George Blecher — Preco ste nam nechali takyto svet?
/ Why did you give us a world like this?

Pred niekolkymi rokmi som sledoval dva-
nastrocné dievca, ako kazdé rano trénova-
lo na tenisovych dvorcoch nedaleko méjho do-
mu. Otec, ktory bol zaroven trénerom, ju pod-
roboval drezire, pripominajlicej vycvikovy ta-
bor pre novacikov namorného vojska za sta-
rych, politicky nekorektnych cias. Musela nacvi-
Covat Udery z kazdej myslitelnej pozicie - lez-
mo, na kolenach, zboku, zo vsetkych rohov
dvorca, ponad plece, pomedzi nohy - a umiest-
nit lopticku kamkolvek jej otec ukazal.
Neprotestovala, ani sa nezdalo, Ze ju pohana
strach. Pruine poskakovala, konsky chvost jej
trcal z baseballovej Ciapky; ak aj niekedy pocito-
vala strach alebo frustraciu, podriadila ich déle-
ZitejSiemu cielu, predstave o budicnosti v ¢a-
rovnom prostredi gladidtorov - atlétov, ktori sa
vznesene 3plhaju po chrbtoch siperov k slave,
resSpektu a k zmluvam na Sportové odevy s fir-
mou Nike.

Jedna vec bola zjavna: v dvanastich rokoch
uZ nebola dietatom.Vstupila do zvlastneho sve-
ta dospelych, naplneného krutou a tvrdou pra-
cou vyZadujicou bezpodmienecnu Specializaciu,
kde sa nezdar riesi desatnasobne vacsou drinou
a prehra je bolestiva ako néz v srdci, do sveta,
o ktorom sa da povedat, Ze sa prili§ neliSi od su-
casného amerického kapitalizmu.

Obcas som sa snazil presvedcit svojho syna,
ktory ma tiez dvanast rokov, aby si so mnou za-
hral na tych istych dvorcoch. Jeho 3tyl ani ne-
mohol byt odlisnejsi. Z istého dévodu nechcel
so mnou hrat sam; ¢osi ho na tom znervéziio-
valo a radsej si priviedol kamaratov. Apaticky sa
pohybovali v zadnej casti dvorca, akoby boli na
garden party, prudko udierali do lopty vzdy, ked
sa im zachcelo; ak netrafili, mali dokonca vacsiu
radost ako z vydareného zasahu. Ich sp&sob
zbierania loptic¢iek medzi jednotlivymi idermi -
vzdy po jednej! - ma privadzal do zlrivosti.

»Preco to robite takto?“, krical som z mo-
jej strany dvorca. ,,Preco si nenaplnite vrecka
loptickami tak, aby ste nemuseli ustavi¢ne pre-
rusovat hru?*

few years ago, | watched a |2 year old girl

practise in the mornings at tennis courts
near my home. Her father, who was also her
coach, put her through drills that looked like
Marine boot camp in the old, politically incor-
rect days. She had to make shots from every
conceivable position — lying down, on her
knees, on her haunches, from different corners
of the court, over her shoulder, between her
legs — and place the ball wherever her father
directed. But she didn’t protest or seem intimi-
dated. Bouncing on the balls of her feet, pony-
tail sticking through the back of her baseball
cap, she'd subsumed any frustration and anxiety
she may have felt into a larger scheme, a vision
of her future as a part of a charmed circle of
gladiator/athletes, nobly climbing over each
other’s bodies toward fame, respect, and Nike
sportswear contracts.

One thing was clear:at 12 she wasn't a child
any more. She’d entered a particular adult
world of brutally hard work and absolute spe-
cialization where frustration is dealt with by
working ten times harder, and losing is as pain-
ful as a knife in the heart — a world, you might
say, not so different from contemporary
American capitalism.

Sometimes I'd try to convince my son, also

12, to hit with me on the same courts. His sty-
le couldn’t have been more different. For one
thing, he didnt want to play with me alone;
something about it made him nervous, and he
preferred to bring friends along. Drifting lan-
guidly around the back court as if at a garden
party, they'd swat at the ball whenever they felt
like it, enjoying missing it even more than hitting
it. Their way of retrieving balls between shots
— one by one!-- drove me crazy.
“Why do you do it that way?“ I'd shout from my
side of the court.“Why not stuff your pockets
with balls so that you don’t have to interrupt
the play every time?*

“We're in no hurry,” my son would say, and
they'd all giggle.
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»Nikam sa neponahlame®, odpovedal mgj
syn a ostatni sa pochechtavali.

