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Performance Enhancement for All
In that famous routine by Abbott and Costello, ‘I Don’t Know’ plays third base.  So, too, of course does Alex Rodriguez.  Should we rush to convict A-Rod of his performance enhancing transgressions?  Frankly…I don’t know.
I do know that A-Rod used performance enhancing drugs at least between 2001 and 2003 when with the Texas Rangers, because he has confessed as much.  I also know that the use of such drugs is not just banned, but a decidedly bad idea.

Anabolic steroids can increase blood pressure, cholesterol, and cardiovascular risk.  They are linked to inflammation, and even cancer, of the liver.  They have masculinizing effects in females, causing breasts to shrink, hair to grow where it shouldn’t (e.g., on the chest and face), and fall out where it should (e.g., the head).  


In males, anabolic steroids have feminizing effects, because an excess of ‘male’ hormones leads through metabolic steps to an excess of related ‘female’ hormones.  So, along with bulging muscles, guys may wind up with shrunken testicles and female-like breasts, a condition known as gynecomastia.  Some of these changes are irreversible with cessation of use.


Used before puberty, the drugs can cause growth plates in bones to fuse prematurely, permanently stunting growth.  And they tend to provoke aggression, and at times, overt mental illness.

Despite all this, a rush to judgment about A-Rod may be unjustified.  Two seemingly unrelated questions fielded by President Obama during his recent press conference devoted primarily to the economic stimulus package begin to suggest why.
One question was about Alex Rodriguez per se, and the President very reasonably noted his disappointment, and his particular regret for the message conveyed to young people.

The other question had to do with U.S. policy toward Iran.  Leaving aside the particulars, the President avowed that a nuclear-armed Iran could destabilize the region and globe by setting in motion an arms race in one of the planet's more volatile areas. 
If we juxtapose the questions, we come quickly to the issue of an arms race destabilizing not just nations, but our nation's pastime.  What is performance enhancing drug use in sport, but an arms race in one of the planet’s more volatile industries?

Arms races may be all but inevitable.  Natural selection is by and large an arms race: the speed of the impala is courtesy of the cheetah; the speed of the cheetah is naturally selected reciprocity.  We seem to grow squeamish at the evidence that unnatural selection- such as that of a Cy Young winner, or batting champ- plays by similar rules.
A-Rod, apparently, got caught up in an arms race, feeling pressure to live up to the demands of baseball's most lucrative contract ever.  Perhaps that should not have required performance enhancing drugs.  But then again, Babe Ruth probably never faced 'juiced' up pitchers, and A-Rod doubtless knew he would.  Doubtless, in the furthest corners of locker rooms and club houses reserved expressly for permanent shadow and whispered conversation, he was told as much by coaches, trainers, or teammates.  And, of course, the pitchers- such as Roger Clemens- were participants in comparably furtive conversations, warned in hushed tones that juiced-up batters would hit anything a 'non-enhanced' pitcher could throw.
Anabolic steroids offer performance enhancement to the individual.  But what is a salary on steroids but performance enhancement at the team level?  If the Yankees can afford to pay more than any other team for A-Rod, they are injecting currency to enhance performance.  Different kind of syringe, same motivation.

Perhaps it is asking too much in our capitalistic society to suggest that player salaries might be capped at some reasonably ridiculous level, or that team profits might be capped with surpluses going back to the municipalities that sustain them with love and devotion.  It might be asking too much to suggest that such funds might build more parks where children could play baseball for the love of the game.  But it certainly isn’t saying too much to note that a win-at-any-cost society has little right to sanctimonious sticker-shock when it sees what teams and players are willing to pay.

We might all be willing to let professional athletes wring from their bodies that last drop of performance by any expedient means; their bodies, their choices.  But we know our adolescent children are looking on.  Bad role modeling is as influential as good- so we have to say no.  Just as we, from atop the only nuclear arsenal every actually applied in warfare, tell Iran it can't have one.
But maybe the message is only as good as the messenger.  President Obama noted this as well- commenting that our own active re-engagement in nuclear non-proliferation was the likely prelude to constructive diplomacy with Iran, or anyone else, on the topic.  
We live in a society that doesn't just watch sport- we live it, vicariously.  Opposing teams are not competition, they are enemies.  Passions run to taunts and jeers, hurled insults- and if we can get away with it, hurled projectiles.  In soccer stadiums around the world, the us-versus-them frenzy of professional sport results in periodically fatal stampedes.
If sport were just sport- if we reveled in what the gifted and well trained athlete could do- without turning it into a proxy for battle between good guys and bad guys- then perhaps the temptation to win by any means would abate.  Perhaps sport would be less vulnerable to its particular 'arms race' if we tempered the prevailing passion to see the 'other' team 'blown away.'

The use of performance enhancing drugs by professional athletes is unacceptable, conveying a message fraught with dire hazard to my daughters, your sons.  But indicting A-Rod doesn’t fix this at the source.
To banish the pervasive temptations of performance enhancement by artificial means, we need to enhance our own performance.  We need to raise children never given cause to think we care less about why and how the game is played- any game- than whether our team always does whatever it takes to win.

Shame on A-Rod, yes.  But we share in that shame.  For the fault, and its remedy, lie not so much in our star players...as in ourselves. 
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