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Abstract Assume that neuro-doping is safe and effi-
cient. This means that the use of it, and similar future
safe methods of enhancement in sport, may help those
who are naturally weak to catch up with those who are
naturally strong and sometimes even defeat them. The
rationale behind anti-doping measures seem to presup-
pose that this is unfair. But the idea that those who are
naturally strong should defeat those who are naturally
weak rests on a fascistoid ideology that sport had better
leave behind. Neuro-doping may be seen as a means to
undermine the fascistoid notion of fairness. The conjec-
ture is that, given that society adopts what will be
characterized as a policy of biological egalitarianism,
this will happen. Then people will compete in society in
general and in sport in particular on more equal biolog-
ical terms. The fascination with natural strength, and the
cheering for the winners, can then go away. Instead we
see a liberated sport where we take part in it for the sheer
fun of doing so. Neuro-doping, and similar techniques,
may be a means that helps to liberate elite sport from its
perverse view of fairness.

Keywords Biological egalitarianism . Contempt for
weakness .Fascistoid ideology .Freewill .Neuro-doping

Introduction

What is neuro-doping? Neuro-dopingmeans that certain
techniques aimed at brain stimulations are used, not to
cure disease or to obviate disabilities, but to enhance
sport performance.1 Here are the methods typically used
in neuro-doping:

Two major non-invasive techniques of brain stim-
ulations are transcranial magnetic stimulation
(TMS) (Hallett, 2007; Rossi et al., 2009), and
transcranial direct current stimulation (tDCS)
(Stagg and Nitsche, 2011). In TMS, an electric
coil held over the head applies magnetic pulses to
create currents in the brain. In tDCS, a low, con-
tinuous electrical current is delivered to the brain
by using surface electrodes attached on the scalp.
TMS and tDCS have been used in both research
and clinic (Shin and Pelled, 2017) for example to
examine alterations in cognitive function or motor
skills or to assist in recovering motor function
after a stroke (Gomez Palacio Schjetnan et al.,
2013) or reducing fatigue in patients with multiple
sclerosis (Saiote et al., 2014).2

Neuroethics
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12152-020-09443-7

1 From a statuary and legalistic perspective what is here defined as
‘neuro-doping’ is not doping, since it has not (yet) been added to
WADA’s list of prohibited methods.
2 [1] See this article for the references in the quoted passage. For a
recent review of potential medical hazards and ergogenic effects, see
[2]
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The idea of neuro-doping is yet mainly speculative.
We still do not know what ergogenic effects it has and
even if it seems to be safe, we do not know that for
certain either. However, for the sake of the argument in
this paper, I assume that neuro-doping is safe and carries
with it a considerable ergogenic effect.What are we then
to say about it? And what are we to say about similar
techniques that may evolve in the future? These are the
broad questions I ask in this paper. In order to answer
them one has to make them both more precise and
specific. I will do so now.

My argument goes like this. I first speculate about
what kind of gains we can make in terms of enhanced
skills by means of neuro-doping. I then turn to medicine
and discuss briefly how the techniques will be adopted
in that context. I am interested in the question from both
an empirical (what will happen?) and a normative (what
ought to happen?) point of view. The next step is to look
at people at large who can use the techniques, not to
have diseases cured, but for the purpose of enhance-
ment. Again, I am interested in both the empirical and
the normative question. I argue that we must acknowl-
edge that there will be a demand for the techniques.
Society and political authorities need to tend to the
matter how the techniques should be handled, then. I
argue that the aim of the use of them should be biolog-
ical egalitarianism. Society should subsidize the use of
the techniques in a manner that means that natural
variations are avoided in an ambition to level up to the
point where the most skilled individuals are at present.

Suppose we do that, what will the effects be in sport
in general and in elite sport in particular? I discuss
different scenarios and argue that the most likely one
is that sport will develop in a direction inimical to elitist
sport as we know it today. The fascination with the
winners in elite sport today rests on what I characterize
as a fascistoid fascination with natural strength which
comes, I argue, with a corresponding contempt for
weakness (hence the characterization of the ideology
as ‘fascistoid’). There will be no room for this ideology
when we meet as equals in sport competitions.

