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Rationality is probably the most basic principle of present day economics and implies that in society scarce resources should be used in an optimal way to attain predefined objectives. Decisions related to defence should be no exception, yet both laypersons and professional economists continually question the rationality of defence procurement and expenditure decisions. This raises the question: How rational are defence decisions?

Rationality is a complex concept and one increasingly questioned by economists in the face of strategic behaviour, multiple objectives and collective decision-making. Furthermore, experimental economists have questioned the assumptions underlying the traditional understanding of rationality. They have found that decision-makers are influenced by factors other than direct cost-benefit calculations, such as motivation, adaptation, risk-aversion and past experiences. In the case of defence, the problems of measuring output and the relations between input and output make it particularly difficult to cast decisions in terms of rationality. 

This lecture will probe the rationality of defence-related decisions, using both traditional and more critical definitions of rationality. The decisions will include procurement, joint-international arms production, subsidies to both national defence industries and arms exports, and the levels of arms spending. This will illustrate that a range of meanings of rationality are relevant in defence-related decision making and, thereby, the importance of transparent, democratic and accountable decision-making mechanisms for defence-related decisions. 
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