We must not allow stem cell research to become a partisan cause
Richard Arvedon

From its emergence as nascent science in 1998 it took until the closing days of the 2006 election for the cultural wars to finally force human embryonic stem cell research – in the bellwether State of Missouri -- into a wholly partisan identification.  

All that was required was a proposed State constitutional amendment to demonstrate that even though some conservative, pro-life Republicans, such as Utah’s Mormon Senator Orrin Hatch, aggressively support the promise of the research; ESC has now become identified as a specifically partisan issue much like gay marriage or progressive taxation.  

The Missouri amendment, which passed 51% to 48%, proactively legalized stem cell research in Missouri only to the same extent that the research would be authorized under federal law.  Yet, the campaign, for and against the amendment, was intense and costly.  The Stowers Institute, a Kansas City medical research center, wanted assurances from the voters before Stowers invested billions of dollars in constructing stem cell research facilities in Missouri. A drive along the highways of Missouri in the weeks ahead of the election revealed the research opponents to be the usual suspects.  Prominently placed billboards loudly proclaimed, “Cloners will pay women for eggs using our tax dollars”.

Until about one week prior to the election, the amendment enjoyed strong bi-partisan support.  Former Missouri Republican Senator John Danforth, an active Episcopal minister and pro-life advocate, became one of the leading voices in support of the pro research amendment.  In a much noted June 2005 op-ed in the New York Times, Danforth argued “When we see an opportunity to save our neighbors' lives through stem cell research, we believe that it is our duty to pursue that research, and to oppose legislation that would impede us from doing so.” 

When Missouri voters went to the polls on Election Day 2006 they would also be deciding a Senate race in which ESC was only one of the contentious issues between pro stem cell Democratic candidate Claire McCaskill and incumbent anti stem cell Republican Jim Talent.  

A week or so ahead of election day internal polls showed the amendment leading by a substantial margin but the McCaskill/Talent race too close to call.   By soliciting supporters with conservative credentials, such as John Danforth, the backers of the stem cell amendment had hoped to avoid a partisan identification for their pro research message.  The polls going into the final stretch of the campaign seemed to vindicate this approach.  Both sides had presented their arguments to Missouri voters and significant majorities of both Democratic and Republican voters intended to vote in favor of the amendment.

Then, in the final days of the campaign, radio personality Rush Limbaugh, a Missouri native, unleashed an ugly attack against actor and early onset Parkinson’s patient Michael J Fox.  During the film production of a pro stem cell ad in support of McCaskill Fox’s body had expressed some of the common symptoms of advancing Parkinson’s.  Demonstrating an ignorance of both the disease and the medications used to control it, Limbaugh accused Fox of “faking it.”
Pro research advocates, including this writer, were outraged that Limbaugh’s message conveyed the age-old prejudice that it is the obligation of those who are ill and who manifest “nasty” symptoms to stay out of sight and not offend their more “normal” brethren.  

Whatever the long term consequences of Limbaugh’s petulant behavior or Fox’s assured response, it is instructive to look closely at the way this controversy played out in Missouri.   Before the Limbaugh/Fox confrontation, an easy victory for the stem cell amendment appeared assured, but the Senate race was still neck and neck.   Following the confrontation, however, the amendment was widely perceived as a partisan controversy with Limbaugh doing his best to picture Fox – now closely identified with the pro-research amendment -- as a Democratic stooge.  Missouri Republicans “came home” and support for the amendment plummeted among that demographic.
In the overtly partisan Senate race McCaskill upended Talent by 49% to 47%, a result statistically indistinguishable from the 51% to 48% victory of the amendment.  What should have been a walk for the pro research amendment became a dead heat when the reality and promise of the research was viewed by the voters as just another issue dividing Republicans from Democrats.  
Those of us who view stem cell research as not merely one issue from a laundry list of policy concerns but as the hope that may well decide the fate of ourselves or our children certainly rejoice in the passage of Amendment 2 in Missouri.   But let’s also recommit to a strategy of building bipartisan support for the research.  America today remains a nation with a basically 50% to 50% partisan identification.  Therefore; the research must retain and build support among Republicans as well as Democrats and Independents.  With the first clinical success of the science, the opposition will crumble.  But until then we need to remember that ours is a humanitarian non partisan cause, serving the best interest of all. 

