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A common cultural intersection that our society faces today is the debate on Embryonic Stem Cell Research.  In 1998 the first embryonic stem cell was grown and isolated at the University of Wisconsin and thus the argument was born.  Although there are several areas of disagreement the foremost area of contention is whether or not the zygote/embryo should be considered human.  Therefore, with this as our core issue, the question arises as to whether medical research should be allowed if homicide is the necessary means by which to perform such research.  
Cultures
The two cultures of this debate are those in support of and those in opposition to embryonic stem cell research. Those that support it tend to hold the belief that the possibility of curing thousands of people that are suffering from horrible and possibly otherwise incurable diseases would give purpose to the fertilized embryos that are so often discarded from in vitro fertilization clinics. Faced with the idea that the embryos used for such research should be considered to be human beings, this group has argued, as Professor Hart (2004) stated, that to hold the “view that a single cell is a ‘human being’ has never been expressed in or embraced by American law.” Therefore a potential child/human is not, and should not, yet be considered a human being.
On the opposing side of this debate are those that believe life starts at the moment of conception, when sperm fertilizes an egg, since a distinct organism has come into being.  Ponnuru (2004) argued that “[t]he single-celled human embryo is neither dead nor inanimate…it is not even an ‘it’: It has a sex.”  It is on this foundation that this group holds to their conviction that because this type of research destroys the embryo, it is in fact an act of homicide.  As stated in an article by Fox News (2001), Pope John Paul II said, “A free and virtuous society, which America aspires to be, must reject practices that devalue and violate human life at any stage from conception until natural death.” This has often been cited as the critical point upon which many solidified their position on this subject.  
There are several known sources of obtaining stem cells.  They may be derived from embryos, fetuses, umbilical cords, and adults.  As Margrave (2007) stated, stem cells “are unspecialized cells, which means they have the potential to become any cell in the body… [t]hey’re self-renewing, which means they can multiply without changing.”  It is for this reason that they are believed to have such great potential in the world of medicine.  Scientific research has shown us that there are three types of stem cells.  They may be pluripotent, totipotent or multipotent.  Pluripotent cells have the ability to become one of many types of cells, while totipotent cells have the ability to form all of the cells of a human and are therefore considered to have the most potential.  Multipotent cells however, only have the ability to form a specific type of cell.

Intersections
          It seemed as though the argument was squelched when federal funding was allocated by President George W. Bush for research on stem cells from human umbilical cord placenta, adults and animals.  Those against embryonic stem cell research had long held out hope that adult cells would hold qualities similar to those found in embryos.  Unfortunately, not only were adult stem cells found to be quite rare but it is now being debated as to whether or not these cells even qualify as stem cells as they display different characteristics from the other types previously mentioned.  

Although umbilical cord stem cells, which are found in the blood of an infant’s umbilical cord, do qualify as stem cells, Birtley (2008) noted that “these types of stem cells are not as promising as those derived from embryos.”  Those who oppose embryonic stem cell research had looked to these two options as approved alternatives.  However, given these updates, it has served as a means of substantiating the belief that embryonic stem cells are the only type of stem cell that are totipotent.  

Therefore the focus, once again, fell on embryonic stem cells.  Due to this fact a renewed focus has been placed on the argument of categorizing the embryo as human or not. The stage of an embryo which is of most interest to researchers is the blastocyst.  To emphasize that the cells at this stage should not be considered human Birtley (2008) stated that the blastocyst is at the developmental level that if it “were developing inside a woman, the stem cells would be derived at a point in time before implantation into the uterus.”

