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Meeting Cultures in Meetings
Impressions from an International Sports Arena

Walter E.A. van Beek

The arena

Arenas are the natural habitat of Arie de Ruijter: he lives in them, creates them and he
uses them as a dominant metaphor of modern society (de Ruijter 2000). They are for
him a way of life, as well as a way of studying life: arenas are both cultute arnd the meet-
ing place of different cultures. When he decided, long ago, to pursue a professional life
of academic leadership, he mentioned in a conversation with me that part of his field-
work would be done in meetings from now on. And so it was. For the most part my
own fieldwork took on a different path, mecting cultures in other habitats — in fact, as
exotic as 1 could find — but over the last years 1 have also increasingly been encounter-
ing cultures in office meetings as well. I speak here about sports, about draughts. Inter-
national sports administration is an arena in itself, and often a hotly contested one at
that. For instance, elections of 10C, FIFA, or UEFA presidents produce stories strongly
reminiscent of national elections, with the politicking, nctworking, maneuvering, and
bullying that are part and parcel of many the elections the world over. Many people, for
a whole gamut of reasons covet high positions, among which the interest of sports is
but one. People will go o great lengths to achieve their goal of being elected.

But besides being a regular arena in itself, these organizations are also a meeting
place of various styles of leadership, of national expectations and priorities —~ in shoit,
of cultures. The ways in which people strive for positions, exert power, and wield their
personal influence over international organizations, are influcnced by both their per-
sonalities and their cultures of origin. Different cultures, different notions of power, and
different ways to run an organization - these all are revealed in the way meetings are
conducted between the representatives of these various cultures. Thus, meetings are
essentially intercultural arenas. It is one such an arena that I want to highlight here: the
World Draughts Federation (FMJD, i.e. Fédération Mondjale du Jeu de Dames). I will
closely analyze one specific case: an attempted coup against its president — namely, me.
This is therefore an account of a personal experience of meeting cultures in meetings,
with some theoretical reflections to highlight the main points of that intercultural
encounter. The “other” culture in this particular case is the Russian organization culture,
but the conclusions that arise from this essay roam wider than just to our Eastern Euro-
pean neighbors,

The date is March 2001, and the story begins in Moscow, at a hotel in the remote
outskirts of the city.
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The attempted coup

It was the only Assembly that T could not attend, due to the death of my {ather-in-law.
So tor the fist time in the history of the Federation, a General Assembly (GA) was held
without its president i chaige Also, for the first time, the meeting was in Moscow, as
the World Championship sas being played there, also for the first time. Strange as it
may sound, duling the now 64 yems of Russian membership in the FMJD, the “Rus-
sians” had never ventured o organize a full-blown title tournament — not after the
“change” in 1991, nor betore, during the Soviet days. All the more remarkable as such
a tournament would have been easy for them to organize. Matches, with two players
vying for the ttle; yes, those had hbeen played on Russian territory many times, along
with minot championships for youth — but never a world championship. In retrospect
it seems strange, and begs for an answer. Why? Perhaps we might be able to offer an
answer later in this paper

What was quite clear, however, was the reasons for holding the championship-
cum-assembly in Moscow this ume round. The president of the Russian Draughts Fed-
cration, a Moscovite of Oekrainian extraction, who we shall call “K.,” had offered to
use Moscosy as a4 venue at the last GA, held in Huissen in August 2000. The tourna-
ent, due for 2000, was mn trouble. Riga, Latvia, the candidate of long standing had
sithdiawn at the last moment, and in fact announced its withdrawal during the Huis-
scu Assembly. The GA made a courageous effort to rescue the Riga tournament — it was
to be part of the Riga 2000 celebrations The Latvian delegate, Mr. L., was also the

A scene from the 1998 Tallinn (Estonia) Assembly with the back of mr K. at the far lelt
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organizer-to-be and received the full suppott of those assembled at the meeting. One
argument for the withdrawal was curious, at least for me. there was to be no GA dui-
ing the WC. Indeed, as the GA was to be financed from the tournament funds, and
formed a serious budget item, the FMJD had uied to help the Latvians by financing the
GA itself, in Huissen. This was a new argument for me - it had never surfaced before
in the correspondence — and I proposcd to have the present GA, and have the second
half during the Riga tournament, should they be able 1o save the tournament.

