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Agenda
• Introduction
• A dreadful and tragic vignette: My Lai
• Professions and society

• Societal Responsibility
• Expertise
• Jurisdictions of practice

• U.S. Army/Military Professionalism
• Threats to professionalism
• Concluding thoughts
• Discussion/Questions
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My Lai: 1968
• 16 March 1968: US Army soldiers killed at least 175 and 

possibly more than 400 Vietnamese civilians—mainly old men, 
women and children—during a daylight combat(?!?) operation 
[official report: 128 enemy body count, 3 weapons captured]

• Military leaders cover up the incident for a year.
• 29 March 1969: Former soldier Ronald Ridenhour letter to 

Secretary of Defense and other military leaders
• November 1969: 1st Public report (Seymore Hersh article)
• Lieutenant General Peers Commission report: 24 March 1970
• Army Professionalism study: April-June 1970

Bottom Line: Individual and institutional failures
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For an overview, with additional links to documents and other sources, see:
Richard Lacquement, “My Lai: A Stain on the U.S. Army,” War Room, June 27, 2018. 
https://warroom.armywarcollege.edu/special-series/anniversaries/my-lai-a-stain-on-the-army/



My Lai: 
Partial Diagnosis and Treatment

Degraded Professionalism
• Training and education shortcuts

• Draftees
• Uneven quality NCOs
• Officer ‘90-day wonders’

• Body counts and other metrics
• Degraded moral standards
• “Ticket punching”
• Careerism 
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Restoring Professionalism
• Training and education improved

• All Volunteer Force (1973)
• NCO education system
• More robust officer standards

• Professional judgment, legal support
• Army values, Laws of armed conflict
• Centralized selection of key leaders
• Improved talent management



• Defining element of a profession is expertise in a distinct, usually 
abstract or esoteric, body of knowledge [such as medicine, law, 
spirituality/religion, warfare, education]

• Professions negotiate definitions of expertise and jurisdictions 
with society and in competition with other professions 
(Andrew Abbott – System of Professions, 1988)

• Expertise: “The tasks of professions are human problems 
amenable to expert service.” (Abbott, p. 35) includes 
diagnoses, inference, and treatment based on abstract 
knowledge

• Jurisdiction of practice: “the link between a profession and 
its work...” (Abbott, p. 20)

• Human Development of professionals

Professions and Society



U.S. Army/Military Professionalism

…Refined to reflect this quintessentially human endeavor, 
the core expertise of American officers can be restated as 
follows: The peculiar skill of the military officer is the 
development, operation, and leadership of a human 
organization—a profession—whose primary expertise is 
the application of coercive force on behalf of the 
American people; for the Army officer, such development, 
operation, and leadership occurs incidentally to sustaining 
America’s dominance in land warfare.  In abbreviated form, 
… “Leadership of Army soldiers in the organized 
application of coercive force.”

Future of the Army Profession, p. 215 



Clarifying Competitive Jurisdictions of 
American Military Profession
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Contemporary US Military Challenges
• Changing character of war (to include the significance 

of new domains such as space and cyberspace that are 
underpinned by advanced technology) 

• Expansive view of the applicability of military 
capabilities (such as the potential over-militarization 
of US foreign policy and use of the military in 
circumstances where non-military expertise and 
capabilities might be more appropriate) 

• Lack of strategic effectiveness in recent conflicts (e.g., 
Afghanistan, Iraq, Libya, Syria) despite strong 
operational and tactical performance

• Pressures on the military to adapt and conform to 
emerging societal norms, such as areas of diversity 
and inclusion

• Risks of politicization of the armed forces 
• Growing societal rejection of professionalism that has 

accelerated since the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic



US Military Profession Leadership Insights
• Relevant expertise at various levels of leadership is not 

necessarily the same 
• Leadership needs of a profession whose highest practitioners 

must be generalists…but whose career paths favor tactical 
combat expertise or other specialization

• System of competing national security related professions 
(service, joint, intelligence, foreign service, development, 
and…) 

• National security—most acutely war—as complex, integrated 
and interdisciplinary by nature: requires leaders’ familiarization 
with many aspects of society and a daunting demand for 
discretionary judgment as to how they should be connected



• Unprofessionalism (scandal, incompetence)

• De-professionalism (laicization, commodification)

• Anti-professionalism (anti-intellectualism/rejection of 
expertise, bureaucratization)

• Indicators of lack of trust in a profession:
• Client/societal efforts to seek alternate remedies (friends, neighbors, 

web pages)
• Increases in laws/regulations circumscribing a profession’s activity 
• Increased competition from other organizations/professions 

Threats to Professionalism



Concluding thoughts
• How are professions led? (leaders’ expertise, 

selection, authority, organizations, hierarchy, 
bureaucracy, etc.)

• Professional stewardship: responsibility to sustain, 
maintain vigilance through individual and 
institutional development.  

