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H E A LT H  C A R E

Attacks on Fauci grow more intense, personal and conspiratorial

Conservatives are amplifying attacks on Fauci after the release of his emails. And they’re fundraising off of it too.

Reddit and Facebook lit up with a fresh round of Fauci attacks, some of which called him a war criminal. |
Sarah Silbiger/AP Photo
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For over a year, Anthony Fauci has been a bogeyman for conservatives, who

have questioned his handling of the Covid-19 pandemic and accused him of

quietly undermining then-President Donald Trump.

But those attacks took on a whole new level of vitriol this week, to the point

that one social media analysis described it as highly misleading and at least one

platform pulled down some posts, citing false content.

Advertisement

It all stemmed from a tranche of Fauci’s emails that were published as part of a

Freedom of Information Act request filed by various news outlets. Within

hours of publication, the hashtag #FauciLeaks was trending on Twitter,

accusing the nation’s top infectious disease doctor of lying under oath about

the origins of Covid. It became a trending topic on Facebook too, where

detractors added an inaccurate and more nefarious framing that the emails

were secretly “leaked” — drawing on a playbook that has worked for partisans

on the right in the past, despite the fact that Fauci's publicly disclosed emails

were not state secrets.

Reddit and Facebook lit up with a fresh round of Fauci attacks, some of which

called him a war criminal. Sen. Rand Paul (R-Ky.), perhaps Fauci’s most

prominent bete noire on the Hill, quickly released Facebook ads demanding to

“fire Fauci” and requesting a campaign donation.
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And a round of conservatives, cherry-picking individual emails out of more

than 3,000, argued that Fauci, who leads the National Institute of Allergy and

Infectious Diseases, had privately supported a theory that the virus leaked from

a Chinese lab and lied about masks in an effort to amass political power.

Neither was true. Fauci has said he thinks it’s more likely that the virus spread

from animal to human but would not rule out a lab leak, and while he initially

downplayed the need for masks, it was, he said, out of fear that medical

professionals would lose access to them if the public began panic purchasing.

The veracity and velocity of the new attacks, nevertheless, underscored the

growing intensity with which Fauci animates conservatives some five months

after Trump has left office. And they raised difficult questions for political and

medical professionals about how much they should push back on the anti-

Fauci campaign and what the cost would be if it went ignored.

“Targeting Fauci erodes trust in scientific institutions and makes them seem

partisan – just as universities are increasingly seen as partisan, the media, the

bureaucracy,” said Karen Kornbluh, senior fellow and director of GMF Digital

at the German Marshall Fund of the U.S. “These strategies don’t have an easy

response. You try to ignore them when they're not that widespread and even if

you eventually refute them it can seem he said-she said. The best strategy —
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which the White House and Fauci seem to be taking — is to push ahead with an

alternate positive narrative and action — in this case around vaccinations.”

Advertisement

Ad removed.
Details

For the White House, this has created a quandary: to defend Fauci from the

incoming and risk elevating it, or to ignore it and assume it only gains traction

with an audience that would never trust the Biden administration anyway.

On Thursday, White House press secretary Jen Psaki called Fauci an

“undeniable asset” but said the White House would let him speak for himself.

In an interview later in the day, Rob Flaherty, the White House’s digital

director, would not directly comment on Fauci but said that while the White

House regularly pushes back on false information it must also balance out

whether its response will exacerbate false information or quash it.

Fauci declined to comment for this piece.
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Career government officials don’t often become political lightning rods. But

Fauci’s role, the crisis in which he has operated, and the flow of information on

social media, has created the perfect conditions for just that. A mild-mannered

infectious disease specialist who has earned the admiration of Republican and

Democratic presidents alike, Fauci is prone to bluntness. That has served him

well as someone communicating to the public about complex and high-stakes

pandemics and public health issues. But, starting in the spring of 2020, it has

made his life tricky.

Trump insisted that he and Fauci worked fine together. But in the early days of

the pandemic, the former president rarely hid his jealousy as Fauci became

something of a public deity. Often Trump would proclaim that his judgments

on Covid proved more prescient over time, like an early call to shut down travel

from China. But Trump also routinely flouted the public safety guidelines that

Fauci touted and their divergent approaches became an emblem for the then-

president’s much criticized pandemic response, writ large.

The publication of Fauci’s emails only further animated Trump’s animus.

