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The culture of operational decision-making in the French Army is rooted in the rich history of 
Western ideas and strategic thinking. Recent decades have seen it undergone significant chang-
es, mainly due to the relentless pace of scientific progress and a commendable desire on the 
part of military commanders and private and public officials to learn from each other’s good 
practices.  

Over the past three decades, the need for interoperability, the recognition of new forms of con-
flict and adversity and the integration of new technologies, primarily in the information field, 
have led Western armed forces to adopt a command organization and operational decision-
making methods inspired by and similar to American doctrine. 

Organizations, tools, methods and processes, which are sometimes tailored to the business 
world, now seem to have taken precedence over the actual determinants of decision-making 
during war. Indeed, the timeless and universal notions of the fog of war, complexity, adversity, 
contingency, and the personality of the operational leader are not well suited to tools and meth-

A recent National 
Defense and Armed 
Forces Committee 
report highlighted 
the implications of 
new technologies on 
operational com-
mand and control 

procedures. “As explained by Mr. Gérard de 
Boisboissel, Secretary General of the Chair of 
Cyber Defense and Security at Saint-Cyr Military 
Academy, ‘the all-digital world is changing the 
way we operate. With increasingly accurate 
sensors and improved digital telecommunica-
tions, new technologies enable the commanding 
general or even the President of the Republic to 

look over the tactical leader’s shoulder’. Tech-
nologies for the processing and transmission of 
massive amounts of information shift the bal-
ance of responsibilities in the chain of command, 
and even the very notion of subsidiarity. As such, 
they require in-depth doctrinal studies on the 
responsibilities of each hierarchical level1.” 

Stressing the relevance of the analyses conduct-
ed by the Armed Forces over the past several 
years, the report’s recommendations invite the 
entire joint doctrinal community to accelerate 
reflections on command in operations and its 
organization. The US Army has since set the 
tone with dynamics primarily driven by the con-
siderable resources invested in research and 
development by the digital giants, the GAFAM2. 
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In the meantime, Russia and China are not to be outdone in 
this area. Renewed international ambitions and the impetus 
given by the Head of State since his election have reinforced 
the tropism of reflection on new technologies. In this same 
context, the Joint Operations Planning Centre (CPOIA) was 
tasked by the Joint Deputy Chief of Staff for Operations to 
study the long-term impact of developments in digital tech-
nology on joint command. A working group on joint com-
mand of operational commitments (GT C2IA) was therefore 
established in September 2017. This study, conducted across 
all the services, our allies and French companies, has already 
made it possible for us to consider the interesting initial rec-
ommendations based on operational lessons learned, trans-
verse analyses and experiments. These reflections have been 
well underway in the Army for several years now. In the 
2000s, the Army came to the forefront of this field with the 
digitization of the battlefield (NEB). Almost fifteen years later, 
the lessons learned from the French and allied digitized com-
mitments of the early 2000s have retained a large part of 
their value3. In addition, an in depth study is underway, con-
ducted by Army Staff and Land Forces Command (CFT), to 
increase the agility of command posts deployed in opera-
tions. Finally, preparatory work for the draft military planning 
law for 2019-2025 has enabled the Army Staff to consolidate 
a global vision in the field of innovation and research for the 
integration of new technologies. “Digital transformation, big 
data, artificial intelligence and system networking have 
opened up new opportunities in areas as diverse as recon-
naissance and 3D mapping, electronic warfare, collaborative 
combat, autonomous navigation of mobile robots, predictive 
maintenance, decision-making and command support, opera-
tional simulation or even human resources4.” There is nothing 
new about this issue, but the Army is resolute in upholding it.  

Before going any further, let us first outline the framework of 
this paper, starting with the term ‘operational decision-
making’. The Russian-American corporate strategist, Igor 
Ansoff (1918-2002), distinguished three types of decision-
making. Strategic decisions, taken by the company’s top 
management, deal with general guidance and have long-term 
implications, affecting the company’s future. Operational 
decisions are made by the company’s managerial staff. They 
have medium-term implications and important consequences 
for the organization. They carry a significant level of risk. Tac-
tical decisions have a limited scope and represent a minor 
risk. They are taken by the managers or the employees. In 
this paper, we will take a less restrictive view and class under 
the heading of operational decision-making any complex rea-
soning process related to operations, regardless of the level 
considered, whose study can be facilitated by reference to 
theoretical models. This process is characterized by four 
phases: knowledge acquisition, problem modeling, selection 
and control of the action. Secondly, this notion of decision-
making will be mainly studied from the specific angle of the 

Army. The land environment, unlike any other, is character-
ized by its heterogeneity and very high complexity, both 
physical and human. However, as we will see later, since Ar-
my operations always take place in an airland, or even an 
inter-domain environment, it would be out of the question to 
completely dissociate land and joint commands in this paper. 

As early as 2016, prospective work in the lead up to the docu-
ment Future Land Action5 (ATF) highlighted eight operational 
superiority factors (FSO), including efficiency of command6. 
The document highlights that while technology plays a role in 
this factor, it is only one factor. Over recent years, there has 
been essential work on the impact and the potential contri-
butions of new technologies. However, this should not ob-
struct the fact that decision-making in war is primarily based 
on human factors, and will be for a long time to come. Above 
all, decision making requires the ability of an operational 
commander to take into account the complexity and uncer-
tainty inherent to warfare. Considering the number of civilian 
and military studies on the subject, careful reflection is need-
ed on the fundamental principles of current operational deci-
sion-making. This paper aims to contextualize the current 
direction taken by the CDEC. Focusing solely on the techno-
logical dimension would not be consistent with reflections on 
improving command performance. With the ultimate goal to 
maintain our position as one of the world’s leading military 
powers, the stakes are high. This paper will review the histor-
ical and theoretical foundations of operational decision-
making and the meaning behind this concept. Looking into 
how command systems can be improved leads us to question 
how they came TO be and what their purpose is.   

“The true school of command is therefore general culture. 
Through it, thought is made to exercise orderly, to distinguish 
in things between the essential and the ancillary, to perceive 
consequences and interferences, in short, to rise to that de-
gree where the grand scheme of things is revealed without 
prejudice to nuances. There is no illustrious captain who has 
not had a taste and feeling for the heritage of the human 
spirit. At the basis of Alexander’s victories, we always find 
Aristotle7.” 

First, we should make some 
clarifications. In the broadest 
sense, the notion of decision-
making applies to any entity 
with a living or artificial neu-
ronal system. This movement is 
set in motion when there is a 
need for action resulting from a 
problem or a requirement, 
without the action to be taken 
in return being considered as 
an instant response. Decision-
making is based on complex 



RÉFLEXION 

June 2019—3 

cognitive processes, which can be based on rational 
(established and measurable facts) and/or metaphysical (which 
are beyond sensitive knowledge and experience) arguments. 
Cognitive processes correspond to perception, attention, sen-
sation, memory, representation, language, reasoning, categori-
zation, recognition, learning, emotion, forgetting, action, indi-
vidual and collective behavior, and collective phenomena. Sev-
eral theological and philosophical theories address this ques-
tion. Praxeology has dealt with the study of human action 
since the end of the 19th century. This is a term now mainly 
associated with the Austrian economist Ludwig von Mises 
(1881-1973), although he did not coin it. Praxeology refers to 
the interdisciplinary study of behaviors, from the perspective 
of choice and performance. This field of study is broadly based 
on the contributions of cognitive sciences. It finds applications 
in social sciences, politics, economics, business administration 
(management) and, of course, in the art and science of war. It 
is central to current research in the field of artificial intelli-
gence development. It would be out of the question to address 
all of these theories in this paper. Conversely, it seems appro-
priate to consider those that allow is to view the issue as a 
whole, i.e. what the performance of operational command 
includes, by conceptualizing and simply going through the no-
tion of operational decision-making. The first approach is 
aimed at identifying what can be considered as the fundamen-
tal references of France’s modern decision-making culture. 
Ultimately, this approach will help to explain what we under-
stand as operational command, by clarifying the connection 
between decision-making (processes and procedures), the 
means to achieve it (a staff and decision support tools) and the 
decision-maker (the operational commander). 

