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Abstract Human embryonic stem cell research has
generated considerable discussion and debate in
bioethics. Bioethical discourse tends to focus on the
moral status of the embryo as the central issue, how-
ever, and it is unclear how much this reflects broader
community values and beliefs related to stem cell
research. This paper presents the results of a study
which aims to identify and classify the issues and
arguments that have arisen in public discourse associ-
ated with one prominent policy episode in the United
States: the 2004 Californian Stem Cell Research and
Cures Initiative (also known as Proposition 71). The
findings show that public discourse about Proposition
71 is characterised by a broader range of issues than
those usually addressed in scholarly publications and
public policy documents. While attention to the moral

status of the embryo is an important issue in stem cell
research, making it the main focus of public discourse
has a polarising effect. This also limits opportunities to
identify shared values, understand how political alli-
ances are forged, and develop social consensus. Im-
plications for future research and policy are discussed.
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Introduction

Human embryonic stem cell (hESC) research has
recently generated an enormous amount of scholarly
debate. This debate has typically centered on argu-
ments concerning the moral status of the embryo. In
general, those who argue against hESC research often
do so on the grounds that the destruction of what they
consider to be innocent human life is unconscionable,
while those who argue that such research is acceptable
have tended to either question the moral status of the
embryo or argue that that obligations owed to the
embryo are outweighed by other moral concerns such
as the duty to provide care to the sick or vulnerable. It
is unclear, however, whether the emphasis on the
moral status of the embryo seen in scholarly publica-
tions and public policy documents is truly reflective of
the range of broader community values and beliefs
related to stem cell research, or whether it instead
merely represents the intellectual preoccupations of
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academics and legislators [3] or the concerns of
particular interest groups such as the Church.

Empirical evidence does indeed suggest that con-
cerns regarding the moral status of the embryo have
influenced the development of policy regarding stem
cell research in many countries [52]. Even in the
United Kingdom, where policies on stem cell research
are relatively liberal, it is often claimed that debates
over the moral status of the embryo have had a major
impact on policy development [28, 46]. It is apparent,
however, that other ethical concerns have also influ-
enced policy development in this area. A range of
social, political and economic issues have been out-
lined in reviews of public discourse and policy making
on stem cell research in Europe [43] and Australia [20,
21, 24]. These issue include clinical utility, the value
of scientific knowledge, and justice and equity. A
recent quantitative media analysis in the U.S. also
found that economic, epistemological and political
issues are often present in the public discourse [45].

Whilst this literature points to the moral complex-
ity of debates regarding stem cell research, the ma-
jority of this literature is not empirical. Of the limited
research that is empirical, much of it is characterised
by methodological flaws that limit the conclusions
that can be drawn from the data. Studies using
quantitative methods have limited capacity to exam-
ine axiological or epistemological assumptions that
are not explicit in the discourse, particularly because
they tend to use newspaper articles as the basic units
of analysis, rather than the arguments within them.
Further, their methods limit any possible exploration
of the ways in which issues may overlap, or how ethi-
cal concepts may in fact underpin arguments that, on
the surface, are not based on moral claims. We propose
that what is required is direct examination of the public
discourse surrounding stem cell research using quali-
tative methods to analyse the range of arguments used
in these debates, the manner in which these arguments
are used by various actors and the assumptions upon
which these arguments are based.

This research focuses on a recent major policy
episode, the Californian stem cell initiative (Proposi-
tion 71), as a means of exploring these issues. We aim
to describe the arguments used to support or oppose
policy positions by various actors participating in the
public discourse surrounding Proposition 71, to cate-
gorise these arguments using thematic analysis and to
provide an empirical foundation for future social and

bioethical research into public policy surrounding stem
cell research and biomedical science in general.

Why Study Proposition 71?

