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II. B. Achievements: a unique program to implement civmil relations through higher military Training and Education of future military leaders

ou non, émanant des établissements d'enseignement et de recherche français ou étrangers, des laboratoires publics ou privés.

Teaching (online) general culture/knowledge to French military officers competing for the National War College: telling and analyzing a unique and challenging experience

Sami MAKKI

Sciences Po Lille and CERAPS

Sami.makki@sciencespo-lille.eu The purpose of this paper is to recount, contextualise and analyse (for the first time with a non-Frenchspeaking audience) a personal experience of eight years as the national coordinator in charge of the official preparation of French military officers for the competitive entrance examination to the National War College (the equivalent of the UK's Joint Services Command and Staff College), and in particular the (much dreaded) 'general culture/knowledge' essay ('l'épreuve de Culture Générale'). This training programme is based on an initial 4-year contract with the French Directorate of Higher Military Education (DEMS).

It is therefore a set of training activities organised by the French Ministry of Defence for the benefit of all officers of the French Armed Forces in order to gain access to higher positions in their career. But the selection process is particularly rigorous, with written tests such as the military briefing ("note de synthèse") and the general culture/knowledge essay, which we will discuss in more detail.

THE METHODS + General knowledge

For an academic, the first years of learning this military culture and a certain approach to the official "methodology" were a new and challenging dialogue with practitioners, different from the existing relationships established a few years earlier during doctoral work.

As a senior lecturer, I was asked in 2015 to set up a partnership to offer an innovative approach to this distance learning programme by giving it an original civil-military dimension. Using a series of human and intellectual experiences and events as examples, we will describe the stages, developments and transformations of this project, drawing lessons from the difficulties encountered and the pedagogical successes.

Beyond the editorial stakes, it will be important to explain how the civilian and military leaders of the institution define and understand the importance of a "general culture" considered essential for the quality training of the future military leaders of French democracy.

The purpose of this paper is to give an initial assessment of a unique experience for an academic, which was both rich in lessons and sometimes complex to manage. 

OBJECTIVES AND SPIRIT OF THE "GENERAL CULTURE" TEST (GENERAL KONWLEDGE ESSAY)

The written General Culture test (essay) for the Ecole de Guerre entrance exam is officially defined as follows:

"Lasting four hours, this test is designed to:

-assess the candidate's ability to reason, to support a thesis in response to a question.

-judge the quality of written expression.

-assess the candidate's knowledge of contemporary issues.

The emphasis is on the ability to analyze and synthesize, and on argumentation skills rather than encyclopedic knowledge."

This very selective test (a competitive examination) is a blend of international relations, history, philosophy, and social science analysis of major contemporary issues.

TEST DEFINITION

There are three imperatives:

-Demonstrate logical thinking

The general culture essay is above all an exercise in reflection.

The essay is not an exposé. It is not skeptical, but it must be convincing. It avoids displaying knowledge, developing quotations or examples for their own sake, summarizing reading notes or repeating a lecture. Just as carefully, they avoid clichés and platitudes, cultivating instead the intelligence of the message and the finesse and nuance of the demonstration.

-Arguing and convincing

The general culture essay is a reasoned response to a question posed by the subject. This response must be rigorous and methodical, based on a well-constructed approach and an organized way of thinking. Method is not an end in itself, but a tool for organizing a demonstration. It must convince the reader of the accuracy of the ideas expressed, thanks to the presentation of solid, well-thoughtout arguments.

-Mobilize all the resources of your general knowledge

The general culture essay is a line of reasoning underpinned by personal general culture. It is based on two principles: logic and discernment. The reasoning chosen must follow a logical order in the coherence of the ideas developed, which form a whole articulated in several stages. The choice of arguments presented reveals the writer's discernment. It's not about asserting personal convictions, which, however respectable they may be, are often not enough to win support. The aim of the essay is to win people over, not to show off one's more or less well-established knowledge.

The trainer/examiner will value a clear, straightforward approach that uses a wealth of examples to demonstrate a form of conviction.

EVALUATION CRITERIA

The assessment of a general knowledge essay is not based on the instructor's subjectivity. He or she takes into account three fundamental criteria: the treatment of the subject, the quality of the demonstration and respect for the formal rules attached to this exercise. Here are the main questions to be answered:

-Is the subject understood?

-Precise answer to the question posed.

-Understanding of the underlying issues.

-Delimitation of areas for reflection...

-Are the ideas well formulated?

-Clarity of formulation.

-Quality of thought.

-Appropriateness to subject ...

-Is the reasoning coherent and balanced?

-Logical articulation of arguments.

-Hierarchy of ideas in ascending order of interest and relevance ...

-Are the references and examples cited relevant?

-Sufficient degree of precision and variety.

-Consistency of ideas / references and examples ...

-Is the formal quality of the assignment satisfactory?

-Careful presentation.

-Fluidity and conciseness of style.

-Accuracy of vocabulary.

-Correctness of language ... Finally, in the context of a competitive examination, grading remains relative and is primarily intended to eliminate candidates. This means that any negligence concerning, for example, the quality of general presentation, handwriting, punctuation, spelling and syntax can result in an eliminatory mark.

III. Lessons to be learned and reflections about the future of PME and civil-military relations in France III.A. Taking stock of 8 years off the straight and narrow: my way of the cross.

• An extraordinary, enriching experience, and a unique civil-military experience sometimes misunderstood by some and others. • An apparent and noticeable improvement in thinking about societal issues.

• A permanent power struggle between academic logic (critical reflection and in-depth questioning)

and the imperatives of military culture (getting straight to the point in simple terms and sometimes with simplistic analysis).

III. B. An unhealthy relationship despite a few recent initiatives (AEGES, ACADEM).

• Impossible university recognition or even a false perception of this experience.

• The army-nation link is being abused.

• The reality of tensions in 2023, with a strong military hold in a context of instability + a form of lowkey militarization of minds (cf. British context). • Academics and general officers: mutual respect... and a tight smile? III. C. Worrying securitization of the minds (reinforces the absence of democratic debate forcing a soft consensus) ?

• Series of crisis management failures on the ground and inability to anticipate changes in the Sahel.

Sign of a clear dysfunction and militarization of the French EP in Africa. • The Knowledge and Anticipation function is attractive, but disappointing.

• The Red Team project (see Éric's conclusion) in relation to anticipation: the scientific guarantee. Eric Sangar's next article focuses on the puzzle of the French Red Team: from a military threat anticipation project launched in 2019 with the intention of contributing to the technological and capability innovation of the armed forces, the French Red Team has become a vast media operation whose scenarios contents and especially the public relations activities targeting the general public seem to have little to do with the original objectives.

• Exchanges are too often one-way, reinforcing a sense of mistrust.

Conclusion

We need to transform these relationships by increasing the number of encounters, so as to better understand and respect each other. For the social sciences in France, there is a real challenge, as these fields of knowledge are also perceived as falling within the remit of Army officers (Saint Cyr, etc.).

There is a need to make these experiences better known and to enable other colleagues to get involved in these initiatives to improve processes. But this can have disastrous consequences on an academic career (no more time for research, which is already greatly reduced by teaching hours and excessive administrative tasks). Among many colleagues in the social sciences, there is still a great deal of confusion and suspicion that academics are compromising themselves to the "militarist lobby". I've just fallen victim to this again... after 15 years in the institution. There's still a long way to go... 
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