Let us begin our speculation with simple and trivial
possibilities. Suppose that, in a foreseeable future,
methods of non-evasive and medically innocuous neu-
rological intervention develop, helping those who are
subjected to them to enhance their capacity to focus and
to avoid being hampered by poor nerves when they are
supposed to perform at the peak of their capacities. The
result may be similar, but we speculate, superior to the

use of betablockers which is widely practiced among
musicians but forbidden in sport. We could also add an
enhanced capability of reacting fast to visual stimuli,
such as the approach of a ball, a punch, or another
athlete, of importance in many sports.

What effect would this development have, within
medicine, within sport and within life in general? I will
address these questions.

Let us also be more fanciful and speculate along
more far-fetched possibilities. Let us suppose that
methods of neuro-doping evolve rendering ordinary
training much more efficient and allowing athletes to
improve (enhance) their motor skills in a manner that
would be impossible without neuro-doping. Part of the
explanation might be that they can now train harder
given the effort they usually put in— to the extent that
this is possible to do without harming the body. Neuro-
doping will help them to put in an extra effort, by both
providing them with stronger motive to press them-
selves to the limit and by making it hurt less when they
do so.

What effect would the existence of effective methods
of neuro-doping have, within medicine, within sport and
within life in general?

The Use of NEURO-Doping in Medicine and (Soon)
among People at Large

I suppose no onewould object to the use of non-invasive
techniques of brain stimulation such as transcranial
magnetic stimulation, and transcranial direct current
stimulation, when the aim of the use is, say, to recover
motor function after a stroke. If the aim is to cure a
disease or help a patient suffering from a loss of a
normal human function, then there will be strong sup-
port for the use of such techniques. This is so even if the
disfunction is congenital. Here the subject tends to be a
bit sensitive, though.3 Yet, in most cases most people,
and increasingly so, will welcome these techniques also
in such applications. However, to the extent that they
can also help to enhance the performance of normal
people there is bound the be resistance. It is not clear
that this resistance is strong enough to hold up against
people who want to use the techniques, though.

3 Some deaf peoples’ organizations have protested against the use of
cochlea implants giving hearing to deaf children. The resistance seems
to wither, however.
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If these techniques are banned from a system of tax
financed health care a problem will be that those who
can afford them will seek help outside the system. If the
use of them is criminalized in one country, then this ban
is bound to engender medical tourism. I conjecture that
it will be difficult not to include these techniques in the
publicly subsidized health care system. The reason is
that the skills you acquire when you resort to these
techniques tend to give you a competitive edge over
other people. In particular this will be so in the job
market. But then it will be conceived of as unfair if rich
people can buy this competitive advantage, at home or
overseas, while poor people will have to rest satisfied
without it. In systems where health care is publicly
financed it is taken for granted that children suffering
from ADHD (attention deficit hyperactivity disorder)
should be provided not only with special pedagogical
resources at schools but also with necessary medication.

However, if through subsidies, human enhancement
through brain stimulation will become a social and
political issue, hence placed in the hands of political
authorities, it will be necessary for society, and for
politics, to shape a system where these techniques are
systematically put to use. What should the aim of such a
system look like? Society should be informed by the
ideal of biological egalitarianism, I submit.

Biological Egalitarianism

Biological egalitarianism is the view that, biologically
speaking, in all important respects human beings are
equal. No matter how we conceive of the importance
of various different biological aspects, this seems to me
to be false. The idea behind biological egalitarianism is
not that all share all skills, of course, but the idea is
rather that if you lack one skill in particular, there is
compensation in the fact that instead you own many
other important skills. But this is certainly not always or
even typically the case. However, conceived of rather as
a normative than a descriptive view, biological egalitar-
ianism has something going for it. At least it seems that
we ought, if possible, to level out some biological dif-
ferences in some important respects between people.
This is something we should do with regard to our
cognitive capacities, but also with regard to capacities
which happen to be of interest, not only in society at
large, but also in sport competitions, or so I will argue in
this paper. The important thing is to level out those

capacities granting, when people differ with regard to
them, a competitive social edge.

