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AARON WILDAVSKY, INCREMENTALISM, AND DEFENSE BUDGETING

A BIBLIOGRAPHIC ESSAY

The crucial aspect of budgeting is whose preferences are to
prevail in disputes about...who shall receive budgetary benefits
and how much ?

Aaron Wildavsky
Political Implication of Budgetary Reform, 1961

Introduction

Aaron Wildavsky had an extremely broad set of interests in

social science and public policy. At the time of his death in

September of 1993, he had written or coauthored thirty books, with

several forthcoming, and one hundred eighty-six articles and book

chapters, with some additional papers awaiting publication. The

topics covered in this vast oeuvre of books and articles, in

unpublished casual papers, and in newspaper and magazine articles

too numerous to count, reveal the incredible spectrum of his

curiosity and knowledge. His work encompasses budgeting and fiscal

policy (domestic and international), political culture, community

power and leadership, risk analysis and safety, environmental

policy, the American Presidency, Presidential elections, American

diplomacy, U.S oil and gas policy, the art and craft of policy

analysis, policy implementation, how to conduct research,

academic collaboration, the development and evolution of the social

sciences, political and religious philosophy, Moses and Joseph as

leaders and administrators, the politics of religion, the

experience of his father as a youth in Poland, academic leadership

and administration, communism and morality, the Declaration of

Independence and the Articles of Confederation, and more.. .much



more. To say that Aaron was a profound thinker and prolific writer

runs the risk of understatement.

In this large body of material, Wildavsky wrote or coauthored

nine books and forty articles and book chapters on budgeting and

fiscal policy. It is this work that is reviewed selectively here.

A bibliography of Wildavsky's work on budgeting and fiscal policy

is provided at the conclusion of this essay. Any attempt to survey

the totality of Aaron's writing would surely require a book rather

than an essay. Furthermore, we have focused our review on

approximately a dozen of the forty-eight pieces within the

Wildavsky portfolio on budgeting, taxing and spending --

concentrating on those pieces in which he and his collaborators

made the most significant contribution to knowledge in the field in

our view. Our selection is, of course, subjective and we yield in

advance to criticism that we have not included all that should be

covered, or that we may have misinterpreted the significance of

some of the material we include. Inevitably, every student of

budgeting and of Wildavsky is entitled to select his or her own

list of greatest works and to interpret them in other ways and from

other perspectives.

Initially, one is humbled both by the volume and breadth of

Wildavsky's contributions. A deeper reading reinforces this

impression, and enables the reader to delineate the themes that

Aaron and his collaborators worked on creatively for over three

decades. To discover this continuity is not to say that he and his

coworkers did not find anything new over this time. The opposite is
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the case; Aaron was perpetually curious and driven to investigate

and understand every new twist and turn of budgetary process and

politics. In fact, he was the quintessential student of budgetary

politics, and his quest to understand and interpret appeared only

to be near an end less than one year before his death when he

mentioned to colleagues that he had written everything he cared to

say about budgeting. Of course, he said essentially the same thing

in his book Budgeting: A Comparative Theory of Budgetary Processes

published in 1975.1

Defense Budgeting

Aaron Wildavsky's research and writing shaped how students and

scholars viewed budgeting for more than three decades, but his

early work virtually ignored defense budgeting because it was a

special case2 . Wildavsky was not unaware of defense. It should be

noted that Wildavsky interrupted his undergraduate career to serve

two years in the U.S. Army beginning in the summer of 1950 during

the Korean conflict. In any case, there is no chapter on defense in

the original Politics of the Budgetary Process where Wildavsky's

theory of budgeting as incremental behavior is unveiled.

Subsequently, however, defense insiders told him that the

systematic interactions he had described outside of defense also

existed inside defense budgeting. Consequently, in The New Politics

of the Budaetary Process there is a substantial chapter on defense

budgeting3 and like most of Wildavsky's writings it is both elegant

and insightful.

Wildavsky notes that there are differences between defense and
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non-defense budgeting. Defense budget totals are an instrument of

foreign policy and other nations react to changes in those totals,

just as we do to their defense spending changes. When some other

great power suddenly changes its defense allocation from 5 to 10%

of gnp, if it is a potential competitor to our interests, or to the

interests of our allies or potential allies, we must decide how

that increase will affact our own defense spending. Will we have

enough trained personnel, ships, and planes, maintenance items, and

all the other things that go into readiness and sustainability to

counter this change in the level of threat? Money buys capability.

