comprises the “unorganized sector,” and is thus not eligible for 
employee-based pensions. The majority of these are agricultural work-
ers; there are also rickshaw pullers, taxi drivers, shopkeepers, carpenters, 
domestic servants, etc. Beginning in the 190s, India’s individual states 
began implementing old-age pension programs for destitute older per-
sons, offering an average of about 10 rupees, or $.00 to $4.00 USd, 
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per month. In 1999, the Central government instituted the first National 
Old-Age pension Scheme (NOApS)—offering 7 rupees (or around $1.0) 
per month to persons over sixty-five who are considered destitute, defined 
as “having little or no regular means of subsistence from their own income 
or through financial support from family members or other sources.”28 In 
April 200, the government increased the pension amount to 200 rupees 
per month. Applicants must provide certification of being above sixty-five 
years of age along with proof of their destitute status.29 Although modest, 
the funds enable recipients to purchase basic food supplies. The funds can 
also, I found in conducting supplemental research with recipients of such 
pensions, provide the recipients with enhanced status and clout within 
their families. (In the context of a very poor family, 200 rupees per month 
is a notable income, enabling an elder to purchase a grandchild a few bis-
cuits, contribute modestly to a household’s expenses, and in a sense buy 
some degree of attention and care.) Several studies have concluded, how-
ever, that there are problems in the disbursement of the old-age pensions 
for the destitute, including cumbersome application procedures, irregular 
payments, and lack of awareness on the part of potentially eligible recipi-
ents (Kumar 200:9, Sreevastava 2004).
 It is clear that state support for the aged is still quite limited in India, 
and this is due, I suggest, to a mixture of both economic exigency (India 
is poor) and cultural principles (family is best). Many Indians—policy 
makers, government officials, and the public—would like to see India 
develop more extensive and generous forms of social security for elders but 
acknowledge that India is still quite a poor nation with limited govern-
mental capability. It is also significant that the existing modest social wel-
fare programs for the elderly in India are only for those with no family to 
rely on. This is unlike, as we will see further shortly, the U.S. Supplemental 
Security Income (SSI) program for the low-income aged. A U.S. SSI recip-
ient could have children with assets in the millions, and this information 
would not even be relevant. A U.S. elder’s spouse’s assets do count; the U.S. 
government considers husbands and wives to be appropriately financially 
interdependent. But the existence of children or their assets does not even 
come into consideration in calculating SSI eligibility—revealing very dif-
ferent Indian and U.S. cultural models of personhood, family, and in/
dependence over the life course.
 The significance of sons in determining eligibility for aged welfare 
programs in India became clear during my visit to the single government 
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old age home in West Bengal, one of only a handful of government old age 
homes in the nation.30 The Home for Old and Infirm political Sufferers 
was first established in the mid-190s when the Left Front government 
came to power in West Bengal; its mission was to provide shelter to aged 
freedom fighters who had fought for India’s independence from Britain in 
the first half of the twentieth century, and to other “political sufferers” who 
had been injured or imprisoned protesting various Congress government 
policies since Independence. In the beginning the home housed sixty 
boarders, all male; but by the time of my visit in 200, there were only 
fourteen political sufferers remaining. In 1989, the home opened its doors 
to destitute older women and men, with a capacity of near seventy.
 My research assistant Hena and I made the journey on a bright, pleas-
ant day in late April, with high clouds floating against a pastel blue sky, 
unseasonably dry and mild following the dramatic, cooling thunderstorms 
of the previous evening. We took the car about an hour and a half from 
Kolkata along crowded narrow roads into the South 24 parganas district, 
past guava and lychee groves, rice and sugarcane fields, descending at the 
Champahati Railway Station. From there we walked ten or fifteen minutes 
to the home, asking for directions along the way. We frequently left the car 
and driver at a major thoroughfare, finding it less awkward to negotiate the 
final stretches of a journey to an old age home by foot or cycle rickshaw in 
a region where private cars remained relatively uncommon luxuries. This 
old age home was popularly known as the Panchtala Ba®i, or Five-Story 
Building, the only such grand edifice amid the semi-rural backdrop of the 
district—an old, majestic zamindar’s31 mansion sold to the government 
years ago. painted a pale yellow, it stood in the bend of a quiet cobblestone 
road.
 Since it was the day immediately following an election—a major holi-
day in West Bengal, when all businesses are closed and many return to 
their home towns or neighborhoods to vote—the superintendent was not 
present. But we were able to speak with a welcoming caretaker, who took 
us inside the spacious front office on the ground floor. Since we had not 
obtained official permission to visit, we were not allowed upstairs to take a 
look around, but the caretaker was happy to chat with us about the history 
of the place and its current operations. Sixteen staff currently care for sixty-
eight boarders, the majority now female, after the days of housing politi-
cal sufferers were nearly over. To qualify for admission, the candidate or 
person bringing the candidate must fill out an application, and then there 
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is an investigation to determine that the person is truly destitute (dustha). 
It is not enough, the caretaker explained, if the person has a son whose 
economic condition is fine but who simply doesn’t want to look after 
his parent. The candidate must be in a terrible condition (abastha khubi 
kharap), with no one who could possibly care for him or her. The boarders 
are mostly brought by others, such as the police, who find them on the 
streets. They are in general highly grateful to have a place to stay, receiving 
a roof over their heads, a fan, food, and seva (respectful care). They sleep 
dormitory style, three to six persons to a room. A doctor comes three days 
a week and is offered an honorarium. The home is almost fully funded by 
the West Bengal government, with some additional assistance from the 
Central government and various non-governmental organizations.
 As we were chatting with the manager in the front office, an older 
gentleman entered. He was dressed in Western-style pants and shirt that 
seemed in quite decent condition, clean and relatively new. He himself 
also appeared physically and mentally fit, and had a pleasant, quiet, dig-
nified presence. His face had not been shaven for a few days, and there 
was a subtle harried air to him, but he otherwise came off quite well. He 
inquired demurely and politely, “What are the procedures for admission 
to this place?”

Figure 8.1. Home for Old and Infirm political Sufferers.
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 The caretaker asked if he inquired for himself.
 “Yes,” responded the gentleman.
 The caretaker began to explain the procedures, but then, after a pause, 
advised, “I wouldn’t want you to waste your time going through the appli-
cation process if you won’t qualify. May I ask, is the matter quite urgent? 
do you need a place right away?”
 “Yes, it is a bit urgent,” the gentleman humbly replied.
 “OK,” the caretaker offered respectfully. “Can you tell me if you have 
any sons?”
 “Yes, two sons.”
 “do you mind if I ask—what do they do?”
 “One has a small electric business,” the older man replied, “and the 
other works for the railway.”
 “Oh, then, no, sorry, you won’t qualify,” the caretaker responded,  
still gently but decisively. “If sons exist, it won’t happen” (chelera thakle 
habe na).
 “Even if they don’t support me at all?” the gentleman persisted 
hopefully.
 “That’s right, even if they don’t support you at all.”
 Eagerly curious about the gentleman and his situation for our research, 
and keen to help him if we could, Hena and I initiated conversation. We 
told him about other homes we knew of. He was worried that he couldn’t 
afford much, but said that as a former factory worker, he had compiled 
some savings, and using the interest from the savings could afford to pay 
about 1,000 rupees per month, as long as he didn’t also have to put down a 
deposit. He did not reveal why he could no longer live with his sons, with 
whom he used to stay before he had moved to his sister’s daughter’s home 
a few weeks earlier. He appreciatively had us write down a few addresses 
and phone numbers of those old age homes we had visited that we had 
both liked and that had low fees. Shortly after, the gentleman, Hena, and 
I departed, going our own ways.
 This was a fascinating interaction to witness, and one point it plainly 
brought home is that although the state is increasingly involved in matters 
of old age care in India, a central premise underlying the state’s involve-
ment is that care of the aged by the family (notably sons) is best, most 
normal, most appropriate—culturally, morally, and economically. Such a 
premise does not go entirely unchallenged, as some assert that it is time 
for India to deemphasize the role of the family. Further, some argue that to 
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attempt to legislate family care is futile; if a family does not out of its own 
volition wish to care for its elderly, will the existence of laws accomplish 
the task?32 So it is with complex ambivalence that members of the Indian 
public approach recent developments regarding state involvement in elder 
care in India.

America as a deluxe Retirement Home? Competing Views 
of Aging, Family, and the Person-State Relationship in the 
United States

Have you heard of the bu®o a∆ram? old age home? . . . 
Seniors from India are using the U.S. government like an old 
age home. They come here, and the U.S. government takes 
care of all medical expenses, food. . . . 

—VITALBHAI gUJAR, Indian immigrant  
to the United States, age seventy

The U.S. welfare system has . . . become a form of deluxe 
retirement home for many elderly from the Third World.

—ROBERT RECTOR of the Heritage Foundation,  
testifying before the U.S. Congress, February , 199

 Two different possible answers to the question of the proper site of 
elder care are apparent in the Indian and U.S. contexts. Indian state poli-
cies emphasize the home and sons, and yet in the United States, the gov-
ernment itself has become a natural provider of elder care, as part and 
parcel of a developed welfare state and a cultural emphasis on individual 
self-reliance. (The state steps in, when necessary, to help aged individuals 
rely on themselves.) The comments of Vitalbhai gujar above and those of 
other Indian Americans from chapter 7 reveal how many older immigrants 
come to view U.S. state support of the elderly, ambivalently, as a quintes-
sential part of American culture and way of life. In the neoliberal climate of 
the mid-1990s, however, U.S. policy makers began to express concern that 
aged immigrants were using the welfare system too much, and it was in this 
context that Robert Rector of the conservative Heritage Foundation think 
tank was invited to testify to Congress, making his argument that the U.S. 
welfare system had inappropriately “become a form of deluxe retirement 
home” for elderly immigrants “from the Third World” (U.S. Congress, 
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Senate 1997:109). By exploring the clash of values between the U.S. and 
Indian state models of elder care, I aim to further illuminate assumptions 
underpinning both systems.
 Interestingly, as with the origins of old age homes in the United States 
that we briefly examined in chapter  (finding there that the concept of 
the old age home did not really take hold in the United States until the 
early 1900s), the concept of state support for the elderly is also relatively 
new and not a “primordial” American tradition. Historian david Hackett 
Fischer notes, in his Growing Old in America, that “114 old age pension 
bills were introduced in Massachusetts between 190 and 1929, and not 
one of them was passed. The legislature preferred to deal with the problem 
by passing a law which made it a criminal offense for a child with means 
to fail to support an aged parent” (1978:19). Michel dahlin also notes 
that “the failure of the family was an important theme in the campaign 
for old age pensions” in early twentieth-century America (199:12). “The 
family was supposed to be the primary source of aid for the dependent 
elderly,” dahlin relates, “but reformers argued that the family, especially 
the working-class family, was no longer able to perform this role as a result 
of industrialization, at least not without making sacrifices that middle-class 
reformers considered unacceptable, such as sending children to work at a 
young age or over-crowding homes” (p.12).
 So, in such a climate of debate over the proper site of elder care—the 
family or the state—Congress implemented the Social Security Act of 19, 
the first major U.S. program of federal old-age benefits. Its central function 
was to establish a pension system for aged persons, calculated as a per-
centage of former wages.33 Interestingly, the providing of Social Security 
pensions to the elderly impacted the family in ways that had not been pre-
dicted. According to dahlin, “it freed the old from financial dependence 
on children and led, not to happy and conflict-free co-residence, but to a 
sharp decrease in co-residence of the elderly with their children in the years 
following its adoption” (dahlin 199:12).
 Since 19, Congress has broadened the Social Security Act many times. 
The Medicare health insurance initiative, a major amendment to the Social 
Security Act, became law in 19. Medicare is the nation’s largest health 
insurance program, providing federal money to cover most of the health 
needs of individuals aged sixty-five or over and making medical care more 
fully accessible to the elderly than ever before in American history (Fischer 
1978:192).34 In 1974 the Supplemental Security Income (SSI) program was 
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implemented to provide a nationally uniform guaranteed minimum income 
for the low-income aged (as well as the blind and disabled). Supplemental 
Security Income can be combined with Social Security (if so, the recipient 
receives a proportionally lesser amount), and it can also be drawn upon by 
those not eligible for Social Security, such as those who have not accrued 
Social Security credits through regular employment.
 Federal, state, and local government funds also support a myriad 
of other programs for elders in most major cities and towns across the 
United States: senior transport services and senior centers that offer such 
activities as classes, social events, games, outings, discounted meals, and 
the like. According to some of my Indian American informants—such 
as gopal Singh, the punjabi Sikh immigrant in his seventies quoted in 
chapter 7—one doesn’t even need to live with one’s children in America, 
since the state provides so much: SSI, Medicare, senior centers. “Why, we 
can even call 911 if something goes wrong. . . . Why would we have to live 
with our children?” Indian immigrant perceptions are indeed that state 
care for the aged, as opposed to family care, is such a normal, central part 
of “American culture” that the U.S. government can be likened to an old 
age home. As explored in chapter 7, many senior Indian Americans enjoy, 
admire, praise, and partake in U.S. state services for the elderly, although 
not for most without some ambivalence, uncertainty, and discomfort, as 
Vitalbhai gujar expressed when I asked him if he thinks it’s wrong that 
older Indian Americans are using the U.S. government like an old age 
home. “Yes!” he replied. “And it’s bad for families, too. My son is not tak-
ing on his responsibility of caring for me! And then their children are not 
learning from them—they think just that the government should do it.  
. . . They’re forgetting the Indian system.”

