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Across the UK students and high-achieving professionals are 
popping pills. These drugs aren’t being taken recreationally by 
party-goers but by students cramming for essays and exams, 
anxious businessmen and those struggling to overcome jetlag. 
These ‘chemical cognitive enhancers’ known to many as ‘smart 
drugs’ are still most prevalent in the US but the numbers of 
people using them in the UK is on the rise according to recent 
reports. As many as one in ten UK students might now be 
taking them to get ahead [Ref: Telegraph] prompting heated 
debate amongst the British medical profession. While leading 
bioethicist, John Harris, wrote in the British Medical Journal that 
‘smart drugs’ should be embraced [Ref: BMJ], others in his field 
have voiced a range of scientific and moral objections. The turn 
towards ‘cosmetic neurology’, that is the use of drug treatments 
by people without disease to enhance normal cognitive abilities, 
marks an important shift in medicine and raises difficult 
questions about their use. Should medicine be used to improve 
the quality of life of those who are healthy as well as those who 
are sick? Are those who use smart drugs justified in taking credit 
for a pharmaceutically enhanced performance? Are ‘off-label’ 
medications an exciting step towards ‘better brains’ or are we in 
danger of undermining something of ourselves in the quest for 
perfection?
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http://www.sharpbrains.com/blog/2006/12/18/what-are-cognitive-abilities/
http://www.hotforwords.com/2009/04/30/nerd-words-of-the-day-cosmetic-neurology/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Human_enhancement
http://www.bbc.co.uk/radio4/memory/understand/long-term_memory.shtml
http://www.bbc.co.uk/radio4/memory/understand/working_memory.shtml
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_media
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/health/healthnews/10238660/Students-taking-smart-drugs-may-be-behind-soaring-Ritalin-use.html
http://www.bmj.com/content/338/bmj.b1955.full
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 2 of 6The Smart drugs debate in context

Which drugs and for what?
In the development of treatments for neurological disorders 
like Alzheimer’s and Parkinson’s, researchers were surprised to 
discover the ‘off-label’ effects of drugs they had developed when 
taken by healthy individuals [Ref: Guardian]. These drugs are 
available on prescription for those suffering from such medical 
conditions, but are also being purchased over the internet and 
elsewhere by healthy individuals (the legality of such purchases 
varies from country to country and from drug to drug). They 
work on the neural processes underlying attention, perception, 
learning, memory, language, planning and decision-making, 
usually by altering the balance of the chemical neurotransmitters 
involved in these processes. Some examples include Modafinil 
(Provigil), originally intended for sufferers of the sleep disorder 
narcolepsy, but now widely used to increase attention and 
replace sleep; Donezipil (Aricept) designed for Alzheimer’s 
patients but used to boost memory; and Methylphenidate 
(Ritalin), for the treatment of attention deficit hyperactivity 
disorder (ADHAD), now used to imp rove attention and lessen 
distractibility. Proponents argue that their use is just a step-on 
from the more conventional use of nicotine, caffeine and alcohol 
people have used for centuries to boost mood, memory and 
performance. Sceptical bioethicists have, on the other hand, 
raised doubts over the ethics of medical practitioners offering 
potentially risky pharmaceutical solutions in cases that amount 
to the obsessions of the “worried well” [Ref: Dana Foundation].

Are smart drugs dangerous?
Because smart drugs have already been judged safe enough for 
use in the context of specific treatments, advocates argue we 

can reasonably assume that they are safe enough to be taken 
by a healthy adult population for the purposes of enhancement. 
Dissidents meanwhile warn that the infancy of smart drugs 
means we cannot yet assume they are safe [Ref: Guardian]. 
Scientists in the field of human memory worry that smart drugs 
might irreversibly transform the make-up of – especially young 
people’s – brain chemistry and human character [Ref: University 
of Pennsylvania]. Other writers have suggested there might 
be negative societal effects were smart drugs widespread.  
Tomorrow”, wrote William Safire pessimistically, “we can 
expect a kind of Botox for the brain to smooth out wrinkled 
temperaments, to turn shy people into extroverts, or to bestow 
a sense of humour on a born grouch” [Ref: Reason]. As the pace 
of scientific change continues to outstrip public debate, some 
researchers have argued that better regulation might allow 
pharmaceutical companies to develop and market cognitive 
enhancers for healthy adults [Ref: Nature].

