
The Alzheimer’s Podcast 

Episode 136: What’s the Value of a Human Life? 

  

Christy Turner: I, as somebody who advocates for people living with dementia and their families—I or 
anybody else in that position should never have to make an argument about why people living with 
dementia are valuable enough to save. 

Phil Gutis: Right. 

Christy: No advocate of any kind should be in a position where they have to talk about why the 
population, or the segment of the population, that they are advocating for is valuable enough. When we 
get sucked into that, I feel like we're losing. 

And it's also speaking a lot to the people who control things like essential supplies and funding and all 
of that kind of stuff. Because the fact that we are talking about a fellow human being ought to be 
enough. Full-stop. 

Phil: Yep. 

Christy: You're listening to The Alzheimer's Podcast with Christy Turner of Dementia Sherpa, where 
we're all about bringing the Good Stuff --that's respect, kindness, love, empathy, and compassion--for 
people living with dementia, their families, and the professionals who support them. 

I'm Christy Turner, AKA The Dementia Sherpa. I've enjoyed the privilege of working with over 1,500 
people living with dementia and their families so far, including multiple experiences in my own family. In 
the course of my career, I've transformed from total train wreck on my first day as a professional to local 
go-to expert, speaker, trainer, and consultant. And if I can go from scared spitless to confident care 
partner, I promise you can, too. 

This episode was recorded April 20th, 2020. At one point, Phil refers to protesters and who he’s talking 
about are the armed white people who showed up at statehouses wanting to get a haircut, go to the 
movies, open up the economy, that sort of thing.  

So, I don’t want there to be any confusion because of when this episode is being released (in early 
June) about who Phil is talking about.  

One other warning: this episode I think really reflects the anger and frustration that Phil and I were 
feeling in mid-April. Many of you have told me how much you appreciate me putting a positive message 
out into the world. But I think there’s also a time to not only have righteous anger but to share it with the 
rest of the world.  

Phil: I just got back from my four and a half mile walk. Three days in a row now. 
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Christy: Are you taking dogs with you? 

Phil: Charley has come for the last two, yes. The other ones are too old for four and a half miles. So, 
yeah, no, it was, it's good. I'm walking with my friend Gail. 

Christy: And are you staying six feet apart on your walk? 

Phil: Yeah, pretty much. 

Christy: Playing fast and loose? 

Phil: We've been hanging out ever since—I almost consider her family at this point. We've been 
hanging together since the beginning of the Covids. 

Christy: So, yeah, kind of playing fast and loose. 

Phil: Yeah, yeah, yeah. You know, we've talked about this before, but after a certain point, you know, 
it's just like you take your precautions, you take your precautions, you wear your masks, you know, you 
do all this stuff, and then if it's going to happen, it's going to. 

Christy: So, you're feeling rather fatalistic. 

Phil: Well, yeah, I guess that's what I am. But, you know, I see people like running with masks on. And 
I think to myself, that's not good for you. That's really not good for you. Or the people sitting in their cars 
wearing masks? I just—like, I don't know. I don't know. 

Christy: So, you’re mask-shaming now. 

Phil: Well, I wear my mask when I go out. I've been wearing, you know, before the government, before 
the state ordered us, which actually started last night [April 19, 2020]. You have to wear a mask if 
you're going into a grocery store or anything like that. But, I've been wearing my mask pretty 
consistently now. But, yeah, I just—there's gotta be a balance, you know. You can't—it's just like with 
Alzheimer's, you know: you gotta have a balance, right? 

You can't live in absolute fear of everything. And have you seen that—I’ll have to send it to you, if I can 
find it. It's a meme and this guy is like, you know, brushing his tongue, you know, washing his hands, 
and he goes outside and he's got the mask and the bunny suit and the gloves, and he marches out 
confidently and gets run over by a truck. 

Christy: That's kind of how I think about running. Because you run every day and run marathons and 
still get hit by a bus. And that is the thing. I mean, no matter what you do, you can be hit by a bus. But 
we're looking at risk management, right? So, yeah, I am all about— 

Phil: Risk management, right? 

