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H
yperboles fail
to describe
West Asia acc-
urately. For
one thing, the

region has faced so many
crossroads that having
arrived at a new one
becomes a cliché. For
another, the Lebanon
tragedy is only part of
the story because its gen-
esis lies in a tale in which
Europe, particularly
Britain, foisted an alien
people and nation into a
sea of Palestinians and
Arabs setting off an ele-
mental battle of land and
peoples.

Everyone knows the
basic tragedy of West
Asia or the Middle East.
Israel wants to expand
into a new version of
Greater Israel by deny-
ing the Palestinians a just
viable state, including
occupied East Jerusalem.
Everyone knows why
Israelis are seeking to get
away with murder, thanks
to the total support of the
Bush administration for
Israeli actions, however
unjustified. Everyone also
knows that as long as
Israelis remain on their dis-
astrous path, underwritten
by US power, there will be
no peace, much less a
meaningful process to
achieve it.

Yet the Lebanon fighting
has metamorphosed into a
wider war in which the Ira-
nians and Syrians are
involved, in addition to the
United States, and such
states as Egypt, Saudi Ara-
bia and Jordan, the so-
called moderates. The
Hezbollah leader Syed
Hassan Nasrallah, who
fought the mighty Israeli
Army to a standstill, has
become a hero to the Arab
world for achieving a feat
no Arab state was able to
achieve: a guerrilla army
that gave Israel as good as
it got over a month and
more, while Israelis vented
their frustration by killing
hundreds of Lebanese
civilians and in the process
laying the country of
Lebanon waste.

There are many fault lines
thrown up by the Lebanese
drama: the moderate states’

fear of the Arab street
charged with the Hezbol-
lah’s heroic exploits, the
majority Sunni states’ fear
of an emerging Shia cres-
cent to challenge their tra-
ditional power, the Irani-
ans’ delight over the
exploits of the Lebanese
movement they have done
much to empower follow-
ing the 1982 Israeli inva-
sion of Lebanon (America
has been seeking to chas-
tise Tehran’s nuclear
efforts through the United
Nations) and the emer-
gence of Nasrallah as the
new Arab icon — the new
Nasser in a different age.

How wonderful it would
be if the US would compel
Israel to give Palestinians a
viable state with East
Jerusalem as its capital and
live happily ever after! To
suggest such an outcome is
to underline the harsh reality
of the real world, because
the Bush administration,
bolstered by neoconserva-
tives, aids and abets Israel in
its expansion plans and has
practically blessed Prime
Minister Ehud Olmert’s
programme for a unilateral
semi-permanent occupation
of prize West Bank land, in
addition to retaining occupi-
ed East Jerusalem and main-
taining the Gaza Strip as a
vast prison. Israelis seem to
have decided to live by the

sword as a garrison state
behind high walls in the vain
hope of defying history and
the cries of the deprived
Palestinians and their sup-
porters in the Arab street.

What then can be the out-
come of a fragile peace
broken by an Israeli raid
deep into Lebanon while
the rest of the world adjusts
to a United Nations resolu-
tion seeking to buttress an
existing UN force with a
stiffer European presence?
The initial French response
has been cautious. The old
colonial power is wary of
getting mired and the sup-
posed disarming of the
Hezbollah is sufficiently
ambiguous to warn troop
providers. The Hezbollah,
after all, is the main victor
of the war and is now a
champion of the Arab
cause.

Two consequences flow
from the present impasse.
Prime Minister Olmert’s
plans unilaterally to draw
up Israel’s semi-permanent
borders to negate the emer-

gence of a genuine Pales-
tinian state is in deep
freeze, given the loud ques-
tioning over his failure to
achieve his war aims in
Lebanon. Second, America
remains hemmed in by its
predicament in Iraq and
faces the difficult choice of
talking to Iran and Syria if
it wants to seek a way out
of the Lebanese crisis.

Nobody doubts that
America is in
thrall to Israel, but
the manner in

which American acade-
mics and commentators
have sought to assuage the
world’s shock over the
level of devastation caused
by Israel to Lebanon’s
sources of life and infra-
structure and the number of
civilians killed by examin-
ing the meaning of the
word “disproportionate” is
truly amazing. For most
Americans, Israel can do
no wrong, and the ruling
establishment knows only
too well the political costs
of crossing Israel, given the
iron grip of American Jew-
ish lobbying groups on
Washington’s West Asia
policy. Hezbollah and the
Arabs have many more bat-
tles to fight.

