International Journal of Ageing and Later Life, Advance access, 2025 © The Author
doi: 10.3384/ijal.1652-8670.5199

Past, present, and future in the context
of queer ageing: a qualitative study with
same-sex couples in Scotland

By Dora JANDRIC*

Abstract

This paper explores imagined futures of same-sex couples in Scotland
through the intersection of their age and queer identities, focusing on
the concepts of queer time and chrononormativity. The paper draws on
qualitative interview data gathered through two joint semi-structured
interviews with seven same-sex couples, and written accounts that the
couples produced between the interviews. The paper demonstrates how
these couples belong to the future and use their actions and knowledge
to construct it. The paper contributes to ageing and future studies by
exploring the queer ageing experience and the intersectionality of sexual-
ity and age in the construction and imagination of the future. By explor-
ing the social, cultural, and personal experiences of aging among queer
adults, the findings of this paper contribute to the international discourse
on aging and sexuality.
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Introduction

Our understanding of time is based on individual perception and the his-
torical and cultural contexts we live in (Baars 2012; Butola 2011), which
are, for the most part, informed by heteronormativity and chrononor-
mativity. Heteronormativity “regulates those kept within its boundaries
[heterosexual people] as well as marginalizing and sanctioning those
outside them [people who identify as non-heterosexual]” (Jackson 2006:
105). In a similar vein, chrononormativity regulates the way in which we
measure time and prescribes the “correct” time and order in which to fulfil
important life events such as marriage, having children, retirement, and
death (Freeman 2010). The way in which we understand the future is like-
wise informed by our lived experiences and knowledge of relevant social,
political, and personal events, making the future a real space and time that
is informed and constructed by our actions and plans (Adam & Groves
2007). One of the most common narratives regarding the future is that “the
children are the future,” an example of which can most prominently be
seen in Greta Thunberg’s climate activism. The focus on the younger gen-
erations as key actors for the future is in line with chrononormative think-
ing, as it emphasizes the biological progression of time and age, implying
that older people cannot occupy the future because of their proximity to
the end of their lives. Queer time, as a response to these norms, creates an
opportunity to imagine the future outside of the chrononormative “mark-
ers of life experience - namely, birth, marriage, reproduction, and death”
(Halberstam 2005: 2). Therefore, queer time allows for the imagination for
alternative, queer futures, ones that are occupied by older people as much
as they are by the younger ones.

The intersection of age and sexuality places the ageing LGBTI population
on the margins of society because of beliefs that older people are asexual
(Gott & Hinchliff 2003), heterosexual, and cisgender (Simpson et al. 2018).
These stereotypes portray older LGBTI people as “outside mainstream
temporalities and standing in the way of, rather than contributing to, the
promise of the future” (Port 2012: 3). This group’s “nonfuturity” (Sandberg
2015: 20) is further emphasized by the legacy of the HIV/AIDS pandemic of
the 1980s and 1990s, as the lifespan of people who contracted HIV was lim-
ited to such an extent that it erased any possibility of having a future and
positioning them as figures of society’s “death drive” (Edelman 2004: 3).
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This paper explores the prospect of studying the future through the
intersection of age and LGBTI identities, arguing that older LGBTI people
understand their role as “protagonists and agents of change” (Adam &
Groves 2007: 164) and actively participate in the shaping and constructing
of the future. By presenting the stories told by seven same-sex couples
in Scotland, collected through semi-structured interviews and written
diaries, as well as their recounting of past and present lived experiences,
I will illustrate how the participants” knowledge of historical and political
events makes them key actors in the construction of the future. The paper
also addresses the gap in knowledge on older people and their belonging
to the future (Port 2012), specifically focusing on the intersection of sex-
uality and older age as perceived barriers to participation in imagining
and creating the future (Edelman 2004; Sandberg 2015).

Literature Review

The unique ageing experiences of LGBTI individuals have been gaining
increased attention in academic discourse (Almack 2018; Heaphy et al.
2004; Hoekstra-Pijpers 2022; Kneale et al. 2021). However, research on the
futures of LGBTI individuals, and same-sex couples, has been confined to
younger people, excluding queer older people from narratives about the
future. This literature review provides an overview of queer ageing, queer
time, and chrononormativity, and the non-linearity of the past, present,
and future in constructing queer ageing experiences. Since this paper has
couples as its main participants, it will frame the past experiences, present
challenges, and future aspirations of those participants through the lens
of interpersonal relationships they built and maintained throughout their
lives, and it will address this in the findings section.