Christy: Yeah, exactly. 

Phil: So, you’re managing the risk, but you can’t avoid the risk completely. 
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Christy: No, but you can do a lot to mitigate your risk, and I think that wearing a mask is completely 
reasonable. 

Phil: Yes. I agree. 

Christy: I think there's such a difference between things I do that affect only me, my person, versus 
wittingly or unwittingly rolling the dice on a lot of people around me. 

It's this idea of what kind of responsibility do we have toward our fellow citizens. 

Phil: Right. 

Christy: And I guess some people are saying none. 

Phil: Yeah. The ones who are protesting. Yeah, they don't care. They really don't care. It's about them. 
Just like the motorcycle drivers in our town who got really pissed that the town won't let them park 
where they always parked. 

So, they decided to fill up the town with them. They weren't wearing any masks or anything, so they just 
decided that, you know, their needs were more important than everybody else's. 

You know, I guess that's not surprising, given the world we live in. I guess people—although, you know, 
then you look at the polls and the vast majority of the country does not want to reopen. It's just these 
loud people supported by the president who want to reopen. But if you're looking at the average 
American, no, they don't want to. They're afraid, but crazy president decides to support them, to incite 
violence, which I just don't…. 

Anytime I think about him, I just go, Deep sighs. Every time he does something outrageous, you think 
this is going to be the outrageous thing that's going to make everybody stand up and notice and say, 
He's not a good president. Nope. 

Christy: Oh, golly. I don't even remember how many things happened before kids in cages, but 
once—it's like if a lot of little kids in Connecticut can be slaughtered at school and nothing happens, 
then we know that we've crossed a line. Kids in cages—once he did that and it was okay, then I felt like, 
Oh, okay, there's no bottom, so I understand what to expect from here on out. 

Phil: But you know, then that fatalism, you sit there and think, well—and, I'm sure people would accuse 
me of taking this too far, but, you know, how did the Nazis come into power and how did that all 
happen? And, you know, if something like that were to happen, how do you—can you fight back? And it 
seems like, you know, the answer is no, you can't. But how’s that an acceptable answer? 

Christy: Well, the first thing I would say is for people accusing you of taking the idea too far is, number 
one, you're Jewish. So, on this topic, you get to say whatever you want. Number two is, that is actually, 
it's something that I have thought about a lot, because it's like that old [poem], you know, first they 
came for the socialists and then they came for the dah, dah, dah. And when they came from me, 
nobody stood up ‘cause there was nobody left. 
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I have thought about this a lot, in the context of there were going to be scapegoats. There's a travel ban 
on Muslims. There has to be a border wall because Mexicans. Kids in cages. And at the forefront of my 
mind has always been people living with dementia. Like, what's gonna happen? 

And then in the context of the Covid-19 outbreak in the United States, as soon as the Lieutenant 
Governor of Texas—and I'm just wildly paraphrasing here—was essentially like, “I'm totally willing to 
sacrifice myself and people over 70 for the good of our grandchildren so that they can have a great 
economy,” which obviously is dangerous—and I don't recall anybody electing him spokesperson for 
people over 70. So, there are a lot of issues there, but when you do take that mindset, it's death by a 
thousand cuts, right? 

Because at one point, there was a point in the United States when banning a certain religion from 
traveling inside the United States would be a no-go. And there was a certain point when putting kids in 
cages would be a no-go. And certainly a point where you can't say the economy is better off for 
everybody, as long as people over 70 are willing to sacrifice themselves. 

I mean, WTF?! And so as it [scapegoating] moves from one group to another, as far as why they're 
expendable, whatever the justification is for that, that's one reason that I have been really closely 
following what's happening in long-term care. And what became clear to me very early on is if you don't 
have widespread testing, you can't—and then, you know, on top of that, at least 25% of people are 
asymptomatic. 

