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In recent decades, there has been a much-discussed revival of virtue ethics in moral philosophy, inspired in large part by the writings of Aristotle and G.E.M. Anscombe’s influential paper, ‘Modern Moral Philosophy’.
  While much attention has been paid to the theoretical merits of virtue ethics in relation to other perspectives in normative ethics, comparatively very little attention has been given to the application of virtue ethics to contemporary moral issues.
  This paper focuses on the Aristotelian virtue of magnanimity and its implications for athletes, with the intent of developing a clearer and more accurate understanding of both athletic and moral excellence.  Given that the aspiration for greatness is shared by many athletes, analyzing the implications of the virtue of magnanimity for their motivations and actions is both philosophically interesting and practically worthwhile.  Ultimately, the following analysis leads to the conclusion that athletic excellence as it is conventionally understood, without moral excellence, has very little value.
It could be objected that sport is not a fitting topic for philosophical reflection, as there are more important moral issues to consider, given the current state of affairs in our world.  The latter part of this objection is surely true.  Moreover, sport often distracts people from attending to more important moral and social issues.  For example, more attention is often given to one’s favorite sports team compared to the current war in Iraq, genocide in Darfur, and so on.  However, as William Morgan points out in his Why Sports Morally Matter, sports deserve to be taken seriously, in part because it is through arguing about sports that many people first learn to generalize, form arguments, and respond to counterarguments.
  Moreover, debates about gender, race, economics, patriotism, justice, and drugs arise in the context of discussions of sport, and it is the case that new insights about these issues may be gleaned from considering them in that context.  If this is right, then one is led to agree with Morgan that the problem is not that we take sports too seriously, but rather that we do not take them seriously enough.  What follows, then, is an examination of some of the moral opportunities and moral challenges present in sport.  
The paper’s first section contains a brief description of a neo-Aristotelian version of the virtue of magnanimity.  The second section explores the implications of this conception of magnanimity for the character and actions of athletes.
  The final section considers how the magnanimous athlete responds to the moral challenges present in sport by focusing on the issue of performance-enhancing drugs.  By considering the virtue of magnanimity and its implications for athletes, one important aim of this paper is to provide support for the intuition that a great athletic performance achieved via dedicated training is superior to one that is at least in part the result of using performance-enhancing drugs.  In so doing, I offer what I take to be an important part of the anti-drug case in sport, namely, the reasons athletes themselves have for not using performance-enhancing drugs, grounded in considerations of excellence of character and the relative value of athletic excellence as it is conventionally understood.

The Virtue of Magnanimity

Magnanimity has been translated by interpreters of Aristotle in numerous ways.  Literally, the term means great-souledness, but it has also been rendered as ‘pride’, ‘high-mindedness’, ‘superiority’, and ‘dignity’.
  Consider Aristotle’s description of the magnanimous person.
  The magnanimous person thinks that she is worthy of great things, and is in fact worthy of such things.  She values herself properly, according to her actual worth, rather than too much or too little.  Such a person is particularly and primarily concerned with receiving honor, since this is the greatest of the external goods.  She does not desire honor for small things or from all people.  Rather, she desires honor from virtuous people for doing great things.  She is justified in looking down on others, because she accurately perceives their lack of greatness, though she will be self-deprecating with ordinary people.  She also overlooks past wrongs done to her rather than holding grudges, and will not speak ill of her enemies, except to their face.  The magnanimous person excels at all of the virtues.  Magnanimity, or greatness of soul, not only requires the presence of all of the other virtues, but it also enhances those virtues.  As Aristotle puts it, ‘Greatness of soul, then, seems to be a sort of adornment, as it were, of the excellences; for it augments them, and does not occur without them.’
 
Some contemporary philosophers have found Aristotle’s conception of this virtue morally objectionable.  As John Casey puts it, the ‘magnanimous (or ‘proud’) man has not proved to be the most durably popular of Aristotle’s ethical portraits’.
  According to Casey, this is because the magnanimous man offends the spirit of equality.  While it is true that some of what Aristotle says about magnanimity is troubling to the modern mind, there is much to be admired in Aristotle’s description of this virtue.  Particularly relevant to athletes is the desire for honor that the magnanimous person possesses, specifically honor for doing great things.  Many athletes aspire to athletic excellence, but the magnanimous athlete will also aspire to and exemplify moral excellence.
The Value of Athletic Excellence
On a conventional view, the primary if not sole criterion of athletic excellence is victory.  People admire demonstrations of athletic skill that are part of a losing effort, but it is those who win championships that are thought of as truly great athletes.  As it has been conventionally understood, then, athletic excellence is the display of athletic skill in defeating one’s opponent.  However, an examination of magnanimity in the context of sport leads to the conclusion that athletic excellence as it is conventionally understood, without moral excellence, has very little value.
In his book The Perfect Mile, Neal Bascomb chronicles the competition between three men—Roger Bannister, John Landy, and Wes Santee—to be the first person to run a mile in less than four minutes.  Bannister’s success as the first man to break the four-minute barrier is well-known, but another feat of excellence was accomplished by the Australian runner John Landy two years after Bannister’s record run and subsequent defeat of Landy in a head-to-head competition at the 1954 Empire Games in Vancouver.  During the mile race at the 1956 Australian Championships, Landy was running in third when the second place runner, Ron Clarke, fell to the track as the field of runners jockeyed for position roughly halfway into the third lap.  As the rest of the runners pushed on, Landy stopped and checked to see if Clarke was severely injured.  Despite an injury to his arm from Landy’s spikes, Clarke said that he was fine and took off after the field.  Although he had lost seven seconds and forty yards, Landy began to sprint in pursuit of the leaders.  By the first turn of the final lap, he had gained back twenty-five yards, and during the last turn he sprinted past the leader to win the race by twelve yards.  

