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| the hair-trigger response

T he untimely death of former Secretary
of Defense Les Aspin robs the United
States of one of its best strategic thinkers on
defense and national security. Until he suf-
fered a stroke a few days before his death at
age 56, Aspin had continued his pursuit of
institutional reforms of both Defense and
the U.S. intelligence system in the wake of
the Cold War.

He was one of the first and the most in-
fluential national leaders to recognize the
implications of the Cold War’s end. He re-
alized the United States needed to refocus
its thinking away from a
large-standing Army and

system we had devised
over 40-plus years. Aspin
advocated a more respon-
sive military and national-
security apparatus.

Aspin rose to promi-
nence in the middle 1970s
as a junior member of the
House Armed Services
Committee (HASC) with
an encyclopedic knowl-
edge of  defense.
Considered a bomb-
thrower in those days, he
had the propensity for
tweaking his Southern
conservative-Democrat el-
ders. His early years on
the HASC were under the
chairmanships of such
Democratic barons as L.
Mendel Rivers (D-South
Carolina), F. Edward

“As Representative
John Murtha (D-PA)
noted, Aspin was
among the strongest
supporters of the
Guard and Reserve in
the pre- and post-
Cold War era. He in-
sisted, as part of his
Bottom-Up Review,
on full utilization of
the Guard and
Reserve... ”
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the presidency, Aspin was appointed secre-
tary of Defense. Conventional political wis-
dom in Washington suggests that Aspin’s
leadership of DoD was not his finest contri-
bution to the nation. With the possible ex-
ception of his personal style and personal-
ity, a closer examination of Aspin’s 11
months at the Pentagon might suggest oth-
erwise, Consider the three major controver-
sies that usually are cited:

* Gays in the military. We suspect we
will never know what Aspin’s personal views
were on this issue. It seems likely to us that,

had Aspin been con-
| sulted, he would have ad-
vised the president-elect
to put the issue on the
back burner as a “lose-
lose” situation or as some-
thing that could be ad-

dressed, if at all, later on.
| However, that's not what
happened. Just two weeks
after the 1992 election,
the president-elect an-
nounced his intentions
with little or no consulta-
tion with his soon-to-be
national-security staff,

Thus, when he became
SecDef later, Aspin was
presented with a fait ac-
compli-type mission. Aspin
negotiated with Senator
Sam Nunn (D-Georgia),
then chairman of the
Senate Armed Services
Committee, the “Don’t
ask, don't tell” policy.

Hebert (D-Louisiana ) and
later Melvin Price (D-Illinois). In 1985,
Aspin ultimately ousted Price, who retired
from Congress two years later. Aspin had
made an early mark after he chaired the
military manpower and personnel subcom-
mittee two years earlier.

When President Clinton was elected to

¢ Somalia. The U.S.
mission in Somalia began during the Bush
administration; President Clinton inherited
it. Aspin was blamed for barring the de-
ployment of tanks and helicopter gunships.
Although it suffers from a bit of 20-20
hindsight, the fact is the whole Somalia
episode suffered from mission creep, which
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