In fact, the Executive Board had foreseen this eventuality, and 1 had contacted two
other options, Italy and Brazil. Italy was not present at the meeting hut had already
indicated it had problems organizing at such a short notice. Brazil was present but had
used its funds for the soon-to-be-held championships G4, and their budget did not
allow for a second tournament. Then on came Mr K., promising that if the champi-
onship could not materialize in Riga, Moscow would host the tournament as well as
the second part of the GA. The minutes state: “Mr K. announces that he will organize
the GA and the WC in Moscow. He has the oppottunity to find an emergency organi-
zation in Moscow and a prize money of $25,000 very easily.” Ile harvested a loud and
ringing applause, and really cairied the day,

Personally, I was unconvinced, and with me many of my bourd members. Mr K.
had quite a track record with the FMJD; had been part of the Executive Board, and had
also been in the center of quite some controversies in the past. For instance, during the
1998 GA in Tallinn, Estonia, he had been severely reprimanded by the mecting for stag-
ing an unofficial championship on the small board (“64”) without recognition by the
FMJD. And even carlier, during the Assembly of 1990 in Groningen, he had been at the
heart of a power struggle inside the Russian Draughts federation that spilled over into
the General Assembly meeting.

In October 2000 it became clear that a major part of the Latvian Federation did
not want to organize the WC after all, so the FMJD Board, meeting in November, began
preparations for the Moscow event. We were worried waiting for the final OK by the
Russian Sport Minister, about the prize money. “Russian promises” had become a stan-
dard expression in the FMJD. They are like election promises that never materialize.

The main Russian drive behind the tournament was clear: they wanted to organ-
ize the Assembly. Up for elections were two vice-presidencies: one for the 64-square
board and the other for coordinator Asia. During the summer Olympic Games in Lon-
don, the two main contenders for these posts had already indicated their intentions to
me, and had tried to make a deal with the president: Mr K. for 64, and the Turkmen
representative Mr D, for Asia. The sitting officials, respectively fiom Oekraine and
Yakutsk (Sakha Republic, the far east of the Russian Federation), were also up for
reelection, so we looked forward to an electoral battle. I was open for a change though
I had my reservations about the Turkmen, who in a previous bout as Vice-president
had done nothing. As far as I can remember, he did not attended even one board meet-
ing. It was clear what was happening. Here was a tournament organized in order (o
win an election! And so, with some misgivings, after I had insisted that the Russians
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send all correspondence through the office - we still had heard nothing from the Sport
Minister ~ and not my home. I went to Mali for a period of fieldwork in December.

Coming home a weck later than expected due to a nasty fall in Bamako, while
also tecovering fiom a brain concussion, I found the letter of the Russian minister on
my doormat. it had taken three weeks to atrive without a fax or copy to the office, and
had been waiting over a week for me. In fact, the date on the letterthead was from
before my departute to Mali. A fax would have cleared everything one month carlier.

S0, here we were, in a hurry, with the tournament only two months away. In any
case, Italy had become a chimera, so we decided to accept the Russian final offer: a
tomnament in hotel Kosmos, which 1 knew well. 1t was not a bad venue. The office
sent out the invitations to the qualified players, and the complicated preparations to
procure Russian visas for 20 players and numerous officials began. The delay of the
Russian snail-mail had rendered the original dates obsolete, and negotiations started
with Mr K about the final dates. I wanted a period at the end of March. He has a dif-
ferent window, and finally the dates were set for the period from 22 February right
through tol4 March. We communicate these, but later he proposed to postpone it a
week in order to give him more time to find prize money. However, one can change
dites only once fot an event, and both the visas and the tickets had aheady been issued
and booked.

