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Right and Left, not  Right and Wrong
I applaud President Obama’s fulfillment of his campaign pledge to reverse the ban on federal funding for human embryonic stem cell research.   
But I hasten to add that I appreciate why some are as passionately opposed as I am passionately supportive.  Whether the topic is stem cell research, or abortion, there is a legitimate spectrum of opinion.  And there is, at times, a genuine clash between the promise of science, and the precautions of morality.  Just because we can...doesn't always mean we should.  Left and right of the ideological center are not tantamount to right and wrong.

I can acknowledge good reasons to be wary of stem cell research.  At least superficially, we are talking about human “embryos,” which evokes an image of tiny people.  This alone makes the notion of scientific research in which embryos are destroyed a very objectionable matter.


But here the words distort the reality, and the images conveyed by those words distort it further.  There are no tiny people involved in stem cell research.  Embryonic stem cells are, in essence, what you get immediately after sperm meets egg- a cluster of apparently identical, undifferentiated cells in a Petri dish.  No organs, no appendages - no remote possibility of even the earliest investments of consciousness or perception.  These are not tiny people- they are cells.


For this reason, I don’t think the term “embryo” should be used, since it has come to suggest to non-scientists at least something a lot more like a baby, and a lot less like a cluster of cells, than is actually at the center of this controversy.


Now, I fully realize this does not entirely dispel the dilemma.  These are cells that have the potential to turn into a unique person.  But my hope is we can all agree that this becomes something of a slippery slope concern.

There is, indeed, the potential for a unique person when egg meets sperm- but there is similar, if more remote, potential in egg and sperm separately, before ever they meet.  When they do meet, they still face rather long odds.  
In sexually active women, what seems to be a “late period” is, far more often than most people appreciate, a “spontaneous abortion”- the body destroying an ill-fated combination of egg and sperm known as a conceptus.  This occurs in 10% to 15% of known pregnancies, and is thought to occur at a much higher rate in pregnancies overall.  Those are big numbers, and suggest that Nature itself treats the mere merger of egg and sperm a whole lot differently than it treats a person.

But proponents of stem cell research should perhaps force ourselves to look the other way.  If we are willing to use cells a few days old in research, what about cells just slightly more mature?  This, too, is a slippery slope, because somewhere along a continuum, what was a cluster of cells does indeed start to resemble a human being- and then to be one.  Even those of us who have studied embryology can acknowledge the challenge of drawing a line to separates the two states.  

The rationale for human embryonic stem cell research is not the claim that anyone knows just where to draw that line.  Rather, the justification for the science is built on a far more practical foundation.  Egg and sperm are fused in the process of in vitro fertilization.  Those pairings of egg and sperm not used for implantation are not, and will not become, a person- they will be discarded cells representing a dead end just one stop further along than an isolated egg and isolated sperm that could have met, but never did in the first place.  


If these cells can be put to good use in the fight against human suffering, isn’t that a better fate?  Perhaps we might think of it this way: if we, fully formed and sentient human beings, were on our way out of this life and had the chance to do good, or not, as we went- wouldn’t we choose to do good?  
In many ways, the argument for stem cell research is a utilitarian argument.  In utilitarian ethics, what is good and right is the option that produces the most net benefit for most people.  But there is a robust challenge to utilitarianism, often expressed by the ‘lifeboat dilemma.’  A lifeboat has provisions and space to save the lives of 8 people, but 9 climb aboard.  Should one be sacrificed for the good of the others, and if so, how to choose the one?
Fate may intervene in the lifeboat dilemma- a cruise ship may come along to save everyone in the nick of time- and it may do so for stem cell research, too.  New methods allow for the generation of stem cell lines that don’t involve embryonic cells at all.  Scientific advance may spare science the brunt of this ethical dilemma before it ever fully materializes.
All too often we let the wedge of ideology enter our dialogue, and drive us to our respective corners.  I dare to hope we might agree to the rules of reason and civility, to positions that could shift with the proper persuasion, and to the basic tenet that in public health policy making, epidemiology should trump ideology.  I dare hope we might shake hands under the banner of such rules, and come out of our corners to fight the common foes of human well-being…rather than one another.

Looking past the polarizing choices that bedevil our common conscience, we might choose to embrace the common goals on which we might in good conscience agree: eliminating the need for abortions would be good; eliminating the harms of intravenous drug use would be good; eliminating HIV transmission would be good; eliminating the devastation wrought by such diseases as Parkinson's would be good.  Such acknowledgement would remind us that there is, somewhere, common ground.

 
How best to get there from here would doubtless remain a challenge at times.  But from a mutual attempt to find it, and from a commitment to acknowledge that disagreement does not require denigration- much good might ensue.
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