The 1996 Congressional Hearing: The Use of SSI by 
Immigrants

 I turn to focus now more specifically on the Supplemental Security 
Income (SSI) program and the debates over its use by immigrants that 
ensued in the U.S. Congress and among my older Indian American infor-
mants in the late 1990s—as these debates reveal very interesting competing 
models of aging, family, and the person-state relationship. In February 
199, Congress held a hearing before the Subcommittee on Immigration 
of the Committee on the Judiciary, to debate the merits of the use of 
Supplemental Security Income and other welfare programs by immigrants 
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(U.S. Congress, Senate 1997). From the beginning of the SSI program, 
initiated in 1974, legal aliens (non-citizen immigrants) were eligible to 
receive benefits under the program, provided they met other eligibil-
ity requirements pertaining to age, blindness or disability, and financial 
resources.35 In fact, until about the mid-1990s the subject of immigration 
barely entered into any of the congressional dialogue surrounding SSI. 
For instance, Congress’s ten-year assessment of the program considers par-
ticipation by “race”—“white,” “black,” “other” and “not reported”—but 
nowhere provides data pertaining to the immigrant status, whether alien 
or citizen, of participants (U.S. Congress, Senate 1984). By 1988 there was 
concern that “minorities” of longer standing in the country, including 
Blacks, Hispanics, American Indians, and Asian/pacific Islanders, were 
underrepresented in the SSI-aged program, and outreach efforts were 
established to increase minority participation, through foreign-language 
radio announcements and the outplacement of bilingual staff in diverse 
community centers (U.S. Congress, House 1989a; Sexton 1997; Young and 
Kawabori 199).
 But by the 1990s, some began to be concerned that immigrants 
were over-utilizing SSI, including Robert Rector and William Lauber of 
the Washington-based conservative public policy research institute the 
Heritage Foundation, who wrote a report titled, “America Is Becoming a 
deluxe Retirement Home” (Rector and Lauber 199). This report caught 
the attention of the U.S. government. Robert Rector was invited to testify 
at the congressional hearing on the use of SSI by immigrants, where he 
made the assertion that “the U.S. welfare system has already become a form 
of deluxe retirement home for many elderly from the Third World” (U.S. 
Congress, Senate 1997:109).
 Two factors are likely significant here, spurring the new concerns. First, 
there was in fact a real increase in the number of alien residents receiving aid 
from the Supplemental Security Income program over the years leading up 
to the hearing. From 1982 to 1994, the number of aged immigrants receiving 
SSI had risen by 79 percent (U.S. Congress, Senate 1997:2). This increase 
was probably due in part to enhanced efforts on the part of the government 
to recruit non-whites for the program. In addition, the rate of immigration 
increased over this same period, undercutting the conclusion that immi-
grants are now simply demonstrating an increased propensity to go on 
welfare (pp. –, 4, 74–7). Second, recent decades had also witnessed a 
changing racial makeup of the immigrant body. Until 19, immigrants to 
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the United States came primarily from Europe, but by the mid 1990s, Asian 
and Latino immigrants had come to make up 7 percent of the entering 
immigrant population (Hing 1997:2). It is probably not a coincidence that 
when immigrants from regions other than Europe became predominant in 
the United States, the discourses of opportunistic immigrant elderly grab-
bing at benefits they do not deserve acquired salience.
 Ultimately, a welfare reform bill was passed in August 199 decreeing 
that immigrants would no longer be entitled to receive SSI benefits, unless 
or until they became naturalized citizens.36 A year later a grandfather clause 
was amended to the bill allowing those receiving SSI benefits at the time 
of the new law to remain in the program.37 These rulings impacted many 
of my informants and were widely discussed, especially among older mem-
bers of the Indo-American Community (formerly Senior) Center in the 
San Francisco South Bay where I volunteered. For, as I related in chapter 
7, many members of the community had been receiving SSI benefits, and 
in fact social welfare officials had been coming to the center once or twice 
a year to recruit members for the program and instruct them on how 
to apply. Thus many I knew were confused and somewhat hurt by the 
changes in policy.
 These debates over SSI use by immigrants highlight some very inter-
esting differences in cultural understandings of parent-child and senior-
state relationships, forms of reciprocity and in/dependence, and calculat-
ing productivity over the life course. Interestingly, although testifiers in 
the Congressional hearing frequently invoked a notion of culture when 
discussing immigrant “others” (in statements such as “Asian reverence for 
aged parents” and “the Chinese tradition of close family ties”),38 there 
seemed to be little or no recognition that U.S. government policies and 
documents are themselves replete with particular cultural assumptions and 
models not universally shared, obvious, or natural.

The Proper Site of Elder Care: Children or the State?

 probably the most salient cultural principle that the SSI program and 
debates over its use throw into relief is the matter of who should properly 
care for a society’s aged: children or the state? In America, many Indians 
explain, children do not provide for their parents—and this is not due to 
moral laxity on the part of children, but rather to the existence of a very 
different cultural system. programs like SSI and Medicare exemplify the 
American cultural principle of state versus family care for the aged.

2-LAMB_pages_133-342.indd   260 5/13/09   3:35:52 PM



21

Changing Families and the State

 At first, as we saw in chapter 7, many Indian Americans are puzzled by 
this alternative way of conceptualizing intergenerational relations, by the 
shift from an “Indian” perspective in which it is the responsibility of adult 
children to care for aged parents, to an “American” one in which parents 
are either self-supporting or supported by the state. Many older immi-
grants from India are, in fact, eligible for the SSI program (before 199, 
after having spent at least three years in the country, and after 199, only 
if they become naturalized citizens). This is because most have immigrated 
post-retirement and so are not employed in the United States and have not 
accrued U.S. social security credits. In addition, most senior immigrants 
from India have little or no resources of their “own,” due to government 
of India regulations restricting the outflow of currency from the nation and 
the unfavorable rupee to dollar exchange rate. So, even though many older 
immigrants may have a home or a retirement pension in India, they have 
almost no independent resources in the United States. Although most do 
receive support from their U.S.-settled children, they find that from a U.S. 
government perspective, being dependent on children is not an ordinary, 
expected, or required arrangement. If an elder (immigrant or not) happens 
to be living in a household for which the child is financially responsible, 
this is considered by the SSI program “living in another person’s house-
hold.” The elder parent could still be eligible for SSI but would simply 
receive a reduced amount (one taking into account that housing expenses 
are being covered). Thus, Indian immigrant elders are in an ambiguous 
class position—if considered as senior members of their (for the most 
part) middle-class families, they are in one position; but if regarded (as by 
the U.S. government) as separate “individuals,” they are quite poor, even 
below the poverty line.39

 Vitalbhai gujar told of the confusion he felt when he first went to 
inquire at a local social security office about SSI benefits. Nearing seventy, 
gujar had come to the United States several years earlier to live with his 
only son, a naturalized American citizen, and his daughter-in-law and 
granddaughter, in the younger couple’s comfortable middle-class home 
in Fremont, California. The SSI program is especially for the “indigent” 
aged, gujar learned, but he was told that he qualified, although his son 
makes a fine living. The SSI application form similarly perplexed him, 
when he was instructed to check the box, “I am living in another person’s 
household.” He explained: “Indian seniors are so confused by the USA’s 
SSI. US officers say that their son and daughter-in-law’s house is ‘another 
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person’s house.’ They say, ‘You’re living in another person’s household.’ But 
Indians don’t understand this.” I asked, “In India, would you call it ‘your’ 
house?” “No, the family house,” he answered decisively, without pause, 
“the family house.”
 In general, my Indian American informants are right in their reading 
of the SSI program’s underlying assumption, that it is not appropriate or 
expected for aged parents to depend on their children. I perused several 
congressional hearings as well as government documents on SSI, search-
ing for some dialogue on the appropriateness (or not) of expecting adult 
children to support their parents in old age, or on whether the resources of 
children should be taken into account when assessing a senior person’s eligi-
bility for SSI.40 I could find virtually no explicit discussion of the matter (so 
taken-for-granted or doxic is the assumption), except more recently when 
the discussion centered on immigrant practices. For instance, Norman 
Matloff, professor of computer science at the University of California at 
davis and member (through his wife) of the Bay Area Chinese American 
community, testified to Congress: “Many of the recipients’ children are 
upscale professionals. . . . Moreover, a senior will typically have several 
sons and daughters in the U.S., whose total income—and thus their col-
lective ability to support the senior—is of course much higher even” (U.S. 
Congress, Senate 1997:91). He went on to deplore that such welfare use “was 
helping to erode Chinese family tradition” and runs “directly counter to 
the popular image of Asian reverence for aged parents” (p. 92, 94). Robert 
Rector of the Heritage Foundation added: “Most noncitizens on SSI . . . 
have relatives capable of supporting them” (p. 111), and Susan Martin of the 
U.S. Commission on Immigration Reform declared: “Historically, many 
ethnic groups have established mutual aid societies that help support new 
immigrants” (p. 4).
 U.S. policy makers, however, do not pay heed to the financial resources 
of the multiple children, extended families, and/or ethnic support groups 
of non-immigrant older Americans when seeking to ascertain whether 
they are in need of public assistance. A 1980 informational pamphlet on 
the SSI program simply states cursorily: “Nor does the Federal law require 
support by relatives” (U.S. department of Health and Human Services 
1980:2). The 2008 Supplemental Security Income pamphlet on the www.
socialsecurity.gov website does not mention children or relatives at all. As 
far as calculating eligibility for SSI is concerned, the federal government 
assumes only that a child (until the age of eighteen, if unmarried) shares 
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in the income and resources of his or her parents, and that a husband and 
wife who live together share their income and resources. An immigrant, 
if sponsored, also shares in the resources of the sponsor until he or she 
becomes a naturalized citizen. Otherwise, each person is assessed as a sepa-
rate individual.
 Senator Edward Kennedy (democrat, Massachusetts) was one of the 
participants in the 199 hearing more outspoken in favor of immigrant 
rights, and he asserted: “In no case, however, should [senior] immigrants 
remain the wards of their sponsors once the immigrants become American 
citizens” (U.S. Congress, Senate 1997:7). His statement was meant to 
speak against the double standard being proposed—that only immigrant 
children care for their parents while “Americans” need not—but it also 
reveals the depth of his cultural views that it is unsuitable to expect adult 
children to support their parents, as wards, in their old age.
 The basic model of parent-child relationships evident in govern-
ment discourses surrounding the Supplemental Security Income program 
is consistent with that found in the wider U.S. society. Anthropological 
research has found that Americans, especially among the white middle 
classes, expect financial resources to flow in a unidirectional manner from 
parents to child throughout a lifetime. parents support their children as 
minors, and even strive later to continue to provide some material assis-
tance to children as adults, ending ideally with leaving an inheritance at 
death. However, most middle-class, white Americans find it an anathema 
to think of reversing the direction of intergenerational transfers to become 
financially dependent on their children in old age (Clark 1972, Hashimoto 
199, Hunt 2002, Kalish 197, Simic 1990, Vesperi 198),41 although they 
do welcome non-monetary transfers, such as affection, love, visits, phone 
calls, and assistance with errands and trips to the doctor. I quickly sketch 
these contrasting models in figure 8.2. It is significant that there are several 
common English terms to indicate child and spousal support (child sup-
port, allowance, alimony) but none that connote parental support.

Calculating Reciprocity and Ideologies of Age

 Also highlighted in the 199 debates on SSI use by immigrants were 
competing cultural models of reciprocity and productivity over the life 
course. In both the Indian and U.S. models, for an elder to receive care, 
whether from children or the state, ideally he or she has to have earned 
it through participating in a relationship of long-term reciprocity—with 
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children, in the Indian model, or with the state, in the U.S. model. (This 
adds another dimension to the illustration in figure 8.2; I have added it in 
figure 8..) Many older Indians in the United States believe that state care 
of the elderly is “the American way,” and I would say that Americans to 
a large extent agree with such a premise; but—as the 199 congressional 
hearing on immigrant use of SSI made clear—really only to the extent that 
the elderly have formerly contributed to the state, through working and 
paying taxes. As Senator Alan Simpson (Republican, Wyoming) put it in 
his opening remarks: “Immigrants should be able to earn their way into 
our generous network of social support, but we should no longer permit 
unfettered access to welfare by newcomers who have not worked in our 
country and who have not contributed to these taxpayer-supported assis-
tance programs, such as SSI” (U.S. Congress, Senate 1997:2). In response 
to a comment offered by Jane Ross of the U.S. general Accounting Office, 
who spoke of the problems inherent in bringing a set of people to the 
country “who are too old to work,” Senator Simpson replied: “Isn’t that 
it right there? . . . If you come to the United States . . . and you are a par-
ent of 0 or  and you have put nothing into Social Security or SSI and 
suddenly you begin to draw and you draw the same benefit that a citizen 
draws?” (p. 47). Throughout the hearing, elderly immigrants in fact were 
presented as dangerously thwarting the quintessential “American” values of 
productivity, self-reliance, and the work ethic; they were described as those 
“who are too old to work” (pp. 41, 47), who are unemployable “because of 
their age and other infirmities” (p. 4), and who, problematically, “clearly 
have no other means of support but their children” (p. 47).
 Because of this association of the elderly with economic depen-
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Figure 8.2. Models of intergenerational relations and elder support.
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dence, there was an underlying current of ambivalence about the idea 
of accepting aging immigrants to the United States at all. The Heritage 
Foundation’s Robert Rector expressed this sentiment directly: “Nations 
with very large and generous welfare systems have to be very careful . . . 
about [the] immigration of two groups that are very likely to end up on 
. . . welfare: . . . persons with low skills and . . . elderly and near-elderly 
people” (U.S. Congress, Senate 1997:109). UC-davis professor Norman 
Matloff recommended “reduced yearly quotas and/or restrictions on the 
eligibility of elderly parents for immigration” (p. 101), and stated, “the fact 
that working-age immigrants are productive does not mean that we should 
then admit for immigration their elderly parents who will go on welfare” 
(p. 89). daniel Stein, director of the Federation for American Immigration 
Reform, commenting in 1997 on these congressional debates on National 
public Radio, took it perhaps furthest: “And the system should not allow 
immigrants to bring elderly parents here over the age of fifty-five as a gen-
eral rule.”42 (Not all recommended such a harsh policy, however, as Senator 
Kennedy declared that the opportunity for parents to join their children 
“in their golden years and be near their grandchildren . . . should be a joy 
available to all Americans, not just the wealthiest Americans” [p. 7].)
 Significantly, the Indian Americans I spoke with about this matter 
were not unconcerned about partaking in a relationship of reciprocity 
with the state. Rather, they tended to envision the units involved in the 
reciprocal exchanges quite differently (see Figure 8.). Congressional testi-
fiers stressed that only those individuals who had previously paid taxes to the 
American government should rightly be eligible for welfare. A common 
argument in the Indian American community was that—when looked 
at on a family level—aged immigrants are indeed deserving of welfare 
benefits, because in general their professional children pay much more in 
taxes than the elders receive in welfare payments. One woman, premalata 
Bhusan, explained, “My son said to me [about SSI], ‘You take.’ I said, ‘No, 
I won’t. What have I done for this country?’ He said, ‘You have donated 
three children to this country, and we pay so much tax.’”
 Further, in many of the multigenerational Indian American house-
holds, it is the very domestic labor of the senior parents—who provide 
babysitting, cooking, and cleaning—that enables the junior tax-paying 
children to work (chapter 7). Many of the seniors who perform this work 
do not feel that it is “natural” that they do so. Most come from social classes 
in India where they were accustomed to having servants perform much 
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of the household cooking and cleaning. Moreover, in a more “Indian” 
system, seniors would be the recipients, rather than the providers, of seva 
or service, as their sons and daughters-in-law would gradually take over 
the household’s domestic and financial responsibilities, including the care 
of their elders. Nonetheless, most I know seem to find that their domestic 
work makes sense in the context of North America, and becomes a valu-
able contribution to what they perceive to be the main reason for their 
families being in the United States—the careers of their children.
 The U.S. government, however, does not officially recognize this kind 
of unpaid domestic labor as a form of productive work. “productivity” in 
much governmental parlance is measured in terms of paid labor and tax-
paying, not in terms of the unpaid domestic (re)production and support 
of laborers for the work force—a fact that has, of course, been noted by 
feminist critics of capitalist societies as well (e.g., Rubin 197). Certain 
U.S. government policies do in fact recognize a husband and wife as mutual 
parts of a productive joint family unit. For instance, a homemaker wife can 
earn Social Security credits through her working husband. But the state 
has no such system of recognizing the domestic contributions of an older 
parent to an adult child’s household.
 And so, a system that stresses radical individualism and paid produc-
tivity does not take into account the broader kinds of potential productive 
contributions to the state, society, and family that many Indians recognize 
older people as offering—such as having earlier produced and raised chil-