Queer Aging: A Unique Journey

Queer aging experiences are distinguished from heterosexual experiences
by a combination of historical contexts and present-day realities (Kneale
et al. 2021). Events such as the decriminalization of homosexuality, the
enforcement and abolishment of Section 28 (which will be explored in more
detail below), and the advancements of LGBTI rights such as equal marriage
and adoption, all had an impact on the lives of LGBTI people. It is important
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to understand that even though those events happened in the past, their
echoes still remain embedded deep in the everyday routines of the couples
in the present, while also helping them imagine their ageing futures that are
“distinct from the many representations of hetero-happiness” (Changfoot
et al. 2022: 1) that we see in media today. When talking about ageing, there
seems to be a need to have a normative time when old age begins, as illus-
trated in a number of sources (see Stacey & Averett 2016; Westwood 2017).
Moving away from the prescribed beginnings of old age, we can see that
some groups, such as people living with HIV, sexual and gender minorities,
and ethnic minority groups, might experience symptoms of ageing sooner
than their peers (Rodés et al. 2022), which can queer the beginning of old
age and the ageing experience in its entirety (Chazan & Whetung 2022).
Central to understanding queer aging in this paper are couple relation-
ships, which serve as microcosms of shared experiences and perspec-
tives (Valentine 1999). Through the joint narration of past and present
events, couples reflect on personal experiences and contextualize them
within broader socio-political contexts. The dynamics of mixed-age cou-
ples further enrich these narratives, highlighting the intergenerational
exchange of knowledge and the co-creation of a joint future (Jackson
2010). The paper therefore understands age as subjective, and older age
as unable to be prescribed by ticking off normative societal and biologi-
cal expectations (Sandberg 2008). As this paper will illustrate, the ageing
experience and the imagination of the future are portrayed as hopeful,
despite the fears about health, accommodation, and death, that come
almost naturally when thinking about later life. Queerness is what makes
the future positive and non-normative (e.g. Jones 2011), as it allows imag-
ination beyond the here and now, and into the then and there (Muhoz
2009). This paper continues the academic discussion of queer ageing and
imaginations of the future, adding to the works like those of Simpson
(2015) on ageing gay men, and Traies (2016) on the lived experiences of
older lesbians, and exploring these concepts through a lens of coupledom.

Queer Time and Chrononormativity

Queer time is characterized by its deviation from chrononormative
norms, encompassing diverse relationship dynamics, family struc-
tures, and lifestyle choices. Queer time is a response to both chrono- and
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hetero-normativity, as the temporal trajectory that does not follow the
prescribed norms of the dominant group, but rather creates norms of its
own (Halberstam 2005). Queer time draws on life events which can be
different to the ones predetermined by chrononormativity and defined
by the milestones in an individual’s life. The beginning of queer time for
an individual is usually marked by an event that acts as a break from
the established norms, such as coming out (Klein et al. 2015). However,
queer time is not exclusively in opposition to chrononormativity. It exists
within its framework of heteronormative coupling, marriage, and family
formation (Freeman 2010). As Freeman (2010) further explains, calendars,
diaries, and other ways in which people measure time are used to create
rhythms that should be followed, and that are guided by chrononormativ-
ity, making it the mainstream understanding of time. Couples who tran-
sition from heterosexual relationships to same-sex ones navigate complex
intersections of time, identity, and societal expectations, living across two
temporal planes at the same time.

Events that happen during a person’s life, as well as memories of those
events, build parts of the identity of that person. When recalling key
events, people position themselves within the temporal and social con-
texts of the times of those events, building a narrative about their own
identity. Within those stories, people also position themselves in relation
to others who occupy their memories and who serve as reference points
for their own identity (Jenkins 2008). Mead (1934) explored the role of
time in identity construction, and his ideas are the basis of the argument
made in this paper that queer time and queer identities, both individual
and couple ones, mutually construct each other. As the focus of this paper
is on same-sex couples, Mead’s (1934) theory needs to be applied to those
events that were instrumental in the creation of the queer relational iden-
tity, in the past, present, and the future. Events such as coming out, begin-
ning their current relationship, getting married, or moving in together, as
well as their imagined futures, all create their couple identity. Therefore,
queer time, across the life courses of the research participants, holds a
central role in shaping their queer identities.

The above addresses several gaps in research. Firstly, I focus on the lack
of attention on older people in general, and LGBTI older people in partic-
ular in research on futures, adding to existing discussions on queering
ageing studies and the intersection of sex, gender, and older age, such
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as those by Sandberg and Marshall (2017), Chazan (2020), Chazan and
Baldwin (2021), and King (2022), to name a few. Secondly, there are no
other studies about the futures of same-sex couples in Scotland or any-
where else. Available research on same-sex couples, both young and old,
focuses on finances and health expenditures (Gavulic & Gonzales 2022),
parenting (Tao 2023), and the impact of marriage on health (Umberson
& Kroeger 2015), often comparing same-sex to opposite-sex couples. By
exploring ageing within a same-sex couple, I also contribute to method-
ological discussions on the benefits and limitations of interviewing cou-
ples together. This paper makes a significant contribution to studies on
queer time by exploring it through the ageing experiences of same-sex
couples, making the argument that the role of queer time in constructing
their identities in the past and present is what gives them the possibility
of actively imagining and contributing to the future.

