Stem Cell Research: Is There a Moral Way?
by Donald DeMarco, PhD

For the past few years, stem cells have been very much in the news. Stem cells taken from
human embryos are said to offer a dazzling hope for curing a variety of incurable diseases. But
the stem cell topic is tied to serious moral problems, the most serious being the deliberate killing
of human embryos in order to procure their stem cells.
Three errors
The subject of stem cell research is further complicated by the fact that its manner of
presentation by the media and certain vocal politicians and movie notables has created three
erroneous impressions. The first is that the human embryo is not really human and therefore has
no right to continue living. The second is that stem cells taken from human embryos represent a
realistic promise for combating a multitude of diseases. The third is that there are no alternative
stem cell therapies that would offer similar hope.
With regard to the first point, an early stage human embryo, at first glance, may not "resemble"
an adult human being, but, as Fr. Richard John Neuhaus has said about this tiny fellow: "That is
exactly what a human being looks like when it is two weeks and two months old. It is what you
looked like and what I looked like. It is what Jesus looked like inside his mother."
Secondly, the "hope" that people speak of has yet to be realized in the form of a single cure.
Two problems persist: that of rejection by the recipient's immune system and the formation of
tumors once human embryonic stem cells have been infused.
The third point warrants particular emphasis. Despite what the media and many politicians and
entertainers would prefer us to believe, the plain fact is that most stem cell research uses cells
obtained from sources that pose no moral problems: from adult stem tissue, umbilical cord
blood, the placenta, bone marrow, muscle, fat, nerves and even the pulp of baby teeth. Dr.
Catherine Verfaillie and her coworkers at the University of Minnesota believe that adult stem
cells found specifically in bone marrow, peripheral blood and umbilical cord blood can
"differentiate into pretty much everything that embryonic stem cells can differentiate into."

Authentic results

Her statement, indeed, is not mere theory. The American Diabetes Association Report (June 24,
2001) has documented that 15 people with serious Type 1 (juvenile) diabetes became "insulin
free" after receiving adult islet cell transplants. No person with this form of diabetes has yet to
benefit from human embryonic stem cells. The New England Journal of Medicine (July 13, 2000)
has reported that several legally blind people can now see more clearly after receiving corneal
stem cells.
The Washington Post (April 28, 2000) has reported that two children born with significant
immune-system deficiencies (also known as "bubble boy" syndrome) have left their sterile
environments to lead normal lives thanks to bone marrow stem cell treatment. And a young
woman rendered paraplegic by an automobile accident was able to move her toes and legs after
being injected with cells from her own immune system (Toronto Globe & Mail, June 15, 2001).
Literally thousands of people have benefited by receiving stem cells from a source other than
that of human embryos. Yet there is no record of anyone benefiting from human embryonic
stem cells. In trying to explain why so much publicity has been given to treatments that don't
work, Dr. Ronald McKay, a stem cell researcher at the National Institute of Neurological
Disorders and Stroke, said, "People need a fairy tale. Maybe that's not fair, but they need a
storyline that's relatively simple to understand."
Michael Fumento, a well-known debunker of junk science states that adult stem cells "don't carry
the moral baggage of [human] embryonic stem cells, but research with them is much further
along. Unfortunately, [human] embryonic stem cell researchers have so powerful a PR machine
that many influential people don't even know there is an alternative."
Dr. Peter Hollands, a stem cell biologist from Cambridge University and the scientific director of
Cells for Life, said: "If we focused more on collecting umbilical cord blood from most births and
storing the samples in a public bank, there would then be a suitable match for almost everyone.
The 'designer babies' would then not be needed, as the cord blood banks could easily support
the demand for cells for transplantation."
Not only are there alternatives to human embryonic stem cells, but they have proven to be
effective. However, influential media giants such as Newsweek (October 25, 2004) and The New
Yorker (October 18, 2004) claimed that the problem is between science and religion. But the
real problem is between science and scientifically unenlightened people who unreasonably fear
religion. The irony here is that religion — especially Catholicism — is more on the side of
science than many media moguls, political figures and Hollywood celebrities. As usual, nothing
prevents ignorance from masking itself in politically correct attire.
Donald DeMarco, Ph.D. is a professor of philosophy at St. Jerome's College at the University of Waterloo in
Ontario, Canada and Holy Apostles Seminary in Massachusetts.
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Adult Stem Cells v. Embryonic Stem Cells
Adult Stem Cells

