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A VIRUS, THEORIES OF ORIGIN, AND A PLACE FOR SCIENCE 
Polarisation on political lines will only create more hurdles in finding clear answers  

to the source of SARS-CoV-2 

Imagine a town with a nuclear power plant close by. If its residents displayed signs of radiation 

sickness, the finger of suspicion will point towards the plant, however much the plant’s operator might 

swear to its safety. 

 

Mirroring a scenario 

Suppose the town was also home to a research centre where radioactive material was stored and 

used in experiments. The finger of suspicion would now waver between the nuclear plant and the 

research centre. To complicate matters, if nuclear waste from both the plant and the research centre was 

buried in an underground dump a fair distance away from the town, a third focus of suspicion would 

arise. 

Public opinion would be divided. Those suspicious of the nuclear power industry would be 

convinced that the plant was the source of their pollution. Little bits of circumstantial evidence would 

begin to circulate on social media as well as in the opinion columns of newspapers pointing to the power 

plant. 

The nuclear industry would fight back and accuse the research institute of causing a radiation 

leak. The scientific establishment would close ranks around the research lab and testify to safety 

standards in the laboratory as well as the quality of the researchers. 

A third group of people would probably accuse both the power plant as well as the research 

institute of poisoning the world by using and storing toxic nuclear waste.  

Each of these groups would believe they had the truth and others were wrong. They would be 

critical of any investigation that did not agree with their beliefs.  

 

Hypothesis and evidence 

The debate over the origins of SARS-CoV-2, the virus that has caused the COVID-19 pandemic, 

mirrors this scenario. One school of thought is convinced that the Wuhan Institute of Virology, a leading 

coronavirus research centre, is responsible for introducing a new coronavirus that it was secretly creating 

in its laboratories. 

This hypothesis is driven by evidence ranging from reports of documents missing from the 

website of the Wuhan Institute, to the re-naming or re-numbering of a virus originally discovered in a 

mine in 2012 that is the closest known ancestor to SARS-CoV-2, to reports of researchers mysteriously 

falling ill at the Wuhan Institute in late 2019, and other reports of a researcher who has reportedly gone 

missing. The fact that the outbreak occurred in Wuhan, home to the institute, is seen as additional 

evidence of where the virus emerged from. This hypothesis is greatly favoured by those who believe 

China is responsible for the pandemic, but lacks evidence that would stand up to rigorous scientific 

scrutiny. 

The second hypothesis is that the virus emerged through a natural “spillover” event, where a bat 

coronavirus jumped species and infected humans either directly or through intermediary animals that in 

turn passed it to humans. SARS (severe acute respiratory syndrome), the predecessor of this current 

pandemic, started similarly in late 2002 when a bat coronavirus probably infected animals and then 

humans in the markets of Guangdong province in southern China. New viral infectious diseases, whether 

it is HIV/AIDS, Ebola, Middle East respiratory syndrome (MERS) or Nipah, have all arisen from spillovers of 

animal viruses to humans. 

As with SARS, many of the early cases of COVID-19 were associated with animal markets, 

particularly the Huanan market in Wuhan, which sold a variety of live and frozen animal meat. This could 

be one route the SARS-CoV-2 virus took. But no evidence has been found so far to support this 

hypothesis either. 

To find scientific proof of either hypothesis is a task as challenging as an archaeologist 

painstakingly digging through hundreds of metres of tightly packed layers of mud and stone and debris in 

the hope of recovering tiny clues to the existence of an ancient civilization.  
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For virologists and molecular epidemiologists, the challenge is not sifting through earth, but 

finding virus samples from the earliest stages of the outbreak in Wuhan, reconstructing their genetic 

sequences, and then fitting them to a family tree that will hopefully lead to the common ancestor of the 

diverse strains and variants of SARS-CoV-2 that have spread globally. This could also provide clues as to 

whether this ancestor emerged in wildlife, in farms and markets, or from a laboratory.  

While this viral archaeology sounds simple, it is not straightforward. The earliest detected cases 

and the earliest viral samples came from those who were hospitalised in Wuhan in December 2019. But 

none of them is likely to have been patient zero, the first person to have been infected by the virus. Most 

people with COVID-19 display very mild or no symptoms, so for every hospitalised case, there are likely to 

have been many earlier cases that were not detected. 

It is known that two strains, an A strain and a B strain, were circulating in Wuhan in the early 

stages of the outbreak. But most of the samples and cases were of the B strain, which caused the first 

recognised disease cluster in people associated with the Huanan market, while the A strain could have 

been an earlier strain. These earlier viral samples would have helped build a clearer picture of how the 

virus emerged. But these cases were never identified or sampled, and they will forever remain unknown.  

The other source of evidence are samples from the live animals sold in all the markets in Wuhan 

in the last months of 2019; this too is also not available, since the animals have long been sold and 

slaughtered, and the markets more often than not sanitised. The samples that were collected in late 

December from the Huanan market did have the virus, but it is not clear whether the market was a 

source of the virus, or merely a place where it was amplified. 

