
The Game



Ethics of Sport: 
Important Concepts





Anabolic Steroids

Anabolic steroids are synthetic 
androgens that are structurally 
related and have similar effects to 
testosterone, namely hypertrophy 
(i.e., the growth of skeletal muscle). 

They have been used in medicine 
since the 1930’s and are now used to 
treat “wasting conditions” 
associated with cancer and AIDS, 
among other things. 



Erythropoietin 
(EPO)

Erythropoietin (EPO) is a 
hormone naturally produced by 
the kidneys during cellular 
hypoxia (i.e., oxygen deprivation). 

EPO stimulates red blood cell 
production, which in turn can 
deliver more oxygen to skeletal 
muscles, and thus is used as a 
performance-enhancing drug 
(PED) by some athletes. 



The use of PEDs is a good topic for 
our project since the discussions 

surrounding PEDs are often morally 
charged. 

Moreover, people are often morally 
dumbfounded (i.e., unable to provide 
a suitable rationale for their moral 
position) when discussing use of 

PEDs (see Frank Frisch 2012). 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mbe4xr8YJGg


For example...

Some charge that steroids are unnatural. 

But, of course, androgens are naturally 
produced by the body. 

At most, one could say that steroid 
abuse results in unnatural ratios of 
androgens, but even this only true in 
some cases. 



The statistical norm 
for testosterone 
ranges from about 
270 to 1070 
nanograms per 
deciliter (ng/dL).

https://www.health.harvard.edu/mens-health/testing-your-testosterone-its-tricky


For example...

Others charge that steroid use is 
cheating. 
But, of course, the rules can always 
be changed, but many say they 
would still oppose steroid use, even 
if it were legal.



For example...

Lastly, some say that steroid use is an 
unfair advantage.
But sports is full of unfair advantages, 
from LASIK eye surgery to blade-like 
prosthetic feet. 
(Stay tuned.)

https://cheddar.com/media/the-human-foot-is-a-design-disaster
https://cheddar.com/media/the-human-foot-is-a-design-disaster


Food for thought... 



Question: 
What’s the sport most associated with 
anabolic steroid use?





But bodybuilders continuously 
argue that steroids don’t do any 

of the work for them. 
Steroids only allow them to 

recover faster so that they can 
hit the gym again the next day. 

https://generationiron.com/jay-cutler-talks-steroid-culture-bodybuilding/
https://generationiron.com/jay-cutler-talks-steroid-culture-bodybuilding/


On a side note, bodybuilders 
constantly complain that eating 
surplus calories is the hardest 

part of the sport. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_C7bN_ikOwY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_C7bN_ikOwY


“ ‘No one can see in the work of the artist how it has become,’ Nietzsche 
said. ‘That is its advantage. For wherever one can see the act of becoming, 
one grows somewhat cool.’ 

In other words, we want to believe that [a talented person] was born to 
[talent] in a way none of us were, and that none of us could. We don’t want 
to sit on the pool deck and watch [them] progress from amateur to expert. 
We prefer our excellence fully-formed…

But why? ...Mythologizing natural talent lets all of us off the hook. It lets us 
relax into the status quo” (Duckworth 2016: 38-9; interpolations are mine). 



Relatedly...
Yours truly has overheard (in 
Bioethics classes) some students 
argue that those who advocate the 
legalization, both in sport and in 
general, of anabolic steroid use are 
simply doing so because they want 
to use anabolic steroids 
themselves. 



INFORMAL 

FALLACY 

OF THE 

DAY



Red Herring

This is a fallacy in which an arguer lends support 

to his/her conclusion by providing an irrelevant 

(and diversionary) detail in order to distract 

people from the issue at hand.





Politician: 

Well we don’t want 

children to die. 

So we should vote for 

my tax bill. 



Standard Form(?)

1. Potentially true 

sentence that is 

unrelated to my 

conclusion.

2. Therefore, my 

conclusion is true. 



Relatedly...
Yours truly has overheard (in 
Bioethics classes) some students 
argue that those who advocate the 
legalization, both in sport and in 
general, of anabolic steroid use are 
simply doing so because they want 
to use anabolic steroids 
themselves. 

FALLACY



J Savulescu, B Foddy, M Clayton (2004: 666) argue that...

“The enormous rewards for the winner, the effectiveness of the drugs, 
and the low rate of testing all combine to create a cheating ‘game’ 
that is irresistible to athletes…

[U]nless the likelihood of athletes being caught doping was raised to 
unrealistically high levels, or the payoffs for winning were reduced to 
unrealistically low levels, athletes could all be predicted to cheat.”

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/592b5bbfd482e9898c67fd98/t/5d1b8fc5e3ce5700019aa92e/1562087365395/whyWeShouldAllowPED.pdf


“If a drug does not expose an athlete to excessive risk, we 
should allow it even if it enhances performance. 
We have two choices: to vainly try to turn the clock back, or to 
rethink who we are and what sport is, and to make a new 21st 
century Olympics. Not a super-Olympics but a more human 
Olympics. 
Our crusade against drugs in sport has failed. Rather than 
fearing drugs in sport, we should embrace them” (ibid., 670).



