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Preface

This book does not attempt to solve the origin of SARS-CoV-2 by declaration.
It examines a narrower and, in some ways, more durable historical problem:
how scientific institutions defend themselves when the questions under
investigation concern their own grants, relationships, judgments, and

governance.

Two open letters provide the organizing device. In May 2020, 77 American
Nobel laureates protested the termination of an NIH grant to EcoHealth
Alliance, warning that political interference threatened the integrity of science.
In July 2026, more than 155 scientists, physicians, and public-health advocates
defended Anthony Fauci and other scientists against what they called

harassment and political witch hunts.

The six years between those documents transformed the context.
EcoHealth's coronavirus work became part of a congressional and intelligence
dispute. Project DEFUSE became public. Internal communications surrounding
Proximal Origin were released. The United States intelligence community
issued differing assessments over time. WHO continued to favor zoonotic
emergence while acknowledging missing evidence. The U.S. government
tightened rules for high-risk biological research. Russia made formal
allegations concerning U.S.-supported biological laboratories in Ukraine. The
Department of Defense acknowledged a large cooperative threat-reduction
infrastructure while denying offensive biological-weapons work. In 2026, the
Office of the Director of National Intelligence released additional claims about

overseas biolabs and Fauci's role in Wuhan-related research.

This accumulation of incompatible narratives creates a temptation to choose
an intelligence story, scientific camp, or political authority and use it as a

master key. I resist that approach. The public record contains claims that may
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prove true and claims that are likely false, but it also contains a more
fundamental lesson: modern infectious-disease science is embedded in
institutional networks that cross the boundaries of government, academia,

philanthropy, pharmaceutical development, activism, and national security.

Those networks have produced extraordinary benefits. They have also made

self-investigation difficult.

The title therefore contains two verbs: protecting science and protecting the
system. The first is necessary. Scientific inquiry cannot flourish when grants
are arbitrary political rewards or punishments. The second is understandable.
Institutions that have saved lives will be defended by the people who built
them. The danger arises when protection of the system becomes

indistinguishable from protection of scientific truth.

The method of the book is intentionally conservative. Relationships are
documented without assigning hidden motives. Financial connections are
divided into categories rather than treated as a single accusation. Government
allegations are attributed to the government making them. Open-source
investigations are treated as leads whose underlying evidence must be checked.

Anonymous intelligence claims remain background unless corroborated.

Readers who strongly favor zoonotic origin may find parts of the book too
sympathetic to laboratory-origin questions. Readers convinced of a laboratory
accident or deliberate act may find it too cautious. That tension is intentional.
The object under study is not merely the virus. It is the architecture of

credibility itself.

The most important historical facts may ultimately be simpler than the most
dramatic theories. A grant was canceled. Nobel laureates organized to defend
it. Apublic-health leader was subpoenaed. An old network of activists and

scientists organized to defend him. Those actions are documented. They tell us
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how institutions behaved under pressure even if the ultimate biological origin

remains disputed.

Author's Note on Evidence and Fairness

Anetwork relationship is not evidence of misconduct. Receipt of a grant
does not establish that a scientific conclusion was purchased. Employment by a
pharmaceutical company does not invalidate a scientist's work. Long
friendship with a public official does not prove dishonesty. Conversely,
prestige, peer review, and institutional reputation do not eliminate conflicts or

guarantee correctness.

This manuscript therefore uses terms such as "documented," "alleged,"
"contested," "inferred," and "unverified" deliberately. When an official agency
makes a claim, the claim is attributed. When a scientific paper supports a
hypothesis, the strength and limits of the evidence are described. When a
public source cannot independently establish an intelligence allegation, it is not

presented as fact.

The purpose is not to protect anyone from criticism. It is to make criticism

stronger by keeping it attached to evidence.
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Introduction: Two Letters in a Fog of War

The argument of this book begins with a methodological choice. The origins
of COVID-19 remain contested, and some of the most consequential evidence is
inaccessible, disputed, incomplete, classified, destroyed, or filtered through
institutions with their own incentives. A writer can respond to that condition
by choosing a preferred origin theory and forcing every subsequent fact into it.
This book takes another route. It starts with two documents whose existence is
not in dispute: two open letters, separated by six years, each written in the

language of defending science.

The first letter was sent on May 21,2020, after the National Institutes of
Health terminated a grant to Peter Daszak's EcoHealth Alliance. Seventy-seven
American Nobel laureates protested the cancellation. They described the action
as political interference in scientific funding and warned that it set a dangerous
precedent. The organizer associated with the campaign was Nobel laureate
Richard J. Roberts. In the immediate context of spring 2020, the letter was
intelligible as a defense of peer review, international collaboration, and the

autonomy of scientific institutions from presidential pressure.

The second letter appeared on July 28,2026, one day before Anthony Fauci
was compelled to testify before the Senate Homeland Security and
Governmental Affairs Committee. More than 155 scientists, physicians, and
public-health advocates called for an end to what they described as the
vilification and harassment of Fauci and other scientists. Its language was
broader than the Roberts letter. It did not merely defend a grant or a
procedure. It defended people, reputations, institutions, and an understanding
of what counted as legitimate scientific inquiry in the politically transformed

aftermath of the pandemic.
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Taken separately, each document can be read as an ordinary exercise in
professional solidarity. Taken together, they form something more revealing.
The first intervened at the level of research funding: protect the work. The
second intervened at the level of institutional legitimacy: protect the people
and the system around them. Between them lay six years in which the COVID-
origins question migrated from a marginal controversy into a dispute involving
virology, congressional oversight, intelligence agencies, biosafety, gain-of-
function policy, philanthropy, pharmaceutical development, biodefense,

censorship allegations, and rival state narratives.

That intervening period makes the two letters historically valuable. Neither
tells us where SARS-CoV-2 came from. Neither proves that a particular scientist
acted improperly. Neither proves that the signatories were financially
motivated. But each records what a network of influential people chose to
defend when the institutions of biomedical science came under political
pressure. Their signatures are acts. Their timing is evidence. Their organizers
and recruitment networks are metadata. Their omissions are potentially
informative, although absence from a letter can never by itself establish a

person's views or motives.

This book therefore asks a different question from the familiar binary of
"zoonosis or lab leak?" It asks: what happens when the institutions charged
with producing knowledge are simultaneously participants in the events being
investigated? What happens when the same ecosystem contains grant makers,
grant recipients, public-health officials, vaccine-trial networks, pharmaceutical
partners, philanthropic funders, biodefense programs, intelligence consumers,
activists, and scientific publishers? How should citizens distinguish defense of
science from defense of an institutional system whose members have

legitimate but overlapping interests?
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The answer cannot be that every connection is corrupt. Modern biomedical
science is necessarily collaborative. A major HIVresearcher who has worked
with NIAID, received a foundation grant, participated in an industry-supported
trial, and advised a pharmaceutical company may simply be doing exactly
what translational medicine requires. Collaboration is not conspiracy. Funding
is not bribery. Friendship is not fraud. An advisory role is not proof that advice
is bought. The existence of a network is therefore only the beginning of

analysis.

At the same time, the opposite error is equally serious. It is naive to treat 155
signatures as 155 statistically independent observations of truth. Professional
communities are networks. They share mentors, grants, institutions,
conferences, journals, advocacy organizations, reputational stakes, and
expectations about what responsible members of the community should say in
public. A petition is a social object. To understand it, we must reconstruct the

environment in which asking someone to sign made sense.

The central distinction throughout this book is between motive and
structure. Motive is difficult to know. Structure is often documentable. We
usually cannot know whether a scientist signed a letter because of sincere
principle, friendship, fear, institutional loyalty, ideological affinity, reputational
self-defense, concern for future funding, or some combination. We can,
however,document that a person directed an NIAID-supported network,
worked for a pharmaceutical manufacturer, received Gates Foundation
support, participated in a major origin paper, or belonged to the activist
network that organized the letter. Those are facts about relationships. The

interpretation comes later.

A second distinction is between biological weapons and dual-use biodefense.
The public conversation frequently collapses these categories. The United

States intelligence community stated in its 2021 declassified assessment that it

10
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judged SARS-CoV-2 was not developed as a biological weapon. That conclusion
is compatible with serious questions about laboratory accidents, dual-use
research, pathogen collection, pandemic preparedness, or biodefense. A
pathogen studied for defensive reasons can still be dangerous. Aresearch
program need not have offensive intent to create offensive capability. Once
that distinction is made, the national-security undercurrent becomes
analyzable without asserting a deliberate weapons program for which public

evidence is lacking.

A third distinction concerns evidence quality. An official grant document
and an anonymous intelligence claim are not equivalent. A published paper
and a speculative social-media thread are not equivalent. A government press
release is evidence that a government made a claim; it is not necessarily proof
that the claim is true. A Russian submission to the United Nations establishes
what Russia alleged, not that the allegation was established. A U.S. Department
of Defense fact sheet establishes what the Department acknowledged, not that

critics have correctly or incorrectly interpreted every program it describes.

Accordingly, this book uses an evidence hierarchy. At the top are primary
documents: letters, grants, contracts, official assessments, hearing records,
published papers, institutional biographies, and financial disclosures. Next are
reliable contemporaneous reports and attributable interviews. Below those are
open-source investigations whose underlying evidence can sometimes be
checked independently. At the bottom are anonymous or unverifiable
intelligence claims. The lower levels are not necessarily false. They are simply

less usable as foundations for conclusions.

The result is not a verdict on COVID origins. It is a study of scientific self-
protection under conditions of radical uncertainty. The two letters survive the

fog. That is why they are our anchors.

11
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The thesis in one sentence

The first letter sought to protect scientific autonomy from political
interference; the second sought to protect a public-health establishment under
investigation; both emerged from an ecosystem in which science, funding,
industry, advocacy, biodefense, and national security had become difficult to

separate.

12
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2018 May 2020 2021 2022 2025 June 2026 July 2026

Two Letters Across an Expanding Origins and Biodefense Controversy

DEFUSE Roberts / Proximal-origin Ukraine biolab WHO SAGO ODNI Fauci letter
proposal Nobel letter & IC disputes UN dispute assessment releases & hearing

Figure 1. The two letters bracket six years in which COVID origins became entangled with grants,

intelligence, biodefense, and institutional legitimacy.

13
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Chapter 1: The Roberts Intervention

On April 24,2020, the National Institutes of Health informed EcoHealth
Alliance that a grant supporting research on bat coronaviruses would be
terminated. The decision came after President Donald Trump had publicly said
that funding connected to the Wuhan Institute of Virology would be ended.
Whatever one thinks about the underlying research, the sequence was unusual.
A presidential statement appeared to be followed rapidly by administrative

action affecting an active scientific award.

For many scientists, this was the essential fact. Federal research grants are
supposed to be awarded, renewed, modified, and terminated through
procedures that are at least partly insulated from partisan preference. Peer
review is imperfect, but its institutional purpose is to prevent scientific funding
from becoming a reward-and-punishment system controlled by political
officeholders. In that framework, the EcoHealth termination looked dangerous
even to scientists who knew little about the details of coronavirus

experimentation.

The Nobel laureates' letter of May 21,2020 captured that concern. Seventy-
seven American laureates in medicine, chemistry,and physics wrote to Health
and Human Services Secretary Alex Azar and NIH Director Francis Collins.
They expressed grave concern about cancellation of the grant to Peter Daszak
and EcoHealth Alliance and argued that political interference could damage
public trust in science. The letter emphasized EcoHealth's work on zoonotic
transmission and international collaboration, including collaboration with

scientists in Wuhan.

That language reflected an established postwar ideal: science should be
protected from direct political command because the credibility of science

depends on procedures that do not change with the preferences of a president.

14
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The ideal has deep merit. Lysenkoism remains a warning about what happens
when political doctrine decides biological truth. The Nazi purge of Jewish and
politically undesirable scholars shows another route by which states can
destroy intellectual capacity. In the United States, controversies over climate
science, stem cells, tobacco, environmental regulation, and public-health policy
have repeatedly raised the question of whether political officials are

manipulating scientific institutions.

Richard J. Roberts, the Nobel laureate associated with organizing the letter,
therefore stood within a recognizable tradition. An open letter by Nobel
laureates is itself a political technology: the signatories lend accumulated
scientific prestige to an institutional principle. The choice of Nobelists was
strategic because their reputations were largely secure. A young investigator
awaiting an NIH study section has different vulnerabilities from an established
laureate. When people at the top of the prestige hierarchy speak, they can
frame an administrative dispute as a question about the integrity of science

itself.

The difficulty is that the letter's principle was cleaner than its object. The
EcoHealth grant was not an abstract exercise in scientific freedom. It sat inside
a research area with biosafety and dual-use implications. EcoHealth
collaborated with the Wuhan Institute of Virology on bat coronavirus research.
Years later, congressional investigations, grant records, proposals,and internal
communications would make the scope and oversight of such research subjects
of intense dispute. Even if one rejects claims that the work created SARS-CoV-2,
it is no longer reasonable to discuss the grant solely as ordinary field ecology

threatened by political interference.

This is the first recurring problem in the story: a valid principle can become
a shield against a valid question. "Politicians should not arbitrarily cancel peer-

reviewed grants" is a defensible proposition. It does not answer "Was this

15
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research appropriately governed?" or "Did the funding agency accurately
describe its risks?" It does not answer whether foreign subawards received
adequate oversight, whether biosafety standards were sufficient, or whether
existing definitions of gain-of-function research captured the experiments that

most worried outsiders.

The distinction matters because institutions often defend themselves
through abstraction. When a controversial grant is reframed as "science,"
criticism of the grant becomes criticism of science. When a controversial
scientist is reframed as "scientists," scrutiny of the scientist can be presented as
an attack on scientists generally. This rhetorical move can be sincere. People
who have spent their careers inside a system may experience an attack on one
of its procedures as an attack on the epistemic order itself. Yet the move can

also erase the particulars that made scrutiny necessary.

The Roberts intervention therefore deserves neither caricature nor
immunity from criticism. It should not be reduced to a conspiracy to restore
money to Peter Daszak. The signatories could reasonably have feared arbitrary
political interference. At the same time, the letter shows how rapidly scientific
prestige can be mobilized before the underlying factual controversy has been
resolved. In May 2020, almost no outsider possessed the documentary record
that became available later. The letter was written early,at a moment when

uncertainty was enormous.

That timing is part of its historical significance. A petition is often designed
to close a question politically before it has been closed empirically. The
Nobelists were not necessarily saying that every aspect of EcoHealth's research
had been vindicated. But their intervention altered the moral framing: the
canceled grant became a symbol of political aggression against research. The
more powerful the symbol, the harder it became to separate defense of process

from defense of the specific project.

16
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There was also a future-oriented dimension. Scientific institutions depend
on predictable funding. International infectious-disease research depends on
long-term relationships that cannot easily be rebuilt after political disruption.
Investigators, universities, foundations, and agencies therefore have rational
reasons to resist precedents that allow research programs to be abruptly
terminated by elected officials. These are not necessarily venal "future dollars."
They are institutional incentives. A grant system that can be politically

destroyed today can threaten every lab tomorrow.

This is why the phrase "protecting science" is both accurate and incomplete.
The letter protected a norm, but norms are embodied in organizations, budgets,
collaborations, and careers. There is no disembodied science to protect. Every
defense of science also protects some configuration of institutions that perform
science. That is unavoidable. The analytical task is to ask when protection of

the institution begins to substitute for evaluation of the work.

The Roberts letter is therefore our first anchor because it freezes the
institutional reflex at an early moment. It reveals a community responding to
political pressure with prestige, solidarity,and an appeal to autonomy. Six
years later, the same basic repertoire would reappear in a much more

complicated environment.

A defensible criticism

The strongest criticism of the Roberts letter is not that the laureates were
corrupt. It is that they treated independence from political interference as
though it were the principal governance problem, when the research area also
implicated biosafety, dual use, international oversight,and public
accountability. Scientific autonomy is necessary, but it is not sufficient

governance for potentially dangerous research.

17
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What the letter does not establish

The letter does not establish that EcoHealth's work was safe. It does not
establish that the work was dangerous. It does not establish the origin of SARS-
CoV-2. It establishes that 77 highly prestigious scientists believed the grant

cancellation itself threatened scientific norms and chose to intervene publicly.

Interlude I: Open Letters as Social

Technology

An open letter looks like prose, butits real product is a coalition. The text
matters, yet the signature architecture often matters more. The organizers
choose a proposition broad enough to attract prestigious names, narrow
enough to produce a concrete demand, and urgent enough to justify public
alignment. The final document then converts social capital into political

pressurce.

Scientific open letters are particularly powerful because they borrow
authority from a norm that science itself teaches: expert judgment deserves
greater weight in technical matters than uninformed opinion. If 77 Nobel
laureates say a grant cancellation threatens science, the ordinary reader
reasonably assumes that something more than partisan preference is at stake.
If 155 scientists, physicians,and advocates say allegations against a public-
health leader are baseless, the number creates an impression of distributed

expert judgment.

Yet a petition is not the same epistemic instrument as a systematic review,
expert panel,randomized trial, or even a properly designed survey. Signers are

self-selected and recruited. They may rely on the organizers' summary rather

18
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than independently examining every relevant record. They may sign because
they agree with 80 percent of the text. They may know one issue deeply and

another only indirectly. Prestige from one domain can spill into another.

This does not make petitions illegitimate. Nobel laureates are citizens.
Scientists are entitled to political speech. Activists are entitled to organize. The
problem begins when the public confuses the social authority of the signers

with an evidentiary process the letter did not perform.

The Roberts letter illustrates prestige concentration. Arelatively small
number of Nobelists could produce extraordinary media impact because the
Nobel Prize acts as a credibility multiplier. The 2026 Fauci letter illustrates
network breadth. It combined scientists, clinicians, and advocates, generating

legitimacy through a coalition rather than a single prestige class.

Organizers also create path dependence. The first people invited influence
who comes next. I[f an AIDS activist begins with a list of former collaborators,
the petition will naturally acquire an HIV/public-health topology. If a group of
coronavirus modelers begins with coauthors, the same proposition could
produce a very different signatory map. Thus the list tells us about recruitment

channels as well as beliefs.

