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I Remember Who I Am When I’m With You: Intergenerational Connections 

I am lucky to have had a quintessentially wonderful childhood, due in large part to my 

grandmother’s whimsy and vitality. I remember her as deeply virtuous, and deeply good. She 

delighted in lying to children—she insisted that carrots would make my eyes sparkle, and that I 

ought not to play in a nearby pond, as she could assure me that it was infested with alligators. 

She came up with crafts and spun stories and for nearly two decades, held me with utter maternal 

devotion. For my life to have been so intertwined with my grandmother’s has been a great 

privilege, one of which many American children are deprived due to a cultural undervaluing of 

intergenerational relationships and difficulties with the state of American family structure. Not 

only is there an undue burden which rests upon the shoulders of the daughter, but there also 

exists a divide between young and old generations by way of emphasis on the nuclear, rather 

than the extended, family. I posit that in order to live more healthful, emotionally fulfilled lives, 

the American family structure and its associated priorities must shift to emphasize the 

importance of female intergenerational connection and care.  

In her 1975 essay “The Female World of Love and Ritual”, Carol Smith-Rosenberg 

explores female relationships in the 19th century. At this time, a woman’s relationships with 

other women were the center of her emotional life. As Smith-Rosenberg explains, “women, who 

had little status or power in the larger world of male concerns, possessed status and power in the 

 



 

lives and worlds of other women. An intimate mother-daughter relationship lay at the heart of 

this female world” (162). Mother-daughter relationships provided comfort, sympathy, and 

understanding at a time when husbands and sons were inherently unavailable for such essentials. 

Furthermore, by way of passing on domestic skills, mothers and daughters were bound by shared 

experiences and priorities. Mothers and daughters lived closely in this manner, with the daughter 

sharing her mother’s female support system before graduating to forming her own. When the 

time came for marriage, both mothers and daughters experienced extreme emotional turmoil, as 

they had lived in close proximity and relied upon one another for emotional closeness for many 

years (Smith-Rosenberg 163).  

Such bonds between mother and daughter (as well as between daughters and their 

mother’s social circles, sometimes including grandmothers) persisted through the 19th century, 

but shifted dramatically in the 20th. With the pressures of economic crises and the world wars, 

the predominant emphasis in American culture was on the importance of the nuclear family as 

opposed to the extended family. The painful extraction of a daughter from her mother’s inner 

circle became a permanent state of being inherent to the 20th century on a cultural level. As this 

historically essential support system was reformed, and in some ways, disassembled, there 

remained an undue burden placed upon a woman to play caretaker to both her children and her 

parents (and often her husband’s parents), only without the close female bonds that once buoyed 

her through trying times. As the decades passed and middle-class women entered the workforce 

in large numbers, this burden of assumed care without proper support remained in place. This 

dynamic is central to my point that American family structure must shift. There must be a return 

to the support of female social circles, and a celebration of the role of the caretaker daughter 

rather than the automatic expectation that she will undertake such a taxing role. Research 



 

supports this particular assertion. For example, in a study done on mother-daughter relationships 

during end of life care, it was found that mother-daughter dyads who had maintained a close 

relationship previously to the daughter stepping in as a caretaker had higher relationship 

satisfaction, and a higher quality relationship, during the duration of the caretaking relationship. 

Those who had not maintained supportive relationships prior to the caretaking dynamic 

experienced increased interpersonal struggles and dissatisfaction during end of life care 

(Solomon). From this, we can infer that with the maintenance of a positive mother-daughter 

relationship, such relationships provide important support, bolstering both mothers and daughters 

to the very end.  

Some may question why the position of caretaker must always fall to the daughter. After 

all, surely in this day and age there is the possibility of a more equitable arrangement. I do not 

mean to posit that responsibilities of caretaking have to fall to the daughter—rather, I make the 

observation that more often than not, they do. This dynamic is firmly entrenched in the 

framework of American society, and unlikely to change in the near future. To be abundantly 

clear, my argument is not to condemn women to a new obligation, but rather to revive the female 

web of emotional support that once made the long-standing obligation of parental care more 

manageable.  

I also assert that the gap between elders and their grandchildren must be bridged, not only 

due to the inherent benefits of close intergenerational relationships, but also so that grandchildren 

may share in the duties of their mothers in the caretaking of elders. This is the primary mode in 

which I believe that American families should be restructured. Not only would it lend 

recognition and appreciation to the role of a caretaker daughter, but it would relieve the pressure 

for the daughter to undertake the task of caretaking alone. Furthermore, it is beneficial for both 



 

grandparents and grandchildren to maintain a close relationship. According to UNICEF, a close 

relationship with grandparents provides familial context and a sense of belonging for 

grandchildren (“The Special Role of Grandparents”). Studies also suggest that “intergenerational 

activity can have a positive impact on participants” by “reducing loneliness and exclusion” 

(Whear). 

