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DR JEKYLL AND MR HYDE: ON BROTHERHOOD AND FLAGS:




a doctor’s perspective of “vanishing borders” in the age of globalism.*

Those of you who are aficionados of Ludwig von Beethoven will surely know his choral setting to Friedrich Schiller’s Ode to Joy, of which the second group of four lines runs:

Freude, schöner Götterfunken*

Tochter aus Elysium,

Wir betreten feuertrunken,

Himmlische, dein Heiligtum!

Deine Zauber binden wieder

Was die Mode streng geteilt;

Alle Menschen werden Brüder,

Wo dein sanfter Flügel weilt.

these four lines of this eulogy to Joy, which the poet also addresses as “you beautiful spark of divinity and daughter from Elysium”, meaning: 

Your magic reunites

What custom strictly divided.

All men become brothers,

Wherever your gentle wing comes to rest.

“All men become brothers.”

To a practising doctor like myself, all men must be my brothers. Whoever is in need of my services, him must I treat to the best of my abilities, whatever be his social or economic station, his origins, colour, race, religion, values, even criminality or sinfulness. And, as I sit in my clinic every working day tending to my patients, I cannot permit any borders or distinctions of any kind to affect either my judgement or counsel.

That is my compact with every patient to whose welfare I am sworn in keeping with both the Hippocratic Oath after the Greek physician Hippocrates of the 5th Century before the Common Era, and, less well known, with the Oath of Moses Maimonides, a 12th-century physician and most eminent of scholars in Jewish history.

Permit me here to extend the frame from the microcosmic – the individual doctor treating his patient in his globally miniscule clinic back home - to the macro scale and ask:

What do diseases know about borders? What have they ever known about borders? Have not epidemics and pandemics frequently dogged humanity around the world, among the first recorded having been that which struck Athens from 430 to 427 B.C.E., while malaria, too, was already known around the same time in Rome.
Pandemics of plague made return visits between the years 541 and 747 of the Common Era, from 1346 to 1353, when it was known as the Black Death, which, arising in China, kept close to the Silk Road and passed through India, Persia and Russia, struck again in 1894, this also beginning in China, and, through increasing public mobility around the world, appeared also in the Philippines, Hawaii and Japan, but, worst of all according my sources, ravaging India too, where, between 1896 and 1921, it was responsible for the deaths of some 10-12 million people.

In the 16th century, what came to be called the “French disease”, syphilis, broke out among troops in northern Italy, reached as far as China, Africa and the recently-discovered land of America. Smallpox raged in 18th-century America and Europe and endured right through to the 20th century, in which century alone, it claimed some 300-500 million people – most of them children - world-wide. Then there have been measles, leprosy, influenza, yellow fever, poliomyelitis, tuberculosis, cholera and dysentery several times around, and, most recently, SARS or the Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome of 2002 and the so-called swine flu of 2009, the transmission of all of these facilitated over the centuries by improved means of travel via steamers and sailing ships, ever more distant voyages of exploration, discoveries of land, colonisation and expanding trade, and increasing international travel, migration and settlement of mainly Western peoples who introduced lethal and decimating diseases to the indigenous populations of newly-penetrated lands to whom they had been unknown before.
In short, what may begin as local diseases can swiftly become global, there being no border guards able to halt their passage, nor obligation to carry passports or visas to enter countries anywhere and set about their ravenous ravage.
Nor should we forget malaria, of which, even today, there are still about 350 to 500 milllion cases reported annually, particularly in Africa, Asia and the Americas, although here the vectors are not people infecting each other, but the humble mosquito which carries the malaria parasite, a micro-organism endowed with the cunning to develop resistance against nearly all classes of anti-malarials currently known.
Among the newest and most deadly pandemics known to humankind worldwide has been AIDS, (acquired immune deficiency syndrome), caused by the human immunodeficiency virus or HIV, which, in the context of this paper, conveniently illustrates our subject of vanishing borders from two angles.
Thought to have originated in Africa, AIDS was first recognised in the United States in 1981, particularly amongst homosexuals, intravenous drug users and haemophiliacs transfused with inadvertently contaminated blood.
Contributing to its rapid and vehement spread were voluminous international travel, the large-scale transport of blood supplies to places of need, the re-use and sharing of contaminated syringes, and the availability of antibiotics against venereal diseases and of contraceptive agents which, by removing the risk of unwanted pregnancies, enhanced sexual freedom, facilitated casual sexual encounters and sidelined condom protection.
Hence, by 1997, sixteen years after its initial recognition, there were two million AIDS-related deaths worldwide each year. In the year 2000, 25 million were reported as infected with almost 3 million deaths. In 2003, there were an added 4.8 million new cases, their greatest number in sub-Saharan Africa, and in South Africa and Asia.