Figure 8.. Indian American and U.S. models of reciprocity and parent-child-family-
state financial transactions.
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dren (who, among other things, can now work and pay taxes), or being 
able to perform domestic work (which facilitates the external employment 
of children), and contributing in more diffuse ways to the maintenance of 
family ties, love, and “Indian” traditions. Ambivalent attitudes about aging 
in the United States and Western Europe are not limited, of course, to aged 
immigrants. In a society where individual productivity is so highly valued, 
anything less—as Foucault exposes (19, 1979)—is frequently disciplined 
or despised (see also Cole 1992, graebner 1980, Vesperi 198:71).
 Answers to the question of where is the best and proper site of elder 
care vary vastly from society to society, and contain within them their own 
moral codes, developmental logics, and models of personhood.
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Afterword

One spring evening, toward the end of my fieldwork for this book, I was 
sitting on the narrow front veranda of the modest old age home Aram 
with two of my closest resident friends, Kalyani-di and Uma-di. A lumi-
nous moon was rising, a few pedestrians and cyclists were making their 
way down the adjoining lane in the thickening dusk, we brushed away 
mosquitoes. Inside the home the background drone of the television could 
be heard, along with the sounds of the evening dinner preparations. I 
mentioned that I should be getting home to where my daughters would 
be waiting. Kalyani-di and Uma-di commented to me then, wistfully and 
affectionately, that even my own days of living closely with a family—with 
my girls and me at home—are short-lived. “Soon when you give their 
marriages, you will wonder: When will I see them again? For us,” Uma-di 
added softly, “those days have already arrived.”
 I realized poignantly that they were absolutely correct. Further, I became 
conscious that the processes my informants—my guides and interlocutors1 

—had been dealing with are in certain respects processes of the human 
condition that we all share: the experience of change and loss as one moves 
through the life course.
 Yet my research was also about difference. In some respects, this book 
has been a reflection on increasing independence and individualism; on 
ways of living that many Americans (I among them) take for granted, 
accept as natural and normal, but that many of my Indian informants 
find bizarre.
 A month or so later, I returned to the United States. As we parted, 
I gave my daughter’s mobile phone as a gift to Kalyani-di and Uma-di, 
hoping it would help them stay in touch with their families, perhaps me, 
and the wider world.
 As I close the pages of this book, there are a few quick points I would 
like to bring home. One aim of my project has been to argue that it is 
illuminating and productive to do close ethnographic research on social 
change with older persons as key informants. popular and academic studies 
of aging tend to assume, explicitly or implicitly, that the old are not inno-
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vative agents in processes of social-cultural change. Scholarly and media 
discourses in the West tend to present the key “problem” of aging as merely 
that of how to care for increasing numbers of dependent elderly—assumed 
to be passive subjects requiring tending. In contrast to these assumptions, 
I have investigated the unique and complex ways that older persons them-
selves are actively involved in the making and remaking of a society.
 Many of my older informants saw themselves as grappling with the 
most profound social-cultural change—even more than the young people in 
their society. Both older and newer (to put it simply) models of living were 
very real, live and present for them. Those of the senior generation grew 
up with the older model and in many ways were upholding it, bringing it 
into the present, reconstructing and interpreting it. At the same time, these 
seniors were very often actively taking on new worlds—by purposefully 
sending their children abroad, or moving out of extended family homes 
to nuclear units and elder residences, or joining senior citizens’ organiza-
tions that emphasize peer-oriented individualism and independence. True, 
other elders were passively “thrown away” by children to places like old age 
homes. Yet one must recall, as Marx points out, that people make their 
own lives even though not always under conditions of their own choos-
ing. Even those who were “thrown away” were conspicuously involved in 
complex processes of cultural production, as the very act of moving from an 
extended family household to an elder residence compelled them to rethink 
received ideas and practices, in creative and interesting ways.
 We have seen an extensive diversity of perspectives at play in this study 
of aging in India and abroad today. Amartya Sen (200) writes of how 
argument has pervaded Indian history, literature, politics, and everyday 
life, producing “the simultaneous flourishing of many different convic-
tions and viewpoints” (p. ix). This argumentative tradition is certainly 
vibrantly apparent in contemporary debates over aging and modernity. No 
one dominant “Indian” model emerges as to how best to craft meaning-
ful lives and forms of aging in a present characterized, for so many, by a 
profound sense of both unsettling and promising social-cultural change. 
What is clear is that the Indian public is actively and critically debating 
and reflecting on change. In his essay “On Modernity,” first delivered in 
Bengali in Calcutta as a public lecture, partha Chatterjee asserts that “there 
cannot be just one modernity irrespective of geography, time, environ-
ment and social conditions” (1997:198), and that “to fashion the forms 
of our own modernity, we need to have the courage at times to reject the 
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modernities established by others” (p. 210). Amartya Sen espouses, in a 
slightly different vein, a “critical openness,” which includes “the valuing 
of a dynamic, adaptable world, rather than one that is constantly ‘polic-
ing’ external influences and fearing ‘invasion’ of ideas from elsewhere” 
(200:124). given the intense cultural and intellectual interconnections 
between the “East” and the “West,” Sen goes on to argue, “the question of 
what is ‘Western’ and what is ‘Eastern’ (or ‘Indian’) is often hard to decide, 
and the issue can be discussed only in more dialectical terms” (p. 12).
 I use Chatterjee’s and Sen’s words as a launching point for a brief 
closing relativistic note. A central thesis of this book is that there is no 
one compelling way of answering the question of how best to age, what 
shape(s) the family should take, and the proper social-moral relationship 
among individuals, genders, families, the market, and the state. Neither 
a model of lifelong intergenerational reciprocity (which has prevailed in 
India) nor one of individual independence (more dominant in the United 
States) can be considered essentially natural or unnatural, humane or inhu-
mane, advanced or backward, advantageous or detrimental. Rather, both 
models serve as different cultural interpretations of the proper workings of 
aging and society, of finding meaning in the human life course, of being 
in the world.
 Of course, many Indian and American readers, in fact myself included, 
may accept as a given that it is simply better to have some provision for the 
poor beyond the family. Not every elder will be able to rely on an adult 
child or amassed independent savings. For those with no one or nothing, 
is it not absolutely more ethical to have a state safety net to offer relief? 
By chalking up all difference to “alternative modernities” or “contrasting 
cultural systems,” one risks masking real problems of global inequality 
(cf. Ferguson 200:192), such as the fact that only some states have the 
economic resources for a robust social welfare system. But beyond the basic 
assertion that alleviating poverty is desirable, it becomes difficult to make 
a viable pan-cultural argument. Is it necessarily better or worse, more or 
less “advanced” or “backward,” to pay no heed to an adult child’s capacity 
to support an elder parent when determining whether or not the elder is 
needy?2 or to reside in separate nuclear households rather than in multi-
generational families? or to foster generational independence rather than 
lifelong mutual interdependence? Many readers in India and the United 
States may harbor, consciously or unconsciously, a conventional teleologi-
cal model of the developmental march of modernity. With such a model 
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in mind, some may have a hard time relinquishing the notion that it is 
simply “better” (more modern or up-to-date or enlightened or egalitarian 
or enjoyable) to have a system that fosters generational independence—
self-sufficient, free, unencumbered adults—rather than lifelong mutual 
interdependence and multi-generational co-residence. Even I, influenced 
by my own upbringing in the United States and my feminist inclinations, 
have the tendency to feel that the individualistic, nuclear-family-style sys-
tem is more desirable. (It’s the one I suppose I have chosen to live in.) But, 
is it?
 Renato Rosaldo, in his eloquent, simple and provocative essay, “Of 
Headhunters and Soldiers: Separating Cultural and Ethical Relativism” 
(2000), puts forward a definition of cultural relativism as follows:

Relativism argues for engagement, for dialogue between cultures. 
This is not the kind of easy cosmopolitanism that implies enormous 
privilege—the capacity, for example, to spend three days in the Bali 
Hilton. It’s a deeper form of knowing that entails some recognition 
that I am one among others. I’m not the center of the universe.
 This argues against ethnocentrism, against what could be called 
cultural imperialism (imposing a set of norms on people who might 
not want to inhabit those norms), against projection (laying some-
thing you see inside yourself on somebody else). The effort in relativ-
ism is to determine what that other person is actually thinking.

Taking up such principles, we are able realize that the things we believe and 
do, take for granted and think of as superior, often inspire other people’s 
revulsion—and vice versa. Our own systems are just one of many possible 
ways of organizing lives in the world. By engaging in the anthropological 
project of making the familiar strange and the strange familiar, we widen 
our sense of the horizons of the possible, helping to promote self- and 
cross-cultural understanding—a vitally important project in our remark-
ably diverse and increasingly interconnected world.
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Acknowledgments

 1. For those familiar with my earlier book, White Saris and Sweet Mangoes, I 
should note that this Hena (Hena Basu of Basu Research and documentation Service in 
Kolkata) is not the same Hena (Hena Mukherjee) who devoted her energies to working 
with me as a research assistant in the village of Mangaldihi in 1989–1990. Both Henas 
have been invaluable research assistants and close friends.