• Develop and refine expertise to meet enduring, 
changing, and new/emerging professional 
challenges (e.g., national security for military, 
health for medical doctors).

• Set professional context for individual professionals 
and associated institutions/organizations to serve 
ethically in meeting societal needs.



Discussion/Questions



Back Up Slides



Map of Expert Knowledge (Army)



Army Jurisdictional Claims



Tactical

Levels of War Focus Schools/Courses

National
Security
Issues

General/Flag Officer 
Courses (O7 to O9)

War College
(O5 to O6)

Intermediate 
(Command and Staff) 

Education
(O3 to O4)

Branch/Specialty 
Courses

(O1 to O3)

Joint and 
Combined 
Operations

Military Force
Employment

Operational

Strategic

Officer Professional Military 
Education (PME) Concept

Pre-Commissioning: Service Academies, 
Reserve Officer Training Corps (ROTC), Officer Candidate School (OCS)
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ADP 6-22 Logic Map
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USMA Core Curriculum
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**Courses in blue are Math, Science and Engineering (MSE) courses. Courses in red are Humanities and Social 
Science (HSS) courses. Courses in black are courses affiliated with each academic major. Courses in green are 
credit bearing courses from the Military and Physical Programs.



War & Strategy: Clausewitzian Trinity

Policy

Instruments of power
Diplomatic
Informational
Military
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“Levels of War”

Will or  
“Passion ”

“War is a [remarkable] 
trinity…composed of primordial 
violence, hatred and enmity, which 
are to be regarded as a blind natural 
force; of the play of chance and 
probability within which the creative 
spirit is free to roam; and of its 
element of subordination, as an 
instrument of policy, which makes it 
subject to reason alone.”

}
“…Our task therefore is to 
develop a theory [of war] 
that maintains a balance 

between these three 
tendencies, like an object 

suspended between three 
magnets.”

Reason

Carl von Clausewitz 
On War (~1830)

‘Government alone’
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Strategic Leaders
“Strategic leaders represent a finely balanced combination 
of high-level thinkers, accomplished Soldiers, and military 
experts. Strategic leaders simultaneously sustain what is 
necessary within current conditions, envision the future, 
and convey that vision to a wide audience. They often 
personally spearhead change. Their policies guide 
lifecycles and talent management of all Army personnel. 
They guide the design and employment of technological 
advances and establish programs that care for Army 
families. They secure resources for facilities and 
infrastructure, weapons and equipment, supply and 
maintenance, and manpower and force structure. 
America’s complex national security conditions require 
strategic leaders with an in-depth knowledge of the 
diplomatic, informational, military, and economic 
instruments of national power.”

• ADP 6-22 (2019) 



Evolution of Military Professional Identity
Embrace a new identity as senior national security leader at the 
strategic level:  master peer leadership; reflective thinking & visioning; 
courageous communications; leading and stewarding the profession of 
arms, serving as its exemplar; and self-actualizing.

Mission Specific Roles 
(based on assigned duties)

Strategic Advisor &
Communicator

Strategic Theorist

Strategic Planner

Senior, Strategic Leader

Persistent Roles
(expected)

Critical & Reflective Thinker

Steward of the Profession

Networked Leader

Resilient Leader
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Required Knowledge by Role

22

Strategic Advisor Strategic Theorist Strategic Planner Strategic Leader
• Conceptual competencies

• Strategic thinking
• Frame of reference
• Problem management
• Strategic decision making

• Conceptual competencies
• Strategic theory
• Theory of warfare 
(Landpower emphasis)
• Intl Relations (IR) theory
• Civ-mil relations
• Strategic Culture
• Military history
• Economics

• Conceptual competencies
• Strategic & operational art
(Landpower emphasis)
• Strategic thinking
• Frame of reference
• Problem Management
• Strategic decision making
• Joint & Combined ops
• Military history
• Economics

• Conceptual competencies
• Strategic thinking
• Frame of reference
• Problem management
• Strategic decision making

• Technical competencies
• Professional ethics
• Joint Strategic Planning 
System (JSPS)
• Regional Expertise

• Technical competencies
• U.S. Policy processes
• Interagency processes 

• Technical competencies
• U.S. Policy processes
• Interagency processes 
• JSPS
• Op Design, JOPP as 
methods of applying 
strat/op art
• Regional Expertise

• Technical competencies
• Developing a vision
• Organizational 
change/culture

• Innovation
• Leadership of profession
• Professional ethics
• Negotiations
• DOD Process (JSPS, DM)

• Personal competencies
• Communications
• Team building
• Civ-mil relations
• Basic research

• Personal competencies
• Communications
• Peer leadership
• Team building
• Civ-mil relations
• Basic research

• Personal competencies
• Communications
• Peer leadership
• Team building
• Civ-mil relations
• Basic research

• Personal competencies
• Communications
• Peer leadership
• Team building
• Civ-mil relations
• Combat leadership
• Basic research
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