 

The entry of politics 

So where does one go from here? The scientific unearthing and classification of viral samples in 

humans and animals to see where they lead is the only way ahead. But science is being elbowed aside by 

politics. Those who believe in a Chinese conspiracy are convinced that the truth will only come out after 

an investigation of the Wuhan laboratory and its staff by international investigators with a wide mandate 

to search the lab and question staff. This is not going to happen. China will no more allow this than India 

would allow international investigators to march through the National Institute of Virology in Pune or any 

other national laboratory in search of evidence of supposed wrongdoing. 

 

Chinese cooperation crucial 

The only solution is to work with China. The World Health Organization investigation into the 

origins of the virus, though rightly criticised for dismissing the laboratory leak theory with little 

explanation, did unearth evidence on the early stages of the pandemic and suggested a number of 

studies for the next phase. One important step would be widespread sampling of animals in farms across 

China that supplied the markets in Wuhan in the search of ancestor viruses to SARS-CoV-2. Workers in 

farms need to be tested as well for exposure to SARS-CoV-2 or related viruses. 

Another suggested step is for blood banks across China to test blood samples from 2019 to see 

whether they carried antibodies for SARS-CoV-2. This could provide a clue to how early the virus was 

circulating in human populations. None of this can happen without Chinese cooperation.  

For this to happen, polarisation on political lines needs to be put aside, and space needs to be created for 

science to do its work. 

 

 polarisation (noun) – separation of two 

contrasting groups (based on different 

opinions/beliefs). 

 line (noun) – way, approach, method, 

procedure. 

 hurdle (noun) – obstacle, difficulty, problem, 

barrier, impediment, obstruction, hindrance. 

 source (noun) – origin, place of origin, starting 

point. 

 close by (phrase) – near by, very near. 

 point the finger at (phrase) – blame, 

denounce, inform against, accuse. 

 suspicion (noun) – misgiving, doubt/qualm, 

distrust, scepticism. 

 however much (phrase) – regardless of how 

much; despite how much. 

 swear (verb) – promise, vow, guarantee, give 

one’s word. 

 mirror (verb) – reflect, reproduce, imitate; 

follow. 
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 scenario (noun) – situation, background, 

context. 

 waver (verb) – fluctuate, oscillate; be 

undecided, be irresolute, be indecisive.  

 dump (noun) – dumping ground (where a 

particular kind of waste is thrown). 

 suspicious (adjective) – doubtful, unsure, 

dubious, wary, distrustful. 

 circumstantial (adjective) – indirect, 

inconclusive, unprovable. 

 circulate (verb) – communicate, pass on, 

publish, publicize. 

 point to (verb) – indicate, suggest, denote. 

 establishment (noun) – firm, company, 

enterprise, organization. 

 close ranks (phrase) – support  each other (in a 

cause) and defend themselves from others. 

 testify (verb) – confirm, prove, corroborate. 

 probably (adverb) – most likely, in all 

likelihood, all things considered, perhaps. 

 toxic (adjective) – fatal, deadly; poisonous, 

harmful, dangerous. 

 critical (adjective) – disapproving, criticizing, 

fault-finding. 

 hypothesis (noun) – theory, speculation, 

assumption, conjecture, premise; reason, 

basis, thinking, logic. 

 pandemic (noun) – the worldwide spread of a 

new disease; The illness spreads around the 

world and typically affects a large number of 

people across a wide area. 

 school of thought (phrase) – a specific way of 

thinking; world view, ideology, principles. 

 virology (noun) – the study of viruses and viral 

diseases. 

 drive (verb) – force, compel, impel, prompt. 

 mine (noun) – excavation, quarry. 

 ancestor (noun) – earlier version of something. 

 mysteriously (adverb) – surprisingly, 

unexpectedly. 

 reportedly (adverb) – supposedly, seemingly, 

apparently, allegedly. 

 outbreak (noun) – outburst, flaring up, 

breakout, sudden appearance/occurrence of 

something. 

 favour (verb) – support, back, champion, 

advocate, recommend, advise. 

 stand up to (phrasal verb) – defy, confront, 

challenge, oppose openly, resist. 

 rigorous (adjective) – careful, diligent, 

attentive, ultra-careful. 

 scrutiny (noun) – examination, inspection, 

investigation. 

 spillover (noun) – consequence, outcome, 

repercussion (an unexpected one). 

 bat (noun) – the only flying, nocturnal 

mammal; Bats have been recognized as the 

natural reservoirs of a large variety of viruses. 

(nocturnal means night-time, active at night). 

 reservoir (noun) – In infectious disease ecology 

and epidemiology, a natural reservoir, also 

known as a disease reservoir or a reservoir of 

infection, is the population of organisms (living 

things-plants/animals) or the specific 

environment in which an infectious pathogen 

(virus/bacteria) naturally lives and reproduces, 

or upon which the pathogen primarily depends 

for its survival. 

 species (noun) – living things (organisms); A 

group/breed/family of living organisms 

(animals & plants) with the individual having 

the same quality & can breed (in nature). 

 intermediary (noun) – mediator, go-between, 

intervenor. 

 in turn (phrase) – in succession, sequentially. 

 severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) 

(noun) – SARS coronavirus (SARS-CoV) is 

thought to be an animal virus from an as-yet-

uncertain animal reservoir, perhaps bats, that 

spread to other animals (civet cats). It is a viral 

(human-to-human transmission) that can 

cause severe respiratory illness or death. 

 predecessor (noun) – previous holder of the 

post; forerunner, precursor, antecedent. 

 infectious (adjective) – spreading, contagious, 

communicable, transmittable. 

