Many of us have seen the film, Reefer Madness, and we smile to see how wacky most Americans’ understanding of marijuana was for much of the 20th century.  As with sex, so too with drugs, our puritan heritage makes us feel that drug-taking robs us of purity and pushes us toward the Dark Side.
Of course, we feel there is an important distinction between using legal “medicine” and illegal “drugs.”  In sports, the purists are especially zealous to protect organized sports from the impurity of drugs.  The evils they fight against are three: the unlevel playing field (the Cheater), sports heroes setting a terrible example for the kids, and protecting athletes from killing themselves.
We are now in the midst of “Steroid Madness.”  The real issues here are complex, so let’s just focus here on the Cheater issue.  Sports heroes like McGuire, Bonds, and A-Rod are being painted as big cheaters, unworthy of their fame and records.

Let’s stay sober together on this.  First, performance enhancing technology and drugs are here to stay, both legally and illegally.   Every sport uses performance enhancing technology (playing surfaces, domed stadiums, better golf clubs, better baseball gloves, personal trainers, etc.).  Tiger Woods had laser surgery to enhance his vision, and now sees 20-15.  Given his many other talents, shouldn’t fellow pros being screaming “cheater” at Tiger?   
When athletes take prescribed drugs to help them cope with their cold or flu symptoms, these drugs are performance enhancing.  In fact, certain steroids are commonly prescribed by doctors to alleviate chest congestion and to help people rehab limbs from surgery.
There are many forms of growth hormones, many in the animal meat we eat every day, and they are not all called ‘steroids.’  There are also types of steroid-use which are still legal in professional sports, and practical tests for the many non-steroid human growth hormones are not available.

Steroid use among American athletes became prevalent long before the 1980s, especially in the sport of body building.   If most of the athletes are using performance enhancing drugs (of one sort or another), and if the drugs are available to them all—why is there an unlevel playing field?   If I choose to work out (and the steroid users still have to work out if they want to be successful) while someone else chooses not to work out, am I cheating?    Even if the public and Congress did not know, professional athletes have known for many decades that using various drugs can make them more competitive and more successful in their sport.
We are largely a nation of zealots and hypocrites when it comes to issues about drug use.  Booze is okay (even patriotic) because it is legal, but most other mind-altering drugs are not.  Boozers are good people, but pot heads are dangerous.  Over eating (which releases many euphoria-causing drugs into the body) causes obesity, diabetes, and many early deaths, but gluttony is okay when compared to using reefer or human growth hormones.  A sports purist who preaches from his soap box against steroid- use may nevertheless regularly commit one of the seven deadly sins.  
All Americans sports fans should watch, Bigger Stronger Faster, released in 2008 and available on DVD.  It will help some of them “get a grip,” and come out of their fantasy world.  One of my favorite scenes in that film features Sen. Joe Biden, a known plagiarist and cheater, ranting in Congress about such cheating in sports.
