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The Honorable Merrick B. Garland                  September 8, 2021 

Attorney General 

U.S. Department of Justice 

950 Pennsylvania Avenue, NW 

Washington, DC 20530-0001 

 

Dear Mr. Garland, 

 

We, faculty members at Stanford University, are writing this open letter to express our concerns 

about the U.S. Department of Justice’s China Initiative. We acknowledge the importance to the 

United States of protecting both intellectual property and information that is essential to our 

national and economic security. We understand that concerns about Chinese government 

sanctioned activities including intellectual property theft and economic espionage are important 

to address. We believe, however, that the China Initiative has deviated significantly from its 

claimed mission: it is harming the United States’ research and technology competitiveness and it 

is fueling biases that, in turn, raise concerns about racial profiling. As the President’s Science 

Advisor, Dr. Eric Lander, stated on August 10, 2021: “We have to assiduously avoid basing 

policies or processes on prejudice – including those that could fuel anti-Asian sentiments or 

xenophobia.” We believe that the China Initiative is one such policy. We therefore would like to 

suggest that you terminate the China Initiative and replace it with an appropriate response that 

avoids the flaws of this initiative. 

 

More specifically, we believe the China Initiative suffers from the following fundamental flaws:  

First, the China Initiative disproportionally targets researchers of Chinese origin. Publicly 

available information indicates that investigations are often triggered not by any evidence of 

wrongdoing, but just because of a researcher’s connections with China. (For example, see recent 

article and the research by Prof. Jenny Lee quoted therein. ref: Has the Hunt for Chinese Spies 

Become a Witch Hunt?, Karin Fischer, Chronicle of Higher Education, August 11, 2021). In many 

cases the federal response seems disproportionate and inappropriate. In some cases, federal agents 

associated with the China Initiative have prosecuted researchers without solid evidence. 

Moreover, racial profiling – even when undertaken in pursuit of justice – is both inconsistent with 

U.S. law and with the principles underlying our society.  Moreover, these actions do not just affect 

the prosecuted faculty but affect the many more university researchers who are targeted, 

investigated, and feel threatened by inquires initiated without prior evidence of significant 

wrongdoing. Universities and research institutions are often pressured to investigate researchers 

who are singled out only because of their personal or professional connections with China. (For 

example, see the description by Prof. Randy Katz, the Vice Chancellor for Research of the 

University of California Berkeley during a recent Congressional Roundtable available at 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=G24w7d2_owo) 

https://www.whitehouse.gov/ostp/news-updates/2021/08/10/clear-rules-for-research-security-and-researcher-responsibility/
https://www.chronicle.com/article/has-the-hunt-for-chinese-spies-become-a-witch-hunt
https://www.chronicle.com/article/has-the-hunt-for-chinese-spies-become-a-witch-hunt
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=G24w7d2_owo
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Second, in most of the China Initiative cases involving academics, the alleged crime has nothing 

to do with scientific espionage or intellectual property theft. Most prosecutions are for misconduct 

such as failure to disclose foreign appointments or funding. While such problems should be 

addressed, they should not be confused with national security concerns. Due to the openness of 

scientific research in academia, it is not surprising that the China Initiative has not led to more 

espionage-related prosecutions. It is misleading to the public that such prosecutions on unrelated 

crimes are presented as efforts combating national security threats.  

Third, the China Initiative is harming the U.S. science and technology enterprise and the future 

of the U.S. STEM workforce. Since World War II, the U.S. has benefited from an influx of many 

of the most talented scientists from around the world, including a large number from China. They 

have played a significant role in our success as a society. For example, a 2018 study by the 

American Society for Engineering Education reports that 28.4% of engineering faculty (and 

31.5% of Assistant Professors) in the U.S. are Asian. In recent years, the China Initiative (and 

some other actions of the federal government) have created an increasingly hostile atmosphere 

for Chinese Americans, visitors, and immigrants of Chinese origin, which has already 

discouraged many scholars from coming to or staying in the U.S. This seriously hampers our 

efforts to recruit the best Chinese students and postdoctoral scholars.  

The difference between the open fundamental research carried out at universities and more 

applied and proprietary industrial or military research in the commercial sector must be 

recognized. Many of our most challenging global problems, including climate change & 

sustainability and current & future pandemics, require international engagement. Without an open 

and inclusive environment that attracts the best talents in all areas, the United States cannot retain 

its world leading position in science and technology. In some China Initiative cases, normal 

academic activities that we all do, such as serving as referees and writing recommendation letters, 

are adduced as evidence of “extensive dealings with the PRC” (ref: 

https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/20452311-gang-chen-federal-affidavit). Such 

actions are based on a significant misunderstanding of how scientific research works. They are 

detrimental to international collaboration. Instead of protecting the national security of the U.S., 

we believe such actions harm the U.S.’s ability to innovate.  

