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Abstract
Some experts take on political mandates and simultaneously base their authority on a claim to independ-
ence: this balancing act enables international organisations (IOs) to incorporate ‘independent’ experts and
generate ‘objective’ knowledge around their policies. However, how do these experts reconcile the contra-
dictory roles of a mandated expert and an independent expert? I address this question by taking recourse
to Goffman’s sociology and two related concepts: sociological ambivalence refers to situations in which a
person faces conflicting expectations. This conflict can be remedied through role distance, that is, behav-
iour that signals a degree of disaffection from the role one is currently performing while one simultan-
eously continues to perform that role. I conduct a case study of ‘independent’ experts hired by the UN
Security Council to monitor sanctions, analysing how their position is sociologically ambivalent and
how their knowledge practices are interlaced with performances of role distance. The findings have two
implications for macro-phenomena: first, by keeping their contradictory role constellation functional,
experts make it possible for IOs to mobilise ‘independent expertise’. Second, because experts perform
role distance through the way they produce knowledge, role distance leaves traces in political knowledge.
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Introduction
Experts can simultaneously operate under a political mandate and still claim to be independent.
This balancing act is a necessary condition for the authoritative symbiosis between political insti-
tutions and ‘independent’ expertise. Common partners in this symbiosis are international orga-
nisations (IOs) on one side and what I term here the entrepreneurial expert economy on the other:
this economy constructs the claim to knowledge authority around the publicly celebrated experi-
ence, excellence, and independence of individual experts. Through a public dramaturgy of expert
panels and reports, IOs mobilise entrepreneurial experts’ established claim to objective knowledge
to inform and legitimise their own policies.1 In turn, experts gain publicity, resources, and experi-
ence. For the symbiosis to function, however, experts have to reconcile two demands: they must
claim knowledge authority based on their independence while placing this independence in the
service of an IO. How do they achieve this?

A situation in which an individual has to respond to conflicting social expectations is charac-
terised by sociological ambivalence.2 In this case, sociological ambivalence is provoked by the

© British International Studies Association 2020.

1Annabelle Littoz-Monnet, ‘Production and uses of expertise by international bureaucracies’, in Annabelle Littoz-Monnet
(ed.), The Politics of Expertise in International Organizations: How International Bureaucracies Produce and Mobilize
Knowledge (Abingdon, Oxon and New York, NY: Routledge, 2017), pp. 1–18.

2Robert K. Merton and Elinor Barber, ‘Sociological ambivalence’, in Edward A Tiryakin (ed.), Sociological Theory, Values
and Sociocultural Change (New York: Free Press, 1963), pp. 91–120.
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simultaneous expectations of being independent while fulfilling a political mandate. I will show
that Erving Goffman’s view on social order and his concept of role distance help us understand
the situation and behaviour of entrepreneurial experts mandated by IOs. Role distance refers to
an actor’s signalling of ‘some measure of disaffection from, and resistance against, the role’ that he
or she is currently performing.3 This balancing act can allow individuals to perform roles more or
less diligently even where they do not embrace those roles.

I use the two concepts of sociological ambivalence and role distance to analyse the situation
and work of entrepreneurial experts on the Panels of Experts (PoEs), which are mandated by
the United Nations Security Council to conduct monitoring in the context of sanctions. In the
case study, I show that entrepreneurial experts on UN PoEs experience sociological ambiva-
lence and analyse their role distance performances. The results suggest two implications for
the macro-level: first, the repeated micro-situational bridging of sociological ambivalence pre-
vents systemic contradictions from becoming obstructive and should thus protect the macro-
level symbiosis between the entrepreneurial expert economy and IOs. Second, experts perform
role distance through practices of knowledge production, such that role distance leaves traces in
political knowledge.

The notion of sociological ambivalence contrasts with the typical images of experts, expertise,
and organisations. Experts are seen as an influential caste characterised by its common skillset
and abstract knowledge;4 this caste, furthermore, often overlaps with political elite networks.5

The related research stream on professions has solidified this image of technocratic communities
that are bound together by shared procedures and restrict access for outsiders.6 This image –
although largely justified – leaves too little space for the ambiguities and ambivalences that are a
feature of all social life. It seems ironic, then, that the concept of sociological ambivalence is rooted
in early studies on professions (as will become clear later in this text). Jacqueline Best resolves this
irony: ‘the concept of ambiguity is implicit in much social theory’, but ‘over time, as theories
become established, much of their openness to tension and ambiguity tends to be closed off’.7

Although scholars have shown that experts can combine multiple roles, they did not analyse
how such a combination can lead to tensions between those roles. Instead, they focus on instances
where experts appear as calculated and assertive ‘identity managers’ who switch between different
roles to further their careers.8 Leonard Seabrooke, for instance, describes how transnational
experts switch between different profiles as they seek to gather recognition in different sectors
(such as IOs, national governments, and so on).9 This ‘identity switching’ works precisely not
in ambivalent contexts, but in contexts where different audiences with different expectations
are separated. In ambivalent settings, where experts have to account for conflicting expectations
simultaneously, they would not get away with flipping roles.

3Erving Goffman, ‘Role distance’, in Erving Goffman (ed.), Encounters; Two Studies in the Sociology of Interaction
(Eastford, CT: Martino Fine Books, 1961), pp. 58–152 (p. 108).

4Peter M. Haas, ‘Ideas, experts and governance’, in Monika Ambrus et al. (eds), The Role of ‘Experts’ in International and
European Decision-Making Processes: Advisors, Decision Makers or Irrelevant Actors? (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2014); Tania Murray Li, The Will to Improve: Governmentality, Development, and the Practice of Politics (Durham
and London: Duke University Press Books, 2007); Ole Jacob Sending, The Politics of Expertise: Competing for Authority
in Global Governance (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2015).

5Yves Dezalay and Bryant G. Garth, The Internationalization of Palace Wars: Lawyers, Economists, and the Contest to
Transform Latin American States (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 2002).

6Andrew Abbott, The System of Professions: An Essay on the Division of Expert Labor (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1988); Magali Sarfatti Larson, The Rise of Professionalism: Monopolies of Competence and Sheltered Markets (New
Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Publishing, 2012).

7Jacqueline Best, ‘Bureaucratic ambiguity’, Economy and Society, 41:1 (2012), pp. 84–106 (p. 84).
8Leonard Seabrooke, ‘Identity switching and transnational professionals’, International Political Sociology, 8:3 (2014),

pp. 335–7; Stephen Hilgartner, Science on Stage: Expert Advice as Public Drama (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press,
2000).

9Seabrooke, ‘Identity switching and transnational professionals’.
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Studies on expertise address a different kind of ambiguity, if they do so at all. This literature
refers to strategic ambiguities in the content of expertise more than ambiguities in the production
context. Strategic ambiguities are found in reports, legal or diplomatic texts, policy guidelines, and
so on.10 Studies on ambiguities in expertise thus focus on foregrounded knowledge, that is, that
which is proclaimed by experts as their expertise. Ambiguities are rarely studied in background
knowledge, that is, in the self-understandings, social norms, and taken-for-granted knowledge
that experts internalise and that guide their work. Finally, the dominant understanding of orga-
nisations and how they function internally is strongly influenced by Max Weber’s conception of
bureaucracies and their rationalist culture.11 However, (arguing, again, with Best), bureaucracies
work as ‘ambiguity-reducing machines’ in some aspects and at the same time create new ambi-
guities in other aspects.12 The chaotic nature of organisations has indeed been described by James
March and Johan Olsen but without providing a framework for the individual experience of, and
response to such chaos.13

I do not propose a radical overhaul of any of these conceptions. Instead, I seek to revive the
notion of ambiguity that has receded over time. My findings and the social theory that I invoke
remind us that ambiguities and ambivalences persist: that even strong social groups can be
exposed to ambivalent conditions; that the normative order that binds a community also pro-
duces conflicting norms; and that organisation – both in the sense of IOs and of social order
as such – may settle some ambiguities but create others.

