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Stem Cells: Caught in the Middle

As many issues rose throughout the history of America, there have been various conflicts that have persisted for decades. In times past, stem cell research has been one of the most argued topics. It involves the study of stem cells from embryos and the usage of said cells in other individuals to restore or recover degrading body cells. Arguments that support and oppose the issue include the medical benefits, religious and ethical views, and alternatives to the study itself; both sides provide well-supported reasons with relevant information to make their statements effective in their cause.

Some individuals face the challenges derived from eye problems, most commonly known as macular degeneration. The cells of rods and cones provide the colors seen through the retina (black, white, red, blue, green, etc.); macular degeneration results in the cells dying, making a person’s eyesight deteriorate. The study of embryotic cells allows for the identification of stem cells which could repair and restore the rods and cones, thus improving an individual’s sight once injected. These embryotic stem cells can develop into any type of cell, mainly because they have not been programmed by the body yet into a specific type of cell; in other words, a blank slate. Marcus Hilton is the first person in Europe—third in the world—to undergo this procedure for his rare eye disease (Human Stem Cell Therapy). Two women who also suffer from macular degeneration received stem cells, which resulted in improved eyesight within weeks (Human Stem Cell Therapy). Dr. Robert Lanza states, “Despite the progressive nature of these conditions, the vision of both patients appears to have improved after the transplantation of the cells, even at the lower dosage… [T]he ultimate goal of this therapy will be to treat patients earlier in the course of the disease where more significant results might potentially be expected.” Supporters of stem cell research hope that the study will be able to treat a wide range of diseases, including Parkinson’s, Alzheimer’s, and paralysis (Human Stem Cell Therapy). President Barack Obama delivered a speech before signing a memorandum that lifted the ban on funding stem cell research (implemented by Former President George Bush). He states that the cause of this research leaves room for making many scientific discoveries; scientists theorize that these stem cells could “help [people] understand, and possibly cure, some of [the] most devastating diseases and conditions” (Remarks of President). Obama then lists disabilities and diseases that could show improvement from stem cell research: regenerating a severed spinal cord; spurring insulin production; and treating Parkinson’s, cancer, and heart disease. Though he is a supporter for this cause, President Obama does realize the ethical boundaries involved with the study. 
“[W]e have been given the capacity and will to pursue this research– and the humanity and conscience to do so responsibly... Many… people are conflicted about, or strongly oppose, this research… [W]e must respect their point of view” (Remarks of President). Obama tries to reach a compromise with both sides of the issue and bring the people together for a common cause. He also clearly states what is to be expected from this study: stem cell research must be “scientifically worthy and responsibly conducted,” with firm guidelines to ensure that the research does not “misuse or abuse.” A prime example of this comes from Wesley J. Smith, a special consultant to the Center for Bioethics and Culture (CBC). He notes that in a survey of IVF (invitro fertilization) clinics, conducted by an individual named Reuters, many of them “don’t tell egg donors that embryos made from their eggs may end up being used in stem cell research.” This not only demonstrates a violation of trust, but also the irresponsibility of scientists involved with these ordeals (Smith). There is also the argument that stem cell research is unethical because it results in the destruction of the embryo to harvest the cells (Stem Cell Therapy). This information gives rise to concerns over the abuse of the embryos. Such situations are what Obama wants to prevent when the studies are conducted. From many perspectives, Obama’s statements supporting stem cell research and emphasis on responsibly conducting the study reveal that he is conscious of the ethical and religious views of the people. He states that he is “a person of faith” and believes that everyone is “called to care for each other and work to ease human suffering.” This statement closely relates to the Vatican’s Dignitas Personae, which identifies their perspectives on stem cell research. Specifically, the Vatican Church is an advocate in improving life for those who suffer from disease and illness, but not if it results in the suffering of an individual regardless of age. The document states, “The human being is to be respected and treated as a person from the moment of conception… from the same moment his or her rights as a person must be recognized, among which in the first place is the inviolable right of every innocent being to life” (Dignitas Personae). Though their statement is not an extreme opposition to stem cell research, the Vatican is prolife but still supports the cause of aiding others as long as no harm comes to anyone else during the process—in other words, a possible advocate for stem cell research, so long as embryos are not involved. As it comes to show, alternatives in creating stem cells have been discovered as more research on embryotic stem cells have been conducted.
The discovery of creating stem cells from skin has provided an opportunity for scientists and the rest of the population to put at ease the conflict over embryotic stem cells. These new stem cells come from a person’s skin, providing a promising alternative to the original method of obtaining stem cells. Joe Palca, NPR’s science correspondent states, “[P]recursors to skin cells called fibroblasts [are found] in our skin… [V]iruses [are used] to insert genes into these fibroblasts… [A]fter a few days, these genes that they added were able to get the skin cells to start behaving just like embryotic stem cells.” These new stem cells could provide the same opportunities as embryotic stem cells do. There’s no chance of a person’s immune system rejecting the cells because those cells came from that person themselves (Palca). It has also been discovered that stem cells could be derived from adult tissue such as fat or bone marrow. Likewise, these cells have no risk of being rejected by a person’s immune system. These stem cells would be able to reduce inflammation and promote blood vessel formation while also responding to damage in the body flexibly (Stem Cell Therapy). Timothy Mayleben, chief executive of Aastrom, is using cells obtained from a patient’s own bone marrow to develop treatments for cardiovascular disease. Douglas Losordo, head of stem cell research at Baxter International Inc., states, “The cells that we use are very effective at stimulating the formation of new blood vessels.” The knowledge of stem cells derived from a person’s skin or bone marrow is, however, somewhat limited: the full potential of these cells is not yet known, as not much is known about embryotic cells either. More information on the latter must be inquired in order to replicate the abilities it has in the alternative stem cells. Palca comments that “there are still a lot of comparisons that have to be made between these cells and human embryo[t]ic stem cells… [T]here’s every hope that these will be, if not perfectly identical, then identical for the purposes of studying and possibly therapy.”
In a way, both sides of this long-lasting conflict are in conflict with themselves. Advocates of stem cell research are aware of the ethical hurdle placed in their path, and, as presented earlier, alternatives to the study have been sought out as well as evidence of its success. Opponents of this issue do demonstrate the desire to aid those with physical disabilities, but want to do so only if there’s not harm inflicted on others during the process. Compromise on the matter slowly comes to light; with hopes that it will end the half-century long conflict—with hopes that a person can see the world again or lift themselves up from a wheelchair.
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