1. Introduction

 1. I use ‘single quotation marks’ to signify words spoken in English in an otherwise 
Bengali conversation. As I discuss further below, residences for elders are most frequently 
referred to by Indians in English as “old age homes,” signifying the perceived Western-
originating nature of these institutions.
 2. As I examine further in chapters 7 and 8, immigrants who become citizens can 
be eligible to receive the kinds of welfare benefits the United States government offers to 
any citizen over  with limited means, including Supplemental Security Income (SSI) 
and Medicare.
 . As the book’s following pages reveal, both tea and time—in relation to fam-
ily, intimacy, and modernity—are in fact recurring tropes in my informants’ narratives. 
Tea takes time to prepare. Time is essential for true intimacy, among family or friends. 
Adda—a quintessential Bengali way of forming and enjoying friendships—entails end-
less, lengthy, time-expending talk, often over tea. Tea is something that Indians com-
monly drink several times a day—generally at least first thing in the morning, then 
again with breakfast, and then in the afternoon. Tea is what guests are offered when 
dropping in to visit. And seniors and superiors (in what many hold up as traditional or 
proper Indian contexts) rarely prepare their own tea, but rather are offered it by servants, 
daughters-in-law, or other juniors. The new old age homes in India always specify how 
often tea is offered, and residents who like their homes readily cite being served tea. 
Older immigrants to the United States, particularly men, often describe their adjustment 
to American (busy and individualist) lifestyles by narrating how they have finally learned 
to make their own tea.
 4. Rajan and Kumar (200:78–79), based on 1992–199 National Family 
Household Survey data, report that 88 percent of the elderly in India co-reside with their 
adult children. Although co-residence is declining, gerontologists concur that the strong 
majority of Indian elderly still do live with their children. See Jamuna 200:127–128, 
Basu 200.
 . For instance, those who can speak English well comprise only about  percent 
of India’s population; and just about 9 percent of households in India have a refrigerator 
(derné 200:108; see also Fernandes 200:81, Table ). I discuss below and in chapter 2 
the varying criteria used to define the Indian middle classes, a fast-growing group that 
includes, scholars estimate, between 100 and 20 million persons, or about 9 to 22 per-
cent of the population.
 . See especially Lamb 2000:90–99. For other important anthropological works 
on aging in India, see Van Willigen and Chadha 1999, and Vatuk 197, 1980, 1987, 1990, 
1992, 199.
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 7. HelpAge India’s (soon-to-be-updated) 2002 guide to old age homes lists eight 
hundred across India (HelpAge India 2002; see also Sawhney 200), and since its pub-
lication new elder residences have been springing up at a fast pace. From 2004–200, I 
was able to locate seventy-one old age homes in Kolkata and its suburbs.
 8. As Eric gable nicely writes, reflecting on his and James Ferguson’s different 
accounts of their subjects’ experiences of modernity in Africa: “Nowadays in anthropol-
ogy, when we compare two fieldwork encounters and find them to be divergent, we can 
account for such divergence in a variety of ways. One way would be to scrutinize the 
motives, both conscious and unconscious, of the authors of the ethnographic accounts in 
question. Ethnographers are authors; they write, as geertz, Clifford, Marcus, and others 
made us all see in the 1980s, ‘fictions,’ . . . stories that each of us constructs, reflecting 
our biographies, our preoccupations, our libraries. . . . Ethnography can be a window 
into the lives of others and it can also be a mirror” (200:411 n.14).
 9. Most residents of old age homes feel compelled to state publicly that their fami-
lies did not want them to move in (whether or not the assertion is fully true). This saves 
the family’s prestige and represents the elder as loved and served.
 10. I use double quotes here and elsewhere to highlight the constructed or represen-
tational nature of a phrase or concept. So, here, I draw attention to “American culture” 
as represented by my informants, rather than as a fixed, independently existing entity.
 11. For more on population aging, see Barbagli and Kertzer (200:xiv–xviii), 
Kinsella 1997, peterson 2002, United Nations 2001. Chakraborti 2004 and Rajan, Sarma 
and Mishra 200 focus on the demography of Indian aging.
 12. “World population Ageing: 190–200,” department of Economic and Social 
Affairs, population division—http://www.un.org/esa/population/publications/worldage-
ing190200 (United Nations 2001; accessed 9 November 2008).
 1. Watson Wyatt Worldwide and Center for Strategic and International Studies 
(CSIS) report, “global Aging—The Challenge of the New Millennium.” http://www.
watsonwyatt.com/research/printable.asp?id=W-1 (accessed August 2008).
 14. See Beijing Review 2007, Eckholm 1998, Jianhua 200, and Shea 200.
 1. See Kotlikoff and Burns 2004, peterson 2000, Wilmoth and Longino 200.
 1. Some analysts do, however, integrate demographic and social-cultural concerns 
when thinking about India’s future. To cite just one example: in an article titled “pension 
Issues and Challenges Facing India,” H. T. parekh presents figures on population aging 
in the nation and predicts that “due to a variety of sociological and demographic reasons, 
the role of the family in providing retirement financing is likely to be less prominent in 
the future” (200:48).
 17. grand Western social science theorists of modernity include August Comte, 
Karl Marx, Max Weber, and Emile durkheim. More recent influential works that 
emphasize and examine the universality of core modern transformations include Berman 
1988; Foucault 1979, 1980; giddens 1990; Habermas 1987; Harvey 1989; Jameson 1991, 
2002; and Latour 199.
 18. For works that take this argument and/or explore particular or alternative 
modernities, see Appadurai 199; Appadurai and Breckenridge 199; Chakrabarty 
2001; Chatterjee 1997; Comaroff and Comaroff 1997; dube and Banerjee-dube 200; 
Errington and gewertz 199; Ferguson 1999; Foster 2002; gable 200; gaonkar 2001; 
gewertz and Errington 199; goodale 200; Hodgson 2001; Knauft 2002; Liechty 200; 
Lipuma 2000; Lynch 2007; Mills 1999; Nonini and Ong 1997; Ong 199, 1997; pigg 
199; Rofel 1999; Taylor 2001; and Van Hollen 200.
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 19. Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing writes relatedly of how anthropologists are still, some-
what unsatisfactorily, grappling with just how to get beyond the unhelpful dichotomiz-
ing of the “global blob and local detail”—“an imagery in which the global is homog-
enous precisely because we oppose it to the heterogeneity we identify as local” (2004:8).
 20. I am indebted to Eric gable (200:409), who inspired me to pull out my copies 
of geertz and find this still relevant and important passage. gable observes that, in much 
of his work, geertz “tried to show how societies might experience the same or equivalent 
histories, yet interpret them in dramatically different ways, revealing in the process the 
contours of culture” (200:409).
 21. These questions are inspired by dilip gaonkar’s (2001) and dipesh 
Chakrabarty’s (2001) contributions to Alternative Modernities and Marshall Berman’s 
(1988) All That Is Solid Melts into Air.
 22. M. N. Srinivas, most notably in Social Change in Modern India (198), and 
Milton Singer (When a Great Tradition Modernizes, 1972) are two anthropologists who 
several decades ago produced highly influential theories of social and cultural change 
and the modern in India, expressing many insights that are still compelling today. Other 
more recent works on South Asian modernity in various regions and historical periods 
include Breckenridge 199, Chakrabarty 2002, gold and gujar 2002, Liechty 2002, 
Mankekar 1998, pigg 199, van der Veer 2001; and see the next note below.
 2. For significant works on gender, sexuality and modernity in South Asia, see  
p. Chatterjee 1989, 1990, 199; N. Chatterjee and Riley 2001; derné 2000; Lynch 2007; 
Mankekar 1999; Srivastava 2004a, 2004b; and Van Hollen 200.
 24. As mentioned earlier, Cohen (1988) and more briefly I (Lamb 2000, especially 
pp. 88–98) do examine how visions of aging are tied to various Indian conceptualizations 
of modernity. However, there is more work to be done. First, a lot has transpired in the 
relatively short time since Cohen and I did our earlier research, including a surge of old 
age homes. Second, both Cohen and I concentrated rather narrowly only on negative sto-
ries of modernity. Third, this current project focuses on the ways older people themselves 
as agents reflect upon, experience, and fashion modernity, rather than simply (as Cohen’s 
work concentrates on) the ways old people and old age are represented by others (such as 
their families, their communities, gerontologists, the state, and the media).
 2. See, for instance, Wardlow 200:8–9, 20; Comaroff and Comaroff 1997:–
404; Keane 2002:8; Lipuma 1998, 2000:128–12; and Taylor 1992.
 2. McKim Marriott first coined the term “dividual” to refer to a notion of more or 
less “open” persons whose capacities for exchanging properties with other people, places, 
and things make them composite and hence divisible or dividual in nature—embedded 
in multiple external relations—rather than relatively closed, contained, solid, and dis-
tinct as individuals (Marriott 197:111). This is a suggestion that has spread in Melanesian 
(e.g., M. Strathern 1988:1, 48n.7) and South Asian studies. For further discussions of 
dividual, sociocentric, relational and/or familial notions of personhood in South Asia, see 
daniel 1984; Lamb 1997, 2000; Roland 1988; and Shweder and Bourne 1984. As I have 
argued elsewhere, for most people, different forms of (dividual or individual) person-
hood cross-cut their lives—highlighted in varying contexts and life phases—and so are 
not neatly dichotomous (Lamb 1997).
 27. Habitus, very briefly, refers to a person’s beliefs and dispositions, the social-
cultural structures or principles that exist in people’s bodies and minds (Bourdieu 1977, 
Mauss 1979[19]).
 28. “A profile of Older Americans: 200—Living Arrangements.” Administration 
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on Aging 200. Available at http://www.aoa.gov/pROF/Statistics/profile/200/.aspx. 
Among those  and over in the United States in 200, about 0.1 percent of all non-
institutionalized persons lived alone, and over half (4.8 percent) lived with only their 
spouse. The proportion living alone increases with advanced age: among women aged 7 
and over, for example, nearly half (47.7 percent) lived alone. About 9. percent of persons 
 and over in the United States in 200 lived in nursing homes and other senior housing.
 29. Comte’s discussion comes from chapter VI, “Social dynamics; or, Theory of the 
Natural progress of Human Society.” Bennett Berger comments that what Comte failed 
to foresee is that, in Western Europe and the United States at least, increased life expec-
tancy seems to have brought with it an extension of the definition of youth (190:1–14), 
a trend I discuss at the beginning of chapter —our efforts to stave off (forever, if pos-
sible) the period of old age.
 0. See, for notable studies of youth cultures and youth agency, many of which 
highlight in particular the making of the modern and global: Amit-Talai and Wulff 
199; Berliner 200; Bucholtz 2002; Cole 2004; dolby and Rizvi 2008; durham 2000, 
2007; Fong 2004; gable 2000; gillespie 199; Hall 2002; Honwana and de Boeck 200; 
Liechty 2002; Lukose 2008; Maira 2002, 2004; Maira and Soep 200; Sharp 2002. 
Rachana Agarwal usefully alerted me to several items on this list.
 1. Madhulika Khandelwal’s chapter , “Elders and Youth,” presents a more com-
plex account of the varied perspectives and strategies of elder Indian immigrants in New 
York City.
 2. Of course, as I explain in further detail below, I was deliberately concentrating 
in this research on those who were not living in conventional arrangements with their 
grown children. Nonetheless, it is significant that the vast majority (near 100 percent) of 
my research subjects for this project had grown up in multi-generational and often joint 
family households.
 . The retirement age in the West Bengal government sector is fifty-eight and in 
the government of India sector sixty. The private sector has no fixed rule.
 4. Laura Ahearn (2000) and Sherry Ortner (200) provide particularly lucid dis-
cussions of the concept of agency.
 . Susan Rasmussen makes a similar argument in analyzing several different types 
of musical performances popular among Tuareg youth and elders: “These data challenge 
some anthropological tendencies to associate rigid structural oppositions such as ‘tradi-
tional/modern’ with static age categories. . . . They suggest that ‘traditional’ and ‘modern’ 
beliefs and practices do not line up so neatly . . . according to one or another age or gen-
eration” (2000:142).
 . In 194, only 18.2 percent of U.S. mothers with children under eighteen were 
employed, but maternal employment rates have steadily risen, to 48.8 percent in 197 
and 70.0 percent in 199 (Hoffman 1998:2). Lois Hoffman remarks: “There are few 
social changes that are so easy to document as the increased employment of mothers in 
the United States” (p. 2). See also Vlasblom and Schippers (2004), “Increases in Female 
Labour Force participation in Europe: Similarities and differences.”
 7. The popular and scholarly literature on anxieties surrounding maternal employ-
ment is too vast to cite. For just a few further examples, see “Study Links Working 
Mothers to Slower Learning” (Lewin 2002), “Angst and the Working Mother” (New 
York Times Editorial desk 2002), and Suzanne Venker’s 7 Myths of Working Mothers: Why 
Children and (Most) Careers Just Don’t Mix (2004).
 8. Of course, the putting of women without resources or freedom to work caring 
for the children of more privileged women is not at all new in the United States; it is 
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just increasingly transnationally arranged. There is a long history in the United States of 
domestic nannies and slaves (in the U.S. South) caring for other women’s children.
 9. Ehrenreich and Hochschild here are recounting the narrative of Josephine 
perera, the nanny and transnational mother featured in Nilita Vachani’s documentary 
film, “When Mother Comes Home for Christmas.”
 40. Except if that extra-family care takes place in a nursing home. As I explore in 
the chapters below, many Americans are concerned about the quality of elder care in 
nursing homes, although most are comfortable with the concepts of up-scale retirement 
communities, hired in-home help, and living singly or as a married couple.
 41. For discussions of cultural values surrounding aging and intergenerational rela-
tionships in the United States, see chapters –8 below, and Clark 1972; Hunt 2002:109–
110; Kalish 197; Lamb 2000:2–, 200; Margolies 2004; Simic 1990; and Vesperi 198.
 42. Among middle-class families in India, it is rare for a mother to migrate abroad 
without taking her children with her (although recently many sons and daughters-in-law 
are migrating transnationally without their parents). In Sri Lanka, however, many young 
mothers have been migrating to work as domestics in wealthier oil-producing countries 
of the Middle East, leaving behind young children (gamburd 2000). To quell this trend, 
the Sri Lankan government announced in March 2007 its plans to ban mothers with 
children under five from working overseas, although after being swamped by protests 
from local and international human rights groups, the cabinet is reconsidering.
 4. I discuss this case further in chapter 8.
 44. Black 200; New York Times 1989; St. Louis Post-Dispatch 2000; Seff 200; 
Arthur 2004; Abaya 200.
 4. Bengal is a region in the northeast of South Asia, shared primarily now by 
the state of West Bengal, India and the nation of Bangladesh (formerly East pakistan). 
Bengalis are the main ethnic community of this region and speak the language of Bengali 
or Bangla. The majority of Bengalis in West Bengal are Hindu, though with a sizable 
minority of Muslims, and the majority of Bengalis in Bangladesh are Muslim; although 
before the partition of India and pakistan in 1947, Hindus and Muslims lived freely 
across both regions. Many of the Hindu Bengalis now living in Kolkata, and many of 
this study’s informants, are originally from the region that has become Bangladesh.
 4. Although residents paid to stay in these as in other homes, the peerless and 
Birla group corporations subsidized their costs and viewed the homes in part as merit-
 producing, charitable enterprises, as I discuss further in chapter .
 47. There is no uniformly accepted term to refer to people from the Indian sub-
continent living in the United States. “South Asian,” the phrase most widely used in 
academic circles, refers to persons from the contemporary nations of India, pakistan, 
Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, Nepal, and Bhutan (although masking what many perceive to 
be deep differences of language, religion, ethnicity, etc.). people of Indian descent in the 
United States refer to themselves by a variety of labels, including “Indian American,” 
“Indo-American,” deshi or De∆i (of the de∆ or homeland; primarily used by youth), 
and simply “Indian.” “Asian Indian” has been the official U.S. Census category since 
1980. See Anand 1994; das gupta 200; george 1997:2 (n.); Kibria 199; Leonard 
1997, 2000; Natarajan 199; Nelson 1992; prashad 1999; Radhakrishnan 199; Shankar 
1998; and Shukla 200 for further discussions of these labels and their social-political 
ramifications.
 48. Immigrants from India in the United States have, on the whole, had a high 
socio-economic status, following the 19 U.S. Immigration and Naturalization Act, 
which allowed Asian immigrants to enter the United States on the basis of preferred 
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occupational skills. The 2000 U.S. Census lists Asian Indians as having the second high-
est annual median household income among all U.S. ethnic groups, $70,708, just below 
the Japanese median family income of $70,849 (available at http://www.census.gov/
prod/2004pubs/censr-17.pdf, p.18 of the report; accessed 1 September 2008).

2. The Production of Tradition, Modernity, and a New Middle Class

 1. The Bengali term for children (chelera) can mean either children in general or 
sons in particular. Sons, with daughters-in-law, are widely regarded as those most respon-
sible for caring for their parents.
 2. Messages from Subbulakshmi Jagadeesan, government of India Ministry of 
Social Justice and Empowerment, and prime Minister Manmohan Singh. Heading: 
“The Nation felicitates its senior citizens on the International day of Older persons.” 
Anandabajar Patrika, 1 October 2004.
 . For notable works that examine processes of constructing tradition as part of the 
very project of fashioning modernity or working out the present, see Chatterjee 1997, 
gable 200, Lipuma 2000 (p. 77 passim), Hobsbawm and Ranger 198, Jackson 199, 
and Lynch 2007 (p. 249 n. 4). partha Chatterjee writes that “it is superfluous to call this 
an imagined past, because pasts are always imagined” (1997:210). Liisa Malkki writes, 
in Purity and Exile: “that the ‘worlds made’ through narrations of the past are always 
historically situated and culturally constructed, and it is these that people act upon and 
riddle with meaning” (199:104).
 4. For more on seva and elders, see Cohen 1998, Lamb 2000:9–, and chapter  
below.
 . McKim Marriott (197) first coined the term “dividual,” which was later taken 
up by Marilyn Strathern (1988:1, 48–49 n. 7) and other Melanesianists, to convey such 
a notion of persons, common in South Asia, as composite and hence “dividual” or divis-
ible in nature, existing in a social and cultural world of particulate “flowing substances” 
(see also Marriott and Inden 1977 and Marriott 1990). Inden and Nicholas 1977; daniel 
1984; Lamb 1997, 2000; and Zimmermann 1979 also examine conceptualizations of fluid 
and open persons in various South Asian contexts.
 . According to Clifford geertz, for instance, Westerners see the person as a 
“bounded, unique, more or less integrated motivational and cognitive universe, a 
dynamic center of awareness, emotion, judgment and action organized into a distinctive 
whole and set contrastively against other such wholes and against its social and natural 
background.” geertz characterizes this Western conception of the individual as “a rather 
peculiar idea within the context of world cultures” (198:9).
 7. I have been told variations of this tale numerous times in India and also found 
it printed in a newsletter for the dignity Foundation “Senior Citizens Life Enrichment 
Organization” based in Mumbai. It appears as well in Knowles 189, under the title 
“How the Wicked Sons Were duped” (pp. 241–242). The blockbuster Bollywood film 
Baghban, described shortly below, features a very similar theme.
 8. I take this example from Lamb 2000 (p. 47), which focused on village life. I 
found that in visits to this and neighboring villages over 200–2007, anxieties over the 
impact of modernity were present but not as salient as they were among the urban mid-
dle classes.
 9. These initial passages are taken from newspaper stories: Young 2007, gentleman 
2007, das 1999, Baruah 2004. Lawrence Cohen’s (1998) No Aging in India also cites 
prevalent media narratives of the modern “fall” of the joint family.
 10. For instance, see Wadley (1994, 2002) for discussions of family types in 
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Karimpur, North India, from 192 through 1998. Over this period, nuclear families were 
consistently the largest group (2002:19). Cohen (1998) explores narratives of modern 
“bad families” from the colonial era to contemporary times. Vatuk (1990) examines the 
anxiety New delhi elders express regarding becoming “burdens” on their children. See 
also the perspectives of Bengali villagers on the multiple kinds of enduring forces that 
interfere with successful joint family living in “Conflicting generations: Unreciprocated 
Houseflows in a Modern Society” (Lamb 2000:70–111).
 11. See dube 1988, Lamb 2000:207–212, Raheja 199, Raheja and gold 1994:7–120, 
and Sax 1991:77–12 for analyses of the shifting positions of women in Indian families.
 12. In Bengali, the suffixes “di” for didi or older sister, and “da” for dada or older 
brother, are often used as a sign of both respect and closeness. Other kin terms, such as 
aunt (mashi, pishi, mami, kakima, jethima), uncle (mesho, pisho, mama, kaka, jethu), 
and elder brother’s wife (boudi), are also used as suffixes. Bengalis, like other Indians, 
generally find it disrespectful to refer to a person senior to oneself by first name only.
 1. “Bapre bap!” is a common Bengali exclamation indicating amazement, fear, sur-
prise or incredulity.
 14. See chapter  for an analysis of the meanings ekannabarti paribar, frequently 
glossed as joint family, which literally means a family whose members all eat together or 
share a hearth.
 1. For accounts of the a∆rama dharma schema in the dharma∆astra texts, see Kane 
(198–197:vol. 2) and Manu (188, 1991).
 1. See especially chapter , “Our Culture, Their Culture” in The Argumentative 
Indian (Sen 200:121–18).
 17. Bartaman, Letters to the Editor, 11 August 200, p. 4; translated from the 
Bengali by my research assistant Hena Basu.
 18. Aparna Sen, introductory editorial message in the unnumbered front matter 
pages of Sananda, 1 February 200. Translated from the Bengali by my research assistant 
Hena Basu.
 19. Translations from Hindi have been provided by my research assistant Rachana 
Agarwal.
 20. Letter to the editor, Telegraph, 0 June 200.
 21. Subham dutta, Sunday Newsline, Kolkata,  June 2007—Section “p.S.,” p. .
 22. For works on the growth of the Indian middle classes since the economic lib-
eralization policies of the 1990s, see Beteille 2001; g. das 2002:279–290 passim; derné 
200; Fernandes 200; Mazzarella 200, 200; T. Ray 200; Radhakrishnan 200; and 
Sridharan 2004. Liechty 2002 examines the making of middle-class culture in Nepal.
 2. To Sridharan, the “elite” middle class consists of those in the “high” income 
group with salaries in 1999 above Rs. 140,000 (or $,200) annually; the “expanded” mid-
dle class includes those of both “high” and “upper middle” income groups, with annual 
incomes above Rs. 10,000; and the “broadest” middle class corresponds to the high, 
upper middle, and middle income groups, those with annual salaries of Rs. 70,000 and 
up (2004:411–41). See also Fernandes 200:82, Table 4.
 24. Although Kolkata is the third largest city in India, with an extended metropoli-
tan population of over 14 million, since the independence of India in 1947 it has not 
been a major economic hub (though from 2000, the city has been experiencing some 
economic rejuvenation).
 2. “NRIs remitted over $24 billion back home in 200,” report dated June 8, 2007. 
NRI-worldwide.com—“The website for the great Indian diaspora.” http://nri-world-
wide.com/cgi-local/ts.pl?action=fetch&area=nrifacts (accessed 9 November 2008).
 2. See the Indian Embassy site: http://www.indianembassy.org/policy/pIO/
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Introduction_pIO.html (accessed 9 November 2008), and dhooleka Raj’s chapter 7 
of Where Are You From? Middle-Class Migrants in the Modern World, “Being British, 
Becoming a person of Indian Origin” (200:1–18).
 27. For newspaper coverage of this new complex, see Mookherjea 2007.
 28. The first Mcdonalds and pizza Hut franchises appeared in India in 199; the 
first mall opened in 1999.
 29. Bist 2004, “The great Indian Mall Boom.”
 0. The old person, however, was not absent from earlier anti-colonial Indian 
nationalist discourses. Consider, for instance, Lawrence Cohen’s analysis of the figure of 
the Westernized Indian middle-class “babu” carrying his wife on his shoulder but with 
a chain around his old mendicant mother’s neck. This is the image of “ghar Kali” that 
adorns the cover of Cohen’s No Aging in India: Alzheimer’s, the Bad Family and Other 
Modern Things. Cohen writes of the “apocalyptic vision of modernity” depicted in the 
popularly circulated nineteenth-century lithograph, in which “the old mother’s abjec-
tion suggests the fallen present of the babu’s Calcutta” (1988:171), “babu” referring to the 
Bengali middle-class Westernized gentleman.
 1. See also Anannya Bhattacharjee, who observes that in the United States, “wom-
en’s bodies become the site for the preservation of India” (1992:1), and Sunita Mukhi, 
who examines how Manhattan India day celebrations pronouncedly link girl/woman-
hood and Indian nationalism (1998).
 2. Rupal Oza (200), however, examines what she finds to be widespread “moral 
panic” centering on the woman in the post-1990s India of economic liberalization, sur-
rounding particularly the new public (sexually “open” and indiscriminate) nature of 
women’s bodies in contemporary visual media, such as advertisements, television, maga-
zines, and billboards.