This theory is based on Goffman’s study of social interaction. Goffman did not focus on
knowledge practices, but they can be integrated in his framework if they are understood as social
interactions. Indeed, this is how we should understand them, according to a range of studies that
have shown how the production of knowledge is not a divine exercise but follows quite ordinary
patterns of social interaction.14 While many of these approaches focus on human/object inter-
action, Goffman focuses on the individual in its social context and thus on interaction between
humans. Importantly, Goffman grounds the analysis of social interaction in a theory of the self
and of social roles.

In this view, an expert’s statement on, say, Chinese foreign policy is likewise an interaction
with its peers and audience at a more trivial level of self-performance. The ‘scientific’ ration-
alities held by an epistemic culture (how to build arguments, how to handle data, etc.) are
likewise interaction rituals within that culture ( just like dress codes, manners, and other
everyday interaction rituals). Methods and scientific routines thus serve a twofold purpose:
they are a community’s engagement with the contents of a knowledge complex; at the
same time, they constitute a specific dimension of interaction rituals through which to per-
form the self within that community. This framing makes it possible to analyse experts’
responses to sociological ambivalence.

IR scholars have made little use of Goffman’s thinking thus far. Exceptions include Rebecca
Adler-Nissen’s integration of Goffman’s stigma concept into a constructivist framework,15

which analyses, however, state behaviour rather than individual behaviour. In further studies,

10Best, ‘Bureaucratic ambiguity’; Grégoire Mallard, Fallout (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 2014);
Pierre Pénet, ‘The IMF failure that wasn’t: Risk ignorance during the European debt crisis’, The British Journal of
Sociology, 69:4 (2018), pp. 1031–55.

11Weber has been translated to IOs particularly by Michael Barnett and Martha Finnemore, Rules for the World:
International Organizations in Global Politics (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2004).

12Best, ‘Bureaucratic ambiguity’, p. 92.
13James G. March and Johan P. Olsen, Rediscovering Institutions (New York: Free Press, 1989).
14Bruno Latour and Steve Woolgar, Laboratory Life: The Construction of Scientific Facts (Princeton, NJ: Princeton

University Press, 1986); Karin Knorr Cetina, Epistemic Cultures: How the Sciences Make Knowledge (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1999).

15Rebecca Adler-Nissen, ‘Stigma management in international relations: Transgressive identities, norms, and order in
international society’, International Organization, 68:1 (2014), pp. 143–76.
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both Adler-Nissen and Vincent Pouliot enriched Bourdieusian frameworks with certain
Goffmanian concepts on social interaction.16 This theoretical integration renders the studies
more sensitive to contradictory social expectations in the field of diplomacy.17 Overall, however,
both of these studies focus on the ordering and self-reproducing effects of interaction patterns;
these effects are, indeed, fundamental pillars of both Bourdieu’s and Goffman’s frameworks. A
distinct aspect of Goffman’s sociology, however, is how these same effects of social ordering
are also seen to produce contradictions and how individuals deal with those contradictions.
This aspect of Goffman’s sociology is what informs my study.

In the following, I first explain Goffman’s specific view on social roles and role performances.
Building on that, I explain sociological ambivalence and role distance. I then turn to the case
study. I begin by describing the symbiosis of the entrepreneurial expert economy and IOs at a
systemic level to then study how entrepreneurial experts who work for the Security Council
face sociological ambivalence and how they respond to it through role distance in knowledge
production.

Sociological ambivalence and role distance
A microscopic view of social order and its ambiguities

In this section, I want to convey a particular view of social order, organisation, and individual
behaviour. This view acknowledges the structuring of social interaction through social roles
(and familiar concepts such as practices, rituals, and routines). However, this view also considers
the many variations, reinterpretations, and even subversions of these roles during their actual per-
formance. These deviations are necessary to maintain social structure and keep social interactions
running.

The necessity for reinterpretations and subversions arises because the social structure is, in
this view, not a smooth machinery that imbues its individuals with necessarily functional pat-
terns of behaviour. Instead, structure means an evolving web of norms and meanings that can
combine ambiguously and that can even conflict with one another during specific situations of
social interaction: in such situations, mechanically reproducing roles according to ‘scripts’
would cause interactions to fail. This perspective takes the ambiguities and the acts of glossing
over them just as seriously as the typical script of a role. It deviates from the many approaches
that focus exclusively on the average pattern of a role (or a practice) and that treat situational
variations as insignificant.

This view is based on Goffman and some of his peers from the Chicago School of sociology.
Goffman formulated a microscopic perspective on individuals, ‘[b]ut he observed, and analysed,
the conduct of individuals as an attribute of social order.’18 Goffman defined this social order
as ‘the consequence of any set of moral norms that regulates the way in which persons pursue
objectives’.19 In other words, there is a web of social expectations that is perceived by individuals
and influences their actions – and the social order is the product of the sum of those actions. Of
course, the web of social expectations is itself a feature of the social order and is reproduced
through the sum of actions, such that we arrive at a circular understanding of structure and indi-
vidual actions. This circular conception is, however, less deterministic than with other sociologists
such as Pierre Bourdieu.

16Rebecca Adler-Nissen, Opting Out of the European Union: Diplomacy, Sovereignty and European Integration
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014); Vincent Pouliot, International Pecking Orders: The Politics and Practice
of Multilateral Diplomacy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016).

17For an illustration, see Pouliot, International Pecking Orders, pp. 150–2.
18Tom Burns, Erving Goffman (Oxon: Routledge, 2002), p. 23.
19Erving Goffman, Behavior in Public Places: Notes on the Social Organization of Gatherings (New York: The Free Press,

1966), p. 8.
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Performing social roles: A triadic conception

Central to Goffman’s theoretical framework is the concept of the social role. Goffman gives a brief
but insightful description of a role as ‘the typical response of individuals in a particular position’.20

Equating role with ‘response’ means defining it as part of an interaction. The ‘typical’ response is
what one has learned to expect from someone in a particular position. ‘Position’, finally, can refer to
the position of an ambassador as much as the position of a parent; it can also refer to momentary
positions, such as that of a birthday party guest or a customer.21 In sum, roles structure interaction
by creating shared expectations about appropriate responses in particular situations.

In turn, it is through the approximation of these expectations through actual performances
that roles come into being. These are, indeed, only approximations, as role performance is not
simply the exact repetition of routines:

between typical response and actual response we can usually expect some difference, if only
because the position of an individual … will depend somewhat on the varying fact of how he
[or she] perceives and defines his [or her] situation.22

This variability in the individual assessment of the situation introduces an important degree of
flexibility. The individual assessment of the situation is socially preconditioned (that is, the indi-
vidual has learned how to assess and respond to situations); however, the assessment remains
subject to individual perception, interpretation, and uncertainties and is complicated by the infin-
ite multitude of possible situations. Role performance is thus sustained by routines that are shared
and recognised across society (that is, at the macro-level) but distorted, reinterpreted, and played
with at the micro-level; hence, the notion of ‘soft’ or ‘non-mechanistic’ determinism that Chicago
School sociologists have adopted.23

We can therefore picture a triad: the abstract notion of a role, the role performance as situ-
ational engagement with that abstract notion, and the individual who processes the situation
to translate notion into performance. The theoretical feature of the triad is critical: it is in this
uncertain space between role expectation, individual uncertainty, and resulting role performance
where the theory develops its non-mechanistic dynamism; it is also in this space where identities
are claimed through the exact way roles are combined and performed.

