Chapter 9
He Did It on Hot Dogs and Beer: Natural Excellence in Human Athletic Achievement

By David Wasserman

There is a great deal of sanctimony in the condemnation of Barry Bonds for allegedly using steroids to acquire the muscle power to break the season and lifetime homerun records once held by Babe Ruth. Had steroids been available, the voracious Babe might have used them with the abandon with which he consumed hot dogs and beer. But behind the sanctimony, I believe, lies genuine disappointment that the public cannot take more complete satisfaction in Bond’s prodigious hitting. The claim that he cheated is in one sense about his alleged violation of the rules of the game, which prohibit steroid use. But it is also, perhaps more strongly, about the justification for the rule: even if baseball permitted steroids, those complaining about Bonds would still be inclined to put an asterisk next to his records and would reject the rule as undermining the spirit of the game. Babe Ruth’s records, as well as those of Roger Maris and Hank Aaron, are seen as natural human achievements in a way that Bonds’ is not. The former achievements realized human potential; the latter do not. But Bonds is obviously human, and the instruments he used to set his records were no more artificial (or more so only to an acceptable extent) than those used by the Sultan of Swat. How can his use of steroids undermine his claim to have more fully realized human potential than his predecessors?

The collective pride we are supposed to take at the unending succession of longer jumps, higher vaults, heavier presses, etc. seems predicated on the notion that relentless competition and steady improvement in nutrition, exercise, and coaching serve to bring us ever closer to fully realizing our potential as a species. Paul Weiss articulated a notion of sports as revealing a distinctively human excellence, in which all humans partake, when he declared that “It is because he is an outstanding instance of what man might do and be that an athlete is an outstanding man. . . . Athletes are excellence in the guise of man” (Weiss (1969, 17). For Weiss, athletic achievement redounded to the glory of humanity, not of the individual athlete. But this suggests that the achievement must manifest the latent excellence of human beings—that it must realize a human potential

Human potential can apparently be realized by some sorts of outside intervention, while being superseded or bypassed by others. Muscles can be strengthened by the latest exercise technology but not by drugs; performance can be enhanced by improvement in equipment, such as pole-vaults and sneakers, but not by propulsive devices, except in auto-racing and the like. An athlete who breaks a record with a fiberglass pole has more fully realized human potential, but an athlete who breaks a record with a fiberglass limb has manifested an excellence that is not entirely human. True, Oscar Pistorius can now compete in Olympic races with a prosthetic limb, but only because of a finding that his use of the limbs expends as much energy as a typical athlete’s use of his own natural limb [need cite]. If he were to set a world record, there would still be a temptation to place an asterisk beside his name.

The general issue raised by the use of biotechnology to enhance athletic performance can be framed as follows: What would be lost if the pharmacological, medical, or genetic enhancement of athletic performance were (to modify the Clinton slogan about abortion) safe, legal, and widespread? Athletes would certainly train as hard—the legality and the widespread use of biotechnological enhancement would protect enhanced athletes against complacency and lax training. It would not only be dogmatic but implausible to insist that such changes would inevitably reduce the quality or excitement of competition. Imagine the impact on boxing if most heavyweight contenders could float like butterflies and sting like bees! If biotechnological enhancements will not necessarily dampen the intensity or excitement of athletic competition, however, they may alter other aspects of sports that make them valuable to players and fans. In exploring the anxieties raised by biological enhancement, I will seek to identify the values it appears to threaten. 

I will begin by looking at the more plausible objections proffered by critics of biotechnological enhancement, and argue that they fail to justify the categorical exclusion of many enhancements or to provide a clear distinction between the natural and artificial. I will then turn to the critique of biological enhancement by the President’s Council on Bioethics (2003). Although the Council raises some of the standard objections, it also suggests several more credible misgivings about the effects of technological interventions on the meaning and value of athletic competition. These misgivings, however, are not specific, let alone unique, to biotechnology, and have greater force for some sports than others. I will seek to link these specific misgivings with the more general appeals to nature made in the debates over enhancement in other domains. In connecting the two, I will adopt an account that treats such appeals to nature as claims about the background constraints that give meaning to human activities. In the final section, I will consider how differences in the background constraints for various sports, and for other important human activities, may bear on the acceptability of biotechnological enhancement.
Some Standard Objections
The primary objection to biotechnological enhancement may not concern the natural condition of the athlete so much as the locus of control or agency for the athletic performance. If the athlete’s performance depends on bioengineering, the locus of agency may shift from the athlete to the engineer, reducing the athlete to a puppet or instrument, with little more control over his own performance than a remote-controlled robot. While this shift may be facilitated by technology, however, it does not require it—intrusive coaches often achieve victory in a way that is perceived as diminishing the achievement of the athlete or team. Moreover, this concern about agency cannot explain the rejection of many “internal improvements,” from prostheses to steroids, that do not reduce the athlete’s own control of his training and performance, though they may alter how he trains or performs. A greater threat to agency is represented by the shifting division of control in sports from football to boxing, with an increasing proportion of tactical decisions being made by coaches and trainers.