Lebanon again brings to
the fore Europe’s impo-
tence in influencing the

outcome of major crises.
True, the French worked
with the US to put
together a UN resolution
after Washington had
given Israel sufficient
time to pulverise
Lebanon. (The world has
ceased to take Britain’s
Tony Blair seriously
after he had achieved the
status of being President
Bush’s “poodle.”) But
the first version they pro-
duced was ludicrous and
tilted towards Israel; the
second version, which
was ultimately passed,
was less anti-Lebanese.
But France initially
balked at leading UN
troops with a robust
troop presence.

Apart from Europe, the
world, it seemed, had
given the US a carte
blanche to deal with the
Israeli-Palestinian con-

flict as it wished by being
party to a so-called Quar-
tet, derided in the region as
a foursome sans trios
(without three). The Quar-
tet comprises Russia and
the United Nations, in
addition to the US and the
European Union and has
ingloriously served as a
rubber stamp for American
actions. Europeans have
been the Palestinians’ fund
givers until the coming to
power of Hamas in Gaza
and have presumably been
atoning for what they did to
Jews during World War II
and earlier.

Two events in recent
times have greatly aided
growing Jewish ambitions.
The demise of the Soviet
Union meant that there was
no countervailing power in
West Asia to restrain Jew-
ish ambitions and the initial
years of the Yeltsin era saw
Russians following a sub-
servient policy. Second,
the post-Nine Eleven world
enabled Israel to conflate
its battle with Palestinians
into President Bush’s “war
on terror” to great advan-
tage. Perhaps the world
will have to wait for Presi-
dent Bush’s successor for a
change in policy. The cards
might be stacked against
Palestinians, but they alone
hold the key to peace in
West Asia.

Mexico City,
Punta Ixtapa:
This summer
my family have

done a life-swap. Every
day we eat a large break-
fast prepared by the cook,
Isabel, in our residence in
Mexico City, while Gaby,
the maid, tidies our bed-
rooms. A brace of garden-
ers in cowboy hats, José
and José-Luis, arrive
shortly thereafter to fish
out bougainvillea blooms
from the fishpond. Anoth-
er José, the driver, awaits
our instructions. A beach
house in Ixtapa (which
means white sand in Nahu-
atl, the language of the
Aztecs) is also at our dis-
posal, with a cook and a
maid. Not speaking the
language, I talk to the staff
in pidgin Latin and they
reply in fast Spanish. It
seems to work as well as
any other form of commu-
nication. In return, Jaime
and Patricia Riestra
receive our cramped house
in London. Our cleaner,
Mumtaz. And our primiti-
vo house on Exmoor. Viva
la revolucion! is all I can
say. According to their
emails, Jaime and Patricia
are happy in Notting Hill,
where the only live-in staff
I’ve ever seen do not wear
crisp maids’ uniforms but
coats of soft grey fur. They
threw a wild Mexican can-
dlelit party, with tacos and
margaritas and a bardic
Latin guitarist, in our
house and garden, and sev-
eral of our mutual friends
who attended in our
absence assured us it was
the “most fun thing they
had ever been to” in our
house, which was really
sweet of them.

Here it is the rainy
season, and the air
is cool. As London

deliquesced in the heat,
my family whinged that I
hadn’t packed enough
jerseys, and hail fell in

Mexico City. Despite
inclement weather we
drag our culture-resis-
tant children to the
Museo Anthropologia,
and show them the pelota
hoops, through which
opposing teams of play-
ers had to cast a heavy
rubber ball. My husband
tries to explain to the
boys what happens if
someone fouled (i.e.,
threw the ball not in the
direction travelled by the
sun!). “They weren’t red-
carded,” he says, in an
attempt to bring the
peculiar brutality of the

first team sport in histo-
ry, this Mesoamerican
version of football, alive.
“They were decapitat-
ed.” My boys look pen-
sive, realising that Sven
and co. had got off much
too lightly. Hundreds of
years ago the pelota
authorities, unlike FIFA
and the FA, really knew
how to reward players
who let their sides down.