And you're in a situation where long-term care is the redheaded stepchild of the United States 
healthcare system. And long-term care is the home to people who are already considered second-class 
citizens among people living in the United States, meaning people with permanent disabilities, people 
with life-limiting illnesses, people with neurocognitive disorders. I mean, on and on it goes, right? 
People who need assistance. 

To me, that just seemed like a really, really bad combination. Because if you're making the argument 
that death is acceptable, as long as it's concentrating on people who are no longer contributing to the 
economy, then that says to me you're saying, Well, you know, long-term care costs a lot anyway, so 
let's go ahead and wipe out that problem.  

And the numbers of deaths in long-term care keep going up and up and up, and they're so 
underreported. Just like in the larger United States, every—the amount of people infected, the amount 
of deaths, are no doubt under reported. 

Because when you have arrived at a place where testing 1% of the population is some kind of 
achievement four months into this thing, it doesn't inspire a lot of hope or confidence in me. 

Phil: Nope. What happened to our once great country? Maybe I'm exaggerating about our once great 
country, but you know, I just—the incompetence just seems extraordinary. And I know it just, I don't, I 
don't know. I can't imagine this. This is not the country that put a man on the moon, right. Can't just 
figure out how to do testing, when every other country seems to have figured it all out. 
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Christy: I was born four months after the moon landing, so that's just something that's baked into the 
cake for me. I'll never have a sense of awe like people who remember the moon landing. But for me it 
was the space shuttle, ‘cause I was 11 when that happened. And that was definitely a BFD. 

And so, we can absolutely accomplish great things when we throw some funding and determination 
behind it. And also, when we look at—all of a sudden, it occurred to people, Oh, if this spreads in the 
homeless population, that's going to be a problem. You know what's a good idea? Let's get homeless 
people off the streets! 

And magically, we were able to make that happen. So, why weren't we magically able to make that 
happen six months ago, a year ago, 10 years ago, 20 years ago? If we have the will to do something, 
it's amazing what resources can be brought to bear. 

So— 

Phil: And yet we don’t do it because…. Because. 

Christy: I guess right now, today, my Monday mood is just more frustrated rather than infuriated. 
Which, you know, it'll flip to that. I alternate between those states. 

Please don't talk to me about the value of every life and every heartbeat when you do not, 
objectively—objectively, you do not give a damn about a person attached to a heartbeat that doesn't 
already own a home, that doesn't have the air quotes ‘correct’ color skin, that doesn't work in a certain 
profession, that isn't neurotypical. I mean, there are so many exclusions to this. Cut the shit. 

Phil: I just, you know—if you care about the baby in the womb or the fetus in the womb, then why don't 
you care about it after it's born? 

Christy: A question for the ages. 

Phil: It makes no sense whatsoever. I mean, just absolutely no sense. But they don’t care about ‘em 
once they’re born. Nope, nope, nope. Then they're on their own. 

Christy: Well, presumably they come out with bootstraps, so you know. Use them, right? 

Phil: I really don’t understand how they think. 

Christy: Oh, I could fill a library full of things I don't understand. I really could. I don't get it either. 

Phil: And you know, I—every once in a while, I try to think like, you know, ‘cause I know I live in a 
MSNBC/New York Times bubble. 

Christy: Are you a coastal elite? 

Phil: Yeah, I suppose I am. Every once in a while I think to myself, I'm going to try to understand. I try. I 
mean, I go and I'll read or I'll—yeah, I can't watch it, but I'll go read Fox News and it just doesn't make 
sense to me. I just—it's a completely different world view and I don't understand it. And I guess they 
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feel the same way if they go listen to Rachel Maddow on MSNBC. I guess they just—we don't operate 
from a shared source or a shared sense of being anymore. 

I don't know. Maybe we never did. Maybe that's the naïveté that, you know—maybe I'm just being silly. 
But…. 

Christy: I don’t know. It's a very interesting thing to me because I can think of—and could definitely 
name names—people who I grew up with, people I'm related to, who, you know, when I was a kid, to 
me, they were moral examples. Not just you’re a kid, and you need to be taught things like, don't run 
into oncoming traffic! or whatever; all of that, but also actual moral examples. 