The concern for realizing and preserving fully human potential thus appears to be more about authenticity than control; about improvements that alter the human body, regardless of their effect on agency. No artifice compromises the body if it is sufficiently external to it. A fiberglass pole is not natural, but it is only an instrument that a natural body can use with varying degrees of proficiency. In contrast, a prosthesis or steroid injection might be thought to render the body unnatural. Of course, we are all adulterated to some extent by human intervention—the content of our diet has been radically altered by agricultural biotechnology, and our bones, teeth, and organs bear not just the imprint but often the residues of medical intervention. One obvious concern is that an athlete with extensive germline or even somatic genetic modifications would no longer be human (and therefore not the same individual, on some views of personal identity). Clearly, a transhuman or posthuman champion would not be “an outstanding instance of what man might do and be” (Weiss, 1969, 17). But although genetic engineering raises challenges for the definition of “species” and the boundaries between species, the kind of genetic enhancements contemplated for athletes would be unlikely to place them outside any plausible species boundaries, or even into a gray area.

Nor will a gradualist objection to pharmacological and genetic enhancement work here—the claim that biotechnology is objectionable simply because it would further de-nature athletes and athletic performance. We do not think that the contemporary athletes who benefit from the best scientific nutrition and training are less natural, in any sense that we care about, than the hot-dog snarfing, beer-swilling athletes of yore, just more fortunate and advantaged. At least here, there seem to be no slippery slope to descend. While some writers on the idea of nature suggest that the human impact on the landscape became “unnatural” with the advent of the industrial revolution (see Soper, 1995) we do not seem to have an analogous sense about the impact of training technology on athletes’ bodies; a sense of when a mere difference in degree becomes a difference in kind. If there is a plausible concern about the slow metamorphosis of the human body into an artifice, it is not raised by steroids, but by prosthetics. There may well be compelling reasons for the decision to admit Oscar Pistorius to Olympic competition. But if a runner can compete with one prosthetic limb, why not with two, or four? (see, Wollbring, 2008; Camporesi, 2008).A gold medal won with four prosthetic limbs might celebrate human excellence, but it arguably would not celebrate the excellence of the human body. The ingestion of steroids, however, does not make the athlete’s body any less human that the ingestion of other substances.

There may also be a concern that steroid use may threaten the natural hierarchy that sports celebrates (Juengst, 2009). But unlike the advent of firearms, which appeared to threaten the hierarchy of martial prowess that evolved in an a age of jousting and swordplay, there is no reason to think that legal steroid use will level, or even broaden, the hierarchy of athletic performance. While it may cause significant changes in where individual athletes fall on that hierarchy, so have many other changes in sports. Moreover, the extent to which it will do so, and the identity of those it will affect, are uncertain.

Finally, the notion of natural process faces obvious difficulties in explaining the felt difference between ordinary and biotechnological enhancement. Why is the injection of steroids not a natural process when the ingestion of protein-rich food is? It cannot be a matter of intent—while steroids are taken with the very specific intent of building bulk, a look at the dietary supplements sold in many health and sports stores makes it clear that concentrated protein is often taken with equally specific intent. While it is natural to supply the genome with outside nutrients—we could hardly exist if we didn’t—and natural to vary the mix of nutrients for specific purposes—bulking up for a long winter or a big mastodon hunt—it is not natural to inject refined chemicals into the bloodstream. Yet it is not unnatural, or not objectionably so, for athletes to have shots for therapeutic purposes. This suggests a notion of purity in-the-alternative: if the substances taken in by athletes are impure, like most medicines, then their motives must be pure—that is, therapeutic. If the substances are pure, however, like “natural” protein supplements, then their motives need not be pure. While this may be a partial explanation of our discomfort with biotechnological enhancement, it seems hopeless as a justification. 

The notion of natural process also seems to play an important but elusive role in the recent controversy over low-oxygen training. Long-distance runners who grew up in high altitudes enjoy an advantage in endurance when they train and compete at lower altitudes, an advantage that their lowland competitors have long sought to offset by sleeping at high elevations. Recently, technology has made this advantage more widely available with the development of hypoxic tents, which can boost endurance without the considerable cost and inconvenience of training low and resting high. In a controversial decision, the World Anti-Doping Agency (WADA) proposed to ban the use of these tents for athletic training, on the ground that it was a passive rather than active use of technology to boost athletic performance. The decision was based on the belief that benefiting from high-altitude training required more exertion than benefiting from low-altitude tents, in which the athlete mainly sleeps (World Anti-Doping Agency, 2006). Although the active/passive distinction seems a “natural” one for athletic training, critics argued that other accepted enhancements were no less passive. They opposed WADA’s distinction with the more familiar one between environmental and bodily modification, arguing that athletes have always modified the atmosphere they lived and trained in for comfort and performance (Saletan, 2006:Wallace, 2006). The atmosphere of a hypoxic tent or mask may be a micro- rather than macro-environment, but that struck critics as an irrelevant difference.