The philosophical roots of the search for knowledge and 
decision-making. 

In the beginning was confrontation. Dialectics (from the an-
cient Greek dialegesthai: to converse, and dialegein: to sort, to 
distinguish) has been a prominent feature in Western philoso-
phy ever since antiquity. Formalized by the pre-Socratic think-
er, Zeno of Elea (ca. 490 - 430 B.C.), its use spread after Plato’s 
dialogues8. Dialectics refers to a movement of thought that, 
through opposition and confrontation, makes it possible to 
attain knowledge. At the same time, it is a method of discus-
sion, reasoning, questioning and interpretation. Plato’s work 
refutes of any kind of empiricism because the world has too 
many different obstacles to understanding. According to Plato, 
knowledge can only be the product of pure reason. Dialectics, 
as a rational and methodical approach, makes it possible to 
successively verify concepts and proposals in order to reach 
knowledge and allow action aimed at the Good. Plato uses 
both types of reasoning specific to dialectics. The first is the 
method of division, which consists of going through step by 
step the object you are trying to define. He then uses the 
method of consequences, which consists of examining and 
testing all the implications of a hypothesis. Dialectics became 
widely spread in the Middle Ages and has since become a clas-
sic reasoning technique. It generally works by opposing a thesis 
and its antithesis, and then attempts to overcome the resulting 
contradiction by developing a final synthesis. One of Plato’s 
disciples, Aristotle9, who was also tutor of to the young Alexan-

der of Macedonia, refuted Plato’s purely rationalist approach. 
He determined two phases in decision-making. The first phase 
analyzes the situation and discusses it. It highlights possible 
options, with their strengths, weaknesses and risks. The sec-
ond phase entails the definite choice of a course of action. To 
use modern, military decision-making terminology, the deliber-
ation phase focuses on the study of the general framework of 
action and leads to the development of a concept of operation, 
while the selection phase selects a course of action. In this 
process of questioning, Aristotle insisted on the necessary re-
course to the moral virtue of prudence, or practical wisdom 
called phronèsis. According to Aristotle, phronesis is the part of 
the rational soul that deals with the domain of contingent 
things. It is opposed to the other part of the rational soul, 
which he called sophia, the theoretical wisdom whose domain 
is that of established things. Phronèsis is an empirical 
knowledge rather than a learned or deduced knowledge (the 
one given to us by sophia). It lies in the realm of the reasona-
ble rather than the pure rational. It calls on the subjectivity of 
the decision-maker and may oppose or complement the exclu-
sive objectivity required by sophia. In situations of uncertainty, 
Phronèsis is thus geared towards action. In the decision-
making process, it allows for analysis of the context, the vari-
ous courses of actions and their consequences. It sets the 
framework for the second phase, the selection process. As 
Lieutenant Colonel de Gaulle suggested in 1934, one is tempt-
ed to think that Alexander’s decision-making in warfare had its 
origins in the teachings of his tutor.  

During the Renaissance, Niccolò Machiavelli10 built on the Aris-
totelian approach with his principle of Fortuna and Virtù, pos-
iting that nature is only marked by contingency (Fortuna). Ac-
cording to Machiavelli, it was mainly character, determination, 
subjectivity and intuition (Virtù) that would enable the decision
-maker to make timely and contingent choices to solve a prob-
lem. Conversely, Descartes11 considered that only reason made 
us human (ego sum, ego existo12). Only intelligence and pure 
reason would make it possible to carry out the action success-
fully. In his Discourse, Descartes proposed a method based on 
four rules to avoid error. He developed a philosophy of doubt, 
aiming to reconstruct knowledge on certain foundations, with 
reference to the certainty provided by mathematics. During 
the Enlightenment, dominated by the cult of science, Kant13 
took the opposite view from pure Cartesianism and questioned 
the uncertainty and weakness of metaphysical argumentation 
aimed at the knowledge of being (spirit, nature, God, matter, 
etc.), the causes of the universe and the first principles of 
knowledge. In order to reinforce the metaphysical approach he 
considered essential, this approach led him to establish a criti-
cal examination of the possibilities of reason. Subsequently, 
while seeking to move away from purely philosophical abstrac-
tions, Nicolas de Condorcet, a scientist and a politician of the 
Enlightenment, proposed an original voting method that al-
lowed a rational choice between several candidates. He there-
by formalized a decision-making process that he divided into 
three phases. The first dealt with the principles that could con-
stitute the general framework of decision-making and focused 
on determining the different aspects of a problem, their impli-
cations and the options to consider for decision-making. The 
second clarified the issue and took into consideration the opin-



RÉFLEXION 

June 2019—4 

 

ions of the actors involved in the problem, compared them, 
contrasted them, and retained only a limited number of them. 
The last phase selected an option based on specific criteria 
chosen by the voters. 

One of the earliest methods of 
tactical decision-making process 
can be attributed to Sieur du Prais-
sac at the beginning of the 17th 
century. “Any military issue can be 
resolved with the following: by 
whom, if, with whom, where, 
when, how, and how many14.” This 
extract reflects the need for any 
military leader of the time to adopt 
a rational approach to the battle. 

In the spirit of the Enlightenment philosophy, Guibert15, Bour-
cet16 and Joly de Maïzeroy17 later set out their own methods, 
which sought to determine the best way to provide a frame-
work for decision-making in war. 

The positivist movement was one of the landmarks of the 
Enlightenment. Auguste Comte, who was both influenced and 
critical of the Enlightenment, initiated this trend at the end of 
the 19th century. Positivism rejects any metaphysical specula-
tion and the idea that only facts of experience and their rela-
tions can be the object of certain knowledge. This trend had a 
very strong influence on a number of French officers after the 
defeat of 1870. Major General Jules Lewal, Commandant of 
the École Supérieure de Guerre (Command and General Staff 
College) from 1877 to 1880, spent twenty years conducting 
research and experiments to help to rebuild French military 
thinking. In 1892, he published an Introduction à la partie pos-
itive de la stratégie (Introduction to the Positive Part of Strat-
egy18). He also developed a method of tactical reasoning, the 
Lewal method, which was a forerunner of our current land 
forces tactical decision-making procedure (Méthode d’élabo-
ration d’une décision opérationnelle tactique – MEDOT19).  

The relationship between Zeno of Elea and the MEDOT may 
seem bold given the above concise statement. Nonetheless, it 
is a claim supported by texts, some dating back almost twenty
-five centuries. This approach aims to highlight the intellectual 
roots of the Western and, more particularly, French decision-
making culture. Ever since antiquity, there has been a con-
stant distinction between a purely rationalist decision-making 
method and a purely empirical approach. Various theories 
have been put forward as an extension of Cartesianism, which 
attempt to explain the concept of decision-making and to de-
scribe a model that could make it more rational. Thus, 
throughout the history of Western thought, scientific progress 
has always led to the temptation to adopt a purely scientific 
or procedural approach to access knowledge or solve a prob-
lem. This distinction reveals in many thinkers a continuous 
search for compromise between rationality and subjectivity to 
enable decision-making. It was Henri Bergson20 who, at the 
beginning of the 20th century, ultimately highlighted this es-
sential compromise to guide action. According to him, intui-
tion is different from intelligence, but it does not oppose it. 