Co to vlastne robili? Snazili sa zbavit hru su-
taZivosti, ambiciéznosti - a v istom zmysle aj
spolocenskej angaZovanosti, ktora musi umoz-
nit nejaky agresivitu a konfrontaciu? Zmenili to
na nie celkom detskd hru, ale na sentimentalnu
verziu detstva, ktoré sa nikdy nekonalo, obdo-
bie Cistej nevinnosti, v ktorom je jedinym pravi-
dlom, Ze Ziadne pravidla neplatia. Sposob ich hry
mi pripadal ako nevyslovené odmietnutie hod-
not onoho dievcata. Zdalo sa, Ze hovoria: ak
hrat tenis znamena vzdat sa vietkého ostatné-
ho, tak to nechceme. Hrat s nimi ma vsak de-
primovalo. Ked' z hry vylt¢ili sutazivost a kon-
flike, stratila sa aj velka cast poteSenia.

,Nechces sa naudit lepSie hrat?** vravel som
Synovi.

,»Ani nie, chcem sa iba zabavit.”

,Ale ¢im lepsie hras, tym je to vicsia zaba-
va.*

,»,Pre mia nie.*

Samozrejme, takato polarita neplati iba pre
sucasnost, alebo vylu¢ne pre Zapad; spominam
si, Ze som ¢ital nejeden samizdatovy roman z
Vychodu, v ktorom boli hlavnymi hrdinami star-
Sie verzie méjho syna alebo onoho dievcata,
alebo obidvoch. Viem, Ze mnoho mladych [udi
stale hra tenis, s mensim nasadenim nezZ to mla-
dé dievca, a predsa naruZivejSie ako méj syn - a
popritom si Ziju svoje vlastné Zivoty. Zda sa mi
vSak, Ze kontrast medzi oboma Stylmi je typicky
pre dva sposoby, akymi sa mnoho mladych ludi
v stcasnosti stavia k svetu. Uvedeny kontrast
pocas poslednych desatroci nadobudol extrém-
nejSiu podobu; nie iba pre vidinu bohatstva v
pripade profesionalnej kariéry dievcata (a jeho
implicitné odmietnutie v spravani méjho syna),
ale pre cosi hlbsie, pre spolo¢nu predstavu o sa-
motnom svete.

Obaja vnimali buddcnost ako nebezpeénd.
Sposob, ako uchopit nebezpecenstvo, predsta-
voval u dievcata jeho ovladnutie, nebezpecen-
stvo poraza prijatim jeho hodnét a prebojova-
nim si cesty aZ na vrchol. Pod jej chladnokrvnou
tvarou seba-pohltenia sa vsak dal vycitit velky
strach, hnev a dokonca potreba byt dvanastroc-
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What exactly were they up to? Were they
trying to strip the game of competition, ambi-
tion — and, in a sense, of social engagement
too, which has to allow for some aggressiveness
and confrontation? They’'d turned it into not ex-
actly childhood play, but a sentimental version
of a childhood that never was, a time of pure
silliness in which the only rule is that there are
no rules. How they played also seemed to me
an implicit rejection of the girl’s values: if play-
ing tennis means giving up everything else, they
seemed to be saying, we want no part of it.Yet
it depressed me to play with them. In excluding
competition and conflict from the game, they'd
also drained off most of the pleasure.

“But don’t you want to get better at it?* I'd
say to my son.

“Not really. | just want to have some fun.

“But it’s more fun the better you get at it.*

“Not to me it isn’t."

Of course this polarity isn’t exclusive to the
present or to the West; | remember reading
more than one samisdat novel from the East in
which older versions of my son, or the girl, or
both, were central characters. I'm also aware
that many young people still play tennis — and
live their lives — with more moderation than
the young girl, yet more passion than my son.
But it seems to me that the contrast between
these two styles is typical of two ways that a
large number of young people have of addres-
sing the world nowadays, and that this contrast
has grown more extreme in the past few deca-
des, not simply because of the promise of
wealth in the girl’s professionalism (and its im-
plicit rejection in my son’s behavior) but be-
cause of something deeper, some common vi-
sion they shared of the world itself.

