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Actio Lil)eria in Causa and Nuclear Deterrence:

Two Facets of One Problem

Scholars have recently become interested in the role that plans play in practical reasoning. Put generically, the
question they ask is whether the fact that an agent’s action is part of an overall plan should lead us to evaluate
the action differently from the way we would if it were considered in isolation. In this paper we will explore this
problem in two contexts, one in law and the other in rational choice theory. In law, this question arises in cases
in which defendants cause the conditions of their own defenses—for example, where a defendant deliberately
provokes another in order to be able to attack in claimed self-defense. The question is whether we should deny
the defendant a defense we would otherwise grant, just because the defense is claimed in the context of a plan to
produce it. In rational choice theory, the problem arises in the context of nuclear deterrence, where the question is
whether the seeming irrationality of acting on a failed deterrent threat can be rationally justified because the threat
was issued as part of an overall plan it was rational to adopt. We seek to show that the criminal law problem and
the problem of the rationality of nuclear deterrence are converse expressions of the same logic, and as such may
admit of a common solution.