More capability means an increased ability to do damage to others

who then must counter that increased ability with increases of

their own, or find strategic alliances to negate that threat. Other

nations do not monitor the total amount the U.S. spends on

education or health, or if they do, it does not have the same

salience for them that defense spending does. Defense budgeting is

about meeting threats that will exist in the future and shifts in

funding are early warnings that the threat scenario is about to

change and responses to it must also change. Thus Wildavsky

observes one difference with defense is that totals alone mean

something.

There are other differences. Defense makes up about 70% of

discretionary spending. So much has been put into entitlements and

mandatories that for a Congressman to get anything for his district

means that the defense budget is one of the few discretionary pots

of money that can be raided for projects for his or her district.
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It is also the biggest. Moreover says Wildavsky since defense tends

to be veto proof, there is a temptation to attach unrelated items

to it. (The 1994 budget carried a sum for breast cancer research, as

well as dollars for various museums and memorials) . Defense is also

one of the appropriation bills which must be passed each year,

either as a separate bill or as part of an omnibus appropriation

bill; thus since it will be passed, the temptation to add unrelated

items to it is strengthened.

OMB has had a different relationship with defense than it has

had with the other agencies. It does not have the same adversarial

role vis-a-vis defense as it does agriculture or education, rather

it is part of the OMB/OSD team. Many of the decisions that would be

taken solely at the OMB level in respect to other agencies by OMB

are taken in concert with the Department of Defense at the Office

of Secretary of Defense level. There is a partnership here

different from that which exits between OMB and other cabinet level

agencies. To some extent this results from the fact that defense is

different in its size and its emphasis on training people and

buying equipment which will defend the country against various

threat scenario's a decade into the future. Defense is also

immediately critical in ways that other functions are not.

Wildavsky suggests that the defense budget process begins with no

ceiling in its PPB process, but that a ceiling is quickly

introduced. Historically, this ceiling has been a percent of GDP,

a percent of the federal budget, a real growth percent, or most

recently a specified decline over a five year time period. OMB

5



plays in defense as it helps set these overall defense spending

goals in the defense planning process, prior to the start of the

defense budgeting process. Insiders also relate that OMB is not

above its usual tricks in budget review; Wildavsky notes that OMB

usually makes a Christmas gift to DOD of many items that must be

reviewed within a short time span in the late December period, as

if those who are sworn to defend the country twenty-four hours a

day would not reply to budget marks.

Wildavsky suggests that there are patterns in defense over the

long term. Human resource spending has soared since the 1950's in

a generally straight line increase, but defense has had a feast or

famine profile. More recently defense has come to be portrayed as

taking from the poor (human resource spending) to give to the

wasteful (defense spending) . One theme in the current writings of

Wildavsky is the theme of political conflict so increased that it

becomes political dissensus. This is particularly burdensome for

defense where there are few milestones to indicate what is

sufficient spending for the defense function. Defense operated on

bi-partisan consensus from the end of WWII to the late 1960's.

During this period there was also great consensus on other areas of

budget policy. However, constrained resources, the increasing

national debt, the end of the cold war, the aging population and

increasing health care costs have drivtn great fissures into areas

of consensus, so that policy that was consensual has now become the

politics of dissensus. Nowhere is this more true than in defense.

The result of this dissensus is that budgets have tended to be
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bitterly contested and generally late. Numerous projects are forced

on DOD to maintain local employment and DOD, for its part, responds

by placing programs in as many districts as possible to strengthen

its political base. Wildavsky is well aware that DOD has an

extended Planning-Programming-Budgeting system-which he says is a

procedure in place that is not really followed-but he also notes

that Congressional delay on defense appropriations also makes it

difficult for DOD to link the three budgets it is currently working

with-the current year, the year that will be sent to Congress

shortly and the budget for the following year whose totals are

based on those two previous years.

