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« DOPING is not inherently unfair. TALENT is.» 

« Dopped sportsmen could be considered as  a new 
category of players, for whom the bar must be 
heightened (...) and handicaping rules applied, 
giving advantage to non-dopped. We already did 
it for Oscar Pistorius, Tiger Woods, we negociate 
such classifications all the time. »
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Chapter 4

If doping is wrong, why do we love 
Popeye? Let’s topple talentocracy.
P. Bonte

«Talent is meritless birth privilege. Doping, in contrast, can 

emancipate those less lucky at birth. To celebrate athletes 

born with ‘noble blood’ smacks of aristocracy. Let’s stop 

protecting their privilege, let’s stop discriminating against 

dopers.» 

It’s the First Olympics, and 

“BLAM!”, Hercules uppercuts Popeye 

straight to the moon. Looks like 

K.O. for our sailor man. Luckily, the 

goddess of Spinachio takes pity. She 

slips some green goo down his pipe – 

and what a boost! Muscles popping up 

all over his body, Popeye rockets back 

to Athens and knocks Hercules out 

cold. In this 1951 cartoon, the crowd 

roars in jubilation. Olive Oil swoons: 

Popeye, my hero!

But how much of a hero is Popeye in 

the eyes of the World Anti-Doping 

Agency?

 Sports should be about effort 

and fair play, right? Now look at 

Dopeye. His muscles grew without 

any effort: the superspinach did it for 

him. Plus Spinachio only gave the goo 

to Popeye: poor Hercules had none, 

he didn’t even know about it. Even if 

Hercules could have doped himself 

with superspinach too, some would 

think that the competition would 

still be unfair. As ex-Tour de France 

cyclist Jonathan Vaughters writes: 

“To argue that if everyone is doping 

and using the same dope, then it’s 

fair, is bunk. Different drugs affect 

different metabolisms in different 

ways and some people will always 

benefit more from certain drugs than 

others. This is why doping must end, 

or we will not get to see who is truly 

the best” (Vaughters 2004). 

So on the one hand, our culture 

is filled with cartoons celebrating 

magic boosts, effortless and unfair. 
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On the other hand, ‘doping sinners’ 

are being hunted down and shamed 

like witches. Here we have a deep 

contradiction running through our 

moral culture. How can we resolve 

this? Here are two basic options:

Plan A: 

We rewrite our children’s 

stories, in which we promote, through 

the behavior of heroes such as 

Popeye, Asterix and countless others, 

taking enhancing substances to gain 

strength, cunning and other winning 

qualities. 

Plan B: 

Alternatively, we bring the 

sports world in line with the morality 

we impress upon our children: if you 

can get your hands on a foodstuff, 

potion, genetic manipulation (think of 

Spiderman) or some type of enhance-

ment technique, and it is sufficient-

ly safe, then do it, even if it requires 

only minimal effort and is not equally 

available to others.

My sympathies go to Plan B, 

resoundingly. Long live our loveable 

doping heroes, down with zero-tole-

rance anti-doping. Here’s why.

What is doping?

What does “doping” mean, 

exactly? The World Anti-Doping 

Agency considers any substance or 

method to be doping if it (1) might 

enhance performance, (2) might 

pose a health risk to the user, and/

or (3) offends WADA’s “Olympic spirit 

of sport” (WADA 2015: 30). Only two 

of these three criteria must be met. 

This means that when a substance 

enhances performance and offends 

this spirit, it is doping, even if a 

substance or method is healthy. 

So what is this “Olympic spi-

rit” then? 

According to the World 

Anti-Doping Code, “the essence of 

Olympism [is] the pursuit of human 

excellence through the dedicated 

perfection of each person’s natural 

talents.” (World Anti-Doping Agency 

2015: 14). I don’t get this. 

Why must sports be categorical-

ly talent-based? How fair is that 

toward those who were born with 

less talent? 

The moral beauty of cartoons such 

as Popeye is that through doping, the 

naturally weaker, less talented Popeye 
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can finally win against natural-born 

strongmen like Hercules and Bluto. 