Another argument against the belief that such embryos should be considered humans is that even under a microscope the cells do not resemble a human.  Conversely, Ponnuru (2001) countered this argument when he stated that, “[a]ctually, they look exactly like human beings – the way human beings look at that particular stage of development.”  It is true that we were all once one-celled organisms.  Because the benefits of such research are currently only a prediction Birtley (2008) noted that it has been argued by those against embryonic stem cell research “that there is no evidence for usefulness of these controversial methods in reducing the impacts on diseases prevalent in our society.”  However, the implications of these two truths would lead many to believe that researchers, in their efforts to find possible cures of dreadful diseases, are participating in an act of homicide. 
A common extension of this argument highlights the fact that a surplus of embryos not used in fertility clinics are often discarded.  As these embryos have no more potential for life it has been argued that these embryos be viewed as cadavers and consequently be used for both tutelage and research.  This view however has brought many, such as Ponnuru (2004), to question where the “restrictions on human experimentation” lie.  Almost as if to meet half way in this debate Margrave (2007) quoted Dr. Mike Matthews, professor of biology at Henderson State University, as saying, “All of these cells derived from leftover embryos in fertility clinics…would be disposed of eventually. It’s a waste… [w]hy waste human life by discarding it? Why not use it for research?”  Such sentimentality can be argued as showing value to human life that is already being lost and the attempt to give that life some small semblance of purpose. Professor Hart (2004) felt similarly when he stated that, “It seems to me that the prospect of eliminating horrible, disabling ailments justifies, morally, using cells that are otherwise doomed.”  
Solutions

To realize a solution to such a conflict it is important to examine the contextual identity formation and ask “[h]ow and why do people identify with particular groups and not others?” (Martin & Nakayama, 2007).  In doing so we open our eyes as well as our minds to understand where the other’s belief system is coming from.  When this occurs, even if only minimally, a chain reaction is set in motion.  In at least a small sense we initialize understanding between the two groups which will then minimize the hostility and cause people to be more likely to listen to the other.  If both sides were more willing to listen to the other, humanity as a whole would be that much closer to finding a solution.  A solution will only be found when both groups stop pointing condemning fingers and communication flows freely.    

The group against stem cell research is often categorized through a spiritual identity, in that much of their foundation lies on “feelings of connectedness to others and higher meanings in life” (Martin & Nakayama, 2007).  In so doing we run the risk and the danger of stereotyping a very large group of people.  Historically it has been shown that stereotyping groups of people only has the potential of creating additional hostility out of being misrepresented and misunderstood.  We have to realize that “[m]any ethicists and scientists also oppose embryonic research” (Fox News, 2001), and not just those with a religious affiliation.

When looking at the groups separately it is easy to view them through the Cultural-Individual dialectic as the “communication patterns with[in] members of the groups to which [they] belong” (Martin & Nakayama, 2007) are shared in that they are either for or against embryonic stem cell research.  However this dialectic also requires a realization that each group is comprised of those who associate with that group for different reasons, as they are individuals.  
I believe a more appropriate dialectic that would be beneficial in examining these cultures is the Differences-Similarities dialectic.  Viewing these cultures through this dialectic would be very valuable in that it has the potential to show both groups the importance of emphasizing their similarities and differences. Although both groups have very different views they are both fighting to save lives.  This extremely is important to keep in mind as “emphasizing only differences can lead to stereotyping and prejudice…[and] emphasizing only similarities can lead us to ignore the important cultural variations that exist” (Martin & Nakayama, 2007).  
In any argument, where both positions are deeply rooted in their foundational beliefs, such as embryonic stem cell research, it is likely impossible that one side will fully concede to the other.  Situations such as these require that you must seek the only other alternative solution which is for both parties to find a common ground.  However, a common ground will never be found as long as the focus is put completely on the differences. Whether the zygote is to be considered a human or not, I believe it is imperative that both sides must remember that they are both ultimately fighting for the good of humanity; to save lives.  
I believe that we must allow ourselves to open our minds when we face opposition to something we feel very strongly about.  We must remember to keep an open mind and to focus our energies on retaining that posture throughout the opposing party’s account.  Not only should we make every effort to know the opposing position so as to be able to provide an adequate rebuttal but I believe that we should also put even more of an effort into seeking the core similarities between the two groups.  Through this effort communication will flow and a resolution can be found.. 
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