Finally, Wildavsky suggests that since the 1960's defense has

gone from an insiders game to an outsiders game. The original

Politics described how it was possible for just a few Congressmen

on appropriation sub-committees to dominate decision making. This

was true for defense and non-defense matters. The change from that

time period has been a loss of power by the powerful committee

chairmen who rose to power based on seniority and safe electoral

districts and could reward and punish almost with impunity. To some

extent the great stability in budget decision making pictured in

the old Politics was purchased with the coin of secretive, elitist

decision making.

The seniority system for picking committee chairs and members

still is important, but seats are also gained through caucus

elections. Powerful committee chairman can be upset and disciplined

through this election process; Les Aspin gained the House Armed
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Services Committee through this process and was disciplined through

it. Thus power has been modified and can be moderated. Moreover,

when the Democrat or Republican caucus picks a committee member by

vote, the vote of the rankest freshman is equal to that of the most

senior member and the power of outsiders equals that of insiders.

Since there are many more outsiders than inside: s, when mobilized

in a vote on the floor or in caucus, they exceed the power of the

insiders.

Consequently, outsiders are appointed to powerful conference

committees; outsiders pick powerful committee chairman and

sometimes ignoring the seniority system. Turf wars exist between

committees, like authorizations and appropriations, which must be

settled on the floor where outsiders have a bigger voice. There is

a proliferation of committees involved in defense; Wildavsky counts

ten involved in defense in the Senate and eleven in the House.

These committees mean there are more places where decisions about

defense are made, more opportunities for outsiders to hold seats,

and more necessity to co-ordinate the final decision on the floor

where each member has one vote. These committees demand lots of

testimony from DOD, for budget making and for oversight. Wildavsky

says that from 1982-1986, 1420 hours were spend testifying before

84 committees and subcommittees by 1306 DOD witnesses. The result

was that the DOD appropriation bill was passed on time in 3 of the

previous 15 years; on average, it was 80 days late. Thus defense

has gone from an insiders game to an outsiders game, where there is

much micromanagement and great opportunity for dissensus in defense
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policy making. In respect to political dissensus, however, defense

budgeting is not now greatly different from non-defense budgeting.

Wildavsky's Budgetary Odyssey

Wildavsky is best known in public administration as the author

of The Politics of the Budgetary Process, his enduring treatise on

budgetary procedure, culture, strategy, competition and power. As

we explain subsequently, rereading this book reveals how cleverly

Wildavsky interpreted congressional and executive behavior, how

clearly he wrote about strategy and power politics, and how writing

this book was a logical follow-on to the works that put Aaron "on

the map" so to speak as a very promising young political scientist

-- his book Dixon-Yates: A Study of Power Politics (1962), and

article "TVA and Power Politics," that appeared in the American

Political Science Review in 1961. Readers in political science and

public administration were initially exposed to Wildavsky's

analysis of budgeting in, "Political Implications of Budgetary

Reform," also published in 1961.4

About The Politics of the Budgetary Process Dwight Waldo

once remarked, "Everyone [in political science and American

government] knew about this stuff, but he sat down and wrote it

all out. It was amazing how much of it he captured, and none of

us thought the book would receive the kind of notice it did or

that it would last as long as it has.5 Aaron conceded as much in

his dedication in The New Politics of the Budgetary Process: ".

The Politics of the Budgetary Process.. .did a lot more for me
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than I did for it." 5

Despite his assertive public demeanor and public speaking

style, Aaron was personally rather humble. This, we guess, may be

explained in part as a result of his early experiences in life,

born and raised in the Brownsville section of Brooklyn, the son

of a politically active, Yiddish and English speaking, Ukrainian

immigrant father and Latvian-Ukrainian mother. He went to

Brooklyn College because, "I was never told that [it] was a

vulgar, proletarian backwater... So I encountered a succession of

brilliant teachers." 6 His humility also may have resulted from

the fact that as he grew older he understood more fully how much

must be learned about political culture and public policy before

one can become an expert critic, and how much time it takes to

accumulate what noted sociologist Martin Trow, a former colleague

of Aaron's in the School of Public Policy at Berkeley, has

termed "deep knowledge." ' Let us now turn to an analysis of the

themes and messages woven through his writings to see what deep

knowledge is rendered in some of his seminal works. We begin with

his first article on budgeting and then proceed roughly in

chronological order, with emphasis on what readers in the field

of public budgeting consider his two most important books, The

Politics of the Budgetary Process, and The New Politics of the

BudQetary Process.