The U.S. media coverage of the California Stem Cell
Research and Cures Act of 2004 (also known as
‘Proposition 71’) was selected for analysis because it
centered on a discrete episode which engaged the
public directly in decision-making processes related to
government support for research. In addition, it was
anticipated that the debate surrounding this Act might
be expected to have been broadly inclusive of the
range of arguments that could be advanced to support
or oppose stem cell research. Proposition 71 was an
initiative placed on the November 2004 General
Election Ballot in California.1 It proposed the appro-
priation of US\$3 billion in General Obligation Bonds
over 10 years from the General Fund to pay for stem
cell research (notably that involving hESCs), the
creation of the California Institute for Regenerative
Medicine to administer the funding and the amend-
ment of the California State Constitution to establish a
constitutional right to conduct stem cell research [50].

Proposition 71 was directly relevant to U.S. federal
policy debates on stem cell research because it arose in
large part out of dissatisfaction with an executive order
announced by President George W. Bush in 2001 [4].2

The initiative was of national significance as an
exemplar for other U.S. state governments seeking to
develop funding mechanisms and policies on stem cell

1 According to the elections and voter information provided by
the California Secretary of State, the formal proponents of
Proposition 71 were registered as Roberta B. Johansen and
James C. Harrison. C/o Remcho, Johansen & Purcell. Initiatives
are a form of ‘direct democracy’ used in several U.S. states and
a small number of nations, most notably Switzerland, that allow
private citizens to sponsor law proposals for ballot in the general
electorate. In California, they are most commonly used to
allocate public resources to infrastructure, such as roads,
bridges, and schools.
2 Towards the end of the Clinton administration, a distinction
was drawn between the ‘use’ and ‘derivation’ of stem cell lines
that would allow federal funds to become available for research
on hESCs, but that would limit those funds to research using
lines that had already been derived from embryos using non-
federal funding sources. Prior to this decision, federal funding of
hECS research was prohibited. The 2001 Bush decision still
permitted federal funding for hESC research, but narrowed
funding to those that had already been derived before 9 PM EST
on August 9, 2001.
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research. It also may be viewed as internationally
relevant insofar as the United States is a major player
in biomedical research, biotechnology and stem cell
research, and because of the possible implications of
this legislation for existing international treaties and
guidelines on stem cell research and related technol-
ogies such as cloning [26, 27].

It could be argued that several aspects of this policy
episode limit the degree to which it is possible to make
generalizations that are applicable to debates about
stem cell research in other social and political
contexts. First, this type of initiative may distort the
views of the general public since debates surrounding
initiatives tend to highlight the concerns of special
interest groups [7, 30]. Those with a particular stake in
the outcomes of an initiative are more likely to
participate in and even dominate the public discourse,
particularly as captured in popular media coverage.
Second, Proposition 71 authorised the allocation of an
extremely large amount of public resources, far
exceeding those likely to be at issue in policy debates
elsewhere. Despite these special features, it does not
follow that the public discourse surrounding Proposi-
tion 71 was atypical or unique in terms of its
underlying arguments. Policy episodes within broadly
similar political contexts typically share many fea-
tures, and thus examination of public discourse in a
particular policy episode can provide important
insights into how various arguments may play out in
different contexts, even if the results of such an
examination are not, strictly speaking, generalisable.

Public Discourse and Media Analysis

The ‘public discourse’ has been defined as “speech or
writing within the public sphere” [11, p. 5] about
issues that are deemed to be of political, social and/or
cultural importance [12]. While there are multiple,
interrelated arenas of public discourses, our study
focused on the analysis of texts published in the mass
media as the largest and most accessible manifestation
of the public discourse surrounding stem cell research.
It is important to acknowledge the limitations of media
analysis in order to avoid making unjustifiable claims
about the results. First, stories in the mass media are
primarily source-generated, and pre-packaged news
items frequently form an integral and efficient resource
for journalists [2]. However, the objectives and
professional norms of the mass media are not

