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Abstract
Through the concept of the “vital minimum”—the notion of basic life rights and 
living standards for all Salvadorans articulated by the early twentieth-century Salva-
doran essayist Alberto Masferrer—this essay demonstrates the importance of older 
adult sociality and old age return as a prism through which to understand contempo-
rary El Salvador. Examining retiree objectives and everyday practices among older 
Salvadorans in a transnational frame, the article links Masferrer’s vitalist thinking to 
mounting concerns of older adult dignity and the coming general crisis of care as the 
Salvadoran population uptrends toward older age. The article suggests the need to 
take stock, politically and analytically, of the social worlds shaped and bolstered by 
older adults, underscoring their roles as economic supports, community mediators, 
and caregivers, which make possible the social reproduction of community itself.
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Mínimos vitales: El Salvador entre la juventud y la 
vejez

Resumen
Partiendo del concepto de “mínimo vital”, la noción de los derechos humanos básicos 
y los estándares de vida para todos los salvadoreños según articulada por el ensayista 
salvadoreño de principios del siglo veinte Alberto Masferrer, este ensayo demuestra 
la importancia de la sociabilidad para los adultos mayores y del regreso al país en 
la vejez como prisma a través del cual entender a El Salvador contemporáneo. Al 
examinar los objetivos de jubilación y las prácticas cotidianas entre los salvadore-
ños mayores dentro de un marco transnacional, el artículo vincula el pensamiento 
vitalista de Masferrer con las inquietudes cada vez mayores sobre la dignidad en la 
vejez y la crisis general de atención médica que se avecina con la tendencia en alza 
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en la edad de la población salvadoreña. El artículo sugiere la necesidad de evaluar, 
política y analíticamente, los mundos sociales formados y sostenidos por los adultos 
mayores, enfatizando sus funciones de sostén económico, mediadores comunitarios 
y cuidadores, las cuales posibilitan la reproducción social de la comunidad misma.

Palabras clave Adultez mayor · Transnacional · Dignidad · Cuidado · Jubilación · 
Envejecimiento

On December 25, 2015, my parents “repatriated” to their native El Salvador after 
more than two decades of living in the United States. They left Los Angeles to retire 
to a country that, in the month they departed, held the unenvious title of being the 
undisputed homicide capital of the world (Marroquín 2015). At first, I thought mov-
ing back to El Salvador made little sense, as news from the region painted a situa-
tion of social impossibility, where huge swaths of the population instead moved in 
the opposite direction, to make “good lives” in the United States and Canada, to 
gamble on the dice roll of asylum and refuge. Unlike my parents, today’s migrants—
those physically able to make the grueling trek northward in treacherous and mili-
tarized conditions—flee inhospitable realities: extreme levels of violence, economic 
abandonment, food insecurity, gender discrimination, and climate vulnerability, 
all legacies of US policy promotion and development. War and postwar migration 
have taken similar routes, but ongoing escape from contemporary Central America 
is but a morbid symptom of the multigenerational foreclosure of dignified living. 
After the much-covered “unaccompanied minors’ crisis” of 2014, the following year 
marked an equally concerning statistical peak for forcefully displaced persons seek-
ing access to northern nations (Park 2014). Given this context, repatriation—in this 
case older adult return—was then, and remains, difficult to substantiate as Central 
America spirals further into social and economic ruin.

In a reality overdetermined by homicide statistics and endemic poverty, what pos-
sibilities does a country like El Salvador offer to the now-aging person, to the trans-
national retiree? Thinking with and extending concepts developed by the influential 
Alberto Masferrer (1868–1932), the early twentieth-century Salvadoran essayist, 
autodidact, and critic, this essay attends to the contemporary social life of older age, 
the possibilities of making a fulfilling life in El Salvador in retirement. Thinking 
across El Salvador and the United States, I focus on the rationales and experiences 
lived by a disperse group of older Salvadorans in western El Salvador that have cho-
sen to repatriate back to the home country, opting to return to contexts depicted by 
chaos, strife, and pervasive political senselessness. It is worth noting that this is a 
phenomenon dependent on specific family economic outcomes, as well as place-
based specificity in the United States, where, in some cases, Salvadoran families 
simply move from expensive metropolitan areas to rural locations, or increasingly, 
toward affordable living found across the Midwest. Eschewing a totalizing view 
of Salvadoran old age experience, or even late-life migration outcomes, this essay 
instead attends to a selection of experiences accessed through my own familial con-
nections and friendships, yet that remain anonymous as a matter of subject safety.
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Relying on observations with family and neighborhoods linked to relatives across 
El Salvador, I experiment with concepts forged by Masferrer as they pertain to 
notions of old age well-being. Building from personal experience and moving across 
Salvadoran territory relying on informal interviews that sometimes doubled as oral 
histories, I offer a reading of El Salvador through the oft-neglected optic of older 
adulthood as age-specific social analysis, reframing Masferrer as an intellectual ori-
gin point from which to begin an analysis of Salvadoran everyday life. To recover 
Masferrer’s work, I situate his life and thinking for wider readerships, proposing a 
critical revisit to his central idea—the notion of the “vital minimum” first published 
in 1929—as a concept useful to understand the meanings of old age repatriation 
and transnational return to a region whose cruelty and perceived unlivability con-
tinues to be its dominant feature (Franco 2013). The old, whose exact age is treated 
in relative terms, is understood here as persons who reach administrative retirement, 
which in the United States and El Salvador is approximately sixty to sixty-five years 
old, wherein people age into “retiree,” senior, or pensionado statuses. The turn to 
Masferrer, now evidently anachronistic, is an attempt to develop a country-specific 
analytic grounded in local intellectual traditions, to test its utility for thinking con-
temporary social problems. In this respect, this essay is an experiment in theory, in 
deploying place-based thought for examining local specificities and concerns, using 
homegrown instruments to attend the peculiar historicity of social dynamics.

First, this essay situates the vital minimum in early twentieth-century El Salva-
dor alongside the philosophical currents, racial discourses, and the limitations of 
elite-led national projects that crisscrossed the region in the decade leading to the 
global capitalist crisis of the late 1920s. This historical and intellectual background, 
which is also the trajectory of Salvadoran liberalism, is important for explaining the 
conditions that motivated Masferrer’s thought, and how he remains central to con-
temporary Salvadoran imaginaries (Racine 1997, p. 236). This is also significant 
given Masferrer’s limited reach and largely unknown status among English-speaking 
scholars, including Latin American and Latinx audiences. Appraising his thinking 
within his lifetime will help demonstrate its analytical reach for our more present 
concerns. The essay offers a brief intellectual excavation to elaborate how his con-
cept (bracketing its later appropriations) should be thought of as a precursor to more 
modern ideas of social security, or the “living wage.” Traversing the literary and his-
torical context that produces Masferrerian thought and its enshrining in Salvadoran 
intellectualism, I read the “vital minimum” as a possible theory for understanding 
the relation between age, society, and well-being. Second, addressing issues affect-
ing older adult and retiree communities specifically, I recast the vital minimum as a 
starting point for a working concept of old age dignity, wherein contexts of coming 
demographic transition in the region will require a framework capable in making 
sense of, culturally and politically, an aging Salvadoran society (Córdova et al. 2010; 
Tablas 2012; Aranco et al. 2018, p. 8).

