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Ethics, Enhancement, Ethics, Enhancement, 
and Sportand Sport

•• The ethics of enhancement are The ethics of enhancement are 
intelligible only within a intelligible only within a 
comprehensive understanding of comprehensive understanding of 
the goals, meaning and values the goals, meaning and values 
intrinsic to the practice in intrinsic to the practice in 
question.question.

•• Excellence in sport as Excellence in sport as 
expression of:expression of:
– Natural talents
– Virtuous perfection of those talents



From the InsideFrom the Inside

•• What is the relationship What is the relationship 
between this particular between this particular 
species of enhancement and species of enhancement and 
and the values intrinsic to and the values intrinsic to 
to the activity? to the activity? 
– Does it support those values?
– Does it not significantly impinge 

impinge upon those values? 
– Does it undermine those values? 

values? 



““Reasons for Why Baseball Reasons for Why Baseball 
is the Best of All Gamesis the Best of All Games””



The Nature of SportThe Nature of Sport

•• To select from among all possible To select from among all possible 
possible factors that could influence possible factors that could influence 
influence performance and success a influence performance and success a 
success a finite set that foster the success a finite set that foster the 
the display of certain natural talents the display of certain natural talents 
talents and their virtuous perfection. talents and their virtuous perfection. 
perfection. perfection. 
–– RawlsRawls’’ description of the pitcherdescription of the pitcher’’s mounds mound

moundmound



Objections to Doping Objections to Doping 
Control in SportControl in Sport

•• Claim of IncoherencyClaim of Incoherency
•• Line drawing problemLine drawing problem
•• ““Resistance is futileResistance is futile””
•• Appeal to individual libertyAppeal to individual liberty

libertyliberty
•• TranshumanismTranshumanism/ / 

PrometheanismPrometheanism



The Incoherency ClaimThe Incoherency Claim

•• No conceptual, ethical or No conceptual, ethical or 
practical distinction among practical distinction among 
different means of enhancing different means of enhancing 
enhancing sport performanceenhancing sport performance
performanceperformance

–– The marathonerThe marathoner’’s shoess shoes



The Line Drawing The Line Drawing 
ProblemProblem

•• Key claims:Key claims:
–– All possible lines are arbitraryAll possible lines are arbitrary

arbitraryarbitrary
–– Arbitrariness is fatal flawArbitrariness is fatal flaw

•• Conflates two meanings of Conflates two meanings of 
““arbitraryarbitrary””
–– As unprincipled, indefensibleAs unprincipled, indefensible
–– As reasonable response whenAs reasonable response when

whenwhen
•• Drawing SOME line is defensibleDrawing SOME line is defensible
•• Placing line IN THIS PLACE likewisePlacing line IN THIS PLACE likewise

likewiselikewise



““Resistance is FutileResistance is Futile””

•• Not a firstNot a first--order ethical claimorder ethical claim
claimclaim

•• Primarily two empirical Primarily two empirical 
predictionspredictions
–– Control will be impossibleControl will be impossible
–– Bad consequences ensueBad consequences ensue

•• Control is never perfectControl is never perfect
•• Depends uponDepends upon

–– Public consensusPublic consensus
–– Effective enforcementEffective enforcement



The Argument from The Argument from 
Individual LibertyIndividual Liberty

•• Presumption in favor of Presumption in favor of 
libertyliberty

•• Paternalism difficult to Paternalism difficult to 
defend with adult athletesdefend with adult athletes
athletesathletes

•• Hastings Center projectHastings Center project
–– Coercive impact of drugs in Coercive impact of drugs in 

in sport: The unlevel fieldin sport: The unlevel field



TranshumanismTranshumanism / / 
PrometheanismPrometheanism

•• Humans as selfHumans as self--creatorscreators
•• Understand cultural and Understand cultural and 

philosophical context and philosophical context and 
and implicationsand implications

•• Valorizes unfettered will and Valorizes unfettered will and 
and self manipulationand self manipulation

•• Relation to human Relation to human 
flourishing?flourishing?