We strongly urge you to terminate the China Initiative and develop an alternative response to the 

challenges posed by our relations with the People’s Republic of China, one that avoids racial 

profiling and discouraging beneficial and important collaborations and influx of talented 

personnel.  

 

Sincerely yours, 

 

Concerned faculty members (signatory names listed on next pages) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/20452311-gang-chen-federal-affidavit
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First name(s) Last name Title Department 

Maneesh Agrawala Professor Computer Science 

Cecile Alduy Professor French and Italian 

Russ Altman Professor Bioengineering, Genetics, Medicine 

Zhenan Bao K. K. Lee Professor Chemical Engineering 

Clark Barrett Professor (Research) Computer Science 

Malcolm R. Beasley Professor emeritus Applied Physics 

Paul Berg Professor emeritus Biochemistry 

Dominique Bergmann Professor Biology 

Ami Bhatt Associate Professor Medicine & Genetics 

Arthur Bienenstock 
Professor emeritus, 

Associate Director 

Photon Science at SLAC, 

Wallenberg Research Link 

Roger Blandford Professor 
Physics, Particle Physics and 

Astrophysics at SLAC 

Steven Block 
S.W. Ascherman 

Professor of Sciences 
Applied Physics and Biology 

Jeannette Bohg Assistant Professor Computer Science 

Craig Bowman Professor Mechanical Engineering 

Steven Boxer 
Camille Dreyfus 

Professor of Chemistry 
Chemistry 

Stephen Boyd Professor Electrical Engineering 

Mark Brongersma Professor Materials Science and Engineering 

Axel Brunger Professor Molecular and Cellular Physiology 

Emma Brunskill Associate Professor Computer Science 

Philip Bucksbaum Professor Physics and Applied Physics 

William Burnett Adjunct Professor Mechanical Engineering 

Wei Cai Professor Mechanical Engineering 

Matteo Cargnello Assistant Professor Chemical Engineering 

Gordon H. Chang Professor History 

Howard Chang 

Virginia & D.K. Ludwig 

Professor of Cancer 

Research 

Dermatology and Genetics 

Xiaoke Chen Associate Professor Biology 

Lu Chen Professor 
Neurosurgery and Psychiatry and 

Behavioral Sciences 
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Jennifer 
Choo-

Tomimoto 
Associate Director 

Walter H. Shorenstein Asia-Pacific 

Research Center, China Program 

Gilbert Chu Professor Medicine and Biochemistry 

Steven Chu 

William R. Kenan, Jr., 

Professor, and Professor 

of Molecular & Cellular 

Physiology 

Physics, School of Medicine 

Thomas Clandinin 
The Shooter Family 

Professor 
Neurobiology 

Ralph Cohen Professor emeritus Mathematics 

Steven H. Collins Associate Professor Mechanical Engineering 

Bianxiao Cui 
Job and Gertrud Tamaki 

Professor 
Chemistry 

Yi Cui Professor, Director 
Materials Science and Engineering, 

Precourt Institute for Energy 

Hongjie Dai Professor Chemistry 

Jun Ding Associate Professor Neurosurgery 

Jose Dinneny Associate Professor Biology 

Rodolfo Dirzo Professor Biology 

Shaul Druckmann Assistant Professor Neurobiology 

Zakir Durumeric Assistant Professor Computer Science 

Karen Eggleston Senior Fellow 
Freeman Spogli Institute for 

International Studies 

Jesse Engreitz Assistant Professor Genetics 

John Etchemendy 

Provost emeritus, Suppes 

Family Professor of 

Humanities and Sciences 

Philosophy 

Shanhui Fan Professor Electrical Engineering 

Joyce Farrell 
Senior Research Engineer 

and Lecturer 
Electrical Engineering 

Michael Fayer 

David Mulvane Ehrsam 

and Edward Curtis 

Franklin Professor of 

Chemistry 

Chemistry 

Marcus Feldman Professor of Biology Biology 

Ben Feldman Assistant Professor Physics 

Thomas Fingar 
Shorenstein APARC 

Fellow 

Freeman Spogli Institute for 

International Studies 
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Andrew Fire Professor Pathology and Genetics 

