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Abstract: 
The interference of the military in politics in a state is indisputably disastrous for its 
democracy. However, even the "too tight grip" of civil control of the military can be 
dangerous for a society, if its result is suboptimal or misused military power. The pur-
pose of civil and democratic control of the military is to create a social environment in 
which the military accepts democratic values and does not pose a threat to the func-
tioning of democracy, while maintaining a high level of professional efficiency and 
integrity. Therefore, it is necessary to simultaneously find a solution to the civil-military 
paradox and preserve the professional autonomy of officers from the challenges that 
come from the sphere of politics. Starting from Huntington's theory of civil-military 
relations, using a case study and the hypothetico-deductive method, this paper shows 
that the autonomy of the military profession is one of the conditions for proper func-
tioning of civil and democratic control of the military, and that respecting and 
strengthening professionalism of officers is a necessary condition for preserving and 
developing the military capabilities to successfully carry out its missions and tasks. The 
understanding of civil and democratic control of the military as a process by which a 
dynamic balance between its participants is achieved is also propagated. 

Keywords: civil and democratic control of the military; social role of the military; mili-
tary efficiency; officer profession; obedience 

 

INTRODUCTION 

According to Weber's well-known understanding of the state, the condition for maintaining an order, 
which this political organization with the character of a public institution guarantees and in which it 
achieves its purposes, is that its administrative apparatus establishes a monopoly of legitimate physi-
cal coercion in its territory [1]. The state body through which the mentioned monopoly is established 
and maintained is the military. This results in the special importance of the military for the state and 
the maintenance of order, i.e. the predictability of the validity of laws, and hence the trust in laws, 
which follows from the belief that they will always be valid, regardless of whether threats to order 
arise internally (e.g. in the form of armed rebellion) or externally (e.g. in the form of armed aggres-
sion) [2]. However, the very fact that the military, as a state body, is at the same time the strongest 
armed force in the state, raises questions about the possibilities of the state civil administrative appa-
ratus to subordinate the military and control it. The military can become socially independent, and 
officers can see themselves as a partial social group with their own interests or understand the mili-
tary as an institution of national importance, whose mission is to achieve the whole of national inter-
ests, as opposed to political parties that represent only partial interests (parts of interests). Having in 
mind, on the one hand, the superior organization of the military and its weapons, and on the other 
hand its social role, there is no option of physical subordination of the military. As this question is syn-
thesized by Finer, it is not unusual for the military to sometimes "rebel against civil masters, and to 
never listen to them" [3]. 

In order to limit military power to the sphere of military affairs, civil control of the military is estab-
lished. It exists both in democracies and non-democracies, but in these two cases it is based on differ-
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ent values and implemented in various ways, although the essence of that control - establishing har-
mony between military activities and the ruling value system in the society - is the same [4]. At the 
same time, since it is important for the state to have optimal armed forces, this control should be such 
as not to reduce the capability of the military below the level that allows it to successfully respond to 
its main social role - defending the state from external armed threats. For civil and democratic control 
of the military, this means that it has to resolve the civil-military paradox. In addition, it has to provide 
the neutrality of the military, more precisely: its non-participation in the political struggle for power. 
Therefore, the problem of civil and democratic control of the military is complex and cannot be re-
duced to the establishment and maintenance of the supremacy of political power that ensures that 
the military accepts the mechanisms and outcomes of democratic political processes in the state. It 
has to prevent the transfer of military power into political power, without destroying it or making it 
suboptimal. Moreover, it has to elevate political power, but in such a way that it does not lead to the 
instrumentalization of the military in politics or its politicization in narrower sense. 

HUNTINGTON'S BALANCE AND SWORD ON POLITICAL STAGE 

Establishing control over the professional bodies of the state apparatus is a challenge, especially 
when it comes to the military [5]. In the second half of the 20th century, important theories of civil-
military relations considered this problem and offered their solutions, and many of them have been 
implemented in practice [6]. Huntington's theory of civil-military relations is of particular importance, 
which was first criticized, but soon became influential. In particular, Huntington's "advice to democra-
tizers" was implemented in many countries during the process of transition to democracies, in the 
late 20th and early 21st century [7]. 