The absence of invitation data is a serious limitation. Anon-signer may
disagree,or may simply never have been contacted. In network terms, an
observed zero is ambiguous: it can mean refusal, ignorance, inaccessibility, or
deliberate exclusion. This is why the most valuable missing documents for the
2026 letter are not additional public endorsements but the organizing emails

and invitation lists.

Those records would allow a reconstruction similar to campaign-finance
analysis. We could identify the seed organizers, successive recruitment waves,

the categories of people targeted, and the points at which the letter crossed

19
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from activist circles into virology or academic medicine. None of that would

prove an improper motive. It would make the social mechanics visible.

There is a broader democratic lesson. Open letters are often used when
institutions lack trusted formal processes. If scientists believe congressional
oversight is abusive, they organize a letter. If critics believe NIH oversight is
captured, they organize hearings, lawsuits, or independent reports. The
proliferation of prestige petitions is therefore a sign that ordinary adjudicatory

mechanisms are not producing legitimacy accepted across groups.

A better system would allow a letter to remain what it is: advocacy. It would

not have to function as a substitute court of scientific truth.

Case Study 1: EcoHealth Alliance as a
Funding Architecture

The EcoHealth controversy is often narrated through personalities: Peter
Daszak, Anthony Fauci, Shi Zhengli, or whichever official is central to a
particular account. Amore revealing approach begins with the architecture of

the award.

Federal biomedical research commonly operates through layers. Congress
appropriates money to departments and agencies. NIH allocates funds through
institutes such as NIAID. An institute awards a grant to a domestic
organization. The prime recipient may issue subawards to collaborating
institutions, including foreign laboratories. Scientific work can therefore be
several contractual steps removed from the federal office that supplied the

original funds.
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This structure is normal and often necessary. Emerging pathogens do not
respect borders,and the most informative field sites may be located where
animal reservoirs circulate. A U.S. scientist studying bat-borne viruses in Asia
may need local collaborators capable of collecting samples, maintaining

colonies, sequencing viruses, or performing specialized experiments.

But the architecture creates an accountability gradient. The funder has the
strongest legal relationship with the prime grantee. The prime grantee has the
strongest contractual relationship with the subrecipient. The further work
moves from the original agency, the more oversight depends on reporting,

documentation, and trust between institutions.

The EcoHealth-WIV relationship therefore raises a governance question
independent of COVID origins: what level of visibility should a U.S. agency
possess into experiments conducted under a foreign subaward involving
pathogens with pandemic potential? Annual progress reports may be sufficient
for ordinary research. They may be insufficient for experiments that cross

predefined risk thresholds.

The political dispute became especially intense around whether particular
experiments met U.S. definitions of gain-of-function research subject to
enhanced oversight. Definitions matter because they determine which projects
trigger additional review. A program can be controversial scientifically while
administrators accurately state that it did not fall inside a specific regulatory
definition. Critics then hear the statement as denial of the experiment's
biological effect, while officials mean only that the formal policy category was

not triggered.

This semantic mismatch damaged trust. The phrase "gain of function" has a
broad scientific meaning - acquisition or enhancement of a biological function -

and narrower policy meanings. Congressional questioning often used the broad

21
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phrase while agency answers relied on technical policy definitions. Each side

then accused the other of dishonesty.

A stronger oversight system would avoid this by reporting experiment
characteristics rather than labels alone. Instead of asking only whether work is
"gain of function," a registry could state whether an experiment is expected to
increase replication, host range, transmissibility, immune escape,
pathogenicity, or environmental stability, and in which model. Risk review

could then operate on measurable features.

The EcoHealth architecture also demonstrates why restoration of a grant is
not the same question as vindication of a research program. One can believe
the 2020 cancellation was procedurally improper and simultaneously believe
the award should have undergone more stringent risk review. The Roberts

letter largely addressed the first proposition.

That distinction is one of the book's recurring themes: an administrative

action can be wrongeven when the underlying research deserves scrutiny.
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Chapter 2: From Grant Dispute to Origins
War

The years after May 2020 transformed the meaning of the EcoHealth
controversy. Questions that initially circulated in niche scientific, journalistic,
and online communities moved into congressional hearings, intelligence
assessments, lawsuits, declassified documents, and institutional reviews. The
term "lab leak," once often treated as synonymous with conspiracy theory,
fractured into multiple hypotheses ranging from accidental exposure to a
naturally collected virus to an accident involving experimentally altered

material.

This fragmentation matters because the phrase "lab leak" can conceal more
than it clarifies. A laboratory-associated incident does not require genetic
engineering. It does not require gain-of-function research. It does not require
malicious intent. Conversely, a virus can be experimentally modified for
legitimate research purposes without becoming a biological weapon. The
public argument repeatedly compressed these distinctions into a binary
contest: natural versus artificial, market versus laboratory, science versus

conspiracy.

The U.S. intelligence community's declassified 2021 assessment is useful
precisely because it resisted some of those conflations. It assessed that China
did not develop SARS-CoV-2 as a biological weapon and that most analysts
judged the virus was probably not genetically engineered. At the same time,
agencies remained divided between natural exposure and a laboratory-
associated incident. That is a reminder that "not a weapon" and "not a

laboratory accident" are different propositions.
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The World Health Organization's later work preserved a different
asymmetry. Its Scientific Advisory Group for the Origins of Novel Pathogens
concluded in 2025 that the weight of available published evidence favored
zoonotic emergence, while emphasizing that critical data remained
unavailable. The Huanan Seafood Market remained central to zoonotic
arguments because early cases clustered geographically around the market and
environmental samples contained SARS-CoV-2 genetic material associated with
areas where susceptible wildlife had been sold. Yet no infected progenitor
animal was identified. The absence of a definitive animal is not proofofa
laboratory origin, but it leaves a gap in a narrative that is often described more

confidently in public than the underlying evidence permits.

On the laboratory side, the strongest questions did not require exotic claims.
Wuhan housed a leading institute that collected and studied bat coronaviruses.
The institute had conducted experiments with chimeric viruses. EcoHealth
Alliance had collaborated with WIV scientists and received U.S. government
funding. A2018 proposal known as DEFUSE, submitted to the Defense
Advanced Research Projects Agency and rejected, contemplated work involving
SARS-related coronaviruses and the introduction or analysis of cleavage sites.
None of those facts proves that the proposed experiments were performed, still
less that they produced SARS-CoV-2. They do show why laboratory-origin
questions could not reasonably be dismissed merely because some versions of

them were speculative.

The dispute was intensified by the publication of "The proximal origin of
SARS-CoV-2"in Nature Medicine in March 2020. Its five authors - Kristian
Andersen, Andrew Rambaut, W.Ian Lipkin, Edward Holmes, and Robert Garry
-argued that available genomic evidence did not support purposeful
manipulation. The paper became one of the most influential scientific texts in

the origins debate. Its conclusions were frequently summarized in stronger
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terms than the paper itself, sometimes as though it had proved a natural origin

rather than argued against particular engineering scenarios.

Later-released communications showed that the authors' early private
discussions contained substantial uncertainty and active consideration of
laboratory scenarios. That is not inherently suspicious. Scientific reasoning
often begins with possibilities that are discarded after analysis. The issue is
interpretive: whether the movement from private uncertainty to public
argument reflected ordinary scientific updating, social pressure, institutional
influence, or some combination. Congressional investigators have alleged that
the process was manipulated; the authors and defenders have rejected
accusations of a cover-up. The documentary record establishes the existence of

the discussions. It does not, by itself, settle the motives behind them.

This is where scientific controversy becomes institutional controversy. Once
Fauciand other senior officials were revealed to have participated in early
conversations about origins, scrutiny of the scientific conclusion became
scrutiny of whether officials had influenced the production or communication
of that conclusion. Once NIH funding to EcoHealth and its subawards became
politically salient, the origins question acquired a conflict-of-interest
dimension. Officials were no longer only neutral consumers of evidence. They
were also administrators of parts of the research ecosystem under

examination.

That does not make them guilty. It makes institutional design relevant. In
medicine and law, conflicts are often managed without implying wrongdoing.
Ajudge recuses from a case not because recusal proves bias but because a
relationship creates a reasonable concern about impartiality. Scientific
governance has often been less explicit about analogous situations. Agency
officials routinely oversee portfolios that include people and institutions they

know well, because expertise itself creates networks.
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By 2026, the origins controversy had therefore accumulated several
overlapping disputes: the biological question of emergence; the administrative
question of grant oversight; the epistemic question of how scientific consensus
was produced; the legal question of testimony and records; the political
question of congressional power; and the national-security question of dual-use

research and intelligence involvement.

The Roberts letter belongs to the beginning of this transformation. It
defended a grant before those layers had become fully visible. The Fauci letter
belongs near the other end. Its signatories were acting after years of public

conflict, when the stakes were no longer limited to one award.

The problem ofretrospective certainty

Both sides of the origins debate are tempted by retrospective certainty.
Zoonosis proponents can point to market clustering and related wildlife
evidence as though laboratory involvement has been excluded. Laboratory-
origin proponents can point to WIVresearch, DEFUSE, or early
communications as though an experimental ancestor has been found. Neither

standard has been met publicly.

A mature analysis therefore treats origin probabilities separately from
governance failures. It is possible for zoonosis to be true and for NIH oversight
to have been inadequate. It is possible for a laboratory accident to have
occurred without a deliberate cover-up. It is possible for officials to have
communicated too confidently without knowing the origin. It is possible for
congressional investigators to uncover real inconsistencies while

simultaneously exaggerating what those inconsistencies prove.

This multidimensional view is essential for understanding why the second
letter could plausibly be experienced by its signatories as a defense of science

and by its critics as a defense of an establishment.
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Interlude II: Peer Review Is Not

Catastrophic-Risk Review

One of the deepest category errors in the 2020 controversy was the
assumption that successful peer review answered the policy question. Peer
review is designed primarily to evaluate scientific quality, significance,
feasibility, and investigator competence. It is not designed to determine
whether a low-probability, high-consequence experiment should be permitted

on behalf of society.

Consider an experiment that could substantially improve our understanding
of how a respiratory virus might adapt to human cells. Scientific reviewers
might reasonably rate it highly because the question is important, the methods
are sophisticated, and the investigators are capable. Those same properties
could increase social risk. The better the experiment works, the more
informative - and potentially dangerous -the resulting pathogen or knowledge

might become.

Traditional research ethics offers partial analogies. An institutional review
board does not ask only whether a human-subjects experiment is scientifically
interesting; it also asks whether risk to participants is justified. Animal-care
committees similarly impose ethical constraints beyond scientific merit. Dual-
use research needs an equivalent governance layer calibrated to population-

level and transnational risk.

The difficulty is quantification. A catastrophic laboratory accident is rare, so
empirical frequency estimates are uncertain. Benefits are often diffuse and

speculative: knowledge gained today may help design a vaccine years later.
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Risks may be asymmetric: an accident can affect people who never consented
to the research. Conventional cost-benefit calculations struggle when

probabilities are poorly known and consequences are global.

This is where institutional incentives matter. Investigators who have spent
careers developing a research program have a natural tendency to see its
benefits. Funders that created a program have reputational incentives to see it
as governable. Biosafety officials inside the same institution may face pressure
to enable rather than stop research. None of this requires bad faith. It is normal

organizational behavior.

Independent risk review should therefore include people whose careers do
not depend on the continuation of the research category. This principle is
common in financial auditing and aviation accident investigation. The auditor

should not be the person whose performance is being audited.

The Roberts letter's emphasis on scientific autonomy can be read as a
defense of the first review layer against political intrusion. That concern is
legitimate. But the missing second layer - catastrophic-risk authorization -
cannot simply be handed back to the same scientific community and called

autonomy.

Political accountability must enter somewhere because the risk is borne by
the public. The challenge is to design that accountability so that a president
cannot cancel a grant on impulse and a scientific network cannot approve its

own highest-risk work without external scrutiny.
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Case Study 2: Wuhan Institute of Virology -
Proximity, Capability, and Missing Links

The Wuhan Institute of Virology occupies a unique position in the origin
debate because three categories of relevance coincide: geography, expertise,

and collections.

Wuhan was the city in which the first recognized outbreak occurred. WIV
scientists had deep expertise in bat coronaviruses. The institute and
collaborators collected large numbers of bat samples and studied SARS-related
viruses. Researchers conducted experiments involving viral spikes and
chimeric constructs in order to understand host range and emergence

potential.

Those facts make WIV an obvious subject of investigation. They do not

establish causation.

The distinction between circumstantial and direct evidence is essential. If a
chemical plant explodes near a neighborhood in which residents are poisoned
by a chemical known to be used at the plant, investigators would rationally
examine the plant. But proximity and capability alone would not prove the
release. Investigators would seek inventory records, incident logs,
environmental samples, worker exposures, and a chain connecting the

chemical to the plant.

The analogous missing links in Wuhan include a documented pre-outbreak
virus sufficiently close to SARS-CoV-2, a credible laboratory record showing
relevant manipulation or culture, an infected worker or incident, and a reliable
timeline connecting that event to early transmission. Publicly available

evidence has not supplied the full chain.
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Supporters of zoonotic emergence correctly emphasize that cities contain
many laboratories and that outbreak location can be coincidental. Wuhan was
also a major transportation hub and had wildlife trade. Critics correctly answer
that WIV was not a generic laboratory; it was one of the world's centers for

research on the exact viral family that caused the pandemic.

Arigorous analysis can hold both facts at once. WIV's relevance makes
investigation necessary. Its relevance does not make a laboratory origin self-

proving.

Missing databases and incomplete access intensified suspicion. DRASTIC and
other researchers focused on WIV databases that became inaccessible before
the recognized outbreak. Chinese authorities restricted access to data and
samples during subsequent investigations. WHO and intelligence assessments

repeatedly cited missing information as a barrier to certainty.

Again, the inference has limits. Removing a database from public access can
occur for security, cyber, publication, or administrative reasons. In a sensitive
outbreak context,however,the absence of data that could clarify sample

histories is consequential even if the motive for removal isunknown.

The strongest policy lesson is that repositories of high-risk pathogen
sequences and sample metadata should not depend on discretionary public
websites. Secure, redundant, independently auditable archives should preserve

records before crises occur.
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Case Study 3: Proximal Origin as a Crisis-

Science Document

Few scientific papers have carried as much political weight as Proximal
Origin relative to their length. The paper's authors sought to evaluate genomic
features of SARS-CoV-2 in the first months of the pandemic, when sequence

comparison was among the few tools available.

The paper argued that the receptor-binding domain appeared compatible
with natural selection rather than an engineered optimal design and that the
furin cleavage site did not provide evidence of purposeful manipulation. It
discussed scenarios involving natural selection in an animal host or after

zoonotic transfer.

The phrase "purposefully manipulated" is important. Excluding a
conspicuous engineering signature is not equivalent to excluding every
laboratory-associated pathway. Serial passage, selection in cells or animals, use
of unknown viral backbones, or work that leaves no recognizable engineering

scar create different evidentiary problems.

The paper was nevertheless widely used as a boundary-setting citation.
Journalists and public officials cited it to support statements that the virus was
not engineered or that a laboratory hypothesis lacked scientific basis. In the
emergency environment, those simplifications were understandable. They later

became costly.

When internal communications were released, critics highlighted early
statements by authors considering engineered-looking features or laboratory
possibilities. Defenders pointed out that the authors performed additional
analysis and revised their views. Both descriptions can be accurate. The

interpretive question is whether the final paper's confidence was justified by
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the analysis alone and whether institutional interactions affected the

communication process.

A useful counterfactual is to imagine that all early communications had
been published as a methodological supplement at the time. Would the paper
have been less credible? Possibly not. Readers might have seen the scientists
doing exactly what scientists should do: proposing explanations, testing them,
and revising probabilities. The later scandal arose partly because the public

received the polished endpoint first and the exploratory reasoning years later.

Crisis science may therefore need a new transparency norm. When a paper
is likely to become the basis of immediate public policy or content moderation,
authors could publish a structured uncertainty statement explaining which
alternatives were considered, what evidence changed their assessment, and

what findings would reverse it.

Such a practice would protect both science and scientists. [t would reduce

the later impression that normal scientific uncertainty had been hidden.

Case Study 4: The Huanan Market Evidence
- Strong Clue, Incomplete Chain

The Huanan Seafood Wholesale Market is central to the zoonotic-origin
hypothesis because multiple independent lines of evidence converge there.
Early recognized cases were geographically concentrated around the market.
Environmental samples from market stalls and surfaces tested positive for
SARS-CoV-2. Genetic material from susceptible wildlife species was found in

some areas associated with virus-positive samples. Phylogenetic analyses have
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been interpreted as consistent with early viral lineages emerging around the

market.

This evidence is substantial. Any account that treats the market as irrelevant

is difficult to reconcile with the spatial and environmental record.

But "central" is not the same as "proven point of origin." Markets are
efficient amplifiers of respiratory and zoonotic disease. An infected vendor,
customer, or supply-chain worker could seed transmission in a market after
infection elsewhere. Environmental samples collected after widespread human
transmission cannot always distinguish infected animals from contamination

by infected people.

The most decisive missing evidence is an infected animal carrying a
sufficiently ancestral virus before or at the beginning of the human outbreak.
No such animal has been publicly established. Wildlife may have been

removed before sampling, so absence is not dispositive. It remains a missing

link.

The market debate illustrates a broader epistemic asymmetry. Zoonotic
emergence has a strong prior probability because most emerging infectious
diseases arise naturally. Laboratory-associated emergence has a lower prior
but becomes more plausible when an outbreak occurs in a city containing
relevant laboratories and research. Bayesian reasoning requires both priors

and case-specific evidence.

Political debate tends to erase priors when convenient. Lab-origin
proponents may treat WIV proximity as overwhelmingly diagnostic. Zoonosis
proponents may treat the general frequency of natural spillover as though it

resolves the specific case. Neither move is sufficient.