Landy’s actions demonstrate two kinds of excellence, athletic and moral.  Certainly the victory was an act of extraordinary athletic excellence, given the physical and psychological barriers to overcoming such a large gap in the second half of an elite-level one-mile race.  But it is just as clear that Landy’s behavior is demonstrative of moral excellence, insofar as he was willing to risk sacrificing victory in order to come to the aid of a fellow athlete.  For the magnanimous athlete, the opportunity for an act of extraordinary moral excellence that the race provided has far greater value than the opportunity for demonstrating conventional athletic excellence by merely winning the race.  Along these lines, Bascomb reports that a journalist at the time called the race Landy’s greatest triumph, even though it was not his fastest time (he ran 4:04.2, and had run 3:59.6 against Bannister) and that he had been a hero on that day to every person sitting in the press box.  If Landy had merely won the race, the events of that day would have had much less value, all else being equal.  This shows that conventional athletic excellence has very little value relative to moral excellence.  Moreover, if (via a brief thought experiment) all of the moral excellence is removed from Landy’s race but he still wins, there is very little of value that remains.
  That is, conventional athletic excellence possesses very little value.  Additionally, if winning is all that matters in sport, then athletes and teams would constantly seek out inferior opponents in order to increase the probability of victory.
  They do not do this, and victories over vastly inferior opponents are often seen to be hollow.  The fact that it is not a common practice to seek out inferior opponents provides some additional support for the view that conventional athletic excellence has very little value.
The Value of Moral Excellence

An exemplary athletic performance is in part a display of excellence with respect to physical skill.  Some excel at athletics (in part) by virtue of natural ability, and many marvel at such individuals.  However, it is arguably the case that more than mere athletic excellence is desired.  People admire what is required for an individual athlete to be able to perform at the elite level.  And this is where moral excellence comes into play.
There is an interesting connection between moral excellence and athletic excellence.  All athletes, at least all who must undergo difficult training, have the ability to carry out praiseworthy second-order volitions when certain first-order desires are in conflict (call this the Frankfurt ability).
  The Frankfurt ability is in part what people rightly admire about the character of such athletes, and this ability is in fact necessary for the possession of true moral excellence, given human nature.  Hence, it will be useful to examine this ability.

Human persons have first-order desires, such as the desire to run a marathon.  However, humans also have the ability to form second-order desires, i.e. desires that have as their object some first-order desire.  People can want to have a particular first-order desire.  Joan can want to want to run a marathon, even when she has a conflicting first-order desire, such as the desire to sleep later every day.  When an individual wants a particular desire to be effective, to be what in fact moves her to act, she has a second-order volition.  When Joan wants the desire to run a marathon to move her to do what is required to train for and complete a marathon, she has a second-order volition.

Those who carry out second-order volitions that endorse a physically or psychologically difficult path that is also morally excellent are to be admired.  Sport offers numerous opportunities to form and carry out such second-order volitions and act on them, when first-order desires are in conflict.  For example, a cross-country runner may want to win an upcoming race and may also have the desire to eat donuts for breakfast every day.  Given that his desire for donuts has the potential to thwart his desire to win an upcoming race, he forms the second-order volition to endorse and act upon his race-winning desire rather than his donut-eating desire.  There are of course other more significant desires that many athletes may give up in order to achieve their athletic goals.  For example, athletes may give up a large portion of their free time, recreational pursuits, money, and even social aspects of life in pursuit of their goals.  What is admirable about the Frankfurt ability is the difficulty in refraining from satisfying some first-order desires in order to satisfy others, especially when doing so requires picking the desire that will be fulfilled in the more distant future relative to the desire that is foregone.  For the magnanimous athlete, success in choices of lesser significance (eating donuts) can be conducive to success in choices that are more momentous (self-control in her most important relationships).  