The more subtle conclusions of Huntington's analyses of civil-military relations, unfortunately, have 
remained insufficiently understood. First of all, it is necessary to emphasize Huntington's observation 
about the existence of strong civil control of the ruling party over the military in one-party regimes, as 
well as the fact that democratic forces after the fall of one-party regimes had less problems to estab-
lish civil control over the military than those that inherited military juntas and personal dictatorships. 
The main challenge for them, in Huntington's opinion, referred to the processes of arranging that the 
military does not belong to any party and recovery of officers' professionalism, in which the inconven-
ient legacies of totalitarianism were removed [7]. 

Considering the influence of various ideologies on civil-military relations, Huntington concluded that 
conservatism is most compatible with military values. The concept of a balance is close to conserva-
tism because for the preservation of a system it is important that the forces acting in it are in a mutual 
balance. The idea of a balance was introduced into conservatism by Edmund Burke. Responding to 
remarks about his own inconsistent attitude on the civil revolutions in the United States and France, 
Burke said he felt "the need to contribute to those forces that are capable to restore the balance of a 
rocking ship and is therefore in danger" [8]. 

In Huntington's theory of civil-military relations, the idea of a balance plays a key role1. Huntington 
noticed that there are two variants of civil control of the military: subjective and objective [9]. Subjec-
tive one seeks to establish control over the military by diminishing military power and/or involving 
military personnel in politics, but its bad consequence is the creation of suboptimal armed forces, 
insufficiently capable of responding to their main social role, as well as the politicization of officers 
that favours loyalty over competence. Noticing this, Huntington advocated the execution of objective 
control of the military, which would preserve the efficiency of the military. He believed that objective 
civil control requires a balance between military power and social ideology, and called for the creation 
of "a conservative environment in the United States" [9]. However, apart from this external balance, 
which mostly consists of mutual compatibility of military and social values, another, internal balance 
can be found in Huntington's objective civil control, which ensures the existence of civil control of the 
military without diminishing military power and disrupting military efficiency. The main idea of objec-
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tive civil control of the military is political sterilization of the military by strengthening officers' profes-
sionalism, with the implied autonomy of the military profession that guarantees optimal efficiency of 
the military2. This implies subordinating the military to political leaders elected to adequate positions 
in the state, so that military intervention in the field of politics does not jeopardize democracy, and 
also the obligation of political leaders to respect military professionalism and its field of expression, so 
that incompetent civil intervention in military affairs does not threaten military efficiency in perform-
ing its main social role [9]. The military, therefore, is subject to political power, and political power 
recognizes that there is military activity as an autonomous field dominated by professional military 
competence (rather than political will). Thus, only what Huntington called military political power is 
reduced, while political power and military power are in a kind of mutual respect, division of roles and 
balance. 

Although Huntington's theoretical concept of a balance of political and military power, with the max-
imization of the first and the autonomous field of the second power, seems simple, practice shows 
that it is a matter of a dynamic balance; and where there is dynamics, there are struggles of opposites. 
Huntington himself noticed different types of situations in which obedience and professional compe-
tence, as two highest virtues of military professionals, can come into a conflict or be challenged by 
other values. He analyzed these conflicts of values at an ethical level and mostly resolved them in 
favour of obedience, albeit with a clear attitude that there is a field in which officer competence can-
not be replaced - and should not be suppressed-by political will. However, the sacralization of obedi-
ence led Huntington even to condemn those German generals who opposed Hitler [9]. 