Historical Context

To study the present lived experiences, it is necessary to explore the
historical context of the participants” youth and pinpoint key events in
queer temporality. Going through defining developmental milestones
when anything else than heterosexuality was considered either a disease
(D’Augelli & Grossman 2001) or criminal behavior (Fredriksen-Goldsen
et al. 2017) had a profound impact on how the LGBTI population lived
their lives. Most of the participants in this paper hid their sexuality from
themselves, their family, and friends. 1967 brought about the beginning
of change in England with the decriminalization of homosexuality (Crim-
inal Justice Act 1967). Scotland followed in 1980 (Criminal Justice (Scot-
land) Act 1980), but at the same time, the HIV/ AIDS pandemic started to
gain impetus, stigmatizing men who had sex with men and intravenous
drug users as the main sources of the disease. As the decriminalization
marked a potential of the co-existence of queer and heterosexual lives, the
stigma and discrimination around HIV/AIDS threatened to dismantle
that potential. The pandemic also increased the visibility of LGBTI people
in the public sphere, raising awareness about marginalized communities.
Hand in hand with the antagonism was the fact that homosexuality was
still considered a psychiatric disorder in the United States (de Vries 2015),
and a mental illness by the World Health Organisation (Stonewall 2016).
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In one of the most notorious attempts to erase LGBTI identities from the
public sphere in the United Kingdom, Margaret Thatcher, a former prime
minister of the UK, introduced Section 28 of the Local Government Act
in 1988 (Local Government Act 1988; Weeks 2007), which prohibited pro-
moting homosexuality by the government and its employees (includ-
ing teachers and social workers), and framed same-sex relationships as
“pretend” family relationships (Reinhold 1994); this had a chilling effect
on how professionals spoke to the people they were supporting, with
LGBTI identities being wiped from those interactions. Political cam-
paigns and efforts by the LGBTI community saw progress in the political
and public sphere in the UK, and in Scotland in particular, in the last 25
years.

After the 1997 referendum and the devolution of the Scottish
Parliament (Mitchell 2000), a series of positive changes for the LGBTI
population marked the 2000s in Scotland. The devolution allowed Scot-
land its own legislative power over health and social care, education,
local government and housing, justice, and policing, among other areas.
In 2000, Section 28 was abolished in Scotland, and the ban on LGBTI
people serving in the armed forces was lifted at the same time. In 2004,
the Civil Partnership Act was passed, which allowed same-sex couples
to form civil partnerships. In 2007, the Adoption and Children (Scotland)
Act, provided same-sex couples equal rights in adopting and fostering
children, and the Marriage (Same Sex Couples) Act, which came into
effect in 2014 in England, Scotland, and Wales, brought around mar-
riage equality. The most recent developments in the UK included the
2017 posthumous pardon to all gay men who were prosecuted because
of their sexuality, and the introduction of same-sex marriage in North-
ern Ireland in 2020.

The above events, key for LGBTI equality in the UK, frame the lives of
the present LGBTI population. These events can also be viewed as exam-
ples of queer time (Halberstam 2005) as they disrupted the familiarity
of chrononormativity. Likewise, personal lived experiences of the LGBTI
population, such as coming out, getting married, or forming a civil part-
nership, are all examples of the disruption of chrononormativity and the
introduction of queer time. These experiences all exist alongside chro-
nonormative expectations of heterosexuality, and inform the imagination
of the future of the older LGBTI population.
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Methodology