The idea that we should level out differences between
people with regard to cognitive capacities is not new. It
has been proposed for example byAllen Buchanan, Dan
W. Brock, Norman Daniels, and Daniel Wikler:

Suppose we had an intervention that allowed us to
improve reading or math skills, perhaps through
an effect on short-term memory, attention, or
some other component of cognitive processing
capabilities. Suppose further that its effect is more
pronounced for those who perform in the lower
half of the normal performance distribution, so
that it reduces variance in reading ability by
pulling up the bottom. Then, just as we would
consider it remiss if educational institutions did
not incorporate a pedagogical technique that had
the same effects, we might think medical institu-
tions should provide the intervention, costs and
resources permitting [3].

I have discussed this issue in my ‘Biological Egalitari-
anism [4]. In the present paper I will rely on my general
argument in that article, but apply my argument to skills
which happen to be of importance in sport and restrict
myself to non-invasive methods of brain stimulation
rather than gene therapy. In this paper and elsewhere
[5]. I have suggested that itmight be a good idea to level
out our cognitive capacities. I will here belabor the more
restricted use of the idea, applied to skills of importance
in sport and enhanced through non-invasive methods of
deep brain stimulation (or relevantly similar
techniques).

The levelling out between skills giving those who
possess them at relatively high levels a competitive edge
is almost irresistible. It is hard to defend that, if methods
of avoiding such differences exist, they should not be
used. Why should those who are less skilled be
condemned to lower positions in society.Why not allow
them at least to compete on equal terms with other
people?

One might object that it is a better tactic to make
society less competitive. I have no objection to such an
approach as such. I think we should make society less
competitive. However, it will take a long time to achieve
such a goal and hence it would be wise to use the
biological egalitarian program in tandem with the social
reforms that render society less competitive. It might
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even be helpful to the social project if many of the
biological differences go away.

And there exists another rationale behind the biolog-
ical egalitarianism besides avoiding that some people
will have to end up as losers in a competitive society. I
think of the simple fact that it makes people happier
when they are capable of pursuing the kinds of project in
life they want to pursue. Their own lack of talent should
not stand in the way of their dreams of how to live their
lives.

Our natural response to different skills is, it seems, as
pointed out by Buchanan et al. that, if we can level them
out through ‘ordinary’ means such as education, we
would think of it as ‘remiss’ not to do so, and to the
extent that we cannot do so we are prepared at least to
some extent to compensate those who are less talented
for their lack of skills. But, then, why not use anymeans
to eliminate the differences, to the extent that this can be
done in a non-evasive and safe manner? For the sake of
the argument I assume that deep brain stimulation of the
sort relevant to skills in sport is non-evasive, efficacious,
and safe. Then, why not use it? And why not use similar
techniques that may evolve in the future?

We sometimes meet with the argument that life
would be dull if people were (more) similar to one
another. Or, more importantly perhaps, there may be a
problem with value pluralism. This is what Buchanan
et al. claims in a more cautious note in the same book on
the subject:

What is regarded as a natural asset as opposed to a
natural deficit and which natural assets are
regarded as most valuable, depend in part on what
we assume to be a good human life. And that is
typically much more controversial and less capa-
ble of being determined by anything like objec-
tive, universal criteria than most of us like to
admit.4

This is true if we refer to interests, careers, tempera-
ments, and so forth. Even mood enhancement may be
problematic (not all people are hedonists). However, the
argument lacks forth in relation to basic capacities.
Unless we take pleasure in bullying these people, it
doesn’t add to our communal life when some people
are clumsy, have difficulties to read, have no sense of

music (lack pitch, for example), cannot distinguish be-
tween colors, are bad at adding up sums, or cannot
remember codes. To the extent that people are destined
to be like this we tend to feel pity for them and, in order
to have them integrated in society, we are prepared to
compensate for their shortcomings. But, if so, if such
exist that are innocuous and non-evasive, why not
through medical measures help them to an equal stand-
ing with their peers?

