
ranks about the “strategic window of
opportunity” opened in East Asia with
the U.S. military’s commitments in
Iraq, Afghanistan, and, for the foresee-
able future, with the war on terrorism.
And this past May, Beijing delivered
one of its most explicit threats so far to
Taipei’s pro-independence leaders:
Either abandon your “dangerous lurch
toward independence” and submit to
Chinese sovereignty, or the “Chinese
people will crush (your) schemes firm-
ly and thoroughly at any cost.”

Clearly, the Chinese dragon is
crouching in “strategic ambiguity” no
longer. With China’s rise as a military
power looming over the Asian-Pacific,
and Beijing stifling the voices of dis-
sent everywhere under its immediate
control, the window of opportunity for

democracy in East Asia is shrinking
fast. To date, Taiwan’s commitment to
its own defense has been inadequate
and unfocused, in part because of its
fear of Chinese retribution, but also
because of its strategic reliance on the
U.S. to repel any Chinese aggression.
Ultimately, however, if Taiwan is to
become and remain a fully sovereign
democracy, it will have to acquire the
means to defend itself. The United
States has been reluctant to impress
that point upon Taipei, and only mod-
est in its efforts to arm Taiwan, out of
concern for upsetting the already frag-
ile military balance in the region. But
the time has come for a serious consid-
eration of the consequences and poten-
tial perils of American “strategic ambi-
guity” in the Taiwan Strait.
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The Stem Cell Race
John Kerry and the Democrats Search for an Issue

Strange things happen in election
years, but few this year have
been more peculiar than the

prominence of a burgeoning sub-field
of cell biology in the presidential race.
Next to the war on terror and the state
of the economy, stem cell research is
the issue everyone is talking about.

This summer, the Democratic Party
wholeheartedly embraced embryonic
stem cell research as a central compo-
nent of its election-year agenda. The
party’s platform, prepared for the July
convention in Boston, declared:

“President Bush has rejected the
calls from Nancy Reagan, Christopher
Reeve and Americans across the land

for assistance with embryonic stem
cell research. We will reverse his
wrongheaded policy. Stem cell therapy
offers hope to more than 100 million
Americans who have serious illness-
es—from Alzheimer’s to heart disease
to juvenile diabetes to Parkinson’s. We
will pursue this research under the
strictest ethical guidelines, but we will
not walk away from the chance to save
lives and reduce human suffering.”

The document offered no clue as to
what these “strictest ethical guide-
lines” might be, or indeed why there is
any ethical problem with the research
at all. The only problem seems to be
President Bush.
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The convention itself persisted in
this theme, and brought the stem cell
issue to center-stage. The subject was
mentioned no less than twenty times
from the podium, including during
Senator John Kerry’s acceptance
speech. To great applause, Kerry said
to the conventioneers:

“And now it’s our time to ask: What
if ? What if we find a breakthrough to
cure Parkinson’s, diabetes, Alzheimer’s
and AIDS? What if we have a presi-
dent who believes in science, so we can
unleash the wonders of discovery like
stem cell research to treat illness and
save millions of lives?”

And perhaps more notably, the
Democrats brought out Ron Reagan,
the ultra-liberal son of the late
Republican President Ronald Reagan,
to make a pitch for embryonic stem cell
research funding. As Gilbert
Meilaender notes earlier in this issue
of The New Atlantis, Reagan outdid
others on the convention floor by
openly making a plea for taxpayer
funding of therapeutic cloning—the
creation of cloned human embryos
purely for the purpose of destroying
them for their stem cells. Not realizing
that Congressional Democrats have
deliberately excluded federal funding
of cloning from the two bills they have
introduced to overturn the Bush stem
cell policy, and likely not even realizing
that Reagan was talking about cloning
at all, the crowd at the convention wel-
comed the young Reagan’s appeal
enthusiastically.

Building on that momentum, the
Kerry campaign continued to push the

stem cell theme in speeches and events
following the convention. On a confer-
ence call with reporters in August, vice
presidential candidate John Edwards
even embraced Ron Reagan’s sly move,
and said that he and Kerry supported
not only stem cell research using IVF
embryos, but also therapeutic cloning,
although he was not clear about
whether they would support taxpayer
funding for cloning.