WHO's 2025 assessment is useful because it preserves this balance better

than many public summaries. It gives greater weight to zoonotic evidence
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while stating that missing data prevent certainty. That is not weakness. It is the

correct language for an unresolved inference.
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Chapter 3: The Second Letter

The July 2026 open letter appeared in a different America from the one in
which the Nobelists wrote in 2020. Anthony Fauci had retired from NIAID.
Congressional investigations had accumulated thousands of pages of
documents. The politics of vaccination, mandates, school closures, masking,
gain-of-function research, and government communication had hardened into
identity markers. Anew administration had explicitly moved to prohibit
categories of high-risk life-sciences research. The intelligence establishment

itself was revisiting the origins controversy in public.

On July 28,2026, more than 155 scientists, physicians, and public-health
advocates released a letter condemning what they called the vilification and
harassment of Fauci and other scientists. The timing was deliberate. Fauci was
scheduled to appear under subpoena before the Senate Homeland Security and

Governmental Affairs Committee the next morning.

The letter's core moral claim was not trivial. Scientists and public officials
have faced threats, harassment,and in some cases credible fears for personal
safety. Ademocratic society cannot improve scientific accountability by making
researchers afraid that unpopular findings will expose their families to
violence. Political officials can also abuse investigatory powers. Congressional
oversight is legitimate, but legitimacy depends on procedure, proportionality,

factual accuracy, and respect for constitutional rights.

The letter nevertheless went beyond opposing threats. It characterized
major accusations against Fauci as baseless, including allegations concerninga
cover-up of COVID origins and NIAID-funded research. It therefore entered the
substantive controversy,not merely the ethics of harassment. That choice

matters. A letter could have said, "Investigate rigorously, but stop threats and
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personal vilification." Instead, the public campaign framed much ofthe

investigation itself as a witch hunt.

The organization of the letter is revealing. Contemporary reporting
described it as organized by AIDS activists who had worked closely with Fauci
in the 1990s. That history is important because the transformation of Fauci's
relationship with AIDS activists is one of the best-known episodes in modern
public health. Early in the epidemic, activists protested NIH and FDA
procedures they believed were too slow, exclusionary,and unresponsive to
dying patients. Over time, Fauci brought activists into scientific and clinical-
trial deliberations, and former adversaries became collaborators and, in some

cases, friends.

Names associated with that history appear prominently around the 2026
letter: Peter Staley, David Barr, Mark Harrington, Gregg Gonsalves, Mitchell
Warren, and others from the treatment-activist and HIV-policy world. Defend
Public Health, a volunteer network of researchers, health workers, and
advocates,had launched a campaign on July 14 calling on Congress to stop
what it described as witch hunts against Fauci, Francis Collins, Peter Hotez,
Ralph Baric, and other scientists. Its language closely anticipated the public

argument surrounding the later letter.

This provenance changes the meaning of the signatory count. The number is
still real, but it is not a random survey of scientists. It is the product of social
recruitment through networks that already existed. That observation is not a
criticism. Every petition is recruited. The relevant questions are who drafted it,
who circulated it, who was asked, who declined, and how far the recruitment

network extended beyond the organizers' existing communities.

The signers included distinguished scientists with no obvious reason to be
reduced to Fauci loyalists. Charles Rice is a Nobel laureate in virology. Pamela

Bjorkman is a major structural biologist. Paul Bieniasz is an influential
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virologist. Sean Whelan is a prominent molecular virologist. Angela Rasmussen
is a virologist and public communicator. Larry Corey is one of the most
consequential figures in HIV vaccine research. Kristian Andersen is central to

the COVID-origins literature itself.

That diversity prevents an easy dismissal. Yet the absences are equally
interesting. Richard Roberts did not appear on the published list, despite his
role in the 2020 intervention. David Baltimore did not appear. Nor did several
principal figures in the zoonotic-origin literature, including multiple coauthors
of Proximal Origin and later major market-origin papers. Ralph Baric, although
named as a scientist under attack in the associated public-health campaign,
was not among the signers in the published list examined for this book. Peter

Daszak was absent. Francis Collins was absent.

Absence cannot be overinterpreted. A person may not have been asked. A
person may have been unavailable. Aperson may support the letter's
principles but dislike its wording. A person may avoid petitions categorically. A
person may be under legal advice not to sign. But the pattern undermines a
simplistic theory that the letter was simply "the zoonosis camp" closing ranks.
Many of the people most strongly identified with zoonotic-origin arguments

were not there.

The center of gravity instead appears to be older: HIV/AIDS research,
treatment activism, public-health institutions, and the networks that grew
around NIAID over decades. COVID origins enters the letter through particular

bridge figures, especially Andersen, rather than defining the whole coalition.

The Senate hearing the next day intensified the symbolism. Fauci invoked
the Fifth Amendment repeatedly on advice of counsel. Chairman Rand Paul
argued that Fauci's previous pardon and testimony affected the validity of the
privilege and later pursued contempt proceedings. Ranking Member Gary

Peters argued that punishing invocation of constitutional rights would damage
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congressional oversight and due process. Even here, the same event produced
incompatible narratives: obstruction to one side, protection against self-

incrimination to the other.

The second letter therefore sits at the intersection of science and law. Itis a
defense of a scientist who had become a legal target. It is also a defense of an
institutional culture whose critics believed that ordinary mechanisms of
scientific self-correction had failed. That is why its rhetoric matters more than

its raw signature count.

Protecting a person versus protecting a system

Aletter can have multiple objects without its authors intending them all.
Defending Fauci personally also defends, indirectly, the legitimacy of the
system he led for nearly four decades. For HIVresearchers, that system
delivered transformative therapies, trial networks, and collaborations. For
critics of risky pathogen research, the same system can appear insular and

insufficiently accountable. Both perceptions can be grounded in real history.

The question is not whether one perception is wholly true and the other
wholly false. It is whether a mature institution can acknowledge both its
achievements and its governance failures without treating scrutiny as

persecution or scrutiny itself becoming persecution.
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Two Letters, Two Objects of Protection

— - )
2020 Roberts letter 2026 Fauci letter
Grant cancellation Subpoena / investigations
77 Nobel laureates 155+ mixed signers
Scientific autonomy Harassment + legitimacy
Protect the research Protect people / system
— _J — _J

Shared rhetoric: defense of science under political pressure

Figure 2. The letters share a defense-of-science rhetoric but protect different immediate objects.
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Chapter 4: Who Signed, Who Did Not

Open letters create an illusion of flatness. Apage of names presents each
signature in the same typography, as though every signer were an equivalent
unit. Network analysis restores dimensionality. Some signers are close to the
organizers. Some are close to Fauci. Some are major beneficiaries of NIAID
programs in the neutral sense that their laboratories or institutions received
research support. Some have pharmaceutical advisory roles. Some received
Gates Foundation funding. Some are principally activists. Some are central to
COVID-origins scholarship. Others have little obvious connection to any of

those categories.

The purpose of mapping these relationships is not to identify villains. It is to
ask whether the letter represents independent convergence or network
mobilization. In reality, it can be both. Independent people often converge

through networks because networks are how information and requests travel.

Kristian Andersen is a particularly informative node. He is a Scripps
Research professor whose laboratory studies genomic epidemiology and
emerging viruses. He led the Proximal Origin paper,remained an important
participant in later zoonotic-origin research, received NIAID-supported
funding, and by 2026 was also associated with Gates Foundation-supported
disease-surveillance work. His signature on the Fauci letter therefore connects
the old public-health coalition to the origins controversy more directly than the

signatures of most HIV activists or vaccine researchers.

Larry Corey represents a different bridge. Fred Hutch's own institutional
histories describe a relationship with Fauci extending back decades. At Fauci's
urging, Corey helped develop what became the HIV Vaccine Trials Network.
HVTN became one of the major infrastructures through which NIAID, academic

centers, community advocates, and vaccine developers interacted. During
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COVID, Corey was again recruited into a national vaccine-trial role. His
signature is therefore not primarily an origins-science signal. It is a signal from

the institutional history of NIAID-led vaccine research.

Emilio Emini provides another kind of connection. His career traversed
major pharmaceutical vaccine and antiviral programs, including leadership at
Merck and Wyeth/Pfizer, followed by senior leadership in the Gates
Foundation's HIV program and later the Gates Medical Research Institute.
When a person with that biography signs a letter defending Fauci, the relevant
fact is not that "pharma controls the letter." The relevant fact is that the
boundaries between pharmaceutical development, philanthropy, and global
HIVresearch are permeable by design. People move across them because the

work itselfis coordinated across sectors.

Pamela Bjorkman offers a useful control. Her HIVresearch received Gates
Foundation support,and she signed the 2026 letter. David Baltimore, also
associated with major Gates-supported HIVwork at Caltech, did not sign.
Therefore Gates funding alone cannot explain signing. The same is true of
NIAID funding. Robert Garry shared relevant NIH grant support within the
Proximal Origin context but was not on the letter. Institutional connection is a

variable, not a deterministic cause.

The pharma category likewise needs granularity. Kenneth Mayer has
disclosed scientific advisory roles and research relationships involving
companies such as Merck and Gilead. Raphael Landovitz has disclosed
consulting or advisory relationships with companies including Merck and ViiV.
Sharon Lewin has disclosed research support and advisory relationships
involving several HIV-focused companies. Carol Brosgart spent years inside
Gilead leadership. These are materially different relationships: employment,
consulting, scientific advisory work, honoraria, and institutional research

funding should never be collapsed into one binary label.
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Why does this matter? Because the phrase "for future dollars" can be
simultaneously too crude and directionally insightful. Scientists rarely receive
a check for signing a public letter. The incentive is more diffuse. Research
careers depend on stable institutions, collaborative networks, grants, clinical-
trial infrastructures, access to samples, philanthropic priorities, regulatory
relationships,and reputational credibility. A public-health ecosystem
threatened by political restructuring may create shared interests among people

who have never discussed money with one another.

This is the sociology of institutions rather than the psychology of bribery.
People defend systems that have enabled work they value. A scientist whose
career was built through NIAID-supported HIV trials may genuinely believe
that attacks on Fauci threaten the future of biomedical research. An activist
who watched Fauci transform AIDS policy may genuinely see him as a public-
health hero. Apharmaceutical adviser may genuinely believe that public-
private collaboration saved lives. Those beliefs can be sincere while also

aligning with institutional self-interest.

The non-signers are necessary controls. David Baltimore's absence matters
because he is both scientifically eminent and historically willing to voice
uncertainty about COVID origins. Richard Roberts's absence matters because he
had organized the earlier letter. Ralph Baric's absence matters because the
associated campaign explicitly named him as a target of political attack. Peter
Daszak's absence matters because the first letter concerned his grant. Francis
Collins's absence matters because he was Fauci's institutional superior through

much ofthe relevant period.

The Proximal Origin group is even more revealing. Of the five authors,
Andersen signed while Rambaut, Lipkin, Holmes, and Garry did not appear on
the published list examined here. Alarger 2021 review strongly favoring

zoonotic emergence included many origins researchers; only a minority appear
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among the Fauci-letter signatories. This weakens the claim that the letter was
simply a collective defense by scientists whose reputations depended on

Z00Nn 0sis.

Instead, the topology is layered. The organizing core is heavily connected to
HIV activism and Fauci's long institutional history. Around that core lies an
HIV/public-health research network. Around that is a broader set of virologists
and biomedical scientists. A smaller subset intersects directly with COVID
origins. Gates and pharmaceutical relationships cross-cut these layers rather

than defining them.

Independence is not isolation

A common mistake in conflict-of-interest analysis is to imagine that an
independent expertis an expert with no relationships. In highly specialized
fields, such a person may not exist. The more accomplished someone becomes,
the more likely that person has advised agencies, served on boards,
collaborated with industry, reviewed grants, and worked with other leaders in

the field.

The appropriate standard is disclosure and weighting, not purity. We should
ask whether relationships were disclosed, whether alternative expertise
existed, whether decision-making was diversified, and whether dissent could
be expressed without professional penalty. Those questions are more useful
than declaring a signer compromised because a foundation once funded a

laboratory.
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The Institutional Ecosystem: Relationships Are Not Proof of Misconduct
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Figure 3. The signatory analysis is best understood as an overlapping institutional ecosystem rather than

a single financial chain.

Table 1. Representative nodes used in the qualitative network analysis.

Person Principal documented edge(s) 2026 letter

Kristian Andersen COVID-origins authorship; NIAID-linked | Signed

funding; Gates-supported surveillance

Larry Corey Fauci/NIAID relationship; HVIN; public- | Signed

private vaccine networks

Emilio Emini Merck/Wyeth-Pfizer vaccine leadership; | Signed
Gates HIV leadership

Pamela Bjorkman Gates-supported HIVresearch Signed

David Baltimore Gates-supported HIVresearch; public Not found

origins commentary

Richard J. Roberts Organizer associated with 2020 Nobel Not found
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Person Principal documented edge(s) 2026 letter
letter
Ralph Baric Coronavirus research;named in DPH Not found
campaign
Edward Holmes / Andrew Rambaut/W. | Other Proximal Origin authors Not found
Ian Lipkin / Robert Garry

Interlude V: Conflict of Interest Without
Character Assassination

The phrase "conflict of interest" often functions as an accusation, but
technically it describes a condition. A conflict exists when a secondary interest
could influence, or reasonably appear to influence, professional judgment. The

existence of a conflict does not establish that influence occurred.

Biomedical journals recognize this by requiring disclosures. Aresearcher
can report consulting fees from a pharmaceutical company and still publish
valid work. The disclosure allows readers, editors, and reviewers to evaluate
the relationship. In some cases, the appropriate response is recusal; in others,

transparency is sufficient.

The Fauci-letter network needs the same discipline. A Gates grant is not the
same as Gates employment. Acompany-funded institutional trial is not the
same as personal consulting income. An unpaid advisory role is not the same as
stock ownership. A decades-old collaboration is not the same as a current

contract.
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For network analysis, these relationships should be represented as separate
edges with dates and direction. "Institution received Merck research support" is
one edge. "Investigator served on Merck advisory board" is another.
"Investigator was a Merck executive" is stronger still. Combining them into a

single "Big Pharma" label destroys information.

The same applies to government funding. Almost every prominent American
infectious-disease researcher has some relationship with NIH. The relevant
question is not whether NIH money exists but whether the specific funding
source creates a stake in the issue under dispute. A cancer grant unrelated to
coronavirus research should receive little weight in an origins analysis. A grant

supporting the exact research being investigated deserves more attention.

Controls are indispensable. If 70 percent of comparable HIVresearchers
have pharmaceutical relationships, finding the same proportion among signers
tells us little. If signers have significantly more multi-sector connections than

matched non-signers, the network hypothesis becomes stronger.

This is why public rhetoric tends to fail. It prefers dramatic individual

examples. Scientific analysis requires denominators.

A future quantitative study could construct a matched cohort by field, career
stage, institution type, publication count, and geography. Researchers could
then test whether Fauci-letter signing was associated with NIAID funding
intensity, Gates funding, pharma advisory roles, HIV-network membership, or
COVID-origin authorship. Such a study would not establish motive but could
demonstrate whether the petition drew disproportionately from particular

institutional structures.

Until that analysis is done, this book uses network examples qualitatively

and avoids pretending that a relationship coefficient has been measured.
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Evidence Hierarchy Used in This Book

Higher

confidence ‘ Primary records / validated specimens ’
[ Official records & attributable documents ]
[ Peer-reviewed scientific literature ]
l High-quality named-source journalism }
[ Open-source investigations ]
[ Official allegations without public evidence ]
y [ Anonymous intelligence claims ]

Lo@zer . L ]

confilence Rumor / social-media inference

Figure 4. Evidence classes used throughout this book; lower-confidence material may generate leads but

should not carry high-confidence conclusions.
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Chapter 5: Fauci's HIV World

To understand the second letter, one must understand why so many
HIV/AIDS activists and researchers would defend Anthony Fauci with unusual
intensity. The relationship was not born from obedience. It was forged through

conflict.

During the early AIDS crisis, activists confronted a biomedical establishment
they believed was moving too slowly while people died. Groups such as ACT UP
challenged clinical-trial design, drug approval, access criteria, and the
paternalism ofresearch institutions. Fauci was initially one of the faces of the
system they attacked. Demonstrators targeted NIH and Fauci personally. Over
time, however, Fauci did something institutionally unusual: he engaged the
activists, listened to technically informed criticism, and helped create

mechanisms for community participation in research deliberations.

This history became part of Fauci's public identity. Former antagonists
including Peter Staley, David Barr, Mark Harrington, and Gregg Gonsalves have
described relationships that evolved from confrontation into collaboration. For
many in the AIDS community, Fauci became evidence that activism could
penetrate bureaucracy and improve science. The emotional and political
meaning of that history is difficult to overstate. It was not a normal grant
relationship. It was a generational experience involving death, stigma, political

neglect, scientific urgency, and eventual therapeutic transformation.

When those activists saw Fauci attacked decades later, they did not
encounter a neutral bureaucrat newly introduced by COVID. They saw the
official with whom they had fought, negotiated, and worked through the worst
years of AIDS. That context makes the 2026 letter more understandable. It also
means the signatory network contains deep relational loyalty that cannot be

represented by grant databases alone.
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The HIVresearch system that emerged was itselfa remarkable hybrid.
NIAID funded large clinical-trial networks. Academic investigators designed
and ran studies. Community advisory structures brought patients and activists
into protocol discussions. Pharmaceutical firms supplied candidate drugs and
vaccines. Foundations financed complementary programs. International sites
extended trials across continents. Regulatory agencies evaluated products. The
system blurred traditional boundaries between government, university,

activism, and industry.

This architecture helped produce extraordinary achievements.
Antiretroviral therapy transformed HIV from a near-certain death sentence
into a manageable chronic infection for people with access to treatment.
Prevention strategies expanded from condoms and behavioral interventions to
pre-exposure prophylaxis and long-acting agents. The biomedical success of
HIVresearch created a powerful institutional lesson: public-private-community

collaboration works.

But success can generate blind spots. A system that has saved millions of
lives develops moral authority. Its leaders are not merely administrators; they
become symbols of competence against ignorance. Networks that survived the
AIDS crisis may interpret later political attacks through the template of earlier

battles, even when the scientific and governance questions are different.

COVID was not AIDS. The political constituency, transmission dynamics,
scale, timelines, and public-health interventions differed radically. Pathogen-
origin research also presents governance questions unlike those of
antiretroviral trials. Yet institutional memory travels. The same actors may
reuse the categories that previously served them: science versus denial, experts

versus ideologues, public health versus political interference.