Which brings me to the second angle of the subject of vanishing borders to which I alluded, namely that of the global mobilisation and convergence of medical personnel and measures set in motion to bring epidemics and their sequelae under control.
For, almost as soon as new epidemics become manifest, international relief agencies - the World Health Organisation, the International Red Cross, the Save the Children’s teams, the Medecins Sans Frontieres, World Vision, and so on - are galvanised into action. Doctors, nurses, logistics experts, administrators and water and sanitation engineers converge where they are needed, while field hospitals are set up and food, equipment and medical supplies in bulk are delivered. And in laboratories worldwide, scientific research teams set to work on developing vaccines and medications to combat, contain and, where possible, eradicate the epidemics and reduce their mortality and morbidity.
To return briefly to AIDS, mercifully, effective medications have now become available against the condition, and as a consequence, some studies suggest that the mean survival time has risen from about 9 years to about 20 years in newly-diagnosed persons. Other success stories include smallpox, the last case recorded having been, I believe, an infection of a laboratory worker contaminated by a specimen held in storage there; there are hopes that polio may soon follow the way of smallpox; a vaccine is now available against cholera, although its effectiveness is still well short of ideal; while just two months ago (in October 2011), the press reported the possible imminent advent of a vaccine against malaria.
But not only are communicable diseases being progressively ameliorated through international research and knowledge shared by means of medical publications, conferences and the electronic web. I have now been a doctor for forty-four years and yet my own mind boggles at times when I contemplate how far and fast medicine has advanced in that time – in investigative and therapeutic radiological technology, for instance, in surgical techniques, physiological understanding and pharmacological expansion – all of these enhancing health and longevity unhampered by borders, and reflecting, as a non-negotiable principle, medicine’s regard for each man’s individual worth, well-being, dignity and life itself as the most practical realisation of Friedrich Schiller’s majestic celebration of the brotherhood of all humankind.

And yet.
The theme of this Conference is that of vanishing borders in a global world, which, inherent in its very wording, juxtaposes two sides to the issue: the universal on the one hand and delimited or bordered nation states on the other.
Thus far, I have spoken of globalism in the context of medicine, both in terms of diseases and of the rapid mobilisation of aid to contain them and counter their effects upon their victims. Whereupon it is also apt here to add the catastrophes that plague our world, these too caring nought for national borders - droughts, famine, earthquakes, landslides, tidal waves and cyclones that so ravage cities, towns and villages, causing wholesale death, water contamination, disease and displacement as refugees, themselves setting relief agencies into expeditious action.

Of globalism of other kinds – economic, political, corporate, cultural, religious, internet, ideological and so on - I will leave to other speakers at this conference.
But I will indulge myself a mite by departing a  little from the strictly medical slant on the subject, although, to me, it does tie in with my opening remarks about all men being brothers and the doctor’s sworn duty to regard every man as such.

And here I beg your patience again as I sing an excerpt of another song, a song that I first learned in Paris, where, having lived for some three years as a child of post-War refugee parents, I first began my schooling.
I do believe that you will recognise it:

Allons enfants de la Patrie,

Le jour de gloire est arrivé !