Question: 
Is this against the spirit of sport?



“Human sport is different from animal sport because it is creative. 
Far from being against the spirit of sport, biological manipulation embodies 
the human spirit—the capacity to improve ourselves on the basis of reason 
and judgment. When we exercise our reason, we do what only humans do.
The result will be that the winner is not the person who was born with the 
best genetic potential to be strongest. Sport would be less of a genetic 
lottery. The winner will be the person with a combination of the genetic 
potential, training, psychology, and judgment” (ibid., 667; emphasis added). 



Question: 
Why do we watch sports?



“Indeed, it seems reasonable to suggest that the reasons we appreciate 
sport at its elite level have something to do with competition, but also a 
great deal to do with the appreciation of an extraordinary 
performance” (ibid., 667; emphasis added). 





Ana Vidovic

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KCE5aPnB5aI


“Classical musicians commonly use β blockers to control their stage fright.
These drugs lower heart rate and blood pressure, reducing the physical 
effects of stress, and it has been shown that the quality of a musical 
performance is improved if the musician takes these drugs” (ibid., 667). 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KCE5aPnB5aI


Question: 
Is it fair?



“Is this fair?
Nature is not fair. Ian Thorpe has enormous feet which give him an advantage 
that no other swimmer can get, no matter how much they exercise.
Some gymnasts are more flexible, and some basketball players are seven 
feet tall. 
By allowing everyone to take performance enhancing drugs, we level the 
playing field. We remove the effects of genetic inequality. Far from being 
unfair, allowing performance enhancement promotes equality” (ibid., 668).





Question: 
Is this just for those who can afford PEDs?



“The cost of a hypoxic air
machine and tent [to raise 
naturally-produced EPO] is 

about US$7,000...



“Sending an athlete to a high 
altitude training location for 

months [to raise 
naturally-produced EPO] may 

be even more expensive....



“This arguably puts legal methods for 
raising an athlete’s PCV beyond the 

reach of poorer athletes. 
It is the illegal forms that level the 

playing field in this regard...
If monetary inequalities are a real 

concern in sport, then the enormous 
sums required to test every athlete 
could instead be spent on grants to 

provide EPO to poorer athletes” (ibid., 
668). 



Question: 
Is it safe?



“There is one limit: safety. We do 
not want an Olympics in which 

people die before, during, or after 
competition.

What matters is health and fitness 
to compete. Rather than testing 
for drugs, we should focus more 

on health and fitness to compete” 
(ibid., 668). 



“Taking EPO up to the safe level, say 
0.5, is not a problem. This allows 

athletes to correct for natural 
inequality...

Moreover, the current incentive is to 
develop undetectable drugs, with little 
concern for safety. If safe performance 

enhancement drugs were permitted, 
there would be greater pressure to 

develop safe drugs. Drugs would tend to 
become safer” (ibid., 668). 



Taking stock...





“Testosterone has far less to do with aggression than most assume. Within the normal 
range, individual differences in testosterone levels don’t predict who will be 
aggressive…

When testosterone does play a role, it’s facilitatory—testosterone does not ‘invent’ 
aggression. It makes us more sensitive to triggers of aggression, particularly in those 
most prone to aggression. Also, rising testosterone levels foster aggression only during 
challenges to status. 

Finally, crucially, the rise in testosterone during a status challenge does not 
necessarily increase aggression; it increases whatever is needed to maintain status. In 
a world in which status is awarded for the best of our behaviors, testosterone would 
be the most prosocial hormone in existence” (Sapolsky 2017: 135).



Taking stock...

The main points of J Savulescu, B Foddy, M Clayton (2004) 
seems to be: 
● It’s already happening, so we ought to make it safe, i.e., 

minimize the negative effects.
● Moreover, allowing some PEDs would actually level the 

playing field, both in genetic and financial terms, i.e., create 
some positive effects (for disenfranchised athletes) that 
wouldn’t otherwise be present.

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/592b5bbfd482e9898c67fd98/t/5d1b8fc5e3ce5700019aa92e/1562087365395/whyWeShouldAllowPED.pdf




Taking stock...
An opposing perspective is provided by Simon (1985).
He argues that use of PEDs is wrong because “it reduces athletic 
competition to contests between mechanized bodies rather than 
total thinking, feeling, willing, and acting persons. It 
dehumanizes by not respecting the status of athletes as 
persons” (Fraleigh 1985: 25).
Simon appears to suggest that using PEDs violates Kant’s 
Humanity Formulation of the Categorical Imperative...

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/592b5bbfd482e9898c67fd98/t/5d1c0ecfb9f400000142257e/1562119888328/goodCompetition.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/592b5bbfd482e9898c67fd98/t/5d1b8fffc86de000010f622a/1562087423703/ped_in_sport.pdf