“After seeing the emails, our Country is fortunate I didn’t do what Dr. Fauci

wanted me to do. For instance, I closed our Borders to China very early despite

his not wanting them closed. The Democrats and the Fake News Media even

called me a ‘xenophobe,’” Trump said in a statement Thursday. “In the end, we

saw this was a life-saving decision, and likewise with closing our borders to

Europe, specifically to certain heavily infected countries. I was later given

credit, even by ‘Tony,’ for saving hundreds of thousands of lives.”

Trump’s attack was not particularly pointed compared to the others that have

come Fauci’s way in recent days.

H E A LT H  C A R E

Republicans dive into politically fraught push for Covid's origin
story
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An analysis from GMF Digital at the German Marshall Fund provided to

POLITICO showed that the online attacks on Fauci have grown more personal

and egregious, with claims that he is “corrupt, a war criminal, deserves to go to

prison, or is responsible for child abuse circulating on social media.” GMF

Digital found four “misleading” themes across social media including that

Fauci lied about masks and other public health measures. The organization

found that on Facebook, the top posts about Fauci emanated from Paul as well

as a host of conservatives, including Ben Shapiro, Donald Trump Jr., Steven

Crowder, Dan Bongino and Newsmax.

Advertisement

According to data from Bully Pulpit Interactive, Republicans or conservative

interests over the last month have spent $300,000 on Facebook ads targeting

Fauci.

Nearly seven years ago, during the heart of the Ebola crisis, the Obama

administration’s internal motto for handling challenging stretches was

“PTFOTV”: Put Tony Fauci on TV. No one had more credibility with the public
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or was a better spokesperson, said Ron Klain, who acted as Ebola czar under

Obama and now serves as Biden’s chief of staff.

But in an ever-polarized nation, Fauci too has fallen victim to tribalism. His

advocacy for mask wearing and social distancing — in the face of Trump’s

opposition — was met by vocal detractors across the country, who launched

anti-mask protests and demanded the economy reopen. His conservative

predictions about the pace of vaccine development and the timeline for

reopening the country led to criticism that his expertise had been dramatically

overstated.

But the attacks on Fauci have increasingly veered into the conspiratorial,

experts say. This week, Fox News’ Tucker Carlson questioned why one of the

emails involving Fauci was redacted, then speculated that it could mean Fauci

was under investigation.

“Republicans employed the same attempts to divide and distract the American

people in 2020. We know that these strategies don't work,” said Aneesa

McMillan, deputy executive director of Priorities USA, a top Democratic super

PAC. “The American people are looking for a concrete policy agenda that

speaks to their priorities and improves their communities. The GOP has none

of that — so they turn to fear-mongering and misinformation.”

At the heart of the current broadside against Fauci is reporting around — and

the investigation into — the Wuhan lab leak theory, which holds that the virus

leaked, accidentally or intentionally, from a virology lab in the city where it was

first found. Republicans and right-wing media outlets have circulated such

theories since the beginning of the pandemic even as scientists, including

Fauci, insisted that problematic coronaviruses, from the SARS and MERS

epidemics to Covid-19, were becoming increasingly common.

The pressure to probe Wuhan lab leak theories continued to mount, leading

Trump’s White House to demand in April 2020 that the National Institutes of

Health abruptly cancel a multimillion-dollar grant to EcoHealth Alliance, a

nonprofit studying coronavirus origins that had worked with the Wuhan viral

lab in the past. April emails between EcoHealth Alliance CEO Peter Daszak and



https://www.politico.com/news/2020/05/04/joe-biden-contain-h1n1-virus-232992
https://www.politico.com/news/2020/04/27/trump-cuts-research-bat-human-virus-china-213076
https://www.politico.com/
http://api.addthis.com/oexchange/0.8/forward/facebook/offer?pco=tbx32nj-1.0&url=https://politi.co/3yXv7lH&pubid=politico.com
http://api.addthis.com/oexchange/0.8/forward/twitter/offer?pco=tbx32nj-1.0&url=https://politi.co/3yXv7lH&text=Attacks+on+Fauci+grow+more+intense%2C+personal+and+conspiratorial+&pubid=politico.com&via=politico


6/5/2021 Attacks on Fauci grow more intense, personal and conspiratorial - POLITICO

https://www.politico.com/news/2021/06/04/fauci-attacks-personal-conspiratorial-491896 8/11

ab  t e past. p  e a s betwee  co ea t  a ce C O ete  as a  a d

Fauci, published as part of the recent FOIA, have become a new touchstone for

conspiracy theorists, after Daszak thanked the NIAID director for dismissing

lab leak theories early in the pandemic.