The most famous critic of Huntington's objective civil control of the military was Samuel Finer, who 
pointed out the possibility of a conflict between political power and military professionalism, as well 
as the danger of a technical understanding of the society by military experts, so he brought the de-
bate back to the beginning, wondering how much autonomy we could allow the military at all. Finer 
concluded that professionalism is not the solution for civil and democratic control of the military, but 
the establishment of the supremacy of political power [4]. 

Indeed, the danger of social independence of the military, its apostasy from the government and rul-
ers and acting as an independent political entity has been pointed out by many philosophers and sci-
entists, and it is an important part of many historical and contemporary political events3. The clearest 
explanation of the essence of the danger that threatens the state from the military came from Mau-
rice Duverger, who claims that the military is, by its nature, always dangerous for the state because 
the misuse of weapons (armed force) is a part of the abuse of power as such. "Weapons are the ulti-
mate expression of power, the most crucial in short term, and the most irresistible at the moment. 
The one who holds a sword falls, naturally, into the temptation to throw it on scales. Armed soldiers 
are a constant danger to the government and unarmed citizens [10]." Duverger believes that this 
danger can be avoided by developing an officer's sense of obedience to the state, "regardless of its 
form and who is represented by its managers [10]." However, he does not elaborate on this thesis, 
which can be explained by the social context in which these reflections arose. Nevertheless, one can 
still consider the dangers that threaten the society and democratic order if the autonomy of the of-
ficer profession, whose value Huntington emphasized so much, is abolished by the demand for obedi-
ence. 

Such thoughts have two directions. The first refers to cases in which political influence penetrates 
deep into the sphere of officer competence and whose ultimate result is an inefficient army. In this 
case, what we have called the internal balance in Huntington's theory of civil-military relations is 
grossly disturbed. Political will suppresses professional officer competence, crushes its potential re-
sistance and discourages differences of opinion and reasoned criticism of the existing or newly 
adopted solutions. The ultimate consequence of such a state is defeat in war and loss of freedom. 
Duverger's theme varies in the other direction: "The one who holds a sword naturally falls into the 
temptation to throw it on scales [10]". If the military is subordinated to instrumentalization to such an 
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extent, isn't that also dangerous for the state, its laws and democracy? For example, the military can 
be politicized by the so-called daily politics, be used in official campaigns or political power over it can 
be abused for the purpose of corrupt activities4. Ultimately, can a civilian who instrumentalizes the 
military throw a sword on scales? Political history confirms this [11][13]. What, in terms of values, has 
served as leverage of abuse is the imposition of obedience to the military as the only important re-
quirement for the military in civil-military relations. A sublime and necessary value, separated from 
other values that complement and correct it, is often abused. In modern society, this problem is actu-
alized by the crisis of democracy and the rise of populism, phenomena that contemporary authors in 
social sciences pay due attention5. Basically, it is an old problem of power that concentrates on the 
top and power that has a tendency to expand indefinitely. The concentration of power in the hands of 
a small number of interest-related people and the overflow of their power beyond the limits of com-
petences and law leads to the degradation of institutions. The result is that dominant power is 
strengthened, but the society and state mechanisms (institutions) weaken. "Every independent pow-
er and control function has disappeared from all these institutions [12]." 