It seems clear that WADA and its critics are relying on different notions of natural conditioning, to which they respectively contrast or assimilate the use of hypotoxic tents.
 The issue is not one of line-drawing; the disagreement in this case is not over where the line falls between acceptable and unacceptable conditioning, but over what the relevant dimension is: active/passive or external /internal. This suggests that our intuitions about what is natural in the cultivation and enhancement of athletic ability are not just vague but conflicting, providing an unstable basis for any analysis of “the natural” in sports. 

The Council Weighs In

In Beyond Therapy (2003) the President’s Council on Bioethics addressed these concerns with considerable nuance. It recognized that athletics has long relied on artifice, in equipment and training, and that the line between acceptable and unacceptable innovations—for example, between graphite tennis rackets and cork bats—was often conventional and sport-specific. It also recognized that general improvements in nutrition and specific improvements in training have significantly modified athletes’ bodies. But for the Council, the fact that biotechnological interventions may differ only in degree from more familiar measures does not exempt them from concern: “the ethical evaluation of biological enhancements does not finally depend on their being found utterly unique and unprecedented (124, italics in text). Biotechnology may accelerate existing trends, such as the increasing physical differences and social distance between athletes and fans, and the ever more narrow and obsessive character of athletic pursuits. 
Yet it is not clear that all of the trends that the Council observes are disturbing. Thus, it contrasts training, in which our experience and self-understanding are aligned, with “interventions that bypass human experience to work their biological “magic” directly—from nutrition to steroids to genetic muscle enhancement,” where “our bodily workings and our conscious agency are more alienated from each other” (130). But no one sees improved nutrition as estranging athletes from their bodies or their performance, even when the nutrition is part of a special, performing-enhancing regimen.
 The fact that nutrition is beyond our conscious agency hardly alienates us from our bodies; much of the activity necessary for survival and agency, like heartbeat or peristalsis, is outside our control and often our awareness. The bypass of our agency in many strength-enhancing physiological functions is familiar and innocent not a problematic trend that drug use can be condemned for accelerating. If steroids and genetic muscle enhancement alienate the athlete from his body, it must be because of something they do not share with nutrition. 

The Council also suggested that biotechnological enhancement, unlike better nutrition, contributes to the estrangement of human athletes from their increasingly nonhuman bodies:

The runner on steroids or with genetically enhanced muscles is still, of course, a human being who runs. But the doer of the deed is, arguably, less obviously himself and less obviously human that his unaltered counterpart. He may be faster, but he may also be on the way to becoming “more cheetah” than man, or more like the horse we breed for the race-track than a self-willing, self-directed, human agent. He does the deed (running), and his resulting time may be measurably superior. But he is also (or increasingly) the recipient of outside agents that are at least partly responsible for his achievements (144). 

*

*

*

*
In trying to achieve better bodies through muscle-enhancing agents, pharmacological or genetic, we are not in fact honoring our bodies or cultivating our individual gifts. We are instead, whether we realize it or not, voting with our syringes to have a different body, with different native capacities and powers. We are giving ourselves new and foreign gifts—not nature’s, and not our own—exaggerating, but in the direction of the truth, treating ourselves rather as if we were batting machines to be perfected or as superior horses bred for the race and bound to do our bidding (149).

Initially, these concerns may appear to be little more than an eloquent paraphrase of some of the objections considered in the last section. The Council seems worried about the loss of agency resulting from biotechnological enhancement: the reduction of a human runner to a racehorse or batting machine. If this is the concern, it is misplaced; as noted above, there is no reason to think that biotechnology will shift the locus of control away from an athlete any more than intensive coaching; greater technological assistance need not mean reduced agency. 
But although these passages misleadingly evoke the threat to agency, their real concern is authenticity and self-alienation. Because the agent gives himself a “new and foreign gift”—a “different body, with different native capacities and powers”—his performance, however fully under his control, will not really be his. He may still be in control, but it will not be of his own natural body; it will be of a foreign instrumentality; he will be “on the way” to riding a horse or operating a batting machine. Since “he” is both the agent and the object of the agent’s will, his self-movement will become divided and opaque, lacking the unity of mind and body found in a natural athlete. The estrangement may ultimately be as profound, if far more functional, than Gregor Samsa’s from the giant insect body in which he awoke one morning to find himself encased.

We can agree that a body becomes less natural, in an intuitive sense, when it is shaped by steroids or genetic engineering, as it does when its original parts are replaced by prostheses. But there is no reason in principle why these modifications should estrange the agent from his body as Samsa’s metamorphasis does to his; such estrangement would be evidence that the modification process was flawed or incomplete. An accident victim who cannot control an artificial limb with the ease or grace with which he controls a natural limb needs a better prosthesis or more practice. Steroids and genetic muscle enhancement would not boost performance if they offered the athlete something akin to a clumsy prosthesis; they would only work if the changes they brought about became “second nature.” Even if the modified body parts never became the athlete’s own in all respects (for example, if they were less sensitive to a breeze or a caress), the athlete could master them in a way that conferred a temporary unity, like a champion vaulter with his pole, driver with his care, or jockey with his horse. (Indeed, highly adept and experienced equestrians are sometimes described as “centaurs.”) 
This may suggest a subtle (or not-so-subtle) modification in the character of the athlete’s agency but does not, by itself, suggest its alienation or debasement. Again, the problem is not one of degree, as the Council suggests, because there is no trend toward mind-body estrangement for steroids to accelerate. The Council seems to be doing no more than asserting that the athletes’ modified body is alien to him just because it is less natural or less human in a biological sense.