“I just wanted to say a personal thank you on behalf of our staff and

collaborators, for publicly standing up and stating that the scientific evidence

supports a natural origin for COVID-19 from a bat-to-human spillover, not a

lab release from the Wuhan Institute of Virology,” Daszak wrote to Fauci on

April 18, 2020.

AD

“Many thanks for your kind note,” Fauci responded the next day, just over a
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week before POLITICO first reported that NIH canceled the EcoHealth grant.

Daszak did not respond to a POLITICO request for comment.

Theories about a leak from the Wuhan virology lab became a consistent line of

questioning for Republican lawmakers by last spring and soon turned into a

mainstay of congressional hearings and increasingly contentious exchanges

between Fauci and Paul, who sits on the Senate health committee. The

longtime NIAID director and Kentucky doctor have exchanged barbs on

television after Senate hearings where Paul accused Fauci of moving the

goalposts on coronavirus science while the infectious disease scientist has told

Paul that “with all due respect,” he was “entirely and completely incorrect.”

Paul was swift to accuse Fauci on Wednesday of knowledge of the Wuhan lab

allegedly carrying out controversial “gain-of-function” studies, a field of

research that alters viruses in a way that can make them more transmissible or

help them hop to new hosts, such as humans.

A senior NIH official insisted to POLITICO that detractors such as Paul are

taking Fauci’s emails “out of context.” But the prevailing posture, like that of

the White House, was to downplay rather than engage.

“The FOIA articles are discussed like any other issues and then we move on,”

the official said. “We're taking it seriously, of course, but it's not changing how

we do business or our focus.”

Erin Banco contributed to this report.

F I L E D  U N D E R : 
 T U C K E R  C A R L S O N , 
 R A N D  PAU L , 
 C O N S P I R A CY  T H E O R I E S , 
 A N T H O N Y  FAU C I ,

The Recast
How race and identity are shaping politics, policy and power.

E M A I L

Your Email



https://www.politico.com/news/tucker-carlson
https://www.politico.com/news/rand-paul
https://www.politico.com/news/conspiracy-theories
https://www.politico.com/news/anthony-fauci
https://www.politico.com/newsletters/the-recast
https://www.politico.com/newsletters/the-recast
https://www.politico.com/
http://api.addthis.com/oexchange/0.8/forward/facebook/offer?pco=tbx32nj-1.0&url=https://politi.co/3yXv7lH&pubid=politico.com
http://api.addthis.com/oexchange/0.8/forward/twitter/offer?pco=tbx32nj-1.0&url=https://politi.co/3yXv7lH&text=Attacks+on+Fauci+grow+more+intense%2C+personal+and+conspiratorial+&pubid=politico.com&via=politico


6/5/2021 Attacks on Fauci grow more intense, personal and conspiratorial - POLITICO

https://www.politico.com/news/2021/06/04/fauci-attacks-personal-conspiratorial-491896 10/11

* All fields must be completed to subscribe.

By signing up you agree to allow POLITICO to collect your user information and use it to better recommend content to you, send you email
newsletters or updates from POLITICO, and share insights based on aggregated user information. You further agree to our privacy policy and
terms of service. You can unsubscribe at any time and can contact us here. This site is protected by reCAPTCHA and the Google Privacy Policy and
Terms of Service apply.