Embryonic Stem Cells
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Brain Cancer
Retinoblastoma
Ovarian Cancer
Skin Cancer: Merkel Cell Carcinoma
Testicular Cancer
Tumors Abdominal Organs Lymphoma
Non-Hodgkin’s Lymphoma
Hodgkin’s Lymphoma
Acute Lymphoblastic Leukemia
Acute Myelogenous Leukemia
Chronic Myelogenous Leukemia
Juvenile Myelomonocytic Leukemia
Chronic Myelomonocytic Leukemia
Cancer Of The Lymph Nodes:
Angioimmunoblastic Lymphadenopathy
Multiple Myeloma
Myelodysplasia
Breast Cancer
Neuroblastoma
Renal Cell Carcinoma
Soft Tissue Sarcoma
Various Solid Tumors
Ewing’s Sarcoma
Waldenstrom’s Macroglobulinemia
Hemophagocytic Lymphohistiocytosis
Poems Syndrome
Myelofibrosis

Auto-Immune Diseases:
27.
28.
29.
30.
31.
32.
33.
34.
35.
36.
37.
38.
39.

Diabetes Type I (Juvenile)
Systemic Lupus
Sjogren’s Syndrome
Myasthenia
Autoimmune Cytopenia
Scleromyxedema
Scleroderma
Crohn’s Disease
Behcet’s Disease
Rheumatoid Arthritis
Juvenile Arthritis
Multiple Sclerosis
Polychondritis

None

40. Systemic Vasculitis
41. Alopecia Universalis
42. Buerger’s Disease

Anemias & Other Blood Conditions:
52.
53.
54.
55.
56.
57.
58.
59.
60.
61.

Sickle Cell Anemia
Sideroblastic Anemia
Aplastic Anemia
Red Cell Aplasia
Amegakaryocytic Thrombocytopenia
Thalassemia
Primary Amyloidosis
Diamond Blackfan Anemia
Fanconi’s Anemia
Chronic Epstein-Barr Infection

Wounds And Injuries:
62.
63.
64.
65.

Limb Gangrene
Surface Wound Healing
Jawbone Replacement
Skull Bone Repair

Other Metabolic Disorders:
66.
67.
68.
69.
70.

Hurler’s Syndrome
Osteogenesis Imperfecta
Krabbe Leukodystrophy
Osteopetrosis
Cerebral X-Linked Adrenoleukodystrophy

Liver Disease:
71. Chronic Liver Failure
72. Liver Cirrhosis

Bladder Disease:
73. End-Stage Bladder Disease
* For references see www.stemcellresearch.org/facts/asc-refs.pdf
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Adult stem cells are multipotent (able to turn into many different cell types) and so they are very
versatile. In 2007 scientific studies were even able to manipulate adult stem cells into a pluripotentstage
(iPS cells). Pluripotentcy is the ability to become every cell type in the body. Most importantly, there is no
harm to the donor when adult stem cells are collected. While much of the discussion going on in the
stem cell debate is centered on embryonic stem cell research (ESCR), it is only adult stem cell research
(ASCR) that has had any success in yielding treatments for various medical conditions. Embryonic stem
cells have yet to provide any treatments. Furthermore, through iPS, adult stem cells can possess the
flexibility of embryonic stem cells. For these reasons, there is no need to continue the life-destroying,
unsuccessful, unethical, and unnecessary ESCR.