Intuition is only possible after a protracted intellectual effort, 
such as a synthetic re-entry of the data processed by intelli-
gence. In addition, intuition can only be communicated 
through intelligence. The determination of this compromise is 
thus based on Machiavelli’s famous Virtù, on those intellectu-
al and moral abilities specific to an individual, which make it 
possible, when faced with a problem, to determine goals, 
acquire the appropriate knowledge and make choices in spite 
of an uncertain and hazardous environment with varying de-
grees of complexity. Having established the philosophers’ 
conceptual framework, let us now consider how these ideas 
would be reflected in the works of writers interested in the 
concept of war. 

Strategists and the war leader’s bounded rationality. 

Let us examine how Western military thinkers and strategists 
have elected to initiate reasoning on the principles of decision
-making and action in armed conflicts since the beginning of 
the 18th century. These practice-based approaches have 
made it possible to theorize the various ways the processes of 
acquiring the knowledge necessary to wage war, but also to 
gradually establish a true Western philosophy of decision-
making in war. In this section, without claiming again to be 
exhaustive, we will focus on authors who could characterize 
these various theories profitably and simply.  

On a recurrent basis and up until the present day, the reflec-
tions of most strategists revealed several factors that hinder 
or increase the ability to develop knowledge, i.e. to under-
stand a situation, as well as to make decisions in war. These 
factors relate mainly to uncertainty, which is closely linked to 
human nature, including that of the adversary, and to intui-
tiveness, which is crucial for the war leader in order to think 
and conduct the action. Based on these developments, these 
thinkers deduced that it was mainly his subjective analytical 
skills, his ‘eye’, that determined a war leader’s decision-
making ability. Hervé Coutau-Bégarie summed it up simply: 
“The great leader is the one who understands and acts accord-
ingly. This is very rare21.”  

First of all, it is interesting to note that among classical and 
neoclassical thinkers22, French and Prussian23 authors have 
mainly contributed to reflections on war for almost three cen-
turies. The Swiss Jomini is an exception, notwithstanding the 
fact that he began his military career as a volunteer in the 
French Army. It was Marshal Ney, with whom he served, who 
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helped him to publish his 
Traité de Grande Tactique 
(Treatise on Grand Military 
Operations). Subsequent-
ly, the contributions of 
British thinkers such as 
Fuller and Liddel-Hart, 
although of definite value, 
were of a more restricted 
kind and, in some re-
spects, more biased and 
questionable. Conversely, 
the mutual influences be-
tween the French and 
Prussian military ways of 
thinking are considerable 
and culminated in the works of Clausewitz and then Foch; fun-
damental in the development of modern French military think-
ing. With Frederick II24, Maurice of Saxe25, Guibert26, and then 
Bülow27 as their forerunners, to name but a few, classical theo-
rists, influenced by the spirit of the Enlightenment in the 18th 
century and by positivism in the 19th century, sought to identi-
fy consistency in war. Determining consistency aims to estab-
lish laws, i.e. universal principles whose knowledge would ex-
plain the victories of the past and make it possible to win fu-
ture battles or wars. The renowned principles laid down by 
Foch, refined and then adopted by the French Army, are a case 
in point. These principles, which support military thinking and 
doctrines of force employment, are still essential concepts for 
guiding the reasoning of operational decision-makers and their 
staffs28. They are part of a culture, or even a military identity, in 
each of the countries that have developed them. However, 
critics of such invariants to war argue that all these principles 
are likely to be invalidated by numerous exceptions drawn 
from military history. The universality and timelessness of such 
principles, which have been established as dogmas, do indeed 
raise questions. Clausewitz thus stated that “war is a chamele-
on whose nature changes with each engagement29.” Foch 
therefore insisted on the need to develop and be acquainted 
with “fixed principles, to be applied in a flexible way, according 
to the circumstances of each case, which is always specific and 
requires to be considered in itself30.” As a result, obeying these 
principles is not deemed as easy as it might seem, due to the 
uncertainty and complexity of any operational commitment. 
Clausewitz summarized the problem of decision-making in war-
time and the skills it requires in the following way: “War is the 
domain of uncertainty; three quarters of the elements on which 
action is based remain in the fog of some degree of uncertainty. 
More than in any other field, a subtle and penetrating intelli-
gence is required to be able to discern and instinctively appreci-
ate the truth31.” Clausewitz conceptualized uncertainty around 
two essential notions: the fog of war and friction, to which he 
added the phenomena of chance and disorder. Subsequently, 
since “the unknown is the factor that governs war”, to use 
Foch’s expression, the decision-maker must design the action 
by integrating this fact, not by denying it. To this end, he devel-
oped the theory of ‘bounded rationality’, in reference to the 
words of the American economist and sociologist, Herbert Si-
mon, taken up by Major General Vincent Desportes in his book 

Décider dans l'incertitude (Deciding in the Dark). Faced with an 
operational problem, it is therefore necessary to adopt a way 
of thinking that is not inhibited by the unavoidable constraints 
always found in war, “always insufficient information, the im-
possibility of considering all solutions and the inability to ana-
lyze them to the full extent of their consequences32.” 

However, the theories of most strategists and their principles 
of war do not adequately reflect the reality of war, the main 
essence of which remains man. Man, with his culture, his ide-
ology, his strengths and his intellectual, emotional and physical 
limitations, is central to the issue of decision-making, especially 
in war. Colonel Ardant du Picq, taking the opposite view to the 
positivist trend and the sometimes purely scientific nature of 
war studies in France, knew perfectly well how to place this 
dimension in the discussions at the beginning of the 20th cen-
tury. “Combat is the ultimate goal of the armed forces and man 
is the primary instrument of combat; nothing can be wisely 
prepared in an army - establishment, organization, discipline, 
tactics, all things that are like the fingers of one hand - without 
the exact knowledge of the primary instrument, man, and his 
moral state at this definitive moment of combat33.” In times of 
war when the stakes are high and his very survival is some-
times under threat, the decision-maker can be subjected to “a 
strong inhibition that limits his capacity for reflection, and a 
compelling need to act34.” The psychological and emotional 
stress in combat affects, more than in any other field, the deci-
sion-making abilities of individuals, sometimes to the point of 
sideration. The work done by US neuroscientist Antonio Dama-
sio has since confirmed that decision-making is in fact largely 
influenced by emotions35. These would thus play a critical role 
in what is referred to as ‘intuitive decision-making’. Similarly, 
social intelligence, or interpersonal intelligence, which makes it 
possible to understand others (their thoughts, their feelings) 
and to interact effectively in situations of collaboration, negoti-
ation or confrontation, is an essential aspect of the ability to 
enable appropriate understanding of an environment and an 
adversary. 

