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Diplomats, Soldiers, and Armed Conflict Databases: Another French

Exception?

Louise BEAuMmAIs AND FREDERIC RAMEL
Sciences Po, Center for International Studies (CERI), CNRS, Paris, France

Contemporary governments are awash in quantification, as numbers and algorithms play an ever-greater role in public
decision-making processes. In the field of defense and diplomacy, the development of armed conflict databases holds out
the promise of improved predictive capacities and early warning systems. While this dynamic can be witnessed across a range
of European countries, notably Germany and the Netherlands, it appears to be much less present in France. Diplomats and
militaries make only marginal use of the available databases, judged both inadequate in their own right and ill-adapted to
strategic analysis. This article proposes two explanatory variables to explain this specific appreciation: not only is a relatively
limited training in quantitative methods offered to French diplomats and militaries, which leads to a specific use of numbers,
but there is also a broader picture link to the will of protecting “digital sovereignty” in the international realm.

Les gouvernements contemporains se retrouvent inondés de quantifications, car le réle des chiffres et des algorithmes n’a
jamais été aussi important dans les processus de prises de décisions publiques. Dans le domaine de la défense et des politiques
stratégiques, I’élaboration de bases de données sur les conflits armés s’accompagne d’une promesse, celle d’une amélioration
des capacités de prédiction et des systémes d’alerte précoce. Bien que cette dynamique soit visible dans de nombreux pays
d’Europe, notamment en Allemagne ou aux Pays-Bas, il semble qu’elle soit bien moins présente en France. Les diplomates
et militaires n’utilisent les bases de données disponibles que de facon marginale, les estimant par nature inadéquates et mal
adaptées a I’analyse stratégique. Cet article propose deux variables explicatives pour éclairer cette appréciation. D’une part,
les diplomates et militaires francais ne recoivent qu’une formation limitée aux méthodes quantitatives, d’otl une utilisation
spécifique des chiffres. D’autre part, il existe un lien avec la volonté de protéger une « souveraineté numérique » sur la scéne
internationale.

Los gobiernos contempordneos estan llenos de cuantificacion, ya que los niimeros y los algoritmos desempenan un papel
cada vez mas importante en los procesos de toma de decisiones publicas. El desarrollo de bases de datos sobre conflictos
armados promete mejorar las capacidades predictivas y los sistemas de alerta temprana dentro del ambito de la defensa y la
politica estratégica. Si bien esta dindmica se puede observar en una serie de paises europeos, especialmente Alemania y los
Paises Bajos, esta parece estar mucho menos presente en Francia. Los diplomaticos y los militares solo hacen un uso marginal
de las bases de datos disponibles, consideradas inadecuadas por derecho propio y poco adaptadas al analisis estratégico.
Este articulo propone dos variables explicativas con el fin explicar esta apreciacion en concreto: no sélo solo se ofrece una
formacién relativamente limitada en métodos cuantitativos a los diplomaticos y militares franceses, lo que provoca un uso
especifico de los nimeros, sino que también existe un mayor vinculo con la voluntad de proteger la «soberania digital» en el

ambito internacional.

Introduction

Numbers have become key instruments of governance
across public policy fields. Under the sign of “new pub-
lic management,” quantification has increasingly enabled
surveillance not only of bodies but also of human minds
(Supiot 2017). From the economy to the justice system, the
substitution of numbers for other factors in decision-making
circles entails a sweeping transformation:

The organization of work is no longer conceived as a
machine controlled by the play of weights and forces,
in which workers are no more than cogs, but as a
programmable system of interacting units adjusting
automatically to signal inputs and feedback. (Supiot

2017, 25)
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But is this trend consistent in all spheres of public action—
including foreign policy and defense—and is it consistent
across all national contexts?

This paper focuses on a specific quantitative tool devel-
oped in strategic studies, namely armed conflict databases
(ACD). ACD refer, in this study, to any database that fur-
nished quantitative data on issues related to armed con-
flict. These can be databases dealing with the direct con-
sequences of conflict (deaths, casualties, etc.), state capacity
of the belligerent powers (defense expenditures and mili-
tary capabilities), or the risk of conflict itself (early warning
systems and risk indicators). Various in origin—academia,
institutes for strategic studies, international initiatives within
the European Union (EU) or the United Nations (UN), and
think tanks—ACD have proliferated over the past decade.
They are presented as a means to help practitioners make
better decisions, a decisive asset for apprehending the in-
ternational environment. These databases may, for exam-
ple, provide raw materials in the form of quantitative data—
quantitative data, as understood here, are any information
that can be counted or measured and given a numerical
value—to enhance analysis. They may also be aggregated
or modeled to uncover new causal relationships, to control
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black swans—events that are unforeseeable by definition—
or to forecast potential crises and in a monitored region. In
what follows, the focus is on how practitioners use quanti-
tative data from ACD, not the activity of designers or data
scientists.

Despite these perceived assets, there is considerable
variation in actual uses of ACD in foreign policy. Some
countries, such as Germany, the Netherlands, the United
Kingdom, and the United States, invest heavily in the ex-
ploitation of conflict data. However, in countries such as
France, it does not seem institutionalized yet. Practitioners
even seem to have put up real resistance not only to the pos-
sibilities offered by ACD but also to quantitative data in gen-
eral. This “exception” comes as a surprise: France has about
the same resources as Germany and is even more commit-
ted to international crisis management. What is more, fol-
lowing Brexit, France is the only state in the EU with a per-
manent seat on the United Nations Security Council and
an extensive military presence abroad. These factors invite
us to examine in greater detail the attitudes of diplomats
and military officers in the French ministry of foreign affairs
(MEFA) and the French ministry of armed forces (MAF)3
toward the prospect of using databases both to predict and
comprehend conflicts and to prepare operations: Why has
France resisted the integration of ACD, and more generally
of quantitative data, into foreign policy processes? Is this re-
sistance linked to policy officers’ lack of awareness of ACD
and other quantitative tools? Is it a lack of interest and train-
ing? Is it the result of an institutional mistrust toward quanti-
tative data? In other words, is relative “backwardness” in the
use of quantitative tools the result of an intentional choice?

This article does not undertake a systematic comparison.
Rather, taking France as a “deviant case” (Gerring 2016),
it offers a unique understanding of why French diplomats
and military officers, although aware of the claims made in
favor of quantification, are not (yet?) strong proponents of
it. French practitioners’ resistance to quantitative data is a
considered choice—openly proclaimed—not a lacuna, due
to lack of information and training. Through an exploration
of two distinct (but complementary) analytical variables, we
show that this resistance is linked not only to sociological
and institutional considerations but also to a broader vi-
sion related to the recent, hotly debated discourse around
French “digital sovereignty.”

The following proceeds in five sections. After a review
of the literature on the use of numbers in the social sci-
ences and in foreign policy studies in particular (I), we
clarify the methodology employed to constitute and inter-
pret our corpus of empirical materials (II). The third sec-
tion (III) delves into the ways in which ACD is perceived in
the French case, emphasizing practitioners’ ambiguous re-
lationship with quantitative data. In the fourth section (IV),
we explore a set of explanatory variables related to educa-
tion and training, on the one hand, and cultural and in-
stitutional factors, on the other. In the fifth and final part,
we chart the connections between limited use of ACD and
French strategic ambitions of digital autonomy (V).

I. Explaining (Non-) Conversion to Numbers

Historically, the quantification of conflict takes its roots
in the academic field, with the so-called behavioralist turn

! As Gerring defines it, “A deviant case deviates from an expected causal pat-
tern, as suggested by scientific theories or common sense, thereby registering a
surprising result. (. . .) [TThe purpose of deviant case analysis is to probe for
novel explanations” (Gerring 2016, 74-76).

in international relations (IR) of the 1960s (Dieckhoff,
Martin, and Tenenbaum 2016), and in the construction of
the first generation of databases “measuring” conflict dy-
namics and potential causal indicators. Since then, work
based on large-N datasets (e.g., those produced by the Cor-
relates of War [COW] project and the Peace Research Insti-
tute of Oslo [PRIO]) has bolstered and refined a range of
propositions, such as the decline of interstate conflict since
1990 (Harbom, Melander, and Wallensteen 2008) and the
role of foreign aid in explaining the success of post-conflict
reconstruction (Girod 2015). The importance of this re-
search has grown in tandem with the depth and quantity of
available databases expanded. PRIO, for instance, now of-
fers more than thirty datasets on topics ranging from reli-
gious cleavages to urban social disorder.?

Research institutes, charities, nongovernmental organiza-
tions, and other institutions have likewise all drawn on in-
sights from quantitative studies to forecast armed conflict
and adapt their analytical and normative stances (De Franco
and Meyer 2011; Ward et al. 2013; Colonomos 2016; Meyer,
De Franco, and Otto 2019). These initiatives have emerged
as a “second wave” in recent decades. Some databases are
interested in the quantification of political violence, such as
the Armed Conflict Location Event Data (ACLED) project
or the Action on Armed Violence (AOAV) initiative, while
others specialize in defense and security matters, such as the
annual reports on military expenditures produced by the
Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI)
or the International Institute for Strategic Studies (IISS).
Others still have focused on establishing world performance
indexes, such as the Fragile State Index (FSI) or the Global
Peace Index (GPI). In the field of foresight and anticipatory
action, the EU and the UN have also begun to implement
projects based on quantitative data, such as INFORM or UN
Global Pulse.

