STUDENT VIEWS

THE SCARS OF WINNING

A morning at the &.
Mark's debate tournament:

6:15 a.m.
Thisthewake up call you requested for six
fitee.....

S AM

6:25 a.m.
Ah,thedarm dock, the ever-effective back-
up system.

S AM

6:27 a.m.

After gpproximatdy 34 unsuccessful
atempts to find the snooze button on the
Courtyard Marriott dock radio, | managed
to get enough energy to sit up in bed and
turn the lights on. | noticed that the pizza
boxes, Mountain Dew case, |gptop chords,
and thesix incredibly inhospitabl el ayers of
plasticky sheet onthebed and |, have some-
how contorted ourselves into a position
roughly equivalent to a cross between
KamaSutraand HathaYoga

6:30 a.m.

| extricate mysdf from my physicd
predicament and redize that it is roughly
27°in our room. But, it could beworse; yes-
terday morning wewoke up to abamy 94°.
Asyou may or may not know, it isthestrict
policy of the Glenbrook North Debate Soci-
ey toonly stay inthose hotd swhose ther-
mostats run on the freeze or fry system.

My partner has not yet noticed the
frigidtemperature asheiscovered by amake
shift blanket made up of our Clinton accor-
diors, Federdism2ACblock, aprirter cable,
and apink highlighter.

6:45 a.m.

| step into the special edition hot-
water resistant shower - another strictly
enforced GBN policy - and | get that feding
again. | dmost dwaysget it around 6:45in
the morning at St. Mark's. It's that "what
the hdl am | doing here" and "why can't |
just slegp 15 minutes more,” feeling. Al-
though they have managed to ddiver sev-
eral hundred smdl bottles of completely
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useless toiletry and cosmetic products,
apparently | have neglected to specificdly
mandatethat thehotd supply uswith fresh
towds. Around thetimel find mysdf try-
ing to usethe least disgusting one on the
floor to remove the bitingly cold shower
water, | am pretty wel on my way toasking,
why on earth | do such awful thingsto my-
sdf.

| guess that's my question for you
then. Why are we here? Why do we do the
incredibl e thingswe do f or an activity that
isso absurd?l mean, inredity, wha we do
and say redly is ludicrous. The Clinton
disad is perhapsthegreatest string of argu-
mentativelies ever promulgated to reason-
ably intdligent human beings on a large
scde Affirmaivesareusudly blaant over-
simplifications and masterpieces of obfus-
cation - frankly, | don’t even think we have
aForest Fire policy in Russia Consult the
Congress &out the Kurile Island Dispute
during the Kosovo Crises - or the NATO
dlianceabout library censorship - theseare
sdf-evidently idiotic idess; and yet every
singleoneisapet positionfor the Glenbrook
North Debate team. As our assistant the
Acolyte likes to say; It’s dl aout smoke
and mirrors, smoke and mirrors. And yet,
wespend hours and hours and hoursrefin-
ing, preparing, thinking about these exag-
gerations, oversimplifications and out and
out lies. And once all that has been done,
al the work and forethought and patience
gets spewed out & a beyond comprehen-
siblerate of speed. We sacrifice our family
lives, our socid lives, our grades, our time,
our energy and our heartsto thisridiculous
activity.

Why?

A big part of thereason isthe enjoy-
ment of theactivity itsdf - the act of debat-
ing. Competing against people of the cdi-
ber in this room (and outsideit) is awon-
deful experience. Theré s nothing you can
doinafleecevest andtiethat will giveyou
abigger adrendinerush than full-out intd -
lectud war in ahotd ballroom a 9 in the
morning. Perhapsit isthethrill weget from
uncovering a grea agument, a burning
desireto learn more, reed more, know mare.
Maybe it's because it lets adolescents,

whose opinions are typicdly given short
shrift, haveamedium for expressing them-
sdves, or because it gives us a new and
chdlenging arenain which to excel, or pro-
vides us with an escape, a power trip or a
security blanket.