Subsequently, via case study, I turn to the worlds of older Salvadorans who 
choose to repatriate. I offer in-country descriptions, impressions of everyday life, 
and short narrative examples to suggest that retiree return is a late-stage strategy in 
pursuit of belonging, sociality, and kinship increasingly unavailable in “destination” 
countries. My approach, admittedly, does not offer systematicity nor a society-wide 
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thesis of older adulthood. Although home country aging is, for some repatriating 
retirees, a search for a comfortable late life, one that is paradoxically facilitated in 
El Salvador and seemingly difficult in the United States, this is not the case for all. 
The families I refer to throughout depart the United States for El Salvador from 
metropolitan areas like Los Angeles, Houston, San Francisco, unwilling to move to 
“cheaper” parts of the US. These are lives produced by endless variables and per-
sonal idiosyncrasies. Nevertheless, the aggregate sense I arrive at, beamed through 
the vital minimum, is that many of these late-stage moves, in the twenty-teens, are 
driven by mounting anti-immigrant and anti-Latino racism, the legal and economic 
shrinking of belonging, exploding living and care costs, and the perceived US cul-
ture of “throwing away” unproductive populations (Thelen and Coe 2017; Morris 
and Bass 1986).

Hereafter, I offer an account of Salvadoran transnational aging gleaned from 
informal conversations and embedded observation with family, primarily, as well as 
older adult friends and neighbors during my in-country field research in 2015 and 
2016, near the town of San Martín, western El Salvador, and its surround. More 
specifically, I rely on impressions from relatives and community members, as well 
as my long-term personal observation of the social habits of older adults, refract-
ing these perceptions through Masferrerian ideas of well-being. Here I identify 
and interpret the habits and practices of older adults as evidence of a unique form 
of agency and sociality—a habitus—that is, notwithstanding poverty and social 
enclosure, a force that produces a sense of dignity for people that can counter the 
expected effects of life-course decline and old age fatigue. Retirees coming from 
abroad can, with added benefits, tend for themselves, access medicine and care treat-
ment. and obtain extended support from local community and transnational socioec-
onomic relations. As El Salvador continues to be enveloped in a youth crisis driven 
by antisocial stereotyping, late-stage aging situates persons into spaces where proso-
cial activities might develop and prolong old adult utility. This, in turn, provides 
evidence of—if budding—late-life forms of agency that enable dignified forms of 
social participation that incorporate evergreen skill sets, insights, and able-bodied-
ness. The age-specific crisis that circumscribes El Salvador’s social world today has 
contrary to popular wisdom, also generated important openings, roles, and space 
for older persons that, despite their centrality to familial life, routinely go unre-
marked, in contrast to the oft-repeated tropes of enfeeblement and of being socially 
unproductive, household inconveniences, or burdensome dependents. The humble 
objective here is to emphasize that older persons, in addition to having divergent 
outcomes, are essential to reproducing the social itself, and that in the Salvadoran 
context, older adulthood affords a degree of autonomy and mobility for practic-
ing self-reliance—a kind of vital minimum in the Masferrerian sense—despite the 
country’s frenzied homicidal ecology (Yashar 2018).

Though exceeding the scope of the present essay, Masferrer’s ideas and legacies 
remain complex and contested. Yet despite these imperfections, they retain a socio-
historical and cultural specificity—and an unusual in-country relevance—that make 
them pertinent for examining the polarities of the contemporary Salvadoran crisis: 
age. The vital minimum as a concept, then, when considered with similar idea-
tions such as the minimum wage of the worker’s movement, the solidarity, just or 
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living wage, Indigenous notions of buen vivir, and other forms of collective and just 
remuneration that demand inalienable rights to a dignified life, can offer a capacious 
analytic for thinking across age—from youth to older adulthood—to theorize and 
gauge the central axis, the age-old and age-related contradictions around care, life, 
and its supports, on which the generalized and longue durée Salvadoran crisis turns. 
Masferrer is an exemplary intellectual pivot for this conversation attributable to his 
numerous writings and reflections that sought, tirelessly, to examine the character 
and shape of Salvadoran sociality.

A philosophy of life

What is the vital minimum? The concept of the “vital minimum” is a theory of 
needs formulated by the Salvadoran political essayist Alberto Masferrer, who first 
expressed the idea as a metric for remedying economic inequality. As a social doc-
trine, it sought to curtail the excesses of the brutal child labor regimes that charac-
terized agrarian exploitation of the poor and racialized underclasses in the brutal 
coffee economy at the turn of the twentieth century (Masferrer 1996). Masferrer 
was important to both literary and political publics of his time and, in addition to 
his holding state posts, helped spark debate around vitalism as a social philosophy 
that might have productive application in humanizing elite rule in the country and 
relieve the exploitation of the immiserated masses abused by the coffee oligarchy 
and a militarist state (Ching 2014). Competing versions and appropriations of Mas-
ferrer endure to the present, and his writings have proven long-lasting; he remains 
a permanent fixture of official culture alongside “national” figures such as Óscar 
Romero. Like the archbishop-turned-saint, Masferrer’s name adorns institutions 
such as universities, colleges, grade schools, and roadways, his tomb now decreed 
cultural patrimony. These are signs of the continued relevance of a national figure 
who passionately, if shortsightedly, identified social problems and advocated for a 
more egalitarian world in an El Salvador at the height of planter capitalism, on the 
eve of one of the bloodiest campesino-Indigenous massacres in the Americas, which 
an old Alberto Masferrer would publicly denounce, contrary to the silence of his 
contemporaries (Lara-Martínez 2011, pp. 95, 104–105; Cuéllar 2018).

As Central America weathered political unrest and protracted economic depres-
sion, Masferrer launched a scathing critique of the Salvadoran state and the reigning 
political classes for effectively abandoning the youth, for failing to equip them with 
the tools needed to improve their lives and thus the life of the country. Commenting 
on Masferrer’s early Niñerias (1916), the Salvadoran writer Ítalo López Vallecillos 
powerfully penned that Masferrer’s interventions and critiques “made comprehen-
sible the inertia of oppression that deforms social reality” (Lopez Vallecillos 1968, 
p. 16). Masferrer’s analysis of poor governance was aimed, ultimately, at reforming 
state services, to improve public institutions especially in the realms of education 
and health care that, in his view, were central to the malformation of youth in his 
time (Guerra Reyes 2014). While Masferrer’s concerns responded to youth disen-
franchisement and to resolving long-standing issues in “social development,” his 
thinking was, above all, a deeply humanist engagement with the realities faced by 
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Salvadoran people of all ages confined to a system of expanding social inequality, 
in which children and youth both lived and labored. Realizing this, Masferrer wrote, 
“our children can be, for us, instruments of condemnation or instruments of life” 
(Masferrer 1947, p. 60). For the writer, these instruments—youth—needed to be 
shaped and molded into positive agents to ensure a harmonious society that prior-
itized, if now problematic, the traditional notions of family, harmonious community, 
and national welfare.