One may wonder: What is driving the multiplication
of such initiatives? What is the real influence of these
databases? Are they used by conflict practitioners, beyond
the academic sphere? These questions are all the more im-
portant insofar as quantitative data are thought to be a sig-
nificant asset in policymaking. An extensive scholarly effort
to come to grips with these questions dates back decades,
with new impetus from the turn of the millennium. One
branch has sought to reconstruct how statistics came to
be considered a “science of the state” (Staatskunde) in the
nineteenth century (Mann 1986; Stigler 1986; Porter 1995;
Desrosieres 2008a, 2008b). Desrosiéres explains that little
by little, statistics “appear[ed] more and more as objects
among others, playing a role as a point of support for ar-
guments, as a signal and as a common reference for negoti-
ation and coordination” (Desrosiéres 2008a, 128). He adds:
“the statistical argument is always stretched between a (po-
litical) rhetoric of decision and justification, and a (scien-
tific) rhetoric of truth and proof” (Desrosieres 2008a, 135).
On this last point, Porter’s Trust in Numbers (Porter 1995)
attempts to clarify, through a series of historical examples,
the scientific aura surrounding the use of numbers. Porter
shows that “a vast array of quantitative methods [was made]
available to scientists, scholars, managers, and bureaucrats.”
“These have become extraordinarily flexible,” he writes, “so
that almost any issue can be formulated in this language”
(Porter 1995, 6). The attractiveness of numbers issues from
their apparent credibility. Putatively the result of a scientific
process, grounded in positivism, they are thought to em-
body objectivity. However, Porter also shows how, no matter

2For the full list, https://www.prio.org/data.
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their form (statistics, graphs, measurements, indices, and
rankings), numbers owe their “objective” aura not to any
inherently superiority but rather to a complex rationaliza-
tion process that affords them this appearance (Porter 1995;
Denis and Goéta 2013; Gitelman 2013; Denis 2018).

From the very beginning, then, numbers have been
closely tied up with power and governance. They played and
continue to play a major role in the modernization of West-
ern societies and institutions: “the order, mobility, stability,
combinability, and precision of numbers enabled—in a way
that words could not—objects and practices such as money,
double-entry book-keeping, national statistics, and election
results” (Hansen and Porter 2012, 416). This logic survives
into the twenty-first century; indeed, it has substantially in-
tensified alongside the introduction of new public manage-
ment procedures, which transfer control from the private
sector to the public sector and prize numerical performance
indicators. No sphere of public action seems to have been
unaffected by these developments.

The same might be thought to hold true for IR. Greater
availability of ACD and related scholarly output (encour-
aged by open-access initiatives) makes it more likely that
practitioners will encounter, and perhaps incorporate, such
output into their work routines. Most enticing is the possi-
bility of forecasting potential conflicts or crisis areas. Many
see the promise as tempting, given extant examples of
the ability to detect regularities in the outbreak of wars
and conflicts (see, e.g., Goldstone et al. 2010; Ward et al.
2013), not to mention genocides (see, e.g., Heidenrich and
Heidenrich 2001; Goldsmith et al. 2013; Verdeja 2016;
Nanlohy, Butcher, and Goldsmith 2017), via the exploita-
tion of quantitative models and databases with and the aid
of ever more sophisticated tools (such as machine-learning
algorithms). Part of the academic sphere remains quite cau-
tious on what could realistically be achieved at a policy level.
Voices were raised quite early on regarding the many barri-
ers to be removed to make models more consistent at an aca-
demic level—not to mention policymaking (Cederman and
Weidmann 2017; Chadefaux 2017; Hegre et al. 2017; Blair
and Sambanis 2020; Hegre, Nygard, and Landsverk 2021).
The same authors often even question the desirability and
utility of such methods at a political level. Yet, these words
of precaution are barely audible amid the clamorous excite-
ment surrounding new avenues to be opened up by quan-
titative data. This is even more the case since the “second
wave” of data-driven initiatives arrived, and with it a serious
drive to market these databases.

However, while there is a lot of research on the sup-
ply side—scholars working with and on quantitative data
and models, the demand side—practitioners who could use
these databases—remains understudied. What is more, the
existing literature spends a lot of time discussing if data
should, or should not, be used in policymaking; however,
there is very little research looking at actual uses, and even
less research trying to explain why there might be variation
in those uses. By exploring the different uses and feelings of
two types of French practitioners regarding ACD and quan-
titative data, this cross-institutional study is a first step to fill
the gap.

II. Methodology: Two Paths for Describing the French
Approach
Our study is based on two broad types of empirical evidence:

arange of approximately thirty interviews conducted within
the MEFA and the MAF from September to December 2021

(see appendix 1 for details) and a survey circulated at the
Centre des Hautes Etudes Militaires (CHEM——Centre for Ad-
vanced Military Studies), an organism that provides training
at the strategic level. This section specifies how these data
were constituted.

Due to the explorative nature of our research, we pro-
ceeded in an inductive fashion, relying mainly on inter-
views with French foreign policy practitioners in various
departments. We thus identified directorates, sections, and
subsections within the MEFA and the MAF we considered
representative of the use of quantitative data (and there-
fore ACD) for analytical or foresight purposes in both
ministries.® In order to do so, a combination of authors’
knowledge,* online organizational charts, and academic
insights—such as general books on the organization of min-
istries (Doise and Vaisse 2015)—was used. Details on the
number of interviews and names of the directorates are
available in the appendix (see appendix 1).

We identified most of our contacts through keyword
searches (regional and thematic, in addition to the name
of the ministerial position, section, or subsection) on
LinkedIn. The rest were provided by other researchers or
acquaintances. When a practitioner was identified, a contact
was established using the generic email of each institution.
The content was quite brief, with an explanation of the re-
search project, a proposition of interview, and a mention
of the interview terms (duration, recording, anonymization,
some of the main points of the interview grid). Most of the
time, it took several weeks before obtaining a date for the
interview, as COVID restrictions were still ongoing and tele-
working common. Almost every interview was carried out
in person, in the relevant ministries, between March 2021
and March 2022. These were semi-structured interviews of
between an hour and 90 minutes in duration. There was
not only a pre-established interview grid (see appendix 2)
but also some room for discussion. At the end of every in-
terview, practitioners were asked whether they knew anyone
who could prove useful for the research project, which aided
us considerably in identifying additional contacts. Interviews
were then transcribed and analyzed by the authors.

Practitioners interviewed in both ministries were current
or former regional and thematic experts with a formation
in the military, diplomatic corps, or civil service. Anonymiza-
tion was offered and was, with a couple exceptions, consis-
tently chosen by our subjects. Although no sensitive infor-
mation was discussed, this visibly reassured the interviewees.

No quantitative tool and no coding software were used
for the analysis of the interviews. It was done manually. A
first reading of the interviews, organized by ministries, al-
lowed the identification of recurring themes related to the
“nonuse” of quantitative data in each institution. A second
reading permitted us to identify and highlight, thanks to a
color code, the main arguments related to these different
themes. Practitioners’ arguments in each institution were
compared and put into perspective. Finally, a third reading
was necessary to triangulate, that is, verify that a statement
was confirmed by a last one other interview or more, these
arguments.

An additional survey at the CHEM—a major component
of the Enseignement militaire supérieur (EMS) de la défense—
was conducted in order to observe how conflictrelated

3 Intelligence services were put aside for confidentiality reasons.
4(20111ing from previous studies or internships carried out within the studied
ministries.
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databases are discussed at the highest level.> Coming from
the army, air force, navy, gendarmerie, and the defense pro-
curement agency, the thirty yearly auditors are experienced
senior officers who have held command responsibilities. For
one year, participants are embedded in a political-military
and strategic training program that covers operational ar-
eas, preparation for the future, management and organi-
zation of the armed forces, and interministerial and inter-
national aspects of defense and security issues. CHEM is
the last training program for senior officers who will be
called upon to perform major management functions in the
French army. It is a privileged site to observe the training of
military elites, even if our approach is not longitudinal over
several generations but rather focused on the auditors of
the last academic year at the time of our research. We es-
tablished our first contact with the deputy director of the
CHEM by email in September 2021. Once we agreed on the
basic ground rules—such as anonymity—we drafted the text
on Google Survey (see appendix 3) and sent it to CHEM
auditors in the 2021-2022 cohort. More than one-third of
those solicited (twelve out of thirty) completed the survey
and responded by December 2021.

III. On the Traces of Armed Conflict Databases:
Targeted Use, Specificity, and Rhetoric Use

The first finding of this study is that, within French min-
istries, the use of ACD is very limited, mainly because the use
of quantitative data in general is minimal. In fact, one could
argue that the French data consumption system in foreign
policy is confined to either highly specific or opportunistic
uses. This part of the paper describes this limited data con-
sumption system to better demonstrate how ACD may be
incorporated into it.

