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I have never thought or felt that I’m old. Until the arrival of the 
Coronavirus epidemic. 

It’s true, I’m 80 years old, and that’s no secret. Because of the virus they 
even canceled a kind of birthday gathering that was supposed to take 
place at the Tzavta Theater last week. But I don’t see myself as old, 
elderly, a senior citizen, or any other name. I’m Amia, an 80-year-old 
woman. 

The stigma I feel is being attached to me and my friends these days – with 
good intentions, I assume, isn’t at all pleasant. Any stigma or stereotype 
is insulting and harmful, because they imply difference, otherness, the 
fact that you’re an exception, and for the most part the specifications 
include quite a few negative traits. 

Even “gifted child” is not a beneficent title. In general, I often oppose 
distinguishing titles, including those that psychiatrists pen so easily. And 
who wants to be pointed at? Almost every stigma includes a diminution 
in the status of its object. The great danger lies in internalizing the stigma 
– that I’ll start seeing myself as a helpless old woman, who is cooped up 
in her house and in need of protection. Words change your identity, and 
the damage could be irreversible – another damaging effect of the 
coronavirus. 

With good intentions, apparently, they have isolated the—even 60-year-
olds are suddenly included in this broad categor —and for our own good 
they are looking at us cautiously, from above. Some have decreed, or 
suggested, harsh edicts “for our own good,” to be imposed by force or as a 
kind of recommendation. 

In enlightened countries they are considering forcing the elderly to use 
special protective devices orquarantine. I told my children on Shabbat, 
during our most recent family gathering (we’re fewer than 10 people), 
that I feel as though I’m on death row in prison. Not because of the danger 
but because of the labeling. 

True, apparently there are statistics and there is probability. But there is 
also ageism, which enlightened societies reject. After all, a 75-year-old 
who works full-time, engages in sports, takes an interest in the outside 
world and thinks clearly, is not similar to another one who doesn’t do any 



of those things. One’s biological age is not a crucial criterion in any 
phenomenon, everyone goes through the stages of life at his own pace, 
and sometimes not even in the same order. There are ill and helpless 
people at every age, and there are old people who can help those younger 
than they are. 

Clearly we should isolate the at-risk groups more proportionately and not 
be so all-inclusive – and for those isolated people we have to create strong 
and broad social support networks, since people also die from loneliness, 
and not only from viruses. 

Many of the grandmothers who live alone, and often the grandfathers 
too, really enjoy taking care of their grandchildren. It’s a tension-
reducing activity for us. Even if babysitting is tiring, it’s a healthy 
tiredness, resulting from activity rather than idleness. It is accompanied 
by the healthy feeling of altruism, of contributing to others. 

It’s true that I saw an amusing video on the social networks of 
grandmothers breaking out into dance because Prime Minister Benjamin 
Netanyahu released us from the job of babysitting. But seriously, I think 
that the psychological pleasure, the relief of boredom, the childish joy in 
which we can participate, the creativity required to keep the little 
children occupied – all relieve tension, diminish troubling thoughts, and 
contribute to the elderly people’s immune systems. 

The main thing is that we don’t sit on the sofa with an aching back and 
listen to the news channels and the commentators day and night! 
Boredom and tension cause illness. A satisfied person, who has done his 
daily work, will suffer less from illness. I myself am now learning to use 
the distance learning app, in order to teach, even now, at the two colleges 
where I’m employed, and not only for the students – but in order to 
maintain my sanity. 

Even I, who am used to thinking about my demise, and whose latest book, 
“Death Café” is causing a minor revolution of awareness, refuse to adopt 
the label I have been given in the past two weeks. I am calling on the 
policymakers, the healthcare establishment and those in charge of the 
media to refrain from a comprehensive blow to the social status of the 
elderly, even if it spurred by a good intention of protecting us. 
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