
recognize and conduct relations with the Nicaraguan re- 
gime. If Nicaragua’s government is legitimate-if it is able 
to fulfill its obligations as a civilized state-it deserves the 
protection of the law. Nothing, however, requires us to 
continue relations with a regime that we believe to be so 
uncivil as to have forfeited its claim to that protection. If  
the Nicaraguan govemment merits all the things we are 
doing to undermine it,  we ought not to permit formal dip- 
lomatic relations between our regimes. With much less 
justice, after all, we maintain this position toward Cuba. 

Do not be meddlesome: Intervene in domestic affairs 
only on the request of legitinlure authorities. We object to 
the conduct of the Nicaraguans because they violate this 
rule. Our intervention in El Salvador or Lebanon (or, an- 
ciently, in Vietnam) is justified precisely because it is con- 
sistent with the law; we were invited in by governments 
we recognize. Like many rules of international law, this 
one leaves plenty of room for maneuver. If Mr. Reagan is 
convinced that we must support the Contras, he can legalize 
that assistance simply by recognizing Mr. Eden Pastora’s 
movement-or some other, if it suits him better-as the 
legitimate govemment of Nicaragua. There is a sleazy side 
to such detours, but the law does not promise high ethi- 
cality. And in any case, to recognize the Corztrns would 
not be so different from our only recently abandoned policy 
in relation to China. 

The administration has not adopted this course because, 
Mr. Casey’s earlier forecasts to the contrary, it doubts that 
the Contras can win, especially given the limited support 
in the United States for a policy of intervention. Mr. Reagan 
hesitates to commit himself to a losing cause, and he prefers 
to use the Contras to bargain with the government in Man- 
agua. That preference, however, points to yet another rule 
of good manners. 

9 If you must conduct claridestitie ofloirs. Iinw the de- 
cency IO keep them secret. There is nothing “covert” about 
our intervention in Nicaragua. We are breaking the law 
with a drunuoll and a fanfare. Of course, almost everyone 
here and abroad was bound to have a moral certainty that 
the CIA was involved in the Nicaraguan civil war. But 
social experience tells us that one spouse may be able to 
endure the illicit liaisons of anotherAven if they are widely 
known-so long as they are not flaunted. By advertising 
our intervention, we proclaim our contempt for Nicaragua’s 
regime and for international sensibility; our brazenness de- 
fines power grown too arrogant, Athens at Melos. A decent 
effort at secrecy would have allowed us-and the Nicar- 
aguans, if they chose-the pretense of ignorance and in- 
nocence. Public humiliation, however, may make 
concessions impossible and prohibit the reconciliation which 
is the logical end of the administration’s policy. 

Those who combine great power with great skill may 
command respect even if they are lawless. At best, such a 
policy builds resentment and invites imitation at the first 
sign of weakness. Mr. Reagan’s administration cannot af- 
ford such risks, since it does not possess a statecraft equal 
to American power. It bumbles too much to preen itself in 
the mirror of Machiavelli. Mr. Reagan needs to learn that 
homely decencies are at least as attractive in foreign affairs 
as he proports to find them in domestic life. . 

Mr. Reagan and Miss Manners 

Mr. Reagan should be advised by Judith Martin’s splendid 
“Miss Manners”: His administration needs a lesson in in- 
ternational etiquette. 

Americans often celebrate “getting the job done,” as op- 
posed to respecting “mere formalities.” When the media 
describe Mr. Reagan as a pragmatist, they mean to praise 
him for his flexibility and method, his willingness to do 
whatever is necessary to produce a favorable bottom line. 
To that extent, we are closet Machiavellians, convinced 
that the end justifies the means. 

It is no wonder, then, that Americans have only a limited 
appreciation of international law. Before it is anything else, 
international law is a code of good form, laying down the 
properties of the relations between states and peoples. It 
instructs us in the civilities without which civilized life is 
impossible. Given modern technology, civilization will need 
more than good manners, but it cannot do  with less. 

That proposition underlies Senator Moynihan’s increas- 
ing criticism of the administration’s policy in Central Amer- 
ica and his passionate defense of international law. Pat 
Moynihan is no dove, and even less is he a rigid idealist: 
The man worked for Nixon, after all. Moynihan recognizes, 
however, that the administration’s disdain for the forms of 
international good conduct is amateurishly impolitic; far 
from being pragmatic, it is almost frivolously impractical. 

In the first place, Mr. Reagan’s stance is unnecessary. 
International law recognizes-and in many ways is prem- 
ised on-conflict between regimes. I t  leaves ample room 
for conducting hostilities. International law leaves us free 
to choose our policies; it only asks that we conduct them 
decently. In that respect, international law measures re- 
spectability, not virtue. 

That standard, however, is not to be despised. Intema- 
tional law proceeds from the proposition that while civilized 
regimes may sometimes be compelled to act cruelly or vi- 
olently, they have a duty to act with no more inhumanity 
than is truly necessary. Civilized states conduct themselves 
in a way calculated to do the least possible damage to civ- 
ilized relations. In the same sense, civility presumes gen- 
tility-the rejection of the pleasure of doing harm for harm’s 
sake and any strategy that requires cruelty. Miss Manners 
is to the point: “She does not allow rude people to spoil 
her life, but she does not seek satisfaction in spoiling theirs.” 
It is that precept which draws the line between terrorists 
and civilized regimes. 

In Central America the administration has quite need- 
lessly violated at least three rules of international good 
manners: 

Civil relations are impossible with uncivilized people. 
This precept is the more precise version of the exaggerated 
rule that, rather than say something unpleasant, it is better 
to say nothing at all. In breaking relations with Libya, Mrs. 
Thatcher acted with perfect propriety. By contrast, while 
the Reagan administration contends that the Sandinista gov- 
ernment violates international law by supporting armed in- 
surrections and denying human rights, it continues to 
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