Masferrer’s thinking on old age is not formally delineated in his writings, as are 
his expansive notes on youth, but I derive them from his broader theorizing of the 
vital minimum as refracted through his personal experiences of life-long illnesses 
such as tuberculosis, pneumonia, syphilis, and cardiovascular irregularities, until his 
death at age sixty-four. Masferrer’s life, in one sense, tracks the life-course experi-
ence of an older Salvadoran adult in the early twentieth century. I suggest that his 
experiences infuse the “vital minimum” as a notion, which is already a puzzlingly 
syncretic and composite formulation, that integrates the life philosophies of Asia 
and Europe, both incorporating and at times exceeding the reigning positivisms and 
Marxisms of the time. The literary scholar Marta Elena Casaús Arzú notes that the 
heterodox Masferrer also borrowed from Fabian socialism, anarchism, and union-
ism, which makes his vitalismo, his thinking, difficult to systematize, making it 
appear contradictory over time (Casaús Arzú 2011, p. 105). As a concept, however, 
the vital minimum is a holistic idea, one linked closely to the social democratic tra-
dition, spiritualism, and the Hispanisms—both derived yet contested—that domi-
nated intellectual circles of early twentieth-century Central America and that, short-
sightedly, imagined the region as capable of overcoming its endemic failings via 
liberal parliamentarianism, using institutional avenues to rectify extreme inequal-
ity caused by wealth polarization, fixed racial hierarchy, and festering class enmity 
(Casaús Arzú 2009a).

The vital minimum, in its most politically active form, was a moralistic discourse 
to draw attention to the necessity of social guarantees to housing, food, water, work, 
justice, and education (Masferrer 1996; Racine 1997, pp. 211–212). It is, in my 
reading, the Masferrerian conception of “dignity,” which draws on 1920s-era liberal-
progressive values. Masferrer’s positions, unlike those of other period intellectuals, 
stood apart from eugenicist versions typical of Latin America at the time, such as in 
the reductive social Darwinisms that became de facto national ideology in neigh-
boring Guatemala (Grandin 2000, p. 148). Instead, Masferrer’s vitalism and pub-
lic writings unequivocally advocated for the participation of women and Indigenous 
persons in politics—most notably the feminist forerunner Prudencia Ayala, the first 
woman, and of Afro-Indigenous descent, to run for president in El Salvador and in 
all of Latin America—believing women and racial others to be fundamental to forg-
ing an improved national culture and renewed political institutions. This position 
was a clear deviation from era race-thinking enclosed by the naturalized connection 
with “race” to “degeneration,” invariably seduced and rationalized by a totalizing 
mestizaje (Casaús Arzú 2009b, pp. 128–130).

For Masferrer, the “vital minimum” was a concrete vision of social egalitarianism 
akin to utopian socialism, one that in his optimistic view appeared possible, given 
the structural conditions of El Salvador, and that would, in an immediate sense, 



524 J. E. Cuéllar 

lessen the suffering of his compatriots, those exploited by an unjust economic sys-
tem. Thus, given its centrality to Salvadoran thought, Masferrer’s polyvalent con-
ception remains an important “life philosophy” of peculiar applicability to El Sal-
vador (Casaús Arzú and Fuentes 2012). As part of intellectual history, the concept 
grew from a truncated social democratic outlook that, in deviating from politics as 
usual, demanded and defended the fundamental rights to collective well-being of 
disenfranchised nominal groups, from within the parameters of liberal modernity. 
Masferrerian thought, as noted by Salvadoran scholars, drew attention to age-spe-
cific living in El Salvador, starting with children, to youth and into adulthood, plac-
ing dignity and well-being as the root criteria of a good, comfortable, and satisfying 
life (Aparicio 2007, p. 66; Alemán 2017; Introvigne 2016). To this day, Masferrer’s 
image and work retains much relevance in Salvadoran everyday life and intellec-
tual culture—from pedagogy to public art—his legacy, controversial and a site for 
debate, remains part of the educational and historical fabric of the country (Guerra 
Reyes 2015).

The contemporary Masferrer

In the post-1992 era, some sixty years after Masferrer’s death, El Salvador remains 
a country not much different than the one in which he lived. In fact, the issues that 
Masferrer identified—economic polarization, military authoritarianism, a refusal of 
agrarian reform—by the late 1970s had reached suffocating levels that, arguably, 
precipitated the 1980s internal conflict (Wood 2003). The Salvadoran Civil War that 
lasted from 1980 to 1992 also produced many of today’s contradictions related to 
late-life care. Notably, it created a whole class of neglected ex-combatants, a class-
wide abandonment of veteran groups that accelerated as the country turned toward 
neoliberalism. This rapid turn also equated to the compression of wages and reduced 
medical and retirement benefits that, in many cases, eliminated pensions entirely. 
El Salvador emerged from its war as a country still mired by inequality, exploita-
tion, and eroding social welfare. Given these enduring economic antagonisms that 
track throughout the twentieth century, Masferrer’s formulations on youth, on social 
decline, and on well-being maintain a relevance to recurring age-related crises that 
are now, again, bursting onto national politics. Malformed youth who once stood 
for national underdevelopment for Masferrer, symbols of rampant poverty and mal-
nutrition (Briggs 2003), became over time, reimagined as the “at-risk” youth in 
neoliberal Central America. Youth in the region persist as suspicious and criminal 
figures, viewed as a malignant social disease (Levenson 2013). Older adults, who 
in a different moment naturally became role models and wellsprings of local wis-
dom, are now—because of unchanging economic inequality and exploitative labor 
arrangements—reduced to economic dependents of ever-struggling families. Older 
people are, still, despite emotional ties, largely viewed as unproductive or a drain on 
resources, time, and labor as older adult maintenance needs increase.

Unlike transnational retirees, whose well-being is supplemented by pensions 
from abroad or by family remittances, for those in-country nationals enter-
ing retirement age (of which war veterans form part), the question of late-stage 
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dignified living is a complicated, highly stressful problem with little reprieve. For 
veterans of the Salvadoran Civil War, once-warring factions now organize pro-
tests to coax improved state benefits, marching to remain part of yearly national 
budgets. As of 2019, ex-military and ex-guerrilla veterans receive a meager $100 
as monthly pension (Pacheco 2019), whereas retirees coming from the US receive 
substantially more. For decades, protesting together, veteran factions have high-
lighted the failures of the Salvadoran pension system and demanded the provi-
sion of a living wage along with benefits such as housing assistance, food grants, 
and health services to attend the needs, the vital minimums, of more than 94,000 
surviving veterans (Associated Press 2016; Wiegink and Sprenkels 2020). As a 
matter of political economy, pensions have been used by governments for country 
debt restructuring, by cutting benefit disbursements or making eligibility criteria 
impossible, placed behind changing requirements, proofs, and new stipulations. 
The Salvadoran pension system also disqualifies informal laborers from attaining 
benefits and excludes this popular sector from obtaining retiree support, which 
effectively leaves many older adults, who spent their work life in the informal 
economy, derelict and dependent on passerby charity or on neighborly aid (Vil-
lalona 2005). As the struggle against the privatized pension system reveals, old 
age care in El Salvador is a multisectoral issue that connects veteran rights to 
the needs of aging workers, to the future retirement prospects of the present and 
future old.

