
It’s Not Cricket, or is it?.......   Brian McClinton

HIGH-PROFILE athletes Tyson Gay and Asafa Powell fail dope 
tests. Trainer Mahmood-al-Zarooni is banned for administering 
anabolic steroids to his horses. A Gaelic football commentator 
makes a trenchant criticism of a rugby tackle and a general culture 
of fouling. Lance Armstrong is stripped of his seven Tour de 
France titles for doping offences. Tiger Woods takes an illegal 
drop at the Masters. Gareth Bale is booked four times for diving. 
Diego Maradona’s ‘Hand of God’ is used to score against England 
in the 1986 World Cup. And so on... 

Cheating in sport seems to be endemic and becoming ever more 
frequent. After the French Senate’s findings that the top two in the 
1998 Tour de France took the banned blood booster EPO, Lance 
Armstrong said that “virtually all of us broke the rules, and lied 
about it”. 

Yet there is really nothing new here. In most sports it was ever 
thus. Cheating was not uncommon in the ancient Olympics, 
despite whipping or fines as punishments. The money from these 
fines was used to con- struct bronze statues of Zeus which were 
placed along the tunnel leading to the stadium. Each statue’s 
inscription told the cautionary tale of the offence, and the ath- 
letes walked past them as a reminder of the importance of obeying 
the rules. 

It is often suggested that other sports should learn from cricket, 
which allegedly embodies the spirit of sport and the concept of 
fair play. But does it? “It’s not cricket” may be one of the oldest 
clichés in sport, yet it describes mythology rather than fact. In the 
18th century cricket was largely a disreputable and corrupt game 
for gamblers. Laws evolved as a means of regulating what was 
then a relatively violent pastime. It was not until the second half of 
the 19th century that the idea began to take hold that it encouraged 



a love of fair play and that it was a moral training which operated 
well beyond the cricket field. 

Yet the reality still fell short of the ideal. The incidents of cheating 
in the game are legion. W.G. Grace, the man who above all 
established cricket as England’s national game, was as famous for 
his sharp practice as his batting. He reportedly once refused to 
leave his crease when given out by the official, telling him: 
“They’ve come to see me bat, not you umpire”. Since then, there 
has been bodyline bowling, ball tampering, match-fixing and spot-
fixing, to name but a few departures from ‘fair play’. 

One of the most publicised recent incidents occurred in the fourth 
Test between England and Pakistan at Lord’s in August 2010 
when two Pakistani bowlers, Mohammad Asif and Mohammad 
Amir, in collusion with the captain Salman Butt, bowled no-balls 
at specific points in an over in return for money from a 
bookmaker. The three men were arrested on a charge of match-
fixing and given prison sentences ranging from 6 to 32 months. 
The ICC had already banned them from playing cricket for 
between 5 and 10 years. 

As far as the criminal law is concerned, the 3 men were guilty of 
conspiracy to cheat at gambling and conspiracy to accept corrupt 
payments. But as far as the cricket is concerned, the three no-balls 
bowled did not affect the result of the game and would only have 
done so if the margin of victory was three or less. In short, the 
players were actually guilty of spot-fixing rather than match-
fixing and it has to be asked what punishments would have been 
appropriate if they had actually tried to fix the result of the match. 
Also, some other forms of cheating can potentially have a more 
serious effect on the game than spot-fixing.

In the Champions Trophy tournament in June 2013 



West Indies wicketkeeper Denesh Ramdin was suspended for two 
matches and fined 100% of his match fees for breaching the 
cricket code when he claimed a catch during the game against 
Pakistan at The Oval. He appeared to have caught the ball but lost 
control of it when he fell forward, and it slipped out of his gloves 
on to the grass. Instead of bringing his mistake to the notice of the 
umpires or his team-mates, Ramdin joined them in the celebratory 
huddle. But the square leg umpire noticed his error. The ICC 
match referee later handing out the punishment stated: “This is 
regarded as a serious offence as it is the responsibility of all 
players to act in the spirit of the game. I hope Mr Ramdin has 
learnt his lesson from this incident and that we will not see such 
behaviour by him or any player in the future”. That referee was 
Chris Broad, the father of English player Stuart Broad. 

Ramdin had breached article 2.2.11 of the ICC Code of Conduct 
which relates to ‘conduct that is contrary to the spirit of the game’. 
Now if we move on a month to July  2013 and the first Ashes test 
at Trent Bridge, we find another incident of cheating. An English 
batsman on 37 runs edged the ball and was caught but given not 
out by the umpire. It was a howler by Aleem Dar, then possibly 
the best umpire in the world – the slow- motion replay showed a 
clear edge. But the batsman stood his ground and went on to hit 
another 28 runs. England won the game by 14 runs, so his refusal 
to walk arguably did make a difference to the outcome of the 
match. The man in question was Stuart Broad. 

There is no moral difference between a batsman pretending that he 
didn’t hit the ball and a wicketkeeper pretending that he didn’t 
drop the catch. Two basic rules of cricket are that you are out if 
the ball is caught and not out if it is dropped. To break these 
principles is to disrespect the game itself. It also shows disrespect 
for the umpire and makes him the fall-guy – a scapegoat for your 
own foul play. Some ex-player Sky commentators said that 
whether a batsman walks or not is up to each individual, but this a 



vacuous comment. It implies that a player is under no obligation 
to be honest. Certainly, every moral decision is the responsibility 
of the person making it, but to make the wrong choice is hardly an 
excuse. 