Participants

The participants were in a same-sex relationship, mutually defined
by both partners as a significant couple-like relationship, regardless
of duration and co-residence status. The decision to conduct couple
interviews impacts the content and quality of the data, and depends
on the goals of the research at hand (Gabb 2008). Focusing on the cou-
ple rather than on the individual better captures the partners’” “joint
commitment to their relationship” (Hydén & Nilsson 2015: 717), and
provides insight into how their present and future are jointly con-
structed. Potential issues that might arise in joint interviewing are a
power imbalance between the partners, differing opinions about the
future, and an unwillingness to talk about uncomfortable issues in
front of each other. The participants in this research definitely had
points of contention when talking about the future but were quick to
discuss them and hear each other out, creating a comfortable inter-
view experience. Recruiting and interviewing couples allowed for a
better understanding of relationships that were negotiated daily (Val-
entine 1999) and extended into their imaginations of the future. One
of the partners needed to be over the age of 55, while the other part-
ner could be of any age. Being younger than 55 was perceived to have
different enough experiences to make them unsuitable for the study,
unless they were in a relationship with someone above that age range,
as was the case with several couples in the study. The age range of
the participants, therefore, extends below 55 and was between 36 and
77. Participants were recruited by advertising the research in older
LGBTI Facebook groups, and through word-of-mouth. All participants
self-identified as middle class, left-wing, and as having no disabili-
ties. The final number included was seven couples. There were three
male couples, and four female couples. They were all white, the male
participants identified as gay (n = 6), the female participants identified
either as lesbian (n = 6) or did not want to label their sexual orienta-
tion (n = 2), but all were in same-sex relationships at the time of our
interviews.
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Data Collection and Analysis

I conducted two joint semi-structured interviews with the couples over
12 months in 2016/2017. The first interview was designed to build rapport
and get to know the couple. We mostly discussed their relationship,
lifestyle, and stories about the past and present during this interview.
All couples were given a notebook, and I asked them to create a personal
representation of their future based on their conversations and reflections
of joint, as well as individual experiences (Day & Thatcher 2009). The
way in which they accomplished this representation was flexible and per-
son-led, resulting in mostly written accounts with a few small drawings,
and one rap poem. This method sought to give the couples the freedom
to produce data in their own time and at their own pace, permitting “the
examination of reported events and experiences in their natural, sponta-
neous context” (Bolger et al. 2003: 580). In the second interview we talked
about what they put in the notebook, and we discussed more general
themes about the future.

Apart from addressing the invisibility of couples in academic
research, the decision to conduct joint interviews came from a desire
to study the couple interaction in creating narratives about the past,
present, and future. Through our conversations, both partners often
looked to each other for confirmation of the facts they described, and
they often corrected each other when talking about events they experi-
enced together. These methods were deliberately selected to reduce the
power imbalance, which is a perennial challenge for interview-based
research (Anyan 2013). Interviewing them together also helped level
the power differential between the researcher and participants, as
they had each other to rely on (Zarhin 2018). The notebook served a
similar purpose because it gave them power over when to fill it out,
and which information to include. Some of the statements they wrote
down in the notebook had not been discussed between them before
that point, so the research acted as a catalyst of their conversations
about the future.

I recorded the interviews on my smartphone, after obtaining con-
sent from the participants, and transcribed them myself. I used NVivo
11 for the organization of transcripts and easier management of codes
and themes. The analysis consisted of two phases: a thematic analysis
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followed by a narrative analysis. Thematic analysis, according to Guest
et al. (2012), focuses on “identifying and describing both implicit and
explicit ideas” (p. 13) that emerge from the data. During this thematic
phase, I identified the themes that kept emerging in all interviews and
written accounts, as well as those that arose only occasionally but were
linked to the overarching question of the imagination of the future,
such as death. The second iteration of analysis was a narrative analysis,
which I used to explore the ways in which my participants made sense
of their realities and how their stories were told, instead of what the
stories were (Phoenix et al. 2010). In this round I looked more closely
at how the couples told the stories of their lives, and how these sto-
ries fit into the social and historical context of the events they were
discussing. These two methods of data analysis encouraged a deeper
examination of the narratives shared by the couples and teased out
nuances in their accounts. The entire process of data collection and
analysis was iterative and reflective, as I went back to the transcripts
and written accounts to revisit certain themes and explore them from
different angles.

Ethical Clearance

The research was granted ethical clearance at the School of Social and
Political Science at the University of Edinburgh. The data gathered was
handled according to the guidelines of The Data Protection Act (1998), and
the research was designed along the following ethical principles: consent,
anonymity, and confidentiality. This level of ethical clearance reflected the
concerns about interviewing potentially vulnerable people, in this case
older people belonging to minority sexual identities.

Findings and Discussion

The findings are divided into three sections: past and present, short-term
futures, and long-term futures, in the order they were talked about in our
interviews. The information in brackets after each quote contains key
information about the participants: pseudonym, age, and quote origin
(first interview, second interview, or written account).