 Ebola (noun) – Ebola virus disease (EVD), 

formerly known as Ebola haemorrhagic fever, 

is a rare but severe, often fatal illness in 

humans. The virus is transmitted to people 

from wild animals and spreads in the human 

population through human-to-human 

transmission. (Courtesy: WHO) 

 Middle East respiratory syndrome (MERS) 

(noun) – Middle East respiratory syndrome 

(MERS) is a viral respiratory disease caused by 

a novel coronavirus (MERS-CoV) that was first 

identified in Saudi Arabia in 2012. 

 Nipah virus (noun) – a zoonotic virus (it is 

transmitted from animals to humans) and can 

also be transmitted through contaminated 

food or directly between people. 

 so far (phrase) – until now, up to the present, 

up to this point. 

 painstakingly (adverb) – with great care & 

thoroughness. 
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 archaeologist (noun) – an expert on history 

who gains expertise through experience with 

historical documents and artifacts. 

 dig (verb) – excavate. 

 debris (noun) – broken pieces, rubble, 

wreckage (of rock). 

 civilization (noun) – human development, 

advancement, culture. 

 virologist (noun) – a specialist in virology (the 

study of viruses and viral diseases). 

 epidemiologist (noun) – an expert in the study 

of how disease spreads and can be controlled. 

 sift (verb) – search through, look through, 

examine. 

 genetic (adjective) – relating to 

genes/genetics. 

 sequence (noun) – the complete order of 

compounds/building blocks (nucleotides) of 

nucleic acids, such as RNA or DNA. 

 genome (noun) – the genetic material (a 

complete set of DNA, including all of its genes) 

of an organism. The sum total of the genetic 

material of a cell or an organism. 

 genome sequence (noun) – a process that 

determines the order, or sequence, of the DNA 

(nucleotides i.e., A, C, G and U) in each of the 

genes present in the virus’s genome. 

 lead to (verb) – result in, cause, bring about, 

call forth, give rise to, produce. 

 diverse (adjective) – very different, varying, 

multiple. 

 strain (noun) – variety, kind, type; variant, 

mutant. 

 sound (verb) – appear, look, seem. 

 straightforward (adjective) – uncomplicated, 

simple, easy, effortless, painless, 

undemanding. 

 likely (adverb) – probably, in all probability, 

presumably, doubtlessly. 

 slaughter (verb) – murder, kill, cut down. 

 merely (adverb) – only, simply, just. 

 amplify (verb) – increase, raise, intensify, 

escalate. 

 classification (noun) – categorization, 

classifying, grouping sorting. 

 unearthing (noun) – discovering, uncovering, 

finding, revealing. 

 patient zero (noun) – Also known as an index 

case, patient zero is a term used to describe 

the first human infected by a viral or bacterial 

disease in an outbreak.  

 cluster (noun) – a group (of people/things 

considered as a unit). (an aggregation of cases 

of a disease. A coronavirus cluster occurs when 

there is a concentration of infections in the 

same area at the same time). 

 the way forward (phrase) -the procedure to be 

followed in future. 

 elbow (verb) – push, nudge, jostle, force. 

 conspiracy (noun) – (unlawful) plan/plot, 

intrigue, collaboration/deception, collusion. 

 come out (phrasal verb) – emerge, transpire 

(as a result). 

 mandate (noun) – authority, approval, 

ratification, endorsement. 

 march (verb) – move forward, advance, 

progress. 

 National Institute of Virology (NIV) (noun) – 

The National Institute of Virology is one of the 

major Institutes of the Indian Council of 

Medical Research (ICMR). It was established at 

Pune, Maharashtra State in 1952 as Virus 

Research Centre (VRC) to do intensive training 

and research in virology in India. 

 supposed (adjective) – seeming, alleged, 

claimed, purported, ostensible. 

 wrongdoing (noun) – fault, error, lapse; 

misconduct, malpractice, misdeed. 

 dismiss (verb) – disregard, brush off, shrug off, 

reject, deny, repudiate, spurn. 

 exposure (noun) – In medicine, the condition 

of being subjected to something (infectious 

agents & others). 

 antibody (noun) – it is also called 

‘immunoglobulin’; a protective protein 

produced mainly by plasma (blood) cells in the 

immune system in response to the presence of 

antigens (disease causing organisms (bacteria 

& viruses) and other harmful/toxic foreign 

substances like insect venom). 

 put aside (phrasal verb) – disregard, set aside, 

ignore, pay no heed to, forget, discount, shrug 

off. 
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