Man is also the enemy. Let us now turn to him, since he is usu-
ally the essential provider of opposition, of friction against our 
own will. For General Beaufre, “strategy is the art of the dialec-
tic of two opposing wills using force to resolve their dispute36.” 
Just like us, the opponent sets goals for himself, which he usu-
ally tries to conceal. He designs a maneuver, which is not al-
ways straightforward or necessarily rational in our eyes. He can 
cheat, deceive, but also err in his assessment or make mistakes 
when conducting his maneuver. The uncertainty induced by 
the enemy is all the greater as he can be numerous and unpre-
dictable. The context of some of the operations of the past 
decades, in which a force was deployed as an interposition 
force between factions, has often provided an example for it37. 
In these respects, the analogy between war and chess is ulti-
mately misleading. First of all, the transparency of the battle-
field and the balanced relationship between two players only in 
chess are not usually found in war. In addition, the ‘closed 
world’ of a chessboard limits game play, even if the possibilities 
are considerable38, and gives players the opportunity to learn, 
anticipate and duplicate ‘moves’. However, the enemy can 
always be surprising, especially as the battle has not taken 
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place in a tilt-yard since medieval times. The comparison with 
lying poker is then probably more appropriate. Multiple play-
ers have no clear vision of the resources of the various oppo-
nents at the beginning of the game, which they will use with-
out necessarily following rules established beforehand. The 
players’ actions and reactions, particularly at psychological 
level, are therefore fundamental in trying to decipher the op-
ponents’ intentions and potentially defeat them, if chance has 
anything to do with it. In a less trivial way, the US economist 
and strategist Edward Luttwak39, conceptualized this notion of 
action/reaction by establishing a difference between the linear 
decision-maker and the paradoxical decision-maker. The linear 
decision-maker identifies problems, describes them, develops 
the solution according to their nature and implements it. How-
ever, according to Luttwak, the linear decision-maker does not 
take into account the fundamental aspect of war, i.e. the dia-
lectic of wills, the contrary intention and the opponent’s reac-
tions to a decision taken. Thus, operational decision-making 
does not only consist in matching resources to achieve objec-
tives, but also and above all, in making the opponent’s reac-
tion support our goals. Otherwise, the chosen solution re-
mains ineffective or even counterproductive. Against the line-
ar decision-maker, Luttwak puts forward the paradoxical deci-
sion-maker who, in turn, integrates this dialectic of wills into 
his maneuver and takes into account one of the main require-
ments of operational decision-making, i.e. acting to degrade 
the other’s decision-making capacity. Finally, since uncertainty 
is the same for both sides, the winner is the one who, through 
his bounded rationality, his ‘eye’ and his intuition, will be able 
to take the best decision-making initiative quickly by conceal-
ing his goals and his potential, by understanding those of the 
opponent, and thus by acting against his will. The latter acting 
in the same way, one of the keys to success in war is to get the 
adversary to reveal his intention, his disposition and his vul-
nerabilities by provoking reactions, usually through contact, 
and therefore by committing resources that are always scarce. 
Understanding the opponent can thus be really achieved only 
during action40 and calls first upon experience, or even often 
on occasional failure. There is therefore systematically a cost 
to be incurred in learning from the enemy, thus dispelling part 
of the fog of war and adapting one’s own maneuver. This was 
summed up by Army General Mangin in 1920 when he stated: 
“The enemy is a good teacher, but his lessons are expensive41.” 

Since the 18th century, all 
strategists have noted the 
contradictory coexistence 
of two main currents, 
sometimes found in the 
same author, like Jomini. 
The first trend is that of a 
decision-making philoso-
phy that emphasizes mili-
tary genius, the ‘eye’ and 
instinct. The second estab-
lishes a theory of 
knowledge, which postu-
lates the presence of sci-
entific consistency. Extol-

ing military genius as classical authors have done, and as the 
military institution still does today, is not only about the need 
to establish traditions and raise up righteous role models for 
new generations of officers. It reflects in a very pragmatic way 
the inability of purely scientific models to dispel the fog of war 
and reduce man-made friction. The leader’s intuition there-
fore represents the necessary compromise between a purely 
rationalist approach and a purely empirical approach to battle. 
The leader’s ability to throw off the temptation of absolute 
rationality and let his intuition prevail in the face of circum-
stances, and hence to take risks, would thus be the military 
leader’s distinctive feature. In The Edge of the Sword, Lieuten-
ant-Colonel de Gaulle stated that it was the leader’s instinct 
that provided the concrete framework for action. “Assessing 
the circumstances in each particular case is therefore the es-
sential role of the leader. Because he knows them, measures 
them, exploits them, he is victorious; because he ignores them, 
judges them badly, neglects them, he is defeated. It is on con-
tingencies that action must be built42.” We are again confront-
ed here with Machiavelli’s famous Virtù. However, as he con-
tinued, instinct was not enough; it also required a strong ca-
pacity for synthesis, so as to give each factor its rightful place, 
a synthesis that generally reflects uncommon ability. Finally, 
synthesis was only beneficial if it was accompanied by self-
appraisal, by the power to distance oneself from the pressures 
of the environment: “All the great men of action were think-
ers. All of them had, to the highest degree, the ability to with-
draw into themselves, to deliberate within themselves43.” 
Bergson, at the same time, professed exactly the same princi-
ples in his lectures: contingency of action, role of internal de-
liberation, importance of fair judgment. Do we not also find in 
these aspects the entire Aristotelian concept developed in 
Nicomachean Ethics? As Jean Guitton44 pointed out, the man 
of action and the man of thought are never very far apart.  

The staff, the essential decision-making tool of the war 
leader. 

As we have seen above, command can be considered an art as 
it is centered on a leader’s personality, talent, spontaneous 
inspiration and ultimately on the expression of his personal 
intent. It is also a science because it cannot be effective with-
out methods, systems and organizations. In fact, the ability to 
exercise operational command seems to be the result of a 
particular alchemy, the effects of which are, incidentally, nev-
er secured. Napoleon was experiencing weakness throughout 
his campaigns, which eventually led to Waterloo. Lieutenant-
General Henri Navarre, who was held responsible for the Dien 
Bien Phu disaster45, had previously been a noted leader with 
sound judgment during the First World War, in the Levant dur-
ing the interwar period and then during the Second World 
War. The decision-making ability of the same leader may 
therefore be altered or strengthened over the years. Like her-
oism, military genius is probably not a constant fact in an indi-
vidual46 and depends on circumstances and the environment. 
The decision-maker should therefore be assisted in the exer-
cise of his command by a limited and immediate group of sub-
ordinates, facilitating his grasp of the environment and ena-
bling him to design, have his intention carried out and then 
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conduct it in the most efficient way. This is the role of a staff. 

The great military commanders, from the ancient times to the 
Renaissance, gathered around them a small group of advisors 
and experts to accompany them during their campaigns. 
These were often civilians temporarily assigned to serve in the 
armed forces of a monarch. These experts were mostly artil-
lerymen (e.g. the Bureau brothers at the Battle of Castillon), 
engineers for bridge building and siegecraft, which then 
played a major role in warfare, supply specialists, messengers 
and clerics. The political and military consequences of the En-
lightenment and of the French Revolution during the 18th 
century led to greater complexity in the art and techniques of 
warfare. Until then, the commander could still see the battle-
field with the naked eye and give orders to his troops almost 
instantly by use of voice, pennants or the sound of trumpets 
or bugles. An increased number of troops imposed a decen-
tralization leading to the development of the divisional system 
by Brigadier General Guibert and extensive theatres of opera-
tions with the Napoleonic campaigns. Controlling operations 
became more complex and required more expertise. The mar-
gin of initiative and subsidiarity granted to subordinate levels 
also became essential to ensure compliance with the com-
mander’s intent, who could no longer conduct operations “on 
sight”. His intent must then be clearly designed and expressed 
in initial orders including specific coordinating measures. The 
lack of precision in the orders given to Lieutenant General 
Grouchy, for example, was paid dearly by the Emperor on 18 
June 1815. The increasing complexity of the art and science of 
war therefore had an impact on how command was exercised 
prior to, and then during the battle. It became essential for the 
military leader to have a small group of officers specialized in 
the administrative tasks of armed forces in the field, capable 
of reading, arguing, explaining and forwarding the most com-
plex orders, thus leaving him free to exercise his command. 