Contre nous de la tyrannie,

L'étendard sanglant est levé, (bis)

Entendez-vous dans les campagnes

Mugir ces féroces soldats?

Ils viennent jusque dans nos bras

Égorger nos fils et nos compagnes !

Aux armes, citoyens,

Formez vos bataillons,

Marchons, marchons !

Qu'un sang impur

Abreuve nos sillons !

Which translates as:

Arise, children of the Fatherland,

The day of glory has arrived!

Against us stands tyranny

The bloody banner is raised, (repeat)

Do you hear, in the countryside,

The roar of those ferocious soldiers?

They're coming right into our arms

To cut the throats of our sons and women!

To arms, citizens,

Form your battalions,

Let's march, let's march!

Lest impure blood

Should water our furrows!

Originally titled "Chant de guerre pour l'Armée du Rhin" ("War Song for the Army of the Rhine"), this subsequently retitled La Marseillaise was written and composed by Rouget de Lisle in 1792, was adopted as the French  national anthem in 1795 and endures as such to this day. A good rousing war song if ever there was any.
La Patrie! – but one variant of La Patria, Vaterland, Homeland or Motherland of other nations – all of these being telling examples that nationalism, that loyalty to, and defence of, one’s nation-state still beats strong in human hearts, the nation-state being one’s own autonomous sovereign entity de jure delineated from its neighbours precisely by established borders sacrosanct to that state.

Fairly benign examples of this kind of nationalism are the Olympic and Commonwealth Games, where teams march on their opening eve behind national flags, where medallists stand proudly on their victory podiums as their anthems are played around them, and where their respective national media are saturated super-full with these medallists and their exploits as if rival contestants representing rival countries barely exist.
Which leads me to ask: in the realm of more serious international realpolitik within and between nations, do borders really vanish in our global world?
For, contemplate the following:
In the sixty-six years since the end of World War II in 1945, there have been some forty separate wars across the globe, years in which the major European powers, England, France, Belgium, Italy, Portugal and others, however begrudgingly, either granted their colonies independendence or were forced, through rebellions by their subject peoples, to grant it to them, while in the 1990s alone, about 20 civil wars were taking place concurrently in every average year. While what did such serial gaining of independence lead to if not more states, very real new sovereign states within clearly-defined borders, their number having sice WWII risen from 51 nations represented at the first meeting of the General Assembly of the newly-formed United Nations on October 24th, 1945, to the present 193, all of them, large and small, being  autonomous political and economic structures venerated by their citizens with pride, allegiance, flags, mottos, anthems and laws of their own?
One should have liked to believe that with such acquired sovereignty, each nation would have reached a state of harmony within itself and peace with its neighbours that would, to the advantage of each, enhance their regional wealth, resources and economic, scientific, political and cultural development and technological know-how.
But what have we seen instead?