The dignity struggles affecting old age Salvadorans require we analyze the cul-
tural and social needs of older adults across the life course. The vital minimum is 
useful for this objective. As part of a renewed social contract in the early 1920s, 
the vital minimum was, for the liberal Masferrer, a flexible and adaptable metric 
that could serve the goal of establishing generalized rights to well-being, welfare. 
The “vital minimum” was, for Masferrer, “despite being voluntarily restricted and 
content with satisfying basic needs..., above all a living thing, whose finality is life, 
whose spring and path is life itself” (Masferrer 1996, p. 77). This organic philosophy 
that doubled as a politics attempted to place life as its operative notion. It sought to 
center caretaking of life as itself a sociality: from older adults to trees to supporting 
the work of orphanages, asylums, and other institutions of care that shape society 
and its individuals. Indeed, one of Masferrer’s major dictums in his Mínimum Vital 
(1929) was, “Help all of your children, your elder parents, and the needy” (Masfer-
rer 1996, p. 78). Masferrer’s articulation, despite its laudable social progressivism is 
accurately critiqued in the matter of Masferrer’s authorial subjectivity, which repro-
duced blind spots that were all too common to this generation of elite literati who 
veered toward a conservative Catholic humanism as a strategy to persuade the pow-
erful. Masferrer is archetypal of early twentieth-century Central American appeals 
to elite morality intent on influencing local rule to grant labor rights, wage increases, 
and the like to popular sectors. This, from Masferrer’s view, was articulated—in his 
role as a public intellectual—to alleviate the misery of workers and their families 
(Racine 1997, pp. 236–237). Recent writers note that his thinking was a product 
of a white, literate, masculine, privileged subjectivity and was thus handicapped by 
his very social position. In this way, contemporary critics of Masferrer stress his 
limitations to authentically narrating the nation and its problems, unable to move 
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beyond hopes of social harmony despite solidified racial antagonisms and class 
cleavages (Lara-Martínez 2017).

Vitalist thinking is often viewed as naïve and elite-driven, failing to expound 
a concrete radical politics, or inadequate in the jettisoning of mestizaje discourse, 
incapable of shedding its bourgeois nationalism or the erroneous biologisms of the 
period. Materially, The Vital Minimum and Masferrer’s writings are indeed a product 
of an early 1900s political and cultural matrix. They should, of course, not be fully 
untethered from their milieu, nor should they be engaged as crassly transposed. My 
rethinking in this essay, while cognizant of its origins and the general discrediting of 
vitalism as social theory, is geared at distilling the useful parts of the vital minimum 
as a concept and form, as a way of seeing social problems that might, in turn, prove 
helpful to examining life-making possibilities in twenty-first-century El Salvador as 
per age and age-specific living. By recasting the vital minimum through Masferrer’s 
work on youth, well-being, and older adulthood, I read it not as a comprehensive 
theory of society but rather as a fragmentary and diffuse theory of needs that focuses 
on age as a primary quality for exploring largely unexamined phenomena: transna-
tional retiree mobility and older adult survival strategies. This, I contend, helps us 
to arrive at a fuller account of a shifting and contested Salvadoran social formation.

The sociality of age in El Salvador

In a country enveloped by youth gang crises, able-bodied older adults still take part 
in meaningful social experiences that, in many cases, are risk-laden for young adults 
and adolescents. As I observed in San Martín, El Salvador, the act of visiting friends 
and family in a neighboring canton when it is controlled by rival gangs can prove 
deadly. This is especially true for youth, who are profiled as suspicious, overpoliced, 
or misrecognized as gang-affiliated. In a context of generalized gang rule, older 
persons can exert social agency in ways that bolster community and that provide 
support to maintaining social relations across neighborhoods. As I documented via 
multiple research trips in 2015–2016, older adult habits and mobility practices—
walking and riding the bus to church, to shop, visit with people—have an arrhythmic 
relation to the very same spaces traversed by youth or those in middle adulthood, 
who might still be suspiciously profiled. In hotspots of gang activity, such as in the 
networked backroads that compose San Martín and Ilopango, for instance, where 
gang density is high and neighboring hamlets are controlled by rival cliques, older 
persons appear to maneuver smoothly through conflict-ridden environments, often 
tasked with doing out-of-home activities and running errands for households. On 
more than one occasion, I observed older adults shuttling groceries to their homes, 
catching the bus to go pick up children from school, bringing food to neighbors, or 
selling bread, soup, tortillas, for lunch and early dinners. Further, I observed how, 
methodically, older adults visited friends and family after dark, worshipped until 
late hours, often delivered home-cooked meals to others, brought their shucked 
corn to the local mill for grinding into tortilla flour, or sold prepared food to other 
families—all while bypassing gang-affiliated lookouts, usually young men and boys 
standing vigilant at neighborhood entrances with weapons in tow. Within families, 
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older adults might also be tasked with child-rearing duties, serving as unreliable dis-
ciplinarians to youth or as watchful eyes to children playing in alleys, kicking the 
football on a dusty dirt patch. Across these sites, older adults performed socially 
reproductive activities and minor entrepreneurship, trading homemade items for 
quarters and dollars.

In the marketplaces of historic San Salvador, too, older adults function as effec-
tive mediators for dispute resolution and are, from the standpoint of those involved 
with pandillas, perceptibly nonaffiliated, neutral, ordinary community members. 
Although older people generally remain on the margins of gang activity, if they are 
dealing in sales transactions, they will likely interface with gangs by paying extor-
tion to them to ensure “security” and tranquility. Older adults can help navigate a 
complex and insecure landscape, mobilizing their age to reduce personal risk. 
Although my observations are not generalizable, what is evident is that, in low-wage 
El Salvador, still-mobile older adults take on familial risk, doubling as unexpected 
lifelines by shouldering tasks of critical import, inside and outside of the home. 
From errand-running to food preparation to providing a source of supplemental 
income, older adults continue to contribute. The roles played by older persons are, 
in these contexts, vital to the survival of neighborhoods, as members perform inter-
mittent work as vendors, traveling salespeople, messengers, observers, food makers, 
and as informants to others of goings-on. Older adults add to the economics of the 
home, helping sustain neighborhood coherence as gang-police dynamics foment dis-
placement and fragmentation. Within marginalized environs, older persons are able 
providers to a household’s vital minimum: via economics, care work, food prepara-
tion, safety, contributing to the material and emotional well-being of family and, by 
extension, their canton.