Drugs, coercion and inequity
Some believe improved regulation might open flood gates to 
a new brand of highly developed ‘smart drugs’. These critics 
worry not that the cosmetic neurology might help individual 
fighter pilots or surgeons strive for better performance, but that 
the widespread use of cognitive enhancers might provoke a 
pharmaceutical ‘arms race’ widening inequalities in competitive 
environments like the worlds of business or education [Ref: 
NY Mag] – what starts as a matter of individual choice can 
quickly become one of collective coercion, warns commentator, 
Roger Cohen [Ref: New York Times]. In contrast, advocates 
of smart drugs argue these fears over-estimate the power of 

http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2008/dec/12/drugs-medicalresearch
http://www.dana.org/printerfriendly.aspx?id=1076
http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2010/feb/23/smart-drugs-pandoras-box
http://www.neuroethics.upenn.edu/index.php/penn-neuroethics-briefing/cognitive-enhancement
http://www.neuroethics.upenn.edu/index.php/penn-neuroethics-briefing/cognitive-enhancement
http://reason.com/archives/2003/02/01/the-battle-for-your-brain/print
http://repository.upenn.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1039&context=neuroethics_pubs
http://nymag.com/news/intelligencer/modafinil-2013-4/
http://www.nytimes.com/2013/03/05/opinion/global/roger-cohen-adderall-the-academic-competition-drug.html?_r=0
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 3 of 6THE SMART DRUGS debate in context continued...

pharmaceuticals – just because cognitive enhancement might 
help you complete a task productively does not mean that task 
is the measure of success in broader life [Ref: Daily Beast]. Just 
as the effect of cognitive enhancers can be varied, smart drugs 
might just as well be used to re-organise one’s music collection 
as help humanity cure cancer.

Are we cheating ourselves if we use smart drugs? 
The technology’s neutrality has led Margaret Talbot to argue 
that smart drugs “facilitate a pinched, unromantic, grudgingly 
efficient form of productivity” far removed from the kind of 
creativity necessary for human advancement [Ref: New Yorker]. 
Academics concerned for the laziness of their students have 
similarly seen the use of smart drugs as symptomatic of a 
broader ‘managerial’ and ‘reductive’ approach to scholarship 
that promotes rote learning over creativity and underplays the 
importance of a critical engagement with difficult ideas [Ref: 
THES]. In this light ‘smart drugs’ at present appear woefully 
inadequate at provoking the kind of critical engagement 
with ideas that produces innovation. For the philosopher, 
Michael Sandel and others, the scientific pursuit of perfection 
undermines our appreciation for the virtues and ‘giftedness’ of 
human character [Ref: Atlantic]. The defenders of enhancement 
argue support for smart drugs is a moral imperative – it is exactly 
the drive to self-improve transcending natural limits that defines 
the human character?

http://www.thedailybeast.com/newsweek/2011/01/03/can-you-build-a-better-brain.print.html
http://www.newyorker.com/reporting/2009/04/27/090427fa_fact_talbot
http://www.timeshighereducation.co.uk/story.asp?sectioncode=26&storycode=407152
http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/print/2004/04/the-case-against-perfection/2927/
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http://www.dana.org/printerfriendly.aspx?id=1076
http://discovermagazine.com/2009/apr/02-are-smart-drugs-the-answer-to-bad-moods-and-bad-economy
http://discovermagazine.com/2009/apr/02-are-smart-drugs-the-answer-to-bad-moods-and-bad-economy
http://www.bmj.com/content/338/bmj.b1955.full
http://www.bmj.com/content/338/bmj.b1955.full
http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2008/dec/12/drugs-medicalresearch?INTCMP=SRCH
http://repository.upenn.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1039&context=neuroethics_pubs
http://repository.upenn.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1039&context=neuroethics_pubs
http://blog.acton.org/archives/57530-smart-drugs-when-performance-rules.html
http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2010/feb/23/smart-drugs-pandoras-box
http://www.timeshighereducation.co.uk/story.asp?sectioncode=26&storycode=407152
http://neuroethics.upenn.edu/index.php/penn-neuroethics-briefing/cognitive-enhancement
http://www.prospectmagazine.co.uk/2009/09/the-age-of-enhancement/
http://www.newyorker.com/reporting/2009/04/27/090427fa_fact_talbot?currentPage=all
http://reason.com/archives/2003/02/01/the-battle-for-your-brain/print
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http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2012/06/10/education/stimulants-student-voices.html#/submit%233
http://blog.wellcome.ac.uk/2013/05/20/is-it-okay-to-use-smart-drugs/
http://nymag.com/news/intelligencer/modafinil-2013-4/
http://www.nytimes.com/2013/03/05/opinion/global/roger-cohen-adderall-the-academic-competition-drug.html?_r=2&
http://www.battleofideas.org.uk/index.php/2011/session_detail/5728
http://www.thedailybeast.com/newsweek/2011/01/03/can-you-build-a-better-brain.print.html
http://wellcometrust.wordpress.com/2010/05/12/smart-drugs-smarter-students/
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/science/mindenhancing-drugs-are-they-a-nobrainer-1708988.html
http://www.tes.co.uk/article.aspx?storycode=2577661
http://www.dana.org/events/detail.aspx?id=7854
http://www.demos.co.uk/files/betterhumansweb.pdf?1240939425
http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/print/2004/04/the-case-against-perfection/2927/
http://www.acmedsci.ac.uk/
http://www.neuroethicssociety.org/mc/page.do;jsessionid=2B77F4D59F343A07C3B64A8255420403.mc0?sitePageId=72243
http://www.neuroethics.ox.ac.uk/


