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Between Medicine and Politics:
International Certification of China’s Smallpox Eradication

SU Jingjing, ZHANG Daqing
( Peking University Institute for Medical Humanities, 100191, China; Peking University Center for the History
and Philosophy of Science, 100871, China)

Abstract As is well known, smallpox is the only disease to have been eradicated successfully
to date. China had eradicated smallpox by the early 1960s, but official certification was received
from the World Health Organization ( WHO) only at the end of 1979, along with Cambodia. These
were the last two certified countries. The whole process of certification went through a series of ups
and downs and repeated negotiations, during which the most rigid and strict certification standards
and procedures were applied. Using WHO archives and oral histories, we analyze how the certifica—
tion standards were negotiated and constructed, and provide a history of the process of certification.
It is noted that it should not be taken for granted that certification was merely a technical project ad-
hering to scientific principles. It was inevitably affected by social, political and cultural factors, and
framed by the mutual identities of China and the WHO. It involved interactions of various actors, in—
cluding scientists, government and international organizations, and illustrated modes of construction
and negotiation between science and politics.

Keywords eradication of smallpox, International certification, World Health Organization,

bio—politics



