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ABSTRACT

Embryonic stem(ES) cell research is regarded as a promising research to

treat the incurable diseases. But it is unavoidable to destroy the human embryo

to gain the pluripotent stem cells from the embryo for cell therapy. So the

ES cell research provokes intense ethical debate among not only the pro-

fessionals including scientists, physicians, ethicists, and theologians but also

the policy makers and the lay people.

There are many ethical issues on the embryonic stem cell research. But the

most important and crucial issue is the moral status of the human embryo. If

the human embryo has the full moral status same as us, the ES cell research

will be an unethical behavior. And if the human embryo is just a cluster of

cells and has lesser moral status it is possible to regard the ES cell research

as an ethical and noble effort to overcome human sufferings and diseases.

In this paper, we review the moral status of the human embryo according

to the capacities of the human beings and the stages of the human development.

Some groups hold that embryos do not have the full moral status as a human

being because they lack specific capacities, including consciousness, reasoning

and sentience. But it is clear that every human being does not have these capaci-

ties fully along the whole stages of life. Human beings in the embryonic, fetal,

and early infant stages lack immediate exercisable capacities and most human

beings at the later stages of life also lack these capacities(e.g., severely retarded

and comatose persons). Still, they possess the radical form of these capacities

and which develops over time.

There are various embryonic milestones from the fertilization to the birth.

Among these, implantation, twinning, and the '14 days after fertilization' are

not critical moment to decide the distinct, whole, independent being, it is merely

the one moment on the continuum. Although life is a continuous process, fertil-

ization is a critical landmark because a new, genetically distinct human organism

is formed when the chromosomes of the male and female pronuclei blend in

the oocyte. Fertilization is the one and only, critical point to get a full moral

status as a human being.

: embryonic stem cell research, human embryo, moral status,

fertilization
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