I N D U S T R Y

Select Industry

S I G N  U P

SPONSORED CONTENT

Flexible Online
Degrees
ODUOnline

NerdWallet
Researched
Personal Loan
NerdWallet

[Pics] At 65, This
Is The Car Lindsey
Graham ​Drives
Cash Roadster

Americans Are
Migrating, 10 U.S.
States People Are
Forbes

What is $100,000
worth after 10
years with 3%
Lear Capital

Recommended by

About Us

Advertising

Breaking News Alerts

Careers

Credit Card Payments

Digital Edition

FAQ

Feedback

Headlines

Photos

POWERJobs

Press

Print Subscriptions

Write For Us

RSS

Site Map



https://www.politico.com/privacy
https://www.politico.com/terms-of-service
https://www.politico.com/feedback
https://policies.google.com/privacy
https://policies.google.com/terms
https://nym1-ib.adnxs.com/click?Is9sY6eT5D8tzqEHaw3iPwAAAAApXO8_uEGKjbu58j_y0k1iEFj1P1fDse2VlpsgaBvYJTymkhUkZrtgAAAAACmDOwGtHQAAvQUAAIUAAACP0tcPIUgkAAAAAABVU0QAVVNEAAEAAQAE6AAAAAABAgUCAAAAANQAjiTg7gAAAAA./bcr=AAAAAAAA8D8=/pp=0.564138/bn=46586/clickenc=https%3A%2F%2Fclickserv.sitescout.com%2Fclk%2F047b515752d75168%2F3ceac1a1d3a8c0fc%2F%7E_aid_%7E60bb66244d3c3fec02390054%2Foout0%3Fr%3Dhttps%253A%252F%252Fonline.odu.edu%252Finfo%252Fdec-20-undergrad2%253Futm_source%253DBasisDSP%2526utm_medium%253DNative%2526utm_campaign%253DEnrollment_FY_2021%2526utm_content%253DUndergrad%2526utm_term%253D30%252Byears&obOrigUrl=true
https://www.nerdwallet.com/ur/?utm_content=8e2150&nw_campaign_id=650409&utm_medium=ntv&utm_source=ob&utm_campaign=pl_mktg_paid_031521_lal10_wl_d_ob&utm_term=$publisher_id$&mktg_place=$section_id$&outbrainClickId=$ob_click_id$)&obOrigUrl=true
https://cashroadster.com/trending/hollywood-legends-americas-finest-who-drive-cars-more-spectacular-than-any-a-list-celebrity-oubr?utm_source=outbrain&utm_campaign=003312803fe54363d54e0116e773f64408&utm_medium=$section_name$__$section_id$&utm_term=%5BPics%5D+At+65%2C+This+Is+The+Car+Lindsey+Graham+%E2%80%8BDrives&ts=$time_stamp$&tbv=$cpc$&pcl=1&obOrigUrl=true
https://www3.forbes.com/business/the-states-that-residents-are-leaving-and-the-ones-they-are-moving-to-2020-vue/?utm_campaign=The-States-That-Residents-Are-Leaving&utm_source=Outbrain&utm_medium=ob189763d0us1032621&lcid=ob189763d0us1032621&utm_content=$section_id$&utm_term=$section_name$&obOrigUrl=true
https://offer.learcapital.com/a/jgroup/bg_wwwlearcapitalcom_LearCap-OBN-01-Modular-326_305.html?utm_source=Outbrain&utm_medium=Discovery&utm_content=What+is+%24100%2C000+worth+after+10+years+with+3%25+inflation%3F&utm_term=$publisher_name$_$section_name$&obOrigUrl=true
https://www.outbrain.com/what-is/default/en
https://www.politico.com/about-us
https://www.politico.com/advertising
https://www.politico.com/subscribe/breaking-news-alerts
https://www.politico.com/careers
https://www.politico.com/payment
http://edition.pagesuite-professional.co.uk/Launch.aspx?bypass=true&PBID=74262970-aa07-44b3-80c8-21fa8a8ac376
https://www.politico.com/faq
https://www.politico.com/feedback
https://www.politico.com/politics
https://www.politico.com/gallery
http://www.powerjobs.com/
https://www.politico.com/press/about
https://www.politico.com/subscriptions
https://www.politico.com/write-for-us
https://www.politico.com/rss
https://www.politico.com/sitemap
https://www.politico.com/
http://api.addthis.com/oexchange/0.8/forward/facebook/offer?pco=tbx32nj-1.0&url=https://politi.co/3yXv7lH&pubid=politico.com
http://api.addthis.com/oexchange/0.8/forward/twitter/offer?pco=tbx32nj-1.0&url=https://politi.co/3yXv7lH&text=Attacks+on+Fauci+grow+more+intense%2C+personal+and+conspiratorial+&pubid=politico.com&via=politico


6/5/2021 Attacks on Fauci grow more intense, personal and conspiratorial - POLITICO

https://www.politico.com/news/2021/06/04/fauci-attacks-personal-conspiratorial-491896 11/11

Terms of Service

Privacy Policy

Do not sell my info

Notice to California Residents

© 2021 POLITICO LLC



https://www.politico.com/terms-of-service
https://www.politico.com/privacy-policy
https://www.politico.com/do-not-sell
https://www.politico.com/privacy#california
https://www.politico.com/
http://api.addthis.com/oexchange/0.8/forward/facebook/offer?pco=tbx32nj-1.0&url=https://politi.co/3yXv7lH&pubid=politico.com
http://api.addthis.com/oexchange/0.8/forward/twitter/offer?pco=tbx32nj-1.0&url=https://politi.co/3yXv7lH&text=Attacks+on+Fauci+grow+more+intense%2C+personal+and+conspiratorial+&pubid=politico.com&via=politico

