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Pr e fa ce  

Th is book does n ot a ttem pt to solve th e or igin  of SARS-CoV-2 by decla r a tion . 

It exam in es a  n a r r ow er  an d , in  som e w ays, m or e du r ab le h istor ica l p r oblem : 

h ow  scien tific in stitu tion s defen d  th em selves w h en  th e qu estion s u n der  

in vestiga tion  con cer n  th eir  ow n  gr an ts, r ela tion sh ips, ju dgm en ts, an d  

gover n an ce. 

Tw o open  letter s p r ovide th e or gan izin g device. In  May 2020, 77 Am er ican  

Nobel lau r ea tes pr otested  th e ter m in a tion  of an  NIH gr an t to EcoHea lth  

Allian ce, w ar n in g th a t politica l in ter fer en ce th r ea ten ed  th e in tegr ity of scien ce. 

In  Ju ly 2026, m or e th an  155 scien tists, ph ysician s, an d  pu blic-h ea lth  advoca tes 

defen ded  An th on y Fau ci an d  oth er  scien tists aga in st w h a t th ey ca lled  

h a r a ssm en t an d  politica l w itch  h u n ts. 

Th e six yea r s betw een  th ose docu m en ts tr an sfor m ed  th e con text. 

EcoHea lth 's cor on a vir u s w or k becam e pa r t of a  con gr ession a l an d  in telligen ce 

d ispu te. Pr oject DEFUSE becam e pu blic. In ter n a l com m u n ica tion s su r r ou n din g 

Pr oxim a l Or igin  w er e r eleased . Th e Un ited  Sta tes in telligen ce com m u n ity 

issu ed  d iffer in g a ssessm en ts over  tim e. WHO con tin u ed  to favor  zoon otic 

em er gen ce w h ile ackn ow ledgin g m issin g eviden ce. Th e U.S. gover n m en t 

tigh ten ed  r u les for  h igh -r isk b iologica l r esea r ch . Ru ssia  m ade for m a l 

a llega tion s con cer n in g U.S.-su ppor ted  b iologica l labor a tor ies in  Ukr a in e. Th e 

Depa r tm en t of Defen se ackn ow ledged  a  la r ge cooper a tive th r ea t-r edu ction  

in fr a str u ctu r e w h ile den yin g offen sive b iologica l-w eapon s w or k. In  2026, th e 

Office of th e Dir ector  of Na tion a l In telligen ce r eleased  add ition a l cla im s abou t 

over seas b iolabs an d  Fau ci's r ole in  Wu h an -r ela ted  r esear ch . 

Th is accu m u la tion  of in com pa tib le n a r r a tives cr ea tes a  tem pta tion  to ch oose 

an  in telligen ce stor y, scien tific cam p, or  politica l au th or ity an d  u se it a s a  

m aster  key. I r esist th a t appr oach . Th e pu blic r ecor d  con ta in s cla im s th a t m ay 
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pr ove tr u e an d  cla im s th a t a r e likely fa lse, bu t it a lso con ta in s a  m or e 

fu n dam en ta l lesson : m oder n  in fectiou s-d isease scien ce is em bedded  in  

in stitu tion a l n etw or ks th a t cr oss th e bou n da r ies of gover n m en t, academ ia , 

ph ilan th r opy, ph a r m aceu tica l developm en t, activism , an d  n a tion a l secu r ity. 

Th ose n etw or ks h a ve pr odu ced  extr aor d in a r y ben efits. Th ey h ave a lso m ade 

self-in vestiga tion  d ifficu lt. 

Th e title  th er efor e con ta in s tw o ver bs: p r otectin g scien ce an d  pr otectin g th e 

system . Th e fir st is n ecessa r y. Scien tific in qu ir y can n ot flou r ish  w h en  gr an ts 

a r e a r b itr a r y politica l r ew ar ds or  pu n ish m en ts. Th e secon d is u n der stan dable. 

In stitu tion s th a t h ave saved  lives w ill be defen ded  by th e people w h o bu ilt 

th em . Th e dan ger  a r ises w h en  pr otection  of th e system  becom es 

in d istin gu ish able fr om  pr otection  of scien tific tr u th . 

Th e m eth od  of th e book is in ten tion a lly con ser va tive. Rela tion sh ips a r e 

docu m en ted  w ith ou t a ssign in g h idden  m otives. Fin an cia l con n ection s a r e 

d ivided  in to ca tegor ies r a th er  th an  tr ea ted  a s a  sin gle accu sa tion . Gover n m en t 

a llega tion s a r e a ttr ibu ted  to th e gover n m en t m akin g th em . Open -sou r ce 

in vestiga tion s a r e tr ea ted  a s leads w h ose u n der lyin g eviden ce m u st be ch ecked . 

An on ym ou s in telligen ce cla im s r em a in  backgr ou n d  u n less cor r obor a ted . 

Reader s w h o str on gly favor  zoon otic or igin  m ay fin d  pa r ts of th e book too 

sym pa th etic to labor a tor y-or igin  qu estion s. Reader s con vin ced  of a  labor a tor y 

acciden t or  deliber a te act m ay fin d  it too cau tiou s. Th a t ten sion  is in ten tion a l. 

Th e ob ject u n der  stu dy is n ot m er ely th e vir u s. It is th e a r ch itectu r e of 

cr ed ib ility itself. 

Th e m ost im por tan t h istor ica l facts m a y u ltim a tely be sim pler  th an  th e m ost 

d r am a tic th eor ies. A gr an t w as can celed . Nobel lau r ea tes or gan ized  to defen d  

it. A pu blic-h ea lth  leader  w as su bpoen aed . An  old  n etw or k of a ctivists an d  

scien tists or gan ized  to defen d  h im . Th ose action s a r e docu m en ted . Th ey tell u s 
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h ow  in stitu tion s beh aved  u n der  pr essu r e even  if th e u ltim a te b iologica l or igin  

r em a in s d ispu ted . 

Au t h or ' s  No t e  on  Evid e n ce  a n d  Fa irn e ss  

A n etw or k r ela tion sh ip  is n ot eviden ce of m iscon du ct. Receip t of a  gr an t 

does n ot estab lish  th a t a  scien tific con clu sion  w as pu r ch ased . Em ploym en t by a  

ph a r m aceu tica l com pan y does n ot in va lida te a  scien tist's w or k. Lon g 

fr ien dsh ip  w ith  a  pu blic officia l does n ot p r ove d ish on esty. Con ver sely, 

p r estige, peer  r eview , an d  in stitu tion a l r epu ta tion  do n ot e lim in a te con flicts or  

gu a r an tee cor r ectn ess. 

Th is m an u scr ip t th er efor e u ses ter m s su ch  a s "docu m en ted ," "a lleged ," 

"con tested ," "in fer r ed ," an d  "u n ver ified" deliber a tely. Wh en  an  officia l agen cy 

m akes a  cla im , th e cla im  is a ttr ibu ted . Wh en  a  scien tific paper  su ppor ts a  

h ypoth esis, th e str en gth  an d  lim its of th e eviden ce a r e descr ibed . Wh en  a  

pu blic sou r ce can n ot in depen den tly estab lish  an  in telligen ce a llega tion , it is n ot 

p r esen ted  a s fact. 

Th e pu r pose is n ot to pr otect an yon e fr om  cr iticism . It is to m ake cr iticism  

str on ger  by keepin g it a ttach ed  to eviden ce. 
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In t rod u ct ion : Tw o  Le t t e r s  in  a  Fog  o f Wa r  

Th e a r gu m en t of th is book begin s w ith  a  m eth odologica l ch oice. Th e or igin s 

of COVID-19 r em a in  con tested , an d  som e of th e m ost con sequ en tia l eviden ce is 

in accessib le, d ispu ted , in com plete, cla ssified , destr oyed , or  filter ed  th r ou gh  

in stitu tion s w ith  th eir  ow n  in cen tives. A w r iter  can  r espon d to th a t con dition  

by ch oosin g a  p r efer r ed  or igin  th eor y a n d  for cin g ever y su bsequ en t fact in to it. 

Th is book takes an oth er  r ou te. It sta r ts w ith  tw o docu m en ts w h ose existen ce is 

n ot in  d ispu te: tw o open  letter s, sepa r a ted  by six yea r s, ea ch  w r itten  in  th e 

lan gu age of defen din g scien ce. 

Th e fir st letter  w as sen t on  May 21, 2020, a fter  th e Na tion a l In stitu tes of 

Hea lth  ter m in a ted  a  gr an t to Peter  Daszak's EcoHea lth  Allian ce. Seven ty-seven  

Am er ican  Nobel la u r ea tes pr otested  th e can cella tion . Th ey descr ibed  th e action  

a s politica l in ter fer en ce in  scien tific fu n din g an d  w ar n ed  th a t it set a  dan ger ou s 

pr eceden t. Th e or gan izer  a ssocia ted  w ith  th e cam pa ign  w as Nobel lau r ea te 

Rich a r d  J. Rober ts. In  th e im m edia te con text of spr in g 2020, th e letter  w as 

in telligib le a s a  defen se of peer  r eview , in ter n a tion a l collabor a tion , an d  th e 

au ton om y of scien tific in stitu tion s fr om  pr esiden tia l p r essu r e. 

Th e secon d  letter  a ppea r ed  on  Ju ly 28, 2026, on e day befor e An th on y Fau ci 

w as com pelled  to testify befor e th e Sen a te Hom elan d  Secu r ity an d  

Gover n m en ta l Affa ir s Com m ittee. Mor e th an  155 scien tists, ph ysician s, an d  

pu blic-h ea lth  advoca tes ca lled  for  an  en d  to w h a t th ey descr ibed  a s th e 

vilifica tion  an d  h a r a ssm en t of Fau ci a n d  oth er  scien tists. Its lan gu age w as 

br oa der  th an  th e Rober ts letter . It d id  n ot m er ely defen d  a  gr an t or  a  

p r ocedu r e. It defen ded  people, r epu ta tion s, in stitu tion s, an d  an  u n der stan din g 

of w h a t cou n ted  a s legitim a te scien tific in qu ir y in  th e politica lly tr an sfor m ed 

a fter m a th  of th e pa n dem ic. 
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Taken  sepa r a tely, each  docu m en t can  be r ead  a s an  or d in a r y exer cise in  

pr ofession a l solida r ity. Taken  togeth er , th ey for m  som eth in g m or e r evea lin g. 

Th e fir st in ter ven ed  a t th e level of r esea r ch  fu n din g: p r otect th e w or k. Th e 

secon d in ter ven ed  a t th e level of in stitu tion a l legitim acy: pr otect th e people 

an d  th e system  a r ou n d th em . Betw een  th em  lay six yea r s in  w h ich  th e COVID-

or igin s qu estion  m igr a ted  fr om  a  m ar gin a l con tr over sy in to a  d ispu te in volvin g 

vir ology, con gr ession a l over sigh t, in telligen ce agen cies, b iosa fety, ga in -of-

fu n ction  policy, ph ilan th r opy, ph a r m a ceu tica l developm en t, b iodefen se, 

cen sor sh ip  a llega tion s, an d  r iva l sta te n a r r a tives. 

Th a t in ter ven in g per iod  m a kes th e tw o letter s h istor ica lly va lu able. Neith er  

tells u s w h er e SARS-CoV-2 ca m e fr om . Neith er  pr oves th a t a  pa r ticu la r  scien tist 

acted  im pr oper ly. Neith er  pr oves th a t th e sign a tor ies w er e fin an cia lly 

m otiva ted . Bu t each  r ecor ds w h a t a  n etw or k of in flu en tia l people ch ose to 

defen d  w h en  th e in stitu tion s of b iom edica l scien ce cam e u n der  politica l 

p r essu r e. Th eir  sign a tu r es a r e acts. Th eir  tim in g is eviden ce. Th eir  or gan izer s 

an d  r ecr u itm en t n etw or ks a r e m eta da ta . Th eir  om ission s a r e poten tia lly 

in for m a tive, a lth ou gh  absen ce fr om  a  letter  can  n ever  by itself estab lish  a  

per son 's view s or  m otives. 

Th is book th er efor e  a sks a  d iffer en t qu estion  fr om  th e fa m ilia r  b in a r y of 

"zoon osis or  lab  leak?" It a sks: w h a t h appen s w h en  th e in stitu tion s ch a r ged  

w ith  pr odu cin g kn ow ledge a r e sim u ltan eou sly pa r ticipan ts in  th e even ts bein g 

in vestiga ted? Wh a t h appen s w h en  th e sam e ecosystem  con ta in s gr an t m aker s, 

gr an t r ecip ien ts, pu blic-h ea lth  officia ls, vaccin e-tr ia l n etw or ks, ph a r m a ceu tica l 

pa r tn er s, ph ilan th r opic fu n der s, b iodefen se pr ogr a m s, in telligen ce con su m er s, 

activists, an d  scien tific pu blish er s? How  sh ou ld  citizen s d istin gu ish  defen se of 

scien ce fr om  defen se of an  in stitu tion a l system  w h ose m em ber s h ave 

legitim a te bu t over lappin g in ter ests? 
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Th e an sw er  can n ot be th a t ever y con n ection  is cor r u pt. Moder n  b iom edica l 

scien ce is n ecessa r ily collabor a tive. A m a jor  HIV r esea r ch er  w h o h as w or ked  

w ith  NIAID, r eceived  a  fou n da tion  gr a n t, pa r ticipa ted  in  an  in du str y-su ppor ted  

tr ia l, an d  advised  a  ph a r m aceu tica l com pan y m a y sim ply be doin g exa ctly 

w h a t tr an sla tion a l m edicin e r equ ir es. Collabor a tion  is n ot con spir acy. Fu n din g 

is n ot b r iber y. Fr ien dsh ip  is n ot fr au d . An  advisor y r ole is n ot p r oof th a t advice 

is bou gh t. Th e existen ce of a  n etw or k is th er efor e on ly th e  begin n in g of 

an a lysis. 

At th e sam e tim e, th e opposite er r or  is equ a lly ser iou s. It is n a ive to tr ea t 155 

sign a tu r es a s 155 sta tistica lly in depen den t obser va tion s of tr u th . Pr ofession a l 

com m u n ities a r e n etw or ks. Th ey sh a r e m en tor s, gr an ts, in stitu tion s, 

con fer en ces, jou r n a ls, advocacy or gan iza tion s, r epu ta tion a l stakes, an d  

expecta tion s abou t w h a t r espon sib le m em ber s of th e com m u n ity sh ou ld  say in  

pu blic. A petition  is a  socia l ob ject. To u n der stan d  it, w e m u st r econ str u ct th e 

en vir on m en t in  w h ich  a skin g som eon e to sign  m a de sen se. 

Th e cen tr a l d istin ction  th r ou gh ou t th is book is betw een  m otive an d  

str u ctu r e. Motive is d ifficu lt to kn ow . Str u ctu r e is often  docu m en tab le. We 

u su a lly can n ot kn ow  w h eth er  a  scien tist sign ed  a  letter  becau se of sin cer e 

pr in cip le, fr ien dsh ip , fea r , in stitu tion a l loya lty, ideologica l a ffin ity, r epu ta tion a l 

self-defen se, con cer n  for  fu tu r e fu n din g, or  som e com bin a tion . We can , 

h ow ever , docu m en t th a t a  per son  d ir ected  an  NIAID-su ppor ted  n etw or k, 

w or ked  for  a  ph a r m aceu tica l m an u factu r er , r eceived  Ga tes Fou n da tion  

su ppor t, pa r ticipa ted  in  a  m a jor  or igin  paper , or  belon ged  to th e activist 

n etw or k th a t or gan ized  th e letter . Th ose a r e facts abou t r ela tion sh ips. Th e 

in ter pr eta tion  com es la ter . 

A secon d d istin ction  is betw een  b iologica l w eapon s an d  du a l-u se b iodefen se. 

Th e pu blic con ver sa tion  fr equ en tly collapses th ese ca tegor ies. Th e Un ited  

Sta tes in telligen ce com m u n ity sta ted  in  its 2021 decla ssified  a ssessm en t th a t it  
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ju dged  SARS-CoV-2 w as n ot developed  a s a  b iologica l w ea pon . Th a t con clu sion  

is com pa tib le w ith  ser iou s qu estion s abou t labor a tor y acciden ts, du a l-u se 

r esea r ch , pa th ogen  collection , pan dem ic pr epa r edn ess, or  b iodefen se. A 

pa th ogen  stu d ied  for  defen sive r eason s can  still be dan ger ou s. A r esea r ch  

pr ogr a m  n eed  n ot h ave offen sive in ten t to cr ea te  offen sive capability. On ce 

th a t d istin ction  is m ade, th e n a tion a l-secu r ity u n der cu r r en t becom es 

an a lyzable w ith ou t a sser tin g a  deliber a te w eapon s pr ogr a m  for  w h ich  pu blic 

eviden ce is lackin g. 

A th ir d  d istin ction  con cer n s eviden ce qu a lity. An  officia l gr an t docu m en t 

an d  an  an on ym ou s in telligen ce cla im  a r e n ot equ iva len t. A pu blish ed  paper  

an d  a  specu la tive socia l-m edia  th r ead  a r e n ot equ iva len t. A gover n m en t pr ess 

r elea se is eviden ce th a t a  gover n m en t m ade a  cla im ; it is n ot n ecessa r ily pr oof 

th a t th e cla im  is tr u e. A Ru ssian  su bm ission  to th e Un ited  Na tion s estab lish es 

w h a t Ru ssia  a lleged , n ot th a t th e a llega tion  w as estab lish ed . A U.S. Depa r tm en t 

of Defen se fact sh eet estab lish es w h a t th e Depa r tm en t ackn ow ledged , n ot th a t 

cr itics h ave cor r ectly or  in cor r ectly in ter pr eted  ever y pr ogr am  it descr ibes. 

Accor d in gly, th is book u ses an  eviden ce h ier a r ch y. At th e  top  a r e  pr im ar y 

docu m en ts: letter s, gr an ts, con tr a cts, officia l a ssessm en ts, h ea r in g r ecor ds, 

pu blish ed  paper s, in stitu tion a l b iogr aph ies, an d  fin an cia l d isclosu r es. Next a r e 

r eliab le con tem por an eou s r epor ts an d  a ttr ibu tab le in ter view s. Below  th ose a r e 

open -sou r ce in vestiga tion s w h ose u n der lyin g eviden ce can  som etim es be 

ch ecked  in depen den tly. At th e bottom  a r e an on ym ou s or  u n ver ifiab le 

in telligen ce cla im s. Th e low er  levels a r e n ot n ecessa r ily fa lse. Th ey a r e sim ply 

less u sab le a s fou n da tion s for  con clu sion s. 

Th e r esu lt is n ot a  ver d ict on  COVID or igin s. It is a  stu dy of scien tific self-

pr otection  u n der  con dition s of r ad ica l u n cer ta in ty. Th e tw o letter s su r vive th e 

fog. Th a t is w h y th ey a r e ou r  an ch or s. 
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Th e  t h e s is  in  on e  se n t e n ce  

Th e fir st letter  sou gh t to pr otect scien tific au ton om y fr om  politica l 

in ter fer en ce; th e secon d  sou gh t to pr otect a  pu blic-h ea lth  estab lish m en t u n der  

in vestiga tion ; both  em er ged  fr om  an  ecosystem  in  w h ich  scien ce, fu n din g, 

in du str y, advoca cy, b iodefen se, an d  n a tion a l secu r ity h ad  becom e d ifficu lt to 

sepa r a te. 
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Figur e 1. The two let ter s br a cket  six yea r s in  which COVID or igins beca me enta ngled with  gr a nts, 

in telligence, biodefense, a nd inst itu t iona l legit im a cy. 
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Ch a p t e r  1: Th e  Rob e r t s  In t e rve n t ion  

On  Apr il 24, 2020, th e Na tion a l In stitu tes of Hea lth  in for m ed EcoHea lth  

Allian ce th a t a  gr an t su ppor tin g r esea r ch  on  ba t cor on avir u ses w ou ld  be 

ter m in a ted . Th e decision  cam e a fter  Pr esiden t Don a ld  Tr u m p h ad  pu blicly sa id  

th a t fu n din g con n ected  to th e Wu h an  In stitu te of Vir ology w ou ld  be en ded . 

Wh a tever  on e th in ks abou t th e u n der lyin g r esea r ch , th e sequ en ce w as u n u su a l. 

A pr esiden tia l sta tem en t appea r ed  to be follow ed r a p id ly by adm in istr a tive 

action  a ffectin g an  active scien tific aw ar d . 

For  m an y scien tists, th is w as th e essen tia l fact. Feder a l r esea r ch  gr an ts a r e 

su pposed  to be aw a r ded , r en ew ed, m odified , an d  ter m in a ted  th r ou gh  

pr ocedu r es th a t a r e  a t lea st pa r tly in su la ted  fr om  pa r tisan  pr efer en ce. Peer  

r eview  is im per fect, bu t its in stitu tion a l pu r pose is to pr even t scien tific fu n din g 

fr om  becom in g a  r ew ar d-an d-pu n ish m en t system  con tr olled  by politica l 

officeh older s. In  th a t fr am ew or k, th e EcoHea lth  ter m in a tion  looked  dan ger ou s 

even  to scien tists w h o kn ew  little  abou t th e deta ils of cor on avir u s 

exper im en ta tion . 

Th e Nobel lau r ea tes' letter  of May 21, 2020 cap tu r ed  th a t con cer n . Seven ty-

seven  Am er ican  lau r ea tes in  m edicin e, ch em istr y, an d  ph ysics w r ote to Hea lth  

an d  Hu m an  Ser vices Secr eta r y Alex Aza r  an d  NIH Dir ector  Fr an cis Collin s. 

Th ey expr essed  gr a ve con cer n  abou t can cella tion  of th e gr an t to Peter  Dasza k 

an d  EcoHea lth  Allian ce an d  a r gu ed  th a t politica l in ter fer en ce cou ld  dam age 

pu blic tr u st in  scien ce. Th e letter  em ph asized  EcoHea lth 's w or k on  zoon otic 

tr an sm ission  an d  in ter n a tion a l collabor a tion , in clu d in g collabor a tion  w ith  

scien tists in  Wu h an . 

Th a t lan gu age r eflected  an  esta b lish ed  postw ar  idea l: scien ce sh ou ld  be 

pr otected  fr om  d ir ect politica l com m an d becau se th e cr ed ib ility of scien ce 

depen ds on  pr ocedu r es th a t do n ot ch an ge w ith  th e pr efer en ces of a  p r esiden t. 
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Th e idea l h as deep  m er it. Lysen koism  r em a in s a  w ar n in g abou t w h a t h appen s 

w h en  politica l doctr in e decides b iologica l tr u th . Th e Na zi pu r ge of Jew ish  an d  

politica lly u n desir ab le sch ola r s sh ow s an oth er  r ou te by w h ich  sta tes can  

destr oy in tellectu a l capacity. In  th e Un ited  Sta tes, con tr over sies over  clim a te 

scien ce, stem  cells, tobacco, en vir on m en ta l r egu la tion , an d  pu blic-h ea lth  policy 

h ave r epea ted ly r a ised  th e qu estion  of w h eth er  politica l officia ls a r e 

m an ipu la tin g scien tific in stitu tion s. 

Rich a r d  J. Rober ts, th e Nobel lau r ea te a ssocia ted  w ith  or ga n izin g th e letter , 

th er efor e stood  w ith in  a  r ecogn izable tr ad ition . An  open  letter  by Nobel 

lau r ea tes is itself a  politica l tech n ology: th e sign a tor ies len d  accu m u la ted  

scien tific p r estige to an  in stitu tion a l p r in cip le. Th e ch oice  of Nobelists w as 

str a tegic becau se th eir  r epu ta tion s w er e la r gely secu r e. A you n g in vestiga tor  

aw a itin g an  NIH stu dy section  h as d iffer en t vu ln er ab ilities fr om  an  esta b lish ed  

lau r ea te. Wh en  people a t th e top  of th e pr estige h ier a r ch y speak, th ey can  

fr am e an  adm in istr a tive d ispu te a s a  qu estion  abou t th e in tegr ity of scien ce 

itself. 

Th e d ifficu lty is th a t th e letter 's p r in cip le w as clean er  th an  its ob ject. Th e 

EcoHea lth  gr an t w a s n ot an  abstr a ct exer cise in  scien tific fr eedom . It sa t in side 

a  r esea r ch  a r ea  w ith  b iosa fety an d  du a l-u se im plica tion s. EcoHea lth  

collabor a ted  w ith  th e Wu h an  In stitu te of Vir ology on  ba t cor on avir u s r esea r ch . 

Yea r s la ter , con gr ession a l in vestiga tion s, gr an t r ecor ds, p r oposa ls, an d  in ter n a l 

com m u n ica tion s w ou ld  m ake th e scope an d  over sigh t of su ch  r esea r ch  su bjects 

of in ten se d ispu te. Even  if on e r ejects cla im s th a t th e w or k cr ea ted  SARS-CoV-2, 

it is n o lon ger  r ea son able to d iscu ss th e  gr an t solely a s or d in a r y field  ecology 

th r ea ten ed  by politica l in ter fer en ce. 

Th is is th e fir st r ecu r r in g pr oblem  in  th e stor y: a  va lid  pr in cip le can  becom e 

a  sh ield  aga in st a  va lid  qu estion . "Politician s sh ou ld  n ot a r b itr a r ily can cel peer -

r eview ed gr an ts" is a  defen sib le pr oposition . It does n ot an sw er  "Was th is 
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r esea r ch  appr opr ia tely gover n ed?" or  "Did  th e fu n din g agen cy accu r a tely 

descr ibe its r isks?" It does n ot an sw er  w h eth er  for eign  su baw ar ds r eceived  

adequ a te over sigh t, w h eth er  b iosa fety stan da r ds w er e su fficien t, or  w h eth er  

existin g defin ition s of ga in -of-fu n ction  r esea r ch  cap tu r ed  th e exper im en ts th a t 

m ost w or r ied  ou tsider s. 

Th e d istin ction  m a tter s becau se in stitu tion s often  defen d  th em selves 

th r ou gh  abstr action . Wh en  a  con tr over sia l gr an t is r efr am ed a s "scien ce," 

cr iticism  of th e gr a n t becom es cr iticism  of scien ce. Wh en  a  con tr over sia l 

scien tist is r efr am ed a s "scien tists," scr u tin y of th e scien tist can  be pr esen ted  a s 

an  a ttack on  scien tists gen er a lly. Th is r h etor ica l m ove can  be sin cer e. People 

w h o h ave spen t th eir  ca r eer s in side a  system  m ay exper ien ce an  a ttack on  on e 

of its p r ocedu r es a s an  a ttack on  th e ep istem ic or der  itself. Yet th e m ove can  

a lso er a se th e pa r ticu la r s th a t m ade scr u tin y n ecessa r y. 

Th e Rober ts in ter ven tion  th er efor e deser ves n eith er  ca r ica tu r e n or  

im m u n ity fr om  cr iticism . It sh ou ld  n ot be r edu ced  to a  con spir acy to r estor e 

m on ey to Peter  Daszak. Th e sign a tor ies cou ld  r eason a bly h ave fea r ed  a r b itr a r y 

politica l in ter fer en ce. At th e sam e tim e, th e letter  sh ow s h ow  r ap id ly scien tific 

p r estige can  be m obilized  befor e  th e u n der lyin g factu a l con tr over sy h as been  

r esolved . In  May 2020, a lm ost n o ou tsider  possessed  th e docu m en ta r y r ecor d  

th a t becam e ava ilab le la ter . Th e letter  w as w r itten  ea r ly, a t a  m om en t w h en  

u n cer ta in ty w as en or m ou s. 

Th a t tim in g is pa r t of its h istor ica l sign ifican ce. A petition  is often  design ed  

to close a  qu estion  politica lly befor e it h a s been  closed  em pir ica lly. Th e 

Nobelists w er e n ot n ecessa r ily sayin g th a t ever y a spect of EcoHea lth 's r esea r ch  

h ad  been  vin dica ted . Bu t th eir  in ter ven tion  a lter ed  th e m or a l fr am in g: th e 

can celed  gr an t becam e a  sym bol of politica l aggr ession  aga in st r esea r ch . Th e 

m or e pow er fu l th e sym bol, th e h a r der  it becam e to sepa r a te defen se of p r ocess 

fr om  defen se of th e  specific p r oject. 
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Th er e w as a lso a  fu tu r e-or ien ted  d im en sion . Scien tific in stitu tion s depen d  

on  pr ed ictab le fu n d in g. In ter n a tion a l in fectiou s-d isease r esea r ch  depen ds on  

lon g-ter m  r ela tion sh ips th a t can n ot ea sily be r ebu ilt a fter  politica l d isr u p tion . 

In vestiga tor s, u n iver sities, fou n da tion s, an d  agen cies th er efor e h ave r a tion a l 

r ea son s to r esist p r eceden ts th a t a llow  r esea r ch  pr ogr am s to be  abr u p tly 

ter m in a ted  by elected  officia ls. Th ese a r e n ot n ecessa r ily ven a l "fu tu r e dolla r s." 

Th ey a r e in stitu tion a l in cen tives. A gr an t system  th a t can  be politica lly 

destr oyed  today ca n  th r ea ten  ever y lab  tom or r ow . 

Th is is w h y th e ph r ase "pr otectin g scien ce" is both  a ccu r a te an d  in com plete. 

Th e letter  p r otected  a  n or m , bu t n or m s a r e em bodied  in  or gan iza tion s, bu dgets, 

collabor a tion s, an d  ca r eer s. Th er e is n o d isem bodied  scien ce to pr otect. Ever y 

defen se of scien ce a lso pr otects som e con figu r a tion  of in stitu tion s th a t per for m  

scien ce. Th a t is u n avoidable. Th e an a lytica l ta sk is to a sk w h en  pr otection  of 

th e in stitu tion  begin s to su bstitu te for  eva lu a tion  of th e w or k. 

Th e Rober ts letter  is th er efor e ou r  fir st an ch or  becau se it fr eezes th e 

in stitu tion a l r eflex a t an  ea r ly m om en t. It r evea ls a  com m u n ity r espon din g to 

politica l p r essu r e w ith  pr estige, solida r ity, an d  an  appea l to au ton om y. Six 

yea r s la ter , th e sam e basic r eper toir e w ou ld  r eappea r  in  a  m u ch  m or e 

com plica ted  en vir on m en t. 

A d e fe n s ib le  cr it icism  

Th e str on gest cr iticism  of th e Rober ts le tter  is n ot th a t th e lau r ea tes w er e 

cor r u pt. It is th a t th ey tr ea ted  in depen den ce fr om  politica l in ter fer en ce a s 

th ou gh  it w er e th e pr in cipa l gover n an ce pr oblem , w h en  th e r esea r ch  a r ea  a lso 

im plica ted  b iosa fety, du a l u se, in ter n a tion a l over sigh t, an d  pu blic 

accou n tab ility. Scien tific au ton om y is n ecessa r y, bu t it is n ot su fficien t 

gover n an ce for  poten tia lly dan ger ou s r esea r ch . 
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Wh a t  t h e  le t t e r  d oe s  n o t  e s t a b lish  

Th e letter  does n ot estab lish  th a t EcoHea lth 's w or k w as sa fe. It does n ot 

estab lish  th a t th e w or k w as dan ger ou s. It does n ot estab lish  th e or igin  of SARS-

CoV-2. It estab lish es th a t 77 h igh ly pr estigiou s scien tists believed  th e gr an t 

can cella tion  itself th r ea ten ed  scien tific n or m s an d  ch ose to in ter ven e pu blicly. 

 

In t e r lu d e  I: Op e n  Le t t e r s  a s  Socia l 

Te ch n o log y  

An  open  letter  looks like pr ose, bu t its r ea l p r odu ct is a  coa lition . Th e text 

m a tter s, yet th e sign a tu r e a r ch itectu r e often  m a tter s m or e. Th e or gan izer s 

ch oose a  pr oposition  br oa d  en ou gh  to a ttr act p r estigiou s n am es, n a r r ow  

en ou gh  to pr odu ce a  con cr ete dem an d, an d  u r gen t en ou gh  to ju stify pu blic 

a lign m en t. Th e fin a l docu m en t th en  con ver ts socia l cap ita l in to politica l 

p r essu r e. 

Scien tific open  letter s a r e pa r ticu la r ly pow er fu l becau se th ey bor r ow  

au th or ity fr om  a  n or m  th a t scien ce itse lf teach es: exper t ju dgm en t deser ves 

gr ea ter  w eigh t in  tech n ica l m a tter s th an  u n in for m ed opin ion . If 77 Nobel 

lau r ea tes say a  gr an t can cella tion  th r ea ten s scien ce, th e or d in a r y r eader  

r ea son ably a ssu m es th a t som eth in g m or e th an  pa r tisan  p r efer en ce is a t stake. 

If 155 scien tists, ph ysician s, an d  advoca tes say a llega tion s aga in st a  pu blic-

h ea lth  leader  a r e baseless, th e n u m ber  cr ea tes an  im pr ession  of d istr ibu ted  

exper t ju dgm en t. 

Yet a  petition  is n ot th e sam e ep istem ic in str u m en t a s a  system a tic r eview , 

exper t pan el, r an dom ized  tr ia l, or  even  a  pr oper ly design ed  su r vey. Sign er s a r e 

self-selected  an d  r ecr u ited . Th ey m ay r ely on  th e or gan izer s' su m m ar y r a th er  
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th an  in depen den tly exam in in g ever y r elevan t r ecor d . Th ey m ay sign  becau se 

th ey agr ee w ith  80 per cen t of th e text. Th ey m ay kn ow  on e issu e deeply an d  

an oth er  on ly in d ir ectly. Pr estige fr om  on e dom ain  can  sp ill in to an oth er . 

Th is does n ot m ake petition s illegitim a te. Nobel lau r ea tes a r e citizen s. 

Scien tists a r e en titled  to politica l speech . Activists a r e en titled  to or gan ize. Th e 

pr oblem  begin s w h en  th e pu blic con fu ses th e socia l au th or ity of th e sign er s 

w ith  an  eviden tia r y pr ocess th e letter  d id  n ot per for m . 

Th e Rober ts letter  illu str a tes pr estige con cen tr a tion . A r ela tively sm a ll 

n u m ber  of Nobelists cou ld  pr odu ce extr aor d in a r y m edia  im pact becau se th e 

Nobel Pr ize acts a s a  cr ed ib ility m u ltip lier . Th e 2026 Fau ci letter  illu str a tes 

n etw or k br ead th . It  com bin ed  scien tists, clin ician s, an d  advoca tes, gen er a tin g 

legitim acy th r ou gh  a  coa lition  r a th er  th an  a  sin gle pr estige cla ss. 

Or gan izer s a lso cr ea te pa th  depen den ce. Th e fir st people in vited  in flu en ce 

w h o com es n ext. If an  AIDS activist begin s w ith  a  list of for m er  collabor a tor s, 

th e petition  w ill n a tu r a lly acqu ir e an  HIV/pu blic-h ea lth  topology. If a  gr ou p  of 

cor on avir u s m odeler s begin s w ith  coa u th or s, th e sam e pr oposition  cou ld  

pr odu ce a  ver y d iffer en t sign a tor y m a p. Th u s th e list tells u s abou t r ecr u itm en t 

ch an n els a s w ell a s beliefs. 