There may also be a problem with social environ-
ments. Again, a caution from Buchanan et al.:

Nevertheless, the fact that what counts as a re-
source will sometimes vary across social environ-
ments makes it misleading to talk glibly about
“genetic equality”.5

However, to the extent that we focus on capacities,
this variability seems to be of little importance. If we
have no desire to exercise a certain capacity we need not
do so, even if it has been given to us. And we should
restrict our ambition to level out natural capacities to the
extent that they grant people a competitive edge over
others; this is how I understand the egalitarian program.
Then it doesn’t matter, really, if, with a certain capacity
of importance in ordinary circumstances, some people
happen to end up in environments where it makes no
difference if they have it or not. The mere possession of
this capacity, even if in the present context it is useless,
should be of no harm either. It would be like having a
good natural sense for spelling among illiterates. This
capacity would be of no avail to you, but it would in no
way harm you either. And in a more mundane setting, it
is no problem to have a talent for mathematics, even if
you do not pursue a career as a mathematician but invest
your time and interest in music.

It is my firm normative belief that society should aim
at biological egalitarianism, as here described. I am also
prepared to add that I believe that here reality will follow
morality. Egalitarianism will be the aim at least well-
ordered welfare states will go for, once it appears as a
realistic option. The egalitarian basis of the welfare state
will translate seamlessly into the biological program as
such.

If all this is accepted we need to decide whether to
level up or down. It is probably easier to level down, but

4 Ibid., p.80. It is of note that the book has four authors and themessage
sent is not always univocal. 5 Ibid.
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this is not a serious possibility. It would not be accepted
by people at large, and it would bring with it costs to
society because of lack of efficiency. So, the only real-
istic option is, if we want to level out differences, to
level up.

As was alluded to by Buchanan et al. it is natural to
assume that it is easier to help those who lag behind to
catch up with those who are more talented, than to
enhance those who are already at the top in a population.
This biological fact, if it is a fact, is propitious to the idea
of biological egalitarianism conceived of as the idea that
we should level up. For the sake of the argument, I take
for granted that Buchanan et al. are right in their as-
sumption that those who need the services most will also
be most talented at transforming them into improved
capabilities, given that all have equal access to them.

Compulsory or Not?

But what are we to say about the concern that only those
who are rich will avail themselves of these medical
services? It is of note that this concern is based on
egalitarian grounds. So, it should, as such, speak in
favor of biological egalitarianism. And to avoid the
result that those who are rich use the methods exclu-
sively, a welfare state would see to it that these services
are subsidized within the public health care system. This
means that they are at anyone’s free disposal.

What if some people who need most to seek these
services for their children abstain out of ignorance or
negligence? Should the program aiming at biological
equality be made compulsory? Arguments could be
given for and against a mandatory program. There is
no need to go into them here. If the techniques are non-
invasive and effective it is likely that most people will
seek the services, once they are free of charge.

Note that it is possible to strike a middle ground here,
in the manner Swedish authorities treat the parents who
are members of Jehovah’s Witnesses and who, for reli-
gious reasons, refuse life-saving blood transfusions for
their children. Society (the local municipality) then takes
over custody from the parents for the child, gives the
transfusion, and then returns the child to the custody of
the parents. This means that no compulsory treatment is
practiced. The children are not treated against the will of
their custodians, since society has now taken over re-
sponsibility in this regard. This might be a way for

society of handling enhancement of skills that give rise
to a competitive advantage.

Anyway, this is a thorny question which I now leave
for another occasion.

Let us assume that most people become convinced
when the suggestion is put forward that enhancement of
skills relevant to life in general should be provided by
the welfare state with the aim of levelling out differ-
ences; here the idea is to level up to the level where those
who are most skilled already are positioned.

Where would the effective implementation of such a
program for biological egalitarianism leave sport?
Clearly, many of the skills we seek in life in general
are useful also in a sport context.

Biological Egalitarianism and the Ethos of Sport

The notion of justice in elite sport is very different from the
onewe rely on in society in general, and the difference is of
importance in the present context. WADA is not explicit
here but it is clear, it seems to me, that the main problem
WADA sees with doping is to do with enhancement
allowing that those who are naturally strong will be
defeated by those who are naturally weak. Hence the ban
on enhancement as one among three criteria adopted:

Section 4.3 of the current Code states that a substance
or method shall be considered for inclusion on the
Prohibited List if WADA, in its sole discretion, deter-
mines that the substance or method meets any two of
three criteria (to do with enhancement, safety, and the
spirit of sport), where the most important one relates
exactly to enhancement.

Medical or other scientific evidence, pharmaco-
logical effect or experience that the substance or
method, alone or in combination with other sub-
stances or methods, has the potential to enhance
or enhances sport performance.