Clearly possession of the Frankfurt ability is not sufficient for the possession of a morally virtuous character overall, much less for having the virtue of magnanimity.  For example, in the United States National Football League, Dallas Cowboys wide receiver Terrell Owens exemplifies this ability in his dedicated training regimen, but does not seem, at least according to public perception, to exemplify many of the moral virtues, including magnanimity.  Recall Aristotle’s description of the magnanimous person as someone who overlooks past wrongs done rather than holding grudges, and that such a person will not speak ill of his enemies, except to their face.  Given how Owens has spoken quite negatively of his teammates in the past, there is evidence that public perception with respect to his lack of virtue is correct.  Owens has displayed amazing levels of athletic skill, but his apparent lack of certain moral virtues causes him to receive much less admiration than he would otherwise obtain.  Even if Owens is one day a member of a championship team, he will receive much less honor than he would if he exemplified moral excellence, and rightly so.  This provides further support for the conclusion that without moral excellence, athletic excellence has very little value.

However, possessing and exercising the Frankfurt ability can be quite conducive to moral growth and moral excellence.  The magnanimous athlete not only pursues excellence in her sport, but she pursues and achieves moral excellence in other areas of life.  Sport can and likely will have intrinsic value for the magnanimous athlete, but it will have much greater instrumental value for her, because her primary aim will be to use sport as a vehicle for morally virtuous action and her own continued moral growth.
  Given the time and effort that is required for attaining conventional athletic excellence, and the potential fruitfulness of sport as a means for moral expression and development, the magnanimous athlete will wisely use sport for these ends.  Fortunately, the very character traits that may be developed and expressed via sport—courage, self-control, unselfishness, and perseverance—are precisely those traits that are conducive to conventional athletic excellence.  However, victory without these traits has very little value, so the magnanimous athlete uses sport to develop the Frankfurt ability and then employs it in other realms of her life.  For example, she might employ this ability and exercise self-control when offended by a friend or family member, rather than lashing out in anger.  Or she might acquire the capacity to put the interests of others ahead of her own interests in the context of team sports, and then exercise this virtue in other realms of life when doing so is feasible and appropriate.  Doing so may make her a better friend, spouse, or parent.  A requirement of many types of excellence—moral, athletic, and otherwise—is this ability to endorse and act upon certain second-order volitions when one’s first-order desires are in conflict, rather than being at the mercy of particular first-order desires and perhaps regretting the future consequences of this fact.  The magnanimous athlete develops this ability as an athlete, and then employs it in other realms of life as she develops her character.  In this way, sport can truly be conducive to one’s overall moral development and level of flourishing.  If sport did not afford these opportunities, if it was not morally demanding in the above ways, then sport and victory in sport would possess very little value. 

Another trait of the magnanimous athlete is that she uses the external goods and influence achieved via her sport for the service of the common good.  One obvious way to do this is through charitable giving and service.  For Aristotle, the most important external good for the magnanimous person is receiving honor from virtuous people for doing great things.
  The external good of honor can be employed to influence others in service of the common good.  The honor given to athletes because of their athletic performances coupled with the honor they may receive for their morally praiseworthy actions in other realms of life can be used to involve others in working for the common good.  For example, U.S. speedskater Joey Cheek donated the $US 40,000 bonus he received from the United States Olympic Committee for winning gold and silver medals at the 2006 Olympics to Right to Play, an international humanitarian organization that uses sport and play to improve the lives of children in underdeveloped nations.  Cheek has also been instrumental in securing another $US 360,000 for Right to Play through sponsors and web donations to the Joey Cheek Challenge.
The non-elite athlete may not be able to perform acts of extraordinary athletic excellence, though he may still aspire to and achieve acts of athletic skill.  However, the opportunity for moral growth and even magnanimity remains open to him.  He may pursue moral excellence by seeking to transfer the virtues developed via his sport to other realms of life, as described above.  The non-elite athlete may also express his virtue in service of the common good, through running for charity, for example.  

In sum, moral excellence will be more important to the magnanimous athlete than conventional athletic excellence, because she correctly understands the value of each.  It follows that she will not engage in what she considers to be an immoral action for the sake of a better athletic performance.  She will pursue physical, intellectual, and perhaps aesthetic excellence via her sport, but this pursuit will be primarily motivated and governed by a morally excellent character.  
Magnanimity and the Moral Challenge of Performance-Enhancing Drugs
In view of the above it is clear that sport can play a positive role in moral development.  But sport also presents many moral challenges to athletes.  One of the most ubiquitous and widely discussed of these moral challenges is the use of prohibited performance-enhancing drugs.  
How will the magnanimous athlete respond to this moral challenge?  Will an elite magnanimous athlete—call her Maggie—use prohibited performance-enhancing drugs?  Given Aristotle’s requirement that the magnanimous person will possess and excel at all of the other moral virtues, Maggie will not use prohibited performance-enhancing substances in order to improve her athletic performance.  In an era where the use of such substances is both tempting and too common, this claim is significant.


