
mbryonic stem cell research pits their therapeutic promise against the destruction of very early
human life, because the derivation of embryonic stem cells destroys the embryo in the process.

Some people are adamantly opposed to such research because they regard embryos as human
beings, just like you and me. If embryos have this moral status, then research that kills them cannot
be justified, no matter how promising. Others see a huge difference between the very early embryo
and the rest of us. At the blastocyst stage, the embryo is a clump of undifferentiated cells, about the
size of the period at the end of this sentence. It has no organs, no brain; it has not even acquired the
primitive streak that is the precursor of a nervous system. For this reason, Senator Orrin Hatch, as
anti-abortion as they come, favors embryonic stem cell research, saying “a frozen embryo stored in a
refrigerator in a clinic just isn’t the same as a fetus developing in a mother’s womb.”

One attempt to find a compromise between the opposing sides is based on the “created/spare
distinction,” espoused by the National Bioethics Advisory Commission and enacted into law in
Canada. According to the distinction, it is ethically permissible to derive embryonic stem cells from
IVF embryos that were originally created for reproductive purposes, but no longer needed or
desired by the couples who created them. The reason is that the vast majority of these “spare”
embryos will eventually be discarded, thawed, and allowed to die. Using them in potentially benefi-
cial, possibly life-saving research is better than just throwing them away. By contrast, according to
this distinction, it is unethical to create embryos for research purposes because this “instrumental-
izes” embryos, treating them as mere objects, as mere means to our ends.

The trouble with this argument is that it fails to recognize that in both cases, IVF and research,
embryos are created for our purposes. If it is wrong to create embryos that will be
destroyed, this applies not merely to embryos created for research, but also to embryos
created for reproduction. If one takes seriously the notion of protecting the lives of
extracorporeal embryos, then one ought not to create any surplus embryos. The num-
ber of eggs to be fertilized should be limited to the number of embryos that can be
safely implanted in the woman’s uterus at one time (this is the law in Italy). Of course,
this would be very detrimental to infertile couples, since if the woman does not
become pregnant, or loses the pregnancy, she will have to undergo the physical
burden and expense of additional rounds of superovulatory drugs.

What justifies the creation and destruction of surplus embryos in IVF is
that this promotes a very valuable end: reproduction. However, medical
research that has the potential to prolong and improve people’s lives is at least as
valuable as enabling infertile people to become parents. If reproduction justifies
the creation and destruction of human embryos, so does important scientific
research. This is the reason for rejecting the created/spare distinction.

Of course, if embryos were persons, it would be a completely different story. But
does anyone really regard embryos as persons? Suppose a fire broke out in an infertil-
ity clinic where 100 frozen embryos were stored. Imagine that a six-month-old baby
was trapped in the clinic and you could either save one baby or 100 embryos, but not
both. Would the fact that there were ten times as many embryos give you even a
moment’s hesitation? 

If embryos are not persons, then we are not barred from using them for our ends.
At the same time, embryos are not just “stuff.” As a developing form of human life,
they deserve special respect. Respect for embryos rules out frivolous or trivial uses,
such as using them to create jewelry or cosmetics, or in a high school biology class.
These are situations in which there is no need to use human embryos and their use
displays contempt rather than respect for human life. However, respect for human
life does not rule out significant research that could cure devastating diseases or save
lives -- indeed, quite the contrary.
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