We wouldn’t accept an athlete or cyclist claiming that it’s up to the 
authorities to determine if he has taken drugs. Nor would we 
suggest that robbing a bank is fine if we want to do it because it is 
the police’s responsibility to catch us – in other words, that it’s 
okay to break the law if we can get away with it. As a moral 
principle, this just won’t wash. 

Did Chris Broad, therefore, admonish his son for ‘conduct that is 
contrary to the spirit of the game’? Did he fine him and ban him 
for two matches? Not at all. On the contrary, he expressed 
approval and told BBC 5Live that “I texted Stuart after play to ask 
how he kept a straight face”. Stuart Broad went on to become the 
hero of the Fourth Test in August at Chester-le-Street in a 
devastating spell of bowling that blew Australia away on the 
fourth day. 

Cricket, like many sports, needs to clean up its act and apply its 
rules consistently and without favour. Sports stars are role models 
and should behave in a manner befitting that status. What kind of 
lesson is it to tell children: “go ahead, kids, cheat if you want: it’s 
somebody else’s responsibility to catch you”? And cheating in 
sport makes it easier to transfer dishonesty and deceit to other 
aspects of life, whether in personal relationships, work, business 
or politics. 

Albert Camus, Nobel Prize winner for literature in 1957, said that 
it was from sports that he learned all that he knew about ethics. 
Apart from healthy enjoyment and a celebration of life, sport is 
the school of courage, endurance, hard work, honesty, a sense of 
fairness, personal responsibility, friendship, loyalty and universal 
brotherhood. It is also an activity where integrity, moral sensibility 



and ethical values are constantly tested. We come to embody 
norms by living and acting them out. 

Organised play in general is one of the first and most important 
ways in which we establish ethical rules, a fact which will be 
obvious to anyone who has watched children play tag, marbles or 
hide-and-seek. They compete with one another but always 
according to rules, and rules that they enforce themselves without 
recourse to an impartial judge. The penalty for not playing by the 
rules is not playing, that is, social exclusion and the end of the 
game itself. 

Yet, if cheating means to act dishonestly in order to gain 
advantage, there is no question that Stuart Broad cheated –
and got away with it. Nor is there any doubt that Chris Broad, in 
reprimanding Ramdin while praising his son, displayed the kind of 
hypocrisy and racism upon which the British Empire was based. It 
is no coincidence that Asif, Amir, Butt and Ramdin are natives of 
bits of that former Empire, and so too, come to think of it, is 
Aleem Dar. The Battle of the Ashes has been won on the playing 
fields of Trent Bridge, Lord’s and the other venues, and English 
paternalism, hypocrisy and superiority have kept the Aussies and 
the ‘fuzzy-wuzzies’ firmly in their place. 

There was a similar incident during a warm-up match in March 
2012 in Sri Lanka. The batsman Dilruwan Pereira edged the ball 
to England’s Andrew Strauss at slip but was given not out and 
remained at his crease. The English bowler Graeme Swann stated: 
“if people don’t walk and think they can get away with it, nobody 
seems to say anything. But I don’t agree with that”. Later he 
confided: “Straussy was miffed that his integrity was questioned 
and I wanted to kill the batsman because he was cheating”. 

Yet Swann’s moral indignation deserted him when his friend 
Broad committed the same transgression, for he was strangely 
silent about it and Broad is still very much alive. It’s the old story 



of ‘crying foul’ only when the other side does it, while turning a 
blind eye to the same dubious tactics adopted by your own team. 
Doesn’t Jesus talk somewhere about motes and beams? More 
generally, a sport is in deep trouble when it witnesses a man doing 
what Broad did and its ruling authority and even some 
commentators praise him. 

Sportspeople should therefore be aware of the immense moral 
burden they carry. It was well summed up by the Sri Lankan crick- 
eter Kumar Sangakkara in the MCC Spirit of Cricket Cowdrey 
Lecture at Lord’s in 2011: “cricketers have bigger respon- 
sibilities than merely playing on the field. We need to live positive 
lifestyles off the field and we need also to give back. The same 
people that applaud us every game need us to contribute back 
positively to their lives. We need to inspire not just on the field but 
off it”.

It may be argued that sport has been irretrievably corrupted by 
money and winning at all costs and that it encourages selfishness, 
cheating and violence. George Orwell wrote: “serious sport has 
nothing to do with fair play. It is bound up with hatred, jealousy, 
boastfulness, disregard of all rules and sadistic pleasure in 
witnessing violence. In other words, it is war minus the shooting”. 
We may believe that it reinforces nationalism and even a fascistic 
admiration for strength and contempt for weakness. But the truth 
is that it was actually far more corrupt, violent and nationalistic in 
the past. Like life, 

Sport is not perfect but, like life, we can make it better. The 
medium of television has enabled us to witness the sporting 
triumphs of people from all over the world, and to appreciate the 
talent from wherever it comes. We don’t need to support England 
to appreciate Broad’s sparks of bowling brilliance or to feel a 
warm glow at Mo Farah’s double double at the Olympics and 
Moscow. Nor do we need to support Hampshire to cheer Michael 



Carberry’s 100 not out for his team in a T20 quarter-final match 
on 7th August 2013. Sporting excellence is no small part of the joy 
of living. Yet Coubertin was also right: the most important thing 
“is not to win but to take part, just as the most important thing in 
life is not the triumph but the struggle”. 