Performance thus has a profound purpose: performance is an attempt of individuals to nego-
tiate identity through social interaction. This performance is structured through roles. However,
which roles one performs and how exactly one performs them must be understood and accepted
by one’s interactants:

Mere efficient enactment is not enough to provide the identity; activities must be built up
socially and made something of.24

As a result, performance is subject to potential failures:

[T]he individual is always in jeopardy in some degree because of adventitious linking of
events, the vulnerability of his [or her] body, and the need in social situations to maintain
the properties.25

20Goffman, ‘Role distance’, p. 93, emphasis added.
21For a longer description of roles and role performance, see Erving Goffman, The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life

(Garden City, NY: Anchor, 1959), pp. 16–76.
22Goffman, ‘Role distance’, p. 93.
23Anselm L. Strauss, Continual Permutations of Action (Piscataway, NJ: Aldine Transaction, 1993), p. 247.
24Goffman, ‘Role distance’, p. 101.
25Erving Goffman, Interaction Ritual (New York: Pantheon, 1982), p. 169.
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This jeopardy introduces an existential urgency into the triadic interaction theory: it drives indi-
viduals to constantly assess the situation and to be aware of themselves and their own perform-
ance within that situation. This is one reason why the Goffmanian self – in the words of
Adler-Nissen – can be understood as ‘inherently incomplete and fragile’.26

Sociological ambivalence

To complicate matters, persons hold not one but several roles: professional roles, gender roles,
family roles, and many others.27 These roles – even when held by one and the same person –
may have conflicting expectations attached to them. This situation becomes particularly problem-
atic when a person faces these conflicting expectations simultaneously, in which case he or she
experiences sociological ambivalence.28 Sociological ambivalence means that the incoherence of
social order becomes palpable and problematic to individuals within a given situation.

This notion that individuals can find themselves in a web of contradicting expectations – and
that social structure can thus create ambiguities and contradictions – has also been elaborated by
Goffman’s influences and peers. Everett Hughes, who strongly influenced Goffman at the
University of Chicago,29 studied the ‘status-collision’ experienced by African-American physi-
cians in the US in the 1940s. The social status of these physicians was torn between high profes-
sional status and racial discrimination. Their white and racist interactants could only resort to
either racist or deferential rituals and found neither one entirely fitting, leaving them unsure
about how to handle such interactions.30 Hughes, then, refers to Chicago School sociologist
Robert E. Park and his study of the marginal man: a person of mixed ethnic origin who, in a
society that linked status to race, was locked between different status groups.31 Park, in turn,
builds on the German sociologist Georg Simmel and his stranger: an ‘organic element of the com-
munity’ that has been ‘inorganically attached’, simultaneously distant and close to the rest of the
community.32

Goffman’s contemporaries, Robert Merton and Elinor Barber, distinguished among five
types of sociological ambivalence, two of which are relevant here: one refers to a conflict
between multiple roles held by the same person – the main focus of the present text. The
other type refers to ambivalence inscribed into one and the same role, such as, in the authors’
example, the expectation for physicians to show ‘both a degree of affective detachment from
the patient and a degree of compassionate concern with him [or her]’.33 However, it seems
evident that this second type of ambiguity, which is experienced by all physicians merely
by virtue of being physicians, is less challenging and less profound than, for instance, the
ambiguity experienced by African-American physicians in the 1940s by virtue of having a
high professional status and belonging to a minority group that is subject to discrimination.
Roles with inherent ambiguity may be more challenging to perform than unambiguous roles,
but matters should become more complicated when an individual combines several roles that
contradict each other.

What kind of audience creates contradictory expectations? Rose Laub Coser held that socio-
logical ambivalence arises only when a performer faces two distinct audiences without ‘insulation

26Rebecca Adler-Nissen, ‘The social self in international relations: Identity, power and the symbolic interactionist roots of
constructivism’, European Review of International Studies, 3:3 (2016), pp. 27–39 (p. 27).

27Robert K. Merton, ‘The role-set: Problems in sociological theory’, The British Journal of Sociology, 8:2 (1957), pp. 106–20.
28Merton and Barber, ‘Sociological ambivalence’.
29Jef C. Verhoeven, ‘An interview with Erving Goffman, 1980’, Research on Language and Social Interaction, 26:3 (1993),

pp. 317–48.
30Everett C. Hughes, The Sociological Eye (New Brunswick, NJ: Taylor & Francis Inc., 1984), pp. 141–51.
31Robert E. Park, ‘Human migration and the marginal man’, American Journal of Sociology, 33:6 (1928), pp. 881–93.
32Georg Simmel, ‘Der Raum und die räumlichen Ordnungen der Gesellschaft’, in Otthein Rammstedt (ed.), Soziologie:

Untersuchungen über die Formen der Vergesellschaftung. Georg Simmel Gesamtausgabe Band 11 (Frankfurt am Main:
Suhrkamp Verlag, 1992).

33Merton and Barber, ‘Sociological ambivalence’, p. 96, emphasis added.
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from observability’,34 that is, the performer cannot perform one role to one audience (for
example, parents) and another role to another audience (for example, school friends) but has
to address both audiences – with their conflicting expectations – simultaneously. This scenario
constitutes a situation of clear sociological ambivalence and matches the scenario we will encoun-
ter in the case study. However, Goffman’s observations rarely fit such systematic blueprints. For
instance, an audience need not be divisible into two different groups in order to hold irreconcil-
able expectations towards a performer (as is the case in Hughes’s study of Afro-American phy-
sicians). Furthermore, an ambivalent performer is also an ambivalent observer (since performing
and observing are the two elements of interacting). This one person can thus be enough to create
sociological ambivalence for others, too: they may know by which person they are being observed
but not by which role.

Role distance as a remedy for sociological ambivalence

Goffman studied a response mechanism to sociological ambivalence: role distance. Role distance
means that an individual performs a role more or less diligently but at the same time signals that
she denies ‘the virtual self that is implied in the role’.35 Goffman explains:

the term role distance is not meant to refer to all behavior that does not directly contribute
to the task core of a given role but only to those behaviors that are seen by someone
present.36

Role distance is thus about signalling. The definition continues to explain what is to be signaled:
thus, role distance refers to behaviour that is seen by someone present

as relevant to assessing the actor’s attachment to his particular role and relevant in such a
way as to suggest that the actor possibly has some measure of disaffection from, and resist-
ance against, the role.37

‘Some measure of disaffection’ – that is not the same as rejecting a role:

for the special facts about self that can be conveyed by holding a role off a little are precisely
the ones that cannot be conveyed by throwing the role over.38

Role distance thus conveys a special image of the ‘self’: a claim to a certain identity. As an example,
take Goffman’s observation of a medical surgery team. Start with the intern. Outside the surgery
room, this young medical student may feel proud to be a future medical professional, but, as the
surgery is performed, he finds himself at the very bottom of the hierarchy – and that troubles
him. The intern does not reject his role but signals, through regular mockery, that he aspires to
an identity other than the one implied by the role he is currently performing. He executes the
role less than perfectly but still cooperates enough not to disrupt the overall activity of the surgery.
Role distance thus helps him to more or less perform a role with which he feels somewhat at odds.

Role distance is also performed at the top of the hierarchy, in this case, by the chief surgeon.
Trying to ‘make sure that those at his table feel good about what is happening’, he slightly under-
mines his own privileged position through, for instance, self-ironic joking, thus loosening up the

34Rose Laub Coser, ‘Role distance, sociological ambivalence, and transitional status systems’, American Journal of
Sociology, 72:2 (1966), pp. 173–87.

35Goffman, ‘Role distance’ p. 108.
36Ibid., emphasis added.
37Ibid., emphasis added.
38Ibid.
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stark hierarchy inscribed into the roles involved in the surgery. All these small deviations are
meant to avoid the conflicts that could arise through a strict interpretation of the roles, thus con-
tributing to the effective execution of the surgery.39 Such behaviour preserves a sufficient space of
action despite the friction between the organisation of roles during surgery and broader social
roles. These frictions are not resolved but merely covered up during the given situation.

Role distance as an expected response

Role distance occurs not in an unregulated space but rather in an ambiguously regulated space
and thus still responds to social norms. It is about balancing one socially preconceived role
with another; it is not about rejecting the socially preconceived role in favor of some authentic
psychological self that could blossom if only there were no social constraints to our identities
(there is no non-sociological identity):

when the individual withdraws from a situated self he [or she] does not draw into some psy-
chological world that he [or she] creates himself but rather acts in the name of some other
socially created identity. The liberty he [or she] takes in regard to a situated self is taken
because of other, equally social, constraints.40

This leads to a further question: is role distance a break with social expectations? To answer this
question, Coser applies what she terms the ‘social sanction test’, asking whether someone who
sticks closely to a role’s transcript, regardless of sociological ambivalence, gets away with it.
The answer is no. A person who ignores sociological ambivalence and performs her set of
roles stubbornly according to script is likely to be rebuked by her interactants.41 There is an
expectation that individuals will balance conflicting expectations. However, since role distance
is less ritualised than regular role performance, finding the right way and the appropriate dose
of role distance is among the more difficult challenges of social interaction.