3. The Rise of Old Age Homes in India

 1. A lungi is one of the most popular men’s garments for everyday wear in West 
Bengal, a long cotton cloth that can be wrapped around the waist and extends below the 
knees, generally worn within the household only by those in the middle classes but worn 
much more widely by those in the laboring classes.
 2. As introduced in chapter 2, vanaprastha literally means forest dweller, and is pre-
sented in Hindu texts (such as the Laws of Manu) as the third stage of life (a∆rama), dur-
ing which a man (with or without his wife) leaves behind his married children and mate-
rial possessions to dwell in relative solitude in the forest, focusing on spiritual cultivation. 
A brochure for the Ramakrishna Mission Home for Aged people describes the home’s 
grounds as an ideal site for pursuing vanaprastha: “The vast expanse of green covering 
three acres of land, the age old trees, the lily pool, the chirping of the birds, the serene 
ambience at dawn and dusk elevating the place to a Vanaprasthashrama, virtually reminds 
us of the ancient Tapavana [place suitable for religious practices] of the Sages away from 
the material world.”
 . In Lamb 2000 (pp. 2–) I examine Bengali conceptions of elders as those who 
generally possess the potent capacity to give blessings (a∆irbad), largely because of their 
seniority.
 4. See pigg 2001:12–24 for an interesting discussion of the use of English terms to 
discuss taboo topics and mark as modern.
 . For further discussions of seva and elders, see chapters 2 and , Cohen 1998 and 
Lamb 2000:9–.
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 . After India’s independence in 1947, many Anglo Indians, who identified strongly 
with British culture, emigrated from the nation to settle in the United Kingdom or else-
where in the Commonwealth of Nations, such as Australia and Canada.
 7. See the introduction for a more detailed account of the nature of my fieldwork 
in old age homes from 200 to 200. In 2007 I again made fieldwork visits to the old age 
homes I knew best but did not concentrate then on uncovering new homes, although I 
could tell from a quick perusal of newspaper advertisements and articles that several new 
elder residences had sprung up over the past year.
 8. The population of India is about 80 percent Hindu and 1 percent Muslim. In 
addition, 2. percent of the Indian population is Christian and 1.9 percent is Sikh, with 
“other” and “unspecified” at 1.9 percent (2001 Census, https://www.cia.gov/cia/publica-
tions/factbook/geos/in.html; accessed 9 November 2008).
 9. Samia Huq and Nehraz Mahmood, personal communication.
 10. See also Liebig 200 for a quite detailed account of her survey of the physical 
amenities of and services offered by forty-eight old age homes that she visited across 
India in 1997–1998. My observations here are very similar to hers.
 11. The older, free homes for the aged around India tend to be even larger. For 
instance, Kolkata’s Little Sisters of the poor Old Age Home currently houses 10 elders, 
and the West Bengal government home for “old and infirm political sufferers” and desti-
tute women houses sixty-eight. See also Liebig 200:170–171.
 12. In chapter , I analyze the ways relationships in the elder homes are constructed 
as both like and unlike those in a family or joint family.
 1. For an examination of Bengali attitudes regarding the inappropriateness of living 
with married daughters, see Lamb 2000:8–88.
 14. Cultural and personal attitudes regarding sleeping and living alone are explored 
further in chapter .
 1. Outside of West Bengal, many old age homes (Liebig 200:1 found 2 percent 
of the forty-eight homes she surveyed) offer strictly vegetarian diets, in keeping with the 
traditions of many (non-Bengali) Hindus. HelpAge India’s Old Age Homes: A Guide Book 
for some reason advises that all Indian old age homes should serve only vegetarian foods 
(2000:48). Bengali Hindus of all castes tend to consider especially fish (and often also 
eggs and mutton) an essential and precious part of the diet.
 1. Chapter  analyzes Bengali categories of “family,” “joint family,” “home” and 
“homey,” and compares these to the qualities of old age homes.
 17. Mukund gangopadhyay himself has one married son and two married daughters.
 18. As throughout this book, I use ‘single quotation marks’ to indicate English terms 
inserted into an otherwise Bengali conversation.
 19. Hochschild (2001) and Menzies (200) are two works from a growing popular 
literature on the time bind in contemporary North American life.
 20. I have termed “society ladies” the active group of upper-middle-class and upper-
class women volunteers in Kolkata. These are largely well-to-do housewives who devote 
a lot of their time to social causes, often through various women’s and community clubs 
such as the Rotary Club and the Inner Wheel Society. A few of these groups have been 
actively involved in founding certain old age homes. Others plan organized visits to old 
age homes several times per year, to chat with the residents and offer things like cultural 
programs and gifts of sweets, fruit, and shawls.
 21. See chapter 2 for a discussion of the historical context of debates surrounding 

2-LAMB_pages_133-342.indd   281 5/13/09   3:36:00 PM



282

NOTES TO pAgES 74–84

women and social change in colonial and postcolonial India, as well as Chatterjee 1989, 
1990, 199; and Lamb 2000:92–99.
 22. The sacred thread, a long white string worn over one shoulder, is one sign of an 
upper-caste Hindu man’s status.
 2. Zamindars are major landowners.
 24. At http://www.satyajitray.org/films/pather.htm (accessed 1 September 2008).
 2. At http://film-i.blogspot.co/20_12_01_archive.html (accessed 22 October 2008).
 2. The Calcutta Metropolitan Institute of gerontology (CMIg), introduced in 
chapter 2, is an innovative institute focusing primarily on helping the city’s elderly poor.
 27. Contemporary marriages in India are commonly classified into two categories: 
“arranged” and “love” marriages. (These English terms are often the ones used, although 
Indian language equivalents exist.) people hope and expect that love will also develop in 
an arranged marriage, of course; but an arranged marriage is one that is facilitated and 
approved primarily by parents or other senior kin, while a love marriage is one in which 
the members of the couple have met and make the decision to marry (largely or entirely) 
on their own. The arranged marriage is the more traditional and widely accepted and 
respected form of marriage, although love marriages are becoming increasingly common, 
especially among urban cosmopolitan classes.
 28. E.g., Hareven 2000:1, Kertzer 199, Laslett 1972.
 29. Before 1800, less than  percent of the U.S. population lived in cities (U.S. 
Census 1990, United States Summary, Table 4: “population: 1790 to 1990”). Available at 
www.census.gov/population/censusdata/table-4.pdf (accessed September 2008).
 0. See greven 1970, Hareven 2000:–0.
 1. See Costa 1999; Hareven and Uhlenberg 199; Kertzer 199:7; Ruggles 199;  
d. S. Smith 1979, 1981. Kertzer makes the important remark, “The fact that people 
establish their own households at marriage need not exclude a phase of complex fam-
ily coresidence as a part of the normal life course” (199:7), aiming to complexify our 
notions of a simple, dominant, and static Western nuclear family system. Significantly, 
many more older, widowed women moved in with extended family members than men 
(Costa 1999, Hareven and Uhlenberg 199). Although some American widowed women 
continue to live as dependents with other family members, the proportion has decreased 
significantly from 1890 (7 percent) to 1990 (14 percent) (Costa 1999:42). The U.S. cen-
sus data provided by Hareven and Uhlenberg show that more than three-fourths of all 
older widows were living with children in 1910 (199:28).
 2. Tamara Hareven’s (2000) research on French-Canadian immigrant workers in 
an American industrial community from 1880 to 190 importantly complicates, however, 
the more popular, simple view that urban migration and industrialization meant that 
extended kin networks were no longer important, while the “isolated nuclear family” 
took over, for under the harsh economic conditions of early industrial capitalism, family 
members needed each others’ support. Nonetheless, the proportion of elderly persons liv-
ing with kin (other than a spouse) in the United States has dropped significantly: in 1890 
it was usual for the aged (particularly the widowed) to live with kin; now, the majority 
live alone (Ruggles 199:29, 24, 271; Costa 1999).
 . See ElderWeb 200, Haber 1982 and Haber 199 for discussions of the history of 
elder housing in the United States.
 4. See, for example, ElderWeb (www.elderweb.com) for descriptions of these vari-
ous senior housing options.
 . See http://agingstats.gov/Agingstatsdotnet/Main_Site/data/2008_documents/
Health_Care.pdf; search Indicator  (accessed 9 November 2008).
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 . However, Americans tend to feel much more comfortable and sanguine about 
senior residences other than nursing homes, such as retirement housing, as I will con-
tinue to explore in the following chapters.
 7. I have borrowed the phrase “horror stories” from Michele gamburd (2000:209–
21), who uses it similarly to refer to the sensationally negative media narratives sur-
rounding the lives of migrant housemaids from Sri Lanka working in the Middle East. 
See also Caitrin Lynch’s discussion of the “moral panic” (2007:114 ff.) surrounding 
women’s factory work in contemporary Sri Lanka.
 8. This vision—that no one is allowed to go in or out—is not at all true for most 
old age homes in India, where people come and go regularly.
 9. Subho das gupta’s “Janmadin” appeared in 2001 in das gupta’s collection, 
≈udhu Tomar Janya (“Just for You”), pp. 2–, and was translated for me by my research 
assistant Hena Basu.