Both saw the future as dangerous.The girl’s
way of dealing with that danger was to master
it, defeat it by espousing its values and fighting
her way to the top; but under her poker-faced
self-absorption one sensed high anxiety, anger,
and even a need to be a 12 year old — to be
loved and stroked -- that she'd only be able to
acknowledge years later, when she reached a
safer place in her life. Underneath my son’s in-
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nym diev€atom, ktoré miluju a pohladia - ¢o bu-
de schopna pripustit az po rokoch, ked' sa ocit-
ne v bezpecnejSom Useku svojho Zivota. Pod in-
dolenciou méjho syna musel byt hrozny strach
z nelspechu a z toho, Ze by ho niekto hodnotil.
Radsej nez by zostali otvoreni a zranitelni,syn a
jeho priatelia si podvedome zvolili miesto mimo
spolocenstva (v tomto pripade ,spolocenstvo*
Hry) a vymysleli si do¢asnu alternativnu spoloc-
nost zbavenu vsetkych prvkov, ktoré vzbudzuji
strach.

V istom zmysle mali pravdu. Svet, pred kto-
rym stoja mladi [udia, je nebezpecny. Nielen do-
slovne - mnozZstvom zbrani, drog, prenesenim
televizneho nasilia do redlneho Zivota, HIV - ale
aj v subtilnejSich vyznamoch. Pred dvadsiatimi
rokmi nazval sociolég Christopher Lasch nasu
spolocnost Narcistickou kultirou a pocas po-
slednych dvoch desatrodi narcizmus vzrastol.
Spolocenské tkanivo, ktoré nas spajalo v atmo-
sfére vzajomnej zdvorilosti a relativnej koopera-
cie sa stencilo a Zivot sa stal Umerne tomu ne-
bezpecnejsim - jednoducho preto, Ze nevieme,
komu mozZeme déverovat. Hoci st Americania
posadnuti kariérou, pracuju stale viac, v zamest-
nani prezivaju stale vacsi stres, ich buddcnost je
stale neistejsia. | ked' vSeobecne prevlada mien-
ka o ,,ekonomickej konjunktire* a ,,nebyvalom
stupni prosperity”, nemozno sa zbavit pocitu,
najmd medzi mladymi fudmi, zo Sialenych prete-
kov za $tastim (ktoré sa chape v najuzSom zmys-
le prestiZe, bohatstva, moci) alebo z neur<ito re-
belujicej nespokojnosti; niekedy sa vyskytuje
zvlastna kombinacia oboch, ked deti snivaju o
tom, Ze do Styridsiatky zarobia vela pefazi, po-
tom to zanechaju a ,,budu robit ¢o naozaj chcu®,
a neuvedomuju si, Ze objavit, ¢o vlastne chceme
robit, je celoZivotna uloha.

Ani jedna z uvedenych alternativ sa mi nezda
Stastna alebo nadejna. Nie je pritom jednoduché
povedat, ¢o by sa dalo ponuknut ako nahrada,
najmd, ked' ako dospeli musime prevziat cast vi-
ny za vzniknutlG situdciu. Nemyslim si v3ak, Ze
zZlost, ¢i dokonca nepriatelstvo, ktoré pocitujem
zo strany mladych ludi, je imaginarne: vyzeraju,
ako keby sa pytali, pre¢o ste nam dali takyto
svet, svet, v ktorom sa neda byt dietatom?

dolence had to be a terrible fear of failure and
of being judged. Rather than leaving themselves
open and vulnerable, he and his friends had un-
consciously opted out of “society” (in this case,
the “society” of The Game) and invented a tem-
porary alternative society devoid of all anxiety-
provoking elements.

In a sense, they were right. The world that
young people face is dangerous. Not only lite-
rally -- in the prevalence of weapons, drugs, the
spillover of televised violence into real life, HIV
-- but in subtler ways as well. Twenty years ago
the social critic Christopher Lasch called our
society The Culture of Narcissism, and during
the past two decades that narcissism has
grown.The social fabric that used to bind us to-
gether in an atmosphere of civility and relative
cooperation has worn thinner now, and life has
accordingly become more hazardous, simply
because one doesn’t know whom to trust.
Though Americans are obsessed with their ca-
reers, they work longer hours, their jobs are
more stressful, their futures less certain.
Whatever the conventional wisdoms are about
the “booming economy® and “unprecedented
levels of prosperity,” one can’t escape a sense,
especially among young people, of either frantic
competition for “success* (defined in the nar-
rowest terms of prestige, wealth, power) or va-
guely rebellious discontent — and sometimes a
strange combination of both, in which kids
dream of making enough money by the age of
fourty to drop out and do “what they really
want to do,” not realizing that finding what one
wants to do is in itself a life-long quest.