This does not mean those categories are false. COVID produced enormous

amounts of misinformation. Scientists were threatened. Public-health agencies
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were politicized from multiple directions. But the AIDS template can create a
dangerous simplification if every challenge to a scientific authority is

interpreted as the moral equivalent of denialism.

The lesson is symmetrical. Critics of Fauci can also import misleading
templates. Seeing NIAID, Gates, pharmaceutical companies, and activists in the
same network can be recoded as evidence of a cartel. That ignores how
translational medicine actually works. HIVdrugs do not reach patients without
pharmaceutical manufacturing. Large trials require coordinated funding.

Community participation is not sinister because activists know agency officials.

The historically serious question is not whether the network should exist. It
is how a network with so much internal trust handles accusations about itself.
Institutions optimized for collaboration may be poorly optimized for
adversarial self-investigation. Long-standing relationships that enable rapid
response can also reduce social distance. People who have worked together for
decades may instinctively defend one another before examining every

allegation.

The 2026 letter can therefore be understood as an HIV-era institution
responding to a COVID-era threat. Its organizers knew Fauci through one of the
most successful public-health transformations of the late twentieth century.
Their loyalty was earned in that history. The analytical risk is that earned

loyalty in one domain can become transferred trust in another.

The paradox of trust

Science requires trust because no investigator can personally replicate every
fact on which modern medicine depends. But science also requires organized
distrust: replication, peer review, adversarial testing, disclosure, audit, and the
possibility that respected authorities are wrong. Institutions fail when

interpersonal trust overwhelms procedural distrust.
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The two letters sit on opposite sides of that paradox. They defend trust in
scientific institutions. The unresolved question is whether their authors gave
enough room to institutionalized skepticism about the specific matters under

dispute.
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Chapter 6: Larry Corey, HVIN, and the
Vaccine Establishment

Larry Corey is one of the most informative signatories because his career
illuminates the institutional architecture better than almost any accusation
could. He is a distinguished infectious-disease researcher and a central figure
in HIV vaccine science. His history with NIAID and Fauci spans decades. The
HIV Vaccine Trials Network, headquartered at Fred Hutch in Seattle, became a
major platform for evaluating vaccine candidates through collaborations
among federal agencies, academic centers, communities, and private

developers.

Fred Hutch histories describe Fauci as encouraging Corey to build the
network that became HVTN. The point is not that Fauci personally controlled
every study. The point is structural: NIAID funding, Fauci's strategic priorities,
Corey's scientific leadership,and Fred Hutch's infrastructure were intertwined
in the creation ofa durable national and international vaccine-development

system.

The STEP trial, HVTN 502, remains one of the most sobering episodes in that
history. The trial tested Merck's recombinant adenovirus type 5 HIV vaccine.
Vaccinations were halted in 2007 after interim analysis showed that the
vaccine did not prevent HIV infection and did not reduce viral load in
participants who became infected. More troublingly, subsequent analyses
identified a signal suggesting increased HIV acquisition among some
vaccinated men, particularly in subgroups defined by circumcision status and

pre-existing immunity to the AdS5 vector.

The vaccine could not itself give participants HIV. The concern was that

immune changes associated with the vector or vaccination might have altered
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susceptibility to infection after exposure. Follow-up analyses explored
behavioral and immunological explanations. The episode became an important
case study in the possibility that a biologically plausible vaccine strategy can

fail not merely by being ineffective but by producing an unexpected risk signal.

Calling STEP "disastrous" is emotionally understandable, but scientific
history benefits from precision. It was a failed efficacy trial with a serious and
unexpected safety concern, not evidence that the investigators intended harm
or ignored a known risk. The trial was stopped through the very monitoring
mechanisms designed to detect such problems. The research community then

spent years studying what had happened.

Why include STEP in a book about two letters? Because it demonstrates
what the vaccine establishment actually is: not an abstract lobbying category,
but a durable system of institutions that can survive major failure, learn,
redirect,and continue receiving public and private support. The same system
later tested other HIV vaccine strategies. Some failed for futility. The network
persisted because HIVremained a major unmet need and because failure is

normal in vaccine development.

The system also illustrates how public and private money combine. HVTN
studies involved NIAID, academic institutions, philanthropic funders including
the Gates Foundation,and pharmaceutical developers such as Merck, Janssen,
Sanofi, GSK, and others depending on the project. These relationships are not

hidden. They are the operating model of modern vaccine development.

The political problem appears when this collaborative model becomes an
object of public suspicion. To supporters, it is the only realistic way to move a
vaccine from concept through international trials. To critics, it looks like a
revolving ecosystem in which government officials direct funds, academic
investigators receive them, companies develop products, foundations reinforce

priorities, and the same people later advise one another.
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Both descriptions can be true at the same time. Anetwork can be socially
dense and scientifically productive. Density becomes a governance concern

when the network must evaluate allegations involving its own decisions.

Corey's signature on the 2026 Fauci letter should therefore be coded as a
strong long-term institutional relationship, not as evidence of improper quid
pro quo. He had reasons of history, science, and professional experience to see
attacks on Fauci as attacks on a system he helped build. Those reasons may also
reduce the independence of his perspective on whether criticism of that system
is justified. Independence here is not a moral character trait; it is a structural

position.

There is another reason Corey matters. When COVID arrived, the United
States rapidly created vaccine-testing infrastructure by adapting existing
networks rather than inventing them from scratch. This was rational.
Emergency response uses available capacity. But it also meant that the
pandemic reinforced the authority of the same HIV-vaccine establishment

whose leaders had decades-long relationships with NIAID.

The success of COVID vaccines against severe disease in the early pandemic
and the later political backlash over mandates, waning protection against
infection, adverse-event debates, and changing recommendations further
polarized perceptions of that establishment. For some scientists, the system had
delivered one of the fastest vaccine-development achievements in history. For
some citizens, the same system had overpromised, coerced, censored, or failed

to disclose uncertainty.

By 2026, those perceptions were irreconcilable enough that a letter
defending Fauci could be read either as courageous defense of public-health

professionals or as an industry-adjacent network defending its own legitimacy.
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The correct analytical response is not to choose the interpretation by
instinct. It is to document the network and then ask what evidence would

discriminate between them.

What would demonstrate improper influence?

Stronger evidence would include communications tying a signature to
expected funding, explicit pressure from employers or sponsors, promises of
grants or access, coordinated messaging designed to conceal known facts, or
undisclosed personal financial interests directly affected by the investigation.
In the absence of such evidence, the safer conclusion is institutional alignment

rather than corruption.

That distinction will recur throughout this book.

Case Study 5: The HIV Vaccine Trial System
After STEP

The STEP trial offers an opportunity to examine whether a major research

network can learn from failure without losing institutional legitimacy.

The Merck AdS5 candidate was scientifically plausible. Adenovirus vectors
could induce cell-mediated immune responses,and HIV vaccine researchers
had long sought strategies capable of controlling infection even if sterilizing
immunity proved difficult. HVTN 502 tested whether the vaccine would

prevent acquisition or reduce viral load.

The interim result was disappointing: no efficacy. The later acquisition
signal in some male subgroups was more alarming because it raised the

possibility that vaccination had increased susceptibility under certain
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conditions. Researchers examined vector immunity, circumcision, mucosal

immune activation, behavior,and other explanations.

Aless mature system might have hidden the result or blamed participants.
Instead, the trial was stopped, follow-up continued, results were published, and
subsequent vaccine strategies were modified. This is science functioning

through failure.

Yet the episode also demonstrates why public trust cannot depend on
success stories alone. Vaccine development contains uncertainty and risk. If
institutions communicate only triumphant narratives, a failure like STEP can
look like evidence that the entire enterprise is reckless. [f they communicate
that experimental medicine includes negative and adverse outcomes, the same

event can become evidence that monitoring systems work.

The relevance to COVID is not that the vaccines were biologically similar. It
is institutional. HVTN had already created relationships among NIAID, Fred
Hutch, academic sites, communities, pharmaceutical developers, and
international partners. Those relationships became reusable infrastructure

during later emergencies.

The continuity helps explain both admiration and suspicion. Insiders see
decades of accumulated capacity. Outsiders see the same organizations
repeatedly receiving money and authority despite failures. Both views are

incomplete without the other.

Larry Corey's signature on the Fauci letter is therefore best interpreted in
the context of an institutional system he helped build, a system that had
experienced both failure and success. He may reasonably regard attacks on
that system as dangerous. Critics may reasonably ask whether the same

closeness makes independent self-evaluation harder.
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Chapter 7: Gates, Pharma, and the
Problem of "Future Dollars"

Money enters discussions of science in two bad ways. One side pretends that
fundingis irrelevant because scientists are professionals. The other side treats
every grant or consulting relationship as proofthat a conclusion was

purchased. Both positions are inadequate.

Modern biomedical research is expensive. Laboratories require salaries,
equipment, reagents, sequencing, animal facilities, clinical sites, statisticians,
data systems, regulatory staff, and long follow-up periods. A vaccine trial can
span continents and involve thousands of participants. The resources have to
come from somewhere. In infectious disease, the principal sources include
government agencies, philanthropic foundations, universities, and

pharmaceutical or biotechnology companies.

The Gates Foundation became one of the most important private funders in
global health, particularly in HIV, tuberculosis, malaria, vaccines, and disease
surveillance. Its resources allowed investigators and institutions to pursue
programs at scales that ordinary academic grants could not always support.
That influence is neither automatically benevolent nor automatically corrupt. It

is power. And power should be mapped.

Several signatories of the 2026 Fauci letter have clear Gates connections.
Pamela Bjorkman's HIVresearch at Caltech received Gates support. Kristian
Andersen's infectious-disease surveillance work received Gates funding.
Mitchell Warren's organization, AVAC, received major Gates grants for HIV-
prevention advocacy. HIVresearch networks in which Larry Corey and others

played central roles participated in programs supported by Gates resources.

57



Protecting Science, Protecting the System

Emilio Eminiis particularly instructive because he is not merely a grant
recipient. His career moved through senior pharmaceutical vaccine and
antiviral leadership, including Merck and Wyeth/Pfizer, and then into
leadership of the Gates Foundation's HIV program. That path is not evidence of
a hidden scheme. It is evidence of the circulation of expertise among sectors. A
person who understands industrial vaccine development is precisely the kind
of person a global-health foundation might recruit. The same circulation,

nn

however, makes categorical distinctions such as "industry," "philanthropy," and

"academic science" less clear than they appear on organization charts.

Pharmaceutical relationships among signatories also vary. Some
investigators have served on scientific advisory boards. Some have consulted.
Some have received honoraria. Some institutions have received sponsored
research grants. Some investigators have led trials of products manufactured
by companies with which they have no personal financial relationship. Some
people have been corporate executives. These categories carry different

potential conflicts.

The phrase "future dollars" is therefore best translated into an institutional
question: do people have rational incentives to preserve the credibility and
continuity of a funding ecosystem from which they and their fields benefit? The
answer 1s obviously yes. But that answer is not an accusation. A university
president has an interest in stable federal research funding. A cancer
investigator has an interest in NIH appropriations. An HIV activist has an
interest in continued investment in prevention and cure research. A
pharmaceutical scientist has an interest in a regulatory environment that
permits product development. These interests can align with the public

interest.

Problems arise when aligned interests make a network resistant to scrutiny.

An ecosystem that regards criticism as an existential threat may close ranks
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before distinguishing legitimate oversight from political attack. The second
Fauci letter can be read in precisely this way: people who experienced the
existing public-health system as productive mobilized to protect it from actors

they regarded as hostile.

The appropriate response is not cynicism but institutional design. Conflicts
should be disclosed in standardized categories. Advisory bodies should include
technically competent members from outside the dominant funding network.
Data underlying high-stakes public claims should be made available when
possible. Grant-risk decisions should not be controlled solely by people who
have built careers promoting the research category under review.
Investigations should distinguish procedural violations from scientific

disagreement.

This framework also protects scientists from unfair insinuation. If disclosure
is systematic, a Gates grant ceases to be a rhetorical weapon and becomes one
variable among many. If consulting is distinguished from institutional research
support, the public can see that not all industry relationships are equivalent.

Transparency makes nuance possible.

Why network centrality matters more than a single grant

A person connected simultaneously to NIAID, a major HIVnetwork, Gates-
funded projects, pharmaceutical advisory work, and a public-health advocacy
organization occupies a different structural position from someone with one
historical grant. The first person is a multi-edge node. That does not make the
person dishonest. It means the person's professional world is deeply embedded

in the institutional system being defended.

The strongest version of a "future dollars" hypothesis would therefore
predict that multi-edge actors are disproportionately represented among

organizers and active public defenders, not merely among signers. Testing that

59



Protecting Science, Protecting the System

proposition requires a control group of comparable scientists who did not sign.
Without a control group, a dense network can look extraordinary even if it is

typical of the field.

This is why David Baltimore is useful as a negative control. He had major
Gates-supported HIV work yet did not sign the 2026 letter. Robert Garry was
part of the same origins paper and NIH-supported research environment as
Andersen yet did not sign. These counterexamples prevent funding from

becoming a monocausal explanation.

Money matters. But institutional loyalty, scientific worldview, political
identity, personal history, and reputational risk may matter just as much. The

task is to map all of them without pretending we can see inside a signer's mind.

Case Study 6: Gates Philanthropy and
Agenda-Setting Power

The Gates Foundation occupies a peculiar position in global health. It is
private, but its resources can rival those of public agencies in selected domains.
It can fund basic science, product development, advocacy, data systems, and
implementation programs across countries. Unlike a government, it does not
derive authority from elections. Unlike a company, it is not accountable to

shareholders seeking profit. Its legitimacy is philanthropic and technocratic.

This structure allows the Foundation to move quickly and concentrate
resources. It also gives a small governance structure significant agenda-setting
power. When the Foundation prioritizes a vaccine platform, disease-
surveillance network, or eradication campaign, universities and nonprofits

have rational incentives to align proposals with those priorities.
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Again, this is not evidence of corruption. Every funder sets priorities. NIH
study sections and congressional appropriations do the same. The issue is
concentration. [f multiple prestigious institutions depend on the same
foundation for major programs, the foundation's worldview can become

embedded in a field without explicit coercion.

The HIV ecosystem provides clear examples. Gates funding supported
vaccine research, prevention advocacy, product development, and institutions
across the same network in which NIAID and pharmaceutical companies
operated. Individuals such as Emilio Emini moved from industry into Gates

leadership, bringing expertise but also linking organizational cultures.

In the Fauci-letter analysis, Gates relationships should therefore be treated
as a cross-cutting edge, not a master explanation. Some signers had strong
Gates ties; many did not. Some prominent non-signers also had Gates support.
The meaningful question is whether Gates-linked organizations formed part of
the social infrastructure through which the public-health establishment

reproduced priorities and authority.

A mature democratic response would not seek to exclude philanthropic
money. It would increase transparency about agenda setting. Large
foundations could publish standardized databases linking grants to policy
advocacy, product partnerships, advisory roles, and evaluation metrics.
Researchers could disclose foundation relationships with the same specificity

used for pharmaceutical conflicts.

Philanthropy is often treated as morally cleaner than industry because it
does not distribute profits. But absence of profit does not mean absence of

power.
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Chapter 8: Andersen and the Origins
Bridge

Kristian Andersen's signature is disproportionately important because of
timing and role. He is not simply a virologist who admired Fauci. He is a
principal author of one of the most influential papers in the origins debate and
arecurring participant in congressional scrutiny of how the scientific narrative

formed in early 2020.

The Proximal Origin paper argued that the genomic features of SARS-CoV-2
did not support purposeful manipulation. Its reasoning centered on features of
the receptor-binding domain and furin cleavage site,among other
considerations. The paper did not prove the identity of an animal host, and its
text acknowledged limits on what could be proved or disproved. Yet in public
discourse it became a shorthand for a broader proposition: the virus was

natural and laboratory-origin concerns were scientifically disfavored.

The later release of emails and Slack messages complicated that simplified
public memory. Andersen and colleagues initially considered laboratory-
related possibilities and expressed uncertainty about unusual genomic
features. Scientific revision is not evidence of fraud. Indeed, changing one's
mind after analysis is a central feature of science. The contested question is
whether external social or institutional factors influenced how quickly and

confidently the public conclusion hardened.

Congressional investigators have argued that senior officials and scientists
coordinated to suppress a laboratory hypothesis. Andersen and his defenders
have rejected that characterization, emphasizing that the authors investigated

competing possibilities and changed their assessment as they examined
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evidence. The documentary record supports a narrower statement: early

private uncertainty was greater than many later public summaries implied.

That alone creates reputational stakes. When a scientist's paper becomes
part of a national political narrative, subsequent scrutiny is no longer an
ordinary dispute over a figure or statistical method. Questions about the paper
become questions about the scientist's integrity. That is precisely the
environment in which a letter condemning harassment can be both personally

relevant and institutionally consequential.

Andersen's current scientific position also matters. Scripps Research
continued to support his infectious-disease work, and in 2026 his group
remained involved in externally funded disease-surveillance programs,
including Gates-supported activity. There is no public indication that the
origins controversy removed him from the scientific establishment. His
signature therefore comes from inside a still-functioning research career, not

from someone institutionally exiled by the dispute.

The key comparison is with his coauthors. Andrew Rambaut, lan Lipkin,
Edward Holmes, and Robert Garry did not appear on the published 2026
signatory list examined for this book. Their absence does not tell us why
Andersen signed. It tells us that participation was not an automatic

consequence of authorship on Proximal Origin.

Similarly, many prominent proponents of zoonotic emergence were absent.
Michael Worobey, whose work has been central to arguments locating early
transmission around the Huanan market, did not appear. Jeremy Farrar,
involved in early origin discussions and later a coauthor ofa broad zoonotic-
origin review, did not appear. These absences make the letter a poor proxy for

"the zoonosis camp."