In San Salvador, like in other popular economies that dot the Latin American 
streetscape, vendors and panhandlers in open-air markets are often older adults or 
persons with disabilities, sometimes both. The unemployed or underemployed older 
adult, defined in Salvadoran law as those above sixty years old for men and fifty-
five for women, can be usually found, if not selling goods for their own subsistence, 
then nearby assisting relatives in handling the responsibilities of the stand, either 
helping customers or doing quick errands in the marketplace. During my time spent 
in Salvadoran markets across San Salvador and in other populous towns like San 
Martín and Soyapango, I quickly recognized how older persons take up key roles 
at vendor stands, roam around selling candies or cigarettes, or help fellow salesper-
sons in cleanup work and maintenance at their businesses. This demographic trend 
of late-life laboring is, according to demographers, visible across lower-income 
Latin American countries where adults beyond sixty-five continue in the labor 
force (Lanza Queiroz 2017, p. 133). Men do handiwork, street vending, food deliv-
ery, farming, and the like, supplementing household income and meager state pen-
sions. Women sell goods alongside the street, at bus stops, and in marketplaces, and 
also do door-to-door deliveries in ways unlikely for people of a younger age. They 
prepare food; sell fruits, vegetables, and grains; and offer trinkets and clothing; in 
addition to doing housework and caring for children. Older adults, too, act as mar-
ketplace lookouts by informing vendors of bad actors, look after children while par-
ents are busy selling wares, or advertise via emotive address to passing customers, 



528 J. E. Cuéllar 

thereby contributing to stand upkeep. As retirement age increases and social security 
pensions decrease for the qualified, informal sector laborers are forced to work into 
older adulthood to ensure their own social reproduction. Older individuals, includ-
ing neighbors and relatives, contribute to family earnings by navigating a labor mar-
ket that openly discriminates against old age laborers and that, in fact, prefers work-
ers who are no older than thirty-five (Henríquez 2018). The erosion of social welfare 
for older Salvadorans, coupled with an imperiled social security system, has made 
retirement unattainable. Instead, older adults must extend laboring activity into 
their retirement years. Coming demographic changes will undoubtedly worsen care 
access for aging people and complicate these already-fragile practices for survival 
(Avalos 2019).

Older adulthood, in El Salvador, is not a lucrative or glorious way of life. As a 
2004 report put it, “In Latin America … being old is almost synonymous with being 
poor” (González 2004). Late-stage impoverishment results from the state’s divest-
ment of social services, slashing of economic and housing support, and effectively 
abandoning older adults to fend for themselves. Generally, older Salvadorans live on 
a few dollars a day and remain trapped in cycles of poverty, realities that push them 
into the labor market at an advanced age, prompting late life pursuit of “quality of 
life” survival strategies (Rodríguez 2019). For older persons unable to secure stable 
work, many become unhoused, turning to panhandling throughout the city, moving 
about urban space on poorly maintained public transportation. Destitute older adults 
living in conditions of neglect are abundant in the streets of San Salvador’s densely 
populated zones, where a vital minimum—health and life satisfaction—is attained 
despite precarity. To curb this growing phenomenon, states will need to develop pro-
grams to serve this increasing vulnerable group. One such move might be govern-
ment investment in the refurbishment of existing state-provided housing for aging 
persons, in addition to reimagining the national pension system (Mesa-Lago 2019). 
In El Salvador today, where only 20% of people over sixty years of age receive a 
pension, a shift to full coverage is unlikely to happen anytime soon (Huenchuan 
2018). Alarming food insecurity, water shortages, and community underdevelop-
ment as a generalized crisis also affects older Salvadorans in compounded ways. The 
funneling of older adults into a precarious post-retirement tends to propel older Sal-
vadorans back into the labor force, even if they do receive a meager state subsidy. 
An older adult and San Martín resident, for example, sells food to people in San Sal-
vador, as well as in her neighborhood, to remedy income needs. Others take on the 
tasks of home upkeep or even do domestic work for neighbors. On the other hand, 
for transnational retirees that move to El Salvador after laboring in the United States, 
their return is supported by US social security benefits, perhaps a small savings, 
or continued family remittances. This subsect of older Salvadorans may, indeed, 
live old age—attaining a dignified vital minimum—without the need to reenter the  
in/formal labor force.

Economic necessity, inevitably, pushes a sizable subset of Salvadorans to migrate 
outward. Mother caregivers and parents, reports show, routinely leave places like El 
Salvador to seek opportunity outside of the home country—many times without their 
children. This process of disconnection gives way to transnational family formation 
and leaves older persons—such as grandmothers, aunts, even older siblings—to step 
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into guardian roles for parentless children and dependents left behind, though this 
varies (Abrego 2014, pp. 118, 124). In an important intergenerational study focused 
on Nicaraguan transnational families, anthropologist Kristin Yarris (2017) demon-
strates how grandmothers take on the responsibilities of the absent migrant mother 
and assume the task of raising, educating, and fostering youth upon mother depar-
ture. Older adult work in El Salvador, as in neighboring Nicaragua, is multigenera-
tional care work. This common familial practice further underscores the centrality 
of older adults to the well-being of transnational care economies, to local homemak-
ing, and to family welfare in remittance-reliant countries. Transnational return too, 
is integral to this circulation of care, where the presence of older persons, retirees, 
within origin communities can establish closer relations to in-country family and 
longtime friends, encouraging aged Salvadorans to strengthen familial and extra-
familial connections, offering interpersonal and emotional labor to facilitate ties 
across space and time.

Transnational vital minimums

For older age migrants living in places such as the US, where a dignified end-of-
life is repeatedly viewed as the resort-like retirement community, turning toward 
transnational return is not a desirable outcome. The presumed objective of US retire-
ment, as a generalized assumption, is that children, or grandchildren, will be the 
ones to benefit from their life-long accumulations: investments, properties, labor. 
This amassing of modest capital is thought to also be a pot from which to subsidize 
late life comforts. However, economic variation—labor experiences, family specific-
ity, and health—throughout the life-course inevitably shifts financial outcomes and 
modifies older age decision-making. Older Salvadorans, specifically relatives and 
family friends, shared their thoughts on this dynamic, noting how increasingly their 
children and loved ones face their own economic stress as a result of skyrocketing 
US costs of living. This, in turn, limits relatives’ ability to offer care, pay for retire-
ment arrangements, or even save or prepare for emergency expenses.

Leaving for the origin country is a way for older adults to lessen the economic 
burden for their own families. It is a way to anticipate the negative effect of their 
slowing earning potential on the economics of a family. For returnees, there is a 
belief that a tranquil third age means reuniting with one’s culture and soil, by leav-
ing the destination country behind. This view is furthered by changing US social 
conditions that intensify inhumane treatment for migrant peoples and their commu-
nities, where an inflamed racial animus has material and embodied quality-of-life 
implications for Latinos and Latin Americans of all ages. Surging anti-immigrant 
public sentiment under the Trump administration, expectedly, has made US soci-
ety feel inhospitable, which creates, for those advancing into retirement, a reduc-
tion in sensed safety and welcome, prompting further reconsideration of staying in 
a United States ever more hostile to their presence. This cultural shift instead moti-
vates older adults to opt for retirement in culturally receptive origin countries like El 
Salvador. This trend is comparable in other countries with established transnational 
care chains and institutional contexts receptive to retiree return, such as Chile and 
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Argentina, though more specific research is needed on transnational aging practices 
in response to racist mainstreaming, what Mondon and Winter have recently termed 
an age of “reactionary democracy” (2020). In addition to rising US costs of living 
and care and other trends that make financial safety nets or nest eggs an unlikely 
scenario, older adult return has become a late-life option for Salvadoran migrants. 
Economic stress aside, this practice also raises the question of what constitutes “suc-
cessful aging,” prompting scholars to better specify what driving forces or pull fac-
tors are motivating “going home” (Stefansson 2004). Old age return then, offers the 
possibility of attaining a vital minimum via transnational movement beyond the 
US, carving out a dignified life elsewhere with the limited means derived from the 
former.