The usual communications problems with Africa and Asia, and the perennial prob-
lem of the reserves were solved in time, though every decision took time and put the
visa procedures under pressure. Visas are the Achilles heel of an international sport
organization. The procedures vary according to country, and those of Russia are among
the most complicated, For a tournament held in the Netherlands, the organization itself
is in charge of issuing the invitations, Most embassies demand originals as e-mails and
faxes are suspected of being forged. Russia is different. There, Mr. K. had to take a
definitive list to the ministry of sport, which the ministry had to approve. The list would
then be forwarded to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. It is then their duty to fax the list
to all selevant embassies, with specific code numbers, which they had to communicate
to Mr K., and he with us, and we with the invitees. Only then, after this entire proce-
dure was complete, was the invitation valid.

With a great effort on our part, we finally realized the presence of four Africans
in Moscow (one well-known Senegalese grandmaster, three totally unknown players
[rom Cameroon). Yet here, too, the communication was too slow. Their names and
invitations came too late to be included for the championships in Moscow. In the end,
the African players would arrive one day after the planned opening of events. I tried
to convince Mr K that he should start a day later, and compensate by deleting a rest
day. But he refused. [t later appeared that he had invested too much for the grand spec-
tacle of the opening (TV and radio coverage, officials invited etc.), and an organiza-
tional failure ~ even a minor one — would not be welcomed. But the Dutch referee
tfounds a solution. and the Africans were given u reasonable tournament start after ail.

To compomd the problems, the prize moncy was nowhere in sight. ‘The $25,000
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had become nothing more than a faint rumor. From the Netherlands we tried to find
some interested parties, and kept insisting that the organization did its utmost to do the
same elsewhere, 1 was not convinced of Mr K’s efforts, and 1 was forced to grasp at a
last straw. To aid Mr K. I decide to convert three special prizes (best win, best cotnbi-
nation, best end game) fiom a cup into dollars, hoping to “shame” the Russian into also
offering money prizes. But it didn’t. In the end, there would be no prize money given,
though the players only gradually become aware of this fact towards the end of the
tournament.

Now, with the wisdom of hindsight and additional information from Russia, I think
I misjudged Mr K., with some misunderstanding accruing from a difference in culture.
Before the tournament I thought he gave the matter too little attention, and I wanted
to spur him on (by our giving some prizes ourselves). Just after the attempted coup, I
suspected him of deliberately having failed in coming up with prize money in order to
heap more guilt upon the head of his scapegoat — me, the president. But it seems | was
mistaken on both accounts. He did try to find prize money, but probably too litde too
late, and was not successful in the end. So our own gesture did not work. And also,
although he did use the absence of prize money to discredit me during the coup, that
was not planned as such. It simply happened. Russian complots, as we shall see, do
exist but that does not mean they are always deliberate and planned long before their
cxecution.

Then come the tournament, the GA, and — quite unexpectedly — the death of my
father-in-faw. This last, and quite unexpected, episode lefl me no choice but to hand
over the gavel to my Polish VP, Mr P, and bid a distressed farewell to the Western dele-
gates heading for Moscow. For their part, the players left with severe apprehensions —
like entering into “the lion’s den,” as one of them put it.

Some of the things that eventually transpired were entirely expected. Mr K. did,
indeed, use the GA as his personal day of triumph, as we all assumed he would. He
had financed quite a few East European and Central Asian delegates from federations
we hardly ever see represented in the West: Armenia, Azerbajian, Georgia, Kazakhstan,
Kirgistan, Turkmenistan, the Baltic Republics, Belarus, Mongolia, to mention but a few.

Mr K. was in full contiol and make the most of it. He took personal charge of
arranging the lodgings in the hotel. translations, TV and radio coverage, and the flow
of information. Moreover, tthe venue had been changed to a much cheaper hotel, deep
in the Moscow woods, [ar from the end of the metro line.

The opening was a media spectacle that prominently featured Mr K., supple-
mented by the usual Russian folk dance group and the customary breaking of the luge
loaf of Russian bread — an ubiquitous ceremony in Eastern Europe. Interviews were
held only with Mr K., and the FMJD board was kept in a continuous barrage of meet-
ings, dealings, talks, and private conversations.