NOTES

DEBATINGMATTERS

TOPIC
GUIDES

SMART DRUGS: 
“We should embrace the use of smart drugs”

© Academy of Ideas Ltd 2013 
DEBATING MATTERS
www.debatingmatters.COM

 6 of 6
Use of ADHD drugs ‘increased by 50% in 6 years’ 
BBC News 13 August 2013

Drug tests before exams could curb students Ritalin use 
academics says 
Telegraph 30 June 2013

Modafinil for sale on Campus 
The Tab (Leeds)	  15 May 2013

Do cognitive-enhancing drugs work? 
BBC News 9 November 2011 

Clever smart drug thriller excites 
Sydney Morning Herald 21 March 2011

Adderall doesn’t Make You Smarter, Faster, or Better 
Atlantic Wire 21 December 2010

Students and academics increasingly using ‘smart drugs’ to boost 
performance 
Telegraph 6 July 2010

NHS spending on ‘chemical cosh’ child-calming drugs soars by 
60% to £31m 
Daily Mail 8 May 2010

Illegal ‘smart drugs’ bought online by teenagers before exams 
could have catastrophic effect 
Daily Mail 10 March 2010

Bring smart drugs out of the closet, experts urge Government 
The Times 27 February 2010

‘Test students for smart drugs’ before university exams, says 
expert 
Metro 21 February 2010

“Smart Pills” herald new direction for drugs companies 
Star Tribune 18 January 2010

Narcolepsy Pill Used as Smart Drug May Be Addictive 
Bloomberg 17 March 2009

More students turning illegally to ‘smart drugs’ 
NPR 5 February 2009

Let students take drugs to boost brainpower, says leading 
academic 
The Times 1 January 2009

Scientists find key brain circuits for attention 
Reuters India 16 July 2008

Smart drugs 
Channel 4 News 22 May 2008

Professionals use drugs to sharpen the mind 
Washington Post 9 April 2008

Parents accused of exam drug use 
BBC News 29 May 2007

No 10 scientist urges brain pills for all 
The Times 4 June 2006

in the news

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-23674235
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/health/healthnews/10150397/Drug-tests-before-exams-could-curb-students-Ritalin-use-academics-says.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/health/healthnews/10150397/Drug-tests-before-exams-could-curb-students-Ritalin-use-academics-says.html
http://leeds.tab.co.uk/2013/05/15/modafinil-for-sale-on-campus/
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-15600900
http://www.smh.com.au/entertainment/movies/clever-smartdrug-thriller-excites-20110323-1c5rl.html
http://www.theatlanticwire.com/features/view/feature/Adderall-Doesnt-Make-You-Smarter-Faster-or-Better-2808
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/education/educationnews/7874138/Students-and-academics-increasingly-using-smart-drugs-to-boost-performance.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/education/educationnews/7874138/Students-and-academics-increasingly-using-smart-drugs-to-boost-performance.html
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-1277394/NHS-spending-child-calming-drugs-soars-60-31m.html#ixzz1BJVnGsKM
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-1277394/NHS-spending-child-calming-drugs-soars-60-31m.html#ixzz1BJVnGsKM
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/health/article-1256481/Illegal-smart-drugs-bought-online-teenagers-exams-catastrophic-effect-health.html
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/health/article-1256481/Illegal-smart-drugs-bought-online-teenagers-exams-catastrophic-effect-health.html
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/life_and_style/health/article7043300.ece
http://www.metro.co.uk/news/814192-test-students-for-smart-drugs-before-university-exams-says-expert
http://www.metro.co.uk/news/814192-test-students-for-smart-drugs-before-university-exams-says-expert
http://www.startribune.com/lifestyle/health/81990437.html?elr=KArksLckD8EQDUoaEyqyP4O:DW3ckUiD3aPc:_Yyc:aUUsZ
http://www.bloomberg.com/apps/news?sid=aL46apDPdJz8&pid=newsarchive
http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=100254163
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/news/uk/education/article5428560.ece
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/news/uk/education/article5428560.ece
http://in.reuters.com/article/idINCOL65827820080716
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Sq5foWalVro
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2008/04/09/AR2008040902503.html
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/education/6700673.stm
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/news/uk/article671508.ece
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