For some older Salvadorans, like my parents, who attained US citizenship in their 
time abroad, the decision to leave the United States for a country like El Salvador 
asks us to contend with the complexity of late life well-being: that voluntarily leav-
ing the United States via retiree repatriation is a way of addressing a set of largely 
overlooked needs often encapsulated by the common phrase aquí, la vida es muy 
cara—here, life is too expensive. For older adults, these needs are composed of myr-
iad rationales, personal calculations, and desires. Other decision-making logics, such 
as family outcomes, will be particular to the migrant or family in question. Compar-
atively, a neighboring family—acquaintances who have all but relocated to the US 
Midwest—encouraged their older, differently abled brother to move to El Salvador 
to afford him specialist in-home care. For my own parents, who lived and worked in 
Los Angeles, the realities of wage compression, job loss, and unstable employment 
effectively influenced the economics of our family as they retired—from myself 
to my siblings, their children, and other dependents—thus making it unrealistic to 
assume that offering them US-style old age care was part of our financial power at 
that time. From the rising costs of living in metro areas such as Los Angeles, San 
Francisco, New York, Chicago, Washington, DC, and other places where Salvador-
ans have long made community, being “priced out” does not automatically entail 
a move to the suburbs or to more economically accessible US cities or parts of the 
country, but might, instead, lead one to uproot from the US altogether. Of course, it 
bears repeating, return is also dependent on divergent experiences in accumulated 
life wealth, investment, real estate ownership, social mobility and integration, in the 
United States, outcomes qualified by the subsequent earning potential of family and 
relatives. As in the case of the differently abled brother sent to El Salvador to seek 
affordable health care, the family was motivated to lessen their economic burden 
while taking advantage of his US government assistance, using it in a place where it 
might be most useful and cost-effective.

Evidently, the reasons that compel retiree repatriation are, while context-spe-
cific and highly dependent on family composition, focused on securing a standard 
of living increasingly inaccessible. By taking advantage of cost-of-living differ-
ences, transnational returnees can delay economic unproductiveness, lessen family 
resource burden, seek care and restore their social autonomy. For those who hold 
legal right to US permanency, this decision to live, “against all common sense,” in 
a place consistently listed as the most violent country in the hemisphere exceeds the 
simple want to expire in their home nation or for some superficial familism (Ruiz 
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and Ransford 2012). In many cases, it is also about the economic and social roles 
available to older adults, about cultural fluencies, as well as subcultures that inte-
grate older persons as productive community members, enabling participation in 
social groups and forms of neighborhood bonding: from religious meetings to cul-
tural celebrations, sporting events, birthdays, and political rallies to other kinds of 
local gatherings. This might take the form of autonomy, old age entrepreneurship, or 
even through integrating older persons in the making of multigenerational and trans-
nationally connected homes, thereby empowering them to purposive space beyond 
the care facility. Old age return, too, is motivated by expanding social animosity, 
racism, and ageist stereotyping felt by retirees in US society. Living as racialized 
subjects in the United States, older adults repatriate to an El Salvador where, while 
afflicted by insecurity and its ingrained economic contradictions, a sense of belong-
ing and social function remains accessible, away from the felt discriminations that 
saturate US social life.

Varieties of Salvadoran aging

What motivations drive retiree decisions to leave the relative safety and quality of 
life available in the United States? To explain this, Masferrer’s concept of the vital 
minimum, as a theory of needs, offers clues for understanding transnational aging 
and return. Old age repatriation emerges from within the Salvadoran cultural econ-
omy of aging, where returnees pursue forms of well-being and feelings of social 
usefulness that are no longer possible in a rapidly changing United States. Aging in 
the US, as I uncovered through conversations with family, locals, and their relatives, 
repeatedly suggested being unable to afford a loved one’s US-based retirement. For 
older persons and their families, placing their old into lesser arrangements generated 
anxiety and fear about their possible “humiliation” and “abandonment” into govern-
ment housing or into spartan living arrangements. Older Salvadorans carry stress 
about their late-life strategies with regard to how they will sustain themselves as 
they age out of the US workforce. Taking my own parents as indicators of this minor 
trend, aging in El Salvador presented material advantages, where things like pur-
chasing power on a US pension made monthly expenses and access to care (even if 
of lesser quality) more attainable, a moderating of rising health care costs. US retir-
ees, who receive on average approximately $1,500 a month, note how costs of hous-
ing, utilities, transportation, food, and medicine become workable expenses using a 
US pension within the Salvadoran economy. For them, the US pension makes pos-
sible a dignified, yet still minimal, retirement life in a low-wage, and still largely 
informal, economy. In contrast to remaining in the United States where, according to 
median Social Security Administration numbers, an approximate $1500 (minimum) 
to even $3,000 (maximum) monthly pension has limited use in costly US urban 
areas or their suburbs where Salvadorans tend to work and live (SSA 2020). Despite 
its costs, the view among some older Salvadoran migrants, though this depends on 
age at migration, acculturation, social relationships, language acquisition, and living 
arrangements, is that growing old past the retirement transition in the United States 
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is one of solitude and, in many cases, staying in assisted-living homes or for-profit 
retirement communities of varying quality, that keeps older people away from rela-
tives, excerpting them from participation in broader society (Harrington and Carrillo 
2018).

For retiring returnees with transnational experience, the United States is a stress-
ful location for living one’s old age. The characteristics of an intolerant US soci-
ety make it such that racial difference, inequality, and discrimination may persist, 
if not increase, in retirement settings. Older adults across the cantons I moved in 
shared feelings of dread about retirement living. Seeking to avoid this, older adults 
fear humiliation and difficulty in communicating needs, and reject their infantiliza-
tion, their being made dependent, within institutionalized care contexts. In one case, 
another neighborhood family described their older parent who returned after becom-
ing exhausted with US-style senior living and who, upon arrival, began selling spe-
cialty foods. Their food-vending business has grown because of its distinct culinary 
style, yet remains a door-to-door, informal, word-of-mouth service that is frequented 
by other local older adults and retirees. Thus, in El Salvador, the perception from 
retiring adults remains that—if necessary—labor opportunities and autonomy might 
remain available, leveraging community ties and cheap everyday living to lessen 
total dependency on assisted living. As suggested, transnational return is a life strat-
egy of slowing the process of becoming a family burden, where a vital minimum as 
described by Masferrer—the basic requirements of a satisfying life—is still realiz-
able in the home country thanks to differences in costs of living and cultural flexibil-
ity afforded to those in older adulthood.

For low to middle-income aging Salvadorans in the United States, the “retirement 
community” is anxiety inducing. Older persons tend to draw on rumors of what con-
stitutes retirement living compared to cultural expectations of aging well (Beyene 
et al. 2002). Further, old age housing continues to be stigmatized within Salvadoran 
culture because of stories of widely known disrepair and poor care offered by the 
infamous Sara Zaldivar asylum, located in San Salvador, a place repeatedly scru-
tinized for human rights violations, most recently for claims of negligence, death, 
and infections related to COVID-19. In the twenty-first century, as evidenced by the 
growing amount of retirement communities, hospices, nursing homes, or hogares 
de ancianos (elderly housing) of private or religious ownership, the overall need for 
retirement living has substantially ballooned.