AN ESSAY FROM CONTEMPORARY CIVIL-MILITARY RELATIONS 

Huntington published his observations on civil-military relations in the second half of the 20th century, 
with a fresh memory of World War II and under the threat of the Cold War and the challenges of the 
Post-Cold War world. However, some events in the 21st century vehemently prove the importance of 
the theory of civil-military relations and the complexity of the good functioning of civil and democratic 
control of the military. Such an event took place in the Republic of Austria in 2011. It is a conflict be-
tween the Chief of Defence Staff of the Armed Forces of the Republic of Austria General Edmund 
Entacher and the Minister in the Austrian government in charge of defence, Norbert Darabos - two 
members of the Social Democratic Party of Austria - over the reform of the Austrian Armed Forces 
and the transition from conscription to professional army. This example illustrates very well the pos-
sibilities for tensions between political power and officer competence in modern democracies. Name-
ly, at the end of 2010, Minister Darabos announced his plan for the reform of the Austrian Armed 
Forces, which included the reduction of defence costs through the suspension of military service and 
the staged transition to professional army. However, General Entacher opposed this attempt, publicly 
expressing his professional opinion on the issue, in an interview to "Profile" magazine, published on 
January 22, 2011. He said that the changes that would occur on the basis of such a difficult-to-correct 
decision are risky and without future [14]. He later expressed doubts that it was possible to reduce 
the costs of defence by transition to professional army, especially when one has in mind the functions 
that the military performs in a neutral state such as Austria. Two days later, the Minister recalled the 
disobedient General from the position of the Chief of Defence Staff and appointed him to a lower 
position, stating that Entacher had lost his trust [15]. The Austrian public saw this decision as an ex-
pression of the Minister's arbitrariness, and Entacher received a written decision on his recall, which 
he could appeal against, only a few months later. He hired a lawyer, continued his dialogue with the 
public and defended professional attitudes, pointing out, among other things, that he had been ille-
gally recalled. He got the support of professional officer associations, some civil society organizations, 
as well as the President of Austria at that time, Heinz Fisher, also a member of the Social Democratic 
Party of Austria. The Government Appeal Commission declared the Minister's decision to recall Gen-
eral Entacher illegal, in November 2011, and Entacher was brought back to the position of the Chief of 
Defence Staff, and retired in 2013. Nevertheless, he continued to publicly express his disagreement 
with Minister Darabos's reform course and the wave of pacifism on the Austrian political scene 
[17][18][19]. The debate on the suspension of military service received an epilogue in the referendum 
in 2013, in which the citizens of Austria decided to continue military service [16][20]. 

The questions about the problems of civil-military relations that can be asked in connection with the 
described case are numerous. Huntington argues that officers have a triple responsibility to the state 
because of their representative, advisory and executive function [9]. According to his theory, an of-
ficer is obliged to perform the first two mentioned functions, always bearing in mind that there are 
limitations in that, while the third function is above these two. The real question is what officers 
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should do when they are denied the opportunity to perform the first two functions, in accordance 
with the theory of democratic elitism that refutes the autonomy of the military profession, especially 
if there is a real danger that executing incompetent decisions will result in suboptimal army [21]? The 
theory of democratic elitism in this case shows two shortcomings. The first one is in the field of com-
petences and refers to the lack of knowledge of decision-makers regarding military affairs and de-
fence, which can be significantly corrected by public debate and the existence of bureaucratic sys-
tems, in Weber's sense of the word. This shortcoming is, however, exacerbated if acted upon arbitrar-
ily, while avoiding the mentioned two corrections. The second shortcoming is the understanding of 
the functioning of "government of the people": the theory of democratic elitism is based on the un-
derstanding that the people elect the political elite, and that it, having been elected, has a legitimate 
right to make important decisions. It is interesting that this postulate of democratic elitism is based on 
the understanding that voters are not competent for all kinds of decisions, while the political elite is 
[22]. In the described case, it was seen that the conflict had an epilogue in the referendum, so it could 
be concluded that this second shortcoming can be mitigated by the mechanisms of direct democracy, 
which should be the case when it comes to the most important issues. However, if General Entacher 
had not opposed the Minister, the decision would have been made without a valid public debate and 
without checking the will of the people. 