As an ambitious young Oberlin professor Aaron established

the agenda for his future research on budgeting in "Political

Implications of Budgetary Reform." In retrospect, this article
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reveals the outlines of many of the major themes that were to

emerge in The Politics of the Budgetary Process and in his

subsequent writings. Students in Aaron's budgetary politics

course in the Department of Political Science at Berkeley in the

late 1960s (and presumably later) learned, by virtue of having to

plow through a required reading list that was sufficiently long

to consume almost all of one's waking hours, 8 that the study of

budgeting and budget reform had to begin with analysis of several

essential articles and books in the field, 9  followed by his

critique of these works in "Political Implications of Budgetary

Reform." In this piece Wildavsky essentially rejected the value

of attempts to develop a normative theory of budgeting, calling

instead for good descriptive analysis and the theory that would

emerge from sociopolitical behavioralism, i.e., participant

observation and direct interviews of key players and decision

makers in the budget process.

Wildavsky began his critique with an analysis of the

implications of Key's statement of the question to be addressed

by normative theory, "On what basis shall it be decided to

allocate X dollars to Activity A instead of Activity B" 10

Prospects for developing such theory were dim Wildavsky

exclaimed, "No progress has been made for the excellent reason

that the task, as posed, is impossible to fulfill."" In

consideration of Smithies' analytical approach and

recommendations, Wildavsky found even more to criticize. Smithies

had proposed creation of a Joint (congressional) Budget Policy
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Committee empowered to consider all revenue and spending

proposals in a single package, the expressed goal of which was to

make congressional budgeting more rational and efficient.

Wildavsky evaluated this approach and rejected it principally due

to its ignorance of power politics, and also because of

information problems that in his view could not be overcome.

Senior members of this all powerful committee would, presumably,

all be from safe districts or states and could, therefore, behave

as "elitists" -- a very bad thing to Wildavsky and far too

similar to the British parliamentary method of budgeting. They

could reject the views of others in Congress and, ". .. could

virtually ignore the President.. .and run the Executive branch so

that it is accountable only to them.""2 About the information

problem Wildavsky observed that without disparaging the need for

efficiency (which he defined as, "...maximizing budgetary

benefits given a specified distribution of shares..."), the

inevitable lack of full information and the disinclination of

participants to utilize their political resources to the fullest

extent... leave broad areas of inertia and inattention...to

[public demand for] change." 13 Striking a blow for the status

quo Wildavsky argued that "slack" as opposed to efficiency in

budgeting provided room for "ingenuity and innovation" to permit

more efficiency resulting from a more decentralized and

fragmented decision process. In a "one-liner" of the type for

which he would later become famous he noted, "Most practical

budgeting may take place in a twilight zone between politics and

12



efficiency." "

To Wildavsky the approaches of Key, Smithies and others

revealed, "... serious weakness in prevailing conceptions of the

budget." In criticism of the literature on budgeting Wildavsky

warned that reform should never be considered merely as a matter

of procedural adjustment. "There is little or no realization

among the reformers... [and here he meant both analysts and

advocates of change in academe and in Congress] that any

effective change in budgeting relationships necessarily alter the

outcomes of the budgetary process. Otherwise, why bother? Far

from being a neutral matter of 'better budgeting,' proposed

reforms inevitably contain important implications for the

political system, that is for the 'who gets what' of government

decisions.-""

The search for a comprehensive normative theory was in

vain because such a theory would prescribe, "...what the

government ought to do.""6 However, it is not possible a priori

and for all time to determine what problems government policy

ought to try to solve and how programs should operate. Government

policy and, consequently, the budget must change to respond to

contingencies. Unless this is so the nation is frozen and doomed

to fail in meeting constituent and foreign policy demands.

Wildavsky was very succinct with respect to normative theory: "By

suppressing dissent, totalitarian regimes enforce their normative

theory of budgeting on others.. .We reject this [as a response] to

the problem of conflict in society and insist on democratic

13



procedures,,"i i.e., open participation in the budgetary decision

process. These statements, and the quote above, are very

significant in terms of tracing the origins of Aaron's emerging

career as the world's most respected and revered expert on

budgeting. Here he essentially staked out his territory relative

to what had been written about budgeting in the past and what

would be important to study and write about in the future.