In all of these remarks, both Kerry
and Edwards continue to repeat a
series of distortions and (at best) half-
truths about embryonic stem cell
research and the Bush policy.

Both of them regularly declare in
their stump speeches that the Bush
administration has “banned” stem cell
research, which is flatly false. There
are in fact no restrictions at all on stem
cell research, whether adult or embry-
onic, in the United States, making this
country the most liberal of all the
Western democracies on this subject.
Using private funds, researchers can
do whatever they wish. Using public
funds, they can use a fixed group of
embryonic stem cells lines, where the
embryos in question had already been
destroyed before the president’s policy
went into effect. There are, as of this
writing, 22 embryonic stem cell lines
available for federal funding (an
increase of three since the last issue of
this quarterly journal, with more on
the way), and nearly 500 shipments
drawn from these lines have already
been made to researchers. The NIH
provided about $25 million for embry-
onic stem cell research last year and
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spent another $180 million on ethical-
ly non-controversial adult stem cell
work.

To call this a ban would mean that
the government has “banned” anything
it does not fully subsidize, which would
include almost everything anyone does
in America. Far from a ban, there is in
fact a total absence of limits on stem
cell research, along with fairly substan-
tial public subsidies for the work.

Kerry and Edwards also suggest in
their statements that if only the Bush
administration would get out of the
way, scientists would very soon cure
diseases affecting over 100 million
Americans. But the research is only in
its infancy—there has never yet been
even a single human trial using embry-
onic stem cells for any purpose. And
some of the specific diseases called out
in the stump speeches are unlikely ever
to benefit from the research. Even Ron
Reagan, who was presumably worth
listening to because his father had just
died of Alzheimer’s, was careful not to
mention Alzheimer’s disease in his
speech to the Democratic convention.
This is because, as the Washington Post
put it in June, “the infrequently voiced
reality, stem cell experts confess, is
that, of all the diseases that may some-
day be cured by embryonic stem cell
treatments, Alzheimer’s is among the
least likely to benefit.” Asked why
Alzheimer’s keeps coming up in discus-
sions of stem cells anyway, NIH stem
cell expert Ronald McKay told the Post
that “people need a fairy tale.” Senator
Kerry has continued relating this par-
ticular fairy tale in his speeches (along

with others about curing whole cate-
gories of diseases, and even AIDS), as
he did at the Boston convention.

There is more to this than the usual
problem of inflated promises in an
election year. The promises being
made on this front are not political but
medical and scientific, and the people
being told to expect salvation after
November are not just swing voters
but also very sick people, suffering ter-
ribly from horrendous diseases that are
slowly robbing them of their lives.
They and their families are desperate
for any shred of good news about
treatments and cures. But Senator
Kerry and the Democrats are not qual-
ified to offer such news, and the actual
researchers who know what they’re
talking about are far more reserved
and restrained in their predictions.
Running for president on a platform of
curing Parkinson’s disease—and espe-
cially when no such cure is in the off-
ing—takes shameless pandering to a
whole new level and greatly disserves
those who are sick.

Moreover, amid all this huffing and
puffing, very little is said about why
embryonic stem cell research is actual-
ly ethically controversial, or why the
administration has adopted the policy
now in place. When the issue is dis-
cussed in the media, and even when
pollsters ask voters about it, one key
fact is generally left out: embryonic
stem cell research involves the inten-
tional destruction of living, developing
human embryos, so that their cells may
be extracted and used. This is why it
raises moral concerns, and why an
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indiscriminate policy of funding the
research would be so troubling to so
many Americans. It is why President
Bush has sought a way to aid the basic
science without supporting or encour-
aging such embryo destruction.

The Democrats do not so much dis-
miss or refute this ethical concern as
simply ignore it. It is never discussed,
and voters are left to wonder why Bush
wants to set certain limits on federal
funding at all. Polls that seek public
opinion on this subject generally formu-
late questions like this one in a recent
Economist poll of registered voters:

“There is a type of medical research
that involves using special cells, called
stem cells, that are obtained from
human embryos. Some people favor
stem cell research, saying the embryos
otherwise would be discarded and that
this research could lead to break-
throughs for treating serious diseases.
Other people oppose this type of
research—they say it uses cells from
potentially viable human embryos and
that this research can be done on ani-
mals or by using other types of cells
instead. What about you? Do you favor
stem cell research, oppose it, or neither
favor nor oppose it?”