Restrained Consumption of Data

The prevailing sentiment among practitioners at the
politico-strategic level, whether analysts in the MAF or in
the MEFA, officers, or diplomats, is that quantitative data
are of no interest as a tool for conflict analysis.® The ma-
jority of those interviewed dismissed quantitative methods
altogether, on the grounds that they have yet to prove their
worth. As one interviewee put it: “for the moment, we are
working without it [quantitative data] and we feel that we’re
getting along rather well without it. I don’t think anyone has
considered the concrete contribution that quantitative data
might offer us.””

This feeling regarding an absence of reflection, con-
firmed within several suborganizations of both ministries,
reflects French practitioners’ belief that quantitative data
are simply unsuited for their work. More specifically, some
believe that they can do without such data because they have
a specific, qualitative expertise that no amount of data, how-
ever shrewdly analyzed, could replace.® Others think that it
would be a waste of time to integrate quantitative material
into their routine® because “numbers are sometimes use-
ful, but, most often, obstacles to reflection”!? and that, in

5For the presentation of this institution, see https://www.defense.gouv.fr/
dems/ centre-hautes-etudes-militaires/presentation-du-centre-hautes-etudes-
militaires.

SInterviews 1, 2, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 13, 14, 16, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23, 24, 25, 26, 27
(2021-2022).

"Interview 19 (2021).

SInterviews 1, 2, 4, 5, 9, 10, 13, 16, 19, 23, 24, 26, 27 (2021-2022).

nterviews 4, 5, 8, 10, 11, 13, 22 (2021).

O Interview 22 (2022).

general, the accompanying methodological debates are too
time-consuming, as practitioners may “spend hours arguing
about numbers, because they’re always contested and open
to question.”!! As such, numbers are thought to be more an
obstacle than an aid, employed rarely and in very disparate
ways. The CHEM survey sheds light on a similar pattern of
use. When asked how frequently they made use of quantita-
tive data, almost three quarters of the respondents (72 per-
cent) admitted to consulting them infrequently (less than
once a month) or never.

Quantification as a Rhetorical Strategy

However, two exceptions to the rule are worth mention-
ing. First, quantitative data may be mobilized as a rhetori-
cal strategy. However skeptical they might be, practitioners
recognize the rhetorical authority quantitative data and are
sometimes inclined to invoke it in a more or less opportunis-
tic fashion.!? As one officer explained, “use of quantitative
data is not that frequent, except in support of a statement,
an analysis, or a hypothesis, but it is more momentary and
distended than continuous.”'® In other words, quantitative
data are invoked in support of conclusions arrived at by
other means. Their function is not so much analytical as a
rhetorical:

Numbers distort our perception, but sometimes we
use numbers to influence the perception of others. It’s
political.!#

Depending on the data [and]what we do with it, we
can make it say whatever we want.!?

The power of persuasion and the credibility associated with
numbers is thus a decisive factor, notwithstanding recent ar-
guments to the contrary (Baele, Coan, and Sterck 2018).
Here, the source of the quantitative data mobilized may be
an ACD, especially since these are readily available and ten-
der a vast array of definitions, dates, and categories. How-
ever, institutional databases (e.g., EU, UN) are also sum-
moned in connection with thematic issues and may possess
an additional aura of legitimacy—especially for practition-
ers unfamiliar with the academic world.!% Finally, it is impor-
tant to highlight that this rhetorical use of quantitative data
paradoxically reinforces practitioners’ mistrust in quantita-
tive analysis: since it is known that such data can be mal-
leable, they are also thought to be manipulable by others in
their use—whether discursive or analytical—and subject to
politicization.!?

A Highly Targeted Use of ACD

The second exception to the rule is a very targeted use of
quantitative data for specific themes and missions.!® How-
ever, the question arises in different terms for each of the
ministries.

On the one hand, for officers, defense capabilities ex-
pressed in the form of quantitative data and defense expen-
ditures are indispensable in their analyses. While these fig-
ures obviously weigh on operational and tactical planning

"nterview 22 (2022).

Plnterviews 1, 3, 5, 7, 8, 11, 12, 17, 18, 22, 28 (2021-2022).
Bnterview 8 (2021).

YInterview 12 (2021).

B Interview 7 (2021).

% Interviews 5, 17, 18 (2021).

Interviews 2, 3, 5, 7, 10, 12, 13, 18, 22, 28 (2021-2022).
Bnterviews 3,7, 8, 11, 12, 13, 15, 17, 18, 22 (2021).
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and the definition of capacity issues, they are also integrated
at a politico-strategic level. Within the MAF, for example,
there is a specific office in charge of analyzing, compar-
ing, and cross-checking international defense expenditures.
Practitioners from this office mobilize a variety of sources,
internal and external alike (e.g., North Atlantic Treaty Or-
ganization (NATO) and EU external action service reports).
Data are regularly drawn from the most well-known ACD,
such as the Military Balance+ of the IISS and the SIPRI arms
transfers, arms industry, and military expenditure databases.
This finding echoes the CHEM survey results: among the
respondents, the (few) military professionals who use open-
source databases also consult IISS and SIPRI data (chosen
from a list of twenty-three databases; see appendix 2). Based
in London, the IISS generates an annual assessment of the
military capabilities and defense budgets of more than 171
countries as well as topical information on particularly mo-
mentous subjects. Highlights in 2021 included the effects of
the coronavirus pandemic, progress (or lack thereof) of Eu-
ropean defense, and military modernization in China and
Russia, all relevant to France’s foreign policy interests. This
is not a surprise, since the IISS works closely with NATO and
the EU. The institute is, in fact, more than a producer of
data: it also organizes colloquia and publishes books, blogs,
and analytical tools.!? Since 2017, it has also offered an on-
line database, Military Balance+-, available at any time and
updated in real time. In exchange for a (nonpublic) sub-
scription fee, it provides defense budget data, procurement
data, information on military deployments, and policy and
capability analyses by region and even by country. SIPRI,
based in Stockholm, is best known for its yearly report on
“armament, disarmament and international security,” de-
rived from its own online databases. The institute also gen-
erates analyses of conflict management and chemical and
biological warfare.

Thus, when mobilizing quantitative data from those ACD,
the main ambition of French military officers is two-fold: to
gauge the global strategic situation (especially in terms of
balance of power) and thereby to justify future defense out-
lays. It is not so much the raw facticity of the data that counts
as the documentation of change over time: as one practi-
tioner said, “what matters to us is the long-term trend, [. . .]
what it says about a country’s ambitions and tactical opera-
tional effectiveness.”®® Once practitioners have established
a strong trend, they typically go on to unpack the issue in
more qualitative terms.

On the other hand, diplomatic practitioners from the
MEFA have a very different use of ACD—far less structur-
ing. It is only within the Direction générale de la mondialisation,
de la culture, de Uenseignement et du développement international
that we found practitioners using ACD. This directorate is
mostly in charge of issues of economic diplomacy, sustain-
able development and culture, education, and research. As
such, it works closely with the French Development Agency
(ADF), a public institution charged with international poli-
cies aimed at fighting poverty and promoting sustainable de-
velopment. More specifically, practitioners using ACD are
working on “fragility contexts” and the French humanitar-
ian response to crisis and postcrisis contexts. As such, they
are likely to mobilize indexes such as the FSI or INFORM
and may be interested in detecting trends with ACLED—but
always “with skepticism.”?! For the MEFA, in short, ACD are
less a tool of analysis—still less policymaking—than a means

1911SS website, n.d.
D nterview 12 (2021).
2nterview 17 (2021).

of verifying analyses of “fragile states” and the allocation of
humanitarian funds, particularly when integrated into Euro-
pean projects. This process is facilitated by internal indica-
tors; MEFA practitioners exploit ACD to gain perspective on
quantitative data collected in the field. Outside ACD, how-
ever, they do use quantitative data from international orga-
nizations (mostly UN bodies), which relate to displaced pop-
ulations, immigration, or economic matters (GDP, imports,
exportations, market share, etc.).

The Effects of Using Quantification

The use of ACD within the French ministries in charge of
foreign policy and defense is quite delimited. Quantitative
data derived from it are mainly mobilized as a rhetorical
strategy, not as a tool of analysis—except for defense ex-
penditures, and, to some extent, “fragile states.” That said,
purely rhetorical use does not exclude concrete effects at
a cognitive level, most obvious in the reinforcement of pre-
existing biases. Quantitative data may thereby promote wish-
ful thinking, with the risk that practitioners themselves fall
prey to the mirage of certitude conjured by subjective and
politicized interpretations of quantitative data. As Andreas
and McGreen explain,

when information supports a person’s preconceived
notions, he or she is less apt to question it, while when
the opposite is true, he or she can be quite adept at
summarily dismissing it (...). Furthermore, once peo-
ple proffer or adopt numbers, they will have strong
tendencies to try to confirm them, a psychological id-
iosyncrasy that can create motivated biases even in pre-
viously disinterested parties. (Andreas and Greenbhill
2011, 18)

The consequence is clear: practitioners will focus on a nar-
rower, rather than expansive, range of policy options. An-
other conjecture would be to investigate the way quantitative
data shape assertions and perceptions in the two ministries.
For the MEFA, the main quantitative data used relate to very
general trends, expressed in large orders of magnitude. As
such, they seem to have a power of abstraction: practitioners
have admitted, for instance, that they may never truly realize
what half a million displaced people represent—simply be-
cause it is cognitively impossible.?? This could create a gap
between the understanding of a situation and the reality, for
example, by underestimating certain trends. For the MAF,
quantitative data commonly deal with military capabilities
and defense expenditures. Contrary to the data used by the
MEFA, these would rather have a power of concreteness, in-
sofar as they concern material things that one “can easily
enumerate”? and that are expressed in relatively small or-
ders of magnitude. By being more concrete, they can give
practitioners the impression that they are selfssufficient, as
if their meaning was inherent, and their significance intrin-
sic. Most practitioners interviewed contextualize these data
in their analyses (using other variables they consider impor-
tant), but, as specialists on the matter, they have the knowl-
edge to do so. However, as the use of these indicators is
widely spread within the ministry and specifically asked for
by policy makers, one could question the potential effects,
notably: could it create (or sustain) alarmism regarding cer-
tain countries? But also, could it lead to an underestimation
of other (nonquantifiable) forms of power?