This is why I still cheer for 

Popeye, even if he is exposed as a 

Dopeye. Maxwell Gladwell, author 

of the bestselling David and Goliath: 

Underdogs, Misfits and the Art of 

Battling Giants shares this sentiment. 

Doping can be “the means by which 

pudgy underdogs could compete with 

natural wonders” (Gladwell 2013). 

Nevertheless, anti-doping is still 

frequently defended in the following 

zero-tolerance manner: (a) doping is 

intrinsically wrong, i.e., wrong under 

any and all conceivable conditions; 

(b) morally, nobody should ever 

be allowed to dope; and (c) doping 

should be universally forbidden – 

certainly by the internal regulation of 

sports associations, and often also by 

(criminal) law. (Murphy 2013) 

Luckily, in response to a growing 

group of critics (see Tännsjö 2000; 

Savulescu, Foddy, and Clayton 2004; 

Mehlman 2009), less extreme policies 

are being considered within the ranks 

of WADA officials. They acknowledge 

the basic right of individuals in liberal 

democracies to exercise bodily 

freedom even at great risk (Murray and 

Murray 2011; see also Brownsword 

2012). Ironically, it is precisely the 

practice of sport that frequently sets 

the very low standards of health that 

we can paternalistically impose: we 

allow individuals and groups to expose 

themselves to great, even lethal risks 

such as cycling down sharply twisting 

Alpine roads, dangling on treacherous 

mountains in the freezing cold, racing 

neck-and-neck in ultrafast cars, and 

playing high-impact collision sports, 

such as rugby, football, basketball, 

wrestling and boxing. Clearly, many 

doping practices will be less risky 

than many of the sporting activities 

we currently allow people to practice. 

Consequently, anti-doping zero-to-

lerance should be curtailed in two 

ways. First, only doping that has been 

proven to have or that reasonably 

should be presumed to have a very 

excessive risk profile can be legally 

forbidden. Second, other forms of 

doping must be legally permitted and 

can only be forbidden within those 

private associations that chose to ban 

them.

However, that is only an argument 

for tolerance, permissiveness and 

indifference. I want to advance a 

much deeper, more disturbing set of 

arguments. I have addressed moral, 

existential, religious and aesthetic 
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arguments for doping elsewhere 

previously (Bonte 2012). In this 

article, I want to discuss fairness and 

non-discrimination. 

I argue that anti-doping zero-to-

lerance might be a form of undue 

discrimination even in a private 

sports association. 

For instance, intolerance toward 

the medically supervised intake of 

Erythropoeitin (EPO) – a popular 

doping agent in cycling – may be 

illegitimately discriminatory.

Talentocracy: the love of 

hereditary privilege

What is talent? Here is how 

Sigmund Loland and Hans Hoppeler 

characterize it:

Genetic factors are the predispo-

sitions for developing the relevant 

phenotypes for good performances 

in a sport[.] A person with good 

predisposition is usually characte-

rized as a ‘talent.’ Talent in this sense 

is distributed in the so-called ‘natural 

lottery’ and based on inheritance. 

(Loland and Hoppeler 2012: 3)

I note four elements. Talent is (1) 

unmerited, the result of a lucky draw in 

the natural lottery; (2) effort-reducing, 

making certain types of performance 

easier relative to those with lesser or 

no such talent; (3) biochemical, made 

up of biochemical substrates, such 

as a naturally elevated amount of red 

blood cells, which is what others need 

EPO for; and (4) genetic, innate and 

transferrable to future generations.

Examined in this light, talent 

can be disparaged in the very same 

way many people disparage doping: 

it is an unmerited, effort-reducing, 

biochemical advantage. The only 

differences seem to be that talent is 

something you are born with. 

Certainly, if you stumble on 

some talent that you were born with, 

it is yours to keep, and nobody has 

the right to, say, load weights on 

your ankles if you were born faster 

than others or throw a veil over your 

face if you were born more beautiful 

than others. However, it is as equally 

certain that, to use Barack Obama’s 

famous phrase, “you didn’t build 

that”. You as a person do not deserve 

praise simply because you were born 

with greater “biocapital” than others, 

just as we should not think more of 

somebody with the good fortune of 

being born into a mansion and a 

greater bank account. 