The Austrians formalized such military staffs at the beginning 
of the 18th century, during the reign of Empress Maria There-
sa. At about the same time, under Louis XIV, that they ap-
peared in France47. Under Louis XVI, Marshal Ségur created 
the first corps of staff officers in 1783. Some of them, including 
Berthier, would serve the Emperor extremely well. It was the 
Prussians, with the major reform of the army undertaken by 
Scharnhorst and Clausewitz following the defeat of Jena in 
1806, who really gave substance to the military staffs of mod-
ern European armed forces. As a result, the concept of a staff 
specialist corps was developed; it included specialists trained 
in the planning and conduct of operations at different levels of 
the military system. The organization of armed forces and 
command was changing rapidly throughout Europe. These 
transformations were achieved through technological advanc-
es in transportation, communications and intelligence, and 
significantly changed the way strategic, operational and tacti-
cal decisions were taken. It was at the end of the 19th century, 
and the telegraph and wireless telephony at the beginning of 
the 20th century, that technical means made it possible to 
make information flows much faster than the movements of 
armed forces. It was at this point that the amount of infor-
mation available would really exceed the ability of a single 
individual to integrate all available information. It became 

then vital that the Commander-in-Chief of the Armed Forces 
be able to delegate some of the tasks previously assigned to 
him, while retaining overall control of operations. This control 
required the development of a comprehensive, secure and 
fast communications system. It was the beginning of the com-
munications and information systems (CIS). Officer training 
was also improved in order to tailor armed forces to modern 
warfare by creating effective and reliable chains of command. 
The staff then became a structure deliberately tasked with 
advising and assisting a general officer, integrating infor-
mation, assisting in decision-making, organizing, planning, 
scheduling, drafting orders, controlling their execution, moni-
toring events, and learning from them. This is the modern 
definition of a military staff. 

In France, it was under Napoleon that the general staff was set 
up as a real system, although it was mainly restricted to draft-
ing the Emperor’s orders and administering troops in the field. 
Marshal Berthier, although a poor tactician but an outstanding 
organizer, conceptualized and established this so-called ‘flat’ 
organization, which still characterize most modern staffs. 
Thus, until the end of the 1980s in the French Army, the staffs 
were organized into sections (G). G1 was in charge of person-
nel management, G2 of intelligence, G3 of operations, training 
and employment, and G4 of logistics (transportation, supplies, 
etc.). During the Algerian War, G5 was also in charge of psy-
chological warfare. From 1917, US troops came under French 
command and adopted the organization and procedures then 
existing in French staffs. The Americans kept this type of or-
ganization without major lasting changes until the early 2000s. 
Let us go back a century. In 1818, Marshal Gouvion-Saint-Cyr 
modernized the staff specialist corps, which remained un-
changed until 1876, and established the Royal Staff Corps 
Academy. Drawing lessons from the defeat in the Franco-
Prussian War in 1870, Major General de Cissey, Minister of 
War, decided in 1876 to create the École Supérieure de Guerre 
(War College), which included a two-year course designed to 
prepare officers for staff and command functions, as the Prus-
sians did at the Kriegsakademie. This approach paid off. Facul-
ty members of the École Supérieure de Guerre before 1914, 
such as Lewal, Maillard, Bonnal, Foch, Pétain, Lanrezac, to 
name but a few, contributed to the education of staff officers, 
enabling Marshal Joffre to state in 1918: “In the first few 
weeks of the war, we could never have done what we did had 
the Army’s general staffs not remained rock-solid in the midst 
of the storm, spreading clarity and composure around them. 
They remained - in the most exhausting labor and throughout 
a terrible moral ordeal - clear-headed, flexible, and demon-
strating a skill of execution from which victory would arise48.” 
However, in 1940, the French staffs were totally outperformed 
by the German staffs, whose responsiveness was increased by 
an organization and use of communications skills designed in 
peacetime. Complacent in the laurels of victory, the French 
were slow to integrate into their command organization tech-
nological progress and the new conditions of modern warfare. 
It made them gradually ineffective during the interwar period. 
This observation rightly led Marc Bloch to declare that “an 
idea, in the field of positive sciences or techniques, has no val-
ue other than as an image or a shortcut to concrete facts. Oth-
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erwise, it is reduced to its label, which only covers a small 
amount of void49.” The defeat of 1940, therefore, was above 
all a failure of thought, mainly of our staffs.  

The role of the 
Chief of Staff 
(COS) in this 
type of pyrami-
dal structure is 
essential for 
coordinating the 
action of the 
sections and 
anticipating the 
actions to be 
carried out by 
the staff. Since 
collective work 
requires proce-
dures and 
standardized 

roles and productions, the COS function also ensures con-
sistency and timely production of the orders required by sub-
ordinate units. The decisive roles of Marshal Berthier for Na-
poleon or then Colonel Bayerlein for Field Marshal Rommel 
illustrate the importance of the function. Sometimes a very 
close and reciprocal relationship can also be established be-
tween the operational commander and one of his direct depu-
ties, as was the case with then Brigadier General Weygand for 
then General Foch or then Major General Salan for General de 
Lattre, to name only the most emblematic pairs. These exam-
ples illustrate the added value provided by trusting interac-
tions between a leader and members of his immediate circle. 
The characteristic of great leaders is therefore to know how to 
select those around them and take officers on who are capa-
ble of advising, understanding, interpreting, translating and 
implementing their intuition and will in a concrete way. Refer-
ring to General de Lattre in Indochina, General Beaufre men-
tioned this fundamental dimension. “Here, his method was 
truly personal: he would prepare this phase by selecting care-
fully those around him. It was with them that, collectively, he 
would gradually mature a decision50.” 

The term staff is now used in all complex organizations, large 
corporations, public administrations or political parties, to 
designate a team of experts and advisors around a decision-
maker. Let us now turn to the mutual influences that military, 
sociology and business administration theorists have had for 
more than a century.  

 

The interactions between managerial theories and oper-
ational decision-making in warfare. 

Since the end of the industrial revolution, large capitalist com-
panies have tried to break away from the family management 
model that prevailed at the time. To manage major projects, 
they set up organizations capable of supervising a large num-
ber of people who were not always qualified. The only type of 
organization known at that time, which has proven its effec-
tiveness in performing multiple and complex tasks, was the 
military organization. Through the contributions of the precur-
sors of sociology and the first theorists of business administra-
tion, now called management, the major civilian structures 
gradually adopted military reasoning methods and organiza-
tion at the beginning of the 20th century. Taking into account 
tougher competition, the business world would embrace, over 
time, military decision-making concepts and their terminolo-
gy. The hierarchical organization of most of today’s large pub-
lic administrations and corporations is thus a legacy and an 
adaptation of military organizations. But the story did not end 
there. From the 1960s onwards, US military decision-making 
methods and structures would in turn begin to be influenced 
by business administration methods, which had already incor-
porated advanced information systems. At the same time, 
NATO integration would gradually standardize Western com-
mand structures on an American model, now strongly influ-
enced by management theories. The search for good practices 
in both the civilian and military worlds had finally led, with 
varying degrees of success, to a number of experiments and 
adjustments that foreshadowed what modern command sys-
tems and operational decision-making processes are today. 

Taking into account the issue of decision-
making, let us now see how sociology, man-
agement and cognitive sciences have fo-
cused on developing organizational models 
that ensure optimal efficiency in decision-
making within corporations. The German 
economist and sociologist Max Weber (1864
-1920), considered to be one of the found-
ers of sociology, was attracted by the changes brought about 
in Western society with the advent of modernity. Through his 
analyses of industrial capitalism and bureaucracy, he focused 
mainly on describing the process of rationalizing practical ac-
tion. At the same time, the American engineer Frederick Tay-
lor (1856-1915) developed from 1890 principles and meth-
ods51 leading to what would become ‘scientific management’. 
With Taylorism, for the first time there is a distinction be-
tween operational functions and functional services within 
companies. Operational functions include all activities and 
personnel directly associated with the manufacturing and 
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shipping of goods produced by the company (production, 
sales, logistics, etc.). Functional services include activities and 
personnel that support the company’s main activity (human 
resources, management control, accounting, etc.) or are in-
volved in cross-company projects. Functional services thus 
have a support and expertise role compared to operational 
services. Since the 2000s, the French Army has used this no-
tion of operational functions, whose meaning remains broadly 
the same. Taylor’s work was taken over by Henry Ford (1863-
1947) who perfected and extended the concept from 1908 
onwards, with a model of organization and business develop-
ment that quickly became a reference in the Western world. 
Translated into French in 1912, Taylor’s book also influenced 
the work of a French mining engineer and business leader, 
Henri Fayol, considered to be one of the pioneers of manage-
ment. He developed a theory, Fayolism, which he formalized 
and published in 191652. According to him, the leader is the 
key element of good management. Responsible for the suc-
cess or failure of a company, he must possess specific quali-
ties, which are not innate and can only be acquired with train-
ing and experience. These qualities are extremely similar to 
those expected of a military leader: health and physical vigor; 
intelligence and intellectual vigor; moral qualities (will, perse-
verance, audacity, courage of responsibility, sense of duty, 
concern for the general interest); strong general culture; 
broad competence in the main trade of the company; man-
agement knowledge; and the art of handling people. Fayol 
therefore introduced the notion that future leaders should be 
selected according to their qualities, but that these were not 
enough. Assuming that a leader can only supervise a small 
number of people (5 to 10), he should be able to rely on ex-
perts (a staff) and management tools. For Fayol, a manager 
performs five acts that he called ‘Elements of Management’: 
planning, organizing, command, coordination and control. 
Finally, he detailed modern management tools, such as score-
boards for management control or strategic monitoring for 
anticipation. These tools were intended to ensure the most 
rational decision-making process. We will see in the second 
part of this paper that all the principles set out by Fayol are 
now found in what the military calls Command & Control (C2).  

