Yet a distinct sphere of military competence
does exist which is common to all, or almost
all, officers and which distinguishes them
from all, or almost all, civilians. This central
skill is perhaps best summed up in Harold
Lasswell’s phrase “the management of
violence.” The function of a military force is
successful armed combat. The duties of the
military officer include: (1) the organizing,
equipping, and training of this force; (2) the
planning of its activities; and (3) the direction
of its operation in and out of combat. The
direction, operation, and control of a human
organization whose primary function is the
application of violence is the peculiar skill of
the officer. It is common to the activities of
the air, land, and sea officers. It distinguishes
the military officer gua military officer from
the other specialists which exist in the modern
armed services. The skills of these experts
may be necessary to the achievement of the
objectives of the military force. But they are
basically auxiliary vocations, having the same
relation to the expertise of the officer as the
skills of the nurse, chemist, laboratory
technician, dietician, pharmacist, and X-ray
technician have to the expertise of the doctor.
None of the auxiliary specialists contained
within or serving the military profession is
capable of the “management of violence,” just
as none of the specialists aiding the medical
profession is capable of the diagnosis and
treatment of illness. The essence of
officership is embodied in the traditional
admonition to Annapolis men that their duty
will be to “fight the fleet.” Individuals, such
as doctors, who are not competent to manage
violence but who are members of the officer
corps are normally distinguished by special
titles and insignia and are excluded from
positions of military command. They belong
to the officer corps in its capacity as an
administrative organization of the state, but
not in its capacity as a professional body.

Within the profession itself there are
specialists in the management of violence on
sea, on land, and in the air, just as there are
heart, stomach, and eye specialists within
medicine. A military specialist is an officer

who is peculiarly expert at directing the
application of violence under certain
prescribed conditions. The variety of
conditions under which violence may be
employed and the different forms in which it
may be applied form the basis for sub-
professional specialization. They also form
the basis for evaluating relative technical
competence. The larger and more complex
the organizations of violence that an officer is
capable of directing, and the greater the
number of situations and conditions under
which he can be employed, the higher is his
professional competence. @A man who is
capable of directing only the activities of an
infantry squad has such a low level of
professional ability as to be almost on the
borderline. A man who can manage the
operations of an airborne division or a carrier
task force is a highly competent professional.
The officer who can direct the complex
activities of a combine operation involving
large-scale sea, air, and land forces is at the
top of his vocation.

It is readily apparent that the military function
requires a high order of expertise. No
individual, whatever his inherent intellectual
ability and qualities of character and
leadership, could perform these functions
efficiently without considerable training and
experience. In emergencies an untrained
civilian may be capable of acting as a military
officer at a low level for a brief period of time,
just as in emergencies the intelligent layman
may fill in until the doctor arrives. Before the
management of violence became the
extremely complex task that it is in modern
civilization, it was possible for someone
without specialized training to practice
officership. Now, however, only the person
who completely devotes his