necessarily consistent with those of their sources
[42]. There are complex power relationships that exist
both within the media as an institution, and between
journalists and their sources [34]. This is the case
particularly in commercially operated media outlets.
Journalists also will tend to seek (and be sought out
by) preferred sources that are able to meet the media’s
normative agendas and as such, these sources tend to
have greater power and economic means than others
who lack the resources to conform to the media’s self-
interested objectives [6]. As a consequence, certain
voices will be under-represented in the media. In
addition, other commercial and political interests have
the power to intentionally avoid being sourced by the
media, thus further influencing the news agenda and
the way in which public debates are framed [2]. Thus,
the mass media does not necessarily provide a
comprehensive representation of all stakeholders and
publics with interests in a particular policy issue, or
even of the motivations of those participating in the
discourse.

Despite these limitations, media analysis remains a
powerful tool for understanding public discourse.
Regardless of who influences and sets the news
agenda, it remains the case that mass media commu-
nication is arguably the major accessible source for
tracking public discourse [29]. Indeed, media analysis
is widely recognised as a useful and relatively
objective means of identifying actors and elucidating
themes from the public discourse [1, 31]. Print news
media in particular have been used as a source of
evidence in previous studies investigating both rela-
tively manifest as well as more latent content such as
themes, frames and references to actors in debates
associated with biotechnology [11, 44], cloning [48],
and stem cell research [45, 53].

Methods

All newspaper articles3 specifically related to Propo-
sition 71 published between January 1, 2004 and
December 31, 2004 were collected from two national

3 This mostly included only items identified as ‘news stories’,
although articles written by journalistic staff as ‘commentaries’
or ‘in-house editorials’ were also included. ‘Letters to the editor’
and other ‘opinion editorials’ were excluded on the basis that
these authors were not necessarily professional journalists and
were less likely to cite the sources for their information.
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US newspapers, The New York Times (The New York
Times Company; daily circulation, 1,194,491) and The
Washington Post (The Washington Post Company;
daily circulation, 1,029,966), one Southern Californian
newspaper, The Los Angeles Times (The Tribune
Company; daily circulation, 1,011,732) and two
Northern Californian newspapers, The San Francisco
Chronicle (The Hearst Corporation; daily circulation,
525,369) and The Sacramento Bee (The McClatchy
Company; daily circulation, 296,482).4 Keywords
used to generate the data set for analysis were ‘stem
cell’, ‘California’ and ‘initiative’, ‘ballot’, ‘referen-
dum’, ‘proposition 71’ or ‘prop 71’ (in various
combinations). Articles identified from this search
were screened so that only items explicitly addressing
Proposition 71 were included in the analysis.5 This
search strategy resulted in a data set of 99 articles.

Thematic analysis was used to interpret the dataset.
Arguments that were used in support or in opposition
to the passage of Proposition 71 from the original
dataset, and the actors that accompanied each state-
ment, represented the basic units of analysis and were
entered into an Excel database along with any
additional information that contextualised the state-
ments within the article. Each statement was analysed
and words that described underlying themes were
entered into a separate table. As the analysis pro-
gressed, categories were generated according to
unifying themes underlying the arguments. Reiterative
analyses of the statements allowed for progressive and
cumulative categorisation of data. This process also
permitted statements with content that could be consid-
ered to fall under more than one category to be coded
accordingly. These categories were eventually grouped
together under three major discourse domains: political
discourses, ethical discourses and epistemological dis-
courses. Because of the qualitative nature of the

analysis, statistical inferential reliability analyses were
not performed.

Results: Public Discourse on Proposition 71

Political Discourses

These arguments reflected variously the political,
economic and legal aspects of the proposition that
were being debated in the public discourse. The key
arguments that emerged in these discourses related
primarily to the economic risks and benefits. Other key
political arguments related to governance issues,
particularly conflicts of interest and public account-
ability, and economic liberalism. Arguments relating to
intellectual property, resource allocation, federalism
and the commercialisation of scientific research also
emerged.