Wildavsky had discovered a huge vacuum in a neglected and

virtually unrecognized, but very important area of political

science and American government. This was literally the

opportunity of a lifetime as it turned out. It was not so much

that what had been written was wrong (and much of it was wrong he

concluded); the key was his discovery that political scientists

and public administrators conceived of the study of budgeting in

the wrong way. Aaron seized the opportunity.

Wildavsky began by delineating the approach to theory

development that should not be pursued any longer and explained

why, and then he defined what a proper theory of budgeting should

contain: "...it would not be fruitful to devise a measure... [to]

give an objective rank ordering of agency budget success in

securing appropriations... [because] the agency which succeeds in

getting most of what it desires.. .may be the one which is best at

figuring out what it is likely to get. A better measure, perhaps,

would be an agency's record in securing appropriations calculated

as percentages above or below previous years' appropriations."I1

Here he defined the base as the standard measure against which to
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measure marginal zhange -- this is the nascence of incrementalism

in his writing. Still, he concluded, even this was too simplistic

and inadequate. Because external factors including service

demand, emergencies, advances in scientific knowledge, "...beyond

the control of an agency," or "affluence" (the size of the base

relative to service demand obligations), and other variables

internal to the agency ("...some [programs] are doing very well

and others quite poorly") that are difficult to measure and

explain, " it would be necessary to validate the measure (the

size of the increment) by an intensive study of each agency's

appropriation history..." Here is his emergent emphasis on the

need to investigate agencies on an individual basis with the

implication that a behavioral and participant observational

approach was necessary to understand the variables that explain

budgetary success and failure. He summarized it as follows,

"...the obvious truth [is] that the budget is inextricably linked

to the political system." 19

The theory Wildavsky sought would have to be successful in,

"...accounting for the operation and outcomes [emphasis added]

of the budgetary process. A theory of influence would describe

the power relationships among the participants, explain why some

are more successful than others in achieving their budgetary

goals, state the conditions under which various strategies are or

are not efficacious, and in this way account for the pattern of

budgetary decisions." 20 Here we note the emphasis on power,

influence, strategy and contingent response capacity --
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benchmark standards, and criteria as well, that he established

and applied in his later work. In the same section of this

article he developed the notion of agency "fair share" and

inquiry into how this standard might be defined.

At the conclusion of "Political Implications of Budgetary

Reform," Wildavsky explained the value of investigating the niche

he had discovered: "Perhaps the 'study of budgeting' is just

another expression for the 'study of politics... the vantage point

offered by concentration on budget decisions offers a useful and

much neglected perspective from which to analyze the making of

policy. The opportunities for comparison are ample, the outcomes

are specific and quantifiable, and a dynamic quality is assured

by virtue of the comparative ease with which one can study the

development of budgetary items over a period of years." 21

Wildavsky's definition of what would constitute good theory

identifies the very essence of what he sought to achieve in

conducting the research and the writing of The Politics of the

Budgetary Process. He envisioned the development of a

comprehensive, empirically validated, descriptive theory. "The

point is that... until we know something about the 'existential

situation' in which the participants find themselves, proposals for

major reform must be based on woefully inadequate understanding." 2 2

Here we find the articulation of his intent to evaluate "major

reforms" that produced such a great volume of research and writing

over the next thirty years as he examined various federal

government budget and public policy initiatives. Wildavsky's
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prescriptions for budgetary reform grew from his collaborative

research with Arthur Hammond on the Department of Agriculture in

the early 1960s, and continued through a series of articles in late

1960s, most of which are included in Budqetinq: A Comparative

Theory of Budqetary Processes published in 1975 at the mid-point of

his career as a budget critic. As we note in analysis of some of

this work, between 1961 and 1975 Wildavsky and his coauthors

explained and critiqued virtually every budgetary or policy reform

experiment to improve policy through the injection of "efficiency

" and "rationality " into federal decision making. Among these

reforms were zero-base budgeting, cost-benefit analysis, systems

analysis and other management initiatives embraced by the Executive

branch under a succession of Presidents -- and rejected or ignored

in part or entirely by Congress. Attempts at reform in the nation's

capitol generated tremendous opportunity for the knowledgeable

budgetary and public policy critic.