Romantic/Romantic/Promethean:Promethean:
CaseCase of Anorexiaof Anorexia

•• Anorexia is the cultivation Anorexia is the cultivation 
of a specific image as an of a specific image as an 
imageimage——it is a purely it is a purely 
artificial creation and that artificial creation and that 
is why it is so admired. Will is why it is so admired. Will 
alone produces it and alone produces it and 
maintains it against maintains it against 
considerable odds.considerable odds.
Noelle Noelle CaskyCasky, 2003: 129, 2003: 129



Ethics of Enhancement Ethics of Enhancement 
in Contextin Context

•• The nonThe non--trembling trembling 
neurosurgeonneurosurgeon

•• The point of the The point of the 
practice: The practice: The ““spirit of spirit of 
of sportof sport””

•• Not the means Not the means per seper se, , 
sese, rather their , rather their 
relationship to the goals relationship to the goals 
goals of the practice, goals of the practice, 
practice, values, and practice, values, and 
human flourishinghuman flourishing



Challenge of Genetic Challenge of Genetic 
Enhancement in SportEnhancement in Sport

•• What do we value in sport?What do we value in sport?
–– Natural talentsNatural talents
–– Virtuous perfection of those talentsVirtuous perfection of those talents

talentstalents

•• What do we disvalue?What do we disvalue?
–– Distortions of relationship between Distortions of relationship between 

between natural talent, virtues, and between natural talent, virtues, and 
virtues, and athletic excellencevirtues, and athletic excellence
excellenceexcellence



On the OutsideOn the Outside

•• Pressures to usePressures to use
•• Unequal accessUnequal access
•• Impacts on healthImpacts on health
•• Complicity with Complicity with 

unjust/unwise normsunjust/unwise norms
•• WasteWaste



Pressures to UsePressures to Use

•• The use of enhancement The use of enhancement 
technologies may be at best technologies may be at best 
quasiquasi--voluntary, perhaps highly voluntary, perhaps highly 
highly coercivehighly coercive

•• PressuresPressures
–– Competition (e.g. Competition (e.g. MCATsMCATs, SATs), SATs)
–– AthletesAthletes
–– Cognitive enhancing drugsCognitive enhancing drugs

•• scientistsscientists
•• childrenchildren



Unequal AccessUnequal Access

•• If there is unequal access to If there is unequal access to 
access to enhancement access to enhancement 
technologies that are technologies that are 
socially valued or rewarding, socially valued or rewarding, 
rewarding, morally suspect rewarding, morally suspect 
suspect inequalities may be suspect inequalities may be 
be piled upon inequalitiesbe piled upon inequalities
inequalitiesinequalities
–– e.g. e.g. hGHhGH and heightand height



Impacts on HealthImpacts on Health

•• A libertarian approach to drugs A libertarian approach to drugs 
drugs and sport could pressure drugs and sport could pressure 
pressure athletes to take higher pressure athletes to take higher 
higher does and novel higher does and novel 
combinations of drugscombinations of drugs

•• Health risks are not fully Health risks are not fully 
understood, but unlikely to be understood, but unlikely to be 
be benignbe benign

•• This is public health ethicsThis is public health ethics



Complicity with Complicity with 
Unjust/Unwise NormsUnjust/Unwise Norms

Breast augmentation surgeryBreast augmentation surgery

•• we should have special, and deep, we should have special, and deep, 
concerns about medicine participating in concerns about medicine participating in 
practices that reflect and reinforce practices that reflect and reinforce 
certain suspect norms of appearancecertain suspect norms of appearance……
For while we want to alleviate what can For while we want to alleviate what can 
be very real [physical or psychological] be very real [physical or psychological] 
pain, the danger arises that, in doing so, pain, the danger arises that, in doing so, 
we will be acting in a way that is we will be acting in a way that is 
complicitouscomplicitous with the very evils that give with the very evils that give 
rise to it.rise to it.””

Margaret Little, Margaret Little, ““Cosmetic Surgery, Suspect Norms, and the Ethics of Cosmetic Surgery, Suspect Norms, and the Ethics of 
of Complicityof Complicity”” in in Enhancing Human Traits: Ethical and Social Implications Enhancing Human Traits: Ethical and Social Implications ed. ed. 
ed. Erik Parens (Georgetown University Press, 1998)ed. Erik Parens (Georgetown University Press, 1998)



WasteWaste

•• The Egalitarian response to The Egalitarian response to 
to to heightismheightism: Who benefits?: Who benefits?
benefits?benefits?
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