It was argued, particularly by proponents of the
proposition who later ran under a campaign banner of
‘Yes on 71’, that the initiative would yield substantial
economic benefits to the state of California, both in
terms of direct taxation revenues and royalty income,
and indirectly by building “an enormous industry in
California, creating countless new jobs and driving our
economic engine” [49]. This line of argumentation
was supported by political representatives, such as the
Democrat State Controller Steve Westly, who was
quoted arguing that the proposition would yield a
“tremendous return on investment” [33]. Other claims
of indirect economic and political benefits were made
by analysts hired by the proposition’s proponents, who
argued that the initiative would also reduce the State’s
health care costs due to “savings [that] would come
from treatments or cures for just six of the 70 diseases
and conditions scientists believe stem cell research
could help alleviate” [38].

Additional economic arguments supporting the
proposition stressed the enhancement of California’s
competitiveness in the national and global arena, not
just in terms of the economy, but also prestige.
Republican Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger was
quoted supporting the proposition because “California
has always been a pioneer...we daringly led the way
for the high-tech industry” [32]. Another political
representative, Democrat State Treasurer Phil Angel-
ides, was quoted arguing for “the possibility of putting
California in the front ranks of biotechnology” [22].

4 To capture the broadest possible news media coverage,
newspapers were selected on the basis of geographical distribu-
tion and media ownership. The Los Angeles Times was selected
as the largest metropolitan newspaper in California, The
Sacramento Bee because its distribution includes the state
capitol area, and The San Francisco Chronicle because its
distribution includes the area of Northern California often
described as the ‘epicenter’ of Proposition 71.
5 News items covering the U.S. federal policy debates that were
not explicit to Proposition 71 were excluded, as were feature
articles that may have been implicitly related to Proposition 71
but were deemed to be concentrating on general issues
surrounding stem cell research.
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The same journalist referred to various “business
lobbies, medical associations and political leaders”
who claimed that the proposition would boost Cal-
ifornia’s intellectual capital by “becoming the world’s
stem cell capital, with all that means in new business,
employment and prestige” [22], and by attracting top
scientists and researchers to the state. Similar argu-
ments were echoed in some quarters of the scientific
and research community in California; for instance,
Dr Evan Snyder of the Burnham Institute in San Diego
stated that California “is going to be the stem cell
center of the world, not just the country” [47], and
Dr Claire Pomeroy of University of California Davis
was quoted as endorsing the proposition as “a chance
for California to be a leader again” [40]. This theme of
leadership resonated strongly in supportive economic
arguments and would have likely had sociocultural
appeal in California.

As one might expect, groups opposing the propo-
sition rejected the claims of economic benefits being
made by proponents. Three key separately organised
groups emerged to oppose the proposition: Doctors,
Patients and Taxpayers for Fiscal Responsibility, No
on 71 and the Pro-Choice Alliance for Responsible
Stem Cell Research. The former two could be
construed as representing participants opposed to
abortion and the latter as representing participants not
necessarily opposed to either abortion or stem cell
research, but who were nonetheless in opposition to
the proposition itself. Whilst some coordination
between these was evident in public discourse, the
nature and extent of their relationships is difficult to
ascertain [35]. Nevertheless, media reports reveal
alliances in opposition to the proposition on economic
grounds between these and other religiously based
actors, such as the Traditional Values Coalition and
Focus on the Family Action group.

For example, Republican political consultant
Wayne Johnson, who claimed to be a coordinator
and representative of the campaign against the prop-
osition, argued that “the state doesn’t have the money
and shouldn’t be borrowing more money,” particularly
to spend on “highly speculative science” [39]. Repub-
lican legislator Tom McClintock further argued: “The
state’s borrowing is already completely out of control.
This measure makes our future problems substantially
worse” [32]. Such sentiments were reiterated by
representatives from the other groups opposed to the
proposition, including Marcy Darnovsky from the

Center for Genetics and Society, who was quoted
saying “we don’t see any evidence to support that”
[14] and “there are no guarantees that taxpayers’
investment will result in a financial return” [8].