Case and methods
In the following analysis, I first give a brief overview of the systematic production of sociological
ambivalence through the synergy of IOs and the entrepreneurial expert economy. Then, I move to
the case study: an analysis of sociological ambivalence and role distance in the context of UN
sanctions monitoring. I first show how entrepreneurial experts who are mandated to monitor
UN sanctions face sociological ambivalence. In the subsequent section, I analyse interviews
with these entrepreneurial experts, studying how they address sociological ambivalence through
role distance in knowledge production.

The study draws on semi-structured interviews that I conducted in the context of a larger study
on the monitoring of UN sanctions. My interviews focused mainly on the work procedures around
knowledge production; they were not conducted as part of a study on sociological ambivalence and
role distance. However, the peculiar back-and-forth of the experts during the interviews struck me
and led me to look for explanations in social theory and, ultimately, to produce the present study. I
asked experts about their work routines, investigation practices, and interactions with other indivi-
duals, but not about subversive acts: all signalling of role distance was brought up by the intervie-
wees themselves during their descriptions of workflows and specific events and episodes. In some of
the earlier interviews, however, I asked experts of the entrepreneurial type whether working for the
Security Council created potential conflicts for them. However, such head-on questions yielded little
insight, as they only provoked interviewees to become defensive.

39Ibid., p. 128.
40Ibid., p. 120.
41Coser, ‘Role distance, sociological ambivalence, and transitional status systems’.
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Are interviews an appropriate method given the theoretical framework? Goffman observed role
distance in the subtleties of social interaction and in verbal and non-verbal expressions. In the study
of global governance, however, these methods are rarely feasible, which makes interviews the
method of choice. This method has, despite its shortcomings, led to satisfying results in the
study of global governance practices.42 Importantly, recovering past actions through interviews
leads us to discover actions of a different scale than those in Goffman’s studies: not subtleties in
everyday interaction but actions that interviewees themselves remember as particularly notable.

The interviews provided insights into sociological ambivalence and role distance in two
dimensions. The first dimension is an account (and interpretation) of what had happened at
some other time and place before the interview – an account of earlier role performance, includ-
ing role distance. The second dimension is role distance performed ‘live’ to me, the interviewer:
telling me about some earlier performance of role distance is also a live performance of role distance
during the interview (regardless of whether the earlier performance ever happened as told). The
obviousness of role distance in the second dimension corroborates assumptions about the difficulty
of the role constellation of entrepreneurial experts with a political mandate. However, I will not
delve much into insights on this second dimension because the primary interest remains on the
role distance that experts perform during their work, that is, on the first dimension.

How, then, do we recognise role distance in interviews? This is not difficult because role dis-
tance is performed in order to be perceived. This effect may be even stronger in interviews
because interviewees – as noted above – tend to talk about particularly notable events and actions.

How should we interpret and describe role distance? Next to a narrative description, I produce
a tabular analysis of each instance of role distance using the concepts defined earlier: the triad of
the typical role, the actually performed role, and the claim to a self that the individual makes
through this performance. Given the sociological ambivalence, I specify each time the colliding
social expectations concerning the roles of the independent expert and of the mandated expert.
I, furthermore, identify the audiences and consider how the act of role distance should leave a
trace in discourse. To emphasise the message that role distance sends about its performer, I
name each observation of role distance along a particular theme of independence that it evokes;
this also facilitates later references in the text.

Although I focus on entrepreneurial experts, the study set-up is comparative. I interviewed
nine entrepreneurial experts and eight non-entrepreneurial experts who had served on PoEs
(according to my estimates, a total of 200 to 250 PoE members served on African PoEs between
2000 and 2018). However, once I move on to analyse role distance, I focus on those experts who
actually showed role distance, that is, entrepreneurial experts. Interviews took place between
October 2014 and July 2018. I made further observations at two events that took place in
Geneva under the ‘Chatham House Rule’, with former PoE members as participants (one of
the quotes in the following section stems from such an event).

While there were both male and female experts among my interviewees, I will generally use the
female form in my descriptions; this approach keeps sentences the short and helps to guarantee
the anonymity of the interviewees.

The bigger picture: Systematic production of sociological ambivalence through the
synergy of IOs and the entrepreneurial expert economy
Entrepreneurial expert economy

The conflicting role combination of the independent expert and the mandated expert is system-
atically produced by the convergence of two phenomena in global governance. The first phenom-
enon is what I call the entrepreneurial expert economy. Entrepreneurial experts perform their role

42Vincent Pouliot, ‘Methodology’, in Rebecca Adler-Nissen (ed.), Bourdieu in International Relations: Rethinking Key
Concepts in IR (New York: Routledge, 2013), pp. 45–58.
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with deliberate publicity, claiming expertise in their own name and on the basis of their individ-
ual experience rather than integrating themselves into the collective voice of any institution.
These experts always (also) remain private entrepreneurs on their own, as each one promotes
and markets her own unique expertise in public (hence the label ‘entrepreneurial’). Constant self-
marketing is necessary in an economy that offers few long-term work contracts and little budget-
ary security, particularly for younger experts.

We find an entire economy structured around entrepreneurial experts: it runs through think
tanks and research institutions, but the claim to expertise (that is, to knowledge authority) is
rooted in the individual and the individual’s experience and ‘independence’. Knowledge outputs
are attributed to individual experts, such that experts leave behind a trail of publications that they
then display as part of their expertise. This phenomenon matters in the later analysis of socio-
logical ambivalence, because it means that entrepreneurial experts expose themselves to public
observation.43

Not all experts are as exposed as entrepreneurial experts. Bureaucracies and activist organisa-
tions such as Amnesty International mostly root their claim to expertise in the institution’s col-
lective expertise and its procedures. Either their reports are not attributed to individual authors,
or these attributions remain hidden in the details without invoking the author’s individual experi-
ence. We are accustomed to these institutions speaking with a collective voice, for instance,
through news articles such as ‘Global death sentences are at record high, says Amnesty
International’.44 Here, the claim to knowledge authority rests not with the individual expert
but the institution: its name, the trust it has accumulated over time, and its institutionalised
knowledge production procedures.

Independence and knowledge authority

All claims to knowledge authority – from science to religion – refer to higher values. In the
knowledge production systems addressed here, ‘independence’ recurs as a central value.
Sociologically speaking, however, ‘independence’ exists at best as a limited degree of apparent
freedom within a restrictive framework of unquestioned practices and discourses. Nonetheless,
epistemic cultures effectively perpetuate the ideal of being ‘independent’ as a rhetorical symbol
and normative value.

In 1929, Julien Benda defined the intellectual as ‘the guardian and possessor of independent
judgment owing loyalty to truth alone’.45 Later, Edward Said noted ‘the general liberal consensus
that ‘true’ knowledge is fundamentally non-political (and conversely, that overtly political knowl-
edge is not ‘true’ knowledge)’.46 ‘Non-political’ is plastic: even partisan and activist institutions
call themselves independent in some sense. The Central Intelligence Agency, for instance, calls
itself ‘independent’ because it is not formally directed by the executive branch of the govern-
ment.47 It has also been described how independence constitutes an ‘organisational myth’ at

43Academics may fall into the category of entrepreneurial experts, depending on what image they seek to project and how
they market themselves. However, there are distinct logics to academia, and institutions such as tenure provide conditions
that take away at least the economic pressure to sustain one’s image as independent expert.

44‘Global death sentences are at record high, says Amnesty International’, The Independent (2017), available at: {https://
www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/global-executions-decrease-death-penalty-third-last-year-amnesty-international-
report-annual-a7676841.html} accessed 16 July 2018.

45Cited after Jeremy Jennings and Tony Kemp-Welch, ‘The century of the intellectual: From the Dreyfus Affair to Salman
Rushdie’, in Jeremy Jennings (ed.), Intellectuals in Politics: From the Dreyfus Affair to Salman Rushdie (London and
New York: Routledge, 1997), pp. 1–24.