2nterviews 5, 7, 11, 15, 17, 18 (2021-2022).
B nterview 12 (2021).
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IV. Educational to Cultural Obstacles

This part of the article mobilizes a first set of variables in
order to explain the limited use of quantitative data—and
ACD in particular—in French foreign policy by bringing
to the table sociological and institutional arguments that
seem to establish, as it was described in interviews, another
“French exception.” 24

An Ambiguous Relationship to Quantitative Data

Attitudes toward ACD, and quantitative data in general, in
part reflect deeper sociological determinants, in particu-
lar educational formation. Our respondents routinely ob-
served that they had never been exposed to quantitative data
analysis during their training,? although a slight distinction
should be made between the MAF and the MEFA.

In the MAF, military officers often have quite different
educational backgrounds. Generally, they follow an estab-
lished career path, alternating between combat experience,
training periods in schools, and staff work (Joana 2012). Of-
ficers in charge of regional desks often hold the rank of
lieutenant-colonel or colonel and have several different ar-
eas of expertise to their credit. Respondents to the CHEM
survey are representative of this diversity: some are engi-
neers, some have enrolled in the preparatory classes that
form a springboard to France’s elite Grandes Ecoles, others
even come from Sciences Po.

Civil servants of the MAF and the MEFA often followed
the classical way of elite (re)production in France.?® As
Eymeri-Douzan and Tanguy underline it,

[W]hereas everywhere else in Europe, future man-
agers of the civil service are simply educated in “nor-
mal” schools and universities, in France (...) the
hauts fonctionnaires come from distinct and distin-
guished education institutions enjoying a special pres-
tige. (Eymeri-Douzan and Tanguy 2020, 126)

After secondary school—most often done in prestigious
high schools—several institutions are favored by future prac-
titioners of the civil service (Loriol 2009a; Piotet, Loriol, and
Delfolie 2013; Lequesne 2017). Unlike “nonselective” uni-
versities, these are accessible after a competitive entrance ex-
amination and may require 1-3 years of preparatory classes.
Most practitioners specialized in politics and public admin-
istration in Sciences Po and graduated with a master’s degree
in public affairs or international affairs. After their master’s
degree, some prepared for the competitive entrance exami-
nations of the Quai d’Orsay (another name for the MEFA) or
of the Ecole nationale d’administration (ENA). As it is possible
to enter the MEFA without going through these competi-
tions, pursuing studies is often justified by the will to obtain
a different status within the ministry—in terms of both social
prestige and financial advantages. For instance, the ENA is
a training establishment for future civil servants considered
as “the elite of the elite” (Suleiman 1997, 34).

nterviews 2, 4, 8, 10, 13, 16, 22, 23 (2021-2022).

PInterviews 1, 2, 3, 5,7, 8,9, 11, 12, 13, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23, 24, 25, 26,
27, 28 (2021-2022).

26 Ag Jean-Michel Eymeri-Douzan notes: “the more one practices comparative
European administration studies, the more one is led to question the specificities
of the profile of French senior civil servants, especially with regard to their Ger-
man counterparts; it is also clear that the originality of our senior civil servants
is largely due to their “making,” a notion that is understood here as the constant
process of selection and socialisation in and through which professional groups
usually reproduce themselves” (Eymeri-Douzan 2005, 101).

As such, all respondents noted that quantitative data were
not really integrated into their educational background, let
alone quantitative analyses of conflict:

I followed a “literary” preparatory class, so I'm not ter-
ribly familiar with figures and quantitative data.??

Where I went to school, quantitative data was not ex-
actly trendy (laughs)!28

When interviewees did mention training in quantitative
methods, they consistently expressed confusion about how
they were taught and the utility of the training itself, of-
ten adduced as evidence for the peculiarities of the “French
model”:

I have vague memories of courses on statistics... but it
was linked to computer science...It was a bit of a mix...
We had courses in stats and economics in which we
had to do more or less scientific calculations to make
monographs of the economic curve, but overall, no
advanced teaching on data.?”

We may have seen some quantitative conflict ap-
proaches (...) but it was more like saying to us that
it was a field of study that exists and that we should be
capable of investing, because figures say something,
so we need to be able to interpret it. At least, those
were the broad outlines, in reality it was a little differ-
ent (...) but there was something very resistant among
the students to this type of approach, which most of
us were not exposed to or used to at all. Those who
had studied computer science were a little more sensi-
tive to it, but for those who came from the humanities,
there was a real ... I wouldn’t say tension, but a real re-
jection of this type of approach.3?

At Sciences Po 1 did some quantitative techniques and
there was nothing I loved more than when we were
beating the shit out of stats.3!

However, this is slightly different for military officers. For
instance, the CHEM survey shows how the integration of
quantitative data in their educational background runs from
marginal (45 percent of respondents) to moderate (27 per-
cent) to significant (27 percent). Most (64 percent) had
significant previous experience with the manipulation of
quantitative data, but not conflict databases as such. Fi-
nally, when choosing between “optimistic,” “neutral,” “inex-
perienced,” or “pessimistic” to qualify their attitude toward
quantitative data, only one person admitted to being “inex-
perienced” and the majority (64 percent) proclaimed them-
selves to be neutral. Thus, militaries are more used than
other practitioners to handle quantitative data. This can be
explained by previous experiences at an operational level,
where quantitative data—notably through the digitization of
the battlefield—have been increasingly used since the 2000s
(Lefeez 2017). However, considering the results discussed in
the second section of this article, the question of the quan-
tification of conflict was apparently never considered as a
personal career, especially at a politico-strategic level.

?Interview 18 (2021).
S Interview 13 (2021).
X nterview 17 (2021).
3 Interview 8 (2021).

3Interview 13 (2021).
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Cultural and Cognitive Frames

A second argument relies on shared representations of the
analyst functions in both ministries.?? IR scholars, notably
in the orbit of the so-called English School, have explored
how diplomatic culture structures relations between states
by socializing actors to adopt common intergovernmental
norms (McConnell and Dittmer 2016). However, diplomatic
culture goes beyond the cultivation of civility and tact. It also
encompasses the sum of practices and representations that
make for national singularity on the world stage. These par-
ticularities do not necessarily suffice in and of themselves
to explain policy decisions, but they do shape conditions
of possibility for action in the international arena. In the
MEFA, analysts are habituated to privilege qualitative infor-
mation from the field, and practitioners remain deeply at-
tached to notes and reports written by embassy staff with the
aid of local sources. This often came up during the inter-
views as a justification for the nonuse of ACD and quantita-
tive data in general:

I think that the French diplomatic culture is one
where we have made our own analysis. We have em-
bassies almost everywhere, with people who are sup-
posed to know a little about the region.3?

Analysts are also tasked with monitoring media cover-
age of current events as reported in television and radio
broadcasts, newspapers, and online outlets. Such materi-
als leave room for the three main “techniques” of diplo-
matic information-processing: contextualization, data min-
ing, and synthesis (Kurbalija 2002). In contrast, quantitative
data are thought to be insufficiently subtle. As one practi-
tioner mentioned,

I came across this kind of [quantitative] analysis a few
years ago (...). From an observer’s point of view, it’s
interesting, but from a practitioner’s point of view, it
seems more delicate to me because these things are
terribly deterministic. Determinism for diplomats is a
horror.*

Finally, as producers of knowledge (Loriol 2009b), practi-
tioners at the MEFA tend to focus on qualitative work as
well: literature reviews, notes of context, factsheets, and talk-
ing points are key elements for French diplomacy. As one
practitioner remarked, this shows how “our institutional cul-
ture orients our practices towards literary analysis and the
demonstration of an intellectual superiority anchored in so-
cial science.”®

A similar position is dominant in the MAF. The pres-
ence of such a focus on qualitative data attests to a well-
documented national strategic culture, frequently defined
by opposition to the North American scene. As a set of be-
liefs, attitudes, and behavioral patterns, this culture is best
understood as a “general context” (Gray 1999) rather than
a specific causal factor. If strategy in the United States, es-
pecially since the “Revolution in Military Affairs” of the
1990s, has been characterized by a fascination for tech-
nology, French strategists insist on their distinctive mas-
tery of the “human element” in warfare (Coutau-Bégarie
2006; Irondelle and Schmitt 2013; Lefeez 2017). Although
the abandonment of conscription in France in 1996 rat-
tled long-standing claims to uniqueness across the differ-
ent service branches (Lecointre 2009), this tradition has

®nterviews 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 8, 10, 11, 13, 16, 19, 20, 29, 30, 31, 32, 33, 34 (2021—
2022).