Concerns about fiscal risks and benefits to the state
of California were closely aligned to issues of
governance and economic liberalism. These arguments
became more prevalent post-election and continued to
dominate the media coverage as focus shifted from the
proposition’s proposal to its implementation. There
were concerns about how the state and private invest-
ors would share in any economic benefits. These
concerns persisted despite assurances from the propo-
sition’s proponents and other political supporters, such
as former US federal Secretary of State Republican
George Shultz who was quoted saying that Proposition
71 was “quite well-designed from a fiscal standpoint
and from a governance standpoint” [36].

These types of reassurances tended to be rejected
by opponents of Proposition 71 such as Dr H Rex
Greene, an oncologist from San Mateo, as an attempt
to “subsidise a start-up industry out of the taxpayers’
pockets” [13], and Wayne Johnson, who criticised the
proposition as allocating “billions and billions of
dollars to people to really use almost any way they
wish...without any real assurance that the taxpayers get
any benefit from it” [25]. Co-founders of the Pro-
Choice Alliance for Responsible Stem Cell Research
Susan Fogeland and Francine Coeytaux further
expressed concerns regarding the proposition’s “lack
of transparency and lack of public accountability” [18]
and an “inherent conflict of interest in the structure of
the oversight committee” [15]. After the passage of the
initiative, even apparent supporters of the proposition
echoed these sentiments. For example, Steven Black-
ledge, legislative director at CalPIRG (California
Public Interest Research Group), argued for the need
to “make sure that private companies do not profit
unfairly from public money” [23], and political
representative Democrat Deborah Ortiz, a high-profile
supporter of the proposition, pushed to ensure that
“publicly financed stem cell findings will benefit
California taxpayers and consumers” [16], notably by
introducing legislative oversight of the bond’s imple-
mentation [5].

Many of these arguments were also linked to other
themes that emerged in the coverage, such as resource
allocation, intellectual property, the commercialisation
of scientific research and federalism. The latter theme
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was indicative of dissatisfaction with national science
policy and long-standing tensions between state and
federal legislative jurisdictions, as well as questions
regarding the appropriateness of a decentralised
scheme for the allocation of research priorities and
the funding of scientific research. Economic argu-
ments concerning resource allocation also reflected
ethical issues regarding social justice, in as much as
disputes arose regarding the commitment of substan-
tial resources to a highly specific area of science with
limited clinical relevance.

Ethical Discourses

Arguments that had already been raised in the extant
bioethical literature on stem cell research and those
that posed questions about values and beliefs about
what ought to happen were identified for the purposes
of this study as ethical arguments. Two key arguments
emerged from the ethical discourses: those focused on
potential medical and therapeutic utility of stem cell
research, which dominated the ethical discourse, and
those that emphasised the welfare of human embryos,
but not merely in terms of the moral status of the
embryo. Many other ethical issues emerged in the
media coverage relating to much broader issues, such
as the comodification of human tissues, informed
consent, the protection of research subjects, the
exploitation of women, public trust, moral imperatives,
human dignity, slippery slopes and “playing god.”
None of these ethical issues were covered in any great
detail in the mass media, yet their presence suggests
that arguments concerning the moral status of the
human embryo were not the only ones of ethical
import.

Strong claims were made throughout the public
discourse by those who proposed Proposition 71 that
pertained to the potential (or certain) utility of stem cell
research in deriving therapies, and hence saving the
lives of millions of patients with a range of diseases,
such as cancer, type 1 diabetes, Parkinson’s disease,
spinal cord injuries, degenerative diseases, heart dis-
ease, Alzheimer’s disease and about “70 other diseases”
[37]. This message was endorsed by other strategic
participants, including many of its political and institu-
tional supporters, patients and their families/friends
(particularly those with celebrity status) and patient
advocacy groups. The potential clinical benefit created
a moral imperative which supported the research: “if the

work could cure diseases, it would be unethical not to
do it” [9].

