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WHERE WE ARE 

 

 Mr. Wes Blecke is scheduled to be with us virtually today. He is administrator of the City 

of Wayne, Nebraska.  

 I will or have made your midterm exam available to you.  

 I must report midterm grades in the Banner system by 9 a.m. Oct. 5. I plan to submit 

them on October 4. 

 After midterm will move into textbook materials on financial states. Check the syllabus. 

Please read chapters 2 and 3. 

 

QUICK REVIEW FROM WEEK 6 

 

The elected chief executive of a government jurisdiction has the responsibility to prepare the 

PROPOSED budget for the coming fiscal year. There are likely to be formal hearings with 

department heads. But most of the "real" work is probably done behind closed doors and if the 

jurisdiction is large enough, there are budget professionals (paid staff) in the room to guide 

things along. What the chief executive provides is values and direction. She or he is probably not 

a budget specialist. A proposed budget is prepared and delivered to the legislature. It is a starting 

place for legislative deliberations. There will be more hearings. And the "dance" continues. 

 

MEMORIES 

 

I think I arrived on the campus of the University of Georgia in 1972 with my green Saab and my 

super-heavy IBM typewriter. I settled into a room on the third floor of Morris Hall.  

 

I met an elderly professor in his office in the political science department. He seemed a little odd.  

He posed the question, how are public budgetary decisions made involving spending for things 

that are different from one another? I think he posed the question in terms of boat ramps or 

picnic tables when there is not enough money for both (given that some citizens prefer one and 

others prefer the other). The question has stayed with me for almost 40 years now. I recall that he 

has a wooden carved statue of what is usually considered an obscene gesture on the desk in this 

office.  

 

I think I may have an answer now. My mistake then was to assume that the question assumes a 

rational/logical approach to public budgeting. He asked how decisions are made. I heard, "how 

should" public budgetary decisions should be made.  

 

Hopefully, reason and rationality are in the mix of political decision-making. Everyone attempts 

to justify her or his positions with reference to reason. But the truth is that political forums are 



not houses of reason. They are more nearly like the coliseums in ancient Rome where gladiators 

fought to the death to the delight of those in attendance.     

 

I offer that political arenas of modern times are not are not primarily about reason. They are 

places where people with different values and self-interests may use all means to get what they 

want (in terms of decision outcomes) including their roles and the structures and rules of the 

relevant political institutions. And to those who love power and its benefits, few if any weapons 

are off limits. 

 

In my opinion, it is simply not possible to reduce governance to computation. Decisions must be 

made about the allocation of limited resources among potentially limitless needs and wants. 

Alternatives are not, "apples to apples." People have different value systems and different kinds 

of logical claims. In my opinion, you cannot rank order things mathematically if the alternatives 

are based on subjective criteria. (Some others believe that you can.) 

 

Under our democratic system of governance, the prize does not usually go the most 

reasonable/local person in the room. Consider Al Gore and Donald Trump. In a democracy with 

the variety of kinds of citizens we have the U.S., the prize tends to go to the ones on the political 

stage who appeal to the emotional centers in our brains, not the frontal lobes.  

 

The centers of political power include the following: 

 

 The fears of "the people." 

 

 The political powers that go with roles people hold within the political system. 

 

 The INSTITUTIONS in which decisions are made. 

 

 The RULES and procedures of the institutions in which decisions are made. 

 

 The personalities and charisma (or not) of the leaders. 

 

 The media though which communications travel and beliefs percolate. 

 

 The powers related being able to express ideas well (grassroots advocacy).  

 

 Control of police and/or military resources. 

 

 Protests, acts of civil disobedience and possibly violence -- people putting their lives on 

the line trying to speak truth to power. 

 

USUALLY DECISIONS ABOUT PUBLIC BUDGETING do not devolve into protests, acts of 

civil disobedience or possible violence. It usually boils down into a vote and the decisions is 

made by majority rule in some government body, such as a city council meeting.  

 

The idea of defunding the police idea may be an exception.  



 

Ideally we live in a civilization in which we can reason together about things, using the newly 

evolved frontal lobes of the brains in our species, informed by the passions of the older 

emotional centers still in our brains.  

 

All of the political apparatus (elections, offices, organizations, decision making procedures, and 

so forth) might be viewed as extensions of our still-evolving brains and minds.  

 

But like an iceberg, most of it is underneath.  

 

So, now I have become the aging professor asking the question. How do we decide among 

choices that are not comparable when the choice cannot be reduced to reason? The image that 

comes to my mind is not so much the noble citizen speaking his opinion in an open meeting; but 

the contest between sumo wrestlers pushing their weights around. The image is not just two 

sumo wrestlers on a performance stage, but many of them engaged in one contest of wills. 

Reason speaks but ultimately power rules. Budgetary decisions are political decisions. In the 

arena, it is not so much about speaking truth to power but about contests among people with 

different values and interests, each exercising raw power/weight to attempt of get when he or she 

personally values.  

 

 

                                                                                                 
Source: Public Voices journal 

https://www.publicvoices.us/ 

 

 

 

 

 

  