10
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The Past, Present, and their Mutual Construction

The stories about the couples’ pasts were saturated with heterosexism,
homophobia, and discrimination. Growing up during the time when
being a gay man was illegal, the male couples recalled how they tried to
pass as “straight,” with some entering heterosexual marriages, and others
undergoing conversion therapy. These events also illustrate an attempt to
conform to chrononormativity by fitting their histories into more tradi-
tional heteronormative temporal norms:

Yes, I was trying, I mean, I think that I was on a sort of denial trip all in all, and that I
didn’t sort of really,  always knew I was gay, but I managed to sort of hide from it and pre-
tend it wasn't there. That’s really why I got married I guess, but then when the marriage
came to an end, that’s when I really had to face it, you know. (Robert, 76, first interview)

I'was also very unhappy with the way [ was leading my life, as a gay man. Went to the
doctor and he said “oh, you should have aversion therapy.” And I thought “yes, all right,
if that’s going to make me normal [emphasis in the original interview], I'll do it.” So I
went and had aversion therapy in a hospital. And it really had no effect whatsoever on
me. [laughing] (Jeff, 70, first interview)

Heterosexual marriage is still the norm, and society therefore ascribes a
“privileged status” to these relationships (Brook 2018: 348). Using mar-
riage to hide his sexual identity from others and from himself, Robert
believed he was following the heteronormative path that would make him
normal and ordinary (Richardson & Monro 2012) in the eyes of his imme-
diate community. Jeff’s motivations behind undergoing aversion ther-
apy were the same - he was willing to do it if it meant he would become
“normal.” While these experiences belonged to the past, their impact had
far-reaching consequences into the present. As Fred, Robert’s husband,
explained, they were still cautious of showing affection when out in pub-
lic, even though they were openly out in the town they lived in:

One of the problems is that gay people of our age, as we were all brought up at a time
when what we did was illegal, we could be sent to prison for, we could lose our jobs for,
et cetera, so people of our age may be less likely to be open than younger people. You
might see lots of younger gay couples holding hands in the street, it will be very, very
rare that you'll see, well me and Robert don’t, because we were brought up in an era
where to do so would have, at best, led to talks, and at worst, at a certain time, would
have led to prosecution. (Fred, 67, second interview)

11
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The impact of the past on the present represents a linear consequence of
one action on another. In the above examples, it also points to the impact
of chrononormativity on what we know is the couples” queer time, indi-
cating the continuing prevalence of heterosexual norms in mainstream
society. In another example, the linear flow of time was disrupted, as the
present was used to explain events in the past:

The first time I came to [city], came to this house, I'd spotted, in a frame, in a hallway
downstairs, the document that was basically the founder’s declaration of [a gay-rights
organisation], William was one of the founders of that campaign. That’s why I thanked
him over lunch the next day, and, in particular on behalf of me and all my generation,
my gay friends for that. And it got me to where I am today. (Peter, 36, first interview)

This example illustrates how the present shapes the past as we reflect on
it with new knowledge and experiences. After noticing the document on
William’s wall, Peter reframed his past to fit the present, imagining how
his coming out and living an openly gay life were influenced by William’'s
actions in the past. Peter’s identity as a gay man was a result of “unique
temporal and existential concerns” (Fabbre 2014: 163) that mobilized Wil-
liam to take action in his youth and establish the organisation. The age
difference between William (63) and Peter (36) illustrates how the same
event can be experienced from two generational viewpoints.

Another example of stepping into queer time is presented by Sarah and
Jane, now married to each other, who were both in heterosexual mar-
riages when they came out. For them, coming out was an act of break-
ing away from the heteronormative life they lived up to that point, and
reclaiming their own queer identities:

For me, it was complicated because I was married to a man at the time, and I was, I had
two young children, so it just, as the dawning happened to me, I thought, I knew I was
unhappy, and then started to think why that might be, and as I began to realise what
was happening, I then thought “well I can’t do anything about this because I've got two
small children,” and I had no role models, nobody else that I knew was in a position like
I was, and Ijust thought I will have to just forget it, because I can’t do this and make my
children unhappy. (Jane, 56, first interview)

Jane’s coming out symbolizes a disruption of chrononormativity and step-

ping into queer time. In her case, queer time is not a complete opposi-
tion to chrononormativity, as it includes her children, marriage to Sarah,

12
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and the formation of a new family, elements that have similarities with
a chrononormative understanding of a life trajectory. By coming out,
Jane disrupts her chrononormative temporal progression, and positions
herself and her relationship between the dominant, heterosexual norms,
and the other, the queer. This is visible in Sarah and Jane using marriage,
often considered “central to heterosexuality” (Brook 2018: 348), as a tool
to encourage same-sex couples, specifically women, to come out and get
married if that is what they want.

Breaking mainstream temporal norms was an iterative process for
these participants. As Sarah and Rachel explain in the following extracts,
coming out is a process often repeated daily:

So I don’t think you come out once, I think, that’s why I was hesitating. Every single
day you have to come out. Jane gets into a taxi, they’ll say “what does your husband
do?” You know, and then you have to come out again, or can you be bothered? (Sarah,
61, first interview)

I'm still in process of coming out to various people, at different times, and places, and
stuff like that. (Rachel, 58, first interview)

Coming out breaks the boundaries of chrononormativity (Freeman 2010)
and opens a space and time for queer identity construction, creating a new
temporal reality. The events that the participants recalled from their past,
along with the events that happened after coming out, created a clear link
between time and sexual identity. Their coming out journey might have
started in the past, but it is happening in the present, and will most cer-
tainly continue in the future, ascribing its importance across every phase
of the couples’ lives and further establishing their belonging to queer time.