46Edward W. Said, Orientalism: Western Conceptions of the Orient (London and New York: Penguin Classics, 2003), p. 10,
emphasis added.

47CIA, ‘Today’s CIA’ (2018), available at: {https://www.cia.gov/about-cia/todays-cia/} accessed 16 July 2018; Marshall
J. Breger and Gary J. Edles, Independent Agencies in the United States: Law, Structure, and Politics (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2015).
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the International Crisis Group.48 Independence, however sociologically unreal it may be, is cul-
turally real: successful claims to knowledge authority usually include successful claims to inde-
pendence. In this study, independence is thus treated as a cultural concept.

Similar to experience, independence can be claimed at the institutional level or the individ-
ual level. A bureaucrat is not supposed to act independently of the agency in which she works,
even if that agency claims independence at the institutional level (as the CIA did in the example
above). In turn, most bureaucrats do not sign their names to the work of the bureaucracy, which
protects them from being observed individually. This situation is different for entrepreneurial
experts. In the entrepreneurial expert economy, the claim to independence and knowledge
authority are rooted at the individual level; likewise, it is the individual expert who is exposed
to observation.

IOs mobilising independent expertise

The second, well-documented phenomenon is the mobilisation of ‘independent’ knowledge by
IOs through the incorporation of external experts, including entrepreneurial experts.49 We can
see this incorporation of external experts into IO processes in the broad range of expert panels
operating in global governance.50

These uses of expertise bolster IOs’ specific type of authority: an authority that rests to a con-
siderable extent on knowledge and that is enacted by shaping the way specific domains of life are
understood, problematised, and subjected to the technocratic guidance of IOs.51 Annabelle
Littoz-Monnet thus speaks of the

multifold ways in which expert knowledge can be mobilized in policy-making processes, as
‘ammunition’ for substantiating organizational preferences, tool of legitimation, or mechan-
ism of symbolic authority.52

Scholars have analysed this mobilisation of expertise for various IOs, notably for economic
IOs.53 The Security Council, however, has received little attention when it comes to
knowledge-based authority, as it is understood to represent ‘classical’ power politics and tedi-
ous diplomacy. However, the PoEs that I will analyse here are a case in point that the Security
Council also integrates and bolsters its procedures with visible platforms of external and
independent experts.

Although such platforms often operate under the label of an ‘independent’ expert panel, they
are tied to a mandate and staged within settings that impose specific political and social con-
straints on experts. The potentially conflicting role constellation, particularly for entrepreneurial
experts on those panels, is that of an expert who is at the same time mandated and independent.

48Berit Bliesemann de Guevara, ‘On methodology and myths: Exploring the International Crisis Group’s organisational
culture’, Third World Quarterly, 35:4 (2014), pp. 616–33.

49See, for example, Littoz-Monnet (ed.), The Politics of Expertise in International Organizations; Annabelle Littoz-Monnet,
‘Ethics experts as an instrument of technocratic governance: Evidence from EU Medical Biotechnology Policy’, Governance,
28:3 (2015), pp. 357–72; Christina Boswell, The Political Uses of Expert Knowledge: Immigration Policy and Social Research
(Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, 2009).

50For example, the Committee on the Rights of the Child, Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Syrian
Arab Republic, Independent Commission for Aid Impact, Independent Expert Review Group: Accountability for Women’s
and Children’s Health.

51Barnett and Finnemore, Rules for the World, notably pp. 3, 24–5.
52Littoz-Monnet (ed.), The Politics of Expertise in International Organizations, p. 1f.
53Lata Narayanaswamy, ‘Problematizing knowledge-for-development’, Development and Change, 44:5 (2013), pp. 1065–86;

Olivier Nay, ‘International organisations and the production of hegemonic knowledge: How the World Bank and the OECD
helped invent the Fragile State Concept’, Third World Quarterly, 35:2 (2014), pp. 210–31.
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Analysis 1: Sociological ambivalence – entrepreneurial experts on UN Panels of Experts
In the following, I apply the concepts of sociological ambivalence and role distance to a case study
of the Panels of Experts (PoEs) that are mandated by the UN Security Council to conduct mon-
itoring in the context of targeted sanctions. Targeted sanctions typically comprise arms embar-
goes, individual financial sanctions, and travel bans.54 Most sanctions have been applied in the
context of political violence in Africa since 2000 (Central African Republic, Côte d’Ivoire,
Democratic Republic of the Congo, Liberia, Libya, Mali, Sierra Leone, Somalia and Eritrea,
South Sudan, and Sudan); there are also sanctions regimes targeting the Democratic People’s
Republic of Korea (DPRK), Iran (until 2016), and Al-Qaida, ISIL, and the Taliban. All entrepre-
neurial experts who I interviewed were working on sanctions in Africa. In contrast, experts for the
politically highly sensitive PoEs on Iran, DPRK, and the terrorist groups are mainly recruited
from national bureaucracies, with each of the five permanent Security Council member states
having an expert from their own ranks on the PoE. Of the non-entrepreneurial experts among
my interviewees, four had a background in state agencies and worked on either Iran, the
DPRK, or terrorism; the remaining four worked on the African PoEs. The experts on the PoEs
are hired as external consultants for the duration of the mandate (usually one year, with possible
renewal up to a maximum of five years).

Many of the experts on the PoEs operating in Africa are entrepreneurial experts and are
confronted with contradictory expectations emanating from their temporary role as PoE
members in combination with their lasting professional role as independent experts outside
the panel. Given the publicity of their work, the two role performances are simultaneously
observable – not on the level of everyday performances but on the level of the outputs and
investigation activities in which they engage with outside actors, including their own profes-
sional networks.

First, let us consider the expectations linked to the role of the PoE member. The role of the PoE
member is formally created and recreated through Security Council mandates. PoE members are
mandated and paid to write reports on various matters pertaining to specific sanctions regimes,
which includes politically sensitive issues. These reports are to be submitted at each end of a man-
dating period and are then, at least in most cases published. The reports offer elementary directives
regarding which issue domains should be investigated. These directives remain broad, requiring
experts to determine a focus, and typically consist of the following points:

• Monitoring the implementation and violation of sanctions;
• Monitoring the implementation and violation of related secondary measures (such as trans-
port regulations imposed or urged by the Security Council in the context of the sanctions);

• Recommending ways to improve implementation;
• (In some cases:) investigating violations of fundamental norms (such as human rights); and
• (In some cases:) assisting the Sanctions Committee in the designation of individuals for
sanctions.

The mandates thus formulate rough guidelines regarding the direction and focus of inves-
tigations. PoEs are generally not mandated to assess the impact, purpose, or legitimacy of
sanctions. The mandates do not equip PoE members with specific powers. The following
is a typical experience that emerged in my interviews: if an expert wishes to obtain informa-
tion on, for example, certain money transactions, there is no formal procedure that she can
invoke. The expert would probably first contact the respective country’s mission to the UN

54Thomas J. Biersteker, Sue E. Eckert, and Marcos Tourinho, ‘Thinking about United Nations targeted sanctions’, in
Thomas J. Biersteker, Marcos Tourinho, and Sue E. Eckert (eds), Targeted Sanctions: The Impacts and Effectiveness of
United Nations Action (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016), pp. 11–37.
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and hope for the mission’s support in reaching further persons, but she will usually depend
on people’s goodwill.

Expectations emanate not only from the mandate but also from the political stage on which
experts operate. State representatives exert informal pressure on PoE members by, for example,
asking the experts to investigate specific issues, attacking reports on methodological or political
grounds, or finding that reports have violated diplomatic courtesy.55 Many interviewees also
stressed the importance of taking into account the political sensitivities within and around the
Security Council.

Sociological ambivalence arises when we add to the picture the expectations emanating from
the PoE members’ professional environment. Experts work on PoEs for a period of one to five
years, which means that they often return to their prior sectors after this work is finished.
Their professional networks in those sectors thus continue to constitute important audiences
for the experts during their temporary and fairly high-profile work on PoEs.