The scientific and research communities tended to
be more hesitant in arguing for the clinical benefits
of stem cell research, with the notable exception of
Nobel Prize winner Dr Paul Berg, who was quoted as
saying that “stem cell research is an important
scientific and medical breakthrough that can produce
new cures for diseases like cancer, heart disease,
diabetes and Parkinson’s” [41]. More cautious voices
emerged in the discourse following the passage of
Proposition 71 which expressed reservations about
raising public expectations about short-term therapeu-
tic outcomes and warned against ‘overselling’ the
science. Dr Michael German from the Diabetes Center
at the University of California, San Francisco was
quoted expressing concerns that “Now there are
expectations of us... Sometimes in the run-up to the
election, those in favor of this made some strong
claims” [17]. Dr Stuart Newman, from the New York
Medical College, stated that “from the way that the
campaign was conducted ...[it is clear that] the people
who were funding the ballot initiative often didn’t
have scruples in how... they were portraying the
promise of the technology...You want the public to
be able to trust what is being said. Scientists know that
what science consists of is not only promise but
limitations” [10]. Perhaps the strongest criticism of
claims of medical benefits from stem cell research was
provided by the communications director of the 2004
California Catholic Conference in Sacramento Carol
Hogan, who was quoted as saying: “The people
promoting this are manipulating victims of chronic
diseases and spinal cord injury and other injuries into
believing the cure is just around the corner, and that is
absolutely not true” [14].

Some participants opposing the proposition, partic-
ularly those speaking from a Christian religious
perspective, expressed general objections to research
on human embryos. Other quotes from Hogan illustrate
these objections: “you can’t take a stem cell out of an
embryo without killing it, and the embryo is the earliest
form of human life” [14]. This study found very few
instances of explicit ethical arguments in opposition to
hESC research based on the belief that human embryos
have full moral and legal status as humans and that any
research that destroys them is therefore unethical.
Nonetheless, the moral status of the embryo was often
used by journalists, who framed their reports about
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opposition to Proposition 71 within the context of the
ongoing political controversy at the federal level.

Whilst one would expect that arguments regarding
moral status would be made by those opposing stem
cell research (and rejected by those who support it), in
fact both groups appear to acknowledge the moral and
social value accorded to the embryo, while giving it
different weight. This was manifest in expressions of
the inherent dignity of the embryo, the need to respect
the embryo and the need to avoid ‘wastage’ of em-
bryos. Arguments that “the early-stage embryos in-
volved in the research would be destroyed anyway
because they are left over from in-vitro fertilization”
[14] implicitly acknowledge that embryos have value,
and that this value can be more appropriately recog-
nised by using them for research rather than disposing
of them.

Arguments regarding the epistemic utility of differ-
ent sources of stem cells were also used to support
particular ethical positions. For instance, analysis of
the discourse revealed arguments suggesting that
research utilising non-embryonic sources of stem cells
was not only more scientifically valid but also more
ethical, and undermining claims in favor of use of
hESCs. According to Richard Doerflinger from the
National Conference of Catholic Bishops, “the practi-
cal and scientific obstacles against embryonic stem
cell treatments...are rapidly being outpaced by advan-
ces in alternatives, including adult stem cells,” and
groups in opposition to the research generally claimed
that “the adult-derived stem cells offer much more
promise than the embryonic cells, with none of the
ethical baggage” [19].

Epistemological Discourses

This analytic category included those arguments that
made explicit reference to the generation and pursuit of
scientific and biomedical knowledge. Few such argu-
ments were found in our analysis of the discourse sur-
rounding Proposition 71. The arguments present in this
discourse generally related to the epistemic utility of
hESC lines (particularly those approved by National
Institutes of Health [NIH] for federal funding), the value
of scientific knowledge andmedical research and episte-
mological concerns relating to resource allocation.