There are, however, more sympathetic interpretations of the Council’s misgivings. At least three other concerns are suggested by the quoted passages and articulated elsewhere in the Council’s writing and testimony. The first, most explicit in the quoted passages, is that injecting steroids or inserting genes involves the repudiation rather than the loving improvement of the athlete’s body. The second is that biotechnology will widen the divide between elite athletes and their fans, further attenuating the identification of spectator with player that is an integral part of sports. The third concern is that the pace and magnitude of the changes bought about by biotechnology will so alter the character of the game than they will disrupt the continuity between past and present that is also an integral part of the experience of sports for both players and spectators. I think the second and third concerns have a great deal more plausibility than the first, because they see the risk of biotechnology as lying in its contribution to existing trends that are already undermining or corrupting cherished practices and traditions. 
If the Council is right, it is no defense that the changes wrought by biotechnology are only a matter of degree. Why should we accept interventions that make valuable practices incrementally worse? Even if these concerns are exaggerated—and I will contend that they are—they provide insight into the value of athletic competition, and its vulnerability to rapid and comprehensive change. I will argue that the more plausible of the Council’s concerns are best captured by a conception of nature as a set of constraints on human activity that give it meaning and significance. But those constraints vary greatly among different activities, and objections to their erosion may lack the generality to which the Council aspires.
Repudiation and Ingratitude

The concern about repudiation is less about the effects of the enhancement than its motivation. Frustrated with the limitations of her natural body, impatient with the modest improvements that can be achieved by conventional training and diet, the athlete opts to radically change her body. She is like a parent who tires of instruction and discipline and medicates his rambunctious child or the actor who gives up on cosmetics and undergoes cosmetic surgery. If the use of steroids or gene replacement did express such a rejection of “the given,” it might well be problematic. But how problematic it was would depend on what it repudiated. To subject one’s child to a psychopharmacology because one finds him incorrigible may be more troublesome than to submit to the knife because one despairs of one’s looks. The Council talks with insufficient discrimination about the importance of “accepting the given”; unless one regards one’s child and one’s body as equally gifts from God, there is a stronger moral imperative to accept the former than the latter. To adopt Erik Parens’ terms (2005), gratitude may be the dominant framework in parenthood, creativity in athletics.

But there is a more basic problem with the Council’s concern about repudiation. It is only if one accepts a certain view of what is essential to one’s body that injecting steroids or replacing genes necessarily involves a fuller repudiation of the body one is given than relentless, punishing training or harsh dietary regimens. A man who spends hours every day at the make-up table, bitterly fretting over his recalcitrant features, may be expressing more self-loathing than a man who gamely undertakes cosmetic surgery to advance his career as a model or soap-opera star. Now to the extent that steroids or gene-replacement is riskier or more harmful than conventional enhancements, it may indeed be a reasonable presumption that their use involves greater repudiation, more desperate competitiveness, or both. But without that risk, the distinction rests on two assumptions that the Council never defends: 1) that steroid-injections and gene replacement are categorically greater changes than conventional enhancements, because they alter what is essential to our bodies, or to having the same body; and 2) that those who would use biotechnological enhancements believe (or recognize) this. This combination of undefended metaphysical claims and speculative psychological ones is all too characteristic of the Council’s work.

The Estrangement of Athletes from Fans
The second concern is about the athlete’s estrangement from her fans, not her body, and it has a good deal more plausibility. One powerful motif in American sports legends is of the great athlete as one of us: growing up in the same neighborhood, attending the same school, sharing the same tribulations, engaging in the same transgressions, and even after success and celebrity, keeping the same friends and frequenting the same haunts. It is no Horatio Alger story, suggesting that any of us could have been that star; it is rather, about the extraordinary as ordinary, having enough commonalities with the rest of us to sustain intense identification in the face of surpassing excellence. To proclaim that Babe Ruth did it on hot dogs and beer is not only to assert that he did it without cheating, it is to assert that he did it while eating and looking like us (or even worse). Of course, similarity and identification come in degrees. As Michael Sandel observes, we admire both the hard work and relentless striving of the modestly talented Pete Rose and the effortless grace of the gifted Joe DiMaggio (Sandel, 2004). But while we may identify more strongly with the Pete Roses than the Joe DiMaggios, even those athletes we admire for their awesome talent have well-publicized frailties and limitations that provide a foothold for our identification. 