But rationality, as established by the organization, does not 
ensure that rational decision-making will prevail. Like Armed 
Forces in war, companies face uncertainty stemming from 
contingency and competition, cognitive limitations to the in-
creased number of complex information, and the more or less 
assertive emotional and social intelligence of any decision-
maker. Moreover, decision-making is becoming more complex 
and arduous than in a military organization, considering the 
less assertive collective nature of the objectives pursued by a 
company. Beyond the organization, maximum rationality in 
decision-making must therefore be guaranteed by methods 
and processes. Thus, in the mid-1950s, sociology and work on 
corporate management made it possible to classify the types 
of decision-making: decision-making in an established environ-
ment, decision-making in a risky environment and decision-
making in an unpredictable environment. This typology makes 
it possible to better formalize the decision-making processes 
specific to the operation of a company or administration. Her-

bert Simon (1916-2001)53 is considered to be the father of the 
decision-making theory and the concept of bounded rationali-
ty, which earned him the Nobel Prize. Simon assumed that in a 
given environment decision-makers do not choose the ‘best 
solution’ but the most satisfactory solution, taking into ac-
count their level of awareness, their motivation and their true 
capacity for action. Randomness, chance, and unpredictability 
defeat our ability to use determinism and hence, the principle 
of causality, to our advantage. In his work, he determined 
what he called a “substantive” rationality, which is understood 
as the perfect rationality of the Cartesian, then French positiv-
ist approach, and which assumes that the individual has all the 
necessary information and sufficient ‘computing’ skills to 
make the optimal decision. Since these conditions are very 
rarely met, he therefore turned to a medium-term relation-
ship between total rationality and the renunciation of all ra-
tionality, which he called procedural rationality. It is a method 
of reasoning based on procedures to mitigate the uncertainty 
factor limiting rationality. We can also remember from Si-
mon’s work his theorization of the notion of staff (be it civilian 
or military). He thus insisted on the triple interest covered by 
an appropriate organization in the decision-making process. 
First, establishing and using routine procedures makes it easi-
er to deal with uncertainty. Conversely, the organization al-
lows the decision-making process to be divided among several 
experts. Finally, sequencing decision-making helps to limit the 
risk of error and can help to correct errors of assessment. Si-
mon thus attributed the following linear elements to any deci-
sion-making process:  

 - identifying the problem and collecting the information 
necessary to solve it; 

 -a research process to discover goals and formulate 
specific objectives; 

 -defining and selecting options to achieve these objec-
tives;  

 -assessing results; 

 -working out a performance strategy. 

It is therefore not surprising to find that, toda,y the entire se-
quence in civilian and military operational decision-making 
methods, including in particular NATO’s operational decision-
making method, the Comprehensive Operations Planning Di-
rective (COPD)54,  has adopted at strategic55 and operational56 
levels by the French Army in 2012. For land forces at tactical 
level, the Tactical Operational Decision Making Method 
(MEDOT)57 covers only the first three steps of the process de-
scribed by Simon. 

However, experience shows that the decision-making process 
seldom leads linearly from the identification of the problem, 
the famous “What is it all about?” of Foch, to its solution, the 
desired end state. The objectives of a decision are often con-
firmed only during the action, due to the uncertainty associat-
ed with variable environmental conditions, in particular com-
petition or the enemy. Thus, studies and lessons learned on 
complex decision-making have shown that the steps described 
by Simon are not often followed in an ideal way. The interme-
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diate conclusions of each of these steps can generally only be 
based on assumptions that make it possible to overcome un-
certain or unknown factors in order to complete the search for 
solutions. In many cases, moreover, uncertainty can only be 
resolved during the action. However, this process can be given 
a certain value because, at specific times prior to the action, it 
allows a decision-maker to validate the intermediate conclu-
sions of his staff. Pragmatism and common sense should 
therefore lead in principle to a very flexible use of these meth-
ods. However, this is not always the case, particularly in the 
military field, when the users of these methods, especially if 
they have poor knowledge of them, restrict themselves to 
assigning them only a normative and not an indicative func-
tion. Starting from this difficulty of making a linear decision in 
a complex and changing environment, in 1960, a US Air Force 
pilot, John Boyd, established a diagram to conceptualize his 
ability to beat all his students in simulated air combat. He de-
scribed four sequential processes through a decision-making 
loop: “Observe, Orient, Decide and Act” (OODA). Recognizing 
that any logic model of reality is incomplete or even incon-
sistent, the cycle had therefore to be customized to each new 
observation. This concept was eventually deemed to be appli-
cable in the corporate sector. This loop is for example to be 
compared to the Deming Wheel used in quality management 
(PDCA: Plan, Do, Check, Act). By extension, military operation-
al decision-making methods have incorporated this OODA 
concept. Therefore, it is now accepted that methods such as 
the COPD or MEDOT should be understood as iterative and 
incremental logical processes, rather than a succession of 
phases and steps to be carried out.  

Derived from the work of Taylor and Fayol, then enriched by 
Simon’s, the theory of organizations has now become an au-
tonomous scientific discipline, aiming to identify principles of 
administration and direction of work. This discipline, on the 
border line between economics, sociology, management and 
political science, describes the likely types of structures for 
any type of organization dedicated to decision-making. Matrix 
structures are part of the typology described in organizational 
theories. This type of structures is part of a set of practices 
that have been established to assist in the management of 
projects, such as the US air and space programs in the 1950s. 
Having met with some success in the 1970s, these structures 
were finally abandoned by the large companies (e.g. General 
Motors and Sony) that had adopted them in the 1980s, be-
cause they generated too many implementation problems 
given their performance in their operation. From the mid-
1990s, however, with the concept of Revolution in Military 
Affairs (RMA), which aimed to contain technologies giving con-
trol of various environments and information flows, the US 
armed forces were inspired by work on matrix organizations to 
devise new types of command structures. Subsequently con-
fronted with information management and decision-making 
problems during their engagements in Iraq and Afghanistan, 
US forces finally adopted some of these models to upgrade 
their operational staffs from the late 2000s. Thus, the ISAF 
Joint Command in Kabul operated from 2010 to 2013 in a ma-
trix mode. Also adopted for a time at NATO, which tested it 
from 2011 to 2014 with the Allied Joint Force Command in 

Brunssum, this type of organization was finally abandoned 
because it required too many resources in view of the opera-
tional results obtained. In addition to ignoring the experiences 
of large civilian companies that had tried the matrix, the draft-
ers of these staffs had certainly neglected an essential as-
sumption in Simon’s theories. Decision-making is based on 
information, but information collection is directed by the law 
of diminishing returns. It means that collection has a cost, 
which reduces and then cancels out the gain that can be ex-
pected, by increasing the efforts produced by the information 
requirements.  

