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Preface

This book is about how a particular group of experts communicates its 
knowledge. These experts did not come to my attention by way of a single 
sensational event. Indeed, while fascinating, they mostly fly under the 
radar of public consciousness. I did not chance on them by fortuitous 
accident, nor did I discover them through diligent preliminary research. 
I already knew them because I had worked with them for more than 
15 years.

During my time with the Australian Public Service, I worked on national 
security issues, particularly those related to intelligence; I served as a 
policy adviser across a range of portfolios, such as counter-proliferation, 
energy, health and rural policy; and I wrote a seemingly endless stream 
of speeches for political and policy actors in an economic portfolio. 
In  one way or another, many of these policy settings nudge the case 
studies examined in this book, yet I did not work on any of them myself. 
As such, I cannot claim to offer direct ethnographic insights. Spending 
a significant portion of my working life immersed in the language and 
culture of this special type of knowledge production meant, however, 
that I was able to weed out secondary material that could lend external 
validation to my own experiences inside the administration. But, more 
than that, my experiences, observations and conversations with a sizeable 
number of colleagues gave me confidence that being rebuffed was not an 
isolated incident and that the language of policy advisers was a kind of 
practised, hemmed-in expression of expertise. 

When researching and drafting this book, it quickly became apparent that 
there was more than one type of language that ended in rebuffal; there 
were several. I have identified three types here, but there are probably 
more, in these and other policy settings, each of them tailored to their 
circumstances. Future researchers are likely to find a trove of typologies 
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from across international public policy and administrative fields. 
Beyond my group of experts, there may be other areas of expertise that 
also communicate in ways that end in some form of rejection. Climate 
change science, the promotion of genetically modified food, vaccine 
advocacy, skin cancer education and anti-gun campaigning come to mind 
as immediate candidates. Are they, like the rebuffed expert policy advisers 
in this book, also implicated in their own rejection? There will be other, 
less obvious and therefore probably more interesting areas to uncover for 
researchers across several different academic disciplines, particularly those 
interested in knowledge production and communication, such as science 
and technology studies, policy and governance studies, behavioural 
science, anthropology, sociolinguistics and organisational sociology.

As I finalised this book halfway through 2021, the world was still traversing 
a global pandemic. Many of the successes associated with stemming the 
spread of Covid-19 may well have been due to receptive governments 
listening to cogent experts. But I suggest that any post-pandemic world—
if such can be said to lie ahead—is likely to feature similar challenges to 
those described here. I therefore challenge experts themselves—whether 
academic or professional—to find instances of ‘rebuffal’ in their own areas 
of work. These readers can take the rebuffed and use them to reflect on 
others’ practices or, indeed, their own. But research and professional (self-)
reflection imply that observing the rebuffed is more or less the domain of, 
well, experts. I do not think this is where the rebuffed should stay. I want 
them to be watched, chided and encouraged by those who are ultimately 
affected by their language: ‘everyday’ readers or the public. Despite political 
rhetoric about including the public in policymaking, publics are mostly 
sidelined or ignored when final decisions are made. But publics do try to 
become involved, such as through submissions to parliament or policy 
reviews, or simply by writing letters to their government representatives. 
For example, I was told a few years ago that, during a nine-month period, 
one portfolio received nearly 18,000 separate items of correspondence, 
which predominantly included letters from the public. Another portfolio, 
which regularly publishes its own research, received more than 1 million 
unique online page views for one of its pieces, while another annual 
publication can receive more than 4 million views. These numbers point 
to the existence of intense interest in matters of governance well beyond 
the media, business and the academy.
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In an environment that values them in word but not necessarily in deed, it 
should not be difficult for interested publics to understand the advice that 
goes to governments as the ostensible base (or not) of policy decisions. 
This book is not a manual for how to make it easier. It is, as Foucault puts 
it, ‘a challenge directed to what is’ (1991: 84). In challenging what is—no 
matter who is in power—it also seeks to elevate the critical contribution 
that courageous policy advisers could make towards helping publics 
determine what is in their interest. If it succeeds in doing so, it will be up 
to those who agree to take the next steps.
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