Speaker 1: Yeah, indeed. Before we come to the present, let's stay a little bit in the past because the barefoot doctors, the chì jiǎo yī shēng (赤脚医生), are one of the few things about Chinese healthcare with kind of a genuinely romantic international reputation. I mean, there were 2 million of them within a decade, you know, when this first started. And there's kind of a direct line between them and the Alma-Ata Declaration and the global primary care movement. 

Your father grew up with him, but his account, his story is not quite so romantic. Can you tell me about that, about your father's encounter with a barefoot doctor? 

Speaker 2: Yeah, so when he was, you know, very young, less than 10, he fell in a ditch, broke his arm when he was playing with his friends. And then one of the barefoot doctors was called to see him, who was a teenager, not much older, and ended up finding a random branch from a tree nearby, which is probably wonky, and then tied it to his very broken arm with bits of rags, and then kind of just left him to it. And as you know, bone heals, you know, however you set it.

And because it was set crookedly and his arm was set crookedly, which is just awful. So, you know, thankfully, again, my resource for nǎinai, his mother took him to a hospital hours away by bus, whereas other families might have just left his arm to it and was able to reset the arms. It was straight again. But because of that traumatic experience, I think my father still holds a very negative perception of barefoot doctors. And it is interesting because you can say there are optimistic ways to view barefoot doctors, but they're also the practical reality.

So, they did change the landscape. They were able to help the fragmented, lacking health system reach patients at a basic level in many ways, providing vaccines, basic medicines, preventative public health education. But at the same time, they were barely trained. These were teenagers, peasant doctors, pharma doctors, who maybe had three months of basic training, and then they were spread out across the country, left to their own devices, and in some cases might have caused more harm than good. 

But as you said, Kaiser, regardless of all of that, they became sort of a bastion of Chinese pride, even on the global health stage. So, at the Alma-Ata conference in the early 1970s, China's barefoot doctor system was presented to the world as a way that primary care could be delivered very effectively in developing countries. So then, from that point forward, many other countries took lessons from what China did and implemented similar models in their own countries, including as far as Colombia and South America. So, really interesting history and also global impact from as early on as the 1970s, 1960s, even though China was still developing itself.