The entrepreneurial experts among my interviewees had all published in their own names
before and after their appointment as PoE members; thus, they had promoted their individualised
claims to expertise in public. Their careers were chiefly with think tanks but also included tem-
porary research and consultancy engagements with international bureaucracies or NGOs (there-
fore, not every single career step necessarily happened within the entrepreneurial expert
economy). The latter experiences were commonly with human rights NGOs or the humanitarian
branch of the UN (UNICEF, UNHCR, and UNDP). Of the nine entrepreneurial experts among
my interviewees, four hold a PhD; most have studied social sciences.

Table 1 provides an example of the career paths of entrepreneurial experts who served on PoEs
(these career paths are extracted from public sources and the respective persons do not necessarily
correspond to my interviewees). By examining the types of institutions in which these experts
work, we see that many of them root their claim to knowledge authority in individual expertise
(see Table 2): an expert always performs under her own name, not hidden behind an institution’s
collective voice, as knowledge outputs (reports, etc.) are clearly attributed to individual authors.
On the websites of many of these institutions, the experts’ career profiles are only a click away
from the knowledge outputs; the outstanding experience illustrated in these career profiles
strengthens the claim to knowledge authority. Although knowledge production is still organised
around institutions, the claim to expertise is rooted in individual experts and their individually
embodied experience. Consequently, these entrepreneurial experts tend to have visible publica-
tion profiles.

When these experts join PoEs, they perform their permanent roles in the entrepreneurial
expert economy and their temporary roles on PoEs in ways that make the two performances sim-
ultaneously observable. Others – such as the experts’ professional networks –may not observe the
experts’ work in detail but are able to follow the experts’ outputs and major activities: the experts’
professional networks contain other experts and constitute particularly important audiences. We
should thus assume that working on a PoE poses a particular challenge to the image of independ-
ence upon which the entrepreneurial expert economy rests. I am not referring to stark normative
categories such as ‘conflicts of interests’ but to tensions in the construction of a self through the
performance of roles.

Do only entrepreneurial experts on PoEs experience sociological ambivalence? Let us recall
that scholars have noted a further type of ambivalence: the ambivalence inscribed into one
and the same role. In the theory section, I explained, however, that this ambivalence should be
less challenging than the one between two roles. For PoE members, there is always a tension
between working for someone while having to put one’s own name on the results. This

55Aurel Niederberger, ‘Investigative ignorance in international investigations: How United Nations Panels of Experts create
new relations of power by seeking information’, The British Journal of Sociology, 69:4 (2018), pp. 984–1006.
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Table 1. Exemplary career profiles of entrepreneurial experts who worked on PoEs.

Expert 1

Organisation Position

Fondation Prix Henry Dunant Foundation council member

Geneva Peacebuilding Platform Management committee member

Geneva Centre for Security Policy Senior programme advisor

University of Geneva Adjunct professor

United Nations PoE member

International Crisis Group Project director

Harvard University Research fellow

World Bank Team leader and researcher

Catholic University of Louvain Adjunct professor

Expert 2

Organisation Position

Small Arms Survey Senior researcher, research coordinator

Fondation Prix Henry Dunant Member of the board

Geneva Call Programme officer for Africa; research officer

United Nations PoE member

Small Arms Survey Researcher

James Martin Center for Nonproliferation Studies Research assistant to the director

UN Department for Disarmament Affairs, UNIDIR Intern

Expert 3

Organisation Position

International Crisis Group Acting Africa programme director

George Mason University Adjunct professor

Small Arms Survey Consultant, independent contractor

United Nations PoE member

Princeton University, Programme on Science and Global Security Research assistant

Senate Foreign Relations Committee Summer fellow

Human Rights Watch Arms Division Researcher

Expert 4

Organisation Position

Conflict Armament Research Director

United Nations PoE member

Small Arms Survey Senior researcher

German Federal Foreign Office Special adviser

UNECE Consultant

Note: Profiles do not necessarily match with my interviewees.
Source: Public profiles available at: www.linkedin.com.
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ambivalence affects all PoE members. However, we should expect entrepreneurial experts to
experience this tension more acutely, as they perform their permanent role in the entrepreneurial
expert economy and their temporary role on PoEs in ways that make the two performances sim-
ultaneously observable.

Analysis 2: Role distance on UN PoEs – ‘We were cowboys’
Overview of results

Let me begin with an overview of the results: eight of the nine interviewed entrepreneurial experts
performed role distance regarding the role of the PoE member. Six experts did so strongly; two
did so to a smaller degree, of whom one was not a cooperative interviewee and the other was new
to the position at the time of the interview. One followed a purely technical approach in her
research (based on engineering and physics) and seemed not to experience any conflicting
expectations.

One of the non-entrepreneurial experts with a background in national law enforcement
showed some role distance. Another non-entrepreneurial expert with a background in private
industry did not give any hints regarding role distance performance during her work on the
PoEs but expressed a profound critique of the PoEs. However, she said she would not express
this critique publicly to avoid putting the renewal of her mandate at risk; thus, this expert dis-
tanced herself from her role only during the interview with me. The other six non-entrepreneurial
experts did not give any indication of role distance or show any other signs of a problematic rela-
tionship with their role as mandated experts. This overview supports the above-described
assumption that entrepreneurial experts experience sociological ambivalence most strongly and
hence perform role distance.

Three aspects recurred in the interviewees’ descriptions of work practices: first, the relation to
the mandate and the mandating authority; second, the relation to the broader professional net-
work; and third, the space for ‘independent’ agency. These elements were intertwined and culmi-
nated in descriptions of role distance performances: these performances develop particular
meanings through their partially antagonistic relation to the practices expected of
UN-mandated investigators. None of these performances or statements, however, imply a rejec-
tion of the role of the mandated expert.

The analysis supports two conclusions that link the micro-situational processes to macro-
phenomena (without specifying how systematic or strong these links are). First, the described
role distance performances help the actors perform a new, temporary role that conflicts with
their existing roles by signalling some distance from the new role. This first finding suggests
that role distance facilitates the role combination of the independent and hired expert and
thus the symbiosis of IOs and the entrepreneurial expert economy.

Second, my interviews suggest that experts perform role distance in the production of pol-
itical knowledge. Role distance thus influences the content, form, and distribution of political
knowledge. This second finding underlines the social nature of knowledge production: to
experts, the (re)production of international political knowledge is also an engagement with
their own immediate social context, which is why role distance interlaces with knowledge
production practices.

Role distance in interpreting the mandate

Interviewees addressed their mandates repeatedly but ambiguously: the mandates give only broad
directions, but PoE members used their mandates to communicate their relation to their role. The
pattern was to affirm the role in principle but to distance oneself from it on important points.
Thus, PoE members expressed respect for the mandate:
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Table 2. Institutions building on an individualised claim to expertise.

Small Arms Survey
Council on Foreign

Rela- tions RAND Corporation
International Crisis

Group

Centre for the
Democratic Control
of Armed Forces ISS Africa

Chatham
House

Indication of author
(prominent, at
end, implicit,
not available)

at end prominent prominent prominent for
op-eds, hidden
for reports

yes prominent prominent

Author career
profiles linked
to knowledge
outputs

No yes yes yes no online: short career
profiles before
report; in
documents: career
profile at end

yes

Prominent /
extensive staff
section on
website?

names only (no
career profile)

yes yes yes yes yes yes

Claim to
independence
or equivalent
value

‘A global centre of
excellence
whose mandate
is to generate
evidence-based,
impartial, and
policy-relevant
knowledge.’56

‘An independent,
non-partisan
membership
organization,
think tank, and
publisher.’57

‘Core values: Quality
and objectivity.’58

‘An independent
organisation
working to
prevent wars and
shape policies
that will build a
more peaceful
world.’59

‘Guided by the
principles of
neutrality,
impartiality,
gender
sensitivity and
local
ownership.’60

Not stated61 ‘Independent
and
rigorous
analysis.’62

claim to expertise:
individual vs
collective

in between individual individual either independent
or collective,
depending on
type of work

individual for public
works (reports,
etc.), may be
different for
consultancy work
with governments

individual individual

56Small Arms Survey, ‘About the Small Arms Survey’ (2018), {http://www.smallarmssurvey.org/about-us/mission.html} accessed 16 July 2018.
57Council on Foreign Relations, ‘About CFR’ (2018), available at: {http://www.cfr.org/about/} accessed 16 July 2018.
58RAND, ‘RAND at a Glance’ (2018), available at: {https://www.rand.org/about/glance.html} accessed 16 July 2018.
59International Crisis Group, ‘Who We Are: Preventing War, Shaping Peace’ (2018), available at: {https://www.crisisgroup.org/who-we-are} accessed 16 July 2018.
60DCAF, ‘Home’ (2017), available at: {www.dcaf.ch} accessed 17 May 2017.
61ISS, ‘How We Work’ (2018), available at: {https://issafrica.org/about-us/how-we-work} accessed 10 July 2018.
62Chatham House, ‘About Chatham House’ (2018), available at: {https://www.chathamhouse.org/about} accessed 16 July 2018.
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You’re careful to stick to the mandate of your report because you don’t have the right to do
something else. The UN asks you to do something specific: that’s your mandate.