After he had established his name and credibility with

publication of The Politics of the Budgetary Process, the door was

wide open for further analysis of emerging initiatives. Wildavsky

succeeded in convincing most, if not all, students of politics that

they should be interested in his views on budgeting and budget

reform, and also on the analysis of public policy and policy

alternatives more generally.2 3 This confidence enabled Wildavsky

to accomplish much in the decade of the 1960s and the first half

of the 1970s. Aaron was positive that he was right in his criticism

of federal government budget reforms and analytical methodologies,
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particularly when they were aborted by their sponsors or political

successors.

In his first article on budgeting, and then in The Politics

of the Budcgetary Process published three years later, Wildavsky

proceeded to conduct the research and write to fill the enormous

void he had discovered. With publication of The Politics, he

accomplished the academic equivalent of hitting the winning home

run in the seventh game of the world series. In the rest of his

career he was to achieve, metaphorically, the feat of hitting more

home runs than anyone ever thought possible as evidenced in the

Social Science Index that records how much his work has been cited

and, more importantly, in the hearts and minds of his colleagues

and admirers. None of what he would write after 1964 would mean as

much in terms of establishing Aaron Wildavsky' s academic stardom as

his first book on budgeting. Let us turn to a review of the two

works on budgeting for which Wildavsky is best known.

The Argument for Incrementalism:

The Politics of the Budcgetary Process

The Politics of the Budgetary Process24 was published in 1964,

and revised in 1974, 1979, and 1984. The New Politics of the

Budgetary Process was published in 1988 and revised in 1992. The

genius of the original politics was that it spoke to a broad

spectrum of interests from the aggressive bureaucrat who wanted to

know what was important in getting a budget accepted, to the

organizational scholar interested in the possibility of rational

18



comprehensive decision-making. For the academic, the original

Politics appeared contemporaneously with theoretical explorations

of complex organization decision making which both supported and

critiqued rational and incremental decision making. These ranged

from Herbert Simon's Models of Man to Cyert and March's A

Behavioral Theory of the Firm2" and Anthony Downs' An Economic

Theory of Decision Making in a Democracy to the Charles Lindblom's

article on "The Science of Muddling Through"2 6  in which Lindblom

states that although comprehensive decision making can be

described, "it cannot by practiced because it puts too great a

strain by far on man's limited ability to calculate.",27

Wildavsky concluded his review of this debate by noting that

"... we must deal with real men in the real world for whom the best

they can get is to be preferred to the perfection they cannot

achieve. Unwilling or unable to alter the basic features of the

political system, they seek to make it work for them in

budgeting... ,2" Wildavsky suggested that the" existing budgetary

process works much better than is commonly supposed. " However he

also noted there is no "special magic in the status quo. Inertia

and ignorance as well as experience and wisdom may be responsible

for the present state of affairs."29 Wildavsky then observed that

the major improvements suggested by rational-comprehensive critics

would turn out to be undesirable or unfeasible, or both. Instead,

reforms ought to concentrate on a more thorough-going incremental

approach, rather than a more comprehensive one."° It is this tension

between the rational and incremental, between budgetary actors as
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they were and as they might be that gave The Politics of the

Budgetarv Process the theoretical strength to be more than a

catalog of what budget makers said to one another in various

meetings in the Executive branch and Congress during the late

1950's and early 1960's.

Conversely, irrespective of its theoretical content, what

budgetmakers said to one another had real power for practitioners.

Wildavsky captures the essence of the budgetary struggle in two

short paragraphs: "Long service in Washington has convinced high

agency officials that some things count a great deal and others

only a little...budget officials commonly derogate the importance

of the formal aspects of their work as a means of securing

appropriations... 'It's not what's in your estimates but how good a

politician you are that matters.'" However being a good politician

had a special meaning; it "requires three things: cultivation of an

active clientele, the development of confidence among other

governmental officials, and skill in following strategies that

exploit one's opportunities to the maximum. Doing good work was

seen as part of being a good politician."" Wildavsky viewed

confidence and clientele strategies as everywhere present or

ubiquitous. Those strategies that were dependent on time, place,

and circumstance, he called contingent. This, then, is the

formulation that would shape budget discussion for the next three

decades.

In the preface to the 1964 edition, Wildavsky acknowledged

that The Politics was not a comprehensive work on the subject of
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