Debate requires such superhuman
dedi cation to succeed competitivey that in
order to justify itsdf, debate (and success
in debate) must betied to things deep in-
side us. The need to learn, the need to be
great, the drive to succeed - these are dl
things that have profound effects on us;
they sit in places dose to our hearts - and
so we have little choice but to beieve that
these deeply seated needs can be a lesst
somewhat fulfilled with successin debae-
however wedefineit. Whatever thereason,
it drives us to do some pretty wild stuff.

For exampl e, we refuseto accept any-
thing short of absolute triumph. Last yesr,
when Glenbrook South took second & the
Glenbrook Round Robin, Mr. Matt Whippl e,
thedirector of debateat GBS, sat nextto his
top team asthey stared dejectedly into their
water glasses. | was sitting nearby making
avdiant atempt to double Todd's dejec-
tion being tha coming infourth should gen-
erate twice as much frustration as coming
in second. So | hope he doesn't mind me
quoting what he said to Todd as he patted
him on the shoulder. He said: "Todd, you
need to chill out", (clearly the truth, Todd
red |y did need tochill ou). "Ten yearsfrom
now, no onewill remember if you camein
second, or first or last - | promise But they
will remember whether they had fun deba-
ing you, if they thought you were a good
friend, if they were impressed by you as a
person. So gop worrying about it.”

Our absolute dedication to victory
really is sort of silly anceyou think about it.
Becauseasgrest asitistowin &. Mak’sor
the Glenbrooks or the TOC, thebig plague
you get isa pieceof wood with plasticand
metd glued on. It'sapieceof wood - anice
expensive piece of wood, but a piece of
wood nonetheless - and once you get it -
your problems, your flaws, your foibles and
your troubles remain unchanged. Winning
a tournament doesn’'t change anything
about you except your trophy collection.



But aren’t there intangible, persond
benefits to achievement?Perhgps. But win-
ning, in many ways, isaroad without end -
theend is an illusion - with every victory,
weraise thebar higher and higher. Victory
isin redity atreadmill - there are dways
morefilesto bewritten, moreupdaesto be
cut, another dim to win. We tend to think
that once we reach the next leve, we will
have finally accomplished something. But
atreadmill that gives fase hopeis a very
dangerous thing.

It is danger ous becausethese pur-
ported benefits of success shift our aten-
tion away from thingstha redlly dodeserve
our supreme efforts, our utmost atention.
Things that really do mater in the grand
scheme on things; likehuman be ngs.

The summer before my juniar year, my
best friend told me something that | prom-
ised mysdf | would repeat today. Shesad:
"You know, every year, they have a senior
giveaspeech at St. Mark’s. And the person
dways taksabout their friends. Next year
when you givethat speech you’ re going to
break thetradition. You aren’'t going to talk
about your friends, you're going to talk
about how great it istowin.

| guess that gives you a pretty good
ideaof thekind of person | weasat thetime
Things aredifferent now. Theday that won-
derful girl died, | knew | had to prove her
wrong.

A littleachievement can be apainful
thing. Last year a this tournament, | was
completely obsessed with victory. So ob-
sessed that every timesheasked meto visit
her, 1 told her | would drop by, and even
though it was only a short wak, | never
went because| had to have absol utdy posi-
tively upto the minuteMid-Term Election
updates. On Sunday, Loe Hornbuckle and
Adam Savoie unintentionaly didmeanin-
credible favor. They beat meona5-0in
semis- and they ddn’teven run Mid Terms.
I got to spend almost four hourswith Julia
Burke watching the finds and the Novice
Hoe-Down, alast littlechunk of timewith
my best friend in the world. | got my last
chance to see the wonderful way shelit up
aroom, how she looked as she tossed her
blonde hair back and laughed her soul-
warming laugh. | got to make fun of her
knees, and fed theincrediblebond | shared
with her onelast time. And tha is some-
thing | would trade any debate round, any
tournament, and any trophy in existence to
experienceagain.