And then we drag our
children to the
Museo Frida Kahlo

and the Museo Casa de
Leon Trotsky. The first is a
U-shaped airy house paint-
ed a brilliant blue, set
around a courtyard dotted
with green palms and pre-
Columbian statues. Inside,

paintings by Diego Rivera
and Frida, who lived there,
loved and quarrelled and
married, and betrayed each
other, divorced and remar-
ried, are mounted on but-
tercup-yellow walls along-
side the custom-made casts
Frida wore after her trol-
ley-bus accident. It is inti-
mate and alive and touch-
ing, particularly, of course,
for those who found them-
selves weeping during
Frida, the movie.

T rotsky’s house is as
grim as the Kahlo
house is vibrant (her

last painting, of water-
melons, is entitled “Viva
La Vida”). The miasma
of death clings to every
room. My only profound
thought after visiting the
depressing habitation,
with its bullet-pocked be-
droom walls, iron beds,
treatise-filled shelves and
armoured doors, was:
how on earth did Frida
and Leon ever get it on?
After all, she was a bisex-
ual party-girl who wore
floor-sweeping fiesta
dresses and drank. He
was a communist intel-
lectual who liked to
spend 10 hours a day at
his desk. In a sense, the
place is a reminder not so
much of the failure of
perpetual revolution but
of the continuing supre-
macy of hormones.

A fter a week of this the
children become
petulant and demand

sun and sand. As soon as
we arrive in Punta Ixtapa,
though, I start fretting about
how I’m going to get all the
way back to Mexico City.
It’s an eight-hour drive.
Highways have a reassur-
ing special red lane — the
“ linea roja” — reserved for
drivers “without brakes.”
Plus Mexican friends had
told me that passing a dri-
ving test is not here a pre-
condition of taking the
wheel. So I immediately
book Aeromexico flights,
persuade my husband, with
my lower lip trembling,
that it’s much more sensi-
ble for me to fly with the
children and him to drive
back to Mexico City, and
proceed to sink into a deep
lotus-eating torpor for the
duration of the life-swap. 

On the morning of
our departure
from Ixtapa there

is a huge earthquake —
5.9 on the Richter scale
— and the bottles of
tequila rattle against the
mirrored glass in the bar
in our all-white beach
house. I text Ivo, who is
back in England, as it is
the first time I have ever
felt the earth move.
“Good thing you’re not
driving,” he acknowl-
edges in his text back.
But when we arrive back
in Mexico City we discov-
er that the flight to Lon-
don has been delayed by
28 hours, which makes
me think I really should-
n’t have bothered to
make any travel plans at
all. I’m relieved, anyway,
that I don’t have any
shares in the aviation
industry.

The editor of the Spec-
tator, Matthew d’An-
cona, sent me an email

in Mexico allowing me
“one full-on plug” for my
novel, Notting Hell (Pen-
guin Figtree, £12.99), in
this diary. It is very nice of
him (when my brother was
editor and allowed me to
write, he forbade me to
mention my last book, The
Mummy Diaries, at all, so I
had to smuggle in the
plug). But there is no space
left, which is probably a
good thing.

PALESTINIANS ALONE
HOLD KEY TO PEACE

Talking
TURKEY

S. NIHAL SINGH

H istory can be quite capri-
cious when it comes to
naming wars. A war can be
named after the place it

was fought, like Crimea (1853-
1856) or Korea (1950-53). It can be
named after the sides fighting, such
as Americans and Spanish (1898)
or Russians and Japanese (1904-
1905). Or, to shake things up, the
war can be named after just one
side, but only if their name is cool,
like the Mau Mau (1952-1956) or
rhymes, like the Boer (1899-1902).

Wars can be named for when
they started, like a particular year
(1812) or holiday, such as Yom
Kippur (1973). Other times, wars
are named by how long they lasted,
from just Six Days (1967) to as
much as Thirty (1618-1648) or
even One Hundred Years (1337-
1453). Indeed, wars are even
named to show that they were not
really wars, because they were
Cold (1945-1989) or Quasi (1798-
1800). Sometimes, it can get
downright silly. Oranges (1801),
Bananas (1898-1934) and even the
Ear of a fellow named Jenkins
(1739-1743) got their own wars. 