3 Interview 13 (2021).

3 nterview 10 (2021).

% Interview 8 (2021).

persisted. Respondents to the CHEM survey mentioned re-
ports from theaters of operation, detailed qualitative anal-
ysis of conflicts, and domain-specific expertise as the main
tools of their trade. A former high-ranking army staff offi-
cer frankly expressed reluctance to be interviewed on the
grounds that quantitative data and methods were irrelevant
to the French military establishment. Reflexes of this kind
seem to be deeply institutionalized. As one practitioner ob-
served, “we don’t even ask ourselves the question (. ..) we
haven’t even had the debate.”36

Beyond the particularities of each ministry, the special
exigencies of foreign policy itself must be taken into ac-
count. For practitioners at both the MAF and the MEFA,
French analyses of foreign policy are centered on politics,
thought to be unquantifiable.?” Such a position relies on
cognitive frames shared in both institutions. Whether they
are qualified as “paradigms (Hall), belief systems (Sabatier)
[or] référentiels (Jobert and Muller),” these frames “are in-
tended to refer to coherent systems of normative and cog-
nitive elements which define, in a given field, ‘world views,’
mechanisms of identity formation, principles of action, as
well as methodological prescriptions and practices for ac-
tors subscribing to the same frame” (Surel 2000, 496). As
one policy advisor said, “it is easy to quantify matters such
as arms transfers, because it is concrete and material, but it
is another thing to quantify political violence or even per-
ceptions.” As a way to distinguish their own perspective,
practitioners often mentioned what they considered to be
“the US viewpoint,” supposedly preoccupied by economic
factors and therefore more susceptible to quantification:

It is a very French tradition to put politics at the cen-
ter of the schmilblick,* and it is absolutely founded, be-
cause it is a substratum, a crucible, it is an apparatus
which itself is nourished by a set of things which come
from its cultural, historical background (...) whereas
there is a simplifying essentialism in the American
schools of trying to find the technical or economic
martingales.*0

Numbers are a way to formalize reality (...), to start
acting... and the political and security dimension of
foreign policy does not lend itself to this easily (...).
The idea that numbers are a substitute for political
analysis is more complicated for us than for other
countries.!!

Why should soldiers or diplomats adopt a system of analysis
so alien to their culture? Getting practitioners to use quan-
titative data as a tool of analysis or build an early warning
system would just require too much time and money, espe-
cially in a (long-lasting) context of budget cuts:

There is a lack of resources, quite simply (...) we don’t
have the means (...) And that’s it, it takes time. It’s
long, heavy, complex, and expensive. And I think we
never wanted to invest. And on top of that, as we had a
priori cultural gestures and in terms of legitimacy (...)
the financial factor... it’s ultimately the last nail in the
coffin. 42

% Interview 10 (2021).

nterviews 2, 5, 7, 8, 10, 13, 16, 21, 24 (2021-2022).

B Interview 14 (2021).

% French word invented by the comedian Pierre Dac, commonly used to refer

to something that is difficult to describe or to pin down.

Onterview 10 (2021).

Hnterview 13 (2021).

“nterview 19 (2021).
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In contrast, the German government readily incorporated
quantitative data in the development of its crisis prevention
policy. When German authorities decided to invest in early
warning tools, in 2017, they did not baulk at the consider-
able cost of the systems themselves or the requisite IT infras-
tructure.

The Failed Project of an Early Warning System in France

To better illustrate how the structural factors just considered
helped create a long-lasting resistance to quantitative data,
it is illustrative to consider the attempted development of
an early warning system within the Centre de crise et de sou-
tien (CDCS) of the MEFA. The CDCS is a service that op-
erates 24 hours a day, 7 days a week. It ensures the pro-
tection of French nationals living abroad and coordinates
France’s emergency humanitarian action. As such, it must
closely monitor the situation abroad and strive to anticipate
the coming crises. It benefits from numerous information
channels, mostly internal. In 2017, a diplomat with an en-
gineering background tried to implement an early warning
system using internal and open-source data, notably from
ACD. The fact that he was computer literate allowed him to
build a system from scratch, with a sufficient level of granu-
larity for the center’s missions. He and his team spent a lot
of time dissecting the various databases available, assessing
their pros and cons. However, this project engendered little
interest before it was eventually unwound for restructuring
reasons.*3

This thwarted experiment calls for two comments. First,
it is worth noting that the inspiration for the project came
from one individual and depended entirely on this partic-
ular diplomat’s interest in IT matters. Second, the luke-
warm response of the leadership and other members of the
ministry indicates their conviction (by virtue, no doubt, of
their sociological background and the institutional culture
of their miliew) that a quantitative early warning system was
unworthy of serious interest. Their reluctance in turn had ef-
fects on the project team (which was, at its height, composed
of four civil servants), on funding allocation, and ultimately
on its abandonment.

V. Digital Sovereignty as a Factor of Resistance

Yet, another explanatory variable could be put forward to ex-
plain the resistance of French practitioners. The limited use
of ACD may be related to how the use of quantitative data
has emerged as an inseparable issue from digital sovereignty
in France. Often defined as “the control of our present and
our destiny as manifested and directed by the use of tech-
nologies and computer networks” (Bellanger 2012, 154),
digital sovereignty has become a quite important issue of
France’s public debate in the last decade.

First related to the United States’ dominance in the
digital field—with the five tech giants, Google, Apple, Face-
book, Amazon, and Microsoft (GAFAM)—and the manage-
ment of private data, the term has become increasingly pop-
ular since 2013, following the revelations of Edward Snow-
den on the mass surveillance carried out by the United
States (Kempf 2018). During the first mandate of President
Macron, the ongoing French reflection on these issues has
led to the development of the first outlines of a doctrine

3 . . . . .

B Details on this project were corroborated by several interviews and docu-
ments. However, it is not possible, because of confidentiality reasons, to directly
mention them here.

of a “digital sovereignty” through different official policy
papers and reports. Per a recent report to the French
National Assembly, it can be divided into three main axes:

- The freedom of public authorities to make strategic and
technological choices in the digital field, and therefore, in
a sense, to choose their “dependencies” as well.

- The ability of the public authority to control its choices, which
implies having “the expertise to assess the risks and solu-
tions and to internalize certain functions” (.. .).

- Finally, as a corollary to the principle of freedom, the pos-
sibility for the public authorities to reverse some of their
decisions (. . .). This corresponds in fact to the principle
of reversibility. (Commission d’information de I’Assemblée
nationale 2021, 24-25)

These three axes—simultaneously economic, cultural,
and strategic—clearly emphasize the role of governmental
institutions as defenders of sovereignty in a digital world.
As Danet and Desforges demonstrate, it is “based on the
representation (. . .) of a loss of state sovereignty in the
digital space and a desire to reappropriate cyberspace, per-
ceived as a territory to be conquered” (Danet and Desforges
2020, 183). In this context, ACD seem to be considered
as obstacles to this conquest rather than decision-making
aids.

French Wariness

The first body of evidence for this argument lies in how
practitioners mentioned, on several occasions, their mis-
trust of using data that were not coming from French
sensors, feared to represent foreign interests and bias
analyses.** This wariness was mainly reflected in doubts re-
garding the methodology used by those compiling the ACD,
regarding not only the definitions they chose and how they
collected and aggregated the data, but also potential dis-
tortion introduced by partisan interests. Regarding the for-
mer, practitioners believe that one must be careful with the
definitions and thresholds chosen: an example that was of-
ten given is the ACLED definition of what is considered as
a “demonstration,” which has caused a certain skepticism
among practitioners.”® In the ACLED codebook (n.d.), it
is explained that a demonstration can be coded either as
a protest (“peaceful protest,” “protest with intervention,”
“excessive force against protesters”) or as a riot (“violent
demonstration” or “mob violence”). For some practitioners,
this coding of events is problematic:

In France we have a lot of demonstrations, they don’t
always end in riots ... There is this whole issue of the
reliability of the data. And if the basic data is not reli-
able, the indexes will not be either.4

Then there are some criticisms of data collection itself—
the areas covered, the methods implemented, and the
sources: 47

Whether it is ACLED or UCDP, there are many areas
of the world that are not covered (...) a study that was
done in 2013 (...) shows that on ACLED there were
big problems with geolocation.*® And the UCDP (...)

“nterviews 3, 5, 7, 8, 11, 12, 15, 17, 18, 22, 28 (2021-2022).

* Interviews 7, 8, 18, 22 (2021).

1 Interview 7 (2021).

Interviews 8, 5, 7, 8, 18, 22, 28 (2021-2022).

B Eck, K. (2012), In Data We Trust? A Comparison of UCDP GED and ACLED
Conflict Events Datasets, Cooperation and Conflict 47 (1), 124-141.
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they only update the database once a year. That’s very
long. And where does the information come from? Al-
ways the same problem: does it come from the news,
from people on the ground? There are also language
issues!®?