In far away Utrecht, I got wind that something mote was afoot than just an elec-
tion for two VP posts. Mr K.'s loyal Belarus partners has prepared a motion of distiust
against the president, and at the start of the first day of the Assembly this motion was
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a0 )
Despite all politics the Moscow 2001 World Champronship produced a worthy champion Alex
et lduzbov i mterview

own tentory It was dlso hikely that he thought that a Dutch friend of his would be
interested i the presdency, but that never matertalized On the other hand, it might
not even have been so calculating aftet all From the eteinal tension between Cast and
West 11 this spott the option [or one upmanship was temptuag 1 any case A final pos
sibility was that by this action he could have diverted the widespread entiasm ditect
od at him by hus own organization by hinding the peifect scapegoat Me, the EMID pres-
wdent

The attempicd coup was full of cultwmal elements, and of ways to solve problems
and handle relations between peers The fust cultural thing that sticks out was the West
cin view of an executne boud in spotts as a collegial organization of peess, with a
dnvision of portfolios that leaves each and every one secure in his own mandate the
president in genctal and 1epresentative tunctions, the tournament duector i unple
menung the rules wto proper towmnaments the treasurer for the money etc For Fast
ein Tutopeans however, presidents ate always at the center of powes, the ‘man who
can decrde anything  In then view a president should rule, not propose, and should
chctate not argue Also 1 president 1s someone who always has to win his proposals,
when tuned down aie deleats

In the Russtan media cover ige of diaughts gieat emphasis was paid to the fact
that cettun of my proposals were tuned down at board meetings This was poitrayed
by the Russiin media as my defeat as a president and the victory of the Russtan vice-
president (who m any case 15 & good fiiend of mne) who had tased the peifectly
valid uguments on which these proposals wete twned down by the other membeis of
the boud What n othet words was being catefully aafted by the media was an image
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of me as an ‘unwouthy and weak president This can be undesstood 1 the hght of
the fact that 4 meetng m Russian governance 15 an aiena whete one — paiticulaily the
president — has to win 1o vin not just one hattle, not the hattle that one picks, but all
battles Fot the Russians then mmage of 4 champon 15 someone who always wins and
life 1s only beaiable when one always wins (a delinition formulated by a Russtan gym
nast) The stucture of a boatd 15 nevar batween equals, but always 4 power atent
where one has to scote points, whete geting whit one wants 1s more umportant than
the arguments

Thus, when the moton agamst me was carnied 1 the GA the 1 astern federations
expected me to resign, after having been defeated In fact after the vote they imme
chately thought that I was no longer president However, Dutch otganizational law
opetates ditferently (the FMJD 15 a cotpotate body undet the Dutch law) the president
can only be ousted if the moton speafies that 1t had the torce of suspension (schors
ende werking) In this case, none of the attempted-coup takers had thought of that Tor
Easter Europeans, such a contentious vote brings a loss of face, which in theu coun
ttes would normally bung eatly tetuement to the othaal in question  the lact that the
ITMJD boatd nevettheless caitted on its usual work changed the statutes, and was
teclected was a posstbility the Fasterneis never though possible

Russians are used to having ptesidents who (winsh the money for the oiganiza
tion, and have the wotk done by the vice president Though disappearing, this stll 15
the 1deal of many lower Russtan officials and spottsmen A corollary 1s that a president
has to show this status as well he has to display that he s finanaally well off, o1 even
uch In Russia it 1s a 1tch man who vies to become president, he foots the bils for tow
naments and travel expenses Thus 15 one 1eason why teclections of presidents hardly
ever took place i the past, and why both mnstances of my 1celection wete highly con
tested after it became cleat that my intended solution to problems was not to powt
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All sports officials get full press attention a press conference 1 Russtt
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In officid pictures players torm the entounige for the ‘cote of sports  the officials

allotment Westetn boatd pliyess are ahaid of utle intlation, while kastein players con
sider titles as easy comage the mose the better

