Doctors and the media —Dr Syed Mansoor Hussain
Many patients now look for the best deal and not necessarily for the best doctor; a side effect of this being that many doctors now are quite willing to undermine the reputation of their competitors. As a consequence, the already shaken trust in the medical profession has become even worse

Doctors are in the news again and not in a good way. The recent fracas between the doctors in a Lahore teaching hospital and members of the media is indeed sad. I must state here that it is morally repugnant and possibly illegal for members of the media to enter hospital wards and take pictures and interview patients and their families. Taking advantage of people’s misery to get something ‘newsworthy’ is not a nice thing.

That said, during the last year there has been a steady escalation of anti-physician sentiment in the media. It is important for all of us to remember that people come to hospitals because they are sick and the sick often die. That is the nature of things. However, it is equally important to state that many of our physicians do not demonstrate the sympathetic attitude that can alleviate much suffering and comfort the sick and their families.

One thing that often separates the good doctors from the not so good ones is the ‘healing touch’. The healing touch is empathy for a patient, the ability or at least the willingness to try and understand the pain and the suffering a patient and the family are going through and then address that as well as the disease that the patient suffers from. Doctors are expected not just to treat a patient’s disease but also care for the patient. It is the lack of ‘caring’ that often brings doctors a bad name.

As a medical educationist, I, like others, must also accept some responsibility for not teaching our young doctors the ‘art’ of medicine. We teach also by example. And if we do not demonstrate the empathy and the caring for our patients and concentrate just on the business aspect of medicine, then that is the message we impart to our young physicians. Medicine has to be a ‘calling’ and not just a business relationship between the patient and the physician.

As physicians we can treat so many diseases effectively that patients now expect miracles. And the patients are joined in by the general public as well as the media in this expectation. In defence of doctors today, I must say that medicine has indeed become commercialised. No longer does the old-fashioned sense of trust exist between the patient and the treating physician.

Many patients now look for the best deal and not necessarily for the best doctor; a side effect of this being that many doctors now are quite willing to undermine the reputation of their competitors. As a consequence, the already shaken trust in the medical profession has become even worse.

Coming back to what happened at the hospital, it seems a ‘pitched’ battle took place between doctors and members of the media. The fact that educated and supposedly ‘civilised’ people embarked on such a course of action is indeed reprehensible. Why would doctors do such a thing, however extreme the provocation might have been?

Young men (I suppose no women were involved), even educated young men are evidently in a state of such hopelessness that for them resorting to violence seems a natural response to even the slightest provocation. That unfortunately is what medicine has become in Pakistan. What was once an honourable profession has now reached a point that young doctors no longer have any substantial hope in what the future holds for them.

This sense of hopelessness pervades our entire society and that perhaps is the reason behind much of what bedevils us today. But young physicians are in a sense unique in this context. Most of them are high achievers, score in the upper most levels in their high school and pre-medical examinations and then go through five years of a demanding education successfully.

Once they graduate, as house physicians and then as postgraduate trainees they work under stressful circumstances for long hours in overcrowded and under-equipped medical facilities and take care of very sick patients. On top of it, now they have to confront consistent attacks from the media. Under these circumstances, it is then difficult to blame them for such an outburst.

It seems that the senior judiciary, the bureaucracy, the politicians and the media have all ganged up on doctors. To all of them I wish to say, if any of you get sick, it is us — the doctors — you will have to come to. Threats of suo motu actions or of suspension or of bad press will not assure that you or your loved ones get the best possible care. It will be our professionalism that will fortunately win out in the end and we will treat you as we treat everybody else, to the best of our abilities.

Finally, as a physician I wish to say to all our detractors that we are also people, with the same faults and weaknesses that you have. In this perhaps the greatest evocation of the point of view of the oppressed is worth re-reading. Of course it is the Bard speaking in the voice of Shylock the Jew in The Merchant of Venice:

“Hath not a Jew eyes? Hath not a Jew hands, organs, dimensions, senses, affections, passions; fed with the same food, hurt with the same weapons, subject to the same diseases, heal’d by the same means, warm’d and cool’d by the same winter and summer as a Christian is? If you prick us, do we not bleed? If you tickle us, do we not laugh? If you poison us, do we not die? And if you wrong us, shall we not revenge? If we are like you in the rest, we will resemble you in that. If a Jew wrong a Christian, what is his humility? Revenge. If a Christian wrong a Jew, what should his sufferance be by Christian example? Why, revenge. The villainy you teach me, I will execute, and it shall go hard but I will better the instruction.”