4. Becoming an Elder-Abode Member

 1. In India, alcohol consumption is largely limited to sophisticated, urban elite cir-
cles and, in some communities, to working class and lower caste men. Among the urban 
elite, it can be a sign of modernity, cosmopolitanism, and sophistication. In Kolkata’s 
sophisticated social clubs, like the one Monisha Mashi and I were attending, male and 
female guests do commonly enjoy drinks of beer and whiskey, although it is still rela-
tively unusual to find women of Monisha Mashi’s generation partaking of alcohol.
 2. See chapters 2 and , where the notion of vanaprastha is scrutinized in further 
depth.
 . See chapters 2 and , as well as Lamb 2000, Savishinsky 2004, Tilak 1989, and 
Vatuk 1980, for a further examination of the notion and value of worldly detachment in 
late life for Hindus.
 4. Vedanta is a branch of Hindu philosophy, meaning the “end” or culmination of 
the Vedas (the ancient texts regarded as the scriptural foundation of Hinduism, written 
down from about 100 to 00 BCE). Vedanta is constituted by the Aranyakas, or “forest 
scriptures,” of which the Upanishads form the chief part. As a young woman, Monisha 
Mashi had received an MA in Vedanta Studies, although women of her era in India 
rarely studied that far.
 . As throughout this book, English terms used in an otherwise Bengali conversa-
tion are in ‘single quotation marks.’
 . Sannyas is the final life stage presented in the Hindu dharmasastra texts, during 
which a person leaves behind all ties to family, belongings and place, focusing solely on 
god and spiritual release.
 7. The scant existing literature on India’s old age homes includes informative 
 survey-type works such as Liebig 200 and Sawhney 200, and editorial-style commen-
taries such as Narasimhan 2004.
 8. A key theme in many older Bengali women’s life stories is how loved and happy 
they were in their father’s households in their childhoods (see also Lamb 2001a:24).
 9. Kalyani-di does not mention how her children were cared for during the periods 
when she was away from home working. presumably, as is common among working class 
families in the region, the older children helped to cook and look after the younger chil-
dren. She never mentioned having or being able to afford servants.
 10. “Bah!” is an expression of pleasure, enthusiasm, delight.
 11. Cohen’s Varanasi, Lamb’s Mangaldihi, and Vatuk’s New delhi informants also 
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tie property to good treatment in old age (Cohen 1998:241; Lamb 2000:79, 8–87; Vatuk 
1990:78–80), as does the immensely popular Hindi film Baghban (Chopra 200), dis-
cussed in chapter 2. See also the discussion in chapter 2 (pp. –7) of the ambiguous 
role property has long played in the Indian intergenerational system.
 12. This son’s explanation of his motive seemed to be more of an excuse than a rea-
son, however, since placing his mother in an old age home required more money than 
having her stay at home. (This was not Kalyani-di’s observation, but rather my own.)
 1. Kalyani-di had also referred above vaguely to not having received peace (∆anti) at 
home after she had quit work. It seems perhaps that she as well as her son and daughter-
in-law were uncomfortable with her being a non-earning dependent. She also stressed 
to me on numerous occasions how much she had enjoyed being active and out of the 
house, amid the world, as a working woman.
 14. I discuss such a notion of Bengali women as passive recipients of action as well 
in Lamb 2000:18.
 1. Several of the old age homes I encountered were kept locked and guarded in 
such a fashion, although the majority were much more open.
 1. A bouma is a daughter-in-law. The term literally means “wife-mother,” as the 
daughter-in-law is viewed as a wife and mother of/for the family line.
 17. The Laws of Manu (in Sanskrit, Manusmriti or Manavadharmasastra, and infor-
mally known as Manu) is widely known as a foundational work of Hindu law and soci-
ety, compiled and written about 200 CE in India.
 18. The full passage from The Laws of Manu goes thus: “A girl, a young woman, or 
even an old woman should not do anything independently, even in (her own) house. In 
childhood a woman should be under her father’s control, in youth under her husband’s, 
and when her husband is dead, under her sons.’ She should not have independence” 
(1991:V.147–148, p. 11).
 19. Failed reciprocity was also a key theme in Lamb 2000 focusing on aging, gender, 
and families in a village region of West Bengal, India.
 20. For further discussion of the relationship between parents and married daugh-
ters, see Lamb 2000:8–88. In the relatively rare matrilineal communities of India, such 
as the Malayalam-speaking populations of Kerala, there is a much greater incidence of 
parents living with married daughters.
 21. I discuss the two components of this second premise in some detail in Lamb 
2000:71–8.
 22. Mukund gangopadhyay is the one whose narrative I cited in chapter , about 
how old age homes represent the ruination of modern society during the contemporary 
degenerate Kali Yuga.
 2. See Figure , “Households by Size: 1970 to 200,” in “America’s Families and 
Living Arrangements: 200” (U.S. Census Bureau 2004). In 200, single-person house-
holds were the second most common type (at 2.4 percent of all households), after two-
person households (at . percent). Available at http://www.census.gov/prod/2004pubs/
p20–.pdf (accessed 7 November 2008).
 24. Note, however, that the notion that one may not wish to be a “burden” on chil-
dren does also have roots in Indian traditions, as Vatuk (1990) explores.
 2. See Lamb 2000 (especially chapters 1 and 4) for a detailed exploration of what 
kinds of acts, to Bengalis, entail the sharing of bodily substances and emotional states, 
and the meanings and impacts of such acts.
 2. As explained above, bouma is generally translated as “daughter-in-law” but liter-
ally means “wife-mother,” as she is a wife and mother of the family line. Bouma and bou 
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are often used interchangeably, and any member of a family (including a daughter or 
sister, as Bulbul demonstrates shortly) can refer to a bouma as “our bouma.” A husband, 
however, would only refer to his wife as his bou (wife), not bouma. Note also that Bulbul 
does not broach the notion that a daughter could “throw her parents out,” since daugh-
ters are not socially or morally expected to care for their parents.
 27. This description surprised me, because her father had always struck me as a 
quite gentle person. I had, however, seen him become animated in a strongly disparag-
ing, even angry way when speaking of certain current political events and the rise of old 
age homes in the country.
 28. See note 27 in chapter  for an explanation of “love” versus “arranged” 
marriages.
 29. Bulbul herself had lived with her in-laws for many years after marriage, although 
eventually she did persuade her husband to leave the small-town joint family home to 
move to Kolkata, where she felt that they and their sons would have better economic and 
educational opportunities.
 0. Here Bulbul is alluding to the lines from the Laws of Manu that I introduced 
earlier: a woman should never be independent, but should be given support and guid-
ance by her father in childhood, her husband in youth, and her sons in old age (Laws of 
Manu V.148, Manu 188:19, 1991:11).
 1. The move to a ∆va∆ur ba®i or marital home is generally one of the most dramatic 
and wrenching moves in an Indian woman’s life (see dube 1988, Jeffery and Jeffery 199, 
Lamb 2000:207–211, Raheja 199, Sax 1991:77–12).
 2. In Lamb 2000 (pp. 21–28) I provide a much fuller discussion of the rigorous 
set of practices prescribed for Bengali Brahman widows.
 . “Hostel” is the term ordinarily used to refer to what Americans more readily call 
a dormitory—a residence, commonly for students, where groups of similar-aged (usually 
young), and generally same-gendered, peers live together.

5. Tea and the Forest

 1. Marshall Sahlins (1994, 1999) and Ulf Hannerz (199) were two of the first to 
employ the phrase “indigenization of modernity.” Jonathan Inda and Renato Rosaldo 
prefer the term “customization” to “indigenization” because it seems less ideologically 
loaded and does not carry the same connotations of connection to the soil (2002:0, n. 
22). Appadurai 199, Liebes and Katz 1990, Lynch 2007, Michaels 2002, Srinivas 200, 
and Van Hollen 200 provide some rich ethnographic examples and analyses of these 
sorts of processes. Inda and Rosaldo (2002:12–2) provide a perceptive summary of some 
of this literature. See also the discussion of “alternative modernities” in chapter 1.
 2. See chapter  for further discussions of the history of old age homes in the West.
 . As throughout the book, I use ‘single quotation marks’ to indicate English terms 
employed in an otherwise Bengali conversation.
 4. Homi Bhabha elaborates on the notion of cultural hybridity, pushing beyond 
dichotomies of Self and Other, East and West, in his 1994 The Location of Culture (1994). 
Amartya Sen writes: “given the cultural and intellectual interconnections, the question 
of what is ‘Western’ and what is ‘Eastern’ (or ‘Indian’) is often hard to decide, and the 
issue can be discussed only in more dialectical terms” (200:12).
 . See, for example, ElderWeb (www.elderweb.com) for descriptions of these vari-
ous senior housing options.
 . As I discuss in chapters 7 and 8, state-supported “Senior Centers” in most larger 

2-LAMB_pages_133-342.indd   285 5/13/09   3:36:01 PM



28

NOTES TO pAgES 135–140

U.S. towns and cities likewise facilitate similar aims, particularly those of maintaining 
independence and an active life.
 7. See, for examples, Weeks and Cuellar 1981, which compares the elderly in nine 
different ethnic groups in San diego to an “Anglo-white” sample; Sokolovsky 1990; Stack 
199:107–121; and Tate 198.
 8. One example: ads for Crest’s Rejuvenating Effects gel invite: “Restore your 
smile and help it look younger, longer.”
 9. For instance, the American Academy of Anti-Aging Medicine, in a piece 
titled “Meditate on This: Buddhist Tradition Thickens part of the Brain,” reports 
on a study indicating that “regular meditation may slow age-related thinning of the 
frontal cortex”—posted on the “Anti-Aging Library” portion of its website: http://
www.worldhealth.net/p/meditate-on-this-buddhist-tradition-thickens-parts-of-the-
brain-200–12–02.html (accessed 1 September 2008).
 10. The Xtend-Life company, for instance, produces a Total Balance vitamin  
complex intended to “slow down the aging process and promote vitality and well- 
being,” available at http://www.antiaginginfo.net/anti-aging-vitamins.htm (accessed  
1 September 2008).
 11. See, for instance, Belluck 200. Nintendo’s Brain Age is one new big-selling 
product of the anti-aging industry, which is branching into brain games “offering the 
possibility of a cognitive fountain of youth.”
 12. Viagra, for instance, a drug used to treat erectile dysfunction, is targeted primar-
ily toward older men, and has been one of the most lucrative drugs in the pharmaceuti-
cal industry, with the United States its largest market (Berenson 200). Books such as the 
revised classic The New Love and Sex after 60 (Butler and Lewis 2002) are also top-selling.
 1. See, for examples, Luisa Margolies’s (2004) “Lesson : Enough is Enough: 
prolonging Living or prolonging dying?” (pp. 22–2), and Muriel gillick’s (200) 
Denial of Aging: Perpetual Youth, Eternal Life, and Other Dangerous Fantasies.
 14. Administration on Aging 200; see also Johnson and Weiner 200:vii, ; 
Margolies 2004:179.
 1. For instance, in 2002 in the United States, only 21. percent of deaths among 
people age sixty-five and older occurred at home, and just . percent of deaths occurred 
among outpatients in emergency rooms, while 9 percent and 28.4 percent of deaths 
occurred in in-patient hospital units and in nursing homes, respectively. The figures 
are similar for people of younger ages, demonstrating a more general phenomenon of 
medicalizing death in the United States (Centers for disease Control and prevention, 
Worktable 09, “deaths by place, of death, Age, Race and Sex: United States, 2002, 
available at http://www.cdc.gov/, search Worktable 09; accessed September 2008).
 1. For instance, homosexuality was classified as a “disease” in the diagnostic and 
Statistical Manual of Mental disorders (dSM) until 197. “drapetomania” was a psy-
chiatric diagnosis proposed in 181 by physician Samuel A. Cartwright of the Louisiana 
Medical Association to explain the “disease of mind” inducing slaves to flee captivity. See 
also Conrad and Schneider’s 1992 Deviance and Medicalization: From Badness to Sickness.
 17. Anthropologist Nancy Scheper-Hughes writes about the medicalization of 
hunger in Brazil, where government physicians as well as patients often label hunger 
as “nerves” (nervios), prescribing a variety of quick-fix pills (for insomnia, anxiety, even 
appetite stimulation) without daring to voice politically charged, morally blaming, and 
overwhelmingly difficult-to-solve problems such as hunger, poverty, and inequality 
(199:17–21).
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 18. The concept of medicalization was named by medical sociologist Irvin Zola in 
his seminal 1972 article, “Medicine as an Institution of Social Control.” See also Conrad 
2007. To say that something is “medicalized” does not necessarily imply that the phe-
nomenon cannot be viewed as having any valid biomedical dimensions, but rather that 
one could and even perhaps should well view the phenomenon as also or even more pri-
marily a social, political-economic, or natural life-course one.
 19. http://www.worldhealth.net/event/about_1.php (accessed August 200; no lon-
ger available). Anthropologist Courtney Mykytyn has done very interesting research on 
the recent emergence of “anti-aging medicine” in the United States (200a, 200b). See 
also American Academy of Anti-Aging Medicine (2000–200) and Klatz 2000.
 20. Ibid.
 21. For an in-depth exploration of Hindu Bengali attitudes toward death and dying, 
see Lamb 2000:11–180.
 22. Joel Savishinsky’s retired American informants, however, often found the taboo 
on speaking about death bothersome, frustrated with children and others unwilling to 
broach the topic (Savishinsky 2000).
 2. Several of these passages can occur concurrently. For instance, rituals transform-
ing one into an ancestor do not preclude the soul or atma also being able to move on to 
other new forms of existence. See gold 1988:9–12, Inden and Nicholas 1977:2–, 
Lamb 2000:144–180, Madan 1987:118–141, parry 1994, and Stone 1988 for further discus-
sions of Hindu perceptions of death.
 24. The names of the seventy-one old age homes I located in the Kolkata region fall 
into a relatively limited number of interesting categories:

 1) something related to vanaprastha or spirituality (this was the most 
numerous category, which I will explore shortly),
 2) something related to seva or serving and respecting elders,
 ) something related to household-like hospitality and warmth (such as 
Hospitality, Nest of Affection),
 4) something related to compassion or providing shelter for the other-
wise adrift or abandoned (such as Site Full of Mercy, Auspicious Shelter, 
Source of Support),
 ) something related to positive feelings (such as Happy Home, Ashram 
of Joy),
 ) something related to being near the end of life (such as Sunset glow, 
Lamp at Sunset, Retirement),
 7) something related to beginning a new life (such as New Nest, New 
Horizon), and finally
 8) a few named for specific locations, saints, or people (such as the 
founder or founder’s parents).