Finally, data aggregation is also sometimes considered to be
problematic, aggravating the effects of other biases, as the
chosen indicators give weight to certain dimensions at the
expense of others. Concerning INFORM, for example, one
respondent noted that by “giving a prominent place to the
GDP [in the modeling of the index] (.. .) it was always fa-
vorable to the same country”®*—namely, here, the United
Kingdom. The underlying assumption is that, because most
researchers working on the INFORM index in the Joint Re-
search Center of the EU are British, they purposely chose
a modeling that suits their own country. In the yearly rank-
ing, the United Kingdom thus always seems to award a “very
low” risk propensity, whereas other great powers fall into the
“low” risk category.

This last element is crucial. In fact, ACD and early warn-
ing projects are often dismissed as a tool of analysis within
French ministries because they are associated with foreign
interests. Although the main argument is methodological,
the underlying discourse refers to foreign threats. A few ex-
amples can be put forward. For some practitioners, ACLED
is considered as American-driven: it is registered in the
United States and receives financial support from the Bu-
reau of Conflict and Stabilization Operations at the State
Department (it should be noted that the Dutch Ministry of
Foreign Affairs and the German Federal Foreign Office are
also involved), which has led some practitioners to speak of
ACLED as being an instrument of US power. SIPRI is also
considered, at least by some practitioners, to suffer from un-
wonted bias:

The SIPRI is special because its policy is led by a
think tank that has a particular discourse and think-
ing. When it comes to [quantitative data from] the
SIPRI, we are going to be much more cautious, be-
cause they see an environment that is rearming as a
danger, and that their desire is rather to reduce con-
flict. The discourse here is not an analysis, but rather
a justification for a policy or a political discourse that
may go against our own interests.!

Finally, to follow up on the observation on INFORM, the
index is habitually arraigned for being under the influence
of the United Kingdom.

French Digital Sovereignty

Thus, within both ministries, ACD are perceived to
be tools of “digital diplomacy” conducted by other
states—and therefore impeding France’s digital sovereignty.
Digital diplomacy refers to the extension of traditional
diplomacy by means of information and communication
technologies (ICTs). As Holmes explains, “from a public
diplomacy perspective, then, the goal of utilizing ICTs, or
digital diplomacy strategies, is the production, dissemina-
tion and maintenance of knowledge that helps to further
state interests” (Holmes 2015, 18). Recent IR literature on
the question takes the example of diplomats’ use of social

“nterview 7 (2021).
Interview 7 (2021).
> nterview 12 (2021).

networks such as Facebook and Twitter. For French practi-
tioners, ACD belong alongside these platforms, which serve
not only to transmit information but also to produce it. As
a result, ACD data are instinctively treated as a partial inter-
ested source.

One reason why the attempt to implement an early warn-
ing mechanism in the CDCS proved so unconvincing is
its reliance on public (that is to say, foreign) databases.
If ever such a project should be revived, non-French
databases would not be an option. As one practitioner
explained,

if we want to be totally independent (...) in the years
to come, we should not overlook the development of
a [quantitative] tool that would be our own, and on
which we have total control and total mastery of the
methodology, of the data collection, visualization and
interpretation.5?

Control over the production, storage, and exploitation of
data, especially in sensitive areas such as foreign and mili-
tary policy, is in this sense a proxy for the state’s capacity to
make independent choices, a definitional attribute of polit-
ical legitimacy in the interstate system.

Ultimately, it appears that the discourse around digital
sovereignty clearly resonates with some of the main features
of French foreign policy identity. First, as some authors have
rightfully shown, digital sovereignty is linked—if not some-
times confused—with the idea of strategic autonomy formu-
lated by General De Gaulle (Danet and Desforges 2020),
whose principles are still very influential in foreign policy
as of today (Vaisse 2009; Balzacq 2019). Second, distrust to-
ward the United States (which served as a prequel to in-
troduce the debate around digital sovereignty and can be
found in many interviews emphasizing US interests in the
matter) could be traced back to the myth of abandonment
by the Anglo-Saxons in World War II (Heuser 1998). Al-
though this myth was also maintained by De Gaulle to jus-
tify the idea of strategic autonomy, Heuser shows how it is
deeply rooted in a much older “tradition” of France promot-
ing its national interest over its alliances. Thus, beyond the
importance of the debate on digital sovereignty in the public
arena, what can explain practitioners’ adoption of the prin-
ciple is also that it resonates quite well with the référentiels
they have been trained to defend within both their training
and experience within ministries.

Conclusion

This article has focused on representations and practices
cultivated by French diplomats and militaries toward ACD.
It has documented considerable reluctance stemming from
cognitive frames shared by practitioners at the Quai d’Orsay
and the Ministry of Armed Forces. Such frames in part re-
flect educational backgrounds that do not equip students
to work with quantitative data and methods at large that
help to use ACD. However, other factors are also at work.
Suspicion and hostility with respect to data-driven analy-
sis also resonates with a deep-seated national strategic cul-
ture and conception of sovereignty. Diplomats and mili-
taries consider these models and datasets as Trojan horses
for foreign meddling. The picture ACD provide must be
interpreted very cautiously because their methods, their
collection of data, and their sources are not controlled

2 Interview 18 (2021).
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directly by French practitioners. In other words, practition-
ers stick to their own interpretations of armed conflicts
and strategic trends in order to preserve their autonomy
in the international realm. This claim for protecting digital
sovereignty is thus connected to “data sovereignty,” which
means a strong control over data in the form of a strategic
asset.

These results help identify the position of French prac-
titioners in the cleavage between the “perspectives of the
‘data enthusiasts’ and the concerns of the ‘data skeptics™
(Fast 2017, 709). Clearly, the positions taken by French
practitioners are more skeptical than optimistic. This may
change in the future, but, whatever the case, no pivot to
quantitative data will succeed without accounting for digital
sovereignty as an expression of the national interest. Beyond
this study of the French administration, this article provides
considerable insights into the use of ACD as a foreign policy
tool. These uses are not necessarily governed by “objective
needs,” such as national interests or threats. Rather, they are
partially shaped by elite socialization, institutional cultures,
and national foreign policy identities.

This conclusion invites IR scholars to take into account
some logics beyond instrumental rationality, that is, asso-
ciated with the use of numbers in governance and public
policy practices. If algorithms and ACD are increasingly se-
ductive for their supposedly “more” objective description of
reality, this study shows that they can also be a source of con-
fusion and even of fears. To what extent is the French case
exceptional, though? Following the development of com-
parative approaches, additional studies focusing on the de-
coding of strategic behavior and the use of numbers on war
analysis are needed. This is even more so that, as the war in
Ukraine demonstrates, an excessive usage of numbers can
clearly lead to misconceptions, such as the “inability to grasp
singular events that change existing dynamics of violence;
the difficulty of quantifying psychological factors such as in-
tentions and emotions; and the corollary assumption of uni-
versal rationality that often informs policies of deterrence
and sanctions” (Datawar 2022).

Finally, if there is a French exception, to what extent
could it be followed? Could we not imagine and suggest a
reasoned and reasonable practice of numbers in foreign pol-
icy? And if yes, how? These last questions draw a link with the
normative theory of IR (Brown 2018; Brown and Eckersley
2018), especially with thinkers who provide ways to explore
prudence in IR (Brown 2012; McCourt 2012). According to
us, this normative issue dedicated to the ethical usages of
numbers cannot be evaded.
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Appendix 1. Interviews conducted by directorates and
ministries. (2021)

Ministry of Europe and foreign
affairs (MEFA)

Ministry of Armed forces (MAF)

The Centre d’analyse et de prévention
(CAPS - Centre for Analysis and
Prevention): 8 interviews.

The Centre de crise et de soutien
(CDCS - Crisis and Support
Centre): 2 interviews.

The Direction pour la coopération de
sécurité et de défense (DCSD —
Directorate for Security and
Defence Cooperation): 3
interviews.

The Direction générale de la
mondialisation, de la culture, de
Uenseignement et du développement
international (DGM —
Directorate-General for

The Direction générale des
relations internationales et de la
stratégie (DGRIS — Directorate
General for International
Relations and Strategy): 9
interviews.

The Etat-major des armées (EMA
— Military Staff): 3 interviews.

The Centre interarmées de
concepts, doctrines et
expérimentations (CICDE — Joint
Centre for Concepts,
Doctrines and Experiments): 3
interviews.

The Institut de recherche
stratégique de UEcole militaire
(/RSEM — Strategic Research
Institute of the Military
Academy): 2 interviews.

Globalisation, Culture, Education
and International Development):
4 interviews.

Appendix 2. Interview Protocol (2021).

I. The practitioner

Where and what did you study after secondary school?

How were numbers integrated into this educational
background?

Could you mention some of your previous experi-
ence(s) (and link with data, if any)?

When did you arrive in your position and what are
your missions (and link with data, if any)?

II. Data in its daily work

What type of data do you favor in terms of
conflict analysis? (Internal/external? Qualitative/
quantitative?)

Do you make use of open-source quantitative conflict
databases (FSI, INFORM...) or open-source early
warnings? If so, which ones?

Do you create collect and/or process quantitative
data?

Do you feel that you have a good “command”
over quantitative data (understanding, interpreta-
tion...)?