A problem with this criterion is that, if taken literally,
it prohibits training. We know for certain that training
has the potential to enhance or enhances sport perfor-
mance. This is perhaps not as outlandish as it may
sound. There may have been a time where a sports hero
was supposed not to train. We see no traces of, say,
Odysseus training his archery, and he seems to triumph
out of sheer natural skill when his arrow passes the 12
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axes. During the Trojan war he did not use his arrow,
since only a coward was supposed to kill at distance, nor
did he take part in the competition held to celebrate the
outcome of the war, and afterwards, during his 10 year-
long voyage there are not traces of him ever practicing.

But it is not realistic to prohibit training, since it is
difficult to detect whether anyone has trained and since
we all train, more or less inadvertently, as we move
around. No one is a complete coach potato. For a while
professional training was forbidden, but even that ban
had to go for pragmatic reasons.6 I suppose the idea is
that if everyone trains, those who are naturally most
talented will still be the winners (their superior natural
skills are as it were exhibited at a higher level). A
problem here, of course, is that people react differently
to training. The hope must be, however, that those who
are strong are also at least as good as others to reap the
fruits of training.

But if training is accepted, somethingmust have been
left out in the articulation of the criterion: the idea that
we must not enhance our performance through artificial
means (whatever that can mean more exactly), is a way
of giving sense to the criterion. And ‘artificial’ is here
used to distinguish the means from ‘natural’ ones. How
do we draw the line?

Here I suppose the third criterion is intended to
enlighten us, with its reference to the ‘spirit of sport’.
Alas, this criterion is too vague to give much direction.
This is how it is stated:

Box 1

The spirit of sport is the celebration of the human spirit, body and
mind, and is reflected in values we find in and through sport,
including:

Dedication and commitment
Respect for rules and laws
Respect for self and other participants
Courage
Community and solidarity
Ethics, fair play and honesty
Health
Excellence in performance
Character and education
Fun and joy
Teamwork (World Anti-Doping Agency, 2019a)

And yet, it seems to me, what sports authorities want
to keep out of sport, is indeed enhancement allowing for
outcomes reflecting something else than difference with

regard to natural strength. Given our natural talents,
excellence in performance is what matters.

Admiration for Natural Strength

I have consistently described the notion of justice in
elitist sport, based on our admiration for the winners in
sport exhibiting natural superior strength, as ‘fascistoid’
[6]. If I am right in this claim it is of the utmost impor-
tance that we get rid of this admiration and it would be
no little thing if methods of enhancement such as neuro-
doping (together with similar techniques we can envi-
sion in the future) would help us to do so. But am I right
in my characterization of the notion of justice in sport?

Here is my rationale for this assessment of it and for
my use of the term to characterize it.

The admiration for natural strength comes together
with a contempt for weakness (I elaborate on this in the
next section). But the admiration for natural strength and
the contempt for weakness has been claimed by at least
one thinker, Harald Ofstad, to be the hard core of Nazi
ideology [7]. It can be questioned if this analysis is
correct, perhaps there is no such thing as a hard core,
or an essence, of the Nazi ideology, but the component
stressed by Ofstad is definitely there (among other
ones). But since it might be just one out of several
strands of Nazi thought, I use the less loaded term
‘fascistoid’, when I speak of the sport ideology I criti-
cize. The word is constructed in analogy with ‘schizoid’,
allowing us to keep some distance to the ‘real’ thing (the
schizophrenia diagnosis).

And yet, for all that, this fascination with natural
strength is what renders elite sport as we know it possi-
ble. It is because we, who watch the competitions, feel
this fascination, stay up at nights to find out who is best,
that there is money to be invested in the business.

But can we not feel this fascination for strength
without any corresponding contempt for weakness? I
think not.

Fascination without Contempt?