Daniel Fisher 
David Starr Jordan 

Professor 
Applied Physics 

Shelley Fishkin 

Joseph S. Atha Professor 

of Humanities, Prof. of 

English, Director of 

American Studies 

English 

Sean Follmer Assistant Professor Mechanical Engineering 

Polly Fordyce Assistant Professor Bioengineering and Genetics 

Hunter Fraser Associate Professor Biology 

Margaret T. Fuller Professor Developmental Biology 

Gerald Fuller Professor Chemical Engineering 

Surya Ganguli Associate Professor Applied Physics 

Xiaojing Gao Assistant Professor Chemical Engineering 

David 
Goldhaber-

Gordon 
Professor Physics 

Miriam Goodman Professor Molecular and Cellular Physiology 

Deborah M. Gordon Professor Biology 

Peter Graham Associate Professor Physics 

Giorgio Gratta Professor Physics 

Wendy Gu Assistant Professor Mechanical Engineering 

Jeff Hancock Professor Communication 

Keren Haroush Assistant Professor Neurobiology 

Tatsunori Hashimoto Assistant Professor Computer Science 

Patrick Hayden Professor Physics 

H. Craig Heller Professor Biology 

Mark Horowitz Professor 
Electrical Engineering / Computer 

Science 

Yang Hu Associate Professor Ophthalmology 

Zhirong Huang 

Professor of Photon 

Science and Particle & 

Particle Astrophysics 

SLAC and Applied Physics 

Kerwyn Huang Professor Bioengineering 

Harold Hwang Professor 
Applied Physics and Photon 

Science at SLAC 

Matthias Ihme Associate Professor Mechanical Engineering 
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Kent Irwin Professor Physics 

Christine Jacobs-Wagner Professor Biology 

Felipe Jornada Assistant Professor Material Science and Engineering 

Dan Jurafsky Professor Computer Science and Linguistics 

Saraswati Kache Clinical Professor Pediatrics 

Shamit Kachru 

Professor and Wells 

Family Director, Stanford 

Institute for Theoretical 

Physics 

Physics 

Steven Kahn Professor 
Physics, Particle Physics and 

Astrophysics at SLAC 

Mark Kay Professor 
Departments of Pediatrics and 

Genetics 

Vedika Khemani Assistant Professor Physics 

Chaitan Khosla Professor Chemistry, Chemical Engineering 

Steven Kivelson 
Prabhu Goel Family 

Professor 
Physics 

Brian Kobilka Professor Molecular and Cellular Physiology 

Matthew Kohrman Associate Professor Anthropology 

Ron Kopito Professor Biology 

Roger Kornberg 
Mrs. George A. Winzer 

Professor of Medicine 
Structural Biology 

Jeffrey Koseff 
Campbell Professor of 

Engineering 

Civil and Environmental 

Engineering 

Anshul Kundaje Assistant Professor Genetics, Computer Science 

Monica Lam Professor Computer Science 

James Landay Professor Computer Science 

Benjamin Lev Associate Professor Applied Physics and Physics 

Marc Levenston Associate Professor 
Mechanical Engineering and 

Radiology 

Philip Levis Associate Professor 
Computer Science and Electrical 

Engineering 

Michael Levitt Professor Structural Biology 

Adrian Lew Professor Mechanical Engineering 

Fei-Fei Li Professor; Co-Director 

Computer Science; Institute for 

Human-Centered Artificial 

Intelligence (HAI)  
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Jin Billy Li Associate Professor Genetics 

Hongbin Li Senior Fellow 
Stanford Institute for Economic 

Policy Research (SIEPR) 

Percy Liang Associate Professor Computer Science 

Aaron Lindenberg Associate Professor Materials Science and Engineering 

Joseph Lipsick Professor Pathology, Genetics, and Biology 

Fang Liu Assistant Professor Chemistry 

Karen Liu Associate Professor Computer Science 

Sharon Long Professor Biology 

Liqun Luo 
Ann and Bill Swindells 

Professor 
Biology 

Jean Ma Associate Professor Art & Art History 

Erin MacDonald Assistant Professor Mechanical Engineering 

Arun Majumdar Professor 
Mechanical Engineering & Precourt 

Institute for Energy 

Christopher Manning 

Thomas M. Siebel 

Professor in Machine 

Learning 

Linguistics and Computer Science 

Susan McConnell Susan B. Ford Professor Biology 

Peter F. Michelson Luke Blossom Professor Physics 

William E. Moerner 
Harry S. Mosher 

Professor 
Chemistry 

Stephen Monismith 
Obayashi Professor in the 

School of Engineering 

Civil and Environmental 

Engineering 

Stephen Montgomery Associate Professor Pathology and Genetics 

Thomas Mullaney 
Professor of Chinese 

History 
History 

William Newsome 

Harman Family 

Provostial Professor and 

Professor of 

Neurobiology 

School of Medicine 

Jean Oi 

William Haas Professor 

of Chinese Politics; 