Th e absen ce of in vita tion  da ta  is a  ser iou s lim ita tion . A n on -sign er  m ay 

d isagr ee, or  m ay sim ply n ever  h ave been  con tacted . In  n etw or k ter m s, an  

obser ved  zer o is a m bigu ou s: it can  m ean  r efu sa l, ign or an ce, in accessib ility, or  

deliber a te exclu sion . Th is is w h y th e m ost va lu able m issin g docu m en ts for  th e 

2026 letter  a r e n ot addition a l pu blic en dor sem en ts bu t th e or gan izin g em a ils 

an d  in vita tion  lists. 

Th ose r ecor ds w ou ld  a llow  a  r econ str u ction  sim ila r  to ca m pa ign -fin an ce 

an a lysis. We cou ld  iden tify th e seed  or gan izer s, su ccessive r ecr u itm en t w aves, 

th e ca tegor ies of people ta r geted , an d  th e poin ts a t w h ich  th e letter  cr ossed  
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fr om  activist cir cles in to vir ology or  academ ic m edicin e. Non e of th a t w ou ld  

pr ove an  im pr oper  m otive. It w ou ld  m ake th e socia l m ech an ics visib le. 

Th er e is a  b r oa der  dem ocr a tic lesson . Open  letter s a r e often  u sed  w h en  

in stitu tion s lack tr u sted  for m a l pr ocesses. If scien tists believe con gr ession a l 

over sigh t is abu sive, th ey or gan ize a  letter . If cr itics believe NIH over sigh t is 

cap tu r ed , th ey or ga n ize h ea r in gs, law su its, or  in depen den t r epor ts. Th e 

pr olifer a tion  of p r estige petition s is th er efor e a  sign  th a t or d in a r y ad ju dica tor y 

m ech an ism s a r e n ot p r odu cin g legitim acy accepted  acr oss gr ou ps. 

A better  system  w ou ld  a llow  a  letter  to r em a in  w h a t it is: advocacy. It w ou ld  

n ot h ave to fu n ction  a s a  su bstitu te cou r t of scien tific tr u th . 

 

Ca se  St u d y 1: EcoHe a lt h  Allia n ce  a s  a  

Fu n d in g  Arch it e ct u re  

Th e EcoHea lth  con tr over sy is often  n a r r a ted  th r ou gh  per son a lities: Peter  

Daszak, An th on y Fau ci, Sh i Zh en gli, or  w h ich ever  officia l is cen tr a l to a  

pa r ticu la r  accou n t. A m or e r evea lin g appr oach  begin s w ith  th e a r ch itectu r e of 

th e aw ar d . 

Feder a l b iom edica l r esea r ch  com m on ly oper a tes th r ou gh  layer s. Con gr ess 

appr opr ia tes m on ey to depa r tm en ts a n d  agen cies. NIH a lloca tes fu n ds th r ou gh  

in stitu tes su ch  a s NIAID. An  in stitu te aw ar ds a  gr an t to a  dom estic 

or gan iza tion . Th e p r im e r ecip ien t m ay issu e su baw ar ds to collabor a tin g 

in stitu tion s, in clu d in g for eign  labor a tor ies. Scien tific w or k can  th er efor e be 

sever a l con tr actu a l steps r em oved fr om  th e feder a l office  th a t su pplied  th e 

or igin a l fu n ds. 
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Th is str u ctu r e is n or m a l an d  often  n ecessa r y. Em er gin g pa th ogen s do n ot 

r espect bor der s, an d  th e m ost in for m a tive field  sites m ay be loca ted  w h er e 

an im a l r eser voir s cir cu la te. A U.S. scien tist stu dyin g ba t-bor n e vir u ses in  Asia  

m ay n eed  loca l collabor a tor s ca pable of collectin g sam ples, m a in ta in in g 

colon ies, sequ en cin g vir u ses, or  per for m in g specia lized  exper im en ts. 

Bu t th e a r ch itectu r e cr ea tes an  accou n tab ility gr ad ien t. Th e fu n der  h as th e 

str on gest lega l r ela tion sh ip  w ith  th e pr im e gr an tee. Th e pr im e gr an tee h as th e 

str on gest con tr actu a l r ela tion sh ip  w ith  th e su br ecip ien t. Th e fu r th er  w or k 

m oves fr om  th e or igin a l agen cy, th e m or e over sigh t depen ds on  r epor tin g, 

docu m en ta tion , an d  tr u st betw een  in stitu tion s. 

Th e EcoHea lth -WIV r ela tion sh ip  th er efor e r a ises a  gover n an ce qu estion  

in depen den t of COVID or igin s: w h a t level of visib ility sh ou ld  a  U.S. agen cy 

possess in to exper im en ts con du cted  u n der  a  for eign  su ba w ar d  in volvin g 

pa th ogen s w ith  pan dem ic poten tia l? An n u a l p r ogr ess r epor ts m ay be su fficien t 

for  or d in a r y r esea r ch . Th ey m ay be in su fficien t for  exper im en ts th a t cr oss 

pr edefin ed  r isk th r esh olds. 

Th e politica l d ispu te becam e especia lly in ten se a r ou n d w h eth er  pa r ticu la r  

exper im en ts m et U.S. defin ition s of ga in -of-fu n ction  r esea r ch  su bject to 

en h an ced  over sigh t. Defin ition s m a tter  becau se th ey deter m in e w h ich  pr ojects 

tr igger  addition a l r eview . A pr ogr am  can  be con tr over sia l scien tifica lly w h ile 

adm in istr a tor s accu r a tely sta te th a t it d id  n ot fa ll in side a  specific r egu la tor y 

defin ition . Cr itics th en  h ea r  th e sta tem en t a s den ia l of th e exper im en t's 

b iologica l effect, w h ile officia ls m ean  on ly th a t th e for m a l policy ca tegor y w as 

n ot tr igger ed . 

Th is sem an tic m ism a tch  da m aged  tr u st. Th e ph r ase "ga in  of fu n ction " h as a  

br oa d  scien tific m ean in g - acqu isition  or  en h an cem en t of a  b iologica l fu n ction  - 

an d  n a r r ow er  policy m ean in gs. Con gr ession a l qu estion in g often  u sed  th e br oad  
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ph r ase w h ile agen cy an sw er s r elied  on  tech n ica l policy defin ition s. Each  side 

th en  accu sed  th e oth er  of d ish on esty. 

A str on ger  over sigh t system  w ou ld  avoid  th is by r epor tin g exper im en t 

ch a r acter istics r a th er  th an  labels a lon e. In stead  of a skin g on ly w h eth er  w or k is 

"ga in  of fu n ction ," a  r egistr y cou ld  sta te w h eth er  an  exper im en t is expected  to 

in cr ease r ep lica tion , h ost r an ge, tr an sm issib ility, im m u n e escape, 

pa th ogen icity, or  en vir on m en ta l stab ility, an d  in  w h ich  m odel. Risk r eview  

cou ld  th en  oper a te on  m easu r ab le fea tu r es. 

Th e EcoHea lth  a r ch itectu r e a lso dem on str a tes w h y r estor a tion  of a  gr an t is 

n ot th e sam e qu estion  a s vin d ica tion  of a  r esea r ch  pr ogr a m . On e can  believe 

th e 2020 can cella tion  w as pr ocedu r a lly im pr oper  an d  sim u ltan eou sly believe 

th e aw ar d  sh ou ld  h ave u n der gon e m or e str in gen t r isk r eview . Th e Rober ts 

letter  la r gely addr essed  th e fir st p r oposition . 

Th a t d istin ction  is on e of th e book's r ecu r r in g th em es: an  adm in istr a tive 

action  can  be w r on g even  w h en  th e u n der lyin g r esea r ch  deser ves scr u tin y. 
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Ch a p t e r  2: From  Gra n t  Disp u t e  t o  Or ig in s  

Wa r  

Th e yea r s a fter  Ma y 2020 tr an sfor m ed  th e m ean in g of th e  EcoHea lth  

con tr over sy. Qu estion s th a t in itia lly cir cu la ted  in  n ich e scien tific, jou r n a listic, 

an d  on lin e com m u n ities m oved  in to con gr ession a l h ea r in gs, in telligen ce 

a ssessm en ts, law su its, decla ssified  docu m en ts, an d  in stitu tion a l r eview s. Th e 

ter m  "lab  leak," on ce often  tr ea ted  a s syn on ym ou s w ith  con spir acy th eor y, 

fr actu r ed  in to m u ltip le h ypoth eses r an gin g fr om  a cciden ta l exposu r e to a  

n a tu r a lly collected  vir u s to an  acciden t in volvin g exper im en ta lly a lter ed  

m a ter ia l. 

Th is fr agm en ta tion  m a tter s becau se th e ph r ase "lab  leak" can  con cea l m or e 

th an  it cla r ifies. A labor a tor y-a ssocia ted  in ciden t does n ot r equ ir e gen etic 

en gin eer in g. It does n ot r equ ir e ga in -of-fu n ction  r esea r ch . It does n ot r equ ir e 

m a liciou s in ten t. Con ver sely, a  vir u s can  be exper im en ta lly m odified  for  

legitim a te r esea r ch  pu r poses w ith ou t becom in g a  b iologica l w eapon . Th e 

pu blic a r gu m en t r epea ted ly com pr essed  th ese d istin ction s in to a  b in a r y 

con test: n a tu r a l ver su s a r tificia l, m ar ket ver su s labor a tor y, scien ce ver su s 

con spir acy. 

Th e U.S. in telligen ce com m u n ity's decla ssified  2021 a ssessm en t is u sefu l 

p r ecisely becau se it  r esisted  som e of th ose con fla tion s. It a ssessed  th a t Ch in a  

d id  n ot develop  SARS-CoV-2 a s a  b iologica l w eapon  an d  th a t m ost an a lysts 

ju dged  th e vir u s w as pr obably n ot gen etica lly en gin eer ed . At th e sam e tim e, 

agen cies r em a in ed  d ivided  betw een  n a tu r a l exposu r e an d  a  labor a tor y-

a ssocia ted  in ciden t. Th a t is a  r em in der  th a t "n ot a  w eapon " an d  "n ot a  

labor a tor y acciden t" a r e d iffer en t p r oposition s. 
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Th e Wor ld  Hea lth  Or gan iza tion 's la ter  w or k pr eser ved  a  d iffer en t 

a sym m etr y. Its Scien tific Advisor y Gr ou p for  th e Or igin s of Novel Pa th ogen s 

con clu ded  in  2025 th a t th e w eigh t of ava ilab le pu blish ed  eviden ce favor ed  

zoon otic em er gen ce, w h ile em ph asizin g th a t cr itica l da ta  r em a in ed  

u n ava ilab le. Th e Hu an an  Sea food  Mar ket r em a in ed  cen tr a l to zoon otic 

a r gu m en ts becau se ea r ly ca ses clu ster ed  geogr aph ica lly a r ou n d th e m ar ket a n d  

en vir on m en ta l sam ples con ta in ed  SARS-CoV-2 gen etic m a ter ia l a ssocia ted  w ith  

a r eas w h er e su scep tib le w ild life h ad  been  sold . Yet n o in fected  pr ogen itor  

an im a l w as iden tified . Th e absen ce of a  defin itive an im a l is n ot p r oof of a  

labor a tor y or igin , bu t it leaves a  gap  in  a  n a r r a tive th a t is often  descr ibed  m or e 

con fiden tly in  pu blic th an  th e u n der lyin g eviden ce per m its. 

On  th e labor a tor y side, th e str on gest qu estion s d id  n ot r equ ir e exotic cla im s. 

Wu h an  h ou sed  a  lead in g in stitu te th a t collected  an d  stu d ied  ba t cor on avir u ses. 

Th e in stitu te h ad  con du cted  exper im en ts w ith  ch im er ic vir u ses. EcoHea lth  

Allian ce h ad  collabor a ted  w ith  WIV scien tists an d  r eceived  U.S. gover n m en t 

fu n din g. A 2018 pr oposa l kn ow n  as DEFUSE, su bm itted  to th e Defen se 

Advan ced  Resea r ch  Pr ojects Agen cy an d  r ejected , con tem pla ted  w or k in volvin g 

SARS-r ela ted  cor on avir u ses an d  th e in tr odu ction  or  an a lysis of cleavage sites. 

Non e of th ose fa cts p r oves th a t th e pr oposed  exper im en ts w er e per for m ed , still 

less th a t th ey pr odu ced  SARS-CoV-2. Th ey do sh ow  w h y labor a tor y-or igin  

qu estion s cou ld  n ot r ea son ably be d ism issed  m er ely beca u se som e ver sion s of 

th em  w er e specu la tive. 

Th e d ispu te w as in ten sified  by th e pu blica tion  of "Th e pr oxim a l or igin  of 

SARS-CoV-2" in  Na tu r e Medicin e in  Ma r ch  2020. Its five au th or s - Kr istian  

An der sen , An dr ew  Ram bau t, W. Ian  Lipkin , Edw ar d  Holm es, an d  Rober t Gar r y 

- a r gu ed  th a t ava ilab le gen om ic eviden ce d id  n ot su ppor t pu r posefu l 

m an ipu la tion . Th e paper  becam e on e of th e m ost in flu en tia l scien tific texts in  

th e or igin s deba te. Its con clu sion s w er e fr equ en tly su m m ar ized  in  str on ger  
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ter m s th an  th e pa per  itself, som etim es a s th ou gh  it h ad  pr oved  a  n a tu r a l or igin  

r a th er  th an  a r gu ed  aga in st pa r ticu la r  en gin eer in g scen a r ios. 

La ter -r eleased  com m u n ica tion s sh ow ed th a t th e au th or s' ea r ly pr iva te 

d iscu ssion s con ta in ed  su bstan tia l u n cer ta in ty an d  active con sider a tion  of 

labor a tor y scen a r ios. Th a t is n ot in h er en tly su sp iciou s. Scien tific r ea son in g 

often  begin s w ith  possib ilities th a t a r e d isca r ded  a fter  an a lysis. Th e issu e is 

in ter pr etive: w h eth er  th e m ovem en t fr om  pr iva te u n cer ta in ty to pu blic 

a r gu m en t r eflected  or d in a r y scien tific u pda tin g, socia l p r essu r e, in stitu tion a l 

in flu en ce, or  som e com bin a tion . Con gr ession a l in vestiga tor s h ave a lleged  th a t 

th e pr ocess w as m a n ipu la ted ; th e au th or s an d  defen der s h ave r ejected  

accu sa tion s of a  cover -u p . Th e docu m en ta r y r ecor d  estab lish es th e existen ce of 

th e d iscu ssion s. It does n ot, by itself, settle  th e m otives beh in d  th em . 

Th is is w h er e scien tific con tr over sy becom es in stitu tion a l con tr over sy. On ce 

Fau ci an d  oth er  sen ior  officia ls w er e r evea led  to h ave pa r ticipa ted  in  ea r ly 

con ver sa tion s abou t or igin s, scr u tin y of th e scien tific con clu sion  becam e 

scr u tin y of w h eth er  officia ls h ad  in flu en ced  th e pr odu ction  or  com m u n ica tion  

of th a t con clu sion . On ce NIH fu n din g to EcoHea lth  an d  its su baw ar ds becam e 

politica lly sa lien t, th e or igin s qu estion  acqu ir ed  a  con flict-of-in ter est 

d im en sion . Officia ls w er e n o lon ger  on ly n eu tr a l con su m er s of eviden ce. Th ey 

w er e a lso adm in istr a tor s of pa r ts of th e r esea r ch  ecosystem  u n der  

exam in a tion . 

Th a t does n ot m ake th em  gu ilty. It m akes in stitu tion a l design  r elevan t. In  

m edicin e an d  law , con flicts a r e often  m an aged  w ith ou t im plyin g w r on gdoin g. 

A ju dge r ecu ses fr om  a  case n ot becau se r ecu sa l p r oves b ia s bu t becau se a  

r ela tion sh ip  cr ea tes a  r ea son able con cer n  abou t im par tia lity. Scien tific 

gover n an ce h as often  been  less explicit abou t an a logou s situ a tion s. Agen cy 

officia ls r ou tin ely over see por tfolios th a t in clu de people an d  in stitu tion s th ey 

kn ow  w ell, becau se exper tise itself cr ea tes n etw or ks. 
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By 2026, th e or igin s con tr over sy h ad  th er efor e accu m u la ted  sever a l 

over lappin g d ispu tes: th e b iologica l qu estion  of em er gen ce; th e adm in istr a tive 

qu estion  of gr an t over sigh t; th e ep istem ic qu estion  of h ow  scien tific con sen su s 

w as pr odu ced; th e lega l qu estion  of testim on y an d  r ecor ds; th e politica l 

qu estion  of con gr ession a l pow er ; an d  th e n a tion a l-secu r ity qu estion  of du a l-u se 

r esea r ch  an d  in telligen ce in volvem en t. 

Th e Rober ts letter  belon gs to th e begin n in g of th is tr an sfor m a tion . It 

defen ded  a  gr an t befor e th ose layer s h ad  becom e fu lly visib le. Th e Fau ci letter  

belon gs n ea r  th e oth er  en d . Its sign a tor ies w er e actin g a fter  yea r s of pu blic 

con flict, w h en  th e stakes w er e n o lon ger  lim ited  to on e a w ar d . 

Th e  p rob le m  of r e t rosp e ct ive  ce r t a in t y 

Both  sides of th e or igin s deba te a r e tem pted  by r etr ospective cer ta in ty. 

Zoon osis p r opon en ts can  poin t to m ar ket clu ster in g an d  r ela ted  w ild life 

eviden ce a s th ou gh  labor a tor y in volvem en t h as been  exclu ded . La bor a tor y-

or igin  pr opon en ts can  poin t to WIV r esea r ch , DEFUSE, or  ea r ly 

com m u n ica tion s a s th ou gh  an  exper im en ta l an cestor  h as been  fou n d . Neith er  

stan da r d  h as been  m et pu blicly. 

A m a tu r e an a lysis th er efor e tr ea ts or igin  pr oba bilities sepa r a tely fr om  

gover n an ce fa ilu r es. It is possib le for  zoon osis to be tr u e a n d  for  NIH over sigh t 

to h ave been  in adequ a te. It is possib le for  a  labor a tor y acciden t to h ave 

occu r r ed  w ith ou t a  deliber a te cover -u p . It is possib le for  officia ls to h ave 

com m u n ica ted  too con fiden tly w ith ou t kn ow in g th e or igin . It is possib le for  

con gr ession a l in vestiga tor s to u n cover  r ea l in con sisten cies w h ile 

sim u ltan eou sly exagger a tin g w h a t th ose in con sisten cies pr ove. 

Th is m u ltid im en sion a l view  is essen tia l for  u n der stan din g w h y th e secon d  

letter  cou ld  p lau sib ly be exper ien ced  by its sign a tor ies a s a  defen se of scien ce 

an d  by its cr itics a s a  defen se of an  esta b lish m en t. 
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In t e r lu d e  II: Pe e r  Re vie w  Is  Not  

Ca t a s t rop h ic-Risk  Re vie w  

On e of th e deepest ca tegor y er r or s in  th e 2020 con tr over sy w as th e 

a ssu m ption  th a t su ccessfu l peer  r eview  an sw er ed  th e policy qu estion . Peer  

r eview  is design ed  pr im ar ily to eva lu a te scien tific qu a lity, sign ifican ce, 

fea sib ility, an d  in vestiga tor  com peten ce. It is n ot design ed  to deter m in e 

w h eth er  a  low -pr obability, h igh -con sequ en ce exper im en t sh ou ld  be per m itted  

on  beh a lf of society. 

Con sider  an  exper im en t th a t cou ld  su bstan tia lly im pr ove ou r  u n der stan din g 

of h ow  a  r esp ir a tor y vir u s m igh t adapt to h u m an  cells. Scien tific r eview er s 

m igh t r ea son ably r a te it h igh ly becau se th e qu estion  is im por tan t, th e m eth ods 

a r e soph istica ted , a n d  th e in vestiga tor s a r e capa ble. Th ose sam e pr oper ties 

cou ld  in cr ease socia l r isk. Th e better  th e exper im en t w or ks, th e m or e 

in for m a tive - an d  poten tia lly dan ger ou s - th e r esu ltin g pa th ogen  or  kn ow ledge 

m igh t becom e. 

Tr ad ition a l r esea r ch  eth ics offer s pa r tia l an a logies. An  in stitu tion a l r eview  

boa r d  does n ot a sk on ly w h eth er  a  h u m an -su bjects exper im en t is scien tifica lly 

in ter estin g; it a lso a sks w h eth er  r isk to pa r ticipan ts is ju stified . An im a l-ca r e 

com m ittees sim ila r ly im pose eth ica l con str a in ts beyon d scien tific m er it. Du a l-

u se r esea r ch  n eeds an  equ iva len t gover n an ce layer  ca lib r a ted  to popu la tion -

level an d  tr an sn a tion a l r isk. 

Th e d ifficu lty is qu an tifica tion . A ca ta str oph ic labor a tor y acciden t is r a r e, so 

em pir ica l fr equ en cy estim a tes a r e u n cer ta in . Ben efits a r e often  d iffu se an d  

specu la tive: kn ow ledge ga in ed  today m ay h elp  design  a  va ccin e yea r s la ter . 
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Risks m ay be a sym m etr ic: an  acciden t can  a ffect people w h o n ever  con sen ted  

to th e r esea r ch . Con ven tion a l cost-ben efit ca lcu la tion s str u ggle w h en  

pr obabilities a r e poor ly kn ow n  an d  con sequ en ces a r e globa l. 

Th is is w h er e in stitu tion a l in cen tives m a tter . In vestiga tor s w h o h ave spen t 

ca r eer s developin g a  r esea r ch  pr ogr am  h ave a  n a tu r a l ten den cy to see its 

ben efits. Fu n der s th a t cr ea ted  a  pr ogr am  h ave r epu ta tion a l in cen tives to see it 

a s gover n able. Biosa fety officia ls in side th e sam e in stitu tion  m ay fa ce pr essu r e 

to en able r a th er  th an  stop  r esea r ch . Non e of th is r equ ir es bad  fa ith . It is n or m a l 

or gan iza tion a l beh avior . 

In depen den t r isk r eview  sh ou ld  th er efor e in clu de people  w h ose ca r eer s do 

n ot depen d  on  th e con tin u a tion  of th e r esea r ch  ca tegor y. Th is pr in cip le is 

com m on  in  fin an cia l au ditin g an d  avia tion  acciden t in vestiga tion . Th e au ditor  

sh ou ld  n ot be  th e per son  w h ose per for m an ce is bein g au d ited . 

Th e Rober ts letter 's em ph asis on  scien tific au ton om y can  be r ead  a s a  

defen se of th e fir st r eview  layer  aga in st politica l in tr u sion . Th a t con cer n  is 

legitim a te. Bu t th e m issin g secon d layer  - ca ta str oph ic-r isk au th or iza tion  - 

can n ot sim ply be h an ded  ba ck to th e sam e scien tific com m u n ity an d  ca lled  

au ton om y. 

Politica l accou n ta b ility m u st en ter  som ew h er e becau se th e  r isk is bor n e by 

th e pu blic. Th e ch a llen ge is to design  th a t accou n ta b ility so th a t a  p r esiden t 

can n ot can cel a  gr a n t on  im pu lse an d  a  scien tific n etw or k can n ot a ppr ove its 

ow n  h igh est-r isk w or k w ith ou t exter n a l scr u tin y. 
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Ca se  St u d y 2: Wu h a n  In s t it u t e  o f Viro log y - 

Proxim it y, Ca p a b ilit y, a n d  Miss in g  Lin ks  

Th e Wu h an  In stitu te of Vir ology occu pies a  u n iqu e position  in  th e or igin  

deba te becau se th r ee ca tegor ies of r elevan ce coin cide: geogr aph y, exper tise, 

an d  collection s. 

Wu h an  w as th e city in  w h ich  th e fir st r ecogn ized  ou tbr eak occu r r ed . WIV 

scien tists h ad  deep  exper tise in  ba t cor on avir u ses. Th e in stitu te an d  

collabor a tor s collected  la r ge n u m ber s of ba t sa m ples an d  stu d ied  SARS-r ela ted  

vir u ses. Resea r ch er s con du cted  exper im en ts in volvin g vir a l sp ikes an d  

ch im er ic con str u cts in  or der  to u n der stan d  h ost r an ge an d  em er gen ce 

poten tia l. 

Th ose facts m ake WIV an  obviou s su bject of in vestiga tion . Th ey do n ot 

estab lish  cau sa tion . 

Th e d istin ction  betw een  cir cu m stan tia l an d  d ir ect eviden ce is essen tia l. If a  

ch em ica l p lan t explodes n ea r  a  n eigh bor h ood in  w h ich  r esiden ts a r e poison ed  

by a  ch em ica l kn ow n  to be u sed  a t th e p lan t, in vestiga tor s w ou ld  r a tion a lly 

exam in e th e p lan t. Bu t pr oxim ity an d  capability a lon e w ou ld  n ot p r ove th e 

r elease. In vestiga tor s w ou ld  seek in ven tor y r ecor ds, in ciden t logs, 

en vir on m en ta l sam ples, w or ker  exposu r es, an d  a  ch a in  con n ectin g th e 

ch em ica l to th e p la n t. 

Th e an a logou s m issin g lin ks in  Wu h an  in clu de a  docu m en ted  pr e-ou tbr eak 

vir u s su fficien tly close to SARS-CoV-2, a  cr ed ib le labor a tor y r ecor d  sh ow in g 

r elevan t m an ipu la tion  or  cu ltu r e, an  in fected  w or ker  or  in ciden t, an d  a  r elia b le 

tim elin e con n ectin g th a t even t to ea r ly tr an sm ission . Pu b licly ava ilab le 

eviden ce h as n ot su pplied  th e fu ll ch a in . 
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Su ppor ter s of zoon otic em er gen ce cor r ectly em ph asize th a t cities con ta in  

m an y labor a tor ies an d  th a t ou tbr eak loca tion  can  be coin ciden ta l. Wu h an  w as 

a lso a  m a jor  tr an spor ta tion  h u b  an d  h ad  w ild life tr ade. Cr itics cor r ectly an sw er  

th a t WIV w as n ot a  gen er ic labor a tor y; it w as on e of th e w or ld 's cen ter s for  

r esea r ch  on  th e exa ct vir a l fam ily th a t cau sed  th e pan dem ic. 

A r igor ou s an a lysis can  h old  both  facts a t on ce. WIV's r elevan ce m akes 

in vestiga tion  n ecessa r y. Its r elevan ce does n ot m ake a  labor a tor y or igin  self-

pr ovin g. 

Missin g da tabases an d  in com plete access in ten sified  su spicion . DRASTIC an d  

oth er  r esea r ch er s focu sed  on  WIV da tabases th a t beca m e in accessib le befor e  

th e r ecogn ized  ou tbr eak. Ch in ese au th or ities r estr icted  a ccess to da ta  an d  

sam ples du r in g su bsequ en t in vestiga tion s. WHO an d  in telligen ce a ssessm en ts 

r epea ted ly cited  m issin g in for m a tion  a s a  ba r r ier  to cer ta in ty. 

Aga in , th e in fer en ce h as lim its. Rem ovin g a  da tabase fr om  pu blic access can  

occu r  for  secu r ity, cyber , pu blica tion , or  adm in istr a tive r eason s. In  a  sen sitive 

ou tbr eak con text, h ow ever , th e absen ce of da ta  th a t cou ld  cla r ify sam ple 

h istor ies is con sequ en tia l even  if th e m otive for  r em ova l is u n kn ow n . 

Th e str on gest policy lesson  is th a t r epositor ies of h igh -r isk pa th ogen  

sequ en ces an d  sam ple m etada ta  sh ou ld  n ot depen d  on  d iscr etion a r y pu blic 

w ebsites. Secu r e, r edu n dan t, in depen den tly au ditab le a r ch ives sh ou ld  pr eser ve 

r ecor ds befor e cr ises occu r . 
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Ca se  St u d y 3: Proxim a l Or ig in  a s  a  Cr is is-

Scie n ce  Docu m e n t  

Few  scien tific paper s h ave ca r r ied  a s m u ch  politica l w eigh t a s Pr oxim a l 

Or igin  r ela tive to th eir  len gth . Th e paper 's au th or s sou gh t to eva lu a te gen om ic 

fea tu r es of SARS-CoV-2 in  th e fir st m on th s of th e pan dem ic, w h en  sequ en ce 

com par ison  w as a m on g th e few  tools ava ilab le. 

Th e paper  a r gu ed  th a t th e r eceptor -b in din g dom ain  appea r ed  com pa tib le 

w ith  n a tu r a l selection  r a th er  th an  an  en gin eer ed  op tim a l design  an d  th a t th e 

fu r in  cleavage site d id  n ot p r ovide eviden ce of pu r posefu l m an ipu la tion . It 

d iscu ssed  scen a r ios in volvin g n a tu r a l selection  in  an  an im a l h ost or  a fter  

zoon otic tr an sfer . 

Th e ph r ase "pu r posefu lly m an ipu la ted" is im por tan t. Exclu din g a  

con spicu ou s en gin eer in g sign a tu r e is n ot equ iva len t to exclu din g ever y 

labor a tor y-a ssocia ted  pa th w a y. Ser ia l passage, selection  in  cells or  an im a ls, u se 

of u n kn ow n  vir a l backbon es, or  w or k th a t leaves n o r ecogn izable en gin eer in g 

sca r  cr ea te d iffer en t eviden tia r y pr oblem s. 

Th e paper  w as n ever th eless w idely u sed  a s a  bou n da r y-settin g cita tion . 

Jou r n a lists an d  pu blic officia ls cited  it to su ppor t sta tem en ts th a t th e vir u s w as 

n ot en gin eer ed  or  th a t a  labor a tor y h ypoth esis lacked  scien tific basis. In  th e 

em er gen cy en vir on m en t, th ose sim plifica tion s w er e u n der stan dable. Th ey la ter  

becam e costly. 

Wh en  in ter n a l com m u n ica tion s w er e r eleased , cr itics h igh ligh ted  ea r ly 

sta tem en ts by au th or s con sider in g en gin eer ed-lookin g fea tu r es or  labor a tor y 

possib ilities. Defen der s poin ted  ou t th a t th e au th or s per for m ed  addition a l 

an a lysis an d  r evised  th eir  view s. Both  descr ip tion s can  be accu r a te. Th e 

in ter pr etive qu estion  is w h eth er  th e fin a l paper 's con fiden ce w as ju stified  by 
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th e an a lysis a lon e an d  w h eth er  in stitu tion a l in ter action s a ffected  th e 

com m u n ica tion  pr ocess. 

A u sefu l cou n ter factu a l is to im agin e th a t a ll ea r ly com m u n ica tion s h ad  

been  pu blish ed  a s a  m eth odologica l su pplem en t a t th e tim e. Wou ld  th e paper  

h ave been  less cr ed ib le? Possib ly n ot. Reader s m igh t h ave seen  th e scien tists 

doin g exactly w h a t scien tists sh ou ld  do: p r oposin g explan a tion s, testin g th em , 

an d  r evisin g pr oba bilities. Th e la ter  scan da l a r ose pa r tly becau se th e pu blic 

r eceived  th e polish ed  en dpoin t fir st an d  th e explor a tor y r eason in g yea r s la ter . 

Cr isis scien ce m ay th er efor e n eed  a  n ew  tr an spa r en cy n or m . Wh en  a  pa per  

is likely to becom e th e basis of im m edia te pu blic policy or  con ten t m oder a tion , 

au th or s cou ld  pu blish  a  str u ctu r ed  u n cer ta in ty sta tem en t expla in in g w h ich  

a lter n a tives w er e con sider ed , w h a t eviden ce ch an ged  th eir  a ssessm en t, an d  

w h a t fin d in gs w ou ld  r ever se it. 

Su ch  a  pr actice w ou ld  pr otect both  scien ce an d  scien tists. It w ou ld  r edu ce 

th e la ter  im pr ession  th a t n or m a l scien tific u n cer ta in ty h ad  been  h idden . 

 

Ca se  St u d y 4: Th e  Hu a n a n  Ma rke t  Evid e n ce  

- St ron g  Clu e , In com p le t e  Ch a in  

Th e Hu an an  Sea food  Wh olesa le Mar ket is cen tr a l to th e zoon otic-or igin  

h ypoth esis becau se m u ltip le in depen den t lin es of eviden ce con ver ge th er e. 

Ea r ly r ecogn ized  ca ses w er e geogr aph ica lly con cen tr a ted  a r ou n d th e m ar ket. 

En vir on m en ta l sam ples fr om  m ar ket sta lls an d  su r faces tested  positive for  

SARS-CoV-2. Gen etic m a ter ia l fr om  su sceptib le w ild life species w as fou n d  in  

som e a r eas a ssocia ted  w ith  vir u s-positive sam ples. Ph ylogen etic an a lyses h ave 
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been  in ter pr eted  a s con sisten t w ith  ea r ly vir a l lin eages em er gin g a r ou n d th e 

m ar ket. 

Th is eviden ce is su bstan tia l. An y accou n t th a t tr ea ts th e m ar ket a s ir r elevan t 

is d ifficu lt to r econ cile w ith  th e spa tia l an d  en vir on m en ta l r ecor d . 

Bu t "cen tr a l" is n ot th e sam e a s "pr oven  poin t of or igin ." Mar kets a r e 

efficien t am plifier s of r esp ir a tor y an d  zoon otic d isease. An  in fected  ven dor , 

cu stom er , or  su pply-ch a in  w or ker  cou ld  seed  tr an sm ission  in  a  m ar ket a fter  

in fection  elsew h er e. En vir on m en ta l sam ples collected  a fter  w idespr ea d  h u m a n  

tr an sm ission  can n ot a lw ays d istin gu ish  in fected  an im a ls fr om  con tam in a tion  

by in fected  people. 

Th e m ost decisive m issin g eviden ce is an  in fected  an im a l ca r r yin g a  

su fficien tly an cestr a l vir u s befor e or  a t th e begin n in g of th e h u m an  ou tbr eak. 

No su ch  an im a l h as been  pu blicly esta b lish ed . Wild life m ay h ave been  

r em oved befor e sa m plin g, so a bsen ce is n ot d ispositive. It  r em a in s a  m issin g 

lin k. 

Th e m ar ket deba te  illu str a tes a  br oa der  ep istem ic a sym m etr y. Zoon otic 

em er gen ce h as a  str on g pr ior  p r oba bility becau se m ost em er gin g in fectiou s 

d iseases a r ise n a tu r a lly. Labor a tor y-a ssocia ted  em er gen ce h as a  low er  pr ior  

bu t becom es m or e p lau sib le w h en  an  ou tbr eak occu r s in  a  city con ta in in g 

r elevan t labor a tor ies an d  r esea r ch . Ba yesian  r eason in g r equ ir es both  pr ior s 

an d  case-specific eviden ce. 

Politica l deba te ten ds to er a se pr ior s w h en  con ven ien t. Lab-or igin  

pr opon en ts m a y tr ea t WIV pr oxim ity a s over w h elm in gly d iagn ostic. Zoon osis 

p r opon en ts m a y tr ea t th e gen er a l fr equ en cy of n a tu r a l sp illover  a s th ou gh  it 

r esolves th e specific ca se. Neith er  m ove is su fficien t. 