Fascination for strength does come with contempt for
weakness. This is so because the emotion (fascination)
is based on an evaluative stance (those who are strong
are considered better than those who are weak, that’s
why we cheer for them). And the evaluation works in6 It has still not been lifted in Olympic boxing and wrestling.
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the other direction as well. Those who are defeated are
in a natural sense are considered worse than those who
gain the upper hand. But it is impossible to judge that
someone is naturally (by nature) worse than another
person without feeling some sort of contempt for her.
Just try to say it! ‘Your biology renders you hopelessly
incapable for X!’ The contempt is unmistakably there.
This is so on all plausible metaethical theories. Accord-
ing to emotivism, evaluative stances are emotions and
evaluative assertions express emotions, so on emotivism
this is a conceptual truth. But even on other theories it is
acknowledged that there is a close connection (even if it
is not a matter of identity) between evaluative judge-
ments and emotions. Actually, even here we face a
conceptual relation in the sense that we do not grant that
a person has, in a practical sense of the word, ‘accepted’
an evaluative judgment, unless this person is emotion-
ally committed to it [8].

The contempt need not take an aggressive form as it
did among the Nazis (but obviously it can do so); and
yet, some patronizing attitude is unavoidable when I
make the evaluative judgement that naturally you are
worse than someone else. As is seen form the example
above, the mere expression of the evaluation that a
certain individual is worse in nature than another one
carries with it a grain of insult.

It is important to keep in mind that only evaluative
comparisons are nasty in the relevant sense. You can
make the strictly empirical judgement that one athlete is
stronger than another and hence eligible for the team,
without making any evaluative judgement at all. And
you can take the experimental setup behind sports com-
petitions seriously and see elite sport as a means of
teasing out the limits of the human nature. This will be
of little fun, however. It is when admiration for the
winners, and the underlying evaluative judgement is
added, that the nastiness surfaces and the public interest
kicks in.

This is not to say, of course, that all negative evalu-
ative judgements are nasty. If a chess-player is told that a
particular move was bad, and even if it is added that this
shows that the player is poor at chess, this need not be
taken as any offence; this is so since here there is room
for improvement. If the message is that the player
should practice and learn more, then the negative eval-
uative stance makes good pedagogical sense and carries
no trace of any implicit contempt. The problematic
evaluations are when someone is considered bad in a
way which is given by her (biological) nature. If it is

added, in the chess example, not that the player should
practice more, but that she is not only bad at chess but is
too stupid by nature to be able ever to learn how to play
well, then this evaluation does express contempt. This
exemplifies the kind of attitude to natural weakness that
was typical of Nazism.

It might be objected that it might well be the case
that we all, all of the time, lack free will.7 Doesn’t
that mean that I rely here on a distinction without a
difference? It does not. It might be true that our will
is not free, and yet, for all that, it is sometimes
possible for us to act otherwise than we do. I rely
here on a compatibilist notion of free action where,
(very) roughly speaking, I could have acted differ-
ently if, had I decided to do so, I would have done
it. We are not always capable of acting differently in
this sense. For example, addiction may mean that,
even if I had made a different decision, I would have
done what I did. This may be true of some who dope
in sport contexts. Their decision to abstain, had they
made one, would not have been effective. But, ac-
cording to this compatibilist notion of free action,
we can in many situations act differently from how
we do act. We have no choice regarding our genetic
setup, or more generally regarding our congenital
physical and mental abilities, however8. Hence, we
deserve neither praise nor blame for having them.

Egalitarianism and the Future of Sport

All this raises the question: is it possible for sport
authorities to uphold this notion of justice when outside
the world of sport ordinary people enhance their capac-
ities relevant for sport? My conjecture is that succes-
sively this notion of justice in sport will come under ever
more severe pressure. The sports authorities will be
squeezed from two directions: people at large will come
to use methods artificially enhancing their capacities,
and it will in many cases be impossible to test for the use
of these methods. Neuro-doping exemplifies both these
tendencies. The adoption of double standards —
prohibiting only what is not used by the public at large
and what is possible to detect — will be resorted to at
first, but, when the pressure is high enough, this practice
will eventually have to go.