Do you think it is possible to compile data on different
cases to derive regularities?

In the absence of identifiable or usable quantitative
data, how do you get around this obstacle?

III. Uses
Functionality: what use(s) of quantitative data do you
favor (e.g., critique, identification, evaluation, veri-
fication...)?
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Iv.

V.

VI
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Temporality: how often do you consult or make use of
quantitative data? Daily, weekly, monthly?

Importance of data (necessary, useful, convenient):
are quantitative data a fundamental element of any
of your analysis/report/evaluation?

Objective: forecasting, planning, analysis, understand-
ing, fact-checking?

Do you verify quantitative data? Their precision?
Their methodology (cross-checking, compar-
ison...)?

Effects

Do you think it is possible to predict conflicts?

Do you think quantitative data may influence how you
understand the international environment?

What are future perspectives in your profession re-
garding the use of quantitative data?

Stakes

Do you perceive concrete changes in your practices
and decisions caused by the increased use of quan-
titative data over the last ten years?

Have you witnessed debates within your institution
concerning the usefulness of data?

Is there any project of quantitative early warning
within your institution?

Final Considerations

Do you have any experiences or reflections you would
like to discuss that haven’t already been addressed?

Would you have any interest in the development
of a tool that would facilitate understanding of
databases?

Appendix 3. CHEM Survey (2021).

This survey was designed by Louise Beaumais and Frédéric
Ramel in order to describe the representations and uses of
quantitative data related to armed conflicts by practition-
ers (the term “quantitative data” is equivalent to “numerical
data” produced in the strategic and International Relations
fields).

L.

The use of quantitative data on armed conflict
* What type of data do you favor in your analysis of
armed conflict?
Qualitative data
Quantitative data
Both in a complementary manner
* Do you use quantitative databases on armed con-
flict?
Yes
No
* Ifyes, are they available:
Open source
In-house
Both
* Ifyes, which open-source databases do you use (sev-
eral answers possible)?
Acled
Aggle
Conflict Barometer
Correlates of War (CoW)
Fragile state Index (FSI)
Global Database for FEvents Language Tone
(GDELT)
Global Peace index
Global PULSE (UN)
Global terrorism database

Heidelberg Institute for International Conflict
Research (HIIK)
Humanitarian Data Exchange (HX)
INFORM (from the European Union)
Integrated Conflict Early Warning System
(ICEWS)
International Crisis Behavior
International Institute for Security Studies
(ITISS)
Open Situation Room Exchange
SIPRI
Upsala Conflict Data Program (UCDP)
Ushahidi
World Event Interaction Survey (WEIS)
Other: free response
* Do you feel you have an adequate knowledge con-
cerning quantitative data (understanding, interpre-
tation...)?
Very good
To be consolidated
Insufficient
NA
* Do you question the origin and construction of the
figures produced by the organizations that deliver
these quantitative data?
Yes
No
* In the absence of identifiable or usable figures, how
do you get around this obstacle?
Free response
* Do you think it is possible to compare the different
types of data?
Yes
No
NA
* For what purpose?
Free response
* Do you crossreference your data with other
sources?
Yes
No

II. Objectives related to the use of numerical data on

armed conflict
* What is your preferred use of data on armed con-
flict?
Criticize
Observe
Evaluate
Verify
Other: Free response
* Could you give examples that illustrate these pre-
ferred uses?
Free response
* How often do you consult and use this quantitative
data?
Daily
Weekly
Monthly
Episodic
* Do you consider these figures to be necessary ele-
ments in the analysis of contemporary armed con-
flicts?
Yes, completely
Yes, but insufficient on their own
No, not at all
» Ifyes:
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At the political-strategic level
Yes
No
At the operational level
Yes
No
At the tactical level
Yes
No
+ If the analysis of data on armed conflicts should be
linked to an objective, what would it be (formulate
your preferences in descending order, 1 being the
most important, etc.)?
Anticipate strategic trends and in particular the
risks of armed conflict
Plan operations (prepare the projection of
military forces)
Adapt your needs in terms of equipment,
organization and/or training
Analyze the strategic situation (general context,
understanding of actors)
Verify facts (fact-checking)
* If you do not use figures for these objectives, what
do you use?
Free response

III. The effects of conflictrelated figures
* Do you perceive concrete changes in your practices
and decisions caused by the increased use of quan-
titative data over the last ten years?
Yes
No
* Ifyes, do you think that numbers have an influence
on the way you approach contemporary strategic re-
ality?
Yes
No
* Do you think that a critical reflection on the figures
leads to a more pessimistic position on contempo-
rary conflict?
Yes
No

IV. Your educational background
* What did you study before joining the army?
Free response
* What was the integration of numbers and quantita-
tive analysis in this training?
Marginal integration
Moderate integration
Significant integration
Constant integration
* Inyour positions before coming to CHEM, what was
your usage of figures?
Marginal
Moderate
Strong
Constant
» If this usage has changed in recent years, could you
describe how?
Free response
* Have you perceived debates within your institutions
on the issue of quantitative data? If so, what exactly
were they about (malleability, unreliability of num-
bers, lack of interest, fear of Al...)
Free response
* What “attitude” do you think you have towards num-
bers?

Optimistic
Pessimistic
Neutral
Unexperienced
¢ If you think you are pessimistic, could you explain
why?

V. Final considerations
* Are there any specific needs in terms of quantitative
data production/collection/analysis that you would
like to see improved?

References

ANDREAS, P., AND KIM. GREENHILL, eds. 2011. Sex, drugs, and body counts: The
politics of numbers in global crime and conflict. Ithaca: Cornell University
Press.

BakLE, S.J., T.G. Coan, axp O.C. StercK. 2018. “Security through Numbers?
Experimentally Assessing the Impact of Numerical Arguments in Se-
curity Communication.” The British Journal of Politics and International
Relations 20 (2): 459-76.

Barzacq, T. 2019. “Major Powers: France.” In Comparative Grand Strategy: A
Framework and Cases, edited by T. Balzacq, P. Dombrowski and S. Reich,
99-122. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

BELLANGER, P. 2012. “De la souveraineté numérique.” Le Débat 170 (3): 149-
59.

Bramr, R.A., aND N. Sampanis 2020. “Forecasting Civil Wars: Theory and Struc-
ture in an Age of ‘Big Data’ and Machine Learning.” Journal of Conflict
Resolution 64 (10): 1885-1915.

Brown, C. 2012. “The ‘Practice Turn’, Phronesis and Classical Realism: To-
wards a Phronetic Political Theory?” Millennium: Journal of International
Studies 40 (3): 439-56.

. 2018. “International Relations and International Political Theory.”
In The Oxford Handbook of International Political Theory, edited by C.
Brown and R. Eckersley, 48-59. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Brown, C., aNDp R. EckersLey. 2018. “International Political Theory and the
Real World.” In The Oxford Handbook of International Political Theory,
edited by C. Brown and R. Eckersley, 3-18. Oxford: Oxford University
Press.

CepErMAN, L.E., AND N.B. WEDMANN. 2017. “Predicting Armed Conflict: Time
to Adjust Our Expectations?” Science 355 (6324): 474-76.

Cuaperavx, T. 2017. “Conflict Forecasting and Its Limits.” Data Science 1 (1-
2): 7-117.

Coronomos, A. 2016. Selling the Future: The Perils of Predicting Global Politics.
Oxford: Oxford University Press.

COMMISSION  D’INFORMATION DE  L’ASSEMBLEE ~NATIONALE. 2021. “Rapport
d’information sur le théme ‘batir et promouvoir une souveraineté
numérique nationale et européenne’.” Assemblée nationale.

Coutau-BEGarie, H. 2006. “Unité et diversité des cultures stratégiques en Eu-
rope.” Strategic Impact (4): 10-14.

DanerT, D., AND A. DEsrorces 2020. “Souveraineté numérique et autonomie
stratégique en Europe: Du concept aux réalités géopolitiques.”
Hérodote (2-3): 179-95.

Darawar. 2022. “Why the Ukraine War Caught Europe by Surprise:
Right Numbers, Wrong Predictions?” Books and Ideas. Accessed
May 16, 2023. https://laviedesidees.fr/Why-the-Ukraine-War-Caught-
Europe-by-Surprise.html.

DEe Franco, C., AND C.O. MEYER, eds. 2011. Forecasting, Warning, and Responding
to Transnational Risks. Houndmills: Palgrave Macmillan.

Denis, J. 2018. Le travail invisible des données: éléments pour une sociologie des
infrastructures scripturales. Paris: Presses des Mines.

DEnNis, J., aND S. Goita 2013. “La fabrique des données brutes: Le travail en
coulisses de L’open data.” In Penser l'écosysteme des données: Les enjeux sci-
entifiques et politiques des données numériques. Journée d’étude de I'Institut
des Sciences de la Communication du CNRS. Accessed May 16, 2023.
https://halshs.archives-ouvertes.fr/halshs-00990771.

DesrosIERES, A. 2008a. Pour une sociologie historique de la quantification:
L’argument statistique I. Paris: Presses des Mines.

. 2008b. Gouverner par les nombres: L argument statistique I1. Paris: Presses
des Mines.