WHO's 2025 a ssessm en t is u sefu l becau se it p r eser ves th is ba lan ce better  

th an  m an y pu blic su m m ar ies. It gives gr ea ter  w eigh t to zoon otic eviden ce 
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w h ile sta tin g th a t m issin g da ta  pr even t cer ta in ty. Th a t is n ot w ea kn ess. It is th e 

cor r ect lan gu age for  an  u n r esolved  in fer en ce. 
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Ch a p t e r  3: Th e  Se con d  Le t t e r  

Th e Ju ly 2026 open  letter  appea r ed  in  a  d iffer en t Am er ica  fr om  th e on e in  

w h ich  th e Nobelists w r ote in  2020. An th on y Fau ci h ad  r etir ed  fr om  NIAID. 

Con gr ession a l in vestiga tion s h ad  accu m u la ted  th ou san ds of pages of 

docu m en ts. Th e politics of vaccin a tion , m an da tes, sch ool closu r es, m askin g, 

ga in -of-fu n ction  r esea r ch , an d  gover n m en t com m u n ica tion  h ad  h a r den ed  in to 

iden tity m ar ker s. A n ew  adm in istr a tion  h ad  explicitly m oved  to pr oh ib it 

ca tegor ies of h igh -r isk life-scien ces r esea r ch . Th e in telligen ce estab lish m en t 

itself w as r evisitin g th e or igin s con tr over sy in  pu blic. 

On  Ju ly 28, 2026, m or e th an  155 scien tists, ph ysician s, an d  pu blic-h ea lth  

advoca tes r elea sed  a  letter  con dem n in g w h a t th ey ca lled  th e vilifica tion  an d  

h a r a ssm en t of Fau ci an d  oth er  scien tists. Th e tim in g w as deliber a te. Fau ci w as 

sch edu led  to a ppea r  u n der  su bpoen a  befor e th e Sen a te Hom elan d  Secu r ity an d  

Gover n m en ta l Affa ir s Com m ittee  th e n ext m or n in g. 

Th e letter 's cor e m or a l cla im  w as n ot tr ivia l. Scien tists an d  pu blic officia ls 

h ave faced  th r ea ts, h a r a ssm en t, an d  in  som e cases cr ed ib le  fea r s for  per son a l 

sa fety. A dem ocr a tic society can n ot im pr ove scien tific accou n tab ility by m a kin g 

r esea r ch er s a fr a id  th a t u n popu la r  fin d in gs w ill expose th eir  fam ilies to 

violen ce. Politica l officia ls can  a lso abu se in vestiga tor y pow er s. Con gr ession a l 

over sigh t is legitim a te, bu t legitim acy depen ds on  pr ocedu r e, p r opor tion a lity, 

factu a l accu r acy, a n d  r espect for  con stitu tion a l r igh ts. 

Th e letter  n ever th eless w en t beyon d opposin g th r ea ts. It ch a r acter ized  

m a jor  accu sa tion s aga in st Fau ci a s baseless, in clu d in g a llega tion s con cer n in g a  

cover -u p  of COVID or igin s an d  NIAID-fu n ded  r esea r ch . It th er efor e en ter ed  th e 

su bstan tive con tr over sy, n ot m er ely th e eth ics of h a r a ssm en t. Th a t ch oice 

m a tter s. A letter  cou ld  h ave sa id , "In vestiga te r igor ou sly, bu t stop  th r ea ts an d  
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per son a l vilifica tion ." In stead , th e pu b lic cam pa ign  fr am ed m u ch  of th e 

in vestiga tion  itself a s a  w itch  h u n t. 

Th e or gan iza tion  of th e letter  is r evea lin g. Con tem por a r y r epor tin g 

descr ibed  it a s or ga n ized  by AIDS activists w h o h ad  w or ked  closely w ith  Fau ci 

in  th e 1990s. Th a t h istor y is im por tan t becau se th e tr an sfor m a tion  of Fau ci's 

r ela tion sh ip  w ith  AIDS activists is on e of th e best-kn ow n  ep isodes in  m oder n  

pu blic h ea lth . Ea r ly in  th e ep idem ic, activists p r otested  NIH an d  FDA 

pr ocedu r es th ey believed  w er e too slow , exclu sion a r y, an d  u n r espon sive to 

dyin g pa tien ts. Over  tim e, Fau ci b r ou gh t activists in to scien tific an d  clin ica l-

tr ia l deliber a tion s, an d  for m er  adver sa r ies becam e collabor a tor s an d , in  som e 

cases, fr ien ds. 

Nam es a ssocia ted  w ith  th a t h istor y appea r  pr om in en tly a r ou n d th e 2026 

letter : Peter  Sta ley, David  Bar r , Mar k Har r in gton , Gr egg Gon sa lves, Mitch ell 

War r en , an d  oth er s fr om  th e tr ea tm en t-activist an d  HIV-policy w or ld . Defen d  

Pu blic Hea lth , a  volu n teer  n etw or k of r esea r ch er s, h ea lth  w or ker s, an d  

advoca tes, h a d  lau n ch ed  a  cam pa ign  on  Ju ly 14 ca llin g on  Con gr ess to stop  

w h a t it descr ibed  a s w itch  h u n ts aga in st Fau ci, Fr an cis Collin s, Peter  Hotez, 

Ra lph  Bar ic, an d  oth er  scien tists. Its lan gu age closely an ticipa ted  th e pu blic 

a r gu m en t su r r ou n d in g th e la ter  letter . 

Th is pr oven an ce ch an ges th e m ean in g of th e sign a tor y cou n t. Th e n u m ber  is 

still r ea l, bu t it is n ot a  r an dom  su r vey of scien tists. It is th e pr odu ct of socia l 

r ecr u itm en t th r ou gh  n etw or ks th a t a lr eady existed . Th a t obser va tion  is n ot a  

cr iticism . Ever y petition  is r ecr u ited . Th e r elevan t qu estion s a r e w h o dr a fted  it, 

w h o cir cu la ted  it, w h o w as a sked , w h o declin ed , an d  h ow  fa r  th e r ecr u itm en t 

n etw or k exten ded  beyon d th e or gan izer s' existin g com m u n ities. 

Th e sign er s in clu ded  d istin gu ish ed  scien tists w ith  n o obviou s r eason  to be 

r edu ced  to Fau ci loya lists. Ch a r les Rice is a  Nobel lau r ea te in  vir ology. Pam ela  

Bjor km an  is a  m a jor  str u ctu r a l b iologist. Pau l Bien ia sz is an  in flu en tia l 
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vir ologist. Sean  Wh elan  is a  p r om in en t m olecu la r  vir ologist. An gela  Rasm u ssen  

is a  vir ologist an d  pu blic com m u n ica tor . La r r y Cor ey is on e of th e m ost 

con sequ en tia l figu r es in  HIV vaccin e r esea r ch . Kr istian  An der sen  is cen tr a l to 

th e COVID-or igin s liter a tu r e itself. 

Th a t d iver sity pr even ts an  easy d ism issa l. Yet th e absen ces a r e equ a lly 

in ter estin g. Rich a r d  Rober ts d id  n ot appea r  on  th e pu blish ed  list, desp ite h is 

r ole in  th e 2020 in ter ven tion . David  Ba ltim or e d id  n ot appea r . Nor  d id  sever a l 

p r in cipa l figu r es in  th e zoon otic-or igin  liter a tu r e, in clu d in g m u ltip le coau th or s 

of Pr oxim a l Or igin  an d  la ter  m a jor  m a r ket-or igin  paper s. Ra lph  Bar ic, a lth ou gh  

n am ed a s a  scien tist u n der  a ttack in  th e a ssocia ted  pu blic-h ea lth  cam pa ign , 

w as n ot am on g th e sign er s in  th e pu blish ed  list exam in ed  for  th is book. Peter  

Daszak w as absen t. Fr an cis Collin s w as absen t. 

Absen ce can n ot be  over in ter pr eted . A per son  m a y n ot h a ve been  a sked . A 

per son  m a y h ave been  u n ava ilab le. A per son  m a y su ppor t th e letter 's 

p r in cip les bu t d islike its w or d in g. A per son  m ay avoid  petition s ca tegor ica lly. A 

per son  m a y be u n der  lega l advice n ot to sign . Bu t th e pa tter n  u n der m in es a  

sim plistic th eor y th a t th e letter  w as sim ply "th e zoon osis cam p" closin g r an ks. 

Man y of th e people m ost str on gly iden tified  w ith  zoon otic-or igin  a r gu m en ts 

w er e n ot th er e. 

Th e cen ter  of gr avity in stead  appea r s to be older : HIV/AIDS r esea r ch , 

tr ea tm en t activism , pu blic-h ea lth  in stitu tion s, an d  th e n etw or ks th a t gr ew  

a r ou n d NIAID over  decades. COVID or igin s en ter s th e letter  th r ou gh  pa r ticu la r  

b r idge figu r es, especia lly An der sen , r a th er  th an  defin in g th e w h ole coa lition . 

Th e Sen a te h ea r in g th e n ext da y in ten sified  th e sym bolism . Fau ci in voked  

th e Fifth  Am en dm en t r epea ted ly on  advice of cou n sel. Ch a ir m an  Ran d Pau l 

a r gu ed  th a t Fau ci's p r eviou s pa r don  an d  testim on y a ffected  th e va lid ity of th e  

pr ivilege an d  la ter  pu r su ed  con tem pt pr oceedin gs. Ran kin g Mem ber  Gar y 

Peter s a r gu ed  th a t pu n ish in g in voca tion  of con stitu tion a l r igh ts w ou ld  da m a ge 
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con gr ession a l over sigh t an d  du e pr ocess. Even  h er e, th e sam e even t p r odu ced  

in com pa tib le n a r r a tives: obstr u ction  to on e side, p r otection  aga in st self-

in cr im in a tion  to th e oth er . 

Th e secon d  letter  th er efor e sits a t th e in ter section  of scien ce an d  law . It is a  

defen se of a  scien tist w h o h ad  becom e a  lega l ta r get. It is a lso a  defen se of an  

in stitu tion a l cu ltu r e w h ose cr itics believed  th a t or d in a r y m ech an ism s of 

scien tific self-cor r ection  h ad  fa iled . Th a t is w h y its r h etor ic m a tter s m or e th a n  

its r aw  sign a tu r e cou n t. 

Pro t e ct in g  a  pe r son  ve r su s  p ro t e ct in g  a  sys t e m  

A letter  can  h ave m u ltip le ob jects w ith ou t its au th or s in ten din g th em  a ll. 

Defen din g Fau ci per son a lly a lso defen ds, in d ir ectly, th e legitim acy of th e 

system  h e led  for  n ea r ly fou r  deca des. For  HIV r esea r ch er s, th a t system  

deliver ed  tr an sfor m a tive th er ap ies, tr ia l n etw or ks, an d  collabor a tion s. For  

cr itics of r isky pa th ogen  r esea r ch , th e sam e system  can  a ppea r  in su la r  an d  

in su fficien tly accou n tab le. Both  per cep tion s can  be gr ou n ded  in  r ea l h istor y. 

Th e qu estion  is n ot w h eth er  on e per ception  is w h olly tr u e  an d  th e oth er  

w h olly fa lse. It is w h eth er  a  m a tu r e in stitu tion  can  ackn ow ledge both  its 

ach ievem en ts an d  its gover n an ce fa ilu r es w ith ou t tr ea tin g scr u tin y a s 

per secu tion  or  scr u tin y itself becom in g per secu tion . 
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Figur e 2. The let ter s sha r e a  defense-of-science r hetor ic but  pr otect  differ ent  immedia te objects. 
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Ch a p t e r  4: Wh o  Sig n e d , Wh o  Did  No t  

Open  letter s cr ea te an  illu sion  of fla tn ess. A page of n am es pr esen ts each  

sign a tu r e in  th e sam e typogr a ph y, a s th ou gh  ever y sign er  w er e an  equ iva len t 

u n it. Netw or k an a lysis r estor es d im en sion a lity. Som e sign er s a r e close to th e 

or gan izer s. Som e a r e close to Fau ci. Som e a r e m a jor  ben eficia r ies of NIAID 

pr ogr a m s in  th e n eu tr a l sen se th a t th eir  labor a tor ies or  in stitu tion s r eceived  

r esea r ch  su ppor t. Som e h ave ph a r m a ceu tica l advisor y r oles. Som e r eceived  

Ga tes Fou n da tion  fu n din g. Som e a r e p r in cipa lly activists. Som e a r e cen tr a l to 

COVID-or igin s sch ola r sh ip . Oth er s h ave little  obviou s con n ection  to an y of 

th ose ca tegor ies. 

Th e pu r pose of m a ppin g th ese r ela tion sh ips is n ot to iden tify villa in s. It is to 

a sk w h eth er  th e letter  r epr esen ts in depen den t con ver gen ce or  n etw or k 

m obiliza tion . In  r ea lity, it can  be both . In depen den t people often  con ver ge 

th r ou gh  n etw or ks becau se n etw or ks a r e h ow  in for m a tion  an d  r equ ests tr avel. 

Kr istian  An der sen  is a  pa r ticu la r ly in for m a tive n ode. He is a  Scr ipps 

Resea r ch  pr ofessor  w h ose labor a tor y stu d ies gen om ic ep idem iology an d  

em er gin g vir u ses. He led  th e Pr oxim a l Or igin  paper , r em a in ed  an  im por tan t 

pa r ticipan t in  la ter  zoon otic-or igin  r esea r ch , r eceived  NIAID-su ppor ted  

fu n din g, an d  by 2026 w as a lso a ssocia ted  w ith  Ga tes Fou n da tion -su ppor ted  

d isease-su r veillan ce w or k. His sign a tu r e on  th e Fau ci letter  th er efor e con n ects 

th e old  pu blic-h ea lth  coa lition  to th e or igin s con tr over sy m or e d ir ectly th an  th e 

sign a tu r es of m ost HIV activists or  vaccin e r esea r ch er s. 

La r r y Cor ey r epr esen ts a  d iffer en t b r idge. Fr ed  Hu tch 's ow n  in stitu tion a l 

h istor ies descr ibe a  r ela tion sh ip  w ith  Fau ci exten din g ba ck deca des. At Fau ci's 

u r gin g, Cor ey h elped  develop  w h a t becam e th e HIV Vaccin e Tr ia ls Netw or k. 

HVTN becam e on e of th e m a jor  in fr a str u ctu r es th r ou gh  w h ich  NIAID, academ ic 

cen ter s, com m u n ity advoca tes, an d  va ccin e developer s in ter acted . Du r in g 
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COVID, Cor ey w as a ga in  r ecr u ited  in to a  n a tion a l vaccin e-tr ia l r ole. His 

sign a tu r e is th er efor e n ot p r im ar ily an  or igin s-scien ce sign a l. It is a  sign a l fr om  

th e in stitu tion a l h istor y of NIAID-led  vaccin e r esea r ch . 

Em ilio Em in i p r ovides an oth er  kin d  of con n ection . His ca r eer  tr aver sed  

m a jor  ph a r m a ceu tica l vaccin e an d  an tivir a l p r ogr am s, in clu d in g leader sh ip  a t 

Mer ck an d  Wyeth /Pfizer , follow ed  by sen ior  leader sh ip  in  th e Ga tes 

Fou n da tion 's HIV p r ogr am  an d  la ter  th e Ga tes Medica l Resea r ch  In stitu te. 

Wh en  a  per son  w ith  th a t b iogr a ph y sign s a  letter  defen din g Fau ci, th e r elevan t 

fact is n ot th a t "ph a r m a  con tr ols th e letter ." Th e r elevan t fact is th a t th e 

bou n da r ies betw een  ph a r m aceu tica l developm en t, ph ilan th r opy, an d  globa l 

HIV r esea r ch  a r e per m eable by design . People m ove acr oss th em  becau se th e 

w or k itself is coor d in a ted  acr oss sector s. 

Pam ela  Bjor km an  offer s a  u sefu l con tr ol. Her  HIV r esea r ch  r eceived  Ga tes 

Fou n da tion  su ppor t, an d  sh e sign ed  th e 2026 letter . David  Ba ltim or e, a lso 

a ssocia ted  w ith  m a jor  Ga tes-su ppor ted  HIV w or k a t Ca ltech , d id  n ot sign . 

Th er efor e Ga tes fu n din g a lon e can n ot expla in  sign in g. Th e sam e is tr u e of 

NIAID fu n din g. Rober t Gar r y sh a r ed  r e levan t NIH gr an t su ppor t w ith in  th e 

Pr oxim a l Or igin  con text bu t w as n ot on  th e letter . In stitu tion a l con n ection  is a  

va r iab le, n ot a  deter m in istic cau se. 

Th e ph a r m a  ca tegor y likew ise n eeds gr an u la r ity. Ken n eth  Mayer  h as 

d isclosed  scien tific advisor y r oles an d  r esea r ch  r ela tion sh ips in volvin g 

com pan ies su ch  a s Mer ck an d  Gilead . Raph ael Lan dovitz h as d isclosed  

con su ltin g or  advisor y r ela tion sh ips w ith  com pan ies in clu d in g Mer ck an d  ViiV. 

Sh a r on  Lew in  h as d isclosed  r esea r ch  su ppor t an d  a dvisor y r ela tion sh ips 

in volvin g sever a l HIV-focu sed  com pan ies. Ca r ol Br osga r t spen t yea r s in side 

Gilead  leader sh ip . Th ese a r e m a ter ia lly d iffer en t r ela tion sh ips: em ploym en t, 

con su ltin g, scien tific advisor y w or k, h on or a r ia , an d  in stitu tion a l r esea r ch  

fu n din g sh ou ld  n ever  be collapsed  in to on e b in a r y label. 
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Wh y does th is m a tter ? Becau se th e ph r ase "for  fu tu r e dolla r s" can  be 

sim u ltan eou sly too cr u de an d  d ir ection a lly in sigh tfu l. Scien tists r a r ely r eceive 

a  ch eck for  sign in g a  pu blic letter . Th e in cen tive is m or e d iffu se. Resea r ch  

ca r eer s depen d  on  stab le in stitu tion s, collabor a tive n etw or ks, gr an ts, clin ica l-

tr ia l in fr a str u ctu r es, access to sa m ples, ph ilan th r opic pr ior ities, r egu la tor y 

r ela tion sh ips, an d  r epu ta tion a l cr ed ib ility. A pu blic-h ea lth  ecosystem  

th r ea ten ed  by politica l r estr u ctu r in g m ay cr ea te sh a r ed  in ter ests am on g people 

w h o h ave n ever  d iscu ssed  m on ey w ith  on e an oth er . 

Th is is th e sociology of in stitu tion s r a th er  th an  th e psych ology of b r iber y. 

People defen d  system s th a t h ave en abled  w or k th ey va lu e. A scien tist w h ose 

ca r eer  w as bu ilt th r ou gh  NIAID-su ppor ted  HIV tr ia ls m ay gen u in ely believe 

th a t a ttacks on  Fau ci th r ea ten  th e fu tu r e of b iom edica l r esea r ch . An  activist 

w h o w a tch ed  Fau ci tr an sfor m  AIDS policy m ay gen u in ely see h im  as a  pu blic-

h ea lth  h er o. A ph a r m aceu tica l adviser  m ay gen u in ely believe th a t pu blic-

pr iva te collabor a tion  saved  lives. Th ose beliefs can  be sin cer e w h ile a lso 

a lign in g w ith  in stitu tion a l self-in ter est. 

Th e n on -sign er s a r e n ecessa r y con tr ols. David  Ba ltim or e 's absen ce m a tter s 

becau se h e is both  scien tifica lly em in en t an d  h istor ica lly w illin g to voice 

u n cer ta in ty abou t COVID or igin s. Rich a r d  Rober ts's absen ce m a tter s becau se h e 

h ad  or gan ized  th e ea r lier  letter . Ra lph  Bar ic's absen ce m a tter s becau se th e 

a ssocia ted  ca m pa ign  explicitly n am ed h im  as a  ta r get of politica l a ttack. Peter  

Daszak's absen ce m a tter s becau se th e fir st letter  con cer n ed  h is gr an t. Fr an cis 

Collin s's absen ce m a tter s becau se h e w as Fau ci's in stitu tion a l su per ior  th r ou gh  

m u ch  of th e r elevan t per iod . 

Th e Pr oxim a l Or igin  gr ou p  is even  m or e r evea lin g. Of th e five au th or s, 

An der sen  sign ed  w h ile Ram bau t, Lipkin , Holm es, an d  Ga r r y d id  n ot appea r  on  

th e pu blish ed  list exam in ed  h er e. A la r ger  2021 r eview  str on gly favor in g 

zoon otic em er gen ce in clu ded  m an y or igin s r esea r ch er s; on ly a  m in or ity appea r  
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am on g th e Fau ci-letter  sign a tor ies. Th is w eaken s th e cla im  th a t th e letter  w as 

sim ply a  collective defen se by scien tists w h ose r epu ta tion s depen ded  on  

zoon osis. 

In stead , th e topology is layer ed . Th e or gan izin g cor e is h ea vily con n ected  to 

HIV activism  an d  Fau ci's lon g in stitu tion a l h istor y. Ar ou n d th a t cor e lies an  

HIV/pu blic-h ea lth  r esea r ch  n etw or k. Ar ou n d th a t is a  b r oa der  set of vir ologists 

an d  b iom edica l scien tists. A sm a ller  su bset in ter sects d ir ectly w ith  COVID 

or igin s. Ga tes an d  ph a r m aceu tica l r ela tion sh ips cr oss-cu t th ese layer s r a th er  

th an  defin in g th em . 

In de pe n de n ce  is  n o t  iso la t ion  

A com m on  m istake in  con flict-of-in ter est an a lysis is to im agin e th a t an  

in depen den t exper t is an  exper t w ith  n o r ela tion sh ips. In  h igh ly specia lized  

fields, su ch  a  per son  m ay n ot exist. Th e m or e a ccom plish ed  som eon e becom es, 

th e m or e likely th a t per son  h as advised  agen cies, ser ved  on  boa r ds, 

collabor a ted  w ith  in du str y, r eview ed gr an ts, an d  w or ked  w ith  oth er  leader s in  

th e field . 

Th e appr opr ia te sta n da r d  is d isclosu r e an d  w eigh tin g, n ot pu r ity. We sh ou ld  

a sk w h eth er  r ela tion sh ips w er e d isclosed , w h eth er  a lter n a tive exper tise 

existed , w h eth er  decision -m akin g w as d iver sified , an d  w h eth er  d issen t cou ld  

be expr essed  w ith ou t p r ofession a l pen a lty. Th ose qu estion s a r e m or e u sefu l 

th an  decla r in g a  sign er  com pr om ised  becau se a  fou n da tion  on ce fu n ded  a  

labor a tor y. 
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Figur e 3. The signa tor y a na lysis is best  under stood a s a n over la pping inst itu t iona l ecosystem r a ther  tha n 

a  single fina ncia l cha in . 

Ta ble 1. Repr esenta t ive nodes used in  the qua lita t ive networ k a na lysis. 

Pe r son  Pr in cip a l d ocu m en ted  ed ge (s) 2026 le t t e r  

Kr istian  An der sen COVID-or igin s au th or sh ip ; NIAID-lin ked  

fu n din g; Gates-su ppor ted  su r veillan ce 
Sign ed 

Lar r y Cor ey Fau ci/NIAID r ela tion sh ip ; HVTN; pu blic-

pr iva te vaccin e n etw or ks 
Sign ed 

Em ilio Em in i Mer ck/Wyeth -Pfizer  vaccin e leader sh ip ; 

Ga tes HIV leader sh ip 
Sign ed 

Pam ela  Bjor km an Ga tes-su ppor ted  HIV r esear ch Sign ed 

David  Ba ltim or e Ga tes-su ppor ted  HIV r esear ch ; pu blic 

or igin s com m en tar y 
Not fou n d 

Rich ar d  J. Rober ts Or gan izer  a ssocia ted  w ith  2020 Nobel Not fou n d 
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Per son  Pr in cip a l d ocu m en ted  ed ge (s) 2026 le t t e r  

letter  

Ra lph  Bar ic Cor on avir u s r esea r ch ; n am ed in  DPH 

cam pa ign 
Not fou n d 

Edw ar d  Holm es / An dr ew  Ram bau t / W. 

Ian  Lipkin  / Rober t Ga r r y 
Oth er  Pr oxim a l Or igin  au th or s Not fou n d 

 

 

In t e r lu d e  V: Con flict  o f In t e re s t  Wit h ou t  

Ch a ra ct e r  Assa ss in a t ion  

Th e ph r ase "con flict of in ter est" often  fu n ction s a s an  accu sa tion , bu t 

tech n ica lly it descr ibes a  con dition . A con flict exists w h en  a  secon da r y in ter est 

cou ld  in flu en ce, or  r ea son ably appea r  to in flu en ce, p r ofession a l ju dgm en t. Th e 

existen ce of a  con flict does n ot esta b lish  th a t in flu en ce occu r r ed . 

Biom edica l jou r n a ls r ecogn ize th is by r equ ir in g d isclosu r es. A r esea r ch er  

can  r epor t con su ltin g fees fr om  a  ph a r m aceu tica l com pan y an d  still pu blish  

va lid  w or k. Th e d isclosu r e a llow s r eader s, ed itor s, an d  r eview er s to eva lu a te 

th e r ela tion sh ip . In  som e cases, th e a ppr opr ia te r espon se is r ecu sa l; in  oth er s, 

tr an spa r en cy is su fficien t. 

Th e Fau ci-letter  n etw or k n eeds th e sa m e d iscip lin e. A Ga tes gr an t is n ot th e 

sam e a s Ga tes em ploym en t. A com pan y-fu n ded  in stitu tion a l tr ia l is n ot th e 

sam e a s per son a l con su ltin g in com e. An  u n pa id  advisor y r ole is n ot th e sam e a s 

stock ow n er sh ip . A decades-old  collabor a tion  is n ot th e sa m e a s a  cu r r en t 

con tr act. 
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For  n etw or k an a lysis, th ese r ela tion sh ips sh ou ld  be r epr esen ted  a s sepa r a te 

edges w ith  da tes an d  d ir ection . "In stitu tion  r eceived  Mer ck r esea r ch  su ppor t" is 

on e edge. "In vestiga tor  ser ved  on  Mer ck advisor y boa r d" is an oth er . 

"In vestiga tor  w as a  Mer ck execu tive" is str on ger  still. Com bin in g th em  in to a  

sin gle "Big Ph a r m a" label destr oys in for m a tion . 

Th e sam e applies to gover n m en t fu n din g. Alm ost ever y pr om in en t Am er ican  

in fectiou s-d isease r esea r ch er  h as som e r ela tion sh ip  w ith  NIH. Th e r elevan t 

qu estion  is n ot w h eth er  NIH m on ey exists bu t w h eth er  th e specific fu n din g 

sou r ce cr ea tes a  sta ke in  th e issu e u n der  d ispu te. A can cer  gr an t u n r ela ted  to 

cor on avir u s r esea r ch  sh ou ld  r eceive little  w eigh t in  an  or igin s an a lysis. A gr an t 

su ppor tin g th e exact r esea r ch  bein g in vestiga ted  deser ves m or e a tten tion . 

Con tr ols a r e in d ispen sable. If 70 per cen t of com par able HIV r esea r ch er s 

h ave ph a r m aceu tica l r ela tion sh ips, fin d in g th e sam e pr opor tion  am on g sign er s 

tells u s little . If sign er s h ave sign ifican tly m or e m u lti-sector  con n ection s th an  

m a tch ed  n on -sign er s, th e n etw or k h ypoth esis becom es str on ger . 

Th is is w h y pu blic r h etor ic ten ds to fa il. It p r efer s dr a m a tic in d ividu a l 

exam ples. Scien tific an a lysis r equ ir es den om in a tor s. 

A fu tu r e qu an tita tive stu dy cou ld  con str u ct a  m a tch ed  coh or t by field , ca r eer  

stage, in stitu tion  type, pu blica tion  cou n t, an d  geogr aph y. Resea r ch er s cou ld  

th en  test w h eth er  Fau ci-letter  sign in g w as a ssocia ted  w ith  NIAID fu n din g 

in ten sity, Ga tes fu n din g, ph a r m a  a dvisor y r oles, HIV-n etw or k m em ber sh ip , or  

COVID-or igin  au th or sh ip . Su ch  a  stu dy w ou ld  n ot estab lish  m otive bu t cou ld  

dem on str a te  w h eth er  th e petition  dr ew  d ispr opor tion a te ly fr om  pa r ticu la r  

in stitu tion a l str u ctu r es. 

Un til th a t an a lysis is don e, th is book u ses n etw or k exam ples qu a lita tively 

an d  avoids p r eten d in g th a t a  r ela tion sh ip  coefficien t h as been  m easu r ed . 
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Figur e 4. Evidence cla sses used thr oughout th is book; lower -confidence m a ter ia l ma y gener a te lea ds but  

should not  ca r r y high-confidence conclusions. 
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Ch a p t e r  5: Fa u ci' s  HIV Wor ld  

To u n der stan d  th e secon d  letter , on e m u st u n der stan d  w h y so m an y 

HIV/AIDS activists an d  r esea r ch er s w ou ld  defen d  An th on y Fau ci w ith  u n u su a l 

in ten sity. Th e r ela tion sh ip  w as n ot bor n  fr om  obedien ce. It w as for ged  th r ou gh  

con flict. 

Du r in g th e ea r ly AIDS cr isis, a ctivists con fr on ted  a  b iom edica l estab lish m en t 

th ey believed  w as m ovin g too slow ly w h ile people d ied . Gr ou ps su ch  a s ACT UP 

ch a llen ged  clin ica l-tr ia l design , d r u g a ppr ova l, access cr iter ia , an d  th e 

pa ter n a lism  of r esea r ch  in stitu tion s. Fau ci w as in itia lly on e of th e faces of th e 

system  th ey a ttacked . Dem on str a tor s ta r geted  NIH an d  Fau ci per son a lly. Over  

tim e, h ow ever , Fau ci d id  som eth in g in stitu tion a lly u n u su a l: h e en gaged  th e 

activists, listen ed  to tech n ica lly in for m ed cr iticism , an d  h elped  cr ea te 

m ech an ism s for  com m u n ity pa r ticipa tion  in  r esea r ch  deliber a tion s. 

Th is h istor y becam e pa r t of Fau ci's pu blic iden tity. For m er  an tagon ists 

in clu d in g Peter  Sta ley, David  Bar r , Mar k Har r in gton , an d  Gr egg Gon sa lves h ave 

descr ibed  r ela tion sh ips th a t evolved  fr om  con fr on ta tion  in to collabor a tion . For  

m an y in  th e AIDS com m u n ity, Fau ci becam e eviden ce th a t activism  cou ld  

pen etr a te bu r eau cr acy an d  im pr ove scien ce. Th e em otion a l an d  politica l 

m ean in g of th a t h istor y is d ifficu lt to over sta te. It w as n ot a  n or m a l gr an t 

r ela tion sh ip . It w as a  gen er a tion a l exper ien ce in volvin g dea th , stigm a , politica l 

n eglect, scien tific u r gen cy, an d  even tu a l th er apeu tic tr an sfor m a tion . 

Wh en  th ose activists saw  Fau ci a ttacked  deca des la ter , th ey d id  n ot 

en cou n ter  a  n eu tr a l bu r eau cr a t n ew ly in tr odu ced  by COVID. Th ey saw  th e 

officia l w ith  w h om  th ey h ad  fou gh t, n egotia ted , an d  w or ked  th r ou gh  th e w or st 

yea r s of AIDS. Th a t con text m a kes th e 2026 letter  m or e u n der stan dable. It a lso 

m ean s th e sign a tor y n etw or k con ta in s deep  r ela tion a l loya lty th a t can n ot be 

r epr esen ted  by gr a n t da tabases a lon e. 
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Th e HIV r esea r ch  system  th a t em er ged  w as itself a  r em ar kable h ybr id . 

NIAID fu n ded  la r ge clin ica l-tr ia l n etw or ks. Aca dem ic in vestiga tor s design ed  

an d  r an  stu d ies. Com m u n ity advisor y str u ctu r es br ou gh t pa tien ts an d  activists 

in to pr otocol d iscu ssion s. Ph a r m aceu tica l fir m s su pplied  can dida te dr u gs an d  

vaccin es. Fou n da tion s fin an ced  com plem en ta r y pr ogr a m s. In ter n a tion a l sites 

exten ded  tr ia ls acr oss con tin en ts. Regu la tor y agen cies eva lu a ted  pr odu cts. Th e 

system  b lu r r ed  tr a d ition a l bou n da r ies betw een  gover n m en t, u n iver sity, 

activism , an d  in du str y. 

Th is a r ch itectu r e h elped  pr odu ce extr aor d in a r y ach ievem en ts. 

An tir etr ovir a l th er apy tr an sfor m ed HIV fr om  a  n ea r -cer ta in  dea th  sen ten ce 

in to a  m an ageable ch r on ic in fection  for  people w ith  access to tr ea tm en t. 

Pr even tion  str a tegies expan ded  fr om  con dom s an d  beh avior a l in ter ven tion s to 

pr e-exposu r e pr oph ylaxis an d  lon g-actin g agen ts. Th e b iom edica l su ccess of 

HIV r esea r ch  cr ea ted  a  pow er fu l in stitu tion a l lesson : pu blic-pr iva te-com m u n ity 

collabor a tion  w or ks. 

Bu t su ccess can  gen er a te b lin d  spots. A system  th a t h as saved  m illion s of 

lives develops m or a l au th or ity. Its leader s a r e n ot m er ely adm in istr a tor s; th ey 

becom e sym bols of com peten ce aga in st ign or an ce. Netw or ks th a t su r vived  th e 

AIDS cr isis m ay in ter pr et la ter  politica l a ttacks th r ou gh  th e tem pla te of ea r lier  

ba ttles, even  w h en  th e scien tific an d  gover n an ce qu estion s a r e d iffer en t. 

COVID w as n ot AIDS. Th e politica l con stitu en cy, tr an sm ission  dyn a m ics, 

sca le, tim elin es, an d  pu blic-h ea lth  in ter ven tion s d iffer ed  r ad ica lly. Pa th ogen -

or igin  r esea r ch  a lso pr esen ts gover n an ce qu estion s u n like th ose of 

an tir etr ovir a l tr ia ls. Yet in stitu tion a l m em or y tr avels. Th e sam e actor s m ay 

r eu se th e ca tegor ies th a t p r eviou sly ser ved  th em : scien ce ver su s den ia l, exper ts 

ver su s ideologu es, pu blic h ea lth  ver su s politica l in ter fer en ce. 

Th is does n ot m ean  th ose ca tegor ies a r e fa lse. COVID pr odu ced  en or m ou s 

am ou n ts of m isin for m a tion . Scien tists w er e th r ea ten ed . Pu blic-h ea lth  agen cies 
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w er e politicized  fr om  m u ltip le d ir ection s. Bu t th e AIDS tem pla te can  cr ea te a  

dan ger ou s sim plifica tion  if ever y ch a llen ge to a  scien tific au th or ity is 

in ter pr eted  a s th e m or a l equ iva len t of den ia lism . 

Th e lesson  is sym m etr ica l. Cr itics of Fa u ci can  a lso im por t m islead in g 

tem pla tes. Seein g NIAID, Ga tes, ph a r m aceu tica l com pan ies, an d  activists in  th e 

sam e n etw or k can  be r ecoded  a s eviden ce of a  ca r tel. Th a t ign or es h ow  

tr an sla tion a l m edicin e actu a lly w or ks. HIV dr u gs do n ot r each  pa tien ts w ith ou t 

ph a r m aceu tica l m a n u factu r in g. La r ge tr ia ls r equ ir e coor d in a ted  fu n din g. 