 2. The implication here is that Sri Ashok had earlier served the Mission (for he 
had long been a disciple) or society (by working). Now in late life it was his turn to stop 
working and receive seva in return.
 2. See also Cohen 1998 and Lamb 2000 for detailed discussions of seva and aging.
 27. Why were not more male elder-abode residents (comfortable being) supported by 
their sons? One factor is that it is common among this class of individuals choosing old 
age homes to be practicing and upholding “modern” and “Western” values of indepen-
dence, values facilitated by the modern pension system. Also, even in more conventional 
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contexts, for instance as Vatuk (1990) and Lamb (2000) found working with those living 
in multigenerational households in New delhi and Mangaldihi, men generally prefer to 
maintain some financial autonomy when moving to a retired phase of life of increasing 
dependence on sons. Further, older men normally would be living with their sons in a 
family home that they themselves had worked to establish and support over many years, 
so that even if the older man is no longer bringing in new cash earnings, his earlier con-
tributions to the household as well as the junior members’ indebtedness to him are both 
readily apparent in the material form of the house. As I discussed in chapter 4, Indian 
women in general have conventionally held much less financial autonomy than men, and 
dependence on sons in old age is often viewed as a natural and fitting extension of depen-
dence on fathers in childhood and husbands in adulthood.
 28. Ekanna is a term derived from Sanskrit from the roots ek (one) and anna (rice, 
meal, food). Barti is a suffix indicating location or place. So, ekannabarti indicates a 
place where meals are shared, and an ekannabarti paribar is a family (paribar) whose 
members all eat together. Interestingly, ekanna is also the Bengali term for the number 
fifty-one (an auspicious number), and so some Bengalis believe that the phrase ekan-
nabarti paribar (or joint family) literally implies “fifty-one members of a household”—
that is, a family of many members living together. Experts in the history of the Bengali 
language, however, state that the “fifty-one” and “one-meal” meanings of ekanna are 
simply homonyms, and that ekannabarti paribar, glossed as joint family, derives from the 
“one-rice” or “shared-meal” meaning of ekanna and not the word’s unrelated numerical 
sense (Clinton Seely, personal communication). Nonetheless, both popularly understood 
meanings can fit, as the two main characteristics of a joint family or ekannabarti paribar 
in most Bengalis’ minds are that its members all eat together, and it is large in size.
 29. Chele can mean boy, young man, son, and/or child, depending on the context.
 0. This is the old age home where Monisha Mashi, with whom I shared a beer at 
the Saturday Club (chapter 4), resided and where my daughters and I spent the night in 
the guest quarters.
 1. See the brief discussion in chapter 2 above, and daniel 1984, Inden and Nicholas 
1977, Lamb 2000 (especially pp. 27–), Marriott 197, and Marriott and Inden 1977 
for analyses of Indian conceptions regarding the fluid and open nature of persons, whose 
bodily and emotional relationships with other persons, places, and things are formed 
through the intimate sharing of bodily substances.
 2. Cohen 1998 (pp. 11–120) and Lamb 2000 (pp. 78, 91, 9, 1–17) also intro-
duce Aloka Mitra and the Navanir homes.
 . Close friends—peers of similar age and rank—tend not to use kin terms with 
each other, simply calling each other by name. One may also call a junior by name, 
even if that person stands in a junior kin-like relationship to one (such as younger sister 
or son or niece). However, it is disrespectful to call a senior person by name only. One 
may address a senior person by simply using a senior kin term, or by employing the kin 
term following the personal name, as in Monisha Mashi (Monisha Aunt), or Kalyani-di 
(Kalyani–older sister).
 4. Lawrence Cohen (1988:11, 118–119) provides an interesting and revealing dis-
cussion of how the female residents of Navanir are called masimas (aunties) rather than 
mothers, as the aunt figure is close yet peripheral. Compared to the mother, the aunt 
maintains only a tenuous connection to a household and kin, with weak claims upon 
family support.
 . Regrettably, for this research project I did not interview any staff members pri-
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vately, out of the context of their work environment, so I do not know well their own 
perspectives on their work and the elder institutions.
 . The Ashram Mata lamented, crying after her daughter’s untimely death at forty-
two, “Why did she go? There are so many people here [in this elder ashram] for whom 
if they died their relatives (ba®ir lok, “home’s people”) would be happy and relieved and 
even find peace, for whom there aren’t even any people to cry, who even would just 
lie rotting with no one even to take them to the cremation ground, if not for us. Why 
couldn’t one of them die instead of my daughter? At such a young age!” Hena found her 
plea selfish, saying that she should have wished for her own death rather than an ashram 
member’s. I felt I could relate to the Ashram Mata’s pain and was interested in the way 
she characterized the ashram residents as those who had no one.
 7. I have never encountered the term ba®i (house, home) in the name of an old 
age home either, instead finding terms such as ashram (spiritual shelter, refuge), abode 
(abas, niketan, and nivas), nest (ni®, basa), and the English ‘home.’ A “nest” (ni® or basa) 
is understood by Bengalis as a resting place or temporary residence, distinct from a real 
ancestral or family home (ba®i) (also see Inden and Nicholas 1977:7). The terms I have 
translated as “abode” here (which could also be glossed as residence or dwelling) are 
terms that carry both more temporary and more formal (as in poetic or literary) conno-
tations than ba®i.
 8. In Lamb 1997 and 2000 (pp. 207–221), I examine Bengali notions about 
women’s relative transformability or flexibility over the life course. Bengalis do in general 
also speak of women as, perhaps even more than men, valuing crowded togetherness in 
daily life, as Margaret Trawick also found among the women she knew in Tamil Nadu 
(1990:7; also see Lamb 2000:207).
 9. As I have noted elsewhere, Bengalis and other Indians use kin terms in many 
social settings, especially when addressing and referring to those senior to oneself, to sig-
nify both respect and closeness.
 40. In the Dharma∆astra texts, the life stage schema applies specifically to an upper-
caste man’s life. Little explicit attention is given to defining the appropriate stages of 
a woman’s life, which are determined by her relationships to the men on whom she 
depends for support and guidance—her father, her husband, and finally her sons (The 
Laws of Manu V.148, Manu 188:19, 1991:11).
 41. Wendy doniger finds one commentator who interprets Manu to intend that if a 
wife is young, she should be left with her sons, and if she is old, then her husband should 
take her along to the forest; another suggests that if the wife wishes to go, her husband 
should take her (1991:117 n. ).
 42. Many scholars have written about how spirituality and “forest-dwelling” inform 
conceptions of old age and daily life practices of Hindus, including Hiebert (1981:21–
221, 22–22), Lamb (2000:11–14), Roy (1992:18–14), Savishinsky 2004, Tilak (1989) 
and Vatuk (1980, 1990:7–7).
 4. See, for instance, Lawrence Cohen’s analysis of a Vanaprastha Ashram in 
Hardwar, northern India (1998:11–11).
 44. The Bengali forms of these names are Santi Neer, Santiniketan and prasanti.
 4. Available at http://www.sambodh.org/NEW/2002/vana/vana.htm (accessed 1 
September 2008).
 4. Vrindavan’s ashrams for Hindu widows are populated primarily by Bengali 
women, many of whom were widowed in their childhoods and sent forcibly to 
Vrindavan by families who did not wish to keep an inauspicious widow. Other women 
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choose the path, hoping to find a meaningful way to live as a widow, focused on spiri-
tuality. The widows spend their days singing hymns and receive just barely enough 
rice, clothing, and shelter from the ashrams and passing pilgrims to scrape by. Widows’ 
ashrams have received considerable negative press recently (e.g., Tripathi 200) and 
have been hauntingly depicted in films such as Moksha (Butalia 199) and Water (Mehta 
200).
 47. Vedanta is a branch of Hindu philosophy, meaning the end, or culmination, of 
the Vedas, the ancient texts regarded as the scriptural foundation of Hinduism.
 48. As noted above, Vedanta is a branch of Hindu philosophy; it comprises the 
Aranyakas or “forest scriptures,” of which the Upanishads form the chief part. As a 
young woman, Monisha Mashi had received an MA degree in Vedanta Studies.
 49. For instance, upper caste Bengali widows, in particular, are traditionally 
expected to eat only vegetarian foods, which means avoiding not only all meats, fish, and 
eggs, but also onions, garlic, and certain kinds of dal.
 0. For discussions of the tension between the values of attachment and renuncia-
tion in Hindu Indian society and the life course, see dumont 1980 [190], gold 1989, 
1992; Lamb 2000 (especially chapter 4 and pp. 140–142); and Madan 1987.

6. Living Alone as a Way of Life

 1. The quoted passages are from Sokhal 2000, one of about twenty clippings 
Himanshu Rath, director and founder of Agewell Foundation, offered me when I met 
with him for several hours in March 200 to discuss Agewell and his general views on 
aging.
 2. For the 200–200 figures, see Table 2.2 “Household Composition” of the 
National Family Health Survey India- (http://www.nfhsindia.org/nfhs_national_
report.html, Volume I>Chapters>Chapter 02, Household population and Housing 
Characteristics. Table 2.2 is on p. 2); for the 1998–1999 figures, see Table 2., 
“Household Characteristics” of the NFHS-2 (available at http://www.nfhsindia.org/
india2.html); for the 1992–199 figures, see Table ., “Household Composition” of the 
NFHS-1 (available at http://www.nfhsindia.org/india1.html. These sites were accessed 
in 1 September 2008). According to the Census of India 2001, less than 1 percent of 
the total Indian population of 1.0 billion live in single-person households (“Household 
Size”—available at http://www.censusindia.gov.in/Census_data_2001/Census_data_
finder/H_Series/Household_Size.htm; accessed 1 September 2008).
 . My search of the Census of India 2001 data produces just slightly different fig-
ures: of persons aged sixty or older, 4 percent lived in single-person households and 7 
percent as an elderly couple. Of those who did live alone, a larger number are females: 
2.1 out of 8. million (. percent) of older women aged sixty years and above. See 
Census of India 2001: “data Highlights: HH-: Households with number of aged per-
sons sixty years and above by sex and household size,” pp. 2–4, available at http://www.
censusindia.gov.in/ (accessed 1 September 2008).
 4. Available at http://www.dignityfoundation.com/lmp.htm (accessed 1 September 
2008). The dignity Foundation is a “Senior Citizens Life Enrichment Organization,” 
founded in 199, with chapters now in Chennai, Kolkata, Hyderabad, Jamshedpur, and 
Visakhapatnam.
 . Salt Lake City is a relatively new, well-to-do, planned community on the 
northeastern outskirts of Kolkata, of largely spacious single-family homes. Built in the 
mid-1970s, and then populated by many families raising sophisticated children, it is now 
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well known for having a preponderance of large homes housing merely one to two older 
adults, whose professional adult children have moved abroad.
 . Figure , “Households by Size: 1970 to 200,” in “America’s Families and 
Living Arrangements: 200” (U.S. Census Bureau 2004). In 200, single-person house-
holds were the second most common type of household, with two-person households 
being the most common. In India in 200, single-person households were the second 
least common type (just ahead of 8-person households), following 4, , , , 2, 7, and 
9+- person households, in that order. In 1992–199, single-person households were the 
very least common type, following , 4, , 9+, 7, , 2, and 8-person households, in that 
order. (See note  above for the sources of this National Family Health Survey India 
information.) In terms of percentages of the population, in India (in 2001) less than 1 
percent of persons (.7 percent) lived in single-person households (note  above), while 
in the United States in 2000, 9.7 percent of the population lived singly.
 7. U.S. Census Bureau, accessed at www.census.gov, September 2007: Single 
person Households Age  and Older in 1999: 2000 Census, Tables No. 0 and 1;  
and “A profile of Older Americans: 200”—http://www.aoa.gov/pROF/Statistics/ 
profile/200/.aspx.
 8. For example, see the discussion of the “sandwich generation” in chapter 1.
 9. My research assistant Naomi Schiesel analyzed U.S. media stories on aging 
appearing between 2002 and 2007 in major U.S. newspapers and magazines.
 10. Bandhopadhyay 200, Bag 200, Telegraph Staff Reporter 200a, Telegraph Staff 
Reporter 200b, Santhanam 1998, and Telegraph Staff Reporter 200a.
 11. Convenience sampling involves studying those known to or accessible to the 
researcher (as when a professor uses college students, or a researcher uses volunteers who 
have responded to signs or ads). In snowball sampling, one begins by identifying a few 
persons who meet the criteria for inclusion in the study, and then asks these initial sub-
jects to recommend others they know who also fit the criteria.
 12. In cases of married couples, only if I interacted closely with and interviewed 
both partners have I considered both as research subjects.
 1. A.B.C.d. refers to a modern South Asian American youth unsure about his or 
her cultural identity. De∆i is derived from the term de∆, meaning (in many north Indian 
languages) “land” or “country of origin/belonging.” De∆i means “local” or “indigenous,” 
in contrast to bide∆i, “foreign,” and is used to refer to people or things of South Asian 
origin.
 14. I have translated the six headings verbatim and summarized their contents in 
parentheses.
 1. guruchuran das, an acclaimed columnist and former CEO of procter & 
gamble India, also comments relevantly: “Our children are leaving or have left to go 
abroad, and this is another source of discontent. We did not create enough jobs at 
home because of mistaken economic policies. Our children are forced to look abroad 
for opportunities—many of them never to return. When friends and children leave, life 
begins to feel insipid” (2002:282).
 1. T. E. Woronov (2007) relatedly analyzes how many middle-class Chinese 
parents are cultivating in their children a perceived American-style independence and 
self- actualization that will bring them and their nation success in the era of capitalist 
globalization.
 17. These are the kinds of reflections I heard, at least, from NRI parents who have 
chosen to remain in India; the next chapter explores the perspectives of parents who have 
decided to move.
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 18. However, mandatory retirement at age fifty-eight, sixty, or sixty-two is wide-
spread in India, for those holding professional jobs.
 19. Chopra 200. Translations from the Hindi were made by my research assistant 
Rachana Agarwal.
 20. For more on the Bengali concept of maya as bodily and emotional ties of affec-
tion and attachment, see Lamb 2000 and chapter 2 of this volume.
 21. See also Sundaram 2001 for a discussion of the Saksenas’s business.
 22. This discussion was published in Sokhal 2000 (see note 1 above). The Agewell 
Foundation website can be found at: http://www.agewellindia.org/about_us.htm 
(accessed 9 November 2008).
 2. The dignity Foundation website can be found at: http://www.dignityfounda-
tion.com/lmp.htm (accessed September 2008).
 24. Interestingly, in Western academic and policy literature, there is much more 
ambivalence about locating child care outside the family than care for the elderly, sick, 
or disabled. This is consistent with deep, not always recognized and scrutinized, cultural 
assumptions in Western Europe and North America that it is normative for children to 
be dependent on and cared for by their parents, especially the mother, but not for elderly 
parents to be dependent on their adult children. See, for instance, Meyer (2000).
 2. Around the world, however, care work is becoming increasingly commodified. 
pierrette Hondagneu-Sotelo writes, for instance, of global trends in the organization of 
care work: “In the current postindustrial context, many reproductive services are com-
modified, removed entirely from the household (e.g., fast food, dry cleaners, car washes), 
or they are now performed for pay in the household.” Of course, this is a complex 
transition, but Hondagneu-Sotelo writes that, “I believe it is suggestive of an historical 
trajectory. . . . The work of caregiving and cleaning, once relegated to wives, mothers, 
and grandmothers, is increasingly commodified and purchased on a global market” 
(2000:11). pei-Chia Lan (2002) examines the commodification of elder care and the 
“subcontracting” of filial piety among Chinese immigrant families in California.
 2. A worker who is hired especially to provide care for a young child or frail 
elder—helping to dress, bathe, toilet, feed, and supervise—is generally considered an 
ayah (nanny or nurse) rather than simply a more general “work person,” although ayahs 
frequently also perform broader household cooking, cleaning, and serving tasks.
 27. The use of the now internationally current English phrase “senior citizens” is 
similar in some respects to the modern creation of a partly consumer culture-driven, 
partly political “global gay” identity around the world as examined, for instance, in 
Altman 2001.
 28. The first Laughing Clubs were launched in Bombay by dr. Madan Kataria in 
the 1990s and have since spread throughout India and to Europe and the United States, 
promoting laughter yoga as a means to improve health, reduce stress, and increase happi-
ness. Although not specifically founded for older persons, India’s laughing clubs tend to 
have more older than younger members, and Udita’s club was made up entirely of those 
who considered themselves to be “senior.”
 29. generally not “dozens” but about eight to twenty of the approximately thirty-
five members gather daily.
 0. The Bhagavad gita is an ancient Sanskrit text which many view as a classic sum-
mary of the core beliefs of Hinduism.
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7. Moving Abroad

 1. For discussions of the history of South Asian immigration to the United States, 
see Agrawal 1991, Bacon 199, das gupta 200, Hing 199:9–7, Jensen 1988, Leonard 
1997, Lessinger 199, Shukla 200, and Visweswaran 1997.
 2. The 1990 U.S. Census counted Asian Indians age sixty-five and over at only 1. 
percent of the population (Winokur 1994:12). The 2000 U.S. Census counted them at 
4.0 percent (Census 2000 SF2 Tables dp-1). Many older Indians, however, move back 
and forth between India and the United States, often retaining Indian nationality and 
legal residency, and thus are not included in the U.S. census.
 . For a discussion of the term Indian American, see chapter 1, note 47.
 4. Because of the terms of the 19 U.S. Immigration and Naturalization Act, as 
noted in the text, immigrants from India in the United States have, on the whole, had 
a high socio-economic status. The class backgrounds of Indian Americans are becoming 
somewhat more varied, however, as newcomers immigrate under the Family Reunification 
Act. Still, the 2000 U.S. Census lists Asian Indians with the second-highest annual 
median household income among all U.S. ethnic groups. See chapter 1, note 48.
 . The federal Supplemental Security Income program was established in 1974 
to provide a nationally uniform guaranteed minimum income for the aged, blind, and 
disabled. Until 199, both citizens and legal immigrants could receive benefits under this 
program. Following 199, only immigrants who become citizens can be eligible. I discuss 
the SSI program and its underlying assumptions in much more detail in chapter 8.
 . The government of India began to lift some restrictions on its currency after 
1991, in a series of ongoing reforms. Now non-resident Indians can withdraw some assets 
from India, although the unfavorable rupee to dollar exchange rate still leaves many 
older, retired expatriates with few independent resources abroad.
 7. It is important to note that of all the Indian immigrant seniors I knew who were 
receiving SSI, each was a recent immigrant, having come to the United States late in life 
to be with their children. Of the fewer senior Indian Americans I know who migrated to 
the United States sufficiently early in their lives to work, and thus earn Social Security 
credits and amass retirement funds, none are receiving SSI.
 8. In gujarati, the suffix “ben,” meaning sister, is often added to a woman’s name 
as a sign of respect and closeness, similar to “di” or “didi” (older sister) in Bengali.
 9. The section on medicalizing and prolonging the end of life in chapter  exam-
ines such trends in more detail.
 10. Writer Tahira Naqvi’s short story “dying in a Strange Country” poignantly 
portrays an older pakistani woman’s gripping fears of dying in the United States when 
she visits her Connecticut-settled son. See also Firth 1997 for a rich look at beliefs and 
practices surrounding death and dying in a British Hindu community.
 11. Like “ben” meaning sister, “bhai” meaning brother is often added as a suffix to 
gujarati men’s names as a sign of respect.
 12. gEd refers to the “general Equivalency diploma” to indicate a high school 
level of education.

