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Killing Human Embryos is Wrong

By Congressman Joe Pitts

“I have recently been told that I am one of the millions of Americans who will be afflicted with Alzheimer’s Disease,” wrote Ronald Reagan in November 1994.  “When the Lord calls me home, whenever that may be, I will leave with the greatest love for this country of ours and eternal optimism for the future.  I now begin this journey that will lead me into the sunset of my life.  I know that for America there will always be a bright dawn ahead.  Thank you my friends.  May God always bless you.”

President Reagan is indeed one of millions afflicted with Alzheimer’s.  Millions of others suffer and die from Parkinson’s and Diabetes.  These are diseases that kill and they are diseases with no cure.

But there’s hope.  Not long ago, a scientist named James Thompson discovered that all human cells were formed from something called “stem cells,” and that if those stem cells could be isolated, virtually any kind of human tissue could be formed in a laboratory.  This opened up a whole new universe of research into cures for diseases.  It also opened up an ethical controversy that shows no sign of abating.

Stem cells may be derived from two sources: from adult tissue, or from human embryos.  Taking stem cells from a human embryo is impossible without killing it.  Adult cells (including umbilical and placental cells) may be taken from a person without harming him or her in any way.  The moral dilemma is obvious.  Is it ethical to kill a human embryo, even if it might help us find a cure for Alzheimer’s or Parkinson’s?  Is it right to take one life to possibly help another?  Congress said “no.”  Since 1996 it has been illegal to use taxpayer money to conduct research that involves killing human embryos.  The Clinton Administration, however, allowed evasions of the law by funding research on the cells, but not the actual extraction of the cells.

Now the Bush Administration has been asked to make its own decision on embryonic stem cell research.  The President himself has stated repeatedly that he opposes government funding for embryo-killing research.  But he’s being pressured to reverse himself, and many believe that he will.  He should not.

Stem cell research is indeed promising and should be funded.  But the research should focus on the study of adult stem cells, which hold as much if not more promise than embryonic stem cells.  A study released just last week showed that embryonic stem cells are much more unstable than previously thought.  That means that the prospects have dimmed for developing successful therapies from them.  No similar instability has been found in adult stem cells.

The President has, then, both ethical and practical reasons for favoring adult stem cell research.  Embryonic stem cell research is unethical, morally objectionable, less practical than adult stem cell research, and—lest we forget—fatal to the embryos which are (no matter how small they are) human lives.  If not banned outright, tax dollars should not be funding it.  Adult stem cell research has no ethical or moral drawbacks and shows more promise than embryonic stem cell research.  It should be promoted and generously funded.

The bottom line is: are human embryos persons or property?  If they are property, we can do whatever we like with them.  If they are people, though very tiny, they deserve the same dignity and protection as all human beings.  Are we going to create a whole new class of humans, just for research, experimentation, harvesting, and destruction?  I hope not.

Ronald Reagan’s farewell letter did much to promote awareness of Alzheimer’s in America.  But his whole life is a reminder of human potential.  Born to a poor family with an alcoholic father, many might have believed he would amount to very little.  But the potential of a human life cannot be measured until it is has run its course.  That poor boy who moved from town to town as his father moved from job to job around Illinois became the President of the United States.

Likewise, who knows what potential for greatness lies in each embryo in Dr. Thompson’s laboratory?  Killing those embryos is not only wrong but also unnecessary.  Two-and-a-half year old Hannah is living proof of this.  She was adopted as a frozen embryo and is now a happy toddler living with her adoptive parents.  The embryos some would like to kill and study are not “spare” embryos.  They are potential presidents.
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