The names of wars can certainly
change. One war started off Great,
but ended up just the First in a
series (1914-1918). War naming
can also be a source of great dis-
pute. There are still parts of the
South that see nothing Civil about
a war of Northern Aggression
(1861-1865). But the one rule
seems to be that the winners get to
pick the name that sticks. 

Since the United States hasn’t
officially declared a war in over 60
years, we are a bit out of practice in
naming them. Perhaps that
explains the recent argument over
what exactly to title the conflict we
are involved in now. After 9/11,
President Bush called a Global
War on Terrorism, which the Pen-
tagon turned into the not-so-catchy
acronym GWOT. But something
was lacking. Perhaps it was that
making war on a tactic rather than

a specific enemy sounded as effec-
tual as making war on a condition
or an addiction, like the wars on
Poverty (1964-) or Drugs (1971-).
Worse, the name began to be
politicised. Whether you called the
invasion of Iraq part of the GWOT
or not revealed more about which
party you voted for than the war
itself.

In any case, a range of other
names have been bandied about as
replacements. As matters have
dragged out in Iraq and
Afghanistan, the Pentagon has
begun to replace GWOT with The

Long War, replete with a 70-page
Powerpoint presentation to explain
why. Of course, only America
would so reveal its impatience by
declaring a war “Long” after less
than five years. But why be satis-
fied with just one Long War?
Anthony Cordesmann, one of the
deans of political analysis in
Washington, has just declared that
we are not fighting “The” Long
War but rather “Six Long Wars
and Counting.” 

Thinkers on the political right
want their own war-naming rights,
which is also useful in keeping the

word “civil” out of election talk on
Iraq. Some, such as Newt Gin-
grich, link Lebanon to our terror-
ism battle, calling it the beginning
of World War III and argue that the
US should widen the scope with
our own strikes on Syria and Iran.
The only problem is that their neo-
conservative wing already
declared it World War IV, back
when they were arguing for an Iraq
invasion. (Most other people’s
Cold War was their WWIII.) The
libertarian/isolationist wing of the
GOP doesn’t like such new math
and is reasserting itself by calling it
all the Un-War. As for the left, that
it can’t even come up with its own
snappy war name captures best its
confusion on war in general.

My own take is that history will
probably call the war by its spark.
9/11 is the touchstone for all the
other names and justifications, and
we are already talking about the
“9/11 Generation,” which is fight-
ing its battles and will ultimately
write this war’s histories.

But maybe it’s more simple. By
all available measures, the
GWOT-Un-Long-III/IV-9/11

War is not going so well. Attacks
by radical groups have doubled in
the five years since 9/11 and their
recruiting and popularity is
through the roof. As for our side,
the US is bogged down in Iraq,
fighting an insurgency no one
planned for, our nation is at its his-
toric low point in global respect,
and now we’ve lost our God-given
right to bring hair gel on planes.

Recalling that to the victor goes
the war-naming spoils, if we don’t
start turning things around, we
may not have to worry about what
to call it. 

■ P.W. SINGER is senior fellow at
The Brookings Institution and
author of the recent report “The 9-
11 War Plus 5.” This is an amend-
ed version of an article originally
published in the LA Times
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● Bush says Rumsfeld
told him things going well
in Iraq: Rumsfeld says he
got it from Bush

● Castro Improving: He’s
up, alert, smoking
favourite Montecristo

● Dell recalls 4.1 million
laptop computer batteries
due to fire hazard: Warns
customers not to bring
them back in SUVs,
which could also catch
fire

● Prince Harry caught

groping: Royal family’s
reputation improves

● Cheney says Lieberman
loss helps terrorists:
Warns of terrorists get-

ting control of Congress

● Opinion poll says more
trouble for Bush: Majority
thinks he’s an idiot

● New airline caters to
those who can afford lux-
ury, security: Passengers
sip champagne, dine on
lobster and are assigned
their own air marshal

● Nasa can’t find original
tapes of moon walk: Fears
they may have been left
on moon

From ironictimes.com
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‘In the event of an emergency, exits are 
located on both sides of the vehicle...’

Punta
Ixtapa
Diary
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