Com m u n ity pa r ticipa tion  is n ot sin ister  becau se activists kn ow  a gen cy officia ls. 

Th e h istor ica lly ser iou s qu estion  is n ot w h eth er  th e n etw or k sh ou ld  exist. It 

is h ow  a  n etw or k w ith  so m u ch  in ter n a l tr u st h an dles accu sa tion s abou t itself. 

In stitu tion s op tim ized  for  collabor a tion  m ay be poor ly op tim ized  for  

adver sa r ia l self-in vestiga tion . Lon g-stan din g r ela tion sh ips th a t en able r ap id  

r espon se can  a lso r edu ce socia l d istan ce. People w h o h ave w or ked  togeth er  for  

decades m ay in stin ctively defen d  on e an oth er  befor e exa m in in g ever y 

a llega tion . 

Th e 2026 letter  can  th er efor e be u n der stood  a s an  HIV-er a  in stitu tion  

r espon din g to a  COVID-er a  th r ea t. Its or gan izer s kn ew  Fau ci th r ou gh  on e of th e 

m ost su ccessfu l pu blic-h ea lth  tr an sfor m a tion s of th e la te tw en tieth  cen tu r y. 

Th eir  loya lty w as ea r n ed  in  th a t h istor y. Th e an a lytica l r isk is th a t ea r n ed  

loya lty in  on e dom a in  can  becom e tr an sfer r ed  tr u st in  an oth er . 

Th e  p a ra d ox of t ru s t  

Scien ce r equ ir es tr u st becau se n o in vestiga tor  can  per son a lly r ep lica te ever y 

fact on  w h ich  m oder n  m edicin e depen ds. Bu t scien ce a lso r equ ir es or gan ized  

d istr u st: r ep lica tion , peer  r eview , adver sa r ia l testin g, d isclosu r e, au dit, an d  th e 

possib ility th a t r espected  au th or ities a r e w r on g. In stitu tion s fa il w h en  

in ter per son a l tr u st over w h elm s pr ocedu r a l d istr u st. 
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Th e tw o letter s sit on  opposite sides of th a t pa r adox. Th ey defen d  tr u st in  

scien tific in stitu tion s. Th e u n r esolved  qu estion  is w h eth er  th eir  au th or s gave 

en ou gh  r oom  to in stitu tion a lized  skepticism  abou t th e specific m a tter s u n der  

d ispu te. 
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Ch a p t e r  6: La r ry Core y, HVTN, a n d  t h e  

Va ccin e  Est a b lish m e n t  

Lar r y Cor ey is on e of th e m ost in for m a tive sign a tor ies becau se h is ca r eer  

illu m in a tes th e in stitu tion a l a r ch itectu r e better  th an  a lm ost an y accu sa tion  

cou ld . He is a  d istin gu ish ed  in fectiou s-d isease r esea r ch er  an d  a  cen tr a l figu r e  

in  HIV vaccin e scien ce. His h istor y w ith  NIAID an d  Fau ci span s deca des. Th e 

HIV Vaccin e Tr ia ls Netw or k, h ea dqu a r ter ed  a t Fr ed  Hu tch  in  Sea ttle, becam e a  

m a jor  p la tfor m  for  eva lu a tin g vaccin e can dida tes th r ou gh  collabor a tion s 

am on g feder a l agen cies, academ ic cen ter s, com m u n ities, an d  pr iva te 

developer s. 

Fr ed  Hu tch  h istor ies descr ibe Fau ci a s en cou r agin g Cor ey to bu ild  th e 

n etw or k th a t beca m e HVTN. Th e poin t is n ot th a t Fau ci per son a lly con tr olled  

ever y stu dy. Th e poin t is str u ctu r a l: NIAID fu n din g, Fau ci's str a tegic pr ior ities, 

Cor ey's scien tific leader sh ip , an d  Fr ed  Hu tch 's in fr a str u ctu r e w er e in ter tw in ed  

in  th e cr ea tion  of a  du r ab le n a tion a l an d  in ter n a tion a l vaccin e-developm en t 

system . 

Th e STEP tr ia l, HVTN 502, r em a in s on e of th e m ost sober in g ep isodes in  th a t 

h istor y. Th e tr ia l tested  Mer ck's r ecom bin an t aden ovir u s type 5 HIV vaccin e. 

Vaccin a tion s w er e h a lted  in  2007 a fter  in ter im  an a lysis sh ow ed  th a t th e 

vaccin e d id  n ot p r even t HIV in fection  an d  d id  n ot r edu ce vir a l load  in  

pa r ticipan ts w h o becam e in fected . Mor e tr ou blin gly, su bsequ en t an a lyses 

iden tified  a  sign a l su ggestin g in cr eased  HIV acqu isition  am on g som e 

vaccin a ted  m en , pa r ticu la r ly in  su bgr ou ps defin ed  by cir cu m cision  sta tu s an d  

pr e-existin g im m u n ity to th e Ad5 vector . 

Th e vaccin e cou ld  n ot itself give pa r ticipan ts HIV. Th e con cer n  w as th a t 

im m u n e ch an ges a ssocia ted  w ith  th e vector  or  vaccin a tion  m igh t h ave a lter ed  
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su sceptib ility to in fection  a fter  exposu r e. Follow -u p  an a lyses explor ed  

beh avior a l an d  im m u n ologica l explan a tion s. Th e ep isode becam e an  im por ta n t 

ca se stu dy in  th e possib ility th a t a  b iologica lly p lau sib le vaccin e str a tegy can  

fa il n ot m er ely by bein g in effective bu t by p r odu cin g an  u n expected  r isk sign a l. 

Ca llin g STEP "d isa str ou s" is em otion a lly u n der stan dable, bu t scien tific 

h istor y ben efits fr om  pr ecision . It w as a  fa iled  efficacy tr ia l w ith  a  ser iou s an d  

u n expected  sa fety con cer n , n ot eviden ce th a t th e in vestiga tor s in ten ded  h a r m  

or  ign or ed  a  kn ow n  r isk. Th e tr ia l w as stopped  th r ou gh  th e ver y m on itor in g 

m ech an ism s design ed  to detect su ch  pr oblem s. Th e r esea r ch  com m u n ity th en  

spen t yea r s stu dyin g w h a t h ad  h a ppen ed . 

Wh y in clu de STEP in  a  book a bou t tw o letter s? Becau se it dem on str a tes 

w h a t th e vaccin e estab lish m en t actu a lly is: n ot an  abstr a ct lobbyin g ca tegor y, 

bu t a  du r a b le system  of in stitu tion s th a t can  su r vive m a jor  fa ilu r e, lea r n , 

r ed ir ect, an d  con tin u e r eceivin g pu blic an d  pr iva te su ppor t. Th e sam e system  

la ter  tested  oth er  HIV vaccin e str a tegies. Som e fa iled  for  fu tility. Th e n etw or k 

per sisted  becau se HIV r em a in ed  a  m a jor  u n m et n eed  an d  becau se fa ilu r e is 

n or m a l in  vaccin e developm en t. 

Th e system  a lso illu str a tes h ow  pu blic an d  pr iva te m on ey com bin e. HVTN 

stu dies in volved  NIAID, academ ic in stitu tion s, ph ilan th r opic fu n der s in clu d in g 

th e Ga tes Fou n da tion , an d  ph a r m aceu tica l developer s su ch  a s Mer ck, Jan ssen , 

San ofi, GSK, an d  oth er s depen din g on  th e pr oject. Th ese r ela tion sh ips a r e n ot 

h idden . Th ey a r e th e oper a tin g m odel of m oder n  vaccin e developm en t. 

Th e politica l p r oblem  appea r s w h en  th is collabor a tive m odel becom es an  

ob ject of pu blic su sp icion . To su ppor ter s, it is th e on ly r ea listic w ay to m ove a  

vaccin e fr om  con cept th r ou gh  in ter n a tion a l tr ia ls. To cr itics, it looks like a  

r evolvin g ecosystem  in  w h ich  gover n m en t officia ls d ir ect fu n ds, academ ic 

in vestiga tor s r eceive th em , com pan ies develop  p r odu cts, fou n da tion s r ein for ce 

pr ior ities, an d  th e sam e people la ter  advise on e an oth er . 
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Both  descr ip tion s can  be tr u e a t th e sa m e tim e. A n etw or k can  be socia lly 

den se an d  scien tifica lly pr odu ctive. Den sity becom es a  gover n an ce con cer n  

w h en  th e n etw or k m u st eva lu a te a llega tion s in volvin g its ow n  decision s. 

Cor ey's sign a tu r e on  th e 2026 Fau ci letter  sh ou ld  th er efor e be coded  a s a  

str on g lon g-ter m  in stitu tion a l r ela tion sh ip , n ot a s eviden ce of im pr oper  qu id  

pr o qu o. He h a d  r eason s of h istor y, scien ce, an d  pr ofession a l exper ien ce to see 

a ttacks on  Fau ci a s a ttacks on  a  system  h e h elped  bu ild . Th ose r eason s m ay a lso 

r edu ce th e in depen den ce of h is per spective on  w h eth er  cr iticism  of th a t system  

is ju stified . In depen den ce h er e is n ot a  m or a l ch a r acter  tr a it; it is a  str u ctu r a l 

position . 

Th er e is an oth er  r ea son  Cor ey m a tter s. Wh en  COVID a r r ived , th e Un ited  

Sta tes r ap id ly cr ea ted  vaccin e-testin g in fr a str u ctu r e by a daptin g existin g 

n etw or ks r a th er  th an  in ven tin g th em  fr om  scr a tch . Th is w as r a tion a l. 

Em er gen cy r espon se u ses ava ilab le capacity. Bu t it a lso m ean t th a t th e 

pan dem ic r ein for ced  th e au th or ity of th e sam e HIV-vaccin e estab lish m en t 

w h ose leader s h ad  decades-lon g r ela tion sh ips w ith  NIAID. 

Th e su ccess of COVID vaccin es aga in st sever e d isease in  th e ea r ly pan dem ic 

an d  th e la ter  politica l backla sh  over  m an da tes, w an in g pr otection  a ga in st 

in fection , adver se-even t deba tes, an d  ch an gin g r ecom m en da tion s fu r th er  

pola r ized  per ception s of th a t estab lish m en t. For  som e scien tists, th e system  h ad  

deliver ed  on e of th e fa stest vaccin e-developm en t ach ievem en ts in  h istor y. For  

som e citizen s, th e sam e system  h ad  over pr om ised , coer ced , cen sor ed , or  fa iled  

to d isclose u n cer ta in ty. 

By 2026, th ose per ception s w er e ir r econ cilab le en ou gh  th a t a  letter  

defen din g Fau ci cou ld  be r ead  eith er  a s cou r ageou s defen se of pu blic-h ea lth  

pr ofession a ls or  a s an  in du str y-ad jacen t n etw or k defen din g its ow n  legitim a cy. 
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Th e cor r ect an a lytica l r espon se is n ot to ch oose th e in ter p r eta tion  by 

in stin ct. It is to docu m en t th e n etw or k an d  th en  a sk w h a t eviden ce w ou ld  

d iscr im in a te betw een  th em . 

Wh a t  w ou ld  de m on s t r a t e  im p rop e r  in flu e n ce ?  

Str on ger  eviden ce w ou ld  in clu de com m u n ica tion s tyin g a  sign a tu r e to 

expected  fu n din g, explicit p r essu r e fr om  em ployer s or  spon sor s, p r om ises of 

gr an ts or  access, coor d in a ted  m essagin g design ed  to con cea l kn ow n  facts, or  

u n disclosed  per son a l fin an cia l in ter ests d ir ectly a ffected  by th e in vestiga tion . 

In  th e absen ce of su ch  eviden ce, th e sa fer  con clu sion  is in stitu tion a l a lign m en t 

r a th er  th an  cor r u ption . 

Th a t d istin ction  w ill r ecu r  th r ou gh ou t th is book. 

 

Ca se  St u d y 5: Th e  HIV Va ccin e  Tr ia l Sys t e m  

Aft e r  STEP  

Th e STEP tr ia l offer s an  oppor tu n ity to exam in e w h eth er  a  m a jor  r esea r ch  

n etw or k can  lea r n  fr om  fa ilu r e w ith ou t losin g in stitu tion a l legitim acy. 

Th e Mer ck Ad5 can dida te w as scien tifica lly p lau sib le. Aden ovir u s vector s 

cou ld  in du ce cell-m edia ted  im m u n e r espon ses, an d  HIV vaccin e r esea r ch er s 

h ad  lon g sou gh t str a tegies capable of con tr ollin g in fection  even  if ster ilizin g 

im m u n ity pr oved  d ifficu lt. HVTN 502 tested  w h eth er  th e vaccin e w ou ld  

pr even t acqu isition  or  r edu ce vir a l load . 

Th e in ter im  r esu lt w as d isappoin tin g: n o efficacy. Th e la ter  acqu isition  

sign a l in  som e m a le su bgr ou ps w as m or e a la r m in g becau se it r a ised  th e 

possib ility th a t vaccin a tion  h ad  in cr eased  su sceptib ility u n der  cer ta in  
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con dition s. Resea r ch er s exam in ed  vector  im m u n ity, cir cu m cision , m u cosa l 

im m u n e activa tion , beh avior , an d  oth er  explan a tion s. 

A less m a tu r e system  m igh t h ave h idden  th e r esu lt or  b lam ed pa r ticipan ts. 

In stead , th e tr ia l w as stopped , follow -u p  con tin u ed , r esu lts w er e pu blish ed , an d  

su bsequ en t vaccin e str a tegies w er e m odified . Th is is scien ce fu n ction in g 

th r ou gh  fa ilu r e. 

Yet th e ep isode a lso dem on str a tes w h y pu blic tr u st can n ot depen d  on  

su ccess stor ies a lon e. Vaccin e developm en t con ta in s u n cer ta in ty an d  r isk. If 

in stitu tion s com m u n ica te on ly tr iu m ph an t n a r r a tives, a  fa ilu r e like STEP ca n  

look like eviden ce th a t th e en tir e en ter pr ise is r eckless. If th ey com m u n ica te 

th a t exper im en ta l m edicin e in clu des n ega tive an d  adver se ou tcom es, th e sa m e 

even t can  becom e eviden ce th a t m on itor in g system s w or k. 

Th e r elevan ce to COVID is n ot th a t th e  vaccin es w er e b iologica lly sim ila r . It 

is in stitu tion a l. HVTN h ad  a lr eady cr ea ted  r ela tion sh ips am on g NIAID, Fr ed  

Hu tch , academ ic sites, com m u n ities, ph a r m aceu tica l developer s, an d  

in ter n a tion a l pa r tn er s. Th ose r ela tion sh ips becam e r eu sa ble in fr a str u ctu r e 

du r in g la ter  em er gen cies. 

Th e con tin u ity h elps expla in  both  adm ir a tion  an d  su sp icion . In sider s see 

decades of accu m u la ted  ca pacity. Ou tsider s see th e sam e or gan iza tion s 

r epea ted ly r eceivin g m on ey an d  au th or ity desp ite fa ilu r es. Both  view s a r e 

in com plete w ith ou t th e oth er . 

La r r y Cor ey's sign a tu r e on  th e Fau ci letter  is th er efor e best in ter pr eted  in  

th e con text of an  in stitu tion a l system  h e h elped  bu ild , a  system  th a t h ad  

exper ien ced  both  fa ilu r e an d  su ccess. He m ay r eason a bly r ega r d  a tta cks on  

th a t system  as dan ger ou s. Cr itics m ay r eason ably a sk w h eth er  th e sam e 

closen ess m akes in depen den t self-eva lu a tion  h a r der . 
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Ch a p t e r  7: Ga t e s , Ph a rm a , a n d  t h e  

Prob le m  of " Fu t u re  Do lla r s"  

Mon ey en ter s d iscu ssion s of scien ce in  tw o bad  w ays. On e side pr eten ds th a t 

fu n din g is ir r elevan t becau se scien tists a r e pr ofession a ls. Th e oth er  side tr ea ts 

ever y gr an t or  con su ltin g r ela tion sh ip  a s pr oof th a t a  con clu sion  w as 

pu r ch ased . Both  position s a r e in adequ a te. 

Moder n  b iom edica l r esea r ch  is expen sive. Labor a tor ies r equ ir e sa la r ies, 

equ ipm en t, r eagen ts, sequ en cin g, an im a l facilities, clin ica l sites, sta tistician s, 

da ta  system s, r egu la tor y sta ff, an d  lon g follow -u p  per iods. A vaccin e tr ia l can  

span  con tin en ts an d  in volve th ou san ds of pa r ticipan ts. Th e r esou r ces h ave to 

com e fr om  som ew h er e. In  in fectiou s d isease, th e pr in cipa l sou r ces in clu de 

gover n m en t agen cies, ph ilan th r opic fou n da tion s, u n iver sities, an d  

ph a r m aceu tica l or  b iotech n ology com pan ies. 

Th e Ga tes Fou n da tion  beca m e on e of th e m ost im por tan t p r iva te fu n der s in  

globa l h ea lth , pa r ticu la r ly in  HIV, tu ber cu losis, m a la r ia , vaccin es, an d  d isease 

su r veillan ce. Its r esou r ces a llow ed in vestiga tor s an d  in stitu tion s to pu r su e 

pr ogr a m s a t sca les th a t or d in a r y a cadem ic gr an ts cou ld  n ot a lw ays su ppor t. 

Th a t in flu en ce is n eith er  au tom a tica lly ben evolen t n or  au tom a tica lly cor r u pt. It 

is pow er . An d pow er  sh ou ld  be m a pped . 

Sever a l sign a tor ies of th e 2026 Fau ci letter  h ave clea r  Ga tes con n ection s. 

Pam ela  Bjor km an 's HIV r esea r ch  a t Ca ltech  r eceived  Ga tes su ppor t. Kr istian  

An der sen 's in fectiou s-d isease su r veillan ce w or k r eceived  Ga tes fu n din g. 

Mitch ell War r en 's or gan iza tion , AVAC, r eceived  m a jor  Ga tes gr an ts for  HIV-

pr even tion  advocacy. HIV r esea r ch  n etw or ks in  w h ich  La r r y Cor ey an d  oth er s 

p layed  cen tr a l r oles pa r ticipa ted  in  pr ogr am s su ppor ted  by Ga tes r esou r ces. 
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Em ilio Em in i is pa r ticu la r ly in str u ctive becau se h e is n ot m er ely a  gr an t 

r ecip ien t. His ca r eer  m oved  th r ou gh  sen ior  ph a r m aceu tica l vaccin e an d  

an tivir a l leader sh ip , in clu d in g Mer ck a n d  Wyeth /Pfizer , a n d  th en  in to 

leader sh ip  of th e Ga tes Fou n da tion 's HIV pr ogr a m . Th a t pa th  is n ot eviden ce of 

a  h idden  sch em e. It  is eviden ce of th e cir cu la tion  of exper tise am on g sector s. A 

per son  w h o u n der stan ds in du str ia l vaccin e developm en t is p r ecisely th e kin d  

of per son  a  globa l-h ea lth  fou n da tion  m igh t r ecr u it. Th e sam e cir cu la tion , 

h ow ever , m akes ca tegor ica l d istin ction s su ch  a s "in du str y," "ph ilan th r opy," an d  

"academ ic scien ce" less clea r  th an  th ey appea r  on  or gan iza tion  ch a r ts. 

Ph a r m aceu tica l r ela tion sh ips am on g sign a tor ies a lso va r y. Som e 

in vestiga tor s h ave ser ved  on  scien tific advisor y boa r ds. Som e h ave con su lted . 

Som e h ave r eceived  h on or a r ia . Som e in stitu tion s h ave r eceived  spon sor ed  

r esea r ch  gr an ts. Som e in vestiga tor s h ave led  tr ia ls of p r odu cts m an u factu r ed  

by com pan ies w ith  w h ich  th ey h ave n o per son a l fin an cia l r ela tion sh ip . Som e 

people h ave been  cor por a te execu tives. Th ese ca tegor ies ca r r y d iffer en t 

poten tia l con flicts. 

Th e ph r ase "fu tu r e dolla r s" is th er efor e best tr an sla ted  in to an  in stitu tion a l 

qu estion : do people  h ave r a tion a l in cen tives to pr eser ve th e cr ed ib ility an d  

con tin u ity of a  fu n din g ecosystem  fr om  w h ich  th ey an d  th eir  fields ben efit? Th e 

an sw er  is obviou sly yes. Bu t th a t an sw er  is n ot an  accu sa tion . A u n iver sity 

pr esiden t h as an  in ter est in  stab le feder a l r esea r ch  fu n din g. A can cer  

in vestiga tor  h as an  in ter est in  NIH appr opr ia tion s. An  HIV activist h as an  

in ter est in  con tin u ed  in vestm en t in  pr even tion  an d  cu r e r esea r ch . A 

ph a r m aceu tica l scien tist h as an  in ter est in  a  r egu la tor y en vir on m en t th a t 

per m its p r odu ct developm en t. Th ese in ter ests can  a lign  w ith  th e pu blic 

in ter est. 

Pr oblem s a r ise w h en  a lign ed  in ter ests m ake a  n etw or k r esistan t to scr u tin y. 

An  ecosystem  th a t r ega r ds cr iticism  as an  existen tia l th r ea t m ay close r an ks 
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befor e d istin gu ish in g legitim a te over sigh t fr om  politica l a ttack. Th e secon d  

Fau ci letter  can  be r ead  in  pr ecisely th is w ay: people w h o exper ien ced  th e 

existin g pu blic-h ea lth  system  as pr odu ctive m obilized  to p r otect it fr om  a ctor s 

th ey r ega r ded  a s h ostile . 

Th e appr opr ia te r espon se is n ot cyn icism  bu t in stitu tion a l design . Con flicts 

sh ou ld  be d isclosed  in  stan da r d ized  ca tegor ies. Advisor y bodies sh ou ld  in clu de 

tech n ica lly com peten t m em ber s fr om  ou tside th e dom in a n t fu n din g n etw or k. 

Da ta  u n der lyin g h igh -stakes pu blic cla im s sh ou ld  be m a de ava ilab le w h en  

possib le. Gr an t-r isk decision s sh ou ld  n ot be con tr olled  solely by people w h o 

h ave bu ilt ca r eer s pr om otin g th e r esea r ch  ca tegor y u n der  r eview . 

In vestiga tion s sh ou ld  d istin gu ish  pr ocedu r a l viola tion s fr om  scien tific 

d isagr eem en t. 

Th is fr am ew or k a lso pr otects scien tists fr om  u n fa ir  in sin u a tion . If d isclosu r e 

is system a tic, a  Ga tes gr an t ceases to be a  r h etor ica l w eapon  an d  becom es on e 

va r iab le am on g m a n y. If con su ltin g is d istin gu ish ed  fr om  in stitu tion a l r esea r ch  

su ppor t, th e pu blic can  see th a t n ot a ll in du str y r ela tion sh ips a r e equ iva len t. 

Tr an spa r en cy m akes n u an ce possib le. 

Wh y n e t w ork  ce n t r a lit y m a t t e r s  m ore  t h a n  a  s in g le  g r a n t  

A per son  con n ected  sim u ltan eou sly to NIAID, a  m a jor  HIV n etw or k, Ga tes-

fu n ded  pr ojects, ph a r m aceu tica l advisor y w or k, an d  a  pu blic-h ea lth  advocacy 

or gan iza tion  occu p ies a  d iffer en t str u ctu r a l position  fr om  som eon e w ith  on e 

h istor ica l gr an t. Th e fir st per son  is a  m u lti-edge n ode. Th a t does n ot m a ke th e  

per son  d ish on est. It  m ean s th e per son 's p r ofession a l w or ld  is deeply em bedded  

in  th e in stitu tion a l system  bein g defen ded . 

Th e str on gest ver sion  of a  "fu tu r e dolla r s" h ypoth esis w ou ld  th er efor e 

pr ed ict th a t m u lti-edge actor s a r e d ispr opor tion a tely r epr esen ted  am on g 

or gan izer s an d  a ctive pu blic defen der s, n ot m er ely a m on g sign er s. Testin g th a t 
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pr oposition  r equ ir es a  con tr ol gr ou p  of com par able scien tists w h o d id  n ot sign . 

With ou t a  con tr ol gr ou p , a  den se n etw or k can  look extr a or d in a r y even  if it is 

typ ica l of th e field . 

Th is is w h y David  Ba ltim or e is u sefu l as a  n ega tive con tr ol. He h ad  m a jor  

Ga tes-su ppor ted  HIV w or k yet d id  n ot sign  th e 2026 letter . Rober t Gar r y w as 

pa r t of th e sam e or igin s paper  an d  NIH-su ppor ted  r esea r ch  en vir on m en t a s 

An der sen  yet d id  n ot sign . Th ese cou n ter exam ples pr even t fu n din g fr om  

becom in g a  m on ocau sa l explan a tion . 

Mon ey m a tter s. Bu t in stitu tion a l loya lty, scien tific w or ldview , politica l 

iden tity, per son a l h istor y, an d  r epu ta tion a l r isk m ay m a tter  ju st a s m u ch . Th e 

ta sk is to m a p a ll of th em  w ith ou t p r eten din g w e can  see in side a  sign er 's m in d . 

 

Ca se  St u d y 6: Ga t e s  Ph ila n t h rop y a n d  

Ag e n d a -Se t t in g  Pow e r  

Th e Ga tes Fou n da tion  occu pies a  pecu lia r  position  in  globa l h ea lth . It is 

p r iva te, bu t its r esou r ces can  r iva l th ose of pu blic agen cies in  selected  dom ain s. 

It can  fu n d  basic scien ce, p r odu ct developm en t, advocacy, da ta  system s, an d  

im plem en ta tion  pr ogr am s a cr oss cou n tr ies. Un like a  gover n m en t, it does n ot 

der ive au th or ity fr om  election s. Un like a  com pan y, it is n ot accou n tab le to 

sh a r eh older s seekin g pr ofit. Its legitim acy is ph ilan th r opic an d  tech n ocr a tic. 

Th is str u ctu r e a llow s th e Fou n da tion  to m ove qu ickly an d  con cen tr a te 

r esou r ces. It a lso gives a  sm a ll gover n an ce str u ctu r e sign ifican t agen da -settin g 

pow er . Wh en  th e Fou n da tion  pr ior itizes a  vaccin e p la tfor m , d isease-

su r veillan ce n etw or k, or  er a d ica tion  cam pa ign , u n iver sities an d  n on pr ofits 

h ave r a tion a l in cen tives to a lign  pr oposa ls w ith  th ose pr ior ities. 
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Aga in , th is is n ot eviden ce of cor r u ption . Ever y fu n der  sets p r ior ities. NIH 

stu dy section s an d  con gr ession a l appr opr ia tion s do th e sa m e. Th e issu e is 

con cen tr a tion . If m u ltip le pr estigiou s in stitu tion s depen d  on  th e sam e 

fou n da tion  for  m a jor  pr ogr a m s, th e fou n da tion 's w or ldview  can  becom e 

em bedded  in  a  field  w ith ou t explicit coer cion . 

Th e HIV ecosystem  pr ovides clea r  exa m ples. Ga tes fu n din g su ppor ted  

vaccin e r esea r ch , p r even tion  advocacy, p r odu ct developm en t, an d  in stitu tion s 

acr oss th e sam e n etw or k in  w h ich  NIAID an d  ph a r m aceu tica l com pan ies 

oper a ted . In d ividu a ls su ch  a s Em ilio Em in i m oved  fr om  in du str y in to Ga tes 

leader sh ip , b r in gin g exper tise bu t a lso lin kin g or gan iza tion a l cu ltu r es. 

In  th e Fau ci-letter  an a lysis, Ga tes r ela tion sh ips sh ou ld  th er efor e be tr ea ted  

a s a  cr oss-cu ttin g edge, n ot a  m aster  explan a tion . Som e sign er s h ad  str on g 

Ga tes ties; m an y d id  n ot. Som e pr om in en t n on -sign er s a lso h ad  Ga tes su ppor t. 

Th e m ean in gfu l qu estion  is w h eth er  Ga tes-lin ked  or gan iza tion s for m ed pa r t of 

th e socia l in fr a str u ctu r e th r ou gh  w h ich  th e pu blic-h ea lth  estab lish m en t 

r epr odu ced  pr ior ities an d  au th or ity. 

A m a tu r e dem ocr a tic r espon se w ou ld  n ot seek to exclu de ph ilan th r opic 

m on ey. It w ou ld  in cr ease tr an spa r en cy abou t a gen da  settin g. La r ge 

fou n da tion s cou ld  pu blish  stan da r d ized  da ta bases lin kin g gr an ts to policy 

advocacy, p r odu ct pa r tn er sh ips, advisor y r oles, an d  eva lu a tion  m etr ics. 

Resea r ch er s cou ld  d isclose fou n da tion  r ela tion sh ips w ith  th e sam e specificity 

u sed  for  ph a r m aceu tica l con flicts. 

Ph ilan th r opy is often  tr ea ted  a s m or a lly clean er  th an  in du str y becau se it 

does n ot d istr ibu te pr ofits. Bu t absen ce of p r ofit does n ot m ean  absen ce of 

pow er . 
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Ch a p t e r  8: An d e r se n  a n d  t h e  Or ig in s  

Br id g e  

Kr istian  An der sen 's sign a tu r e is d ispr opor tion a tely im por tan t becau se of 

tim in g an d  r ole. He is n ot sim ply a  vir ologist w h o a dm ir ed  Fau ci. He is a  

p r in cipa l au th or  of on e of th e m ost in flu en tia l paper s in  th e or igin s deba te an d  

a  r ecu r r in g pa r ticipan t in  con gr ession a l scr u tin y of h ow  th e scien tific n a r r a tive 

for m ed  in  ea r ly 2020. 

Th e Pr oxim a l Or igin  paper  a r gu ed  th a t th e gen om ic fea tu r es of SARS-CoV-2 

d id  n ot su ppor t pu r posefu l m an ipu la tion . Its r ea son in g cen ter ed  on  fea tu r es of 

th e r eceptor -b in din g dom ain  an d  fu r in  cleavage site, am on g oth er  

con sider a tion s. Th e paper  d id  n ot p r ove th e iden tity of an  an im a l h ost, an d  its 

text ackn ow ledged  lim its on  w h a t cou ld  be pr oved  or  d isp r oved . Yet in  pu blic 

d iscou r se it beca m e a  sh or th an d  for  a  b r oader  pr oposition : th e vir u s w as 

n a tu r a l an d  labor a tor y-or igin  con cer n s w er e scien tifica lly d isfavor ed . 

Th e la ter  r elea se of em a ils an d  Slack m essages com plica ted  th a t sim plified  

pu blic m em or y. An der sen  an d  colleagu es in itia lly con sider ed  labor a tor y-

r ela ted  possib ilities an d  expr essed  u n cer ta in ty abou t u n u su a l gen om ic 

fea tu r es. Scien tific r evision  is n ot eviden ce of fr au d . In deed , ch an gin g on e's 

m in d  a fter  an a lysis is a  cen tr a l fea tu r e of scien ce. Th e con tested  qu estion  is 

w h eth er  exter n a l socia l or  in stitu tion a l factor s in flu en ced  h ow  qu ickly an d  

con fiden tly th e pu b lic con clu sion  h a r den ed . 

Con gr ession a l in vestiga tor s h ave a r gu ed  th a t sen ior  officia ls an d  scien tists 

coor d in a ted  to su ppr ess a  labor a tor y h ypoth esis. An der sen  an d  h is defen der s 

h ave r ejected  th a t ch a r acter iza tion , em ph asizin g th a t th e au th or s in vestiga ted  

com petin g possib ilities an d  ch an ged  th eir  a ssessm en t a s th ey exam in ed  
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eviden ce. Th e docu m en ta r y r ecor d  su ppor ts a  n a r r ow er  sta tem en t: ea r ly 

pr iva te u n cer ta in ty w as gr ea ter  th an  m an y la ter  pu blic su m m ar ies im plied . 

Th a t a lon e cr ea tes r epu ta tion a l stakes. Wh en  a  scien tist's paper  becom es 

pa r t of a  n a tion a l politica l n a r r a tive, su bsequ en t scr u tin y is n o lon ger  an  

or d in a r y d ispu te over  a  figu r e or  sta tistica l m eth od . Qu estion s abou t th e pa per  

becom e qu estion s a bou t th e scien tist's in tegr ity. Th a t is p r ecisely th e 

en vir on m en t in  w h ich  a  letter  con dem n in g h a r a ssm en t can  be both  per son a lly 

r elevan t an d  in stitu tion a lly con sequ en tia l. 

An der sen 's cu r r en t scien tific position  a lso m a tter s. Scr ipps Resea r ch  

con tin u ed  to su ppor t h is in fectiou s-d isease w or k, an d  in  2026 h is gr ou p  

r em a in ed  in volved  in  exter n a lly fu n ded  d isease-su r veillan ce pr ogr am s, 

in clu d in g Ga tes-su ppor ted  activity. Th er e is n o pu blic in d ica tion  th a t th e 

or igin s con tr over sy r em oved h im  fr om  th e scien tific estab lish m en t. His 

sign a tu r e th er efor e com es fr om  in side a  still-fu n ction in g r esea r ch  ca r eer , n ot 

fr om  som eon e in stitu tion a lly exiled  by th e d ispu te. 

Th e key com par ison  is w ith  h is coau th or s. An dr ew  Ram ba u t, Ian  Lipkin , 

Edw ar d  Holm es, an d  Rober t Gar r y d id  n ot appea r  on  th e pu blish ed  2026 

sign a tor y list exam in ed  for  th is book. Th eir  absen ce does n ot tell u s w h y 

An der sen  sign ed . It  tells u s th a t pa r ticipa tion  w as n ot an  a u tom a tic 

con sequ en ce of au th or sh ip  on  Pr oxim a l Or igin . 

Sim ila r ly, m an y pr om in en t p r opon en ts of zoon otic em er gen ce w er e absen t. 

Mich ael Wor obey, w h ose w or k h as been  cen tr a l to a r gu m en ts loca tin g ea r ly 

tr an sm ission  a r ou n d th e Hu an an  m ar ket, d id  n ot appea r . Jer em y Fa r r a r , 

in volved  in  ea r ly or igin  d iscu ssion s an d  la ter  a  coau th or  of a  b r oa d  zoon otic-

or igin  r eview , d id  n ot appea r . Th ese a bsen ces m ake th e letter  a  poor  pr oxy for  

"th e zoon osis cam p." 

An der sen  is th er efor e best u n der stood  a s a  br idge n ode: or igin s scien ce 

con n ects to a  letter  w h ose or gan izin g sp in e appea r s to com e fr om  Fau ci's older  
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HIV/pu blic-h ea lth  n etw or k. Th e u n an sw er ed  pr oven an ce qu estion  is h ow  th a t 

b r idge w as for m ed. Wh o in vited  An der sen ? Did  or gan izer s r ecr u it p r om in en t 

vir ologists in d ividu a lly? Did  scien tists r ecr u it colleagu es? Was th er e an  

in stitu tion a l m a ilin g list? Did  Defen d  Pu blic Hea lth  coor d in a te th e sign a tor y 

pr ocess or  m er ely r u n  a  pa r a llel cam pa ign ? 

