Addiction & the Humanities, Vol. 5
(4) - On the other hand: An
argument against Cognitive
Enhancing Drugs

May 13, 2009

Our last issue of Addiction & the Humanities presented one side of the debate
about the use of cognitive-enhancing drugs; Greely and colleagues argued that
the use of cognitive-enhancing drugs by healthy individuals is akin to the use of
good nutrition and better technology to improve performance and should be
accepted by society as part of the next wave of self-improvement methods (Greely
et al., 2008). This week we present the other side of this discussion: the argument
against the use cognitive-enhancing drugs by healthy individuals.

In a column for the website LiveScience.com, Christopher Wanjek argues that
Greely and colleagues do not fully address the potential long-term consequences
of using drugs for cognitive enhancement. Table 1 below summarizes their
primary opposing arguments. Wanjek’s main point is that there is not enough
information about the long-term effects, on healthy individuals, of drugs like
Ritalin and Aderall to defend widespread use for cognitive enhancement. These
drugs can have serious side effects (e.g, heart problems and chemical
dependency, respectively). Further, Wanjek argues, the “reported minimal boost
in cognitive ability is anecdotal.” According to Wanjek, use of these drugs by
healthy people is a risky decision with little scientific evidence to support the
benefits (Wanjek, 2008).

The use of cognitive enhancing drugs raises ethical questions. If these drugs
provide substantial long-term enhancement, Wanjek argues, then whose needs
should be prioritized? Healthy individuals interested in purchasing cognitive-
enhancers for self-improvement would be competing with individuals who need
cognitive enhancers as treatment for diagnosed conditions. The principles of
supply and demand could spark debate about the importance of treatment needs
versus the importance of self-improvement. Wanjek also voices another concern
about the use of cognitive enhancers by healthy individuals - the widespread use
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could yield a society of “genetically manipulated” individuals. Today’s culture,
commends minimally enhanced (but diligently practiced) talents and skills; a
change in society’s genetic make-up would make it difficult to differentiate
between drug-induced and natural creativity.

Conclusion

The debate surrounding cognitive enhancing drugs is intimately tied to public and
personal opinions about a variety of values: principles (man-made versus natural
enhancers), rules (who should get these drugs and how), and cheating (cognitive-
enhancers give an unfair advantage). Previously questioned forms of self-
improvement such as vitamins (in pill form), technology, and even some medical
procedures are currently mainstream; however, society’s acceptance of general
cognitive-enhancing drug distribution would call for an acceptance that many
future successes and accomplishments would develop as a consequence of these
drugs. Perhaps cognitive enhancers, man-made substances, are simply the next
logical step in progressive self-improvement.

If this is the case, how will this discussion, intimately tied to addiction research,
change the study of addictions? In the final part of this series, we will explore the
details that associated addiction with the use of cognitive enhancers.

Table 1: Evaluating key arguments for and against general use of
cognitive-enhancing drugs.

Argument Author Evaluation
Enhancement of executive functions, | (Greely et al., Turner and colleagues found that, in healthy mdividuals
mproved ability to focus and 2008) performing a series of tasks testing memory and
remeniber, and Decreased feeling of attention, ““Modafiml 1s associated with a specific
fatigne pattern of cognitive enhancement™(Turner et al., 2003)
Holding off memory loss related to (Greely et al., “Additional results converge with theze findings that
old age and mcreasing work 2008) Modatil leads to improvements in reaction time,
productivity. vigilance, and working memory in normal adults”
{Morein-Zamir, Turner, & Sahalkian, 2007)
Too little rezearch and information (Wanjek, 2008) In a review article exploring the literature on various
about the long terin effects on healthy kinds of drug enhancement, Lanni and colleagues
mdividuals concluded that ““zerious researchers and study programs

under the control of national research agencies have to
be mplemented in this field”(Lamu et al., 2008)

Possible zide effects (Wanjek, 2008) There are “slight euphoric lugh and cardiovascular
e Heart problems effects brought on by Ritalin, which can be dangerous
e Dependency for those with weak hearts.” Rtialin 1z not™ considered

addictive at the doses normally prescribed - although it
1s possible to develop a psychological
dependence”(Hibbert, 2007)

- Ingrid Maurice
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What do you think? Please use the comment link below to provide feedback on
this article.
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