None of these alternatives strikes me as
happy or hopeful.Yet it’s hard to know what to
offer as a substitute, especially when as an adult
one has to shoulder part of the blame for the
situation. But | don’t think that the resentment,
even hostility, that | feel from young people is
imaginary: they seem to be asking, why did you
give us a world like this, a world in which it’s im-
possible to be children?

A useful response to the question isn’t ob-
vious. Saying that we intended something quite
different rings hollow on many levels. If one
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Odpoved' na tuto otazku, ktora by mohla
pomdct, nie je poruke. Povedat, Ze sme sa sna-
Zili o nieCo podstatne odlisné, znie z mnohych
dévodov falosne. Ak sa niekto zastdva starych
pravd a hovori: Svet skutocne nie je taky ne-
bezpelny, ako sa obavate; moZete byt ambicioz-
ni a zaroven aj spoloc¢ensky angaZovani bez to-
ho, aby ste boli nemilosrdni; st aj iné hodnoty
ako je zhromazdovanie veci, ktoré vam aj tak
neposkytne hladani bezpecnost; zucastnit sa
Hry nie je Gplne zlé, najmd ak sa na fiu divate
kriticky; ano, moja generacia neuspela pri tvor-
be ludskejSieho, spravodlivejSieho sveta, ale nie
je to uplna prehra. Ak vravime podobné veci, ci-
time sa trochu hlipo, pretoze za otrepanymi
frazami lahko rozoznite prave tie isté pocity
nebezpelenstva a neistoty, ktoré vnimaji ako
hrozbu aj mladi ludia.

Ani to diev€a ani m&j syn uZ nehraji na
dvorcoch tenis. Ona sa s najvd¢Sou pravdepo-
dobnostou vybrala do mdédnejsieho klubu a na-
sadla do vysoko vykonného koca na urovni ju-
niorskych majstrovstiev krajiny. M&j syn sa za-
bava s pocitacom a piSe hip-hopové texty; im-
ponuje mi jeho rytmus, ale znepokojuje ma dav-
ka hnevu, ktort vyjadruje v textoch. Ja sa stale
usilujem zlepsit si servis, ale asi nevelmi nadej-
ne. Pokusali sme sa byt nadim detom priatelmi,
moja generacia rodi€ov nemala ani pofatia, Ze
nam budu zazlievat to, o sme nemohli zastavit:
zhorSovanie zmyslu pre komunitu a pocit bez-
pecia, pri ktorom sa nebude treba utiahnut do
urychleného profesionalizmu, alebo do nostal-
gického fantazirovania, ale kde by sa dala hrat
Hra pre radost a vyhravat ¢i prehravat takmer
rovnako doéstojne.

Z anglického originalu preloZilaViera Rybarova

stands up for the old verities and says things
like:The world really isn’t quite as dangerous as
you fear it is; it is possible to be personally am-
bitious and socially engaged, without being
ruthless; there are other values than the acqui-
sition of goods, which won't give you the secu-
rity you're looking for anyway; playing the Game
isn’t all bad, especially if you treat it with a cri-
tical eye; yes my generation failed in making a
more humane, equitable world, but not com-
pletely — if one says things like that, one feels
a little foolish, because it’s not difficult to dis-
cern behind the platitudes the very feelings of
danger and insecurity that young people feel
threatened by.

Neither the girl nor my son plays tennis at
the courts anymore. Most likely she’s gone on
to a fancier club, a high-powered coach, ranking
among the Junior Nationals. My son fools
around with his computer and writes hiphop ly-
rics; I'm impressed by his rhythm but worried
about the amount of anger he expresses in
those lyrics. | still try to improve my serve, but
perhaps in a less hopeful way. Trying to be
friends with our children, my generation of pa-
rents had no idea that they’d resent us for what
we couldn’t stop: the deterioration of a sense
of community and security in which one
wouldn’t have to retreat into either sped-up
professionalism or nostalgic fantasy, but could
play the Game for the love of it, and win or
lose with almost equal grace.

Peter Zupnik: Maltézsky sokol / Maltese Falcon