8. Changing Families and the State

 1. “Elderly Alipore Clerk Blames Son’s Wife Before Suicide” (Times News 
Network, Times of India, Kolkata, April 29, 200). “Tortured Father Takes Life” (Staff 
Reporter, Telegraph, Kolkata April 29, 200).
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 2. I took notes but did not record our conversation while the officer spoke in a 
mixture of Bengali and English.
 . The gentleman’s name and address were part of the public record, reported in 
the newspapers, so I have chosen not to use a pseudonym in this case.
 4. Elder abuse is a crime in all fifty U.S. states. Legal definitions of elder abuse vary 
considerably from state to state, but in almost all states, protective interventions or pros-
ecution are authorized or required only if the elders are mentally or physically impaired 
(Bonnie and Wallace 200:). “Neglect” usually is associated exclusively with persons 
who have a legal duty to provide care—who have formally assumed a custodial or care-
giving role; while in most states anyone can be found to have committed “abuse” (such 
as a physical act causing pain or injury, or financial exploitation). In legal definitions of, 
and academic texts examining, elder abuse in the United States, adult children are not 
singled out as the paradigmatic caregivers. Nowhere in any of the materials my research 
assistant Naomi Schiesel and I examined is it stated that an adult child has an inherent 
responsibility to care for an elderly parent. However, an adult child could be prosecuted 
for elder abuse if the other conditions applied (such as that the elder parent is physically 
or mentally impaired, and the child has assumed the responsibility for care or custody 
of the parent). In fact, in the almost 90 percent of elder abuse and neglect incidents 
with a known perpetrator, two-thirds of the perpetrators are the adult children of the 
elderly parent (Tatara et al. 1998:12). See also American Bar Association Commission on 
Law and Aging 200; Jogerst et al. 200; Tatara 199; and “Elder Rights and Resources,” 
Administration on Aging, department of Health and Human Services—http://www.aoa.
gov/eldfam/Elder_Rights/Elder_Abuse/Elder_Abuse.aspx.
 . Earlier versions of the bill were introduced in the Indian parliament in 200 
and 200 under slightly different names: “The Older persons (Maintenance, Care and 
protection) Bill, 200” and “The parents and Senior Citizens (Welfare and Maintenance) 
Bill, 200.” The text of the 2007 bill is available at http://www.prsindia.org/docs/
bills/1182722/scr11902940_Senior_Citizen.pdf (accessed 1 September 2008). For 
a bill to be enacted into law as an Act, it must pass both houses of parliament and be 
signed by the president. As of this writing (May 2008), the Maintenance and Welfare of 
parents and Senior Citizens Bill, 2007, has been approved by the parliament but not yet 
finalized as an act. National and international newspaper coverage of the bill includes: 
Chauhan 2007, desai 2007, dholabhai 2007, gentleman 2007, ghildiyal 200, ghoshal 
2007, Salvadore and Mukherjee 2007, Sarkar 2008, Telegraph 2007, Tikku 2007, and 
Times News Network 2007b.
 . Standing Committee on Social Justice and Empowerment (2007–2008), 
Twenty-Eighth Report: “The Maintenance and Welfare of parents and Senior Citizens 
Bill, 2007”: p. 9 (see note  above for link).
 7. Ibid., p. 10.
 8. The law was first introduced to the Himachal pradesh state government in 1997, 
taking four years to be fully implemented as an act. The 1997 version of the bill’s preface 
reads: “Aged and infirm parents are now left beggared and destitute on the scrap heap of 
society. It has become necessary to provide compassionate and speedy remedy to alleviate 
their sufferings” (quoted in Ravindranath 1997). Retired chief justice and chairman of 
the state Human Rights Commission Chittatosh Mukherjee commented on the legisla-
tion: “As long as there were strong family bonds, there was no need for written law to 
dictate that you have to care for your parents” (ibid.).
 9. Code of Criminal procedure 197, Section 12: “Order for maintenance of wives, 
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children and parents,” available at http://www.vakilno1.com/bareacts/Crpc/s12.htm 
(accessed 1 September 2008).
 10. “Laws: The Hindu Adoptions and Maintenance Act of 19” (Act No. 78, 19), 
available at http://www.vakilno1.com/bareacts/hinduadoptionsact/hinduadoptionsact.
htm (accessed 1 September 2008).
 11. The dignity Foundation, a “Senior Citizens Life Enrichment Services 
Organization,” is a non-governmental organization based in Mumbai and with branches 
in Chennai, Kolkata, Hyderabad, Jamshedpur, and Visakhapatnam—introduced in 
chapters 2 and . See http://www.dignityfoundation.com/.
 12. Standing Committee on Social Justice and Empowerment, “The Maintenance 
and Welfare of parents and Senior Citizens Bill, 2007”: p. 10.
 1. Ibid, p.  (Chapter VI, clause 24).
 14. Ibid, pp. 44–4 (Chapter I.2.a–h, and Chapter II.4.2).
 1. In such an arrangement, the son-in-law is referred to as a “house son-in-law” or, 
in Bengali, ghar jamai (see Lamb 2000:87 and chapter 7).
 1. This is an abbreviated headline from an Anandabajar Patrika news story 
reported by Arunodoy Bhattacharyya, “Court Reprimands Son and daughter-in-Law for 
Torture and Orders Them to Embrace parents’ Feet and Ask for Forgiveness” (Atyacar 
karay bhartsana, ma-babar pa dhare kshama caite nirde∆ korter), 27 June 200, p. 1. As 
described in chapter 2, the gesture of a junior family member bowing to touch the feet of 
a senior expresses deep respect.
 17. From 200 through 2008, my research assistant Hena Basu scoured the English 
and Bengali papers daily for relevant stories pertaining to court and police cases concern-
ing disputes between elders and their junior kin. The newspapers popular in Kolkata that 
she searched included primarily the Telegraph; the Times of India, Kolkata; the Hindustan 
Times; Anandabajar Patrika; and Bartaman.
 18. puja here refers to durga puja, the major festival of the year for Bengali Hindus, 
during which time families gather together, exchange gifts, share meals, and pay homage 
to the goddess durga, and when schools and offices frequently close for an extended 
holiday. Other newspaper stories on this case include: “Simply Cook and Co-Exist 
Together” (Telegraph, 22 September 2007, p. 22), and “Justice Refuses to Take Sides in 
Saas-Bahu War” (prahladka, Hindustan Times, 22 September 2007).
 19. “Only a Mother Can Say Who Her Child Is, High Court Cautions Son (Santan 
kar balben ∆udhu ma, cheleke hũ∆iyari haikorter)” (Anandabajar Patrika 2008b, April 24,  
p. 1), and prahladka 2008—“Court Rebuke for Insult to Mother” (Hindustan Times,  
24 April, Kolkata Live section, p. ).
 20. Anandabajar Patrika 2008a, “Make dekhen na, lajja kare na! Mucaleka nila court” 
[You don’t Take Care of Your Mother—don’t You Feel Ashamed?! Court Requires Son 
to post Bond]. March 19, p. 1.
 21. Such elder bias, to the extent it exists, could be bolstered by the fact that the 
majority of judges are themselves of a relatively senior generation, and of course elder 
bias resonates as well with the widespread (though not unequivocally sustained) principle 
in Indian society—that elders are deserving of respect.
 22. Section 498A (“Husband or relative of husband of a woman subjecting her to 
cruelty”) was added to the Indian penal Code in 198. Widely known popularly as “the 
dowry Law,” it reads: “Whoever, being the husband or the relative of the husband of a 
woman, subjects such woman to cruelty shall be punished with imprisonment for a term 
which may extend to three years and shall also be liable to fine.” The section elaborates 
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the meanings of cruelty, one of which includes driving the woman to suicide: “any will-
ful conduct which is of a nature as is likely to drive the woman to commit suicide or to 
cause grave injury or danger to life, limb, or health (whether physical or mental) of the 
woman.” Text available at http://www.vakilno1.com/bareacts/IndianpenalCode/S498A.
htm (accessed 1 September 2008).
 2. The original Bengali is “Bu®o bap-ma culoe jak,” which literally means, “Let old 
parents go to the funeral pyre” or to the “oven” (culo). Culoe jak carries a meaning similar 
to the English idioms “go to hell,” “go to the dogs,” or “go to ruins.”
 24. James Ferguson (200) incisively scrutinizes the ways such familiar teleological 
developmental narratives present an “evolutionist temporalization of difference” (p. 182).
 2. As seen in earlier chapters, cultivating both the market and the individual are 
indeed also strategies Indians are utilizing to tackle aging, in the form of market-based 
old age homes and NgOs (such as the dignity Foundation) promoting individual self-
reliance.
 2. For accounts of Indian government social security programs for the elderly, see 
Kumar 200; parekh 200; Rajan 2001; Rajan, Mishra, and Sarma 1999; and Shankardass 
2000.
 27. West Bengal government employees retire at age fifty-eight and government of 
India employees at sixty. Fixed retirement ages in private companies vary, but generally 
fall near age sixty.
 28. “National Social Assistance program,” available at http://arunachalpradesh.nic.
in/nsa.htm (accessed 1 September 2008); Kumar 200:0; and Sreevastava 2004.
 29. As of April 2008, a proposal is under consideration to lower the age of eligibility 
to sixty years or higher.
 0. The caretaker of the Home for Old and Infirm political Sufferers thought that 
his was the only government old age home in India; however Rajan, Mishra, and Sarma 
report in 1999 the existence of three government old age homes, in the states of Haryana, 
Rajasthan, and West Bengal (1999:240–241). Central and state governments do also 
provide some financial assistance to various non-governmental old age homes, especially 
those that serve the poor (see, e.g., gokhale 200:22, Table 2).
 1. Zamindars are major landowners. during the periods of Mughal and British 
rule in India, zamindars operated as feudal landlords collecting land revenue of a district 
for the government.
 2. Such skeptical views about the efficacy of the new Maintenance and Welfare 
of parents and Senior Citizens Bill are offered in two editorials, “present Tense, Future 
Imperfect” (Salvadore and Mukherjee 2007) and “Sowing Seeds of Bitterness” (desai 
2007). Sarah Salvadore and Roshni Mukherjee ask, “But will this Bill be able to bet-
ter the lives of the elderly? If the intent is missing, will any law, rule, regulation bring 
any change in the way children mistreat their elderly parents?” Ashok desai envisages 
that with the new legislation, “the children who are taken to court will almost certainly 
fight. They will say that the parent is not their parent and cannot prove he is, that they 
are too poor to support him, that they are ready to take care of him but he pisses in the 
washbasin, that he blew up the millions he had inherited and is now coming to them for 
a dole, . . . , etc., etc.,” concluding: “This legislation is going to create an enormous new 
industry—the dirty linen washing industry” (2007:18).
 . The full text of the Social Security Act of 19 is available at http://www.ssa.
gov/history/actpre.html (accessed 1 September 2008). See also Fischer 1978: 18–184. 
Fischer notes that the Social Security program, as enacted in 19, “was extraordinarily 
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weak and ineffectual by the standards of welfare legislation in other western nations” at 
the time (pp. 18–184).
 4. In general, individuals are eligible for Medicare if they hold U.S. citizenship or 
have been a permanent legal resident for five continuous years, and are sixty-five years or 
older. Some disabled people under sixty-five are also eligible.
 . The aged are defined as persons sixty-five years or older. Individuals and couples 
are eligible for SSI if their resources or assets total no more than $2,000 for an individual 
or $,000 for a couple, and if their incomes fall below the Federal maximum monthly 
SSI benefit. In 199 this was $470 for an individual or $70 for a couple, and in 2008, 
$7 for an individual or $8 for a couple; a table with this information is available at 
http://www.ssa.gov/OACT/COLA/SSIamts.html (accessed 1 September 2008). Certain 
assets are not counted, however, such as the home one lives in, one’s car (usually), 
burial plots, and up to $1,00 in burial funds (available at www.socialsecurity.gov—
“Supplemental Security Income (SSI),” accessed 1 September 2008). For a five-year 
period following the alien’s entry to the United States, the assets of the alien’s sponsor 
would also be taken into account in calculating eligibility (initially this period was set at 
three years, but it was revised upward in 1994).
 . #H.R. 07, 104th Congress, second session, now public Law 104–19.
 7. Immigration-Related Welfare provisions in the Balanced Budget Act, public 
Law 10–1.
 8. U.S. Congress, Senate 1997:92–94.
 9. On the whole, immigrants from India in the United States have had a high 
socioeconomic status. See chapter 1, note 48.
 40. U.S. Congress, House 1989a, 1989b, 199; U.S. Congress, Senate 1984, 1997; 
U.S. department of Health and Human Services 1980.
 41. In many African American families, however, adults do feel compelled to finan-
cially support the older parents and especially grandparents who raised them (see Stack 
199). The more dominant U.S. model is that, while adult children may provide many 
forms of emotional and practical care to their elderly parents, they ideally will not offer 
full financial support or intimate bodily care (such as bathing and toileting), or co-reside.
 42. The Federation for American Immigration Reform, according to its web page, 
is a nonpartisan “organization of concerned citizens who share a common belief that our 
nation’s immigration policies must be reformed to serve the national interest. FAIR seeks 
to improve border security, to stop illegal immigration, and to promote immigration 
levels consistent with the national interest—more traditional rates of about 00,000 a 
year” (http://www.fairus.org; accessed 1 October 2008). See also daniel Stein interview, 
March 19, 1997, on NpR’s Talk of the Nation, available at http://www.npr.org/templates/
story/story.php?storyId=10111 (accessed 1 September 2008).

Afterword

 1. diane Mines writes about culture as a “‘co-production’ of the ethnographer and 
her informants or, perhaps better stated, her guides and interlocutors” (200:209).
 2. For those who are not reading this book’s chapters in sequence, I will mention 
that the two sides of this question, regarding the proper configuration of state support 
for the aged, are examined closely in chapter 8.
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