DitckHOFF, M., B. MARTIN, AND C. TENENBAUM. 2016. “Classer, Ordonner, Quan-
tifier.” In Méthodes de recherche en relations internationales, edited by G.

Devin, 247-66. Paris: Les Presses de Sciences Po.

€202 dunp g0 Uo Jash 04 saoualog anbayyolqig Aq 8129/ L 2/220PeS)/z/c/a101e/bsbesi/woo dnooiwapedse//:sdiy woly papeojumoq


https://laviedesidees.fr/Why-the-Ukraine-War-Caught-Europe-by-Surprise.html
https://halshs.archives-ouvertes.fr/halshs-00990771

FrEDERIC RAMEL AND Louise BEAuMAIS 13

Dorsk, J., AND M. Vaisse 2015. Diplomatie et outil militaire: politique étrangere de la
France, 1871-2015. Paris: éditions du Seuil.

Eymer-DouzaN, J.M., anp G. Tancuy 2021. “Social and Educational Back-
grounds.” In Prefects, Governors and Commissioners, edited by J.M. Eymeri-
Douzan and G. Tanguy, 121-46. Cham: Palgrave Macmillan.

Evmer-Douzans, J.M. 2005. “La machine élitaire: Un regard européen sur
le “modele” francais de fabrication des hauts fonctionnaires.” In For-
mation des élites en France et en Allemagne, edited by H. Joly, 101-28).
Cergy-Pontoise: CIRAC.

Fast, L. 2017. “Diverging Data: Exploring the Epistemologies of Data Collec-
tion and Use among Those Working on and in Conflict.” International
Peacekeeping 24 (5): 706-32.

GERRING, J. 2016. Case Study Research: Principles and Practices. Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press.

Grop, D. 2015. Explaining Post-Conflict Reconstruction. Oxford: Oxford Uni-
versity Press.

GITELMAN, L. 2013. Raw Data Is an Oxymoron. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

GoLpsMmITH, B.E., C.R. BUTCHER, D. SEMENOVICH, AND A. Sowmya. 2013. “Fore-
casting the Onset of Genocide and Politicide: Annual Out-of-Sample
Forecasts on a Global Dataset, 1988-2003.” Journal of Peace Research 50
(4): 437-52.

GorpsToNE, J.A., R.H. Bates, D.L. EpsteiN, T.R. GUurr, M.B. Lustik, M.G.
MAaRsHALL, AND M. Woopwarp 2010. “A Global Model for Forecasting
Political Instability.” American Jowrnal of Political Science 54 (1): 190—
208.

Gray, C.S. 1999. “Strategic Culture as Context: The First Generation of The-
ory Strikes Back.” Review of International Studies 25 (1): 49-69.

Hansen, H.K., axp T. PorTeR. 2012, “What Do Numbers Do in Transnational
Governance?” International Political Sociology 6 (4): 409-26.

Hareowm, L., E. MELANDER, AND P. WALLENSTEEN. 2008. “Dyadic Dimensions of
Armed Conlflict, 1946-2007.” Journal of Peace Research 45 (5): 697-710.

Hecre, H., N.W. MerTERNICH, H.M. NYGARD, AND J. WUCHERPFENNIG. 2017. “In-
troduction: Forecasting in Peace Research.” Journal of Peace Research 54
(2): 113-24.

Hecre, H., H.M. NYGARD, AND P. LanDsVERK. 2021. “Can We Predict Armed
Conlflict? How the First 9 Years of Published Forecasts Stand up to Re-
ality.” International Studies Quarterly 65 (3): 660-68.

HemexNricH, J.G. 2001. How to Prevent Genocide: A Guide for Policymakers, Schol-
ars, and the Concerned Citizen. Westport, CT: Praeger.

HEeuser, B. 1998. “Dunkirk, Dién Bién Phu, Suez or Why France Does Not
Trust Allies and Has Learnt to Love the Bomb.” In Haunted by History:
Mpyths in International Relations, edited by C. Buffet and B. Heuser, 157-
74. Providence, RI: Berghahn Books.

Hormes, M. 2015. “Digital Diplomacy and International Change Manage-
ment.” In Digital Diplomacy, edited by C. Bjola and M. Holmes 27-46.
London: Routledge.

IRONDELLE, B., AND O. Scumitt 2013. “France.” In Strategic Cultures in Europe:
Security and Defense Policies across the Continent, edited by H. Biehl, B.
Giegerich and A. Jonas, 125-37. New York: Springer.

Joana, J. 2012. Les armées contemporaines. Paris: Presses de Sciences Po.

Kemrr, O. 2018. “La France face au numérique: Une souveraineté rénovée?”
Revue internationale et stratégique 110, (2): 109-17.

KureaLya, J. 2002. “Knowledge Management in Diplomacy.” In Knowledge
and Diplomacy, edited by J. Kurbalija, 6-19. Malta: Diplo Founda-
tion. Accessed May 16, 2023. https://www.diplomacy.edu/resource/
knowledge-management-and-diplomacy/.

LECOINTRE, F. 2009. “For an Armed Culture.” Inflexions 11 (2): 41-51.

Lereez, S. 2017. Llillusion technologique dans la pensée militaire. Paris: Nuvis.

LEQUESNE, C. 2017. Ethnographie du quai d’Orsay. Paris: CNRS.

Lorior, M. 2009a. “La carriére des diplomates francais: Entre parcours in-
dividuel et structuration collective.” SociologieS. Accessed May 16, 2023.
https://journals.openedition.org/sociologies/2936.

. 2009b. “Les enjeux actuels de I’évolution des métiers de la diplo-
matie.” Les cahiers Irice 3 (1): 81-102.

MAaNN, M. 1986. The Sources of Social Power: Volume 1, A History of Power from the
Beginning to AD 1760. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

McConNELL, F., anp J. Dirrver. 2016. “Diplomatic Culture.” In The SAGE
Handbook of Diplomacy, edited by Costas M. Constantinou, Pauline Kerr,
and Paul Sharp, 104-11. New York: SAGE.

McCourr, D. 2012. “Phronesis and Foreign Policy in Theory and Practice.”
E-International Relations.

MEyer, C.O., C. DE Franco, anp F. Otro 2019. Warning about War: Conflict,
Persuasion and Foreign Policy. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Nancony, S., C. BurcHeRr, ANDp B.E. Gorpsmrra 2017. “The Policy Value of
Quantitative Atrocity Forecasting Models.” The RUSI Journal 162 (2):
24-32.

Protet, F., M. Lorior, aNp D. DevroLie 2013. Splendeurs et miseres du travail des
diplomates. Paris: éditions Hermann.

PortER, T. 1995. Trust in Numbers: The Pursuit of Objectivity in Science and Public
Life. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

STIGLER, S.M. 1986. The History of Statistics: The Measurement of Uncertainty before
1900. Harvard, MA: Harvard University Press.

SuLenian, E. 1997. “Les élites de I'administration et de la politique dans la
France de la Ve République: Homogénéité, puissance, permanence.”
In Le recrutement des élites en Europe, edited by H. Mendras and E.
Suleiman, 19-47. Paris: La decouverte.

Suriot, A. 2017. Governance by Numbers: The Making of a Legal Model of Alle-
giance, vol. 20. London: Bloomsbury Publishing.

SUreL, Y. 2000. “The Role of Cognitive and Normative Frames in Policy-
Making.” Journal of European Public Policy 7 (4): 495-512.

Vaisse, M. 2009. “La puissance ou Uinfluence? La France dans le monde depuis
1958. Paris: Fayard.

VERDEJA, E. 2016. “Predicting Genocide and Mass Atrocities.” Genocide Studies
and Prevention 9 (3): 13-32.

Warp, M.D., N.W. MerternicH, C.L. Dorrr, M. GaLror, FM. HOLLENBACH, A.
ScHuLrz, AND S. WESCHLE 2013. “Learning from the Past and Stepping
into the Future: Toward a New Generation of Conflict Prediction.”
International Studies Review 15 (4): 473-90.

€20Z dunr g0 Uo Jasn 04 saoualog anbauyjolqig Aq 8429/ L 2/.z0pesy/z/c/a1omue/bsbes)woo dno-ojwapese//:sdiy woly papeojumoq


https://www.diplomacy.edu/resource/knowledge-management-and-diplomacy/
https://journals.openedition.org/sociologies/2936

	Introduction
	I. Explaining (Non-)Conversion to Numbers
	I Methodology: Two Paths for Describing the French Approach
	II On the Traces of Armed Conflict Databases: Targeted Use, Specificity, and Rhetoric Use
	Restrained Consumption of Data
	Quantification as a Rhetorical Strategy
	A Highly Targeted Use of ACD
	The Effects of Using Quantification

	III Educational to Cultural Obstacles
	An Ambiguous Relationship to Quantitative Data
	Cultural and Cognitive Frames
	The Failed Project of an Early Warning System in France

	V. Digital Sovereignty as a Factor of Resistance
	French Wariness
	French Digital Sovereignty

	Conclusion
	Acknowledgment
	Supplementary Information
	Appendix 1. Interviews conducted by directorates and ministries. (2021)
	Appendix 2. Interview Protocol (2021).
	Appendix 3. CHEM Survey (2021).
	References