7 I thank an anonymous reviewer for pressing this point.
8 See [9] for a defense of this analysis.

Neuro-Doping as a Means to Avert Fascistoid Ideology in Elite Sport S175



The following example is illustrative. There exist
today alternative ways of achieving superior endurance
in sport. I think of hemoglobin levels in blood. A few
(rare) people have a genetic disposition (a certain allele)
rendering it possible for them easily to gain high levels
of hemoglobin in their blood, and hence they have a
natural advantage over other people. In the 1960s, Eero
Mäntyranta was probably the best endurance athlete in
the world. He was a cross-country skier and winner of
seven Olympic medals, three of them gold. In the 15-km
race at the 1964 Winter Olympics he won by a margin
that’s never been equaled. Twenty years after
Mäntyranta retired, a group of scientists found him to
have a rare genemutation that runs in his family, making
the carriers over-responsive to their own Erythropoietin
(EPO), the hormone that cues the body to produce red
blood cells.

You are allowed by sports authorities to compete
even if you carry this allele. It is also allowed by sports
authorities for those who lag behind to catch up through
certain methods, such as training at high altitude or in
oxygen tents. I suppose this is so because it is difficult to
detect if such training procedures take place and it
would be difficult to know what to say about people
who happen to live at high altitudes. It is prohibited
though, to achieve the same levels through blood doping
or the use of medication such as EPO. These methods
are thought to be ‘artificial’. When an athlete is found to
have high levels of oxygen it is often difficult to ascer-
tain if the means used to the same effect has been
permitted or prohibited ones, however. This puts sport
under pressure.

And there are other examples such as caffeine, which
has a documented enhancement effect and which was
once on the forbidden list, but which has since been
taken off the list only because it is so widely spread in
society at large. And yet, the scientific evidence
supporting the claim that caffeine has an enhancing
effect is stronger today than it was when it was still kept
on the prohibited list.9

It bodes ill for the WADA ideology that the authority
has not been able to put either caffeine or neuro-doping
on the prohibited list. There is certainly more to come in
the future.

We sometimes learn that it is out of concern for the
athlete’s health that substances such as EPO are

prohibited. This is ‘bullshit’, in the strict sense defined
by Harry Frankfurt as speech intended to persuade with-
out regard for truth [11]. If health would be an issue,
certain maximum levels of oxygen could be stipulated,
without any regard to how they had been achieved. For a
while such limits were stipulated, but the second step
was never taken: to allow any means to achieve the
desired level.

It should also be kept in mind that there are sports
where it is possible to win a fight by killing your
adversary (for example in boxing).

Finally, the health argument has been definitely
undermined by the positive requirement made by
WADA on Castor Semenya that, unless she dopes
(down), she is not allowed to compete.

When certain methods are prohibited, then, this
comes at most in addition to a concern for health. What
is really troubling, from the point of view of sports
authorities, keeping an eye at the ethos of sport, is
different. The idea is that those who are naturally strong
should excel and defeat those who are naturally weak.
For a weak person to catch up through artificial means,
means cheating. Contrary to what has sometimes been
claimed, my impression is that the perfect sport hero is
one who excels and defeats everyone elsewithout effort.
Remember again Odysseus. Note that while excellence
in performance is stressed, there is no mention of hard
work or effort in WADA’s characterization of the spirit
of sport. The individual who is naturally superior should
excel in the competition.

Neuro-doping put to use together with genetic engi-
neering and other possible means will lead to a situation,
then, where we level out our natural differences between
people in general (outside sport). Will elitist sport sur-
vive when this has happened?

There comes a day where most people have acquired
the skills that are today characteristic of only a few
naturally talented people who excel in their respective
sports. It is not only that we drink coffee, move around
(train), and do similar trifle things, but with a high
probability we will also in the future resort to neuro-
doping, genetic engineering and other potent enhance-
ment methods. Then eventually sport authorities will
have to yield to reality. It would be ridiculous if top
athletes, relying on their natural talents, could be
defeated by ordinary folks, having taken advantage of
enhancement techniques. No one would be willing to
pay in order to watch these wimpy athletes compete
with one another.9 For a recent review of the matter see [10]
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The question we must ask, then, is what effect this
will have on elite sport itself. Everyone will be allowed
to compete, and everyone will now compete with rough-
ly the same capacities for the sport in question. Every
skier will be like Mäntyranta. Or, to put it more realis-
tically, since not all people would like to compete in
sport: those who want to compete in sport will have a
possibility to do so on equal biological terms with other
people (allowing for the existence of specific classes,
perhaps, defined in sex-neutral terms of length, height,
muscle mass, testosterone levels, and so forth).