Th ose qu estion s a r e n ot gossip . Recr u itm en t h istor y can  d istin gu ish  

spon tan eou s con sen su s fr om  n etw or k pr opaga tion . If a  letter  m oves ou tw ar d  

fr om  an  activist cor e th r ou gh  per son a l r ela tion sh ips, th a t is on e socia l 

str u ctu r e. If a  gr ou p  of or igin s scien tists d r a fted  su bstan tive passages an d  th en  

sou gh t activist su ppor t, th a t is an oth er . Th e sam e fin a l list cou ld  con cea l ver y 

d iffer en t p r ocesses. 

Th e  d a n g e r  o f m ot ive  su bs t it u t ion  

Becau se An der sen  h as r epu ta tion a l stakes in  th e or igin s deba te, cr itics m ay 

in fer  th a t h e sign ed  to p r otect h im self. Th a t in fer en ce is possib le bu t n ot 

estab lish ed . He m ay a lso sin cer ely believe Fau ci is bein g per secu ted . He m ay 

believe a ttacks on  Pr oxim a l Or igin  h ave d istor ted  th e scien tific p r ocess. He m ay 

h ave m u ltip le m otives. 

A r igor ou s book sh ou ld  th er efor e say on ly w h a t th e sign a tu r e ob jectively 

does: it pu blicly a lign s a  cen tr a l or igin s scien tist w ith  a  cam pa ign  defen din g 

Fau ci a t a  m om en t w h en  both  w er e u n der  r en ew ed  scr u tin y. Th a t is 

h istor ica lly m ean in gfu l w ith ou t p r eten din g to kn ow  th e pr iva te r ea son . 
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In t e r lu d e  III: Th e  Pu b lica t ion  Syst e m  a n d  

Na r ra t ive  Lock-In  

Th e or igin  con tr over sy a lso exposed  h ow  scien tific pu blica tion  can  cr ea te 

n a r r a tive lock-in . A h igh -pr ofile paper  is n ot m er ely a  con ta in er  for  da ta . On ce 

pu blish ed  in  a  pr estigiou s jou r n a l, it becom es a  cita tion  n ode u sed  by 

jou r n a lists, agen cies, fact-ch ecker s, policym aker s, an d  socia l-m edia  p la tfor m s 

to cla ssify cla im s a s cr ed ib le or  d iscr ed ited . 

Pr oxim a l Or igin  ach ieved  th is r ole r ap id ly. Its au th or s w er e r espected , its 

ven u e w as elite , an d  th e qu estion  w as u r gen t. Th e pa per 's n u an ced  a r gu m en t 

aga in st pu r posefu l m an ipu la tion  beca m e a  pu blic sign a l th a t labor a tor y-or igin  

d iscu ssion  lacked  scien tific su ppor t. Th a t sign a l p r opaga ted  m or e br oadly th an  

th e exact cla im s of th e paper . 

Th is ph en om en on  is com m on  in  cr isis scien ce. Policym a ker s n eed  an sw er s 

fa ster  th an  scien ce n or m a lly pr odu ces th em . A sm a ll n u m ber  of ea r ly 

pu blica tion s becom e coor d in a tion  poin ts. Su bsequ en t r esea r ch  is in ter pr eted  

r ela tive to th em , an d  cr iticism  can  be per ceived  a s destab ilizin g con sen su s 

w h en  pu blic com plian ce depen ds on  clea r  m essages. 

Th e dan ger  is th a t a n  ea r ly paper  can  acqu ir e gover n an ce au th or ity it w as 

n ever  design ed  to ca r r y. Peer  r eview er s a ssess th e m an u scr ip t in  fr on t of th em . 

Th ey do n ot n ecessa r ily eva lu a te h ow  agen cies w ill qu ote it, h ow  socia l 

p la tfor m s w ill m oder a te d iscu ssion  a r ou n d it, or  w h eth er  in telligen ce an a lysts 

possess con tr ad ictor y in for m a tion . 

La ter  docu m en t r elea ses can  th en  gen er a te a  legitim acy cr isis. Pr iva te 

scien tific u n cer ta in ty is n or m a l, bu t th e pu blic m ay in ter p r et it a s eviden ce th a t 

th e polish ed  pa per  con cea led  dou bts. Th e m or e con fiden tly in stitu tion s u sed  
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th e paper  a s a  bou n da r y m ar ker , th e gr ea ter  th e backla sh  w h en  ea r lier  

u n cer ta in ty becom es visib le. 

Th e appr opr ia te lesson  is n ot th a t scien tists sh ou ld  pu blish  th eir  u n filter ed  

br a in stor m in g. Scien tific collabor a tion  r equ ir es r oom  for  p r ovision a l 

specu la tion . Th e lesson  is th a t in stitu tion s sh ou ld  avoid  con ver tin g a  paper  in to 

an  absolu te politica l cer tifica te. A pu blica tion  can  sh ift p r obabilities w ith ou t 

closin g h ypoth eses. 

Th e sam e applies to th e m ar ket-or igin  liter a tu r e. Spa tia l clu ster in g, 

en vir on m en ta l sam plin g, w ild life DNA, an d  ph ylogen etic a n a lyses can  m ake 

zoon otic em er gen ce m or e likely w ith ou t p r odu cin g an  in fected  in ter m edia te 

an im a l or  r u lin g ou t ever y labor a tor y scen a r io. Scien tific lan gu age sh ou ld  

pr eser ve th a t d istin ction  even  w h en  politica l deba te r ew ar ds cer ta in ty. 

Nar r a tive lock-in  is a lso costly for  d issen ter s. On ce a  position  becom es 

a ssocia ted  w ith  scien tific r espon sib ility, r a isin g a lter n a tives can  ca r r y 

r epu ta tion a l r isk. Con ver sely, in  com m u n ities con vin ced  of in stitu tion a l 

cor r u ption , en dor sin g a  n a tu r a l-or igin  in ter pr eta tion  can  pr odu ce accu sa tion s 

of com plicity. Both  en vir on m en ts r edu ce th e qu a lity of r ea son in g by a tta ch in g 

socia l iden tity to h ypoth eses. 

A r esilien t scien ce cu ltu r e sh ou ld  m ake it ch eap  to ch an ge on e's m in d . Th a t 

r equ ir es pu blic n or m s in  w h ich  r evision  is in ter pr eted  a s lea r n in g r a th er  th an  

betr aya l. It a lso r equ ir es a r ch iva l tr an spa r en cy so th a t ch a n ges can  be 

r econ str u cted  w ith ou t a ssu m in g th e w or st. 
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Ch a p t e r  9: DEFUSE a n d  t h e  Du a l-Use  

Th re sh o ld  

Pr oject DEFUSE becam e on e of th e m ost con sequ en tia l docu m en ts in  th e 

or igin s deba te beca u se it dem on str a tes th a t soph istica ted  m an ipu la tion  of 

SARS-r ela ted  cor on avir u ses w as n ot m er ely im agin able befor e th e pan dem ic. It 

w as pr oposed  in  w r itin g w ith in  a  r esear ch  con sor tiu m  seekin g U.S. defen se 

fu n din g. 

EcoHea lth  Allian ce su bm itted  DEFUSE to DARPA in  2018 u n der  a  pr ogr am  

in ten ded  to pr even t or  m itiga te em er gin g pa th ogen ic th r ea ts. Th e pr oposa l w as 

n ot fu n ded . Am on g th e pr oposed  activities w er e exper im en ts in volvin g SARS-

r ela ted  cor on avir u ses, sp ike pr otein s, an d  cleavage-site qu estion s. 

Con gr ession a l r ecor ds la ter  h igh ligh ted  lan gu age pr oposin g th e in tr odu ction  of 

h u m an -specific cleavage sites w h er e r elevan t m ism a tch es occu r r ed . 

Th e existen ce of th e pr oposa l does n ot estab lish  th a t th e pr oposed  w or k w as 

su bsequ en tly per for m ed. It does n ot estab lish  th a t WIV ca r r ied  ou t a  pa r ticu la r  

exper im en t. It does n ot iden tify a  pr ogen itor  vir u s. It does n ot con n ect a  

labor a tor y n otebook to SARS-CoV-2. Th ose m issin g lin ks a r e decisive if on e is 

a ttem ptin g to pr ove or igin . 

Yet DEFUSE is still h istor ica lly im por tan t becau se it collapses on e r h etor ica l 

defen se th a t appea r ed  ea r ly in  th e pan dem ic: th a t cer ta in  cla sses of 

m an ipu la tion  w er e too im plau sib le or  tech n ica lly exotic to m er it con sider a tion . 

Th e pr oposa l sh ow s th a t r esea r ch er s in  th e r elevan t n etw or k w er e  th in kin g 

con cr etely a bou t exper im en ts th a t cou ld  a lter  p r oper ties of SARS-r ela ted  

vir u ses for  sta ted  p r even tive pu r poses. 

Th is is th e essen ce of du a l-u se scien ce. Th e sam e exper im en t can  be ju stified  

a s pr epa r a tion  a ga in st n a tu r a l em er gen ce an d  cr iticized  a s cr ea tin g a  h aza r d  
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th a t w ou ld  n ot oth er w ise exist. Th e in ten tion  m ay be defen sive w h ile th e 

capability is poten tia lly dan ger ou s. Th e d isagr eem en t is th er efor e n ot 

n ecessa r ily over  facts. It can  be over  th e accepta b le r ela tion sh ip  betw een  

kn ow ledge an d  r isk. 

Th e post-2001 b iodefen se expan sion  m ade th is ten sion  str u ctu r a l. After  th e 

an th r ax a ttacks, th e Un ited  Sta tes dr a m a tica lly in cr eased  spen din g on  r esea r ch  

in volvin g poten tia l b iologica l th r ea ts. NIAID beca m e a  m a jor  com pon en t of th a t 

effor t, fu n din g h igh -con ta in m en t labor a tor ies, vaccin es, th er apeu tics, 

d iagn ostics, an d  ba sic r esea r ch  on  dan ger ou s pa th ogen s. Gover n m en t, 

u n iver sities, an d  pr iva te in du str y w er e deliber a tely con n ected  becau se m edica l 

cou n ter m easu r es r equ ir e a ll th r ee. 

Th is system  com plica tes th e old  idea l of scien tific au ton om y. Resea r ch  on  an  

obscu r e pr otein  m a y r eason ably be gover n ed  pr im ar ily by scien tific peer  

r eview . Resea r ch  th a t can  in cr ease th e tr an sm issib ility, h ost r an ge, im m u n e 

escape, or  pa th ogen ic poten tia l of an  ep idem ic-capa ble a gen t im plica tes 

addition a l va lu es: n a tion a l secu r ity, pu blic con sen t, in ter n a tion a l stab ility, 

acciden t r isk, an d  in ter gen er a tion a l con sequ en ces. 

Scien tists a r e essen tia l to ju dgin g tech n ica l r isk, bu t th ey a r e n ot th e on ly 

legitim a te stakeh older s. A scien tist w h o sees en or m ou s kn ow ledge va lu e in  an  

exper im en t m ay r a tion a lly toler a te a  r isk th a t th e pu blic w ou ld  r eject if fu lly 

in for m ed. Con ver sely, politician s m ay exagger a te r isk for  ideologica l r ea son s or  

ban  u sefu l r esea r ch  w ith ou t u n der stan din g it. Gover n an ce m u st th er efor e be 

n eith er  pu r ely tech n ocr a tic n or  pu r ely politica l. 

Th e Un ited  Sta tes r epea ted ly str u ggled  to defin e th e bou n da r y. Ter m s su ch  

a s "ga in  of fu n ction ," "ga in -of-fu n ction  r esea r ch  of con cer n ," "en h an ced  

poten tia l pan dem ic pa th ogen s," an d , m or e r ecen tly, "dan ger ou s ga in -of-

fu n ction " r eflect a ttem pts to dr a w  adm in istr a tive lin es a r ou n d a  con tin u u m  of 

exper im en ts. Each  defin ition  cr ea tes in cen tives a t th e bou n da r y. An  
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exper im en t m ay be scien tifica lly sim ila r  to a  r egu la ted  ca tegor y w h ile 

tech n ica lly fa llin g ou tside its w or d in g. 

By Ju ly 2026, feder a l policy h ad  sh ifted  sh a r p ly. Th e gover n m en t issu ed  a  

n ew  policy explicitly pr oh ib itin g feder a l su ppor t for  dan ger ou s ga in -of-

fu n ction  r esea r ch  a s defin ed  by th e policy an d  im posin g b r oader  r estr iction s 

on  h igh -r isk life-scien ces r esea r ch  an d  in ter n a tion a l w or k of con cer n . 

Wh a tever  on e th in ks of th e policy's im plem en ta tion , its existen ce is a  tacit 

ackn ow ledgm en t th a t th e pr ior  gover n an ce fr am ew or k d id  n ot com m an d 

du r ab le politica l legitim acy. 

Th is policy sh ift r efr am es th e Rober ts letter . In  2020, th e Nobelists tr ea ted  

ter m in a tion  of th e EcoHea lth  gr an t a s a  dan ger ou s in tr u sion  in to scien ce. Six 

yea r s la ter , th e feder a l gover n m en t w a s explicitly r eor gan izin g over sigh t of th e 

en tir e r esea r ch  ca tegor y th a t h a d  becom e con tr over sia l. Th a t does n ot 

r etr oactively vin d ica te ever y cla im  m a de by cr itics. It does sh ow  th a t "leave 

peer -r eview ed scien ce a lon e" w as n ever  goin g to be a  su fficien t lon g-ter m  

an sw er . 

Biod e fe n se  is  n o t  b iow e a p on s  

Th e d istin ction  m u st r em a in  explicit. A b iodefen se pr ogr a m  stu d ies th r ea ts 

in  or der  to detect, p r even t, or  r espon d to th em . A b iologica l-w eapon s pr ogr am  

seeks offen sive capability. Som e tools an d  kn ow ledge can  over lap , w h ich  is 

w h y th e Biologica l Weapon s Con ven tion  per m its p r otective r esea r ch  w h ile 

pr oh ib itin g offen sive developm en t. 

Th e pu blic eviden ce r eview ed h er e does n ot estab lish  th a t SARS-CoV-2 w as 

developed  a s a  b iologica l w eapon . Th e U.S. in telligen ce com m u n ity's 2021 

a ssessm en t explicitly r ejected  th a t con clu sion . Th e du a l-u se pr oblem  is d ifficu lt 

en ou gh  w ith ou t in fla tin g it in to an  a llega tion  u n su ppor ted  by pu blic eviden ce. 
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Figur e 5. La bor a tor y or igin , exper imenta l a lter a t ion , a nd biologica l-wea pon in tent  a r e sepa r a te 

pr oposit ions. 
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Ch a p t e r  10: Th e  Biod e fe n se  St a t e  

Th e ph r ase "b iodefen se sta te" is n ot m ean t to im ply a  secr et u n ified  

com m an d. It descr ibes a  d istr ibu ted  in stitu tion a l system  th a t em er ged  fr om  th e 

con ver gen ce of pu b lic h ea lth  an d  n a tion a l secu r ity a fter  th e la te tw en tieth  

cen tu r y, especia lly a fter  th e 2001 an th r ax a ttacks. 

Th e Un ited  Sta tes h ad  lon g m a in ta in ed  pr ogr am s for  b iologica l defen se, bu t 

2001 ch an ged  sca le an d  u r gen cy. An th r ax letter s killed  five people, in fected  

oth er s, d isr u p ted  Con gr ess an d  th e posta l system , an d  dem on str a ted  h ow  sm a ll 

qu an tities of b iologica l m a ter ia l cou ld  gen er a te n a tion a l pan ic. Feder a l 

spen din g expan ded  dr am a tica lly. High -con ta in m en t labor a tor ies w er e bu ilt or  

u pgr aded . Stockpiles, d iagn ostics, vaccin es, an d  th er apeu tics beca m e secu r ity 

pr ior ities. Resea r ch  agen cies acqu ir ed  r oles th a t w er e sim u ltan eou sly m edica l 

an d  str a tegic. 

NIAID's por tfolio expan ded  in  th is en vir on m en t. Th e in stitu te su ppor ted  

r egion a l an d  n a tion a l b iocon ta in m en t labor a tor ies, cen ter s for  b iodefen se 

r esea r ch , an d  pr ogr am s a im ed a t pa th ogen s con sider ed  poten tia l agen ts of 

b ioter r or ism . Pa r tn er sh ips con n ected  feder a l fu n din g to u n iver sities an d  

pr iva te fir m s capa b le of p r odu cin g cou n ter m easu r es. 

Th is str u ctu r e expla in s w h y An th on y Fau ci's ca r eer  can n ot be u n der stood  

solely th r ou gh  th e im age of a  ph ysicia n  speakin g a t a  pu b lic-h ea lth  podiu m . As 

NIAID d ir ector , h e pa r ticipa ted  in  an  in stitu tion a l w or ld  con cer n ed  w ith  

n a tu r a lly em er gin g d isease an d  deliber a te b iologica l th r ea ts. Th ose m ission s 

over lap  scien tifica lly. A vaccin e aga in st a  dan ger ou s pa th ogen  can  pr otect 

aga in st both  a  n a tu r a l ou tbr eak an d  a n  a ttack. A su r veillan ce system  can  detect 

both . A labor a tor y m eth od  for  ch a r a cter izin g vir u len ce can  h elp  an ticipa te 

both . 
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Th e in telligen ce com m u n ity h as sim ila r  r ea son s to ca r e a bou t b iologica l 

scien ce. It m u st a ssess for eign  capa bilities, acciden ts, ou tb r eaks, an d  in ten tion s. 

Du r in g COVID, in telligen ce agen cies th er efor e becam e pa r ticipan ts in  a  

con tr over sy th a t scien tists som etim es spoke abou t a s th ou gh  it w er e exclu sively 

vir ologica l. 

Th is cr ea tes an  ep istem ic pr oblem . In te lligen ce an d  scien ce u se d iffer en t 

eviden ce cu ltu r es. Scien ce pr ivileges r epr odu cib ility, pu blica tion , explicit 

m eth ods, an d  peer  cr iticism . In telligen ce often  r elies on  sou r ces an d  m eth ods 

th a t can n ot be d isclosed , a ssign s con fiden ce levels, an d  m ay u se in com plete 

in for m a tion  u n der  tim e pr essu r e. A scien tist sh ow n  cla ssified  in telligen ce 

can n ot cite it in  a  paper . An  in telligen ce an a lyst m ay kn ow  a  labor a tor y-r ela ted  

fact th a t can n ot be in depen den tly ver ified  by th e scien tific com m u n ity. 

Wh en  th ese system s in ter act, pu blic n a r r a tives can  becom e asym m etr ic. 

Officia ls m ay say th a t ava ilab le scien tific eviden ce favor s on e con clu sion  w h ile 

w ith h old in g in telligen ce r elevan t to an oth er . Cr itics m a y in ter pr et cla ssifica tion  

a s pr oof of con cea lm en t. In  r ea lity, cla ssifica tion  can  con cea l decisive eviden ce, 

w eak eviden ce, or  m er ely sen sitive collection  m eth ods. 

Th e b iodefen se sta te a lso com plica tes con flict-of-in ter est an a lysis. If an  

agen cy fu n ded  pa th ogen  r esea r ch  beca u se th a t r esea r ch  ser ved  n a tion a l-

secu r ity ob jectives, th en  la ter  in vestiga tes w h eth er  a  pa th ogen  escaped  fr om  

r esea r ch  in  th e sam e gen er a l ecosystem , th e agen cy possesses both  exper tise 

an d  in stitu tion a l exposu r e. Rem ovin g a ll kn ow ledgeable officia ls m ay be 

im possib le. Fa ilin g to cr ea te in depen den t r eview  m ay be equ a lly pr oblem a tic. 

Th e solu tion  is gover n an ce a r ch itectu r e: in depen den t tech n ica l pan els w ith  

access to cla ssified  m a ter ia l; con flict d isclosu r e; sepa r a tion  betw een  p r ogr a m  

m an ager s an d  in vestiga tor s; au ditab le r ecor ds; m an da tor y in ciden t r epor tin g; 

in ter n a tion a l stan da r ds for  h igh -r isk exper im en ts; an d  post-even t m ech an ism s 

th a t do n ot depen d  on  th e goodw ill of th e in stitu tion s u n der  scr u tin y. 
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Th e COVID or igin s con tr over sy r evea led  h ow  little  of th is a r ch itectu r e th e 

pu blic cou ld  see. In stead , citizen s en cou n ter ed  du elin g au th or ity cla im s. On e 

cam p sa id  tr u st th e exper ts. An oth er  sa id  th e exper ts h ad  fu n ded  th e w or k. 

In telligen ce agen cies d isagr eed . Con gr ession a l com m ittees d ivided  a lon g 

pa r tisan  lin es. Scien tists accu sed  politician s of h a r a ssm en t; politician s accu sed  

scien tists of con cea lm en t. 

Th e tw o open  letter s sh ou ld  be r ead  a ga in st th is backgr ou n d. Th e Rober ts 

letter  defen ded  scien tific au ton om y as th ou gh  th e pr in cipa l th r ea t cam e fr om  

politics. Th e Fau ci letter  defen ded  scien tists a s th ou gh  th e pr in cipa l th r ea t 

cam e fr om  politica l per secu tion . Th e b iodefen se sta te in tr odu ces a  th ir d  

possib ility: politica l over sigh t m ay be n ecessa r y pr ecisely becau se som e 

scien tific w or k h as n a tion a l-secu r ity con sequ en ces, bu t th e  over sigh t itself 

m u st be pr otected  a ga in st pa r tisan  abu se. 

Th a t is a  h a r der  position  to fit on  a  petition . 

 

In t e r lu d e  IV: How  t o  Re a d  a  

De cla ss ifica t ion  

Declassifica tion  is often  tr ea ted  a s r evela tion . A docu m en t m ar ked  SECRET 

becom es pu blic, an d  r eader s a ssu m e th e h idden  tr u th  h as a r r ived . In  r ea lity, 

decla ssifica tion  is an  ed itor ia l p r ocess. Agen cies ch oose w h ich  docu m en ts to 

r eview , w h ich  passages to r edact, w h ich  con text to pr ovide, an d  w h ich  r elease 

to pu blicize. 

A decla ssified  docu m en t can  be au th en tic an d  still p r odu ce a  m islead in g 

im pr ession  if selected  fr om  a  la r ger  r ecor d . A sen ten ce ca n  r epr esen t on e 

an a lyst's specu la tion  r a th er  th an  a  com m u n ity ju dgm en t. An  in telligen ce r epor t 
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can  con ta in  r aw  r epor tin g th a t w as n ever  va lida ted . Con fiden ce labels m a tter . 

So do da tes: an  ea r ly a ssessm en t m ay be su per seded  by la ter  in for m a tion . 

Th e 2021 in telligen ce a ssessm en t on  COVID or igin s is r ela tively clea r  abou t 

th ese d istin ction s. It descr ibed  agen cy d isagr eem en t, con fiden ce levels, an d  th e 

ju dgm en t th a t SARS-CoV-2 w as n ot developed  a s a  b iologica l w eapon . Th e 2026 

ODNI r eleases adop ted  a  m or e p r osecu tor ia l ton e an d  m ade str on ger  cau sa l 

an d  in stitu tion a l a llega tion s. 

A h istor ian  sh ou ld  n ot ch oose betw een  th em  based  on  w h ich  adm in istr a tion  

h e pr efer s. He sh ou ld  a sk w h a t ch an ged  in  th e u n der lyin g eviden ce, w h ich  

an a lysts en dor sed  th e n ew  con clu sion s, w h eth er  pr ior  a gen cies r evised  th eir  

position s, an d  w h eth er  n ew ly r eleased  docu m en ts d ir ectly estab lish  cau sa tion  

or  m er ely su ppor t a  d iffer en t in ter pr eta tion . 

Th e sam e cau tion  a pplies in ter n a tion a lly. Ru ssian  m ilita r y br iefin gs can  

con ta in  au th en tic Ukr a in ian  or  U.S. docu m en ts. Th e docu m en ts m ay estab lish  

th a t a  p r oject existed  w ith ou t esta b lish in g th e m ilita r y pu r pose Ru ssia  

a ttr ibu tes to it. Ch in ese r eleases m ay accu r a tely qu ote  U.S. officia ls w h ile 

em beddin g th e qu ote in  a  fa lse or igin  n a r r a tive. In telligen ce is fr equ en tly a  

m ixtu r e of fa ct an d  fr am in g. 

A u sefu l r ead in g pr otocol h as five steps. Fir st, iden tify th e docu m en t's 

p r odu cer  an d  da te. Secon d, d istin gu ish  r aw  in for m a tion  fr om  an a lytic 

ju dgm en t. Th ir d , iden tify con fiden ce la n gu age an d  d issen t. Fou r th , com par e th e 

docu m en t w ith  ea r lier  an d  la ter  a ssessm en ts. Fifth , seek th e u n der lyin g 

eviden ce th a t w ou ld  a llow  an  ou tsider  to r epr odu ce th e in fer en ce. 

If step  five is im possib le becau se sou r ces an d  m eth ods r em a in  cla ssified , th e 

con clu sion  sh ou ld  r em a in  con fiden ce-w eigh ted . Th e cor r ect sen ten ce is n ot 

"th e gover n m en t pr oved  X" bu t "th e gover n m en t a ssessed  X, based  pa r tly on  

eviden ce n ot pu blicly ava ilab le." 
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Th is lin gu istic d iscip lin e can  sou n d ted iou s. It is p r ecisely w h a t p r even ts an  

in telligen ce n a r r a tive fr om  becom in g a  scien tific fact by r epetition . 
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Ch a p t e r  11: Ukra in e ' s  La b ora t o r ie s  a n d  

t h e  Ru ss ia n  Ca se  

Th e deba te  over  b iologica l labor a tor ies in  Ukr a in e is a  u sefu l ca se stu dy 

becau se it dem on str a tes h ow  a  set of docu m en ted  facts ca n  su ppor t r ad ica lly 

d iffer en t n a r r a tives. 

Th e Un ited  Sta tes d id  fu n d  b iologica l th r ea t-r edu ction  activities in  Ukr a in e. 

Th is is n ot a  Ru ssian  in ven tion . Th e Depa r tm en t of Defen se 's Cooper a tive 

Th r ea t Redu ction  p r ogr am  w or ked  w ith  Ukr a in ian  in stitu tion s a fter  th e 

collapse of th e Soviet Un ion  an d  la ter  th r ou gh  th e Biologica l Th r ea t Redu ction  

Pr ogr a m . A 2022 Depa r tm en t of Defen se fact sh eet sta ted  th a t th e Un ited  Sta tes 

h ad  in vested  appr oxim a tely $200 m illion  in  Ukr a in e sin ce 2005 an d  su ppor ted  

46 Ukr a in ian  labor a tor ies, h ea lth  facilities, an d  d iagn ostic sites. 

Th e sta ted  pu r poses in clu ded  secu r in g dan ger ou s pa th ogen s, im pr ovin g 

d isease su r veillan ce, str en gth en in g labor a tor y ca pacity, an d  r edu cin g 

pr olifer a tion  r isk a ssocia ted  w ith  th e b iologica l legacy of th e Soviet Un ion . Th e 

Depa r tm en t em ph a sized  th a t th e facilities w er e ow n ed  an d  oper a ted  by 

Ukr a in e an d  den ied  th a t th e pr ogr am  con du cted  b iologica l-w eapon s or  ga in -of-

fu n ction  r esea r ch . 

Ru ssia  in ter pr eted  m an y of th e sa m e r ela tion sh ips d iffer en tly. After  its 2022 

in vasion  of Ukr a in e, Ru ssian  officia ls p r esen ted  docu m en ts an d  a llega tion s 

con cer n in g U.S.-fu n ded  pr ojects, pa th ogen  collection s, m igr a tor y b ir ds, ba ts, 

h u m an  ser u m  sam ples, an d  em er gen cy destr u ction  of b iologica l m a ter ia ls. 

Moscow  a r gu ed  th a t th ese activities sh ow ed  a  U.S.-d ir ected  m ilita r y-b iologica l 

p r ogr a m  oper a tin g n ea r  Ru ssia 's bor der s. 

Som e Ru ssian  cla im s w er e bu ilt a r ou n d  r ea l p r oject n a m es an d  r ea l 

in stitu tion s. Th a t gave th e br oader  n a r r a tive an  eviden tia r y footh old . For  
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exam ple, Ukr a in ian  labor a tor ies d id  possess pa th ogen  sam ples; w ar tim e 

in str u ction s d id  ca ll for  sa fe d isposa l of cer ta in  m a ter ia ls; DTRA did  fu n d  

b iologica l w or k; d isease-su r veillan ce pr ojects d id  in volve an im a ls an d  

pa th ogen s. Th e in fer en tia l leap  w as fr om  th ese facts to an  offen sive b iologica l-

w eapon s pr ogr am . 

Th a t leap  h as n ot been  estab lish ed  by th e pu blic eviden ce r eview ed h er e. 

Th e Un ited  Na tion s d isa r m am en t appa r a tu s r epea ted ly sta ted  th a t it w as n ot 

aw ar e of b iologica l-w eapon s pr ogr am s in  Ukr a in e. Ru ssia  in voked  m ech an ism s 

u n der  th e Biologica l Weapon s Con ven tion  an d  la ter  su bm itted  a  for m a l 

com pla in t to th e Secu r ity Cou n cil seekin g an  in vestiga tive com m ission . A 

Ru ssian  dr a ft r esolu tion  r eceived  su ppor t fr om  Ru ssia  an d  Ch in a , opposition  

fr om  th e Un ited  Sta tes, Un ited  Kin gdom , an d  Fr an ce, an d  absten tion s fr om  th e 

oth er  ten  m em ber s; it fa iled  to pass. 

Th is ou tcom e is fr equ en tly over sim plified . It is in accu r a te to say th a t a  UN 

in vestiga tion  pr oved  th e Ru ssian  a llega tion s fa lse, becau se th e pr oposed  

in vestiga tion  w as n ot estab lish ed . It is a lso in accu r a te to say th a t r efu sa l to 

cr ea te th e com m ission  pr oved  th e a llega tion s tr u e. Th e even t dem on str a tes 

politica l d ivision  an d  th e w eakn ess of existin g in ter n a tion a l m ech an ism s for  

r esolvin g con tested  du a l-u se a llega tion s du r in g w ar . 

Th e Ukr a in e case a lso exposes a  lan gu a ge pr oblem . "Biolab" is n ot a  

m ean in gfu l accu sa tion  by itself. Hospita ls, u n iver sities, pu blic-h ea lth  

depa r tm en ts, agr icu ltu r a l agen cies, an d  m ilita r y facilities a ll oper a te b iologica l 

labor a tor ies. "U.S.-fu n ded" sim ila r ly cover s ever yth in g fr om  equ ipm en t gr an ts 

to tigh tly m an aged  pr ogr a m s. Th e r elevan t qu estion s con cer n  ow n er sh ip , 

com m an d, r esea r ch  ob jectives, pa th ogen s, exper im en ta l m eth ods, b iosa fety, 

r epor tin g, an d  m ilita r y pu r pose. 

Ru ssian  in for m a tion  oper a tion s h ave exploited  am bigu ity a r ou n d th ese 

ca tegor ies, bu t Wester n  m essagin g som etim es con tr ibu ted  to m istr u st by 
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r eactin g a s th ou gh  ackn ow ledgm en t of U.S. b iologica l fu n d in g w ou ld  con cede 

th e w eapon s a llega tion . Th e m or e du r ab le appr oach  is to con cede docu m en ted  

facts ea r ly an d  con test u n su ppor ted  in fer en ces explicitly. 

Th is becom es especia lly im por tan t w h en  la ter  d isclosu r es a lter  th e 

in for m a tion  en vir on m en t. 

Th e  le sson  fo r  o r ig in s  a n a lys is  

Th e Ukr a in e d ispu te is n ot eviden ce for  an y pa r ticu la r  SARS-CoV-2 or igin . It 

is eviden ce abou t h ow  b iodefen se system s a r e n a r r a ted . Th e sam e labor a tor y 

can  be descr ibed  by on e side a s a  pu blic-h ea lth  capacity-bu ild in g site an d  by 

an oth er  a s pa r t of a  m ilita r y-b iologica l n etw or k. Both  descr ip tion s m ay 

r efer en ce r ea l fu n din g an d  r ea l pa th ogen s w h ile a ssign in g r ad ica lly d iffer en t 

in ten t. 

COVID or igin s su ffer s fr om  th e sam e pr oblem . Ter m s su ch  a s "ga in  of 

fu n ction ," "b iodefen se," "su r veillan ce," an d  "w ea pon " a r e  often  tr ea ted  a s 

m u tu a lly exclu sive labels w h en  in  pr actice tech n ologies ca n  be du a l u se an d  

in stitu tion s can  h ave m u ltip le m ission s. 

Ta ble 2. Ukr a ine biola b cla ims: documented substr a te ver sus disputed infer ence. 

Issu e Docu m en ted  p u b lic r ecor d  St r on ge r  a llega t ion  / s t a t u s 

U.S. su ppor t DoD ackn ow ledged  BTRP su ppor t for  46 

Ukr a in ian  labs, h ea lth  facilities an d  

d iagn ostic sites. 

Su ppor t itself does n ot establish  

offen sive w eapon s activity. 

Dan ger ou s pa th ogen s Th r ea t-r edu ction  pr ogr am s n ecessa r ily 

dea lt w ith  pa th ogen  secu r ity an d  d isea se 

su r veillan ce. 

Ru ssia  a lleged  m ilita r y-b iologica l in ten t; 

n ot estab lish ed  by pu blic eviden ce 

r eview ed h er e. 

Sam ple d isposa l in  2022 Ukr a in e or der ed  secu r e d isposa l of som e 

sam ples a fter  in vasion ; DoD descr ibed  

th is a s a  sa fety m easu r e. 

Ru ssia  por tr ayed  destr u ction  a s 

con cea lm en t; in fer en ce d ispu ted . 

BWC pr ocess Ru ssia  filed  for m a l a llega tion s an d  Com m ission  w as n ot cr ea ted ; n o UN 
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Issu e Docu m en ted  p u b lic r ecor d  St r on ge r  a llega t ion  / s t a t u s 

sou gh t a  Secu r ity Cou n cil com m ission . in vestiga tion  ad ju d ica ted  th e cla im . 

 

 

Ca se  St u d y 7: Th e  Bio log ica l We a p on s  

Con ve n t ion  Ve r ifica t ion  Ga p  

Th e Biologica l Wea pon s Con ven tion  pr oh ib its developm en t, p r odu ction , 

acqu isition , an d  stockpilin g of b iologica l an d  toxin  w eapon s. It is on e of th e 

fou n da tion a l in ter n a tion a l agr eem en ts gover n in g b iologica l w ar fa r e. Yet 

com par ed  w ith  n u clea r  sa fegu a r ds or  th e Ch em ica l Weapon s Con ven tion , its 

ver ifica tion  m ach in er y is w eak. 

Th a t w eakn ess becam e visib le in  th e Ukr a in e d ispu te. Ru ssia  in voked  

con ven tion  pr ocedu r es an d  sou gh t a  Secu r ity Cou n cil in vestiga tion . UN officia ls 

sta ted  th a t th ey w er e n ot aw ar e of b iologica l-w eapon s pr ogr am s in  Ukr a in e bu t 

a lso lacked  an  in depen den t stan din g in spection  appa r a tu s capable of sim ply 

en ter in g d ispu ted  facilities an d  pr odu cin g a  tech n ica lly au th or ita tive pu blic 

r epor t. 

Th e r esu lt w as pr ed ictab le. Ru ssia  in ter pr eted  u n an sw er ed  qu estion s an d  

r efu sa l to estab lish  its p r oposed  com m ission  a s eviden ce of con cea lm en t. 