Another great question arises at the meeting place of political and military power - in strategy. Hun-
tington also recognized strategy as a field of encounter between politics and military competence, 
but gave priority to politics [9]. Among Yugoslav authors, Petar Tomac explained with similar argu-
ments that waging war had outgrown military competence and had become the job of statesmen 
[23]. We can agree with the arguments about the complexity and political height of modern strategy 
and war, but there is no guarantee that a politician is necessarily more competent than an officer in 
analyzing, understanding and developing new strategies or generating different decisions and cours-
es of action. In the belief in the competence of politicians, there is something of the old mystifications 
of the ruler's knowledge of the state reason, which is incomprehensible to his subordinates [24]. Com-
ing to power and exercising power in a mystical way are connected with knowing the state reason. 
There is no mystique in modern state: professional state bodies (should) represent a bureaucratic and 
technocratic mechanism by which important political decisions, arising from the expressed will of the 
people, are operationalized and executed in an appropriate manner and in accordance with valid laws, 
and also a pool of human resources, which is an important generator of competent ideas, analyses, 
proposals and solutions. This also refers to the field of defence and military security. However, as 
Stjepan Domjančić rightly noticed, in the last decades, strategy has left the field of security and de-
fence, and officers seem to have withdrawn from strategy to the field of operations and tactics in 
which they feel more comfortable [25]. If we understand the essence of strategy in the slogan ends-
ways-means, it can be accepted that politics defines goals, distributes and allocates funds and choos-
es ways, but in order to have realistic goals and pre-ideologically adequate means and ways, these 
decisions, at least when it comes to defence issues, have to contain military expertise. After all, do 
important issues, such as the choice of the type of the army from the mentioned example, belong to 
military or political sphere? The answer is that it belongs to both. If expertise is to be respected, then 
the proposals come from military sphere, and their selection is made in political sphere. However, we 
cannot choose something that has not even been offered for choice. 

The third great question is about responsibility: who is responsible for creating suboptimal army (and 
future war defeat)? The simplest answer is that the state creates, equips and shapes its army, so a 
statesman has the majority of the burden of responsibility. However, officers, as the most competent 
persons for military affairs, are also responsible for the suboptimality of the military. It is the obliga-
tion of the state to maintain an optimal army, but it has to rely on officer competence [21]. 

The importance of the military can be derived from its role in meeting social needs for protection and 
security, as well as from the role of the state in guaranteeing order. That is why it is necessary for the 
military to function as an efficient state body. The optimal armed forces are characterized by efficien-
cy, and their characteristics as institutions are subject to determination that other state bodies do not 
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have. Many features of the military are defined by the nature of the armed struggle, and its members 
are obliged by oath to perform tasks that involve the risk of death. At the same time, professional 
members of the armed forces are often people who, choosing the military profession, renounce some 
rights and freedoms. For example, in the Republic of Serbia, professional military personnel renounc-
es the right to political organization and membership in political parties, as well as passive suffrage, 
which is the great renunciation of rights for each citizen6. This renunciation has its justification that 
follows the logic of civil and democratic control of the military, and also the professional logic that 
makes the armed forces an effective superorganism. As a professional body, the military has many 
features of a bureaucratic institution in Weber's sense, and particularly illustrative examples are edu-
cation, training and advancement of officers, strategic planning, equipping and orientation of military 
commanders to accomplish missions and tasks of the armed forces. Like every profession, the military 
profession has its applied ethics and its standards of competence. Respect for professional military 
ethics and the achievement of professional competences are a condition for the proper performance 
of officer duties. At the same time, officer profession is firmly connected with the state power, in 
both directions: it is connected by command relation with the supreme command authority, which is 
an element (organ) of political system, but it is also the profession that the state entrusts power over 
the military organizational units 7. Officers command units and manage important functions in the 
defence system, being qualified by professional competence and professional experience. 

Officer competence is also the basis from which it is sometimes only possible to obtain decisions by 
"boiling", as Sartori says. As it has been seen in Entacher's case, sometimes officers will be forced to 
defend their professional opinion in order to make an adequate decision and, at the same time, avoid 
the one that puts the military in a situation that it cannot fulfill its social role, and the society in a dan-
ger of not being able to meet a social need for security. 