I remember one time watching a family member just kind of—we had come out of a store and there was 
a homeless woman around the side of the store, and it was raining and it was cold. And she, she didn't 
really have anything. 

And so this family member went and took blankets and heated up a pot of stew and took it to this 
homeless woman. That's just really an indelible memory to me. And this person now, I cannot imagine 
ever doing that. 

Because—well, because this person now is, is aligned with the tribe of if you are homeless, it is 
assuredly your fault because you have no sense of responsibility or willingness to care for yourself. And 
it's that same line of thought where addiction is a moral failure versus a disease of the brain. 

Where any type of, any type of brain health issue is all in your head rather than all in your brain—you 
know, a physical problem. Where if you don't have insurance, it's because you're a failure of a human 
and you are not worthy of having health insurance. You're essentially not worthy of life because you do 
not bring in enough money to afford things like food and shelter and insurance. 

But that, you know, that, that homeless woman, that is just one example of so many I could cite from 
my childhood of the grownups around me, really admiring a lot of the things that they did. And then just 
really wondering, like, What happened? Where was that, where was that turn? And I say this as 
somebody who grew up in a diverse area. 

Now, it's like these people that I cited as heroes in my childhood now are so much about grievance, 
about feeling like they have somehow been cheated by the other, the scary other. I don't get it. 

I am one of those people that's always like, There has to be some logical explanation for X, Y, or Z. 
Right? So, what piece of the puzzle am I missing? Explain it to me.  

And I think that how we all are alike—no matter if we think Trump is the best thing that ever happened 
to the United States, or if we think Trump is the worst thing that ever happened to the whole wide 
universe—I think how we all are alike is none of us are receptive to hearing any type of information 
when we're being yelled at, when we're being ridiculed, when we're being made to feel like we are less 
than. 
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And getting back to this tribe that I try to serve, for years I've said I would happily find a different line of 
work if dementia didn't exist anymore. I look forward to that day when I have to figure out what to do 
with myself because dementia doesn't exist anymore. 

And I always meant that in the way of because there's a cure. Not because we don't give enough of a 
damn to save people. Not because they're not worthwhile for saving because they have the diagnosis 
and live where they live. 

Phil: Or don't have the resources. 

Christy: Yeah. 

Phil: Yeah. I mean, we found out yesterday that one of Tim's client’s mother died in a nursing home of 
Covid. 

Christy: Oh gosh. 

Phil: I mean, in some ways I think, given—and then, you’ve said this, you know—given how we treat 
the system and underfund it and all these things, it's almost impossible to imagine how you could have 
avoided the fire from infecting these populations. But at the same time, you wonder, as you have said, 
did anybody really care? 

But you know, at the same time, did anybody care about anything? I mean, it's just like, yeah, it's, you 
know, you can't—one thing you can't fault him [Trump] for is caring about this for some people and not 
others. You know, he didn't, he just didn't care. He didn't listen. Bombs were going off all over the place, 
the missives, you know, they were dropping. People he trusted, they were dropping missives 
constantly. 

Christy: Yeah. Yeah. I think this is just such a prime illustration of why empathy is such an important 
trait in a person. I think one of the big things that we have found out is that empathy is not universal. 
And to be fair, I think we knew this prior to the Covid-19 outbreak. 

But it is, that's the most basic thing, I think, as far as being human goes. There's a thing going around 
social media, a quote attributed to Margaret Mead, being asked about what was the turning point for 
civilization, or advanced societies? 

Essentially, her answer was finding evidence of a healed bone. Because that meant that at least one 
other person stayed, helped make a splint, get that person to safety. Didn't let the herd be thinned out, 
meaning left for a predator. 

And I think that that is really true—to not have to turn it into a situation where I, as somebody who 
advocates for people living with dementia and their families—I or anybody else in that position should 
never have to make an argument about why people living with dementia are valuable enough to save. 