Andersen is therefore best understood as a bridge node: origins science

connects to a letter whose organizing spine appears to come from Fauci's older
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HIV/public-health network. The unanswered provenance question is how that
bridge was formed. Who invited Andersen? Did organizers recruit prominent
virologists individually? Did scientists recruit colleagues? Was there an
institutional mailing list? Did Defend Public Health coordinate the signatory

process or merely run a parallel campaign?

Those questions are not gossip. Recruitment history can distinguish
spontaneous consensus from network propagation. Ifa letter moves outward
from an activist core through personal relationships, that is one social
structure. If a group of origins scientists drafted substantive passages and then
sought activist support, that is another. The same final list could conceal very

different processes.

The danger of motive substitution

Because Andersen has reputational stakes in the origins debate, critics may
infer that he signed to protect himself. That inference is possible but not
established. He may also sincerely believe Fauciis being persecuted. He may
believe attacks on Proximal Origin have distorted the scientific process. He may

have multiple motives.

A rigorous book should therefore say only what the signature objectively
does: it publicly aligns a central origins scientist with a campaign defending
Fauciata moment when both were under renewed scrutiny. That is

historically meaningful without pretending to know the private reason.
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Interlude III: The Publication System and
Narrative Lock-In

The origin controversy also exposed how scientific publication can create
narrative lock-in. A high-profile paper is not merely a container for data. Once
published in a prestigious journal, it becomes a citation node used by
journalists, agencies, fact-checkers, policymakers, and social-media platforms

to classify claims as credible or discredited.

Proximal Origin achieved this role rapidly. Its authors were respected, its
venue was elite, and the question was urgent. The paper's nuanced argument
against purposeful manipulation became a public signal that laboratory-origin
discussion lacked scientific support. That signal propagated more broadly than

the exact claims of the paper.

This phenomenon is common in crisis science. Policymakers need answers
faster than science normally produces them. Asmallnumber of early
publications become coordination points. Subsequent research is interpreted
relative to them, and criticism can be perceived as destabilizing consensus

when public compliance depends on clear messages.

The danger is that an early paper can acquire governance authority it was
never designed to carry. Peer reviewers assess the manuscript in front of them.
They do not necessarily evaluate how agencies will quote it, how social
platforms will moderate discussion around it, or whether intelligence analysts

possess contradictory information.

Later document releases can then generate a legitimacy crisis. Private
scientific uncertainty is normal, but the public may interpret it as evidence that

the polished paper concealed doubts. The more confidently institutions used
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the paper as a boundary marker, the greater the backlash when earlier

uncertainty becomes visible.

The appropriate lesson is not that scientists should publish their unfiltered
brainstorming. Scientific collaboration requires room for provisional
speculation. The lesson is that institutions should avoid converting a paper into
an absolute political certificate. A publication can shift probabilities without

closing hypotheses.

The same applies to the market-origin literature. Spatial clustering,
environmental sampling, wildlife DNA, and phylogenetic analyses can make
zoonotic emergence more likely without producing an infected intermediate
animal or ruling out every laboratory scenario. Scientific language should

preserve that distinction even when political debate rewards certainty.

Narrative lock-in is also costly for dissenters. Once a position becomes
associated with scientific responsibility, raising alternatives can carry
reputational risk. Conversely, in communities convinced of institutional
corruption, endorsing a natural-origin interpretation can produce accusations
of complicity. Both environments reduce the quality of reasoning by attaching

social identity to hypotheses.

A resilient science culture should make it cheap to change one's mind. That
requires public norms in which revision is interpreted as learning rather than
betrayal. It also requires archival transparency so that changes can be

reconstructed without assuming the worst.
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Chapter 9: DEFUSEand the Dual-Use
Threshold

Project DEFUSE became one of the most consequential documents in the
origins debate because it demonstrates that sophisticated manipulation of
SARS-related coronaviruses was not merely imaginable before the pandemic. It
was proposed in writing within a research consortium seeking U.S. defense

funding.

EcoHealth Alliance submitted DEFUSE to DARPA in 2018 under a program
intended to prevent or mitigate emerging pathogenic threats. The proposal was
not funded. Among the proposed activities were experiments involving SARS-
related coronaviruses, spike proteins, and cleavage-site questions.
Congressional records later highlighted language proposing the introduction of

human-specific cleavage sites where relevant mismatches occurred.

The existence of the proposal does not establish that the proposed work was
subsequently performed. It does not establish that WIV carried out a particular
experiment. It does not identify a progenitor virus. It does not connect a
laboratory notebook to SARS-CoV-2. Those missing links are decisive ifone is

attempting to prove origin.

Yet DEFUSE is still historically important because it collapses one rhetorical
defense that appeared early in the pandemic: that certain classes of
manipulation were too implausible or technically exotic to merit consideration.
The proposal shows that researchers in the relevant network were thinking
concretely about experiments that could alter properties of SARS-related

viruses for stated preventive purposes.

This is the essence of dual-use science. The same experiment can be justified

as preparation against natural emergence and criticized as creating a hazard
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that would not otherwise exist. The intention may be defensive while the
capability is potentially dangerous. The disagreement is therefore not
necessarily over facts. It can be over the acceptable relationship between

knowledge and risk.

The post-2001 biodefense expansion made this tension structural. After the
anthrax attacks, the United States dramatically increased spending on research
involving potential biological threats. NIAID became a major component of that
effort, funding high-containment laboratories, vaccines, therapeutics,
diagnostics, and basic research on dangerous pathogens. Government,
universities, and private industry were deliberately connected because medical

countermeasures require all three.

This system complicates the old ideal of scientific autonomy. Research on an
obscure protein may reasonably be governed primarily by scientific peer
review. Research that can increase the transmissibility, host range, immune
escape, or pathogenic potential of an epidemic-capable agent implicates
additional values: national security, public consent, international stability,

accident risk, and intergenerational consequences.

Scientists are essential to judging technical risk, but they are not the only
legitimate stakeholders. A scientist who sees enormous knowledge value in an
experiment may rationally tolerate a risk that the public would reject if fully
informed. Conversely, politicians may exaggerate risk for ideological reasons or
ban useful research without understanding it. Governance must therefore be
neither purely technocratic nor purely political.

The United States repeatedly struggled to define the boundary. Terms such

nn nn

as "gain of function," "gain-of-function research of concern," "enhanced
potential pandemic pathogens," and, more recently, "dangerous gain-of-
function" reflect attempts to draw administrative lines around a continuum of

experiments. Each definition creates incentives at the boundary. An
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experiment may be scientifically similar to a regulated category while

technically falling outside its wording.

By July 2026, federal policy had shifted sharply. The government issued a
new policy explicitly prohibiting federal support for dangerous gain-of-
function research as defined by the policy and imposing broader restrictions
on high-risk life-sciences research and international work of concern.
Whatever one thinks of the policy's implementation, its existence is a tacit
acknowledgment that the prior governance framework did not command

durable political legitimacy.

This policy shift reframes the Roberts letter. In 2020, the Nobelists treated
termination of the EcoHealth grant as a dangerous intrusion into science. Six
years later, the federal government was explicitly reorganizing oversight of the
entire research category that had become controversial. That does not
retroactively vindicate every claim made by critics. It does show that "leave
peer-reviewed science alone" was never going to be a sufficient long-term

answer.

Biodefense is not bioweapons

The distinction must remain explicit. A biodefense program studies threats
in order to detect, prevent, or respond to them. A biological-weapons program
seeks offensive capability. Some tools and knowledge can overlap, which is
why the Biological Weapons Convention permits protective research while

prohibiting offensive development.

The public evidence reviewed here does not establish that SARS-CoV-2 was
developed as a biological weapon. The U.S. intelligence community's 2021
assessment explicitly rejected that conclusion. The dual-use problem is difficult

enough without inflating it into an allegation unsupported by public evidence.
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Why “Lab Leak” and “Bioweapon” Must Not Be Collapsed

Origin scenario Intent category

Natural zoonotic
spillover

No laboratory involvement

Laboratory accident

with naturally collected material Research / surveillance intent

Laboratory accident

with altered material Research / biodefense / medical intent

Deliberate biological

attack Offensive intent

Figure 5. Laboratory origin, experimental alteration, and biological-weapon intent are separate

propositions.
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Chapter 10: The Biodefense State

The phrase "biodefense state" is not meant to imply a secret unified
command. It describes a distributed institutional system that emerged from the
convergence of public health and national security after the late twentieth

century, especially after the 2001 anthrax attacks.

The United States had long maintained programs for biological defense, but
2001 changed scale and urgency. Anthrax letters killed five people, infected
others, disrupted Congress and the postal system,and demonstrated how small
quantities of biological material could generate national panic. Federal
spending expanded dramatically. High-containment laboratories were built or
upgraded. Stockpiles, diagnostics, vaccines, and therapeutics became security
priorities. Research agencies acquired roles that were simultaneously medical

and strategic.

NIAID's portfolio expanded in this environment. The institute supported
regional and national biocontainment laboratories, centers for biodefense
research,and programs aimed at pathogens considered potential agents of
bioterrorism. Partnerships connected federal funding to universities and

private firms capable of producing countermeasures.

This structure explains why Anthony Fauci's career cannot be understood
solely through the image of a physician speaking at a public-health podium. As
NIAID director, he participated in an institutional world concerned with
naturally emerging disease and deliberate biological threats. Those missions
overlap scientifically. A vaccine against a dangerous pathogen can protect
against both a natural outbreak and an attack. Asurveillance system can detect
both. Alaboratory method for characterizing virulence can help anticipate

both.
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The intelligence community has similar reasons to care about biological
science. It must assess foreign capabilities, accidents, outbreaks, and intentions.
During COVID, intelligence agencies therefore became participants in a
controversy that scientists sometimes spoke about as though it were exclusively

virological.

This creates an epistemic problem. Intelligence and science use different
evidence cultures. Science privileges reproducibility, publication, explicit
methods, and peer criticism. Intelligence often relies on sources and methods
that cannot be disclosed, assigns confidence levels,and may use incomplete
information under time pressure. A scientist shown classified intelligence
cannot cite it in a paper. An intelligence analyst may know a laboratory-related

fact that cannot be independently verified by the scientific community.

When these systems interact, public narratives can become asymmetric.
Officials may say that available scientific evidence favors one conclusion while
withholding intelligence relevant to another. Critics may interpret classification
as proof of concealment. In reality, classification can conceal decisive evidence,

weak evidence, or merely sensitive collection methods.

The biodefense state also complicates conflict-of-interest analysis. If an
agency funded pathogen research because that research served national-
security objectives, then later investigates whether a pathogen escaped from
research in the same general ecosystem, the agency possesses both expertise
and institutional exposure. Removing all knowledgeable officials may be

impossible. Failing to create independent review may be equally problematic.

The solution is governance architecture: independent technical panels with
access to classified material; conflict disclosure; separation between program
managers and investigators; auditable records; mandatory incident reporting;
international standards for high-risk experiments; and post-event mechanisms

that do not depend on the goodwill of the institutions under scrutiny.
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The COVID origins controversy revealed how little of this architecture the
public could see. Instead, citizens encountered dueling authority claims. One
camp said trust the experts. Another said the experts had funded the work.
Intelligence agencies disagreed. Congressional committees divided along
partisan lines. Scientists accused politicians of harassment; politicians accused

scientists of concealment.

The two open letters should be read against this background. The Roberts
letter defended scientific autonomy as though the principal threat came from
politics. The Fauci letter defended scientists as though the principal threat
came from political persecution. The biodefense state introduces a third
possibility: political oversight may be necessary precisely because some
scientific work has national-security consequences, but the oversight itself

must be protected against partisan abuse.

That is a harder position to fit on a petition.

Interlude IV: How to Read a
Declassification

Declassification is often treated as revelation. A document marked SECRET
becomes public,and readers assume the hidden truth has arrived. In reality,
declassification is an editorial process. Agencies choose which documents to
review, which passages to redact, which context to provide, and which release

to publicize.

A declassified document can be authentic and still produce a misleading
impression if selected from a larger record. A sentence can represent one

analyst's speculation rather than a community judgment. An intelligence report
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can contain raw reporting that was never validated. Confidence labels matter.

So do dates: an early assessment may be superseded by later information.

The 2021 intelligence assessment on COVID origins is relatively clear about
these distinctions. It described agency disagreement, confidence levels, and the
judgment that SARS-CoV-2 was not developed as a biological weapon. The 2026
ODNI releases adopted a more prosecutorial tone and made stronger causal

and institutional allegations.

A historian should not choose between them based on which administration
he prefers. He should ask what changed in the underlying evidence, which
analysts endorsed the new conclusions, whether prior agencies revised their
positions, and whether newly released documents directly establish causation

or merely support a different interpretation.

The same caution applies internationally. Russian military briefings can
contain authentic Ukrainian or U.S. documents. The documents may establish
that a project existed without establishing the military purpose Russia
attributes to it. Chinese releases may accurately quote U.S. officials while
embedding the quote in a false origin narrative. Intelligence is frequently a

mixture of fact and framing.

Auseful reading protocol has five steps. First, identify the document's
producer and date. Second, distinguish raw information from analytic
judgment. Third, identify confidence language and dissent. Fourth, compare the
document with earlier and later assessments. Fifth, seek the underlying

evidence that would allow an outsider to reproduce the inference.

If step five is impossible because sources and methods remain classified, the
conclusion should remain confidence-weighted. The correct sentence is not
"the government proved X" but "the government assessed X, based partly on

evidence not publicly available."
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This linguistic discipline can sound tedious. It is precisely what prevents an

intelligence narrative from becoming a scientific fact by repetition.
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Chapter 11: Ukraine's Laboratories and

the Russian Case

The debate over biological laboratories in Ukraine is a useful case study
because it demonstrates how a set of documented facts can support radically

different narratives.

The United States did fund biological threat-reduction activities in Ukraine.
This is not a Russian invention. The Department of Defense's Cooperative
Threat Reduction program worked with Ukrainian institutions after the
collapse of the Soviet Union and later through the Biological Threat Reduction
Program. A 2022 Department of Defense fact sheet stated that the United States
had invested approximately $200 million in Ukraine since 2005 and supported

46 Ukrainian laboratories, health facilities, and diagnostic sites.

The stated purposes included securing dangerous pathogens, improving
disease surveillance, strengthening laboratory capacity, and reducing
proliferation risk associated with the biological legacy of the Soviet Union. The
Department emphasized that the facilities were owned and operated by
Ukraine and denied that the program conducted biological-weapons or gain-of-

function research.

Russia interpreted many of the same relationships differently. After its 2022
invasion of Ukraine, Russian officials presented documents and allegations
concerning U.S.-funded projects, pathogen collections, migratory birds, bats,
human serum samples,and emergency destruction of biological materials.
Moscow argued that these activities showed a U.S.-directed military-biological

program operating near Russia's borders.

Some Russian claims were built around real project names and real

institutions. That gave the broader narrative an evidentiary foothold. For
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example, Ukrainian laboratories did possess pathogen samples; wartime
instructions did call for safe disposal of certain materials; DTRA did fund
biological work; disease-surveillance projects did involve animals and
pathogens. The inferential leap was from these facts to an offensive biological-

weapons program.

That leap has not been established by the public evidence reviewed here.
The United Nations disarmament apparatus repeatedly stated that it was not
aware of biological-weapons programs in Ukraine. Russia invoked mechanisms
under the Biological Weapons Convention and later submitted a formal
complaint to the Security Council seeking an investigative commission. A
Russian draft resolution received support from Russia and China, opposition
from the United States, United Kingdom, and France, and abstentions from the

other ten members; it failed to pass.

This outcome is frequently oversimplified. It is inaccurate to say that a UN
investigation proved the Russian allegations false, because the proposed
investigation was not established. It is also inaccurate to say that refusal to
create the commission proved the allegations true. The event demonstrates
political division and the weakness of existing international mechanisms for

resolving contested dual-use allegations during war.

The Ukraine case also exposes a language problem. "Biolab" is not a
meaningful accusation by itself. Hospitals, universities, public-health
departments, agricultural agencies, and military facilities all operate biological
laboratories. "U.S.-funded" similarly covers everything from equipment grants
to tightly managed programs. The relevant questions concern ownership,
command, research objectives, pathogens, experimental methods, biosafety,

reporting, and military purpose.

Russian information operations have exploited ambiguity around these

categories, but Western messaging sometimes contributed to mistrust by
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reacting as though acknowledgment of U.S. biological funding would concede
the weapons allegation. The more durable approach is to concede documented

facts early and contest unsupported inferences explicitly.

This becomes especially important when later disclosures alter the

information environment.

The lesson for origins analysis

The Ukraine dispute is not evidence for any particular SARS-CoV-2 origin. It
is evidence about how biodefense systems are narrated. The same laboratory
can be described by one side as a public-health capacity-building site and by
another as part of a military-biological network. Both descriptions may
reference real funding and real pathogens while assigning radically different
intent.

COVID origins suffers from the same problem. Terms such as "gain of

function," "biodefense," "surveillance," and "weapon" are often treated as
mutually exclusive labels when in practice technologies can be dualuse and
institutions can have multiple missions.

Table 2. Ukraine biolab claims: documented substrate versus disputed inference.

Issue Documented public record Stronger allegation /status
U.S. support DoD acknowledged BTRP support for 46 | Support itself does not establish
Ukrainian labs, health facilities and offensive weapons activity.

diagnostic sites.

Dangerous pathogens Threat-reduction programs necessarily Russia alleged military-biological intent;

dealt with pathogen security and disease | not established by public evidence

surveillance. reviewed here.
Sample disposal in 2022 Ukraine ordered secure disposal of some | Russia portrayed destruction as
samples after invasion; DoD described concealment; inference disputed.

this as a safety measure.

BWCprocess Russia filed formal allegations and Commission was not created; no UN
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Issue Documented public record Stronger allegation /status

sought a Security Council commission. investigation adjudicated the claim.

Case Study 7: The Biological Weapons
Convention Verification Gap

The Biological Weapons Convention prohibits development, production,
acquisition, and stockpiling of biological and toxin weapons. It is one of the
foundational international agreements governing biological warfare. Yet
compared with nuclear safeguards or the Chemical Weapons Convention, its

verification machinery is weak.