Suppose sport authorities will find that all safe
methods of enhancement, regardless of how artificial
they may seem, should be accepted within sport. There
will be no ban on neuro-doping or similar future tech-
niques. This will destroy what is today considered as the
core of the ethos of sport. The fascination with natural
strength has to go. Will elitist sport survive such a
change? Will it render elitist sport irrelevant to people
at large? Will there be any more money to be earnt from
arranging top level sport events — or taking part in
them?

Two main alternative possible futures seem to be
worthy of consideration.

One possibility is that there will still be much interest
in top level competitions. The outcome will now be
unpredictable. No one excels because of superior natural
talent. Instead there is plenty of room for what the sport
philosopher Warren Fraleigh has called the sweet ten-
sion of uncertainty of outcome.

Today there exists a romantic yearning to this effect.
Sports competitions become more and more arranged
like scientific experiments. There shall be no room for
randomness. The individual that is by nature most tal-
ented, and who has had the natural capacity to endure
the most and the hardest training, is the one who is
supposed to win. And we in the audience are supposed
to cheer for this Übermensch. However, some people
seem to feel that we have moved too far in this
scientististic direction. They object to the use of VAR
(the Video Assisted Referee) in football, for example,
and yearn for a situation more like the one where a team
could win because of sheer luck. A violation of the rules
of the game went unnoticed, or the team happened to
have the wind on their side at the crucial moment, for
example. Some sport commentators glorify this lost
golden age. Now, suppose we get there once again, i.e.
into a situation where chance plays a crucial role for the
outcome of sports competitions. On this scenario, there

will be little interest in who is winning a competition.
Instead the main focus would be on the aesthetic qual-
ities exhibited in the performance by the athletes. Could
such an interest in aesthetic qualities, and in the random
character of the outcome of the competition, sustain
elitist sport? Can it attract necessary sponsorship?
Can it attract enough interest from the public at
large? Can it engage athletes? It is hard to tell, but
it is difficult to believe that much money will now
go into the business.

Another scenario is more likely. We admire the
winners in top-athletic sports because they are, and
are perceived by us to be, superior beings with out-
standing natural talents. We like to see the best spec-
imen of the human race prevail. We want to cheer for
them. And we are always in the search of a new even
more highly talented creature. We are interested in
particular of those who stand out. We want to see a
Jesse Owens, a Carl Lewis, or a Usain Bolt win a
100-m dash. We are prepared to stay up in the night
in order to follow their careers. Since these highly
and naturally skilled people are rare, we can learn
them by name and personality and character; they can
take a place also in popular culture, they can become
famous for being famous. When all this is gone so is
our interest in the business.

I must admit that this is what I hope will happen in
the future. I hope a program of biological egalitarianism,
which I think is morally obligatory and likely to be
implemented in at least all well-ordered welfare states,
will put an end the elitist sport as we now know it.

Conclusion

It would be better if we could get rid entirely of these
sentiments connected to natural strength and weakness
typical of elitist sport, not only in sport where they are
openly cherished, but in society in general. It is true that
some make their Tinder choice based on natural beauty
exhibited by the one who offers contact, and even in
cultural and scientific contexts we arrange with compe-
titions where those who are most naturally talented are
supposed to gain the upper hand. However, in all these
fields what we do seems to me to be the result of a
perverted morality which we had better, to the extent
that we can, get rid of. In our choice of partner, we had
better go for character and interests than superficial
looks, and in science and art, what we should admire
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are the results of achievements, not the scientists’ and
artists’ congenital skills. To the extent this is possible,
we should distance ourselves from the fascination with
natural strength (and beauty). And it is likely that a
program of biological egalitarianism, effectively imple-
mented, could help us a long way towards this end. The
more our relative successes depend on other things than
our congenital and natural ‘strength’, such as devotion
or chance, the less tempted we will be to glorify con-
genital and natural strength.

A reform of sport flowing from biological equality
would not destroy sport entirely, but it would leave it
where is should be: as an activity we can all engage in to
the extent, but only to the extent, that we enjoy it.
Moreover, if we engage on equal biological terms in
sport, we can do so not mainly for the sake of any
audience but for the sheer fun of being part of a thrilling
event, hopefully filled with aesthetic moments, and with
an unpredictable outcome.
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