Suppose that you were not born 
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with great biocapital. Can you undergo 

some enhancement procedure to 

endow yourself with similar or even 

superior bodily capabilities compared 

with those who were born talented? 

Can others impose some ban on 

you that says “no”, it is absolutely 

forbidden, you will be punished for 

it and you are a fraud and a freak 

for doing so? From this perspective, 

the categorical anti-doping morality 

seems to fly in the face of this basic 

moral right to emancipate yourself 

from natural incapacitation.

Why, then, do anti-doping 

absolutists nevertheless push for a 

categorical internal ban on doping? 

Why do they mobilize a surveil-

lance and police force to control 

athletes for biological orthodoxy, 

and stigmatize, with religious fervor, 

those individuals caught meddling 

in this form of modern witchcraft 

as “doping sinners”? One plausible 

answer is that they would do so out of 

adoration for what Thomas Jefferson 

called “nature’s aristocracy” (Cappon 

1959, Ch. 15, doc. 61). By setting up 

enforced endowment-based tests of 

certain qualities, we can see emerge 

from the huddled masses those who 

innately hold these qualities to a 

superior degree. This ‘true, natural 

aristocracy’ can then be publicly 

celebrated as those who are “truly the 

best”. Numerical rankings, offering 

big shiny medals for all to see: that 

would do the job perfectly. 

Such a “spirit of sport” would lite-

rally be as aristocratic as ever: a 

celebration of those with “nobler 

blood” – those “of superior stock”, 

to use the eugenicist phrase. 

It would be a true talentocra-

cy: a hardline brand of aristocratic 

thought that has wizened to the fact 

that hereditary superiority does not 

follow superficial familial, class or 

caste affiliations. A better understan-

ding of the natural world has now 

revealed that innate superiorities 

can be found throughout the entire 

populace. Therefore, if you want 

to sift through the aristocracy and 

install the superior beings in their 

rightful thrones, then you should 

invest substantial effort in providing 

everyone with “equal opportunity” of 

development and participation. 

Micheal Dunlop Young, the 

satirical inventor of the phrase 

“meritocracy”, wrote convincingly 

how, under the sheepskin guise 

of meritocracy, many supposedly 

“liberal” and even “socialist” activists 
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in fact advance an agenda of heredita-

ry privilege – a talentocratic ordering 

of society. (Young 1958) The desire in 

sports to discover and celebrate, in the 

words of Vaughters, “who is truly the 

best” – similar to the desire in beauty 

pageants to do the same with who is 

“truly” and “naturally” most beautiful 

– may be the most glaring example 

of such “scientifically enlightened” 

aristocratic thinking. 

Zero-tolerance anti-doping 

as discrimination 

Having exposed the danger of 

talentocracy, let me now attempt to 

nail down the argument announced 

above: that anti-doping absolutism is 

illegitimately discriminatory.

The basic principle of non-discri-

mination teaches that all rele-

vantly similar things should be gi-

ven equal treatment. 

To return to Dopeye and 

Hercules: both are muscular, both 

are good at Olympic sport(s), both 

are willing to compete and both are 

confident that they might win; thus, 

a test of strength between the two 

would possess “the sweet tension of 

uncertainty of outcome”, a central 

component in a meaningful competi-

tive game, according to sports 

philosopher Warren Fraleigh (1984). 

They differ only in how they obtained 

their muscles. Is this a relevant 

difference, allowing us to deny 

Dopeye access to the Olympics or to 

disqualify him when we discover that 

he is hopped up on superspinach? 

More broadly, are we discrimi-

nating when we ban participants 

from entering the playing field when 

they obtained their relevant ability 

to play via some complex cocktail 

of talent+training+effort+doping 

yet allow those who obtained their 

relevant ability to play via another 

complex cocktail involving all manner 

of talent+training+effort but without 

doping? I think we often are. Specifi-

cally, we discriminate when, after 

closer inspection, we find that the 

doper did not violate the so-called 

constitutive rules of the game: rules 

that, if broken, cause you to no longer 

be playing the same game. Let us 

pitch some arguments to see whether 

doping actually causes one to no 

longer play the same game.