The majority of these arguments focused on
epistemic utility. It was maintained, for example, that
President Bush’s 2001 policy of limiting federal

funding to existing embryonic stem cell lines provided
insufficient research materials to enable a viable stem
cell research program. As Dr Keith Yamamoto from
the University of California, San Francisco stated,
“federal policies are actually inhibiting this research”
[19], as the federally approved cell lines had been
contaminated by being cultured on mouse feeder cells,
and thus were of limited research value.6 As Snyder
explained: “some are unstable. Some do bizarre things.
One line keeps developing chromosomal abnormali-
ties, spontaneously, no matter what anyone does. You
can’t tell if that is in the nature of embryonic stem
cells, or is something about these cell lines in
particular” [19]. Such arguments provided further
justification for scientists and researchers seeking
funding for development of new stem cell lines.

There were few dissenting voices to this line of
argumentation, with the majority of scientists indicating
that research with both adult and embryonic stem cells
should be pursued. A leukemia patient from New York,
Stephen Sprague, testifying at a legislative hearing on
the initiative, reportedly called for a portion of the
California bond to be dedicated to research on other
sources of stem cells, such as cord blood [38]. The
chairman of the proposition’s campaign, Robert
Klein,7 responded to such concerns by suggesting
that, while the proposition would give priority to
research involving hESCs, funding was not exclusive
to embryonic sources of stem cells and could be used
for “other scientific and medical research and technol-
ogies” [51]. In short, most of the epistemic discourse
was marked by debates over the appropriate sources of
stem cells, rather than more general concerns about the
validity and short-term payoffs of this type of research.
Indeed, there was little disagreement between those
who supported and those who opposed Proposition 71
that some type of stem cell research should be
pursued.

6 Note that whilst it was known that all NIH-approved cell lines
had been cultured with mouse feeder layers and that it was likely
that they would be contaminated with non-human products,
empirical evidence for this was not published until January
2005. Whilst this announcement received considerable media
coverage, this did not occur until after the vote on Proposition
71, and thus did not influence the outcomes of the present
analysis.
7 Robert Klein II was frequently cited in the media text as being
a Palo Alto (CA) real estate developer whose son has Type I
diabetes and was previously involved in an initiative campaign
for affordable housing.
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Discussion: Public Discourse Surrounding Stem
Cell Research

In summary, arguments that might have been expected
to dominate the discourse surrounding stem cell
research, specifically those relating to the moral status
of the embryo, in fact did not. Indeed, no single issue
dominated the discourse. Nor were the issues raised
confined to economic and political considerations,
despite the fact that the public discourse analysed in
this study centered on a fairly narrow and specific
policy issue (i.e., public funding for scientific research).
What is striking is that arguments based upon judg-
ments about utility or medical benefit, rather than those
focused on the status of the embryo, dominated the
discourse both for and against stem cell research.
Arguments against the passage of Proposition 71 often
referred to the absence of utility, or the low likelihood of
benefit, of hESC research, and relied on the likelihood
of benefit from existing, permissible research programs
(i.e., adult stem cell research) in the next decade.

The use of arguments based upon beneficence is not
unusual in debates surrounding healthcare policy. What
is unusual in this case is that these arguments are in fact
quite speculative in terms of the actual evidence for
benefit (or in the case of those opposed to the research,
lack of benefit), given the current state of uncertainty
with regard to this area of scientific research. The other
notable feature in arguments based on utility or benef-
icence made in the public discourse surrounding Prop-
osition 71 is that these arguments featured prominently in
and carried significant weight not only in the ethical
discourse, but also in the political and economic
discourses. To argue that investment in stem cell research
will yield economic benefits in terms of reductions in
public health expenditure (through the generation of new
industries and competitive positioning within a global
marketplace) implicitly relies on the assumption that the
supposed medical and therapeutic benefits will be
significant and affordable to a large proportion of the
population. This grounding of political, economic and in
fact moral imperatives in possibly illusory promises of
benefit is problematic because it provides a fragile
structure for public policy and the maintenance of trust
in science, medicine, government and social institutions.