While | was writing this speech, a
great debater and an equaly excdlent friend

who won thistournament last year told me:

“Even thoughwewon St. Mak’slast yesr,

| still havealot of regrets... littlethings.. it
was the last time | saw Juliaand | wish |

could have taked to her some more...I've
got redly goodmemories of &. Mark’s. But
| don't actualy remember that much about
debating in thefina roundbesi desL oe mak-
ing afool of himsdf. | do haveagrest image
of you and Juliasitting on theground down
to our right, wearing your matching
swestervests and smiling.”

Thepeoplein debate and thevalue
of theexperienceitself are
indescribably precious.

Debate is a wonderful activity with
powerful potentid to hel puslearn and grow.
But sometimes, thefanatica dedicationwith
which weapproach it ends up undermining
its most awesome benefits. Not because
successin and of itsdf is evil, not because
competitionitsdf isflawed, but becausewe
devate it aove everything dse like the
peoplein thisactivity who touch our lives
or thevalue of a good jokenow and then to
lighten up thefinad sof amg or naiond tour-
nament. Debatevictories are great feats- it
tekes a lot to win atournament. But after
theinitid shock of defea ispast, very few
peoplelook back on their debate career and
say: Gee | wish had cut one more Lexis
search. They do regret not spending
enough time on the things tha redly mat-
tered. And | do wish tha | had spent one
more hour with Julia - and maybe cut one
less search.

Compstitive success does not solve
our problems or makeus better people- and
however good it may feel tofindly winthe
big one, tha feding paesin comparisonto
what it fedsliketo havefound atruly great
friend. We sometimeslosedght of thepurdy
intdlectua benefits, thewonderful waysin
which this activity changes our hearts and
our minds because we are so focused on
winning - and that's a shame, because
friendship and growth are the ultimate ac-
complishments.

Thisisthelast St. Mark’s of the 20th
Century. In all likdihood, the debaters of
the 21st will ook back at us and laugh at
our primitive attempts at a gumentation -
the Clinton disad in particular. No matter
how spectacular the last three dimination
rounds of thistournament are, they will not
reign supreme for very long in the collec-
tivememory of the debate community.And
chances are, no onewill remember who went

for what intheblock - or what thedecision
in quarters was - and although they might
dimly recal thename of the school that wins,
they will never really be able to put a per-
son to the team code.

But today the best debaters in the
country have an opportunity - the last
chancein this century to take astep back
and think about the basi c ressons webother
withthisactivityin thefirst place. Wehave
achoice we can accept the supremacy of
achievement a dl costs and continue to
vauethe win aove dl dse- or we cande-
cide that perhaps the greatest benefits of
debate cannot be represented by a piece of
wood and plastic. | don't think that we
should giveup the competition; or that de-
baters should turn into the Care Bears and
hug each other a the end of every cross
examination. | dso don’t think that every
debater in this room is dead set on grab-
bing thegolden ring at the expense of hisor
her friends - nor am| (hypocriticdly) attack-
ing thevaueof anintensework ethic. But |
do think that as a community we have, by
and large, oversold victory and undersold
real accomplishment -we sometimeschoose
thenext step on thetreadmill over achance
to touch the lives of amazing people who
may be stripped from our grasp at any mo-
ment. For meittook thelossof an extraordi-
nary friendtorealizehow truly silly itisto
alow competition to underminefriendship
- -not a day goes by that | don't fed the
scars of winning. | think tha maybe, just
maybe, wewould bebetter off if we recog-
nized that whiledebateitsdf isarather ludi-
crous and unimportant activity in thegrand
schemeof things, thepeoplein debate, and
the vd ue of the experience itsdf are inde-
scribably precious... The 21st century will
probably not remember great debaters, but
it jug mightremember great people.

(This speech was delivered by Dan
Shalmon of Glenbrook North High School
at the 1999 . Mark's tournament. Dan
and partner Shawn Powers won the Na-
tional Debate Championship in 1999)



