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by
Dr. Ruth Pfau
…when I came to Pakistan in 1960, there were two observations which struck me most: in Pakistan, I seemed to have encountered a people of  MEETING-fans; and when the meeting was over, everybody left happily with a sense of achievement; minutes were rarely prepared, and implementation hardly expected. And:  Pakistan was obviously a country where a few rich and influential people had the say, and the majority of the people, the poor had no voice. They had NO VOICE…

So I made a solemn vow: that I was going to DO something, at least I was going to try to do something, and that I would not talk, and that I would lend my voice, whatever voice I had, to the most neglected ones. I would try to live solidarity.

And this I did try, more or less successfully, a lifetime long.

Today I break my principle (I hope I do not betray it), but then in order to share my concern with you - at least try to share my concern with you, because I thought, when I visited your school the first time some weeks ago, I thought we may be people capable of entering into dialogue.

Paper is a poor means of  “sharing concern”, therefore I am at a bit of a loss to produce this required “written speech” - concern can better be shared when you meet one another, but we shall still have opportunity for this.

My concern - my concern is Pakistan, this “dil ka muluk” of mine I have chosen to live in, and to love. I am far from being able to give you an analysis of the condition of the country. I am still an outsider. I would rather share some observations with you and see what conclusions we can draw from them. For example: the effects of Globalization on health (because this is where I have experience), and some questions about the rapid breakdown of social norms and values.

Globalization: the term itself is still relatively new. The signs of globalization however were already visible on the horizon a couple of years ago. Globalization refers to an increasing reliance on “market forces” in economics, and rapid improvement in communication. The champions of globalization have been the IMF, World Bank, World Trade Organisation - or perhaps not its champions, but its children. Powerful offspring forcing on us all a new set of global rules and regulations - their rules. And their values.

I don’t understand anything about market forces ( If  I had known how important they are for the health services, I probably would have studied them earlier), but I do know their effect on health and education, the basic rights of men ( and women!). Health and Education are sharing a meagre 2% in the budget. And the clever marketing of the globalization powers has totally blurred the causality of this decreasing concern for the well-being of the people, by SAP (which stands for STRUCTURAL ADJUSTMENT PROGRAMME, and NOT for Social Action Programme!); by marketing their (meagre) Social Uplift Programmes (which also do not lift the poor up), they even made educated people in the health sector equate SAP with “SOCIAL ACTION”. 

While the fact is that globalization has led to an unprecedented accumulation of wealth in the hands of a small minority, it has widened the gap between the rich and the poor, and has seriously interfered with the building up of basic social services like health and schools for All.

Globalization has induced a process by which our social fabric has rapidly crumbled. Even in the health sector (maybe there even more painfully felt for the ordinary man than anywhere else), money has replaced service as “value”. “Doctor ka dukan” - language often reveals more than we like to reveal. When I have money, I can buy health in the doctor’s shop. He sells - he does not serve. An increasing number of  health providers are motivated by profit motives. Health services have become privatised and commercialised; they obey the competitive system of the market. Doctors have become business people, and health is rapidly transformed from “a right for all people” into a “market commodity”.

If this is true for the health sector, what havoc will globalization have played in business and politics?

My concern is heightened by the observation that people obviously feel helpless. By this defeatist attitude of “what can we do?”  Madam - main kya karun - this is Pakistan.

Is this really the ultimate truth?  Are there no signs of hope which we can share, you and I, which we can try to foster, nourish, bring to fruition?

For me, the most promising sign of hope is our unhappiness - we are all, all and sundry, unhappy with the state of affairs. This is the small redeeming message of hope hidden in the increasing violence: that it is a sign of unhappiness with the existing conditions. Is there any alternative? Any proof that we are capable of doing otherwise and are even successful with our “upside down approach”?

Maybe in the health sector, the Leprosy control programme is such a mini ray of hope? A successful programme which has resisted the globalization philosophy ( believe me: you have to remain constantly vigilant to make sure that the globalization philosophy does not sneak in through the back door!). 

Edhi!? a programme which is likewise resisting globalization.

I know a rehabilitation farm for drug addicts in Sindh which has impressed me deeply with its unconditional dedication, braving all frustration inherent in such a calling.

I know a young lady, CSP, brilliant, who has declined appointment in the foreign office to remain available to a community of Hindus living in abject poverty. 

I know that people have not stopped dreaming - inspite of all disillusionment and frustration. I am beginning to come to know the Indus Valley School, too - you are having dreams? A vision? You are reviving, preserving old skills and the fruits of the creativity of the common people - not for commercial gains alone? There is nothing wrong with earning - even with earning well - as long as there is still the longing for something more than merely the material value of what we earn. 

You are trying to create social awareness with social support programmes in the communication department. You spend time trying to foster this search for identity Pakistan is in such dire need - not exporting but importing a building, a process of “apnana”? I think it is a crazy idea, priorities seem to lie in such entirely different fields, but creativity and finding one’s identity rather live from crazy ideas and not from commercial calculation. 

I was quite fascinated at my first visit. I do pray and hope that you will be successful, that your philosophy will flourish, that you find partners and that we can slowly weave a network which may at least in our small sphere of influence if not halt, at least slow the pace of the downward trend. And may we all work and pray for many more small places of hope which one day may coalesce into a mosaic revealing a vision of the future - I can’t stop dreaming and praying ( and doing my bit to prepare it) that one day Pakistan will mount a “gentle revolution” like the Germans which will usher in a profound social change. May you all who are qualifying today join the avante guard who is asking him/herself every day what are the motives driving me on? And will these motives contribute to our, to my brothers’, my sisters’ happiness, for those who still do not see the first gleam of the dawn.
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