The mandate also serves a protective function. For instance, when I asked one interviewee, rather
straightforwardly, ‘Why does your report not contain any analysis of the political context?’, the
answer was, ‘Political context was not our mandate.’ With such comments, experts seemed to
adhere to the guidelines given to them and to embrace their role as PoE members.

However, the same PoE members who, at one point, embraced their role as Security
Council-hired professionals, evoked the opposite impression at other points. Throughout the
interviews, experts emphasised that they deliberately stretched or overstepped the mandate:

We were not mandated to include recommendations about whom to sanction, but this guy
just had to be sanctioned, and I made that clear in the report.

The same expert who purported to be careful to stick to the mandate later showed a different view
of the mandate. When explaining the reasons behind a strong focus on victims in their investi-
gation, she said, ‘For me, it wasn’t a mandate; it was something that had to be done.’ In this con-
text, entrepreneurial experts expressed acknowledgment of other entrepreneurial experts on PoEs
regarding the fact that they ‘do it the same way’. In contrast, they repeatedly accused their bur-
eaucratic panel colleagues and those with a military background of lacking independent initiative.
According to these narratives, entrepreneurial experts visited dangerous areas – even without per-
mission from the UN – while those experts with backgrounds in state services relied chiefly on
information provided by agencies. As one entrepreneurial expert put it, ‘we were the cowboys’.

These comments that belittle the mandate may appear to contradict those above that embrace
it, but, together, they achieve a careful balance: a balance between the diligent fulfillment of the
mandate with supposedly independent individual initiative.

Role distance in knowledge production

As a first example of the performance of role distance through knowledge production, experts can
bypass the mandating authority (Table 3) and formal main recipient of the report. For instance,
they can write the report with the media rather than the Security Council in mind. This is what
the following PoE member said she did, explaining that ‘influence comes not through the Council
but through public opinion’.

There is a slapdash approach [in PoEs]: Let’s just investigate anything that has to do with
sanctions violations. This is ridiculous; there is way too much of this; you will never get
enough, and it has no impact. The impact comes through public opinion. I think the key
dynamic [of the conflict in the DRC] is Rwanda’s involvement. With this, I can go to the
newspapers. No newspaper picks up ‘there are 40 armed groups that violate embargoes’.

Pointing at Rwanda’s role as a driver of conflict in the DRC places an expert in a difficult situ-
ation, as Rwanda and other states are likely to accuse the expert of overstepping her mandate.63

This expert, however, did precisely that instead of continuing analysis the way her colleagues did.
By doing so, she signalled simultaneously that she was standing up against political pressures and
that she was acting on the basis of a higher motivation to improve conditions in the DRC. This
narrative also shows how role expectations intertwine with broader political dynamics and histor-
ies and that the expectations towards mandated experts are indeed tied to larger political interests.

63On Rwanda’s regional politics, see, for instance, René Lemarchand, ‘Foreign policy making in the Great Lakes region’, in
Gilbert M. Khadiagala and Terrence Lyons (eds), African Foreign Policies: Power and Process (Boulder: Lynne Rienner
Publishers, 2001), pp. 87–106.
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The same expert, however, provided a much more positive assessment of PoEs shortly after:

[PoEs] are an important tool because they are created for conflict situations where informa-
tion is at a premium since actors try to hide their involvement. It is important to look at the
different actors: armed actors, business people, arms dealers. Few others look at this. PoEs
can really be game changers.

It is this immediate and visible balancing of affirmation and subversion where role distance
becomes perceptible.

A further way of performing role distance is speaking unwanted truths (Table 4):

So we need to balance what people [in the Committee] want to hear with what we have to
say. At times the international community wants good guys and bad guys clearly distin-
guished so that they have someone to talk to … So they don’t want us to report on the
bad things that the ‘good’ guys have done. But we kept reporting on all of them.

A milder way of performing role distance in knowledge production is to educate when one is
only supposed to inform (Table 5). Through this kind of role distance, an expert exceeds the role
of a mandated investigator, elevating herself to the guiding role of a teacher. As one expert said, ‘I
pursue investigations to become an educational piece for the committee.’ In this vein, the expert
described how she sought to include a new social and historical focus into the report to direct
attention to a neglected issue. The expert then demonstrated a positive relation to the role of
the mandated expert and again reduced the role’s purpose to ‘supporting’ the mandating author-
ity; thus, the expert described a strong report as one that

support[s] the chair, other UN representatives, Special Representatives of the
Secretary-General, the Secretary-General, and components from member states and neigh-
boring states to discuss the issue in a better way.

A famous practice of subversion in the workplace is leaking (Table 6). In the event described to
me, however, leaking did not constitute sabotage but rather carefully balanced role distance.
Leaking facilitated basic adherence to guidelines without entirely sacrificing independence. In
this case, leaking made it easier for the expert to respond to the demands of the UN; at the
same time, it allowed her to demonstrate to persons in her professional network that those
demands did not confine her:

Table 3. Bypassing the mandating authority.

Typical role notions:

Mandated expert: Should report to the mandating authority on requested issues.

Independent expert: Should address most pressing issues in order to support relief and should address
wider public.

Actual performance: Delivering report to mandating authority but tailoring its content to the media.

Message about self: Diligence about writing/submitting report but: creating an impact as individual
expert even where the mandating authority has no impact; dedication to
political situation on the ground comes before dedication to mandating
authority.

Audiences: • Security Council
• Media/public (which includes professional network).

Traces in political knowledge: Impacts content and potentially intensity of discourse by arousing media interest.
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There was a case of brutal human rights violations by [conflict party 1]. Making this public
would have made [conflict party 2] look good [note: but, as the interviewee told me, import-
ant member states on the Security Council wanted the report to work out the misdeeds of con-
flict party 2]. So everything was set up … to go there and investigate. But the UN did not let
us go … So we leaked it to [a human rights NGO].

Next, lending a voice to the silenced (Table 7): in this case, the expert had executed a kind of
investigation that was in line with her usual research as an entrepreneurial expert outside the PoE,
which involved talking to victimised and neglected groups of people. This procedure was not fore-
seen by her mandate, and the type of evidence – victim testimonies – is vulnerable to attacks by
state representatives who disagree with the report’s findings.64 For the written report, the expert
then replaced the original sources with sources deemed more objective and robust, such as docu-
ments generated by UN agencies during field missions.65 While the final documentation con-
forms with common PoE practice, the actual investigation led the expert to discover themes
that were more important to her. Other experts also emphasised that they had sought closer inter-
action with persons who fell victim to violence even where this was not covered by the mandate.
According to interviewees, the UN secretariat has at times disagreed with this kind of procedure
when it exposed investigators to high risks due to the involved travels to remote conflict regions.

Table 4. Speaking unwanted truths.

Typical role notions:

Mandated expert: Should stick to the investigation targets as indicated by the mandating authority.

Independent expert: Should not let politics constrain search for / publication of truth.

Actual performance: Reporting on indicated targets but also on protected actors (the ‘good’ guys).

Message about self: Respecting mandate but not respecting political games; in service of truth.

Audiences: • Security Council / international community
• General public through report.

Traces in political
knowledge:

Gets into public report and goes against the images of ‘good’ guys and ‘bad’ guys
upheld by international community.

Table 5. Educating instead of informing.