Short-Term Futures: Independence, Choice, and Control

When talking about their short-term futures, the futures that they will live
to experience (Cook 2018), the couples focused on their health, accom-
modation, family, and death. The discussions around these futures also
included the wish to have control over one’s life and maintain indepen-
dence for as long as possible.

One of the ways in which the couples wanted to maintain their indepen-
dence was to age in place, in their own home, maintaining the freedom

13
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to continue their relationship and lifestyle (Davey et al. 2004). One of the
threats to ageing in place was the need to go into residential care, which is a
common concern among the older LGBTI population (Simpson et al. 2018):

Fred: We're not in a financial situation to be able to afford private care, but in Scotland
that shouldn’t be a problem. Ideally, we could live in some sort of sheltered accommo-
dation where we're still semi-independent. If we had to move into a sort of a care home,
then we would want to move in together, in a double room. We wouldn’t want to be
separated.

Robert: Being separated in care I regard almost as a fate worse than death.
Fred: Yes.
Robert: It could happen.

Fred: These days, it’s less likely to happen than in the past. But even so, it’s certain we
have to be wary. And then, of course, once you're in the hands of care workers, you rely
on their attitudes, and their views. (Fred, 65, & Robert, 76, first interview)

The intersection of the past, present, and future in the above example
further illustrates how the three temporalities inform and construct one
another. In terms of future studies, understanding how plans and imag-
inations of the future are constructed is a step forward towards a more
holistic approach to studying time. Fred made a clear link between the
past and the present, projecting his expectations to the future as well. Both
Fred and Robert were concerned about being separated, which could have
happened in the past, when the attitudes of care workers in formal care
institutions were more negative towards LGBTI people (Furlotte et al.
2016). Despite there being greater tolerance today towards same-sex cou-
ples and LGBTI individuals (Simpson et al. 2018), personal lived expe-
riences still impacted the imagination of the future more than potential
knowledge of what goes on in care settings. One thing that all imagined
futures presented by the participants included was the necessity of main-
taining their independence. While this was often described in terms of
good mental and physical health, it was also reflected in other aspects of
the participants’ narratives:

Jane: Maybe they’ll give Sarah a perm and put her in a crippling dress when she’s too
demented to know, to be able to tell them that’s not what she would do.

14
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Sarah: Can you imagine? The stockings around my ankles. (Jane, 56, and Sarah, 61, first
interview)

Kathy, who wrote a rap poem in her and Rachel’s notebook, expressed a
similar idea about being unable to wear clothes that she chose for herself:

We want any intervention to recognise our status and preferences
We don’t want apprehension of becoming stateless with severances
To suffer circumvention of our rights and heinous negligence’s

Those without comprehension putting us in shapeless dresses. (Kathy, 57, written account)

These women viewed their attire as an outward symbol of their identity
and a way to express their agency (Buse & Twigg 2015). Their sense of
style was developed simultaneously to their coming out journey and is
a physical manifestation of the life they lead in queer time. Losing their
independence in later life would not only mean being physically depen-
dent on someone because of health issues, but not being able to exer-
cise their agency through something like clothing and style. While they
were growing up and coming of age, the female participants abided by
patriarchal norms of what was “proper” and how women should dress.
The part of their lives they led before coming out and, one in line with
chrononormative and heteronormative expectations, is a part they are
now rebelling against by wearing what they want and living by their
own rules.

Death was discussed in the framework of short-term futures as an end
to the couples” imagined life-course. In a similar vein to maintaining
independence in their life, having control over their death was a topic of
conversation among most of the couples. One of the ways of controlling
death was writing their wills, and planning for funerals and other prac-
ticalities surrounding the end of life. The other was hoping that assisted
suicide would be legal by the time the participants needed it:

You know, suffering hurts me, seeing my mother starving herself to death hurts
me. Can’t do anything to change it, can’t do anything about it. And I do think that
if we make the choice in our right mind, we should be able to choose to terminate
our lives. I've got nothing to fear as far as when I'm dead, I'm dead. (Jeff, 70, second
interview)
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Hoping for a choice in the future and imagining it will be available tames
the uncertainty of the future (Groves 2014). Relating back to the desire of
controlling the future, Westwood (2017) explains that taking one’s own
life can signify “the ultimate expression of autonomy” (p. 5) as it gives the
individual control over their life and maps out their future more clearly.
It also creates a future that is free of chrononormative boundaries as it
allows the participants to end their lives before its prescribed, “natural,”
end. While heteronormativity framed their lives in the past, the partici-
pants are taking control over their presents and futures, even if most of it
is in the form of hopes and imagination.