Wester n  gover n m en ts tr ea ted  Ru ssian  a llega tion s a s d isin for m a tion . Neu tr a l or  

n on a lign ed  sta tes often  absta in ed  r a th er  th an  en dor se eith er  n a r r a tive. Th e 

in stitu tion a l m ech an ism  d id  n ot r esolve th e factu a l d ispu te. 

Th is is dan ger ou s in  an  er a  of syn th etic b iology. Th e d istin ction  betw een  a  

pu blic-h ea lth  labor a tor y an d  a  m ilita r y-r elevan t facility m ay depen d  on  specific 
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exper im en ts, in ten t, sca le, an d  h idden  pr ogr a m s r a th er  th an  on  visib le 

equ ipm en t. Sequ en cer s, fer m en ter s, a n im a l facilities, an d  aer osol in str u m en ts 

can  h ave peacefu l u ses. 

An  in ter n a tion a l ver ifica tion  r egim e w ou ld  th er efor e n eed  m or e th an  a  list 

of p r oh ib ited  m a ch in es. It w ou ld  n eed  decla r a tion s of h igh -r isk w or k, ch a llen ge 

in spection s, sam ple  access, p r otection  of p r opr ieta r y in for m a tion , an d  

pr ocedu r es for  h an dlin g n a tion a l-secu r ity m a ter ia l. Design in g su ch  a  system  is 

d ifficu lt, bu t th e a lter n a tive is a  per m an en t pr opagan da  vacu u m . 

Th e COVID or igin s con tr over sy a dds u r gen cy. If th e w or ld  can n ot 

in depen den tly in vestiga te a  su spected  acciden ta l r elea se fr om  a  h igh -r isk 

labor a tor y, sta tes w ill h ave in cen tives to con cea l in ciden ts an d  adver sa r ies w ill 

h ave in cen tives to m an u factu r e a llega tion s. Both  ou tcom es u n der m in e 

b iologica l secu r ity. 

Th e tw o letter s a r e  dom estic Am er ican  docu m en ts, bu t th e  gover n an ce 

fa ilu r e th ey r evea l is in ter n a tion a l. Scien tific au ton om y ca n n ot r esolve d ispu tes 

betw een  sover eign  sta tes. Neith er  can  con gr ession a l su bpoen as. A pan dem ic-

sca le b iologica l in ciden t r equ ir es in stitu tion s capable of cr ossin g bor der s w ith  

legitim a te tech n ica l au th or ity. 
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Ch a p t e r  12: Th e  Ga b b a rd  Disclosu re s  a n d  

t h e  Prob le m  o f Gove rn m e n t  Cla im s  

In  Ju n e 2026, ou tgoin g Dir ector  of Na tion a l In telligen ce Tu lsi Gabba r d  

r eleased  m a ter ia l th a t d r am a tica lly ch an ged  th e pu blic r h etor ic su r r ou n din g 

over seas U.S.-fu n ded  b iologica l labor a tor ies. Th e Office of th e Dir ector  of 

Na tion a l In telligen ce sta ted  th a t th e U.S. gover n m en t h ad  fu n ded  m or e th an  

120 b iologica l labor a tor ies in  m or e th a n  30 cou n tr ies, in clu d in g facilities in  

Ukr a in e. Th e r elease fu r th er  a sser ted  th a t som e over seas labor a tor ies h ad  

w or ked  w ith  h aza r dou s pa th ogen s an d , in  som e cases, da n ger ou s ga in -of-

fu n ction  r esea r ch . 

Th e d isclosu r e w as politica lly explosive becau se yea r s ea r lier  m an y pu blic 

d iscu ssion s h ad  tr ea ted  br oad  cla im s abou t "U.S. b iolabs" a s Ru ssian  

d isin for m a tion . Th e n ew  ODNI lan gu a ge m ade it im possib le to m a in ta in  th e 

sim plistic position  th a t over seas U.S.-fu n ded  b iologica l labor a tor ies d id  n ot 

exist. Th ey p la in ly d id . 

Bu t th e r elease a lso illu str a tes w h y an  officia l sta tem en t m u st be in ter pr eted  

ca r efu lly. A gover n m en t pr ess r elea se is a  p r im ar y sou r ce for  w h a t th e 

gover n m en t says. It  is n ot self-au th en tica tin g pr oof of ever y a llega tion  in side it. 

Gabba r d 's ODNI u sed  accu sa tor y lan gu age tow ar d  pr eviou s officia ls an d  

pr esen ted  th e n ew ly decla ssified  m a ter ia l w ith in  th e cu r r en t adm in istr a tion 's 

policy ca m pa ign  aga in st dan ger ou s ga in -of-fu n ction  r esea r ch . 

A secon d ODNI r elease on  Ju n e 18 w en t fu r th er , a sser tin g th a t Fau ci-fu n ded  

Wu h an  r esea r ch  spa r ked  COVID an d  a ccu sin g Fau ci of m a n ipu la tin g 

in telligen ce. Th ose a r e en or m ou sly con sequ en tia l cla im s. Th ey cam e fr om  th e 

office r espon sib le for  coor d in a tin g U.S. in telligen ce, bu t th ey a lso r epr esen ted  a  

sh a r p  depa r tu r e fr om  ea r lier  decla ssified  in telligen ce a ssessm en ts th a t h ad  
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descr ibed  both  n a tu r a l an d  labor a tor y or igin s a s p lau sib le an d  r ejected  

developm en t of SARS-CoV-2 a s a  b iologica l w eapon . 

Th e cor r ect r espon se is n eith er  au tom a tic accep tan ce n or  au tom a tic 

d ism issa l. Th e 2026 r eleases sh ou ld  be pr eser ved  a s pa r t of th e officia l r ecor d , 

an d  th e u n der lyin g decla ssified  docu m en ts sh ou ld  be exa m in ed  in d ividu a lly. 

Cla im s sh ou ld  be sepa r a ted  in to ca tegor ies: w h a t th e docu m en ts d ir ectly 

estab lish ; w h a t ODNI in fer s; w h a t r em a in s con tested  by p r ior  a ssessm en ts or  

ou tside an a lysis. 

Th is d iscip lin e is pa r ticu la r ly im por tan t becau se au th or ity can  r ever se. In  

on e adm in istr a tion , an  in telligen ce agen cy m ay label a  n a r r a tive for eign  

d isin for m a tion . In  an oth er , th e sam e a gen cy m ay r elease docu m en ts th a t 

pa r tia lly va lida te th e factu a l su bstr a te w h ile advan cin g n ew  a llega tion s of its 

ow n . If citizen s sim ply "tr u st th e in telligen ce com m u n ity," th ey face th e 

qu estion : w h ich  in telligen ce com m u n ity, a t w h ich  da te, u n der  w h ich  

leader sh ip? 

Th e sam e is tr u e of scien ce agen cies. In stitu tion a l au th or ity is n ot sta tic. NIH 

in  2026 a dopted  a  su bstan tia lly m or e r estr ictive fr am ew or k for  dan ger ou s ga in -

of-fu n ction  r esea r ch  th an  th e fr am ew or k u n der  w h ich  ea r lier  cor on avir u s 

r esea r ch  h ad  been  fu n ded . A la ter  policy ch an ge does n ot p r ove an  ea r lier  

exper im en t cau sed  a  pan dem ic, bu t it can  r evea l th a t th e in stitu tion a l r isk 

toler an ce h as ch an ged . 

Gabba r d 's tim in g a lso gives th e ep isode sym bolic for ce. Sh e h ad  an n ou n ced  

h er  r esign a tion  effective Ju n e 30, 2026. Her  b iologica l-labor a tor y r elease cam e 

Ju n e 12, follow ed by th e Fau ci-focu sed  r elease on  Ju n e 18. To obser ver s a lr ea dy 

su sp iciou s of su ppr essed  n a tion a l-secu r ity in for m a tion , th e sequ en ce looked  

like a  depa r tin g officia l p lacin g con tested  m a ter ia l in to th e  pu blic r ecor d  befor e 

leavin g office. 
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Th a t in ter pr eta tion  r em a in s an  in ter pr eta tion . Her  sta ted  r eason  for  

r esign in g w as a  ser iou s fam ily m edica l m a tter . Th er e is n o n eed  to in ven t a  

h idden  m otive to r ecogn ize th a t th e d isclosu r es becam e pa r t of th e sam e 

backgr ou n d of in stitu tion a l con flict in  w h ich  th e secon d  Fau ci letter  appea r ed  

on ly w eeks la ter . 

By Ju ly 28, th er efor e, sign a tor ies defen din g Fau ci w er e n ot actin g in  th e 

in for m a tion  en vir on m en t of 2020. Th ey w er e actin g a fter  th e sittin g 

in telligen ce leader sh ip  h ad  pu blicly accu sed  Fau ci of r espon sib ility for  

dan ger ou s r esea r ch  an d  a lleged  in telligen ce m an ipu la tion . Th e letter 's ch oice 

to ch a r acter ize  accu sa tion s a s baseless w as con sequ en tly a  m u ch  m or e 

su bstan tive in ter ven tion  th an  a  gen er ic appea l aga in st h a r a ssm en t. 

Th is is on e r eason  th e secon d  letter  ca n  be per ceived  a s "pr otectin g th e 

system ." It con fr on ted  n ot m er ely b logger s or  con gr ession a l cr itics bu t a  

com petin g appa r a tu s of gover n m en t cla im in g to possess decla ssified  eviden ce. 

Th a t does n ot m ake th e gover n m en t's a llega tion s tr u e. It m ean s th e con flict h ad  

becom e in stitu tion a l w ar fa r e in side th e sta te itself. 

Wh e n  in s t it u t ion s  a ccu se  in s t it u t ion s  

At th is poin t, a ppea ls to au th or ity becom e cir cu la r . NIH ca n  cite scien tific 

r eview . ODNI can  cite cla ssified  h old in gs. Con gr ess can  cite su bpoen aed  

r ecor ds. WHO can  cite pu blish ed  eviden ce. DRASTIC can  cite open -sou r ce 

an om alies. Ru ssia  can  cite docu m en ts su bm itted  u n der  th e Biologica l Weapon s 

Con ven tion . Ea ch  sou r ce h as access to som e in for m a tion  a n d  in cen tives th a t 

sh ape its in ter pr eta tion . 

Th e h istor ica l m eth od  m u st th er efor e m ove fr om  "w h o sa ys it?" to "w h a t 

exactly is th e u n der lyin g eviden ce, an d  w h a t in fer en ce does it ju stify?" 

Th a t m eth od  is slow er  th an  politica l a r gu m en t. It is a lso th e on ly m eth od  

likely to su r vive th e n ext decla ssifica tion . 
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Ca se  St u d y 8: Th e  2026 Po licy Re ve r sa l 

Th e Un ited  Sta tes gover n m en t's 2026 policy for  stoppin g h igh -r isk life-

scien ces r esea r ch  r epr esen ts a  m a jor  sh ift in  th e officia l fr am in g of dan ger ou s 

b iologica l exper im en ts. Th e policy explicitly pr oh ib its feder a l su ppor t for  

defin ed  dan ger ou s ga in -of-fu n ction  r esea r ch  an d  cr ea tes a  ca tegor y of 

in ter n a tion a l r esear ch  of con cer n . 

Wh a tever  th e fu tu r e scien tific eva lu a tion  of th e policy, its politica l m ean in g 

is u n m istakable. Th e gover n m en t n o lon ger  accep ts th e pr oposition  th a t 

existin g peer  r eview  an d  pr ior  over sigh t m ech an ism s a r e su fficien t for  th e 

h igh est-r isk r esea r ch . 

Th is sh ift com plica tes r etr ospective a r gu m en ts. Cr itics of Fau ci an d  NIH m ay 

tr ea t th e n ew  policy a s pr oof th a t ea r lier  r esea r ch  w as r eckless. Th a t in fer en ce 

is too str on g. Regu la tor y stan da r ds often  evolve a fter  n ew  exper ien ce w ith ou t 

p r ovin g th a t past con du ct viola ted  th e r u les th en  in  effect. Su ppor ter s of th e old  

system  m ay tr ea t th e policy a s pu r ely ideologica l. Th a t a lso ign or es th e gen u in e 

gover n an ce pr oblem s r evea led  by th e pan dem ic. 

Th e m or e in ter estin g qu estion  is w h y du r ab le b ipa r tisan  legitim acy w as lost. 

If h igh -r isk r esea r ch  over sigh t h ad  been  tr an spa r en t, in depen den tly r eview ed, 

an d  pu blicly expla in able befor e 2020, th e post-pan dem ic backla sh  m igh t h ave 

been  less sever e. In stead , deba tes over  defin ition s an d  r ecor ds cr ea ted  th e 

im pr ession  th a t exper ts w er e decid in g both  w h a t r isks to take an d  w h a t th e 

pu blic w as a llow ed  to kn ow  a bou t th ose r isks. 

NIH Dir ector  Jay Bh a ttach a r ya  fr am ed th e 2026 policy a s a  tr an spa r en cy an d  

accou n tab ility r efor m . Th e adm in istr a tion 's b r oa der  r h etor ic w as often  

accu sa tor y, bu t th e policy itself addr esses a  r ea l in stitu tion a l design  pr oblem : 
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r esea r ch  w h ose fa ilu r e cou ld  a ffect m illion s can n ot be gover n ed  a s th ou gh  th e 

on ly stakeh older s a r e in vestiga tor s an d  fu n der s. 

Th e policy a lso ch an ges th e con text of th e Fau ci letter  becau se both  even ts 

occu r r ed  on  Ju ly 28, 2026. On  th e sam e day th a t a  coa lition  defen ded  Fau ci an d  

scien tists fr om  politica l a ttack, th e gover n m en t an n ou n ced  a  n ew  fr am ew or k 

decla r in g ca tegor ies of b iologica l r esea r ch  su fficien tly dan ger ou s to pr oh ib it 

feder a l su ppor t. 

Th a t coin ciden ce ca p tu r es th e book's cen tr a l ten sion . On e side saw  an  

a ssau lt on  scien ce. Th e oth er  saw  over du e pr otection  of th e pu blic fr om  

scien ce. A fu n ction in g gover n an ce system  m u st be a b le to ackn ow ledge both  

r isks a t on ce. 
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Ch a p t e r  13: DRASTIC a n d  t h e  Op e n -Sou rce  

Cou n t e r -In s t it u t ion  

Th e COVID-or igin s deba te gen er a ted  a n  u n u su a l for m  of scien tific 

opposition : a  d istr ibu ted  n etw or k of in depen den t r esea r ch er s, an on ym ou s 

pa r ticipan ts, tech n ica lly tr a in ed  ou tsider s, an d  citizen  in vestiga tor s w h o 

w or ked  ou tside  con ven tion a l academ ic ch an n els. DRASTIC - th e Decen tr a lized  

Radica l Au ton om ou s Sea r ch  Team  In vestiga tin g COVID-19 - becam e th e best-

kn ow n  exam ple. 

Th e im por tan ce of DRASTIC is n ot th a t ever y cla im  it m ade w as cor r ect. Its 

im por tan ce is th a t it dem on str a ted  th a t con sequ en tia l r esea r ch  qu estion s cou ld  

be in vestiga ted  w ith  open -sou r ce m eth ods by people lackin g or d in a r y 

in stitu tion a l cr eden tia ls or  a ffilia tion s. Mem ber s sea r ch ed  a r ch ived  w ebsites, 

gr an t r ecor ds, th eses, Ch in ese da tabases, m aps, con fer en ce m a ter ia ls, 

labor a tor y pu blica tion s, socia l-m edia  posts, an d  cach ed  docu m en ts. Th eir  w or k 

h elped  dr aw  a tten tion  to th e WIV da ta bases th a t w en t offlin e, Pr oject DEFUSE, 

b iosa fety qu estion s, an d  oth er  top ics la ter  d iscu ssed  by jou r n a lists an d  

con gr ession a l in vestiga tor s. 

Th is cr ea ted  a  ch a llen ge to th e n or m a l h ier a r ch y of exper tise. In  or d in a r y 

scien ce, cr ed ib ility tr avels th r ou gh  in stitu tion s: u n iver sity a ffilia tion , peer -

r eview ed pu blica tion , gr an ts, cita tion s, in vited  ta lks, an d  pr ofession a l 

r epu ta tion . DRASTIC in ver ted  th a t or der . Its in vestiga tor s often  u sed  

pseu don ym s. Th eir  au th or ity depen ded  on  th e docu m en ts th ey cou ld  p r odu ce 

an d  th e qu a lity of th eir  in fer en ce r a th er  th an  on  cr eden tia ls visib le to r eader s. 

"Th e October  Su r pr ise in  Wu h an ," pu blish ed  on  Resea r ch Ga te in  2021 by 

William  "Billy Bostickson ," Gilles Dem an eu f, an d  Yvette Gh an n am , exem plifies 

th e str en gth s an d  w eakn esses of th is m odel. Th e r epor t a ssem bled  cla im s an d  
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an om alies su ggestin g th a t SARS-CoV-2 or  a  p r ogen itor  m a y h ave cir cu la ted  in  

Wu h an  in  au tu m n  2019, w ith  pa r ticu la r  a tten tion  to th e October  Milita r y 

Wor ld  Gam es. It com bin ed  pr ess r epor ts, a th lete illn ess accou n ts, 

ep idem iologica l specu la tion , leaked  m a ter ia ls, open -sou r ce in telligen ce, an d  

an a lysis of tim elin es. 

Th e docu m en t is still pu blicly ava ilab le on  Resea r ch Ga te a s of 2026, an d  

Bostickson 's p r ofile r em a in s active w ith  a  su bstan tia l cu m u la tive r eader sh ip . 

Th a t per sisten ce is itself h istor ica lly in ter estin g becau se or igin s r esea r ch  w as 

fr equ en tly descr ibed  by pa r ticipan ts a s cen sor ed  or  m a r gin a lized . 

Resea r ch Ga te gave th e r epor t a  for m  of du r ab le qu asi-academ ic existen ce even  

th ou gh  it w as a  pr epr in t an d  m an y of its cla im s r em a in ed  con tested . 

Th e r epor t sh ou ld  n ot be tr ea ted  a s a  peer -r eview ed ep idem iologica l 

dem on str a tion . It com bin es eviden ce of va r yin g qu a lity, an d  som e ea r ly-

pan dem ic r e tr ospective illn ess cla im s a r e especia lly vu ln er ab le to r eca ll b ia s 

an d  fa lse a ttr ibu tion . Th e Milita r y Wor ld  Gam es in volved  th ou san ds of people 

du r in g r esp ir a tor y-vir u s season ; r epor ts of illn ess a r e th er efor e n ot d iagn ostic 

of SARS-CoV-2. Ser ologica l an d  r etr ospective testin g cla im s r equ ir e ca r efu l 

va lida tion . 

Yet th e r epor t a lso per for m s an  a r ch iva l fu n ction . It p r eser ves an om alies 

th a t m igh t oth er w ise d isappea r  fr om  th e n a r r a tive. Open -sou r ce in vestiga tor s 

a r e often  va lu able pr ecisely becau se th ey a sk qu estion s in stitu tion s do n ot 

p r ior itize. Th eir  w eakn ess is th e absen ce of th e for m a l qu a lity con tr ols th a t, a t 

th eir  best, p r ofession a l scien ce pr ovides. 

DRASTIC th er efor e  belon gs in  th is book a s a  cou n ter -in stitu tion . Th e Rober ts 

an d  Fau ci letter s r epr esen t estab lish m en t solida r ity. DRASTIC r epr esen ts a  

ch a llen ge fr om  ou tside th e estab lish m en t, u sin g th e in ter n et to a ssem ble 

eviden ce fa ster  th an  tr ad ition a l pu blica tion  cycles. Th e con flict betw een  th e 

tw o m odels is pa r t of th e COVID-or igin s w ar . 
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Th e r isk is m ir r or -im age cer ta in ty. In stitu tion a l scien tists can  d ism iss 

ou tsider s becau se th ey lack cr eden tia ls. Ou tsider s can  in ter pr et ever y 

in stitu tion a l cor r ection  a s cen sor sh ip  a n d  ever y am bigu ity a s eviden ce of 

con cea lm en t. Both  cu ltu r es n eed  adver sa r ia l stan da r ds. A DRASTIC cla im  

sh ou ld  su r vive sou r ce ver ifica tion , n ot m er ely d istr u st of NIH. An  NIH cla im  

sh ou ld  su r vive docu m en ta r y scr u tin y, n ot m er ely r espect for  cr eden tia ls. 

Pse u d on ym s a n d  p rove n a n ce  

Pseu don ym ou s r esea r ch  in tr odu ces a n  addition a l p r oblem . A pseu don ym  

can  pr otect a  w h istleb low er  or  in vestiga tor  fr om  r eta lia tion . It can  a lso con cea l 

con flicts, sta te a ffilia tion s, or  fa br ica ted  cr eden tia ls. With ou t in depen den t 

eviden ce, in telligen ce-ser vice a ttr ibu tion s to pseu don ym ou s r esea r ch er s sh ou ld  

r em a in  h ypoth eses, n ot facts. 

Th is is especia lly im por tan t in  a  field  sa tu r a ted  w ith  sta te in for m a tion  

oper a tion s. Th e cor r ect r espon se to an  u n kn ow n  iden tity is n ot to a ssu m e 

in n ocen ce or  gu ilt. It is to low er  con fiden ce in  cla im s th a t depen d  on  th e 

per son 's au th or ity an d  r a ise con fiden ce in  cla im s w h ose u n der lyin g docu m en ts 

can  be in depen den tly ver ified . 
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Ch a p t e r  14: Wu h a n  Milit a ry Ga m e s a n d  

Com p e t in g  In t e llig e n ce  Na r ra t ive s  

Th e Seven th  CISM Milita r y Wor ld  Ga m es, h eld  in  Wu h an  in  October  2019, 

becam e a  r ecu r r in g ob ject in  com petin g or igin  n a r r a tives becau se its tim in g 

w as close to th e estim a ted  w in dow  in  w h ich  SARS-CoV-2 m ay h ave begu n  

cir cu la tin g. Ath letes fr om  m an y cou n tr ies ga th er ed  in  on e city an d  th en  

d isper sed  globa lly. If tr an sm ission  h ad  a lr eady begu n , th e even t cou ld  

th eor etica lly h ave am plified  spr ead . If a  sta te actor  w ish ed  to con str u ct a  

deliber a te-r elease n a r r a tive, th e sam e ga th er in g pr ovides an  obviou s str a tegic 

settin g. 

Th ese possib ilities h ave pr odu ced  m u tu a lly con tr ad ictor y stor ies. Som e 

accou n ts em ph asize r epor ts th a t a th letes becam e ill du r in g or  a fter  th e gam es 

an d  su ggest ea r ly Wu h an  cir cu la tion . Ch in ese officia ls an d  m edia  a t va r iou s 

tim es am plified  su ggestion s th a t U.S. m ilita r y pa r ticipan ts m ay h ave in tr odu ced  

th e vir u s. Oth er  com m en ta tor s h ave p r oposed  Ch in ese labor a tor y or  m ilita r y 

scen a r ios. Still oth er s tr ea t th e gam es a s an  ep idem iologica l coin ciden ce on to 

w h ich  la ter  su sp icion s w er e p r ojected . 

Retir ed  In d ian  Major  Gen er a l G. D. Ba ksh i in cor por a ted  th e Wu h an  Milita r y 

Gam es in to h is 2021 fiction a l scen a r io "Th u n der  Dr agon : Th e Covid  Str ike ." Th e 

w or k is explicitly a  w ar -gam e or  scen a r io-gen er a tion  exer cise r a th er  th an  a  

scien tific r epor t. Its im agin ed  n a r r a tive tr ea ts Ch in a  a s th e poten tia l actor  an d  

in clu des th e Milita r y Gam es in  th e sequ en ce lead in g tow a r d  "Pa tien t Zer o." 

Th a t dem on str a tes th a t m ilita r y str a tegists r ecogn ized  th e  even t a s n a r r a tively 

sign ifican t, bu t fiction  can n ot be u sed  a s eviden ce th a t in telligen ce su ppor ted  

th e scen a r io. 
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Th e br oa der  lesson  is abou t scen a r io con str u ction . In telligen ce an d  m ilita r y 

p lan n in g r ou tin ely a sk "w h a t if?" qu estion s th a t scien ce avoids becau se th ey 

a r e n ot yet em pir ica lly testab le. A p lan n er  m ay explor e deliber a te r elea se, 

deception , a ttr ibu tion  con fu sion , or  str a tegic exploita tion  even  w h en  th e 

pr obability is low . On ce su ch  scen a r ios en ter  pu blic d iscou r se, h ow ever , 

r eader s can  m istake possib ility an a lysis for  factu a l d isclosu r e. 

Th is is w h y cla im s fr om  r etir ed  officia ls deser ve ca r efu l ca tegor iza tion . A 

n am ed for m er  officia l r ecou n tin g a  stor y can  be h istor ica lly im por tan t w ith ou t 

bein g in depen den tly ver ifiab le. Th e cr ed ib ility of th e per son  m ay r a ise in ter est, 

bu t in telligen ce cla im s a r e often  specifica lly design ed  to be  d ifficu lt to 

cor r obor a te. Sou r ces m ay kn ow  on ly fr agm en ts; th ey m a y r epea t 

com par tm en ted  r u m or s; th ey m ay deliber a tely in flu en ce th e listen er ; or  th ey 

m ay accu r a tely r evea l som eth in g th a t r em a in s cla ssified  for  decades. 

A r espon sib le accou n t r ecor ds su ch  m a ter ia l w ith ou t a llow in g it to ca r r y th e 

th esis. If fu tu r e decla ssifica tion  va lida tes it, th e r ecor d  w ill sh ow  th a t th e cla im  

existed  ea r lier . If n ot, th e book h as n ot con ver ted  an  u n ver ified  accou n t in to 

h istor y. 

Th e Milita r y Gam es th er efor e belon g to th e "u n der cu r r en t" ca tegor y: 

r elevan t to th e in for m a tion  en vir on m en t, in su fficien t a s a  fou n da tion . Th eir  

per sisten ce h elps expla in  w h y pu blic cer ta in ty abou t or igin  is d ifficu lt to 

r estor e. Wh en  ever y m a jor  pow er  can  con str u ct a  p lau sib le str a tegic n a r r a tive 

a r ou n d th e sam e even t, th e absen ce of decisive eviden ce becom es a  geopolitica l 

r esou r ce. 

Con fu s ion  a s  s t r a t e gy 

In  con ven tion a l w ar fa r e, deception  is expected . In  b iologica l in ciden ts, 

a ttr ibu tion  is in h er en tly d ifficu lt beca u se pa th ogen s r ep lica te, m u ta te, tr avel 

th r ou gh  people, an d  can  em er ge n a tu r a lly. Th a t m akes b iologica l even ts 
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especia lly vu ln er able to str a tegic am bigu ity. A sta te does n ot n eed  to p r ove a n  

a lter n a tive stor y to w eaken  con fiden ce in  an  adver sa r y's stor y. It m ay on ly 

n eed  to keep  sever a l possib ilities a live. 

For  h istor ian s, th e r espon se m u st be th e opposite: label u n cer ta in ty r a th er  

th an  exploit it. 
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Ch a p t e r  15: Dilya n a , Ukra in e , a n d  t h e  

Arch ive  o f Su sp icion  

Bu lga r ian  jou r n a list Dilyan a  Gaytan dzh ieva  pu blish ed  in vestiga tion s 

a llegin g th a t U.S.-su ppor ted  b iologica l p r ogr a m s in  cou n tr ies in clu d in g Geor gia  

an d  Ukr a in e h ad  m or e m ilita r y sign ifican ce th an  officia l descr ip tion s adm itted . 

Her  w or k cir cu la ted  con tr acts, p r ocu r em en t r ecor ds, d ip lom a tic m a ter ia ls, an d  

cla im s abou t DTRA-su ppor ted  labor a tor ies w ell befor e th e 2022 in vasion  m ade 

"Ukr a in e b iolabs" a  globa l p r opa gan da  ph r ase. 

Th e existen ce of au th en tic docu m en ts in  su ch  in vestiga tion s cr ea tes a  

r ecu r r in g for en sic pr oblem . A collection  can  con ta in  gen u in e con tr acts, 

accu r a te n am es, qu estion able in fer en ce, a lter ed  docu m en ts, an d  m a ter ia l of 

u n cer ta in  pr oven an ce a t th e sam e tim e. In telligen ce oper a tion s often  exploit 

p r ecisely th is m ixtu r e becau se au th en tic m a ter ia l can  len d  cr ed ib ility to 

u n su ppor ted  addition s. 

An a lysts w h o d ism iss th e en tir e a r ch ive becau se Ru ssian  n a r r a tives la ter  

adopted  sim ila r  cla im s r isk d isca r d in g gen u in e eviden ce. An a lysts w h o accep t 

th e en tir e a r ch ive becau se som e docu m en ts a r e au th en tic r isk lau n der in g 

d isin for m a tion  th r ou gh  tr u th . Th e cor r ect u n it of an a lysis is th e in d ividu a l 

docu m en t an d  th e ch a in  of cu stody. 

Ukr a in e is especia lly d ifficu lt becau se it in h er ited  scien tific in stitu tion s fr om  

th e Soviet system , in clu din g exper tise r elevan t to b iologica l defen se an d  

w eapon s. Cooper a tive Th r ea t Redu ction  pr ogr a m s w er e design ed  in  pa r t to 

pr even t p r olifer a tion  of for m er  Soviet m a ter ia ls an d  exper tise. A labor a tor y 

can  th er efor e h ave a  gen u in e con n ection  to th e h istor y of b iologica l w ea pon s 

w h ile bein g u sed  for  peacefu l pu r poses in  th e pr esen t. Th a t h istor ica l 

con tin u ity m akes sen sa tion a l lan gu age easy to gen er a te . 
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Gaytan dzh ieva 's m a ter ia l is u sefu l in  th is book n ot a s pr oof of a  U.S. 

w eapon s pr ogr am  bu t a s eviden ce th a t qu estion s abou t over seas b iologica l 

in fr a str u ctu r e pr eda ted  th e fu ll-sca le w ar  an d  la ter  officia l d isclosu r es. It sh ow s 

th a t a  sh adow  a r ch ive existed  ou tside m a in str eam  pu blic-h ea lth  n a r r a tives. 

Th e Ju n e 2026 ODNI d isclosu r e ch an ged  th e r h etor ica l lan dscape becau se it 

officia lly ackn ow ledged  a  la r ge over seas n etw or k of U.S.-fu n ded  b iologica l 

labor a tor ies. Th a t a ckn ow ledgm en t does n ot va lida te a ll ea r lier  a llega tion s. It 

does m a ke b lan ket den ia ls less cr ed ib le an d  u n der scor es th e n eed  for  p r ecise 

lan gu age. 

Th e la r ger  issu e is dem ocr a tic visib ility. Pr ogr am s m ay h ave legitim a te 

n a tion a l-secu r ity r ea son s for  w ith h old in g oper a tion a l deta ils. Yet su sta in ed  

secr ecy a r ou n d du a l-u se b iology cr ea tes a  tr u st deficit. Wh en  la ter  d isclosu r es 

r evea l a  la r ger  in fr a str u ctu r e th an  citizen s kn ew  existed , even  legitim a te 

pr ogr a m s becom e vu ln er ab le to th e in ter pr eta tion  th a t ea r lier  r ea ssu r an ce w as 

deception . 

Th e tw o letter s th er efor e sit w ith in  an  in for m a tion  en vir on m en t sh aped  by 

pa r tia l d isclosu r e. Scien tists defen din g in stitu tion s m ay kn ow  th a t sen sa tion a l 

cla im s a r e fa lse w h ile citizen s kn ow  th a t som e pr eviou sly d ism issed  facts la ter  

p r oved  r ea l. Tr u st can n ot be r epa ir ed  by dem an din g m or e tr u st. It r equ ir es 

au ditab le d istin ction s betw een  fact, in fer en ce, an d  cla ssified  u n kn ow n s. 
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Ch a p t e r  16: Pro t e ct in g  Scie n ce  o r  

Pro t e ct in g  t h e  Syst e m ?  

We can  n ow  r etu r n  to th e cen tr a l com par ison . 

Th e Rober ts letter  of 2020 is best u n der stood  a s a  defen se of a  p r ocedu r a l 

idea l. Politica l pow er  appea r ed  to in ter ven e d ir ectly in  a  peer -r eview ed gr an t. 

Nobel lau r ea tes u sed  pr estige to defen d  th e au ton om y of scien tific fu n din g. 

Th eir  in ter ven tion  w as pr in cip led  in  for m  an d  a r gu ably n a ive in  scope beca u se 

it tr ea ted  th e gr an t p r im ar ily a s an  or d in a r y ob ject of scien ce r a th er  th an  a s 

pa r t of a  h igh -r isk, in ter n a tion a lly n etw or ked  r esea r ch  dom ain  w ith  du a l-u se 

im plica tion s. 

Th e Fau ci letter  of 2026 is b r oa der . Its or gan izer s ca m e fr om  a  com m u n ity 

w ith  lon g per son a l an d  in stitu tion a l ties to Fau ci. Its sign er s in clu ded  scien tists 

em bedded  in  NIAID-su ppor ted  n etw or ks, Ga tes-fu n ded  globa l h ea lth , 

ph a r m aceu tica l collabor a tion s, an d  COVID-or igin s r esea r ch . Th e letter  

con dem n ed h a r a ssm en t bu t a lso m ade su bstan tive cla im s abou t th e legitim acy 

of in vestiga tion s an d  accu sa tion s. 

Th a t is w h y "pr otectin g th e system " is a  u sefu l descr ip tion , p r ovided  it is n ot 

u sed  a s a  syn on ym  for  cor r u ption . System s deser ve pr otection  w h en  th ey a r e 

va lu able. Th e NIH system  fu n ds en or m ou s qu an tities of ben eficia l r esea r ch . 

Th e HIV clin ica l-tr ia l system  h elped  tr an sfor m  a  leth a l ep idem ic. 

Ph a r m aceu tica l com pan ies m an u factu r e pr odu cts th a t a cadem ic labor a tor ies 

can n ot. Ph ilan th r opic fou n da tion s can  fu n d  n eglected  d iseases an d  

in fr a str u ctu r e. Pu blic-h ea lth  agen cies coor d in a te r espon ses n o in d ividu a l 

scien tist cou ld  m ou n t. 

A system  can  be w or th  pr otectin g an d  still r equ ir e in vestiga tion . 
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Th e dan ger  a r ises w h en  defen der s tr ea t th ose pr oposition s a s con tr ad ictor y. 

If cr iticism  is defin ed  a s an ti-scien ce, th en  th e in stitu tion  becom es ep istem ica lly 

pr ivileged: on ly in sider s can  ju dge it, a n d  ou tsider s a r e su spect by defin ition . If 

defen se is defin ed  a s cor r u ption , cr itics cr ea te an  equ a lly closed  w or ldview  in  

w h ich  ever y r ebu tta l con fir m s th e con spir acy. 

Th e tw o letter s illu str a te th ese r ecipr oca l tr aps. Th e Rober ts letter  r isks 

con ver tin g politica l in ter fer en ce in to th e on ly r elevan t issu e. Th e Fau ci letter  

r isks con ver tin g lega l an d  scien tific scr u tin y in to per secu tion . Cr itics r isk 

con ver tin g ever y pr ofession a l r ela tion sh ip  in to a  con flict a n d  ever y con flict 

in to pr oof of ba d  fa ith . 