Senior Fellow 

Political Science; Freeman Spogli 

Institute for International Studies 

David Palumbo-Liu 
Louise Hewlett Nixon 

Professor 
Comparative Literature 

Jennifer Pan Associate Professor Communication 
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Michael Peskin Professor 
Particle Physics and Astrophysics at 

SLAC 

Friedrich Prinz Professor 
Mechanical Engineering, Materials 

Science and Engineering 

Stanley Qi Assistant Professor Bioengineering 

Xiaoliang Qi Professor Physics 

Jian Qin Assistant Professor Chemical Engineering 

Omer Reingold Professor Computer Science 

Bernard Roth Professor Mechanical Engineering 

Scott Rozelle Senior Fellow 
Freeman Spogli Institute for 

International Studies 

Amir Safavi-Naeini Associate Professor Applied Physics 

Alberto Salleo Professor Materials Science and Engineering 

Richard Saller Professor Classics 

Serena Sanulli assistant professor Genetics 

Monika Schleier-Smith Associate Professor Physics 

Mark Schnitzer Professor Applied Physics & Biology 

Nirao Shah Professor 
Psychiatry & Behavioral Sciences; 

Neurobiology 

Zhi-Xun Shen 

Paul Pigott Professor of 

Physical Sciences and 

Senior Fellow at the 

Precourt Institute for 

Energy 

Physics and Applied Physics 

Kang Shen Professor Biology and Pathology 

Stephen Shenker 
Richard Herschel 

Weiland Professor 
Physics 

Krishna Shenoy 
Hong Seh and Vivian W. 

M. Lim Professor 

Electrical Engineering, 

Bioengineering & Neurobiology 

Gavin Sherlock Professor Genetics 

Linda Dairiki Shortliffe 

Stanley McCormick 

Memorial Professor of 

Urology Emerita 

Urology 

Eva Silverstein Professor Physics 

Jan Skotheim Professor Biology 

Michael Snyder Professor and Chair Genetics 
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Edward Solomon 
Monroe E. Spaght 

Professor 
Chemistry 

Matthew Sommer 
Bowman Family 

Professor of History 
History 

Douglas Stanford Associate Professor Physics 

Thomas Sudhof 
Avram Goldstein 

Professor 
School of Medicine 

Leonard Susskind Felix Bloch Professor Physics 

Alice Ting Professor 
Genetics, Biology, and by courtesy, 

Chemistry 

Caroline Trippel Assistant Professor 
Computer Science and Electrical 

Engineering 

Shripad Tuljapurkar Professor Biology 

Ravi Vakil Professor Mathematics 

Barbara Voss Professor Anthropology 

Virginia Walbot Professor Biology 

Andrew G. Walder 

Denise O'Leary & Kent 

Thiry Professor of the 

Humanities and Sciences, 

Senior Fellow at Freeman 

Spogli Institute for 

International Studies 

Sociology 

Brian Wandell Professor Psychology 

Bo Wang Assistant Professor Bioengineering 

Ban Wang 
William Haas Professor 

in Chinese Studies 
East Asian Languages and Cultures 

Shan Wang 
Leland T. Edwards 

Professor 

Materials Science, Electrical 

Engineering 

Paula Welander Associate Professor Earth System Science 

Wing Hung Wong Professor Statistics 

Joy Wu Associate Professor Medicine 

Sean Wu 
Associate Professor of 

Medicine 
Medicine 

Jiajun Wu Assistant Professor Computer Science 

Yiqing Xu Assistant Professor Political Science 

Yunzhi Yang Professor Orthopedic Surgery 

Lexing Ying Professor Mathematics 
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Richard Zare 

Marguerite Blake Wilbur 

Professor of Natural 

Science 

Chemistry 

Renee Zhao Assistant Professor Mechanical Engineering 

Xiaolin Zheng Professor Mechanical Engineering 

Xueguang Zhou Professor Sociology 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