The couples imagined their short-term futures based on the experi-
ences and knowledge of their past and present. From fears of discrimi-
nation in formal care settings that stemmed from the legal and medical
terminology and attitudes surrounding LGBTI lives in the past, to con-
cerns about losing their independence to the level that they were unable
to dress themselves or live their lives as they were living them in the pres-
ent, the imagination of the short-term futures was a reflection of events,
experiences, and knowledge from the couples’ past and present.

The Fear and Hope of Long-Term Futures

The couples’ long-term futures, the ones that will happen after their death,
included fears and hopes for future generations, and the imagination of
Scotland as utopia, all of which can be understood as “an experience of
time that may be socially shared” (Cook 2018: 3). Based on their past and
present experiences, the socially shared ideas of the future almost always
included children and younger generations of LGBTI people. As Gloria
writes in her account, she considers Emily’s children and grandchildren
as her own, emphasizing the importance of her family of choice (Weeks
et al. 2001):

The presence of children and young people in my life (mostly Emily’s grandchildren)
somehow makes the future seem a more real place and, for all I said earlier about not
looking ahead, I can’t help but hope for their complete happiness. I imagine them
always being a part of my life. Now Emily’s youngest daughter and her wife are about
to adopt two children and they clearly figure in my imagined future. (Gloria, 58, written
account)
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Children do not only serve as physical vessels of Gloria’s imagination,
but as agents in framing the future as a more real place, colonizing it with
their presence (Adam & Groves 2007). Even the children who were not
yet there, as was the case with the adoption Gloria mentioned, clearly fig-
ured in her future, and, apart from being a loving addition to the family,
the children also figured in Gloria’s imagination as mediums for domes-
ticating the uncertainty that the future might bring (Groves 2014). In this
extract, we also get a glimpse of two families of choice, one of Gloria and
Emily, and the other of Emily’s daughter and her wife. Their presence
strengthens the link between the queer present and future and carves out
the space and time where such families can exist parallel to hetero- and
chrononormative expectations.

When discussing how short-term futures were imagined, I outlined
that they were based on lived experiences from the participants” past and
present. The long-term futures were imagined in the same way, draw-
ing on political campaigns and social movements the participants were
involved in, as well as the socio-cultural contexts of their youth. As Rachel
explains, the actions of the older LGBTI community in the past brought
about legislation that allowed same-sex couples to get married and adopt
children. These victories, however, did not mean that there was nothing
left to fight for in the future:

I don’t think as a community, LGBT community, we can sit back on our laurels and
think we’ve won, I think we’ve won some battles but we haven't won the war yet, and
if we sit back on our laurels and just think “well that’s what we’ve achieved, we've
got everything now, so we can just sit back and enjoy it,” and we're doing a service
to those who are coming behind us, cause we’ve got to fight for their rights, and for
something for them to inherit, and that’s definitely the way I see it. (Rachel, 58, second
interview)

The idea of continuing the fight for the younger generations places the
older same-sex couples very clearly in the future. The actions they took
in the past resulted in the freedoms the LGBTI community has in the
present. Consequently, they hope the actions they take in the present will
realise a more equal and inclusive future. However, the imagination of a
more equal future would not be possible without a socio-political context
that allows for such thinking. The hope for Scotland and the trust in the
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political leadership at the time (2016/2017) went hand in hand in some of
the accounts:

But I also think is that, part of it in our psyche is that we know that the rule of law, soci-
ety will not turn against us. Which is not necessarily the case, others, you know, I think
Scotland is particular, you know that the fact is that the rule of law, we have in parlia-
ment leaders of the political parties whether it’s just, society is not going to turn against
minorities, cause we are, we have a, you know, we have two LGBT leaders, right, and
two parties, so I think...as a gay couple we feel safe, so our future here in this country,
we know it’s nobody be turning against, and that’s not necessarily the case elsewhere,
right? (Alan, 63, second interview)

The knowledge and experience of customs, traditions, laws, and moral
codes make the future more predictable (Adam & Groves 2007), as they
are familiar to the people who imagine it. Even though the participants’
past experiences with institutions and heteronormative moral codes have
not always been positive, the changes they witnessed and experienced
during their lifetime offered them hope that the positive movement would
continue into the future. Like Alan, Emily was hopeful of the future polit-
ical situation in Scotland because of the government and the trust she put
into the first minister at the time, who she described as “our little, fearless
leader” (Emily, first interview).