That weakness became visible in the Ukraine dispute. Russia invoked
convention procedures and sought a Security Council investigation. UN officials
stated that they were not aware of biological-weapons programs in Ukraine but
also lacked an independent standing inspection apparatus capable of simply
entering disputed facilities and producing a technically authoritative public

report.

The result was predictable. Russia interpreted unanswered questions and
refusal to establish its proposed commission as evidence of concealment.
Western governments treated Russian allegations as disinformation. Neutral or
nonaligned states often abstained rather than endorse either narrative. The

institutional mechanism did not resolve the factual dispute.

This is dangerous in an era of synthetic biology. The distinction between a

public-health laboratory and a military-relevant facility may depend on specific
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experiments, intent, scale, and hidden programs rather than on visible
equipment. Sequencers, fermenters, animal facilities, and aerosol instruments

can have peaceful uses.

An international verification regime would therefore need more than a list
of prohibited machines. It would need declarations of high-risk work, challenge
inspections, sample access, protection of proprietary information, and
procedures for handling national-security material. Designing such a system is

difficult, but the alternative is a permanent propaganda vacuum.

The COVID origins controversy adds urgency. [fthe world cannot
independently investigate a suspected accidental release from a high-risk
laboratory, states will have incentives to conceal incidents and adversaries will
have incentives to manufacture allegations. Both outcomes undermine

biological security.

The two letters are domestic American documents, but the governance
failure they reveal is international. Scientific autonomy cannot resolve disputes
between sovereign states. Neither can congressional subpoenas. Apandemic-
scale biological incident requires institutions capable of crossing borders with

legitimate technical authority.
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Chapter 12: The Gabbard Disclosures and
the Problem of Government Claim s

In June 2026, outgoing Director of National Intelligence Tulsi Gabbard
released material that dramatically changed the public rhetoric surrounding
overseas U.S.-funded biological laboratories. The Office of the Director of
National Intelligence stated that the U.S. government had funded more than
120 biological laboratories in more than 30 countries, including facilities in
Ukraine. The release further asserted that some overseas laboratories had
worked with hazardous pathogens and, in some cases, dangerous gain-of-

function research.

The disclosure was politically explosive because years earlier many public
discussions had treated broad claims about "U.S. biolabs" as Russian
disinformation. The new ODNI language made it impossible to maintain the
simplistic position that overseas U.S.-funded biological laboratories did not

exist. They plainly did.

But the release also illustrates why an official statement must be interpreted
carefully. A government press release is a primary source for what the
government says. It is not self-authenticating proof of every allegation inside it.
Gabbard's ODNI used accusatory language toward previous officials and
presented the newly declassified material within the current administration's

policy campaign against dangerous gain-of-function research.

A second ODNI release on June 18 went further, asserting that Fauci-funded
Wuhan research sparked COVID and accusing Fauci of manipulating
intelligence. Those are enormously consequential claims. They came from the
office responsible for coordinating U.S. intelligence, but they also represented a

sharp departure from earlier declassified intelligence assessments that had
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described both natural and laboratory origins as plausible and rejected

development of SARS-CoV-2 as a biological weapon.

The correct response is neither automatic acceptance nor automatic
dismissal. The 2026 releases should be preserved as part of the official record,
and the underlying declassified documents should be examined individually.
Claims should be separated into categories: what the documents directly
establish; what ODNI infers; what remains contested by prior assessments or

outside analysis.

This discipline 1s particularly important because authority can reverse. In
one administration, an intelligence agency may label a narrative foreign
disinformation. In another, the same agency may release documents that
partially validate the factual substrate while advancing new allegations of its
own. If citizens simply "trust the intelligence community," they face the
question: which intelligence community, at which date, under which

leadership?

The same is true of science agencies. Institutional authority is not static. NIH
in 2026 adopted a substantially more restrictive framework for dangerous gain-
of-function research than the framework under which earlier coronavirus
research had been funded. A later policy change does not prove an earlier
experiment caused a pandemic, but it can reveal that the institutional risk

tolerance has changed.

Gabbard's timing also gives the episode symbolic force. She had announced
her resignation effective June 30,2026. Her biological-laboratory release came
June 12, followed by the Fauci-focused release on June 18. To observers already
suspicious of suppressed national-security information, the sequence looked
like a departing official placing contested material into the public record before

leaving office.

82



Protecting Science, Protecting the System

That interpretation remains an interpretation. Her stated reason for
resigning was a serious family medical matter. There is no need to invent a
hidden motive to recognize that the disclosures became part of the same
background of institutional conflict in which the second Fauci letter appeared

only weeks later.

By July 28, therefore, signatories defending Fauci were not acting in the
information environment of 2020. They were acting after the sitting
intelligence leadership had publicly accused Fauci of responsibility for
dangerous research and alleged intelligence manipulation. The letter's choice
to characterize accusations as baseless was consequently a much more

substantive intervention than a generic appeal against harassment.

This is one reason the second letter can be perceived as "protecting the
system." It confronted not merely bloggers or congressional critics but a
competing apparatus of government claiming to possess declassified evidence.
That does not make the government's allegations true. It means the conflict had

become institutional warfare inside the state itself.

When institutions accuse institutions

At this point, appeals to authority become circular. NIH can cite scientific
review. ODNI can cite classified holdings. Congress can cite subpoenaed
records. WHO can cite published evidence. DRASTIC can cite open-source
anomalies. Russia can cite documents submitted under the Biological Weapons
Convention. Each source has access to some information and incentives that

shape its interpretation.

The historical method must therefore move from "who says it?" to "what

exactly is the underlying evidence,and what inference does it justify?"

That method is slower than political argument. It is also the only method

likely to survive the next declassification.
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Case Study 8: The 2026 Policy Reversal

The United States government's 2026 policy for stopping high-risk life-
sciences research represents a major shift in the official framing of dangerous
biological experiments. The policy explicitly prohibits federal support for
defined dangerous gain-of-function research and creates a category of

international research of concern.

Whatever the future scientific evaluation of the policy, its political meaning
isunmistakable. The government no longer accepts the proposition that
existing peer review and prior oversight mechanisms are sufficient for the

highest-risk research.

This shift complicates retrospective arguments. Critics of Fauci and NIH may
treat the new policy as proofthat earlier research was reckless. That inference
is too strong. Regulatory standards often evolve after new experience without
proving that past conduct violated the rules then in effect. Supporters of the old
system may treat the policy as purely ideological. That also ignores the genuine

governance problems revealed by the pandemic.

The more interesting question is why durable bipartisan legitimacy was lost.
If high-risk research oversight had been transparent, independently reviewed,
and publicly explainable before 2020, the post-pandemic backlash might have
been less severe. Instead, debates over definitions and records created the
impression that experts were deciding both what risks to take and what the

public was allowed to know about those risks.

NIH Director Jay Bhattacharya framed the 2026 policy as a transparency and
accountability reform. The administration's broader rhetoric was often

accusatory, but the policy itself addresses a real institutional design problem:
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research whose failure could affect millions cannot be governed as though the

only stakeholders are investigators and funders.

The policy also changes the context of the Fauci letter because both events
occurred on July 28,2026. On the same day that a coalition defended Fauci and
scientists from political attack, the government announced a new framework
declaring categories of biological research sufficiently dangerous to prohibit

federal support.

That coincidence captures the book's central tension. One side saw an
assault on science. The other saw overdue protection ofthe public from
science. A functioning governance system must be able to acknowledge both

risks at once.
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Chapter 13: DRASTICand the Open-Source
Counter-Institution

The COVID-origins debate generated an unusual form of scientific
opposition: a distributed network of independent researchers,anonymous
participants, technically trained outsiders, and citizen investigators who
worked outside conventional academic channels. DRASTIC - the Decentralized
Radical Autonomous Search Team Investigating COVID-19 -became the best-

known example.

The importance of DRASTICis not that every claim it made was correct. Its
importance is that it demonstrated that consequential research questions could
be investigated with open-source methods by people lacking ordinary
institutional credentials or affiliations. Members searched archived websites,
grant records, theses, Chinese databases, maps, conference materials,
laboratory publications, social-media posts,and cached documents. Their work
helped draw attention to the WIV databases that went offline, Project DEFUSE,
biosafety questions, and other topics later discussed by journalists and

congressional investigators.

This created a challenge to the normal hierarchy of expertise. In ordinary
science, credibility travels through institutions: university affiliation, peer-
reviewed publication, grants, citations, invited talks, and professional
reputation. DRASTIC inverted that order. Its investigators often used
pseudonyms. Their authority depended on the documents they could produce

and the quality of their inference rather than on credentials visible to readers.

"The October Surprise in Wuhan," published on ResearchGate in 2021 by
William "Billy Bostickson," Gilles Demaneuf, and Yvette Ghannam, exemplifies

the strengths and weaknesses of this model. The report assembled claims and
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anomalies suggesting that SARS-CoV-2 or a progenitor may have circulated in
Wuhan in autumn 2019, with particular attention to the October Military
World Games. It combined press reports, athlete illness accounts,
epidemiological speculation, leaked materials, open-source intelligence, and

analysis of timelines.

The document is still publicly available on ResearchGate as 0f2026,and
Bostickson's profile remains active with a substantial cumulative readership.
That persistence is itself historically interesting because origins research was
frequently described by participants as censored or marginalized.
ResearchGate gave the report a form of durable quasi-academic existence even

though it was a preprint and many ofits claims remained contested.

The report should not be treated as a peer-reviewed epidemiological
demonstration. It combines evidence of varying quality, and some early-
pandemic retrospective illness claims are especially vulnerable to recall bias
and false attribution. The Military World Games involved thousands of people
during respiratory-virus season; reports of illness are therefore not diagnostic
of SARS-CoV-2. Serological and retrospective testing claims require careful

validation.

Yet the report also performs an archival function. It preserves anomalies
that might otherwise disappear from the narrative. Open-source investigators
are often valuable precisely because they ask questions institutions do not
prioritize. Their weakness is the absence of the formal quality controls that, at

their best, professional science provides.

DRASTIC therefore belongs in this book as a counter-institution. The Roberts
and Fauci letters represent establishment solidarity. DRASTICrepresents a
challenge from outside the establishment, using the internet to assemble
evidence faster than traditional publication cycles. The conflict between the

two models is part of the COVID-origins war.
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The risk is mirror-image certainty. Institutional scientists can dismiss
outsiders because they lack credentials. Outsiders can interpret every
institutional correction as censorship and every ambiguity as evidence of
concealment. Both cultures need adversarial standards. A DRASTIC claim
should survive source verification, not merely distrust of NIH. An NIH claim

should survive documentary scrutiny, not merely respect for credentials.

Pseudonyms and provenance

Pseudonymous research introduces an additional problem. A pseudonym
can protect a whistleblower or investigator from retaliation. It can also conceal
conflicts, state affiliations, or fabricated credentials. Without independent
evidence, intelligence-service attributions to pseudonymous researchers should

remain hypotheses, not facts.

This is especially important in a field saturated with state information
operations. The correct response to an unknown identity is not to assume
innocence or guilt. It is to lower confidence in claims that depend on the
person's authority and raise confidence in claims whose underlying documents

can be independently verified.
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Chapter 14: Wuhan Military Games and
Competing Intelligence Narratives

The Seventh CISM Military World Games, held in Wuhan in October 2019,
became a recurring object in competing origin narratives because its timing
was close to the estimated window in which SARS-CoV-2 may have begun
circulating. Athletes from many countries gathered in one city and then
dispersed globally. If transmission had already begun, the event could
theoretically have amplified spread. If a state actor wished to construct a
deliberate-release narrative, the same gathering provides an obvious strategic

setting.

These possibilities have produced mutually contradictory stories. Some
accounts emphasize reports that athletes became ill during or after the games
and suggest early Wuhan circulation. Chinese officials and media at various
times amplified suggestions that U.S. military participants may have introduced
the virus. Other commentators have proposed Chinese laboratory or military
scenarios. Still others treat the games as an epidemiological coincidence onto

which later suspicions were projected.

Retired Indian Major General G. D. Bakshiincorporated the Wuhan Military
Games into his 2021 fictional scenario "Thunder Dragon: The Covid Strike." The
work is explicitly a war-game or scenario-generation exercise rather than a
scientific report. [ts imagined narrative treats China as the potential actor and
includes the Military Games in the sequence leading toward "Patient Zero."
That demonstrates that military strategists recognized the event as narratively
significant, but fiction cannot be used as evidence that intelligence supported

the scenario.
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The broader lesson is about scenario construction. Intelligence and military
planning routinely ask "what if?" questions that science avoids because they
are not yet empirically testable. Aplanner may explore deliberate release,
deception, attribution confusion, or strategic exploitation even when the
probability is low. Once such scenarios enter public discourse, however,

readers can mistake possibility analysis for factual disclosure.

This is why claims from retired officials deserve careful categorization. A
named former official recounting a story can be historically important without
being independently verifiable. The credibility of the person may raise interest,
but intelligence claims are often specifically designed to be difficult to
corroborate. Sources may know only fragments; they may repeat
compartmented rumors;they may deliberately influence the listener; or they

may accurately reveal something that remains classified for decades.

A responsible account records such material without allowing it to carry the
thesis. If future declassification validates it, the record will show that the claim
existed earlier. If not, the book has not converted an unverified account into

history.

The Military Games therefore belong to the "undercurrent" category:
relevant to the information environment, insufficient as a foundation. Their
persistence helps explain why public certainty about origin is difficult to
restore. When every major power can construct a plausible strategic narrative
around the same event,the absence of decisive evidence becomes a geopolitical

resource.

Confusion as strategy

In conventional warfare, deception is expected. In biological incidents,
attribution is inherently difficult because pathogens replicate, mutate, travel

through people,and can emerge naturally. That makes biological events
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especially vulnerable to strategic ambiguity. A state does not need to prove an
alternative story to weaken confidence in an adversary's story. [t may only

need to keep several possibilities alive.

For historians, the response must be the opposite: label uncertainty rather

than exploit it.
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Chapter 15: Dilyana, Ukraine, and the
Archive of Suspicion

Bulgarian journalist Dilyana Gaytandzhieva published investigations
alleging that U.S.-supported biological programs in countries including Georgia
and Ukraine had more military significance than official descriptions admitted.
Her work circulated contracts, procurement records, diplomatic materials, and
claims about DTRA-supported laboratories well before the 2022 invasion made

"Ukraine biolabs" a global propaganda phrase.

The existence of authentic documents in such investigations creates a
recurring forensic problem. A collection can contain genuine contracts,
accurate names, questionable inference, altered documents, and material of
uncertain provenance at the same time. Intelligence operations often exploit
precisely this mixture because authentic material can lend credibility to

unsupported additions.

Analysts who dismiss the entire archive because Russian narratives later
adopted similar claims risk discarding genuine evidence. Analysts who accept
the entire archive because some documents are authentic risk laundering
disinformation through truth. The correct unit of analysis is the individual

document and the chain of custody.

Ukraine is especially difficult because it inherited scientific institutions from
the Soviet system, including expertise relevant to biological defense and
weapons. Cooperative Threat Reduction programs were designed in part to
prevent proliferation of former Soviet materials and expertise. A laboratory
can therefore have a genuine connection to the history of biological weapons
while being used for peaceful purposes in the present. That historical

continuity makes sensational language easy to generate.
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Gaytandzhieva's material is useful in this book not as proofofa U.S.
weapons program but as evidence that questions about overseas biological
infrastructure predated the full-scale war and later official disclosures. It shows

that a shadow archive existed outside mainstream public-health narratives.

The June 2026 ODNI disclosure changed the rhetorical landscape because it
officially acknowledged a large overseas network of U.S.-funded biological
laboratories. That acknowledgment does not validate all earlier allegations. It
does make blanket denials less credible and underscores the need for precise

language.

The larger issue is democratic visibility. Programs may have legitimate
national-security reasons for withholding operational details. Yet sustained
secrecy around dual-use biology creates a trust deficit. When later disclosures
reveal a larger infrastructure than citizens knew existed, even legitimate
programs become vulnerable to the interpretation that earlier reassurance was

deception.

The two letters therefore sit within an information environment shaped by
partial disclosure. Scientists defending institutions may know that sensational
claims are false while citizens know that some previously dismissed facts later
proved real. Trust cannot be repaired by demanding more trust. [t requires

auditable distinctions between fact, inference, and classified unknowns.
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Chapter 16: Protecting Science or

Protecting the System ?

We can now return to the central comparison.

The Roberts letter 0f 2020 is best understood as a defense of a procedural
ideal. Political power appeared to intervene directly in a peer-reviewed grant.
Nobel laureates used prestige to defend the autonomy of scientific funding.
Their intervention was principled in form and arguably naive in scope because
it treated the grant primarily as an ordinary object of science rather than as
part of a high-risk, internationally networked research domain with dual-use

implications.

The Fauci letter of 2026 is broader. Its organizers came from a community
with long personal and institutional ties to Fauci. Its signers included scientists
embedded in NIAID-supported networks, Gates-funded global health,
pharmaceutical collaborations, and COVID-origins research. The letter
condemned harassment but also made substantive claims about the legitimacy

of investigations and accusations.

That is why "protecting the system" is a useful description, provided it is not
used as a synonym for corruption. Systems deserve protection when they are
valuable. The NIH system funds enormous quantities of beneficial research.
The HIV clinical-trial system helped transform a lethal epidemic.
Pharmaceutical companies manufacture products that academic laboratories
cannot. Philanthropic foundations can fund neglected diseases and
infrastructure. Public-health agencies coordinate responses no individual

scientist could mount.

A system can be worth protecting and still require investigation.
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The danger arises when defenders treat those propositions as contradictory.
If criticism is defined as anti-science, then the institution becomes epistemically
privileged: only insiders can judge it, and outsiders are suspect by definition. If
defense is defined as corruption, critics create an equally closed worldview in

which every rebuttal confirms the conspiracy.

The two letters illustrate these reciprocal traps. The Roberts letter risks
converting political interference into the only relevant issue. The Fauci letter
risks converting legal and scientific scrutiny into persecution. Critics risk
converting every professional relationship into a conflict and every conflict

into proof of bad faith.

