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Smallpox remains the only human disease to have been eradicated. This success in 1980 is 
still portrayed widely as a triumph of cooperation between countries and a demonstration of 
how biomedicine can unite people. The World Health provided the forum to agree on a global 
health goal and the World Health Organization (WHO) had the necessary links with national 
authorities to coordinate and implement a policy, and to draw on international ‘scientific’ 
expertise. Central to the policy’s success was seen to be a small network of ‘professional’ 
WHO staff who could work with and mobilise the large number of national staff.  
 
Nepal was one of the last small group of countries to eradicate smallpox. Although not high 
in global priority, a case study of Nepal allows us to explore and challenge this top-down and 
centre-led narrative of encounter and exchange. Even the official history of the global 
programme acknowledged that central to the success in Nepal were the district supervisors 
and the introduction of a special annual vaccination programme that responded to Nepali 
people’s attitudes to vaccination. In a country of enormous communication challenges and 
very limited infrastructure, the few foreigners had limited effect. 
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