As we have tried to show in this brief overview, the operation-
al decision-making culture in France is rooted in a long history. 
In recent decades, it has undergone significant changes, main-
ly due to the relentless pace of scientific progress and a com-
mendable desire on the part of military leaders and private 
and public officials to learn from each other’s good practices. 
Today, faced with the challenges posed by the integration of 
new technologies, but also the opportunities they offer, man-
agement experts and specialists in military doctrine are ques-
tioning the relevance of the Napoleonic hierarchical model, 
which still prevails in companies and our operational com-
mand structures. 

Exchanges between these two worlds have thus intensified 
with varying degrees of success over the past century, to the 
point of sometimes causing confusion. Thus, decision-making 
structures, methods and processes, sometimes ideally suited 
for the business world, now seem to have taken precedence 
over the real determinants of decision-making in war. In fact, 
the notions of fog of war, complexity, adversity, contingency, 
and personality of the leader are not well suited to manage-
ment tools that require quantifiable and objective data to ena-
ble decision-making. The second part of this paper therefore 
led us to question what the notion of operational command 
covers today. The issue is whether modern command systems 
have not in the end become distorted, due to an abusive use 
of technology and procedures, thereby distancing them from 
their primary purposes: reducing complexity, facilitating deci-
sion-making and accelerating the production and transmission 
of orders. Without this prior reflection, it is unlikely that an 
approach aimed at improving command performance will 
achieve convincing results over the long term.  

——————————— 

1Becht, Olivier and Gassilloud, Thomas, Mission d’information 
sur les enjeux de la numérisation des armées (Fact-Finding 
Mission on the Challenges of the Digitization in the Armed 
Forces), National Assembly, 30 May 2018. http://
www2.assemblee-nationale.fr/documents/notice/15/rap-info/
i0996/(index)/rapports-information. 
2Google, Apple, Facebook, Amazon and Microsoft.  
3Goya, Michel, Des électrons et des hommes, nouvelles techno-
logies de l’information et conduite des opérations (Electrons 
and People, New Information Technologies and Conduct of 
Operations), CDEF, 2005. https://fr.calameo.com/
read/00000977935074d93824c. 
4L’armée de Terre se prépare aux années 2020. Entretien avec 
le général Jean-Pierre Bosser, Chef d’État-Major de l’Armée de 

http://www2.assemblee-nationale.fr/documents/notice/15/rap-info/i0996/(index)/rapports-information
http://www2.assemblee-nationale.fr/documents/notice/15/rap-info/i0996/(index)/rapports-information
http://www2.assemblee-nationale.fr/documents/notice/15/rap-info/i0996/(index)/rapports-information


RÉFLEXION 

June 2019—11 

Terre (The Army Is Getting Ready for the 2020s. Interview with 
the Army Chief of Staff, General Bosser). Interview by Joseph 
Henrotin, on 14 May 2018, featured in the special issue No. 60 
of DSI, June-July 2018. http://
www.defense24.news/2018/06/08/larmee-de-terre-se-
prepare-aux-annees-2020/.  
5Action Terrestre Future : demain se gagne aujourd’hui (Future 

Land Action: Tomorrow Is Won Today), Army Staff (EMAT), 

2016.http://www.defense.gouv.fr/content/

download/487834/7804552/file/2016AdT-
6ActionTerrestreFuture.pdf. 

ATF : Le FSO du jour « la performance du commandement 

» (Future Land Action: Today’s Operational Superiority Factor, 

‘Command Performance’); https://www.defense.gouv.fr/

terre/mediatheque/documentations/action-terrestre-future-

les-facteurs-de-supe-riorite-ope-rationnelle-fso/atf-le-fso-du-

jour-la-performance-du-commandement 
7de Gaulle, Charles, Vers l'Armée de métier (The Army of the 
Future), Berger-Levrault, 1934, reprinted as Le fil de l'épée et 
autres écrits (The Edge of the Sword and Other Writings), Plon, 
1999.  

8The dialogues refer to Plato’s entire work (ca. 428 - 348 BC). 

However, the interested reader may wish to refer to The Sym-

posium, in which the thinker discusses the particular topic of 

the acquisition of knowledge. Le banquet (The Symposium), 

Flammarion, reprinted in 2016. 
9Aristotle (384 - 322 B.C.), Éthique à Nicomaque (Nicomachean 

Ethics), Vrin - Bibliothèque des Textes Philosophiques, 1990. 

10Machiavelli, Niccolò (1469 - 1527), L’art de la guerre (The Art 

of War), Tempus, 2011 and Le Prince (The Prince), Folio clas-

siques, 2007. 
11Descartes, René, Discours de la méthode. Pour bien conduire 

sa raison et chercher la vérité dans les sciences (Discourse on 

the Method of Rightly Conducting One’s Reason and of See-

king Truth in the Sciences), 1637, Flammarion, reprinted in 

2005. 
12Descartes, René, Méditations métaphysiques (Meditations 

on First Philosophy), 1641, Flammarion, reprinted in 2005. 

Kant, Immanuel, Critique de la raison pure (Critique of Pure 

Reason), 1781, Folio, reprinted in 2015. 
13du Praissac, Briefve méthode pour résoudre facilement toute 

question militaire proposée (A Brief Method for Resolving Ea-

sily Any Proposed Military Issue), Paris, 1617, (https://

books.google.fr/books?

id=nYT83D83LuEC&printsec=frontcover&hl=fr#v=onepage&q

&f=false). 
15de Guibert, Jacques-Antoine-Hippolyte, Essai général de tac-
tique, précédé d'un discours sur l'état actuel de la politique et 
de la science militaire en Europe (A General Essay on Tactics), 
libraires associés, 1772, http://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/
bpt6k5408326q/f1.vertical, reprinted, Économica, 2004. 
16de Bourcet, Pierre-Joseph, Principes de la guerre de mon-

tagnes (Principles of war in the mountains), 1775, (https://
gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k86486q), reprinted, Hachette, 
2016. 
17Joly de Maïzeroy, Paul-Gédéon, La tactique discutée et ré-

duite à ses véritables principes (Tactics Discussed and Reduced 

to its True Principles), Paris, 1773. 
18Lewal, Jules, Introduction à la partie positive de la stratégie 

(Introduction to the Positive Part of Strategy), L. Baudoin, 

1892. 
19Interested readers may wish to refer to the doctoral thesis in 

history of Brigadier-General Michel Delion at the École Pra-

tique des Hautes Études (Practical School for Higher Studies), 

Histoire de la méthode de raisonnement militaire (History of 

the Military Decision Making Process), 2014 (http://

www.theses.fr/2014EPHE4037). 
20Bergson, Henri, La pensée et le mouvant (The Creative Mind: 

An Introduction to Metaphysics), 1934, Alcan, Flammarion, 

2014.  
21Quoted in Lecomte, Pauline, L'historien de la stratégie, Hervé 

Coutau-Bégarie (The Historian of Strategy, Hervé Coutau-

Bégarie), La Nouvelle Revue d'Histoire, No. 33, 2007. 
22Interested readers will find useful reference in the work of 

Hervé Coutau-Bégarie, who distinguished between classical 

(from the origins to the end of the 18th century), neoclassical 

(19th and early 20th century) and modern (from 1945 on-

wards) strategists in Coutau-Bégarie, Hervé, Traité de stratégie 

(Treaty of Strategy), Économica, 1999, reprinted in 2011. 
23Langendorf, Jean-Jacques, La pensée militaire prussienne. 