50 officals never die they st fade away, and 1eturn when most unexpected
One additional 1cason 1s that sport officraldom 1s not only about status and 1dentity, but
so provides a gateway to the West In Soviet imes both spoits officials and spotts
men weie among the vay few who were permitted to leave the countiy, to compete
, dhoad The advantages weie many and fa reaching expenience of another world, a
chance to buy Western commodities, and above all a means to make money by
exchanging money Officials wete often i a4 umque position to buy foreign cuiency
agunst cheap otharil prices and scli them at a profit

Theoretical 1eflections

The govetnance cultuie of the Fast — and for that matter also of other ateas ot the
woild such as Aliica - shows some clear differences as compated with the notions of
spouts govetninee as they ewst in the West Spoit governance 1n the West reflects, in
fict Webettan notrons of buicaucracy nd rationalism In that notion the exphet goals
of the viguwrzanon and Weber s Jueckrationaltar  are absolutely dominant The
mplementation of these punaples constitute the following citena for good gover
nance 1 sports

* the general goal donmates over peisonal aims
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¢ the genetal good 15 not identical to state good

+ the man loyalty 1s to the proper aum of the otgamzation
* meut should prevad over favor

» peiformance should prevail ovar connections

¢ contiacts should prevaill over gifts

1his model leads to a detinite profile of a spoits offiial as someone who
¢ has no financial interest in his position

» has no econonuc mterest i specific dectsions

* has an dentity independent of hts post as an official

¢ combines personal distance with commitment 1 governance

¢ 15 loyal to rules and i1egulations, and the abstract nouon of the good of the sport
* 15 not ovetly unpiessed by authouty and lwetaichy

* 15 onented towatds tesult tather than towards power

s s effictent 1ather than ebullient

¢ has a clear notion of tune constraints

* leaves hus post when his time 15 up

From the above 1t 15 clear that ow neatest neighbors, Eastein Lutope do not shate this
model at all The modcl descrtbed above 15 fact, the one for able volunteer ama
teurs — the official with mmy hats who, by vitue of hus stature i other aspects of his
lite, can link external tesoutces with the otganization he serves Hor the West this 1s the
hetoism of distance, the glory of commitment to a higher goal Tor the Fast, on the
othiet hand such a petson 1s not to be ttusted for he 15 un-captwed  and his motn s
are hard to ttace Personal glory and piivate gain, the quest for power and status are
{ar easier 10 gauge m an opponent, than an ‘aficconado who stisves sunply tor the
good of the spoit And n the Cast, the teim amateur  beais no positive connotations
at all, one 1s either a professional o1 ttansient The Russian model of the olficial 15 1
think one for whom the following principles apply

s peisonal good 15 never secondary

¢ main loyalties are towards onesell

* persondl relations ate mote mmpottant abstract rules

*  01ganizations ate power arends

e the ideals and goals of the organization ate a discoutse to be used in battles

» gifts, favoss, and privileges acciue as a matter of fact and nght to officraldom

* pronuses and contiacts are merely expressions of hope and intent

1his leads to a sport official who

* s puncipally interested m power

¢ denwves identity from lus position

* does not shun the perks of his posiion
* 15 an apt window diesset
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has led to approuches which aim to create a “discursive interculture” (Koole and Ten
Tiie 1994:08, f. Scollon 1999). In the tradition of the ethnography of communication,
from which Schwattzman takes his lead, the focus is on differences in codes and on
code switching of paiticipants in multi-cultual settings. The contrast with the case of
multiculturalism in the Nethetlands is clear: in the setting of most muliti-cultural debates
in this country, a clear hicratchy between the host cultuie and the inunigrants is com-
pounded by the presence of theit home communities, which produce these different
codes. Code switching depends on community backing.

In intemnational meetings, the setting is different. The home communitics are
absent: the format of the meeting, although standardized, is open to idiosyncratic cul-
tutal definitions, and so an arena is created for the display of individual prowess
through cultuial means. These gatherings do provide a subtle angle not only into
understanding cultural differences, but also into the telationship between personality
characteristics and socio-cultural setting (.e. between agency and structure).

