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Should Embryos Have Moral Status?

Moral status is defined as a notion of who and what is deemed valuable and thus should be treated with special regard. Some people may worry that embryonic stem cells have the capacity to develop into a person, which has moral status, and therefore should also have moral status and not be used in scientific endeavors. This in brief is the capacity argument (Sagan A. & Singer P., page 264-84: Weijer, C., page 2). The following shall be an evaluation of the argument. In this essay I will compare the capacity argument to objections presented by Sagan and Singer, and I will argue that responses against these objections about the capacity argument are inconsistent and thus should be rejected. In the first and second section I will explain a counter view to the capacity argument, specifically from Sagan and Singer. In the third section I will then provide a response to Sagan and Singers rejection to the capacity argument. In the fourth section I will examine both responses and argue on the side of Sagan and Singer against the capacity argument. In the fifth section I will present a final objection to Sagan and Singers argument, for which I will then defend my position by arguing against it in the sixth section. 

Embryonic stem cells possibly having moral status, the same as you and I, because they have the potential to become an individual, would exempt them from being destroyed for research purposes (Lecture 8, Slide 9). However, Sagan and Singer argue that moral status should in fact be based on sentience and not a capacity to become an individual (Sagan A. & Singer P., page 264-84: Weijer, C., page 6). They believe that an embryo does not have moral status because it lacks sentience, which is a minimal psychological capacity to feel, perceive and experience (Sagan A. & Singer P., page 264-84: Weijer, C., page 6). Sentience is a defining characteristic of humans, who undoubtedly have moral status, and they believe that the potential to become an individual applies to a wide range of entities and does not capture the true essence of what it means to exclusively be a human, and thus should be rejected (Lecture 8, Slide 29). Due to the fact that embryos lack such characteristics they are deemed, in the eyes of Sagan and Singer, as having no moral status and thus can be used for research purposes. 
Furthermore, Sagan and Singer reject this notion using a reductio ad absurdum approach (Sagan A. & Singer P., page 264-84: Weijer, C., page 6). They create a premise, and then show that the reason for this premise is absurd, and thus should not be accepted (Sagan A. & Singer P., page 264-84: Weijer, C., page 6). Sagan and Singer allow the premise that embryos do in fact have moral status because they have the capacity to develop into an individual be true. They then argue that if this premise was true then we as a society would have an obligation to treat a countless amount of cells including somatic and stem cells, such as adult, child, and umbilical chord blood stem cells, with the same moral standing as embryos, because these cells also have the ability to become an individual (Sagan A. & Singer P., page 264-84: Weijer, C., page 4). Furthermore, this premise would force people to try and maximize all life to ensure that all potential individuals are treated with equal moral status (Lecture 8, Slide 16). For example, due to the fact that embryos can naturally divide to make twins scientist would have a duty to split all embryos and ensure that they become adults (Sagan A. & Singer P., page 264-84: Weijer, C., page 4). We would also have a duty to ensure that all somatic cells mature into adults (Lecture 8, Slide 17). However, we as a society for one do not have such duties and these practices are not done by any society in the world and in fact it is permissible and not seen as ethically wrong to destroy other types of stem/somatic cells for scientific research, even though they all have the same potential to become an individual. Sagan and Singer use this reasoning to prove that the premise is in fact ludicrous and therefore should not be accepted (Sagan A. & Singer P., page 264-84: Weijer, C., page 4). Thus, they conclude that embryos do not have moral status. 
However, someone might object to this argument by arguing that embryos possess a key difference from stem cells in their ability to develop. Naturally, embryos have an inherent capacity to develop into a mature individual, while a stem cell does not (Lecture 8, Slide 22). When a sperm and an egg combine, a zygote forms that develops into an embryo that then naturally over a period of time will develop into an adult (Sagan A. & Singer P., page 264-84: Weijer, C., page 3). On the other hand, stem cells need to be combined with an enucleated egg in order to be able develop into an embryo that then has the potential to develop into an adult with moral standing (Sagan A. & Singer P., page 264-84: Weijer, C., page 3). This claim implies that stem cells need an extra environmental additive in order to have the same developmental potential as an embryo and therefore should not be placed in the same category as embryos. 
Despite this objection, I agree with Sagan and Singer that embryos do not have moral status. This is because there is a flaw with the objection that stem cells need an added environmental factor in order to have the same developmental potential as an embryo. Embryos also need an added environmental factor in order to be able to develop into a human. For example, embryos created in the lab for IVF, In vitro fertilization, will not grow into a human on their own. These embryos must be implanted into a habitat that has the correct environmental factors, such as womb, to be able to develop (Lecture 8, Slide 23). Both embryos and stem cells need an additive to have the potential to develop into a mature human and the objection to Sagan and Singer neglects this fact. This leaves a contradiction in the objection and thus why I agree with Sagan and Singer’s argument that embryos in fact do not have moral status. 
A further argument for prohibiting the use of embryonic stem cells, due to their possible moral status, suggests that there is a difference between allowing nature to take its course and interfering with nature’s course (Lecture 8, Slide 20).  This point of view outlines the fact that Sagan and Singer put stem cells and embryos in the same category when it comes to having the potential to develop into an individual. However, this argument states that natures course of action is not the same in regards to embryos and stem cells.  For instance, if uninterrupted, the next natural step of development for an embryo is a fetus that will then grow until it becomes an adult. On the other hand, the next natural step of a somatic/stem cell is to undergo mitotic division resulting in two identical cells, not growing into a human. Someone may argue that not turning somatic/stem cells into an embryo, which will not allow it to mature into an adult, is permissible because it falls in line with the natural course of human life (Lecture 8, Slide 20). However, destroying an embryo will interfere with natures will and prevent the embryo from developing into an adult (Lecture 8, Slide 20). Therefore this objection against Sagan and Singers view argues that embryos poses a higher ranking, due their natural course of life, and should not be placed in the same category as stem cells, in terms of natural development. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Although destroying an embryo does interfere with nature’s natural course of action, all of medicine involves changing nature’s course (Lecture 8, Slide 20). For example, a mother that is unable to have children may seek out other options to enhance her chances of becoming pregnant. One such option involves creating embryos in the lab for IVF procedures. These embryos must be implanted in to a womb in order to develop. Procedures such as IVF, which are not seen as ethically wrong and are permissible, are prohibiting nature to take its course (Lecture 8, Slide 10). This is because naturally, women with low chances of becoming pregnant would not bear children because they lack the ability to create and successfully position an embryo needed for pregnancy. However, In Vitro Fertilization IVF interferes with the natural course of human life by giving women the ability to still become pregnant even if they have a low fertilization rate. Thus, IVF along with many other procedures in medicine work against natures will and destroying embryos for research purposes is just another one of those procedures that could benefit mankind greatly, similar to the way In vitro fertilization benefits women. Therefore, due to the inconsistency with the argument, I continue to argue with Sagan and Singer, that embryos do not have moral status. 
 
In conclusion, I think that the potential to develop into an individual, as defined by Sagan and Singer as the capacity argument, is a varying and insufficient explanation as to why embryos have moral status. When Sagan and Singer challenged the capacity argument, objections failed to uphold against not only their criticism but also criticism outside of Sagan and Singer. Thus, I conclude that Sagan and Singer are correct in that embryos do not have moral status. 
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