What reasons are there for thinking that Maggie will not dope (that is, use performance-enhancing drugs)?  In order to answer this question, we must first attend to a different one:  What reasons do athletes have for doping?  First, athletes dope in order to win.  They may be seeking an advantage over their competitors, or they may believe that they have to dope in order to compete with their rivals who engage in the practice.  Some athletes also use performance-enhancing drugs in order to obtain the external goods available through success in sport, such as fame, money, and the honor given for athletic victories.  

Maggie’s approach to the issue of performance-enhancement is important and informative, as are her actual choices with respect to this issue.  Her approach also sharply contrasts with the reasoning of athletes who dope.  For Maggie, the relevant question is this:  How can I combine moral and athletic excellence in my character and in my life?  While many of the arguments used to justify a ban on doping face certain problems, they are relevant to Maggie’s decision, given that such a ban exists in her sport.  The following points are offered as reasons Maggie has for refraining from doping, rather than reasons for the current doping bans, though the second and third points below also serve as reasons against the legalization of drugs in sport.
One reason Maggie has for refraining from doping is that doping constitutes cheating. If a substance is banned in her sport, then Maggie will not use that substance to enhance her performance, because of the unfair advantage that she would gain and because doing so would constitute cheating.  In his description of the magnanimous person, Aristotle claims that such a person will not treat people unjustly, because doing so is shameful and not worthy of honor.
  It would be inconsistent with her character to treat others unfairly, and using banned substances would give Maggie an unfair advantage over her competitors.


Second, given that virtue for Aristotle is a lifelong project, some performance-enhancements, even if they were permitted in her sport, would be ruled out for Maggie if they could lead to premature death or have other anti-flourishing effects.  If Maggie’s health is placed at significant risk by using a particular performance-enhancing substance, then from her perspective this is sufficient for not using that substance.
  It is irrational to place one’s health at risk for the sake of conventional athletic excellence, especially at the expense of one’s moral integrity.  For the same reasons, Maggie would also refrain from participating in some sports, perhaps, depending on the level of risk involved.  For example, Maggie might not prolong a career in boxing if doing so carries a significant risk of hindering her rational capacities later in life, given the importance of such capacities for human flourishing.  According to Aristotle it is reasonable to risk one’s life for great things, and this is something that the magnanimous person is willing to do.
  It is reasonable, when the circumstances require it, to risk one’s life for moral excellence.  However, this is not the case with respect to conventional athletic excellence.


Third, Maggie prefers depending on certain traits to produce an excellent athletic performance, such as courage, discipline, and perseverance.  If she enhanced her performance by doping, she might have less need for depending on these virtues.  Instead of doping, Maggie will opt for more difficult or more effective training methods.  Relatedly, Maggie wants the cause of her athletic performance and success to be of the right sort.  Hard, effective training and proper nutrition are the result of morally praiseworthy traits, such as self-control, discipline, and courage.  But what sense can be made of the claim that blood doping or taking steroids is the result of some morally praiseworthy trait, especially when using them constitutes cheating?  For Maggie, athletic contests are opportunities for the development and display of moral excellence and receiving deserved honor for that excellence as it is displayed in the sporting context.  In his discussion of magnanimity, Aristotle claims that ‘Those who possess [external goods] without excellence are neither justified in thinking themselves worthy of great things nor correctly called great-souled; for neither is possible without complete excellence’.
  Unlike the athlete who dopes in order to win, Maggie would not want the honor that is given for conventional athletic excellence, unless it is also given for the moral excellence that is connected to her athletic performance.  Moreover, to receive honor and not deserve it is of no interest to her, because receiving honor based on the misperception that Maggie competed within the rules has no value for her.  In her view, to think oneself worthy of honor without adequate justification is irrational.

An objection to the foregoing is that it is unrealistic, or perhaps overly moralistic.  What elite athlete would be willing to sacrifice athletic performance and give her opponents an advantage for these types of reasons?  Perhaps very few athletes would in fact be willing to sacrifice a measure of athletic success, fame, and fortune in this way.  However, recall Aristotle’s belief that it is difficult to be truly magnanimous.
  That few would be willing and able to make such sacrifices is unsurprising, given the demands of magnanimity.
In view of the above discussion of athletic and moral excellence, the truly great athlete, the magnanimous athlete, believes that athletic excellence as it is conventionally understood, without moral excellence, has very little value.  And given the conclusions drawn from the cases of John Landy and Terrell Owens, the nature of the virtue of magnanimity as it applies to athletes, and the manner in which the magnanimous athlete responds to the moral challenge of performance-enhancing drugs, there are several reasons for thinking that this belief is true.
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