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The doctrine of unripe time 
Insistence on perfection is a well-known enemy of achievement, as is the belief that good works are best 
put off to the most favourable opportunity. Mr Caspar Weinberger knows how to play that game. 
ST Augustine is known, among other things, for having said 
"Lord make me chaste, but not yet". The governments involved 
in the endless and confusing negotiations on arms control seem 
in the same case. The chief negotiators, the United States and 
the Soviet Union, say that winning an agreement is the peak of 
their ambition - yet nothing tangible has been agreed in four 
years of talks. Much of the trouble is the augustinian doctrine of 
unripe time; this or that agreement might be fine, "but not yet". 

Now the rot has spread to Western Europe, apparently dis
comfited by Mr Gorbachev's expressed willingness last week to 
fall in with Mrs Thatcher's earlier demand that there should be 
no agreement to get rid of nuclear missiles of intermediate range 
without an agreement on weapons with even shorter range. The 
obvious snag is that the defence of Western Europe is predicated 
on the possible use of nuclear weapons in repelling attack even 
by conventional forces. Thatcher's point in Moscow, that Soviet 
stocks of short-range nuclear weapons are even bigger than 
those held in the West, is only partly applicable; Soviet conven
tional forces are also bigger, which is why the time for an 
agreement is "not yet". 

There is an outside chance that some of these difficulties will 
be resolved by the visit ofMr George Shultz, the US Secretary of 
State, to Moscow this week. For different reasons, the Soviet 
and US governments are both eager to strike a deal. Shultz's 
task is to find the basis of an agreement that could be reached 
before US politicians are immersed in the impending election 
compaign. He may even have been helped to that end by the 
remarkable article by his cabinet colleague, Mr Caspar Wein
berger, in the New York Times at the weekend. The US Secre
tary of Defense set out to distinguish between "real" and other 
kinds of arms control agreements, the latter by definition un
satisfactory and even dangerous. Could it be that Weinberger 
fears that Shultz may return from Moscow with a piece of paper 
which is less than ideal in his eyes, and that some kind of public 
warning was called for? If so, Shultz may be impelled uncharac
teristically to grab the bit between his teeth. 

Weinberger's argument is familiar- that satisfactory nego
tiations can be conducted only from strength, and that the past 
few years have shown that US insistence on its strategic interests 
(the right to pursue the Strategic Defense Initiative or SDI, and 
the exclusion of British and French nuclear weapons from calcu
lations of intermediate missile strengths) at Geneva has event
ually won Soviet compliance. Technically, Weinberger is cor
rect. SDI seems no longer a stumbling block to a deal on inter
mediate missiles, while the Soviet Union appears to accept that 
the British and French forces are a problem for the future. 

On SDI, for example, it must be supposed that Soviet com
pliance with a continuing US research programme implies a 
Soviet decision to follow a similar path. Even though SDI will 
never be the all-protective defensive shield on which President 
Reagan has set his heart, the result will be that both adversaries 
will soon be equipped with weapons different in kind from any 
that now exist. Weinberger's successors may not then thank him 
for his insistence now that SDI should go ahead. 

The obvious analogy is historical- with the period immedi
ately after the Second World War when the United States briefly 

pondered whether the new technology of nuclear weapons 
should be sanitized by a form of international control. In the 
event, the Baruch plan was never put forward as a formal basis 
for negotiation. In retrospect, it seems clear that, if it had been 
so canvassed, it would have been turned down by Stalin's Soviet 
Union, then well on the way to a replication of US technology. 
But if it had been put forward and accepted before any substan
tial nuclear stockpiles had accumulated, it is more than probable 
that the military technology of nuclear energy would have been 
less oppressive than it has become. To be sure, the intervening 
four decades would not have been free from trouble. No doubt 
there would also have been more tension in Europe. But there is 
a high chance that the especially haunting features of the present 
strategic balance would not have materialized. May not the US 
decision not to negotiate on the sanitization of space turn out to 
have similarly unpalatable consequences? 

Nor is it self-evident, as Weinberger says, that "arms control 
and even arms reductions are not ends in themselves; they are a 
means for strengthening national security". He is right to say 
that people cannot defend themselves with pieces of paper. He is 
also right to insist that arms control agreements that cannot be 
verified may be dangerous by lulling one side into a false sense of 
security. But he is surely wrong to claim that the only kinds of 
agreements worth having are cast-iron copper-bottomed deals 
that never impede their parties' pursuit of national security. 
What this calculation most of all omits is that, while arms control 
is not an end in itself, it may be a means to an important end
that of the mutual understanding between natural adversaries 
which is the perennial threat to nations' peace of mind. 

Weinberger, in the New York Times, also scorns the rash of 
arms control agreements of the 1970s, but that is altogether too 
facile a reading of the history of a decade, beginning with 
President Richard M. Nixon and ending with President Jimmy 
Carter, that might have led somewhere if it had not been for 
Carter's political weakness and the Soviet adventure in Afghani
stan. What that rash of agreements showed is that each super
power had a sufficient understanding of the other to anticipate 
its anxieties on security. 

How, then, should one judge whatever Shultz brings back 
from Moscow? Pace Weinberger, the best achievement would 
be something likely to lead to something else. With the inter
mediate-range agreement so near completion at Geneva, but 
latterly cast in doubt by Thatcher's proper worry about short
range missiles, the best prize would be an agreement to cut 
Euromissiles by a half immediately, and to reduce them to zero 
in a reasonable period of time, say three years from now, when 
the short-range issue has been discussed. The benefit of such an 
agreement is that it would make the more difficult question of 
strategic arms more accessible, both in respect of the numbers in 
the arsenals of the two sides and of the independent British and 
French forces. But there is no chance, within the lifetime of the 
present US administration, of reaching the point at which Presi
dent Carter finished - serious negotiations about a compre
hensive test-ban treaty. Similarly, Gorbachev's dream of return
ing to a world free from nuclear weapons of any kind also 
belongs to the augustinian not now. 0 
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