At the same time, our commonality with sports heroes has always been exaggerated. The myth of that commonality that becomes increasing difficult to sustain as sports stars become part of a social and economic as well as athletic elite. And it is even harder /to sustain as athletes come to look less like us. The extraordinary talent of stars like Ted Williams—“the Splendid Splinter”—was not obvious from by their physiques. There is something thrilling in the realization that one of baseball’s greatest hitters looked more like the proverbial 97-pound weakling than an Olympic god. There is no similar surprise in looking at Barry Bonds. When stars no longer look like us, live like us, or even talk to us, it may be harder to identify with them, to take vicarious satisfaction in their success. And no doubt steroids and gene-replacement will make them look even less like us. As Dr. Theodore Friedman lamented in his testimony to the commission about biotechnology and sports enhancement:

I think one has to have faith in one’s idols. When I was growing up, I lived just down the street from the Philadelphia Phillies player who was one of the neighbors and just another person. He was an athlete, but he was another one of us. I must say that in watching . . . baseball games, I no longer know what I am seeing. In a way, I feel a little robbed by not rally having faith, not as much faith, as I had in my old idol[;] of the reality that I am now seeing bioengineering . . . and pharmacology more than I am sport. 

It is easy to share Friedman’s  regret that the star player is no longer a neighbor, no longer “just another person.” Admittedly, this is a matter of degree, and the social and economic separation of athletes may matter as much or more than their increasing physical differences. Indeed, other commonalities between star athletes and their fans may make the identification of the latter with the former resilient against, if not downright impervious to, fairly radical bodily changes. There was nothing muted about the excitement of local San Francisco fans for Bond’s record-breaking home run, and the public and media hostility towards his achievement may have less to do with his aloof attitude than his outsize physique. 

Broken Records and Discontinuity 
Perhaps the concern about records may not rest on the perceived importance of the genome, or on the comparative artificiality of steroids, but on the perceived magnitude and pace of genetic and pharmacological improvements—the third concern suggested in the quoted passages from the President’s Council. Dietary change produces improved performance gradually; as the Olympic motto makes clear, we expect our records to be broken again and again. But it may be feared that a world in which steroid use was legal and almost-universal among athletes, and was medically supervised for maximum effects, would be one where past records would not even represent a challenge for most players—steroids would trivialize the past, not honor it in the way that gradual, hard-won record-breaking does. This fear may be reflected in public response to the new home run records. Babe Ruth’s held for over thirty years, and finally fell, to intense if bittersweet acclaim, to one player by one home run (in a longer season). But that record, in turn, fell to two players in one season, by nine runs, and it was broken again a few years later.The sudden, dramatic escalation in home run hitting raises the specter of change so rapid that it threatens to attenuate the role of past achievement in the appreciation of present performance.

And yet baseball was as radically transformed by the regular replacement of game balls as it is likely to be by unfettered biological enhancement. Before that change, batters had to hit a dirty, misshapen ball for most of the game. The home run record was twenty-seven, set in 1884. Less than two years after the change, the record was doubled by Babe Ruth, who hit fifty-four home runs in 1920. The impact of the change was hardly limited to home runs. According to some commentators, the whole nature of the sport changed, from the game of sly tactical ingenuity epitomized by Ty Cobb, to the competition of powerhouse hitting against high velocity pitching epitomized by Ruth. Baseball absorbed these changes without a significant loss of continuity or popularity. It has remained the same game, even to the point where recent years have supposedly seen the resurgence of tactical over powerhouse hitting, more Ty Cobb and less Babe Ruth. (Ward and Burns,  1994).

 If we regard Cobb and Ruth as among baseball’s greatest players, while recognizing that their achievements are in an important way incommensurable, isn’t it possible that future generations will make similarly qualified comparisons between Ruth and Bonds? Why couldn’t steroid use become one of the many factors adduced in the vociferous debates about comparative excellence that fill sports-fan radio, like the various rule, practice, and equipment changes that have occurred over the past century, from the enlargement of the season to the introduction of the designated hitter?

The resilience of sports, their capacity to absorb significant changes, does not mean, of course, that those changes are always for the best. Some sports have undoubtedly been changed for the worse, and the legalized use and regulation of steroids might well make baseball a less subtle and artful game. So there may be given us good reason to “proceed with caution” in accepting biotechnological modifications of athletes even when they are proven safe. But these are practical concerns that invite empirical assessment and a pragmatic response. 

The Ideal of the Natural: Conventional, Not Metaphysical?

Even if fears of the President’s Council about identification and continuity are exaggerated, they are legitimate concerns. Both reinforce the Council’s point that “the ethical evaluation of biological enhancements does not finally depend on their being found utterly unique and unprecedented” (President’s Council, 2003, 124). The fact that identification may be attenuated by economic and social factors as well as biological alterations hardly means that those alterations are not a significant threat. And the resilience of sports in the face of significant changes—in the athletes, their equipment, and the rules—has limits. Too many changes too quickly may not merely coarsen a sport, or reduce its popularity, but diminish its value for its most devoted performers and observers. And biotechnological enhancement raises the specter of very rapid change. 
The pace of athletic enhancement is likely to increase dramatically if it is tied to biotechnology, just because the pace of biotechnological innovation is increasing so rapidly. There may be no categorical distinction between the calculated improvement of athletes’ diets over the past several centuries and the current development of performance enhancing drugs, but differences in degree, if sufficiently large, can become differences in kind. The pace of biotechnological innovation may overcome the capacity of a sports culture to integrate it. 
Moreover, the changes wrought by biotechnology may be far harder for the sports community to assess on a case-by-case basis. There are still intense debates among performers and observers about the impact of the designated hitter rule of the style and strategy of play, and there were doubtless similar debates about the introduction of ever-livelier balls. And though some effects of some biotechnological enhancements may be highly salient, like faster pitches, longer hits and more home runs, others may be subtler and more difficult to monitor, like those from technologies that slow muscle exhaustion. It may be more difficult to have an informed public debates about those changes than about changes in rules and equipment. This lack of transparency, however innocent, in some of the changes produced by biotechnology, may further alienate performers and spectators from their sports.
Is there any way to link these concerns with the appeals to nature that pervade so many critiques of biological enhancement? Clearly, the more credible anxieties I have been discussing are not about crossing lines between the natural and artificial, or turning athletes into machines. And yet if we take seriously Edmund Burke’s claim that “art is man’s nature” (1791), we may still have grounds for objecting to some kinds of human intervention as “unnatural.”
One promising approach understands appeals to nature as appeals to the constraints on choice necessary to confer meaning on human activity. Drawing on earlier work by Richard Norman (1996), Stephen Holland (2003) argues that our achievements must be understood against a backdrop of constraints that arise from cultural “glosses” on brute biological facts about our mortality, vulnerabilities, and limited capacities:

We achieve significance in our choices and actions only when they are made against a backdrop of constraints that are not open to choice. These background conditions comprise facts—about such things as birth, illness, and death—made up of culturally specific glosses . . . . Some practices or procedures apparently threaten to disrupt those background conditions. In that event, our response to those practices or procedures will be hostile; understandably, given the role of the backdrop as necessary conditions for significant choice . . . . One expression of this choice is the complaint, “It’s unnatural” (155).

Holland illustrates this account with the example of a runner objecting to a speed-enhancing moveable track on the grounds that it is unnatural. While the purpose of his training and dietary regiment is to increase his speed, one of the critical constraints on his endeavor is a stationary running surface. A moveable track would deny significance to his actions by removing that constraint. But although the activity of competitive running derives its significance from biological limits on human mobility, the specific constraints that apply to the activity are dictated by convention:

If [runners] run quickly because the track moves, of course, they’re cheating; but if they do so wind moves in a favourable direction, they might still consider it an achievement. Such ambiguities abound; the runner[s] alter[s] their diet to enhance their performance, but wouldn’t take performance-enhancing drugs. Only certain kinds of equipment are allowable: for example, good running shoes are fine, but a moving track is not. But whatever the anomalies, there’s a threshold for defining a background of conditions necessary if their actions are to have significance; if their performance is to count as an achievement (Holland, 2003, 156). 

Although such constraints are in this sense conventional, they cease to be arbitrary once they have been widely accepted and well-established. Significant changes can threaten our shared understanding of the meaning of valuable human activities. Equally important, however, it may often be debatable whether they do. As Holland observes, “the debate typically unfolds between conservatives, who see an innovation as a serious threat to supposedly fixed conditions, and liberals, who think it is not a serious threat to the possibility of achievement and significant action” (Holland, 2003, 157). Such debates are not entirely empirical; they pit a strict against a broad construction of important cultural practices. 
This approach differs in two critical respects from that adopted by the President’s Council and other critics of pharmacological and genetic enhancement. First, it does not rest on an opposition between the natural and the artificial. The background constraints that give meaning to human activity are natural in the sense that they are a given for the agent, unchosen and usually unquestioned; artificial in the sense that they are a product of the agent’s society and culture. 
Second, the constraints differ significantly among sports. They differ not only in the trivial sense that different sports have different rules, but to the extent that they serve to limit modifications of the performers’ bodies or physical capacities. Some sports are, in Sigmund Loland’s terms, more “vulnerable” to the biotechnology enhancement of their performers than others (2005). Individual sports like track and field, where success depends on a specialized individual skill, are more vulnerable to such enhancements than team sports in which success rests on a mix of physical and mental skills, as well as group dynamics and coordination. The more vulnerable the sport, the less acceptable biotechnological modification is likely to be, and the more of a premium is likely to be placed on keeping the athletes in “a natural state.” But even sports that are is not especially vulnerable, like baseball, contain specific activities that are, like pitching and hitting. The violation of constraints on bodily enhancement matter more for pitching and hitting than for fielding not only because they former are higher-profile activities, but because biotechnological enhancement is seen as threatening the meaning and value of achievements in pitching and hitting than in more coordinated team activities like fielding.
From Recreation to Procreation: The Generality of a Constraint-Based Account of Appeals to Nature

It is not clear whether this account of appeals to nature in sports can fully explain the perceived threat of biotechnology even in the domain of athletic competition. That threat is understood by critics like the Presidents’ Council as part of a much broader challenge to human dignity and flourishing. The Council’s case against the pharmacological and genetic enhancement of athletes is hardly the parochial complaint of disgruntled sports fans about changes to familiar conventions; it is the application of a more general concern about the alienating and corrupting effects of biotechnology. Although the Council would agree that the specific lines drawn to limit the uses of biotechnology may be arbitrary or conventional, it sees those lines as barriers against the subversion of fundamental human values. For the Council, the objection to steroid or gene doping as unnatural has a close kinship to the objections to general cognitive enhancement or reproductive cloning as unnatural. Do accounts of appeals to nature in terms of background constraints on human activity have the resources to explain this kinship, or must they reject the claimed kinship as superficial or exaggerated?
One response to the Council is deflationary: “nature” is a fuzzy concept, without a core meaning that holds constant across the range of contexts in which it is employed. Thus, Greg Kaebnick argues that “claims about the value of nature also depend partly on claims about the value of concepts. Many perfectly serviceable concepts often are—and must be—delineated only loosely” (577). The “fuzziness” of concepts complicates their application:

We will have to consider how nature is used in different domains—in debates about agriculture, the environment, and human nature—and probably also within specific contexts within those broad domains. . . . Within the debate on human nature, we may find that considerations about enhancement differ depending on context. We may find that what counts as “natural” is unproblematic in some cases, contestable in others, and too indeterminate to be of any use in others (578). 

Kaebnick suggests that claims about what is natural might be “defensible and intelligible in debates about sports doping (perhaps arguing that athletic competition is to test and celebrate natural human activities as developed through training and discipline)” (578). But even in that context, the truth of such claims may be indeterminate:
If an athlete sleeps in a low-pressure tent, is the athlete “doping”? Arguments can likely be made one way and the other, with no great likelihood of settling the matter. Still other cases may lead themselves reasonably well to some one understanding of how the concepts apply, yet still remain underdetermined: an athlete who takes testosterone because of a testicular malfunction is probably not doping—but how can we be sure? (577-578)
Kaebnick does not discuss the application of the concept of “human nature” in other domains addressed by the President’s Council, such as genetic enhancement and cloning. But his analysis leaves open the possibility that talk of nature in these domains may be “too indeterminate to be of any use.”

Yet the analysis of appeals to nature in terms of background constraints may prove useful in finding commonalities in appeals to nature across domains—not in the specific constraints that are imposed or invoked, but in the common need to confer and preserve the meaning of the activities in these domains. Indeed, while Holland uses sports to illustrate his account, he actually applies it to three areas of reproductive technology: artificial reproduction, genetic enhancement, and human cloning. He identifies distinct constraints that appear to be threatened by biotechnology in these different contexts: the connection between sex and procreation in assisted reproduction; the nurturing role of parents in genetic enhancement; both in human cloning. He does not argue either for the value of the constraint—many people regard sex and procreation as well-severed—or for the reality of the perceived threat—genetically enhanced children may actually pose greater nurturing challenges to their parents than unenhanced children. His point is rather that debates about whether various biotechnological interventions are “unnatural” are really about the value and the frailty of the constraints they appear to threaten.
Of course, there are profound differences between the background constraints for sports and human reproduction, and the comparison may seem to trivialize the latter. The debasement of a sport whose constraints get swept away by reckless innovation (a fate some believe to have befallen power lifting; Todd and Tood, 2009) is a misfortune; the divorce of procreation from adult love, or of child development from parental nurturing, would be a tragedy. Moreover, there are always other sports that have not been debased, or are more resistant to debasement, while there few socially viable options for creating and rearing children. But it is unclear why this vast difference in the magnitude of the loss should make the use of a constraints analysis inapt in either domain. 
If anything, a comparison of the character of background constraints in the two domains may be a source of insight into both. The comparison may suggest that there is greater resilience and flexibility in one or both than is commonly assumed: the desire to test one’s physical limits against others similarly engaged can be fulfilled by indefinitely many forms of athletic competition; a variety of practices may ensure that the creation and nurturing of children can be achieved within the most intimate relationships. The comparison may also suggest that the same desires and values the constraints serve to protect are a threat to them: that the competitive urge often threatens the constraints on competition that make its expression meaningful; that the yearning to have and to rear children may not respect age-, partnership-, or other eligibility conditions that serve to make the creation and rearing of children a meaningful practice. 

Conclusion
Let me return to the question with which I began: what would be lost if the pharmacological, medical, or genetic enhancement of athletic performance were safe, legal, and widespread? The short answer is that we don’t know. The present illegality of performance-enhancing drugs, however justifiable, has precluded efforts to accommodate the use of those drugs within any sport—with the notable exception of power-lifting. The experience of that sport—a proliferation of leagues will ill-defined and ill-enforced rules—is not encouraging, but it is also not representative (Todd and Todd, 2009). Power lifting is not only a highly-vulnerable sport—pharmacological enhancement has a direct and substantial impact on the entire performance—it is also a notably fractious one, tending to attract convention-disdaining mavericks. A sport like baseball, less vulnerable and at least outwardly more respectful of rules and traditions, might be more likely to accommodate performance-enhancing drugs “internally,” with limits on use and, perhaps, the kind of “positional segregation” that the sport is now accused of engaging in racially—coaches might be expected or encouraged to place their enhanced players in the outfield, rather than on the pitcher’s mound. What is clear is that we cannot predict the specific accommodations that would be made, or how they would affect, and be perceived as affecting, the character of the sport. Despite our wholesale uncertainty, however, it is important to recognize that surrender to performance-enhancing drugs need not be unconditional; that we may have the resources to develop conventions and practices that may eventually make some forms of doping more “natural” than others.
References

Allison, Lincoln (2005) “Citius, Altius, Fortius ad Absurdum: Biology, Performance, and Sportsmanship in the Twenty-First Century,” Genetic Technology and Sport,edited by Claudio Tamburrini and Torbjörn Tännsjö  (New York, Routledge)

Associated Press (2006) “Poll” Half of Fans Don’t Want Bonds to Hit 755” www.sports.espn.go.com/mlb/news/story/?id=2631763
Blackford, R. (2006) “Sinning Against Nature: The Theory of Background Conditions” Journal of Medical Ethics 32 :629-724.