CONCLUSION 

The crisis of democracy at the beginning of this century has confirmed what could already be found in 
Huntington's books: that the "too tight grip" of civil and democratic control of the military could have 
its bad consequences. Just as military power produces democratically unfavourable results when in-
tervening in politics, the excess of civil power can lead to various abuses that lead, on the one hand, 
to a decline in the military efficiency in regard to its ability to respond to its social role, and on the 
other hand, into the instrumentalization of the military dangerous to democracy. 

Civil and democratic control of the military implies the harmonization of military activities with domi-
nant social values, but its essence is to create an environment and mechanisms due to which the mili-
tary respects democracy and remains neutral in the political race for power, without losing any of its 
features that make it effective in the armed struggle. As Ilija Kajtez summarizes in a sentence: "The 
society must and should respect the uniqueness and difficulty of the military profession to the same 
extent as professional soldiers respect the electoral will of citizens" [26]. 
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Endnotes 
1Huntington used the word balance in the title of the final chapter and in the title of a subchapter of his book The Soldier and 
the State [9]. 
2Autonomy is a word of Greek origin which means the independence or autonomy of certain territories or social groups in 
making and implementing their own decisions [27]. 
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3According to research, in the first decade of the 21st century, as many as 19% of countries in the world had experience with 
the military rule [28]. The most famous cases of coups after that occurred in Egypt (2013), Zimbabwe (2017), Sudan (2019), 
Algeria (2019), Mali (2020), Myanmar (2021) and Guinea (2021). 
4Although the military has its own mechanisms for suppressing corrupt activities, as a hierarchical organization it has charac-
teristics that make it vulnerable in this regard. Presenting obedience as the highest virtue of military personnel, along with 
disabling other virtues that complement it, facilitates corruption. Endemic corruption makes it impossible for the military to 
carry out its missions and tasks effectively, just as it destroys the universal values of justice, the common good and freedom 
on a wider social level [29][30]. 
5For example, the Serbian Political Science Association organized scientific conferences with variations on this topic [31][32]. 
6Such solutions were adopted in FR Yugoslavia [33] Compare: [34]. 
7„An officer is the only official who the State ... has given general authority of its sovereign power because it has placed citi-
zens in his hands, and forced them to fully obey him ..." [35]. 
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The autonomy of the military profession as a condition for civil and democratic... 

Autonomija vojne profesije kao uslov civilne demokratske 
kontrole vojske i ostvarivanja osnovne društvene uloge 

vojske 

 

 

 

Sažetak:  
Mešanje vojske u politiku u jednoj državi nesporno je pogubno za njenu demokratiju. 
Međutim, i "prečvrst stisak" civilne kontrole vojske može da bude opasan za jedno 
društvo, ukoliko je njegov rezultat suboptimalna ili zloupotrebljena vojna moć. Smisao 
civilne demokratske kontrole vojske jeste stvaranje društvenog ambijenta u kojem vojska 
prihvata demokratske vrednosti i sama ne predstavlja opasnost za funkcionisanje demo-
kratije, zadržavajući visok nivo profesionalne efikasnosti i integriteta. Dakle, neophodno 
je istovremeno pronaći rešenje za civilno-vojni paradoks i sačuvati profesionalnu au-
tonomiju oficira od izazova koji dolaze iz sfere politike. Polazeći od Hantingtonove teorije 
civilno-vojnih odnosa, koristeći studiju slučaja i hipotetičko-deduktivnu metodu, u ovom 
radu se pokazuje da je autonomija vojne profesije jedan od uslova dobrog funkcionisanja 
civilne demokratske kontrole vojske, kao i da je poštovanje i jačanje profesionalnosti 
oficira neophodan uslov za očuvanje i razvoj sposobnosti vojske da uspešno izvrši svoje 
misije i zadatke. Propagira se i shvatanje civilne demokratske kontrole vojske kao procesa 
kojim se postiže dinamička ravnoteža između njegovih učesnika. 
 
Ključne reči: civilna demokratska kontrola vojske; društvena uloga vojske; vojna efi-
kasnost; oficirska profesija; poslušnost 
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