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An Uproar at the NIH

Jay Bhattacharya, the the agency’s director, has made a point of welcoming dissent. A

letter from his officials will test that.

By Katherine J. Wu

Photo-illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: Chris Kleponis / CNP / Bloomberg / Getty;
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Since winning President Donald Trump’s nomination to serve as the director of the

National Institutes of Health, Jay Bhattacharya—a health economist and prominent

COVID contrarian who advocated for reopening society in the early months of the

pandemic—has pledged himself to a culture of dissent. “Dissent is the very essence of

science,” Bhattacharya said at his confirmation hearing in March. “I’ll foster a culture

where NIH leadership will actively encourage different perspectives and create an

environment where scientists, including early-career scientists and scientists that

disagree with me, can express disagreement, respectfully.”
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Two months into his tenure at the agency, hundreds of NIH officials are taking

Bhattacharya at his word.

More than 300 officials, from across all of the NIH’s 27 institutes and centers, have

signed and sent a letter to Bhattacharya that condemns the changes that have thrown

the agency into chaos in recent months—and calls on their director to reverse some of

the most damaging shifts. Since January, the agency has been forced by Trump

officials to fire thousands of its workers and rescind or withhold funding from

thousands of research projects. Tomorrow, Bhattacharya is set to appear before a

Senate appropriations subcommittee to discuss a proposed $18 billion slash to the

NIH budget—about 40 percent of the agency’s current allocation.
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