Strike One: rules of in-game 

structure
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What is a game? A quick and 

classic definition is given by Bernard 

Suits: “the voluntary overcoming of 

unnecessary obstacles.” (Suits 1978) 

Thus, a game requires obstacles 

that (a) actually are obstacles, that 

is, that provide a challenge, but (b) 

a challenge that can, in interesting 

ways, be overcome. The implica-

tion is that every game is designed 

for a certain type of player. For such 

players, you must hit a sweet spot of 

providing the right amount and the 

right type of challenge.

Take a basketball court. The 

dimensions of the court, the height 

of the hoops, the size of the balls, 

the duration of the game – these are 

all specifically calibrated to provide 

specific challenges to persons with 

a healthy human constitution. When 

skilled humans play the game, it can 

be a beautiful sight to behold. A game 

such as Space Jam (Pytka 1996), 

however, where 3-meter tall monsters 

compete against tiny Porky Pigs and 

Tweety Birds would actually make no 

sense at all: these characters simply 

do not fit the structural dimensions 

and conventions of our fit-to-hu-

man-size basketball courts and 

rulebooks. 
Now, is the absolutist anti-doping 

rule also such a constitutive, 

structural game rule? No, it is 

not. It is true that, in some fanci-

ful cases, doping would create 

excessively different and dispro-

portionate types of players, such 

as when an extreme growth hor-

mone created players who were 

three meters tall. 

However, even then, would this 

phenomenon pose a fundamen-

tal problem? No. It would only pose 

a brief organizational problem, a 

problem that is not peculiar to doping 

and that has been solved a million 

times before. 

New forms of training, in-ga-

me strategizing, improvement 

in equipment, etc., can equally 

confront us with problems such 

as some players who begin to 

“overshoot the mark”. 

We solve these problems in two 

general ways. Solution one: similar to 

how the size of football goals or the 

height of basketball goals increases 

from children to adult players, you 

raise the bar, and in so doing, you 

create a new category of players who 

play the same game, only now with a 

higher bar or goal to suit their size. 

Solution two: you add rules about 

handicaps and/or advantages to 
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the game. For instance, you provide 

players of a shorter stature a head 

start or a bonus point. Both solutions 

can be applied to “prosthesis dopers”, 

such as Oscar Pistorius, who run not 

on lower legs not made of flesh-and-

blood but of fiberglass legs, or to 

“surgical dopers”, such as Tiger 

Woods, who use Lasik eye surgery to 

obtain vision that is better than 20/20. 

Either you make them play in diffe-

rent categories or else you let 

them remain but add a handicap 

rule to compensate the unfair ad-

vantage they have over different-

ly legged or eyed competitors.

 We constantly negotiate such 

classifications and equilibrations in a 

satisfactory manner. The problem is 

not moral; it is simply organizational.

Strike Two: rules of in-game 

psychodynamics

Ultimately, the obstacles in our 

games are not merely of a physical 

or strategic nature. The challenge of 

the game will always be psychological 

as well – a test of character, cunning, 

willpower and the like. Does doping 

pose a categorical danger to the 

maintenance of such a meaningful 

psychological dimension? No, it does 

not. 

