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Conflict Expertise: Competing Knowledges / Heterogeneous Experts  
ISA Venture Grant Workshop, Elmwood room, Hilton New Orleans Riverside hotel,  
Tuesday February 17, 8:30am to 5:30pm 
 
Abstract 
What is a conflict? How do we know about particular conflicts? Who gets to define conflict 
knowledge/expertise? And how are conflicts therefore dealt with/neglected? In the contemporary 
world, conflict knowledge and conflict expertise continues to be produced by traditional institutions 
such as ministries, intelligence services, and academics. However, a growing array of other actors is 
engaged in producing knowledge about international conflicts and lay claims to providing conflict 
expertise. International Institutions, think tanks, civil society organizations and protest movements, 
interest group organizations and companies produce their own research and disseminate it. Moreover, 
the multiple knowledges are increasingly intertwined. Research has to be “relevant” and is therefore 
increasingly co-produced with the practitioners “using” it. The move to the world of big data and digital 
communication further increases the links between different heterogeneous knowledge forms as 
research findings can more readily be interlinked and searched. Competing knowledges of 
heterogeneous experts coexist and compete. Paradoxically, at the same time in any given conflict 
situation, very often particular ‘facts’, ‘causes’ and ‘necessary remedies’ emerge as ‘known’ as the basis 
on which action has to rest. This is the theme of the proposed workshop: How heterogeneous actors are 
involved in producing conflict knowledge as a complex and unstable field that is nevertheless brought to 
bear on important and vulnerable situations with far-reaching implications for large populations. 

This workshop aims to move the discussion about expertise and knowledge significance forward in six 
ways. First, it assumes a “symmetry” of different knowledges: The role of public-private, military-civilian, 
national-international, local-global, technical-social actors is turned into an empirical question rather 
than stipulated. Second, we emphasise the “hierarchy” in conflict expertise, exploring the development 
of new hierarchies as well as the reproduction and consolidation of conventional hierarchies perhaps in 
a new guise. Third, we care a new understanding of the “science” of conflict research and relevance by 
placing academic conflict research in perspective. Fourth, the project will help to anchor sociology of 
knowledge in a multi-centric political economy of organisations with different rationalities, enabling 
‘knowledge’ to gain a concrete ontological existence with its own materiality, unintended consequences 
and unruliness. Fifth, we contribute to the emerging scholarship on centre-periphery structures in IR 
scholarship itself. Conflict is a particular promising field for this critical sociology of global IR: non-
Western voices are a part of the picture exactly because many of the conflicts take place in the global 
South, but both abstract, generalized knowledge is dominated by the centre, and the most powerful 
actors in conflict management often have their ultimate anchorage in the West. Finally, taken these five 
moves offer a handle on a practical problem that has long concerned conflict research namely the 
difficulty of integrating specific knowledges/experts in spite of the overwhelmingly broad consensus 
around the importance of doing so. It has been a recurring puzzle why in spite of the mainstreaming of 
gender, the focus on local ownership, or the emphasis on non-military solutions it seems so difficult to 
integrate these firmly in many conflict resolution practices. 

The workshop is inspired by, drawing on and contributing to Science and Technology Studies (STS). It 
takes an untested approach that promises new contributions to both IR and STS. If conflicts are to be 
handled better in the future, it will not help just to call for better research or more attention to 
academe. A realistic understanding of the actual – not only the ideal – dynamics of the field of conflict 
knowledge is needed. We aim at publishing our core findings in a special issue of a relevant journal 
(possibly the Journal of Conflict Resolution or the Journal of Peace Research) and to publish a more 
extensive version as an edited volume.  
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Papers 
For the first workshop at the ISA we invite think pieces of approximately 5000 words for discussion. We 
would appreciate if you could send us (Maria Stage: mst@cric.ku.dk and Anna Leander ale.mpp@cbs.dk) 
your paper before 8 February. We will then circulate them so that everyone has a chance to prepare.  
 
The workshop format 
We will discuss 3-4 think pieces at the time. The papers are grouped under three general headings 
(heterogeneous experts, competing knowledges, scales of expertise).  Each paper-giver has 15 minutes 
to introduce the core ideas of their paper. We will reserve 15 minutes to discuss the ideas of each group 
of papers. We start with an introduction (where we lay out the ambitions) and end with a summing up 
(where we discuss the potential for publication(s)). The detailed program follows below. 
 

Program 
8:30-9:00 Introduction and Welcome: 
Anna Leander and Ole Wæver: presentation of overall idea, short on framing paper 
 
Panel Discussion 1:  Heterogeneous Experts 9:00-11:15 
9:00-10:15 
Guilfoyle Douglas International lawyers and the framing of conflict through law 

Barth Eide Espen Lost in translation? The relevance of the study of conflict in IR to the 
political practice of conflict mediation. A researcher-turned-practitioner 
perspective 

Ish-Shalom Piki Think Tanks in the business of Conflict Expertise 

Kurowska Xymena The myth of the relevance gap as experts' hubris in knowledge production 
about conflict 

 
10.15-11:15  
Neumann and 
Sending 

Iver B. and 
Ole Jacob  

Crisis knowledge and sovereign agency (together with Ole Jakob Sending)  

Adler-Nissen Rebecca Track-change diplomacy: the making of crisis responses at the European 
Council 

Chadha Behera Navnita A Stakeholders Approach for Developing Conflict Knowledge 

 
Panel Discussion 2: Competing Knowledges and Styles of Reasoning  11:30-14:15 
11:30-12:30 
Austin Jonathan The Visual Inscription and Circulation of the Standing-Reserve of Violence 

Tang Shiping Toward A General Theory of Ethnic Conflict 

Villumsen Berling Trine Stabilizing a crisis. How the NATO Defense College made sense of Libya 

 
12:30-13:30 Lunch 
 
Panel Discussion 2 con’t.: 13:30-14:15 
Büeger Christian Shifting tides: The Epistemic Infrastructure of contemporary maritime piracy 

Chandler David Conflict knowledge and the shift from emergency to emergence 

Bigo Didier When security "ultra solutions" are producing insecurity and expand 
conflicts 

mailto:mst@cric.ku.dk
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Richmond Oliver The Agonistic Relationship between Power, Epistemology, Intervention, and 
Peace 

 
Panel Discussion 3: Scales of Expertise: global, local, regional 14:30-16:45 
14:30-15:45 
Bishai Linda Who Knows Nigeria? Conflict Expertise and Knowledge Generation in 

Peacebuilding Practice 

Vale Peter Why the fire didn't come to South Africa: An Anthropological Explanation 

Seng Tan See Knowledge constitution in Singapore on the global war on terrorism 

 
15:45-17:00 

 
Summing up 17:00-17:30 
Anna Leander and Ole Wæver: follow-up at the EISA and publication possibilities. 

Biersteker Thomas The Role of Scholarly Expertise in Transnational Policy Networks 

Eriksson Baaz Maria Reflections on the persistence and costs of facile distinctions between 
victims and perpetrators in the DRC  

Tickner Arlene Beth Exporting “Success”: Conflict/Security Expertise in Colombia 

Herz Monica The International Mediation Narrative 