A better  stan da r d  a sks w h eth er  th e in stitu tion  can  toler a te adver sa r ia l 

exam in a tion  w ith ou t losin g its capacity to fu n ction . Avia tion  sa fety offer s a  

u sefu l an a logy. In vestiga tin g an  a ir cr a ft acciden t is n ot an  a ttack on  avia tion . It 

is pa r t of th e system  th a t m akes avia tion  tr u stw or th y. In vestiga tor s sepa r a te 

oper a tion a l r espon sib ility fr om  sa fety lea r n in g, p r eser ve eviden ce, exam in e 

h u m an  factor s, an d  pu blish  fin d in gs. A labor a tor y-a ssocia ted  pan dem ic, if on e 

ever  occu r r ed , w ou ld  r equ ir e an  an a logou s in stitu tion a l cu ltu r e. 

Biom edica l r esea r ch  h as n o equ a lly m a tu r e globa l acciden t-in vestiga tion  

r egim e. La bor a tor ies a r e em bedded  in  sover eign  sta tes. Na tion a l-secu r ity 

agen cies m ay cla ssify eviden ce. Fu n din g agen cies m ay h ave r epu ta tion a l 

exposu r e. Jou r n a ls m ay h ave pu blish ed  d ispu ted  w or k. Resea r ch er s m ay fea r  

cr im in a l liab ility. In  th a t en vir on m en t, open  letter s becom e su bstitu tes for  

tr u sted  pr ocedu r e. 

Th e deepest cr iticism  of both  letter s is th er efor e in stitu tion a l: th ey a r e 

sym ptom s of a  gover n an ce vacu u m . Scien tists sh ou ld  n ot h ave to defen d  

r esea r ch  au ton om y th r ou gh  pr estige petition s becau se gr an t can cella tion  

sh ou ld  follow  tr an spa r en t r u les. Fau ci sh ou ld  n ot h ave to be defen ded  fr om  

h a r assm en t th r ou gh  activist m obiliza tion  becau se legitim a te over sigh t sh ou ld  
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be d istin gu ish able fr om  politica l pu n ish m en t. Cr itics sh ou ld  n ot h ave to r ely on  

pseu don ym ou s open -sou r ce collectives becau se h igh -r isk r esea r ch  sh ou ld  leave 

au ditab le pu blic r ecor ds. 

Th e letter s su r vive becau se th e system s a r ou n d th em  did  n ot r esolve th e 

u n der lyin g d ispu te. 

 

In t e r lu d e  VI: Th e  Miss in g  Cou n t e r fa ct u a l 

On e of th e best w ays to test a  politica l in ter pr eta tion  is to im agin e th e sam e 

in stitu tion a l p r in cip le u n der  r ever sed  pa r tisan  con dition s. 

Su ppose a  Dem ocr a tic p r esiden t pu blicly or der ed  NIH to ter m in a te a  gr an t 

becau se th e r esea r ch  w as a ssocia ted  w ith  an  in stitu tion  politica lly d isliked  by 

th e adm in istr a tion . Scien tists w h o defen ded  th e Rober ts le tter  sh ou ld  ob ject for  

th e sam e r eason : execu tive pr efer en ce sh ou ld  n ot r ep lace tr an spa r en t gr an t 

p r ocedu r e. 

Now  r ever se th e secon d  case. Su ppose a  Repu blican  pu blic-h ea lth  officia l led  

an  agen cy for  deca des, beca m e th e su bject of ser iou s a llega tion s, an d  w as 

in vestiga ted  by a  Dem ocr a tic Con gr ess. If scien tists con dem n  th e in vestiga tion  

a s h a r a ssm en t, th ey sh ou ld  be a b le to a r ticu la te a  stan da r d  th a t d istin gu ish es 

abu sive over sigh t fr om  legitim a te over sigh t in depen den t of th e officia l's 

politica l a lign m en t. 

Th e sam e cou n ter factu a l applies to in te lligen ce. If an  ODNI led  by on e pa r ty 

r elea ses decla ssified  m a ter ia l accu sin g th e pr eviou s adm in istr a tion  of scien tific 

m iscon du ct, su ppor ter s sh ou ld  a sk w h eth er  th ey w ou ld  a ccept th e sam e 

eviden tia r y for m  fr om  th e opposite pa r ty. Cr itics sh ou ld  a sk th e r ever se. 
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In stitu tion a l legitim acy depen ds on  stan da r ds th a t su r vive r ota tion  of 

pow er . "Tr u st ou r  exper ts" is n ot a  du r ab le r u le becau se even tu a lly th e oth er  

pa r ty a ppoin ts th e exper ts. "Con gr ess can  in vestiga te an yth in g" is n ot du r ab le 

becau se even tu a lly th e oth er  pa r ty con tr ols Con gr ess. "Cla ssified  eviden ce 

pr oves ou r  ca se" is n ot du r a b le becau se adver sa r ies can  m ake th e sam e cla im . 

Th e gover n an ce fr a m ew or k pr oposed  in  th is book is deliber a tely bor in g for  

th a t r ea son . Sepa r a te r eview , tr an spa r en t defin ition s, in depen den t 

in vestiga tion , stan da r d ized  con flicts, p r eser ved  r ecor ds, a n d  pu blish ed  

con fiden ce levels do n ot depen d  on  likin g a  pa r ticu la r  adm in istr a tion . 

Th e tw o letter s a r e  h istor ica lly r evea lin g becau se each  in vokes a  pr in cip le 

th a t sou n ds u n iver sa l w h ile oper a tin g in side a  pa r tisan  con flict. Th eir  legacy 

sh ou ld  be eva lu a ted  by w h eth er  th e p r in cip le cou ld  be a pplied  con sisten tly 

w h en  th e politica l iden tities a r e r ever sed . 

 

Ca se  St u d y 9: Wh a t  Cou n t s  a s  

Ha ra ssm e n t ?  

Th e secon d  letter  u ses th e m or a l lan gu age of h a r a ssm en t, an d  th a t lan gu age 

sh ou ld  n ot be  tr ivia lized . Pu blic figu r es in  con ten tiou s scien tific d ispu tes can  

r eceive th r ea ts, sta lkin g, doxxin g, an d  abu se d ir ected  a t fa m ily m em ber s. Su ch  

con du ct h as n o legitim a te r ole in  scien tific accou n tab ility. 

Th e pr oblem  is defin ition a l expan sion . Politica l actor s fr equ en tly label 

aggr essive bu t law fu l scr u tin y a s h a r a ssm en t, w h ile oppon en ts label gen u in e 

h a r a ssm en t a s or d in a r y cr iticism . If th e ca tegor ies a r e n ot sepa r a ted , ca lls to 

pr otect scien tists ca n  becom e ca lls to r edu ce accou n tab ility, an d  ca lls for  

accou n tab ility can  pr ovide cover  for  a bu se. 
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A w or kable fr am ew or k d istin gu ish es a t lea st five levels. Scien tific cr iticism  

ch a llen ges eviden ce, m eth ods, or  con clu sion s. Adm in istr a tive over sigh t 

exam in es gr an ts, r ecor ds, an d  com plian ce. Lega l in vestiga tion  u ses su bpoen a  

or  pr osecu tor ia l au th or ity u n der  defin ed  r u les. Politica l r h etor ic a ttacks 

com peten ce or  ju dgm en t. Har assm en t ta r gets a  per son  th r ou gh  th r ea ts, 

in tim ida tion , r epea ted  u n w an ted  con tact, or  in citem en t u n r ela ted  to 

eviden tia r y in qu ir y. 

Th ese levels can  coexist. A con gr ession a l in vestiga tion  m ay be lega lly va lid  

an d  politica lly th ea tr ica l. A scien tist m ay deser ve cr iticism  an d  sim u ltan eou sly 

be th e victim  of th r ea ts. A pu blic officia l m ay in voke con stitu tion a l r igh ts 

w ith ou t th a t act p r ovin g gu ilt or  in n ocen ce. 

Th e Fau ci h ea r in g illu str a tes w h y sepa r a tion  m a tter s. Fau ci's in voca tion  of 

th e Fifth  Am en dm en t becam e a  politica l sym bol. Cr itics descr ibed  it a s 

obstr u ction  or  eviden ce of exposu r e. Defen der s em ph asized  th e con stitu tion a l 

r igh t aga in st self-in cr im in a tion  an d  th e u n u su a l lega l con text of p r ior  pa r don  

an d  th r ea ten ed  pr osecu tion . Th e lega l m er its a r e n ot r esolved  by an  open  letter . 

A n a r r ow ly dr a fted  scien tific letter  cou ld  h ave con dem n ed  th r ea ts w h ile 

explicitly su ppor tin g in depen den t in vestiga tion  of r ecor ds. Th e 2026 letter  

in stead  tr ea ted  br oad  ca tegor ies of a llega tion s a s baseless an d  fr am ed th e 

politica l cam pa ign  itself a s a  w itch  h u n t. Th a t ch oice  m ade th e letter  m or e 

pr otective bu t less n eu tr a l. 

Scien tists h ave ever y r igh t to m ake th a t ch oice. Histor ian s h ave ever y r eason  

to an a lyze it. 
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Ch a p t e r  17: Th e  In ce n t ive  Prob le m  

Wit h ou t  Min d  Re a d in g  

Th e cla im  th a t peop le sign  letter s for  fu tu r e m on ey is in tu itively pow er fu l 

becau se scien tific ca r eer s depen d  on  r esou r ces. It is a lso easy to m isu se. Un less 

a  docu m en t lin ks a  sign a tu r e to fu n din g, per son a l m otive r em a in s specu la tive. 

In stitu tion a l an a lysis p r ovides a  str on ger  r ou te. In stead  of a skin g "Was th is 

per son  bou gh t?" a sk "Wh a t ou tcom es w ou ld  pr eser ve th e  en vir on m en t in  

w h ich  th is per son 's w or k occu r s?" A vir ologist ben efits fr om  r obu st in fectiou s-

d isease fu n din g. An  HIV activist ben efits w h en  tr ia l n etw or ks r em a in  fu n ded . A 

u n iver sity ben efits fr om  NIH in d ir ect costs. A ph a r m aceu tica l com pan y 

ben efits w h en  pu blic-pr iva te developm en t pa th w ays r em a in  legitim a te. A 

fou n da tion  ben efits w h en  globa l-h ea lth  pa r tn er sh ips r eta in  access an d  

cr ed ib ility. Th ese a r e str u ctu r a l in cen tives. 

Str u ctu r a l in cen tives do n ot r equ ir e coor d in a tion . Hu n dr eds of a ctor s can  

m ove in  th e sam e d ir ection  becau se th e sam e in stitu tion a l a r r an gem en t ser ves 

th eir  in depen den t goa ls. Econ om ists w ou ld  r ecogn ize th is a s a lign ed  in cen tives 

r a th er  th an  con spir acy. Sociologists w ou ld  add  n or m s, sta tu s, an d  n etw or k 

effects. Politica l scien tists w ou ld  add  bu r eau cr a tic self-pr eser va tion . 

A sign a tu r e on  th e Fau ci letter  can  th er efor e h ave a t lea st fou r  over lappin g 

m ean in gs. Fir st, it can  be a  pr in cip led  stan ce aga in st h a r a ssm en t. Secon d, it ca n  

expr ess per son a l loya lty to Fau ci. Th ir d , it can  defen d  th e legitim acy of th e 

pu blic-h ea lth  in stitu tion s th e sign er  va lu es. Fou r th , it can  pr otect th e fu tu r e 

stab ility of th e r esea r ch  an d  fu n din g en vir on m en t. Th ese m otives can  coexist 

w ith ou t an y sign er  con sciou sly th in kin g, "I am  doin g th is for  m on ey." 

Th e sam e an a lysis applies to th e Rober ts letter . Nobel lau r ea tes cou ld  

sin cer ely oppose pr esiden tia l in ter fer en ce w h ile a lso defen din g an  NIH system  
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cen tr a l to Am er ica n  scien ce. Th eir  p r estige m ade th em  u n u su a lly in depen den t 

fr om  th e im m edia te gr an t a t issu e, bu t th ey w er e n ot in depen den t fr om  th e 

in stitu tion a l or der  in  w h ich  feder a l peer  r eview  h ad  en ab led  th eir  fields. 

Th is d istin ction  h elps avoid  defam a tion  w h ile pr eser vin g cr itica l an a lysis. It 

is u n n ecessa r y to accu se a  n am ed scien tist of gr eed  w h en  th e obser vable 

in stitu tion a l in cen tives a r e a lr eady su fficien t to expla in  collective beh avior . 

Th er e is a lso a  r epu ta tion a l m ar ket. Scien tists accu m u la te cr ed ib ility over  

decades. A pan dem ic can  su dden ly r ep r ice r epu ta tion s. A scien tist pu blicly 

a ssocia ted  w ith  a  n a tu r a l-or igin  paper , vaccin e cam pa ign , or  agen cy policy m ay 

exper ien ce la ter  scr u tin y a s a  th r ea t to pr ofession a l iden tity. Repu ta tion a l 

defen se can  be str on ger  th an  fin an cia l in cen tive becau se sta tu s is cen tr a l to 

scien tific au th or ity. 

Aga in , th is does n ot im ply deception . People n or m a lly defen d  w or k th ey 

believe is cor r ect. Th e pr oblem  is th a t con fiden ce in  on e's ow n  in tegr ity can  

m ake exter n a l scr u tin y feel illegitim a te. A com m u n ity of r espected  people ca n  

becom e collectively cer ta in  th a t cr itics a r e actin g in  bad  fa ith , even  w h en  som e 

cr iticism  is va lid . 

Th e an tidote is p r ocedu r a l h u m ility. Disclosu r e, in depen den t r ep lica tion , 

adver sa r ia l r eview , an d  du r ab le r ecor ds a llow  in stitu tion s to absor b  cr iticism  

w ith ou t r equ ir in g an yon e to con fess ba d  m otives. 
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In t e r lu d e  VII: Wh a t  Wou ld  Ch a n g e  t h e  

Con clu s ion ?  

A ser iou s in qu ir y sh ou ld  sta te w h a t eviden ce w ou ld  ch an ge its 

in ter pr eta tion . Oth er w ise an a lysis becom es ideology pr otected  fr om  

fa lsifica tion . 

Eviden ce th a t th e Rober ts or gan izer s p r iva tely kn ew  of a  specific, ser iou s 

sa fety viola tion  an d  n ever th eless fr am ed th e issu e solely a s politica l 

in ter fer en ce w ou ld  str en gth en  th e cr iticism  th a t th e letter  fu n ction ed  a s 

in stitu tion a l p r otection  r a th er  th an  n a ive defen se of p r ocess. Eviden ce th a t 

th ey w er e u n aw ar e of su ch  con cer n s a n d  acted  on ly on  th e visib le gr an t-

can cella tion  pr ocedu r e w ou ld  str en gth en  th e n a ivete in ter pr eta tion . 

Eviden ce th a t Fau ci-letter  or gan izer s explicitly r ecr u ited  sign er s on  th e basis 

of fu n din g r ela tion sh ips, p r om ised  access, or  coor d in a ted  w ith  fu n der s to 

pr otect bu dgets w ou ld  su bstan tia lly str en gth en  a  "fu tu r e dolla r s" h ypoth esis. 

Eviden ce sh ow in g a  br oa d  in vita tion  pr ocess w ith  m an y sign er s ou tside th e 

NIAID/HIV ecosystem  w ou ld  w eaken  it. 

Eviden ce th a t An der sen  or  oth er  or igin s scien tists h elped  dr a ft su bstan tive 

cla im s abou t COVID or igin s in  th e 2026 letter  w ou ld  m ake th e or igin s su bgr ou p  

m or e cen tr a l. Eviden ce th a t th ey sim ply r eceived  a  gen er a l activist in vita tion  

an d  sign ed  w ou ld  su ppor t th e in ter pr eta tion  th a t th ey w er e br idge n odes in side 

an  older  Fau ci coa lition . 

A va lida ted  pr ogen itor  vir u s fr om  w ild life, con n ected  th r ou gh  a  cr ed ib le 

ch a in  of tr an sm ission  to ea r ly Wu h an  cases, w ou ld  str on gly str en gth en  

zoon otic or igin . A labor a tor y r ecor d  docu m en tin g possession  an d  m an ipu la tion  

of a  n ea r -pr ogen itor  befor e th e ou tbr eak, pa ir ed  w ith  an  acciden t r ecor d  or  
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in fected  w or ker , w ou ld  str on gly str en gth en  labor a tor y or igin . Neith er  stan da r d  

h as been  m et pu blicly a s of th is w r itin g. 

Au th en tic docu m en ts dem on str a tin g a n  offen sive b iologica l-w eapon s 

pu r pose for  U.S.-fu n ded  Ukr a in ian  labor a tor ies w ou ld  tr a n sfor m  th e 

in ter pr eta tion  of th e BTRP con tr over sy. Con ver sely, tr an spa r en t in spection  

sh ow in g on ly pea cefu l th r ea t-r edu ction  w or k w ou ld  w eaken  Ru ssian  cla im s. 

Th e absen ce of a  ca pable in ter n a tion a l in spection  m ech an ism  is th er efor e n ot a  

m in or  pr ocedu r a l defect; it p r even ts decisive ad ju dica tion . 

Fin a lly, fu ll r elea se of th e pr oven an ce of th e 2026 letter  - d r a fts, or gan izer  

cor r espon den ce, in vita tion  lists, an d  r espon ses - w ou ld  sign ifican tly im pr ove 

th e an a lysis of th e book's secon d  an ch or . Th e sign a tu r e page tells u s w h o 

pu blicly a lign ed . Th e r ecr u itm en t r ecor d  w ou ld  tell u s h ow  th e coa lition  w as 

bu ilt. 

An  a r gu m en t th a t specifies its ow n  poten tia l d ispr oof is less dr am a tic th an  a  

th eor y of h idden  con tr ol. It is a lso closer  to th e scien tific va lu es both  letter s 

cla im  to defen d . 

 

Ca se  St u d y 10: Th e  In s t it u t ion a l Me m ory o f 

Su cce ss  

In stitu tion s r em em ber  th eir  victor ies. NIH r em em ber s th e developm en t of 

an tir etr ovir a l th er apy, can cer  tr ea tm en ts, vaccin es, an d  cou n tless d iscover ies 

su ppor ted  by feder a l gr an ts. AIDS activists r em em ber  for cin g a  slow  system  to 

listen  to pa tien ts. Ph a r m aceu tica l scien tists r em em ber  pr odu cts th a t tu r n ed  

fa ta l d iseases in to m an ageable con dition s. Fou n da tion s r em em ber  pr ogr am s 

th a t expan ded  a ccess in  cou n tr ies gover n m en ts n eglected . 
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Th ese m em or ies sh ape h ow  in stitu tion s in ter pr et th r ea ts. A n etw or k th a t 

gen u in ely saved  lives can  com e to believe th a t a ttacks on  its leader s a r e a ttacks 

on  life-savin g scien ce itself. Th e belief is n ot p r opa gan da  m er ely becau se it a lso 

pr otects th e n etw or k. 

Th e sam e m em or y can  m ake fa ilu r e d ifficu lt to pr ocess. Or gan iza tion s bu ilt 

a r ou n d  a  h er oic n a r r a tive m ay tr ea t eviden ce of er r or  a s am m u n ition  for  

en em ies r a th er  th an  in for m a tion  for  r efor m . Leader s can  fea r  th a t adm ittin g 

on e ser iou s fa ilu r e w ill delegitim ize decades of ben eficia l w or k. 

COVID cr ea ted  exa ctly th is vu ln er ab ility. Pu blic-h ea lth  in stitu tion s h ad  to 

m ake r ap id  decision s w ith  in com plete eviden ce. Som e decision s w er e 

in evitab ly w r on g or  poor ly com m u n ica ted . Politica l oppon en ts th en  u sed  

er r or s to a ttack th e legitim acy of th e en tir e estab lish m en t. In sider s r espon ded  

by defen din g in stitu tion a l au th or ity m or e str on gly. Each  side r ad ica lized  th e 

oth er . 

Th e tw o letter s fit th is cycle. Th e Rober ts letter  in voked  th e h er oic au ton om y 

of scien ce. Th e Fau ci letter  in voked  th e h er oic h istor y of pu blic h ea lth , 

especia lly Fau ci's leader sh ip  th r ou gh  AIDS an d  oth er  ep idem ics. Cr itics, in  tu r n , 

r ead  th e h er o n a r r a tive a s a  sh ield  aga in st accou n ta b ility. 

Br eakin g th e cycle r equ ir es a  cu ltu r e in  w h ich  in stitu tion s can  say: th is 

system  accom plish ed  extr a or d in a r y good , an d  th is specific decision  m ay still 

h ave been  m istaken . A scien tist can  be a  m a jor  con tr ibu tor  to pu blic h ea lth  an d  

still deser ve scr u tin y. A con gr ession a l in vestiga tor  can  u n cover  im por tan t 

r ecor ds an d  still over sta te con clu sion s. A fou n da tion  can  fu n d  va lu able 

r esea r ch  an d  still exer t excessive agen da -settin g pow er . 

Ma tu r e in stitu tion s do n ot n eed  sa in ts or  villa in s. Th ey n eed  r ecor ds, 

p r ocedu r es, an d  th e ab ility to cor r ect th em selves w ith ou t collapsin g. 
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Ch a p t e r  18: Wh a t  t h e  Tw o Le t t e r s  Pre se r ve  

Th e fin a l or igin  of SARS-CoV-2 m ay becom e clea r er . A decisive a r ch ive m ay 

be r eleased . A labor a tor y n otebook, fr ozen  sam ple, an im a l specim en , 

in telligen ce in ter cep t, or  w h istleb low er  accou n t m ay som eday tr an sfor m  th e 

eviden ce. It is a lso possib le th a t th e decisive eviden ce n o lon ger  exists or  w ill 

r em a in  in accessib le for  gen er a tion s. 

Th e tw o letter s do n ot depen d  on  th a t fu tu r e. Th ey a lr eady exist. 

Th e May 2020 Nobel letter  r ecor ds a  m om en t w h en  h igh ly pr estigiou s 

scien tists saw  politica l in ter ven tion  in  a  gr an t a s a  th r ea t to scien ce an d  

m obilized  to pr otect th e r esea r ch  pr ocess. Th e Ju ly 2026 Fau ci letter  r ecor ds a  

m om en t w h en  a  br oader  coa lition  saw  in vestiga tion s of a  for m er  pu blic-h ea lth  

leader  a s per secu tion  an d  m obilized  to pr otect scien tists an d  in stitu tion s. 

Betw een  th em , th e m ean in g of "pr otect scien ce" ch an ged . 

In  2020, th e ph r ase pr im ar ily m ean t p r otect th e au ton om y of r esea r ch  fr om  

politica l in ter fer en ce. In  2026, it a lso m ean t pr otect th e legitim acy of th e pu blic-

h ea lth  estab lish m en t aga in st an  adm in istr a tion  an d  Con gr ess th a t w er e 

r eexam in in g pan dem ic-er a  decision s, dan ger ou s r esea r ch , an d  agen cy 

au th or ity. 

Th e in ter ven in g r ecor d  sh ow s w h y n eith er  m ean in g is su fficien t. Scien ce 

can  be politica lly a ttacked . Scien ce can  a lso cr ea te r isks th a t r equ ir e politica l 

gover n an ce. Scien tists can  be h a r a ssed . Scien tists can  a lso h ave con flicts an d  

m ake m istakes. In telligen ce agen cies can  expose h idden  facts. In telligen ce 

agen cies can  a lso politicize cla im s. Open -sou r ce in vestiga tor s can  d iscover  

over looked  docu m en ts. Th ey can  a lso over in ter pr et w eak eviden ce. 

Gover n m en ts can  u se b iodefen se for  legitim a te th r ea t r edu ction . Th e sam e 
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in fr a str u ctu r e can  gen er a te str a tegic su sp icion  becau se th e u n der lyin g 

tech n ology is du a l u se. 

Th e m ost du r ab le lesson  is th er efor e n ot abou t w h eth er  on e side "w on " th e 

or igin s deba te. It is abou t th e a r ch itectu r e r equ ir ed  w h en  kn ow ledge-

pr odu cin g in stitu tion s becom e pa r ties to a  d ispu te abou t th em selves. 

Th a t a r ch itectu r e m u st in clu de in depen den t h igh -r isk r esea r ch  over sigh t; 

tr an spa r en t defin ition s th a t can n ot be evaded  by ter m in ology; pu blic r egistr ies 

for  r elevan t exper im en ts w h en  secu r ity per m its; m an da tor y in ciden t r epor tin g; 

p r otected  ch an n els for  w h istleb low er s; sepa r a tion  betw een  fu n din g decision s 

an d  acciden t in vestiga tion s; stan da r d ized  con flict-of-in ter est d isclosu r e; access 

for  in depen den t tech n ica l r eview er s; in ter n a tion a l in spection  m ech an ism s 

w ith  r ea l oper a tion a l capacity; an d  lega l p r otection s aga in st h a r a ssm en t th a t 

do n ot im m u n ize officia ls fr om  legitim a te qu estion in g. 

Th e system  m u st a lso pr eser ve u n cer ta in ty h on estly. Pu blic-h ea lth  

com m u n ica tion  often  a ssu m es th a t con fiden ce is n ecessa r y for  com plian ce. 

COVID sh ow ed th e cost of th a t in stin ct. Wh en  pr ovision a l con clu sion s a r e 

pr esen ted  a s settled  facts, la ter  r evision  looks like deception . A pu blic ca pable 

of u n der stan din g con fiden ce in ter va ls in  w ea th er  for ecasts can  u n der stan d  

th a t an  or igin  h ypoth esis is favor ed  bu t n ot p r oved . 

Fin a lly, scien tific cu ltu r e m u st r ecover  a  d istin ction  betw een  solida r ity an d  

tr u th . Solida r ity ca n  pr otect colleagu es fr om  a bu se. It can n ot deter m in e 

w h eth er  th eir  con clu sion s w er e cor r ect. Pr estige can  pr otect in stitu tion s fr om  

dem agogu es. It can n ot su bstitu te for  a u dit. Fu n din g can  en able extr aor d in a r y 

d iscover ies. It can  a lso cr ea te sh a r ed  in cen tives. Non e of th ese facts sh ou ld  be 

scan da lou s. Th ey sh ou ld  be design ed  in to gover n an ce. 

Th e tw o letter s su r vive th e fog becau se th ey a r e sim ple a cts in  a  com plica ted  

h istor y. On e says, in  effect, do n ot let politics destr oy scien ce. Th e oth er  sa ys, do 
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n ot let politics destr oy scien tists. Th e w ar n in g of th is book is th a t a  th ir d  

sen ten ce is r equ ir ed : 

Do n ot let th e defen se of scien ce pr even t th e in vestiga tion  of scien ce w h en  

th e stakes in clu de th e sa fety of th e w or ld . 

Th a t is n ot an ti-scien ce. It is th e con dition  u n der  w h ich  scien ce can  r eta in  

pu blic tr u st a fter  th e n ext cr isis. 
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Ap p e n d ix A: Th e  Tw o Le t t e r s  a s  Pr im a ry 

Docu m e n t s  

Th is appen dix su m m ar izes th e tw o letter s in  a  for m  u sefu l for  com par ison . 

Th e su m m ar ies a r e an a lytica l, n ot su bstitu tes for  th e or igin a l docu m en ts. 

Le t t e r  On e : Nob e l la u re a t e s  a n d  t h e  EcoHe a lt h  g r a n t , Ma y 

21, 2020 

Th e 2020 letter  w as addr essed  to Hea lth  an d  Hu m an  Ser vices Secr eta r y Alex 

Aza r  an d  NIH Dir ector  Fr an cis Collin s. Its in itia l gr ou p  con sisted  of 77 

Am er ican  Nobel la u r ea tes in  ph ysiology or  m edicin e, ch em istr y, an d  ph ysics. 

Th e im m edia te tr igger  w as NIH's can cella tion  of an  EcoHea lth  Allian ce gr an t 

led  by Peter  Daszak. 

Th e letter 's logic ca n  be r edu ced  to five pr oposition s. Fir st, EcoHea lth 's 

r esea r ch  on  zoon otic d isease an d  in ter n a tion a l collabor a tion  h ad  scien tific 

va lu e. Secon d, gr an t decision s sh ou ld  n or m a lly be m a de th r ou gh  estab lish ed  

NIH pr ocesses r a th er  th an  pr esiden tia l p r efer en ce. Th ir d , abr u pt can cella tion  

w ith ou t an  or d in a r y scien tific r a tion a le cou ld  u n der m in e peer  r eview . Fou r th , 

politica l in ter ven tion  cou ld  ch ill in ter n a tion a l cooper a tion  pr ecisely w h en  

em er gin g pa th ogen s r equ ir ed  m or e cooper a tion . Fifth , th e decision  cou ld  

dam age pu blic tr u st in  th e in tegr ity of feder a l r esea r ch  fu n din g. 

Th e letter  d id  n ot a ttem pt an  or igin  an a lysis. It d id  n ot eva lu a te th e tech n ica l 

deta ils of ever y EcoHea lth  exper im en t. It d id  n ot exa m in e b iosa fety a t th e 

Wu h an  In stitu te of Vir ology. Its focu s w as pr ocedu r a l legitim acy. 

Th a t n a r r ow  focu s w as r h etor ica lly pow er fu l an d  an a lytica lly in com plete. 

Th e la ter  con tr over sy dem on str a ted  th a t th e gr an t w as con n ected  to a  r esea r ch  

dom ain  in  w h ich  th e pu blic m igh t r ea son ably dem an d a ddition a l r isk 
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gover n an ce beyon d  or d in a r y peer  r eview . Peer  r eview  an sw er s w h eth er  

scien tists ju dge a  pr oject va lu able an d  tech n ica lly cr ed ib le. It does n ot 

n ecessa r ily an sw er  w h eth er  a  pr oject cr ea tes accepta b le societa l r isk. 

Rich a r d  J. Rober ts's r ole is r elevan t becau se or gan izer  iden tity ch an ges a  

petition 's m ean in g. Th e sign a tor ies d id  n ot a ll in depen den tly decide on  th e 

sam e day to con tact NIH. A n etw or k m obilized . La ter  cor r espon den ce d iscu ssed  

by con gr ession a l in vestiga tor s r efer r ed  to a  "Rich  Rober ts gr ou p ," r ein for cin g 

th e p ictu r e of or ga n ized  Nobel r ecr u itm en t. 

A petition  or gan ized  th r ou gh  a  pr estige n etw or k is n ot in va lid . It is sim ply 

n ot th e sam e eviden tia r y ob ject a s a  poll of in depen den t exper ts. Its per su asive 

for ce com es fr om  sta tu s, n ot sta tistica l sam plin g. 

Le t t e r  Tw o: Fa u ci a n d  t h e  de fe n se  o f scie n t is t s , Ju ly 28, 2026 

Th e 2026 letter  w as r eleased  befor e Fa u ci's su bpoen aed  Sen a te appea r an ce. 

Con tem por a r y r epor tin g descr ibed  m or e th an  155 sign er s dr aw n  fr om  

scien tists, ph ysician s, an d  pu blic-h ea lth  advoca tes. Th e letter  con dem n ed 

h a r a ssm en t an d  politica l a ttacks on  scien tists, w ith  Fau ci a s its p r in cipa l 

exam ple. 

Its logic can  likew ise be r edu ced  to five pr oposition s. Fir st, th e 

adm in istr a tion  an d  con gr ession a l a llies w er e a ttackin g scien ce an d  pu blic 

h ea lth . Secon d, in d ividu a ls w er e bein g su bjected  to h a r a ssm en t, th r ea ts, an d  

pr osecu tion  or  th r ea ten ed  pr osecu tion . Th ir d , a llega tion s th a t Fau ci 

or ch estr a ted  a  COVID-or igin  cover -u p  or  th a t NIAID-fu n ded  w or k cau sed  th e  

pan dem ic lacked  cr ed ib le eviden ce. Fou r th , Fau ci's decades of pu blic ser vice 

w ar r an ted  defen se. Fifth , Con gr ess sh ou ld  r eject w h a t th e or gan izer s 

ch a r acter ized  a s w itch  h u n ts. 

Com par ed  w ith  th e Rober ts letter , th is w as a  la r ger  con ceptu a l in ter ven tion . 

It addr essed  per son a l tr ea tm en t, con stitu tion a l politics, scien tific in tegr ity, 
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or igin  a llega tion s, an d  in stitu tion a l h istor y. Becau se it ca lled  su bstan tive 

accu sa tion s baseless, th e letter  w as m or e th an  a  p lea  for  civility. 

Con tem por a r y r epor tin g tr aced  or gan iza tion  of th e letter  to AIDS activists 

w h o h ad  w or ked  closely w ith  Fau ci in  th e 1990s. Defen d  Pu blic Hea lth  h ad  

a lr eady lau n ch ed  a  closely r ela ted  cam pa ign  on  Ju ly 14. Th e fir st n am es an d  

or gan iza tion a l a ffilia tion s visib le in  th e pu blish ed  sign a tor y list r ein for ce th e 

im por tan ce of th e HIV/AIDS activist n etw or k. 

Th e sign a tu r e list is h eter ogen eou s. Th a t is an a lytica lly im por tan t. Som e 

sign er s h ad  decades-lon g Fau ci r ela tion sh ips. Som e w er e pr om in en t vir ologists. 

Som e w or ked  in  HIV advoca cy. Som e h ad  Ga tes or  ph a r m a ceu tica l con n ection s. 

Som e w er e cen tr a l to COVID or igin s. Oth er s w er e n ot. 

Th e m ost defen sib le in ter pr eta tion  is th er efor e n etw or k m obiliza tion  

a r ou n d a  sh a r ed  in stitu tion a l th r ea t, n ot a  sin gle-in ter est con spir acy. 

Sid e -by-s ide  com p a r ison  

Dim e n sion  2020 Rob e r t s  le t t e r  2026 Fa u ci le t t e r  

Im m edia te tr igger  EcoHea lth  gr an t can cella tion  Fau ci su bpoen a  an d  r en ew ed  

in vestiga tion s 

Pr im ar y ob ject defen ded Resea r ch  fu n d in g p r ocess Per son , scien tists, an d  pu b lic-h ea lth  

in stitu tion s 

Recr u itm en t cor e Nobel lau r ea te p r estige n etw or k HIV/AIDS activist an d  pub lic-hea lth  

n etw or k 

Dom in an t p r in cip le Scien tific au ton om y Pr otection  fr om  h a r assm en t an d  

politica l p r osecu tion  

Or igin s con ten t In d ir ect Exp licit 

Na tion a l-secu r ity con text Mostly backgr ou n d Cen tr a l an d  pub lic 

Fu n d in g im plica tion s Dir ect r estor a tion /p r eser va tion  of 

gr an t p r ocess 
Diffu se p r eser va tion  of in stitu tion a l 

ecosystem  
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Dim e n sion  2020 Rob e r t s  le t t e r  2026 Fa u ci le t t e r  

Main  an alytica l r isk Equ a tin g a  gr an t w ith  scien ce itself Equ a tin g scr u tin y of in stitu tion s w ith  

per secu tion  
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Ap p e n d ix B: Se le ct e d  Sig n a t o ry Ne t w ork  

Doss ie r s  

Th e follow in g pr ofiles illu str a te ca tegor ies of r ela tion sh ip . Th ey a r e n ot 

a llega tion s of m iscon du ct. Th eir  pu r pose is to sh ow  h ow  a  fla t list of sign a tu r es 

becom es a  m u ltid im en sion a l n etw or k. 

