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SCIENCE

On Incrementing a Hurricane

Scientific studies of national decision-making have shown that democ-
racies tend to abhor comprehensive planning and major shifts in strategy,
preferring instead to “increment” or muddle through, making adjust-
ments through a series of small steps aimed at moving away from a
mess rather than at moving toward clearly stated, positive goals. Thus,
a study of our country’s federal budget shows that the allotment for
most federal agencies will usually be within 10 percent of last year’s—
come hell or high water. National priorities may change, new crises may
be identified; but as a rule agencies entrusted with new missions will
grow only slowly, while the custodians of obsolescent missions and
downgraded priorities are likely to continue to draw “their” billions.

It has been argued that it is the genius of democratic policy-making
that it takes into account the large variety of needs and interests repre-
sented in the populace, and does not lend itself to a sudden shift to one
side to the neglect of others. Thus, it is “undemocratic” to suggest
cutting the NASA budget by a factor of 4 while quadrupling that of
the Office of Energy. This would be “unfair” and unsettling to the
industries that grew up around the space effort and to the congressional
districts in which they are located. Gradual transitions, which do occur,
allow for less painful adjustments. Finally, master plans often do not
work anyhow, the future is too complex to be anticipated and molded,
today’s grand designs are tomorrow’s discarded charts. Muddling
through, the incrementalists conclude, is not just a fact of life, but the
best way to live. -

While much of what the incrementalists say is valid, there are
moments when muddling through just will not do to get a country out
of a serious predicament. France discovered this when it was invaded in
1939. The United States realized it had to double the defense budget,
within one year, in terms of percentage of the gross national product,
at the onset of the Korean War.

The energy crisis has so far elicited chiefly rather modest attempts
at muddling. A year after the crisis broke we still have no national
policy, let alone a program commensurate with the problem. The ideas
being kicked around, which are a long way from attaining cven the
status of policies, are quite incremental in nature.

Project Independence, aimed at making us self-reliant in 20 years, is
little more than a slogan. Major decisions about the sources of energy
to focus on, how to develop them, even whether independence is worth
the gigantic costs it would exact, have in effect not been made. Most
importantly, the American people have not yet been prepared for the
fact that whichever way we turn—toward consuming a good deal less
energy or paying much more for its development—the American way of
life will have to be significantly adjusted over the next decade. Estimates
of how much Project Independence will cost run to $700 billion.

While incrementing might well be the genius of democracy under
most circumstances, to try to muddle through a hurricane is folly. The
nation must be told that this crisis is not temporary and that it will
require a not trivial reduction in the American standard of living, albeit
not a radical one. It will require more master planning and national
coordination than we tend to welcome in peacetime. It will require more
leadership and less incrementation.—AMiITAl ETzIONI, Professor of
Sociology, Columbia University, and Director, Center for Policy Re-
search, Inc., 475 Riverside Drive, New York 10027

For studies on incrementing, see Richard Fenno, The Power of the Purse (Little, Brown,
Boston, 1966) and Aaron Wildawsky and Arthur Hammond, *“Comprehensive vs. Incre-
mental Budgeting in the Department of Agriculture,” Administrative Science Quarterly,
vol. 10 (1965). For an analysis of the democratic basis, see Charles Lindblom, The Intelli-
gence of Democracy (Free Press, New York, 1965). For critique, see Amitai FEtzioni, The
Active Society (Free Press, New York, 1968), chapters 11 and 12,