Nowhere is the voter told that the
research involves not only “using” or
“obtaining” cells from human embryos,
but destroying the embryos in the
process. Absent that information, it is
not surprising that 65 percent of those
questioned supported the research.
Indeed, it is surprising that the num-
ber was not higher.

Even some of those people who

actively advocate for federal funding of
stem cell research sometimes do not
realize what it involves. In June,
Republican Congressman Mark
Souder, who supports the administra-
tion’s qualified funding policy, met
with a constituent with two diabetic
granddaughters. The constituent had
come to ask the Congressman to sup-
port unrestricted federal funding. But
when Souder explained to him that the
research involves destroying human
embryos, the constituent—Carl
Kallsen of Fort Wayne, Indiana—
admitted he had not realized this fact,
and that now knowing it, he was
opposed to the research himself.

The Bush policy, which is maligned
by the Democrats without ever being
described, seeks a principled middle
ground for stem cell policy. It supports
basic science on existing embryonic
stem cell lines, but without compelling
every American taxpayer to pay for its
most controversial aspects. It con-
fronts the moral hazards of embryo
destruction, while acknowledging that
the nation is morally divided about this
issue. The policy does not fully satisfy
either side in the embryo debate—it
neither bans all embryo research nor
funds all embryo research—but it does
offer a prudent set of guidelines for
public funding policy.

Rather than offer counterarguments
to Bush’s approach, the Democrats in
this election year have attempted to
make an issue out of stem cell research
by fudging the science, ignoring the
ethical issues, distorting the Bush pol-
icy, and promising the moon. Time will
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tell if they can really move voters with
such craven tactics. In the meantime,
The New Atlantis would like to invite

the federal government to “ban” our
magazine, by giving us $25 million per
year to do our work.
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America at 10 M.P.H.
The Slow But Steady Rise of Segway 

Acentury ago, automobile own-
ers commonly heard skeptics
jeer, “Get a horse!” Today,

some Segway riders are reporting sim-
ilar heckling—“Get a bike!”—and
taunts about laziness.

The Segway is the motorized
people-mover that made a splash in
January 2001, months before it was
officially unveiled, when word leaked
onto the Internet of a looming inven-
tion that would “profoundly affect our
environment and the way people live
worldwide.” Rumors about the nature
of the device—was it a hovercraft? a
jet-pack? maybe a teleportation
machine?—gave way to disappoint-
ment in some quarters when its true
nature was revealed in December
2001. Some people who had engaged in
months of fevered speculation came to
deride the real Segway as a “glorified
scooter.”

In fact, the device is an impressive
technical breakthrough. It uncannily
balances on just two wheels, thanks to
its sensors, its computerized brain, and
its array of five gyroscopes. Those
who have ridden on Segways have
been nearly unanimous in their enthu-
siasm about the experience, describing
the “magical” balancing of the
machine, and its nearly “telepathic”

ability to go where the rider wants it
to go: “think ‘forward’ and it goes for-
ward.”

Thanks to its battery-powered
engine, the Segway emits no pollution
and makes almost no noise. It uses
energy efficiently—the equivalent of
450 miles-per-gallon of gasoline,
according to a company statistic. But it
has quite a limited range (about five to
twelve miles per each electrical
recharge) and a top operating speed of
12.5 miles per hour.

The article that revealed the exis-
tence of the secret invention back in
2001 mentioned that investors
thought the invention would bring in
“more money in its first year than any
start-up in history.” The company’s
financial director estimated “projected
sales of $350 million in 2002, the
launch year, with substantial profit,”
according to Code Name Ginger, a book
published last year by Steve Kemper,
the only reporter given access to the
Segway project during its secret devel-
opment. In fact, real-life sales in its
first year were closer to $30 million.
Company officials envisioned two
thousand Segways rolling off the
assembly line every day, with perhaps
100,000 sold in the first year; in fact,
first year sales were only about 6,000.
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