Burke, Edmund (1791) “Letter from the New to the Old Whigs” www.ourcivilization.com/smartboard/shop/burke/extracts/chap17.htm

Camporesi, Silvia (2008) “Oscar Pistorius, Enhancement, and Post-Humans” Journal of Medical Ethics 34:639. 

Donovan, John (2007) “Bonds Slugs No. 756 to Pass Aaron as Home Run King” si.com (August 8, 2007).

Garreau, Joel (2007) “Is It Time for A Flex Plan: Techno-Athletes Change the Definition of Natural” Washington Post 08/01/07, C1; 02.

Holland, Stephen (2003) Bioethics: A Philosophical Introduction (Cambridge: Polity Press)

Juengst, Eric T. (2009) “Annotating the Moral Map of Enhancement: Gene Doping, the Limits of Medicine, and the Spirit of Sport” Performance-Enhancing Technologies in Sports: Ethical, Conceptual and Scientific Issues, edited by Thomas H. Murray, 

Kaebnick, Greg [can you fill this in?]

Loland, Sigmund (2005) “The Vulnerability Thesis and the Use of Bio-Medical Technology in Sport,” Genetic Technology and Sport (Routledge)

Maschke, Karen J., and Angela A. Wasuna (Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press).

Miah, Andy, "Enhanced Athletes? It's Only Natural," Washington Post (August 3, 2008)

Munthe, Christian (2000) “Selected Champions: Making Winners in the Age of Genetic Technology,” in Values in Sport, edited by Torbjörn Tännsjö and Claudio Tamburrini (New York: Routledge)

Norman, Richard (1996) “Interfering with Nature” Journal of Applied Philosophy 13 1-11.

Parens, Erik (2005) “Authenticity and Ambivalence: Towards Understanding the Enhancement Debate” Hastings Center Report, 35 (3) 34-41.

President’s Council on Bioethics (2003) Beyond Therapy: Biotechnology and the Pursuit of Happiness, Ch. 3 (Superior Performance).

Saletan, William (2005) “The Beam in Your Eye: If Steroids are Cheating, Why Isn’t Lazik?” www.slate.com/id/2116858/, posted 04/18/05.

Saletan, William (2006) “How High is Too High in Turin?”  Washington Post 02/19/10; B03.

Sandel,  Michael (2004) “The Case Against Perfection: What’s Wrong with Designer Children, Bionic Athletes, and Genetic Engineering” Atlantic Monthly April, 2004.

Schermer, Maartje (2008) “Enhancements, Easy Shortcuts, and the Richness of Human Activities” Bioethics 22 (7):355-363.

Soper, Kate (1995) What is Nature? (Oxford: Blackwell).
Tierney, John (2008) “Let the Games Be Doped” New York Times 08/1/08, B1; 03.

Todd, Jan, and Terry Todd (009) “Reflections on the ‘Parallel Federal Solution’ to the Problem of Drug Use in Sport: The Cautionary Tale of Powerlifting  Performance-Enhancing Technologies in Sports: Ethical, Conceptual and Scientific Issues, edited by Thomas H. Murray, Karen J. Maschke, and Angela A. Wasuna (Baltimore, MD: John Hopkins University Press).

Tucker, Neely (2007) “Hearts and Heroes: Barry Bonds May be Top Hitter; But Hank Aaron and Babe Ruth Were Heroes” Washington Post 07/1/07, C1: 02. 

Ward, Geoffrey C. and Ken Burns (1994) Baseball: An Illustrated History (New York: Alfred A. Knopf).
Wallace, Shaun “Why WADA Has it Wrong on Simulated Altitude Systems”, www.altitudeforall.info/hypoxia_resources_wallace1.html (accessed 10/5/2006).

Weiss, Paul (1969) Sport: A Philosophical Inquiry (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press.

Wollbring, Gregor (2008) “Oscar Pistorius and the Future Nature of Olympic, Paralympic and Other Sports” www.lw.ed.ac.uk/ahrc/script-ed/vol5-1/wolbring.asp
World Anti-Doping Agency “WADA Note on Artificially-Induced Hypoxic Conditions.” www.wada-ama.org/rtecotent/document
� Neither side has relied on the intent with which the environment is modified. The intent to enhance is as specific for athletes who bring themselves to the mountain as it is for athletes who bring the mountain to them.


� Indeed, Wheaties was called the “the breakfast of champions,” because it supposedly contained nutrients that were unavailable in such concentrated forms to the athletes of past generations.
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