Phil: Right. 

Christy: No advocate of any kind should be in a position where they have to talk about why the 
population, or the segment of the population, that they are advocating for is valuable enough. And it's 
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also speaking a lot to the people who control things like essential supplies and funding and all of that 
kind of stuff. Because the fact that we are talking about a fellow human being ought to be enough. Full 
stop. 

Phil: Yep. You know, I—and maybe this is the fatalist in me, but I don't, I don't make that argument 
when I go in to do advocacy for additional funding for research. I make the argument that this is such 
an expensive disease that if we don't control it, if we don't find a treatment or a cure, we're going to 
bankrupt our systems, and you know, I find that that actually gets much more traction than arguing that 
people with Alzheimer's deserve better. 

Christy: Yeah, of course it does. You're talking about money. Of course it has more impact, which is 
exactly my point. It is disgusting. And I wonder what the argument is going to be [going forward], 
because the system now has already been irretrievably bankrupted, right? 

So maybe it does give us the opportunity to come up with something better, as you've mentioned in the 
past. And I hope that you're right, that that is what will happen as a result of this. That we will see that 
things do need to be different and we can make it better. 

Phil: I don’t hold a lot of hope for that, but yeah. Yeah, I hope so. Right? I think our stupidity knows no 
bounds. 

I think all we can really focus on is trying to undo the damage of the last four years and begin to move 
forward again. Obama wasn't perfect. Biden won't be perfect, but the direction that we were moving in 
was the correct direction. And now it's just like the brakes were hit so hard, and now we're in reverse. 

Christy: Yeah. I think this is probably a good time to remember what Dr. King said: “The arc of the 
moral universe is long, but it bends toward justice.” And what did President Obama say? Sometimes we 
have to help it. I don't remember exactly how he said. 

Phil: We have to help it along, yeah. 

Christy: Yeah, yeah, essentially that. I think sometimes we have to try to speed up the curve. 

Phil: Yeah, yeah, exactly. I don't know what I, I don't know what I will do if my hopes are dashed on 
November 4th or 5th or whenever the hell we learn what the results [of the US federal election] are, 
because I don't know if I can do this again for four years. I really don't. 

How do you, you know, getting back to that idea—what do you do? How do you—you know, if you can't 
change it at the ballot box, what do you do? What, what's the path forward? Oh, well, try again in eight 
years? I mean, four years. I don’t know. 

Christy: I think you keep fighting. I think you just keep fighting because, you know, as I've seen many, 
many, Black people on social media point out that—kind of a verbal pat on the head to white 
people—like, Oh, is life hard for you now? What's that like?  

One of the things I was thinking of recently is, I really miss my grandparents, which, you know, that 
could be on any given day. But, I'd really like to talk to them about World War II. 
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How'd you get through that? Because there certainly must have been days where they thought, Oh 
crap, the whole world is falling apart.  

And then I heard an episode of The Daily, the New York Times’ podcast. And one of the reporters was 
talking to her grandma, who's in her nineties, ‘cause she wanted to talk to her and thought, “You'll have 
some words of wisdom, right, Gandma, after living through World War II?” 

And her grandma says, “Oh, no, honey, this is a lot worse!” 

And I thought, Okay. Well, you know. So, I think I guess will come back to what my default setting is, 
which is I think I'm going to have a better day—and I think anybody would have a better day, if we are 
grateful for the people who are fulfilling all of those essential roles out there right now from 
transportation, grocery stores, hospitals, long-term care, all, all of those folks, grateful for them. 

Remember that everybody is really doing the best that they can, that they know how. None of us has 
ever been through this before. And you know, always bring The Good Stuff. Because respect, 
kindness, love, empathy, and compassion? I promise, it never makes anything worse. 

Christy: And that's our show. Thank you so very much for listening. Head on over to the show notes at 
DementiaSherpa.com. You’ve been listening to The Alzheimer’s Podcast with Christy Turner, wishing a 
blessed and easy week ahead. 
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