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Thomas C. Schelling's otherwise estimable commentary seems to be somewhat deficient in its treatment of terrorism ("The Nuclear Taboo1," editorial page, Oct. 24):

1) I suspect that the idea, however rational, that the terrorists will prefer to demonstrate their possession of a nuclear weapon without using it is not something one can count on. Possession is not sufficient; actual execution is required for complete plausibility, else we could have avoided Hiroshima and Nagasaki.

2) More to the point, and aside from the nuclear question, is the idea that "terrorists can't be deterred anyway -- we don't know what they value that we might threaten, or who or where it is." It is not "terrorists" we fear; that was a politically correct locution to avoid stigmatizing the proper authors of 9/11 as members of a particular religion, albeit one with secular goals. It is Islamo-fascists who are our enemies, and they wish the hegemony of their religion and a world-wide caliphate -- or at least one over a significant part of the world.

I suspect Prof. Schelling would agree that one way to gain advantage in a "game" is to relax presumed constraints on one side. It is the relaxation of heretofore-civilized norms that has given Islamo-terrorism such power. In this context, however politically incorrect, Rep. Tom Tancredo's (R., Colo.) suggestion that the centers of Islam in Mecca and Medina be forfeited if a Western center is destroyed by Islamists is one that should be considered. We know what these particular terrorists value, where it is and how to destroy it. Additionally, we know that they value those nations, such as the present Iran, that are possible instruments of the caliphate. Saddam's Iraq was another such: an institution with the resources of a nation and the malevolent intentions of a minority.

Of course, such a policy should be announced in advance with a degree of credibility (clearly difficult to attain) that might provide deterrence, even to Islamo-terrorists. A game in which one side is constrained, and the other is not, usually provides an ineluctable advantage to the latter.
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Prof. Schelling misses the obvious in what otherwise is a well-researched and reasoned opinion. When your enemy is comprised of an amorphous federation of geographically dispersed, fanatical cells rather than a nation-state and when there is no tangible target to attack, the threat of deterrence, of any nature, carries little weight. I expect that even were we to totally eschew the use of such weapons, a terrorist, for whom martyrdom is preferable to life, would have little compunction in exercising their use.

The "peace dividend" never materialized after the collapse of the Soviet Union because the balance of power and mutual deterrence algorithm, while effective between nation-states, has proven ineffectual in a post-Cold War setting. Rather, in the absence of superpower constraints, centuries-old tribal and religious animosities have boiled to the surface. The statesmanship, strategy and technology that held sway before has proven of little value in an environment that places a premium on far more costly, less politically palatable and generally messier conventional warfare.

A standing nuclear force is far less costly than a standing conventional force. That is many times truer when the conventional force finds itself continuously engaged. However, our enemy knows that nuclear retaliation is not an option. We would not find the idea of atomizing Tehran, Pyongyang or Tora Bora reasonable, palatable or satisfying even if we could make a direct linkage of those countries' involvement in terrorism.

The Crusades have returned. We are fighting religious zealots who never experienced a "reformation." Terrorists steeped in seventh-century orthodoxy are unfathomable to our collective intellect and only marginally receptive to our powers of reason, persuasion or force. Where the Cold War had its policy of "containment," we need a policy of excision. Only by denying the fascist, radical elements of Islam safe haven anywhere and everywhere, can we hope to prevail. The question is how do we, who cannot bring ourselves to deal with illegal immigration, convince other nation states to take decisive action in their own countries?
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Although Prof. Schelling's piece was an interesting recitation of the past 60 years of nuclear weapons restraint, I was amazed by his omission of events during the 1963 Cuban Missile Crisis, certainly thought to be the closest we came to World War III and its potential nuclear showdown. It is my understanding, based on Russian archives available after the end of the Cold War, that Khrushchev ordered four submarines from the Northern Fleet into the Caribbean, each one carrying a single nuclear armed torpedo, to seek out and destroy a U.S. carrier. Apparently, only one of the four submarines even got close to a battle group, but the skipper of that sub decided not to attempt to follow Khrushchev's orders. The so-called "Nuclear Taboo" supposedly worked with that captain but not Khrushchev, who was soon brought to heel by the Soviet military chiefs, and subsequently deposed.
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