A better standard asks whether the institution can tolerate adversarial
examination without losing its capacity to function. Aviation safety offers a
useful analogy. Investigating an aircraft accident is not an attack on aviation. It
is part of the system that makes aviation trustworthy. Investigators separate
operational responsibility from safety learning, preserve evidence, examine
human factors, and publish findings. A laboratory-associated pandemic, if one

ever occurred, would require an analogous institutional culture.

Biomedical research has no equally mature global accident-investigation
regime. Laboratories are embedded in sovereign states. National-security
agencies may classify evidence. Funding agencies may have reputational
exposure. Journals may have published disputed work. Researchers may fear
criminal liability. In that environment, open letters become substitutes for

trusted procedure.

The deepest criticism of both letters is therefore institutional: they are
symptoms of a governance vacuum. Scientists should not have to defend
research autonomy through prestige petitions because grant cancellation
should follow transparent rules. Fauci should not have to be defended from

harassment through activist mobilization because legitimate oversight should
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be distinguishable from political punishment. Critics should not have to rely on
pseudonymous open-source collectives because high-risk research should leave

auditable public records.

The letters survive because the systems around them did not resolve the

underlying dispute.

Interlude VI: The Missing Counterfactual

One ofthe best ways to test a political interpretation is to imagine the same

institutional principle under reversed partisan conditions.

Suppose a Democratic president publicly ordered NIH to terminate a grant
because the research was associated with an institution politically disliked by
the administration. Scientists who defended the Roberts letter should object for
the same reason: executive preference should not replace transparent grant

procedure.

Now reverse the second case. Suppose a Republican public-health official led
an agency for decades, became the subject of serious allegations, and was
investigated by a Democratic Congress. If scientists condemn the investigation
as harassment, they should be able to articulate a standard that distinguishes
abusive oversight from legitimate oversight independent of the official's

political alignment.

The same counterfactual applies to intelligence. If an ODNI led by one party
releases declassified material accusing the previous administration of scientific
misconduct, supporters should ask whether they would accept the same

evidentiary form from the opposite party. Critics should ask the reverse.
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Institutional legitimacy depends on standards that survive rotation of
power. "Trust our experts" isnot a durable rule because eventually the other
party appoints the experts. "Congress can investigate anything" is not durable
because eventually the other party controls Congress. "Classified evidence

proves our case" is not durable because adversaries can make the same claim.

The governance framework proposed in this book is deliberately boring for
that reason. Separate review, transparent definitions, independent
investigation, standardized conflicts, preserved records, and published

confidence levels do not depend on liking a particular administration.

The two letters are historically revealing because each invokes a principle
that sounds universal while operating inside a partisan conflict. Their legacy
should be evaluated by whether the principle could be applied consistently

when the political identities are reversed.

Case Study 9: What Counts as

Harassment?

The second letter uses the moral language of harassment, and that language
should not be trivialized. Public figures in contentious scientific disputes can
receive threats, stalking, doxxing, and abuse directed at family members. Such

conduct has no legitimate role in scientific accountability.

The problem is definitional expansion. Political actors frequently label
aggressive but lawful scrutiny as harassment, while opponents label genuine
harassment as ordinary criticism. [f the categories are not separated, calls to
protect scientists can become calls to reduce accountability, and calls for

accountability can provide cover for abuse.
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A workable framework distinguishes at least five levels. Scientific criticism
challenges evidence, methods, or conclusions. Administrative oversight
examines grants, records, and compliance. Legal investigation uses subpoena
or prosecutorial authority under defined rules. Political rhetoric attacks
competence or judgment. Harassment targets a person through threats,
intimidation, repeated unwanted contact, or incitement unrelated to

evidentiary inquiry.

These levels can coexist. A congressional investigation may be legally valid
and politically theatrical. A scientist may deserve criticism and simultaneously
be the victim of threats. A public official may invoke constitutional rights

without that act proving guilt or innocence.

The Fauci hearing illustrates why separation matters. Fauci's invocation of
the Fifth Amendment became a political symbol. Critics described it as
obstruction or evidence of exposure. Defenders emphasized the constitutional
right against self-incrimination and the unusual legal context of prior pardon

and threatened prosecution. The legal merits are not resolved by an open letter.

Anarrowly drafted scientific letter could have condemned threats while
explicitly supporting independent investigation of records. The 2026 letter
instead treated broad categories of allegations as baseless and framed the
political campaign itself as a witch hunt. That choice made the letter more

protective but less neutral.

Scientists have every right to make that choice. Historians have every reason

to analyze it.
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Chapter 17: The Incentive Problem
Without Mind Reading

The claim that people sign letters for future money is intuitively powerful
because scientific careers depend on resources. It is also easy to misuse. Unless

a document links a signature to funding, personal motive remains speculative.

Institutional analysis provides a stronger route. Instead of asking "Was this
person bought?" ask "What outcomes would preserve the environment in
which this person's work occurs?" A virologist benefits from robust infectious-
disease funding. An HIV activist benefits when trial networks remain funded. A
university benefits from NIH indirect costs. Apharmaceutical company
benefits when public-private development pathways remain legitimate. A
foundation benefits when global-health partnerships retain access and

credibility. These are structural incentives.

Structural incentives do not require coordination. Hundreds of actors can
move in the same direction because the same institutional arrangement serves
their independent goals. Economists would recognize this as aligned incentives
rather than conspiracy. Sociologists would add norms, status,and network

effects. Political scientists would add bureaucratic self-preservation.

A signature on the Fauci letter can therefore have at least four overlapping
meanings. First, it can be a principled stance against harassment. Second, it can
express personal loyalty to Fauci. Third, it can defend the legitimacy of the
public-health institutions the signer values. Fourth, it can protect the future
stability of the research and funding environment. These motives can coexist

without any signer consciously thinking, "l am doing this for money."

The same analysis applies to the Roberts letter. Nobel laureates could

sincerely oppose presidential interference while also defending an NIH system
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central to American science. Their prestige made them unusually independent
from the immediate grant at issue, but they were not independent from the

institutional order in which federal peer review had enabled their fields.

This distinction helps avoid defamation while preserving critical analysis. It
isunnecessary to accuse a named scientist of greed when the observable

institutional incentives are already sufficient to explain collective behavior.

There is also a reputational market. Scientists accumulate credibility over
decades. Apandemic can suddenly reprice reputations. A scientist publicly
associated with a natural-origin paper, vaccine campaign, or agency policy may
experience later scrutiny as a threat to professional identity. Reputational
defense can be stronger than financial incentive because status is central to

scientific authority.

Again, this does not imply deception. People normally defend work they
believe is correct. The problem is that confidence in one's own integrity can
make external scrutiny feel illegitimate. Acommunity of respected people can
become collectively certain that critics are acting in bad faith,even when some

criticism is valid.

The antidote is procedural humility. Disclosure, independent replication,
adversarial review, and durable records allow institutions to absorb criticism

without requiring anyone to confess bad motives.
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Interlude VII: What Would Change the
Conclusion?

A serious inquiry should state what evidence would change its
interpretation. Otherwise analysis becomes ideology protected from

falsification.

Evidence that the Roberts organizers privately knew of a specific, serious
safety violation and nevertheless framed the issue solely as political
interference would strengthen the criticism that the letter functioned as
institutional protection rather than naive defense of process. Evidence that
they were unaware of such concerns and acted only on the visible grant-

cancellation procedure would strengthen the naivete interpretation.

Evidence that Fauci-letter organizers explicitly recruited signers on the basis
of fundingrelationships, promised access, or coordinated with funders to
protect budgets would substantially strengthen a "future dollars" hypothesis.
Evidence showing a broad invitation process with many signers outside the

NIAID/HIV ecosystem would weaken it.

Evidence that Andersen or other origins scientists helped draft substantive
claims about COVID origins in the 2026 letter would make the origins subgroup
more central. Evidence that they simply received a general activist invitation
and signed would support the interpretation that they were bridge nodes inside

an older Fauci coalition.

A validated progenitor virus from wildlife, connected through a credible
chain of transmission to early Wuhan cases, would strongly strengthen
zoonotic origin. A laboratory record documenting possession and manipulation

of a near-progenitor before the outbreak, paired with an accident record or
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infected worker, would strongly strengthen laboratory origin. Neither standard

has been met publicly as of this writing.

Authentic documents demonstrating an offensive biological-weapons
purpose for U.S.-funded Ukrainian laboratories would transform the
interpretation of the BTRP controversy. Conversely, transparent inspection
showing only peaceful threat-reduction work would weaken Russian claims.
The absence of a capable international inspection mechanism is therefore not a

minor procedural defect; it prevents decisive adjudication.

Finally, full release of the provenance of the 2026 letter - drafts, organizer
correspondence, invitation lists,and responses - would significantly improve
the analysis of the book's second anchor. The signature page tells us who
publicly aligned. The recruitment record would tell us how the coalition was

built.

An argument that specifies its own potential disproofis less dramatic than a
theory of hidden control. It is also closer to the scientific values both letters

claim to defend.

Case Study 10: The Institutional Memory of

Success

Institutions remember their victories. NIH remembers the development of
antiretroviral therapy, cancer treatments, vaccines, and countless discoveries
supported by federal grants. AIDS activists remember forcing a slow system to
listen to patients. Pharmaceutical scientists remember products that turned
fatal diseases into manageable conditions. Foundations remember programs

that expanded access in countries governments neglected.
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These memories shape how institutions interpret threats. Anetwork that
genuinely saved lives can come to believe that attacks on its leaders are attacks
on life-saving science itself. The beliefis not propaganda merely because it also

protects the network.

The same memory can make failure difficult to process. Organizations built
around a heroic narrative may treat evidence of error as ammunition for
enemies rather than information for reform. Leaders can fear that admitting

one serious failure will delegitimize decades of beneficial work.

COVID created exactly this vulnerability. Public-health institutions had to
make rapid decisions with incomplete evidence. Some decisions were
inevitably wrong or poorly communicated. Political opponents then used
errors to attack the legitimacy of the entire establishment. Insiders responded
by defending institutional authority more strongly. Each side radicalized the

other.

The two letters fit this cycle. The Roberts letter invoked the heroic autonomy
of science. The Fauci letter invoked the heroic history of public health,
especially Fauci's leadership through AIDS and other epidemics. Critics, in turn,

read the hero narrative as a shield against accountability.

Breaking the cycle requires a culture in which institutions can say: this
system accomplished extraordinary good, and this specific decision may still
have been mistaken. A scientist can be a major contributor to public health and
still deserve scrutiny. A congressional investigator can uncover important
records and still overstate conclusions. A foundation can fund valuable

research and still exert excessive agenda-setting power.

Mature institutions do not need saints or villains. They need records,

procedures, and the ability to correct themselves without collapsing.
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Chapter 18: What the Two Letters Preserve

The final origin of SARS-CoV-2 may become clearer. A decisive archive may
be released. Alaboratory notebook, frozen sample,animal specimen,
intelligence intercept, or whistleblower account may someday transform the
evidence. It is also possible that the decisive evidence no longer exists or will

remain inaccessible for generations.
The two letters do not depend on that future. They already exist.

The May 2020 Nobel letter records a moment when highly prestigious
scientists saw political intervention in a grant as a threat to science and
mobilized to protect the research process. The July 2026 Fauci letter records a
moment when a broader coalition saw investigations of a former public-health

leader as persecution and mobilized to protect scientists and institutions.
Between them,the meaning of "protect science" changed.

In 2020, the phrase primarily meant protect the autonomy of research from
political interference. In 2026, it also meant protect the legitimacy of the public-
health establishment against an administration and Congress that were
reexamining pandemic-era decisions, dangerous research, and agency

authority.

The intervening record shows why neither meaning is sufficient. Science
can be politically attacked. Science can also create risks that require political
governance. Scientists can be harassed. Scientists can also have conflicts and
make mistakes. Intelligence agencies can expose hidden facts. Intelligence
agencies can also politicize claims. Open-source investigators can discover
overlooked documents. They can also overinterpret weak evidence.

Governments can use biodefense for legitimate threat reduction. The same
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infrastructure can generate strategic suspicion because the underlying

technology is dual use.

The most durable lesson is therefore not about whether one side "won" the
origins debate. It is about the architecture required when knowledge-

producing institutions become parties to a dispute about themselves.

That architecture must include independent high-risk research oversight;
transparent definitions that cannot be evaded by terminology; public registries
for relevant experiments when security permits; mandatory incident reporting;
protected channels for whistleblowers; separation between funding decisions
and accident investigations; standardized conflict-of-interest disclosure; access
for independent technical reviewers; international inspection mechanisms
with real operational capacity; and legal protections against harassment that

do not immunize officials from legitimate questioning.

The system must also preserve uncertainty honestly. Public-health
communication often assumes that confidence is necessary for compliance.
COVID showed the cost of that instinct. When provisional conclusions are
presented as settled facts, later revision looks like deception. A public capable
ofunderstanding confidence intervals in weather forecasts can understand

that an origin hypothesis is favored but not proved.

Finally, scientific culture must recover a distinction between solidarity and
truth. Solidarity can protect colleagues from abuse. It cannot determine
whether their conclusions were correct. Prestige can protect institutions from
demagogues. It cannot substitute for audit. Funding can enable extraordinary
discoveries. It can also create shared incentives. None of these facts should be

scandalous. They should be designed into governance.

The two letters survive the fog because they are simple acts in a complicated

history. One says, in effect, do not let politics destroy science. The other says, do
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not let politics destroy scientists. The warning of this book is that a third
sentence is required:

Do not let the defense of science prevent the investigation of science when

the stakes include the safety of the world.

That is not anti-science. It is the condition under which science can retain

public trust after the next crisis.
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Appendix A: The Two Letters as Primary

Documents

This appendix summarizes the two letters in a form useful for comparison.

The summaries are analytical, not substitutes for the original documents.

Letter One: Nobel laureates and the EcoHealth grant, May
21,2020

The 2020 letter was addressed to Health and Human Services Secretary Alex
Azar and NIH Director Francis Collins. Its initial group consisted of 77
American Nobel laureates in physiology or medicine, chemistry, and physics.
The immediate trigger was NIH's cancellation of an EcoHealth Alliance grant

led by Peter Daszak.

The letter's logic can be reduced to five propositions. First, EcoHealth's
research on zoonotic disease and international collaboration had scientific
value. Second, grant decisions should normally be made through established
NIH processes rather than presidential preference. Third, abrupt cancellation
without an ordinary scientific rationale could undermine peer review. Fourth,
political intervention could chill international cooperation precisely when
emerging pathogens required more cooperation. Fifth, the decision could

damage public trust in the integrity of federal research funding.

The letter did not attempt an origin analysis. It did not evaluate the technical
details of every EcoHealth experiment. It did not examine biosafety at the

Wuhan Institute of Virology. Its focus was procedural legitimacy.

That narrow focus was rhetorically powerful and analytically incomplete.
The later controversy demonstrated that the grant was connected to a research

domain in which the public might reasonably demand additional risk
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governance beyond ordinary peer review. Peer review answers whether
scientists judge a project valuable and technically credible. It does not

necessarily answer whether a project creates acceptable societal risk.

Richard J. Roberts's role is relevant because organizer identity changes a
petition's meaning. The signatories did not all independently decide on the
same day to contact NIH. Anetwork mobilized. Later correspondence discussed
by congressional investigators referred to a "Rich Roberts group," reinforcing

the picture of organized Nobel recruitment.

A petition organized through a prestige network is not invalid. It is simply
not the same evidentiary object as a poll of independent experts. Its persuasive

force comes from status, not statistical sampling.

Letter Two: Fauciand the defense of scientists, July 28, 2026

The 2026 letter was released before Fauci's subpoenaed Senate appearance.
Contemporary reporting described more than 155 signers drawn from
scientists, physicians, and public-health advocates. The letter condemned
harassment and political attacks on scientists, with Fauci as its principal

example.

Its logic can likewise be reduced to five propositions. First, the
administration and congressional allies were attacking science and public
health. Second, individuals were being subjected to harassment, threats, and
prosecution or threatened prosecution. Third, allegations that Fauci
orchestrated a COVID-origin cover-up or that NIAID-funded work caused the
pandemic lacked credible evidence. Fourth, Fauci's decades of public service
warranted defense. Fifth, Congress should reject what the organizers

characterized as witch hunts.

Compared with the Roberts letter, this was a larger conceptual intervention.

It addressed personal treatment, constitutional politics, scientific integrity,
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origin allegations, and institutional history. Because it called substantive

accusations baseless, the letter was more than a plea for civility.

Contemporary reporting traced organization of the letter to AIDS activists
who had worked closely with Fauciin the 1990s. Defend Public Health had
already launched a closely related campaign on July 14. The first names and
organizational affiliations visible in the published signatory list reinforce the

importance of the HIV/AIDS activist network.

The signature list is heterogeneous. That is analytically important. Some
signers had decades-long Faucirelationships. Some were prominent virologists.
Some worked in HIV advocacy. Some had Gates or pharmaceutical connections.

Some were central to COVID origins. Others were not.

The most defensible interpretation is therefore network mobilization

around a shared institutional threat, not a single-interest conspiracy.

Side-by-side comparison

Dimension 2020 Roberts letter 2026 Fauci letter

Immediate trigger EcoHealth grant cancellation Faucisubpoena and renewed
investigations

Primary object defended Research funding process Person, scientists, and public-health
institutions

Recruitment core Nobel laureate prestige network HIV/AIDS activist and public-health
network

Dominant principle Scientific autonomy Protection from harassment and

political prosecution

Origins content Indirect Explicit

National-security context Mostly background Central and public

Funding implications Direct restoration/preservation of Diffuse preservation of institutional
grant process ecosystem

109



Protecting Science, Protecting the System

Dimension

2020 Roberts letter

2026 Fauci letter

Main analytical risk

Equating a grant with science itself

Equating scrutiny of institutions with

persecution
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Appendix B: Selected Signatory Network

Dossiers

The following profiles illustrate categories of relationship. They are not
allegations of misconduct. Their purpose is to show how a flat list of signatures

becomes a multidimensional network.

David Barr

Barr belongs to the HIV treatment-activist world that transformed relations
between patients and federal research institutions during the AIDS crisis. His
relevance is organizational and historical rather than pharmaceutical. He
represents the community that knew Fauci through direct confrontation and
later collaboration. A signature from Barr therefore carries the history of AIDS

activism into the 2026 letter.