According to an undated document drafted by the administration of Salvador 
Sánchez Cerén (2014–2019), only two government asylums are run by the state, 
while private entities number forty-eight and growing (GOES nd). It is also usual 
that older persons retire in El Salvador’s numerous gated communities; this is likely 
for aging adults who might receive familial remittances or have access to property 
owned by migrant homeowners. Gated communities are often advertised to the 
migrant market as a tranquil and safe site for retirement living. Though a variety of 
care arrangements exist, from sites of total abandonment to privileged assisted liv-
ing, the institutionalized senior community is perceived to be of a warped sociality, 
where adult independence is traded for assisted living, though even these feelings 
toward retirement outcomes remain deeply gendered. In El Salvador, one advantage 
is that care labor is proffered by an older adult’s family (nuclear or extended), which 
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enables persons to remain feeling useful. It allows for older adults to hold onto their 
autonomy by living in close contact with relatives and community members. While 
this also happens in the United States, the burden of health care, housing, and other 
emergency costs make this possibility difficult. Nevertheless, these care configura-
tions remain of important psychological and social benefit to older adults that may, 
as clinical research shows, offset late-life depression (Blazer 2009). For those who 
have not retired, the changing US political landscape, along with increasing anti-
immigrant animus, weighs heavily on older adult decision-making regarding return, 
prompting some to entertain the idea of aging transnationally prior to formal retire-
ment, if simply to get paperwork in order.

With varying levels of assimilation to the “American way of life,” repatriation to 
El Salvador continues to be an important consideration, even if simply as an option, 
for US-based Salvadoran retirees. Repatriation is an imagined endpoint of the 
migrant life cycle, though it may at times prove unrealizable as conditions in Central 
America complicate effective return. As the vital minimum moves beyond seniors’ 
grasps, retirees must contend with leaving the US and face the reality that possibili-
ties for dignified living in the United States are narrowing, and that widening racial 
hostilities can, and do, impact quality of life. As the Central American community 
becomes legible solely through optics of “illegality,” “criminality,” and “deportabil-
ity” (De Genova 2002; Coutin 2013), returning to the origin country becomes a con-
certed strategy to find tranquility and social stability in a low-wage economy with 
US-earned money and benefits, possibly with US citizenship or resident benefits, 
while being in a culturally familiar context where racial discomfort is, effectively, 
left behind. This, of course, contrasts greatly with the retirement prospects of those 
who only labored in El Salvador, possibly with only irregular remittance support.

What awaits retirement-age Salvadorans who permanently return to the country 
after working in the United States? Life for retirees in El Salvador is, perceptibly, 
different from that of other age groups. This is a result of US-retiree-led homes hav-
ing stable government pensions sent from abroad supported by common cultural 
practices of older adult care: family-first senior care. For older Salvadorans this 
is an “aging well” outcome, since they avoid retirement homes and can live dis-
tanced from the social patterns of US society that emphasize productivity and self-
sufficiency as part of migrant work-life, an aspect of the neoliberalization of old age 
(Macnicol 2015). For older Salvadorans, life in El Salvador retains qualities of self-
sufficiency and self-actualization that seem all but stripped away by a US cultural 
ageism that discards the old into retirement homes. Indeed, this is an imagined and 
altogether romantic view of old age living in El Salvador, yet it underscores the late-
stage need for community, for belonging, and for continued access to forms of self-
fulfillment, of a different form of old age sociality that contradicts the timeline of 
aging as infirmity, as a kind of incremental uselessness.

Aware of risks in El Salvador, older adults’ sense of security remains paramount. 
My observations in San Salvador’s markets and in local vending spaces in San 
Martín and Ilopango suggest that seniors are often excerpted from crime and vio-
lence, including extortion. Social insecurity notwithstanding, older persons appear 
tacitly permitted to move through embattled space unencumbered. This reality ena-
bles mobility and feelings of, as the persons I spoke to described, a greater sense 
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of individual security that contrasts starkly with youth experiences in those same 
neighborhoods, roads, and public transit. It remains uncommon to read or hear of 
older, retired persons as victims of gang-related violence or crime, though cases do 
surface, as the story of seventy-two-year-old Margarita Ramirez reveals. Margarita 
was forced to leave El Salvador and migrate to Mexico because of death threats on 
her family by local gangs who sought to extort her thirty-seven-year-old son José 
(Frederick 2017). Although they do happen, these cases are exceptional. In general 
terms, older people live almost entirely separate from the commonplace occurrences 
that make up the routine worlds of a people whose average age is a young 25.8 (UN 
2017, p. 36). On an average Salvadoran day, one observes that most people doing 
neighborhood errands, picking up food, or riding the bus to do local shopping tend 
to be older persons. In my own bus riding across El Salvador, seeing older adults on 
public transit emerged as a significant social pattern.

Similarly, at funerals, religious processions, and burials, which happen often—as 
moments marking public life and popular religiosity—it is generally older people 
who attend. One account from youth on the outskirts of San Bartolomé Perulapía 
shared that they fear being identified and singled-out or run the risk of creating prob-
lems with local gangs if they appear at events like burials, mass, and related cultural 
events like community contests, festivals, or even at bars and restaurants with known 
gang clientele. On the contrary, for older adults, participating in these spaces was 
culturally expected, a characteristic, habit, even a stereotype, of old age sociality. 
These dynamics appear to be slowly changing, while the gang problem persists as 
largely a youth issue wherein the lives of older people seem exempt from the ter-
ritorial and interpersonal disputes that define gang rivalry. Features of advanced age 
marks an entire demographic as distinct, with their social rhythms separate from the 
conflicts, altercations, and policing that exacerbate the gang phenomenon. Old age, 
in an El Salvador marked by violence, indicates nonaffiliation or neutrality, whereas 
a profiled youth through middle adulthood continue generating anxiety, suspicion, 
and fear. In a moment where gangs are no longer visibly distinguishable by tattoos 
or modes of dress, age has become a quick, flexible, yet important identifier. Circu-
lating images of gangs, victims, reports of child recruitment, and discourses of cor-
ruptible youth reinscribe this wide age bracket as a social problem in popular think-
ing, thus affecting generalized behavior toward it (Cruz 2017; Wolf 2011).

Little remarked in the distinction between youth and old age is how this differen-
tiation entails an opposed form of social profiling and experience. On the youth end, 
we have the menacing figure of the marero or gang member, an omnipresent and 
aggressive young person donning a tattooed face and frequently used for political 
theater, paraded on newspapers, book covers, and documentary film (Zilberg 2011). 
This diabolic character of Salvadoran imagination, while no longer a widespread 
aesthetic, remains a repeatedly politicized threat, productive for pushing punitive 
state efforts, and that also produces a “structure of feeling” linked to and embedded 
in age specificity. On the contrary, the old are never viewed this way and are instead 
considered an enfeebled, vulnerable population requiring care, and that is largely 
churchgoing, economically dependent, and tired. These generalizations, even if mis-
placed, reinforce the Salvadoran custom of caring for older persons via in-home 
arrangements that offer culturally appropriate retirement living. The present “gang 
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conflict”—that social contradiction produced by entrenched inequality and organ-
ized abandonment—is largely accepted and narrated as a youth crisis. It is seldom 
considered applicable to the old, who move in a society otherwise unencumbered 
by El Salvador’s invisible borders, only tangentially affected by the violent logics 
of street rule. Recognizing and evaluating this qualitative difference in experience 
is critical for retirees considering late-stage repatriation. The narrative of an out-of-
control youth problem serves to, in a sense, quarantine the crisis from older persons, 
who, as a class, appear not to be a focus or source of tension with respect to insecu-
rity, crime, or generalized suspicion.