A rash of territorial disputes and civil wars; in the case of civil wars, an increase in the 1990s to about ten times the historical average in the 19th century and a tripling of the average duration of civil wars to over four years; then, wars particularly about borders: in a chronological order of sorts: the four Israel-Palestinian wars since 1947, the recurring Indo-Pakistani wars also dating from that time, the 1950 Korean War, the Sino-Indian War of 1962, the 1959-1974 Vietnam War, the 1974 Turkish invasion of Cyprus, and the wars between the USSR and Aghanistan, Iran and Iraq, the Anglo-Portuguese War over the Falklands, the Gulf War, Balkan wars, the war between Russia and Chechnia, and the current one in Afghanistan which has already been waging since 2001 (while who knows how and when that will end?) with some of these  compounded by the incursion of Western nations such as America, England and Australia, variously into, say, Korea, Vietnam, Saudi Arabia, Iraq and Afghanistan, and variously again, to hold back Communism, ostensibly to destroy supposed weapons of mass destruction, introduce Western-type democracy into regions that have not the most basic conception of the notion, the consequences being more terrorist acts, longer wars, more destruction, more casualties, more deaths, more refugees, more international animosities, and, of course, more work for the Doctors Without Frontiers, International Red Cross, World Health Organisation, International Refugee Organisation and more need for reconstuction.
And here, from a doctor’s perspective, lies a profoundly disconcerting, dismaying, even ugly and tragic paradox:
Where, on the one hand, the doctor treats each man, woman and child one by one by one, because, to him, every human life is precious, unique, indispensible and unquestioningly meriting the best that he can offer, politicians, soldiers, military pilots and terrorists with one commanding word, one signature on an order, one grenade, one salvo of machine-gun fire, one bomb, one suicidal bombing, or execution alongside an excavated pit in a field of forest, kills in the tens, the hundreds, the thousands, tens of thousands or more. Witness Hiroshima August 6, 1945 where a single atom bomb caused the instant death of 80,000 Japanese.

And it hurts, the daily press, the radio newscast and television newsreel bringing home how perverse humankind can be when in pursuit of ideological, sectarian or self-interested national, political or economic ends.
In this light, the notion of vanishing borders is merely conceptual, merely metaphoric. If borders do vanish – that is, literally vanish - the reasons are ages old: either through conquest or by surrender, as the outcome of political disputes either fabricated or justified, by one nation’s aggrandisement at the expense of another, and for whatever other motives historians have teased out throughout history’s long, volatile and corpse-ridden course.
But even as we juxtapose the issue of borders with that of their vanishing, as I read it, we are talking about them in two different contexts, between which neither incompatibility, contradiction  nor confrontation need exist - the one being strictly geographic, territorial, discrete and sharply-defined into nation-states clearly marked out in any up-to-date atlas of the world, the other being of a more porous kind across which, for good or for ill, traverse so-called acts of God, epidemics and tsunamis among them, economic, political and social vogues, in tandem with new technologies, knowledge, ideologies, cults and artistic modes – the issue of portable and transmissible human inventiveness around the globe while not necessarily causing actual borders to be not by one whit altered, let alone made to vanish in any discernible way.
So, here you have it! - What I call the Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde sides of humanity, the good, moral, noble, well-intentioned doctor who heals his brothers one by one by one while his darker, callous and abominable doppelganger maims, kills and sets to flight his supposed brothers in multitudes, there being no indication that this will ever change, except… – may time and humanity prove me wrong! - except to become ever greater in magnitude, more widely encompassing in range and more inventively murderous and efficient in destructiveness.
 So, yes, from one perspective, all men are brothers, while, lest I be called sexist, I add that, likewise, all women are sisters, too. But do remember that even when there was only one pair of brothers upon this earth, the very first, did not one of them, Cain, already find reason to turn upon and kill the other, Abel, as we read in Genesis, Chapter 4, verse 8 of the Jewish Bible?

If only humankind could all be brothers, could they all be sisters, true and loyal to one another!

For, to adapt the first few lines of what is, to me, one of the most appealing passages from William Shakespeare’s plays, namely the argument that Shylock puts forward in Act III, Scene 1, of The Merchant of Venice in defence of the Jew who is so maligned and mistreated by the Christian merchants with whom he deals:

Hath not all humanity eyes? Hath not all people hands, organs, dimensions, senses, affections, passions? Is not every man fed with the same food, hurt with the same weapons, subject to the same diseases, heal'd by the same means, warmed and cooled by the same winter and summer as his fellow is? If any of us be pricked, do we not bleed? If any of us are tickled, do we not laugh? If we are poisoned, do we not all die?
Shakespeare rings true.

If only our world were such that Friedrich Schiller, too, could likewise be believed! 

* An address delivered at a conference in Hyderabad on the theme of Vanishing borders in a global world, December 2011.