Typical role notions:

Mandated expert: Informant on issues defined by mandating authority.

Independent expert: Educator on issues (s)he deems important.

Actual performance: Expert reports on that which is ignored by the mandating authority rather than (only)
on that which is demanded by it (introduced gender and historical lens into report).

Message about self: Not just an informant but an educator who sets own topic preferences and enlightens
mandating authority.

Audiences: • Security Council
• General public through report.

Traces in political
knowledge:

Changes contents of public report, introducing new perspectives to it.

64On challenging PoE evidence, see Niederberger, ‘Investigative ignorance in international investigations’.
65This procedure intertwines with measures to protect informants, which are not role distance because they are expected

from investigators. Furthermore, this case refers to one of the early investigations into human rights issues undertaken by
PoEs; the role of the humanitarian expert on PoEs is among the more recent ones and has likely evolved since.
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This is precisely where experts can perform themselves as risk-takers in the name of truth,
restrained neither by the mandate nor by safety guidelines (as in the ‘cowboy’ quote above).
Role distance is about signalling, however, so it must be added that such actions are indeed vis-
ible: experts usually rely on their professional networks when conducting their investigations (as I
was told by many interviewees), such that we can assume such investigations to always be visible
to some people in their professional networks.

The last example is an often retold, although exceptional, episode: in this episode, several
members of a panel disagreed with the panel coordinator’s66 direction for the report. The discon-
tented experts split off and produced a counter-report that was leaked to the media (Table 8). This
pushed and maybe overstepped the boundaries of acceptable role performance and was seen crit-
ically by some of the other entrepreneurial experts; one of them mockingly referred to the pro-
ducers of the counter-report as ‘the three musketeers’. Remarkably, however, even this action was
not a full renunciation of the role because it still delivered an output similar to what was asked for.

The experts show different degrees of distance to the role of the mandated investigator. In
many cases, role distance includes a degree of detachment from the mandating authority and
its means of intervention, that is, from the Security Council and sanctions. This detachment is
particularly evident in the example of bypassing the mandating authority: this action conveys
that the sanctions do not work but media pressure does. One expert preceded a story of role dis-
tance with this critique of the Security Council:

The Sanctions Committee is a political committee, as a subcommittee of the Security
Council. It makes political decisions. These decisions are informed by a desire to seem to
be doing something and not enough will.

However, role distance can also show approval of the Security Council and its tool of intervention,
that is, sanctions. This approval emerged in the earlier quote from another expert: this other
expert’s ‘story of independence’ was that she had recommended, sanctioning a specific individual
despite not having been mandated to make such recommendations. In this example, the expert
signals distance to the role of the mandated investigator but still embraces the tool of sanctions. It
is noteworthy that this example stems from the only non-entrepreneurial expert who showed
some degree of role distance. The contrast between these two examples of role distance indicates
that role distance can lead in different directions. What both performances of role distance have
in common, however, is that they restore leeway for independent action.

Table 6. Leaking.

Typical role notions:

Mandated expert: Must accept confines set by mandating authority.

Independent expert: Should not let politics constrain search for / publication of truth.

Actual performance: Accepting restrictions set by mandating authority but sharing critical information with
actors who can continue investigation.

Message about self: Respecting, but not confined by, mandating authority / dedicated to truth.

Audiences: • Security Council (sees only diligent part of performance).
• Professional network (sees both diligent performance and overstepping of
mandate).

Traces in political
knowledge:

Report remains within politically motivated confines; however, the suppressed
investigation track gets pursued and potentially published by NGO

66On each PoE, one member is designated coordinator.
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Different messages are communicated to different audiences, crossing the border between the
UN and the outside professional network. For instance, leaking (in the instance described by my
interviewee) was an immediate engagement with the broader professional network outside PoEs,
and it may not have been visible to most others. Lending a voice to the silenced (again, as per-
formed by the interviewee) followed investigative threads elaborated in and by the outside net-
work. Speaking unwanted truths and invoking public pressure were more easily visible. The way
experts emphasised stories of role distance in their narratives during interviews and at academic
events further suggests that, in one way or another, they ensure that the right people either see the
performance or hear the post-factum narrative.

There is a further distinction to be made based on the interviews: role distance can take the
form of strategically adjusting knowledge outputs, but the strategic adjustment of knowledge
outputs can also be found in regular role performance. For instance, one non-entrepreneurial
expert explained why she commended, in a report, two rivalling countries for their improved
collaboration with one another. Her actual finding, however, was that collaboration had not
meaningfully improved at all: the expert chose this formulation as a diplomatic way of encour-
aging a collaboration that had not yet existed. This move deliberately introduced a discrepancy
between the communicated knowledge and the ‘true’ state of affairs (as perceived by the expert),
but that does not make it role distance. This action did not run against expectations but

Table 7. Lending a voice to the silenced.

Typical role notions:

Mandated expert: Has to retrieve information of the kind that is accepted and deemed reliable by the
mandating authority.

Independent expert: Should not let politics constrain search for / publication of truth, including which kind
of evidence and where to find it.

Actual performance: Conducting investigations to find the kind of evidence deemed important by the expert,
but then adapting the report to the kind of evidence desired by the mandating
authority.

Message about self: Remaining independent regarding which type of evidence is actually reliable and
important. Respecting mandate but, even more so, feeling a moral obligation to help
the weak.

Audiences: • Security Council (sees final report in the usual form)
• professional network

Traces in political
knowledge:

Translates information retrieved from victims into standardised form and delivers it to
Security Council / public.

Table 8. Counter-report.

Typical role notions:

Mandated expert: Should work with the panel coordinator to produce a report.

Independent expert: Should place truth (or his/her own vision thereof) before organisational hierarchies.

Actual performance: Balancing mandate-obedience (producing a report) and independence (the report is a
counter-report).

Message about self: Fulfilling mandate but uncompromising.

Audiences: • Security Council
• Wider public and media

Traces in political
knowledge:

The counter-report was submitted to the Security Council and leaked to the press, thus
establishing a counter-narrative to the official report.
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embraced them in an attempt to ensure diplomatic restraint. Notably, unlike in the instances of
role distance described above, this expert did not raise this episode on her own but did so only
when I asked her, out of curiosity, about the nature of this supposedly improved collaboration
mentioned in her report.

Conclusion
I have analysed role distance as an interaction strategy that enables experts to perform a tempor-
ary role as a mandated investigator without betraying their permanent role as an ‘independent’
expert in the entrepreneurial expert economy. Role distance is not sabotage. Instead, in the
face of conflicting expectations, role distance allows individuals to mostly do what they are sup-
posed to do in a particular role by also doing certain things that they are not supposed to do. Role
distance, therefore, facilitates the performance of the role to which it creates a distance.

Because role distance helps experts to combine the role of the independent expert with that of
an IO-mandated investigator, it also facilitates, at the systemic level, symbiosis between the entre-
preneurial expert economy and international bureaucracies. In the observed case, role distance,
therefore, stabilises rather than challenges the larger status quo: it maintains the perception of
‘independence’ even when this ‘independence’ is recruited by a governing apparatus to substan-
tiate political intervention practices with knowledge authority.

The analysis has also shown that experts perform role distance through the way they produce
knowledge, reminding us that knowledge practice is a form of social interaction. Scientific meth-
ods and routines of expertise thus have a dual purpose: they are the expert community’s engage-
ment with the contents of a knowledge complex; at the same time, they constitute a specific
dimension of interaction rituals through which to perform the self within that community.

Drawing on the work of Goffman leads us to foreground the individual in interaction. It lets us
distinguish between role in the abstract and its actual performance by an individual; it further-
more remains sensitive to the problematic relationship that the individual may have with a
role that she performs. This perspective supports an empirical study of the intertwinement of
structural and individual dynamics.

Goffman’s sociology challenges IR scholars with a demand for detailed ethnographic data, but
interviews are a way to remedy the lack of observational data. One of the benefits of Goffman’s
sociology for IR scholars is its way of acknowledging structural ambiguities and individual
responses: if Goffman found that such ambiguities shape life and institutions in Northern
America, they should abound in the intricate, transnational phenomena that we summarise
under the term ‘global governance’.
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