Toward a theory of old age need

The vital minimum concept, here utilized to frame contemporary and transnational 
aging, or living one’s retirement years in El Salvador, suggests we pay special atten-
tion to care arrangements that address the dignity and need of older persons in cul-
turally specific ways. By placing Masferrer’s notion alongside modern views on 
“standards of living” or a “living wage,” and in dialogue with critical gerontology, 
we see that aging transnationally for older returnee Salvadorans is, if ordinary, a sur-
vival strategy to minimize their expected dependency on both familial networks and 
the state, to maximize their remaining social autonomy, to seek forms of self-actual-
ization and social reproduction. Though this is not guaranteed, as variability among 
returnees is inevitable, this late-life objective remains constant. The vital minimum, 
unlinked from its modernist assumptions and previous appropriations, serves as a 
metonym for desiring a dignified old age. It can, if elaborated across old age group 
experiences, offer a working concept for claims-making, as a social barometer, and 
for grasping the politics of older adulthood, whether of local or migrant origin, in 
El Salvador. It places well-being at the center of subsistence and belonging, rooted 
in the need for safety, comfort, and agency. The explanatory power of the vital 
minimum rests on its capaciousness and elasticity as a concept for attending to the 
interlocked issues of old age decline. As a conceptual device, it addresses economic 
dependency and autonomy and offers cultural specificity and language to reorient 
debate on senior rights and old age advocacy. As an interpretative “care” notion 
with interdisciplinary reach, the vital minimum draws sharp attention to thinning 
transnational care arrangements lived by older actors in El Salvador and the United 
States, in this juncture prompted by economic stress as well as racial hostility.

Most of the literature pertaining to Salvadoran migration accounts for the hard-
ships of living in US society as undocumented or under “temporary protected” 
statuses, chronicling the experience of capture, detention, and deportation that has 
spurred the phenomenon of transnational family formation. These studies, which 
map a range of experiences linked to inclusion/exclusion logics with relation to 
the destination polity, remain disconnected from aging and care studies. Research 
on the retirement lives of older people who choose to return to the home nation is 
largely underexplored, and even more so in the Central American context, where 
age, disability, and care studies remain limited. This recent small wave of older adult 
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return to the isthmus, from “successful” migrants and non-deportees, who return to 
national territory for personal reasons, mirror past generation approaches to seek-
ing comfortable end-of-life arrangements yet are propelled by distinct contexts and 
experiences throughout the life course.

Paying concerted attention to the social function of age will undoubtedly spur 
studies on the worlds, mobilities, and related interdisciplinary topics on varieties of 
aging, eliciting comparison with the transnational return practices of other migrant 
communities, or even the long-term effects of prior generations’ old age mobilities. 
Thus, Masferrer’s vital minimum, as a metric to approximate well-being, touches 
on the age-specific dialectics of Salvadoran transnationalism to illustrate how social 
reality, culturally informed perceptions, and cross-country experiences do influence 
the criteria and desired location of aging (Landolt et al. 1999). Vis-à-vis life con-
tingencies that perhaps allowed for securing late-life income via citizenship, good 
fortune, or purchasing property, repatriation is for older members of the Salvadoran 
diaspora an assured way to attain what Masferrer theorized as the vital minimum—
an integral form of dignity as an individual and social good—shedding the sharply 
classed, raced, and ageist realities of US-style older adulthood. To escape this 
relentless gaze of otherization, more Salvadorans approaching retirement age are 
weighing the possibility of return, considering the benefit of retiring to communi-
ties where the cost of everyday reproduction is markedly less and where something 
affective and felt, like culture, offers a deep sense of belonging, a proximity to the 
spaces and lands in which they hope to expire.

Masferrer’s thinking on age enables us to reintegrate dignity as an indispensable 
part of the “vital minimum” concept, adding life stage as central to not only his 
life philosophy of well-being and maxim, but also to a broader framework for con-
temporary social analysis. Masferrer’s thinking, when read in a twenty-first-century 
context, suggests that we link the welfare of the aged to a sense of collective secu-
rity. Older adults, like youth, are indispensable participants to forming stable, mul-
tigenerational, and coherent communities. In an El Salvador that is progressively 
aging, and where older adulthood will soon be the median age, questions of sen-
ior well-being will become further central to social agendas moving forward. The 
demographic processes that prompt transnational return, such as those that propelled 
my parents, must be connected to the general Salvadoran crisis of care, of plummet-
ing family wages, of the weakening of community-driven support structures. As old 
age migration studies remind us, age-related mobilities are part of a complex reper-
toire of transnational survival strategies for mitigating life-course decline. Returns, 
for Salvadorans, hence function as a quotidian fix for seniors and older adults strug-
gling to secure a dignified end of life, weighing out the discomforts of remaining in 
the United States. Within the transnational economy that has long imbricated the 
United States and El Salvador, Salvadorans retiring away from northern capitalist 
economies will likely have pronounced effect on “care-chains” that extend into Cen-
tral America. The care arrangements that emerge around older adulthood in El Sal-
vador accordingly demonstrate how community and culture can and often do fill the 
void of what have, in large part, become market activities that have made transactive 
the responsibility of old age maintenance (Fraser 2016).
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Across Latin America, in response to demographic shift, solidarity care econo-
mies—other forms of vital minimums—have emerged as local efforts to address 
what both public and private sectors have failed to deliver. Cooperative groups have 
devised shared living spaces and small-scale caregiving employment opportunities 
that pool resources and redistribute meager pensions among older adults in their 
communities. For these demographic and political scenarios fueled by changes in 
places like the United States, Masferrer’s “vital minimum” provides a workable, 
fruitful theory of dignity, also portable as a care metaphor, a term inviting us to read 
older adulthood through the prism of good living. Masferrerian thought, limited and 
at times shortsighted, remains relevant for thinking about the Salvadoran context—
that recovering ideas from the intellectual history of the country can help to examine 
present-day national and transnational realities, locating the arrhythmias of social 
life to reveal how comfort and discomfort are experienced through age as an actual 
structure of feeling (Williams 1986, p. 30). The vital minimum as an analytic offers 
an interpretative approach, a prism, for sensing how structural inequalities affect 
aging and impinge on life, work, and recreation. It allows us to glean, if incom-
pletely, how old age precarity is lived, and how the elimination of economic safety 
nets—for both young and old along the migrant lifecycle—subjects people ever 
more to the tempos of capitalism’s machinery by eroding the structures that support 
aging well (Masferrer 1971, p. 228). The act of retiree return is, then, for a subset of 
Salvadorans, positioned to take advantage of changing conditions, a care calculus—
a survival play that is itself a bid toward a vital minimum—to stave off undignified 
expiration, forgo racial and economic humiliation, and hold on to a sense of purpose 
and social worth.
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