First, some think doping is 

intolerable because it makes things 

too effortless. In the case of EPO, 

this notion is utterly mistaken. For 

instance, Tyler Hamilton (Lance 

Armstrong’s wingman for many 

years) writes the following about EPO: 

“EPO granted the ability to suffer 

more; to push yourself farther and 

harder than you’d ever imagined, in 

both training and racing. It rewarded 

precisely what I was good at: having 

a great work ethic, pushing myself to 

the limit and past it” (Hamilton and 

Doyle 2013, 58). It is also contradicto-

ry: the use of talent and natural ease 

in performance would then have to 

be intolerable as well. What is more, 

certain forms of doping actually 

increase the need for willpower: this 

is what anabolic steroids do. Steroids 

are willpower- and effort-enhancing 

doping: they reduce recuperation 

time, which means that, if you have 

the willpower to keep exercise all the 

time, steroids allow you to do so. They 

do not simply grow muscle for you. The 

documentary Bigger Stronger Faster 

vividly paints that picture for you (Bell 

2008). Second, if some type of doping 

would make some feat too easy, that 
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is not a problem. Do what Hamilton 

and countless other athletes like him 

do: raise the bar. The same psycholo-

gical intensity, if not more, will be 

required to overcome that new, more 

difficult obstacle.

Strike Three: rules of prepa-

ration

Constitutive game rules can 

extend beyond what occurs during 

game time. They can also regulate 

how you prepare and practice before 

the game begins. Indeed, the entire 

point of game time can be to test how 

different players have made the most 

of the pre-game period of prepara-

tion, during which everyone also had 

to respect certain rules. One such rule 

of preparation may be that nobody is 

allowed to dope.

In this regard, however, strictly 

talent-based sports seem more 

problematic than doping. Demanding 

that only talent and traditional food 

will be the tolerated biochemical 

substrates of performance cannot 

be a sensible constitutive rule. For 

one, it is too crude. What is sensible 

would be, for instance, to demand 

that all competitors must not exceed 

a specific range of capacity for 

maximum oxygen uptake. Moreover, 

to favor one unmerited, effortless, 

biochemical substrate of the ability 

to play (talent) over another (doping) 

would be senseless discrimination.

To use a contemporary example, 

it may certainly make sense to 

restrict the hematocrit level of all 

Tour de France cyclists to 50 and to 

deny access to all riders with higher 

levels, as former UCI chairman Hein 

Verbruggen once proposed. Verbrug-

gen was willing to allow any method 

to achieve this mark of 50, doping 

included. Riding a Tour de France 

with a higher hematocrit level was 

nonsensical to him because it would 

be too dangerous. However, you 

can make similar decisions to cap 

a certain parameter at some point 

not only for health reasons but also 

because the obstacles would lose 

too much of their challenge beyond 

a certain point or, inversely, might 

become excessively challenging 

(as in the case of too-tall monsters 

and too-tiny Tweety Birds playing 

basketball against one another on a 

human-sized court). 

People were outraged at Verbrug-

gen’s proposal, arguing that it was 

akin to saying that stealing is wrong 

but everyone can steal until they have 
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50 EUR in their pocket. (Hamilton and 

Doyle 2013, 42) However, for me, this 

outrage may serve as a classic case 

of (unwitting) talentocratic thinking. 

The correct analogy here is this: some 

people are born with 50 EUR on their 

bank account, whereas other people 

make choices (exercise, develop 

strategy, dope, etc.) to obtain 50 EUR 

on their bank account. Surely, people 

should be allowed to catch up with the 

people who were simply born rich?

 When the dust settles, there 

is no great drama here. Strike one, 

strike two, strike three: anti-doping 

zero-tolerance is out and did not hit a 

single argument.

Down With Talentocracy

Doping is not inherently unfair. 

Talent is. Policies that shield the 

well-born from competition by dopers 

create a glaringly unfair talentocra-

cy. Michael Dunlop Young said “Down 

With Meritocracy” (2001). I would like 

to specify: down with talentocracy, up 

with opportunity. My proposal is in fact 

quite basic. This makes it compatible 

with all sorts of libertarian, liberal or 

socialist thought. My case has simply 

been this: stop discriminating against 

the naturally worse-off. Hurrah for 

Popeye standing up to Hercules, 

hurrah for Dopeye standing up to the 

talentocrats. Our doping cartoons tell 

the right story: stop glorifying the ‘true, 

natural aristocracy’, stop discrimina-

ting against those who responsibly 

enrich their bodies with biotech. If 

we can get our morals and politics 

halfway right, then biotechnological 

enhancement will be emancipation.
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