Hope was also the key building block of utopistic thinking about Scot-
land. The knowledge of the past and present allows us to imagine the
future. For Scotland to be imagined as utopia, positive changes had to have
taken place during the participants’ lives, as utopias reflect the socio-po-
litical and historical contexts that were experienced in a specific place and
time (Bloch 1995). Based on this, Rachel reflected on what makes Scotland
different in comparison to the rest of the UK, and the rest of the world:

You see, that’s where I think that’s where Scotland and independence is different,
because Scotland in outward-looking, the government is outward looking, it’s
internationalist, it wants to welcome migrants, whereas this small Britain idea,
isolationist like Trump and all that, “we’re British, we want to be British.” (Rachel,
58, second interview)

While another Scottish independence referendum is uncertain at the time of

writing this paper, most of the couples in this research hoped for it to happen
at some point in the future. They were determined to support Scottish
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independence because they believed it would bring Scotland more freedom
to create better legislation and support for its LGBTI population. In the current
political situation, however, it is unclear whether the referendum will take
place during their lifetime, or whether it will just remain a part of their queer
utopistic imagination of the future. This uncertainty has been further ampli-
fied by the recent resignation of the Scottish First Minister, Humza Yousaf in
2024, and the public’s opinion of Scottish independence (McDonald 2024).

Conclusion

This paper fills a significant gap in knowledge about the ageing experience
and the perception of the future by older same-sex couples. While research
on future exists in the areas of economy, climate change, and others, an
“in-depth consideration of how the future of society is perceived by indi-
viduals is largely absent from the literature” (Cook 2018: 2). I addressed
this absence by presenting narratives about the future of society as told by
older same-sex couples in Scotland and argued that they are constructed
from their experiences in the past and present. In response to a lack of
research on LGBTI older people’s futures, I argue that their lived expe-
riences, unique life trajectories, and queer identities are key elements in
considering how queer time, and queer futures, are imagined and real-
ized. Ideas such as that gay men in the 1980s had a limited lifespan due
to HIV/AIDS (Sandberg 2015), and that older people are closer to death
(Baars 2017) and therefore have no place in the future, show how the
intersection of sexuality and age places the older LGBTI population on
the margins of studies about the future. The paper demonstrated how that
same intersectionality is the very reason why they should be included in
studies about the future, and considered its active participants.
Furthermore, the paper offers a critique of Edelman’s (2004) argument
that thinking about and imagining the future requires a reproductive
drive that would populate the future with children. While reproduction
is reserved for heterosexual couples in the biopolitical agendas of nations
(Foucault 2008), the paper illustrates how it is no longer an exclusively
heteronormative privilege but extends to queer individuals and relation-
ships as well. The queering of reproduction and family formation was
visible in the narratives shared by the participants who had children and
who imagined their future through them. For the participants who did
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not have children of their own, the future was occupied by younger gen-
erations. The fears of discrimination that permeate the short-term futures
are more real and more prone to impact those younger generations and
are based on the things the couples themselves experienced. The long-
term futures, still open and free to be constructed, hold a promise of hope
and equality for children and grandchildren.

One of the limitations of this paper is the small sample of partic-
ipants which means that the findings cannot be generalized to the
wider LGBTI population of Scotland. However, the findings from their
narratives can be used to study LGBTI ageing in similar cultural con-
texts. Additionally, the participants were mostly recruited via online
forums and groups, meaning they had technological literacy and were
members of different social groups. This also means that people with
different lived experiences, those who might be isolated and techno-
logically illiterate, are not represented in this sample. As mentioned
above, the participants self-identified as being middle-class and left-
wing, which represents a particular set of ideas and beliefs presented
in this paper.

While chrononormativity shapes the key events an individual must
accomplish in life, using “time to organize individual human bodies
toward maximum productivity” (Freeman 2010: 3), that is towards
reproduction and continuation of the population through children,
queer time offers an alternative mode of existence. Starting off as its
opposition, queer time disrupts the chrononormative expectations
of heterosexual coupling, marriage, and having children. Instead, it
offers a parallel path where individuals have the freedom to choose
their families, and, if they so wish, live outside the prescribed tem-
poral norms. The stories presented in this paper illustrate lives lived
in queer time and the imagination and construction of queer futures.
They also reflect the couples” struggle to fit into chrononormativity
and queer time simultaneously and provide us with the possibility to
explore how their agency could better inform the understanding of the
two. By studying the life course and subjective ageing experiences in
the context of queer time and future studies, we can better understand
the elements that go into the creation of multiple possible futures, and
what it actually means to grow old as a same-sex couple in a country
such as Scotland.
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