This study clearly demonstrates that the public
discourse surrounding Proposition 71 was characterised
by diverse and interconnected arguments, the majority of
which were underpinned in some way by ethical argu-

ments, even where the language was not in traditional
ethical terms or the ethical arguments were not explicit.
Arguments over whether stem cells sourced from human
embryos have greater utility than those sourced from
mature adult tissues were not merely epistemological
disputes, but they also displayed underlying political and
economic dimensions concerning resource allocation.
The economic arguments implicitly contained ethical
constructions regarding utility, beneficence, equity and
justice; the political arguments regarding resource
allocation implicitly (and sometimes explicitly) referred
to notions of fairness, equity and justice, duty of care and
opportunity costs. Epistemological arguments surround-
ing the utility of embryonic versus non-embryonic
sources of stem cells were typically based on moral
concerns regarding the status of the body generally and
of the embryo specifically.

Furthermore, the re-articulation of ethical argu-
ments in political and epistemological terms within
the public discourse not only added to the complexity
of the debate, but also seems to have permitted
temporary alliances between religious and secular
groups which enabled them to reach the broadest
possible audience. Given that any one individual or
group may be a member of many discourse commu-
nities, it is perhaps not unsurprising that the results of
our study demonstrated that participants do form
alliances with others sharing similar goals, despite
fundamental differences in their views regarding issues
such as the moral status of the embryo. The most
obvious example of this was the apparent alliance
between religious groups and women’s rights advo-
cates. Indeed, the reframing of political arguments in
terms of ethical ones can be viewed as having created
opportunities for various interested publics with
strongly opposing views on the embryo to draw on
shared values, form alliances and perhaps reach some
sort of instrumental consensus, despite fundamental
differences in their moral beliefs.

This study also shows that some types of arguments
were not prevalent in the public discourse (and
perhaps even were absent altogether). Concerns
regarding the ‘hype’ surrounding the potential medical
benefits of stem cell research and its implications for
public expectations were notably absent from the
public discourse prior to the passage of Proposition
71, though they were later noted by a number of
scientific and institutional actors. The reasons for this
phenomenon are unclear, but perhaps point to reluc-
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tance on the part of the scientific and medical
communities to openly question the value of this line
of research or to criticise each other; fears about
aligning with religious and other actors opposed to
hESC research; or the influence of commercial,
academic and media interests in framing and limiting
crucial debate.

Implications for Future Research and Policy

The results of our research suggest that bioethics and
public policy development are poorly served by ethical
analysis of complex issues such as stem cell research
(or other emergent biotechnologies) through unifocal
lenses, through emphasis on single moral issues or in
terms of a limited number of moral concerns. While
attention to the moral status of the embryo is an
important feature of ethical arguments surrounding
stem cell research, categorisation of discourse themes
solely in terms of moral status tends to polarise the
debate and limits opportunities for the identification of
shared values, the construction of political alliances
and the development of social consensus.

Further, while the issues surrounding stem cell
research share similarities with ethical debates sur-
rounding contraception, termination of pregnancy and
assisted reproductive technologies, bioethicists should
not assume they can simply frame their analytic
categories in terms of perceived similarities to these
previous ethical debates. Not only may there be a
complex range of moral concerns in play in public and
professional debates on stem cell research, but there
may also be complex interrelationships between
economic, sociopolitical and ethical discourses, as
were revealed in this study. What is required,
therefore, is that bioethicists actively seek empirical
inputs and participate in interdisciplinary generation of
evidence. Drawing from a range of academic disci-
plines, including economics, political philosophy,
linguistics, sociology and law, may provide important
insights into the complexity and dynamism of the
public discourse surrounding stem cell research. There
is much to be gained for bioethics and for policy
development from genuine interdisciplinary dialogue
that eschews intellectual presumptions that may not
have relevance for the issue at hand. Ethical critiques
that fail to recognise the complexities inherent in
public discourses and fail to take account of the social

and political contexts in which these discourses occur
can never serve as a sound foundation for public
policy making.
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