Études de Frédéric le Grand à Schlieffen (Prussian Military 

Thought. Studies of Frederick the Great at Schlieffen), 

Économica, 2012. 
24Frédéric II, Discours sur la guerre (On the Art of War) (1750) 

and Instruction militaire du roi de Prusse pour ses généraux 

(Instructions of the King of Prussia to his Generals ),1755. 

http://friedrich.uni-trier.de/fr/  
25de Saxe, Maurice, Mes rêveries (Reveries on the Art of War), 

Durand, 1757, http://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k865593/

f1.vertical, reprinted, Économica, 2015. 
26de Guibert, op. cit. 
27von Bülow, Dietrich, Esprit du système de guerre moderne, 

destiné aux jeunes militaires (Spirit of the Modern War System 

for Young Military Officers), 1799, (http://gallica.bnf.fr/

ark:/12148/bpt6k86490z) quoted in Coutau-Bégarie, Hervé, 

Traité de stratégie (Treaty of Strategy), Économica, 1999, re-

printed in 2011. 
28Clée, Fabrice, Les principes de la guerre : clarification séman-

tique, point de situation et cadre de départ pour de nouvelles 

réflexions doctrinales (The Principles of War: Semantic Clarifi-

cation, Situation Update and Initial Framework for New Doctri-

nal Reflections). Lettre de la doctrine No. 9, CDEC, 2018. 

http://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k5408326q/f1.vertical
http://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k5408326q/f1.vertical
https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k86486q
https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k86486q
http://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k865593/f1.vertical
http://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k865593/f1.vertical


RÉFLEXION 

June 2019—12 

https://www.penseemiliterre.fr/ressources/30084/43/lettre-

09.pdf. 
29von Clausewitz, Carl, De la guerre (On War), 1832, reprinted, 

Tempus, 2014. 
30Foch, Ferdinand, Des principes de la guerre. Conférences faites 

à l’École Supérieure de Guerre (On the Principles of War. Confe-

rences at the École Supérieure de Guerre), Berger-Levrault, 

1903, http://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k86515g/f6.vertical, 

reprinted, Économica, 2007. 
31von Clausewitz, Carl, op. cit. 
32Desportes, Vincent, Décider dans l’incertitude (Deciding in the 

Dark). Économica, 2004.  
33Ardant du Picq, Charles, Études sur le combat : combat an-

tique et combat moderne (Battle Studies), R. Chapelot, 1903, 

reprinted, Économica, 2005. http://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/

bpt6k750536?rk=42918;4 
34Goya, Michel, Sous le feu : la mort comme hypothèse de tra-

vail (Under Fire: Death as a Working Assumption), Tallandier, 

2014.  
35Damasio, Antonio, L'Erreur de Descartes : la raison des émo-

tions (Descartes’ Error: Emotion, Reason, and the Human Brain), 

Paris, Odile Jacob, 1995. 
36Beaufre, André, Introduction à la stratégie (Introduction to 

Strategy), 1963, reprinted, Pluriel, 2012. 
37The interested reader may wish to refer to the testimony of 

Colonel Hervé Pierre, recounting his experience in the Central 

African Republic in 2014, Tu massacreras tes frères ! (You will 

slaughter your brothers!) in Inflexions, No. 31, January 2016, 

republished under the direction of Lecointre, François in Le 

soldat - XXe-XXIe siècle (The Soldier – 20th-21st centuries), Fo-

lio, 2018. 
38The Shannon number, 10120, is an estimate of the possible 

number of different chess games.  
39Luttwak, Edward, Le grand livre de la stratégie : de la paix et 

de la guerre (Strategy: The Logic of War and Peace), Odile Ja-

cob, 2002. 
40Interested readers may also wish to refer to the series of arti-

cles on the enemy published in 2014 in Inflexions No. 28, http://

inflexions.net/page/5 and in particular to the article by Colonel 

Frédéric Gout, describing his experience in Mali in 2013, L’enne-

mi, cet ennemi, mon ennemi (The enemy, this enemy, my ene-

my), republished under the direction of Lecointre, François in Le 

soldat - XXe-XXIe siècle (The Soldier - 20th-21st centuries), Folio, 

2018. 
41Mangin, Charles, Comment finit la guerre (How the War 

Ended), La Revue des Deux Mondes, July 1920. http://

www.revuedesdeuxmondes.fr/article-revue/vi-les-

consequences-de-la-victoire/ 
42de Gaulle, Charles, Le fil de l’épée (The Edge of the Sword), 

Berger-Levrault, 1932, reprinted as Le fil de l'épée et autres 

écrits (The Edge of the Sword and Other Writings), Plon, 1999. 

43de Gaulle, Charles, ibid. 
44Guitton, Jean, La pensée et la guerre (Thinking and War), Des-

clée de Brouwer, 2017. 
45Rapport concernant la conduite des opérations en Indochine 

sous la direction du général Navarre - Rapport Catroux (Report 

on the Conduct of Operations in Indochina under the Direction 

of Lieutenant-General Navarre - Catroux Report), quoted in 

Gras, Yves, Histoire de la guerre d'Indochine (History of the In-

dochina War), Denoël, 1979, reprinted in 1992.  
46Gabriel, Richard, No More Heroes: Madness and Psychiatry in 

War, New York, Hill & Wang, 1987. 
47Interested readers may wish to refer to Hittle, James, Donald, 

Les États-majors, leur histoire, leur évolution, (The Military Staff, 

Its History and Development), Paris, Berger-Levrault, 1958.  
48Quoted in Deschamps, Jacques, La guerre moderne (1885). 

Une contribution à la culture stratégique des états-majors fran-

çais de la première guerre mondiale (Modern Warfare, a Contri-

bution to the Strategic Culture of the French Staffs of the First 

World War), Revue stratégique, No. 99, 2010. 
49Bloch, Marc, L’étrange défaite (Strange Defeat: A Statement 

of Evidence Written in 1940), 1940, reprinted, Folio, 1990.  
50Beaufre, André, Le général de Lattre (Army General de Lattre), 

Revue Militaire d’Information, 1962.  
51Taylor, Frederick, The Principles of Scientific Management, 

1911. 
52Fayol, Henri, L'Administration industrielle et générale 

(Industrial and General Administration), Dunod, 1916, reprinted 

in 1970. http://bibnum-patrimoniale.univ-grenoble-alpes.fr/

items/show/681#?c=0&m=0&s=0&cv=8&xywh=-148%2C0%

2C3699%2C2808  
53Simon, Herbert (1916-2001), Organizations, 1958, John Wiley 

and Sons, New York, translated in French as Les organisations, 

1960, Bordas, reprinted in 1991.  
54AJP-5, Allied Joint Doctrine for Operational-Level Planning, 
2013. http://normotan.dga.defense.gouv.fr/Pdf_ap/AJP-5%
20E.pdf 
55Doctrine interarmées (Joint Doctrine) DIA No. 5(B), Anticipa-

tion et planification stratégiques (Strategic Anticipation and 

Planning), CICDE, 2013. http://portail-cicde.intradef.gouv.fr/

index.php/la-doctrine/291. 
56Publication interarmées (Joint Publication) PIA No. 5(B), Plani-

fication du niveau opératif : guide Méthodologique (Operational

-Level Planning: A Methodological Guide), CICDE, 2014. http://

portail-cicde.intradef.gouv.fr/index.php/la-doctrine/370. 
57CDT 60.001, Méthode d’élaboration d’une décision opération-

nelle tactique (Method for Developing a Tactical Operational 

Decision), CDEF, 2014. https://ct-pmd.intradef.gouv.fr/sites/

CDEFDoctrine/DOCTRINE/REFERENTIEL%20CDEC/

ref_doc/5_planification/5_1_method/

armes/20140620__NP_CDEF_DDO_CDT-60-001_MEDOT.pdf.  

 

http://normotan.dga.defense.gouv.fr/Pdf_ap/AJP-5%20E.pdf
http://normotan.dga.defense.gouv.fr/Pdf_ap/AJP-5%20E.pdf