In the case of the attempted coup
desctibed here, personality was very
important. Mt K. is undoubtedly a
flamboyant figure, revered by his
compatriots and follower, or distike by
his opponents. Westeirn journalists
found him an easy taiget for their
most dangerous weapon — ridicule.
Owing both to his personality and to
our cultural differences, 1 found it very
difficule to intetpret his behavior. 1t
was only thanks to the help of an
emphatic “middieman,” who was also
a membey of our Board and who also
had lodged at Mr K.s home, that 1
began to undeistand what had hap-
pened. In a long conversation I subse-
quently had with Mr K. in Moscow in
April 2002, 1 found him amicable and
cooperative. At our next meeting in
the Ukraine in June 2002, I found him
his usual ebullient and overconfident
sclf. At our last meeting in August
2002, once again in Moscow, altel
political  positions in Russia  had
changed once again, he was very
business-like. Cleatly, any problem

Kuperman, seven times World Champion and a liv-

ing diaughts legend, is the epitome of staying
between him and me was my own: 1 power in mind sposts
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simply had to get used to the quick changes of a personal relationship that was con-
stantly changing in relation to the vicissitudes of politics.

Russian cultute, at least the political culture of contemporary Russians, thtoughout
this tale, has been at the background of this small upheaval in the Wotld Diaughts Fed-
eration. The assessment between personality and backgtound, between agency and
culture, is difficult and the relation remains shifting and dynamic. Some features of Mr
K.'s behavior are recognizably Russian (as comparcd with Dutch behavior): intensity of
action, the small gap between dream and reality (cf. Tismaneanu 1995), and the
supreme importance of (netwotk) relations (see Leenders in this volume), documents,
and formal insignia (cf. Billington 1998). But his way of tansforming these cultural
preferences into performance was uniquely his very own.

Russian political culture is in cange, as many studies have indicated (Shalin 1996,
Lukin 2000, Tismaneanu 2000), and the actors in out little drama easily straddle the etas
before and after 1991: spotts politics in the East is still mostly made up of old “appa-
ratchik,” led by the remnants of the “nomenclatura.” Occasionally, usually at the wop
levels, new elites who had formed elsewhere enter the arenas, but the bulk of officjal-
dom is culturally still firmly rooted in the Soviet past.

All in all, international mectings offer an interesting window on the multicultural
arena, and spoit in paiticular provides a good example of the clash of cultures, and of
the power of cultures to reinterptet formats, structutes, and events. Sport is the most
successful of all colonial exports in world history, together with the concept of the
nation-state. As a concept inherited mainly from the British (van Beek 1997) sport has
generated a huge general appeal, swept over the world, conquered all continents and
been welcomed by all cultures, In so doing, it took a lot of extras in its slipstrcam: oiga-
nizational structures, rules and regulations governing encountets, and a Western pofit-
ical culture. However, the host cultures, which eagerly adopted sports as a concept,
adapted these cxtras to their own priorities, and so redefined formats, contents, and
procedures of the organiational cadres of sport and the definition of sport officials. thus
adding to the arena of sport proper another fascinating arena of cultural clashes.

Notcs

1 We were adamant to prevent such an atternpted akeover fom ever happening again in the
future, and especially to pievent the problems ot the 64" veision (the main bone of con-
tention in our assessment of the attempted coup. The Boaid quickly got together to prepare
a change in structure. and we tansformed the FMJD from a monolithic federation into a fed-
eration with three semi-autonomous sections (100 squares, 64 squares and Anglo-Ametican)

2 The farewcll of Mt B.. my predecessor who had lingered on as vice-president 64, was a high-
ly emotional affair. At the Board meeting alter our annivessary 1eception, the members of the
Board and some representatives from national federations said good-bye to him There was
ample 1cason o take leave of him, especially after the 1996 elections in Alsdjan. but sull all
piesent took pity on him. He was in teats, shattered 1o say farewell to a job, to people, but
first foremost, to an identity. )

3 Characteristically, when speaking about draughts, the Eastern officials never speak about it as
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