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What's Wrong with Steroids
by Rushworth M. Kidder

You're in tough athletic competition. If you could throw a little farther, run a little faster, endure a little
longer, or be a little bigger, you'd have that extra edge. If only there were some drug you could take....

Steroids. It's easy to see their allure. After all, we live in a culture of drugolatry. There's a prescription
for just about everything -- weight control, sexual performance, deep depression, uncontrollable
excitement, and on and on. So why not a drug for long-term winning? How about a pill to pop or a
serum to inject that will build a superhuman body? What's wrong with that?

A lot, says Major League Baseball, one of numerous athletic entities (including the Olympics) to have
banned steroids. In recent weeks some of baseball's top professionals (San Francisco Giants slugger
Barry Bonds and New York Yankees players Jason Giambi and Gary Sheffield) have been accused of
using steroids. The drugs reportedly were traced to a firm known as the Bay Area Laboratory
Cooperative (BALCO), two of whose principals were indicted last month on charges of distributing a
steroid known as THG, which BALCO allegedly developed specifically to avoid detection by normal
drug-screening tests.

Such tests are increasingly commonplace in sports. Hence this new under-the-radar offering from
BALCO. But nailing one firm won't solve the problem. The issue is one of attitude -- not only among
some players but among some fans as well. For those fans, the logic goes like this: We like winners,
winners use steroids, so we like steroids. True, steroids are banned, but fans need to understand why.
They need to grasp the ethical as well as the legal case against them. Here are three arguments, in
ascending order of importance.

First, steroids pose a health risk. That may be particularly true for teenagers, who find so many
exemplars in professional sports. If those exemplars act in willful disregard for their own health, they're
giving teenagers license to do the same.

This argument, often heard, may not be the most compelling. The stereotypical teen is famously
dismissive of health-related arguments: He or she intends to live forever. More thoughtful teens,
surrounded by technological innovation, may feel that new steroids will be invented that pose no health
risks, rendering the health argument moot in the long term. Besides, even if risk is present, doesn't
society already allow individual choice in taking informed chances? Is steroid use, some may ask, any
more dangerous than riding motorcycles without helmets, as some states still permit?

More powerful may be the argument of unfairness. Athletics is predicated on fairness. Each sport is
hedged with rules to help factor out unjust means of winning -- right down to the requirements, so
important in college sports, governing the seasons of the year during which a team may or may not
practice.

But regulations don't forbid individuals from staying in shape or developing their physical condition,
even during the off-season. How they work out and what they eat is seen to be important -- part of the
disciplined training that lets some athletes prevail over others. On these points, the rules are silent. They
don't limit the number of push-ups you do or steaks you eat. The subtlety of steroids, however, is their
claim that they do no more than diet and exercise can do: bulk up the muscles and strengthen the body.



In fact, steroids substitute dope for discipline. And since drugs are expensive and available only through
the right connections, steroid use allows some athletes to buy their way to glory rather than earning it
themselves -- a distinctly unfair advantage.

Which gets to the third argument, having to do with one of the oldest questions in moral philosophy:
What is man? Is a human no more than a machine to be tinkered with, reconstructed, and built up by
whatever means possible? Or is an individual an extraordinary being, far more than mere physique,
whose personal accomplishments are earned by individual and collective initiative rather than by the
stimulus of an abnormal substance on the brain and body? As a culture, do we want sports to send the
signal to the young that athletics means developing only the physical side of our individuality, possibly
to the detriment of our other sides? As fans, do we want athletics to be played by real people like us,
rather than by artificially enhanced beings?

Abstract as it may sound, this third argument may be the most compelling. In the end, athletics matters
because it pushes the envelope of what "people like us" can do. The most damaging thing for sports
would be the perception that games are increasingly played only by robots, freaks, or mutants. Go down
that road, and you end up with professional wrestling, widely understood to be a mere spectacle having
little relation to athletic competition.

If athletics matters, it is because it provides so many metaphors for real life. Make it artificial and the

metaphors evaporate -- along with real fans and real players. Sports is too important to poison it with
steroids.
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