Coding: HIV activist network - strong; Fauci historical relationship - strong;
COVID-origins research -none identified for purposes of this book; pharma

relationship -not used here.

Peter Staley

Staley is one of the best-known AIDS activists associated with ACT UP and
later treatment advocacy. His relationship with Fauci evolved from protest to
long-standing engagement and friendship. Staley's presence near the front of
the signatory list is consistent with reporting that veteran AIDS activists

organized the intervention.

Coding: HIV activist network - strong; Faucirelationship - strong; organizer-

network relevance - strong.
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Mark Harrington

Harrington, associated with Treatment Action Group, represents the
technical-treatment activism that emerged from AIDS advocacy. TAG staff
publicly stated that they were among the signatories and later continued to

defend Fauci. This is a clear institutional continuation of the AIDS-era coalition.

Coding: HIV activist network - strong; Fauci relationship - strong; public-

health advocacy -strong.

Gregg Gonsalves

Gonsalves bridges activism and academic public health. He has been
associated with Defend Public Health and has a long history in AIDS activism.
His position illustrates how activist networks became institutionalized within

universities and public-health policy rather than remaining outside science.

Coding: HIV activist network - strong; Defend Public Health - strong;

academic public health - strong.

Mitchell Warren

Warren leads AVAC, an important HIV-prevention advocacy organization.
AVAChas received substantial Gates Foundation support over time. That makes
Warren a clear philanthropy-advocacy bridge. AVAChas also publicly
emphasized boundaries around industry funding in particular periods, which
demonstrates why financial relationships must be coded specifically rather

than assumed.

Coding: HIV advocacy -strong; Gates organizational funding - strong; public-

private prevention ecosystem -strong.
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Larry Corey

Corey's decades-long relationship with NIAID and Fauci, leadership of HVTN,
and role in vaccine development make him one of the most central institutional
nodes. His work sits at the intersection of federal funding, academic research,

community trial networks, philanthropy, and industry vaccine development.

Coding: Fauci/NIAID - very strong; HVTN -very strong; Gates ecosystem -
strong; pharma trial collaboration - strong; personal improper motive - not

inferred.

Emilio Emini

Emini's career is a direct bridge among pharmaceutical vaccine
development and Gates global health. He held senior roles in Merck and
Wyeth/Pfizer vaccine research and later led the Gates Foundation's HIV

program. This is one of the clearest examples of sector permeability.

Coding: pharma employment - very strong; Gates leadership - very strong;

HIV vaccine ecosystem - very strong.

Pamela Bjorkman

Bjorkman is a distinguished structural biologist whose HIV work received
Gates Foundation support. Her signature shows that the letter included major
basic scientists, not merely activists and administrators. David Baltimore's
absence provides an important comparison because he also had substantial

Gates-supported HIV activity.

Coding: Gates-funded HIV research - strong; scientific prestige - strong; Fauci

personal network -not assumed.
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Kenneth Mayer

Mayer is a prominent HIV clinician-researcher. Public disclosures have
included relationships with major HIV pharmaceutical manufacturers,
including advisory and research connections. His profile is representative of
translational HIVmedicine, where investigators commonly interact with the

companies that manufacture the drugs being studied.

Coding: HIVresearch -strong; pharma advisory/research - documented;

interpretation -requires field-matched control.

Raphael Landovitz

Landovitz is a major HIV-prevention investigator with publicly disclosed
consulting or advisory relationships involving companies in the HIV-treatment
field. His role illustrates why a personal consulting relationship should be

distinguished from an institutional clinical-trial grant.

Coding: HIV clinical research - strong; pharma consulting/advisory -

documented.

Sharon Lewin

Lewin is an internationally prominent HIVresearcher whose disclosures
have included industry research support and advisory relationships. Again, the
important point is not that these relationships are unusual or improper. They
demonstrate how deeply translational HIVresearch is integrated with

companies developing therapies.

Coding: HIVresearch - very strong; pharma relationships - documented;

global public health - strong.

114



Protecting Science, Protecting the System

Carol Brosgart

Brosgart differs from academic investigators who occasionally advise
companies because she spent a substantial part of her career in senior roles
within Gilead. Her signature therefore represents direct industry-career

experience inside the coalition.

Coding: pharmaceutical employment - very strong; public health/clinical

medicine - strong.

Kristian Andersen

Andersen is the principal bridge from the signatory coalition to COVID-
origin science. He led Proximal Origin, participated in later origin research,
received NIH/NIAID-linked supportrelevant to viral genomics,and by 2026 led

Gates-supported infectious-disease surveillance work.

Coding: COVID origins - very strong; NIAID funding - documented; Gates

funding - documented; Fauci-letter bridge - very strong.

Angela Rasmussen

Rasmussen is a virologist and public communicator who has participated in
the public origins debate and coauthored work favoring zoonotic emergence.
Her signature, together with Andersen's and Stephen Goldstein's, shows a real

but limited origins-science subgroup.

Coding: COVID origins - strong; public communication - strong.

Charles M. Rice

Rice is a Nobel laureate in virology and one of the highest-prestige scientific

signers. His presence demonstrates that the letter cannot be dismissed as an
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activist-only product. At the same time, prestige is not a substitute for specific
evidence on the disputed origin questions.

Coding: scientific prestige - very strong; virology - very strong.

Paul Bieniasz

Bieniasz is a major retrovirologist whose scientific reputation gives the letter
substantial disciplinary credibility. Like Rice, his signature has persuasive
weight because of expertise, but it does not transform the petition into an

independent adjudication of the origin evidence.

Coding: virology - very strong; HIVresearch - strong.
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Appendix C: Prominent Non-Signers as

Negative Controls

The following people were not found on the published signatory list
examined for this book. Non-signing does not establish disagreement with the

letter.

Richard J. Roberts

Roberts's absence is conspicuous because he organized the 2020 Nobel
intervention. There are many possible explanations. He may not have been
asked, may not have wanted to sign, or may have regarded the situations as
different. The important point is that the person most closely associated with

the first letter did not simply reappear in the second.

David Baltimore

Baltimore is useful because he combines enormous scientific prestige, HIV
research, Gates-supported work, and a history of publicly entertaining
uncertainty about SARS-CoV-2 origins. His absence demonstrates that neither

Gates funding nor establishment status automatically predicted signing.

Ralph Baric

Baric is one of the world's leading coronavirus researchers and had
important research relationships relevant to SARS-like coronavirus
experimentation. The associated Defend Public Health campaign named him
among scientists under political attack, yet he did not appear on the signatory
list examined here. His absence weakens any claim that coronavirus

investigators as a class were mobilized.
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Peter Daszak

Daszak was the direct beneficiary of the grant at issue in 2020. His absence
from the 2026 Fauci letter is analytically useful because it prevents a simple

continuity narrative in which the same principals signed both letters.

Francis Collins

As NIH director during much of the relevant period, Collins was
institutionally central. His absence may reflect legal, strategic, or personal
reasons that are not publicly known. It nevertheless means the second letter
should not be described as a reunion of all senior officials associated with the

pandemic response.

Edward Holmes, Andrew Rambaut, W. Ian Lipkin, and
Robert Garry
These four Proximal Origin coauthors did not appear on the published list

examined here. Their absence is one of the strongest negative controls against

the theory that the letter was an organized defense by the Proximal Origin

group.

Michael Worobey

Worobey became a major scientific proponent of market-centered zoonotic-
origin arguments. His absence further weakens the idea that the letter was

simply "zoonosis scientists defending zoonosis."
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Jeremy Farrar

Farrar participated in early origin discussions and later became WHO chief
scientist. His absence is notable but uninterpretable without knowing whether

he was invited or constrained by office.

Jesse Bloom

Bloom has engaged critically with origin evidence and data recovery. His
absence is useful as another example of a prominent scientist who does not fit

neatly into either petition coalition.
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Appendix D: Evidence Hierarchy for

Contested Biological Events

A central failure of the COVID-origin debate was the mixing of evidence

classes. The following hierarchy is used throughout this book.

Level 1: Direct primary evidence

Examples include laboratory notebooks, original sequence files with reliable
provenance,raw sample records, grant contracts, signed letters, financial
disclosures, contemporaneous emails, official meeting minutes, chain-of-
custody records, or validated biological specimens. These sources can still be

forged or misinterpreted, but they are closest to the event.

Level 2: Official records and attributable institutional

documents
Examples include congressional hearing records, declassified intelligence
assessments, agency policy documents, university biographies, grant databases,

and public-company filings. These establish what an institution recorded or

claimed. They do not make every institutional inference true.

Level 3: Peer-reviewed scientific literature

Peer review provides quality control but is not an oracle. Apaper may be
technically sound while relying on incomplete data. Publication is evidence of

an argument and its methods, not proofthat the conclusion is final.
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Level 4: High-quality journalism and named interviews

Contemporaneous reporting can synthesize records, identify sources, and
uncover documents. Reliability depends on sourcing and whether claims are

independently corroborated.

Level 5: Open-source intelligence and independent

investigations

DRASTIC exem plifies this category. OSINT can uncover primary records that
institutions overlooked. Its conclusions should be decomposed into underlying

sources wherever possible.

Level 6: Government allegations without disclosed

underlying evidence

A Russian ministry, U.S. intelligence official, Chinese spokesperson, or
congressional committee may make an allegation based on evidence not
publicly available. The allegation is a fact about the speaker's position, not

proofofthe underlying claim.

Level 7: Anonymous human-source and intelligence claims

These may someday prove decisive, but without corroboration they should
remain background. Record dates and provenance when ethically possible. Do

not build a public accusation on them.

Level 8: Social-media inference and rumor

Social media can point toward evidence but is not itself evidence.
Screenshots, anonymous threads, translated fragments, and viral claims should

be treated as leads.
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Appendix E: Chronology, 2018-2026

2018

EcoHealth Alliance submits Project DEFUSE to DARPA. The proposalis
rejected. Its later disclosure becomes central to debate about the kinds of SARS-
related coronavirus experiments that researchers contemplated before the

pandemic.

2019

The Wuhan Military World Games take place in October. Retrospective
illness claims later become part of multiple competing origin narratives. The
WIV's online virus databases become inaccessible in September, an event later

investigated by DRASTIC and others.

January-February 2020

The world confronts the emerging Wuhan outbreak. Scientists and officials
discuss genomic features and possible origins. Private communications later

released show active consideration of multiple hypotheses.

March 2020

Proximal Origin is published in Nature Medicine and becomes a

foundational text in the scientific and political debate.

April-May 2020

NIH terminates EcoHealth Alliance's grant. President Trump publicly links
the decision to Wuhan research. On May 21,77 Nobel laureates send the

Roberts-associated letter protesting the cancellation.
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2021

The U.S. intelligence community releases a declassified assessment judging
that SARS-CoV-2 was not developed as a biological weapon while remaining
divided over natural exposure versus a laboratory-associated incident.
DRASTICresearchers publish "The October Surprise in Wuhan" and analyses of
DEFUSE and WIV-related records.

2022

Russia invades Ukraine and elevates allegations concerning U.S.-funded
biological laboratories. The United States acknowledges extensive Biological
Threat Reduction Program activity while denying a weapons program. Russia
invokes Biological Weapons Convention processes and later seeks a Security

Council investigative commission; the resolution fails.

2023-2024

Congressional investigations release additional records concerning COVID
origins, EcoHealth, NIH oversight, and Proximal Origin communications.
Scientific literature continues to develop evidence around the Huanan market

and zoonotic emergence.

2025

WHO SAGO publishes an independent origins assessment stating that the
weight of available evidence favors zoonotic emergence while emphasizing
substantial missing information. The United States begins a major policy shift
toward stricter oversight and prohibition of categories of dangerous gain-of-

function research.
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June 2026

DNI Tulsi Gabbard releases ODNI materials concerning U.S.-funded overseas
biological laboratories and, days later, a separate Fauci/Wuhan release making
strong claims about laboratory origin and intelligence handling. These claims

become part of an open conflict within the U.S. institutional record.

July 2026

Defend Public Health launches a campaign defending Fauci and other
scientists. On July 28, the federal government announces a new policy for
stopping high-risk life-sciences research. The same day, more than 155
scientists, physicians, and advocates release the Fauci letter. On July 29, Fauci
appears before the Senate and repeatedly invokes the Fifth Amendment on

advice of counsel.

August 2026

The political and legal conflict continues. The origins question remains
unresolved in the public evidentiary record, while the two letters stand as

durable records of institutional behavior at different stages of the controversy.
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Appendix F: AGovernance Framework for
High-Risk Biological Science

The controversy examined in this book suggests that the existing choice
between "trust scientists" and "let politicians control science" is structurally
inadequate. High-risk biological science requires a governance system with
characteristics drawn from science, aviation safety, nuclear regulation,

intelligence oversight, and clinical ethics.

1. Separate scientific merit from societal-risk authorization

A study section should decide whether an experiment is scientifically
valuable. A separate body should decide whether its catastrophic-risk profile is
acceptable. Combining the judgments invites scientists to treat scientific value

as sufficient authorization.

2. Require standardized experiment-levelregistration

For research above defined risk thresholds, a secure registry should record
the organisms, manipulations, facilities, principal investigators, funding
sources, and oversight determinations. Public summaries should be released

unless a specific national-security reason justifies withholding them.

3.Create an independent biological accident investigation

board

The organization should be structurally separated from the principal
funders and regulators of the laboratories it investigates. It should have
subpoena authority, protected technical staff, and procedures for handling

classified material.
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4. Protect whistleblowers across institutional boundaries

Researchers, contractors, laboratory technicians, program officers, and
intelligence personnel need channels to report safety concerns without career
destruction. Protection should apply to good-faith reporting even when the

allegation is ultimately unsubstantiated.

5. Standardize conflict-of-interest disclosure

Disclosures should distinguish personal consulting, board service, equity,
honoraria, institutional grants, government funding, philanthropic funding,
and unpaid scientific collaboration. The public should not have to infer all of

these from scattered journal statements.

6. Build adversarialreview into high-risk programs

Review panels should include technically qualified skeptics who do not
depend professionally on expanding the research category under review.
Dissenting assessments should be preserved rather than forced into artificial

consensus.

7. Preserve records by default

High-risk projects should have mandatory long-term retention of protocols,
raw data,sample inventories, sequencing files, incident reports, and
communications relevant to safety decisions. Destruction or disappearance of

records after an incident should trigger automatic independent review.

8. Clarify international subaward responsibility

A domestic prime grantee should not be able to treat a foreign subaward as
outside effective oversight. Funding agencies need contractual audit rights,

biosafety verification, data access, and clear suspension triggers.
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9. Create a realinternational inspection mechanism

The Biological Weapons Convention lacks the verification capacity that
would be desirable in disputes such as the Ukraine allegations. A future
framework should enable neutral technical inspection while protecting

legitimate proprietary and national-security information.

10. Separate harassment protection from evidentiary
immunity
Threats, stalking, and violence against scientists should be condemned and

prosecuted. That protection must not be rhetorically expanded into immunity

from subpoenas, audits, replication, criticism, or conflict-of-interest review.

11. Communicate uncertainty as a feature, not a weakness

Agencies should publish confidence levels and the evidence that would
change them. "Favored hypothesis" should not become "settled fact" merely

because officials fear that uncertainty will reduce compliance.

12. Sunset emergency powers and emergency science rules

Pandemics encourage shortcuts. Every emergency waiver, data-sharing
restriction, liability rule, and accelerated research pathway should have an

expiration date and retrospective audit.

13. Audit funding-network concentration

Ifa smallnumber of agencies, foundations, or companies dominate a
research domain, oversight should account for the possibility that reviewers
and investigators will have overlapping relationships. Concentration is not

corruption, but it reduces the number of genuinely independent reviewers.
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14. Treat prestige letters as advocacy, not adjudication

Nobel prizes, professorships,and organizational titles can make an open
letter politically influential. They should not be mistaken for a formal evidence
review. Ifa group wishes to make substantive scientific claims, it should

publish methods, evidence, conflict disclosures, and uncertainty estimates.

15. Preserve the right to investigate the investigators

Oversight bodies themselves can become politicized. Their document
selection, expert recruitment, conflicts, and evidentiary standards should be
transparent. A system that only scrutinizes laboratories but never
congressional or intelligence claims will reproduce the same trust problem in

another institution.

A Governance Architecture That Does Not Depend on Trust Alone

Scientific merit
review
Whistleblower Independent risk
protection authorization

\ /

High-risk biological
research governance

— ~

Conflict disclosure Incident investigation
& recusal & record preservation

International inspection
& verification

Figure 6. A proposed governance architecture separates scientific merit from catastrophic-risk

authorization and accident investigation.
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Notes on Terminology

"Zoonotic origin" means emergence through transmission from nonhuman
animals into humans, potentially through intermediate hosts or wildlife trade.
It does not require that the Huanan market was the location of the first human

infection.

"Laboratory-associated incident" is broader than "engineered virus." It
includes accidental infection or release involving naturally collected, cultured,

passaged, or experimentally altered material.

"Gain of function" has had multiple administrative and scientific meanings.
This book uses the term descriptively when discussing historical controversy
and uses the specific phrase "dangerous gain-of-function" when referring to the

2026 federal policy category.

"Biodefense" describes research, surveillance, preparedness, or
countermeasure activities intended to reduce biological threats. "Biological
weapons" refers to offensive development or use prohibited by international

law. The overlap in techniques does not erase the difference in intent.

"Industry" is used narrowly for commercial pharmaceutical and
biotechnology entities. The larger institutional network in this book includes
government,academia, philanthropy, advocacy, and national-security

organizations and is therefore better called an ecosystem.

"Conflict of interest" is not synonymous with wrongdoing. It describes a
relationship that could reasonably affect, or appear to affect, judgment and

should therefore be disclosed or managed.
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Closing Note

This manuscript intentionally does not identify anonymous private sources,
assign intelligence affiliations without corroboration, or state that a particular
origin scenario has been proved. Its purpose is to preserve the institutional
architecture visible in public records. If later evidence resolves the origin
question, the two letters will still matter because they document how scientific

communities behaved before resolution was available.
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