Now, it is more important than ever to maintain strong intergenerational bonds. I came of 

age during and directly following the COVID-19 pandemic, and during a time of national 

uncertainty and widespread isolation, my relationship with my grandmother remained constant. 

It proved instrumental in guiding my transition into young adulthood. I spent many a night in the 

pooled lamplight of her living room—we played rummy and watched Jeopardy, and I did the 

dishes as Gram tut-tutted at my insistence to care for her in this small way. In the morning, we 

drank coffee and watched the birds while practicing the art of Midwestern visiting.  

In participating in her long-standing routines, I gleaned a better sense of my place in my 

family, and in the world, as I adopted the perspective and the responsibilities of a more adult 

woman. Indeed, data suggests that the stability and guidance of a grandparent can make all the 

difference in a grandchild’s transition to adulthood. Studies show that even with decreased 

contact as the grandchild matures, “a continuously close emotional bond allows grandparents and 

grandchildren to (re)activate the support potential inherent to their relationship in times of need” 

(Wetzel).  

Some may disagree with the shift in values that I propose, instead preferring to subscribe 

to American individualism. After all, our culture emphasizes youth as valuable, and the young 

are encouraged to strike out alone, pursuing their own grand dreams above all else. This is a 

reasonable desire, and not one that I can in good conscience deny. It is important to learn who 



 

one is independently, be it in college or in the workforce. However, my position is that our 

priority must be the maintenance of intergenerational relationships, and providing adequate love 

and care to those who came before us. The desire for individual greatness cannot overshadow the 

duty that we have to our elders.  

In my grandmother’s last days, I went and visited, and I sat with her. She was restless, 

moving back and forth, back and forth across the hospice provided bed, having lost her speech 

and then the ability to write. My good friend, my grandma, had gone beyond my reach. I bent to 

her, and held her hand anyway. I wet a cloth and pressed it to her head. I funneled water and 

wine to her lips drop by drop. I wandered her home, lost and adrift. And as I watched my 

beloved grandmother begin to gray, the leaves outside had never been so green. Never have I 

seen such suffering with my own two eyes. Imagine if I had been preoccupied with personal 

goals—it would have been unforgivably selfish to have failed to bear witness. 

 Indeed, to bear witness was all I could do. There was little in the way of caregiving left 

to conduct, and there was little tangible that I could provide that might alleviate some of the 

difficulty. And yet, this phase of our relationship remained compelling and important, for 

“compassion isn’t about solutions[, but] about giving all the love that you’ve got” (Strayed 99). 

In the act of sitting sentinel, I had the opportunity to make clear in our parting that our 

relationship was of priority. Even more, my presence cemented our identities, for just as she had 

taught me my place in life, so too were we defined in the process of her passing. In the midst of a 

particularly uncertain and ugly time, I found comfort in the understanding that my grandmother 

and I were exactly where we were supposed to be.  

In an age of intense political division, often between generations of the same family, 

some may contest the importance of family ties. It is true that a dynamic of disagreement and 



 

conflict can prove taxing, especially to grandchildren who may feel that the expectation to defer 

to their elders clashes with their morals. I certainly experienced this difficulty with my 

grandmother. And yet, we revered one another. As my grandmother lay sick, I knelt, under 

instruction to give her permission to depart. And I tried my best, I promise I did, but I began to 

weep, and suddenly Gram was sharp as ever, back amongst the living. She was alert in her eyes 

and holding my face, wiping my tears with her palms, giving of herself to me once more.  

She died the next morning, and I have been searching for her in all beautiful things ever 

since. Imagine if I had brushed her away over politics—I would have deprived the both of us of 

connection, of adoration, of the satisfaction of having lived and loved to the fullest degree.   

The importance of intergenerational relationships is often lost in the bustle of everyday 

life, sinking into the background of our consciousness and becoming mundane. However, in 

renewing their prioritization, and approaching such relationships with a vigorous commitment to 

our duty to care for one another, intergenerational relationships become central to the structure of 

the support system of all involved. Ultimately, we must humble ourselves, reaching from beyond 

youthful turmoil and the ailings of aging so that we might carry out the honor of hunkering at 

bedsides in the darkest of days. We must value our intergenerational connections and hold them 

sacred for all that they are and all that they might deliver. In the pursuit of a full and enriched 

life, the service of our loved ones is paramount—it is all that matters, as it is the least and the 

most that we can do.  
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