Da vid  Ba r r  

Bar r  belon gs to th e HIV tr ea tm en t-activist w or ld  th a t tr an sfor m ed r ela tion s 

betw een  pa tien ts an d  feder a l r esea r ch  in stitu tion s du r in g th e AIDS cr isis. His 

r elevan ce is or gan iza tion a l an d  h istor ica l r a th er  th an  ph a r m aceu tica l. He 

r epr esen ts th e com m u n ity th a t kn ew  Fau ci th r ou gh  d ir ect con fr on ta tion  an d  

la ter  collabor a tion . A sign a tu r e fr om  Bar r  th er efor e ca r r ies th e h istor y of AIDS 

activism  in to th e 2026 letter . 

Codin g: HIV activist n etw or k - str on g; Fau ci h istor ica l r ela tion sh ip  - str on g; 

COVID-or igin s r esea r ch  - n on e iden tified  for  pu r poses of th is book; ph a r m a  

r ela tion sh ip  - n ot u sed  h er e. 

Pe t e r  St a le y 

Sta ley is on e of th e best-kn ow n  AIDS activists a ssocia ted  w ith  ACT UP an d  

la ter  tr ea tm en t advocacy. His r ela tion sh ip  w ith  Fau ci evolved  fr om  pr otest to 

lon g-stan din g en gagem en t an d  fr ien dsh ip . Sta ley's p r esen ce n ea r  th e fr on t of 

th e sign a tor y list is con sisten t w ith  r epor tin g th a t veter an  AIDS activists 

or gan ized  th e in ter ven tion . 

Codin g: HIV activist n etw or k - str on g; Fau ci r ela tion sh ip  - str on g; or gan izer -

n etw or k r elevan ce - str on g. 
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Ma rk  Ha r r in g t on  

Har r in gton , a ssocia ted  w ith  Tr ea tm en t Action  Gr ou p, r epr esen ts th e 

tech n ica l-tr ea tm en t activism  th a t em er ged  fr om  AIDS a dvocacy. TAG sta ff 

pu blicly sta ted  th a t th ey w er e am on g th e sign a tor ies an d  la ter  con tin u ed  to 

defen d  Fau ci. Th is is a  clea r  in stitu tion a l con tin u a tion  of th e AIDS-er a  coa lition . 

Codin g: HIV activist n etw or k - str on g; Fau ci r ela tion sh ip  - str on g; pu blic-

h ea lth  advocacy - str on g. 

Gre g g  Gon sa lve s  

Gon sa lves br idges activism  an d  academ ic pu blic h ea lth . He h as been  

a ssocia ted  w ith  Defen d  Pu blic Hea lth  an d  h as a  lon g h istor y in  AIDS activism . 

His position  illu str a tes h ow  activist n etw or ks beca m e in stitu tion a lized  w ith in  

u n iver sities an d  pu blic-h ea lth  policy r a th er  th an  r em a in in g ou tside scien ce. 

Codin g: HIV activist n etw or k - str on g; Defen d  Pu blic Hea lth  - str on g; 

academ ic pu blic h ea lth  - str on g. 

Mit ch e ll Wa r re n  

War r en  leads AVAC, an  im por tan t HIV-pr even tion  advocacy or gan iza tion . 

AVAC h as r eceived  su bstan tia l Ga tes Fou n da tion  su ppor t over  tim e. Th a t m a kes 

War r en  a  clea r  ph ilan th r opy-advocacy br idge. AVAC h as a lso pu blicly 

em ph asized  bou n da r ies a r ou n d in du str y fu n din g in  pa r ticu la r  per iods, w h ich  

dem on str a tes w h y fin an cia l r ela tion sh ips m u st be coded  specifica lly r a th er  

th an  a ssu m ed. 

Codin g: HIV advoca cy - str on g; Ga tes or gan iza tion a l fu n din g - str on g; pu blic-

pr iva te pr even tion  ecosystem  - str on g. 
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La r ry Core y 

Cor ey's decades-lon g r ela tion sh ip  w ith  NIAID an d  Fau ci, leader sh ip  of HVTN, 

an d  r ole in  vaccin e developm en t m ake h im  on e of th e m ost cen tr a l in stitu tion a l 

n odes. His w or k sits a t th e in ter section  of feder a l fu n din g, academ ic r esea r ch , 

com m u n ity tr ia l n etw or ks, ph ilan th r opy, an d  in du str y vaccin e developm en t. 

Codin g: Fau ci/NIAID - ver y str on g; HVTN - ver y str on g; Ga tes ecosystem  - 

str on g; ph a r m a  tr ia l collabor a tion  - str on g; per son a l im pr oper  m otive - n ot 

in fer r ed . 

Em ilio  Em in i 

Em in i's ca r eer  is a  d ir ect b r idge am on g ph a r m aceu tica l vaccin e 

developm en t an d  Ga tes globa l h ea lth . He h eld  sen ior  r oles in  Mer ck an d  

Wyeth /Pfizer  vaccin e r esea r ch  an d  la ter  led  th e Ga tes Fou n da tion 's HIV 

pr ogr a m . Th is is on e of th e clea r est exa m ples of sector  per m eability. 

Codin g: ph a r m a  em ploym en t - ver y str on g; Ga tes leader sh ip  - ver y str on g; 

HIV vaccin e ecosystem  - ver y str on g. 

Pa m e la  Bjorkm a n  

Bjor km an  is a  d istin gu ish ed  str u ctu r a l b iologist w h ose HIV w or k r eceived  

Ga tes Fou n da tion  su ppor t. Her  sign a tu r e sh ow s th a t th e le tter  in clu ded  m a jor  

basic scien tists, n ot m er ely activists an d  adm in istr a tor s. David  Ba ltim or e 's 

absen ce pr ovides a n  im por tan t com pa r ison  becau se h e a lso h ad  su bstan tia l 

Ga tes-su ppor ted  HIV activity. 

Codin g: Ga tes-fu n ded  HIV r esea r ch  - str on g; scien tific p r estige - str on g; Fau ci 

per son a l n etw or k - n ot a ssu m ed. 
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Ke n n e t h  Ma ye r  

Mayer  is a  p r om in en t HIV clin ician -r esea r ch er . Pu blic d isclosu r es h ave 

in clu ded  r ela tion sh ips w ith  m a jor  HIV ph a r m aceu tica l m a n u factu r er s, 

in clu d in g advisor y an d  r esea r ch  con n ection s. His pr ofile is r epr esen ta tive of 

tr an sla tion a l HIV m edicin e, w h er e in vestiga tor s com m on ly in ter act w ith  th e 

com pan ies th a t m a n u factu r e th e dr u gs bein g stu d ied . 

Codin g: HIV r esea r ch  - str on g; ph a r m a  advisor y/r esea r ch  - docu m en ted ; 

in ter pr eta tion  - r equ ir es field-m a tch ed  con tr ol. 

Ra p h a e l La n d ovit z 

Lan dovitz is a  m a jor  HIV-pr even tion  in vestiga tor  w ith  pu b licly d isclosed  

con su ltin g or  advisor y r ela tion sh ips in volvin g com pan ies in  th e HIV-tr ea tm en t 

field . His r ole illu str a tes w h y a  per son a l con su ltin g r ela tion sh ip  sh ou ld  be 

d istin gu ish ed  fr om  an  in stitu tion a l clin ica l-tr ia l gr an t. 

Codin g: HIV clin ica l r esea r ch  - str on g; ph a r m a  con su ltin g/advisor y - 

docu m en ted . 

Sh a ron  Le w in  

Lew in  is an  in ter n a tion a lly pr om in en t HIV r esea r ch er  w h ose d isclosu r es 

h ave in clu ded  in du str y r esea r ch  su ppor t an d  advisor y r ela tion sh ips. Aga in , th e 

im por tan t poin t is n ot th a t th ese r ela tion sh ips a r e u n u su a l or  im pr oper . Th ey 

dem on str a te  h ow  deeply tr an sla tion a l HIV r esea r ch  is in tegr a ted  w ith  

com pan ies develop in g th er ap ies. 

Codin g: HIV r esea r ch  - ver y str on g; ph a r m a  r ela tion sh ips - docu m en ted ; 

globa l pu blic h ea lth  - str on g. 
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Ca ro l Brosg a r t  

Br osga r t d iffer s fr om  academ ic in vestiga tor s w h o occasion a lly advise 

com pan ies becau se sh e spen t a  su bsta n tia l pa r t of h er  ca r eer  in  sen ior  r oles 

w ith in  Gilead . Her  sign a tu r e th er efor e r epr esen ts d ir ect in du str y-ca r eer  

exper ien ce in side th e coa lition . 

Codin g: ph a r m aceu tica l em ploym en t - ver y str on g; pu blic h ea lth /clin ica l 

m edicin e - str on g. 

Kr is t ia n  An de rse n  

An der sen  is th e pr in cipa l b r idge fr om  th e sign a tor y coa lition  to COVID-

or igin  scien ce. He led  Pr oxim a l Or igin , pa r ticipa ted  in  la ter  or igin  r esea r ch , 

r eceived  NIH/NIAID-lin ked  su ppor t r e levan t to vir a l gen om ics, an d  by 2026 led  

Ga tes-su ppor ted  in fectiou s-d isease su r veillan ce w or k. 

Codin g: COVID or igin s - ver y str on g; NIAID fu n din g - docu m en ted ; Ga tes 

fu n din g - docu m en ted ; Fau ci-letter  b r idge - ver y str on g. 

An g e la  Ra sm u sse n  

Rasm u ssen  is a  vir ologist an d  pu blic com m u n ica tor  w h o h as pa r ticipa ted  in  

th e pu blic or igin s deba te an d  coau th or ed  w or k favor in g zoon otic em er gen ce. 

Her  sign a tu r e, togeth er  w ith  An der sen 's an d  Steph en  Goldstein 's, sh ow s a  r ea l 

bu t lim ited  or igin s-scien ce su bgr ou p . 

Codin g: COVID or igin s - str on g; pu blic com m u n ica tion  - str on g. 

Ch a r le s  M. Rice  

Rice is a  Nobel lau r ea te in  vir ology an d  on e of th e h igh est-pr estige scien tific 

sign er s. His pr esen ce dem on str a tes th a t th e letter  can n ot be d ism issed  a s an  
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activist-on ly pr odu ct. At th e sam e tim e, p r estige is n ot a  su bstitu te for  specific 

eviden ce on  th e d ispu ted  or igin  qu estion s. 

Codin g: scien tific p r estige - ver y str on g; vir ology - ver y str on g. 

Pa u l Bie n ia sz 

Bien ia sz is a  m a jor  r etr ovir ologist w h ose scien tific r epu ta tion  gives th e letter  

su bstan tia l d iscip lin a r y cr ed ib ility. Like Rice, h is sign a tu r e h as per su asive 

w eigh t becau se of exper tise, bu t it does n ot tr an sfor m  th e petition  in to an  

in depen den t a d ju dica tion  of th e or igin  eviden ce. 

Codin g: vir ology - ver y str on g; HIV r esea r ch  - str on g. 
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Ap p e n d ix C: Prom in e n t  Non -Sig n e r s  a s  

Ne g a t ive  Con t ro ls  

Th e follow in g peop le w er e n ot fou n d  on  th e pu blish ed  sign a tor y list 

exam in ed  for  th is book. Non -sign in g does n ot esta b lish  d isagr eem en t w ith  th e 

letter . 

Rich a rd  J. Robe r t s  

Rober ts's absen ce is con spicu ou s beca u se h e or gan ized  th e 2020 Nobel 

in ter ven tion . Th er e a r e m an y possib le explan a tion s. He m ay n ot h ave been  

a sked , m a y n ot h ave w an ted  to sign , or  m ay h ave r ega r ded  th e situ a tion s a s 

d iffer en t. Th e im por tan t poin t is th a t th e per son  m ost closely a ssocia ted  w ith  

th e fir st letter  d id  n ot sim ply r ea ppea r  in  th e secon d . 

Da vid  Ba lt im ore  

Baltim or e is u sefu l becau se h e com bin es en or m ou s scien tific p r estige, HIV 

r esea r ch , Ga tes-su ppor ted  w or k, an d  a  h istor y of pu blicly en ter ta in in g 

u n cer ta in ty abou t SARS-CoV-2 or igin s. His absen ce dem on str a tes th a t n eith er  

Ga tes fu n din g n or  estab lish m en t sta tu s au tom a tica lly pr ed icted  sign in g. 

Ra lp h  Ba r ic 

Bar ic is on e of th e w or ld 's lead in g cor on avir u s r esea r ch er s an d  h ad  

im por tan t r esea r ch  r ela tion sh ips r elevan t to SARS-like cor on avir u s 

exper im en ta tion . Th e a ssocia ted  Defen d  Pu blic Hea lth  ca m pa ign  n am ed h im  

am on g scien tists u n der  politica l a ttack, yet h e d id  n ot appea r  on  th e sign a tor y 

list exam in ed  h er e. His absen ce w eaken s an y cla im  th a t cor on avir u s 

in vestiga tor s a s a  cla ss w er e m obilized . 
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Pe t e r  Da sza k  

Daszak w as th e d ir ect ben eficia r y of th e gr an t a t issu e in  2020. His absen ce 

fr om  th e 2026 Fau ci letter  is an a lytica lly u sefu l becau se it p r even ts a  sim ple 

con tin u ity n a r r a tive in  w h ich  th e sam e pr in cipa ls sign ed  both  letter s. 

Fr a n cis  Co llin s  

As NIH d ir ector  du r in g m u ch  of th e r elevan t per iod , Collin s w as 

in stitu tion a lly cen tr a l. His absen ce m ay r eflect lega l, str a tegic, or  per son a l 

r ea son s th a t a r e n ot pu blicly kn ow n . It  n ever th eless m ean s th e secon d  letter  

sh ou ld  n ot be  descr ibed  a s a  r eu n ion  of a ll sen ior  officia ls a ssocia ted  w ith  th e 

pan dem ic r espon se. 

Ed w a rd  Holm e s , An d re w  Ra m b a u t , W. Ia n  Lip k in , a n d  

Rob e r t  Ga r ry 

Th ese fou r  Pr oxim a l Or igin  coau th or s d id  n ot a ppea r  on  th e pu blish ed  list 

exam in ed  h er e. Th eir  absen ce is on e of th e str on gest n ega tive con tr ols aga in st 

th e th eor y th a t th e letter  w as an  or gan ized  defen se by th e Pr oxim a l Or igin  

gr ou p . 

Mich a e l Worob e y 

Wor obey beca m e a  m a jor  scien tific p r opon en t of m ar ket-cen ter ed  zoon otic-

or igin  a r gu m en ts. His absen ce fu r th er  w eaken s th e idea  th a t th e letter  w as 

sim ply "zoon osis scien tists defen din g zoon osis." 
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Je re m y Fa r r a r  

Far r a r  pa r ticipa ted  in  ea r ly or igin  d iscu ssion s an d  la ter  becam e WHO ch ief 

scien tist. His absen ce is n otab le bu t u n in ter pr etab le w ith ou t kn ow in g w h eth er  

h e w as in vited  or  con str a in ed  by office. 

Je sse  Bloom  

Bloom  h as en gaged  cr itica lly w ith  or igin  eviden ce an d  da ta  r ecover y. His 

absen ce is u sefu l a s an oth er  exa m ple of a  p r om in en t scien tist w h o does n ot fit 

n ea tly in to eith er  petition  coa lition . 
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Ap p e n d ix D: Evid e n ce  Hie ra rch y fo r  

Con t e s t e d  Bio log ica l Eve n t s  

A cen tr a l fa ilu r e of th e COVID-or igin  deba te w as th e m ixin g of eviden ce 

cla sses. Th e follow in g h ier a r ch y is u sed  th r ou gh ou t th is book. 

Le ve l 1: Dir e ct  p r im a ry e vid e n ce  

Exam ples in clu de labor a tor y n otebooks, or igin a l sequ en ce files w ith  r eliab le 

pr oven an ce, r a w  sa m ple r ecor ds, gr an t con tr acts, sign ed  le tter s, fin an cia l 

d isclosu r es, con tem por an eou s em a ils, officia l m eetin g m in u tes, ch a in -of-

cu stody r ecor ds, or  va lida ted  b iologica l specim en s. Th ese sou r ces can  still be 

for ged  or  m isin ter pr eted , bu t th ey a r e closest to th e even t. 

Le ve l 2: Officia l r e cords  a n d  a t t r ibu t a b le  in s t it u t ion a l 

d ocu m e n t s  

Exam ples in clu de con gr ession a l h ea r in g r ecor ds, decla ssified  in telligen ce 

a ssessm en ts, agen cy policy docu m en ts, u n iver sity b iogr aph ies, gr an t da tabases, 

an d  pu blic-com pan y filin gs. Th ese estab lish  w h a t an  in stitu tion  r ecor ded  or  

cla im ed. Th ey do n ot m a ke ever y in stitu tion a l in fer en ce tr u e. 

Le ve l 3: Pe e r -re vie w e d  scie n t ific lit e r a t u r e  

Peer  r eview  pr ovides qu a lity con tr ol bu t is n ot an  or acle. A pa per  m ay be 

tech n ica lly sou n d w h ile r elyin g on  in com plete da ta . Pu blica tion  is eviden ce of 

an  a r gu m en t an d  its m eth ods, n ot p r oof th a t th e con clu sion  is fin a l. 
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Le ve l 4: Hig h -qu a lit y jou rn a lism  a n d  n a m e d  in t e rvie w s  

Con tem por an eou s r epor tin g can  syn th esize r ecor ds, iden tify sou r ces, an d  

u n cover  docu m en ts. Reliab ility depen ds on  sou r cin g an d  w h eth er  cla im s a r e 

in depen den tly cor r obor a ted . 

Le ve l 5: Ope n -sou rce  in t e llige n ce  a n d  in de p e n de n t  

in ve s t ig a t ion s  

DRASTIC exem plifies th is ca tegor y. OSINT can  u n cover  pr im ar y r ecor ds th a t 

in stitu tion s over looked . Its con clu sion s sh ou ld  be decom posed  in to u n der lyin g 

sou r ces w h er ever  possib le. 

Le ve l 6: Gove rn m e n t  a lle g a t ion s  w it h ou t  d isclose d  

u n de r lyin g  e vid e n ce  

A Ru ssian  m in istr y, U.S. in telligen ce officia l, Ch in ese spokesper son , or  

con gr ession a l com m ittee m ay m a ke a n  a llega tion  based  on  eviden ce n ot 

pu blicly ava ilab le. Th e a llega tion  is a  fact abou t th e speaker 's position , n ot 

p r oof of th e u n der lyin g cla im . 

Le ve l 7: An on ym ou s  h u m a n -sou rce  a n d  in t e llig e n ce  cla im s  

Th ese m ay som eda y pr ove decisive, bu t w ith ou t cor r obor a tion  th ey sh ou ld  

r em a in  backgr ou n d. Recor d  da tes an d  pr oven an ce w h en  eth ica lly possib le. Do 

n ot bu ild  a  pu blic accu sa tion  on  th em . 

Le ve l 8: Socia l-m e d ia  in fe r e n ce  a n d  ru m or  

Socia l m edia  can  poin t tow ar d  eviden ce bu t is n ot itself eviden ce. 

Scr een sh ots, an on ym ou s th r eads, tr an sla ted  fr agm en ts, a n d  vir a l cla im s sh ou ld  

be tr ea ted  a s leads. 
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Ap p e n d ix E: Ch ron olog y, 2018-2026 

2018 

EcoHea lth  Allian ce su bm its Pr oject DEFUSE to DARPA. Th e pr oposa l is 

r ejected . Its la ter  d isclosu r e becom es cen tr a l to deba te abou t th e kin ds of SARS-

r ela ted  cor on avir u s exper im en ts th a t r esea r ch er s con tem pla ted  befor e th e 

pan dem ic. 

2019 

Th e Wu h an  Milita r y Wor ld  Gam es ta ke p lace in  October . Retr ospective 

illn ess cla im s la ter  becom e pa r t of m u ltip le com petin g or igin  n a r r a tives. Th e 

WIV's on lin e vir u s da tabases becom e in accessib le in  Septem ber , an  even t la ter  

in vestiga ted  by DRASTIC an d  oth er s. 

Ja n u a ry-Fe b ru a ry 2020 

Th e w or ld  con fr on ts th e em er gin g Wu h an  ou tbr eak. Scien tists an d  officia ls 

d iscu ss gen om ic fea tu r es an d  possib le or igin s. Pr iva te com m u n ica tion s la ter  

r elea sed  sh ow  active con sider a tion  of m u ltip le h ypoth eses. 

Ma rch  2020 

Pr oxim a l Or igin  is pu blish ed  in  Na tu r e Medicin e an d  becom es a  

fou n da tion a l text in  th e scien tific an d  politica l deba te. 

Ap r il-Ma y 2020 

NIH ter m in a tes EcoHea lth  Allian ce's gr an t. Pr esiden t Tr u m p pu blicly lin ks 

th e decision  to Wu h an  r esea r ch . On  May 21, 77 Nobel lau r ea tes sen d  th e 

Rober ts-a ssocia ted  letter  p r otestin g th e can cella tion . 



Protecting  Science , Protecting  the  System 

124 

2021 

Th e U.S. in telligen ce com m u n ity r eleases a  decla ssified  a ssessm en t ju dgin g 

th a t SARS-CoV-2 w a s n ot developed  a s a  b iologica l w ea pon  w h ile r em a in in g 

d ivided  over  n a tu r a l exposu r e ver su s a  labor a tor y-a ssocia ted  in ciden t. 

DRASTIC r esea r ch er s pu blish  "Th e October  Su r pr ise in  Wu h an " an d  an a lyses of 

DEFUSE an d  WIV-r ela ted  r ecor ds. 

2022 

Ru ssia  in vades Ukr a in e an d  eleva tes a llega tion s con cer n in g U.S.-fu n ded  

b iologica l labor a tor ies. Th e Un ited  Sta tes ackn ow ledges exten sive Biologica l 

Th r ea t Redu ction  Pr ogr am  a ctivity w h ile den yin g a  w eapon s pr ogr a m . Ru ssia  

in vokes Biologica l Weapon s Con ven tion  pr ocesses an d  la ter  seeks a  Secu r ity 

Cou n cil in vestiga tive com m ission ; th e r esolu tion  fa ils. 

2023-2024 

Con gr ession a l in vestiga tion s r elease addition a l r ecor ds con cer n in g COVID 

or igin s, EcoHea lth , NIH over sigh t, an d  Pr oxim a l Or igin  com m u n ica tion s. 

Scien tific liter a tu r e con tin u es to develop  eviden ce a r ou n d th e Hu an an  m ar ket 

an d  zoon otic em er gen ce. 

2025 

WHO SAGO pu blish es an  in depen den t or igin s a ssessm en t sta tin g th a t th e 

w eigh t of ava ilab le eviden ce favor s zoon otic em er gen ce w h ile em ph asizin g 

su bstan tia l m issin g in for m a tion . Th e Un ited  Sta tes begin s a  m a jor  policy sh ift 

tow ar d  str icter  over sigh t an d  pr oh ib ition  of ca tegor ies of dan ger ou s ga in -of-

fu n ction  r esea r ch . 
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Ju n e  2026 

DNI Tu lsi Gabba r d  r eleases ODNI m a ter ia ls con cer n in g U.S.-fu n ded  over seas 

b iologica l labor a tor ies an d , days la ter , a  sepa r a te Fau ci/Wu h an  r elea se m akin g 

str on g cla im s abou t labor a tor y or igin  a n d  in telligen ce h an dlin g. Th ese cla im s 

becom e pa r t of an  open  con flict w ith in  th e U.S. in stitu tion a l r ecor d . 

Ju ly 2026 

Defen d  Pu blic Hea lth  lau n ch es a  cam pa ign  defen din g Fau ci an d  oth er  

scien tists. On  Ju ly 28, th e feder a l gover n m en t an n ou n ces a  n ew  policy for  

stoppin g h igh -r isk life-scien ces r esea r ch . Th e sam e day, m or e th an  155 

scien tists, ph ysician s, an d  advoca tes r elea se th e Fau ci letter . On  Ju ly 29, Fau ci 

appea r s befor e th e Sen a te an d  r epea ted ly in vokes th e Fifth  Am en dm en t on  

advice of cou n sel. 

Au g u s t  2026 

Th e politica l an d  lega l con flict con tin u es. Th e or igin s qu estion  r em a in s 

u n r esolved  in  th e pu blic eviden tia r y r ecor d , w h ile th e tw o letter s stan d  a s 

du r ab le r ecor ds of in stitu tion a l beh avior  a t d iffer en t sta ges of th e con tr over sy. 
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Ap p e n d ix F: A Gove rn a n ce  Fra m e w ork  fo r  

Hig h -Risk  Bio log ica l Scie n ce  

Th e con tr over sy exam in ed  in  th is book su ggests th a t th e existin g ch oice 

betw een  "tr u st scien tists" an d  "let politician s con tr ol scien ce" is str u ctu r a lly 

in adequ a te. High -r isk b iologica l scien ce r equ ir es a  gover n an ce system  w ith  

ch a r acter istics d r a w n  fr om  scien ce, a via tion  sa fety, n u clea r  r egu la tion , 

in telligen ce over sigh t, an d  clin ica l eth ics. 

1. Se p a ra t e  scie n t ific m e r it  from  socie t a l-r isk  a u t h or iza t ion  

A stu dy section  sh ou ld  decide w h eth er  an  exper im en t is scien tifica lly 

va lu able. A sepa r a te body sh ou ld  decide w h eth er  its ca ta str oph ic-r isk pr ofile is 

accepta b le. Com bin in g th e ju dgm en ts in vites scien tists to tr ea t scien tific va lu e 

a s su fficien t au th or iza tion . 

2. Re qu ir e  s t a n d a rd ize d  e xp e r im e n t -le ve l r e g is t r a t ion  

For  r esea r ch  above defin ed  r isk th r esh olds, a  secu r e r egistr y sh ou ld  r ecor d  

th e or gan ism s, m an ipu la tion s, facilities, p r in cipa l in vestiga tor s, fu n din g 

sou r ces, an d  over sigh t deter m in a tion s. Pu blic su m m ar ies sh ou ld  be r eleased  

u n less a  specific n a tion a l-secu r ity r ea son  ju stifies w ith h old in g th em . 

3. Cre a t e  a n  in d e p e n de n t  b io log ica l a ccide n t  in ve st ig a t ion  

b oa rd  

Th e or gan iza tion  sh ou ld  be str u ctu r a lly sepa r a ted  fr om  th e pr in cipa l 

fu n der s an d  r egu la tor s of th e labor a tor ies it in vestiga tes. It sh ou ld  h ave 

su bpoen a  au th or ity, p r otected  tech n ica l sta ff, an d  pr ocedu r es for  h an dlin g 

cla ssified  m a ter ia l. 
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4. Pro t e ct  w h is t le b low e r s  a cross  in s t it u t ion a l b ou n d a r ie s  

Resea r ch er s, con tr a ctor s, labor a tor y tech n ician s, p r ogr am  officer s, an d  

in telligen ce per son n el n eed  ch an n els to r epor t sa fety con cer n s w ith ou t ca r eer  

destr u ction . Pr otection  sh ou ld  apply to good-fa ith  r epor tin g even  w h en  th e 

a llega tion  is u ltim ately u n su bstan tia ted . 

5. St a n d a rd ize  con flict -o f-in t e re s t  d isclosu re  

Disclosu r es sh ou ld  d istin gu ish  per son a l con su ltin g, boa r d  ser vice, equ ity, 

h on or a r ia , in stitu tion a l gr an ts, gover n m en t fu n din g, ph ilan th r opic fu n din g, 

an d  u n pa id  scien tific collabor a tion . Th e pu blic sh ou ld  n ot h ave to in fer  a ll of 

th ese fr om  sca tter ed  jou r n a l sta tem en ts. 

6. Bu ild  a dve rsa r ia l r e vie w  in t o  h igh -r isk  p rog ra m s  

Review  pan els sh ou ld  in clu de tech n ica lly qu a lified  skeptics w h o do n ot 

depen d  pr ofession a lly on  expan din g th e r esea r ch  ca tegor y u n der  r eview . 

Dissen tin g a ssessm en ts sh ou ld  be pr eser ved  r a th er  th an  for ced  in to a r tificia l 

con sen su s. 

7. Pr e se rve  r e cord s  by de fa u lt  

High -r isk pr ojects sh ou ld  h ave m an da tor y lon g-ter m  r eten tion  of p r otocols, 

r aw  da ta , sa m ple in ven tor ies, sequ en cin g files, in ciden t r epor ts, an d  

com m u n ica tion s r elevan t to sa fety decision s. Destr u ction  or  d isappea r an ce of 

r ecor ds a fter  an  in ciden t sh ou ld  tr igger  au tom a tic in depen den t r eview . 

8. Cla r ify in t e rn a t ion a l su b a w a rd  r e sp on s ib ilit y 

A dom estic pr im e gr an tee sh ou ld  n ot be ab le to tr ea t a  for eign  su baw ar d  a s 

ou tside effective over sigh t. Fu n din g agen cies n eed  con tr a ctu a l au dit r igh ts, 

b iosa fety ver ifica tion , da ta  a ccess, an d  clea r  su spen sion  tr igger s. 
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9. Cre a t e  a  r e a l in t e rn a t ion a l in sp e ct ion  m e ch a n ism  

Th e Biologica l Wea pon s Con ven tion  lacks th e ver ifica tion  capacity th a t 

w ou ld  be desir ab le in  d ispu tes su ch  a s th e Ukr a in e a llega tion s. A fu tu r e 

fr am ew or k sh ou ld  en able n eu tr a l tech n ica l in spection  w h ile pr otectin g 

legitim a te pr opr ieta r y an d  n a tion a l-secu r ity in for m a tion . 

10. Se p a ra t e  h a ra ssm e n t  p ro t e ct ion  from  e vide n t ia ry 

im m u n it y 

Th r ea ts, sta lkin g, an d  violen ce aga in st scien tists sh ou ld  be con dem n ed an d  

pr osecu ted . Th a t p r otection  m u st n ot be r h etor ica lly expa n ded  in to im m u n ity 

fr om  su bpoen as, au dits, r ep lica tion , cr iticism , or  con flict-of-in ter est r eview . 

11. Com m u n ica t e  u n ce r t a in t y a s  a  fe a t u re , n o t  a  w e a kn e ss  

Agen cies sh ou ld  pu blish  con fiden ce levels an d  th e eviden ce th a t w ou ld  

ch an ge th em . "Favor ed  h ypoth esis" sh ou ld  n ot becom e "settled  fact" m er ely 

becau se officia ls fea r  th a t u n cer ta in ty w ill r edu ce com plian ce. 

12. Su n se t  e m e rge n cy p ow e rs  a n d  e m e rge n cy scie n ce  ru le s  

Pan dem ics en cou r a ge sh or tcu ts. Ever y em er gen cy w a iver , da ta -sh a r in g 

r estr iction , liab ility r u le, an d  acceler a ted  r esea r ch  pa th w ay sh ou ld  h ave an  

expir a tion  da te an d  r etr ospective au dit. 

13. Au d it  fu n d in g -n e t w ork  con ce n t r a t ion  

If a  sm a ll n u m ber  of agen cies, fou n da tion s, or  com pan ies dom in a te a  

r esea r ch  dom ain , over sigh t sh ou ld  accou n t for  th e possib ility th a t r eview er s 

an d  in vestiga tor s w ill h ave over lappin g r ela tion sh ips. Con cen tr a tion  is n ot 

cor r u ption , bu t it r edu ces th e n u m ber  of gen u in ely in depen den t r eview er s. 
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14. Tre a t  p re s t ig e  le t t e r s  a s  a d voca cy, n o t  a d ju d ica t ion  

Nobel pr izes, p r ofessor sh ips, an d  or ga n iza tion a l titles can  m ake an  open  

letter  politica lly in flu en tia l. Th ey sh ou ld  n ot be m istaken  for  a  for m a l eviden ce 

r eview . If a  gr ou p  w ish es to m ake su bstan tive scien tific cla im s, it sh ou ld  

pu blish  m eth ods, eviden ce, con flict d isclosu r es, an d  u n cer ta in ty estim a tes. 

15. Pre se rve  t h e  r ig h t  t o  in ve s t ig a t e  t h e  in ve st ig a t o r s  

Over sigh t bodies th em selves can  becom e politicized . Th eir  docu m en t 

selection , exper t r ecr u itm en t, con flicts, an d  eviden tia r y stan da r ds sh ou ld  be 

tr an spa r en t. A system  th a t on ly scr u tin izes labor a tor ies bu t n ever  

con gr ession a l or  in telligen ce cla im s w ill r epr odu ce th e sa m e tr u st p r oblem  in  

an oth er  in stitu tion . 

 

Figur e 6. A pr oposed gover na nce a r ch itectur e sepa r a tes scientific mer it  fr om ca ta str ophic-r isk 

a uthor iza t ion a nd a ccident  invest iga t ion. 
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No t e s  on  Te rm in o log y  

"Zoon otic or igin " m ean s em er gen ce th r ou gh  tr an sm ission  fr om  n on h u m an  

an im a ls in to h u m an s, poten tia lly th r ou gh  in ter m edia te h osts or  w ild life tr ade. 

It does n ot r equ ir e th a t th e Hu an an  m ar ket w as th e loca tion  of th e fir st h u m an  

in fection . 

"Labor a tor y-a ssocia ted  in ciden t" is b r oader  th an  "en gin eer ed  vir u s." It 

in clu des acciden ta l in fection  or  r elea se in volvin g n a tu r a lly collected , cu ltu r ed , 

passaged , or  exper im en ta lly a lter ed  m a ter ia l. 

"Ga in  of fu n ction " h as h ad  m u ltip le adm in istr a tive an d  scien tific m ean in gs. 

Th is book u ses th e ter m  descr ip tively w h en  d iscu ssin g h istor ica l con tr over sy 

an d  u ses th e specific ph r ase "dan ger ou s ga in -of-fu n ction " w h en  r efer r in g to th e 

2026 feder a l policy ca tegor y. 

"Biodefen se" descr ibes r esea r ch , su r veillan ce, p r epa r edn ess, or  

cou n ter m easu r e activities in ten ded  to r edu ce b iologica l th r ea ts. "Biologica l 

w eapon s" r efer s to offen sive developm en t or  u se pr oh ib ited  by in ter n a tion a l 

law . Th e over lap  in  tech n iqu es does n ot er a se th e d iffer en ce in  in ten t. 

"In du str y" is u sed  n a r r ow ly for  com m er cia l ph a r m aceu tica l an d  

b iotech n ology en tities. Th e la r ger  in stitu tion a l n etw or k in  th is book in clu des 

gover n m en t, aca dem ia , ph ilan th r opy, advocacy, an d  n a tion a l-secu r ity 

or gan iza tion s an d  is th er efor e better  ca lled  an  ecosystem . 

"Con flict of in ter est" is n ot syn on ym ou s w ith  w r on gdoin g. It descr ibes a  

r ela tion sh ip  th a t cou ld  r eason ably a ffect, or  a ppea r  to a ffect, ju dgm en t an d  

sh ou ld  th er efor e be  d isclosed  or  m an aged . 
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